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I
On the third day he arose, and ascended again to the |ight.

Dawn gl eamed across a sea whi ch had once been an ocean. To north, cliffs
lifted blue fromthe steel gray of its horizon; and down them went a streak
whi ch was the falls, whose thunder beat dimthrough a w ndless cold. The sky
stood violet in the west, purple overhead, white in the east where the sun
cane clinmbing. But still the nmorning star shone there, the planet of the First
Chosen.

| amthe first of the Second Chosen, Jaan knew. and the voi ce of those who
choose. To be man is to be radi ance.

Hs nostrils drank air, his nuscles exulted. Never had he been this aware.
Fromthe brightness of his face to the grit below his feet, he was real

—O glory upon glory, said that which within himwas Caruith.

—+t overwhelnms this poor body, said Jaan. | amnew to resurrection. Do you not
feel yourself a stranger in chains?

—Six mllion years have blown by in the night, said Caruith. | renmenber waves
besparkl ed and a shout of surf, where now stones |ie gaunt beneath us;

renenber pride in walls and columms, where ruin huddl es above the nouth of the
tomb whence we have cone; | renenber how cl ouds wal ked clad in rai nbows.
Before all, | seek to renenber—and fail, because the flesh I am cannot bear
the fire | was—+ seek to remenmber the full ness of existence.

Jaan lifted hands to the crown engirdling his brows.
—or you, this is a heavy burden, he said.

—No, sang Caruith. | share the opening that it has made for you and your race.
I will growwith, you, and you with me, and they with us, until mankind is not
only worthy to be received into Oneness, it will bring thereunto what is
wholly its owm. And at |last sentience will create God. Now cone, let us
proclaimit to the people.

He/t hey went up the mountain toward the Arena.
Above them pal ed D do, the norning star
I

East of Wndhone the country rolled low for a while, then lifted in the
Hesperian Hills. Early sunmmer had gentled their starkness with | eaves.

Bl ue-green, gray-green, here and there the intense green-green of oak or
cedar, purple of rasmn, spread in single trees, bushes, w dely spaced groves,
across an onyx tinged red and yell ow which was the land's living mantle, fire
trava.

A draught blew from sunset. |var Frederiksen shivered. Even his gunstock felt
cold beneath his hand. The sward he lay on had started to curl up for the
night, turning into a springy mat. Its daytinme odor of flint and sparks was
al nost gone. A del phi overarched him gnarled low trunk, grotto of branches



and foliage. Multitudinous rustlings went through it, like whispers in an
unknown tongue. His vision ranged over a slope bestrewn with shrubs and

boul ders, to a valley full of shadow. The riverside road was |lost in that
dusk, the water a wan gleam H s heart knocked, |ouder than the sound of the
W df oss fl owi ng.

Nobody. WII| they never cone?
A flash caught his eye and breath. An aircraft out of the west?

No. The leaves in their restlessness had confused him What rose above

Hor nbeck Ri dge was just Creusa. Laughter snapped forth, a sign of how taut
were his nerves. As if to seek compani onship, he foll owed the noon. It
glimered ever nore bright, waxing while it clinbed eastward. A pair of w ngs
i kewi se caught rays fromthe hidden sun and shone gol d agai nst indi go heaven.

Easy! he tried to scold hinmself. You' re nigh on dism nded. What if this wll
be your first battle? No excuse. You're ringleader, aren't you?

Though born to the thin dry air of Aeneas, he felt his nasal passages hurt,
his tongue | eather. He reached for a canteen. Filled at yonder stream it gave
hima taste of iron.

"Aah— he began. And then the Inperials were cone.

They appeared |ike that, sudden as a blow. A part of himknew how. Later than
awai t ed, they had been concealed by twilight and a coppice in his |line of
sight, until their progress brought theminto unm stakable view But had none
of his followers seen themearlier? The guerrillas covered three kilonmeters on
both sides of the gorge. This didn't speak well for their readiness.

O herwi se Ivar was caught in a torrent. He didn't know what roared through
him fear, anger, insanity, nor had he time to wonder. He did observe, in a
flicker of amazenment, no heroic joy or stern determ nation. H's body obeyed
pl ans while something wailed, How did | get into this? How do | get out?

He was on his feet. He gave the hunting cry of a spider wolf, and heard it
echoed and passed on. He pulled the hood of his jacket over his head, the

ni ght mask over his face. He snatched his rifle off the ground and sprang from
the shelter of the del phi

Every sense was fever-brilliant. He saw each coiled blade of the fire trava
whereon he ran, felt how it gave beneath his boots and rebounded, caught a
last warnth radiated froma giant rock, drank in the sweetness of a cedar
brushed t he roughness of an oak, could have counted the petals a rasmin spread
above himor measured the speed at which a stand of plune trava fol ded agai nst
t he gathering col d—but that was all on the edge of awareness, as was the play
i nsi de of nuscles, nerves, blood, |lungs, pulse—his being was ainmed at his
eneni es.

They were human, a platoon of marines, afoot save for the driver of a field
gun. It humred al ong on a gravsled, two nmeters off the road. Though hel neted,
the men were in | oose order and wal ked rather than marched, expecting no
trouble on a routine patrol. Mst had connected the powerpacks on their

shoul ders to the heating threads in their baggy green coveralls.

The infrascope on lvar's rifle told himthat. H s eyes told of conrades who
rose frombush and | eaped down the hill sides, masked and arned like him Hs
ears caught raw young voi ces, war-calls and wordl ess yells. Shots crackl ed.

The Aeneans had doubl e the nunmber of their prey, advantage of surprise, wll



to be free

They | acked energy weapons; but a sleet of bullets converged on the artillery
piece. Ivar sawits driver cast fromhis seat, a red rag. W've got them He
sent a burst hinmself, then continued his charge, |ow and zi gzag. The plan, the
need was to break the platoon and carry their equi pnment into the w |l derness.

The cannon descended. lvar knew, too |ate: Sone kind of dead-man switch. The
mari nes, who had thrown their bodies flat, got up and sought it. A few |lay
wounded or slain; the rest reached its shelter. Blaster bolts flared and
boomed, slugthrowers raved. The Aenean closest to Ivar trenbled, rolled over
and over, cane to a halt and screaned. Screaned. Screaned. Hi s blood on the
turf was outrageously bright, spread inmpossibly w de.

A new I nperial took the big gun's controls. Lightning flew across the river,
which threw its blue-whiteness back like nolten netal. Thunder hanmered. Were
t hat beam passed were no nore trees or shrubs or warriors. Snoke roil ed above
ash.

Blind and deaf, Ivar fell. He clawed at the soil, because he thought the
pl anet was trying to whirl himoff.

After a fraction of eternity, the delirium passed. H's head still tolled,
tatters of light drifted before his vision, but he could hear, see, al nost
t hi nk.

A dagger bush partly screened him He had ripped his right sleeve and arm on
it, but was otherw se unhurt. Nearby spraw ed a corpse. Entrails spilled
forth. The mask hid which friend this had been. How wrong, how obscene to
expose the guts without the face.

| var strained through gloom The enemy had not turned their fieldpiece on this
bank of the river. Instead, they used small arnms as precision tools. Against
their skill and discipline, the guerrillas were glass tossed at arnor plate.

Guerrillas? W children? And | led us. Ivar fought not to vomt, not to weep.

He nust sneak off. Idiot luck, nothing el se, had kept himalive and unnoti ced.
But the marines were taking prisoners. He saw thembring in several who were
lightly injured. Several nore, outgunned, raised their hands.

Nobody keeps a secret from a hypnoprobe.
Virgil slipped beneath an unseen horizon. N ght burst forth.

Aeneas rotates in twenty hours, nineteen mnutes, and a few seconds. Dawn was
not far when Ivar Frederiksen reached W ndhone.

Gray granite walled the ancestral seat of the Firstman of Ilion. It stood near
t he edge of an ancient cape. In tiers and scarps, crags and cliffs, thinly
brush-grown or naked rock, the continental shelf dropped down three kil oneters
to the Antonine Seabed. So did the river, a flash by the castle, a clangor of
cataracts.

The portal stood closed, a statement that the occupation troops were
consi dered bandits. Ivar stunbled to press the scanner plate. Chinmes echoed

enmptily.

Weari ness was an ache which rose in his marrow and seeped t hrough bones and
flesh till blood ran thick with it. H's knees shook, his jaws clattered. The



dried sweat that he could taste and snell on hinself stung the cracks in his
lips. Afraid to use roads, he had fled a | ong and rough way.

He | eaned on the high steel door and sucked air through a mumy nouth. A
breeze sheathed himin iciness. Yet somehow he had never been as aware of the
beauty of this land, now when it was lost to him

The sky soared crystalline black, wild with stars. Through the thin air they
shone steadily, in dianond hues; and the M1l ky Way was a white torrent, and a
kindred cloud in the Ua was our sister galaxy spied across a nmillion and a
hal f |ight-years. Creusa had set; but slower Lavinia rode aloft in her second
quarter. Light fell argent on hoarfrost.

Eastward reached fields, neadows, woodlots, bul ks that were sl eeping
farnsteads, and at last the hills. Ivar's gaze fared west. There the rich
bottom ands ran in orchards, plantations, canals night-frozen into mrrors,
t he burni shed shield of a salt marsh, to the world's rim He thought he saw
lights nove. Were fol k abroad al ready? No, he coul dn't make out | anps over
such a distance ... lanterns on ghost ships, sailing an ocean that vani shed
three mllion years ago. ..

The portal swung wi de. Sergeant Astaff stood behind. |In defiance of Inperial
decree, his stocky frame bore Ilian uniform He had left off hood and mask,

t hough. In the unreal |um nance, his head was not grizzled, it was as white as
t he words which puffed fromhim

"Firstlin' lvar! \Where you been? What's gone on? Your nother's gnawed fear for
you this whole past five-day." The heir to the house | urched by him Beyond
the gateway, the courtyard was crisscrossed with noon-shadows fromtowers,
battl ements, main keep and | esser building. A hound, of the |ean heavy-jawed
Hesperian breed, was the only other life in sight. Its claws clicked on

fl agstones, unnaturally | oud.

Ast aff pushed a button to close the door. For a time he squinted until he said
slowy, "Better give nme that rifle, Firstlin'. | know places where Terrans
won't poke."

"Me too," sighed fromlvar.

"Didn't do you a lot o' good, stashed away till you were ready for-—whatever
you' ve done-hey?" Astaff held out his hand.

"Trouble I"'min, it nakes no difference if they catch me with this." lvar took
hold of the firearm "Except |I'd nmake them pay for ne."

Sonething kindled in the old man. He, like his fathers before him had served
the Firstmen of Ilion for a lifetinme. Nevertheless, or else for that sane
reason, pain was in his tone. "Why'd you not ask me for hel p?"

"You'd have tal ked nme out of it," lvar said. "You d have been right," he
added.

"What did you try?"

"Anmbushin' local patrol. To start stockpilin' weapons. | don't know how many
of us escaped. Probably npbst didn't."

Astaff regarded him

lvar Frederi ksen was tall, 185 centineters, slender save for w de shoul ders



and the Aenean depth of chest. Exhaustion wei ghted down his normal agility and
hoar sened the tenor voice. Snub-nosed, square-jawed, freckled, his face | ooked
still younger than it was; no noticeable beard had grown during the past

hours. Hi s hair, cut short at nape and ears in the nord nanner, was yell ow,
seldomfree of a cowick or a stray lock across the forehead. Beneath dark
brows, his eyes were |arge and green. Under his jacket he wore the

hi gh-col l ared shirt, pouched belt, heavy-bladed sheath knife, thick trousers
tucked into hal f-boots, of ordinary outdoor dress. There was, in truth, little
to mark himoff from any other upper-class lad of his planet.

That little was enough

"What caveheads you were," the sergeant said at |ast.
A twitch of anger: "W should sit clay-soft for Terrans to nold, fire, and use
however they see fit?"

"Well," Astaff replied, "I would' ve planned ny strike better, and drilled

| onger beforetimne."”

He took Ivar by the elbow "You're spent like a cartridge," he said. "Go to ny
gquarters. You remenber where | bunk, no? Thank Lord, ny wife's off visitin'
our daughter's famly. G ab shower, food, sleep. |I've sentry-go til
oh-five-hundred. Can't call substitute without drawi n' questions; but
nobody' Il snuff at you."

I var blinked. "Wt do you nean? My own roons—

"Yah!" Astaff snorted. "Go on. Rouse your nother, your kid sister. Get 'em

i nvol ved. Sure. They'll be interrogated, you know, soon's I|npies've found you
were in that broil. They'll be narcoquizzed, or even 'probed, if any reason
devel ops to think they got clue to your whereabouts. That what you want? Okay.
Go bid '"emfond farewell."

| var took a backward step, lifted bis hands in appeal. "No. 1, I, | never
t hought =

"Ri ght."

"OfF course |I'll—What do you have in mnd?" |var asked hunbly.

