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Initsorbit about Jupiter, an artificia star flickered briefly, its essence oscillating between matter and
energy. The complex disturbance generated by those pul sations spread out from the Solar System—in
violation of severa classca theories of Smultaneity—at many times the speed of light.

Nineteen light-years away, areceiver on the second planet of the-star delta Pavonis picked the signd out
from the universal gtatic of ultraswave radiation and...

Chente fet adight, though abrupt, lurch as gravity fell to New Canadian normd. That wasthe only Sgn
that the transmission had been accomplished. The cage' slightsdidn't even flicker.

(“We can't know, of course, the exact conditions which faced your predecessor. His report is eighteen
months overdue, however, o that we must expect the worst”)

Chente took a deep breath and stood, fedling for the moment exaltation: three times before he had sat in
the transmission cage, and each time he had been disappointed.

(... Believeyou areready, Chente. What can | say to aman about to travel nineteen light-yearsin an
instant? For that matter, what will | say to the man who remains behind?’)

The exit was behind his chair. Chente hit the control plate, and the hatch did silently into the wall. Beyond
was the control cubby of aramscoop starship. Chente scrambled through the opening and stood in the
small space behind the control saddle. The displayswere al computer driven, and rather quaint. Neat
|ettering above one of the consolesread: INTERNATIONAL BUSINESS MACHINES OF
CANADA-the original Canada back on Earth. Chente had spent hundreds of hoursworking out in a
mock-up of thisfamous control room, but the red thing was subtly different. Here the air felt completely
dead, sterile. The mock-up on Earth had been occupied by occasional technicians, whereas no one but
Chente' s predecessor had been in this room for more than a century. And it had been more than three
centuries since the robot craft had sailed out of the Solar System.

A monument to empires passed, Chente thought as he dipped onto the saddle.
“Who goesthere?’ avoice asked in English.

Chente looked at the computer’ s video pickup. He had had plenty of practice with asimilar think-box on
Earth: the mech was barely sentient, but the best mankind could produce in the old days. Chente's
superiors had theorized that after three hundred twenty years such abrain would be more than alittle
irrationd. The human responded Carefully, “Vicente Quintero y Juaeiro, agent of the Canadian
Hegemony.” He placed his D before the pickup. Of course it was afake—the Canadian Hegemony had
ceased to exist one hundred years earlier. But the computer probably wouldn't accept any more recent
authority.

“I have dready received Vicente Quintero y Judeiro.”

It really is senile, thought Chente. “ That is s0. But another copy of Quintero remains on Earth, and was
used for thislatest transmission.”

A long pause. “Very well, sr, | am at your disposal. | so rardly receive visitors, I—You requirea
Situation report, of course.” The vocoder’ s pleasant baritone assumed asingsong tone, asif repeating
some long-considered excuse. “ After my successful landing on delta Pavonis|l, | sent Earth afavourable
report on the planet— Sir, most pertinent criteria were favourable. | see now my mistake. .. but it would



have taken anew program to avoid making it. Shortly thereafter | received aninitia transmission of
fifteen hundred colonists together with enough ova and sperm to breed a colony. By 2220, the New
Canada colony had a population of 8,250,000.

“Then... then the great planetary disturbance occurred.”

Chente held up his hand. “Please. The Hegemony received your reports through 2240. We' ve
reestablished contact to find out what' s happened since then.”

“Yes, dr. But | must report dl thetruth first. | wish no oneto say that | havefailed. | warned of the core
collapse severa weeks beforeit occurred. Y et still, most of the colony was destroyed. The disruption
was S0 great in fact, that the very continental outlines were changed.

“Sir, | have done my best to help the survivors, but their descendants have regressed terribly, have even
formed warring nation-states. These groups covet every fragment of surviving technology. They stole my
communication bombs so that | could no longer report to Earth. They have even attacked my own
person, and attempted to cannibalize me. Fortunately my defences are—" The' computer broke off, and
remained Slent.

“What' sthe matter?’
“A smdl party isnow climbing the hill I sand upon.”
“Dothey look hogtile?’

‘They are dways hostile toward me, but this group is not armed. | suspect they saw the corond
discharge that accompanied your arriva. They probably drove here from Freetown.”

“A city?’ said Chente.
“Y es, acity-state which has remained neutra in the current warfare. It' s built over the ruins of
Firg-landing, the settlement | hel ped to found. Would you like to see our visgtors?’

Chente leaned forward. “ Of coursal”

A large screen lit up to show agrass-covered dope. Coming up the hill toward the ship were twelve men
and awoman. Beyond them, beyond the hill, the ocean stretched away unbroken to the horizon.

“Madre de Dios!” Chente gasped. On the old mapsthis hilltop was 3,500 kilometersinland. The
continenta outlines certainly had been changed by the catastrophe.

“Say again, Sr?’ said the computer.

“Never mind.” Chenteignored the view and concentrated on the people who would soon be questioning
him.

They made an interesting study in contragts. To the left, aman and woman waked dmost in lock step,
though they remained discreetly apart. The man was dressed in smple black trousers and a short coat.
His hat was iff and wide-brimmed. The woman wore along black dressthat reveaed nothing of her
form below the neck. Her reddish hair was drawn back and tied with ablack ribbon, and her grim face
showed no sign of makeup. The two short men in the center wore jumpsuits, apparently modeled after



the origina colonists' dress. To the right, eight nearly naked men bent benesth an elaborate litter carrying
ayoung male. Asthe group stopped, the litter was lowered, and he stepped jauntily to earth. The

fellow’ s upper body was heavily oiled. He wore skin-tight breeches with an enormous codpiece. The
grimly dressed couple on the left looked straight ahead, trying to avoid the Sight of their companion on the
far right.

“Y ou see the cultural fragmentation that has occurred here on New Canada,* the computer remarked.
“How far arethey now?’

“Twenty meters”

“I may aswel meet them. Offload the equipment that came through with me.”

“Yes, gr.” A hatch did open and he entered the air lock beyond. Seconds later he was standing
ankle-deep in turquoise grass, beneath apde, pae blue sky. A dow breeze pushed with remarkable
force againg hisjumpsuit: sealeve air pressure on New Canadawas amost twice Earth’s. Hewas
about to greet his visitors when the somber woman spoke, her voice tense with surprise.

1] Cha]td ”
Chente bowed. *Y ou have the advantage of me, ma am. | take it you know my predecessor.”

“The past tense would be more appropriate, Freeman Quintero. Y our twin was murdered more than a
year ago,” thefdlow in the skintight pants said and smiled at the woman. Chente saw that in spite of his
athletic build and flamboyant dress, the man wasin hisforties. The woman, on the other hand, seemed
much younger than she had at a distance. Now she kept silent, but her companion said, “I1t was one of
your ships he died on, you dave-holding anima.” The shirtless dandy just shrugged.

“Please, gentlemen.” The fat man in the center spoke up. “Recall that the condition of your presence here
requires acertain mutua cordiaity” —glaresflickered back and forth between Shirtless and the
puritans— " or at least courtesy. Mr. Quintero, | am Bretaign Flaggon, mayor of Freetown and governor
of Wundlich Idand. Welcome,

“Thelady is Citizeness Martha Blount, ambassadress to Wundlich from the Commonwed th of New
Providence, and,” he rushed on asif trying to make both the introductions at once, “this gentleman is
Bossman Pier Baquirth, Ambassador to Wundlich from the Ontarian Confederacy.”

The woman seemed to have recovered from her initia surprise. Now she spoke with solemn formality.
“New Providence regards you as our honoured guest and citizen. Our nation awaits your—"

“Not so fast, Migtress Blount,” Bossman Pier interrupted. “ Y ou aren’t the only people brimming over
with hospitdity. | believe Freeman Quintero would be much more comfortable in a society which does
not condemn dancing and music asacrime againg nature.”

“Please!” Flaggon repeated, “let’ s not have propaganda spoil the arriva of avisitor from the Mother
World. Asmayor, | wish to offer you any assistance you require, Mr. Quintero. I, uh...Ah! will holda
banquet in your honour tonight. Of course, we will invite guests from both New Providence and
Ontario.” He sighed unhappily, recognizing the inevitable. “ Y ou can settle things then.”

A faint hissing announced the opening of the freight port in the ship’shull. A lift did down the ancient
metal surface with Chente' s“luggage.”

“Mr. Quinteroy Judciro,” the computer’ s vocoder boomed from a hidden speaker, * have you further



ordersat thistime?’

“No. I will keep intouch.”

“Beyond thishill | cannot protect you, Sr.”
“I'll urvive”

“Yesdr,” doubtfully.

“Damned machine,” Bossman Pier said softly. His perpetud grin had vanished. “It should be helping us.
Instead it shoots at anyone trying to make entrance. We had to leave most of our boys at the base of the
hill or we couldn’t have got this close. Can | help you with that equipment?

Chente stepped between Ba quirth’ s servants and the freight lift.
“No thanks. | can carry it mysdlf.”
The Ontarian smiled knowingly. “Perhaps you will survive, after dl.”

Asthey walked down the hillsde, Vicente kept silent. So | died here, he thought. Well, that was no grest
surprise. But that he had been killed by the very colonists he had been sent to help made hismission
seem doubly difficult. What had happened on New Canadathese last one hundred thirty years?

Thelush grass on the hilltop thrived everywhere. He was no botanigt, but it looked like some terrestria
type brought by the first colonists. Other vegetation was lessfamiliar. Large ferns and broad-leafed plants
stood in scattered clumps. The trees|ooked like giant flowers: their trunks rose straight and tall, with
purple foliage sprouting from the top. Except for the grass, the land had a strong Permian aspect. Chente
half expected a giant reptile to pop out of the bushes.

They had reached the base of the hill when his expectation materidized. A meter-wide something flew
low over their heads, then circled above anearby ridge.

