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LEHESU SWAM THE endlessOpenSea.

Hewaslarge for ayoung adult, athough there were Elders of his speciestwice hissize and mass. An
alien observer in adifferent place and time would have pointed out his resemblance to an enormous
mantaray-broad and streamlined, powerfully winged, and somehow pleasingly sinister. Hisdeek dorsa
surface was domed high with muscle.

Others would have been reminded of the Portuguese man-o'-war, seeing thetentacular ribbons hanging
from hisventrd sde, marveling at the perfect glassy trangparency of hisbody with its hints and flashes of
inner color.

Y et, naturaly enough, such comparisons would have been mideading. Lehesu had been born among the
people who cal themsalvesthe Oswaft. Hewas, unlikeray or jelyfish, penetratingly intelligent. Unlike
most others of hiskind, he was adso aggressively curious.

He dwelt in aplace the Oswaft called the ThonBoka, which, in, Lehesu's language, brought to mind
visons of acozy harbor on the margins of astronomy’ s ocean. It was ahaven of peace and plenty, a
refuge.

There were those among the Oswaft, principaly family and friends, who had warned him smugly that he
would regret adventuring beyond the safe retreat of the ThonBoka into the dark perils of theOpenSea.
Few of them actudly dared speculate precisdy what those perils might consist of, what he might find,
what might find him - except aquick, unplessant degth. For dl their intelligence, the Oswaft were not
remarkably imaginative, particularly when it cameto the topic of death. They were along-lived people
and patiently, even fatdly, conservative in their outlook.

Others hadn't even cared enough to scold him. Lehesu, himsalf, was a nuisance and a danger, whose
very presence was somehow ingppropriate to the warm sanctum of the ThonBoka, ahint of the darker
uglinessthat lurked beyond its confines. To their credit, it would have been completely uncharacteristic of
them to expel him, just asit would never have occurred to any one of them, regardless of persond
opinion, to attempt to stop Lehesu from sacrificing himsdf to hisincomprehensible exploratory itch.

At that moment, he was beginning to wish he had listened to someone. TheOpenSeawas dowly starving
him to desth.

He flapped his great mantawings reflexively to achieve cam. It was an awve-inspiring, mgestic gesture -
had there been anyone to seeit - among hiskind, the equivaent of breathing dowly and deliberately.

Andfor Lehesy, it was every hit aseffective: it didn't help in the dightest. If anything, it only reminded
him that he had a plight to worry abouit.

Hewas not redly frightened. For al their conservatism, fear came dowly to the Oswaft, panic not a all.
It wasjust that curiosity was not acommon characteristic among them, either.

They had their ancient, venerable, time-tested, firmly established, customary, and honored traditions.
Such redundancy was necessary, Lehesu thought, to convey the suffocating stuffiness of it al. Yes, there
were ways of acceptinginnovation, After al, his people weren't savages. It happened gradudly, over
severd dozen generations. The culture of the Oswaft was far from stagnant. It was smply, excruciaingly,
boring.



Lehesu, on the other fin, was agenius of curiogty - or atotally demented mutation. The concluson
depended on whom you sought for an opinion, Lehesu or any other individud of his species. In histhirst
to know what unlooked-for wonderslay beyond the cloying safety of the ThonBoka, he was utterly
aone. He could not so much as begin to explain the burning need that drove him into the Open Sea - not
to anyone his own age, certainly not to any of the Elders, no, not even to the younger ones.

Well, perhaps one day he would have young of hisown. And if curiogity were something that could be
passed on, they would understand and share histhirst. He chuckled to himself - how hewould ever find a
mate who could tolerate him might congtitute something of aproblem.

Then again, it might not. It was highly unlikely he would survive traversing what amounted to adesert.
Every fiber in hisgreat and graceful body ached with hunger. He had been cruising for what seemed an
eternity without encountering a molecule of nutriment, and it was far too late to go back. Helifted his
enormous wings once more, unableto ignore their rgpidly failing strength.

Lehesu had never seen or even heard of a cat, but he would have understood what killed it, how, and
why. Still, he couldn't redlly bring himself to regret what he had done. Curiosity may have killed him
aready, but it was vastly better than dying from boredom.

Perhaps.

L ehesu estimated that he had, at most, only afew hours before he expired. His peoplefed continualy as
they moved about through life, automaticaly, dmost unconscioudy. There waslittle capacity in his
gigantic body for storage of nutrients.

As he weakened, and the effect wasincreasingly noticeable, increasingly painful to him, he reflected that
at least hewas dying in theOpenSea, away from al the - But wait! What was that? There was something
eseinthedesolation! Far beneath him in the depths, another entity swam, one that pulsed with life and
power. Stretching his sensory abilitiesto their limit, he could fed that it was comparatively tiny, yet it
virtualy sang with strength-which meant there had to be sustenance around somewhere.

He did another uncharacteristic thing then, something no other Oswaft would have done: he dived for
the object. Lehesu was not a predator. Nor was he herbivorous. Such distinctions had no meaning in his
time and place, under those circumstances. It was the habit of the Oswaft to eat whatever they found
edible, leave everything esedone.

They knew of no other intelligent species, and the entirety of creation wastheir dinner plate. At least he
could discover what the thing had found to est.

Heredlized there was a possihility that it would find him, and he had little strength for fighting left, even if
he had been inclined to fighting, which hewas not. Y et he had less hope, even, than strength.

Down and down he went. Y es, thereit was, amote lessthan atenth hissize, yet he could fed that it
was stronger than he was by asubstantia margin. Better armored, aswell, much like the small
cargpace-creatures that swam the camer currents of the ThonBoka.

They were ddicious.
As he gpproached the thing, he could see that it was not shaped terribly differently fromhimsdf . To

judge fromitsdirection of travel, it was abit broader than it was long, more rounded in its mgjor
contours than he was. Like Lehesu, it had two nondescript projections on itsfrontal surface, although



whether they were sensoryarrays, like his, was another question.

Lehesu's senseswere not strictly limited to straight lines. He could “see” that the creature possessed no
manipulators on its underside. He had hundreds. Y et it appeared that part of the surface was capable of
opening; perhapsitstentaclesfolded into its belly.

He knew of organismsthat - Lehesu recoiled in shock! He was near enough now to make out and be
astounded by amgjor difference between himsdlf and the... the thing. It was completely opague, likea
corpse!

His peoplelost their trangparency upon dying and, until they decomposed into the dust of which dl lifeis
made, remained visually impenetrable. This creature looked like adead thing, yet moved with confidence
and fleetness. There were those among his people who...

But Lehesu was not superdtitious. With amentd snort, he regjected such foolish notions. Almogt
completely.

Another, milder surprise awaited him. Drawing even nearer - any other Oswaft would have known then
and there that L ehesu was quite insane - he fdt the thing trying to say something. The ThonBokawas vast
and its people many, but neither so vast nor numerous that separate languages had ever devel oped.
Within their limits, the Oswaft were far too wide-ranging, too swift. And they could spesk over distances
that would only seem incredible to another race.

And s0 hefdt thetingling of communication, for thefirst timein hislife without being ableto understand
it. He broadcast a beacon of good wishes himsdlf and waited. His own message was repeated back to
him. He repeated the first greeting the small armored creature had sent him.

Each now knew the other to be an intelligent organism. That was as far as communication could
proceed. The armored creature began counting - that was slly, thought Lehesy; if it were intelligent, of
course he could deduce that it would be able to count. Thinking hard, he spoke a picture-message, one
meant to convey visud redlity rather than pure ideas. Lacking any better image, the wave front he
transmitted was that of the small armored object before him.

A rather long pause followed. Deep within Lehesu, he experienced a brief sensation of satisfaction that
he could surpriseit. Then he received a picture-message of himsdlf. Fine! Now he could convey the
essence of hisdisastrous Situation to it, and perhapsit would help him. If in no other way, perhapsiit
could help pull himinto richer currents.

He spoke apicture of himsdf,then modified it in hisimagination until he showed a pitiable scenein which
he was growing increasingly opague, increasingly withered. Findly, just to do things properly and infull,
heimagined himsdf dissolving, his molecular congtituents wafting away. It made him fed very strangeto
imagine such athing, but it was necessary.

Finaly, he started the image over again, but thistime hadhimsdf feeding richly on what drifted inthe
currents of the ThonBoka.

He pictured himsalf growing stronger, hedthier, deeker,more transparent. He pictured himsdf growing
to become agiant Elder. For some reason this made him fedl worse than did the idea of dying, although
whether the feding came from imagining afeast while he was sarving, or imagining himsdf in theimage of
his stuffy forebears, he was not quite certain.



In any case, the creaturehung motionless before him in the void, nor did it reply for along, long time. As
he waited, Lehesu examined it carefully. Numerous spots glowed on its outer surface, much like the
courting glow pigments of some of the ThonBokawildlife. Onein particular, alarge globular spot at the
front end, displayed odd, changing patterns. All the while, the creature pulsed and throbbed with
indecently good hedlth. It had come to ahat when the communications began, and continued to be il
though obvioudy restless and thrumming to be on itsway.

Finaly, it sent him a picture-speech. That caught him by surprise, as his mind had wandered - another
dangerous sign of imminent starvation. He had been gazing at the stars, wondering what they were, how
far away they lay, and how he might, if helived, contrive to reach them, as he had reached theOpenSea.

The armored creature asked him, in effect, if these were what he liked to et. It then began displaying
pictures of every imaginable variety of wonderfully delicious nutriment, from theincidenta nutrient haze
that drifted on the currents and was gobbled up by Oswaft as they passed, to the most succulent of
complex culinary cregtions.

The trouble was, these images were mixed incomprehensibly with things he didn't even remotely
recognize - and with downright garbage.

Excitedly he shouted confirmation when the images were right, withheld comment when they were not.
He and the creature hadn't gotten around to establishing the symbolsfor “yes’ and “no”. He wondered
what the thing had in mind. Would it lead him to this banquet it was promising? Would he havethe
grength to follow? Or was it merdy mocking him?

He was beginning not to care. There were only minutesleft for him, anyway.

Suddenly, the greatest shock of al. The bely of the creature split open and vomited out everything it had
shown him. It filled the currents around them, forming an dmost impenetrable fog. Shouting joyoudy, he
swooped and dived and soared through it all, plowing great clean swaths where he had passed.

The creature stood off, watching, doing, and saying nothing.

One passtook him very near the thing. It was not smooth but was covered with knobs and bulges. Only
portions of the thing showed any signs of transparency, and they smply admitted the sensory probesinto
aninterna darknessthat reveded nothing.

But for once, Lehesu's curiosity was abated. He fed, perhaps more richly than he ever had in hislife.
Each pass brought him nearer the creature, but he was not afraid of it; it had saved hislife. His senses
passed over aspot that might have told him agreat dea more, except that the Oswaft had no written
language, no need for one. It was aplate, a plague, attached with rivetsto the cresture's hide. On it were
enamel ed five words that would have shocked him deeply, for thiswas not aliving creature at all.

The sign read: MILLENNIUM FALCON Lando Carissian, Capt.

L ehesu the Oswaft, swvimmer of the starry void, was content merely to soar and graze about the Falcon,
snging out his gratitude to her every second he did so, with the natural radio waves generated by the
gpeech centers of hismighty brain.

The formal dehyde was ddicioud



LANDO CALRISSIAN, GAMBLER, rogue, scoundrel - and humanitarian?

It didn't seem very likely, even to him. But the undeniable truth was that, several months after her initia
encounter with that remarkable space-breathing being, Lehesu of the Oswaft, circumstances found the
Millennium Falcon stolidly boring her way through the interstdllar void straight toward the ThonBoka,
which trandated roughly into human languages asthe StarCave.

Lehesu's people werein trouble: Lando was bringing help.

Hewasthe help, and he was furious. His anger had nothing directly to do with Lehesu, the Oswaft, or
the ThonBoka, but was rather more closaly connected with the broken arm he was nursing at the
moment. It was not quite so onerous nor prolonged an orded asit might have beenin amore primitive
place and time. He wore a complex lightweight brace conssting of a series of eectrica coilsthat
generated afield that would encourage his fracturedhumerus to knit up nicely intwo or three days. Y et
the appliance was cumbersome and inconvenient, particularly in free-fal. And Lando had grown
particularly fond of free-fdl. It helped him think.

With the deck-plate gravity switched off, he would st in the middle of aroom - equidistant not only
fromitswals, but from itsfloor and celling aswell - parked comfortably on acushion of thin air,
cogitating. But the cast got in the way.

Lando aso had ablack eye and a broken toe. But, considering everything elsethat had happened, those
were minor annoyances . He flicked expensive cigar ash at avacuum hose held arranged to hang
conveniently nearby, and spokein the direction of an intercom panel set in atable somewhere benesth
him.

“Vuffi Rag, what'sour ETA agan?’

Theingrument returned a voice to him, soft-gpoken and polite, fully as mechanicd initsoriginsasthe
ingrument itsdf, yet rich with humorous astute inflection.

“Seventy-six hours, Master. That'sanew correction: thisregion is so clean weve gained another four
hours since | made the last estimate. | gpologize for my previous inexactitude.”

Inexactitude! Lando thought. The Core-blessed thing talks prettier than | do, and I'm supposed to be
the con artiste around herel

The Millennium Fa con's vel ocity, many times greater than that of light, was limited only by the dendity of
the interstellar medium she traversed. Ordinary space is mostly emptiness, yet there aredmost dwaysa
few stray molecules of gas, sometimesin surprisingly complex chemical organization, per cubic kilometer.
Any modern starship'smagnetogravitic shielding kept it from burning to an incandescent cinder and
smoothed the way through what amounted to a galaxy-wide cluttering of hyperthin atmosphere. But the



resistance of the gaswas still appreciable through areduction in the ship's theoretical top speed.

The particular areathe Falcon was then passing through seemed to be an exception. Bereft of the usual
molecular drag, the Falcon was outdoing even her own legendary performance.

The captain pondered that, then addressed the intercom again.

“Better back her off afewmegaknots . | need more time than that before this confounded dingus comes
off my arm. And you' ve till got adent ortwo yoursdf that needsironing out. And V uffi Raa?’

“Yes, Master?” was the cheerful reply. Lando could hear the clack-clack-clack of keyboard buttons
being punched as per hisingructions. The vessal dowed, but that could not be felt through her inertia
dampers.

“Don't cdl me master!”

That had been very nearly reflexive. Hed long since given up wondering what the robot's motivation
wasfor the small but chronic disobedience. Actualy, Lando was concerned about hislittle mechanica
friend, and not just because V uffi Raawas such aterrific pilot droid.Or at least not entirely.

These sporadic violent attacks they'd been suffering lately were getting to be a serious matter where
they had only been minor nuisances before, and knowing why they were happening, to Lando's great
surprise, hadn't helped a bit.

The gambler sneered down at hisfoot where another, tinier set of coilspulsed hedling energiesinto his
flesh. Somehow, that wasthe final insult - that and the black eye. It was one thing to attempt to murder
an enemy. That waswhat avendettawas al about, after al.But to do himin by millimeters, an abrasion
here, acontusion there?

Fendish, Lando wasforced to admit - if it wasn't Smple ineptitude.

Somehow the enemy realized that a man otherwise willing and capable of bare-handedly confronting a
ravening predator his ownsize, sometimes panics a the sound of astinging insect barnstorming around his
ears.

Well, the gambler toldhimsdf |, that's why we're on this so-called errand of mercy. I'm going to put a
twelve-gee stop to dl of thisjuvenile assassination nonsense, one way or the other, once and for al.

Sure, it was arisky proposition; the stakes were as high asthey could be. But above and beyond every
other consideration, Lando Calrissan - hetold himsalf again - was a sport who'd wager anything and
everything on the turn of asingle card-chip.

That's how held gotten into the messin thefirst place.

It seemed that, some time before, ata ented but essentidly prospectless young
consci enti ous-objector-of -fortune had wonhimsdf agtarship - actualy a converted smuggling freighter -
in agame of seventy-eight-card sabacc. A little while later he had, quite unintentionally, acquired a pretty
peculiar robot in much the same fashion. Together, the two machines and their man had set out upon a
series of adventures, some more profitable than others. In the process, they had made anumber of
enemies, one of them a salf-proclaimed sorcerer who had plotted to RuleThe Gaaxy, and had tripped
over Lando on hisway to the top. Twice.



Thefdlow had resented that, blamed Lando for his own humbling and bad luck, and the vendetta had
begun. Until now, it had been an unrequited, entirely one-sided relationship.

All Lando wanted was to be left done. Hed tried explaining, viavarious media, that he didn't care who
ran the universe - held break whatever rulesit suited him to disobey in any case, whoever wasin charge -
and that the sorcerer was perfectly welcometo al the power and glory he could grab. Alas, these
blandishments, reasonable as they sounded to the gambler, had fallen upon inoperative auditory organs.

Just to make things redlly complicated, V uffi Raahad dready had enemies of his own. Although the
robot hadn't known it. His previous master, while spectacularly untalented at games of chance, had been
ahighly effective government employeein the spy business. Thisfdlow, ostensibly an itinerant
anthropologist, had used the little robot, forced him to help undermine aprevioudy undiscovered
system-wide civilization in amanner that had resulted in the bruta military extermination of two-thirds of
its citizens. The remaining third, understandably perturbed, had sworn eterna hatred for the droid, and
had enthusiastically begun to do something about it.

Subsequent attempts at negotiation, asin Lando's case, had been nearly lethdly futile. Some people just
won't listen.

Wil lifeislike that, Lando thought as he hovered in what had been designed as the passenger lounge
of the Millennium Facon. It served astheir living room; just then, it was the gambler's private
thinking-parlor, and the thoughts he was thinking were reasonably ironic. He took another puff on his

cigar.

The trouble with two partners having separate sets of mortal enemiesisthat said enemies don't dways
maeke distinctions.

Particularly when using fragmentation grenades. Poor V uffi Raa had gotten badly dented by an assassin
in the employ of the sorcerer at their last port of cal. Theidiot had confessed before expiring; with the
nervousness of abeginner, hed thrown the pin instead of the grenade. The robot's injuries would work
themsdlves out after awhile.

He had excdllent self-repair mechanisms.

In another incident, Lando had been pushed over arail into avat of vitamin paste he had considered
acquiring for that very trip, somehow fracturing both arm and toe and picking up ashiner. What really
hurt was that hed smply ruined his second-bestvelvoid semiformal captain's uniform. Hewas certain
Vuffi Raa's enemieswererespongble. It fdt like their style.Clumsy.

Nor was the Millennium Falcon considered immune. In fact, sheld rather taken the brunt of things, with
bombs planted insde her (two of which had actudly gone off) and having felt the fury of severd small
gpace battlesin recent months. A fighter pilot had ddliberately rammed her, crumpling her boarding ramp.
Sheld strained her engines getting them in and out of various placesin ahurry. Her battery of quad-guns,
under Lando's capable direction, had staved off the occasiond pirate vessel,who probably hadn't
anything &t al to do with vendettas. Surprised at the ferocity with which her captain had taken it al out on
their hides, defeated pirates were giving the battered old freighter quite areputation.

Pirates they could handle. The Falcon was agood dedl faster than she looked, terrifyingly well armed;
he and the robot were pretty hot pilots, but V uffi Raa had taught Lando everything he knew inthis
regard. Lando told himself again that the business at the StarCave would pay off al other debts, aswell.



He was thoroughly fed up, loaded for whatever omnivorous quadruped the fates cared to placein his
path.

Tugging gently at the vacuum ashtray hose, Lando drifted to the ceiling of thelounge, gave alittle shove
againg the overhead, which propelled him near the floor. He switched on the gravity and waked both
forward and starboard around the Falcon's curving inner corridor, to the cockpit, whichwassetin a
tube-like congtruction projecting from the front of the ship.

In the left-hand pilot's seet, an equally weird construction perched, a five-limbed chromium-plated
sarfish with asingle glowing red eye set atop its pentagonal torso. Itstentacleswere at rest just then,
having reduced the Falcon's speed as Lando had requested.

The meter-high entity turned to its master. 1 believe you'll be able to make out the nebula now, Master.
See, that blurry spot ahead?’

Lando strained his eyes, then gave up and punched the electronic telescope into activation. Yes, thereit
was. the ThonBoka, asitsinhabitants called it. It was a sack-shaped cloud of dust and gas, enterable
only from onedirection, rich withpreorganic molecules even up to and including amino acids. Inside that
haven, life had evolved without benefit of star or planet, life adapted to living in open empty space. Some
of that life had eventualy acquired intelligence and called itself the Oswaft. But at the moment, they were
under Siege.

“What about the blockade, can you locate that?’ Lando strapped himsdlf into the right-hand seet, ran a
practiced eye over various gauges and screens, relaxed, and plucked a cigar out of the open safe beneath
the main control pandl.

“Yes, Magter, I'm overlaying those data now.”

Vuffi Raastentacles flicked over the pand with alife of their own. Hewas a Class Two droid, with a
leve of intelligence and emotiond reaction comparable to those of human beings. He had a good many
other talents, aswell. To Lando's occasiona disgust, however, the robot was deeply programmed never
to harm organic or mechanica sapience, and was thus an automatic pacifist. There had been timeswhen
that had been inconvenient! On the main viewscreen, showing the sack-like ThonBoka nebula, a hundred
tiny yellow dots sprang to life.

Lando whigtled. “ That's quite afleet for bottling up one undefended dust cloud. What do they think this
is, the Clone Wars?’

Heleaned forward to light his cigar, but was stopped by the offer of aglowing tentacletip. Yes, Vuffi
Raahad alot of ussful talents.

“That isn't even hdf of them, Master. Although | can't understand why, some of the fleet out therehave
modified their defense shielding into camouflage to conced themsalves. | dso believe they've mined the
mouth of the nebula”

Puffing on his cigar, Lando forced calm. “ And we're going to run that blockade. Oh, well, it'sbeen a
short life but abrief one. Can you do anything about shield camouflage for us?’

The robot wiped the screen display. “I'm afraid not, Master, it's very sophisticated technology.”

“Which meansthat everybody in the universeisusing it except civilians Wdll, then, what's our plan?’



There was agtartled pause that might have been filled with ablinking red eye had V uffi Raa been
capable of such athing.

“I thought you had the plan, Magter.”

Lando sighed resignedly. “1 was afraid you'd say that. To tell thetruth, | had aplan, but it seems pretty
insubgtantial, here and now. | shall repair to my free-fal cogitorium once more and reconsider. I'll get
back to you as soon as possible. Don't hold yourbreath, it may very well be acentury or three.”

Heunstrapped himself from his chair, took afind disgusted look through the sectioned canopy, and
removed himself from the control areawith hiscigar. Around the long, heavily padded corridor, out into
the cluttered lounge, off with the artificid gravity, and back to the geometric center of the room, where he
sat and smoked and tried to think.

It wasn't one of his better daysfor that.

“Madgter?’ The voice coming over the intercom was agitated. It startled the gambler out of adream in
which, no matter what sabacc hand he held, His cards kept changing to garbage, while afaceless gray
opponent held anewly invented one, the Final Trump, which was an automatic twenty-three.

“Zzzzz7-What?”’

Lando blinked, discovered that he was covered with sweat. Hisvelvoidsamiformas were soaked
through, and he smelled like a bantha someone had ridden half to desth. He stretched, trying to remove
kinksfrom his musclesthat shouldn't have been therein zero gee.

“Vuffi Raa, how many times have | told you never to calme- ”

“Master” the robot interrupted, sounding both worried and eager a the sametime, “it's been nearly
three hours. Have you come up with aplan?’

“Uh, not exactly,” the gambler replied, shaking his head in an unsuccessful attempt to clear it. “I'm
workingonit. | said I'd cal you when-"

“Wadll, | think we'd better talk it over now, if you don't mindY ou see, there€'s a picket cruiser sitting not
more than a hundred kilometers off our starboard bow. | didn't see them, so well camouflaged were they,
and they'vefired two warning shots dready. Madter, they say they'll cut usin haf with the next shot
unless we stand by to receive boarders.”

Lando grunted. His mouth tasted like amynock cave.

“That'sthe Navy for you, no consderation at al.”



CONCEALED BEYOND THE reach of civilizationlay aplace caledTund , aname of legendary
repute, one seldom spoken above awhisper.

That whispered word named a planet, asystem, or acluster of stars - no one was quite certain which -
rumored for ten thousand years to be the home of powerful and subtle mages. Fear was associated with
the name, the sort of fear that inhibits mentioning, even thinking about, the thing it represents, so as not to
invoke its omniscient, omnipotent, and maevolent attention. Almaost no one knew the even more hideous
truth.

The planet Tund was stexile, devoid of native life, its surface roasted to afine, gray, powdered ash
where evergreen forests, tropical jungles, and continent-broad prairies had once stretched for countless
kilometers. It was aworld destroyed by magic.

Or by bdlief in magic.

At night the planet's face glowed softly, not merdly with the pale blue fire of decaying atoms, but with a
ghostly greenish resdue of energies asyet unknown to the rest of galactic civilization. Whereit flickered
balefully, nothing lived, or ever would again. It had been partidly to preserve the secret of such power
that Rokur Gepta, last of the fabled Sorcerers of Tund , had utterly obliterated every living thing upon the
planet, from submicroscopic wigglersto full-flowering sentience. Hiswas aterrible, cosmicaly unfeding
precaution.

The rest had been sheer mdice.

Here and there an oasis of sorts had been permitted its closely regulatedprobationa existence, areas
reseeded from which, some billions of years hence, when the evil emerald fireshad at long last died , life
might resumeits pitiably hum bled march. Massive force-fields were essentid to presstheflickering death
away from those few havens.

In one such oasis crouched the cruiser Wennis, adecommissioned, obsolete, and thoroughly effective
instrument of pitilesswarfare, being refitted to her master's precisespecifications. Her crew was an odd
but deliberate mixture of the cream of the galaxy's technical and military ite and itsdregs, often
represented in the same individud.

Her weaponry and defenses ran the gamut from continent-destroying hell projectorsto small teams of
unarmed combat experts. She had been a gift of prudence from the highest and consequently most
vulnerable of sourcesin the galaxy. The Wenniswould not be recognizable when Rokur Geptawas
through with her.

The sorcerer had that way with ships, and planets, and people. The only value anything possessed for
him wasits utility relative to hisinexorable rise to power. Wealth meant nothing more to him than that,nor
the companionship of hisfelow beings, even - owing to the most peculiar and repulsive of physica
circumstances - that of females.

He was empty, asdevoid of life and warmth as his handiwork, the planet Tund itsdlf. Suchan emptiness
requires endless volumes of power tofill it even momentarily.

Someday he, too, would bestow gifts of decommissioned battle cruisers-athough he would exercise



considerably more care to see that they were employed gtrictly in hisinterests. And even that |ofty seat of
power was only afeeble beginning. The million-system civilization ruled from it, after dl, wasonly asmall
wedge of the galaxy.

And the gdlaxy itsdf only asmdl part of ...

Deep within the twisted caverns of the murdered planet Tund , where Rokur Gepta had once personally
searched out and exterminated every one of hisancient mentors - the original sorcerers, who had lovingly
ingtructed him in the ways of power that had been their ultimate undoing - the treacherous former pupil
sat, immersed in thought. He brooded ina blackness utterly unbroken by the glimmer of so much asa
sngle passing photon. That wasthe way he preferred it; he had other means of observing redlity.

Eveninthefull light of ahedthy planet's daytime surface, another individua would be lessfortunate:
Rokur Geptawas Ssmply impossible to cometo termswith visudly. He was a blur,avagueness more
psychological than perceptua in character, perhaps because his color wasthat of terror.

On the very rare occasions he was spoken of by others, descriptions varied: he was a maignant dwarf,
abeing of average though preternaturdly imposing stature; afrightening giant of afigure over two meters
tall, perhapsthree. All accounts agreed that he was perpetually swathed in cloaks and windings of the
same hue as hislifdess domain, an ashy gray from thetips of his (presumed) toesto thetop of his

(apparent) head.

He wore aturban-like headdress whose final lengths were wound around the place hisface should be,
obscuring dl hisfeatures save the eyes, twin pools of whirling, insatiable, merciless voracity.

Understandably, the sorcerer had enemies, dthough he had outlived - often by design - the small
minority of them with the capacity to do him harm. He had outlived many othersaswell, smply by
surviving centuries of time. Hislong life wasin grave and constant danger, however, from those few who
gl survived and the continually fresh crop of victimswho wished himiill.

And that was, what produced his present quandary.

Word had been conveyed, through severa layers of underlings, of an emissary, amessenger whose
credentids offered a potentialy profitable dliance. Should hetrust the individua sufficiently to hear him
out, as per request, in total privacy?

The sorcerer pondered. Therisk of apersona audience was great, especialy asthe representative
camefrom aprincipa powerful enough to preclude extensive security measures, which could be
interpreted as an affront. There were limitsto the precautions that could be taken, but noneto the
cleverness of assassins. He ought to know; he had employed enough of them himself.

Reaching adecison, he gestured with a gray-gloved hand. Feeble light began to glow within the
mongtrous cavern, swelling until it filled the place. Small black hairy thingswithin the walls squesked a
protest, rustled in their niches, then settled back into troubled somnolence.

He would make up this discomfort to his pets, Gepta thought, and if the audience turned out to be less
than advertised, so would the emissary make restitution, most dowly.

A faint ectronic chirp from apand in the left arm of hisbasdtic throne derted him of visitors. He
firmed up hisvisuad gppearance; no sense darming the messenger unduly at the outset. Thetime for
intimidation, confusion, and betraya would come later. It awaysdid.



From a passageway far to the right, across akilometer or more of cavern floor, asmall procession
wended itsway, composed of minionsin uniform, their marks of rank and organization stripped away to
preserve thefiction that they were civilians. In truth, they were the same sort of gift theWennis had been,
and served thair origind master by servingRokur Gepta .

The honor guard congsted of ahaf-dozen heavily armed and smartly groomed beings, every fiber
brigtling at attention asthey marched. In their midst was agiant, alarge, heavyset man in a battered
gpacesuit, carrying his helmet under onearm.

The group wound carefully among the cavern floor's many stalagmites, following a hidden pattern that, if
strayed from, would precipitate their immediate and total destruction.

Geptawaited on histhrone, three meters above the floor. Asthe column reached its base, Geptals
soldiers snapped to a halt. The visitor technically stood at attention, too, but he was the sort of being
who, when the time came, would look asif he were lounging indolently in his own coffin. He was utterly
relaxed, utterly dert. He was utterly unafraid of anything, most especially death. If Rokur Gepta feared
anything himsdf, it was men such asthis.

“Sir!” the leader of the guardsmen said, “we presentKlynShanga , Fleet Admira of theRenatasian
Confederation, Sir!”

Geptawould accept no title or honorific. Such were for lesser beings. Hetolerated being cdled “ Sir”
because his underlings, of military background, seemed to grow increasingly uncomfortable and
uninformative unlessthey could insert it at least once in every sentence they addressed to him.

Geptanodded minutdly, looking down on the craggy giant.

“Admira, welcometo the planetTund ,” he hissed. “ Few have seen it, save my minions, and even fewer
have lived to say they've seenit.”