"Cet you off before Inpies arrive. Good thing your dad's been whole while in
Nova Roma; clear-cut innocent, and got influence to protect fanmily if Terrans
find no sign you were ever here after fight. Hey? You'll |eave soon. \War
servant's livery I'lIl filch for you, snoutmask |ike you' re sneezewort

al l ergi c, weapon under cloak. Walk like you got hurry-up errand. This is big
househol d; nobody ought to notice you especially. I'll've found sone yeonan
who' Il take you in, Sam Hedin, Frank Vance, whoever, loyal and livin'" offside.
You go there."

"“And then?"

Ast aff, shrugged. "Who knows? When zoosny's died down, 1'Il slip your folks
word you're alive and | oose. Maybe | ater your dad can wangl e pardon for you.
But if Terrans catch you while their dead are fresh—son, they' |l nake exanpl e.

| know Enpire. Travel ed through it nore than once with Admiral MCornmac." As
he spoke the nane, he saluted. The average |nperial agent who saw woul d have
arrested himon the spot.

lvar swal |l owed and stamrered, "I... | can't thank—



"You're next Firstman of Ilion," the sergeant snapped. "Maybe |ast hope we
got, this side of Elders returnin'. Now, before sonebody comes, haul your butt
out of here—and don't forget the rest of you!"

Chunder ban Desai's previous assignnent had been to the del egati on which
negoti ated an end of the Jihannath crisis. That wasn't the change of pace in
his career which it seemed. His Majesty's administrators must forever be

di ckering, conprom sing, feeling their way, balancing conflicts of

i ndi vi dual s, organi zations, societies, races, sentient species. The need for
skill—quickly to grasp facts, conprehend a situation, brazen out a bluff when
in spite of everything the unknown erupted into one's cal cul ati ons—waas
greatest at the internedi ate | evel of bureaucracy which he had reached. A
resi dent mght deal with a single culture, and have no nore to do than keep an
eye on affairs. A sector governor oversaw such vastness that to himit becane
a set of abstractions. But the various ranks of conm ssioner were expected to
handl e personally large and difficult territories.

Desai had worked in regions that faced Betel geuse and, across an uncl ai red and
ill-explored buffer zone, the Roidhunate of Merseia. Thus he was a natura
choice for the special diplomatic team In his quiet style, he backstopped the
head of it, Lord Advisor Chardon, so well that afterward he received a raise
in grade, and was appoi nted Hi gh Comm ssioner of the Virgilian System at the
opposite end of the Enpire.

But this was due to an equally natural association of ideas. The nmutiny in
Sector Al pha Crucis had been possi bl e because nost of the Navy was tied up
around Ji hannath, where full-scale war |ooked far too likely. After Terra
neverthel ess, brilliantly, put the rebels down, Merseia announced that its
wi sh all along had been to avoid a major clash and it was prepared to bargain.

When presently the Policy Board | ooked about for able people to reconstruct
Sector Al pha Crucis, Lord Chardon recommended Desai with an enthusiasm t hat
got himput in charge of Virgil, whose human-col oni zed pl anet Aeneas had been
t he spearhead of the revolt.

Per haps that was why Desai often harked back to the Merseians, however renote
from himthey seened these days.

In a rare nonent of idleness, while he waited in his Nova Roma office for the
next visitor, he remenbered his final conversation with U dwyr.

They had pl ayed correspondi ng rol es on behal f of their respective sovereigns,
and in a wy way had becorme friends. Wen the protocol had, at weary | ast,
been drawn, the two of them supplenented the dull official celebration with a
di nner of their own.

Desai recalled their private roomin a restaurant. The wall animations were
poor; but a place which catered to a variety of sophonts couldn't be expected
to understand everybody's art, and the nmeal was an inspired conbination of
human and Mersei an di shes.

"Have a refill, "
al e.

Udwyr invited, and raised a crock of his people's pungent

"No, thank you," Desai said. "I prefer tea. That dessert filled nme to the
scuppers.”



"The what? —Never nind, | seize the idea, if not the idiom" Though each was
fluent in the other's principal |anguage, and their vocal organs were not very
different, it was easiest for Desai to speak Anglic and U dwyr Eriau. "You've
tucked in plenty of food, for certain."

"My particular vice, | fear," Desai sniled. "Besides, nore al cohol would
muddl e nme. | haven't your mass to assinmlate it."

"What matter if you get drunk? I plan to. Qur job is done." And then U dwyr
added: "For now. "

Shocked, Desai stared across the table.

U dwyr gave hi m back a quizzical glance. The Merseian's face was al nost human,
if one overl ooked thick bones and countless details of the flesh. But his
finely scaled green skin had no hair whatsoever, he | acked earflaps, a | ow
serration ran fromthe top of his skull, down his back to the end of the
crocodilian tail which counterbal anced his big, forward-I|eaning body. Arms and
hands were, again, nearly manlike; |egs and cl awed splay feet could have

bel onged to a bi ped dinosaur. He wore black, silver-trimed mlitary tunic and
trousers, colorful enblenms of rank and of the Vach Hallen into which he was
born. A blaster hung on his hip.

"What's the matter?" he asked.

"Ch ... nothing." In Desai's mnd went: He didn't nean it hostil el y—hostilely
to ne as a person—his remark. He, his whole civilization, mnces words | ess
smal |l than we do. Struggle against Terra is just a fact. The Roi dhunate will
conprom se di sputes when expedi ency dictates, but never the principle that
eventual ly the Enpire nmust be destroyed. Because we—el d, sated, desirous only
of maintaining a peace which |l ets us pursue our pleasures—we stand in the way
of their anmbitions for the Race. Lest the bal ance of power be upset, we bl ock
them we thwart them wherever we can; and they seek to undermine us, grind us

down, wear us out. But this is nothing personal. | am U dwyr's honorable
eneny, therefore his friend. By giving himopposition, | give nmeaning to his
life.

The ot her divined his thoughts and uttered the harsh Merseian chuckle. "If you
want to pretend tonight that matters have been settled for aye, do. 1'd really
rather we both got drunk and traded war songs."

"I amnot a man of war," Desai said.

Beneath a shelf of brow ridge, Udwr's eyelids expressed skepticismwhile his
nmout h grinned. "You nmean you don't |ike physical violence. It was quite an
ef fective war you waged at the conference table."

He swigged fromhis tankard. Desai saw that he was already a little tipsy. "I

i magi ne the next phase will also be quiet,”" he went on. "Ungl oved force hasn't
worked too well lately. Starkad, Jihannath—o, 1'd |look for us to try

somet hing nmore crafty and | ong-range. Which ought to suit your Enpire,

khrai ch? You' ve made a good thing for your Naval Intelligence out of the joint
conmi ssion on Talwin." Desai, who knew that, kept silence. "Maybe our turn is
com ng. "

Hating his duty, Desai asked in his npbst casual voice, "Where?"
"Who knows?" U dwyr gestured the equivalent of a shrug. "I have no doubt, and

neither do you, we've a swarm of agents in Sector Al pha Crucis, for instance.
Besi des the recent insurrection, it's close to the Domai n of



Ythri, which has enjoyed better relations with us than with you—= H s hand
chopped the air. "No, I'mdistressing you, am|l not? And with what can only be
guesswor k. Apol ogi es. See here, if you don't care for nore ale, why not
arthberry brandy? | guarantee a first-class drunk and—You may suppose you're
a peaceful fellow, Chunderban, but | know an atom or two about your people,
your specific people, | nean. Wat's that old, old book I've heard you nention
and quote fron? R xway?"

"Ri g-Veda," Desai told him

"You said it includes war chants. Do you know any well enough to put into
Anglic? There's a conmputer ternminal." He pointed to a corner. "You can patch
right into our main translator, now that official business is over. |I'd |ike
to hear a bit of your special tradition, Chunderban. So many traditions,

wor ks, nysteries—so tiny a lifespan to taste them—=

It became a nenorabl e eveni ng.
Restl ess, Desai stirred in his chair.

He was a short man with a dark-brown noon face and a paunch. At fifty-five
standard years of age, his hair remained bl ack but had receded fromthe top of
his head. The full lips were usually curved slightly upward, which joined the
liquid eyes to give hima wistful look. As was his custom today he wore
plain, loosely fitted white shirt and trousers, on his feet slippers a size

| arge for confort.

Save for the conmunication and data-retrieval consoles that occupi ed one wall,
his office was simlarly unpretentious. It did have a spectacul ar hol ograph, a
vi ew of Mount Gandhi on his hone planet, Ranmanujan. But otherw se the pictures
were of his wife, their seven children, the famlies of those four who were
grown and settled on as many different gl obes. A bookshelf held codices as
well as reels; sone were nuch-used reference works, the rest for refreshnent,
poetry, history, essays, nost of their authors centuries dust. H s desk was

| ess neat than his person

| shouldn't go taking vacations in the past, he thought God knows the present
needs nmore of me than | have to give.

O does it? Spare ne the ultimte nadness of ever considering nyself
i ndi spensabl e.

Wl |, but sonebody must man this post. He happens to be ne.

Must sonmebody? How nuch really occurs because of nme, how nmuch in spite of or
regardl ess of ? How much, and what, should occur? God! | dared accept the job
of ruling, remaking an entire world—when | knew nothing nore about it than its
nane, and that sinply because it was the planet of Hugh McCornac, the man who
woul d be Enperor. After two years, what el se have | |earned?

Ordinarily he could sit quiet, but the Hesperian epi sode had been too
shocking, less initself than in its inplications. \Whatever they were. How
could he plan against the effect on these people, once the news got out, when
he, the foreigner, had no intuition of what that effect m ght be?

He put a cigarette into a long, elaborately carved hol der of |andwhale ivory.
(He thought it was in atrocious taste, but it had been given himfor a
birthday present by a ten-year-old daughter who di ed soon afterward.) The

t obacco was an expensive sel f-indul gence, grown on Esperance, the closest



thing to Terran he coul d obtain hereabouts while shipping renmai ned sparse.

The snoke-bite didn't soothe him He junped up and prow ed. He hadn't yet
adapted so fully to the low gravity of Aeneas, 63 percent standard, that he
didn't consciously enjoy nmovenent. The drawback was the di smal exercises he
must go through each norning, if he didn't want to turn conpletely into |ard.
Unfair, that the Aeneans tended to be such excellent physical specinens

wi thout effort. No, not really unfair. On this niggard sphere, few could
afford a | arge panoply of nachi nes; even today, nore travel was on foot or
ani mal back than in vehicles, nore work done by hand than by automatons or
cybernets. Also, in earlier periods—the initial colonization, the Troubles,
the slow clinb back from chaos—death had wi nnowed the unfit out of their

bl oodl i nes.

Desai halted at the north wall, activated its transparency, and gazed forth
across Nova Roma.

Though itself two hundred Terran years old, Inperial House jutted awkwardly
fromthe mddle of a city founded seven centuries ago. Mst buildings in this
district were at least half that age, and architecture had varied little
through time. In a climte where it seldomrained and never snowed; where the
enem es were drought, cold, hurricane winds, drifting dust, scouring sand;
where water for bricks and concrete, forests for tinber, organics for
synthesis were rare and precious, one quarried the stone which Aeneas did have
i n abundance, and used its colors and textures.

The typical structure was a block, two or three stories tall, topped by a flat
deck which was hal f garden—the vi ew from above nade a charning notl ey—and hal f
sol ar-energy collector. Narrow wi ndows carried shutters ornanented with brass
or iron arabesques; the heavy doors were of similar appearance. |In nost cases,
the gray ashlars bore a veneer of carefully chosen and integrated sl abs,
mar bl e, agate, chal cedony, jasper, nephrite, materials nore exotic than that;
and often there were carvings besides, friezes, arnorial bearings, grotesques;
and erosion had nmellowed it all, to nake the old part of town one subtle

har mony. The weal t hi er hones, shops, and of fices surrounded cl oister courts,
vitryl-roofed to conserve heat and water, where statues and plants stood anong
fi shponds and fountains.

The streets were cranped and twi sted, riddled with alleys, continually opening
on small irrational plazas. Traffic was thin, mainly pedestrian, otherw se
groundcars, trucks, and countryfol k on soft-gaited Aenean horses or six-I|egged
green stathas (likew se foreign, though Desai couldn't offhand renmenber where
they had originated). A capital city—population here a third of a mllion

much the |largest—would inevitably hurt nmore and recover slower froma war than
its hinterl and.

He lifted his eyes to | ook onward. Being to south, the University wasn't
visible through this wall. Wat he saw was the broad bright sweep of the River
Fl one, and anci ent hi gh-arched bridges across it; beyond, the Julian Canal

its tributaries, verdant parks along them barges and pl easure boats upon
their surfaces; farther still, the intricacy of many |esser but newer canals,
t he upthrust of nodern buildings in garish colors, a tinge of industrial
haze—the Wb."

However petty by Terran standards, he thought, that youngest section was the
seedbed of his hopes: in the manufacturing, nercantile, and nanagerial classes
whi ch had arisen during the past few generations, whose interests lay |ess
with the scholars and squirearchs than with the Inperiumand its Pax.

O can | call on then? he wondered. |'ve been doing it; but how reliable are



t hey?
A single planet is too big for single ne to understand.

Right and left he spied the edge of wilderness. Life lay emerald on either
side of the Flone, where it ran majestically down fromthe north polar cap. He
could see haml ets, nmanors, water traffic; he knew that the banks were

cropl ands and pasture. But the belt was only a few kil oneters w de.