“A gretch,” Bretaign Flaggon said. “They'reredly quite common around here. That poor little fellow
must have logt hismother.”

The“poor little fellow” looked like a cross between a pterodactyl and abuzzard. Chente grimaced. A
nice placefor alifdong vacation. He d never cared for paleontology. At the base of the hill they stopped
by alarge three-whedled vehicle and a group of armed men with bicycles. The powered tricycle was
driven from abench above and behind the passenger compartment. A brasstank and a piston cylinder
sat below the driver’ s sest.

“Steamer?’ Vicente asked, as he climbed into the cab.

“Quiteright,” Baquirth said. He swung up onto his dave-powered litter and looked down at Quintero.
“If you' rewise, you'll use something time-tested.” He patted the satin pillows.

Flaggon and hisdriver climbed onto the upper bench, while Martha Blount and her aide got in with
Chente. The armed bicyclists started down the road, and the auto got off with ajerk and ajump, The
deep cushions could not disguise the absence of an adequate suspension, and acrid black smoke drifted
from the fire box into the passenger compartment. Behind them, Bossman Pier’ s bearers were having no

trouble keeping pace.



Minutes later the auto was puffing down along dope that gave an overview of Freetown. The city was
built around a crescent-shaped bay protected on the north by ahuge granitic outcropping. Except for that
headland the bay was open to the sea.

“Have many storms?’ he said to Martha.

“Dreadful ones,” the woman answered, unsmiling. “But the tsunamis are worse—that’ swhy the shipsyou
see are anchored so far out. They comein to port only for loading.”

The city rested on a sequence of terraces that climbed steeply up from the water’ s edge. Each terrace
was split down the middle by a narrow, copper-paved street, while steps and coppered ramps provided
communication between one level and the next

Chente noticed that on the first three tiers the buildings were mostly warehouses and sheds. Nearly all
these structures were made of wood and had a brand-new look. But above the third tier, the buildings
were of massive stone congtruction, eroded and westherbeaten. The most peculiar thing about the stone
buildingswas their long, narrow shape, their sharp, pointed ends. The prows of these stone arcs pointed
uniformly out to sea.

Martha Blount followed his gaze. “ The Freetowners use those wooden buildings for temporary storage of
seafreight. They can count on everything in the first three terraces being leveled every two years or so.
Beyond thethird leve, the tsunamis attenuate and the water breaks over the bows of the buildings.”

The auto turned onto the fourth tier’ smain street, and dowed even further to get through the swvarm of
Freetowners moving to and from the stone-encased bazaars.

Chente shook his head in wonder. “Y ou people certainly have managed to adapt.”

“Adapt!” The New Providencian ambassadress turned toward him, for the first time showing an emotion:
rage. “We were nearly wiped out in the Cataclysm. That computer-driven monster up there on the hill
gave usared prize. With an advanced technology a colony on this planet could get dong, but with that
technology lost the placeisaHéll. Adapt? Look—" She pointed out of the cab. They were passing near
the edge of the terrace now, by blocks of gray rubble, sumpy walls. “Life on New Canadais a constant
struggle smply to maintain ourselves. And al the while we re weighed down by those sybarites.” She
waved her hand back toward Bossman Pier’ s Utter, some fifteen metersaway. “They drain our
resources. They fight usat every turn...” Her voicetrailed off and she sat looking at Chente. For a
moment some new emotion flickered across her face, but then she became impassive. Chente suddenly
redlized the reason for her sllence: it was the second time around for Martha. No doubt she had sat in this
same vehicle eighteen months earlier, and had had the same conversation with his predecessor.

Martha s hand moved toward him, then retreated. She said softly, “Y ou redly are Chente... diveagan.”
Her tone became businesdike. “Be more careful, thistime, will you please?'Y our knowledge, your
equipment... many peoplewould kill to get them.” She was slent the rest of the way into town.

At sunset the heavy layers of dust in New Canada s atmosphere transformed the pale-blue sky into
orange, red, and greenish brown. From where Chente sat within the Freetown banquet hall, the sky light
shone through narrow, horizontd dits cut high up in the west wall to play gentle pastels of orange and
green down upon the waiters and chattering guests. It was amost colorful tribute to volcanism.

The sky light faded dowly toward gray asthe last unpleasant course of the meal was served. Above
them, dectric lamps mounted on large silver whed swere lit. Clusters of rubies and emerads hung like



clouds of colored stars around the glowing filaments. Occasionally the earth trembled faintly, causing the
whedsto sway asif adight breeze had touched them.

The med over, Bretaign Flaggon rose to ddliver “afew words of welcome to our star-crossed [Sic]
vigtor.” Chente couldn’t decide whether the phrase was a pun or amalaprop. The speech droned on and
eventualy the Earthman succeeded inignoring it.

The hal'swide floor was covered from wall to wall with what could only be gold. The soft yellow meta
behaved like some dow sea benesth the weight of the banquet tables and constant passage of human
feet: tiny ripples bardly a centimeter high stood frozen in its surface. New Canada, had everything the
Spanish Conquistadors had ever dreamed of. But this virtue was symptometic of aserious vice. Heavy
metals were plentiful near the planet’ s surface smply because New Canada sinterior was much more
poorly differentiated than Earth’s. The starship’s computer had reported this fact to its makers on first
landing here, but had failed to notice that the process of core formation was ongoing. The cataclysm that
hit the colony one hundred fifty years earlier was evidence of this continuing process. The abundance of
metallic sdts on the surface meant that |ess than one percent of New Canada s land area could be used
for farming. And those same salts made the seallife uniformly poisonous. In contrast to the opulent
banquet hall, the food served had been scarcely more than aspicy gruel.

“... Mr. Quintero.” Applause sounded as Flaggon finished talking. The mayor motioned for Chente to
rise and speak. The Earthman stood and bowed briefly. The applause was equaly enthusiastic from the
three groups seated at the horseshoe banquet table. On hisright sat the Ontarian delegation, consisting of
Bossman Pier, three associates, and a crowd of scantily dressed odalisques—all ensconced on piles of
wide, deep pillows. Chente had been placed at the middle of the horseshoe with the Freetowners, while
Martha Blount and her people sat dong theleft leg of the horseshoe. All through the medl, while the
Ontarian caroused and the Freetowners chattered, the New Providencian had kept silent.

Findly the applause died, and people waited. From above them thetiny lights burned fiercely, but the
stark shadows they cast held abysma gloom. Chente saw a certain measure of fear in their attentive
slence. No doubt many of them had sat right here less than two years before, and watched a man
identical to the one they saw now. Intellectualy they might accept theideaof duplicative transport, but
historians had assured Chente that without a lifetime of experience no one could redlly accept such a
thing. To his audience Chente was aman come back from the dead. Perhaps he could take advantage of
thisfear.

“I will be brief, as most of you will have heard this speech before.” There was an uneasy movement and
various exchanges of glances. Bossman Pier seemed the only one left with asmile on hisface. “Y our
planet is undergoing a core collapse. A century ago a core tremor sank half acontinent and virtualy
destroyed your civilization. Recently Earth has been able to reestablish communications with the starship
on the hill behind Freetown. The link we have established is a tenuous one and you can't expect materia
ad. But Earth does have knowledge it can place at your disposal. Ultimately the core collapse will
proceed to completion, and about ten million ‘ Cataclysms worth of energy will bereleased. If this
happensdl at once, no life above the microbe leve will beleft on the planet. But, if it happens uniformly
over amillion-year period, you would never even be aware of the change. From the frequency of
earthquakes, you know that the latter possibility has aready been ruled out. My mission isto discover
where between these two extremes the truth lies. For it isentirely possible that afuture Cataclysm will be
powerful enough to wreck your civilization asit is now, yet mild enough so that with adequate
forewarning and preparation you can survive.”

Haggon bobbed his head. “We understand, sir. And, aswe did with your predecessor, we will
cooperate to the limit of our resources.”



Chente decided to pounce on the double meaning in Haggon' sinept phrasing. “Yes, I’ ve heard about the
splendid help you gave my predecessor. Heisdead, I’ ve been told.” He waved down Flaggon's
sammered clarification. “ Ladies and gentlemen, someone among you killed me. That was an act that
threatened al of New Canada. If | am killed again, there may be no more replacements, and you will
face the core collgpseinignorance.” Chente wondered briefly if he hadn't just invited his nation
with that last threat, but it wastoo late to retract it.

The distressed Flaggon again pledged his help. Both Ba quirth and Martha Blount chorused similar
promises.

“Very well. I'll need transportation for an initial survey. From my discussion with the ship’s computer
before this banquet, I’ ve decided that the best place to start isthe idands that were formerly the peaks of
the Heavenraker Mountains.”

Martha Blount cameto her feet. “Citizen Quintero, one of our Navy’ sfinest dirigiblesistied down here
at Freetown. We could be ready to go in twenty-two hours, and it won't take more than another day to
reach the Heavenraker Idands.” On the other side of the horseshoe, Balquirth cleared histhroat noisily
and stood up. Martha Blount rushed on. "Don't... don’t make the same mistake the first Quintero did.
He accepted Ontarian hospitaity rather than ours, only to the on an Ontarian ship.”

Chente looked at the Bossman.

“Her story istrue, but mideading,” Baquirth said easily. He had the air of someonetdling aliethat he
expected no oneto believe— or else a slf-evident truth that needed no earnest protestations to support
itsdlf. “The first Quintero had the good judgement to use Ontarian trangportation. But his death occurred
when the ship we assigned him was attacked by the forces of some other state.” He looked innocently
acrossthetable at Martha Blount.

The Earthman didn’t respond directly. “Mayor Flaggon, what' s the wesather like dong the Heavenraker
chainthistime of year?’

