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To Joan—
remember?
PART |
The Hand upon them.
Strangled shout.

L B

It was about an hour into morning shift. | was planning out my day. | had to arrange the routing work |
could do using the screen, so that it didn't conflict with the eating routine, the kids use of the screen for
school hours, and the best timesto go for awalk in the tubes.

Thekids were pouting, for some reason, and | was having trouble concentrating on the alterations that
had been made in the production schemes since yesterday. If you don't get the changes down pat in the
morning you'll be sending new goods to depot's that don't handle that product anymore, and the losses
can egt up your day's management commission before the complaint feedback reaches you.

I'd just about gotten it down when time camefor thekids first lecture, and | had to give up the screen. |
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seitled down in the dining booth to review my notes but it wasn't ten minutes before they started whining.

"Dad-Ay, why do we have to watch this old Suff?' Romana said, jerking her chin up with arega look.
"None of the other cubesin thisblock even carry Schoolchannd anymore.”

"Uh," said Chark, "and it's boring. Everybody knows you can't learn fast without tapping. Were going to
turn out to berennies.”

"Rennies?'

"Renegades," Angela said from the kitchen cloigter. "It's new dang. Y ou should watch the entertainment
channd more." The wordswere normal but her tone had an edge on it. She'd tried the manua breskfast
thismorning and it hadn't worked out, but indocing—or was that outdated term still around?—was one
of our flash points. She stood in the doorway and looked at me with her mouth tightened.

"Don't you think it's about time you started to listen to what other people think, Ling? Findly?"

"No." | looked away and started underlining some parts . of my notes. Chark dided the 3D volume
down and theroom fdll silent. | wasn't going to get away with alight dismissa.

"Dad-Ay..."

"If you'd just read some of the articles we gave you," Chark began in ameasured, reasonable tone, "and
talked to a counsdlor at the center, you'd understand why we need tapping now. Y ou were out there
yoursdlf, Dad, s0..."

"Yes" | said sharply. "I was out there. And none of you were. Y ou believe anything the Assembly saysis
good for the common defense, but don't expect me..."

| stopped. It wasn't going to do any good. | wouldn't tell them the guts of what happened out there—that
was buried away in afile somewhere with red Secret stickersal over it, and until the stickers came off |

couldn't say anything.
Angelabroke her rigid silence, and | could tell that what she was going to say had been held back for a
long time. "Why do you tell them such things? They'll respect you even lessif you try to pretend theré's

some big mystery about what you did out there. Y ou were just a shuttle captain, a pickup convoy to get
the survivors off Regeln after the Quarn hit it. And you didn't even get many off, either.”

" Something happened. Something really happened.”

The children had become quiet, the way they do when they sense that the grownups have forgotten
they're around, and maybe afight was going to start. Angelaand | both noticed it at the sametime.

"All right. Wdll talk about it later,” | said. The kids went back to their lecture, grumbling to each other,
and Angelawalked into the bedroom, probably to pout. It was one more nick in amarriage that was

dready eroding.
Wewould talk later, and there would be accusations and complaintsand | couldn't explain.

But it happened. It caught mein awave of hard color, a menace subtle and faceless, and the wave threw
me up on this barren spiritual shore. To wait, and while waiting to die. It happened during that quick run
into the Regeln system to drop and grab whatever was | eft before the Quarn returned.

The crew didn't take it well. Fleet took us off aroutine run and outfitted the ships with enough extrasto



put the convoy on the lowest rung of warship class. But men taketimeto adjust. Most of them were il
nervous and edgy about the changes that had been made. They were suddenly oraku, warrior status.
They didn't like it—neither did I—but there was nothing to be done. It was an emergency.

| had usroar out of port at full bore, giving the shipsthat hot gun-metal smell, and that kept them busy for
awhile. But maintenance is maintenance and soon they found the time to tie themsalvesin knots, wringing
out saf-doubts with fidgeting fingers. In afew days the results began to come up through the confessond
rings. anxieties, excluson fedings, loss of phase.

"| told Fleet we'd havethis,” | said to Tonji, my Exec. "These men can't take a sudden change of status
androle." | let go of the clipboard that held the daily report and watched it strike the table top with a
dow-motion clatter in low gee.

Tonji blinked hissmian eyeslanguidly. "I think they're overreacting to the danger involved. None of us
signed for something likethis. Givethem time."

"Time? Wheream | going to get it? Were only weeks out of Regeln now. Thisisalarge group, spread
over aconvoy. Well have to reach them quickly.”

He unconscioudy stiffened hislips, agesture he probably associated with being tough-minded. "It will
take effort, it'strue. But | suppose you redize thereisn't any choice.”

Wasthat ahint of defiance in hisvoice, mingled with his habitual condescension?| paused, let it go.
"More Sabd, then. Require al senior officersto attend aswell."

"Y ou're sure that's enough, Sr?'

"Of course I'm not sure! | haven't got al the answersin my pocket. This convoy hasn't had anything but
shuttle jobsfor years."

"But we've been reassigned...”

"Sapping agticker on aship doesn't' change the men inside. The crews don't know what to do. There
isn't any confidence in the group, because everyone can sense the uncertainty. Nobody knowswhat's
waliting for uson Regeln. A crewman wouldn't be human if he didn't worry about it."

| looked acrossthe smdl cabin at my kensdai dtar. | knew | waslosing control of mysdlf too often and
not directing the conversation the way | wanted. | focused on the solid, dark finish of the wood that
framed the dtar, feding mysdf merge with the familiarity of it Focus down, |et the center flow outward.

Tonji flicked an appraisng glance a me. "The Quarn were stopped on Regeln. That'swhy we're going.”

"They'll be back. The colony there beat them off, but took alot of losses. It's now been twenty-four days
sncethe Quarn left. Y ou've heard the signals from the surface—they're the only oneswe got after their
satdllite link was destroyed. The correct code grouping isthere, but the signd strength is down and
transmission faded. Whoever sent them was working in bad conditions, or didn't understand the gear, or
both."

"Heet doesn't think it'satrap?’ Tonji's features, Mongol-yellow in the diffused light of my cabin, took on
acool, dy look.

"They don't know. | don't either. But we need information on Quarn tactics and equipment. They'rea
race of hermits, individuas, but somehow they cooperate against us. We want to get an idea how."



"Theealier incidents..."

"They were just that—incidents. Raids. Fleet never could unravel enough coherent information out of the
surviving tapes, and there were no survivors.

"But thistime the colonists stood off a concentrated attack.”
"Y es. Perhaps there are good records on Regeln."”

Tonji nodded, smiling, and |ft after proper ceremonies. | was sure he knew everything I'd told him, but
he'd seemed to want to draw the details out of me, to savor them.

For the better the mission, the gaudier the reports, then al the faster would rise the fortunes of Mr. Tonji.
A war—thefirst in over acentury, and thefirst in degpspace—has the effect of opening the staircasesto
thetop. It relieves ayoung officer of the necessity of worming hisway through the belly of the hierarchy.

| reached out, diaded astarchart of Regeln's neighbors, studied.

The Quarn had been an insect buzzing just beyond the range of hearing for decades now. Occasiona
glancing contacts, rumors, stories. Thenwar.

How? Security didn't bother to tell lowly convoy captains—probably only afew hundred men anywhere
knew. But there had been a cautioudy-worded bulletin about negotiationsin the Quarn home worlds, just
before the war. The Council had tried to establish communa rapport with some segment of Quarn
society. It had worked before, with the Phalanx and Angras.

Among theintellectud circles| knew—such asthey were—it was holy dogma. Sense of community was
the glue that held a culture together. Given time and correct phaseit could bind even dlien societies. In
two casesit aready had.

And it wove auniversefor us. A world of soft dissonances muted into harmonies, tranquil hues of
waterprints fading together.

Toit the Quarn were aviolet dash of strangeness. Hermit-like, they offered little and accepted less.
Privacy extended to everything for them; we still had no clear idea of their physical appearances. Their
mesetings with us had been conducted with only afew individua negotiators.

Into this the Council had moved. Perhaps a taboo was ignored, atrifle overlooked. The mistake wastoo
great for the Quarn to pass, they came punching and jabbing into the edge of the human community.
Regeln was one of thelr firdt targets.

"First Sabd call." Tonji's voice came over theinboard. "Y ou asked meto remind you, Sir."

It wasironic that Tonji, with al hisancestors citizens of Old Nippon, should be cdling a Saba gameto
beled by me, ahalf-breed Caucasian—and | was sure it wasn't totally lost on him. My mother wasa
Polynesian and my father atruly rare specimen: one of the last pure Americans, born of the descendents
of the few who had survived the Riot War. That placed me far down in the caste lots, even below
Audrdians

When | was ateenager it was still socidly permissableto cal us ofkaipan, aterm roughly analogousto
nigger inthe early days of the American Republic. But since then had come the Edicts of Harmony. |
imaginethe Edicts are till ignored in the off-idands, but with my professiond statusit would be agrave
breach of protocol if the word ever reached my ears. I'd seen it often enough, mouthed wordlesdy by an
orderlyman who'd just received punishment, or an officer who couldn't forget the color of my skin. But



never doud.

| sighed and got up, dmost wishing there were another of us aboard, so | wouldn't have moments of
completelondlinesslikethis. But we wererarein Fleet, and dmost extinct on Earth itsdlf.

| uncased my formal Saba robes and admired their delicate sheen amoment before putting them on. The
subtle reds and violets caught the eye and played tricks with vision. They were the usud lint-free

polyester that shed no fine particlesinto the ship'sair, but everything possible had been doneto give them
texture and depth beyond the ordinary uniform. They were part of the show, just like the bals and chants.

During the dressing | made theritua passes as my hands chanced to pass diagonaly across my body, to
induce emotions of wholeness, peace. The vague fears| had let dip into my thoughtswould bein the
minds of the crew aswell.

The murmur in our assemblyroom dackened as | appeared; | greeted them, took my place in the
hexagon of men and began the abdomina exercises, Sitting erect. | breathed deeply, dowly, and made
hand passes. At the top of the last arc the power was with me and, breathing out, | came down into
focus, outward-fedling, kodakani .

| dowed the juggling of the gamebals, sensing the mood of the hexagon. The bals and beads caught the
light in their counter cadences, glancing tones of red and blue off the walls asthey tumbled. The familiar
dance calmed us and we moved our legs to counter-position, for meditation.

My sing-chant faded dowly in the softened acoustics of the room. | began the Game.

Firgt draw was across the figure, a crewman fidgeting with his Sabal leaves. He chose a passage from the
Quest and presented it as overture. It was a complex beginning—the Courier was endowed with
subtleties of character and misson. Play moved on. The outline of our problem wasinked in by the
others asthey read their own quotations from the leaves into the Game structure.

For the Royal Courier rode down fromthe hills, and being he of thirst, hunger and weariness, he
sought aid in the town. Such was his Mission that the opinion he gained here of the inhabitants of
the village, their customs, honesty and justice (not only to the Courier, but to themselves), would
be relayed to the Royal Presence as well. And thence, it is said, to Heaven. Having such items to
barter, he went from house to house. ...

After most entries were made, the problem maze established had dark undertones of fear and dread. As
expected.

| repeated the ritua of beads. And rippling them dowly through my fingers, | began the second portion of
Sabd: proposal of solution. Again the draw danced among the players.

S0: You are one of two players. There are only two choices for you to make, say red and black. The
other player is hidden, and only his decisions are reported to you.

If both of you pick red, you gain a point each. If both are black, apoint islost. But if you choose red and
your opponent votes black, he wins two points, and you lose two.

He who cooperatesin spirit, he who sensesthe Total wins,

Sabal isinfinitely more complex, but contains the same eements. The problem set by the men ran dark
with subtle streams of anguish, insecurity.

But now the play was returning to me. | watched the solution asit formed around the hexagon. Rejoiced



in harmony of spirit. Indicated dight displeasure when divergent modes were attempted. Rebuked
personal gain. And drew closer to my men.

"Freeyoursdf from al bonds," | chanted, "and bring to rest the ten thousand things. Theway is near, but
we seek it afar.”

The mood caught dowly at first and uncertainty was dominant, but with the rhythm of repetition a
compromise was struck. Anxiety began to submerge. Conflicting images in the Game weakened.

| caught the uprush of spirit at its peak, chanting joyfully of completion as| brought the play to rest.
Imposed the dream+-like flicker of gameba and bead, gradually toning the opticals until we were clothed
in darkness. Then dtillness.

Thefire burning, the iron kettle singing on the hearth, a pine bough brushing the roof, water dripping.

The hexagon broke and we left, moving in concert.

The Game on our flagship was among the best, but it was not enough for the entire mission. | ordered
Sabd as often as possible on all ships, and hoped it would keep usin correct phase. | didn't havetimeto
attend all Games, because we were getting closer to drop and al details weren't worked ouit.

In the hour preceeding the Jump | made certain that | was seen in every portion of the ship, moving
confidently among the men. The number of shipslogt in the Jumpissmdl, but rising dangeroudy and
everyone knew it.

| ended up on the center bridge to watch the process, even though it was virtually automatic. The
specidigts and crewmen moved quickly inthe dull red light that smulated nightfall—Jump came a
2200—and fifteen minutes before the computers were set to drop usthrough, | gave the traditiona order
to proceed. It was purdly aformaism, but in theory the synchronization could be hated even &t the last
ingtant. But if it was, the requirements of ca culating time aone would delay the Jump for weeks. The
machineswerethekey.

And Justly so. Converting aship into tachyonsin ananosecond of redl-space time is an inconceivably
complex process. Men invented it, but they could never control it without the impersond, faultless
coordination of microelectronics.

In theory it was Ssmple. The earnest, careful men who moved around me on the center bridge were
preparing the convoy to flip over into faster than light. In the sameway that afundamenta symmetry
provided that the proton had atwin particle with opposite charge, helicity, and so on—the
anti-proton—there was a possible state for each particle, called the tachyon.

Just asthe speed of light, ¢, isan upper limit to dl velocitiesin our universe, in the tachyon universeitisa
lower limit. To us, aparticle with zero kinetic energy sitsill; it has no velocity. A tachyon with no energy
ison the other Sde of the coin—it moveswith infinite velocity. Asits energy increasesit dows, relativeto
us, until at infinite energy it travelswith velocity c.

Aslong as man remained in hishalf of the universe, he could not exceed ¢. Thiswas afundamenta
limitation, asirrevocable asthe specid principle of rdativity.

So hemust leaveit. By converting a particleinto its tachyon state, alowing it to move with anearly
infinite velocity and then shifting it back to real space, one effectively producesfaster than light travel. The
study of the famous tachyon cross section problem—how do you make it convert, and then get it



back—occupied the best minds of humanity for more than thirty years. It dso birthed theincredible
complexity of microelectronics, because only with components that operated literally on the scale of
atomic dimensions could you produce the coherent, complexly modulated e ectronmagnetic waves that
could regulate the tachyon's Jump cross section.

| smiled to mysdlf inthered glow. That had been atriumph. It occurred some decades after the
establishment of Old Nippon's hegemony, and made possible dmost instant communication with the first
Alpha Centauri colony. Particles can be used to produce e ectronmagnetic waves, and waves carry
sgnds

But not men. It was one thing to grestly enlarge the Jump cross section of asingle particle, and quite
another to do it for the unimaginable number of atoms that make up aman, or aship.

It was Okawawho found the answer, and | had always wondered why the Jump drive did not bear his
name. Perhaps he was born of impure strains. Okawa reasoned by analogy, and the analogy he used was
the laser.

In the laser the problem issmply to produce a coherent state—to make all the excited atomsin the solid
emit aphoton at the same time. The same problem appeared in the faster than light drive. If all the
particlesin the ship did not flip into their tachyon state at the same time, they would dl have vastly varying
veocities, and the ship would tear itself apart. Okawas achievement was finding atechnique for placing
al aship'satomsin "excited rea tachyon states.” In the excited state their tachyon cross sections were
large. But aswell, they could be triggered at the sametime, so that al Jumped together, coherently.

| looked at the fixed, competent faces around mein the bridge. It was alittle more than one minute to
Jump. The strain showed, even though sometried to hide it. The process wasn't perfect and they knew it.

Nothing was said about it at the Fleet level, but microd ectronic equipment had been deteriorating dowly
for years. The techniques were gradualy being logt, craftsmanship grew rare and half-measures were
used. It was part of the dow nibbling decline our society had suffered for the last haf century. It was
amost expected.

But these men bet thelr lives on the Jump rig, and they knew it might fail.

The slvery chimes rang down thin, padded corridors, sounding the approach of Jump. | could fed the
men in the decks around me, lying in near darkness on tatami mats, waiting.

Therewas adightly audible count, atense moment and | closed my eyesat thelast ingtant.

A bright arc flashed beyond my eyelids, showing the blood vessdls, and | heard the dark, whispering
sound of the void. A pit opened benesth me, the falling sensation began.

Then the fluorescents hummed again and everything was normdl, tenson rdieved, men smiling.

| looked out the forward screen and saw the shimmering halo of gasthat shrouded the star of Regeln. At
our present velocity we would be through it in aday and fdling down the potentia well directly toward
the sun. Therewasn't much time.

We had to comein fagt, cutting the rim of plasmaaround Regeln's star to mask our approach. If we
dropped in with that white-hot disk at our backs we would have agood margin over any detection
system that was looking for us.

Regelnislike any life-supporting world: endlessy varied, monotonoudy dull, spiced with contrast
wherever you look, indescribable. It harbors belts of jungle, crinkling gray swaths of mountains,



convoluted snake-rivers and frigid blue wastes. The hazy air carries the hum of insects, the pad of
ambling vegetarians, the smooth click of teeth meeting. And winds that deafen, oceansthat laugh,
tranquility besde violence. It islike any world that isworth the time of man.

But its crust contains fewer heavy elements than are necessary for the easy construction of a Jump station
or docking base. Soiit fell under the control of the colonization-only faction of Fleet. They had movedin
quickly with xenobiologists to perform the routine miracles that made the atmosphere breathable.

Wildlife was some problem, but during the twenty-odd years the atmosphere was being treated a
continent was cleared of the more malignant varieties. There was afour-meter scorpion which could run
like adeer, among other things. | saw it in an Earthsde zoo, and shuddered.

Drop time caught us with only the rudiments of a defense network. There smply wasn't timeto train the
men, and we were congtantly missing relevant equipment. | wished for better point-surveillance gear a
hundred separate times as we dipped into the Regeln system.

But no Quarn shipswere visible, no misslesrose to meet us. Tonji wanted to get out of the Sky as soon
as physicaly possble, even though it would've been expensvein reaction mass. | vetoed it and threw us
into amonocycle "orange dice" orbit for alook before we went down, but there turned out to be nothing
to see after all.

Our base was buttoned up. No vehicles moved on the roads, not even expendable drones for
surveillance. | had prints of the base defenses, even the periscope holes, but when we checked there was
no sign that they were open. Scattered bluish clouds did over the farmhouses and fields of grain, but
nothing moved on the surface.

There wasn't time to think, send down probes, play agame of cat and mouse. | had a drone massing out
to the system perimeter, where random radiation from the star wouldn't mask the torch of an incoming
Quarn ship, but | couldn't rely on it completely. " Skimmersready, Sr," Tonji said.

"Good. Order dl three down immediately.” The skimmerswerefast, and can usualy maneuver around
manual surface-air defenses.

They landed eadily, formed aregulation triangle defense in the valley where the colony's HQ was buried
under alow, crusty hill, and reported back. When their skins had cooled to the minimum safety point they
popped out their hovercraft and moved off, checking the covered entrances. No signas were coming out
of the hill. There were no flash marks nearby, no sign of the use of any wesgpons.

A pilot landed near the main entrance, shucked his radiation gear for speed and tried the manua darms
mounted for emergency purposes near the vault door. Nothing.

| got dl thisover TV, dong with arunning account of additiona datafrom the other ships spread out in
orbit around Regeln. The pilot on the ground asked for further ingtructions. From the sound of hisvoice |
could tell the order he wanted wasto pull out, and fast, but he didn't expect to get it.

And| couldnt giveit. You don't walk away from acolony that'sin trouble, eveniif it doeslook like an
obvioustrap.

"Tell him. to use hissappers,” | said. "Get the others over there too, but keep watching the other
entrances from orhit. I1t's going to take awhile to kick in the door, but we've got to look insde.”

Tonjii nodded and started to code. "Tell him I'm coming down too."

Helooked at me, surprised for thefirst time since | had known him.



| rang Matsuda over inboard and placed him in temporary command of the convoy in orbit. "Tonji is
coming with me. If the Quarn show, give us an hour to get up here. If we don't make it, mass out. Don't
hang around. These ships are worth more than we are.”

| looked at Tonji and he smiled.

The shuttle down was dow but gentle, since it was designed for pushing soft flatlanders back and forth
from orbit. | didn't have timeto enjoy the ride because | was listening to the efforts of the ground crew to
blow the hatch off the entrance. Regeln's sky flitted past, a creamy blend of reds and blueslike alunatic
tropical drink, and then we were down.

The pilot of the hovercraft that took me out to the site was Jumpy, but we made it faster then | would've
thought possible. | was out the hatch before they got chocks under the wheels and the lieutenant in
charge came toward me at double-time.

"Had to drill and tap, Sir," he said quickly, sluting. "Wereready to blow it."

| gave the nod and we ducked behind a gentle rise at the base of the hill, a hundred meters away from the
portal. Everything was dead till for amoment and | thought for the first time that the ground benesth me
was alien, anew planet. In the rush I'd accepted it as though it were Earth.

The concussion was as sharp as a bone snapping and debris showered everywhere. In amoment | was
moving up with the main body of men, before the dirt had cleared. The portal was only partidly opened,
atestament to the shelter's designer, but we could get through.

Three runnerswent in with lights and were back in minutes.

"Deserted for thefirst few corridor levels," one of them said. "We need more meninsdeto keep a
communicationslink.”

Tonji led the next party. Most of the crewmen wereinside before word came back that they'd found
somebody. | went in then with three guards and some large arc lamps. None of thelighting in the
corridors of the shelter was working—the bulbs were smashed.

Men were clustered at one end of the corridor on the second levd, their voices echoing nervoudy off the
glazed concrete.

"Y ou've got something, Mr. Tonji?' | said. He turned away from the open door, where he had been
talking to aman whose uniform was covered with dirt. He looked uncertain.

"I think so, Sir. According to the maps we have of the base, this door leads to alarge auditorium. But a
few metersingde—well, look."

| stepped through the door and halted. A number of steps beyond, the cushioned walkway ended and a
block of something—dirt, mostly, with fragments of furniture, wall partitions, unidentifiable rubble—rose
tothecalling.

| looked at Tonji, questioning.

"A ramp downward starts about there. The whole auditorium isfilled with this—we checked the lower
floors, but the doors off adjacent corridors won't open.”

"How did it get here?!



"The levels around the auditorium have been stripped bare and most of the wall structure torn out,
straight down to the bedrock and clay the base was built on. Somebody carted alot of dirt away and
dumped it in here." He glanced at me out of the corner of hiseyes.

"What'sthat?" | pointed at ablack oval depression sunk back into the gray mass of dirt, about two
meters off the floor.

"A hole. Evidently atunnd. It was covered with an office rug until Nahran noticed it." He gestured back
a the man in the dirty uniform.

"So hewent insgde. What'sthere?"

Tonji pinched hislip with awell-manicured thumb and forefinger. "A man. He's pretty far back, Nahran
says. That'sdl | can get out of Nahran, though—he's dazed. The man insdeishyderical. | don't think we
can drag him out through that hole; it'stoo narrow.”

"That'sdl? Oneman?'

"There might be alot of people inside there. We've heard noises out of severd of these holes. | think this
thing that fills the auditorium is honeycombed with tunndls. Weve seen the entrance of several more from
the balcony above.”

| checked thetime. "Let'sgo."
Tonji turned and started back through the door.
"No, Mr. Tonji. Thisway."

For asecond he didn't believe it, and then the glassy impersona ook fell over hisface. "Were both going
to crawl inthere, Sr?'

"That'sright. It'sthe only way | can find out enough to make adecision.”

He nodded and we spent afew minutes arranging details, setting timetables. | tried to talk with Nahran
while | changed into atight pullover work suit. He couldn't tell me very much. He seemed reticent and
dightly dazed. Something had shocked him.

"Follow immediately after me, Mr. Tonji." We both carefully emptied our pockets, because the passage
was obvioudy too narrow to admit anything jutting out. Tonji carried thelight. 1 climbed up onto the dight
ledgein front of the dark ova and looked acrossthe date gray face of the thing. It was huge.

Men were crowding in the doorway of the thing. | waved with fal se heartiness and began working my
legsinto the hole. | went straight down into a nightmare.

My thighs and shoulders braked me asthe force of gravity dowly pulled me down the shaft. | hed my
arms above my head and close together, because there wasn't much room to keep them at my sides.

After amoment my feet touched, scraped, and then settled on something solid. | felt around with my
boots and for amoment thought it was a dead end. But there was another holein the side, off at an angle.
| dowly twisted until | could Snk into it up to my knees.

| looked up. It wasn't more than three meters over my standing height to the top of the shaft, but it
seemed to have taken along timeto get thisfar. | could see Tonji dowly settling down behind me, towing



alight above his head.

| wriggled into the narrow side channdl, grunting and aready beginning to hate the smell of packed dirt
and garbage. In amoment | was stretched flat on my back, working my way forward by digging in my
hedlsand pushing with my pdms againg thewadls.

The celling of the tunnel brushed againgt my face in the utter blackness. | felt the oppressive weight of the
packed dirt crushing down on me. My own breath was trapped in front of my face and | could hear only

my own gasps, amplified.

"Tonji?" | heard amuffled shout in reply. A trace of light illuminated the tunnd in front of me and | noticed
alarge rock was embedded in the side. The auditorium was probably filled with a skeleton of stone that
supported the packed soil.

| cameto alarger space and was able to turn around and enter the next hole head first. The entrance way
waswide, but it quickly narrowed and | felt mud squeeze between my fingers. The walls pressed down.
Some of the clay had turned to mud.

A chill seeped up my legsand ams as| inched forward. | twisted my shoulder blades and pulled with my
fingers. The going was easier because the passage tilted dightly downward, but the ooze sucked at me.

| wondered how aman could have gotten in here, or out. With every lunge forward my chest scraped
againg the sides, rubbing the skin raw and squeezing my breath out. It seemed just possible that | could
et through.

Tonji shouted and | answered. The reply was muffled against the wall and | wondered if he had heard. |
could fed theirregular bumpsin thewall with, my hands, and | used them to measure how far | had
come.

Progress was measured in centimeters, then even less. My forearms were beginning to stiffen with the
effort.

A finger touched thewall, found nothing. | felt cautioudy and discovered asudden widening in the tunndl.
At the same ingtant there was a scraping sound in the night ahead of me, the sound of something being
dragged across afloor. It was moving away.

| got agood grip on the opening, pushed and was through it. | rolled to the side and kept closeto the
wall. Flickers of light from Tonji showed asmall, rectangular room, but there was no oneinit A row of
darkened holeswere sunk into the opposite wall.

Tonji wriggled through the passage, breething heavily in the cold air. Thelight he carried was amost
blinding, even though it was on low beam.

| found I could get to my kneeswithout bumping my head. | stretched out my cramped legs and rubbed
them to start circulation.

"Nothing here," he said in awhisper.
"Maybe. Throw the beam on those holes.”
He played it across the opposite wall.
"Aeeeceecel"



The shrill scream filled the surrounding areaand | caught sight of ahead of filthy hair that wrenched
further back into the uppermost hole.

| started toward him on hands and knees and stopped almost immediately. The floor below the holeswas
strewn with excrement and trash. Tonji swallowed and looked sick.

After amoment | moved forward and my boot rattled an empty food tin. | could barely see the man far
back in hishole.

"Come out. What'swrong?' The man pressed himsalf further back as | picked my way toward him. He
whimpered, cried, hid hisface from the light.

"Hewon't answer,” Tonji said.

"l suppose not.” | stopped and looked at some of the other holes. The rock on this side of the room was
intolerable. | hadn't noticed it in the tunnel because there was a cool draft blowing out of one of the holes
inthewadl|. It kept the air in the room circulating away from the tunnd wed used.

"Hash the light up there" | said. A human hand hung out of one of the holes. Cloth and sticks had been
stuffed into the opening to try to keep in the smell.

There were other holeslike it. Some others were packed with food, most of it partialy eaten.
"Can we go back?' Tonji asked.

| ignored him and moved closer to one of the openings with alarger mouth. It sucked the dank air around
me down into ablack hole. In the empty silence | could hear the faint echoes of wailing and sobbing from
further ingde. They mingled together in adull hum of despair.

"Bringthelight,” | said.
" think it's getting colder in here, Sir." He hesitated a moment and then duck-walked closer.

The man was il moaning to himsdf in hishole. | clenched my jaw musclesin involuntary revulson and
with an effort of will reached out and touched him. He cringed away, burrowing down, sobbing with fear.

There was part of adeeveleft on hisarm—the light blue doth of the Fleet. | looked back at the tunnel
wed just used and estimated the difficulty of pulling astruggling man throughit.

"WEe're not going to get any more out of this" | said.

The cold was clinging to my limbs again, but Tonji was swegting. He looked about the hole nervoudy, as
if expecting attack. The silence was oppressive, but | seemed to hear more clearly now the convulsive
sobbing from further insde the mound.

| motioned quickly to Tonji and we pressed oursalvesinto the tunndl. | made asrapid progressas| could
with him scrambling closea my heds.

The dead weight squeezed uswith rigid jaws. | tried to notice markings on the sides that would measure
how far we had come, but | began to get confused.

It took me amoment to redlize the air was definitely getting worse. It clung to my throat and | couldn't get
enough. My chest was caught in the tunnel's vise and my lungs would never fill.

Between wrigglingsto squirm up the dight grade, | stopped to listen for sounds from the men at the



entrance. Nothing. Thelong tunndl pressed at me and | gave mysdf over to an endless series of pushing
and turning, rhythmically moving forward againg the steedy hand of gravity and the scraping of thewalls.

Tonji's beam sent dim traces of light along the walls. | noticed how smooth they were. How many people
had worn them down? How many werein here? And, God, why?

The tunnd began to narrow; | got through one opening by expelling al my bresth and pushing hard with
my hedls. Coming in hadn't seemed this hard.

There was an open space that temporarily eased the pressure, and then ahead | saw walls narrowing
again. | pushed and turned, scrabbling on the dick dirt with al my strength. A flicker of light reflected
over my shoulder and | could see the passage closing even further.

Impossible. A massive hand was squeezing the life out of me and my mind clutched franticdly at an
escape. Theair was pogitively foul. | felt ahead and grunted with the effort The walls closed even more. |
knew | couldn't get through.

My hand touched something, but | was too numbed with the cold to tell what it was.

"Light," | managed to whisper. | heard Tonji turning, breathing rapidly, and in amoment the beam got
brighter.

It was aman's foot.

| recoiled; for amoment | couldn't think and my mind was aflood of horror.

"Back," | gasped. "We can't go thisway.”

"This... way... wecamein."

"No." Suddenly the air was too thick to take any longer.

| started to dlide backward.

"Go on!" He hit my boots with afree hand.

"Back up, Mr. Tonji."

| waited and the dirt pressed a me, closing in everywhere. It was only mud. What if it collapsed?

Tonji was slent and after amoment | felt him move back. | had been holding my breeth ever sncemy
hand , fdlt that human foot, and | let it out as| scrambled back down the tunnel. The man hadn't been
there long, but it was enough. The air was heavy withiit.

| noticed | was swegting now, despite the chill. Had we taken the right hole when we eft the man back
there? We could be working our way further into the mound, not out of it.

How long could | taketheair?1 could tell Tonji was on the edge dready. Did we miss aturn coming out
and go down thewrong way? It was hard to imaginein the closeness of the tunndl.

My ribswere rubbed raw and they stung whenever | moved. The weight closed on me from every
direction. | pulled backward dowly, trying to collect my thoughts. | moved autometicaly.

After afew moments my left hand reached out and touched nothing. | stopped, but Tonji went on, asif in
astupor. | listened to hismoving away, blinking uncomprehendingly at the holeto my left, and tried to



think.
"Wait! Thisisit!"

We had both missed the turn, somehow. The air had dulled our minds until we noticed nothing without
conscious effort.

| turned and worked mysdlf into the opening. Tonji was returning and the direct glare of the beam was
amogt painful. He moaned something but | couldn't understand.

The passage gradudly widened and | caught glimmerings of light ahead. Inamoment | was standing in
the vertical shaft and a man was dropping aline down to me. My hands dipped on it several timesas
they pulled me up.

For afew minutes| sat by the entrance, numb with fatigue. The men crowded around usand | looked at
them asif they were strangers. After awhile | picked out alieutenant.

" Get—Jobstranikan down here." Jobstranikan had psychotherapy training, and thiswas clearly hisjob.

Orders were given and men scattered. After amoment | got up and changed back into full uniform. A
runner was waiting outside the door, his nose wrinkling at the stench | had ceased to notice.

"Sir, reports from lower levels say there are more like this. There appear to be peoplein them too. The
coordination center was untouched, and it'sfive levels down. | think they've got some of the tapes ready
torun.

| turned to Tonyji. "Try to get that man out of there. Do it any way you can, but don't wastetime. I'll bein
the center.”

Thewalk through the next two levelswas like atrip through hell. The stink of human waste was
overpowering, even though the ventilation system was working &t full capacity. Arc lightswe had brought
down threw distorted crescents of faint blue and white along walls smeared with blood, food, excrement.

Echoes of high, gibbering wails. haunted the lower floors, coming from the hiding places. They had
burrowed far back into the wallsin spots but most of the tunnel mouths were in monstrous, huge mounds
like the one above. They weren't hiding from us aone; their warrens were surrounded by piles of refuse.
They had been in there for weeks.

Jobstranikan caught up with usjust before we worked our way to the center.

"It'sdifficult, gr," he said. "It's like the legends—the country of madness, possessed by devilsand
mongers.”

"What's happened to them?"

"Everything. At first | thought they had acomplete fear of anything that they could sense—light,
movement, noise. But that's mideading. They screech at each other incoherently. They won't let ustouch
them and they cry, scream, and fight if wetry.”

"Has Tonji been ableto get any of them out?"

"Only by knocking them unconscious. One of his men was bitten badly when they tried to drag that man
out. Getting anyone out of thismessisgoing to beamajor job."

Therewas aguard outside the center. Broken bits of furniture and electronics gear were sirewn down the



corridor, but insde the center itsalf everything wasin order.

"The hatch was sedled dectronically and coded, sir,” the officer ingde explained. "We brought down the
tracers and opened it. Somebody must have seen what was happening and made certain no one could
get in here before we arrived.”

| walked over to the main display board. Technicians were taping the readouts we would need from the
center's computer bank, working with feverish haste. | motioned Danker back to duty and turned to the
officer.

"Have you got any preiminary results? Isthere an ord log that coversthe Quarn attack?'

"No oral yet. We do have aradar scan." Hefitted aroll into the projector attachment of the display
board. "I've cut it to begin with the first incursgon into this system.”

He dimmed the lightsin this section to the center and the green background grid of aradar scan legped
into focus. The relative locations of the other planetsin the Regeln system were shown—here lumps of
cold rock, for the most part—and a small Quarn dot was visible on the perimeter of the screen, glowing
asoft red.

"They took their time getting here, apparently.” The projection rate increased. More dots joined the first
to form awedge-shaped pattern. A blue line detached itself from the center of the screen and moved
outward, shrinking to a point—a defensve move from Regeln.

"All available missles seem to have been fired. The Quarn took afew hits, but they could outmaneuver
most of them. I'm afraid we launched too soon and by the time our seekers were within range their fuel
reserves weren't up to along string of dodges."

The red dots moved quickly, erratically, in a pantomime dance with the blue defenders. The distance
between them was never short enough to permit a probable kill with anuclear charge, and eventualy the
blue dotsfell behind and werelost. They winked out when their reaction mass was exhausted.

"Except for the atmospheric ships, that finished their defenses. This colony wasn't built to carry on awar.
But something strange happened.”

The Quarn ships drifted toward center screen at an dmost leisurely pace. A smdl missile flared out, went
into orbit around Regeln and disappeared.

"That wasthe satellitelink. They got that and then..."

"And then left,” | finished. The red dots were backing off. They gradudly picked up veocity, regrouped
and in afew minutes dipped off the grid. The screen went black.

"That isdl we have. This clipping covered about eight days, but we can't be sure anybody was watching
thelast part of it because the recording mechanism was automatic. It opped when it ran out of film. This
room may have been sedled any time after they launched their missiles.”

"None of this explains what happened here. The Quarn didn't touch Regeln, but this shelter isfull of
lunatics. Something made the Quarn stop their attack and leave.” | looked around at the banks and
consoles. | could fed atightnessforming somewhere. That old feding of Tightness, certainty of position,
was dipping away.

"Get every record you can, in duplicate tapesif possible,” | ordered, trying to shrug off the mood. The
officer sdluted and | went back into the corridors with aguard detail. | made anote to get respiration



packs down here as soon as possible, and meanwhile held my breath aslong as | could between gasps.

The route we took back was different, but no less horrible. Here there were bodies lying among the
wreckage, most of them in advanced stages of decay. Two of my guards gagged in the close, putrid
atmosphere of the corridors. We kept moving as quickly aswe could, avoiding the half-open doors from
which camethefaint shrill gibbering of madmen. Most of the bodies we saw had been stabbed or
clubbed and |€ft to die. A large proportion were women. In any contest of strength they wouldn't last
long, and they hadn't received any specia consideration.

When we reached the perimeter Tonji had established, the air improved. Men were moving along the
corridorsin teams, spraying the walls with a soapy solution.

"Thewater and drainage systems are still working, so | decided to use them,” Tonji said. He seemed to
have recovered from the tunnd. "Wherever we can were seding off the placeswhere they lived, and
merely hope we can keep the halls clean.”

Jobstranikan came around a nearby corner porta we'd blasted through only a short while before. "Any
new ideas?"'

"Not asyet, | fear." He shook hishead and the long Mongolian locks tangled together on the back of his
neck. Heworeit in traditional semi-tribal fashion, like most of my officers. It was dull black, inthe
manner of the soldiers of the Khan and the Peatriarch, and braided at the tail with bright lesther thongs.
The stylewas as old asthe great centrd plainsof Asa

"I can make no sense of it. They fought among themsdves at firgt, | think, for the bodies weve found are
at least weeks old. Since then they've stayed back in those holes they made for themsalves, edting the
food suppliesthey'd gotten earlier. But they don't want to leave. Every one I've seen wants to burrow
into the smalest volume possible and stay there. Weve found them in cupboards, jammed into ventilation
ghafts, even..."

"Signd for me?" | asked the crewman in charge. Wed reached atemporary communicationslink. He
handed me areceiver and | pulled the hushpiece over my head. If thiswaswhat | thought it was, | didn't
want anyone to know before | told them.

It was Matsuda. "Our drone is registering approaching extra-solar ships. Preliminary trgjectory putsthem
into the Regeln orbit.”

| let out along breath. In away I'd amost been expecting it.
"What'stheir Doppler shift?"

Therewas a pause, then: "It's not enough for them to be braking from astar jJump. The spectroscope
saysthey're on full torch, however. They couldn't have been accelerating very long.”

"In other words, thisis the same group that hit—or didn't hit—Regeln the first time. How long can we
have on the surface?'

"Sir, readout says you can stay down there about five hours and not incur more than five percent risk to
the convoy. Can you get them out if | give you that much?'

"Well see" | said, and went back to Tonji.

It wasimpossible. With dl shuttles and skimmers we saved alittle over three thousand, only afraction of



the colony's population. Most of the interior of the shelter was never reached.

Asit was, we boosted late and a Quarn interceptor almost caught us. A yellow fusion burst licked at us
aswe pulled away, so we never saw what the rest of the Quarn did to Regeln, and | don't suppose
anyonedsewill either becauseit'sin the middle of their territory now.

After afew unsuccessful attempts | decided to stop trying to communicate with the lunatics we had
scattered among the ships. Jobstranikan wanted to try treatment on some of them, but the medics were
having ahell of atimejust patching up thelr injuries, and infections and tresting ma nutrition.

The Quarn didn't try to follow us out of the system. | thought this strange, and so did Tonji.

"It doesn't make sense,” he said. "We don't know alot about their drive systems, but they might have a
good chance of catching us. It would certainly be worth atry. If you've set atrap, why spring it
hd fheartedly?"

"Maybeit's not that kind of trap,” | said.

Tonji frowned. "Do you mean they might be waiting for us further aong trgectory? We're dready out of
detection range of any Quarn ships, and the Jump iscoming up. They'll never trace us through that."

"No, nothing. It wasjust athought.” Not awell-defined one, at that. Still, something was bothering him. It
wasn't lessened any when Tonji reported the results from Intelligence.

"The computer andysis of the colony'sradar scan isfinished,” he began. "Regardiess of what happened
to the colony itself, the machines have alow opinion of Quarn tactics. Regard.”

Heflicked on a screen above my desk and the pattern of red and blue points on a green grid began to
repeat itsdlf. "Noticethis stage, shortly after initid contact.”

The blue dots danced and played as they moved in, performing an intricate pattern of opposing and
coaescing steps. The red Quarn ships back-pedaed and moved uncertainly.