El sewhere reared worn yellow cliffs, black basalt ridges, ocherous dunes, on
and on beneath a sky al nbst purple. Shadows were sharper-edged than on Terra
or Ramanuj an, for the sun was half again as far away, its disc shrunken. He
knew that now, in sunmer at a middle latitude, the air was chill; he observed
on the tossing tendrils of a rahab tree in a roof garden how strongly the w nd
bl ew. Conme sunset, tenperatures would plunge bel ow freezing. And yet Virgi

was brighter than Sol, an F7; one could not | ook near it w thout heavy eye
protection, and Desai marvel ed that |ight-skinned humans had ever settled in

l ands this cruelly irradiated.

Wl |, planets where unarnored nen could live at all were none too conmon; and
there had been the lure of Dido. In the beginning, this was a scientific base,
not hi ng el se. No, the second begi nning, ages after the unknown buil ders of
what stood in unknowabl e ruins...

A world, a history like that; and | am supposed to tame then?

H s receptionist said through the intercom "Aycharaych," pronouncing the
lilting di phthongs and guttural ch's well. It was progranmed to mimc

| anguages the instant it heard them That gratified visitors, especially
non- humans.

"What ?" Desai blinked. The tickler on his desk screened a notation of the
appoi ntnent. "Ch. Ch, yes." He popped out of his reverie. That being who
arrived on the Llynathaw packet day before yesterday. Wants a pernit to
conduct studies. "Send himin, please." (By extending verbal courtesy even to
a subunit of a conputer, the Hi gh Comnmi ssioner hel ped mai ntain an am cabl e

at nosphere. Perhaps.) The screen noted that the newcomer was male, or at any
rate referred to hinself as such. Planet of origin was listed as
Jean-Bapti ste, wherever that m ght be: doubtless a name bestowed by humans
because t he aut ochthons had too nany different ones of their own.

The door retracted while Aycharaych stepped t hrough. Desai caught his breath.
He had not expected soneone this inpressive.

O was that the word? Was "di sturbing" nore accurate? Xenosophonts who
resenbl ed humans occasionally had that effect on the latter; and Aycharaych
was mnore anthropoid than U dwyr.

One m ght indeed call himbeautiful. He stood tall and thin in a gray robe,

br oad- chested but wasp-wai sted, a frane that ought to have noved gawkily but

i nstead fl owed. The bare feet each had four long claws, and spurs on the

ankl es. The hands were six-fingered, tapered, their nails suggestive of

tal ons. The head arched high and narrow, bearing pointed ears, great rust-red
eyes, curved bl ade of nose, delicate nouth, pointed chin and sharply angl ed
jaws; Desai thought of a Byzantine saint. A crest of blue feathers rose above,
and tiny plunes formed eyebrows. O herwi se his skin was wholly snooth across

t he prom nent bones, a gl ow ng gol den col or.

After an instant's hesitation, Desai said, "Ah ... welcone, Honorable. | hope
| can be of service." They shook hands. Aycharaych's was warmer than his. The



pal m had a hardness that wasn't calluses. Avian, the nan guessed. Descended
froman anal og of flightless birds.

The other's Anglic was flaw ess; the nusical overtone which his | ow voice gave
sounded not |ike a m spronunciation but a perfection. "Thank you,

Conmi ssioner. You are kind to see ne this pronptly. | realize how busy you
nust be. "

"Wn't you be seated?" The chair in front of the desk didn't have to adjust
itself much. Desai resuned his own. "Do you mind if | snoke? Wuld you care
for one?" Aycharaych shook his head to both questions, and sniled; again Desa
t hought of antique inmages, archaic Grecian sculpture. "lI"mvery interested to
nmeet you," he said. "I confess your people are new in my experience."

"W are few who travel off our world," Aycharaych replied. "Qur sun is in
Sector Al debaran."

Desai nodded. "Mhm" Hi s busi ness had never involved any society in that
region. No surprise. The vaguely bounded, roughly spherical vol une over which
Terra cl ai med suzerainty had a diameter of some 400 light-years; it held an
estimated four mllion stars, whereof half were believed to have been visited
at | east once; approximtely 100,000 planets had formalized relations with the
| mperium but for nost of themit anounted to no nore than acknow edgnment of
subordi nati on and nodest taxes, or nmerely the obligation to nake | abor and
resources avail able should the Enpire ever have need. In return they got the
Pax; and they had a right to join in spatial commerce, though the majority

| acked the capital, or the industrial base, or the appropriate kind of culture
for that—Too big, too big. If a single planet overwhelns the intellect, what
then of our entire mcroscopic chip of the galaxy, away off toward the edge of
a spiral arm which we imagi ne we have begun to be a little acquainted with?

"You are pensive, Commi ssioner," Aycharaych remarked.
"Did you notice?" Desai |aughed. "You' ve known quite a few humans, then."

"Your race is ubiquitous," Aycharaych answered politely. "And fascinating.
That is ny heart reason for comng here.”

"Ah ... pardon ne, |'ve not had a chance to give your docunents a proper
review | know only that you wi sh to travel about on Aeneas for scientific

pur poses. "

"Consi der nme an ant hropol ogist, if you will. My people have hitherto had scant

out si de contact, but they anticipate nore. My mission for a nunber of years
has been to go to and fro in the Enpire, |learning the ways of your species,

t he nobst nunmerous and wi despread within those borders, so that we may dea
wisely with you. | have observed a wonderful variety of |ife-manners, yes, of
t hi nki ng, feeling, and perceiving. Your versatility approaches mracle."

"Thank you," said Desai, not altogether confortably. "I don't believe, nyself,
we are unique. It merely happened we were the first into space—n our

i medi ate vol ume and point in history—and our dom nant civilization of the

ti me happened to be dynamically expansive. So we spread into many different
environnents, often isolated, and underwent cultural radiation ... or
fragnentation.” He streamed snmoke from his nose and peered through it. "Can
you, al one, hope to discover rmuch about us?"

"I amnot the sole wanderer," Aycharaych said. "Besides, a neasure of
telepathic ability is hel pful."



"Eh?" Desai noticed himself switch over to thinking in H ndi. But what was he
afraid of? Sensitivity to neural enissions, talent at interpreting them was
fairly well understood, had been for centuries. Some species were better at it
than others; man was anong those that brought forth few good cases, none of
themfirst-class. Neverthel ess, human scientists had studied the phenonenon as
they had studi ed the wavel engths wherein they were blind..

"You will see the fact nentioned in the data reel concerning me," Aycharaych
said. "The staff of Sector Governor Miratori takes precautions agai nst

espi onage. When | first approached them about nmy mssion, as a matter of
routine I was exposed to a telepathic agent, a Ryellian, who could sense that
my brain pattern had simlarities to hers."

Desai nodded. Ryellians were expert. O course, this one could scarcely have
read Aycharaych's m nd on such superficial contact, nor mapped the scope of
his capacities; patterns varied too greatly between species, |anguages,

soci eties, individuals. "Wat can you do of this nature, if |I may ask?"

Aycharaych nade a denigrating gesture. "Less than | desire. For exanple, you
need not have changed the verbal formof your interior dream | felt you do
it, but only because the pul ses changed. | could never read your mnd; that is
i mpossi bl e unl ess I have known a person long and well, and then | can nerely
transl ate surface thoughts, clearly formulated. | cannot project." He sniled.
"Shall we say | have a mnor gift of enpathy?"

"Don't underrate that. | wish | had it in the degree you seemto." Inwardly: |
mustn't let nyself fall under his spell. He's captivating, but nmy duty is to
be col d and cauti ous.

Desai | eaned forward, el bows on desk. "Forgive me if |'m blunt, Honorable," he
said. "You've come to a planet which two years ago was in arned rebellion
against H s Mjesty, which hoped to put one of its own sons on the throne by
force and violence or, failing that, |ead a breakaway of this whole sector
fromthe Enpire. Miutinous spirit is still high. 1'Il tell you, because the
fact can't be suppressed for any length of time, we lately had an actua

attack on a body of occupation troops, for the purpose of stealing their
weapons. Riots el sewhere are already matters of public know edge.

"Law and order are very fragile here, Honorable. | hope to proceed firmy but
humanely with the reintegration of the Virgilian systeminto Inperial life. At
present, practically anything could touch off a further explosion. Wre it a
maj or one, the consequences woul d be disastrous for the Aeneans, evil for the
Empire. W're not far fromthe border, fromthe Domain of Ythri and, worse

i ndependent war |ords, buccaneers, and weird fanatics who have space fleets.
Aeneas bulwarked this flank of ours. W can ill afford to lose it.

"A nunber of hostile or crimnal elenents took advantage of unsettled
conditions to debark. | doubt if nmy police have yet gotten rid of themall. |
certainly don't propose to let in nore. That's why ships and detector
satellites are in orbit, and none but specific vessels may | and—at this port,
nowher e el se—and persons fromthem nust be registered and nmust stay inside
Nova Roma unl ess they get specific permission to travel."

He realized how harsh he sounded, and began to beg pardon. Aycharaych broke
snoot hly through his enbarrassnent. "Please do not think you give offense,
Conmi ssioner. | quite synmpathize with your position. Besides, | sense your
basic good will toward me. You fear | mght, Inadvertently, rouse enotions
whi ch would ignite nobs or outright revol utionaries."

"I must consider the possibility, Honorable. Even within a single species, the



ghastliest blunders are all too easy to make. For instance, ny own ancestors
on Terra, before spaceflight, once rose against foreign rulers. The conflict
took many thousand lives. Its proxi mate cause was a new type of cartridge
whi ch of fended the religious sensibilities of native troops."

"A better exanple nmight be the Tai ping Rebellion."
"What ?"

"I't happened in China, in the same century as the Indian Miutiny. A revolt

agai nst a dynasty of outlanders, though one which had governed for

consi derabl e tune, becane a civil war that lasted for a generation and killed
people in the mllions. The |l eaders were inspired by a mlitant form of
Christianity—scarcely what Jesus had in mnd, no?"

Desai stared at Aycharaych. "You have studied us."

"Alittle, oh, a hauntingly little. Mich of it in your esthetic works,
Aeschyl us, Li Po, Shakespeare, CGoethe, Stargeon, Mkhailov ... the nusic of a
Bach or Richard Strauss, the visual art of a Renmbrandt or Hiroshige ..

Enough. | would love to discuss these matters for nonths, Comm ssioner, but
you have not the tine. | do hope to convince you | will not enter as a clunsy
i gnor anus. "

"Why Aeneas?" Desai wondered

"Precisely because of the circunstances in which it finds itself,

Conmi ssi oner. How do humans of an especially proud, self-reliant type behave
in defeat? We need that insight too on Jean-Baptiste, if we are not to risk
aggrieving you in sone future day of trouble. Furthernore, | understand Aeneas
contai ns several cultures besides the dom nant one. To nmake conpari sons and
observe interactions wuld teach ne nuch.”

"\l |

Aycharaych waved a hand. "The results of ny work will not be hoarded.
Frequently an outsider perceives elements which those who |live by them never
do. O they may take himinto their confidence, or at |east be | ess reserved
in his presence than in that of a human who coul d possibly be an I nperi al
secret agent. Indeed, Commissioner, by his very conspi cuousness, an alien |like
me mght serve as an efficient gatherer of intelligence for you."

Desai started. Krishna! Does this uncanny bei ng suspect—=2 No, how could he?

Gently, al nost apologetically, Aycharaych said, "I persuaded the Governor's
staff, and at last had a talk with His Excellency. If you wish to exam ne ny
docunents, you will find I already have permission to carry out my studies

here. But of course | would never undertake anything you di sapprove."

"Excuse me." Desai felt bew | dered, rushed, boxed in. Wy should he?
Aycharaych was totally courteous, eager to please. "I ought to have checked
t hrough the data beforehand. | woul d have, but that wetched attenpt at
guerrilla action—Do you mind waiting a few mnutes while I scan?"

"Not in the slightest,"” the other said, "especially if you will let ne glance
at those books | see over there." He smiled wider than before. Hs teeth were
whol I y nonhunan.

"Yes, by all nmeans," Desai munbl ed, and sl apped fingers across the
i nformation-retriever panel



Its screen lit up. An identifying hol ograph was foll owed by rel evant
correspondence and notations. (Fakery was out of the question. Besides
carryi ng tagged nol ecul es, the reel had been deposited aboard ship by an

of ficial courier, borne here in the captain's safe, and personally brought by
himto the menory bank underneath Inperial House.) The check on Aycharaych's
bona fides had been routine, since they were overworked on Llynathaw too, but
conpetently execut ed.

He arrived on the sector capital planet by regul ar passenger liner, went
straight to a hotel in Cataw ayannis which possessed facilities for
xenosophonts, registered with the police as required, and made no effort to
evade the scanners which occupation authorities had planted throughout the
city. He travel ed nowhere, met nobody, and did nothing suspicious. In
perfectly straightforward fashion, he applied for the pernmt he wanted, and
submtted to every interview and exani nati on demanded of him

No one had heard of the planet Jean-Baptiste there, either, but it was in the
files and mat ched Aycharaych's description. The information was meager; but
who woul d keep full data in the libraries of a distant province about a
backward world whi ch had never given trouble?