The mayor looked to an aide, who said, “In late spring? Well, there are no hurricanes likely. Matter of
fact, the Heavenrakersrardly get any bad storms. But the underground ‘wesether' is something else again.
Freetown alone loses three or four ships ayear out there—smashed by tsunamis asthey sail closeto
shore”

“Inthat case |’ d prefer to go by aircraft.”

Baquirth shrugged amiably. “Then | must leave you to the clutches of Mistress Blount. | don't havea
sangleflier in port, and Mayor Flaggon doesn’'t haveasingleflier in hisstae.”

“Y our concern is gppreciated in any case, Bossman. Citizen Blount, I d like to discuss my plansin more
detail with your people.”

“Tomorrow?’ She seemed close to atriumphant smile,

“Fine” Vicente began to St down, then straightened. “ One more thing. According to the starship’s
computer, al nine communications bombs are missing from their storage racks up on the hill.”

In order to generate ultrawave distortions matter must needs be annihilated. Chente referred to the
specialy constructed nuclear bombs whose detonation could be modulated to carry information a
super-light speeds. Such devices lacked the “ bandwidth” to transmit the pattern pf a human



being—Earth’s government used the tiny star that orbited Jupiter where Callisto had once been for that
job. Nevertheless, each of the communi cation bombs could be set to generate the equivaent of ten
megatons of TNT, so they could do considerable damage if they were not hoisted into space prior to
use

The slencelengthened. Finally Chente said coldly, “I see. Y our nation-states are playing strategic
deterrence. That's adangerous game, you recdl. It cost Earth more than three hundred million livesafew
centuries back. Y our colony isin enough trouble without it.”

Hislisteners nodded their agreement, but Chente saswv—with asick feding—that hiswords were no more
than platitudesto them.

The New Providencian airship Diligence flew south for aday and ahaf before it reached thefirst of the
Heavenrakers. Chente saw asmall village and afew farmsin a sheltered bay near the coadt, but the rest
of theidand was naked black rock. Thiswasthefirst sop on atour that would take them over 2,700
kilometersto the East Fragge, the Greenland-sized idand that had once been the eastern end of the
largest New Canadian continent. Chente had chosen this course since he wanted a basdline of
observations dong the planet’ s equator, and the Heavenrakers were the most convenient landmasses
stretching along such a path. The survey went quickly, thanksto the help of the idanders, though they
seemed happy only when the Diligence and its guns were preparing to depart.

Three days later the dirigible hung in the clear blue Sky over the west coast of the Fragge. All around
them thunder sounded. For hundreds of kilometers dong the coast they could seetiny rivulets of
cherry-colored molten rock dribbling off into the surf, converting the water into alow-lying fog beneath
them. Looking inland at the extent of the frozen lava, Chente could see that the land-forming process had
added thousands of square kilometersto the area.

Quintero turned to his companion at the railing. Martha Blount hadn’t redly changed in theselast four
days, but she had been revedled in a-new aspect. For one thing, she had traded her full-length dressfor a
gray jumpsuit that covered her but hinted at alot more than the dress had. From their discussions on the
journey out he had found her to have aquick and lively mind that belied her outward reserve and
convinced him that she had earned her high position. At times he found her interest in his equipment and
plans somewnheat too intense, and her palitica viewstoo rigid, bat he knew better than to expect anything
€lse under the circumstances. And the more he knew of her, the more certain he was that her presence
here was not motivated gtrictly by political interest: there had been something between Marthaand the
first Chente.

He gestured at the red and black landscape shimmering in’ the superheated air below them. “ Are you sure
you gtill want to come down with my landing party?’

She nodded. “I certainly do. It'snot as dangerous asit looks. We' |l be going many kilometersinland
before we set down. I'm—doing alittle reconnaissance here myself. I’ ve never been in this part of the
world.”

Further conversation became impossible as the nuclear jetslit up to angle the Diligence down toward the
black ridgesthat thrust up between therivulets of fire. The jetswere just one of many anachronismsin the
New Providencian military machine. Apparently they had been sadvaged from one of the colony’ sorigina

hdlicopters. With them, the dirigible could make nearly fifty kilometers per hour in levd flight.



The Diligence flew inland until the ground below was solid and cold. The airship descended rapidly, then
leveled off just before its nose skid rasped across the jagged volcanic dag. Heavy grapndswere thrown
out and the ship was drawn to Earth.

Vicente called to Ship's Captain Oswald, “Whao'll bein charge of my ground party?’

“Hight Corporal Nord,” the officer said, pointing to atall, muscular man, who together with three other
men was dragging explosives and equipment out of the Diligence' s cramped hold. “We Il stay on the
ground just long enough to drop you off, Citizen Quintero. We're at the mercy of every breeze down
here. We Il come back for you in twenty-two hours, unlessyou signa usearlier.” He glanced at Martha.
“Citizen Blount, | suggest you forego thislanding. The country is pretty rough.”

Martha looked back at him, and seemed faintly annoyed. “No, | ingst.”
Oswald frowned, but did not press the matter. “Very well. Seeyou in aday or so.”

Nord and two of the riflemen were thefirg to hit ground. Martha followed them. Then came Vicente,
loaded down with his own specid equipment. Two more riflemen with the explosives brought up the rear.

Thelanding ste was aflat area at the top of anarrow ridge. The seven of them clambered down the
hillsde asthe huge aircraft’ s engines throttled up. By the time they reached the bottom of the ravine that
followed theridge, the Diligence was aready floating five hundred meters over their heads.

“Let’sfollow thisgorgeinland abit,” said Quintero. “From what | could see before we landed, it should
widen out to where we can do some blasting without risking an avdanche.”

“Anything you say,” Nord replied indifferently. Chente watched the man slently asthe other moved on
ahead. One way or another, thiswould not be aroutine exploration.

The New Providencians spent most of the afternoon setting off explosivesin the dag. Their firecrackers
were bulky and heavy, and the work went dowly. The bombs didn’t amount to more than half aton of
TNT, amicroscopicaly smal charge to obtain any information about conditions within the planet.
Fortunately Chente sinstruments didn’t measure mechanica vibrations as such, but consderably more
subtle effects. Even so he had to rely on coincidence counters and considerable statistical andysisto
derive a picture of what went on hundreds of kilometers below.

Toward evening the sky became overcast and it began to drizzle. Chente cdled off their work. In fact, his
survey was now complete, and his grim conclusions were beyond doubt. A gtiff breeze kept anyone from

suggesting that they cal down the Diligence. Even with perfect visibility, Oswald probably couldn’t have

brought the airship in againgt that wind.

By the time they set up camp in adeep hollow—amost a cave—benesath the cliff face, they were dl
thoroughly soaked. Nord put two of his men on waich at the entrance to the hollow, and the rest of the

party took to their degping bags.

Asthe hours passed, the rain fell more heavily, and from the west the steady hissing of the lava masked
nearly dl other sounds. Abruptly, the cylinder that rested in Chente' s hand vibrated againgt his pam:
someone was tempering with his equipment. Chente raised his head and looked about the cavelet. The
darkness was complete. He couldn’t even see the deeping bag helay in. But now the years of training
paid off: Chente relaxed, suppressed al background noise and listened for nearby sounds. There! At
least one person was standing in hisimmediate vicinity. Thefdlow’ s breathing was shalow, excited,



Farther away, toward the equipment cache, he could now hear even fainter sounds.

Quintero dipped quietly out of the deeping bag which he had prudently left unbuttoned and moved
toward the cavelet, entrance, lifting and lowering hisfeet precisdly to avoid theirregularities he
remembered in the rocky ground. He probably would have got clear anyway, asthe distant hissing and
the sound of rain covered whatever sounds he made. He didn’t dare pick up any equipment, however; he
was forced to settle on what he d kept with him.

Twenty meters out into the rain, he turned and lay down behind asmadl, sharp hummock of lava. He
drew histiny pistol. Several minutes passed. These were the most cautious ns he had ever seen.
Asif to rebut the thought, two of the guards hand torcheslit. Their yellow beams shone down upon his
and Martha s deeping bags. The two other guards held their rifles trained on the bags, ready to fusiliade.

Before the riflemen could utter more than gasps of astonishment, Chente shouted, “Out herel” All but
One of the men turned toward his. voice. Chente raised his pistol and shot the one who ill had hisrifle
pointed at the degping bags. There was no report or flash, but histarget virtualy exploded.

The hand torches were doused as everyone scrambled for cover. “Marthal” he shouted, “ Get out. Run
off tothe side!”

He couldn’t tell whether she had, but he kept up asteady covering fire, sending stone chipsflyingin al
directions off the cavelet’ s entrance.

Then someone stuck one of the torches on apole and hoisted it up.

The others moved briefly into the open to fireal at once down upon his exposed position. But the
Earth-man got off one last shot—into the explosives.

The concussion smashed the ground up into hisface, and he never heard the cliffsde fal acrossthe
cavelet, entombing hisenemies.

Someone was shaking him, and he-felt anose and aforehead nestled againgt the back of his neck.
“Chente, please don't die again, please,” came Martha svoice.

Chente stirred and |ooked into the wet darkness. His ears were buzzing, and the left side of hishead was
onevast ache.

“Youdl right?” he asked Martha.

“Yes” shesad. Her handstightened momentarily againgt him, but her voice was much camer. Now that
he was conscious she retrested again into ashell of relative formality. “ The others must be dead though.
The whole overhang came down on them. | followed the edge of the landfal trying to find you. Y ou were
not more than a couple of meters beyond it.”

“Y ou knew about this plan beforehand?’ Chente' s soft question was dmost a statement.