Shangagrinned broadly from aface that was one scar overlaid upon another until nothing of the original
flesh remained. Y et an ordinary human being would have found the effect somehow pleasing. KlynShanga
was everybody's adventurous uncle, the one who'd been everywhere, done everything, and had it done
back to him.

Heignored the threat: “ That 'Admird’ is something in the nature of ajoke, Sorcerer. In your terms|'m
more of a squadron leader, and it's not much of a squadron. Core - for that matter, it's not much of a
Confederation, either! But we have our points, as my letters of introduction demongtrated, I'm sure. Y ou
know about theRenatasia 7’

Geptanodded once again. Upon recelving the communication in question, held consulted references and
had a conference with his kenndl of government spies. What was to be learned was skimpy; there had
been ahighly energetic cover-up. Y et the essentia facts were clear.

“It was asystem and a culture colonized long before the current political status quo was achieved. It
devel oped independently, unknown to the rest of the galaxy, and at a somewhat dower pace
technologically. It was discovered, subverted, exploited, and obliterated by certain commercial interests
acting in concert with the Navy. Y ou, your squadron, and your Confederation are some of therare
aurvivors. Are these the fundamental eements of the story, Admird Shanga ?” The sihilance of Geptals
whisper echoed in the cavern.



Shangdsturn to nod.” That'sit. About athird of the population lived, reduced further by starvation and
disease” Heleaned againg a stalagmite, casudly swinging hishemet by astrap around hisfinger. “ Get
rid of the flunkies and welll talk adeal, how about it?”

Geptasavagely repressed awave of rage and nauseathat swept through him at the man'simpudence.
Time, hetold himsdlf, there would be time to ded with him appropriately later.

He gestured and the men, with uncertainty on their faces, brought themselves back to attention, turned
in place, and marched back the way they'd come. It took them along while, so indirect and lengthy was
theroute. All the while, Shanga leaned against his stony outcrop with agrin across his battered face.

“What have you got againgt Lando Cdrissan, anyway,Gepta 7’

The sorcerer's gaze jerked upward across the chamber to assure that no one else was present to
witness the gibe. Then he settled back in histhrone and stared coldly at the fighter pilot before him,
struggling to maintain an even tone.

“Itissufficient that he has offended me - primarily with hisimpudence KlynShanga , afact you would
do wdll to bear in mind. We have agreed upon the history of your woebegone system; tell me, whatis
your interest in avagabond gambler . What has he to do with-"

In an ingtant, Shangas facade of relaxation dropped away. He stood rigidly beside the stalagmite, his
body trembling with anger. Rather along time passed before he was able to reply.

“Cdrissan doen't figureinit. He hasapartner.”
“The robot?Surdy, Admird-"

“Robot!” Shangashot back haotly. “1n theRenatasia it wasn't arobot, but afive-limbed organic sapient! |
saw it then - nobody could avoid it! It was treated to parades and banquets, in the media every minute! It
was an emissary from along-lost gactic civilization thét... that... that ultimately destroyed udl It wasa
oy, Gepta ! It infiltrated us, observed our weaknesses, planned our downfal with ruthless precision!
Robot? Oh yes, | saw it again after the battle of Oseon , disguised as aharmless droid, but | wasn't
fooled, not for ananosecond! Robot? What would arobot have to gainfrom- ”

Geptaraised an interrupting hand. He knew perfectly well why adroid might help destroy a system.
Programmed to obey, it wouldn't have a choice, and properly disguised with an organic-gppearing plastic
coating, it would be a perfect spy.

The sorcerer, however, wasn't about to argue with the man and possibly lose an dly. Shanga would
have his uses - and his ultimate disposition.

“Very well, Admira, we each of us have persona reasons for wishing a conclusion to this hunt, and
your offer of assstanceiswecome. But your communication hinted at more; therewasaclam that you
know where the Millennium Falcon may be found?”

“And trapped!” the warrior added with asnap in hisvoice. “Imagine the sweetness of it: trapped
between us and the Navy!” He began laughing, the edgein hisvoice growing increasingly hysterica until
he leaned heavily againg the stone column, wiping his eyes and coughing. When he could spesk again, it
was only oneword:



“StarCavel”

Rokur Geptakept his peace, offering no reply. The term was meaninglessto him, but given an hour of
privacy and accessto his sources of information it would not remain so. Finally he replied.

“StarCave, you say.”

The fighter pilot nodded. “Y es, we have our spies, too, Gepta - we have to. After al, they're the ones
who - but never mind that. The navy's keeping a heavy blockade there. We don't know why. There are
rumors, but most of them are so slly that we think they're an Intelligence cover. Whatever the reason, we
also know that Carissan's planning to run the blockade, in fact may be there as we speak. We have
things you need: information, arebuilt fighter squadron. Y ou have something we need: passage through
the blockade. With Calrissian bottled up there, we can...”

Therewas avery prolonged slence during which each of the figures savored his persond revenge.
Gepta was secretly surprised that the military could mount amagjor action of that type without his
knowing of it. On the other hand, he hadn't known about theRenatasan affair until years after it had
happened. He was equally surprised at the depth - and enthusiasm - of Shangals intelligence sources.
After it was over, if he, the sorcerer, could incorporate... But that wasfor later. Thiswas now, and the
culmination of avery long, very annoying episode in the gray magician's otherwise unopposed rise to total
power.

“Very wdl, Admird Shanga, let us make an agreement between us. We shall go to this, thisStarCave
and see what may be seen. Therefitting of theWennisis nearly complete, and | will hurry the work. Y our
squadron will rendezvous with her at a place convenient to us both. | shal take us through the blockade,
and you shall assst with the destruction of the Millennium Falcon and her owners. And afterward...”

Shangastood, his right hand flexing where his blaster would have been hanging had it not been taken
from him by Geptals security people. He felt incomplete without it. There wasaworn diagond area
acrossthe lower haf of his pressure suit, from high behind the Ieft hip where the heavy bt ordinarily
settled itsdlf, to the middle of hisright thigh where the weapon would have been stirapped down.

“Yes,” sad the Admird, “and afterward: what?’

The sorcereramiled, an expression that manifested itsdlf only in the sarcagtic tone of hisvoice. Insdethe
dark gray windings about his hidden face, it was afar from pleasant expression.

“ Afterward, my dear Admira Shanga , we two shall go our separate ways, you to rebuildRenatasian
cvilizetionto glorious, dizzying new heights, whilel , on the other hand-"

“Mynock muffind” Shangaraised his gauntleted hand in a mocking salute. Then, without ceremony, he
turned on his space-booted heel and began the trek across the damp cavern floor to the elevator.

Heitched to have his blaster once again - an itch he felt between his shoulder blades as he turned his
back on the perfidious sorcerer - to get in his small fighter and rejoin the squadron hovering at the edge
of the barrenTund System. The dead planet was giving him the cregps.

For his part, Gepta watched the figure of theRenatasian soldier diminish in the twilit distance, kneeded
his gray-gloved hands together, once more stifling rage that bordered on gibbering insanity. To be waked
out on by amere underling! And especialy one who possessed the gl to consider himself an equa



partner in the sorcerer's affairs! 1t was amost more than the ancient magician could bear.
Almod.

There arerituals, however, formulae for calming both the mind and body under such nerve-shredding
circumstances, venerable practices of the long-dead Sorcerers of Tund .

Rokur Geptaapplied them al with awill.

LANDO SAT IN the copilot's seat, smoking acigar and thinking. The navy cruiser wasn't naked-eye
visible and he had no desire to crank up the telescope. He'd seen a cruiser before.

They'd been given ten minutes to make up their minds: prepare for boarders or be obliterated. Lando
was using every second of those minutes, trying to produce athird aternative. He wasn't having much
luck. Hed known from the beginning that amoment like thiswas going to arrive, sooner or later -
athough he hadn't imagined it arriving quite so soon. The plans he'd sketched out in the leisure and safety
at their last port of call seemed fragile and silly now, however detailed and astute they had appeared at
thetime.

Thetrouble, of course, arose from the fact that Lehesu hadn't gone straight home. Fortune or
coincidence hadn't had very much to do with hisrescue. Lando and V uffi Raa had sumbled acrossthe
same“ desert” that had threatened to kill the youngOswalft . What it meant for them and the Falconwas a
sudden drop to below light-speed while V uffi Raarecdibrated the engines. In the empty sector, the
engines had met dmost no resistance and they threatened to race wildly until they tore themselves and
their operators apart, atom by atom.

Thusthey had been poking aong on their reaction drive when they'd encountered afive-hundred-meter
monster soaring out of nowhere.

At first they'd takenLehesu for aweird ship from an unknown culture. They'd been haf right, but then
Lehesu had mistaken the Falcon for abeing something like himsdf. It had taken much longer to straighten
out that misunderstanding than to puzzle out the vacuum-bregther's plight and do something about it.

Vuffi Raahad, asusud, been at the controls, as Lando kept a suspicious eye onlLehesu and anervous
thumb on the trigger from the quad-gun bligter.

“Master, | have communications on avery unconventiona frequency.”

“What's being said?’ Lando shifted the ssump of his cigar to the other side of his mouth, hunched over
the receiver Of the quad-gun even farther, and strained to see the weird object floating half aklick away.
It was transparent, and didn't show up very well on the detectors, asif it were made of plastic instead of
metd. Therewasno sign of shidding, and hed seen much bigger ships.



Neverthdess, its casud proximity raised the fine hair on the back of his neck and gave him theimpulse
to jam the triggers down and keep them down until it was reduced to harmless vapor.

“I've got the Falcon's computers working on it - they're not very well suited to trandation, I'm afraid -
and I'm aso plugged into things myself. It would appear - wait! We're starting to receive avisud array.
Repesting that first greeting seemsto have donethe... yes... yes... Master! It's sending us a picture of
oursalved”

Grest, Lando thought, here we are, parsecs from any known civilization, and weve ssumbled across an
itinerant portrait photographer. Usudly they brought apony or ayoung bantha with them, but... Helet the
sarcadtic thoughts dribble avay. They weren't doing any good. He trusted V uffi Raato handle thingsin
generd, but hated to put hislifein anybody hands but his own.

“WEell, send them back a picture of themsalves, for Core's sake! Pretend were apair of touriststaking
each other's snagpshots. It beats shooting it out.”

“Yes, Magter | had dready arrived at that conclusion, and am transmitting a dow-scan with the proper
characterigtics. | can put it on one of your gunnery screensif you think it worth therisk.”

“Go ahead. | can do better with the naked eye anyway, given our range and thisthing'sweird
compogtion.”

On adisplay to hisleft, the outline of the Falcon, as seen by the alien object, faded away to be replaced
with an enhanced representation of the object itsalf. Vuffi Rad's vision was better than Lando's. He was
making out or inferring agood deal more detall.

Thething remarkably resembled some marine crestures Lando had seenin histravelsalthough it was
too large by at least an order of magnitude. It was aso somewhat like abird. The picture jerked, the
viewpoint changed, the object curled and uncurled its“wings.”

“Madter this picture's coming from them! Magter | don't think thisisaspaceship! | think it'sa” At this
point, Lehesu began hislittle video drama, showing himself starving to desth and dying, then changing
things to show himself feeding and prospering. By the time he wasfinished, Lando and Vuffi Reahad a
much better idea of what they had encountered in that odd, empty region of interstellar space.

Lando knew that it was theoreticaly possible for organismsto evolve in free space. Chemical
compounds formed spontaneoudy there, many of them very sophisticated and much like those that had
preceded life in the oceans of millions of worlds. There were even substances which scientists argued
wereultrasmple life, somewhere below thelevd of viruses on ascae of organization.

What bothered Lando was that they'd encounteredLehesu in aregion utterly devoid of the chemical
soup that was supposed to giveriseto life. It didn't make sense. One didn't expect to find human beings
in places where there was no light, no hegt, no oxygen, no - then he remembered where he was, the
same lifeless, empty stretch of nothingnessthe odd cresture was navigating, and liked the Situation even
lessthan before.

“Madter | think it isasking for help!”

“Tdl it we gave a the officel”

“Madter those symbols! They're atomic nucle! It telling uswhat it needs. That settlesit - those aren't fuel



compounds, they'refood. It'saliving creature, and it's been starving to death!”

Lando thought about it. “What doesit want, Vuffi Raa? We're not very likdly to have anything thisalien
can eat, are we?’

“Simple organic compounds, amino acids.Master the contents of the ship's recyclers are dmost made
for itsrequirements. Could we?...”

“Oh, very well, go ahead. We could aways use afriend who breathes vacuum and can crossinterstellar
space by sheer force of persondity. Let him have what he-”

The Facon gave asmal lurch as V uffi Raa vented the recyclers. The creature reacted immediately,
swooping and soaring ecstaticdly through the haze of muck they'd released into the void. Lando nearly
went crazy trying to keep the energy wegponstrained on it,then gave up. The thing wasn't going to harm
them; it ate garbage and had been starving to death. They'd made afriend, and friends don't point guns at
one another.

He switched off the gunnery circuits,unstrapped himself from the swiveing chair, and lumbered forward
tojoin Vuffi Raain the cockpit.

They'd remained in that one spot for severd days, learningLehesu's language while V uffi Raa adjusted
the engines. At one point it had become necessary for the gambler to suit up and step outside so that the
giantOswaft could be made to understand that the Fal con was athing containing people of adifferent size
and shape than theOswaft had been capable of imagining. For dl hissize and theidiotic fix held gotten
himsdlf into out there, the alien was not stupid.

Artifacts were not entirely unknown to his culture, and, as soon as held grasped the concept of a
gpaceship, held come up with an idea of hisown.

Which meant that Vuffi Raa had to go to work again.In the end, the robot had cobbled up a huge tank
out of metal and sheet plastic and filled it with recycler contents. Now L ehesu could travel without running
out of nutriment. It had taken both man and droid to maneuver the tank into position beneath the
enormous space-going cresture. He grasped it in severa dozen of histentacles, gently stroking his new
friendswith a couple of others as hisvoicefiltered through Lando's suit-hemet radio.

“Many thanksto you, for you have given melifetwice. My regret isthat thereisnothing | can do for
you, you who can make food out of nothingnessin the middle of nothingness.”

Lando was about to say a perfunctory “forget it” when Vuffi Raaraised a cautionary tentacle.
“Madter he's making pictures again, | can seethemin my mind!”

“You'readroid of many talents, and there are advantages to having an electronic brain. What's he
showing you, naked dancing-droids?’

“Madgter! On the contrary, he's displaying things which he can fabricate from the chemicals he doesn't
need in hisfood. Apparently he doesit atom by atom. Master! He's showing me opals, sapphires,
flame-gems and sun-stones. Why, that's alifecrystd from theRafa System! Lehesu , can you truly-"

“Yes, my littlefriend, if these objectsinterest you. Thereis more, much morethat | can make. But tell
me, isit true that Master cannot see what | am showing you this moment, without an artifact to assst



hm?’

Lando interrupted. “ Coreblagt you, Vuffi Raa, now you've got him caling me master! | want him to stop
itimmediatdy, do you hear me,Lehesu ?And Vuffi Raa?’

“Yes Magter?’

“Comeoninsde and welll take alook at whatLehesu's offering over ascreen.”

Lehesu'speople, theOswaft , had had yet another talent, and that was what had gotten the young
vacuum-bresther into trouble the second time.

Theinterior of theStarCave , over adozen light-yearsin extent, was huge even for the rdatively
enormous organisms and the rest of the complex ecology that inhabited it. Smply boring along at sublight
velocities, asLehesu had been doing on hislast (figurative) legs when the Fal con had found him, wasn't

enough.

Lehesuhadn't gone straight home when he lft the Falcon. His curiosity hadn't been satisfied - in fact it
had been sharpened exponentialy by contact with the human and the droid. He wanted to see what
thingswerelikein the regions of space that had produced them.

Holding firmly onto his canister of nutrients, he'd bidden them farewell and exchanged promisesto get in
touch again someday. The gambler had taken these no more serioudy than any frequent traveler does
with the strangers he gets to know superficidly for ashort time.

He and V uffi Raa had gone on about their own business, flipping switches and turning knobsto bring
the Falcon up to full power once more when they reached the margin of the “desert.”

Lehesuhad gonein search of civilization.

Unfortunately for theOswaft and the subsequent security of his people, he had done hissearchingina
region patrolled by the Navy, whose sensors, acquired at the unwilling expense of quadrillions of
taxpayers, were more sophisticated than those of the Falcon. They'd ferreted out the truth about the
strange being upon first spotting him, noticing an ability Lando and V uffi Raahad missed: not only to soar
through spacein alinear fashion, but to “skip” vast distances when it suited him, as hyperdrive sarships
do. They'd tracked him back to the ThonBoka when held returned with joyous news of his discoveries,

The navy, of course, had recognized athreat when they saw one: arace of beings at homein space,
capable of fagter-than-light travel - aterrible thing to contemplate. Their scouts, estimate of the number of
Oswaft was even moreterrifying. It waslike encountering a previoudy unknown superpower with
millions of fully operationd starships.

Therewas only onething to do.
The ThonBokawas an open system. It had to be, or exhaust its resources rapidly. Theideawasto

garve theOswaft to deeth, denying them the chemicas drifting in on the galactic tide. Oncethe
vacuum-breathers were sufficiently weakened, they could be finished off negtly, their threet erased



forever.

But the Navy didn't know that V uffi Raa's canister handiwork had included aradio relay and transducer
- he had truly meant to stay in touch - through whichL ehesu had shouted a cry for help acrossthe
parsecs. Lando, seeing in the creature's problems a solution to problems of his own, had |oaded his ship
and comearunning . Now he was having second thoughts.

Lessthan ahundred kilometers away, point-blank range as distances in space are reckoned, a battle
cruiser waited impatiently for an answer. The Falcon wasfast, but not fast enough to evade the vessdl's
tractor beams or destructive weaponry. Asfreighters go, shewaswell armed and heavily shiedlded against
impecunious pirates and the usua run of free-lanceriffraff onewaslikely to encounter in interstellar
space. But her quad-guns and other wegponry were no match for the armament sprouting from what
seemed like every square meter of the warship that confronted them. And worsg, at that range, the
Facon's shields would buy her only seconds of extended life.

Lando considered running - not away from the nebula, but toward it - until he redlized that asmple
message from the picket vessel would have ahundred more just like it primed and ready by the time the
Falcon got to theStarCave's mouth. He evaduated very carefully adim number of other dternatives,
compared them with hisoriginal plan, and shook hishead. No two ways about it: the idea had been lousy
to begin with, was il lousy, but it was the only one he had.

“Vuffi Raa,” hesad a ladt, clogng hiseyes asif that could shut out the images of disaster forming in his
mind, “shut down all weapons systems as we discussed. Also power down the shields and make sure
they can see what we've done over there on their scopes, will you?' He flipped afifty-credit coin and
caughtitinthear.

Besde him, the robot sounded dubious. “But Magter, that will leave us completely helpless.” His
tentacles fidgeted on the control panels.

Lando grinned. “A long time ago, amachine of my acquaintance pointed out that a person who believes
that violenceisthefirst or only dternativeismoraly bankrupt.” Up went the coin again, down into the
gambler'spam, and up again.

Vuffi Raastood slent. He had been the machine, and the occasion, of Lando's learning that the little
droid was programmed against causing harm to any intelligent being.

“Right now, old can-opener,” the gambler continued, “our mechanica defenses are aliability, the
appearance of helplessness an asset. Long before | became astarship captain, | was agrafter and a
hornswoggler . | guessit'stimeto seeif | retain the skills.” Lando walked the coin across the backs of his
knuckles, and put it away.

The sound of chromium-plated meta tapping on plastic was loud as V uffi Raa began the process of
rendering the ship harmless. Lando sat, deep in thought, weighing his next words carefully.

Atlast: “All right, raise that cruiser out there; get them on theline. And cheer up - | know what I'm
doing. I think.”

The robot was incapable of facia expression, but hisvoice was ripe with worried skepticism.“What
should | say, Master?”’

Lando chuckled. “Don't call me master. Tell them we received their earlier messages, and that it'sthey



who should be prepared to take on boarders!”

LANDO CALRISSIAN HAD never particularly liked spacesuits.

Not only were they bulky and uncomfortable, they lacked elegance. Hiswas maintained in the best
condition possible, but the color combinations were egregious, the line was execrable, and it clashed with
every forma and semiformd shipsuit he owned. And wrinkled them, aswell.

Neverthdess, he was suited up and waiting by the topside lock asthe Facon, under V uffi Raas deft
maneuvering, backed and filled to a designated place under the belly of the cruiser Respectable. Beside
him on thedeckplates was alarge soft-sided carrying case loaded with supplies and samples held
purchased for just the occasion. It was one of those times when thorough preparation and adetailed plan
indtilled no confidence whetever.

“Locking on, Magter,” came the doubly electronic voice from the cockpit.

“All right, Vuffi Rag, don't wait up for me.”

Lando gave the whed above hishead afull turn, another half turn, and cringed, as he dways did, when
it popped heavily out of itsthreads. He swung it to one side, reached down for his case, and made his
clumsy way up the metal rungs of the ladder, through the Falcon's hull, and into the receiving area aboard
the Respectable.

To discover he was staring straight into the muzzles of haf adozen high-powered blagters.

Gulping - and happy that it was concedled by his hemet - Lando keyed his suit radio as he swung the
heavy bag onto the deck of the cruiser, liftedhimsdf up, and straightened.

“Good afternoon,gentlebeings . Lando Carissan, interstellar trader at your service. What can | do you
for?’ Helaughed heartily at hislamejoke.

Hed climbed into ahangar bay. Lando thought it alittle stupid that they hadn't been invited inside,
freighter and dl - the Navy certainly had the room for it. The celling wasinvisible far above, drowned out
by the harsh lights glaring down onto the deck. The chamber was at least two hundred metersfromits
broad, curving, and presently tightly shut doors to the complicated-looking rear wal where hdf a
hundred windowslit in various colors showed control and maintenance areas behind a pressure
bulkhead.

The squad of security guards didn't relax amillimeter. Their leeder, identifiable by theinsigniaon his
battle armor, crackled forward, dapped the weapon he was carrying across his chest.



“Quiet, dvilian!' Y ou are ordered to report, under arrest, to the sector security chief. Y our baggage will
be taken for ingpection and decontamination!”

“Decontamination?’ Lando feigned dismay. “Y ou want to decontaminate a dozen cartons of fine
Dildexan cigars,Oseoni cigarettes, Trammistan chocolates-”

“Cigars?’ the head goon asked in arather different tone of voice than before. Helooked right and I ft,
dapped apair of switches on hisarm pand, grabbed Lando'sarm, and similarly rendered the gambler's
auit radio inoperative. He touched his opaque-visoredhelmet to Lando's bubble.

“Cigars, you say? Do you know how long the Ship's Exchange has been out of cigars? Weve been on
picket at this Core-forsaken nebula since - ahem!” The man seemed to regain control of himsdf
momentarily.

“Report, with this escort, to the sector chief.I'll take custody of your sample case and make certain that
its contents are undamaged.”

“Although they may be somewhat depleted when | get them back?” Lando grinned and winked through
two layers of plastic at the invisible face next to his. “ Just keep in mind, Sergeant, that theré'salot more
where this came from if we establish an amenable rdaionship, dl right?’

The sergeant snapped to attention after switching on both radios again.
“Message received and understood, trader! | trust you'll enjoy your stay aboard the Respectable.”
“Oh,” Lando sad, “I'm sure | will. Shall we be moving dong?’

The sector chief was agrizzled, overweight warrant officer with hash marks on hisuniform deeves
which threatened to dribble off his cuffs and onto the meta deckplates of hisoffice.

He scratched a crew-cut head and then shifted his hand to rub a bulbous, well-veined nose. “Well, laint
never heard of nothing like this before - acivilian merchantplyin * hiswares to vessels on blockade duty.
Andfriend, if | ain't heard of it before, you've got a problem,cause This Man's Navy operates on
precedent.”

Lando, having been examined, searched, scrutinized, peered a and into by human eyes and hands and
the sensory ends of countless pieces of nastily suspicious equipment, leaned back in the chair acrossfrom
the warrant officer's desk and nodded pleasantly. He was glad held selected his plainest, least colorful
shipsuit to wear benesth his pressure outfit, which was hanging neetly in alocker near the hangar, and
even gladder held lft histiny five-shotgingbeam aboard the Falcon. It was the only personal weapon he
ordinarily alowed himsdf, but at the moment it would have been as conspicuous and counterproductive
as hisfreighter's quad-guns.

“Beieveme, Chief, | understand tradition. My family treeisfull of it. But there ought to be room for a
little enterprise and innovation, shouldn't there? Aslong asit doesn't jeopardize the mission, and is
conducted through the proper channels?’

“Errhem!” The sector chief cleared histhroat, inhaled from one of Lando's expensive cigars. The
gambler's case lay on the floor beside his chair, asthoroughly ingpected for weapons and instruments of
sabotage as himself, and considerably lighter in weight than when held brought it aboard the cruiser. At



each leve of ingpection, from the guard sergeant to the warrant officer, it had become dightlymore empty
, In proportion to the rank of the emptier.

“My precise sentiments, Chief.Now, about our arrangements.| suggest we route our marketing around
the Ship's Exchange. Inthefirst place, my overhead won't dllow meto offer what | have a wholesde. In
the second, | suspect buying from an itinerant peddler such asmysdf might provide an agreesble diverson
for your troops. In the third - well, do you think there might be any interest aboard in games of chance?’

Thewarrant officer blinked. He fancied himsdf a sharp gambler and regarded dl civilians everywhere as
easy pickings, having spent decades taking things from them at large-bore gunpoint. He wasn't ableto
distinguish between this and Situations where civilians had an even chance; could nat, in fact, conceive of
such circumstances.

“Games of chance?Such as... 7’

“Such as sabacc.” Lando smiled. “1'm something of an enthusiast, and it would offer you and yoursa
small opportunity to get your money back for whatever you happen to buy, 'you' being afigurative
expression in thisinstance, on account of your commission.”

“Commission?’ The sector chief looked confusedly at the stripes on his deeve, then suddenly at the cigar
he was smoking. “Oh, commission! | get it! Actualy, it'sawarrant. But no matter! Very funny!”

Lando hadn't intended it to be, but he laughed heartily aong until the creature subsided. Then the sector
chief adopted an expression that he imagined was shrewd, having practiced it before amirror since he
wasarating.

“I'm sure afew games might be arranged, for asuitable commission!” He broke into guffaws again, and
Lando stifled asdf-destructive urge to strangle the uniformed baboon with his own hash marks.

“Very well.Now there's one morething I'd like to ask abouit. | hesitate, because | have some idea of the
importance of your mission here-”

“You do?’ The chief surged forward, leaning avidly across hisdesk. Only the artificid gravity of the
floor-plates kept him planted on hisswivd chair.

A wave of darm swept through the gambler's body. Hed said the wrong thing. This mission was
supposed to be top secret, and, furthermore, was an unusualy shameful one, even for the current
government. Hismind raced, trying to find away to salvage something from the mess his cardesstongue
had created.

“Tell me,” the chief said before Lando could spesk. “It'sthe ranksthat lways know the least, and the
folks back home who have a better picture of what's going on.” He peered about the room, rose, did a
picture of the fleet Commodore aside, seized asmall plastic bulb hanging from awire behind the picture,
and closed his hand around it, covering it completely.

“Bugs,” the chief said. “We can speak fredy now. What is so important about this misson?’

Lando amost wept with relief. Then he had to do somefast thinking. “I've heard they have more pirate
ships bottled up insde the nebulathan have ever been seen in one place before. Apparently Intelligence
tricked them into some kind of rendezvous, and you're keeping them trapped until they can be
destroyed.”



The chief nodded sagely. “ That makes some sense of the scuttlebutt I've heard. Any ideawhen were
goingin?

Lando shook his head. “Y ou know the Navy: 'hurry up and wait."”

Again the knowing, comraddly nod.Lando had afriend, now; he revised his prices upward 20 percent.
“Sounds like you were maybe aNavy man yourself,” the chief suggested.

Lando returned the nod. “Just aswabbie , when | wasakid,” helied.”“Never madeit big, likeyou,
Chief.”

“Wdl, wedl have our placein the scheme of things, son. They aso serve who only-"

“Sdl cigars? And while we're speaking of cigars, why don't you have haf adozen of these for later,
Chief. A man only gets so many luxuries, out here on thefront line”

“Sabacc!” the excited rating cried, gathering in a pot that wouldn't have paid for one of Lando'scigars.
The gambler made a practice of losing loudly on the smal bets and raking in thewinnings as
inconspicuoudy as possible when the stakes were high. Now he was following apolicy of steady losses
on nearly every hand, in order to win the larger game that awaited him in the ThonBoka.

It was the fourth cruiser he and V uffi Raahad visited in as many days, using the origina warrant officer's
connections. Each trandfer, ship-to-ship, with its attendant docking and security procedures growing
laxer and moreperfunctory, brought the Millennium Falcon and her redl cargo closer to theStarCave and
itswaiting denizens.

The freighter hadn't been immune to searches, but nobody wastes much time - or olfactory sensibilities-
on thetrash and toilet recyclers, especialy when they were genuindy full of substancesthat everyone
heartily regarded asfilth.And especialy when no one below the rank of admira seemed to know the
reason behind the stupid blockade.

Lando wasrapidly coming to love military security procedures.

With inexpert hands made clumsier by petty greed, the rating dedlt the cards out. Therewere
seventy-eight of them, divided into five suits. Sabres , Staves, Flasks, and Coins, arrayed from Acesto
Magters, and a specid suit of face cards with negative va ues and more profound meanings. The object
of the gamewas smplicity itsdlf: acquire cards until the value of your hand was exactly twenty-three, or
as close asyou could get without going over. A perfect zero or a minus twenty-threewas asbad asa
twenty-four, and there were certain specia hands, such asthat combining a Two of anything, a Three of
anything, and an Idiot from the specia suit, which ritual decreed were the equivaent of twenty-three.

The game being played in the cruiser RdiableésM essRec areaincluded Lando, two cooks, and a pair of
low-ranking gunners. Lando wore his most tattered clothing, pressed with razor creases, for the
occasion.

What made sabacc redlly interesting - and destroyed the nerves of most amateurswho tried to play it -
was that each card was an eectronic chip, capable of changing face and value at random any moment
until the card-chip waslying flat on agaming table or upon the eectronic mat Lando had provided. Thus



awinning hand, held too long, could change spontaneoudy to garbage, or, more rarely, amess of
meaningless numbers could become a pdladium mine.

Lando found the game relaxing and awel come change from the exigencies of interstdlar freight-hauling.
Hed dways enjoyed it, no matter the stakes, possibly because he found it quite difficult to lose. Even
honesily.

The older of the two cooks took the hand and the deal shifted to him accordingly. He'd won perhaps
half what the previous winner had and was|ooking inordinately pleased withhimsdf . Lando inwardly
shook his head, remembering times when the ransom for a princess or the price of astarship had rested
before him on atablein the most exclusive and luxurious settingsimaginable. It was difficult to keep the
right perspective, to remember from moment to moment that the real stakes here were the highest he'd
ever played for: the surviva of an entire race, and whatever he might demand in fabricated precious
gonesindistinguishable from nature's best.