"The Quarn had balistic superiority and more maneuverability. But notice how they avoided the Regeln
missles”

Thered points dodged back, moving in crescents that narrowly avoided the feints and dashes of blue.
The crescent formed, fell back. Again. And again. The Quarn were using the sametactic, relying on their
superior power to carry them beyond Regeln attack at the cusp-point. I'm not atactician, but | could see
it was wasteful of energy and time,

"They continued this until the interceptors ran out of reaction mass. If they'd been pitted againgt equasthe
engagement wouldn't have lasted two minutes.”

| clicked off the screen. "What doesit mean?"

Tonji poked theair with afinger. "It means we've got them. Over thelast year they've had the luck to hit
border planets that weren't firgt-line military emplacements. We haven't had alook at their techniques
because they didn't let anyone get away. But these tactics are schoolbook examples! If thisisthe best
they can do, well wipe them out when our flests movein.”

He was overenthusiagtic, but he was right. Our defenses were solidly based on the fleet-principle, with
interlocking layers of tactica directorates, hundred-ships armadas and echelons of command. It was very
much like the surface aguatic navies of Earth history. On these terms, the Quarn were disasteroudy



inferior.

The news should have quieted the unease | felt, but instead it grew. | began to notice outbreaks of
rudeness among the crew, signs of worry on the faces of the officers, disruption of spirit. The tedium of
caring for the colonists could certainly account for some of it—they refused to be calmed and had to be
restrained from destroying their room furniture. They were using it to construct the same sort of rat holes
weld found themin.

But that wasn't dl. Crewmen began missing medls, staying in their cabins and not talking to anyone else.
The ship took on aquiet, tense mood. | ordered resumption of the Games at once.

Weamogt got through it.

Therewas divisve talking and nervousness instead of the steady calm of sdlf-contemplation, before the
Sabd began, but the opening rituals damped and smoothed it. | thought | detected arelaxation running
like awave through the hexagon. Muscles ungtiffened, consciousness cleared and we drew together.

It isusud in the Game to choose atheme which beginswith a statement of the virtue of community, test
it, and then return to initia configuration, the position of rest. | anticipated trouble, but not enough to
make a change of game plot necessary. The plot ran smoothly at firdt, until we cameto first resolution
point.

One of the lower deckmen, who had been in the shelter caverns from the first entry, was called by the

chance of the Game to make the decision. He hesitated, looked guiltily at his card and beads, and made
achoicethat profited himsdf at the expense of the other players.

Everything cameto astop.

| could fed the group teetering on edge. The men were straining for sense of harmony and trying to
decide how to play when their turn came. A bad play isn't unknown to Sabal, but now it could be
dangerous.

| repeated the confirmation ritua, hoping it would calm them—and myself—but the next play wasa
choice of withdrawal. No gain for theindividua, but the group did not profit, and the net effect was bad.
Fear began to dip from member to member down the hexagon.

The plays came rapidly now. Some men tried to reinforce the message and cast configurations that
benefited the group. They were swamped, one by one, and the Game began to fall apart.

| used the chant. Tranquility, detachment, the words rose and fdll. Interpenetrating. Interconverting. The
maosquito bit the bar of iron.

My own cast held them for awhile out of respect for my position, but in aquick string of playsits
advantage was nibbled away.

Then the flood came. A dozen castswent by, dl having loss of phase. The theme was not gain, but a
pulling away from the group, and that was what made the failure so serious. Withdrawa strikes at the
socid gructureitself.

| seized control of the Game, breaking off a subplot that was dragging us deeper. | drew amord, onel'd
learned years before and hoped to never use. It durred over the resolution of the Game and emphasized
the qudity of the testing, without questioning whether the test had been met. It was an obviousloss, but it
wasall | could do.



The hexagon broke and the men burst into conversation, nearly panic-stricken. They moved out of the
room, jostling and shoving, and broke up as they reached the halls. A few glanced quickly at me and then
looked away. In amoment the only sound was the hissing of the air system and the distant quick tapping
of boots on deck.

Tonji remained. He looked puzzled.
"What do you think it means?' | said.
"Probably just that the misson was too much for us. Well be dl right after landfal."

"] don't think 0. Our Games worked well before; but this one shattered before it was haf finished. That's
too much of achange.”

"Whét, then?"

"It's something to do with thismission. Something... What percentage of the crew have regular contact
with the Regeln survivors?”

"With the way the nursemaid shifts are set up now, about sixty percent. Every man who's replaceable for
more than an hour on hisjob has to help feed and clean them, or assist the psych teamswho are working
on the problem.”

"So even though we're off Regeln, most of the men continue to see them.”
"Yes, but it's unavoidable. Our orders were to bring back as many aswe could, and we are.”

"Of course." | waved my hand irritably. "But the Game failed tonight because of those survivors, I'm sure
of that. The strain of putting this set of crewsinto war-gatus duty isn't small, but weve alowed for it in
our planning. It doesn't explain this."

Tonji gave me agtiff look. "Then what does?'

"I don't know." | wasirritated at the question, because | did know—in avague, foreboding sense—and
his question uncovered my own fear.

"The Sabal Game has something to do with it. That and the way our ships—héll, our whole society—has
to be run. We emphasi ze cooperation and phase. We teach that a man's happiness depends on the
well-being of the group, and the two are inseparable. Even in our contacts with aien races, until the
Quarn, we spread that philosophy. Wetry to draw closer to beings who are fundamentaly different from
Us”

"That's the way any advanced society must be structured. Anything seissuicide ontheracia scale.”

"Sure, sure. But the Quarn apparently don't fit that mold. They've got something different. They work
amost completely doneand livein citiesonly, | suppose, because of economic reasons. Most of what
we know about them is guesswork because they don't like contact with others, even members of their
own race. Welve had to dig out our own data bit by bit."

Tonji spread his hands. "That's the reason for this mission. The Regeln survivors may be ableto tell us
something about the Quarn. We need an ideaof how they think."

"From what we've seen of them, | don't think they'll be any help. The survivors have gone too far over
the edge, and dready they're threstening the convoy."



"Threstening? With what?'

"Disruption, mutiny—something. All | can say isthat when this Saba started, the crew wasin bad
condition, but they could be reached. They still communicated.

"During the Game, though, the tension increased. We didn't witness here the exposure of what the men
werethinking. Their fears were augmented, piled on top of each Other. | could fed it running through the
subplots they made a part of the Game. There's something we do—and the Gameisjust away of
concentrating it—that increases the unba ance we picked up from the Regeln survivors.™

"But in the Game we duplicate our society, our way of living. If that amplifiesthe unbdance...”
"Exactly," | said despairingly. "Exactly.”

| dept onit that night, hoping something would unravel the knot of worry while | dept. Over alonely
breakfast in my cabin | reviewed the conversation and tried to see where my logic wasleading.

A sense of dread caught my stomach and twisted it, turning to lead the meal of rice and sea culture broth.

How can aman step outside himsdlf and guessthe reactions of diens utterly unlike him? | wastrying to
find thekey to theriddle of Regeln with dl the dementsin full view.

Something formed. | let my senses out through the ship, feding the usud rhythms of life, reaching for
the... other. An dien eement wasthere. | knew, with anew certainty, what it was.

| picked up my tea cup and focused on my kensdai adtar. The degp mahogany gave me confidence.
Power and resol ution flowed outward from my body center. | balanced the cup lightly in my hand.

And it dammed it down. Jump was coming. | had to Sop it.

| had forgotten that Tonji wasto be bridge officer during the Jump. He was making routine checksin the
somber green light of morning watch. Men moved expertly around him, with aquiet murmur.

"Grest greetingsof Morn, Sr," he said. "We have come to the point for your permission to Jump.”
Then it was dready late, far later than I'd thought. | looked at him steadily.

"Permission denied, Mr. Tonji. Ready a subspace transmisson.”

| could fed ahush fal onthebridge.

"May | ask what the transmisson will say, Sr?"

"It'sarequest to divert this convoy. | want the expedition put into decontamination status until thisis
understood.”

Tonji didn't move. "There are only afew momentsuntil Jump, sr.”
"It'san order, Mr. Tonji."
"Perhapsif you would explain the reasoning, Sir?"

| glanced at the morning board. It showed a huge sick report, accompanied by requests of most
crewmen to remain in quarters. All divisons were undermanned.

It fitted. In afew days we wouldn't be able to operate at al.



"Look," | said impatiently. "The Quarn did something to our people. Perhaps something smuggled in by
an agent. | don't know exactly how, but those colonists have been given the worst traumas anybody has
ever seen.”

"An agent? One of our own people?’

"It's been done before, by idealists and thugs alike. But the important point is that when we picked up
Quarn ships on our screensthey werent trying any maneuversto throw off detectors or give falseimages.
It was aclassic balistic problem they presented to us, and al we had to do was leave Regeln early
enough to outmass them. They wanted usto escape.”

"But look at their maneuvers on that first run against Regeln, the one that ran our people underground.
That's all the evidence we need. They're children when it comes to military tactics. The second approach
was smple, yes, but it was probably al they could do.”

"I don't think o, not if the Quarn are half asintelligent asthe rest of our datatdlsus. So therr firgt attack
did drive the colonists under—fine. It got dl the Regeln population in one place, ingde the shelter where
whatever techniques the Quarn knew could go to work. What looked like an error was afeint.

"Think. A knowledge of sophisticated tacticsis arather specidized cultural adaptation. For al we know,
it may not be very useful inthe kind of interstellar war welve just gotten into. The fact that the Quarn
don't have it doesn't mean they're inferior. Quite the opposite, probably. Regeln was atrap.”

"If it was, we escaped,” Tonji said sharply.

"No, Mr. Tonji, wedidn't. We're just serving as a convenient transport for what the Quarn want to get
into the home worlds—the Regeln survivors.”

"But why?

"Y ou know the andlogy we usein the Game. Mankind isnow, at last, an organism. Interdependent.
Wereforced to rely on each other because of the complexities of civilization." My own voice sounded
strange to me. It wastired and a note of despair had crept in.

"Of course,” Tonji said impatiently. "Go on."

"Hasit ever occurred to you that once you admit society islike an organism, you admit the possibility of
contagious diseases?’

"Quitefrankly, | don't understand what you're talking about.”

"The survivors. They're enough of atest sampleto set it off, apparently. An average crew member
gpends severd hours aday with them, and the continual exposure is enough.”

"Why aren't you affected, then? And the men who aren't on the sick lis—why don't they haveit?"

"Minor variationsin personality. And there's something else. | checked. Some of them are from the
off-idands, like me. Were different. We didn't grow up with the Game. Welearned it later on the
mainlands. Maybe that weskensits effect.”

He shook hishead. "Y es, thistiling the colonists have is different, but..."

"It claws at the mind. It'sirrational. We're the product of our ancestors, Mr. Tonji, and these ancestors
knew terrors we cannot comprehend. Remember, thisisanew psychosisweve found on Regeln, a



combination. Fear of light, heet, heights, open spaces. That last one, agoraphobia, seems strongest. The
Quarn have worked on afirg-class horror for us, and this convoy is set asthe carrier.”

"A carrier for amentd disease?' Tonji said contemptuoudy.

"Y es. But adisorder we've never seen before. An amalgam of the fundamentd terrors of man. A
collective society has the strength of arope, because each strand pullsthe same way. But it has
weaknesses too, for the same reason.”

The men were watching us, keeping very ill. | could hear the thin beeping of monitoring units.. Tonji's
skin had adight greenish cast and his eyes|ooked back at me impersonally with acool blackness.

"We're carrying it with us, Tonji. The survivors are striking the same resonant mode with us that the
Quarn found in them. The Quarn hit a us through our weaknesses. They're hermits, and they see usmore
clearly than we see ourselves. Our interdependence, the Game and dl of it, communicates the disease.”

| noticed that my hand was tightening convulsively on the console at my side. Tonji Ssood motionless.
"Stop the Jump, Mr. Tonji, and the transmission.”

He motioned to an assistant and the Jump was canceled. He stood motionless for amoment, looking at
me. Then he took a quick backward step, came to attention and sal uted. When he spoke the words
were measured carefully and accompanied by that same blank stare.

"Sir, itismy duty to inform you that | must file Duty Officer's Report when your dispatch istransmitted. |
invoke Article Twenty-seven."

| froze.

Article Twenty-seven provides that the duty officer may send a counter-argument to the Commander's
dispatch when it is transmitted. When he fed's the Commander is no longer able to conduct his duties.

"You'rewrong, Mr. Tonji," | said dowly. "Taking these survivors—and by now, most of the crewv—into
amagor port will cause more damage than you or | canimagine.”

"I have been observing you, Sir. | don't think you're capable of making arationa decision about this
thing."

"Man, think! What other explanation can there be for what's happening to this ship? 'Y ou've seen those
tapes. Do you think the scraps of information on them are worth the risk of ddivery? Do you think
anyone can get even acoherent sentence out of those lunatics we're carrying?'

He shook hishead mutely.

| looked across the dark void between us. He was aman of the East, and | represented the dead and
dying. In the histories they wrote, the idedls my ancestors held were called atemporary abnormality, a
passng aternative to the communa, the group-centered culture.

Perhaps they were right. But we had met something new out here, and | knew they wouldn't understand
it. Perhaps the Americans would have, or the Europeans. But they were gone.

| should have anticipated that the lost phase we dl felt would take different forms. Tonji chose ambition
above duty, above the ship.

If Fleet upheld him there would be promotions, even though he had used Article Twenty-seven. And |



stood here, bound by rules and precedents. If | made amoveto silence Tonji it would count against my
case with Flegt. We were on arigid protocol now that the Article was used, and nothing | could do
would sopit.

"Mr. Tonji! You redize, don't you, that one of uswill befinished when thisisover?'

Heturned and looked at me, and for amoment aflash of anticipation crossed hisface. He must have
hated me for along time.

"Yes, I've thought of that. And | think | know which one of usit will be."
He didn't finish the sentence doud. He mouthed it, so only | could see hislips move.

"... ofkaipan.”

Hewas right. Fleet wanted to talk to anyone who'd had battle contact with the Quarn, and they weren't
ready to wait for aconvoy commander with suspicions and atheory. And Tonji, aMongol, had political
contacts.

We lingered in real-space for aweek, waiting for the decision, and then jumped. Thetria was short.
"Haven't you gone out for your walk yet?' Angdasaid.

The sound startled me, even though 1'd been blocking out the noise of the kids and their viewscreen. She
stood in the door of our bedroom afew feet away, thelines of tenson till set in the pale yellow cast of
her face. | was beginning to think they would never smooth out again. She had been pretty, once.

"l guess| forgot it. Want to go with me?”
She nodded and | got up from the cramped breakfast nook, stacking the papers| still hadn't reviewed.

| cut the corridor lights before we stepped outside our apartment door and we linked hands
automaticaly. | put my right palm on the wall and we inched forward. Theterror caught at me, bui |
fought it down.

"Honestly, | don't see why you're so set against tapping for the children." Her voice was hollow in the
darkness. It reflected off the glazed concrete that was close and sheltering. "With al of usat war, any ad
to increase education isagodsend. Without it they just fal further and further behind their playmates.”

"What playmates? Children don't play anymore. Games take space.”" We rounded a corner and stumbled
on someone who was doubled up on the floor clutching at himsalf in spasms. From the sound of his
breathing | guessed he'd had an attack and couldn't go any further. We edged around him.

"W, not the same way we did. But they have their games, new ones. Y ou've got to accept the world as
itis"

"Accept this crowding? Accept the fear that crushes you whenever you step outside? Accept the fact that
athird of the population can't work and we who can—even with our guts twisted up insde—must
support them?"

Her hand tightened convulsively on mine. Y ou know that can't be helped! Wereina... stage of
evolution of society. Withdrawa is necessary to achieve grester phase, later.”

"And meanwhile the Quarn take one system after another. They've cut us off from most of our raw



materias dready and we can't muster the men to stop them. Maybe if we're lucky they'll cut us off from
our own liesbeforedl thisisover."

"Now that iscompletely unreasonable,” shesadicily. "It tiesin with al your other idess, like not letting
Romanaand Chark have tapping.”

"Not letting the government tinker around in their minds, you mean, with one of their schemesfor
increasing thewar effort. Let Chark have abrain tap so dl he cares about istorch chamber design, say,
and will never be happy when he's not doing it. That'sright, | won't. Our kidswill need every bit of
menta baance they have to Stay dive as adefeated race, and | don't intend to rob them of it."

We passed by some of the lower-level apartments hastily thrown up by the government for the more
severe cases. Whimpering came from the little holes where things that had been human beings were
curled up into tight balls, desperately trying to shut out the light, the sounds, dl of the awful enormity of
sheer open space.

Angdadescended into her glacia sllence, maintaining only afingertip touch with meto retain her
orientation. The walks didn't seem to do either of usany good any longer, so | supposethereisalimit to
their thergpeutic vaue. | had gone about asfar as| could go, as one of the original cases, and our small
gpartment was the largest volume my senses could stand.

Even then, the world wasn't red to me. It wasfilled with a thousand devious terrors—the accidentaly
thrown light switch, an unsuspected window in an unfamiliar wall.

Out on the edge of our pitifully shrinking empire, the Heet played a war with the only toysit
knew—guns, ships, beams—while their enemy (and what was he like, to be so wise?) fought with the
only ultimate wespons between races. their weaknesses.

| did not fed a home on the Earth any longer. My lifelay in dark halls, jammed with people| could
understand but whose fears | hated because they were mine aswell.

| would wel come the Quarn, when they came. | had been alone along time,

PART 11
No rest or solace,

Black despair and doubt.

d A

| soun.

Spun with aching downess, so that star points of blue and red and orange seemed to creep acrossthe
vigon port in front of my helmet. | timed arevolution. It was amessure of the error the Sasenbo made
when it dropped the capsule out of Jump space.



A rather large error. Probably within Fleet margins, but surely no lessan irritant for al that.

It meant that every revolution Lekki'sviolet disk lanced into my eyesfor an ingtant before the helmet
polarizer buzzed on to compensate for the glare. For afew moments everything was blackness except for
the dark bluejewe that crawled in achord across the port and then snapped off again.

But there was compensation. Shortly after Lekki came Veden, wrapped inivory clouds, eclipsing its
moon, filling haf the sky. Occasiondly | could make out arough contour of the only continent, Badin, a
dull patch againgt the brilliant reflected light from the oceans. It all swept by, serene asthoughin
meditation, soundless.

| knew | wasfdling toward Veden and if the pickup shuttle failed to reach me | would take along,
smooth dlipse down into her. Hamelike acod, fal acinder. A sacrificeto her regd orbit, marred only
by an anima cry of despair at frequencies to which she never listened. Not her, not Veden.

Towhom did she pay attention, spinning with ancient purposes? To Lekki, Star of India? Or to the dark
mote that raced with frantic energy around the Star of India? Or to the dark mote that raced with frantic
energy around the Star, the Neutron Being?

Gods and planets do not speak. She would not say.

"Haveyou onvisud." My suit spoketo me. "If you can drop alittle lower | can match in my present
trgectory.”

| thumbed on my binocs, but without areferent | couldn't pick out the shuttle. | stretched my armsand
legs asfar asthe cylinder alowed—it had about as much room as a clothes closet—and unlocked the jet
plates. A dight pressure forward and | could fed the tug of acceleration along my back. | activated
attitude control and the rotation stopped. Something had restrained me from halting it before, perhapsthe
feding that without it | was entering this sun system naturally, unspoiled, changing nothing. Reborn.

It might be possible, anew beginning. But even as| thought it my critical faculty clicked on again, and |
knew that I'd never believed that was the reason I'd accepted the new post on Veden. | would try, yes.
But | could not believe that | would succeed.

The shuttle was visible now. It came diding up from the white rim of the planet asthough it were on an
invisblewire, sure and swift and impersond, a black spot against the muted whites and blues of Veden.
If it had not been between me and the planet it would have been invisblein the utter black of high
vacuum.

| wasn't in orbit around Veden. The Sasenbo had popped me out of Jump at avelocity guaranteed to
keep me from dicing into the atmosphere for afew hours, but the built-in uncertainties of Jump, plusthe
economics of making small adjustmentsin the capsules exit velocity in real-space, demanded that
anything as ddicate as an orbitd trgectory was out of the question. An officer of my rank wouldn't
bother to request one of an ordinary cruiser, much less ask it of the Sasenbo, a Fleet Sensor Carrier on
itsway to the latest site where the Quarn had been seen.

It was astroke of undeniable luck to get aberth on Sasenbo at dl immediately after my regppointment.
The way the war was going, it sometimes took monthsto get orders pressed for even the primary Fleet
centers. The Empire was anetwork of processes, coiling and twining through each other, understood in
minute parts by an army of clerks and computers. The Quarn had been cutting strands of the web for
three years. They picked off colonies deftly, with almost no effort. When Fleet computers war-gamed a
probable assault in aparticular system, dozens of ships would mass and wait. But the Quarn hit
elsawhere,



The solution was seemingly obvious. the computers were operating on false premises. They thought in
terms of feints and shifts, subtle balances of power and advantage. Points were assigned to men and
ships, bases and colonies. Endlessintegra equations assessed the economic implication of agiven
loss—damage to production routines, holdupsin transport, loss of raw materias.

The Quarn did not think that way. They were doing something else, and no one could guess the next
gtop. The Empire wasfdling apart in adow-moation, grinding, roiling way. The Plague—for what else
could one cal the aching agorgphobiathat turned a man in upon himsalf2—was growing, spreading out
from Earth dong the Jump lanes.

No, the Quarn were bent on something more. Not merely destroying man. Perhaps changing him.

"Y our courseis adequate.” The shuttle pilot's voice came through thinly in the crackle and hiss of my
open uit radio. "I'll take care of thefinal corrections. Secure your attitude control board.”

| locked everything back into place and watched the blazing white cylinder grow. | never tired of
watching the sately maneuvering of craft in orbit. They move as though some unheard rhythm times them,
unperturbed and answerable to no one. The shuttle drifting toward me gave the perfect illusion of
freedom. But it was doomed to fal into the boiling sea of air below us and regain its mortality, be
wesathered and aged even as men are.

The cylinder was maneuvering now with short bursts of gas that momentarily blurred the crisp outlines of
Veden behind it, like heat waves on awarm afternoon. | could see the heavy shielding around its
communications pod that identified it as an amospheric craft. The few delicate spines of antennasthat it
used in orbit would be retracted before the atmosphere could sear them away at entry.

A black rectangle formed in the sde and grew. | wasfdling straight into it. InSde, harsh violet lights
winked on and | could see the braking pads standing out from the walls of the pickup port.

Why violet? 1 blinked my eyes but the afterimage faded very dowly. My polarizers had compensated
amog immediatdy, but the ingtant of lag had been enough to blind mein one spot of my vison field for
more than aminute,

| watched the port grow with my peripherd vison. The shuttle was at least ten timeslarger than my
capsule and it appeared to be outfitted for avariety of tasks. Grapples Were tucked under the belly,
waldo arms recessed beneath the pilot's dot, and along thin line ran down its sde—from there would
come thethin deltawings for skipping along the top of the atmosphere.

"I'm comingin nicely," | said. Theviolet rectangle grew and filled the port. We hit the pads gently and |
heard afaint clank as something wrapped around the outside.

"Contacts register correctly,” the pilot said. " Are you familiar with the mechanism for securing—?"

"I'l mention it if | have any trouble,” | said. "But why the colored light? It'srather difficult to seein here” |
popped the rel ease on the capsule hatch and the violet came flooding in. It would have been unbearable
without polarizers. | pushed off gently with my elbows and drifted out of the capsule and up to the celling.

"Oh, I'm sorry, sir. I've got theillumination set for Veden surface levels. Switching over to Earth
gandard.”

The violet phosphors died and white ones flared into brilliance above them. Everything was silent, except
for the smal pings of my suit contracting as| moved. Gently, gently. | remembered my deepspace work
of decades past and kept my knees bent, moved dowly and thought out every action.



The dastic cables werefitted into dots near the capsule. | redled them out and used a suit jet to swing
around the capsulein acircle, thelinetrailing after me. Thethird cable grip refused to close for amoment
when | tried to lock it and | was afraid it had cold-welded in the open position, but after some tapping it
shut. Thelines restrained any motion of the capsule perpendicular to its axis and two axia rods kept it
from diding out of the cocoon of cables. | checked the job twice. If the capsule with dl my luggageinit
broke |oose when we hit the atmosphere it could go straight through the shuttl€'s skin.

"All done." | spokeinto my suit mike. The blinker over the exit winked twice in confirmation and a pand
did back into place, shutting out the stars. | dipped through the circular exit tube and found it easy going
because of therungsingde. A few twists and turnsfollowing the blinkersand | dropped into aflight seet.

"I routed you through to the copilot's spot, gir,” the voice said. | turned to my left and saw asmall man
looking at me across an imposing bulge of hardware. "It's amore comfortable seat than the passenger
compartment. The view is better heretoo.”

Hisskinwasjet black. A Negro? But I'd thought none survived the Riot War. Something about the virus
blight that swept down out of Europe.

Then | realized the cabin wasilluminated in violet and my polarizers had cut in the moment | entered. The
pilot's skin must be the muddy tan of the Indians, but my polarizers degpened it to black.

"Lance Officer Shandul, sir." He gave an abbreviated salute. | nodded back.

"Thisiswhat the sunlight islike on Veden, Mr. Shandul?* | waved an arm &t the phosphorsringing us. "l
knew it was weighted in the ultraviolet, but I'm not prepared to take much of this."

"Yes, gr; perhaps | can lower it somewhat. | fear we are not modified to permit Earth illumination levels
here in the cockpit, for which | am sorry. Upon reentry we will not need interior lightsat all. | can
extinguish them in afew moments. | hopeit will not be uncomfortable for you then.”

"No, no. Just take usdown.” | looked out the transparent nose of the shuttle for thefirst time. The
horizon was a sharp brittle line dividing the milky swirls of Veden's oceans and clouds from the obsidian
depths of nothingness. My polarizers smothered the stars so that the low curve of the planet gave way
not to the glimmering sparks of distant life, but to zero, blankness, thefatal cold entropy death. Asl
watched, Shandul touched a control and the ship rotated dightly. Lekki did into acorner of my vision
screaming to be seen. | glanced at it and it turned white. Careless. | would have a blind spot there for
minutes

| looked down at Veden. ("Down" by training; the antigee pills were working and even peering straight
down at the surface | didn't fedl the viscerd clench of infinite, terrifying fal.) Now that | knew what her
light waslike, | thought | could see atinge of reflected violet in the white of the clouds.

"It will require afew momentsto complete recaculation of orbits, gr.”
"Why? Aren't we on aone-orbit elipse?'

"No, gr. Thedday in picking you up came from the time necessary for me to complete satellite
maintenance.”

| frowned. | had thought the wait was alittle long. "What kind of maintenance?"

"Micro-meteorite repair for damage to weather observation devices, sir, Also replacement of somefailed

components. We do not have many opportunities to get this shuttle into orbit of late, so | was ordered to
finish dl the backlog of work up here.”



"Ordered by whom?"

Shandul glanced at me hesitantly. Even through the helmet | could read from his expression that he
sensed the possibility of getting into the middle of a dispute between officers, and that wasthelast thing
he wanted.

"Firg Officer Mgumbdahr, Sr. We are very poorly supplied with chemical fuelshereon Vedenand...”

"That'sdl right." | waved it away. "I merely wondered.” | looked away from him, out at Veden, and
changed the subject.

"Then you had to finish your other work before meeting my trgectory. How long will it take usto get
down?'

Shandul smiled, the brilliant flash of white showing hisobviousrdief a being free of the matter. "Two
hours gpproximatdy, sr. We are in an unfortunately difficult pogtion fromwhich to regain the Kdic fidd
inalow pass. Fleet Control isnow loading arevised orbital sequence in my autopilot"—he thumped the
electronics gear between us—"so when I've verified readout we. .."

| kept the same interested expression on my face but stopped listening to Shandul. A technician will
ramble on for hours about his specialty and it can be fascinating, but for the moment | wanted to enjoy
theview.

Still, he had told me something | hadn't expected. It was naturd that away station planet like Veden
would below on chemical fuels—with a population of twenty-odd million it couldn't have amagor
industrial base to manufacture them, and at trangport cost rates on the Jump, Earth certainly wasn't going
to ship fuels out here—but somehow |'d expected V eden to be better off than this. Imagine ddaying
wesgther satdllite repair to save fud!

It was another reminder of how relatively unimportant VVeden was, and therefore of what alow rating it
had in Fleet priorities. Y et Fleet Control here needed a Director, so on Earth they had scrubbed through
thelists of discarded officersand found me.

Me. Ling Sanjen. Cashiered before the Quarn war was even recognized for what it was, my papers
stuck into the dead file, my body dumped into that miserable hole of the Therapy Warrens, to live out
what remained of alifewith my family.

| wondered where they were now. When their agoraphobia grew worse and mine became inexplicably
better, we separated for "medical reasons.” | redlized | had to, one day when | looked up from the
routing schedules that were boring meto distraction, and saw three strangers living with mein the rancid
stench of the Warrens. Their eyes were dead to me. | don't think they knew what was happening to
them, or evenif the particularly cared.

And my wife—Angela?—al that's holy, | was beginning to have trouble remembering her name!

Angelawrapped hersdlf around the children, preferring their dreams and tinsel hopesto my bitterness.
Until she lied to me, and then to them, and findly to hersalf. When shelost that, the inner kernel of

honesty, it al began to go quickly.

They moved shortly after, on medical orders, for they were losing control, diding down the path | knew
so well by now. Medica took them to the Slots, as the dang caled the building.

| visted them there. Simy halls with unmentionable gobbets running down thewall, people stacked in like
so many lumps of vegetable matter to be tended and noted and, when they died, disposed of. | went to



their dot index. Just three numbers together, each hole large enough for aman to crawl in and crouch.
The wall was seven dots high, and they were spaced two steps apart.

The hdl was one of twenty in the building. It ran for two city blocks.
Therewere five such buildingsin my city. | never had the courage to estimate how many the dotsheld.
Angedaand the children didn't recognize me. They couldn't. By that time they were unableto see.

As| waked out amid the groans and screams and foul drippings, | wondered for the thousandth time:
Why am | not with them?

The weakness caught a me, like dl the other men on the convoy to Regeln. But for meit passed. |
improved. And no one knew why.

Medica divison asked afew questions, nodded their heads, and went away. It seemed to confirm
something they knew, but what?

A few weekslater | received areactivation order from Fleet, askimpy briefing, and in amatter of days|
was massing out on the Sasenbo.

To aminor post, aspot they had to fill but not with an able fighting man, not with someone who had
proven he wasfit for the hard cutting edge of combat.

A position good enough for an ofkaipan. For Ling Sanjen.
"... s0you can probably take some hours of rest if you like, ir." Shandul was looking expectantly at me.
"Uh, how long would you say?"

"At least afew hours. Y our velocity wasretrograde relative to Veden, so it will require timeto get usinto
afavorable orbit for reentry. | am required to stand watch, but thereis no reason for you to remain
awake, ar."

| nodded and smiled. | checked my chronometer ingde my helmet, till set on Sasenbo ship time, and
found it waslate evening. | fdlt tired and free fal deep isfar better than deepinageefidd, eventhelight
point eight four gee of Veden. | dso felt acertain tension, an anticipation of the whole new lifel could
start when | reached the surface.

But wishing wouldn't make the shuttle arrive any sooner.
| meditated for amoment to calm myself and then made asign to Shandul that | would deep.

| clenched my musclestightly and kept my bresthing at adow measured pace. Gradualy | let the
tightness drain out of me, loosening joints and fibers and threads. My body broke up into pieces, formed
alocus of asphere around me and fell away.

It was asound like fingernails scraping on metd, shrieking in the narrow confines of the cabin. My suit
seemed to amplify it, piling harmonic on harmonic until it ceased to be anoise and became aforce.

Abruptly it died away and | realized with ablank that most of the witches wail had been adream and the
thread was dipping from consciousness. Thethin airy whistle that came from al around me wasthe usud
first Sgn of reentry.



| opened my eyes, stretched and looked out at the fuzzy line of Veden's horizon. It was very high, as
though the shuttl€'s nose was pointing nearly straight down at the surface.

"Arentwegoingin alittle teeply?' | asked.
"Ah, you have awakened, sir. But | fear | do not understand your question.”

"| thought we were going to dip in dong the top of the atmosphere, like skipping arock across water. It
lookslikeweredmog fdling into it.”

"Oh. We have been decd erating for some time and are now into the gliding entry. The angle relaiveto
loca horizontd is probably somewhat larger than you have experienced on other planets, Sir, because we
have lighter gravity here. Our atmosphere is spread out to alarger radius.” Shandul looked alittle smug at
being ableto lecture me.

But hewasright, of course. Veden'slight gee pull meant the atmosphere wasn't pressed down as much
and aimospheric pressure didn't fall off asrapidly, so it was " softer” at the top.

It was asmall matter but it pointed up the fact that | would have to watch mysdlf here, learn new reflexes,
be more careful for the first few months. 1'd never been to alow mass planet before—for avariety of
reasons involving gas capture, tida effects and the thousand other accidents that must occur to produce a
livable planet, amass much lower than Earth'sian't likely to be hospitable to man, so you don't get to see
many of them—and Veden'swas only point sx Earth masses.

| felt the tug of more acceleration and the high, tearing whine of scorched wind rose. The computer
output stuttered next to my left elbow and Shandul glanced at the display screen briefly to confirm that he
was gtill, on path. The seat shuttered beneath me and | felt adight tilting away from "down.”

Clouds like frozen custard did by below and through some scattered holes | could begin to make out
topography. | knew the dots of ivory ice capsthat rested at the poles, smothered in snow clouds, were
over the curved rim of Veden at thislow an dtitude, and below the large lazy oceanswould give me
nothing to see. But we should be faling toward the single continent by now, intuition told me. It was over
three thousand mileslong, agreat rectangular splotch, amost the only dry land on the planet. | craned to
seit.

Wewerefaling faster now and occasiondly the rockets would spesk with ashort snarl to dow us.
Abruptly wefdl through what |ooked to be ahigh dtitude stream formation and below, fat, bunched
clouds like cushions were scattered over the sharply cut coastline of Badin, mother continent of New
India

It was raw. The battered coast gave way to mountains that lanced into the interior. A giant had stamped
down the edges of Badin and pulled out the middle, for now a plateau rose in the center and sent down
winding fingers of riversthat carved and dashed at its edges, forming narrow valeys. It was awork

uncompleted, a stone forgotten when the sculptor walked away and threw histools into the empty seas.

| watched the lowlands asthey enlarged and fell away behind us. Shandul was resting comfortably at the
controlswith al his concentration focused on the verifying displays from Fleet Control in Kdic. The
bucking and tremors that shook me passed through him like awave, never diverting his attention. The dull
thunder as we fell prevented most conversation and | didn't try to force one. Below, the plateau was
gpproaching. Every human on Veden lived on it, drank fromitsrivers, peered over the edge into the
boiling chaos of the lowlands.

"Parachute going out,” Shandul said. The sharp crack of the gection snapped me forward against my



restraining belts. Parachute? Diss pating vel ocity with a chute was efficient, but most prosperous areas
didn't take the trouble.

We were above the plateau now and | caught fields of intense magentas and yellows among theriot of
jungle. We werefdling dong ariver valley that was a holiday patchwork against the date gray peaksthat
jutted up and tore the clouds.

The shuttle seemed to be drifting steadily down, gyros correcting smoothly for the turbulence. The rear
TV showed adight wake, but no orange blur of ionized gases—that had vanished with the use of
non-charring heat shields. | studied the land below with the vision hood down over the scope, but the
color washed out detalls.

Below, theriver writhed and | suddenly recognized it: Tankjor, the torrent that bled Badin's magjor lake,
The Lapis. And on the shores of those quiet waters was Kdic, our destination, capital of Badin and thus
Veden.

We hit an air pocket that seemed to have no bottom and | felt a sudden wave of nausea snatch at me. |
waslosing my nogee equilibrium. Guiding rocketsfired in synchronization with dull dapping thumpsthat
rattled my teeth. We banked dowly.

Ahead, fractured purple and green winked from The Lapis and therigid sprawl of Kalic's streets fanned
out to greet me as we adjusted and dropped into alow, comfortable glide. Lekki broke from behind a
virgind white cloud as we cleared the slony margin of the last peak.

A great gray expanse loomed ahead and Shandul made a dight correction. The ship dropped like a sack
of sand again and colors tumbled off to my side aswe turned for fina approach. | looked outside.

Glimpse of tranquil sky framed by mountains. Quiet drifting feding. The shuttlejarred, rumbled &t me and
we wererolling on our landing gear, land animas again, daves of gravity.

The shuttle coasted up to awing of along low building at the edge of the gray field. | could make out a
mass of men standing in formation and as we drew nearer they separated into three squares with a
delegation out front, al casting long shadows in the late afternoon.

"Very good, Mr. Shandul,” | said aswe braked to ahdt. A stubby cart swung alongside usto spray the
hull with water and ingtantly the scene outside vanished in aswirl of steam.

"Thank you, gr. If you'll exit through the Sde—" He gestured to aport that did open. | stepped through
and out onto aplatform. | reached up and opened my suit to external pressure and awave of music burst
over me. It wasalong, solemn dirge of some complexity, but it grated my teeth. More appropriateto a
wake, perhaps. Or it might be asubtle indication of how the staff felt about their new ofkaipan Director.

"Greetings, Sr!" an officer caled at my elbow and the troops in formation snapped into asadute. | tried to
make my replying salute as clipped and neat as possible, but the suit was a hindrance.

"Mr. Mgiumbdahr," | said, "your men look very well turned out.” It was easy to recognize hislong jaw
line and elaborately curled hair from the personnel records I'd studied on the Sasenbo. | turned to the
next man, shorter and obvioudly a purebred Hindie.

"My complimentsto you aswell, Mr. Gharma. | believe Mr. Shandul is under your command—he
handled his ship nicely on the trip down."

All through this my polarizerswere clicking madly off and on as| turned a anglesto thedirect violet glare
of Lekki, which was setting on the horizon.



"If | can get thisoff, | can review thetroops,” | said, reaching for my helmet.

Mg umbdahr gestured to stop me. "Sir, thislight may be harmful to your eyes. Weve shortened the
ceremony to dlow for this. A few more minutes and we can escort you indde, where it will be more
comfortable”

| frowned, but said nothing. The band, which I'd just located, was standing on adirect line between the
platform and Lekki, and it had just sarted into adightly brisker tune, heavy on cymbals and drums.
Probably the Veden anthem. | stood till until it was over, returned alast salute and followed Gharmaand
Maumbdahr down the ramp to the field. We walked aong aroped-off path in front of the troopswith an
appropriately regd silence and entered the Fleet Control building.

Insde therewasamedica party waiting for me.

"| should think, Mr. Mg umbdahr, that areview of the troopsis standard for the introduction of anew
Fleet Control Director.”

An officer with surgeon'sinsigniaraised hishand. "I believe Mr. Mgumbdahr was acting on arequest by
me, sir. We received word that you had not been acclimatized to Veden, due to the shortness of time. |
feared exposure to Lekki without your polarizers would damage your retind tissue." As he spoke our
party waked dong adimly lit corridor. | felt awkward and irritated, dragging aong the suit.

He turned to the rest of them outside adoorway—I noticed his name plate read Imirinichin—and said, "l
believe we can fit contact filtersfor you, Sir, without the rest of the Control staff following usaround. If
you please?’

"Yes, surdy.” | waved ahand and they broke up. Maumbdahr and Gharma, my two Executive Officers,
took chairsin awaiting room acrossthe hal. Imirinichin and | went in the doorway and suddenly the

world brightened for me. It was an ordinary office except for afew specidized instruments on onewall. |
turned to see Imirinichin, alean man with the dow smile and wrinkled eyes of onewho jestswell, putting

ongoggles.

"Thelight in hereis adjusted to be comfortable for you, and tolerable for meif | wear these. If you'll Sitin
thet char—"

A nurse camein wearing the same goggles, her dimness molding the uniform she wore more than | would
have believed possible, and helped me lower my bulk into place. She expertly unfastened my helmet. Ina
moment | was free of the suit and no longer fedling like aturtle caught in asand pit. She lowered a
cantilevered mask over my face, fitted twin cylindersto my eyeswith infinite care and flipped a switch.

The room went dark, as nearly as | could tell with my eyesamost covered, and a competent hum came
from the gpparatus around me. In amoment the computer had finished measuring my cornea, making
inquiriesof my retind cells, musing over the patterns of red blood vessels, and switched itself off. The
mask came away.

"You see, gr," Imirinichin said from a.comfortable red office chair opposite me, "Vedenisunusud in
many ways. Thefirst thing anewcomer noticesisthe high ultraviolet content of Lekki. Exposureto it will
burn out aman'sretind tissuein afew days. Theresinfrared in intengties sufficient to keep the planet's
ecologica processes going-photosynthesis and so forth—but the atmosphere can't filter out enough of the
violet to make it comfortable for eyes that were devel oped in the green jungles of Earth.”

"Sowhat do | do?' | should have expected something of the sort as soon as | popped out of Jump space
and saw Lekki.



"Well, it's no problem—your contacts are being made up now. Y ou've had experience wearing ordinary
contact lenses before?”

| blinked and popped my two lenses out into my hand. Like ninety percent of the human race, | wore
them. (Interesting: humanitarian though universal medical care may be, the bad genesthat lived because
of it insure that not one human in ten could survive in the droughted Africawhere the race was born, from
defective eyesight done))

"Good." Hefound asmall box for them and nodded at the nurse. "I think the new ones should be ready
now." A chimerang ashesadit.

| watched the nurse bend over and take a small machine-wrapped package out of a chute transport dot.
In amoment tears were running down my face as| tried to fit in contacts that nearly covered my entire
cornea.