The request of its representative was reasonable, seemed unlikely to cause
damage, and m ght yield hel pful results. Sector Governor Miratori got
i nterested, saw the being hinself, and granted hi man okay.

Desai frowned. Hi s superior was both able and conscientious: had to be, if the
harm done by the rapaci ous and consci encel ess predecessor who provoked
McCormac's rebellion was to be mended. However, in a top position one is soon
i sol ated fromthe day-to-day details which nmake up a body of politics.
Muratori was too newin his office to appreciate its limtations. And he was,
besi des, a stern man, who in Desai's opinion interpreted too literally the
axiomthat governnment is legitinmatized coercion. It was because of directives
from above that, after the University riots, the Commi ssioner of Virgi
reluctantly ordered the razing of the Menorial and the total disarmanment of

t he great Landfol k houses—t+wo actions which he felt had brought on nore woes,
i ncluding the lunacy in Hesperi a.

Wll, then, why am| worried if Miratori begins to show a trifle nore
flexibility than hitherto?

"I"'mfinished," Desai said. "Wn't you sit down agai n?"

Aycharaych returned fromthe bookshel f, holding an Anglic vol une of Tagore.
"Have you reached a decision, Conm ssioner?" he asked.

"You know | haven't." Desai forced a smile. "The decision was made for ne. |
amto let you do your research and give you what help is feasible."

"I doubt if I need bother you rmuch, Conmm ssioner. | amevolved for a thin
at nosphere, and accustoned to rough travel. My biochem stry is simlar enough
to yours that food will be no problem | have anple funds; and surely the

Aenean economny could use sone nore Inperial credits.”

Aycharaych ruffled his crest, a particularly expressive notion. "But please
don't suppose | wish to thrust nyself on you, waving a gubernatorial |icense
like a battle flag," he continued. "You are the one who knows npbst and who,
besi des, mnust strike on the consequences of any error of mine. That would be a
poor way for Jean-Baptiste to enter the larger comunity, would it not?

intend to be guided by your advice, yes, your preferences. For exanple, before



my first venture, I will be grateful if your staff could plan ny route and
behavi or."

A thawi ng passed through Desai. "You make nme happy, Honorable. |I'm sure we can
work well together. See here, if you'd care to join me in an early |unch—-and
later | can have a few appoi ntnments shuffled around—=

It became a nenorabl e afternoon
But toward eveni ng, alone, Desai once nore felt troubl ed.

He should go hone, to a wife and children who saw himfar too little. He
shoul d stop chai n-snmoki ng; his palate was chemically burnt. Wy carry a world
on his shoulders, twenty | ong Aenean hours a day? He couldn't do it, really,
for a single minute. No nortal could.

Yet when he had taken oath of office a nortal rmust try, or know hinself a
perjurer.

The Frederi ksen affair plagued himlike a newly made wound. Suddenly he | eaned
across his desk and punched the retriever. This room nade and stored
hol ographs of everything that happened within it.

A screen kindled, throwing |ight into dusky corners; for Desai had |eft off
the fluoros, and sundown was upon the city. He didn't enlarge the figures of
Peter Jowett and

hi nsel f, but he did anplify the audio. Voices boonmed. He | eaned back to
listen.

Jowett, richly dressed, sporting a curled brown beard, was of the Wb, a
nmer chant and cosnopolite. However, he was no jackal. He had sincerely, if
qui etly, opposed the revolt; and now he collaborated with the occupation
because he saw the good of his people in their return to the Enpire.

He said: "—glad to offer you what ideas and information |I'm abl e,
Conmi ssioner. Cut me off if I start tellin' you what you've heard ad nauseam "

"I hardly think you can," Desai responded. "I've been on Aeneas for two years;
your ancestors, seven hundred."

"Yes, men ranged far in the early days, didn't they? Spread thensel ves
terribly thin, grewterribly vul nerable—WlIl. You wanted to consult ne about
| var Frederiksen, right?"

"And anything related." Desai put a fresh cigarette in his hol der.

Jowett lit a cheroot. "I'mnot sure what | have to give you. Renenber,
bel ong to class which Landfol k regard with suspicion at best, contenpt or
hatred at worst. |'ve never been intimate of his fanmly."

"You're in Parlianent. A pretty inportant nenber, too. And Edward Frederiksen

is Firstman of Ilion. You nust have a fair amount to do with him including
socially; mpost political work goes on outside of formal conferences or
debates. | know you knew Hugh McCormac wel | -Edward's brother-in-law, Ilvar's
uncle.”

Jowett frowned at the red tip of his cigar before he answered slowy: "Matters
are rather worse tangled than that, Conmi ssioner. May | recapitul ate
elementary facts? | want to set things in perspective, for myself as nuch as



you.
"Pl ease. "

"As | see it, there are three key facts about Aeneas. One, it began as
scientific colony, mainly for purpose of studyin' natives of Dido—which isn't
sui tabl e environment for human children, you know. That's origin of
University: community of scientists, scholars, and support personnel, around
whi ch nystique clusters to this very day. The nobst ignorant and stupid Aenean
stands in sone awe of those who are |earned. And, of course, University under
Enmpi re has becone quite distinguished, drawin' students both human and
nonhuman from far around. Aeneans are proud of it. Furthernore, it's wealthy
as well as respected, thus powerful.

"Fact two. To maintain humans, |et alone research establishment, on planet as
skinpy as this, you need huge | and areas efficiently managed. Hence rise of
Landf ol k: squires, yeonen, tenants. Wen League broke down and Troubl es cane,
Aeneas was cut off. It had to fight hard, sometines right onits ow soil, to
survive. Landfol k bore brunt. They becane quasi-feudal class. Even University
caught sonethin' of their spirit, givin' mlitary trainin' as regular part of
curriculum You'll recall how Aeneas resisted—a bit bloodil y—annexation by
Empire, inits earlier days. But |ater we furnished undue share of its

of ficers.

"Fact three. Meanwhile assorted imrgrants were tricklin' in, |lookin for
refuge or new start or whatever. They were ethnically different. Haughty nords
used their |abor but nade no effort to integrate them Piecew se, they found
ni ches for thenselves, and so drifted away from dom nant civilization. Hence
tinerans, Riverfolk, Ocans, highlanders, et cetera. | suspect they're nore
influential, sociologically, than city dwellers or rural gentry care to
bel i eve. "

Jowett halted and poured hinmself a cup of the tea which Desai had ordered
brought in. He | ooked as if he would have preferred whiskey.

"Your account does interest ne, as making clear how an intelligent Aenean

anal yzes the history of his world," Desai said. "But what has it to do with ny
i medi at e probl en?"

"A nunber of things, Conmissioner, if |I'mnot mistaken," Jowett answered. "To
begin, it enphasizes how essentially cut off persons like me are from...
well, if not mainstream then several mainstreans of this planet's life.

"Ch, yes, we have our representatives in tricanmeral |egislature. But we— nean
our new, |Inperiumoriented class of businessnen and their enpl oyees—we're

m nor part of Townfol k. Rest belong to age-old guilds and simlar corporate
bodi es, which nost tines feel closer to Landfolk and University than to us.
Subcul tures m ght perhaps ally with us, but aren't represented; property
qualification for franchise, you know. And ... prior to this occupation
Firstman of Ilion was, automatically, Speaker of all three Houses. In effect,
gl obal President. His second was, and is, Chancellor of University, his third
el ected by Townfol k del egates. Since you have—w sely, | think—not dissolved
Parliament, merely declared yourself supreme authority—this sane configuration
wor ks on.

"I'? I"'mnothin' but delegate from Townfol k, fromone single faction anong t hem
at that. | amnot privy to councils of Frederiksens and their friends."

"Just the sane, you can informne, correct me where |'mwong," Desa
insisted. "Now let nme recite the obvious for a while. My inpressions nmay turn



out to be fal se

"The Firstman of Ilion is primus inter pares because Ilion is the npst
i mportant region and Hesperia its richest area. True?"

"Originally," Jowett said. "Production and popul ati on have shifted. However,
Aeneans are traditionalists."”

"What horrible bad luck in the inheritance of that title—for everybody," Desa
said. And, seated al one, he renenbered his thoughts.

Hugh McCorrmac was a career Navy officer, who had risen to Fleet Admiral when
his el der brother died childless in an accident and thus made hi m Firstnman.
That woul dn't have mattered, except for H s Mjesty (one dare not specul ate
why, al oud) appointing that creature Snelund the Governor of Sector Al pha
Crucis; and Snelund's excesses finally striking McCormac so hard that he

rai sed a rebel banner and planet after planet hail ed hi m Enperor

Well, Snelund is dead, McCormac is fled, and we are trying to reclaimthe ruin
they left. But the seeds they sowed still sprout strange growt hs.

McCormac's wife was (is?) the sister of Edward Frederi ksen, who for |ack of
closer kin has thereby succeeded to the Firstmanship of Ilion. Edward hinself
is amld, professorial type. | could bless his presence—except for the damed
traditions. Hi's own wife is a cousin of McCormac. (Curse the way those high
famlies intermarry! It may nmake for better stock, a thousand years hence; but
what about us who nust cope meanwhil e?) The Frederi ksens thensel ves are

ol d-establ i shed University |eaders. Wy, the single human settlement on D do
is named after their nmain ancestor

Everybody on this resentful globe discounts Edward Frederiksen: but not what
he synbolizes. Soon everybody wi |l know what |var Frederiksen has done.

Potentially, he is their exiled prince, their liberator, their Anointed. Siva,
have mercy.

"As | understand it," the image of Jowett said, "the hoy rai sed gang of

hot heads wi thout his parents' know edge. He's only eleven and a hal f, after
all —dh, that's twenty years Terran, right? Their idea was to take to

wi | derness and be guerrillas until ... what? Terra gave up? Ythri intervened,
and took Aeneas under its wing |like Avalon? It strikes ne as pathetically
romantic."

"Sometines romantics do overcomne realists," Desai said. "The consequences are
al ways di sastrous."

"Well, in this case, attenpt failed. H s associates who got caught identified
their | eader under hypnoprobe. Don't bother denyin'; of course your

i nterrogators used hypnoprobes. Ivar's disappeared, but shouldn't be

i npossible to track down. What do you need ny advi ce about ?"

"The wi sdom of chasing himin the first place," Desai said wearily.

"Ch. Positive. You dare not let himrun | oose. | do know himslightly. He has
chance of becomin' kind of prophet, to people who're waitin' for exactly
that."

"My inmpression too. But how should we go after hin? How make the arrest? What
kind of trial and penalty? How publicize? W can't create a martyr. Neither
can we let a rebel, responsible for the deaths and injuries of Inperial



per sonnel —and Aeneans, renenber, Aeneans—we can't let himgo scot-free.
don't know what to do," Desai nearly groaned. "Help ne, Jowett. You don't want
your planet ripped apart, do you?"

—He snapped of f the playback. He had gotten nothing fromit. Nor would he from
the rest, which consisted of what-ifs and maybes. The only absol ute was t hat
| var Frederiksen nust be hunted down fast.

Should | refer the problemof what to do after we catch himto LlIynathaw, or
directly to Terra? | have the right.

The legal right. No nore. Wiat do they know there? Night had fallen. The room
was al t oget her bl ack, save for its gl owboards and a shifty patch of noonli ght
whi ch hurried Creusa cast through the still-active transparency. Desai got up
felt his way there, |ooked outward.

Beneath stars, noons, MIlky Way, three sister planets, Nova Roma had gone
el ven. The houses were radi ance and shadow, the streets dappl ed darkness, the
river and canals nmercury. Afar in the desert, a dust stormwent |ike a ghost.

W nd keened; Desai, in his warned cubicle, shivered to think howits chil
nmust cut.
H s vision sought the brilliances overhead. Too many suns, too many.

He' d be sending a report Hone by the next courier boat. (Hone! He had visited
Terra just once. \Wen he stole a few hours fromwork to wal k anong relics,

t hey proved curiously disappointing. Miltisense tapes didn't include crowded
ai rbuses, arrogant guides, tourist shops, or aching feet.) Such vessels
traveled at close to the top hyperspeed: a pair of weeks between here and Sol
(But that was 200 |ight-years, a radius which swept over four mllion suns.)
He could include a request for policy guidelines.

But half a nonth could stretch out, when he faced possible turnoil or, worse,
terrorism And then his petition nust be processed, discussed, annot ated,
suppl enent ed, passed fromconmttee to conmttee, referred through |ayers of
executive officialdomfor decision; and the return nmessage would take its own
days to arrive, and probably need to be disputed on nany points when it did—
No, those occasional directives fromLIlynathaw were bad enough

He, Chunderban Desai, stood alone to act.
O course, he was required to report everything significant: which certainly

i ncl uded the Frederiksen affair. If nothing el se, Terra was the data bank, as
conplete as flesh and atomi stics could achieve.

In which case ... why not insert a query about that Aycharaych?

Vell, why?