With pitiable awkwardness, the cook dedlt Lando apair of card-chips from the bottom of the deck,
attempting to cheat the othersin the process aswell.Not only wasn't he good &t it, he wasn't any good at
it. Lando received aMaster of Staves, worth fourteen points, and a Nine of Flasks: anatural two-card
twenty-three. The gambler held them back, hoping one or the other would metamorphose into something
worthless. He wasn't after the pay of those miserable sailors, but information.

“Wdl,” hesaid casudly, “1've dmost sold my quota here on the Reliable. Y ouswabbies have any
suggestionswhere | might find greener pastures?’

His connections, compliments of theRespectable's sector chief, had about run dry, and he needed not
only the name of the next ship closer to the mouth of the ThonBoka, but of someone aboard in aposition
to do him some good. As bets were placed and extra cards were passed around; Lando asked for one,
giving up the Commander. He received an Ace of Coinsjust asthe Ninein his hand transformed itsdlf
into an Eight - another pestiferous twenty-three!

All right, then: “ Sabacc!” The gambler said for the firgt time that afternoon. Y ou lose some, you win
some; you gotta take the good with the bad. He raked in afewmillicredits and promptly engineered aloss
again. It was smpler to do when he had control of the cards.

“Y ou might try the Courteous,” the younger of the two cooks suggested, pushing hiswhite hat back
from his sweaty forehead. He smelled of onions and had amissing tooth.

“Thoseboys been on the linelonger'n anybody here. | got a cousin-in-law over there who says- OW!”

“Oh he does, doeshe?’ observed Lando, watching the older cook kick the younger under the table.
“ Accident-prone or just sengitiveto pain?’

“Y ou gotta keep your flapping lip buttoned, Merle,” the older cook said, “ There'ssucha thing as
security.”

“Aww, Clive, Lando'sal right.Usta be aratinghissdf , didn't you, Lando? He just wantsto sell stuff
over on the Courteous, like he done here, ain't that right, Lando? An'seain ' asit'sthe closest shipin, he
might be able to get alook at what the fussis- OW!”

The older cook looked apologetic. “No offense, Mr. Calrissian.”



Lando grinned as he watched the younger cook rub atender shin. “None taken.”

It was a cheerful tune the young gambler was whistling as he shinnied down the ladder into the airlock of
the Millennium Fa con.

“Honey, I'm home!”

“Areyou referring to me, Master?” V uffi Raaasked, maneuvering his tentacles over the hatchway
coaming . Hetook Lando's helmet, helped his master raise the circular overhead hatch andscrew it into
place.

“Did you take care of that little job | asked you about?’ the gambler inquired. They passed aong the
corridor to the cockpit Lando stopped to inspect his quad-guns. The fleet security force' s sealswere ill
in place; the weapons were theoretically inoperable. Vuffi Raa had cheated around them thefirst hour
they'd been ingtdled.

“Why yes, Magter, | have. Can you tell me now why you wanted such an odd thing done?” Strapping
himsdf into place, the robot received clearance from the Respectable and detached the Falcon from her
bdly.

Lando glanced suspicioudy around the cabin. “You tell me: can | let you in on it without informing the
boysin gray up there?’

Thelittle droid sounded a bit scanddized. “Magter, | removed atota of twenty-three listening devices
from thisvessdl, put there by at least three separate agenciesin the last seventy-one hours. Were
completely clean. What I'd like to know iswhy you wanted-”

“Simple. | want you to raise the Courteous, confirm we're on our way, and set acourse for her. Then |
want you to be ready to punch everything weve got into the drives, and everything e seinto the aft
shield-generators, as soon aswe pass by her and light out for the ThonBoka. Got that?’ He reached
under the control panel, extracted acigar of aquaity much higher than the ones he had been sdlling.

Vuffi Raalit it for him with atentacletip.

“Aye, aye, Master.But that device you had me construct while you were aboard the Respectable: it
projects at least ameter beyond the after shields, and it's”

“Courteous, thisis Millennium Falcon if you're reading. As per previous permission, we're on our way
over. I've got ahundred gallons of beebleberry ice cream I've been saving especidly for you.Over.”

“But Master, we don't have any-"

“Em Facon, thisis Courteous. We haven't had any kind of ice cream aboard for weeks. Y ou're highly
welcome, and we hear you have an interest in statistics.”

Lando laughed at the universal gambler's code. “ Permutations and combinations of the number
seventy-eight, Courteous - fives are wild. Watch for usat your airlock any minute now.Out.”

The Falcon soared under reaction drive across the distance between the two warships, Lando worrying



every moment that hisideaand the device hed had V uffi Raa construct would actudly work. 1t wasthe
mogt terrible risk held ever taken, with no time to experiment, and technol ogies were not exactly his
bailiwick. If it failed, then they'd belittle metal splinters scattered from there to theRafa System.

“Millennium Falcon, you're off the beacon! Whered you learn to fly that overstuffed horseshoe, you
confounded feather merchant, some charm school somewhere?’

Criticd momentsticked by, during which the Falcon refrained from replying to the innuendo precious
kilometerstoward hergod racked themsalves up on the boards.

“Em Facon, now hear thisl Correct courseimmediately! Our guns are bearing on you, do you copy?’

Gritting histeeth and clamping nervous hands securdly over the arms of his chair, Lando sat motionless,
watching thedias. A trickle of swest ran down the side of his neck into his collar, but he said nothing.

Once more: “MillenniumEf , you've got five seconds from the mark, and then you'll be nothing but
incandescent atoms! Mark - five, four,three ...”

“Okay, Vuffi, thisisit! Assoon asthedrivesare hot, punch everything she'sgot!”

“Very wel, Magter.”

The robot's tentacles were a confusing blur over the ship's control console as he diverted power to the
after shidds until the gauges screamed at the incipient overload. Lights began twinkling cheeringly across
the section of the panelslabeled Engines; the powerful interstellar drives awvoke from severa days

unwilling somnolence.

Findly, dl boards were green. Drives and shields were ready asthe Navy voice in the comm reached
zero.

Lando hoped hisinvention was ready, too.

“Millennium Falcon,” the communicator warned afina, unnecessary time - giving the gambler and the
droid an extrafew seconds - ”you're a dead-"

“Now!” Lando and V uffi Raa screamed at the sametime.

The voice chopped off. The after shields blossomed into an invisible protective canopy while the
ultra-light-speed generators began to throb - just as the leading wave front of the first meter-thick
destructor beam from the cruiser struck the Falcon squarely in the center of her stern.

Her shiddshdd... and hdd... and suddenly the Millennium Fa con burst into an enormous blinding cloud
of rgpidly dispersing gases; arain of metallic particles glittered, occupying the space where she had been.

Vi



THE ONE ADDRESSED theOther : “Atlonglad, itisnearly time.”

LikeL ehesu of theOswaft , he swam comfortably in emptiness absently contemplating the surrounding
gars. UnlikeLehesu , he knew everything about them, had been to vist many of them himsalf.Nor was
that the only way that he was not like the ThonBoka vacuum-bregther.

Even Lando Cdrissan, accustomed to many strange and wonderful sights, would have had trouble
recognizing the entity asaliving being.

“Yes” theOther replied, dthough his companion's statement had been rhetoricd. “ All thingsare now as
they have been planned. | shall gather the Rest, and they shal accompany us.”

Hetook action to accomplish just that. Such were the distancesinvolved that, even at communications
speeds exponentia to that of light, it would require several daysto achieve the desired transfer of
informetion.

“Indeed,” the One agreed. “That, too, isasit has been planned. It isvery strange, my friend, this
'not-knowing," stranger than | had anticipated. Quite an uncomfortable feding, redly. It has been so long
snce...” Helet what served him for avoicetrail off, contemplating agulf of time the mere thought of
which might have driven alesser being to gibbering disconnection.

TheOther indicated silent sympathy. He, too, had experienced the discomfort of uncertainty, and,
despite hisamost unimaginable life-span, and the relatively recent character of the events, for far too
long. Uncertainty was like that. However, that had been the very purpose of the plan. Over the countless
eons of their existence, the One, theOther , and the Rest had become, in amanner of speaking, too
perfect, too well-informed. It had become all too easy to anticipate events smply from long experience
with redlity, excellent sources of information, and well-practiced logic.

Ironicdly, it wasin that manner that the One had origindly foreseen racid stagnation and eventua degth
did these comfortable circumstances continue. He had advised al concerned that an element of the
unknown be reintroduced. They, of course, had seen the sense of it and agreed (with a cordidlity that
wasitself symptomatic; amore vitd, lusty people would have included anumber of individuaswho were
contrary just for the sake of contrariness.) Their first experiment in guesswork, partial knowledge, and
risk was maturing now, a process some thousands of yearsin the making.

“Do you suppose...” theOther began, unconscioudly reviving along-unused turn of phrase ashelet the
unproductive thought trickle away. At that point speculation wasfutile. He knew aswell asthe One what
consequences, in al their manifest likelihoods, were possible, from avast unprecedented enrichment of
their ancient, already lavishly complex culture, to its uttermost destruction. These were not beingsto
whom such gambling came easily or naturdly - whichwas yet another reason why it had become

necessary . “Do you suppose... 7’

The Onereplied, “1 do not know - How truly unsubgtantia a sensation! For thefirst timein eonswe
shdl learn New Things, regardless of the outcome. These we shal haveto integrate with the old,
producing syntheses unlocked for - | fedl this emotion must be very much as our ancestors experienced
when scarcely anything was known, and everything remained yet to be learned. It islittle wonder they
were half mad and came close, times without number, to destroying themsalves.”

After along period of slence, theOther said, “I havelearned aNew Thing dready.” In thetone of his
voice there was an odd, semiforgotten , yet somehow familiar difference.



But excitement tinged the voice of the One: “Pleasetell me - what isit?1, too, must learn thisNew
Thing, and we must passit on to-”

“I have learned that the prospect of learning New Things makes you unreasonably loquacious. | am not
certain - thereit isagain, that 'not knowing' - that thisis altogether good.”

“I believe,” the Onereplied rather iffly, “that you have reinvented humor. And | am not certain
whether that isgood.”

KlynShangaraced through endless night to join his makeshift squadron. Considering histhree careers-
soldier for his nation-state, farmer upon military retirement, soldier again for ahastily united and inevitably
defeatedRenatasian System - thisladt, the seeking of ultimate vengeance, was quite the Strangest.

Shangaleaned back in his patched and shabby accel eration couch, carefully placing hisfeet between
control pedds, stretching hislong legs and arching his back to relieve an aching stiffness born more, on
this occasion, of emotiona tension than of lengthy travel. Hewaswell practiced at that, having logged an
incredible number of intersystem parsecsin hisunlikely machine.

His blagter, its grips polished smooth by use, its muzzle bright with holster-wear and pitted by many
morefiringsthan it had been designed for, once again clung comfortingly to histhigh. It was not that
having the wegpon made him awhole man; like most professiond soldiers, he was revolted by killing and
avoided it whenever he could.

Besdes, he could do more damage to an opponent with hisleft elbow than most individuals could with
an entire arsend. But, like the battered, ancient ship he flew, it was an accustomed extension of his body,
acompanion and friend.

He had very few others|eft.

Somewhere ahead, hovering at the deep-frozen margin of theTund System, histiny fleet awaited the
news he carried. They had towed themsalves origindly into this sector of the gdaxy - along, long way
from home - by means of ascrapped and resurrected Centrality battleship engine that had been left
among theruins of their civilization by the departing marauders. To thisthey had attached, by cable, craft
bought, stolen, and traded from a hundred cultures. Ultimatedly, the engine had become aweapon of
despair, afusion-powered battering ram.

Even s, they had failed to accomplish their purpose for it, the destruction of V uffi Raa. Now, deprived
of an independent method of ultra-lightspeed travel, they had to rely upon an uncertain aly. Onewho,
without question, would betray them in theend.

Alonein the cramped cockpit of hisfighter, Shanga reviewed the words he would employ to persuade
his men that he had made the best of abad bargain - those few who had survived the voyage to theTund
System and their firgt bloody encounter with the enemy at theOseon . More had joined them afterward,
dribbling out in thefilthy holds of ancient freighters, hitching rides aboard the interstellar garbage scows.

Ironicaly, it wasRokur Gepta who, more than anybody €l se, represented the malign spirit that had
destroyed theRenatasa .



Somehow, too, it wasfitting that they plotted together to use the navy as a sort of backstop against
which they could crush their common foes. That same Navy had been the direct agent of hishome
system's destruction. At the beginning of hisvindictive adventure, KlynShanga had been fatdidticaly
resigned to throwing away hislife and the lives of histhreadbare command in order to avenge ther titanic
losses. Now he redlized with increasing clarity and weariness that there was more - much more - to live
for. The capture and dow termination of the five-legged infiltrator would only begin the process.
Somehow they must make their mark upon the Navy, upon the Centrdity itself, upon everyone
responsiblein any way for the murder of acivilization.

Hopel essness breeds desperate measures. A partnership with the Sorcerer of Tund necessarily included
arisk that the pitiable remains of Renatasan manhood might be used to some surpassingly evil purpose, to
fulfill some objective even more hideous than the obliteration of a syslem-wide culture. If anyone was
capable of engineering such acataclysm, it wasRokurGepta .

There was aRenatasan animal that planted itsdf by the waterside and, in the process of giving birth,
provided fodder for a predacious toothy swimmer.Gepta was very much like that toothy svimmer,
circling expectantly. Shanga , with histiny fleet (cdl it, rather, a* school”) felt very much like that hapless
littord creature who must die hersalf-sacrificing, aswell, acertain percentage of her young - in order to
give whatever microscopic meaning to life that it was capable of possessing.

On the other hand, only sapient beings were foolish enough to imagine that the universe was anything
but a sadlistic battlefield where brutality was the natural order and agonized screaming provided the
background music. Not even aman as bitterly demordized asKlynShanga believed there was any
meaning to death.

Perhaps he should never have retired from the military, he thought with adeeply-felt Sgh
uncharacterigtic of the role he presently played or the place he found himself now. All those yearson his
farm, amid fresh, growing things under akindly sky, had made him far too philosophical to be agood
soldier ever again. But hewas dl hisworld had left, so he would haveto do.

KlynShangaflew onward through the star-strewn darkness, reviewing the words he would employ to
persuade his men. He wished fervently they were of some use persuadinghimsdf .

Rokur Gepta, traveling aboard the refitted cruiserWennis , was receiving an darming report from one of
his advance escorts. The flyer had returned in aone-seet fighter approximeating the size and combat
cgpabilities of KlynShangas , but which was equipped - and thiswas rare, even for the navy - to exceed
the speed of light. Thelittle ship was haf engine, virtualy unarmed, and atight fit, even for adender
youth. Filoting such avehicle for more than afew minutes brought new meaning to the word
“discomfort.”

It and its occupant had been to the ThonBoka and back again aready while the lumberingWennis,
considered avery sprightly vessd for its class, was gill many days journey from the nebula.

Geptahad such afighter for his persona use. It had saved hislife a least twice. He came as close to
feding fond of it as he cameto feding fond of anything - aside from the grim denizens from the darker
recesses of his cavern onTund . Fondness was not an emotion ordinarily to be discovered within the
amilarly stygian depths of Rokur Geptals soul, athough whether it had never lived within him, or had been
ruthlesdy exterminated early in hislife, was a question that perhaps even the sorcerer was not prepared
to answer.



Thusit was with something of ashock, in the brief instant before he regained control of himsdlf, that
Gepta experienced an unfamiliar, trangent, and microscopic pang of persond regret as he learned of the
destruction of the Millennium Falcon and her crew by the blockade cruiser. While the sorcerer wasn't
watching Lando Carissan hid somehow risen unbidden from the s of petty annoyance to that of worthy
opponent and honored enemy.

“I saw it myself, Sr!” the breathless scout gasped as moisture from the surrounding air condensed upon
his space-cold armor and trickled off into alittle pool on the deck plates.

Likethose of dl his comrades attached to the mysteriousWennis,, hisgray uniform was unadorned by
sgnsof rank or unit in order to preserve certain palitical fictions which his masters cherished. That no
creature wiser than a sponge was taken in by such an exercise constituted no good reason not to pursue
it.

Likewise, the dowly warming pressure suit he wore over hisuniform, having just afew moments before
leaped out of his cramped, ultrafast spacecraft into the cavernous hangar deck of the supposedly civilian
cruiser, was without markings. Most of the personnd aboard theWennis , being professiona soldiers,
resented the shalow deception, but, with understandabl e circumspection, seldom got around to
mentioning it aloud.

Whilein command of theWennis ,Rokur Gepta did not affect the basdtic throne and the splendid
isolation he preferred onTund . He occupied the captain's acceleration chair (although therewas an
officer on board who claimed thetitle) and supervised his underlings on the bridge as they manipulated
the controls at hisbidding. He pitilesdy examined the incoming scout, wondering whether, after dl the
time, dl the effort, someone el se had casually robbed him of victory over hisprey.

“What ship, again?’ the sorcerer hissed, briefly contemplating punishing its captain and crew. “Which
ship destroyed the Millennium Falcon, and by what means?’ The sorcerer hunched over like a scavenger
bird, peering through the windings of his headdress, hiseyesapair of glowing, pulsating coals.

The rest of the bridge crew paid close attention to their consoles, cringing at the pilot's plight, but
unwilling to interfere with his presumed destiny. They had seen a captain stripped of dignity and dl but
killed in that very place. They held out little hope for amere lieutenant.

The scout gulped visibly, wishing he was back ingde the claustrophobic confines of his craft. Hewas
the best pilot aboard theWennis, possibly one of the best in the service.

That was not going to do him any good with the sorcerer.

Nor had he been educated to say or do the diplomatic thing when confronted with malevolent and
arbitrary authority, at least of such potency. He felt he would have been better served had such askill
been part of his otherwise exhaustive military surviva training-seldom had the need arisen for making a
firewith flint and sted or usng asigna mirror to summon help.

“The Courteous, Sr,” he answered findly, “part of the blockade line at the ThonBoka. Infact, gir, at the
time, she was the closest vessel to the nebula. | listened to the traffic, sir, as | had been about to report
aboard the flagship on your orders, and was awaiting docking clearance. This Em Falcon, an ugly old tub
of atramp freighter, was supposed to rendezvous with Courteous for purposes of trade. Sheld been
through the whole fleet that way, peddling tobacco and other civilian stuff like avendor droid a a
ballgame. Instead, she attempted to evade the cruiser and made high speed for the mouth of the nebula



That's when Courteous caught her. | never saw abeam like that before, sir.Must be something new.”

Geptal eaned forward even farther, towering from hispedestaled chair over the young officer.“ And the
Millennium Falcon? What of her?’

The pilot gulped again, appreciating well the fate of innocent bearers of bad tidings.“Vaporized, sr. She
took the full force on her after shields and overloaded. It wasvisible dl over the fleet. Sr.”

“S0...” The sorcerer considered these data, the scout virtualy forgotten as the young man stood before
him, trembling a attention, his helmet under hisarm. A runnel of sweat dowly crept down the side of the
pilot's neck into the metal pressure collar of hissuit.

The gray-swathed sorcerer glanced up again amoment later, almost absently. “ Areyou still here,
Lieutenant? | suggest you report back to your section immediately.”

Theroom fairly cresked with sudden relaxation. An astonished and highly relieved young courier saluted
his commander gratefully and departed the bridge amid the silent cheers of the cruiser's congpicuoudy
disnterested crew members.

Looking forward to agood mea and something tall and cool to drink in the pilot's lounge below, the
lieutenant passed through the bulkhead doors with anew spring in his step. The pands whispered closed
behind him as he stepped into the companionway.

A large security trooper, one of Gepta's persona bodyguards, came up behind him, laid ahand the size
of atelecom directory on the young man's shoulder. The lieutenant nearly jumped out of his spacesuit.

“Thought you'd bought the farm there, didn't you, son?’

The older man'sface crinkled in agrin that was difficult to interpret. “ Say, I'm just going off duty, and
seeing as how | was aboard thefirst time we ran into that garbage scow the Falcon, and seeing as how
I'm just as pleased she'sacloud of radioactive dust, what do you say we both go below for some liquid
ceebraion?’

The lieutenant looked up uncertainly into the trooper's face. The clamp-like grip on his shoulder gave
him little choice. He nodded without enthusiasm, and the two dwindled and disappeared down the
corridor.

A short time later, Rokur Gepta stirred from futile contemplation, held up agloved hand, and snapped his
fingers. From somewhere aft and overhead there came arustle of dry, hairy wings as one of his pets
lurched out of its darkened, foul-smelling niche, flapped across the room trailing an indeterminate number
of scrawny, many-jointed legs. It cameto rest, perching blindly onGepta's outsiretched wrist, sdlivating in
anticipation just asthe bodyguard entered the bridge with asmall, shalow tray. With hisfree hand, Gepta
accepted apair of plagtic tongs, reached for something on the tray, and held it up before his pet. The
creature had nothing resembling aface, smply agummy puckered opening toward the front of its body,
st between the wings. The cavity distended greedily at the touch of the offered morsdl.

There was amoment of enjoyment, some sucking, digestive noises.... It belched.



VIl

LEHESU CAME AS close to nervous pacing as any Oswaft could.

The giant ray-like creature drifted in the relative emptiness of space a what he regarded a prudent
distance from the warship - guarded mouth of the ThonBoka.

Watching the watchers.

Asdways, hisegtimate of what was prudent differed somewhat from that of his co-sgpients. None of
them could be persuaded to venture within light-years of the spot from which the periodic activities of
their new enemies could be observed, if not entirely understood.

Restless,Lehesu concentrated a moment, got his bearings in some manner no one but another Oswaft
would be able to fathom, and hopped, without thinking much more about it, afew hundred thousand
kilometers, asif the intervening distance didn't exi<. It was agesture of frustration. He had been brought
up to believe such fidgeting wasinfantile, undignified, not to mention impolite when in the company of
others. But at the moment he couldn't help himsdlf. He was impatient, an emotion he shared in common
with other species, but which would be beyond the comprehension of mostOswaft . Still he waited.

Hewasnt at dl certain when Lando, V uffi Rag, and the Falcon would arrive. He had difficulty yet,
redlizing that the freighter was not areal person. The existence of, and hisfriendship with, the
chromium-plated robot made this redization even more difficult to achieve. That they would not fall to
cometo hisaid he never doubted for an instant, despite the gented jeering of family and friends.

They had not believed the least of histaes about theOpenSeauntil the evidence had thundered up to the
ThonBoka mouth, heavily gunned and, for some reason, angrily disposed toward the vacuum-breathing
race.

This, of course, was somehow the adventuringL ehesu's fault.

Concerning Lando Cdrissan... TheOswaft's brief sojourn into human territory still hadn't educated him
about cats, however there were certain aspects of that animal’s psychology he might have identified with.
Hadn't the gambler and hisfriends saved hislife?

Twice?
They were obligated, now.

Anxiety shiftedLehesu again, thistime aquarter of alight-year, to one side of the nebulamouth, before
he fully noticed it. He could “seg”’ better from the vantage anyway. Metdlic motes lost againgt astarry
backdrop, the eements of the fleet themselveswereinvisble at this distance. But the aggregate was
noisy. A welter of communication darted from ship to ship in acomplex net of energiesthe operators of
which fondly imagined was private. Lehesu had learned Lando's language in amatter of hours. It did not
occur to him that the tirrings and mixings of ideas that congtituted top-secret military codeswere
anything other than amusing games to those who employed them. He puzzled them out in idlemoments,



much faster than hed overcometheinitid difficulty presented by communicating with the gambler and the
robot.

Hadthosein command of the fleet, those who had ordered its destructive presence outside the
ThonBoka, become aware of that minorOswaft capability, they would have redoubled their effortsto
exterminate the space people. In thisinstance, ignorance was mutud ; Lehesu hadn't anotion of the threat
he and his peopl e represented to those who cherished power for its own sake.

A smadll, thin cloudlet of interstellar plankton drifted by, home on the complex tide of gravity and photon
pressure, tiny pseudo-anima s and quasi-plants that formed the basis of theOswaeft diet, indeed for the
diet of dl the thousands of space-evolved speciesliving in the shelter of theStarCave .Lehesu nibbled at
them in adesultory fashion. To the smal extent he was aware of them, he redlized they didn't taste
particularly good. There was areason for that: they were dowly dying.

The bottom rung of the ThonBoka food ladder was being ruthlesdy and deliberately sawed out from
under the rest of the nebula's ecology.

Every now and again the vessas of the picket fleet outsde would blossom into glowing visibility as, in
concert, they unleashed titanic energies, saturating the space around themsel ves with destructive particles
and waves. It was at these moments thatLehesu (who had found it necessary to explain to his people
something he didn't dtogether understand himself. that these were not living organisms that besieged
them, but artifacts containing living organisms) could see that the blockading fleet formed acarefully
caculated pattern through whaose fields of fire not one molecule of pre-organic substance could sft
unassaulted .

What did come through was spoiled and tasted terrible.

If that were not enough, the ships sprayed akind of poisonzymes designed to smash the complex natural
molecular arrangements of deep space, reduce them to congtituent atoms, and destroy their nutritive
vaue TheOswaft and their environment were being coldly and systematically starved to death by an
implacable enemy they did not know, hadn't picked, had owed no animogity.

Until now.

“YdlowNiner , thisisHosd XI| Perimeter Control, we have abandit at coordinates
three-five-oh-two-three. Do you copy?Over.”

The young rating at the sensor screen had been bored until then. She had been bored for thirty-four
solid weeks, and the constant drills, the frontier-duty pay, the promise of achance at acommission,
hadn't helped. Not a bit. But she was no longer bored.

If the bogey was adrill, it was something new. At that top-secret navy base on the freeze-dried edge of
an dready unspectacular system, anything new, however potentialy threatening to life, limb, or the
continued wearing of auniform, was highly welcome.

“Perimeter Control,” the interceptor pilot replied with astudied drawling casudnessthat belied the fact
that he was ayear younger than the sensor operator, “we copy. Thisis Y elow Nine Leader Areyou
requesting asix-sxty-sx?Over?’



The operator leafed quickly through her procedures manud. 1t was so hard remembering... yes, thereiit
was. Sx-9xty-9x, scramble and visud checkout of an unidentified target. Scrambling, in effect, was
aready taken care of. Hogrel XI Command kept at least one full interceptor squadronspaceborne on the
perimeter dl thetime, and Y dlowNiner wasit, at the moment. She hadn't any ideawhat was being
defended at the Core-forsaken base. Probably the navy was devel oping something unimportant, but they
were giving security dl therufflesand flourishes.

“YdlowNiner , that's affirmative. Give meyour ETVC.Over.”

“My what?0h yeah: we ought to be eyebdlling your bogey in aout, oh, call it seven minutes, give or
take.Got it on the scope repeater now. Lookskinda like it's made of plastic, doesn't it?Over.” Both the
interceptor pilot and the sensor operator had been briefed, fairly recently, on new developmentsin
camouflaging shields. But neither could discussit in the clear over an open communications band.

Security isasword that cuts both ways, and most often wounds the hand that wieldsit.
“Yes, yesit does, YellowNiner . | haveyour ETVC at six minutes, now. Isthat about right?Over.”

“Y egh, yeah. Y dlowNine Squadron , thisis Yellow Nine Leader. Asfar as| know, thisisno drill,
repeet, no drill. Unlock your arming switches and keep the thumb you aren't sitting on near the button.
No mistakes, now, or well al be plucking crystasin the life-orchards. Out to you, and over to PC”

PC, thought theOperator, that sounded sort of nice and heroicaly terse. She said nothing, but smply
watched adozen hard, sharp, shiny blips converge on the single fuzzy, dmost invisble one. She hed
dready sent nervousfingersflying over an dphanumeric pad, derting her superiorsto the Situation, and
other eyes were monitoring other scopes, now, within the subterranean bowels of the ingtdlation. She
fastened her military collar and straightened a crease. Almost, she hoped, the target would be agenuine
pirate attack or rebd uprising.

Promotions came fast in times of --

“Perimeter Control, thisis Y dlow Nine Leader. Where the Core is this thing? Weoughta be right on top
of it, unlessyou're - by the Great Lens, thereit il It'shuge and clear as glassl We're making our first
pass, using prerecorded hailing Sgnds... oh yeah; over”

The strange vessdl failed to respond, at least on frequencies the interceptors were permitted to receive.
Instead, it Smply disappeared as the squadron crowded it, leaving the fighters to mill around an empty
spot like moths around alight that is suddenly turned out.

It regppeared to one side, afew thousand meters away, just as Y ellow Nine Seven passed beneath its
trangparent wing, which twitched involuntarily asLehesu struggled to regain his balance. Suddenly Y elow
Nine Seven cork-screwed away, a smoking, flaming bal of crumpled metd, its pilot screaming something
into his helmet mike about his deflector shields having failed to function properly. The voice bit off
suddenly.

Eleven pilots whipped their ships around savagely. Eleven thumbs mashed down upon their firing studs.
Twenty-two eyes widened as eight destructive beams - three had not beenmaintenanced correctly -
converged on empty space. One interceptor, Y ellow Nine Four, was caught in the crossfire. Held failed
to make aturn, dueto faulty attitude-control, and vanished in aflash of energy and atomized debris.

Lehesustepped off half alight-year, astounded at the hostile reaction held encountered, not &t all like his



firgt contact with the Millennium Falcon. And his people thought he was crazy.

With theOswalft equivaent of ashrug, he turned hisface toward yet another star whose spectrum
showed traces of artificia, highly ordered radiation, and preparedhimsdf for alonger jump thistime.

Unaware that adensaly cloaked scout vessel was right behind him.

The next system had been much the same, excegt...

They'd been forewarned, somehow, of this bizarre unidentified craft that had managed to destroy three
(Ydlow NineNine had missed the mouth of its Launch/Reentry tunnd and splashed itself dl over a
Mountainside of frozen nitrogen; little squiggles of liquid helium danced with glee a the Sght) fird-rate
fighter-interceptors. The new group aso ignored hisfrantic, placative signding and suffered forty-three
casudties, some of them on the ground, due to an unfortunate change of shift going on between two
double-strength squadrons.

Lehesuhad given up and gone home.

Eventualy the fleet had made its appearance. The ordedl was alittle more bearable forLehesu than for
the others. He was the only Oswaft in a hundred generations who had come close to dying by starvation
once before. As some human philosopher in adifferent time and place wouldobserve, that which failsto
kill usstrengthensus.

Lehesuknew hislimits; he could tell that the pogrom was going to take rather alonger time than either
sderedlized. To hisless adventurous comrades, it was aready agony, aready an unprecedented
emergency. They fdlt, for thefirst timeintheir long, long lives, ardatively mild discomfort, and were
afraid. Some actualy spoke of attemptsto negotiate, to establish upon what terms the enemy would let
them live, not knowing that their utter destruction was the only successthe fleet's mission profile
recognized. Lehesu wished his people would get angry, instead.

Thus, hewaited.

It was some hours after the last of the energetic nutrient destroying displays that something unusua
happened. Lehesu felt atight, powerful beam of communications energy coming from the blockaded
nebula entrance. While he knew the language, he didn't know the culture; the gulf betweenplanetbound
gpecies and free-fal dwellers was so enormous that any understanding was a gigantic tribute to the
Oswaft's intellectua capabilities. Whatever they were saying out there, it wasfrantic, and not at all
friendly.

