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Jundrak came asabringer of uncertain news. The manner of his coming wasfar from uncertain.
He came hurtling down the long-range spacedip with tubes screaming; when still acouple of light-years
from Smorn he cut the motors, to fal the remaining distance dong the galactic causeway with
transcendenta velocity. Then, applying negative power, he came to an abrupt standdtill.

His piloting was precise. He could now look down on Peredan’ sfifty-year-old encampment
without needing to adjust his position by as much asasingleyard. With artling clarity inthe crysta
bright air, the minute empire of the pretender prince waslaid out afew hundred feet below.

It was everything he had expected: stiff, colorful, bustling. Brightly painted spaceships stood on
the launching ground. Gay pavilionswere arrayed in semicircles for close on ten miles, extending in anest
swirl to enclose quarters, barracks, and the extraordinary amount of equipment comprising the
ever-operating defenses. Stacked to one side of the camp, rearing like huge city blocks covered with red
plastic sheeting, were the precious stores of wegpons, trackers, every kind of fighting
parapherndia—Peredan’ sreason for living.

The whole outfit was on itstoes, waiting for the word that had never yet come.

Jundrak received a free demondiration of the camp’s efficiency the moment his ship appeared
over the base. Six warning missiles exploded around him: above, below and to each quarter. Hewas
impressed but not surprised. Lingering for afew dangerous seconds, he settled at length to an unhurried
landing on the edge of thelaunching fidd.
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The missileswere not the only precaution. A peculiar pressing feding assailed hisbody ashe
took his hands from the controls, together with an odd aching sensation across the bridge of hisnose. He
recognized it. A damper field had been thrown over histiny bell-shaped vessd.

In that case, nothing in the ship would work. Experimentally he operated the port switch.
Nothing. It would have to be opened manualy.

Whatever happened, then, he was helpless. But no matter; he had come not so much asan
enemy asan adviser.

He gpplied his hands to the port locks. Yidlding easly, the Sde of the cabin swung down to give
access to the ground. He stepped out, stretching his body and bresthing in the invigorating, oxygenrich
air. Now he could see his ship as an incongruoudly small, golden shape againgt the monstrous battle
cruisersthat reared beyond the camp. He had chosen the enigmatic bell craft purposdly, knowing that it
would seem a strange visitation to the rebels. They would be impressed and amazed that the tiny boat
could make the same journeys asther giant battlewagons. Being isolated for fifty years, they dmost
certainly had not heard of the new means of propulsion using natura fault linesin space known as
dipways, which enabled hisfrail-looking little bell craft to travel the gdaxy.

Already two men waited to meet him, dressed in blouses and hose of shimmering black space
glk, laser pistols swinging casually on their lean hips. Like al Peredan’ s officers, they carried noinsignia

“I am here to speak with Peredan,” Jundrak said without preamble.

“Prince Peredan,” thetaller of the two answered, “ does not interview every space tramp who
comesjetting in here. What do you want, enlisment?’

Jundrak gazed steadily at the man. “ Spare me the babble,” he said in afirm voice. “I am Jundrak,
of the family Sann—ancient friends of Peredan’ sfathers. Now take meto him.”

The officer samiled wryly. “Many friends of old are not so friendly now. However, the prince will
betold of your arriva. But first we must ask for your wegpons.”

Jundrak reached into his clothing and handed over ahigh frequency neutron beamer, asmall
dagger, and ahand version of the standard forcerifle. The officer examined them, smiled again and
politely handed back the last.

“You may keep this. A force gun will not work anywhere within the confines of this camp.”

That was as Jundrak had dready suspected. His senses, heightened by along military training,
told of numerous canceling energies vibrating through the air. He very much doubted if even the neutron
beamer would prove fully effective—but the officers would not wish to reved everything.

They kept silence during the walk to Peredan’ stent.

Jundrak looked at the structure with interest. It waslike afairy palace of draped plagtic, avnings,
spires and domes standing in arich, multicolored relationship. The plastic had been sprayed with some
preparation to make it tiff and durable, and Jundrak did not doubt that the “tent” had the solidity of
granite. The bivouac appearance of the encampment was an illusion.

“Wait here” said thetal officer, and went ingde, leaving Jundrak in the care of hiscomrade.

After await of ten minutes he reappeared looking less salf-assured than before. Wordlesdy, he
nodded and made a beckoning gesture. Jundrak followed him through the covered entrance and into the
interior of the tent.



Now Jundrak’ simpressions were fully confirmed. They walked through large hdlsand
enclosures which seemed to extend indefinitely, washed in arefreshing pae green light and worked in
pastel shades of green, blue and yellow. Thewallsborelittlein theway of ornament, but the furniture,
tables, chairs and desks were of very fine workmanship, as were various items of equipment which
Jundrak did not recognize but which he guessed to be communicators and dataretrievers of some kind.
Peredan had found timefor luxury. Silk-garbed officers glanced up incurioudy as he passed by, but the
man at Jundrak’ s sideignored them.

Deeper in the tent the atmosphere was even quieter, even more cool, and almost deserted. For
the first time Jundrak saw women: young women seated at large, expensive desks, apparently doing
nothing in particular. Secretaries, he wondered? Mistresses? Or just ornaments?

At the end of along foyer the officer stopped before a porchlike door. “Go in,” he instructed.

Jundrak pushed at the panel. It seemed to collgpseinto glittering shards and withdraw itself
away. Beyond it was Peredan’ s office.

He stepped through, the door coalescing behind him. Standing beside apolished table, his
knuckles resting lightly on the varnished surface, was Peredan.

The two men gazed at one another, Jundrak avidly, Peredan with only cursory interest, asthough
part of his atention was elsewhere. Jundrak stripped off his black gloves and laid them on the table—a
conciliatory gesturein military parleys, indicating that he carried no secret finger weapons.

“| confessit haslong been an ambition of mineto get alook at this camp of yours,” he said
blandly, eyeing the other. He could remember having seen Prince Peredan when he was very young,
when his father had taken him to the Royal Palace to be introduced to the court. For some reason
Peredan’ s face had made afixed impression on him, and he looked closely now to seeif he could discern
any changein it. The prince’ sfeatureswere sill smooth and youthful, making him look more like a
youngster of seventy than the three centuries he had actudly lived. But on second glance the youthfulness
was artificid. AsJundrak waslater to find out, hisface changed with circumstance and passing emotion,
and sometimes one could be looking at a different man. Even now, amomentary shift of mood passed
acrossthe prince sfestures, turning him into something older, more careworn, the flesh around the eyes
dtering in color and texture,

“I am sure many military men have fdt the same, for any of anumber of reasons,” Peredan
snapped in acurioudy week voice. “Tel mewhy you are here.”

Jundrak drew himself erect, clicked hishedlsand inclined his head in astiff bow. “1 am the
accredited envoy of His Mgesty King Maxim. His Mgesty hasinstructed me to offer you and your
followersafull annesty, together with generous terms of resettlement, in return for your cooperationina
meatter of grave importance.”

“Anamnesty?” the prince looked a him with incredulity and amusement. “ Are you serious?
Maximwon't get rid of methat easly!”

“Something ... hasarisen,” Jundrak said uneasily, wondering how to broach the subject.
“Something that makes it imperative for usto settle our differences and unite againgt the common
menace.”
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“The kingdom is threatened with annihilation!” Jundrak drew a deep bregath, then went on. “The
northeast sector has been entered by an unknown life form deadly to human life. All our defenses have



faledtoholdit ... We must make acommon cause and fight as one!”

“So,” mused Peredan. “An dieninvason!” He seemed intrigued, scarcely surprised or alarmed at
dl.

“Not quite. At first we thought of it that way, but asfar as we can make out theintruder isa
sngle organism moving through space. Not even an organism, morea... well, they cdl it the Patch. At
firg the scientists did not even think of it as an entity, merely as amoving region of space of unusua
characteristics. They’ ve been forced to change their minds. Its Sze isindeterminate, but its movements
suggest volition.”

“Arﬂ?,

“It gppearsto feed off biologicd vitdity. Planetsthat passthrough it are left completely dead!
Men, animals, even the vegetation! All dead!” A note of horror must have entered his voice, for Peredan
frowned and looked somber. “My agents reported something unusua in the northeast, but | paid little
atention to it. They certainly made no mention of anything likethis”

“All news mediaare, of course, rigoroudy censored, and rumor is dealt with severdly throughout
the kingdom these days. Outside of the affected worlds, few people know anything about it.”

“And how many worlds have perished so far?’
“Even fewer people know that. | would guess, not more than fifty.”

“Not more than fifty!” Peredan seemed stunned. “Maxim, of course, won't become serioudy
worried until half of humanity has been wiped out. Typica!” The prince paced the room restlesdy, his
samplelilac robe flowing behind him. “But at least he admits hisincompetence by sending you here. Tdll
me what has been done to dedl with the menace so far.”

Briefly Jundrak made afrank list of the measures taken by the Roya Fighting Forcesin their
increasingly desperate attempts to deal with the unknown. The prolonged reaction bombs (continued
nuclear explosionslagting amonth), the monstrous gammaray projectors (pecialy built at crippling
cost). The Patch had taken it al without any detectable changein itsinner state. Vast quantities of
radioactive materiad dumped in its path had made no difference either. There was even atheory that the
Petch liked thesetitillations.

Jundrak did not omit to tell of the armed spaceshipsit had engulfed. Peredan’ s gaze dropped as
hefinished.

“There has never been anything like this before. What isit Maxim wants from me?’

“Surely | don’t need to answer that. Y our resources here are known to be considerable. Apart
from your armaments, wegpons perhaps unknown to us, you have some of the best scientistsin your
entourage. The existence of the kingdom comes before palitica quarrels.”

“So Maxim thinks he will make use of it to swalow meupinagenerd criss.” Peredan smiled
wryly. “Tdl him that if the safety of the kingdom istruly hismain concern, to put hisforces under my
ordersand | will direct operations.”

“Hewill hardly agreeto that.”
“And neither will | agree to what amountsto the same thing.”

Deadlock. Jundrak had known it would cometo this, had, in fact, counted on it. But he affected



shock. “Peace and security has dways been your motto. How much isit worth, if you can stand by and
watch whole sysems annihilated?’

“ItisMaximwho isthe usurper, not | or my father.”

“But who knows? Perhgpsin the confusion ... you would find the opportunity to unseat Maxim
and put your father back on the throne again.” Jundrak’ s voice became caressing, amost dy.

“Perhaps! If | based my strategy on perhaps, | would not have sat here on Smorn for the past
fifty years, far from the center of power.” Helifted hishand in aweary gesture, asif unwilling to expend
the effort on it. “With what we have here| could chalenge the kingdom even now. But | will not stake
my resources, bringing civil war to the galaxy a second time, on anything less than the assurance of
victory. Young man, | aminthisgameto win. So don't imaginethat | will fritter away my substance on
other pursuits, however worthy, or that this organization will be used for any other purpose than the one
for which it was crested.”

He ddivered the short speech in aquiet, dmaost conversational tone. But during it Jundrak gained
hisfirg firm impression of the man: an impression of hardness benegath the flaccid exterior, of an
obdurate, dmost despairing will. Thiswas aman who would never admit that his cause waslogt, and
whose fanaticiam infected those gathered around him with unswerving loyalty.

“Inany case,” the pretender prince continued, “your suggestion seems hardly fitting to your role
asMaxim’'senvoy.”

“Forgiveme, Y our Highness. | was speaking not as an envoy but asanindividua.”

At this, Peredan’s eyebrowsrose dightly. He turned to asmal pand in thewall behind him,
opened it to extract two glasses and aflask. Motioning Jundrak to achair, he poured agreen fluid from
the flask and added water. Theliquid turned milky.

“Pernod,” hesad. “An ancient beverage from thousands of years ago and addlightful addition
to aivilized living, | find. A colleague of mine—the duke of Returse—discovered the rceipe shortly before
our exile. Asaresult this encampment isthe only place in the universe where one can obtain it.”

Jundrak sipped the drink. It had a pleasing, refreshing taste of aniseed.

“Now tell mewhat the people think of me in these dark years, those billions oppressed by
Maxim.” Peredan seated himself opposite Jundrak, and did not try to sound anything less than sardonic.

“Itishard to read the public mind. The Roya Fighting Forces, of course, consder you a
danger—but not an ultimate one. Officidly they could mop you up, but they leave you in peace so as not
to gir up dissent.”

“Propaganda. They have not come here because they would not dare. Tell me about the
people.”

“1 think you are dowly fading from memory.”

“Of course.” Peredan looked sad. “ So beit. It was expected. But everything will change oncel
have vanquished the usurper and placed my own family on the throne again. Y ou shall see, it will change.
But tell me of yoursdlf. Y ou must have been no more than aboy at the time of the civil war. | remember
your father. He died under the old king' s banner, aloya duke. Y ou, it seems, have become a duke under
the new one. Asfar as| can recall, your loydty to the new master in Unimm has never been doubted.”

“Andyet ... my feding for the old order has not quite died.” Jundrak’s manner became uneasy.



Hewas aware of treading dangerous ground. “My family and yours were firm friends under the old
monarchy, and | remember that.”

“Would you like to see that monarchy restored? Speak freely, Maxim cannot hear you here.”
Jundrak made no answer.

“Very well,” continued the other, unperturbed, “let us put it another way. Do you, asaloyd
officer of the Roya Fighting Forces, wish to see me destroyed? Answer now. Sooner or later every man
must turn one way or the other.”

“Itismy duty to see you destroyed.”
“Wel said!” replied Peredan bitterly.

“Andyet ... King Maxim isan upgtart. Hisruleis apatchwork of expediencies, bringing
economic confusion to thousands of planets. Againgt thisyour family offersthe sability of athousand
year monarchy, aswell asalegd titleto thethrone.”

“A stability so grest that the entire kingdom cracked open.” Peredan almost sneered. “1 wish you
would stop trying to fence with me, young man. Let usded in redlities. Y ou spesk of legality? Maxim
himsdlf is of the nobility. HisHouse of Grechen aso puts forward aclaim to the throne, based upon the
marriage of his mother to my grandfather. He has ahorde of lawyerstrained in the subtle art of pitting this
claim againgt our own. And asfor stahility, security—has not Maxim done his best to provide it? Strict
measures againgt disorder, a powerful armed force, even apruning of the oligarchic classand the
dispensing of their territoriesto the poor.” He smiled sourly. “ A wise move. Not afraction of what he
should have done, but a sop to keep the masses quiet for awhile. In view of dl this, isit not | who
represents the threat to peace? | maintain aprivate army. | have the avowed intention of widespread
insurrection. | await my chance to wreak havoc.”

He' s sounding me out, Jundrak thought. Playing the part of Maxim’ s advocate to test my
resction.

“If that' sredly how you fed,” he said insolently, “why don't you change sides?’

The princelaughed. “ A man like you can be useful to me. Thereisawedth of intelligence which
you, ahigh-ranking officer could give. The firepower of Maxim'’ sforces. What new weapons he has.
More than that, what isthe secret of the new space drive that brought you here? | am informed that your
shipisquite unusud, remarkably small to make such ajourney. In fact, the camp defense team was
disconcerted by the speed of your approach. Y our sideregularly triesto dip anuclear bomb under our
umbrella, asyou well know. Y ou stood agood chance of being blown to bits on the edge of the system
before we satisfied oursaves that you were unarmed.”

“Sorry.” Jundrak stood up and became stiff and forma again. “My sympathies for you do not
affect my loydty asan officer. | annot for sde”

“I could have you put under arrest and your ship analyzed to the last plate.”

“That would be agross breach of diplomatic immunity!” Jundrak protested indignantly. He did
not think it necessary to mention that the bell-shaped vessdl waswired to vaporize itsdlf a the first hint of
meddling, since he was sure that Peredan also was aware of this elementary precaution.

“HisMgesty’ s offer of amnesty remains open for three months. Perhgps we will meet again.”
Heturned to go, but Peredan stopped him.



“Wait. Thereis something you can do for me.”

Jundrak eyed him suspicioudy.

“Nothing sinister,” the pretender prince assured. “Do you know aman called Grame Liber?’
“The chronicler? He is sometimes seen &t court.”

“Tdl me ishewd|?’

“I believe s0. | know him only partly.”

“Heisan old friend of mine. | have had little news of him these past fifty years. | would regard it
asagreat favor if you would look him up for me.”

“Yes, of course.”

“Merdy tell himthat | send my regards. | am sure | can trust you not to do anything that would
harm the old man. Asamaiter of fact, you might get on well with him.”

Jundrak felt oddly moved. He hesitated, then suddenly made up his mind.

“Thereissomething ese | can dofor you,” he said firmly. “Maxim would have mekilled if he
knew, so | hopethat I, in turn, can rely on your discretion.”

Peredan nodded.

“I have grict ingructions not to tell you this. The Patch is coming thisway. Y ou had better move
your camp at once.”

Suddenly Peredan looked very, very old. “How long have we got?’
“Sometimes it movesfadt, sometimes dowly.”

“This puts adifferent complexion on everything, even on Maxim’smotives. Thank you.” He
looked at Jundrak sharply. “What in space was he thinking of when he chose you as his envoy?”

Jundrak shrugged. “He s pretty careless about alot of things. He needed somebody you might
listen to for old time' s sake, somebody who belongsto an old, respected family like the House of Sann.
Y ou see, even Maxim is getting very nervous.”

He left Peredan sipping Pernod, brooding and thinking.

When Jundrak of Sann had taken off, Peredan touched one of a number of colored dots
ingrained into the corner of the tabletop. Another part of the table surface went dull then changed to a
color picture of ayoung woman with green-tinted hair.

“Get me Genera Drap,” he ordered.
“Yes, Your Highness”

The girl’ seyes dropped to the controls before her. The picture faded, to be replaced by Drap’s
brisk, bulbous face.

“Y our Highness!”

“Drap,” Peredan said, “ayoung man from Unimm hasjust been here. | want to check on the



truth of something he told me. As soon as heis out of range send a battleship to the northeast sector ...”

He gave further details and dismissed Drap. An hour later warning gongs sounded. One of the
huge battleships bulking beyond the array of tentslifted itself, takeoff sgnas hooting, and headed into
deep space, heavily baffled to escape detection.

Meantime, Prince Peredan sat in his study, going through the familiar ritud of collecting his
thoughts and analyzing hisfedings.

Asaways, he fought to push aside the desolation of spirit that repeatedly came over him. All
interviews such asthe one he had just undergone left him with thisfedling. Diplomacy, palitics, maneuver,
anything in the nature of a game in which human beings were the pieceswas distagteful to him and far
from histrue bent. By inclination he was a scholar, and but for the unhappy course of recent history he
would no doubt be spending hislifein study, pursuing hisambition of anayzing the phenomenology of
higtorica civilization.

But hisloyaty to hisfamily, the House of Lorenz, hisfeding for ancient law and his hatred of
Maxim'’ styrannous, ramshackle and power-mad rule had madeit impossible for him to settleinto such a
life. Ingtead, circumstances had dictated that he should devote himsdlf to deviousness, strategy and
leadership. Ever since the House of Grechen had challenged hisfather’ s ascension to the throne and the
quarrd had blown up into kingdom wide civil war, he had been forced to spend hislife playing just the
kind of game that hitherto he had scorned.

After theinitia defeat he had done well with what moves remained open to him. He had welded
together theloyd remnants of the army into the most efficient, dedicated organization ever to exist. With
time it had become awdl|-drilled machine of enormous power, aspear permanently pointed at the heart
of the kingdom. Patiently he had awaited the right moment to send it on itsway.

The behavior of hisrecent vistor confirmed hisbelief that Maxim’ s regime was rotten within, shot
through with false loyaties based only on convenience and persond advantage. Maxim must have abusy
time shoring up the structure, he thought. One good kick and the whole ouitfit could come crashing down.

And yet such optimistic thinking was dangerous. Corrupt or not, Maxim could ill call onthe
resources of the kingdom. Peredan’ s chances of pulling off the coup he dreamed of were too dight for
the gameto berisked at this stage. Precipitous action would only unleash another bloody conflict in
which he would be defeated—even though with difficulty—for the second time.

Where, he thought agonizingly, wasthe“ Grest Device,” the oneirresistible move which would
mean checkmate? |n the next generation it would be too late. Too many billionswould have transferred
their allegiance. How many billions had aready done so? Peredan did not know. Newsfrom the
kingdom was getting ever harder to obtain these days.

The Star Kingdom sprawled over roughly one fifth of the galaxy, from the Garlowe Clugtersin
the north to the Vells of Darkness—massive black curtains of dust and gas—in the south.

Indl that immengty habitable planets wererare but still sufficient in number to add up to severd
tens of thousands. The exact number of worlds incorporated in the kingdom was a matter for catalogers.
the average citizen did not concern himsdf with the size of the society helived in, becauseto him the
kingdom wasthe universe. There were no foreign kingdoms, and the citizen did not imagine any. He only
knew that numerous ships plied the darkness connecting together the territories and provinces that were



scattered over thousands of light-years, al owing alegiance—in theory, at least—to the throne which
circled bluewhite Rigd. Therewas no name for the realm. It was smply “the kingdom.”

Over much of the kingdom central authority was admittedly loose. To many systems, far from
Maximilia—or Unimm, to giveit its ancient title—the civil war was hardly more than adistant rumor, and
the change in the ruling family occasioned little interest. For these worlds the obligatory taxes were token
taxesonly.

But herein Maximilia politics were of the essence. Jundrak knew that he must report to King
Maxim as soon as his bellship landed in the Inner City of the town. Leaving the ship in the hands of
gpecia technicians sworn to secrecy, he went to his quartersto freshen up and then presented himself.

The king had aready been informed of hisarrival. Jundrak was conducted to a private room,
where he found the monarch eager for news.

“Isit done?”
“Yes, Your Mgesty.”
“Good!” King Maxim chuckled, ajovia gleam in hislustrous brown eyes.

For dl his cunning and duplicity, it had to be admitted that the king possessed anatura charm.
Hisface, though basicaly mournful, easily expressed merriment. True, it was striking enough to be
noticed anywhere, with asmall, thin mouth, a prodigious bony nose and strong, wide gpart eyes that
seemed dways to have the drop on one. In addition, he wore his hair at shoulder length, whereas
close-cropped hair had been the firm fashion for several hundred years.

At times he seemed to go facially mad, puckering hislips, raising his eyebrowsin an exaggerated
grimace and glancing sSidelong over hislong, sharp nose. There were some who claimed that the king was
mad. But to most he was merely acomic, ajolly monarch, an unintentiona clown in whom the discerning
might detect a basic melancholy.

“| offered Peredan an amnesty, Y our Mg esty, as you ingtructed. He refused, of course. He
didn’t seem to suspect that the offer was only a cover for my visit.”

“Made him cocky for ahit, | expect. Eh, what? Wasthe track laid?’

“Everything went perfectly. | crossed the path of the Patch, then made my way from that
direction through the dipwaysto Peredan’ s camp on Smorn. Theingruments verified that the dipways
were sufficiently intensfied.”

“Good! Good!”

Even Jundrak, hardened as he thought he was to the art of the double cross, had to admire
Maxim for this particular piece of treachery. His schemewas gridy in the extreme. It had been found that
the dien entity menacing the kingdom, designated the Patch by the investigating teams, used a principle of
motion somewhat Smilar to that of the new dipway ships, moving fagter than light along the naturd fault
lines of space. But there was adifference. Whereas the passage of the Patch | eft the diplines unatered,
the passage of the shipsintensified them. The Patch showed a preference for following these strengthened
diplines

At firg theinvestigating teams had tried to use this discovery to control the Patch, cresting a path
through the maze of galactic fault lines that would lead it away from occupied solar syssems and out of the
kingdom. But the Patch showed an obstinacy that was one of the chief proofsthat it had some kind of



rudimentary mind: it hungered after inhabited planets. If the artificidly strengthened dipway did not lead to
one, it seemed to exercise discretion and take a different turning.

Thus the teams could choose the planets that were to be annihilated, but no more. Such a
disconcerting fact had led to desperate haggling among nobles and industridists whose vested interests
were threatened. Then King Maxim had come up with hisbrilliant idea. By sending adipway ship to vist
Smorn, he could bring down the Patch on the head of hisold enemy.

Theking' svoice roseto awhoop of laughter. “He Il never know what hit him! I’ll movethe
Fourth and Fifth Fleets up there in case he getswind of what’s coming and tries to scoot. Either way,
Peredanisfinished!”

One small point interested Jundrak. “What would you have doneif Peredan had accepted the
amnesty, Your Maesty?’

Theking shrugged. “If he/ sfool enough to send his shipsinto that thing, he deserveswhat he
gets. Either way | can’'t lose. By theway ... er ... you didn’t get arecording of your conversation, |

Suppose?’

“I’'mafraid not, Your Mgesty. The damper fields were very strong al over the camp. The
recorder didn’t work.”

“Hm. Yes, of course” Maxim looked doubtful for amoment. Jundrak decided he had better
steer the topic €l sawhere.

“It' samarvelous stratagem, Y our Mgesty,” he admired, “ but the Peatch ill remains.”

“I know,” said the king gloomily, “but what can we do? We must accept our losses. Sincethe
Petch ismaking asteady traversd, it will pass through the kingdom and we shdl be safe again.”

S0 you hope, you old fool, Jundrak thought.

Heleft the chamber highin the king’' sfavor. His success gratified him, but he tried not to fedl
smug. It was easy to lieto two parties at the same time when they had no other contact with one another.

Hismotivesin playing a double game were obscure, even to himself. Having been brought upin
the turmoail of civil war, he found no particular reason to have faith in either party but, when facing
Peredan, had felt anirrationa impulseto give afair chanceto both sides. That was not dl of it, of course.
He had aso decided that there was no advantage to him persondly in the destruction of the rebels. He
preferred afluid Stuation where ataented young officer, dready riang fast ininfluence, could seize his
opportunities. Having given Peredan half awarning, he was now in collusion with both sdes and stood to
gain whatever the outcome.

Jundrak felt no prick of conscience over hisactions. To him they seemed natura: aMachiavellian
spirit ruled the time. Besides, he had become possessed of an intermittent ambition, which at times
disappeared adtogether, and at times, such aswhen he lay donein his bed, reached a pitch of
mega omaniano less acute for having no well-defined object. Already he was reviewing how he might
turn to his own use the devel opment of the big dipway ships, a project on the other side of the planet
over which the king had given him charge.

With avague feding of euphoria he crossed the central courtyard of the roya paace. The spires
and graceful frontages of the vast building, tinted againgt the greenish evening sky, rose about himin
fantagtic arabesques. The coming evening was cool, rich in scents. Beyond the outlines of the paace
reared the taller dabs, towers and arches of the Inner City, hemming in the seat of the monarchy and



keeping out the picturesque but less than graceful Sght of the Old Town.

The recongtruction was amost complete. Only afew towers remained to befinished, lifting aloft
their building gridsfor heights of up to three thousand feet. Maxim had not used atomicsin his attack on
the Inner City snce he wanted it himsdlf, but he had bombed it heavily with high explosives.

With afrown, Jundrak remembered his promise to the pretender, Prince Peredan. Look up
Grame Liber, the chronicler. He remembered the old man vaguely, puttering about the palace with
grubby redls of ancient documents from the palace library under hisarm.

Possibly the request was no more than Peredan said it was, a sentimental communication
between friends. More likely, to Jundrak’ s intrigue conscious mind, it was an attempt to ensnare Jundrak
inrebel circles and maintain a communication between him and Smorn. At any rate, knowing Maxim's
suspicious nature, it would not do to keep the promise for afew daysyet. Tonight he had afar more
ddightful missoninmind.

Immediately Jundrak walked across the demarcation lineinto Maximilia s Old Town; hewasina
different world.

Hewore along, soft cloak pulled tightly around him to hide his uniform. He fdlt out of placeinit
herein the Old Town, and besides it might attract hostility. One had to expect a certain amount of
ignorance and brutishness among the lower orders.

The Inner City was separated from the Old Town by a continuous ring of tall buildingsforming a
circular wall with anumber of wide arches for access. Asthe Inner City stood on aheight, once outside
the wall one gained apanoramic view of the Old Town which, though scorned by many, Jundrak found
enjoyable.

The hill on which the Inner City stood had been leveled off to form aflat area. But in the Old
Towntheriseand fdl of theland on which it was built was plainly visble. It was unplanned, more
organic. Jundrak alowed his gaze to rove over the inchoate mass of buildings, mostly old and decrepit
and ranging in height from two to only twenty stories, with the exception of afew housing projects,
massive dull-colored lumps reaching twelve hundred feet and inhabited by ten thousand people apiece.
To hisleft, the entire town did away into avalley filled with smoke.

For milesthe town gtretched, well beyond the range of vision. Over it dl hung adusty haze,
shining in the sunlight. Dust was, in fact, one of the Old Town'smain festures.

Jundrak set off down the hill. He had left his private car on the other side of the wall—it sported
regimental insgnia—and after ashort walk hetook the Old Town’ s ubiquitous public transport, large
battered carriages running on eectrified rails. For some miles he rode with the common folk, drinking in
their resigned, knobbly faces and savoring the sirangeness of it al. Then heleft the vehicle, walked down
asde street and turned into a narrow passage that brought him to adingy courtyard ringed with tiers of
tiny balconies, five stories of them. Brashly, he whistled atune and waited.

Hedid not haveto wait long. A window opened and Rondanaleaned over therailing, grinning
down at him.

Feding his heart quicken, he grinned back. A minute later she gppeared at the door on the
ground floor and let him in. They went up aflight of rickety stairsto her room. She laughed as he sank
down on the bed, gently pulling her down with him.

Rondanawas young, with a pleasant, happy face and lively moods. To Jundrak, comparing her
with the women of hisown socid standing, with their cosmetically perfect features and supercilious1ooks,



thislower class girl was awoman whilethey were painted dolls.
But now she sat up suddenly, her expression changing to one of concern.
“The old woman upgtairsisvery sick.”
“Isshe?’
“Will you have alook at her?” Rondana pleaded.
“What can | do about it?1’m not a doctor.”

Rondanarose and went through the door asif she hadn’t heard him. Reluctantly he followed her
up the stairway, one story, two stories, lit only by grimy windows. A couple of times she glanced back to
seethat he was till with her.

They entered Goodwoman Growoom' s apartment. It was wretched, squaid. Jundrak redlized
that it wasidentical to Rondana's, but whereas hers had been made to look fairly comfortable, this had
the stench of poverty.

The woman lay whimpering on abed. Shewas old, very old. Jundrak ventured closer. Her face
was discolored, amost green. She wasin the grip of somefever, Jundrak did not know what. People of
hisown socid classdid not catch such diseases.

He gazed down at the barely conscious woman. She must be dl of five or six hundred years—

Then he caught himself. She was not five hundred years old. She was probably not even one
hundred. Jundrak felt suddenly uneasy, aware that Rondanawas twenty while he, in dl other respects
fully as youthful as she, was eighty —about the same number of years as the woman on the bed. The vast
disparity in medica services gave the lower massesthelr greatest cause for resentment, amounting asit
did to aratio of about four to onein theindividua’ s life span.

“She'sdying,” said Rondana
“What shall we do?’
“She ought to have adoctor.”

“Wall, get one. Send her to the hospital.” Jundrak felt unaccountably annoyed that he had been
faced with agtuation likethis.

Rondana hesitated. “Will you pay for it?’ she asked inasmall voice.
“Yes, of course” Jundrak smiled ruefully.