“Y es—I mean, no. There were rumorsthat our Special Weapons Group killed thefirst Chentein an
unsuccessful attempt to take his communications bomb. | believed those rumors. We used one of our
bombsin the Nuclear Exchange of Y ear 317. The Specia Weapons people have devised new uses, new
delivery systemsfor our two remaining bombs, but what they redlly need are more nukes. In thelast few
months, I’ ve had reports that the Weapons people are more eager than ever to get another bomb, that
they have some speciad need for it. When you arrived, | was sure that between the Ontarians and our



Wegpons Group someonewould try to kill you.*

Chente shook his head, trying to end the buzzing pain. The motion only made him want to be sick. Finally
hesad, “Thar nation attempt seemsincredibly clumsy. Why didn’t they just do away with me
once we were airborne?’

Now the Providencian ambassadress seemed completely in control of hersalf. She said quietly, ‘ That was
partly my doing. | knew the Weapons people were waiting for another agent to be sent from Earth.
When you came through, | made sure you were assigned to an airship crewed by regular Navy men. |
was sure it was safe. For years Oswald has been part of the Navy factions opposed to the Specia
Wesgpons Group. But somehow they must have got through to him, and at least afew of his crewmen.
Their murder attempt was clumsy, but it was alot more than | had expected, under the circumstances.”

Chente sat up and propped his head against his hands. This[??7] of New Providencian intrigue was not
completely unexpected, but it was ludicrous. Even if the congpirators could dig his bomb out of the
avaanche, it could not be fused without a voice-code spoken by Chente himsalf. He saw now his
mistake in not revealing that fact upon landing. He had thought that al his dire warnings about the
colonists’ common peril would be enough to get cooperation. The Situation was dl the more ludicrous
since he had seen how real the danger of core collapse was.

“Martha, do you know what | discovered during my survey?’
“No.” She sounded faintly puzzled by this sudden-changein topic.

“In one hundred fifty years or so there will be another core tremor, about as serious as the one you call
the Cataclysm. Y ou people smply don’t have time to fight among yoursalves. Y our only optionisto
cooperate, to develop atechnology advanced enough to ensure your surviva.”

“I see... Then the Speciad Weapons Group are fools as well as murderers. We should be working
together to win the Ontarian war, so we can put al our resourcesinto preparing for the next Cataclysm.”

Chente wondered briefly if he were hdlucinating. Hetried again to explain. “1 mean thewar itsalf must be
ended; not through victory, but smply through an end of hodtilities. Y ou need the Ontarians as much as
they need you.”

She shook her head stubbornly. “ Chente, you don’t redlize what aruthless, hedonistic crew the Ontarian
rulersare. Until they’ re diminated, New Providence will go on bleeding, so that no steps can be taken to
protect us from the next Cataclysm.”

Chente Sghed, redizing that further argument would get him nowhere: he knew his own planet’ s history
too well. He changed the subject "Are there any settlements on the Fragge?'

“No cities, but thereis a least one village about five hundred kilometers southeest of here. It'sin the
single pocket of arable land that’ s been discovered on the Fragge.”

‘That doesn’'t sound too bad. If we start out before dawn, we may be able to avoid Oswad' s—*

“Chente, between here and wherever that village is, there' snot asingle plant or anima we can eat
without poisoning oursalves.”

“You'd rather take your chance with Oswad?’



“Certainly. It'sobvious that not everyone aboard the Diligence wasin on this”

“Martha, | think we can makeit through to that village.” Hefelt too dizzy to explain how. “Will you come
dong?

Even in the darkness, he thought he felt a certain amount of amusement in her answer. “Very well... |
could hardly return to the Diligence alone, anyway. It would give away the fact that you' re out here
somewhere." Her hand brushed briefly across his shoulder.

They garted inland a the morning’ sfirgt light, following dong the bottom of one of theinnumerabletiny
ravines cut through the black rock. A temporary but good-sized stream ran down the middle so that they
had to walk aong the steep, rough ground near the side of the ravine. The buzzing was gone from
Chente' s head, but some of the dizziness remained. He was beginning to think that hisinner ear had been
“tumbled” by the explasion, giving him a permanent, though mild, case of motion sickness.

Martha appeared to be in much better condition. Quintero noticed that since she had made up her mind
to come aong, she seemed to be doing her best to ignore the fact that they were without food, or a
reliable means of navigation.

Toward noon they drank rain water from a shalow puddlein the rocks. Twice during the afternoon
Chente thought he heard the engines of the Diligence, nearly masked by the volcanic thunder to the west.
By late afternoon, he estimated they were twenty kilometersinland—excellent progress, considering the
ground they were crossing. The ravine became steadily shalower, until findly they left thelavafiddsand
crossed into amuch older countryside. The cloud cover swept away and the westering sun shone down
from an orange-red sky upon the savannah-like plain ahead of them. That plain was not covered by
grass, but by low, multiple-rooted plants that rose like thick green spiders from the ground.

Chente glanced at the sun, and then at the girl who trudged doggedly on beside him. Her initia reserves
of energy were gone now and her face was set in lines of fatigue. “Rest bresk,” he said, asthey entered
the greenery. They dropped down onto plants which, despite their disquieting appearance, felt soft and
reslient—something like iceplant back on Earth. The dorupt movement made the world spin giddily
around Chente' s head. Hewaited grimly until the wave of dizziness passed, then pulled an oblong case
from a pocket and began fiddling. Finally Martha spoke, her tired voice devoid of sarcasm, “ Some
Earthsde magic? Y ou' re going to materiaize some food?’

“Something likethat.” A small screen flashed to life on the wide side of the oblong. He sharpened the
image, but it was still no more than abstract art to the uninitiated: amixed jumble of blue and green and
brown. He didn't look up ashe said, “Martha, did you know that the star-ship left severd satellitesin
orbit before it landed on New Canada?’

Sheleaned closer to him, looked down at the screen. “Yes. If you know where to ook you can often see
them at night.”

‘They were put up for your colony’s use, and though you no longer have receiving equipment, they are
dill inworking order.*

“Andthisthing—"

“... Isreading from a synchronous satdllite some 40,000 kilometers up. This picture shows most of the
Fragge.”



Martha sfatigue was forgotten. “We never dreamed the satellites could still work. | fed like God looking
down on things thisway. Now we can find that village eadly.”

“Yes—" Using the controls at the Side of the digplay he began to follow the Fragge' s coastline at medium
resolution.

Martha -spoke up again. “1 think we' re seeing the north coast now. At least, the part that isn’'t under
cloud looks like the last map | saw. The villageisto the southeast of us, S0 you' re not going to find much

of anything—"

Chente frowned, looked more closdly at the screen, then increased the magnification. It was asif the
camera had been dropped straight toward the ground. Thetiny bay at the center of the screen swelled to
fill the entire display. Now they were looking down through |ate afternoon haze at alarge natura harbor.
Chenteidentified thirty or forty piers and anumber of ships. All dong the waterfront buildings cast long,
incriminating shadows. He pushed a button and five tiny red lights glowed over the image of one of those
buildings

Marthawas slent for along moment. She looked more closely at the picture, and findly she said, ‘ Those
ships, they’ re Ontarian. They have an entire naval base hidden away there. The scum! | can imagine what
they’ re planning: to build up alarge secret reserve, and then tempt usinto amajor battle. Why, Chente,
this changes our entire naval Situation. It—" Suddenly she seemed to redlize that shewas not Sitting in
someintelligence briefing, but was instead stranded thousands of kilometers from the people who could
usethisdiscovery.

Chente made no comment, but returned the magnification to its previouslevel. Hefollowed the coastline
al the way around to the south and eventualy found two other settlements, both smdll villages.

“Now let’stry to find somefood,” hesaid. “If I'm oriented properly, I’ ve got the picture centered on our
location.” He stepped up the magnification. On the enlarged scae they could seeindividua hillocks and
identify the small stream they had crossed half a kilometer back. Toward the top of the picture, a
collection of spikedike shadows stretched severa millimeters. He magnified theimage il further.

“Animas,” Chentesad. “They look better than two meterslong.”
“Then they’re buzzards.”
“Buzzards?’

“Yes, herbivores. The next largest thing we know about on the Fragge is a predator not much more than
ameter long.”

Chente grinned a her. | think I’ ve materialized that food for you.”
She looked dubious. “Only if | can acquire ataste for copper saltsin my mest.”

“Perhaps we can do something about that.” He looked at the scale key that flickered near the bottom of
the picture. “That herd isn't more than five thousand meters away. | hadn’t expected luck this good. How
long till sunset? Two hours?’

Marthaglanced at the sun, which hung some thirty degrees off the stony ridges behind them. “Morelike
ninety minutes”

“WE I have buzzard soup yet. Comeon.”



The pace he set was adow one, but in their present state it was about the best they could do. The
Spidery vegetation caught at their feet and the ground was not nearly aslevd asit looked. An hour and
three quarters passed. Behind them the sun had set, and only the reddish sky-glow lighted their way.
Chente touched Martha s elbow, motioned her to bend low. If they spooked the herd now, they would
have ahungry night. They crawled over abroad hill crest, then lay down to scan the plain beyond. They
had not been too cautious: the herd was some five hundred meters down the Sope, near awaterhole.
Chente dmogt laughed; buzzards, indeed! They certainly hadn’t been named by the first-generation
colonigts. In thislight the creatures might dmost have been mistaken for tall men stooped over low
againg the ground. Their thin wings were clasped behind their backs as they walked dowly about.

Chente chose amedium-sized animal that was browsing away from the main group. He silently took his
pistol from his coveral and aimed. The beast screamed once, then ran fifteen meters, right into the
water-hole, whereit collapsed. The others didn’t need two warnings. The herd stampeded off to
Chente' sright. The creatures didn’t run or fly—they bounded, in long, wing-assisted legps. The motion
reminded Chente of the impalas he had seen in the San Joaquin valley. In fact, their ecological niche was
probably smilar. In which case, hethought, we' d better watch out for whatever passes for lions
around here.