It happened again! Judging from the manner in which this second burst was dl bunched up into the
higher frequencies, something was headed away from the fleet and toward the ThonBoka, fast.Lehesu
maneuvered that way, both by straightforward distance-covering flight to keep an “eye” on theincoming
sgnds, and by nonlinear distance-avoiding hops.

Whatever was coming, it ought to have some kind of reception committee.

Suddenly an impossibly solid bar of unbearably bright light lashed out, connecting the two pointsin



gpace with each other. Therewas abrilliant flash, a scattering of reflections, then nothingness. A sparkling
hint of metalic debris and smoke lingered at the very edge of Lehesu's sensory capabilities. The galactic
drift carried traces of scorched titanium and plastic into the ThonBoka.

A long, quiet moment followed. Then, without warning, something materidized not far fromLehesu , out
of thewherever-it-isthat starships go when they're traveling faster than the speed of light.

It was an absurdly shaped object, like something resembling a coral-encrusted horseshoe magnet a
tenth theOswaft's Sze and possessing none of hisfluid grace. The thing was tumbling dowly, end over
end, while enormous volumes of dense white smoke billowed from its blast-blackened rear surface.

Naturaly,Lehesu recognized her at once.
“Lando! Vuffi Raal Canyou hear mein there? Areyou dl right?’

The vacuum-bresther svam closer, carefully avoiding the foul-smeling effluentsissuing from the curved
rear edge of the freighter. Nothing indicated that life had ever inhabited the strangely shaped craft. The
glow-spots he now knew to be windows lay dark and foreboding dong her surfaces as she continued to
somersault gently before the space-going sentient, the random motion itsalf agrim presentiment that
nothing rationd lived at the controls.

“Vuffi Raal Lando! Speak to me!” theOswaft beamed on every frequency he knew. “ThisisLehesu !”
Nothing replied.

Much morefiguraively than literdly,Lehesu cast abackward glance at the fleet besieging hishome. He
didn't know how he could accomplishiit, but he swore, in that moment of grief, aterrible revenge against
those who were responsible for the tragedy. To gain and lose new friends, good friends - in some
respects the only friends held ever had - in what seemed to the extremely long-lived cresture like the
mere space of minutes... It was dmost more than abeing could besar.

Thrashing frantically back and forth, he peered into the vessdl's darkened ports, learning nothing.
Gently, he nudged the spaceship, unintentionally adding an additiona vector to her tumbling motion.

“Lando! Vuffi Raal Areyouinthere?

He thought amoment, then, despite everything he bad struggled to understand about his new
companions, added: “Falcon, my little friend, please talk to me! ThisisLehesu theOswaft ! Are Vuffi Raa
and Lando ill dive?’

VIlII

THE REFITTED CRUISERWennis was atrowe -shaped wedge of metal bristling with insrument and
weapons emplacements arranged to overlap yet not interfere with one another'sfields of effectiveness. At
an unusud - and unusudly heavily shielded - point on her after surface, between the greet blinding arrays
of drive tubes and deflectors, was asmal chamber with windowlesswalls two metersthick. It could be
entered only by asmdl auxiliary craft, available to the vessd's master done, and then only when he had



ordered the drives temporarily shut down. To navigate the smal craft while the cruiser's massive engines
were in operation would be instantaneous suicide.

Two hundred centimetersisagreat ded of wall, especialy when it is composed of the latest,
state-of-the-art battlewagon armor. Y et the armoring of the specia chamber was not intended to protect
its contents from the ravening drive radiations of theWennis . It was to protect theWennis from whet lay
in the chamber. Even 0, it was afutile effort, intended more to comfort the one entity who knew what
the arrangement was dl about, to provide some sense, however illusory, of security.

Ins de the chamber, Rokur Gepta stood before a chest-high metal pylon capped with atransparent
bubble the size of aman's head. Gepta knew the chamber and controls by memory. No light burned
withinit. He ran agray-gloved hand adong the surface of the pylon, watching with unseeing eyes as his
fingers pressed inset keys. Inside the bubble, he had begun to create an infinitesmal speck of the most
dangerous single substance the universe had ever known. A sickly green light began to seep from the
bubble, filling the darkened chamber with mdignant luminosity.

The trouble with aman likeKlynShanga , the sorcerer thought, wasn't that he was not afraid to die. It
had takenGepta anunprecedentedly long whileto figure that out, so tortuous and dien was the line of
reasoning involved. Rokur knew many individuas who were not fearful of desth, in fact they seemed to
wel come the idea, embrace the opportunity. They were eager to die, for their beliefs, for the government
or the numerous causes that opposed it, even for Gepta himsalf. Such men were easy to control and
extremey useful. Down degp somewhere they hated and feared life and were anxiousto be relieved of
the burden of living in amanner that would not disturb their other, contradictory beliefs.

It was clear KlynShanga enjoyed being dive, which was what made things confusing. Rokur Gepta was
not used to being confused, and it infuriated him. Howwasit that someone who loved life could be
unafraid to die? The first conclusion the sorcerer had reached - not much help in understanding the
perverse phenomenon, but of high pragmatic significance - wasthet the origind expedition toRenatasa
hadn't done athorough enough job. They had done only two-thirds of it, and it badly wanted finishing.

Geptapromisedhimsdf to assign that matter the highest of priorities once the current operation was over
and he could think about other things. If Shanga was representative of Renatasias people, that system
could turn out to be amuch greater danger to his plans - and to the government - than even the
essentialy harmless vacuum-bregthers of the ThonBoka.

He gazed into the ghastly glow before him, savoring its destructive potential. One cubic millimeter of the
substance, established in a self-sustaining manner, would leap from point to point on a planet's surface,
eradicating anything that lived, devouring any organic subsirate on which future life depended. It wasthe
ultimate disnfectant, the ultimate Sterilizer. There was something wonderfully clean and neat about this
substance and the very concept of it.

It cleared up confusion. Lifewas confuson, and intdligent life the most contradictory and confusing of
al, redizedGepta .

KlynShangawanted to live, yet was unafraid to die. Such aman could not be controlled, and, when he
had something that the sorcerer wanted, he became... impossible! It had not been two hours since he
interviewed the man, shortly after theWennis met his ragtag squadron in deep space. The craft of Shangas
squadron were not interstellar vessals, and they were to have waited for Gepta at the edge of hishome
system. But so eager had they been for the ThonBoka (or desirous of leavingTund ) that they had
departed early, confident the cruiser would overtake them before they ran into trouble.



“It wasinsubordination!” the lividGepta hissed, looking down at Admira Shanga . Their confrontation
was not being held on the bridge because of the possibility that things would be said that would harm
discipline.

Shangathrew his head back and laughed. “I am not your subordinate, magician, nor isthe least senior of
my men. Wefdt like going and we went. Here we are, closer to the ThonBoka than we would have
been, the better rested for having done something constructive to get ourselvesthere. Isit thisthat you
find objectionable?’

Beneath the bridge of theWennis lay the captain's battle quarters, which, like his command chair, had
also been preempted by the sorcerer. A duplicate of the command chair was placed in the center of the
room before alarge viewscreen, which presently showed the depths of interstellar space, astrandated by
the ship's computers from the hyperdrive hash of what wasredlly to be seen. The light was gray and
even, matching the sorcerer's clothing and, somehow, hisvoice.

“You areamilitary man,Admird, | oughtn't to need to explain these mattersto you, of al people.”

The military man grinned and shook his head. “1was amilitary man. Now | am amercenary in my own
employ, fighting, because it suits me to do o, for the honor of acivilization that no longer exigts. |
recognize no authority and | desire no authority. My men follow me because it suitsthem.”

He grew tired of standing. The discussion was atogether too much like being caled to the school
supervisor's office, and it rankled. Shanga looked around, discovered alounger beside the door to the
corridor,tossed his helmet onto another chair, and reclined, siretching his customarily ship-cramped legs
and relaxing.

Shangagroped around inside his spacesuit until he found tobacco in ashirt pocket. He withdrew the
cigar, put it in hismouth, and lit it with a hundredth-power discharge of his blaster. Gepta's guards hadn't
taken hisweapon thistime. He hadn't let them. Three of them had broken arms and a fourth, who'd gone
oningsting, was dead. That wasthe redl reason for the conference.

“Let'sput our card-chipsin the table-field, Gepta ,” Shanga said through a cloud of blue smoke. “Y ou're
up to something - the way you've redecorated this cruiser is evidence enough bf that - and it amountsto
more than smple revenge againgt one lousy gambler. And you need us. I've got twenty-threeflyersina
battered assortment of fighters gathered from the scrap heaps of adozen cultures, and yet any one of
them isameatch for any three of yours.”

The sorcerer gripped thearms of his chair, convulsively fending off the impulse to have the man
disntegrated where he sat. There was too much light in the room for his comfort, and increasingly too
much smoke. Y et he had always prided himself onan ahility , awillingness, to withstand temporary
deprivation and discomfort for the sake of future gains. “ Oh,and how isit that you reach this concluson?’
he asked evenly. After dl, the crew of theWennis was the best the Navy had to offer.

Shangablinked, considering hiswords. “ It'show you throw away good people. Y our whole culture
places no vaue on theindividud. Funny, because that's dl thereis: no 'group,’ no 'Navy,' no 'Empire,’
only individuas, who do dl the thinking, al thework, that gets done. Waste that, and it'll come back to
haunt you, Gepta . People aren't plug-in modules you can use up. That'swhy my guys are amatch for any
five of yours. They know they'reirreplaceable, and... Look: you've got adrive techwho's pretty good,
but doesn't have theright family or connections, or espouses the wrong beliefs. Disregard hisunique
competence, pack him off to the life-orchards or the spice mines, and al that leavesyou are the socidly
acceptable incompetents. Starts to show, after awhile; the machinery grinds down.”



A tiny portion of the gray-robed sorcerer that was neither illusion nor atogether human shuddered. And
controllednimsdf . KlynShanga's time would come later. In the meantime, in order to prevent
morale-destroying rumors from spreading through the crew, he would order that “complications’ setin
among the lesser casudties of Shangals intransgence. They'd be given space buria with full honors, he
needed to shut down the ship'sdrives briefly, anyway.

“We shdl agree,” he said to the fighter pilot with forced amiability, “to disagree; it is not necessary that
we hold the same philosophy in order to cooperate.”

“No,” Shanga nodded, “it isn't. What'simportant isthat | have mysquadron, you have this ship and
passage through the fleet. Together, we both knowCarissian, have confronted him in the past. Hell
become your prisoner - or worse. Well have V uffi Raa, the Butcher of Renatasa , to haul back in force
shacklesfor public trid and execution!”

Knowing full well that avery different fate awaited the squadron commander - not dissmilar to that
which he planned for the gambler - Gepta nevertheessreplied, “ Y es, of course. Then you will befreeto
rebuild your civilization.” A hint of cordidity very nearly madeit into histone.

“RebuildRenatasia ?There's nothing left to rebuild! Weve become your stinking suburbs! Everything we
have, everything we do isapde, threadbare, plastic imitation of whatever wasin fashion ten yearsagoin
the capital! All we haveleft to aspiretois... justicel”

Inwardly, Gepta chuckled. How right the admira was; how much more right he would be. The sorcerer
watched Shanga for amoment, Sitting in his presence without permission, smoking, and enjoyed the
unintended irony. Then he pressed a button on one arm of histhrone.

“Y ou know Vuffi Rag, Admira Shanga , and we both have reason to know Lando Carissan.” The
name stuck unpleasantly inGepta's throat; the two words were not the terms on which he was used to
thinking of the man, butShanga would not appreciate or understand the sorcerer's private system of
references. “Now let us hear from one who claimsto know something about what else awaits usin the
ThonBoka, shal we?’

The squadron leader shrugged, looking suddenly old and tired. He needed to get back to hismen. He
needed-

A door did asde, and atdl, gangly human being entered, a man with bushy white hair and a
permanently sour expression pulled down over hislong undertaker's festures.

“Heet Admird KlynShanga of Renatasia,” the sorcerer intoned formally, * Pleasemeet theOttdefaOsuno
Whett , Associate Professor of Comparative Sepient Studies at the University-"

“College boys, now!” thefighter pilot snorted, his energy renewed by contempt. “What's he got to
contribute to this paaver, anyway?’

“Rather agood ded, my dear - Admiral, wasit?’ There was anote of polite dishbelief in the man'svoice
as he examinedShangals clothing, found a place to seathimsdf |, looking first toGepta for approvd, and
sat. “1 am the galaxy's foremost expert - by virtue of the fact that | am the only expert,henheh - on the
Oswaft , theintelligent space-evolved life of the ThonBoka.”

“Some expert! According to our friend the magician, here, nobody knew about those creepy-crawlies



until afew months ago, nobody. How much could you have learnedin-”

Whettlooked a bit disturbed, asif Shangas disrespect forGepta , or a least its punishment, might be
contagious. “Sir, | am an anthropologi<, the very same who unraveled the impenetrable mysteries of the
Sharu of Refa . | have lived among and studied the asteroid miners of theOseon |, |-”

“Theway | heard it, Mister Associate Professor, theSharu sort of unraveledthemsdves !” Heblew a
puff of smoke from hisrdit cigar and laughed, particularly to see that mention of theSharu made even
Rokur Gepta appear momentarily uncomfortable. Now there was arace of sorcerers!

“My title, Admird, isOttdefa , an honor conferred by my home system, and | would thank you t-

“Forget it, friend, | got carried away.” Shanga looked back toGepta . He was one of the few meninthe
known gaaxywho could look directly into the sorcerer's face without wincing. “ Okay, I'll bite: what'sthis
al about?’

Without aword, Gepta nodded at theOttdefa , who began again.

“TheOswaft are amost unusua people. | began observing them with an electronic telescope, at the
behest of LordGepta , until it became apparent that they were aware of the instrument's emanations.
Then, in aspecidly fitted meteoroid, | traversed much of their region, making observationswith less
intrusive devices. They evolved in space out of the clutter of organic moleculesto befound there, and
reached the pinnacle of intelligence, protected by the nebulathat al but encloses them, and unaware that
anyone else existed.

“They have anaturd ability to enter hyperspace and trave through it. They communicate by modulating
radio-frequency waveswith their brains. Theirsisacomplex, highly sophisticated language, and it isjust
about al the culture they possess. They have no need of clothing or shelter, and what little food they
require drifts past them on a sort of breeze. Hence, they make few artifacts, most of them sculptures or
bodily decorations.”

Shangashook hishead. “1 don't get it. It's stupid enough that the navy is bothering with them. From
everything you say, they're no threat to anybody; they don't want anything anybody has. But what'sthe
point of our boning up on-"

“Because, my dear Shanga ,” the sorcerer hissed, “they are dliesto our enemies! We shdldther win
them over and force them to betray Calrissian, or they, too, shall be destroyed!”

Now, in his speciad secret chamber aft of theWennis ' drives, Rokur Gepta contemplated the temporary
contents of aforce-bubble stronger than the full battle-shielding of the cruiser. Perched upon its pylon, it
contained a secret, an entire race, the Sorcerers of Tund , had died to protect.

At grester strength now, its ghostly flicker filled the room with evil dancing shadows, dl of themGepta's
. Hefdt a peace. It wasthe only light heredly liked. It reminded him of home. The home he had
remodeled with its assistance.

Inside the bubble tiny forms seethed and sizzled at the border of visihility, like dust motesin a sunbeam.
They were densest at the bottom of the bubble, yet many thousands more sparkled in the space above
the bottom. They werelively, active hungry .

Geptachuckled to himself. In amanner of thinking, they, too, were his pets. He had harnessed the most



dangerous forcesin the universe and kept them there in a cage. He made and unmade them at his
pleasure. And he had work for them to do.

Agan.There was enough... substance... there to eiminate the lifein an entire globular clugter.

TheThonBoka, al itsinhabitants, Lando Carissan, Vuffi Raa KlynShanga - yes, and perhapsthisarm
of the navy, which was, after dl, another obstacleto hisdesire for power - dl of them would fed the
agony of first contact with this, the most unusua of dl his pets.

And then they would fed nothing.

He shut off the switches. Where there had been activity before within the bubble, al movement
stopped. The green glow died abruptly. The motes stopped dancing. It was drawing near the time that
Gepta had arranged to have the drives shut down again, so that he could steer hissmal auxiliary through
the zone of murderous radiation, back to the main hull of theWennis.

The force-bubble grew smaler until it, too, disappeared, leaving the smooth, mirror-surface top of the
pylon, asmple pedestd of polished metad. Gepta smiled tohimsdf , pocketed the one small object he had
removed from the pedestal asthe force-field deactivated, and began cycling the airlock.

How beautiful to contemplate an entire galaxy of worlds glowing sweetly thus, to imagine the whole
universe clean and Sterile, linear and predictable.

The One said to theOther , “| observe that you have brought the Rest.”

They were arrayed before him, rank on rank, less for the sake of discipline (a concept utterly diento
those beings) or even orderliness, than for the smple reason that dl of them wanted to see and hear what
was going to happen next. Uncountable numbers of them bristled with unfamiliar tenseness,

They were not dtogether certain it was an improvement over their normal state.

“Yes” confirmed theOther , like hiscompanion, likedl his companions, glittering in the cold diamond
garlight, “and | believe that they wish for you to address them now, explain-"

“But they know aswell asyou or |,” the One protested, rude interruptions and strained emotions
coming now with grester frequency, even a so vast aremove from their grand experiment. “ They'redl
perfectly familiar with-”

“Yes” hisfriend said, but gently, “and yet they wish it asakind of ceremony, marking the passage of
one epoch and theinitiation of another, unknown, somehow frightening one. | wishiit, too, if you do not
mind grestly.”

The One hesitated, even though he had aready assented within himself. After dl, if those he cared for
felt the need...and perhapsit would help calm him, aswell. What sort of result would issue when this
project was mature, however, worried him.

Already circumstances were nearly unbearable.

“My friends, aswe dl know, some while ago, arather long time, even for we who are perhaps the most



longevous racein the galaxy, a my suggestion we caused a being to come into existence among uswho
was, well, somewhat different, imbuing him with certain minor physica advantages, and aburning desire
to know about the universe.”

There was amurmuring of remembrance, astir of suppressed excitement. Change was coming hard and
fast to the One, theOther , and the Rest.

“This being was peaceful ,unaggressve even by our standards, for we had shaped him in thisway for
severa reasonsthat made sense to us and gill do. Nonetheless, he has become embroiled in one violent
incident after another, brutal, sanguine clasheswith primitive cultures. Lives have been logt.

“Y et he has |learned much, and the time has arrived for usto learn it from him.”

The rumbling of comment from the Rest grew louder. The One gave them time to contemplate, then said
at last, “We go now to gather him in. We do not even know whether he will be happy to see us, to learn
that his searches, at least for the time being, are over with. Let usgreet himin dignity and love,
understand the trid s he has been through, and treasure what he hasto give us, for it isrich.

“Andit will change everything.”

IX

TUMBLING PONDEROUSLY BOW overgern, and with the dightest of rollsto starboard, the
Millennium Falcon dowed microscopicaly, her atitude burners sputtering at irregular intervasin the
eterna darkness. Her roll corrected, her pitch losing its momentum, she stabilized and cameto afull stop.
There was afitful, uncertain fluttering of red at her ports, scattered here and there around her battered
hull, then the strong, clear crimson of emergency lighting.

Fromsmall jetsat therear, streams of milky liquid struck her aft hull plates, boiling off noiselesdy in
thick, gaseous clouds that mingled with thetrailing smoke. A still-molten stub of structurd metal
projecting to the precise edge of her shield radius cooled and dimmed. The smoke ceased pouring; the
interior lights and running markers came on full.

From apressure valvein the circular hatch atop the Falcon's hull amast extruded, silvery, dender,
obvioudy being paid out by hand in jerky increments. It sopped with a springy quiver when two meters
of itwere visble.Lehesu , floating nearby, heard afamiliar voice:

“Hdlo there, old flatfish! Lost the main antennain al the excitement back there! That isyou, isnt i,
Lehesu ? Glad to be here. If VVuffi Raa had hesitated by apicosecond , you'd be talking to our radioactive
ghostd”

From arather different culture - one, for example, whose conception of death did not encompass
fancies of anectoplasmic afterlife - Lehesu failed to comprehend at least two-thirds of the greeting.

Nevertheless, he understood that his friends had safely arrived in the ThonBoka, and was overjoyed.

“Landocaptainmaster!” the vacuum-breather exclaimed, unconscioudy addressing the human occupant



of the starship asanOswaft Elder, “YesitisI!” He swam closer to the spacecraft until he could peer into
its control room through the canopy. Inside sat Lando Carissian, con man and sometime gambler (or
gambler and sometime con man), and his mechanica would-be servant, V uffi Raa.Full-time robot.

Thetwo were dill busily turning knobs and pushing buttons, attempting to restore the Millennium Falcon
to some semblance of operational normality. The captain's seat harnesslay unfastened, floating in the
temporarily gravity-free air about his acceleration couch. So it had been he, most probably, who had
erected the antenna, aft and upstairs. The youngOswaft was pleased to have deducted the data,
inggnificant asthey might be. It meant he was beginning to have afed for what had been atotaly dien
environment and civilization.

“Greetings and sdutations, friendLehesu ,” the droid echoed. “Not one of my better entrances, I'm
afraid. And we both apologize for the delay in reaching you.” He looked to Lando, who was nodding,
athough whether in assent to the gpology or as acomment on the robot's flying skills was moot.

“Wewerewithin halling distance,” Vuffi Raacontinued, * of theStarCave , severa days ago, but it was
necessary to work our way through the blockading fleet by means of deception.”

There wasthe dightest hint of distaste in the robot's voice, Lando thought. It annoyed him; deception
was supposed to be one of hismgjor stocks-in-trade, and V uffi Raa understood that aswell as anyone.
Besides, how else were they supposed to have gottenthrough.the fleet? Helit a cigar and gazed out
through the wedge-sectioned port at theOswaft floating gently ahead of the motionless Falcon. Blockade
or not, it was good to be out of circulation, beyond the reach of what passed for civilization - and of
hired assassns - however temporarily.

Knowing the navy, he had apessmigtic notion just how safe they were within the nebulaand for how
long. But he had aplan for that, too, and encouraged by hisrelatively easy victory over the fleet thusfar,
heintended to relax.

“I do not understand,” Lehesu protested in response to something V uffi Raa had said when Lando
wasn't listening. “1 believed that | had seen you and the Falcon utterly destroyed. Of course, at thetime, |
didn't know it was you, but...”

Satisfaction suffused the droid's tone, “I1t was my master'sidea, redlly. During thetime | described to
you, while he was spying upon the enemy under the guise of selling thingsand gambling, | fitted out a
cylinder of powdered metdlic shavings mixed with various volatiles, and attached it to the stern of the
Fdcon. Thiswe left unshielded, so that the cruiser'srays, upon striking it, would convey theillusion
that...”

| wonder what we would have doneif they'd smply used atractor beam, Lando mused. He'd counted
on the guns being manned by trigger-happy jerks, and, as usua, held been right.

For awhile he watchedLehesu , not redly paying attention asthat being and the little droid
communicated. They seemed to get dong automatically, he thought, had little trouble achieving
understanding.

Idly, he wondered why. For dl the goodwill in the galaxy, he had to struggle to identify with a cresture
who had never known a planet's surface, forwhom empty space was a comfortable home, who could
shift light-years at atime within it, somehow avoiding the necessity for those careful computationsthe
gambler had learned so painfully as an inexperienced captain.



Againgt the charcod backdrop of the nebula, a handful of starstwinkled merrily through the transparent
innards of the space being. Lando laughed, dismissing every doubt and trouble he wasfeding with a
shake of his head, took another drag on his cigar through awide grin, then rose from his sest.

“Pardon me, old gumball machine, if you can, but I'm going aft to change into my bathing togs. Careto
joinme?” Without waiting for areply, he stubbed out the cigar and pulled himself between thejumpsests
toward the rear of the cockpit.

“If,” the robot tirred from his conversation with theOswaft , “I interpret you correctly, Master, | think |
should like that very much.” Hisfive chromium-plated tentacles glittered over the control pandls. “I shdl
inform our friend, and place the ship on autométic.”

“Swdl. Don't cdl me magter.”

Ducking through the doorway, Lando floated aong the corridor until he reached alocker where he
changed from the well-wornshipcl othes he'd been wearing for the navy's benefit, into a spacesuiit.

By thetime héld seded dl thefittings and run through the checklist programmed into it, Vuffi Raa, who
hadn't needed to change, caught up with him. Together they made their way to the airlock and cycled out
through it into the void.

Lehesuwas there to meet them.

It was the gambler'sfirst good look at the ThonBoka from theinsde, and the sight was eerie. Behind
him, the nearly circular mouth of the nebula displayed the sky as he was accustomed to seeing it, adense
scattering of tars - with the occasond intrusion of an eruption of destructive energies from the fleet.

Everywhere else, the gas and dust shut out the rest of the universe with asolid wall of deep gray that
appeared dightly phosphorescent, and through which gigantic bolts of lightning played intermittent natural
counterpoint to the unnatural discharges from the navy. The eye, perhaps the mind itsdlf, violently
rejected proper proportionsin that place. Lando knew that he was gazing across a dozen light-years,
something like ten trillion kilometers, to the oppostewall, in redity afinite region of diffuse particlesthat
would be scarcely noticeable to those aboard aship traveling through it. His eyestold him he was near
the entrance to an enormous but comprehensibly sized cavern, one that might require severa daysto
traverse on foot, but a cavern nevertheless,

Billows and foldsin the nebula resembled geologic flows, sheets of limestone depostion. All that was
missing were salagmites and st actites. |llumination was provided by three smal planetless blue-white
garsthat shonein the center of theStarCave , their photon pressure probably accounting for its hollow
form, but not for their own presence. One star might have been sensible. Three, spaced alight-year or
two gpart, would have physicists making excuses to one another well into the next century. Lando was
happy to be agambler, a professon where dibis don't count. Biologists would be unhappy - or ecstatic -
at the strange life that had evolved in the sheltered space.

Fingering colored plastic control buttons set into asmall pand on the arm of his spacesuit, Lando jetted
away from the upper hull andretroed to afloating hat adaring few meters away from theimpressive
youngOswalft . It was something like gregting an ocean liner politely.

He circumnavigated the five hundred-meter creature in asmooth arc, tucked himsdf into arall,
sraightened, and sprang away with arms extended wide, legs spread, and an expression of sudden joy
on hisface.



“Y aaahooo!” he whooped uncharacterigtically, rgoicing in the sensation of free movement, open space.
He redlized held been cooped up aboard ship far too long. It felt like hisentire life. Or perhaps evolving
on aplanet, squeezed between the ground and low-hanging sky, made one fed permanently
claustrophobic.

Vuffi Raa, propelled by the Core alone knew what, spun like a bright metalic snowflake beside him as
Lehesu rotated majesticaly, then veered off in ahuge graceful curve the two smaller beings attempted to
emulate. One of them succeeded.

“Hey, you guys, wait for me!” Lando shouted unnecessarily; his suit radio carried perfectly well over the
kilometer or two he'd missed intercepting them by. Correcting, he tumbled dightly - the free-fdl
equivalent of tripping over hisown feet - stabilized, and swooped to join hisfriends. By which time, of
course, they were somewhere else,

Lando didn't care. On his own, he began essaying ancient patterns, maneuvers that, el sawhere and
elsawhen , would be calledL uftberry circles,Immdmann turns, imitating the ingpired antics of fighting
aerocraft of the pre-gpace eras of every culture momentarily infatuated with free flight and glorious death.
He dived onLehesu , showering the vacuum-bresther with imaginary reciprocating gun bullets,then pulled
up at the last ingtant asthe startled being ingtinctively rolled to ped the attacking foe off his back.

That didn't save Vuffi Raa. The unfortunate droid was sitting squardly in the bull's-eye etching of
Lando's helmet - ordinarily used for the more mundane purpose of orienting onesdlf before setting off
one's suit prope lants - when Lando's deadly pointed fingersfilled him full of hot-jacketed lead.

Caught up in the spirit of the thing, the robot spun out and downward, wishing he could traill smoke for
his magter's amusement. There were limits, however, even to V uffi Raas remarkable capabilities.

Three smdl blue-white suns glowed against asomber dark-gray backdrop. Lightning licked the folds
and billows of the cavern walls.

Three odd beings, Oswaft , droid, and, oddest of al, human, passed an endless hour or o, playing at
combat like the young of dl intelligent life everywhere. It was both arelease and areturn at the same
time, marred only by the momentarily suppressed dread of what lay outsde theStarCave - and the
sudden flare of baleful energy asthe fleet, on its clockwork schedule of mass murder sprayed poison and
lethal power into the space around the ThonBoka mouth.

Lando cut his spin - that time, he had been the victim of Vuffi Raals machine guns - and halted, hanging
in space, resenting being catapulted back into adulthood, watching the stupidity unnecessary fleet
operationswith an angry grimace clearly visible through his transparent bubble helmet. Lifewas so
smple, hethought bitterly, so thoroughly enjoyable. Why were there dways people whose chosen
professon wasto louseit up for everybody else?

Vuffi Raa swam up beside the gambler, not needing to be tel epathic to read his master's thoughts. They
were joined byLehesu . All three stared out through the mouth of the nebula, watching the evil net of
beamsthat did itswork of making lifeimpaossible for theOswait . All knew of the enzymesdrifting into the
ThonBoka, aswell.

“The nutrient current growsimpoverished, my friends,” Lehesu observed sadly. He was not actualy
breathing heavily from the hour's exercise, but the effect was much thesame. Lando and Vuffi Raadidn't
know hiskind quite well enough to understand it was abad sign.



“Coreforgive mel” Lando exclamed, “I'd dmost forgotten why we came herein thefirst place!” He
turned toward the Millennium Falcon, applied thrust to his suit. “Well get you alittle snack, old skate,
then you can show us where best to place the rest of our cargo.”

The robot and the man scooted underneath the starship, began manipulating the locks on asmdl cargo
hatch. In amoment, clinging to the hull, they had it open and ddivered of asmal canister that V uffi Raa
held out.

“Hereyou are,” Lando heard through his helmet phones. “ Shal | just spray it around, or would you
prefer-”

“That will be quite suitable, my friend, and many thanks.”

Lehesutried hard to keep hunger out of hisvoice. He hadn't noticed until now how famished hed
become. Asthe specidly selected amino acids and other compounds began drifting around the ship, he
moved dowly and with dignity, scooping them up and ingesting them. He could fed them sing through his
body and knew ajoy akin to that which Lando felt at the prospect of freedom.

“Wdl, | certainly trust you're enjoying yoursdf in your sdfish gluttony!”

It was a strange new voice over the ether, one incomprehensible to Lando, but V uffi Raa understood it
- and correctly interpreted its hogtile tone. Both of them jetted quickly out from under the hull of the
Fd con, which was blocking their view, asapair of titanic monsters did casualy dongside, making even
Lehesu gppear small and meek. He may not have had the robot's talent for languages, but the air of
sarcagtic disgpprova hadn't been missed by the gambler, ether.