Rondanaleft to make avidphone cdl to the hospita. While she was awvay heleft the miserable
gpartment and returned to the cozier one down below. He fdlt asthough hisvisit had been spoiled. He
had come here for amusement, not to be chilled by socid redlities.

He sat down on Rondand s bed, gazing through the window that overlooked the dusty courtyard.
The palitica quarrels of the noble houses seemed to have faded momentarily to another, emptier
universe. Wasthisthetruth that lay beneath the intrigues, the endless manipulations for power? A woman
dying miserably in atumbledown tenement house, cut off even from the sunlight which flooded the planet?

Jundrak scowled, pushing awvay unwelcome thoughts. Even if true, nobody could do anything
about it. Political science had proved how impossible it was to enrich the poor, had exploded centuries



ago the now seditious doctrine of socia equdity. Theinexorable polarity of wedth and poverty wasa
natura law, unaffected by any amount of scientific progress.

An hour later, after he had made love to Rondana, an ambulance came to take away
Goodwoman Growoom. Jundrak signed an undertaking in respect of the fee, an inggnificant sumto him,
but herein the Old Town the price of lifeitsdf.

With a shudder he wondered what the Old Town would look likeif the Patch came thisway.

Far off in space, the Patch was due to encounter Jundrak’ sintensified diplinein about amonth’s
time. Barely afortnight elapsed, however, before the battleship dispatched by Prince Peredan returned to
Smorn.

It had not in fact gone anywhere near the Paich; this had been unnecessary and risky in view of
the activity of the investigating teamsin the region. But by monitoring the reports beamed back by the
research shipsit had procured dl the information it needed.

Peredan read the reportsin cold fury. The Patch was not proceeding in Smorn’ s direction or
anywhere remotely near it. It was, in fact, making an angle of a hundred and thirty degrees, as near as
made no difference to the opposite direction.

“So that young pup wastrying to trick me after dl,” he thought to himsdf. “More of Maxim'’ sdirty
work!”

**k*

The meaning of the ploy was clear. While Peredan evacuated his camp in heed of Jundrak’s
warning, Maxim would take advantage of histemporary vulnerability to launch an attempted annihilation
grike.

“So much for the House of Sann!” Peredan gave an ugly, bitter laugh.

*k*

Chronicler Grame Liber’ s cottage nestled under the foliage of agiant, mutated oak treein a
corner of one of the landscaped parks scattered about the Inner City. One night, just around the same
time as Peredan was reading the evidence of histreachery, Jundrak decided to visit it, making surefirg,
of course, that he was't being followed.

The park shone eerily in the light of the overhead moons and the surrounding city. Y ard-wide
oak leaves dipped toward him as he approached the cottage, framing it neatly and dappling the light from
the curtained windows.

Jundrak pressed the doorbell. After a pause, the door opened into asmall porch. Another pause,
during which he guessed he was being viewed, and a second door opened at the other end.

Liber, awhite-haired, dignified man approaching old age, sat at atable on which were spread
papers and book rolls. The room was small and cozy, discreetly lit by acorner lamp and lined with
shelves containing morerolls, even some with old-fashioned bound books. An air of peace and quiet
reigned in the place.



Liber roseto greet him, friendly, civilized. “Not often | get avisitor these days. Pleasetake a
chair. Would you like a drink? Raneaul ? Whiskey? Or aliqueur perhaps?’

“Thank you, whiskey will do.” Jundrak waited for him to bring the drink. His eye roved over the
paperswith which

Liber had been working. There were some holographs—old holographs, to judge by the color
process. He recognized one of them as a picture of afamous collision between opposing battleships
during the battle for Unimm. The others were from the civil war, too.

Liber had been using aletter scriber to write on an dready fat roll of paper. By twisting his head
dightly, Jundrak could read the nesetly printed words.

“... thewar was fought for the accession only, and for no other reason. Other factionswho
rebelled againgt their poor lot under the old monarchic reign and tried to look on the conflict asan
opportunity for large-scale reform were suppressed ruthlesdy by both sides.”

Jundrak averted hishead as Liber turned round with the drinks.

For some time they chatted pleasantly. The old man turned out to be congenial company, ashe
consumed more whiskey Jundrak began to loosen up.

Liber did not even ask what hisbusinesswas. Presumably he thought that if Jundrak had
something to say he would cometo it himsalf. Consequently nearly two hours passed before Jundrak
sad: “1 have amessage from Prince Peredan.”

The other’ s eyebrows rose. “Indeed? What isit?’
“It'snot much. Heisin good hedth, and ... he smply sends hisregards.”

Liber seemed tickled. “Well, wdl! After dl thistime! He must be getting londly. Can you get
word back?’

“Unfortunately, no.” Jundrak leaned forward. “ Does the message mean something to you?’ he
asked eagerly. “Isthere anything | can do to help?’

The historian laughed out loud. “Y oung man, | thought you were here for some uninteresting
purpose like that. If it does mean anything apart from what it says, | don’t know it. Perhaps Peredan
imagines | have been working for him al these years. If so, he swrong.”

“Thenyou are loya to King Maxim?’ Jundrak suddenly grew worried. Perhaps he was betraying
himself to thiswily oldser.

Liber laughed again. “ Y ou people never give up!”
Discomfited, Jundrak bent his head and rubbed his chin.
With asgh, Liber climbed to hisfeet. “ Do you play chess?’
Jundrak shrugged. “Not much.”

“I used to, but now I’ ve got a better game. Come and see.”

Heled Jundrak into an adjoining room different in gppearance from thefirst. A bench along one
wall contained tidily arranged pieces of € ectronic gpparatus in various stages of assembly. Shelveswere
stacked with premanufactured al-purpose units, and arow of cupboards, al neatly labeled, contained



yet more.

“Electronicsisahobby of mine,” Liber explained. “It helpsto clear my head when I’'m trying to
sort out the tangle of human history.”

He showed Jundrak to asmall, round table in the middle of the room, taking one of itstwo seats
and motioning his guest to the other. The table was quite bare but Jundrak noticed that a cable ran from
the foot of one of the legsto anearby cupboard.

“Pull out thelittle drawer under the table,” Liber ingtructed, at the sametime pulling out asimilar
drawer on hisown side. They were stting opposite one another, as though for agame of chess—except
that there was no board and no pieces.

Jundrak’ s drawer contained rows on rows of little buttons. “ Thisis a sophisticated devel opment
of chess,” Liber told him. “More e aborate and more subtle. Whereas chessis played according to an
atificid set of rules, | havetaken therulesfor thisgame from red life”

He pressed a button. The tabletop cameto life. Figures sprang up from it, athree-dimensional,
full color holograph effect. On amosaic chessboard floor were dozens of beautiful glowing little
figures—most of them wearing roya robes!

Liber pressed another button. The figures moved, spoke, gestured.
“Masgterly!” Jundrak breathed.

“It's controlled by a computer. One of man’sfour great inventions, by the way, dongsdefire, the
whedl and atomic energy. It creates the personages you see and guidestheir actions. It can handle
hundreds at atime. But | disagree. The game' sthething! Let’ sbuild up from scratch.”

Operating the controls, he cleared the board and then inserted asingle piece. It wasthe king in
full regdia, gesturing thisway and that. “There heis. The center, the nexus of it al! Monarch of dl he
urveys.”

Jundrak peered closer, trying to discern the face. Though it was simplified, like awooden doll, its
features were definite and characterigtic. It was Maxim, surely!

But asthefigure turned to look directly toward him, it changed. The king now bore an entirely
different face. Liber wasteasing him.

The chronicler laughed again. “As| said, you never stop! Don't try to identify the pieces, they're
al fictitious. Y ou won't discover my politica leaningsthat way.”

“| dready have discovered your political leanings,” Jundrak answered, tight-lipped. “You area
radicd, an anti-roydist.”

“Untrue, untrue. Don't throw accusations around, you' |l frighten me. Let’ s seewhat el sewe' ve

got’

A femade piece took her place beside the king. “ The queen! And adorned like one, naturaly.
Notice how sheleans on the king's arm. But we can be sure she looks after her own interests, too.”

Swiftly changing, the queen bore adozen different faces and costumesin succession as Liber
demondtrated the astonishing versatility of hismachine. Jundrak watched in fascination asthe historian
then introduced a seemingly endless gallery of colorful characters. He even played out short dramas for
Jundrak in the complex symbology of the game. They were alittle hard to follow, but nevertheless



interesting and sometimes comic.

“Wadl, thereitis,” Liber said a lagt, evidently pleased by Jundrak’ sadmiration. “Y ou might call
my games machine the Ided Politician’s Sublimator. We could take Sides on it and practice al our
ambitions and intrigues without anybody getting hurt—unless you count the pieces, of course.”

“It' sfantagtic! How do you play?’

Liber sghed. “ That' sthe snag. | understand the rules because | invented them. But everybody
else seemsto find them just abit too complicated to follow. Hence no game. Usudly | play againgt the
computer, or sometimes | leave the piecesto play by themselvesfor awhile. Y ou’ d be surprised how
ingeniousthey can bel” Hetook his hands from the controls. The thirty-odd pieces on the board
continued to gesture, fight, argue, form aliances of convenience. “Yes, it' sawholelittle world down
there, as near to ours as| can make it. Thereisadifference, though.”

“And what' sthat?’ Jundrak asked.

“I can change the rulesfor my holograph puppetsif | like. But for usthe rulesareimmutable. The
gameisabsolute”

“What in space are you driving &?’ Jundrak demanded sharply. He had the fedling that Liber
wastrying to lecture him in someway, and he didn’t like t.

“Just that the world controls us, we can't control the world. It' sal agame, and we are willy-nilly
pieceswhose lives are governed by the game. Each pieceis driven by circumstancesinto the position it
occupies at any time. So we have Peredan sitting on Smorn for the last fifty years, King Maxim sitting in
his palace—and you and | Stting here.”

“I'm not at dl surethat your philosophy isnot seditious,” Jundrak said sourly.

“It probably seems so—to you! Y ou came heretrying to find out which sdel’m on. But why
should | be on anybody’ s sde? Why should | fed anything more for those cavorting pieces, the kings and
statesmen of our world, than | fed for the cavorting pieces| put into my computer? Sorry, you won't find
me useful. I'm only atired old scholar, | leave the scheming to others”

Jundrak dismissed Liber' s outlook as meaningless and pessmigtic. But when, alittle |ater, heleft
the relaxing atmosphere of the cottage, he happened to glance up at the blaze of stars shining down from
Maximilia's ky. Momentarily the whole weight of the universe seemed to be pressing down a him,
forcing him thisway and that as through amaze.

v

Theinvestigating teams hovered nervoudy round the Petch like aswarm of gnats, maintaining
themsdlves just beyond the reach of its maign influence as it roamed through space.

For dl their effortsthey ill knew very little about it. It was apatch of pseudo-particlesa
light-year across. Its pecific gravity was even lessthan that of the interstellar hydrogen through which it
passed, but despitethis, it was vaguely visble asadim flickering of photons released by interactions
among its strange, diffuse particles. The team believed that they were dl virtua particles, atechnica term
meaning that they had no permanent existence but passed on their transent energy oneto another in
never-ending chains, vanishing asthey did so. Even the light photons that reached the scientistswere
extraordinary. They did what norma photons never did: they decayed, producing ghostly phenomenain



theteams' instruments which could not be analyzed.

Months ago the scientists had ceased referring to the invader in the plurd. It was not aswarm, as
they had at first thought. Each evanescent particle was somehow related to the whole, and as an entirety
the Patch was stable.

Where had it come from? How had it evolved? Vainly the teamstried experiment after
experiment in attemptsto identify some overdl fied of energy which might prove vulnerableto a
scientifically mounted attack. But none of their probes sent back any useful result. And asthe Petch
moved on it engulfed system after inhabited system, lingering over each one. On each such occasion it
generated a new phenomenon: continuoudy oscillating radio waves, sounding in the observers' earphones
as screeching ululations,

The emisson gave them final proof that the Patch was not just arandom energy effect but
organized and dive. Helplessly they followed it on its sojourns, listening with fascinated dread to the
audible evidence of its horrid feasts.

* k%

For the first few moments of hisreturn to his body, Castor Krakhno believed he was waking
from anightmare. But no, the awful redlity of hismemories, the plain knowledge of what was happening,
the tangible contact with something monstrous and terrifying, al precluded his experience from thereslm
of theimagination.

Hewas swesting and gasping franticaly, asif suddenly released from suffocation. Opening his
eyes, hefound himsdlf lying on his side on a concrete pavement. Near him were bodies, collapsed like
rag dolls.

Sowly he climbed to hisfeet and gazed down Fressa Avenue. In al respects save one, it was
the same scene that he had been familiar with for agood part of hislife. The frontage of shops and offices
stretched away on either side toward the transport terminal, broken every fifty yards by small van trees.
The difference was that the citizenswho normaly thronged the avenue were, without exception, lying
limply on the ground. The vehicles that used the central concourse, robbed of control, had either cometo
astop there or crashed into trees or shop windows, running heedlesdy over prostrate pedestrians.

It looked just like one of the gas attacks Krakhno had seen in clips of the civil war. But he knew
it was no gas attack. Neither, he believed, wasit part of any resurgence of the conflict. No human power
controlled that.

He knedled to ingpect one of the bodieslying near him and confirmed what he dready knew. It
was dead. They were al dead. The whole planet of Carole was dead. So was its Sster planet Heme, the
only other inhabited world in the system.

He knew that was so because the thing, the mind-mongter, the thief of consciousness, ashe
aready thought of it, had not been mean with the visons that automatically accompanied even a brief
contact with it. And visons had not been all.

Stepping over the corpses of his onetime fellow citizens, Castor Krakhno smiled sardonicaly to
himsalf and continued the journey that had been so violently interrupted. The trees, he noticed, had
aready begun to wilt and were shedding dead |eaves even though it was the height of summer. Further
down the street he turned into a narrow doorway and mounted some steps.



The secret office of the Society of Deeth to Life was asmallish back room rented from a shop
owner. Entering, Krakhno found three of hisfellow conspirators, the nucleus of hisrevolutionary party,
dumped across the table, where they had been sitting asthey waited for himto arrive.

Closing the door behind him, Krakhno flicked hisintense gaze around the room in an unspoken
vaediction, from the second table laden with crudely published literature to the desk-sized copier that
had printed it to the locked cupboard where their tiny arms cache was stacked.

He was done, then. None of his comrades had survived the cosmic assaullt.

He stepped across the room to the narrow window, accidentally brushing one of the bodies as he
moved and sending it toppling to the floor, and stood for some minutes gazing down into the back yard,
which was covered with a growth of weeds and ended in the brick wall of afactory which cut off any
further view. He needed these few minutes seeing nothing but this restricted, depressing sceneto take
stock of himsdlf and the incredible thing that had happened to him.

Castor Krakhno was aman dightly below medium height, with aframe that, though it tended
margindly to stockiness, was amply endowed with energy and expressiveness. His age wasforty (years
of natural aging, that is, unprolonged by the medications available to the nobility) and his black hair was
balding, while hisflorid face wasfixed in aburning expression of perpetud ferocity. His deep brown eyes
could glower steadily like an anima’ s, but at other times flicked shiftily thisway and that, avoiding
everything like those of an unsuccessful crimind.

And he was undisputed |eader—or had been—of the doctrine of Death to Life.

Krakhno had lived dl hislife on Carole, having been bornillegitimatdy to afactory girl inadum
town afew hundred miles away. He gtill remembered his mother, mainly as shelooked returning
exhausted from aday’ swork to their wretched single room in a twenty-story tenement block. He
remembered her, however, without any feding of compassion. At the age of fifteen, after watching her
grow year by year thinner and more careworn, he had run away to wander for atime through the cities
and farms of the planet before settling herein Kinn, the capital, where he devoted himsdlf to the
destruction of society and its replacement by anarchy.

There had dways been anarchigts; but Krakhno had given the movement new life, had turned its
doctrine, long defeated by history, into one of action. His proudest exploit, the perpetrators of which
were still undetected by the law, was the murder of an entire noble family by blowing up the Hadrcany
Thester.

For sometime he and his closest associates had lived off the proceeds of crime—not committed
persondly, asthat would have been too risky, but through help given from Carol€ s extensive crimina
underworld, which wasin part sympathetic to their cause—and he had given their time to propagating the
principles of Krakhno's brand of anarchy, the creed of nihilism:

The destruction of everything existing—meaning, for propaganda purposes, the annihilation of
everything involved in the present order of society, of its classes, of itslaws and indtitutions.

Death to Life—meaning, for purposes of propaganda, death to the style of life lived now, and
deeth to the privileged prolonged life by which the nobility made the suffering of the lower orders seem
even more acute.

But privately, in hisinmaost thoughts, these dogans had a deeper, second meaning connected with
ahatred of life of any kind, a hatred which would not be quenched, afedling that existenceitself was
somehow evil.



Never had that feding been more poignant than it had twenty minutes ago.

To the population at large the thing had come without warning. Krakhno was certain, however,
that asecret few had known of it, for it explained something that had puzzled him over the past few
weeks. He had learned, partly from routine reports from spies and partly from occasional newscasts, that
al the chief noblesand big industrid ownerswere leaving the planet one by one*on businesstrips.” What
the newscasts never reveded was that they were taking their entire families with them. Until now he had
been at alossto know what significance to attach to thisfact.

“They knew, dl right,” he muttered to himsdif. “ Just like them, theratsl”

And if they knew it was coming, they knew what it was and what it did, as Krakhno now knew
from amuch closer, more persona source. Asamatter of fact it was still here, or, rather, it was just
leaving. Krakhno could fed its presence, could fed theindescribable change in himsdf asit findly
departed. From what he knew of it he guessed that it could travel very quickly through space, certainly
fadter than light.

And when it came upon life it absorbed the life force, avareness, individudity of dl creatures. It
ate their souls. Krakhno recaled with asense of fascinated, amost ddighted horror the engorging, the
geding of what wasintangible and yet dl that a person was—himsdlf.

Mixed with hisfedling of thrilled horror was a sort of snarling shame, aresentment that the
invader had let him live. For during those stunning, bewildering minutes when his soul had been stripped,
assaulted, raped and put through unimaginable processes, there had hammered on his consciousnessa
continuous and enormous negation—No-0-0-0-0 ...

The feasting mongter had rejected him. Spat him out from its very mouth!

To Krakhno, standing on amurdered world surrounded by hundreds of millions of dead, with his
mind clearer and more trenchant than it had ever been in hislife, the thought that the very steder of life,
surely the ultimate thief, had rgjected his life was an unbearable humiliation and the summation of decades
of frusgtration and lonely rgection. It seemed to him terribly unfair that al those millions, so many of whom
he hated, were dead, had escaped, while he, who knew the values of life and death, was passed over.

A few tears of self-pity squeezed from his eyes and ran down his cheeks, but he quickly wiped
them away and strode to the arms cupboard, unlocked it, and took out along tubed neutron beamer. In
the circumstances, there was no point in going anywhere unarmed. Without afurther glance at hislifeless
comrades, he left.

As he clattered down the stairs and into the street other facts were making themselves evident to
him. For one thing, his senses were sharper, degper. When he emerged on to Fressa Avenue it waslike
ascenein avisonary painting. For another, he suddenly realized how quickly he had accommodated
himsdlf to such aradicd turn of events; and with that redization he felt aquickening of hisvitdity, a
tremendous increase in the magnetism and power of his persondity. Contact with the mind-monster had
recharged his soul, raised him to anew level of energy.

In addition it had given him asubconscious reservoir of extraordinary ideas and ingghts, which he
knew he could tap when the need arose and which would stand him in good stead in the career that,
aready, he could see stretching ahead.

He quickly found a serviceable vehicle and drove it to the spaceport on the edge of the city,
bumping contemptuoudy over any bodies he found in hisway. Oncethere, it was amatter of selecting a
gpacecraft he would be able to pilot to some nearby inhabited (and unmolested) system.



Never having handled a spaceship before, Krakhno might normally have considered the task
beyond him. But with his new potentid, which he felt to be dmost superhuman, he did not flinch for a
moment. Eventually he chose asmall, racy spacer, amagnate s personal yacht, with arange of ahundred
light-years. Applying himsdlf assduoudy to charts and pilot’s manuas, he rapidly gained a smattering
acquaintance with the techniquesinvolved and, somewhat presumptuously, deemed himsalf competent to
manage his escape.

He had aready decided drictly against using space communicator equipment in an effort to call
for help. Hisfirgt space journey to the neighboring solar system was successful, but it merdly took him to
another world as thoroughly robbed of biologica life as his own (as he had suspected it would).
Theresfter hisastrogationa efforts went more and more astray. Eventually he took recourseto an
emergency navigationa beacon and was guided to a pick up by acommercid freighter to whose captain
he told agarbled story of amisfunctioning computer. The captain, frightened by the bewildering events
that were taking place in the area and bewildered by the stream of conflicting ingtructions that came from
the authorities, paid him little attention. At the first landing Krakhno dipped from the ship, lost himsdlf in
the teeming immensity of avast city and bent his efforts to obtaining passage to histrue destination—the
heart of the kingdom, Maximilia, the place where hisingtinct told him the first eruption of violent
revolution could plausibly be engineered.

At about the same time that Castor Krakhno landed in Maximilia, immediately to bury himsdlf in
the Old Town, the Patch encountered Jundrak’ s treacheroudy laid dipline which led to Prince Peredan’s
encampment.

It paused. Sliplines stretched throughout the universe like an infinite spider’ sweb, and having
gorged itsdlf in recent monthsit had no causeto hurry.

After regting at the junction for nearly aweek, it began to amble dowly dong the intensified
dipline, fill savoring the flavors of its recent intakes and digesting them fully. The unhurried journey was
to last several months.

\%

His misson to Smorn completed, Jundrak of Sann returned to his regular dutiesasafull colond
inthe Royd Fighting Forces.

Some of the time he spent pleasantly socidizing in the capital, mixing in the exciting if artificia
society of the Inner City and making occasiona evening tripsto Rondanain the Old Town. His command
required that most of histime, however, should be spent on the other side of the planet, where a secret
lift carried him into a system of huge underground cavernsin the bowels of the continent.

Jundrak’ s main qudification for the Smorn double cross, gpart from the fact that the king
congdered him “alikdy young feller” willing to try any exploit, wastha he wasin charge of the
development of the dipway drive. Thisitself was an indication of the value Maxim placed upon him, for,
before the advent of the Patch, the king had counted on the new space engines to ensure amilitary
victory over Prince Peredan’ sforces.

For Jundrak’ s part, he was certain that King Maxim’s confidence in him wasamiscalculation. He
had his own ideas as to how the fabul ous new ships could be used.

The hidden elevator in arock cleft in agorge, responding to his persona body odor—much
more difficult to fake than avoiceprint, fingerprint or visua recognition—descended at high speed and



cameto rest in the executive offices of the ship-building complex. Subcolone Heen Sett,
second-in-command and if the truth were known Jundrak’ s persona accomplice, was waiting to meet
him.

The officeswere st high in thewall of one of the largest caverns. Through wide, doping
windows could be seen the Sight that currently thrilled Jundrak most: the hulls of twelve of the big dipway
ships, stretching away in single file under the yellow glare of the overhead lights. The shipswere
monstrous, glowing with a golden sheen and making the congtruction men who swarmed over their Sdes
look like ants.

The din of the cavern was muted to amurmur through the soundproofed windows. Excitement
was mounting in Jundrak, had been mounting for weeks, because the dipway fleet was now closeto
being operationa or at least to being ready to undertakeitstrias, which in Jundrak’ s plan amounted to
the samething. And he could hardly wait for those golden shipsto ride up the shaft to the surface.

Therewas aprincipleinvolved in the dipway drive that decreased its effectivenessin proportion
to the mass to be moved, no matter how powerful adrive unit was used. If aship was smdl enough, like
the tiny bell-shaped craft in which Jundrak had traveled to Smorn, it could hurtle through space at an
amost unbelievable velocity; even the gigantic dreadnoughtsin the cavern, however, had adecisve edge
over any other warship in space, aswell as amaneuverability—yprovided they were stationed on a spatia
fault line—that nothing ese could match. Even more significant, their range was unlimited.

“Good to seeyou, Heen,” Jundrak said. “How goesit?’

The hard-eyed subcolone glanced through the glass door of his office to make sure the design
gaff in the outer officewereal busy &t their work and not taking an impertinent interest in the
conversation. Already he had rooted out one lipreading spy sent from the Inner City.

“Technicdly, fine. We re dap on schedule. Asfor the ... other thing, we shdl have to watch
oursslves”

“There s been trouble?’

“Depends how you look at it. Your idea of sealing off the base completely was agood one.
Some of the watchers and agentsin our ranks overplayed their hands when their regular channelsto the
outside were cut off. Conseguently we know who they are—and there are more than we thought.”

“What have you done with them?’

“Locked up one or two of the more obvious. Asfor the rest, they’re fill carrying out their cover
duties and imagine they are safe. Later we can charge them with sabotage.”

Jundrak pursed hislipsin dry amusement. “It’ salittle disgppointing. | thought Maxim placed
moretrust inme.”

“Don’t lose heart. He probably doesn’t know just how much surveillanceis going on. I'm pretty
sure most of the spies here were infiltrated entirely by the Political Police. Others are probably from other
departments that smply want to know what kind of work is going on here. Inter-department espionageis
anatural consegquence of Maxim’s method of rule. There are scores of private bureaucratic empires, all
jedlous of one another and jockeying for power by any means possible.”

Jundrak, who looked upon the dipway fleet as his private empire, understood Heen' s point
perfectly.



Heen took alarge shot of amurkily dark brown variety of whiskey, poured himsdlf another and
onefor Jundrak. “ Currently our red trouble isfrom loyalists making complaints about security and lack of
palace control. These Maximites can be apain in the neck. There' s a deputation outside wants to see
you.”

“And when can the fleet ride?’

“Inlessthan amonth.” Heen spoke with triumph, downing hiswhiskey.

“That’ sgood enough. Let themin.”

Heen shrugged, touched a button on his desk and spoke into acommunicator.

Of dl the huge gtaff of the underground shipyard, only Heen Sett wastruly privy to Jundrak’s
private ambition, which was to make the dipway fleet effectively his own property. Already the shipyard
had the atmosphere of apersona kingdom. For along time he had been bringing in men of hisown
choice, easing out others who alegiance seemed to him to lean too strongly toward the established order.
He made sure that everybody who was locked in this claustrophobic world saw plenty of him, and hedid
his best to impress and inspire them by his presence. Many of the brother officers who administrated the
project were his persond friends. He felt he could depend on them. Unfortunately it had not been
possiblein thetime availableto insure that the entire staff was prejudiced in hisfavor, and somewere
now complaining about the seclusion from the outside world that he had forced upon them. Thefive
thousand congtruction workers were incommunicado anyway, of course, but officers and designerswith
relativesinfluentia in the socid hierarchy resented theindignity.

Jundrak hoped that when he had completed the project and proved the fleet’ sworth Maxim
could bejoallied into giving him command of it. In fact dl hisintriguesin the Inner City were currently
directed toward supporting his case. His reasoning wasthis: King Maxim’ sreign was ramshackle,
jerry-built. 1t was anybody’ s guess as to whether it would solidify into a permanent (though tyrannical)
political structure or begin to break up. Nor did Jundrak atogether omit the rebel encampment from
future calculations, dthough hefdt that an outright victory for Prince Peredan would hardly serve his best
interests, since areturn to the old king would bring with it areturn to firm, lawful government giving little
scope for adventurous or irrespons ble behavior—the spice of life to Jundrak. However, arestoration of
the old monarchy wastheleast likely possibility to hisway of thinking (especidly in view of the Petch).
No, what he looked for was some sort of fray, another civil conflict, anything of that sort, in which the
dipway fleet would dmost certainly tip the baance in favor of whatever faction Jundrak chose. The
power accruing to the commander of such afleet would be dmost beyond imagining, and if, as had
nearly happened once, the ages-old kingdom started breaking apart into permanent, separate
hegemonies, then he would be ableto carve out for himsalf the most delirious dream of dl, hisown

kingdom.

Jundrak sipped hiswhiskey, reflecting that once ambition had taken root in aman’s soul, there
was no purging it out.

The deputation of malcontented designersfiled into the office under the cold stares of Jundrak
and his second-in-command. He knew the type. They were of the sort who had backed the revolution
and 4l supported Maxim, seeing in it somekind of socia aim connected with hating whét they imagined
to be the decay of socia morasand habits. Still incagpable of seeing that Maxim had smply used them for
his own purposes and that socid life under him was even more dissol ute and wanton than it had been
before, they would be dutiful workers and either abstemious or monogamousin their sex lives.

They were conservatively dressed and their expressions were demure. Jundrak became
uncomfortably aware of the contrast they made with himsalf and Heen, garbed in the aggressively military



uniformswhose bizarre touch suited so well the political climate of thetime: shiny black jackboots
reaching to the knee, tunicswith short, dightly flared skirts especidly stiffened and partidly conceding
exaggeratedly large, armored codpieces. In addition, the tunics incorporated harnesses carrying the
devices and wegpons that were also part of an officers everyday wear. The peaked hats, which could
be dotted down into the neck of the tunic to form fully battleworthy helms, each displayed the vivid
symbol M for Maximin jet black. The character’ s upright columns danted dramatically and terminated in
jagged, upended inflections that gave it asinister, hooklike or splayed appearance and caused it to hover
likean evil bird above dl the other medalsand insgnia

“Y ou wished to see me?” Jundrak asked peremptorily.
“Wedid, colond. Firgt let us gpologize for making demands on your vauabletime.”

Jundrak nodded curtly. The man before him looked ludicrous, he thought. His short-trimmed
black hair was parted down the middie and brushed on either sdein an oily gloss, and hishands were
folded before him in an unctuous atitude of supplication. The hair style was common to the others,
indeed to their whole cult. Jundrak vaguely recognized the man, name of Horrensott or something.

“Please continue and we may waste no more of it.”

“Wearedl concerned,” said the spokesman, “over our continued confinement here. It isagreat
hardship on us, as many of ushave families—’

“Come, come,” interrupted Jundrak smoothly. “Y ou are perfectly well aware from the nature of
your work here that there are excellent reasons for the tight security. Or perhaps you have not quite
redlized just how important this project is? Well, confidentialy 1 will tell you that the future safety of the
entire kingdom depends on it. Y ou will be well rewarded for your sacrifices, | promise you that.”

“If we could only write to our families, Sr—" began another of the supplicants. Jundrak cut him
off with ableak shake of hishead.

“A blackout isablackout. No one, repeat no one, may passinformation in or out of this base
except mysdf.”

They glanced meaningfully a one another. “With respect, Sir,” said the first spesker, “in another
sensewe hardly regard that as good security. Thereisasecond ground to our questions, thistimewith
regard to the wdll-being of the project. Without Some measure of supervision, monitoring, surveillance,
cal it what you will, from higher organsin the government, how can it be guaranteed that the project will
not go wrong from within?”

“Explanyoursdf.” Jundrak shot dangerous flashes from his smoldering eyes.

“Wefed there are grounds for concern over the numbers of doubtful individuaswho appear to
have been given the freedom of the project,” Horrensott went on in sanctimonious tones. “Individuas
outlandish in their dress and persond habits, decadent in their manners and outrageousin their morals. In
short, individuas quite unsuited to the performance of servicesvitd to the hedlth of HisMgesty.”