I don't know, | don't know. He seens thoroughly legitinmate; and he borrowed ny
Tagore ... No, | will ask for a complete information scan at Terra. Though

"Il have to invent a plausible reason for it, when Miuratori's approved his
proposal . W bureaucrats aren't supposed to have hunches. Especially not when
in fact, | Iike Aycharaych as much as any nonhuman |'ve ever net. Far nore
than many of my fell ow nen.

Danger ousl y nore?

vV



The Hedin freehold lay well east of Wndhome, though close enough to the edge

of Ilion that westerlies brought noisture off the canals, marshes, and salt

| akes of the Antonine Seabed—actual rain two or three tines a year. Wile not

passi ng through the property, the WIdfoss hel ped maintain a water table that

supplied a few wells. Thus the famly carried on agriculture, besides ranching
a |l arger area.

Ceneration by generation, their staff had become nore |ike kinfol k than
hirelings: kinfolk who | ooked to them for |eadership but spoke their own minds
and often saw a child married to a son or daughter of the house. In short,
they stood in a relationship to their enployers quite simlar to that in which
t he Hedi ns, and ot her Hesperian yeonen, stood to W ndhone.

The steadi ng was consi derable. A dozen cottages flanked the nanse. Behind,
barns, sheds, and workshops surrounded three sides of a paved courtyard.
Except for size, at first glance the buildings seemed nuch alike, whitewashed
ramred earth, their blocki ness softened by erosion. Then one | ooked cl oser at
the stone or gl ass nosai cs which decorated them Trees nmade a wi ndbreak about
the settlement: native del phi and rahab, Terran oak and acacia, Ll ynathawian
rasm n, Ythrian hanmmrerbranch. Fl owerbeds held only exotic species,

pai nst aki ngly cultivated, eked out with rocks and gravel. True bl ossons had
never evolved on Aeneas, though a few kinds of |leaf or stalk had bright hues.

It generally bustled here, overseers, housekeepers, smiths, masons, nechanics,
hands cone in fromfields or range, children, dogs, horses, stathas, hawks,
farm machi nery, ground and air vehicles, talk, shouting, |aughter, anger
tears, song, a clatter of feet and a whiff of beasts or snoke. Ivar ached to
joinin. Hs wait in the storel oft became an entonbnent.

Through a crack in the shutters he could | ook down at the daytinme surging. His
first night coincided with a birthday party for the ol dest tenant. Not only
the main house was full of glow, but floodlights illumnated the yard for the
| eapi ng, stanping dances of Ilion, to music whooped forth by a sonor, while
flagons went frommouth to mouth. The next night had been noonlight and a pair
of young sweethearts. lvar did not watch them after he realized what they
were; he had been taught to consider privacy anong the rights no decent person
woul d violate. Instead, he threshed about in his sleeping bag, desert-thirsty
with nenories of Tatiana Thane and-still nore, he discovered in shane—ertain
ot hers.

On the third night, as erstwhile, he roused to the cautious unlocking of the
door. Sam Hedi n brought himhis food and water when nobody el se was awake. He
sat up. A pad protected himfromthe floor, but as his torso emerged fromthe
sack, chill snote through his garnents. He hardly noticed. The body of an
Aenean perforce | earned how to make efficient use of the shivering reflex. The
dark oppressed him however, and the smell of dust.

A fl ashbeam pi cked forth glinpses of sel domused gear, boxes and | oaded
shel ves. "Hs-s-s," went a whisper. "Get ready to travel. Fast."

n \N]at ?II
"Fast, | said. I'lIl explain when we're a-road."

Ivar scranmbled to his feet, out of his nightsuit and into the cl othes he wore
when he arrived. The latter were begrined and bl ood-spotted, but the parched
air had sucked away stinks as it did for the slop jar. The other garment he
tucked into a bedroll he slung on his back, together with his rifle. Hedin
gave hima packet of sandwi ches to stuff in his pouchbelt, a filled canteen to
hang opposite his knife—waell insul ated agai nst freezi ng—and gui dance



downstairs.

Though the man's nmanner was grim eagerness |eaped in Ivar. Regardless of the
cause, his inprisonment was at an end.

Qutside lay windless quiet, so deep that it was if he could hear the planet
creak fromthe cold. Both nobons were up to whiten stone and sand, nake
treetops into gl aciers above caverns, strike sparkles fromrinme. Larger but
renoter Lavinia, rising over eastern hills, showed about half her
ever-famliar face. Creusa, hurtling toward her, seemed bi gger because of
being near the full, and glittered as her spin threw light off crysta
raggedness. The M| ky Way was a frozen cascade from horizon to horizon. O
fell ow pl anets, Anchises remained al oft, |anbent yellow. Anmong the uncountabl e
stars, Al pha and Beta Crucis burned bright enough to join the noons in casting
shadows.

A pair of stathas stood tethered, |ong necks and snouted heads sil houetted
athwart the house. W nmust have sone ways to go, lvar thought, sacrificin'

horse-speed in pinch for endurance over long dry stretch. But then why not

car? He mounted. Despite the frigidity, he caught a scent of his beast, not
unl i ke new mown hay, before he adjusted hood and ni ght nask.

Sam Hedin led himonto the inland road, shortly afterward to a dirt track
whi ch angl ed off southerly through broken ground where starkwood bush and
sword trava grew sparse. Dust puffed fromthe plop-plop of triple pads. Six
l egs gave a lulling rhythm Before | ong the steading was |lost to sight, the
men rode by thensel ves under heaven. Afar, a catavale yow ed.

Ivar cleared his throat. "Ah-uml Where're we bound, Yeonman Hedi n?"

Vapor smoked from breath slot. "Best hidin' place for you | could think of
quick, Firstlin'. Maybe none too good."

Fear jabbed. "Wat's happened?"

"Vid word went around this day, garth to garth," Hedin said. He was a stout

man in his later nmiddle years. "lInpies out everywhere in Hesperia, ransackin'
after you. Reward offered; and anybody who | ooks as if he or she m ght know
somet hin' gets quick narcoquiz. At rate they're workin', they'll reach ny

pl ace before noon." He paused. "That's why | kept you tucked away, so nobody
except ne woul d know you were there. But not nuch use agai nst biodetectors.

i nvent ed busi ness which' Il keep ne from hone several days, rode off wth
renount —pl ausi bl e, considerin' power shortage—and slipped back after dark to
fetch you." Another pause. "They have aircars aprow, too. Mtor vehicle could
easily get spotted and overtaken.

That's reason why we use stathas, and no heatin' units for our clothes."

Ivar glanced aloft, as if to see a netal teardrop pounce. An ula flapped by.
Pride struggled with panic: "They want me mighty badly, huh?"

"Well, you're Firstlin' of Ilion."

Honesty awoke. lvar bit his lip. "I ... I"'mno serious nmenace. | bungled ny
| eadership. No doubt | was idiot to try."

"I don't know enough to gauge," Hedin replied judiciously. "Just that Feo
Astaff asked if | could coal sack you from Terrans, because you and friends had
had fight with marines. Since, you and |'ve gotten no proper chance to talKk.
could just sneak you your rations at night, not dare |inger. Nor have



newscasts said nore than there was unsuccessful assault on patrol. Never
menti oned your nane, though | suppose after this search they'll have to."

The mask nuffled his features, but not the eyes he turned to his conpanion
"Want to tell nme now?" he asked.

"Wwel |, |I—=

"No secrets, mind. |'mpretty sure |'ve covered our spoor and won't be
suspected, interrogated. Still, what can we rely on al together?"

Ivar slunped. "I've nothin' inportant to hide, except foolishness. Yes, I'd

like to tell you, Yeoman."

The story stunbled forth, for Hedin to join to what he already knew about his
conpani on.

Edwar d Frederi ksen had | ong been engaged in zool ogi cal research on D do when
he married Lisbet Borglund. She was of old University stock like hiny they net
when he came back to deliver a series of lectures. She followed himto the

nei ghbor world. But even in Port Frederiksen, the heat and wetness of the
thick air were too nuch for her

She recovered when they returned to Aeneas, and bore her husband |var and
Gerda. They lived in a nodest home outside Nova Ronmm; both taught, and he
found adequate if unspectacul ar subjects for original study. H s son often
cane along on field trips. The boy's anbitions presently focused on

pl anet ol ogy. Beli ke the austere coneliness of desert, steppe, hills, and dry
ocean floors brought that about-—besides the hope of exploring anong those
stars which glittered through their nights.

Hugh McCorrmac being their uncle by his second narriage, the children spent
frequent vacations at Wndhone. Wen the Fleet Admiral was on hand, it becane
like visiting a hero of the early days, an affable one, say Brian MCormac who
cast out the nonhuman invaders and whose statue stood ever afterward on a high
pillar near the main canpus of the University.

Aeneas had circled Virgil eight times since lvar's birth, when Aaron Snel und
became Governor of Sector Al pha Crucis. It circled twice more—three and a half
Terran years—before the eruption. At first the devel oped worlds felt nothing
wor se t han hei ghtened taxes, for which they got semni-plausible explanations.
(G ven the size of the Enpire, its ministers nust necessarily have broad
powers.) Then they got the venal appointees. Then they began to hear what had
been goi ng on anong societies | ess able to resist and conplain. Then they
realized that their own petitions were being shunted aside. Then the arrests
and confiscations for "treason" started. Then the secret police were
everywhere, while nercenaries and officials freely conmtted outrages upon

i ndividuals. Then it becane plain that Snelund was not an ordinary corrupt
adm ni strator, skinmng off some creamfor hinself, but a favorite of the
Enmperor, | aying grandi ose political foundations.

Al this cane pieceneal, and folk were slow to believe. For nmobst of them life
proceeded about as usual. If times were a bit hard, well, they would outl ast
it, and neanwhile they had work to do, househol ds and conmunities to maintain,
interests to pursue, pleasures to seek, love to nake, errands to run, friends
to invite, unfriends to snub, plans to consider, details, details, details
like sand in an hourglass. lvar did not enroll at the University, since it
educated its hereditary menbers frominfancy, but he began to specialize in
his studies and to have off-planet classmates. Intellectual excitenment

out shout ed i ndi gnati on



Then Kathryn McCormac, his father's sister, was taken away to Snelund's
pal ace; and her husband was arrested, was rescued, and led the mutiny.

| var caught fire, like nost Aenean youth. His nmilitary training, hitherto
i nci dental, becane nearly the whole. But he never got off the planet, and his
drills ended when Inperial warcraft hove into the skies.

The insurrection was over. Hugh McCorrmac and his family had | ed the remants
of his fleet into the deeps outside of known space. Because the Jihannath
crisis was resolved, the Navy available to guard the whole Enpire, the rebels
woul d not return unless they wanted i mol ati on

Sector Alpha Crucis in general, Aeneas in particular, was to be occupi ed and
reconstruct ed.

Chaos, despair, shortages which in several areas approached fam ne, had grown
t hroughout the latter half of the conflict. The University was cl osed. Ivar
and Gerda went to live with their parents in poverty-stricken grandeur at

W ndhone, since Edward Frederi ksen was now Firstman of 1lion. The boy spent
nost of the time inproving his desertcraft. And he gained identification with
the Landfol k. He woul d be their next |eader

After a while conditions inproved, the University reopened—dnder close
observati on—and he returned to Nova Roma. He was soon involved in underground
activity. At first this ambunted to no nore than clandestine bitching
sessions. However, he felt he should not enbarrass bis famly or hinself by
staying at the suburban house, and noved into a cheap roomin the | east
desirable part of the Wb. That also led to formative experiences. Aeneas had
never had a significant crimnal class, but a petty one burgeoned during the
war and its aftermath. Suddenly he net men who did not hold the | aws sacred.

(When McCormac rebelled, he did it in the name of rights and statutes
vi ol at ed. \When Commi ssioner Desai arrived, he promsed to restore the torn
fabric.)

G ven a conciliatory rule, conplaints soon becane denands. The favorite place
for speeches, rallies, and denonstrati ons was beneath the nmenorial to Brian
McCormac. The authorities conceded nunerous points, reasonable in

t hensel ves—for exanple, resunption of regular mail service to and fromthe
rest of the Enpire. This led to further demands—for exanple, no government
exam nation of mail, and a citizens' comittee to assure this—which were
refused. Riots broke out. Some property went up in snoke, some persons down in
deat h.

The decrees cane: No nore assenblies. The nmonunment to be razed. The Landf ol k,
who since the Troubles had served as police and mlitary cadre, to disband al
units and surrender all firearnms, froma squire's ancestral cannon-equi pped
skyrover to a child' s target pistol given |ast Founder's Day.

"We deci ded, our bunch, we'd better act before 'twas too late," lvar said.
"We'd snuggl e out what weapons we coul d, ahead of seizure date, and use them
to grab off heavier stuff. | had as nuch know edge of back country as any,
nore than nost; and, of course, | amFirstlin'. So they picked me to comand
our beginnin' operation, which'd be in this area. | joined my nother and
sister at Wndhonme, pretendin' | needed break fromstudy. Others had different
cover stories, like charterin' an airbus to | eave themin Avernus Canyon for
several days' campout. We rendezvoused at Helnet Butte and laid our ambush
accordin' to what | knew about regular Inpy patrol routes.”



"What' d you have done next, if you'd succeeded?" Hedin asked.