"They must bethat large, Sir, to protect the entire eye," Imirinichin said. "Contact filtersare arather
specidized branch of photoplastic engineering, and these were devel oped here on Veden by the origina
colonists over two hundred years ago. Without them, we'd al be blind.”

| struggled with the contact filters afew more minutes—it was surprising how quickly they seemed
comfortable to me—and looked up to find the room bathed in adusky twilight. With the contactsin
amogt al the spectrum as seen on Earth wasfiltered out. If thiswaswhat Imirinichin saw, he was nearly
blind in thisroom.

"No, | am even worse off than you," he said when | asked him. "I'm adapted. People who plan to
become permanent inhabitants—and that's dmost everyone on Veden, for thereislittle commerce with
other systemsthese days-have their retina patterns and cells atered to accommodate L ekki's spectrum.
The dteration is much more comfortable than the contacts you're wearing.

"I'm ableto get around this office because I'm familiar with it. I1t'sbeen minefor forty years. But as| St
here, looking at you, only avague outline comes though.” He smiled. "L et me switch back to the usua
phosphors.”

When the banded patterns of light flared on | could see again clearly. Imirimchin and the girl took off their
drange goggles.

"We wear these shieldsto prevent the high infrared of Sol light from burning us,” he said, walking around
to hisdesk. "But I'm afraid you'll not enjoy the advantage of askin morphology. | takeit you are here on
aroteating assgnment?'

| nodded. | couldn't hope to be kept in service after what the Council called the "current crisis' was over.
If it was ever over.

"Then skin treatments to make prolonged exposure to Lekki possible are not favored for you. They are
usudly irreversible. Once you had the treatments you could not live anywhere near a G-sequence sar.”

"Y ou have had one, then?"

He nodded and gestured light at the girl, who was bent over me, studying the fit of my contacts through a
flash blinker. "Weadl do, those of uswho are natives. But you, sir, will have to wear the more formal
Fleet uniform designed for Veden. It covers you nearly completely. I'll have some sent round in the
morming.”

The blinker stopped and the girl nodded prettily. The entiretime | had been in the room she had not let a



word pass her lips. When the fluttering yellow afterimage had faded | |ooked around to test my vision.
"Everything seemsnormd,” | sad, "but the colors..."

He chewed hislip and looked abit chagrined. "Y es, there's that. We can't obtain acomplete
compensation over the entire spectrum, so colorswill be shifted and changed for you. | hopeit will not
be of greet inconvenienceto you, Sir.”

"No, I'll adjust.” | stood up and looked briefly at both of them. It was going to be quite achange. "l
believe my Executive Officersare waiting outsde.”

Gharma came toward me, his smileflashing brilliantly against chestnut brown skin pocked with thelarge
pores of the Hindic. He was a heavyset man with dark hair and eyesthat expanded afraction just before
he spoke, as though the words were going to explode out of him. We exchanged pleasantries about my
contacts. He curled hiswords out lazily and yet precisdy for the inspection of the listener.

Mg umbdahr followed him, taller and with the dightly danted eyes and lighter complexion that spoke of
his mixed ancestry. "It's after normal working hours," he said. "1 don't think atour of the Fleet Authority
officeswould be particularly ussful for you today, Sir."

"| presume you've gathered the usua summary for my review?"
He amiled. "Certainly. Do you want to read them on your first evening on Veden?'
"| thought | might. It wasatiring trip. | will probably want to deep. Where are my offices?"

Gharmamotioned to an elevator. "The staff are probably gone by now." We rode up seven floorsand
emerged in an ornately styled warren of carpeted rooms walled with imposing bookshelves in something
like leather and wood, but with araw orange cast that signified their native origin. | made anoteto find
out what they were; materiaslike them were rare on Earth. My suite was varied: chart rooms crammed
with orbital smulation displays and direct readout screens,; space for secretaries and aides, conference
chambers with more of the leather and wood; a private communications link that could override the
Contral facilitiesin an emergency; files of tape and film; and lastly my office, hushed in soft textures and
tones, space for pacing or thought or meditation, an enormous desk—wood again—with every
conceivable aid built into it. It overlooked the field, and aline of forest beyond that underlined the
wavering wink of Kaic'scity lightsin the distance. Dusk was ending and black fingers cloaked thefield
as| watched a steady line of carswind away.

"The summary, sir,” Maumbdahr said. | took the case with alargered Priority sed onit and tucked it
under my arm aswe went out.

"Y our quarters are some distance,” Gharmasaid. "l believe Mr. Mgumbdahr has taken care of
preparationsthere.”

"Fine" | said, my voice echoing in the eevator aswe went down. "I would like to see both of you
gentlemen tomorrow morning, nine hundred hours. Well have quite abit to talk over.”

Gharmasaid good night and Mgumbdahr led me out the front entrance. It was arather impressively
delicate structure, curved lattices supported by columns and cantilevered beams of rakish tilts that would
have been impossiblein heavier gravities. Everywhere curves, no angles, no sharpness or sudden contrast
tojar the eye. A man's voice reflecting back from the building carried the (tinkling) sound of hidden
laughter.



Majumbdahr pushed the car's throttle forward and we pulled out smoothly. Steam cars fueled with
low-grade hydrocarbons are prevaent in the colonies; they haven't been seen on Earth for a century or
more, owing to the depletion of the oil reserves. We dipped easly into thin traffic of the sametype
vehicles and weaved through broad boulevards without important conversation. | wanted the chanceto
seethecity, and generdly | wasimpressed. It had an air of quiet and tranquility that was becoming quite
rare on Earth, and Mg umbdahr himself had none of the hidden panic I'd lived with in the men of the
Sasenbo. He obvioudy knew how the war was going—everyone down to the middle adminigtrative
levelsof Fleet did—but it didn't trouble him, and it never entered our conversation.

We turned onto what appeared to be country roads and in afew minutes were gliding into the long
shadow of ahill. Through the yellows and greens of low brush, the plants themsalves now indistinct, |
could seethe dull blue winking of water.

"Y our home has The Lapis at its doorstep,” Maumbdahr said. "Lekki rises directly across the lake most
of theyear. We usudly get afog in early evening, but sunrise burnsit off.”

Fleet found it good policy to house their primary officersin the best residentid districtsin the colonies.
That established their socid class and made for easy rdationswith civilians at the top of thelocd
governments. It was easy to see Vedenfit therule,

The housewas afant blur high up the hill, its soft light filtered through dender ferns and atrace of
gathering mist. We purred up the driveway and stopped at the base of aramp. Something fluttered low
over our heads, gliding slently asawisp of fog, and lit in afern. It warbled a high sngsong cal and was
answered from somewhere down by the lake, asad note that drifted up through the gathering wetnessin
thear.

The house had alook of softened auminum and tile and blackened enamdl. Its roof floated high above
visible support and symmetric rectangular blocks of warm light reached out to gather the forest around it
like ablanket. Thefog wasrolling in over it now, bringing afaint trace of body and flavor to the air.

The thick door was opened by asmdl brown man with atouch of gravity in his manner. Pdtil, the
houseboy, | learned, was an honored domestic of many years service. He was quiet and efficient and had
us seated within amoment by an open fire (burning wood!) with sweseting drinksin our hands. He
introduced Jamilla, awoman of indeterminant age with smooth skin and alook of playfulness about her:
my second rank domestic, cook and bedchamber girl. Mgumbdahr explained that although Veden was
infrequently visited, the normal formdities and liberties common to the Empire were the custom here too,
and | should not have difficulty in adjusting.

We walked onto a stone platform that jutted out from the house to meet the tops of treesthat grew from
below. | was till wearing my Spartan coveral that was standard gear with space suits.

"Patil will dressyou in the Fleet uniform appropriate to Veden on the morrow,” Mgumbdahr said. He
looked a me curioudly, asif trying to understand this strange new Director who demanded the officia
Summary in hisfirg hour on the planet, and showed no indication of interest in meeting other officershis
fird evening.

A smdll creature, something like amouse with bat wings and furry topknot, coasted in through layers of
fog and landed on my shoulders. | picked him up on afinger and saw hiswings were trand ucent and
covered with fine pearly drops of moisture.

"Anair squirrd," Mgumbdahr said. " Scavengers, if you let them be. They'reredlly too friendly for their
own good.”



"There seemsto be much flying life here.” | listened to the best of wings above usand thefaint high cries
of pursuit.

"Low gravity. We have not been harmful to most of the forms, so they do not resettle on other parts of
Badin."

"Why couldn't they migrate to the lowlands and |eave the plateau to men?”

He smiled. "The same reason we do not live there. Between Lekki and the Black Dwarf, both of them
with mass greater than Sol, Veden is subject to large tidal forces. The winds and heet of the lowlands are
too variable and totaly, unpredictable. Up here on the plateau we know the prevailing winds—away's
inward, from the sea. Theflying animasdo too. They couldn't survivein eighty mile gaes any better than
we."

Hetook the air squirrel from my finger, coaxed it with acrumb from his pocket and threw the bread up
into the air. The animal leagped, caught it with a snap and coasted away on an updraft. | looked at
Maumbdahr and decided | liked him. Which waswdll, for if | followed my plan he would be one of the
few Vedens| would know.

Wesad our ritud farewdlsand | finished my ingpection of my home, Petil and Jamillafollowing a a
discreet distance and seeming pleased when | approved. | exchanged pleasantries with them, saw that
my belongings from the shuttle were stored properly and had Patil lay out my bedclothes.

A warm bath braced me and shortly afterward | sprawled on my bed and cracked the seal on my case.

| studied the Situation Report from Fleet Headquartersfirst. Thiswas what 1'd been waiting weeks and
months to see. As a passenger on the Sasenbo 1'd heard rumors and gossip but no reliable hard
information about the war, but now as a Director, no matter how low, | was entitled to know.

Siganex |1V had falen. The same pattern again as on Regeln: atactica fent by the Quarn, the Plague
descending, death and chaos. There was athree-dimensiona star chart included showing the new
boundaries of the Empire and probable points for the next Quarn attack. It was a shock. Thelast such
display | had seen was shortly after Regeln, and the pitiful collapsed ball | saw now was afraction of the
Empire then. Severa isolated outposts had been taken in the last few weeks, | noted, and the pinpoints
of light which indicated Heet'sdispersd of shipswere asymmetric, off balance and obvioudy unableto
coherently defend the contracting boundaries.

| thumbed for a closeup on my flatpad display device and the region around Lekki and the Black Dwarf
leaped into focus. There were few neighbors. The red star Elaren blazed down on asmall radioactive
ferrite extracting mission fourteen lights out. Beyond that were afew other temporary expeditionson
inhospitable worlds, there for limited scientific of economic purposes. The nearest full status colony,
larger even then Veden, was Caning, in orbit around amassive gas giant of aplanet that in turn circled an
F9 star. None of these had detected Quarn. The nearest contact was seventy-eight lights out, avery
recent sghting only seven lights from the massive colony and base at Beta Hydri. The Quarn gppeared to
be trying to pinch the Empirée's sphereinto two irregular volumes of human-occupied space. But if past
experience was any help, this pattern was as much the product of the Quarn'sirregular tacticsand
seemingly random strikes as anything else.

That was the point: the fact that \Veden was buried deep in the remaining Empire volume was no
insurance that Quarn would not appear here tomorrow. Thiswas an arbitrary war, not played according
to the traditional game psychology of Fleet's computers. Asyet no one knew how or even why the
Quarn took a planet. Or what could stop them.



So Veden wasn't safe. | would have to oversee the steady rain of transferring ships dropping out of Jump
space, looping around the dwarf and off to some new destination with only a brief burst of news as
greetings—overseeit al, keep the Jump ships and ancient ramscoops moving, while watching over my
shoulder to seeif the Quarn had suddenly winked into existence behind me.

| picked up the Local Situation Report and then tossed it aside. Gharma and Mg umbdahr could brief me
on that tomorrow. | was hungry for more details about the Quarn but the terse Fleet dispatch wasn't
giving anything away that it didn't haveto. ,

Next camethe Locd Personnd file. | checked the names and positions thet interested me and the small
piezod ectric monitor beamed arequest back to the computer Sitting under my offices. In amoment it
gave asqued that meant the required information was logged into its ferrite memory and | cradled the
flatpad on my knees, flexed my back, which was becoming accustomed to significant gravities again, and
started to read.

Mahesh Mg umbdahr, age forty-seven Earth years, Six feet two inches (same as myself), hair black, eyes
black, born Earth (I raised my eyebrows at that) to Mainland parents of low stock; parents emigrated
when he wasfive, settled on Veden. Attended usud series: primary, technical, sengtivity and arts,
showed proficiency in ahletics and played odeynsn professondly for four years, enjoyed somefameas
writer of haiku, joined Fleet at age twenty-five. Security cleared maximum for Lekki system. Married on
long term contract, terminated three years ago with mutua consent.

There was much morerelating to his professional career, and | absorbed it automatically. But what | was
after was more than the raw facts of the man: | needed to know him, what bias he had, how well he
could work on aclosely persona basis. Mot of that can only be judged by intuition.

Lapanthul Gharma, age fifty-two Earth years, S feet even, hair brown, eyes green, descendant of three
generations native to VVeden, considered high caste (thislast arecent entry; perhaps caste was only lately
added as relevant data?) and of high standing in local sect (unnamed). Parents both of notable rank;
father recently retired from politica circlesto devote histime to meditation and enlightenment
(hand-written note: rumored he was forced out in power play by agriculturd interests). Entered Fleet
service a age twenty-one and declared for commission two years later. (No known other interests.)
Same security clearance. Married permanently. (Interesting. Quiterare.)

| went down the list of other staff members, some of them unusua, others dull as dirt. Strange what
Personnd will think relevant and stick in aman'sfile. Read severd accounts of illicit affairs and resultant
difficulties, none of them bearing even dightly on Feet business or security reliability, then chucked it
asde. No timefor gossip. (Not much, anyway.)

With surprise | fet atouch of hunger. | sounded a chime over my bed and Jamilla came in with lowered
eyes, took my request for fruit and padded quietly out.

| leaned back and thought about my two Executive Officers. Gharma seemed more steady, but lessfond
of the spark of anew idea. Mg umbdahr might make a better friend, if that waswhat | was &fter.

And maybe | was. | had decided on the Sasenbo to save my time on Veden, not become tangled in the
thousand loose ends of amilitary command. There was only one way to do that: find a core of menyou
could trust and let them make alot of the decisions. Gharmaand Mg umbdahr were going to be the core.
It had to be more than the usual delegation of authority—every officer knows he must release some of his
hold or hell end up ordering his paper clips—and | would haveto play it by ear.

| needed time. Fleet was finished; not for me the plugging of holesin acrumbling dike.



| had lost everything, been cast out. There was no joy left for mein Sabd, in the warm knit that held me
sincel wasaboy. | had to find something more. Veden was the spiritual center of the Hindic minority, a
small fragment of the Empire that reected the Mongol culture aswell asit could. Perhapsthey had
something for me here. If not, | had accepted the commission under false hopes and might aswell be
back inthe Sots.

The Hindic and the Quarn. | felt atension between the two. Veden was at least till human. The Quarn
held dl the mystery and hope of the unknown.

Jamillaentered with abowl of cylindrica fruit and asnifter of red liquid. The fruit wastough at first but
after amoment's chewing released juices with the flavor of warm amonds. The drink was aclashing of
the tang of oranges with a smooth background like apricot nectar that somehow resolved itself and
quenched my thirt.

| caught Jamilla studying me with interest. No more than afraction of the people here were Mongoal in
descent, and certainly she had seen few Polynesians such as me. | supposed my lighter hair and thin
beard (agene of the Caucasoids, that) were unusua, but...

Normal formalities and liberties, Mg umbdahr had said. | raised an eyebrow in speculation. It had been a
longtime.

| finished egating, put the tray asde and made aformal sign understood throughout the Empire.

Jamilla smiled and unfastened the brass buckle at her side. Her sansari was awisp of cloth wound into
expert folds over her dim body. Watching her gracefully remove it was an entertainment. She came into
bed with the good taste not to extinguish the rights as she entered. She was a scent as sweet as the wind.

In the morning Petil aided mein fitting my Fleet Kochu robes. They were designed to cover the wearer
againsgt Lekki's ultraviolet, and were robes only by convention for they retained pants and vest. The only
addition was a cowl that rode on the back of my neck and could be dipped over to shade my face.

My contact filters flushed the morning with an orange tinge even though Lekki's violet dot threw shattered
light up to me from The Lapis. The water traced a pencil line of horizon across two-thirds of the view
from my home and | could see the current ripples asthetriple tides of Lekki, the Dwarf and Pincter,
Veden'smoon, pulled at the lake. The beach ahundred meters below was a broad white plain worn
smooth by the hissng waves.

All this| saw while blinking the contacts into place and waking down the ramp to my staff car. The
driver sluted, and with adight piping of steam we went down into the world of men.

Our route skirted the capital. | noted that the thin towersin the distance did not swirl in adank layer of
brown hydrocarbons, as some, industrid colonies still did—yprincipally those with antiquated ideas of
"free choice" It was ahopeful sgn.

| wasted an hour in the unavoidable preiminariesin my new offices; nodding at secretaries, exchanging
ritud salutes with second and third rank administrators, accepting atraditional welcoming gift of
burnished rice and layered spices (take one mouthful, then offer it to the troops). Then to the main
conference room, filled with twenty staff workers. Their eyeswidened dightly as| sent them dl on
detailed, eminently defensible tail-chasing jobs that would take days or weeksto complete. Correlate
fluctuationsin rice crop and number of ships passing through the Flinger; compile composite history of dl
minority economic aternatives used on Veden which had gpplicability to Empire economy; detail origin of
more recent sects (this| could actudly use); each division prepare reports, sharpen up training schedule,



dtipulate defense capability, justify al current supply levels. The orders were acompendium of jargon and
catchphrases, but it accomplished the result: keep them busy, get them out of the room. When only
Maumbdahr and Gharmaremained | relaxed.

"Now tell me about Badin. What are the people thinking?'

"Not very much thinking is being done," said Mgumbdahr dowly. "Theresagreat dedl of reacting,
though."

"How do you mean?"'
"They're confused. The reports from the colonies further out haven't been precisely encouraging.”

"Areyou surethisisn't smply what you've been hearing from the population of Kaic? On Earth the city
populations are breaking down much faster than therurd aress.”

"Even on Veden, dr," Gharmabrokein, "there are not substantial numbersliving among the jungles. They
arenot aggnificant group.”

"Why aren't they spread out?'

"Y ou haven't seen Kdic yet,” Mgumbdahr said. "V eden isn't like the other colony worlds—the Mongol
cluster-homeisn't popular here.”

Gharmagestured with hishands asif aflower were unfolding. "Our cities are as pods on a quasimakas
plant, spaced to insure adequate sunlight and full growth. The openness of the growthlandsis dwayswith
us. Toliveotherwiseis..." He stopped avkwardly, redizing that he had amost implied acriticism of the
Mongol aesthetics, to which presumably | would subscribe.

| gave him a soft smile. "I quite understand. The same principles once held even on Earth. Necessities of
population changesthese things.” | turned to Mgumbdahr. "1 take it you fed even the citizens of Kalic
and the other outlying cities are not truly in what the Empire would regard as an urban environment?”

"Yes, asfar as| understand Fleet'sandyss."

"l think itiscertainly true, Sr," Gharmasaid. "Veden is much more stable because of it."
Maumbdahr looked at him alittle sourly. "1 wonder about that."

| glanced aquestion.

"Well, sr," he said quickly, bringing his hands together on the opaque gray of the conferencetable. "I
don't like the feding that's running through Kalic. | wasn't born here, but | think | have agood grasp of
the gestdt. People are seething insde. It hasn't come out yet, but it will."

Gharmashook his head. "Asyou may see, Sir, we have talked of thisbefore.”

"Natura enough. In the absence of aDirector you were responsible for knowledge of the political side.
It's an open secret that Fleet is now relying more on its reports from Directors than the officia opinion
given by the Embasses”

Gharma blinked rapidly. "Oh no, I'm afraid you do not understand. Thisisnot apolitical matter at al. We
are speaking here of the tranquility and enlightenment of the people.”

| nodded, silently pleased. They were both showing a sengtivity that might easily have been drilled out of



them, by now, in Fleet. | couldn't use men who thought like political hacks, glutted with detailsand trivia,
gatisticsand polls, afflicted with award heder's smug myopia, stuttering out data.

"Of course." Mg umbdahr waved the comment away with rough handstoo large for the rest of his body.
"But gt in the temples, Lapanthul"—side glance to me—"Mr. Gharma. They're stirring. Their meditation

isnot enough.”
"Isthat true, Lapanthul ?' | said.

"I do not fedl that it is—and that isthefinal test. But | am not quite as, ah, basic asMahesh. | do not
move in quite the same spheres as he.”

Maumbdahr settled back in hisformed plastic chair. "What he meansisthat hissect isvery highin caste,
and mine liessomewherein themiddie” He grinned. "It gives one adifferent dant, I'd imagine.”

"Cagte?1'd thought..."

Gharmacleared histhroat. "Yes, it does exist on Veden. We al know the Empire has no such thing, but |
have heard that we are not a one—other colonies, and not Hindic in origin, have caste, or something like
it." He said thiswith the somewhat tiff and defiant air of aman confessing aminor but habitua vice. "But
caste. Theterm...."

"Higoricdly it was an evil thing,” Mgumbdahr said. " The choice of word isunfortunate. I've dways held
it should be something like 'dtation. " With this he glanced up a Gharma. "But the socid conventions
favored the traditional term. It does not have the same connotation asin Old India”

Gharmasmiled brilliantly. "He meansto say, not yet. Mahesh thinks we're headed that way,
nonetheess.”

| realized that they were good friends, despite their differences. There was awarmth in their argument, as
though it were an old shoe they felt comfortable wearing.

"All right, so theréscagte,” | said, sghing dightly. There was something about this conversation, asort of
agonizing downess to converge on the point that may have been just the Hindic way of doing things. |
was going to have to get used to amore indirect approach. "It would seem that by traditiona sociologica
principles that would make V edens more secure, happier with their place. But that's no help. People
throughout the Empire were contented, they hadn't lost phase. But I've seen dl of them struck down by
the Plague. They had no defense.”

Gharmalooked suddenly sadder. "We know that. | don't understand how it could happen, when—"
"Have you had any cases here yet?'

Both of them looked dightly startled, as though the thought hadn't occurred to them that VVeden was
vulnerable. "Nothing has been reported—" Gharma started.

"Do you know how to recognize the symptoms? Has FHeet sent through ingtructional information, case
higories?’

"Yes alittle. | haveread it mysdlf. It isdifficult to bieve." Gharmashook hishead dowly, asif redizing
for thefirst time that the Plague was real and not just the abstract subject of a series of dispatches.

"Break out dl the materid you have on the Plague,” | said. "Form up classes from personnel not on
essentia duty. Get spacein the civilian pressfor full coverage: how to spot the symptoms, first Sgnsthat



you may be getting it yourself, treetment, history, the works. Y ou've delayed on thistoo long. Veden isn't
an exception—the Plague will hit here, eventudly, and welve got to be prepared.” | banged my fist down
onthetable.

Gharmagot up and went over to awall communicator, spoke into it in awhisper and returned. "Done,”
he said softly.

How could they havelet it go? It was one thing to be bottled up on this outpost, watching the shipsflash
through the Flinger but seldom having one land—and quite another to forget about defending the planet.

"| take it these measures are of some use againgt the Plague?’ Mg umbdahr asked.

"Perhaps, perhaps,” | said, distracted. Did they know how much I'd been through? Forget it; notimeto
worry. "They seem to dow it down and sometimes keep the people dive. That's al we know, but it's

enough.”

" think the people probably know more than you'd think, Lapanthul,” Mgumbdahr said. "There have
been numerous news services reports, 3D programs. Not much, to be sure'—he glanced at me to show
that he knew aswell as anyone about Fleet censorship—"but | think they may be prepared for it, the
Plague, when it comes. Giving them the complete facts will make it eas e—fear comesfrom the
unknown, not the known. That'swhy they'rein the Streets-fear."

"The streets?' | asked.
"Civil disturbances," Gharmasaid earnestly. "A few, and quickly contained.”
"What about?"

"Heet movements aren't well-kept secrets,” Mgumbdahr said. "A lot of civilianswork in
Communications, so they know there isn't arespectable Task Force near this system. If the Quarn hit us
wed stand done, with just afew ships." Gharmanodded. "I don't think they redize quite that they are
afraid. Theviolenceis so undirected—"

"Reporting, Sr!" 1t wasan officia Fleet secretary 1'd sent on amakework assgnment an hour ago. "Fleet
vesH LS Colon has passed formal recognition procedures after emerging from Jump space and
requestsfina orbital check for her Hicker orbit.”

A mass of jargon that meant | had to give my final meaningless gpprova of an orbit aready programmed
for the ship. The L.S. Caton had been locked into the course ever since it popped out of Jump space
severa days ago, but the ancient formdities of the Port Master had to be observed.

"Granted," | said. "I'd liketo observethelooping if possible.”

"That will bethisafternoon,” Mgumbdahr said. "I'm sure Control would welcome avisiting inspection,
ar.”

| nodded, restless. | redly didn't give adamn about Fleet business any longer; | wanted to see Veden,
mest the myriad sounds and smdlls of anew world, not St in this office.

"Mr. Mgumbdahr! Do you think you could find asuitable restaurant in Kdic for lunch?' | said.

He smiled asthough he sensed my' impatience. | gave Gharmaasharp salute of dismissa andina
moment we were out, away, free, my long officia limousine moving like awhde among the thin schools
of stubby persond cars on the highway.



The avenues were incredibly broad, so that even in heavy traffic we moved quickly. Fernslined the
boulevards and greet clusters of iridescent blossoms hung over us. Even when we entered the city there
was no sudden laying on of man'shand; | could glimpse the flutter of wallsand of the ferns, but the bare
baked quality of acity opentothear wasmissng.

Everywhere there was color. Magenta fronds, tangled snake vines of chilled deep green, the impersona
dulled tan of the highway; and al crowned by aclear sky of even blue. The colors reminded me of my
contact filtersand | blinked rapidly afew times. They were occasionaly uncomfortable.

V egetation thinned and the curving dopes of buildings flowed down to the highway. None of them
fronted on the traffic, evidently to avoid exposing their visitorsto any more noise than was necessary.

The driver found an officid ramp and parked. Mgumbdahr and | |eft the limousine and took an express
lift down to the commercia streets below and then across three blocks diagonaly. We emerged on a
large square bustling with the noonday rush, the clicking of hundreds of sandd's, the murmur of
conversation as knots of friends drifted past.

The shopsthat lined the tiled walkways were fairly smal, most of them, and displayed their wareswith
abandon, letting robes spill from their holders; beads and books piled together in the display cases; fruits
and spices competed for the same spot in awindow. There was a chearful easiness about it, and the
people were the same: talking, laughing, greeting the price of itemswith afeigned sharp bark of disbelief.

We cut across the square with Lekki straight overhead, burning ahole in heaven. A few men and
women, clad in raiments of vaguely religious tones, were spesking to the passersby of their missonin life,
advising them of the benefits that accrued to anyone of their chosen faith. But not pushing it, not with the
intense drive of the cultists | had seen on Earth. Therewas arelaxed air here.

Five of the women in acircle chanted:

"lam

Not great or smdll
But only

Part of All."

Weturned into anarrow street, almost an aley, that was the exact opposite of the clean, broad streets
I'd seen. Here the even sheet of plastiform street changed into abumpy track of black cobblestone that
wound among shops which were themsdves irregular in pitch and structure. Some huddled together and
others sprawled out, but al were busy with people buying and selling, bartering in, high-pitched tones,
inspecting the goods, eyeing the shopkeepers. It was like apage of history. | recognized emblems and
sgnets of Old India, some even dating from before the Riot War.

"Thisis part of the 'recongtructed digtrict,” Mg umbdahr said, "devoted to retaining the atmosphere of the
Hindic past. Much of it ishonest and true to the origind. Those rice bins'—he gestured a an enormous
tub with an indecipherable scrawl in red on the sde—"contain pure strains a gourmet would have
recognized even in Old India. They're kept in controlled environments so the Veden ecology doesn't alter
them evendightly.”



"All thisto retain the old ways?'

"The flavor of the past kegps usin touch with our roots. These things, these crafts and methods'—he
motioned about us—"were part of the Rebirth of the Hindic people after the Riot War. It iswell to keep
them. They might be useful even again.”

| looked & him curioudy, wondering if he wasthinking of the Quarn.

We made our way through streets that seemed to reek of ancient ways and thoughts. | paused
occasiondly to watch agrinder or aspindrifter at work, saw an elementary syncon computer being used
to operate afoundry that produced images of Fanakana, awinged dragon-dog of early (and now dead)
mythology, walked among carved erotic Statues ten meters high, sniffed the grainy texture of air filled with
the sweat of work and reek of spices.

It was abit unconventiona for Magumbdahr to bring me here. Usualy a Fleet underofficer would take his
superior to amore forma and military luncheon, to demonstrate his seriousness. But then, Mg umbdahr
was an unconventiona officer.

| remembered one of theincidents related in hisfile. Some years ago, in alesser post, Mgumbdahr had
dined done in the Kalic officers mess. The room was busy and waiters did not notice him, seeted in afar
corner. He became impatient. But instead of stalking out, Mgumbdahr went to a phone booth and called
arestaurant that delivered meals. He asked them to bring a spiced dahlmato the officers mess. When it
arrived he made no great show of eating, but afew officers noticed and the story spread. The
Commandant heard of it and investigated the standards or service in the mess. Soon mattersimproved.
And through it al Mgumbdahr had said nothing, never raised hisvoicein criticiam. It was an effective
technique.

We reached asmall squat restaurant and found our way inside through near-tota darkness, sweeping by
bead curtains under the guidance of awrinkled old headwaiter.

"Itisvery fing" | said after we were seated. "1 have seen nothing to equd thisdistrict anywherein the
Empire”

Mg umbdahr smiled deprecatingly. "Redlly? But these things are necessary—cultura drifts occur without
them. How isit done on Earth?"

"By symbols, mostly,” | said, trying to phrase my answer correctly. "We—or rather, they—focus on the
part rather than the whole. Instead of a statue, a stone. A forest becomes aplate of wood. And thereis
the Sabal Game, of course.”

He nodded. "The Gameis played here, aswell, but only by afew. We do not find it particularly relevant
to our needs.”

The waitress brought asteaming plate of rolled breads like papadams, with mesat indde soakingina
sauce. "What replacesit?" | asked.

"A number of things, perhaps none of them asimpressive asthe Game. Thisdidtrict, for one. The
isolation we have from the rest of the Empire helps, too—few cross-culturd influences manage to get
here, and when they do they're sometimes so extraneous as to have no effect. And of course the tradition
of the Savant, the Saint, the Guru.”

| finished the breads—which had turned out to be asort of woven rice cake instead—and paused. "This
meet? Isit—"



"Of course." Mg umbdahr shrugged. "Organic products.”
"I've heard of colony planets on which—"
"Not here. No lower forms are daughtered.”

| smiled and continued eating a side dish of marinated vegetables placed at my elbow. The dternativeto
the organic tanks—once it was agreed that animas, being spiritualy of the same Order, could not be
harmed—was vegetarianism, asingularly difficult and unhedlthy path.

"Savants, you said?' | continued. "We had few of those on Earth or the colonies| visited.”

"I don't believe the practiceis part of the Mongol heritage. In the dead rdligion of Confucianismit had a
place, I'mtold, but the Riot War ended that."

"Some hold it died in the First Republic that was formed on the mainland just before the War."

Mg umbdahr bit hislip uncomfortably. "Perhaps, but it doesn't matter.” He didn't want to get involvedin
theintricacies of Empire palitica history, particularly sincethey might till touch on the present. "The old
ways of Zen, when they reached the inlands after the War, fairly well destroyed the appointed station of
the Guru. One doesn't need aguideto find what isdl around him and yet within himself."

"I would not put it quite that way," | said, laughing gently. | remembered my first ingtruction, the koan |
had wrestled with for seeming ages when | wasaboy. It was aclassc ambiguity, smple and full of depth
for meditation. Its éeventh century name (Christian reckoning) was the "Three Barriers of Hung-Lun.”

Question: Everybody has a place of birth. Where is your place of birth?
Answer : Early thismorning | ate whiterice gruel. Now I'm hungry again.
Question: How ismy hand like the Buddha's hand?

Answer : Playing the lute under the moon.

Question: How ismy foot like adonkey'sfoot?

Answer : When the white heron standsin the snow it has adifferent color.

Thefirst answer? It indicates that facts of birth and death are snowflakesin the great wind of time, as
trivia asthe eternd cycle of hunger and satiety. The second: |et loose your constant reasoning, sing to the
moon and be the Buddha. Be here. And the third?1 do not think | can expressit, even now, in words.

That wasthe first stage, zazen, individual perceptions of the essentid. After that came socid awareness,
the gestdt, the Game.

"Perhaps dl this—the Guru, the spiritua leeder—isn't strong enough in our timeto hold your society
together," | said. We had finished the gatan curry laced with coriander and the world had taken on a
deep, sty tang. | knew | had to go dowly in drawing information from Mg umbdahr, sncethat isthe
way of the Hindic, but even in the lazy warmth after the medl | had to hold myself in check.

"Weseemto bedoing wdl," he said, nogtrilsflaring dightly.
"No disturbances, not even ahint?’

"I've sarted training the regular policeto control them. But it will take time; we're not accustomed to that



sort of thing."
IIWM_II

A low rumbling cry came from outside, the sound of many voices. | bit into the tart sweetness of a
mandarin and listened to the sound grow and be matched by the shuffling sound of running. | looked
inquiringly a Magumbdahr.

"It might be some Lancers. They sometimesdo thisin theold district—"

"Lancers? Why—" Impatient to move, | got up and threaded my way out through the topple tables of the
restaurant. As| went out the door the sound burst over me and aman dammed into my shoulder,
pitching meto the Sde.

The crowd was backed up flush with the shops, facing toward the narrow street, packed in tightly. |
couldn't see athing. The chanting came nearer. It was dmost covered by the babble of conversation from
the pedestrians, who were obvioudy expecting a show.

Maumbdahr materidized besde me. "Help me bresk through,” | yelled.

Together we pushed against the wall of backs keeping usfrom the street, first out of coordination and
then shoving together, until something gave. | jostled forward through the bodies, ignoring scowls and
snarls. Inamoment | was near the front.

The Lancers had just gotten to this point and were streaming by, shouting something about V eden and
rights, waving tapestries on bamboo poles, ssamping and hooting and jamming the onlookers back from
the center of the path. The crowd didn't seem to be worried or afraid; they treated it asalark, an
entertainment. It seemed to me alot of noisefor nothing—it wasimpossibleto tell what they were
shouting abott.

Then | heard adight scream from further back in the Lancer column. A sharp cry of pain, abark of
outrage. Then another. People around me stirred. The barrage of sound from the Lancersincreased in
volume but now | could hear the screams clearly over the chant.

Maumbdahr caught my eye and gestured toward the cries, which seemed to be getting closer. | nodded,
asked aquestion with my eyebrows. He shrugged. Evidently thislatest touch was new to him too.

And to the crowd aswell. They pushed back toward the shops, trying to get away from the center of the
sreet. Inamoment | stood alone, watching men and women struggling to press into the already crowded
shops.

The Lancers came on. Two hundred must have passed aready. The chant was fading gradually and,
gtanding there, evenin my coverdl uniform and cowl, | felt vaguely defenseless as | waited for whatever
was coming around the next corner. But an officer does not run.

The end of the Lancer column broke around the corner of ashop further down thealey. Young menin
loincloths, carrying short, stubby clubs lashed out at the crowd cowering in doorways. Perhaps adozen
of them.

Maumbdahr stood at my right. One of them laughed, struck aman in the sde, hurled an oath at him and
passed on. The Lancersin column were smiling too. A lark. Holiday afternoon, for them.

They saw us. Three broke out of file and converged on us, rocking the clubsloosdly in their hands,
casud.



| went back into rest position, left forearm out, right leg cocked back and keeping balance over my body
center. Right arm tucked into side. Training school memories. Watch their faces, focus forward, eyes
front but seeing everything to the Sdes.

Thefirst one swung aclub down with hisright and | blocked with my forearm, dropping further back. He
went dightly off balance and | raised my right knee, shot out achopping foreleg kick that caught himin
the stomach, and dropped back to balance.

Thekick wasn't strong enough. Getting old. He came forward again, thistime favoring hisright sde
wherethe kick had landed. Side chop with the club, very fast. | stepped back again, watching him move.
No opening worth the chance.

The third man stood aside, watching.

Maumbdahr was moving in the corner of my eye, trying to wrestle his man to the ground. Mine came a
me again. Thistime he rushed alittle and hisright foot came down too early for the overhead blow he'd
planned.

| stepped forward, chopped hisarm and shot my |eft elbow into his face as he ssumbled past me. He
landed unevenly on the obsidian cobblestones. He shook his head, too dazed to get up.

The third man had vanished with the tail of the Lancer column and Mgumbdahr had his pinned to the
ground. | felt alittle Slly, asenior officer fighting in the streets, and the civilians were eyeing me curioudy.

"Send for the police!” | shouted at one of them. Then | noticed the crumpled form further down the
dreet.

It was agirl, unconscious. Her black hair fanned out in a crescent around her head and there was an ugly
red patch on her scalp. | cradled her head to seeif there were any other wounds. Someone came over
and volunteered that the Lancers hadn't struck her; she must have falen in the rush.

Police whined over in ahelicopter and dropped into the street on ladders; evidently ground transport
through the reconstructed district wastoo dow. | held the girl's head and ignored the two Lancers, who
were being led away. Somehow | didn't want to let go of her. Shewasinjured in astupid, pointless
demonstration—if that was the right name—and | felt strangely responsible. If 1'd pressed Gharma about
civil disturbances| might've been working on the problem instead of sghtseeing in town. And thiswas
just the sort of thing that the Quarn could use, | knew.

It had the fed of strangeness, of people going off their precarious balance. The Hindic peopleswere
aways pacifists. We even had troubl e recruiting Fleet base personnel on Veden. A group like the
Lancerswastotdly at variance with the traditions here. Y et they were here, and the crowds had smiled,
perhaps even identified with them. Why? Did the Lancers express something they all wanted to say, but
couldn't?

Someone was tapping me on the shoulder. 1 looked up into Mgumbdahr's face and at once redlized that
| didn't want to let the girl go. Holding her like thiswas aform of therapy for me, something to bring me
out of the shock of the scuffle I'd had. It had been years since I'd even practiced persona martial arts.
But | still wasn't going to let her go.

"Mediicdl ishere, sir," hesdid. "They'll bewanting..."

"Tdl them... tdl themto trest her and ddliver her to my persona home," | said without thinking. "I want
to tak to her." | looked down and saw her for the firgt time. Until now she had just been something to



hold. Was| redly so lonely?

| watched the ambulance pull away with her and recognized that | was dowly coming out of the dight
autohypnosis|'d given mysdf just before the fight. Training was reassarting itsalf. Mgumbdahr finished
talking to the head of the police squad and motioned to me.

"We can catch an air carrier at the head of thisstreet, sir,” he said. "That'll be the fastest way to return to
Fleet Contral."

Fleet schedules wait for no one, even the Director. The L.S Colon was going through the FHlinger and
that was the best time to observe the process. Locd police reported some Lancersin custody and no
other disturbancesin Kalic. | sent apriority demand for asummary on all such past incidents and took a
lift to Control Centrd.

It wasn't dl that impressive. Computers|ook much the same everywhere and most of the Flinger's
detection and sensor grid was of necessity in close orbit around the Lekki-Jagen system. So the large
room with display screens, verbal and typewriter input-output systems, primary and backup consoles,
low-glare phosphors glowing asullen red, the eternd clacking of printouts and mutter of conversations
escaping from silencing mikes—the room was ordinary, pedestrian. Except for the display screens.

For my benefit the center screen was afull color display of Lekki, blown up and polarized to avoid
eyedran.

Dark vortices churned on her surface, streamers gouged holes in naked blackness for an ingtant and
disappeared. Gharmawas in my escort and kept up asmooth line of explanation to which | half listened.
People a work craned in their buckets, ignoring the outputs they monitored for alook at the new boss. |
ignored it dl and studied the screen. Gharmawas explaining that Lekki wasloosely termed an F2 gar,
but strictly speaking wasn't on the main sequence at al. Jagen, the neutron star, had changed Lekiki's
evolutionary cycle.

"And Jagen? Can | seeit?!

"Only by absorption, of course," he said. "This shot isfrom one of our satdllites about athird of an
astronomica unit out from Lekki. Here'—he thumbed a control—"is the view from one on the other Side,
sameradius. I'll enlargeit.”

The screen turned pae violet and then adot appeared at the edge and crawled across. It was absolutely
black and the image seemed to warp. Detall of Lekki behind it flickered and faded from view asthe dot
moved.

Jagen, the Black Dwarf. Neutron Being.