Jundrak felt avague, grim amusement at this summing up of hisfriends. “Y ou have been away
from the capitd along time,” hetold them. * Otherwise you would realize that far from being outlandish,
they arethe norm. In fact, they lag severa seasons behind the fashion—due no doubt to their close
attention to their work instead of to thelife styles of their colleagues.” Hisvoice rose angrily on the last
words.

Clearly Horrensott’ s speech had been prepared; the man was treading carefully, afraid to put the



matter as he redlly saw it, which was that something smelled but he didn’t redlly know what. What he
desperately wanted was a chance to get outside and do some checking up with higher authorities.

Inasmulated fury Jundrak dammed hisfist on Heen's desk. “Y ou have the impudence to come
in here and question my decisons, my loyaty. What can you know of the factorsinvolved, you gtting at
your desks designing tubes, valves, shunts—" Heturned away in adisplay of disgust.

The others flushed. He had successfully needled them.

“We wonder whether the king knowswhat is going on down here,” one burst out heatedly,
“whether he knows how his subjects are being treated.” The other three murmured approval.

“You do, en? Then ask him!” Jundrak leaned over the desk to the communicator and jabbed a
series of buttons.

The wdl-known whine of the Roya Palace s reception signal came from the spesker.

“Come, you may speak to theking. | will arrangeit. | will clear you through the scrambler
codes.” He glared at them, daring them.

“The—king? Himself? Now?’ Horrensott was stuttering with awe and fright. “ But how isit
possble?”

“Did | not tell you of the urgency of our work? The king himsdlf isready at any hour of the day or
night to answer acommunicator call from me. That ishow he vauesthe work here. He requires that
every development here is made known to him immediatdly. It was he himsdaf who ordered the security

blackout and who gives persond approva to al mgor appointments.” These latter barefaced liesdid
eedly off histongue.

Hisindignant holier-than-thou tone, together with the sudden threat of instant confrontation with
their monarch, had broken them, defeated them he saw. They stared stupefied at the vison screen, on
which there currently appeared only the pretty, meaningless colors of the scrambler code.

“Do you gl want thet interview?’

Horrensott hook his head dumbly. With relief Jundrak, who could no more have whistled up
King Maxim than he could have raised the dead, switched off the communicator. Both the vison screen
and the reception sgnd died.

“My ... gpologies, colond,” Horrensott said with salf-conscious humility. “With your permisson
wewill retire”

“Of course, of course.” Jundrak held out his hand placatingly. “I would like you to know that
despite your fears being entirely unfounded, your dertnessis gppreciated.”

When the vigitors had left, Heen broke into wicked laughter.
“Y ou bastard!”

Jundrak shrugged and smirked, unashamedly pleased with himself. “ People like that are the
easest to dedl with. Fanatics.”

“ Should we take any further action?’

“No, the thing now isto keep things astight aswe can until the fleet’ sready for action. When the
time comes we shdl haveto play it by ear. | have to convince Maxim that the people | haveput in are



necessary to run thefleet. | shall stressthe need for experience and knowledge of the new engines,
something like that. If any other elements|ook ready to make trouble, we shdl have to arrange an
explosion at the test bed to get rid of them.”

Heen poured out the last of the whiskey, looking up a him sardonicdly. “You're coal, I'll give
you that. Aren’t you scared al thisis going to backfire on you?’

“I don't think so. Ever play chess? Thething isto cover your moves. Don't do anything
irreversible until the Stuation isirreverable. Wdll, the fleet will be ready to lift inamonth, you say. The
trialswill be our chance to establish abase.”

“A base?

“That’ sright. We need an exigency plan, somewhere to operate from if need be. A few
light-yearsfrom here there sa group of ruffians holed up in some asteroids. According to my information
they’ ve hollowed out some of the big rocks and fitted them out pretty well. It sjust what we need. We
can soon clear them out of there and start moving in everything we need to makeit ared base for the
flegt, putting in a skeleton staff to await future contingencies. And if we handleit right, no outsiders need
know.”

“These people dready there—who are they? Outlaws?’

“Oh, just space detritus. Y ou know. Started out as alegitimate company mining the rocks,
couldn’'t make ago of it and soon turned into little more than agang ready for anything. Trash.” He gave
ahollow laugh. “ Just like what' s hgppening to the kingdom, if you think about if.”

He gazed down at thetitanic shipsin the cavern below. Golden shapes, full of promise!

* k%

Two hours before dawn and nearly three months after Jundrak’ svisit, achime sounded in Prince
Peredan’ s bedchamber. He woke instantly, rolled over, dipped off his couch and touched a button on
the sdetable. A discreetly smdl vidscreen, nestling among flowers and jeweled boxes, bloomed into light
and color.

HYS?!

A robust young face, sporting ared, coarse-haired moustache and side-whiskers that made it
look like the head of an eager young boar, stared glassily out of the screen.

“Message from the watcher ships, Y our Highness. Enemy forces have taken up position at eight
light-years distance. Looks like the Fourth Fleet.”

So it had happened!

“Only the Fourth?” he queried. “Never mind, there are probably others waiting outsde range.
Haveyou told Drap yet?’

“Heisbeing informed now. Y our Highness”

“Tel himto join mein the command room immediately. By the way, the Fourth Fleet is
dationary, isn't it? Not moving toward us?’

“Itisgtationary, Your Highnessl” barked the goggling face. Excitement had made the young
magor dmost paraytic with military correctness.



“And what kind of drive arethey usng?’

“Conventiond drive asfar as could be ascertained, Y our Highness. Heavily baffled, of course.
Normally we would never have discovered them thisfar out.”

Peredan nodded with satisfaction and cut the connection. Then he tapped out a pattern on the
coder, which also lay among the flowers on his bedside table, sounding agenerd dert.

Swiftly he dressed and splashed his face with treated, scented water, dabbing himsdlf dry with a
fleecy towd. At the same time he was running dl the factors rgpidly through hismind, going over them for
the hundredith time and checking them from al possible angles. Thiswas the news he had been waiting
for.

Ever snce uncovering the treachery of young Jundrak of Sann, he had placed a specid watcher
service outside Smorn’s solar system to survey the space beyond normal watchers' range. He had been
certain that Maxim, expecting him to evacuate his camp, would attempt to strike at his moment of
greatest weakness and would hide forces in the darkness, unseen as he thought, to await their chance.

But Peredan was ready, not in the confusion of amass transport, but in full battle order to
undertake thefirst heavy engagement for many years. And he was eager and ableto give Maxim a

bloody nose.

Servants and aides hovered nervoudly round the door of his bedchamber. He brushed through
them, strode at an easy pace toward the command room. Through the walls vibrated muffled noises from
outsde on the huge ground of the encampment: klaxons hooting, the low-pitched rumble of battleships

lifting off into space.

Generd Drap was dready waiting for him when he arrived in the command room. There too,
were others of the genera staff who had been roused from their beds. Emshaller, Koryd, Freer, Vourd.
Also standing dutifully on the perimeter of the room were younger officers here to observethe
proceedings, part of their training for assuming generd staff dutieswhen their time for such respongbility
came.

The assembly clicked to attention at his entrance. With awave of his hand he stood them at ease.
“Plan A seemsauitable, Drap. Do you agree?’ he said without preamble.

Drap nodded, his porky, red face serious. He glanced from beneath bushy eyebrows at the
takeoff count on one of the many wall screens.

“None better. But we shall haveto get therefast.”
“Six or seven hours should see usinto the attack.”

As he spoke Peredan was a so checking the takeoff count, feeding information into one of the
many computer terminals mounted on pedestals. The command room staff took up their positions asthe
attack force formed in Smorn orbit, checking, relaying, computing.

Just preparing the launch of an attack this Size was amajor operation, rehearsed to perfection
over theyears. And during the hours between departure from orbit and arrival at the target areathe work
went on in the form of a continuous interplay between command center and the various battle centers,
checking equipment, positions and procedures. By the time crisis point arrived, Peredan was satisfied
that every man knew his function to perfection, and that every item of hardware wasin condition purple,
that is, that it was one hundred percent ready. Familiarity with even small details of battle equipage and



disposition was something Peredan insisted on for his genera staff, and they had taken specia coursesin
memory training for that very purpose.

The work was exacting, and hour by hour tensgon mounted in the command room. When the
attack force was due to approach strike distance Peredan took his place on athrone-like chair, looking
down on an expansive, circular table that occupied a central place in the room. Genera Drap took the
only other chair, facing him acrossthe table.

As Peredan touched one of the control tabs set in the arm of his chair, the mahogany-colored
tabletop cleared and became awindow into deep space scattered with stars like diamonds.

Thishig digplay screen wasto be the main tool in directing the battle. It could give both visud
and graphic display and could aso be used to discuss dternative plans, for its computer was adept at
converting spoken ingtructions into vid-interpreted prognostications. Tensely Peredan waited for the
flagship to Sgnd that it had reached potentid strike distance.

Peredan touched another tab. A number of colored dots appeared on the tabletop showing the
disposition of the Fourth Fleet as observed by the watcher ships. The royd fleet (the usurper fleet as
Peredan thought of it) was bunched up in fairly tight formation, not expecting to meet action but waiting
quietly to receive the word from its own spy probesin Smorn’s solar system.

The coded message from the flagship came through in clipped, cam tones. Peredan pushed
buttons, wiggled switches and the vision screen displayed a panorama of the opposing fleets. He and
Drap bent studiously over the table as he began to issue orders.

In numbers and firepower the rebels were marginaly superior to the Fourth Fleet sent by King
Maxim. Prince Peredan, however, had dways known that he could never hope to be able to depend on
numerical superiority and in apossible struggle in the years ahead he hoped to rely on superior strategy,
superior training and superior wegpons. If the Fourth Fleet was al he had to face now, then he regarded
the outcome as virtually certain. The rebel forces had dready sporead out over awide area, forming anet
which now closed in on the Fourth Fleet like aclenching fist and hurled avolley of atomic missilesinto the

enemy.

The advantage of surprise lasted only about ten minutes, but that was enough to rock the Fourth
Fleet from end to end. Ship after ship vanished in the white flares of nuclear explosions, before the fleet
rayed out to escape the deadliness of the bombardment. Then, asit met the encircling intruders, a period
of confused, disconnected fighting began, each ship maneuvering independently with one or more
combatants, delivering random thrusts and trying to avoid those leveled in return.

The chief wegpons on both sides were atomic missiles of varying accuracy, which they fired back
andforth singly or involleys. If they hit, the missleswere ingtantly and totally destructive, but the evasive
capability of the battling spacecraft was great and direct hits were uncommon, except in the case of
accidental encounters with the thousands of untargeted weapons that soon littered the combat area.

More common were near-misses, entailing messier and more bloody destruction with little hope of
rescue. The ships secondary armament consisted of intense gamma beams by means of which they tried
to destroy each other’ sexternal mountings—missile launchers, guidance systems and tracking
detectors—in order to render the enemy impotent or unable to evade missile thrusts.

Peredan let the fray continue for awhile, holding arunning conversation with Drap about this
aspect or that of the developing battle. After asuccessful firgt strike there was always a period when
even confused fighting told in favor of the attacker, until the other Sde regained itsmorae. Thetrick was
to know at what point to break off and regroup.



Meantime the flashing, kal e doscopic tabletop brought them picturesfrom dl over the combat
area. They saw shipsjunked, vaporized. They saw clouds of men spill into space, desperate men fleeing
shipswhose instruments told them they would be annihilated in the next few seconds, al defenses
inoperable. Very few of these fugitives could escape the expanding firebdls, and if they did they would
be lucky indeed to be picked up.

Judging the moment, Peredan issued an order which was relayed to the flagships severd
light-years away. Asthe call went out, al shipsthat were able to do so disengaged themsalves and drove
at top speed severd million milesto the south, where they formed themselvesinto afar-flung but regular
grid pattern. Under the direction of the flagship the grid then began sdlecting targets one by one and
destroying them with concerted fire.

The Fourth Fleet’ s answering salvos struck weekly at the shifting, dancing grid. Much weaker
now in numbers, there was obvioudy some uncertainty among its commanders about the next move. The
aternatives, however, were clear: ether to advance or flee. Peredan waited camly to seewhich it would
be, enjoying the Sght of an enemy battleship firgt flaring into white-hot fury and then vanishing from view
with every minute that passed.

Then the remnants of the Fourth Fleet began to withdraw, gathering speed to take the battered
ships out of range of the rebel forces.

General Drap looked at Peredan expectantly, aquestion in his eyes. Should they give chase?
Peredan hesitated. Hisreason, histraining, hisingtinct, told him that the battle was not even haf over, that
to pursue would beto fal into atrap, to leave the fifty-year-old Smorn encampment wide open.

He shook his head, aware of the disappointment among the junior officers and even anong some
of the general staff—they at least, he told himsdlf irritably, should have known better.

“Maintain position,” he ordered.

He pressed studs on the arm of his chair. The glowing dots that represented warships shrank
suddenly to the center of the table as the scae covered by the screen expanded dizzily. Therewasalong,
tense pause as they watched the mauled Fourth Fleet creep toward the edge of the table.

And then came the full vindication of Peredan’s decison. A new cloud of dots edged on the
perimeter of the table: the remainder of Maxim’ s expedition was entering the battle.

“Newcomersidentified asthe Royalist Fifth Heet,” abusinesdike voice said camly.

Peredan frowned. Only the Fifth Fleet? He had expected Maxim to throw in everything he could
spare, the Third and perhaps even the Eighth, though the latter, operating on the other sde of the
kingdom, probably could not be transferred. Had Maxim underestimated him? Or was the Third Fleet
busy in somerole of threat or suppression el sewherein the gdaxy?

A third possibility chilled him. What if the newly arrived Fifth Feet was equipped with the new
drivethat had brought Jundrak of Sann to Smorn? A new mode of propulsion that |eft his own ships
outclassed?

The coming action would provide the answer. The Fifth Heet was advancing in the shape of a
vast whedl, bunched up toward the center where the command ships were and raying out in spird ams
toward the perimeter, the whole rotating dowly.

The“gdaxy formation,” asit was cdled, was agood one. It wasimpossible to get the command
ships within range without coming close enough to expose onesdlf to concentrated fire from everywhere



inthedisk.
“Implement Plan C,” Peredan said.

Awarethat hisformer numerica advantage was now gone, he listened to his order being relayed
in astream of supplementary dataand commands. Plan C was afleeing tactic designed to provide for
severa contingencies at once. It called for awithdrawa back toward Smorn’s primary and a hat about
one light-year above the plane of the ecliptic. This kept Smorn covered, gave timeto regroup, and at the
same time gave the enemy the uneasy fedling of being invited into atrap.

Theroyd shipsfollowed hestantly, then stopped a safe distance away, till maintaining formation
and spinning gracefully. The remnants of the Fourth Fleet weretralling along after it to give added

support.
“Tactic F,” Peredan rapped.

The grid formation collgpsed and condensed into adug-like mass. Even before the maneuver
was complete the whole force was surging forward at the enemy.

Therate of acceleration was the very most the ships could take. Ahead of it, the hurtling mass
sent ahot, deadly shaft of missiles and gammabeamsthat annihilated everything inits path. Then, likea
solid bullet, the compacted squadrons tore through the comparatively thin whed of shipsat a point about
two-thirds out toward the perimeter. Contact lasted only afew seconds, but in that time agaping hole
had been torn in the enemy formation asthe dug fanned its fire on everything in range.

The momentum of the dug carried it light-years beyond its target. With a recklessness that made
every engine smoke and scream, the formation reversed and sent itself plunging through the enemy for a
second time from the opposite direction.

One fear of Peredan’ s was dready answered. The enemy fleet was not reacting quickly enough
to indicate anew type of drive. If they had it, then it was only marginally better than the old type.

On the third attempt to send the deadly dug through their ranks, however, the enemy was ready
for it. Abruptly the whed contracted into asimilar tight-packed mass, presenting the same easy target as
the rebels—and a so the same easy target for long-range weapons.

For abrief while athick, amost pa pable two-way beam of energy and nuclear missiles sprang
up between the two wedges. Slowly both fleets spread out to avoid the unbearably intense shaft, at the
same time edging closer to one another until they were engaged in the same chaotic nuclear brawl as
before, with the overriding tendency being for shipsto pair off and dug it out.

“Give me battle assessments,” Peredan said. Then the scene on the tabletop shook and went out;
the collating ship had been hit.

“It' sadamn mess,” Drgp commented in his brisk, gruff voice. “Oughtn’t we to do something?
How about Tactic Y7’

Peredan glanced blearily at Drap’s bulbousface. “I don’t think so. Anything we can do we' ve
aready done. Nothing can be gained by any more integrated maneuvers, from now onit'sjust hard

sogging”
While they spoke there had been nervous activity around them as subordinates tried to give the command

room eyes again. With impressive speed an dternative data-collecting craft was set up in the battle area
and the tabletop sprang to life once more.



**k*

Four hours had aready passed since thefirst strike, which with the time spent en route added up
to ten hours of strain and tension. Asthe struggle continued, hour after hour, Peredan took nerve
dimulantsto keep himsdf dert.

Gradudly, inexorably, the battle assessments showed victory edging on hisside.

Eventudly, with more than half Maxim'’ sforce destroyed, the survivorstried to withdraw.
Peredan had aready anticipated this move by transferring ships under heavy baffle to block their retreat:
he wanted the heaviest possible damage to the enemy. The struggle became even more desperate, being
waged by men no longer trying to win but to escape with their lives.

After afina, mgor lunge the tattered Fourth and Fifth Fleets broke through and headed home. It
was calculated that about athird of the royal expedition would make it back to base.

Asthe tabletop vision screen showed the shattered formations edging off the battle area at top
Speed, leaving to their fate any stragglerswith faulty drives, awild cheer went up in the command room.
But Peredan angrily cut off the jubilation. Hisface fraught, he was dready listening in to the damage and
casudty ligts, even as hisforces gathered themseal ves together and took stock. His concern was whether
they could, now, if they had to, venture forth into the kingdom and fight the same battle again.

At this stage such a capability was largely amatter of opinion. Prince Peredan could not help but exult
over the outcome of the battle, but as he bent studioudy to receive the reports his face became more
creased and careworn.

* k%

A day dfter the victory the rebel encampment was il inits history’ s high spot of ebullience and
confidence. At the celebratory dinner party Prince Peredan gave, he was bombarded by exultant
demandsto press the newly won advantage.

The party was, indeed, acrisis point in the mood and tone of Peredan’ swholefollowing. All
members of those families fill in his entourage were present, aswere dl officers above the rank of
captain, except those on watch. Even the old king made a brief appearance to wild applause before
retiring as usud to his private quarters. The expectancy of further action was a heavy pressure which
Peredan found hard to resist.

“The kingdom'’ s defenses are wide open!” declared ayoung mgjor loudly. “We can choose the
fieds of battle oursaves, pick them off one by one until there’ snothing left!”

The man had been drinking heavily, as had they al, and vigorous acclaim greeted hiswords. Only
General Drap and afew other senior officerswere silent. Drap sat with eyes downcast, his heavy florid
faceimpassve.

They understand it, Peredan thought. The others are ready to gamble, to fling themselvesinto an
adventure. For too long they’ ve done nothing but drill, now they’ ve tasted blood. But Drap knows
what’son my mind.

The fact was that twenty-five percent of the ships he had sent into the fight had been destroyed.
Another thirty percent needed extensive repairs which would take weeks or months, so for immediate
dispatch he could count on only haf what he had set out with.

Agang thisMaxim il had three flegtsintact: the Third, the Eighth and the Tenth (the numbers



referred to the sequence of their founding, mostly centuries ago; gapsin the number sequence indicated
fleets that were now extinct), each of these fleets being supported by numerous, roving back up
squadrons. Even if these fleets were totally destroyed the fight would not be over. Therewould till be
the arduous and difficult job of subjugating Maxim’sland-based power on thousands of planets.

The damage had been only dightly more than Peredan had anticipated, and bearing in mind that
Maxim' sfleets were widdly separated through the vast kingdom, and, in fact, were rarely stationed in one
piece, the chances of running them down one by one or at least in ascattered state were good. But dl in
al Peredan did not reckon the probability of ultimate victory at more than fifty-fifty; in other words he
could aseasly losedl aswinal.

For the young bloods around him thiswas enough. But for Prince Peredan it was not enough.
A femdevoice brokeinto hisreverie,
“It would be wonderful to be back in Unimm again. I’ ve missed it terribly!”

Thewoman was the duchess of Alavar, whose husband, the duke of Alavar, had been killed in
the civil war. Peredan smiled in her direction.

“So have we dl, madam. Unfortunately the affairs of state cannot be governed by persona
fedings. It may yet be sometime before we are reingtalled to our rightful estate.”

The duchess turned her cosmetically perfect face toward him quizzicdly. The officer who had
spoken before interrupted their conversation with alook of alarm on hisface.

“But Your Highness! 1sn't thisthe time to strike the usurper his deethblow? We ve never before
hed achancelikethis!”

“I admit, mgjor, that our present opportunity is unprecedented. But a careful andysis of the
Stuation revedsthat our time has not, in fact, come. We have proven our military efficiency, and for the
time being that must be enough.”

“But Y our Highness, why?”

Peredan forgave the impertinence, aware that his words were affecting the meeting like a sudden
blanket of disgppointment. “Military decisons and political decisions are inextricably entwined,” he said.
“Not only must the military Stuation be more favorable than it is now, but the political postion must be
right dso.”

“Andwhenwill that be?’ asked the duchess, a cool, acid notein her voice.

“ At the present moment the usurper Maxim is badly frightened. In his blundering way he may
take domestic action againgt the populace which will precipitate them into afond remembrance of my
father’ srule. Meantime we shall carry out detailed analyses of the past battle which will enable usto do
better next time.”

“I hope s0,” the duchess responded in haughty, cultured tones. “In the past five decades our
continenta estates on Alavar have been smply ruined by those dirt-grubbing peasants Maxim has turned
on to them. | am impatient to throw them back into their dums and get the land in decent condition
agan.”

Peredan returned to histhoughts, ignoring the more muted behavior of those around him. In
essence, the reasons he gave had been hisreal ones, but in his own mind they had been more detailed,
more complex, harder to explain. For one thing there were too many unknowns in the equation. He was



gill puzzled to know why Maxim had not thrown in the Third Fleet when he made up the expedition. It
would be explicableif the fleet was needed to hold down civil disturbances somewhere, but the agents
Peredan had in the kingdom had not reported anything of that kind.

Could it bethat he was being overcautious, that he was tricking himself into demanding
impossibly perfect conditions out of sheer funk? He did not think so. It would be ardlief torisk dl, ashis
companions urged, for if helost hewould berid of this burden of responsibility.

No, hetold himsdif firmly, driving away al despairing thoughts, when we drike it must be decisive,
irrevocable and unbeatable. Nothing less than checkmate will do.

**k*

Centuries away aslight travels, the Patch quickened its pace dightly. It did not fed quite so
bloated from its feasts now, and its appetite for living vitdity was beginning to return. It did not know
what lay at the end of thiseasy, tracklike fault line, but it sensed there would be something. Something

tasty.

VI
“Get logt, man. Don’'t bother us.”

The voice from the spesker was frightened, but defiant. Jundrak smiled, looking across at his
aide. An equaly cruel smile gppeared on the eaglelike face of Heen Sett.

The vidscreen was blank, the man in the asteroids below having refused to show himsdf visudly.
No doubt he had no wish to look afraid aswell as sound afraid.

At firgt theinhabitants of the asteroid warren had refused to answer their callsat dl, coweringin
their cover like rabbits and pretending not to exist. But afew blasts on the sun-drenched rock from a
high-tension gammaray beamer had soon brought them to atransmitter. Now they were smply trying to
arguethevistors away.

“I repeat, open your locksin the name of the king,” Jundrak intoned.

“F—theking!” yelled ahigh-pitched, desperate voice that pushed in front of thefirst. “1f you
want us, come and get usl”

“We d like nothing better,” breathed Jundrak, and cut the connection.

The main part of the rabble s hideout consisted of five largish asteroids which maintained a
common course, correcting their relative deviations by means of small, automatically operated jets.
Knowing the miners propendty for burrowing like moles, Jundrak guessed that there were anumber of
other excavationsin thisjumbled belt of rock girdling areddish sun. They dso would comein useful, but
they would mostly be deserted and could be tracked down later.

The valueto Jundrak of the asteroid belt lay initsrelative dengty. It was made up of thousands
upon thousands of jagged planetoids, the remnants of some planet that had exploded billions of years
ago. Its present owners were easy game for anoble with the might of the kingdom behind him. They
were miserably equipped, and, not expecting to be attacked, they had taken hardly any trouble to mask
their emissons or the telltale traces of hest that betrayed their occupation of these particular
asteroids—not that it would have helped them, since Jundrak knew their location beforehand. But to
someone with the equipment to make proper ingtalations, with the terrible armaments that Jundrak had at



his disposd, the asteroid belt was awel nigh impregnable fortress. And the necessary excavations having
aready been made for the most part, the base could be established quickly and unobtrusively, in short,
Secretly.

Thewhole dipway fleet was undergoing itstrids and those trid sfulfilled dl Jundrak’s
expectations. True, it was smd| as compared with any of the grand flests—merdly fifty first line shipsas
agang their hundreds—but with their speed, their maneuverability, their tremendoudy updated
firepower, he was confident he could take on any one of those fleets and annihilateiit.

Most of the fleet waslight-years away, sill carrying out the elaborate sequence of testsits
designers had devised. That kind of power was hardly needed for the task in hand. Jundrak had
detached two of the golden monsters from the main formation. The one from which he had just sent his
ultimatum had edged through the belt of rubble to threaten the hideout below. The second waited outside;
it was acting as acargo ship and contained the installation crews, the equipment and stores that he would
leave behind.

“What shall we do,” Heen Sett queried broodingly, “ bake them where they st? Or knock holes
intheir nests?’

Jundrak grinned. “ That would mean too much trouble cleaning up later. We re going in—there
might be some sport for us here.”

He made another connection and rapped out orders to the waiting combat teams. He and Sett
moved to the far Sde of the room, where apand did open and their valets helped them into their combat
auits. Jundrak glanced over at Sett, admiring the latter’ sterrifying, almost evil appearance behind the
hoodlike faceplate.

The suitswere finished in matt maroon to provide camouflage in the range of conditionsa
gpaceman was likely to meet. Blazoned on breast and helmet wasthe jagged M in jet black.

Despitetheir armored bulk, the suits were built of alight, clinking metal that made movement
easy. Jundrak, followed by Heen, walked down agray corridor to the dispatch chambers.

A hundred men were drawn up in squads of ten by the exit chutes, one officer to each squad.
Jundrak, as soon as he and Heen had taken their places, banged hisfist on aplate on his chest. A
booming gonglike note echoed from it, the signa to debouch.

They marched into the tubes, officers going last. Asthe locking plates clanged shut behind them a
shimmering surface began to form on the walls of the tubes, like water. The men took hold of stanchion
handles provided for the purpose. Then they were did swiftly out into space.

Asthey were g ected, the watery surface sprang into the form of aviscous, transparent bubble, in
appearance like a sogp bubble, supported by alight, flimsy frame to which the holding handles were
attached. Theliquid bubble held air, so that even with adamaged spacesuit aman could live, and it a'so
warded off sun glare and moderately harsh radiation.

Ten of the bubbles floated away from the broad side of the battleship and sped swiftly toward
thelargest of the nearby asteroids. Clinging to his stanchion, Jundrak surveyed the terrain keenly.

The asteroids of the belt were on the average afew tens of milesin diameter. Thelargest
probably ran to about a hundred miles, but these were not among them. The one they were headed
toward was perhaps thirty miles through, nearly al of which would still be solid rock with maybe aholea
mile deep hollowed out for living space. Or perhaps more—they would soon know. It was easy to spot
the entrance ports, but Jundrak had his eyes on the rest of the surface. Somewhere, hidden under alid of



rock, would be the onetime miners' spaceship, doubtless a tattered old scow barely spaceworthy. An
argument would currently be going on insde the asteroid as to whether to try for agetaway in it, but
bearing in mind that the population of the rock was probably much larger than what the ship could carry,
the discussion would only end in angry and inconclusive brawls.

Jundrak was aso watching for whatever they had in the way of defensive armament. There was
bound to be something.

And there it was. Glints among the harsh rock as tubes and racks leveled on the swooping
bubbles. Probably creaking beamers and amissile or two. They were madmen to try it, but then Jundrak
aready took it for granted in hismind that the denizens of the hideout must be madmen in any case.

In the same moment as he spotted the weapons, covering fire came from the battleship. Silently
through the empty void, hot gamma beams flashed by them and blasted into the emplacements, creating
rivulets of melted metal and explosionsin which dust and rock particles glittered in the sunlight asthey
flew over thetiny, arid landscape.

But now they were down, landing in acircle round the cluster of entrance ports. Asthey touched
ground the bubbles burst, winking out of existence whilethe skeletal frameworks collapsed into
bag-sized boxes which adhered to the surface.

Asthey moved forward, continuous spurts of gas from the men’ s shoulders caught the sun. These
werewalk jets designed to hold them to the surface despite the asteroid’ s amost nonexistent gravity and
30 enable them to walk at anormal paceif need be.

There were three entrance portsin dl, stuck clumsly into the asteroid apparently at different
timesin the hideout’ s history. Jundrak sent two men forward with awave of hisarm. They bounded
toward the nearer port, cutting down the power of their walk jets, and taped demolition chargesin place.
Then they came leaping back and joined the others as they took cover behind the ubiquitous dabs of
rock.

With aflat, tinlike roar that sounded up through the soles of their boots and a bright, smokeless
flash the drum-like port was blasted away from its moorings. The squads converged on the gaping hole.

There was, however, no sudden woosh or sudden haze that would mean dl the air was being
whipped into space from the interior of the asteroid. Jundrak gazed down the tunnedl they had uncovered
and saw the safety bulkhead fifty yards below.

“They take good care of their air,” he commented thoughtfully. “We may aswel do the same.
Put acanopy over.”

The work took only minutes, cementing the ring of the canopy around the ruined entrance port,
attaching to it the dlothlike umbrdlawith itsown fdtlike air lock. At the moment it hung limpin drape
folds, but when air broke into the shaft it would blow up into a shallow dome and prevent any from

ecaping.

Meanwhile smaller specia explosives were taped to the bulkhead. When al was ready, Jundrak
loosed the forcerifleinits scabbard so he could draw it quickly, took a high frequency neutron beamer in
hisleft hand and told the demolition sergeant to trigger the charge. With afurious magnesium type
burning, that lasted for nearly aminute and seemed to confineitself to aradius of about ten feet, the
charge withered away the bulkhead, leaving only hot, smoking meta around the edges.

Jundrak’ s squad was aready in the shaft, where they werefaling at the rate of about afoot a
minute. If the denizens of this place used artificia gravity then it did not reach thisfar. They flattened



themselves againgt the walls. As soon as the bulkhead seemed to have burned away Jundrak loosed off a
couple of shotsthrough it, even though he couldn’t see through the glare of the still burning charge.

He spoke into his helmet mike to which al the task force was tuned. “ All right, we' re going
through.”

He jetted down toward the opening, followed by the others. As he dropped through the gaping
hole a neutron beam hummed past him, barely brushing hisarmor and making it glow cherry red.
Somebody was using a depleted power pack, he told himsdf as his own wegpon sent a much stronger
beaminreply.

