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Everything that lives containswithin itself the seeds of its own destruction. It wasthe fate of the Assyrians
and the Hittites, the Greeks and the Romans, the British and the Americans. And so it wasfor the
Polesotechnic League and the Terran Empire. Conception, birth, growth, aging, degth: Thisisthe law of
life, true for nations, worlds and stellar empires no less than for organisms.

For the greatest and the smdlest it isthe same, differing onit in this: the greater the heights conquered, the
greater thefdl, thelonger and darker the night thet follows....
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Prologue

In the bright noontide of the Polesotechnic League, bold merchant-adventurers swarmed across
the starlanes ex-ploring, trading, civilizing, zestfully—and profitably—iving by their motto, ‘ All
the Traffic Will Bear.”

The hugely successful “ League of Salling Skills’ emerged in the twenty-third century in response
to the challenges of the Breakup, mankind’ s faster-than-light explosion into space. Like its
prototype, the European Hansa of a thousand years earlier, this mercantile union aided its
members quest for wealth. Backed by its own sound currency and powerful fleet, the League was
the expansionist, ecumenical, optimistic vanguard of Technic civilization. During its heyday, its
impact was generally beneficial because it exchanged cultural aswell as material goods among
the stars. Prosperity followed the League’' s caravel flag across a whole spiral arm of Earth’s
galaxy and beyond.

But the higher any sun rises, “ the sooner will his race be run/the nearer he’sto setting.” The long
lifespan of the

era’s greatest merchant prince, Nicholas van Rijn, also saw the shadows of institutional mortality
lengthen. Des-pite van Rijn’ s efforts, the League faded from a vigorous self-help organization to a
sclerotic gang of cartels during the twenty-fifth century. Protectionism stifled opportunity. As the
traders became more and more en-tangled with Earth’s corrupt gover nment, intervention,
exploitation, and expedience dictated policies towards extraterrestrial humans and aliens alike.
With mutual advantage blotted out, profit withered. The slow waning of trade disrupted
communications and invited anarchy. By 2600, the League had collapsed and the dismal Time of
Troubles had begun.

The nadir of this sorrowful and poorly chronicled period was the sack of Earth by the Baldic
League, a horde of space faring barbarians orginally armed by some greedy human gunrunner.
Afterwards, the alien Gorzuni raided the Solar System at will, seeking slaves and treasure to
expand their burgeoning realm.

So deep had darkness fallen, few dared to dream of dawn.

The Star Plunderer

The following isapart, modernized but otherwise authentic, of that curious book found by excavators of
the ruinsof Sol City, Terra—the Memoirs of Rear Ad-mira John Henry Reeves, Imperial Solar Navy.
Whether or not the script, obvioudy never published or intended for publication, is a genuine record left
by aman with ataste for dramatized reporting, or whether it is purefiction, remains an open question; but
it was un-doubtedly written in the early period of the First Em-pire and as such gives aremarkable
picture of the times and especidly of the Founder. Actua events may or may not have been exactly as
Reeves described, but we can-not doubt that in any case they were closaly smilar. Read thisfifth chapter
of theMemoirsas higtoricd fiction if you will, but remember that the author must himself have lived
through that great and tragic and triumphant age and that he must have been trying throughout the book



to give atrue picture of the man who even in his own time had become alegend.

Donvar Ayeghen, President of the Galactic Archeological Society

They were closing in now. The leader was agray bulk filling my sight scope, and every time | glanced
over thewall agpanging deet of bullets brought my head jerking down again. | had some shelter from
behind which to shoot in afragment of wall looming higher than there, like asingle tooth left in adead
man'sjaw, but | had to squeeze the trigger and then duck fast. Once in awhile one of their dugswould
burst on my helmet and the gaswould be sickly-sweet in my nodtrils. | fdtill and dizzy withit.

Kathryn was reoading her ownrifle, | heard her swearing as the cartridge clip jammed in the rusty old
wespon. I d have given her my own, except that it wasn't much better. 1t s no fun fighting with arms that
arelikely to blow up in your face but it was al we had—all that poor devastated Terra had after the
Badics had sacked her twicein fifteen years.

| fired aburst and saw the big gray barbarian spin on hishedls, stagger and scream with al four hands
clutch-ing hisbely, and snk dowly to hisknees. The creatures behind him howled, but he only let out a
deep-throated curse. HE d be along time dying. I’ d blown ahole clear through him, but those Gorzuni
were tough.

The dugswailed around usas | got mysdlf down under the wall, hugging the long grass which had grown
up around the shattered fragments of the house. There was afresh wind blowing, rustling the grassand
the big war-scarred trees, sailing clouds across a sunny sum-mer sky, so the gas concentration was never
enough to put us out. But Jonsson and Hokusai were sprawled like corpses there againgt the broken
wall. They’ d taken direct hitsand they’ d deep for hours.

Kathryn knelt beside me, the ragged, dirty coverall like aqueen’ srobe on her tall young form, afew dark
curlsfaling from under her helmet for the wind to play with * If we get them mad enough,” she said,
“they’ll call for the artillery or send a boat overhead to blow, usto the Black Planet.”

“Maybe,” | grunted. “Though they’ re usually pretty eager for daves.”

“John—" She crouched there amoment, the tiny frown | knew so well darkening her blue eyes. |
watched the way |eaf-shadows played across her thin brown face. There was a grease smudge on the
snub nose, hiding the little freckles. But she till looked good, redly good, she and green Terraand life
and freedom and dl that I’ d never have again.

“John,” shesaid a last, “ maybe we should save them the trouble. Maybe we should make our own exit.”
“It' sathought,” | muttered, risking aglance abovethewall.

The Gorzuni were more cautious now, creeping through the trampled gardens toward the shattered
outbuilding we defended. Behind them, the main estate, last knot of our unit’sresistance, lay smashed
and burn-ing. Gorzuni were swarming around us, dragging out such humans as survived and looting
whatever treasure was left. | was tempted to shoot at those big furry bodiesbut | had to save ammunition
for thedetall closing, inonus.

“I don't fancy life asthe dave of abarbarian out-wodder,” | said. “Though humans with technical
train-ing are much in demand and usudly fairly well treated. But for awoman—" The wordstrailed off. |
couldn’t say them.

“I might trade on my own mechanica knowledge,” she said. “And then again, | might not. Isit worth the
risk, John, my dearet”?’



We were both conditioned against suicide, of course. Everyonein the broken Commonwed th navy was,
ex-cept bearers of secret information. Theideawasto sall our lives or liberty as exorbitantly as possible,
fighting to the last moment. It was astupid policy, typica of the blundering leadership that had helped
lose usour wars. A human dave with knowledge of science and machinery was worth moreto the
barbarians than the few extra soldiers he could kill out of their hordes by staying divetill captured.

But the implanted inhibition could be broken by a per-son of strong will. | looked at Kathryn for a
moment, there in the tumbled ruins of the house, and her eyes sought mine and rested, deep-blue and
grave with atremble of tears behind thelong silky lashes.

“Well—" | said helplessy, and then | kissed her.

That was our big mistake. The Gorzuni had moved closer than | redized and in Terra s gravity—about
haf of their home planet’ s—they could move like a sun-bound comet.

One of them came soaring over the wall behind me, landing on his clawed splay feet with acrash that
shivered in the ground.

A wild “Whoo-00-00-00l “ was hardly out of his mouth before I’ d blown the horned head off his
shoulders. But there was a gray mass swarming behind him, and-Kath-ryn yelled and fired into the thick
of another attack from our rear.

Something stung me, a bright sharp pain and then abomb exploding in my head and awhirling sick spira
down into blackness. The next thing | saw was Kathryn, caught in the hairy arms of asoldier. Hewas
half again astdl as she, he' d twisted the barrdl off her wegpon as he wrenched it from her hands, but she
was giving him agood fight. A hdll of good fight. Then | didn’t see any-thing else for sometime,

They herded us aboard atender after dark. It waslike a scene from some ancient hell—night overhead
and around, lit by many score of burning houses like uneasy torches out there in the dark, and the long,
weary line of humans stumbling toward the tender with kicks and blOws from the guards to hurry them

aong.

One house was aflame not far off, soaring blue and yelow fire glancing off the metd of the ship, picking a
haggard face from below, glimmering in human tears and in unhuman eyes. The shadowswovein and
out, hiding us from each other save when agust of wind blew up thefire. Then we fdt apuff of heet and
looked away from each other’ smisery.

Kathryn was not to be seen in that weaving line. | groped aong with my wrigtstied behind me, now and
then jarred by agunbuitt as one of the looming figures grew impatient. | could hear the sobbing of women
and the groaning of men in the dark, before me, behind me, around me as they forced usinto the boat.

“Jmmy. Whereare you, Immy?’

“They killed him. He slying there dead in the ruins.”

“O God, what have we done?’

“My baby. Has anyone seen my baby? | had a baby and they took him away from me.”
“Help, help, hdp, help, help—"

A mumbled and bitter curse, ascream, awhine, arattling gasp of breath, and always the dow shuffle of
feet and the sobbing of the women and the children.

We were the conquered. They had scattered our armies. They had ravaged our cities. They had hunted
us through the streets and the hills and the great deeps of space, and we could only snarl and snap at



them and hope that the remnants of our navy might pull amiracle. But miracles are hard to come by.

So far the Badic League had actudly occupied only the outer planets. The inner worlds were nominaly
under Commonweslth rule but the government was hiding or nonexistent. Only fragments of the navy
fought on without authority or plan or hope, and Terrawas the happy hunting ground of looters and dave
raders. Be-forelong, | supposed bitterly, the outworlders would comein force, break the last resistance,
and incorporate al the Solar System into their savage empire. Then the only free humanswould be the
extrasolar colonists, and alot of them were barbaric themselves and had joined the Baldic League against
the mother world.

The captives were herded into cells aboard the tender, crammed together till there was barely room to
stand.

Kathryn wasn'tin my cell either. | lapsed into dull apathy.

When everyone was aboard, the deckplates quivered under our feet and acceleration jammed us cruelly
againg each other. Several humansdiedin that press. | had dl | could do to keep the surging massfrom
crush-ing in my chest but of course the Gorzuni didn’t care. There were plenty more where we came
from.

The boat was an antiquated and rust-eaten wreck, with half its archai c gadgetry broken and useless.
They weren't technicians, those Baldics. They were bar-barians who had learned too soon how to build
and handle spaceships and firearms, and a score of their planets united by amilitary genius had gone forth
to overrun the civilized Commonwedl th.

But their knowledge was usualy by rote; | have known many aBaldic “engineer” who made sacrificesto
his converter, many ageneral who depended on astrolo-gers or haruspices for mgor decisons. So
trained humans were in cond derable demand as daves. Having adegree in nuclear engineering mysdif, |
could look for ahafway decent berth, though of course there was aways the possibility of my being sold
to someone who would flay me or blind me or et me break my heart in hismines.

Untrained humans hadn’t much chance. They were just flesh-and-blood machines doing work that the
bar-barians didn’t have automatics for, rarely surviving ten years of davery. Women were the luxury
trade, sold at high pricesto the human renegades and rebels. | groaned at that thought and tried
desperately to assure mysdlf that Kathryn'stechnical knowledge would keep her in the possession of a
nonhuman.

We were taken up to a ship orbiting just above the atmosphere. Airlockswere joined, so | didn’'t get a
look at her from outside, but as soon aswe entered | saw that she was abig interstellar transport of the
Thurnogan class, used primarily for carrying troopsto Sol and

The Star Plunderer daves back, but armed for bear. A formidable fighting ship when properly handled.

Guards were leaning on their rifles, dl of Gor-zuni race, their harness worn any way they pleased and no
formality between officers and men. The barbarian armies’ doppy discipline had blinded our
spit-and-polish command to their reckless courage and their savage gunnery. Now the fine-feathered
Commonwed th navy was aragged handful of hunted, desperate men and the despised outworlders were
harrying them through the Galaxy.

This ship was worse than usud, though. | saw rust and mold on the unpainted plates. The fluoroswere
dim and in places burned out. There was afaint pulse in the gravity generators. They had long ago been
stripped and refurnished with skins, stolen hold goods, cooking pots, and wegpons. The Gorzuni weredl
asdirty and unkempt astheir ship. They lounged about gnawing chunks of mest, drinking, dicing, and
looking up now and thento grin at us.



A barbarian who spoke some Anglic bellowed at usto strip. Those who hesitated were cuffed so the
teeth rattled in their heads. We threw the clothesin aheap and moved forward dowly past atable where
adrunken Gorzuni and avery sober human sat. Medica in-spection.

The barbarian “ doctor” gave each of usthe most cursory glance. Most were passed on. Now and then
he would look blearily at someone and say, “ Sickly. Never maketrip dive. Kill.”

The man or woman or child would scream as he pick-ed up asword and chopped off the head with one
expert sweep.

The human sat hafway on the table swinging one leg and whistling softly. Now and again the Gorzuni
medic would look at him in doubt over some dave. The human would look closer. Usudly he shoved
them on. One or two he tapped for killing.

| got acloselook a him as| waked by. He was below medium height, stockily built, dark and
heavy-faced and beak-nosed, but his eyes were large and blue-gray, the coldest eyes | have ever seen
on ahuman. He wore aloose colorful shirt and trousers of rich materia prob-ably stolen from some
Taranvilla

“Youfilthy bastard,” | muttered.

He shrugged, indicating the iron collar welded about hisneck. “1 only work here, Lieutenant,” he said
mildly. He must have noticed my uniform before | shedit.

Beyond the desk, a Gorzuni played ahose on us, washing off blood and grime. And then we were
herded down the lone corridors and by way of wooden ladders (the drop-shafts and elevators weren't
working, it seemed) to the cdlls. Here they separated men and women. We went into adjoining
compartments, huge echoing caverns of metal with bunkstiered aong the wal, food troughs, and sanitary
fadlitiesthe only furnishings.

Dust was thick on the corroded floor, and the air was cold and had ametallic reek. There must have
been about five hundred men swarming hopel esdy around after the barred door clanged shut on us.

Windows existed between the two grest cells. We made arush for them, crying out, pushing and
crowding and snarling at each other for first chance to seeif our women il lived.

| was large and strong. | shouldered my way through the mob up to the nearest window. A man was
there d-ready, flattened againgt the wall by the swesting bodies behind, reaching through the barsto the
three hundred women who swarmed on the other side.

“Agned” he shrieked. “ Agnes, are you there? Areyou dive?’

| grabbed his shoulder and pulled him away. He turned with acurse, and | fed him amouthful of knuckles
and sent him lurching back into the uneasy press of men. “Kathryn!” | howled.

The echoes, rolled and boomed in the hollow metal caves, crying voices, prayers and curses and sobs of
despair thrown back by the sardonic echoestill our heads shivered with it. “Kathryn! Kathryn!”

Somehow she found me. She came to me and the kiss through those bars dissolved ship and davery and
al theworld for that moment. “ Oh, John, John, John, you're dive, you're here. Oh, my darling—"

And then shelooked around the metal-gleaming dim-ness and said quickly, urgently: “Well have ariot
on our hands, John, if these people don’t calm down. See what you can do with the men. I’ll tackle the
women.”

It waslike her. Shewas the most gallant soul that ever. walked under Terran skies, and she had amind



which flashed in an ingtant to that which must be done. | won-dered mysdlf what point there wasin
stopping amur-derous panic. Those who were killed would be better off, wouldn't they? But Kathryn
never surrendered, so | couldn’t either.

We turned back into our crowds, and shouted and pummeled and bullied, and dowly others cameto our
ad until therewas a sobbing quiet in the belly of the dave ship. Then we organized turns at the windows.
Kathryn and | both |ooked away from those reunions, or from the people who found no one. It isn’'t
decent to look at a naked soul.

The engines began to thrum. Under way, outward bound to the ice mountains of Gorzun, no moreto see
blue skies and green grass, no clean sat smell of ocean and roar of wind in tall trees. Now we were
daves and had nothing to do but wait.

* * %

There was no time aboard the ship. The few dim fluoros kept our hold forever initsuneasy twilight. The
Gorzuni swilled usat suchirregular intervas as they thought of it, and we heard only the throb of the
engines and the asthmatic sigh of the ventilators. The twice-normd gravity kept most of ustoo weary
even to talk much. But | think it was about forty-eight hours after leaving Terra, when the ship had gone
into secondary drive and was leaving the Solar System atogether, that the man with theiron collar came
down to us.

He entered with an escort of armed and wary Gorzuni who kept their rifleslifted. We looked up
dull-eyed at the short stocky figure. His voice was dmost lost in the booming vastness of the hold.

“I'm hereto classfy you. Come one a atime and tell me your name and training, if any. | warn you that
the pendty for claiming training you haven't got istorture, and you' Il be tested if you do make such
dams”

We shuffled past. A Gorzuni, the drunken doctor, had atattoo needle set up and scribbled a number on
the palm of each man. Thiswent into the human’ s notebook, together with name, age, and profession.

Those without technical skills, by far the mgjority, were shoved roughly back. Thefifty or so who clamed
vauable edu-cation went over into acorner.

The needle burned my palm and | sucked the breath between my teeth. The impersonal voicewasdimin
my ears. “Name?’

“John Henry Reeves, age twenty-five, lieutenant in the Commonwedth navy and nuclear engineer before
thewars.” | sngpped the answers out, my throat harsh and a bitter taste in my mouth. The taste of defest.

“Hmmm.” | grew aware that the pale chill eyeswere resting on me with an odd regard. Suddenly the
man’sthick lipstwisted in asmile. It was astrangdly charming smile, it lit hiswhole dark face with a brief
radiance of merriment. “ Oh, yes, | remember you, Lieutenant Reeves. Y ou cdled.me, | believe, afilthy
bastard.”

“I did,” I dmost snarled. My hand throbbed and stung. | was unwashed and naked and sick with my
own helplessness.

“You may beright at that,” he nodded. “But I’'m in bad need of a couple of assstants. Thisshipisa
wreck, She may never make Gorzun without someone to nurse the engines. Care to hdp me?’

“No,” | said.

“Bereasonable. By refusing you only get yourself locked in the specid cell we re keeping for trained
daves. It'll be along voyage, the monotony will do more to break your spirit than any number of lashings.



Asmy assstant you' || have proper quarters and a chance to move around and use your hands.”
| stood thinking. “Did you say you needed two assistants?’ | asked.

“Y es. Two who can do something with thisruin of aship.”

“I'll beone,” | said, “if | can name the other.”

He scowled. “ Getting pretty big for the britches you don't have, aren’t you?’

“Takeit or leaveit,” | shrugged. “But this personisahell of agood technician.”

“Well, nominate him, then, and I'll see”

“It saher. My fiancee, Kathryn O’ Donnéll.”

“No.” He shook hisdark curly head. “No woman.”

“Noman, then.” | grinned a him without mirth. Anger flamed coldly in hiseyes. “| can't have awoman
around my neck like another millstone.”

“Shelll carry her own weight and more. Shewas aj.g. in my own ship, and she fought right there beside
metill theend.”

The temper was gone without leaving aripple. Not astir of expression’in the strong, ugly, olive-skinned
face that looked up a me. Hisvoicewas asflat. “Why didn’t you say so before? All right, then,
Lieutenant. But the gods help you if you aren’t both as advertised!”

It was hard to believe it about clothes—the difference they made after being just another penned and
naked anima. And ameal of stew and coffee, however ill prepared, scrounged at the gdlley after the
warriors had messed, surged in veins and bellies which had grown used to swilling from apig trough.

| redlized bleakly that the man in theiron collar was right. Not many humans could have remained free of
soul on the long, heart-cracking voyage to Gorzun. Add the eternal weariness of double weight, the chill
dark grimness of our destination planet, utter remoteness from home, blank hopel essness, perhapsa
touch of the whip and branding iron, and men became tame animas trudging meekly at the heds of their
masters.

“How long have you been adave?’ | asked our new boss.

He strode beside us as arrogantly asif the ship were his. He was not atall man, for even Kathryn topped
him by perhaps five centimeters, and his round-skulled head barely reached my shoulder. But he had
thick muscular arms, agorillabreadth of chest, and the gravity didn’t seem to bother him at dl.

“Going on four years,” hereplied shortly. “My name, by theway, isManud Argos, and we might aswell
be on first name terms from the sart.”

A couple of Gorzuni came stalking down the corridor, clanking with metal. We stood aside for the giants,
of course, but there was no cringing in Manue’ s attitude. His strange eyesfollowed them speculatively.

We had a cabin near the stern, atiny cubbyhole with four bunks, bleak and bare but its scrubbed
cleanliness was like a bregth of home after thefilth of the cell. Wordlesdy, Manuel took one of the deazy
blankets and hung it across abed asa sort of curtain. “It' sthe best privacy | can offer you, Kathryn,” he
sad.

“Thank you,” she whispered.



He sat down on his own bunk and looked up at us. | loomed over him, ablond giant against his
squatness. My family had been old and cultured and wedlthy before the wars, and he was the nameless
sweeping of ahundred dums and spaceports, but from the first there was never any doubt of who was
the leader.

“Heré sthe tory,” hesaidin hiscurt way. “1 knew enough practical engineering in spite of having no
formal education to get mysdlf afairly decent master in whose factories | learned more. Two years ago
he sold meto the captain of thisship. | got rid of the so-called chief engineer they had then. It wasn't
hard to stir up amurderous quarrel between him and ajea ous sub-ordinate. But his successor isa
drunken bum one generation removed from the forests.

“In effect, I’ m the engineer of thisship. I’ ve a'so managed to introduce my master, Captain Venjain, to
marijuana. It hitsa Gorzuni harder than it does ahuman, and he'sahopel ess addict by now. It's partly
responsible for the condition of this ship and the laxness among the crew. Poor leadership, poor
organization. That’ satruism.”

| stared at him with a sudden chill dong my spine. But it was Kathryn who whispered the question:
HWW?!

“Waiting my chance,” he snapped. “1’m the one who made junk out of the engines and equipment. | tell
them it’sold and poorly designed. They think that only my constant work holds the ship together at all:
but | could have her humming in aweek if | cared to. | can’t wait too much longer. Sooner or later
someone e seisgoing to look at that machinery and tell them it’s been de-liberately haywired. So I’ ve
been waiting for acouple of assstants with technica training and awill to fight. I hope you two fit the bill.
If not—" He shrugged. “Go ahead and tell on me. It won't free you. But if you want to risk livesthat
won't be very long or pleasant on Gorzun, you can help me take over the ship?’

| stood for sometime looking at him. It was uncanny, the way he had sized us up from aglanceand a
word. Certainly the progpect was frightening. | could fed swest on my face. My hands were cold. But
I’d follow him. Before God, I’ d follow him!

Still—*Three of us?’ | jeered. “ Three of usagaingt a couple of hundred warriors?’

“Theré |l bemoreon our Side,” he said impassively. After amoment’ s silence he went on: “Naturaly,
we Il have to watch ourselves. Only two or three of them know Anglic. I'll point them out to you. And of
course our work isunder surveillance. But the watchers areignorant. | think you have the brainsto fool
them.”

“|—" Kathryn stood, reaching for words. “I can't believeit,” shesaid at last. “ A nava vessd inthis
condition—"

“Things were better under the old Baldic conquerors,” admitted Manud. “ The kings who forged the.
League out of ahundred planets fill in barbaric night, savages who' d learned to build spaceships and
man atomblasts and little else. But even they succeeded only because there was no real opposition. The
Com-monweslth society was rotten, corrupt, torn apart by civil wars, itsleadership a petrified
bureaucracy, its military forces scattered over athousand restless planets, its people ready to buy peace
rather than fight. No wonder the League drove everything beforeiit!

“But after thefirst sack of Terrafifteen years ago, the barbarians split up. Theforceful early rulerswere
dead, and their sonswere warring over an inheritance they didn’t know how to rule. The Leagueis
divided into two hogtile regions now, and | don’t know how many splinter groups. Their old organization
isshot to hell.

“Sol didn’'t rally in time. It was still under the decadent Commonwedth government. So one branch of the



Badics has now managed to conquer our big planets. But the fact that they’ ve been content to raid and
loot theinner worldsinstead of occupying them and admini stering them decently shows the decay of thelr
own society. Given the leadership, we could still throw them out of the Solar System and go on to
overrun their home territories. Only the leadership hasn't been forth-coming.”

It was aharsh, angry lecture, and | winced and fdlt resentment within myself. “Damn it, we' ve fought,” |
sad.

“And been driven back and scattered.” His heavy mouth lifted in asneer. “Because there .hasn't been a
chief who understood strategy and organi zation, and who could put heart into hismen.”

“I suppose,” | said sarcadticaly, “that you' rethat chief.”
Hisanswer wasflat and cam and utterly assured. “Yes.”

In the days the followed | got to know more about Manudl Argos. He was never |oath to talk about
himsdf.

Hisrace, | suppose, was primarily Mediterranean-Anatolian, with more than ahint of Negro and
Orientd, but | think there must have been some forgotten Nordic ancestor who looked out of those
ice-blue eyes. A blend of al humanity, such aswas not uncommon these days.

His mother had been aday |aborer on Venus. Hisfather, though he was never sure, had been a space
pros-pector who died young and never saw his child. When he was thirteen he shipped out for Siriusand
had not been in the Solar System since. Now, at forty, he had been spaceman, miner, dock walloper,
soldier in the civil wars and againgt the Baldics, small-time politician on the colony planets, hunter;
machinist, and anumber of darker things.

Somewhere dong the line, he had found time to do an astonishing amount of varied reading, but his
reliance was dways more on his own senses and reason and in-tuition than on books. He had been
captured four years ago in aGorzuni raid on Alpha Centauri, and had set himsdlf to study his captors as
cold-bloodedly as he had studied his own race.

Yes, | learned agood dedl about him but nothing of him. | don’t think any living cresture ever did. He
was not one to open his heart. He went wrapped in londliness and dreams dl his days. Whether the chill
of his manner went into his soul, and the rare warmth was only amask, or whether hewasindeed a
yearning tenderness sheathed in armor of indifference, no one will ever be sure. And he made awegpon
out of that uncertainty. A man never knew what to await from him and wasthusforever srained in his
presence, open to hiswill.

“He' sastrange sort,” said Kathryn once, when we were done. “I haven't decided whether he' s crazy or
agenius”

“Maybe both, darling,” | suggested, alittleirritably. | didn’t like to be dominated.

“Maybe. But what is sanity, then?’ She shivered and crept closeto me. “1 don’t want to talk about it.”

The ship walowed on her way, through ablesk glory of stars, donein light-years of emptinesswith her
cargo of hate and fear and misery and dreams. We worked, and waited, and the dow days passed.

—The laboring old engines had to be fixed. Some show had to be made for the gray-furred giants who
watched usin the flickering gloom of the power chambers. We wired and, welded and bolted, tested and
tore down and rebuilt, sweltering in the heat of bursting atoms that rolled from the radiation shields,
deafened by the whine of generators and thud of misadjusted turbines and, the deep uneven drone of the
great converters. We fixed Manud’ s sabotage until the ship ran amost smoothly. Later we would on



some pretext throw the whole thing out of kilter again. * Penelope stapestry,” said Manud, and |
wondered that a space tramp could make the classicd alusion.

“What arewe waiting for?” | asked him once. The din of the generator we were overhauling smothered
our words. “When do we start our mutiny?’

He glanced up a me. Thelight of our trouble lamp gleamed off the sweat on his ugly pockmarked face.
“At the proper time,” he said coldly. “For onething, it'll be while the captainison his next dopejag.”

Meanwhile two of the daves had tried arevolt of their own. When an incautious guard came too near the
door of themens' cell one of them reached out and snatched his gun from the holster and shot him down.
Then hetried to blast thelock off the bars. When the Gorzuni came down to gas him hisfellow battled
them with fists and teeth till the rebelswere knocked out. Both were flayed living in the presence of the
other captives.

Kathryn couldn’t help crying after we were back in our cabin. She buried her face against my breast and
wept till | thought she would never sop weeping. | held her close and mumbled whatever foolish words
cametome.

“They had it coming,” said Manud . There was con-tempt in hisvoice. “ Thefools. The blind stupid fools!
They could at least have held the guard as a hostage and tried to bargain. No, they had to be heroes.
They had to shoot him down. Now the example has frightened all of the others. Those men deserved
being skinned.”

After amoment, he added thoughtfully, “ Still, if the fear-emotion aroused in these daves can be turned to
hate it may prove useful. The shock has at least jarred them from their gpathy.”

“You'reaheartlessbastard,” | said tonelesdly.

“I have to be, seeing that everyone ese choosesto be brainless. These aren’t timesfor the
tender-minded, you. Thisis an age of dissolution and chaos, such as has often happened in history, and
only aperson who first ac-cepts the redlities of the situation can hope to do much about them. We don't
live in acosmos where perfection is possible or even desirable, We have to make our compro-mises and
seitlefor the goa's we have some chance of at-taining.” To Kathryn, sharply: “Now stop that snuffling. |
haveto think.”

She gave him awide-eyed tear-blurred look.

“It givesyou ahdll of an gppearance.” He grinned nastily. “Nose red, face swollen, abad case of
hiccoughs. Nothing pretty about crying, you.”

She drew a shuddering breath and there was anger flushing her cheeks. Gulping back the sobs, she drew
away from me and turned her back on him.

“But | stopped her,” whispered Manud to me with abrief impishness.

* % %

The endless, meaningless days had worn into atimeless-nesswhere | wondered if this ship were not the
Flying Dutchman, outward bound forever with a.crew of devils and the damned. It was no usetrying to
hurry Manud, | gave that up and dipped into the round of work and waiting. Now | think that part of his
delay was on pur-pose, that he wanted to grind the last hope out of the daves and leave only ahollow
yearning for vengeance. They’ d fight better that way.

| hadn’t much chance to be done with Kathryn. A brief stolen kiss, awhispered word in the dimness of
the engine room, eyes and hands touching lightly acrossarusty, greasy machine. That wasal. When we



returned to our cabin we were too tired, generally, to do much except deep.

| did once notice Manuel exchange afew words in the dave pen with Ensign Hokusal, who had been
captured with Kathryn and myself. Someone had to lead the humans, and Hokusai was the best man for
that job. But how had Manuel known? It was part of his genius for understanding.

The end came suddenly. Manuel shook me awake. | blinked weerily at the hated walls around me,
feding theirregular throb of the gravity field that was mis-behaving again. Morework for us. “All right, all
right,” I grumbled. “I'm coming.”

When heflicked the curtain from Kathryn’s bunk and aroused her, | protested. “We can handleit. Let
her rest.”

“Not now!” he answered. Teeth gleamed whitein the darkness of hisface. “The captain’ s off in
never-never land. | heard two of the Gorzuni talking about it.”

That brought me bolt awake, sitting up with an eerie chill dong my spine. “Now—7’
“Takeit easy,” said Manud. “Lotsof time.”

We threw on our clothes and went down the long corridors. The ship was till. Under the heavy
shud-dering drone of the engines, there was only the whisper of our shoes and the harsh rasp of the
breath in my lungs. Kathryn was white-faced, her eyes enormousin the gloom. But shedidn’t huddle
againg me. She walked between the two of us and aremotenesswas over her that | couldn’t quite
understand. Now and then we passed a Gorzuni warrior on some errand of hisown, and shrank aside as
became daves. But | saw the bitter triumph in Manud’ s gaze as he looked after thetitans.

In the power chamber where the machinesloomed in aflickering red twilight like hesthen gods. We
found three Gorzuni standing there, armed engineerswho snarled at us. One of them tried to cuff Manudl.
He dodged without seeming to notice and bent over the gravity generator and sgnded meto help him lift
the cover.

| could seethat therewas ashort circuit in one of thefield coils, inducing aharmonic that imposed a
flutter on the spacewarping current. It wouldn’t have taken long to fix. But Manuedl scratched his head,
and glanced back at the ignorant giants who loomed over our shoulders. He began tracing wireswith
€l aborate puzzlement.

Hesaid to me: “We' |l work up to the auxiliary atom-converter. I' vefixed that to do what | want.”

| knew the Gorzuni couldn’t understand us, and that human expressions were meaningless to them, but an
uncontrollable shiver ran dong my nerves.

Sowly we fumbled to the squat engine which was the power source for the ship’ sinternd machinery.
Manuel hooked in an oscilloscope and studied the trace asiif it meant something. “ Ah-hah!” he said.

We unbolted the antiradiation shield, exposing the outlet valve. | knew that the angry, blood-red light
sreaming from it was harmless, that baffles cut off most of the radioactivity, but | couldn’t help shrinking
fromit. When a converter isflushed through the valve, you wear armor.

Manuel went over to aworkbench and took a gadget from it which he'd made. | knew it was of no use
for repair but he’ d pretended to make atool of it in previous jobs. It was alead-plated flexible hose
springing from amagnetronic pump, with alot of meters and switches haywired on for pure effect. “ Give
me ahand, John,” hesaid quietly.

We fixed the pump over the outlet valve and, hooked up the two or three controls that really meant



some-thing. | heard Kathryn gasp behind me, and the dreadful redlization burst into my own brain and
numbed my hands. There was't even a gasket

The Gorzuni engineer strode up to us, rumbling aquestion in his harsh language, hisfellows behind him.
Manud answered readily, not taking his gaze off the wildly swinging fake meters.

Heturned to me, and | saw the dark laughter in hiseyes. | told them the converter isoverdue for a
flushing out of waste products,” he said in Anglic. “ Asamatter of fact, thewhole shipis”

Hetook the hosein one hand and the other rested on a switch of the engine. “Don't look, Kathryn,” he
sad tonelesdy. Then hethrew the switch.

| heard the baffle plates clank down. Manuel had shorted out the automatic, safety controls which kept
them up when the atoms were burning. | threw a hand over my own eyes and crouched.

The flame that sprang forth was like abit of the sun. It sheeted from the hose and across the room. | felt
my skin shriveling from incandescence and heard the roar of cloven air. Inlessthan a second, Manuel
had thrown the baffles back into place but hisimprovised blaster had torn away the heads of the three
Gorzuni and melted the farther wall. Metd glowed white as | looked again, and the angry thunders
boomed and echoed and shiver-ed degp in my bonestill my skull rang withiit.

Dropping the hose, Manuel stepped over to the dead giants and yanked the guns from their holsters.
“Onefor each of us” hesaid.

Turning to Kathryn: “ Get on asuit of armor and wait down here. The radioactivity isbad, but | don’t
think it'Il prove harmful in the time we need. Shoot anyone who comesin.”

“I—" Her voice was faint and thin under the rolling echoes. “1 don't want to hide—"

“Damnit, you'll be our guard. We can't |et those monsters recapture the engine room. Now, null
gravity!” And Manuel switched off the generator.

Freefal yanked me with ahideous nausea. | fought down my outraged stomach and grabbed a post to
get mysdlf back down to the deck. Down—no. There was no up and down now. We were floating free.
Manud had null-ified the gravity advantage of the Gorzuni.

“All right, John, let’sgo!” he snapped.

| had time only to clasp Kathryn's hand. Then we were pushing off and soaring out the door and into the
corridor beyond. Praise dl gods, the Commonwedlth navy had at least given its personnel free-fall
training. But ‘1 wondered how many of the daves would know how to handle themselves.

The ship roared around us. Two Gorzurd burst from aside cabin, gunsin hand. Manue burned them as
they appeared, snatched their weapons, and swung on to-ward the dave pens.

The lightswent out. | swam in adarkness alive with the rage of the enemy. “What the hell—" | gasped.
Manuel’ s answer came dryly out of blackness: “ Kath-ryn knowswhat to do. | told her afew daysago.”

At the moment I had no time to redlize the emptiness within me from knowing that those two had been
talking without me. There was too much e seto do. The Gorzuni werefiring blind. Blaster bolts crashed
down the halls. Riot was bresking loose. Twice alightning flash Sizzled within centimeters of me. Manudl
fired back at isolated giants, killing them and collecting their guns. Shielded by the dark, we groped our
way to the dave pens.

No guards were there. When Manuel began to melt down the locks with low-power blasting | could



dimly seethetangle of free-floating naked bodies churning and screaming in the vast gloom. A scene
from an ancient hell. Thefal of therebel angels. Man, child of

God, had, stormed the stars and been condemned to Hell for it.

And now hewas going to burst out!

Hokusai’ sflat eager face pressed against the bars. “Get usout,” he muttered fiercely.
“How many can you trust?’ asked Manud.

“About ahundred. They’re keeping their heads, see them waiting over there? And maybe fifty of the
women.”

“All right. Bring out your followers. Let the rest riot for awhile. We can't do anything to help them.” The
men came out, grimly and silently, hung there while | opened thefemaes cage. Manuel passed out such
few gunsaswe had. Hisvoice lifted in the pulsing dark.

“All right. We hold the engine room. | want Six with gunsto go there now and help Kathryn
O’ Donndlthold it for us. Otherwise the Gorzuni will recaptureit. The rest of uswill make for the arsend.”

“How about the bridge?’ | asked.

“It' Il keep. Right now the Gorzuni are panicked. It's part of their nature. They’ re worse than humans
when it comes to mass stampedes. But it won't last and we have to, take advantage of it. Come on!”

Hokusal led the engine room party—his nava training told him where the chamber would be—and |
followed Manud, leading the others out. There were only three or four guns between us but at least we
knew where we were going. And by now few of the humans expected to live or cared about much of
anything except killing Gorzuni. Manuel had timed it right.

We fumbled through alivid darkness, exchanging shots with warriors who prowled the ship firing at
everything that moved. Welost men but we gained weapons. Now and again we found dead diens,
killed in therioting, and stripped them too. We stopped briefly to rel ease the technicians from their
gpecia cage and then shoved violently for the arsend.

The Gorzuni dl had private arms, but the ship’s, collection; was not small. A group of sentries remained
at the door, defending it againgt dl corners. They had a portable shield against blaster bolts. | saw our
flames splatter off it and saw men die astheir fire raked back at us.

“We need adirect charge to draw their attention, while afew of us use the zero gravity to soar
‘overhead’ and come down on them from *above,”” said Manue’ s cold voice. It was clear, evenin that
wild lightning-cloven gloom. “ John, leed the main attack.”

“Like hdl!” 1 gasped. It would be murder. We d be hewed down as awoodsman hews saplings. And
Kathryn was waiting—Then | swalowed rage and fear and lifted ashout to the men. I’'m no braver than
anyone ese but thereis an exatation in battle, and Manuel used it as caculatingly as he used everything
dse

We poured againgt themin awall of flesh, awall that they ripped apart and sent lurching back in tattered
fragments, It was only an ingtant of flame and thunder, then Manud’ sflying attack was on the defenders,
burn-ing them down, and it was over. | realized vaguely that | had aseared patch on my leg. It didn’t hurt
just then, and | wondered at the minor miracle which had kept medive.

Manud fused the door and the remnants of us swarm-ed in and fell on the racked wesponswith a
terrible fierceness. Before we had them all loaded a Gorzuni party charged us but we beat, them off.



There were flashlightstoo. We had illumination in the seething dark. Manuel’ s face legped out of that
night as he gave his crisp, swift orders. A gargoyle face, heavy and powerful and ugly, but men jumped at
his bidding. A party was assigned to go back to the dave pens and pass out weapons to the other
humans and bring them back here.

Reinforcements were sent to the engine room. Mortars and small antigrav cannon were assembled and
loaded. The Gorzuni were calming too. Someone had taken charge -and wasradlying them. We' d have a
fight on our hands.

Wedid!

| don’t remember much of those fire-shot hours. Welost heavily in spite of having superior armament.
Some three hundred humans survived the battle. Many of them were badly wounded. But we took the
ship. We hunted down the last Gorzuni and flamed thos e who tried to surrender. Therewasno mercy in
us. The Gor-zuni had beaten it out, and now they faced the mongter they had created. When the lights
went on again three hundred weary humans lived and held the ship.

* % %

We held a conference in the largest room we could-find. Everyone was there, packed together in sweaty
dlence and staring at the man who had freed them. Theoreticaly it was ademocratic assembly caled to
de-cide our next move. In practice Manudl Argos gave orders.

“Fird, of course” he said, his soft voice somehow carrying through the whole great chamber, “we have
to make repairs, both of battle damage and of the ddliber-ately mishandled machinery. It' |l take aweek, |
imagine, but then we'll have us asweet ship. By that time, too, you'll have shaken down into a crew.
Lieutenant Reeves and Ensgn Hokusal will give combat ingtruction. We re not through fighting yet.”

“Y ou mean—" A man stood up in the crowd. “Y ou mean, sir, that we' || have opposition on our return to
Sol? | should think we could just sneak in. A planet’s, too big for blockade, you know, evenif the
Badicscared totry.”

“I mean,”—said Manue camly, “that we re going on to Gorzun.”

It would have meant ariot if everyone hadn’t been so tired. Asit was, the murmur that ran through the
assembly was ominous.

“Look, you,” said Manud patiently, “we Il have us afirg-classfighting ship by the time we get there,
which none of the enemy has. W€ Il be an expected vessdl, one of their own, and in no case do’ they
expect araid on their home planet. It'sachance to give them abody blow. The Gorzuni don’t name their
ships, so | propose we christen ours now—the Revenge.”

It was sheer oratory. His voice was like an organ. His words were those of awrathful angel. He argued
and pleaded and bullied and threatened and then blew the trumpetsfor us. At the end they stood up and
cheered for him. Even my own heart lifted and Kathryn's eyes were wide and shining. Oh, hewas cold
and harsh and overbearing, but he made us proud to be human.

Inthe end, it was agreed, and the Solar ship Revenge, Captain Manuel Argos, First Mate John Henry
Reeves, resumed her way to Gorzun.

In the days and weeks that followed, Manud talked much of hisplans. A devastating raid on Gorzun
would shake the barbarian confidence and bring many of their outworld ships swarming back to defend
the mother world. Probably therival half of the Baldic League would seizeitschanceand fdl ona
suddenly weakened enemy. The Revenge would return to Sol, by that time possessed of the best crew in
the known universe, and raly mankind' s scattered forces. The war would go on until the System was



Cleared
“—and then, of course, continuetill all the barbarians have been conquered,” said Manuel.

“Why?’ | demanded. “Interstellar imperialism can’t be made to pay. It does for the barbarians because
they haven't the technical facilitiesto produce at home what they can sted e sewhere. But Sol would only
be taking on aburden.”

“For defense,” said Manudl. “You don't think I’ d let a defeated enemy go off to lick hiswounds and
prepare anew attack, do you? No, everyone but Sol must be dis-armed, and the only way to enforce
such apesaceisfor Sol to be the unquestioned ruler.” He added thought-fully: “ Oh, the empirewon'’t
have to expand forever. Just till it' s big enough to defend itsdlf againgt dl comers. And abit of economic
readjustment could make it a paying proposition, too. We could collect tribute, you know.”

“An empire—?" asked Kathryn. “But the Common-wesdlth is democratic—"

“Was democratic!” he snapped. “Now it’ srotted away. Too bad, but you can't revive the dead. Thisis
an agein history such as has often occurred before when the enforced peace of Caesarism isthe only
solution. Maybe not agood solution but better than the devasta-tion we' re suffering now When there's
been along enough period of peace and unity it may betimeto think of reingtating the old republicanism.
But that timeis many centuriesin, thefuture, if it ever comes. Just now the socio-economic conditions
aren'tright for it.”

Hetook arestless turn about the bridge. A million stars of space in the viewport blazed like achill crown
over hishead. “It’'ll bean empirein fact,” he said, “and therefore it should be an empirein name. People
will fight and sacrifice and die for agaudy symbol when the demands of redlity don’t touch them. We
need a heredi-tary aristocracy to put on agood show. It' s always effective, and the archaism is especidly
vauableto Sol just now. It'll recall the good old glamorous days before space travel. It' [ be even more
of asymbol now than it wasinitsown age, Y es, an empire, Kathryn, the Empire of Sol. Peace, ye
underlingd”

“Aristocracies decay,” | argued. “Despotismisal right aslong as you have an able despot but sooner or
later ameathead will be born—"

“Not if the dynasty tarts with strong men and women, and continues to choose good breeding stock,
and raises the sonsin the same hard school asthe fathers. Then it can last for centuries. Especidly in
these days of gerontology and hundred-year active life-gpans.”

| laughed at him. “One ship, and you' re planning an empirein the Gaaxy!” | jeered. “ And you yourself, |
suppose, will be the first emperor?’

Hiseyeswere expressionless. “Yes,” hesad “Unless| find a better man, which | doubt.”
Kathryn bit her lip. “1 don’'t likeit,” shesaid. “It' s—cruel.”
“Thisisacrud age, my dear,” he said gently.

Gorzun rolled black and huge against awilderness of stars. Theredly illuminated hemispherewaslikea
sickle of blood aswe swept out of secondary drive and rode our gravbeams down toward the night side.

Once only werewe chalenged. A harsh gabble of words came over the transonic communicator. Manuel
answered smoothly in the native language, explaining that our vision set was out of order, and gave the
rec-ognition signals contained in the codebook. The war-ship let us pass.

Down and down and down, the darkened surface swelling beneath us, mountains reaching hungry peeks
to rip the vessdl’ shelly out, snow and glaciers and achurning sealit by three hurtling moons. Blackness



and cold and desolation.

Manud’svoicerolled over the intercom: “Look below, men of Sol. Look out the viewports. Thisis
where they were taking ud”

A snarl of pure hatred answered him. That crew would have died to the last human if they could drag
Gorzun to oblivion with them. God help me, | felt that way mysdif.

It had been along, hard voyage even after our liberation, and the wearinessin me was only lifted by the
prospect of battle. I’ d been working around the clock, training men, organizing the hundred unitsa
modern warcraft needs. Manuel, with Kathryn for secretary and generd assistant, had been driving
himsdlf even more fiercely, but I hadn’t seen much of either of them. We' d al been too busy.

Now thethree of us sat on the bridge watching Gorzun shrieking up to meet us. Kathryn was white and
gtill, the hand that rested on minewas cold. | felt atensgon within myself that thrummed near the breaking
point. My ordersto my gun crewswere strained. Manuel aone seemed as chill and unruffled as dways.
Therewas sted in him. | sometimes wondered if he redlly was human.

Atmosphere screamed and thundered behind us. We roared over the sea, racing the dawn, and under its
cold colorless stresks of light we saw Gorzun’s capita  city rise from the edge of theworld.

| had adizzying glimpse of squat stone towers, narrow canyons of streets, and the gigantic loom of
gpaceships on therim of the city. Then Manuel nodded and | gave my firing orders.

Hame and ruin exploded beneath us. Spaceships burst open and toppled to crush buildings under their
huge mass. Stone and metd fused, ran in lava between crumbling walls. The ground opened and
swalowed half the town. A blue-white hell of atomic fire winked through the sudden roil of smoke. And
the city died.

We dewed skyward, every ‘girder protesting, and raced for the next great Spaceport. There wasa ship
riding aboveit. Perhaps they had been darmed already. We never knew. We opened up, and shefired
back, and while we maneuvered in the heavens the Revenge dropped her bombs. We took a pounding,
but our force-screens held and theirs didn’t. The burning ship smashed hdf the city when it fell.

On to the next Site shown by our captured maps. Thistime we met acloud of space interceptors. Ground
missileswent arcing up againgt us. The Revenge shud-dered under the blows. | could almost see our
gravity generator smoking asit tried to compensate for our crazy spins and twists and lurchings. We
fought them, like a bear fighting adog pack, and scattered them and laid the base waste.

“All right,” said Manuel. “Let’ sget out of here.” Space became a blazing night around us aswe climbed
above the atmosphere. Warships would be thunder-ing on their way not to smash us. But how could they
locate a Single ship in the enormousness between the worlds? We went into secondary drive, atricky
thing to do so near asun, but we' d tightened the engines and trained the crew well. In minutes we were
at the next planet, dso habitable. Only three colonies were there. We smashed them all!

The men were cheering. It was more like the yelp of awolf pack. The snarl died from my own faceand |
fet alittle ack with the ruin. Our enemies, yes. But there were many dead. Kathryn wept, dow slent
tears run-ning down her face, shoulders shaking.

Manuel reached over and took her hand. “It’' s done, Kathryn,” he said quietly. “We can go home now.”

He added after amoment, asif to himsdf: “Hate isauseful meansto an end but damned dangerous.

WEe Il haveto get the racist complex out of mankind. We can’t conquer anyone, even the Gorzuni, and
keep them asin-feriors and hope to have a stable empire. All races must be equal.” He rubbed his strong
square chin. “I think I’ll borrow aleaf from the old Romans. All worthy individ-uals, of any race, can



becometerrestrid citizens. It' |l be astabilizing factor.”
“You,” | said, with aharshnessin my throat, “ are amegaomaniac.” But | wasn't sure any longer.

It was winter in Earth’ s northern hemisphere when the Revenge came home. | walked out into snow that
crunched under my feet and watched my bresth smoking white against the clear pae blue of the sky. A
few others had come out with me. They fdll on their kneesin the snow and kissed it. They werea
wild-look-ing gang, clad in whatever tatters of garment they could find, the men bearded and long-haired,
but they were the finest, deadliest fighting crew in the Galaxy now. They stood there looking &t the gentle
sweep of hills, a blue sky and ice-flashing trees and a single crow hovering far overhead, and tearsfroze
intheir beards.

Home.

We had signaled other units of the Navy. Some would come along to pick us up soon and guide usto
the secret base on. Mercury, and there the fight would go on. But now, just now in this eternd instant we
were home.

| felt wearinesslike an ache in my bones. | wanted to crawl bear-like into some cave by amurmuring
river, under the dear tall trees of Earth, and deep till spring woke up theworld again. But as| stood there
with the thin winter wind like a cleansing bath around me, the tiredness dropped off. My body responded
to theworld which two billion years of evolution had shaped it for and | laughed aloud with the joy of it.

We couldn't fail. We were the freemen of Terrafight-ing for our own hearthfires and the deep ancient
grength of the planet wasin us. Victory and the starslay in our hands, even now, even now.

| turned and saw Kathryn coming down the airlock gangway. My heart ssumbled and then began to race.
It had been so long, o terribly long. We' d had so little time but now we were home, and she was

snging.
Her face was grave as she approached me. There was something remote about her and a strange

blending of pain with thejoy that must bein her too. Thefrost crackled in her dark unbound hair, and
when she took my hands her own were cold.

“Kathryn, we' re home,” | whispered. “We re home, and free, and dive. O Kathryn, | love you!”

She said nothing, but stood looking at me forever and forever until Manuel Argoscametojoinus. The
little stocky man seemed embarrassed—thefirst and only time| ever saw him quail, even faintly.

“John,” hesad, “I’ ve got to tell you something.”

“It'll keep,” | answered. “Y ou' re the captain of the ship. Y ou have authority to perform marriages. | want
you to marry Kathryn and me, here, now, on Earth.”

She looked at me unwaveringly, but her eyes were blind with tears. “ That’ sit, John,” she said, so low |
could barely hear her. “It won't be. I’ m going to marry Manuel.”

| stood there, not saying anything, not evenfeding it yet.

“It happened on the voyage,” she said, tondlesdy. “ tried to fight mysdlf, | couldn’t. | love him, John. |
love him even morethan | loveyou, and | didn’t think that was possible.”

“Shewill bethe mother of kings,” said Manuel, but his arrogant words were dmost defensive. “1 couldn’t
have made a better choice.”

“Doyou love her too,” | asked dowly, “or do you con-sider her good breeding stock?” Then: “Never



mind. Y our answer would only be the most expedient. We' Il never know the truth.”

It wasingtinct, | thought with agreat resurgence of weariness. A strong and vital woman would pick the
most suitable mate. She couldn’t help hersdlf. It was the race within her and there was nothing | could do
about it.

“Blessyou, my children,” | said.

They walked away after awhile, hand in hand under the high treesthat glittered with ice and sun. | stood
watching them until they were out of sight. Even then, with along and desperate struggle yet to come, |
think I knew that those were the parents of the Empire and the glorious Argolid dynasty, that they carried
the future within them.

And | didn’'t giveadamn.

Thus Manuel Argos, a hero as unconventional as van Rijn, traded theiron cellar of slavery for the
vitryl ring of mastery. He found the imperial signet a perfect fit for his heavy hand.

The. Terran Empire he proclaimed was eagerly wel-comed as a force for interstellar peace. Both
ravaged worlds and those that had escaped harm chose to join the new imperium. Terra’s
protection brought security with-out loss of local autonomy. At its zenith, the Empire ruled
100,000 inhabited systems within a sphere four hundred light-yearsin diameter.

But size and complexity could not avert the doom that ultimately faces any human enterprise. The
original worthy goal of security became a crippling obsession, especially after Terra collided with,
furiously ambitious Merseia. Worries about foes without masked decadence within. Knaves and
fools sought to preserve their threatened authority by unjust means. To many thirty-first century
citizens, the vaunted Pax Terrena had be-come a Pax Tyrannica.

Yet despite the impossible odds against them, the stub bornly independent settlers of Freehold
vowed that Terra would not make of their world a desert, and call it peace.

Outpost Of Empire

“No dragonsare flying—"

Karlsarm looked up. The fog around him was as yet thin enough that he could glimpse the messenger. Its
wings sickled across nightblue and those few stars—like diamond Spica and amber Betelgeuse—which
were too bright and near to be velled. So degp wasthe. tillnessthat he heard the messenger’ sfeathers
rudle

“Good,” hemurmured. “As| hoped.” Louder: “Inform Mistress Jenith that she can get safely across
open ground now. Sheisto advance her company to Galows Wood on the double. There let someone
keep watch from atreetop, but do not release the fire bees without my signal. Whatever happens.”

The sweet, unhuman voice of the messenger trilled back his order.

“Correct,” Karlsarm said. The messenger whedled and flew northward.

“What wasthat?” Wolf asked.

“Enemy hasn't got anyone aoft, far as Rowlan’s scouts can tell,” Karlsarm replied. “I instructed—

“Yes, yes,” growled hislieutenant. “I do know Anglic, if not bird language. But are you sure you want to



keep Jenith' slittle friends in reserve? We might have no casudties at dl if they went in our van.”

“But we' d have given away another secret. And we may very badly want asurprise to spring, one of
these times. Y ou go tell Mistress Randa the main body needs maximum cover. I'm after alast persona
look. When | get back, we'll charge.”

Wolf nodded. He was arangy man, harsh-faced, hisyelow hair braided. His fringed leather suit did not
mark him off for what he was, nor did hiswegpons; dirk and tomahawk were an ordinary choice. But the
two great hellhounds that padded black at his heels could only have followed the Grand Packmaster of
the Wind-hook.

He vanished into fog and shadow. Karlsarm loped for-ward. He saw none of his hundreds, but he
sensed them in more primitive ways. The mist patch that hid them grew tenuous with distance, until it lay
behind the captain. He stopped, shadow-roofed by alone sail tree, and peered before and around him.

They had had the coastdl marshes to concedl them over anst of their route. The climb by night, however,
graight up Onyx Heights, had required full moonlight if men were not to fall and shatter themsdlves. This
meant virtually no moon on the second night, when they entered the cultivated part of the plateau. But
with asdered period of two and athird days, Selene rose nearly full again, not long after the third
sundown, and waxed asit crossed the sky. At present it was hardly past maximum, a dented disk
flooding the land with iciness. Karlsarm felt naked to the eyes of hisenemies.

None seemed aware of him, though. Fields undulated away to aflat eastern horizon, kilometer after
kilo-meter. They were planted in rye, slvery and silent under the moon, sweet-smdlling where feet had
crushed it. Far off bulked a building, but it was dark; probably nothing dept within except machines. The
fact that agriculture took place entirely on robotized | atifundia made the countryside thinly popul ated.
Hence the possibility existed for Karlsarm of leading his people unobserved acrossit after sunset—to a
five-kilometer distance from Domkirk.

Even this near, the city looked smdl. It wasthe least of the Nine, housing only about fifty thousand, and it
was the second oldest, buildings huddled close together and much construction underground in the
manner of pioneer settlements. Aside from streets, its mass was largely unilluminated. They were sober
folk here who went early to bed. In places windows gleamed yellow. A single modern skyscraper
sheened metdlic beneath—Sdene, and it too had wakeful rooms. Severad upper facets of the cathedra
were visible above surrounding roofs. The moon was so brilliant that Karlsarm would have sworn he
could see color in their reflection of it.

A faint murmur of machinery breethed acrossthefieds. Alienit was, but Karlsarm dmost welcomed the
sound. The farmlands had oppressed him with their emptiness—their essentia lifel essness, no maiter
how rich the crops and deek the pastured animals—when he remembered hisforests. He shivered in the
chill. Asif to seek comfort, he looked back westward. The fogbank that camouflaged the center of his
army shimmered sartingly white. Surely it had been seen; but the phe-nomenon occurred naturdly, this
near the Lawrencian Ocean. Beyond the horizon, barely visble, asif embodied, floated the three highest
snowpeeks of the Windhook. Home was along march off: an eternal march for those who would die.

“Stop that, you,” Karlsarm whispered to himsalf. He unshipped his crossbow, drew aquarrel from his
quiver, loaded and cocked the piece. Hard pull on the crank, snick of the pawl were somehow
steadying. He was not aman tonight but a weapon.

Hetrotted back to his people. The fog was thickening, swirling in cold wet drifts, as Mistress Randa sent
ever more of her petsfrom their cages. He heard her croon a spell—

“ Shining mist, flow and twigt, fill this cup of amethyst.



Buzzing dozens, brotherlings, sing your lullaby of wings.
Ah! the moonlight flew and missed!”

Hewondered if it was realy needed. Why must women with Skills be that secretive about their work?
He heard likewise the tiny hum of the insects, and glimpsed afew when Selene sparked iridescence off
them. They kept dropping down to the ryestalks after they had exuded dl the droplets they could, filling
up with dew and rising again. Soon the cloud was so dense that men wereamost blind. They kept track
of each other by signas—imitated bird calls, chirrs, chegps, mews—and by odor, most of them having
put on their digtinctive war perfumes.

Karlsarm found Wolf near the red gleam of one hell-hound' s eyes. “ All set?’ he asked.
— Aye. If we can keep formation in this soup.”

“WEll kegp it close enough. Got alot of practice in thetidelands, didn’'t we? Very well, herewe go.”
Karlsarm uttered alow, shuddering whistle.

The sound ran from man to man, squad to squad, and those who knew flutecat language heard it as. “We
have stalked the prey down, let uslesp.”

Thefog rolled swiftly toward Domkirk; and nonein the city observed that there was no wind to driveit.

* % %

John Ridenour had arrived that, day. But he had made planetfall aweek earlier and before then had
crammed himsalf with every piece of information about Freehold that was available to him—by any
means necessary, from smple reading and conversation to the most arduous machine-forced mnemonics.
Hiswhole pre-vious career taught him how little knowledge that was. It had amused aswell as annoyed
him that he ended his journey explaining things to acrewman of the ship that brought him thither.

The Ottokar was a merchantman, Germanian owned, as tautly run as most vessels from that world.
Being short of bottom on the frontiers, the Imperia Terres-trial Navy must needs charter private craft
when trouble broke loose. They carried only materidl; troops still went in regular transports, properly
armed and escorted.

But Ridenour was acivilian: dso on time charter, he thought wryly. His job was not considered urgent.
They gave him aCrown ticket on Terraand said he could arrange his own passage. It turned out to
involve severd transfers from one ship to another, two of them with nonhuman crews. Traffic was sparse,
here where the Empire faded away into awilderness of sunsunclaimed and largely unexplored. The
Germanians were of hisown species, of course. But since they were abit stand-offish by culture, and he
by nature, he had rattled about rather one on what wasto bethefind leg of histrip.

Now, when he would actualy have preferred sllence and solitude, the off-duty steward’ s matejoined him
in the saloon and ingsted on talking. That wasthe , an-noyance—with Freehold in the viewscope.

“I have never seen anything more ... prachtig more magnificent,” the sleward’ s mate declared.
Then why not shut your mouth and watch it? grum-bled Ridenour to himsdlf.
“But thisismy first long voyage,” the other went on shyly.

He was little more than aboy, little older than Riden-our’ sfirst son. No doubt the rest of the men kept
him severely in his place. Certainly he had hitherto been mute asfar as the passenger was concerned.
Ridenour found he could not be ungraciousto him. “Areyou en-joyingit ... ah, I don’'t know your
name?’



“Dietrich, gr. Dietrich Steinhauer. Y es, the time has been interesting. But | wish they would tell me more
about the port planets we make on our circuit. They do not like me to question them,”

“Wall, don't take that to heart,” Ridenour advised. He leaned back in his chair and got out his pipe—a
tall, wiry, blond, hatchet-faced man, his gray tunic-and-trousers outfit more serviceabl e than fashionable.
“With so much loneliness between the stars, so much awe, men have to erect defenses. Terrans are apt
to get boisterous on along voyage. But from what I”ye heard of Germanians, | could damn near predict
they’ d withdraw into routine and themsel ves. Once your shipmates grow used to you, decide you'rea
good reliable fellow, they' Il thaw.”

“Redly? Areyou an ethnologis, Sr?’
“No, xenologist.”
“But there are no nonhuman on Freehold, except the Arulians. Arethere?’

“N-no. Presumably not. Biologicaly speaking, at any rate. But it is a strange planet, and such have been
known to do strange thingsto their colonists.”

Dietrich gulped and was quiet for afew blessed min-utes.

