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PART ONE

The Humans

In spite of Al hisefforts, Tavernor was unable to remain
indoors when it wastime for the sky to catch fire.
Tension had been gnawing at his somach for most of
the evening, and the repair job on the boat turbine
seemed to have grown progressively more difficult,

athough he knew it was Smply that his concentration



wasfailing. Findly, helad hisweding pistol down and
switched off the lights above the workbench.
Immediately there was a nervous fluttering among the
caged leatherwings at the opposite end of the long room.
The compact, bat-like creatures didiked any sudden
changein light intensity. Tavernor went to the cage and
geadied it with his'hands, feding the wires vibratelike
harpstrings under hisfingers. He put hisface closeto the
cage, swallowing asthe-coal air from the wingbeats caught
in histhroat, and projected his thoughts towards the
sguesking, Slver-eyed mammals.

Becdm, littlefriends. All iswdl. All iswell. ...

The clamour within the cage ceased dmost a once, and
the leatherwings returned to their perches, the mercury-
specks of their eyes shining a him in the smilitude of
intelligence

"That's better,' Tavernor whispered, aware that the
creatures telepathic faculties had picked up the under-
currents of hisown edginess.

He locked the workshop door behind him, crossed the
living room and went out of the sngle-storey building
into the warm October night. The year on Mnemosyne
had amost five hundred days, and there were no seasons,
but men had carried their own calendarsinto space.
Back on Earth's northern hemisphere, trees were being

transmuted to copper and gold - so it was October on



Mnemosyne, and a hundred other colonized worlds.
Tavernor checked the time with hiswatch. Lessthan
fiveminutesto go.

Hetook his pipe from his pocket, loaded it with moist
strands of tobacco and lit up. Theignited glowing shreds
on top writhed upwards and Taverhor pressed them down
with awork-hardened fingertip, calming himsdlf with the
rites of patience. He leaned againgt thewall of the
darkened house while the smoke carried its message of
sanity away on the night air. Tavernor imagined the
fragrance reaching into nests and burrows in the surround-
ing forest, and wondered wheét their furry inhabitants
would make of it. They had had bardly ahundred years
to get used to humanity's presence on their world, and -
with the exception of the leatherwings - had maintained
asombre, watchful reserve.

At two minutes before zero hour Tavernor transferred

his attention to the sky. The heavens above Mnhemosyne
were unlike those of any planet he had ever visited. Many
geologica ages earlier two large moons had coursed
overhead, drawing closer and closer together until they
had collided. Traces of that cosmic impact could be found
al over the planet in the form of vast meteorite craters,
but the main evidence was in the sky.

A shdl of lunar fragments - many of them large enough



for their irregularity of outline to be visble to the naked
eye - congtantly drifted on the background of fainter
gars, forming a curtain that reached from pole to pole.
The pattern of brilliant shards never repeated itsdlf, and
adding to the spectacle was the fact. that the screen was
dense enough for eclipsesto take place on a continuous
basis. As Mnemosyne's shadow swept across the sky
groups of moonletswould pass from white right through
the colours of the spectrum, vanish into blackness, then
reappear, to run the penumbral gamut in reverse.
Againg asky like that, even afirst magnitude star was
difficult to pick out, but Tavernor knew exactly whereto
look. His eyesfastened on the single, wavering speck of
light that was Neilson's Star. Almost seven light years
distant, it waslost in the kaleildoscope of Mnemaosyne's
night sky, but itsingignificance was soon to be athing of
the past. -

Asthefina secondsticked away, thetensoninsde
Tavernor's gutsincreased until he could fed it asahard’
bullet of gpprehension. I'm indulging thisthing, hetold
himsdf. After dl, the event itsalf took place seven years
ago. That waswhen Earth's Stellar Engineering Corps
(the vast egotism of thetitle never failed to dismay
Tavernor) had selected Neilson's Star, noting with
gpprova that it was of the classical type for their purpose.

A close binary, the popularized reports had stated. Princi-



pal component, in the giant sequence of the Hertzsprung-
Russdll diagram; secondary component, small and dense;
planets, none. Prognosisfor modific{Ition: excdlent.

That was when the Corps gresat butterfly ships had

come swarming on their magnetic wings, surrounding the
doomed giant, raking its surface with the spiteful stings

of thelr lasers, pouring in energy & gammaray frequen-
ciesuntil theflux reached insupportable intengties,

until. ..

Tavernor'steeth clenched on the mouthpiece of his

pipe as - with the suddenness of aroom lamp being
switched on - the house, the surrounding forest, the
distant mountain ranges, the whole sky, were bathed in
hard white light. Its source was Neilson's Star, which was
now apoint of searing brilliance so fierce that he had to
jerk hiseyes away fromit. Even at the distance of

seven light yearsthe novasinitia fury could have pricked
through hisretinas. Forgive us, he thought, please forgive
us.

Theforest lay il for adisbelieving moment, asthough
stunned by the novasintangible hammer-blow, then it
erupted in protest againgt this supremely unnatural event.
A billion wings best theair in akind of diffused explosion.
Theflood of light pouring down from the transformed

sky was dimmed momentarily as every cresture capable



of flight projected itsdlf into the air, whedled, and darted
for safety. Their concerted defiance of gravity gave Tav-
ernor the fleeting sensation that it was he that was sinking;
and then the sound reached him. Screams, squawks,
whistles, whimpers, roars, clicks, hisses, combined with
the flurry of wings, clatter of dry leaves, scampering of
feet, followed by . . .

Utter Sllence. .

Theforest watched and waited.

Tavernor found himsalf gripped by the ghastly stillness,
reduced to the level of one of Mnemosyne's forest crea
tures, virtualy mindless, yet he had in that moment a
sense of being aware of Life'srelationship to the space-
time continuum in away that men no longer understood.
The vast and transparent parameters of th.e eternal prob-
lem seemed to parade on the surface of the gestalt mind
of which he might suddenly have become apart. Life.
Desth. Eternity. The numinous. Pangpermism. Tavernor
felt atremendous e ation. Panspermism - the concept of
ubiquitous life. Judtification for believing that every mind
in existence was linked to every other mind that had ever
been? If S0, then novae and supernovae were only too
well understood by the quivering inhabitants of the dark
burrows and shielded nests around him. How many times
inthis gadaxy aone had astar gone berserk? A million

times? And in the eternity of galaxies? How many civiliza-



tions, how many incomputible billions of lives had been
blasted out of existence by the star-death? And had each
being, intelligent or otherwise, inthat last withering
second, fed the same message into the panspermic al-
mind, making it available to every sentient cresture that
would ever exigt in the continuum's dark infinities? Look
out, little brother, whether you walk, crawl, swim, burrow

or fly - when the sky suddenly floods with light, make

your peace, make your peace. . .

Tavernor felt hiseation incresse - he was on the brink of
understanding something important - and then, because
the emotion was a product of hisindividuaity, the nebu-
lous contact was logt, with an accelerating yearning dide
into normacy., There was amoment of disappointment,
but even that vanished into something lessthan a
memory. Here-lit his pipe and tried to get used to the
atered gppearance of his surroundings. Statements issued
by the War Bureau had said that for two weeks Neilson's
Star would become about amillion times brighter than
before, but would nonethel ess till be ten thousand times
less brilliant than Mnemasyne's own sun. The effect was
smilar to bright moonlight on Earth, Tavernor realized.
Only the suddenness of theillumination had made it

awesome, after al- the suddenness and his knowledge of



the deadly purpose behind it.
The sound of aground effect machine approaching
from the direction of the Centre disturbed Tavernor's

reverie. Tuning his earsto the engine note, he recognized

the smoothly expensive whine of Lissa Grenobl€e's per-
sona machine even before he saw its headlights splaying
their topaz fingers through the trees. His heart began to
thud steadily and peacefully. He remained immobile until
the vehicle had almost reached the house, then became
aware that he was dliberatdly trying to display the
attributes she most admired in him - solidity, salf-suffici-
ency, brooding, physical power. Therésnofool likea
middle-aged foal, he thought, as he shouldered himself
off thewall.

He caught the handle of the passenger door and stead-
ied the machine asit sank to the ground. Lissagot out at
thefar sde, smiling whitely. Asaways, the sight of her
amost-too-rounded body and amaost-too-full lips turned
hisingdeinto avolcano which had its base somewherein
hisloins and its flame-bel ching gpex right behind his eyes.
'Engine till sounds good,” he remarked, for want of
something better to say.

Lissa Grenoble was the daughter of Howard Grenoble,



the planetary administrator, but Tavernor had met her in
the same way that he usualy met peoplein Mnemosyne -
through being asked to repair amachine. The planet was
virtualy without metdlic deposits, and no butterfly ship
could ply through its shdll of lunar fragments with cargo
from Earth or any of the nearer manufacturing centres.
So even Mnemosynesfirg family, whichwasasoits
richest, preferred to pay for repeated repairsto an older
vehicle, rather than go to the fantastic expense of import-
ing anew one by way of butterfly ship, orbital station and
reaction-powered stage ship.

'Of course the engine sounds good,' Lissareplied

lightly. 'you madeit better than new, didn't you?

'Y ou've been reading my promotion literature. Tav-

ernor wasflattered in spite of himself.

Lissacameround the vehicle, caught hisarm and

leaned againgt him, purposefully. He kissed her once,
drinking in theincredibleredity of her theway athirsing
man gulps hisfirst draught of water. Her tongue fdlt hot,
hotter than any human's ought to fed.

'Hey!" He broke away from her. 'Y ou started early
tonight."

'What do you mean, Mack? Lissa pouted beautifully.

'Sparks. Y ou've been drinking sparks.’



‘Don't beslly. Do | smdl of sparksl’

Tavernor sniffed doubtfully, twisting hishead away as
sheplayfully tried to nip the end of hisnose. The volatil~,
meadows-in-summer aroma of sparks was absent, but he
was not quite satisfied. He never drank the dream-liquor
himsalf, preferring whiskey - another reminder that Lissa
was nineteen and he was exactly thirty years older. People
no longer showed their age much, so therewas no
physical barrier between them; but the years were there
in hismind just the same.

'Let'sgoingde, hesad. 'Away from thisghadtly light.'
'Ghagtly?1 think it's romantic.’

Tavernor frowned. Lissawaslaying it on too thick.
'Romantic. Y ou know what it means? He glanced up at
the intense point of light, now easily the most prominent
object in the sky, which Neilson's Star had become.
'Yes, of course. It means they're opening a high-speed
commericalaneto Mnemosyne!

‘No.' Tavernor fdt histension return. Thewar's

coming thisway.'

'‘Now you are being silly.’

Lissatugged hisarm and they went into the house.
Tavernor reached for the light switch, but she stayed his
hand, closing with him again. He responded ingtinctively,

then that part of hismind which never relaxed its guard



injected aniggling little idea through the emotiond tur-'
moil. This, hethought, isthe clumsiest attempt at a
seduction I've ever seen.

Feeling somehow like a cheat, Tavernor abstracted
himsdf sufficiently to be ableto review hisrdationship
with Mdlissa Grenoble, from the time they had met three
months earlier until the present moment. Although the
attraction had been both instantaneous and mutud, the
friendship had been an uneasy one, mainly because of
the difference between their positionsin Mnemosyne's
tightly knit socid structure. Howard Grenobl€e's appoint-
ment was perhaps the least political of itskind in the
Federation - thanks to the planet's numerous peculiarities
- but he till carried the rank of Adminigtrator, and his
daughter was not expected to become involved with. . .
‘Just think of it, Mack,' Lissawas whispering. Ten
whole days on the south coast. Just the two of us!’
Tavernor tried to focus on her words. 'Y our father
would lovethat.

'Hewon't know. There's a painting expedition going
south at the sametime. | told him | wasgoing oniit. Kris
Shelby's organizing the trip, and you know he's the soul

of discretion. . .



"Y ou mean he can be bought like astick of gum.’
'What's that got to do with us? There was the faintest
edge of impatiencein LissAsvoice.

'Why are you doing this? He used cal culated stolidity,
trying to anger her. 'Why now?

She hesitated, then spoke with a matter-of-factness he
found strangdy disturbing. 'l want you, Mack. | want
you, and there'salimit to how long | can wait. Isthat so
difficult to understand?

Standing with her in the confined darkness, breast to
breag, thigh to thigh, Tavernor fdt his detachment begin
to crumble. Why not? The blood-red thought hammered
at him. Why not? Aware of his capitulation, Lissasnaked
her arms around his neck and sighed comfortably as he
lowered hisfaceto hers. He froze for asecond and
abruptly pushed her away, filled with a sudden bleak
anger.

In the open mouth, visible only because of the room's

utter blackness, he had seen golden fireflies spinning.

"Y ou shouldn't have stopped me switching on the lights;
Tavernor commented afew minutes later asthey drove
towards the Centre, following the glittering surface of a
forest stream.

'Mac! Areyou going to tell me what's the matter?

'Y ou can kill the smell of sparks easily enough - the



luminescenceisalittle tougher.'

1.0

'What'sit al about, Lissa?

I'vetold you aready.’ Her voice was dull.

'Of course. Our beautiful ~aturd relationship. But you
had to tank up on sparksfirst.’

'| don't seewhat difference my having adrink makes!'
'Lissa, he said impatiently. 'If we can't be honest with
each other, let's not speak at all.’ Listen to me, he
thought. Old Man Tavernor.

There was along silence during which he concentrated
on keeping the fast-skimming vehicle in the centre of the
stream. The trees on each bank were limned from above
with slver from Neilson's Star, and on their undersurfaces
with gold from the machine's powerful headlights, giving
them alook of unredlity. Tinsd treeslining afairy
highway. Tavernor edged the throttle forward and the
finely tuned engine responded immediately.

Travelling a close on ahundred miles an hour, the

something to do with the blowing of Neilson's Star? So
soon?

When they reached Jamai's, Lissawent infirst. Tav-



ernor followed her into the long, redly-lit room and
glanced around, concedling his caution, whileLissa
greeted agroup of her friendsranged at the bar. They
glittered and tinkled like human mobiles, exuding the
joyful complacency of intellectuas out for anight on the
town. All around them, the mirrors surged and shrank.
'Darling! How niceto seeyou!' Kris Shelby unfolded
histdl, immaculate figure from the bar with a progressive
wave-like movement which reminded Tavernor of some-
onetwitching asilk rope.
'Hédllo, Kris.' Lissasmiled and, ill holding Tavernor's
hand, brought him into the space the group had made for
her at the bar.
'Hello, Mack.' Shelby pretended just to have spotted
Tavernor. He amiled thinly. '"And how's my jolly artisan
tonight?
‘Don't know - | never take much interest in your
playmates.’ Tavernor stared blandly into the taller man's
face and had the pleasure of seeing the smile disappesr.
Shelby wasrich, had real graphic taent, was aleading
light in the art colony which made up so much of
Mnemosyne's permanent population. All thesethings, in
his own estimation; gave him anaturd clamon Lissa
and he had not been fully ableto conced hisirritation
when she brought Tavernor into the circle.

'What are you hinting at, Mack? Shelby had become



magestic, pulling rank.

‘Nothing," Tavernor said serioudy. "Y ou asked me how
your jolly artissnwas, and | said | didn't know the
gentleman in question. | was suggesting that you should

ask him yourself. Perhapsif you rang your apartment

Shelby adopted a bored expression. 'Y ou have atend-
ency to overdo things.'

‘Sorry. | didn't redlize I'd touched on a senditive area,’
Tavernor said obgtinately, and agirl at therear of the
group giggled, causing Shelby to glance coldly at her.
'I'dlikeadrink," Lissasaid quickly.

'Allow me." .cShelby sgndled abarman with alacy
flourish. "What will it be, Lissa?

‘Sparks.’

'Any specid variety?

'No - just straight relaxers.”

I'll have Bourbon,' Tavernor put in, unasked, aware
hewasdlowing hisdidikefor Lissasfriendsto push him
into arecord display of churlishness. When the drink
arrived he swalowed hdf, set the glass on the bar and
put an elbow on each side of it. He glared at hisreflection
asit flowed and distorted in one of the mirrors that
completely sheathed the walls. The mirrorswereflexible

and changed their shape as solenoids behind them exerted



pressures radiated from the customers skins, cigarettes
or drinks. On anight when business was good at Jamai's
the wallswent mad, convulsng and pounding likethe
chambers of agigantic heart.

Tavernor didiked the place intensdy. He leaned on

the bar, wondering what it was that Lissathought she
had in common with Shelby and hiscrew of cultura
gadflies. For them, the war smply doesn't exist, he
thought - and wasintrigued by theirrationdity of his
emotions. He had come to Mnemosyne to forget the war
and what it had done to him, yet was angered by people
who succeeded in remainiQg untouched as the great
butterfly ships of the Federation sailed out on theionic
winds of space. . .

He was s0 deep in his own thoughts that the argument
had been going on for saeveral minutes before he became
awareof it.

A red-haired giant in the pale grey whipcords of the
Interstellar Mobile Divisons had been sullenly drinking
beer at the far end of the long bar. Tavernor had noted
the man's presence as soon as he camein, but he had
missed the arrival of asecond soldier who had taken a
position at the opposite end, closeto the door. The latter
was dressed in the darker greys of the Tactical Reserve.
Hewas astall asthe other man, but leaner, and had a

white desperate face.



'Lousy resarvigt,' the redhead was snarling drunkenly

as Tavernor tuned in on the argument. ‘Nothing to do
but est, drink and screw real soldiers wives.'

The Reservigt looked up from hisdrink. Y ou again,
Mullan. How canyol,1 bein every bar | go into?
Mullan repested his origind remark, word for word.
'Wouldn't have thought any woman would marry you,'
the Reservist commented acidly.

'Waddya say? Mullan's deep-throated bellow brought
asudden silence to the whole room.

The Resarvisgt gpparently had traces of imagination. 'l
sad that any woman who would marry you would be safe
inacdl full of rgpigs.’

'‘Waddya say?

'l said. . . ah, get lost." The thinner man made a
contemptuous gesture and returned to hisdrink.

'Say that again.'

The Reservidt rolled his eyes towards the celling but
said nothing. Tavernor glimpsed awhite-jacketed bar-
tender disappearing into a phone booth at the other side
of theroom. The redhead gave an inarticulate roar of
fury and began making hisway dong the bar. Hedid it
by putting one huge, orange-fuzzed hand on the chest of
the man next to him, hurling him backwards, and moving

on to the next. By the time he had removed four of



Jamai's clientele from his path the others had got the
idea and there was arush to get away from the bar.
Nobody thought of objecting to the giant'simpropriety.
The group centring on Lissaand Shelby moved out of
theline of action in aflurry of excitement, with aripple
of laughter from the glittering, tinkling girls. Thisiant
red, Tavernor thought, it's part of abad movie. He
picked up his glass and was preparing to rgjoin Lissa
when he caught the triumphant look in Shelby's eyes.
"That'sright, Mack," Shelby said soothingly. ‘Come
over here - whereit'ssafe.” .

Numbly, swearing inwardly, Tavernor set hisglass
down again.

'Don't beslly, Mack.' Lissa's voice was taut with
darm. 'ltisnt worthit.'

That'sright, Mack - it isnt worth it." Shelby mimicked.
'Stop it,’ Lissa half-screamed.

Tavernor turned his back on them and leaned on the
bar, staring down into hiswhiskey, while sdf-recrimi-
nation raged in his brain. What's wrong with me? Why do
| dlow peoplelike Shelby to. . .

A hand like a scoop of acrane closed over hisleft
shoulder and dragged him backwards. He locked his
muscles, clamping himself to the smooth wood of the
counter, and the hand dipped off him. The redhead gave

an incredulous grunt and took afresh grip on Tavernor's



shoulder. During the first contact Tavernor had sized the
big man up, judged him to be aproficient but not
especidly gifted hand-to-hand combatant, and had
decided on amode of fighting which should put him away
quickly and without any lasting damage. He allowed
himsdlf to be pulled sdeways and hisright fist came
round in ablurred arc which terminated in the bulge of
flesh just below the other man'sribs. The redhead was
too big and heavy to be knocked backwards. He sank
vertically asthough being lowered into the baseT1"!ent,
then the light returned to his eyes and he straightened up
again and made to grab Tavernor'sthroat.

Tavernor ducked under the converging hands and was
shifting his balance to ddliver another blow when the
familiar, querulous whine of astungun sounded behind
him. He had timefor the Startled redlization that he had
been shot by the white-faced Reservigt.

Thenit got very dark in Jamai's.

By dl therules, Tavernor should have lost consciousness
immediately - but he had stopped stungun charges many
timesin hislife and his nervous syssem had dmost learned
to sustain the brutal shock. Almogt, but not quite. There
was amindless period during which light was non-direc-

tiona, swrling over him like sound; voices, the noises of



the bar, suddenly acquired polarity, became meaningless
radia spraysof vibration.

Aeons later came amoment of sensbility. He was out

in the street, where the night breezes were seeded with
sdt water, and rough handswerelifting himinto a
vehicle. Theinterior had an evocative smel - dust, engine
ail, rope. An Army vehicle? On Mnemosyne?

'Ishedl right? The voice wasthat of awoman.

'He'sal right. How about the money?

'Hereyou are. Areyou sure heisn't hurt?

'Y eah. I'm not sure about Mullan though. Y ou didn't

say anything about this guy being agladiator.’

'Forget about Mullan,' the woman said. 'Y ou're both
being well paid.

Tavernor groaned. He had recognized Lissas voice -
and the pain of betrayd was something that stayed with

him as hefell down the dark, echoing well of night.

The cdll was eight foot square, windowless, and so utterly
new that Tavernor was ableto find little spirds of bright,
clean metd in the corner behind the toilet facilities. It
smdled of resin and plastic, and appeared never to have

had a previous occupant.



Hefound the last fact vaguely disturbing - there was

no way of knowing where he was being imprisoned. This
certainly was not the cdll block in either the Centre's
police building or the Federa administration complex
south of the city. Tavernor had seen both while working
on maintenance contracts, and remembered that the cells
were bigger, older and had windows. Besides, neither the
police nor the Federd men would have left him adonefor
s0 long. Hiswatch showed that amost five hours had
passed since he had regained consciousnessto find himself
lying fully clothed on an oblong of resilient green plagtic
that served as a bed.

He got to hisfeet and kicked the door with the flat of
hisfoot. The festureless white metal absorbed the blow
with asound that suggested massive solidity. Tavernor
swore savagely and lay down again, staring into the
luminescent plane of the cealling.

It had been Lissasvoice, al right. It had been Lissa
who had paid the Reservist to set Tavernor up and then
knock him down. The whole melodramatic scene at
Jamai's had been contrived - but for what reason? Why
should Lissago out to his place, primed with sparks, try

to seduce him, and when that had failed manoeuvre him

into a bar where she had set atrap. Could it be ajoke?



He had known Shelby's crowd go to some pretty fantastic
lengths when they thought they were on to something
funny, but surely Lissawould not have gone dong with
them. Or would she? Tavernor suddenly redized there
was much he did not know about Melissa Grenoble. And
at the moment, he could not even tell whether it was
night or day. . .

Hisrage spilled over once again. He legped up from

the bed and was hurling himsdlf at the door when he saw
that asmall panel had opened init. A pair of hard grey
eyeswas staring at him through the aperture.

'‘Open the door.' Tavernor spoke harshly to cover his
surprise. ‘Let me out of here!'

The eyesregarded him unwinkingly for amoment,

then the pandl snapped shut. A few seconds later the
door swung open. Beyond it were three men in the dark
green uniforms of infantrymen. Onewas aheavily built
sergeant with aclosdy shaven yet blue chin, down which
an old laser scar spilled like porridge. The other two men
were experience-looking pfcswho carried rifleswith a
carelessness which did not deceive anybody. All three
looked hostile and ready for any trouble Tavernor might
careto offer.

'What the hell's going on here? Tavernor demanded,
deliberately using inflectionswhich would let apractised

ear know that he had once held military rank.



The sergeant's grey eyes abruptly became more stony
than ever. ‘Lieutenant Klee will see you now. Move!'
Tavernor considered being awkward about it, but he
could see that the sergeant would not be impressed and,
inany case, Lieutenant Klee would probably be the best
source of information. The direction in which hewasto
go wasindicated by the fact that the three men had
closed off the corridor to the left. He shrugged and began
waking. The corridor continued for some fifty paces past
doorways which looked as though they led into cells
smilar to the onein which he had awakened. At its

end was an elevator operated by another fully-armed
infantryman. The sergeant did not need to give any
ingtructions, the devator hummed upwardsfor avery
short distance as soon as the doors had closed.

When the elevator had stopped moving they stepped

out into another corridor, but this one was lined with
glasswalled offices, doping prisms of morning sunlight
broke up the continuity of distance. Uniformed clerica
workers moved busily insde their glazed cubes, and
columns of cigarette smoke shoneintheair like insubstan-
tia trees. The abundance of light gave Tavernor acold
painin the upper part of hiseyeballs, and heredlized he
was gtill weak and shaky. He followed the sergeant to a

reception areawhich had ahigh desk flanked by more



uniformed men. Everything about the building had the
same smell and appearance of complete newness. A
glance through the entrance doors showed the pastel
geometries of The Centre curving away to the south,
following theline of the bay.

But being able to pinpoint hislocation did not reduce
Tavernor's bafflement - he was certain there had been no
large building in the areaaday or so earlier. It would be
quite possible, on any other planet, for military engineers
to throw a sizeable structure together in amatter of hours
if the requirement was sufficiently urgent. But massve
equipment would be needed, and the only way to bring it
into Mnemosyne was an old-style reaction-carrier stage
ship, the fue for which had been aptly described asliquid
money. Tavernor found it impossble to visudize any
development on Mnemaosyne which would justify even
moderate expenditure by the Federation's armed forces.
And yet, he remembered uneasily, they had blown Neil-
son's Star. . .

Lieutenant Klee came out of an office behind the big
desk. He was a bony-shoul dered youngster, with crewed
black hair so thick and so soft with washing that it looked
likefur.

‘Lieutenant,’ Tavernor began immediately, ‘I hope

you're the onewho'sgoing to explain dl this?

Ignorning the question, Klee consulted a piece of



paper. Y ou are Mack H. Tavernor?

'Yes, but. . '

'I've decided not to proceed againgt you any further.

Y ou can go.'

'Y ou've what?

'I'm letting you go, Tavernor. But redize I'm doing
thisonly because martia law had been declared avery
short while before the incident, and there's a chance you
hadn't heard the announcement.’

‘Martia law? Tavernor's brain was numb.

‘That'swhat | said. From now on steer clear of uni-
forms. Don't go looking for trouble.’

"Who looked for trouble? Tavernor was depressingly
awarethat he sounded like any smdll-time hoodlum who
had been dragged into a precinct sation. 'l was minding
my own. ..

"The soldier who disabled you says you struck the only
blow. Other witnesses confirmed this.’

"They would,’ Tavernor muttered inadequately. His
head was pounding painfully now, his mouth was dry and
he felt the need for strong coffee followed by food.
‘Martia law, you say? What's the reason for it?

'We can't say.'

'Y ou must give some reason.’



Klee's mouth twisted sardonically. 'Therésawar on.
Okay? One of the pfcs gave an appreciative chuckle and
the sergeant slenced him with amovement of his hand.
Kleelooked at his piece of paper again, then raised
speculative eyesto Tavernor'sface. 'Miss Grenoble will
be here a ten hundred hoursto pick you up - that'sin
about four minutes from now.'

' won't be here. Tell herto .. .

"Towhat? Klee sounded interested.

'Forget it." Tavernor walked to the door, hismind
boiling with anger and unanswered questions. His atten-
tion was caught by some indefinable strangenessin the
section of street he could see beyond the entrance. The
passers-by looked normal enough, and the traffic was
shuttling initsusud way, but the scene struck him as
being curioudy unred. There was, perhaps, asubtle
wrongnessin the quaity of thelight, asif the world was
lit by stage lamps which were not quite ableto smulate
the sun. He shook his head dightly and pushed open the
door.

'Oh, Tavernor,' Kleg's voice was impersond.

Tavernor halted. 'Y es?

'l dmost forgot. Call and see our civil compensations
officer two doors along the block. HE's got some money
foryou.'

Tdl himto. .. Tavernor strained hismind for some-



thing new in obscenities but had to content himsdlf with a
disgusted wave. He l€eft the shade of the entrance canopy
and headed downtown. Viewed from the outside, the
building he had just I eft was shocking in its newness. The
huge glassy cubelooked as though it might have been
dropped into placein asingle unit, crushing whatever

had been there before. Around its perimeter were small
groups of army engineerstidying up therim of the
excavation, compacting theraw clay and fusng it into
banks of polished marble with squat olive-green
mechines. The ozonic air wasfilled with afretful crackling
of energy, and an occasiond extra-loud splat as arock
temporarily refused to yield the molecular structure it

had held for billions of years.

People on the sdewakslooked curioudy at the activity,
but they kept on walking. Tavernor tried to remember
what had been on the block previoudy, but al he got was
avagueimpression of cluttered smdl buildingswhich
might have been stores. He had noticed before that no
matter how familiar he was with astreet or intersection,
as soon as he had seen itsredevel oped configuration the
memories of the origind immediately faded away. For dl .
he-knew, hetold himsdf illogicdly, thismight have been
one of hisfavourite haunts before the army messed it up.

His resentment increased out of proportion.



At the corner he turned towards the ocean and walked
for afew minutes until hefound adiner. Hewasdidling
coffee from a dispenser when he glimpsed hisdarkly
stubbled face in the machine's mirrored surface. The
bristlesfelt longer than he had expected, and an
unpleasant suspicion dawned in hismind.

'What day isthis? he demanded of an elderly man
stting in the nearest booth.

"Thursday.’ The man's grey eyebrows twitched and
hovered in surprise.

"Thanks." Tavernor took his coffee to a vacant booth

and sat down. His suspicions were confirmed - he had
lost two days. A regulation stunner could be set for alow
charge which would put a man out for the space of ten
minutes, but he had been given thefull blast, stretching
his synaptic gaps to within microns of permanent dissble-
ment. He recalled the face of the Resarvist who had shot
him and made aspecid dot in hismemory for it. Martia
law or no martia law, he owed the Reservist something.
With the coffee warming his somach, he decided to
postpone eating until he had reached home, cleaned
himsdlf up and tended to the leatherwings. They would
be hungry and nervous after not seeing him for two days.
For amoment he debated phoning for acab from the
diner, then decided it would be as quick to hail oneinthe

dreet. He went outside and - for thefirst timesince he



had been freed - turned his gaze inland towards the
fored.

Theforest was not there,

Inits own way, the shock to Tavernor's nervous system
was as severe as the stungun charge had been. He stood
stock il while people brushed impeatiently by him,
garing at the strangely naked horizon. The Centre skirted
the bay for adistance of eight miles, but on average it
was less than amile wide, so the forest could dways be
seen at the end of the cross-town thoroughfares. Its
multitudinous greens and muted blues clothed afive-mile
plain, and beyond that rose upwardsin verdant waves
which fell back only when they had reached the bare rock
of the continental plateau. On hot days the groves of
broad-leaved gymnaosperms known astiethes rel eased
columns of water vapour high into the sky, and at

night the flowers of the moonseekers sent a sweet heady
perfume rolling down through the quiet avenues.

But now there was nothing between the western edge

of the city and the grey ramparts of the plateau. Forget-
ting about finding a cab, Tavernor waked towards the
missing forest while the resentment that had been surging
ingde him turned into avadt, aching dismay. i

Thisthen waswhat had caused the odd quality of t

the daylight he had noticed earlier - itsfamiliar green”



component, reflected from the palisades of trees, was
absent. As Tavernor began to clear The Centre's commer-
cia belt and pass between apartment blocks he saw ahead
of him an untouched expanse of parkland which looked
reassuringly normd. Civilian hovercars drifted acrossit

or lay like bright petals on the grass, while family groups
picnicked nearby. Feeling that he had strayed into a
dream, Tavernor kept walking and gradually reached a
low crest from which he was able to get a better view of
theplain.

Two separate fences spanned the plain ashort distance
ahead. The nearer was very high and angled outwards at
the top to make it climb-proof; the further had flashing
red-and-white posts which meant it was electrified, or .
something worse. Beyond the fences - where the forest
should have been - was a shimmering, glass-smooth plain.
Honey-coloured, whorled with silver and pale green, it
was afrozen fairy sea, aballroom floor created for the
revels of myth-kings.

Tavernor, who had seen such things before, sank to his
knees.

'Y ou bastards, he whispered. Y ou filthy, murderous

bastards!'



'‘Come on - get up, theicecream man said.

Next door, in another universe, awoman sobbed in
panic. The sky began to fracture, and Mack thought of
garry fragments tumbling down into neet gardens.

"Too dow, to dow,' theice cream man said. He reached
down with big questing hands. The fingerswere dry
icicles, and they seared Mack's ribs through his pyjamas.
I don't want apopsicle, Mack screamed. 'I've changed
my mind.

'Sorry, son.' Theice cream man's face flowed, and
suddenly helooked like Mack's father. He raised Mack
into the air and threw him across his shoulder. Mack's
face struck something hard, and the pain brought his eyes
fully open. It had been the barrdl of hisfather's hunting
rifle, dung over his shoulder. Abruptly, the bed-warm
deepiness deserted Mack. He began to fed excitement
and thefirg stirrings of arm.

'I'mready," hismother said. She was wearing a hadtily-
tied dressing gown. Her features were smudged, melting
with fear. Mack wanted to protect her, but remembered
regretfully that he had broken the string on hisbow and
lost most of the arrows.

Then run, for God's sake.' His father went down the



gairsin three bounding strides. Sensing the adult strength
Mack felt both secure and proud. The Syccans were going
to be sorry they had ever come near Masonia. Hisfather
was agood fighter, the best rifle shot on the whole
agproj. In lessthan a second the door was open and they
were out in the cool night air, pounding towardsthe
copter parking circle. The undulating howl! of asiren -
which he had been only faintly aware of in the house -
dinned into Mack's ears. Other agproj familieswere
running towards their own machines. Theflashesand
reports of smal arms splintered awarenessinto compart-
mentsin which Mack heard shouts, screams and a peculiar
ghrill whine which seemed to come from the treesto the
north of thevillage.

'‘Oave!’ It was her mother's voice, but scarcely recogniz-
able. 'Over there! They're a the copters already!’

Mack felt rether than heard hisfather'slow moan. He
found himsdlf dropped to the ground, then he was being
dragged dong faster than he could run. Hisfather undung
therifle with hisfree hand and began firing at something.
The familiar jolting thunder of the weapon reassured
Mack - he had seen it punch holesin haf-inch sted plate
- but hisfather began to swear bitterly between shots.
Mack becameredly afraid.

Ahead, closeto the copters, spindle-shapes of unearthly

tallness moved in the darkness. Green flashes sped from



their limbs, and the ground heaved and shuddered. Some-
body whimpered closeto Mark. In thefitful garish light
he actually saw the Syccans, and he tried to cover his
eyes. Miraculoudly, the copter bulked up in front of him.
He legped for the handle of the door and caught it, but
hisfingers dipped off the dewy metd. Hisfather came
from behind him, wrenched open the door and heaved
Mack up on to the deck.

'Spin her up, son - theway | showed you.' Hisfather's
voicewas hoarse. 'You can do it.'

Mack threw himsdlf at the control console, tumbling
switcheswith theflat of his hand, and the starter cartridge
exploded, spinning the turbineinto life. The copter stirred
expectantly. !

'‘Come on, Dad!" Mack's voice faltered as he saw that'
hisfather was aone. 'Wherés Mom? Whereisshe? i

[

'1'11 be with her - that'sall | can do for her now. You
get out of herel" Hisfather turned away and walked
towards the spindle-shapes, pyjameas flapping in the down-
draft of therotors, rifle blazing hopelessly. Mack half-
rose from his seat, but an elongated figure appeared in
the open doorway, mewing and clicking. Inthedim light
of the instruments Mack saw that it seemed to be part

bone, part dime, and part exposed gut that glistened like



pale blue satin. The choking stench of it filled the cabin
ingantly.