There was a scuffling noise ahead as the reception party retreated. Jundrak found that beyond
the bulkhead the tunndl split into four. All the new tunnelswere in darkness. From their lay-out, however,
and from the direction in which he had heard the scuffling, he guessed down which one the main quarters

lay.

A fierce beam shone down the tunnel from the region of his solar plexus, soon reinforced by the
lights of the others around him. Jundrak sensed atrap, but confident of his superiority he ordered his men
to advance, plunging recklesdy into the darkness.

Sudden explosions sounded, before them and behind them. The tunnel becamefilled with dust
and debris. Flashing hislight thisway and that, Jundrak ascertained that the tunnel had been laid with
traps and both ways were blocked with masses of broken rock. Actualy, he noticed, the passageways
were quite crude, without any lining— just bare rock il bearing the rifled grooves of the boring
machines.

The gravity of the asteroid was so weak that the didodged rock could barely be said to fall. It
amply hung inthe air, forming aloose, compacted mass. Jundrak got through to Heen.

“We' ve had alook down the other passages,” the sub-colonel told him. “They lead to storage
rooms, ar and food recyclers, things like that. There hasn’t been much resistance. What wasthat noisel
heard?’

“They’ vetried to trap us between rockfals. It won't hold uslong. Carry on exploring; there are
probably other waysinto wherever they're hiding.”

“WEe ve occupied their power room, too. We could put them all in the dark if you like.”

“Don't bother, | liketo be able to seewhat I'm shooting at.” He drew hisforcerifle and spoke
to hismen. “Let’sclear thetunne.”

With the pusher controls at wide fan, they al aimed their forcerifles a the massed rock. The
broken lumps grumbled and moved reluctantly as the combined force fields pressed at them. Pushed
steadily back, the rocks and rubble at last spread out further down the passage and alowed them to

pass.

Jundrak sheathed hisrifle and continued, edging clumsily between the dowly gyrating masses.
Vishility now was very bad because the air wasfilled with suspended dust. The men cursed, bumping
into rocks and each other.

However, there waslight ahead. The tunne waswidening in agraceful curve, like the flowering
stalks of some plants. Abruptly Jundrak broke through the clouded dust and could see.

“ Royalist bastards!”



The cry was a shriek, an agonized wail of hatred that met the attack squad as they debouched at
acrouch from the tunne mouth. At the same time amael strom of weapon fire swept over them.

Jundrak’ s military-trained sensestook in the scene a aglance. The cavern was afairly large one
with alow, domed roof from which depended light globes, casting alurid, smoky yellow glare. All kinds
of furniture littered the floor. Cut into the walls were acoves, or additiona gpartments, and it wasfrom
these that most of the fire came. Just afew brave figures stood straddled in the center of the cavern,
blazing away with the weaponsthey held.

Luckily there seemed to be only afew of the deadly and expensive forcerifles. They wererarely
met with outside the Royal Fighting Forces. But there were neutron beamers, heat masers, and judging
by the rattling on Jundrak’ s armor which sent him staggering, old-fashioned, bullet-firing machine guns.

They met the ondaught unperturbed. Their suits, those marvel ous suits that made any ground
combeat trooper ready to enter anywhere without fear, reacted instantly. Sheaves of thin armor plates
dotted out from the suitsto provide an interweaving mazdike structure around their bodies at distances
of six inchesto afoot. These protected the main bodies by a process of ablation so that to the opposition
each man gppeared to flare up under fire like aliving torch. In thisway vauable seconds of timewere
ganed even under the most withering conditions.

And those seconds were al Jundrak and his men needed. The neutron beamer in hisleft hand
spat degth into the center of the cavern. In lessthan asecond the forcerifle was yanked from its
scabbard and dipped asif by magic into the restraining dot on the insde of his outstretched right arm.

Used thisway the force rifle had the advantage not only of irresistible power but of deadly
accuracy. Using his gloved thumb on the pusher control to tighten the beam pencil thin, he had only to
sght along hisarm to hit whatever he saw. Broadening the beam, he could pound at anything in his path,
pulverizing rock, metd, anything.

PHUT! PHUT! While he dedlt death amultaneoudy from hisright arm and left hand a grenade
tube at the level of hiswaist was throwing high explosive grenades at the alcoves on the far side of the
cavern. The grenades were aimed by the movements of his head. To gect them he had only to Sight a
target and squeeze in acertain manner agrip ingde hisleft glove.

Aswerethe other nine men in his squad, he was aterrifying fighting machine with formidable
firepower. Most of the men around him were kneeling to present asmaller target asthey ddlivered their
barrage, offering aweird spectacle with their stiffened, outstretched right arms. In the heat of the moment,
however, Jundrak scorned to follow thisdrill. After afew moments he called a halt.

Hisvoice boomed over the suit’ s external speaker. “ Surrender, scum, and maybe we will spare
your lived”

A slencefollowed hiswords, broken only by the groans of the wounded. Then there staggered
into their field of view aman in tatters, trailling blood. He hed up something in his hand from which awire
trailed back to the ruined alcove from which he had emerged.

“Thenlet’sdl go up together, you—"

Before he could get the next words out, he dumped and fell. From behind him the suited figure of
Heen Sett strode forward out of the shadows, his right arm thrust forward asif in abizarre sdlute. His
sguad marched behind him.

Reaching the body he had felled with hisforcerifle, heturned it over with hisfoot and kicked
away the object the man had held in his hand. “It’saswitch for adetonator,” Jundrak heard him say



through his suit speaker. “ These people used to be miners. They’ ve probably got enough explosive
stacked away to blast gpart the whole damned asteroid, and us with it.”

“Then I’'m glad you showed up,” Jundrak said.

Sett gave ordersto his men to station themselves at intervas round the cavern, sheathed hisrifle
and joined Jundrak.

“Y ou wereright, these tunnelsdl link together like amaze.”
“Isthisthelargest cavity?”

“By no means. Thisiswherethey live, but there are others, much bigger, that are abandoned. It
lookslike we shdl have plenty of room to dock our ships when the time comes.”

A few people were peeping out of the alcoves now, cowed and apprehensive. Jundrak flipped
back hisfaceplate and ingpected the cavern more closdly.

Thear had the cloying, unpleasant smdl of long human habitation. The floor was an untidy maze
of couches, beds, chairs, tables and other furniture in abroken down state— all of it no doubt fixed to
the floor in some way, since otherwise the dightest knock would send it bounding away in the low
gravity. Neither was the furniture confined to the floor. It also climbed up thewalls and clustered under
the ceiling inloosely tethered groups of platforms, beds, chairs and tables, so that the communa dwelling
place had athree-dimensiond effect.

Despite the dirt and decay there was an atmosphere of degenerate comfort here. In a seedy way,
the cavern had adistinctly womblikefed toit.

“They'reliving likeanimad” Heen remarked in disgust, glancing about him distastefully.

Jundrak switched those combat men who doubled as medicsto treat the wounded among the
asteroid people. His voice boomed out again.

“Show yourselves! Come into the open; you have nothing more to fear!”

Sowly they came out. There were men, women and even children, dl dressed in gaudy rags. As
they came closer, he saw that the children’ sfaces were tear-stained and till showed traces of their
recent terror, but they stared wide-eyed and wonderingly. Some of the adults were clearly terror
sricken, too. But others, ruffian-looking characters, till had the brashness of desperadoes.

The asteroid people had perfected amethod of walking in the near zero gravity that enabled them
to glide swiftly aong a couple of inches above the floor, propelling themselves by occasiond flicks with
their hedls and toes. By comparison Jundrak’ s men looked clumsy and dow, sscomping inthefull G
smulated by their shoulder jets.

Many of the men seemed to have devel oped weird cosmetic fashions, adorning haf-naked
bodies with flowery tattoos. Jundrak walked toward one who was standing apart from the others staring
at thetwo officersinsolently.

As he came closer Jundrak saw that on the man’ s breast was an obscene tattoo showing a
couple performing awell-known sexud deviation. When the man’s muscles moved the couple writhed as
if infrantic gratification. At Jundrak’ s gpproach he opened his mouth in awide, sneering grin to reved
teeth that were black and rotten. Never having seen bad teeth before, Jundrak was nauseated.

“Hello, arigtocratic trash,” the man greeted, with aglance at the family coat of arms amongst the



other inggniaon Jundrak’s combat suit. “Why don't you crawl back to your paaces and leave usin

“Youared| my prisoners,” Jundrak told him. “ Asyou evidently fancy yourself as some sort of
leader, tell your friendsto surrender their arms peacefully and make no trouble.”

“We have no leadershere, you ...” The man launched into a series of insultsdmost impossible to
ignore. “We are anarchistsl We do aswe please!”

Jundrak laughed. “From now on you will do as| please.”

“Murdererslike you awaysthink amanisafraid to die.” The man crouched and clenched and
unclenched hisfists asif about to pounce like atiger. Jundrak held him at bay with his neutron beamer,
gesturing for himto join the main throng.

Directed by Heen, the combat troops had brought in the prisoners taken elsewherein the
agteroid and now were adding to them the people in the cavern, removing their few weagpons and, to the
accompaniment of screams, struggles and cries of despair, taping their amsto their sides and herding
them to the tunndl that led to the surface.

Jundrak shoved the troublemakers roughly toward anearby soldier. Through his helmet mike he
spoke to Heen. “ Ship them up in the bubbles,” he said. “We shdl have to hold them in the base on
Maximilia, | guess.” He had entertained the idea of incorporating the asteroid occupantsinto hisown
gaff, reckoning on their antiestablishment tendencies. But they were obvioudy too undisciplined to be of
any use.

“Castor Krakhno will fix you!” howled the tattooed man desperately as he was hauled away.
“Youwat! Krakhnowill fix you dl!”

Jundrak scarcely heard hisremark as he scanned the cavern and began planning out his command center.

**k*

They cleared out the remaining four asteroids of the group without too much trouble. The stiffest
resi stance came from the last one, where the entrenched miners fought with explosives and old excavating
machines. Jundrak lost five men.

Asthelast disheveled defenders were herded away something happened which caught Jundrak’s
attention. One of the men shuffling by him in the line suddenly straightened up, looked him disconcertingly
inthe eye, and said: “Don’'t worry, you long-living rat. All your medicationswon't help you when Castor
Krakhno getsyou.”

“What wasthat?" Jundrak stepped forward angrily and gripped the man by the arm, yanking him
out of theline. He resisted, but the officer’ s power-assisted strength was too much for him. Jundrak
forced him to his knees and loomed over him, the motors of his suit humming dightly as heflexed his
muscles.

“Who isthisKrakhno?" he snapped.

“You'll find out,” answered the prisoner in asurly tone. Jundrak saw through hisripped shirt that
the man’ s body was tattooed with snakes, circling the neck and arms, their heads resting in the palms of
his hands.

Heen, who had been close enough to overhear the exchange, stepped closer. “ Answer the
question, carrion,” he growled, dragging the man further away from the moving column and throwing him



on his hands and knees. With a swift movement he bent down and ripped off his shirt. “If not, my nerve
whip will soon make you moreinformative.”

The man glanced round fearfully at the short-handled whip Heen took out. Itslong, thin strands
had aglittery look. The electrical frequenciesthey carried were precisdy timed to excite the nervous
system to unbearable agony. Heen flicked the lash down.

Hisvictim screamed, groveled and tried to roll away.
Heen brought his boot down to pin him behind one knee. “ Speak!” He raised the whip again.
“Enough!” Jundrak interjected hadtily. “Let him go.”

The subcolond put up hiswhip, released the man and watched him stagger painfully away. “ Y ou
have aconscience,” he remarked ruefully.

“I didn’t need the information that badly,” Jundrak said with no particular inflection.

“Asamatter of fact | can probably answer your question anyway. I’ ve heard that name a couple
of timesduring thisjob. Asfar as| can make out, thisindividua Krakhno is some sort of agitator back
on Maximilia—among the lower orders, that is. It seemsthere has been traffic between here and
Maximiliarecently. Look, | took thisfrom one of the prisoners. Curious, isn't it?’

He handed Jundrak a card about four inches square bearing a stereo design. In the foreground
was acomely face, that of agirl or youth. But at second glance the flesh seemed to dissolve, to become
trangparent, reveding adiscolored, grinning death’ s head. Ralling in from the background, stretching out
snister fingers from an undefined depth, was agray mist. As one moved the card, the words DEATH
TO LIFE flashed from the card at dl angles.

“Yes, curious ...” For some reason, he didn’t know what, the mist made him think of the Patch,
the great unknown quantity that could make nonsense of dl their schemings.

“Some crank secret society devoted to overthrowing the aristocracy,” Heen continued. He
laughed briefly. “Maybe| should join them.” Heen was not, strictly spesking, of the aristocracy, but a
bastard son of aminor count. There were droves of such illegitimate offspring in the kingdom. Many sank
into the lower ordersor at best found intermediate manageria positions. A few, like Heen, managed to
prove themsdvesin the officer corps or something smilar.

“Therearealot of peculiar things happening in the Old Town,” Jundrak agreed absently. He
fingered the card with itsweird, incomprehensible message. Desperation, he decided. Desperation did it.
Suddenly, and very briefly, he felt vaguely ashamed of what he was doing. He wondered how many more
agteroid nests like this one were scattered about the kingdom, miserable refuges for those whom the
socid order had squeezed out altogether.

Not that it really mattered. The Patch might yet devour them dll.

ViI
No-0-0-0-0...
Cagtor Krakhno woke howling.
Hefdll back on hispillow, bregthing heavily. A form moved in the dim room, bending over him.



“Areyou dl right, Castor?’

“Yes, I'mal right,” the anarchist leader answered breathlesdy. Horris Dagele, his persond
lieutenant, had become used to these attacks and was not unduly alarmed.

Krakhno rose shakily from his bed, wiped cold swesat from hisface with the deeve of his
nightshirt, and stumbled to the window where he drew back the blinds.

Dawn over the Old Town.

The emerging sun was sending itsfirst brilliant seerchlight beams over the sprawling conurbetion,
gtill leaving the numerous hollows and smoky valleysin predawn darkness. From these valley floorsthere
floated up to Krakhno, atop the twenty-story gpartment block where he lived, distant hootings thet,
down below, were ear-splitting blasts summoning tens of thousandsto begin their day’ swork. Inthefar
left of hisfidd of vison he could see agreat eminencerising like afairy mountain and sparkling and
shining in the sun: the leveled off height of the Inner City.

His uncontrolled shivering subsided. The attacks always seemed to bring on this transient but
violent fever, asif thelife force was till in danger of being sucked out of him. He closed hiseyesand
gripped thelintd, trying to fight off the resdue of the nightmare—if nightmare it was—and bring himsdlf
back to waking normality.

Thergection, theterrible, sneering rgjection, was il like abad taste in his mouth. Hefdlt likean
insect that had been trodden on and squashed. Whether it was only a memory, or whether it was that
some part of the Beast from Beyond the Galaxy ill lived within him, he could not accurately determine.
It had occurred to him that there might be little difference between the two dternatives.

Ever since coming to Maximilia he had tried to find out more about the Besast through his
espionage contacts. That many among the nobility knew about the Beast he had ascertained with little
difficulty. But whereit was now, where it had come from, what its nature was in scientific terms—al| that
was the most closely guarded secret in the kingdom. It could be, he reflected, that he already knew more
about it than any other person living; to some extent it was till within him, vitaizing him, empowering
him— and tormenting him.

“The Dawn Mesting isready, Castor,” Dagele said quietly from behind him.
“Good. I'll bedown in five minutes.”

He dressed quickly, more himsalf now. Whether the Beast had ahold on him did not matter. It
meant nothing to him to sal hissoul if the price was right. What did matter was that he was himsdlf, that
latent powers had been released by his experience, and that he had an ability to move men which
previoudy had come only inflashes.

With alast glance at the now burgeoning dawn, he left the apartment and made hisway to the
floor below it. The Dawn Mesetings had become a stock ploy in the building up of the rapidly developing
Deeth To Life movement. Used to recruit new members, they effectively seved out those who at any
other time of day would have attended out of curiosity or for some casua reason. Dawn was atime when
things were starting to move but when nothing had actually happened, therefore, the meetings tended to
escape the attentions of the police. Only trained agents managed to infiltrate the meetings, and Krakhno
had a short way with those.

There were about twenty people in the smal meeting hdl, of both sexes, young and old. Mogt
were working men and women wearing the drab, protective clothing in which they would proceed to
their jobs afterward. A few were fresh-faced apprentices, till being trained for jobs. Krakhno never



ceased to marve at the way the lower orders underestimated their abilities; in an age where automated
processes could outhid even the chegpest of unskilled Iabor, the workers donated in return for their
miserable wages ahigh leve of craftsmanship and technological expertise. Many of the people Krakhno
had met were dmost geniusesin their own right, beit in restricted fieds, and certainly the dominant
classes could not have gained such economic success without their inventiveness and ingenuity. Y et they
consistently took their competence for granted, thought of themselves as crude and ignorant, and looked
with awe on their magters, the managerials and the aristocracy.

The people gathered here, however, had evidently begun to think differently. For that Krakhno
proudly gave credit to his own agitation campaigns over the past few months. Now wasthetimeto seeif
any of the newcomers had stedl in them.

He marched on to the speaker’ s platform and immediately began to ingpect his audience with an
intense gaze, looking briefly into the eyes of each person in turn. Ever since his dreadful awakening on his
home planet of Carole one glance had been enough to tell him al he needed to know about anyone.

One person deserved adightly longer glance: ablond, young man sitting in the corner. As
Krakhno's eyes met histhe shock of unconscious recognition jarred them both, but the stranger would
not of course know what it meant —except, perhaps, that it would make him fedl dightly uneasy,

Glad to see the Palitical Police are still on their toes, Krakhno thought to himsdf. Though
clad as aworkman, the young man was without doubt an infiltrator.

Krakhno was not properly spesking amind reader. But his unnaturaly energized being enabled
him to look right through a person, to see his essence. No one could fool him asto hisor her intentions
for more than afew seconds. Very soon King Maxim's Political Arm of the Palace Police would become
tired of their inability to penetrate the dmost mythical Society of Degth to Life and resort to harsher
methods. When that happened, Krakhno would be ready. But for the moment he pushed such thoughts
from hismind and launched into histalk.

The moment he had entered the room he had been aware of the effect his presence had on the
others. His contact with the Beast had somehow stirred up the powers within him to give him amagnetic
persondity, an inexplicable charismathat made strangers ether hisfollowers or his sworn enemieswithin
minutes or even seconds. In the first stage of hiswork in Maximiliathat persond force had made possible
the welding together of the city’ s chaotic anarchist groupsinto a usable tool. Now it stood him in good
stead in extending his operationsinto contact with the ordinary people of the planet to forge an instrument
of insurrection that aready was spreading feders through the kingdom'’ s vast, murky underground.

To the aura of fascination, persuasion and dread that at first Sight had captivated his potentia
revolutionaries, Krakhno could add fact and argument. He contrasted the poverty, frustration and
hopel essness of the Old Town with the opulence, ease and pleasures of the wedlthy. He cited case after
case of the arbitrary misuse of power, the hel plessness of employeesin the face of the law, the
contemptuous overriding of individua vaues. All thiswas routine. He had atiny but efficient bureau
which spent itstime doing nothing but collecting such examples. He contrasted the standard of life thelr
earnings could buy with the rivers of wedlth their productive labors turned out.

“But we have no machinery, plant or processes,” a middle-aged man objected feebly. “Aren’t
the owners of the machinery and so on entitled to that wealth? They pay usfor our work, that’ safair
contract.”

Either the man was very stupid or intelligent enough to be testing him. Krakhno waved his hand.
He met this point of view often: it was adeegply implanted opinion resulting from centuries of
indoctrination.



“Later you will dl have the opportunity to study the Theory of Productive Defection which will
proveto you that you are being robbed,” he said. “ For the time being merely ask yoursalves who made
the machines.”

Next he turned to ameatter ways guaranteed to strike straight to the heart. “ Y ou,” he said
aggressively, pointing to ayoung woman. “How old are you?’

“Twenty-five.” Shegared a him, biting her lip.

“The duchess of Makineis ninety-four years, and as youthful asyou. And you,” he said, pointing
to aman, “how old areyou?’

“Forty-six.”

“Any of the nohility in the same physical condition would be two to three hundred.”

His gaze siwung round to the infiltrator Stting in the corner. *How old would you be, friend?’
“Thirty.” The other colored dightly.

In point of fact he was probably two or three decades older. If he worked well in the Political
Bureau, was trusted and gained the right promotion, he would be able to afford medica trestment that
would extend hislife gpan to perhaps two centuries, or alittleless.

A faint smile hovered on Krakhno'slips. He enjoyed seeing the spy squirm.
“Thirty, eh? Well, so thereitis”

The sun shone strongly through the windows now. In little more than haf an hour they were dl
expected to report for work or lose aday’ s pay. But Krakhno had not finished with them yet.

“Oncethese valeyswerefilled with beautiful trees, flowersand grass. If therich lived here they
would still be beautiful and pleasant, and dotted here and there with graceful houses. That is how therich
live. Thereis plenty of such countryside on this planet, ason dl habitable planets—much more than the
rich can use, But you, because you are not rich, live among smoke, grit and swest. Y ou are herded here,
congtricted here by lawsthat are not of your making, born into situations where you cannot help
yourselves, cannot help your children. While dl thetime, up there—" he gestured wildly to the window,
through which apart of the vast glittering bulk of the Inner City loomed over the Old Town, “you can see
the palaces of the very people who oppress you, who degrade you.”

Thethrilling timbres of Krakhno's voice seemed to set the atoms of the walls vibrating with
meaning. “ All authority isrepressive. Authority takes away your individuality. Authority preventsyou
from taking what nature offers. Authority forces you to work for amaster, infilth, grime and depressing
monotony. The state isthe instrument of authority. The only path to freedom is to annihilate authority!
Annihilate the state!”

Helet that Snk in. Thislecture wasonly aprdiminary to the full force of hisanarchic, nihiligtic
philosophy. They could not be expected to takeit dl at once. But looking around him, he saw that his
message had gone home with most of them.

“Tomorrow therewill be another meeting at the sametime,” hefinished. “Asthereisill alittle
time before you have to leave, have you any questions?’

A man who appeared to bein his sixties scratched his head and frowned quizzicaly. “What you
say might have been true once, and is gill partly true, of course, today,” he said in adow, rambling voice,



“but things are better snce King Maxim took over, aren’t they? Y ou can get land, now, or at least some
of uscan. Not like under the old House of Lorenz.”

Krakhno looked a him with brooding eyes. “ Do you redly think anything is being given away?’

“Why, yes, whole planets have been distributed. Everybody knows that. My own son has been
given athousand acresto farm on the duke of Ambroid' s estate, was taken there at half fare and has no
rent to pay. It'shard work, of course, but it’sworth it to make something for yourself. Soon | may be
abletojoin him. You can't say that the Grechens don’t do something for the people.”

A horrible, malignant laughter swelled from Krakhno, a croaking parody of humor. “1n sixty
years or so your son will be dead. But the duke of Ambroid will ill be divefor centuriesyet. He
charges the settlers no rent because he is using them to develop hisland for nothing and to make it
productive. He can afford to give lifelong, free leases, because hewill ill be here when those leasesfall
in. Then hewill charge heavy rentsto the settlers' children, or ese evict them. Heisnot giving you any
new gart in life. Heis merdy saving himsdlf the expense of developing the property himsdlf and arranging
to suck the blood of your children and grandchildren!”

A sad, puzzled look came over the old man’sface. Curtly, Krakhno dismissed the mesting. But
as he did so he made a cautioning gesture to Horris Dagele. There was the spy to be dedlt with.

They intercepted him on the landing as the audience was taking the eevatorsto the ground. “A
word with you, if you please,” Horrissaid.

“Why, | shdl belate for work—"
“No need to keep you long.”

A sense of duty and a sense of menace tussed—visibly to Krakhno—in the spy’smind. He
became aware that the last of the members of the meeting were piling into the eevator and looked
vaguely worried.

“Frisk him, Horris,” Krakhno said as soon as the elevator door closed.

AsHorris closed in the other, who looked strong, moved to resist, but Krakhno nudged him with
alaser pigtal. Horrisrelieved him of adim knife.

“That'sdl, Castor.”
“Updairs, friend.”

Glowering, the agent mounted the steps. *'Y ou won't get anywhere with your little pantomime,
you seditious scum,” he lashed out at Krakhno. “We have ways of deding with insectslike you.”

“And we with you,” murmured Krakhno. They stopped in his gpartment. He opened the door to
asmdl, bareroom. “Insde please.”

Asthe prisoner stepped over the threshold he handed hislaser pistol to Dagedle. “Thiswon’t take
long,” he muttered. “He sthe vulnerable type.”

When Krakhno closed the door behind him the agent looked briefly surprised and then rushed
him. With little visible effort the anarchist flung him away, so that the other appeared to bounce off his
thickset, rubbery body. The agent did not attempt to overpower him again. He was physicdly stronger
than Krakhno, but something else stopped him.



Krakhno's eyes.

There was an adult, powerful force in those eyes that made the man from the Inner City fed
suddenly like alittle child. He stood, blinking, with his back to the barewall, lonein the presence of an
older, wiser and in every way more authoritative mind.

“I just thought we would have alittle talk about yoursdlf,” Krakhno said, propping himself against
the door with one elbow.

And then it began. Gently at first, but with acumulative violence that no physica violence could
meatch.

Krakhno merely talked and questioned. But the manner of histak and the persondly intrusive
nature of his questionswere like physica objectsthat could not beignored. At first the agent tried to
maintain adumb silence and not to hear Krakhno; but not to relate to his overpowering sense of
presence was an impossibility. Skillfully, relentlesdy, Krakhno prised open the cracks and brought into
the open the things that every man thinks only he knows about himself.

In twenty minutes the agent was staring blindly a thewall, blushing and wishing he could
disappear. But that was only the beginning. Krakhno, negtly bouncing hisvictim back into thefiring line
however hetried to twist and turn, proceeded to tear away the outer layers of the man’s persondity; then
theinner layers; then, mercilesdy, theinmogt, closest, unseen layers essentid to psychic functioning. It
was a cal culated assault on the ego, on the very foundation of a human being’ s existence.

In forty minutes the agent was in an advanced state of schizophrenia. In forty-five minutes, as
Krakhno piled yet more emotiona caamity upon him, he lost even his schizoid sense of identity and
collapsed on the floor, dack mouthed and unseeing.

Gently, precisely, Krakhno brought him back to the point where he once more recognized his
surroundings. At that point the man’s mind made alast effort to assert itself.

“Leaveme alone,” he screamed, sobbing. “My God, leave me done!”

Krakhno sprang forward and seized him by the shoulders. “Look at me!” he commanded. “L ook
at me, look at me, look at me, look a me. Y ou know, don’t you? Y ou know, you know, you know, you
know, you know!”

Thenihilist put al of what he privately caled hisdien death power into those words, and into his
eyes. The man went dack, hislower jaw trembling.

Krakhno released him, stepped to the door and opened it. Dagele stood outside.
“We vefinished our littletalk,” Krakhno said amiably. “Our friend isleaving now.”
Limply, the agent came out. Dagele handed him back his knife and helped him to put it away.

“Go, now,” Krakhno said quietly. The agent looked at him despairingly, pleadingly, then, when
he saw the stony expression on the anarchist’ s face, he turned away and |eft.

At no time had Krakhno mentioned to him the fact of his being an agent. The man now would
perhaps wander round the Old Town for awhile; perhaps he would go through the motions of returning
to his cover role, in afactory or office; perhaps he would even return to the Inner City, but he would not
give his superiors any useful account of what he had found. Within about six hours, probably much less,
hewould have killed himsdf, willfully and for no obvious resson.



There was nothing stablein hisinner life that Krakhno had not destroyed. A norma human being
might have been ableto doit, if he had consummate ingght, genius, and severd months of undivided time.
The fact that Krakhno could do it in about an hour was due entirely to his own psyche being peculiarly
energized by something which had no human paralel. The Steder of Life had taught him how to rob
othersof life.

Krakhno had shown the agent life: futile, pointless, without rhyme or reason. He had shown him
what Krakhno saw dl the time but, with the intensification and acceleration of psychic processesthat the
nihilist could achieve, the agent saw it unbearably clearly, with an intengity that wiped out dl other
interests or duties. No one (except perhaps Krakhno) could continue to exist like that for long. The death
wish, once aroused, always triumphed in the end.

Krakhno could do it. Others had been to the point of death and lived to tell about it. But
Krakhno had gone further. He had gone beyond death and come back. He knew what life was al about:
nothing.

VIl
Even before he entered the Inner City, Jundrak of Sann knew that something was up.

Hisaircar came hurtling into the late evening that covered the Northern Hemisphere.
Approaching Maximilia City he phased down into subsonic. Ahead was the multicolored glow of the vast
community blazing asusud into the night sky.

But warning blegps came at him from the control board. This being amilitary vehicle, the nature
of the sgnalstold of a police radar net operating around the city. As he came closer hesaw a
tremendous glowing shaft aimed verticaly from the Inner City into space. Up it there shot at frequent
intervals blazing dots which he knew to be dispatch riders carrying instructionsto the orbiting Class A
Defense Stations.

Everything betokened afull emergency. Jundrak dowed to aglide and switched on his
transcelver. The airwaves were jammed with aconfusion of activity. He dided through to the dipway
base; after the brief flurry of the scrambler code Heen Sett appeared on the screen.

“Judging by the Sgns, there saflap on,” Jundrak said. “Have you heard anything?’

“WEe' vejust been told to stand by,” Sett answered. “1t looksto me asif the whole kingdom’'s
been put on aert. Any ideawhat it’s about?’

“No. I'll call youassoonas| find out.”
“Maybe you should head back here whilethere stime.”

Jundrak considered it. “No,” he decided, “that would be premature. I’ll call you. But be ready to
move quickly.”

Sett’ sface disintegrated into the scrambler pattern as the screen died. Jundrak continued on
toward the Inner City and was soon challenged by its el ectronics defenses. After he had flashed his code
he was permitted to land at his destination, a courtyard in the graceful complex of the Roya Pdace.

The occasion of hisvist wasabdl given by the king himsdf. To begin with, Jundrak made his
way to the private room that had been reserved for him in the guests wing and carefully bedecked
himsdlf in the full dress uniform that had been immaculately prepared for him by hisvaet on the other sde



of the planet. Then, plumed and decorated in fine flashing colors, he went for astroll through the many
halls, salons and concourses of the court to learn what he could.

Already the place thronged with the evening’ s guests; but much more than mere preparation for
the ball was going on. An air of urgency permeseted the febrile gaiety. Officers wearing harassed
expressions strode swiftly about on unknown errands. Through the apartments there rang mysterious
tones and gongs which did not fit with the usud ritud of socid occasion, interspersed with the frequent
paging of military leaders. No one had yet seen theking or any of hisfamily.

Jundrak buttonholed a major who was known to him and who was on the palace staff. They sat
down at an elegant table in an acove. Jundrak beckoned a servant and told him to bring them drinks.

“The news camein acouple of hoursago,” the officer told himin reply to hisquestions. “There's
been abig battle outside Smorn. The Fourth and Fifth Feets have been torn to ribbons—practically

wiped out.”

“The Fourth and Fifth?...” Heleft the question hanging in the air, momentarily thrown off
balance.

The mgor twiddled his bushy moustachio, glancing about him worriedly. “Don’t know what they
were doing there. Must have been moved under Class One security. Damned funny business.”