The globe swdlled, ever greater in its changing phases asthe Ottokar swung down from parking orbit.
Agang garry blacknessit shone blue, banded with blinding white cloudbanks, the continents hardly

visible through the deep air. The violet border that may be seen from space on the rim of any terrestroid
world was broader and more richly hued than Terra s. Acrossthe whole orb flickered aurora, invisble
on dayside but apale sheet of fire on nightside. It would not show from the ground, being too diffuse;
Freehold lacked the magnetic field to concentrate solar particles a the poles. Y et hereit played lambent
before the eye, through the thin upper layers of atmosphere. For the sun of Free-hold wastwice as
luminous as Sol, alatetype F. At adistance of 1.25 a.u., itsdisk was dightly smaler than that which
Terrasees, But theillumihation was amogt athird again as great, more white than yellow; and through a
glarefilter one could watch flares and prom+-inences lesp millions of kilometersinto space and shower
fierily back.

The singlemoon hoveinto view. It was undistinguish-ed, even in its name (how many satellites of
human-set-tled worlds are known as Selene?), having just a quarter the mass of Luna. But it was
aufficiently closein to show afourth greater angular diameter. Because of this, and the sunlight, and a
higher dbedo—fewer rnottlings—it gave better than twice the light. Ridenour spied it full on and was
amost dazzled.

“Frechold islarger than Germania, | believe.” Diet-rith’ s attempt a pompousness struck Ridenour as
pathetic.

“Or Terra,” the xenologist said. “Equatorid diameter in excess of 16,000 kilometers. But the mean,
dengity isquite low, making surface gravity abare ninety per cent of standard.”

—"“Thenwhy doesit have such thick air, Sr? Especialy with an energetic sun and anearby moon of
goodsze”

Hrn, Ridenour thought, you' re a pretty bright boy after al. Brightness should be encouraged; there's
pre-ciouslittle of it around. “ Gravitationd potentid,” he said. “Because of the great diameter, field
strength decreases quite dowly. Also, even if the ferrous coreis small, making for weaker tectonism and
less outgassing of at-mosphere than norma—still, the sheer pressure of mass on mass, in an object this
Size, was bound to produce re-spectable quantities of air and heights of mountains. These different
factorswork out to the result that the sea-level at-mosphereis denser. than Terran, but safely breathable



at al dtitudes of terrain.” He stopped to catch his breath.
“If it has few heavy dements, the planet must be ex tremely old,” Dietrich ventured.

“No, the early investigators found otherwise,” Riden-our said. “ The system’ s actualy younger than Sol’s.
It evidently formed in some meta-poor region of the galaxy and wandered into this spird arm afterward.”

“But at least Freehold isold by historical standards. | have heard it was settled more than five centuries
ago. And yet the population issmdl. | wonder why?’

“Smal initid colony, and not many immigrants after-ward, to thisfar edge of everything. High mortality
rates, too—origindly, | mean, before men learned theins and out of aworld which they had never
evolved on: amore violent and treacherous world than the one your ancestors found, Dietrich. That's
why, for many generations, they tended to stay in their towns, where they could keep nature at bay. But
they didn’t have the economic base to enlarge the towns very fast. Therefore they practiced alot of birth
control. To thisday, there are only nine cities on that whole enormous surface, and five of them areon
the same continent. Their inhab-itants tota fourteen and ahaf megapeople.”

“But | have heard about savages, Sir. How many are they?’
“Nobody knows,” Ridenour said. “That’s one of the things |’ ve been asked to find out.”

He spoke too curtly, of asudden, for Dietrich to dare question him further. It was unintentiona. He had
merely suffered an experience that came to him every oncein awhile, and shook him down to bedrock.

Momentarily, he confronted the sheer magnitude of the universe.

Good God, he thought, if Y ou do not exis—terrible God, if Y ou do—here we are, Homo sapiens,
children of Earth, creators of bonfires and flint axes and proton converters and gravity generators and
faster-than-light spaceships, explorers and conquerors, dominators of an Empire which we ourselves
founded, whose sphereis estimated to include four million blazing suns.... herewe are, and what are we?
What are four million stars, out on the fringe of one arm of the galaxy, among its hun-dred billion; and
what isthe one galaxy among so many?

Why; | shdl tell you what we are and these are, John Ridenour. We are one more-or-lessintelligent
speciesin auniverse that produces sophonts as casudly asit produces snowflakes, We are not ahair
better than our great, greenskinned, gatortailed Merseian rivas, not even consdering that they have no
hair; we are smply different in looks and language, smilar inimperia gppetites. The gaaxy—what tiny
part of it we can ever control—cares not one quantum whether their youthful greed and boldness
overcome our wearied satiety and caution. (Which isathought born of an aging civili-zation, by the way).

Our existing domain is aready too big for us. We don’t comprehend it. We can't.

Never mind the estimated four million sunsinside our borders. Think just of the gpproximately one
hundred thousand whose planets we do visit, occupy, order about, accept tribute from. Can you visudize
the number? A hundred thousand; no more; you could count that high in about seven hours. But can you
conjure up before you, in your mind, awell with ahundred thou-sand bricksin it: and seedl the bricks
smultaneoudy?

Of course not. No human brain can go as high asten.

Then consider aplanet, aworld, as big and diverse and old and mysterious as ever Terrawas. Can you
see the entire planet at once? Can you hope to understand the entire planet?

Next consder ahundred thousand of them.



No wonder Dietrich Steinhauer hereis dtogether ig-norant about Freehold. | mysalf had never heard of
the place before | was asked to take thisjob. And | am aspeciaist in worlds and the beings that inhabit
them. | should be ableto treat them lightly. Did | not, afew years ago, watch the total destruction of one?

Oh, no. Oh, no. The multiple millions of ... of every-thing alive ... bury the name Starkad, bury it
forever. And yet it was a single living world that perished, a mere single world.

No wonder Imperia Terralet the facts about Free-hold lie unheeded in the data banks. Freehold was
nothing but an obscure frontier dominion, aunit in the Satistics. Aslong as no complaint was registered
worthy of the sector governor’s attention, why inquire further? How could one inquire further? Something
more urgent is dways demanding attention el sewhere. The Navy, the intelligence services, the computers,
the decison makers are stretched too ghastly thin acrosstoo many stars.

And today, when war ramps |oose on Freehold and Im-perial marines are dispatched to fight Merseia' s
Arulian cat’ s-paws—we il see nothing but aborder action. It ismost unlikely that anyone at His
Maesty’ s court is more than vaguely aware of what is happening. Certainly our admird’scal for help
took long to go through channels: “We re having worse and worse trouble with the hinter-land savages.
The city people are no use. They don’'t seem to know either what' s going on. Please advise.”

And the entire answer that can be given to this appeal thusfar isme. One man. Not even aNaval
officer—not even aspecidist in human cultures—such cannot be gotten, except for tasks € sewhere that
look more vital. One civilian xenologist, under contract to investigate, report; and recommend
appropriate action. Which coun-sel may or may not be heeded.

If I die—and the battles grow hotter each month—Lis-sawill weep; so will our children, for awhile. |
liketo think that afew friendswill fed sorry, afew colleaguesremark what alossthisis, afew libraries
keep my books on micro for afew more, generations. However, that isthe mosti can hopefor.

And thishig, beautiful planet Freehold can perhaps hope for much less: The news of my death will be
dow to reach officia eyes. The request fore ac replacement will move dower yet. It may quite easily get
logt.

Then what, Freehold of the Nine Cities and the vast. mapless, wild-man-haunted outlands that encircle
them? Then what?

Once the chief among the settlements was Sevenhouses; but battle had lately passed through it. Though
the spaceport continued in use and the Ottokar set down there, Ridenour learned that Terran military
head-quarters had been shifted to Nordyke. He hitched aride in asupply barge. Because of thewar, its
robopilot was given ahuman boss, ayoung lieutenant named Muham-mad Sadik, who invited the
xenologigt to St in the con-trol turret with him. Thus Ridenour got agood look at the country.

Sevenhouses was dmost as melancholy asight from the air as from the ground. The origina town stood
intact at one edge; but that was arelic, afew stone-and-concrete buildings which piety preserved.
Today’ sredlity had been acomplex of industries, dwelling places—mainly gpartments—schools, parks,
shops, rec. reation centers. The city was not large by standards of theinner Empire. But it had been nest,
bright, bustling, more up-to-date than might have been expected of acommunity in the marshes.

Now mogt of it was rubble. What remained lay fire-scarred, crowded with refugees, the machinery
slenced, the people sadly picking up bits and pieces of their lives. Among them moved Imperial marines,
and warcraft patrolled overhead like eagles.

“Just what happened?’ Ridenour asked.
Sadik shrugged. “ Same as happened at Oldenstead. The Arulians made an air assault—airborne troops



and armor, | mean. They knew we had a picayune garrison and hoped to seize the place before we could
reinforce. Then they’ d pretty well own it, you know, the way they’ ve got Waterfleet and Startop. If the
enemy occupies atownful of His Mgesty’ s subjects, we can't scrub that town. At least, doctrine says
wecan't ... thusfar. But here, like a Oldenstead, our boys managed to hang on till we got help to them.
We clobbered the blues pretty good, too. Not many escaped. Of course, the ground fighting was heavy
and kind of bashed the town around.”

He gestured. The barge was now well aoft, and a broad view could be gotten. “ Harder on the
countryside, | suppose,” he added. “Wefdt free to use nukesthere. They sure chew up alandscape,
don't they?’

Ridenour scowled. The valley beneath him had been lovely, green and ordered, a checkerboard of
mechanized agroenterprises run from the city. But the craters pocked it, and high-altitude bursts had set
square kilo-meters afire, and radiation had turned sere mogt fields that were not ashen.

Hefdt relieved when the barge lumbered across a mountain range. The wilderness beyond was not
entire-ly untouched. A blaze had run widdly, and falout appeared to have been heavy. But the reach of
land was enormous, and presently nothing lay benesath except life. The forest that made awell-nigh solid
roof was not quite like something from ancient Terra: those leaves, those meadows, those rivers and
lakes had a curious brilliance; or was that due to sunlight; fierce and white out of a pale-blue sky where
cumulus clouds towered in-tricately shadowed? The air was often darkened and clamorous with bird
flocks which must number in the millions. And, aswoodland gave way to prairie, Riden-our saw herds of
grazersequaly richin Sze and variety.

“Not many planetsthisfertile,” Sadik remarked. “Won-der why the colonists haven't done more with it?”

“Their society began in towns rather than smaller unitslike family homesteads,” Ridenour answered.
“That was unavoidable. Freehold isn't asfriendly to man as you might believe.”

“Oh, I’ ve been through some of the storms. | know.”

“And native diseases. And the fact that while native food is generdly edible, it doesn’t contain everything
needed for human nutrition. In short, difficulties such as are normaly encountered in settling anew world.
They could be overcome, and were; but the process was dow, and the habit of living in afew centers
became ingrained. Also, the Freeholders are under a specia handicap. The planet is not quite—without
iron, copper and other heavy dements. But their ores occur too sparsely to support amodern industria
establishment, let done perrnit it to expand. Thus Freehold has dways depended on extraplanetary trade.
And the ‘ system lies on the very fringe of human-dominated space. Trafficisdight and freight rates high.”

“They could do better, though,” Sadik declared. “Food astasty aswhat they raise ought to go for fancy
prices on placeslike Bonedry and Disaster Landing—planets not terribly far, lots of metas, but
otherwise none too good ahome for their colonigts.”

Ridenour wasn't sureif the pilot was patronizing him in revenge. He hadn’t meant to be pedantic; it was
his professiona habit. “I understand that the Nine Cities were in fact devel oping such trade, with
unlimited possibilitiesfor the future,” he said mildly. “They aso hoped to atract immigrants. But then the
war came.”

“Yeh,” Sadik grunted. “ One always does, | guess.”

Ridenour recollected that war was no stranger to Freehold. Conflict, at any rate, which occasionaly
erupted in violence. The Arulian insurgency was the worst incident to date—but perhaps nothing more
than an incident, sub specie aeternitatis.



The threat from the savages was something else: less spectacular, but apt to be longer lasting, with more
per-vasive subtle effects on the long-range course of history here.

Nordyke made a pleasant change. The strife had not touched it, save to fill the airport with ships—and
the seaport, asitsfactories drew hungrily on the produce of other continents—and the streets with young
men from every corner of the Empire. The modern town, surrounding Catwick’ s bright turbulent waters,
retained in its angular architecture some of the stark-ness of the old castle-like settlements on the heights
above. But in the parks, roses and jasmine were abloom; and el sewhere the taverns brawled with
merriment. The mae citizens were happily acquiring the money that the Imperidists brought with them;
the femaeswere gill more happily helping spend it.

Ridenour had no time for amusement, even had he been inclined. Plain to see, Admira Fernando Cruz
Man-qual considered him one more nuisance wished on along-suffering planetary command by ahome
govern-ment that did not know its mass from a Dirac hole. He had to swing more weight than he actudly
carried, to get hilleted in afloat-shelter on the bay and arrange his background-information interviews.

One of these was with an Arulian prisoner. He did not spesk any language of that world, and the dender,
blue-feathered, sharp-snouted biped knew no Anglic. But both were fluent in the principal Merseian
tongue, though the Arulian had difficulty with certain Eriau phonemes. ,

“Relax,” said Ridenour, after the other had been con-ducted into the office he had borrowed, and the
Terran marine had gone out. “1 won't hurt you. | wear this blaster because regulations say | must. But
you aren’'t so stupid asto attempt a break.”

“No, Nor so didoya asto give away what would hurt my people.” The tone was more arrogant than
defiant, as nearly as one could make comparisons with human emations. The Arulian had dready learned
that captives were treated according to the Covenant. The reason was less moral than practical—the
same reason why hisown army did not try to annihilate Nordyke, though Terrd s effort was concentrated
here. Revenge would be total. As matters stood, the prisoners and towns they held, the other towns they
could destroy, were bargaining counters. When they gave up the struggle (which surdly they mugt, ina
year or two), they could exchange these hostages for the right to go home unmolested.

“Agreed. | smply want to hear your side of the story.” Ridenour offered acigar. “Y our specieslikes
tobacco, doesit not?’

“I thank.” A seven-fingered hand took the gift with illconcealed eagerness. “ But you know why we fight.
Thisisour home”

“Urn-m-m . Freehold was man-occupied before your race began space flight.”

“True. Y et Arulian bones have strengthened this soil for more than two centuries. By longstanding
agree-ment, the Arulianswho lived and died here did so under the Law of the Sacred Horde. For what
can your law mean to us, Terran—your law of property to uswho do things mutualy with our
pheromonesharers; your law of marriage to uswho have three sexes and a breeding cycle; your law of
Imperid fedty to uswho find truth’ swelspring in Eternd Aruli? We might have compro-mised, after
Freehold was incorporated into your domain. Indeed, we made every reasonable attempt to do so. But
repested and flagrant violation of our rights must in the end provoke secessive action.”

Ridenour started his pipe. “Wdll, now, suppose you look at the matter as| do,” he suggested. “ Freehold
isan old human colony, dthough it liesfar from Terra. It was founded before the Empire and stayed
sovereign after the Empire began. There was just no special reason why we should acquireit, take on
responghility for it, while the people remained friendly. But needing trade and not getting many human
vigtors, they looked dsawhere. The Merseians had lately brought modern technology to Aruli. Arulian
mercantile associations were busy in thisregion. They had the reputation of being industrious and reliable,



and they could use Freehold' s produce. It was natural that trade should begin; it followed that numerous
Arulians should come hereto live; and, asyou say, it was quite proper to grant them extraterritoria-ity.

“But.” Hewagged his pipestem. * Rel ationships be-tween the Terran and Merseian Empires grew more
and more strained. Armed conflict became frequent in the marshes. Freehold felt threatened. By now the
planet had—if not abooming industry—at least enough to make it amilitary asset. A tempting target for
anyone. Sovereign independence |ooked pretty lonely, not to say fictitious. So the Nine Cities applied for
membership in the Empire and were accepted—as much to forestall Merseiaas for any other reason. Of
course the Arulian minority objected. But they wereasmall minority. And in any case, asyou said,
compromise should have been possible. Terrarespectsthe rights of client species. We must; they aretoo
many for suppression. In fact, no few nonhumans have Terran citizenship.”

“Neverthdess,” the prisoner said, “you violated what we hold hallowed.”

“Let mefinish,” Ridenour said. “Y our mother world Aruli, its sphere of influence, everything there has
lately became aMersaian puppet. No, wait, | know you' |l deny that indignantly; but think. Consider your
race srecent history. Ask yoursalf what pronouncements have been made by the current Bearers of the
Horns—as regards Merseia versus Terra—and remember that they succeeded by revolutionary
overthrow of the legitimate heirs. Never mind what abuses they claim to be correcting; only recall that
they are Merselan-sponsored revolution-aries.

“Reflect how your people here, on this planet, have dways considered themsalves Arulians rather than
Freeholders. Reflect how they have, infact, astensionsincreased, supported the interests of Aruli rather
than Terra Maybe thiswould not have occurred, had the humans here treated you more fairly in the past.
But we were confronted with your present hostility. What would you expect us to do—what would you
doin our place—but decree some security regulations? Which isthe prerogative of HisMagesty’s
government, you know. The origind treaty granting them extraterritoridity was sgned by the Nine Cities,
not by the Terran Empire.

“So you revolted, you resident aliens. And we dis-covered to our dismay that the rebellion was well
pre-pared. Multiple tons of war supplies, multiple thousands of troops, had been smuggled beforehand
into wildernessaress ... from Aruli!”

“That isnot true,” the prisoner said. “Of course our mother world favors our righteous cause, but—"

“But we have censusfigures, remember. The registered Arulian-descended Freeholders do not add up to
any-thing like thetotal in your ‘* Sacred Horde.” Y ou yoursdlf, my friend, whose ancestors supposedly
lived here for generations, cannot speak the language! Oh, | under-stand Aruli’ sdesire to avoid an open
clash with Terra, and Terra swillingnessto indulge thisdesire. But let us not waste our persond time with
trangparent hypocrises, youand 1.”

The prisoner refused response.

Ridenour sghed. “Y our sacrifices, what victories you have had, everything you have doneisfor nothing,”
he went on. “ Suppose you did succeed. Suppose you actud-ly did win your ‘independent world in
pheromone associa-tion with the Holy Ancestral Soil’—do you really think your species would benefit?
No, no. The result would mean nothing more than anew wegpon for Merseiato useagaing Terra... a
rather chegply acquired one.” His smile wasweary. “We re familiar with the process, we humans. We ve
employed it against each other often enough in our past.”

“Asyoulike” the Arulian said. By ingtinct he was less combative as an individua than ahuman s, though
possibly more so in acollectivity. “ Y our opinions make scant difference. The great objective will be
achieved beforelong.”



Ridenour regarded him with pity. “Have your supe-riorsredly kept on telling you that?’
“Surdly. What dse?’

“Don’'t you understand the Situation? The Empireis putting less effort into the campaign than it might,
true. Thisisadistant frontier, however critica. Two hundred light-years make along way from Terra
But our lack of energy doesn’t matter in the long run, except to poor tormented Freehold.

“Because this system hasin fact been taken by us. Y ou aren’t getting any more supplies from outside.
You can't. Small fast courier boats might hope to run our blockade, | supposg, if they aren’t too many
and accept a high percentage of 1oss. But nothing except afull-sized task force would break it. Aruli
cannot help you further. She hasn't that kind of fleet. Mersaiaisn’'t going to. The gameisn't worth the
candleto her. You are cut off. We'll grind you away to nothing if we must; but we hopeyou'll see
reason, give up and depart.

“Think. You cdl it yaro fever, do you not—that disease which afflicts your species but not ours—for
which the antibiotic must be grown on Aruli itself where the soil bacteria are right? We capture more and
more of you who suffer from yaro. When did you last see afresh ot of antibiotic?’

The prisoner screamed. He cast his cigar at Ridenour’ sfeet, sprang from his chair and ran to the office
door. “Take me back to the stockade!” he wept.

Ridenour’ s mouth twisted. Oh, well, he thought, | didn’t redlly hope to learn anything new from any of
those pathetic devils.

Besides, the savages are what I’ m supposed to in-vestigate. Though I’ ve speculated if perhaps, in the
two centuriesthey lived here, the Arulians had some in-fluence on the outback people. Everybody knows
they traded with them to some extent. Did ideas pass, aswell as goods?

For certainly the savages have become troublesome.

The next day Ridenour was lucky and got adirect lead. The mayor of Domkirk arrived in Nordyke on
official busness. And word was that the Domkirk militiahad taken prisoners after beating off araid from
the wil-derness dwellers. Ridenour waited two days before he got to see the mayor; but that was about
par for the coursein aproject like this, and he found things to do mean-while.

Rikard Uriason proved to be ashort, eegantly clad, fussy man. He was obvioudy self-conscious about
coming from the smallest recognized community on the planet. He mentioned avist he had once made to
Terraand thefact that his daughter was studying on Ansg, twice in the first ten minutes after Ridenour
entered his hotel room. He kept, trying to talk the Emperor’ s Anglic and dipping back into Freeholder
diaect. He fussed about, falling between the stools of being agracious host and aman of the universe.
Withal, he was competent and well informed where his own job was concerned.

“Yes, sr, we of Domkirk live closer to the outback than anyone else. For various reasons,” he said, after
they werefinaly seated with drinksin their hands. A window stood open to the breeze off
Catwick—aways dightly alien-scented, a hint of the smell that wet iron has on Terra—and the noise of
sreets and freight-belts, and the view of waters glittering out to the dunes of Longenhook. “ Our
municipaity does not yet have the manpower to keep aradius of more than about two hundred
kilometers under cultivation. Remember, Terran crops are fragile on this planet. We can mutate and
breed sdlectively as much aswelike. The native life forms will nonethelessremain hardier, en? And, while
robotic machines do most of the physical work, the re-quirement for supervision, decision-making human
per-sonndl isinevitably greater than on amore predictable world. Thislimits our range. Then too, we are
on acoadtd plateau. Onyx Heights falls steeply to the ocean, westward to the Windhook, into
marsh—unreclaimable—by us at our present stage of development, at any rate.”



Good Lord, Ridenour thought, | have found a man who can out-lecture me. Aloud: “ Are those tidelands
in-habited by savages, then?’

“No, gr, | do not believe so. Certainly not in any sig-nificant degree. The raiders who plague our borders
appear to be centered in the Windhook Range and the Upwoods beyond. That was where the recent
trouble oc-curred, on that particular margin. We have been for-tunate in that the war’ s desolation has
passed us by. But we fedl, on thisvery account, our patriotic duty isal the more pressing, to make up the
agriculturd losses caused €l sewhere. Some expansion is possible, now that refugees augment our
numbers. We set about clearing land in thefoothills. A valley, actudly, potentialy fertile once the weeds
and other native pests have been erad-icated. Which, with modern methods, takes only about one yesr.
A Freehold year, | mean, circa about twenty-five per cent longer than a Terran year. Ah ... wherewas|?
... Yes. A band of savages attacked our pioneers. They might have succeeded. They did succeed in the
past, on certain occasions, as you may know, sir. By sur-prise, and numbers, and proximity—for their
weapons are crude. Necessarily so, iron and similar metals being scarce. But they did manage, for
instance, severa years ago, to frustrate an attempt on settling on Moon Garnet Lake, in spite of the
attempt being supplied by air and backed by militiawith reasonably modern smal arms. Ahem! Thistime
we were forewarned. We had our guards disguised as workers, their weapons concealed. Not with any
idea of entrgpment. Please understand that, sir. Our wish is not to lure any heathen to their deeths, only to
avoid conflict. But neither had we any wish for them to spy out our capabilities. Accordingly, when a
gang atacked, our militiamen did themselves proud, | may say. They inflicted casuaties and drove the
bulk of the raiders back into the forest. A full twenty-seven prisoners wereflitted to detention in our city
jail. I expect the savages will think twice before they en-deavor to halt progress again.”

Even Uriason must stop for breath sometime. Riden-our took the.opportunity to ask: “What do you plan
to do with your prisoners?’

The mayor looked alittle embarrassed. “ That isadelicate question, Sr. Technically they are
crimi-nals—one might say traitors, when Freehold isat war. However, oneisamost obliged morally, is
one not, to regard them as hostiles protected by the Covenant? They do by now, unfortunately, belong to
aforeign culture; and they do not acknowledge our planetary government. Ah ... in the pagt, rehabilitation
was attempted. But it was rarely successful, short of out-right brainscrub, which is not popular on
Freehold. The problem is much discussed. Suggestions from Imperia expertswill be welcomed, once the
war isover and we can devote attention to sociodynamic matters.”

“Butisn’'t thisarather longstanding problem?’ Ridenour said.

“Wall, yes and no. On the one hand, it istrue that for several centuries people have been leaving the cities
for the outback. Their reasons varied. Some persons were mere failures, remember, the origina colonists
held anided of individuaism and made scant provision for anyone who could not, ah, cut the mustard.
Some were fugitive criminas. Some were disgruntled romantics, no doubt. But the processwas quite
gradud. Most of those who departed did not vanish overnight. They remained in periodic contact. They
traded thingslike gems, furs, or their own itinerant labor for manufactured articles. But their sonsand
grandsons tended, more and more, to adopt a purely uncivilized way of life, one which denied any need
for what the cities offered.”

“Adaptation,” Ridenour nodded. “It's happened on other planets. On olden Terra, even—Ilike the
American fron-tier.” Seeing that Uriason had never heard of the Ameri-can frontier, he went on abit
sorrowfully: “Not agood process, isit? The characteristic human way isto adapt the environment to
onedf, not onesdf to the environ-ment.”

“I quite agree, Sir. But originaly, no one was much concerned in the Nine Cities. They had enough elseto
think about. And, indeed, emigration to the wilderness was a safety valve. Thus, when the anti-Christian
up-heavals occurred three hundred years ago, many Chris-tians departed. Hence the Mechanists came



to power with relatively little bloodshed—including the blood of Hedonists, who aso disappeared rather
than suffer per-secution. Afterward, when the Third Congtitution decreed tolerance, the savages were
included by impli-cation. If they wished to skulk about in the woods, why not? | suppose we, our
immediate ancestors, should have made ethnological studies on them. A thread of contact did exist, afew
trading posts and the like. But ... well, Sir, our orientation on Freehold is prag-métic rather than
academic. Weareabusy folk.”

“Especialy nowadays,” Ridenour observed.

“Yes. Very true. | presume you do not speak only of the war. Before it started, we had large plansin
train. Our incorporation into HisMgesty’ sdomains augured well for the furtherance of civilization on
Freehold. We hope that, when the war is over, those plans may be realized. But admittedly the savages
areagrowing obstacle.”

“I undergtand they sent embassiestelling this and that city not to enlarge its operations further.”

“Y es. Our spokesman pointed out to them that the Third Congtitution gave each city theright to exploit
itsown hinterland asits citizens desred—a right which our Imperia charter has not abrogated. We dso
pointed out that they, the savages, werefelow citizens by virtue of residence. They need only adopt the
customs and habits of civilization—and we stood ready to lend them educational, financia, even
psychotherapeutic assis-tance toward this end. They need only meet the mple, essentia requirements
for the franchise, and they too could vote on how to best develop the land. Uniformly they refused. They
denied the authority of the mayorsand laid claim to al unimproved territory.”

Ridenour smiled, but with little mirth. “ Cultures, likeindividuals, die hard,” he said.

“True,” Uriason nodded. “We civilized people are not unsympathetic. But after al! The outbacker
population, their number, isunknown to us. However, it must be on the same order of magnitude asthe
cities, if not less. Whereas the potentia population of a Freehold properly developed is—well, | leave
that to your imagination, sir. Ten billion? Twenty? And not any huddled masses, either. Comfortable, well
fed, productive, happy human beings. May afew million ignorant woodsrunners deny that many soulsthe
right to be born?

“None of my business,” Ridenour said. “My contract just tellsmeto investigate.”

“I might add,” Uriason said, “that Terra srivary with Mersaiabidsfair to go onfor long generations. A
well populated highly indudtridized large planet here on the Betelgeusean .frontier would be of distinct
vaueto the Empire. To the entire human species, | beieve. Do you not agree?’

“Yes, of course” Ridenour said.

He readily got permission to return with Uriason and study the savage prisonersin depth. The mayor’s
car flitted back to Domkirk two days late—two of Free-hold' s twenty-one hour days. And thusit
happened that John Ridenour was on hand when the city was de-stroyed.

* * %

Karlsarm loped well in among the buildings, with his staff and guards, before combat broke loose. He
heard yells, crack of blasters, hiss of dugthrowers, snap of bowstrings, sharp bark of explosives, and
grinned. For they came from the right direction, as did the sudden fire-flicker above the roofs. The airport
wasfirst struck. Could it be seized in time, no dragonswould fly.

Sdenelight had drenched and drowned pavement lu-minosity. Now windows were springing to life
through-out the town. Karlsarm'’ s group broke into arun. The on-duty militiamen, barracked at the
airport, were few.



Wolf’s detachment should be able to handle them in the course of grabbing vehiclesand that missile
emplace-ment which Terran engineers hed lately ingtalled. But Domkirk wasfilled with other men, and
some of them kept arms at home. Let them boil out and get organized, and the result would be
daughterous. But they couldn’t organize without communications, and the eectronic center of the
municipality wasin the new skyscraper.

A door opened, in theflat front of an gpartment house. A citizen stood outlined against the lobby behind,
pajama-clad, querulous a being roused. “What the hdll d'you think—"

Light spilled across Karlsarm. The Domkirker saw: aman in bast and leather, crossbow in hands,
crossbelts sagging with edged weapons, abig muscular body, weatherbeaten countenance, an emblem of
authority which was not a decent insigne but the skull and skin of a catavray crowning that wild head.

“ Savages!” the Domkirker shrieked. His voice went eunuch high with panic.

Before he had finished the word, the score of invaders were gone from his sight. More and more keening
lifted, under agathering battle racket. It suited Karlsarm. Terrified folk were no danger to him.

When he emerged in the cathedra square, he found that not every mind in town had stampeded.

The church loomed opposite, overtopping the shops which otherwise ringed the plaza. For they were
darken-ed and were, in any event, things that might have been seen anywherein the Empire. But the
bishop’ s seat was raised two centuries ago, in astyle already ancient. It was dl colored vitryl, panes that
formed one enormous many-faceted jewd, so that by day the interior was nothing except
radiances—and even by moonlight, the outside flashed and dim spectra played. Karlsarm had small
chance to admire. Flames stabbed and bullets sang. He led aretreat back around the corner of another
building.

“Somebody’ s got together,” Link o' the Cragland muttered superfluoudy. “Think we can bypassthem?’

Karlsarm squinted. The skyscraper poked above the cathedral, two blocks farther on. But whoever
com-manded this plazawould soon isolate the entire area, once enough men had ralied to him. “We'd
better clean them out right away,” he decided. “ Quick, intelli-gencers!”

“Aye.” Noach undung the box on his shoulder, set it down, talked into its ventholes and opened the lid.
Lithelittle shapes jumped forth and ran soundlesdy off among the shadows. They were soon back.
Noach chit-tered with them and reported: “ Two strong squads, onein the righthand street, onein the lft.
Doorways, wals, plenty of cover. Radiocoms, | think. The commanderstak at their own wrists,

anyhow, and we can’t jam short-range transmissions, can we? If we have to handle long-range onestoo?
Other men keep coming to join them. A team just brought what | suppose must be atripod blastgun.”

Karlsarm rephrased the information in bird language and sent messengers off, oneto achief of infantry,
oneto the monitors.

The latter arrived first, as proper tactics dictated. The beasts—half a dozen of them, scaled and scuted
croco-dilian shapes, each as big as two buffalo—were not proof againgt Imperid-type guns. Nothing
was. And be-ing stupid, they were inflexible; you gave them their orders and hoped you had aimed them
right, because that wasthat. But they were hard to kill ... and ter-rifying if you had never met them
before. The blast-gunners unleashed asingleill-direCted thunderbolt and fled. About haf the group
barricaded themsalvesin awarehouse. The monitors battered down the wall, and the defenders yiel ded.

Meanwhile the Upwoods infantry dedlt with the oppaosition in the other street. Knifemen could not very
well rush riflemen. However, bowmen could pin them down until the monitors got around to them, after
which amelee occurred, and everyone fought hand-to-hand anyway. A more e egant solution existed but
doctrine stood, to hold secret weaponsin reserve. The monitors were expendable, there being no way to



evacuate crea turesthat long and heavy.

Karlsarm himsalf had aready proceeded to capture the skyscraper and establish headquarters. From the
top floor, he had an overview of the entire town. It made him nervousto be enclosed in lifeless plastic,
and he had a couple of the big windows knocked out. Grenades were needed to break the vitryl. So his
technicians manning the communication panels, afew floors down, must en—dure being caged.

A messenger blew in from the night and fluted: “ The field of dragons has been taken, likewise afortress
wherein our people were captive—"

Karlsarm's heart knocked. “Let Mistress Evagail cometo me.”

Waiting, hewas gresatly busied. Reports, queries, sug-gestions, crigs; directives, answers, decisons,
actions. The Streets were a phosphor web, out to the icy moon-lands, but most of the buildings hulked
lightless again, terror drawn back into itself. Sporadic fire flared, the brief sounds of clash drifted faintly to
him. Theair grew colder.

When Evagail entered, he needed an ingtant to dis-engage his mind and recognize her. They had stripped
her. They had stripped off her buckskins and gold furs, swathed the supple height of her in a—shapeless
prison gown; and a bandage till hid most of the ruddy-coiled hair. But then she laughed at him, eyesand
mouth aive with an old joy, and he legped across a desk to seize her.

“Did they hurt you?’ hefindly got the courage to ask.

“No, except for this battle wound, and it isn't much,” shesaid. “They did threaten uswith a... what’ sthe
thing called? ... a hypnoprobe, when we wouldn't talk. Just aswell you came when you did, loveing.”

Histone shook: “Better than well. If that horror isn't used exactly right, it cracks apart both reason and
soul.”

“Youforget | havemy Skill,” shesaid grimly.

He nodded. That was one reason why he had launched his campaign earlier than planned: not only for
her sake, but for fear that the Citieswould learn what she was. She might not have succeeded in escaping
or inforcing her guardsto day her, ‘ before the hypnoprobe vibrations took over her brain.

She should never have accompanied that raid on Fal-consward Vdley. It was nothing but a
demondiration, a. test ... militarily speaking. Emotiondly, though, it had been alashing back at an outrage
committed upon the land. Evagail had indsted on practicing the combat use of her Skill; but her true
reason was that she wanted to avenge the flowers. Karlsann wielded no authority to sop her. Hewasa
friend, occasondly alover, some day perhapsto father her children; but was not any woman asfree as
any man?He wasthewar chief of Upwoods, but was not any Mistress of a Skill necessarily
in-dependent of chiefs?

Though afailure, the attack had not been afiasco. Going into action for the first time, and meeting acrue
sur-prise, the outbackers had nonethel ess conducted them-selves well and retrested in good order. It
was sheer evil fortune that Evagail was knocked out by agrazing bullet before she had summoned her

powers.

“Wdl, we got you hereintime,” Karisssam said. “I’'m glad.” Later he would make aballad about his
gladness. “How stands your enterprise?’

“We grip the place, barring afew holdouts. | don’t know if we managed to jam every outgoing message.
Mistress Persal s buzzerwave bugs could have missed atranamitter or two. And surely our folk now
handling the comcenter can’t long maintain the pretense of being ordinary, undisturbed Domkirkers. No



arrcraft have showed thusfar. Better not delay any more than we must, though. So we ought to clear out
the population

—and nobody’ s stirred from their, miserable deng!”
“Um-m, what are you doing to cal them forth?’
“An dl-phones announcement.”

Evagall laughed-anew. “1 can imaginethat scene, love-ling! A poor, terrified family, whoseideaof a
wildernesstripisapicnicin GalowsWood. Suddenly their town is occupied by hairy, skinclad
savages—the same terrible people who burned the Moon Garnet camp and bush-whacked three punitive
expeditionsin succession and don't pay taxes or send their children to school or support the Arulian war
or do anything civilized—»but were * supposed to be safe, cozy hundreds of kilometersto the west and
never amatch for regular troops on open ground—suddenly, here they are! They have taken Dom-kirk!
They whoop and wave their tomahawksin the very streets! What can our familiesdo but hidein their ...
gpartment, isthat the word? ... the gpartment, with furniture piled across the door? They can't even
phone anywhere, the phoneis dead, they can’t call for help, can't learn what' s become of Uncle Enry.
Until the thing chimes. Hope legpsin Father’ s breast. Surely the Im-perids, or the Nordyke militia, or
somebody has come to the rescue! With shaking hand, he turns the instruments on In the screen he
sees—who'd you assign? Walf, I'll wager. He sees along-haired stone-jawed wild man, who barksin
andiendidect: ‘Comeout of hiding. We mean to demolish your city.””

Evagail clicked her tongue. “Did you learn nothing about civilization while you werethere; Karlsam?’
shefinished.

“| wastoo busy learning something about its machines,” he said. “1 couldn’t wait to be done and de-part.
What would you do here?’

“Let amore soothing image make reassuring noisesfor awhile. Best awoman; may aswell be me.”
Karls-arm’s eyes widened before his head nodded agreement. “Meanwhile,” Evagail continued, you find
the mayor. Have him issue the actual order to evacuate.” Shelooked down at her dress, grimaced, pulled
it off and threw it in acorner with aviolent motion. “Can’t stand that rag another heartbest. Synthetic ...
dead. Which way is the telephone centrd ?”

Karlsarm told her. Obvioudy she had aready discover-ed how to use grayshifts and dideways. She
departed, striding like aleontine, and he dispatched men on asearch for city officiadom.

That didn't takelong. Apparently the mayor had been trying to find the enemy leader. Tomsled him and
another in at the point of a captured blaster. The weapon was held so carelesdy that Karlsarm took it
and pitched it out the window. But then, Tomswas from the Trollspike region—as could betold from his
breech-clout and painted skin—and had probably never seen agun before he enlisted.

Karlsarm dismissed him and stood behind the desk, arms folded, against the dark broken pane, letting
the prisoners assess him while he studied them. One looked amost comical, short, pot-bellied, red-faced
and pop-eyed, asif the doom of hiscity were apersona insult. The fellow with him was more interesting,
tal, yellow-hared, sharp-featured, neither his hastily donned clothes nor his bearing nor even hislooks
typical of any place on Freehold that Karlsarm had heard of .

“Who areyou?’ thelittle man sputtered. “What' s the meaning of this? Do you redize what you have
done?’

“I expect he does,” said hiscompanion dryly. “Permit introductions. The mayor, Honorable Rikard
Uriason; mysdf, John Ridenour, from Terra”



An Imperidigt! Karlsarm must fight to keep face im-passive and muscles relaxed. He tried to match
Riden-our’ s bow. “Welcome, sirs. May | ask why you, dis-tinguished outworlder, are here?’

“I wasin Domkirk to interview, ah, your people,” Ridenour said. “In the hope of getting an
understanding, with the aim of eventua reconciliation. As ahouse guest of Mayor Uriason, | felt perhaps
| could assst him—and you—to make terms.”

“Well, maybe.” Karlsarm didn’t bother to sound skep-tical. The Empire wasn't going to like what the
out-backersintended. He turned to Uriason. “1 need your help quite urgently, Mayor. This city will be
destroyed. Please tdll everyone to move out immediately.”

Uriason staggered. Ridenour saved him from falling. His cheeks went gray beneath a puce webwork.
“What?’ he strangled. “No. You areinsane. Insane, | tell you. Y ou cannot. Impossible.”

“Can and will, Mayor. We hold your arsend, your missile emplacement—nuclear wegpons, which some
of usknow how to touch off. At most, we have only afew hourstill alarge force arrives from another
town or an Imperia garrison. Maybe lesstime than that, if word got out. We want to be gone before
then; and so must your folk; and so must the city.”

Uriason collapsed in alounger and gasped for air. Ridenour seemed equally appalled, but controlled it
better. “For your own sakes, don't,” the Terran said in avoice that wavered. “1 know agood bit of
human history. | know what sort of revenge is provoked by wanton destruc-tion.”

“Not wanton,” Karlsarm answered. “I’ m quite sorry to lose the cathedral. A work of, art. And museums,
libraries, laboratories—But we haven't time for selective demalition.” He drove sympathy out of his body
and said like one of the machines he hated: “Nor do we have the foolishnessto let this place continue as
abase for military operations againgt us and civilian operations againgt our land. Whatever happens, it
goes up before daybreak. Do you or do you not want the people spared? If you do, get busy and talk to
them!”

Evacuation took longer than he had expected. Obedience was swift enough after Uriason's
announcement. Citi-zens moved like cattle, streamed down the streets and out onto the airport expanse,
where they milled and muttered, wept and whimpered under the blesk light of waning setting Selene.
(With less luminescence to oppose, more stars had appeared, the stars of Empire, but one looked and
understood how the gulf gaped be-tween here and them, and shuddered in the pre-dawn wind.)
Nevertheless people got in each other’ sway, didn’t grasp the commands of their herders, shuffled,
fainted, stalled the procession whilethey tried to find their kin. Besides, Karlsarm had forgotten there
would be ahospita, with some patients who must be carried out and provided for in an outlying
latifundium.

But, one by one, the aircraft filled with humans, and ran fifty kilometers upwind, and deposited their
cargoes, and returned for more: until at last, when the first eastern pal eness began to strengthen, Domkirk
stood empty of everything savethewind.

Now the Upwoods army boarded and was flown west. Most of their pilots were city men, knives near to
throats. Karisarm and his few technicians saw the last shuttling vehicle off. It would return for them after
they were through. (He was not unaware of the incongruity; skin-clad woodsrunnerswith dirks at their
belts, pro-posing to sunder the atom!) Meanwhile it held Evagail, Wolf and Noach—his cadre—together
with Uriason and Ridenour, who were hel ping control the crowds.

The mayor seemed to have crumpled after the pres-sure was off him. “Y ou can’t do this,” he kept
mum-bling. “You can’t do this.” Hewas led up the gangway into the belly of theflyer.

Ridenour paused, a shadow in the door., and looked down. Was his glance quizzical ?“| must admit to



puzzle ment about your method,” he said. “How will you explode the town without exploding yoursalves?
| gather your followers have only the sketchiest notion of gadgetry. It isn't Smpleto jury-rig atiming
device”

“No,” Karlsarm said, “but it'ssmpleto launch amissile at any angle you choose.” He waved to unseen
Evagal. “Wé |l join you shortly.”

The bustook off and dwindled among the last stars. Karlsarm directed his crew in making preparations,
then returned outside to watch thefirst part of the spectacle. Beyond the squat turret at his back, the
air-fied stretched barren gray to the ruined barracks. How hideous were the works of the Machine
People!

But when the missiles departed, that was a heart-stop-ping sight.

They were solid-fuel rockets. There had been no reason to give expengive gravitic jobs to aminor
colonia town o far from the battlefront that the Arulians couldn’t possibly attack it inforce. The
weapons lifted out of their three launchers some dis-tance away ... with dow majesty, spouting sun-fire
and white clouds, roaring their thundersong that clutched at the throat until Karlsarm gripped his
crosshow and glared in defiance of the terror they roused ... faster, though, streaking off at asteep dant,,
risng and risng until the flamesflickered out .. dtill rising, beyond his eyes, but drawing to ahat, caught
now by the, upper winds that twisted their noses downward, by the very rotation of the planet that aimed
them at the place they should have defended

And heavenward flew the second trio. And the third. Karlsarm judged he had better get into shelter.

He was at the bottom of the bunker with his men—tons of sted, concrete, force-screen generator
shutting away the sky—when the rockets fdll; and even so, he felt the room tremble around him.’

Afterward, emerging, he saw akilometers-high tree of dust and vapor. The command aircraft landed,
hastily took on his group and fled the radioactivity. From the air he saw no church, no Domkirk, nothing
but awide, black, vitrified crater ringed in with burning fields.

He, shook, as the bombproof had shaken, and said to no one and everyone: “Thisiswhat they would do
toud”

Running from the morning, they returned to adusk be-fore dawn. The other raiderswere dready there.
Thiswasin the eastern edge of wilderness, where hillslifted sharply toward the Windhook Mountains.

Ridenhour waked some distance off. He didn’t actud-ly wish to be done; if anything, he wanted a
companion for ashield between him and the knowledge that two hundred light-years reached from here
to Lissaand the children, their home and Terra But he must escape Uriason or commit violence. The
man had babbled, gobbled, orated and gibbered through their entiretimein theair. Y ou couldn’t blame
him, maybe. His birth-place aswell as hisjob had gone up in lethal smoke. But Ridenour’ sjob wasto
gather information; and that big auburn-haired Evagail woman, whom he' d met not un-amicably while she
was gtill captive, had appeared willing to talk if she ever got a chance.

No one stopped Ridenour. Where could he flee? He climbed onto a crest and looked around.

The valey floor beneath him held only afew trees and they smdl, probably the result of aforest fire,
though nature—incredibly vigorous when civilization has not sucked her dry—had covered al scarswith
athick blanket of silvery-green trilobed “grass’ and sapphire blossoms. No doubt thiswaswhy the area
had been st for arendezvous. Aircraft landed easily. Hundreds of assorted tools must have been
stacked here beforehand or stolen from the city, for men were attacking the vehicleslike ants. Clang,
clatter, hails, cheerful oaths profaned the night’ s death-hush.



Otherwise there was great beauty in the scene. East-ward, the first color stole across aleaf-roof that ran
oceanic to the edge of sight, moving and murmuring in the breeze. Westward, the last few stars glistened
in aplum-dark sky, above the purity of Windhook’ s snow-peaks. Everywhere dew sparkled.

Ridenour took out pipe and tobacco and lit up. It made him hiccough abit, on an empty stomach, but
com-forted him in his chilled weariness. And in his dismay. He had not imagined the outbackers were
such thrests.

Neither had anyone el se, apparently. He recalled re-marks made about them in Nordyke and (only
yester-day?) Domkirk. “Impoverished wretches ... Well, yes, I'm told they eat well with little effort. But
otherwise, just think, no fixed abodes, no books, no schools, no con-nection with the human mainstream,
hardly any metd, hardly any energy source other than brute muscle. Wouldn't you cdl that an
impoverished existence? Cul-turdly aswell as materidly?’

“Surly, treacherous, arrogant. | tell you, I’ ve dedlt with them. In trading posts on the wilderness fringe.
They do bring in furs, wild fruits, that sort of thing, to swap, mostly for steel tools—but only when they
fed liketaking the trouble, which isn’t often, and then they treat you like dirt.”

But amuch younger man had had another story. “Sure, if one of uslooks down on the woodsrunners,
they’ll look down right back at him, But | was interested and acted friendly, and they invited meto
overnight in their camp .... Their songs are plain caterwauling, but I’ ve never seen better dancing, not
even on Imperia Ballet Corpstapes, and afterward, the girls—! | think | might get me some trade goods
and return some day.

“Swinish. Lazy. Dangerous o, | agree. Look what they’ ve done every time someonetried to Sart a
red outpogt of civilization in the mid-wilderness. We Il have to clean them out before we can expand.
Oncethis damned Arulian war is over—No, don't get mewrong, I'm not vindictive. Let’ streat them like
any other crimind: rehabilitation, re-integration into society. I'll go further; I’ 1l admit thisis ,a case of
cultura conflict rather than ordinary lawbresking. So why not let their-reconcilableslive out tharr lives
peacefully on areser-vation somewhere? Aslong astheir children get raised civilized

“If you ask me, | think heredity comesinto the picture. It wasn't easy to establish the Cities, maintain and
enlarge them, the first few centuries on an isolated, metal-poor world like this. Those who couldn’t stand
the gaff opted out. Once the disease and nutrition problems were licked, you could certainly live with less
work in the forests—if you didn’'t mind turning into a savage and didn’t fed any obligation toward the
civilization that had made your surviva possible. Later, through our whole history, the same thing
continued. Thelazy, the crimindl, the mutinous, the eccentric, the lecherous, the irresponsible, snesking
off ... to thisvery day. No wonder the outbackers haven't accomplished anything. They never will, either.
I’m not hopeful about re-habilitating them, mysdf, not even any of their bratsthat we indtitutionalized at
birth. Scrub stock!

“Wadll, yes, | did live with them awhile. Ran away when | was sixteen. Mainly, | think now, my reason
was—you know, girls—and that part wasfine, if you don’'t wonder about finding some girl you can
respect when you' re ready to get married. And | thought it’ d be romantic. Primitive hunter, that sort of
thing. Oh, they were kind enough. But they set meto learning endless nonsense—stuff too slly and
complicated to retain in my head—ritua's, supergtitions—and they don’t really hunt much, they have
some funny kind of herding—and no stereo, no cars, no air-conditioning—hiking for days on end, and
have you ever been out in a Freehold rainstorm?—and homesickness, after awhile; they don’t talk or
behave or think like us. So I came back. And mighty draggle-tailed, | don’t mind admitting. No, they
didn’t forbid me. One man guided meto the nearest cul-tivated land.

“Definitely an Arulian influence, Professor Ridenour. I’ ve observed the outbackers at trading posts,
visited some of their camps, made multisensory tapes. Un-scientific, no doubt. I'm grictly an amateur as



an ethnologist. But | felt somebody must try. They are more numerous, more complicated, more
important than Nine Citiesgenerally redize. Here, I'll play some of my recordings for you. Pay specia
attention to the music and some of the artwork. Furthermore, what little I could find out about their
system of reckoning kinship looks asif it's adopted key Arulian notions. And remember, too, the
savages—not only on this continent, but on both others, where they seemed to have developed smilarly.
Everywhere on Freehold, the savages have grown more and more hostile in these past years. Not to our
Arulian enemies, but to us When the Arulianswere marshdling in various wilderness regions, did they
have savage help?1 find it hard to believe they did not.”

Ridenour drank smoke and shivered.

He grew peripheraly aware of an gpproach and turned. Evagail joined him on panther feet. She hadn’t
yet bothered to dress, but the wetness and chill didn’t seem to inconvenience her. Ridenour scolded
himself for be-ing aware of how good she looked. Grow up, he thought; you' re aman with atask at
hand.

“Figured I'd join you.” Her husky voice used the Up-woods didect, which was said to be more, archaic
than that of the Cities. The pronunciation was indeed different, dower and softer. But Ridenour had not
ob-served that vocabulary and grammar had suffered much. Maybe not at al. *Y ou ook lonesome.
Hungry, too, I’ll bet. Here.” She offered him alarge gold-colored sphere.

“What' sthat?’ he asked.
“Steak apple, we cdl it. Grows everywhere thistime of year.”

Helay down his pipe and bit. The fruit was ddlicious, swest, dightly smoky, but with an underlying taste
of solid protein. Ravenous, he bit again. “ Thank you,” he said around amouthful. “ This should be amed
by itsdf.”

“Wadll, not quite. It'll do for breakfast, though.”
“I, uh, understand the forests bear ample food the year around.”

“Yes, if you know what to find and how. Was neces-sary to introduce plants and animals from offworld,
mutated forMsthat could survive on Freehold, before humans could live here without any synthetics.
Es-pecidly urgent to get organismsthat concentrate, what iron the soil has, and other essentia trace
mineras. Severd vitaminswere required aswell.”

Ridenour stopped chewing because his jaw had fallen. Savages weren't supposed to talk like that!
Hadtily, hoping to keep her in the right mood, he recovered his composure and said: “I believe the first
few generations established such speciesto make it easier to move into the wilderness and exploit its
resources. Why didn’t they succeed?”’

“Lotsof reasons,” Evagail said. “Including, | think, a pretty deep-rooted fear of ever being done.” She
scowl-ed. Her tone grew harsh. “But there was a practical reason, too. The new organisms upset the
ecology. Had no natural enemies here, you see. They destroyed enor-mous areas of forest. That's how
the desert south of Startop originated, did you know? Our first generations had afiend’ stime restoring
baance and fertility.”

Again Ridenour gaped, not sure he had heard right.

“Of course, the sun helped,” she went on more camly.

“Beg pardon?’

“Thesun.” She pointed east. The early light was now like molten stedl, and spears of radiance struck



upward. Her hair was made copper, her body bronze. “ F-type star. Actinic and ionizing radiation gets
through in quantity, even with this dense an atimosphere. Bio-chemistry isfounded on highly energetic
compounds. Freehold life is more vigorous than Terran, evolves fagter, finds more new ways to be what
it wants” Her voicerang. “Y ou learn how to become worthy of the forest, or you don't last long.”

Ridenour looked away from her. She aroused too much within him.

Thework of demolishing the aircraft went gpace, de-spite the often primitive equipment used. He could
understand why their metal was often desired. The out-backers were known to have mines of their own,
but few and poor; they employed metal only where it was quite unfeasible to substitute stone, wood,
glass, leather, bone, shel, fiber, glue .... But the vehicles were being stripped with unexpected care.
Foremen who obvioudy knew what they were doing supervised the removad, intact, of articles

like transceivers and power cells.

Evagail seemed to follow histhought. “Oh, yes, we |l usethose’ adgetswhilethey lagt,” shesaid. “They
aren't vital, but they’ re handy. For certain purposes.”

Ridenour finished his gpple, picked up his pipe and re-kindled it. She wrinkled her nose. Tobacco was
not avice of the woodsfolk, though they were rumored to have many others, including some that would
agtonish ajaded Terran. “1 never anticipated that much knowledgeability,” he said. “Including, if | may
make bold, your own.”

“We'renot al provincids,” she answered, with aquirk of lips. “Quite afew, like Karlsarm, for instance,
have studied offplanet_ They’ d be chosen, you see, as having the talent for it. Afterward they’d come
back and teach others.”

“But—how—"

She studied him for amoment, with disconcertingly steedy hazel eyes, before saying: “No harmin telling
you, | suppose. | believe you' re an honest man, John Ridenour—intellectualy honest—and we do need
some communi cators between us and the Empire.

“Our people took passage on Arulian ships. Thiswas before the rebellion, of course. It began
generations ago. The humans of the Nine Cities paid no attention. They’ d dways held rather aoof from
the Arulians. partly from snobbishness, | suppose, and partly from lack of imagi-nation. But the Arulians
traded directly with us, too. That wasn't any secret. Nor was it a secret that we saw more of them more
intimately, learned more from them, than the City men did. It was only that the City men weren’t
interested in details of that relationship. They didn’t ask what their ‘inferiors were up to Why should we
or the Arulians volunteer lectures about it?’

“And what were you up to?’ Ridenour asked. softly.

“Nothing, at firgt, except that we wanted some of our peopleto have alook at gaactic civilization—red
civilization, not those smug, ingrown Nine—and the Arulianswere willing to sell usberths on their regular
cargo ships. In the nature of the case, our visitswere mainly to planets outside the Empire, which iswhy
Terranever heard what was going on. At last, though, some, like Karlsarm, did make their way to
Imperid worlds, looked around, enrolled in schools and uni-versities ... By that time, however, relaions
on Free-hold were becoming strained. There was no predicting what might happen. We thought it best to
provide our studentswith cover identities. That wasn't hard. No oneinquired closely. No one can
remember dl thefolkways, of adl the colonies. Thisissuch abig galaxy.”

“Itisthat,” Ridenour whispered. The sun climbed aoft, too brilliant for him to look anywhere near.
“What are you going to do now?’ he asked.



“Fade into the woods before enemy flyerstrack us down. Cache our plunder and start for home.”
“But what about your prisoners? The men who were forced to pilot and—"

“Why, they can gtay here. W€ |l show, them what they can eat and where aspring is. And we' Il leave
plenty of debris. A searcher’ s bound to spot them before long. Of course, | hope somewill join us. We
don’'t have as many men with civilized training aswe could use.”

“Joinyou?’ Ridenour choked. “ After what you have done?’

Again sheregarded him closdly and gravely. “What did we do that was unforgiveable? Killed some men,
yes—but in honest battle, in the course of war. Then we risked everything to spare the lives of everybody
dse”

“But what about their livelihoods? Their homes? Their possessions, their—"

“What about ours?’ Evagail shrugged. “Never mind. | suspect we will get three or four recruits. Y oung
men who'vefdt vaguey restless and unfulfilled. | had hopes about you. But maybe |’ d better go talk with
someone more .promising.”

She turned, not brusquely or hostildly, and rippled back downhill. Ridenour stared after her.

* * %

He stood long aone, thinking, while the sun lifted and the sky filled with birds and the work neared an
end below him. It was becoming more and more clear that the outbackers—the Free People, asthey
seemed to cdl themselves—were not savages.

Neither Miserable Degraded Savages nor Noble Happy Savages. All their generations, shaped by these
boundless shadowy whispering woodlands and by what they learned from beings whose species and
mode of life were not human: that achemy had transmuted them into something so strange that their very
compatriotsin the Nine Cities had falled to identify it.

But what wasit?

Not acivilization, Ridenour felt sure, Y ou could not have atrue civilization without-... libraries, scientific
and artistic gpparatus, tradition-drenched buildings, reliable trangportation and communication ... the
cum-bersome necessary impedimentaof high culture. But you could have a barbarism that was subtle,
powerful and deathly dangerous. He hearked back to ages of history, forgotten save by afew scholars.
Hyksosin Egypt, Doriansin Achaea, Lombardsin Italy, Vikingsin England, Crusadersin Syria, Mongols
in China, Aztecsin Mexico. Barbarians, to whom the mal contents of civilization often deserted—who
ganed such skillsthat incomparably more sophigticated societiesfell before them.

Granted, in the long run the barbarian was either ab-sorbed by his conquests or was himsdlf overcome.
Toward the end of the pre-space travel era, civilization had been the aggressor, crushing and devouring
the last pathetic remnants of barbarism. It was hard to see how Karlsarm’sfolk could hold out against
atomic wegpons and earthmoving machinery, let done prevail over them.

And yet the outbackers had destroyed Domkirk.

And they had no immediate fear of punitive expedi-tions from Cities or Empire. Why should they? The
wilderness was theirs, roadless, townless, mapped only from above and desultorily at that—three-fourths
of Free-hold' sland surfacel How could an avenger find them?

WEéll, the entire wilderness could be destroyed. High-dtitude multimegaton bursts can set awhole
continent ablaze. Or, less messily, disease organisms can be synthesized that attack vegetation and soon



create a desert.

But no. Such measureswould ruin the Nine Cities too. Though they might be protected from direct
effects, the planetary climate would be changed, agriculture be-come impossible, the economy crumble
and the people perforce abandon their world. And the Cities were the sole thing that made Freehold
vauable, to Terraor Mersaia. They formed acenter of population and in-dustry on a disputed frontier.
Without them, thiswas smply one more undevel oped globe: because of its meta poverty, not worth
anyone strouble,

Doubtless Karlsarm and hisfellow chiefs understood this. The barbarians could only be obliterated
gradudly, by the piecemea conquest, clearing and cul-tivation of their forests. Doubtless they understood
that, too, and were determined to forestall the process. Today there remained just eight Cities, of which
two were in the hands of their Arulian friends (?) and two others crippled by the chances of war.
Whatever the bar-barians planned next, and whether they succeeded or not, they might well bring
catastrophe on civilized Free-holder man.

Ridenour’ s mouth tightened. He started down the hill.

Halfway, he met Uriason coming up. He had heard the mayor some distance off, raving over his shoulder
while severd ligening outbackers grinned:

“—treason! | say thethree of you aretraitors! Oh, yes, you talk about * attempted rapprochement’ and
‘working for adetente.” The fact remains you are going over to the monsters who destroyed your own
home! And why! Be-cause you aren't fit to be human. Because you would rather loaf in the sun, and play
with unwashed duts, and pretend that afew superstitious ceremonies are * au-tochthonous' than take the
trouble to cope with thisuniverse. It won't last, gentlemen. Believe me, the glamor will soon wear off.

Y ou will come skulking back like many other runaways, and expect to be received asindulgently asthey
were. But | warn you. Thisiswar. Y ou have collaborated with the enemy. If you dare return, |, your
mayor, will do my best to see you prose-cuted for treason!”

Puffing hard, he stopped Ridenour. “ Ah, sir.” His voice was abruptly low. “A word, if you please.”
The xenologist suppressed agroan and waited.

Uriason looked back. No one was paying atention. “| redly am indignant,” he said after he had his
bresth. “Three of them! Saying they had long found their work dull and felt like trying something new ...
But no matter. My performance was merely in character.”

“What?’ Ridenour amost dropped his pipe from hisjaws.

“Cdm, sr, becalm, | beg you.” Thelittle eyeswere turned up, unblinking, and would not release the
Terran's. “| took for granted that you aso will accompany the savages from here.”

((WW?!
“An excdlent opportunity to fulfill your misson, redly to learn something about them. En?’

“But | hadn’t—Well, uh, theideadid cross my mind. But I'm no actor. I’ d never convince them | was
sud-denly converted to their cause. They might believe that of abored young provincid whoisn't very
bright to begin with Evenin those cases, I'll bet they’ || keep awary eye out for quite sometime But me, a
Terran, ascientist, amiddle-aged paterfamilias? The outbackers aren't supid, Mayor.”

“I know, | know,” Uriason said impatiently. “Never theless, if you offer to go with them—telling them
quite frankly that your aim isto collect information—they will takeyou. | am sure of it. | kept my ears
open down yonder, Sir, aswell as my mouth. The savages are anxiousto develop aliaison with the



Empire. They will let you return whenever you say. Why should they fear you? By the time you, on foot,
reach any of the cities, whatever military intelligence you can offer will be ob-solete. Or so they think.”