The humans picked themselves up, and walked dowly down toward the abandoned waterhole. Vicente
waded cautioudy into the shallow, acrid-smelling water. The top of the buzzard' s head was blown off. It
was probably dead, but he didn’t take any chances with it. By the time he got the hundred-kilo carcass
out of the pool the short twilight was nearly ended. Marthatook over the butchering—though she
remarked that buzzards didn’t have much in common with the farm animal's she was used to. Apparently
she had not spent her whole life administrating. He watched her work in the gathering darkness, glad for
her help and gladder for her presence.

When the beast was cut into small enough pieces, Chente took ashort cylinder from his coverals and fed
some of the mest into it. There was a soft buzzing sound, and then he pressed a cup into Martha s hand.
“Buzzard soup. Minusthe heavy metd sats”

He could just make out her silhouette as she dowly raised the cup to her lips and drank. She gagged
severd times but got it al down. When Chente had hisfirst taste he understood her reaction. The dudge
didn't taste edible.

“Thiswill kegp usdive?’ Martha asked hoarsdly.

“For anumber of weeks, anyway. Over alonger time we'd need dietary supplements.” He continued
feeding the buzzard to the processor, and bagging the resulting dop.

“Why hasn't Earth given usthe secret of this device, Vicente? Only one percent of New Providence has
s0il free from metalic poisons, and Ontario is only three or four times better off. With your processor we
could conquer this planet.”

He shook his head. “1 doubt it. The machineisagood deal more complicated than it looks. On Earth, the
technology to build one has existed for less than thirty years. It's not enough to remove the heavy metas
from the meet. The result would still be poisonous—or at least nonnutritious. Thisthing actudly

reassembl es the protein molecules it rips gpart. For the technique to be of any useto you, wed haveto
ship afactory whole. You just—"

Chente heard afaint hiss above and behind him. Martha screamed. Ashewhirled and drew his pistol he
was bowled over by something that had glided in onthem in virtua silence. Chente and the birdlike



carnivore spun over in the spider-weed, the thing’ s beak searching for hisface and throat but finding
Chente' s upthrust forearm instead. The claws and beak were like knives thrust into his chest and arm. He
fired his pistol and the explosion sent the attacker into piecesal over him.

Chenterolled to astting position and played fire around the unseen landscape in case there were others
waiting. But al he heard was vegetation and earth exploding as the water within them was brought
violently to abail.

The whole thing hadn’t lasted more than ten seconds. Now the night was slent again. Chente had the
impression that his attacker had been built more like aleopard than abird. New Canada’ s dense
amaosphere and low gravity made some peculiar things possible.

“Areyou dl right, Chente?’

The question made him aware of the dick flow of blood down hisforearm, of the gashes across hisribs.
He swore softly. “No bones broken, but | got dashed up. Are these creatures venomous?’

“No.” He heard her move close.

“Good. Thefirgt-aid equipment I’ ve got should be enough to keep me going, then. Let’ s get our stuff
away from thiswaterhole or we'll be entertaining vistorsal night long.“ He got tiffly to hisfeet.

They collected the bags of processed mest and then walked three hundred meters or so from the
waterhole, where they settled down in the soft spider-weed. Chente took apain killer, and for awhile
everything seemed hazy and pleasant. The night was mild, even warm. The humidity had dropped steadily
during the afternoon, so that the ground felt dry. A heavy breeze pushed around them, but there were no
identifiable anima sounds. New Canada had yet to invent insects, or their equivaent. The sky seemed
clear, but the stars were not so numerous asin an earthly sky. Chente guessed that the upper-atmosphere
haze cut out everything dimmer than magnitude three or four. He looked for Sol near the head of the
Great Bear but he wasn't even sure he had spotted that constellation. More than anything ese, this sky
made himfed far from home.

Helay back, going over in hismind what he had discovered since hisarriva. When his predecessor had
failed to report, they had tried to prepare him more thoroughly for hisreturn to New Canada. But none
of the historians, none of the psychol ogists had guessed what an extreme social system had devel oped
here. It must have begun as an attempt by the shattered colony to reform society after the Cataclysm,
forging afragile unity from zedous dlegiance. But now it bled the warring nations dry, while blinding the
people to the possibility of peace, and what was worse, to the absolute necessity for working together.
By rights he should now be a hero among the New Canadians. By rights they should be taking the
technica advice he could give to increase what smal chances there might be to survive the next core
tremor. Instead, he was marooned on thisforlorn continent, and the only person who had any redl desire
to help him was just as much a hysterica nationdist aseveryoneese.

But hismission gtill remained, evenif he couldn’t get the localsto cooperate in saving themselves. In spite
of itsterrible problems, New Canada was a more viable colony than most. After four centuries of space
flight, Earth knew how rare are habitable planets. Man's colonies were few. If those failed, there would
be no hope for mankind ever to expand itsalf beyond the Solar System, and eventudly the entire race
would die of its own stagnation.

Somehow, he had to end thisinternecine fighting, or at least eliminate the possibility of nuclear war.
Somehow he had to force the colonigtsto fight for surviva. At the moment he could see only one
possibility. It was along shot and deception was its essence. How much deception, and of whom, he
tried not to consider.



“Martha?’
“Yes?' Shehuddled tentatively againgt him, al reservefinaly gone.
“WE re going to make for that Ontarian base rather than the villages south of here.”

She dtiffened. “What? No! In spite of what some of my people tried to do to you, the Ontarians are il
worse. Why—"

“Two reasons. Fird, that nava baseis only two hundred fifty kilometers away, not five hundred. Second,
| mean to stop this warfare between your two states. There must be peace.”

“A just peace? One where we won't have our mines expropriated by the Ontarians? One where we get
our fair share of the farmland? One where feudadism is outlawed?’

Chentesighed. “Yes” Something like that.
“Then I'll do anything to help you. But how can going to the Ontarians bring peace?’

“Y ou remember those red blips on my display? Those were signals from the trangponders that are on
each of the communications bombs. If I’ ve been keegping count properly, this means that the Ontarians
have al their nuclear wegpons stored &t thisbase. If | tell them of New Providence streachery, and offer
my services, | may eventualy get acrack at those bombs.”

“It might work. Certainly, theworld isn't safe aslong as those fanatics have the bomb, so perhapsit’'s
worth therisk.”

Quintero didn’'t answer. He gave one quick glance around, saw no “leopards’ in the pale starlight.

Then he drew Marthainto hisarms and kissed her, and wondered how many times he had kissed her
before.

Two hundred and fifty kilometersin five dayswould have been no burden for Chenteif he had started
fresh and uninjured. Asit was, however, his dizziness and wounds dowed him down to the point where
Martha could move asfast as he. Fortunatdly it didn’t rain again and the nights remained warm.
Water-holes were easily detected from orbit, and when they ran out of food after three days they had no
trouble getting more meat—thistime without having to fight for it.

But by the morning of thefifth day, they were both near the limit of their resources. Through the haze of
pain-killer drugs and motion-sickness pills, the landscape gradudly became unred to Chente. He knew
that soon he would stop walking, and no effort of will would get him moving again.

Besde him, Martha occasondly staggered. She walked flat-footedly now, no longer trying to favor her
blisters. He could imagine the Sate of her feet after five days of steady walking.

Ahead stretched along hill, its crest some five thousand meters awvay. Chente stopped and studied his
display. “Just over that hill and we re home—"

Martha nodded, tried to smile. The news seemed to give them new, strength and they reached the crest
in less than ninety minutes. Below them lay the harbor they had discovered five days earlier on Chente's
display. It was separated from the sea by overlapping headlands some ten kilometers further north. South
of the green and brown buildings were the unpoi soned farmlands which apparently supported the base.



They looked down on the base only briefly, then slently started toward it. The possibility that they might
be shot out of hand had occurred to them, but now they were too tired to worry much about it.

They were picked up by apatrol before they reached thetilled fields. The soldiersdidn’t shoot, but it
was obvious that the visitors were unwelcome. Chente was relieved of his hardware and he and Martha
were hustled into an olive-drab car that performed much more efficiently than the buffer Mayor Flaggon
drove. Apparently the Ontarians could make fairly good machinery, when ostentation didn’t require
otherwise. Their captors made no attempit to prevent them from looking about asthey drove through the
base toward the water’ s edge, and Chente forced histired mind to takein al he could. They tooled over
the brick-paved road past row after row of warehouses—a testament to Ontarian perseverance. To
bring so much equipment and materia must have taken many carefully planned voyages. And to avoid
Providencian detection, the supply convoyswould have had to be small and inconspicuous.

They turned pardld to thelong stone quay and drove between huge earthen reservoirs-presumably filled
with vegetable oils—and piles of kindling. Further dong the quay they passed severd cruisersand a
battleship. New Canadian ships were noticeably smaler than their counterpartsin the old-time navies of
Earth. A battleship here might run eight thousand tons and mount six 25-centimeter guns. A fleet of
airships sat on the mudflats across the bay. No wonder Balquirth had had no fliers to spare on Wundlich.

Findly they stopped before along three-story building that looked agood deal more permanent than the
wooden warehouses. The driver unlocked the door to the passenger compartment and said, “ Out.” Two
soldiers covered them with what looked like four-barreled shotguns as they followed the driver up the
sepsto the building’ s wide doorway.

Theingde of the building was quite a contrast to the camouflaged exterior: deep-blue carpets covered
the floor while paintings and tapestries were hung from the polished slver walls. Filament lamps glittered
aong the windowless hdlway. They were led ssumbling up two flights to amassive wooden door. One of
the guards tapped lightly, and amuffled, though familiar, voice from beyond the door sad, “ Enter.”