Gharma gave methe standard lecture, filling in areas | hadn't known. Nine kilometersin diameter, mass
somewhat lessthan Sol's, a very old neutron and Jagen orbited around their center of masswith a period
only alittle longer than aday (Earth day—V eden's was seventy-three minutes shorter). As| watched,
Jagen inched across the enlarged view and vanished at the border. Fast, incredibly fast, but—

"Only aday?When the two stars are separated by six Sol radii?”

Gharmablinked at me pedanticaly. "Truly, itisasurprisefor avisitor. But that isthe crux, the reason
Veden was terraformed for a century to provide abase near Lekki. Jagen rotates about the system
center of mass with avelocity nearly athousandth of light speed. That's atremendous energy and



momentum source. It drivesthe Hinger."

"Sir," an adeinterrupted Gharma, "the L.S. Colon isinto rebound orbit now." Gharma diaed the monitor
control in his pam again and the screen shifted to catch up with the neutron star. It appeared again,
moving from the left, with itsfuzzy hao of light. Of course! The fantastic gravitational potentid at the
neutron star's surface was refracting the light from Lekki, scrambling the detail we would usualy see.

"The Caton isat maximum stress now," Gharma said, and from the right edge of the screen crept atiny
glint of light. Thefleck of white rushed in toward the neutron star and aswe watched silently it arced
around Jagen in adeformed parabola, and raced away. The process was over amost before | had
pieced it together, an incredibly graceful and intricate dance of the spheres.

"A successful rebound,” said Gharma. " The Caton has picked up dmost twice Jagen's orbital speed and
isheading out at an angle to the ecliptic plane. It's due to phase into Jump spacein five hours, as soon as
it clearsthe high radiation levels near Lekki."

It was as ssimple aprocess as one could imagine, redlly, easly derived from Newton's laws. The Caton
camefdling in obliqudy toward the Lekki-Jagen system, intersecting the Jagen orbit and moving opposite
to the rotation of the Black Dwarf. It passed close to the neutron star, on the side away from Lekki, and
dipped deep into Jagen's steep gravitational potential. With a perfect counterbaancing of velocities and
the star's brutal pull the ship could weave around it, dmost alowing itsdlf to be captured, and then break
free. When it escaped it was on the sSide of Jagen facing Lekki; it had performed aturnabout in dong a
nearly circular arc.

But now it had picked up twice the orbital velocity of Jagen itself—in asense, the Caton underwent an
eladtic callison with the neutron star and its gravitationd field, like abdl rebounding off the front fender of
an expresstrain. The Caton had stolen energy and momentum from the L ekki-Jagen rotation and was
now smoothly casting off into degpspace. Destination: Abee 1V, adesert planet circling a G3 star over
three hundred light-years away.

Abbe moved with high velocity relative to the Caton's home port, Earth. So the L.S. Caton had to catch
up with Abbe system. Reaching ahigh velocity requiresfud and time. It wasfar chegper for the Caton to
perform aquick detour through Jump space to the L ekki-Jagen system, spend afew days undergoing an
elagtic collison with the neutron star'sfield, and emerge with the correct vel ocity to match the Abbe
sysem.

I'd drifted off; Gharmawas lecturing me on the dynamicsagain: "... was of course a pure accident of
sellar dynamics. A free star cannot capture another in a stable orbit, so Jagen must have been present
when Lekki wasforming.”

"I'm surprised alivable planet came of such awedding,” | said.

"Only marginaly. Veden required a century of bioengineering before it was habitable, and even now, two
centuries |ater, we cannot venture down to the lowlands from this plateau. The lowlands are hot, winds
are aconstant danger to air flight, and the seacoasts are ripped by tides. Thetidal influences of two stars
and amoon can become quite wicked at times.”

"It seemslike atremendous effort just to get the Flinger. After dl, fuel can't be that expensive.”

"Remember, Sir, that the Jump space power requirements are proportiond to the volume of the ship.
Empty fuel tankstake just as much room asfull ones, in aship with rigid superstructure. So Jump-class
vessd's are much more economicdl if they carry aslittlefuel aspossible. And you're neglecting the
ramscoops aswell."



| nodded. The scoop ships, gulping down interstellar hydrogen with gigantic magnetic fields and spewing
it out the end for propulsion, were the long-term backbone of the Empire, little publicized.

A planet that sent out, say, arare dloy native only to its system, couldn't program the ramscoop ship for
adefinite destination, because by the time the ship spanned a hundred light-yearsits target might have
changed economic structure entirely. Thetime lag wastoo gredt.

So the volume of space around L ekki-Jagen served as a storage area, a cosmic clearing house for this
region of the Empire. Moving large masses through Jump space was beyond the resources of anew
colony planet. But ramscoops were cheap and easy to build. When the colony got a product it thought
might sell—and o bring in currency and bartered goodsin return—it packed a shipment into aramscoop
and programmed the onboard computer for Lekki-Jagen. When it arrived ahdf century later it was
cataloged and directed into awaiting orbit.

Thereit sat. If no other colony bid for it the ramscoop orbited silently forever, costing its owners periodic
docking feesto pay for Fleet Control. Usudly it sold rather quickly. Then it was reprogrammed for the
buyer's system, dropped through the Flinger and shot out into degpspace at arespectable velocity. The
Hinger could cut fifty percent off the trangit time of afifty light-year journey, because without it the
scoops required long weary yearsto pick up their initial velocity.

"... but thereis no nearby planet in this system, so we have quite avolume of storage for the scoops.
They are within easy laser range of Fleet Control.” Gharmalooked at me asthough | were adow student
whoinssted onfdling adegpinclass.

"No nearby planet?| thought there was a gas giant nearby.”
"Out at ten Earth astronomica units, yes."

"But by the classicd Titus-Bode rule there should be aplanet &, ah, around fiveand ahdf A.U.,
shouldn't there? | suppose the rule doesn't hold up for binaries, though—it's based on atheory of
convection dust accumulation. Wouldn't apply with Jagen in theworks. Interesting, that the giant &t ten
A.U.fitstherule™

Gharmalooked a me carefully. "Y ou seem to know more astrophysics than I'd thought, sir.” Which was
precisaly what | wanted him to conclude.

"I'm due back a my office about now, | believe," | said, getting up. | wanted to know more about the
Flinger, but the best way to get agood background is through the computer, where stupid questions
don't arouse the staff officersto condescension.

Jagen was afascinating object. One other neutron star had been found within the Empire, drifting lonein
gpace. (Pulsars, it had turned out, weren't neutron stars after al, but another type of find equilibrium for
cold matter.)

Jagen was bound in atight, dmost circular dlipse around Lekki, and had been therefor at least abillion
years. The Black Dwarf reflected little light, emitted far down in the infrared and had long sincelost any
magnetic field. Thetida effects of its passing were easily observable on the surface of Lekki, where huge
rippling waves of boiling, fusng helium roiled and tossed at the beck of thelittle giant.

| stood and watched the photosphere in closeup as Jagen swept by. The center of mass of the binary
system lay near Lekki's surface, so as the neutron star went by aportion of Lekki's sphereincluded the
axis about which the two stars rotated. This produced sashing storms of ionized gases, ripped by the
tidd tug of Jagen and trying to maintain an equilibrium against the complex competition of magnetic and



gravitational forcesthat laced the Star.

"How long can it last thisway, Mr. Gharma?' | said softly, gesturing at the brawling chaos on the screen.
"Severd thousand more years, I'm told. Energy losseswill eventualy draw the two together.”

"Jagen will drop into Lekki?"

"And then the balance will change. Veden will bejammed with scientigts, then. It will provide aone-time
entertainment. Most expect Lekki to nova.”

"l s | gazed along moment &t the violet turmoil millions of miles away, watched it licking a raw
vacuum, hissing a the quiet sarsaround it.

When | returned to my office Gharma had some routine work and the firgt returns from some of the
makework I'd assigned earlier. | brushed them aside.

"Y ou may beinterested in this one, nonetheless, sir,” he said, and laid an engraved invitation on my desk.
"It isan invitation from the First Bridge Society.”

"Firgt Bridge? Odd name."

"A very exclusive private club. The origind ramscoop that discovered Veden had adtrict discipline
system. Highest ranking officers were from the First Bridge. The club now carries the same connotation.”
Helowered his eyes. "The previous Director was a member.”

Ah. Thiswasthe fird tentative feeer for the sort of socia acquaintances a Director was expected to
make among the natives.

Fleet was as much a palitical instrument as any other branch of the Empire. It needed support through the
coloniesaswdl asin the centers on Earth. Thiswas atraditiond function of my position.

"Dedlineit," | said, and cut off hisstartled reply. "Isthat summary on religiousingtitutions | requested
ready? Good. And send in Mr. Mgumbdahr.”

When he appeared | said. "l assumethat girl has been treated and taken to my residence; I'll be going
there shortly."

"I might remind you, Sir, that tomorrow isafesting day here, aholiday."

"Fine, I'll have an opportunity to—" | stopped and thought. "Mr. Mgumbdahr, if you are not busy, |
wonder if you would consider accompanying me on an informal tour of Kaic'sreligious centers? It's
something of a preoccupation of mine."

"] would be honored, gr."

It wasredly adirty trick; ajunior officer cannot eadly turn down an invitation from his superior for
anything with socid overtones. | needed a companion to find my way through the maze of religionsin
Kadlic. Since Mg umbdahr wasn't married, | could tell mysdlf that at least | wasn't taking the man away
from hisfamily.

When | reached home the orange luster of dusk was settling acrossthe lake. The flittering sounds of
thingsin flight echoed through the spindly fernsthat clothed my homein brooding quiet. As| waked up
the front ramp | noticed amark on the glasswall of the den, and benegth it awhite bird lay sprawled in
death on the patio. It waslarger than adove and had delicate striations of blue and pink over its neck.



Evidently it had failed to see the glass and had flown straight into it, breaking its back.

Patil admitted me and announced that dinner would be ready shortly. He mentioned the girl and | asked
for her.

She came into the den padding softly on the thick rug. Shewastall, atrifle thin, and wore asansari of
rough, durable green weave that set off her black hair.

"I thought | would ask you afew questions about the incident this afternoon,” | said. She nodded. ™Y our
name?'

"RhandraMinadras of thefamily Tdin."
"Why were you in the street? Were you shopping?'

"No, | was searching employment. | was reared in the country, in agricultural arts. But recently | decided
to cometo Kalic and attempt something new. | thought the traditiona shops would want unskilled |abor.”
She spoke quickly but not with asharp tone, and looked down at her feet occasionally.

"Y ou know the Lancers?'

"I've heard of them, met afew. They say their 'demondirations are just sport, but | think not!"
"Why?

"They're afraid. Afraid of the Quarn and what might happen if they reach Veden."
"Strange for the young to fear so much.”

"Oh no," Rhandra said, looking up in surprise, eyeswidened, "they are the least in phase. They have not
yet come to compromise with the strains of adolescence, or cultivated the old ways. | wouldn't expect
them to be as secure as an older man.”

"Perhaps,” | said, uncomfortably aware that | was an older man and felt blessed little inner peace of late.
"There was never anything like them before, was there?'

She shook her head, liquid hair rippling. "Not that I've heard. But I'm new to Kalic."

Petil entered and announced dinner. | stood and felt a sudden twinge of sorenessin my back, areminder
of the scuffle. "New?'Y ou have no lodging, then? Stay in my guest room until you find something
suiteble”

She made the usual gestures of refusal but eventually accepted. It was clear she had few plans. My
reasons for making the offer were equaly vague; | was attracted to her by some elusive chemistry not
merely sexua. Guilt for the incident that afternoon, and loneliness. She was something to shelter.

Rhandra excused hersdlf for amoment to change into more formal dress. She gppeared amoment later in
something dightly better and clinging and walked over to the glasswall overlooking the patio. She stood
looking at the migt drift in from thelake.

Suddenly alarge bird dropped down from the ferns on wide, powerful wings and glided by pardld to the
house, peering in at uswith eectric yelow eyes. She jumped back, startled, and thumped against a
column. She made a sound like abird smashing into aglasswall.



We banked heavily into the wind and came down fast over the northern outskirts of Kalic. Multicolored
patches of jungle did below and then alarge domed building swept by, rosy pink in the midmorning light,
abulb frozen asit popped from the ground. Mg umbdahr brought usin evenly and settled into aparking
space near the entrance. " The Palace of Shiva," he announced.

"I've heard of this," Rhandra said aswe got out. "It'sthe new Council of Churches center, isn'tit?'

"Yes. Somecal it bargain basement religion, but | suppose there isn't anything basically wrong with
representing al major sectsin one place,” Mgumbdahr said.

"It makesfor better communication,”" shesad.

We entered benegth a d oping hyperbola of grained obsidian that served asafulcrum for an arc that
spanned the dome. In my uniform and cowl | was easy to spot and as we came through the massive
doors a party descended on us.

"Director Sanjen, thisis quite unexpected,” alarge woman wrapped in red silks said, ignoring the fact that
if I were unexpected she wouldn't be greeting me. "We of the Council had of course planned to request
your presence in the proper manner..."

"But we are cartainly overjoyed to be honored with an early vist,” finished a short, emaciated man with
wrinkled brown skin.

"Sir, thisisthe Madi, leader of the Benagathaman sect,” Mg umbdahr said, motioning toward the woman
and bowing low, "and Mr. Fanesh of the Litlapans." | performed ritua bows and gave them aglassy
smile. We spoke for some moments about the lovely dome, the skybats which wheeled and siwooped
through its upper reachesin Lekki'slight that streamed through the trand ucent patches of decoration.

Dignitaries arrived and were introduced, only to be shouldered aside by others. | never had achanceto
say morethan aline or two to any of them, but the Madi, who seemed to be the most commanding,
managed to keep up afairly steady stream of information about their various sects and cults. She
evidently served asasocid chairman for them dl. After afew more minutes| beganto bridle at the
thought of standing in thefoyer of the dome and exchanging pleasantrieswith them al morning, and said
0.

"Of course, Director, | would be glad to take you on atour of the Temples and schools,” the Madi said.
In afew momentswe had cut ourselves|oose from the caravan that promised to form behind us.

Shetook usto asmal cloister. A man wasgitting init, perfectly erect.
"Heisawakening the serpent,” the Madi said reverently.

The man began his exercises and the Madi described what he was doing, evidently without disturbing his
concentration.

The coiled serpent, she explained, is named Kunddini. When sheis awakened sheisthe vitd forcein the
man, and must be forced to ascend from her deeping place at the base of the spine. She passes through a
narrow cand in the spine and thusinto the brain, where she consummates her symbolic wedding with
Shiva, the other vital lifeforce. So comes|iberation of the spirit and right accord with nature.

"I mean thisal symbolicdly,” said the Madi, clasping her pdmstogether in agesture of pleasure, "but we
of the Benagathaman sect have experimented with these ancient techniques, and find them successful.”

| didn't reply and she went on with the description. Kundaini was awakened by muscular contractionsin



the abdomen. Asvini mudra, the most essentid, isarhythmic rippling and dilation of the anal sphincter.

As| watched, the man, his skin like worn bronze, turned his tongue upward and backward, touching the
palatein theroof of his mouth. After amoment, the Madi told us, histongue reached the holes of the
nostrils opening into the mouth, sedling them off. (For months, she said he had been "milking histongue';
groking it for hoursto make it supple and long.)

He sedled his ears with histhumbs, eyeswith index fingers, nogtrilswith the middle fingers. Hewent rigid.
"Heisrepeating hismantra, hisBasic Sound,” the Madi said. "Thudy the serpent beginsto suffocate.”

Abruptly the man's ssomach balooned outward and sucked in severd times. "Thisisto make the serpent
pass the gateway into the spine.” There were three gateways and sSix power centersin the spine, each
requiring that the snake be forced through. She described in detail the position of the thousand-petaled
lotus at each station, and its flowering as Kunddini passed. When the movements are performed
precisely and correctly, Sanadhi, or Y oga enlightenment, is attained.

The Madi stopped talking in her sngsong voice and | looked at the man. He was sitting ill, releasing his
fingersone at atime and bresthing again.

"Isthat it? Nothing happens?’ | said.
Shewagged afinger a me. "The first attempts are not successful. One must not be impatient.”
"How do you tel if heiscloser to enlightenment?’

"He passed into higher states. The exercises and movements become surer . Heisawaysin total bodily
contral.

"But it can't be seen otherwise? Doesn't his rel ationship with people change?’

"Director, it isnot necessary.” She arched abrown eyebrow a me. "In the minds of those who have
Tota Understanding, the body isthe supreme arbiter of Sanadhi.” Her intonation, rising up on aword,
made one hear when she was capitdizing aword of particularly profound importance.

"Then Y ogawon't counter loss of phase?’

"Perhgps, intime." She waved asilken handkerchief at the man, who was now beginning the ritual again.
"But thet is not the point. These things must be redlized with the Heart and Spirit, not merdly in the Mind.
It may take you awhile to come upon such Knowledge." She made an impressive pause. "Certainly, we
shall be prepared to help you.”

"Quite”

"The Benagathaman is more than you might assume,” she said, smiling at me aswe left the cloigter, her
lipsaglaring red gash between swelling hills of cheek caked with alemony powder. "It isaMovement, a
Crusade. Thedifficulties| hear you and your comrades are finding with those diens, the, the—"

"Quan."
"Yes, Quarn. | think it issimply ameatter of the Wrong Spirituad Avenue.”

n m‘m"
"Andif | am right"—she lowered her eyes modestly—"the Empire could learn something from the



Benagathaman.”
We crossed the foyer, sanda's clacking back echoes from the domed egg far above.
There were other cloisters, other Y ogaand Hindic exercises.

After thefirgt they dl ran together and dulled my senses. Lectures on conservation of the Vitd Fuid;
attemptsto revive thelost Old Indian art of levitation; men who could pop stedl bands wrapped around
their chests; men who, with sheer will power and proper body control, could raise the temperature of a
room five degrees, people who spoke to hdlucinations, men who lived though buried dive for hours;
women who whispered to dice and made them perform; afirst order Y ogi who could stop his heart for
two minutes, walkers on water; and more, more than | could absorb. Some of the feats were amazing,
but not so odd that they couldn't be explained by pedestrian science. The more fantastic were not as
advertised—the water walker was getting better and had performed for small select groups before, but
found his Spiritua Essence debilitated by the presence of doubters.

Welifted off at sunset and the dome of Shivafdl away quickly. | was exhausted. Not by muscular
fatigue, but by the failure of expectations.

The Benagathaman sect and the othersin the dome were fairly recent offshoots of the traditional Hindic
religiousline. Their absorption in the cheap tricks of Y oga, the pseudo-rationdization by which the
beautiful parable of Kundaini's passage had been debased into exercises of the somach muscles, and all
the ret—it was afaling back into the dark past, reliance on graven images and gods, an abandonment of
the peace and serenity of the Hindic society.

They didn't know it, but the cults, the Lancers, the castes were symptoms. Hindic Veden was decaying.
Because of the Quarn? Possibly. When the disease is unknown, any symptom may be important.
But perhaps V eden was smply going bad at the core, like the Empire itsdlf.

Feet Control had an efficient rumor-mongering service and its results were duly logged into computer
storage for use by the Director. Mogt of the information was worthless. But some reports spoke of arise
in crimes of violence that were hushed up by the close-knit Hindic family structure; the sudden influx of
mentaly disturbed casesin medica centers; a pattern of breskdown in the rural areas that caused the
young to moveinto the cities.

| peered out the plastiform bubble over our skimmer and watched lightswink on, bright sentinels against
the reddening dusk. In thewest of Kdic, the inexpensive homes, families were performing their ritua
chantsfor solidarity before the serving of the evening meal. Properly rendered, it brought contentment
and security without the dullness of orthodoxy or the weight of dogma.

Without something—rituals, the Saba Games, wise ministering of the guru—aman could dideinto the
weak fragmentation of the Plague. Or worse, he could fal into thefatal error of trying to relieve his
isolation by following the king ape pattern, impose hiswill on others, disrupt tradition for the sake of
change done. And so disorient his brothers, step on the accelerator of technology, create massive |oss of
phase.

Somehow order was breaking down. Must empires dways fal? Was there some fata mechanismin man
that hated permanence?

| shook my head againgt the night. Rhandra sat brooding in the seat next to me, her hair like rippling
shadows. She had been disturbed by the Paace of Shivaaswell. She came from smplerura originsand



was breaking away, but it was clear the contorted Y ogawas not her answer.

| laughed inwardly to myself. Poor thing, shewasjust as confused as|. | reached over and held her hand
and she smiled shyly a mein the darkness.

We landed near my home, on aflat pad settled into the hill. Patil was waiting there with amessage which
had just been forwarded by the watch at Fleet Control.

Quarn had been sghted near Calning, the large colony only fifty-threelights from Lekki. A scouting party
was observed and fled into Jump space.

It might be apreliminary for an attack on Calning and it might not. The aiens had made feints before.
But it did mean something. The Quarn were sriking further into the Empire's shrinking sphere.

Veden, storage house and communicationslink for the Empire, lay nearby. We wouldn't be safe much
longer.

PART 111
Rising to the Scepter
They struggled all the more.

d A

Imagineariver.

Flecked with foam. Swirling and rushing, collector of oddments of debris, bits of dirt, crumbs of
cvilizetion.

The Empireisthus. The random currents deposited their burden on Veden and departed, in each instant
changing.

| began to redlize that the Jump ships, however much glamour isthers, were only afraction of the traffic
that passed through the Flinger.

Mogt of the Jump ships were engines of war. Merchants must pick more modest transport since they
aren't supported by the taxes of a hundred worlds. Thus, the ram-scoops.

Fleet Control was dropping them through the Flinger at an average rate of oneaday. The total number of
scoops orhiting the Lekki-Jagen system was dmost congtant, so as well, one incoming scoop per day
had to be laser-guided through the last stages of deceleration and coaxed into astable elipse.

That represents afantastic flux of information. | had to oversee alot of it, make decisions about anything
out of the ordinary.

Although the scoops and Jump ships passed regularly through the FHinger, very few of them ever sent
anything down to VVeden. There was no reason. VVeden had few rare raw materias, no advanced



technology, few cultura objects of interest to the predominantly Mongol Empire. We usudly received a
squirt of civilian news on tightbeam laser, but that wasit. Usudly.

"What'sthis?' | asked Gharmaone day. "The Chenuung, aJump ship, isdropping aone-man flyer."

"A moment,” he said, thumbing areadout screen. "Y es. He's areplacement for the astronomical
observetory.”

"Observatory? Where?'
"Onthe other sde of Veden."
"Thererejust afew idandsthere.”

"Correct. It'snot redlly an observatory in the usual sense. All the sensors are orbiting further in. The base
here just monitors their readout. The observatory is on the reverse sde of the planet because of
sgna-to-noise troubles from our transmissons.” He explained dl thisin apedantic tone.

"All right." | approved it and sent it to store-and-forward. "What are they observing? Optica work?"
"No. Gravitationd radiation."
"Uh?Why?'

"Lekki and Jagen, revolving about each other, are dways accelerated. The accelerationsinvolved are
huge, though—that's why the Flinger is a convenient source of energy. Whenever amassis accelerated it
radiates gravitationa waves, just asacharge gives off eectromagnetic radiation when one givesit a

"The output from Lekki-Jagen islarge enough to be measured?’ | said wonderingly. "Yes, | supposeit
must be. Incredible.”

"It'sthe only onein the Empire. The observatory has been here over two centuries, compiling datato test
the Dbook Theory. One of the original scientistsdied ayear or two ago—that's why the replacement.”

"The man had been here two hundred Earth years? He must have been dedicated.”
"| gather. Still, remember that we live longer on Veden, perhaps dueto the light gravity.”

| laughed. "What you redlly mean isthat the helter-skelter of the Empire doesn't penetrate here, en? And
you'reright. The socia pressures on Earth probably cut a decade or two off the life span. Maybe that
accountsfor the higher spiritud state you're dwaysimplying Vedens have.”

Gharmasmiled dowly, seeing that | was mocking him. "I don't see—"

"Cliché sociology. On Earth an introduction to the Saba Game doesn't come until the age of forty, usudly
closer tofifty. Below that age physiology makes meditation and group perception difficult.”

"So that longevity assures enlightenment? But if one plays the Game a century and ahalf, doesn't
boredom set in?' He chuckled politely.

"No. No." | suddenly felt very sad. Sense of loss. "I don't thing it was boredom that drove me out.”

Gharmamuttered something, embarrassed that he had triggered a sadness within me.



"I'm one hundred and seventeen now,” | said to him. "I wonder—would you have guessed it? | don't
seem to be proceeding on the usud lines. I'm not making progress toward enlightenment. I—"

But it wastoo much.

Too much, | hadn't cometo Veden to bury myself in awelter of detail. But | did. The Temple of Shiva
hed blunted my fervor for Hindic rdigion and for awhile | didn't try to regainit. | substituted work.

| set up regular training classesfor thetroopsin riot control and internal security. The men responded
wdll, glad to be acting again, but troubled (I suspected) at thisfirst evidence of concern among Fleet
Control.

Jagen, the Black Dwarf, spun in tune. Veden was subject to abiennia coincidence between Lekki, Jagen
and its moon; an enormous tide rose and smashed itsdlf againgt the lowlands. Winds roared and Flegt
Control buttoned up for three days. We evacuated afew thousand persons from the mountain peaksin
the east of Badlin, where the gusts reached two hundred miles per hour.

Over the next few months | received more reports of theft and beatingsin the cities. Mg umbdahr
managed to penetrate some of the natural Hindic reserveinloca officia dom againgt reporting such
incidents and thereafter we got areasonably accurate picture of what was happening. The curvefor
smdll, random, purposeless crime had a steep positive dope.

The rumor-mongering facility picked up more whispers about Quarn spies, planned Quarn landings,
suspected neighbors, sightings of strange shipsin the skies.

Domestic issues came and went. Mg umbdahr and Gharma handled them. | kept mysdlf isolated, never
attended officia functions. The Madi called, sent invitations, implored meto visit the Temple of Shiva
again, to follow the lessons they offered, to come to. banquets and receptions. | wasinvited to join socia
clubs, attend concerts, clasp the moist pams of ahundred strangers.

| ignored them dl.

And walked the streets of Kalic. Spoke with Krishnapriestsin yellow dhotis and shaven .heads,
wondered on the riddles that they told. Flew through valeys crystaline with the sparkle of fresh rain on
theleafy roof of the jungle. Peered over the awful edgeinto the turbulent lowlands.

Walking in the after hours, feding the tremor and pulse of the people, sometimes with them and
sometimes not.

Wondering why | had been spared of the Plague when it sesemed | would go down with it. Why me?
Why did my wife and children fal and not myself?

No one answered. Not the priests, convoluted in their own internal worlds. Not .

Nor did the temples and maganes that Gharmatook meto in the holidaysthat came regularly. | found
them formal and meaningless.

Thereisahigher form of loneliness that can't be damped by contact with only one or two persons.
Perhapsthisiswhat the young cannot see. When aman livestwo centuries, continuity islifeblood. | was
losng my sense of community.

Had | ever had it? Y es—before Regeln. Or wasthat adelusion too? It had &l been smple, before the
Quarn.



They were near now. A month after the sortie against Calning the same scenario that | had seen on
Regeln went through its mechanica motions again.

Communication winked out. There were afew strangled threads of contact, then nothing. By now Fleet
sent no expeditions to rescue survivors. They had learned enough from my expedition, | suppose.

Over the next few months three more coloniesfdl in much the same manner.

Fleet subspace transmissions mentioned them afew times, at first with darm and then subtly skirting the
issue. Then they were gone. We were advised to not speak of these planets again.

In Fleet engagements two of our Jump shipswere lost to unknown causes. They smply vanished, ceased
trangmission.

Four Quarn ships were observed to self-destruct to avoid capture.

After dl thistime we gtill knew next to nothing about the Quarn. Analysis showed that they had a
tolerance to accel eration about the same as men—assuming the ships were not automatic. They reacted
occasiondly to laser sgnalstuned to infrared frequencies. Their ships bore no distinguishable markings.

Somehow this gradudly diffused into the Veden population. The informant network picked it up as
rumors, then as commonly accepted knowledge.

There were afew incidents of arson. Ridicule of police. Smdl riots, then larger.

Political partiesthat had been dormant formed again. Vegetarian cults, merchants parries, groupsin favor
of breaking free of the Empire; they gained members and published newspapers.

The prominent parties demanded to know what defenses had been readied for use againgt the Quarn.
Whenl| first heard this| laughed—did they think anything would stop the Quarn?

But gestures were necessary. | sent more sensors out on long orbit to the edge of the L ekki-Jagen
system. The few thermonuclear warheads | had were readied and encased in shells with high power ionic
boosters. Aswell, the volume of space around Veden was saturated with scoops waiting to be
purchased; they would provide agood screen for orbiting missiles.

Stll, I could only hopeto stop afew Quarn ships.

The Regeln pattern, though, called for no forma invasion at dl. The colonists on Regeln had been
disarmed by the Plague. Their defenses had done them no good &t dll.

| brooded. Things went on as before; | buried mysalf in routine. Wasit deceptive? The chants of the
priestssang in my mind, lulled me.

Five months after I'd arrived on Veden the first Plague case was diagnosed. It wasaman in Kdic of
weak religious background and few family ties. He did not respond to treatment.

The Plague began to spread.

The copters buzzed dl around us, ringing the area. | moved awkwardly away from the copter that had
landed mysdf and my Saff.

The thick acrid stench of burning buildings drifted down the broad street and seeped in through my suit
filters. The angry roar of the crowdswas dulled by thewailing of police sirens. | could tell they were



coming thisway.
"Mgumbdahr!" | called. He cametrotting over. "What happened to that deeper gas?'

"Ordnance couldn't locate any more," he puffed. "They used the last of it an hour ago. It didn't stop
them.”

| ground my teeth. No time to have a batch made up; | wasn't even suretherewas achemist in Kalic
who knew the process.

"Form up the men you have. They dill carry anamorphine?”
"Y es, most of them." He nodded dowly, dazed with fatigue.
"Gharmasaid the Lancers were 'dowing down."

"| think they are," Mgumbdahr said. He blinked rapidly to clear hisvison. Smoke drifted across and
paled Lekki's great eye. "They've been going for six hours. The troops are pretty beat themselves.”

"Thisshould be thelast of it, then, for awhile," | said and saluted. Another copter decked with awhine
behind me. Gharma jumped out and walked over.

"It'sdying down elsewhere, Sir," he reported.

"About time." I'd followed the riot from Feet Control Snce morning until 1 couldn't stand to beinsde any
longer. 1t was good to be out in the field and get the taste of what was happening.

Troops formed up in aline across the street. The muted bass of the crowd degpened.

"It'shard to understand,” | said, looking at the thin column moving up. "Only amonth since thefirgt
Paguevictim."

"How doesit go in most cases?' Gharma asked.

"All I know iswhat | saw on Earth,” | said, trying to shrug in my suit. The constant-volume joints
impaired me. "It wasn't anything like this. People smply waited until they contracted the Plague and then
they died. They didn't turn out into the streets, bum and loot.”

"They had more phase, on Earth?’

"I don't know. | wouldn't have guessed it. There's something peculiar about the Veden personality. They
seem to be coming out from under some inhibition at last and the pressure is blowing the top off."

"The old ways are not enough,” Gharma said flatly.
"Why?Why should they fail now?'
"Itisacrigspoint,” hesaid. "Theorder wehadislog.”

| looked a him closdly. Behind his plagtiform face shield his skin was polished walnut. " You say that?
Y ou, believer in formalized rdigion?"

"Formalized, yes. Perhaps dead as well. When something isfinished you cast it aside. We need anew
socid ordering here, anew dedication.”

Two blocks down, the edge of the mob swept around a corner and flowed into the street. Tinkling of



glass. Rough-edged cry of frustration.

| glanced at Gharma. What did he mean? How could he watch hisworld dissolve so camly? He looked
content. Almost smug.

The mob streamed toward us. | licked away asdty tang of sweat. My contact filters stung my eydids
when | blinked; I'd been wearing them too much, indoors and out.

| could fed the hollow drumming of athousand running feet. Fifty metersin front of me the mob bore
down on the line of troops. Most of the Lancers seemed young. They grinned.

When they were within afew meters of theline my troopsfired avolley of darts and some went down,
drugged with anamorphine. A canister of homemade gas blossomed in the line and blew away.

Most of the crowd's rush halted but here and there they broke through. The line wavered. Men fell.
The mob caught the smell of victory.

| suddenly redlized | was exposed. A knot of Lancers dashed by me. Gharmawas cut off to the left with
asguad.

| unhooked my gun. Mg umbdahr shouted orders over the suit radio that echoed in my helmet.

Three Lancers converged on me. | took ready position. One carried a chain wrapped around hiswrist;
no worry there. The other two had cobblestones from the old digtrict and one flashed aknife. All
relaively useless againgt body armor.

They came at metogether in arush.

| brought the tube of my gun down vicioudly, chopping thefirst Lancer'sarm. The man dropped hisknife
with agasp of pain.

| stepped to the left and took ablow on my back armor that rattled my teeth. The chain whipped around
my helmet with a crash and partidly obscured my field of vison.

| crouched and fired two darts. They made an angry splatting sound. Thumb over to extra-strong
anamorphine. Lancer moving in; focus on him. Fire. Miss. Fire again. He caught it in the groin. Staggered
away, collapsed.

Oneleft. Turn—whereishe? A bottle bounced off my arm and shattered on the sidewalk.
| heard the whistle of the chain again. Duck.

Thistime | caught the Lancer before he could back away. | cracked the gun tube across his kneecap. He
amost fell on the bottle shards but managed to roll to one sde.

| blinked sweat out of my eyes. Hot. People al around me. Expand attention out, watch for an attack.

A man appeared from nowhere and threw a cobblestone. It hit my solar plexus and the armor carried a
ringing up to my ears.

| thrust out with the gun tube. The Lancer brought astick around and parried neetly. He backed away,
glancing to the sdesfor support.

| raised the muzzle of the gun. He danced to the side at just the right instant and the dart whizzed past



him.

The Lancer threw his pipe and ran. | ducked, fired, missed again. He dodged behind Mg umbdahr, who
was coming to help me.

The crowd wasfaling back. My troops et out athin cheer and started to reform.
"Youdl right?' Mgumbdahr said.

"Sure" | grinned a him. "Those fellows can certainly be offensive, though, can't they?'

We met in arestaurant in Old Town. Mg umbdahr and Gharma had shown atouch of surprisswhen |
told them they'd find me there, but | was bored with the stiffness of my officid offices, and after theriots|
needed a quietness.

Men in. severe robes milled around the entrance as | went in, chattering, comparing notes, pointing &t the
black columnsthat twined through the Sky from firesthat till smoldered.

Maumbdahr and Gharmawere dready there, waiting at a cloistered table in the back.
"Y ou've recovered from the brawl, then?' Mgumbdahr said as| sat down.

"Still hurts down my back,” | said. "Itll be sore tomorrow. Stupid to get caught out like that | should've
been up in a copter. How about you two?"

Gharmalifted asteaming fork of food and made aface. "Elementary violence | can usudly overcome.
The Pindang Kol hereistrying to even the score.”

"Pretty bad," Mg umbdahr agreed, putting down hisfork. "I'm glad | wasn't very hungry.” Helooked up
at me. "Order something for you, sir?"

"Later. | finished my report on the copter coming over here. | thought Old Town would relax me, restore
some balance. | won't have the report transmitted to Fleet Central on Earth until I've had achanceto go
over it again.”

"It must be rather difficult to compose," Mgumbdahr said.

| Sghed. "Rather. It's not easy to admit you're losing control of the Situation.”

"Couldnt you... soften theimpact?' Gharmasaid. "Perhapsit's not building as swiftly aswe think—"
"No. Half-truths are dangerous, sooner or later you might inadvertently tell the wrong haf.”

"l agree," Mg umbdahr said, hunching down with his elbows on thetable. "Feet hastheright to hear it dl,
draight.”

"Especidly sincethisform of the scknessisnew,” | added. "There has never been violence likethis
before. I've asked some psychers; they don't understand it. It is out of the pattern.”

"I'll have asummary of my part of today's operation by the morning,” Gharma volunteered. "We
edtimated at least atenth of Kalic's population was out in the streets, hystericd..”

"How isthebuilding going?' | said to Mgumbdahr.



"On schedule. The hospital space can be supplied with preform construction units and most of it
deployed by machines. The only hold up wasin the blueprints.”

"Blueprintsfor hospitals? | thought they were standard.”

"| checked standing orders and then asked Central on Earth. They want usto build some... Sots."
| stared &t him for along moment. "I should've been told. What did you do?’

"Cdledinadcivilian. Used ordinary hospita prints.”

"Good. Yourelegdly inthe clear. Locd commanders can make such changes, aslong asthere aren't too
many of them.”

Maumbdahr had sensed my mood well. | hated the Sots and dl the memoriesthey brought back.

"I think it was awise decision for severa reasons," Gharmasaid. "The psychologica impact on the
people would be grest."

"Yes," | said, "when you begin building Sots you've admitted it's over, you've given up.”
"Wel, | give up on the Pindang Kal," Gharmasaid, pushing his plate away. "I'll eat e sawhere.”

He smiled but the humor of the moment was strained. The things we had |eft unspoken filled the
incense-ladened room and distracted our thoughts.

They knew aswell as| that ajudgment of incompetence againgt a Fleet Director—that is, me—would
not neglect the Executive Officersimmediately below him. If | went | might well take Mg umbdahr and
Gharmawithme.

"Do you think we should stop the building of rurd retreats, sr?* Mgumbdahr said.

"No. Move as many as possible out of Kalic and into the retregts. Y ou've said before'—I glanced at
Gharma—"that Vedens are country folk. Maybe they'll snap out of it if we get enough out of the cities.”

"Isthere any correlation in the background of the rioters?' Gharma asked.

"No, none." | looked down at the table and felt awave of defeat wash over me. "Some are from the city,
othersfresh from the forests. No rdigious smilarities. Widely varying income levels and education. The
only thing they havein common isthat thismorning they finaly got fed up withit al and started burning or
hitting a policeman or just running down the Street.”

"Berserkers." Mg umbdahr rubbed his hands together, thinking.
"What?' | sad.

"Berserkers. In ancient times the natives of the Norse Lands on Earth had aritua way to break free of
society. Small deviations from the conventiona weren't permitted”—he amiled at Gharma—"but if the
pressure got to be too much, a man could run berserk, go mad until he felt ready to go back to hislife.”

"You'reimplying that's what happened heretoday?" | said.
"Perhaps. | don't know. What set them off, why dl at once?’

"It'snot my field,” | said, shaking my head. "Too much for one day."



"Areyou dill interested in our religions, Sr?* Gharmasaid aoruptly.
"Why, yes." | looked up.
"There have been reports..."

"Of anew sect, the Lengen,” Mg umbdahr finished. "Gharmaand | saw some mention of them in one of
the surveys you ordered.”

"'Some acquai ntances of mine have goneto the Lengen. The beliefs are somewhat vague'—Gharma
gestured, amiling dightly—"but it is aways such, with these new groups.”

"They have strong support among the poor, | have heard,” Mgumbdahr said. "I don't know how many
followersthere are. Not many, I'd suspect.”

"Look," | said, blinking wearily, "there are athousand cultists every square block in thiscity. | seemto
have met every one of them. If there's nothing specia—"

"Ah, | think thereis" Gharmasaid serioudy. " There is something strange—but you should seefor
yoursdlf, Sir. | only volunteer this because you expressed an interest.”

"And the Lengen are not as those thousand you mentioned,” Mgumbdahr said earnestly. "They are not of
thecity."

"No. They maintain acompound on the border of the jungle, in thefarm digtricts," Mgumbdahr said.
"Vey fa?'
"We can reach it by copter.”

| consdered. | wastired, but undernegth it | knew the numb fatigue came from boredom and loneliness,
mostly; not the strain of musclesin honest work.

"Il go."

They smiled. Was| o far into the pits of depression that they showed joy when | responded at all?
Strange.

| glanced out athin window nearby. "1t will be good to escape Kdlic, to get outdoors again. ..
‘Outdoors—a queer word, isn't it? Arrogant. Asif the universe were defined in relation to the places
wherewelive. Odd... dmost asodd as assuming | can make contact with an interior world by livingina
rigorously ceremonia one. Whoisto say it'sso?"

Rambling, rambling. | jerked mysalf back to the present "Dusk isfalling. Shouldn't we be going?”
"Yes, I'll go call acopter now. One can pick us up afew blocksfrom here," Mgumbdahr said.

"Deday abit," Gharmasaid. "I thought | would check in with Control firgt, sr. | should say inthecity. It
would probably be best if one of uswas on duty in case—"

"Yes" | said. "Go with Mg umbdahr and get an al-points report for me beforewe leave. | can review it
in the copter. Mg umbdahr and | will go out done.”

Mg umbdahr got up and threw afew coins on the table. They rang softly in the till velvet closeness.
Gharmarose, sduted atrifle formaly, and followed Mgumbdahr out.



Thislast gesture wastypica of Gharma. Through these months the three of us had become friends, but |
felt much closer to Mgumbdahr. His spontaneity often broke through the officer's crust. But in Gharmal
gtill detected an undercurrent of reserve and cool assessment that | did not like. It was not in my nature to
enjoy being judged.

| decided to eat while | waited. The copter could wait. | would need the energy. And of courseit was
oneway to demondirate to my two executive officersthat, friends or no, they would still wait at my leave.

| ordered the Pindang Kol and a biryani. Pindang Kol turned out to be a broth of cabbage and root
vegetables, heavy in coriander. It wasterrible.