Ridenour gulped. The round red face was no longer comical. It pleaded. After awhile, it commanded.

“Ligten, Professor,” Uriason said. “I played the buffoon in order to be discounted and ignored. Y our own
best roleis probably that of the impractica aca-demician. But you may thus gain achancefor an
im-morta name. If you have the manhood!

“Ligten, | say. | ligtened, to them. And | weighed in my mind what | overheard. The annihilation of
Domkirk was part of some larger scheme. It was advanced ahead of schedule in order to rescue those
prisoners we held. What comes next, | do not know. | am only certain that the planisbold, large-scale
and diabolical. It seems reasonable, therefore, that forces must be massed some-where. Doesit not?
Likewise, it seems reasonable that these murdererswill join that force. Doesit not? Perhaps | am wrong.
If s, you have, logt nothing. Y ou can smply continue to be the absent-minded scientist, until you decide
to go home. And that will be of service per se. Y ou will bring useful data.

“However, if | am right, you will accompany this gang to some key point. And when you arrive .... Sir,
war-craft of the Imperia Navy arein blockading orbit. When | reach Nordyke, | shall speak to Admira
Cruz. | shal urgethat he adopt my plan—the plan that came to me when | saswv—here.” Uriason reached
under his cloak. Snake swift, he thrust asmall object into Ridenour’ s hand. “Hide that. If anyone notices
and asksyou about it, dissemble. Cdll it asouvenir or something.”

“But ... but what—" Like an automaton, Ridenour pocketed the hemicylinder. Hefelt apair of
super-contacts on either end and a grille on the flat side and assumed that complex microcircuitry was
packed into the plastic case.

“A communication converter. Have you heard of them?”’
“|—yes. I've heard.”

“Good. | doubt that any of the savages have, dthough they are surprisingly well informed in certain
respects. The deviceisnot new or secret, but with gaactic in-formation flow asinadequate asit is,
especially here on what was a deepy backwater .... Let merefresh your memory, Sir. Subdtitute this
devicefor the primary mod-ulator in any energy weagpon of the third or fourth class. The weapon will
thereupon become amaser communi-cator, projecting the human voice to aconsiderable distance. | shall
ask Admira Cruz to order at least one of hisorbita ships brought low and illuminated for the next severa
weeks, S0 that you may have atarget to aim at. If you find yoursdf in an important concentration of the
enemy’ s—where surely stolen energy wegponswill be kept—and if you get an opportunity to call down
awarcrdft , ... Do you follow me?’

“But,” Ridenour sammered. “But. How?”

“Asmayor, i knew that such deviceswereincluded in the last consgnment of defensive materialsthat the
Navy sent to Domkirk. | knew that one was carried on every military aircraft of ours. And severd
military arcraft were among those stolen last night. | watched my chance, | made mysdlf ridiculous,
and—" Uriason threw out his chest, thereby aso throwing out his belly—"at the gppropriate moment, |
palmed this one from benegath the noses of the wrecking crew.”

Ridenour wet hislips. They felt sandpapery. “1 could ve guessed that much,” he got out. “But
me—|—how—"

“It would not be in character for me to accompany the savagesinto their wilderness,” Uriason said.

“They would be entirely too suspicious. Can |, can Freehold, can HisMgesty and the entire human



speciesrely uponyou, Sir?’

The man was short and fat. Hiswordsrose like hot-air balloons. Nevertheless, had he dared under
possible ob-servation, Ridenour would have bowed most deeply. As matters were, the Terran could just
say, “Yes, Citizen Mayor, I'll try to do ply best.”

These were the stages of their journey:

Karlsarm walked beside Ridenour, amicably answer-ing questions. But wariness crouched behind. He
wasn't atogether convinced that this man' s reasons for coming along were purely scientific and
diplomatic. At least, he' d better not be, yet. Sometimes he thought that humans from theinner Empire
were harder to fathom than most nonhumans. Being of the same species, talking much the same language,
they ought to react in the same ways as your own people. And they didn't. The very facid expressions, a
frown, asmile, were subtly foreign.

Ridenour, for immediate example, was courteous, hepful, even genid: but entirely on the surface. He
showed nothing of hisred self. No doubt heloved hisfamily and wasloya to his Emperor and enjoyed
hiswork and was interested in many other aspects of redity. He spoke of such things. But the emotion
didn’t come through. He made no effort to share hisfedings, rather he kept them to himsdlf with an ease
too grest to be conscious.

Karlsarm had encountered the type before, offplanet. He speculated that reserve was more than an
arigtocrat’ sideaof good manners,; it was a defense. Jammed together with billions of others, wired from
before birth into anetwork of communication, coordination, impersona omnipotent socid machinery, the
human being, could only protect hisindividudity by making hisinner self afortress. Here, in the outback
of Freehold, you had room; neither people nor organiza-tions pressed close upon you; if anything, you
grew eager for intimacy. Karlsarrn felt sorry for Terrans. But that did not help him understand or trust
them.

“Y ou surprise me pleasantly,” he remarked. “I didn’t expect you’ d keep up with usthe way you do.”

“Wadll, | try to stay in condition,” Ridenour said. “ And remember, I’ m used to somewhat higher gravity.
But to be honest, | expected afar more difficult trip—narrow muddly trails and the like. Y ou have aroad
here”

“Hm, | don't think alot of it. We do better d sawhere. But then, thisis adistant marchland for us.”

Both men glanced around. The path crossed a high hillside, smoothly graded and switchbacked, surface
planted in amossy growth so tough and dense that no weeds could force themselvesin. (It wasa
specialy bred variety which, among other traits, required traces of manganese salt. Maintenance gangs
supplied thisfrom time to time, and thus automatically kept the moss within proper bounds.) The path
was narrow, over-arched by forest, a sun-speckled cool corridor where birds whistled and a nearby
cataract rang. Because of itstwigtings, few other people were visible, though the party totalled hundreds.

Most of them were on different courses anyhow. Karls-arm had explained that the Free People laid out
asmany smdll, interconnected, more or less pardld ways asthetraffic in agiven area demanded, rather
than a single broad highroad. It was easier to do, less damaging to ecology and scenery, more flexibleto
changing Stuations. Also, it was generaly undetectable from above. He had not seen fit to mention the
other mutant plant types, sown throughout this country, whose exudates masked those of human
metabolism and there-by protected his men from airborne chemica sniffers.

“I’ve heard you use beasts of burden in alimited fashion,” Ridenour said.
“Y es, horses and stathas have been naturaized here,” Karlsarm said. “ And actudly, in our central



regions, we keep many. City folk seejust afew, because we don't often bring them to our thinly
populated borderlands. No reason for it. Y ou can go about asfast on foot, when you aren’t overloaded
with gear. But at home you' |l see animals, wagons—boats and rafts, for that matter—in respectable
totals”,

“Y our population must be larger than is guessed, then.”

“I don’t know what the current guessisin the Cities. And we don't bother with, uh, acensus. But. I'd
estimate twenty million of us on this continent, and about the same for the others. Been stablefor along
time. That’ sthe proper human density. We don’t crowd each other or press hard on natural resources.
And so we' ve got abundant free food and stuff. No specia effort involved in satisfying the basic needs.
At the sametime, there are enough of usfor specidization, diversty, large-scae projectslike road
building. And, I might add, gifted people. Y ou know, only about ten per cent of mankind are born to be
leaders or creatorsin any degree. We' d stagnate if we were too few, same aswe' d grow cramped and
over-regulated if we became too many.”

“How do you maintain alevel population?Y ou don't appear to have any strong compulsion mechanism.”

“No, we haven't. Tradition, public opinion, the need to help your neighbor so he'll help you, the fact that
out-and-out bastards get into quarrels and eventualy get killed—such factors Will do, when you have
elbow room. The population-control deviceissmple. It wasn't plan-ned, it evolved, but it works.
Territory.”

“Beg pardon?’

“A man clamsacertain territory for hisown, to support him and hisfamily and retainers. He passesit on
to one son. How he choosesthe heir is hisbusiness.

Anybody who killsthe owner;” or drives him off, takes over that parcd of land.”

Ridenour actudly registered alittle shock, though he managed asmile, “Y our society islessidyllic than
some young City peopletold me,” he said.

Karlsarm laughed. “We do’ dl right—most of us. Can any civilization claim more? Thelandlessdon’t
darve, remember. They' re taken on as servants, assstants, guards and the like. Or they become itinerant
laborers, orentrepreneurs, or something. Let me remind.you, we don'’t practice marriage. Nobody needs
to go celibate. It’s only that few women care to have children by alandlessman.” He paused. “ Territorial
battles aren’t common any more, either. The landholders have learned how to organize defenses.
Besides, adecent man can count on help from his neighbors. So not many vaga-bondstry to reave an
edtate. Thosethat do, and succeed—well, haven't they proven they’ re especidly fit to become fathers?’

The paths ranged aboie timberline. The land became boulder-strewn, chill and stark. Ridenour
exclamed, “But thisroad’ s been blasted from the cliffside!”

“Why, of course,” said Rowlan. “You didn’t think we' d chip it out by hand, did you?’
“But what do you usefor such jobs?’

“Organics. Like nitroglycerine. We compound that—doesn’t take much apparatus, you know—and
make dynamite from it. Some other explosives, and most fuels, we get from vegetables we ve bred.”
Rowlan tugged his gray beard and regarded the Terran. “1f you want to make asidetrip,” he offered,
“I'll show you ahydrodectric plant. You'll call it ridiculoudy smal, but it beams power to severd mills
and an instrument factory. We are not ignorant, John Ridenour. We adopt from your civilization what we
can use. It smply doesn’t happen to be a particularly large amount.”



Evenin this comparatively infertile country, food was plentiful. There were, no morefruitsfor the
plucking, but

Outpost of Empire 91 roots and berries were dmost as easily gotten in the low brush, and
animas—albeit of different gpecies from the lowlands—continued to arrive near camp for daughter.
Ridenour asked scholarly little Noach how that was done; he being abeast operatof himself. “ Arethey
domesticated and conditioned?’

“No, I wouldn't call them that, exactly,” Noach re-plied. “Not like horses or dogs. We use the proper
stimuli on them. Those vary, depending on what you' re after and where you are. For instance, in
Brenning Daes you can unstopper a bottle of sex attractant, and every gruntleboar within ten kilometers
rushes straight toward your bow. Around the Mare we' ve bred ingtincts into certain speciesto come
when a sequence of notesis played on atrumpet. If nothing else, you can dways stak for yoursdlf; any
place. Hunting isn't difficult when critters are abundant. We don’t want to take the .

time on tms journey, though, so Mistress Jenith has been driving those cragbuck with her fire bees”” He
shrugged. “ There are plenty of other ways. What you don’t seem to redlize, asyet, isthat we're
descended from people who applied scientific method to the problem of living in awilderness.”

For once, the night was clear above Foulweather Pass. Snow glistened on surrounding peaks, under
Sdlene, until darknesslay drenched with an unred brilliance. Not many stars shone through. But
Karlsarm scowled at one, which was new and moved visibly, widdershins over his head.

“They’ ve put up another satellite.” Thewords puffed ghost white from hislips; sound was quickly logt, as
if it froze and tinkled down onto the hoarfrosted road. “ Or moved a big, spaceship into near orbit
without camouflage.Ohy?’

“Thewar?’ Evagall shivered beside him and wrapped her fur cloak ;tighter about her. (It was not her
property. Wartn.outfits were kept for travelersin ashed at the foot Of the pass, to be returned on the
other sde, with asmdll rentd paid to the servant of the landholder.) “What' s been happening?’

“The newsis obscure, what | get of it on that mini-radio wetook along,” Karlsarm said. “A magor fight's
developing near Sluicegate. Nuclear weapons, the whole filthy works. By Oneness, if this goes on much
longer we won't be left with a planet worth inhabiting!”

“Now don’t exaggerate.” Shetouched hishand. “1 grant you, territory’ sthat’ sfought on, or suffers
fadlout, islaid waste. But not forever; and it isn't any big per-centage of thetota.”

“Youwouldn’t say that if you were the owner. And what about the ecologica consegquences? The
genetic? Let’ s not get overconfident about these plant and anima species we ve modified to serve our
needs while growing wild. They're still new and unstable. A spreading mutation could wipe them out. Or
we might have to turn farmersto save them!”

“I' know. 1 know. | do want you to see mattersin per-spective. But agreed, the sooner the war ends, the
better.” Evagail turned her gaze from that sinister, crawling spark in the sky. She looked down the dope
on which they stood, to the camp. Oilwood fires were strewn aong the way, each economically serving a
few people. They twinkled like red and orange congtella-tions. A burst of laughter, adrift of song came
distantly to her ears.

Karlsarm could practicaly read her thought. “Very well, what about Ridenour?” he chdlenged.

“I can't say. | talk with him, but he' s so locked into himself, | get no hint of;what hisrea purpose may be.
| could dmost wish my Skill were of thelovekind.”

“Why yours?’ Karlsarm demanded. “Why don’t you smply wish, like me, that we had such aMigtress



with us?’

Evagail paused before she chuckled. “Shdl | admit the truth? He attracts me. He sthoroughly aman, in
his quiet way; and he' s exotic and mysterious to boot. Must you redly sic an gphrodite onto him when
we reach Moon Garnet?”,

“I'll decide, that at the time. Meanwhile, you can help me decide and maybe catch forewarning of any
plot againgt us. He can't hide that he' s drawn to you. Use thefact.”

“| don't like to. Men and women—aof course, | mean women who don’'t have that specia Skill—they
should giveto each other, not take. | don’'t even know if | could deceive him.”

“You cantry. If heredizes and gets angry, what of it?" Benegath the shadowing carnivore headpiece,
Karls-arm’ sfeatures turned glacier stern. Y ou have your duty.”

“Wdll ...." Briefly, her voicewasforlorn. “1 suppose.” Then the wide smooth shoulders straighten-ed.
Moonfrost sparkled on amane lifted high. “It could be fun, too, couldn’t it?” She turned and walked
fromhim.

Ridenour sat a one campfire, watching adance. The steps were asintricate asthe music that an
improvised orchestramade. He seemed not only glad but relieved when Evagail seated.  ersdlf beside
him.

“Hullo,” she greeted. “ Are you enjoying the spectacle?’

“Yes” hesad, “but largely in my professiona capacity. I'm sureit’shigh art, but the conventions are too
dienforme”

“Is't your businessto unrave dien symbolisms?’

“In part. Troubleis, what you have hereis not merdly different from anything I’ ve ever seen before. It's
extra-ordinarily subtle—obvioudy the product of along and rigoroustradition. I’ ve discovered, for
ingtance, that your musica scae employs smdler intervasthan any other human music | know of. Thus
you make and use and appreciate distinctions and combinations that I’ m not trained to hear.”

“I think you'll find that’ stypicd,” Evagail said. “We aren’t innocent children of nature, we Free People. |
suspect we e aborate our lives more, we' re fonder of complication, ingenuity, ceremoniousness, than
Terrahersdf.”

“Yes, I've talked to would-be runaways from the Cities,”

She laughed. “Wdll, the custom isthat we give re-cruits atough apprenticeship. If they can’t get through
that, we don’'t want them. Probably they wouldn't sur-vive long. Not that life's harder among usthanin
the Cities. Infact, we have more leisure. But life is a-together different here.”

“I’ve scarcely begun to grasp how different,” Riden-our said. “ The questions are so many, | don’t know
whereto start.” A dancer legped, hisfeather bonnet streaming in Sdenelight, flame light, and shadow. A
flute twittered, adrum thuttered, aharp trilled, abell rang, chordsintertwining like ripple patterns on
water. “What arts do you have besides ... this?’

“Not architecture, or monumental sculpture, or murals, or multi-sensetaping.” Evagail smiled. “Nothing
that requires awkward masses. But we do have schools of—oh, scrimshaw, jewelry, weaving, painting
and carvings, that sort of thing—and they are genuine, serious arts. Then drama, literature, cuisine ... and
things you don’t have—to call them con-templation, conversation, integration—but those are poor
words.”



“What | can't understand is how you can manage without those awkward masses,” Ridenour said. “For
example, everyone seemsto beliterate. But what’ sthe use? What' isthere to read?”’

“Why, we probably have more books and periodicals than you do. No e ectronics competing with them.
One of thefirst things our ancestors did, when they started colonizing the outback in earnest, was
deveop plants with leavesthat dry into paper and juice that makesink. Many landholders keep alittle
printing pressin the same shed astheir other heavy equipment. It doesn’t need much metal, and wind or
water can power it. Don’t forget, each area maintains schools. The demand for reading matter isa source
of income—yes, we useiron and copper dugsfor currency—and the transporters carry mail aswell as
goods.”

“How about records, though? Libraries? Computers? Information exchange?’

“I've never met anybody who collects books, the way some do in the Cities. If you want to look at a
piece again, copies are cheap.” (Ridenour thought that this ruled out something he had aways considered
essentid to acultivated man—the ability to browse, to re-read on impulsg, to be serendipitous among the
shelves. How-ever, no doubt these outbackers thought he was uncouth because he didn’t know how to
dance or to arrange a meteor-watching festival.) “Messages go speedily—enough for our purposes. We
don't keep records like you. Our mode of life doesn't requireit. Likewise, we have quite alive
technology, still developing. Y es, and a pure science. But they concentrate on aFeas of work that need
no elaborate apparatus. the study of animals, for instance, and waysto control them.”

Evagail leaned closer to Ridenour. No one else paid attention; they were watching the performance. “ But
do meafavor tonight, will you?" she asked.

“What? Why, certainly.” His gaze drifted acrossthe ruddy lightsin her hair, the shadows under her cloak,
and hadtily away. “If | can.”

“It'seasy.” Shelaid ahand over his. “Just for tonight, stop being aresearch machine. Make smdll talk.
Tell meajoke or two. Sing me a Terran song, when they finish here. Or walk with meto look at the
moon. Be human, John Ridenour ... only aman ... thislittlewhile”

* % %

West of the pass, the land became arolling plateau. Again it was forested, but less thickly and with other
treesthan in the warm eastern valeys. The travelers met folk more often, as population grew denser; and
these were gpt to be mounted. Karlsarm didn’t bother with animals. A human in good condition can log
fifty kilometersaday acrossfavorable terrain, without dif-ficulty. Ridenour remarked, highly centralized
empires were held together on ancient Terrawith communica-tion no faster than this...

Besides, the outbackers possessed them: not merely an occasional aircar for emergency use, but a
function-ing web. He broke into uncontrollable laughter when Evagail first explained the system to him.

“What's so funny?” She cocked her head. Though they were much together, to the exclusion of others,
they till lacked mutua predictability. He might now be wearing outbacker garb and be darkened by.
Freehold' s harsh sunlight and have let his beard grow because he found a diamond-edge razor too much
trouble. But he remained a stranger.

“I'm sorry. Old saying.” He looked around the glen where they stood. Treeswere Stately above
blossom-starred grasses; leaves murmured in a cool breeze and smelled like spice. He touched agreen
tendril that curled over one trunk and looped to the next. “ Grape-vine telegraph!”

“But ... well, | don’t recognize your phrase, John, but that kind of plant does carry signas. Our ancestors
went to avast amount of work to create the type and sow and train it, over the entire mid-continent. |



confessthesignasdon’t go at light speed, only neura speed; and the channel isn't awfully broad—Hbut it
sufficesfor us”

“How do you, uh, activate it?’

“That requires a Skill. To send something, you' d go to the nearest node and pay the woman who lives
there. She' d transmit”

Ridenour nodded. “1 see. Actudly, I've met setups on nonhuman planetsthat aren’t too different from
this” He hedtated. “What do you mean by a Skill?’

“A specid ability, inborn, cultivated, disciplined.
Y ou’ ve watched Skillsin action on our route, haven't you?’

“I’m not certain. You see, I'm barely starting to grasp the pattern of your society. Before, everything was
ajumble of new impressions. Now | observe meaningful differences between this and that. Take our
friend Noach, for one, with his spying quasi-weasdls, or |Carls-arm and the ret,, who use birds for
couriers. Do they have Skills?’

“Of course not. | suppose you might say their animals do. That is, the creatures, have been bred to
semi-in-telligence. They have the specid abilities and ingtincts, the desire, built into their chromosomes.
But asfor the men who use them, no, al they haveistraining in language and handling. Anybody could be
taught the same.”

Ridenour looked a her, where she stood like alionessin the filtered green light, stillness and strange
odors at her back. “Only women have Skills, then,” he said find-ly.

Shenodded. “Yes”
“Why? Were they bred too?’

“No.” Agtonishingly, she colored. “Whatever we may do with other men, we seldom become pregnant
by any-one but alandholder. We want our children to have aclaim on him. But somehow, women seem
able to do more with hormones and pheromones. A biologist tried to explain why, but | couldn’t follow
him terribly well. Let’s say the femae has amore complex biochemistry, more closely involved with her
psyche, than amale. Not that any woman can handle any materids. In fact, those who can do something
with them arerare. When iden-tified, in girlhood, they' re carefully trained to use what substances they

“How?

“It depends. A course of drugs may change the body secretions... delicately; you wouldn't perceive any
difference; but someone like Mistress Jenith will never be stung by her fire bees Rather, they’ Il dwayslive
near her. And she hasways to control them, make them go where she commands and—No, | don'’t
know how. Each Skill keepsits secrets. But you must know how. Each few parts per millionintheair
will lureinsectsfor kilometers around, to come and mate. Other insects, socid ones; use odor signasto
coordinate their com-munities. Man himself lives more by trace chemicasthan heredizes. Think how
little of some drugsis needed to change his metabolism, even his personaity. Think how some smells
recall apast sceneto you, so vividly you might be there again. Think how it was proven, long ago, that
like, didike, appetite, fear, anger ... every emotion ... are conditioned by just such faint cues. Now
imagine what can be done, as between awoman who knows precisaly how to use those stimuli—some
taken from bottles, some created at will by her own glands—between her and an organism bred to
re-spond.”



“An Arulian concept?’
“Yes, welearned alot from the Arulians” Evagail said.
“They cdl you Midress, I've heard. What' s your Skill?’

She logt gravity. Her grin wasimpudent. “Y ou may find out one day. Come, let’ srejoin the march.” She
took his hand. “Though we needn’t hurry,” she added.

Asfar as could be ascertained, Freehold had never been glaciated. The average climate was milder than
Terra s, which was one reason the outbackers didn’t need fixed houses. They moved about within their

territories, following the game and the fruits of the earth, content with shelters erected here and there, or
with bedralls. By Ridenour’ s standards, it was an augterellife.

Or it had been. He found his canon gradually changing. The million sights, sounds, smells, less de-finable
sensations of the wilderness, made a city gpartment seem dead by contrast, no matter how many
elec-tronic entertainers you ingtalled.

(Admittedly, the human kinds of fun werelimited. A mingtrel, abal game, achessgame, alocd legend, a
poetry reading, were alittle palid to aman used to living at the heart of Empire. And whilethe
outbackers could apparently do whatever they chose with drugs and hypnotism, so could the Terrans.
Lickerish rumor had actually underrated their uninhibited inventivenessin other departments of pleasure.
But you had only afinite number of possbilities there too, didn’t you? And he wasn't exactly ayoung
man any more, was he? And damn, but he missed Lissal Also the children, of course, the tobacco he'd
exhaugted, friends, tall towers, the gentler daylight of Sol and familiar congtellations after dark, the sane
joys of scholarship and teaching: every-thing, everything.)

But life could not be strictly nomadic. Some gear was not portable, or needed protection. Thus, in each
territory, at least one true house and severd out-buildings had been erected, where the people lived from
timetotime.

Humans needed protection too. Ridenour fOund that out when he and Evagail were caught in astorm.

She had led him off the line of march to show him such a center. They had been enroute for an hour or
two when she began casting uneasy glances at the sky. Clouds rosein the north, unbdievably high
thunder-heads with lightning in their blue-black depths. A breeze chilled and tiffened; the forest moaned.
“WEe d better speed up,” she said at length. “Rainstorm headed thisway.”

“Wd|?" Heno longer minded getting wet.
“| don’t mean those showerswe ve had. | mean thereal thing.”

Ridenour gulped and matched her trot. He knew what kind of violence adeep, intensdly irradiated
atmosphere can breed. Karlsarm’ sfolk must be hard at work, racing to chop branches and make rough
roofs and walsfor themselves. Two done couldn’t doit intime. They’ d normaly have sought refuge
under awindfall or in ahollow trunk or anything else they found. But a house was obvioudy preferable.

The wind worsened. Being denser than Terra s, air never got to hurricane velocity; but it thrust
remorse-lesdy, aquasi-solid, well-nigh unbreathable mass. Torn-off leaves and boughs started to fly
overhead, under agalloping black cloud wrack. Darkness thickened, save when lightning split the sky.
Thunder, keenings, break-ings and crashings, resounded through Ridenour’ s skull.

He had bdieved himsalf in good shape, but presently he was staggering. Any man must soon be
exhausted, pushing againg that horrible wind. Evagail, though, continued, easy of breath. How? he
wondered numbly, before helost al wonder in the cruel combat to keep running.



Thefirg raindrops fell, enormous, driven by the tempest, stinging like gravel when they struck. Y ou could
be drowned in aflash flood, if you were not literdly fhiyed by the hail that would soon come. Riden-our
reeled toward unconsciousness—no, he was helped, Evagail upbore him, he leaned on her and

And they reached the hilltop homestead.

It conssted of low, massive log-and-stone buildings, whose overgrown sod roofs would hardly bevisible
from above. Everything sood unlighted, empty. But the door to the main house opened a Evagail’s
touch; no place in the woodlands had alock. She dragged Riden-our across the threshold and closed the
door again. Helay in gloom and gasped hisway back to consciousness. Asif acrosslight-years, he
heard her say, “Wedidn't arrive any too soon, did we?’ There followed the can-nonade of the hall.

After awhile hewas on hisfeet. She had stimulated the lamps, which were microculturesin glass globes,
to their bright phosphorescence and had started afire on the hearth. The principa heat source, however,
wasfud oil, asystem antique but adequate. “\We might aswell figure on spending the night,” she said
from the kitchen. “Thiswesather will last for hours, and the roads will be riversfor hours after that. Why
don’t you find yoursdlf a hot bath and some dry clothes? 1’ | have dinner ready soon.”

Ridenour swallowed a sense of inadequacy. He wasn't an outbacker and couldn’t be expected to cope
with their country. How well would they do on Terra? Exploring, he saw the house to be spacious,
many-roomed, beauti-fully paneled, draped and furnished, Evagail’ s advice was sound. He returned to
her asif reborn.

She had prepared an excdlent med out of what wasin the larder, including a heady red wine. White
tablecloth, crystal goblets, candlelight were almost arenaissance of a Terrawhich had been more
gréciousthan today’s. (Almost. The utensils were horn, the knifeblades obsid-ian. The paintings on the
wallswere of astylized, un-earthly school; looking closdly, you could identify Arulian influence. No music
lilted from ataper; instead came the muffled brawling of the storm. And the woman who sat across from
him wore a natural-fiber kilt, afringed lesther bolero, a dagger and tomahawk.)

They talked in animated and friendly wise, though since they belonged to dien culturesthey had little
more than question-and-answer conversation. The bottle passed freely back and forth. Being tired and
having long abstained, Ridenour was quickly affected by the acohol. When he noticed that, he thought,
what the hell, why not? It glowed within him. “1 owe you an apology,” he said. “I classed your people as
barbarians. | see now you have atrue civilization.”

“Y ou needed thismuch timeto seethat?’ shelaughed. “Well, I'll forgive you. The Cities haven't redized
ityet”

“That'snatural. Y ou're dtogether strange to them. And, isolated as they are from the gdactic
mainsiream, they ... haven't the habit of thinking something different ... can be equa or superior to what
they takefor granted isthe civilized way.”

“My, that was a sentence! Do you acknowledge, then, we are superior?’
He shook his head with care.

“No. | can't say that. I'm acity boy myself. A lot of what you do shocks me. Y our ruthlessness. Y our
un-willingnessto compromise.”

She grew grave. “ The Cities never tried to compromise with us, John. I don’'t know if they can. Our wise
men, those who' ve studied history, say an industrial society must keep expanding or go under. We ve got
to stop them before they grow too strong. The war’ s given us a chance.”

“You can't rebel againgt the Empire!” he protested.



“Can’'t we? We reagoodly ways from Terra. And we are rebelling. No one consulted us about
incorpora-tion.” Evagail shrugged. “Not that we care about that in itself. What difference to uswho
clamsthe over-lordship of Freehold, if he lets us done? But the Cities have not let usaone. They cut
down our woods, dam our rivers, dig holesin our soil, and get involved in awar that may wreck the
whole planet.”

“M-m, you could help end the war if you mobilized against the Arulians”
“To whose benefit? The Cities'!”
“But when you attack the Cities, aren’t you aiding the Arulians?’

“No. Not inthelong run. They belong to the Cities aso. We don’'t want to fight them—our relationship
with them was mostly pleasant, and they taught us agreat ded—but eventualy we want them off this
world.”

“Y ou can't expect meto agreethat’ sright.”

“Certainly not.” Her tone softened. “What we want from you is nothing but an honest report to your
leaders. Y ou don’t know how happy | am that you admit we are civilized. Or post-civilized. At any rate,
we aren’t degenerate, we are progressing on our own trail. I can hope you'll go between us and the
Empire, asafriend of both, and help work out a settlement. If you do that, you'll live in centuries of
ballads: the Peacebringer.”

“I'd like that better than anything,” he said gladly.

Sheraised her brows. “Anything?’

“Oh, somethings equaly, no doubt. | am getting homesick.”
“You needn’t stay lonely while you' rewith us,” she murmured.

Somehow, their handsjoined across the table. The wine sang in Ridenour’ sveins. “1’ ve wondered why
you stood apart from me,” she said. “ Surely you could see | want to make love with you.”

“Y-yes” His heart knocked.

“Why not? You havea... awife, yes. But | can’t imagine an Imperia Terran worries about that, two
hundred light-years from home. And what harm would be done her?’

1] None.”

She laughed anew, rose and circled the table to stand beside him and rumpled his hair. The odor of her
was sweet around him. “All right,” then, slly,” she said, “what have you been waiting for?’

He remembered. She saw hisfigts clench and stepped back. He looked at the candle flames, not her,
and mum-bled: “I'm sorry. It mustn't be.”

“Why not?” Thewind raved louder, nearly obliter-ating her words.
“Let’'ssay | do haveidiotic medieval scruples”
Sheregarded him for a space. Isthat the truth?’

“Yes” But not the whole truth, he thought, | am not an observer, not an emissary, | an hewho will cal
doWn destruction upon you if | can. Thething in my pocket sunders us, dear. Y ou are my enemy, and |
will not betray you with akiss.



“I’'m not offended,” shesaid at last, dowly. “Dis-gppointed and puzzled, though.”
“We probably—don’'t understand each other aswell aswe believed,” he ventured.
“Might be. Well, let’ slet the disheswait and turn in, shall we?” Her tone was less cold than wary.

Next day shewas palite but doof, and after they had rejoined the army she conferred long with
Karlsam.

* % %

Moon Garnet Lake was the heart of the Upwoods. more than fifty kilometers across, walled on three
sdes by forest and on the fourth by soaring snowpeaks. At every season it was charged with life, fishin
argent swarms, birdsrising by thousands when a bulligator bellowed in awhite-plumed stand of
cockatoo reed, wildkine every-where among the trees. At full summer, microphytons multiplied until the
waters glowed deep red, and the food chain which they started grew past bdief in size and diversity. As
yet, the year wastoo new for that. Wavelets sparkled clear to the escarpments, where mountaintops
floated dim blue against heaven. *

“I see why you reacted violently againgt the attempt to found atown here,” Ridenour said to Karlsarm.
They stood on a beach,, watching most of the expedition frolic in the lake. Those boisterous shouts and
lithe brown bodies did not seem out of place; acruising flock of fowl overhead waslarger and made
more clangor. The Ter-ran drew a pure breath. “And it would have been a pity, esthetically speaking.
Who ownsthisregion?’

“None,” Karlsarm answered. “It’ stoo basic to the whole country. Anyone may useit. The numbers that
do aren't great enough to strain the resources, smilar things being available dl over. So it' sanatura ste
for our periodic-head-of-household gatherings,” He glanced sideways at the other man and added: “Or
for an army to rendezvous.”

“Y ou are not dishanding, then?’
“Certainly not. Domkirk was acommencement. We don't intend to stop till we control the planet.”

“But you' re daydreaming! No other City’ s as vul-nerably located as Domkirk was. Some are on other
continents—"

“Where Free People dso live. We rein touch.”
“What do you plan?’
Karlsarm chuckled. “ Do you redly expect meto tdl you?’

Ridenour made arueful grin, but hiseyesweretroubled. “I don't ask for military secrets. In generd
terms, however, what do you foresee?’

“A war of attrition,” Karlsarm said. “We don't like that prospect either. It' || taste especialy sour to use
biologicas againg their damned agriculture. But if we must, we must. We have more land, more
resources of the kind that count, more determination. And they can’t get at us. We'll outgrind them.”

“Are you quite sure? Suppose you provoke them—or the Imperial Navy—into making ared effort.
Imagine, say, one atomic bomb dropped into thislake.”

Anger laid tight bands around Karlsarm' s throat and chest, but he managed to answer levelly: “We have
defenses. And means of retaiation. Thisisakeystone areafor us. Wewon't lose it without exacting a
price—which | think they’ll find too heavy. Tdll them that when you go home!”



“I shall. | don’'t know if I'll be believed. Y ou appear to have no concept of the power that asingle,
minor-class spaceship can bring to bear. | beg you to make terms beforeit’ stoo late.”

“Do you aim to convince athousand leaders like me and the entire society that elected us? | wish you
luck, John Ridenour.” Karlsarm turned from the pleading gaze. “I’ d better get busy. We' re dill severd
kilometers short of our campsite.”

His brusgueness was caused mainly by doubt of hisability to dissemble much longer. What he, with some
experience of Imperidists, sensed in thisone's manner, lent strong support to the intuitive suspicions that
Evagail had voiced. Ridenour had more on his mind than the Terran admitted.

It was unwiseto try getting the truth out of him with drugs. He might be immunized or
counter-conditioned. Or his secret might turn out to be something harmless. In ether, case, apotentidly
val uable spokesman would have been antagonized for nothing.

An aphrodite? She' d boil theice water in hisveins, for certainl And, while possessors of that Skill were
rare, several were standing by at present in case they should be needed on some intelligence mission.

It might not work, either. But the odds were high that it would. Damned few men cared for anything but
the girl—the woman—the hag—whatever her age, whatever her looks—once she had turned her
pheromones loose on him. She could ask what she would as the price of her company. But Ridenour
might belong to that small per-centage who, otherwise normal, were so intensaly inner-directed that it
didn’t matter how far inlovethey fell; they’d stick by their duty. Should this prove the case he could not
be dlowed to leave and reved the existence of that powerful awesapon. He must be killed, which was
repugnant, or detained, which was a nuisance.

Karlsarm'’ sbrain labored on, while heissued his orders and led the find march. Ridenour probably did
not suspect that he was suspected. Helikeliest in-terpreted Evagail’ s avoidance of him as dueto pique,
despite what she had claimed. (And in some degree it no doubt is, Karlsarm snickered to himself.)
Chances were he attributed the chief’ s recent gruffnessto pre-occupation. He had circulated fredly
among the other wen and women of the force; but not having been told to doubt his good faith, they did
not and he must redizeit.

Hard to imagine what he might do. He surdly did not plan on accessto an aircar or along-range radio
trans-mitter! Doubtless he d report anything, he had seen or heard that might have military significance.
But he wouldn'’t be reporting anything that made any differ-ence. Well before he was conducted to the
agrolands, the army would have left Moon Garnet again; and it would not return, because the lake was
too precious to use for a permanent base. And all this had been made explicit to Ridenour at the outset.

Weéll, then, why not give him free rein and see what he did? Karlsarm weighed risks and gainsfor some
time before he nodded to himsdif.

The encampment was large. A mere fraction of the Up-woods men had gone to Domkirk. Thousands
stayed be-hind, training. They greeted their comrades with en-vious hilarity. Fires burned high that night,
song and dance and clinking goblets alarmed the forest.

_ At sunset, Karlsarm and Evagail stood atop arocky bluff, overlooking water and treesand a
northward rise to the camp. Behind them was a cave, from which pro-jected an Arulian howitzer.

Severd other heavy-duty weapons were placed about the area, and arickety old war boat patrolled
overhead. Here and there, aman flitted into view, bow or blade on shoulder, and vanished again into the
brake. Voices could be heard, muted by |eaves, and smoke drifted upward. But the signs of man were
few, virtudly lost in that enormous landscape. With the enemy hundreds of kilometers off, gunsaswell as
picketposts were untended; trees divided the little groups of men from each other and hid them from
shore or sky; the evening was mostly remote bird cries and long golden light.



“I wonder what our Terran thinks of this” Karlsarm said. “We must look pretty doppy to him.”

“Hée sno fool. He does't underrate us much. Maybe not at dl.” Evagall shivered, though the air was yet
warm. Her hand crept into his, her voice grew thin. “Could he beright? Could weredlly be
foredoomed?”’

“I don’t know,” Karlsarm said.
She started. The hazdl eyeswidened. “Loveling! You are ways—"

“I can be honest with you,” he said.” Ridenour accused me today of not understanding what power the
Imper-idists command in asingle combat unit. He waswrong.

I’ve seen them and | do understand. We can't force terms on them. If they decide the Cities must prevail,
wdll, we'll give them ahard guerrillawar, but we' |l be hunted down in the end. Our am hasto beto
convince them it isn’t worthwhile—that, at the least, their chegpest course of action isto arrange and
enforce a status quo settlement between us and the Cities.” Helaughed. “Whether or not they’ Il agree
remainsto be seen. BLit we ve got to try, don’'t we?’

“Dowe?’
“Either that or stop being the Free People.”

She leaned her head on his shoulder. “Let’ s not spend the night in thishole,” she begged. “ Not with that
big ugly gun looming over us. Let’ stake our bedrollsinto the forest.”

“I’'msorry. | must stay here” ,, 1~

“So Noach can find me... if hisanimasreport any-thing.”

* % %

Karlsarm woke before the fingers had closed on his arm to shake him. He sat up. The cave wasamurk,
relieved by afaint sheen off the howitzer; but the entrance cut ablue-black starry circleinit. Noach
crouched silhouet-ted. “ He lay awvake thewhole night,” the handler breathed. “ Now he's sneaked off to
one of the blaster cannon. He' sfooling around with it”

Karlsarrn heard Evagail gasp at his side. He dipped weapon belts and quiver strap over the clothes he
had dept in, took his crossbow and glided forth. “We' Il see about that,” he said. Anger stood bleak
within him. “Lead on? Silent though they were, dipping from shad-ow, he became aware of the woman
at hisback.

Sdlene was down, sunrise not far off, but the world il lay !lighted, sky powdered with stars and lake
gleaming likeamirror. An uhu walled, off in the bulk of the forest. The air was cold. | Carlsarrn glanced
doft.

Among the congtell ations crept that spark which had often haunted his thoughts. The orbit he estimated
from angular speed was considerable. Therefore the thing was big. And if the Imperidists had erected
some kind of space station, the, grapevine would have brought news from the Free People' s spiesinside
the Cities, therefore the thing was a spaceship—huge. Probably thelight cruiser 19s: largest man-of-war
the<Terrans admitted keeping in this sytem. (Quite enough for their purposes. A heavier craft couldn’t
land if needed. This one could handle any probable combination of lesser vessdls. If Aruli sent something
more formidable, the far-flung scoutboats would detect thet in time to arrange rein-forcements from a
Navy base before the enemy arrived. Which was ample reason to expect that Aruli would not “intervene
inacivil conflict, though denouncing thisinjustice visited upon righteoudy struggling kinfolk.”)



Wasit coincidence that she took her new station soon after Ridenour joined the raiders? Tonight we find
out, Karlsarm vowed.

The blaster cannon stood on abareridge, barrel etched gaunt across the Milky Way. Hisgroup
crouched under the last tree and peered. One of Noach’ s beasts could go unobserved among the
scattered bushes, but not a man. And the beasts weren't able to describe what went on at the controls of
ameachine,

—Could he—"

Karlsarm chopped off Evagail’ swhisper with ahiss. The gun wasin action. He saw the thing move
through adow arc and heard the purr of its motor. It was track-ing. But what was it locked onto? And
why had no energy bolt stabbed forth?

“He s not fixingto shoot up the camp,” Karlsarm mut-tered. “ That' d be ridiculous. He couldn’t get off
more than two shots before he was dead. But what else?’

“Should | rush?’ Evagail asked.
“I think you' d better,” Karlsarm said, “and let’ s hope the, damage hasn't dready been done.”

He must endure the agony of aminute or two while she gathered the resources of her Skill—not partidly,
asshe often did in everyday life, but totally. He heard a measured intake of breath, sensed rhythmic
muscular contrations, smelled sharp adrendin. Then she exploded.

She was across the open ground in a blur—Ridenour could not react before she was upon him. He cried
out and ram She overhauled him in two giantess bounds. Her hands closed. He struggled, and he was not
aweak man. But she picked him up by the wrists and ankles and carried him like arag, doll. Her face
was awhite mask inthe sarlight. “Lie still,” she said in avoice not her own, “or | will break you.”

“Don't. Evagall, please” Noach dared stroke an iron-hard arm. “ Do be careful,” he said to Ridenour’s
aghast upside-down stare. “ She' s dangerous in this condition. It’s akin to hysterical rage, you
know—mohilization of the body’ s ultimate resources, which are quite astound. ing—but under conscious
control. Nevertheless, the per-sonality is affected. Think of her asan angry catavray.”

“Amok,” rattled in Ridenour’ sthroat. “Berserk.” He shivered.

“I don’t recognize those words,” Noach said, “but | repeet, her Skill consistsin voluntary hysteria. At the
moment, she could crush your skull between her hands. She might doit, too, if you provoke her.”

They reached the gun. Evagail cast the Terran to earth, bone-rattlingly hard, and yanked him, back on his
feet by finger and thumb around his nape. He was tadler than she, but she appeared to tower over him,
over al three men. Starlight crackled in her coiled hair. Her. eyeswere bright and blind.

Noach leaned close to Ridenour, read the terror upon him, and said mildly, “Please tell uswhat you were
doing.”

In someincredible fashion, Ridenour got the nerveto yell, “Nothing! | couldn’t deep, | c-came hereto
passthetime—"

Outpogt of Enipire il

Karlsarm turned from his examination of the blaster. “Y ou' ve got thisthing tracking that ship in orbit,” he
sad.

“Y es. |—foolish of me—I gpologize—only for fun—"



“Y ou had the trigger locked,” Karlsarm said. “ Energy was pouring out of the muzzle. But no flash, no
light, no ozone smell.” He gestured. “1 turned it off. | also notice you' ve opened the chamber and
replaced the primary modulator with this little gadget. Did you hear him talk, Evagail, before you
charged?”’

Her strangeflat tone said: **—entire strength of the outbacker army on this continent is concentrated here
and plansto remain for severd daysat least. | don't suggest amulti-megatonner. It' d annihilate them, all
right, but they are subjects of His Mg esty and potentialy more vauable than most. It'd also do great
ecologica damage—to Imperid territory—and City hinterlands would get fallout. Not to mention the
effect on your humble servant, me. But a ship could land with-out danger. | suggest the ISis hersdlf,
loaded with marines, aircraft and auxiliary gear. If the descent is sudden, the guerrillaswon’t be able to
fleefar. Using de-foliators, sonics, gas, stun-beam sweeps and the rest, you should be able to capture
most of them inside aweek or two. Repest, capture, not kill, wherever possi-ble. I'll explain after you
land. Right now, | don’t know how long I’ve got till I'm interrupted, so I d better de-scribeterrain.

WEe re on the northeast verge of Moon Garnet Lake—' At that point,” Evagail concluded, “I in-terrupted
him.” The mogt chilling thing was that she saw no humor.

“Her Skill heightens perceptions and data storage too,” Noach said in ashocked, mechanical fashion.
“Wadll,” Karlsarm sighed, “no redl need to interrogate Ridenour, isthere? He converted thisgun into
some kind of maser and called down the enemy on our heads.”

“They may not respond, if they heard him cut off theway hewas,” Noach said with little hope.

“Wasn't much noise,” Karlsarm answered. “They probably figure he did see somebody coming and had
to stop inahurry. If anything, they’ll arrive asfast as may be, before we can disperse the stockpiles
that’ |l give ascent to their metd detectors.”

“WEe d better start running,” Noach said. Above the bristly beard, his nutcracker face had turned old.
“Maybenot.” Excitement rosein Karlsarm.

“I need at least an hour or two to think—and, yes, talk with you, Ridenour.”

The Terran straightened. Histonerang. “1 didn’t betray you, redly,” hesaid. “1 stayed loya to my
Emperor.”

“You'll tell usafew things, though,” Karlsarm said. “ Like what procedure you expect alanding party to
follow. No secretsto that, are there? Just tell us about newscasts you' ve seen, books you' ve read,
inferences you' ve made.”

1] No!”

Roused by the noise, other men were drifting up the hill, lean leather-clad shapes with wegpons to hand.
But Karlsarm ignored them. “Evagail,” he said.

Her cold, cold fingers closed on Ridenour. He shriek-ed. “ Slack off,” Karlsarm ordered. “ Now—slack
off, womant—have you changed your mind? Or does she un-screw your ears, one by one, and other
parts?| don’t want you hurt, but my whole civilization' s at stake, and | haven't much time.”

Ridenour broke. Karlsarm did not despise him for that. Few men indeed could have defied Evagail in her
present mood, and they would have had to be used to the Mistresses of War.

Infact, Karlsarm needed alot of courage himsdf, later on, when he laid arms around her and mouth at
her cheek and crooned, “Come back to us, loveling.” How dowly softness, warmth and—in achill
dawn-light—color reentered her skin: until at last she sank down before him and wept.



Heraised her and led her to their cave.

At first the ship was agleam, drowned in sun-glare. Then shewas a cloud no bigger than aman’s hand.
But swiftly and swiftly did she grow. Within minutes, her shadow darkened the land. Men saw her from
below as atower that descended upon them, hundreds of metersin height, flanks reflecting with a
metallic brilliance that blinded. Through light filters might be seen the boat housings, gun turretsand
missile tubes that bristled from her. She was not heavily armored, save at afew key points, for she dedt
in nuclear energies and nothing could withstand adirect hit. But the perceptors and ef-fectors of her
fire-control system could intercept virtually anything that alesser mechanism might throw. And the full
power of her own magazines, vomited forth at once, would have incinerated a continent.

The engines driving that enormous mass were deathly quiet. But where their countergravity fields touched
the planet, trees snapped to kindling and the lake roiled white. Her advent was dancer graceful. But it
went so fast that cloven air roared behind, one continuous thunderclap between stratosphere and surface.
Echoes crashed from mountain to mountain; avalanches broke loose on the heights, throwing ice plumes
into the sky; the risen winds smelled scorched.

Emblazoned upon her stood HMS | sis and the sun-burst of chastisng Empire.

Already she had discharged her auxiliaries, aircraft that buzzed acrossthe lakeland in bright quick
swarms, probing with instruments, firing random lightning bolts, shouting through amplifiersthat turned
human voicesinto an dementa force: “ Surrender, surrender!”

At the nexus of the cruiser’ s multiple complexity, Cap-tain Chang sat in hischair of command. The
screens before him flickered with views, data, reports. A score of specidist officers held to their posts
behind him. Their work—speech, tap on signd buttons, clickdown of switches—made amuted buzz.
From time to time, some-thing was passed up to Chang himsdlf. He listened, de-cided and returned to
studying the screens. Neither hisinflection nor his expression varied. Lieutenant-Com-mander Hunyadi,
his executive officer, punched an ap-propriate control on the communications board in front of him and
relayed the order to theright place. The bridge might have been an engineering center on Terra, savefor
the uniforms and the training concentration.

Until Chang scowled. “What' sthat, Citizen Hunyadi?” He pointed to a screen in which the water surface
gleamed, amidst green woods and darkling cliffs. The view was dissolving.

“Fogrigng, ar, | think.” Hunyadi had aready tapped out a query to the meteorologicd officer in his
distant sanctum.

“No doubt, Citizen Hunyadi,” Chang said. “1 do not believe it was predicted. Nor dor | believeitis
prec-edented—such rapid condensation—even on this freak planet.”

The M.O.’svoice came on. Yes, the entire target areawas fogging a an unheard-of rate. No, it had not
been forecast and, frankly, it was not understood. Possibly, at this dtitude, given this pressure gradient,
high insola-tion acted synergisticaly with the colloidogenic effect of countergravity beamson liquid.
Should the question be addressed to a computer?

“No, don't tiefacilities up on an academic problem,” Chang said. “Will the stuff be troublesome?’

“Not very, Sr. Infact, aircraft reportsindicate it’ sforming alayer at about five hundred meters. An
over-cast, should be reasonably clear a ground level. Be-sides, we have instruments that can see through

fog.”

“I am aware of that latter fact, Citizen Nazarevsky. What concerns meisthat an overcast will hide us
from visual observation at satellite distance. Y ou will recal that picket ships are supposed to keep an eye



onus.” Chang drummed fingers on the arm of his chair for asecond before he said: “No matter. We will
gill have full communication, | trust. And it's necessary to exploit surprise, before the bandits have
scattered over half this countryside. Carry on, gentlemen.”

“Aye, aye, Sr.” Hunyadi returned to the subtle, en-grossing bdlet that was command operations.

After awhile, Chang stirred himself and asked, “Has any evidence been reported of enemy willingnessto
sur-render?’

—"“No, gr,” the exec replied. “But they don't appear to be marshaling for resistance, either. | don't
mean just that they haven't shot at us. The stockpiles of metallic stuff that we' re zeroing in on haven't
been moved. Ter-rain looks deserted. Every topographical and soni-probe indication isthet it’snormal,
safe, not booby-trapped.”

“I wish Ridenour had been able to transmit more,” Chang complained. “Well, no doubt the bandits are
samply running in panic. | wonder if they stopped to cut histhroat.”

Hunyadi understood that no answer was desired from him.

The ship passed through the new-born clouds. Uncom-pensated viewports showed thick, swirling gray
form-lessness. Infrared, ultraviolet and microwave scopes projected a peaceful scene beneath. It was
true that an unholy number of” tiny flying objects were registered in the area. Insects, no doubt, probably
disturbed by the ship. Time was short in which to think about them, before 1sis broke through. Ground
was now immediately below: that dope on the forest edge, overlooking the lake and near the enemy
weapon depots, which Chang had selected. It would have been alovely sight, had the sky not been so
low and gloomy, the tendrils and banks of fog drifting so many and stedthy among trees. But everyone
on Isiswastoo busy to admire, from the master in his chair of command to the marines ranked before the
sly locks.

Aircraft that had landed for final checks of the Site flew away like autumn leaves. The cruiser hung until
they were gone, extending her landing jacks, which were massive as cathedra buttresses. Then dowly
she sank down upon them. For moments the engines loudened, ringing through her meta corridors.
Wordsflew, quiet and tense: “—stability achieved ... air cover com-plete ... wegpons crew standing by
... detectorsre-port negative ... standing by ... standing by ... standing by ...”

“Proceed with Phase Two,” Chang ordered.

“Now hear this,” Hunyadi chanted to the dl-pointsintercom. The engines growled into slence. The
airlocks opened. Inhuman in helmets, body armor, flying har-ness, the wespons they clutched, the marine
squadrons rushed forth. First they would seize the guerrillaarsendss, and next cast about for human
Spoor.

The bridge had not redlly falen still. Data continued to flow in, commandsto flow out; but by
comparison, sound was now amutter, eerie as the bodies of fog that moved out of undertree shadows
and across the boul-dery hillside. Hunyadi looked into the screens and gri-mace& “Sir,” he said uneasily,
if theenemy’s as skilled in moving about through the woods as I’ Ve heard, some-one could come near
enough to fireasmal nuclear missileat us.”

“Have no worries on that score, Citizen Hunyadi,” Chang said. “Nothing materia, launched from a
pro-jector that one or two men might carry, could reach us before it was detected and intercepted. A
blaster beam might scorch ahull plate or two. But upper and lower gun turrets would instantly triangulate
on the source.” Histone wasindulgent; like most Navy men serving on capital ships, Hunyadi was quite
new to ground oper-ations. “Frankly, | could hope for ashow of resistance. The dternativeisalong,
tedious airborne bushbesating.”



Hunyadi winced. “Hunting men likeanimas. | don't likeit.”
“Nor I,” Chang admitted. The iron came back into him. “But we have our orders.”
“Yes, gr.”

“Read your higtory, Citizen Hunyadi. Read your history. No empire which tolerated rebellion ever
endured long theresfter. And we are the wall between humanity and Merssan—"

A scream broke through.

And suddenly war was no problem in logistics, search patterns, or games theory. It entered the ship with
pain in one hand and blood on the other; and its footfalls thundered.

“ Bees, millions of things like bees, out of the woods—oh, God, coming inboard, the boys're
doubled over, one sting hurts enough to knock you crazy-Yaaahhhh!”

“Closedl locks Sed dl compartments! All handsin spacesuits!”

“Marine Colonel Deschamps to Prime Command. De-tachments report small groups of women,
unarmed, as they land. Women appear anxious to surrender. Request orders.”

“Take them prisoners, of course. Stand around them. Y ou may not be attacked then. But if aunit notesa
dense insect swarm, the men are to sed their armor and dis-charge lethd gas a once.”

“ Lock Watch Four to bridge! We can’t shut the lock / here! Some enormous animal—like a, a
nightmare crocol dile—burst in from the woods—blocking the valves with its body—"

“Energy wegpons, sweep the surrounding, forest. All aircraft, return to bomb and strafe thissame area”

Atomic warheads and poisons could not be used, when the ship would be caught in their blast or the
gases pour in through three airlocks jammed open by dain mon-sters. But some gunners had buttoned up
their turrets in advance of the bees. Their cannon hurled bolt after bolt, trees exploded and burned and
fell, rocksfused ... and fog poured in like an ocean. S multaneoudy, the in-strumentation and optica aids
that should have pierced it failed. The crews must fire a random into horrible wet smoke, knowing they
could not cover the whole ground about them.

“ Radio dead. Radar dead. Electromagnetic ‘ scopes dead. Blanketed by interference. Appearsto
emanate from ... from everywhere ... different insects, clouds of them! What scanning stuff we' ve
got that still works, sonics, that kind of thing, gives insufficient definition. We' re deaf, dumb, and
blind!”

Aircraft began to crash. Ther ingruments were like-wise gone; and they were not meant to collide with
entireflocks of birds.

“Marine Colonel Deschamps—t eporting— eports re ceived—catastrophe. | don’t know what,
except ... those women ... they turned on our men and—"

Trooperswho escaped flew wildly through fog. Birds found them and betrayed them to snipersin
treetops. They landed, seeking cover. Arrowswhistled from brush, or hellhounds fell upon them.

“Stand by toraise ship.”

“ Lock Watch Four reporting—they’ ve got in through the fog, under our fire—swarming in, wild
men and animals—good-by, Maria, good-by, universe—"

Most aircraft pilots managed to break free. They got above the clouds and ran from that lake. But they



were not equipped to evade ground fire of energy weapons with which there was no electronic
interference such as continued to plague them. It had been assumed that the marines would take those
emplacements. The marines were now dead, or disabled, or fleeing, or captured. The women called their
men back to the guns. Stars blossomed and fdll through the daylight sky.

“Thisis. Wolf, commanding the Free People group as-signed to HMSIsis. A prisoner tells me this
thing com-municates with the bridge. Better give up, Captain. We're inside. We hold the engine
room. We can take your whole ship at our leisure—or plant a nuclear bomb. Your auxil-iary forces
arerapidly being destroyed. | hope you' |l see reason and give up. We don’'t want to harmyou. It's
no discredit to you, sir, this defeat. Your intelligence service let you down. You met weapons you
didn’t know about, uniquely suited to very special circumstances. Tell your men to lay down their
arms. We' Il lift the interference blanket if you agree—not skyward, but on ground level, anyhow,
so you can call them. Let’s stop spilling lives and begin talking terms.”

Chang felt he had no choice.

Soon afterward, he and his principa officers stood outside. The men who guarded them were clad and
equipped like savages; but they spoke with courtesy. “I would like you gentlemen to meet some friends,”
said the one named | Carlsarm. From the forest, toward the captured flying tower, walked a number of
women. They were more beautiful than could be imagined.

* * %

Ridenour was among the last to go aboard. Not that there were many—a skeleton staff of chosen
Imperidigt officers, for the gphrodites could not make captives of more in the short time available, those
women ‘ them-saves, whoever of the army possessed abilities even dightly useful in space warship. But
perhaps the measure of Karlsarm' s audacity was his drafting of aknown spy.

Whose loyalties had not been altered.

Standing in cold, blowing fogbanks, Ridenour shud-dered. The cruiser was dim to his eyes, her upper
sections lost. Water soaked the earth and dripped from athousand unseen trees; the insects that made
thiswegther flitted ceasdessy between lake and air, in such myriads that their wingbeats raised an
underlying sus-suration; awild beast bellowed, awild bird shrill-ed—tones of the wilderness. But the
outback reaches were not untamed nature. Like some great animal, they had been harnessed for man,
and in turn, something of theirs had entered the human heart.

A Terran went up agangway, into the ship. Hisuni-form was ill, neat blue; emblemmed with insignia
and sunburst. He still walked with precision. But his eyes scarcely |eft the westher-begten, |eather-kilted
woman at his side, though she must be twenty years his senior. “ There but for the grace of God,”
Ridenour whis-pered.

Evagail, who had appeared mutely afew minutes ago, gave him aserious|ook. “Istheir trestment so
dreadful 7’ she asked.

“What about their people at home? Their home itself? Their own shame and sdlf-hate for weakness—"
Riden-our broke off.

“They’'ll berdeased ... againgt their wills, I'm sure; they’ Il plead to stay with us. Y ou can make it part of
your job to see that their superiors understand they couldn’t help themselves. Afterward, you have
recon-ditioning techniques, don’t you? Though | expect most caseswill recover naturdly. They' |l have
had just a short exposure.”

“And the, thewomen?’



“Why, what of them? They don’t want to be saddled with abunch of citymen. Thisistheir wartime duty.
Otherwise they havetheir private affairs”

“Their Skills” Ridenour edged away from her.

Her smilewas curioudy timid. “John,” she said, “we re not monsters. We' re only the Free People. An
gphrodite doesn’t use her Skill for unfair gain. It has thergpeutic applications. Or I—I don't likeraising
my strength againgt fellow humans. | want to useit for their good again.”

He fumbled out the tobacco he had begged from a Terran and began to stuff his pipe. It would give some
consolation.

Her shoulders dumped. “Well,” shesaid in atired voice, “| think we' d better go aboard now.”
“Y ou're coming too?" he said. “What for? To guard me?’

“No. Perhaps we' Il need my reaction speed. Though Karlsarm did hope I’ d persuade you—Come
aong, please”

Sheled himto the bridge. Terran officerswere already posted among the gleaming machines, the
glit-tering dids. Hunyadi sat in the chair of command. But Karlsarm stood beside him, the catavray head
gaping across his brow; and other men of the forest darkened that scene.

“Stand by for liftoff.” Hunyadi must recite the orders himself. “ Close airlocks. All detector stations
report.”

Evagail padded over to Karlsarm. Ridenour could not help thinking that her ruddy hair, deep curves,
bare bronze, were yet more an invasion of this metal-and-plastic cosmos than the men were. A faint odor
of woman lingered behind her on the Sevile air.

“What' s our Stuation with the enemy?’ she asked.
“Fair; asnear aswe can learn,” Karlsaom said. “Y ou haven't followed events since the last fight?”

“No. | wastoo busy making arrangementsfor pris-oners. Like medical carefor theinjured, shelter for
everyone. They weretoo wretched, out inthismist.”

“Can't say I’'veenjoyed it either. I'll be glad whenwe canlet it up .... Well. Wedidn’t try an aphrodite
on old Chang. Instead, we had him cal the Terran chief, Ad-mird Cruz, and report the capture of his
ship. Naturd-ly, having no ideawe d be able to raise her, he didn’t give that fact away. Supposedly we'll
hold vessel and person-ndl for bargaining counters. The stratosphere’ sfull of aircraft above us, but they
won't do anything as long as they think we' re sitting with our hostages. Only one spaceship has moved to
anything likeimmediate strik-ing range of us.”

“Areyou certan?’

“About as certain as you can bein war, whatever that means. We gave the chief communications officer
to an agphrodite, of course. He listened in and decoded orders for the main fleet to stand out to space.
That wasalogicad command for Cruz to issue, once the evacuation notice went out.”

“BEvacuation—7"

“Loveling, you didn’t think I’ d vaporize the Cities and their people, did you? Theingtant | foresaw a
chanceto grab thisboat, | got in touch with the Grand Council—by radio, for the other continents,
because time was short, so short that it didn’t matter the Terrans would hear. They’re good
codebreakers, but | think the languages we used must’ ve puzzled them!” Karlsarm grinned. “As soon as



we d madethis haul, orders went out to our agentsin every City, whether Terran—or
Arulian-oc-cupied. They were to serve notice that in one rotation period, the Cities would be erased. But
they were to imply the job will be done from space.”