Reflexively, he patted the spacesuit pocket where he kept hisgtingbeam - then laughed inwardly at
himsdlf as he thought of pitting its miniscule power againg these...these...

“These are the Elders you told us about,Lehesu 7" he asked findly. “ Tell them we're here to help them,
and that, at the very least, we mean them absolutely no harm.” He removed his hand from the pocket and
tried to sound sincere.

And almost succeeded.

Easly seven hundred meters from wingtip to wingtip, the pair of Oswaft dwarfed theFalcon, and
everything dsein view. They positioned themsalves on ether Side of Lando's younger vacuum-breething
friend, asif that worthy were being arrested. Or sent to bed without his dinner.

“No,” Lehesu replied in words the gambler could understand, “ these are most assuredly not the Elders,
and they have no right or authority to interfere with us. Elders are much larger.” Hed directed thefind
comment to the two interlopers. Apparently it was some kind of insult, although it was probably lost on
the pair, spoken asit had been in human language, Lando thought. If Elders were even larger than these
creatures, the gambler reflected, he certainly didn't want to messwith them.

Vuffi Raaput on aburst of speed, whipped around asif to block the progress of the three giant beings -
asif amicrobe could block the progress of abantha. “1 suggest,” the droid radiated in abusinesdike tone,
“that you be civil to our friendLehesu , for he has performed a great service for you and the rest of your-"

“Slence, inggnificant one!” one of the creatures replied. “Y ou know not of what you spesk. We are



here at the explicit request of the Eldersthemsalves. The three of you are to come to them at once, in
order to explain your impertinence and face their mighty judgment!”

“SABACC!” CRIED LANDO Cadrissan, gambler, con artiste, and interstellar diplomat. He sat back
on sheer nothingness with a satisfied look on hisface and let the Millennium Falcon gather in hiswinnings,
shufflethe“deck,” and deal out the* cardchips™ once again.

It was the weirdest and most profitable game held ever played.

Senwannusgourkahipaff, senior Elder of theOswaft , let alittleticklish Sgnd be broadcagt, indicating
amusement and pleasure.

“Truly it isamazing, Captainmasterlandocdrissan .”

Lando gave amentd shrug: if the head vacuum-breather wished to address him with atitle longer than
his own, indicating deep respect and arelaxed sort of submission, the gambler wasn't going to correct
him. There was far too much at stake, and it had very little to do with the game of sabacc.

“Amazing,” the thousand-meter being continued, “you cannot even see the cards, yet you have won
hand after hand under fair and impartia conditions. | abase mysdlf to your skill and intellect.”

Lando congratulated himself alittle, too, principaly on hisluck. They were playing in the center of the
Cave of the Elders, the only architecturd structure, asfar as he knew, within the ThonBoka, very
probably the only such theOswaft had ever constructed. Or thought to construct.

Located in the middle of the triangular plane formed by the three blue-white starsin the center of the
nebula, the Cave of the Elders was a meticulous replica of theStarCave itsdlf.

From where he sat — hung might be a better word, asthey were relaxing in free-fadl - he could make out
the folds and tucks he'd seen outside, duplicated in exact detail amere ten kilometersaway. A circular
doorway repeated the pattern of the mouth of the ThonBoka (sans, he was happy for small favors, the
blockading fleet), and what he'd seen of the detail outside spoke exceptionally well for the inferential
powers of theOswaft . With the exception of the adventurousLehesu , they had never actualy seen the
outsde of their nebula, yet they knew just what it had to look like.

The only flaw observable in the titanic modeling effort, and what made the Cave of the Eldersredly
interesting, wasthat it was congtructed entirely, al twenty klicks of its diameter, of precious gems.

From outside the entrance of the Cave, the Falcon's computers pinged in his helmet phones, indicating
two cards each had been dealt toSen (Lando irreverently abbreviated the being's name for the sake of his
overworked tongue muscles), toFeytihennasraof , the second Elder, on the senior's | eft, and toLehesu
whowasdso gtting in.



“You have a Three of Staves and aCommander of Sabres , Magter,” Vuffi Raainformed him from the
ship, “totd value, fifteen. The otherswould be “seeing” their cards by means of televison sgnds
produced by the computer. He wished the robot would let him count his own cards, amost as much as
he wished the robot would stop calling him master, but there didn't seem to be much he could do about
it. To protect the privacy of Lando's hand, they spokein Old HighTrammic , the ancient language of the
Toka/Sharu of theRafa System. TheOswaft were too polite to mention that they'd “ decoded” the
language within five minutes of the game's beginning. They'd play fair in any case, ignoring the robot's
Sgnds

Both the trandation and the refusdl to take advantage were reflexive with the creatures; none of them
had thought about the matter conscioudy. Honor and solving puzzles were ingtinctive with them.

“I'll take one card,” Sen intoned, indicating thanks once the Falcon had eectronicaly dedlt it. Fey, too,
required a card, while the precociousL ehesu stood pat. Lando asked for a card, receiving Moderation, a
minus fourteen, which made his hand worth one point.

“Magter the computer has randomly atered your last card to an Eight of Flasks!”

“Sabacc!” Lando said before the robot could finish. That made a hundred and eighty million creditsthe
Oswaft owed him, if held kept his accounts straight. If he ever got out of that mess, lifewas going to be
very, very different.

“Thisisamost diverting occupation,” Fey said. “ Shall we have another hand,
Captainmasterlandocdrissansr 7’

Swell: held been promoted by asyllable. At that rate, it would soon take dl day to say hisname.
Maybe he should contrive to lose afew hands. It wouldn't be easy, seeing that the computer was actualy
controlling the cards, but he'd think of something.

Just like he had when they'd been summoned to confront the Elders.

Authority comesin many packages, and the contents seem to vary just as much as the outer trappings.
Imperid power was based on naked, |ethal, brute force, pure and smple and no shilly-shalying.

The position of decison-makersin theOseon , to choose just one example, depended on weslth. In the
Reafa Systemn, some deference seemed to be paid to religious leadership, athough in that system, things
were so tied up in ancient science that what looked like high priests might actualy be senior technicians.

TheOswaft were a conservative people. They deferred to age and experience. Lando had tried to
ascertain how old theOswaft got to be, but couldn't. Like many lower species, they kept on growing
throughout their lives. Lehesu was ayoung adult, say the equivalent of late teens or early twenties. He was
about five hundred meters across the wingtips, and growing.

The pair of yes-men who'd picked them up near the ThonBoka mouth were apparently of middle years
(or centuries or millennia), seven or seven hundred fifty metersin diameter and set in their ways. They
hadn't much liked calling on tiny strangers or having tiny strangers calling on them, and they'd liked it less
that ayoungster likelLehesu had gone and changed the nice, smooth, boring flow of lifein theStarCave .

The three had pointed out that Lando and V uffi Raa couldn't Smply go swimming off to meet the Elders.
Lehesu wasn't prepared to say what would happen if he attempted to transport them as he had his
nutrient cylinder back in the foodless desert. Nor was Lando prepared to risk such aventure. With some



haggling with the pair of outsiders, the Falcon was permitted to return with faster-than-light drives
activated, and followed theOswaft down into the hollow center of the nebula.

Under thetriple suns of theStarCave , the Cave of the Elders was an impressive sight, glittering and
gleaming from billions of pointsasit rotated dowly. Vuffi Raa, using the ship's sensors, informed the
gambler that there wasn't a valuable stone in the known galaxy that wasn't represented in huge quantities
inthe walls of the Cave. Moreover, the size of the gemswould have sent ajeweler into adead faint.

Senwannusgourkahipaff andFeytihennasraof bad awaited them within the Cave of the Elders.Lehesu
with hisexcdlent grasp of Lando's language, had spelled the names for the gambler and the robat,
explaining that the gpostrophe inSen's name represented another dozen or so minor syllablesthe Elder
was too modest to insist upon, and that there was athirdElder around somewhere who was busy and
would jointhem later.

“Our most cordia greetings, Captainmagterlando ,” had beenSen's firgt words in the new form of speech
Lehesu had taught the Elder in amatter of seconds. “1 abjure you to forgive the somewhat overzealous
invitation issued to you by our juniors.”

The senior Elder administered amenta nudge of admonishment to the pair - alaser bolt that would have
holed the Falcon, deflectorsand dll.

“Think nothing of it, Senwannusgourkahipaff , your Eldership; they're not the first underlingsto get
carried away with borrowed authority. What can we do for you?’

“Weare,” Fey replied, “ given to understand that you have brought nutrients to replace those being
destroyed by others of your kind outside theStarCave . Isthis correct?’

Landonodded, agesture he wasn't sure theOswaft could see or understand. They'd Ieft the Falcon
parked outside - athough now he wondered why he'd bothered as there was plenty of room for her in
the Cave-and jetted in to meet the Elders. “ That'sright, sir. Not very much, but it's only abeginning. And
besides, | think I've figured out away to get the Navy off your back.”

“But why should you bother yourself” Fey asked. “ And why should you oppose the actions and
interests of your own kind in this matter? I'm afraid we do not understand you, Captainmaster and until
we do, we cannot accept this gift you offer.” The Elderswere at |east akilometer across, Fey being
dightly smaller than Sen. Lando fdt silly negotiating with them - it wasrather like carrying on a
conversation with alarge gpartment building. But from earlier conversationswithLehesu , hewas
prepared for their attitude and these very questions.

“Wadll, asdefrom thefact that VVuffi Raaand | have grown rather fond of youngLehesu , here, we
consder it asort of agame.” Lando wished, as he hung in space beside the huge ray-like creature, that
there was some provision for smoking acigar in aspacesuit. Hefdt better making businesstalk if he
could smoke.

“A game?Please explain what you mean.”

“Sure, Sen. | understand that you folks like mental puzzles. Well, my folks do, too. Only weve found a
way to make them more interesting and chalenging: we turn them into games. That's where somebody
esetriesto solvethe puzzlefirst, or better, or opposes your solution of it while hetriesto work out his
own.”



“Fascinating,” Sen mused, amost to himself. He turned to Fey. “Have you ever conceived of such a
thing?’

No answer came from the Elder. To abeing so ancient, a new concept came as something of a shock.

“Right,” Lando said, jetting closer to the pair of diens. “And just to make it more fascinating, wetry to
play for something alittle better than the sheer joy of solving the puzzle.”

“Such aswhat?’ both Elders said at once.

“Wadll, permit me to demongtrate, friends. Now take the game of sabacc. Am | missing something
obvious here,” Lando offered conversationally as he took another “card” and the others considered their
hands, “or are you people completely resigned to dying?’

A pae pink tinge suffused throughL ehesu at Lando's boldness toward the Elders, but he kept his peace,
trugting the gambler. Sen and Fey both performed the equivaent of looking up from their cards.

Lando's helmet indicators said he was being brushed lightly by twin radar beams. He knew the beings
werefar from stupid. Ther trangparent bodies made it easier and more difficult at the sametimeto figure
out their internd arrangements, but from what heldseen, he guessed that about two-thirds of their mass
was brain, and pretty astute brain at that.

“Ahyes” Sen answered findly, “that was the reason you were demonstrating sabacc to us. | had
become so fascinated with the gameitsdlf | had quite forgotten that its purpose was explaining why you
wished to help us. So, you play agreat sabacc game with your own kind out there, and we are apart of
it. No, my friend, we do not wish to die, but there seemslittle dternative. I'll take acard,
Sarshipmillenniumfacon , if you please.” The ship, gpparently unimpressed that it had been granted
status not only as a person but as an Elder among theOswaft , duly blipped out asignd representing one
of the seventy-eight sabacc cards, and fdll silent again.

“There are plenty of dternatives, friend, there dways are. Thefirgt, of course, isthat you can give up
and die. I'm glad to hear you rgject it. That's abeginning, anyway. Sabacc! That makes twenty-three
million you owe me. Can we take abreak? | haveto vist certain facilities aboard my ship, and we can
carry on this conversation from there.”

He jetted across the Cave of the Elders, leaving theOswaft behind, climbed onto the hull of the Falcon
and into the airlock hatch, where V uffi Raa greeted him. “Patch the intercom into the ship-to-ship, will
you? | need acigar to think properly, and the powwow has reached a critical point.”

“Yes, Mader, I've been listening. What are we going to do with twenty-three million credits worth of
precious stones? | don't believe we have room in the-”

“Well figure that out when therésapoint to it. Right now staying aive getstop priority.” Hed unsealed
his helmet and hung it on arack, and, retaining the rest of his suit, climbed down into the lounge, where
for once he left the gravity on, enjoying the fed of some weight under him.

“The second dternative,” he continued, once contact was reestablished, “isto fight. Y ou folks have
some impressive talents, your Size aoneis pretty terrifying, at least for people of my size, but | think-"

“Captainmagterlandocdrissan,” interruptedSen , “we are not afighting people, in fact the concept is
nearly as new to us asthat of gaming - and somewhat related, | would guess. In any event, thereisathird



wey...”

“And what would that be?’ the gambler asked as he dowly and deliberately singed the business end of
acigar, keeping the flame well away from thetip.

“Negotiation.Y ou will recal mention of athird Elder,Bhoggihdysahonues ? At this moment, sheand a
delegation of other Oswaft have appeared at the mouth of theStarCave and are sgnding for a
peace-conference with your fleet. We wish to ask upon what terms-”

“Y ou bet your gpostrophe | remember Boggy, and | can predict exactly what's going to happen, Sen.
The Navy wants you dead, old beanbag, and that's the only termsthey're going to settle for. I've seen
their work on other occasions, and you can believe me when |-”

“Thisismuch as| had surmised,” the second Elder said, “and | opposed the attempt, yet we are an
open and free people and would not prevent our third Elder from trying what she might. Y et you have
mentioned other aternativesto dying, fighting, and negotiating.”

“Therésrunning away.”

“What, and leave the ThonBoka?’ So much emotion loaded the response that Lando couldn't tell which
Oswaft it had come from. He poured himsdlf aglass of fruit juice (Spacesuits tend to dehydrate one a bit)
and sat back down, puffing on hiscigar. Vuffi Raawas forward, keeping hisbig red eye on the controls.
It was difficult but important to remember that they were till in degp space. He could see how theOswaft
thought of the place as asafe haven.

“I don't know,” he said at last. “1 gather fromLehesu's experiences that you folks aren't biologically tied
to the place. It'san dternative to dying, isn't it?

A long, long silence ensued while the massive brains outside processed his heresy. Findly: “1 am not
sure, Lando, that it isa desirable dternative. We are the ThonBoka; the ThonBoka is theOswaft . Would
you willingly be driven out of your home, accept an eternity of wandering-"

Helaughed. “ Sen, | accepted wandering asaway of life along time ago. It beats the Core out of
working for aliving.” The gambler mused. Therewerealot of strange life-formsin the gaaxy, ranging, in
the matter of size done, from these gigantic creetures, the largest he'd ever heard of, down to the tiny
Crokes of ... well, something-or-other. He couldn't remember the system. What made it interesting was
that in histravels held observed that the biggest critters were dmost invariably the most gentle and timid.

Wéll, it made sense: if you werelittle, you had to learn to be tough. If you were big, it didn't matter. He
guessed heldd aways thought of himsdlf as somewherein the middie.

“Okay, yeah. Well, what if you gppeared to do one or another of these things - sort of liketheway |
taught you to bluff in sabacc? Say you looked like you were going to destroy thefleet. Or, say you
looked like you we're al dead? | hate to bring up atouchy subject, butLehesu tels me you folks sort of
disintegrate when you - die, drift away inacloud of dust?’

Another long, uncomfortable slence. At long last, the daringLehesu spoke for his Elders. “ That's correct,
Lando, we return to our constituent molecules. Not the happiest of thoughts. Why, isit important?’

Finishing his cigar, Lando stood, walked back to the ladder and up to the airlock, screwed on his
helmet, and went outside The Cave of the Elders floated beside the Falcon like afantastic decorated egg,



amillion brilliant colors,a billion gleaming facets. He drifted toward the entrance and faced the three giant
beingswho waited for him there.

“Yes, it could be very important. It means you don't leave any remains behind that can be detected
againgt the norma molecular background of space. It meansthey won't be looking for any tiffs.”

“Stiffs?’ thethree said at once.

“Bodies, corpses, DOAS, meat, corporaddicti . Tell me, what are conditionslike out by thewall of the
SarCave ?’

IfOswaft had been capable of blinking at arapid change of subject,Sen , at least would have done so.
“Why, not terribly different from here. A bit colder but not uncomfortably so.”

“Vuffi Raa,” Lando said into theradio in his it “ get me some scanning data on the nebulawall, will
you? I've been working on an idea.Sen , Fey,Lehesu , can you people get through thewall at al?’

Lehesureplied, being the only one with any practica experiencein the matter. “It isal but impenetrable.
One cannot - what is your expression? - 'starhop' because one cannot see where oneisgoing. Itissaid
that attempting it in any case will cause oneto burst into flame and vanish.”

Lando considered this.“Makes sense. Nomaiter how diffuse the gas and dust is,trandight speedswill
create that kind of friction. How deep could you - what is your expression?—‘swim' into thewal if you
had to?Far enough so that sensors couldn't detect you?’

It wasL ehesu's turn to think. While he was doing so, a sudden burst of radio transmissions entered the
Cave of the Elders. It caused some stir. Lando couldn't understand what was being said, but no one
interrupted the conversation for atrandation, so the gambler put it out of hismind.

Atlonglast: “Yes, | believe such might be possible. If | follow your line of reasoning, you would have us
conced oursalves, we and al of theOswatft , within the folds and billows of thewall until the fleet,
believing in their despicable villainy that we had starved to desth, gave up and went away to impose
misfortune upon someone e se. But what would you have us do about the molecular residue that-"

The gambler grinned. “I havethat al figured out, my overlarge friend. It wouldn't take very much, would
it?How about alittle of my cargo, judicioudy sprayed al over the place?’

“Lando! | believe the ideamight work. Esteemed Elders, may | ask-"

“Silence, young one.Peace! We have something else to ponder at this moment, something very
digurbing.”

“What's happening, Sen , what'sgoing on?’

The giant spoke: “ Bhoggihdysahonues' attempts to negotiate an end to these insane hogtilities have
ended in disaster! She, and dl of her party - athousand of our people - were murdered with
energy-weapons amost the moment they appeared at the mouth of the ThonBoka and greeted the
nearest vess”

“I'm sorry to hear it,Sen ...but, well, it doesn't redlly change things very much, doesit?’



“I am afraid, Captainmasterlandocarissangr that it does. Y ou see, unfortunately, and in thelr
congernation - the details aren't very clear - the negotiation party shouted at the... ‘cruiser’ much as| did
in an unthinking moment just now a the twoOswaft who brought you here o ill-usedly. ©

“Yeah.l et it, and it was atight beam. The Courteous? What happened to her?” He had abad fedling
about this.

Sengave the broadcast equivaent of amournful sigh.

“She - your Courteous - was not well defended, asis your Millennium Falcon, by deflector-shields, for
they thought our people harmless.

“Thus was the Courteous utterlydestroyed. ”
“Swell,” Lando said, more to himsdlf than to the Elders.” Nothing like a premature war on our hands.”

“Therest of thefleet, with full shields up now, has entered the ThonBoka mouth to murder usdl in
retribution.”

Xl

KLYN SHANGA GRINNED ahumorlessgrin. “Well,Bern, you'veredly put your foot in it thistime,
old friend.”

Thewiry little man on the fold-down cot spread his skinny arms and shrugged, returning his
commander'srueful smile.

He wore a dark-green military shipsuit with awell-abraded band around the waist where he was used to
carrying agunbet. Shanga's low-dung holster was likewise empty; no wegpons were permitted in the
cdll-block of theWennis' detention sector.

“Y ou know what they say, Boss, sometimes you trick the sorcerer, sometimes the sorcerer tricks you.”
He pursed hislips, tongue protruding generoudy, and made arude and juicy noise.

An darmed look playing momentarily over his broad and deeply seamed features, Shanga glanced
around reflexively for listening devices.

Hissmdller associate laughed. “What're they gonnado, throw mein the clink for insubordination?
That'd belikejailing amurderer for littering.” Harsh light from the naked overhead bulb reflected from the
man's equally naked scalp. Where he did have hair, on the sides and back, it was clipped intoadirty gray
subble.

Shangasat down on the cot beside his friend, extracted apair of cigars from a pocket. There was a brief
slencewhilethey got them lit. “Well, I've got to admit, when you tried hijacking that auxiliary, you
climbed pretty high on the wanted list. | wish to the Core you'd consulted me before you-”



“What, and have you wind up here, yoursaf? Boss, you know you'd have done the samething | did.
There are fivepinnaces tucked away aboard this scow with the capability for faster-than-light travel, and
our fighters can't hack it. If that blockade fleet movesin before we get to the nebula, we're gonnalose the
Butcher!”

And our reason for living, Shanga thought, reading the same thoughts displayed on hisfriend'sface. Bern
Nuladeg was the only member of his squadron who went back with him to before hisorigina retirement.
They'd served their country together in d brief but bloody conflict with one of its neighbors, earning their
wings, both of them becoming aces. WhenShanga retired, Nuladeg had gone on to become aflight
ingructor, finaly the commander of his nation-state's flight academy. Theinvasion from the stars had
changed dl of that.

Now they flew together in a squadron made up not only of their fellow countrymen but of personne
belonging to their former enemy, individuas from other nations,other planetsin their systlem. They were
dIRenatasans , and they al wanted the same thing.V engeance.

“I know,Bern, | know. That'swhy you did it on your own didn't take any of the othersalong. Y ou were
going to sed that lighter yoursdlf - then what?’

The smdll, bald-headed figure chuckled. “Hadn't gotten that far dong in my plans. Days before we
reach the ThonBoka at this speed,Klyn , days! What canGepta be thinking of, permitting theinvasionto
begin before we get there? | heard the story - had the ring of truth to it - and acted. Guess | would have
swung around and offered you fellows aride, if 1'd had the chance. | dunno. What're they gonnado to
me, do you suppose?’

Shangashook his head. “1 have ameeting - an ‘audience,’ held like to styleit - with our gray-robed
cousinin an hour or so. We're going to talk about it then. | won't lieto you, it doesn't look good. Y ou
should see theway hetreats his own people.”

Nuladeg'slaughter was practicaly agiggle now. “I know! That'swhat made swiping that machine so
blasted easy: everybody was afraid to move for fear of getting termindly reprimanded! Whoever said
dictatorship's efficient, Boss? It'd be funny if it weren't so downright stupid.” He drew on hiscigar, blew
asmoke ring toward the bulb in the celling. Then his laughter died dong with the smile creasing hisface.

“Klyn, promise me one thing: don't worry about me enough to stop this mission.Whatever you do. |
mean it. | can take whatever they dish out, but | can't stand the thought-"

BernNuladeg's entire family had been killed by Imperia troopers enjoying afew hours off-duty time. It
had been alark for them, and had only finished what they'd actualy been guilty of. The field commander
for the group had dismissed it as a prank - the same commander was found the next morning, in hisown
bed, with abayonet thrust through hislower jaw into his brain. No one had ever solved the mystery of
how it had been donein aheavily guardedbuilding on the grounds of the former flight academy, nor of
who had doneit or why.

“All right, old friend,” Shanga sighed. He'd always thought thatNuladeg , who was the better pilot,
experienced with command respons bility, ought to have been running the tattered squadron. Thelittle
man had refused even the number-twopostion , citing an impulsiveness that no one had truly believedin
until now. “1'll seewhat | can do. Youreright, I'm afraid. | was thinking about thosepinnaces mysdf,
when | heard about the moves againgt theStarCave . I'll seewhat | can do and be back with you as soon
aspossible”



He rapped loudly on thewall, pointedly ignoring the call button beside the force-fielded door.” Guardd!
Let me out of herel | have to see atoad about aman!”

A quarter of agdaxy away, the One, theOther , and the Rest raced to keep arendezvous. They had
come from even farther, and their speed was something no one in what Lando and hisfriends regarded
asadcivilization would have believed.

“We move so dowly!” theOther complained, plunging through hyperspace beside the One. “1 fear we
shdl not get thereon time!”

The One dlowedhimsaf to be distracted from his headlong course long enough to indicate asmile.
“Impatience from you, after dl thistime, my friend? Truly, thisisan eraof changes. Never fear, we shall
learn what we shall learn, regardless. I, too, would prefer that we-”

TheOther interrupted. “ Events move of their own accord! What shal cometo passis unpredictable! It
isChaos, | tdl you, Chaos!”

“And there ought to be alaw? Remember,comrade, that it isthis state of unpredictability which nearly
every race enduresfor dl of itslife-span. Itisin this state that we began, and we are unusua in surviving
it. Wevery nearly died of boredom; would that have been more desirable?’

“Dont lecture me!” theOther replied with uncharacteristic sharpness. “1 know aswell asyou do of the
dangersthat confronted us. | wasthefirst to consent to your plan. Do not begrudge metheright to
complain of some of its consequences; it asssts mein adjusting to theinevitable.”

Laughter crackled through the distorted space around them. “Nothing isinevitable anymore, dear
comrade, nothing! That isthe entire point of the experiment!”

“Wdll, | hope your experiment will produce a cure for smugness, then. | personally shall take great
pleasurein restraining you whileit isforcibly administered!”

Once again laughter sundered the twisted ether asthe One, the disgruntledOther , and the Rest, in
various sates of mind, plunged onward.

“Nonsense!” Rokur Geptahissed from the corner of his gpartments below the control deck. “Heismine
to dedl with, and | tell you he shal be sectioned dive before the entire crew - yoursincluded, Admira
Shanga - asan example!”

It wasthefirgt timethe fighter commander had ever seen the sorcerer pace nervoudy. Thetime was
growing near for the resolution of anumber of crises, and theRenatasian had a suspicion that Gepta , too,
feared he would be robbed of his victory by atrigger-happy fleet Commodore. Carrying disrespect to
new heights because he felt the effect was necessary, Shanga flopped into the sorcerer's huge chair.

“Gepta, you old charlatan, you know better than that, and if you don't, I'll tell you now. Keep Bern
Nuladeg in the brig, if you wish, until we get to the ThonBoka. He could usetherest, and it'll kegp him
out of trouble. Not to mention saving your well-concedled face. But execute him, and I'm through with



you. I'll take my squadron and-"
“You'll do what you are told!” Gepta made athreatening magical gesture.

Shangalaughed. “ Save your parlor tricks, old man! We stopped doing what we were told when your
precious Navy destroyed anything we had to lose by disobeying. Twenty-three loose cannon,Gepta , and
they're dl pointed at you unless you-"

“Slence! I have no further need for you,KlynShanga . Y ou have foolishly told me where Lando
Cdrissan might be found. We will soon be there, and heistrapped by the fleet, cannot get away from
thejustice | shal mete out. Y ou serve no purpose. Y ou are dispensable!”

Shangaobtained another cigar from insde his suit, lit it, and spat out aflake of tobacco onto the
carpeted floor.

“Yesh?Wel, | spent alittle time with your pet professor today. Y oull recal you instructed him to be
free and easy with information bearing on combat operationsin the nebula? What he had to say about the
suff relayed thismorning from the fleet was very interesting. Very interesting, indeed.”

Gepta, his back turned to the squadron commander, spoke to the wall. “ And what was that?”

“Ask your own peopleif you don't believe me. Were up againgt it,Gepta . Thereare something likea
hillionOswaft in that sack, every one of them as dangerous as afighter ship. Something about folkslike us
being eectrochemicd in nature, our nervous systems, anyway. Well, theOswaft are what your boy is
cdling 'organodectronic.’ | don't know exactly everything that implies, but they can think and act and
maneuver alot faster than we can. What's more, aflock of them destroyed the Courteous. Nobody
knows how.”

Geptawhirled onShanga . “What hasthisto do with disposition of your group, Admiral?” Theway the
sorcerer pronounced histitle may have been the most sarcastic thing that Shanga had ever heard. With
difficulty he shrugged off theimplied threst, returned to calculated insullt.

“So you think you're going to get anywhere with the clumsy children you've got manning thisship?1 told
you,Gepta , they're amateurs, and they're so scared at balling things up, they'll ball them up anyway! |
think whatBernNuladegtried this morning ought to demondtrate pretty well how frightened we are, of you,
or of anything else. Y ou need us, you pretentiousidiot, and you're going to lose this operation without us.
Y ou may have dready. Have you heard from the fleet?’

Therewas along, long silence whileRokur Gepta gained control of himsalf. No one, not for perhaps
twenty thousand years, had spoken to him in such amanner and lived - or even died a quick and merciful
death. In fact some of them had lasted, under one instrument of both torture and regeneration or another,
for centuries.KlynShanga might be one such, after thiswas over.

Very well, then, the sorcerer reasoned, it should not matter what immediate disposition he made of
Shanga or hisunderlings. They would serve their purpose in the coming conflict, and any who survived...

But he had one more source of information to consult. He strode rapidly to the chair that Shanga
occupied, ignored the man, and pressed a button. “ Send me theOttdefaOsunoWhett immediatdy.”

Not three minutes later, the compartment door whisked aside, and the anthropologist stepped in. The
tall, emaciated professor took in what was to be seen, sensed conflict momentarily postponed, and



vowed tohimsdf to get out of the way as soon as he could manageit.
“Y ou have been following the information from the fleet?” the sorcerer asked without preliminaries.
“Of course, g, |-
“What do they tdll you of the capabilities of theOswaft 7’
Shangagrinned, but kept hissilence,

“Well, gr, itisaconfirmation of my earlier sudies. In acdlular sense, thesebeingsseemto exist ona
sort of solid-gtate level, something like primitive eectronics. Thisaccountsfor their communications
abilitiesand-”

“How isthisknown?Isit merely surmise, or are there data?’

The anthropol ogist's astonishment grew every timeGepta snapped at him. Along with hisfear. “Sir, a
number of vessels did afull-range scan a the moment the crestures were destroyed. Most of them were
vaporized when the Courteous went up. In fact, it's possible that not one of them wasinjured by fire from
the fleet. They smply miscalculated the destructive radius of an exploding cruiser. The Courteous did
open fire, but there wasn't any timet-"

The sorcerer raised ahand and the scientist halted. “ By what means did theOswaft destroy the cruiser
CourteousOttdefa ? And how vulnerable do you suppose they are to the Navy's weapons?’

When hesitated before he began again: “ Sir, asdifficult asit may beto believe, it appearsthat smple
microwaves were the method, but at incredible power levels. Thisis consistent with their ability to
hyper-travel, Sinceit, too, is an energy-intensive phenomenon. Thereis aso the fact to consider that the
Courteous was unshielded - | believe the circumstances are referred to as 'garrison discipling? Shielded,
| believe aship would be quite safe. To answer your second question, there isno reason to believe that
theOswaft would be any more impervious to disintegrator beams, tractor-pressorbeams, disruptors, and
the like, than any other living thing.”

The sorcerer stood deep in thought, one hand where his chin should have been under hiswrappings.
Shanga s, apparently relaxed and smoking his cigar, whileWhett stood nearly at attention.

“Onefind question, Ottdefa : how manyOswalft are there?’
“Sir, thereisno direct way of knowing. Etimates range from several hundred million to afew billion.”