Mack had no redl control over what happened next -
hisingtincts and reactions took over. He twisted the
throttle savagely and moved the collective pitch lever,
and the copter lurched skywards. The dien warrior fell
outwards and away.

Within afew seconds the eight-year-old Mack Tavernor

had | eft the battle - and his childhood - far behind.

It was dmost exactly forty yearslater that Tavernor
revisted his home planet of Masonia.

Asthe sole survivor of the Syccan sneak-raid on Mason-
ian Agproj 82 he had been - dthough he was too young
a thetime to understand it - agift to the propaganda
arm of the War Bureau. Survivors of any raidswererare
enough, as the Syccans had no discernible object other
than to kill human beings. They made no attempt to
capture or destroy materid. Even stranger was the fact
that the Federation ships-of-the-line had falen into their
hands on a number of occasions, and had been left just as
they were found; unharmed and - more important from
the Federation's point of view - with their technica
secrets unexploited.

The Syccans, arbitrarily named after the planet on

which they had first been encountered, had psychologies



which baffled dl the efforts of Earth's xenologists; but
their fallure to learn anything from the butterfly ships
was perhaps the greatest mystery they posed. They were
familiar with tachyonics, the branch of sciencewhich held
amirror to Eingeinian physcs, dedling with particles
which could not go dower than light. They had mastered
the even more difficult ‘tachyonic mode - the technique
of cresting microcontinuums within which aspaceship
composed of norma matter could display some of the
attributes of tachyons, and thustravel at huge multiples
of the speed of light. But - and in the early yearsthe
Federation had scarcely been ableto believeitsluck -
the Syccans h(ld never taken the next logicd stepin
interstellar travel.

That step had been the development of the butterfly
ship, known on Earth asthe Bussard interstellar ramjet.
A butterfly ship could weigh aslittle as a hundred tons,
and got its name from the huge magnetic fiddswith
which it swept up interstellar ionsto be used asreaction
mass on long range flights. Spread to their full span of
severd hundred miles, the magnetic wings enabled the
lightweight ship to boost itsdlf efficiently to the speed
range above .6C at which the tachyonic mode becomes
viable. The butterfly ship wasfast, economical to build

and operate, and highly manoeuvrable - yet the Syccans



continued to use vast unwiddly vesselswhich carried
their own reaction mass. Even with the assstance of
tachyonic physics and efficient converson of massto
propulsive energy, a Syccan ship could weigh over a
million tonsthe beginning of aflight. Lumbering through
gpace on a course that was virtualy unalterable, because
of thefortune in kinetic energy that would be squandered,
one of these shipswould consumeitself section by section
until its reaction mass was exhausted - a which point it
had to be close to afuel depot or become a useless hulk.
The war had been in its second year when Tavernor's
parents had died with their fellow colonists on Masonia. It
was then becoming apparent to COM sac, the Federation's
High Command, thet - in spite of theinferiority of the
Syccan ships - disposing of the dienswasgoing to bea
long and cogtly affair. There was a problem in that the
planets suffering the Syccan attacks were on the edges of
the Federation, whereas the money and resourcesto
wage war weretied up in the home systems.

That was where Tavernor - an eight-year-old boy who
had seen his parents daughtered by the aliens- camein.
Hisface and voice were featured on every tachyonic
communications media, in a propaganda campaign which
employed every trick the experts knew. For the purposes
of the sustained ondaught on the public mind, his escape

in the helicopter was represented as hisfirgt flight,



athough hisfather had alowed him to handle the controls
severd times previoudy. Later he made persond visitsto
everyone of the home systems. By thetime Tavernor

was fifteen his propaganda potential was exhausted, but
at that stage it did not matter - the Syccans had begun to
meake deeper foraysinto Federation-controlled regions of
space.

Tavernor went into the army almost autometically.

During his cadetship and yearsasajunior officer, his
desire smply to destroy Syccans - coupled with intelli-
gence and akind of remorsdess efficiency - dominated
his persondity and dl hisofficia assessments. He put in
ten yearsin what were known as 'maximum interpen-
etration areas, reaching the rank of mgor in an environ-
ment where the ability merdly to stay aive demanded an
ingtinctive genius. Then MACRON was born.

The new computer - satellite-Szed, yet asdense as
opto-electronics could makeit - had been co-ordinating
the Federation'swar effort for less than aweek when
Tavernor was posted to Earth. He learned that assessment
filesand gptitude test cards, which had lain for yearsin
‘obscure offices on adozen worlds, had been collated and
scanned by MACRON. They showed that Tavernor had
extraordinarily high gradingsin categories such as mech-

anicd agptitude, divergent cerebration (engineering), con-



vergent cerebration (engineering) and wegpons theory.
MACRON had decided he would best serve the Feder-
ation in its Wegpon Design and Experimenta Depart-
ment, admirable though his combat record had been.
After ashort adjustment course on Earth hewas
shipped to the Department's Ligh Weapons (Inert Projec-
tile) Divison on McArthur. During the short trip Tav-
ernor, still baffled and didocated, had turned hismind to
the problem of what contribution he could possibly make
inaspecidig field. Next morning he awokein his

bunk, sweeting and shivering at the sametime. Anold
nightmare had come back with renewed force. Hewas a
child again, running in the hellish darkness, sumbling

. and swinging as hisfather dragged him aong with one
hand. Tal spindle-shapes moved up ahead. Hisfather's
riflewas blasting away - but it kept missing, missng,
aways missng. Save Mom, the child Tavernor was
screaming Slently, don't wait for me! But hisfather

was swearing sadly and bitterly, and therifle-thunder
continued, the voice of the emasculated god, impotent,

futile. ..

Tavernor lay quietly under the sheetsfor along time,

his eyes fixed unmovingly on the cross-members of the



bunk above. Hewasin the grip of an idea, paraysed by
the sense of vaulting exultance that accompaniestrue
ingpiration.

A year of routine drafting and machine shop experience
was behind Tavernor before he dared put hisideafor-
ward. Almost to hissurprise, it was received sympatheti-
cdly. He had been gloomily certain, once hisinitia
ecgtasy had worn off, that the Division would have been
too preoccupied with a thousand more advanced and
better-formulated projects than his own amateurish
musings. But a section superintendent listened to his
diffident presentation, meetings were held at various
levels, and before he knew it Tavernor found himsalf
promoted to section leader, with not only a superb
workshop at hisdisposal, but the services of ateam of
speciaists who were prepared to trandate hisfirst blurry
visoninto functional hardware.

The hardware was a stubby and incredibly ugly wespon
which looked like a cross between a bazooka and a sub-
meachine gun. It differed from gunsin that only the buit,
trigger and fat outer casng werein physical contact with
the user. The remaining working parts - barrel, breech,
meagazine and Sghts- floated in atightly contained
magnetic field which damped out vibration. Other com-

ponents not found in a conventiona riflewereagyro



stabilization unit, and an ana ogue computer which ana:
lysed the frequency and intengity of vibrationsimposed
on the system and modified the magnetic field accord-
ingly. The gyro stabilization was not used continuoudy,
but was engaged by pressing a button when atarget had
been salected. Asan extrafacility on some models, a
digital computer and an inertid memory unit were added
to accommodate gross movements of the marksman.
Although useful in anumber of applications, the refine-
ment was introduced, to some extent, as an indulgence to
Tavernor by adepartment which did not redlly appreciate
the need for arifle with which aman could hit atarget
one-handed, while running, dragging achild. . .
Thewegpon was officidly named the Tavernor Com-
pensating Rifle - alabel from which he derived awry
satisfaction. Nobody but he understood what it compen-
sated for; and even he did not quite see how the years of
work on it eased the nagging guilt, the conviction that his
mother had died because his father had been able to save
only one. All heknew wasthat, for thefirg timein his
adult life, he could live and talk and smile like any other
human being. He could bresthe without the stench of a
Syccan warrior filling his nogtrils.

With the TCR MKk.1 safely into the production phase,
Tavernor turned his attention to other projects, but his

inventive spark seemed to have been quenched and now



the work bored him. He struggled againg hisinclinations
for afurther three years, then began making applications
for transfer back to combat service. At that point, even
in wartime, it would have been possiblefor himto resign
- there was no scarcity of men - but hefound it difficult
to imagine life outsde the army.

Eventuadly, at the age of forty-two, Colond Mack H.
Tavernor was returned to active duty - but not in the
maximum interpenetration areas where he had learned
his trade. He discovered, with a sense of shock, that the
Federation was engaged in more than one conflict. The
war against the Syccans had dragged on for four decades,
long enough to have become a permanent background to
politicd life, and the Federation'sinterna problems
began to re-emerge. Some systems - particularly those
well away from the human-Syccan frontier - began object-
ing to paying for adistant war. The reduced-taxes plat-
form promptly exhibited its age-old ability to sustain
political |eaders of any shade, and the Federation found
itself obliged to conduct a series of costly police
operations.

Tavernor endured seeing his TCR used againgt humans
for four years - but the breaking point came on Masonia,
hishomeworld. The frontier had writhed painfully across

that sector threetimesin dl. And each time the planet



had been hit - not serioudy, otherwise there would

have been no politica problem left, but hard enough to
convince the population they were foolish in dlowing

their world to be used as a marshdling centre for Strategic
supplies. A palitico-religious leader called Chambersrose
to power with the theory, absurd yet attractive to aweary
popul ace, that the Syccans were a scourge for nobody but
the unjust. He reinforced his brand of neo-conciliation
with well-calculated reminders that the just - in his sense
of the word - would not have to pay war taxes.

Before Earth could do anything to prevent it, Chambers
was in power and had ordered the removal of al war
materid from Masonia. During the resultant police

action, a popul ation which had broken under occasiond
Syccan raids quirkishly refused to be subdued by Imperid
Earth.

Tavernor, who was elsewhere a the time, knew only

the broadest details of the affair; that the planet had

been secured by Earth with the minimum bloodshed
compatible with maximum speed. He wasin the sector
when the opportunity for aweek's leave arose, and seized
the opportunity to spend afew days among the scenes of
his boyhood, in the forest around Agproj 82.
Theforestswere il there - but in vastly different

form. They had provided good cover for Masonias guer-

rillafighters, and it had been necessary to turn areducer



on to them. Tavernor spent aday walking acrossthe
green-and-silver lakes of cdlulose. Towards evening he
found an areawhere the flux had run clear.

And from below the amber surface adead woman's
face looked up at him.

He kndt on the glassy surface for aholy moment,

staring down at the pale, drowned ovoid of her face. The
black swirls of her hair were frozen, preserved, eternal -
like the guilt he had deceived himsdf into thinking he

had shed.

That night, exercising histhirty-year option, he

resgned from the army and went looking for somewhere

to hide

Tavernor walked north following the line of the fences.

As he stumbled through the tufted grass, he shielded

his eyes and tried to see past the glare from the surface of
the plain. Theintense light made his headache worse, but
he was able to discern signs of activity. Far out acrossthe
cellulose lake mirages shimmered. Behind and among
them, great buildings were being constructed. The dra-

gonfly shapes of workopters - large even at that distance



- drifted through the air, lifting entire wallsinto place,

and the eddies from their rotors churned into the mirages,
scattering light and coloursinto the sky.

By taking bearings from the larger buildings of The
Centre, Tavernor was able to caculate that the activity
was taking place roughly where his house had stood two
daysearlier. Later he would find out whether it had been
reduced to disassociated polysaccharide chains and free-
flowing pectins along with therest of the forest, or
whether it had been lifted and transported out of harm's
way. The house was unimportant - but millions of smal
dumb creatures must have perished. His mind went back
to the woman he had found on Masonia, staring upwards
from her amber prison. Unfortunate, they had said, but
wewarned al of Chambers guerrillasto get out of there.
Ten minutes brought Tavernor to awide gateway

inthe fences. It was complete with al the military
paraphernaliaof barriers, checkpoints and armed guards.
A newly made road leading from the plain cut straight
acrossthe parkland and nestly aigned itself with one of
The Centré's main cross-avenues. Already atwo-way flow
of whedled and air-cushion vehicles had begun. The
sheer quantity of equipment staggered Tavernor - merely
getting it down from the trandunar orbitd station through
the screen of moon fragments and on to the ground

must have cost millions. Whatever was happening on



Mnemosyne, it was something big. Something that had
been planned well in advance.

He could have been right when he had guessed the war
was coming thisway. The blowing of Nellson's Star was
flooding the entire region with charged particles, cregting
avolume of space in which the big ships could reach
maximum velocity. Thefantadtically expensive operation
of destroying the star had been carried out seven years
previoudy, so what he was witnessing could be the
culmination of seven years planning on the part of
COMsac. But what interest could COMsac havein Mne-
mosyne? Why should the army invade a backwater world
three hundred light years from the nearest combat area?
Tavernor reached the road and approached the
entrance.

'Hi, there." A dapper young guard came out of the
nearest checkpoint kiosk. He was smiling patronizingly
from under the rim of hishemet. 'Looking for
something?

'Information,’ Tavernor said. 'What the hell'sgoing on
here?

The guard's face went blank. 'Piss off.’

'No information?

'Y ou heard me.'

"Then I'm coming through - my houseis over there!'



Tavernor pointed out across the plain, moving forward at
the sametime. The guard shrugged hisrifle downinto his
hand, but he did it too dowly. Tavernor caught therifle
and twisted it, locking the ding around the other man's
wrist. The guard made to grab Tavernor with his other!
hand, but Tavernor pulled the muzzle of therifle forward!
and downwards, gaining leverage on the arm.

'Easy, he said quietly. 'Or do you want your elbow
converted to auniversa joint?

The guard'sface turned grey. 'Y ou'll pay for this.’

"You do it for money? Tavernor injected a note of
wonderment into hisvoice, then atide of salf-disgust rose!
inhim like bile. He was beginning to enjoy humiliating
men - and it was a poor substitute for daughtering
Syccans. 'I'm athirty-year man myself. Wegpons specid-
ist. And four Electrum Stars!'

The guard gave no sign of recognizing thewordsasa
form of gpology. 'What do you want, mister? -

Tavernor released therifle. 'l want to talk to whoever's!
in command here!

'Piss off,’ the guard said. He siwung therifle by the

ding. Tavernor smothered the blow, but hurt hisleft arm f
in the process. He drove. hisright shoulder up into the
guard'sarmpit, lifting him clear of the ground to go
sprawling in the dust. The guard rolled over on hisside,

levelling therifle. Tavernor could have kicked it out of



his grasp, but he stood perfectly still. Go ahead, he
thought.

'What's going on here? A sergeant and two other men
spilled out of the kiosk into the sunlight. The sergeant's
helmet was askew, showing he had just clapped it onto
his head. Hewas alittle old for the rank, going paunchy,
with reddish bristles growing in the cleft of hischin.

'l own aplot of land out there," Tavernor said quickly.

'l want accessto it.’

The sergeant came close. 'Areyou Tanner?

"Tavernor.'

'‘Well, | got newsfor you, Tanner. You used to own a
plot of land out there. It's been vested by the Federation's
73rd Army.

'How about my house? Did you moveit?

'No time. Our boys reduced the lot.' The sergeant
gppeared to be enjoying himsdf. Behind him the guard
got to hisfeet and pressed forward but the sergeant
waved him back. Thiswas going to be an object lessonin
handling civilians who thought they were hard men.

'Well, how about the contents?

‘All gone. Make out an inventory and takeit to the
compensations officer in our downtown building. Hell

pay you as much'sthe stuff was worth.’



Tavernor selected the spot where hisfist was going to
land. The cleft chin was tempting, but the region of the
fourth shirt button - the one that was taking most strain
from the belly behind it - would be the mogt effective.
The mention of acompensations officer reminded him of
his earlier conversation with Lieutenant Klee. That was
what the lieutenant had been talking about.

"Were you there, sergeant? When they checked the
house?

"Yeah, | wasaround.'

'Do you know if anybody let my leatherwings out
before the place was reduced?

'Y ou mean those Goddam bat-things? The sergeant
seemed genuinely perplexed. 'If you want them you can
chip 'em out of the cellulose after the army pulls out.
They're dill out there." The other guards grinned broadly.
Tavernor's heart began a massive adrenalized pound-
ing. Theleastherwings, he thought as ared haze rose
around him, had never like being caged. Three, four
times aday he had had to St by the cages, projecting
fedings of warmthand security until the nervous move-
ments of wings sub~ded. How did one explain to the
watchful Slver eyesttlat their telepathic facility wasvery
rare and therefore had to be studied? And how had they
reacted when soldiers~ad come near, looking on them

with revulsion, surrounded by auras of desth? The



leatherwings would have sensed what was going to happen
to them, and perhaps they would have been able to
comminicate their foreknowledge to the billion other
dumb furry creatureswho must have died inthe

foredt. . .

The single blow was nothing more than an expresson

of Tavernor'S anguish - in that instant he would have
punched astone wall had it been in front of him - but the
sergeant fdl like adead man just the same. A whistle
shrilled nearby, and other guards closed with Tavernor.
Their faces had shocked, wary expressions; but Tavernor
was engaged in only aritua fight. Stepping over the
fdlen man, hefdt likeastatue with solid iron limbs
imperviousto the impact of fists, boots or rifle butts. He
saw and heard hisflesh sustain blows, yet he felt no pain.
Therewas only an increasing numbness, a sense of
gathering darkness on the fringes of which facescircled
like two-dimensona masks, hogtile but inggnificant.

. Mack!'

Thevoice reached him acrossagulf of yelow sunlight.
Lissas frightened face beseeched him from the open door
of her crimson hovercar which was suddenly wallowing
and dipping beside him, itsroad rudder spraying dust and
pebbles asit scribed asharp turn. Her eyesjarred him

into something gpproaching sanity.



He dived into a cushioned seat, the turbine screamed
and the little vehicle went bounding and jockeying across

the parkland.

Standing at the window, Tavernor was able to look across
the bay and see headland after headland receding into
the distant south. The dying sun was softening the seriate
escarpments with ared-gold light which made him think
of rich old ail paintings, and some of the larger moon
fragmentswere dready visiblein the degpening blue
vaults of the sky. Tavernor, responding to the amost

pal pable sense of peace, filled hispipeand lit it. He
winced dightly a each movement of hisbruised arms,
but the sane fragrance of the tobacco seemed to dlay the
pain, and he smoked contentedly until the door of the big
marble-walled room opened behind him.

Lissaand her father came in. Howard Grenoble was
only ten years older than Tavernor, but apparently he
was one of the rare people on whom the nutrient shots
had little effect. Hishair was theatricaly stresked with
grey and the skin of hislong dignified face was deeply
creased. The only feature which had retained itsyouth
was his mouth, which had ared-lipped, dmost-womanly
mohbility. With hisdim height and immaculate dress he
was a perfect elder statesman, and Tavernor wondered

for aningant if Grenoble ddiberatdly did not usethe



nutrients.

Wearing aflame orange dress, Lissalooked amost
childish beside her father. Her face showed immediate
concern at seeing Tavernor on hisfeet instead of onthe
couch where she had |eft him.

'Wdll, | managed tofix it, young man.' Grenobleslips
pouted humoroudy for a second, exactly like Lissas.
'Not without difficulty, | might add."

Thank you, Sr." Tavernor felt agenuine gratitude at
escaping areturn to the clinica prison. ‘lI've givenyou a
lot of trouble.’

'Y es, you have. Grenoble's eyestwinkled. 'Y ou didn't
tell me you were acolond in the army, young man.'
Tavernor glanced a Lissa. Her eyeswide. 'When 1
retired | retired completely.’

"Then your repair businessisjust ahhobby?

'Moreor less. | likeworking with machines. Tavernor
did not mention that he had cashed in his pension and
blown the lot on atwo-year interstellar binge which had
ended only when he heard the legends of Mnemosyne,
the poet's planet. He felt uncomfortably like a suitor
being quizzed by his prospective father-in-law.
'Interesting. | suppose you'll be expanding the business
some day, taking on staff?

'l would think s0, Tavernor said compliantly.



Grenoble nodded. 'Wdll, | must leave you now. I'vea
dinner in Federation House this evening with the new C-
in-C Generd Martinez. Y ou must tay heretill you find
new accommodation - my secretary'sarranging for a
bedroom to be prepared.’

Tavernor tried to protest, but Grenoble vanished

through the doorway with one sllencing hand raised, pam
outwards. In the ensuing quietness, Tavernor decided he
ought to have remained on the couch after al. He limped
across the room and lay down, suddenly recalling an old
lesson learned many timesin the past - that restismore
important to the weary than food, drink, love or freedom.
Lissasat down beside him and pulled ablanket up to his
chin. Tavernor looked into the beautiful full-lipped face,
and now she no longer seemed like alittle girl.

'Oh, Mack,' shewhispered. 'Y ou dmost did it, after

al.

'Did what?

'Got yoursdlf killed - and | took so much trouble to get

you out of theway.'

'Y ou knew about the martial law and everything esein
advance? Tavernor was beginning to fed drowsy.
'Yes, Dad told me!'

"That's why you asked me on that trip south.’

"Yes, but | guessed you'd go al moral on me, so | had



to arrange. . . the other method.'

‘A little dragtic, wasn't it?

Lissa's grey eyes became anxious. 'l had no ideg, Mack
... but a least you're till dive. Would you have quietly
left your home when the engineerstold you to?

‘Not likely.' Hefdt aflicker of anger disturb hisdide
into unconsciousness. '‘But they wouldn't havekilled me!’
"That'swhat you think. They killed Jiri Vgvoda'

"What?

‘Jiri refused to leave his studio - you know he'sbeen
working on amural therefor two years. | don't know
exactly what happened - | heard he threatened them with
an antique pistal - but he's dead. It's all so hideous!'
Lissas eyes brimmed.

Tavernor raised himself on one elbow. 'But they can't

do that! The army just doesn't behave that way on its
own ground. There!l be acourt martid.'

'Dad says there won't. The project hasten priority
points.’

Ten! That'sthe. ..

'l know - the maximum.' Lissa spoke selfconscioudly,
reciting new knowledge. 'Dad sayswhen aproject has
ten priority points anybody who holdsit back evenfor a
minute can be shot.' She leaned downwards and laid her

face againgt his. Tavernor could fed the pressure of her



breadts, but suddenly he was impatient with her woman's
ability to bemoan disaster, shed tears over desth, and -
at the sametime - retain al her own certitudes, dl the

universal preoccupations of awomb-carrier.

'Did your father tell you what the project is?
Lissashook her head. "The President hasn't sent any-
thing in the diplomatic bag yet, and Dad's been so busy
arranging officid functions he hasn't had achanceto
make any enquiries. Perhaps General Martinez will say
something during dinner.’

Tavernor groaned and lay back. Officid functions.
Dinners. Lissahad inherited more than just afew facid
expressions from her father. Howard Grenoble was play-
ing games, calling the tachyonic communicator adiplo-
matic bag, dressing up for the part, wearing his hair grey
and addressing Tavernor as 'young man' dthough they
were the same generation. Lissaplayed smilar games.
There had to be something lacking in aperson if the only
way she could handle riches was by pretending poverty,
if she couldn't look beyond the marble walls of the
Adminigtrator's residence and recognize the end of her
world.

‘Thewar'scoming thisway, Lissa,' hesaid tiredly.



'Haven't you or your father tried to find out why?1s
Mnemaosyne going to go out with abang or awhimper?
"Try to get some deep,’ Lissa soothed. 'Y ou're getting
al tensed up for nothing.'

'Oh, Chrigt,' Tavernor said helplesdy, astheroom

tilted ponderoudy away.

Minutes later, it seemed, he was awakened by apeculiar
sensation in hisfeet.

Tavernor lay dill for amoment after opening hiseyes,
wondering if he had been dreaming. Hewasin abed,
and wearing dark green pyjamas instead of his blood-
stained jacket and pants. The segment of bedroom he

could see was suffused with lemon-coloured morning

light, and hewas rested. But hisfeet till felt strange,
immobilized by an insstent warm pressure.

He raised his body and discovered that muscleswhich
had throbbed with pain the previous day had stiffened
like sun-dried rawhide. Tavernor fell back then tried it
again, more cautioudy, and got his head abovethe leve
of hisches.

'Hello," thelittlegirl said.

'Hello.' Tavernor lowered himself back on to the

pillow. "Y ou must be Bethia' Lissararely mentioned



Bethia, but he knew they were cousins, and that the child
had been living with Howard Grenoble ever since her
parents had died in an accident.

'How did you know? Bethia sounded disappointed.
'Move off my feet and I'll tell you.' He waited until
Bethia had wriggled to one Sde, stoicaly enduring the
paininhisbruised legs.

'Well?

‘Lissatold me. | know all about you, Bethia. Y ou're
Lissascousin, you live here, and you're three yearsold.’
Threeand ahdf,' Bethiasad triumphantly. That

shows how much you know.'

"You'reredly three and ahaf! How could Lissahave
made such a mistake?

'Lissamakes|ots of mistakes. | fear for her.' Both the
manner of delivering the words and their content startled
Tavernor. Even the timbre of the voice was at variance
with what he would have expected from a three-year-old,
subtly but unmistakably, asthe echoesin atheatre differ
from those in a cathedral. He decided to have alonger
look a Bethiaand struggled into asitting position,
grunting as further muscles were brought into play.

'You fed pan.



'| fed pain,’ Tavernor agreed, eyeing the child curi-
oudy. She was thin, but with a hedthy youngster's easy
uprightness and pearl-glowing skin. Large grey eyes, like
Lissas, stared back at him from around face which
aready hinted at disturbing perfection to come. Her hair
was the colour of polished oak, set off by asmplelime
greentunic.

'Let mefed the pain.' Bethiadipped off the end of the
bed, gpproached Tavernor and laid minute fingerson his
left arm. Her eyes grew owlish with concern.

'Pain doesn't work that way, Tavernor laughed. 'l can
fed it, but you cant.’

That'swhat Lissasays - but she'swrong. Y ou hurt

here, and here, and here. . .' Bethiasflitting fingers
began to move down historso under the sheets towards
his bruised groin.

'Hey!" He caught her wrigts. 'Nicelittle girls don't

behave that way with strange men.' Part of hismind
registered the curious fact that, although his bruiseswere
hidden by pyjamas, each touch of her fingertips had been
onamgor pain centre.

'Wdll, turn it off by yourself then. Bethia scowled at

him with childish ferocity, and flounced away from the
bed.

'‘Come back. Bethia'



She turned to face him, but stayed at the opposite side
of theroom. Looking at thetiny fleck of humanity -
fragile yet indomitable vessdl, unperturbed by the vast-
ness of the space-time ocean it had only begun to cross -
hefelt ararelonging for achild of hisown. Too late for
that now, he reminded himself. Now that it's becoming
S0 obvious that the Syccans are coming.

Tavernor hopefully put on hisbest amile. 'Lissadidnt

tell me you have atemper.’

'Lissagets everything wrong.' Bethiasniffed asloudly

as her toy-sized nose would allow.

'Would sheliketo hear you saying that?

‘Shecan't.’

'I mean, you shouldn't say it.'

'Evenif it'strue?

"Y ou shouldn't say it becauseit isn't true.’ He felt
himsalf getting deeper into ahole. 'Lissa's awoman, and
you'retill achild.

Bethia's jaw dropped and her eyes bulged with accu-
sation. "You,' she squeaked. 'Y ou're just like everybody
ese' Shevanished from theroom in ablur of leggy
movement, leaving Tavernor with acrushing sense of
inadequacy.

Y ou baled that one up, he thought ruefully, getting

out of bed. Investigation of hisroom reveded hisown



clotheshanging in acloset. His underclothing and the
durable permacords had been cleaned and dried. Another
door led into a spacious shower room. Tavernor turned
on the hot water, tested it, eased himself out of the
pyjamas and stepped gratefully into the cone of warmth.
He had sogped himsdf dl over before noticing thet his
left arm, which had suffered most in the previous day's
ul:lpleasantness, was no longer hurting him. The black
contusonswere till there, but the pain was gone, aswas
the case with the ugly dark mound where arifle butt had
connected with the |eft Sde of his chest. Taut swathes of
agony till covered therest of his body.

'Wdll, I'll be damned,' he said aloud.

'Y es, you will," Bethias voice piped jubilantly from the
doorway. Her round face was gleeful as she peered into
the shower room, tiny frame poised for flight.

‘Don't run away,’ Tavernor said, determined not to

put afoot wrong thistime. 'Did you do this? He stepped
out of the shower, flexing hisleft arm pleasurably.
'Course| did.

‘But that's marvellous. Y ou're aheder, Bethia,' She

looked gratified and came farther into the room. 'How



doyoudoit?

'How? Bethialooked puzzled. 'It isn't ahow-thing.
Youjust doit. Likethis'

She approached him again, solemn-eyed. Tavernor

knelt and alowed her handsto passall over hismoisture-
beaded body, feeling no embarrassment even when the
doll-fingers briefly handled his genitals. When he stood
up again every trace of pain had vanished from his
system, and his mind wasfilled with a sense of communion
unlike anything he had ever known. Bethiasmiled a him
and suddenly hewas dmogt afraid of her. He dried
himsdf as quickly as possible, went into the bedroom and
dressed. Bethiafollowed him, watching with intent eyes.
'‘Mack?

'So you know my name?

'‘Course | do. Areyou asoldier?

No.

‘But you werefighting.'

'If you don't mind, Bethia,' Tavernor fenced. 'I'd

rather talk about something ese.’

'l don't mind. Mack?

'Y es." He concentrated on brushing his hair.

'Will the Syccans ever come here?

‘Never.' At least, he thought, not until you're alot

older.

'‘Areyou sure?



‘Bethia - they don't even know wherethis placeis. I'm
sure.

'l guessthat explainsit.’

'Explainswhat? Tavernor looked down into the lumi-
nous grey eyeswith an odd sense of premonition, but
Bethia shook her head and backed away from him. Her
eyes, brilliant only a second before, had dimmed to
leaden discs. She turned and | eft the room, dowly, drifting
like thistledown inthemorning air.

Tavernor caled her, but she appeared not to hear. He
decided to learn as much as he could about the child
during breakfast. But the meal had scarcely begun when
he learned, from Lissa, theincredible reason for the
army's urgent invasion. Mnemaosyne - the poets planet-
was to become the operations and planning centre for the

war againgt the Syccans.

Thetiny letters hovered in the air severa feet above floor

level. Glowing ruby red and topaz, they spelled out a



smple message - JJRI VEJVODA HASNOT DIED.
'Now to step up the scale.’ Jorg Bean, who was one of
the best light sculptorsin the Centre, made an adjustment
at the side of his portable projector. The solid image
suddenly magnified itself and rose higher to blaze dong
the calling, filling Jamai'slong bar with garish light. Wall
mirrors multiplied the wordsin every direction, stretching
and twigting the letters as the hidden solenoids executed
their random dance. The room flared with unaccustomed
brilliance.

'What do you think of it? Bean looked anxiousy

around the group.

'It's perfectly adequate, and that's al we need,’ Kris
Shelby said. 'It's meant to be a message - not awork of
art.

He spoke with a clipped forcefulness which surprised
Tavernor, who had just entered Jamai's. Tavernor settled
himsalf on astool and watched the group of amost
twenty artists with some curiosity. They gppeared to be
planning a protest march, and were dressed for the
occasion in businesdike permacords. His attention was
distracted by a disturbance at the bottom of the room.
Old Jama himsdlf - big, fat, swesting fredly in agold suit
- had made one of hisrare appearances.

"Thelight," he screamed. "Turn out the light!" He

came storming aong behind the counter, brushing white-



jacketed barmen out of the way.

Shelby turned to him. 'What's the trouble, monsieur?
'Mr Shelby,’ Jamai breathed. "Y ou're an old and valued
friend, but my customers don't want floodlighting with
their drinks. . . and | don't want any protestsin my bar.'
‘Bad for business, monsieur?

'Regrettably, Mr Shelby, many of us do have to work
foraliving.

'Of course, I'm sorry - thisisn't your fight.' Shelby

gave one of hischaracterigtic lacy flourishes and Bean
switched off the projector. The chunky letters dimmed
and retreated into the machine, shrinking through spuri-
ous perspectives. At the mention of afight Tavernor had,
given an dmogt involuntary snort, attracting Shelby's
attention. As soon as Jamai had retreated, grumbling,
into his mirror-hidden den Shelby turned to ~avernor. His
long arigtocratic face was dightly flushed with excitement.
'‘Back again, Mack?

Tavernor nodded, biting back an automatic sarcasm.
'Look, I'm sorry about the way things worked out the
other night. None of us had heard the proclamation of
martial law, and we didn't redlize you were up againgt a
madman. .. | just want to say we dl regret what
happened.’

It was mainly my fault.' Tavernor was surprised at the



man's obvious Sncerity.

"They floored me too, you know.' Shelby fingered a
bruise on hisjaw and smiled ruefully.

"You! No, | didn't know.’

'Yes- | tried to make the one you dugged give me his
name and number. | never saw what hit me.’

Tavernor stared at Shelby, seeing himin anew light.

'Drink?

'I have one over there. May | buy you awhiskey?

'l think I'll have sparksfor achange.’ The news

about COM sac moving to Mnemosyne seemed to have
paralysed Tavernor's digestion, and the med he had
eaten with Lissawas|odged high in hisstomach. He felt
that sparks, with its negative calorie vaue, would go
down better than alcohol. Shelby signalled a bartender
who set up adim glass of pale green liquid then added a
single drop of glucose. Asthe carbohydrate dispersed
through the liquor, curtains of golden sparks began to
swirl inthe glass. Tavernor took asip and fdtit runice
cold to his scomach. The dream-liquor dwaysfdt chilled
because it was greedy for heat and hydrocarbons alike,
converting them into luminescence which was then

rdeased into the air.



'‘Wonderful stuff,” Shelby said. 'I'd probably be asfat
asapigwithout it.'

'| prefer to work off my excessweight.'

Shelby held up one be-ringed hand. 'Must you be so
pious? | was hoping we could call off the classwar for a
while!

‘Sorry." Tavernor took another sip. 'l project old
resentments.’

'‘Dont wedl?Thething is- what are you going to do
about this brand-new resentment we all fed?
‘Nothing. '

‘Nothing! Y ou've heard the Federation's planning to
move the war headquartersto Mnemosyne.'

‘It isn't Mnemosyneto them - the army usesthe official
cartographic name.’

"That's as may be, but it's the Mother of the Musesto
us.

"To you," Tavernor emphasized. 'I'm not an artist or a

writer. '

"But you'l join the demondtration.' Shelby'sfriendli-
ness was beginning to wear thin. 'Chrigt, man, they
destroyed your house.'

"I've aready carried out a private demonstration about

that, and I've got the lumpsto proveit. Take my advice,



Kris- keep your little band of marchers away from that
fidd.

It won't be such alittle band - thisis only one group.'
Tavernor's temper began to fray too. 'Kris! Stop play-
ing democracies. Come down into the real world, the one
where the war's going on. COMsac has decided to move
in here - | don't know why - but they've aready blown a
gar to doit. Arethey going to rearrange this part of the
universe, then pack up and move out because you wave a
few banners at them?

Shelby looked disdainful. Y ou're going to lie down.’

'So areyou, friend.' Tavernor drained his glass and set

it down. 'In hospital.

When he had checked into asmall hotel on the south
sde, Tavernor suddenly redlized he had very little money.
Practicaly every penny he owned had beentied up in his
house and workshop. He wrestled with his pride for a
moment then took a cab to the new military block. The
work of tidying up the perimeter of the building had been
completed, and over the main entrance was asign which
amplesaid: 73RD ARMY..

He went in through a separate door marked 'Civilian
Compensations Officer', identified himself and within

ten minutes emerged with adraft on the First Centre

Intersystem bank for amogt thirty thousand stdllars.