"Ch, we had that planned. | know couple of oases off in Ironland that could
support us, with trees, caves, ravines to hide us fromair search. There
aren't that many occupation troops to cover this entire world."

"You' d spend your lives as outlaws? | should think you' d soon becone bandits."

"No, no. W'd carry on nore raids, get nore recruits and popul ar support,
gat her strength eneny must reckon with. Meanwhile we'd hope for synpathy

el sewhere in Enmpire bringin' pressure on our behal f, or maybe fear of Ythri
novin' in."

"Maybe, " Hedin grunted. After a nmonent: "I've heard runors. Geat bein' wth
gol d-bronze wings, a-flit in these parts. Ythrian agent? They don't
necessarily want what we do, Firstlin' ."

Ivar's shoul ders slunmped. "No nmatter. W failed anyhow. | did."

Hedi n reached across to clap himon the back. "Don't take that attitude.

First, mlitary | eaders are bound to | ose nmen and suffer occasional disasters.
Second, you never were one, really. You just happened to get thrown to top of
cards that God was shufflin'." Softly: "For game of solitaire? | won't believe
it." Hs tone briskened. "Firstlin', you' ve got no right to go off on

consci ence spin. You and your fellows together nade bad m stake. Leave it at
that, and carry on. Aeneas does need you."

"Me?" lvar exclainmed. His self-inmportance had crunbled while he tal ked, unti
he could not admt he had ever seen hinself as a Maccabee. "What in cosnbs can

| =
Hedin lifted a gauntleted hand to quiet him "Hoy. Follow ne."

They brought their stathas off the trail, and did not rejoin it for ten

kil ometers. What they avoi ded was a herd bel onging to Hedi n: Terran-descended
cattle, gene-nodified and then adapted through centuries—i ke nost introduced
organi sns—dntil they were a genus of their own. Watchfires glimered around
their mass. Hedin didn't doubt his men were loyal to him but what they hadn't
noticed, they couldn't reveal

On the way, the riders passed a fragnent of wall. 4 ass-black, seanless, it
sheened above noonlight brush and sand. Near the top of what remained, four
nmeters up, holes nmade an intricate pattern, its original purpose hard to
guess. Now stars gl eaned t hrough

Hedin reined in, drew a cross, and nuttered before he went on

I var had seen the rumin the past, and rangehands paying it their respects. He
had never thought he would see the yeoman—wel | - educated, well-travel ed,
har dheaded master and council or—do |ikew se.

After a cold and silent while, Hedin said half defensively, "Kind of synbol
back yonder."

"Well... yes," lvar responded.

"Somebody was here before us, mllions of years ago. And not extinct natives,
either. Wiere did they cone fron? Wiy did they | eave? Traces have been found
on other planets too, remenber. Unreasonable to suppose they died off, no? Lot
of people wonder if they didn't go onward instead—eut there."



Hedi n waved at the stars. O that knife-bright horde, sone belonged to the
Enpire but nost did not. For those the bare eye could see were mainly giants,
shining across the |ight-years which engulfed vision of a Virgil or a Sol

Bet ween I var and red Betel geuse reached all the dominion of Terra, and nore.
Further on, Rigel flashed and the Pl eiades veiled thenselves in regions to
whi ch the Roi dhunate of Merseia gave its nane for a blink of tinme. Beyond
these were Polaris, once man's |odestar, and the Oion

Nebul a, where new suns and worl ds were being born even as he watched, and in
billions of years life would | ook forth and wonder.

Hedi n's mask swung toward lvar again. His voice was | ow but eerily intense.
"That's why we need you, Firstlin'. You may be rash boy, yes, but four hundred
years of man on Aeneas stand behind you. We'll need every root we've got when
El ders return.”

Startled, lvar said, "You don't believe that, do you? |'ve heard talk; but
you?"

"Well, | don't know " Hedin's words canme dwi ndl ed t hrough the darkness. "I
don't know. Before war, | never thought about it. 1'd go to church, and that
was that.

"But since—Can so many people be entirely wong? They are many, 'l tell
you. Of in town, at school, you probably haven't any idea how wi de hope is
spreadin' that Elders will come back soon, bearin' Wrd of God. It's not

crank, lvar. N gh everybody admits this is hope, no proof. But could Admra
McCor mac have headed their way? And surely we hear runors about new prophet in
barrens—

"I don't know. | do think, and | tell you |I"'mnot alone in it, all this grief
here and all those stars there can't be for nothin'. If God is makin' ready
H s next revel ation, why not through chosen race, nore wi se and good than we
can now i magi ne? And if that's true, shouldn't prophet come first, who
prepares us to be saved?"

He shook hinself, as if the freeze had pierced his unheated garb. "You're our
Firstlin'," he said. "W mnust keep you free. Four hundred years can't be for
nothin' either."”

Quite matter-of -factly, he continued: "Tinerans are passin' through, reported
near Arroyo. | figure you can hide among them"

\Y

Each nomad Train, a clan as well as a caravan, wandered a huge but strictly
defined territory. Wndhome bel onged in that of the Brotherband. |var had
occasionally seen its canps, wtnessed raffish performances, and noticed odd
j obs being done for local folk before it noved on, afterward heard the usua
hal f - amused, hal f-i ndi gnant accusations of mnor thefts and cl ever sw ndl es,
gossi p about seductions, whispers about occult talents exercised. Wen he

di pped into the literature, he found nostly anecdotes, picturesque
descriptions, romantic fiction, nothing in depth. The Aenean intell ectua
community took little serious interest in the undercultures on its own pl anet.
Despite the centuries, Dido still posed too many eni gmas whi ch were nore
fascinating and professionally rewarding.

Ivar did know that Trains varied in their laws and custons. Hedin led him
across a frontier which had no guards nor any existence in the registries at



Nova Roma, identified solely by | andmarks. Thereafter they were in Waybreak

country, and he was still less sure of what to expect than he woul d have been
at home. The yeoman took a roomin the single inn which Arroyo boasted. "I'l|
stay till you're gone, in case of trouble," he said. "But mainly, you're on

your own from here.'
lad."

Roughly: "I wi sh "twere otherw se. Fare always well

| var wal ked through the village to the canp. Its people were packing for
departure. Fifty or so brilliantly painted carriages, and gaudy garb on the
owners, made their bustle and clamor into a | and of rai nbowed stormin an
ot herwi se drab | andscape. Arroyo stood on the eastern slope of the hills,
where scrub grew sparse on dusty ground to feed some |ivestock. The soi
became nore dry and bare for every kilonmeter that it hunched on downward,
until at the horizon began the Ironland desert.

Scuttling about in what |ooked |ike utter confusion, nmen, wonen, and chil dren
ali ke threw himglances and shouted remarks in their own | anguage that he
guessed were derisive. He felt awkward and wholly al one anong them+this
medi um si zed, whip-slimrace of the red-brown skins and straight bl ue-black
hair. Their very vehicles hetmmed himin alienness. Sone were battered old
trucks of city make; but fantastic designs swirled across them pennons bl ew,
amul ets dangl ed, wind chines rang. Mst were wagons, drawn by four to eight
stathas, and these were the living quarters. Stovepipes projected fromtheir
arched roofs and griny curtains hung in their w ndows. Beneath paint, banners,
and ot her accessories, their panels were el aborately carved; denon shapes

| eered, hex signs radiated, animals real and i magi nary cavorted, male and
femal e figures danced, hunted, worked, ganbl ed, engendered, and perforned acts
nore esoteric.

A man cane by, carrying a bundle of knives and swords wrapped in a cloak. He
bounded up into the stairless doorway of one wagon, gave his |load to a person

i nsi de, sprang down again to confront lvar. "Hey-ah, varsiteer," he said
am cably enough. "Wat'd you |ike? The show s over."
"I ... I"'mlookin' for berth," Ivar faltered. He wet his lips, which felt

caked with dust. It was a hot day, 25 degrees Celsius or so. Virgil glared in
a sky which seened to lack its usual depth, and instead was burni shed

"No dung? What can a townsitter do worth his keep? We're bound east, straight
across the Dreary. Not exactly a Ronmeburg patio. W'd have to sweep you up
after you crumbled." The ot her rubbed his pointed chin. "Of course,"” he added
t houghtfully, "you m ght nake pretty good nose powder for sone girl."

Yet his nmockery was not unkind. lvar gave himcloser regard. He was young,
probably little older than the Firstling. Caught by a beaded fillet, his hair
fell to his shoulders in the comon style, brass earrings show ng through

Li ke nost tineran nmen, he kept shaved off what woul d have been a puny growth
of beard. Bones and | um nous gray eyes stood forth in a narrow face. He was
nearly always grinning, and whether or not he stood still, there was a sense
of quivering nobility about him H's cl othes—

fringed and varicolored shirt, scarlet sash, skin-tight |eather trousers and
buski ns—aere worn-out finery denpted to working dress. A golden torque
encircled his neck, tawdry-jeweled rings his fingers, a spiral of herpetoid
skin the left arm A knife sat on either hip, one a tool, one a weapon, both
del i cate-1o00ki ng conpared to those mniature nmachetes the Landfol k carri ed.

"I"'mnot—ell, yes, I amfrom Nova Roma, University famly," lvar admtted

"But, uh, how d you know before | spoke?"



"O ah, your wal k, your whole way. Being geared |ike a granger, not a cityman,
won't cover that." The Anglic was rapid-fire, a |anguage coequal in the Trains
with Haisun and its argots. But this was a special dialect, archaic fromthe
nord vi ewpoi nt, one which, for instance, nmade excessive use of articles while
harshly clipping the syllables. "That's a rifle to envy, yours, and relieve

you of if you're uncareful. Aten-mllinmeter Valdemar convertible, right?"
"And | can use it," Ivar said in a rush. "l've spent plenty of time in
outlands. You'll find me good pot hunter, if nothin' else. But |I'mhandy with

apparatus too, especially electric. And strong, when you need plain nmuscle."

"Well-ah, let's go see King Samo. By the way, |I'm M kkal of Redtop." The

ti neran nodded at his wagon, whose roof justified its name. A worman of about
his age, doubtless his wife, poised in the doorway. She was as exotically
pretty as girls of her type were supposed to be in the folklore of the
sedentary people. A red-and-yell ow zi gzagged gown clung to a sunptuous figure,
t hough lvar thought it a shanme how she had | oaded herself with junk ornaments.
Cat ching his eye, she sniled, w nked, and swung a hip at him Her nman didn't
mnd; it was a standard sort of greeting.

"You'll take ne?" |var blurted.

M kkal shrugged. Infinitely nore expressive than a nord's, the gesture used
his entire body. Sunlight went iridescent over the scales coiled around his
left arm "Sure-ah. An excuse not to work." To the woman: "You, Dulcy, go
fetch the rest of my gear." She nmade a noue at hi m before she scanpered off
into the turnoil.

"Thanks ever so much," Ivar said. "I +" mRolf Mariner." He had given the alias
consi derabl e thought, and was proud of the result. It fitted the ethnic
background he could not hope to disguise, while free of silly giveaways |ike
his proper initials.

"I'f that's who you want to be, fine," Mkkal gibed, and | ed the way.

The racket grew as aninmals were brought in from pasture, stathas, mnules,

goats, neompas. The dogs which herded them efficiently at work in response to
whi stl es and signals fromchildren, kept silence. They were tall, ebon, and
skeletally built except for the huge rib cages and water-storing hunps on the
shoul ders.

ol dwheel s was the | argest wagon, the single notorized one. A snall conpanion
stood al ongsi de, black save for a few synbols in red and silver, w ndow ess.
Above its roof, a purple banner bore two crescents. M kkal sensed lvar's
curiosity and explained, "That's the shrine."

"Ch ... yes." lvar renenbered what he had read. The king of a band was al so
its high priest, who besides presiding over public religious cerenpnies,
conducted secret rites with a fewfellowinitiates. He was required to be of a
certain famly (evidently Gol dwheels in the Waybreak Train) but need not be an
el dest son. Mst of a king's wonen were chosen with a view to breedi ng desired
traits, and the likeliest boy became heir apparent, to serve apprenticeship in
anot her Train. Thus the wanderers forged alliances between their often

quarrel some groups, nore potent than the marriages anmong individual s which
grew out of the periodic assenblies known as Fairs.

The nmen who were hitching white mules to the shrine seened no nore awed than
M kkal . They hailed himloudly. He gave them an answer whi ch made | aughter
erupt. Youngsters nilling nearby shrilled. A couple of girls tittered, and one
made a statenment which was doubtl ess bawdy. At ny expense, |var knew.



It didn't matter. He sniled back, waved at her, saw her preen waist-I|ong
tresses and flutter her eyelids. After all, to them+f | prove |I'mno dunb
clod, and I will, I will—+o theml|'mexcitin' outsider. He harked back to his
hal f - desperate nood of m nutes ago, and marvel ed. A buoyant confidence swell ed
in him and actual merrinment bubbled beneath. The whol e carefree atnosphere
had entered him as it seened to enter everybody who visited an encanpmnent.

King Sam o returned fromoverseeing a job. Folk lifted hands in casual sal ute.
When he cared to exercise it, his power was divine and total; but nostly he
rul ed by consensus.