Shangalaughed. “ Since when do the words few' and 'billion’ belong in the same sentence. Gepta , they
could whittle down the fleet by sheer atrition, and-"

“Silence,” the sorcerer said with unusud gentleness, “I must think. Ottdefa , | will speak with you later,
thank you for your report.” The doorwhooshed open and closed behind the grateful anthropologist.

ThenGepta addressed Shanga . “Admird, you are no friend of mine, and, after this operation, will never
again be an dly. But you have spoken the truth to me, and | am compelled to recognizeit. Very well, we
shall do asyou have suggested. Y our man - what was his name? - will remain confined until we reach the
nebula, whereupon he will revert to your command. | trust you and your squadron will serve me asyou
haveimplicitly promised.”



Thefighter pilot rose wearily and stubbed out his cigar. Rearranging his newly recovered blaster on his
leg more comfortably, he walked toward the door, turned back to the sorcerer at the last moment.

“I haven't any reason to want to send you flowers, elther, old man, but we've got acommon enemy.
WEell stick with you until that's taken care of. Talk to you later.” He stepped through the door and was

gone.

Scarcely noticing the man had | eft thistime Rokur Gepta paced awhile more, then, with amore
determined stride than before, turned to his chair. He seated himsalf and activated several cameras. He
pushed a button. “ For immediate recording andbeamcast to theflegt,” he directed unseen technicians.
“Upon my own unanswerable authority, | order you to cease al combat operations upon receipt of this
transmission and to return to your positions on the origina blockade perimeter.

“Evadon or falure, on the part of any officer, at any leve, to comply swiftly with thisdirect order will be
punishable by summary revocation of al rank and privileges, judiciary and ceremonia impoverishment
and saleinto bondage of dl family memberswithin five degrees of consanguinity, and for the perpetrator
himsdf, dow mutilation and degth upon public display.

“I,RokurGepta , Sorcerer of Tund , command it.”

The cameralights went out.

Geptasat back in hischair, fegling much better. Thiswould buy them al sometime, and resolve part of
the conflict betweenKlynShanga and himself. Odd, he hadn't had areal adversary to stand up to him for
thousands of years. No one dared oppose his ruthless exercise of power. Everywhere he went, peoplein
their masses, and asindividuds, feared, hated, and served him.

Except for Lando Calrissian.

And now, possibly even worse than the itinerant gambler - because the affront seemed deliberately
caculated - there wasKlynShanga .

The most peculiar aspect of it wasthat, somehow, it felt good.

Xl

THE OTTDEFA OSUNOWHhett reflected.

Shuddering in the relative security of his assigned quartersin officer's country, he considered himself
extremdly lucky just to be dive that morning. HEd seen others broken, figuratively and literdly, at the
maignant whim of Rokur Gepta , individuas guilty of nothing more than reporting a purely mechanica
failure or bringing him information he didn't want to assmilate. To be trapped in the middle of adispute
between the evil sorcerer and his reluctant - and no doubt soon-to-be former - partner, that barbarian

Shanga ...



He crossed the cramped living-deeping space dlotted him, noting that held forgotten to fold the cot into
thewall in hisearlier haste to answer Gepta's summons. So - he was till accustomed to depending on a
servant after dl thistime. It was aweakness to make note of and correct.

Thegray militarywalcoat of the compartment still oppressed him, despite the decorations - ceremonia
masks, garish shields, primitive hand-powered weapons - he'd hung up here and there. HEd have to see
what else he carried in hisluggage down below in the storage hold. It would brighten the place up and
srengthen the officid “cover” that allowed him to travel thus encumbered in thefirst place.

Entering thetiny head, he doughed off the casua civilianshipsuit he'd been wearing, now soaked through
with perspiration and smelling foul. He wasn't on the schedule for a shower at thistime of day, and hadn't
had time for it when the fixtures had been operationd.

Thank the Core for the mixture of intelligent species whose differencesin persond habits and physical
characteristics made individua quarters (at least at hislevel of rank) anecessity rather than aluxury even
aboard thisspartan vessdl. At that, it could be worse: he could be quartered with the noncoms or
conscriptees . It wouldn't have been unprecedented; hislong career had seen him assume many stranger
poses. Now al he desired was arefreshing wash, which he attended to at the small sink (set into the
shower gl dong with thetoilet) with itstrickle of lukewarm recycled water. Anironic expresson
greeted himin the mirror abovethe sink.

Well, he had survived, as he had aways survived. All it had required waslayer upon layer of carefully
prepared deception. It was the sole art to which he could truly lay claim, the only way he could expect to
get out of thismesswith hisskin intact.

That accursed robot: it had been responsible for dl histroublesin recent years. Gepta andShanga were
headed toward the ThonBoka nebula - fromTund , on the outskirts of one side of civilization, to the
StarCave , on thefringes of the other Sde - for nothing more than revenge. Perhaps he, himsdif, the
soi-disantOttdefaOsunoWhett , would be enjoying alittle vengeance, too, when theWennis findly arrived
at itsdedtination.

He splashed water on histhin, elongated face, his neck and bony chest, ran alaser over his stubble, and
remembered. Hed been younger then, of course, and his appearance consderably different. Afterward,
held had four centimeters of bonemer grafted into each tibia, fibula, and femur to increase his height,
proportionate amounts added to hisarms aswell, and an extravertebrainterleaved in hisspine. It was
painful, and it had taken severa months just to accusomhimsdf to the new leverages, the new bodily

rhythms the surgery imposed.

Hewas dtill learning, and, in the meantime, gave an unnaturally awkward and gangling impression. This
he welcomed, asit added to hisdisguise. HEd aso lost some forty kilograms - amazing how much that
alone had rendered him unrecognizable. The hair had whitened of its own accord, as whose wouldn't in
the knowledge that something of the order of abillion individuals wanted to see him painfully dead, and
were willing to do something positive about it. HEd |eft the hair aone, changing only its style. It, too,
served his purpose, which amounted smply to staying divein amurderous business. Hed aready
outlived the average life-expectancy in his profession by over thirty years.

Thetap water shut itsdlf off. He dried himsdlf vigoroudy with the only towe held be permitted on the
voyage, picked up the soiledshipsuit from where he'd dropped it, and crossed the cabin to the tiny
partitioned a cove where histravel bag hung unfolded. Depositing the old clothes on the closet floor, he
got out another set, dressed himself carefully and comfortably, then made another withdrawal from his



bag, went to the unfolded bunk with asmall eectronic device clutched amost desperately in hisknobbly
fingers

Helay down, placed the mechanism beside him, drew asmall cable from it, and fastened the eye-mask
onitsfree end over hisface. His hand hovered over alarge green button on the side of the black plastic
case.

Then he paused in thought once more.

TheRenatasa had been alovely system. Herecdled it vividly: eght plump planets and a cheerful
medium-size yellow star set a surprising number of parsecs outside the then-current margins of the
billion-system Empire.

Apparently they'd been human-colonized in some dimspacefaring prehistory, athough no records of the
event survived, ether there or in“civilized” reaches. For the Administration amillion systems, of course,
were not enough. A billion wouldn't be. ThusRenatasia must be brought under itskindly influence.

Renatagalll and IV werethe jewelsin their cozy and conveniently isolated diadem. From space they
appeared warm, lush, green and inhabited by a people who used sted, titanium, and smpleorganoplastics
, Were capable of wringing useful amounts of energy from the core of the atom, and who had not only
reached but profitably colonized every one of the remaining six bodiesin their system, from freeze-dried
outermogt, to charcod flambéed innermost - abeit under domes and in burrows, rather than through the
total climatic transformation that even the Empire often found too expensive to pursue.

They had not quite reinvented faster-than-lightspacedrives , dthough they werefiddling withits
theoretical underpinnings. Nor had they yet made the basic discoveries that would inevitably lead them to
such mechanisms as deflector shields, tractor-pressorbeams, disruptors, and disintegrators - afact for
which the Centrdity navy waslater to be rather embarrassedly grateful. For they could also fight, it
developed, like the very devil. They'd been doing it for millennia

Mathildewas the capital city of anation-gate of the same name, located on the second largest continent
ofRenatasa l11. Reception of the system's crude, flat, € ectronic sound-and-picture transmissions
reved ed that her citizens spoke a much-corrupted version of the commonest language of the gdaxy - this
wasto serve asjudtification for the intervention that came later - and were the most prosperous and
technologicaly advanced peoplein the system, their offworld colonies the most numerous and successful.

The nation-state of Mahilde , dong with otherslikeit, waslocated in the north temperate zone, and
divided its activities about equally between agriculture and manufacturing. Just like every other polity in
the system, it had forgotten itslong-past origins € sewhere in the galaxy.Mathildean writers and scholars
Speculated about what future explorers would discover among the stars, and whether there was intelligent
lifein outer space.

A saverely damaged civilian star-freighter had first happened upon theRenatasia System by accident.
Onceit had limped back to port for repairs, her captain had dutifully reported the system's existence to
the government. No contact had been made by the freighter, which made things very much easier for the
intelligence operative assgned the task of establishing official communications. TheOttdefaOsunoWhett .

His academic credentials had always been the perfect cover for a Centrality spy. Where can an
anthropologist not go and poke his long, thin nose into the most intimate and persond details of a culture?

Before leaving, his superiors had equipped him, more or less againgt his better judgment, with an



assgtant, arather odd little droid of obvioudy aien manufacture who said his name was V uffi Raaand
that, owing to amishap of some sort involving a deep-space pirate attack while he was being shipped in
apacking crate, he was unable to remember his place of origin or the species who had built him.Whett
was scientist enough - and a genuine anthropologist - to be frustrated by the lack of information.
Centrdity Intelligence was even less hel pful. They smply told him to stop asking stupid questions and get
on with hisassgnment. He got on.

Vuffi Raadid prove to be useful in many ways. He was a superb persona valet, had a capacious
memory, an astute intelligence with an easy grasp for every cultural nuance. He was utterly obedient,
except thatWhett couldn't get thelittle droid to call him master.

Actualy, that turned out dl to the good. Before landing their small, unarmed entry vessd on the front
lawn of theMathildean chief executive's officid resdence, anong bands and fanfares and uncounted
cocked and loaded weapons, V uffi Raa had been instructed to disguise himself as an organic being with
sophigticated plastics smulating skin.

It occurred toWhett that perhaps the droid would then resemble his origina manufacturers. It wasa
gdaxy-wide assumption that droids tended to be designed in the image of their makers. However, he
shelved the speculation; they had other problems at present.

The robot would pose asthe leader of the diplomatic expedition, an envoy from astarry federation
Way Out There, ready to welcome theRenatasians into the fold. That wasWhett's habitua deception at
work. He assumed the role of humble assistant and secretary. Thiskept him neetly out of aspotlight he
felt it would eventualy be safer to avoid, knowing standard policy toward unclaimed but occupied
territory.

TheOttdefaOsunoWhett , lying in histiny cabin aboard the decommissioned cruiserWennis , en route to
the ThonBoka, paused momentarily in hismusings and finally pushed the button on the e ectronic box
beside him on the cot. A tide of relaxation funneled into his brain through the bony wave guides of hiseye
sockets. It was followed by another and another and another, each successively smdler, yet still soothing.
To run the device continuoudy would put him into deep deep, a condition he must avoid in the event the
sorcerer should call on him again. But the waves of rest were almost as good.

He pushed the button again. More memories came to him, unbidden.

After theinitid, inevitable awkwardness of first contact, theMathildeans , dong with everybody in the
rest of the system, took Vuffi Raato their hearts. He addressed internationa conclaves. He presided
over formal banquets. He was photographed with scantily clad media persondities. He was compelled to
turn down offersinvolving the endorsement of consumer products. Even so, smdll replicas of the
five-limbed droid began showing up in stores dmost from the beginning, and severd sizable fortunes
were made for their enterprising creators.

All thewhile, ashort, plump, dark-hairedOttdefaOsunoWhett made observations and unobtrusive
recordings. Estimates were made and updated concerning the strength of theRenatasian economy, the
effectiveness of the system's defenses. It was accepted as a given that invasion would unite the deeply
divided avilization.Whett would have preferred to play upon those divisions, in effect to let the system
conquer itself, but the Navy was beneath such subtleties. Some effort was made by the authoritiesto limit
the pair's access to high security ingtdlations, but they didn't take account of a spy technology centuries
ahead of Renatasias .

Ashelay in his cot aboard theWennis ,Whett's mind was upon another day, another place. His hand



hovered over the button of the electronicrdaxer , just asit had hovered, in the small cabin of their landing
vehicle, over abutton on the communicator pand. Pushing the button would transmit dl the data he had
collected and trigger theinvasion by the Navy.

“Wadll, robot, the great moment has arrived! Thiswill ater the history of Renatasa forever!”
“It will bring higtory to an end in thissystem, sir, not dter it.”

Whettwas Sitting in the passenger's seet. Their machine was stored near the hotel in which they were
living, and the excuse had frequently been offered that VVuffi Raarequired certain nutrients and gasesin
order to subsist in the (to him) foreign atmosphere of Renatasia 111. There had been some thought of
holding the craft and examining it - the military mind isthe same the universe over - but it had been
vetoed by aMathildean chief executive very much aware of the visitor's popularity.

“Cold fet, from adroid?Why haven't you said anything about this before?” Whett was annoyed. The
creature was §poiling his moment of supreme triumph. Still, there was no specific way he could fault the
machine; it spoke the objective truth, wasin fact incgpable of speaking anything ese. History would end
forRenatadan civilization within afew days of his pressing the button.

“l amadroid, gir, congtructed to obey. Y our remark seemed inferentialy to require areply, that isdl.”
Therobot sat in the pilot's chair, itslimbs at rest,its eye glowing dully in the dim light of the concrete

parking garage.
“| suggest that you address me as master, robot.”
“I'm sorry, Sir, | am not programmed to respond in thet area.”

Savagdy, Whett jammed his thumb down on the button. A amdl amber light glowed to life on the pand!;
no other sign appeared. The deed was done, could not be called back.

Vuffi Raas eye dimmed amogt to extinction, asif the power to transmit the treacherous information was
being drained from his supply.

The next few days were bedlam, exactly asWhett had expected. The Navy appeared at the fringes of
the system, close enough to be fully detectable by Renatasan defense sensors. They even let the loca
military lob afew primitive thermonuclear weapons at them to demonstrate the utter futility of, resistance.
Thefleet's shidlds glowed briefly, restoring energy consumed by the voyage out, and that was thet.
Almog.

Unfortunately for the Navy, and high-technology aggressors everywhere in space and time, invasions
cannot be conducted with continent-destroying weapons or from behind shields. Not unless youre willing
to obliterate the enemy, and not at dl if you're interested in taking what the enemy has. raw materids,
agricultura products, certain manufactured goods, and the potentia |abor of her citizens.

Whilethefleet sat tight and safein orbit above the eight planets of Renatasia , 93 percent of thefirst
wave of troopers were savagely massacred by the locas, using chemical bullet projectors, crude
high-powered lasers, poison gases, clubs, mest cleavers, and figs.

Eighty-seven percent of the second wave died smilarly, even though they'd been forewarned, 71
percent of the third, and so on, The Navy waswinning aglorious, disastrousy expensive victory.
Troopships carrying replacements began showing up a hourly intervals.



OsunoWhettand V uffi Raahad goneinto hiding briefly after they had summoned the fleet. Neverthdess,
they were hunted and hounded across the face of the planet. The relentless natives glesfully cut them off
again and again from rescue by their uniformed compatriots.

At long last they joined aforce, aremnant of the third wave, which helped them get aboard a shuttle
and into the safety of a Centrdity battlewagon. But not before the ugly, merciless extermination of
two-thirds of theRenatasian population was an evil, personally experienced nightmare they would live
with - and deep with - for therest of their lives.

Whett, in his cabin on theWennis , pushed the button again. Waves of relaxation, but regrettably not of
forgetfulness, swept through his tense and tortured body as tears coursed down hisface. It wasarare
moment: generdly he merdly hated and feared the remainingRenatasans , having for the most part burnt
out hiscircuitry for shame. He had fled their persistent presence for along, long time.

Nor had he been unhappy when, at long last, his superiors had ordered him to “lose” the robot - both
an unwelcome reminder and a dead giveaway to pursuers - to Lando Cdrissian in arigged sabacc game.
That had been in theOseon , and things had not turned out well for elther the hopes of his superiors or for
those of RokurGepta , who had personaly supervised that particular operation.

Now, donewith hisred pursuers, his memories Whett redlized that it was more than revenge he
needed to accomplish in the ThonBoka He had to see that robot destroyed. It was adangerouslink, in
more ways than one, to an even more dangerous past. And he had to see an end, aswell, to Captain
Lando Calrissian, who could connect his new appearance, adopted before the game, with the robot.

Very wdl, then: Gepta sought to destroy Carissan; Shanga sought to destroy V uffi Raa (because he
didn't know the real mastermind was a*“harmless’ academic he had seen nearly every day); that
academic must now seek to destroy them both, gambler and droid.

Still he wondered, after dl thistime: where had that accursed robot come from, anyway?

Xl

THAT ACCURSED ROBOT scratched his head.
“Politics, saved our lives, Master? I'm not altogether sure | understand.”

In redlity, the gesture was more amatter of flicking adelicate tentacle tip around the bezdl that retained
the faceted red lens of his eye, mounted on the upper surface of his headlesspentacular “torso.” But its
meaning was clear; he had picked it up from long association with human beings. Asusud, certain
aspects of that association puzzled him.

“Wadl, I'm only guessing, mind you, but amassive operation such asthat Edge-blasted blockade out
there, especially whenit'sbeing carried out in secret, presents alot of opportunitiesto people envious of
the boys on top.” Lando pried up his cigar from where held secured it to the edge of the bench top, drew



deeply onit, expelled the smoke, and squashed it firmly once again, Sdeways, into the wad of chewing
gum that, in the absence of gravity, held it where it wouldn't float away.

“Do you want this end-wrench, V uffi, or the adjustable spanner?’

The robot glanced back at his master, squatting on the deck plates with one leg thrust under the bench
for leverage and security, much like the cigar. Lando leaned on atool chest, assisting. They'd lifted a
repair port and the robot peered now into acomplex maze of working andsemiworking parts.

“Adjustable, Magter. Thisisasection | rigged after we beefed up the shidldsin theOseon . All wehad in
stock were replacements from theRingnddia , and everything in that system is standardized around the
diameter of some native bean or other.”

It wasn't just the sudden pullback of the murderousfleet that bothered V uffi Raa, dthough it had |eft
thousands of deadOswaft in itswake. While genuinely ignorant, or at least amnesiac, about hisown
origins, he could infer certain facts about his makers and their culture, and the trouble was,severd of the
factsin question were contradictory. And current events were bringing him swiftly to apersond criss
involving those contradictions. It was not astuation that any intelligence - even that of aClass Two droid
- finds comfortable.

He detached one of his sinuous manipulators, directing it remotely to thread itsway into the starboard
resctant-impeller units, deep in the bowels of the Millennium Falcon. Nothing was actudly wrong with the
system, but had it been ahair more duggish, they would have been fried by the Courteous instead of
cheating their way through hyperspace. It didn't pay to tolerate the dightest mafunction, not when they
were the only spaceship the ThonBoka had to put up againgt the flet.

Those devices not only fed the engines, which wasfairly important initsdf , but the deflector shields as
well. Vuffi Raaand Lando needed every fractiona advantage if they weren't going to sdll their lives

chegply.

“For example,” the gambler continued, craning his neck to see what the robot was doing beneeth the
floor, “ther€ll be one group which will loudly - and correctly - proclaim that this undeclared war against
theOswaft congtitutes genocide, athough they wouldn't hesitate if they'd thought of it first themselves.
Then therell be agang of middle-of-the-roaderswho could do it better or chegper. Findly, therell bethe
oneswho regard the action as too gentle and indecisive. They'll want thefleet to it back and tossina
few planet-wreckers, and they're probably the ones we owe for this hiatus.”

A littlecynicd, Vuffi Raathought before replying. “But Master, there aren't any planets here to wreck,
thank the Core.”

“Thank three little blue suns out there that wentkablooie for that. Y ou're right, although planet-wreckers
could make things pretty uncomfortable for our friends theOswaft - not to mention our tender selves.
And besides, ininterstellar power politicsit's gestures and appearances that count, not actual results. I've
long suspected that'swhy civilizationsrise and fdl. Especidly fal. Try adjusting thatvernier , will you?|
thought | heard the field blades wobble alittle when you nudged it before.” He unstuck hiscigar again
and took a puff.

Another tentacle clicked at V uffi Raas “shoulder” and drifted away to check the readings on the control
panelsforward. It was possible, the droid thought, that the problem was smply an instrument failure, and
it would be stupid to repair something that was already in perfect working order.



Each of the robot's five tentacles, usualy tapering smoothly to arounded tip, could also blossom at the
end into asmdl five-fingered hand. In the center of each rested aminiature replica of the largered eye
atop his body; he would see what histentacles saw. This, and the ability to send hislimbs off on various
errands, caused him to wonder about his creators. They were hardly stupid; still, there were
counter-indications.

Here he was, preparing his master's ship for abattle in which he, himself, dare not participate directly.
Early inlife, he had experimented: attempting combet, in contravention of his despest-laid programming,
had sent him into a comathat lasted nearly a month. He was extremely clever; he could run and hide;
physcaly hewas very tough; he could dly himsdf with individuaslike Lando, quite capable of the
defensive violence necessary to protect themsalves and their mechanical partner, Vuffi Raa. But he,
himsdlf, smply could not harm another thinking being, whether organicaly evolved or atificidly
constructed.

It just didn't make sense. Vuffi Raatook acertain pride in the fact that he was ahighly vauable
machine, more so, gtrictly speaking, than the starship he was servicing. Simply asamarket consderation,
he had a duty to protect hislife; anyone attempting to take it demonstrated, by that very act, that they
werelessvauable, at least in any moral sense that made sense.

Separating athird tentacle from hisbody, V uffi Raa dispatched it to check the readiness of the ship's
wegpons systems, particularly the quad-guns of which Lando was so fond.

The Millennium Falcon had dwaysfairly bristled with armament, yet, with only two crew-beingsto man
her, and one of them a pacifist at that, they'd aways meant to tie the weapons together cybernetically
somehow. In this brief interlude between confrontations with the fleet, they'd scarcely more than begun
the task.

Hisinhibitions could be stretched, V uffi Raa had discovered. Knowing full well, for example, that the
preparations furthered violent activity, he could neverthel ess perform them. Moreover, he could fly the
Fdcon for Lando, maneuvering properly to assure his destruction of the enemy.

How very peculiar, thought the robot. Who made me thisway, and what did they intend by it?
“What in the name of the Edge, the Core, and everything in between are they waiting for out there?’

Lando fidgeted at the table as V uffi Raawatched him disassemble and clean histiny five-shotgingbeam
asafind, dbeit somewhat slly, preparation for the coming battle. They were in the passenger lounge.
Thedeckplate gravity was set at full normal, and that, thought the robot, was abad sign. His magter liked
free-fal best for thinking.

“For somebody elseto get here,” atinny, eectronicaly relayed voice answered. It wasLehesu , vishle
inamonitor screen the robot had ingtaled. In redlity, the great being hovered outside in the void not far
from the Falcon. Given hissize, and Lando's environmental requirements, thiswasthe closest the three
could come to normd face-to-face conversation.

“What?’, Lando stopped what he was doing with ajolt, one hand poised on the cleaning brush, elbow
intheair, shoulders suddenly hunched asif someone had punched him in the somach.

Herose. Slowly heturned, step by step he approached the monitor until his nose nearly rested on the
screen. At his Sde, the half-cleaned weapon dripped solvent on the deck plates.



“Who-" he demanded of the manta creature, “and how the deuce do you know?’ Some sort of fire
flickered in the gambler's eyes, but even V uffi Raa, long acquainted with the man's moods, couldn't guess
what it Sgnified now.

“Why, Lando, somebody namedWennis,” Lehesu answered in atone of injured innocence. HEd come
along way, learning to interpret human vocd inflections and the images of facid expressons hereceived
directly in his brain from the ship'stransmitter. He was disturbed now because his friend looked and
sounded angry with him.

“Asto how | know: it's practically the only thing they're talking about out there, can't you hear them?
Something's going to happen whenWennis gets here, something big. Somebody € se named Scuttlebutt
hesit that-"

“Oh my aching field dengity equalizersd” Asthe robot watched, his master's expression changed, like the
face on a sabacc card, from puzzled toexasperated to delighted. The gambler crossed theroom againin
two strides, threwhimsdf into arecliner, dug around in hisshipsuit pockets and extracted a cigar.

“No,Lehesu, | can't hear them, remember? And eveniif | could- - well, Vuffi Raacan 'hear’ radio
sgnds, but the military uses codesthat are intended to preclude eavesdropping.”

Helit the cigar, heedless of the flammablefluid dl over hishands.

“Dear mel” cried theOswaft in red distress, “ havel been doing something unethica? | shal ceaseimmed

Lando sat up abruptly, pointing his cigar a the monitor like aweapon. “Y ou'll do nothing of the sort -
you can't do anything unethical to those goons, it's philosophically impossible! Here I've been getting
ready to die bravely, and now, casudly, you've given usal achanceto survivel ByGadfrey , Vuffi Rag,
old corkscrew, let's break out a bottle of - OWWWWCH!”

Lando's handsglowed aflickering blue as he leaped up from the recliner and began running around the
room. Without hesitation, Vuffi Raathrust out atentacle and tripped him; he flopped on the deck, yelling,
while the robot tossed ajacket that had been hanging on the back of the lounger over the gambler's
hands, and wrapped it tight. The fire was out.

“What's the matter over there?’ the monitor demanded. “Areyou al right?’

“I will be, oncel learn not to play with fire,” Lando answered as he sat up. He winced as V uffi Raa
unwrapped the jacket. His hands were tender, but not badly burned. The droid was gone amoment,
returned with asprayer of plaskin and coated Lando's hands until they were shiny with it.

The gambler flexed hisfingerswith satisfaction. “Pretty close, old fire extinguisher. I'd have had to pick
anew professon if it weren't for your quick thinking. And if it weren't for this stuff.”

With freshly dried digits, he examined thefirst aid spray, then his brow furrowed in thought. He helped
Vuffi Raatidy up the gun-cleaning messwhile explaining to theOswaft what had happened, but hisvoice
had an absent quality the robot recognized asthe sign of an idea under incubation. Finaly, subbornly, he
relit the cigar held flung across the room, sat back in the recliner, and was silent for asolid hour.

Vuffi Raa played afew hands of radio sabacc withLehesu , and let the gambler think. He was fresh out
of ideas himsdlf, and, like his master, had been resigned to dying at as high acost to their assallants as



possible.

An odd thing, violence, he pondered, watching the computer change a Commander of Sabres inhis
“hand” to an Ace of Hlasks. Hed inflicted violence on Lando in order to save him from anasty burn, and
hadn't felt aquam down in his programming. Y et, had some third person tried to harm Lando, the robot
would have been helplessto remove the threat. Definitdly aglitch there. It bothered him.

“TheWennisisaship,Lehesu , like the Falcon here,” Lando said an hour later over asteaming plate
from the food-fixer.

“So Vuffi Raatdlsme. It'sadifficult concept to grasp.”

“Wadll, grasp this: it'sthe personal yacht of RokurGepta , Sorcerer of Tund . Weve run into that fellow
twicebefore, and not nicely either time. Now that | know he'sinvolved, thiswhole blockade makes
sense. Thetrucell be over when he gets here.”

The gambler suppressed a shudder, remembering previous confrontations. Once, in theOseon , the
sorcerer had used a device to stimulate every unpleasant memory Lando had, then recycle them, over and
over, until he nearly went mad. It had been interference fromKlynShanga , intent on destroying V uffi Raa,
that had accidentally saved him. They'd rescued Shanga from the wreck of hissmal fighter afterward and
turned him over to the authorities in another system. He wondered where the man was now.

“Wadl, inany case, | think I've got anidea. Y ou know, in order to win awar it isn't necessary to defeat
your enemy, just make the fight so expensive helll give up and go away.”

“I wouldn't know " theOswaft answered, “but what you say makes sense.”

“Sure. As| explained to Vuffi Raa, this blockade's bound to have some opposition. It's aready
expensve, we merdly have to make it more s0.”

“How can we do that? We have no weapons, and the fleet, with its shields up, is no longer vulnerable to
our voices, aswas the Courteous. It has occurred to methat it was agood thing | wasin aweskened
condition when | met you, otherwise | might have destroyed you in the same manner.”

The gambler waved anegligent hand at the monitor. “ There was only one of you, whereas|'m told there
were athousandOswaft in the party that met the Courteous. Never mind that, were going to let the fleet
destroy itsdf.”

“How?’ Both V uffi RaaandLehesu spokethistime.

“I have some questions to ask you firdt: it'sredlly true you can understandinterflest communications?”

“Yes, Lando, so could any of my people, given afew moments thought.”

“Hmmm... All right, what about this synthes zing business. Can you make any substance | ask you to?’

“Aslong asit'sreatively smple and there are raw materidsto hand, asit were.”

“And the nebula: your elderstell methat thereisn't any food there for you, that it was all ‘grazed out,
long ago. Y et there are raw materiads.”



“Yes, Lando, whereisdl of thisleading?’

“Out of amess.One more thing: how long do you have to rest betweenhyperjumps , and how accurately
can you predict where you'll bresk out?’

“Lando,” theOswaft said in exasperation, “1 think | see where you're going with this. Y ou want usto
make bombs or something and plant them on the fleet's vessdls. In thefirgt place, from what Vuffi Raa
has told me of weaponry, bombs aren't al that smple. In the second-"

“No, no. Nothing to do with bombs at all, and besides, thoseshipsll be coming in here shidlded to a
fare-thee-wdl. And inthe second, | said well let them destroy themsalves, didn't 1?1 have aplanto
make the war expensive, that'sall.”

He hunched over the monitor, conspiratorialy. Vuffi Raaleaned toward him, consumed by curiosity.
Lando was clearly enjoying this part, and the robot wasn't sure that made him happy.

“Now heréswhat well do...”

XV

“GENTLEMEN, MAN Y OUR fighterg”

KlynShangagazed across the cavernous cluttered hangar deck inside theWennis as his squadron
climbed into their tiny spacecraft. Even good oldBernwas there, snaking up the ladder into his cockpit.
He'd served his sentencein durancevile.

Geptahad, surprisingly enough, been as good as his word about that. It worriedShanga . He wondered
what the old trickster had up hislong gray deeve. Keegping promises wasn't an expected part of the
magicians repertoire, and the fighter commander felt it boded evil.

The noise was deafening asimpellers whined, refueling lines were tucked away, commands shouted
here and there. There was a constant steady rumble of eager machinery. In afew moments the hangar
crew would clear the deck, al inner doorswould be sedled, and the huge belly doors of the cruiser
would cycdle open, giving theRenatasians access to open space.

“Thisisthe confrontation we've been waiting a decade for,” Shanga had told his men, dl twenty-three of
them, lined up at aragged, ill-disciplined attention in their shabby, mismatched uniforms.

They represented a dozen old-style nation-states, most of which no longer existed. They flew craft
purchased, borrowed, leased, and stolen from as many systems, the ships equally threadbare. In
common theflyers shared only athirst for revenge.