There had been no haggling because Tavernor privately
estimated his property as twenty thousand and had been
prepared to settle for fifteen. Marvelling at the ways of
bureaucracy in ahurry, he took another cab to hisown
bank, deposited the draft and withdrew athousand in
cash. With the money buttoned into his pocket hefelt a
surge of childish glee and redlized the Single glass of
gparks he had downed was having its effect on him.
Andysing hisfedings, he discovered hefdt exactly ashe
had donein his cadet days, arriving back at camp after a
cross-country run through flame-coloured trees, with the
prospect of a hot shower, amed and afree week-end.
There was not one thing in the whole wide universe
which could have depressed him. He decided he approved
of sparks after all, but the other Tavernor - the one
which alwayswatched from ahigher level of consciousness
- coldly ingtructed him never to touch the dream-liquor
agan.

Remembering that Lissastill had no idea he was moving
out of her home, he hailed another cab and told the
driver to take him to the Administrator's Residence. The
machine hummed northwards on its singlewhed for two
blocks then was forced to wait at an intersection where
there was apile-up of traffic and agathering crowd.

Looking past the driver's head, Tavernor saw that asow



process on was moving west on the cross-avenue towards
the new military field. In the air above the marchers
bobbed a series of solid-image dogans. Mot of the light-
sculptors had contented themsalves with straightforward
messages in varying degrees of starkness, but one had
executed arealistic desthmask of the dead artist, Jiri
Vevoda, complete with adelta of blood from one corner
of the mouth. The glowing head, twenty feet acrossand
rendered dightly tranducent by the afternoon sun, made
drunken balloon-like siwvoops, magnifying the movements
of itshand-held projector.

'Look at that,' the cab-driver said disgustedly. ‘Don't
those guys think about women out shopping with their
kids? What's akid going to make of athing like that?
'Couldn't say.' Tavernor il felt serene.

"Would you like your kidsto seeit?

'l guessnot.'

"There you are then - but those guys don't think of

that. They get intheway of the war effort, then they
squed if one of them getshurt. Lousy artistd’ The
cabby's fluted neck began to turn red with anger. 'l hope
our boys give them a hot reception at thefield.'

Our boys, Tavernor repeated to himsdlf in surprise,

then remembered Jamai'sinordinately violent reaction
earlier in the day. He conceived what, to his sparks-filled

brain, scemed a shrewd idea.



'How's business been in the last day or two? he asked.
'Pretty good?

'Gregt. These soldier boysthrow money around like it
was. . . The cabby turned to face Tavernor, and his
face darkened with suspicion. 'What are you getting at,
mister?

‘Nothing,' Tavernor assured him. "Why don't you just
drive the cab?

Hewasinterested in the discovery that, dthough he
regarded himsdf asa'practicd’ man with no interest in
any branch of the arts, heidentified Mnemosyne solely
withitscolony of artists, writers, poets, musicians and
sculptors. The legendsthat could be heard on a hundred
worlds, provided one listened in the right places, cdled it
the Poets Planet. Almost by accident, Tavernor had
listened in some of the right places during histwo-year
Federation-wide drunk. Hisfirst clear memory of hearing
Mnemaosyne's name wasin aflat city on Parador, which
was dso thefirgt place he had ever tried viewing a
cortsim "painting’. The moulded pillow, feeding light and
colour patterns straight through the visud cortex, had
produced an indigtinct image of Mnemosyne's prismétic
night sky; and keyed to the visua impulses was a couplet

from Shelley's'Hymn to Intellectual Beauty':



'‘Sudden the shadow fdl on me;

| shrieked and clasped my handsin ecstasy.'

The artigt, an iron-grey woman with one milky eye, had
explained her vison while they killed a bottle of off-
world Bourbon. . . animmorta work of art for every
moon-shard in the fragmented sky. . . the last redoubt
from which the beacon of Man's genius threw aureate
rays across adarkening galaxy. . . aworld which basked
ininspiration'slong, long summer. . . Seaing the insu-
portable yearning in the woman's unspoiled eye, Tavernor
had impulsively offered to pay her ticket to Mnemosyne.
She had walked away from him without aword, as though
she had been struck, and it was not until long aftel wards
he redlized she had been afraid of finding she had nothing
to offer, that Mnemosyne's crucible would reduce her
soul-diamonds to worthless dust.

But others had made the pilgrimage, to lose themsalves
on aworld which was doomed to remain an obscure
backwater because the butterfly ships, the pollen-carriers
of the Federation's commerce, could not aight there.

Y et distance, and the growing spindle-shadow of the
Syccan warrior, had failed to obliterate the names of
many of these pilgrims. The home systems had heard of
them again and again acrossthe light years. Even Tav-

ernor had known the names of Stamfli and Hungerford,



the poets, Delgado, who single-handed had conceived
and pioneered light sculpture; Gaynor, whose furniture
wasthe ultimate synthesis of art and function; and many
more. It was in the footsteps of these men that he -.for
reasons he could not understand, but only fed - had
imagined himsdf waking when he drifted towards Mne-
mosyne. And in away he had scarcely acknowledged the
fact that the planet had its politics, its business sections,
itslight industries, and people who were happy to seean
army breach the moon-shell aslong asit meant extra
cash for their pockets. . .

'Herewe go at last,' the cabby called over his shoulder.
‘Next time| seethose bumsin front of me | keep right

on motoring.'

The youngest-looking and most immacul ate lieutenant-
colond Tavernor had ever seen was stepping down from
amilitary transport when the cab reached the Adminis-
trator's Residence. While Tavernor was paying the cabby
the young officer gave hisarmy driver ingtructionsto
wait, then walked dowly up the broad steps, tilting his
head back to examine the building's green-and-white
marble fa~ade like a prospective buyer. At the top of the
steps he turned and scanned the view, nodding his

gpprova of theterraced lawns and the blue-shimmering



waters of the bay. Hewastdl and lean, with Latin good
looks that somehow were accentuated by the premature
thinning of hisblack hair. Something in hisface, perhaps
afraction too much white glowing around the brown
eyes, gave Tavernor theimpression that herewasa
volatile, unstable and perhaps dangerous man. There was
as0 something familiar about the face.

Suddenly conscious of the fact that he should have
bought new clothes to replace his well-worn permacords,
Tavernor mounted the steps and was surprised to find his
way blocked by the lustrous grey uniform.

'‘Areyou sure,' the officer said, 'that you've cometo

the right entrance?

'Quite sure, thank you.' Tavernor sidestepped, remem-
bering his resolve to behave in amore adult manner in
encounterswith strangers.

‘Not so fadt.' The officer moved sideways, still blocking
the way. Hiswhite-rimmed eyes were intent, angry.
‘Ligten, sonny,’ Tavernor said evenly. "Y ou're disgrac-

ing that nice doorman's uniform you've got on.' He made
another effort to get by, the the officer grabbed hisarm
with such snakelike force that it was almost ablow.
Anxiousto avoid an outright scuffle on the steps of the
Grenoble house, Tavernor bent hisarm - compressing
the restraining fingers between bicep and forearm - and

exerted pressure. He saw the officer's face turn pale with



pain or anger, or both. The two men had been locked
together for severd arctic seconds when the main doors
swung open beside them and Howard Grenoble emerged
into the daylight, followed by agroup of secretaries and
civil servants. Tavernor released his hold.

'How good to see you again, Gervaise!' Grenoble

spoke quickly, holding out his hand.

It'sapleasureto seeyou again, Sr,' the officer said,
turning back to Tavernor with a purposeful look. ‘But
before. . '

'Allow me to introduce you two, Grenoble interrupted.
'Lieutenant-Colonel Gervaise Farrell - Colonel Mack
Tavernor. Mack isafriend of my daughter's, and he's
staying with usfor afew days." If Grenoble was embar-
rassed by Tavernor's presence or by what he might have
Seen, he gave no sign.

Farrell was unable to conceal hissurprise. Hiseyes
traversed Tavernor's highly unmilitary dress before he

spoke. 'I'msorry if I ...

'I'm no longer acolond,’ Tavernor put in. 'l retired
from the army severa years ago.’

"That's right. Mack has an engineering concern right
herein The Centre." Grenoble smiled pleasantly, with a

quizzica twist of hisbrowswhich Tavernor read as



meaning. ‘| can't very well introduce you as a handyman.’
Giving abarely perceptible nod to show he understood,
Tavernor excused himsdlf and dipped by the group. As
he was crossing the reception hal towards the stair
which led to the private suite, he heard Grenoble began
speaking to Farrell with amarked degree of warmth.
'Well now, Gervaise, how has your uncle been sincel
saw him last? It seemsalifetimesincewe. . .

Tavernor passed through the doorway and was hafway
up the stairswhen hislaggard memory, triggered by
Grenoble's use of the world uncle, supplied Farrdl's
identity. Tavernor fdtered in mid-tride. Theimpossibly
young colonel he had come so closely to tossing down the
steps was a nephew of Berkeley H. Gough, Supreme
President of the Federation. Tavernor had seen his picture
in army magazines and occasiona newscasts, but had
never paid much attention, his own childhood having
given him an averson to anything bearing thetaint

of propaganda. Farrdll's background helped explain his
amost possessive attitude towards the Administrator's
Residence; dthough it was specia persond qudities
which had led him, on theingtant of arriva, to start
throwing hisweight around. And none of those qudlities
appealed to Tavernor.

He found Lissa on the wide verandah which overlooked

the turquoise waters of the pool. She was leaning over



thetripod of alarge-screen electronic telescope, setting it
up to face south-west towards the painfully bright silver
lake of the new military field, visible through a stand of
native trees. He dlowed his eyesto gorge themselvesfor
amoment on the unintentiona vol uptuousness of the
pose, the black hair, brown skin glowing in the afternoon
sunlight and contragting with the throbbing whiteness of
asmpledress.

'‘Guesswhat | amost did,’ he said.

'Oh, Mack!" She looked up, startled, and smiled.
Againg the tan of her face her teeth seemed to fluoresce.
Tavernor fet thefamiliar stirring at the core of hisbeing
and suppressed it, concentrating on making hisforty-
nine-year-old mouth form wordsfor her nineteen-year-
old ears. He described the incident on the steps.
'Gervaise Farrell, shesaid. 'l don't think | ever met

him, unlessit was so long ago I've forgotten. Dad wants
him to stay here.'

'Here? Tavernor was annoyed by the intensity of the
pang of jealousy which struck through him. ‘Isthat
necessary?

'‘Necessary? No, but it seemsagood idea.' Lissa spoke
carelessly, as she adjusted the tripod, and he wondered if
she had sensed hisjedousy and was making him pay for

his steadfast refusal to accept the greet gift. After severa



months, he knew enough about Lissato suspect that the
higher his motives for not bedding her, the greater her
resentment was likely to be. He studied her face ashe
announced he had found another placeto stay and was
moving out.

'l talked to Kris on the phone thismorning,’ she said,
gpparently unaware he had been speaking. 'l asked him
not to go ahead with his protest march, but he wouldn't
ligen.'

'Doesit matter al that much?

Lissalooked at him with her father'stroubled eyes. 'It

changes everything. Dad represents the Supreme Presi-
dent on Cerulea’ It was the first time he had heard her
refer to Mnemosyne by its officid cartographical name.
'S0?

'S0, I'd never betray him by becoming identified with
an anti-Federation movement. It's strange, Mack - I'd
have guessed that you'd have made a more dedicated
protester than Kris.'

'I've been dedicated to a number of propositionsin my
time, but never one so demonstrably untrue as”liri
Vevodahasnot died".

Itisn't funny.' Lissaturned back to the electronic
telescope and activated its screen. The foliage of distant

trees blossomed on the glass, magnified, rippling slver in



the faint breezes.

'I'd like to say goodbye to Bethia.' Tavernor felt he

had been snubbed.

'She's having her afternoon nap. Look into her
bedroom.’

‘Right." Wounded by theindifferencein Lissasvoice,

he | eft the verandah and wandered through the hushed
shafts of sunlight until he had found Bethia'sroom. It
was large and styled exactly asthe other rooms, with no
nursery furniture or sgn of toys. Her tiny figurelay
straight and motionlessin the centre of the bed, composed
and salf-possessed, yet londly. Again hefet theurgeto
own the child. He went into the polarized dimness and
stood beside the bed, staring down at the flushed,
defencelessface, trying to reconcileits childish normacy
with the aura of strangeness, precociousness and the
hedling touch of aBiblica saint. Bethids eyeswere
closed, but suddenly he had adistinct impression she
was not adleep. He whispered her name. Therewas no
response, and he backed away from the bed with an
uncanny sense of having been guilty of somevast
sacrilege.

Returning to the verandah, he heard Lissasvoicein
conversation, punctuated by unfamiliar male laughter.

Hewent out through the curtains of sunlight and found



Gervaise Farrell standing at the telescope closeto Lissa
'Here he comes now,' Farrell exclaimed enthusiasti-
caly. Hisdark features were transformed with excite-
ment. "'Where've you been, Mack? Howard has just
introduced meto his beautiful daughter, and I've been
telling her how | nearly threw you out of the house.'
Tavernor blinked. That's odd - I've been telling her
how | nearly threw you out.’

‘Beautiful!" Farrelllaughed ddightedly, asthough Tav-
ernor had said something priceless, and al thewhile his
gaze roved over Lissasface, inviting her to join with
him. Tavernor was surprised when Lissa did respond,
with abrittle peal of amusement, but he was even more
intrigued by Farrdll's performance, so much at variance
with the obstinate stony didike he had seenin the man's
eyes after Grenoble had intervened on the steps.

'I've been saying goodbye,’ Tavernor said. He looked
at Lissa. "Thanksfor the hospitaity. Perhaps. . .

‘But thisisridiculous, Farrdl interrupted. 'l fed as
though you were being forced out by my movingin.'
'Set your mind completely at rest on that score,’ Tav-
ernor replied.

"There he goes again.' Farrdll's eyes beaconed their
jubilation. 'Serioudy though, I'vejust arrived on Cerulea
after two weeks voidside and I'd love some good com-

pany. I'vegot it! Y ou two must be my gueststonight at



the opening of the new officers mess. Itll beanight to

remember, | assureyou.'

'Sorry - I'm not quite persona grata at the base, and in
any case |'ve an gppointment to keep.'

"Too bad.' Farrell's acquiescence wasimmediate. He
turned to Lissawith aboyish grin. ‘But you'll come,

won't you? The other menwill be. . .

He stopped speaking as he redlized Lissas attention

had been gripped by the scenein the tel escope's screen.
It was adistance of some two milesto the basg'smain
entrance, but in the image from the scope's six-inch
objective lens, trandated into ahigh-definition CRT dis-
play, it was possible to see detail asfine asthe buttons on
the guards uniforms. The screen wasfilled with graceless~
swarming movement of humansinriot. Asfar as Tavernor
could interpret it, the column of protesters had reached
the checkpoint and actualy tried to force their way
through. Military vehicles and soldiers on foot were
converging on the dark wave of humanity outsde the
gate, above which light-sculpted dogans swung crazily,
stresking the air with coloured fire.

As Tavernor watched, the wave fell back. The people
farthest from the gate, sensing the change of direction,

turned and ran, their unhampered strides dlowing them



to gain ground on their lessfortunate fellows. Those left
behind created a seething hel pless pool into which the
Juggernaut of ahuge ar-cushion vehicle charged at full
speed, bowling men over, swallowing them under its
pulsing skirts. Behind the vehicle came the orderly robot-
likefigures of the soldiers, fighting machines unhindered
by any red oppostion - push with both hands onrifle,
swing butt diagondly upwards, push, swing, push,
swing. . .

It'san attack!" Farrell's voice was incredul ous and
amost glegful. 'Where did that mob come from?

"That mob isa part of this planet'sfamous art colony,'
Lissasaid dully, hands covering her mouth, eyesheld by
the screen.

‘But thiswhole areaiis under martia law - the poor
foolscould diefor this!

"That'swhat it'sall about,’ Lissatold him. 'One of

their number - aman we al respected - has dready been
killed. He refused to leave his home before the forest
wasliquified.

Farrell's eyes darted across Lissas face, noting her
emotiond involvement. Y ou knew thisman? Hisvoice
had become sympathetic as he put his hand on her arm.
I'm so sorry. | know it'stoo late for meto help the man
who died, but I'll have the matter investigated. And if

theré'sany culpability, the men involved will pay.’



‘Bravo,’ Tavernor said ironicaly, as hewaked away.
He had seen Farrdll's eyes drinking the distant scenes of
violence, and their flaring coronas of excitement told him
that Mnemaosyne'slong, long summer wasdrawing to a

clos

A single week had brought big changes.

Inland from The Centre, where the forest once stood,
anew city was being built at fantastic speed. Giant
workopters circled continuoudy on dow-churning rotors,
putting twenty-storey blocks together in hours, while
others shuttled between the Site and the spacefield, bring-
ing prefabricated sections. The southern sky in theregion
of the spacefield, once disturbed only by the weekly stage
ship's modest blowtorch, became a suburb of hell. It was
constantly torn and punished by the nuclear firebals of
mass-carried shipswhich rivalled the sun by day and
painted stygian cityscapesin the clouds of night.

Aseach new building was completed, military and
civilian personnd arrived tofill it. Theroad linking the
base to The Centre thronged with traffic, while the stores,

bars and nightclubs did unprecedented business.



At firg Tavernor fdt asthough hewaslivingina
vacuum. His old pleasure haunts had become unfamiliar
places, appropriated by loud-talking strangers. Thetele-
vision and radio stations carried on exactly as aways,
with no reference to the invasion. Tavernor belatedly
recalled that the money he had received for his property
was not dl hisown - the workshop had contained severd
repair jobs, including afairly expensive boat turbine. He
spent aday contacting the various owners and making
Settlements, then hewas at aloose end again.

The few people he recognized as being survivors of the

disastrous protest march were strangely evasive when

questioned about it, but finaly he got afew facts - the
most startling of which wasthat one of the base guards
had been killed in the clash. Nobody was sure how it had
happened, but the most prevalent rumour was that Pete
Troyanos - apottery designer with the build of asumo
wrestler - had twisted the soldier's head right round on
his neck. Nor did anybody know what the extent or
severity of the casualties had been on the marchers side,
because dl those not able to get out of the vicinity ina
hurry had been dragged into the base. It was an open

guess whether they werein cdlls, hospitals or morgues.



About that time Tavernor began to notice parties of

red caps grimly working through The Centre, checking
identities, and suddenly he understood why the marchers
had been so reluctant to talk to him. Some of their
members - possibly afairly large group - were on the

run.

Asif to confirm his guess, the broadcasting channels then
made thelr first mention of the changed State of affarsin
The Centre. It took the form of repeated trailersfor an
important announcement to be made by the officer in
charge of externa security at 'Cerulea Army Baseno. 1'.
Tuning in to the broadcast, Tavernor was only half-
surprised to see Farrdll's da Vincian features - hardly
lighter in colour than his brown field uniform - making
the announcement.

'Citizens of Cerulea,' Farrell began, ‘asyou all know,

the Federation has established an important military base
closeto this planet's mgor city, The Centre. Itisno
secret that this base isbeing set up asthe principal
operations and planning centre for the conduct of the war

againg an aien specieswhich, from al the evidence we

have, has dedicated itsdlf to the complete annihilation of

humanlife'



Farrell paused for effect, and Tavernor noted that the
overtones of confidence and optimism - invariably a
feature of public statements about the war - were absent.
He aso knew from firg-hand experience that al the
connotations, the positions of dl the commasin officid
announcements, were calculated by high-powered seman-
ticists. The conclusion wasthat the war Situation had
deteriorated. Tavernor's mind returned to the stupendous
mystery lying behind al the events of the past few days -
why, why was COMsac transferrihg its centre of oper-
aionsto the most inconvenient, expensive and improb-
ablelocation in the entire Federation?

". .. who does not offer his utmost co-operationisa
traitor not merely to apolitical concept or national idedl

- but to every man, woman and child in the human race.
It ismy sad duty to inform you that ayoung soldier of

the Federation's 73rd Army has been killed, not on the
Syccan battle front, but right here on Cerulea - by the
very traitorsto which | have referred, by fellow men
whose lives he was dedicated to protect.

'Many of those responsible for this outrage have been
dedlt with dready, but asmall group have not yet been
apprehended. | know that you are no less anxiousthan |
to seejudtice done, but | would befailing in my duty to
you if | did not make one thing absolutely clear. Anybody

found assgting thisvery small group of seditionistsin any



way will be treated exactly asthough he were guilty of
theorigind crime.’

The announcement ended abruptly, on the warning

note, and the three-dimensiond image of Farrdll's head
and shouldersfaded from the set's projection focus.
Tavernor seemed to see the white-rimmed stare hanging
in space when therest of the picture kad gone, reminding
him of ascenefrom aclasscd childhood story. Helit his
pipe thoughtfully. The group of wanted men would not
have remained in The Centre unless they were even more
naivein thiskind of businessthan Tavernor suspected.
That |eft only the forest, afringe of which still remained
between the army base and the near-vertica walls of the
plateau. To the north of The Centre, the littoral plain
widened for some thirty miles before ocean and plateau
drew together again. Thetriangular areawas thickly
forested and scored laterdly with dozens of arroyos,
making it an excellent hideout for agroup who wanted to
escape from awell-equipped army. Had Tavernor been
on the run he would have headed north. Luckily, he
reminded himsdlf, it wasn't hisfight - yet when he got to
bed that night afamiliar loathsome smell was beginning

to reach hisnodtrils.

Inthe morning the smell was till there, and curiosity

prompted him to spend an hour or two seeing if any



military activity could be seeninthe north. After dl, he
reasoned, 1've nothing else to do now. He breakfasted
early, then rang acar hire firm and had a ground-effect
machine delivered to the hotel. Before setting out he
bought apair of lightweight binoculars, and some sand-
wiches and beer. It took longer than usud to get clear of
The Centre by road, because of the crowded streets, but
he decided that travelling on the open sea could make
him too conspicuous. If the amateur outlaws were where
he deduced it was likely that al northbound traffic would
be scrutinized. Once clear of the city heretracted the
roadrudder and drove dong the shore road at the ageing
vehiclestop speed.

It was one of the diamond-sharp mornings so common
on Mnemaosyne. The silent forest on hisleft and the
empty blue ocean on the right made it easy for himto
relax and begin thinking more deeply about the direction
of hislife. Hisfirst eight years had been perfect, but they
did not count - they seemed to belong to another's
memories. What then had gone wrong with the remaining
forty-one years? Other people had lost their parents
under equaly traumatic circumstances, yet got over the
experience and achieved their norma state of happiness.
Weasit that hefdlt responsible? He had been the sole
survivor of the Syccan raid, but only through hisfather's

efforts - efforts which might, had Tavernor not been



there, have enabled both his parentsto get away. Had he
been unconscioudy trying to die in the same manner as
hisfather and mother? Electrum Stars were awarded only
to men who had gambled their lives againgt suicidal odds
in the maximum interpenetration areas. And he had won
four - twice as many as any other combatant, living or
dead, he had ever known.

And when hismilitary career had been diverted, so
gently, soimperceptibly he was unaware of the change,
into the destruction of human beings, had hisguilt welled
up again with redoubled force? The theory fitted, because
since then things had become worse. Deliberately squan-
dering the army pension which would have brought secur-
ity for the rest of hislife had been an exercisein pure
futility. Burying his head in Cerulean sands had not

helped either, for here he was - the redization heaved
icily inhisbdly - conddering joining the most hopeless
insurrection in human higtory.

Tavernor threw the vehicleinto reverse thrust and it
dithered to a halt, road rudder and emergency brakes
tracing dark smears on the highway.

'No, you don't,” he muttered. "There must be easier

waysof committing suicide!



He swung the vehicle around with the intention of

driving back to The City a amore leisurely speed, but
something dark and huge appeared close overhead with
frightening suddenness, and his thoughts were scattered
inablast of sound. Theair filled with churning dust
clouds, the reek of burnt fuel. As he hit the emergency
brake again, his numbed sensestold him he had been
hawkdived by apatrol helicopter - coming down from
observation height in avirtua freefal checked only in
the last few yards by ablast of retrorockets. The technique
was a standard one in copter warfare, but scarcely justifi-
ablein the present circumstances. Herolled down his
window as the helicopter straddled the road ahead, wal-
lowing onitsoleo legs, and alieutenant in full battle kit
jumped down with adrawn pistol.

'Enjoyed that, did you? Tavernor spokefirst.

'Where do you think you're going? The lieutenant's
eyeswere unfriendly.

‘Until you dmost put my car off theroad, | wasdriving
into town.’

‘Before that you were driving north. Fast. Then you
turned back.'

| wasn't emigrating, you know,' Tavernor said with
mock reasonableness. 'Stopping and turning back isa.

littletrick I've worked out for getting home again.’



The lieutenant's eyes narrowed. 'Did you turn back
because you saw our patrol?

Tavernor shook his head. He had been about to invent
another sarcasm, but his eyes had focused themsalves on
the soldiers at the helicopter's open doors. The weapons
they held were specidly designed for firing from vibrating
gun platforms. As hetook in the fat, stubby barrels of
the TCRs, hisnostrils flared with the synaesthetic stench
of a Syccan warrior, the odour of hisown guilt. And this
burden of guilt - the thought brought the spare satisfac-
tion that comeswith finaity - was one he could lay down

only in death.

The perfume of Lissal's body was gill with him as he left
the parklands behind and began working through the
fringes of theforest.

Only afew hundred yards behind, and extending west
towardsthe black wall of the plateau, was the northern
boundary of the military base. Occasional shafts of ruddy
light from the inner fence reached himin the darkness,

but as he moved deeper into the forest the tree lanes



closed up and the meagre evidence of civilization disap-
peared. He continued to move carefully, using nothing
but the ambient light of Mnemaosyne's moon-shell and
the now-fading radiance of Neilson's Star. It waslikely
that listening stations would have been set up on the
base's perimeter and he had no wish for anyone to come
after himwith nightfliesunder the dismd, wavering
glimmer of infra-red flares.

Entering the forest this close to the field had been a

risk, but he had chosen to do so rather than be seen
again travelling north on the coastdl highway. The lieuten-
ant who had hawkdived him in the morning had let him
go reluctantly, and only after athorough search of hiscar
had reveded nothing too suspicious. They must be builg-
Ing quite adosser on me, he thought. And soon its
going to get thicker. Rejecting any consderation of the
immediate future, histhoughts returned to the three
hours he had spent with Lissa. . .

Tavernor's only conscious intention wasto say

goodbye.

Lissa sounded surprised and dightly distant when he
rang her a home, but there was only the dightest hesi-
tation when he suggested amesting. She cdled for him at
the hotel, and they pointed the nose of her hovercar into

the east where Mnemosyne's shadow and entourage of



prismatic moon lets was beginning its ow journey up the
sky. He did not tell her where hewas going - only that he
was leaving The Centre - but she sensed theresignation in
him and seemed, intuitively, to interpret it correctly. Her
tears surprised him. He put the vehicle on autosteer,

took her by the shoulders, and tried to find the right
words with which to end alove that had never been.

But, somehow, al he did was confirm its existence,
independent of and beyond words.

Later, asthey helped each other dresswith clumsy
fingers, Lissawept again, but thistime her tears flowed
fredly and without bitterness. . .

Dawn was beginning to over-paint the fainter moon-
fragments when Tavernor stopped to eat and rest. He
opened the camper's knapsack he had bought the previous
afternoon, took out sandwiches and athermos flask of
coffee, and settled down on a moss-covered root. At the
outside he had covered five miles, but it was arespectable
distance for the kind of terrain hewasin. The green and
blue-green foliage overhead provided perfect concedl-
ment from aircraft, and no vehicle yet invented could
penetrate such a barricade of trees. After eating hetried
to deep but, tired as he was, the idea seemed ridiculous.
He began walking again and within an hour reached the

first of the numerous dried-up riverswhich traversed the



plain, presenting himself with the problem of moving
west dong itsbed or crossing it and continuing northwards
for severd miles.

From previous excursionsinto the area, he remembered

that one of the ancient rivers ftill carried astream of

clear water down from the plateau. It waswell known to
the painting and sketching community because on the last
part of its descent from the uplands the water made a
two-hundred-foot drop into a spoon-shaped depression
which sent it feethering skywards again in glittering
plumes which changed shape with thewind. The stream
was the best source of drinking water in the whole thirty-
miletriangle, and Tavernor was certain he would find the
wanted men somewhere dong itslength. Once Gervaise
Farrdl was acquainted with the geographica details he
would be able to make the same deduction, which was
why Tavernor wanted to find the fugitives with no loss of
time.

Therewas no tdling how far inland they would have
retreated, so he decided to go north and intersect the
stream as close to the coast as possible. Selecting a spot
where there were no spearweed on which to impale

himself, he legped down into the channdl, crossed it and



climbed the other 9de. The heat of Mnhemaosyne'slong
day was building up, even in the arbored shade, and

the air began to pulse with the wingbeats of insects.
Mnemosyne had remarkably few venomous crestures,
but some of the larger insects kept blundering into Tav-
ernor's face with akind of amiable carelessness he found
more disconcerting than awasp-like attack would have
been.

As he sweated hisway across the uneven forest floor

he relearned atruth discovered athousand timesin the
past; that a planet did not become another Earth merely
because it had been mapped, measured and colonized.
On afriendly globe like Mnemosyne man could liveinan
Earth-style city, develop an Earth-style society, grow
Earth-stylefood - but let him walk afew pacesfrom his
own back door, overturn arock, look at what crawls out
and, inthat ingant, Earth isfar away. Theflicker of
unreasonable, uncontrollable fear tells him that spaceis
too big and heislight yearsfrom home, facing something
that none of his ancestors has ever seen. Even on Earth
the 9ght of afamiliar creature, such asaspider, could fill
some people with apanic so violent asto suggest that
arthropoda and related creatures had an extra-Terrestrial
origin. How would the same peoplefed if moving a

sonewaslikdly to reved something even more dien?



Soldiering on adozen raw worlds had hardened Tavernor
to many of nature's practical jokes, but once he had
wakened to find awhite, fat, puffy hand crawling up his
chest inatrail of dime. But it had been nothing more
menacing than amultiform grub which had scented the
sdlivain his mouth and was coming to drink. Theinsects
which were now thudding into hisface as hewaked
sounded like bumblebees, but he did not want to look
too closaly at them because he knew perfectly well they
were not bumblebees, and knowing exactly how they
differed might make the fleeting contacts unbearable.

It was amost noon when he reached the stream and
turned west along the vegetation-blurred edge of the
ravinein which it ran. Asthe sun reached its zenith the
heat became more insgstent and the forest grew quiet as
its denizens|lgpsed into gtillness. Here and there white
columns of vapour began to ascend from the tiethe trees,
their broad dark leaves giving up the moisture they had
drunk during the night. Walking became ameaningless
endless drudgery. He occupied hismind by trying to
picture what sort of reception he would get when, and if,
he met up with the fugitives. Supposing they had had

enough dready and were on their way to give themsalves



up? Supposing they had chosen to go south, or up over
the. . .

His speculations were ended by the lazy clack-clack-
clack of acruisng helicopter. Tavernor spun and saw the
machine briefly, framed in the cluttered vee of the ravine,
asit drifted in from the coast. He snatched the binoculars
from his pack and trained them on the notched horizon.
Again the machine swept across hisfield of view, rotors
turning lazily, and the magnified image confirmed his
fears. Projecting from the fuselage Sides were the spidery
amsof atde-thermopile unit. The military version,
Tavernor knew, could detect the hest from a human body
at up to three hundred feet, depending on conditions. It
could also act asafire control system for anything from a
cluster of machine gunsto amortar battery.

The helicopter was now less than amile away - which
meant he had perhaps thirty seconds before it was directly
overhead. Hisforehead prickled icily as he scanned the
ravine, looking for an overhanging bank under which he
could shelter. Its Sdeswere smooth for asfar asthe eye
could see, and the water was only afew inches deep,
ruling out any chance of submerging himsdf. The non-
chaant sound of the helicopter swelled as it completed
another and closer diagonal pass abovethe gully.

Tavernor's gaze fastened on the motionless columns of



white vapour rising from atiethe tree about fifty yards
away. Heranfor it, wildly zigzagging among the interven-
ing trees, bursting through one wall of vines by sheer
Kinetic energy.

The sound of the helicopter had become arhythmic
thunder as he reached the base of the tiethe. He threw
himself behind its trunk and crouched there, peering up
into the vast blue-green umbrella of suspiring leaves. The

branches shook asthe aircraft swept by, seemingly just

abovetreert)p level, and Tavernor's breathing stopped.
He was counting on the cooling effect of the evaporation
from the tiethe to make the tree register asacold spot in
the thermopilée's peculiar vison, and thus cancd out the
radiation from his own body, but what if. . . ?

The sound of the copter atered abruptly, showing that
the rotors had changed pitch for manoeuvring. Tavernor
scrambled round to the opposite side of thetree. Again
the ground vibrated and he knew the aircraft was back-
tracking. Suddenly the throb of rotors and engine was
logt in the hammering fury of multiple machine guns. He
tensed, waiting to be engulfed in aracing wall of earth-
spouts.

Miraculoudy, thefiring ceased before the hdlicopter
dewed overhead, clawing for height. To his numbed brain

the conclusion that the helicopter must have been firing



a something ese was adifficult one to accept. He got to
hisfeet and tried to see what lay farther up the ravine
where the target area seemed to have been. Hisview was
obscured, but there could be only one answer. Behind
him, the copter had soared to the top of afigure-of-eight
and was curving into its downward swoop. Shedding his
pack, he sped through the treesin a series of wild bounds,
risking theloss of an eyein the gamut of lashing twigs.

He crossed alow knoll and reached a clearing at exactly
the same time as the helicopter. It threshed acrossthe
patch of blue sky in asecond, but in that second its guns
whipped the forest floor into a semblance of seething
liquid, through which figuresraninamless panic. The
sound of the aircraft retreated and was masked by the
crackling dide of sheared-off branches methodicaly,
amogt gently, making their way to the ground.

Thisway,' Tavernor shouted. 'Head for thetiethe

trees.'

He kept shouting as he ran into the clearing, waving
hisarms, trying to shepherd the bewildered men towards
safety. Somefollowed hisdirections; others stared at him

with shock-dulled eyes.



‘Hurry up dl of you," another voice cried. ‘Do ashe
says.

Tavernor turned and saw Kris Shelby. Eveninthe
emergency, histal ropy form had retained some of its
sudied degance, but hisleft arm hung limply and twists
of blood ran from the fingers.

'Stop shouting and start running' Tavernor caught
Shelby's good arm and steered him towards the nearest
tiethe.

'You'reafool, Mack." Shelby grinned with pain asthey
began to run. "Y ou don't even belong to Mnemosyne.’

I will someday.’ As he spoke, Tavernor glanced up
through the vaulted trees to where the helicopter'srotors
flamed, briefly, in the afternoon sun asit prepared for
another pass over the clearing. He could imagine no
escape from the trap which had begun to close around

him from the moment he was born.

The leatherwing squesaked apprehensively as Tavernor
opened its wickerwork cage.

He projected fedings of reassurance and the compact
body relaxed, the slver eyesgleaming a himinthedim
light of the cave. That'stheway, little friend, he thought,

just relax. He carried the leatherwing acrossto the bale



of dried grass which served as hisbed. On the floor
beside the bed was a six-foot-long arrow. Its shaft was
roughly an inch thick and made from one of the stedy
spearweeds which grew profusdly in many of theravines.
Apart from its Sze, the oddest thing about the arrow was
the warhead which was disproportionately large, bulbous
and carved from close-grained wood. The warhead had
been partidly hollowed out, creating anicheinto which
Tavernor was ableto fit the leatherwing's body. He did it
gently, then checked that the creature's domed head was
not congtricted and that the glossy wings could move
fredly. Satisfied, he took the creature back to the cage
and locked itin.