Fright touched Evagall. “ The people did evacuate, didn't they?” she breathed.

“Y es. We ve monitored communications. Thethreat’ s convincing, when there' s been so much fear of
inter-vention from Aruli or from Merseiahersdlf. Aninvading fleet can't get past the blockade. But a
certain per-centage of fast little courier boats can. Likewise aflight of robot craft with nuclear wespons
aboard: which wouldn’t be guaranteed to distinguish between friendly and unfriendly target aress.”

“But has no one thought that we, in this ship, might—"

“I trust not, or we' redead,” |Carlsarm stated. “Our timing was phased with care. Thefog, and
interference, and our ground fire, kept the Terrans from finding out what had happened to their cruiser.
Weinformed them immediately that she was disabled, and they doubtless supposed it was logical. How
could anyone take an un-damaged Imperid warcraft, without equipment they know we don't have? In
fact, they probably took for granted we' d had outside technical assstance in rigging atrap. Remember,
the City warning was dready pre-occupying their thoughts. Chang's call was a precaution againgt their
growing frantic and bombing usin the hope of getting, our supposed Merseian or Arulian alies. He made
it afew hours ago; and | made certain that he didn’t say the ship was captured intact.”

“They’ll know better now,” Hunyadi said. Hisface was white, hisvoice tormented.
“Correct. Lift assoon asyou'reable,” Karlsarm said. “If we're hit, your woman will die too.”

The executive officer jerked hishead. “1 know! Bridgeto al stations. Lift at full power. Be prepared for

Engines growled. The deck quivered with their force. ISs climbed, and the sun blazed about her.
“Communicationsto bridge,” said the intercom. “ Calls picked up from Imperidigs.”

“| expected that,” Karlsarm said dryly. “Broadcast awarning. We don't want to hurt them, but if they
bother us, we'll swat.”

Sickly, Ridenour saw the planet recede beneath him.

Flame blossomed along way off. “Missile barrage from one air squadron stopped,” said the intercom.
“Shall fire be returned?’

“No,” Karlsarm said. “Not unless we absolutely must.”

“Thank you, Sir! Thoseare ... my people yonder.” After amoment: “They were my people.”
“They will beagain,” Evagall murmured to Ridenour. “ff you help.”

“What can | do?’ he choked.

She touched him. He winced aside. “Y ou can speak for us,” she said. “ Y ou' re respected. Y our loyalty is
not in doubt. Y ou proved it afresh, that night when—\We don’t belong to your civilization. We don't
understand how it thinks, what it will compromise on and what it will diefor, the nuances, the symboals,
the meaningsit finds in the universe. And it doesn’t understand us. | think you know us alittle, though,
John. Enough to see that we' re no menace.”

“Except to the Cities,” he said. “And now the Empire.”



“No, they threatened us. They wouldn't leave our forests done. Asfor the Empire, can't it contain one
moreway of living? Won't mankind be thericher for that?’

They looked at each other, and athrumming aone-ness enclosed them. A screen showed space and
garson therim of theworld.

“I suppose,” he said finaly, “no one can compromise on the basics of his culture. They'rethe larger part
of hisidentity. To givethem up isakind of deeth. Many people would rather diein the body. Y ou won't
stop fighting until you' re utterly crushed.”

“And must that be?’ Her speech fell gently on hisears. “Don’t you Terranswant an end of war?’

An earthquake rumble went through the ship. Reports and orders seethed on the bridge. Shewasin
long-range combat with a destroyer.

Undermanned, I1sis could not stand off Cruz’' swhole fleet. But those units were scattered, would not
reach Freehold for hours. Meanwhile, asolitary Imperid craft went againgt her with forlorn gdlantry. Her
fire-control men wept asthey lashed back. But they must, to save the women who held them.

“What can | do?’ Ridenour said.

“WEe |l cal assoon aswe refinished, and ask for aparley,” Evagail told him. “We want you to urge that
the Terrans agree. Afterward we want you to—no, not help plead our cause. Help explainiit.”

“Opposition attack parried,” said a speaker. “Limited return broadside as per orders appearsto have
inflicted some damage. Opposition sheering off. Shall she be an-nihilated?’

“No, let her go,” Karlsarm said.

Ridenour nodded at Evagail. “I’ll dowhat | can,” he said.

Shetook his hands, gladness bursting through her own tears, and thistime he did not pull away.

Isis swung back into atmosphere. Her turrets cut loose. A doomed, empty City went skyward in flame.

* k% %

Admira Fernando Cruz Manqual stood high in the councils of thisImperid frontier; but hewasaTerran
merely by citizenship and remote ancestry. Military men have gone forth from Nuevo Mexico since that
gark planet first was colonized. His manner toward Ridenour was at once curt and courteous.

“And so, Professor, you recommend that we accept their terms?’ He puffed hard on a crooked black
cigar. “| am afraid that that isquiteimpossible.”

Ridenour made a production of starting his pipe. He needed time to find words. Awareness pressed in on
him of hissurroundings.

The negotiating commissions (to use a Terran phrase, the Free People called them mind-wrestlers) had
met on neutra ground, an idand in the Lawrencian Ocean. Though uninhabited thusfar, it was beatiful
with itsfull feathery trees, blossoming vines, deep cane-brakes, wide white beaches whtre surf played
and roared. But there wasllittle chance to enjoy what the place offered. Perhaps ater, if talkswere
promising and tension relaxed, ayoung Terran spaceman might encounter alightfoot outbacker girl in
someglen.

But, discussion had not yet even begun. 1t might well never begin. The two camps were armed, separated
by three kilometers of forest and, on the Terran Side, awall of guns. Ridenour was the first who crossed
from oneto another.



Cruz' sreception had been so cold that the xenologist half expected arrest. However, the admird
gppeared to comprehend why he was there and invited him into hisdomefor private, unofficial
conversdion.

The dome was open to amild, sea-scented breeze, but also to the view of other domes, vehicles,
marines on sentry-go, aircraft at hover. Wine stood on the table between the two men, but except for a
formd initid toast it had not been poured. Ridenour had stated the facts, and hiswords had struck
unresponding slence.

Now:
“I think it sbest Sir,” Ridenour ventured. “They can be conquered, if the Empire makes the effort.

But that war would be long, costly, tying up forces we need € sawhere, devastating the planet, maybe
making it unfit for human habitation; they’ll retd-iate with some pretty horrible biological capabilities. The
prisonersthey hold will not be returned. Likewise the his. Y ou’ Il be compelled to order her knocked out,
an operation that won't come cheap.”

Helooked straight into the hard, mustached face. “ And for what? They’ re quite willing to remain Terran
subjects”

“They rebelled,” Cruz bit off; “they collaborated with an enemy; they ressted comtiands givenin His
Magesty’ s name, they occasioned lossto His Mgesty’ s Navy; they destroyed nine Imperial communities,
there-by they wrecked the economy of an entire Imperia world. If this sort of behavior islet go
unpunished, how long before the whole Empire breaks apart? And they aren’t satisfied with asking for
amnesty. No, they demand the globe be turned over to them!”

He shook his head. “1 do not question your honesty, Professor—someone had to be messenger boy, |
sup-pose—hut if you believe an officiad in my position can possibly give aminute' s consideration to those
wood-runners fantasy, | must question your judgment.”

“They are not savages, Sr,” Ridenour said. “I’ vetried to explain to you something of their level of culture.
My eventua written report should convince everyone.”

“That isbesdethe point.” Hisfaded, open-throated undress uniform made Cruz look more terrible than
any amount of braid and medas. The blaster & his hip had seen much useinitsday.

“Not precisdly, sr.” Ridenour shifted in hischair. Swest priclded his skin. “I’ve had achanceto think a
lot about these issues, and a death-strong motivation for doing so and a career that’ s trained me to think
inim-persond, long-range terms. What' sthe rea good of the Empire? sn't it the solidarity of many
civilized planets? Isn't it, aso, the stimulus of diversity between those planets? Suppose we did crush the
Free—the outback-ers. How could the Cities be rebuilt, except at enormous cost? They needed
centuriesto reach their modern level unaided, on thisisolated, metal-impoverished world. If we poured in
treasure, we could recreate them, more or less, in afew years. But what then would we have? Nine
feeble mediocrities, just productive enough to require guarding, because Merseia consdersthem a
potentia threat on her Arulian flank. Whereasif we let the real Freeholders, the ones who' ve adapted
until they can properly usethis environment, if we let them flourish ... we' ll get, a no cost, astrong,
self-sup-porting, sdf-defending outpost of Empire.”

That may not be strictly true, he thought. The out-backers don’'t mind acknowledging Terran suzerainty, if
they can have acharter that lets them run their planet the way they want. They’retoo sensibleto revive
the nationalistic fallacy. They’ll pay abit of tribute, conduct abit of trade. On the whol ,, however, we will
beir-relevant to them.



They may not dways be so to us, of course. We may learn much from them. If we ever fall, they’ll carry
on something of what was ours. But I d better not em-phasizethis.

“Evenif | wanted to accommodate them,” Cruz said, “1 have no power. My authority is broad, yes. And
| can go well beyond itsforma limits, in that a central govern-ment with thousands of other worrieswill
accept any reasonable recommendation | make. But do not exaggerate my latitude, | beg you. If |
suggested that the City people, loya subjects of HisMgesty, be moved off the world of their ancestors,
and that rebels, no matter how cultivated, be rewarded with its sole possession ... why, | should be
recalled for psychiatric examination, no?’

He sounds regretful,, legped within Ridenour. He doesn’t want a butcher’ s campaign. If | can convince
him there is a reasonable and honorable way out—

The xenologist smiled carefully around his pipestem. “True, Admirad,” he said. “If the matter were put in
those words. But need they be? 1I’m no lawyer. Still, | know alittle about the subject, enough that | can
sketch out an acceptable formula”

Cruz raised one eyebrow and puffed harder on hiscigar.

“The point is Ridenour said “that juridicialy we have not been at war. Everybody knows Aruli sent arms
and troopsto aid the original revolt, no doubt at Merseian ingtigation. But to avoid adirect collison with
Aruli and so possibly with Merseia, we haven't taken official cognizance of this. We were content to
choke off further influx and reduce the enemy piecemed. In short, Admir-a, your task here hasbeen to
quel aninternd, civil disturbance.”

“Hm.”
“The, outbackers did not collaborate with an external enemy, because legdly there was none.”
Cruz flushed. “ Treason smells no sweeter by any other name.”

“It wasn't treason, Sir,” Ridenour argued. “ The outbackers were not trying to undermine the Empire.
They certainly had no wish to become Arulian or Mer-seian vassals!

“Put it thisway: Freehold contained three factions, the human City dwellers, the Arulian City dwellers,
and the outbackers. The charter of Imperia incorporation was, negotiated by thefirst of these parties
exclusvely. Thusit was unfair to the other two. When amendment, was refused, socid difficulties
resulted. The outbackers had some cooperation with the Arulians, as a matter of expediency. But it was
sporadic and never affected their own ssmple wish for justice. Furthermore, and more im-portant, it was
not cooperation with outsiders, but rather with some other Imperid subjects.

“Actudly,” he added, “when one stopsto think about it, the Nine Cities have not at dl been innocent
martyrs. Ther discrimination againgt the Arulians, their territorial aggressons againgt the outbacicers,
were what really brought on the trouble. Merseiathen exploited the, opportunity—but didn’t createit in
thefirgt place.

“Why then should the heedlessness of the Cities, that proved so costly to the Empire, not be pendized?’

Cruz looked disappointed. “1 suppose the Policy Board could adopt some such formula,” he said. “But
only if it wanted to. And it wont want to. Because what formula can disguise the fact of mgor physica
harm inflicted in sheer contumacy?’

“Theformulaof over-zealousnessto serve HisMgesty’ sinterests,” Ridenour cast back. He lifted one
pam. “Wait! Please! | don't ask you, Sir, to propose an officia falsehood. The zed was not greetly
misguided. And it did serve Terra sbest interest.”



“What? How?’

“Don’'t you see?’ Tensdy, Ridenour leaned across the table. Here we go, he thought, either wefly or we
crashinthefire. “The outbackers ended the war for us.”

Cruz fell dtogether quiet.

“Between you and me aone, | won't insult your in-telligence by claming this outcome was planned in
de-tail,” Ridenour hurried on. “But that isthe effect. It was Nine Cities, their manufacturing and outworld
com-merce, their growth potentia, that attracted the original Arulian settlers, and that lately made
Freehold such abait. With the Cities gone, what’ s |eft to fight about? The enemy has no more bases. I'm
sure he'll accept re-patriation to Aruli, including those of him who were born here. The dternativeisto
be milled to atoms between you and the outbackers.

“Inreturn for this service, thisremova of ableeding wound on the Empire, awound which might have
turned into a cancer—surely the outbackers deserve the modest reward they ask. Amnesty for whatever
errorsthey made, in seizing a chance that would never come again; a‘ charter giving them theright to
occupy and develop Freehold as they wish, though dways askiya subjects of HisMgesty.”

Cruz was unmoving for along time. When he spoke, he was hard to hear under the military noise outside.
“What of the City humans?’

“They can be compensated for their losses and reset-tled elsewhere,” Ridenour said. “The cost will be
lessthan for one year of continued war, | imagine; and you might well have gotten more than that. Many
will com-plain, no doubt. But the interest of the Empire demandsit. Quite gpart from the problemsin
having two ir-reconcilable cultures on one planet, there’ sthe wish to keep any frontier peaceful. The
outbackers are un-profitably tough to invade; | rather believe their next generation will furnish some of
our hardiest marine volunteers; but at the sametime, they don’t support the kind of industrial

concentrati on—spaceships, nuclear devices—that makes our opposition worried or greedy.”

“Hm.” Cruz streamed smoke from hislips. Hiseyes haf closed. “Hm. Thiswould imply that my
command, for one, can be shifted to aregion where we might lean more usefully on Merseia  yes-s-s.”

Ridenour thought in amoment that was desolate: Isthat why I’m so anxious to save these people?
Because | hope one day they’ Il find away out of the blind aley that is power politics?....

Cruz dammed afigt on the table. The bottle jumped. “By the Crown, Professor, you might have
something here!” he exclamed. “Let me pour. Let usdrink to-gether.”

Nothing would happen overnight, of course. Cruz must ponder, and consult. and fed out the other Sde's
representatives. Both groups must haggle, stal, quibble, orate, grow calculatedly angry, grow honestly:
weary. And from those weeks of monkey chatter would emerge nothing more than a“ protocol.” This
must pass up through a dozen layers of bureaucrats and politi-cians, each of whom must assert hisown
immortal im-portance by some atogether needless and exasperating change. Findly, on Terra, the
experts would confer; the computers spin out redls of results that nobody quite understood or very much
heeded; the members of the Policy Board and the different interests that had put them there use thisissue
asone more areain which to jockey for abit more power; the news media make inane inflammatory
statements (but not many—Freehold was remote—the latest orgy given by some nobleman’slatest
mistress was more interesting) ... and adocument would arrive here, and maybe it would be signed but
maybe it would be returned for “further study as rec-commended ....”

| won't be leaving soon, Ridenour thought. They’ Il need me for months. Final agreement may not be
rat-ified for ayear or worse.



Some hours passed before he left the Terran camp and walked toward the other. He' d doubtless best
stay with the outbackers for awnhile. Evagail had been waiting for him. She ran down the path. “How did

itgo?
“Very well, I'd say,” hesaid.

She cast hersdlf into hisarms, laughing and weeping. He soothed her, affectionately but just alittle
im-patiently. His prime desire at the moment wasto find aplace by himsdlf, that he might write aletter
home.

Concealed and ignored at the time, the Freeholders' rebellion was a signal that the Empire’slong
afternoon was drawing to a close. However, other vigorous folk, both human and non-human,
had |earned the same lessons from history and were individually preparing to survive their effete
overlords. In the meantime, Terra’s reign had generations yet to run, thanksin no little measure
to the cunning and valor of men like Dominic Flandry, the naval intelligence officer turned
Imperial advisor.

Yet sunset could not be postponed forever. Terra and Merseia wore each other into oblivion. Their
exhausted dominions were devastated by rebellions from within and attacks from without. By the
middle of the fourth mil-lennium, the fearful Long Night fell.

A Tragedy Of Errors

Oncein ancient days, the then King of England told Sr Christopher Wren, whose name is yet
remembered, that the new Cathedral of S. Paul which he had designed was “ awful, pompous and
artificial.” Kings have seldom been noted for perspicacity.

Later ages wove amyth about Roan Tom. He became their archetype of those star rovers who fared
forth while the Long Night prevailed. Assuch, hewasmadeto * fit the preconceptions and prejudices of
whoever hap-pened to mention him. To many scholars, he was a mon-ster, amurderer and thief, bandit
and vandal, skulking like some carrion animal through the ruins of the Terran Empire. Otherscalled him a
hero, agdlant and ro-mantic |leader of fresh young peoples destined to sweep out of time the remnants of
afaled civilization and build something better.

Hewould have been equally surprised, and amused, by ether legend.

“Look,” one can imagine his ghost drawling, “we had to eat. For which purpose, it'ssort o' helpful to
keep your throat uncut, no? That was a spiny-tail period. Society’ d fdlen. Andhavin' so far tofal, it hit
bottom amighty hard. The economic basisfor thingslike buildin’ spaceships wasn't there any more. That
meant little trade between planets. Which meant trouble on most of Y ou let such go on for acentury or
two, snowbalin’, and what’ ve you got? A kettle o’ short-lived dwarf nations, that’ s what—one-planet,
one-continent, one-idand nations, al of 'em one-lung for sure—where they haven’t collapsed even
further. No more infor-mation-collatin® services, so nobody can keep track o' what’s happenin” amongst
those millions 0’ suns. What few spaceships areleft in workin' order are naturaly the most vauable
objectsin sght. So they naturally get acquired by the toughest men around who, bein” what they are, are
apt to use the shipsfor conquerin’ or plun-derin’ ... and complicate matters still worse.

“Well,” and he pausesto stuff a pipe with Earthgrown tobacco, which isavailablein his particular
Vahdla, “like everybody esg, | just madethebest 0’ thingsas| found ’em. Fought? Sure. Grew up
fightin'. | was born on a spaceship. My dad was from Lochlann, but out-lawed after afamily feud went



sour. He hadn’t much choice but to turn pirate. Oneday | wasinalandin’ party which got bushwhacked.
Next | heard, I’d been sold into davery. Had to take it from there. Got some lucky breaks after awhile
and worked ’em hard. Didn’t do too badly, by and large.

“Wind you, though, | never belonged to one o’ those freaky cultures that’ d taken to glorifyin’ combet for
itsown sake. In fact, once I’ d gotten some power on Kraken, | wasalot moreint’ rested in startin’ trade
again than in anything else. But neither did | mind theidea o’ fightin', if we stood to gain by it, nor 0
collectin’ any loose piece 0’ property that wasn't too well defend-ed. Also, willy-nilly, we were bound to
get into brawls with other factions. Usualy those happened along ways from home. | saw to that. Better
there than wherel lived, no?

“Wedidn't dwayswin, either. Sometimes we took a clobberin'. Likefinaly, what I’ d reckon as about
theworst time, | found myself skyhootin’ away from Sas-sania, in adamaged ship, alone except for a
couple o’ wives. | shook pursuit in the Nebula. But when we came out on the other Side, wewerein a
part o' space that wasn't known to us. Old Imperid territory still, o' course, but that could mean
anything. And we needed re-pairs. Once my ship’ d been sdf-fixin', aswell as sdf-crewin’, sdf-pilotin’,
sf-navigatin,’ aye-ya, even self-aware. But that computer was long gone, together with alot of other
gear. We had to find us a place with asmidgin of industrial capacity, or we were donefor.”

Theimagein the viewscreensflickered so badly that Tom donned armor and went out for adirect look at
the system he had entered.

Heliked being freein space anyway. He had more esthetic sense than he publicly admitted. The men of
Kraken were quick to praise the beauty of aweapon or awoman, but would have considered it strange
to spill time admiring aview rather than examining the scene for pitfalls and possibilities. In the hush and
dreamlike liberty of welghtlessness, Tom found an inner peace; and from this he turned outward,
becoming one with the grandeur around him.

After he had flitted a kilometer from it, Firedrake' slean hull did not cut off much vista. But reflections,
where energy beams had scored through black camou-flage coating to the steel beneath, hurt hiseye ...
Helooked away from ship and sun dike. It wasabright sun, intringc luminosity of two Sals, though the
color was ruddy, like agold and copper aloy. At adistance of one and ahalf astronomical units, it
showed adisc thirty-four minutes wide; and no magnification, only a darkened faceplate, was necessary
to seetheflaresthat jetted from it. Coronaand zodiaca light made abronze cloud. That was not a
typica main sequence star, Tom thought, though nothing in his background had equip-ped him to identify
what the strangeness consisted of .

Elsawhere glittered the remoter stars, multitudinous and many-colored in their high night. Tom'sgaze
circled among them. Y es, yonder was Capdlla. Old Earth lay on the far Sde, a couple of hundred
light-years from here. But he wanted home, to Kraken: much less of atrip, ten parsecs or so. He could
have picked out its sun with the naked eye, asaminor member of that jewe-swarm, had the Nebula not
stood between. The thundercloud mass reared gloomy and awesome athwart a quarter of heaven. Arid it
might aswell beasolid wal, if hisvessd didn't get fixed.

That brought Tom' s attention back to the planet he was orbiting. It seemed enormous at this close
remove, athick crescent growing as the ship swung dayward, asif it were toppling upon him. Thetints
were green, blue, brown, but with an underlying red in the land areas that wasn't entirdly dueto the
sunlight color. Clouds banded the brightness of many seas; there was no true ocean. The southern polar
cap wasextensve. Yet it couldn’t be very deep, because its northern counterpart had amost
disappeared with summer, abeit the axid tilt was a mere ten degrees. Atmosphere rimmed the horizon
with purple. A tiny disc was heaving into Sght, the farther of the two smal moons.

Impressive, yes. Habitable, probably according to the spectroscope, certainly according to theradio



emissions on which he had homed. (They’ d broken off severd light-years away, but by then no doubt
remained that this system wastheir origin, and thiswas the only possible world within the system.)
Nonethd ess—puzzling. In away, daunting.

The planet was actually amidget. Its equatoria diam-eter was—6810 kilometers, its mass 0.15 Terra.
Nothing that Sze ought to have air, and water enough for men.

But there were men there. Or had been. Feeble and distorted though the broadcasts became, away off in
pace, Tom had caught Anglic words spoken with human mouths.

He shrugged. One way to find out. Activating his pellers, he flitted back. His boots struck hull and clung.
He free-walked to the forward manlock and so inboard.

Theinterior gee-field was operationd. Weight thrust hisarmor down onto his neck and shoulders.

Y asmin heard him clatter and came to help him unsuit. He waved her back. “Don’'t you see the frost on
me? | been in planet shadow. Y our finger’ d stick to the metal, kid.” Not wearing radio earplugs, she
didn’t hear him, but she got the ideaand stood aside. Gauntleted, he stripped down to coveral and
mukluks and lockered the space equipment. At the sametime, he admired her.

Shewas dight and dark, but prettier than he had redized at first. That was an effect of persondity,
ressserting itself after what happened in Anushirvan. The city had been not only the most beautiful and
civilized, but the gayest on al Sassania; and her father was Nadjaf Kuli, the deputy governor. Now he
was dead and his palace sacked, and she had fled for her life with one of her Shah’ s defeated barbarian
alies. Y et she was getting back the ability to laugh. Good stock, Tom thought; she' d bear him good sons.

“Did you seetrace of humans?’ she asked. He had be-lieved her Anglic bore acharming accent—it was
not native to her—until he discovered that she had been taught the classical language. Her gazelle eyes
flickered from the telescope he carried in onefist on to his bat-tered and weatherbeaten face.

“Trace, yes,” he answered bluntly. “ Stumps of afew towns. They’ d been hit with nukes.”
“Oh-h-h..."

“Ease off, youngster.” He rumpled the flowing hair. “I couldn’t make out much, with nothin’ better'n
these lenses. We' d already agreed the planet waslikely raided, that time the broadcasts quit. Don’t mean
they haven't rebuilt afair amount. I’ d guessthey have. Theleve o'. shdl | say in two words, radio
activity—" Tom paused. “Y ou were supposed to smile at that,” he said in awounded tone.

“Wel, may | smile at the second joke, instead?’ she retorted impishly. They both chuckled. Her back
grew straighter, in the drab one-piece garment that was all he had been able to give her, and somehow
the strength of the curving nose dominated the tenderness of her mouth. “ Please go on, my lord.”

“Uh, you shouldn’t call methat. They’ re free women on Kraken.”
“So we were on Sassania. In fact, plurd marriage—"

“I' know, | know. Let’ sget on with business.” Tom started down the corridor. Y asmin accompanied him,
less gracefully than she had moved at home. Thefield was set for Kraken weight, which was 1.25
standard. But she’ d develop the musclesfor it beforelong.

* % %

He had gone through awedding ceremony with her, once they werein space, at Dagny’ sinsistence.
“Who dsewill the poor child have for aprotector but you, the rest of her life? Surely you won't turn her
loose on any random planet. At the sametime, sheisaristocratic born. It'd humiliate her to becomea
plain concubine”



“M-m-m ... but the heirship problem—"

“I like her mysdf, what little I’ ve seen of her; and the Kuli barons dways had an honorable name. | don't
think she'll raise boyswho'll try to stedl house rule from my sons”

Asusud, Dagny was no doubt right.

Anxiousto swap findings with her, Tom hurried. The passage reached empty and echoing; air from the
ven-tilators blew loud and chilled him; the stylized murals of gods and sea beasts had changed from bold
to pathet-icnow that only three people crewed this ship. But they were lucky to be alive—would not
have been s, save for the primitive loyaty of his persond guards-men, who died in their tracks while he
ran through the burning city in search of Dagny—when the Pretender’ s nonhuman mercenaries broke
down the last defenses. He found his chief wife standing by the ship withaMark

IV thunderbolter, awaiting his return. She would not have left without him. Y asmin huddled at her feet.
They managed to loose afew missiles asthey lifted. But other-wise there was nothing to do but hope to
fight another day. The damage that Firedrake sustained in running the enemy space fleet had made
escape touch and go. The re-sulting absence of exterior force-fields and much in-terior homeostasis
made the damage worse as they traveled. Either they found the wherewithd for repair here, or they
stayed here.

Tom said to Y asmin while he strode: “We couldn’t’ ve picked up their radio so far out’ swedid, less'n
they’d had quite alot, both talk and radar. That meansthey had a pretty broad industria base. Y ou don’t
destroy that by scrubbin’ cities. Too many crossroads machine shops and so forth; too much skill spread
through the populattion. I’ d be surprised if this planet’ s not on the way back up.”

“But why haven't they rebuilt any cities?’

“Maybe they haven't gotten that far yet. Been less n ten years, you know. Or, ' course, they might' ve got
knocked clear down to savagery. I’ ve seen places where it happened. We'll find out.”

Walking beside the girl, Roan Tom did not look es-pecialy note-worthy, certainly not like the rover and
trader chieftain whose name was dready in the balads of a dozen planets. He was of medium height,
though so broad in shoulders and chest asto look stocky. From his father, he had the long head, wide
face, high cheekbones, snub nose and beardlessness of the Lochlanna. But his mother, afreedwoman
said to be of Hermetian stock,, had given him dark-red hair, which was now thinning, and star-blue eyes.
Only theright of those remained; a patch covered where the left had been. (Some day, some-where,

he' d find someone with the knowledge and facilities to grow him anew one!) He walked with therolling
gait of aKrakener, whose planet ismostly ocean, and bore the intertwining tattoos of his adopted people
on most of hishide. A blaster and knife hung a hiswai<.

Dagny wasin the detector shack. Viewscreens might be malfunctioning, dong with alot ese, but such
in-struments as the radionic, spectroscopic, magnetic and sonic were not integrated with ship circuitry.
They had kept their accuracy, and she was expert—not educated, but rule-of-thumb expert—in their
use

“Wadll; there,” she said, looking around the console a which she sat. “What' d you see?’

Tom repeated in more detail what he had told Y asmin. Since Dagny spoke no Pelevah and only alittle
pidgin Anglic, while Y asmin had no Eylan, these two of hiswives communicated with difficulty. Maybe
that was why they got dong so well. “And how *bout you?" he fin-ished.

“I caught aflash of radiocast. Seemed like two stations communicating from either end of a
con-tinental-sze area.”



“Still, somebody isableto chat abit,” Torn said. “Hopeful.” He lounged againgt the doorframe. “ Anyone
spot us, d’ you think?’

Dagny grinned. “What do you think?’

Hislipsresponded. A positive answer would have had them in action at once, heto the bridge, sheto the
main fire control turret. They couldn’t be sure they had not been noticed—~by optical system, quickly
brushing radar or maser, gadget responsive to the neutrino emis-sion of their prciton converter, severa
other possible ways—but it was unlikely.

“Any further indications?’ Tom asked. “ Atomic powerplants?’
“I don't know.”
“How come?’

“| don't know what the readings mean that | get, particle flux, magnetic variations and therest. Thisis
such aconfoundedly queer sun and planet. I’ ve never seen anything like them. Have you?’

143 NO_”

They regarded each other for amoment that grew very quiet. Dagny, Od’ s-daughter in the House of
Brenning, was abig woman, afew years his senior. Her shoulder-length yellow mane was fading abit,
and her hazel eyes were burdened with those contact |enses that were the best help anyone on Kraken
knew how to give. But her frame was still strong and erect, her hands il clever and murderoudy quick.
It had been naturd for an im-poverished noble family to make aliance with an ener-getic young immigrant
who had agoodly following and aspaceship. But in time, voyages together, childbirths and
child-rearings, the marriage of convenience had be-come one of affection.

“Wéll ... s pose we better go on down,” Tom said. “ Sooner we get patched, sooner we can start back.
And we d better not be gone from home too long.”

Dagny nodded. Y asmin saw the grimness that touched them and said, “What iswrong, my ... my
husband?’

Tom hadn’t the heart to explain how turbulent matters were on Kraken also. She d learn that soon
enough, if they lived. He said merdly, “There ssomekind o’ civilization goin’ yet around here. But it may
exisg only astraces 0’ veneer. Thesignsare hard to figure. Thisisarogue planet, you see.”

“Rogue?’ Y asmin was bemused. “ But that is aloose planet—sunless—isn't it?”

“Y ou mean abandit planet. A rogue s onethat don't fit in with itsusua type, got askrewbal orbit or
com-position or whatever. Likethisn.”

“Oh. Yes, | know.”

“What?" He caught her shoulder, not noticing how shewinced at so hard agrip. “You' veheard 0’ this
system before?’

“No ... please ... no, my people never cameto this side of the Nebula either, with what few shipswe
had. But | studied some astro-physics and planetography at Anudiirvan University.”

“Huh?’ Helet her go and gaped. “ Science? Red,

Imperid-era science, not engineerin’ tricks?” She nod-ded breathlessly. “But | thought—you
sad—you d studied classics”



“Is not scientific knowledge one of the classic arts? We had a very complete collection of tapesin the
Roya Library.” Forlornness came upon her. “ Gone, now, into smoke.”

“Never mind. Can you explain how comethisglobeisasit is?’

“Wadll, I ... well, no. | don't believe | could. | would need more information. Mass, and chemica data,
and—And even then, | would probably not be able. | am not one of the ancient experts.”

“Hardly anybody is” Tom sighed. “All right. Let’ s get usa snack, and then to our stationsfor planetfal.”

* * %

Descent was tricky. Sensor-computer-autopilot linkups could no longer be trusted. Tom had to bring
Firedrakein on manua controls. Hisfew instruments were of limited use, when he couldn’t get precise
data by which to recdibrate them for locd conditions. With no view-screens working properly, he had
no magnification, infra-red and ultra-violet presentations, any of the con-ventiona aids. He depended on
an emergency periscope, on Dagny’ s radar readings called viaintercom and on the trained reflexes of a
lifetime

Y asmin sat beside him. There was nothing she could do elsewhere, and he wanted to be ableto assst
her in her inexperienceif they must bail out. The spacesuit and gravity impellers surrounded her with an
awkward bulk that made the visage in the helmet look like achild's. Neither one of them had closed a
faceplate. Her voice came small through the gathering throb of power: “Isit so difficult, to land? | mean, |
used to watch ships do it, and even if we are partly crippled—we could travel be-tween the stars. What
can an aircar do that we can’'t?’

“Hyperdrive s not the same thing as kinetic velocity, and mogt particular not the same as aerodynamic
Speed,” Tom grunted. “To start with, | know thetheory o' sublight physics”

“Yon do? Shewasfrankly astounded.

“Enough of it, anyhow. | can read and write, too.” His hands played over the board. Vibration grew in
the deck, the bulkheads, hisbones. A thin shrilling was heard, the first cloven atimosphere. “A
spaceship’sasort o' big and clumsy object, once out 0’ her native habitat;” he said absently. “ Got quite
amoment of inertia, f'r instance. Means a sudden, hard wind can turn her top over tip and she don’t right
easy. When you got alot o' sengitive machinery to do the work, that’ s no problem. But we don't.” He
buried his facein the periscope hood. Cloudi-ness swirled beneath. “ Also,” he said, “we got no screens
and nobody at the guns. So we' d better be choosy about where we sit down. And ... we don’t have any
waly to scan an areain detail. Now do be quiet and let me steer.”

Already in the upper air, he encountered severe tur-bulence. That was unexpected, on aplanet which
re-ceived less than 0.9 Terran insolation, with alower proportion of UV to bait. It wasn't that the
atmosphere was peculiar. The spectroscope readout had said the mixture was ordinary oxy-nitro-00,,
on the thin and dry side—sea-leve pressure around 600 mm.—but quite breathable. Nor wasthe
phenomenon due to excessive rotation; the period was twenty-five and ahaf hours. Of course, theinner
moon, while small, was closein and must have considerable tidd effect—Hoy!

The outercom buzzed. Someonewas caling. “Take that, Yasmin,” Tom snapped. The ship wallowed.
Hefdt it even through the cushioning internd gee-field, and the dtitude meters were wavering crazily.
Wind screamed louder. The clouds roiled near, coppery-headed blue-shadowed billows on the
starboard horizon, deep purple below him. He had hoped that night and overcast would veil hisarrival,
but evidently aradar had fingered him. Or—"The knob marked A, you idiot! Turn it widdershins. | can’t
let go now!”



Y asmin caught her lower lip between her teeth and obeyed. The screen flickered to life. “Up the
volume,” Tom commanded. “Maybe Dagny can't watch, but she' d better hear. Y ou on, Dagny?” .

“Aye.” Her tone was crisp from the intercom speaker. “1 doubt if I'll understand many words, though.
Hadn't you better start doft and | leave the radar and take over fire control ?’

“No, stand where you are. See what you can detect. We're not after atusde, arewe?’ Tom glanced at
the screen for the ingtant he dared. It was Sdewise to him, putting him outside the pickup arc, but he
could get aprafile of the three-dimensiond image.

The man who gazed out was so young that his beard was brownish fuzz. Braids hung from benegth a
goggled fiber crash helmet. But hisfeatures were hard; his back-ground appeared to be an aircraft
cockpit; and his green tunic had the ook of auniform.

“Who areyou?’ he chalenged. Seeing himsdlf con-fronted by agirl, helet hisjaw drop. “Who are you?’
“Might ask the same 0’ you,” Tom answered for her. “We re from offplanet.”

“Why did you not declare yourselves?’ The Anglic was thickly accented but comprehensible, roughened
with tenson.

“We didn’'t know anybody was near. | reckon you had to try severa bands before hittin’ the one we
weretuned to. Isn't astandard signa frequency any more.” Tom spoke with careful casuaness, whilethe
ship bucked and groaned around him and lightning zigzagged in the clouds he approached. “Don’t worry
about us. We mean no harm.”

“Y ou trespass in the sky of Karol Weyer.”

“Son, we never heard 0 him. We don’t even know what you cal this planet.”
The, pilot gulped. “N-Nike,” he said automatically.

“The planet Nike. Karol Weyer isour Engineer, herein Hanno. Who are you?’

Dagny’svoice said in Eylan, “I’ ve spotted him on the scope, Tom. Coming in fast at eleven o' clock
low.””

“Let me seeyour face,” the pilot demanded harshly. “Hide not by thiswoman.”

“Can’'t stop to be polite,” Tom said. “S pose you let usland, and we' Il talk to your Engineer. Or shal we
take our business el sewhere?’

Y asmin’sgauntlet closed convulsively on Tom’sdeeve. “Thelook on him growsterrible,” she whispered.
“Gods damn,” Tom said, “we' refriends!”

“What?’ the pilot shouted.
“Friends, | tell you! We need help. Maybe you—"
“The screen went blank,” Y asmin cried.

Tom risked yawing Firedraketill he could see in the direction Dagny had bespoken. The craft wasin
view. It was aone—or two-man job, a deltawing whose contrail betrayed the energy source as
chemical rather than atomic or electric. However, instruments reported it as gpplying that power to a
gravity drive. At this distance he couldn’t make out if the boat had guns, but hardly doubted that. Fora
moment it glinted slvery againg the darkling clouds, banked and vanished.



“Prob’ly hollerin’ for orders,” Tom said. “ And maybe reinforcements. Chil’ren, | think we' d better hustle
back spaceward and try our luck in some place more sociable than Hanno.”

“Isthereany?’ Dagny wondered.

“Remainsto be seen. Let’ shopeits not our remainsthat’ |l be seen.” Tom concentrated on the controls,
Lame and weakened, the ship could not smply reverse. She had too much downward momentum and
wastoo deep in Nike sgravity wel. He must shift vectors dowly and nurse her up again.

After minutes, Dagny caled through the racket and shudderings: “ Severd of them—at least
five—climbing fagter than us, from al Sdes”

“l wasafraid 0’ that,” Tom said. “Yasmin, seeif you can eavesdrop on the chit-chat between’em.”
“Should we not stay tuned for their cal?’ the Sassan-ian asked timidly.

“| doubt they aim to call. If ever anybody acted so scared and angry asto be past reason—No, hold
’a..”

The screen had suddenly reawakened. Thistime the man who stared forth was middlie-aged, leonine,
beard-ed to thewaist. His coat was trimmed with fur and, be-neath the stormin hisvoice, priderang. “I
amthe En-gineer,” hesaid. “Y ou will land and be daves”

“Huh?’ Tom said. “Look, wewasgoin’ avay—"

“Y ou declared yoursalves friendd”

“Yes. We d like to do business with you. But—"

“Land a once. Save yourselvesto me. Or my craft open fire. They have tommics.”

“Nukes, you mean?’ Tom growled. Y asmin stifled ashriek. Karol Weyer observed and looked grimly
pleased. Tom cursed, without words.

The Nikean shook hishead. Tom got aglimpse of that, and wasn’t sure whether the gesture meant yes,
no or maybein thisland. But the answer was plain: “Weapons that unleash the might which lurksin
metter.”

And our force-screen generator ison sick leave, Tom thought. He may belyin’. But | doubt it, because
they do Hill use gra’s here. We can’'t outrun arocket, let aone an energy beam. Nor could Dagny, by
hersdf, shoot down thelot intimeto forestall *em.

“Youwin,” hesaid. “Herewe come.”

“Leaveyour transceiver on,”, Weyer indructed. “When you are below the clouds, the fish will tell you
whereto go.”

“Fish?” Tom choked. But the screen had emptied, save for the crackling and formlessnesses of gtatic.
“D-d-dialect?’ Y asmin suggested.

“Uh, yeh. Must mean somethin’ like squadron leader. Good girl.” Tom spared her agrin. Thetearswere
darting forth.

“Saves?’ shewailed. “Oh, no, no.”
“Coursenat, if | can hdpit,” he said, sotto voce lest the hostiles be listening. “ Rather die.”
He did not speak exact truth. Having been adave once, he didn’t prefer death—assuming his owner was



not unreasonable, and that some hope existed of getting his freedom back. But becoming property was
apt to be worse for awoman than aman: much worse, when she was a daughter of Sassania s barons or
Kraken's seakings. Astheir hushand, he was honor bound to save theni if he could.

“We |l make abreak,” hesaid. “Lot o' wild country underneath. Onereason | picked thisarea. But first
we haveto get down.”

“What' s gone by me?’ Dagny called.

Tom explained in Eylan while he fought the ship. “But that doesn’t make sensel” she said. “When they
know nothing about us—"

“WEell, they took abad clobberin’, ten years back. Can't expect ' em to act terribly sensible about
drangers. And s posin’ thisisamisunderstandin’ ... we haveto stay aive while we straighten it out.
Stand by for arough jaunt.”

* % %

Thearcraft snarled into sight, but warily, keeping their distance in swoops and circlesthat drew fantastic
trails of exhaust. For amoment Tom wondered if that didn’t prove the locas were familiar with
space-war techniques. Those buzzeroos seemed careful to stay be-yond reach of atractor or pressor
beam, that could have seized them .... But no. They were exposed to his guns and missiles, which had far
greater range, and didn’t know that these were unmanned.

Nevertheless, they were at least shrewd on this planet. From what Tom had let dip, and the battered
condition of the vessel, Weyer had clearly guessed that the new-comers were weak. They could
doubtless wipe out one or two aircraft before being hit, but could they handle half adozen? That Weyer
had taken the risk and scram-bled this much of what must be avery smdl air fleet suggested implacable
enmity. (Why? He couldn’t be so stupid as to assume that everyone from offplanet was afoe. Could he?)
What was worse, his assessment of the military situation was quite correct. In her present state,
Firedrake could not take on so many opponents and survive.

She entered the clouds.

For awhile Tom was blind. Thunder and darkness en-compassed him. Metd toned. The instrument diads
glowed like goblin eyes. Their needles spun; the ship lurched; Tom stabbed and pulled and twisted
controls, sweat drenched his coverall and reeked in his nogtrils.

Then he was through, into windy but, uncluttered air. Fifteen kilometers benegth him lay thet part of the
north temperate zone he had so unfortunately chosen. The view was of avadley, cut into a checkerboard
pattern that suggested large agricultura estates. A river wound through, shining slver inwhat first
dawn-light red-dened the eastern horizon. A few villages clustered dong it, and traffic moved, barge trains
and waterships. A swampy delta spread at the eastern end of agreat bay.

That bay was as yet in the hour before sunrise, but glimmered with reflections. It had anarrow mouith,
opening on aseato the west. Lightstwinkled on either side of the gate, and clustered quite thickly on the
southern bayshore. Tom'’ s glance went to the north. There he saw little trace of habitation. Instead, hills
humped steeply toward a mountain which smoked. Forests covered them, but radar showed how rugged
they were.

The outercom flashed with the image of the pilot who had first hailed him. Now that conditionswere
easer, Tom could have swiveled it around himsdlf to let the scanner cover his own fegtures. Yasmin
could have done so for him at any time. But he refrained. Anonymity was't an acein the hole—at mogt, a
deuce or atrey—Dbut he needed every card he had.



“Youwill bear east-northeast,” the “fish” ingtructed. “ About a hundred kilos upriver liesacave. Descend
there”

“Kilos?” Tom stdled. He had no intention of leaving the refuges below him for the open flatlands.
“Digtances. Thousand-meters.”

“But acave? | mean, ook, | want to be agood fellow and so forth, but how’m | goin’ to spot acave
fromthear?’

“Spot?’ It was the Nikean' sturn to be puzzled. How-ever, he was no foal. “ Oh, so, you mean espy. A
caveisastronghouse. You will know it by turrets, projectors, setdown fields.”

“Y our Engineer’ s castle?”’

“Think you we' re so whetlesswe d et you near the Great Cave? 'Y ou might have atommic boom
aboard. No. Karol Weyer dwells by the bay gate. Y ou go to the stronghouse guarding the Nereid River
valey. Now change course, | said, or wefire”

Torn had used the talk-time to shed agood bit of a-titude. “We can't,” he said. “Not that fast. Have to
get low firdt, before we dare shift.”

“Y ou go no lower, friend! Those are our folk down there.”

“Bereasonable,” Torn said. “A spaceship’ sworth your havin’, I'm sure, even adamaged one like ours.
Why blang usfor somethin’ we can't help?’

“Urn-m-m ... hold whereyou are.”
“I can't. Thisisnot like an aircraft. I’ ve got to either rise or sink. Ask your bosses.”
The pilot’ s face disgppeared. “But—" Y asmin began. “ Shhh!” Tom winked hisgood eye a her.

He was gambling that they hadn’t had spacecraft on Nike for along time. Otherwise they wouldn't have
taken such alicking adecade ago; and they’ d have sent aship after, him, rather than those few
miserable, prob-ably handmade gravplanes. So if they didn’t have anyone around who was qudified in
the practica problems of handling that kind of vessdl

Not but what Firedrake wasn't giving him practica problems of his own. Wind boomed and shoved.
The pilot returned. “Go lower if you must,” he said. “But follow my word, go above the northshore hills”
“Surdly.” Right what | was hopin’ forl Tom switched to Eylan. “ Dagny, get to the forward manlock.”
“What do you say?’ rapped the pilot.

“I’'missuin’ ordersto my crew,” Tom said. “They don't spesk Anglic.”

“No! You'll not triple-talk me!”

Tom let out asigh that was a production. “Unless they know what to do, we'll crash. Do you want live
daves and awhole spaceship, or no? Make up your mind, son.”

“Urn-m ... wdll. At firgt ill-doing, we shoot.”

Tom ignored him. “Listen, Dagny. Y ou’ re not needed here any more. | can land on my atimeter and
stuff. But I’ ve got to set us down easy, and not get us hit by some overheated gunner. They must have
what we need to make our repairs, but not to build awhole new ship, even s posin’ we knew how. So
we can't risk defendin’ oursalves, leastwisetill we get away from the ship.”



“Shewill betheirs” Dagney said, troubled. “And we will be hunted. Shouldn’t we surrender peacefully
and bargain with them?’

“What bargainin’ power has adave got? Whereasfree, if nothin’ ese, | bet we're the only two on Nike
that can run a spacecraft. Besides, we don't know what these fellows are like. They could be mighty
crud. No, you go stand by that manlock aong, with Y asmin. The minute we touch dirt, you two get
out—fast and far.”

“But Tom, you'll be, on the bridge. What about you?’

“Somebody’ s got to make that landin’. I dunno how they’ll react. But you girlswon't have much timeto
escape yoursalves. I'll come after you. If | haven't joined you soon, figure | won't, and do whatever
comes natural. And look after Y asmin, huh?’

Silence dwdt for amoment amidst every inanimate noise. Until: “I understand. Tom, if we don’'t see each
other again, it was good with you.” Dagny uttered ashaken laugh. “Tdll her to kissyou for both of us.”

“Aye-ya.” He couldn't, of course, with that suspicious countenance glowering out of the screen. But in
what little Pelevah he had, he gave Y asmin her orders. She didn’t protest, too stunned by eventsto grasp
theim-plications.

Down and down. Thetilted wilderness swooped at him.

“The geerin’squit on me!” Tom yeled in Anglic. “Y asmin, go fantangle the dred sprail! Hurry!” Sheflung
off her safety webbing and |eft the bridge, asfast as possiblein her clumsy armor. “1’ ve got to make an
emergency landin’,” Tom said to the Nikean officer.

Probably that caused them to hold their fire as he had hoped. He didn’t know, nor wonder. He was too
busy. The sonoprobe said firm solid below. The dtimeter said ahundred meters, fifty, twenty-five,
ten—L eaves surged around. Boughs and boles splintered. The farther trees closed in like acage. Impact
shook, drummed, went to silence. Tom cut the engines and gee-field. Native gravity, one-haf standard,
hit him with giddiness. He unharnessed himself. The deck was canted. He dipped, skidded, got up and
pounded down the companionway.

The manlock vaves opened at Dagny’ s control while Firedrake was still moving. Thedrop in air pressure
hurt her eardrums. She glimpsed foliage against asky red with dawn, gray with scattering stormclouds.
The earthquake landing cast her to hands and knees. Sherose, leaning againgt a bulkhead. Yasmin
stumbled into sight. The faceplate stood open before the terrified young visage. “Chaos! Dog that thing!”
Dagny cried. “We'll be at top speed.” She was not understood. She grabbed the girl and snapped the
plate shut hersdlf.

“You ... know ... fly?’ sheasked in her fragment of Anglic.

“Yes. | think s0.” Y asmin wet her lips. Her radio voice was unsteady in the other’ searplugs. “1 mean ...
Lord Tom explained how.”

“No practice, though?’ Dagny muttered in Eylan. “Y ou' re about to get some.” In Anglic: “Follow 1.”

She leaned out of the lock. High overhead she descried the gleam of awheding deltawing. Theforest
roared with wind. A little clearing surrounded the ship where trees had been flattened. Beyond the
shadowy tangle of their trunks and limbs, their neighbors made awall of night.

“Go!” Dagny touched her impdller stud and launched herself. She soared up. FHight wastricky in these
gusts. Curving about, she saw Y asmin'ssuit helplesdy cart-whedl. She returned, caught the Sassanian
girl, laid one arm around her waist and used the other to operate her drive unitsfor her inthe style of an



ingtructor. They moved off, dowly and awkwardly.

A scream split the air. Dagny glanced asfar behind as she could. Two of the aircraft were stooping ...
Onetook a hoverstance above Firedrake, the other came after her and Y asmin. She saw the muzzle of
an energy gun and dammed the two impeller setsinto full forward speed. Alone, she might have dived
under thetrees. But Y asmin hadn’t the skill, and two couldn’t dip through those dense branches side by
sde. Tom had told her to look after Y asmin, and Dagny was his sivorn woman.

Shetried to summon before her the children they had had together, tall sons and daughters, the baby
grand-children, and Skerrygarth, their home that was the dowry she had brought him, towers steadfast
above asurf that played white among the reefs

Explosion smashed at her. Had she been looking directly aft, she would have been dazzled into
mo-mentary blindness. Asit was the spots before her eyes and thetolling in her earslasted for minutes,
A wave of heat pushed through her armor.

She yelled, clung somehow to Yasmin, and kept the two of them going. Fury spoke again and again. It
dwin-dled with, distance asthey fled.

Findly it was gone. By that time the women had covered some twenty kilometers, more or less eastward.
The sea-leve horizon of Nike was only about six kilometers off; and thiswas not flat country. They were
well into morn-ing light and far beyond view of the spaceship. Dagny thought she could yet identify an
aircraft or two, but maybe those sparks were something el se.

Beneath her continued hills and ravines, thickly wood-ed, and rushing streams. The volcano bulked in the
north; smoke plumed from afrost-rimmed crater. Southward the land rolled down to the quicksilver
sheet of the bay. Its shore was marshy—an effect of the very considerable tides that the nearer moon
raised—but, avillage of neat wooden houses stood there on piles. Sail-boats that doubtless belonged to
fishermen were putting out. They must exist in such numbers because of a power shortage rather than
extreme backwardness, for Dagny saw a good-sized motorship aswell, crossing the bay from the gate to
the lower, more populous south side. Its hull was of planks and its wake suggested the engine was
minima. At the sametime, itslines and the nearly smokeless stack indicated competent design.

Here the wind had gentled, and the clouds were dis-sipating fast. (Odd to have such smdl cdlls of
wesether, she thought in adetached logica part of hersaf. Another indication of an atmosphere disturbed
by violent solar conditions?) They shone ruddy-tinted in adeep purple vault of sky. The sun stood bright
orange above, miststhat lay on the Nereid River ddlta

“Downwego, lass,” Dagny said, “before we re noticed.”
“What happened? Lord Tom. whereishe?’

The sob scratched at Dagny’ s nerves. She snapped, biting back tears. “Use your brain, you little beast, if
it sanything except blubber! He went firgt to the main firecontrol turret. When he saw us attacked, he cut
loose with the ship’ sweapons. | don't see how he could have gotten dl those bastards, though. If they
didn’'t missle him, they’ ve anyhow bottled him up. On our account!”

Sheredized she' d spoken entirely in Eylan. Suppress-ing agrowl, she took over the controls of both
suits. With no need for haste, she could ease them past the branches that tried to catch them, down to the
forest floor.

“Now,” shesaidin Anglic. “Out.” Y asmin gaped. Dagny set the example by starting to remove her own
armor.

1] thw?i



“Findus. In. in ... in-stru-ments. Stnell metal, no? Could be. Not take chance. We got—got to—"
Dagny’ svocabulary failed her. She had wanted to explain that if they stayed with the suits, they ran the
risk of detection from afar. And even if the Nikeans didn’t have that much technology |eft, whatever
speed and protection the equipment lent wasn’t worth its conspicuousness.

Shewas dmost grateful for every difficulty. It kept her mind—somewha—off the overwheming fact that
Tom, her Roan Tom, was gone.

Or maybe not. Just maybe not. He might be a prisoner, and she might in time contrive to bargain for his
release. No, she would not remember what she had seen done to prisoners, here and therein her
wanderings, by vengeful captord!

Were that the case, though .... Her hand went first to the blaster at one coverdled hip, next to the
broad-bladed knife; and there it lingered. If she devoted therest of her daysto the project, and, if the
godswere kind, she might eventudly get his murderersinto her clutch.

Y asmin shed the last armor. She hugged herself and shivered in achill breeze. “ But we haven't any radios
except inour helmets,” she said. “How can he contact us?’

Dagny framed ,areply: “If he'd been ableto follow us, he'd dready be here, or at least have cdled. | |€ft
my squedler circuit on, for him to track us by. That was safe; its frequency varies continuoudy, according
to synchronized governorsin both our suits. But he hasn't arrived, and we daren’'t stay near thismuch
meta and resonant electronic suff.” Somehow, by words and gestures, she conveyed the gist.
Meanwhile shefilled their pockets with rations and medications, arranged the wegpons benegth their
garments, checked footgear. Last she hid the armor under leaf mould and canebrake, and took precise
note of landmarks.

Y asmin's head drooped until the snarled dark locks covered her face. “I am sotired,” she whispered.
Think I'm not? My lipsare numb with it. “Go!” Dagny snapped.
She had to show the city-bred girl how.to conced their trail through the woods.

After acouple of hours, unhounded, the air warming and brightening around them, both felt alittle better.
It was up-and-down walking, but without much under-brush to combat, for the ground was densdly
carpeted with a soft mossy growth. Here and there stood clumps of fronded gymnosperm plants. This
native vegetation was presumably chlorophyl-bearing, though its green-ness was pae and had a curious
bluish overcast. Other-wise the, country had been taken over by the more ef-ficient, highly developed
species that man commonly brought with him. Oaks cast sun-speckled shadows; birches danced and
glistened; primroses bloomed in meadows, where grass had overwhemed a pseudo-moss that
gpparently had acompetitive advantage only in shade. A sweet summery smell was about, and Yasmin
spoke of her homeland. Even Dagny, bred in sat winds and unrestful watery leagues, felt adtirring of
ancient indinct.

She was used to denser atmosphere. Sounds—sough in leaves, whistle of birds, rifling of brooksthey
crossed, thud of her own feet—came asif muffled to her ears; and on a steep upgrade, her heart was apt
to flutter. But oxygen shortage was more or less compensated for by a marvelous, dmost floating
low-gravity lightness.

A good many animaswereto be seen. Again, terres-troid forms had crowded out most of the primitive
native species. With awhole ecology open to them, they were now in the process of explosive evolution.
A few big insect-like flyers, an occasiond awkward amphibian, gave glimpses of the originad biosphere.
But thrushes, bulbuls, long-winged hawks rode the wind, Closer down swarmed butterfliesand bees. A
wild boar, tusked and rangy, caused Dagny to draw her blaster; but he went by, having perhapslearned



to fear man. Splen-did was the more distant sight of mustangs, carabao, an entire herd of antlered
sx-legged tanithars.

A measure of peace came upon Dagny, until at last she could say, “All right, we stop, edt, rest.”

They sat under abroad-spreading hilltop cedar, that hid them from above while openness, halfway down
the heights to the foret, afforded ample ground vision. They had made for the bay and werethusat a
lower d-titude. The waters sheened to south, ridges and mountains sood sharply outlined to north. In
this clear air, the blueness of their distance was too dight to hide the basic ocheroustint of rocks and soil.

Dagny broke out a packet of dehydrate. She hesitated for amoment before adding water to the tray
from a canteen she had filled en route. Y asmin, dumped ex-hausted against the tree trunk, asked, “What
isthe matter?” And, her eyes and mind wandering alittle, shetried to smile. “ See, yonder, gpples. They
are green but they can be dessert.”

“No,” Dagny said.

“What? Why not?’

“Heavy metd.” Dagny scowled. How to explain?*Y oung planet. Dense. Lots heavy metals. Not good.”
“Young? But—"

“Look around you,” Dagny wanted to say. “ That sun, putting out radiation like an early Type F—in
amount—but the color and spectra distribution arelate G or early K. I've never seen anything likeit.
Theway it flares, | don't believeit’ squite stabilized at its proper position on the main sequence yet.
Because of anomarlous chemical compaosition, | suppose. Y ou get that with very young suns, my dear.
They’ ve condensed out of an interstellar medium made rich in metal's by the ther-monuclear furnaces of
earlier star generations. Or so I’ ve been told.

“I know for fact that planets with super-abundant heavy elements can beletha to men. Somuch ... oh,
arsenic, sdenium, radioactives. Slow poison in some aress, fast and horrible death in others. Thiswater,
that fruit, may have suff tokill us”

But she lacked words or inclination. She said, “Iron. Makes red in rocks. No? Lotsiron. Could be lots
bad metd. Y oung planet. Lotsair, no?’

She had, in truth, never heard of adwarf world like this, getting such an amount of sunlight, that had hung
onto a proper atmosphere. Evidently, she thought, there had not been time for the gasto leak into space.
The primitive life forms were another proof of alow age.

Beyond this, she didn’t reason. She did not have the knowledge on which to base logic, nor did she have
the scientific way of thinking. What little cosmology and cosmogony she had learned, for ingtance, wasin
the form of vague, probably distorted tradition—Iatter-day myth. And she was intelligent enough to
recognizethis.

Once, sheimagined, any Imperid space officer had been educated in the details of astrophysicsand
planet-ology. And he would have seen, or read about, afar greater variety of sunsthan today’s petty
travel s en-compassed. So he would have known immediately what sort of system thiswas; or, if not, he
would have known how to find out.

But that was centuries ago. Theinformation might not actudly belogt. It might even be moldering in the
damp, uncatalogued library of her own Skerrygarth. Surely parts of it were taught in the universities of
more civilized planets, though as a set of theoretica ideas, to be learned by rote without any need for
genuine com-prehengion.



Practica spacefarers, like her and Tom, didn’t learnit. They didn’t get the chance. A rudiment of
knowledge was handed down to them,.largely by word of mouth, the minimum they needed for surviva.

And spesking of surviva

Shereached her decision. “Eat,” shesaid. “Drink.” Shetook the first sample. The water had awoodsy
taste, nothing unfamiliar.

After dl, humans did flourish here. Perhaps they were adapted to metal-rich soil. But the adaptation
could scarcely be enormous. Had that been the case, ter-restroid species would not be so abundant and
dom-inant, after amere thousand years or whatever on this planet.

Thus Nike was biochemicaly safe—at least, in this generd region—at least, for areasonabletime.
Perhaps, if outworlders stayed aslong as one or two decades, they might suffer from cumulative
poisoning. But she needn’t worry that far ahead, when ahunt was on im-mediately and when Tom

Grimly, shefueled her body. Afterward she stood watch while Y asmin caught a nap. What she thought
about was her own affair.

When the Sassanian awoke, they held alengthy con-ference. The order Dagny had to issue was not
com-. plicated:

“We rein enemy territory. But | don't believe it covers the whole planet, or even the whole area between
this seaand the next one east. * The Engineer of Hanno' isatypical feudd title. I’ ve not heard before that
‘engineer’ changed meaning to the equivadent of ‘duke or ‘king,” but it’ s easy to see how that could' ve
happened, and I’ ve met odder cases of wordshift. Well, our darling En-gineer made it plain he regarded
us as either the worst menace or the juiciest prey that’d come by in years. Maybe both. So he’ d naturaly
cal hisfull ar power, or most of it, against us. Which amounted to haf adozen little craft, with
gravmotors so weak they need wings! And look at those sailboats, and the absence of redl cities, and the
fact there sscarcely any radio in use ... yes, they’ vefalen far on Nike. I’'m sure that raid from space was
only the latest blow. They must have asmall half-educated class |ft, and some technicians of asort; but
the bulk of the people must’ ve been poor and ig-norant for many generations.

“And divided. | swear they must be divided. I’ ve seen so many societieslikethis, | can practically
identify them by smdll. A crazy-quilt pattern of feudaisrns and sovereignties, any higher authority aghodt.
If asrich aplanet asthis one potentiadly iswere united, it d have made afar greater recovery by now,
after the space attack, than it has done. Or it would have beaten the raiders off at least.

“So, if we have enemies here in Hanno, we probably have automatic friends somewhere else. And not
dread-fully far away. Ai any rate, we' re not likely to be pur-sued beyond the nearest border, nor
extradited back here. In fact, the Engineer’ srivas are apt to be quite darmed when they learn he's
clapped hands on ared space warship. They're gpt to join forcesto get it away from him. Which'll make
you and me, my dear, much-sought-after advisors. We may or may not be able to get Tom back unhurt.

| vow the gods a hundred Blue Giant seabeastsif we do! But we'll be free, even powerful.