They did so and found Pier Balquirth surrounded by aides and a pair of curvaceous secretaries.
“Freeman Quintero! | should have guessed it was you. And the lovely, though girdle-bound, Miss Blount.
Indeed, no longer girdle-bound—?’ Heraised his eyebrows. “ Sit down, please. | have the feding you
may fall down if you don’t. | gpologizethat | don't give you a chance to rest before talking, but a decent
regard for Machiavelli demandsthat | ask some questions while your defences are down. Whatever
happened to Captain Oswad and his galant crew?’

Chente brought the Ontarian up to date. As he spoke, Balquirth removed a cigar from his desk and lit up.
Hedrew iasevera puffsand exhaed green smoke. Findly he waved his hand-in amusement. “That's
pretty doppy work for the Special Weapons Group, but | suppose they were trying to make your degath
seem an accident. | hope this opens your eyes, Freeman. Though the Speciad Weapons Group isthe
most ruthless bureaucracy within thetight little totalitarian state that callsitself New Providence, the other
Groups aren’t much better. New Providence may be dightly ahead of the Ontarian Confederation
technologicdly, but they use their advantage smply to make life unbearable for their * Citizens , and to
spread misery to other folk aswell.”

Marthaglared dully a Balquirth but kept sllent. Chente recalled Balquirth’s casual, almost reckless
attitude back in Freetown. He came close to smiling. A dandy and afool are not necessarily the same
thing. “Y ou know, | think you drove meinto the arms of New Providence just to create this situation.”

Baquirth looked faintly embarrassed. ‘ That's close to the truth. | stuck my neck way out to get your



predecessor on one of my vessals. The first Quintero completed his survey, and told me his
discoveries—I’ m sure you' ve made these same discoveries by now—but he wouldn’t believe that a
loose confederation like Ontario could handle the preparations for this core tremor. He kept inssting that
both New Providence and Ontario must somehow unite and work together. These are nice sentiments,
but he just didn't redlize how intolerant and uncompromising Miss Blount’ s friends can be. When the
New Providencianskilled him, my government—and mysdlf in particiular—were the goats.

“Thistime| thought I’ d let you go with the Providencians. They'd try to kill you and stedl your gadgets,
but | knew that without your active cooperation they wouldn’t get much use out of them. And | knew you
were too stubborn to let them cgole you over to their side. If you werekilled, then they would ook bad.
If by some quirk they didn’t manageto kill you, | was pretty sure that you would redlize what an
unpleasant bunch they are.

“I am truly pleased that you survived, however. Can we depend on your help, or are you even more
stubborn than | had guessed?*

Chente didn’'t answer immediately. “ Areyou in charge here?’

Pier chuckled. “ Asthose things go in the Ontarian Confederacy—yes. We ve got men and materia from
four mgor bossdoms here, and their chiefs are at each other’ sthroats half the time. But the base was my
idea, and the Bossmanic Council in Toronto has appointed me temporarily superior to the three other
bossmen involved.”

The answer gave Chente amoment to think. In hisway, the Ontarian was just as likable and just as much
the capable fanatic as Martha. The only difference was that by accident of birth, one was supporting a
loose feuda confederation and the other amore industrialized, more centralized regime. And both were
0 inlovewith their syssemsthat they put nationa surviva before the surviva of the entire colony. Finaly
hesad, “Y our plan has convinced me—héll, it practicaly killed me. If you'll bring in the thingsthey
confiscated, | may be able to show you something you can use.” Beside him, Martha s expression
became steadlily darker, though she till maintained her silence.

The bossman turned to one of his secretaries. “Darlene, go out and have Gruzinsky bring in any
equipment he' sholding. Therest of you leave, too—except Maclen, Trudeau, and our guests,” he
gestured at Chente and Martha. Chente glanced at his companion, wondered why Baquirth had
permitted her to remain. Then he redlized that the Ontarian had guessed hisinvolvement with Marthaand
was gauging his truthfulness by the exhausted woman'’ sreactions.

A soldier brought in the variousitems taken from Chente and Martha, and placed them on the low table
that sat before Balquirth’ s em-pillowed throne. The bossman picked up Chente’ swespon. It looked
vaguely like alarge-caliber pistol, except that the bore was filled with a glassy substance.

“Thisdoeswhat | think it does?’ Bossman Pier asked.

“Yes It'san energy wegpon—but the radiation isin the submillimeter range, so thereisn't much
ionization aong the beam path, and your target can’'t see where your fireis coming from. But you'll find
thismoreinteresting.” He pulled the satellite display toward himself and pushed the green button on its
sde. Thetiny screen lit up to show a section of coast and ocean. Balquirth was silent for severa seconds.
“Very pretty,” he said findly, but the banter was gone from hisvoice. “1 never guessed the satdllites were
dill working.”

“The colonid planners built them to last. They didn’t expect you would be able to go up and repair



them.”

“Hm-m-m. Too bad they didn’t build our ground receivers the same way. What' sthat?” Baquirth
interrupted himsdf to point at atiny white“vee” set in the open ocean between two wide cumulous cloud
banks.

“A ship of somekind. Let’'shave acloser look.” Chente stepped up the magnification. The craft was
dearly visble, itswhite wake streaming out far behind it.

“Why, that' sthe Ram!” one of the Ontarian officers exclamed. “Thisisincredible! That ship left
thirty-three hours ago. She must be hundreds of kilometers out, and yet we can see her asif we were
flying over in an arship. When wasthis picture teken?’

“Lessman asecond ago. The coverageislive.”
“What area can be observed with this gadget?’
“Everything except the poles, though high resolution pictures are available only up to latitude 45 degrees.”

“Hm-m-m, we could reconnoiter the entire Inner Ocean.” Pier touched one of the knobs. Now that
Chente had activated the device it responded to the Ontarian’ s direction. The Ram's image dwindled,
did to one side, and they looked down on an expanse of cloud-stippled ocean. Chente started. Almost
off theleft Sde of the screen was acluster of wake “vees’. Balquirth increased the magnification until the
formation filled the screen.

“Thosearen't ours,” one of the officers said finally.

“Clearly,” said Badquirth. “1t' sequally clear that thisisaNew Providencian fleet, Colond Maclen. And
their wakes point our way."

“Looks like four Jacob class battleships, half adozen cruisers, and twenty destroyers,” said the second,
older officer. “But what are those shipsin thetrailing squadron?’ His eyes narrowed. “ They’ re troop
transports”

“Now, | wonder what an invasion force would be doing in thisinnocent part of theworld,” said Pier.

Theolder officer didn’'t smile at the flippancy. “ From their wake angles | estimate they’ re making thirty
kilometers an hour, Bossman. If | read the key on the screen right, that means we have lessthan
forty-four hours.

Chente glanced across at Martha, saw her eyes staring back at him. Now he knew why the Specidl
Weapons people had wanted another bomb. Pier noticed their exchange of 1ooks.

“Any ideawhy thisinvasion should coincide with your arriva, Freeman Quintero?’

“Yes. My guessisthat certain Providencian groups discovered your base here some months ago, but
deferred attack until they could get still another nuclear bomb—namely the one | brought—for their pile”

The bossman nodded, then seemed to put the matter aside. “Admiral Trudeau, | intend to meet them at
sea. We have neither the shore batteries nor the garrison to take them on at the harbor entrance.”

The officer nodded, looking unhappy. “But even with this much warning,” he nodded at the screen,
“they’ve dtill caught uswith our pants down. | only have three cruisers, two battleships, and a handful of
escort craft in port. We can't stop four Jacob class battlewagons and a half dozen cruisers with that,



Bossman.”
“We have the bombs, sr,” Colond Maclen brokein.

“You Army sortsare dl dike, Colond,” Admira Trudeau sngpped. “ The only time you ever used a
bomb, it was smuggled into New Providencian territory and exploded on the ground. On the open sea
we need at least twenty kilometers clearance between our fleet and the target. It s mighty hard to sneak a
dirigible, or atorpedo boat, across a gep that wide.”

Maclen had no answer to the criticism. Chente suddenly saw an opportunity to get at the Ontarian bombs
and perhaps to destroy the Providencian nuclear capability in the bargain. He said, “ But those comm
bombs were mounted on drive units powerful enough to boost them out of the atmosphere. Why don't
you dter the drive program and let them deliver themsalves?’ The three Ontarians|ooked a him
open-mouthed. Beside him he heard Martha gasp.

Baquirth said, “Y ou can make such dterations?” Chente nodded. “ Aslong aswe know thetarget’s
position, I'll have no problem.”

Martha gave an inarticulate cry of rage as she lunged across the table, picked up the recon display and
flung it to the floor. Maclen and Trudeau grabbed her, forced her away from the table. Balquirth retrieved
the display. The picture on the screen il glowed crisp and true. He shook hishead sadly at Martha.
“That' sit, then. Trudeau, sound generd alarm. | want some kind of fleet ready to sail in twenty-two
hours”

The Navy man left without aword. Balquirth turned back to the Earthman. “Y ou’ re wondering why |
don’t keep the fleet here, and lob the bomb out to sea when the enemy comesin range?’

Chente considered wearily. “That would be the prudent thing to do—if you trusted me.”

“Right. Unfortunately, | don't trust you that far. I'll let you decide which bomb you want, and let you
supervise the launch, but I’ d rather not risk this base on the possibility of achangein your heart. We may
not have many ships here yet, but the physical plant we' ve developed makes this one of the best nava
basesin our confederation—whether it remains secret or not.”

Chente nodded. Martha murmured something; Balquirth turned to her and bowed amost gracioudly.
“Y oumay come dong, too, if you wish, MissBlount.”