"When do you think they'll comein after us, Mack?
Shelby was barely visible at the mouth of the cave.
"Tomorrow for sure.’

'Y ou don't think they'll risk anight attack? | mean

they haveinfra-red gear and we haven't.'

'Not achance." Tavernor was emphatic. 'We haven't
seen that blue-starred copter of Farrdll'sal day, and they
won't movein unless he's here!’

'Y ou seem very certain.’



I am. It'sagamewith Farrell, you see. How long have
they been gunning for usnow?

‘Two months''

'And how many men have welost?

'Eight."

'Seewhat | mean? If Farrell had been redlly anxious
we'd have been dead within minutes. He could have
dusted the whole area, or burned the foret, or melted it
down around us. He could have put tacticd atomicsin
the helicopters, in which case we'd adl have gone up
together that first day.'

‘That'd be bad public relations, wouldn't it, mon ami?
The base personnel liketo relax in town.’

'Bad private relations, too.' Tavernor thought of Lissa,
and the way in which Farrell had set out to overwhelm
her right from the moment they met. Knowing her
attitude to the art colony. Farrell would do hisbest to
keep Lissafrom learning exactly what was happening in
thetriangle of forest.

Aloud he sad, "It would ook bad on that glittering
army record - the man who had to use atomic bombsto
squash afew insurrectionist fleas. Even so, | ill believe
itsagamewith him. ThisisFarrdl's private deer park,
and the kill will haveto be madein clear daylight, with
him right there cdlling the shots.’

'He sounds area charmer.' Shelby came back into the



cave. 'Have adrink, Mack.’

'No, thanks." Tavernor stood his arrow in arow with
five others. 'How much of that stuff did you bring with
you, anyway?

Shelby chuckled. 'Just the one flask - but I've been
savingit, and | think perhapsthat if | don't drink it
tonight | may not drink it at al.’

'Peopl€ve got out of tighter cornersthan this.'

'Perhaps - but if we do break through that line out

there, were not going to have much of alifeupinthe
archipelago. It dl seemsalittle pointless!

Tavernor knew what Shelby meant. The cave was at

the base of the dliffsadong the western rim of the forest,
hidden deep in acleft cut by awaterway that had long
sncedried up. Thearmy ill did not know its exact
location, but they had narrowed it down to atwo-mile
stretch of cliffs and had cordoned the area. Tavernor's
plan, such asit was, was to break through the cordon and
head north into the wilder and uninhabited part of the
continent. He had adim hope that if they were to get out
of the army's backyard they might gradually be forgotten,
but he could appreciate that to aman like Shelby, the
scheme merely substituted a dow degath for aquick one.
'Remember Gauguin,’ he said.

'‘Gauguin? Shelby sat down on the bed. 'Oh, | see



what you mean. That isn't it. | can live without painting.
I'mgood at it, but that'sdl | am - just good. It'sarelief

to be able to acknowledge the truth and give up trying, as
amatter of fact.'

Shelby's voice had a peculiar note which reminded
Tavernor of the milky-eyed woman who had not dared to
come to Mnemosyne. 'What did you mean then? He

felt asense of relief that he had never shown artistic
tendencies.

'l meant that. . . nothing any of us does has any point
these days. How long before the Syccans get here, Mack?
‘They may never get here.'

'Don't play games with me. Thewar's been going on
snce before we were born and we'relosing it.'

'Y ou think so?

I know it - in spite of the War Bureau's coyness about
these things. Y ou know, Mack, Mnemosyne's a strange
world. It hasthe highest proportion of artists, poets and
musicians of any human colony anywhere. Nobody knows
for surewhy they came here - they just did it, like
lemmings. And do you know what they brought with
them?

'Go on. I'm listening.' Tavernor reached for his pipe,

and the pouch containing hislast shreds of tobacco.

"They brought humanity's soul. Or what's |eft of it.

Doesthat sound crazy to you?



‘Not at dl,’ Tavernor assured him, conceding his
wonderment at the workings of the artistic mind.

'Y ou overdid the earnestness that time, man ami.

Shelby unscrewed the top of hisflask. 'I've grown to love
you in the past two months, Mack - but you redly are an
artisan. ThethingsI'mtelling you are just astrue and
vaid asyour precious second law of thermodynamics,
but on another plane of redity. Doesthat offend you?
Areyou going to accuse me of homosexudity again?
Tavernor snorted. ‘Not after hearing you down at the
back of the cave with Joan M'wabi.’

'Intimes of peril thelifeforce grows stronger - it's
nature'sway.'

‘Mogt nightsit sounds morelike an dl-in wrestling
maich.'

Shelby yelped with delight. That's exactly what it is-

and I've scored more submissions than any other manin
the company. But | wastaking of other things. Art,
whether you accept theidea of not, mirrors humanity's
soul. The artigt is nothing without inspiration, and when
inspiration does cometo him heistill merdly aningru-
ment - which iswhy art isso vauable. A truework of art
tellsyou how things are, provided you know how to look
ait. A supremdy intelligent being looking at, say, poor

Vegvodas murd would have been abletoread init the



totdity of human experience, even though Jri himsdlf -
being nothing more than an instrument - would have
been incapable of such complete interpretation.’

'What's the point in painting if it can't be understood?
Tavernor interest was beginning to tir. Shelby's. words
were griking faint silvery echoesfar back in hismind,
glancing off the half-formed idea about the ubiquity of
lifewhich had cometo him during the ghastly silence
following the transformation of Neilson's Star.

‘But it can be partialy understood - and the only
meaningful courseaman'slife can takeisonewhich
increases his degree of understanding. A classica abstract
such as"To Emit PainlessLight" contains exactly the
sameinformation, infinitely multiplied as does von Hoer-
ner'stable of arbitrary vauesfor the lifetimes and proba
bilities of destruction of technicd civilizetions!

'And did Vgvodas mural contain an up-to-the-minute
report on the war Stuation?

‘Believeit O# not - yes. It would have told you that
Man hasamogt lost his soul, that his genius has been
blighted, that heislosing the war againgt the Syccan
because he hasforfeited theright towin it.'

'Y ou wer~ right about me,' Tavernor said. 'l am an
artisan.’

'Y ou're ahuman being like the rest of us, but asingle

beaker of sparks can make the condition more bearable.’



Shelby took asmall piece of sugar from his pocket and
dropped it into hisflask. The green liquid immediatdy
began to swirl with motes of golden light, amicrocosmin
creation. Some of thefireflies drifted into theair from
the neck of the flask, but Shelby trapped them with his
mouth and inhaled.

‘Olympus waited a thousand yearsfor thisand it never
came," he whigpered, amost to himself. 'A potion of
greenice, lotus perfumes, sunlight and dreams. . . |
won't offer it you again.'

T'll stick tothis." Tavernor lit his pipe. Thereswork

to be done!'

The cordon was roughly semi-circular and about three
milesin length. It conssted of six |laser fences strung out
end-to-end at haf-mileintervals. Each fence was an array
of laser beams, reflected between two projector stations,
and because the beams were | ow-powered they were
invisble even a night. But if amoving body interrupted
oneof theraysit automatically caused a power spikein
the projector and the lasers struck with their blinding
swords. The energy levelsreached could be gauged from
the fact that when setting up the projection sationsit

had not been necessary to fell any treesto get aline-of-

sight connection. All that had been required wasfor the



techniciansto feed in one power spike. Every tree that
stood directly in the line of the cordon had averticd line
of neat circular holesright through its trunk.

Tavernor knew from experience that the only weak
pointsin such a cordon were the projector stations where
the two laser units stood back-to-back. The standard
technique was either to put aphysica barrier between
the units, or to leave atempting 'gate’ and a squad
deployed outside each station with ingtructionsto direct
convergent fire on anything that tried to passthrough. It
wasin this respect that, in Tavernor's estimation. Farrell
and hismen had been dightly cardless. They had |eft two
gates, each guarded by four men and two machine guns-
the assumption being that it would be impossible for the
virtualy unarmed fugitives to bresk through. . .

Tavernor got to hisfeet and tapped his pipe out on the
cavewall. He had been smoking hislast golden nut of
tobacco, saved - like Shelby's sparks - for their last few
hoursin the cave. It wastoo dark to see anything, but he
heard expectant stirrings among the twenty-three men
and four women with whom he had lived for the past two
months.

'Speech!" someone caled ironicdly. Heidentified the
gruff voice of Pete Troyanos.

Tavernor hesitated, clearing histhroat. He wanted to

tell them anumber of important things - how much he



had come to admire their courage and adaptability, how
bitterly he regretted the deaths they had suffered, how
much hefdt their frustration over the fact that having
practically no weapons had prevented them from becom-
ing red guerrilleros, how grateful he had been to fed
warmed and fecundated by their friendship when he had
cometo beieve himsdf incgpable of norma human
relationships. But he knew the words were beyond him.
"Thisisno time to stand around making speeches, he
said. "You al know exactly what you haveto do - so let's
get the hdll out of here.' The words were greeted with
utter silence, in which he sensed disappointment, and he
knew he would have to answer their demand, that he had
to pay thefeefor his belated membership of the human
race. . .

'‘And listen. . ." He blinked desperately into the dark-
ness, fighting a battle againgt the cold Seriletide of his
.past. "Y ou've got to take care of yoursalves, because. . .
because. . .’

. That'senough, Mack," aman'svoice said quietly.
"We're ready to go now.'

They filed out of the caveinto acool night. The moon-
shell tumbled motionlessy overhead, afrozen stream of
broken diamonds, pierced once by the planet's shadow,

around which were seeded concentric rings of amethy<,



emerad, topaz and ruby. Stars shone faintly beyond the
glittering screen, giving the Sky animpresson of infinite
depth lacking on other worlds. Tavernor br~athed
deeply, forcing himsdf to relax, asthe others began
moving off into the wide belt of scrub which separated
the forest proper from the dliffs.

A mile away, straight across the brushwood, wasthe
central station of the cordon - the one at which the
breakout was going to i7e made. Thefirst step in the plan
involved the group getting to roughly four hundred yards
from the tation and waiting for Tavernor'ssgnd to
advance. He would have preferred them to go even
closer, but therisk of being picked up by alistening
device would have become too great. When the last sillent
figures were disgppearing into the scrub Tavernor and
Shelby gathered up the six huge arrows and six woven
cages. They followed the main group for sometime, then
bore dightly to the south aiming for asmdl bad knoll
which Tavernor had previoudy sdected.

Ashewaked he could fed the nervous flutterings of

the caged leatherwings, and guessed they could smell
death and were unhappy about it. He felt a surge of
affection for the hardy little mammaswhaoseingtinctive
morality was superior to the grandest ethica edifices
produced by humanity. The leatherwings were no stran-

gersto killing, but they took only their exact portion



from the ecologica banqueting table, ashe had dis-
covered when he had tried to train them to kill small
game. It had been their method of dispatching prey which
had given him the ideathat they could be incorporated
into anew kind of wespon.

Thefirgt time he had seen aleatherwing in action he
thought he was watching a spectacular suicide. It came
winging down out of ared sunset and smashed likea
bomb into a colony of pseudo-lizards basking on arocky
outcropping. The brutal impact was audible for ahundred
yards. Tavernor, curiosity aroused, scrambled towards
the rocks and was just in time to see the leatherwing flap
skywards again with adead reptileinits claws. Apparently
adecderation force of perhaps ahundred gravities had
|eft the leatherwing unscathed.

Tavernor studied the lestherwingsfor severd months
before discovering he waswrong in one of hismost

basi ¢ assumptions about them. Their nocturna habits

and generd bat-like appearance had deceived him into
thinking they used some form of sonar to navigatein
darkness, like an Earthly bat, but the truth was that they
had alimited form of telepathy. Predators which could
homein on the mind-glow of their prey were not unknown
in the Federation's variegated domains, but Tavernor

suspected the lestherwings of having thefacility inan



unusually high degree. He conducted experiments which
proved they could do more than detect cerebral radiation.
One series conssted of Tavernor fixing histhoughts on
one of agroup of objects, then hurling aleatherwing at
them with al hisforce. As soon as he learned thetrick of
projecting the image clearly the proportion of direct hits
on the chosen object rose to one hundred per cent.
Theideaof abiologically-controlled guided arrow came
to him shortly afterwards, amid the same paraysing sense
of revelaion he had last experienced on the transit

ship to McArthur. He had worked on theideaonly

il Ttermittently - there were long spells of revulsion againgt
the trade his hands seemed to follow of their own accord
- but the work had a positive aspect in that it showed just
what the leatherwings could do. Preliminary tests showed
that aleatherwing could be trained to accept the joyride
in the arrowheed, to control the point of impact within the
limitations set by the projectile's mass and the creature's
wingspan, and to break freejust before the strike. Tav-
ernor had just begun work on a suitable stand-mounted
crosshow when his house, workshop and the surrounding
forest had been reduced to their congtituent chemicals by
thearmy. ..

From the top of the knall it was possible to seeafaint
glimmer of light coming from the projection station.

"They're making things easy for us,' Shelby said



contemptuoudly.

‘Thelight doesn't matter.' Tavernor put his load down.

'l set the bows up today, during daylight. My only worry
isthat | couldn't fire a couple of zeroing-in shots - it's
asking alot from our little featherlessfriends here.'

'I'm not worried. I've seen you fire those things.'

'Y es, but only in the daytime. Bows like these - with
wooden limbs and fibre strings - change their character-
istics with the temperature and humidity. And therésa
limit to the dipersgon the lestherwings can handle.”

'My mind is completely at ease, man ami.’

‘Let'sgiveit something to do then. Y ou check the
fismeeswhilel string the bows!

'Check the what?

"Thefistmeleisthe distance between the back of the
arrow rest and the string. It's a handy indication of
tenson.' Tavernor gave Shelby a stick with anotch cut
near one end. 'Put this end on the arrow rest, and the
string should cross at the notch. If it doesn't reach the
notch the bow's too dack, and we have to twist the string
to shorteniit.’

'Isdl this necessary?

'I'm an artisan, remember? Take my word for it.'
Tavernor began stringing the Sx massive bows, grunting

furioudy with the effort needed to conquer their implac-



able resstance. Two of the fistmeles proved to be too
small and those bows had to be restrung when their
strings had been shortened. By the time he had finished,
Tavernor was bathed in sweat and his heart was pounding
unpleasantly, reminding him he was only afew weeks off
hisfiftieth birthday. He secured the bows on their ramp-
like stands, then came the even more strenuous task of
drawing each one - by lying prone on the ramp, gripping
the bow with both hands and forcing the string right back
to thetrigger with hisfeet. When the sixth bow was strung
he lay down and bresthed steadily until the pounding in
his chest eased.

‘I wish | could help,” Shelby said. He dapped disgust-
edly at hisleft arm which had never recovered from
having the tricep torn in two by abullet.

'Save your strength for running.’

Tavernor got to hisfeet, checked that the bow ramps
were on the bearings he had marked out earlier, then set
the arrows into position. He opened the cages one by
one and put the leatherwingsinto their tailored niches,
stroking and kissing the warm hard bodies and domed
heads, whispering reassurance. The silver eyes shone at
him in the darkness, saying things he might have under-
stood had he not been trapped inside ahuman shell. He
knelt behind the first bow and gathered his thoughts,

shaping and clarifying the menta image just as he had



done when throwing the leatherwings at targets. While

. visudlizing the four faceess soldiers whose lives he had to
take, he humbled himsdf for the brief communion with a
mind that had never known evil or guilt, trying to put
across the concept of destroying lifeto preservelife, in
spite of hisdull certainty that understanding on that level

would beimpossble.

'Iseverything dl right, mon ami? Shelby whispered
anxioudy.

'‘Don't speak!”

Tavernor pulled the trigger and the big arrow soughed
upwardsinto the night sky, flicking its feethered tail to
clear the bow limb for aclean flight, testimonia to the
fact that itslength-stiffness ratio had been well matched
to the power of the bow. Without wasting any time,
Tavernor worked hisway aong the line of bows, sending
the big arrows off on their five-hundred-yard journeys. It
was necessary to movt;: quickly to prevent the soldiers
raising an aarm when they found themsalves under
attack. When thefifth and sixth arrows, the reserves, had
gone he stood up and stared at the faint gleam of light

from the projection gtation. It continued to shine steadily,



without any indication of whether it illuminated life or
deeth.

'Givethesignal,’ Tavernor said. 'Theissue's been
decided.'

Shelby sounded ashort blast on hisreed whistle and
they began to run. Moving through the scrub at any
speed above adow wak was dangerous, but Tavernor
was haunted by the spectre of the command post making
aroutine radio check of the stations and discovering
something wrong. He ran determinedly, just ahead of
Shelby, using hisextraweight to beat away through
clumps of undergrowth. Crackling soundsto the north
told him he had drawn abreast of the main group.
Tavernor lengthened his gtride. If the arrows had failed
to do their work he was going to be the first to fed the
consequences. Thelight of the station began to be visible
ahead, and he esmated its distance at about two hundred
yards.

All a once, the sky blossomed with warning flares.
Tavernor did to ahalt and Shelby blundered into him.
Hisfirg impulse wasto give the prearranged sgnd to
head back to the cave, then he noticed that the flares had
been sent up to the north and south - but not from
straight ahead. It looked as though the arrows had taken
out the target station as planned. There was no timeto

waste in deducing how the men in the other stations had



been alerted.

'Keep running,” he shouted, urging Shelby forward.

'Keep going.’

'Run? Watch mefly!" Shelby came abreast of Tavernor
and they flalled their way through the darkness, muscles
supercharged by fear. A prolonged explosion and ascend-
ing stresks of orange fire to the south told Tavernor that
two helicopters had made jet-assi sted take-offs. Hetried
to run faster but was dready beyond the limit of what his
thick-set frame was designed to do. Bright motes of light
arced across the sky - the helicopter crews were clearing
thelr guns.

Tavernor reached the station just ahead of the leaders

of the main group. He burst through the narrow gap
between the projection units and sprinted the find fifty
yardsto the still-glowing light, which turned out to be a
field lamp at the entrance to aridge tent. From the nearer
dope of the tent projected the notched ends of two
arrows. Tavernor dropped on his knees, looked inside
and saw two sprawled forms, one of which appeared to
have been crawling to the door when the end came. Both
. had bloody messes where their heads should have been.
He got to hisfeet and looked around. Other members

of the party werefiling through the gate and sumbling

on past him into the forest. Shelby was standing at the



gate, pulling men through and pushing them on their

way. The sound of the hdlicopters began tofill theair

By the time Tavernor neared the coast he was strangely
week and dizzy. At first he put it down to nervous shock
- it had been too many years since his case-hardening on
the Syccan battle line, and the events of the night had
been enough to shake any man. But when hisknees
began to buckle in spite of his conscious efforts to control
them, there came the belated suspicion that the holein
his left boot was more than just an inconvenice.

He sat down and tugged at the boot. It came off with

an unpleasant sucking sound, and the first light of dawn
showed that hiswhole foot was glistening with dark red
blood. When he pulled off his sock, the second toe came
withit.

Stunned, he gazed at his damaged foot reproachfully

for along moment - the gap where histoe should have
been was 00zing thickly. He had been lesking blood the
wholeway acrossthe forest. Redlization that he was
wounded seemed to lift aneura block, allowing painto
burn itsway up hisfoot and leg, and with it came darm
over thefact that the wound was anything but hygienic.

During the two months of hiding there had been scarcely



enough water for drinking, let donewashing. And, in
addition to the accumulated grime, every possible variety
of natural dirt had forced itsway into hisboot during the
walk.

He picked up the gruesomely weighted sock and hurled
it off into the trees, then searched his pockets for the
reasonably <;;lean piece of rag which had held histobacco.
With the rag wadded into the gap in histoes, he put the
boot on and started walking again. The otherswereto
head north until they ran out of forest, then keep going
by night till they had passed the effective limits of
civilization, but Tavernor estimated he had no more than
an hour |eft before he would haveto lie down and
recuperate from the loss of blood.

Already the thought of deep filled him with yearning,

but the forest was no place to rest - unless one was
prepared to risk being entombed in cellulose. Memories
of dark hair swirling, frozen. Theloss of twelve or more
men and alate-mode helicopter was going to change the
whole nature of the operation asfar asthe army was
concerned. Farrell had been made to look afool, would
be out to put the record straight as quickly as possible.
Tavernor broke into alop-sided run.

The sun was risng through pewter mistswhen he

cleared the tredine. Ahead of him the ground s oped



downwards gently for several hundred yardsto the high-
way which connected The Centre with achain of small
communities along the coast. Beyond theroad was a
broad strip of grasdand which - with the suddenness
typica of amoonless planet - terminated in the ocean.
Mnemosyne was fabuloudy endowed with satellites, but
their even digtribution in an orbital shell cancelled out
their gravitic pull. Scattered aong the strip between the
highway and the ocean were high-income dwellings of
various Szes and architectural styles. Tavernor was
reasonably certain he would be able to find a doctor
somewhere along the gtrip, if he could cross the highway
unseen. Therewas no traffic at such an early hour, but a
sentient throbbing in the sky above the forest suggested
aerid patrols - and anyone crossing the white ribbon of
highway from the forest would stand out like aspider ina
bathtub.

He walked south a short distance, keeping among
bushes and the tallest grass, and reached the nearest
gtorm drain. Severa times during the crawl through the
tunnel beneath the highway unseen creatures awoke
under his hands and darted away in front or became
entangled in hislegs. Ceruleaisamost completely free of
venomous lifeforms, he kept reminding himsdlf, but
gained little comfort. The fat hand-like grub he had found

crawling up his chest had been a non-poisonous, even



amiable, creature.

By the time he got to hisfeet on the seaward side of

the highway he was coated with filth, and hisfoot was
pulsing warmly and steadily. He moved aong the line of
young trees which screened the feeder road from the
highway. The dreaming houses shone with morning sun-
light, pastel-coloured, clean, normd - and curioudy
unreal to Tavernor's eyes. Or wasit he that was unreal ?
He was the one who did not belong in this or any other
society, the cold ghost of aman who might have been,
devoid of nearly dl thewarm and positive emotions, a
negation of humanity, orientated towards guilt as other
men wereto joy, to hatred as othersto love. The
moments of contact with people like Lissa, Shelby, and
evenlittle Bethia, served only to remind him of hisown
deficiences, because they had been giving, whiledl he
could do was take, with the uncomprehending fingers of
achild gedling eggs from awild bird's nest and robbing
them of their nascency. . .

The swinging movement of ashingle caught his atten-
tion from adistance of severa hundred yards. He drew
close, saw the doctor's name on it, and felt apang

of gratitude towards the nogtagic traditionadism which
invariably led peoplein quiet hamlets on dien worldsto

put mail boxes a their gates and green shutters at their



windows. Thisman - 'Norman R. Parsons, MD' - prob-
ably had aplush office suitein The Centrés Medicad Arts
Building, but till he naled up hisshingle a hisown

front door. Tavernor hoped that Dr Parsons sentimen-
tality would not bring too much trouble down on his
head.

The single-storey house was smdlish and itsmain
entrance was well-recessed into a porch. He decided he
could make as much fuss as necessary to waken the
doctor without neighbours being able to see what was
going on. The doorbel| chimed musicaly - more nostagia
- as he depressed the button with one hand and
unshesthed hisknife with the other. A full five minutes
went by without an answer before he began to accept his
good luck. Dr Parsons must be dead, blind drunk or not
at home. He limped quickly round to the side of the
house and looked into the garage. It was empty.
Tavernor gathered his ebbing strength and - praying
there were no burglar darms - put his shoulder to the
rear door of the house. The doorpost splintered and he
heard the keeper of the lock go bouncing acrossthe
interior floor. Closing the door behind him, he made a
quick tour of al the roomsto check that he had the place
to himsdlf. It was empty, but persona effects belonging
to aman and woman were plentifully in evidence, suggest-

ing that the ownerswould not be away for long.



One of the rooms was furnished as a study-cum-office.
Tavernor opened awhite-painted cupboard in it and
extracted surgica dressings, atube of artiflesh and a
variety of antibiotics. In abedroom closet he found arow
of suitswhich looked alittle too narrow in the shoulders

and long inthelegs, but which would be infinitely more

. presentable than his own ragged ouitfit. A chest of drawers
revealed shirts, underwear and socks; and he found shoes
which were only fractiondly too large.

Gathering up histreasures, he went into the bathroom,
stripped naked and cleaned hisinjured foot. The toe had
been amputated cleanly at thejoint, but removing dirt
from the flesh and ensuring there were no bone splinters
in it was a nauseating task, even with his high tolerance
for pain. He got through by pretending that hands other
than hiswere doing the work. It'sthistoe, Or Parsons. |
don't know the correct medicd designation for it -

but it'sthelittle piggy that Stayed at home. Not very
gppropriate inthis case, I'm afraid. For Christ's sake, Or
Parsons, stop that hysterica giggling and watch what

youredoing. . .



With the wound tidied, dusted with antibiotic, sedled

by artiflesh and encased in awaterproof dressing, he
opened the shower cubicle and dmost moaned aoud
with pleasure when he saw that it combined a spacious
sunken tub. Hefilled the tub with hot water, eased his
way in, scrubbed himsdlf dl over, then changed the
water. The second tubful was hotter than thefirst. He set
the thermostat to keep it that way and allowed himsdlf to
relax, to float, torest. A tiny, niggling voicetold him it
would be dangerous to relax too much, but the idea
seemed meaningless.

Seepisal, he thought. Food would be nice too, but

that can comelater. Seepisal. Segpis. Seep.

He awoke, suddenly, to the ambience of diffused after-
noon sunlight.

Logt, disorientated, he threshed in the water until
memory and identity flooded back into hismind. Sleep,
thelittle death, had redlly claimed him, he redlized
g~iltily. He got out of the tub, rubbed down and dressed
asquickly as possible. Obvioudy the owners of the house
had not yet returned - but it had been amatter of chance,
and in soldiering or engineering only afool trusted his
luck. A fool, or someone who subconscioudy wanted to
fail.

He gathered up his old clothes and removed hisknife,



battered pipe and the thick roll of bank notes, the outside
of which was now completely black with dirt and grease.
Hisarms and legs trembled with weskness induced by the
loss of blood and the long immersion in hot water. His
principd requirement now was food. He took the old
clothesto the disposa chute and consigned them to the
furnace - they might have been evidence to somebody.

In the refrigerator he found beefstesks, fish steaks and
syntheggs, dl of which would require cooking. He hesi-
tated - feding the delicious, shameful pleasure that comes
from lowering one's standards of self-preservation - then
took out two steaks and six plastic-shelled syntheggs.
The grilling steeks smdled good. Whilewaiting for

them to brown he drank two cartons of milk. The milk,
machine-made from native grass, had a strong yeasty
flavour, but he swallowed it eagerly. When the steak and
eggs were ready he used more precious time to put them
on aplatter and sit down at the table with aknife and
fork. Running down the hill isgood, awarm voice said,
because your strides are long and easy, and entropy isa
following wind, speeding you to dissolution, whichis
merely rest under adifferent name.

There was aradio on the kitchen table. Tavernor
switched it on and listened to the music while he ate,

cre~ting an aimosphere of secure domesticity. He got to



his feet, peded ahundred-stellar bill from hisroll and set
it on thetable. With re<t, clean clothesand afull belly,

he suddenly felt confident about tackling the journey
north to meet up with the others who were heading north
to the rendezvous on the shores of distant Lake Bruce.
Trusting to hisluck had been agood ides, after dl - had
he pressed on he would have been weak, hungry and
exhausted. All that remained now wasto hit the road and
keep going.

Ashewas reaching for the door handle theradio
emitted atime sgnd and the degay announced anews-
cast. Tavernor paused, wondering if he would hear
anything about the army’s reaction to the night's activities.
"Today's big news isthat the society wedding of the

year isshortly to take place right herein The Centre -
between Miss Mdissa Grenoble, daughter of the Planet-
ary Adminigtrator, and Lieutenant-Colond Gervaise R.
Farrell, now attached to CeruleaNo 1, and who is of
course anephew of Supreme President Berkeley H.
Gough.' The professiondly enthusiastic voice paused for
bresth.

"The engagement was announced personally this morn-
ing by Adminigtrator Grenoble, who said that atachy-
gram of congratulations had aready been received from
President Gough. More details later fromour. . '

Tavernor switched theradio off, shaking his head



supidly, emphaticdly. Lissaand Gervaise Farrdl! It was
impossible. His mind went back to thelast night with
Lissaon board her hovercar. She had been his. Now she
was to be Farrell's. She had been his. Now she wasto be
Farrdll's. The idearebounded inside Tavernor's head,
and ill he was unable to accept it. He went out, closing
the door behind him, and stood for amoment staring out
at the complacent blue ocean beyond the trees. Can't
blame her, he rationaized. What choice did she have?
On the one hand there was Farrell - young, handsome,
rich, famous, asocid equd, one of themost digible
bachelorsin the entire Federation. On the other hand
therewas Tavernor - amiddle-aged fugitive with veins
full of icewater and asoul that had been shrivelled by
hatred and self-pity.

'Can't blame her,’ he said doud, then closed his eyes
and sagged back on the splintered doorframe as anguish
seethed up in him. And with the pain came anew insight.
Hisfrequent bouts of indulgent self-analys's - thesetoo
were a sham, adeviousway to erect another screen
around the real Tavernor. For the plain truth was that he
did blame Lissa. Of course hewastoo old for her, of
course marriage was out of the question - but he had
wanted her to spend the rest of her lifein solitary

mourning for him, likeaprincessimprisonedinahigh



tower, unreachable by any other man. It was aludricrous
Arthurian vison - Lancelot mused alittle space. He said
she hasalovely face - but it was exactly what the swollen,
tremulous ego of Mack Tavernor had been demanding.
Hewaked dowly away from the house.

Sometimelater heredized hewas going in the wrong
direction - walking south to The Centre and Lissa Greno-

ble - but he was unable to turn back.

10

The Adminigtrator's resdence was alarge, dignified hexa:
gon - faced with local marble - which covered the top of
arounded hill, likeicing on acake. Tavernor despised its
daytime aspect for the patent reliance on Terran-Colonid-
gubernatoria architecture of the pagt, but at night it
looked very much better.

He jumped down from the wall which surrounded the

hill, winced at the stab of pain from hisfoot, and made
hisway upwards through banks of night-scented shrubs.
Thebuilding, floodlit and spilling radiance from many of
itswindows, hung in the darkness above him. It looked
stagey and two-dimengiond; irrdlevant. Wondering if

Howard Grenoble was holding one of his cherished din-



ners, Tavernor danted across the hill towards the rear of
the house. Thejewel stream of Mnemosyne's night sky
tumbled motionlesdy overhead. He tried once again to
decide what he was going to say to Lissa, assuming he
was able to make contact with her without being caught.
That he knew ingtinctively that Farrell was the wrong
man for her in spite of hisbeing young, rich, handsome
and famous? That he, Tavernor, had generoudly recon-
Sdered hisearlier decisons and she could now join him
asthe wife of aman running from a probable deeth
sentence? Or was it going to be, smply, goodbye? What-
ever they were, the words had to be said.
Theresdentia suite a the rear of the building wasin
darkness except for wan beams of light straying into the

rooms from other aress. Tavernor skirted the swimming

pool, crossed agarden and a patio. Hetried al the doors
and french windows, found them locked and climbed a
moulded stedd column on to the balcony. One of the
bedrooms on this floor belonged to Lissa, but from the
outside he could not say which, and in any case shewas
unlikely to beinit at thistimeif therewas alate dinner.
The best plan might be to hide somewhere until everyone
wasin bed, then go insde and find Lissa'sroom. He

looked aong the balcony. Severd groups of chairs and



dowly-gyrating moonseeker plants were ranged closeto
the ornate railing, but looked as though they would
provide doubtful concea ment.

‘Nobody ever goesinto my room, atiny familiar voice
said. 'Why don't you hidein there?

‘Bethial" Tavernor concealed his shock as he turned.
'What makes you think | want to hide?

The diminutive straight-backed figure, wearing an
ankle-length dressing gown, watched him from an arch-
way at the end of the balcony, and for amoment hefdt a
rage againg the circumstances which forced her to grow
inlondiness

'‘Comethrough here,' Bethiasaid.

Tavernor noted the way in which she had dismissed his
counter-question, and he smiled. To athree-year-old
child, he suddenly recalled, there was nothing particularly
strange about someone needing to hide occasionally.

He nodded and followed her through the archway. She
clopped dong just in front of him inloose dippers,
checked there was nobody in the corridor and beckoned
him on, with a conspiratoria wave. Her room wasthe
first on theright. It waslit by one bedside light. Again he
was struck by the fact that not one item in the room gave
evidence of childish occupation.

"Where do you keep your toys, Bethia?

'In achest, of course." She seemed surprised.



"Why don't you keep some on your bed? A dall or
something. '

"That wouldn't betidy.'

It would help keep you company.'

Bethia snorted violently, then cupped a hand round

her nose. ‘A dall for company!" Still nursing her nose,
sherocked with silent laughter, and Tavernor felt himsdlf
overwhelmed by an emotion he was unableto identify.
Love, perhaps, but heavily shaded with - he sought a
word - respect. Thistiny speck of humanity had, in three
short years, developed intelligence, wisdom, humour,
sdf-sufficiency. The ability to produce children like
Bethia, he suddenly fdt, was Man's mgor clam to the
right to bestride the universe, to ascendancy over the
Syccans. Except that something had gone wrong some-
where and - athought he invariably suppressed |egped
into the forefront of hismind - with every passing hour
hundreds of frail brave Bethiasdied at the feet of Syccan
warriors as the Federation's borders contracted. Tav-
ernor's brow prickled coldly while the synaesthetic stench
filled hisnogtrils. How many yearswould this particular
Bethia have before the diens reached Mnemosyne?
Twenty? Perhaps less. No communiceation, no idea, no
word had ever passed between human and Syccan; but the

transference of COM sac's headquarters to Mnemosyne



might be noticed by the diens - in which case the planet
would become aprimetarget. . .

'Have you cometo take Lissa away?

'No. | would like to, but that'simpossible now. | just
want to talk to her.’

'Why aren't you taking her away?

I can't.' Tavernor hesitated. 'Besides, isn't she getting

married to Colond Farrdl?

'Yes, but. . '

‘But what?

'He'sadark man.'

'Dark? Tavernor detected a strange emphasis on the
word, and decided to probe. 'Lissa's dark, too.'

A look which might have been disappointment flitted
across Bethids doll-face. 'He's adark man,' she repeated
quietly, 'but you and Lissahave. . . onelight. It'sso
strange.’

"What do you mean, Bethia?

'I'm going to deep now,' she said determinedly, wrig-
gling out of her gown. Tavernor helped her into the big
bed and covered the straight little body. Shelay inthe
centre, ams by her sdes, alook of peaceful concentration
on her face.

'‘Goodnight, swestie,' Tavernor said, but there was no

reply. He studied the miniature, pearl-glowing lineaments



of her face for amoment, with agrowing sense of sadness,
then turned off thelight. The futility of hisown life, of al
human life, seemed to closein around him with thewals
of darkness. He went to the window and parted the heavy
drapes. Moon fragments glinted on the surface of the
pool, shivering and merging. Beyond the treesthe lights

of The Centre and the more garish brilliance of the new
city proclaimed Man's presencein this part of the gaaxy

- but for how long? Even without the menace of the
Syccans, for how long would humanity's caravan have
been able to wend its way through the crazy sparkling of
treasures that was the universe? How many centuries?
The spirit demanded that the answer should be aninfinite
number, for nothing ese would satisfy, but the mind

knew differently. Strange how aminor event like the
detection of one dementary nuclear particle, inasmal
laboratory on Earth at the beginning of the twenty-first
century, should have had the power to blight Man's hopes
of collectiveimmortdlity.