Wefdl into ablotch of pale orangelight. The Lengen compound swam in aseaof black, humid jungle.
Floodlights picked out forests of tents pitched for pilgrims, cooking areas of rough stone, wooden
platformsfor meditation.

Roughly in the center was alarge multilayered yellow tent. We banked toward it and set downina
clearing beaten clean by trie foot traffic.

"How can you be sure we'll be granted an audience?" | shouted to Mgumbdahr as the props roared the
ingant before landing.

"| called ahead. They redize you havelittletime. | imagine therell be no difficulty.”

Aswe stepped off onto the Veden soil that was still cooling from the hest of the day a small man rushed
out of the crowd gathered around thefield.

"Director Sanjen!" he cried. "I have been sent to guide you to the Master.” The man wasdressed in
cheap robes. Most of the people standing and watching were poor, farmer class. Or else they had
renounced materid thingsto follow the Lengen.

| nodded and we walked to the large tent. The crowd parted as we approached. | couldn't help
comparing thiswith the behavior of the mobs1'd faced earlier in the day.

The tent was more complex than it looked. A maze of rooms kept groups of pilgrims separated and
alowed the priests, clad in degp blue robes, to move in and out without disturbing meditations and rituas.

We were ushered into awarm little hexagona room bounded by folds of cloth. We sat lotus fashion
between two place settings of many bowls, plates and tumblers. There were egting sticks from severa
cultures, lacquered spatulas and shallow canisters. | wondered what it was all about.

Presently alow woodwind tone sounded in the il air.

A tal man walked dowly to the center of the room. His green robes covered him entirdly with only a
shadowed triangular dit for eyes and mouth. | could see nothing of his expression.

"Finaly you come here." The voice was degp and rich with an odd inflection.
| pressed my handstogether in greeting. "I am seeking athing and | do not know quite what it is—"
"Beginritud. Slence. Attention."

He produced abowl and began pouring athin liquid into the cups before Mg umbdahr and me. A priest
appeared with other foods that steamed in the cool night air.



We began preparing the food. It wasto be ladled into the proper bowls, mixed in precise proportions,
arranged and ordered. | gave Mgumbdahr a side glance and found him watching me. Hedid it dl
smoothly.

After afew moments | noticed arhythm to the procession of plates and odors. Salt of fishes. Tang from
ripe fruit. Rough fed of the broadcloth ngpkins.

It was warm and soothing. | relaxed and my senses flowed out. | looked down on mysdlf as| floated ina
corner of the tent. Feding dl, knowing nothing.

There was a sudden whitelight. | wept.
And | wasthere.
Labels, you see, are meaningless. Worse, they are distracting.

Within awhile | had focused completely on the exercises. My mind silled. | did not think of how amazing
thiswas, of how my present state resembled something | had known in the past and only achieved then
by months of contemplation. | didn't consder any of thesethings. | Smply was.

The ongoing moment was redlity; there was nothing ese. | didn't frame trite philosophy like " The future
will take care of itsdlf." There was no future. Only now existed.

"You seewhat?' the Magter said.
"You," | said. | didn't need to turn to sense Mgumbdahr at my side.
"You're different,” Mgumbdahr said.

| had no reply to this, nor any need to frame one. The moment | began labeling or explaining my focus
would shift to the explanation and away from my centering of attention.

"Isfirg form," the Master said. "Y ou see?' He leaned toward me from hislotus position. "Firg dly the
mind. Cannot find outside without knowing insgde." He made something like alaugh. "Thisis due by not
thinking various things, one after another."

"Unconditiona nature?" | asked.
"Part. Isonly part. Beginning."

| sat. Theworld reformed, clouded, spun away. After atime of absence returned to my place and
focused once more on the eating ritual. Gradually it released its hold over me. | was coming back to the
world.

But not theworld | had left. Now | had ahint of my place withiniit.

We moved away from the large tent that | had now learned to call the Ashram, after the Old Indian word
for place of wisdom study. | walked dowly and felt the pleasant crunch of broken ground beneath my
feet. Onething at atime. Focus.

The Magter, | noticed, was very tall. Seven feet, perhaps more. Low gravity? Focus, focus.
Maumbdahr and | rifted off and climbed swiftly. "Y ou've made great progress, | believe, gr," hesad.
| felt a comradeship with him. He had not reached this state but he had pointed the way. He was afriend.



Therewould be others, too, who were close. Community.

We dipped through the winds toward Kalic; winking lights like scattered jewels upon arug. | thought of
ahird, itsback broken, lying besde aglasswall.

Rhandramoved coquettishly on me, smiling like animp. The oil on both our bodies gave every caressa
tingling after-memory of sensation.

Her oiled muscles rippled, coaxing me. We both knew it was no use; | wasfinished for that morning,
energies soent.

She made asign, ajoke. Crude country humor. | laughed.

A few feet away, beyond the glass patio partition, wing-mice and ajawbird pecked at remains of
breakfast. We were lying on abroad cushion, she astride. Lekki had just peeped over the afterbeam of
the house, making me glad I'd put in my contact filters.

The phonerang.

Shelifted aleg and rolled off. | got up dowly, reluctant to leave. A button on the phone glowed red,
emergency pattern, so | hurried.

"Good morning, Sir." Gharmasvoice, tense. "I've put Fleet Control on emergency aert status. A sensor
drone has just registered two blips out of Jump space, unscheduled.”

"How far?'

"Just beyond the edge of the planetary system. Doppler shows they're massing into Veden orbit pretty
fedt."

"Got amassreading yet?'

"Yes, just camein. Usua ship size. Something esetoo... well, I'll check that |ater. Could be amistake.
But thetwo shipscomein clearly.”

"I'll bethere," | said, and hung up.

| took my leave of Rhandra and masked my fear withirritation. Irritation at the stack of work that the
sghtings promised, a the delay, the stupidity of doing ajob | didn't give adamn about when | wanted to
be with Rhandra, to go back to the Lengen compound.

| took a copter to Fleet Control. High-strung conversationstrailed off into silence as | marched through
the front offices. Everyone knew. The newswasin the gossip mill by now.

It was much as Gharma had said. | watched the flickering readout from the mass detector silently.

"Y ou havedl the scoop orhitslogged into our balistic programs, don't you?' | asked Mg umbdahr. " Of
course.”

"Start plotting intersection orbitsfor them. If those two ships keegp coming we can probably catch themin
the backwash from the ramscoops.”

"I don't think that would bewise, Sir,” Gharma pointed out. "The scoops won't start smoothly with just
the orbitd velocitiesthey have now. Theintruderswill have ample warning.”



| looked steadily at him. " Okay. Use the scoop maneuvering rocketsto ater their orbits and bring themin
closeto the bogies. Then blow them up.”

"A fudon exploson?"
| nodded.
"It may work. I'll logitin."

| smiled at him wryly. "Don't worry about the expense. I'm sure Fleet will stand the cost of afew
scoops.”

"What arethey, sir?' Mg umbdahr asked.

"Quan."

For the next few hours | watched the small dots drop steadily in toward the L ekki-Jagen system. Norma
Fleet operations continued; afew colonies bought raw materias, organ replacements, sophisticated
technology or rare metals that they'd need a century or two from now; the appropriate ramscoops were
cut out from the herd and sent through the Flinger. When they reached the rim of the system the scoops
would be turned on and they would go boosting off to their destinations at quite a respectable velocity.

The computers spun silently asthey guided and totaled the transactions of interstellar finance, transferring
marksin one account to similar squigglesin another. | waited and watched.

In the afternoon reports camein about small incidentsin Kaic and the provincid cities: arson, random
destruction. The hospitalswerefilling with Plague victims. The only good point the Sots had was that
they were easy to build; decent facilitiestook longer. A Heet communique arrived questioning the holdup
in Slot condtruction; | told my staff to throw it away.

Fleet aso bothered usfor more news about the intruders. Any unusual maneuvers? Spectra distribution
of torch? Any transmissions, attempts at contact?

| sent answers and some questions of my own. When were they going to send me some Jump ships?
How many wing were within striking distance? What was my priority?

| got back equivocating long-winded replies. Even if they were Quarn, two ships weren't that many, were
they? Fleet had numerous responsibilities, | must remember. Shipswere available, yes, but only for
verified Quarn incursons. These were difficult times. Meanwhile, keep usinformed.

"Gharmareporting, Sr." Hisimage gppeared on a screen beside the main diplay in my command
module. "I've been tracing down something | noticed earlier. We thought it was a mistake, but it holds up
under severd cross-checks of the equipment.”

"Something on the mass detector?" | asked.

"Yes. It'scoming in normal to the ecliptic plane. Under ordinary scanning operationsit probably wouldn't
be noticed.”

"What isit?'

"That'sthe problem," he said, and looked alittle uncertain. "We get astrong sSignd, but the object isfarly
far out. Or wethink itis."

"Think?"



The main screen cleared and was replaced by the large-scal e readout from the detectors. The two
intruders were clearly visible. Far above the ecliptic plane, dmost off the screen, wasasmall dot. It was
very black and the computer-printed grid lineswarped around it tightly.

"Appearsto have high mass" | said.

"We estimate point seven solar masses,” Gharmasaid. "But optically we can't find athing out there.
Persondlly, | think it'san error. The detectors are just barely able to pick it up. They could be off quitea
bit on the mass.”

"Doppler?"
"That'swrong too. Very high, postive.”

| shook my head. "Keep watching it Let me know if anything changes. But don't waste time—I want to
know what those other two are doing.”

| didn't have long to wait. At seventeen hundred hours they reversed torch and started dowing down.
They skimmed aong a path just beyond reach of the ramscoops.

They were taunting us, making fun of our defenses. | was sure they were Quarn. An hour later the
spectra datawas sufficiently ordered to prove meright; | reviewed dl of it and then filed areport with
Fleet. The report on yesterday'sriots went in too, but | didn't wait around to get areaction from Feet
Central. | had better thingsto do.

| took Rhandra. We went by the air-cushioned rail system thistime, a somewhat more humble mode of
trangport than the copter. We passed over fields of quasimakas, the Veden staple. Large chunks of the
umbrella-domed plant were broken off aong the ripened edges and sent into Kalic daily. It was ahearty,
mesdly fruit. Even the stems were dried and besten and then woven into a coarse red fabric.

We both saw the Master. | was surprised we could, arriving on short notice. Thousands camped around
the Ashram awaiting audiences. They seemed to be of ahigher classthis evening, better dressed.

And so we went into the Ashram, sat and learned. Rhandra seemed to know the basic parts of the eating
and drinking ritualsingtinctively; werethey part of usua Hindic ceremony? The Master was gentle with
her, coaxing the proper response when she rushed the movement or allowed her attention to become
digtracted by the soft clicking of the implements, the flicker of ornamentd candles, the occasiond murmur
of crowds from outside.

How to describe a state of mind? In essenceit isacondition of being, not adefinition. Words can't quite
get at it.

Rough mosaics of light. Images came and went; | Smply noted them. Sexua scenes, random; they did
not stir me. Coiled snakes snapping &t bats.

| was moving but there was no way to tell how it was done. Fixed lightsto one side; metal? plastic?
screensthat flicked light at me.

Suddenly, no sound. No pressure of floor mat on ankles. Lifting.

It was as before. | expanded outward. Could sense Rhandra nearby, essence of her drifting like scent on
thewind. In pursuit Of infinity. Losetheway Thus. serenity.



But later, much later, something. Something... Try to catch—
Why me? Why am |—

My gate of mind was changing. Part of mewas—

Why should | survive the Plague?

Doubts and hidden thoughts came drifting up. Clearing out musty corners. Was | doing this? Feding of
unres.

Then| had it. The answer wasthere, fully formed in my mind.
I'm an ofkai pan. Despised.
Better not go into that restaurant. Y ou know—embarrassed nudge of elbow. Quickly walk on.

Shake hands at areception, fed dight cold withdrawal, forma face amiling but not masking glittering eyes
of malice

Ddliveriesto home dow, poorly packaged. Insolent servants of superior officers cast you alook, up and
down, smile ever s0 dightly. Make aface behind your back; you catch it in amirror.

In ashop: Perhaps we can find something more suitable in here—Lead you to rack of marked-down
merchandise, scruffy, out of fashion.

With: I'm sorry, the Commandant is out. We don't know when to expect him back.
And: You redize, of course, there may be adday intaking care of this matter; this officeis very busy.

Staresin crowds. Best not go down that street. Look of Why did he come here? Why doesn't he get
back where he belongs?

It doesn't happen all the time. Just enough to keep you off balance. Never knowing when it'sanatura
mistake or hidden hate. That was the worst of it, never knowing for sure.

But that was what saved you.

How does aman fed community and gain sense of phase when he knows he is despised? He can't enter
into the Sabal Gamefully. He might think so, struggle to convince himsdlf. But the grip would not be
aure.

The Plague was designed for the Mongol Empire. It spread through the Game.

| saw, now, that | had aways kept a part of mysdlf separate. | couldn't fully trust aMongol. Certainly not
abastard like Tonji.

So the Plague had brushed by me. Something did not quite work and though | felt the loss of phasefor a
while, | recovered.

| escaped because | was a detested thing, an ofkaipan. My wife was Mongol and the children were
closer to her. They had fdlen.

| felt agpurt of joy. | wasfree. | could be anything | wanted. My effortsto fit into the Mongols had failed
by some thin margin. The margin saved me.



| dropped down the long end of atelescope. The world collgpsed. Rhandra was there, warm, molecular
bed of cell wisdom, receptive. Shadowed inlets of rest.

We came back together.

The Magter sat upright. Thefall of hisrobes outlined thin legs and knobby knees. There was afaint musty
odor to him and the cowl hid hisface. What sort of man could this be, to lead me so well?

Hewas gracefully finishing hisritud. Long delicate fingersin blue gloves plucked the implements from
their places and set them asdein definite order.

"Nature satisfied,” he said, deep bass. "Are many levels awareness. One step, then two. Bregk"—he
reached up and made a quick snapping motion—"then grow. Every day new."

He cocked hishead over to lie on his shoulder in that peculiar Hindic gesture of questioning. | smiled
dightly (focus, focus) and bowed. Rhandra, looking alittle shaken, did the same.

Outsde | glanced at my timepiece and was startled at how much time had passed. Wherever | had been,
it had taken long hours.

Stll wedid not fed like leaving. We strolled among the pilgrims and conversed with them. | wore
ordinary street clothes so none recognized my rank or station.

The people here were different. Or perhaps | |ooked upon them with fresh eyes. Their sentences came
forth naturally, without the stilted manner | had heard so much these months. As| got to know them lately
Gharmaand Mg umbdahr had relaxed and now spoke easily. But these people, followers of the Lengen,
accepted meingtantly.

Wetaked of the quasimakas crop, what it was like to sweet in the sweset fields and fed the pull of your
muscles. Machines weren't used for the harvest; it was held that the experience was therapeutic, o most
Vedenstook part in some phase of it.

They spoke without hesitation of why they had come here. There were many priests using the same
rituals asthe Master. Quite afew of the pilgrims used terms that meant to me they had entered the same
completely concentrated state. They mentioned a sense of living completely in the moment, neither
anticipating or remembering other events.

Some who had been here for awhile asked meif | had heard the voice. | shook my head. The asker of
guestions, one said. Ah, that | knew. | framed the questions. But | admitted that at timesit did sound like
another voice probing my mind.

A few talked of the missions the voice had assgned them: small exercisesto discipline the body, works
to perform, stepsto takein their persond lives.

| listened to Al this raptly asthe dawn broke from gray to gold. How many pilgrims were there? | asked.
Many, too many to count. More poured in every day as the word spread. Othersleft in groupson
missions for the Master, keeping the population of the compound baanced. Thousands had |eft only
three days ago and not returned, yet their places were dready filled.

Thislast piece of information gave me an idea but | brushed it away. | wastired. Rhandrawasfdling
adeep on my shoulder.

A bedchamber was quickly found for us. | gathered we were important guests, the fact that we had seen
the Master personally raised eyebrows.



Rhandraand | were glad to be | eft alone. We needed to explore oursel ves and assess what had
happened. Y ou do not change yourself permanently with one experience—each advance takes work and
hard dedication to consolidate it.

We were to have an audience with the Master again in late afternoon. | called Mgumbdahr privately and
told him not to contact me unlessthe Situation were critical.

He had nothing new to report than the steady rise of turbulencein Kdic.

Rhandraand | ate, talked and made love. Sharing our experiencesin the last day had brought us closer
and we found we could convey much by smple gestures or aword. | had been long without such
contact.

We wrapped oursdlf in the black blanket of deep, unaware of what awaited us.
Something had happened to me.

Rhandra clutching handhold next to me. | piloted. Wild. Coming in too low. Ahead the obese dome of
the Palace of Shivatilted, righted itself, grew.

"Areyou sure we should go?' Rhandrasaid softly.

"They pressed an invitation on us."

"On Mgumbdahr, | thought you said.”

"They've cdled me before. Still anxiousto give methe laying on of hands."
"Wel—"

"When Mgumbdahr mentioned it | told him to call and give them warning.”

Hed cdled mejust after our early evening audience with the Master. Nothing new brewingin Kalic. A
few grouchy messages from Heet Centrd demanding moreinformation. Trivid, trivid. Answer them
tomorrow. Then he mentioned another invitation from the Palace.

Something made me consider it. I'd brushed them off before. But maybe there was something to them
after dl. | went back to seethe Magter. He told me to meditate with him upon the subject. After afew
minutes | realized what | wanted to do. Got up, found Rhandra, flashed a sentence at Mgumbdahr
through the aether, caught aspeed did. To here.

| landed, alittle rough, spitting gravel to the sde. Escorted Rhandrato ground with elaborate courtly
gestures.

Madi hustling out of darkness. Lights go up around landing area. WWelcoming party surrounding—

"We're so happy to seeyou here!" said the Madi. Shefluttered at Rhandra, pursed lips. Rhandra bowed
with courtesy, smiling demurely. | muttered a pleasantry. Easy, easy. Little out of control here.

Mr. Fanesh clenched my hand and shook it eagerly.

Othersdrifted into my field of vision, murmured something and went away. | gathered | was meeting
people. Couldn't remember any names.

"Thereception isjust beginning, Director,” the Madi said. We walked toward the dome. "Our banquet



will be afterward. Some demondtrations by the priestswill be given. | hope—"
"What's your opinion of the Lengen?" | said.

"Oh. Wdll. I've heard of them, of course.” Shelooked around at the knot of people following us.
"Doctor Jampul would know more."

Shewaved atall gaunt man over. "The Doctor is Professor of Languages at the Institute here. He keeps
up on the other sectsthat come and go outside Kdlic."

Hegave meagrigly smileand | said something in greeting. Moved like he was controlled. Robot.
Pedantic look about him; the sort of man who can see Snin syntax.

"Lengen?' hesaid, stroking hischin. "They have alot of followers, those ones. | think they're recent. |
hadn't heard of them ayear ago.”

"Who isthe Master?" | asked. We were passing through the central foyer and into alarge room filled
with chattering people.

"That," he said, "is something of amystery. Few get to see him. There are many priests but the Master
apparently converted them after hisfirst gppearance some months ago.”

"Y ou haven't asked him to the Palace of Shiva?"

Beside me the Madi looked uncomfortable. "Wetried," she said. "He did not seem very interesting. In
fact, we were rebuffed.”

Thingsalittle dow for me. Cretins. Need air.
"Wewould like aplaceto prepare ourselves,” | said. "It was ahectic journey.”

"Ah, surely.” Crowd parted, we went through. Up a shadowed corridor. Thick aromas from kitchens
nearby, muffled footsteps. Rhandrawith me, Madi leading. "If you require servants—" No, shake head.
Swish of curtain closing on departing rump of the Madi.

Whoosh, it down. Heed alittle off tilt. Long day or something. Rhandralooking a me, puzzled.
Jump up, grab her. Thrash around. Eek, tip over urn.

Mad pawing. Bang into chair, laughing wildly. Soppy kisses. Imitation of enraged agpe. Shuffle around
room, chasing her. She laughs. Scampers away.

Blunder into bowl of sweetmests. Both of usfall on them smacking lips. Pop down four at ago. Hungry.
Meditation takes alot out of a man. Needs of the flesh follow me everywhere, even through a detour.

Laugh. Fal down. Liethere afew minutes. Then it'stimeto be getting back to the reception. Struggle up.

We made our way through rat maze and back to the avalanche of accents. Heads turned at our entrance.
Forma smiles. Wonder what they think. Ismy cowl on right? Lint from floor on my back?

Madi sweeps over with bow wave of lesser lights behind.

"I'm sure we al want to hear your opinions on theriots, Director.” Shelooks around for someoneto
second the motion, beaming. Others chimein. Didn't catch dl they said. Rhandra smiles prettily.



"Wel, | don't know," | said. Staling for time. "It could mean anything, right?’ Wrong note there. Try
agan.

"We're doing everything we can to control it." That'sit. Sound statement, means nothing. Look likea
bank president.

"But we have dl these people drifting into the city,” the Madi said. Cluster of onlookers nods.

"I don't have authority to close Kdic to the countryside,” | said. Even better. Little smpleminded. Act a
buffoon, they never suspect you of pilfering the petty cash.

Professor Jampul shook his head sagely. "It's smply beyond reason,” he said. "Thereis nothing to drive
those peopleinsane. Weliveinacam, gabletime.”

"Cdmfor you, Professor.” The Madi giggled nervoudy. "Not for the Director here. | have heard"—
raised eyebrow a me—"of Quarn ships near Veden. That must be keeping you busy."

Think: has that information been released yet? Doesn't matter, must be rumors out by now.
"Afraid they'll rgpe you in your bed?'

Gasps, dight rustle. Wrong thing to say? Ride over it "I don't think there's any danger of that. They won't
be able to land unless they're much stronger than we think."

Polite murmurs. "Oh?" from Professor Jampul. "And just what istheir approximate strength?' He glanced
at Rhandra and back to me.

Don't want to give away classified information. Could be a spy, stab me in the men'sroom, press secrets
out my ears.

"Why areyou looking a her?' | said loudly.
White faces, nervous chatter.

"Wondering where we went when we got here? Follow us to that back room, sneak a peep through the
curtans?'
"Ling," Rhandrasaid, putting ahand on my arm.

" See us set upon each other lascivioudy?!

Heavy gong. "'l bdieve the banquet has begun,” said the Madi. | found mysdlf shuffling into alarge
canopied room filled with curved tables. Pungent smell of soup. Waiters moving swiftly to seat the most
important guests—us—fird.

Rhandra next to me. Mr. Fanesh on the left, Professor Jampul across. The Madi next to him. Cozy.
Mesting of old friends, kissmy forehead, initiate meinto the holy rites.

| drank some water. Clear and cold. Fedling better. Focus, focus. Laughed to myself. Crowd chantingin
theater. Fixed my attention on the soup. Swest, little hint of thyme. Flavoring stone at the bottom. Don't
rall it around in your mouth, not polite. Nor spit it into your pam.

Soup went down with asucking sound. Sit straight, grow up to be abig boy. (Why should | want to be
big? Diefagter.) Spine down, pointing, quivering with expectation.



Conversation swirlsaround. Make small talk with back part of my mind, leave motor control to another,
rest isfreeto wak. Weonly use atenth of it at atime, they say. Rest never clocksin. Featherbedding.
Union duesin arrears.

Look around the room. Asbig numberslike myself egt lowly converts are demonstrating their disciplines
at the perimeter of the room. Attract some attention, people pointing, some at me. Rude, rude. Palace of
peasants. No, not a me. Something behind me.

Turn, eyeswiden with surprise. Thelittle brown Y ogi is going through his exercises. Raising the coiled
serpent, Kundaini. Demon eyeslook through me. Remember I've got contact filters on, but heis native,
has had hisretinal patterns adjusted. Son of Veden. Evil look to him. Funny | didn't noticeit before.

He shifts pogtion. Tiltsforward, does rocking exercise accompanied with rippling of ssomach muscles. |
fed sck. Helooks like something reptilian, frog body, thing born of weathered oceans. The frog camein
on little flat feet. Wonder if that will get him to unconditiona state.

Turn back to table. Soup had been replaced by mixture of vegetables. Spartan, no sauce.

"Director, you spoke earlier of the Lengen,” Professor Jampul said. Madi smiled uncertainly. Afraid to
start conversation again, pounce on her with wooden fangs, daver over her heavy jowls. "Have you had
any experience with them?'

"A little. | went out for an audience. | found the Master quite impressive.” There, better. Sounded just
right. "How so?" Erudite eyebrows arches.

"Hisritud. It formsamood, afeding | can't express.” That'sit. Vague.

"Oh, he used the Hindic rituals, then?' the Madi said. "l suppose. | don't have enough experience to say
wherethey came from." Disclam dl knowledge. Slide away from specifics.

"Well, he must be atruly magnetic man," the Madi said. Rhandra gave me a seductive wink, setting off
flaresin my belly. Mind darts around. Looking for way out. Getting hot in here. Look around at other
tables, clogged with rheumatic and respectable bodies. All dead inside, no light flickering through pupils.

Reminds me of holy cadaver they showed melast time | was here. All diced up for the preservativesto
goin, stringy muscles. Gray look to him, ancient saint (imported), naked teeth wobbling in the candidight.
The Madi told meto touch him, Director, hewas atruly enlightened one. Legendary, performed
miracles. | touched aknee, half expecting him to still be warm.

Main course materiaizes. Confection of shimmering lightness. Innocent plant with itsthroat cut and diced
out for my ingpection. Can't quite place the aroma. Spun cottony webs melt awvay on my teeth. Elusive
flavor down into the stomach, ion processes plate it out on the Sides, membranes suck it up.

"Actualy, you know," | said, leaning acrossto skewer the Madi with my eye, "the Lengen haveit al over
you."

Puzzled frown. Ddlicate tongue darts out to lick away gob of doomed vegetable from lip. "What do you
mean?'

"Simplicity. Appedsto everyone. The Lengen haven't got your six-handed statues. No ail torches. Just
the straight goods.”

"Well, sr," Professor Jampul said, "1'm sure certain eements find that sort of thing gppeding. But the
nuances of onesfaith, atrue feding of community—"



"Garbage. Y ou aren't going to get it with your inter-religious committees or thet pitiful Y ogi Stting likea
frog over there."

Rhandralaughing. "Ling."

Shrug it off. Good fedling climbing up from my toes. Something they put in the main course? Fedsfresh
to be honest.

"What you need isagood old Hindic chant. Simple. No atonal verities. Something to give you focus.”
"Redly, Director," the Madi said, "the ancient formsare—"

"Ommmmmm," | hummed. Good. Spontaneous. Shivers down the throat. "*OO0O00OmMMmmmm."

"l don't s;e—"

"OO0OOOOOMMMMMMMMMM!™

The anvils dropped from my feet. Up onto the table, arms spread. "OOOOMMMM!" Professor Jampul
peering up a me, mouth open. Wave to Rhandra, smile. Suicide perched for the jump. Crowd pointing
up a him. Long way down. Y eah, lookit those eyes, give you odds he jumps.

"Alert!" | cdled. "Beware the frog man! Hewill egt your toes.” Y ogi blinks a finger lancing a him.
Broken trance. See, knew it was no good.

"O0OO0OOOMMMM!™ Over the edge. Grab Rhandra's hand. The Madi tipping over backward in her
chair, clawing at the air. Levitate, lady. It'sin thisyear.

Dodge around servants and down the long room, al eyestracing us, monomaniac radar. Footsteps after
us. Excuse me, sir, but the Fleet Control Director has gone mad. Would you be good enough to follow
him and see that he doesn't get into trouble?

Out into the foyer. Robes flapping around me, Rhandradeek like atiger as she runs. Panting. Little out of
shape, officejob doing mein. Y our body attacks you a moments of crigs.

Someone coming. Dodge through an alcove and into another corridor. Same one we werein before,
How do we get out of here? Back to foyer—no, voices coming from there now. Footsteps getting
nearer.

Quick, in here. Nimble of foot, close partition. A chamber for meditation. Flickering candles, cloying
incense. Empty. Little pillowsfor cross-legged converts, looking like afield of squashed mushrooms.

In the center isasmall brassfigure of Shiva. Rippling hands, ferocious expression. Evil isLive! spdled
backward. Why did they name this palace after you, kid? Brahmaand Vishnu get amuch better press.
The statue glared a me, probably getting ready for cosmic war on Rogerzee and the rest of the infidels.

Doesn't look contented. Take it? Might be useful in the afterlife. Swish, handslike birds, into my robesit
goes.

Rhandrawhispering something. Ignore her. Timeto follow one's own divine muse. His life was a work
of art, reads my epitaph. Attention to detail turnsthetrick. VVoices outsde moving by. Heream |, doing
warm-up exercises for immortadity. Ah, but will | make the team?

Enigmatic sounds. Coast clear? Peek. Damn contact filters cut too much of the light, can't make out
anybody. Take adeep breath. Live alife of exigentid risk: go!



Lesp into corridor, Rhandrawith me. Soundless demon strikesin the night.
Nobody there.

Thisway. Around a corner. Voices. Weave away from them, don't pant. Ruin and scanda await you.
Through passageway, priestslook up surprised. Wave, maniac grin, use the teeth. Over to the left. Right,
now down these stairs. Maybe welll discover the secret dungeon. No, adoor. Push open acrack. Fresh
night air. Outside, down the path.

Stop to get bearings. Rhandra pointsto theright. Y es. Landing lights are off, not expecting us. Sipped
through ther lines.

Into the speed ded. Start it up. Rhandra takes the controls. | smile, feeling weak. She looks concerned.
Surprise, surprise. | fal adeep.

"It was an unusud evening,” Rhandrasaid, smiling dightly.

"Yes" | sad. | buried my face in my hands, rubbing my eyes. | felt no tenson. Infact, | seemed to be
perfectly ordinary. "A good word. Unusud. Disagterous fits pretty well, too."

“Why?

"A Director doesn't act like that. Fleet thinks the Empireisbuilt on formdities and they might beright. |
violated afew hundred canons regarding relations with the nativeslast night.”

"How would Heet ever find out?"

"Ah. Simplegirl.” | reached out and ruffled her hair as she sat on the floor at my feet. "Fleet hasa
thousand eyes. They'll know. And they might very well yank me out of this assgnment.”

A morning beam from Lekki danted in to warm my feet. | was fed and comfortable. The future didn't
seem to matter much. | knew the Master had touched off something inside me and made me perform last
night, but the underlying reason didn't concern me at the moment. That was ill me at the Palace, not
someone else. It was an identity | hadn't seen very often since the playful days of childhood and it was
wel come back. Whether it was useful to mein my present position was adifferent matter and | redlly
didn't giveadamn.

Rhandramust have been reading my mind. She kissed my knee and said, "Whoever it was, | liked him."

There was aknock at the door. When | opened it Jamilla bowed, not glancing inside, and said inalow
voice, "Thereisacal for you from Mr. Mgumbdahr. In your office."

| pulled on arobe and went down the hall. | threw hisimage on the large projector, killed the cameraat
my end and sat down.

"Good morning, Sr," Mgumbdahr said when he saw | wasn't going to transmit an image. "Kalic has
quieted down abit. There are routine messages from Feet Central, which I've answered. They did an
anaysis of the strategic Stuation in this sector and give us afifteen percent probability of aQuarn thrust
within ten days, falling off alittle after that. Someoneisalittle disturbed at Centrd, though, because
they're sending a Jump ship.”

"Why?" .



"It carries medium range armament. We can use it to catch Quarn ships out to several hundred A.U."

"That's usdess. The Quarn will smply decoy one lone Jump ship out until they get it clear of the system.
Then they hit usfast and leave."

Mg umbdahr looked uncomfortable. "Control said that's al they can spare us."
"All right." | shrugged. "I'll useit for reconnaissance in theimmediate vicinity. It'll beahdp. What es=?'

"A few odds and ends. | had to listen to an hour of righteous indignation from aVVedanta sect about the
gravitationd radiation station on the other side of the planet.”

"Huh? Whatever for?'

"They think the scientists there are drawing the energy out of the neutron star and will makeit fdl into
Lekki. Say it'saQuarn plot. They want usto stop it."

"Good grief. Say, about that station—any chance they can pick up that anomaly Gharma mentioned
coming in perpendicular to the ecliptic? It'sjust on the edge of detectability for our equipment.”

"An interesting thought; I'll check intoit. That anomaly, by theway, is getting closer. But the technicians
haven't been able to straighten out yet whether it's the range finder or mass register that's malfunctioning.
Gharmas been riding them but they say the instruments are fine. They can't explain the results, though.”

"Keep them at it when they have time. But kegp most of Fleet Control watching tracesin the plane of the
ecliptic. If the Quarn are going to match orbital velocity with Veden they've got to come at usthat way.
Anything more?"

"Uh, yes" hesaid and ricked hislips. "The Madi called this morning. She wanted to send a priority
message to Fleet Centrd. She. said she would pay for it herself.”

"Um. And what did you do?'

" think I've misplaced it somewhere.”

"l see. Well, we're not here to carry messagesfor civilians.”

"No."

"Signing off, then." Ashisimage dwindled | thought | saw him smiling.

The Master loomed above me. Hefilled the room, the whole universe. Warm closefed of Rhandra
beside me, sweset air of incense, sicky pull of robes on my flesh—all fell away into nothing.

| wastotaly focused on the Master. Asl didinto it | asked What state is this? and dmost before the
question had formed | felt the peace begin. Ripples of worry smoothed and vanished. A state of no
definition, no thought, no method. To put aside the thousand things and, in tillness, retain yoursdlf.

"Thisisdone by not thinking variousthings, one after another,” the Master said, hisdeep ralling voice
bresking along silence.

| laughed. Sound to the sde: soft tinkling chuckle of Rhandra

"Like—that," | said, abruptly snapping my fingers. It was very clear what he meant. Just—that. No



words. Only being.
The Master nodded.
"Thereismore," he said. "Many things you must know. Not asthey seem.”

| waved ahand in question, laid my head upon my shoulder. The Master moved hisbody to shield his
hand but | caught aglimpse of asmal box. Hefingered it.

| heard alow smooth tone that died away as| concentrated onit. A strange prickly shock ran down my
neck. | wasfdling. What—?

Coming back again. | expanded until 1 could see myself below. Deep white craters that were pores on
my face. | shivered in the hurricane bresth that swept down from the nostril mountain.

You can be close. Warm. Gather once more into the lap of sunlight. The Master said all this, but with
no words.

"There are others near you," Rhandrasaid. "We arefar greater friends than you might know."
| started to turn my head toward her and stopped, fixed in the Master's stare.

They have led you through the steps necessary to appredate our purposes. When you first came to
Veden you were not in a pure state. The path was not open to you.

Now you are in readiness. The Master made ritua passes of welcome, his gloved handsrippling in the
soft arr.

Those who helped you and wer e of aid, though you knew them imperfectly, are—

Suddenly | saw Gharmaand Mgumbdahr standing to both sides of the Master. They must have entered
from the wings, quietly standing in place until my attention was focused on them.

—quit of their tasks. You were not ready for me. They saw this. It was in the pace of tightness that
you learned Veden first, felt what happened here, saw the signs of ruin.

Maumbdahr grinned wryly at me. | felt asudden burst of affection for this man who had worked and
planned beside me, and at dl times sensed my inner turmoail. 1 owed him much.

Gharmagazed at me calmly. His heavy lids shadowed his dark eyes, adapted for Veden. Hewasa
strange, deep man moved by traditions and socid conventions | would never fully know. Y et hetoo had
helped me.

"You logt phase.” The Master's deep voice broke the silence. "Became londly. Isolated. They—" He
gestured at Mgumbdahr and Gharma and then, with an abrupt, jerking motion, at Rhandra seated beside
me

"l was feding the sameway, Ling," Rhandra said to me. Her voice sounded as though she were far away.
"| cameto the Lengen. The Master has shown me other sides of mysdlf. When hetold me of you |
offered to help—to watch over you, guide you to fullness.”

"The meeting in the old Hindic section was arranged?’ | said dowly.

"Not redlly. | wasthereto study you from the crowds. When the Lancers hit me | didn't know you would
see melater. It was your kindnessthat brought us together."



| nodded. The Master had seen even that. He knew, smply from the reports of Mg umbdahr and
Gharma, what | needed.

| felt afloating, boundless serenity. | looked down on the room bordered by folds of cloth and watched it
as a spectator. Rhandraand | sat together in closeness. The Master in his bulky robes was bracketed by
Mg umbdahr and Gharma. The things they had said did not disturb me. They had conspired to save me
from mysdlf and for that | could only give thanks.

| made agesture of gratefulness. The Master made ritual passesagain over the dining implements before
him.

"Isnot dl." He pressed the smal box again, fingering it ddicatdy. | felt mysdf risng again.
"Look."

The Master stood up in one smooth motion. He twisted two pointsin his robes and they did avay. He
stood nearly naked.

Hewasthin, incredibly thin. Long bones moved visbly in hisarmsand legs, rippling the taut, pae white
skin. Hisfingerswere like sticks with large knobby joints. A barrel chest. No body hair.

Hisfeet were dark semicircles of thick, tough fiber spanned by radid ridges of cartilage that served much
the same function astoes.

His eyeswere deep and black. The mouth curved upward in athin red line. There was no nose.

A trand ucent wedge of tissue jutted out where ears would have been. He stood, rocking dightly on the
wide base of hisfeet.

There was utter slence.
Hewasan dien.

The body was unlike anything | knew among the races within the Mongol Empire. Even those raceswere
seldom dlowed to leave their home stars, so there was little chance that one would appear on 'V eden.

| looked at the Master for long moments. | could not fear him.
Inaway, thiswasthe answer | had been seeking. The two threads of my lifeweretied up at last.

The Master was a Quarn.

Likedl intelligent races, they came out of nothingness armed with their own peculiar ingghts and talents.

There had been another Empire, then. Far mightier than that of the Mongol, comprising many more races.
It had already begun to decline when the Quarn were young.

Other races ebbed into lassitude and desth. The Empire came apart from sheer lack of interest. Yet the
Quarn lived on; their time was not yet come. In the dying embers of that Empire they had learned much.
Through the long centuries of isolation that followed they hoarded their knowledge and studied.

Finally age caught up with even them. Their spirit drained dowly away, asthey had seen happen to
others. The artifacts of their forefathers remained but not the will to build more or to improve on the old.



Then came Man. The Mongol Empire licked at the edge of the Quarn life sphere. The wisest among the
Quarn studied the history of the earlier Empire and recognized some of the same symptoms.

Man dominated every other race and culture he met. He suppressed minoritieswithin hisown civilization.
It was easy to see why the Mongol Empire had expanded so rapidly.

The higtory of Man wasthe higtory of cycles. A continual tension existed between Man the socia animal
and Man theindividuaist. Stress on one aspect or another oscillated dowly through the gradua upward
climb toward aworld culture. The Asian continent wasthe last loca arealin which the virtues of
community dominated. When virtudly al the human race outsde of pockets on the Asan mainland were
destroyed in the Riot War, this cycle was disturbed. Asiarose to dominance. Smultaneoudy, Man
achieved the technology to reach the stars.

The Mongol Empire expanded outward on awave of psychic energy released by the melding of the
entire human race into one community.

But Man was not meant fully for community. The dudity of his nature was the ultimate source of his
reslience and his strength. The Mongol Empire had to fall.

When the Quarn first met it the Empire had begun to dow down and become formaized. Given timethe
formalities would chafe. Rebellion would bring harsh measures. The Empire would begin to split.

The best way to avoid revolution a home was war abroad. It was part of a classic pattern. The leaders
of the Mongol Empirewould find it profitable to disturb the peace of the surrounding races. The basic
ingtability of the Empire would expend itself on other, more stable cultures.

The Quarn had studied Man for long decades before deciding on a course of action. They would have to
force Man back upon hisorigins, rid him of the Empire that would eventudly crush him. They would use
his own weaknesses against him—the only mature way to wage war between radicaly different cultures.

They pieced together shipsthat could bardly survive in combat with Empire forces. It was the most they
could do with the decaying technology they possessed. The ancient Quarn had left giant devicesin free
gpace which could perform enormous tasks—move a planet through Jump space, damp the bright fire of
astar—but these the Quarn could not moraly usein battle. They had to depend upon what they could
mend and make serviceable by themsalves.

... All thiscame to me asthe Master spoke in the quietness of the Ashram. As Mgumbdahr and
Rhandra and Gharmalistened to atae they had heard before. As| tried to fathom acompletely alien
mind.

"What, then,” | said, lifting up my open hands at the dothwadls, "isdl this?'

"Vedenisaunique case," Gharmasaid. "We are not part of the Mongol Empire here. Some of uswill not
be victimsto the Plague because we were never part of the Mongol community. For the same reason
you are not."

llMe?l
"You ofkaipan." The Master looked & meintently.
"Y ou are among the saved,” Rhandrasaid softly.

"Saved? Because | was despised?!



"Because you are not susceptible to the Plague,” Mgumbdahr said. "Neither are we. The Quarn are
going to find as many people who are not Plague victims—I call them Patanen, ‘they who laugh at
Fate—and sneak them out of the Empireto astar system with an Earth-like planet.”

"Nucleus," the Master said. "New start.”
"What happensto Earth?' | said.

"When the Empire has shrunk down to afew systems the Quarn will withdraw. Earth can cureitself or go
under," Gharmasaid evenly.

| nodded. | could see what was coining next. "Y ou want me to help trangport Patanen from Veden."
"No." The Master chuckled. "More important. Many on Earth.”