Jundrak’ s mind was backtracking at high speed, recalling the conversation he had had with the
king after hisreturn from Smorn. It dawned on him that Maxim had made aremark about moving up the
Fourth and Fifth Feetsto cover Smorn in case Prince Peredan should learn of hisimpending engulfment
by the Peatch. Evidently the Prince had learned of the investment by the Roya Fighting Forcesinstead.

“Theking sin an absoluterage,” the major continued, muttering in alow, confidentia tone.
“Heads arerolling aready. Persondly | wish | were athousand light-years away.”

It was a strong thought in Jundrak’ smind that asimilar location might be far more hedlthy for him,
too. “What' s happened since the battle? Any more activity out of Smorn?’

“Not yet, but it'searly days. It' sobvious, isn't it? With the Fourth and the Fifth gone we rewide
open. Peredan would be adamned fool not to make capita out of it. Thingsare humming, | cantell you.”

Thoughtfully Jundrak sipped theliqueur the servant brought them. But for the unlikelihood of his
being permitted to |leave the paace he would have felt tempted to fly back to the dipway base right now.

Just then amusicd trilling sounded, sgnaling that the ball was about to begin. Trying to siflehis
apprehension, Jundrak joined the throng that drifted through the splendid frescoed archwaysto the big
ballroom. Pleasant perfume and eye-catching colored vaporsfilled the air. Automaticaly he began to eye
the women, on the lookout for acomely femae to make histarget. Under normal circumstances he
would have been filled with a pleasurable glow of anticipation.

The ballroom was finely designed so that, though large, its proportions did not defeat the eye or
make one fed lost and insignificant. It was based on adesign that was neither rectilinear nor circular, but
aseries of curves of varying radii so asto form a cluster of enclaves around the main area. In these were
sedting aress, parlors and dining rooms. On the main ceiling was emblazoned a gigantic version of the
crest of the House of Grechen. The orchestra sat, not on oneleve or on aplatform, but verticaly in atier
of little bal conies that occupied thewhole of awall &t the far end.

For the moment, the numerous servants lined the ballroom, standing to attention. The guests
stood about on the perimeter of the main area, giving rise to ahum of conversation. Nothing could begin



until the king arrived. Jundrak, feing an ingtinctive sense of safety in numbers, stood with agroup of
officerswho had gathered together.

At lagt, with athrilling, tremulous and flaring fanfare, the king and queen made their entrance on a
green platform that appeared from arecess somewherein the celling and floated down to thefloor. It
was a perfect example of the kind of fairy-tale pomp that King Maxim gloried in. They stood side by
Sde, perfectly ill, during the descent, holding hands, whilein hisfree hand Maxim ogtentatioudy
displayed a gorgeous flashing scepter. Maxim was wearing along gown of overflowing full purple; on his
head was the crown, to which the queen wore the smaler match, and in both of which were set dozens
of therarest gemsin the universe—dluxes, eectricaly active so that they gave off aconstant stream of
ranbow light.

Queen Gaateawas not an impressive figure beside her husband. She was smdl and dight.
Though she had a superficid prettiness she tended to dissipate it by affecting alook of surly disnterest. In
conversation she was empty-headed and flippant; altogether she behaved more like the king' s property
than his partner.

Nevertheless, tonight her couturiers had executed awork of consummeate skill and creativity,
transforming her into one of the most noticeable and enticing women in the Inner City. Her hair was cut
short, likeaboy’s. The foaming materia of her dressfell clingingly down her neck and shouldersand
swept round her waist in digphanous curves; through itsfolds the naked nipples of her smal but
excdlently firm breasts peeped out, pink and pert. The dress ended in afilmy miniskirt which left her
dender legs bare, and which was cleverly dit so that as she moved it reveded interesting glimpses of her
pubic hair, prettily shaped and combed and dyed a pae lavender.

Stepping from the platform, the roya pair were rdieved of their crowns and Maxim of hisgown
by attendants who came hurrying forward. Beneath the gown Maxim was wearing amore suitable attire:
adazzlingly brocaded, padded jerkin and puffed satin breeches with silver filigree.

Jundrak watched uneasily as the king stood in a grotesgue posture and glared at the assembled
company, hisarms hanging gpelike and his head thrust forward. Even from where he was standing
Jundrak could fed the gale of hisanger and the force of his offbeat charisma. He reminded himself that
Maxim had not seized the throne without possessing extraordinary persond abilities, and that he was
more than the erratic clown that many took him to be. Even if hewas alunatic, as some clamed, he was
alunatic to be reckoned with.

At the moment his rage certainly bordered on the paranoic. Catching sight of the military
grouping, he came gtriding toward them, dragging Queen Galatea after him roughly.

“So! Our genera staff!” he exclamed in aloud, desperate voice. “ The playboys we appointed to
defend our realm!” Jundrak had noticed before that in moments of stress Maxim sometimes adopted the
archaic royd plura, like abad actor who suddenly remembered hisrole.

The military men stood to attention, faces wooden. An irresigtible sexua aromareached
Jundrak’ s nogtrils as Queen Gaatea came closer, filling him with nearly uncontrollable desire and making
him thankful that his elaborate uniform hid hisbody’ s automatic reaction. He knew that the otherswere
feding the same: it was due to an aphrodisiac perfume the queen often wore. The king liked other men to
desire her, knowing that only he could possess her.

Theking struck out at random, setting severd officers rocking on their hedls. “Understand one
thing, pretty boys. If we go down, you go down with us!”

He rounded on the crowd of noblemen and noblewomen, raising both fists, while his erratic but



vibrant voice rang out sharp and clear. “Do not any of you imagine that we are endangered, or that the
crown rests uneasily on our head. To the contrary, we are assuredly more deeply entrenched than ever!
We are happy in the deep-sested love of our billions of subjects, in theimmovable foundeation of political
power. Those responsible for this grievous blow to our peaceful reelm will shortly receive the attentions
of our specialist team devoted to the art of nerve excitation, al for the benefit of traitors, double agents
and defestists—and they are skilled, oh, how they are skilled!”

Not amurmur came from his stilled, frightened audience. Queen Gaatealooked the other way,
absently chewing a strawberry flavored mastic.

“And you, colonel!” Maxim suddenly turned and jabbed afinger at Jundrak. “ Perhaps you,
better than anyone, can explain how the rebels knew where to find my forces. En? How? How? Who
told them?” Hisvoice cracked on ahigh note.

“Not I, Your Mgesty!” Jundrak gasped.
“Did we say it was you? Do we see guilt written on your face? Eh? Answer!”

“Perhaps we may suggest that Y our Mgjesty’ s deployment of the Fourth and Fifth Fleetswas
precipitous?’ Jundrak said, aghast at his own temerity.

He spokein alow tone so that only those nearest could hear him. But he could dmost fedl them
trembling at the proposition that the disaster was the fault of the king himsdif.

Maxim haf turned away, then frozein adisturbingly stark posture, hand raised with fingers
outstretched oddly. He shot asidelong glance at Jundrak. Histhin lips were puckered in asmile of
amusement, his purple hazel eyes smoldering.

“S0... 7 hesad softly.
Then the moment of calm was gone and his ferocity was back.
“Come!” he bellowed, sweeping out hisarm to herd the gathering like cattle. “Dance!”

Taking Queen Gaatea by the arm he moved on to the dance floor, followed by scores of other
couples. They dl took up the “ courteous’ preliminary position. The music pulsed out and the dance

began.

The music was loosdly based on jazz and swing, very ancient art formsthat had been unearthed
by the palace s politica researchers. Blaring, sinuating brass accompanied alilting but monotonous best
of unvarying pitch. A similar combination of monotony and liveliness characterized the dance movements
themsalves. They were stylized in the extreme: syncopated, stiff, intergpersed every few beatswith little
jumps. And it wasimperative that they be executed exactly and unerringly.

To an uninitiated observer the performance looked dightly ridiculous, which was asit would be.
The dance was apolitica device designed to condition the nervous system to a greater conformity. The
carefully stylized sequence of movements, Specidly tailored to nerve rhythms, were particularly effective
intraining those who practiced it in an automatic acceptance of authority. In these surroundings this meant
acloser identification with the person of King Maxim, the charismaof hisreign and therightness of his
ams. The dance was, in fact, asignificant step toward harnessing everyoneto the ritudistic dance of his
rule, and Maxim had been ingsting that it be danced more and more often of late.

Palitica dance ingtructors moved through the jerking couples, affirming that everyone did it right.
Jundrak looked around for a partner, but at that moment atap came on his shoulder.



“Y ou will comewith us, please, colondl.” Two uniformed sergeants of the Political Police were
standing behind him.

“What in space—" he began, then broke off. The officers stlanding around him were edging
away, avoiding his eyes and trying to look inconspicuous. One of the sergeants made a brief gesture for
him to follow, then turned and strode off. Jundrak followed, feding angry and humiliated. Thiswas not
how he had imagined the evening ending. He had planned to finish up with some nobleman’ swife or
daughter in one of the many available boudoirs ...

The policemen’ sroute took them up aflight of broad marble stairs and dong abacony running
the length of the balroom. Down below the prancing, jerking figures continued to turn and jump. Jundrak
would have felt more reassured about the consequences of the dance and the future of the kingdom
generdly if the king himsdlf did not practiceit; he was becoming engulfed in his own fantasies, taking the
kingdom with him.

On the other side of the ballroom Jundrak spotted Hinkin, the dance' s creator, looking on from a
shadowed recess. A sinister figure dressed in tight-fitting black, he was small, lean and so bent asto be
caled ahunchback. The politica scientist and nerve specialist—torture was said to be one of his
hobbies—watched the dance with an evil smile on hisknobbly face. He did not dance himsdf, but his
shouldersjerked obscendly to the rhythm of the music.

Once outside the ballroom the sounds of the ball faded. Jundrak was conducted aong neutral
gray corridorsto the wing that harbored the offices of the Palace Police, Political Arm. An air of
heaviness and menace permeated this part of the wing. Jundrak had been here before but never for
interrogation.

They passed through a door, which closed behind them, into along, softly carpeted anteroom,
then through asmilar door into an dmost identica second anteroom. A deathly quiet reigned, despite the
uniformed women secretaries (lesbians al—no other type of female was permitted to work for the
Palitical Police) who staffed the rooms. Jundrak became aware that he was being ushered into some
inner sanctum.

Thelast door the sergeants closed behind him without entering themsalves. Facing Jundrak wasa
desk with alamp on it, the only source of illumination in the room. Sested behind the desk, staringicily at
him, was Grenesect, dreaded chief of the Political Arm.

Jundrak knew the police chief by sight only. Everyone had cause to fear him. He was aman of
steel, aman who looked stedly, looked strong, was strong. Hisgray, humorless eyes glinted in thelight of
the lamp as he beckoned to Jundrak and told him to sit.

“Theking is displeased with you,” he said, in amature but gray voice. “Y ou are under suspicion.”

“But why?” Jundrak protested. “I servethe king loyally. | have carried out specid assgnments
for him—" he broke off, dightly confused, not knowing to what extent Grenesect was privy to Maxim’'s
schemes and palicies.

“Y ou can spesk fredly,” Grenesect said with awave of hishand, “1 know al about your specia
duties and the reasons for them. Now, about your visit to Smorn ...”

“| performed my task exactly asingructed,” Jundrak inssted hotly. “I am not to blameif the plan
has gone wrong because of other factors.”

“Y ou say you did, naturaly. Only you know thetruth of your assertions ... at thismoment in
time, that is”



“The defeated fleets were not moved up to Smorn until after | had left. | could not have told the
rebels about them.”

“Y ou vidted the historian, Grame Liber, did you not?’
“Why, yes... | did.”
“And why did you do that?’

“Prince Per—the Pretender Prince asked meto convey hisregards,” Jundrak answered
panfully. “That wasal.”

Grenesect nodded curtly. “Weknow al about Historian Liber,” he said meaningfully. “ So you
have to admit that your relations with the House of Lorenz have not been entirely of an officia nature?
That you could have passed information back to Smorn?’

“Why should | do such athing?’ Jundrak burst out. “1 have absolutely no reason to. What of the
Petch? Did the plan fail dtogether?’

“The Patch ison course to Smorn,” Grenesect agreed. “Whether Peredan will be there to meet it
or whether he will be ten thousand light-years away unloading hydrogen bombs on the King's
possessionsonly timewill tell.”

The stuation was beginning to oppress Jundrak. The outlines of the room wereamost invisblein
the gloom. Therewas only thetiny idand of light from the lamp, dimly illuminating Grenesect’ sfeatureson
one sde and his own on the other, while he sweated before the police chief’ scam, leisurdly logic.
Grenesect gave theimpression of holding something back, of playing cat and mouse with him.

“Why did you not make areport of your vist to Liber?” Grenesect asked softly. “Why did you
not report the request in the firgt place?’

Jundrak said nothing.

“Wadll, let ustak of something ese. The dipway project. Y ou have full charge of it, with the
gtatus of plenipotentiary. That isaremarkable responshility for such ayoung man.”

“Thenthat initsdf should tell you how much the king vaues my abilities” Jundrak snapped, “as
well as my trustworthiness.”

“Colonel Sann, you are being questioned, not the king. The base where the project isbeing
carried out isunder atota security sedl, isit not?’

1] Ya”
“Isthat not strange?’

“Why should it be? Since my mission, Peredan aready knows of the existence of anew type of
drive. He can reasonably be expected to exert efforts to find out more about it. | regard the security seal
asentirdy judtified.”

“Even when it excludes my men?’ Grenesect leaned forward, his granite face exuding the essence
of tyranny. “No métter, if you are removed from the project, then the king has expressed himsdf asbeing
agreeable to placing the project in the charge of my organization. There can be no question of defection
then.”

“But that is preposterous!” Suddenly Jundrak decided to fight theissue. “I have supervised the



project snceitsinception and | mean to carry it through to the end!”

Asif hedid not hear, Grenesect turned to afile that lay on hisdesk. It had, Jundrak noticed,
been newly printed out from acompuiter file, and it had hisnameonit.

He started to speak again, but Grenesect ignored him and opened the file, bending his head to
study it. For nearly ten minutes he leafed through its pages, leaving Jundrak sitting in strained silence.

Suddenly the police chief rose, stretched himself, and turned away from his desk to pace up and
down in the semigloom. “The king' s assessment of aman,” he explained expansvely, “isindinctive. He
looks, fedls, senses and guesses. My method, however, is scientific. | observe aman and collect facts,
habits, expressions and gestures. Then | anayze those facts until | know what isinsde him.”

As Grenesect enlarged upon histheme, Jundrak could not help but notice the stature of the man,
how huge was his broad back, gray clad and crossed by the double belts. “Naturaly,” the police chief
continued, “we have kept you under observation from timeto time. Y ou are not an unknown quantity to
us.” He paused, touching something that went click on hisdesk. A new source of light made Jundrak
look to hisleft. A vidscreen on thewall had sprung tolife.

On the screen Jundrak was surprised to see himsdlf in one of the palace’ s concourses, talking
with afellow officer during one of hisearlier viststo the Inner City. The spy camerd slens panned in and
out, catching postures, facid expressonsand al the odd facia clues aman gives about himsalf without
redizing it. Meanwhile the camera s audio pickup captured every word of their conversation.

“Tell youwhat,” Grenesect said in abrighter tone, “let’ s have atak about thingsin generd. For
instance, what do you think about the plight of the poor?” He sat down, touching the desk control again.
Jundrak had been about to frame some convincing but ideologically safe platitudes that added up to
affected disinterest. But the next scene warned him of how careful hewould have to be. Hewasin the
Old Town, riding in one of the clattery dectric tramcars and gazing with interest & the people hewas
crowded inwith. A dozen trandent haf-felt emotions chased each other over hisface—pity, disgust,
admiration, amazement. They clearly betrayed the fact that hisred fedingswere not so smpleto
describe, and he wondered how extensively the Political Arm had the Old Town bugged.

“Properly spesking,” he began cautioudy, “it’ saquestion for apolitica scientist.” The screen
went abruptly dark for afew moments. Beforeit lit up again apreiminary noise of squedls, gruntsand
moans gave him a horrified premonition of what was coming in asecond or two. Even as the knowledge
formed, hisfearswere redized. He was|ooking into Rondana’ s apartment where the two of them,
naked, were making love in aviolent rapture.

Enraged, he sporang to hisfeet and launched himsdlf at Grenesect with agrowl. The big man,
coming to hisfeet dso, merely pushed him back down again with one enormous and immensely powerful
hand.

“Sit down, puppy, and don’'t get excited. We watch who we like whenever we like.”

Jundrak sat down and gazed up into the bleak face, genuinely frightened by the show of strength.
He had heard that the lite officers of the Political Arm underwent asession of nervetorture every day so
asto maintain their toughness.

On the screen he had reached an enthralling, uninhibited climax and now was throwing himsdf on
Rondanaagain to do thingsto her that made him blush. Grenesect turned his head and watched it all with
evident enjoyment, asardonic smilefor thefirst time bresking the hard impassivity of hisface.

He' sa monster, Jundrak thought, turning the other way and clenching hisfists. He should be



exterminated.

“Spicy,” the police chief taunted, when the picture mercifully faded. “Don’t worry, colond, that
was the only time we planted a gpy camerain your little dut’ s bedroom. We don't ingtd| our gadgets
permanently—it would compromise our invisihility to leave them lying around.

“Now, tell me what you think about the plight of the poor ...”

*k*

For severd hoursthe tireless Grenesect talked with him “about thingsin general.” About palitics,
sex, socid questions, about King Maxim and his little mopsy of aqueen, about various personages
known to them both. He discovered that Grenesect had absolutely no inhibitions about discussing
anyone s persona shortcomings, not even those of his madter.

They taked about sport, reigion and music. Grenesect asked him who he thought would win that
year' s circumplanetary air race. In the musica sphere, the police chief showed himsdlf to be passionately
fond of the classical type of absiract, extremely intellectua composition that had reached its peak with the
genius Skonorba about a century previoudy.

And dways, whatever they talked about, there were pictures of Jundrak unredling on the
vidscreen, ready in Grenesect’ s expert eye to bdie the opinionsthat he expressed. Jundrak found himself
playing agame of witsin which hisobject wasto mask hisduplicity at al cog, to skate close to the truth
without reveding it. He did not know how much of Grenesect’ s claim to know aman by means of
scientific analysiswas true, but he had heard before of students of “body language,” the second,
ingtinctive language by means of which men communicated unconscioudy through gesture and posture,
independently of the spoken tongue.

One or two of the recorded scenes from his past were areveation to him, greatly to Grenesect’s
amusement. One revedled that when he had played against the old Duke Bruorn at cardsand lost a
ten-thousand-mile square tract of land to him, the aged nobleman had cheated. Another embarrassed him
by recording anight he had once spent in the bed of the wife of one of Grenesect’s own officers. “Does
he know?’ he asked.

Grenesect laughed like adrain. “Of course. He saw this tape the very next morning.
Unfortunately Captain Harst does not share the fashionable’ emancipated’ view of such things and
wanted to kill you. | restrained him, naturally, in the interests of duty. But he extracted a promise from me
that if we should ever have occasion to inflict nerve excitation on you the job would be his”

He leaned back, laying his handsflat on the desk. “How would you like meto give you to
Harst?’

Jundrak sighed deeply.

“There may be achance for you to redeem yourself. To do that you must once more regain the
king' sfavor. You are, if not ahabitue, at least afrequent visitor to the Old Town.”

“S0?’" Jundrak was puzzled.

“We need some information about a new movement there.” Grenesect waved hishand
imperioudy. “ There are dways crank politica movementsin such aplace. However, inthis caseit
appears that we have no agents suitably placed to gain afruitful contact.”

“And you think | could do better?’



“Asyou say, you are aman of ability who has performed many servicesin the padt. It s0
happensthat your low class dut, the moppet Rondana Credle, has becomeinvolved, dbeit margindly,
with this movement. We know that from a chance report we received.”

“I didn’t know that,” Jundrak said quietly, ignoring the searing contempt for the lower classesthat
permeated Grenesect’ swords. “What isthis movement? Isit seditious?’

“Itiscaled the Society of Deathto Life”
Jundrak fumbled in a pocket, opened awallet and took out a card. “Y ou mean this?’
The other examined it. “ Y es. Curious, isn't it? Where did you get it?’

Jundrak shrugged. “ During combat maneuvers with the new ships one of my officershad
occasion to clean out anest of asteroid vermin. One of the killed had this card. My officer thought it
amusing and gaveittome.”

Grenesect handed it back. “Perhapsit will help you in your investigations. Y ou will accept the
assgnment, of course.”

“Naturdly.”

At that moment there was the sound of voices from beyond the door, which opened suddenly.
Thelights came on in the room. King Maxim stood framed in the doorway, swaying dightly.

“Your Mgesty!” Both Jundrak and Grenesect cameto their feet and greeted the king in chorus.
Maxim stepped into the room, eyeing them both with adightly drunken glaze.

“Soyou are till with usl” he said amiably, dapping Jundrak on the shoulder. “1 thought our friend
would have washed your remains down the drain by now!” He chuckled.

Despite hisblack humor, the king' s earlier rage seemed to have entirely dissipated. Hewashis
jovid, unpredictable sdif.

In the bright light the police chief’ s office looked atogether different. There was nothing luxurious
or even unusud about it. It was acommon clerk’ s office, lined with shabby green cabinets. It was asif a
nightmare had been dispdlled by the touch of aswitch.

But Grenesect himself was asimpressive as ever. Though Jundrak wastall, hisinterrogator
loomed above him, rock steedy and unshakable. And beside him Maxim, dways an unusualy mobile and
restless person, seemed small and undisciplined.

“Colond Sann has expressed hiswillingness to undertake an investigation in the Old Town, Y our
Magesty,” the police chief said. 1 recommend the gppointment.”

Theking looked at Jundrak, nodding and amiling. “Itisasmal thing, but onewith which I will be
pleasad. Serve mewell, my friend. | need your loyaty.”

“Y ou never need doubt mine, Y our Mg esty!”

“Of that | am sure. Well, you had better get somerest, ashad we al. It has been a strenuous
night.”

Realizing he was being dismissed, Jundrak clicked his hedls, saluted and left. When the door had
closed behind him, King Maxim turned to his political hatchet man, shaking hishead sadly.



“| should fed ashamed, throwing such alamb to awolf like you.”
“Y our Mgesty underestimates him.”
“Perhaps. How many men did you say you have logt to these lunaticsin the Old Town?’

“Five have died mysterioudy. We do not necessarily attribute their desths to their assignment.
More perturbing isthat so many of our agents have come up againgt ablank wall.”

“Well, if Sann does no better, you can take over the dipway base as| promised.”

“Then | wish him theworst of luck. | would like nothing better. Unfortunatdy, | imagine his
chances arerather good.”

IX

Jundrak wisely decided not to let himself fed too much shaken by his experience with Grenesect.
Such unpleasantness had to be expected in the game he was playing if he was not to lose sight of his
ambitions. Risk and danger were dl part of the play.

Hetried, <o, not to fed too insecure. Maxim and Grenesect, he felt sure, only meant to frighten
him for safety’ s sake, asthey wished to frighten everybody at thistime of maximum threst. Neither of
them seemed to have any concrete knowledge of his behind-the-scene activities. Asfor the destruction of
the Fourth and Fifth Fleets, Jundrak had a genuinefedling of innocence toward the disaster which was
quite ingppropriate to hisactua duplicity in the matter. The source of hisfeding wasthat the calamity was
as much asurpriseto him asit wasto the king; he had no idea how the rebels had known of thetactic,
unlessthey had some new kind of detector.

Helost no timein endeavoring to discharge his new duties, upon the success of which he
imagined depended his being permitted to retain charge of the dipway fleet. First he made a brief,
guarded call to Heen Sett (he was dmost certain that the Political Arm did not know the scrambler code,
but it was aswell to be on the safe sde) and then made straight for the Old Town, divesting himsdlf of his
uniform and dl finery and dressing himsdlf in smple clothes that would not arouse comment. Hisvanity,
however, would not let him descend to shabbiness. He instructed histailor to make garments that were
smart, of fairly good cloth and with just asuggestion of the exhibitionist flair which suited his character.

The ground door of the tenement block where Rondana lived was open. Jundrak climbed the
stairsto her room, rapped briefly on the door and entered without waiting for areply.

Her sartled face siwung round to meet him.
“Oh, it'syou.”

Shewas gitting at adressing table, gpparently making up her face in preparation for going out.
Her tone, he thought, sounded less relieved than sullen. He redlized that he had not come to see her for
nearly X weeks.

“Aren’'t you glad to see me?” he said brightly, in amanner that obvioudy expected nothing but a
positive answer. But she shrugged and avoided hiseye.

“I'msorry, but | dready have an gppointment. Y ou should have let me know you were coming.”

Thiswasn't like her. *Y ou’ ve been seeing another man!” he exploded indignantly.



“And why shouldn’t I”?'Y ou come here or don’t come, just asyou please. Do you think I'm
amply going to St herewaiting?’

“But Rondana, | mean ... youandl...”

Sherose, opened a cupboard and surveyed her small, inexpensive wardrobe. “I have to go now.
Good-bye.”

Seizing her by the shoulders, he swung her round to face him. “Who ishe? Whereishe? Let's
seeif hethinks enough of you to face me with blade or gun!”

Furioudy shethrust hisarmsaway. “ Just like you! How proud it should make you fed, atrained
soldier, to kill aworkman who has never handled aweapon in hislifel Murdering pig!”

The unaccustomed vituperation shocked him. “What' s happened to make you like this?” He
fingered his moustache, frowning.

She sat down wesarily on achair, turned away from him. “What am | to you?1’m only your little
whore down in the dums. I’'m twenty, how old are you? Ninety? A hundred? 1’1l bet you were having
your fun with girlslike me seventy years ago. Do you ever go and see them now they’ re old women? Will
you come and see me when I'm old and you' re still like you are now? It' s dl asplain asday.”

Uncomfortably Jundrak coughed. There was no ready answer to what she said. The Situation had
no justicein it, that was true. He had not been brought up in aworld of justice and had never looked for
it or expected to find it. There was, for instance, little possibility of his marrying Rondana, introducing her
to ahigher class of society or arranging for her any of the things which that meant—such asalonger life.
Thefact that he dalied among the lower classes at dl was asort of daredevil activity with him and would
have been severdly frowned upon by most of the people he knew.

“If I knew away to changetheworld, | would,” he said. “I’m not to blame for my birth, any
more than you are for yours. The reason | come hereis because | like you better than anyone up there.”
Hejerked histhumb contemptuoudly toward the Inner City.

“Wel, you have got a better chance to changeit than | have.”

“That’ s not true. Nobodly in the aristocracy can change anything. Y ou' d haveto live among them
to know how impossibleit is. Any change will have to come from down here, among the masses.”

“A duke preaching sedition now!” she said scornfully.

“Why not?” Stedlthily he crept forward and put his hands on her shoulders, moving them
caressingly down her arms. She did not resist.

“Tell me honestly,” he murmured, leaning toward her. “Y ou like me better than this other fellow,
don’t you? Y ou can't deny your fedingsfor me.”

“No,” shewhispered, leaning back against him, closing her eyes and letting his caresses seep into
her.

It took only minutes for the tide of blood to sweep over them both; then they were on the bed
again, once more enjoying the breathless excitement of aman and awoman discovering each other.

At one point, he hdf sat up and studied the opposite wall, the vantage point from which he had
earlier withessed asimilar scene. Any of a score of random dots could have been aspy camera.
Grenesect had promised him it had been removed, but one could not, of course, trust Grenesect.



What did it matter? He applied himsdlf to the quivering girl again, pushing the possibility from his
mind. One had to accept these things.

It wasdl inthe service of theking.

* k%

Jundrak’ sriva turned out to be ayoung comrade in the Society of Degth to Life whom Rondana
had met in adrinking house frequented by members of the movement. It took two more days of gentle
persuasion, wheedling and dissembling before he got Rondana to take him there without arousing her
suspicions.

The Duke of Freen (Jundrak had been fascinated to learn how many of the Old Town' sdrinking
houses were named after the nobility) was sandwiched between two massive factories. ltsmain

accommodeation consisted of alarge, smoky cdllar, and it was here that Jundrak got hisfirst whiff of
rebellion—redl, old-fashioned rebelion, not the quarrels and maneuverings of aristocrats.

The talk was strange and incomprehensible to him. Y oung, shaggy-haired men discussing such
termsas“the didectic of oppresson,” “theliberating of creative potentids’ and “ negating the negation”
merely gave him the impression of having been dumped in the middle of asurredist play.

He had, naturaly enough, sworn Rondana not to reved hisidentity, and eventualy he decided to
ignore thejargon of the movement and to base hisimage and expressed opinions on the emotional
content—the resentment which smoldered beneeth al thetalk. It wasin this guise that heinveigled himself
into the attentions of certain persons he had aready spotted as the movement’ s clandestine recruitment
agents. In afairly short time this netted him an invitation to aDawn Mesting.

So far everything had been easy and Jundrak, not knowing that he was taking the same route that
had aready been taken by severa of Grenesect’s employees, was puzzled. Not until Horris Dagel€' s
laser pistol nudged him in the ribs afew minutes after the meeting broke up did he redlize that it was not
quite so easy after dl.

Dagele showed him into the same small, bare room where Krakhno had aready received and
destroyed five of Grenesect’ strained penetrators. Thistime, however, there were two spindly chairsinit.
The door closed behind Jundrak— reminding him of his confrontation with the police chief— and he was
aonewith the anarchist leader.

He had never heard of Castor Krakhno and had never seen him until now. Abandoning his
workman pose, Jundrak stood erect, like an officer, and looked the strange little man in the eye.

Krakhno, who had been studying him intently both during the meeting and since his entrance into
theinterview room, burst into laughter.

Perturbed, Jundrak rashly decided to unmask himsdlf. Even now, it was unthinkable to him that
common dum dwellerswould dare to harm a personage of hisrank.

“| demand that you rlease me,” he said. “Y ou will regret your high-handed actions once you
know who | am.”

“You'recertainly atrier,” Krakhno conceded, wiping tearsfrom hiseyes. “All right, who are
you?’

“| am the duke of Sann.” Jundrak glared imperioudy at his captor, expecting alook of
congternation. But Krakhno only broke into fresh pedls of laughter.



“At least! Y ou would haveto be!”

For thefirst time Jundrak’ s confidence fatered. There was something disturbingly solid about this
middle-szed, rubbery-faced man who gpparently found him so funny. Not solid in the way norma men
were, but somehow mobile and strong.

“My nameisKrakhno, Castor Krakhno,” the other said. He held out his hand invitingly. “Won't
you be seated?’

Cautioudy Jundrak sat down. Perhaps he had reveaed himself too soon. “Just what do you find
0 amusing?’ he snapped angrily.

“You are amusing. Grenesect sent you here, | suppose.”
“Y ou appear to have the advantage of me,” Jundrak said dowly.
“In asense. But so does Grenesect.”

Jundrak felt the electric shock, the soul-sucking power of the other’ s persondity, as Krakhno
stared straight into hiseyes. “Y ou see, he correctly summed you up as atwo-faced opportunist who is
awaystrying to play both ends against the middle. That’swhy he chose you for the job. Somehow he
guessed or gauged intuitively that | am able to detect the agents he sends by their uncompromising,
though hidden, attitude of enmity. That iswhy he hasfailed miserably to penetrate my organization. The
secret intentions of hisspiesare so glaringly obviousto methat | either deflect them or kill them. He
figuresthat you, on the other hand, might get through my screening by virtue of your incurably
double-deding mentdlity.”