The tachyon, unable to exist at speeds below that 'of

light, gathered velocity asit shed energy, accelerating

until it could crossthe galactic whed in afraction of a
second. It had opened space to mankind, and at the same
time had closed the doors of the future - for the con-

tinuum was slent. With the tachyonic communicator,



civilization could have spoken to civilization acrossdis-
tances measured in thousands of light years, the only
limitation being in the particles diminution of energy
with increased speed. But instead of an ether throbbing
with the voices of intelligence the questing tachyonic
aerias had found nothing. The spread of time wastoo
great. Civilizations could rise, flower and diein ther
profusion, but the fleeting moments of galactic time
when neighbours were at their technologica crest rarely
coincided.

Only ahandful of pulsars- artificidly triggered beacons
- dgnaling witH petiently creeping light, whispered of
cultureswhich had enjoyed their brief hour and had
vanished into the unimaginable past. And the new infor-
mation meant that the values used in von Hoerner's
awesome table for the lifetimes and the probabilities

of destruction of technical civilizations had had to be
dragtically revised. Earth's civilization was entering the
phase of development described as Type 11 - capable of
utilizing and channdlling the entire radiation output of its
gar - inwhich, according to von Hoerner's origind table,
itslife expectancy should have been 6,500 years.

But the post-tachyon revision had reduced the figure to
amere 2,(XX) years. And the wry cosmic joke which
had placed the human and Syccan civilizations so close

together in time and space seemed to have reduced even



that pitiful span to vanishing point. . .

Thefigures, the mathematics of - ultimate despair, were
swirling in Tavernor's head like dead leavesin avortex
when he heard Gervaise Farrdll's voice outside the
window.

He looked to the right, through the parted drapes, and
saw that the balcony ended only afew feet from Bethias
window. Farrell wasleaning on therailing, staring south
towards the new city. He was wearing mess whites, and a
thin cigar glowed in hismouth.

... confessing that you've shocked me, my boy.'
Howard Grenobl€e's voice was distinct although he was
out of Tavernor'sline of sght. 'l find the wholething

very difficult to accept.’

'Redlly? Farrell sounded cool. 'I'm not accustomed to
having my word doubted."

'No, no, | didn't meantoimply. .. It'sjudt. .. It's

just that | had no idea COM sac placed such reliance on
MACRON'S decisions.’

'MACRON isalogic machine with the totaity of human
knowledge at its disposa. And it doesn't make decisions.
It'sardidbleingrument for ng probability values,
but it never makes decisons.’ Therewas arising note of
irritation in Farrdll'svoice. 'Do | make mysdlf clear?

'Perfectly clear, thank you.' Grenoble spoke precisely.



‘But why here on Cerulea? What were the factors which
influenced MACRON in making its. . . recommendation?
Farrell spped from a glowing tube of sparks. 'Not

more than Sx men in the entire Federation know the
answer to that question.’

1 se

'Y ou understand the necessity?

'Of course - such knowledge must be restricted. Forgive

me for asking. . ." Grenoble had begun to sound ill. "The
war dways seemed so far away from Cerulea, and then
to have the entire COM sac headquarters descend on
US...

'Descend on you. That makes methink of locugts.'

‘Not at dl. | fee honoured. All my staff fedl honoured.
It'sjust that MACRON seemsto have. . .

Farrell gave asharp, sarcadtic laugh. 'MACRON gticksin
your gullet, doesn't it, Howard? I'll tell you what's
annoying you about thiswhole business. It'sthe fact that
the decision to place the planning headquarters here
didn't come about through my uncle saying something
like"l know theidedl planet, gentlemen. You'l enjoy a

stay on Cerulea- old Howard Grenoble has an excellent



tableand afirst-classcdlar.'

"You go too far, Gervaise.'

'I'm smply trying to introduce you to redity. Wein

the army are conducting awar againgt an unimaginably
powerful and dangerous enemy. . .

'Oh, yes," Grenoble put in. 'l heard they shot down
one of your hdlicopterslast night.’

During the ensuing silence, Tavernor smiled his
gppreciation of the older man's practised use of the
dtiletto. He must have redlized that Farrell would be
vulnerable to areminder that he had never been within
ten light years of the maximum interpenetration aress.
Y our friend Tavernor was responsible for that,' Farrell
riposted. 'I've no authorization to use heavy weapons,
but | saw to it that five of hisraiderswon't bother us
again, and I'll get the rest soon.’

You'l get therest? | understand from Generd Mar-
tinez that you were being assigned other duties.’
'Wewill get therest - it'sof little account.' Farrell's
cigar glowed fiercely, belying the casuaness of hiswords.
Tavernor breathed deeply with relief. The five raiders
Farrell had mentioned must have been Shelby and the
four others, including loan M'wabi, who had been
annihilated while trying to dip through the gate. Remem-

bering their deaths was painful, but at least he now knew



that none of the others had been picked up. Thetwo
months of intensive surviva training he had given them
was, apparently, standing them in good stead. They would
al bewell ontheir way to Lake Bruce by thistime,

and once padt it could lose themsalvesin the northern
archipelago. That much had been lifted from his
conscience.

'Wdll, that's enough fresh air for one night,’ Farrell

sad.

'l thought we were going to discuss the wedding
arrangements. Thereisn't much time, you know. It'sall
been so hurried.’

I'll leave dl the detailsto you, Howard.' Farrell

finished hisdrink. That'sthe kind of thing you excel at.
Now our guests must be wondering wherewe are. . .
The two men |eft the bal cony. Tavernor remained
gtanding at the window for afew minutes then pulled the
drapes together. There could be severa hours yet before
he would have the chance to dip acrossto Lissa's room,
and adight uncertainty in hiskneestold him he had not
yet made up for the heavy loss of blood. He crossed to
the bed and listened to Bethia's bresthing. Satisfied that
shewas adeep, helay down on thefloor at the Sde of the
bed furthermost from the door and forced himsdlf to
relax.

He awoke with a gtart to find the house absolutely



dlent. Hiswatch said it wastwo of Mnemosyneslightly
sretched hours past midnight. He got iffly to hisfeet,
went to the door and eased it open. The corridor
nightlights were on, but the utter stillnessof theair
convinced him it was safe to come out of hiding. With a
last look at Bethias lonely figurein the bed, he closed
the bedroom door and went towards the stairs. Lissa's
room was on the samefloor, but in the opposite wing,
and to reach it he had to go round three Sdes of alarge
hexagona stairwell. Where the carpeted corridor opened
into thewell he hesitated, swearing at the brilliance with
which the stairwell was lit. Someone had neglected to turn
off the powerful light in the ceiling and his agorgphobia,
carefully nurtured during the past two months, made the
exposed and brilliantly illuminated landing look decidedly
unsafe.

As he paused he noticed a pair of switches on the
corridor wall, severa inches from the corner. Theinner
onewould befor the corridor lights, but did the other
contral the light in the stairwell? Hoping that the lights
going out would not attract more attention than if he
smply sneaked across the landing he depressed the outer
switch. Thelight in the Stairwel| flickered, but remained
lit.

Tavernor stared at the switch in wonderment, trying to



visudize an dectricd circuit which would cause lightsto
dim momentarily and then come on again &t full strength.
Perhaps the outer switch operated some unit which caused
apower drain when it cameinto action - in which case he
would have been far better to have left it lone. He
flicked the switch to its origianl position. Thistimethe
ceiling light went out for afull second before returning to
full intengty.

Alarm stirred in his subconscious. Thisisridiculous, he
thought. A fresk faultinthe. ..

The answer hit him suddenly.

There was one very common dectrica circuit which

would account for the phenomenon he had just witnessed.
A two-way switch would have doneit - provided there
had been someone at the other end of the circuit, pressing
hisswitch fractiondly later than Tavernor's. And that
someone must be in the opposite corridor, only afew
yards away, screened from hisview by the angling of the
walls

'Who's there? aman's voice demanded loudly.

Tavernor turned and sprinted silently along the corri-

dor, past Bethia's room and the now-closed doors leading
to the balcony, until he had rounded another of the
building's obtuse angles. He pressed himsdlf againgt the

wall and waited. A few seconds later he heard the whisper



of approaching footsteps on the heavy carpet. Heran
along the new stretch of corridor, opened adoor at its
end, stepped out on to the landing at the top of the
building's main ~taircase and found himsdlf face-to-face
with an armed guard. The guard'sriflewasdung over his
shoulder and he was carrying two steaming cups of coffee.
'‘Asyou were, soldier,’ Tavernor used his best com-

manding officer'svoice. 'Lucky for you the colond's

adeep.
He walked past the guard to the head of the dairs,
hismind racing. Armed guardsin the Adminisirator's
Residence? The guests Farrell had mentioned must be
VIPs, military or otherwise - he had picked a great night
to try visiting Lissa. He reached the stairs and began
walking down towards the main entrance hall which
looked deserted. The guard on the landing was staring at
him uncertainly. Tavernor ressted the urgeto run. He
was till near the top of the stairs when the corridor
opened and a heavy-set sergeant burst out on to the
landing. It was the same red-haired oldster Tavernor had

stunned at the gates of the army base.

'Stop that man!" the sergeant bellowed.
Tavernor launched himsdlf down thelong staircasein a

kind of controlled fal, touching the steps halfway down



and once near the bottom. A flying leap took him out
into the centre of the hall - just as a second guard came
running out of the porter's office. They collided, and
Tavernor's caroming course carried him straight into a
marbie pillar. He stepped back, apprently unhurt, then

toppled like afelled tree.

The porter'sroom was long and narrow. It waslit by a
sngle, coldly luminescent strip which shed abaeful light
on the meegre furniture. Tavernor sat on ahard chair
with his hands cuffed behind his back and tried to master
the pain which geysered through hisbody at every bresath.
My ribs, he thought hazily. I've smashed my ribs. He
focusad hiseyeswith difficulty. Thered-haired sergeant
was standing at the door, with adrawn pistol. Shifting his
gaze, Tavernor saw Gervaise Farrdll sitting on the edge
of atable. Farrell's hair was rumpled and his brown,
thickly-matted chest showed benesth the unbuttonned
tunic of hismessuniform. His eyes glowed with white
coronas of excitement.

'All right, sergeant,’ he said. "Y ou can leave usadone
now. | don't think therell be any trouble.’

'Yes, gr.' The sergeant moved to the door.

'Oh, sergeant.’

'Sr?

'‘Come back in again as soon asthe box arrives.’



'Yes, Sr.' The sergeant disappeared.

'I don't likeyou, Tavernor,' Farrdll said when they

were aone. '"And do you know why | don' like you?
'Could it be,' Tavernor repressed a powerful urgeto be
sick, 'because you're going bald and I'm not?

"Very good, colone - wisecracks right to the end.’
Farrdl swung hislegs nonchaantly. Thereason | didike
you - gpart from the fact that you are, if | may usean
archaism, achurl- isthat you keep getting in my way.'
'Going to toss me down the steps again?

'Keepit up, colond. As| was saying, you keep getting
inmy way, and | can't afford to have peopletrying to trip
me up because the path is already stony enough for a
relation of the President who wantsto build an army
career through his own efforts:”

Tavernor tried to cluck in mock sympathy, but some-
thing bubbled in the back of histhroat. He suspected it
was blood. .

Thelittle affair of the helicopter last night has been
forged into alever againgt me. General Martinez isusing
it asan excuse to transfer me to other duties!'

'Rough,’ Tavernor managed thickly.

‘A thing like that would look bad on my record. But
now that you've so kindly placed yoursdf in my custody

the record's going to read differently.’



Isit?

'Y es, because you're going to tell me where | can pick
up your friends, dl a once, without any fuss.’

'Sorry - | don't know where they are." Tavernor sud-
denly found it easy to forget the painin his chest. Coming
to Lissas home under the circumstances had been a
crazy, indulgent flirtation with death - but it had also
been unforgivably sdfish. He knew exactly wherethe
others were planning to rendezvous. And the daysin
which adetermined man could withhold information from
inquisitors had long since passed.

'Y ou don't know where they are? Farrell said easly,
pulling acigar from his breast pocket. Then you'll have
nothing to worry about - on that score anyway. 'Helit
the cigar and sat confidently pluming smokeinto theair.
His darkly rakish good looks and unbuttoned white tunic
reminded Tavernor of acharacter from aclassica opera,
and hismind - escaping into irrdlevancy - began striving
for the operastitle.

There was aknock at the door and it opened, giving
Tavernor aglimpse of uniformed figuresmillinginthe
hall. The sergeant came into the room with asmal black
box in hishand. He closed the door quickly.

"Wl now, sergeant.’ Farrell stubbed out hiscigar.

'Has the provost-marshal’'s detail arrived yet?

'No sr. They're on their way though.'



'Fine - thiswon't take long. Y ou know how to usea
needle?

'No, sr." The sergeant looked uncomfortable.
‘Theresnothing to it. Just push it into his neck and
depressthe plunger. Here - give methat.' Farrdll pointed
at the sergeant's pistol and fluttered hisfingersimpatiently
until it had been unholstered and placed in his hand.
'Now go ahead.’

The sergeant opened the black box and gingerly
removed a hypodermic syringe. His eyes, fixed on Tav-
ernor's, were apologetic. Tavernor's heart was thudding
Steadily. He was not certain exactly what wasin the
syringe, but he knew that within seconds of receiving it
into his bloodstream he would babble everything Farrell
wanted to know. He fought with the handcuffswhile his
nerves shrilled their unbearable message of despair over
and over again: Father, Mother, pale face and black hair
swirling, forgive me, forgive me, forgive. . . Theslent
stridence faded as he found the single door of escape,
yawning, amerciful night without stars.

He sat with his head lowered and adlowed the sergeant
to run the needleinto his neck. There was no pain, only
asensation of tingling warmth. He waited until the
needle was being withdrawn, and the sergeant’s hands had

relaxed, then propelled himsdlf headlong from the chair



with al the power of hisbunched thighs.

Farrell, till on the edge of the table, was too surprised
to get out of the way. Tavernor bore him backwards,
exposing the other man's throat, and before he could be
thrown aside histeeth had closed on the windpipe.
Ashebit inwards, he heard Farrell's frightened sob,

fdt the muzzle of the pigtol jam againg hissde. The
pistol exploded once, twice. Asthe heavy bullets dedged
their way through his chest, desth blossomed before
Tavernor's eyeslike ablack rose, unfolding petas of
night.

Hetumbled into it, gratefully surrendering alife hefelt

he had never really owned.

Mélissa Grenoble had no idea how long she had been
standing at the high window, her forehead pressed to its
cool glass.

Dawn had been sketching ghostly grey arches across
the sky when she saw them carry out the metal casket in
which Mack Tavernor'sbody lay. And it was asthe
military truck was driven away with carelessjouncing
speed that her tears had begun to flow. Since then she
had relived every moment of her timewith him, multiply-
ing them over and over, enduring bitter aeons of grief -

yet the world outside had not changed. Still it was dawn.



A luminous slver mist lay across the world, somehow
destroying perspective so that the buildings of The Centre
were featurel ess cut-out silhouettes, one row strung across
the middle distance, with another - lighter in colour -
placed just beyond it.

The glass seemed to be draining al heat from her

body, but she was unable to move away. A singleword
reverberated in the cryogenic chill of her mind - why,
why, why? What had been the point of Mack'swhole
life? Why did death have to touch him so early, claiming
him for its own long before thefind act of futility?
Underlying the sorrow was adull sense of astonigh-
ment. When she met Mack first she had been impressed
by hisphysica power and brooding sdf-sufficiency; and,
like most others, repelled by his exaggerated wariness of
emotiond involvement, his apparent determination to
make himsdlf didiked by everyone he met. But she had
sensed another Mack Tavernor underneeath - a different
man who looked on every aspect of lifewith alimitless
compassion. She had fought to redlize this other Mack,
and had found anew levd of fulfilment in her growing
successin thisultimate form of cregtive art. Their find
night together had been al the proof she needed. . .
Now, in the timeless grey dawn, she was asked to

accept the idea that the death-orientated Mack had gained



the upper hand, that he had come out of the forest like a
killer wolf, to be shot down in the bestid act of daying.
Gervaise had bared historn throat to her; yet while
looking she had remembered Mack's cam, tortured eyes,
and had shaken her head, ingtinctively, backing away.

On theintellectud level there was another factor - her
knowledge of Mack's fantastic competence. Had he come
during the night asan n, he would have achieved
hisam, quickly, sllently and efficiently. But what was

the dternative? The answer came whispering from deep
within her body - tremulous, thrilling, sad, persuasive.
Had the news of her engagement to Gervaise reached
him, and caused him to throw every ingtinct of sdlf-
preservation to the winds? Had Mack lost hislife through
love of her? If that was the case, she would not marry
Gervaise, nor anyone else, ever. . '

'Lissa? The small voice came from close behind her.
'Lissa?

Sheturned and saw Bethids upturned grey eyes, huge
with tears, and remembered that the child and Mack had
seemed to share a curious affinity.

'What isit, Bethia? She kndlt, bringing the solemn,
absurdly perfect face level with her own, and suddenly
they werein each other'sarms.

‘Don't cry, Lissa | fed you crying. | fed thepain.’

'l can't helpiit, darling. | can't help it. Y ou don't



undergtand.’ Lissafdt her sdf-control dipping as
emotiona pressures built up indde her. Bethia, strange
little Bethia, was the only person in the world to whom
she could confide her thoughts. 'l think Mack cameto
seemelast night. | think I'm respongblefor. . . Oh,
Bethia, | can't stay here any longer.’

‘But. . . Wherewill you go?

I don't know - Earth, perhaps. | must get away.'
'Doesthat mean you won't marry Colonel Farrell?
'Yes. | ... Lissafdt Bethias wispy body stiffen asthe
child pulled away from her.

‘Mack wasin my room last night. | talked to him.’
Bethids face had become composed, with astrangely
haughty ook, like that of an infant empress.

'Inyour room!" Lissas throat congtricted with nameless
fears. 'But why?

'Hewas hiding there. He had aknife. He said he
would hit meif | made asound.

'l don't. ..

It'strue.’ Bethia suddenly seemed taller. Her eyes
were unseeing, and her voice wasinexorable, relentless.
'He had aknife. He told me he had to kill Colonel

Fardl"

PART TWO



The Egons

Pain, swiftly dimaxing, swiftly fading.

Didocation. Trangtion. Awakening.

The stars can be tasted. And heard. The stars can also
be seen, inaway that is not immediately understood.
Spaceisnot black. It runs, shiversand spinswith a
thousand colours, of which the visible spectrum covers
only aminute fraction. Most prominent in thisregion
are beautifully pulsing and transent flowers, spalation
products of heavy nova-driven particles colliding with the
ubiquitous hydrogen of interstellar space. The process
by which this knowledge isgained is not immediately
understood either.

Nearby, the generous sun swimsin dow mgesty,
making its nourishment fredy available. Closer Hill, a
planet burnswith the specid, divine neurd fire of an
inhabited world. And the mother-mass driftsall around;
vadt, awesome, eterndl. . .

Jthink, therefore I'm dive. Theincredibleredlizationis
not accompanied by shock - there are no triggering

glands, no bloodstream, no organic pump - but Tav-



ernor's consciousness suddenly contracts, iris-like, to the
adjacent environmen.

A slver-blue cloud moves closer. It isatenuous ovoid

of faintly glowing gas, yet - because of his new percep-
tions - appears asahuman face. It dso lookslike a
heavily-muscled young man in warrior's harness, a
stooped old man, asmiling boy, an involute foetus -

merging manifestations of asingle entity.

Wecometolife
Don't be afraid

| am Labienus

the entity communicates

three ideas Smultaneoudy.

| don't understand. Tavernor isaware of histhoughts
bridging space. He fed sthe entity’'swarmth and thereiis
reassurance - but to be aive? Other ovoid clouds draw
near. He attunes his perceptions, and awareness shifts.
Spaceisfilled with luminous faces, identites, persondlities.

Uncountable millions of them.

I will hlpyou



Adjustment isquick

Give meyoursdf

Labienus moves close.

Tavernor hastime to deduce that he too is one of the
luminous ovoids, then another mind ismerging with his
own. Inthefirst ingtant of contact he knows Labienus
better than he has known anyonein hisentirelife,
experiences his childhood in northern Francein thetime
of Augustus Caesar, soldierswith the Seventh Legionin
Gaul, Britain and Africa, retires with the rank of centur-
iontoasmal farmin Tuscany, raisesfour sonslaein
life, diesin the open air on awarm summer evening
beneath an oak treg, just asthefirst star isbeginning to
pierce the cobalt canopy of heaven. . .

Tavernor withdraws uneedily.

Rdax

Trus

Give

Labienus says.

Tavernor permits the contact to be made again, and this

time there is no sense of strangeness, for Labienus and



he are brothers who have shared birth, life and death.

He understands dimly and gratefully that Labienus has
absorbed his own twisted world-line, and is not repelled.
They mingle as the spallation flowers blossom and flicker
arouRd them, staining space with namel ess hues of
energy, and hard stars crackle, and soft stars whisper,
and food-stuff spurts from the sun, and Mnemosyne burns
with life, and the mother-mass spreadsiits ethered fronds
al around. . .

Knowledge, impersona and wordless, floods through
Tavernor.

The most basic and universa units of life are the egons,

L abienus communicates. These are organized clouds of
energy which livein interstellar space, feeding onthe
minute amounts of energy in Sarlight. They areborn
continuoudy - because an egon inits primary state cannot
help but impressits pattern on the primeval energy ftuxes,
thus creating others of its own kind.

Y ou're an egon? Tavernor's mind races ahead.

Yes.

And....

Yes.

A sdf-sustaining energy pattern. Tavernor makesan
intuitive legp. Doesthat mean. . . ?

Yes- you areimmortal.



Immorta! Galaxies seemto pauseinther flight. But if

| wasbornin space. . . tothis. . . why did | liveasa
human being?

In the primary state an egon has no awareness of

identity, Labienus continues, but being the essence of life
it has a counter-entropic drive towards a higher degree of
organization.

It achievesthis by establishing arapport with anewly-
created being existing on amore physica plane. The host-
being can be human, animal, fish, bird - any cresture
which hasacertain leve of inherent complexity inits
nervous system, and is capable of development. There are
S0 many egonsinhabiting the space-time continuum that
every intdligent or semi-intdligent creature that has ever
existed has had an egon attached to it.

| till don't understand.

Being part of its own environment, perfectly matched to
the interstellar medium, the egon is not forced to develop.
It would remain for ever as asdlfless monad of the
panspermic mind-mass, but the ingtinct towards a higher
date of being drivesit to form aliaison with abeing born
into inimical surroundingswhich forceit to developits
powersin order to exist.

Then the egon isaduplicate?

Asthe physica host grows and matures, his central

nervous system becomesincreasingly complex through



theinteraction of hisbody with hisenvironment. This
development is matched in every detail by the development
of the egon.

But when the host dies, the egon - instead of dying too -
isset free of itsvoluntary endavement. Equipped with an
identity, ahighly complex pattern of sdf-sustaining energy,
itisreborn toits heritage of endlesslife,

And, asfar asthe host is concerned, death is merely the
doorway to thisnew life - because heisthe egon.
Tavernor feds himsdf swamped by the torrent of
knowledge, and again he withdraws a short distance
from Labienus, breaking the direct menta contact. The
universe crowds around him, flowing with myriad energy
colours, replete with movement and life.

Too much, too much, he says.

Don't be dismayed. Y ou will adapt. Thereistime.

I The thoughts directed to him by Labienus are not

reglly Smultaneous, Tavernor redizes, feding hismenta
processes quicken to match the other's. An arctic eation
dtirsthrough him as he beginsto assmilate the truth
about the phenomenon caled Life.

| must get thisclear, he says. Mack Tavernor, my
physica body, isdead - yet | live on.

Y es. One copy of abook has been burned - another

copy is untouched.



And I'll never die?

Youll never die. A shadow fals across Labienus. Not
from natural causes. . .

Which means, Tavernor races on, that my parents are
dive

Wait! A pause. Yes, your parents are dive.

| can speak to them?

Eventually - they are part of a sub-mass.
Tavernor'seation increases. It isastrangely cold flame
and hefindsthisdisturbing, but hismind isvaulting
upwardsinto eternity amid ablaze of neurd energy
springing from the fuson of the two great streams of
human thought - spiritualism and materidism. The class-
cd rdigionsof Earth, formulizations of Man's ancient
ingtincts, are vindicated by networks of pureforce
spawned between the sars. Lifeiseternd, linked to the
flesh in the beginning, yet independent of it. Timidity
and fear suddenly invade Tavernor'sbeing - eternity,
infinity. . .

Y ou dont travel aone, Labienus sayskindly, and
behind histhoughtsis a shimmering of concepts even
more vast than those aready pounding in Tavernor's
mind.

The mother-massl Tavernor looksinto the awesome
luminous cloud which surrounds Mnemosyne and a need,

which has aways been so much apart of hislifethat he



was unaware of it, issuddenly gratified. Initsplaceis
"born asense of fulfilment and completeness, mingled
with emotions beyond human counterpart. Tell me, he
sys.

Y ou don't need to betold, my friend. All thethingsyou
have wanted to believe are true. Labienus preparesto
withdraw. Go with Life.

Y oull come with me?

Later. There are dways othersto receive.

Tavernor fedshimsdf drawn towards the mother-mass,
dowly at first but with increasing speed. Theintervening
gpace is crowded with egons. He passes through them,
and they through him. At each contact lifeis exchanged,
Tavernor's consciousness swellswith the memories of a
thousand existences, and il heisin the outer fringes of
the mother-mass. The knowledge of hisdestiny burgeons
ingde him, spontaneoudly. . .

The egons are gregarious beings, linked together with
something gpproaching infinite connectivity through the
interaction of their identities. They never desert theliving
speciesof ther rebirth planet until dl lifeisextinct on
that world. At that stage, when the story of life has been
ended for yet another planet, the inconceivably vast
corporate identity - composed of every intelligent being

ever to have lived on the expended globe - casts off.



Then comes the endless pilgrimage across eternity,
towardsintellectua adventuresfar beyond the grasp of
any single mind; perhaps to ascend through the other
continua as this one succumbs to the heat-death, fecundat-
ing new universes, breething lifeinto abilliontimesa
billion fresh planets; perhaps to unite with other world-
minds, and unite again, and again, in search of Ultimacy.
Tavernor's yearning for absorption grows, and with it

his speed. The glowing fronds of the egon-mass open
around him, enfolding, enveloping. Then comes pain.

Tavernor is hdted.

Life, he criesin abject fear, am 1 regjected?

The answer comes ingtantaneoudly, from al sides. No,
my friend, you are not regjected -look inwards.
Heturnshismind inwards. The painisbeing generated
deep within hisown being, and yet it comesfrom outside.
Not from the rea outside, where the spdlation flowers

.. glimmer dl around, but from another outsde, from the
circumscribed, wistful dream-existence he had known
before. .. . before. . . asense of reluctance and distaste,
yet the psychic tug istoo great, and heisforced to
remember. . . before Gervaise Farrell pulled the trigger.
Farrel had killed him, but there was moreto it -
something which had seemed important at thetime.

Tavernor's resentment grows as the unknown power



increasesits hold on him, anchoring him to the circum-
stances of the shadow play in which he had once partici-
pated. He had wanted. . . that wasit . . . he had forced
Farrell to kill him because. . . because he was abouit to
be made to revea information which would have led to
the desths of others.

Related memoriesreturn, againgt hisresstance -
COMsac moving its headquarters to Mnemosyne, the war
agang the Syccans, the vision of abeautiful femaeface,
strangely obscured. Lissal

Tavernor makes the identification with asense of
bewilderment. Lissa. Sheisholding him - but how? And
why?Isit possble that the dimly-remembered thing
caled love could have forged abond so strong that he
would be unableto break it? A cold fury spreads through
him. Release me, he pleads. 1 mugt live. 1 demand my life.
| refuseto be linked to darkness any longer.

Patience, the nearby egonswhisper. Eternity isyours.
How can 1 wait now that 1 know Life?

Y ou must wait. The thoughts are compassionate. Until
the link is broken.

But/dont.. .

Tavernor'sthought islost as the universe explodesinto
chaos around him. Egons storm through him in sudden

flight, fear spurtslike arteria blood, the colours of space



shift menacingly, the mother-mass writhes and screams
with amillion slent voices, and two death-black wings
beat their swift crud course through the centre of the
maelstrom.

Thewingsfurl abruptly. And vanish.

In their wake comes silence and a sense of unbearable
grief. Regaining contact, Tavernor fedsthe sorrow pulse
through him, and with it comesthe incredible redization
that egons have died. Egons - inheritors of eternity -
have been dain by the pulsing black wings, and the pain
fet by thar fdlowsisinfinitely greater than could ever
be known by ahuman knedling at aloved one's deathbed.
The grief engulfs Tavernor, wiping hismind clear of
thought.

An indeterminate time later he returns, purged, to the
realms of consciousness.

| saw two black wings, he says. Isthere. . . an enemy?
Thereisno enemy.

| don't understand. Thereisa pause, and Tavernor
senses heis about to learn of something worse than the
exigtence of an implacable foe.

The only beings who can destroy egons are men - and
they do it without even knowing we exist.

But thewings. . .

The wings were those of a Federation spaceship arriving

a Mnemasyne, my friend. Thewings of abutterfly ship.



In away which Tavernor cannot exactly define, the
vidtation of death strengthens his psychic link with Lissa
Unchanging eements of his character, responding to

the plight of the egons, seem to recreate for himthe
emotions of the shadow play. Thereisintense paininthe
formless contact and heisreminded that humanity, too,
facesits equivaent of the black wings spreading - the
Syccan warrior. The principd differenceisthat the
Syccan's psychology, his culture, the motives behind his
driving desire to destroy humanity are not understood -
whereas the egons know the nature of their scourge only
too well.

The Bussard interstellar ramjet, named after the twenti-
eth century physicist who conceived it, uses- in aspatia
context - the principles of the jet aircraft, in that it
depends on the presence of a surrounding medium. Two
intense magnetic fields extend hundreds of milesinto
gpace from the ship itsdlf, sweeping up ionized matter to
be used both as aworking fluid, to provide reaction mass,
and as an energy source for the ship's thermonuclear
reactor. The superconducting flux pumpswhich creste

thefields are designed in such away asto deflect the



charged particles away from the living quarters and other
senditive areas of the spacecraft.

In Bussard's original design it was envisaged that extra
equipment would be carried to ionize the medium ahead
of the ship, but the development of |aser power tech-
niques has provided another answer. By pouring energy
at gammaray frequenciesinto suitable sunsit ispossble
to make them go nova, thus flooding thousands of cubic
light years of space with energized matter. The tradelanes
of the Federation are littered with cosmic wreckage of
ravaged sars; the very nature of the galaxy isbeing
atered to meet the dictates of Man's commerce. But in
those unnaturally active regions, ships can efficiently
boost themselves to the speed zone of .6C in which the
tachyonic mode becomes viable - so nobody, but for
ahandful of philosophers and poets, ever protests at
mankind's stupendous insouciance in superimposing his
own design on the fabric of continuum.

The wing-like magnetic fields give the spacecraft their
popular name - butterfly ships. A pretty, whimsical name,
Tavernor thinks, for the greatest tragedy ever to befall the
human race.

Ashis contact with the fringes of the egon-mass
becomes firmer and more multi-faceted he finds a bleak
understanding of the tragedy growing within himself, not

interms of thoughts or ideas, but as pure concepts.



Drifting through strange perspectives of beauty and new
dimensions of colour, he examines these concepts. A key
turnsin hismind, adoor opens, and harsh light from an
unfamiliar angle spillsover his padt life, over thewhole
pageant of human history. . .

From thetimewhen inteligent life first moved onthe
face of the Earth an egon-mass has been building up
around it, centred not so much on the planet itself ason
its biosphere svarming with varigated, yet related, life
forms. The egon-mass contains every mind ever to have
existed on Earth. Genius, fool, scowling ape, dreaming
dog, murderer, saint, savage, physicist - dl arethere.
Tremuloudy beautiful egonsof infantswho diedinthe
womb mingle on equa termswith Caesars, giving asmuch
asthey receive, making their own specia contribution to
the egon-meass, for - to achieve completion - Earth's
world-mind must assmilate every fragment of digible

life.

Thisvast reservoir of consciousness cannot be tapped
directly by man'srelatively coarse neurd systems, nor

.. can the tenuous and ddlicate energy clouds communicate
with living beings. Y et thereis adegree of contact on

the sub-conscious level. The age-old phenomenon of
ingpiration isan example. Artists, writers, engineers,

scientigsinfuse their whole beings with the desireto



solve their own problems, and sometimes - if they are
lucky - the fore-brain stirs, reaches out, makes contact
with the egon-mass and extracts what it needs to know.
Human thought is a chronicle of such borrowing from the
race's stored experience and wisdom. Many men visited
by ingpiration sense the existence of agreater outer power
which presents them, often when they are adeep, witha
complete solution to a problem. Inspired people lay stress
on the given nature of the message. Musicians and poets
repeat how compositionswill cometo them completein
every detall, ingantaneoudy, without any effort on thelr
part - the real work of creation consists of getting as
much as possible on to paper before the vision fades.
Thusit wasthat, sustained in the intangible womb of
hisracia genius, Man wasableto clamthe sarsashis
own - until the development of the butterfly ship.
Theflickering magnetic wings, reaching hundreds of
milesinto space, cut great swathes through the egon-
meass, destroying egons by the million, wiping out Man's
world-mind, hisgenius, his heritage of immortdity, every-
thing. ..

Tavernor suddenly understands why mankind's war
againg the Syccansis going so badly. For thefirgt timein
their history, men are being forced to stand naked against
apowerful adversary - and without their geniusare

unequal to thetest. The ghostly outlines of an even



greater truth hover for an instant on the horizons of
Tavernor's mind, but his stream of thought carrieshim
headlong to the legend of Mnemosyne, the poets planet,
the last redoubt of Man'ssoul. . .

The only planet in the Federation where the butterfly
ships cannot operate!

Earth's wounded egon-mass, and the counterparts from
the Federation's other worlds, have migrated to Mnemo-
syne, and there asmall number of men can think and
create and snatch inspiration from the skiesmore or less
asthey used to. Tavernor's mind flames as renewed
memories fuse with newly-gained knowledge.
MACRON! The moon-sized computer used in the conduct
of the war had caused the COM sac headquartersto be
moved to Mnemosyne. Isit, with the totdity of recorded
dataat isdisposd, beginning to achieve adim, bloodless
understanding? I s the pseudo-consciousness firring inits
metal-and-ceramic brain capable of deducing the truth
underlying every manifestation of life? On an empirica
basis perhaps. It had been able to pick Tavernor out of
thewar front and put him into weapons design - surdly it
would note Mnemosyne's unusudly high ratio of inven-
tiveness. But would it be ableto correlate that ratio with
the peculiar astronomical feature which bars the planet to

butterfly ships?



Would it have the motivation or authority to issue

the one command which might rescue mankind from
extinction?

Tavernor finds anguish curling through him ashe
redizesthat humanity'stime- Lissasand Bethiastime-
IS running out, that Man hasto put away his superb but
deadly ships, and fight with other wegpons until hisgenius
returnsto him, recreated. If, the thought hammers at
him, it isn't dready too late.

Abruptly, hefinds himself separated from the surround-
ing egons. They have withdrawn from contact. Helooks
at them through the ditinctive shifting colours produced
by soft X-rays mingling with the synchrotonous radiation
of aspray of protons spiraling dong amagnetic field at
closeto the speed of light. The beauty islost on him. His
thought bridges space to the nearest egon - Kystra-Gurl,
dead four thousand eight hundred years, amember of a
briefly-flowering north-African civilization whose exist-
ence had never even been suspected by archaeologists,
sword-smith, died in the early-middle age of appendicitis.
What am | to do?