"We want you to help get the ofkai pan—the off-idanders—from Earth. They must be saved aswell,"
Mg umbdahr said.

"Veden will be afree planet soon," Gharmasaid. "The Empire cannot hold it for long, or the space
around it. From that point on it will be allowed to go its own way."

"Why don't the Quarn bring al the Patanen from the planets of the Empireto Veden, then?"
"No room," the Master said. " Strain food supply. Destroy harmony of city and nature.”

"Even many Vedens are affected by the Plague, aswell," Gharma pointed out. "There will be turmoil here
to which wewould only aggravateif dl the Patanen were sent.”

"How many shipsof Patanen will there be?’
"Perhgpsfifty," Mgumbdahr said.
"Simpleto find shipsin colonies" the Master said. "Not so on Earth.”

"Then thissort of thing istaking placein dl the colonies?' | said. " The Quarn hope to get enough Jump
shipsto carry all the Patanen? That'simpossible.”

"If they wereliving, breathing humans, yes," Mgumbdahr assented. "There wouldn't be room on the
ships. But we're going to seize cargo vessalsif possible. And welll freeze the passengers before we take
themon.” | looked inquiringly at the Master.

"No, no," he said. "No freezing, quite. Just cool down."

"Processes for lowering body temperature to adegree or two above freezing are well known," Gharma
sad.

"l remember,” | said. "It's not used very much but | suppose we can do it. The metabolic rate dowsa
great dedl, but not enough to permit the subject to outlive aramscoop flight. It's not used on most Jump
ships because they are military—the only kind of ship I've had experience with."

| paused. Without thinking, without questioning &t al, | had accepted the word of the Master. The task
was to be done; therefore | would doit.

When oneistruly focused, decisons are smple. Thereisno worry, for worry is wasted menta motion,
nervousjittering of the mind.



Was| so focused? | shrugged the question off. Paying attention to it would only destroy concentration.
"There will be people on Earth who can cool and store the bodies properly?' | asked.

The Master nodded. "We have many followers on the off-idands. A few know the techniques.”
"Followers? The Lengen are dlowed on Mongol planets-even Earth?”

"No." He shifted hisweight as though he were uncomfortable in VVeden's gravity field. Hisrobes, which
he had wrapped back around his thin body, spread out from his zazen sitting position like agreen fan.
"Other places, we hide."

"The guru tradition doesn't exist on other planets,” Gharmabrokein. "It would appear strange if the
Lengen arose.”

"Then there are Quarn everywhere,” | mused. "On dl the colony planets, even on Earth.”
"Search for remnants,” the Magter said.
"All that'sto beleft of humanity,” | said. "And | am to get them off Earth? Even with your help—"

"With the help of usdl,” Mgumbdahr said dowly. "Y ou didn't think we would remain on Veden when
you were summoned?”

| looked at Rhandra. "And you?"'

"Of course" she said. Soft as night, her eyes.

"How do we get there?'

"The Jump ship Fleet Centrd issending,” Mgumbdahr said. "It isduein afew days."

"They won't necessarily orbit VVeden."

"If you ask, they mugt,” Gharma said.

"True, in the region surrounding Veden | command. But the crew will not surrender the shipto me”
"Tekeit," the Master said.

"How?'

"With planning | think it can be done," Mgumbdahr said, acalculating look on hisface. "Feet Control
has some stun gasin reserve. If we can manufacture a pretext for a party from Veden to visit the Jump

ship—"'
"Yes" | said, "that would work. Gasin the air system would disable the ship before communications

section could get off awarning to Fleet Centra on Earth. If we do it right there won't even be timefor an
emergency didresssgnd.”

The Master held his hands together, pamsinward, agesture of pleasure.
"It moves as planned,” he said.

| looked at him carefully. Hisbald head, uncovered, shoneinthelight. Andien. Yet | felt no fear.



| knew | would follow him. Perhaps what | had seen earlier—the Master's vision of hisrace, anoble
effort to discipline mankind before it could harm others—wasn't the whole truth. The Magter, after all,
was not agod, but only another intelligent being. The Quarn obvioudy were superior to men in these
matters—otherwise why would | be here now?—and their judgment should be trusted.

All this| thought—but it was not what | felt. Indgdel carried aquiet, steady faith in the Master. | could
fed my inner nature rebelling whenever | began to doubt and question. It provoked avague,
uncomfortable tenson.

| rlaxed. With focus, everything else went away.
"Y ou wonder," the Master said, peering steadily at me. "Not understand what you fed."
| nodded.

"Y our enlightenment has not come," he said. " Still"—he dapped hisfists together into a ball—"locked.
Sometimestry to get out. | helpit.”

"Words, words," | said. "'l don't know—"

"Remember? When last you left?"

"Yes. | went to abanquet.”

"And there. Y our nature escaped.”

"That was me?"

The Magter smiled, his head bobbing. " ou spoke clearly through to your Sdf. Free”

"Don't have to check with management upstairs.” | laughed and suddenly felt emptied. Gush, just like
that. Bad air out.

The Magter pamed histiny dab of metal. Was he helping mewith it in someway? Play the mystic
chimes. Music freshensthe manic brain.

| noticed my friends smiling. They had known it, that night. | was dowly redlizing that everything was part
of thewhole, planned to bring meto this point.

"For once we saw the free Ling Sanjen,” Mg umbdahr said.
Gharmasmiled serendy. Rhandragave her quick warm laugh of slk and silver.
"Youll ssemoreof himnow," | said quietly.

There was more. More planning, speculation on possible aternate courses, arranging of schedules.
Ordersto beissued. People coordinated. Only afew of the Lengen converts could go with us and they
had to be carefully selected. The Master would do that.

So when we left the Ashram later—much later—I felt asthough | were at the end of along journey. |
wanted to rest and yet | could not. More lay ahead.

Aswe returned to Kalic | watched the quasimakas fields dide by outside, thinking of how little of Veden
| had seen. My life seemed to be made up of places | had never fully understood. | never had time to fedl
the true pulse but instead was rushed on to the next environment. The years spent in the Mongol culture



were not enough to lead me to community—and | redlized now that infinite time probably wouldn't have
been long enough.

But thistime | felt optimistic. | had uncovered at least apart of my true nature. The Master could show
me more, | knew. Veden had given methat and | was grateful.

| looked out on the spreading growth on al sides and rubbed my eyesthat ached from overuse of the
contact filters. Mg umbdahr, Gharma and Rhandra talked and laughed, but | wastired and went to deep.
| would have stayed up if | had known it was to be the last time | would ever see the Veden countryside.

PART IV

And were cast down into darkness

Far deeper than before.

A

It was good to Sit once more in the captain's chair on the bridge deck. The Fariiken wasa Class |V
Jump ship, usualy used for interception and planetary defense. Like al Jump vehiclesit was a sphere (to
give maximum volumefor surface area) with dight dimples of communication gridsthat broke the clean
organiform surface. Enclosed in the sphere wasthe life-system cylinder. Therest of the ship's volume
held engines and reaction mass. The cylinder in turn contained severd smaller coaxia cylindersthat
comprised the levels and decks.

The bridge was insde the smallest cylinder and thus enjoyed the most shielding from any radiation that
penetrated our screens. Here | sat. As| toyed with the visua display and let mysalf become accustomed
to the sounds of normal ship operation again, | never thought of the tons of high density fluids that
surrounded mein dl directions, encasing the life cylinder and waiting to be fed to the engines. | had never
been on aship in which the reaction mass was appreciably depleted—and the diameter of the sphere
contracted—so | regarded the Bag, asit was called, as a nearly rigid object No one who went into
gpace ever dwelled for long on the fact that organic wastes which are difficult to process are pumped into
the Bag for fud, ether. It was not athought that inspired serenity.

"Mgumbdahr reporting, Sr.”

"Sit down," | said. "And drop the 'sir." Perhaps the Council on Earth would consider usto be Fleet
Officersill, but | don't."

"l seeyour point,” he said, dipping into the form-fitting chair next to me. Automatically he glanced &t the
visbleindicators and verified that dl systems were working properly; not even decades on the ground
can takethat training out of an officer.

"Asyouvejus seen, everything isfunctioning,” | sad wryly. "Which meansthereisn't any particular
reason for meto be sitting here watching the computers do their job. But | do it anyway."

"Waiting isnever smple.”



"Itwould beeasier if | felt like acaptain. But here on the Fariiken it's not the same. | have too much
timetothink."

"Perhaps becauise you no longer carry the weight of the Sabal Game on your single back?' he said gently.

"True. That, and the fact that | am no longer following orders from faceless officersin Heet Centrd.
Independence bringsits own fresh breath.”

"Independence, indeed. | just verified that al extra-planetary communications gear on Veden has been
destroyed. We can't cdl anyone for help now."

"Ah?How did you check that?'
"One of our men, aLengen follower, sent me asigna—oh, | see what you mean.”
"Small matter. I'm sureif you passed on him he can be trusted to disable the last tranamitter.”

"There didn't seem to be any chance that Fleet Control would recover quickly after we disappeared—or
at leadt, that'swhat our man said in that last Sgnd. "No one can follow us ether, then?”

"That'sacaculated risk."

"WEell be through the Hinger in another day.”

"But we don't know how quickly ajunior officer will react, Sr. That'sabig unknown.”
"Who do you think it will be?'

Maumbdahr pondered amoment. “The medicd officer, Imirinichin. | think hé'sawayshad anitchto
command. He might jump at the opportunity.”

| shook my head. "He didn't strike me that way. In any case, how can they be sure something'sradicdly
wrong?'

"Do you think Imirinichin will believe the story we sent out on tightbeam?" .

"It'snot so wild, as Fleet orders go these days. Something might have happened that necessitated the
Fariiken's leaving on the double. And it would have taken time for usto get clear of the background
radiation from the reaction engines, in that ancient skimmer of ours."

Majumbdahr studied hisfingers and looked a me doubtfully. "Even Fleet doesn't snatch away a Director,
plus gaff officers.

| Sghed. "All right, it'snot a particularly good cover story. But what does it matter? There's not much
they can do. They can't even see usanymore, can they?

"No. Not on the mass detectors—I saw them put out of commission myself. Fleet Control is il
receiving telemetered data from al the sensor satellites orbiting Lekki-Jagen, though. They can pick usup
on that."

"Very accuratey?'
"No, the satellites weren't designed for that.”

"| thought not." | released the catch on my chair and revolved it around to face down the bridge. The



padded luxury of officer's country lay in the next cylinder layer out; even that couldn't compare with the
bridge, though. Here a soft quiet atmosphere of rugswith thick pile, padded instrument panels, muffled
monitoring beeps and scented air helped maintain calm and aertness. It was afar better appointed ship
than any | had commanded before.

The Fariiken had aso been ridiculoudy easy to capture. "What was the ship's crew like when you put
them in the skimmer?' | said suddenly. "'l was here on the bridge. | didn't see much of the action.”

"Therewasn't much trouble, Sir," Mgumbdahr said, shrugging. "The stun gas probably hasn't worn off
yet."

"What about some of those crew quarters| saw? The oneswe've closed off."

Mg umbdahr shifted uneasily, making the chair seem asif it weretoo smdl for him. "They were abit
messy, yes. Two or three of the crewmen had holed up in there. They barricaded the room with furniture.
Sedled off most of the air ducts with wadded plastic writing paper.”

"Raguevictims?'
"Y es. Wedidn't bother to clean them up—just threw them into the skimmer with the rest.”

| looked down the bridge, thinking. Most of the spots for technicians were empty. Battle Control, the
largest part of the bridge, was completely darkened. We didn't plan on fighting anyone.

"TheFariiken isafirg linevessd. It should carry the absolutely best crew available.™
"But three of them became Plague victims before the ship could reach Veden," Magumbdahr said.

"The Empire must be coming apart faster than we thought,” | said. "'V eden must be a haven of sanity by

"Imagine commanding aship with acrew like that,” Mgumbdahr said.

| looked at him. Evidently he didn't know about Regeln or anything I'd done before | cameto Veden. He
hadn't seen my personne file. Wdl, someone has, the Master had referred to it during my meditation with
him yesterday. A good thing they had too—otherwise the L engen wouldn't have known precisaly how to
handle me after I'd arrived. "Yes," | said, "the captain must have been under considerable strain.
Otherwise | don't think he wouldn't swallowed such a pretext for our skimmer to come up and make
direct contact.”

Mg umbdahr smiled. The ruse had been hisinvention and he was proud of it. "I don't think you redize
what Fleet has on its mind these days, sir. Y ou didn't read the incoming garbage we got from Fleet
Centrd every day. Half of it was about Quarn spies, mysterious codes and security measures. The
Fariiken got most of those messages too. What's more reasonable than Veden having afew spies?’

" know—I remember the message | signed,” | said. | thumbed the Fariiken loginto the visud display.
One of thelast entriesread:

STATISTICAL COINCIDENCE MEASUREMENTS OF BACKGROUND
ELECTROMAGNETIC SPECTRUM IN THIS SYSTEM INDICATE PEAKED ACTIVITY ON
THREE DISTINCT FREQUENCY BANDS OVER PERIOD OF LAST 37 DAYS.
RESPECTFULLY SUGGEST THISMAY INDICATE QUARN SENSORS ORBITING
LEKKI-JAGEN AT UNKNOWN RADIUS. WE CANNOT BE SURE OF INTERCEPTION-FREE
TRANSMISSION OF ORBITAL PARAMETRIC LOG ASREQUESTED BY YOU. HUMBLY



REQUEST LOG BE DELIVERED IN SKIMMER CONJUNCTION 1346 HOURS 14758A BX
409 TRANSFER. LING SANJEN, DIRECTOR. The Orbita Parametric Log was ablock of orange
plastic afoot on aside, with ddlicate black ferrite stains embedded aong fracture interfaces and dippage
lines, carrying athousand miles of magnetic memory in athree-dimensiond array. A computer could reed
the swirl of dotsa aglance. It included the orbital datafor everything larger than a shard of rock that
circled about Lekki-Jagen. In particular it pinpointed every ramscoop in aparking orbit. The OPL wasa
detailed and accurate record and far more precise than any survey the Farriken could make by hersdlf in
areasonabletime. It wasindispensable. The Fariiken would have to know the sheep beforeit could
pick out thewolves,

"I'll admit, though, it worked,” | said. "I had my doubts at the time, but | suppose it doesn't take much to
fool men who don't suspect you might be working for the other sde.”

| stood up. "Mr. Mgumbdatr, if you'l rdieveme..."

"l believe you said we were Fleet officersno more," Mgumbdahr said, getting to hisfeet, laughing. "But |
suppose somebody has to stand watch."”

"Therewon't be anything to watch until we're nearly inthe Hinger," | said. "Thingsareatrifle dull onthe
bridgeright now."

| walked down a corridor between banks of detection equipment, nodding occasionally at technicians
and officerswho were at their consoles. We had forty-seven people on the Fariiken—just barely enough
to keep her running, considering that the Master, Rhandraand afew of the Lengen priestswere useless.
Hopefully, on Earth we would pick up afew more trained spacemen.

| went down the nearest ramp into officers quarters, B deck. Strictly speaking, it should be C deck
because theinner tube of thelife cylinder is a separate level. No one livesthere, of course—it haslittle
"gravity" dueto therotation of the life cylinder, being at the center, and is usudly kept a high vacuum
anyway. Thetubeiskept clear under norma operation. It isthe axis of the Hie cylinder and extends out
to the organiform surface of the ship. In an emergency the crew could pour into the tube, travel outward
to the skin and escape into free space.

The Fariiken was heavily loaded with reaction fluid now, so the Bag was nearly fully distended. The
tube—which was organiform and would contract aong its length as the Bag emptied—extended severa
hundred metersfrom the life cylinder to the ship's skin. Attached to it at regular intervals were pods that
housed deepspace equipment, skimmer ports, smal life support pocketsin case of extreme emergency,
and cargo holds. If you could see through the colloidd fluidsthat filled the Bag, the Fariiken would look
like asnare drum—the life cylinder—with athick rod stuck through the middle. From the rod float sacks
filled with cargo and other items. The whole contraption rotates to supply artificia gravity and isisolated
from the reaction fluids by aflexible organiform envelope.

The Fariiken doesn't look very much like the traditiona ideas of aspaceship, but then, inherited
preconceptions shouldn't be alowed to get in theway of efficient physics. The configuration is stable and
because of the viscosity of the reaction fluids can withstand quite high levels of shear. Theradiaion
pattern surrounding a Jump ship when the tachyon drive is on obeys a sine squared distribution about the
cylinder axis; this means the mogt shielding is needed normal to the axis and, conveniently enough, the
sphere of reaction fluid around us provides precisdy that.

| passed quickly through B deck and down another ramp into C deck—crew quarters. Rhandraand |
had chosen asmall cabin near the top of the cylinder—"up" meaning aong the ship'sline of
flight—because we wanted privacy. There was enough room for five times our company, but the Master



and most of the Lengen had taken suites on B deck.

"No news," | said as| keyed the door and walked in. Rhandra was lying on her cushioned mat, hand
over her eyes. She sat up at the sound of my voice. Her hair tumbled dowly in the weak gravity.

"That word | am glad to hear," she said and kissed me. "There has been too much news of late.”
"Tired?'
"l shouldn't be, | know. Lighter gravity and dl that. But | am.”

"It'sbeen along week sncewewerelast inthe Ashram,” | said, Sitting on her mat. " Things have moved
too quickly."

"A year ago atrip to Kdic wasabig event,” she said with adight smile. "Now I'm on my way to Earth.
Yes itisalittlequick.”

| lay back and pulled her to me. "Earth isjust astopover,” | said. "WEell bethere only afew days. At our
present fuel levelswe can get clear of the Empirein one Jump, with alittle sacrifice in accuracy. WEIl be
freeof dl thisforever.”

"All this... decdt?' shesaid quietly.

| nodded ruefully. "Yes, | suppose that'sit. Maybe that's why the last week has been so wearing on us
dl. | didn't likelying to my officers about the skimmer flight and faking that € ectromagnetic spectrum
report. It didn't fed good.”

"We don't like being conspirators.”

"Theré's no reason we should. No integrated personality should have to function that way."
"l don't know. If we'd known about the Master earlier—"

"It wouldn't seem S0 strange.”

She nodded. | parted my robes and opened hers aswell. Our bodies fit together naturally, softly, as
though we had been married for decades. We formed awarm, secure pocket in the austerity of the
narrow crew quarters.

"Some of the others don't seem to be bothered, though,” Rhandra said.
"Who?'
"Gharma"

"Ah. | haven't seen much of him, there hasn't been time to talk. He does seem more assured than
Maumbdahr. Neither of them have spent much time on Jump ships.”

"Most of the Lengen priests had never seen askimmer before—not that | had, either,” Rhandrasaid. "It's
hard to tell whether they have difficulty adjusting to low gee and the impersondity of this... thismetd
cavern. They don't spesk to me.”

"Orme" | sad lazily. | was beginning to relax and | didn't care about the subleties of Veden manners. |
had never learned anything about them, anyway, except that necessary to visit the holy places.



"They seem morerigid that the priests| met at the Ashram,” she said.
"Y ou hadn't seen those Lengen before?!

"A few | knew, but nonewell. One priest from my home district was afriend of my family and | cameto
understand him in my timein the Ashram. He wasn't selected to come with us.”

| yawned. "Maybe the ones here were picked for courage. Or camness under stress. Or maybe the
Magter just likes them better.”

"| supposeyoureright,” she said, nuzzling her noseinto my cheek. "I'll take sometimeto cometo fullness
with al this—it feelsalittle strange, right now. That'swhat the Master told me today."

"Oh, yes, you've just come back from your audience, haven't you? How wasit?'

She chuckled softly in the folds of my neck. "I was awkward. | couldn't seem to concentrate.”
"Umhum."

"l suppose I'm Hill reacting to hisbeing aQuarn. | didn't have any idea, you know, until that night.”
"It bothersyou?'

"A little. Heredlly isdien, completely different, but most of thetime | don't noticeit. The Master knows
S0 much about my reactions and how | fed, even before | know mysdf.”

"That iswhat makes him the Master and us hisfollowers."

She hit me playfully. "No need to be pompous,” Rhandrasaid. "I don't want you to lie around like an old
bear and make stuffy pronouncements. Y ou'll begin to sound like the priests.”

| faked ayawn and then rolled her over on top of me. She pushed away automatically when | let go of
her hips. Her shovetilted her back toward my raised knees. She gave another awkward jerk to get free
that | helped along and before she could move again she was spinning in the air three feet off the floor. |
kept her tumbling with my bare feet for another ten seconds, laughing at the tartled cries of outrage, and
let her drop. She hit our pad with athump.

"Rrrownw!" shesad.

"Therell be moreif you don't dlow me my share of dignity. Until you've spent amonth or twoin low gee
you'll bea my mercy."

"So sorry, master. | did not understand the gravity of the Situation.”
"For afarm girl, you're learning fast. Throw me my sandals.”
IIWI,.M?I

"Y ou've forgotten? The Master doesn't grant audiences only to the hangers-on, you know. Captain Ling
Sanjen has his needs, too."

"Try not to get your kneeslocked in the zazen position,” she said. "Ship's stores don't carry very much
rubbing ail.”

| gave her akiss, amock salute and went out into the corridor. The violet phosphors were widely spaced



here because few of the Lengen had elected to live in crews quarters The Farriken had ordinary Sol
standard phosphors when we took her, so it was necessary to change them to Veden's unusua spectral
distribution. Phosphors operate on direct eectrical a.c. current that is conducted through athin layer on
the surface. It's aone-step process that converts eectrical energy into heat and light emitted by the
phosphor bands painted onto the wall between the two eectrica contacts. To change the color of the
light one smply paints over the old phosphor with anew one.

The job was doneimmediately after we came aboard, but the Lengen priests weren't skilled and out here
on C deck they had rushed through, dapping on phosphor paint in broad, thin swabs. The result was a
spectra distribution of light that looked like a cloudy day to aVeden native and deep twilight to an
Earthman. | still wore my Veden contact filters; Rhandra and the rest had their retind systems atered at
birth to accommodate L ekki'slight, so it wasimpossible to operate any part of the ship without
Veden-normd illumination. The Master, 1'd been told, had specially prepared contact filters that enabled
him to get around fairly well; the correction was not perfect. Evidently hisworld, wherever it was, had a
rather complicated sunlight spectrum. Or perhaps his eyes had been evolved for adifferent role; ours,
after dl, lay somewhere between the primate eyes useful for finding atic, colorful fruit and the carnivore
eyesthat could pick out aflicker of motion hundreds of meters away. Just thinking about my contact
filters made my eyesitch; | rubbed them. | threaded my way through C deck and up theramp into B
deck without meeting asoul. | was aready adjusting to low gee; | could fed the differencein centrifuga
acceleration between B and C deck. Out at the edge of the life-system cylinder, on E deck where the
computers and stationary backup hardware are kept, the apparent gravity is more than one third Earth's.
On C deck it was about a sixth and on B one seventh. That made a difference of about four poundsin
my weight, which may sound likealot. But if I'm thinking of something elseas| wak up aramp | don't
notice the difference until | get to the bridge, where gravity islessthan atenth Earth gee. Add to that the
Coriolisforcethat kept trying to make me walk into the righthand wall, and there were quite afew
remindersthat | wasinsde alife-system that rotated about every minute. Maybe that was the reason the
Lengen priestswere a bit stiff—they were smple people devoted to loss of theimmediate self through
totd awareness, and the Fariiken, withitsamilaritiesto life on Veden, mingled with gtriking differences,
would probably disturb their concentration. "Director!"

| turned. Gharmawas approaching down abrightly lit corridor perpendicular to my own. "I'm going to
the Master,” | said.

"Very good. You do not mind if | accompany you?'

| laild my hand on my right shoulder in the VVeden gesture of friendship. "A few words may do us both
wdl."

"I have been tending to the preparation of the cooling vaults. | estimate we will be ableto hold dl the
Master anticipates, barring accidents.”

"Wherewill they be?'

"Most will be stored in the pods off the tube," Gharmasaid. He walked tiffly beside me, asams held
behind him and shoulders squared. He looked like more of a soldier than he ever had on Veden. "There
are sealed compartments on D and E deck, however, that can be used. | am arranging aschedule for the
priests so that we may ingtal cooling apparatus during the Jump interva.”

"Therewill probably be about aweek in Jump space, the computers say. Mg umbdahr is handling the
caculation and he'snew at it so there may be aten percent error. Isthat enough time?"

Henodded. "Yes. | think s0." He seemed to be computing something mentally.



"Areyou sure E deck isdl right?’
"l am sure the space required—"
"No, | mean the gravity."

I'm afraid—"

"Look, these are people well be stacking in, not cord-wood. How would you liketo liein one position
for amonth in athird of agee?’

"Oh. | didnt—"

"It'snot your fault. The Fariiken library probably doesn't carry enough on cold-shipping. When cooled
bodiesliein agatic gravity field they undergo corpuscular damage and muscle deterioration just because
afew layers of tissue are supporting the rest of the body. Even people who are dive get bedsores.”

"What can we do?"

"If we put bodies on D and E deck well have to rotate them regularly. That requires manpower we
probably won't be able to spare. Are you sure you can't get them dl into the pods? The gravity is
practicaly zero there.”

"I—I will try." Gharmajerked his head to look at me, then looked away. We were approaching the
Magter'sauite. | refastened my robesin the conservative style demanded for an audience—the same
robes as on Veden, still necessary to protect my skin from the ultraviolet of the phosphors.

"Well, herewe are" | said lamely. There was something about Gharma's heavy manner that made
conversation with him difficult. | kept feding asthough | had to think of something to say next.

"Thisisyour regular audiencetime?' hesaid.
"No, | phoned him that | would have sometime now. | don't have aschedule.

"l hope you appreciate the honor of being so close to the Magter," Gharma said. "Most must wait for
their audience.

"Y ou've had yours today?"

"No. No, | am later. | have seen the Master a short while ago and now | go to relay amessage from him
to Mgumbdahr.”

"About what?'

"Quartering of crew in Earth orbit, some details of the flight. Everything must be carefully managed for
speed and security. The pickup from Earth's surface hasto be well timed,” Gharma said.

"Why doesn't the Magter tell Mg umbdahr himsdf?

"He has dected to relay instructions through you and me. Heis easily tired, asyou know. The Master is
living under conditionsthat are congderably different from hishomeworld.”

"What do you know about his planet?’

"Nothing more," he said quickly.



| tilted my head a him. "How long have you known that the Master was a Quarn, Mr. Gharma?"

He hesitated amoment, blinked. " Since my conversion. He went among the high castes first and was
rgjected by dl but me. | am the only one from the very beginning.”

"Wel," | said uncomfortably, "very good. I, uh, I think I'll go in now."

| passed through the unsealed door of the suite and brushed aside the red bead curtain that shielded the
inner vestibule. The Magter sat within.

My meditation was as before. Each timeit degpened and yielded greater growth and harmony within
mysdlf. Afterward we talked. Usuadly we touched on only persona matters, but on thisoccasion | asked
the Master about the Plague.

"Weinduced it," he said. He sat on adightly raised platform before me, till heavily cloaked and with
only hiseyes—alight red, dueto his contact filters—visible in the shadows. "We had studied your
origins. Knew your evolutionary purpose. Accidents of form in each species—scent centers, pressure
aress, visua band, taste sengitivity—both define and congtrain. We used them.”

| shook my head, wondering. "How?"

"Humans have—tension." He made asteeple of his hands and pressed the fingers together, smiling with
thin lips. "Early primates hunted in packs. Tribes. Sense of community was high.”

"Our naturd sate”

"Then, yes. Not now." He laughed abruptly, deeply. "Mind says otherwise. Saysyou are alone. Others
do not think the same, fed the same, own same ground, have your mate. Y our tribe wants help with
hunting. Rewards you with own identity, own you. Y ou have own cave. Y ou can find amate. Setsup
tenson." Heheld up aright fist. " ou." The left hand enclosed thefigt. "And others. Baanceis
somewhere between."

"A baanceyou destroyed,” | said.

He held up hisleft hand for meto stop. "Restored. Y ou have anatural fear—repressed terror—of too
much crowding. Saba submergesit. Wereleasefear, let it come out. Lights near edge of your spectral
range. Faster than thirty beats a second. Keyed sounds to create muscular reaction by acting on direct
synapse leve of nerves. Airborne drugsif needed.”

"Fear of humanity, of other humans? Why. doesn't it go awvay when the treatment stops?"

"Society represses crowd fear, makes it more strong. When we stop, their first move isto assure sense
of community again—it iswhat they have been taught to do. Amplifiesfear again, so soon &fter.”

"Y ou havekilled millions, billions"
"Do you mourn?"

"No." | looked off into space. "I can't anymore. They were strangers to me, even though | lived with them
dl my life. But did it have to come now?"

"Better now," he said dowly. His presence in the room was overpowering. " Other—ol der—races will be
spared the explosions of your dying days. If we control it—damp it when it has served well enough—we
can save some men. Men not vulnerable.”" He had explained as though to a child, carefully and with a



quiet intengity.

"Patanen. Ofkaipan?'

"Same, now. Many morein your colonies. Community bond not so easy there.”
"But thisisthe only ship going to Earth.”

He nodded. His cowl dipped back an inch and reveded his gleaming bald head. "No other coloniesare
safe as Veden. Few men are brave asyou.”

| laughed. ™Y ou must dways spesk the truth, Master. 'Hewho iswise, saves his compliments.” "

He shook hishead. "But it istrue. Itistrue.”

The neutron star clutched at me. It pulled me back into my acceleration couch, trying to drag me down
the bridge into thetail of the Fariiken. It wouldn't succeed. The ship was built to take much more than
the one Earth gee | was demanding of her. We wouldn't come closer than ten thousand miles to Jagen,
even throwing in the rdlativigtic corrections to our orbit, so the seven-mile sphere of neutronium could
exert only therdatively mild tida stresseswe werefeding.

The mind reassures, but the body isignorant. My muscles kept tensing to fight the dowly gathering
gravitationa force, even though | knew | was safe. There was no low throb of the fusion drive my
subconscious had come to associate with accelerationsin free space, o it was convinced something had
gone wrong.

| wasfacing straight dong the axis of the bridge. The ship had rotated around until its axis pointed straight
through the neutron star severd hours ago and now small pings and snaps echoed off the tough
organiform deck asthe stressincreased. A stylusrolled a short distance on the console a my side and
cameto astop againg atoggle switch. Otherwise the bridge seemed dead. The technicians were buried
in their own cocoons, monitoring data as we neared the point of peak acceleration. Everyone elsewas
unnaturdly calm.

"Intercom sgnd.” Mgumbdahr's voice came from behind me. | flipped on the spesker. It wasthe
Master. "Could | havevisud?' he said.

"You'rein your suite, aren't you? Good. Third switch on your left,” | said. | thumbed the main bridge
display screen on aswall.

Lekki boiled beow us. Streamers blotted the surface and coiled upward along the locd field linesto
dispersein the vacuum of space. | watched a center of turbulence trace a curve from the upper corner of
the screen, whipping theion winds around it in adeep violet dance. It was some moments before |
redlized that | was watching the center of mass of the L ekki-Jagen system as it moved over the surface of
Lekki. Both Jagen and Lekki orbited in circles about that point.

| enlarged the upper corner with afinger control and searched against the deep blue haze that framed the
rim of Lekki. Thereit was, adark dot. Surface temperature a balmy ten thousand degrees, just what it
could pick up from Lekki'sradiation. A sphere of maiter compressed down to the ultimate limit,
electrons overcoming their own Fermi pressure and collgpsing in on protons to become neutrons a a
dengty of athousand million million grams per cubic centimeter. The gradient of gravitationa potentia
around it was enormous.

Andwewerefdlingintoit.



"There's something new coming in from the satellites.” Mg umbdahr broke the silence. "It lookslikea
torch spectrum they're picking up.”

| swiveled around to watch the board face-on, bracing myself against the tug. "What do they say
otherwise?'

"We're on course. Speed aready about three percent of light. But | don't like—"
"Veify it

He spoke into amuffled mike and punched a new program into the computers. | glanced down at
Gharma, lying in the Engine and Fuel Systems command couch, and found him studying me.

"Yes," Mgumbdahr said after afew minutes, "severd sensor satellites haveit now.”
"How far outisit?' | said.

"Fifty-three million miles™ Mgumbdahr said.

"Areyou sureit'safuson flane?'

"es"

The white torch of areaction engine had flared on behind us. We were linked into the sensor satdllites
around L ekki-Jagen and they had picked it up while we were rdatively blinded by the radiation levels
coming from Lekki.

"A ramscoop, then,” | said.
IIY$II

| pressed the Emergency Sation button. A wail sounded down the bridge, heads raised to ook at us
and then ducked back to their consoles. | wasin standard suit with my hood on to ward off the ultraviolet
and | could fed anicy trickle of swesat running down my back.

"Imirinichin," Mgumbdahr said.

"It gppears as though our esteemed medicd officer has picked up the fdlen standard,” | said. "Give me
an intercept.”

"Computing,” Maumbdahr said, distracted by his console.

"We're going into rebound, sir,” Gharmasaid over the intercom. | glanced up at the screen. Jagen had
grown into asullen red ball bathed in aspray of violet lines—images of the garsbehind it, their light
shifted by the deep gravitationa potentid around the Black Dwarf.

A sharp jab of painin my sde. | had been leaning against the couch arm too long, awkwardly braced
againg the leaden fingers of thetidd pull. | swung the couch around with atouch of the arm contral. |
could il follow the board and read computer outputs by turning my head.

"Maximum stress,” Gharma called. He was taking over some of Mgumbdahr's job while the other man
worked to correlate the data from dozens of sensor satellites and find where the ramscoop was going.

| watched the screen. We were looping around Jagen, falling in toward Lekki. | heard the cooling
systemsrise higher in pitch. The organiform of the ship's skin had converted to ametal-like polish hours



ago to reflect away most of Lekki's heet.

"The ramscoop will just makeit,” Mgumbdahr said hurriedly. "Intercept in fourteen minutes, twenty-one
seconds.” We were through the loop. The screen could no longer pick up Jagen as an absorbing dot
againgt the plasma haze around Lekki because we were between the two stars, picking up speed now.
The violet lines around the neutron star were clear, though, and gave agood fix on its position. Thelines
curved somewhat because we were dmost up to one percent of ¢. In afew minutes we would be
traveling in the same direction as the Earth-Sol system, but with amuch higher velocity.

"Computing a dodge pattern?’ | asked.

"Done. Wait—our mass detector is operable again. I'll try for some new datafrom it. The readings
should be more accurate than al these coincidence measurements I've been using from the satdllites.”

"How doesit appear to you, Sr?" Gharma asked.

"Imirinichinis smarter than | guessed,” | said. "He waited until the moment we were so close to Jagen that
the mass detector wouldn't function properly and we were amost blinded.”

My intercom buzzed. | thumbed it off; there wasn't timeto talk to anyone but bridge officers. | thought of
Rhandrain our cabin on C deck. She must have heard the darm. She would wonder what was wrong
and have no oneto ask.

"We can't clear the blagt, Sr," Mgumbdahr said. "1t looks like Imirinichin has anice fat window for
detonation of the ramscoop fusion plant. We can't avoid the radiation entirely, but | can cut it down abit
with some maneuvering.”

"Doit," | said. "And check back with the mass detector. Y ou've narrowed its range down to get agood
reading on this scoop, haven't you? Look for something further out.”

In the moment of slence |l listened to the whine of the air circulators, trying to think. Visua display
showed us pulling ahead of Jagen on an orbit dightly further in toward Lekki. | glanced down the bridge.
Technicians stopped their watch to look at the main screen. A Lengen priest further down the way was
doing ritua hand passes, perhapsto cam himsdf.

"You'reright, sr," Mgumbdahr said. " Three more scoops are moving further out from thefirst.”

"Itsablind,” | said. "Thefirst fuson blast jams our sensors and the later scoops hit us before we can
recover."

"We have attained maximum rebound velocity, Sr, as computed,” Gharmabrokein.

"Give meanew course, Mr. Mgumbdahr,” | said. "Maximize the square of the distance we can get
between usand al four of the plasma clouds that will ride out on shock-waves from the detonated
scoops.”

"Computing," Mgumbdahr said. | glanced at the visud display. Three minutes had passed snce we left
the Hinger.

"I'm displaying the new course," Mgumbdahr said.

Our flight path was a stylized line skirting out from L ekki-Jagen. A dashed line gppeared beside it with
dightly less curvature. At the edge of the screen was ared dot, the first ramscoop. It hardly seemed to
move and | knew even that apparent velocity was due to the relative movement of the Fariiken. The



scoops could not reach any significant speed in the time remaining, but it was enough to move them into
our path.

"Log new course," | ordered. "Automatic firing sequence.”

Immediatdy | felt the tug of our own motors. Gyros brought us around, breaking the grip of Jagen'sand
Lekki'stida forces. Our real course began to follow the dashed line on the screen.

"Get an estimate of radiation damage,” | said. Mgumbdahr punched asignal button and somewhere
down the bridge a technician responded. The numbers flashed on my screen.

"High," | said. "Too damned high. We can't take that."

"l cannot give you anything better, sr,” Mgumbdahr said. "They have usboxed in anarrow channd.”
| nodded, noticing that our loca ship's"gravity" was easing back to normal.

"Prepare to go into Jump space,” | sad.

Everyone hesitated a moment.

"It'sarisk wemust take," | said.

"Yes, gr," Mgumbdahr said. He thumbed the signal button and a hooting wail sounded through the
bridge. The light dimmed automaticaly to conserve power.

"How large are the tensor dementsin the regionsjust in front of thefirst scoop?’ | said.

A technician somewhere answered me. "Within five percent of criticdl, Sr.”

"Have many ships been lost going into the Jump under those conditions?’ | said into the intercom.

"A few, | think. It isdifficult to caculate the probability. Uncertainties—"

"I know. If thelocal gravitationa stresstensor isn't just right well never come out of Jump space,” | said.

"Jump computation finished, Sr," Mgumbdahr brokein. "Power reserves adequate,” Gharmasaid.
"Wait—I'm getting something more," Mg umbdahr said. " The mass detector isback on full scan
and—ah, | see”

"Seewhat?' | said.
"It'sthat anomaly again, Sr. Something out above the plane of the ecliptic.”
"It'sgtill there?' | frowned. "I thought it was some sort of error in the sensor.”

"That iswhat | thought, aswell," Mgumbdahr said. "I haven't looked out of the plane of the ecliptic since
we came on board. But it's till there.”

"It can't be aramscoop,” Gharmasaid. "We never orbited any that—"

"Of coursenot,” | said irritably. "It registers asalarge mass. How far out isit?"

"More than athousand million miles" Mgumbdahr said, "perhapsfurther.”

"Oh, no trouble after dl," Gharmasaid. "Héll, | thought you had something closeby,” | sad. "Sodid |,"



Maumbdahr said dowly. "The range of scan on this Class |V detection system is greater than | thought.
I'm sorry."

"It doesn't matter," | said. "We have nothing to do but wait."
The dashed line wasfilling quickly aswe traced aong our dtered flight path. The red dot crept nearer.
"I wonder what it is," Mg umbdahr said. "Mass reads larger than any ship. Could be alarge asteroid.”

"How accurate isthat massdata?' | said. "With amassthishigh, our equipment isn't good. From asteroid
Sze up to Sol mass, they dl register the same.” | frowned.

"Jump coming up, Sir," Gharmasaid. "Four minutes." The gong signa grew louder.

"Could you do avdocity fix?' | said. "Yes" Mgumbdahr said, and reached for his console. "That will
require computer time," Gharmasaid. "Yes, you'reright,” | said quickly. "I don't want to take any
capability away from the Jump caculation. Cance that, Mr. Mgumbdahr.”

Timewas running down. | found mysdf gripping the arms of my couch and relaxed. The red dot seemed
to be almost dead ahead.

Suddenly it grew in sSize on the screen. It was adowly expanding circle, nearly scarlet.

Gharmalooked at me. "The ramscoop just blew,” | said. "That's the plasma cloud we're seeing. High
energy particles should be dong in amoment.”

The radiation detectorsin the Fariiken's skin gave a confirming buzz. | was suddenly very glad for the
tons of reaction fluid between us and free space.

"Imirinichin iswilling to sacrifice severa scoopsto stop us,” Gharmasaid. "That represents a substantial
financia lossto the Empire. He must be very sure something iswrong.”

"Isthere any chance one of the Lengen weleft behind has given usaway?' | asked.
Gharmashook hishead. "No. Imirinichinisambitious. More so than | had thought.”

Majumbdahr |ooked up. There was nothing more for him to do; the computers had it al now. "It doesn't
make any difference whether Imirinichin issure, or whether anyone talked. He hasn't got anything better
than asignd laser to communicate with. The subspace systems are al beyond repair. He can't call ahead
to Earth or anyplace d s

"Wehope" | said. "l didn't see them destroyed and we have nothing more than the word of our man at
Fleet Control to go on.”

"| fear itistoo late for usto change our minds now," Gharmasad.

"No," | said wryly, "we'refresh out of dternatives." | thumbed over to generd intercom and punched the
number of my cabin.

"Rhandra,” | said when the receiver clicked, "we are going to Jump. Rest, close your eyes.”

Thered circle swept out to meet us. | got avisual scan of the space ahead, past the plasmabillowing
toward us. Far away, Veden shone brightly. The Star of India, forever serene. | wasleaving it all.

"Time," Mgumbdahr said.