“Y ou can't possibly know that much about me on afew seconds acquaintance.”
“Excuse me—I can. Oh, | can read human nature. To alimited degree, so can Grenesect.”

The swine, Jundrak thought. The anarchist’ s assertions were so poised and so accurate that he
did not for amoment dismiss them asfantasy or guesswork.

“All right—what now?’

Krakhno's eyes seemed to bore into hisinnermost being. “As| said, your salfishness, your
scheming, your duplicity —that isthe central point of your character. It isonly extraordinary thet it takes
aman like Grenesect to seeit ... these aristocrats redlly arethe most incrediblefools ...” Krakhno
seemed to go off into adaydream for amoment. “Recruits from the nobility arewhat | lack so far.”

“If you think | would join forces with you dum-bred rubble—" Jundrak was almost too disgusted
to go on. “ Shoot, you bastard, shoot!”

“Don’t betiresome. Y ou have your own interests at heart, do you not? We livein fluid times; a
least | deduce we do, or the Political Arm would not be so concerned at my relatively modest activities.
Y our interests and mine may not be so far apart.”

“What areyou getting at?” Jundrak wasintrigued now.

“Need we be so hostile? | get it, | have subjected you to rather threstening conditions. Let's
move to the next room. This place has unfriendly associations for me, too.”

He opened the door and led the way to alarger room, which was grosdy untidy and appeared to
serve the functions of bedroom, dining room and office al at the same time. The windows were closed,



penning in an anima smell that no doubt came from a combination of Krakhno's continua presence and
an absence of fresh air.

Horris Dagele was dready in the room. Krakhno settled himself comfortably into abig, lesthery
armchair. “ St down somewhere,” he said hospitably to Jundrak. “I’'m sure Horriswill get us something to
drink.”

The anarchid’ slieutenant busied himsalf and brought them generous measures of whiskey in
cracked cups.

Jundrak spped the whiskey. “What’ sthis about my interests?’

“Merdy that Grenesect’ sreading of your character may have placed you in amore precarious
position than you redlize. Y ou have been chosen not for your trustworthiness but for your
untrustworthiness. In other words, you are safe while you remain useful. So why not cultivate
revolutionary contacts and be useful to me, too, at the same time making out a case for yourself when the
bloodbath of revolution arrives—which, intime, it will.”

“Y ou seem to know asurprising lot about Grenesect.”

“I have never met him. But | know him through his methods, through otherswho have suffered
under him. Oh, | know Grenesect. He isaman after my own heart, one without illusions, without
softness, without heart. One who loves death more than life. Both of us understand human nature. That is
why it isapleasure to fence with him.”

“He'samongter,” Jundrak said broodingly. “He doesn’t deserve to be called human.”

“High praise, indeed!” Krakhno responded, with atwinklein hiseye. “I'll tell you a story. One of
my people, one of the toughest, was arrested by the Politica Arm. Unfortunately for him, he had littleto
betray; nevertheless, he was tortured mercilesdy until he begged, pleaded and groveled to be allowed
either to die or to be released. Grenesect was there. When the anarchist was reduced to the state of a
hysterica child, he had him taken off the nerve rack and climbed on it himsdlf. By his order, the operators
gave him everything they had given the prisoner. Grenesect took it al and did no more than grit histeeth.
When they had finished he climbed down and said’ That’ show to beaman.” Then they let the prisoner
go. True, Horris?’

Hislieutenant, hovering in the background, nodded.

“Y es, Horriswas the prisoner. Hewas only arank and file Society member, then. And that has
been my only direct message from Grenesect.”

Jundrak was at alossfor an answer. The whiskey, the lived in surroundings and the anarchist’s
cordia manner were making him more relaxed. Also, he had to some extent come under the spell of
Krakhno's presence. Everyone el se seemed like a shadowy haf being when he wasin the room.

“You are suggesting | should become adouble agent?’ he said. “Y our man in the Inner City?’

“Nothing so crude. As| said, Grenesect somehow guessed that | am able to detect his agents by
apsychologica method, namely by spotting that their avowed acceptance of my creed isalieand that, in
fact, they aretotally opposed to it. So hetried the experiment of sending in someone with ambitions so
deviousthat he could not properly be said to be opposed to anyone, only deeply committed to
himself—namely, you. However, | have the drop on him because my insght isgreater than hethinksit is.
Y our ambiguity isasplain to me asthat wall. I’ ve no objection to your going back to the palace and
making reports on your progress as long as you keep them within bounds and don’t raise too much



adarm. That way, Grenesect won't get desperate and do something violent. Also, it will prevent him from
taking your nerves gpart. And al | want for my part of the bargain isthe chanceto have alittle chat with
you now and then, like we are doing now. That will give me something which | currently lack: knowledge
of how the aristocracy think and fed!.

“So how about it? After al, you' re not redlly on anybody’ sside and I’ m sure you like to have as
many ironsin thefireaspossble.”

His pet nobleman, Jundrak thought with atouch of sdf-loathing. Clever little bastard. He's
right, though. And at some date in the future | could, if things turn that way, do myself a lot of
good by blowing the whole conspiracy wide open.

“And later you could earn yoursdf some medd s by turning usdl over to the authorities,”
Krakhno said triumphantly.

Jundrak looked up, startled. Krakhno laughed gently.

“No, | don't read minds. But &t certain times| find it awfully easy to tell what people are thinking.
By theway, | don’t have much to fear from your attempting to turn usin. Our organization istoo far
advanced now. We can ded with al kinds of eventudities.”

“You'redl crazy,” Jundrak told him. “Revolution, liberation, it’ sal daydreams. What in the
galaxy do you think you can do?’

“Itwill taketime, but it will come.” 1t may take centuries, Krakhno thought. | won't be here to
seeit: | don’t live long enough. But some of you swine living now will be around for the day of
reckoning.

Jundrak stared at him soberly, trying to assert some of hisinbred superiority against the other’s
raw, confident animalism. “Y our theories seem somewhat confused to me,” he said loftily, “and, anyway,
they are certainly pretty onesided. All | heard about in your talk downstairs was destruction. Y ou say you
will annihilate the existing order. But what will you replace it with?’

“A free condition where al power isto the individua and noneto the state or the law.”

The nobleman snorted. “Ridiculous! And, in any case, it has been proved scientificaly,
mathematically, logicaly and historically, proved in every way, that the present structure of society isthe
only onewhichispossbleinthelong run. Evenif it isforcibly changed in someway, it must revert within
acertain period of time.” It was hardly necessary to mention that this theorem was so deeply entrenched
in authorized doctrine that Jundrak himself was breaking the law by even entering into argument abot it.

“One cannot, of course, argue with science,” Krakhno agreed sarcagticdly. “Eveniif | grant that
what you say istrue, then | am still implacably opposed to the class society. If hatred isal that remains,
then let hatred be my god. If I must bring the world down in flames with nothing but desol ation after it,
then so beit.”

Horris Dagel e replenished Jundrak’ s dirty cup. Something in the anarchist’ swords thrilled him
entirdly againg hiswill. “You'reasrange one,” he murmured, shaking his head. “But there s something |
must know. Y ou claimed to know al about me a asingle glance, or dmost. All right, I’ m convinced. But
how do you do it? Where did you learn it?’

“Youwouldn't bdieve meif | told you,” Krakhno said.



X

Days, weeks and then months passed, and the expected invasion from the rebel encampment did
not come. King Maxim and his entourage breathed asigh of relief. But till the monarch refused to let up
the pressure. He continued to lash about him in atorrent of accusations and persecutions as his anger and
humiliation gaveitsdf vent.

For most in Maximilia, and indeed dl over the kingdom, the timerolled by lazily. But for afew,
the few who were concerned or even suspected of being concerned in political matters, it was awave of
arrests and executions.

To Grame Liber the vigtation was something he had never expected. He had been on the point
of going to bed when the door chimed and four policemen walked in.

They were not ordinary city policemen. He knew from their badges that they were the specia
police taking their orders directly from the palace, and furthermore, they were of the most notorious arm
of that organization.

“Political police!” he thought to himsdalf wonderingly, blinking at the warrant they showed him.
“Youwill comewith us, Higtorian Liber.”
They ignored his questions: he had no choice but to go.

They aso took “evidence,” ransacking the house for books and writings, including the bulky roll
of hishdf-finished History of the Civil War.

Later that night he was in the hands of an individua who referred to himsdf asapublic
prosecutor. The hawk-faced man glared down at him sneeringly.

“Where areyour friends?’
“Friends?’

Theinterrogator gritted histeeth in ashow of rage. “ Do you deny that you are amember of the
Higtorica Society?’

“Why no. Why should |7’

“1 am asking the questions. Then you will also admit that you are an accomplice of Murnor
Geact, president of the Higtorical Society.”

“Accompliceis hardly theword | would choose. The Society isengaged in pure scientific
research. We are non-partisan as amatter of principle.”

“Don't try to blind me with your vapid liberalism. Thetimeis close when any account of history
that is not written by the Political Police will automatically be treason.” The interrogation spun apair of
reading pins on his desk. On them wastheroll of Liber’s magnum opus. “Just look at this! Treason,
sedition and dander of theking at every turn of theroll!”

“Untrue!” said Liber, honestly dismayed. “Nothing of the sort. | have tried to write an objective
account of the war—"

“Don’'t try my patience, you arrogant egghead! If you are so unbiased, why have Murnor Gelact
and others of the Society goneinto hiding? Could there be any plainer proof of treason?’ He shot alook
of hatred at the historian. Ever since the end of the war this man had been marked as a possible rebel



sympathizer because of hisknown friendship with Prince Peredan in the old days. In the prosecutor’s
opinion, he had only been tolerated at court in order to keep tabs on him, and in the past few weeks it
had proved easy to pile up adamning amount of evidence on the seemingly innocent Historical Society.

“Neither Gelact nor any of the others have engaged in reprehensible activitiesto my knowledge,”
Liber said uncertainly. “If thereis any substanceto your alegations they must have formed a subgroup
unknown to me. But in my persond opinion what you are implying isridiculous. Murnor would not be
glly enough to commit treason againgt the sate”

“Yes, yes, babble as much asyou like, you old foal.”

The public prosecutor waved his hand contemptuoudy. “ Unfortunately your friends have, for the
moment, euded us. No doubt you know where their hiding placesare.” He leaned insultingly closeto
Liber. “You will have to do much better than this, litleman.”

*k*

Chief of Police Grenesect watched the exchange on avidscreen in his office. Ranged around him
were dozens of other screens, their audio circuits muted, supplying afaint background of screams,
ghrieks and groans from the termina interrogation roomsin the paace s cdlars and dmost filling the air
with the smdll of King Maxim’s new reign of terror.

The old scholar was interesting, Grenesect thought. Later, perhaps, he would enjoy himsalf with
Liber persondly.

A chimefrom his desk sgnaed that the king was cdling. Grenesect opened the lineimmediately.
Maxim’'sface stared out at him avidly. “Have you Sarted on that little toad yet?’

He referred to arecent arrestee; a spy working for the Lorenz rebelsright in the Roya Palace.
“Heisin the nerve room at thismoment, Y our Mgesty.”

“Let meseehim! | want to seeit!”

Grenesect made the necessary connections putting the monarch through to the nerve room. Still
on the police chiefs screen, Maxim glared, sweeting with eagerness, at the scene of the unfortunate agent
gretched on the nerverack. A low, bubbling sound of continuous agony came from him, while around
him in the gloom stood the specialists who were applying the torture stage by stage.

Theking licked hislipsthen shuddered dightly. Asif the Sght was suddenly too much for him, he
reached out and switched off the screen that brought it to him, then turned to Grenesect again.

“Have you gotten anything out of him?’

“Y es, but we mean to drain him before we' ve finished. He may know things even he doesn't
redize”

“Don’t beintoo much of ahurry. Draw it out dowly. Nothing' stoo bad for arat like him.”
“Y our Mgesty may depend oniit.”
“Good, I'll see you tonight &t the dinner party. Enjoy yoursdlf.” The screen went blank.

Absently, Grenesect smiled to himsdlf. The king's paranoic tendencies were becoming more
pronounced of late. Grenesect regarded that as agood thing. In his opinion, the exercise of absolute



arbitrary power, therigid control of populations, which was the systern he most admired, was only one
hundred percent effectiveif the ruler himsdf was afull-blown paranoid monomaniac. Only then could the
bureaucratsimmediately surrounding him exert their will unhindered. History was replete with examples.

He faded out Grame Liber’ sinterrogation and turned to other matters. The young duke of Sann had
made contact with the Society of Degth to Life and had ddlivered some opening reports. They made
interesting reading. For the first time Grenesect learned the name Castor Krakhno, the mastermind
behind the society, and he sensed aworthy adversary. It was proving refreshing to be matching hiswits
with someone who demanded the full effort of hisintellect.

* k%

For Jundrak the next few weeks were exhilarating but at the same time nerve-racking.

They were exhilarating because Grenesect, after receiving hisinitia reports, entirely changed his
manner toward him and seemed anxiousto cultivate hisfriendship. He talked to Jundrak warmly about
matters that interested him: music, about which he would ask Jundrak’ s opinions and listen attentively to
his answers, literature, about which he proved to have avast knowledge; and sociology, where his
conversations became redly fascinating. Severa times heinvited Jundrak to his home where they spent
pleasant evenings listening to music. Jundrak was astonished to find that the police chief, feared
throughout the kingdom, was asolid family man. He had aquiet capable wife, three well-mannered
children and a modest home that exuded unpretentious comfort. Jundrak was flattered by this powerful
and impressive man’ s attentions. He began to fed that for the first time he was entering an adult world
where culture and socia order mattered.

But aternating with these mestings were equally compelling ones, though different in quality, with
Krakhno. When he was with one man, the influence he felt seemed to overshadow that of the other. He
felt that he was being batted between two extraordinary minds like a shuttlecock.

As, indeed, he was. Grenesect was far from naive about Jundrak’ strue position in the Old
Town. Both parties were using him as a probe.

Krakhno' sinterest, however, was different from what he pretended. He was not concerned to
learn about the aristocratic mentdity—that he treated with utmost contempt— but he hoped to gain from
Jundrak information about something the knowledge of which each had so far concedled from the
other—the Patch.

Aware that the presence of the Patch in the kingdom was a state secret, hefirst had to gain
Jundrak’ s confidence. That was not difficult; there was a pleasing streak of ingenuousnessin the young
nobleman. Krakhno began to grow almost fond of Jundrak for his complete lack of doctrine or belief, his
adherenceto the purdly pragmatic principle of persona gain.

There was another reason, other than the obvious one, for his efforts to find out about the Patch.
It was not lost on him that his designs would only be made credible by the use of some extraordinary
wespon or technique. Luckily, he waswithin sight of such aweapon. Hisimmersion in the Paich had
given him aninkling of how it drained off vitality and consciousness from living things. He believed the
effect might be reproduced by subjecting various chemicasto dectrical stresses. In countless cellars
throughout the Old Town vats bubbled with smelly concoctions as he attempted to distill an “édixir of
desth.”

According to histheories, the dixir would have excellent properties for annihilating the
aristocracy and giving the universe to the poor. There would be no defense againgt it. Subtler than agas,
it would pass through any materid. Not only that but Krakhno believed it could be made selective. The



Patch stolelife by absorbing abeing’ s experiences. Therefore, the dixir might be adaptable to people of
acertan type.

Such asdl those over ahundred years old.

So far success had euded him. What Krakhno wanted was the results of the official research
teams studies, which surely must have had the Petch—the Beadt, as Krakhno thought of it—under
investigation Snceitsadvent. Their reports might help himto fill in the gapsin his knowledge.

He chose his moment when he and Jundrak were drinking in one of the numerous secret dens
that the anarchists had established throughout the Old Town. Jundrak felt his eyebrows rise when the
nihilist described the dien phenomenon that had ravaged the kingdom.

“You aremistaken in your information,” hesaid airily. “No such thing exists.”

“Now come.” Krakhno warned, “Don’'t insult me. | have seen whole planets deprived of life,
millions dead. | probably know more about the Beast than anyone living. How do you think | happened
to come to Maximilia?" Without pause, he went on to describe his previous life on Carole, his climactic
experience there and his subsequent journeyings.

“Soyou see” hefinished, “1 know what isgoing on. | know that the dime wormswho rule our
lives are keegping quiet about it. And so you can seethat | need to know more.”

“Yes... | see” Jundrak replied, astounded by the other’ s story. As Krakhno's gaze bored into
his he seemed to go dizzy. His own personality seemed to become faint and paperlike.

“Yes... I'll seewhat | can find out.”

**k*

On far-off Smorn, Prince Peredan had decided to deep for an hour or two.

He had been working quietly in his private gpartments, studying reportsfrom all sections. The
repairs to the battleships damaged in the battle had been al but completed. Stocks had aso been
gathered to build new shipsto replace those logt, but such ajob strained the camp’ s resources. Peredan
was considering as an dternative araid on some relatively weak and remote naval base to capture ships.
He had a so received reports from agents dropped on popul ated planets, and these too lay on his desk.

The room wasin ashaded haf light. On a couch aong onewall lay the deeping prince.

Then, inthe sllence, he stirred uncomfortably. Something ominous was happening in Peredan’s
mind.

He had been having aviolent and unpleasant dream. Then a dragging feding had warned even
hisdeeping sef that dl was not well.

Heforced himsdlf awake and rolled off the couch. Hefdt dizzy, sick, but above dl faint. Asif his
being was draining away.

Without having to reason about it he knew that he could easily go under now. Making a supreme
effort to retain his consciousness, he brought the room into focus and forced himsdlf to seeits contents,
formsand colors clearly and sharply. Gradudly aglimmer of his sense of well-being returned.

But that was not dl. He became aware that the room was shaking, vibrating. Objects dropped
from shelves. He began to fed off baance.



Peredan stumbled out of his gpartmentsinto the bright outer offices. A rumbling wasintheair, a
distant sound of structures collapsing. The outer offices were littered with the unconscious forms of his
secretaries, the young women who for years had shared his bed. Striding from body to body, he
examined them. Some seemed to be moribund, others smply in adeep, drugged deep.

He went further through the tent. Everywhere it was the same. All the women and most of the
men wereinert. A few men staggered about in varying degrees of saf-control.

One, more dive than the others, clung to apillar and called out to him. *Y our Highness! It must
be an attack!”

Peredan ignored him and hurried through the limpid greenness of the tent. Outside, he looked up
at the sky.

There was nothing to be seen.

Few were on hand to help him. He was gppalled at the sudden helplessness of his organization.
Without warning, the whole camp had been incapacitated.

Stll in aweakened condition, he found arunabout and drove nearly three milesto the main
laboratory building. Forcing an entrance, he found some sign of life and industry. Many of the scientists
had retained their ability to act and were carrying out hurried work.

“What'sit dl about?’ he shouted over the drone of agenerator.

Not until then was he noticed. One of the scientists |looked up and came over to him. Peredan
saw that though his eyes were alive and knowing, he seemed to be fighting a constant battle with himself.

“It’ sthelife form from the northeast—the Patch. Why didn’t our agentswarn usit was coming
thisway?’

Peredan ignored the question. He followed the scientist to a huge bank of instruments where his
colleagues were busy adjusting instrument settings for standard experiments and connecting up other
equipment they had dragged from another part of the laboratory.

“What are you doing?’ he demanded.

“Trying to find out something abouit it. But every thought, every movement’ san effort. We' redl
going under. We can't hold out much longer.”

Nearby awhite-coated scientist suddenly gave alittle sigh and collapsed to the floor. His
colleagues dragged him quickly out of the way and continued with their work.

“Why aren’t we dead aready?’ Peredan asked.

“We don't know.”
When the news came, King Maxim'’ s guffaws echoed loud and long.
“Swallowed up thelot of them! | knew it would work.”

Grenesect, standing nearby, inclined his blesk face. “Y our Maesty isto be congratul ated for
possessing such extreme cunning.”



“Spare metheflattery, Grenesect, thisis sate business.” The king quaffed deeply from asilver
green goblet then thrust it out for amaidservant to refill. “Ah, | just can’'t believeit. The House of Lorenz
annihilated at last!”

“Isthere more detailed news?’ Grenesect persisted.

“Of course not, you clod! The investigating teams, naturaly, are light-years away. It salmost
impossi ble to make observations on a planet that’ sindgde the Patch anyway. It interfereswith the
radiation in someway. But you' ve seen what it doesto any world it strikes. There can't be any doubt.”

The police chief rubbed his hands together dowly, asif savoring something. “The only potentia
source of political opposition isgone. Now isthetime, Y our Mgesty, for disciplining the kingdom and
griking toward true politica unity.”

“Wadl, you know what to do. Wait till young Sann hears of this. HE Il be ddighted! I'll givehima
couple of planetsfor having pulled off thet little job!”

Grenesect, who had been about to suggest that Jundrak be brought in for further questioning,
wasslent.

Xl

High cloudsrolled over Maximilia, drifting through the greenish sky. Watching them through the
window of his gpartment, Castor Krakhno thought briefly of hishome world, Carole. There the sky was
apale orange and the clouds lemon yellow.

“I suppose you know what you're doing,” he said to Jundrak, “but | still fed like calling you a
fool. Did | tdll you that I’ ve been having premonitions lately? The Mark of the Beast on me must be
showing itsdlf in new symptoms ... something strange is going to happen. | canfed it. You'd be safer
with us”

Minutes before, Krakhno had surprisingly suggested that Jundrak desert his pogt, relinquish al
tiesand let the anarchists take him into hiding. Jundrak found the idea laughable.

“It'strue | formed our liaison for my own advantage,” Krakhno agreed. “However, | fed that
your usefulnessis quickly coming to an end. And while | have no love for your class or upbringing, | am
reluctant to ddliver you up to Grenesect’ s mincing machine.”

“Don’t worry,” Jundrak told him airily. “Heand | are the best of friends.”

Krakhno snorted. “ Grenesect has no friends. Even |, who have never met him, can tell you that
much. Remember, he chose you for this double role because he knows of your natural double-dedling
proclivities. Hefiguresthat you have learned more about my organization than you put in your reports,
and he knows of one sureway to get it al out of you. Round about now he' sgoing to start calling in the
cards.”

Admittedly, the good news from Smorn had not brought the relaxation in officia policy which
Jundrak had expected. Though mad with joy when the rebel camp disappeared into the Patch, Maxim
had smply redoubled his enthusiasm for persecuting dissident e ements and hunting down traitors, while
the Politica Police had intensfied their vigilance. The whole gpparatus of government was beginning to
creak under the pressure of terror.

Nevertheless he did not fear Grenesect. “What, nerve rack someonewho isas much intheking's



eyeas| an?Hewouldn’t dare!”

Krakhno looked a him sardonically. “I don’t know why | bother with you. All right, be on your

way.

The purple clouds were till scudding across the green sky when Jundrak crossed into the Inner
City through one of greet archesthat separated it from the rest of Maximilia City. In anearby lot wasthe
car he aways parked there during hisvisitsin the Old Town. It skimmed aong the broad white avenues
at theregulation height of three feet until it entered the palace precincts, when he took it soaring upward
to anchor it a aportal seven hundred feet up the face of one of the massive buildings.

Leaving the car by way of the portal and unlocking the security devices, Jundrak stepped into his
small but comfortable office. Pouring himsdf atumbler of clear, ice-cold water, he settled down to write
his latest report.

He had been working for about two hours when the vidscreen jangled the urgent tone.

Immediately heflicked it on to be greeted by the brief flurry of the scramble pattern and then the
angry face of Heen Sett.

“What isit, Heen?’
“The Political Police are here—Action Branch,” the sub-colond spat.

The Action Branch was afast-growing department of the Politica Arm: afully equipped military
forcetrained for combat in avariety of conditions. However, the emphasis of itstraining program had
made Jundrak suspect for sometimethat it was aimed ultimately at operating against the Royal Fighting
Forcesin adisciplinary or antimutinousrole.

“What do you mean, here?” he snapped. “Inside the base?’
113 YSH
“Well, how did they get in?’

“They blasted their way in! They say they’re here to take over the base and the fleet. And they
have an accusation that we finished our work here months ago and have failed to report it.”

While that was substantialy true—Jundrak had been awaiting the most favorable moment to
present the news to the king—he doubted if it was more than agood guess on the Political Police s part.
“Where are they now?’

“Still on Leve One. I've been gdling them.”

Before he could reply arumbling sound from the sky distracted his attention. “Wait aminute,” he
said, and went to the window.

Peering upward, he saw faint flashes and glows, seeming to come from beyond the sky itsdlf.

Frowning, he looked downward, glancing over as much of the Inner City as he could see from
his vantage point. A faint vibration reached him. Parts of the City were rearranging themselvesin a
gigantic, smooth operation: some buildings did underground, others moved on massiverollersand
clustered together while the ground on which they had stood flowered open into amass of sky-pointing
wegpons and missle launchers. Still more buildings seemed to unfold and refold themsalves, transforming
themsalves into bristling fortresses with wegpons aimed beyond the atmosphere.



Maximilia s emergency defense system wasin operation.

Hisfailure to recelve notice of the attack he could only attribute to his not being officidly on
combat duty. Amazed and bewildered, he went back to the vidscreen.

“There' s something going on. The City’ sunder attack.”

“What? Who by?’

“Space knows, but it looks serious.”

“Well what do you want me to do about these bully boys here?’

Jundrak thought fast. Hisingtinct told him that this was a decisive moment and no timeto be
timid.

“Shoot it out with them,” he ordered savagely. “Y ou should be able to dispose of the bastards.
Then make ready for takeoff. I'll be down there just as soon as| can.”

“Right!” answered Sett. He was smiling with pleasure at the thought of action. “ Take care of
yoursdlf!”

Switching off the screen, Jundrak gazed about him wildly, wondering whether there was anything
in the office he should take with him or destroy. In the back of his mind was the thought that if the attack,
wherever it came from, should prove to be afdse darm or aminor incident he could till judtify his
actions. He hadn’t done anything irreversible. | can say we thought Grenesect’ s men entered the base
as part of a well-organized coup, hetold himsdlf. | can till claimloyalty to the king.

Then ancther thought: What if it is a coup by Grenesect? Anyway, let’s get away before
someone gets careless with their weaponry.

He was about to turn to the porta where his car was moored when the door crashed inward. A
captain and asergeant of the Politica Arm burst in with laser pistolsleveled.

“Y ou are under arrest, colondl. Take hisarms, sergeant.”
Expertly the sergeant relieved him of hiswegpons. “ That appearsto bedl, sr.”
“Sothat’sit!” Jundrak exclaimed. “A palace coup!”

“What?’ The captain peered at him with abrief frown. * Just hold your tonguetill we get you to
the Political Wing. You'll get plenty of opportunity to talk there, | promiseyou.”

Completely adrift now and swesting with gpprehension, Jundrak alowed himsdf to be marched
away down the endless corridors of the office block. The Political Arm was very much in evidence. The
gray-uniformed men were everywhere, making arrests among the occupants of the offices—mostly
officers of the Fighting Forces, like Jundrak. When Jundrak’ s party came to the elevators, however, they
cameto a bottleneck. All werein continuous use.

“Ther€ Il beahell of acrush down below, anyway,” the captain growled. “We'll takeacar.”

On the landing platform that jutted out from the other sde of the building therewasasimilar rush.
All the regular cabs were gone and those that landed took off again dmost immediately. Jundrak’s
captors, however, evidently had priority. The captain took out asignaer and jabbed the button. A
circling police car, displaying the snister jagged M, detached itsdlf from the crowd of vehiclesthat
seemed to fill theair and settled close by them. Jundrak was pushed inside, and the three of them sped



toward the Politica Arm’s headquarters.

While he was being thus herded, Jundrak had an opportunity to observe the sudden beehive of
activity that had overtaken the Inner City. The rumbles and faint flashes from beyond the clouds had
come closer, so that occasondly the whole sky seemed to light up in alingering flare, and the blasts
sounded like thunder. The wegpon emplacements in the City—some, he noticed, were dso sited in the
Old Town—were spitting beams and missles at the invisble enemy in space. Their deployment meant
that the orbital defenses had been broken.

Anincredible chaos of traffic filled the air. Thousands of aircars were fleeing the capitd likefleas
leaving adrowning dog. And not only aircars. Among them flashed along, wingless shape, asmal
gpaceship which hurled itself avay on alow trgectory with the intention of rocketing partway round the
globe before roaring spaceward.

King Maxim and hisfamily making a getaway whilethey could.

Down below, on the ground and in the buildings, Jundrak could imagine a scene amost of panic
as everyone rushed for shelter. Therewould be red panicin the Old Town, too, where there was no
planned protection againgt an etom blast.

Within minutes the police car had brought them to the headquarters of the Political Arm. Before Jundrak
was taken insgde he got one last glimpse of the outside that made nonsense of al his guesses about the
situation; he saw the massive lump of arebed battleship plummeting down to demand the surrender of

Unimm.

**k*

Grenesect, hisface grim and hateful, was standing in areception room twitching a baton asthe
prisoners were brought in. Among the arrestees were scores of notable personages whom Jundrak
would never have thought the police chief could have the audacity to arrest.

“So we' ve got you, en?’ said Grenesect with a sneer when Jundrak was brought to him. “I never
did trust themilitary.”

Jundrak looked into his face for some hint of the camaraderie it had previoudy displayed toward
him. Butit wasdl gone.

“What' sgoing on?’ Jundrak demanded. “Who is attacking?’
“Asif you didn’'t know! But don't worry, you will pay for your treachery!”

Jundrak opened his mouth to protest, but Grenesect struck him across the face with the baton.
Nerve currentsthrilled from it, and he staggered back, throwing up his hands as his face was numbed

with agony.

“It makes no difference, | was going to arrest you anyway. Put him in with hisfriend, the
historian,” he ordered the others. “I’ll get round to him shortly.”

Roughly, without any further explanation, Jundrak was pushed down passages which grew
progressively narrower. When he was able to forget about the pain in hisface he found himsdlf inasmal,
smply furnished cdll. Staring a him was Grame L.iber.

“Welcometo the club,” the academic said dryly.

Jundrak stared back, wondering if the other hand undergone nervetorture. “1 did hear that you



had been arrested,” he said, “but there was nothing | could do about it... | hope you understand.”

“I do indeed. In any case, you owed me nothing. But why have you been arrested? | have had no
news of the outsde world for sometime.”

It was certain that everything happening in these cells was automatically recorded, but Jundrak
Saw no reason not to bring the old man up to date. He described the mgjor events since hisincarceration:
the luring of the Patch on to the rebel camp and the sudden surprise attack upon the city. Nevertheless,
he carefully concealed any hint of the redl conversation he had had with Prince Peredan.

“Extraordinary,” Liber murmured. “Who is attacking, do you think?’
“Wdll, the one battleship | saw had Lorenz markingsonit.”
“But according to what you are saying an invason from that quarter isimpossible.”

“Yes, itis. Perhapsit’sarevenge attack by afew shipsthat were absent from Smorn when ...”
Helet the sentencetail off. “Or perhaps Grenesect isbehind it al and is displaying a captured rebel
battleship to create confusion. | don’t know.”

He coughed nervoudy. “By the way, havethey ? ...