Do? Dystra-Gurl projects cool sympathy. | fed your
pain, Mack Tavernor, but | cannot help. Be patient - the
link will dissolveintime.

But thereisno time. I'm not concerned with myself.

Y our pain semsfrom thelink. When you are free of it



you will cease to see through the dark glass of phy _sica
eyes. You will redizeit would be better for al of humanity
to die now - before the winged ships destroy any more of
the world-mind.

| can't think of it that way, Tavernor protests.

It isthelink. Remember that you are alive now only
because your egon was lucky enough to escape destruction.
Each time a ship passes through us many egons - those
who cannot be accommodated with the moon-shell - die
the true death. People ill aive on Mnemosyne are dso
condemned to the true desth - because once the egon of a
devel oped being is destroyed it istoo late for another to
attach itself. We must develop step by step with our hosts.
I know. | know it iswrong to put proto-life before true
life.. . What isthislink? Has it happened to otherd!
Kystra-Gurl's thoughts tinge with wry humour. It has
occurred to others before you, but the phenomenon grows
increasingly rare, Since science vanquished romanticism.
Hauntings! | couldn't. . . Tavernor breaks off. Why do
you withdraw? He sees the space between himsalf and

the surrounding shdll of egonsincrease until heisat the
centre of aluminous sentient sphere.

Something is happening. Kystra-Gurl'sthoughts are

faint. Undercurrents of awe surge through hismind. |

think you are being summoned, Mack Tavernor. The



mother-massiscaling you.

No! Tavernor reactsin sudden fear asthe hollow sphere
around him becomes egg-shaped, then conical, then opens
into atunnel which curves down through the egon-mass,
down through Mnemaosyne's moon-shell, deep into the
heart of the world-mind. He strugglesto retreat, but an
irresstible force hurls him down the glowing tunnel,

faster and faster, while athousand million identities
stream past him; body-images, faces, mind-images, of
men, women and children, birds, porpoises, animas of
every description, mingling, running together, gathering
speed, merging into one corporate persondity uniquely
that of Earth, acitizen of the inconceivable super-com-
munity which inhabitsal of eternity.

I'm not ready, Tavernor sobs as he feels his descent
dacken.

He stops.

Blinding radiance flows around him, suppressing his
awareness of everything but the perfect sphere poised at
the centre of the world-mind. As his senses adjust he
percaivesthat the sun-blazing entity isnot asingle egon,
but many - perhaps thousands - absolutely congruent,
forming one awesome gestalt mind. Identity-images
codesce and intermingle continuoudy. Asthe sheer psy-
chic pressure overwhelms his power of thought he recog-

nizes some of the entity's component beings- daVinci,



Chrigt, Aristatle. . .

Tavernor's overloaded consciousness contracts.

, The thoughts of the super-egon are prismatic crystals,
diamond-sharp.

Thismanislinked to the prime instrument?

Heislinked.

Will thelink sustain precise two-way communication?
No. Itisaswe predicted.

Heis prepared to return?

Heis prepared.

The physica requirements are satisfied?

They are.

Heis compatible with the Type Two gene Structure?
Heiscompatible.

Proceed then. William Ludlam shal communicate for
us,

Tavernor fedsthe crushing bonds of intellect relax
dightly. A single egon advances on him, makes contact
and he absorbsitsidentity - William Ludlam, dead a
little over four hundred years, born London in 1888 into
bitter poverty, sold to achimney sweep at the age of S,
died three years later of suffocation in the twisting flue of
abanker'shomein Kensington. Pity risesin Tavernor,
but is quickly checked. Heistouching an intellect of

serene, limitless power which - born into other circum-



stances - would have dominated and transformed twenti-
eth-century history; and, asan egon, isattaining levels of
fulfilment unguessed a by ordinary minds.

Mack Tavernor, comes Ludlam's thought, you are

aware of why you have not been absorbed into the mother-
mass?

Yes. |...

Do not be darmed. We share your continuing concern
for the fate of humanity.

Surprised at the gpparent contradiction of al that he

had learned from other egons, Tavernor triesto explore
further into Ludlam's mind, but encounters ashining,
impassable barrier.

| mugt tell you, Ludlam continues, that- certain circum-
stances pervailing - itispossible for adeveloped egon to
be returned to the physical plane.

But how?

If we offer to return you to physica existence on
Mnemosyne - so that you may try to correct the fatal error
embodied in Man'suse of theinterstellar ramjet - will you
agreeto go?

Y ou know | will. The thought of surrendering his
existence as an egon is repugnant to Tavernor, but he
seesawoman's face, strangely obscured, and again he
fedsher pain. | must go.

Regardless of what it may involve? | mentioned that



certain conditions apply to such atransfer.

I'll go under any conditions.

Good. Unexpectedly, Ludlam's thoughts suffuse with
sympathy. The physical conditions under which atransfer
can take place are these: a devel oped egon can revigit the
physica plane when the genetic structure of the second
host closely matchesthat of the former. In other words,
the requirements can be met only when the secondary host
isadirect descendant of thefirg.

Disappointment floods through Tavernor. Theniit's
impossible. | haveno . . . Thethought ends abruptly

as premonition numbs hismind. Do you mean that

Lissa. ..

A son, Ludlam confirms. The embryo is how two
months advanced.

| didn't know. | had no idea.

Sheisthe only one who knows. The extreme socid
pressures of her position, her concern for her father's
career and mental well-being, have prompted her to con-
cedl the pregnancy.

Farrdl! Redization hits Tavernor likeaphysica blow.
That'swhy shes marrying Farrell.

Correct. Now - has your decision been affected?

| ... Tavernor finds coherent thought almost impos-

sble. I'd be denying life to my own son.



Proto-life only. Hisegon will be recaled. We guarantee
him a place close to the centre of the mother-mass.
Tavernor hesitates on afulcrum point of eternity, and
again he seesthe woman'sface, strangely veiled. | accept.
The vast intellect of the egon-mass gathers him up, and
hisidentity isfocused on the dreaming bud-brain of the

foetusin Mdissa Grenoble's womb.

PART THREE

The Syccans

Gervaise Farrell was not sure what had awakened him.
Helay on hissde, staring dreamily towardsthe high
windows beyond which the ocean, blue-black in the
coolness of morning, was striated with white wavecredts.
Between him and the light, footprints on the bedroom'’s
pale green carpet showed asfaint slvery stregks. The
room was silent - what then had disturbed him? He felt
relaxed, so there had been no nightmares of the pistol
jarring hiswrigt, of the dead body pressing down on him,

bleading, Saning.



Farrdl'sthoughts flicked away from the hideous

moment in the porter's room and focused on the bright
scenes of hiswedding, five days earlier. What apity
Melissa had been so impatient - atrip to Earth and the
full ceremony in the capitd buildingsin Westberlin would
have been something to remember dl hislife. Still, the
fact that he had been married on station and had not
even taken honeymoon leave had created favourable
impressonsin the right places. And Méelissasimpatience
had been acompliment initsaf, even if her subsequent
performance had been dightly disgppointing. Obvioudy
shewas going to require gentle, careful tutoring before
that magnificent body would yield of its best. The thought
of thewarm jellyweight of her breasts descending sedth-
ily into his hands and pressing outwards through the
fingerstriggered ahungry stirring in hisbody. Herolled
over on to his back, and discovered what had disturbed

him. Meissawas gone.

He stared thoughtfully at the ceiling. Thiswasthethird
timein their five days he had awakened to find himself
aonein the bed, and it was beginning to seem strange.

He got up silently, strode to the door of Mdissas dressing



room and pulled it open. The room was empty. He
crossed it, snatched open the door of the bathroom
beyond. Melissawas dumped across the washbasin, retch-
ing slently, trangparent ribbons of tears on her cheeks.
'Darling!" Heran to her. 'What isit?

'Nothing." She straightened instantly and smiled at him.
To Farrel her reaction seemed completely unnatural.
Something mongtrous heaved in alower leve of hismind.
'Youreill- what's wrong with you?

'It'snothing." Melissa continued to smile desperaNly.
‘Nerves, perhaps|'m all right now.’

'And it happens every morning,' he accused.

'Don't be silly." Mdissatried to brush past his naked
body. He caught her shoulder with one hand, and with
the other dragged the black film of nightgown down to
her waist. The veins of her breasts glowed bluein the
morning brilliance, and the puckered nippleswere tinged
brown.

Beneath hisfeet, the bathroom floor rocked crazily,

and his hands began to swing vicious open-handed daps,
whiled| his consciousness was drowned in the harsh
regular sound of hislungs pumping like the bellows of an
achacengine

When sanity returned, he led Mdissaback to the
bedroom, lowered her on to the bed and, with afrozen

tenderness, drew the sheets up to cover the angry hand-



prints on her torso. He took acigar from the case on the
bedsdetable and lit it with trembling fingers. Melissa
sobbed steadily, and with acurious lack of effort which
suggested to him she was relieved at what had happened.
'Who's the father? He tried to make his voice smooth;
It'sdl inthe past. | want to forget his name.”

| see’ Farrell studied theash on hiscigar. ‘Loseit.’
'Never!" Mdissagave ashaky laugh, and in that
moment he was afraid of her.

'Y ou've no choice!’

‘Haven't1?

Farrell thought of the reactions of hisfamily, hisexalted
mercilessfamily, and of the obstacles which had dready
been placed in hisway as he traversed the long lonely
path which only he knew was going to lead him to the
Supreme Presidency.

‘All right," he said finally. 'Keep the bastard. But I'll

tell you something - you'd be doing it afavour if you got

rid of it now.'

Habert Farrell was born in the Cerulea base hospitd in
the early hours of acam September morning. The birth
was easy and uncomplicated, and two days later Melissa
was able to move from the hospitd to the white villa her

husbhand had built on the cliffs south of The Centre.



Gervaise Farre|l greeted the arriva of the child with

the intense enthusiasm for which he was known through-
out the services. On the rare occasions when it was
necessary, hejudtified the baby's early arriva to hisfellow
officers by reminding them he had been living under the
sameroof as Mdlissafor over two months before the
marriage. He had posed proudly for the cameras of the
army's public reaions divison, holding the child high
above his head, or over the balcony railings of hishome.
Not once did he let Halbert dip, or even come closeto

it, but Mdissawatched him congtantly, with troubled
eyes. And by the time the boy was ayear old she had the
haunted, abstracted look of awoman in full retrest from

life.

Perhaps the presence of histeacher would save him. Hal
Farrell was not sure, but he hoped so with al the fervency
of which asix-year-old boy is capable.

Hewriggled into his pyjamas, went into the bathroom

and began brushing histeeth, being very careful with the
loose one at the front. Sometimes, if he brushed too

vigoroudy, abristle would get in between the gum and



the base of the tooth. That aways hurt, and then he got
into trouble because any kind of pain made him vomit.
Even the thought of pain made Hal fed alittle dizzy. He
braced the tooth from the rear with afingertip, and gave
it afeather-flick with the brush. Satisified he had done dll
that could reasonably be expected for atooth dueto fall
out anyway, heleft the bathroom.

On the way down to the lounge he had to passthe

open door of his own bedroom. He hesitated just before
reaching it, histhroat going dry asthe dark oblong
loomed. The new rhyme, bought in school that day from
Billy Seuphor for aquarter, sorang to hismind. In spite
of the guarantees Billy had issued while negotiating a
price, the words seemed to have lost their magic. But

they were all he had, and he bresthed them reverently.

'One, two, three,
Y ou can't touch me,
In the name of Jay Cee,

Y ou can't touch ME!"

He sprang past the bedroom door on the last word and
sped downdtairs, his dippered feet barely touching the
treads. At the door of the lounge he paused to steady his

breathing, and heard Miss Palgrave's clear melodic voice.



'l know Hal ishighly strung, Colonel Farrdll,’ shewas
saying, 'but that's the whole point. I'm certain that being
inthejunior dramagroup would help him relax. After
all, acting has been found to be an excellent therapy
for...

"Therapy!" Hisfather laughed indignantly. ‘My sonisn't
adisturbed child.’

'I'm not implying that heis, Colond. It'sjust that he

has such an gptitude for the language, and it would be a
good outlet for him. Y ou know that his gradesin verbal
comprehension and reading are far beyond. . .'

'Hal can talk and read as much as he wants at home.’
‘But it would be nice for Hal to get out alittle more,’
Hal's mother said, and his heart legpt with excitement.
perhaps he would be allowed to go to the socid centre
after dl.

"We appreciate your interest, Miss Palgrave," hisfather
continued unheedingly, 'but we redlly do fed that we
understand our son's specid problems better than - with
all due respect - someone who sees him only for an hour
aday.

Sengng thefindity in hisfather'svoice, Ha redized

he would haveto go inimmediately if he wanted to say
goodnight while Miss Pagrave was il present. He
opened the door. The three adults were seated around the

circular coffeetable. Miss Pagrave turned her burnished



brown head towards Ha, smiling, looking strangely dif-
ferent when not in the surroundings of the classroom.
I...I'mgoing to bed now,' Hal said, remaining a

the threshold.

Thisisearly for you.' Hisfather looked up from
girring his coffee, and his mother froze in the act of
reaching for awedge of cake, alook of concern on her
pale plump face. 'Feding tired?

Yes. Wdll. . . goodnight.'

"Just aminute, big fellow." Hisfather laughed, eyes
blazing white in the darkness of hisface. "Where's our
goodnight kiss?

Ha knew his plan had failed. He went to his mother
first. She hdd him briefly againgt the massive dopes of
her bosom, and he could fed the steady movement of her
jaws, the munching which never seemed to cease, night
or day. Her lipswere sticky and sweet when she kissed
him. He turned to hisfather, who hugged him with
ostentatious friendly roughness and rubbed his bristly
chin againgt Hal's cheek, while he whispered the dread
words.

"They're up there waiting for you - | saw them.’

Ha glanced at his mother, sllently, pleading with her

to have heard, but she was selecting another piec~ of

cake with frowning concentration. Long ago, he remem-



bered, she seemed to believe him when he told what his
father said and there had been terrifying rows, but now
her mind was aways somewhere else and he had ceased
totry.

‘Goodnight, Hal,' Miss Pal grave beamed, and he
wished she would take him away with her. 'See you
bright and early on Monday morning.'

‘Goodnight.’

Hal |eft the room dowly and went up the sairsto his
room. It wasin darkness except for the faint reflected
light from the landing. He chanted his new rhyme once,
ran to the bed and scrambled under the sheets. The room
looked quite cosy in the dim orange glow, but he strained
his ears and in afew seconds heard awell-recognized
sound from below - that of hisfather opening the lounge
door and crossing the hdl to the light switches. The
landing light clicked out and the room filled up with
darkness. Hal made no sound, nor did hetry toturna
bedroom light - he was only too familiar with the punish-
ment given to boyswho were afraid of the dark.

He pulled the sheets over his head, and presently heard
thefaint hissing, bubbling sound which told him they
were standing around his bed - the headless men and
women who came out of thewalls.

They werered, Ha knew. Standing al around him,

their robes drenched with blood, gurgling through severed



pipesin their necks. Thefirst time they had ever come
out of the walls he had thought it was anightmare, and
had told hisfather, seeking reassurance. Hisfather'sface
had become grim, accusing. Boyswho wereborninsn,
he had said, are surrounded by the headless people every
night, as a punishment for evil. Ever sncethen, Hal had
been able to hear them, even when he was wide awake,
and he knew he must be very evil indeed.

One afternoon when the war news was bad - the first
Syccan robomb ever to dip through the Federation's flux
screens had exploded a planet - hisfather had drunk a
lot, and had kissed Hal and told him, through harsh sobs,
that the headless men and women were only abad dream.
But by then Hal knew differently. . .

Curled upin alonely bal benesth the sheets, he felt

the gridy figures crowd round hisbed once again - and
once again he survived by summoning his protector.

Mack had apeculiarly equivoca postioninHa's

scheme of existence. Hewas asred asthe headless
people, yet unreal because usudly he could be summoned
or banished a will; he was a separate person, yet at times
he and Hal were the same person. Mack was black-

haired, solemn, immensdly powerful, with armsamost as



thick asHa's body, and he was afraid of nothing in the
whole wide universe, not even the Syccans, not even the
nightly vistors.

The headless people might comeinto the room, but

they would never try to do anything more than that
because Ha/Mack carried astrange fat-barrelled rifle
which never missed itstarget, even when he was running,
firing one-handed, trailing Hal to safety with the other.
Coming as close to contentment as had ever been

possblefor him, Hal drifted off into arestless deep.

He was awakened by the touch of cold fingers encircling
his cheg, lifting him upwards from the warmth of his
bed.

'I've changed my mind," Ha shouted, struggling. 'l

don't want any.’

'Any what?

'Ice..." Hal stopped speaking as he recognized his
mother's voice. Fedling vaguely that he had just escaped
ahideous danger, he dlowed her to get himinto his
gpecia underpants and the rest of his clothes, while he
yawned, blinked, and tried to emerge chrysdis-likeinto
yet another day. 'I'll do my shoes - you make them too
loose!’

‘All right, son, but you must hurry.’



Hearing the strain in his mother's voice, he looked
closdy at her. The plump face was paer than ever and
her eyeswere red. Suddenly aert, helooked at the clock
and saw it was barely past Six.

'Lissa?

'Yes, son?

'What's the matter?

‘Nothing. I . . . Your Aunt Bethia's coming hereto

gay for awhile. Isn't that nice?

'l guess s0,' Hal said uncertainly. Bethiawas four years
his senior, and he resented her having agrown-up title
like aunt. He met her about once ayear on average and
was not particularly anxious to see her again. Hissus-
picion that something was wrong persisted. ‘ls Gramps
Grenoble coming aswell?

'No.' The word was almost a sob, and suddenly he
knew what was wrong.

'Ishe dead?

s

Hal thought of the distant, incomprehensible figure of
his grandfather. "Who killed him?

'Hal!" His mother shook hisarm. 'People can die
without anybody killing them.”

'‘Canthey? Hal consdered theideabriefly, then dis-

missed it as one of the obvious untruths upon which the



whole structure of adult society seemed to be based. Life,
he knew, was endless unless some force brought it to a
close. Some dark force. He alowed himself to beled
downgtairs and to be given hot milk and adish of proties.
Therewasno sign of hisfather. A few minutes later an
army limousine driven by adeepy-eyed soldier arrived at
the house. Hal got into the back with his mother and

they were driven away without having to give any instruc-
tions, afact which filled Hal with asense of machinery in
motion, the cumbersome and senseless machinery of

the grown-up world. He nestled against his mother and
watched the moon-fragments fading from the dawn sky
as the vehicle skimmed northwards towards The Centre,
between seaand land.

Suddenly Mack was with him, or he was Mack - Hal
was not sure which - and he was surprised, because there
was no danger. Then herecalled that Mack had been

appearing more often lately, and each time there had

been afeding of urgency, of vast works|eft undone. It
was from Mack that he had learned to call his mother
Lissa- that was how he thought of her when he was Hall
Mack - but he used the name infrequently because it

seemed to Startle and upset her.



Thistime Mack's presence was stronger than ever
before, and Hal did what Dr Schroter had suggested
during hissession at the clinic. Hetried to get closer to
Mack, to sink ingde hismind completely until hewould
know Mack's thoughts as though they were hisown. The
firgt thing he discovered was that Mack saw Hat's mother
in adifferent way. She was much thinner thaninred life,
and her eyeswere dive, and she could laugh. Therewas
as0 asuggestion of love more voluptuous than Hal could
fathom.

Fascinated, he submerged himself even further. He

began to fed Mack's controlled strength flowing in his
own veins. Mental horizons wavered and retreated, taking
in the panoply of mysteries and wonders that made up the
universe. Ha/Mack breathed unsteadily with excitement,
reaching further and further. He saw spaceshipsflying on
black wings, men locked in combat, then there came
memories of pain, and Hal retreated, cringing. . .
Thefamiliar sensation of hot urine bathing hisloins
returned him to redlity. He fought againgt the flood for a
moment, then surrendered to it, shuddering asthetension
drained out of his body.

'Oh, Hal!" His mother's voice was anxious. ‘Are you
upsetting yoursdf again?

‘Leave medone- I'mdl right." He knew she would



discover the lie when she examined his absorbent under-
clothing, but anything was better than another hopeless
discussion. His mother's approach to every problem was
to offer it apiece of candy. Ha grinned as he felt her
reach into the pocket of her coat.

'Here, son. Would you like a chocolate bar? Y ou didn't
have time for a proper breskfast.’

‘Thanks." He took the gift mechanically.

'Y our grandfather was old and sick, Hal. | don't want
you to upset yoursdlf at . . .

'I'm not upset.' Hal was vehement. 'l couldn't care

less. Huh!'

'Hal! Don't spesk like that!”

‘Butit'strue. If hewas so old and sick, he'sfar

better. . .

"That'll do!'

Ha shrugged as the chocolate bar was snatched from
hisunresisting fingers, and amoment later he heard a
furtive crackling as hismother undid itswrappings. He
pressed himself down into the limousine's thick upholstery

and closed hiseyes.

The driver took them unhesitatingly to the rear of the big
hexagonal house and parked at the entrance to the private
suite. Many lights were on and the house wasfilled with

activity in spite of the earliness of the hour. Hal got out



and stood trembling in the cool searching breeze while
his mother spoke to the driver in alow voice, making
obscure arrangements. He didiked the Administrator's
Resdence intensdly, and normaly used every trick he
knew to avoid being taken toiit.

‘Mrs Farréll." One of the men who worked for his
grandfather appeared in the doorway. 'Firgt of al may |
offer the condolences of mysdlf and therest of the staff?
Thank you. My husband said it was. . .

'Sudden. Very. In his deep, and there was no pain.

I've sent atachygram to President Gough and we're
expecting. . .

Ha tuned the conversation out. He followed the grown-
upsinto the house, permitted himsdf to beingdledina
large armchair and inspected with varying degrees of
curiogty and kindness by more of the nameless men,
while his mother went away with others. Nobody asked
him for his coat, and he deduced that hisvisit to ,the big
house was going to be a short one. His mother came back
to him and knelt at the chair, looking a himwith tired
eyes.

'Y our father's got someone to stay with you and Bethia
at home, so he's going to take you back to the house
now.'

Ha nodded and got down from the chair. He headed



for the door by which he had come in but his mother
steered him in the opposite direction, towardsthe main
entrance. Asfar asHal could remember, he had never
been in the main entrance hall, and was surprised to
discover how familiar it looked to him. Familiar, yet
dreadful. Premonition stirred in his abdomen as he |ooked
around the marble colonnade.

A door at the rear of the hall opened and his Aunt
Bethiacame through, carrying asmdl case. To Hd she
looked too tall and self-composed for aten-year-old. Her
hair was drawn back severely and it looked as smooth as
ice. She came towards him and her eyes shone with a
devouring luminosity. He decided he did not want her to
stay with him.

'Hello, Bethia' Hallistened to the wordsissuing from

his own mouth with amazement - it had been Mack
speaking. He backed away from Bethia, evading his
mother's grasp. A door opened beside him and hisfather
gopeared, atdl figure dmos filling the frame. Nothing
wasvisblein the smal dark room beyond, except for a
table with cigarette burns around the edges. Hd fdt his
bladder open again. He whimpered and darted through
thetall main doorway, out into thethick grey ar, and

saw the ydlow petd-shape of hisfather's car Stting at the
bottom of the steps. Heflew to it in adizzy swoop, got

in, dammed the door and huddled in the rear seat.



Fragmented images whed ed through hismind ashe
listened to hisfather making taut gpologies to the group
of namelessmen. A minute later hisfather opened the
door, let Bethiain and then got into the front sest.

That wasjust great,' hisfather breathed as he spun up
the engine. His eyes blazed whitely in the rearview
mirror. 'What a pantomime! What came over you, you
littleworm?

Ha remained dlent while his expended bladder
underwent painful contractions. He glanced sdeways a
Bethia, expecting her to complete his humiliation, but
her face was compassionate.

'Won't tak, eh? Hisfather'slips barely moved ashe
spoke. 'Well see how you fed after aday in bed.’

Ha nodded in defiant mock-eagerness, but his heart
quailed as he thought of a successive day and night in the
darkened room, ringed by patiently bubbling figuresin
drenched robes. He covered hisface. One tortured sob
hed ripped upwardsin histhroat when he felt Bethias
hand dip between the buttons of his coat. He froze into
dtillness asthe delicate fingers worked past his shirt to
reach the skin of his stomach and crept downwards,
diding without hesitation under the sopping plagtic pants.
There was amoment of pressure and the fingers with-

drew, leaving behind them aglow of strength and warm



security. Hal turned in the seat and stared wordlesdy at
the perfect, dreaming profile.

By the time the car reached his home he was adeep.

Whilewaiting for breakfast, Hal pulled the current news-
sheet from the fax machine. The sheet was so damp that
it clung round hisfingers. He had pressed the 'repair call’
button on the machine before remembering that itsradio
blegper, which would have summoned amaintenance
man, was inoperative, and that it had become just about
impossibleto get service anyway. Carrying the sheet
carefully, he went back into the kitchen, spread it on the
table and settled down to read.

War intelligence and rel ated topicsfilled dmost the
entire page. It seemed to Hal that the news had been
getting steadily worse during the whole eighteen years of
hislife, but lately there had been anew pessmism
abroad. When he went into The Centre to hisBible class
he could fed the despair flowing through the Streetslike
adark wind.

There was no concedling the fact that the sixty-five-

year conflict was drawing to aclose, and that mankind

was marked down for extinction. The Federation's propa



gandamechine dtill functioned, in anegative fashion, so
that nobody knew how many colonies were left out of the
origind hundred, but the exact number was unimportant.
Ordinary people could read their fate in portents which
had been ancient in the days of Homer - food was less
varied and more expensive, machine parts were scarce or
unobtainable, extremists of every kind acquired large
followings overnight and flourished. Aslife expectancy

decreased, the birth rate soared.

Hal didiked reading war news. It caused hisfedling

of blind urgency, of vast works|eft undone, to reach
unbearable proportions, yet he continualy scanned the
sheets and watched telecasts. Names of strange planets
would send sprays of brilliant memory shards swirlingin
his mind. Sometimes the shards would codesce into
complete pictures of dien landscapes - dways his haunt-
ing sense of exigency would grow greater and greater
until hefelt his skull would explode with the pressure.

Y et the nature of what was demanded of him remained
obscure. Hewas driven to try joining the army, but was
regjected for multiple reasonsincluding poor eyesight and
being hopelessy underweight for his sx-foot-two frame.
For atime the Bible classes had looked like providing

ardiable sgnpogt, especialy when he had discovered



that beneath the exterior certitude of histutorsthere
lurked doubt and fear. Hal knew his soul wasimmortd,
but could advance no theology to support hisfaith, and
eventudly hiscam indifference to death - as an abstract
concept or hard fact, in particular or in generd - turned
everyone connected with the classes away from him.
("You're an emotiond cripple,' one rosy-cheeked and
usudly phlegmatic minister had assured him, eyesicing
over with disgust. Thereason you aren't afraid to dieis
that you've never been dive.)

Collecting his wandering thoughts, Hal concentrated

on the fresh sheet. Thelead story carried the news that
another city had been obliterated - the third insgde the
year. With the contraction of the Federation'sfrontiersit
had been practicable to intensfy the neutron flux screens
which made it impossible for any nuclear deviceto

pass without a spontaneous detonation. But the Syccans
apparently were learning to evade the defences - one
theory wasthat their latest robombs were, in effect,
gpace-going ore-refining factories which produced their
firgt batches of fissonable materia just asthey arrived on
target.

The second story was that Generad Maan had been
summarily dismissed from hisjob as head of Project
Takback, which employed haf-a-million men and had an

annua budget running into billions. Maan wasthe latest



in along succession of men who had tackled one of the
most dismally unproductive missons of thewar - that of
exchanging even asingle thought with the Syccans. The
aliens tachyonic transmissons were monitored as tho-
roughly as possible, and their language had long ago been
analysed and deciphered. Along the Federation's frontier
were huge transmitters which beamed messagesin the
Syccan language deep into dien territory, but there had
never been areply of any kind. At thislate and desperate
gtage of thewar it wasfdt that achieving any vestige of
communication would be asignificant breakthrough - but
the enemy remained utterly enigmétic.

Interrogation of prisoners wasimpossible, because,
obeying the same ferocious ethic which prompted them
to destroy captured humansto the last infant, the Syccans
had never allowed themsalvesto betaken alive. A large
part of Talkback's budget went into devel oping means of
capturing Syccans dlive, but no technique yet tried had
been successful. A few dienswith no sgnsof physica
damage had been taken, and were found to be just as
dead as dl the others - gpparently their control of their
superbly developed nervous systems was such that they
could smply will themsdalvesto stop living.

Hal wasturning the news-sheet over when the

uncomfortable emptinessin his somach reminded him



that breakfast was unusudly late. He went to the refriger-
ator and looked in, but there was nothing available which
did not require cooking. Wishing that the age of servants
had never passed, or that Bethiawas home from univer-
Sty on vacation, he wandered around the kitchen for
severa minutes. Theideaof preparing something for
himself occurred once or twice, but his profound distaste
for any kind of work led him to dismissit immediately.
Finaly he went to the foot of the sairsand caled his
mother. Therewas no reply. He frowned at hiswatch - it
was mid-morning - and sprinted up the sairs, hislong
loosdly-jointed legs taking the stepsfour at atime.
Opening the door of her darkened room, he halted on
the threshold and sniffed the air suspicioudy, anincred-
ibleideadawning in hismind. When his eyes had adjusted
to the gloom he made out his mother'sarms, pale il
flesh, againgt the deeper colours of the bedspread. Hal
approached the bed and saw the plastic sedative tube on
thefloor. He picked it up and knew by itsweight that it
was empty.

'Mother? He turned on alight and knelt by the bed.
'Lissa?

'Hal." Her voice seemed to come from far away. 'L et
medeep, HA.'

I can'tlet you die

Her eyesturned to him, but they were inert, shuttered



by drugs. 'Die? Thisis something you candofor. .. The
first timeinyour. . .' She gave up the struggle, and her
eyes closed.

Hal got to hisfeet. 'I'm going to cal father at the

base.’

"Your father is. . .' The ghost of an emotion flitted
across the once-beautiful face which had drowned in fet.
'Your father isnt. . .

Tell me, Lisa'

Ha waited, pressing his knuckles againgt histrembling
lips, but she had dipped away from him. He touched her
forehead. It was dewy cold. He picked up the telephone,
then set it down and |eft the room. In his own bedroom
he lifted another extension and punched out the number
of hisfather's office a the base, but rang off before he
got areply. Tolet Lissadie? Of her own freewill?No
more of the endless struggle between her and hisfather;
no more of the mutua destruction, like huge reptiles
locked together and mortally torn by each other'sjaws,
garing at each other with curious but uncomprehending
eyes, no more afternoons of salf-defiling gluttony behind
shaded windows, of bitter nights with his father whisper-
ing that she should be pleased he had never turned to
other women. . .

Ha sat down at his bureau, opened afolder and started



arranging and shuffling small cards covered with hisfine
backhand writing. They were notes for the book he had
begun to write earlier in the year, after dropping out of
college. The Miracle of Inspiration, asit wastentatively
titled, was playing adud rolein hislife. Writing it seemed
the best gpproximation yet of the achingly eusive misson
with which he had been entrusted - and selling it would be
thefirgt step towards the financid independence without
which hewould not be able to escape hisfather.

In the house's utter Silence minute air currents seemed

to hissin his earslike waves ssorming a beach, and the
words on the cards were alien symbols, devoid of mean-
ing. Taking adeep, quavering breath, he forced himself
to concentrate, shutting out the image of her dark hair
swirling. The cardsdid and clicked in hisfingers.
'William Blake, 1757-1827, English poet and artist.
Among Blakesfind utterances, as helay dying, was that
poetry w~ agift from elsewhere - even in hislast hours
he kept reaching for pencil and paper - when hiswife
asked him to rest hecried, "But it isnot mine; it is not

mine".

‘John Keats, 1795-1827, English lyric poet - said of his
description of Apollo in histhird book of Hyperion, that
it arrived by chance or magic - "asif it were something

giventome" - admitted that he did not recognize the



beauty of the expressons until after they were on paper -
struck with astonishment, for they seemed to be the work
of another person.’

'Viktor Elkan, 2142-2238, Martian mathematician and
writer - said of hisfamous tachyonic mode transform-
ations, "The math isn't mine. It doesn't belong to any
other man either, but | can take no credit. Thefigures
appeared behind my eyesand | threw them on to paper
inafrenzy. When | had finished | was weak and covered
with sweet, not from the effort of creation, but from my
fear that the symbolswould be taken away from me again
before| could copy them down.”

'For further enquiry: Robert Louis Stevenson and the
"Brownies' (little people) he claimed did dl his cregtive
work for him - Mozart ("Nor do | havein my imagination
the parts successively, but | hear them asit were, dl at
once" - Kekule and the benzene molecule - Oelgado's
ingtantaneous conception of light sculpture.’

An hour had passed when Hal laid the cards aside and
put a sheet of paper into histypewriter. The great truth
he planned to extract from his researches seemed closer
to him than ever before. He could senseits nearness, its
imminence. A bright luminary risng. Hisfingers hovered
over the machine keys as avast pre-orgasmic tension

built up within him, his bresthing became shdlow and



rapid, his heart lgpsed into alumping unsteady rhythm.
He watched in fascination as hisfingers dipped towards

the keys.

'Méllissal" Hisfather's voice, from the landing, was
like agrenade exploding.

Hal had not even heard him enter the house. He
jumped to hisfeet, numb with regret asthe inner light
faded and fled. The chair fell behind him, and asecond
later the bedroom door opened. Gervaise Farrell came
in, his brown face amost black in places from the shadow-
beard which the most careful shaving could not erase.
His gaze fastening on Hal for amoment, then moved
avay.

"Where's your mother?

'In bed,’ Hal said stonily. He tried to add something,
but the right words were difficult to find, and before he
could speak hisfather vanished from the doorway, lips
working in slent profanity. Hal waited without moving.
The door opened again, and thistime hisfather came
right into the room and acrossto the bureau. Hal was
astouned to see that alacquer of tears had brought the
whites of his eyesto near-fluorescence.

'She's dead. Y our mother's dead.'



'Dad, | .. ." Ha struggled to force the words out, but

his throat refused to respond. As aways when a persona
encounter put him under stress, awhirling confusion
scattered his powers of thought, organic vaves opened
and the skin of his cheeks began to heat up. Hetried to
hold back thewarmly rising tide, but within asecond his
facewasonfire, pulsing painfully.

'What'sthe. . . ? Hisfather came even closer. "'You
know.'

‘Dad, | ...l wanted. ..

'Why didn't you do something? Why didn't you call

me? Somebody? Anybody? His father walked quickly to
the door, but paused to look back. "Y ou useless great
bastard, he said with alevel stare of disgust, and went
out, pulling the door closed.

'She wanted to die,' Hal screamed after him, shocked

at the discordant childishness of hisown voice, but unable
to control it asthe words tumbled out. ‘She wanted to get
away fromyou.’

There was along period of silence and Hal began to
think hisfather had gone on down the stairs. Then he
noticed that the door was opening again, dowly, inch by
inch. He backed away indtinctively. Gervaise Farrdl's
face appeared in the opening, and musclesaround his

mouth were white with gtrain, likethose of aflyerina



high-gee turn, dragging the lipsinto aghastly downward
curve.

"You knew. . .' Thewords were metal bars snapping,
... beforeshedied.

Hisfather cametowardshim onrigid legs, hands
resching stiffly with clawed fingers. Hal looked around
for ameans of escape, but he was hemmed into a corner.
He cringed back and then, moaning with desperation,
hurled himsdf at the advancing figure, long armswhirling.
Hisfather took the blows without even blinking. One of
his hands gathered the lapels of Hal's jacket, and the
other thudded into hisface, thefirst of a series of
measured, ritualistic blowswith which Gervaise Farrell
sought to cleanse himself.