He was a contrast to his people, |arge, blocky-boned, hooknosed. Hi s mahogany
features carried a fully devel oped beard and nustache. He linped. H's garb was
white, nore clean than one woul d have t hought possible here. Save for

t ool ed-1 eat her boots, crinson-pluned turban, and neckl ace of antique coins, it
had little decoration

H s pale gaze fell on Ivar and remained as he lowered hinself into an ornate
arnchair outside his wagon. "Heyah, stranger," he said. "What's your |ay?"

| var bowed, not knowi ng what else to do. Mkkal took the word: "He tags
hinself Rolf Mariner, clains he's a hunter and jack-0'-hands as well as a
varsiteer, and wants to come al ong."

The king didn't snmile. Hs gravity marked himoff yet nore than did his

appear ance. Nonet hel ess, Ivar felt unafraid. Wether dreany runaways, failed
adults, or fugitives fromjustice, occasionally nords asked to join a Train.

If they nade a plausible case for thenselves, or if a whimblewin their
favor, they were accepted. They remmined aliens, and probably none had | asted
as much as a year before being disnissed. The usual reason given was that they
| acked the ability to pull their freight in a hard and tricky life.

Surely that was true. lvar expected that a journey with these people would
stretch himto his limts. He did not expect he would snap. Who could await
that, in this blithe tumult?

There passed through him In spite of everything they suffered, |'ve heard,
I"'ve read a little, about how those guests always hated to | eave, al ways
afterward nmourned for |ost high days—how those who'd | asted | ongest would try
to get into different troop, or kill themselves—But let himnot fret when al
hi s bl ood sang.

"Unrmmhm" Sam o said. "Wy do you ask this?"

"I"ve tired of these parts, and have no readier way to | eave them" Ivar
replied.

M kkal barked | aughter. "He knows the formula, anyhow! |nvoke the upper-class
privacy fetish, plus a hint that if we don't know why he's running, we can't
be blamed if the tentacles find himanongst us."

"Inpie agents aren't city police or gentry housecarls," the king said. "They
got special tricks. And ... a few

days back, a clutch of seethe-heads affrayed a nmarine patrol on the WIdf oss,
renenber? Several escaped. If you're on the flit, Mriner, why should we risk
trouble to help you across |ronland?"

"I didn't say | was, sir," lvar responded. "I told Mkkal, here, | can be



useful to you. But supposin' | amin sabota with Terrans, is that bad? | heard
ti nerans cheer Enperor Hugh's nen as they left for battle.™

"Tinerans' || cheer anybody who's on hand with spendi ng noney," M kkal said.
"However, I'Il 'fess nost of us don't like the notion of the stars beswarned
by townsitters. It makes us feel like the universe is closing in." He turned

to Samlo. "King, why not give this felly-oh a toss?"

"WIl you be his keeper?" the seated man asked. Aside to lvar: "W don't
abandon people in the desert, no matter what. Your keeper has got to see you
t hr ough. "

"Sure-ah," Mkkal said. "He has a | ook of new songs and jokes in him™"

"Your keeper won't have much to spare,"” Saml o warned. "If you use up supplies
and give no return—well, maybe after we're back in the green and you

di sm ssed, he'll track you down."

"He won't want to, sir ... King," Ivar prom sed.

"Better make sure of that," Sam o said. "Mkkal, the shooting gallery's stil
assenbl ed. Go see how many |ightsweeps he can hit with that rifle of his. Find
some broken-down equi pnent for himto repair; the gods know we have enough

Run him and if he's breathing hard after half a dozen clicks, trade him back
because he'd never get across the Dreary alive." He rose, while telling Ivar:
"I'f you pass, you'll have to | eave that slugthrower with me. Only hunting
parties carry firearms in a Train, and just one to a party. W'd | ose too many
peopl e otherwi se. Now | have to go see the animal acts get properly bedded
down. You be off too."

Y/

In along irregular line, herd strung out behind, the caravan departed. A few
persons rode in the saddle, a fewnore in or on the vehicles; nost wal ked. The
| ong Aenean stride readily matched wagons bunpi ng and groani ng over roadl ess
wrinkled hills. However, the going was stiff, and nobody tal ked wi thout need.
Perched on rooftops, nusicians gave them pl angent marches out of primtive

i nstruments, drums, horns, gongs, bagpipes, many-stringed guitars. A nunber of
t hese pl ayers were handi capped, |var saw crippled, blind, deformed. He would
have been shocked by so much curabl e or preventable woe had they not seened as
exhil arated as he was.

Near sundown, Waybreak was out on the undulant plain of Ironland. Coarse red
soi|l reached between clunps of gray-green starkwood or sword trava, dried too
hard for there to be a great deal of dust. Saml o cried halt by an eroded | ava
flow fromwhich thrust a fluted vol canic plug. "The Devil's Tallywhacker,"

M kkal told his protege. "Traditional first-night stopping place out of
Arroyo, said to be protection against hostile gods. | think the practice goes
back to the Troubles, when wild gangs went around, starveling humans or
stranded remants of invader forces, and you might need a defensible site. O
course, nowadays we just |aager the wagons in case a zoosny w nd should bl ow
up or sonething like that. But it's as well to maintain cautionary custons.
The rebellion proved the Troubles can come again, and no doubt will ... as if
that'd ever needed proof."

"Uh, excuse ne," lvar said, "but you sound, uh, surprisin'ly sophisticated—=
Hi s voice trailed off.

M kkal chuckled. "For an illiterate seni-savage? Wll, matter o' fact, |'m
not. Not illiterate, anyhow A part of us have to read and wite if we're to



handl e the outside world, let alone operate swittles |like the Treasure Map
Besides, | like reading, when | can beg or steal a book."

"I can't understand why you—+ nean, you're cut off fromthings like library
banks, not to mention medi cal and genetic services, everything you could
have—~

"At what price?" Mkkal made a spitting noise, though he did not waste the
water. "We'd either have to take steady work to gain the jingle, or becone

wel fare clients, which'd nmean settling down as even meeker |awlickers. The
end of the Trains, therefore the end of us. Didn't you know? A tineran can't
quit. Stuff himinto a town or nail himdown on a farm it's a nercy when
death sets his corpse free torot." "lI'd heard that,"” lvar said slowy. "But

t hought the tale nust be an extravaganza, hey? No, it's true. It's happened.
Tinerans jailed for any length of tine sicken and die, if they don't suicide
first. Even if for sonme reason like exile fromthe Train, they have to turn
sitter, 'free workers'"—the tone spoke the quotation marks—they can't breed
and they don't live long.... That's why we have no death penalty. Twice |'ve
seen the king order a really bad offender cast out, and word sent to the rest
of the Trains so none would take himin. Both times, the felly begged for a
hundred and one | ashes instead." M kkal shook hinmself. "C non, we've work to
do. You unhitch the team hobble them and bring themto where the rest of the
critters are. Dulcy'll answer your questions. Since |I've got you for extra
hands, I'Il get ny tools resharpened early, this trek." He perfornmed as
juggl er and caster of edged weapons and, he added bl andly, card sharp and dice
artist.

Men erected a coll apsible trough, filled it froma water truck, added the
vitam n sol utions necessary to suppl ement grazing upon purely native
vegetati on. Boys woul d spend the night watching over the small, comunally
owned herd and the draught animals. Besides spider wolves or a possible

cat aval e, hazards included crevices, sand hells, a stormhowing dowmn with the
suddenness and ferocity comon anywhere on Aeneas. |f the weather stayed mld
ni ght chill would not be dangerous until the route entered the true barrens.
These creatures were the product of |ong breeding, the quadrupeds and hexapods
heavily haired, the big neonpas simlarly well feathered.

O course, all Ironland was not that bleak, or it would have been uncrossabl e.
The Train would touch at oases where the tanks could be refilled with brackish
wat er and the bins with forage.

I nside the wagon circle, wonen and girls prepared the evening neal. In this
nearly fuelless Iand they cooked on glowers. Capacitors had |lately been
recharged at a power station. To have this done, and earn the wherewithal to
pay, was a mmjor reason why the migrations passed through civilized parts.

Virgil went down. N ght came al nbst i mediately after. A few |l anps gl owed on
wagonsi des, but nmainly the troop saw by stars, noons, auroral flickers to
northward. A gelid breeze flowed off the desert. As if to shelter each other
fol k crowded around the kettles. Voices racketed, chatter, |laughter, snatches
of song.

Except for being ferociously spiced, the fare was sinple, a thick stew scooped
up on rounds of bread, a tarry-tasting tea for drink. Tinerans rarely used

al cohol, never carried it along. |var supposed that was because of its
dehydrating effect.

Who needed it, anyway? He had not been this happy in the nost joyous beer hal
of Nova Roma, and his mind stayed clear into the bargain.



He got his first hel ping and hunkered down, |ess easily than they, beside

M kkal and Dul cy. At once others joined them nore and nore till he was in a
ring of noise, faces, unwashed but crisp-snelling bodies. Questions, remarks,
japes roiled over him "Hey-ah, townboy, why've you gone wal kabout? ... Hoping
for girls? Wll, | hope you won't be too tired to oblige 'em after a day's
hike ... Gve us a song, a story, a chunk o' gossip, how 'bout that?

Ayuh, Banji, don't ride himhard, not yet. Be welcone, lad ... You got coin on
you? Listen, come aside and |'l1l explain how you can doubl e your nobney.

Here, don't move, |I'lIl fetch you your seconds... ."

I var responded as best he dared, in view of his incognito. He would be anong
t hese people for quite a while, and had better make hinself popul ar. Besides,
he |iked them

At length King Sam o booned through the shadows: "C eanup and curfew" Hi s
foll owers bounced to obey the first part of the command. |var decided that the
chaos earlier in the day, and now, was only apparent. Everyone knew his or her
job. They sinply didn't bother about mlitary snap and polish.

Musi ci ans gat hered around the throne. "I thought we were ordered to bed," Ivar
let fall.

"Not right away," Dulcy told him "Wenever we can, we have a little fun
first, songfest or dance or— She squeezed his hand. "You think what you can
do, like tell us news fromyour hone. He'll call on you. Tonight, though, he
wants—Yes. Fraina. Fraina of Jubilee. Mkkal's sister . . . half-sister,

you' d say; their father can afford two wi ves. She's good. Watch."

The wanderers forned a ring before their wagons. Ivar had found he could
neither sit indefinitely on his hans |ike them nor crosslegged on the ground;
after dark, his bottom would soon have been frozen. There was no energy to

| avi sh on heated garnments. He stood | eaned agai nst Redtop, hidden in darkness.

The center of the canp was bright silver, for Lavinia was high and Creusa
hurrying toward the full. A young worman trod forth, genuflected to the king,
stood erect and drew of f her cl oak. Beneath, she wore a pectoral, a broad
brass girdl e upholding filny strips fore and aft, and incidental jewelry.

I var recogni zed her. Those delicate features and big gray eyes had caught his
attention several tines during the day. Virtually unclad, her figure seened
boy-slimsave in the bosom No, he decided, that wasn't right; her fenal eness
was just more subtle and suppl e than he had known anobng his own heavy fol k.

The nusic wail ed. She stanped her bare feet, once, twi ce, thrice, and broke
i nto dance.

The wind gusted fromlvar. He had seen tineran girls performbefore, and sone
were a wild equal of any ballerina—but none like this. They save the best for
their own, he guessed; then thought vanished in the swirl of her

She | eaped, human nuscl es agai nst Aenean gravity, rose flying, returned
swi mmi ng. She fl owed across ground, fountained upward again, |anded to
pirouette on a toe, a top that gyrated on and on and on, while it swung in
ever w der precessions until she was a wheel, which abruptly becane an arrow
and at once the cataval e which dodged the shaft and rent the hunter. She
snapped her cl oak, made wings of it, made a lover of it, danced with it and
her floating hair and the plune of her breath. She bani shed col d; noonli ght
sheened on sweat, and she made the radiance ripple across her. She was the
nmoonl i ght hersel f, the wi nd, the sound of pipes and drums and the rhythmc
handcl aps of the whole Train and of |var; and when she soared away into the



ni ght and the musi c ended, nen roared.

I nside, M kkal's wagon was well laid out but had scant room because of the
things that crowded it. At the forward end stood a potbellied stove, for use
when fuel was avail able. Two doubl e-w dth bunks, one above the other, occupied
the left wall, a | ocker beneath and extensible table between. The right wall
was shel ves, cupboard, racks, to hold an unholy nunber of itens: the stores
and equi pnent of everyday life, the costumes and paraphernalia of shows, a

kal ei doscope of odd souvenirs and junk. Fromthe ceiling dangl ed an oi

| antern, several anulets, and bunches of dry food, sausages, onions, dragon
appl es, maufry, and nore, which turned the air pungent.

Attached to the door was a cage. An animal within sat up on its hind | egs as
M kkal , Dulcy, and Ivar entered. The Firstling wondered why anybody woul d keep
SO unprepossessing a creature. It was about 15 centineters in |length,

guadr upedal though the forepaws cane near resenbling skinny hands. Coarse gray
fur covered it beneath a leathery flap of skin which sprang fromthe shoul ders
and reached the hindquarters, a kind of natural mantle. The head was

wedge- shaped, ears pointed and curved |ike horns, mouth needl e-fanged. That it
could not be a native Aenean organismwas proved by the glittery little red
eyes, three of themin a triangle.