“The Butcher awaits us out there,” Shanga had said, pointing vaguely toward the hangar doors
overhead. Artificid gravity in the hangar had been reoriented to dlow easier servicing and launching of
the squadron. “He'slaughing at us, you know. His very existence, ten years after his crimes, isamockery



of justice. Well, we will slence thatlaughter, bring justice back to the universe!”

There was no cheering. Some of the warship's crew members working on theRenatasian squadron had
looked up momentarily, impressed more at Shangas vehemence than at any € oquence he might have
possessed. To individuasin ahierarchy such asthey served, strong fedlings openly expressed were a
threat to surviva, the highest virtues moderation, compromise, adeaf ear and ablind eyeto injustice.

There was nodding among the twenty-three at Shanga's words, acceptance, a grim agreement,a pact.
They looked at their commander and at one another, redizing that it might be for the last time.

“And afterward?’ BernNuladeg lounged against the outstretched wing of onefighter a the end of theline
of men, chewing an unlit cigar. “What'll we do then?’

“Afterward, well...” Shanga tapered off. He hadn't planned for there to be any afterward. Therewerea
billion or moreOswaft out there, of uncertain capability, alied with the unspeskable V uffi Raa. The
chances any Renatasan would survive the next few hourswere dight Moreover, their safety afterward, in
Gepta's hands, was questionable. The sorcerer would be completely unpredictable once hed won his
victory. Thered be nothing to come back to, not in afleet commanded from theWennis .

Shangashook his head asif to clear it of useless speculations.

“ Afterward you're on your own. Rendezvous with whatever ship will pick you up. Get home the best
way you can - if you want to go home. For thetime being, my friends, welive only for justice, only for

revenge.”

There was muttering, but it wasin resigned agreement with what their commander had said. If therewas
any future, let it comeonitsown terms, itsvery arrival asurprise. They boarded their fighting vessals.

Shangastrapped himsdf into his pilot's couch, made sure the canopy sedlswere good, that al mobile
service implements had been properly detached and the access ports dogged down.

He watched thehangarmen file out through various ova doorsinunpanicky haste asthe big red lights
came on to waysinan signa the beginning of the cycling process. In effect, the hanger now became a
huge airlock; he knew from long experience that, despite the best effortsto filter and scrub the salvaged
air, therest of the ship, from control deck through officer's country down to the scuppers, would smell of
aerospace volatiles for severa hours.

It was agood smell, he thought to himself, an agreeable oneto diewith in your lungsif you couldn't
arrange for soft grass and evergreen boughs.

Heflipped switches and the whining of his enginesraised in pitch, the cockpit vibration skipped a begat
and settled in anewer discordance with the other machine noises. Adrenalinewas rushing into his
bloodstream. By the Core, hewas awarrior. Say what you like about that, you smpering peace-dogs,
he was born and bred to fight!

The hangar doors above him ponderoudy ground aside.

“Five and Eighteen out!” avoice said in hishelmet. Two fightersfilled the hangar with exhaust mist as
they lifted and roared out into space. The vapor cleared quickly.” Fourteen and Nine out!”

“Six and Seventeen!”



In pairs his men took to the void, as eager for afight ashewas.

His onboard computer held athree-dimensiona map of the ThonBokawith probable locations for the
Millennium Falcon marked therein. 1t was known that there were three smal blue-white stars, and some
artificid structure, much larger than the freighter, at their center.

That would be the prime areafor the search. The“destroy” part would follow immediately.

“Two and Twenty-one!” another voice shouted, thenShanga himsdf felt aseverejolt and the blood
stress of acceleration as the hangar catapult- pressorlatched onto his command ship and flung it into space
among his men. Others continued to pour from theWennis in the same manner, in an order tactically
determined by the motley mixture of ship types and modds available to them.” Nineteen and Four!”

They assumed a complicated formation, hovering until al of the squadron was free of the hangar bay. In
the center of the group lay Pinnace Number Five, the very auxiliary BernNuladeg had been apprehended
trying to steal. Her after section glowed and pulsed with pent-up energy. They were ill arelatively long
way from the nebula, at least where the smal fighters capabilities were concerned. Even once they got
there, it was Sx light-yearsto the center - gpproximately twenty-five times their own maximum flying
range.

Thepinnace , cgpable of faster-than-light travel, had been fitted with atractor field. Unmanned,
controlled remotely by KlynShanga, it would tow them into the heet of battle, returning parsmonioudy on
itsown to theWennis . He and his best computer doctor had checked the lend-lease auxiliary carefully
from bow to stern for ugly practica jokes and delayed-action booby traps. He just couldn't bring himself
to trustRokur Gepta's generosity.

That worthy had been unavailable at debarkation time, apparently gone off to meditate or something.
Just aswell: hisordersto release theRenatas an squadron had been there in his place. To the Edge with
the sorcerer, Shanga thought. With any luck at al, they'd never see each other again.

He tapped the keyboard, checking the positions of histiny fleet clustered about thepinnace . “Thisis
Zero Leader,” he announced. “ Eleven,tighten up alittle on Twelve - that'sit. Twenty-two, you'reidling a
little ragged, aren't you? What's yourtoroid temperature?’

The fusion-powered fighters would conserve reaction mass, relying on the cruiser's auxiliary to do the
work, but they must keep their systems up for instant combat readiness. Belt and suspenders, Shanga
thought, belt and suspenders. The old saw was wrong about old, bold pilots, but thiswas the only way it
could be done.

“Nomind,” Twenty-two replied. He was ayoung kid from a continent haf aworld awvay fromMathilde ,
Shangds nation-state. There'd been atime when he'd been supposed to hate that accent. “| think the
troublesin thetelemetry, Sr.”

“Don't cdl medr, Twenty-two, and watch that temperature. | want the Butcher just as badly as you do,
but charging in there with amalfunctioning ship isn't going to help any of usaccomplish that. | don't trust
those maintenance people to clean their own fingernails. Y ou'd better be telling me the truth, son.”

“Widl, sr -Klyn - maybe I'm alittlein the red, but | think this hop will burn out the hot spots.”

“All right,” Shanga replied grudgingly. “ Twenty-three, what the Core's wrong with your life-support?I've



got red lights dl over the readout!”
“Jugt lit my cigar, boss. Theamo -analyzerdon't likeit much.”

BernNuladeg laughed. “ Can't get into a dog-fight without | got astogiein my mouth, I'd bite my danged
tonguel”

Shangagrinned ingde his helmet, suppressed a chuckle. “ Roger, Twenty-three, it'syour funerd. All
right, men, synch yournavi-mods to me. Well move on thetick. Four, three, two, one - unh!”

Asaunit, the entire squadron lurched forward, propelled by thepinnace , began acceerating smoothly,
and moved off toward the ThonBoka. Now, before the coming disorientation of the jump, Shanga and his
men had timeto look around them.

Ahead, theStarCave looked like ahuge eyeball seen in profile. They approached the entrance obliquely
to maximize the eement of surprise. It was astupid ritua , Shanga redlized; they'd be seen coming
anyway. But it was something to begin the program with; it didn't really matter.A huge gray eyebal with
noiris, apupil that twinkled with threetiny, blue-white highlights. Down deep insde that thing wasthe
Enemy. Deegp down indde that thing was desth.

With ajoyous shout of violated natural law, the squadron legped toward it.

W325 was the designation of avery small bathtub-shaped object whose size and power output did not
quite earn it the status of an auxiliary vessel. More than anything else, it was arigid, powered spacesuiit,
used to ingpect and repair the hull of theWennis while she wasin deep space - but most assuredly not
under way.

At the moment, W325 was e ectromagnetically tied in place well aft of the hull to a boxlike addition to
the superstructure supporting the cruiser's main drive tubes. While their fires were momentarily quenched
to dlow the launching of KlynShanga's squadron, they still glowed with waste heat energy. Attached to
the underside of W325 was adeca in the shape of ahuman being.More correctly, ahuman being in the
shape of adecal.

TheOttdefaOsunoWhett , anthropologist and master spy knew he was taking aterrible chance. That
was always the case when serving two masters. He owedRokur Gepta his assistance and advice - and
stood to benefit by it to the tune of the destruction of his enemies. To one other, he owed everything,
including hislife, if need be. Hisimmediate ass gnment was keeping an eye on the perfidious sorcerer.
Gepta was not trusted as naively as he may have thought, gift cruiser or no gift cruiser.

Thus, encased in adim, flexible spacesuit whose color had been adjusted to match that of W325, the
anthropologistlay spread, arms and legs stretched wide, astightly as he could to the undersurface of the
little space-faring object while its master was otherwise occupied.

Whett'sown attention was e sawhere; he watched the readoutsin his helmet closely, his curiosity and
excitement mounting. Above, Rokur Gepta cycled out of the small vessdl, moved acrossto the rear
surface of the superstructure addition. Whett had already determined, by means of various probes and
rays, that the unconventional add-on was composed of hull armor, thicker than most and impenetrable to
his devices. He d suspected something like this and come forearmed. It had not been easy to strew the
sorcerer's path with a dozen information-gathering devices, each the size of asingle dust mote, but he had



doneit. Some of them read out in real time. They would be usdlessin another moment. But some
absorbed what they witnessed and would spew it dl out in afraction of amicrosecond onceWhett was
within recelving range again.

Whettwaited.

At the rear of the armored compartment, the sorcerer hung. There was no port within sight, no airlock.
Whett wondered mightily about that. He did not believe in the reputed powers of the Sorcerers of Tund .
He'd seen far too much primitive mumbo jumbo backed up by trickery and hidden technology to be
impressed by such clams. He wished that he dared peek out around the hull of W325 to see what was
happening. Insteed, he relied on his devices.

Oddly, the red-time machinery gave the impression that Gepta hadn't bothered with a spacesuit. Strange,
but not totally unaccountable. No one was quite sure what speciesGepta belonged to dthough he
ddiberately gave the impression he was human. And there were a people or two that could stand hard
vacuum for several minutes - and of course there were theOswaft ... There was aso the possibility that
the sorcerer concedled life-support equipment beneath hisrobes. It would be like him, and indeed, the
lightweight pressure suit the anthropol ogist wore could be concedled thus.

Whettwaited. As expected, thetdltalesin hishelmet winked off abruptly.

Geptahad entered the compartment and was now shielded by what the spy estimated to be at least a
meter of incredibly tough state-of-the-art dloy. Sowly he detached himsdlf from the underside of the
maintenance vehicle, worked out afew siff joints, and peered cautioudy around the bulge of the craft.

Geptawas gone. There was no sign of him. Nor was there any sign of the means by which he'd entered.
Oneingtrument onWhett's helmet pand flickered fitfully in response to radiation leakage. Something hot
was going on inside the shielded compartment, but he couldn't tell what. Whatever it was, it was
unfamiliar.

Hejetted up smoothly to the rear of the compartment and inspected it closaly. As he had guessed, there
was no airlock, no door of any kind. He rounded the corner and inspected a side, then another and
another and another. No sign. He gpplied sophisticated instruments, highly developed skills. It wasa
solid box of metal, approximately ten meters on aside, featureless, except...

But that was ridiculous. Precisely in the center of the aft-most surface was a service petcock, opening
on apipeway no more than four centimetersin diameter. He didn't dare lift the cover, but he hung therein
free-fall for adangeroudy long while pondering, running through a catalog in his head of speciesand their

capabilities.

The Sorcerers of Tund .No investigator - spy or anthropologist - had ever gotten acrack at those
mysterious old prunes. He'd regrettedGepta's decision to pick him up in trangit, he'd wanted to seeTund ,
be thefirgt. His employer would have liked that, too. The Sorcerers of Tund were reputed to have some
mighty powers- if you believed in that nonsense - but he couldn't recall any legends about
demateridization or the ability to squeeze through tiny apertures.

Magic?Perhaps there was something, after all, to theideathat...

But that wasridiculous.



XV

ABOARD THE WENNI S, Rokur Gepta prepared himself for battle.

There were menta exercises peculiar toTund , disciplines on ancient ancestry; wegponsto ingpect, both
personal and aboard the cruiser; personnel to instruct and threaten. Communications had begun flowing
from the fleet. Gepta occupied the bridge, watching, listening, replying . A steedy traffic of messengers
rushed back and forth between the sorcerer and a hundred points within the ship.

“No,” Gepta hissed at the monitor before him, “you will not deviate from your designated position, my
dear Captain, even to pursue escaping vessels - especidly not to defend yourself, ismy meaning clear,
Sr?You areaship of theline. Y ou are expected to perform your duty as specified, never to question
orders, to consider yourself and your command expendable in the service of society.

“We have now spoken for two minutes too long on this subject. Out.”

He waved a hand; the disappointed features of the captain of the Intractable faded from the screen. It
was the third such conversation held conducted within the hour, and he was growing weary of it. Only the
thought of what lay aft in its armored compartment, the lovely green death, enabled him to remain cam.

“Genegrd Order!”

An dectronically equipped secretary hurried to his side, arecording device clutched fearfully in hand.
“Whileit should not be necessary,” Gepta dictated, “to ingruct officers of thelinein their duties, some
question has arisen asto the advisability of their writing their own orders upon no other discretion than
the wish to preserve their ship or their persond interpretation of their purposesin being here.

“To resolve these uncertainties, and as an example for future individuaists, the commanding officers of
the Intractable, the Upright, and the VVainglorious are hereby stripped of rank, along with their secondsin
command. Said command will revert to the third officer in succession, and the six abovementioned
personne will be placed unprotected in an airlock, which shall be evacuated into empty space.

“By the authority of RokurGepta , Sorcerer of Tund .Did you get dl of that, young man?’

The stenographer, hisface grown white, nodded dazedly.“Y-Yes, gr.”

“Good. Send it out and make sureit's understood that the order isto be carried out immediately. Now
runaong.”

Benegth his headdress windings, Gepta smiled. Aside from histwo sessionsin the armored compartment
aft, thiswasthe best hed felt al day.



Vuffi Raasat in the left-hand seet of the control room of the Millennium Falcon, setting up problemson
the navigational console and cross-playing them through his master's game computer. He had to admit,
Lando had been right. His schemewouldn't win awar, and it might cost agreat many lives on both sides,
but it would wear the fleet down and encourageGepta's political opponentsto step in and end the
blockade.

Had he been capable of shaking his head ironically, he would have done so.

He looked out through the segmented viewport forward, where he saw L ehesu hanging peacefully - at
least to al appearances. He keyed the corn. “1 have completed the modeling exercise, friendLehesu . |
believe we have agood chance. Will you not join the otherswith their preparations?’

The giant creature swam closer to the Falcon and peered in at hislittle robot friend. “No, Vuffi Raa. |
am aware of what | must do, and | am ready. | was curious as to the projections you are undertaking.
Will thefleet truly destroy itsdlf if Lando's plan works?’

The droid raised atentacle to indicate certainty since he couldn't nod. “Y es, as unbelievable asit may
seem. Y ou are an amazing people, my friend, and that's what makes it possible. The Falcon isasready
asshéll ever be, dthough 1-”

“You aretroubled, Vuffi Raa?’ Lehesu could interpret tones of voice even with amechanica being.
“Please speak to me about it; perhapsthat will help.” Glancing mentaly at the timepiece he carried in his
circuitry, the robot gave hisequivaent of ashrug. “Itislikethis Lehesu ...” Hetold theOswaft of the
conflicts hefdt in his programming and that he was beginning to disgpprove of those who had imposed it
on him. It didn't ssem right that he should be compelled to stand by idly - at least what he considered to
beidly - whilethe Navy exterminated a gentle, admirable people.

“| see” thedienreplied at last. “'Y ou know, we are in much the same position. | do not know whether |
cantake alifein my own defense, either. We are not afighting people, asyou so rightly have observed.
Perhapsit istime for usto abandon life to make room for amore successful product of evolution.”

Therobot, not knowing what to say, said nothing.

“Then again, Vuffi Raa, we should go away only if we cannot change. If we can, we are asuccessful
species, are we not?’

Momentarily, Vuffi Raawished he could smoke acigar like hismaster. It seemed to help the human
think, and it lent acertain dignity to whatever answer he might give theOswaft . “1 do not know, my
friend. It seemswrong somehow that the success of arace be measured by its ability to do violence.
Thereare other thingsin the universe”

TheOswaft was no more capable of nodding than the robot.

“Still, one must consider that none of these things are any good to oneif oneisdead.”

Vuffi Raachuckled. “Y ou have a point, there, Lehesu , you have apoint.”

“Weare going to betoo late!” theOther complained. “1 know it!”



“Peace, my old friend,” the Onereplied. “That is not yet aforegone conclusion. There are no foregone
conclusons anymore. And even 0, it isan experiment. It would not bevaid, did we interfere. Any result
isadesred result, am | not correct in this?’

They bored through the endless night at a velocity that seemed a crawl to them, dthough agood many
physicists would have been interested to know such aveocity was possble. Behind them stretched an
endlessline, the Rest who had come to witness the results of the One's experiment.

“However,” theOther replied, hesitating in histhought if not in his heedlong flight, “I have had a
disturbing new thought which-"

“That was the purpose of the experiment, wasit not?’

“Yes, yes. But | do not believe you are going to be particularly happy withit. Y ou see, it has occurred
to me that, despite the unconventional methods by which you created our experimental subject, and
despite the obvious anatomical differences...” Here, theOther made agesture emphasizing the smooth,
rounded shape of their kind.

“Y es? Please continue.”

“Do not be impatient; thisisdifficult. | have cometo believe we have certain responshilities toward this
entity - specificaly thatyou do - beyond smple scientificinquiry.”

There was along pause as another several parsecs whisked behind them. Nor did theOne reply at dl.
For once hisfriend had pursued aline of reasoning where he could not easily follow.

“You areits parent.”
“What?’

“Y ou brought it into existence. Y ou sent it out into the universe. We—you - cannot blandly let it be
destroyed. Such would be reprehensible.”

Again the Onefailed to respond. The light-years rushed by as he plunged himsdlf deep into thought,
pondering not only the question of hisresponsibility, but the more disturbing thought that he had
overlooked the issue entirely. Their experimenta subject was athinking being, not to betrifled with asif it
were an inanimate object. Apparently complacency had cost him more than progress and the flavor oflife,
it hadinterferred badly with hisethica sensihilities.

Atlagt: “1 am afraid you areright, my old friend. Congratulate me, | am afather. And by al means, let
ushurry, lest we betoo late!”

“Itssmple, redly,” Lando explained for thefifth time with aslittle hope of success as held enjoyed the
first four. “Y ou jump into the middle of apair of ships, do thelittle trick we've discussed, and jump out.
TheNavyll do therest.”

The gambler floated in the lotus position in the center of the Cave of the Elders, Sen and Fey on either
sdeof him. Each of the gigantic beingswas at |east five hundred timeslarger than hewas. Hefdt likea
virus having polite teawith apair of bacteria



“ButCaptainlandocdrissangr , itisdisgusting!” Fey complained. “It is demeaning, beneeth the dignity of
av—”

“How do you fed about losing your transparency?’

“What do you mean?’

Lando drew on the cigar held gotten V uffi Raato build aholder for in his suit helmet. Therewasadight
bulge now in the faceplate, and the air filters had needed overhauling, but at long last he could sit and
think properly in hard vacuum.

“Ian't death demeaning, beneath your dignity, disgusting?’

There was the digtinct sensation that the younger of the two Elders had blinked with surprise. “Why, |
had never thought of it that way before.”

Senhad remained silent through this argument. Now he spoke up.

“Tell me, Lando, could you perform the physiologica equivaent of thisact? To excrete bodily wastesin
order to-”

“Y ou bet yourhiffy | could! Look: al that thisrequiresisthat you concentrate a certain mix of heavy
metasin your systems, hop to the right coordinates, let your pores do their work, and hop out,leaving a
sensor-detectableOswaft -shaped outline behind for the boysin gray to shoot at. Play your cards right
and, human reaction-time being what it is, they'll shoot each other, instead.”

Senand Fey thought about that. For rather too long atime, Lando thought.

“Listen, you two, you didn't hesitate to offer me al kinds of preciousjewels, and you manufacture them
inthe same-”

“It'snot thesameat al!” Fey wailed. “Don't you understand that it's different whenone- ”

“Not from my cultural standpoint. On the other hand, Navy humans| know see abig ethical difference
between killing animasfor food and killing vegetables - athough I've met a photosynthetic sentient or
two who might give them an argument. Let'sleaveit that cultures often haveblindnesses about themsdlves
where other cultures see more clearly. Can you do thisthing?’

The soft twinkling of precious stones gleamed through the transparent Elders. “ Those of uswho can will
rendezvous with you at your sgnd.”

The gambler shrugged. “ Guess | can't ask for more than that, can 17’

He sensed that Sen was smiling. “No, | suppose you cannot, unless one wishes to emulate the enemy we
are about to fight.”

As hisfighter squadron passed through the mouth of the ThonBoka, KlynShanga wasfighting anagging
thought. Like atunethat circles through your consciousness al day (whether you like the tune or not -



and, more often than not, you don't), he was wondering about theOttdefaOsunoWhett . Why did that
son-of-a-mynock seem so familiar? Where had he seen him before?

“Seventeen, square up alittle on the mark. Y ou're lagging, and it's putting a strain on thepinnace .

“Roger Zero Leader. Executing.” He gave aquick glance at the other computer-generated indicators on
his boards and settled back in his acceleration couch again. Where had he met the tdl, skinny,
white-haired anthropologist before, and why did he have trouble thinking of him as an academic. What
should he be?A flunky of some kind.Whett was born to be a subordinate.

But why?He came to the conclusion that it wasn'tWhett's appearance he remembered so vividly. The
voice, then? A high, whiny, nagging voice it was, full of ahigh opinion of himsdf that didn't seem tofit the

vague memory Shanga had.

It was like the false memories one experiencesin dreams. you wake up suddenly (and often with relief)
knowing that the thing you remembered never happened &t dl. ButWhett wasred.

“Twenty-three to Zero Leader over.”
“Go ahead,Bern.”

“Sure. How come we're not maintaining comm slence on thisrun? | thought we were gonna surprise the
little-”

“They know we're coming, and there's only one direction we can come from.”

“Kindalike that first raid we made south of Mathilde , after the Betrayal, right?” Nuladeg chuckled at the
blood-soaked memory. It was the only thing they could do. The reminiscence wasn't that pleasant,
athough they'd killed athousand enemies thatmorning, caught them on the ground before they got set up
for defense. He remembered the shock held felt at theinvasion, after dl the friendly welcoming they'd
donefor Vuffi Raaand now why did that make him think of Whett again?

“Zero Leader to Twenty-three.Bern, have you seenGepta's pet anthropologist, OsunoWhett 7’

“Can't say as | have.How come?” Shangacould see the other fighter's craft on the opposite Sde of the
formation, its cockpit full of cigar smoke. He wondered how the little man breathed in that atmosphere.

“I don't know,Bern, but there's something nagging me, and it seemsto be important.”

“Stop chewing on it, then, boss. Seep it over. It1l cometo you if it'simportant. Core, you could use a
little shut-eye, anyways. Sit yourself back, and I'll take the con for awhile.”

“Thanksalot,Bern, | appreciateit.”
“Just 0 you don't make ahabit of it.

“Roger, Twenty-three, and out.”

TheOttdefaOsunoWhett looked over some highly peculiar data as he sat in the cramped confines of his



hiding place. Outside, the stars appeared motionless through the ports. It was anillusion.

According to the amost microscopic spy devices held planted onGepta with only partia success, the
wizard had indeed entered that armored compartment aft of theWennis through atube scarcely larger
than achild'swrist diameter. And somewhere within that tube, according to these readouts, Gepta had
ceased to exist, for the dust-mote-sized recorders had drifted in the tube and remained there, recording
nothing, until the sorcerer again became himsdf Whatever that was.

Whettshifted uncomfortably on his couch, not daring to show alight that might be seen from the outside,
not believing the readouts, their displays stopped down to near invisibility.

Hed known othersin hisfield - anthropology, not spying - who'd eventualy cometo believein the
primitive magic they studied, otherwise serious scholars who thought that dancing, after dl, a least when
performed a certain way by a certain people, could bring rain. Good minds gone to rot from nothing
more than overexposure, some malignant form of osmosis. Hed always resisted that, regarded it asa
falure both of scientific detachment and persond integrity. Now, he wasn't sure.

All right, the Sorcerers of Tund were supposed to have been capable of al kinds of magic. No one had
ever claimed that they were even human; that was agenerd assumption, and, like all general assumptions,
was probably mistaken.Nonetheless...

What specieswas naturally capable of the thing his instruments had witnessed?Gepta had returned
through the tube, the dectronic motes adhering to him again as he, what - materidized? And what was
that weird, unknown radiation that, despite armor he now realized was not one but two metersthick,
incredibly ill leaked out whenGepta had been inside the compartment for afew minutes?

And most of dl, what, in the Name of the Core, wasRokurGepta ?

XVI

“MASTER, WEVE GOT company !”

“All right VVuffi Raa, I'm coming!”

Lando jumped up from his seat in the lounge where hed been programming tactics for theOswaft . Out
of over abillion of the creatures, less than athousand had agreed to play his game of sabacc, live or die.
He ran around the corridor to the cockpit and flung himself into the right-hand sest.

“Where are they?’

The robot indicated atightly strung series of blips on the long-range sensors. “ Fighters, Magter, the same
kind wefought in theOseon . | make it twenty - no, twenty-five. | don't know what that big thing in the

middleis”

The gambler nodded. “I wonder if it isn't the same group. They don't ook like atactical fighter wing,



and they're using the same formation they did before. Last time it was a battleship engine.” He began
throwing switches, bringing the Falcon's defensive armament to full readiness.

“Ohmy,” Vuffi Reasaid in asubdued voice, “theRenatasians . Sometimes | think it would be better just
to surrender mysdlf to them. If only they knew the truth.”

“Cut it out, sprocket-head! They know the truth, it's just too hard to let go of a scapegoat once you've
got him by the chin whiskers. Let's surprise those mynock-smoochersby going out to meet them, what

sy?

The robot's tentacles began dancing over the boards. “My sentiments exactly, Master, that's what we
came herefor in thefirg place, wasn't it?’

Lando rose, steadyinghimsdf againgt achair as vibrations washed through the ship. “Quite right,
athough | wasn't sure we'd sucker theRenatasians in, too. Gepta's overdue. How can heresist having us
trapped here in theStarCave 7’

“Don't worry, Magter, hell show up.”

“Swell.” The gambler made haste &ft to the tunnel connecting with the quad-gun bubble, reached the
swiveing chair and strgpped himsdlf in. “Waell, old friend, let'sgo!”

“Yes, Magter” the intercom answered." Full power coming up!”

Asthe Falcon rushed to meet the foe, Lando reviewed his plans. TheOswaft wouldn't strike the small
group of fighters. Hed cranked hisideas through the computer and, from there, directly into their brains.
They now knew as much about tactics as he did.

Refocusing on the task at hand, he limbered up, swung the guns up and down, sdeto sde. The chair
followed with them, giving him an exhilarating ride that was probably the redl reason he liked the weapon
so much. He keyed theintertakie .

“Test coming up - and don't call me master.”

“YesMas -”

“Got you that time.” Using one of the starsfor a point of aim, he pressed both thumbs down on the
triggers. Bolts of high-intensity energy shot from the guns asthey pumped back and forth in their odd
pattern, much like the reciprocating machine guns of old.

Only now, it wasto avoid a backwash of power that would have fused the muzzles of the non-firing
barrds. Hefired the guns again,then looked at the repeater screen to see what V uffi Raawas seeing up
ahead.

“Onethousand kilometers and closing, Master. That central object isa ship'spinnace . | believe they
used it for towing. Shields up at eighty kilometers. They're beginning to cast off thepinnace .

“Hold her steedy, littlefriend, let them make thefirst pass.”

On his screen, Lando could see that the fighters had erected their deflection, too. Fighter shieldswere
notorioudyporous, there just wasn't enough engine to support them. That's one thing that made a vessel



the size of the Falcon so handy.

“Five hundred kilometers, Magter!”

Now thefighterswere vishble astiny dots of light, pseudostars againgt the starry background of the
ThonBoka mouth. Lando brought his gunsto bear, swinging to meet the enemies maneuvers, getting a
fed for them. Fet likeKlynShangas bunch, al right. Apparently they'd teamed up with the sorcerer and
the Navy.

Two fighters streaked over the Falcon. Lando poured destructive energy at them, but the pass wastoo
fast for either Sdeto do any damage. They were probably confirming that thiswas, indeed, the
Millennium Falcon, Vuffi Raa, ak.a the Butcher of Renatasia, first mate.

The robot hedled the ship steeply.” Two coming up from below!”

“Let 'em come!” The ship's beefed-up shields would be asurprise.

Lando hdd hisfire until the last moment,then pounded into the larger ship of the two. Its shielding lasted
al of amillisecond, then there was an explosion and the vessdl corkscrewed off, badly damaged.

He swung the guns around, but the second fighter had passed overhead and was gone. One down, he
thought, and by V uffi Raa's estimate, twenty-four to go.” Damage report!”

“Nothing to report, Master.Our shiddsheld fine”

“You do great work. Whered they go?’

The question was answered as Six fighters bored directly for the freighter. Lando sprayed the spacein
front of them with energy, the ship'slights dimming briefly ashedid. They veered sharply, unableto
match hisfire at that range.

“Madgter! Bandits straight ahead! Eleven of them!”

“Well, dew the ship! | can't reach them from here! No! Cancel that! I've got trouble enough!”

Four of the origina six were back, shooting hard. Lando matchedthem shot for shot, smoked another,
then caught afighter with adirect hit. It blossomed into an enormous ball of tiny sparks and disappeared.
But the others didn't give up yet. Even the wounded ship executed awide, clumsy circle and came back.
Lando centered the lead fighter in his crosshairs, thumbed the ignition, and growled.

Ancther firebdl.Another hit on the crippled ship, which wobbled, skidded off, then suddenly exploded.
The remaining fighter fought itsway around acorner and lunged out of range.

It'd be back.
“Clear, now! Turn the ship!”
“Too late, Master | destroyed two fighters and the other nine broke off.”

Therewas along, Sartled pause that nearly cost the two their lives. A singlefighter camein at top
gpeed, fired dl itsretros ,dumped itsload of |etha energy directly onto the stern tubes, the weakest



portion of the shielding. Lando started, more frightened at hisinattention than by the fighter. He swung the
quad-guns &ft, fired and fired until the single fighter vanished in acloud of smoke.

The pilot of that vessel couldn't have been more surprised than Lando was. “Y ou say you shot down
two fighters, old pacifis?” Thismuch wastrue: therewasapair of smdl guns, usudly ineffective againgt
anything bigger than arowboat, located on the upper surface of the ship and controllable from the
cockpit. Lando had wanted them synchronized, which would effectively quadruple their power, and V uffi
Raa had gotten around to it in the last few days.

Stll, there was no reply from the control deck.
“Vuffi Rag, areyou dl right?’
No answer.

Thefighter group had broken off momentarily, licking their wounds, no doubt, and sizing up the Falcon.
If it wasShangas people, they were probably surprised to meet two columns of fire coming in.