It seemed an eternity before Hal was able to escape

iNto UNCONSCioUSNESS.

Thefirst direct attack on Mnemosyne came within ayear
of Lissa's death.

A million-ton spaceship came sorming in from the
depths of space at an incredible 30,000 times the vel ocity
of light - twice the top speed ever to be attained by a

Federation vessdl. The cri ss-crossing fans of the planet's



tachyonic radar picked up the Syccan ship when it was
ten light years out. Under normal circumstance there
would have been ample reaction time, but the fantastic
frightening speed of the intruder meant that it would
crossthe planet's o~hit in only twenty-eight minutes.

The ship represented something new in Syccan Strategy.
However those in command of the trandunar defence
system were able to reach anumber of conclusions
immediatdly. Itsdirection - 1800 from the bearing of
Sycca - indicated that the Federation had been englobed;
and its astounding speed, which could only have been
built up over adistance of hundreds of light years, showed
that the encasing enemy screen was no flimsy affair. The
speed also meant that the ship was either automated or
operated by asuicide crew - areaction mass carrier
entering the 30,000C speed zone would be unable to shed
enough velocity to normdizeitsdf with the gdactic drift
and thus reach a base.

Finaly, at therate of onelight year every 2.8 minutesit
would be impossible for the Syccans to use any known
kind of armament - the ship itsalf had to be the wegpon.
A computer check confirmed that it would intersect the
Cerulean orbit in the precise ingtant in which the planet
would be occupying the same space, so no armament

would be required. A million tons of matter colliding



with the planet, touching amoon-fragment, or even
grazing the atmosphere at 30,000C would convert a sub-
gantial proportion of its mass to energy - enough to
wither dl sx planetsin the Cerulean system.

Only ahandful of worldsin the Federation had the
ability to survive such an attack. Cerulealived because,
in the brief time available, she was able to detonate more
than eight thousand nuclear devicesinthe dien ship's
path, creating a gaseous barrier many times denser than
the interstellar medium through which it had been travel-
ling. The eroding ship smeared nuclear fire acrosstwo
light years before her power unitsfailed. Shetried to
lgpse from the tachyonic mode into relatividtic flight, and
vanished into the galaxy's distant past.

On Ceruleaitsdf, the civilian population was com-
pletely unaware of what had happened - laggard light
would take over ayear to paint the sky with the dien's
death trail - but in the military city of the base there was
feverish activity asthe implications of the attack were
considered. There were two possibilities - neither of
them pleasant to contemplate. Either the Syccans had
pinpointed Cerulea as the planning centre for the conduct
of thewar; or blind chance had led them to test their new
weapon in, from the human point of view, theworst
possible place. The latter possibility was scarcely more

encouraging than the firgt, because the very fact of



Ceruleds survivd proclamed it to be avitd target.

The sound of hisfather getting up during the night and
leaving for the base gave Hdl hisinitid inkling that there
had been grave developments. He raised himsdlf on one
elbow, put on alight and held the clock closeto hisface,
forcing hiseyesto ablurry focus. Thetimewasalittle
after three. He lay back, now wide awake, and listened
to the patient drumming of the seaagaing the cliffsbelow
thevilla. His spectacles were on adresser at the other
side of the room and there was nothing he wanted to
read anyway, S0 helet hismind rove out. In The Centre
itsdf and in dl the quiet hamlets dong the coast men,
women and children would be adeep, sailing their dream-
ships on the glassy dark fides of night, heedless of the
waves measuring their lives. There wasthe great enigma
- that the brevity of aman'slife did not drive him into
continuous swarming activity. The ability to surrender
gladly to deep, the death of each day'slife, was one of
the best intimations of immortdity that Hal could con-
calve. But, if man's spirit wasimmorta, what wasthe
purpose of the trangent glimmer of physicd existence?
A hundred years of life, ten years, one year - measured
againgt the eternities to come, one span was as good as

the other; yet there was pain in the thought of Syccan



warriors staking Mnemaosyne, visiting death on dl the
men and women and pearly-faced children. Could it be
that some aspect of physical life transcended al other
cons derations? Evolution, perhaps. The counter-entropic
drive towards higher and higher degrees of organization,
leading. . . leading. . . Hat's bresthing grew shallow

and his heart pounded massively ashefdt hisyearning
mind reach for the concept that, somehow, was going to
providejudtification for hiswholelife.

Ha Farrell closed hiseyes.

The beautiful spallation flowers blossom againgt the back-
ground of space, which runs, shiversand spinswith a

thousand colours, of which the visible spectrum covers

only aminute fraction. And the mother-mass driftsall
around; vast, awesome, eterndl. . .

In the sun-blazing entity that is the super-egon, a
thousand identity-images cod esce and intermingle con-
tinuoudy. Thoughts - prismatic crystds, diamond-sharp -
flash across the surface of the gestalt mind.

The prime insirument may belost to us.

That cannot be permitted.

Tavernor must be trandated to the consciouslevel
immediately.

Itisdightly premature - a postponement of another



five yearswould be preferable in the interest of physicd
compdtibility.

Thereisinsufficient time. We shdl act now.

Agreed. We shall act now.

The gpdllation flowers continue to flicker, blossom and
fade, and proton sprays swirling through galactic tides of
electromagnetic radiation stain the surrounding space

with amillion different, namdess colours.

Mack Tavernor opened hiseyes.

Tavernor pushed back the sheets and got out of bed.
Lifting the spectacles from the dresser, he put them on
and went to stand before the room's full-length mirror.
He knew exactly what he looked like - Hal's memories
were hismemoriestoo - yet he felt the need to assessthe
body in which he found himsdlf, to reorientate spirit and
flesh. The mirror showed atall, narrow-shouldered figure
with lank hair and along, nervousface. His chest was
dightly concave and hislimbs had minima muscular

deve opment, the elbows and knees standing out like



knotsin rope.

Astheimagein the glass blinked back at him and

moved its handsin responseto his, Tavernor felt himsdlf
overwhelmed by a sense of awe, and of his own inad-
equacy. What was he supposed to do now?

Twenty years had passed since his'desth’. Twenty

years! Thetime lapse had been so great, and there was so
much to be done. He redlized, beatedly, that he had not
understood the mechanics of the super-egon's proposal.
In his mind had been anotion that his complete identity
would somehow have been transferred ingtantaneoudly, if
not into the brain of a newly-born baby, at least into that
of Ha asachild.

But perhapsit had been necessary to wait until the

brain had become sufficiently convolute, until the central
and peripherd nervous systems were sufficiently complex.
And, in any case, what could a child have done? What

was ayouth of nineteen going to do now? How was heto

convince the hard-pressed generals of COMsac that their
snglefaint hope of defegting the Syccanslay in abandon-
ing the butterfly ship? That the insubstantid maws of the
interstellar ramjets were feeding on men'simmorta souls?
Tavernor'slegs suddenly felt weak. He sat on the edge

of the bed and tried to control the trembling in hislimbs.

As an egon he had accepted the concepts and experiences



of the egon plane with little more than acoal intdlectud
wonderment, but in the body of an under-devel oped boy
the knowledge was amost more than he could handle. It
wasdl too. . . immense. He held both handsin front of
hisface and willed the fingersto stop their twitching. The
nervous movement continued unabated and he dowly
redlized that gaining mastery of thisfrail skittish body

was going to be adifficult and perhapsimpossible task.

In hispreviouslife he had at timesbeen dimly aware of
his good luck in having apowerful, hedthy and gpparently-
nervel ess physique; he now knew he had never appreci-
ated the difficultieswith which some otherslived. But

was this uncontrollable phrenesis norma? He reached

into Ha's childhood, played the spotlight over a series of
grim tableaux and got hisanswer. The screaming chaosin
his nervous system grew worse as he saw, in the distorting
mirror of Hal's memory, the characters who had shaped
hislifetwenty years earlier. Gervaise Farrdll - cold,
frightening father-image, dispensing hisfury in precisdy
measured doses. Lissa - dominated, self-destructive ester,
alowing her flameto gutter into extinction. Bethia- now
in her early twenties. . .

Thethought of Bethiaintroduced thefirst note of

calm. Hal's memoriestold him she was resdent at the

University of Cerulea, doing post-graduate research in



psycho-history. She had grown into atal, too-perfect

beauty with direct searching eyes which had dways made

Hal uncomfortable. Y et she sometimes reved ed traces of
the childish Bethia - thefairy princesswith healing magic
in her fingers and eyes fixed on strange horizons - and

at these times Hal loved her with a shy hopelessness.
Tavernor's own memories of Bethia as an even younger
child reinforced Hal's picture of her as someone to whom
the ordinary laws of nature and human behaviour hardly
applied. If he could speak the truth to anybody, it would
be Bethia

Gradudly Tavernor was able to bring his nerves under
control. He put out the light, lay back on the bed and
stared out through the window at the jewelled rivers of

Mnemosyne's night sky until deep had claimed him.

Opening hiseyesin the light of morning, Tavernor
experienced awild moment of disorientation. The blur-
rinessin the details of the calling tiles above the bed
reminded him that he now needed spectacles, and the
universe clicked into place around him. He got up
immediately and went to the bathroom. The house felt

empty - obvioudy something important had cropped up



to detain Farrell at the base dl night.

While washing, he examined himsdf againinthe

mirror, fascinated by the contrast between his new body
and the one he had known only afew hours earlier,
subjective time. The experiences of the egon plane had
an air of timelessness about them which suggested they
might &l have taken place in microseconds, and his
nineteen years of 'storage’ in Hal's unconscious mind had
passed like adream. He forced his shoulders back and
began the measured Y oga breathing which would expand
hisrib cage and in time regulate his nerves.

As hewas dressing a pang of weakness brought dight

giddiness, which darmed him until heredized it was

smply that his new body was hungry. He went downgtairs
to the kitchen and put some syntheggs and yea-steaks
into a pan, and while they were heating went to the fax
machine for anews-sheet. Again, the sheet was soggy
with moisture. He screwed it into aball, removed the
service panel from the machine and, after amoment's
study, adjusted the recirculation rate of the developing
vapour. A minute later he dialled for another sheet. It
came out crisp and dry. He carried it into the kitchen just

asthelight on the pan'stimer flashed that the food was

ready.



Tavernor found the high-protein food difficult to get
down, even with copious drafts of milk - Hal had lived
mainly on cereds - but he persasted. The subsequent
gueasinessin his somach he dispdled with afew minutes
Pranayama, timing the breaths to suit the inadequate
respiratory system he had inherited. This body would
never be as hardy asthe former, but he was going to pay
it the same attention he would give to any inefficient
machine.

Hewas dropping his used plate and cup into the
disposer when a car swept past the kitchen window. A
few minutes later Gervaise Farrell walked into the
kitchen. His eyes were heavy-lidded and his chin was
blue-black with stubble. Tavernor eyed him curioudy,
surprised at how little hatred or any other emotion hefelt
- hisone glimpse of eternity had changed many things.
'Fix me some coffee.’ Fa~rdl's gaze did away from
Tavernor as he spoke.

'All right." Tavernor switched on the coffee machine as
the other man sat down. 'Rough night?

Farrdl was examining the news-sheet. 'Dont tell me

the fax machine's been serviced?

'‘Ah. .. yes!



'Chrigt! It just showsyou.' He spoke bitterly, shaking
hishead. They do it now!"

'What's wrong with now? Tavernor felt apprehensive.
‘Hurry up with that coffee!’

'Any new development in the war Stuation?

Farrell looked surprised at the question, andina
strange way, amost grateful. 'Y ourewaking up to it, are
you? | expect you're planning to beeat the Syccans of f
with a Testament.'

‘They'rein thisregion then?

Farrdl hesitated, then shrugged. The situation, gen-

erd, isthat we seem to be surrounded.’

'Seem to be? Tavernor felt hisbody begin its discor-
dant yammering asthe possibility that he wastoo late
occurred to him.

'It's supposed to be a secret, but the panic's about to
Start anyway. . . Last week they tried to hit uswith one
of those big boilers of theirs. It was doing thirty-thousand-
cee and it took most of our trandunar stockpile to stop
it." Farrellleaned back in his seat and smiled unplessantly.
'What's your andlyss of the Stuation, generd?

Tavernor was too shocked to notice the sarcasm.

'Either they aready knew about the COMsac head-
quarters being here - or we've just advertised it.’

'Very good.' Farrell looked up with something



gpproaching real warmth, but the puzzlement in hiseyes
had grown more noticeable. 'And what's the next move?
'Mass evacuation. Withdraw to the home stars!’

‘That would take time, and there's acomplicating

factor. The Syccans have made big stridesin the sup-
pression of tachyon emissions, but we've been picking up
stray echoesdl around the planet. The particles have
shed most of their energy and their speeds are approach-

ing infinity, SO were not certain, but there could be a

shdl of Syccan shipsright round us. Threefleetsareon
their way right now but it'll take Six daysfor them to get
here from thefrontier, so if the Syccans are dready here
... Farrell suddenly looked weary, losing interest in
playing father and son.

'So we go out and look for them oursalves. Tavernor
poured a cup of coffee and set it on the table.

'We can't look for them. At stellar distances the only
useful way to seeiswith tachyons, and if the Syccans
have learned how to suppress those, or to absorb the
particles emitted by our tachyonic radar lamps. . .’
Tavernor was gppalled, both by what Farrell was saying
and dl the implications behind the words. ‘It seemsto
me," he said dowly, ‘that COMsac is getting tired - and
scared.’

‘That'swhat you think, isit, tiger? Farrell Spped his



coffee and pushed it away disgustedly.

Tavernor began to .!eply, then felt his cheeks art to
flame, alegacy from Hdl, putting him - by some quirk of
biologica logic - a adisadvantage. Trying to control the
flow of blood to hisface caused the throbbing warmth to
increase. He hurried out of the kitchen, followed by
Farrdl's laugh, and went to the phone in his bedroom.
The number of the University of Ceruleawas stored in
Ha's memory, so he punched it in quickly while his
cheeks cooled down. After severd transfers, awoman in
the Psychohigtory Department informed him that Dr
Bethia Grenoble would not be in the university until the
afternoon, as she was reading in The Centre's Eisenhower
Library. Tavernor had to look up the library's number
and when hefindly got through to Bethia his composure
had returned.

‘Bethia Grenoble here.' Her voice sounded coal, faintly

annoyed.

'Hello, Bethia' Tavernor floundered temporarily ashe
remembered that the adult voice he heard belonged to
the deeping child whose bedroom he had shared, asfar

as he was concerned, only aday earlier. 'Hello, thisis



. Ha!
'Oh, Hal.' The annoyance grew more pronounced.
'What did you want?
I must talk to you. It'simportant.’
There was along pause. 'Must it be today?
s
'Well, what's it about?
'Not on the phone." Tavernor checked his voice from
ascending into an excited squawk. 'I'd like to call and see
you.'
Bethiasghed audibly. 'Very wdl, Hd. I'm returning
to the university after lunch. Supposing you cal at the
library around two and we drive back - we can talk in the
car. All right?
‘That'sfine!
The phone clicked dismissively before he had achance
to say anything further. He went downgtairs and found
Farrel sprawled on achair inthelounge, half-adeep, a
bottle of gin on the table besde him.
Tavernor coughed. 'Will you be using the car this
afternoon?
'Why?
'I'd like to borrow it."
'Go ahead,' Farrell said cardlesdy. 'Wreck it if you
want.' His eyes had aheavy, nogtalgic look, asif peering

into the past, or into afuture which was never going to



exid.

It was abright but dightly oppressive afternoon. Objects

and buildings seemed to have acquired potentidity, to

shinewith astored light of their own, and the air

was restless, scurrying aimlesdy. White plumes of cloud
trailling acrossthe sky told of fast-moving windsat higher
atitudes.

Tavernor drove carefully with the top down, and let his
senseshavefull rein. Even with theinferior vison of his
new eyes, he was seeing Mnemosyne as he had never
seen it before. The perceptions of hisbody were basicaly
the same as those he had always known, yet it was
possibletointerpret dl their sgnasin adightly different
manner. Particularly noticeable was the way in which
certain colours - the green of apatch of grassor theice-
blue reflections of the sky in awindow - would trigger
seemingly unrelated emotiona responses and fleeting
memory-images. The difference heredlized, was that
between a poet and amechanic.

Asthe car neared The Centre he noticed theway in
which the old city had scarcely dtered in twenty years,
whereas the military base had sprawled out on al sdes.

Its double fence was visble in severd places near the



coastal road long before he reached the city. The anony-
mous buildings beyond the fence gleamed with eectro-
static newness - and somehow contrived to look shabby
at the sametime. Tavernor guessed this was another
manifestation of his new senses.

He reached the Eisenhower Library at exactly two,

just as Bethiawas coming down the steps, and did the
car into place at the kerb. She gave him the ghost of a
amile, in which he glimpsed her asachild, and caled to
him in aconfident melodious voice.

Why you're on time, Ha- areyou ill or something?
Tavernor shook his head. He was discovering that

having inherited dl of Hal's memories was not the same

thing asknowing al aout Hal. There were no recollec-
tionsof habitud unpunctudity, for example, yet Bethias
attitude left no doubt she regarded him as being un-
dependable - which did not help things. While hewas
thinking, Bethiawaked right round the car to hisdoor,
opened it and waved him away from thewhed. He
looked up at her, puzzled.

'Wdl, move over,' she said impatiently.

I'mdriving,’ he stated, and was relieved to hear the

words emerge without any trace of the nervous glissando



to which his present voice was prone.

Bethia shrugged. "All right - if you want to risk

wrecking thecar. I'll St in back, though. It's safer.’ She
opened the door and got in behind him.

Tavernor dmost laughed. Farrdll had jibed about dam-
aging the vehicle too, but Hal's thought-picture of himsdlf
held nothing to suggest hewas abad driver. There were
afew memories of unlucky collisons, dl of them most
definitely caused by other peopl€'s carelessness. The car
was of the turbine-driven, wheded type which Tavernor
preferred to ground-effect machines, because of their
more precise control. He swept it smoothly out into the
traffic flow, matching vel ocities effortlesdy, turned south
on to the main boulevard along the bay and accelerated
to high cruise, controlling the big machine with the precise
certitude possible only when the driver understiandsthe
functions and performance limits of every component.
The exhibition wasintended to modify Bethia's opinion
of him, and to give him timeto get used to her metamor-
phosisinto disturbing womanhood. Also, there wasthe
problem of what he was going to say. How could he get
anyoneto believe the story he had to tell? Looking
"round him as he drove, Tavernor knew with one half of
his mind that the space between Mnemosyne's surface

and the moon-shd | wasfilled with egons, an insubstantiad



frog-spawn of racid consciousness, but the other half
found the concept too bizarre for acceptance. And he
had been there - unlessit was dl adeluson. He jerked
his mind away from an avenue of thought which could
lead only to madness.

'Very well, Hal,' Bethiasaid behind him. 'I'm

impressed. Have you been taking lessons from aracing
driver?

No.

It seemsthat way, but if you don't dow down well be
out a the university before we have our little talk.’

'Of course.' Tavernor eased up on the throttle. They

hed |eft The Centre behind and now the southbound
highway was cutting inland from theline of the dliffs He
saw abranch road ahead on the left, swung down it for a
short distance and parked the car on ydllow turf with its
nose pointing towards the ocean.

"Thiswasn't part of the deal' Bethia spoke dertly. 'I've
work to do this afternoon.’

She was wearing asmple lime-green tunic dresswhich
would have reminded him of the one he had seen on her
as athree-year-old child, except that it was stretched taut
on amaturing body which combined femininity witha
look of superb physicd fithess. Her hair waslike polished
o2k, grained with parallel strands of old gold and chest-

nut, and her eyeswatched him with an amiable contempt



which hefound dismaying. Hewas unsureif his conster-
nation sprang wholly from fears of not being ableto
convince her, or if there was atrace of wounded mae
prideinit.

‘Just listen to what I've to say - it won't take long to
reach the university.'

'Let'shaveit then.'

‘Bethia’ He turned in the seat and tried to hold

her with the sheer force of his concentration. ‘Do you
remember aman called Mack Tavernor?

She looked away from him on theingant. "Why did
you bring me here?

'Do you remember him?

s
'Well, that'swhat | have to talk to you about.' Tavernor
wasfilled with a desperate conviction shewould laugh in
hisface."You see, | . . . He broke off as heredlized that
Bethias fascinated eyes were staring at something behind
him, something out over the ocean where there should be
nothing but empty sky. Almost unwillingly, heturned his

head.

Spanning the sky from horizon to near zenith; limned



inthe metalic radiance of amoon seenin daytime; far
out, yet so inconceivably vast that its hulk was crossed
again and again by intervening cloud layers, wasthe

gnarled, dreadful shape of a Syccan warship.

There were afew secondsin which Tavernor thought he
might die.

His heart seemed to cease beating entirely as shock
blasted through hisinherited nervous system, and the
horizon heaved drunkenly, then with amassive effort his
own will took command. He sat absolutdly il taking
deep measured breaths, asthe gpparition moved slently
across the sky, blotted out the sun, and then vanished
bel ow the plateau to the west.

'Oh, God,' Bethia breathed. "What was that?

‘A Syccan warship.’ Tavernor'slipsfelt numb, but his
mind was seething with questions. How could it be?
Where were the planet's defensive forces? An enemy
ship coming within alight year of Mnemaosyne, let done
into the atmosphere, should have been vaporized in
seconds. Bad though the war Situation was, he would
have staked hislife that no intruder could have penetrated
the moon-shdll, unless after months of attrition during

which entire fleets would have been lost. Y et herewas a



Syccan ship tunnelling through the upper atmosphere as
camly asif on one of itshome worlds.

'What doesit mean?

‘That'swhat 1'd like to know." He looked north towards
The Centre and the encompassing base. The clustered
rectangles of distant buildings shone quietly in the after-
noon sun, and there was no sign of unusud activity. No
sgn, he suddenly redlized, of any movement at dl - not
even the svarming glint of traffic on the freeways. He put
his hand out and turned the ignition key of the car. It
rotated with its normal springy resistance, but there was
no response from the vehicle. Along the instrument panel
al the diadswere dead. He had an urge to check one of
the car's batteries by shorting the terminas, but agrim
intuition made the test unnecessary.

'Look, Hal!" Bethia sounded bewildered rather than
afraid. There! | can see more of them.'

Looking upwards, he saw anumber of silver flecksin
the sky, seemingly at orbital height, then his eyes detected
other movement in lower levels of the air. Criss-crossing
vapour trails sprang into being againgt the washed blue
which was visible between the clouds. Thetrailswere
generated by rapidly descending specks, which meant
that the passing warship must have sowed the sky with

landing craft. Aninvason, he thought, but why bother?



Thiswas no snesk raid like the onein which hisfirst
parents had died - so why not smply bomb the planet, or
dustit, or irradiate it, or take one of the other relatively
smple steps which would erase dl traces of life?

'Get out of the car, he said. 'WEell have to walk.'
'Walk? But why?

"The car won't go any more." He got out and opened
therear door for her. 'Look back there on the highway -
no carsare moving.'

He pointed at the road, where four automobiles were
visible. The hoods of three were raised and men were
leaning into the engine compartments. Beside one of the
carstwo smdl children were jumping excitedly, pointing
into the sky, and Tavernor felt afierce pang of anguish.
Degth for them, he knew, would be the beginning of
their redl lives, but they would scream in terror and pain
before that door opened, and he wasfilled with afutile
longing for some way to spare them. Hatred of the
Syccans, main-spring of hispreviouslife, flared insde
him.

'l don't understand.’ Bethiawas leaning over the back
of thefront seet, reaching for theignition key.

'‘Come on.' He caught her wrist and his stringy frame
somehow found the strength to drag her out of the car.
She stumbled as he pushed her towards the road.

'Hal! What are you doing?



‘Save your breath.' He took her arm and began walking
quickly. 'How do you think the Syccans were able to sall
in likethat? They've developed anew toy - something
which. . . afield perhaps. . . which inhibits eectron
trangfer in metals. That's why there was no warning and
no defence. Weve nothing heavier than amachine gun
which doesn't depend on eectricity.’

‘Butisit possbleto...?

‘It must be possible - they've done it, haven't they?
There was atime when we would have been firdt. . .
Tavernor was unable to get the words out, to express
what humanity had doen to itsalf with the invention of
the butterfly ship. Asthey passed the car with the brightly-
clad children beside it, he called to the parents, advising
them to quit the car, head for the trees a the base of the
plateau and keep going south. The father's face emerged
from under the yawning hood, stared blankly and disap-
peared again. Tavernor averted his eyesfrom the chil-
dren’'swondering faces and kept walking. Therewas no
timeto stay and argue.

'Look, what makes you think you know so much?
Bethia demanded. 'Where are we going anyway?

'Back to thevilla It'sonly about two milesfrom here
and Farrdl . .. my father. . . hasthree or four rifles.

"What good will they do? Shelooked flushed and



indignant, unable to appreciate the significance of what
was happening. Tavernor amost became angry with her,
then remembered it wasimpossiblefor acivilian in her
position to visuaize Syccan warriorsin action. She had
never walked through the citiesand villages | eft in thelr
wake.

Therifleswill provide uswith food if we manageto

get far enough south to escape being dusted.’ Again the
thought obtruded - why had the whole area not been
purged of human life adready? - but Bethiawas breaking
away from him, her face pae with fury.

'I'm not going into any forest with you, Hal Farrdll. If
you think. . ." She stopped speaking as he dapped her
on the upper arm and pushed her along. Turning on one
hed shelaunched hersdf at him. Astheir bodieslocked,
he redlized at once that she was actudly the stronger of
the two, but the combat training he had received in
another lifetime guided his hands. He caught her wrigt,
did automaticdly into asubmission hold and pushed her
forward again.

'I'm sorry about this, Bethia, but | do know what I'm
doing.

Sheglanced a himin glent hatred and hefelt a
perverse flicker of satisfaction. He had graduated from
being an object of contempt to one worthy of hatred. As

they walked, the air began to rumble with distant sonic



booms. He looked back and saw the black gnat-like
shapes of the Syccan landing craft dicing in across The
Centre. The city and military base lay helpless beneath
the aircraft which must have been specialy designed to

I operate within theinhibiting field. Some of them
appeared to be fanning out towards landing sites around
the city. Ignoring the labouring of hislungs, Tavernor
urged Bethiato move even fadter.

By thetime they had reached the white villa set

between the road and the cliffs he was sweating fredly
and hislegsweretrying to fold under him. Cursing his
physical weskness, he pushed Bethiainto the porch and
fumbled the door open. Farrdl met them in the hall with
agportsriflein his hand. His dark features |ooked
grangey immobile.

'I'mtaking arifle and some food,” Tavernor snapped.
'‘Bemy guest,' Farrdll said in ablurred voice, sanding
to one side. Passing him, Tavernor detected the smdll of
gin. He went into the lounge, took arifle and four packs
of cartridges from the already-open gun cabinet and went
back to the hall.

... seemsto have gone mad,’ Bethiawas saying. She
looked ddliberately at Tavernor. 'I'd much rather stay
here until we see what's going to happen.’

'Y ou may aswell - thereisn't much point in trying to



run,’ Farrell replied.

'We're running,' Tavernor said. 'lIt'sour only chance!’

'I'm staying.' Bethiamoved closer to Farrell.

‘Believe me, Bethia, we've got to get out of here,'
Tavernor said urgently. 'Y ou don't know what these
mongersarelike. They'll go through every building with
afine comb.’

Farrell laughed. 'Listen to the combat veteran! What

do you know about these things, sonny boy?

'l know you'd better pick adifferent rifleif you're
planning to do any shooting. That onefires surface-
burning dugsignited by an eectrica charge - and el ectri-
ca chargesare athing of the past asfar aswere
concerned.’

Farrell raised the ridge with one hand, pointed it at the
front door and squeezed thetrigger. It clicked faintly. He
gave Tavernor ahard look and brushed past him into the

lounge.

'Well pick up food somewhere dse. Let's go, Bethia'
Tavernor opened the door and motioned her to go out.
She shook her head. He snatched her wrist and pushed
her in front of him through the porch and part-way down

the drive. Therewas afamiliar metallic sound from



behind him - that of arifle bolt being operated. He
turned dowly.

"How abouit this one, genera ? Will it work all right?
Farrell had another rifle, and it was pointed at Tavernor's
face.

'Y ou're being ridiculous, Tavernor said carefully. He
pushed Bethiaaway from hisside. 'Y ou don't need arifle
to stop me, do you, father? He stressed the final word in
full knowledge of its connotations for the other man.
White flares of incredulity blazed in Farrdll's eyes. He set
hisrifle againgt the wall with exaggerated care, and came
at Tavernor, hishands grasping eagerly. Tavernor let his
ownriflefal to one dde, and ingtinctively dropped into
the fighting crouch taught him in basic training, synthes's
and optimization of dl the traditional unarmed combat
modes of Earth.

Hisface siff with joy, Farrell walked straight in scorn-
ing to defend himself. Tavernor stopped him with chops
to the heart and throat. Thanksto theimperfect co-
ordination of Hal's body, neither blow landed exactly as
he had intended it to, but they were good en:J~gh to
bring Farrell to hisknees.

Farrdl shook hishead disbdievingly, staring at the
ground. 'What... do you think you're. . .7 He

straightened up, massaging histhroat, and camein again.



'lhistime he was more wary, obvioudy determined to
take advantage of his superior strength. He circled Tav-
ernor once, his eyes accusing, he drove forward. Tavernor
received the weight of the charge and rolled under it,
guiding Farrdll's body to hit the ground in away that
exploded the breath from hislungs. The same movement
brought Tavernor on top again. His thumbs had found
their own way to the mgjor blood vessdsin Farrdl's
throat and his mind was pulsing with images of hatred -
headless figures crowding around afrightened child's bed,
tall Kris Shelby and the otherswho had died in the forest,
an autométic pistol dedging cavernous holesthrough his
own chest, Lissacrushed likeamoth. . .

'What isthis? Farrell mumbled almost deepily, asthey
lay face-to-facein theintimacy of combat. 'Hal?Hal?
'I'm not Hal,' Tavernor whispered savagely. 'The name
isMack Tavernor.'

Farrdl's glazing eyes widened with shock.

'Stop it, Hal!" Bethids voice was dhrill. 'Y ou'rekilling
him!

Tavernor had forgotten about her. Looking up, he saw
the panic in her face and released hishold on Farrell's
throat, suddenly appalled. He got to hisfeet and was
lifting Farrell upright when a deafening banshee wail

filled theair.

The ground shook and the sky darkened as a Syccan



landing craft materidized over theroad in front of the
house under full decderation, itsbraking jetsthrowing
up clouds of earth and stones which thudded al around
the group in the driveway.

Tavernor snatched hisrifle asthey ran for the cover of
the house. He grabbed Farrdll's rifle from the porch and
dammed the door. The roar of the jets cut off abruptly,
with aburbling cough, and the housefilled with a
stupefied slence punctuated by the sound of windows
being shattered by bounding stones. Moving like aman
inadream, asthough trying to run through clear syrup,
Tavernor went to the lounge door and looked obliquely
through the french windows. The dust clouds were settling
outside and he could discern figures of unearthly tallness
leaping from the open ports of the aircraft.

He turned back into the hall. Farrell was|ooking at

him in dull bafflement; and Bethia seemed not to be
aware of anything. She was standing absolutdly ill, lips
dightly apart, and her eyes were unfocused. Shock,
Tavernor thought, briefly glad of anything which would
make the next few minutes easier for her. He pulled
Farrdl into the lounge and pushed arifleinto his hands.
Something moved just outside the window.

He spun and saw the elongated black-gleaming figure

of aSyccan peering in. Mist spraying from the nozzle



mounted above its brain-case immediately blurred the
window, but Tavernor - for thefirst time in many years-
glimpsed the wide-set eyes, the two breathing mouths
fluttering in the shoulders, and the vertically-ditted eating
mouth on the central abdomen. He fired from thewaist
and the window blossomed into angular petal's centred on
the Syccan's head. The dien fell backwards - but not
before it had |obbed ametdlic object through the
window.

Tavernor took one step towards the angrily-hissing
object, with theintention of hurling it out beforeit could
detonate, but he never reached it.

The room spun around him once and then hewaslying
with hisface pressed into arug, unable to move. Close
by, he heard Bethiaand Farrell going down. Hetried to
turn his head and found even that dight movement

was impossible. The gas from the grenade had brought
complete paralysis as a prelude to death. Asthe bitter
knowledge of fallure - on every leve of everything he
had attempted - welled through him. Tavernor tried to
close hiseyes, but the lids remained open. He waited to
die

A few seconds |ater shadows moved across the section
of floor he could see, and he heard the french windows
being burst open. Four-toed black feet with traces of

webhbing between the splayed bones appeared in hisfield



of view, and hefdt himsdf being lifted to astanding
position. Two Syccans were holding him upright, and
others were dragging Bethiaand Farrdll in through the
door. The mist from the overhead nozzles attached to
tanks on their backs billowed over everything in the
room, filling it with afoetid humidity, condensing on

and lubricating the exposed, pa pitating lungs and other
organs of the aliens. Mewing and clicking sounds came
from their shoulder-mouths as they worked, and their
wegpons harnesses rang metallically.

Tavernor watched Bethias face as she and Farrell were
ranged against another wall, wondering what was going
on behind the beautiful numb face. He at least had seen
the Syccans at close quarters before, athough never
under conditions which made their loathsome aienness
S0 gpparent. Each was over seven feet tall and roughly
human in general configuration, except that a second pair
of arms sprouted from the mid-section. The secondary
armswere gregtly atrophied and were usualy folded
across the obscene vertical gash of the eating-mouth.
Musculation waslight and largely confined to thetriple-
segmented working-arms and legs. The vital organswere
externdly positioned around the central spine, black and
pale blue rubbery sacs which heaved and glistened wetly

in the sporay which smulated the Syccan atmosphere. And



the aliens stank - with the sweet rancidity which Tavernor
had never been able to purge from his nodtrils.

Three more Syccans came in through the french win-
dows, and one part of his mind noticed they were not
armed. The mewling voices of the diens grew louder,
then faded away. Standing in the centre of the room, the
three newcomers examined the humans with smeared
eyes, which swivelled independently on the flat and other-
wise festureless braincases. A vavein the centra dien's
lower gut popped loudly, spattering the other two with
grey-and-white excrement which was gradudly washed
away by their sprays, and the silence resumed. With the
slence came a cessation of al movement. For afull
minute the Syccans lungs and shoulder fronds froze,
transforming them into black monoaliths hewn by patient
ram.

Finaly, one of the dienspointed at Farrdll with a
black-webbed hand, and the warriors holding him upright
moved away. Farrell fell face downwards. One of the
warriors unhooked astraight knife from its harness, put
the point at the base of the prostrate man's skull and

bore down on it, saevering the spine. Both then moved
away, unconcernedly, leaving puddies on the floor where
their feet had been.

Tavernor raged silently at the Syccans, cursing them

for making such aprolonged ritua of the act of killing.



Heredized, belatedly, that the single shot he had fired
ought to have been put to better use. I'm sorry, Bethia,
he thought, as he saw one of the unarmed aliens gesture
towards her. Please forgive me.

Then something incredible happened.

Gently, and with every appearance of tenderness, the
two warriors holding Bethialifted her rigid body and
carried it out through the windows towards their landing
craft. Tavernor tried to cry out, but his paraysed throat
made no sound. Watching Bethia disappear from his
sight, he was so astounded that he was hardly aware of
what was happening when he too was lifted and carried
out of the room.

After seventy years of warfare - in which they had
daughtered more than two billion human beings - the

Syccans were taking their first two prisoners.