The Fearsome, Admira Trudeau' s flagship, displaced seventy-three hundred tons and could run at
better than forty kilometers per hour. She was doing at least that now. Chente stood on the bridge and
looked out over the foredeck. After being treated by Ontarian medics, he had dept most of the
preceding day. He felt dmaost normal now, except for astiffnessin hisarm and side and occasiond
attacks of vertigo.

He had studied naval types of the Twentieth Century quite thoroughly back home, and in many waysthe
Fearsome was afamiliar craft. But there were differences. The Ontarian construction had afaintly crude,
misshapen appearance. Standardized production techniques were only beginning to appear in the
Confederacy. And without petroleum resources or cod, the nations of New Canada were forced to use
vegetable oils or wood to fire their boilers—the greasy black smoke that spouted from the Fearsome's
stacks was enough to cause, a queasy stomach even if hisinner ear and the rolling seawere not. The ship
had ahuge crew. Apparently its auxiliary devices were not connected to the centra power plant Even the
big deck guns needed work sguads to turn and angle them. In a sense the Fearsome was a cross
between aRoman galley and a 1910 battleship.



So far Chente' sjury-rigged plans had gone much more smoothly than he had dared to hope. At
Baquirth’ sdirection, Colond Maclen had shown him the maximum security storage bunker where
Ontario’ sfive nuclear wegpons were located. Only one was needed for this mission, but the Earthman
had been dlowed to check the missiles’ drive unitsin making his selection. Apparently, neither Maclen or
Baquirth redized that a smple adjustment of the drive unit could render the bomb itsdf permanently
unusable. It had taken Chente only amoment to so adjust four of the five wegpons.

Now the hastily formed Ontarian fleet was under full steam, with the bomb launch less than an hour
away. In addition to the Fearsome, the fleet contained the battleship Covenant and two large
cruisers—essentialy as protection for that one bomb. When they were within missile range of the
Providencians the Ontarian fleet would turn away, and Balquirth and Chente would take the bomb
aboard the motorized boat which now sat near the Fearsome' s stem. Not until then would Chente be
alowed to touch the bomb’ strigger.

Chente looked down at Martha, who sat beside him on the bridge gazing fixedly out at the ocean. Her
wrists had been manacled, but when the sea got choppy Admird Trudeau had removed the cuffs so that
she could more easily keep her balance. She had not spoken asingle word for the last three hours, had
seemed dmodt like a disinterested spectator. Chente touched her shoulder, but she continued to ignore
him.

The starboard hatch opened Balquirth, dressed now in utility coveralls and adicker, stepped onto the
bridge. He spoke briefly with Trudeau, then approached the Earthman. “We' ve got problems, Freeman.
This storm has kicked up a bit faster than the weather people predicted. We can't spot our fleet on the
display, and the New Providencian force will be under cloud cover in another fifteen minutes.”

Chente shrugged, and the gesture brought a sharp pain to hisside. “No matter. That satellitewe' re
reading from was a so intended for navigation. It' s got radar powerful enough to scan the ocean. WE'll
be able to keep track of the other fleet most aseasly asif there were no storm at al.”

“Ah, good. Let’ sgo below and take alook at the display, then. Y ou said we could launch the missile
from twenty-five kilometers out?’

‘That’ sthe effective range. Actualy the bomb’ s drive unit could push it much farther, but it wasn't
designed asaweapon, so it would be terrifically inaccurate at greater ranges.”

Chente and Baquirth |eft the bridge and went carefully down the steep ladderway to the charthouse. The
sky was completely overcast now, and a gathering squall obscured the horizon. He could barely make
out the forms of the escort craft, far off to the Sde. The hard cold wind that deeted across the Fearsome
presaged the sorm’sarrival.

The charthouse was hidden from the direct blast of the wind by several armoured buttresses and agun
turret. Five armed seamen stood at the entrance; once they recognized Balquirth, there was no trouble
getting indde. The charthouseitsalf waswell insulated from the outside, asthe instrumentsit housed
required better care than men did. Baquirth had had all of Chente’ s equipment stowed here, along with
the communi cations bomb, atwo-meter-long cylinder of black plastic that rested in a case of native
velvet near the cabin’sinterior bulkhead. .

Maclen sat beside some bulky and primitive wireless equipment. The young colond held arepesating dug
gun at the ready position. He was the room’ s only occupant Apparently Pier trusted only histop aides
with this Pandora s box of Earthly artifacts.



“All secure, dr,” Maclen said. “| |et the navigator take some charts but no one else has been by.”
“Very good, Colond,” said Baquirth. “All right, Freeman, it sal yours.”

Chente approached the brass chart table and the satellite receiver. He fiddled briefly with the contrals,
and the screen turned gray. A tiny point of light moved dowly from left to right across the top of the
screen, then returned to the left margin and tarted across again. * That' s the scanning trace from the
satdlite. It silluminating a square kilometer as it moves across the ocean. The satdllite’ smaser ian't
powerful enough to light up alarger area, so the picture must be built up from a sequence of scans” The
tiny blip of light shifted down about amillimeter with each scan, but till nothing showed initstrack.
Findly, two golden blips gppeared, and in the scan below that, another blip.

“The Providencians,” Baquirth said, dmost to himself.

Chente nodded. “At thisresolution, it' sdifficult to seeindividua ships, but you get the idea of their
formation.”

“What' sthat red blip?” Bossman Pier pointed to the newest apparition.

“That must be atransponder on one of the Providencian bombs. All the communications bombs tranamit
auhf sgnd in response to microwave from the satellite. | suppose, that originaly the gimmick was used
to find dud bombs that fell back to the surface without detonating.”

“So they redlly thought they were going to wipe usout,” said Pier. “ Thisis even better than | had hoped.”

The scanning dot moved relentlesdy across the screen, shifting down with each passto reveal more and
more of the Providencian fleet. Findlly they could see the echelon structure of the enemy forces. For ten
more scans, No new blips appeared. Then asingle red blip showed up far south of the enemy fleet.
Chente caught his bregth,

Baquirth looked acrossthetable a him. “How far isthat bomb from us?’ he said quietly.

Chente held up his hand, and watched the scanning dot continue across the screen. He remembered
Martha s remarks about the Providencians having specia ddlivery systems. Then the scanning dot
showed the leading eements of the Ontarian fleet—just Six linesbelow thered dot. “Lessthan ten
kilometers, Bossman.”

Baquirth didn’t reply. He looked at the display’ s key, then rattled off some instructionsinto a speaking
tube. General quarters sounded. Seconds later Chente heard the Fearsome' s big deck gunsfire.

Findly Baquirth spoke to Chente. Hisvoice was cam, dmogst asif ther peril were someonedse's.
“How do you suppose they detected our fleet?’-

“There are anumber of ways. Marthasaid the Providencians were experimenting with alot of gadgets of
their own design. In fact they may not have detected us. That bomb is probably aboard asmall,
unmanned boat. They may just keep it thirty or forty kilometers ahead of their fleet. Then if it hearsthe
sounds of propellers nearby it detonates.”

“Ah, yes. Research and devel opment—isn't it wonderful.”

They stood waiting in Slence. Ten kilometers away, abarrage of heavy artillery was arcing down on the
cause of that innocuous red blip. Any second now they would discover just how cleverly the New



Providencians had designed their ddlivery system.

From outside the windowl ess charthouse came screams. No other sounds, just screams. Chente smelled
fire, noticed the insulation around the closed hatch was beginning to smoke. He and Balquirth hit the
deck, and Maclen was not far behind. The bomb’s searing flash bad crossed the ten kilometers
separating them at the speed of light, but they would have to wait amost seven seconds for the
water-borne shock wave to arrive.

Chente heard amonstrously loud ripping sound, felt the deck smash into his chest and head. He was not
conscious when the air-borne shock wave did itsjob, pedling back the charthouse bulkhead and part of
the deck above them.

Chentewokewith rainin hisface, and the muffled sound of exploding ammunition and burning fuel al
around. Behind al these sounds, and nearly asinsistent, was a steady roar—the last direct evidence of
the nuclear explosion.

The Earthman rolled over, curang as he fet the stitches the Ontarian doctors had put in hissde come
gpart. His head rang, his nose was bleeding, and his earsfelt stuffed with cotton. But as he shook therain
out of hiseyes he saw that the othersin the charthouse had not fared so well. On the other side of the
cabin, Maclen’ s body was sprawled, headless. Nearer, Balquirth lay unmoving, a pool of blood
Spreading from his mouth.

For afew moments Chente sat looking stupidly at the scene, wondering why he was dive. Then he began
to think. His plansto destroy the Providencian bombs were ruined now that the Ontarian fleet had been
destroyed. Or were they? Suddenly he redlized that thisturn of events might give him hope of completing
hismission and till escaping both groups. Chente struggled to his feet, and noticed the deck was
liging—or wasit only his sense of balance gone awry again? He recovered the recon display and his
pistol, then picked the communications bomb from its case. The bomb didn’t mass more than fifteen
kilograms, but it was an awkward burden.

Outsde the charthouse the mutilated guards' bodies lay amid twisted metd. The ship’s paint was
scorched and curling even inthe rain. The after part of the ship was swallowed by flame, and the few
people he saw dive were too busy to notice him.

Martha. The thought brought him up short, and he reconsidered the possibilities. Then he turned and
started toward the bridge. He could see the gaping holes where the glass had been blown out of the
bridge' s ports. Anybody standing by those ports would be dead now.

Then he saw her, crawling aong the gangway above. The deck listed afull ten degrees ashe pulled
himsalf up aladderway to reach her. “Let’ s get off thisthing!” he shouted over the explosions and the
fire. He caught her arm and helped her to her feet.

“What-?7" She shook her head. A trickle of blood ran from one ear down her neck. Her face was
smeared with grime and blood.

He could bardly hear her voice, and redlized the explosion must have deafened them dl. He held onto her
and shouted again into her good ear. For amoment she relaxed against him, then pulled back, and he
saw her lips mouth: “Not with... traitor!”