“Or s0 | hope. We ve nothing to go on but hope. And courage and wits and endurance. Have you those,
Yas-min?Your lifewastoo easy until now. But he asked meto carefor you.

“You'll haveto help. Our first and foremost job isto get out of Hanno. And | don’t speak their damned
lan-guage for diddly squat. You'll talk for both of us. Can you? We Il plan agtory. Then, if and whenyou
seetheremust beafdse noteinit, you'll have to cover—at once—with no ideas from me. Can you do
that, Yasmin?Y ou must!”

—But conference was perforce by single words, signs, sketchesin thered dirt. It went dowly. And it



was re-peated, over and over, in every possible way, to make certain—they understood each other.

In the end, however, Yasmin nodded. “Yes,” shesad, “I will try, as God gives me strength ... and asyou
do.” Thevoice was dmost inaudible, and the eyes she turned on the bigger, older woman were dark with
awe.

* % %

In midafternoon they reached afarm. Itsirregular fields were enclosed by forest, through which acart
track ranto join adirt road that, in turn, twisted over several kilo-meters until it entered the fisher village.

Dagny spent minutes peering from athicket. Beside her, Yasmin tried to guesswhat evaluationsthe
Krak-ener was making. | should begin to learn these ways of staying dive, the Sassanian thought. More
isinvolved than my own wefare. | don’t want to remain a burden on my companions, an actua danger to
them.

And to think, not one year ago | took for granted the Star rovers were ignorant, dirty, cruel, quarrelsome
bar-bariand!

Y asmin had been taught about philosophic objectivi-ty, but she wastoo young to practiceit consstently.
Her universe having been wrecked, hersdf cast adrift, she naturally seized upon the firgt thing that felt like
asolid rock and began to make it her emotional foundation. And that thing happened to be Roan Tom
and Dagny Od'’ s-daughter.

Not that she had intdllectud illusons. She knew very well that the Krakeners had cometo help the Shah
of Sassaniabecause the Pretender was allied with en-emies of theirs. And she knew that, if successful,
they would exact good pay. She had heard her father grumble about it.

Nevertheless, the factswere: First, compatriots of hers, supposedly civilized, supposedly abovethe
greed and short-sghtedness that € sawhere had destroyed civilization ... had proven themselves every bit
asanimalistic. Second, the star-rover garrison in Anushir-van turned out to bejolly, well-scrubbed, fairly
well-be-haved. Indeed, they were rather glamorous to agirl who had never been past her planet’ s moon.
Third, they had stood by their oaths, died in their shipsand at their guns, for her dien people. Fourth, two
of them had saved her life, and offered her the best and most honor-able way they could think of to last
out her days. Fifth (or foremost?), Tom was now her husband.

She was not exactly infatuated with him. A middle-aged, battle-beaten, one-eyed buccaneer had never
entered her adolescent dreams. But he was kind in hisfashion, and & skillful lover, and ... and perhaps
shedid carefor himin away beyond friendship ... if hewas aive—oh, let him be dive!

In any event, here was Dagny. She certainly felt grief likeasword in her. But she hid it, planned, guided,
guarded. She had stood in the light of ahundred dif ferent suns, had warred, wandered, been wife and
mother and living Sidearm. She knew everything worth knowing (what did ancient texts count for?)
except one language. And she was S0 brave that she trusted her life to what ability an awkward weakling
of arefugee might possess.

Pleasedon’t let mefail her.
Thus 'Y asmin looked forth too and tried to make in-ferences from what she saw.

The house and outbuildings were frame, not large, well-built but well-weathered. Therefore they must
have stood herefor agood length of time. Therefore Imperia construction methods—alloy, prestressed
concrete, syn-thetics, energy webs—had long been out of generd usein these parts, probably
everywhere on Nike. That primitiveness was emphasi zed by the agromech system.



A couple of horses drew ahaycutter. It also was wooden; even the revolving blades were smply edged
with metal. From its creaking and bouncing, the machine had neither whed bearings nor springs. A man
droveit. Two half-grown boys, belike his sons, walked after. They used wooden-tined rakes to order
the windrows. The people, like the animals, were of long dim deep-chested build, brown-haired and
fair-complexioned. Their gar-ments were coarsely woven smock and trousers.

No weapons showed, which suggested that the bay region was free of bandits and vendattas.
Nevertheless Dagny did not approach. Instead, she led a cautious way back into the woods and thence
toward the house, so that the buildings screened off view of the hayfield.

The Ki-akener woman scowled. “Why?’ she muttered.

“Why what ... my lady?’
“Why make—" Dagny’s hands imitated whirling blades. “ Here. Planet ... canted? ... little. No cold?’

“Oh. po you mean, why do they bother making hay? Well, there must be times when their livestock can’'t
pasture.”

Dagny understood. Her nod was brusque. “Why that 7’

“Um-m-m ... oh, dear, let me think. Lord Tom ex-plained to me what he—what you two had learned
about this planet. Y es. Not much axiadl tilt. | suppose not an unusualy eccentric orbit. So the seasons
oughtn’t to be very marked. And we arein arather low latitude any-way, on a seacoast at that. It should
never get too cold for grass. Too dry? No, thisis midsummer time. And, well, they’ d hardly export hay
to other areas, would they?’

Dagny shrugged.

It issuch astrange world, Y asmin thought. All wrong. Too dense. That is, if it had agreat many heavy
metas, humans would never have settled here permanently. So what makesit dense should be a core of
iron, nickel and things, squeezed into compact quantum states. The kind that terrestroid planets normally
have. Y es, and the formation of atrue core causes tectonic processes, vul-canism, the outgassing of a
primitive atmosphere and weter. Later we get chemica evolution, life, photo-synthesi's, free oxygen

But Nikeistoo smal for that! It sMarstype. We have aMarstype planet in our own system—oh, lost
and loved star that shines upon Sassania—and it’ s got a bare wisp of unbreathable air. Professor
Nasruddin explained to us. If aworld issmall, it has wesk gravity. So the differential migration of
elements down toward the center, that builds adistinct core, istoo dow. So few gas molecules get
unlocked from minerd combination by hest .... Nikeisn't possible!

(How suddenly, shockingly real came back to her the lecture hall, and the droning voice, young heads
bent above notebooks, sunlight that streamed in through arched windows, and the buzz of bees, odor of
roses, aglimpse of students strolling across agreensward that stretched between beautiful buildings.)

Dagny’ sfingers clamped about Y asmin’sarm. “Heed! Fool!”
Y asmin started from her reverie. They were amost at the house. “Heavens! I'm sorry.”
“Tak wel.” Dagny’ s voice was blesk with doubt of her.

Y asmin swallowed and stepped forth into the yard. She felt dizzy. The knocking of her heart came
remote as death. Penned cows, pigs, fowl werelike thingsin adream. There was something infinitely
horrible about the windmill that groaned behind the barn.

Neither shot nor shout met her. The door opened a crack, and the woman who peered out did so



fearfully. Why, she’ snervous of ud!

Relief passed through Y asmin in awave of darkness. But an odd, dert calm followed. She perceived
with utter clarity. Her thoughts went in three or four directions at once, al coherent. One chain directed
her to amile, extend unclenched hands, and say: “ Greeting to you, good lady.” Another observed that the
boards of the house were not nailed but pegged together. A third paid specia heed to the windmill. It too
was amost entirely of wood, with fabric sails. She saw that it pumped water into an elevated cistern,
whence wooden pipes ran to the house and a couple of sheds. Attachments outside one of the latter
indicated that there the water, when turned on, drove various machines, like the stone quern she could
see.

No atomic or electric energy, then. Nor even solar or combustion power. And yet the knowledge of
these things existed: if not complete, then sufficient to make aircraft possible, radio, occasiond
motorships, doubt-less some groundcars. Why was it no longer applied by the common people? The
gppearance of thisfarm and of the fisher village as seen from a distance suggested moderate prosperity.
The Engineer’ srule could not be unduly harsh.

Wéll, the answer must be, Nike' s economy had col-lapsed so far that hardly anyone could afford redl
power equipment.

But why not? Sunlight, wood, probably coa and petroleum were abundant. A smple generator, some
batteries .... Such thingstook meta. A broken-down society might not have the resources to extract
much .... Nonsense! Elementslikeiron, copper, lead, and uranium were surely smpleto obtain, even
after athousand years of indudtrialization. Hadn't Dagny, who knew, said thiswas ayoung planet?
Weren't young planets metal-rich?

Meanwhile the woman mumbled, “Day. Y ou're from outcountry?’

“Yes” Yasmin said. No usetrying to concedl that. Quite apart from accent and garments (the Hannoan
woman wore a broad-deeved embroidered blouse and a skirt halfway to her ankles), they—were not of
thelocd racid type. But it was presumably not uniform over the whole planet. One could play on a
peasantry’ slikely ignorance of anything beyond its own neighborhood.

“I amfrom Kraken,” Yasmin sad. “My friend isfrom Sassania.” If no one on those comparatively
cosmo-politan planets had heard of Nike, vice versawas cer-tain. “We were flying on amisson when
our arcraft crashed in the hills”

“That ... wastheflare ... noises.... thisearly-day?’ the woman asked. Y asmin confirmed it. The woman
drew bregth and made ashaky sgnintheair. “High ‘Uns| thank! We feared, we, ' twas them come
back.”

Obviouswho “they” were, and therefore impossible to inquire about them. A itte hystericd with relief, the
wifeflung wide her door. “Enter you! Enter you! | cal themen.”

“No need, we thank you,” Y asmin said quickly. The fewer who saw them and got a chance later to
wonder and talk about them, the better. “Nor time. We must hurry. Do you know of our countries?’

“Wéll, er, far off.” The woman was embarrassed. Y as-min noted that the room behind her was neat, had
alook of primitive well-being—but how primitivel Two younger children stared half frightened from an
inner doorway. “Yes, far, and |, poor farm-wife, well, hasn’t so much as been to the Silva border—"

“That' sthe next country?’ Y asmin pounced.

“Why ... next cavedorn, yes, ‘tother side of the High Sawtooths east’ard .... Well, we' re both under the
Emp’ror, but they do say asthe Prester of Silva s not happy with our good Engineer .... You! A-travel



like ment”

“They have different customsin our part of theworld,” Yasmin sad. “More like the Empire. Not your
Empire. Therea one, the Terran Empire, when women could do whatever aman might.” That was asafe
clam. Throughout its remnants, no one questioned anything wonderful asserted about the lost

I mperium—except, perhaps, afew unpleasant scholars, who asked why it had fdlen if it had been so
great. “Yes, we' refrom far parts. My friend speakslittle Anglic. They don't, in her country.” That was
why Dagny, clever Dagny, had said they should switch nationd origins. Krakener place names sounded
more Anglic than Sassanian ones did, and Y asmin needed a ready-made supply.

“We have to get on with our misson asfast aspossible,” she said. “But we know nothing about these
lands”

“Storm blow you off track?” the woman queried. As she relaxed, she became more intelligent. “Bad
storm-time coming, we think. Lots rain aready. Hope the hay’ s not ruined beforeit dries.”

“Yes, that' swhat hgppened.” Thank you, madam, for inventing my explanation. Y asmin could not resst
prob-ing further theriddle of Nike. “Do you redly expect many storms?’

* % %

One child hustled after hisfather while they went in and took leather-covered chairs. The woman made a
large to-do about coffee and cakes. Her name was Elanor, she said, and her husband was Petar Landa,
afreeholder. One must not think them backwoods people. They were just afew hours from the town of
Sea Gate, which lay nigh the Great Cave itsdf and was visited by ships from this entire coadt. Y es, the
Landafamily went there often; they hadn’t missed a Founders Festiva in ten years, ex-cept for the year
after the friends came, when there had been none

“Y ou only needed ayear to recover from something likethat 7’ Y asmin exclaimed.

Dagny showed darm, laying ahand on the Sassanian’ s and squeezing hard. Elanor Landa was surprised.
“Well, Sea Gate was't hit. Not that important. Nearest place was ... | forgot, al the old big citieswent,
they say, bombed after being looted, but ssemsto mel heard Ter-raniawas nearest to Hanno. Far off,
though, and no man | know was ever there, because ' twas under the Mayor of

Bollen and he wasn't any camarado to us western cave-doms, they say—"

Y asmin saw her mistake. Unthinkingly, she had taken “year” to mean astandard, Terran year. It came
the more natural to her because Sassania swasn't very different. Well, thought the clarified brain within
her, we came here to get information that might help us es-cape. And surdly, if we'reto pretend to be
Nikeans, we must know how the planet revolves.

“I'veforgotten,” she said. “Exactly when was the attack?’

Elanor was not startled. Such imprecison was com-mon in alargdly illiterate people. Indeed, it was
some-what astonishing that she should say, “A little over five years back. Five and a quarter, abs Iut,
come Petar’ sfather’'s, birthday. | remember, for we planned afeast, and then we heard the news. We
had radio news then. Everyone was so scared. Later | saw one black ship roar over us, and waited for
my degth, but it just went on,”

“I think we must use adifferent calendar from you in Kraken,” Y asmin said. “ And—being wedthier, you
understand—not that Hanno isn’t—but we did suffer worse. We lost records and—Well, let’ s seeif
Kraken and Sassaniawere attacked on the same day you heard about it. That was ... let methink ...
dear me, now, how many daysin ayear?’



“What? Why, why, five hundred and ninety-one.”

Y asmin dlayed Elanor’ s surprise by laughing: “Of course. | wassmply trying to recollect if anintercaary
date came during the period since.”

“A what?’

“You know. Theyear isn't an exact number of dayslong. So they haveto put in an extraday or month
or something, every oncein awhile.” That was areason-able bet.

It paid off, too. Elanor spoke of an extraday every eleventh YNikean year. Y asmin related how in
Kraken they added a month—"“What do you cdl the moons hereabouts? ... | mean by amonth, thetime
it takes for them both to get back to the same placein the sky .... We add an extra one every twentieth
year.” Her arith-metic was undoubtedly wrong, but who was going to check? The important point was
that Nike circled its sun in 591 days of 25.5 hours each, as hear as made no difference.

And hadn’t much, in the way of seasons, but did suffer from irregular, scarcely predictable episodes
when the sun grew noticeably hotter or cooler.

And was poor in heavy metas. Given dl the prior evidence, what Y asmin wormed from the chattersome
Elanor was conclusive. Quite likely iron oxides ac-counted for the basic color. But they weretoo diffuse
to be workable. Meta's had never been mined on this globe; they were obtained eectrochemically from
the seaand from clays. (Aluminum, beryllium, magnesium and the like; possibly a bit of heavy dements
too, but only abit. For the most part, iron, copper, silver, uranium, etc., had been imported from
outsystem, in exchange for old-fashioned Terrestrial agroproducts that must have corn-manded good
prices on lessfavored worlds. Thiswould explain why, to the very present, Nike had such apastora
character.)

The Empirefell. The starships came less and less often. Demoralization ruined the coloniesin their turn;
planets broke up paliticaly; in the aftermath, most in-dustry was destroyed, and the socia resources
were no longer thereto build it afresh. Today, on Nike, heavy metals were gotten entirely through
reclaiming scrap. Consquently they were too expensive for anything but military and the mogt vitd civilian
uses. Even thelighter dements came dear; some extractor-plants re-mained, but not enough.

Elanor did not relate this directly. But she didn’t need to. Trying to impress her distinguished guests, she
made a parade of setting an auminum coffegpot on the ce-ramic stove and mentioning the cost. (A
foreigner could plausibly ask what that amounted to in real wages. It was considerable.)) And, yes,
Petar’ s grandmother had had alot of ironware in her kitchen. When heinherited, Petar was offered
enormous sumsfor his share. But he had it made into cutting-edge implements. He cared | ess about
money than about good tools, Petar did. Also for hiswife. See, ladies, seeright here, | use ared steel
knife

“Gold,” Dagny said, low and harshin Yasmin'sear. “Animals, buy, ride.”

Theyounger girl jerked to dertness. Tired, hdf lulled by Elanor’ s millwhed voice, she had drifted off into
con-templation. Dagny said thiswas ayoung world. Never-theless it was metal-poor. The paradox had
an answer. Thissystem could have formed in the galactic halo, where starswere few and the interstellar
dust and gas werethin, little enriched. Y es, that must be the case. It had drifted into thisspiral arm ... But
wouldn't it, then, have an abnormal proper motion? Tom hadn’t mentioned observing any such thing. Nor
had he said there was anything peculiar about Nike' s own orbit. Y et he had remarked on less striking
facts....

“Tdl! Buy!”



Y asmin nodded franticaly. “I understand. | under-stand.” They carried a number of Sassanian gold
coins. In an age when interstellar currency and credit had van-ished, the meta had resumed its ancient
economic func-tion. The vaue varied from place to place, but was never low, and should be fabulous on
Nike.

“Good lady,” Yasmin sad, “we are grateful for your kindness. But we have imposed too much. We
should not take any of your men away from the hayfields when storms may be coming. If you will spare
us two horses, we can make our own way to Vae and thence, of course, to your Engineer.”

Likefunwewill! We Il turn east. Maybe we' |l ride horseback maybe we Il take passage on ariver
boat—whatevel—Il ooks safest—but we' re bound for his enemy, the Prater of Silval

“We ll pay for them,” Y asmin said. “Our overlords provided uswel with money. See.” She extended a
coin. “Will this buy two horses and their gear?’

Elanor gasped. She made asign again, sat down and fanned herself. Her youngest child sensed his
mother’ s agitation and whimpered.

“Isthat gold?’ she breathed. “Wait. Till Petar comes. He comes soon. We ask him.”

That waslogical. But suppose the man got suspicious. Y asmin glanced back at Dagny. The Krakener
made an imperceptible gesture. Beneath their coverals were holstered energy weapons.

No! We can’'t daughter awhole, helpless family! | hope wewon't need to.

| wor't! Not for anything!

* % %

Tom reached the fire-control turret astwo aircraft peeled off their squadron and dove.

The skyview wasfull of departing stormclouds, tinged bloody with dawn. Againgt them, his
space-armored women looked tiny. Not so their hunters. Those devilfish shapes swelled at an gppalling,
speed. Tom threw himsdlf into amanual-operation seat and punched for Number Two blastcannon. A
cross-hair screen lit for him with what that elevated wegpon “saw.” He twisted verniers. The auxiliary
motorswhirred. The vison spun giddily. There ... the couple was separating ... one to keep guard on
him, its mate in aswoop after Dagny and Y asmin. Tom got the latter centered and pressed the dis-charge
button.

The screen stepped down the searing brightness of the energy bolt. Through the open manlock crashed
the thunderclap that followed. The Hannoan craft exploded into red-hot shards that rained down upon
thetrees.

“Gotchal” Torn exulted. He fired two or three more times, raking toward the other boat where it hung on
its negafield somefifty meters doft. His hope wasto scareit off and bluff its matesinto holding their
bombs—or whatever they had to drop on him; He didn’t want to kill again. Thefirst shot had looked
necessary if the girlswereto live. But why add to the grudge against him?

Not that he expected to last another five minutes.
No! Wait! Tom swiveled around to another set of controls. Why hadn’t he thought of this at once?

The nearby pilot had needed a couple of secondsto re-cover from the shock of what happened to his
com-panion. Now he was bound hastily back upward. He wastoo late. Tom focused a tractor beam on
him. Its gen-erator hummed with power. Ozone stung the nostrils; rewiring job needed, a distant aspect
of Tom took note. Most of him was being afisherman. He' d gotten his prey, and on aheavy line—the



force locked onto the air-boat was meant to grab kilotons moving a cosmic Veo-ities—but his catch
was a man-eater. ‘ And he wanted to land it just so.

Thevessd battled futilely to escape. Tom pushed it down near Firedrake' shull, into the jumble of broken
trees and canebrake that his own landing had made. Their branches probably damaged wings and
fusalage, but their leaves, closing in above, hid any details of what was going on from the pilots overhead.
Having jammed his capture againgt afence of logs and brush, he held it there with abeam sufficiently
narrow that the cockpit canopy wouldn't be pulled shut. Quickly, with a second tractor-pressor
projection, he rearranged the tangle in the clearing, shifting trunks, snapping limbs and tossng them abot,
until he had afairly good view through anarrow dot that wouldn't benefit observersin heaven. He
trusted they were too poorly instrumented—or too agitated, or both—to see how useful the arrangement
was for him, and would take the brief stirring they noticed as anatura result of a crash, heaped wood
collapsing into anew configuration.

Theresfter he, |eft the turret and made his way to the forward manlock. It was rather high off the ground;
the access|adder had automaticaly extruded, plunging down into the foliage that fluttered

shadowy’ arotind the base of the hull. Torn placed Shimsdlf in the chamber, visible from the sky, hardly
noticeable from beneath, and studied hisfish more closdly.

Fish: yes, indeed. In two senses.

The pilot was that youthful squadron leader with “whom he had spoken before. Tom tuned hishelmet
radio in on the frantic talk that went between the downed man, his companions and Karol Weyer in Sea
Gate. He gathered they had no prehensile force-beams on Nike, and only vaguely inferred the existence
of such things from their experience with “friend's”

Friends?-The raiders from space? Toni scowled.

But he couldn’t stoplo think beyond this moment, His notion had been, to take aman and an
arcraft—thelatter probably the, more highly vauea—as hostages. They’ d not nuke him now. But asfor
what followed, he must play his cards as he drew them. At worst, he' d gotten the girls free. Perhaps he
could strike some kind of bargain, though it was hard to tell why any Nikean should feel bound to keep a
promise made to an out-worlder. At best ...

Hoy!

The canopy did back. Tom got alook at the plan€’ sinterior. There was room for two in the cockpit, if
one scrooched and aft of the seat was arack of—something or other, he couldn’t see what, but it didn’t
seemwelded in place. His pulse legped.

The pilot emerged, in adiveflattening himself a once behinds afalen tree. Weyer had said ther,severd
fruit-less attempts|o get areply from Tom: “You inthe ship! Y ou killed one of ours. Another, and your
whole ship goes ..130 you seizeme?’ (That must mean “under-stand'.”) Next, to the flyboy: “Fish Aran,
use own dis-cretion.”

So the young man, deciding he couldn’t Sit where he was.forever, was trying to reach the woods. That
took nerve. Tom laid histelescope to his good—eye—his facepl ate was opern—and searched out
details. Fiber helmet, as dready noted; green tunic with cloth insggnia, no metal; green trouserstucked
into leather boots, aside-arm, but no indication of a portable communicator or, for that matter, awatch.
Tom made sure histransmitter was off, trod alittle further out in the lock chamber, and bawled from
lungsthat had often shouted against agde at sea

“Halt whereyou are! Or I’ll chop the legs from under you!”



The pilot had been about to scuttle from his place. He froze. Sowly, heraised hisgaze. Tom'sarmored
shape was gpparent to him, standing in the open lock, but not discernible by his mates. Likewisethe
blaster Tom aimed. The pilot’s hand hovered at the butt of his own weapon.

“Sack off, son,” the captain advised. “Y ou wouldn't come near me with that pipgun—I said ‘pip,” not
even ‘pop’'—before | szzled you. And | don’t want to. C'mon and let’ stalk. That' sright; on your fept;
groll over here and usethis nice ladder.”

The pilot obeyed, though his scramble acrossthe log jam was hardly astroll. As he started up, Tom said:
“They’ll seein aminute what you're doin’, | S pose, when you come abovethefoliage .... Belay, there, |
can seeyou quitewell aready .... | want you to draw your gun, asif you' d decided to come aboard and
reconnoiter ‘stead 0’ heaciin’ for the nearest beer hall. Better not try shootin’ at me, though. My

friends d cut you down.”

The Hannoan paused amoment, rigid with outrage, before he yielded. His face, approaching, showed
pale and wet in the firg light. He swung himsdlf into the lock chamber. For an ingtant, he and Tom stood
with gunsamost in each other’ s bellies. The spaceman’ s gaunt-leted left hand struck like aviper, edge
on, and the Nikean weapon clattered to the deck.

“Y ou—you broke my wrigt!” The pilot lurched back, clutching hisarm and wheezing.

“I think not. | gauge these things pretty good if | do say so myself. And | do. March on ahead o' me,
please.” Tom conducted his prisoner into the passageway, gathering the falen pistol en route. It wasa
dug-thrower, ingenioudy * congtructed with aminimum of stedl. Tom found the magazine rlease and
pressed it one-handed. The clip held ten high-caliber bullets. But what the hoo-hah! The cartridge cases
were wood, the dugs appeared to be some heavy ceramic, with amere skirt of soft metal for therifling in
the barrel to get agrip on!

“No wonder you came aong meek-like,” Tom said. “Y ou never could' ve dented me.”
The prisoner looked behind him. Footfalls echoed emptily around hiswords. “1 think you are done,” he
sad.

“Aye-ya | told you my chums could wiff you ... if they were present. In here.” Tom indicated thefire
control turret “ Sit yoursdf. Now I’'m goin’ t' other side o’ thisroom and shuck my armor, which istoo
hot and heavy for informal wear. Don't get ideas about plungin’ across the deck a me. | can snatch my
blaster and take aim quicker’'n that.”

The young man crouched in achair and shuddered. His eyes moved like atrapped animal’ s, around and
around the crowding machines. “What do you mean to do?’ herattled. “Y ou can’t get free. You're
aone. Soon the Enginear’ s soldiers come, with “tillery, and ring you.”

“I know. We should be gone by then, however. Look here, uh, what’ s your name?’

An arigtocrat’ s pride firmed the voice. “Y anos Aran, third son of Rober Aran, who' s chief computerman
to Engineer Weyer'ssdf. | am afishintheair force of Hanno—and you are adirty friend!”

“Maybe so. Maybe not.” Tom stripped fast, letting the pieces lie where they fell. He hated to abandon his
suit, but it was too bulky and perhaps too detectable for hislatest scheme.

“Why not? Didn’t you business Evin Sato?’
“Y ou mean that plane | gunned?’

“Y es. Evin Sato was my camarado.”



“WEéll, I’'m sorry about that, but wasn't he fixin’ to shoot two o' my people? We came down
frien—intendin’ no harm, and you set on uslike hungry edls. | don’t want to hurt you, Y anos, lad. In fact,
| hope betwixt us we can maybe settle thiswhole affair. But—" Tom'’ s features as-sumed their grimmest
look which had terrified stronger men than Aran—*you try any fumblydiddles and you' Il find out things
about friendship that your mother never told you.”

The boy seemed to crumple. “I ... yes, | davemeto you,” he whispered.

Hewouldn’t stay crumpled long, Tom knew. He must be the scion of attypical knightly class. Let him
recover from the dismay of the past haf hour and the unbal-ancing effect of being surrounded by
unknown power and he’ d prove adangerous pet. It was necessary to use him while heremained
usesble.

Wherefore Tom, having peded down to coverals, gave him hisordersin afew words. A dight demurra
fetched abruta cuff on the cheek. “And if | shoot you with this blaster, short range low intengity,” Tom
added, “you won't have aneat hole drilled through your heart. Y ou’ll be cooked dive, medium rare, so
you' |l be some days about dying. Seize me?’

Hedidn't know if he'd redly carry out histhreat, come worst to worst. Probably not.

Having switched off the tractor beam, he brought Aran far down into the ship, to an emergency lock near
the base. It waswell hidden by leaves. The vague dawn-light aided concealment. They crept forth, and
thence to the captured aircraft.

It had taken a beating, Tom saw. The wingtips were crumpled, the fuselage punctured. (The covering
was mostly some fluorosynthetic. What ametd shortage they must have here!) But it ought to fly
anyhow, after afashion. Given agravity drive, however week, arfoilswere mainly for auxiliary lift and
control.

“Inwego,” Tom said. He squeezed his bulky form behind Aran’s seet so that it concealed him. The
blaster remained in hisfist, ready to fire through the back.

But there was no trouble. Aran followed instructions. He called his squadron: “—Yes, you'reright, | did
‘cide I’d try looking, at the ship. And no one! None aboard. ‘Least, none | saw. Maybe robos fought us,
or maybe the rest of the crew got away, on foot, not seen. | found a switch, looked like amain powerline
breaker, and opened it. Maybe now | canrise.”

And he started the engine. The airboat climbed, wob-bling on its damaged surfaces. A cheer sounded
from the receiver. Tom wished he could see the face in the screen, but he dared not risk being scanned
himsdf.

“Youland, if Engineer Weyer approves,” Aran directed. “ Go aboard. Be careful. Me, best | take my
craft back to baseimmediately.”

Tom had figured that would be anatural move for a pilot on Nike, even asquadron leader. A plane was
ob-vioudy precious. It couldn’'t get to the repair shop too fast.

He must now hope that Aran’s expression and tone didn’t give him away. The“fish” was no actor. But
everyone was strung wire-taut. Nobody noticed how much more perturbed this fellow was. After afew
further words had passed, Man signed off and started west.

“Keep low,” Tom said. “Like you can't get much dtitude. Soon’syou'reout 0’ their sght here, swing
north. Find usagood secret place to land. | think we got a bucketful to say to each other, no?’

One craft was bound eagerly down. Therest stayed at hover. They’ d, soon learn that the spaceship was,



indeed, deserted. Hence, they wouldn't suspect what had happened to Aran until he failed, to report.
However, that wasn't along, time. He, Roan Tom, had better get into a bolt-hole quick!

The volcano’ s northern side was atogether wild. On the lower flanks, erosion had creeted, arich lava
s0il and vegetation was dense. For some reason it was principa-ly native Nikean, dominated by primitive
but tree-szed “ferns.” An antigrav flyer could push itsway under their soft branches and cometo rest
beneath the overhang of adliff, camouflaged againgt aerid search.

Tom climbed out of the cockpit and stretched to =——cramp himself. The abori was rough stone a his
back, the forest brooded shadowy before him. Flecks of copper sunlight on bluish-green fronds and the
integu-ments of bumbling giant pseudo-insects made the scene look asif castin metd. But water rilled
nearby, and the smells of damp growth were organic enough.

“C’mon, son. Relax with me,” Tom invited. “1 won't et you. * Specidly not if you' ve packed dong afew
sand-wiches.”

“Food?No.” Y anos Aran spoke as tiffly as he moved.

“Wadll, then we' Il have to make do with what iron rations | got in my pockets.” Tom sighed. He flopped
down on achair-sized boulder, took out pipe and tobacco pouch, and consoled himsaf with smoke.

He needed consolation. He was afugitive on an un—known planet. His ship had been taken, hiswives
were out of touch; an attempt to raise Dagny on the plan€ stransmitter, using a Krakener military band,
had brought silence. She must aready have discarded her telespace armor.

“And al ‘count of astupid lingo mistake!” he groaned. Aran sat down on another rock and regarded him
with eyesin which dertnesswas replacing fear. “Y ou say you are not truly our friend?’

“Not in your sense. Look, where | come from, the Aran word ‘friend’ means ... well, fellow you like, and
who likesyou. When | told your Engineer we werefriends, | wanted him to understand we didn't am
him any harm, in fact we could do good businesswith him.”

“Businessl” Aran exploded.
“Whoops-la. Sorry. Said the wrong thing again, didn’t [?”

“I think,” Aran replied dowly “what you havein mind iswhat we would cal “change.” Y ou wanted to
‘ change goods and services with our people. And to you, a‘friend’ iswhat we cal a‘camarado.””

“Reckon so. What' re your definitions?’

“A friend isaspace raider such as did business with our planet some five years agone. They destroyed
thelast grest citieswe had |eft from the Terran Empire days, and none knows how many million Nikeans
they killed.”

“Ah, now we're gettin' somewhere. Let’ s Straighten out for me what did happen.”

Aran’shodtility had not departed, but it had diminished. He wasintdlligent and willing to cooperate within
the limits of loyalty to hisown folk. Information rushed out of him.

Nike did not appear to be unique, except in its planet-ology. Tom asked about that. Aran was surprised.
Was hisworld so unusud per se?

He knew only vague traditions and afew fragmentary written accounts of other planetary systems. Nike
was discovered and colonized five hundred-odd years ago—about a thousand standard years. It was
aways a backwater. Fundamentally agricultural because of its shortage of heavy metds, it had no dense



population, no mgor libraries or schools. Thus, when the Empirefell gpart, knowledge vanished more
quickly and thoroughly here than most places. Nikean society disintegrated; what had been an Imperia
sub-province became hundreds of evanescent kingdoms, fiefs and tribes.

The people were on their way back, Aran added de-fiantly. Order and ameasure of, prosperity had
been restored in the advanced countries. Asyet, they paid merelip serviceto an “Emperor,” but the
concept of globa government did now, exist, Technology wasimproving. Ancient apparatus was being
repaired and put back into service, or being reproduced on the basis of what diagrams and manuals
could be found. Schemes had been broached for making interplanetary ships. Some dreamers had hoped
that in time the Nikeans might end their centuries-long isolation themselves, by re-inventing thelost theory
and practice of hyperdrive.

For that, of course, asfor much esg, the tinkering of technicianswas insufficient. Basic scientific research
must be done. But thiswas also dowly being started. Had not Aran remarked that his father was head
corn-puterman in the Engineer’ s court? He used a highly sophisticated machine which had survived to the
pres-ent day and which two generations of modern workers had finaly learned how to operate.

Itswork at present was mainly in astronomy. While some e ementary nucleonics had been preserved
through the dark ages—being essential to the mainten-ance of what few atomic power plants
rcmaincd—yprac-ticaly all information about the stars had vanished. Today’ s astronomers had learned
that their sun (as dis-tinguished from their planet) was not typicd of its neighborhood. It was
unpredictably variable, and not even its ground state could be fitted onto the main sequence diagram. No
one had yet devel oped a satis-factory theory as to what made this sun abnormal, but the consensus was
that it must be quite ayoung sar.

One geologist had proposed checking thisidea by es-tablishing the age of the planet. Radioactive
minerals should provide aclock. The attempt had failed, partly because of the near-nonexistence of
isotopes with suit-able half-lives and partly, Tom suspected, because of lousy laboratory technique. But
passing references in old books did seem to confirm the idea held by latter-day theorists, that stars and
planets condensed out of interstellar gas and dust. If so, Nike's sun could be very new, as, cosmictime
went, and not yet fully stabilized.

“Aye, Ed guessthat mysdlf,” Tom nodded.

“Good! Important to be sure. Y ou seize, can we make amathematical model of our sun, then we can
predict its variations. Right? And we will never predict our weather until then. Unforeseen stormsare our
greatest naturd woe. Hanno's self, a southerly land, can get killing frosts any season.”

“Well, don't take my authority, son. I'm no scientist. The Imperidists must’ ve known for sure what kind
0 dar they had here. And ascholar of astronomy, from a planet where they still keep universitiesand
such, should could tell you. But not me.” Tom struck new fireto hispipe. “Uh, we d better stay with less
funtopics. Likethose‘friends’”

Aran’ senthusiasm gave way to starkness. He could rdlate little. The raiders had not comein any large
fleet, adozen ships at mogt. But there was no effective opposition to them. They smashed defenses from
space, landed, plundered, raped, tortured, burned, during a nightmare of weeks. After sacking amajor
city, they missled it. They were human, their language another didect of Anglic. Whether in sarcasm or
hypocrisy or because of linguistic change, they described themsdlvesto the Nikeans as“ your friends,
cometo do businesswith you.” Since“friend” and “business’ had long dropped out of loca speech, Tom
saw the origin of their present meaning here,

“Do you know who they might have been?’ Aran asked. Histone was thick with unshed tears.

“No. Not sure. Space’ sfull o' ther kind.” Tom re-frained from adding that he too wasn't above abit of



piracy on occasion. After dl, he observed certain humane rules with respect to those whom herelieved
of their portable goods. Theredly bestial types made his flesh crawl, and he’ d exterminated severa
gangs of them with pleasure.

“Will they return, think you?’

“WEell probly not. I’ d reckon they destroyed your big population centers to make sure no one else’d be
tempted to come here and start a base that might be used against’em. They bein’ too few to conquer a
wholeworld, you see. * Course, | wouldn't go startin’ major in-dustries and such again without husky
space defenses.”

“No chance. We hide instead,” Aran said bitterly. “Most |leaders dare alow naught that might draw other
friends. Radio abare minimum; no rebuilding of cities; yes, we crawl back to our dark age and cower.”

“| takeit you don’t pers ndly agree with that policy.”

Aran shrugged. “What matter my thoughts? | am but athird son. The chiefs of the planet have ‘ cided.
They fought awar or two, forcing the rest to go with themin this. | mysalf bombed soldi ersof Silva,
when its Prester was made stop building a big atomic power plant. Our neighbor cavedom! And we had
to fight them, not thefriendd!”

Tom wasn't shocked. He' d seen human politics get more hashed than that. What pricked his ears up was
the information that, right across the border, lived abaron who couldn’t fed overly kindly toward
Engineer Weyer.

“Y ou can saize, now, why we feared you,” Aran said.

“Aye-ya. A sad misunderstandin’. If you hadn’t been so bloody impulsive, though—if you' d been willin’
to talk—we d've quick seen what the lingo problem was.”

“No! Y ou were the oneswho refused talk. When the Engineer called on you to be daves—"
“What the muck did he expect usto do after that?” Tom rumbled. “Wesar his chains?
“Chains? Why ... wait—oh-oh!”

“Oh-oh, for sure,” Tom said. “Another little shift 0 meanin’, huh? All right, what does* dave sgnify to
you?’

It turned out that, on Nike, to be“endaved” was nothing more than to be taken into custody: perhaps as
aprisoner, perhaps merdly for interrogation or pro-tection. In Hanno, asin every advanced Nikean
redlm, davery in Tom’'s sense of the word had been abolished alifetime ago

The two men stared at each other. “ Events got away from both sides,” Tom said. “ Atter what'd
happened when last spacemen came, you were too spooked to give us a chanCe. Y ou reckoned you
had to get us under guard right away. And we reacted to that. We' ve seen alot o' cruelty and treachery.
We couldn’t trust ourselves to complete strangers, ‘ specidly when they acted hostile. So ... neither side
gavethe other timeto think out the bus—the matter o word shift. If there' d been afew minutes pause
intheaction, | think I, at least, would' ve guessed the truth. I’ ve seen lots o' smilar cases. But | never had

any such pause, till now.”

He grinned and extended a broad hard hand. “ All’ swell that endswell, I'mtold,” hesaid. “Let' sbe
camarados.”

Aran ignored the gesture. The face he turned to the outworlder was only physicaly youthful. “We
cannot,” he said. “Y ou wrecked a plane and stole another. Worse, you killed aman of ours.”



“But—well, self-defensal”

“I might pardon you,” Aran said. “I do not think the Engineer would or could. It is more than the damage
you worked. More than the anger of the powerful Sato family, who likeit not if ason of theirsdies
unavenged because of acomic mix in s mantics. It isthe policy that he, Weyer’ s sdf, stroveto bring.”

“You ‘mean . nothin’ good can come from outer space ... wall Nike off ... treat anyone that comes as
hodtile.... right?” Tom rubbed his chin and scowled sul-lenly.

Weyer was probably not too dogmatic, nor too tightly bound by the isolationist treaty, to change hismind
intime. But Tom had scant time to spare. Every hour that passed, he and hiswomenfolk risked getting
shot down by some hysteric. Also, abunch of untrained Nikeans, pawing over his spaceship, could
damage her beyond the capacity of this planet’ sindustry to repair.

Also, he was needed back on Kraken soon, or his power there would crumble. And that would be a
mortally dangerous situation for his other wives, children, grandchildren, old and good comrades ....

In short, there was scant vaue in coming to termswith Weyer eventually. He needed to reach agreement
fast. And, after what had happened this day, he didn’t see how he could.

Well, thefirgt thing he must do was reunite his party. Together, they might accomplish something. If
nothing ese, they could seek refuge in the adjacent country, Silva. Though that was doubtless no very
secure place for them, particularly if Weyer threatened another war.

“Y ou should dave yoursdlf,” Aran urged. “ Afterward you can talk.”

“Asaprisoner—adave—I’ d have preciouslittle bar-gainin’ leverage,” Tom said. “ Congderin’ what that
last batch 0’ spacersdid, | canwell imaginewe bein’ tor-tured till |1 cough up for free everything I’ ve got
totdl. S posn’ Weyer himsdf didn’t want to treat me so inhos-pitable, he could break down anyhow
under pressure from his court or hisfellow bosses.”

“It may be,” Aran conceded, reluctantly, but too idedl-istic at his age to violate the code of his class and
lie

“Wheressif | can stay loose, | cantry alittle pressure 0’ my own. | can maybe find somethin’ to offer
that’ sworth makin' adeal with me. That’d even appease the Sato clan, hm?” Tom fumed on his pipe.
“I’ve got to contact my women. Right away. Can't risk their falin’ into Weyer’ shands. If they do, he's
got me! Know any way to raiseacouple o’ girlswho don’t have aradio and ‘redoin’ their level best to
disappear?’

* * %

Sunset raysturned the hilltop fiery. Farther down, the land was dready blue with a dusk through which
river, bay, and distant sea glimmered argent. Cloud banks towered in the east, blood-colored, dwarfing
the Saw-tooth Mountains that marked Hanno' sfrontier.

At thelowest dtitude when thiswas vig ble—the highest to which adamaged, overloaded flyer could
limp—the air was savagdly cold. It wasn't too thin for breething; the atmosphere’ s dengity gradient isless
for smal than for large planets. But it swept through the cracked canopy to sear Tom' s nogtrils and numb
hisfingers on the board. Above the drone of the combustion powerplant, he heard Y ano Aran’ steeth
clater. Stuffed behind the pilot chair, the boy might have tried to mug his captor. But he wasn't dressed
for thistemperature and was chilled haf insensble. Tom's clothes were somewhat warmer. Besides, he
felt he could take on any two Nikeans hand-to-hand.

The controls of the plane were smple to aman who' d used aswide avariety of machinesashe.



Trickiness came from the broken and twisted airfoil surfaces. And, of course, he must keep awatch for
Weyer’' sboys. He didn't think they’ d be aoft, nor that they would scramble and get herein the few
minutes he needed. But you never knew. If one did show up maybe Tom could pot him with alucky blast
fromtheguns.

He swung through another carousdl curve. That should be that. Now to skate away. He throttled the
engine back. The megafield dropped correspondingly, and he went into aglide. But he was no longer
emitting enough exhaudt for avisbletrail.

The tracks he had | eft were scribbled over half the sky. The sun painted them gold-orange against that
deepening purple.

Abruptly, turbulence across the buckled deltawing gained mastery. The glide became atailspin. Aran
ydled.

“Hangon,” Tomsaid. “l canride’er.”

Crazily whirling, the dark land rushed at him. He stopped Aran’ s attempit to grab the stick with akarate
chop and concentrated on his dtimeter. At the last possible moment, alowing for the fact that he must
coddle thiswreck lest he tear her apart altogether, he pulled out of histumble. A prop, jet or rocket
would never have madeit, but you could do specid thingswith gra¥sif you had the knack in your fingers.
Or whatever part of the anatomy it was.

Finally the plane whispered afew meters above the bay. Itsriding lights were doused, and the-air here
was too warm for engine vapor to condense. Tom believed his passage had afair chance of going
unnoticed.

Hills shouldered black around the water. Here and there among them twinkled house lamps. One cluster
bespoke a village on the shore. Tom’ s convol uted con-trail was breaking up, but dowly. It glowed huge
and mysterious, doubtless frightening peasants and worry-ing the military.

Aran stared at it likewise, as panic and misery left him. 1 thought you wrote a message to your
camarados” tiesaid. “That’ sno writing.”

“Couldn’t use your aphabet, son, seein’ | had to give’em directionsto a place with alocal name. Could
[, now? Even Karken'’sletters ook too much like yours. But those' re Momotaroan phonograms. Dagny
canread’em. | hope none o Weyer'sfolk’ll even guessit isanote. Maybethey’ll think | went out 0
control tryin’ to escape and, after staggerin’ around awhile, crashed .... Now, which way isthis
rendezvous?’

“Rendez—oh. The togethering | advised. Follow the north shore eastward afew morekilos. At the end
of aheadland stands Orgino’s Cave.”

“Y ou absolutely sure nobody’ Il be there?’

“Assure as may be; and you have mefor hostage. Orgino was awar chief of three hundred years agone.
They said he was so wicked he must bein pact with the Wanderer, and to this day the commonsthink he
walkstheruinsof hiscave. But it'salandmark. Let your camarados ask shrewdly, and they can find how
to get there with none suspecting thet for their wish.”

The plane snesked onward. Twilight was short in thisthin air. Starstwinkled splendidly forth, around the
coasack of the Nebula. The outer moon rose, gradualy from the eastern cloudbanks, amost full but its
disk tiny and corroded-bronze dark. An aurord glow flicker-ed. Thisfar south? Well, Nike had a, fairly
strong mag-netic field—which, with the mean density, showed that it possessed the ferrous core it wasn't
supposed to—but not so much that charged solar particles couldn’t strike dong its sharp curvature clear



to the equator.

If they were highly energetic particles, anyhow. And they must be. Tom had identified enormous spots as
well asflares on that ruddy sun disk. Which oughtn’t to be therel Not even when output wasrising. A
young gtar, its outer layers cool and reddish because they were still contracting shouldn’t have such
intengty. Should it?

Regardless, Nike' ssun did.

Wedl, Tom didn’t pretend to know every kind of star. Histravels had redly not been so extensive,
covering asingle corner of the old Imperium, which itself had been inggnificant compared to the whole
gaaxy. And his attention had naturally always been focused on more or less Sol-type stars. He didn’t
know what avery young or very old or very large or very smdl sun waslikein de-tall.

Most certainly he didn’t know what the effects of ab-norma chemical composition might be. And the
dis-tribution of eementsin this system was unlike that of any other Tom had ever heard about.
Conditions on Nike bore out what spectroanalysis had indicated in space: impoverishment with respect
to heavy dements. Sinceit had formed recently, the sun and its planets must there-fore have wandered
here from some different region. Itsvelocity didn’t suggest that. However, Tom hadn’t deter-mined the
gaactic orbit with any precision. Besides, it might have been radicaly changed by a close encounter with
another orb. Improbable as the deuce, yes, but then the whole crazy situation was very weird.

The headland loomed before him, and battlements againgt the Milky Way. Tom made avertica landing in
acourtyard. “All right.” His voice sounded jarringly loud.

“Now we got nothin’ much to do but wait.”
“What if they come not?’ Aran asked.

“I'll give’em aday or two,” Tom said. “After that, we |l see” Hedidn't careto dwell on the possibility.
His unsentimenta soul was rather astonished to discover how big apart of it Dagny had become. And
Y asmin was agood kid, he wished her well.

Heleft the crumbling flagstones for awalk around the walls. Pseudo-moss grew damp and dlippery on
the para-pet. Once mail-clad spearmen had tramped their rounds here, and the same starlight sheened on
their hedmets astonight, or asin the till more ancient, vanished glory of the Empire, or the League before
it, or—And what of the nights yet to come? Tom shied from the thought and loaded his pipe.

Severd hours later, the nearer moon rose from the hidden seg; its apparent path was retrograde and
dow. Although at half phase, with an angular diameter of afull degreeit bridged the bay with mercury.

Rising a the half—loca midnight, more or less—would the girls never show? He ought to get some
deep. Hiseydidswere sandy. Aran had long since gone to rest in the tumbledown keep. He must be
secured, of course, before Tom dozed off . No. | couldn’t manage asnooze evenif | tried. Where are

you, Dagny?

The cold wind lulled, the cold waves lapped, awinged creature fluttered and whistled. Tom sat down
where a portcullis had been and stared into the woods beyond.

There came anoise. And another. Branches rustled. Hoofbesats clopped. Tom drew hisblaster and did
into the shadow of atower. Two riders on horseback emerged from the trees. For amoment they were
un-recognizable, unredl. Then the moon’slight struck Dagny’ s tawny mane. Tom shouted.

Dagny snatched her own gun forth. But when she saw who lumbered toward her, it fell into the
rime-frosted grass.



Afterward, in what had been afeasting hdl, with aflash-light from the aircraft to pick faces out of night,
they conferred. “No, we had no trouble,” Dagny said. “The__ farmers sold us those animals without any
f[&”

“If you gave him athirty-gram gold piece, on this planet, | reckon s0,” Tom said. “Y ou could probly’ve
gotten hiss house thrown into the deal. He' s bound to gossp about you, though.”

“That can’'t be helped,” Dagny said. “ Our ideawasto keep traveling east and hide in the woods when
anyone happened by. But we' d no strong hope, especially with that wide cultivated valley to get across.
Tom, dear, when | saw your sky writing, it was the second best moment of my life.”

“What wasthe firs?’
“Y ou wereinvolved theretoo,” she said. “ Rather often, in fact.”

Y asmin gtirred. She sat huddled on the floor, chilled, exhausted, wretched, though nonetheless drawing
Aran’ s appreciative gaze. “Why do you grin at each other?’ shewailed. “We re hunted!”

“Tdl memore” Tom sad.
“What can we do?”’

“Y ou can shut up, for the gods' sake, and keep out 0° my way!” he snapped impatiently. She shrank
from him and knuckled her eyes.

“Begentle” Dagny said. “She'sonly achild.”

“She'll be adead child if wedon't get out o' here,” Tom retorted. “We got time before dawn to dip
acrossthe Silvan border inyon airboat. After that, we'll haveto play er asshelies. But | been pumpin’
my—shall | say, my friend, about politics and geography and such. | think with luck we got a chance o
daying free”

“What chance of getting our ship back, and repaired?” Dagny asked.

“Wdll_that don’t look so good, but maybe somethin’ll come down the dot for us. Meanwhilelet's
move.”

They went back to the courtyard. The inner moon was so bright that no supplement was needed for the
job on hand. Thiswasto unload the extrafuel tanks, which were racked aft of the cockpit. The plane
would lose cruising range, would indeed be unable to go past the eastern dope of the Sawtooths. But it
would gain room for two passengers.

“Y ou stay behind, natural,” Tom told Aran. “Y ou been anicelad, and here swhere| provel never
amed at any hurt for you. Have ahorse on me, get aboat from the village to Weyer’ splace, tell him
what happened—and to tell him we want to be his camarados and * change with him.”

“I can say it.” Aran shifted awkwardly from foot to foot. “I think no large use comes from my word.”
“The prgjudice against gpacemen—"

“And the damage you worked. How shall you repay that? Since 'tis been ‘ cided there sno good in
space-faring, | expect your ship’ 11 be stripped for its metd.”

“Try, though,” Tom urged.
“Should you leave now?’” Aran wondered. “Westher looks twisty.”



“Aye, we d better, But thanks for frettin”bout it.”

A storm, Tom thought, wasthe least of his problems. True, conditions did look fanged about the
mountains. But he could it down and wait them out, once over the border, which ought to remain in the
bare fringes of the tempest. Who ever heard of weather moving very far west, on the western seacoast of
aplanet with rotation like this? What was urgent was to get beyond Weyer’' s pursuit.

Y asmin and Dagny fitted themselvesinto the rear fuse-lage as best they could, which wasn't very. Tom
took the pilot’ s seat again. He waved good-by to Y anos Aran and gunned the engine. Overburdened as
well as battered, the plane lifted duggishly and made no particular speed. Buit it flew, and could be out of
Hanno before dawn. That sufficed.

Joy at reunion, vigilance againgt possible enemies, concentration on the difficult task of operating his
cranky vessdl, drove wesariness out of him. He paid scant attention to the beauties of the landscape diding
bel ow, though they were considerable—mist-magica ddlta, broad sweep of valey, river’' s sinuous glow,
al white under the moons. He must be one with the wind that blew acrossthis deeping land.

And blew.
Harder.

The plane bucked. The noise around it shrilled more and more clamorous. Though the cloud wall above
the mountains must be a hundred kilometers distant, it was suddenly boiling zenithward with unbelievable

Speed.

It rolled over the peaks and hid them. Its murk swallowed the outer moon and reached tendrils forth for
theinner one. Lightning blazed in its caverns. Then the first raindrops were hurled againgt the plane. Hall
followed, and the snarl of ahurricane.

East wind! Couldn’t be! Tom had no further chance to think. He wastoo busy staying dive.

Asif across parsecs, he heard Y asrnin’ s scream, Dagny’ s profane orders that she curb herself. Rain and
hail made the cockpit a drum, himsalf a cockroach trap-ped, between the skins. The wind was the tuba
of march-ing legions. Sheething ripped loose from wings and tail. Now and then he could see through the
night, when lightning burned. The thunder was like bombs, one after the, next, aline of them seeking him
out. What followed was doomsday blackness.

Hisinstrument pand went dark. His dtitude control stick waggled loosein hishand. The arflgps must be
gone, the vessdl whirled leaf-fashion on thewind. Tom groped until hisfingers closed on the gra-drive
knobs. By modulating fields and thrust beams, he could keep a measure of command. Just ameasure; the
powerplant had everything it could do to lift thisweight, without guiding it. But let him get sucked down
to earth, that was the end!

He must land somehow, and survive the probably hard impact. How?

Theriver flashed lurid benesth him. Hetried to follow its course. Something redl, in thisraving
night—There was no more inner moon, there were no more sars.

The plane groaned, staggered, and tilted on its Side. The starboard wing was torn off. Had the port one
gonetoo, Tom might have operated the fuselage as akind of gravity ded. But againgt forces as
unbal anced as now fought him, he couldn’t last more than afew seconds. Minutes, if hewas lucky.

Must be back above the rivermouths, thought the tiny part of him that stood aside and watched the
struggle of the rest. Got to set down easy-like. And find somekind o' shelter. Y asmin wouldn't last out
thisnight in the open.



Harshly: Will shelast anyway? |'s she anything but a dangerous drag on us? | can’t abandon her. | swore
her an oath, but | amost wish

The sky exploded anew with lightnings and showed him awide vista.of channels among forested,
swampy idands. Treestossed and roared in the wind, but the streams were too narrow for great waves
to build up and—Hoy!

Suddenly, disastroudy smitten, abarge train headed from Sea Gate to the upriver towns had broken
gpart. Inthe single blazing moment of vision that he had, Tom saw thetug itself red toward safety on the
northern side of the main channd. Itstow was scattered, some members sinking, some flung around, and
one—Yyes, driven into atributary creek, woods and waterplants closing behind it, screening it

Tom made hisdecison.

He hoped for nothing more than a bellyflop in the drink, a scramble to escape from the plane and aswim
to the barge. But lightning flamed again and again, enormous sheets of it that turned every raindrop and
hailstone into brass. And once he was down near the sur-face of that natural canal, awall of treeson
either Sde, he got some rdief. He was actualy able to land on deck. The barge had ended on a sandbar
and lay solid and stable. Tom led hiswomen from the plane. He and Dagny found some rope and |ashed
their remnant of avehicleinto place. The cargo appeared to be casks of petroleum. A hatch led below,
to acabin where awatch-man might rest. Tom' s flashlight picked out bunk, chair, astump of candle.

“We'replayin’ agood hand,” he said.
“For how long?’ Dagny mumbled.

“Till the weather dacks off.” Tom shrugged. “What comes after that, I’ m too tired to care. | don’'t S pose
... gods, yesl” hewhooped. “Here, on the shelf! A bottle—lenune sniff—aye-ya, booze! Got to be
booze!” And he danced upon the deckboardstill he cracked his pate on the low overhead.

Y asmin regarded him with adull kind of wonder. “What are you so happy about?’ she asked in Anglic.
When he had explained, she dumped. “Y ou can laugh ... at that .. tonight? Lord Tom, | did not know
how dienyou areto me.”

Through hours the storm continued.

They sat crowded together, the three of them, in the uneasy candlelight, which threw huge misshapen
shadows across the roughness of bulkheads. Rather Dagny sat on the chair, Tom on the foot of the bunk,
while Y aamin lay, The wind-noise was muffled down here, but the dap of water on hull cameloud. From
timeto time, thunder cannonaded, or the barge rocked and grated on the sandbar.

Wet, dirty, haggard, the party looked at each other. “We should try to deep,” Dagny said.

“Not whilel got thisbottle,” Tom said. “Y ou do what you like. Mg, though, | think wed better guzzle
while we can. Prob’ly won't belong, you see”

“Probably not,” Dagny agreed, and took ancther pull hersdlf.

“What will we do?’ Y asmin whispered.

Tom suppressed exasperation—she had done agood job in Petar Landa s house, if nowhere e se—and
sad,

“Comemornin’, we head into the svamps. | S pose Weyer’ll send his merry men lookin’ for us, and

whoever ownsthis hulk’ll search after it, so we can't claim squatter’ srights. Maybe we can live off the
country, though, and eventualy, one way or another, reach the border.”



“Would it not be sanest ... they do seem to be decent folk ... should we not surrender to them and hope
for mercy?’

“Go ahead, if you want,” Tom said. “Y ou may or may not get the mercy. But you'll for sure have no
freedom. I'll stay my own man.”

Y asmin tried to meet his hard gaze, and failed. “What has happened to us?’ she pleaded.

He suspected that she meant, “What has become of the affection between you and me?” No doubt he
should comfort her. But he didn’'t have the strengthrleft to play father image. Trying to distract her alittle,
he said, with cal culated misunderstanding of her question:

“Why, we hit astorm that blew us the exact wrong way. It wasn't s posed to. But this' s such afunny
planet. | reckon, given aviolent kind 0’ sun, you can get weather that whoopsout 0 the east, Sraight
seaward. And, 0’ course, winds can move amighty fast when the air’ sthin. Maybe young Aran was
tryin’ to warn me. He spoke 0’ twisty wegther. Maybe he meant exactly this, and | got fooled once more
by his Nikean lingo. Or maybe he just meant what ‘| believed he did, unreliable weether. He told me
himself, their meteorology isn't worth sour owl spit, ‘count o' they can't predict the solar output. Y oung
dar, you know. Have drink.”

Y asmin shook her head. But abruptly she sat Sraight. “ Have you something to write with?’
“Huh?’ Tom gaped a her.

“I have anidea. Itisworthless,” she said humbly, “but since | cannot deep, and do not wish to annoy my
lord, I would like to passthetime.”

“Oh. Sure.” Tom found a paper and penstyl in abreast pocket of his coveral and gave them to her. She
crossed her legs and began writing numbersin aneet foreign-looking script.

“What'sgoingon?’ Dagny saidin Eylan.

Tom explained. The older woman frowned. “1 don't like this, dear,” she said. *Y asmin’s been bresking
down, closer and closer to hysteria, ever since we left those peasants. She' s not prepared for aguerrilla
exist-ence. She' s used up her last resources.”

“Y ou reckon she' s quantum-jumpin’ dready?’
“I don’'t know. But | do think we should force her to take adrink, to put her to deep.”

“Hm.” Tom glanced at the dark head, bent over some arithmetical caculations. “Could be. But no. Let
her do what she chooses. She has't bubbled her lips yet, has she? And—we are the free people.”

He went on with Dagny in arather hopel ess dis-cussion of posshilities open to them. Oncethey were
in-terrupted, when Y asmin asked if he had atrigonometric diderule. No, hedidn’t. “I suppose| can
approximate the function with aseries,” she said, and returned to her [abors.

Has she really gone gollywobble? Tom wondered. Or is shejust soothin’ herself with ahobby?
Half an hour later, Y asmin spoke again. “1 have the solution.”

“Towhat? Tom asked, alittle muzzily after numer-ous gulps from the bottle. They digtilled potent stuff in
Hanno. “ Our problem?’

“Oh, no, my lord. | couldn’t—I mean, | am nobody. But | did study science, you remember, and ... and |
assumed that if you and Lady Dagny said thiswas ayoung system, you must beright, you have traveled’
sowiddy. Butitign't”



“No? What'reyou aimed &7’

“It does't matter, redly. I'm being an awful picky little nuisance. But this can’'t be ayoung system. It has
tobeold.”

Tom put the bottle down with athud that overrode the ssorm-yammer outside. Dagny opened her mouth
to ask what .was happening. He shushed her. Out of the shadows across his scarred face, the single eye
blazed blue. “Go on,” he said, most quietly.

Y asmin faltered. She hadn’t expected any such re-action. But, encouraged by him, she said with g,
waxing confidence:

“From the known average distance of the sun, and the length of the planet’ s year, anyone can caculate
the sun’smass. It turns out to be dmost precisely one Sol. That is, it hasthe mass of a G2 gar. But it has
twice the luminosity, and more than half again the radius, and the reddish color of alate G or early K
type. Y ou thought those paradoxes were due to a strange composition. | don't redlly see how that could
be. | mean, any gar is something like 98 per cent hydrogen and helium. Varia-tionsin other elements can
affect its development some, but surely not this much. Well, we know from Nikean biology that this
system must be at least afew billion years old. So the star’ sinstability cannot be due to extreme youth.
Any solar mass must settle down on the main sequence far quicker than that. Otherwise we would have
many, many more variablesin the universe than we do.

“And besides, we can explain dl the paradoxes so smply if we assumethis systemisold. Incredibly old,
maybe dmogt asold asthe gdaxy itself.”

“Belay!” Tom exclaimed, though not loudly. “How could this planet have this much atmosphere after so
long atime?If any? Don't sunlight kick gasesinto space? And Nike hasn't got the gravity to nail
molecules down for good. Half astandard Gee; and the potentid is even poorer, the field strength
dropping off asfast asit does.”