“Tortured me? No, not yet. | think Grenesect only had me brought in for his own amusement.
Surely he must know that | represent only an intellectud threet to thisregime, not an activist one.”

Thewhite-haired Liber Sghed, asif immensdy wearied. “1 am redly too old for this sort of
nonsense. Grenesect isjust a bad-mannered bully who should know better.”

After afew further remarks alengthy silence ensued between them. Grenesect’ s purposein
putting them together had obvioudy been to make use of anything they said to each other, and
knowledge of thisinhibited conversation. Just the same, Jundrak trembled at what might lie ahead. Even if
the city fell to the unknown enemy it would not do so for some hours or days, giving the police chief
plenty of timeto work out his saditic intentions on him.

About an hour passed before the cell door opened again. When it did so Jundrak shrank
involuntarily againgt the wal, unashamed to show hisfear before Liber.

But the men who entered the cdll cast him barely aglance. They looked toward Liber, smiling.

“Greetings, Higtorian Liber. His Highness Prince Peredan has sent usto look for you. Are you
wdl?’

Their uniform wasthat of the Lorenz rebdls.

* k%

Hewasto learn later that Prince Peredan’ s unexpectedly swift conquest of Maximilia
(presumably it was aready Unimm again by now) had been accomplished by acombination of surprise,
tactics and technology. Smashing the defensive umbrella on the fringes of the atmosphere, Peredan’s
ships had swooped down toward the capita. And, where norma military experience would have led one
to expect along and bloody fight or else total annihilation by nuclear weapons, in this caseit was not
acceptable to either sde owing to the Satus of the city.

But during the years they had spent on Smorn, Peredan’ s scientists had carried out original
research and come up with surprising results. One of them was aweapon of dreadful effectivenessfor



short-range work. The rebdl shipswere able to project beams of hydrogen ionsin controlled nuclear
fusion. In effect the wegpon directed the energy of ahydrogen bomb into atightly controlled ray:

Theideaof anuclear fuson beam was an old onein military science, but for technicd reasonsit
had long been deemed impossible. Peredan’ s exiles had achieved the impossible. To clear landing space
for itsdf theinvading fleet had spitefully vaporized whole groups of buildings which had been erected in
King Maxim'sreign, including the block containing Jundrak’ s office.

The experience of seeing skyscrapers salectively vanish, to be replaced by the shipsthat had
enchanted them away, was a profound lesson to everyonein the Inner City. The city had capitulated, and
the occupation was accepted without a murmur. Thus Grenesect, who had relished the thought of
enacting acompressed, grim reign of terror in the midst of abloody conflict, was robbed of his pleasure.

But to Jundrak, pacing his cell and trying to find some explanation for the turn of events, dl of this
was as yet unclear. Nearly three hours passed before the door of the cell opened again and two of
Peredan’ s lime-green-garbed soldiers beckoned to him to come out.

As he was conducted through the palace he could see that the rebels had arrived in force. Green
uniforms were everywhere. The palace bore some signs of fighting, but not as much as he would have
expected. Some walls were scorched, furniture burned. Drapes had been torn down, burned or were
bloodstained. For the most part the fires that might have raged through the paace seemed to have been
contained. Only afew of the spacious apartments were gutted; and only here or there were piles of
rubble to be seen.

At length he found himsdlf in acloistered part of the palace which he knew had been King
Maxim’'s own living quarters. Now, apparently, Peredan had made them his own headquarters. Jundrak
was made to wait for afew minutesin a sumptuous room furnished entirely with famous art treasures.
Then exquisitely pandled doors swung open, and he was ushered into a smaller, more modest room
where Peredan stood imperioudly.

Already thisroom was Peredan’ s persona domain. His personal possessions adorned it:
figurines, statuettes, pictures and wall designs. As Jundrak entered some workmen |eft after having fitted
some scroll cabinets and shelvesfilled with old-fashioned books. All these signs of his persond tastes
Peredan had had carried from his flagship immediately on securing the paace. He could not work well
except in surroundings that he understood.

In pride of place on the far wall hung alarge color tri-di, moving portrait of Peredan’ sfather, the
old king. Jundrak stared in fascination, reviving aboyhood memory of when he had been brought to
court and presented to that same king.

The Lorenzian monarch was that rare genetic throwback that was known to be recessivein his
lineage—afull-blooded Zulu. Tdl, dender, lank and ebon. But hewas old, very old: dl of six hundred
years. His skin was dry and wrinkled, his crinkly hair white. In the portrait he went through an endless
permutation of tiny natural-seeming mations, breething, blinking, and smiling gently, tolerantly.

There was a mathematical formulato express how frequently, or rather how rarely, there arose
pure examples of dl the ancient races that long ago had merged together into the modern homogenous
population. Prince Peredan bore only traces of hisfather’ snegroid characteristics: afaint crinkling of the
hair, adight broadening of the nose; but his skin was pale, his eyes blue and hislipsthin.

“Thereisyour new monarch,” he said, noticing Jundrak’ s attentions. “ If you accept him.”

Jundrak made an attempt to smile engagingly. “I am pleased to meet you again in more



satisfactory circumstances, Y our Highness”
“| shdl require proof of your words.”

For thefirgt time Jundrak noticed that Grame Liber was dso in the room, hovering by the
bookshelves and glancing at the titles. The historian seemed displeased, he thought.

“| seethat you took my warning serioudy,” he said hesitantly.

“Y ou mean your warning concerning the Patch? Y es, Grame and | have just been discussing
that.” Histone was dangeroudy sarcastic.

Liber snorted. “It' sared comedy, isn'tit? A red farcel We may aswell put you in the picture,
Sann, to stop you making afool of yourself. The Prince knows now that the real object of your visit to
Smorn wasto lure the Patch down on him. For reasons of sdlf-interest, it seemsthat at the sametime you
gave him awarning—or a least half awarning. What you don’t know isthat after your departure he
checked on your information and found that the Patch was at that time proceeding in the opposite
direction, from which heinferred that you were lying and attempting to trick him. Consequently the Patch
arrived at Smorn completely unexpectedly.”

Jundrak licked hislips. “It did? Then what happened? Why aren’t you al dead?’

Peredan gazed a him intensay for amoment. “Many of usare. There was no warning. But one
thing saved us”

He paused, glancing at Liber before continuing. “ Our encampment was protected by the greatest
concentration of damper fieldsin the galaxy. Somehow this held the death field of the Petch at bay for a
while. Strengthening the fields even further decreased the death drag on our minds, and for atime we
were ableto think and act fairly clearly.”

“I see...” Jundrak murmured wonderingly. “ That was avery lucky bresk.”

“Y es. During the time we gained in this way—which was only temporary for we knew that the
Patch would bresk down our canceling wave fronts eventual ly—uwe found ourselvesin the unique
position of being deep within the field of the Patch yet ill dive.”

“So you used that time in which to evacuate and then launched your attack?’

“No, that would not have been possible. Our screening was not dl that effective.” Peredan
glanced down and fingered a satuette. He seemed reluctant to go on.

“Tdl him!” Liber said with adisagreeable expresson on hisface and reddening dightly. “Y ou will
be making a public announcement soon so there’ sno point in being shy now.”

The Prince nodded in agreement. “ Thanks to the excellence of my Scientific Arm, we were able
to take advantage of our unprecedented Situation. My scientists succeeded in finding out something about
the nature of the Patch, what it does, what it wants. Further than that, we established communication with
it

“You talked toit?’” Jundrak wasincredulous.

“Inasense. The Patch cannot properly be said to be sentient, not in the way we understand. But
it does have amentdity of akind, primitive, dien, but enough so that, with the appropriate techniques, it

can be conversed with and agreements made. We offered it abargain, to which it proved to be
amenable. That iswhy | chose thismoment to launch my counteroffensive againgt the House of Grechen,



for it isunthinkable now that | should lose. | hold the power to dispense life and deeth to the galaxy.”

“Y ou mean you have tamed it?'Y ou will threaten populationswith annihilation if they don’t submit
toyou?’ Perhaps, Jundrak wasthinking to himsdlf, Maxim hadn’t been so bad after dll.

“Not quite. We could do that, of course. It was partly by using the Patch’s servicesthat we
managed to get so close to Unimm without raising the darm. But we would be loath to rule by such
threats. No, | cometo the kingdom as a savior, not to threaten. The Patch searches for food. But its food
isof apeculiar kind. It feeds off the individuality of organic beings, the mysterious essence that makes
each man, woman and animal a conscious entity subtly different from any other. When thisis absorbed
by the Patch, individudity islost; desth ensues and the body decomposesinto its chemica congtituents.

“Thisisinteresting enough, except for itstoo close applicability to ourselves, but it was more or
lesswhat we aready knew. Everyone had assumed, however, that the Patch was merely wandering
accidentaly and in arandom manner through human inhabited space and would, in due course, wander
out of it again, leaving the survivors safe. Imagine how horrified we were to learn that the Patch was
aware of the 9ze of the kingdom and did not intend to leave until it had devoured dll of it.”

Liber was mumbling in the background. “Mankind esten dive,” he muttered.

Peredan ignored him. “ A few days later, further research brought usthe hint of away out. Part of
what the Patch enjoysin the creaturesit absorbs is their experiences. But that is only the spice, the
piquant flavorsthat improveitsdiet. The body of itsfood issmply being, thefact of being alive. For
that, an individua need not be full-grown. Any stage of development will do.”

The direction of the argument puzzled Jundrak. “What are you getting at? That we offer it our
newborn children?’

“Hardly. The Patch can derive both sustenance and satisfaction from much earlier phases of the
life cycle. To cometo the point, it can derive them even from newly fertilized ova Hence our solution, to
which every subject of the kingdom will have to contribute: from the women, we shall need a proportion
of their unfertilized ova, and from the men, regular donations of sperm. Ovaand sperm cdlswill be
brought together in the presence of the Patch, billions at atime, and induced to unite. Y ou will appreciate
that every time a sperm cdll fertilizes an ova, theoreticaly anew individua is conceived. To the Patch this
isnot theory but fact; it will eat, absorbing the equivaent of billions of human individuas. It has dready
agreed to accept this arrangement once every month in return for an unmolested populace. In addition—"
Peredan waved his hand negligently, “we shal occasondly give it batches of full-grown adultsasa
delicacy. Thousands are sentenced to degth in the kingdom every year, so they can die usefully and there
need be no problem there.”

Jundrak was aghast. “ But every fertilized egg cdll isadeve oping human being, apotentid
person. Y ou said so yoursdlf!”

“Merely azygote. A sngle-cdlled creaturein which, to our senghilities, scarcely anything human
can be discerned. But you areright, thisisatax which will be hard to levy. Therewill betrouble.”

“Why not use animals?’

“The Patch would not be satisfied. It likes human beings best. Their individudity, though a
substance strange and mysterious to us, is more delicious to it than the essence of any lesser creatures.”

Suddenly Jundrak was reminded of an ancient legend he had heard about a people who every
year had been forced to offer up aproportion of their children to amonster. “What man or woman
would give up his seed for apurpose likethat?’ he protested. “It' srepulsivel”



“Yes, itisrepulsve” Peredan agreed, “but unfortunately thereis no aternative gpart from racia
death. Look at it logically: what could be more expendable than the reproductive cells? They are
gpawned in trillions merely to be thrown away. And of the one in millionsthat meets a partner and forms
azygote, fewer gill reach maturity.”

“Put it whatever way you like,” Jundrak said with abravado he would not normally have used, “I
il don't likeit, and | don’'t meanto doiit.”

“No one will be exempt,” said Peredan in aharder tone, “except the king. Come, come, Sann. |
believe | have read your character correctly. Y ou are not aman to be swayed by maudlin sentimentalism;
you arearedis. | can useyour abilities. | have sent for you to offer you acommissioninthe
recongtituted Royal Fighting Forces, and | am ready to hear your new oath of alegiance now.”

Jundrak |ooked pleadingly at Liber, but the old man seemed embarrassed and mostly looked the
other way. Normally he would have jumped at the offer. In truth, he did not really know what was
holding him back, except that part of him still could scarcely believe he had grasped the prince’ s scheme.
Something in him revolted againgt it despite dl his better judgement.

“What if | should refuse?’ he asked.

A deep frown of displeasure appeared on the other’ sweary face. “Refuse? But what reasonable
choiceisthere? The very fact that | can Stave off the Patch takes dl power away from the House of
Grechen. Where can Maxim and his minions hide? On whom can they call? The kingdom must turn to me
or perish.” Helooked sharply at Jundrak. “Y ou must understand onething. Thismoment intimeis
crucid, vitd, to the success of my mission. The reorganization of the kingdom involves unpleasant
decisions. | mean to stamp on dissension and to stamp on it hard. Be careful you don’t become a
candidate to join the thousands who are being executed hourly.”

Jundrak nodded, believing he understood. “In that respect, at least, I'm on your side,” he said.
“I’'m glad to hear that Grenesect and his evil pack have dready received their deserts”

As he spoke these words Liber glared a him meaningfully. But it was more thelook in the
prince’ sfacethat told him he had said something wrong.

“Don't tell meyou let them get away!”
“They are safely under lock and key.”

Liber broke into their conversation with adry, bitter laugh. “Grenesect and his staff are the most
expert politica policein existence,” he explained to Jundrak. “ And they know the kingdom inside out. It
would take yearsto bring areplacement organization up to their standard.”

For amoment Jundrak was unable to speak. “Y ou— you' re going to use them yoursdlf,” he said
inaflat, disdieving voice.

“But of course,” the prince told him. “The apparatus of power isthe same no matter in whose
handsit lies”

It seemed to Jundrak, as he listened to Peredan’ swords, that dl hislife he had lived in aworld of
palpable evil in which nothing good ever happened. It seemed ludicrous to him that he had never seen
that evil for what it was. “ I’'mglad I’'m not you,” he gasped, white faced. “Y ou' re even worse than
Maxim. At least he hasthe excuse of being insane!”

The prince' s young-old face sagged; then he threw back his head and laughed, along,



unpleasant, despairing laugh.

“I must have migudged you after dl! 1 took you for aman of ambition, aman of reality. But you
reved yoursdlf to befull of nothing but muddieheaded idedism! Well, Situations such asthese are bound
to separate the men from the boys!”

“Forgiveme, Your Highness, if | prefer freedom, evenif only spiritua freedom, to the serviceyou
offer me—"

“You foal, thereis no freedom,” Peredan chuckled. “ The materia universeisatrap whose
meshes we cannot escape, however much we try. Throughout history men have held such ideas asyou
have belatedly discovered, due to some fastiduous aversion you gppear to have. But the universe dways
mocks at these ideas. It always has something more strange, more monstrous than we can deal
with—such asthe Patch.”

AsJundrak gave no answer, he gestured with agitation to the rows of books that surrounded
him, both old-fashioned leaf and modern scroll type, hisfinger traversing the racks. “ Do you think | enjoy
therole that has been thrust upon me? It isnot my wish to beinvolved in palitics. It isonly my duty to my
father, my house and the kingdom which one day must be mine. In truth | would rather be at my studies,
trying to find some other meaning to life. See these volumes. Games Theory. Cabbaah.

Scientol ogy—once described as the science of life! Psycho-kinetics. Theories of Motivation. Thereisan
interesting one: Decision-making and the Structure of the Nervous System. And yet do you know what
my studies of past and present doctrines have shown me? That we have no choice but to play the game
that circumstance offersus. | am in this game to win, and now | have the unbestable move.

Checkmate.”

“Sothat iswhat it al meansto you,” Jundrak rejoindered dully. “Persond victory.”
“You are seding your fate, duke.”

At thispoint Grame Liber interrupted. “| am afraid | agree with Sann,” he said regretfully.
“Peredan, afew minutes ago you were asking meto write an officia history doctored to your
requirements. Even Maxim, madman that he was, allowed me to work in peace and write accounts that
were objective even when they didn’t flatter him very much. Perhaps he did it because hel samadman.
At any rate, in spite of our past relationship, | must refuse. | won't work for you.”

“And | refuse your commission,” Jundrak joined in, dready aware that he was Sgning hisown
desth warrant. “ And neither will | feed your monster with my sperm.”

“Foolish, foolish.” Peredan turned to Grame Liber. “It grieves me to pronounce sentence of
death on afriend. But in many ways| am not aman, who can alow himsdf norma fedings. | am afuture
king. The necessity of the state comes before everything and will brook no opposition.”

He gestured to the guards standing to attention by the door. “ Take them back to their cell. Seeto
it that they are comfortable during their last hours.”

Asthey were taken away, Jundrak noticed that the prince refused to look at Liber. He had turned away,
his head bowed, |eaning with one hand on the table. His body was shaking.

* k%

“Do you think hewill redly have us shot?’ Jundrak asked when they were seeted once morein
the cdll. “ There seemslittle reason for it in your case”



“I fear hewill. He sees no dternative.” The chronicler sighed. “Ah, it isaterriblething to bea
monarch. It warps the mind and deranges the senses.”

“That islittle comfort tome.” Y et strangely, Jundrak did not regret his outburst in the audience
room, even though he could easly have saved himsdlf by complying with Peredan’ swishes. He did not
take his pending death philosophically, as Liber appeared to do; he had smply decided that he would
crawl no more, whatever the consequences.

Wasit possble, he wondered, that his outlook had been influenced by the hard individuaism of
Castor Krakhno?

“And then you must understand that heisin aterrible position,” Liber ruminated. “He hasto
organize the Zygote Tax on alarge scaein avery short period of time, otherwise the Patch might
become restless and swallow up afew more billion people. Imagine what that means, trying to make the
popul ation understand what has to be done! Things are going to be very tough for the next few months. |
am not the only close friend of hiswho will finish up asacorpse”

“My heart bleedsfor him,” Jundrak said irritably, as he paced up and down the cell.

After about an hour of moody imprisonment he heard thumping noises from the corridor outside.
He put his ear to the door in an attempt to hear better, then sprang away as it opened.

“S‘r?l

Jundrak goggled. Outside, peering into the cell, were three disheveled combat troopers, Hill
wearing the uniform of the Roya Fighting Forces. He did not need to see their regimenta inggniato
know them: they were familiar to him aslife-serving soldiers of the regiment he himsalf commanded, the
Roya Armageddon Regiment.

“Wadll, I'll be damned. What in space are you doing here?’
The corpora glanced up and down the corridor. “Better get out of herefast, Sir.”

“Y ou' re damned right we had.” Jundrak flicked hisfingersto Liber. “Come on, old man, we're
leaving.”

“Y ou go ahead. I’'mtoo tired to Sruggle.”

“Unluckily for you, | like you better dive than dead.” Jundrak seized the old man by thearm and
yanked him from the cdll. On thefloor of the corridor lay two green-uniformed guards. The stiff,
feathered beretswhich al Peredan’ s noncoms wore, had rolled from their heads and lay in the pools of
blood that oozed from the bodies.

“Whereto from here?’

The soldiersled them hurriedly down to the end of the corridor, round a sharp bend and then
through an opening in thewall. Once through, apane did quietly into place behind them.

“We'reinthe cdlars of the Politica Wing,” the corpora told them. “They’ re amaze of secret
passages.”

“Right,” Jundrak said firmly, “now explain what you' re doing here.”

“The whole regiment knows of your arret, Sir. When the fighting was going on in the city, the
Political Police went crazy, arresting practically everybody in uniform. That’s how we got down here. Of



course, quite afew officers from the regiment have been arrested recently, asyou know.”

Jundrak, who had had little contact with the regiment in the past few months, did not know.
Nevertheless, he nodded.

“Things were abit chaotic when the rebelstook over the cdll blocks,” the corpora continued.
“We managed to grab one of the Politicals, alieutenant. He looked tough, but he turned out to be as soft
aswater. He gave us the low-down on these passages. Well, naturally, we weren’t going to leave you
behind, gr.”

Jundrak’ s heart felt warm. Therewas still such athing asloyadty.
“Where do these passages lead?’ he asked.

The troopers were studying a cryptic code script on thewadl of the tunnel. “Well, it seemsthey
radiate dl through the Inner City. Mostly they come up in secret entrancesin officid buildings, sometimes
inthe Sregts.”

Jundrak was thinking fast. “Hmm. The rebelswill have the Inner City pretty well sewn up by
now. If we can get to the Old Town, | know where we can go to be safe.”

“That would beliketrying to go through asted wall, Sr. Therebeswill be guarding everything,
epecidly the exits. And herewe are ill in uniform!”

“If we can get to my cottage in Oak Tree Park | may be ableto help,” Liber said.
“How?" Jundrak demanded.

“Asl told you, eectronicsis my hobby. | have certain gadgets that should help us through any
checkpoints.”

“Well, we can get to the park,” the corpora affirmed, frowning at the diagram. “Do we go, Sr?’
Jundrak nodded. “WE¢e |l take a chance on it. Come on, move.”

The corpora gave Jundrak a hand neutron beamer he had taken from one of the dead rebels.
They st off through the branching metal-lined tunnels, consulting the directory diagramswhich were
reproduced at intervals. Jundrak could imagine that hundreds, if not thousands, of prisoners had come
thisway. The underground network enabled the Political Arm to make arrests and whisk itsvictims from
public view dmost asif by magic.

Shortly they mounted a spiral staircase. The corpora cautioudly lifted a hatch and peered out,
then beckoned on the others. They clambered up to find themsalvesin the quiet and calm of Oak Tree
Park.

There was no one about. Liber guided them through groves of the enormous, mutated oaks until
they came to his cottage beneath the spread branches of one of the trees. Jundrak and his men drew their
weapons, but the cottage appeared to be deserted.

“Peredan won't have got round to ransacking my papersyet,” Liber grumbled, opening the door.
“Anyway, hewouldn’t need to go any further than Grenesect’ sfiles.”

Theinsde of the cottage was exactly as Jundrak remembered it: homely, neat and clean. Theold
man locked the door behind them, then went into the next room. Through the open door they could see
him rummaging in cupboards and chests, throwing out hegps of unfamiliar, fascinating apparatus.



“Inaway, | hateto leave dl thisbehind,” Liber said. “I’ve put in alot of work on this stuff—ah,
hereweare.”

He came up with ahandful of black strapsto which were fixed shiny, disk-shaped prisms at
intervas, four to astrap. “Luckily when | invent anything assmple asthis| make a least adozen—I
have an automeatic assembler for that kind of thing, you know—so there are enough for usdl. Each of
you strap one round your head.”

“What isit?’ Jundrak asked suspicioudy, fingering the headband Liber handed to him.
“It will dlow you to walk past the guards at the city wall unnoticed.”

The othersimmediately began to fit them on. Jundrak, however, was not satisfied.

“I'll fedl better about it once you explain.”

“The gadget itsdf isredly very smple. The theory behind it isabit more sophisticated but till not
hard to follow. The perceptua areasin the brain work by recognizing familiar formsand patternsin the
environment. The prisms on these headbands are projectors working on the holograph principle and,
when switched on, will engulf the body in amask of low-toned light, forms and patternsthat will change
continuoudy. However, the patterns are carefully designed so asto bear absolutely no resemblance to
anything in ordinary experience. Their geometry is of atype that Smply does not occur in the naturd
world.” Liber shrugged and smiled. “ That part of it, of course, was beyond my competence. | had to
make use of the palace computersto devise the holograph strips. Anyway, the outcome is that anyone
looking your way smply cannot see you. Since their perceptud gpparatus can make nothing of the
imagesit receives, they see nothing.”

“Y ou mean these will make usinvishle?’ Jundrak was doubtful.

“In effect, yes. The guards might get an uneasy feding, but they won'’t notice anything for severd
minutes, that being thetime it will take their concept-forming areasto sift out the repetitious dementsin
the new patterns and make something meaningful of them.”

“Sir, | don't understand aword of that,” the corporal said, “but I'm willing to giveit atry.”

“Well, | suppose we must.” Jundrak strapped on the headband and looked at Liber. “ Areyou
ready to leave?’

“Yes. Wewill switch on the headbands when we leave the park. The switch isthat little button
there. But before we go, there' sjust one more thing.”

He stepped over to amusic player, pulled it away from the wall and, apparently, pulled a switch
there.

The room, the whole cottage, vanished. Jundrak and histroopers were standing in the center of a
weird, multicolored maze, with corridors stretching interminably in al directions, twisting and turning with

logic-defying ingenuiity.
Of Grame Liber therewasno sign.

“What the—" Jundrak began angrily. But he broke off as Liber regppeared, seemingly emerging
from anearby wall.

“Don’'t beadarmed,” he said reassuringly. “It isonly ajoke to confuse the people Peredan will be
sending to search my cottage.”



Jundrak |ooked about him in the apparently solid, frightening labyrinth. “More holographs?’

“That’ sright, the whole labyrinth isan illusion projected from thewals and celling. In redity, we
are ganding in the front room of my cottage.”

“It looks pretty real,” one of the troopers muttered.

“The advantage of awel-made holograph isthat it isindistinguishable from thered thing,” Liber
answered. “1 must say that thisdeviceisone of which | am particularly proud. The mazeis cunningly
designed so that one could never find one sway out in asystematic way. There are some rather clever
visud tricks which make one appear to have waked mileswhile actudly having walked roundin circlesin
the space of afew yards. Thewalls of the maze are images, of course, not solid, so one could walk
through them; but then one would merdly find himsdlf in another part of the labyrinth. The only way of
actually getting out isto close one’ seyes and fedl one’ sway along the cottage’ s solid walls. We,
however, don’t haveto go that far. Just follow me.”

Staring straight ahead, he walked dantwise through the nearest “wall.” Stedling himsdlf, Jundrak
followed.

The next few moments were madness. As he passed through the holograph images aflurry of
impossible impressons met hiseyes. Hisingtinct wasto turn thisway or that, in adirection that offered
sanity. Only by keeping his eye on the retreating back of the historian was he able to keep to astraight
line and emerge into the open air beyond the door of the cottage.

The corpora and one of the other troopers gppeared right after him. The third, however, did not.
Smiling, Liber poked his arm through the door (which offered to the eye an innocent-looking hallway)
fished through amatted wal and pulled the lost soldier through.

* k%

As prearranged, Jundrak removed his headband and switched it off when he reached an
emporium well down the dopeinto the Old Town.

Hewasthefirst one there. But within five minutes the other four appeared one by one, asif
springing out of thin air.

The experience had been a peculiar one. Jundrak had been completely unableto see his
companions. Not that he had been able to see through them, exactly; it wasmore asif hedidn’t quite
know what he saw.

Yet, asit happened, he had spent little time trying. He had been more interested in the changed
gppearance of the Inner City. The place was aswarm with uniformed rebels. Many of the splendid
buildings had smply vanished and where they had been, grest, gray battleships pointed skyward. As
Jundrak did not yet know of the existence of the nuclear fusion beam, he wasimpressed and alittle
shaken.

“Wall, chronicler,” he said when Liber appeared, “now | know why you don’t take Sides. Any
Sdethat had you onit couldn’t lose.”

“Y ou flatter me. However, the next moveisup to you.”

The streets were unusudly quiet. From severa pointsin the town smoke rosein thick columns.
The sound of an explosion reached them from somewherein one of the adjacent valleys.

Either it was the work of looters and street gangs—or else Krakhno and his band had been busy.



Though they saw some signs of disorder, no one interfered with them for the rest of theway to
the hideout where Jundrak thought he might find the nihilist. To his surprise the subterranean den was
amost deserted and bore signs of ahasty evacuation. Its only occupant was a bearded, aggressive young
man in histhirties, who was burning a pile of documentsin the center of the room.

He snatched up a neutron rifle as they entered, then recognized Jundrak and lowered it.
“Oh, i’ syou. In your true colorsfor once, | see.”

“Where' sKrakhno, Pieret?’ Jundrak demanded. “We need help.”

“Down at the line station with the others. We re getting out. If | wereyou, I’d go too.”
Jundrak frowned. “Will you take us?’

“Take yoursdlf, there' s no problem. We ve taken the gtation over. We could take the whole
damned town over, too, but what’ s the use?’

Hurriedly, they left. The ectric rail car service wasn't running, and the big magnetic line station
was over three miles away. It took them nearly an hour to reach it, once skirting a dangerous-looking
mob which was pulling down a statue of King Maxim in asquare.

The gtation was guarded by ruffianly looking anarchists who let them through after abrief and
mutualy insulting argument. Inside, the big sheds were a scene of chaotic but purposeful activity.

The magnetic railway network was a planetwide form of trangport that was mainly used for
freight but also, to some extent, by the working classes and even, in somewhat more luxurious coaches,
by lower managerials. Riding suspended above the track on a magnetic cushion, the trains could at best
achieve speeds of around two thousand miles per hour, which placed the furthest destinations, if one
traveled nonstop, about six hours away.

Two big trainswere being readied for departure by members of Krakhno's organization. The
normal staff had been sent packing. Jundrak eventudly tracked down the nihilist leader in thelarge
glass-covered controller’ s office that looked down over the main shed. Krakhno was swesting, nervous,
but otherwisein control of himsdf and managing the operation smoothly.

“Héllo, colond, | thought you'd had it. Still, glad to see you. Who are your friends?’
Jundrak introduced Liber but ignored the troopers, who stood stiffly to attention.

“I’ve heard of you, chronicler,” Krakhno greeted. “| would look forward to atak with you when
there'stime.”

“Why the move, Castor?’ Jundrak asked.

“I hadn’t reckoned on an invasion by the prince,” the nihilist grumbled. “He |l tear this city apart
stone by stone. Y ou won't even be able to fart without being arrested. We re relocating ourselvesin one
of the provincid citieswhere thingswill be quieter. In Endecaur, to be precise.”

“Canyou do that? It' salong journey—what if the junction controllers down theline refuse to
switch you through?’

“They won't. We send our ingtructions ahead. They know what will happen if they disobey us”

Jundrak played his pitch without further delay. He apprised Krakhno of the existence of the
dipway base and proposed that he should make that his destination instead of Endecaur, afterward



joining forces with the renegades in the asteroid refuge. Krakhno listened without visible surprise,
nodding his understanding every now and then.

“And how far away isthe base from the nearest magline station?’ he asked.

“About ahundred miles. My second-in-command could pick us up from thereif the fleet hasn't
left dready. It dl depends on my getting in touch with him first.”

“We can arrange that.” Krakhno snapped hisfingers, summoning anearby helper. “1 want you to
set up avidscreen link. Colond Sann here will give you the frequency.”

His ragged technicians got to work. Meanwhile Krakhno glanced at Liber and, noticing his
weariness, offered to let him use his private magline coach in which to rest.

“Thank you,” the higtorian answered gratefully. “ The last few hours ... have beentiring ...”

At this point Jundrak deigned to notice histroopers aso. He sent them down below to help with
the work of loading, ordering them to board the train when the expedition was ready to leave.

When they had gone Krakhno, who during the conversation had maintained an air of careful
composure, seemed to crack suddenly. He glared at Jundrak with an unnatural expression and clutched
the officer’ sdeeve. He was swegting.

“It'shere, Jundrak, it' shere,” hesaidinalow, trembling voice.
“What?" Jundrak was puzzled.

“The Petch!”

He stepped back, snatching hisarm away from the nihilist’ s grip.
“By Space,” he muttered.

“I can fed it. It'sinmy brain, in my bones, in my soul. Likeabad smdl, likeamigrane—"
Krakhno roseto his feet but staggered and leaned with his hands on the desk. “It’sunbearable! But |
can't undergtand why everybody’ s till divel”

Jundrak looked at him with pity. “I think there’ s something you should know ...” hesaid dowly.