Therewasarush, aswirl of light.
It worked. We madeit.

It took us eight days to reach the Sol system. Ordinarily the tachyon drive would get usthere in the
flicker of an eyelid, but we could not travel freely.

The Hinger had saved us valuable reaction mass by boosting the Fariiken up to nearly reldivistic
Speeds; now we had to ease back down to match Earth's velocity. The differencein gravitationa
potentia was some help in shedding energy—Earth wasn't as deep in Sol's potentid well asthe Fariiken
wasin Lekki'sat our Jump point. Momentum transfer to interstellar dust through our screening fields
accounted for mogt of the energy, though. We followed a skipping course, winking out of Jump space
into the vacant slken blackness one finds between the stars. Here the curvature of four-spaceis dight
and the unavoidablerisk of the tachyon drive aminimum. From atechnical point of view it wasamilk run
even with the Fariiken far understaffed. But there were other jobs and these kept me quite busy.

Surprigngly, activity lifted my spirits. | had dways detested intrigue—thus my failure at the low order
palace politics of Fleet. The week before we occupied the Fariiken wasthick with deception and the
gench of the haf-lie; | became depressed dmost without realizing the cause. But when Imirinichin had
shown hishand—and | hoped he was cursaing himsaf now for playing it amoment too soon—I had felt
an old exhilaration, one | thought long dead. It came from being involved again, from caring about the
result of my efforts.

| had cometo think of mysdlf, over the last few decades, asaman of contemplation. Somewherein my
scholagtic years | had decided that men of action—the only kind worth admiring, | thought then—seldom
studied the works of great thinkers. For practical reasons, perhaps, yes, but not as a habit of mind. So,
much later, when | sought wisdom as solace from the world, what in boyhood was a conviction had
become an unconscious axiom, and it placed me firmly in the role of an introvert among men who did

things

Becoming the captain of the Fariiken taught me otherwise. | liked action and movement, the Snging zest
of conflict, but it had to be to some purpose. | hadn't cared about patching together the tottering Mongol
Empire. | needed purposeful thought and work that aman could do with pride, not the congtricted sense
of human possibility—of which the Saba Game was asubtle but integral part—of the Mongol. My work
in Heet had atouch of that, in the beginning. Gradualy it had ebbed away as| rosein the ranks until | did
not even know it was gone.

| had been over half acentury in Fleet. Mot of it | worked in the naked night at the edge of the Empire,
with mining shuttles, skimmers, hop trangports, suborbita cyclers, cargo barges. As| began to move
inward, to the places of power—but gtill not behind an office console, dealing in words instead of
ships—the knowledge that I, an off-idander, would never st on the councils of Fleet Centra on Earth,
never make amark that would last, gnawed at me, blunted my ambition.

There are many waysto shorten aman. Cynicism, isthe easest. That | affected for awhile and then
turned to the Saba Game for what refuge it could give.

The Game fogtered the illusion—a pleasant one, I'll admit—that | wasin community with any man. |
needed that. In the Game there were no ofkaipan. But then, the Game was gone.

For eight days we Jumped and waited, Jumped and waited.

Our sensor ears strained to filter through the random noise of weakly recombining molecules, hydrogen
gas, dust. We listened for the el ectromagnetic mutter of a pursuing ship, or for one waiting near our next



Jump point.

There were no sgnasfrom Veden among the heavy traffic of subspace communication. | had the
technicians monitor the Veden sgna codes carefully, performing arandom errors check on the
computers. Thiswas essentid. If Imirinichin repaired his subspace communications system Earth would
lay atrap for us.

It would bejust as dangerousif Fleet' got no messages at al from Veden. With aClass |V vessd inthe
vicinity, total slencewasunlikely; atypica colony would forward every bresth of rumor, once it thought
Fleet Central believed them enough to send a Jump ship.

| had Gharma prepare and transmit aregular series of routine reports, with unremarkable satistics and
standard pleas for more assistance. | continued to write the Director's report, chronicling further riots and
unrest and complaining abit about my command. They werealot of fun to write.

Severd of them could be interpreted two ways, but in the bowels of Fleet Control | was sure no one
would guess the second (usualy scatologica) meaning. A dangerous amusement, perhaps, but aman
who is suddenly free does not act like afile clerk.

We did not dare long Jumps because they are much easier to detect. We did not want a Fleet vessdl by
chance picking up a backwash emission from an unscheduled ship—HFleet might easily conclude that it
was a Quarn scout and converge an entire Fleet Wing on us.

Thus our Jumps were short and we sent forward a Jump battle probe before each step of the flight. The
probes were basketba |-sized packages of sensors which could Jump—once—almost to the edge of the
Empire. Their power sources lasted only around thirty minutes and during that time they blurted back
everything they found and then died, exhausted.

For eight days we limped aong, constantly firing feeler probes ahead to be sure a surprise wasn't waiting
a the next intermediate Jump point. In away it was comforting, after the glare of Lekki, to seethe black
bare silence of deepspace on the primary visua display. Mg umbdahr handled most of the battle probes.
He quickly learned the stepsfor gecting them from the organiform skin of the Fariiken and guiding them
free of pur screening fields so that they would have aclear volumefor their Jump. The instrumentation of
the probes was sophisticated but he mastered it and soon was even using them as acheck on the
subspace communicators, to be sure the Fariiken didn't by chance missatransmisson from Veden while
in acommunications "shadow" rlative to the Lekki-Jagen system.

The day before we reached Sol, Gharmaand | filed the usud officid Fariiken reportswith Fleet Centrd,
duly coded by the captain, and suggested that, since al was quiet in the L ekki-Jagen system and had
been for sometime, the Fariiken be sent home. Another fake signd of ours, thistime under Veden
codes, reported that the Director concurred with this opinion.

In afew hourswe had areply. Fleet Centra agreed and sent along an incoming pattern for the approach
to aparking orbit around Earth. There was a note appended telling the Fariiken's captain to stressthe
scarcity of Feet shipswhen speaking with the Veden Director, remember that the Director was
inordinantly sengitive about the defense of the Lekki-Jagen system, and beat a quick path back to Earth.

| decided to signa confirmation to Fleet Central. The incoming pattern they sent wasn't useful for us but if
we just ignored it and emerged from Jump space somewhere el se there would be hell to pay. Earth
defenses could pick up any ship that came out of Jump within alight-year; it left aclear sgnature of
pulsed radiation the sensor net would identify ingtantly.

So at the last minute | sent arequest for anew pattern, explaining that we had too high amatching



velocity and didn't want to waste time cutting it down—a Jump time was aready computed and anyway
the Fariiken could decelerate enough if Fleet Centra would smply move our Jump point further avay
from Earth.

| had guessed, correctly, that Fleet Central would move our Jump point out but also give us some
discretion about precisely where we emerged. This meant Fleet Central would not know exactly where
to find the Fariiken if anything went wrong at thelast minute.

Nothing happened, though.

| picked our Jump point carefully. We came out four hundred thousand miles from Earth with Luna
directly between us and Earth. There was some squawking from Fleet Central, the technicianstold
me—Traffic Direction on Earth wouldn't dare complain officially to a Fleet captain—because they didn't
like to bother getting afix on our position through the Luna Control station.

We moved inward a ahigh velocity, dl thetimein Lunas sensor shadow. There were unavoidable lags
in telemetry between Earth and Luna Control that shaved a hairline of accuracy off our known postion.

| personaly oversaw the routine repliesto Fleet Control. They sent usour orbital trgjectory and we
confirmed but didn't lessen speed.

Fleet was evidently pulling most Jump ships not immediately needed into a dense screen around Earth.
We wereto be stationed a bit in from the Luna orbit as part of ashifting defense grid. Asfar as| knew
no Quarn ship had ever violated the Sol system. The precautions seemed rather heavy. But then, Fleet
knew more than anyone about the decay of the colonies. They were probably quite frightened. In that
case surveillance around Earth was most likely being stepped up.

Quitedl right. We could dedl with that, too.

"Mr. Mgumbdahr," | said, whesling about in my couch. Two couches down Mg umbdahr looked up
from his console. The bridge was quiet.

"Sr?' hesad.

"In afew minuteswell move clear of Luna's sensor shadow | don't expect any trouble. On our present
course | don't expect that we need take any action for at least an hour. | invite you to take command of
the bridge.”

| gave aswooping, overly formal gesture at my console and got up. Magumbdahr smiled. | [eft the soft
murmur of the bridge and headed for the ramp down to B deck. It wastime for my daily audience with
the Master and | did not intend to let anything interfere.

Curioudy, my studies with the Master had not brought me any further in thelast eight days. | was
happier, granted. But that was due to the fact that for once | had meaningful work, honest work. A man
isdefined by thejob he does.

Perhaps, in the rush of sending the battle probes and readying the colddeep vaults, | had missed some of
the Master's subtle ministerings. But looking back, | had enjoyed more the hours | spent with Rhandra,
and felt more lightened by them. Rhandrawas infinite, like all women. And women, of course, werethe
firgt diensmen had ever met, and the only ones we would never quite fathom. All rest and refuge, do
they contain.

| threaded through the [abyrinth of B deck, with itswalls purposefully overcurved to disperse noise, to
the Master's suite. Through the faceted bead curtain, past priestsin study. Audience requested with the



proper motions, ritual passesto cam the mind, forgetting al that is padt.

Our slent meditations were comforting but | was only beginning to work into it when the Master nodded
abruptly and spread his hands, palms down, to sgna the end.

"Stateisnot right," he said quickly. " Attempting focus while mind goes—" He twirled afinger around by
hishead.

"|—I do not fed so—" | said.
"Ah," hesad, nodding vigoroudy, "are. Look at position. Not resting weight through body center.”

| looked down. Asfar as| could tell | wasin proper sitting form, adight variation in the stylized Buddha
pose. My dignment of spine felt correct.

Strange. Surely | wasn't fooling mysdlf that well. There had aways been sometelltale sgns before to
show how | was throwing off my own concentration. Today my mind was clear and properly placid.

"See now?' the Master said, breaking the pause. "No."

"Ah." Hiseyes darted over to thewall clock and back. | noticed that he was unconscioudly tapping the
mat with hiswebbed feet. "Understandable. Important moment approaches. Perhaps—perhapsis abad
time"

"Madter," | said, "l can learn as much in these moments asin any other. My inner light is not disturbed by
the gpproaching crisis. | have comethat far.”

Intruth | felt dighted by hisassumption that | was getting nervous about the misson. Enlightenment alows
oneto live entirdy in the moment, and while | had not attained the Buddha sate, the evidence of my own
mind told methat | had comefairly closeto it before and was not too distant from it now.

"No," he said. Once more aglance at the clock. A dap on the knee. ™Y ou do not know. | judge your
mood not right for study. There are many things you haveto learn—"

"And sdf-knowledgeis usudly bad news?' | smiled. "Wrong time," he said, not catching my shift of
mood. With agtart | realized that it was not | who was nervous and distracted, but the Master .

| was stunned. He carried no aura of serenity about him now; he appeared to be smply another man
worrying about something. Not only that, but he had migudged my own state and not been sensitive
enough to see hisown error.

As| took my leave of him | watched the Magter carefully. There was no doubting it. The Master was not
in hisfocused state; he acted like afirst year crewman before a battle.

And yet he was the Master. He had told me things | would never have known without him, led me down
pathsinto my sdf that | had never found in athousand Sabal Games.

As| waked dowly away from his suite, though, | put the question from my mind. Such aproblem is not
soluble by amlessworrying. It would be awaste of time—and | suppose in some sense unhedthy—to
do so.

There were things to be done soon, and my attention was needed there.

Near the upramp to the bridge | met Mgumbdahr.



"A moment,” hesaid.

"l wason my way—"

"A second then. | need your consent to use another Jump battle probe.”

"Why?We have only afew left."”

"Do you remember the anoma ous mass we saw on the detectors back in the Lekki-Jagen system?”
"Yes. Wha of it?"

"I've had alittle freetime the last day or so. Asyou know we finished the colddeep vaults early—I
thought it was agood ideato give the men who worked on them arest, and | took one, too. | had afew
hoursto go back over dl the datawe accumulated but didn't process.”

"That's the sort of thing you do for relaxation?’

"Well..." Mgumbdahr looked alittle sheepish. "I've never had equipment this good to work with before.
| thought 1'd try out afew problems.”

"Find anything?'
He suddenly sobered. "Perhaps. 1'd never been able to get an estimate of its velocity before—"
IIWMI

"I think you'll remember, Sir, that you canceled the cal cul ation because we were going into the Jump and
couldn't spare the computer time. In your estimation.” Helooked at me a bit too innocently.

"All right. Maybe it was an unnecessary precaution. But you've doneit by now?”

"Y es. Whatever that object is, the velocity is high and rather remarkable.”

"How s0?'

"The path it'sfollowing doesn't look like an accidenta trgjectory. It's going to come quite close to Lekki."
"Couldnt it beinterstellar matter drifting in?"

"Not likely. It has a speed order of magnitude greater than the relative velocities of star systemsin the
cluster of which Lekki-Jagenisapart.”

"Wel, dl right. Thenit'safragment from hafway acrossthe gdaxy. So what?'
"If that's S0 then there's nothing to concern us. But supposeit's something ese? A Colossus?”

That stopped me. In the twenty-second century some factions had abandoned their planets for politica
reasons and cast off into degpspace. They didn't have Jump ships. Instead they built crude reaction
enginesinto asteroids, put most of their party into colddeep, and set out. Most had never been found.

"l see” | frowned. "No Colossus has been seen for centuries.”

"That isone of the possibilities. Another isthat it might be alarge mass on afreefd| orbit into Lekki.
But..."



"Improbable, | agree.”

"| dso correlated the datalogged in from the sensor satellites around L ekki-Jagen. We were monitoring
them continuoudy on theflight into the Hinger."

"That sort of thing isn't very accurate for readings above the plane of the ecliptic, isit?'
"No, but their results agree, within built-in error limitations, with the mass detector.”

| had to admit it interested me. Sending a probe back would take some of Mgumbdahr'stime, but | felt |
owed him something for the good job he had done on the colddeep vaullts. | couldn't demand too much
of the man—after dl, he wasn't an underling on aFeet ship.

Aswell, | couldn't see any further use for the battle probes. The Fariiken would make onelong Jump
from near Earth, out beyond the Empire. We would not need to check ahead to be sure anyonelay in
wait.

"Y ou can havethe probe," | said. "Will you need anyoneto help with activating it?'

"I think not," he said. "I'll probably aert Gharmato keep arunning register on the bridge, in caseit
transmits back when I'm not on duty. The technicians were told we wouldn't be using any more probes
and | don't want the sgnd thrown out as an irrdlevant transmisson.”

"Fing" | said. "Let me know what you find. Go for agood veocity fix and seeif you can sharpen the
mass estimate. Are you going to send it off soon?!

"| thought I'd wait until you're down on the surface making the pickup. Things should be quiet then and I'll
havethetime."

"Y ou're sure Fleet won't pick up the probe's backwave when it Jumps?"

"I'll drop it into an orbit dightly lower than the ship's. Half the sgnd will be scrambled by the upper
atmosphere and then absorbed by the Earth. The ship will shield therest. Therésasmal anglein
between that will let some out, but | don't think the intensity will be high enough to register on Fleet's
network."

"Double-check that. It'svitdl."
"l will. My audience with the Master is coming up inaminute; I'll run the check again after that."

"It might bewell to kipit today,” | said dowly. "The Master isnot quite himsdlf. | think the journey has
disturbed himin someway."

Maumbdahr frowned but said nothing. "Remember, heisin a strange environment. And hisraceisold.
His kind may not be well adapted to change.”

"Ah, yes. Perhaps..." Mgumbdahr's voice trailed off into thought. After amoment he nodded
absentmindedly and went back to the bridge.

| made my way down into C deck. Just who was the Master, when he was himsalf? | wondered.

C deck islarge and | had not bothered to memorize the corridor plan. Consequently thistime | blundered
into one of the dark areas before | noticed where | was going.

Not al of the ship was converted to Lekki's light spectrum. We hadn't brought enough Lekki phosphors



up in the skimmer and anyway most of the ship wasn't needed, so it was awaste of timeto repaint the
Sol phosphors everywhere. C deck had quite afew such spots because the rest of the Lengen choseto
livein officers quarters, B deck.

| walked into the dark section severa yards before | redlized what it was. To ordinary human eyes, of
course, the hallway ahead of mewasn't unlit at al. The Sol phosphors il glowed. But with my Veden
contact filterson | saw only adim, hazy ship's corridor, acurious green instead of white.

| was glad we weren't going to spend too many more daysin the Fariiken. The green tonewasalittle
eerie. It and other touches of Earth reminded me of my past. At the moment | didn't want to remember.

Rhandra bounced up when she heard my coded key in the lock.
"I've been waiting,” she said. "Let'sgo to the view pod. | want to see Luna."
"Wel—" | looked longingly at our deeping pad. "I thought | might rest—"

"Y ou'll get more deep when you deserveit,” she said. "First take meto the pod. | want the first-class
tour and a snappy lecture.”

"Hey, what'sthat?" | pointed.

"A figure of Shiva. Remember?Y ou stole it from the Temple."

"Oh. Yes" | looked at the many-headed brass god with hands as sharp as knife blades.
"Did | run around with that under my robes? Lucky | didn't disembowe mysdf.”

"I brought it. A kegpsake. It will make us remember—"

"Wheat | can be?'

| gave her an exaggerated leer. "Some things are better left—"

"Let'sgo! Lunadoesnt wait."

Indeed, she didn't. We were sweeping around her quite quickly. Her ancient craters were seeded with
yelow jewds of light that stood out clearly. | took off my contact filtersto see better and Rhandrahad to
get dong with adim image since, asanative, her eyes had been adapted surgicaly to Veden.

Lunasraw crust had acurious greentingetoit | had never noticed before. | could not tell whether my
memory was bad or if the contact filters had subtly atered my habits of perception; possbly both.

Earth gleamed in the distance. | had just begun to point out continents when Gharma shouldered into the
small pod. "Hereyou are," he said, ignoring Rhandra. "Why aren't you on the bridge?"

"We needn't take any action for nearly an hour,” | said, nettled.
"Thisisan important step. If anything goes—"

"| can be reached by intercom here." He glanced at Rhandra and looked at me coldly. "The Magter
wants usto be particularly careful. Y ou should be at your post.”

And not here wasting time with this farm-country girl ? | thought. "Do | take orders from you now, or
the Master?'



"l gpeek for him."
"Brothers, wearedl Lengen," Rhandrasaid. "Quarreling—"

"There arelevels of knowledge among the Lengen,” Gharmasaid, "just asthere are grades of priests.”
"Weare not priests," Rhandra said.

"No layman understands al Lengen principles at once. We must follow the Master and do his bidding
even when we do not understand. Therioters on Veden were loya. They obeyed the Master's
guidance.”

| had been looking at Luna. My eyes snapped back at Gharmaand | looked at him as though .| had
never seen him clearly before. "What guidance?' | said.

"If they had kept repressing their fears the Plague would have entered. We could not have thét.
Expression through action—they needed it."

"But | thought the people who fought in the streetsfell to the Plague afterward,” Rhandra said.
"Theriots helped forestall it. We had to keep them balanced aslong as possible.”
"You knew of this" | said, "when you were containing the riots with me?"

"Yes. Inthe evenings | helped ready them for the next day. The Lengen converts were not amgority, but
they triggered it. In thefind stages we had nearly two thousand. The Master could not handle that many
converts. We dlowed them to stay in the Ashram because the Master thought the, ah, therapy would not
belagting if they returned to their homes. Without large crowdsthey lost dl fedling of rlease and
caharss”

"Wasthis one of the levels of knowledge' you mentioned?' | said.

"Wadl, yes. It was not so much a secret. We—the Master and | and afew others—felt it would be best if
you did not know immediately that the Lengen catalyzed the disordersin the streets of Veden. It might
have influenced your state of mind if you knew the Lengen had—indirectly—caused some of the
disturbances you had tried to control. Y our self-pride—"

"Quiteright," | said curtly.

"Opposition from the Feet troops was essentid . The people identified you subconscioudy with outsiders,
the Plague, even the Quarn.”

"Arethere any other—secrets?' | said. My throat was dry. | felt empty.

"Only spirituad ones," Gharmasaid. "Those you can only discover yoursdf. Much depends on one's early
education. On Veden, had you been anative, you would have been of high caste. Y our views on these
matters would be different, more like mine. The Master and | arein accord, | believe. Perhaps when you
have sudied—"

"Perhaps,” | said. "1'm going to the bridge now."

"Of course." He stepped aside and we moved away from him down the corridor. In amoment we were
beyond earshot.

"What—?' Rhandrasaid.



"I think he believed the Magter had told me," | said. "Maybe | was supposed to learn today, but the
Master forgot.”

"Did he mean that word, caste?'
"I hope he meant classinstead. But maybe to Gharma they've been the same thing, al aong.”

Rhandralooked concerned. | told her to go back to the pod and watch the show; it wouldn't be long
now. She kissed me absently and went away.

As soon as| reached the bridge | called Mg umbdahr on private intercom.
"About the probe," | said. "Don't tell Gharmaor anyone else. Monitor it yoursdf.”
"Fine, it doesn't matter to me. Why—"

"Good," | said, and cut him off.

Then | turned my attention to the preparations. We were coming in toward Earth on low torch and
keeping usud telemeter contact with Fleet Central and Luna Control aswell. Everything was going quite
routindy. | handled severd incoming dispatches about our orbit and transfer of supplies. Some personne
wereto be reassigned to anewly commissioned Class V vessdl. Additional Fleet Central estimates of the
srategic situation would be beamed aboard in two hours. A report was requested—no, demanded—on
the men who had displayed Plague symptoms.

We arranged the fusion torpedoes carefully.

The men had to do their training in the eight days of the transit and most of them had never seen aClass
IV weapons system before. Mg umbdahr and Gharma hadn't much experience in thet direction, either, so
most of the job of overseeing fell to me.

The job of calculating precise placements of the torpedoes | |eft to the computers. They decided on a
minimum of eeven torpedoes, dl encased in shellsthat made for a"bright” ionization cloud. Eleven would
give us acomplete shield and even overload some of the orbiting sensor net we were trying to blind.

After dl the rehearsal and training, execution was anti-climactic. The torpedoes went off with hollow
thumps, dmost smultaneoudly. | watched them accel erating out—clumsy wegpons, not used even once
successfully againgt the Quarn—to form atwisting pattern on the visua display.

The Earth Defense Screen was a spider web of microd ectronics that, the press agentry said, could pick
up asneeze on Venus. It was agossamer net, senditive and ddlicate, and stupid.

| had dways thought the EDS was badly designed. It began as atracking system much like the
short-range net that reports on incoming aircraft at aterrestrid airport. As Fleet grew some other
components were added to sense further out and give warning of hogtile craft. When the Quarn war
started the EDS was strengthened by adding many more sensorsto the orbiting grid. Now a ship could
be nailed to within ahundred yards of itstrue location. The grid would even pick up one-man lifeboats.

All thiswas attained by multiplying the number of units, but never changing their sensitivity. Thegrid
sensorswere wd | enough shielded to withstand solar gorms, if. given warning. But with no warning they
peered naked into the void, and there was their weakness.

Our torpedoes exploded at the same instant that | sent an emergency distress signa under the Fariiken's
code.



Nearby sensorswere obliterated by the boiling wave of eectromagnetic radiation and high-energy
particles that seared them. That same wave blinded sensors further away and scrambled the reception of
othersfurther out.

We calculated that nothing between Earth and Luna could pick up the Fariiken's silhouette aswe
accelerated and plunged inward. We were buttoned up tight, antennas tucked in to escape the scorching
ionized gas. The cloud of fusion debris expanded around us, spreading confusion through the Emergency
Response sections of Fleet Control, but our steady acceleration pulled us dowly out of it. Earth's
magnetic field forced the cloud to spread as it moved Earthward, till following the trgjectory wed
assigned the torpedoes, and soon Eskimos must have noticed the brightening of the aurora boredlis due
to the high energy dectrons.

Weflew blind, with only the mass detector to guide us. But the Fariiken's permanent log knew the
region around Earth the way my tongue knows my teeth and we had no doubt about the course we were
following.

When the Fariiken burst clear of the snarling ball of death behind us we were hanging above a bunched
configuration of ramscoops. The scoops were there awaiting loading with Earth cargo for the colonies.
They werein astandard parking orbit that had not deviated in acentury; | could have given the orbital
coordinates to within one percent from memory. But | didn't have to; they were entered in the ship's
permanent log.

The ramscoops provided our sensor shield. There were several hundred near us. Some were damaged
and pitted and probably would never be used again unless an emergency arose. Others were being
loaded by automatic shuttles. Every few days a scoop was nudged out of orbit by low impulse reaction
motors and accelerated until the hydrogen scoop could pick up enough massto cut in.

This ever-changing configuration of metal and organiform shipswas confusing to the Heet Ships Catalog;
it usually wasn't included in the Cata og readout. If we had any chance of going unseen for aday or more
whilein orbit at ahundred and eighty miles out, hiding in the ramscoop polar parking orbit wasit.

"What?' | said.
"Y ou mugt follow our plans," the short man said. "They have been carefully worked out. We—"
"Cursed be your plans! | am not going to risk my men by bringing them in herein copters.”

The man turned and looked appedlingly at two figures seated a short distance away. They were heavily
robed and sat very tal and erect. | guessed they were Quarn. But they did not speak and their hooded
eyesstared out at usimpassively.

He turned back to me, tight lines of tension around his mouth. ™Y ou understand... our Masters thought
gpeed was..."

"It'simportant that we move these vaults quickly, yes" | said. "But air traffic ismonitored. | arranged a
pretext through Air Control, using afaked code—that's how | was ableto fly my copter in here. If you
people haven't rigged something like that I'm not going to call back to my skimmer and order out the rest
of the copters.”

"If you arranged it before, Captain—"

"No. I'm not going to use that dodge more than once." | wiped sweat from around my neck with a



handkerchief Rhandra had dipped into my pocket. | thanked her for the tenth time; it was sweltering
here.

We stood in the entrance bay of a storage warehouse. Through apartially opened dide door | could see
the parched, dusty street outside. The warehouse was in the oldest part of amidcountry off-idand city,
Naga, on theidand of Luzon. In the distance, ringed in gray haze, ssood Mayon, the volcanic fire-spitter.
Asaboy | had seen it belch orange tongues into the tropica skies. Now it lay dormant.

The short man in front of me shifted uncomfortably from one foot to another. He must have been one of
the Pantanen, and yet he seemed impaossibly dull-witted.

"Look," | said. "There's no reason why we haveto carry the colddeep vaultsby air. I'll grant that timeis
important. But my skimmer can make its run any time during the next few hours with about the same risk.
Wewon't lose very much by taking alittle longer to get the vaultsto the skimmer, if we can be sure that
we don't arouse curiogty inthelocd authorities.”

"Trouble?' | turned. Gharmawas shuffling dowly toward usfrom the inner bay of the warehouse. In Sol
light hewas nearly blind, but he had inssted on coming down in the skimmer and the Master agreed.

"They want usto take the vaults out in copters. Without a believable cover well never makeit. Air
Control will spot unauthorized traffic in this area and wonder what's going on,” | said.

III %II
"1 till think—" the short man began.
"Quiet," | said. "Therés got to be another way." | tried to think.

"The men insde have dmogt finished wragpping theinsulaion,” Gharmasaid. "Thingswill beready ina
short while™

"Say, how did you get the insulation here?' | said to the man.
"We brought it in on ground-effect trucks .this morning. Why—"
"That'swhat well use. The trucks have agood cover?

"WEell, yes. They're usudly used to haul congtruction materiasfor the new Sotsthat are being built. We
got them for the day."

"WEelIl haveto doit that way." | turned to Gharma, blinking back the swest that trickled down from my
eyebrows. "Tell the men insde to send the fully packaged vaults out on the conveyors. I'll send a
scrambled message ahead to the skimmer.”

"All right”

"And have them hold one of the vaults before sealing it. | want to be sure they've connected the coolant
elements correctly. One dip and those people will die before we get them to the Fariiken.”

| double-timed out to the copter. It was hidden in aside dley where it shouldn't attract very much
attention. The areawas nearly deserted anyway. Little commerce flowed in Naga now.

| sent the message in a squirt pulse and then sat back amoment in the copilot couch, panting heavily.
After dl, | told mysdlf, the heat can't be that bad. | grew up in temperatures like this. But the thought did
nothing to dow my heart. One of these decades | was going to have to admit that | was getting ol der.



| jumped down and stood in the aleyway. There was some shade here but the stench seemed to rise
from the ground and wrap itsaf around me. It was more than the damp tropical odor that the earth gave
off asit cooled in shadow—it wasthe smell of the Slots. There might be one near. Or perhapsit was
impossible to escape them on Earth anymore. That was why the streets were empty, | was sure.

A mileaway an acrid black finger curled up into adense clotted cloud: afire. A Sot? Eventualy there
would be no one hedlthy enough to tend the Plague victims, and then afire would rage beyond control.

| turned and went inside. The short man was talking anxioudy to the two seated Quarn. They did not
notice me as | went through to the main bay where the vaults were being packaged. A guard armed with
astun rifle nodded me through.

The colddeep vaults were rectangular, eight by six by ten feet. They held about a dozen people and a
temporary coolant system. They were covered in abrown flexible insulation with grappling holdsfitted
into recessed pocketsin the sides. A circular hole in one end was sealed; when we got them to the
Fariiken the connection with the permanent cooling system would be made there. | looked around for a
vault without a completed insulation wrapper. There was none.

"Whereisan open vault?' | called to Gharma.

Hewaked over, followed by atal Quarn. The Quarn was having difficulty moving in Earth's gravity; he
made his steps quickly and waited between each onefor an instant of rest.

"| checked the coolants myself. There was no need to hold onefor you," Gharmasaid.
"How do you know whereto look?!
"There were some tapesin the Fariiken's supplementary library. | reviewed the circuits—"

"I'm afraid | can't trust that. If you haven't had any experience—wait, that one over there. | pointed.
"The men havent finished taping it down."

"Thereisnotime"

"I want to look inside. It won't harm the bodiesin there. Even if something iswrong | won't have to break
the sedls on their persona quilt bags for more than afew seconds.” | moved toward the men who were
working over the vaullt.

"Thereisno time."

"| don't give adamn what you say, Gharma. Thisismy responsibility.”

He motioned to the Quarn. Thetall figure stepped forward and said dowly, "Heisright. No time. Stop.”
| looked at the Quarn steadily for amoment. He was a Master. Not my Master, but of hisrace.

"All right." | looked out over the warehouse bay where over two hundred men labored to finish. They
spoke with the faint lisping accent of the off-idandsthat | had trained myself to avoid.

"How are they going to get up to the ship?' | asked the Quarn. "We're taking them, aren't we?'
"They come later. Shuttle.”

"Oh." | watched them work, these men so likewhat | had been. Sibilant sounds wafted through the heavy
heet. | felt asudden intenseloyalty to them, to the off-idands, to everything that was human but not of the



Empire.

Earth had falen further than | had guessed. The Plague was everywhere, even here. The faked signa we
had used to mask the skimmer's descent had gone unquestioned; Fleet Central seemed undermanned and
in the wake of the fusion screen we threw out ordinary orbit to surface flights were not checked. | hoped
it would still be that way when we took off in afew hours. There was no way of knowing what the
Stuation was back on the Fariiken. | had |eft ordersto keep strict communications silence dl thewhilein
orbit. Any faint trace of a suspicious message could be easily traced if the source werethis close to
Earth. So for the moment we operated in the dark. If the Fariiken ran into trouble we would never know
it until we reached her in the skimmer.

"Thesearedl your Patanen?' | asked the Quarn. "There couldn't be more than a thousand packed into
these vaults." He gestured with painful downess. "We had not much time. The Plague grew swiftly."

The men had finished sedling the last vaullt. | climbed up onto a caiwalk and made amegaphone of my
hands.

"We are going out into the streets now. Remember that you are laborersjust doing ajob. If anything goes
wrong get down and stay there. The guards have stun and laser wegpons. Let them do the shooting.

"The skimmer iswaiting in aclump of jungle outsde Naga. Once were there, load asfast as possible.
But don't speed going through the streets. And remember your friends, wives and children arein these
vaults. "God grant that you be safe. "Let'sgo.”

Weglided in easily, the skimmer like asmdl gray bat nudging into the enormous brown basketball of the
Fariiken. I put my hand on the strutwork by my couch and through the glove of my suit | could fed the
faint irregular tremors of activity from the main compartments behind me. There the few Lengen converts
from V eden who had degpspace work experience would be freeing the colddeep vaults of thelinesand
breskweights that secured them for the flight up from Naga

| was forward, near the nose. A small portal showed abad stretch of the Fariiken's skin that crept by
asour pilot made afew minute corrections. There was aringing as we locked into position over the
tube's mouth. | looked up and caught aview of Earth and starsthat careened lazily around. We were
fastened above the mouth of the tube and thus were on the axis of rotation of the ship. | felt adight
centrifugal tug toward the skimmer's nose, but not enough to disturb my unusually clumsy maneuvers.

There wastraffic over my suit radio but | ignored it. | was commander here in word only; the pilot and
dockers knew what to do and | didn't.

| moved gently over to the small lock that serviced the forward and pilot'sarea. It unsedled easily, since
there was no pressure differential between inside and outside, and | dipped through. Thefirst thing | did
was secure asuit lineto aninlaid hold bar. Then | kicked away from the skimmer, over thelip of the tube
mouth below me, and settled to the surface of the Fariiken with asmal burst of my attitude control. As
soon as my boots hit | found another hold bar and clipped a auit lineto it. The changes from ship's gravity
to Earth to weightlessness had disoriented my reflexesand | knew it; best to be safe.

| looked around. On the other side of the circular tube mouth | could see Mgumbdahr's yellow suit. He
was watching the skimmer as some men came out of the aftlock. Then he spotted my suit and waved. |
gestured and he started to secure alinein preparation for jetting over my way. | looked for Gharmaand
couldn't see him. He was probably still in the skimmer. Some of the men had found some deepspace
hand flashlights that could be dtered to give ahigh violet component and Gharmawas using that when |
last saw himin the skimmer. It was agood thing he had it; bringing him along was stupid and | only
consented because the Master had seemed so certain about it. Gharmawas the only adapted Veden we



took along. Therest of the men had contact filterslike me and so could see clearly on Earth when the
filters were removed. When | went back into the Fariiken bridge, though, the filterswould haveto go
back in. On the bridge we had dtered everything, even the visual displays, for eyes adapted to Lekki's

light.

Men were working swiftly around the skimmer. It was pinned over the round mouth of the Fariiken's
centrd tube. As| watched, the underbelly of the skimmer yawned open and the first colddeep vault
glided dowly out, straight down into the tube. A few men used their hands but. most employed
zero-torque cranes and grapples. Here weight vanished but inertia did not; aman could be crushed by a
vault out of control.

The men working to unload the skimmer were dl, | noticed, oneswho, had served under me at Fleet
Control on Veden. None of the fully robed Lengen priests came from Fleet. Priests al came from the
Veden countryside, where the Master had first taught. Presumably asmall Quarn craft had landed him
there.

Maumbdahr was jetting toward me. | released my line to the skimmer because it looked as though it was
blocking some men in their work and the motion brought my eyes up to rest on Earth.

We were sweeping south over New Guinea. | could see tumbled ridges of green-brown jungle diced by
muddy gray rivers. Men lived there now, but still not many. | had been there once, been bitten and itched
and sweated to digtraction, and sworn | would never come back. Now it was absolutely certain | would
keep the promise.

To the east lay the Solomons. Lumps of brown strewn to the horizon by a careless Creator, now bathed
in reflected sunlight from the Pecific that swathed it in ruddy splendor, alight like the crystdlized air of the
centuries. | had holidayed on one of those specks, eaten afierce vegetable curry, washed it down with
dark stout. It had been soft and lazy there, | remembered, and the accumulated sediment of the long
Mongol past had lain lightly on the brows of the people.

Mg umbdahr's hemet clinked against mine.
"l didn't want to call you onradio,” histinny voice said.

"Everything on schedule?' | asked, even though | knew if it wasn't | would've heard as soon as we were
within suit radio range.

"Yes. I've got the readout from the battle probe.”
"Oh. What—"

"Come." He glided away, looked back to seethat | was following, and jetted into the mouth of the tube.
| followed, released my line and plunged after him.

Thefirst hundred and fifty feet of the tube are organiform so that it can be distended to house the
skimmer whilein flight. After that it narrows and the wals harden from organiform to a crusty
organic-plagtic to light amalgam to metal. The storage pouches Mg umbdahr had arranged down the
outside of the tube. They were rubbery, semirigid rectangular constructs that gained most of their stability
from the high density reaction fud that encased them. They were tough sacks, attached to the tube and
floating in our fuel. The Fariiken was not designed as a heavy cargo vessal and this series of attached
cargo pouches was the best we could manage.

Majumbdahr braked to a stop by the hatch of one such pouch, opened it and motioned mein. | went



through, bounced off the elastic wall insde and sat on thefloor. It was smdl; not more than three vaults
could be packed in and safely mounted to the outer tube wall. Most of the heat thrown off by the vault
coolerswould be absorbed by the reaction fluid, since the walls were purpossfully not insulated.

Maumbdahr touched his helmet to mine. "I don't want anyone to see ustalking. Here are the fax sheets|
got just half an hour ago.”

The pouch had one ordinary Sol lamp and a V eden phosphor. My suit tried to compensate and | found
reading difficult. The arrays of numbers and one delicately traced line meant littleto me.

"l got asplit transmission from the probe, separated by fifty-three minutes. That gave me aparalax
measurement for both mass and velocity of the anamal ous object.”

"And?' | sad.

"I think it'sawhite dwarf fragment. It has about two tenths of a Sol mass.”
"Too large to be a Colossus."

"Yes. It'senormous, twenty times aslarge as Jupiter.”

"That'sahdl of achunk.”

"But that isn't what makesit so unusud. It'sthe velocity.” Mgumbdahr looked at me steadily through his
face plate. "That large massis aready closeto the center of the system. And it's going to hit Jagen. Not
Lekki. Jagen." Something went cold ingdeme. "That isimpossible” | said.

"| integrated the orbit twice, carefully. | get the same answer.”

"Butit'ssoimpossble” | said. "Lekki has more than twice the mass of Jagen. It has abroader potential
well. Any random fragment coming out of interstellar space would be much morelikely to fal into
Lekki—if it didn't ride a hyperbola—fight out of the system anyway—than into alittle dot whirling around
Lekki."

"True" hesad. "If itisarandom fragment. Thisisnt." Suddenly | remembered the Master's voice, long
ago: The ancient Quarn left giant devices... they could move a planet through Jump psace... |
looked at Mg umbdahr.

"That'sright,” he said. "The Master mentioned it, just in passing. The ancient Quarn. | don't think we
wereto ever know of thisor guessits meaning.”

"He has deceived us."
IIYSII

"But | don't know why. It'salarge mass, to be sure. When it hits Jagen it will become part of the neutron
gar. The added masswill contract the orbit Veden follows by ... well, about ten percent. That will make
Veden uninhabitable—"

"Yes Vedenisfinished. But that isnot dl." | shook my head numbly.

"Remember the observation station on Veden? They measured gravitationd radiation from the dipole that
Lekki-Jagen form. When | saw this curve—the fragment will collide with Jagen in lessthan forty
hours—I remembered them."



"When the fragment hits—"

"Inthelast ingtant the fragment will fall through an extremely steep gravitationa potentia. Therewill bea
burst of gravitationd radiation. It will propagate out in a shock-wave about one light-second in length. |
cannot calculate what the wave will do. Perhapsit will not harm anything on the surface of aplanet, so
Veden may be safe. | am not aphysicig, | do not know."

"What about the ramscoops in parking orbit?' He shook his head. "I think they may be damaged. There
isaresonant effect involved. If the wavelengthsin the moving front of the Shockwave are of the same
sSzeasaship, the wave might tear the ship apart. Certainly some energy will be ddivered to asmall
object like aramscoop—small compared to a planet—but | cannot say how much."”

"So the ramscoop fleet may be harmed. It would be aterrible blow to the Empire. All the long-term
resourceswould belost. But | don't understand how that could make any differencein thewar. It will be
over soon, it must.” .

"I do not follow it, either. If destroying V eden were the object—"

"No, that isn't it, there is no point. Any inhabited planet could be made unlivable by drawing it ten percent
closer to its star, and that ignores the effect the fragment's mass has on the star itsdlf. It may cause a
complete change in the fusion cycle or even create anova. | am not an astronomer, | cannot tell. But the
destruction of Veden cannot be the point of dl this. There are easier waysto kill aplanet's people.”

| looked carefully at the fax sheets, grasping for some clue. There was so much—

"What'sthis?' | said, pointing at a separate set of figures and code dots. The dots looked vaguely
familiar.

"Onelast deception,”" Mgumbdahr said somberly. He sounded very tired, weighed down by his
knowledge. "It is a subspace communication trace. The sgna came from Veden."

"Mr. Gharmals man did not Sllence the last communicator.”

"No. Not that, beside the fate of V eden, the matter makes any difference.”
"Wait amoment,” | said. "What does the trace say?"

"I don't—"

Suddenly | recognized it. "It's an emergency call pattern. Highest priority. That'sdl | can tell without a
decoder. But thissignd is short, so that may bedl it contains.”

We sat for amoment and stared at each other bleakly. For me the shock wastoo grest; it would take a
whiletosnk in.