“But my lord,” Yasmin said, “an atmosphere comes from within aplanet. At less, it doesfor the smdler
planets, that can’t keep their origina hydrogen like the Jupiter types. On the smaller worlds, gas gets
forced out of minerad compounds. V ulcanism and tectonism pro-vide the hegt for thet, aswell as
radioactivity. But the mgor planetologica forces originate in the core. And the core originates because
the heavier elements, likeiron, tend to migrate toward the center. We know Nike has some endowment
of those. Perhaps more, even, than the average planet of itsage.

“Earth-9zed planets have strong gravity. The migration isquick. The core formsin their youth. But
Mars-sized worlds. ... the process has to be dow, don't you think? So much iron combinesfirst in surface
rocksthat they arered. Nike. showstraces of this till today. The midget planets can’t outgas more than
awisp until their old age, when a core finally has taken shape.”

Tom shook his head in astunned fashion. “1 didn’t know. | took for granted—I mean, well, every
Mars-type globe | ever saw or heard of had very little air—I reckoned they’ d lost most o' their gaslong

@0.”

“There are no extremely ancient systemsin the range that your travels have covered,” Y asmin deduced.
“Per-haps not in the whole Imperid territory. They aren’t common in the spiral ams of the galaxy, after
al. So people never had much occasion to think about what they must be like.”

“Uh, what you been sayin’, thistheory ... you learned it in school 7’

“No. | didn't mgjor in astronomy, just took some re-quired basic courses. It Smply appeared to me that
some such ideaisthe only way to explain thissysemwe rein.” Y asmin spread her hands. “Maybe the



pro-lessorsa my university haven't heard of the ideaeither. The truth must have been known in Imperia
times, but it could have been lost Since, not having immediate practical vaue.” Her smile was sad. “Who
cares about pure science any more? What can you buy with it?

“Eventheorigina colonists on Nike—Wédll, to them the fact must have been interesting, but not terribly
important. They knew the planet was so old that it had lately gained an atmosphere and oxygen-liberating
life

So old that its sun is on the verge of becoming ared giant. Already the hydrogen is exhausted at the core,
the nuclear reactions are moving outward in a shell, the photosphere is expanding and cooling while the
total energy output rises. But the sun won’t be so huge that Nike is scorched for—oh, severa million
years. | suppose the colonists appreciated the irony here. But on the human time-scale, what difference
did it make? No wonder their descendants have forgotten and think, like you, this hasto be ayoung
sygem.”

Tom caught her hands between hisown. “And ... that’ sthe reason ... the redl reason the sun’s so
ram-bunctious?’ he asked hoarsdly.

“Why, yes. Red giantsare usudly variable. Thisstar isin atrangtion stage, | guess, and hasn't ‘found’ its
period yet.” Yasmin's smile turned warm. “If | have taken your mind off your troubles, | am glad. But
why do you care about the aspect of this planet ten mega-years from now? | think best 1 do try to deep,
that | may help you alittle tomorrow.”

Tom gulped. “Kid,” he said, “you don’t know your own:strength.”

“What' s she been talking about?” Dagny demanded. Tom told her. They spent the rest of the night laying
plans.

* * %

Now and then amid-morning sunbeam struck copper through the fog. But otherwise awet, dripping,
smoking mystery enclosed the barge. Despiteits chill, Tom was glad. He didn’t care to be interrupted by
adgrafing atack.

To be sure, the air force might triangulate on the radio emission of hisruined plane and drop abomb.
How-ever

He sat in the cockpit, looked squarely into the screen, and said, “Thisisaparley. Agreed?”’
“For the moment.” Karol Weyer gave him asmoldering return sare. “| talked with Fish Aran.”

“And he madeit clear to you, didn’t her about the lingo scramble? How often your Anglic and mine use
the same word different? Well, let’ s not keep on with the farce. If anybody thinkst’ other’ ssaid
somethin’ bad, let’ s cal ahalt and thresh out what wasintended. Aye?’

Weyer tugged his beard. His countenance lost none of its sternness. “Y ou have yet to prove your good
fath,” hesad. “ After what harm you worked—"

“I’'m ready to make that up to you. To your whole planet.”
Weyer cocked abrow and waited.

“S pose you give us what we need to fix our ship,” Tom said. “ Some of it might be kind of
expensve—cop per and silver and such, and handi crafted because you haven't got the dies and
jigs—but we can make some gold payment. Then let usgo. I, or atrusty captain o' mine, will be back in
afew months... uh, afew thirty-day periods.”



“With ahogt of friends to do business?’
“No. With camaradosto ‘ change. Nike lived on trade under the Terran Empire. It can once more.”
“How do | know you speak truth?’

‘Well, you' |l have to take somethin’ on my word. But listen. Kind of abad storm last night, no? Did alot
0 damage, I'll bet. How much lesswould' ve been doneif you' d been ableto predict it? | can make that
possible” Tom paused before adding cynicaly, “Y ou can share the information with al Nike, or keep it
your national se-cret. Could be useful, if you fed like maybe the planet should—have aredly strong
Emperor, name of Weyer, for instance.”

The Engineer leaned forward till hisimage seemed about to jump from the screen. “How isthis?’

Tom related what Y asmin had told him. “No wonder your solar meteorologists never get anywhere,” he
finished. “They’reusin’ exactly the wrong mathematical modd.”

Weyer'seyesdwelt long upon Tom. “Areyou giving thisinformation away in hopes of my good will?” he
sad.

“No. Asafree sample, to shake you loose from your notion that every chap who dropsin from spaceis
nec-essarily ahound o' hdll. And likewise this. Camarado Weyer, your astronomers I tell you my wife's
ideamakes sense. They'll beright glad to hear they’ ve got an old star. But they’ Il need many yearsto
work out the details by themsalves. Y ou know enough scienceto redlize that, I'm sure. Now | can put
youin touch with people that aready know the details—that can come here, study the Situation for afew
weeks, and predict your westher like dice odds.

“That’smy hole card. And you can only benefit by helpin’ usleave. Don't think you can catch us and
beat what we know out of us. First, we haven't got the in-formation. Second; we'll die before we
become daves, in any meanin’ o' theword. If it don’'t ook like we can get killed fightin' the men you
send to catch us, why, we'll turn on our wegpons on oursalves. Then al you' ve got is a spaceship that to
you isnothin’ but scrap metd.”

Weyer drew asharp breeth. But he remained cau-tious. “Thismay be,” he said. “Nonetheless, if | let you
go, why should you bring learned people back to me?’

“Becauseit’ll pay. I'm atrader and awarlord. The richer my markets, the stronger my alies, the better
off 1 am.” Tom punched aforefinger at the screen. “Get rid o' that conditioned reflex o' yoursand think a
bit in-stead. Y ou haven’t got much left that’ s worth anybody’ slootin’. Why should | bother returnin’ for
that purpose? But your potentia, that's somethin’ else entirely. Given as smple athing as reliable weether
forecasts—you'll save, in ageneration, more wedlth than the *friends ever destroyed. And this sonly
onefor ingtance 0’ what the outside universe can do for you. Man, you can't afford not to trust me!”

They argued, back and forth, for along time. Weyer was intrigued buy wary. Granted, Yasmin's
revelation did provide evidence that Tom'sfolk were not utter savages like the last visitors from space.
But the evi-dence wasn't conclusive. And even if it was, what guarantee existed that the strangers would
bring the promised experts?

The wrangle ended aswell as Tom had hoped, in an uneasy compromise. He and hiswives would be
brought to Sea Gate. They’ d keep their sidearms. Though guarded, they were to be treated more or less
as guests. Discussonswould continue. If Weyer judged, upon better acquaintance, that they were indeed
trustworthy, he would arrange for the ship’ s repair and release.

“But don’t be long about makin’ up your mind,” Torn warned, “or it won’t do usalot 0’ good to come
home.”



“Perhaps,” Weyer said, “you can depart early if you leave ahostage.”
“You'll bedl right?” Tom asked for the hundredth time.

“Indeed, my lord,” Y asmin said. She was more cheer-ful than he, *bidding him good-by inthe Engineer’'s
cadtle. “I'miised to their ways by now, comfortable in this environment—honestly! And you know how
much in demand an outworlder is.”

“That could get dull. I won't be back too bloody soon, remember. What' 1l you do for fun?’
“Oh,” she said demurdly, “1 plan to make arrange-ments with quite anumber of men.”
“Stop teesn’ me.” He hugged her close. “I’'m goin’ to missyou.”

And so Roan Tom and Dagny Od' s-daughter |eft Nike.

He fretted somewhat about Y asrnin, while Firedrake made the long flight back to Kraken, and while he
mend-ed his fences there, and while he voyaged back with his scholars and merchants. Had sheredly
been joking, a the very last? She' d for sure gotten dmighty friendly with Yanos Aran, and quite afew
other young bucks. Tom was not obsessively jedlous, but he could not afford to become alaughing
stock.

He needn’t have worried. When he made his triumphant, landing at Sea Gate, he found that Y asmin had
been charming, plausible, devious and, in short, had con-vinced severd feudd lords of Nikethet it wasto
their advantage that the rightful Shah be restored to the throne of Sassania. They commanded enough
men to do the job. If the Krakeners could furnish weapons, training, and transportation

Half delighted, half stunned, Tom said, “ So thistime we had alingo scramble without somethin’ horrible
hap-penin’?| don't believeit!”

“Happy endings do occur,” she murmured, and cameto him. “Asnow.”

And everyone was satisfied except, maybe, some few who went to lay awreath upon a certain grave.

In the case of the King and Sr Christopher, however, a compliment was intended. A later era
would have used the words “ awe-inspiring, stately, and ingeniously con-ceived.”

The histories of Sassania and Nike illustrate how precious knowledge was being lost and
reclaimed on a hundred thousand worlds. Sundered by the dark be-tween the stars, Technic
civilization’ s wretched heirs no longer spoke the same language even when they shared a common
tongue. Since reopening communications at whatever cost was the first step to lasting recovery,
ac-counts of such problems dominate the annals of the post-Imperial era.

Freebooter that he was, Roan Tom's contributions to the process were haphazard and
self-serving, yet hislegendary exploits did light the way for more systematic explorersto follow
Natives of his birth world Lochlann and his adopted homeworld Kraken played crucial rolesin
rediscovery expeditions during the next four cen-turies.

Time and again, these contact teams would find that simple ignorance was the least of the
barriersto mutual understanding.

The Sharing Of Flesh

Moru understood about guns. At lesst thetall strangers had demonstrated to their guides what the things



that each of them carried at his hip could do in aflash and aflameburst. But he did not redize that the
small objectsthey often moved about in their hands, while talking in their own language, were audiovisua
transmitters. Prob-ably, he thought they were fetishes.

Thus, when hekilled Donli Sairn, hedid soin full view of Donli’ swife.

That was happenstance. Except for prearranged times at morning and evening of the planet’s
twenty-eight-hour day, the biologi<t, like hisfellows, sent only to his computer. But because they had not
been married long and were helplesdy happy, Evalyth received his* casts whenever she could get away
from her own duties.

The coincidence that she was tuned in at that one moment was not great. There wasllittle for her to do.
As Militech of the expedition—she being from ahaf bar-baric part of Kraken where the sexes had equa
op-portunitiesto learn arts of combat suitable to primitive environments—she had overseen the building
of acom-pound; and she kept the routines of guarding it under a close eye. However, the inhabitants of
L okon were as cooperative with the visitors from heaven as mutua mysteriousness dlowed. Every
ingtinct and experience assured Evalyth Sairn that their reticence masked nothing except awe, with
perhaps awistful hope of friendship. Captain Jonafer agreed. Her position having thus become rather a
snecure, shewastrying to learn enough about Donli’ swork to be auseful assistant after he returned
from thelowlands.

Also, amedica test had lately confirmed that she was pregnant. She wouldn't tell him, she decided, not
yet, over al those hundreds of kilometers, but rather when they lay again together. Meanwhile, the
knowledge that they had begun anew life made him alodestar to her.

On the afternoon of his death she entered the biolab whistling. Outside, sunlight struck fierce and brass
colored on dusty ground, on prefab shacks huddled about the boat which had brought everyone and
every-thing down from the orbit where New Dawn circled, on the parked Hitters and grayd eds that took
men around the big idand that was the only habitable land on this globe, on the men and the women
themsalves. Beyond the stockade, plumy treetops, aglimpse of mud-brick buildings, amurmur of voices
and mutter of footfalls, adrift of bitter woodsmoke, showed that atown of severa thousand people
sprawled between here and Lake Zelo.

The bio-lab occupied more than half the structure where the Sairns lived. Comforts were few, when
shipsfrom ahandful of cultures struggling back to civiliza-tion ranged across the ruins of empire. For
Evdyth, though, it sufficed that thiswastheir home. She was used to augterity anyway. One thing that had
first attracted her to Donli, meeting him on Kraken, was the cheerfulness with which he, aman from
Atheia, which was supposed to have retained or regained amost as many amenities as Old Earth knew in
itsglory, had accepted lifein her gaunt grim country.

The gravity fidld here was 0.77 standard, less than two-thirds of what she had grown in. Her gait was
easy through the clutter of gpparatus and specimens. She was a big young woman, good-looking in the
body, a shade too strong in the features for most men' staste outside her own folk. She had their
blondness and, on legs and forearms their intricate tattoos, the blaster at her waist had come down
through many generations. Otherwise she had abandoned Krakener costume for the plain coverdls of the
expedition.

How cool and dim the shack was! She sighed with pleasure, sat down, and activated the receiver. Asthe
image formed, three-dimensiond inthe air, and Donli’ s voice poke, her heart sprang alittle.

“—appearsto be descended from aclover.”

Theimage was of plants with green trilobate leaves, scattered low among the reddish native
pseudo-grasses. It swelled as Donli brought the transmitter near so that the computer might record details



for later andyss. Evayth frowned, trying to recal what ... Oh, yes. Clover was another of thoselife
formsthat man had brought with him from Old Earth, to more planets than anyone now remembered,
before the Long Night fell. Often they were virtudly unrecognizable; over thou-sands of years, evolution
hed fitted them to dien conditions, or mutation and genetic drift had acted on smdl initial populationsina
nearly random fashion. No one on Kraken had known that pines and gulls and rhizobacteria were atered
immigrants, until Donli’s crew arrived and identified them. Not that he, or any-body from this part of the
gdaxy, had yet made it back to the mother world. But the Athelan data banks were packed with
information, and so was. Donli’ s dear curly head

And there was his hand; huge in the field of view, gathering specimens. She wanted to kissit. Patience,
patience, the officer part of her reminded the bride. We're here to work. We' ve discovered one more
lost colony, the most wretched one so far, sunken back to utter primitivism. Our duty isto advise
the Board whether a civiliziing mission is worthwhile, or whether the slender resources that the
Allied Planets can spare had better be used el sewhere, leaving these people in their misery for
another two or three hundred years. To make an honest report, we must study them, their
cul-tures, their world. That’s why I'min the barbarian high-lands and he’' s down in the jungle
among out-and-out savages.

Please finish soon, darling.

She heard Donli speak inthe lowland dialect. It was a debased form of Lokonese, which in turn was
remotely descended from Anglic. The expedition’ slinguists had unraveled the languagein afew intensive
weeks. Then al personnel took abrain-feed in it. Nonethel ess, she admired how ,quickly her man had
become fluent in the woods-runners version, after mere days of conversation with them.

“Are we not coming to the place; Moru?Y ou said the thing was close by our camp.”
“We are nearly arrived, man-from-the-clouds.”

A tiny darm struck within Evayth. What was going on? Donli hadn’t left his companionsto strike off
aonewith anative, had he? Rogar of Lokon had warned them to beware of treachery in those parts.
But, to be sure, only yesterday the guides had rescued Haimie Fiel when he tumbled into a swift-running
river ... at somerisk to themselves...

The view bobbed as the transmitter swung in Donli’ sgrasp. It made Evalyth abit dizzy. Fromtimeto
time, she got glimpses of the broader setting. Forest crowded about agametrail, rust-colored leafage,
brown trunks and branches, shadows beyond, the occasiona harsh call of something unseen. She could
practicaly fed the heat and dank weight of the atmosphere, smell the un-pleasant pungencies. This
world—which no longer had aname, except World, because the dwellers upon it had forgotten what the
gsarsredly were—wasill suited to colonization. Thelifeit had spawned was often poison-ous, dways
nutritiondly deficient. With the help of speciesthey had brought along, men survived margind-ly. The
original settlers doubtless meant to improve matters. But then the breakdown came—evidence was that
their single town had been missiled out of exist-ence, amgjority of the people with it—and resources
were lacking to rebuild; the miracle was that anything human remained except bones.

“Now here, man-from-the-clouds.”

The swaying scene grew steady. Silence hummed from jungleto cabin. “1 do not see anything,” Donli
sad at length.

“Follow me. | show.”

Donli put histransmitter in the fork of atree. It scanned him and Moru while they moved acrossa
meadow. The guide looked childish beside the space traveler, bardly up to his shoulder; an old child,



though, near-naked body seamed with scars and lamein the right foot from some injury of the past, face
wizened in agreat black bush of hair and beard. He who could not hunt but could only fish and trap to
support hisfamily, was even more impoverished than hisfdlows. He must have been happy indeed when
theflitter landed near their village and the strangers offered fabul ous trade goods for aweek or two of
being shown around the countryside. Donli had projected the image of Moru’ s straw but for
Evdyth—the pitiful few possessions, the woman aready worn out with toil, the surviving sonswho, at
ages said to be about seven or eight, which would equal twelve or thirteen standard years, were shriveled
gnomes.

Rogar seemed to declare—the L okonese tongue was by no means perfectly understood yet—that the
low-Landerswould be Jess poor if they weren't such avicious|at, tribe forever at war with tribe. But
really, Evalyth thought, what possible menace can they be?

Moru'sgear consisted of aloinstrap, acord around his body for preparing snares, an obsidian knife, and
aknapsack so woven and greased that it could hold liquids at need. The other men of hisgroup, being
able to pursue game and to win ashare of booty by taking part in battles, were noticeably better off.
They didn’t look much different in person, however. Without room for expansion, the idand populace
must be highly inbred.

The dwarfish man squatted, parting a shrub with hishands. “Here,” he grunted, and stood up again.

Evalyth knew well the eagernessthat kindled in Donli. Nevertheles s he turned around, smiled Straight
into the trangmitter, and said in Atheian: “Maybe you' re watching, dearest. If S0, I'd liketo share this
with you. It may beabird' snest.”

She remembered vaguely that the existence of birds would be an ecologically sgnificant datum. What
mattered was what he had just said to her. “Oh, yes, oh, yes!” she wanted to cry. But his group had only
two receivers with them, and he wasn't carrying either.

She saw him—kned in the long, ill-colored vegetation. She saw him reach with the gentleness shedso
knew, into the shrub, easing its branches aside.

She saw Moru legp upon his back. The savage wrap-ped legs about Donli’ s middle. Hisleft band seized
Donli’shair and pulled the head back. The knife flew back in hisright.

Blood spurted from beneath Donli’ sjaw. He couldn’t shout, not with his throat gaping open; he could
only bubble and croak while Mont haggled the wound wider. He reached blindly for hisgun. Moru
dropped the knife and caught his arms; they rolled over in that embrace, Donli threshed and flopped in
the spouting of his own blood. Moru hung on. The brush trembled around them and hid them, until Moru
rose red and dripping, painted, panting, and Evalyth screamed into the transmitter beside her, into the
universe, and she kept on screaming and fought them when they tried to take her away from the scenein
the meadow where Moru went about his butcher’ swork, until something stung her with coolness and she
toppled into the bottom of the universe whose stars had al gone out forever.

Hamie Fidl said through whitelips. “No, of course we didn’'t know till you derted us. He and
that—crea-ture—were severd kilometersfrom our camp. Why didn’t you let us go after him right

avey?

“Because of what we' d seen on the transmission,” Captain Jonafer replied. “ Sairn wasiirretrievably dead.
Y ou could' ve been ambushed, arrows in the back or something, pushing down those narrow trails. Best
stay where you were, guarding each other, till we got avehicleto you.”

Fidl looked past the big gray-haired man, out the door of the command hut, to the stockade and the
unpitying noon sky. “ But what that little monster was doing mean-while—" Abruptly he closed his mouth.



With equal haste, Jonafer said: “ The other guides ran away, you have told me, as soon asthey sensed
you were angry. I’ ve just had areport from Kallaman. Histeam flitted to the village. It' s deserted. The
wholetribe s pulled up stakes. Afraid of our revenge, evidently. Though it's no large chore to move,
when you can carry your household goods on your back and weave anew housein aday.”

Evalyth leaned forward. “ Stop evading me,” she said. “What did Moru do with Donli that you might have
pre-vented if you' d arrived intime?’

Fiell continued to look past her. Sweet gleamed in droplets on hisforehead. “ Nothing, redlly,” he
mumbled. “Nothing that mattered ... once the murder itself had been committed.”

“I meant to ask you what kind of services you want for him, Lieutenant Sairn,” Jonafer said to her.
“Should the ashes be buried here, or scattered in space after we leave, or brought home?’

Evalyth turned her gaze full upon him. “I never authorized that he be cremated, Captain,” she said dowly.

“No, but—Well, beredligtic. Y ou werefirgt under an-esthesia, then heavy sedation, while we recovered
the body. Time had passed. We ve no facilitiesfor, urn, cos-metic repair, nor any extrarefrigeration
space, and in this heat—"

Since she had been let out of sickbay, there had been akind of numbnessin Evalyth. She could not
entirely comprehend the fact that Donli was gone. It seemed asif at any instant yonder doorway would
fill with him, sun-light across his shoulders, and he would cdl to her, laughing, and console her for a
mesaningless nightmare she had had. That was the effect of the psycho-drugs, she knew and damned the
kindliness of the medic.

Shefelt dmogt glad to fed adow risng anger. It meant the drugs were wearing off. By evening she
would be able to weep.

“Captain,” shesaid, “I saw himkilled. I’ ve seen degths before, some of them quite messy. We do not
mask the truth on Kraken. Y ou’ ve cheated me of my right to lay my man out and close hiseyes. Y ou will
not cheat me of my right to obtain justice. | demand to know exactly what happened.”

Jonafer’ sfists knotted on his desktop. “I can hardly stand to tell you.”
“But you shdl, Captain.”

“All right! All right!” Jonafer shouted. The words legped out like bullets. “We saw the thing transmitted.
He stripped Donli, hung him up by the hedlsfrom atree, bled him into that knapsack. He cut off the
genitals and threw them in with the blood. He opened the body and took heart, lungs, liver, kidneys,
thyroid, prostate, pan-creas, and loaded them up too, and ran off into the woods. Do you wonder why
wedidn't let you seewhat was|eft?”

“The Lokonese warned us againg the jungle dwell-ers,” Fidl said dully. “We should have listened. But
they seemed like pathetic dwarfs. And they did rescue me from the river. When Donli asked about the
birds—de-scribed them, you know, and asked if anything like that was known—Moru said yes, but they
were rare and shy; our gang would scare them off; but if one man would come aong with him, he could
find anest and they might seethe bird. A house he called it, but Donli thought he meant anest. Or so he
told us. It’d been atak with Moru when they happened to be aways offside, in sight but out of earshot.
Maybe that should have derted us, maybe we should have asked the other tribesmen. But we did not see
any reason to—I mean, Donli was bigger, stronger, armed with a blaster. What savage would dare
attack him? And anyway, they had been friendly, down-right frolicsome after they got over their initia
fear of us, and they’ d shown as much eagerness for further contact as anybody herein Lokon has,
and—" Hisvoicetrailed off.



“Did he stedl tools or weapons?’ Evalyth asked. “No,” Jonafer said. “1 have everything your husband
was carrying, ready to giveyou.” ,

Fel sad: “I don't think it was an act of hatred. Moru must have had some superstitious reason.”
Jonafer nodded. “We can't judge him by our stand-ards.”

“By whose,, then?’ Evalyth retorted. Supertran-quilizer or no, she was surprised at the evenness of her
own tone. “I"'m from Kraken, remember. I'll not let Donli’ s child be born and grow up knowing he was
mur-dered and no onetried to do justice for him.”

“Y ou can't take revenge on an entire tribe,” Jonafer said.

“I don’'t mean to. But, Captain, the personnel of this expedition are from severa different planets, each
with its characteristic societies. The articles specifically state that the essentid mores of every member
shall be respected. | want to be relieved of my regular duties until | have arrested the killer of my husband
and done. justice upon him.”

Jonafer bent hishead. “1 haveto grant that,” he said low.

Evayth rose. “Thank you, gentlemen,” shesaid. “If you will excuse me, I’ [l commence my investigation at
once.”

—While she was still amachine, before the drugs wore off ..,
Inthe drier, cooler uplands, agriculture had remained possible after the colony otherwiselost civilization.

Feldsand orchards, painstakingly cultivated with neo-lithic tools, supported a scattering of villages and
the capital town Lokon.

Its people bore afamily resemblance to the forest dwellers. Few settlersindeed could have survived to
be-come the ancestors of thisworld's humanity. But the highlanders were better nourished, bigger,
straighter. They wore gaily dyed tunics and sandals. The well-to-do added jewery of gold and silver.
Hair was braided, chins kept shaven. Folk waked boldly, without the savages constant fear of ambush,
and talked merrily.

To be sure, thiswas only gtrictly true of the free. While New Dawn'’ s anthropol ogists had scarcely begun
to unravel theinsand outs of the culture, it had been ob-vious from thefirst that Lokon kept alarge dave
class. Some were deek household servants. More toiled meek and naked in the fields, the quarries, the
mines, under the lash of overseers and the guard of soldiers whose spearheads and swords were of
ancient Imperia meta. But none of the space travelers was unduly shocked. They had seen worse
elsawhere. Higtorica data banks described placesin olden time called Athens, India, America

Evalyth strode down twisted, dusty streets, between the gaudily painted walls of cubica, windowless
adobe houses. Commoners going about their tasks made re-spectful salutes. Although no one feared any
longer that the strangers meant harm, she did tower above the tallest man, her hair was colored like metal
and her eyeslike the sky, she bore lightning at her waist and none knew what other godlike powers.

Today soldiers and noblemen a so genuflected, while daves went on their faces. Where she appeared,
the chatter and clatter of everyday life vanished; the business of the market plaza hated when she passed
the booths; children ceased their games and fled; she moved in silence akin to the sllencein her soul.
Under the sun and the snowcone of Mount Burus, horror brooded. For by now Lokon knew that aman
from the stars had been dain by alowland brute; and what would come of that?

Word must have gone ahead to Rogar, though, since he awaited her in his house by Lake Zelo next to
the Sacred Place. He was not king or council president or high priest, but he was something of all three,



and it was he who dedlt most with the Strangers.

His dwelling wasthe usua kind, larger than average but dwarfed by the adjacent walls. Those enclosed a
huge compound, filled with buildings, where none of the outworlders had been admitted. Guardsin
scarlet robes and grotesquely carved wooden helmets stood aways at its gates. Today their number was
doubled, and others flanked Rogar’ s door. The lake shone like polished stedl at their backs. The trees
aong the shore looked equdly rigid.

Rogar’smgor-domo, afat ederly dave, prograted himself in the entrance as Evalyth neared. “If the
heaven-borne will deign to follow this unworthy one, Klev Rogar iswithin—" The guards dipped their
spearsto her. Ther eyes were wide and frightened.

Like the other houses, thisturned inward. Rogar sat on adaisin aroom opening on acourtyard. It
seemed doubly cool and dim by contrast with the glare outside. She could scarcely discern the frescos on
thewalls or the patterns on the carpet; they were crude art anyway. Her attention focused on Rogar. He
did not rise, that not being asign of respect here. Instead, he bowed his grizzled head above folded
hands. The mgjor-domo offered her abench, and Rogar’ s chief wife set aborn-billaof herb tea by her
before vanishing.

“Begreeted, Klev,” Evdythsadformdly.

“Be greeted, heaven-borne.” Alone now, shadowed from the cruel sun, they observed aritual period of
dlence

Then: “Thisisterrible what has happened, heaven-borne,” Rogar said. “ Perhaps you do not know that
my white robe and bare feet sgnify mourning asfor one of my own blood.”

“That iswell done” Evadyth said. “We shdl remember.”

The man' sdignity fatered. “Y ou understand that none of us had anything to do with the evil, do you not?
The savages are our enemiestoo. They are vermin. Our ancestors caught some and made them daves,
but they are good for nothing else. | warned your friends not to go down among those we have not
tamed.”

“Their wishwasto do s0,” Evalyth replied. “Now my wish isto get revengefor my man.” Shedidn’t
know if this language included aword for justice. No matter. Be-cause of the drugs, which heightened
thelogica fac-ulties while they muffled the emotions, she was spesk-ing Lokonese quite well enough for

her purposes.
“We can get soldiersand help you kill as many asyou choose,” Rogar offered.

“Not needful. With thisweapon a my sde | alone can destroy more than your army might. | want your
coun-sgl and help in adifferent matter. How can | find him who dew my man?’

Rogar frowned. “ The savages can vanish into track-lessjungles, heaven-borne.”
“Can they vanish from other savages, though?’

“Ah! Shrewdly thought, heaven-borne. Those tribes are endlesdy at each other’ sthroats. If we can make
contact with one, its hunters will soon learn for you where the killer’ s people have taken themsalves.” His
scowl degpened. “But he must have gone from them, to hide until you have departed our land. A single
man might be impossibleto find. Lowlanders are good at hiding, of necessity.”

“What do you mean by necessity?’

Rogar showed surprise at her failure to grasp what was obviousto him. “Why, consider aman out



hunting,” he said. “He cannot go with companions after every kind of game, or the noise and scent would
frighten it away. So heis often donein the jungle. Someone from another tribe may well set upon him. A
man stalked and killed isjust as useful asonedainin openwar.”

“Why thisincessant fighting?’
Rogar’ slook of bafflement grew stronger. “How ese shdl they get human flesh?”’
“But they do not live on that!”

“No, surely not, except as needed. But that need comes many times as you know. Their wars are their
chief way of taking men; booty is good too, but not the main reason to fight. He who days, ownsthe
corpse, and naturdly dividesit solely among his close kin. Not everyoneislucky in battle. Therefore
these who did not chanceto kill in awar may well go hunting on their own, two or three of them together
hoping to find asingle man, from adifferent tribe. And that iswhy alowlander isgood at hiding.”

Evalyth did not move or speak. Rogar drew a, long breath and continued trying to explain:
“Heaven-borne, when | heard the evil news, | spoke long with men from your company. They told me
what they had seen from afar by the wonderful means you command. Thusit is clear to mewhat
happened. This guide—what ishisname? Y es, Moru—heisacripple. He had no hope of killing himsdf
aman except by treachery. When he saw that chance, he took it.”

He ventured asmile. “That would never happen in the highlands,” he declared. “We do not fight wars,
save when we are attacked, nor do we hunt our fellowmen asif they were animals. Likeyours, oursisa
civilized race.” Hislips drew back from startlingly white teeth. “But, heaven-borne, your man wasdain. |
propose we take vengeance, not smply on thekiller if we catch him, but on histribe, which we can
certainly find as you suggested. That will teach al the savagesto beware of their betters. Afterward we
can share the flesh, haf to your people, haf to mine.”

Evayth could only know an intellectua astonishment. Y et she had the feding somehow of having waked
off acliff. She stared through the shadows, into the grave old face, and after along time she heard hersalf
whisper: “You ... dso. here.... eat men?’

“Saves,” Rogar said. “No more than required. One of them will do for four boys.”

Her hand dropped to her gun. Rogar sprang up in darm. “Heaven-borne,” he exclaimed, “1 told you we
arecivilized. Never fear attack from any of ust We—we—"

She rose too, high above him. Did he read judgment in her gaze? Wasthe terror that snatched him on
behalf of—hiswhole people? He cowered from her swesating and shuddering. “ Heaven-borne, let me
show you, let me take you into the Sacred Place, even if you arenoinitiate ... for surely you are akin to
the gods, surely the gods will not be offended—Come, et me show you how it is, let me prove we have
no will and no need to be your enemies—’

There wasthe gate that Rogar opened for her in that massive wall. There were the shocked
countenances of the guards and loud promises of many sacrifices to ap-pease the Powers. There wasthe
stone pavement be-yond, hot and hollowly resounding underfoot. There were theidols grinning around a
centra temple. There was the house of the acolyteswho did the work and who shrank in fear when they
saw their master conduct aforeigner in. There were the dave barracks.

“See, heaven-borne, they are well treated, are they not? We do have to crush their hands and feet when
we choose them as children for this service. Think how dangerousit would be otherwise, hundreds of
boys and young men in here. But we treat them kindly unlessthey misbehave. Arethey not fat? Thelr
own Holy Food is especialy honorable, bodies of men of al degree who have died in their full strength.



We teach them that they will live on in those for whom they are dain. Most are content with that, believe
me, heaven-borne. Ask them yoursdlf ... though remember, they grow dull-witted, with nothing to do
year after year. We day them quickly, cleanly, at the beginning of each summer—no more than we must
for that year’ s crop of boys entering into manhood, one dave for four boys, no morethan that. Anditisa
most beautiful rite, with days of feasting and merry-making afterward. Do you understand now,
heaven-borne?Y ou have nothing to fear from us. We are not savages, warring and raiding and skulking,
to get our man-flesh. We are civilized—not godlike in your fashion, no, | dare not claim that, do not be
angry—buit civilized—surely worthy of your friendship, are we not? Are we not, heaven-borne?’

* % %

Chena Darnard, who headed the culturd anthropolo-gy team, told her computer to scan its data bank.
Likethe others, it was a portable, its memory housed in New Dawn. At the moment the spaceship was
above the op-posite hemisphere, and perceptible time passed while beams went back and forth aong the
strung-out relay units.

Chenaleaned back and studied Evalyth across her desk. The Krakener girl sat so quietly. It seemed
un-natural, despite the drugsin her bloodstream retaining some power. To be sure, Evalyth was of
aristocratic de-scent in awarlike society. Furthermore, hereditary psy-chological aswell as physiological
differences might exist on the different worlds. Not much was known about that, apart from extreme
cases like Gwydion—or this planet? Regardless, Chenathought, it would be better if Evalyth gave way
to smple shock and grief.

“Areyou quite certain of your facts, dear?’ the an-thropologist asked as gently as possible. “I mean,
whilethisidand aoneishabitable, it’slarge, the topography is rugged, communications are primitive, my
group has dready identified scores of digtinct cultures.”

“I questioned Rogar for more than an hour,” Evayth replied in the sameflat voice, looking out of the
sameflat eyesasbefore. “I know interrogation techniques, and he was badly rattled. He talked.

“The Lokonese themselves are not as backward astheir technology. They’ ve lived for centurieswith
savages threatening their borderlands. It's made them develop agood intelligence network. Rogar
described itsfunctioning to mein detail. It can’t help but keep them reasonably well informed about
everything that goes on. And, whiletriba customs do vary tremendoudy, the cannibaismisuniversa.
That iswhy none of the Lokon-ese thought to mention it to us. They took for granted that we had our
ownwaysof providing human meat.”

“People have, m-m-m, latitude in those methods?’

“Oh, yes. Here they breed daves for the purpose. But most lowlanders have too skimpy an economy for
that. Some of them use war and murder. Among others, they settled it within the tribe by annua combats.
Or—Who cares? The fact isthat, everywhere in this country, in whatever fashion it may be, the boys
undergo a puberty ritethat involves egting an adult mae.”

Chenabit her lip. “What in the name of chaos might have arted it? Computer! Have you scanned?’

“Yes,” said the machine voice out of the case on her desk. “Data on cannibaism in man are
comparatively sparse, becauseit isararity. On al planets hitherto known to usit is banned and has been
throughout their history, athough it is sometimes considered forgiveable as, an emergency measure when
no dternative means of presarving lifeisavailable. Very limited forms of what might be called ceremonid
cannibalism have occurred, asfor example the drinking of minute amounts of each other’ sblood in
pledging oath brotherhood among the Falkens of Lochlann—"

“Never mind that,” Chenasaid. A tautnessin her throat thickened her tone. “ Only here, it seems, have



they degenerated so far that—Or isit degeneracy? Re-version, perhaps? What about Old Earth?’

“Information isfragmentary. Aside from what was lost during the Long Night, knowledge isunder the
handicap that the last primitive societies there vanished before interstellar travel began. But certain data
col-lected by ancient historians and scientistsremain.

“Cannibalism was an occasiona part of human sacrifice. Asarule, victimswere left uneaten. Butina
minority of regions, the bodies, or selected portions of them, were consumed, either by a specid class, or
by the community asawhole. Generaly thiswas regarded as theophagy. Thus, the Aztecs of Mexico
offered thou-sands of individuas annualy to their gods. The re-quirement of doing thisforced them to
provoke wars and rebellions, which in turn made it easy for the even-tua European conqueror to get
native dlies. The matjority of prisoners were smply daughtered, their hearts given directly to theidols.
But in at least one cult the body was divided among the worshippers.

“Cannibaism could be aform of magic, too. By eating a person, one supposedly acquired hisvirtues.
Thiswasthe principa motive of the cannibas of Africaand Poly-nesia. Contemporary observersdid
report that the meals were relished, but that is easy to understand, especialy in protein-poor aress.

“The sole recorded instance of systematic noncere-monia cannibalism was among the Carib Indians of
America. They ate man because they preferred man. They were especialy fond of babies and used to
capture women from other tribes for breeding stock. Male children of these daves were generaly gelded
to make them docile and tender. In large part because of strong aversion to such practices, the
Europeans exterminated the Caribsto the last man.”

The report stopped. Chenagrimaced. “1 can sym-pathize with the Europeans,” she said.

Evalyth might once have raised her brows; but her face stayed as wooden as her speech. “Aren’t you
sup-posed to be an objective scientist?’

“Yes Yes. Stll, thereis such athing as value judg-ment. And they did kill Donli.”
“Not they. One of them. | shal find him.”

“He s nothing but a creature of his culture, dear, sick with hiswholerace.” Chenadrew abreath,
struggling for cdm. “Obvioudy, the sickness has become abe-haviord basc,” she sad. “I daresay it
originated in

Lokon. Culturd radiation is practically dways from the more to the less advanced peoples. And on a
singleidand, after centuries, no tribe has escaped the in-fection. The Lokonese later elaborated and

rationalized the practice. The savages|eft its crudty naked. But high-lander or lowlander, their way of life
isfounded on that particular human sacrifice.”

“Can they betaught differently?’ Evalyth asked with-out red interest.

“Yes. Intime. Intheory. But—well, | do know enough about what happened on Old Earth, and
elsawhere, when advanced societies undertook to reform primitive ones. The entire structure was
destroyed. It had to be.

“Think of the result, if wetold these people to desist from their puberty rite. They wouldn't listen. They
couldn’t. They must have grandchildren. They know a boy won't become aman unless he has esten
part of aman. We d have to conquer them, kill most, make sullen prisoners of the rest. And when the
next crop of boysdid in fact mature without the magic food ... what then? Can you imagine the
demoralization, the sense of utter inferiority, theloss of that tradition which isthe core of every persond
identity? It might be kinder to bomb thisidand serile.”



Chenashook her head. “No,” she said harshly, “the single decent way for usto proceed would be
gradudly. We could send missionaries. By their precept and example, we could start the natives phasing
out their custom after two or three generations ... And we can't afford such an effort. Not for along time
to come. Not with so many other worldsin the galaxy, so much wor-thier of whet little help we can give.
| am going to rec-ommend this planet be left done.”

Evalyth consdered her for amoment before asking: “1sn't that partly because of your own reaction?’

“Yes,” Chenaadmitted. “I cannot overcome my dis-gust. And I, as, you pointed out, am supposed to be
pro-fessionaly broad-minded. So even if the Board tried to recruit missonaries, 1 doubt if they’d
succeed.” She hegtated. “Y ou yoursdlf, Evalyth—"

The Krakener rose. “My emotions don't matter,” she said. “My duty does. Thank you for your help.”
Sheturned on her hedl and went with military strides out of the cabin.

The chemica barrierswere crumbling. Evayth stood for amoment before thelittle building that had been
hersand Donli’s, afraid to enter. The sun was low, so that the compound wasfilling with shadows. A
thing leathery-winged and serpentine cruised silently over-head. From outside the stockade drifted
sounds of feet, foreign voices, the whine of awooden flute. The air was cooling. She shivered. Their
home would be too hollow,

Someone approached. She recognized the person glimpse-wise, Alsabeta Mondain from Neuvamerica.
Listening to her well-meant foolish condolences would be worse than going insde. Evayth took the last
three steps and did the door shut behind her.

Donli will not be here again. Eternally.

But the cabin proved not to be empty to him. Rather, it wastoo full. That chair where he used to sit,
reading that worn volume of poetry which she could not under-stand and teased him about, that table
across which he had toasted her and tossed kisses, that closet where his clothes hung, that scuffed pair of
dippers, that bed—it screamed of him. Evalyth went fast into the |aboratory section and drew the curtain
that separated it from the living quarters. Rings rattled along the rod. The noise was monstrousin twilight.

She closed her eyes and fists and stood breathing hard. | will not go soft, she declared. You always
said you loved me for my strength—among numerous other desirable features, you' d add with
your slow grin, but | remember that yet—and | don’t aimto let slip anything that you loved.

I’ ve got to get busy, shetold Donli’schild. The ex-pedition command is pretty sure to act on
Chena’ s urg-ing and haul mass for home. We' ve not many days to avenge your father.

Her eyes snapped open. What am | doing, she thought, bewildered, talking to a dead man and an
embryo?

She turned on the overhead fluoro and went to the computer. It was made no differently from the other
portables. Donli had used it. But she could not look away from the unique scratches and bumps on that
sguare case, as she could not escape his microscope, cheman-alyzers, chromosome tracer, biological
specimens ... She seated hersdlf. A drink would have been very wel-come, except that she needed
clarity. “Activate!” she ordered.

The On light glowed yellow. Evayth tugged her chin, searching for words. “ The objective,” shesaid at
length, “isto trace alowlander who has consumed severd kilos of flesh and blood from one of this party,
and afterward vanished into the jungle. The killing took place about sixty hours ago. How can he be
found?’

Theleast hum answered her. Sheimagined the links; to the, master in the ferry, up past the sky to the



nearest orbiting relay unit, to the next, to the next, around the bloated belly of the planet, by ogre sun and
inhuman gtar's, until the pul ses reached the mother ship; then down to an unliving brain that routed the
guestion to the appropriate data bank; then to the scanners, whose res-onating energies flew from
molecule to distorted molecule, identifying more bits of information than it made sense to number, data
garnered from hundreds or thousands of entire worlds, data preserved through the wreck of Empire and
the dark ages that followed, data going back to an Old Earth that perhaps no longer existed. She shied
from the thought and wished hersalf back on dear stern Kraken. We will go there, she prom-ised

Donli’ schild. You will dwell apart from these too many machines and.grow up as the gods meant
you should.

“Query,” sadthe atificid voice. “ Of what origin wasthe victim of this assault?”’
Evalyth had to wet her lips before she could reply: “ Atheian. He was Donli Sairn, your master.”

“In that event, the possibility of tracking the desired local inhabitant may exist. The oddswill now be
com-puted. In theinterim, do you wish to know the basis of the possbility?’

1] Y_ya.”

“Native Atheian biochemistry developed' in amanner quite pardld to Earth’'s,” said the voice, “and the
early colonists had no difficulty inintroducing terrestrial species. Thusthey enjoyed afriendly
environment, where population soon grew sufficiently large to obviate the danger of racia change through
mutation and/or genetic drift. In addition, no selection pressure tended to force change. Hence the
modern Atheian human islittle different from his ancestors of Earth, on which account his physiology and
biochemigtry are known in detall.

“This has been essentidly the case on most colonized planets for which records are available. Where
different breeds of men have arisen, it has generaly been because the origind settlerswere highly

selected groups. Ran-domness, and evol utionary adaptation to new con-ditions, have seldom produced
radical changesin bio-type. For example, the robustness of the average Krakener isaresponseto
compardively high gravity; hisszeadshimin ressting cold, hisfair complexion is hepful beneath asun
poor in ultraviolet .. But his ancestors were people who aready had the natural en-dowmentsfor such a
world. His deviations from their norm are not extreme. They do not preclude hisliving on more Earth-like
planets or interbreeding with the inhab-itants of these.

“Occasondly, however, larger variations have occurred. They gppear to be dueto asmdl origina
popula-tion or to unterrestroid conditions or both. The popu-lation may have been smal because the
planet could not support more or have become small asthe result of hostile action when the Empire fell.
In the former case, genetic accidents had a chance to be significant; in the latter, radiation produced a
high rate of mutant births among survivors. The variations are less apt to be in gross anatomy than in
subtle endocrine and enzymetic qudities, which affect the physiology and pyschology. Well known cases
include the reaction of the Gwydionato nicotine and certain indoles, and the requirement of the Ifriansfor
trace amounts of lead. Sometimes the in-habitants of two planets are actualy intersterile be-cause of their
differences.

“Whilethisworld has hitherto received the sketchiest of examinations—" Evayth was yanked out of a
reverieinto which the lecture had led her “—certain facts are clear. Few terrestria species have
flourished; no doubt others were introduced originally, but died off after the technology to maintain them
waslost. Man has thus been forced to depend on autochthonous life for the mgor part of hisfood. This
lifeisdeficient in various dements of human nutrition. For example, the only Vitamin C appearsto bein
immigrant plants; Sairn ob-served that the people consume large amounts of grass and leaves from those
species, and that fluoroscopic picturesindicate this practice has measurably modified the digestive tract.
No one would supply skin, blood, sputum, or smilar samples, not even from corpses.” Afraid of



magic, Evayth thought drearily, yes, they' re back to that too. “But intensve anayss of the usud mest
animals shows these to be under-supplied with three essentia amino acids, and human adaptation to this
must have involved considerable change on the cellular and sub-cdlular levels. The probable type and
extent of such change are computable.

“The caculaions are now complete.” Asthe compu-ter resumed, Evalyth gripped the arms of her chair
and could not breathe. “While the answer is subject to fair probability of success. In effect, Atheian flesh
isdien here. It can be metabolized, but the body of the loca consumer will excrete certain compounds,
and these will import a characteristic odor to skin and breath aswell asto urine and feces. The chanceis
good that it will be detectable by neo-Freeholder technique a distances of severd kilometers, after Sixty
or seventy hours. But since the moleculesin question are steadily being de-graded and dissi pated, speed
of action isrecommend-ed.”

| am going to find Donli’s murderer. Darkness roared around Evalyth.

“Shall the organisms be ordered for you and given the appropriate search program?’ asked the voice.
“They can be on hand in an estimated three hours.”

“Yes” she sammered. “ Oh, please—Have you any other ... other ... advice?’

“The man ought not to be killed out of hand, but brought here for examination, if for no other reason than
in order that the scientific ends of the expedition may be served.”

That’s a machine talking, Evalyth cried. It's designed to help research. Nothing more. But it was
his. And its answer was so atogether Donli that she could no longer hold back her tears,

The single big moon rose nearly full, shortly after sun-down. It drowned most star's; the jungle beneath
was cobbled with slver and, dappled with black; the snow-cone of Mount Burus floated unred at the
unseen edge of theworld. Wind did around Evalyth where she crouched on her gravded; it wasfull of
wet acrid, odors, and felt cold. though it was not, and chuckled at her back. Somewhere something
screeched, every few minutes; and something else cawed reply.

She scowled at her position indicators, aglow on the control pandl. Curses and chaos, Moru had to bein
thisareal He could not have escaped from the valley on foot in the time available, and her search pattern
had practicaly covered it. If she ran out of bugs before she found him, must she assume he was dead?
They ought to be able to find his body regardiess, ought they not? Un-lessit was buried deep. Here. She
brought the ded over to hover, took the next phia off the rack and stood up to openit.

The bugs came out many and tiny, like smoke in the moonlight. Another failure?

No! Wait! Were not those motes dancing back to-gether, into astresk barely visible under the moon,
and vanishing downward? Heart thuttering, she turned to the indicator. 1ts neurodetector antennawas not
am-lessy wobbling, but pointed straight west-northwest, declination thirty-two degrees below horizontd.
Only aconcentration of the bugs could make it behave like that. And only the particular mixture of
moleculesto which * the bugs had been presensitized, in severa parts per million or better, would make
them converge on the source.

“Yaaah!” She couldn’t help the one hawk-yell. But theresfter she bit her lips shut—blood trickled
un-noticed down her chin—and drovetheded in silence.

The distance was a mere few kilometers. She came to a hat above an opening in the forest. Pools of
scummy water gleamed in itsrank growth. The trees made a solid-seeming wall around. Evalyth clapped
her night goggles down off her hdmet and over her eyes. A lean-to became visible. It was hagtily woven
from vines and withes, huddled against a part of the largest treesto let their branches hideit from the sky.



The bugs were en-tering.

Evayth lowered her ded to ameter off the ground and got to her feet again. A sun pistol did fromits
shesth into her right hand. Her |&ft rested on the blaster.

Moru' stwo sons groped from the shelter. The bugswhirled around them, amist that blurred their
outlines. Of course, Evayth redized, nonetheless shocked into ahigher hatred. | should have known
they did the actual devouring. Morethan ever did they resemble gnomes—skinny limbs, big heads, the
pot bellies of undernourish-ment. Krakener boys of their age would have twice their bulk and be
noticeably on the way to becoming men. These nude bodies bel onged to children, except that they had
the grotesqueness of €d.

The parentsfollowed them, ignored by the entranced bugs. The mother wailed. Evalyth identified afew
words. “What isthe matter, what are those things—oh, help—" But her gaze was |ocked upon Morul.

Limping out of the hutch, stooped to clear its en-trance, he made her think of some huge beetle crawling
from an offa hegp. But she would know that bushy head though her brain were coming apart. He carried
astone blade, surely the one that had hacked up Donli. | will take it away from him, and the hand
with it, Evalythwept. | will keep him alive while | dismantle him with these my own hands, and in
between times he can watch me flay his repulsive spawn.

The wife' s scream broke through. She had seen the meta thing, and the giant that stood on its platform,
with skull and eyes shimmering beneath the moon.

“I have comefor you who killed my man,” Evayth said.

The mother screamed anew and cast herself before the boys. The father tried to run around in front of
her, but hislame foot twisted under him, and hefell into apool. As he struggled out of its muck, Evayth
shot the woman. No sound was heard; she folded and lay move-less. “Run!” Moru shouted. Hetried to
charge the ded. Evayth twisted acontrol stick. Her vehicle whipped in acircle, heading off the boys. She
shot them from above, where Moru couldn’t quite reach her.

He knelt beside the nearest, took the body in his arms and looked upward. The moonlight poured
relentlesdy across him. “What can you now do to me?’ he called.

She stunned him too, landed, got off and quickly hog-tied the four of them. Loading them aboard, she
found them lighter than she had expected.

Sweat had sprung forth upon her, until her coverall stuck dripping to her skin. She began to shake, asif
with fever. Her ears buzzed. “I would have destroyed you,” she said. Her voice sounded remote and
unfamiliar. A gtill more distant part wondered why she bothered speaking to the unconscious, in her own
tongue at that. “1 wish you hadn’t acted the way you did. That made me remember what the computer
sad, about Donli’ sfriends needing you for studly.

“You'retoo good achance, | suppose. After your doings, we have the right under Allied rulesto make
prisoners of you, and none of hisfriends arelikely to get maudlin about your fedings.

“Oh, they won't beinhuman. A few cdll samples, alot of tests, anesthesawhere necessary, nothing
harmful, nothing but aclinica examination asthorough asfacilitiesalow.

“No doubt you' Il be better fed than at any time before, and no doubt the medicswill find some
pathologies they can cure for you. Inthe end, Mort’, they’ Il release your wife and children.”

She gtared into his horrible face.

“| am pleased,” she said, “that to you, who won't com-prehend what is going on, it will be abad



experience. And when they arefinished, Moru, | will ingst on having you at least, back. They can’'t deny
methat. Why, your tribe itsdf has, in effect, cast you out. Right? My colleagueswon’t let me do more
than kill you, I'm afraid, but onthis| will ingg.”

She gunned the engine and started toward L okon, asfast as possible, to arrive while she felt ableto be
satisfied with that much.

* % %

And the days without him and the days without him.

The nights were welcome. If she had not worked her-self quite to exhaustion, she could take apill. He
rardly returned in her dreams. But she had to get through each day and would not drown him in drugs.

Luckily, therewas agood deal of work involved in preparing to depart, when the expedition was
short-handed and on short notice. Gear must be dismantled, packed, ferried to the ship, and stowed.
New Dawn her-self must be readied, numerous sytems recommissioned and tested. Her militechnic
training qudified Evaythto]

double as mechanic, boat jockey, or loading gang boss. In addition, she kept up the routines of defense
in the compound.

Captain Jonafer objected mildly to this. “Why bother, Lieutenant? The locals are scared blue of us.
They’ ve heard what you did—and this coming and going through the sky, robots and heavy machinery in
action, flood-lights after dark—I’ m having trouble persuading them not to abandon their town!”

“Let them,” she snapped. “Who cares?’
“Wedid not come hereto ruin them, Lieutenant.”

“No. In my judgment, though, Captain, they’ Il be glad to ruin usif we present the least opportunity.
Imagine what specid virtues your body must have.”

Jonafer sighed and gave in. But when she refused to receive Rogar the next time she was planetside, he
ordered her to do so and to be civil.

The Klev entered the biolab section—she would not have himin her living quarters—with agift held in
both hands, asword of Imperia meta. She shrugged; no doubt a museum would be pleased to get the
thing. “Lay it onthefloor,” shetold him.

Because she occupied the single chair, he sood. Helooked little and old in hisrobe. “1 came,” he
whispered, “to say how we of Lokon rejoice that the heaven-borne has won her revenge.”

“Iswinning it,” she corrected.

He could not meet her eyes. She stared moodily at hisfaded hair. “ Since the heaven-borne could ...
eadly ... find those shewished ... she knows the truth in the hearts of us of Lokon, that we never intended
harm to her folk.”

That didn’'t seem to call for an answer.

Hisfingerstwisted together. “Then why do you for-sake us?’ he went on. “When first you came, when
we had come to know you and you spoke our speech, you said you would stay for many moons, and
after you would come othersto teach and trade. Our heartsre-joiced. It was not aone the goods you
might someday let us buy, nor that your wisemen talked of waysto end hunger, sickness, danger, and
sorrow. No, our jubilation and thankfulness were most for the wonders you opened. Suddenly the world



was made gredt, that had been so narrow. And now you are going away. | have asked, when | dared,
and those of your men who will speak to me say none will return. How have we offended you, and how
may it be made right, heaven-borne?’

“Y ou can stop treating your fellow men likeanimals” Evalyth got past her teeth.

“I have gathered ... somewhat ... that you from the stars say it iswrong what happensin the Sacred
Pace. But we only do it oncein our lifetimes, heaven-borne, and because we must!”

“Y ou have no need.”

Rogar went on his hands and knees before her. “ Per-haps the heaven-borne are thus,” he pleaded, “but
we are merely men. If our sonsdo not get the manhood, they will never beget children of their own, and
thelast of uswill die donein aworld of death, with noneto crack his skull and let the soul out—" He
dared glance up at her. What he saw made him whimper and crawl backwardsinto the sun-glare.

Later Chena Darnard sought Evalyth. They had adrink and talked around the subject for awhile, until
the anthropologist plunged in: “Y ou were pretty hard on the sachem, weren't you?’

“How’d you—Oh.” The Krakener remembered that the interview had been taped, as was done
whenever possible for later sudy. “What was | supposed to do, kiss his manesting mouth?”

“No.” Chenawinced. “I suppose not.”
“Y our sgnature headstheligt, on the officia recommendation that we quit this planet.”

“Yes. But—now | don’t know. | wasrepelled. | am. However—I’ ve been observing the medica team
work-ing on those prisoners of yours. Have you?’

“ NO,”

“Y ou should. The way they cringe and shriek and reach to each other when they’ re strapped down in the
lab and cling together afterward intheir cell.”

“They aren't suffering any pain or mutilation, arethey?”

“Of course not. But can they believe it when their captors say they won't? They can't be tranquilized
while under study, you know, if the resultsareto be vaid. Ther fear of the absolutely unknown—Well,
Evayth, | had to stop observing. | couldn’t take any more.” Chena gave the other along stare. “You

might, though.”

Evalyth shook her head. “1 don't gloat. I’ 1l shoot the murderer because my family honor demandsit. The
rest can go free, even the boys. Even in spite of what they ate.” She poured herself a stiff draught and
tossed it off in agulp. Theliquor burned on the way down.

“I wishyou wouldn't,” Chenasaid. “Donli wouldn't have liked it. He had a proverb that he claimed was
very ancient—he was from my city, don’t forget, and | have known ... | did know him longer than you,
dear. | heard him say, twice or thrice, Do | not destroy my enemiesif | make, them my friends?”

“Think of avenomousinsect,” Evalyth replied. “Y ou don't make friendswith it. Y ou put it under your
I,m.”

“But aman does what he does because of what heis, what his society has made him.” Chend svoice
grew ur-gent; she leaned forward to grip Evalyth's hand, which did not respond. “What is one man, one
lifetime, againg al who live around him and al who have gone before? Cannibalism wouldn't be found
everywhere over thisidand, hi every one of these otherwise dtogether dif-ferent groupings, if it weren't



the most deeply rooted cultural imperative this race has got.”

Evdyth grinned around arising anger. “And what kind of race are they to acquire it? And how about
according me the privilege of operating on my own cultural imperatives? I’ m bound home, to raise
Donli’s child away from your gutless civilization. He will not grow up disgraced because his mother was
too weak to exact jutice for hisfather. Now if you will excuse me, | haveto get up early and take
another boatload to the ship and get it inboard.”

That task required awhile. Evalyth came back toward sunset of the next day. Shefelt alittlemoretired
than usud, alittle more peaceful. The raw edge of what had happened was hedling over .. The thought
crossed her mind, abstract but not shocking, not didoya: I’ myoung. One year another man will come.
| won't love you the less, darling.

Dust scuffed under her boots. The compound was haf stripped aready, a corresponding number of
personnel berthed in the ship. The evening reached quiet beneath aydlowing sky. Only afew of the
expedition stirred among the machines and remaining cabins. Lokon lay ashushed asit had lately
become. She welcomed the thud of her footfals on the stepsinto Jonafer’ s office.

He sat waiting for her, big and unmoving behind his desk. “ Assignment completed without incident,” she
re-ported.

“Stdown,” hesad.

She obeyed. Theslence grew. At last he said, out of atill face: “ The clinica team hasfinished with the
prisoners.”

Somehow it was a shock. Evalyth groped for words. “Isn't that too soon? | mean, well, wedon’t have a
lot of equipment, and just a couple of men who can see the ad-vanced stuff, and then without Donli for
an expert on Earth biology—Wouldn't agood study, down to the chromosomal level if not
further—something that the physical anthropol ogists could use—wouldn’t it take longer?’

“That's correct,” Jonafer said. “Nothing of mgjor im-portance was found. Perhaps something would have
been, if Uden’ steam had any inkling of what to look for. Given that, they could have made hypotheses
and tested them in awhole-organism context and come to some understanding of their subjects as
functioning beings. Y ou' reright, Donli Sairn had the kind of professiond intuition that might have guided
them. Lacking that, and with no particular clues, and no cooperation from those ignorant, terrified
savages, they had to grope and probe dmost a random. They did establish afew digestive
peculiarities—nothing that couldn’t have been predicted on the basis of ambient ecology.”

“Then why have they stopped? Wewon't be leaving for another week at the earliest.”

“They did so on my orders, after Uden had shown me what was going on and said he’ d quit regardiess
of what | wanted.”

“What—? Oh.” Scorn lifted Evalyth’shead. “Y ou mean the psychologicd torture.”

“Yes. | saw that scrawny woman secured to atable. Her head, her body were covered with leads to the
metersthat clustered around her and clicked and hum-med and flickered. She didn’'t see me; her eyes
were blind with fear. | suppose she imagined her soul was being pumped out. Or maybe the process was
worse for being something she couldn’t put anameto. | saw her kidsin acdl, holding hands. Nothing
elseleft for them to hold onto, in their total universe. They'rejust at puberty; what'll thisdo to their
psychosexua develop-. ment? | saw their father lying drugged beside them, after he' d tried to batter his
way straight through the wall. Uden and his helperstold me how they’ d tried to make friends and failed.
Because naturadly the pris-oners know they’ re in the power of those who hate them with a hate that goes



beyond the grave.”

Jonafer paused. “ There are decent limitsto every-thing, Lieutenant,” he ended, “including science and
punishment. Especialy when, after dl, the chance of discovering anything dseisunusud isdight. |
ordered the invedtigation terminated. The boys and their mother will be flown to their home areaand
released tomorrow.”

“Why not today?’ Evayth asked, foreseeing hisreply. “1 hoped,” Jonafer said, “that you' d agreeto let
the man go with them.”

“No.”
“In the name of God—"

“Your God.” Evayth looked away from him. “1 won't enjoy it, Captain. I’'m beginning towish | didn’t
haveto. But it snot asif Donli’sbeen killed in an honest war or feud—or—he was daughtered like a
pig. That' sthe evil in cannibaism; it makes aman nothing but another meat animd. | won't bring him
back, but I will somehow even things, by making the canniba nothing but a dan-gerous animd that needs
shooting.”