“But | was never going to use that bomb on your people. It was just atrick to get at the Ontarian
bombs.” It was the biggest lie he' d told her yet, but he knew she wanted to believeit.

He pointed toward the Fearsome’s stern, and shouted, “ To the launch!” She nodded and they staggered



acrossthetilting, twisted deck, toward the flames and the sound of explosions. Everyone they met was
going in the opposite direction, and seemed in no mood to stop and talk.

Now there was only one narrow path free of flames, and the heat from either Sdewas so intense it
blistered their skin even asthey ran through it. Then they were beyond the flames, on the relatively
undamaged stern. Chente saw that the motor launch had been torn loose from its after mooring cable,
and now its stern hung down, splashing crazily in the water. Severad bodies|ay unmoving on the scorched
deck, but no one else was visible. They crawled down to where the bow of the launch stuck up over the
railing. Chente had amost concluded they were done on the stern, when Balquirth stepped from behind
the wreckage next to the launch’ s moorings.

The Ontarian swayed drunkenly, one hand grasping the jagged and twisted meta for support. His other
hand held adug gun. The lower part of hisface was covered with blood. Chente staggered toward him,
and shouted, “Thought you were dead. We re going ahead with your plan.”

Through the blood, Pier dmost seemed to smile. He gestured a Martha. “No... Quintero,” hisvoice
camefaintly over the sounds of rain and fire, “... think you' ve turned your coat...”

He raised the pigtal, but Chente was close to him now. The Earthman lunged, knocking the gun aside
with hisbomb, and drove hisfist hard into Pier’ s ssomach. The other crumpled. Chente staggered back,
clinging to therail for support. It struck him that the fight must have looked like a contest between
drunks.

Heturned to Martha, and waved at the launch, *"We€ |l have to jump for it, before that other cable
breaks."

She nodded, her face pale with cold and fear. They were cut off from the rest of the ship by spreading
fire, and even as he spoke the Fearsome tilted another five or ten degrees. He climbed over therail and
jumped. The drop was only three meters, but his target was moving and he was holding the bomb. He hit
hard on his bad side and rolled down the launch’ s steeply doping deck.

Gasping for breath he dragged himself back up the deck and waved to Martha above him. She stood
motionless, her fiststightly clenched about the railing. For amoment, Chente thought shewould balk, but
she dipped over therailing and jumped, her arms outstretched He managed to break her fall and they
both went sprawling. They crawled clumsily down the bobbing deck toward the craft’ s cockpit. Martha
struggled through the tiny hatch, and Chente pushed the bomb after her. Then he turned and fired at the
remaining mooring cable.

Thelaunch knifed into the water and for amoment submerged completely, but somehow Chente
managed to keep being washed away. The boat bobbed back to the surface, and he scrambled into the
cockpit.

From histalkswith Balquirth, Quintero knew the boat had a steam-electric power plant—it was
ordinarily used for espionage work. Looking over the control panel, Chente decided that this was the
most advanced Ontarian mechanism he had encountered—just the kind of luck they needed. He
depressed the largest switch of the board and felt afaint humming benegth hisfeet. He eased the “throttle
forward. Asthelaunch pulled dowly away from the foundering Fear some, he thought he heard the whine
and snick of smal fire caroming off the boat’ s hull; gpparently Ba quirth was not easily put out of action.
But now it wastoo late to stop their escape. The Fearsome was soon lost to sight- amid the deep swells



and pounding rain. Thelast Chente saw and heard of the Ontarian fleet was a pale orange glow through
the storm followed by a sound that might have been thunder. Then they were aone with the sorm.

The storm was bad enough initself. Thetiny cabin spun like acompass needle, and severa times Chente
was afraid the boat would capsize. Somehow Marthamanaged to tie down the equipment and dig a
couple of life jackets out of astorage cubby.

Chente fastened the recon screen to the control board, and inspected the radar display. On high
resolution he could distinguish every vessdl in the area. Even his motor launch showed—or at least the
transponder on his communications bomb did. They would have no trouble navigating through this sorm,
if they didn’t sink. He briefly thanked heaven that the comm bombs were about as clean as anything that
energetic can be: nearly al the energy was radiated as soft X rays. At least they didn’t have to worry that
the rain was drenching them in radioactive poisons.

“Now what?’ Martha shouted finally. She had wedged herself in the corner, trying to keep her balance.

Chente hesitated. He had three choices. He could flee the sceneimmediately; he could use hisbomb to
destroy the Providencians and their remaining bomb—just as he and Ba quirth had planned; or he could
indulge in more treachery. Thefirgt option would leave the Providencians with abomb, and an enormous
advantage in the world. The second option would be difficult to execute; at this point Marthamight be
stronger than he was. He might haveto kill her. Besides, if he exploded his bomb, he would have no way
to make hisreport to Earth.

That |eft treachery. “We re going to try to get picked up by one of the shipsin the Providencian fleet.”

Twenty minutes passed. At the top of the screen the launch’ s blip moved closer and closer to the red dot
that represented the last Providencian bomb. He kept the screen angled so that Marthadidn’t have a
clear view of it.

They should be able to see the ship before much longer. He leaned his head close to Marthaand said,
“Do you know any signals that would keep them from shooting us out of hand?’ He pointed at the
eectric arc lamp mounted in the windscreen.

Her voice came back faintly over the wind. “I know some diplomatic codes. We update them every
fifteen days—they just might respect them.”

“WEll haveto chanceit.” Chente helped her light the arc lamp. But there was nothing to see except
storm. Chente guided the launch so that itsimage on the screen approached the other. Asthey swung
over thetop of aswell, they saw along gray shadow not more than two hundred meters aheed. It
appeared to be an auxiliary craft, probably a converted cargo ship.

Chente reached across the pand and tapped new ingtructionsinto the display. Now the machine was
reading the trangponder’ s position from itsinternd direction finders. Beside him &t the control pand,
Martha awkwardly closed and opened the signaer’ s shutter. For nearly thirty seconds there was no
reply. Chente held his breath. He expected that this particular ship would be manned by Specia
Weapons people, who might well be trigger-happy and extremely suspicious. On the other hand,
depending on what they expected of the Ontarians, the weapons people might be cocksure and careless.

Finaly alight high on one of the ship’smasts blinked irregularly. “ They acknowledge. They want usto
movein closer.”



Chente worked the e ectric boat closer and closer to the ship. Martha continued sending. They were
about fifty meters out now, and they could make out the details of the other vessdl. Quintero looked
closdly at hisdisplay, then scanned the ship’ s fore-deck. He noticed a shrouded boat [ashed down near
the bow. Its position agreed with the location of the blip on hisdisplay. Thiswas better than he had
hoped. That was the twin of the robot boat that had nearly destroyed the Ontarian fleet. He took one
hand from thewhed, drew his pistol and fired asingle low-power bolt. The thick windscreen shattered,
throwing divers of glassall around. He stepped the pistol’ s power to full and aimed at the other vessdl’s
bow.

“No!” Martha screamed as she rammed him against the bulkhead. She wastall and strong and she fought
desperately. They careened wildly about the cabin for several seconds before Chente got asolid,
close-fisted blow to her solar plexus. She collapsed without asound, and the Earthman whirled back to
face the deadlier enemy.

The ship’s main guns were turned toward him, but he was below them now. He sprayed fire dl dong the
vessdl, concentrating on the smaler deck guns and the shrouded boat. Clouds of steam quickly obscured
the glowing craters his pistol gouged in the ship’s hull, and then the fuel supply aboard the robot boat
exploded inabdl of orange-red flame hot enough to melt the controls of the bomb within.

There was the sparkle of automatic fire from up in the ship’ s masts, and the cockpit seemed to shred
around him. He fired upward blindly and the sparkling ceased. Chente grabbed the whed and turned
about. The seconds passed but there was no more Providencian gunfire. The sounds of the burning ship
quickly faded behind them and they were done.

They drove steadily west for three hours. The seasfell. Just as the sun s&t, the clouds cover inthe far
west moved aside so that the sun shone red and gold through the narrow band between horizon and
cloud.

His reconnai ssance screen showed no sign of pursuit More importantly, there was only one transponder
blip glowing on Chente' s display—hisown.

Thetiny launch was dowing, and finally Chente decided to try to fireits boiler. He eased the throttle back
to null, and the boat sat bobbing amost gently in the seathe sun turned gold.

“Martha?’ No response. “| hadtodoit.”

“Had to?’ Her tone showed despair and unbelieving indignation. Shelooked briefly up a him through her
rain-plastered hair. “How many Providencians did you kill today?”

Chente didn’'t answer. Therationalizations that men usefor killing other men stuck in histhroat, at least
for the moment. Findly hesaid, “1 told you, | told the Ontarians: Unless you work together you will dl be
wiped out. But it didn’t do any good just to say it. Now, Ontario and New Providence have amutual
enemy: me. | have the only nuclear wegpon left, and | have meansto deliver it. Soon | will control
territory, too. Y our nationswill spend their energiesto develop the technology to defeat me, and in the
end you may be good enough to meet your real peril.”

But Martha had resumed her study of the deck, and made no reply.
Chente sighed, and began to pull back the deck plates that should cover the bailer.

The sun set and the first stars of twilight shone through the gap between the clouds and the horizon.



Nineteen light-years away, hislikeness must still be awaiting his report. In afew weeks, Chente would
make that report, using the Ontarian communications bomb. But the people of the New Canadawould
never know it, for that bomb was the lever he would use to take over some small Ontarian fiefdom.
Already he must begin casting the net of schemes and machinations that would stretch one hundred years
into this miserable planet’ sfuture. It was small consolation to hope that his likenesswould liveto see

other worlds.