There were times when Tavernor watched Bethia's nude
body with a hunger which arose not from sexudlity, but
from purelondiness.

He would awaken out of arestless deep to aworld of

meaningless dim shapes, crawling darkness and the sound



of rain. But sometimes there would be adistant square of
ydlow radiance. And Bethiawould move acrossit, dowly
and abstractedly, the perfection of her nakednesstrans-
lated to blurred highlights and areas of shadow by the
streaming glass which intervened. Diminished by perspec-
tive, she might have been the languid inhabitant of an
aguarium, or even an abstract pattern, amobile, reflec-
tions of acandle flame stirring in the heart of acrysa.

At thesetimes Tavernor would put on hisown light,

but succeeded only in increasing hisloneliness, for Bethia

seemed never to look hisway. . .

The Syccan ship was il in something closetoiits
maximum-meass configuration.

Asthe voyage progressed the forward sections would

be dismantled, reduced to billets and fed to the mass
convertersin the stern. The rate of salf-consumption
would be greetly increased if theflight profile proved to
beirregular, involving retardations which took the ship
below the critical .6C speed zone. With atota massof a
million tons or more, moving fagter than light, even

the dightest change of course involved a prodigious

expenditure of precious reaction mass. For thisreason

the Syccan astrogators choseto fly in vast loxodromic

curves. And where rhumb-line flights had to be modified



they employed, asfar aswas practicable, stelar gravitic
fields, sometimes ghosting past beyond the creeping, ice-
covered worlds on the outermost limits of planetary
systems, at others crossing orbit after orbit to swing
within afew million milesof solar infernos.

In the early days of hisimprisonment Tavernor had
consgtantly to remind himsdlf of these facts because he
had no sensory evidence of movement. From what he
could see of it, the section of ship where he had been
housed was a circular room, some two-hundred yards
across and fifty feet high. Artificia rain swirled amost
continuoudly from overhead ducts and was collected,
presumably for recirculation, by channelsin the deck.
And visble through the shifting blankets of moisture were
the watchful spindle-shapes of the Syccans, sometimes
feverishly active, sometimes eerily immobile, nightmares
reglized in oosdian.

The glass cube in which he lived was about twenty feet
across. It was heated, and had a bed, table and chair, and
toilet facilities. All these items had been designed for
human use, but were of aien manufacture. Therewas
one other artifact in the cube - amicro library which
gppeared to be of human origin athough he could find
no nameplate. The library's cassettes contained enough

reading matter to last him - uneasy thought - afull



human lifespan.

Bethialived in anidentica cube, dightly lessthana
hundred yards away. The existence of the cubes had
given Tavernor dmost a severe ashock astheredization
that he and Bethiawere being taken dive. While they
werein trangt between the villaand the mother-ship he
had convinced himsdlf it was atemporary aberration on
the part of the Syccansto delay the death blows. But the
glass cdls had obvioudy been prepared in advance. The
aliens had known they were going to take two prisoners
long before they attacked the planet. Now the ship was
transporting them to a destination which could only bein
Syccan-controlled space - but why?

Why?

The question thudded in Tavernor'sbrain ashelay on
the featureless pladtic rectangle of the bed, waiting for
the med he thought of aslunch. Hiswatch had been
removed with his clothing, and there were no clocksin
the cubes, but the meal was the middle one of the three
brought to him during each light/darkness cycle. A sound
at the cube's entrance told him the food had arrived. He
got to hisfeet and went to the inner door. The outer one
had just swung open and a Syccan was in the enclosed
gpace, stting histray of food on the floor. Highlights
moved with oily downess on the dien's complicated body,

and the breathing-mouths fluttered in its shoulders.



Tavernor examined the creature through the glass,
satisfying himsdlf it was the same one which had brought
al hisother medls. It stood facing him for amoment,
blurred eyes staring down into hisfrom theflat braincase,
and as before he felt asense of awe. This biped with the
opague lifeless eyes was amember of the specieswhich
had proved itself superior to humanity in the way that
men best understood - force of technological arms. But
by the sametoken it had displayed itsinferiority, because
Man - past history regardless - would not have extermi-
nated the only intelligent neighbour to have been granted
him by agrudging continuum. The despair embodied in
von Hoerner's modified table was so dl-enveloping that
men would have accepted the Syccan and striven for
cultural intercourse. Project Talkback's goa had been

to exchange a single thought, and Tavernor suddenly
understood the desperate necessity. If the Syccan on the
other side of the glass would make asign, one gesture of
recognition of Tavernor as afellow-voyager in space-
time, then. . .

The alien turned and waked away with the peculiar
camd-like gait caused by the complicated action of its
triple-segmented legs. Watching it closely, Tavernor saw
the twisting scar on the back of itsleft working-arm, and

knew it was the same one as before. He nodded in



satisfaction. No man before him had had the chance to
study alive Syccan, and athough the results of his modest
experiments would never be known on Earth, the mental
activity helped kegp him from going insane.

When the inner door swung open he carried the tray to
the table and pulled the trigger-tabs on the salf-heating
cans. All labels had been removed from the containers
but they were obvioudy of human manufacture, and he
knew they contained awell-balanced medl. The Syccans
seemed well aware of human nutritiona requirements,
and - ironically - the body he had taken over from Hal
was now in better health than ever before. Constant
abdomind breathing had expanded hisrib cage; adequate
protein supplies and careful exercise were beginning to
srengthen his muscles, dthough they showed littlesign

of development asyet.

While the cans were heating he turned and |ooked

across the channelled, rain-soaked deck towards Bethia's
cell. Her medl had arrived, but the procedure there was
different. Asusud, three Syccans had gone right into the
cube and were clustered around the bed. Thefirst timeit
had happened, Tavernor had bled hisfingerstrying to
force open his door and go to her aid. But then the truth
had dawned - the Syccanswereforcing her to eat. At a
distanceit wasimpossiblefor himtotel if shewas

positively refusing food, or smply had lost interest in



edting.

He watched impassively asthe curious mime was
enacted dl over again. Bethia had not been hersdlf since
the moment of the Syccan landing when, apparently, she
was shocked into awithdrawa condition. It wasafairly
natura reaction for a sengitive woman, yet she reminded
himforcibly of the three-year-old Bethia - the strange
precocious child who so easily lapsed into trance-like
gatesin which shewould floét like thistledown, with
light-blinded eyes. A thorough search of Hal's stored
memoriesindicated that the adult Bethia had no history
of such withdrawals, so it seemed she could be regressing,
retreating through time. The theory was the best that
Tavernor's limited knowledge of psychology could prod-
uce, but he found it vagudly unsatisfactory. Bethia, from
what he knew of her, had an uncommonly high degree of
menta reslience; and there was something e se about
that mystical communion, something € usive and disturb-
ing...

Thelid of afood container popped open, Sgnifying

that its contents were ready to eat. Tavernor took his
gaze away from the water-blurred tableau in Bethias cell
and began hismed. As he ate, he studied his own cube
for perhaps the hundredth time. It was afairly complex

piece of engineering. A power cable was connected to



the underside of one edge, and from there athinner lead
ran up to abox-like unit on the roof. The unit appeared
to reduce the humidity and increase the oxygen content
of the Syccan air, feeding the modified mixture into his
cdl by way of ceiling louvres. Both theinner and outer
doors were power-operated, controlled from an unseen

source. Tavernor had examined them closdly during his

first hoursin the cell, but he had not been able to discover
what force held them in place, and they were strong
enough to be escape-proof.

When the food wasfinished he carried the tray and the
four empty cansto the entrance and set them on the floor
between the two doors. He stacked the cans at one side
of thetray and dide the topmost one outwards until it
was on the point of toppling, then went back and sat on
the cubessingle chair. A few minuteslater the inner

door swung shut, the outer one opened and the Syccan
emerged from the migts. It sooped to lift the tray and

the precarioudy balanced can fell to thefloor. Thedien
st the tray down again, retrieved the can and moved off
without looking into the cube.

Tavernor stroked his chin thoughtfully and lay down

on the bed. He had no ideawhat the other Syccans were
like, but the one which brought hisfood was - by human

standards - nonetoo bright. It had falleninto hislittle



trap with the cansfive timesin successon. The Syccans
undoubtedly did not measureintelligence in the same
way as ahuman but the ability to learn quickly from
experience was, in Tavernor's estimation, bound to be
one of itsvita ingredients. He consdered the possibility
that his captors were determinedly evauating hisown
intellect in the context of the nonsense with the cans, and
wondered what they would make of him. It wasthe old
trouble with culturd first contacts - no matter what object
the explorer pointed at he risked being given theword
for finger.

On the other hand, the average Syccan might well bea
near-moron, for al that was known about the race. There
was no real need for their intelligence to be distributed as
evenly as among humans - some kinds of society would
function mogt efficiently if they were composed of mind-
less serfs guided by afew brilliant demagogues. The
Syccans could be like that - afinely honed blade for the
destruction of al other forms of life. Perhgpsthat was
the key to their behaviour. Could it be that they were
dedicated not only to the extermination of humanity,

but to ridding the universe of every sentient being but
themselves? Psychosis on acosmic scale?

Tavernor moved restlesdy on the bed. If the hypothesis

were correct - was Man very much different to Syccanin



his ultimate ambitions? Cosmo-biologists, or those of
them who were optimistic about the Terran civilization's
chances of survival, had estimated that even one spacefar-
ing culture could spread right through the Milky Way ina
time much shorter than the age of the gdaxy, setting up
colonies of colonies of colonies as had been the casein
the Mediterranean in classical times. No matter how he
tried, Tavernor was unable to be objective about the
concept - if onelifeform was going to best ride the galaxy
he would prefer it to be Man. A Syccan would prefer it
to be Syccan. So who was psychotic? All that any intelli-
gent being could do was back its own kind to the hilt,

againd al corners, bievingimplicitly inits own destiny

Hating the Syccans more than ever, Tavernor escaped
from thelogica corner he had painted himsdlf into by
trying to deep. Without the comfort of bed coverings,
deeping was not easy and hislondlinessreturned. It was
a timeslike these that he remembered the brief spell on
the egon plane. His parents and Lissaand Shelby were
aivethere, but he had not tried to find them - it had not
seemed dl that important to the cool impersonal mind of
an egon. There shdl be no marriage, he thought deepily,

nor giving in marriage.

The huge ship made landfall, or itsorbita equivalent, on



the twenty-third day of the flight. Two days earlier
Tavernor had experienced amomentary queasiness as
the vessdl on quitting the tachyonic mode, had switched
over from smulated retardation, which provided weight,
to red retardation. He had been watching carefully for
any changein routine which would indicate thet the ship
had completed itsvoyage. Thefirst sgn camewhena
group of aiens surrounded his cube and attached lashing
fitments to the corners. They anchored it to the deck,

and roughly an hour later the ship entered the freefall
condition.

In orbit around a Syccan planet - the thought gave
Tavernor agloomy satisfaction. No matter what the diens
were planning to do with him, it would at least mean an
end to the silent boredom of lifein aglassy cdll. At

first he had avoided using the micro library - feding it
represented a subtle acceptance of the Syccans plansfor
him - but he had discovered he could not sustain the
early sense of wonder and alarm which had fully occupied
his mind. He had begun reading at random, taking no
interest in the content, using the words asameansto
avoid thought. The brown, dimly-seen reaches of the ship
beyond the walls, disturbed here and there by the black
ambling shapes of aiens, could have been the bottom of

awarm muddy sea. Exercisng hisdowly developing body



filled in severa hoursaday, but in the end he had come
to rdy onthelibrary.

Now the long wait was a an end. He swam backwards
and forwards across his cube, waving to Bethia each time
he thought she was looking his way. She remained seated
at the anchored table and gave no answering sgndl.
Tavernor's concern for her degpened. The distance and
the distorting effect of the streaming glass made it difficult
to be certain, but she seemed to have lost weight on

the journey. She rarely moved, and on the infrequent
occasions when she crossed her cell therewas an
uncharacterigtic listlessnessin her step.

After afew minutesin freefdl the diensreturned,
propelling themsaves with easy skill intheweightless
condition, and attached a flexible wire somewhere
beneath the base of Tavernor's cube. They ran insulated
power cables from what appeared to be a portable gener-
ator, disconnected the existing leads from the cube's
environment-control units and replaced them with the
new lines. Asthey did so, the doors of the cell clicked,
quivered uncertainly for amoment, then sprang back
rigidy intoline

The flexible wire suddenly sprang into tautness and the
cdl moved dowly towards awhite light wavering in the
distance, il lashed to its section of deck. Bethias cell

moved in the same direction, surrounded by dowly drift-



ing Slhouettes. Thelight ahead grew brighter and Tav-
ernor realized it was aview port. His cube moved ahead
of Bethias, passed through a condtricting arch of meta
and hated in atightly enclosed volume which he decided
was the hold of ashuttle craft. He swam as close to the
port as possible, ignoring the protest from his inexperi-
enced stomach, and looked out.

The Sycca} world was afeatureless orb of blinding
whiteness, completely enveloped in cloud. He knew
immediately that from the surface of the hidden planet it
would be utterly impossible ever to see the stars. Day
would consst of agenerd brightening of the enveloping
vapours, and night would be areturn to blackness unre-
leived by the points of celestid brilliance which had
caused primeval men to look upwards and wonder. Tav-

ernor felt anumb despair asthelast vestige of hisbelief

in the superiority of Man to Syccan withered awvay. From
the springboard of Earth, getting into space had been
easy. The planet might have been designed for that
express purpose - with atransparent atmosphere to
display the treasures which lay waiting, amoon so large
that it was virtualy another world hanging within an
astronomica stone'sthrow, other planetsin easy tele-

scopic range to confirm the heady whispered promises of



the night sky.

But the Syccans had known nothing of those advan-
tages. For them there could have been only ablind
outward urge, or acam determination to vindicate the
philosophical notion that, by the Law of Mediocrity, their
world could not be alone. Under the same circumstances,
Tavernor was certain, Man would still have been trapped
on the planet of hisbirth. He turned away from the port
and saw that Bethia's cube had been shunted to within a
few feet of hisown. Shewas Hill at the table, bracing
hersalf between it and the chair. Her body |ooked thin.
He launched himsdlf towardsthet side of hiscell and the
movement caused Bethiato raise her head. Tavernor
found himsdlf looking at the wan, tired faced of a
stranger. She eyed him impersonally for amoment, then
lowered her head, and the oak-coloured hair swirled
welightlesdy around her shoulders.

'Bethia," he shouted, searching for the right words.
‘Wedill must live!

The words echoed impotently in his glass prison and
pictures of Lissa gprang unbidden to hismind. Hetried
pounding the wall and floated backwards from it, just as
the shuttle craft lurched and separated itsalf from the
mother-ship. It began decderating dmost immediately
and he sank to the floor, aware that Bethia had deliber-

ately shut him out. He lay on the bed and watched the



brilliant reflected light from the port shifting asthe craft
selected its course. Drifting stars became visble and
presently he fdt faint vibrations coming up through the
floor asthe craft began resisting the pull of gravity. It
made a gentle low-gee descent until, quite abruptly, the
port darkened. The ship rocked asit lowered itself down
through mile after mile of gradudly thickening cloud.
Tavernor dmogt failed to notice thefind jolt which

told him they had touched down. He had just redlized
why Bethia's spontaneous trances had the power to fill
him with brooding unease.

They reminded him of theway in which the black dien
forms of their captorswould periodicaly freezeinto
dillness, while their greet blurred eyesfixed themsdves

on other horizons.

The Syccan landing fidld was different from what Tav-
ernor had expected.
On theway down through the murky atmosphere the

light from the single porthole had diminished so seadily



he had been convinced the visbility would be closeto
zero at ground level. But asthe shuttle's cargo hatch
dropped away, he saw the cloud celling was severd
hundred feet up and, in spite of parading curtains of rain, .
he could see for two or three miles. The concrete of the
field stretched away into the distance, and vehicles moved
among the upthrugt hulls- aview surprigngly Smilar toa
hundred space terminals he had seen on Federation
planets. Beyond the concrete plain was a hint of foliage-
covered dopes reaching up into the clouds. They could
have been low hills or the beginning of amountain range.
Closer to the shuttle a covered truck was waiting with

an entourage of Syccans, some of which werein warrior's
harness, while the others were completely naked. The
truck, too, could have been the product of a Federation
world. Tavernor's brain was seething with worry about
Bethia, but the engineer in him could not help studying
the different vehicles and their equipment, and noting

how the designers had reached the same solutions to the
universal problems astheir Terran counterparts. The
waiting truck was particularly interesting. Its bed had two
square depressions ringed with locking devices - which
suggested it had been custom-built for transporting the

cubes from the shuttle. Tavernor filed the observation



away with others concerning the paingtaking design of
the prison cells.

The Syccanswired the cubesto awinch in the interior
of the truck and went through the same procedure. of
reconnecting the environment-control unitsto a generator
at the front of the vehicle. Tavernor's bafflement
Increased as he watched them. Anaysis of samples of
the Syccan atmosphere found trapped in captured dien
equipment had shown Terran scientigtsthat it was not a
good mixture for humans, but it could be breathed for a
week or more before undesirable symptoms would
appear. The Syccans were bound to have the same
informetion - after dl, they could movefregly onthe
human-inhabited worlds - yet they continued to treat
their prisoners with an amost excessive solicitude which
Tavernor found digtinctly unsettling.

With dl the connections made, the cubes were drawn
into the truck asacrowd of diens clustered around with
every gppearance of animated interest. Bethiaremained
dumped over her table, but Tavernor watched the black
figures with sombre eyes. When exited, the Syccans
were less prepossessing than ever - the secondary arms
unclasped themselves from the vertical gashes of the

eating-mouths and waved feebly, while grey-and-white



excrement spattered from their lower guts. Tavernor was
amost glad the thickness of the cubeswalls prevented
him from hearing whatever kind soundsthey were
making. But a the same time he was uncomfortably
aware that he was the dien on this rain-swept world.
Ressting the desire to shake hisfigt at them, he Stared at
the Syccans until the closing door of the truck screened
them from hisview.

The vehicle moved off and there followed asmooth

ride lasting about ten minutes. There was very little space

between the cubes and the windowless sides of the truck,
and no dienswereriding in the back with them. Tavernor
guessed it was the firgt time he had been beyond obser-
vation since his capture. Hetried the doors of the cube,
found they were asimmovable as before, then did his
best to attract Bethias attention.

When he had been pounding on thewall for severa
minutes she got up from the table and stood facing him
through the dewy glass, the highlights on her shoulders
and breasts, and the darker triangle of pubic hair, making
amisty composition of archetypa femininity. He waved
eagerly but she turned and waked unsteadily to the bed,
and he knew she had not even seen him. His concern for
her increased, and with it a sense of responshility - he

had been the one who had made her fleeto thevilla, to



the exact spot where the Syccanswere going to land in
search of prisoners. Had he not done so she would be
deed, asdl the other inhabitants of Mnemosyne were
bound to be by thistime, but death would have been an
escape to the egon plane, and preferable to what she
seemed to be going through now. Like Lissa, Bethia
gppeared to have alatent weaknessin her will to live.
Shewaswilting visbly, like an uprooted flower, under
the strain and the Syccans had not even reveded their
plansfor what was|eft of her future.

Tavernor clenched hisfist helplesdy and paced his cell
until thetruck gave afina shudder asits engineswere
switched off. When the door was |lowered he saw that the
journey had been uphill. The cloud celling was sagging
low overhead and vision was limited to afew hundred
yards of steep hillside spilling downwards on either Sde
of amassive windowless building. Its buttressed walls
were of mottled blue stone, and the structure was
moulded to the dope. At the elevated side, where the
truck had halted, it was only one storey high, but a
sguare opening in the wall revedled cavernous depths of
descending levels. The building looked uncompromisingly
functiond, but Tavernor was unable to guessits purpose.
It could have been anything from a prison to axenologica

research station, Syccan-style.



The lowered door of the truck formed a platform which
was level with the bottom edge of the square opening in
thewall. Syccans appeared from theinterior, entered the
truck and attached more wires to the undersides of the
cubes. Tavernor'swas drawn out first and hefelt his
heart lurch asthe dow progresstook him into the dimness
of the engimatic building. Now, &t last, he was bound to
get aninkling of what the diens intentionswere.

As his eyes adjusted to the poor illumination, he saw

that the cube was crawling across a broad bare floor. At
the far edge was a yawning emptiness, subdivided verti-
cdly by massve meta columns. A high mesh fenceran
along the edge between the columns, and there were
rectangular patches here and there on the floor which
suggested that machines had recently been removed.
Tavernor wondered if the building was somekind of
workshop which had been converted. But converted for
what purpose? Wasiit that the Syccans, never before
having taken prisoners, had no facilities. . . ?

His gaze picked out two square depressions in the floor
ahead - depressions ringed with the now-familiar clamps
that were used to anchor the cubes. Between them wasa
low wall from which dangled short power cables, and
Tavernor suddenly understood at least part of the
Syccans plans.

He and Bethiawereto be kept in this artificia cavefor



an extended length of time - perhapsfor the rest of their

lives

He could think of no dternative reason for the diens
going to such lengthsto provide life-support systems and
obivoudy permanent ingdlations. Hismind maicioudy
began spinning theories around the observed facts. Sup-
posing the Syccans wanted to keep a couple of members
of the vanquished human race for their records? Asa
living exhibit? Supposing they wanted to study human
behaviour by starting a captive colony? He turned to

look at Bethias cube. She waslying perfectly sill onthe
bed, apparently obliviousto the black figures silently
moving around her.

As he watched, his own cube jolted downwardsinto its
depression and hers was drawn out of sight behind the
centrd wall. Two diens had begun securing the perimeter.
anchors before Tavernor realized that the wall had been
put there for the specific purpose of denying Bethiaand
him the minima comfort of seeing each other. Life, from
now on, wasto consst of solitary slent daysand nightsin
aglass box, eating from cans, staring through the stream-
ing trangparencies a nightmare shgpes moving inthe
gloom, not knowing if Bethiawas dive or dead on the

other sdeof thewdl. . . .



Hatred gouted up through Tavernor, knotting his
muscles, impelling him to take action where no action
could betaken. He legpt at the knedling figures of the
Syccans and clawed the intervening glass, shattering his
nails - then he saw that the aliens were on the point of
connecting the cube to its new power supply. And the
last time they had done it the doors had quivered
momentaxily.

He ran to the centre of the cube, spun just asthe inner
door was giving abarely perceptible tremor, and threw
himsdf at it with dl the speed hislanky frame could

muster. There was asharp pain in his shoulder, ablow

on his unprotected chest from the outer door, and sud-
denly he was out among the looming, mewling spindle-
shapes of the Syccans.

The dimness erupted into movement al around him as

his lungs snatched at the chill humid air. An aien wrapped
itself around him and he chopped inwards with both
hands on the balooning lungs. The dien dithered inertly
down him, and he redlized it had not been awarrior or
its lungs would have been shielded by a harness. He
turned just asawarrior reached him, kicked upwards at

the clustered organs of itslower body, missed and went



off balance, expected the dien to take its chance either

to blast or stab him. Instead it grabbed for hisarms,
giving himtimeto pull itslegs out from under it. Tavernor
snatched its knife, evaded the grasping fingers, made a
backhanded swing at the face and ran.

A Syccan camefor him with open armsand impaled

itself on the outthrust knife. The secondary arms beat
feebly at hiswrigt asthe dien went down. He jumped
over it, beat hisway between two more diens, reached
the other cube and severed the power cableswith asingle
sweep of the knife. Thejolt of current passing up the
blade seemed to propel him through the doors of Bethias
cell. He turned, gasping, prepared to defend the doorway,
then discovered he was not being pursued. At the same
time came theredlization that his progress through the
throng of Syccans had been alittle too easy - not one had
struck an actud blow. It was asif they had been concerned
not to hurt him. . "Mack!" Bethias face was pale as she
raised herself on one elbow.

Tavernor ranto her. Thisisthelast chancel'll get to

talk to you, Bethia, and there isn't much time.' He spoke
urgently as he knelt at the bed and took her hand. 'l . . .
it'simportant for you to go on living. Important to me. |
think the Syccans are planning to keep usdive. Alive,

Bethia, and 1 want you to promise methat you'l. . .' He



paused, hearing again in hismind the single word she had
uttered. 'What did you call me?

"You are Mack Tavernor, aren't you?

'How. . . how did you know?

'l heard what you said to your father. . . and since

then. . . the old dreams || thought would never come
back. . . Isit al true, Mack? Her eyeswere dive, ashe
had never seen them before. Her face was the face of
Bethiathe child.

He nodded and pressed her cold fingersto hislips. 'l
was dead, Bethia. Believe me!'

'And thereisablinding white sun? A sun which

speaks?

"Thereis. Some day well be part of that sun.’

'Mack!" Bethiasat up, and her fingers closed around
hiswith surprising strength. ‘Get me out of thiscdll. |
must get away.'

Tavernor looked through the transparent wall. Some

of the Syccan were frozen into immobility, but others
were running through the ambient dimness.

'l don't know, Bethia. What chanceisthere? You

know we're on a Syccan world. . ." He stopped speaking,
overwhemed by her wide, warm smile.

'Y ou asked me to run away with you into aforest once
before, Mack,' she said vibrantly, and her eyes shone

with something that looked strangely like compassion.



'Now there's another forest only ahundred yards from us
- let'stake what chance thereis. No matter how small.’
Tavernor suddenly remembered how he had |ooked at
the infant Bethiaand thought that the ability to produce
children like her was Man's ultimate justification - for

everything. Thefeding returned again, exdting him, and

he learned what it wasto fly far beyond al considerations
of individud lifeand desth.

‘All right," he said gratefully. ‘Let'sgo.'

He pulled Bethiato her feet and they ran to the doors.
More Syccans had ringed the cube, but he remembered
their curious reluctance to harm him earlier. And the

mist had clamped down further outside the building - if
they could get past the truck there might actualy bea
prospect of getting into the surrounding forest. Gripping
the Syccan knifetightly, he burst through the doors and
gpeared into thewall of black bodies. They fdll avay
before him and the mirage of hope began to flicker crazily
in his head - then hefdlt Bethias hand dip away from

his

'I'm sorry, Mack,' she seemed to cry, and her pale

figure was fleeing in the opposite direction, weaving and



twisting, dipping through the grasp of black webbed
hands like wind-blown smoke.

‘Bethial' Tavernor shouted her name hoarsaly ashe

saw where she was heading, but already she was climbing
the high mesh fence with supernatural speed. She poised
for aningtant on thetop rail, aluminous crucifix, and
leaped into space.

Tavernor covered hisface as he heard her body smash

on to the concrete floor far, far below.

Strangdly, it was Tavernor who recovered first. The p'llpy
impact seemed to paralyse the Syccans - even the smeared
pupils of their great eyes ceased to move for a second.
Tavernor shouldered straight through them and ran for

the fence. Thewire of the mesh cut into hisfeet ashe
climbed, but he reached the top and leaned over therail.
Bethialay, like acrumpled handkerchief, at least fifty

feet-baow, in the shadow of dark machines.

Tavernor stood up on thetop rail and ran dong it to

the nearest column, just as the Syccans reached the fence.
He threw hisarms around the swesting metd flangesand
did downwards within afew inches of his pursuers, but
on the outside of thewire. Theintersection of floor and
column reduced his grip and he dmost fell outwards,

saving himsdf only by letting go of the column and



gripping the bottom rail of the fence until hislegs had
locked around the unseen metal below floor-level.
Syccans fingers plucked at his through the mesh, and the
bresthing-mouthsin their shoulders mewed frantically.

He disengaged himsdlf and did downwards, unaware

of the column’s rough edges tearing through hisskin. On.
the lower floor heran to Bethiaand threw himself down
parallel to, but not touching, her broken body. Her face
was relaxing into the long deep. He put hishead on his
arms and aharsh, bitter sob tore histhroat.

'Mack? Aninfant's voice came from the bruised lips.
'I'm here, Bethia'

‘Stay with me, Mack. Don't et them. . . get meagain
until thereésno chance. . . of them bringing me back to
life

‘But why, Bethia? Why did you do it?

Her eyes opened, asif by agreat effort, and her lips
moved dowly. He put his ear to her mouth and heard her
last painful bresth shapeitsdf into asingle, incredible
sentence. When the Syccans reached him hewas till
lying beside Bethia. His knife was somewhere on the
upper floor, but he defended the lifeless body with his
bare hands until agas grenade burst at hisfeet. And as
consciousness fled, Bethias last words pounded over and

over in his head like the oceans of her native Mnemosyne.



l.m anew type of human being, Mack,' she had said,

‘and it was vital for the Syccansto keep me dive!’

Many hours later, Tavernor's sawn and bandaged body
dtirred dightly on the smple plastic bed within hisglass
cdl. He moaned faintly as his mind made the trangition
from the deep inertia of drugged unconsciousnessto the
enhanced receptiveness of norma deep. Dream land-
scapes of impaossible colours and complexities shimmered,
spun and shivered al around him.

A blinding white sun spoke with the voice of William
Ludlam.

'Well done, Mack Tavernor,' it said.

'Please,’ he cried. 'l don't understand.’

Youwill.!

A face appeared in the centre of the sun, beautiful,

child and woman &t the sametime. Bethia

‘Seep well, Mack,' she said. 'Y ou have other work
ahead of you.'

Tavernor willed himsalf towards her, egon-wise, but he
was locked into his physica body. '‘Bethia? he pleaded,
‘why did you leave me alone?

'Poor Mack - it was necessary. Others before me were

born to die, but they were premature - the Way could



not be opened.’

‘Theway?

'Yes, Mack - | amthe Way.' The glory of the egon-sun
burned around her. .

'l still don't understand.'

'Man has been incomplete. But heison theway to
completion - now that the individual mind of aman on
the physical plane can communicate with the mother-
meass through me.’

"Through you!" Tavernor suddenly remembered the
veiled woman's face he had glimpsed during the aching
contacts between his egon existence and the shadow play
of proto-life. It was you who called me back - not Lissa.'
‘That isso.'

‘But if you could do that. . .

"The &bility was latent. My life on Mnemasyne was
nothing but an intermediate stage. | know now thet its
only purpose was the evolution of anew kind of egon. |
was the first human being born with the potentid to
develop an egon which hastheintegral power to com- .
municate with the living man. | anthe Way.'

Bethia seemed to smile as Tavernor's mind rose, hes-
tantly at first and then soaring, through new levels of
understanding.

‘Evolution,’ hesaid. 'Thenyou are. . . different.’



'My body was different. The super-egon of which | am
now a part had looked beyond the barriers of the present
and foreseen the necessity to prepare humanity for its
ultimate test. The egons, as you know, have aphysica
exigtence, but are so attenuated that the energy of the
entire mother-mass was sufficient only to disturb the
dructure of asingle gene. Their find atempt to dter

the course of Man's devel opment was made when my
grandfather was being conceived. And, asaresult, | was
born - dightly ahead of evolutionary schedule - with a
nervous system equivaent to, or better than, that of a
Syccan. !

"Y ou mean the Syccans can. . ." Tavernor was unable

to spesk asthefirst dim understanding of what the Syccan

war was al about swamped his mind.

'Y es. The Syccans have been complete for many thou-
sands of years, able to communicate directly and continu-
oudy with their own world-mind. Their mind structureis
not compatible with that of Man, so they might have
fought humanity to the death anyway - even without the
threat of the butterfly ships.’

"The shipsagain,’ Tavernor breathed.

'Y es. Y ou have reason to hate the Syccans, Mack, but



think how we must have looked to them. No obscenity
could describe usin their eyes - hideous, pale-skinned
mongers of true-death. And their egon-mass warned them
that Man'singtinct was to occupy the whole volume of
pace, filling it with dark wings which would eventudly
scour the galaxy of true life, robbing the Syccans of their
immortdity.

"They dedicated themselvesto preventing this, and

their mother-mass guided them every step of theway -
while Man was savaging his own mother-mass, driving it
away, robbing himsdf of even the vague contact possible
at that stage of his development. | was born ahead of
evolutionary schedule, but in another respect | waslate.
Vey late'

'‘And,’ Tavernor guessed, ‘the Syccans were aware of
you.'
"They were aware, through their egon-mass. That was
why they took Mnemosyne, and why | had to be isolated.
They wereafraid | might bekilled accidentally - they
intended to keep me alive, not for another seventy or
eighty yearsasyou feared, but until thelast of the human
race had been obliterated.

"That possibility has now been averted - armed with
genuine knowledge of hisown nature, Man can win the

war againgt the Syccans. It was never possible to get an



armed vessd through their flux screens, but al aong men

were using their most awful wegpon againg themsalves.
All that is necessary to reach the Syccans home worlds
with unarmed butterfly ships, and shuttle them through
the Syccan egon-masses. Thiswould reduce the Syccans
to relying on their unaided intelligence. . .’

Tavernor was shocked. 'But so much death - true
death. Would you. . . ?

It won't be necessary,’ Bethiasaid gently. The war

IS, in fact, dready over. The Syccan mother-mass had
prepared them for failure. too. They are vacating this
entire sector of space. It isextremdy unlikely that Man
and Syccan will ever meet again - on the physical

plane. ..

Elation burst likeastarshel in Tavernor's mind, then

its light abated. ‘But how can COMsac be convinced of
al this?Who will tel them?

'Y ou il don't see thetruth, Mack.' Bethiasmiled

again amidst the blinding glory. 'Man has crossed a
threshold. | have dready fed thisinformation into thou-
sands of the most important brainsin the Federation. It
has been accepted and is already being acted upon. From
now on, every human being has dl the knowledge and
wisdom of the entireracial consciousnessat hisdisposal.

"There are exciting times ahead, Mack. Man will have



other struggles, but it may be that no problem will be too
great for him to solve, no distance too great for himto
cross. Awake or dreaming - the true function of deep
has ever been to let theindividuad mind commune with
theworld-mind - Man will never bethe sameagain.’
Unableto speak, Tavernor fought to contain the
immensities of space and time, then - somehow surpassing
them in itsinfinite poignance - came the memory of
Bethia.s pale broken body, and the human reationship
he would never experience. He knew that histhoughts
were her thoughts.

I'll wait, hevowed. 'l ... I'll never love anyoneese,

'Y ou can't love me, Mack,' Bethias voice waskind. 'l
amtheWay.'

‘But. ..

'But why do you think the Syccans didn't kill you dong
with Gervaise Farrdl? My grandfather had two sons -
one of them my father, one of them Howard Grenoble.
The genetic strain wasrecessivein Howard and in Lissa-
your mother. It isonly partially recessveinyou - the
Syccans were aware of thistoo - and it will become
dominant in your children or their children.

'Humanity needs your seed, Mack, to help it up the

next step initsevolution - and that isaduty you cannot

evade. Youwill now goforth. ..



Tavernor awoke abruptly, shivering in the chill humid air
of the Syccan world. He stood up painfully and looked
~round him. Theinterior of the cube wasfoggy, and the
presence of the dien aimosphereinsdeit told him the
power suppliesto the environment-control unit had been
cut off.

He tried the cube's doors and they swung open easly,
alowing him to step outside. The floor was cold benegath
his naked feet and the dim building was stagnant, utterly
deserted. At once he knew the Syccans had gone.
Hewaked around the dividing wall and looked into
Bethia's cube. Her discarded body glowed whitely beyond
the misted transparencies, and he turned quickly away.
Outsde the building the world was till, except for the
barely preceptible motion of the dl-enveloping cloud.
Tavernor shivered again, and realized he had work to do
immediately. He would have to |locate the food stores
and find away to keep his cdl warm until a Federation
ship arrived - and that could take a considerable time.
The butterfly shipswould be discarded, and the big
reaction mass carriers could not be built quickly. Also,
he would have to prepare Bethias grave.

He could not imagine ever getting over the pain of

losing her, but the future stretched ahead of him, into

infinity.



And it would be afuture beyond Man's wildest

Imagining.