“I see.” Jonafer too stared long out of the window. In the sunset light his face became amask of brass.
“Wdl,” he said findly, coldly,2 under the Charter of the Alliance and the articles of this expedition, you
leave me no choice. But we will not have any ghoulish ceremonies, and you will not deputize what you
have done. The pris-oner will be brought to your place privately after dark. Y ou will dispose of him at
once and assst in cremating the remains.”

Evayth’spadmsgrew wet. | never killed a hel pless man before!
But hedid, it answered. “Understood, Captain,” she said.

“Very good, Lieutenant. Y ou may go up and join the messfor dinner if you wish. No announcementsto
any-one. The businesswill be scheduled for—" Jonafer glanced at hiswatch, set to loca rotation
“—2600 hours.”

Evdyth swallowed around aclump of dryness. “Isn't that rather late?’

“On purpose,” hetold her. “1 want the camp adeep.” His glance struck hers. “ And want you to have time
to reconsider.”

“No!” She sprang erect and went for the door.
Hisvoice pursued her. “Donli would have asked you for that.”

* % %

Night camein and filled the room. Evalyth didn’t riseto turn on the light. It was asif this chair, which had
been Donli’ sfavorite, wouldn't let her go.

Findly she remembered the psychodrugs. She had afew tabletsleft. One of them would make the
execution easy to perform. No doubt Jonafer would direct that Moru be tranquilized—now, at
last—before they brought him here. So why should she not give herself camness?

It wouldn't beright.
Why not?

| don’t know. | don’t understand anything any longer.



Who does? Moru alone. He knows why he murdered and butchered a man who trusted him.
Evayth found hersdlf smiling wegrily into the darkness. He had super-stition for his sure guide. He's
actually seen his children display the first signs of maturity. That ought to console him a little.

Odd, that the glandular upheava of adolescence should have commenced under frightful stress. One
would have expected a delay instead. True, the captives had been getting a balanced diet for a chance,
and medicine had probably diminated various chronic low. level infections. Nonethel essthe fact was
odd. Besides, norma children under norma conditions would not develop the outward signs beyond
mistaking in this short atime. Donli would have puzzled over the matter. She could dmost see him,
frowning, rubbing hisfore-head, grinning one-sidedly with the pleasure of a problem.

“I'd liketo have ago at thismysdf,” she heard him telling Uden over abeer and asmoke. “Might turn up
anangle”

“How?’ the medic would have replied. “Y ou’ re agenerd biologist. No reflection on you, but detailed
human physology isout of your line”

“Urn-m-m . yesand no. My main job is studying species of terrestria origin and how they’ ve adapted to
new planets. By aremarkable coincidence, man isin-cluded among them.”

But Donli was gone, and no one else was competent to do his work—to be any part of him, but shefled
from that thought and from the thought of what she must pres-ently do. She held her mind tightly to the
redlization that none of Uden’ steam had tried to gpply Donli’ s knowledge. As Jonafer remarked, aliving
Donli might well have suggested an idea, unorthodox and ingghtful, that would have |led to the discovery
of whatever was there to be discovered, if anything was. Uden and his ass stants were routineers. They
hadn’t even thought to make Donli’ s computer ransack its data banks for possibly relevant information.
Why should they, when they saw their problem as gtrictly medical? And, to be sure, they were not crudl.
The anguish they were in-flicting had made them avoid whatever might lead to ideas demanding further
research. Donli would have gpproached the entire business differently from the outset.

Suddenly the gloom thickened. Evayth fought for breath. Too hot and silent here; too long await; she
must do something or her will would desert her and she would be unable to squeeze the trigger.

She ssumbled to her feet and into thelab. The fluoro blinded her for amoment when sheturned it on. She
went to his computer and said: “Activate!”

Nothing responded but the indicator light. The windows were totaly black. Clouds outside shut off moon
and gars.

“What—" The sound was a curious croak. But that brought areleasing gdl: Take hold of yourself, you
blubbering idiot, or you're not fit to mother the child you' re carrying. She could then ask her
question. “What explanationsin terms of biology can be devised for the behavior of the people on this
plangt?’

“Matters of that nature are presumably best ex-plained in terms, of psychology and cultura
anthro-pology,” said the voice.

“M-m-maybe,” Evayth said. “And maybe not.” She marshalled afew thoughts and stood them firm
amids the othersroiling in her skull. “ The inhabitants could be degenerate somehow, not really human.” |
want Moru to be. “Scan every fact recorded about them, including the detailed clinica observations
made on four of them in the past severa days. Compare with basic terrestrid data. Give me whatever
hypotheses—anything that does not flatly contradict established facts. We' ve used up the reasonable
ideas dready.”



The machine hummed. Evalyth closed her eyes and clung to the edge of the desk. Donli, please help
me.

At the other end of forever, the voice cameto her:

“The sole behaviora eement which appearsto be not easly explicable by postul ates concerning
environment and accidental historica developments, is the canni-balistic puberty rite. According to the
anthropological compuiter, thismight well have originated as aform of human sacrifice. But that computer
notes certainil-logicditiesin theides, asfollows.

“On Old Earth, sacrificid religion was normaly associated with agricultura societies, which were more
vitaly dependent on continued fertility and good weether than hunters. Even for them, the offering of
humans proved disadvantageousin the long run, asthe Aztec example most clearly demonstrates. Lokon
has rationalized the practice to a degree, making it apart of the davery system and thus minimizing its
impact on the generdity. But for the lowlandersit isapowerful evil, asource of perpetud danger, a
diversion of effort and resources that are badly needed for survival. It isnot plausible that the custom, if
ever imitated from Lokon, should persist among every one of those tribes. Neverthelessiit does.
Therefore it must have some value and the problem isto find what.

“The method of obtaining victims varieswidely, but the requirement aways appears to be the same.
Accord-ing to the Lokonese, one adult male body is necessary and sufficient for the maturation of four
boys. Thekiller of Donli Sairn was unable to carry off the entire corpse. What he did take of it is

uggedtive.

“Hence adipteroid phenomenon may have appeared in man on this planet. Such athing is unknown
among higher animals dsawhere, but is conceivable. A mod-ification of the' Y chromosome would
produceit. Thetest for that that modification, and thusthe test of the hypothesis, iseasly made.”

The voice stopped. Evalyth heard the blood dugging in her veins. “What are you talking about?’
“The phenomenon isfound among lower animals on severd worlds,” the computer told her.

. “Itisuncommon and so is not widdy known. The name derives from the Diptera, atype of dung fly on
Old Earth.”

Lightning flickered. “ Dung fly—good, yed”
The machine went on to explain.

* % %

Jonafer came aong with Moru. The savage s hands were tied behind his back, and the spaceman
loomed enormous over him. Despite that and the bruises he had inflicted on himself, he hobbled along
steadily. The clouds were breaking and the moon shoneice-white. Where Evalyth waited, outside her
door, she saw the compound reach bare to the saw-topped stockade and a crane stand above like a
gibbet .. The air was growing cold—the planet spinning toward an autumn—and asmall wind had arisen
to whimper behind the dust devilsthat stirred across the earth. Jonafer’ s footfals rang loud.

He noticed her and stopped. Moru did likewise. “What did they learn?’ she asked.

The captain nodded. “Uden got right to work when you called,” he said. “ The test is more complicated
than your computer suggested—hbut then, it' sfor Donli’ skind of kill, not Uden’'s. HE d never have
thought of it un-assisted. Y es, the notionistrue.”

“How?



Moru stood waiting while the language he did not understand went to and fro around him.

“I’'mno medic.” Jonafer kept histone dtogether colorless. “But from what Uden told me, the
chromo-some defect means that the male gonads here can’t mature spontaneously. They need an extra
supply of hormones—he mentioned testosterone and androster-one, | forget what € se—to start off the
series of changeswhich bring on puberty. Lacking that, you' Il get eunuchism. Uden thinksthe surviving
population wastiny after the colony was bombed out, and so poor that it resorted to cannibaism for bare
survivd, thefirgt generation or two. Under those circumstances, amutation that would otherwise have
eliminated itself got established and spread to every descendant.”

Evalyth nodded. “I see”

“Y ou understand what this means, | suppose,” Jonafer said. “ Ther€' Il be no problem to ending the
practice. We |l smply tell them we have anew and better Holy Food, and prove it with afew pills.
Terredtrid-type meat animal's can be reintroduced later and supply what’ s necessary. In the end, no
doubt our geneticists can repair that faulty Y chromosome.”

He could not stay contained any longer. His mouth opened, a gash across his haf-seen face, and he
rasped: “1 should praise you for saving awhole people. | can’'t. Get your business over with, will you?’

Evalyth trod forward to stand before Moru. He shivered but met her eyes. Astonished, shesaid: “You
haven't drugged him.”

“No,” Jonafer said. “1 wouldn’'t help you.” He spat. “Well, I'm glad.” She addressed Moru in hisown
language: “ Y ou killed my man, Isit right that | should kill you?’

“Itisright,” he answered, dmost aslevelly asshe. “I thank you that my woman and my sonsareto go
free.” Hewas quiet for asecond or two. “I have heard that your folk can preserve food for years without
it rotting. | would be glad if you kept my body to giveto your sons;,”

“Minewill not needit,” Evalyth said. “Nor will the sons of your sons”

Anxiety tinged hiswords: “Do you know why | dew your man? Hewas kind to me, and likeagod. But |
am lame. | saw no other way to get what my sons must have; and they must have it soon, or it would be
too late and they could never become men.”

“Hetaught me,” Evayth sad, “how much it isto beaman.”
She turned to Jonafer, who stood tense and puzzled. “I had my revenge,” she said in Donli’ stongue.
“What?' His question was areflexive noise.

“After | learned about the ‘ dipteroid phenomenon,” she said. “ All that was necessary was for meto keep
slent. Moru, his children, his entire race would go on being prey for centuries, maybeforever. | sat for
haf an hour, | think, having my revenge.”

“And then?’ Jonafer asked.
“I was satisfied and could gtart thinking about justice,” Evalyth said.

She drew aknife. Moru straightened his back. She stepped behind him and cut his bonds. “ Go home,”
she sad. “Remember him.”

Some forms of sharing will remain utterly impossible despite fullness of knowledge, strength of
will, or depth of love. Yet whatever disasters befall humankind, heroism has a way of outliving



horror.

Consider the colonial planet Vixen. Wrecked by alien invadersin Flandry stime. It not only
recovered and survived the Empire’sfall, it founded its own highly successful colony, New Vixen.
The latter was flourishing in the eighth millennium when the descendants of anti-Im-perialist
rebels banished by Flandry stumbled upon their distant kindred.

Was any beacon bright enough to guide the exiles home?

Starfog

“From another universe. Where space isashining cloud, two hundred light-years across, roiled by the
red stars that number in the many thousands, and where the brighter suns are troubled and cast forth
great flames. Y our spaces are dark and londly.”

Daven Laure stopped the recording and asked for an officia trandation. A part of Jaccavrie' s computer
scanned the molecules of aplugged-in memory cylinder, identified the passage, and flashed the Serievan
text onto areader screen. Another part continued the multi-tudinous tasks of planetary approach. Still
other partswaited for the man’ s bidding, whatever he might want next. A Ranger of the Commonalty
traveled in avery specid ship.

And even S0, every year, acertain number did not come home from their missions.

Laure nodded to himsdlf. Y es, he' d understood the woman'’ s voice correctly. Or, a least, heinterpreted
her sentences gpproximately the same way as did the semanticist who had interviewed her and her
felows. And this particular satement was as difficult, as am-biguous as any which they had made.
Therefore: (a) Prob-ably the linguistic computer on Serieve had done agood job of unraveling their basic
language. (v) 1t had accuratdly encoded its findings—vocabulary, grammar, tentative reconstruction of the
underlying world-view—in the cylinders which a courier had brought to Sector HQ. (c) The reencoding,
into his own neurones, which Laure underwent on hisway here, had taken well. He had aworking
knowledge of the tongue which—among how many others?—was spoken on Kirkasant.

“Wherever that may be,” he muttered.

The ship weighed hiswords for a nanosecond or two, decided no answer was caled for, and made
none. Restless, Laure got to hisfeet and prowled from the study cabin, down a corridor to the bridge. It
was 0 cdlled largdly by courtesy. Jaccavrie navigated, piloted, landed, lifted, maintained, and, if need
be, repaired and fought for herself. But the projectors here offered a hill outside view. at the moment, the
bulkheads seemed cramped and barren. Laure ordered the simulacrum activated.

The bridge vanished from his eyes. Had it not been for the G-field underfoot, he might have imagined
himself floating in space. A crystal night enclosed him, un-winking stars scattered like jewels, the frosty
glitter of the Milky Way. Large and near, its radiance stopped down to preserve hisretinas, burned the
ydlow sun of Serieve. The planet itself was agrowing crescent, blue banded with white, rimmed by a
violet sky. A moon stood opposite, worn golden coin.

But Laure s gaze strayed beyond, toward the degps and then, asif in search of comfort, the other way,
toward Old Earth. There was no comfort, though. They sill named her Home, but she lay in the spird
arm behind this one, and Laure had never seen her. He had never met anyone who had. None of his
ancestors had, for longer than their family chronicles ran. Home was a half-remembered myth; redlity was
here, these sars on thefringes of thiscivilization.

Serievelay near the edge of the known. Kirkasant lay somewhere beyond.



“Surely not outside of spacetime,” Laure said.
“If you' ve begun thinking doud, you' d liketo discussit,” Jaccavrie sad.

He had followed custom in telling the ship to use afemale voice and, when practica, idiomatic language.
The computer had soon learned precisaly what pattern suited him best. That was not identical with what
he liked best; such could have got disturbing on along cruise. He found himself more engaged, inwardly,
with the husky contrato that had spoken in strong rhythms out of the recorder than he was with the
mezzo-soprano that now reached hisears.

“Wadll ... maybe s0,” he said. “But you dready know everything in the materiad we have aboard.”
“Y ou need to set your thoughtsin order. Y ou’ ve spent most of our trangit time acquiring the language.”

“All right, then, let’ s run barefoot through the ob-vious.” Laure paced aturn around the invisible deck.
Hefdt its hardness, he sensed the dmost sublimina beet of driving energies, he caught a piny whiff of air
asthe ventilators shifted to another part of their odor-tem-perature-ionization cycle; but till the stars
blazed about him, and their silence seemed to enter hisbones. Abruptly, harshly, he said: “Turn that show
off.”

The ship obeyed. “Would you like a planetary scene?’ she asked. “Y ou haven't yet looked at those
tapes from the ef castleson Jair that you bought—"

“Not now.” Laure flung himself into achair web and regarded the prosaic metd, instruments, manual
over-ride controls that surrounded him. “Thiswill do.”

“Areyou feding well?Why not go in the diagnoser and let me check you out? WEe ve time before we
arive”

Thetone was anxious. Laure didn’t believe that emotion was put on. He refrained from
anthropomor-phizing his computer, just as he did those nonhuman sophonts he encountered. At the same
time, he didn’t go dong with the school of thought which claimed that human-sensibility termswere
absolutdly meaninglessin such connections. An dien brain, or acybernetic onelike Jaccavrie's, could
think; it was aware; it had collation. Thereforeit had andogiesto his.

Quite afew Rangers were eremitic types, sane enough but basicaly schizoid. That wastheir way of
standing the gaff. It was normal for them to think of their ships as elaborate tools. Daven Laure, who was
young and out-going, naturaly thought of hisasafriend.

“No, I'madl right,” hesaid. “A bit nervous, nothing else. This could turn out to be the biggest thing | ...
you and | have tackled yet. Maybe one of the biggest anyone has; at least on thisfrontier. I’d ve been
glad to have an older man or two along.” He shrugged. “None available. Our service should increaseits
personnel, even if it meansraising dues. We' re spread much too thin across—how many stars?’

“Thelast report in my files estimated ten million planets with asignificant number of Commondty
members on them. Asfor how many more there may be with which these have reasonably regular
contact—"

“Oh, for everything' s sake, come off it!” Laure actually laughed, and wondered if the ship had planned
things that way. But, regardless, he could begin to talk of this as aproblem rather than amystery.

“Let merecapitulate,” hesaid, “and you tdl meif I'm misinterpreting matters. A shap comesto Serieve,
a-legedly from far away. It slike nothing anybody has ever seen, unlessin hitorica works. (They
haven't got the references on Serieve to check that out, so we' re bringing some from HO.) Hyperdrive,
gravity control, electronics, yes, but everything crude, archaic, bare-bones. Fission instead of fusion



power, for example ... and human piloting!

“That is, the crew seem to be human. We have no record of their anthropometric type, but they don’t
look as odd as people do after severa generations on some planets | could name. And the linguistic
computer, once they get theideathat it' s there to decipher their language and start cooperating withit,
saystheir speech appearsto have remote affinitieswith afew that we know, like ancient Anglic.
Preliminary semantic analy-sis suggests their abstractions and constructs aren't quite like ours, but do fall
well ingde the human psych range. All indl, then, you' d assume they’ re explorers from distant parts.”

“Except for the primitive ship,” Jaccavrie chimed in. “Onewouldn’t expect such technologica
backwardness in any group which had maintained any contact, how-ever tenuous, with the generd mass
of the different human civilizations. Nor would such adow, under-equipped vessd pass through them
without stopping, to fetch up in thisborder region.”

“Right. So ... if it isn't afake—.their gear bears out apart of their story. Kirkasant is an exceedingly old
colony ... yonder.” Laure pointed toward unseen stars. “Well out in the Dragon’ s Head sector, where
we're barely beginning to explore. Somehow, somebody got that far, and in the earliest days of
interstellar travel. They settled down on a planet and lost the trick of making spaceships. Only lately have

they regainedit.”

“And come back, looking for the companionship of their own kind.” Laure had a brief, irrational vison

of Jaccavrie nodding. Her tone was so thoughtful. She would be abig, cam, dark-haired woman,
handsome in middle age though getting somewhat plump ... “What the crew themsdlves have said, as
communi cation got es-tablished, seemsto bear out thisidea. Beneath a great many confused
mythologica motifs, | also get theim-pression’ of an epic voyage, by a defeated people who ran asfar as
they could.”

“But Kirkasant!” Laure protested. “ The whole Situation they describe. It' simpossible.”

“Might not that Vandange be mistaken? | mean, we know so little. The Kirkasanters keep talking about a
weird home environment. Ours gppears to have stunned and bewildered them. They smply groped on
through spacetill they happened to find Serieve. Thus might their own theory, that somehow they
blundered in from an dtogether different continuum, might it not con-ceivably beright?’

—Hm-m-m. | guess you didn’t see Vandange' s accom-panying letter. No, you haven't, it wouldn't’ ve
been plugged into your memory. Anyway, he clams his ass stants examined that ship down to the bolt
heads. And they found nothing, no mechanism, no peculiarity, whose function and behavior weren't
obvious. Heredlly getsindignant. Saysthe notion of interspace-time trans-ference is mathematically
absurd. | don't have quite hisfaith in mathematics, mysalf, but | must admit he has one common-sense
point. If aship could somehow flip from one entire cosmos to another ... why, in five thou-sand years of
interstelar travel, haven’t we gotten some record of it happening?’

“Perhaps the ships to which it occurs never come back.”

“Perhaps. Or perhaps the whole argument is due to misunderstanding. We don’t have any good grasp of
the Kirkasanter language. Or maybe it' sahoax. That's Van-dange s opinion. He claimsthere’ sno such
region asthey say they come from. Not anywhere. Neither as-tronomers nor explorers have ever found

anything like a... agpace like ashining fog, crowded with stars—"

“But why should these wayfarerstdl afasehood?’ Jaccavrie sounded honestly puzzled.

“I don’'t know. Nobody does. That’ swhy the Serievan government decided it’ d better ask for a
nga..”



Laurejumped up and started pacing again. Hewas atall young man, with the characteristic
beardlessness, fair hair and complexion, dightly danted blue eyes of the Firdland mountaineers on New
Vixen. But since he had trained at Starborough, which ison Aladir not far from Irontower City, he
affected afashionably smple gray tunic and blue hose. The silver comet of his calling blazoned his left
breast.

“I don’t know,” he repegated. Thererosein him a con-sciousness of that immengty which crouched
beyond this hull. “Maybe they are telling the sober truth. We don’t dare not know.”

When amere few million people have an entire hab-itable world to themsealves, they do not often build
high. That comes|ater, dong with forma wilderness pres-ervation, disgpprova of fecundity, and
inducements to emigrate. Pioneer townstend to be low and rambling. (Or soitisin that civilization
wherein the Commonalty operates. We know that other branches of humanity have their distinctive ways,
and hear rumors of yet stranger ones. But S0 vast is the galaxy—these two or three spird arms, apart of
which our race hasto date thinly occupied—so vagt, that we cannot even keep track of our own culture,
let doneanyoneese's)

Pelogard, however, was founded on an idand off the Branzan mainland, above Serieve sarctic circle:
which comes down to dmost 56°. Furthermore, it was an in-dustrid center. Hence most of its buildings
weretal and crowded. Laure, standing by the outer wall of Ozer Vandange' s office and looking forth
acrossthelittle city, asked why thislocation had been chosen.

“Youdon't know?’ responded the physicigt. Hisin-flection was atouch too eaborately incredulous.

“I’'m afraid not,” Laure confessed. “Think how many systems my service hasto cover, and how many
indivi-dual places within each system. If we tried to remember each, we' d never be anywhere but under
the neuro-inductors.”

Vandange, seated small and bald and prim behind alarge desk, pursed hislips. “Yes, yes” he said.
“Neverthdess, | should not think an experienced Ranger would dash off to a planet without temporarily
master-ing afew basic facts about it.”

Laureflushed. An experienced Ranger would have put this conceited old dustbrain in his place. But he
himsalf was too aware of youth and awkwardness. He managed to say quietly, “ Sir, my ship has
complete information. She needed only scan it and tell me no precautions were required here. Y ou have
abeautiful globe and | can understand why you' re proud of it. But please under-stand that to meit hasto
be away dtation. My job iswith those people from Kirkasant, and I’ m anxious to meet them.”

“You shdl, you shdl,” said Vandange, somewhat molli-fied. “1 merdly thought a conference with you
would be advisablefirst. Asfor your question, we need acity here primarily because updwelling ocean
currents make the arctic waters minera-rich. Extractor plants pay off better than they would farther
south.”

Despite himsdlf, Laure was interested. “Y ou' re getting your mineralsfrom the seadready? At so early a
dage of settlement?”’

“Thissun and its planets are poor in heavy metas. Most locd systems are. Not surprising. We aren't far,
here, from the northern verge of the spiral arm. Beyond is the hdo—thin gas, little dust, ancient globular
clusters very widdy scattered. The interstellar medium from which stars form has not been grestly
enriched by eerlier generations.”

Laure suppressed his resentment at being lectured like achild. Maybe it wasjust! Vandange' s habit. He
cast another glance through the wall. The office was high in one of the buildings. He looked across
soaring blocks of meta, concrete, glass, and plastic, interlinked with trafficways and freight cables, down



to the waterfront. There bulked the extractor plants, warehouses: and sky-docks. Cargo craft moved
ponderoudly in and out. Not many, passenger vesselsflitted between. Pelogard must be largely
automated.

The season stood at |ate spring. The sun cast bright-ness across a gray ocean that awind rumpled.
Immense flocks of seabirds dipped and wheeled. Or were they birds? They had wings, anyhow; stedly
blue against awan sky. Perhaps they cried or sang, into the wind skirl and wave rush; but Laure couldn’t
heer it in thisen-closed place.

“That’ sone, reason | can't accept their yarn,” Vandange declared.

“Eh?’ Laure came out of hisreveriewith astart. Vandange pressed a button to opaque thewall. “ Sit
down. Let’sget to business.”

Laure eased himsdf into alounger opposite the desk. “Why am | conferring with you?” he
counterattacked. “Whoever was principaly working with the Kirkasant-ers had to be asemanticist. In
short, Paeri Ferand. He consulted speciaists on your university faculty, in an-thropology, history, and so
forth. But | should think your own role asaphysicist was margind. Y et you' re the one taking up my time.

Why?'

“Oh, you can see Ferand and the others as much as you choose,” Vandange said. “Y ou won't get more
from them than repetitions of what the Kirkasanters have a-ready told. How could you? What €lse have
they got to go on? If nothing € se, an underpopulated world like ours can’'t maintain staffs of expertsto
ferret out the meaning of every datum, every inconsstency, every out-right lie. I had hoped, when our
government notified your section, headquarters, the Rangers would have sent area team, instead of—"
He curbed himsdlf. “ Of course, they have many other claims on their at-tention. They would not see a
once how important thisis”

“Wadl,” Laure sad in hisannoyance, “if you' re sus-picious, if you think the strangers need further
in~vestigation, why bother with my office? It’ sjust an over-worked little outpost. Send them on to aheart
world, like Sarnac, where the facilities and people redly can be had.”

“Itwasurged,” Vandange said. “1, and afew otherswho felt as‘I’ do, fought the proposd bitterly. In the
end,” asacompromise, the government decided to dump the whole problem in the lap of the Rangers.
Who turn out to be, in effect, you. Now | must persuade you to be prop-erly cautious. Don't you see, if
those ... beings ... have some, hostile intent, the very worst move would be to send them on—Ilet them
Spy out our civilization— et them, perhaps, commit nuclear sabotage on avitd center, and then vanish
back into space.” Hisvoice grew shrill. “That’ swhy we ve kept them here so long, on one excuse after
the next, here on our home planet. Wefed responsible to the rest of mankind!”

“But what—" Laure shook hishead. Hefdt a sense of unredlity. “ Sir, the League, the troubles, the
Empire, itsfal, the Long Night ... every such thing—behind us. In space and time dike. The people of
the Commonaty don’t get into wars.”

“Areyou quite certan?’

“What makes you so certain of any menace in—one antiquated ship? Crewed by a score of men and
women. Who came here openly and peacefully. Who, by every re-port, have been struggling to get past
the language and culture barriers and communicate with you in detail—what in cosmos name makesyou
worry about them?’

“Thefact that they areliars.”
Vandange sat awhile, gnawing his thumb, before he opened abox, took out acigar and puffed it into



lighting. He didn't offer Laure one. That might be for fear of poisoning hisvisitor with whatever loca
weed he was smoking. Scattered around for many generations on widely differing planets, populations
did develop some odd digtributions of dlergy and immunity. But Laure suspected plain rudeness.

“| thought my letter madeit clear,” Vandange said. “ They ind st they are from another continuum. One
with impossible properties, including vighility from ours. Conveniently on thefar Sde of the Dragon’s
Head, so that we don’t seeit here. Oh, yes,” he added quickly, “I’ ve heard the arguments. That the
wholething isamis-understanding due to our not having an adequate com-mand of their language. That
they' reredlly trying to say they came from—waell, the commonest rationaization isadense star clugter.
But it won't work, you know. It won't work at al.”

“Why not?" Laure asked.

“Come, now, Come, now. Y ou must have learned some astronomy as part of your training. Y ou must
know that some things smply do not occur in the galaxy.”

“ Uh—”

“They showed uswhat they aleged were lens-and-film photographs taken from, ah, insde their home
universe.” Vandange bore down heavily on the sarcasm. “Y ou saw copies, didn’t you? Wdl, now, where
inthered universe do you find that kind of nebulosity—so thick and extensive that a ship can actudly
loseits bearings, wander around logt, using up itsfilm among other supplies, until it chancesto emergein
clear space? For that matter, assuming there were such aregion, how could anyone capable of building a
hyperdrive be so stupid asto go beyond sight of his beacon stars?’

“Uh | thought of aclugter, heavily hazed, somewhat like the young clusters of the Pleiades type.”

“So did many Serievans,” Vandange snorted. “ Please use your head. Not even Pleladic clusters contain
that much gas and dust. Besides, the verbal description of the Kirkasanters sounds like aglobular cluster,
insofar asit sounds like anything. But not much. The ancient red suns are there, crowded together, true.
But they speak of far too many younger ones.

“And of far too much heavy metd a home. Which their ship demondtrates. Their use of dloying e ements
like duminum and berylliumisincredibly parsmo-nious. On the other hand, eectrica conductorsaregold
and silver, the power plant is shielded not with lead but with inert-coated asmium, and it burns plutonium
which the Kirkasanters assert was mined!

“They were astonished that Serieveis such alight= meta planet. Or claimed they were astonished. |
don’t know about that. | do know that thiswhole region isdominated by light elements. That its
interstellar spaces arerdlatively free of dust and gas, the Dragon’s Head being the only exception and it
merely in trangt through our skies. That adl thisis even more true of the globular clusters, which formed in
an ultratenuous medium, mostly before the galaxy had condensed to its present shape—which, in fact,
practicaly don’t occur in the main body of the galaxy, but are off in the surrounding hao!”

Vandange stopped for breath and triumph.

“Wdl.” Laure shifted uneasily in his seat and wished Jaccavrie weren't ten thousand kilometers away at
the only spaceport. “Y ou have apoint. There are con-tradictions, aren’t there? I’ ll bear what you said in
mind when—1, uh, interview the strangers themsdlves.”

“And you will, | trust, be wary of them,” Vandange said.
“Oh, yes. Something queer does seem to be going on.”

In outward appearance, the Kirkasanters were not startling. They didn’t resemble any of the human



breedsthat had developed locdly, but they varied less from the norm than some. Thefifteen men and five
women weretal, robust, broad in chest and shoulders, dim inwaist. Their skinswere dark coppery
reddish, their hair blue-black and wavy; maes had some beard and mustache which they wore nestly
trimmed. Skullswere dolicho-cephalic, faces disharmonically wide, noses straight and thin, lipsfull. The
total effect was handsome. Their eyeswere their most arresting feature, large, long-lashed, luminousin
shades of gray, or green, or yelow.

Since they had refused—uwith an adamant politenessthey well knew how to assume—to let cell samples
be taken for chromosome analysis, Vandange had mutter-ed to Laure about nonhumansin surgical
disguise. But that the Ranger classed asthe fantasy of aprovincia who'd doubtless never met alive
xeno. Y ou couldn’'t fake so many details, not and keep aviable organism. Unless, to be sure,
happenstance had duplicated most of those details for you in the course of evolution .

Ridiculous, Laurethought. Coincidence isn’t that energetic.

Hewalked from Pelogard with Demring Lodden, captain of the Maki, and Demring’s daughter,
navigator Graydal. The town was soon behind them. They found atrail that wound up into steeply risng
hills, among low, gnarly treeswhich had begun to put forth leaves that were fronded and colored like old
dlver. The sun was sinking, the air noisy and full of salt odors. Neither Kirkasanter appeared to mind the
chill.

“Y ou know your way herewel,” Laure said clumdly.

“We should,” Demring answered, “for we have been held on this sole idand, with naught to do but
ramble it when the reyad takes us.”

“Reyad?” Laure asked.

“Theneedto ... search,” Graydd said. “To track beadsts, or find what is new, or be donein wild places.
Our folk were hunters until not so long ago. We bear their blood.”

Demring wasn't to be diverted from hisgrudge. “Why are we thus confined?’ he growled. “ Each timewe
sought an answer, we got an evasion. Fear of disease, need for usto learn what to expect—Ha, by now
I’m half minded to draw my gun, force my way to our ship, and depart for aye!”

Hewas erect, grizzled, deeply graven of countenance and blesk of gaze. Like his men, he wore soft
boots, a knee-length gown of some fine-scaled leather, a cowled cloak, adagger and an energy pistol at
his belt. On hisforehead sparkled a diamond that betokened authority.

“Well, but, Magter,” Graydd said, “here today we deal with no village witchfinders. Daven Laureisa
king's man, with power to act, knowledge and courage to act rightly. Has he not gone off donewith us
because you said you felt stifled and spied on in thetown? Let ustalk asfregfolk with him.”

Her amile, her wordsin the husky voice that Laure re-membered from hisrecordings, were gentle. He
felt pretty sure, though, that as much sted underlay her as her father, and possibly whetted sharper. She
amost matched hisheight, her gait wastigerish, she was her-salf wegponed and diademmed. Unlike
Laure sclose cut or Demring’ s short bob, her hair, passed through a plat-inum ring and blew free at full
length. Her clothes were little more than footgear, fringed shorts, and thin blouse. However attractive, the
sght did not suggest se-ductive feminity to the Ranger—when shewas't feding the cold that struck
through his_garments. Besides, he had aready |earned that the sexes were mixed aboard the Makt for
no other reason than that women were better 'at certain jobs than men. Every female was ac-companied
by an older malerelative. The Kirkasanters were not an uncheerful folk, on the whole, but some of their
idealslooked austere.



Nonetheless, Graydd had lovely strong features, and her eyes, under the level brows, shone amber.

“Maybetheloca government was overcautious,” Laure said, “but don't forget, thisisafrontier
settle-ment. Not many light-years hence, in that part of the sky you came from, beginsthe unknown. It's
true the sars are comparatively thin in these parts—average distance between them about four
parsecs—but till, their number istoo grest for usto do more than fed our way dowly forward.
Especidly when, in the nature of the case, planetslike Serieve must devote most of their effort to

devel oping themselves. So, when oneisignor-ant, one does best to be careful .”

Heflattered himsdf that was awell-composed con-ciliatory speech. It wasn't as oratorical as one of
theirs, but they had lung capacity for athinner aimosphere than this. He was disappointed when Demring
said scornfully, * Our ancestors were not so timid.”

“Or elsether pursuerswere not,” Graydal laughed.
The captain looked offended. Laure hastily asked: “Have you no knowledge of what happened?’

“No,” said thegirl, turned pensive. “Not in truth. Legends, found in many forms acrossal Kirkasant, tell
of battle, and ashipful of peoplewho fled far until at last they found haven. A few fragmentary
records—but those are vague, save the Baorn Codex; and it islittle more than acompendium of
technicd information which the Wisemen of Skribent preserved. Even in that cass’—she smiled
agan—"the meaning of most passages was generdly obscure until after our modern scientists had
invented the thing described for them-salves.”

“Do you know what records remain in Homeand?’ Demring asked hopefully.

Laure sighed and shook his head. “No. Perhgps none, by now. Doubtless, in time, an expedition will go
from usto Earth. But after five thousand trouble-filled years—And your ancestors may not have started
from there. They may have belonged to one of thefirst colonies.”

In adim way, he could reconstruct the story. There had been afight. The reasons—persond, familia,
national, ideological, economic, whatever they were—had drop-ped into the bottom of the millennia
between then and now. (A commentary on the importance of any such rea-sons.) But someone had so
badly wanted the destruction of someone else that one ship, or one fleet, hounded another dmost a
quarter way around the galaxy.

Or maybe nat, in aliteral sense. It would have been hard to do. Crude asthey were, those early vessals
could have made thetrip, if frequent stops were dlowed for repair and resupply and refilling of the
nuclear con-verters. But to this day, acraft under hyperdrive could only be detected within
approximately alight-year’ sradius by the ingtantaneous “wake’ of space-pulses. if shelay doggo for a
while, she was usudly unfindable in the sheer stupendousness of any somewhat larger volume. That the
hunter should never, in the course of many months, either have overhauled his quarry or lost the scent
atogether, seemed conceivable but implaus-ible.

Maybe pursuit had not been for the whole distance. Maybe the refugees had indeed escaped after a
while, but—in blind panic, or rage against the foe, or desire to practice undisturbed a brand of
utopianism, or what-ever the motive was—they had continued as far asthey possibly could, and hidden
themselves as thoroughly as nature dlowed.

In any case, they had ended in a strange part of creation: so strange that numerous men on Serieve did
not admit it existed. By then, their ship must have been badly in need of a complete overhaul, amounting
vir-tudly to arebuilding. They settled down to congtruct the necessary industria base. (Think, for
example, how much plant you must have before you make your first trandstor.) They did not have the
accumulated ex-perience of later generationsto prove how impossible thiswas.



Of coursethey failed. A few score—afew hundred at absolute maximum, if the ship had been rigged
with sus-pended-animation lockers—could not preserve afull-fledged civilization while coping with a
planet for which man was never meant. And they had to content them-selves with that planet. Onceinto
the Cloud Universe, eveniif their vessal could still wheeze dong for awhile, they were no longer ableto
move fregly about, picking and choosing.

Kirkasant was probably the best of abad lot. And Laure thought it was rather amiracle that man had
sur-vived there. So smdl agenetic pool, so hogtile an en-vironment .... but the latter might well have
saved him from the effects of the former. Natural selection must have been harsh. And, seemingly, the
radiation back-ground was high, which led to a corresponding mutation rate. WWomen bore from puberty
to menopause, and buried most of their babies. Men struggled to keep them dive. Often death harvested
adults, too, entire families. But those who werefit tended to survive. And the planet did have an unfilled
ecologicd niche: the one reserved for intelligence. Evolution galloped. Population ex-ploded. In one or
two millennia, man was at home on Kirkasant. In five, he crowded it and went looking for new planets.

Because culture had never totdly died. Thefirst gen-eration might be unable to build machine tools, but
could mine and forge metals. The next generation might be too busy to keep public schoals, but had
enough hard practical respect for learning that it supported aliterate class. Succeeding generations,
wandering into new lands, founding new nations and societies, might war with each other, but al drew
from acommon tradition and looked to one god: reunion with the stars.

Once the scientific method had been created afresh, Laure thought, progress must have been more rapid
than on Earth. For the natural philosophers knew cer-tain things were possible, even if they didn’t know
how, and thiswas half the battle. They must have got some hints, however oracular, from the remnants of
ancient texts. They actualy had the corroded hulk of the ancesiral ship for their sudying. Given this
much, it was not too surprising that they legped in asingle life-time from the first moon rocketsto the first
hyperdrive craft—and did so on abasis of wildly distorted physical theory, and embarked with such
naivete that they couldn’t find their way home again!

All very logica. Unheard of, outrageoudy improbable, but in thisbig a galaxy the strangest things are
bound to happen now and again. The Kirkasanters could be ab-solutely honest in their story.

If they were.
“:Let the past tend the past,” Grayda said impatiently. “We ve tomorrow to hunt in.”

“Yes” Lauresaid, “but | do need to know afew things. It'snot clear to me how you found us. | mean,
you crossed athousand light-years or more of wilder-ness. How did you come on a speck like Serieve?’

“We were asked that before,” Demring said, “but then we could not well explain, few words being held
in com-mon. Now you show agood command of the Hobrokan tongue, and for our part, abeit none of
these villagers will take the responsibility of putting one of us under your educator machine... intaking
with technica folk, we ve gained various technical words of yours.”

Hewas silent awhile, collecting phrases. The three people continued up the trail. It was wide enough for
them to walk abreast, somewhat, muddy with rain and

Mélted snow. The sun was s0 Ear down that the woods walled it; off; twilight smoked from the ground
and from either iide, though the sky was till pae. The wind was dying but the chill degpening.
Somewhere behind those dun trunks and ashy-metallic leaves, avoice went “K-kr-r-r-rukr and, above
and ahead, the sound of ariver be-came audible.

Demring said with care: * See you, when we could not find our way back to Kirkasant’s sun, and at last
had come out in an dtogether different cosmos, we thought our ancestors might have originated there.



Certain traditiona songs hinted as much, speaking of space as dark for ingtance; and surely darkness
encompassed us now, and immense londiness between the stars. Well, but in which direction might
Homeland lie? Casting about with tel escopes, we spied afar ablack cloud, and thought, if the ancestors
had been in flight from enemies, they might well have gone through such, hop-ing to breek their trail .”

“The Dragon’s Head Nebula,” Laure nodded. Graydd’ swide shoulderslifted and fell. “At least it gave
us something to steer by,” she said.

Laure stole amoment’ sadmiration of her profile. “Y ou had courage,” he said. “ Quite asde from
every-thing else, how did you know this civilization had not stayed hogtile to you?”

“How did we know it ever wasin thefirst place?’ she chuckled. “Mysdlf, insofar as| believe the myths
have any truth, | suspect our ancestors were thieves or bandits, or—"

“Daughter!” Demring hurried on, in ascandalized voice: “When we had fared thus far, we found the
dark-ness was dust and gas such as pervade the universe at home. There was smply an absence of stars
to make them shine. Emerging on the far sde, we tuned our neutrino detectors. Our reasoning was that a
highly devel oped civilization would use agreat many nuclear power plants. Their neutrino flux should be
detectable above the natura noise level—in this comparatively empty cosmos—across severd score
light-years or better, and we could home onit.”

First they sound like barbarians bards, Laurethought, and then like radionicians. No wonder a
dogmatist like Vandange can’t put credence in them.

Canl?
“We soon began to despair,” Graydd said. “Wewere nigh to the limit—"
“No matter,” Demring interrupted.

Shelooked steadily first a one man, then the other, and said, 1 dare trust Daven Laure.” To the Ranger:
“Belike no secret anyhow, since men on Serieve must have examined our ship with knowledgeable eyes.
Wewere nigh to our limit of travel without refuding and re-furbishing. We were about to seek for a
planet not too unlike Kirkasant where—But then, asif by Vafar’ sWings, came the traces we sought,
and we followed them here.

“ And here were humang

“Only of late has our gladness faded as we begin to see how they temporize and keep us haf prisoner.
Wholly prisoner, maybe, should we try to depart. Why will they not rely on us?’

“I tried to explain that when we talked yesterday,” Laure said. “ Some important men don’t see how you
could betdling thetruth.”

She caught hishand in abrief, impulsive grasp. Her own was warm, dender, and hard. “But you are
dif-ferent?’

“Yes” Hefdt helplessand done. “They’ ve, well, they’ ve cdled for me. Put the entire problem in the
hands of my organization. And my fellows have so much eseto do that, well, Fm given broad
discretion.”

Deinting regarded him shrewdly. “Y ou are ayoung man,” he said. “Do not let your powers pardyze
you.”

“No. | will dowhat I canfor you. It may belittle”



Thetral rounded athicket and they saw arustic bridge acrosstheriver, which ran seaward in foam and
clangor. Hafway over, the party stopped, leaned on therail and looked down. The water was thickly
shadowed betwéen its banks, and the woods were becoming a solid black mass athwart a dusking sky.
Theair smelled wet.

“Youredize” Lauresaid, “it won't be easy to retrace your route. Y ou improvised your navigationa
coordinates. They can be transformed into ours on this side of the Dragon’s Head, | suppose. But once
beyond the nebula, I'll be off my own charts, except for what few listed objects are visible from either
sde. No onefrom this civilization has been there, you see, what with millions of suns closer to our
settlements. And the star Sights you took can’t have been too accurate.”

“Y ou are not going to take usto Homeland, then,” Demring said tonelesdly.

“Don’'t yoti understand? Homeland, Earth, it' s so far away that | mysdlf don’t know what it slike
anymore!”

“But you must have anearby capita, amore devel op-ed world than this. Why do you not guide us
thither, that we may talk with folk wiser than these wretched Serievans?’

“Wdl . uh ... Oh, many reasons. I’ll be honest, caution is one of them. Also, the Commonalty does not
have anything like acapita, or—But yes, | could guide you to the heart of civilization. Any of numerous
civilizationsinthisgalacticarm.” Lauretook abreasth and dogged’ on. “My decision, though, under the
circum-stances, isthat first I d better see your world Kirkasant. After that ... well, certainly, if everything
isdl right, we'll establish regular contacts, and invite your peopleto visit ours, and—Don't you like the
plan? Don't you want to go home?’

“How shal we, ever?’ Graydal asked low.

Laure cast her a surprised glance. She stared ahead of her and down, into theriver. A fish—some kind
of swim-ming cresture—Ilegped. Its scales caught what light re-mained in agleam that was faint but
gartling againgt those murky waters. She didn’t seem to notice, though she cocked her head indtinctively
toward the splash that followed.

“Have you not listened?” she said. “ Did you not hear us? How long we searched in the fog, through that
forest of suns, until at last we left our whole small bright universe and came into this great one that has so
much blacknessin it—and thrice we plunged back into our own space, and groped about, and came
forth without having found trace of any star we knew—" Her voice lifted the least bit. “We arelog, | tell
you, eternaly lost. Take usto your home, Daven Laure, that we may try to make oursthere.”

He wanted to stroke her hands, which had clenched into fists on the bridge rail. But he made himself say
only: “Our science and resources are more than yours. Maybe we can find away where you cannot. At
any rate, I'm duty bound to learn as much as | can, before | make report and recommendation to my
superiors”

“I do not think you are kind, forcing my crew to return and look again on what has gone from them,”
Demring said stiffly. “But | have scant choice saveto agree.” He straightened. “ Come, best we start back
to-ward Pelogard. Night will soon be upon us.”

“Oh, norush,” Laure said, anxiousto change the sub-ject. “ An arctic zone, at thistime of year—We'll
have no trouble.”

“Maybe you will not,” Graydd said. “But Kirkasant after sunset isnot like here.”

They were on their way down when dusk became night, alight night where only afew stars gleamed and
Laurewaked easlly through aclear gloaming. Grayda and Demring must needs usetheir energy guns at



min-imum intengity for flashcasters. And even so, they often ssumbled.

Makt wasthreetimesthe sze of Jaccavrie, a gleaming torpedo shape whose curve was broken by boat
hous-ings and weapon turrets. The Ranger vessal looked like agig attending her. In actudity, Jaccavrie
could have outrun, outmaneuvered, or outfought the Kirkasanter with ludicrous ease. Laure didn’t
emphasize that fact. His charges were touchy enough dready. He had sug-gested hiring amodern carrier
for them, and met aglacia negative. This craft wastheir property and bore the honor of the confederated
clansthat had built her. She was not to be abandoned.

Modernizing her would have taken more time than in-creased speed would save. Besides, while Laure
was per-sondly convinced of the good intentions of Demring’s people, he had no right to present them
with up-to-date technology until he had proof they wouldn't misuseit.

One could not accurately say that he resigned himsdlf to accompanying them in his ship at the plodding
pace of theirs. The weeks of travel gave him achance to get acquainted with them and their culture. And
that was not only hisduty but his pleasure. Especidly, he found, when Graydal wasinvolved.

Some time passed before he could invite her to dinner a deux. He arranged it with what he felt sure was
adroit-ness. Two persons, undisturbed, talking socidly, could exchange information of the subtle kind
that didn’t come acrossin committee. Thus he proposed a series of private meetings with the officers of
Maki. He began with the captain, naturaly; but after awhile came the navigator’ sturn.

Jaccavrie phased in with the other vessdl, laid dong-sde and made air-lock connections in amotion too
smooth to fedl. Graydal came aboard and the ships parted company again. Laure greeted her according
to theway of Kirkasant, with a handshake. The clasp lasted amoment. “Welcome,” he said.

“Peace between us.” Her smile offset her formaism. She wasin uniform—another obsolete aspect of her
society—hut it shimmered gold and molded itsdlf to her.

“Won't you cometo the sdloon for adrink before we eat?’
“| shouldn’t. Not in space.”
“No hazard,” said the computer in an amused tone. “1 operate everything anyway.”

Grayda had tensed and clapped hand to gun at the voice. She had relaxed and tried to laugh. “1’m sorry.
| am not used to ... you.” She dmost bounded on her way down the corridor with Inure. He had set the
interior weight at one standard G. The Kirkasanters maintained theirs fourteen percent higher, to match
the pull of their homeworld.

Though she had ingpected this ship severa times d-ready, Grayda looked wide-eyed around her. The
saloon was smal but sybaritic. “Y ou do yoursdf proud,” she said amidst the draperies, music, perfumes,
and anima-tions.

He guided her to acouch. “Y ou don't sound quite ap-proving,” he said.
“Wdl_ll
“There sno virtuein suffering hardships.”

“But thereisin the ability to endure them.” She sat too Straight for the form-fitter cellsto make her
com-fortable.

“Think | can't?’

Embarrassed, she turned her gaze from him, toward the viewscreen, on which flowed acolor



composition. Her lipstightened. “Why have you turned off the ex-terior scene?’

“Youdon't seemtolikeit, I'venoticed.” He sat down beside her. “What will you have? We' refairly
well stocked.”

“Turniton.”
“Wha?'
“Theoutsdeview.” Her nostrilsdilated. “ 1t shdl not best me.”

He spread his hands. The ship saw his rueful gesture and obliged. Space legped into the screen,
star-strewn except where the storm-cloud mass of the dark nebulareared ahead. He heard Graydal suck
inabreath and said quickly, “Uh, since you aren't familiar with our beverages, | suggest daiquiris.
They'retart, alittle sveet—"

Her nod wasjerky. Her eyes seemed locked to the screen, He leaned close, catching the dight warm
odor of her, not quite identical with the odor of other women he had known, though the difference was
too subtle for him to name. “Why doesthat sight bother you?’ he asked.

“The strangeness. The dloneness. It is so absolutely dien to home. | fed forsaken and—" Shefilled her
lungs, forced detachment on hersdlf, and said in an andytica manner: “Possibly we are disturbed by a
black sky because we have virtually none of what you call night vison.” A touch of trouble returned.
“What ese have welogt?’

“Night vison isn't needed on Kirkasant, you tell me,” Laure consoled her. “ And evolution there worked
fast. But you must have gained aswell as arophied. | know you have more physica strength, for
instance, than your ancestors could ve had.” A tray with two glasses ex-tended from the side. “Ah, here
arethedrinks.”

She sniffed at hers. “1t smdls pleasant,” she said. But are you sure thereisn't something | might be
dlergicto?

“| doubt that. Y ou didn’t react to anything you tried on Serieve, did you?’
“No, except for finding it overly bland.”

“Don’'t worry,” he grinned. “ Before we left, your father took care to present me with one of your
sdt-shakers. It'll be on the dinner table.”

Jaccavrie had analyzed the contents. Besides sodium and potassium chloride—noticeably |ess abundant
on Kirkasant than on the average planet, but not scare enough to cause redl trouble—the mixture
included anumber of other sdts. The proportion of rare earths and especially arsenic was surprising. An
ordinary human who ingested the latter eement at that rate would lose quite afew years of life
expectancy. Doubtlessthe first refugee generations had, too, when something else didn’t get them firdt.
But by now their descendants were so well adapted that food didn’t taste right without a bit of arsenic
trioxide.

“We wouldn’t have to be cautious—we d know in ad-vance what you can and cannot take—if you'd
permit achromosome analysis,” Laure hinted. “ The |aboratory aboard this ship cando it.”

Her cheeks turned more than ever coppery. She scowl-ed. “We refused before,” she said.
“May | ask why?’
“It ... violates integrity. Humans are not to be probed into.”



He had encountered that attitude before, in severa guises. To the Kirkasanter—at least, to the Hobrokan
clansman; the planet had other cultures—the body was a citadel for the ego, which by right should be
inviolable. Thefeding, so basic that few were aware of having it, had led to the formation of reserved,
often rather cold persondities. It had handicapped if not stopped the progress of medicine. On the plus
sde, it had madefor dignity and sdf-reliance; and it had caused this civi-lization to be spared

professona gossips, confessiond literature, and psychoanalysis.

“| don't agree,” Laure said. “Nothing moreisinvolved than scientific information. What' s persond about
aDNA map?’

“Wel ... maybe. | shdl think on the matter.” Grayda made an obvious effort to get away from the topic.
She sipped her drink, smiled, and said, ‘Mm-m-m, thisisanobleflavor.”

“Hoped you'd likeit. | do. We have acustom inthe

Cormwonaty—" He touched glasses with her. “ Charming. Now we, when good friends are together,
drink haf what’ sin our cups and then exchange them.”

“May |7’
She blushed again, but with pleasure. “ Certainly. Y ou honor me.”

“No, the honor ismine.” Laure went on, quite sincere: “What your people have done istremendous.
What an addition to therace you'll be!”

Her mouth drooped. “If ever my folk may be found.”
“Surdy—"

“Do you think we did not try?” She tossed off another gulp of her cocktail. Evidently it went fast to her
un-accustomed head. “We did not fare forth blindly. Under-stand that Makt isnot thefirst ship to leave
Kirkasant’ s sun. But the prior ones went to nearby stars, starsthat can be seen from home. They are
many. We had not reglized how many more are in the Cloud Universe, hidden from eyes and instruments,
afew light-yearsfarther on. We, our ship, we intended to take the next step. Only the next step. Bardly
beyond that shell of sunswe could see from Kirkasant's system. We could find our way home again
without trouble. Of course we could! We need but steer by those suns that were a-ready charted on the
edge of instrumenta perception. Once we were in their neighborhood, our familiar part of space would
bevisble”

Shefaced him, gripping hisarm painfully hard, speak-ing in adesperate voice. “What we had not known,
what no one had known, was the imprecision of that charting. The absolute magnitudes, therefore the
distances and relative positions of those verge-visible stars ... had not been determined as well asthe
astronomers believed. Too much haze, too much shine, too much variability. Do you understand? And
S0, suddenly, our tables were worthless. We thought we could identify some suns. But we were wrong.
Hitting toward them, we must have by-passed the volume of space we sought ... and gone on and on,
more hopelesdy lost each day, each endless day

“What makes you think you can find our home 7" Laure, who had heard the details before, had spent the
time admiring her and weighing hisreply. He sipped his own drink, letting the sourness glide over his
palate and the alcohal dightly, soothingly burn him, beforehe said: “I cantry. | do have instruments your
people have not yet invented. Inertial devices, for example, that work under hyperdrive aswdll asat true
velocity. Don't give up hope.” He paused. “1 grant you, we might fail. Then what will you do?’

The blunt question, which would have driven many women of hisworld to tears, made her raly. She
lifted her head and said—haughtiness rang through the words. “Why, we will make the best of things, and



| do not think we will do badly.”

WA, hethought, she’ s descended from nothing but survivor types. Her natureisto face trouble
and whip it.

“I'm sure you will succeed magnificently.” hesaid. “You'll need timeto grow used to our ways, and you
may never fed quite easy in them, but—"

“What are your marriages like?’ she asked.
“Uh?’ Laurefitted hisjaw back into place.

Shewas not drunk, he decided. A bit of drink, together with these surroundings, the lilting music, odors
and pheromonesin the air, had smply lowered her in-hibitions. The huntressin her was st free, and at
once attacked whatever had been most deeply perturbing her. The basic reticence remained. She looked
graight at him, but she wasfiery-faced, asshe sad:

“We ought to have had an equa number of men and women aong on Makt. Had we known what was
to happen, we would have done so. But now ten men shal have to find wives among foreigners. Do you
think they will have much difficulty?”

“Uh, why no. | shouldn’t think they will,” he floundered. “They’ re obvioudy superior types, and then,
being exotic—glamorous...”

“I speak not of amatory pleasure. But ... what | over-heard on Serieve, atimeor two ... did |
miscompre-hend? Are there truly women among you who do not bear children?’

“On the older planets, yes, that's not uncommon. Population control—"

“We shdl have, to stay on Serieve, then, or worldslikeit.” She sighed. “1 had hoped we might go to the
pivot of your civilization, where your real work isdone and our children might become great.”

Laure considered her. After amoment, he understood. Adapting to the uncountably many aiennesses of
Kirka-sant had been along and crud process. No blood line survived which did not do more than make
up itsown heavy losses. The will to reproduce was arequirement of existence. It, too, became an
inginct.

He remembered that, while Kirkasant was not avery fertile planet, and today its population strained its
resources, no one had considered reducing the birth. rate. When someone on Serieve had asked why,
Dem-ring’' sfolk had reacted strongly. The idea struck them as obscene. They didn't care for the notion
of genetic modification or exogenetic growth either. And yet they were quite reasonable and
noncompulsive about most other aspects of ther culture.

Culture, Laurethought. Yes. That’s mutable. But you don’t change your instincts; they’re built into
your chromosomes. Her people must have children.

“Wadl,” he said, “you can find women who want large families on the centra planets, too. If anything,
they’ll be eager to marry your friends. They have a problem finding men who fed asthey do, you see”

Graydal rlA7zled him with asmile and held out her glass. “ Exchange?” she proposed.
“Hoy, you' reway ahead of me, .” He evened the liquid last Lsee of you.”
“Truly it won't.”

They finished their drinks and went to dinner. Jac-cavrie was also an excellent cook. And the choice of
wines was considerable. What was said and laughed at over the table had no relevance to anyone but



Laure and Graydd.

Except that, at the end, with immense and tender seriousness, she said: “If you want acell sample
from—me... for andyss ... you may haveit.”

He reached across the table and took her hand. “I wouldn't want you to do anything you might regret
later,” he said.

She shook her head. The tawny eyes never |eft him. Her voice was dow, faintly durred, but bespoke
com-plete awareness of what she was saying. “I have come to know you. For you to do thisthing will be
no violaion.”

Laure explained eagerly: “ The processis smple and painless, asfar asyou' re concerned. We can go
right down to the lab. The computer operates everything. It’ll give you an anesthetic spray and remove a
small sample of flesh, so small that tomorrow you won't be sure where the spot was, Of course, the
anaysiswill take along while. We don't have dl possible equipment aboard. And the computer does
have to devote most of her—most of its attention to piloting and interior work. But a the end, we'll be
abletotdl you—"

“Hush.” Her smilewas deepy. “No matter. If you wish this, that’s enough. | ask only onething.”
“What?’
“Do not let amachine use the knife, or the needle, or whatever it is. | want you to do that yourself.”

.. Yes. Yonder isour home sky.” The physicist Him Oran’s son spoke dow and hushed. Cosmic
interference seethed across hisradio voice, nigh drowning it in Laure sand Grayda’ s earplugs.

“No,” the Ranger said. “Not off there. We'redready init.”

“What?" Silvery against rock, the two space-armored figures turned to stare at him. He could not see
their ex-pressions behind the faceplates, but he could imagine how astonishment flickered above awe.

He paused, arranging words in hismind. The star noisein hisreceiverswas like surf and fire. The
land-scape overwhemed him.

Herewas no ampleairless planet. No planet isever redly smple, and this one had a stranger history than
most. Eons ago it was gpparently a subjovian, with acloudy hydrohdium and methane atmosphere and
an immense shell of ice and frozen gases around the core; for it orbited its sun at a distance of admost a
billion and a half kilometers, and though that primary was bright, at thisremoveit could belittle more than
aspark.

Until stellar evolution—hastened, Laure believed, by an abnormd infall of cosmic materia—took the star
off the main sequence. It swelled, surface cooling to red but total output growing so monstrous thet the
inner planets were consumed. On the farther ones, like this, at-mosphere fled into space. |ce melted; the
world-ocean boiled; each time the pulsations of the sun reached a maximum, more vapor escaped. Now
nothing remained except abal of metd and rock, hardly larger than aterrestrid-type globe. Asthe
pressure of the top layers were removed, frightful tectonic forces must have been liberated.
Mountains—the younger ones with crags like sharp teeth, the older ones worn by meteorite and ther-mal
eroson—rose from acratered plain of gloomy stone. Currently at aminimum, but nonetheessim-mense,
afull seven degrees across, blue core surround-ed and dimmed by the tenuous ruddy atmosphere, the
sun smoldered doft.

Its furnace light was not the sole illumination. Another star was passing sufficiently neer at thetimethat it
showed a perceptible disk ... in astopped-down viewscreen, because no human eye could directly



con-front that electric cerulean intendity. The outsder was a Be newborn out of dust and gas, blazing with
anintringc radiance of ahundred Sols.

Neither one helped in the shadows cast by the pin-meted upthrust which Laure' s party was investigating.
Flashcasters were necessary.

But more was to see overhead, astride the dark. Stars in thousands powdered the sky, brilliant with
proximity. And they were the mere fringes of the clugter. It wasrising as the planet turned, partly
backgrounding and partly following the sun. Laure had never met asight to compare. For the most part,
the individuas he could pick out in that enormous spheroida cloud of light were themselvesred:
long-lived dwarfs, dying-giants like the one that brooded over him. But many glistened exuber-ant
golden, emerald, sapphire. Some could not be older than the blue which wandered past and added its
own harsh hueto thisland. All those stars were studded through a soft glow that pervaded the entire
cluster, anacreous luminosity into which they faded and vanished, the fog wherein his companions had
lost their home but which was ashining beauty to behold.

“Youliveinawonder,” Lauresad.

Grayda moved toward him. She had had no logica reason to come down out of Makes orbit with him
and Hini. The ideawas smply to break out certain large ground-based instruments that Jaccavrie
carried, for study of their god before traveling on. Any third party could assist. But she had laid her claim
first, and none of her shipmates argued. They knew how often she and Laure werein each other’s

company.

“Wait until you reach our world,” she said low. “ Space is e dritch and dangerous. But once on
Kirka-sant—we will watch the sun go down in the Rainbow Desert; suddenly, in that thin air, night has
come, our shimmering star-crowded night, and the auroras dance and whisper above the stark hills. We
will see great flying flocks rise from dawn mists over the sat marshes, hear their wings thunder and their
voicesflute. Wewill stand on the battlements of Ey, under the banners of those verylcnights who long
ago rid theland of the firearms, and watch the folk dance welcometo anew year—”

“If the navigator pleases” said Hirn, hisvoice sharpened by an unadmitted dauntedness, “we will save
our dreams for later and attend now to the means of realizing them. At present, we are supposed to
choose agood level sitefor the observing apparatus. But, ah, Ranger Laure, may | ask what you meant
by saying we are aready back in the Cloud Universe?’

Laure was not as annoyed to have Graydad interrupted as he might normally have been. She’ d spoken of
Kirka-sant so often that he felt he had dmost been there himself. Doubtlessit had its glories, but by his
sandardsit was agrim, dry, ssorm-scoured planet where he would not care to stay for long at atime. Of
course, to her it was beloved home; and he wouldn’t mind making occasiond visitsif—No, chaostakeit,
there was work on hand!