"I don't know what is hagppening,” Mgumbdahr said after amoment, "but the Master has hidden thisfrom
us. What should we do?'

| tapped my teeth together, thinking. "We've been in this pouch too long. Well be missed, soon. Go out
and supervisethe rest of the unloading from the skimmer. I'll go into the ship and try to find out more.
Takethe fax sheetswith you; it would seem strangeif | had some with me after returning from Earth. I'll
meet you in your cabin when | have something new.”

Wetripped the hatch and went out. Majumbdahr moved toward the skin using handholdsin the wall of



the tube. He did not use his jets because men were maneuvering cold-deep vaults toward usfrom
outside and blocked most of the tube. Beyond them | could see the belly of the skimmer disgorge
another vault and figuresjockey it into atriangular grip for handling. In amoment Mgumbdahr's yellow
suit was hidden by the working parties.

A figure separated from the nearest vault and floated with its back toward me, watching Mgumbdahr.
The man wore agreen suit but he was shadowed by the vault and | could not read his number. | started
to move inward aong the tube. In amoment the man turned and |ooked back at me. | could see his
number.

It was Gharma.

| kicked off and drifted quickly inward toward the main lock. When | reached the smaller bore where the
tube entered the life cylinder | chanced another ook over my shoulder but could not pick Gharma out
from the other figures. By thelooks of the work it was going to take afair amount of timeto unload and
mount the vaults. There were not many men trained for no gee manual labor.

| passed the main lock and let my velocity carry meto asmaller personnel lock that entered the bridge
far from the central bridge where the captain's couch was located. Thislock was near the nearest
downramp to C deck. A hundred yards further dong the tube ended and the reaction motors began.

| unsuited and wasted no time reaching our cabin on C deck.

Rhandra had just finished a bath and was lying nude on our deeping pad. There was amoment of sheer
incongruity inwhich | redlized that, despite dl that was happening to me, life for Rhandrahad gone on at
something likeitsusual pace. Somewhere in the universe there were till people who took baths and read
books, watched rainstorms and made love.

Shewas, asaways, aquiet pool in sill forests. | told her of Mgumbdahr and the fax sheets. She
listened, nodded, furrowed her brow. | sat cross-legged on the pad next to her as shelay. Her oils after
the bath were sweetly pungent; | found myself admiring her smdl breaststhat are so much in fashion. She
had prominent nipples aswell, which | have aways thought so fetching.

The crowded conditions of mainland Mongoal culture forced achangein the role of nakedness, much asit
had in Japan even before the Riot War. A nude woman was not nearly as stimulating to amainlander as
she was to me; mainlanders, with defused responses, were more sengitive to nuances, fluttering
eyelashes, glimpses of thigh through sheer Slk...

| breathed deeply. | should not have allowed myself to become so distracted, and yet | knew why | did
it. | did not want to dwell upon the Master and what he had done.

"What can the subspace signals mean?' Rhandra said, breaking my mood.

"I don't know what any of thismeans” | said. "It wasal carefully planned. Gharmareminded me of the
computer time problem just in timeto stop us from finding out about the incoming white dwarf fragment.
Had it not been for Mgumbdahr's curiosity we wouldn't know any of this."

"Ling," she said softly, "you told me about Regeln and the trgp the Quarn st there.”
llYall
"Could this be another?'

"For who? Who isthe trap set for?"



"Whoever answersthe sgnasfrom Veden."
Something fit together. "Of course” | said. "Gravitationd radiation. Itll catch them dl.”
It was her turn. "Who?'

"A FHeet Wing of Jump ships. The distress signdl is requesting help, probably reporting alarge Quarn
concentration. Fleet Central is nervous and edgy aready, they might well believeit. They aready think
the Fariiken fused into dust on itsincoming orbita run, for unknown reasons.”

"What will they do then?"

"When emergencies stack up, reactions become automatic,” | said, thinking. "FHeet Centra will probably
honor Veden's request for one or two Fleet Wings. An entire wing could reach the vicinity around

L ekki-Jagen within aday. Exactly when they arrive depends on FHeet's assessment of the tactica Stuation
around Veden."

"And that, in turn, is based on what Veden tells them about the Quarn ships.”

"Quite. It shouldn't be very difficult to arrange matters so the wing arrives only an hour before the
fragment collides with Jagen.”

"Wouldn't they see the fragment?'

"Probably not. They'll be wondering where the Quarn have gone and when they'll return. The wing
commander will probably decide to keep his ships on pesk Jump status in case he needsto move
suddenly, but it doesn't matter. The gravitationa wave will finish off the wing anyway.”

"But why? |an't there some chance—"

"It will be too weak to tear the ships apart? Maybe. | don't know. But the Jump drives would never
surviveit. A sudden changein theloca stresstensor will feed energy back into the microdectronicsand
ruin them. Thewing will be disabled.”

"They couldnt—waell, repair it? Or maneuver someway?'

"No. The Jump driveisasendtive network; onceit is damaged it can't just be dapped back together and
expected to work. A Jump ship doesn't carry oversized reaction motors, either. It cant, it needs the mass
for thetachyon drive. But dl that's beside the point, because they'll surely be damaged somewhat, and a
crippled wing won't hold very long, even against what the Quarn can bring up.”

"How many wings are there?'
"Four complete, onejust apack of remnants|eft over from lost campaigns.”

At thismoment, for thefirst time, | began to believe it might be so. ""Perhaps something in the Quarn
psychology makes them think in terms of traps and deadfalls,” | said.

"If that iss0," Rhandra said in awhisper, "what has the Master planned?’

For along moment we were slent. | found my rubbing stone by the side of the palet and palmed itsgray
curves rhythmicdly, trying to calm my thoughts. Then Rhandra brought out the unspoken between us.

"Why did Gharmanot let you seeinsde the vaults?' shesaid.



| shook my head mutely.

"Then | wonder,” shesaid, "just whoisinthem.”

| wanted to stay here, with her, and think. But there was no more to be learned from guesses.
"I'm going to Mgumbdahr," | said, rising. "L et no onein here and don't answer the intercom.”

| made my way quickly, seeing no one, to B deck. Mgumbdahr lived donein asmal staff officer's cabin
dightly off the central corridor that ran around the circumference of the B deck cylinder. Theship'sair
circulation was quiet and | could hear from overhead the faint clicks and thuds of people moving onthe
bridge. Apparently activity wasincreasing in preparation for massing out of orbit. Theloading of the
vaults must be hdfway finished.

There was no response to my knock at Mg umbdahr's door. He probably had not come in from the
loading crew yet. | used my coded captain'skey to let mysdlf in.

| waswrong. He wasthere.

He swayed gently, lightly inthe air currents of the cabin. Blood dripped steadily from him and spattered
red the cushioned floor.

He had been Mahesh Mg umbdahr, a brave and honest man, and now he was dead.

He had been trussed expertly, knees bent and ankles bound, wrists wired together behind his back. He
was hanging face-down three feet off the floor. Plastic tubing laced through the wrist and ankle knots and
was in turn caught at the midpoint by aloop of ship's cord that ran vertically to hang by the catch of an air
duct. The body was nearly level except for the head, which hung down toward the floor.

Blood ran fredy from alarge X that had been dashed across his chest, dicing through the coverdl he had
worn and cutting deep into the abdomen. His face was mutilated. The bright scarlet pattered regularly off
his nose and was forming alarge pool beneath him.

| recognized it, vagudly, from my reading of VVeden history. It was aritua Bengal execution, donewith a
two foot short-sword which, in ancient times, had religious significance.

There was no sign of the sword. | found asmall wire cutter and managed to work through the ship's
cord. | caught the body asit fell and rolled it onto its Sde. There wasn't anything more to do. He was
clearly dead and from the blood clotting at the edges of hiswounds | guessed he had been there for at
least fifteen minutes. With head wounds so extensive brain .damage due to loss of oxygen would already
be stingin.

| was numb but | moved, amost automatically. The fax sheetswith probe datawere gone. Therewas
nothing in the cabin that seemed out of the ordinary.

All I could think, over and over, was S0 it has come to this. At the doorway | turned and looked back
at the body, dumped in alake of scarlet that was quickly filming over with aruddy, used brown. It was

no longer Mg umbdahr, only abutchered side of meat. They had taken away dl reason, dl nobility, and
left carrion.

| went to the door quickly, locked it behind me and dipped around a coiner. Out of the corner of my eye
| saw a head jerk back into another corridor. | could not tell who it was, but when | reached the spot he
wasgone. | ran.



Energy boiled out of me. | pelted down the nearest ramp and onto C deck, fear, rage, desperation licking
at my heds. Theair sang past and my heart thumped and for once | felt asthough | could elude whatever
sought me, outrun them all, bresk free again.

| didn't remember the turns or forks but suddenly | was outside our cabin, puffing, eyesstinging. | keyed
the door and burt in, babbling, shouting for Rhandra. She turned, from belting up a shortbreech at her
wast, saw me, eyes widened.

"The blood—"
| looked down. Mg umbdahr's blood stained my coveral from shoulder to thigh.
"He'sdead,” | said. "Saughtered. For thefax sheets, I'm sure.”

She gared at me, unbdieving, then bit her lips and found atowel and efficiently, coolly went about
sopping up the blood from me. "It's Gharma, isn't it?' she said, throwing the towe away. "He knows—"

"He saw us. Must have guessed.”
"Wm—"

"We can't stay here. Someone saw me." Without waiting for areply | grabbed her hand and pulled her
out the door. | locked it and led the way around to an upramp, a different one than the ramp I'd come
down.

"Wedon't have any arms," | said, "but there's an emergency locker on the bridge we can reach. It
contains stun charges and laser pistols.” We padded quietly up the ramp and into B deck. We crept into
acorridor, watching in dl directions, and then trotted down it to the next intersection. "If they—" |
dtarted, but Rhandra cut me off.

"Someone that way," she said. | listened. Slight murmur of conversation. It got louder. | squatted down to
the deck and edged around the corner, hoping | would be harder to spot if my head didn't show at eye
leve.

Two priests were walking our way. Their robes were gathered about them but in the bluefolds | could
see handguns carried at the ready. | visualized the plan of B deck and redlized that they were probably
coming from the Magter's quite.

| backed away from the corner. "Come on. Back to C deck,” | said. We turned and ran, keeping the
sounds of our breathing down and depending on the cushioned deck to muffle our steps. It felt unnatural
to wear my bootsinsde the ship, but | had forgotten to take them off when | got out of my suit.

Down the ramp, onto C deck, turn to right and go down afew doors. Listen for anyone coming. In afew
moments there came the soft dap of the priests sandal's on the ramp. We dropped back.

The priests were not talking now and | had trouble telling where they were going. We cameto an
intersection and | paused. One corner to the | eft the semidarkness of the Sol light areabegan. A few
corridors more on the right was our cabin. We could duck into the Sol light areaand never be seen. It
was the safe thing to do.

But | had been running long enough.

"Wait," | said. Rhandra gave me a questioning look with araised eyebrow.



The two priests appeared down the corridor, moving purposefully. It was amoment before they noticed
us and thefirst one who did raised hisfree hand in agesture of greeting. That alone was enough to give
them away; no priest is obvious or demondtrativein public.

| paused just long enough for them to be sureit was me. "Come on!" | whispered, and we bolted from
the corridor, down to the left. There was a shout behind us.

We shot into the gloom of the Sal light section and | put out my hand, feding the doorways aswe ran
past. Thenthewall fell away and | knew we were at another intersection. Thisfar into the areawhereiit
was nearly dead black, | could barely make out the outlines of the intersecting corridor.

| pulled Rhandrainto it and whispered for her to stand till. | reached up and pulled the skin around my
right eyetight, blinked once, and my contact filter popped out into my cupped hand. The |eft one came
out aseasly.

| could see. Colors were afraction more true and my eyeswere free of the dight strain | dwaysfet with
thefiltersin. Rhandrawas blind in thislight. She started to speak but | hushed her.

"Stay here. Get down on the deck and lie against the wall. Theré's less chance they'll ssumble over you
there." 1 kissed her once and stepped back into the intersection we'd just | eft.

The priests were standing only twenty yards away, hdfway into the unreclaimed Sal light section. One of
them caught my movement in the twilight they could perceive and raised hishand tofire,

That settled the last question. They weren't coming to ask questions or bring me to the Master.

| dovetothe sidejust as hefired, groaned loudly and trotted down the corridor. They took the bait. |
could hear their sasndals clicking asthey hurried.

It was atricky game | was playing. If | went too far into the darkness they would give up the chase and
come back for uswith hand torches. But if | stayed on the perimeter of the areathey could still see wdll
enough to take wild shots at me, and that might keep them occupied.

It did, at least once more. They shot at me at the next point. | stopped and called out and two short bolts
fused the celling; most people shoot high when they can't see the target well.

| was playing thisby ear and it wasn't going to last long. | could move fagter, in my coverdl, than they
could in robes. But they were not stupid. They probably believed | was wounded, as I'd taken painsto
announce, but they wouldn't follow meforever.

At the next corridor, till inthe dim twilight of Lekki light thet diffused into the Sol light ares, | keyed
open adoorway and dipped inside. It was acrewmen's room, crowded with persond effects and
deeping pads. It took me amoment to find something | could use. It was an ornamental polnang stick,
used to bat aball around acircular court. The glossy, dick wood was also a good focus point for
meditation, but that wasn't what | intended.

| keyed open the door and waited. The soft rustle of cloth came nearer. | performed readying exercises|
had learned haf acentury ago, designed to step up my blood flow, tighten muscles, tune my senses. Itis
important to short-circuit the conscious mind and let automatic reactions and ingtinct take over; thinking is
too dow.

An arm gppeared, then ahead. They were waking together, the man nearest me astep behind.
| hit him behind the ear with everything | had. He made no sound but | couldn't have heard it anyway. |



followed through with my step and kicked out, foreleg clenching, body twisting to left, power out. My
hed caught the second priest over the kidneys and he dammed into the wall.

Stick moving around, clench right arm at impact. Shift eyesto firg priest, who was il faling. Step back,
lift right foot backwards, shifting weight, catch histhroat from the front.

Therewas arattling cough. Not enough to kill. Not quite.
Second man wasfdling, diding down thewall. Unconscious.

| snatched at the handguns, both laser pistols on nearly full charge. Both men were il breathing, the first
oneraggedly. | dragged one back into the cabin where I'd found the stick and dumped him. | used my
master key to shut down the intercom to this room so he couldn't contact anyone else, and crossed the
hall to open another cabin.

| opened the door and my nose wrinkled. The stench was sharp and bitter, and before | could closethe
door | saw the smashed furniture and twisted clothes piled into moundsin the corners. Men had
burrowed into them and been dragged out, | knew. This cabin had held the Plague victims before we
seized the Fariiken.

| couldn't leave the priest in that. 'l dragged him to the next cabin by hishedsand seled himinwith a
dead intercom. With abit of ingenuity he could activate it when he woke, but that would be quite awhile.
The intercom would reach the bridge, but probably Gharmawas e sewhere now, finishing up the business
that Majumbdahr's desth had started. Or perhaps he was with the Master. Gharmawasn't the one |
wanted, anyway. The Master held the reins. He had done something to Gharma, | was sure, and
something to me aswell.

| found Rhandralying quietly in the halway as|'d told her. Shetensed as | approached and then relaxed
when | caled her name. | told her briefly about the priests. Shelooked a me vaguely, not focusing on my
face, and | had to remind mysdlf that she couldn't seein what appeared to meto be ordinary light. | gave
her one of the handguns and then took it back, realizing that she didn't know how to useit.

"What do we do now, Ling?" shesaid.

"l don't know," | said. "All thisisinvigorating but | still haven't learned anything. | could try for the bridge,
or we could go see the Magter, providing we could reach him. If those priests of hisaredl armed |
imaginethey'll be protecting him."

"Armed priests. It seems strange.”
"An understatement. No, we need some advantage.”
"Dont you have one? Thelights, | mean?"

"Yes, it'sdl right for me. But we can't stay in these halways forever. Once Gharma understands what I'm
doing he can easlly find ultraviolet lamps and bring them in."

"That would taketime."

"Um." | tried to think. "Apparently most of the ship knows nothing of this, or the Master doesn't have
them under histhumb the way the priests were. Otherwise C deck would be swvarming with Lengen
trying to—" What? Kill us? Even now it was hard to believe. Then | remembered Mg umbdahr.

"We can't sit here," Rhandrasaid. ""Can we go after them?”



"Carry it to them, then?' | said. "Aggressive girl. But you'reright. | know the ship and | know what it can
do, where everything is. Gharma hasn't had timeto learn that and he knowsit."

"If herdliesthe others—"

"We can't give himtime." | sat down next to her in the corridor, feeling suddenly atouch of fatigue. "The
Master can sway the crew.”

"He may be doing that now."

"Unless he and Gharmaare smply waiting. They may be giving the prieststime to digpose of our bodies
before reporting back."

"Good," shesad. "That gives us an advantage if they don't expect us."
"Ah. Ferociousfighter, you are. But well need more than this. We're outnumbered.”
"There are only afew more priests,” she said, looking at me with the face of sweet reason.

"I'm afraid I'm not that much of ahero,” | said. "I don't shoot that well and | know you dontt. It's not
enough to just point one of thesg"—I hefted ahandgun gingerly—"and let go. If you miss, your target
might not give you achanceto try again.”

Like most people, Rhandra thought a gun entitled her to privileges, such asawayswinning a shoot-out.
There were three priests | eft, plus Gharmaand the Magter. | had not lived thislong by walking into
gtuationsthat ran fiveto two against me.

"Can't weusethelightsagain?' shesaid.

"l don't—wait. The Sol phosphors are ill undernesth the VVeden phosphors that were sprayed over
them. If we could take them off | could see by that light and no one else could.”

"Do they come of f?"
"Only if you burnthem. | could do it with afan laser.”
"We haven't got one. These are just—"

"Bolt impulsers, right. But the machine shop on D deck would have one. They emit abroad hegting
beam, but they're heavy and operate from power outletsin thewall.”

"lsn't there a portable one?’

"Wadl, yes," | said grudgingly. "But it'seven heavier. Look, | don't think it'll work. We need something
d"

"Oh," shesaidinasmall voice. | had just about beaten her down. | didn't want her to make suggestions
or try to budge meinto action. And | knew why.

| didn't want to accept what was happening. | was casting around for answers but none came. | wasn't
focusing on the present, just throwing in stopgaps.

That was just what Gharma and the Master would want me to do. Sit and wait.

And the conditioning was amost working. My mind jittered aside whenever Rhandra made a suggestion,



to find away out of it.

"Thelights" | said carefully. Focus downward to body center. Think clearly. Still themind...
"Thelights. Yes. | should have thought—"

"What?' Rhandrasaid.

| got up. "Comeon. | haveto check."

We moved toward the harsh violet. | stopped at the next intersection with an orthogonad corridor and
pointed upward. "Can you see those? The small circular splotches.” She strained and squinted and
nodded. "Those are emergency phosphors. They're running lights that go on when central power fails.
There is aseparate power source for each deck.”

She grinned. "Let's cut the power to C deck, then they couldn't find usin al these cabins.”

Now it was my turn to be hardnosed, "No. We can't go on the defensive. If they wanted to they could
sed C deck from the bridge and pump the air out.”

"But those two priests are here—"

"l don't think that sort of thing matters anymore.”
"Oh"

"Well cut the power, though. To B deck.".
"Won't they be guarding B deck?'

"Too many ramps. Comeaong.” | sarted to move back into the Sol light. It was much easier on my
eyes. "We're going to work our way over to another ramp and go up that way."

"How are we going to stop the power when—"

"There are separate centers for each deck. | have the captain's coded key that will let meinto B deck's.
There aretoolsin the cabinet and | can use those. | don't think Gharma even knows about it unless he's
sudied the ship inventory.”

"Doyou think—"

"Quiet." Rhandrawas a country girl and she had atendency to babble when she was unsettled, like most
people. If she kept it up the priestswould find us with no trouble at dl.

In the Sol light section | noticed Rhandra gradually veered away from me and bumped into thewall. The
Coriolisforce dueto therevolving ship'slife cylinder threw off norma walking, but the mind corrected if
you could see you weren't walking in astraight line. Rhandra couldnt.

| switched back to contact filters when we reached the last corridor before the violet phosphors. We
hurried through the open space before the next upramp and | charged up it, ready for anyone who
blocked the way. No one did. The crew was either on the bridge or securing the colddeep vaults and
none had been summoned down to block the ramps. It confirmed my suspicion that the Master had few
conspiratorswith him.

| checked my timepiece. It had been only minutes since | attacked the priests.



We dashed from the shelter of the ramp, by an automatic lift and into aside corridor. | got my bearings
and tried to remember where the power cabinet was. Time, time. Everything depended on taking
Gharma before he could get help.

| found it, a bulging green color-coded hemisphere, down a short passageway. It clicked open easly,
reveding atangle of power lines, microswitches, connectors, aternate circuit eements, and other things|
couldn't identify. The color-coded lines smplified things, though. Routine shipboard e ements were red.
(Thefact that the most prevalent form of color blindnessisthe inability to distinguish green and red has
never penetrated far enough to change the convention.)

| detached a softhead hammer from itswall mount, motioned Rhandra out of the way and smashed three
connector switchesin rapid succession. Nothing happened. | cut some printed circuitry the same way,
then afew things at random.

The lights around us faded, pulsed once, and died. A rattling aarm spoke near the hemisphere'slock. |
shut it off.

B deck has more opulently padded decks to reduce random ship noise, and curved corridors to break
the spatial monotony. Thismadeit easier to approach the Master's suite of rooms, because no one could
spot us from adistance. It worked both ways, of course; Rhandraand | had to move carefully and stay
closetothewadls.

Overhead on the bridge | knew atechnician wastrying to figure out why the B deck phosphors should
fall just now, when every hand was needed e sawhere. My plan—what there was of it—rested on the
hope that he would decideto look into it alittle later when there was time. The wait would riot be long,
but there was a chance it would be enough.

| saw thefirgt priest two intersections away from the Magter's suite. He was standing with haf hisback in
view around a corner, hisarmsraised as though talking into awall mounted ship'sintercom. As|
watched he dammed the receiver down and felt hisway afew feet down the corridor before stopping.
He had just found that the usua intercom system ran on the same power source as the phosphors and
wouldn't work either. And, being untrained, he didn't know that an emergency intercom station was
mounted in arecessed panel near every emergency Sol phosphor.

We cut to the right and circled around him. Rhandrawas as helpless as the priestsin thislight—she said
she could see no more than twenty feet even when we were directly under a Sol phosphor—but |
couldn't leave her behind. If aroving gang like those two priests found her | wasn't sure she would have
the resolution to shoot first. After dl, shewasagirl from the farmlands and she didn't know how to shoot
ether. | saw three other priestsas| circled around. They had taken up positions roughly equidistant from
the Master's suite and they effectively blocked dl pathstoit.

But they had made asimpletactical error. They were spread out to cover al approaches and that |eft
them widely separated. The distance between men wasn't very much—perhapsfifty yards at most—~but
in the sound-proofing of B deck that was enough. They had had to form the net in near-darkness on the
spur of the moment; given time they would probably correct it.

| described the Situation to Rhandra and gave her one of the handguns with afew instructions about its
use. "What're we going to do?' she said.

"You'regoing to follow me at afew paces behind. If the Veden phosphors suddenly go back on you'l
have to drag me out of sight because | won't be able to see athing. It might take too long to get the
contact filters back in."



| paused. Gharmamight have sent aman to the bridge, letting him feel hisway out of B deck, with word
to bring flares or anything e se that would supply Veden illumination. In that case aid might come any
second.

But if Gharmawas afraid or cautious he might well keep al hismen with him for protection. He could
wait me out that way with little risk to himsdlf.

Which had he done? There was no way to know.

"Look," | said, "I've got another idea. I'll lead you to amost within sight of one of the priests. Then I'll
double around and come at him from another corridor. When you make anoise I'll rush him. Giveme
timeto get into position.”

"What sort of noise?'

"Just afew words. A question. Ask him why thelights are out. Helll probably think you're just wandering
around in the dark."

"l an."

"You're not as badly off asthey are. At least you know what's happening.” We edged adong the
passageway for amoment until | could just make out a priest around the curve. "Here | go. Give me one
minute. Count it off in your head.”

| worked my way around to the other corridor. | crept forward until | had aclear view of the priest and
stopped. It was an unnerving experience to stand in what seemed to be easy laser shot of an armed man
and still have to force yourself closer. Severd times he looked directly at me and | froze, but his gaze
drifted on without stopping. It wasimpossible for meto tell just how far he could seein what to him was
very dim light. The human eye has alarge range of frequency sensitivity and the changes made in netive
Vedens narrowed this range, but not in precisely the same way with each patient.

He stood underneath one of the emergency Sol phosphors. | inched forward with the handgun pointed at
him. A thousand years ago | had sat in arestaurant with Mg umbdahr and talked of reverence for life,
vegetarianism, and respect for al living creatures. Now the next moment would decide—whether | had
to kill aman smply because he blocked my way.

Rhandrasvoice, when it came, was very faint. "Why are—"

That wasal | listened to. | lunged ahead, trying to muffle my footfalls, and ducked low to present a
amaller target. The priest wasturning, his pistol coming up, eyes shifting uneasily ashetried to locate the
voice.

At the last moment he did. The pistol leveled as he squinted down the V-and-blade sight. Hisright
forefinger began to clench.

| hit him with aboot hedl in the shoulder. It wasahigh kick | hadn't tried in years but it worked well
enough to stagger him to the Sde and prevent the pistol from going off.

Asmy right foot returned to the deck | followed the weight shift through with ashort chop to his neck.
Hewas turning away from me, perhapsto ward off the blow that had aready landed.

| twisted and caught his solar plexus with my left elbow. That did it. The breath whooshed out of him and
his fingers|oosened around the pistal. | moved in, butted him aside and snatched at the pistol just ashe
released it. Weapons have been known to fire when they are dropped and it had suddenly occurred to



me that alaser beam could be seen quite well in this darkness even by Veden eyes.

When | hadthegun | let hisweight sag against me and lowered him to thefloor. | wasjust standing up
when something brushed me from behind.

| grabbed at it. My hand closed on soft cloth.
"Oh!" Rhandracried.

| didn't say anything. Browbegting her for leaving her place would be usdless and at any rate there was
no time. | was busy listening for sounds of movement from any direction. If one of the other priests had
heard anything he would cal out to check if his colleague was ill there. Or perhaps nat; if he had any
sense he would come to see himself, preferably with help dong in case it was needed.

Nothing. No movement. Only the hollow sigh of ar circulation systems.

| dragged the priest to the nearest cabin, unlocked it and threw himinside. | found Rhandra till standing
where I'd touched her, and took her by the hand. "Still got the pistol? Good. Stay behind me," | said.
"Were going into the Magter's suite.”

| found the doorway easily and keyed myself in without a sound. Rhandradipped in and closed the door.
We stood in the darkness, listening. A dim emergency phosphor was located hafway up thewall in the
next room but the acove we werein shielded usfromiit.

There was alow murmur of whispered conversation. When my eyes had adjusted to the lower level of
illumination | could make out Gharma, Sitting zazen position, upright and rigid, faced dightly away from
me toward hisleft. A beaded curtain between us swayed and rattled softly in air currents that bore the
swest tang of incense.

Gharma's face was strained and tight. He had not moved since | had seen him, but now he nodded
dowly and murmured areply. The Master was not in Sight but he was probably in hisusual place off to
my right, hidden by the jut of thewall.

Then something happened. Gharmaturned and looked directly at me. Had he heard our breathing? Or
did the Master sense us and make asign?

"Gateway," Gharmasaid. His voice was high and nervous.

It was obvioudy an identification code. Returning guards would haveto signd their identity before being
admitted.

That was when | made my mistake. The impulse to say something asareply, and perhaps stdl, overrode
the knowledge that there could only be one outcome to this.

"Ah—"1 sad.

Gharmas eyes widened and he reached for something at hisside. | redized suddenly that | still had not
adjusted to the idea of fighting him. But | did not make the same mistake twice. | acted.

Herolled to the right and brought his hand around toward me. | fired twice, very fast, and dove through
the curtain without waiting to see the effect.

Gharmaraised hishand with alaser pigtal init and alight winked at me. | fired again and in the same
indant felt asearing lance bury itsdf inmy calf.



Gharmasprawled, arms akimbo, and then suddenly went limp. A red haze licked around my eyesand |
saw twisting yellow worms of shock began to ebb away but the pain increased. | didn't look at my leg.

Rhandra had not moved. For once she was following orders. | looked up and saw the Master gazing at
me quietly from ten feet away. Something about him made the pain lessen.

"Lightstold me," he said in his deep bass. "Knew the priests had not won when"—he gestured dowly at
the dead V eden phosphors on the wa l—"failed."

"The priests outside will not be of any helptoyou,” | said. "No one can penetrate the door to this suite
with a hand weapon.”

"True. Y ou would know these things." He looked at me steadily, unblinking. His eyes were adapted
somehow to Veden light, so the room must have appeared nearly totdly black to him. "Not givento usto
dedl in such matters.”

"Y ou seem to have done well enough.” | struggled up, flinching at astab of firein my leg, and sat. "Why
did you have Mgumbdahr killed that way—strung up, daughtered?’

"Disciple Gharma... didit asheliked. He had away dl hisown. He said it was ancient Hindic ritual
degth suitable for even..."

"Even oneof low caste?’ | guessed. The Master nodded. "Gharma. He never rid himself of the idea that
his station meant everything."

"Felt Mgumbdathr... unfit... for leader," the Master said. His gaze had drifted dightly away from mine,
indicating that he was nearly blind inthislight. "A low person.”

"Did you not encouragethisview?' | said.

The Master smply looked at me. | went on.

"'So when Mg umbdahr found what you had in store for Veden, you dlowed Gharmato kill him."
"Gharmahad hisown will," the Magter said rapidly.

"A will to destroy aFleet Wing?"

Again he said nothing.

"Why wasit done?"

The Master waved ahand airily. "Know little of those things. Wespons, pe—"

"What weapons? Missiles? Beam projectors?’

"Fusiontriggers. We have... few. Lack still to makethem.” He stared evenly a me, eyesfocused
intently, peering down from some spiritua fastness.

"Fudontriggersare useful only againgt planets” | said flatly. His staring, probing eyes made me unessy,
but | could not ook away. After a pause he nodded, as though dismissing the subject.

" Saturation bombing? Isthat what you plan next, once Fleet defenses axe down? A few months more of
the Plague will do that, | think."



Again he nodded, never taking his eyesfrom me.
"Y ou would do that ?"

"Itisour right."

"Right...?'

"We made you," hisvoice boomed. "My ancestors atered the primate genes. Made hunters, learners,
from fruit eaters. Formed your socid structure. Hormones. Cdllular structure. Mating ritual. Family
grouping. All bear our imprint."

"No..."
"True. Y ou would have been told—"
"For what?Why?'

He sighed suddenly and looked very much older. "Animage. A vison of ourselves. | do not know. My
ancestors made your race. Liesto usto right the errors.”

"Errors? The Empire, you mean?' | blinked to clear my head.

"That. More."

The Master and | seemed frozen in space, lanced together through our eyes as the universe spun away.
"Wasit wrong, then, for usto seek community?' | said meekly.

"Y ou have no community. None true to spirit. From beginning, in the ape tribes, you inherited need for
others of your kind around you. Protect.”

"Y es, that iswhy we need—"

He cut me off with an abrupt chopping morion with hishand. "To survive you had to learn, change. Find
better club. Develop knife. Fire. Innovation is private activity. Ancestors put thet in, too. Thetribe spirit
cannot cleanseit from you. Y ou are at war with your own crestivity."

"That iswhat drivesus. A tenson.”

"Yes, itis" the Magter said. He sat reflecting for amoment. His voice came from somewherefar away.
"It lets you grow somehow. |s something like what we wanted. More. .. ambition? But lessisolation than
we have. You cal ushermits, | think."

"It doesn't matter anymore. Y ou are old, Master. Y our race spun us out thisway, but the ones who
planned it are dead. We belong to oursalves now."

"NO_"
"Let usgo."

"No." Themusclesin hisface clenched. The expression looked amost human, but for aband of flesh that
gtretched taut where his nose would have been. "No. We are overlords.”

"We can do—"



"No. Y ou cannot. Y our Empireisrotted. In your mindsisno equilibrium. No rest.”
Hiswords came from far away, Soft and light. | waslifting. Risng.

"On new planet we can work with you again. Change the genes. Alter. Prun. Build different
consciousness. In the vaults we carry enough humansfor pool of breeding stock.”

"No... I..." My voice stretched away asthough | could seeit, long and thin.

"We saveyou." He moved. Slowly, dowly. My jaw was solid, heavy. A smal square of metd appeared
inthe Magter's hand. Histhumb traced acrossit with infinite deliberation. Low hum of—

"Stop!" Rhandra cried.

Sharp crack of laser. Bright orange flash before my eyes. | began to turn from the Master to—The
Master .

Hetoppled over onto hissde, faling stiffly, surprise frozen in his depthless eyes. There was awet red
wound in hisbarrdl chest.

"Ling?Ling?'
Rhandra brushed through the bead curtain and put the hand laser on the floor.

"| thought... | thought hewasdoing it again,” she said. "The sound of hisvoice, it was cold and
impersona. He hated you, Ling. He hated al of us."

"Yes" | said. | was so heavy, so thick...

"I had to shoot, you were dipping away. | fired at the sound of hisvoice." Her voice had apleading note
toit.

| listened but | didn't care. Rhandra swirled around me and | wasfixed, pinned. My mind ground as
though sand wereinit and | could think of nothing else.

The Master was dead.

He had been blind and could not see Rhandra, did not know she was in the room. He had not focused
on her. And...

The Master was dead.

Idly, I remembered the device the Master had held in his palm. It was a control for the process that
dipped subtle fingersinto aman's mind and tipped him over into a suggestible controlled Sate.

When we had time it would be interesting to study the polytond inducers, sublimind flicker screensand
other sysems| had found in the walls of the Master's suite. It was not clear just how they functioned
together. Perhaps men could not readily understand such athing; it was rooted in aknowledge of usonly
our creators had possessed.

Whatever it was, surdly it had been used on the men who had helped usload Jive skimmer on the
off-idands. Their shuttle had not appeared and | knew it wasn't going to; the Quarn who controlled them
would regard them as disposable. No trouble would be taken to get humans off the doomed, ruined
Earth unless absolutely necessary.



And that fact, once | understood it, told me what was in the colddeep vaullts.

Not men. Quarn. Probably afair percentage of the bodies were men and women. Perhaps there were
even children. The new world the Quarn had planned for us would need a genetic base for the Quarn's
hobby of breeding new races, after all.

But most of them had to be Quarn. There were at least athousand bodies and not that many humans
would be needed to prevent inbred characteristics from spreading and becoming dominant; probably fifty
would doit, assaminimum.

Despite the Master's assurances, Quarn infiltrators must have been working on Earth. Otherwise things
wouldn't have fallen into rubble so quickly. Now the Empire was surely onitslast legs; the Quarn would
have to be taken off Earth.

| was sure that was what our colddeep vaults contained. Quarn spieswho had spread the Plague, and
their Lengen followers.

"Have you completed the course calculation yet?' | asked over the intercom. A technician's voice came
back, affirmative.

The bridge around me was deserted. | had no senior officers now and the standard computation just
finished had taken the entire staff better than twenty minutes. The technicians were working at the limits of
their knowledge, without the organization a bridge officer would impose on them. But if | checked every
step we could get out of Earth orbit and into the Jump without detection. The stress tensor around Earth
was logged into every FHeet ship's computer, so the danger in Jumping this close to a planetary masswas
minimized. It was fill there, adight uncertainty that could kill usdl, but it had to be faced.

Rhandra settled into the couch next to me. It had been only minutes since | had seen her last but it felt like
aday. And how long since the Master had died? An hour?

| refused to think of it. The priestswould never have let melive. | had wounded three and killed onein
the darkness outside the Master's suite, and taken aburn in the side. Two men dead, and the Master.
TheMagter. | knew | would pay for that horror with deegpless nights. But for now | put it from my mind.

| shifted position and winced. Loca anesthesia damped the stabbing bright tongues of pain that laced up
my leg and into my ribs, but not totaly. | was positioned so that none of the taff further down the bridge
could see the brown-red patches of blood that stained my coverall.

| noticed Rhandrallooking a me. | smiled. "Y ou've accounted for al ship's personnd?"

"Yes, dl the men are here on the bridge. Women and children are strapped in awaiting departure. Many
asked what was happening but | told them nothing,” she said. "No one prowling the corridors?"

"No, unlessthey are hiding now."

"Good. Then there probably were no more who knew the Master's plans, or they would have mobilized
to find me when the V eden phosphors cut out.”

With Gharma and the Master dead, and the wounded priests unwilling to talk, there was no way of telling
what the Master had planned or what secret tasks he had assigned to anyone in the crew. Possibly the
rest of the Lengen in the Fariiken were asignorant of the true nature of the Magter as|, but it would
take ustimeto be sure.

| had been taring at the winking green monitor studs of my console. A twinge from my leg brought me



out of my lethargy. | punched in some instructions and checked our course once more.

"Y ou don't need to do that again, Ling," Rhandrasaid to me. "L et yoursdlf relax. Y ou are free now. The
Master and the Saba Game and Fleet are dl gone and don't matter.”

"I know," | said, and my voice was very tired. "But some of those thingsthe Master said are true, you
know. | don't really know what | want. Maybe we never have, we humans. Each try we made was atria
solution, some lasted longer, like the Empire, but they dl fell. Perhgpsthat is our fate."

"Uncertainty isnaturd,” Rhandrasaid.

"Uncertainty isthe burden of being aman,” | said. | looked out at the mottled pink blues of Earth on the
screen above me. My mind was aswirl, a pinched cavern of frightened dreams.

Y es, there wasn't anything left. Just me and Rhandra and the ruin of more livesthan | cared to count. Plus
the crew, | remembered, who had bargained away their past for a future now dead.

| punched a command sequence button and then switched over to intercom. "Execute course previoudy
logged,” | said.

The ship hummed into life as we started toward our Jump point. It had taken only afew minutes to make
the change in our Jump course. | punched the dterations directly into the centra computer without routing
them through one of the technician consoles for verification, because the aternative course | plotted was
into free space, far from any dar.

And most important, the new destination was beyond the boundaries of the Empire, out into the vast
somber emptiness.

The chances of finding a habitable planet before we fused all our reaction mass were good. Inthe
Fariiken's permanent log were al the probe reports and astronomical data of centuries; the Empire had
never had the timeto check dl the thousands of opportunities that beckoned in those dry catalogs of
facts and numbers. If we went far enough, we would be safe, and with luck | could find aworld that was
at least livable, perhaps even comfortable.

Accderation tugged at me and brought a protesting wrench of pain from my side as we moved out of the
sheltering convoy of ramscoops. | was sweating freely and my lips had the salty tang of blood and
perspiration on them. Shock from the wounds, | supposed, and more.

Gnarled storm currentslay upon the land below us and cold lightning played among solemn black clouds.
| had said goodbye to many tilings of late, but Earth was the hardest of them all.

Fleet Central would pick us up soon, but not in time. If they knew where we were right now there might
be timeto lock onto the Fariiken with abeam.

So there was somerrisk, but | had decided to takeiit.

| thumbed on the intercom again. " Give me transmission on emergency channd,” | said. Inamoment a
green Clear sgn near my left hand lit.

"Fariiken to Fleet Centrd," | said, smultaneoudy punching the Fariiken identification codesinto the
Sdeband signd that would accompany my voice transmission. | wanted to be absolutely sure they
believed this.

"Fariiken! You are ordered—"



| clicked off thereceiver.

"Youll get thisjust once. Do not, repeat, do not send any Fleet Wingsto the Lekki-Jagen system. Itisa
Quarn trap. Dispatch a Jump probe and you'll seewhat | mean.”

| glanced at Rhandra. She was trying to watch me and her console at the same time. The seconds were
ticking away for the Jump | had programmed.

"You don't deserveit," | said to the consol€'s sound pickup, "but I'm chancing that you won't burn us out
of the sky before I'm finished talking.

"ThisisLing Sanjen speaking, late of Fleet Control. I'm serving notice on you, Fleet, and that damned
Empire. We're even—I've got your ship, and if you aren't too stupid you'll save a Fleet Wing or two.

"So that'sit. Do what you can about the Quarn. Maybe you'll surviveyet. If you do my grandchildren
may run into you sometime. Watch out if they do, though—you won't understand them. They are going to
belikeme"

| switched off. The bridge had heard it al and heads were turned to watch me al down theline. No one
spoke. A few clutched at their robes, shocked, looking rheumatic and respectable. | could deal with
them |ater.

They would make an interesting lot of colonigts, these. It would take time to accustom them to hardship.
After that, perhapsit would be time to take afew Quarn from the colddeep vaults. | was not so proud
that | thought they had nothing to teach, or | nothing to learn.

Cool and beautiful, Earth dipped away underneath us. In afew seconds we would leave her forever for
the black night between the sars.

"Time" Rhandrasaid softly.

| closed the Jump circuits mysalf. A chill whisper rushed through the ship. | took the controls. An electric
blue shock camefor aflicker of asecond and then we were through, drifting free.

Strange stars blazed in the distance. Below us aragged dust cloud blotted out whatever lay beyond.

| took us down, into darkness.