He recounted his recent conversation with Prince Peredan. Once again Krakhno, regaining his
sdf-contral, listened without ablink.

“But | didn’t know he'd brought the Patch with him,”
Jundrak finished. He shivered dightly. “That' sredly weird. We reright insdeit!”

The other shook his head wonderingly. Then he gave Jundrak asidelong leer. “A zygote tax!”
That’ sthewildest thing | ever heard of!* Suddenly helet out acrue, raucous laugh. ”What' sthe matter
with you, anyway? Y ou're not shrinking from alittle thing like amonthly sperm donation, areyou? You'd
only giveit to the sheets otherwise!

“Maybeit surprisesyou,” Jundrak retorted irritably. “To tell the truth it surprises me, too. But
I’vedrawn theline. I’'m not taking it.”

“Areyou sure? It might be amatter of taking it or being taken by the Patch. Peredan has the
ultimate weapon at his disposa now—yprovided he can contral it, which | doubt—and skunkslike him



will do anything for power.”

As hefinished spesking, the vidscreen link was completed. Jundrak moved to the screen, which
was sending out an aerting sgna on the base' sfrequency. After nearly two minutes, Heen Sett’ s agitated

face appeared.
“Jundrak! Where the hell have you been? What' swrong with your scrambler?”

“I don't have one anymore,” Jundrak told him. If anyone was monitoring the frequency, it would
be just too bad. “I’ ve been in trouble. What’ s been happening down your end?’

Heen smiled wickedly. “We soon took care of Grenesect’ s bully boys. But then we got acdl
from about five light-years out. King Maxim, in person, ordering usto take off and follow him. We sat
tight naturaly. Can we still expect you?’

“Yes, but | won't be aone. I’ ve picked up some friends, two trainloads to be precise. W€ Il be
arriving by magline sometime during the night. Do you know the freight junction about ahundred miles
north of you?1’d appreciateit if you detailed an aircar to watch for our coming.”

Sett accepted hisingtructions without question. Jundrak cut the connection, then turned to watch
the activity on the floor of the shed, which was visible through the doping glass panels of the office. There
was much noise and clamor and the anarchists methods seemed disorgani zed and dapdash. But for dl
that, they were vigorous and efficient. Weapons and items of equipment Jundrak did not recognize
disappeared congtantly into the big freight cars.

“Wewon't leave until dark,” Krakhno said. “ That will lessen the chances of our being spotted by
Peredan’ s aerid patrols or orbital surveillance; and it will ill give us nearly twelve hours of darknessto
get to the base.”

Jundrak pointed to a number of sedled, vatlike containers which were being trundled toward
Krakhno'strain.

“What are those?’

“Oh, those.” Krakhno smiled. Jundrak did not know about the planned Elixir of Deeth. “ Just a
little hobby of mine”

He added: “We had hoped to leave a hydrogen bomb behind us timed to detonate after our
departure. But—" he shrugged, “it could not be assembled in time.”

XIl

With time on his hands, Jundrak attended to something that had been pricking his conscience.
Finding arunabout, he went to pick up Rondana. He found her in her room, where she stubbornly
resisted his pleasfor her to come with him and the anarchists. But when he showed himsdif ready to use
force, she complied readily enough.

When he returned with her, it was twilight and the expedition was ready to move. Thetwo trains
had aweird appearance: artillery pieces (space knew where Krakhno had gotten them) had been welded
to the roofs of severd of the carriages, where they were protected by streamlined cowlings.

Jundrak found space for himsalf and Rondanain one of the comfortable coacheswhich
comprised Krakhno' s persona suite in the entourage. Therewas arising shriek of power asthetrains



rose off the sted rails. With ablast of whistle, the last order to board went out. Men and women came
running from al over the station, shouting and whooping with excitement asthey legped and scrambled
aboard the now moving carriages.

Sowly they moved out of the massive shed, Krakhno'strain in the lead, then glided smoothly
through the vast marshaling yards. In the dusk the squaor of the Old Town did by with accelerating
swiftness past the coach windows, lit up here and there by billowing fires. To their roar, set on aheight,
the Inner City il shone like agolden crown in thelast rays of the setting sun.

They were on their way.

In the open countryside the train surged forward, building up easily to its top speed. Rondana
had her nose pressed against the window. Jundrak, who had never traveled by train before, was also
enjoyingit.

“We'regoing!” Rondanasaid wonderingly. “Where will it end?”

After awhile, heleft her and went to explore. Mogt of the train consisted not of passenger
coaches but of freight cars; into these the anarchists had cheerfully jammed themselves and were intent on
spending the journey in one big, riotous party.

For dl their boisterousness, he found to his surprise that the anarchists were not outwardly
aggressve. Therewas no fighting and no serious arguments—a very different Stuation to what would
have obtained, in smilar circumstances, among the noncoms of his own regiment. Among the anarchists
aggressiveness, it seemed, was turned inward. They had ahabit of egging one another on to suicida
exploits, and the noisy laughter and bawled songs were occasiondly punctuated by the sound of gunfire
astheresult of someletha game or drunken exhibition.

Slightly drunk, Jundrak returned a couple of hours later to find Grame Liber anding donein the
corridor, leaning on arail and staring pensvely out of the window. One of Maximilia s moonswas out,
casting aghostly slver glow over the landscape which was sweeping past them in ablur of motion. The
historian greeted him humorlesdy.

“Hdlo there” Jundrak said. “ Krakhno' s company too much for you?’

“I havejust had quite along talk with him,” Liber admitted. “Perhaps that’ s so0.”

“He'sawerd fdlow dl right. Do you know he' sthe only man to be spat out aive by the Patch?’
“Yes| do. And | also know why.”

“Oh?’ Jundrak frowned. The scholar was taking him more serioudy than he had intended.

“Thanatophilia: amorbid love of deeth. The condition isknown clinicdly, thoughiit isvery rare.
That' swhy the Paich rgected him. It loveslife, it subsstson life. Love of life and the experiences of life
arethefood it savorsinitsvictims. Krakhno has such adesth wish that the Patch found him unpaatable.”

Sobering up somewhat, Jundrak rubbed his chin. “It figures. The destruction of everything
exiding. Death to Life. Thewhole nihiligt thing. How ishe?’

“In abad way. He had a sort of fit, was groaning like amaniac. He feels he has a persona
rel ationship with the Patch—in fact he must have, he done knowsit's here. He can't stand its presence.
It refuses to absorb him, you see, condemnshimto live, asit were. For him, that’ s pretty ghastly.”

Jundrak nodded dowly. “ Thanksfor the rundown. | think I’ll seeif we re on schedule.”



Stepping past Liber, he opened the door to Krakhno' s lounge.

**k*

In the dipway base Subcolonel Heen Sett had called a genera mesting. Officers and men,
engineers and technicians, gathered in the hal where Jundrak himself had so often made speechesin the
course of the project. Sett weighed the mood of the assembly confidently. The greater part of them were
aready behind him, being committed renegades. He and Jundrak had long made strenuous effortsto
secure that maority.

“By now we al know that rebel forcesled by Prince Peredan of Lorenz have invaded the
kingdom and seized the capitd,” he began. “ The king hasfled. The Stuation is confused, but at this
juncture we must take events into our own hands and decide our own future.

“If we decideto fight, on whatever side, we merely expend oursalvesin yet another futile conflict.
If we take what we have worked al these yearsto create, we may yet gain some reward for our labors!”

The men whom he and Jundrak had virtually welded into a private army cheered him wildly.
Holding up hisarmsfor silence he continued: “We are going to commandeer the dipway fleet and set up
an independent base that has dready been prepared. No one will be coerced, and no one will be harmed
who does not want to come with us. Anyone who wishes may leave for the surface now.”

An officer, one of the few monarchists whom Jundrak had not been ableto diminate from the
military adminigtration, jumped up.

“Traitor! If we moved our ships on Maximilianow, we could keep the city for theking!”

Scattered groups of civilians added their voicesto hisin shocked tones. Sett motioned to agroup
of armed guards.

“Put Mgor Fuil under arrest, take him topside and then release him. You al heard what | said.
Anyone who doesn't like the Situation may leave without hurt or hindrance. For the ret, go to the yards
and prepare for takeoff!”

Of the six thousand who manned the base, only dightly over one thousand took the elevatorsto
the surface.

When Jundrak entered the compartment, Krakhno was Sitting at atable with hishead in his
hands. Horris Dagele and others among his lieutenants lounged nearby, casting him occasiond glances.

“Areweontime?’ Jundrak asked, addressing the roomin generd.

Dagele nodded absently. Jundrak joined Krakhno at the table, staring with concern at the
shivering nihilig.

Sowly Krakhno lifted hisface afew inchesfrom his hands. “Give me your pigtol,” he muttered in
abarely audible voice*

“What?’

“ Give me your pistol.” Krakhno spokein ahissng whisper.

Puzzled, Jundrak took hislaser pistol from its holster. But Dagele stepped smartly over and
stayed hishand. “No you don’t, colonel. We ve dready taken Castor’ s weapons away. He keepstrying
tokill himsdf.”



Krakhno showed no reaction, merely mumbled: “Don’t worry. I’ll be al right once we' re away
from Rigel, away from that damned Beast.”

At that moment alivid glareillumined for asplit second the night outsde the coach. Thetrain
swayed dightly.

Krakhno' s head snapped up, his eyesblazing. From the direction of the roof camethe quick zp
Zip of missile gunsand thelow roar of gammaartillery.

“What'sgoing on?’ Krakhno barked savagely into ajury-rigged microphone on the table.

A tiny loudspesaker answered in atinny voice. “ Atmospheric attack plane. We got him, though.
Hewent down like abird!”

“So the rebd s know about us,” Jundrak said.

“Not necessarily,” Krakhno supplied. “They are bound to have afew atmospheric fighters
roaming around, and this one was probably joyriding. Wrecking amaglinetrain for kicks.”

The loudspesker spoke again. “More blips on the screen. Looks like that rasca had three
buddies.”

Thetrain rocked to anumber of short, sharp explosions but did not falter. Jundrak remembered
that atmospheric fighters carried rocket racks designed to spray awide arearather than attack a specific
target.

The fighters were no doubt astonished at the reception they elicited. Thetrain reverberated asthe
roof-mounted defenders et |oose in a minute long cacophony. But before the racket ceased, therewasa
fiercejerk and the occupants of the compartment were hurled againgt the forward wall asthe train went
into along, savage decderation.

Eventudly, the pressure eased, and Jundrak climbed painfully to hisfeet again. Horris Dagele
was white faced. “We re on emergency power—riding on therails,” he gasped.

“Canwedo that?’ Jundrak asked in surprise.

“Y es, when the main power fails, but it'sno way to travel; we can't make better than two
hundred miles per hour.”

The loudspeaker crackled. “ That was sure some party. But we downed them, al three of them.”
A pause. “Eh, do you know what? Number two train isn’t following us anymore.”

Dagel e sai zed another microphone connected to the driving cabin in the rear of thetrain.
“Number two' s been hit. Backtrack.” Thistime the decel eration was less savage; soon they were
coasting gently backward.

They're crazy, Jundrak thought to himself. These atmospheric fighters are just toys. What if
therebels send in a cruiser, or even an orbital attack platform? We'll be obliterated.

But that probably wouldn't happen. For the moment they were aminute detail to any rebel
control officer, and the rebels didn’t have overmuch fighting hardware to spare on detalls. By the same
token, however, it would be foolish for Heen Sett to send adipway ship round the planet looking for
them: such amove would certainly be noticed and would elicit comparable firepower in response. In the
ensuing action the magline trainswould be annihilated in the excess of destructive energy battleships
released when they met in combat.



And yet, Jundrak told himself dolefully, it would take days to reach the dipway base at two
hundred miles per hour.

As the backtracking train squealed to a stop dozens of doors opened and crowds of people
jumped out to see what had happened. Light from the two trains streamed out over the darkened
countryside. About a mile away was the blazing pyre of one of thefighter planes.

Thefollowing train of the expedition looked like ahorribly injured insect. Its third coach had been
completely destroyed by adirect hit, but presumably the main power had dready failled when the missile
struck—for eight of itstwelve lengthy carriages were miraculoudy still on theralils; they had, however,
telescoped into one another and were crumpled together like abunched up caterpillar, while the derailed
coaches redled drunkenly, the searchlights of the leading coach stabbing the darkness at a grotesque

agle

Screams and groans floated over the night air. The anarchists streamed toward the crippled train
and began to go through it systematicaly, rescuing the trapped, shooting the serioudly injured, helping
those who weren't critically hurt to the shelter of the other train. Jundrak scowled when he saw achild
being carried on an improvised stretcher. “It's madness to bring children on ajaunt likethis,” he
complained to Krakhno.

“Children?’ the other responded gloomily, “there are no such people as children. They are only
adultswho haven't lived very long, the lucky swine.”

Jundrak followed him into the leading train’ s driving cab. Two engineers conferred in low, urgent
tones.

“| take it we' ve been switched off at the main supply,” the nihilist said flatly.

“Apparently not. A transformer substation has blown afew hundred miles down the line.
Probably hit by amisslefrom the attack planes.”

Krakhno snorted. “ Good news for once! Can it be repaired?’
“Wewon't know till we get there and inspect it.”

They |eft the cab and returned to Krakhno's coach. Half an hour later they were on their way
again. Without its magnetic cushion thetrain traveled with asinging, perceptibility vibrating motion that
was soothing.

As soon asthey were settled, however, Krakhno took a hand neutron beamer from his pocket
and laid it on the table with asmile, his pam resting on the buit.

Jundrak made a quick move to appropriate it, but quick as aflash the gun wasin Krakhno's
hand and pointing at his chest.

Dageleloomed up, the others hovering behind him. “ Give methe gun, Castor,” he said in weary
tones.

“Damn your souls,” thenihilist growled, “1 said | would see you through to the end, didn’t I? And
so | will. I won't let you down. But | have to know that | can dieif | want to.”

“Hemust have got it from someone during the stop,” aman standing behind Dagele said.
Dagele sighed wearily, then nodded to Jundrak. “All right, let him keepit.”



Jundrak spent therest of the journey watching Krakhno for sgns of imminent suicide.

It took them an hour and ahdf to reach the substation. After ahasty ingpection the engineers
reported that its main function could be restored in about five hours. The night wore on tensdy whilethe
work was carried through. The lack of any further rebdl investigations, Jundrak decided, could be dueto
their having discovered the wrecked train and presuming it to be the only oneinvolved.

At last the repairs were completed. Thetrain rose on its magnetic cushion and surged forward.
Krakhno lay dumped on histable, bardly conscious, while the rest of them worried about reaching their
destination ahead of the dawn.

And it wasjust dawn when they dowed in Sght of the freight sheds. In the gray light the huge
structuresloomed, glistening with dew. Jundrak peered anxioudy through the windows for some sight of
adipway battleship.

But instead a disk-shaped object came danting down toward them, speeding over the emerging
globe of therisng sun. Jundrak let out awild yell. It was an orbiting firing platform, designed to swoop
down through the atmosphere, deluge atarget with firepower and just as swiftly swing back into orbit
again. Krakhno came awake in an instant, took one glance through the window and then was shouting
into the microphone.

“Open fire, you bastards! Get it before—"

Ragged, ineffectud fire was aready spitting upward from the train. But that was not what saved
them. The sun glinted on atdl, golden column which followed the flying platform round the curve of the
planet. From it flashed out a shimmering ray; the orbitd attack craft exploded into arain of dag.

Y et a second golden shape floated in the wake of the first. Heen Sett had arrived as promised.
They were safe.

X1
A year had passed.

A year inwhich the dipway fleet had ensconced itsdf in the nearly impregnable environment of
the asteroid belt; in which the cavernous warrens had been extended, refurnished and el ectronically
integrated for purposes of defense. No intruding enemy could tell now which of those tumbling balls of
rock was innocently deserted and which was a deadly fortress. Prince Peredan knew that to his cost. He
had aready lost two fleet commandersin expensive attempts to exterminate the renegades.

That his effortsto destroy this den of erring subjects were so strenuous was due not to
intransigence on his part but to the fact that the rebels opposition to hisrule wastoo voca and too
effective. For nearly ayear the asteroid refuge had been putting out a high-powered televison campaign
designed by Krakhno's propagandiststo vilify the House of Lorenz, the character of Prince Peredan’s
rule and, in particular, the zygote tax, which it was easy to make appear ridiculous and humiliating.
Through this campaign the difficulties the prince had encountered in implementing the tax were
enormoudly increased. Jundrak’ s transmitters had arange of severd thousand light-years, and despite
efficient jamming in many sectorsand alaw drictly forbidding the reception of theillegal wavelength, it
was estimated that the program was watched by some billions of subjectsdaily.

In return the inhabitants of the refuge had been watching some interesting televison themsdlves.
As s00n as Peredan’ s new reign got into swing they were able to witness —though many refused



to—what all ordinary subjects were forced to watch by law: the public execution of the ex-king Maxim
and hisentire family, including a nephew and a niece both under the age of five, by the method of dow
Srangulaion.

By these and other daily signs of a steadily tightening consolidation of power, it was clear that
Grenesect and hisintact Politica Arm were working for their new master with a zeal ousness they had not
exhibited even under Maxim. Jundrak was sickened. Only Grame Liber seemed able to watch the
development of eventswith equanimity. He merely shook his head sadly when he heard Jundrak’s
indignant curses.

“It merely demonstrateswhat | told you about the nature of power. To be the absolute ruler of so
many billions of people cannot leave aman’s mind untouched. Already Prince Peredan must be on the
road to insanity; not perceptibly of course, but well along theinitial steps.” He sighed. “1 have cometo
the conclusion that the only hope for mankind isfor the kingdom to break up into numerous separate
dates. Its present Size puts too much pressure on any single brain. Why, theimagination can hardly
containit.”

Liber was not present, however, when atight beam transmission relayed from Rigel probed the
agteroid belt looking for atransceiver. The“dert crew” for that day quickly identified the beam, phased it
down from the ingtantaneous carriers wave which had conveyed it on itsjourney of light-years and
decoded it.

It was ahighly secret communication from the prince himsdif.

Jundrak stared at theimage in hisvidscreen. In the past year the prince had definitely changed.
The youthful calm had been replaced by akind of stony immovability. Peredan gazed back a himwith a
look of haughty sdlf-righteousness.

“I am honored to be deemed worth speaking to by the monster himsdlf,” Jundrak sneered. “Or
should | say the monster’ s pet?’

“I will not demand the forma modes of address since to expect civilized behavior from
barbarians and traitorsisalost game,” the prince said unflinchingly. “I am giving you this much attention
asamark of my clemency, to give you afinal warning and alast chance to surrender yoursavesto my
mercy.”

“I seem to remember that my first words to you on Smorn were something along the same lines,”
Jundrak said with afaint smile.

“Our positions are indeed reversed, except that you are weaker than | was, and | am stronger
than any man has ever been.”

“You certainly are. | can smdl you dl theway from Unimm.” Jundrak let hisdisgust show on his
face and felt tempted to switch off the transceiver.

“Don’'t waste my timewith insults. | am caling to tell you that we are now in aposition to destroy
you and your followers.”

“Youtried dl that before. We re dtill here. Our position isimpregnable.”
“Indeed. | cannot shift you, but | can il kill you.”
Jundrak felt an intimation of what was coming. “ Go on.”

“Unlessyou surrender | shall arrange for the Patch to move into your region of space and feed on



you.”

“We discussed this possibility long ago,” Jundrak said dowly after aheavy pause. On atermina
beneath the vidscreen he tapped out signa's summoning Krakhno, Liber and Heen Sett tojoinin the
conversation. “We decided it wasn't feasible. Y ou may have staved off the Patch with your monthly
payments but it’sfar too risky to try to make it dance for you. It might get greedy again and abrogate the
agreement.”

“Y our reasoning is sound but out of date. In the past year we have made progressin our relations
with the Patch. My scientiststell me that to guide it to any region with limited permission to egt isnow a
feashility. Sightly risky but not much.”

“WEe re not surrendering,” Jundrak answered woodenly. “We' Il leave.”

“But don’t you understand?’ The prince seemed exasperated. “ There’ s nowhere you can go!
There' snowherein the whole kingdom where | can’t get you!”

“Thenwe |l leave the kingdom,” said Jundrak.
It had, after all, been decided long ago.

X1V
Theworst had happened. In his heart Jundrak had aways known it would cometo this.

Themigrant fleet hurtled along the spacedip with tubes screaming. Behind them, asthe fleet
sailed toward more distant galaxies, the stars of the home lens were dready beginning to codesce into an
iridescent curtain of light made up of billions of suns and a haze of glowing gas. The 9ght cowed them dll,
for even at this distance the whole of the kingdom, stretching from the Garlowe Clustersto the Vells of
Darkness, was within the span of the naked eye.

The fleet, which comprised the substance of Jundrak’ s agreement with Prince Peredan, wasa
motley collection of hundreds of shipsinto which were crammed dmost haf amillion people; passenger
liners, derdlict battleships, cargo scows, anything that could be converted to its new role and could be
fitted with units of the dipway drive which had hagtily been turned out in the kingdom'’ sfactories.

Jundrak’ sfirgt offer to quit the kingdom had been accepted with dacrity by the prince. But he
had wanted more: not merely to exile them to another part of the galaxy, as Jundrak had proposed, but
to exile them into the outer darkness beyond the galaxy from which the anarchists were never to return.
In return Jundrak had demanded amuch larger expedition and achance for afew of the kingdom's
billionsto build anew human civilization dsawhere,

Tothisaso the prince had agreed. Thus Jundrak, quite againgt hiswill, found himself once again
engaged in the game of plot and counterplot, thistime with himself asanearly helpless partner. For it was
not hard to deduce that Peredan saw the agreement as an opportunity to get rid of severa problemsat
once. Not only was he rid once and for dl of the troublesome anarchist hideout, but it was plain from the
numbers which swelled the migrant fleet that those who answered Jundrak’ stelevision apped swillingly
were being complemented by thousands of politica mal contents whom Grenesect’ s police slamped as
fitting materia for trangportation.

Thethird package in Peredan’ s bargain gave more cause for concern. Jundrak thought it more
than likely that the prince planned to use the intengfied dipline the fleet would leave initswake as bait in



an effort to lure the Patch out of the kingdom forever, much as Jundrak had once brought the menace
down on Peredan.

Thislikelihood had caused fervent debate. Grame Liber had pleaded passionately for the project
to be continued whatever the outcome; the sacrifice of their liveswasasmdl price if humanity at large
could be rescued from its bondage to the dien monster. Jundrak, in part, had agreed with him. Eventually
he had clinched the argument: “We have little choicein any case. If we stay we dig; if we go we may live.
So far aswe know the Patch isreatively dow moving. Our ships are capable of ten timesits average
velocity, thereforeit will never be able to catch up with us. In any case we cannot be sure that Peredan’s
scientistswill succeed in luring it away from its safe feeding ground.”

“Why esewould hewant usto take haf amillion people?’ Heen Sett had muttered sulkily. Only
he had steadfastly opposed Jundrak’ s decision. Sett had been for splitting up and making afight of itina
find blaze of glory. But Jundrak had peremptorily overruled him.

Now the moment of truth was here.

On the flagship’ s bridge the banks of instruments and guidance monitors clicked and hummed
into astrained silence. “We could increase our velocity by afurther eight percent,” Jundrak said calmly to
Sett and Krakhno who were on the bridge with him. “But that’ s danger level. We run therisk of
damaging the tubes, and some shipswill inevitably fal behind.”

The Patch was following them. And once beyond the gaactic perimeter its speed had increased
prodigioudy.

Krakhno swesated. “Pull the stopsout,” Sett growled, “we refinished in any case.”

Jundrak nodded and gave the order to the whole fleet on the master command pand. The metal
of the ship thrummed faintly asthe dipway drive vibrated at the limit of its power.

It made no difference. The Patch continued to close the gap minute by minute.
“Wadl,” Jundrak said, turning to the others and trying to gtill the pounding of hisblood, “thisisit.”

Something on one of the screens caught his attention. He had withheld the news of their
predicament from the fleet until now, but somehow the facts must have lesked out or been guessed. The
fleet was fleeing the main route in panic, radiating out into the surrounding space. But once off the spatid
fault linetheir dipway engines were dow and clumsy; they could not possibly escapeintime.

Already an eectric tingling could be felt by those on the bridge. They gave one another stricken
looks. | wasin atrap fromthe very beginning . . . Too many powerful playersin the game. ..
Fromthe very start it was all leading to this. . .

The thoughts went through Jundrak’ s brain of their own accord. “I’'m sorry, Castor,” he said,
“wewon't build that society with equdity between men now.”

“And power to theindividua,” Krakhno corrected him. He smiled grotesqudly, fighting hisfear.
“I’ve never redlly believed such asociety ispossible. Man isn't made that way.”

Jundrak thought: “1 must go and see Rondana before—"

Thelast thing he heard was Krakhno' s scream.

**k*



It was like the air whipping out of aroom into the void.
It was aclap of thunder followed by silence and darkness.
It was voicesin thevoid.

COME, COME, COME, COME, COME ... NO, NO, NO, NO, NO, NO ... SEPARATE,
SEPARATE, SEPARATE, SEPARATE, SEPARATE, SEPARATE, SEPARATE....

Explosonsin the psyche.
Wrenching of body from mind.
Rape of the soul.

The cacophony of pseudo-energiesimpinged on haf amillion dying nervous sysemsin theform
of ghogily shrieks and howls; dien soundsimpossible to describe hurled themsalves from theinfinite
distances, trailing clouds of trangent particlesthat flickered in and out of existence according to mystic
laws of their own.

The haf-million soulsin the migrant fleet were aware of dl thisonly as dying men may be avare
of fleeting memories from the past. In seconds, though it seemed like centuries, the unbearable assault
built up to atumescent climax and their agony cameto an end like the dropping of acurtain.

Oblivion.
It was desth.
It waslife.
—_—
It waslife. Yet it was deeth. It was amystery that defied thought.

Jundrak sat on aclump of grass watching rainbow-colored fish jump in theriver. Occasiondly he
looked out over the meadows, woods and streams or glanced at the sky.

A cry from behind him made him turn to see Rondana Credle and Grame Liber walking over the
brow of the hill. He rose, meeting Rondana s delighted grin with one of hisown.

“Sohereyou are at last!” she said. “We heard you were living around here.”
“I looked for you,” hetold her gpologeticaly, “but | couldn’t find you. It' sdl sobig...”

“Y ou should have kept trying,” Liber admonished him. “ Everybody emerged within afairly well
defined area and within reasonable distance of one another. That appearsto be one of characteristics of
the way the Patch eats.”

Jundrak pointed to the cottage he had built further up the dope. “Comeinsde.”

At the door of the cottage Liber paused, looking over the incredible world around them. There
was sky. Therewas land, in the form of rolling meadows and winding rivers, trees and shrubs. But there
was no horizon. Thefar distance Smply seemed to compound itsalf into itsalf until one could see nothing
Oefinite.

Hefollowed Jundrak and Rondanainside. Jundrak laid abowl of fruit on awooden table and
provided some cups and ajug of afluid with a sharp tang.



“It took me quite awhile to produce dl this stuff,” he said. He sat down and banged acup on the
table. “ You explain it tome,” he asked Liber. “We should be dead. We are dead. And yet we'redive.
We have bodies, we livein asubstantiad materia world—or at any rateit’ slike the old materia worldin
many respects. And yet | know that we' re inside the Patch and that the Patch is all empty space.”

Liber sighed, fingering Jundrak’ sfruit. “1t’ s funny how we aways thought of the Patch as
something evil and fearful. Thetruth isthat it’ slifeitsdf, pure mentaity; rudimentary and scarcely sentient
itself, yet areceptaclefor any other mentality it encounters. That's how it maintainsitself, by absorbing
other lifeinto itsdlf intact.”

“But the solidity. Everything'ssored.”

“Cdl itillusonif you like. When the Patch absorbs beings a suitable environment springsinto
existence for them. And yet it may not beilluson at al, in the proper sense. True, observed scientificaly
the Patch is only amysterious chain of energy processes occupying an area of largely empty space. But
the Patch has moreto it than our observations showed; it has dimensions of its own, mental dimensions.
We inhabit those dimensions, and theworld weliveinis’ menta matter,” so to pesk. But if you want to
ingst thet it'sillusory, that it doesn't exi<, then by the same token you would have to admit that the world
we have comefromisdsoillusory.”

In some ways, Jundrak reminded himsdlf, the laws of matter, motion and distance were not quite
the samein thisnew world asthey werein the old. By an effort of will, though one strenuous enough to
discourage it being applied to satisfy awhim, it was even possible to create new matter.

He sipped hisdightly acoholic beverage. “ The Patch is nearly alight-year across,” he
commented. “That’ sa pretty big world.”

“It'seven bigger. We' re not in normal spatial extensions. The Patch creates mental space of any
Szeasit needsit. Potentidly it’ sasbig asthe whole physica universe”

Jundrak put down his cup and stared at him, stunned.

“WE Il never know just how big it actudly is” Liber went on. “ Every cregtureit ever absorbed is
here somewhere, and every type of creature has an environment to match; some of them so Strange asto
be barely conceivable to us. There are even some new environments not existing outside, | believe.

“Neither do | imaginethisisthe only example of its species,” the chronicler ruminated. “Rather, |
think there must be alarge number of them—perhaps an infinite number—roving about the universe,
using the spatid fault linesasasort of cosmic latticework. | image they are the primary life form of the
universe. Organic beings like us are secondary, acting asfood for them.”

Rondana shuddered, but Liber added: “There' sjust one thing more. In here you never die”
Therewasaslence,
“Wadl, Rondana,” Jundrak said eventudly, “1 won't outlive you now.”

She blushed and looked embarrassed, then said: “What happened to that horrible friend of yours,
Heen Sett? Does helive here aswell?’

“When | passed over from the other side,” Jundrak answered with asmile, “he wasthe only
person near me. But he' s gone now. He rounded up some of our men and went adventuring. We heard
there was awar of some sort along way from here.”

“And then there sthat fellow Krakhno,” Liber put in. “I wonder what hgppened to him?’



**k*

NO, NO, NO, NO, no, no, no ...

Groaning and whimpering, his emotions amixture of sdf-pity and self-loathing, Castor Krakhno
opened hiseyes.

Hewaslying on the deck of the bridge. Everything appeared to be functioning normaly. The
instrument boards flickered coldly; an intermittent hum of hidden control mechanisms broke the silence
every few seconds. Only the corpses littering the area betrayed any sign of abnormdlity.

It was unfair to have to go through that twice. No man should be caled upon to go through that

Gradudly the maudlin thoughts subsided. Some of his strength returned, and he climbed to his
feet and turned over some of the bodies. Duke-Colond Jundrak of Sann, Subcolonel Heen Sett, half a
dozen or so junior officers.

There would be thousands more bodiesin the ship. He was going to have trouble with those
bodies.
Suddenly Krakhno was violently sick.

When he had finished retching, long after he had thrown up everything in his ssomach, he
staggered to one of the instrument boards and tried to make sense of the readings. The Patch was well
ahead of the fleet and traveling swiftly toward the distant dien galaxy at the end of the dipline. Apparently
it had forgotten the easy grazing grounds of the kingdom.

Krakhno, however, had not forgotten. He felt new powers, new hatreds coursing through him.
Even more than before he knew that he could bend men to hiswill.

He roared with ugly, despairing laughter. Then he began to consider how to turn the ship round
and head back to hisold enemies.
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