Or werethey? Tacticdly, they'd known Vuffi Raa couldn't shoot back, yet politically (psychologicaly?
sociologically?) he was the most murderous villain in their history. How did they resolve aconflict like
thet?

“Vuffi Raa, gpeak to me!”

“Yes, Master | beg your pardon, and I'll tell you al about it later. No time now —your friends are
back!”

Thistimethey camein force. Lando counted seventeen before he got busy, which agreed approximately
with the five kills and one probabl e they'd scored thus far. Lando wasn't taking trophies; it wasn'tin him
to do it. He smply wanted to know how near the end of the fight they were getting. He wanted acigar.

Thistimethey gaveit al they had, aswell. Lando dugged it out, and he could sensethe drain on the
ship'senginesthat meant V uffi Raawas shooting while he steered the ship. Still, the shieldsweretaking a
terrific pounding, and ydlow lights, to judge from the robot's shouted reports, were showing up like
fireflies on the boards.

Then abright light bloomed where Lando's guns weren't pointed and V uffi Raas couldn't be. Standing
off, without the benefit of shields, wasLehesu . Heturned dowly, mgesticaly, shouted at another fighter,
which turned into aknot of greasy smoke, then disappeared himsdlf, to show up on the other side of the
ship.

Thefighters broke off at some distance; peace reigned momentarily.

“Lehesu, you old ace! | thought you were with your peoplel”

“My people areintdligent life everywhere, Captainmaster . | saw you needed help, and-"

The gambler frowned. “1 wouldn't exactly say we needed help, exactly.” Retrieving acigar from where
he'd tucked it in hisboot top, helit it and settled back for a moment.

“I would,” Vuffi Raasaid. “Thank you,Lehesu , and thank you for thetalk. | seem to have resolved the



conflictin my programming.”

Keeping an eye on theindicators for further intruders, Lando asked, “Where are your people,Lehesu ;
are they waiting to follow my program?’

“NoCaptainmaster . Instead, they have followed your example. They have gone to confront the fleet
ingteed of waiting for it.”

Theentitywhom Lando referred to asSen was gratified. Something far more than athousandOswaft
swam now behind him, many more than he had counted on, shamed by Captainmasterlandocarissangr's
vaiant example - and possibly his successes againg the first wave of the enemy. He directed a thought
toward Fey.

“How many would you say we are, old friend?’

“Perhaps as many asamillion. The rest have followed another of the human's suggestions. they are
conceding themsdvesin thewdls of theStarCave .”

A mentd shrug.“Well, they may be right, and that may save us from extinction better than doing battle
with these mongters. Thisideaof individua dissent thatLehesu forced upon us may haveits uses.
Different opinions produce different modes of surviva, one or more of which may succeed.”

The fleet grew asthey approached it.

“I do not know,” Fey said. “I believe | would prefer to be playing sabacc just now. The notion of being
killeg-”

“Isfaintly refreshing,” finished the older of the two Elders. “ Lehesuisright: it is better than Sitting around
becoming stagnant.”

“Everyoneto hisown preferences,” Fey answered wryly.

Aboard the Reluctant, agunner's mate finally tore his eyes away from the scope.” A million of 'em! Core
save us, therésamillion of ‘em out therel”

His supervisor hurried over, looked down from the catwalk into the mate's instruments while the mate
looked up in fear and wonder a him.

“Y ou're wrong, son, the computer's making anew estimate. Make that two million.”

Senchuckled to himself as he hopped out of the artificid skin he'd just generated, leaving it behind to
confound the enemy. Their sensorswould now be registering three millionOswaft , and even if they
fathomed the trick, they wouldn't know which outline to shoot t.

One chancein three of getting killed, instead of unity.Y ou could learn things from sabacc. He hopped
another hundred meters, paused, and made it one chancein four. Every step his people took thisway
increased their gpparent numbers arithmeticaly. Therea test would come when they reached the fleet



and began svimminginitsmidd.
“Areyou ready, old friend?’ asked Fey at hisside.
“No. Let'sgo.”

Their first legp took them within firing distance of the Reluctant. Before she could bring their gunsto
bear, they were gone.

Senangled his next jump to place him between that vessd and the next in the metdlic swarm. He
hopped, created a ghost of himsealf, and hopped again, thistime to a safe place where he could watch.

Reluctant belied her name and fired! The powerfully huge bolt, arecent Imperid development, diced
through the falseOswaft , scoring adeep and crippling hit on her sister vessdl, who had fired only dightly
behind the other ship. This bolt was anear miss, but it caught an escort fighter and vaporized him
ingantly. TheOswaft outline dissolved and was gone.

Senjumped again, cregting another threatening image of imsdf .

It had much the same effect asthe first: the enemy counted on atarget to absorb the lethd force of his
guns before they struck asister vessel. They were wrong, and discovering it too dowly. A millionOswaft
followedSen and Fey, repesting the same actions. Space was it with thousands of fierce, futile bolts.
Men died by the hundreds until the trick wasfindly puzzled out.

By then it wastoo late. Shouting at the top of hisvoice, Sen crumpled apair of fighters,then
concentrated hisenergieson acruiser. Lando wasright: her shields were too dense to have any effect.
He stopped shouting at everything but the gnat-like fighters, and hopped and hopped, making sure each
timeto place himsdf between two capitd ships.

For their part, asthey saw the destruction of their own numbers by their own guns, the Navy dowed
even more, trying to aim itsfire so as not to endanger the fleet. Thiswas usdess: either there was nothing
to shoot at, or the bolt would knife through the observed enemy, blasting a cruiser or adreadnaught
instead.

In fifteen minutes, the fleet was reduced by 11 percent. Then the shooting stopped.

By that time, Shanga's diminished squadron had made two more runs againgt the Falcon, losing another
fighter. With Vuffi Raaat the contrals, the freighter had gradudly drawn them nearer where the fleet was
busily destroying itself. Fire legped here and there, lighting up the eternal night. Navy fighters blew up,
showering their mother vessals with debris, spreading damage further. TheOswalft darted in and out, their
numbers very dightly diminished, too, asthe sentients grew tired or careless.

Aboard the Falcon, Lando bore down on the quad-gun once again, turning asmall spacecraft into
drifting junk.

“Say, that wasn't one of our bandits! That was anavy fighter. Where the Coreare we, V uffi Raa?’

From the control room, the robot replied.” Entering the zone of conflict between theOswaft and the fleet.
I'll try to keep us clear of any large ships, sncewe - There! Got another one! - since we can't maneuver

likethespacepeople



A cluster of fighters swooped past the Falcon, ignoring her while blasting toward a cruiser that was
breaking up. ThreeOswaft , concentrating dl their power, had done that when one of her shieldswas
down momentarily, dueto acollison with afighter.

Suddenly, Shanga's men were back, diving on the Facon by turns, drawing her fire, getting in shots of
their own. Therewas only one of Lando, and his arms were getting weary from their constant work at the
quad-guns. The Falcon looped and soared, outmaneuvering the fighters again and again. Weaponsflared,
men died.

Without warning, al action ceased among the fleet. The blast and brilliance of shooting stopped asif
someone had turned aswitch.

Every fighter wasrecdled.

At the center of things now, Lando and V uffi Raa andLehesu watched as a broad corridor was cleared
among the ships. Shields up, they wereimmuneto theOswaft , and, aslong asthey didn't fire on the
vacuum-breathers, they suffered no more losses.

“Something on the scope, Magter.”
“Keep me advised.”

Through the space cleared by the fleet, an older-modd cruiser became visible, surface-coated dead
black, bristling with an array of unfamiliar equipment. On its undersde were emblazoned the arms of
Rokur Gepta himsdlf. On its sdes were added the ship's name:

WENNIS

“- by edict! Y ou are commanded to cease fire and to surrender to the nearest Imperial vessel
immediately.” Apparently, V uffi Raa had found the navy's frequency - or they had found the Falcon's and
had patched it through the intercom. As he listened, Lando saw one of hisauxiliary target screens go
momentarily blank, thenfill with the dark and terrifyingly familiar image.

“Thisin the name and a the order of RokurGepta , Sorcerer of Tund .” And then: “Private to Captain
Lando Cdrissan of the Millennium Falcon.” Thewizard leaned conspiratoridly into the pickup. “You
have put up avdiant and brilliantly conceived fight, Sir, but one which you shdl inevitably lose, if only
because | an willing to throw haf the resources of civilization a you, should it prove necessary. | could
bury you with dead bodies, and fill this entire nebulawith the wrecks of ships, and | will.

“However | offer you an opportunity to minimize unnecessary bloodshed, to settle things persondly and
at close hand between ourselves, once and for al. Nor have | need for the resources of half an empireto
persuade you. At this very moment the power is mine to exterminate every sentient being in this nebula,
every flyspeck of life, every hopethet life again will ever-flourish here.

“Behold and bear witness!”

Heraised ahand, asif in amagician's gesture. Outside, from one of the ungainly projections on the hull
of theWennis , therewas afaint, fast squirt of brilliant life. Instantly it streaked toward a cluster of gigantic
Oswaft who, since ceasing to fight, had been watching and listening. Sen and Fey were among them.

Asthelight point reached them, they beganglowing apale, sickly green and disappeared without atrace



before their dying screams had faded. Whatever the weapon was, it could discriminate between redl
organic beings and the phony outlines Lando had taught them to creete.

Those remained like ghosts, hollow and insubstantial.

“That, my dear Captain Cdrissan, was ademonstration employing one timesten to the minus
seventeenth of the power available to me. The object was an € ectromagnetic torpedo, scarcely larger
than afilterable virus and programmed to self-destruct after it had done itswork. Had it not been so, this
areaaround us would contain no life by now, nor, within aweek, would the entire nebula.

“| offer you, however an dternative. Should you triumph, the entire fleet shall go away. Should | win, |
shall release athousand tons of this destructiveagent in the ThonBoka.

“Asfor ourselves persondly, we shdl fight adud to the deeth.”

XV

“WE HAVE ONE advantage, Master.”

Vuffi Raa had just returned from theWennis , where, at Gepta's command, he had gone as Lando's
second to receive the terms for the dudl. Frost was turning into water on the little robot's
chromium-plated body and dripping off onto the floor of thetiny airlock below the topside hatch.

“That's absolutely peachy, old go-between. Any little boost would be welcome, just now.” He looked
out through a viewport. On one side the Falcon wasenglobed by the Navy, perhaps five hundred
enormous capita ships.

From another port, he could see they were hemmed in by KlynShanga's squadron, what was left of it, in
formation once again about thepinnace . Thetractor field was off, and would have been invisblein any
case, but the arrangement gave them an instant choi ce between two modes of movement.

Lando shook his head, and went on running down thelongform checklist, getting his best spacesuit up
and ready for the coming conflict.

“Yes, Mager. Youll recal hewasthe one responsible for your winning mein thefirst place? Well, it
was he, who, well, supplied me to theOttdefaOsunoWhett . He knows me rather well-and gtill believes
that he can program meto betrayyou .”

The gambler lookedup, st the pair of vacuum gauntlets he'd been working on aside, and lit acigar.
Possbly hislast.

“How very interesting. And can he?’



“Not a al.What's even better isthat he still believes me to be bound by my earlier programming. He
thinks| cannot fight.

Lando grinned. “Y ou know, I'm not sure | understand that myself. But of course that'swhy he offered
to let you help me out in this dudl, to make up for his powers of magic, so hesaid.”

The robot raised an affirmative tentacle. “What now remainsisfor usto plan what we will do once
we're out there. Have you an idea?’

Lando drew adeep puff, let it out dowly, savoring it. “I do, indeed, old Saturday-night specid. The
terms are one persona wespon apiece?’

“Not precisdly, Magter. Y ou are dlowed one weapon, | am alowed none. He didn't specify what he
would use. | didn't ask. It seems we have no choice in this matter.”

“No, but tell me, does he know about the way you let your tentacles do their own thinking?”
Thegleam in Vuffi Rads faceted eye grew brighter. “No, Magter, | don't believe he does.”

“Swell. Then here'swhat welll do - and don't call me master.”

RokurGeptastood in an airlock of theWennis , watching the Millennium Falcon through the bull's-eyein
the hatch. He could see her captain and hisdroid climbing out of their own airlock as he himself suited
up. The suit was a deep non-reflective gray, about the color of the walls of the ThonBoka. He turned to
the officer beside him, the nomind captain of the cruiser.

“Y ou are certain that you understand my ingtructions?’

“Yes, gr,” the unhappy-looking man replied. “1 am to exterminate dl life in the nebula, regardiess of the
outcome of the due.” He gulped at speaking what he felt to be a dishonorable and unmilitary decision,
and remained rigidly at attention as the sorcerer donned his helmet.

“Precisdy, Captain, and if you are entertaining any ideas of countermanding that order in the event of
my demise, please remember that the continued existence of your family depends onits being carried ot.
That was the purpose of sending the courier to your home system afew minutes ago. Their livesarein
your hands.”

“Yes, gar.”
“Very well, then, stand aside so that | may exhaust thelock - unlessyou careto join mein the airless
void?’

KlynShangawatched the accursed V uffi Raa, Butcher of Renatasia, climb out of the airlock of the
Millennium Falcon. Thelittle monster was still wearing that Spacesuit held affected in theOseon that made
him appear to be a robot. Shanga began flipping switches; turbines whined as power levelsincreased.
Onetrembling hand remained on the button of hisweapon system. Steady, old soldier, hetold himsdlf,
only afew more minutes.

Suddenly, afighter across the formation from him did forward, gaining speed asit approached the



Fa con. Shanga opened his mouth to scream “Bern, no!” when a man-thick power beam from theWennis
struck fighter number Twenty-three, blowing it to bits.

“Sorry, Admird Shanga ,” avoice said over theintership .“ Orders from the Sorcerer of Tund . Thereisto
be no interference.”

And no revenge, no justice, Shanga redlized, unless he could figure out something quickly. Ten years of
hislife, of thelivesof al hismen, down the drain, unless - Movement near theWWennis caught hiseye.
Rokur Gepta jetted from the airlock, crossed half the space between the cruiser and the freighter, and
cameto askillful hovering stop. He folded hisspacesuited arms and hung, awaiting his adversaries.

Acrossthe void that had become an arena, Lando Cdrissan followed hisexamplein abright yellow
spacesuit, rocketing to meet the sorcerer, stopping severa dozen meters away. V uffi Raawas right
behind him.

Something on the order of abillion pairs of eyes- or equivaent sensory equipment - watched asthe
sorcerer inclined hishead in asmal, grudging bow. Without further warning, hisright hand lashed out,
and a beam of energy struck the place where Lando had been. He tumbled, spun, and recovered,
something smal and glittering in hisown hand, but didn't return fire.

Soaring, he made a complicated figure in the vacuum asGepta fired twice more, missing both times.
While the sorcerer was thus distracted, V uffi Raa circled warily, working hisway behind the gray-clad
figure. Two more shots, thenGepta redlized that he was being deceived. He whirled, just as the robot's
tentacles separated from his pentagona body, spreading, encircling the sorcerer's position, and moving
in.

Almost hygtericdly, Gepta tried to burn the tentacles, but they wriggled and squirmed asthey came
toward him, each limb no longer where it had been when the aim was taken.

Closer they came, closer.

Lando fired, strikingGepta squardly in the back. Incredibly, thestingbeam's energy passed through the
sorcerer harmlessly, nearly striking Vuffi Raa's body, which was backing, dowly, clumsily away from the
fight whileit directed the tentacles to the attack.

Geptawhirled again, getting off three shots a the gambler. Thelast one hit himin the foot. Therewasa
puff of steam and a hissing audible only to Lando, then the suit sedled, its medica processes already
shutting off the pain. He had no idea how badly held been hurt, but he knew that he could still fight.

Hefired asecond of hisfive shots, again taking the sorcerer in the center of the torso. Again the beam
diced through without apparent damage.

Then atentacle graspedGepta around the neck.

The gray-suited figure struggled, trying tounwragp the chromium-plated limb, but it hung on grimly. From
his vantage point in the squadron, KlynShanga watched, then was suddenly struck blind by athought: V uffi
Raa, so-called Butcher of Renatasia , redlly was arobot!

Nothing else could explain the independent limbs. But if that was true, then what of their mission of
revenge? What of the only purpose they had had for living, Snce the degth of their civilization. What of -
Abruptly, there was a surge of motion as the tenuous hold of tractors at a hundredth power was broken



and thepinnace moved forward of its own accord, leaving the fighters behind. No one aboard the vessal's
of the fleet seemed to notice, so much of their attention was riveted on the dudl.

ButShanga did.
“What's going on, there? Who'sin thepinnace 7’
“Itisl, theOttdefaOsunoWhett ,” came the eectronic reply.

“I'm going to end thisfarce, destroy the robot and the gambler - and perhapsRokurGepta , in the
bargain! None of them arefit to-" Another blinding flash of recognition. It wasthe voicethat did it,
separated now from the assumed appearance. Whett was the Butcher's aide! Whett was the Butcher's
assigant! Whett was - the Butcher himself! It had to be! No other explanation was possible.

Heding hisfighter over, KlynShanga thumbed his weapons at thepinnace . Thelarger vessd's shields
were up, however, shields designed to protect an admiral’'s tender person during ship-to-ship and
ship-to-planet transfers. Shanga's fire coruscated off theinvisble barrier.

“ThisisZero Leader!” he shouted on the squadron's frequency. “ Get thatpinnace - the man we seek is
aboard! I'll explain later, if welivel” Desperately, he punched buttons on the remote console that had
controlled thepinnace on the trip out. He couldn't preventWhett from driving it, nor drop its shields, but
he could keep it out of hyperdrive and lock the tractor field.

He did the latter. The squadron snapped into to formation.

Opening hissmdll ship'senginesal the way, he screamed at his men to do the same. Slowly, inexorably,
the assemblage of ships achieved headway.

Abruptly, someone aboard theWennis noticed the motion.

“Zero leader thisistheWennis ! Hatimmediady, or well blast you out of the nebulal” The warning was
repeated. Gathering speed now, Shanga steered his squadron and their captive - who was desperately
and ineffectually attempting to reverse things from thepinnace - toward the decommissioned cruiser.
Faster and faster, skirting the space where the battle betweenGepta and Lando and V uffi Raa still raged,
they zeroed in on the larger vessd.

A broad beam of power struck thepinnace squarely on the bow. Her shields held, and the energy,
duicing off the deflectors, missed thelightly shielded fightersaswell. Asthey camewithin afew hundred
meters of theWennis , Shanga abruptly cast off the tractor field and flipped his craft around. Y ears of
reflex dlowed his men to follow the motion like aschoal of fish.

Thepinnace struck theWennis - her own shields negligently still powered down to alow the sorcerer to
debark - and penetrated her hull.

There was a brief ingtant in which nothing €l se happened, a suspension of time asinertiawas overcome,
as systems attempted to control the damage and failed. Then atitanic explosion asthe cruiser belched
flaming gases everywhere, consuming hersdlf, thepinnace , and everyone aboard both vessels. Even two
of thefleaing fighters were tumbled badly.

Farther away, Rokur Gepta , V uffi Raa, and Lando were distracted by the explosion. Gepta stared
insanely. Lando recovered firdt, took aim, and was struck by a piece of flying debris. His shot went wild,



hitting the sorcerer in the ankle. In shock, Lando recovered and watched as the form of Rokur Gepta
withered and faded. He jetted up beside the magician in time to see aheavy military blaster swing
around, fire, swing alittle farther, and fire again.

Vuffi Rad's tentacle floated emptily with nothing left to hold onto. The third shot, cast by an unconscious
and demateriaizing hand, caught the robot's torso, a hundred meters away, dead in the center.

Themeta glowed momentarily.When the incandescence dimmed, so had the singlered eyein the
body's center. It wasflat, glassy, and black.

Lando pawed throughRokur Gepta's empty spacesuit.

Downinthelegwasasmal bundle of ugly, dimy tissue, resembling a haf-cooked snail, an escargot
with adozen skinny, hairy black legs. It was one of the most disgusting things the gambler had ever seen,
but hed seen it before.

It was aCroke , fromasmall, nasty system held once visited. The specieswas intdlligent and unvaryingly
vicious, and they were dl masters of camouflage and illusion. This one wasn't quite dead. The suit had
protected it, and it was nearly impervious to hard vacuum. Lando ripped the suit away, took the stunned
and putrid creature that had beenRokurGepta , and squeezed.

When he wasthrough, his suit gloves were covered with greasy dime, but no Sorcerer of Tund would
ever rulethe galaxy.

Asif Gepta's death were asigna, the fleet began to open up on theOswaft within range. In the space of
amoment, hundreds died...until the fleet had other thingsto think about; KlynShanga's squadron was
shooting back, giving the vacuum-breathingsapients covering fire so they could retreat. One fighter
exploded, then another, but they were savingOswaft lives.

“CEASE FIREIMMEDIATELY OR BE DESTROYED!”

The voice came over everybody's communicators Smultaneoudy, at every frequency. Lando looked up
from hislittle friend's scorched torso - he'd gathered in the tentacles, aswell, but they would not attach
themsdaves and lay in hisarms like so many dead pieces of jointed metd - to see afigure that dwarfed the
departed Elders, even the largest dreadnaughtsin the fleet.

It wasagtarship, but it was at least fifty kilometersin diameter, asmooth, featureless, highly polished
ovoid of slvery metd. Another, identical monster followed close behind it. Far to the rear, Lando
watched as others, countlessothers, penetrated the supposedly impenetrable wall of the ThonBoka asiif it
were so much fog.

Hundreds, thousands, hundreds of thousands.

Some fool aboard the Recalcitrant opened fire with the new meter-thick destructor beam, deep green
and hungry. A red beam from the leading foreign ship met the green one squarely, forced it back a meter
at atimeuntil it reached the navy cruiser. A pause, then the Reca citrant became a cloud of incandescent

ges.

“CEASE FIRE OR BE DESTROY ED! THERE WILL BE NO OTHER WARNING!”

Racked with grief, Lando watched as more and more of the titanicovoids appeared in the nebula. There



was ho way to estimate their number. The gambler thought they might fill up theStarCave , twelve
light-years across asit might be.

Then a sensation brushed past him. Somehow he knew that only he could hear the tightly beamed
message that issued from his helmet phones.

“Y ou are Cgptain Cdrissan, are you not? Y ou have fought vadiantly, and not in vain. Y ou grieve for
your littlefriend. | grieve, too, for he was my only son.

XV

“SABACC!” SAID THE One.“By the Center of Everything, Lando, | knew we would learn new and
vauablethingsif only we dared to.”

“Yeah, well, you've dill got to learn the difference between luck and sKkill. That's eighteen trillion I'm
ahead of you dready, counting that last hand, and | don't even know yet what were using for currency!”

The gambler took a deep drag on his cigar and watched as the One gathered in the seventy-eight-card
deck with asweep of ajointed metallic tentacle. His eye glowed a deep scarlet with delight and
anticipation as he dedt them out again, two to Lando, two more toKlynShanga , two to the extensor
manifesting itsdlf astheOther .

“Too bad,” he continued. “Thisgameisawhole ot faster and more interesting five-handed. If only V uffi
Raa...”

“Each of us,” observed theOther , “sets his own course through the universe and must follow it where it
takesus. Thisiscdled integrity, and to deviate-”

“Come on, you five-legged clowns, cut the pop philosophy and play cards! Y ou know how long it's
been sincel sat down,” Lando grinned.

“*Andtried filling ingde straights dl night at ared table and-"

“Long, Admira? At that, it beats dodging bullets and destructor beams. I'm glad you decided to be on
our side, and I'm especidly glad you're a better fighter pilot than you are a sabacc player.”

“I'm only warming up. Give me achance, and I'll have your hide the easy way: payablein cash!”

Laughter around the table. It was good to have the lounge full of vigtors, the gambler thought; ared
passenger lounge for achange.

But some folks seemed to be missing from hislife, missing from placesthey'd carved for themselves
only recently.Or relatively recently.

“Heard fromLehesu yet?’ he asked, watching a Commander of Flasks changeitself into a Three of



Staves. He knew it was an eectronic trick, but it never failed to give himgoossbumps . Shanga was
frowning, asure sign he had agood hand, Lando had learned quickly. He kept his betting light.

Thefighter pilot shook his head, till frowning. “One of the boys said something about seeing a
middle-szedOswaft zooming off during the battle. Said something about a courier he wanted to catch up
with. Isit true thespacepeopl e want to make him High SupremeGa octie or something?’

A mechanical chuckleissued from the extensor representing the One. “ 1t would seem they have decided
that leadership - or at least wisdom - do not necessarily correlate positively with age. Thisisgratifying to
me, as| am the youngest o my people... that is, | was before Vuffi Raa... er, | believe | shall take another
card, gentle-beings.”

Outside, far away across theStarCave , the actua repostories of the intelligence of the One, theOther ,
and the Rest lay, asit were, a anchor. They were gigantic fifty-kilometer starships,intergdacticaly
sdf-propeled droids of ancient origin.

Shangachanged the subject. “1 never quite got who it waswho built you folks originaly - that is, if you
don't mind me asking ardigious question.”

“Not at dl,” the Onereplied. “ They were arace of individuals who looked rather like these extensors.
There are some among us who recal them, athough | do not, except throughcybernetically handed-down
memories. They were not spacefarers; theideasmply didn't appeal to them. They werewiped out ina
radiation storm when anearby star went supernova. Only afew intdlligent machines were left, and they
were my ancestors. We did explorethe stars, at least in our arm. Thereisahigh incidence of unstable
gsarsthere, so that organic lifeisrare.”

“Yes” theOther concurred, “it was hisideato seek out organic life to liven up our own culture, and
herewe are.”

Lando shook his head. He wished hislittle robot friend were there to see this hand; it was alulu. “ Yes,
but first you sent out an explorer whose memories were suppressed and who could not act violently. That
way held generate fresh impressions and not get your civilization into trouble with others unlessit was

absolutely necessary.”

“Correct,” the One said. “ And while the suppression worked, the conditioning did not.
Sdf-preservation is a powerful motive, even though in the end - sabacc!”

“Beginner'sluck!” the professona gambler howled, wondering how much held lost thistime. He heard
footsteps behind him, turned and |ooked down the curving corridor toward the engine area. A figure
stood there, covered with grease, a panner in one of its hands. Itsfive-sided carapace was il
scorched.

“I got the deflectors readjusted, Master,” Vuffi Raasaid. “ Admira Shangas men are good shots, but
that weakness won't show up again now!”

“Fne.Now will you please stop being dutiful and join the game? And don't call me master in front of
your old man, here, it'sembarrassng.”

Hours later, two days after the battle and departure of the fleet, Lando was dozing in hispilot'schair in
the cockpit.



Vuffi Raawas out somewhere, visting hiskinfolk.
“Captainmadterlandocalrissansr| have returned,” the ship-to-ship said.

“Zzzzz- what?Lehesu! Why so forma al of a sudden and where the Core have you been?” The
gambler had heard it suggested that the youngOswaft had run away from defending the ThonBoka. He
didn't believeit for amoment, but he was curious.

“Oh, just before your dud withRokurGepta , | heard him tell an officer - his helmet microphonewas
open, apparently - that he was sending a courier to have that person's family murdered should he disobey
arather ugly order. | hopped after him, but it took me awhile to catch up.”

Lando stretched, yawned, reached for acigar. “ Oh? What did you do then, ask him to stop politely?’
“Why yes, and hedid. In severd pieces, I'm afraid: | shouted it at him.”

The gambler chuckled. “ So now you're home and going to be the Elder of al you survey, isthat how it
is?’

There was along pause.“No, not precisgly. | told them | would not be their Elder and if they wanted my
advice, they wouldn't gppoint anew one. | don't think they listened to me. | wish neither to give nor
recelve orders - something | learned from you, Lando, my friend.”

Lando scratched his head, agesture he'd never had habitualy until held picked it up from Vuffi Raa.
“I'm glad to hear it. What are you going to do with yoursdlf, then?’

“Explore, discover the answersto questions. Probably get in trouble again. But tell me, | am very
confused on one point. The Millennium Falcon isnot redlly aperson, isthat correct?Nor the cruiser
Wennis 7’

“The late, unlamented cruiserWennis .1 don't know what thet life-destroying stuff wasGepta spewed
around, but I'm glad it was destroyed with her. No, friendLehesu , much aswe may love her, the Falcon
isamachine.” He puffed on hiscigar, anticipating theOswaft's next bewildered question. “ And before
you ask, yes, the One, theOther , and the Rest are indeed persons, of the mechanica persuasion. They
think for themsalves, the Falcon doesn't. In asense, they areto you what V uffi Raaisto me: you both
livein free space; it'syour natura environment. Vuffi Raaand | are arms-and-legs types, born and bred
inagravity well and most comfortable where there'slight and heat and atmosphere.”

“But Lando what is Vuffi Raa?’

“A larva garship, if you believe him. The organic people who invented his ancestorslooked like him,
built machines that looked like him - the same ideaas a humanoid robot. Today his people use
‘extensors —manipulators - that till look like him. If he'sagood littlebot and ests dl his spinach, hell
grow up to be a gtarship, too.If hewantsto.”

Concern tinged the vacuum-bresther's transmission. “I'm told that he was nearly killed while | was gone.
| fed somewhat guilty for-"

“Forget it, oldjdlyfish, hisdaddy repaired himin just afew hours. What counts is the memory, the
experiences, the character, and they were dl intact, protected ingoogolicate at the degpest levels of his
being. No little blaster was going to do more than freeze him up mechanicaly.”



“What will you do now, Lando?’

“Wadl, | think it'stime| gave up thiswandering life, if only for awhile. | need to do something
respongible, own something, have some obligations. I'll think about it. I've learned alot, and | have plenty
to get started on. The Falcon's holds are full of gigantic gemstones - every variety |'ve ever seen or heard
of, and afew I'm going to have to consult experts on. | could buy an entire city.”

“And Vuffi Rea?’

“1 don't know, old manta, | don't know.”

The Millennium Falcon's engines thrummed with pent up energy. She was eager to go back into
intergal actic gpace, eager for another adventure. In her cockpit, Vuffi Raawasfinishing up alecture:
“And be sure to back the engines off at least three percent when initiating the deflector shields, otherwise
the surge will overload her, and-"

“I' know, | know, | know,” her captain replied patiently while trying to suppresstears. “ The only thing |
don't understand iswhy you're going back this very minute. Why can't you-”

“Madter, itisabargain | have made. | would much prefer, like you andLehesu , to continue exploring
the universe, to have adventure and savor life. | will again, someday. But | was constructed for the
purpose of recording those experiences and relaying them to my people. | feel the need to do this, asyou
fed the need to breathe. Do you understand, Master?’

“I understand.” He patted the little droid's shiny torso. The rest of the blast damage had hedled, and the
robot looked as new and perfect as the day they'd met. “Well, if you ever get back to thisarm of the
gaaxy, you know how to find me, don't you? | haven't much in the way of a permanent address.”

There was an dectronic chuckle. “I'll just go where there's the most trouble and noise, and therelll you
be, Master.”

“Not on your lifel I'm going to settle down, be responsible. And Vuffi Ree?”
“Yes, Magter?’

“Don't you think, now that you know exactly who and what you are, that you could stop calling me
master?’

“Why, | suppose s0, Lando. Why didn't you ask me before?’