Part of hisjob wasto make explanations. He said: “1n your sense of the term, Physicist Hirn, the Cloud
Universe does not exist.”

The reply was curt through the static. “1 disputed that point on Serieve dready, with Vandange and
others. And | resented their implication that we of Maki were either liars or incompetent observers.”

“You'reneither,” Laure said quickly. “But com-munications had adouble barrier on Serieve. Firdt, an
imperfect command of your language. Only on the way here, spending most of my timein contact with
your crew, have | mysdlf begun to fed ared mastery of Hobrokan. The second barrier, though, wasin
some way's more serious. Vandange' s stubborn preconcep-tions, and your own.”

“I waswilling to be convinced.”



“But you never got a convincing argument. Vandange was so dogmeatically certain that what you reported
having seen wasimpossible, that he didn’t take a serious ook at your report to seeif it might have an
orthodox explanation after al. Y ou naturally got angry at thisand cut the discussions off short. For your
part, you had what you had aways been taught was a perfectly good theory, which your experiences had
confirmed. Y ou weren’t going to change your whole concept of physicsjust because the unlovable Ozer
Vandange scoffed at it.”

“But wewere mistaken,” Grayda said. “Y ou’ vein-timated as much, Daven, but never made your
meaning clear.”

“I wanted to see the actua phenomenon for mysdlf, first,” Laure said. “We have a proverb—so old that
it' sreputed to have originated on Earth—' It isa capital mis-take to theorize in advance of the data.” But
| couldn’t help speculating, and what | see shows my speculations were dong the right lines.”

“WdI?" Him chdlenged.

“Let’ sstart with looking at the Situation from your viewpoint,” Laure suggested. “Y our people spent
millen-niaon Kirkasant. Y ou lost every hint, except afew am-biguous traditions, that things might be
different else-where. To you, it was natura that the night sky should be like agently shining mist, and
gtars should crowd thickly around. When you devel oped the scientific method again, not many
generations back, perforce you studied the universe you knew. Ordinary physics and chemistry, even
atomigtics and quantum theory, gave you no specia problems. But you measured the dis-tances of the
visble stars aslight-months—at most, afew light-years—after which they vanished in the foggy
background. Y ou measured the concentration of that fog, that dust and fluorescing gas. And you had no
reason to suppose the interstellar medium was not equally dense everywhere. Nor had you any hint of
receding gdaxies.

“So your version of relativity made space sharply curved by the mass packed together throughout it. The
entire universe was two or three hundred light-years across. Stars condensed and evolved—you could
witness every stage of that—but in a chaotic fashion, with no particular overal structure. It'sawonder
to’ methat you went on to gravities and hyperdrive. | wish | were scientist enough to appreciate how
different some of the laws and constants must be in your physics. But you did plow ahead. | guessthe
fact you knew these things were possible was important to your success. Y our scientists would keep
fudging and finagling, in defiance of theoretica niceties, until they made something work.”

“Urn-m-m ... asamatter of fact, yes,” Him said in adightly abashed tone. Grayda snickered.

“Wdl, then Makt lost her way, and emerged into the outer universe, which wastotaly strange,” Laure
said. “Y ou had to account somehow for what you saw. Like any scientists, you stayed with accepted
ideas as long as feasible—a perfectly correct principle which my people cal the razor of Occam. |
imagine that the notion of con-tiguous space-times with varying propertieslooks quitelogicd if you're
used to thinking of auniverse with an extremely smdl radius. Y ou may have been puzzled asto how you
managed to get out of one *bubble’ and into the next, but | daresay you cobbled together a tentative
explanation.”

“I did,” Him sad. “If we postulate amultidimen-gond—"
“Never mind,” Laure said. “ That’ s no longer needful. We can account for the facts much more smply.”

“How? | have'been ponderingit. | think | can grasp the idea of auniverse billions of light-years across, in
,which the stars form galaxies. But our home space—"

“Isadense star cluster. And as such, it has no definite boundaries. That’ swhat | meant by saying we are
dready init. Inthethin verge, at least.” Laure pointed to the diffuse, jeweled magnificence that wasrisng



higher above these wastes, in the wake of the red and blue suns. “Y onder’ sthe main body, and
Kirkasant is somewhere there. But this system here is associated, I’ ve checked proper motionsand |
know.”

“I could have accepted some such picture while on Serieve,” Hirn said. “But Vandange was so insistent
that astar clugter like this cannot be.” Laure visualized the sneer behind hi!; faceplate. “1 thought that he,
belonging to the master civilization, would know whereof he spoke.”

“He does. HE' smerdy rather unimaginative,” Laure said. *Y ou see, what we have hereisaglobular
clugter. That’sagroup made up of stars close together in aroughly spherica volume of space. I'd guess
you have aquarter million, packed into acouple of hundred light-years diameter.

“But globular clusters haven't been known like this one. The oneswe do know lie mostly well off the
galactic plane. The space within them is much clearer than in the spird arms, amost a perfect vacuum.
Theindividua membersarered. Any normd stars of greater than min-imal mass have gone off themain
sequence long ago. The survivors are metal-poor. That's another sign of extreme age. Heavy dements
areformed in stellar cores, you know, and spewed back into Space. So it'sthe younger suns, coaescing
out of the enriched interstellar medium, thet contain alot of metd. All indl, everything pointsto the
globular clugters being rdlics of an embryo stagein the galaxy’slife.

“Y ours, however—! Dust and gas so thick that not. even a giant can be seen across many parsecs.
Plenty of mainsequence stars, including blues which cannot be more than afew million years old, they
burn out so fast. Spectra, not to mention planets your explorers visited, showing atomic abundances far
skewed toward the high end of the periodic table. A background radiation too powerful for aman like
me to dare take up permanent residence in your country.

“Such aduster shouldn't bel”
“Butitis” Graydd sad.

Laure made bold to squeeze her hand, though little of that could pass through the gauntlets. “I’'m glad,”
he answered.

“How do you explain the phenomenon?’ Hirn asked.

“Oh, that’ sobvious ... now that I’ ve seen the thing and gathered some information on its path,” Laure
sad. “Animprobable situation, maybe unique, but not im-possible. This cluster happensto have an
extremely ec-centric orbit around the galactic center of mass. Once or twice agigayear, it passes through
the vast thick clouds that surround that region. By gravitation, it Sweeps up immense quantities of stuff.
Meanwhile, | suppose, per-turbation causes some of its senior membersto drift off. You might say it's
periodicaly rejuvenated.

“Atpresent, it sonitsway_out again. Hasn't quite left our spiral arm. It passed near the gdlactic midpoint
just ashort while back, cosmically speaking; I d estimate less than fifty million years. Theinfdl is il
turbulent, till condensing out into new starslike that blue giant shining on us. Y our home sun and its
planets must be a product of an earlier sweep. But there' ve been twenty or thirty such since the galaxy
formed, and each one of them was responsible for severa generations of giant stars. So Kirkasant hasa
lot more heavy € ements than the normd planet, even though it’ s not much_younger than Earth. Do you
follow me?’

“Hm-m-m ... perhaps. | shdl haveto think.” Hirn walked off, across the grest tilted block on which the
party stood, to its edge, where he stopped and |ooked down into the shadows below. They were deep
and knife sharp. The mingled light of red and blue suns, stars, starfog played eerie across the sone land.
Laure grew aware of what strangeness and what silence—under the hissin his ears—pressed in on him.



Grayda must have felt the same, for she edged close until their armors clinked together. He would have
liked to see her face. She said: “ Do you truly believe we can enter that reallm and conquer it?”

“I don’'t know,” he said, dow and blunt. “ The sheer number,of stars may begat us.”
“A large enough fleet could search them, one by one.”
“If it could navigate. We have yet to find out whether that' s possble.”

“Suppose. Did you guess aquarter million sunsin the cluster? Not dl arelike ours. Not even amgority.
On the other coin side, with visibility aslow asit is, space must be searched back and forth, light-year by
light-year. We of Makt could die of eld before asingle vessal chanced on Kirkasant.”

“I'm afraid that’ strue.”
“Y et an adequate number of ships, dividing the task, could find our homein ayear or two.”
“That would be unattainably expensve, Graydd.”

He thought he sensed her stiffening. “I’ ve come on thisbefore,” she said coldly, withdrawing from his
touch. “In your Commonalty they count the cost and the profit first. Honor, adventure, smple charity
must run a poor second.”

“Bereasonable,” he said. “ Cost represents labor, skill, and resources. The gigantic fleet that would go
looking for Kirkasant must be diverted from other jobs. Other people would suffer need as aresuilt.
Some might suffer sharply.”

“Do you mean acivilization as big, as productive as yours could not spare that much effort for awhile
with-out risking disaster?’

She' s quick on the uptake, Laurethought. Knowing what machine technology can do on her single
impover -ished world, she can well guess what it’ s capable of with millions of planets to draw on.
But how can | make her realize that matters aren’'t that simple?”

“Please, Graydal,” he said. “Won't you believe I'm working for you? I’ ve comethisfar, and I'll go as
much farther as need be, if something doesn't kill us.”

He heard her gulp. “Yes. | offer gpology. You are different.”

“Not redly. I'm atypicadl Commonaty member. Later, maybe, | can show you how our civilization
works, and what an odd problem in political economy we' ve got if Kirkasant isto be rediscovered. But
first we haveto es-tablish that locating it is physicaly possble. We have to make long-term observations
from here, and then enter those mists, and—Onetrouble a atime, | beg you!”

Shelaughed gently. “Indeed, my friend. And you will find away.” The mirth faded. It had never been
grong.

“Won't you?’ Thereflection of clouded tars glistened on her faceplate like tears.
Blindness was not dark. It shone.

Standing on the bridge, amidst the view of space, Laure saw nimbus and thunderheads. They piled in
cliffs, they eddied and streamed, their color was asheen of al colors overlying
white—mother-of-pearl—but here and there they darkened with shadows and grottoes; here and there
they glowed dull red asthey reflected anearby sun. For the stars were scattered about in their myriads,
dominantly ruby and ember, some yellow or candent, green or blue. The nearest were clear tothe eye, a
few showing tiny disks, but the mgority were fuzzy glowsrather than lightpoints. Such shimmers grew



dim with distance until the mist engulfed them en-tirely and nothing remained but mi<t.

A crackling noise beat out of that roiling formless-ness, like flames. Energies pulsed through his marrow.
He remembered the old, old myth of the Y awning Gap, where fire and ice arose and out of them the.
Nine Worlds, which were doomed in the end to return to fire and ice; and he shivered.

“Illuson,” said Jaccavri€' s voice out of immengity. “What?' Laure started. It was asif amother goddess
had spoken.

She chuckled. Whether deity or machine, she had the great strength of ordinarinessin her. “Y ou' re rather
transparent to an observer who knowsyou well,” shesaid. “I could practically read your mind.”

Laure swallowed. “The sight, well, abig, marvel ous, dangerous thing, maybe uniquein the gaaxy. Yes, |
ad-mit I’'m’ impressed.”

“We have much to learn here”
“Have you been doing 07’

“At ,,anear-capacity rate,, since we entered the denser part of the cluster.” Jaccavrie shifted to
primness. “If you' d been lessimmersed in discussons with the Kirka-santer navigation officer, you might
have got running reports from me.”

“Degtruction!” Laure swore. “1 was studying her notes from their trip outboard, trying to get some idea of
what configuration to look for, once we' ve learned how to make alowances for what this material does
to starlight—Never mind. We' |l have our conference right now, just as you requested. What' d you mean
by ‘anil-luson’?’

“Theview outsde,” answered the computer. “ The concentration of massis not redly as many atoms per
cubic centimeter as would be found in avaporous planetary atmosphere. It isonly that, across
light-years, their absorption and reflection effects are cumulative. The gas and dust do, indeed, swirl, but
not with anything like the velocity we think we perceive. That is due to our being under hyperdrive. Even
at the very low pseudo-speed at which we are feding our way, we pass swiftly through varying dengties.
Space itsdf isnot actually shining; excited atoms are fluorescing. Nor does space roar at you. What you
hear isthe sound of radiation counters and other instrumentswhich I’ ve activated. Thereare no red,
tangible currentsworking on our hull, making it quiver. But when we make quantum micro-jumps across
grong interstellar magnetic fields, and those fidds vary according to an extraordinarily complex pattern,
we' re bound to interact noticeably with them.

“Admittedly the stars are far thicker than appears. My instruments can detect none beyond afew
parsecs. But what data |’ ve gathered of |ate leads me to suspect the estimate of a quarter million totd is
conservative. To be sure, most are dwarfs—"

“Come off that!” Laure barked. “I don’t need you to explain what | knew the minute | saw this place.”

“Y ou need to be drawn out of your fantasizing,” Jac-cavrie sad. “Thought you recognize your
daydreamsfor what they are, you can’'t afford them. Not now.”

Laure tensed. He wanted to order the view turned off, but checked himself, wondered if the robot
followed that chain of hisimpulsestoo, and said in aharshened voice: “When you go academic on me
likethat, it means you’ re postponing news you don't want to give me. We have troubles.”

“We can soon have them, a any rate,” Jaccavrie said. “My adviceisto turn back a once.”

“Wecan't navigate,” Laure deduced. Though it was not unexpected, he nonethelessfelt smitten.



“No. That is, I'm having difficulties dready, and conditions ahead of us are demonstrably worse.”
“What' sthe matter?’

“Opticd methods are quite unsuitable. We knew that from the experience of the Kirkasanters. But
nothing else works, elther. Y ou recall, you and | discussed the possibility of identifying supergiant stars
through the clouds and using them for beacons. Though their light be diffused and absorbed, they should
produce other effects—they should be powerful neutrino sources, for instance—that we could use.”

“Don’'t they?’

“Oh, yes. But the effects are soon smothered. Too much eseisgoing on. Too many neutrinos from too
many different sources, to name one thing. Too many magnetic effects. The stars are o close together,
you see; and so many of them are double, triple, quadruple, hence revolving rapidly and twisting the force
lines, and irradiation kegps agoodly fraction of theinterstellar medium in the plasma state. Thus we get
electro-magnetic action of every sort; plus sunchroton and betatron radiation, plus nuclear collision,
plus—

“Spare methe completelist,” Laure brokein. “ Just say the noiselevel istoo high for your instruments.”

“And for any insrumentsthp.t | can extrapolate as buildable,” Jaccavrie replied. “ The precison their
filterswould require seems greater than the laws of atomisticswould alow.”

“What about your inertial syssem? Bollixed up, too?’

“It'sbeginning to be. That’ swhy | asked you to come take agood look at what' s around us and what
we' re headed into, while you listen to my report.” The robot was not built to know fear, but Laure
wondered if shedidn’t spring back to pedantry asarefuge: “Inertia navigation would work here at
kinetic velocities. But we can’t traverse parsecs except by hyperdrive. Inertid and gravitationa mass
being identical, too rapid achange of gravitational potentia will tend to cause uncontrollable precesson
and nutation. We can compensate for that in normal parts of space. But not here. With so many stars so
closdly packed, moving among each other on paths too complex for meto cdculate, the variation rateis
be-coming too much.”

“Inshort,” Laure said dowly, “if we go deeper into this tuff, we'll beflying blind.”
“Yes. Just as Maki did.”

“We can get out into clear spacetime, can’t we?'Y ou can follow amore or less straight linetill we
emerge”

“True. | don't like the hazards. The cosmic ray back-ground isincreasing considerably.”
“Y ou have screen fidds”

“But I’'m congdering the implications. Those particles have to originate somewhere. Magnetic
acceeration will only account for afraction of ther intensity. Hence the rate of novaproductioninthis
clugter, and of super-novaein the recent past, must be enormous. Thisin turn indicates vast numbers of
lesser bodies—neutron stars, rogue planets, large meteoroids, thick dust banks—things that might be
undetectable before we blunder into them.”

Laure amiled at her unseen scanner. “If anything goeswrong, you'll reect fast,” hesaid. “Y ou dways do.”
“I can’'t guarantee wewon't runinto trouble | can’'t ded with.”

“Can you estimate the odds on that for me?’ Jaccavrie wasdlent. The air sputtered and sibilated. Laure



found hisvison drowning in the starfog. He needed aminute to realize—he had not been answered.
“Wel?' hesad.

“The parameters are too uncertain.” Overtones had departed from her voice. “I can merely say that the
prob-ability of disaster ishigh in comparison to the valuefor travel through normal regions of the galaxy.”

“Oh, for chaos sakel” Laure slaugh was uneasy. “ That figure isamost too smal to measure. We knew
before we entered this nebula that we d be taking arisk. Now what about coherent radiation from
natural sources?’

“My judgment isthat the risk isout of proportionto thegain,” Jaccavrie sad. “ At het, thisisaplace for
scientific sudy. Y ou’ ve other work to do. Y our basic—and dangerous—fantasy isthat you can satisfy
the emo-tiond cravings of afew semibarbarians.”

Anger sprang up in Laure. He gaveit cold shape: “My order was that you report on coherent radiation.”
Never before had he pulled the rank of his humanness on her.

She said like dead metd: “I have detected somein the visible and short infrared, where certain types of
Star excite pseudoquasar processes in the surrounding gas. It is dissipated asfast as any other light.”

“Theradio bands are clear?’
“Yes, of that type of wave, athough—"

“Enough. WEe Il proceed as before, toward the center of the cluster. Cut this view and connect me with
Makt.”

The hazy sunsvanished. Laure was alonein ametal compartment. He took a seat and glowered at the
outer-com screen before him. What had gotten into Jaccavrie, anyway? She' d been making her
disapprova of this quest more and more obvious over the last few days. She wanted him to turn around,
report to HQ, and leave the Kirkasanters there for whatever they might be able to make of themsalvesin
alifetime’ sexile. Well ... her judgments were aways conditioned by the fact that shewasa

Range& vessd, built for Ranger work. But couldn’t she see that his duty, aswell ashisdesire, wasto
help Graydd’ s people?

The screen flickered. The two ships were so different-ly designed that it was hard for them to stay in
phase for any consderable time, and thus hard to receive the mod-ulation imposed on spacepulses. After
awhiletheimage steadied to show aface. “I’ll switch you to Captain Demring,” the communications
officer said a once. In hisfolk, such lack of ceremony was asreveding of strain as haggardness and
dark-rimmed eyes.

Theimage waverered again and became the Old Man's. Hewasin his cabin, which had direct
audiovisua connections, and the background struck Laure anew with outlandishness. What history had
brought forth the artistic conventions of that bright-colored, angular-figured tapestry? What song was
being sung on the player, in what language, and on what scale? What was the symbolism behind the silver
meask on the door?

Worn but indomitable, Demring looked forth and said, “ Peace between us. What occasionsthis cal?’

“Y ou should know what I've learned,” Laure said. “ Uh, can we make this a three-way with your
navigator?’

“Why?" The question was machine steady.
“Well, that is, her duties—"



“Sheisto help carry out decisons,” Demring said. “ She does not make them. At maximum, she can offer
advicein discusson.” He waited before adding, with athrust: “ And you have been having agreet ded of
dis-cusson dready with my daughter, Ranger Laure.”

“No ... | mean,, yes, but—" The younger man rallied. He did have psych training to call upon, a-though
its use had not yet become reflexivein him. “Captain,” he said, “Grayda has been helping me
under-stand your ethos. Our two cultures have to see what each other’ sbasics are,if they’'reto
cooperate, and that process begins right here, among these ships. Grayda can make things clearer to me,
and | believe grasps my intent better, than anyone el se of your crew.”

“Why isthat?’ Demring demanded.

Laure suppressed pique at his arrogance—he was her father—and attempted asmile. “Well, gir, we' ve
gotten acquainted to adegree, sheand |. We can drop formdity and just be friends.”

“That is not necessarily desirable,” Demring said.

Laure recollected that, throughout the human species, sexua customs are among the most variable. And
the most emotionaly charged. He put himself insde Dem-ring’ s prejudices and said with what he hoped
wastheright dight note of indignation: “1 assure you nothing improper has occurred.”

“No, no.” The Kirkasanter made a brusque, chopping gesture. “I trust her. And you, | am sure. Yet |
must warn that close ties between members of radicdly dif-ferent societies can prove disastrous to
everyonein-volved.”

Laure might have sympeathized as he thought, He' s afraid to let down his mask—is that why their art
uses the motif so much?—but underneath, he is a father worrying about hislittle girl. Hefdt too
harassed. Firgt his computer, now this He said coolly, “I don't believe our cultures arethat dien. They’re
both rationa-technologica, which is atremendous smilarity to begin with. But haven't we got off the
subject? | wanted you to hear the findings this ship has made.”

Demring relaxed. The =human universe he could cope with. “ Proceed at will, Ranger.”

When he had heard Laure out, though, he scowled, tugged his beard, and said without trying to hide
distress. “Thuswe have no chance of finding Kirkasant by ourselves.”

“Evidently not,” Laure said. “I’d hoped that one of my modern locator systemswould work in this
clugter. If s0, we could have zigzagged rapidly between the stars, mapping them, and had afair likelihood
of finding the group you know within months. But as matters stand, we can't establish an accurate enough
grid, and we have nothing to tie any such grid to. Once agiven star dis-gppearsin the fog, we can't find it
again. Not even by straight-line backtracking, because we don't have the navigational feedback to keep
onatruly sraightline”

“Lost.” Demring stared down at his hands, clenched on the desk before him. When he looked up again,
the bronze face wasrigid with pain. “| was afraid of this” hesaid. “It iswhy | was reluctant to come
back at al. | feared the effect of disappointment on my crew. By now you must know one magjor respect
inwhich we differ from you. To us, home, kinfolk, ancestra graves are not mere pleasures. They are an
important part of our identities. We are prepared to explore and colonize, but not to be totally cut off.”
He straightened in his seet and turned the confession into a stragetic datum by finish-ing dry-voiced:
“Therefore, the sooner we leave this degree of familiarity behind us and accept with physical renunciation
the truth of what has happened to us—the sooner we get out of this cluster—the better for us.”

/*No,” Lauresaid. “I’ve given alot of thought to your Situation. There are waysto navigate here.”

Demring did not show surprise. He, too, must have dwelt on contingencies and possibilities. Laure



ketched them neverthdess:

“Sarting from outsde the cluster, we can establish agrid of artificid beacons. I’ d guessfifty thousand, in
orbit around selected stars, would do. If each hasits dis-tinctive identifying signal, a spaceship can locate
hersdf and lay acourse. | can imagine severa waysto make them. Y ou want them to emit something that
isn't swamped by natura noise. Hyperdrive drones, shuttling automaticaly back and forth, would be
detectablein alight-year’ sradius. Coherent radio broadcasters on the right bands should be detectable
at the same distance or better. Since the stars hereabouts are only light-weeks or light-months apart, an
electromagnetic network wouldn't take long to complete its linkups. No doubt area engineer, turned
loose on the problem, would find better answers than these.”

“I know,” Demring said. “We on Makt have discussed the matter and reached similar conclusions. The
basic obstacle isthe work involved, first in producing that number of beacons, then—more
ggnificantly—in plant-ing them. Many man-years, much shipping, must go to that task, if itisto be
accomplished in areasonabletime.”

“ YS,”

“I liketo think,” said Demring, “that the clans of Hobrok would not haggle over who wasto pay the cost.
But | have talked with men on Serieve. | have taken heed of what Graydal does and does not relay of
her conver-sationswith you. Y oursisamercantile civilization.”

“Not exactly,” Lauresaid. “I’ vetried to explain—"

“Don’t bother. We shall have the rest of our livesto learn about your Commonalty. Shall we turn about,
now, and end this expedition?’

Laure winced at the scorn but shook his head. “No, best we continue. We can make extraordinary
findings here. Thingsthat' I attract scientists. And with alot of ships buzzing around—"

Demring' s smile had no humor. “ Spare me, Ranger. Therewill never be that many scientists come
avigting. And they will never plant beacons throughout the cluster. Why should they? The chance of one
of their vessals sumbling on Kirkasant is negligible. They will be after unusua stars and planets,
information on mag-netic fields and plasmas and whatever eseisreadily studied. Not even the
anthropologists will have any strong impetus to search out our world. They have many othersto work on,
equally strange to them, far more accessible”

“I have my own obligations,” Laure said. “It was along trip here. Having madeit, | should recoup some
of the cost to my organization by gathering as much dataas| can before turning home.”

“No matter the cost to my people?” Demring said dowly. “ That they see their own sky around them, but
nonethel ess are exiles—for weekslonger?’

Laurelost his patience. “Withdraw if you like, Cap-tain,” he sngpped. “I’ ve no authority to stop you. But
I’'m going on. To the middle of the clugter, infact.”

Demring retorted in acold flare: “Do you hope to find something, that will make you personaly rich, or
only persondly famous?’ Hereined himsdlf in a once. “Thisisno place for impulsive acts. Y our vessd is
undoubted-ly superior to mine. | am not certain, ether, that Makt’ s navigationd equipment isequad to
finding that ad-vanced base where we must refuel her. If you continue, | am bound in Smple prudenceto
accompany you, unlesstherisks you take become gross. But | urge that we con-fer again.”

“Any time; Cgptain.” Laure cut hiscircuit.
He sat then, for awhile, fuming. The culture barrier couldn’t be that high. Could it? Surely the



Kirkasanters were neither so stupid nor so perverse as not to see what he wastrying to do for them. Or
werethey? Or wasit hisfault? He' d concentrated more on learning about them than on teaching them
about him. Still, Graydd, at least, should know him by now.

The ship sensed an incoming call and turned Laure’ s screen back on. And there she was. Gladnesslifted
inhim until he saw her expresson.

She said without greeting, winter in the golden gaze: “We officers have just been given aplayback of your
conversation with my father. What isyour” (outphasing occurred, making the image into turbulence, filling
the voice with gtaticlike ugliness, but he thought he re-cognized) “intention?’ The screen blanked.

“Maintain contact,” Lauretold Jaccavrie.
“Not easy inthese gravitic fields,” the ship said.

Laure jumped to hisfeet, cracked fist in palm, and shouted, “1s everything trying to brew trouble for me?
Bring her back or so help me, I'll scrap your

He got apicture again, though it was blurred and watery and the voice was streaked with buzzes and
whines, asif he caled to Graydd across light-years of swalowing starfog. She said—wasit alittle more
kindly?—"“We  puzzled. | was deputed to inquire further, sncel am mogt ... familiar ... with you. If our
two craft can't find Kirkasant by themsdlves, why are we going on?’

Laure understood her so well, after the watches when they, talked, dined, drank, played music, laughed
to-gether, that he saw the misery behind her armor. For her people—for hersef—thisjourney among
mistswas crueler than it would have been for him had he ori-ginated here. He belonged to acivilization of
travelers; to him, no one planet could be the land of lost content. But in them would dways stand a
certain ridge purple againgt sunset, marsh a dawn, ice cloud walking over wind-gnawed desert crags,
ancient castle, wingbest in heaven ... and aways, always, the dear bright nightsthat no other placein
man’ suniverse knew.

They wereawarrior folk. They would not settle down to be pitied; they would forge something powerful
for themsdvesin their exile. But he was not helping them forget their uprootedness.

Thus he dmost gave her histrue reason. He hdted in time and, instead, explained in more detail what he
had told Captain Demring. His ship Y epresented a consider-able investment, to be amortized over her
sarvicelife. Likewise, with histraining, did he. Thetime he had spent coming hither was, therefore,
equivaent to alarge sum of money. And to date, he had nothing to show for that expense except
confirmation of afairly obvious guess about the nature of Kirkasant's surroundings.

He had broad discretion—while he wasin service. But he could be discharged. He would be, if his
career, taken asawhole, didn’t seem to be returning a profit. In this particular case, the profit would
congst of detailed in-formation about a unique environment. Y ou could pro-rate that in such terms as:
scientific knowledge, with its potentiditiesfor technological progress, space-faring experience; public
relations—

Grayda regarded him in akind of horror. “Y ou cannot mean ... we go on ... merely to further your
private ends,” she whispered. Interference gibed at them both.

“No!” Laure protested. “Look, only look, | want to help you. But you, too, have to justify yourselves
econom+-icaly. You rethereason | came so far in thefirst place. If you' re to work with the Commonalty,
and it’sto help you make afresh sart, you have to show that that’ s worth the Commonalty’ swhile.

Here swherewe start proving it. By going on. Eventudly, by bringing them in abookful of knowledge
they didn’t have before.”



Her gaze upon him camed but remained doof. “ Do you think thet isright?’

“It' sthe way things are, anyhow,” he said. “ Some-times | wonder if my attempts to explain my peopleto
you haven't glided right off your brain.”

“Y ou have made it clear that they think of nothing but their own good,” she said thinly.

“If 0, rrefailed to make anything clear.” Laure dumped in his chair web. Some days hit aman with one
club after the next. He forced himself to Sit erect again and say:

“We have adifferent ideal from you. Or no, that's not correct. We have the same set of ideals. The
emphases are different. Y ou believe theindividua ought to be free and ought to help hisfellowman. We
do, too. But you make the service basic, you giveit priority. We have the opposite way. Y ou give aman,
or awoman, dutiesto the clan and the country from birth. But you protect hisindividudity by frowning on
davishness and on anyone who doesn't keep a grictly private sdeto hislife. We give a person freedom;
within aloose framework of common-sense prohibitions. And then we protect his socia aspect by
frowning on greed, selfishness, calous ness”

“I know,” shesaid. “Y ou have—"

“But maybe you haven't thought how we must do it that way,” he pleaded. * Civilization’ s gotten too big
out there for anything but freedom to work. The Common-aty isn't agovernment. How would you
govern ten million planets? It saprivate, voluntary, mutual -benefit society, open to anyone anywhere
who meets the modest standards. It maintains certain services for its members, like my own space rescue
work. The services are widespread and efficient enough that locd planet-ary governments aso like to
hirethem. But | don’'t spesk for my civilization. Nobody does. Y ou' ve made afriend of me. But how do
you make friendswith ten million timesabillion individuas?’

“You'vetold mebefore” shesad.

And it didn’t register. Not really. Too new an idea for you, | suppose, Laure thought. Heignored her
remark and went on:

“In the same way, we can't have a planned interstellar economy. Planning breaks down under the sheer
mass of detail when it's attempted for asingle continent. History isfull of cases. So werely on the
market, which operates as automaticaly as gravitation. Also as ef-ficiently, asimpersondly, and
sometimes as ruthless-ly—but we didn’t make thisuniverse. We only liveinit.”

He reached out his hands, asif to touch her through the distance and the distortion. “Can’t you see?1’'m
not ableto help your plight. Nobody is. No individua quad-rillionaire, no foundation, no government, no
consor-tium could pay the cost of finding your homefor you. It' s not amatter of lacking charity. It'sa
matter of lacking resourcesfor that magnitude of effort. The resources are divided among too many
people, each of whom has his own obligationsto mest fird.

“Certainly, if each would contribute a pittance, you could buy your fleet. But the tax mechanism for
collect-ing that pittance doesn't exist and can’t be made to exist. Asfor free-will donations—how do we
get your message acrossto an entire civilization, that big, that diverse, that busy with its own affairs
?—which include cases of need far more urgent than yours.

“Graydal, we' re not greedy where | come from. We' re helpless.”

She studied him at length, He wondered, but could not see through the ripplings, what emotions passed
across her face. Findly she spoke, not altogether ungently, though helmeted again in the reserve of her
kindred, and he could not hear anything of it through the buzzings ex-cept: ... proceed, snce we must.
For awhile, anyhow. Good watch, Ranger.”



The screen blanked. Thistime he couldn’t make the ship repair the connection for him.

At the heart of the great cluster, where the nebulawas so thick asto be anearly featureless glow,
pearl-hued and shot with rainbows, the stars were themsel ves so close that thousands could be seen. The
gpaceships crept forward like frigates on unknown seas of ancient Earth. For here was more than fog;
here were shods, reefs, and riptides. Energiestravailed in the plasma. Drifts of dust, loose planets,
burnt-out sunslay in menace behind the denser clouds. Twice Maki would have met catastrophe had

not Jaccavrie sensed the danger with keener instruments and cried awarning to sheer off.

After Demring’ s subsequent urgings had failed, Gray-dal came aboard in person to beg Laure that he
turn homeward. That she should surrender her pride to such an extent bespoke how worn down she and
her folk were. “What are we gaining worth the risk?” she asked shakenly.

“WEe re proving that thisis atreasure house of ab-solutely unique phenomena,” he answered. He was
aso hollowed, partly from the long travel and the now con-stant tension, partly from the half
estrangement be-tween him and her. He tried to put enthusiasm in hisvoice. “ Once we ve reported,
expeditions are certain to be organized. I'll bet the foundations of two or three whole new sciences will
oet laid here”

“I know. Everything astronomical in abundance, close together and interacting.” Her shoulders drooped.
“But our task isn't research. We can go back now, we could have gone back aready, and carried
enough detailswith us. Why do we not?’

“| want to investigate severa planetsyet, on the ground, in different systems,” hetold her. “Then we'll
cdl ahdt.”

“What do they matter to you?’

“Wdll, local stellar spectraare freskish. | want to know if the element abundancesin solid bodies
corre-spond.”

She gtared at him. 1 do not understand you,” she said. “I thought | did, but, | waswrong. Y ou have no
com-passion. You led us, you lured us so far in that we can’t escape without your ship for aguide. You
don't care how tired and tormented we are. Y ou can't, or won't, understand why we are anxious to
live”

“I ammysdf,” hetried to grin. “1 enjoy the process.”

The dark head shook. “I said you won’'t underfand. We do not fear death for ourselves. But most of us
have not yet had children. We do fear death for our blood-lines. We need to find ahome, forgetting
Kirkasant, and begin our families. Y ou, though, you keep us on this barren search—why? For your own

gory?

He should have explained then. But the strain and weariness in him snapped: “Y ou accepted my
leader-ship. That makes me responsiblefor you, and | can’t be responsibleif | don’t have command.
Y ou can endure another couple of weeks. That'sdl it'll take.”

And she should have answered that she knew his motives were good and wished smply to hear his
reasons. But being the descendant of hunters and soldiers, she clicked hedls together and flung back at
him: “Very wdl, Ranger. | shdl convey your word to my captain.”

Sheleft, and did not again board Jaccavrie.
Later, after adeepless“night,” Laure said, “ Put me through to Makt’ s navigator.”

“I wouldn't advisethat,” said the woman-voice of hisship.



“Why rK)t?’

“I presume you want to make amends. Do you know how she—or her father, or her, young male
shipmates that must be attracted to her—how they will react? They are alien to you, and under intense
dran.”

“They’re human!”
Engines pulsed. Ventilators whispered. “Wel?” said Laure.

“I’'m not designed to compute about emotions, except on an eementary level,” Jaccavrie sad. “But
please recollect the diversity of mankind. On Reith, for example, ordinary peaceful men can fdl into
literally murderous rages. It happens so often that violence under those circumstancesisnot acrimein
their law. A Taatto will be patient and cheerful in adversity, up to acertain point: after which he quits
sriving, contem-plates his God, and waitsto die. Y ou can think of other cultures. And they are within the
ambience of the Commonalty. How foreign might not the Kirkasanters be?’

“Um-m-m—"

“I suggest you obtrude your presence on them aslittle as possible. That makesfor the smdlest
probability of provoking some unforeseeable outburst. Once our task is completed, once we are bound
home, the stresswill be removed, and you can safely behave toward them asyou like.”

“Wadl ... you may beright.” Laure stared dull-eyed at a bulkhead. “I don’t know. | just don’t know.”

Beforelong, he wastoo busy to fret much. Jaccavrie went at hisdirection, finding planetary systemsthat
be-longed to various stdlar types. In each he landed on an airless body, took andytical readings and
mineral samples, and gave the larger worlds a cursory inspect-ion from adistance.

Hedid not find, life. Not anywhere. He had expected that. In fact, he was confirming hiswhole guess
about the inmogt part of the cluster.

Here gravitation had concentrated dust and gastill the rate of star production became unbelievable. Each
time the cluster passed through the clouds around galactic center and took on anew load of materia,
there must have been a spate of supernovae, severd per century for amillion years or more. He could
not visualize what fury had raged; he scarcely dared put his estimate in numbers. Probably radiation had
gerilized every abode of lifefor fifty light-years around. (Kirk-asant mugt, therefore, lie farther
out—which fitted in with what he had been told, that the interstellar medium was much denser in this core
region than in the neighborhood of the vanished world.)

Nuclel had been cooked in stellar interiors, not the two, three, four star-generations which have preceded
the mgjority of the norma galaxy—here, atypica atom might well have gone through a dozen successive
super-novaexplosons. Transformation built on transfor-mation. Hydrogen and helium remained the
commonest dements, but only because of overwhelming initia abundance. Otherwise the lighter
substances had mostly becomerare. Planets were like nothing ever known before. Giant ones did not
have thick shells of frozen water, nor did smaller ones have extensve silicate crusts. Carbon, oxygen,
nitrogen, sodium, duminum, calcium were dl but lost among ... iron, gold, mercury, tungsten, bismuth,
uranium and transuranics—On some little spheres Laure dared not land. They radiated too fiercely. A
heavily armored robot might someday set foot on them, but never aliving organism.

The crew of Makt didn’t offer to help him. Irrationa in hishurt, he didn’t ask them. Jaccavrie could
carry on any essentid communication with their cgptain and navigator. He toiled until he dropped, woke,
fueled his body, and went back to work. Between stars, he made detailed analyses of his samples. That
was tricky enough to keep hismind off Graydd. Minerds like these could have formed nowhere but in



thiswitchy realm.

Findly the shipstook orbit around a planet that had atmaosphere. “Do you indeed wish to make entry
there?”

the computer asked. “I would not recommend it.”

“Y ou never recommend anything | want to do,” Laure grunted. “1 know air adds an extrafactor to
reckon with. But | want to get some idea of eement distribution at the surface of objectslikethat.” He
rubbed bloodshot eyes. “It’ll bethelast. Then we go home.”

“Asyouwish.” Didtheartificid voice actualy sigh?*“ But after thislong timein space, you'll haveto
batten things down for an aerodynamic landing.”

“No,  won't. I'mtaking theded asusud. You'll stay put.”

“You are being reckless. Thisisn't an airless globe where | can orbit right above the mountai ntops and
see everything that might happen to you. Why, if | haven't misgauged, theionosphereis so charged that
the ded radio can’t reach me.”

“Nothing'slikely to gowrong,” Laure said. “But should it, you can’t be spared. The Kirkasanters need
you to conduct them safely out.”

“Y ou heard your orders.” Laure proceeded to discuss certain basic precautions. Not that he felt they
were necessary. His objective looked peaceful—dry, sterile, a stone spinning around astar.

Neverthel ess, when he departed the main hatch and gunned his gravity ded to kill velocity, the view
caught at hisbreath.

Around him reached the shining fog. Stars and stars were caught in it, illuminating caverns and tendrils,
aureoled with many-colored fluorescences. Even as he looked, one such point, steely blue, multiplied its
bril-liance until theintengity hurt hiseyes. Another nova. Every stage of stellar evolution was so richly
repre-sented that it was asif timeitsalf had been com-pressed—cosmos, what an astrophysical
|aboratory!

(For unmanned, instruments, asagenera rule. Human flesh couldn’t stand many monthsin a stretch of
the cosmic radiation that deeted through these spaces, the synchrotron and betatron and Cerenkov
quantathat boiled from particles hurled in the gas across the inter-twining magnetism of atoms and suns.
Laure kept glanting at the cumulative exposure meter on hisleft wrist.)

The ‘solar disk waslarge and lurid orange. Despite thermostating in the ded, Laurefdt its heet strike at
him through the bubble and hisown armor. A stepdown viewer reveded immense prominences licking
flame-tongues across the sky, and a heartstoppingly beautiful corona. A Type K shouldn’t be that
gpectacular, but there were no norma starsin sght—not with thiseement digtribution and infall.

Once the planet he was gpproaching had been farther out. But friction with the nebula, over gigayears,
was causing it to spira inward. Surface temperature wasn't yet excessive, about 50° C., because the
atmosphere was thin, mainly noble gases. The entire world hadn’t suf-ficient water to fill adecent lake. It
rolled before him as agloom little relieved by the reddish blots of gigantic dust sorms. Refracted light
madeitsair afiery ring.

His ded struck that atmosphere, and for awhile he was busy amidst thunder and shudder, helping the
auto-pilot bring the small craft down. In the end, he hovered above ajumbled plain. Mountains bulked
bare on the near horizon. The rock was black and brown and darkly gleaming. The sun stood highina
deep purple heaven. He checked with an induction probe, confirmed that the ground was solid—in fact,



incredibly hard—and landed.

When he stepped out, weight caught at him. The planet had |ess diameter than the least of those on which
nen live, but was so dense that gravity stood at 1.22 standard G. An unexpectedly strong wind shoved at
him. Though thin, the air was moving fast. He heard it wail through his hemet. From afar camearumble,
and aquiver entered his boots and bones. Landdide? Earth-quake? Unseen volcano? He didn’t know
what was or was not possible here. Nor, he suspected, did the most expert planetologist. Worldslike
this had not hitherto been trodden.

Radiation from the ground was higher than he liked. Better do hisjob quickly. He lugged forth apparatus.
A power drill for ssamples—he set it up and let it work while he assembled a pyroandyzer and fed it a
rock picked off the chaotic terrain. Crumbled between aloy jaws, flash heated to vapor, the minerd gave
up its fundamenta composition to the optical and mass spectrographs. Laure studied the printout and
nodded in satisfaction. The presence of atmosphere hadn’t changed matters. This place was loaded with
heavy metals and radioactives. He' d need a picture of molecular and crystaline structures before being
cer-tain that they were as easily extractable as he' d found them to be on the other planets; but he had no
reason to doubt it.

Well, hethought, aware of hUnger and aching feet, let’ s relax awhile in the cab, catch a meal and a
nap, then go check a few other spots, just to make sure they' re equally promising; and then

The sky exploded.

Hewas on hisbely, faceplate buried in arms againgt the flash, before his conscious mind knew what had
happen-ed. Rangers learn about nuclear weapons. When, after aminute, no shock wave had hit him, no
sound other than arisng wind, he dared st up and look.

The sky had turned white. The sun was no longer like an orange lantern but molten brass. He couldn’t
squint anywhere near it. Radiance crowded upon him, heat mounted even as he climbed erect. Nova, he
thought in hisrocking redity, and caught Graydd to him for the moment he was to become awisp of ges.

But he remained dive, aone, on, aplain that now shimmered with light and mirage. The wind screamed
louder till. Hefdt how it pushed him, and how the mass of the planet pulled, and how his mouth was dry
and his muscles tautened for alegp. The brilliance pained his eyes, but was not unendurable behind a
self-adapt-ing faceplate and did not seem to be growing greater.

Theinfrared brought forth sweat on his skin, but he was not being baked.

Steadiness came. Something dmighty strange was happening. It hadn't killed him yet, though. Asa
check, with no hope of making contact, he tuned hisradio. Static brawled in his earplugs.

His heart thudded. He couldn’t tell whether he was afraid or exhilarated. He was, after dl, quite ayoung
man. But the coolness of histraining came upon him. He didn’t stop fedling. Wildness churned beneath
s f-control. But he did methodically begin to collect his equipment, and to reason while he acted.

Not a nova burst. Main sequence stars don’t go nova. They don’t vary in seconds, either ... but
then, every star around here is abnormal. Perhaps, if I’ d checked the spectrum of thisone, I'd
have seen indications that it was about to move into another phase of a jagged output cycle. Or
perhaps | wouldn’t have known what the in-dications meant. Who's studied astrophysicsin
circum-stances like these?

What had occurred might be akin to the Wolf-Rayet phenomenon, be thought. The stars around him did
not evolve dong ordinary lines. They had strange com-positionsto start with. And then matter kept falling
into them, changing that compostion, increasing their masses. That must produce ingtability. Each



spectrum he had taken in this heart of the cluster showed enormous turbulence in the surface layers. So
did the spots, flares, prominences, coronas he had seen. Well, the turbulence evidently went deeper than
the photo-spheres. Actua stellar cores and their nuclear furnaces might be affected. Probably every loca
sunwasaviolent varigble.

Even in the less dense regions, stars must have peculiar careers. The sun of Kirkasant had apparently
been stable for five thousand years—or severa million, morelikely, since the planet had well-devel oped
native life. But who could swear it would stay thus? De-struction! The place had to be found, had to, so
that the people could be evacuated if need arose. You can't let little children fry—

Laure checked hisradiation meter. The needle climb-ed ominoudly fast up the did. Y onder sun was
spitting X rays, in gppreciable quantity, and the planet had no ozone layer to block them. He' d be dead if
he didn’t get to shelte—for choice, his ship and her force-screens—before the ions arrived. Despiteits
dengity, the globe had no magnetic field to speak of, either, to ward them off. Probably the core was
made of suff like as-mium and uranium. Such aweird blend might well be solid rather than molten. |
don’t know about that. | do know I’ d better get my tail out of here.

Thewind yelled. It began driving ferrous dust againgt him, borne from somewhere ese. He saw the
particles scud in darkling whirls and heard them click on hishelmet. Doggedly, hefinished loading his
gear. When at last he entered the ded cab and shut the air lock, his vehicle was trembling under the blast
and the sun was reddened and dimmed by haze.

He, started the motor and lifted. No sense in resisting the wind. He was quite happy to be blown toward
the night sde. Meanwhile he' d gain dtitude, then get above the storm, collect orbital velocity and

He never knew what happened. The ded was sup-posedly able to ride out more vicious blows than any
thisworld could produce. But who could foretell what thisworld was capable of ? The atmosphere,
being, thin, developed high velocities. Perhaps the sudden increased irradiation had triggered paroxysmin
acyclone cell. Perhaps the dust, which was conductive, transferred energy into such avortex at agreater
rate than one might believe. Laure wasn't concerned about meteom/o-gica theory.

He was concerned with staying aive, when an ingtant blindness clamped down upon him with ashriek
that nigh tore the top off his skull, and he waswhirled like aleaf and cast against amountainsde.

The event wastoo fast, for awareness, for anything but reaction. His autopilot and he must somehow
have got some control. The crash ruined the ded, ripped open its belly, scattered its cargo, but did not
crumple the cab section. Shock harness kept the man from serious injury.—He was momentarily
unconscious, but came back with no worse than an aching body and blood in his mouth.

Wind hooted. Dust went hissing and scouring. The sun wasadim red disk, though fromtimetotimea
beam of pure fire struck through the storm and blazed off metallic dl iffs des.

Laure fumbled with his harness and sstumbled out. Half seen, the dope on which he stood caught at his
feet with cragginess. He had to take cover. The beta particleswould arrive at any moment, the protons,
within hours, and they bore his degth.

He was dismayed to learn the stowed equipment was gone. He dared not search for it. Instead, he made
his clumsy way into the murk.

Hefound no cave—not in this waterless land—but by peering and cal culating (odd how calm you can
grow when your life depends on your brain) he discovered in what direction his chances were best, and
was rewarded. A one-time landdide had piled great dabs of rock on each other. Among them wasa
passage into which he could crawl.



Then nothing to do but liein that narrow space and wait.

Light seeped around abend, with the noise of the storm. He could judge thereby how matters went
out-sde. Periodicaly he crept to the entrance of his dolmen and monitored the radiation level. Before
long it had reached such a count that—space armor, expert therapy, and all—an hour’ s exposure would
kill him.

Hemust wait.

Jaccavrie knew the approximate area where he in-tended to set down. She’ d come looking as soon as
possible. Fitting low, using her detectors, she d find the wrecked ded. More than that she could not do
unaided.

But he could emerge and call her. Whether or not they actualy saw each other in this mountainscape, he
could emit aradio signa for her to home on. She d hover, snatch him with aforcebeam, and red himin.

But ... this depended on calm westher. Jaccavrie could overmaster any wind. But the dust would blind
both her and him. And deafen and mute them; it was con-ducive, radio could not get through. Laure
proved that to his own satisfaction by experimenting with the mini-radar built into hisarmor.

So everything seemed to depend on which camefirst, the end of the gale or theend of Laure's
powerpack. Hisair renewer drew on it. About thirty hours worth of charge remained before he choked
on hisown breath. If only he' d been able to grab a spare accumulator or two, or better till, a
hand-cranked recharger! They might have rolled no more than ten meters off. But he had de-cided not to
search the area. And by now, he couldn’t go back. Not through the radiation.

He sighed, drank abit from hiswater nipple, ate abit through his chow lock, wished for a glass of beer
and acomfortable bed, and went to deep.

When he awoke, the wind had dropped from afull to ahaf gae; but the dust drift was so heavy asto
conced the glorious starfog night that had fallen. It screened off some of the radiation, too, though not
enough to do him any good. He puzzled over why the body of the planet wasn't helping more. Findly he
decided that ions, hitting the upper air dong, the terminator, produced secondaries and cascades which
descended everywhere.

The day-s de bombardment must really have got fierce!

Twenty hoursleft. He opened the life-support box he had taken off his shoulder rack, pulled out the
sanitary unit, and attached it. Men don't die romanticaly, like characters on astage. Their bodies are too
stubborn.

So aretheir minds. He, should have been putting his thoughtsin order, but he kept being disturbed by
recollections of his parents, of Graydd, of afunny little tavern he’ d once visited, of agaucheriehe'd
rather forget, of some money owing to him, of Graydal—He ate again, and drowsed again, and thewind
filled thear outsde with dust, and time closed in like a hand.

Ten hoursleft. No more?
Five. Already?

What a stupid way to end. Fear fluttered at the edge of his perception. He beat it. The wind yammered.
How long can adust storm continue, anyhow? Where d it come from? Daylight again, outside hisrefuge,
colored like blood and brass. The charged particlesand X rays were so thick that some diffused into
him. He shifted cramped muscles, and drank the stench of his unwashed skin, and regretted everything he
had wanted and failed to do.



A shadow cast on the cornering rock. A rustle and dither conducted to hisears. A form, bulky and
awk-ward as his own, crawling around the tunnel bend. Numb, shattered, he switched on hisradio. The
arr wasfairly clear in here and he heard her voice through the gtatic: “... you are, you are aive! Oh,
Vafar swings upbear us, you live!”

He held her while she sobbed, and he wept, too. “Y ou shouldn’t have,” he sammered. “| never meant
for you to risk yoursdf—"

“We dared not wait,” she said when they were calmer. “We saw, from space, that the storm was
enormous. It would go on inthisareafor days. And we didn’t know how long you had to live. We only
knew you werein trouble, or you' d have been back with us. We came down. | dmost had to fight my
father, but | won and came. The hazard wasn't so great for me. Readlly, no, be-lieve me. She protected
metill we found your ded. Then | did have to go out afoot with ameta detector to find you. Because
you were obvioudy sheltered somewhere, and so you could only be detected at closer range than she
can come. But the danger wasn't that great, Daven. | can stand much more radiation than you. I'm il
wdll inside my tolerance, won't even need any drugs. Now I'll shoot off thisflare, and she'll see, and
come o close-that we can make adash—Y ou are dl right, aren’t you? Y ou swear it?’

“Oh, yes” hesaid dowly. “I'mfine. Better off than ever in my life.” Absurdly, he had to have the
answer, however footling dl questions were againg the fact that she had come after him and was here
and they were both dive. “We?Whao' s your companion?’

She laughed and clinked her faceplate againgt his. “ Jaccavrie, of course. Who else? Y ou didn’t think
your womenfolk were about to leave you aone, did you?’

The ships began their trek homeward. They moved with-out haste. Best to be cautious until they had
emerged from the nebula, seen where they were, and aimed them-selves at the Dragon’ s Head.

“My people and | are pleased at your safety,” said Demring’ simage in the outercom screen. He spoke
under the obligation to be courteous, and could not refrain from adding: “We aso approve your decision
not to investigate that planet further.”

—"“For thefirg, thanks,” Laure answered. “Asfor the second—" He shrugged. “No, red need. | was
curious about the effects of an atmosphere, but my computer has just run off a probability andyss of the
datal d-ready have, which provesthat no more are necessary for my purposes.”

“May oneinquire what your purposes are?’
“I"d like to discussthat first with your navigator. In private.”

The green gaze sudied Laure before Demring said, unsmiling: “Y ou have the right of command. And by
our customs, she having been ingrumenta in saving your life, aspeciad reationship exists. But again|
counsd forethought.”

Laure paid no attention to that last sentence. His pulse was begting too gladly. He switched off as soon
as possible and ordered the best dinner his ship could provide.

“Areyou certain you want to make your announce-ment through her?” the voice asked him. “ And to her
inthismanner?’

“I am .. | think I’ve earned the pleasure. Now I’ m off to make mysalf presentable for the occasion. Carry
on.” Laure went whistling down the corridor.

But when Graydal boarded, he took both her hands and they looked long in silence at each other. She
had strewn jewelsin her tresses, turning them to astarred midnight. Her clotheswere civilian, adeep blue



that off-set coppery skin, amber eyes, and suppleness. And did he catch the least woodsy fragrance of
perfume?

—Welcome,” wasdl he could say at last.
“I am so happy,” she answered.

They went to the saloon and sat down on the couch to-gether. Daiquiris were ready for them. They
touched glasses. “Good voyage,” he made the old toast, “ and merry landing.”

“For me, yes.” Her smilefaded. “And | hope for the rest. How | hope.”
“Don’t you think they can get along in the outside worlds?’

“Yes, undoubtedly.” Theincredible lashesfluttered. “But they will never be asfortunate as.... as| think |
may be.”

“Y ou have good prospects yoursalf?’” The blood roared in histemples.
“I am not quite sure,” shereplied shyly.

He had intended to spin out his surprise at length, but suddenly he couldn’t let her stay troubled, not to
any degree. He cleared histhroat and said, “1 have news.”

Shetilted her head and waited with that relaxed aert-ness he liked to see. He wondered how foolish the
grin was on hisface. Attempting to recover dignity, he em-barked on aroundabout introduction.

“Y ou ‘wondered why | inssted on exploring the cluster center, and in such detail. Probably | ought to
have explained mysdf from the beginning. But | was afraid of raising false hopes. I’ d no guarantee that
things would turn out to betheway I’ d guessed. Failure, | thought, would be too horrible for you, if you
knew what success would mean. But | wasworking on your behaf, nothing else.

“Y ou see, because my civilization isfounded on in-dividuaism, it makes property rights quite basic. In
particular, if there aren't any inhabitants or something like that, discoverers can claim ownership within
extremely broad limits.

“Wel, we ... you ... our expedition has met the requirements of discovery asfar asthose planetsare
concerned. We ve been there, we ve proven what they’ re like, we ve located them aswell as might be
without beacons—"

He saw how she struggled not to betoo sanguine. “ That isn't atruelocation,” shesaid. “1 can’'t imagine
how we will ever lead anybody back to precisdy those stars.”

“Nor canl,” hesaid. “And it doesn’'t matter. Because, well, we took an adequate sample. We can be
sure now that practically every star in the cluster heart has planets that are made of heavy dements. So it
isn't, necessary, for their exploitation, to go to any particular system. In addition, we ve learned about
hazards and so forth, gotten information that' |l be essentia to other people. And therefore’—he
chuckled—"1 guesswe can't fileaclaim on your entire Cloud Universe. But any court will avard you ...
us... afar share. Not specific planets, since they can’t be found right away. Instead, a share of
everything. Your crew will draw roydties on the richest minesin the gdaxy. On millions of them.”

She responded with thoughtfulness rather than enthusiasm. “Indeed? We did wonder, on Makt, if you
might not be hoping to find abundant metals. But we de-cided that couldn’t be For why would anyone
come here for them? Can they not be had more easily, closer to home?’

Slightly dashed, he said, “No. Especialy when most worldsin thisfrontier are comparatively metal-poor.



They do have some veins of ore, yes. And the colonists can extract anything from the oceans, ason
Serieve. But there sanatura limit to such aprocess. In time, carried out on the scale that’ d be required
when population has grown ... it’s be releasing so much heat that planetary temperature would be
affected.”

“That sounds farfetched.”

“No. A smple cdculaionwill proveit. According to historica records, Earth hersdf ran into the
problem, and not terribly long after the industria erabegan. However, quite aside from remote
prospects, people will want to mine these cluster worldsimmediately. True, it'salong haul, and
operations will have to be totaly, automated. But the heavy e ementsthat are rare e sewhere are so
abundant here asto more than make up for those extracosts.” He smiled. “I’'m afraid you can't escape
your fate. Y ou're going to be ... not wealthy. To cal you ‘wedlthy’ would be like caling a supernova
‘luminous’ Y ou'll command more resources than many whole civilizations have done.”

Her look upon him remained grave. “Y ou did thisfor us?'Y ou should not have. What use would riches
beto usif welost you?’

He remembered that he couldn’t have expected her to carol about this. In her culture, money was not
unwel-come, but neither was it an important goal. So what she had just’ said meant lessthan if agirl of the
Commonalty had spoken. Nevertheless, joy kindled in him. She sensed that, laid her hand across his, and
murmured, “But your thought was noble.”

He couldn’t restrain himsdlf any longer. He laughed doud. “Noble?” hecried. “I'd call it clever.
Fendishly clever. Don’t you see? 1’ ve given you Kirkasant back!”

She gasped.

He jumped up and paced exuberant: before her. “Y ou could wait afew yearstill your cash reserves grow
astronomica and buy asbig afleet as you want to search the cluster. But it isn't needful. When word gets
out, the minerswill come swarming. They’ll plant bea-cons, they’ |l have to. The grid will be functioning
within oneyear, I'll bet. As soon asyou can navigate, identify where you are and where you' ve been,
you can't help finding your home—in weekd!”

Shejoined him, then, cagting hersdlf into hisarms, laughing and weeping. He had known of emotional
depth in her, benegth the schooled reserve. But never be-fore now had he found as much warmth aswas
hers.

Long, long afterward, air locks linked and she bade him good night. “Unitil tomorrow,” she said.
“Many tomorrows, | hope.”
“And | hope. | promise.”

He watched the way she had gone until thelocks closed again and the ships parted company. A little
drunkenly, not with acohal, he returned to the saloon for anightcap.

“Turn off that color thing,” he said. “ Give me an out-Sde view.”

The ship obeyed. In the screen appeared stars, and the cloud from which stars were being born. “Her
sky,” Laure said. He flopped on to the couch and admired.

“I might aswell start getting used toit,” hesaid. “I expect I'll spend alot of vacation time, at least, on
Kirkasant.”

“Daven,” said Jaccavrie.



She was not in the habit of addressing him thus, and so gently. He started. “ Yes?’

“I have been—" Silence ht4mmed for a second. “1 have been wondering how to tell you. Any phrasing,
any in-flection, could strike you as something | computed to produce an effect. | am only amachine.”

Though unease prickled him, he leaned forward to touch a bulkhead. It trembled alittle with her engine
energy. “And 1, old girl,” hesaid. “Or else you aso are an organism. Were both people.”

“Thank you,” said the ship, dmost too low to be heard.

Laure braced himsdlf. “What did you haveto tel me?’ She forgot about keeping her voice humanized.
The words clipped forth: “I finished the chromosome andysis some time ago. Thereafter | tried to
discourage certain tendencies | noticed in you. But now | have no way to avoid giving you the plain truth.
They are not human on that planet.”

“What?" heyelled. The glass dipped from his hand and splashed red wine acrossthe deck. “You're
crazy! Records, traditions, artifacts, appearance, behavior—”

The ship’ s voice came gtriding across his. “Y es, they are human descended. But their ancestors had to
make an enormous adaptation. Theloss of night visonis merely indicative. The fact that they can, for
example, ingest heavy metaslike arsenic unharmed might be in-terpreted as smple immunity. But you
will recall that they find unarsenated food tasteless. Did that never sug-gest to you that they have
developed ametabolic re-quirement for the dement? And you should have drawn a conclusion from their
high tolerance for ionizing radiation. It cannot be due to their having stronger proteins, canit? No, it must
be because they have evolved a capacity for extremely rapid and error-free re-pair of chemica damage
from that source. Thisin turn is another measure of how different thair enzyme system isfrom yours.

“Now the enzymes, of course, are governed by the DNA of the cells, which isthe molecule of
heredity—"

“Stop,” Laure said. His speech was asflat as hers. “| see what you're at. Y ou are abouit to report that
your chromosome study proved the matter. My kind of people and hers can’t reproduce with each
other.”

“Correct,” Jaccavrie sad.

Laure shook himsdf, asif he were cold. He continued to look at the glowing fog. “ Y ou can't call them
non-human on that account.”

“A question of semantics. Hardly an important one.

Except for thefact that Kirkasanters gpparently are under an ingtinctual compulsion to have children.”
“I know,” Laure said.

And after atime: “ Good thing, redly. They’ re a high-class breed. We could use alot of them.”

“Y our own genes are above average,” Jaccavrie sad. “Maybe. What of it?’

Her voiceturned dive again. “I’ d like to have grand-children,” she said wistfully.

Laurelaughed. “All right,” he said. “No doubt one day you will.” The laughter was somewhat of a
victory.

And now a new cycle turns on Fortune's cosmic wheel. Another brilliant era racesto its apogee.



What hidden flaws will send the Commonalty spinning downward into darkness like the Empire
and the League before it? Let its free and lively people prosper while they may, for as a proverb
handed down from Old Earth putsiit,

Shinesthe sun n€ er o bright,

In the end must come the night.
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