"What's that?" |var asked.
"Why, our luck," Dulcy said. "Name of Larzo." She reached into the cage, which
had no provision for closing. "C non out and say hey-ah, Larzo, sweet."

"Your, uh, mascot?"

"Qur what?" M kkal responded. "Ch, | grab you. A ju, like those?" He jerked
his thunb at the hanging grotesques. "No. It's true, lucks're believed to help
us, but mainly they're pets. | never heard of a wagon, not in any Train, that
didn't keep one."

A vague nenory of it came to lvar fromhis reading.

No aut hor had done nore than mention in passing a custom which was of no
obvi ous attractiveness or significance.

Dul cy had brought the animal forth. She cuddled it on her |ap when the three
humans settled side by side onto the | ower bunk, crooned and offered it bits
of cheese. It accepted that, but gave no return of her affection

"Where're they fromoriginally?" lvar inquired

M kkal spread his hands. "Who knows? Sone inm grant brought a pair or two
along, | s'pose, 'way back in the early days. They never went off on their
own, but tinerans got in the habit of keeping them and— He yawned. "Let's
doss. The trouble with norning is, it comes too damm early in the day."

Dulcy returned the luck to its cage. She | eaned across lvar's lap to do so.
When her hand was free, she stroked himthere, while her other fingers runpled
his hair. Mkkal blinked, then smled. "Wy not?" he said. "You'll be our
conpanyo a spell, Rolf, and I think we'll both like you. Mght as well start
right off."

Unsure of hinmsel f, though i mensely aware of the woman snuggl ed agai nst him
t he newconer stamered, "Wh-what? |, | don't foll ow"

"You take her first tonight," Mkkal invited.



"Huh? But, but, but—

"You left your notor running,"” Mkkal said, while Dulcy giggled. After a
pause: "Shy? You nords often are, till you get drunk. No need anmong friends."

Ivar's face felt abl aze.
"Aw, now," Dulcy said. "Poor boy, he's too unready." She kissed himlightly on
the lips. "Never nmind. We've time. Later, if you want. Only if you want."

"Sure, don't be afraid of us," Mkkal added. "I don't bite, and she doesn't
very hard. Go on to your rest if you'd rather.”

Their casual ness was |ike a benediction. Ivar hadn't imagi ned hinmself getting
over such an enbarrassment, imrediately at that. "No of fense nmeant,"” he said.
"I'm well, engaged to be narried, at hone."

"I'f you change your mnd, let me know," Dulcy murrmured. "But if you don't,
["lI'l not doubt you're a man. Different tribes have different ways, that's
all." She kissed himagain, nore vigorously. "Goodnight, dear."

He scranbled into the upper bunk, where he undressed and crawled into his
sl eeping bag that she had laid out for him M kkal snuffed the lantern, and
soon he heard the sounds and felt the quiverings below him and thereafter
wer e darkness, stillness, and the w nd.

He was | ong about getting to sleep. The invitation given himhad been too
arousing. O was it that sinple? He'd known three or four sleazy wonmen, on

| eaves fromhis nmilitary station. H's friends had known themtoo. For a while
he swaggered. Then he met star-clean Tatiana and was ashaned.

I"'mno prig, he insisted to hinself. Let them nake what they would of their
lives on distant, corrupted Terra, or in a near and not necessarily corrupted
ti neran wagon. A child of Firstnmen and schol ars had anot her destiny to foll ow
Man on Aeneas had survived because the | eaders were dedicated to that
survival: disciplined, constant men and wonmen who ever denanded nore of

t hensel ves than they did of their underlings. And sel f-command began in the

i nnost privaci es of the soul

A person stunbl ed, of course. He didn't think he had fallen too hard, upon
those camp followers, in the weird atnosphere of wartime. But a ... an orgy
was sonet hing el se again. Especially when he had no flinsiest excuse. Then why
did he lie there, trying not to toss and turn, and regret so very greatly that
he should stay faithful to his Tanya? Wy, when he sunmoned her inmage to help
him did Fraina cone instead?

Vi

Covering a hill in the nmddle of Nova Roma, the University of Virgil was a
town within the city, and nost of it older than nost of the latter. The
massi ve, crenelated wall around it still bore scars fromthe Troubles. d der

intruth than the Enpire, Desai thought. H s gl ance passed over nman-hewn red
and gray stones to an incorporated section of glassy iridescence. A chil
touched his spine. That part is older than humanity.

Beyond the nmain gateway, he entered a naze of courts, |anes, stairs,
unexpected little gardens or trees, nmenorial plaques or statues, between the
buil dings. Architecture was different here from el sewhere. Even the newer
structures—ong, porticoed, ogive-wi ndowed, until they rose in



tower s—preserved a tradition going back to the earliest settlers. O do they?

wondered Desai. If these designs are fromancient Terra, they are crossbreeds
that nutated. Gothic arches but Russko spires, except that in low gravity

t hose vaultings soar while those dones bulge ... and yet it isn't mismatched,
it's strong and graceful in its owm way, it bel ongs on Aeneas as ... | do not.

Chimes toned froma belfry which stood stark athwart darkling blue and a rusty
streak of high-borne dustcloud. No doubt the nel ody was often heard. But it
didn't sound acadenmic to him it rang al nost narti al

Canpus had not regained the crowded |iveliness he had seen in hol os taken
before the revolt. In particular, there were few nonhumans, and perhaps stil
fewer humans from ot her col onies. But he passed anbng hundreds of Aeneans.
Hardly a one failed to wear identification: the hooded, color-coded cl oaks of
teaching faculty, which mght or m ght not overlay the snmock of researcher
student jackets bearing enblens of their colleges and, if they were LandfolKk,
their Firstnmen. (Beneath were the tunics, trousers, and hal f-boots worn by
bot h sexes—anong nords, anyhow-except on full-dress occasi ons when wonen

revived antique skirts.) Desai noticed, as well, the shoul der patches on many,
renmenbrance of military or naval units now dissolved. Should |I make those
illegal? ... And what if my decree was generally di sobeyed?

He felt anger about himlike a physical force. Ch, here a couple of young
fellows |aughed at a joke, there several were flying huge kites, yonder cane a
boy and girl hand in hand, near two ol der persons |earnedly conversing; but
the smles were too few, the feet on flagstones rang too | oud.

He had visited the area officially, first taking pains to |learn about it. That
hadn't thawed his hosts, but today it saved his asking for directions and thus
ri sking recognition. Not that he feared viol ence; and he trusted he had the
maturity to tolerate insult; however—H s way took hi mpast Rybni kov
Laborat ori es, behind Pickens Library, across Adzel Square to Borglund Hall

whi ch was residential

The south tower, she had said. Desai paused to see where Virgil stood. After
two years—nore than one, Aenean—he had not devel oped an autonatic sense of how
he faced. The conpass on a planet was al ways defined to nake its sun rise in
the east; and a 25-degree axial tilt wasn't excessive, shouldn't be confusing;
and he ought to be used to alien constellations by now Getting old. Not very
adapt abl e any | onger. Nor had he devel oped a reflex to keep himfrom ever

| ooki ng straight at that small, savage disc. Blind for a mnute, he worried
about retinal burn. Probably none. Bl ue-eyed Aeneans kept their sight, didn't
they? Let's get on with business. Too nmuch else is waiting back at the office
as is, and nore piling up every second.

The circular stairway in the tower was gl oony enough to make hi m stunbl e,
steep enough to make him pant and his heart flutter. Low gravity didn't really
conpensate for thin air, at his age. He rested for a tine on the fourth-fl oor

| andi ng before he approached an oaken door and used a knocker which centuries
of hands had worn shapel ess.

Tatiana Thane let himin. "CGood day," she said tonel essly.

Desai bowed. "Good day, ny lady. You are kind to give ne this interview"

"Do | have choi ce?"

"Certainly."

"I didn't when your Intelligence Corps hauled nme in for questionin'." Her



speech remained flat. A note of bitterness would at | east have expressed sone
human rel ati onshi p.

"That is why | wished to see you in your own apartnent, Prosser Thane. To
enphasi ze the voluntariness. Not that | believe you were arrested, were you?
The officers merely assumed you woul d cooperate, as a | aw abi di ng—citizen."
Desai had barely checked hinself from saying "subject of His Majesty."

"Well, | won't assault you, Comm ssioner. Have you truly come here unescorted
as you cl ai med you woul d?"

"Ch, yes. Who'd pay attention to a chubby chocol ate-colored man in a
particularly thick mantle? Apropos which, where may | |eave it?"

Tatiana indicated a peg in the entry. This layout was incredibly archaic. No
doubt the original colonists hadn't had the econom c surplus to automate

resi dences, and there'd been sufficient pinch ever afterward to keep alive a
scorn of "effete gadgetry." The place was chilly, too, though the young wonan
was rather lightly if plainly clad.

Desai's gl ance recorded her appearance for |ater study. She was tall and slim
The oval face bore a curved nose, arched brows above brown eyes, broad ful
nmout h, ivory conpl exion, between shoul der-1ength wi ngs of straight dark hair.
Ad University famly, he recalled, steeped inits lore, early destined for a
schol arly career. Sonewhat shy and bookish, but no indoor plant; she takes

| ong wal ks or | onger ani mal back rides, spends tine in the desert, not to
mention the jungles of Dido. Brilliant linguist, already responsible for
advances in understandi ng certain | anguages on that planet. Her enthusiasmfor
the Terran cl assics doubtless kindled Ivar Frederiksen's interest in them and
in history . .. though in his case, perhaps one night better say the vision of
former freedomfighters inflamed him She appears to have nmore sense than
that: a serious girl, short on hunor, but on the whole, as good a fiancee as
any man coul d hope for

That was the approxi mate extent of the report on her. There were too many nore
conspi cuous Aeneans to investigate. The Frederi ksen boy hadn't seened |ike
anyone to worry about either, until he ran anok.

Tatiana |l ed Desai into the main roomof her small suite. Its stone was
relieved by faded tapestries and scuffed rug, where bookshelves, a fine

ei dophoni ¢ pl ayer, and assorted apparatus for |ogico-senmantic analysis did not
occupy the walls. Furniture was equally shabby-confortable, |eather and
battered wood. Upon a desk stood pictures he supposed were of her kin, and
Ivar's defiant in the niddle of them Above hung two excellent views, one of a
Di doni an, one of Aeneas seen from space, tawny-red, green- and blue-nottled,
north polar cap as white as the streaners of ice-cloud. Her work, her hone.

Atrill sounded. She wal ked to a perch whereon, tiny and fluffy, a native
tadnouse sat. "Oh," she said. "I forgot it's his lunchtinme." She gave the
ani mal seeds and a caress. A sweet song responded.
"What is his nane, if | may ask?" Desai inquired.

She was obviously surprised. "Wy ... Frum ous Bandersnatch."

Desai sketched another bow. "Pardon me, ny lady. | was given a wong
i mpression of you."

n \Mat ?u



"No matter. When | was a boy on Ramanujan, | had a |l ocal pet | called Mck
Turtle ... Tell me, please, would a tadmouse be suitable for a househol d which
i ncl udes young chil dren?"

"Well, that depends on them They nustn't get rough."

"They wouldn't. Qur cat's tail went unpulled until, lately, the poor beast
died. It couldn't adjust to this planet."

She stiffened. "Aeneas doesn't nake every newconer wel come, Conm ssioner. Sit
down and descri be what you want of ne."

The chair he found was too high for his confort. She | owered herself opposite
him easily because she topped himby centineters. He wi shed he coul d snoke,
but to ask if he mght would be foolish

"As for lvar Frederiksen," Tatiana said, "I tell you what | told your
Corpsmen: | was not involved in his alleged action and |'ve no idea where he
may be."

"l have seen the record of that interview, Prosser Thane." Desai chose his
words with care. "I believe you.

The agents did too. None recommended a narcoqui z, | et al one a hypnoprobing."
"No Aenean constable has right to so nuch as propose that."

"But Aeneas rebelled and is under occupation,” Desai said in his ml dest
voice. "Let it re-establish its loyalty, and it will get back what autonony it
had before." Seeing how resentment congeal ed her eyes, he added | ow "The
loyalty | speak of does not involve nore than a few outward tokens of respect
for the throne, as nere essential synbols. It is loyalty to the Enpire—above
all, toits Pax, in an age when spacefl eets can incinerate whole worlds and
when the mutiny in fact took thousands of lives—+t is that | nmean, ny lady. It
is that | am here about, not Ivar Frederiksen."

Startled, she swall owed before retorting, "Wat do you imagine | can do?"

"Probably nothing, | fear. Yet the chance of a hint, a clue, any spark of
enlightennment no matter how faint, led ne to call you and request a
confidential talk. | enphasize 'request.’' You cannot help unless you do so
freely."

"What do you want ?" she whispered. "I repeat, |I'mnot in any revolutionary

group—ever was, unless you count nme clerkin' in mlitia durin' independence
fight—and | don't know zero about what may be goin' on." Pride returned. "If |
did, 1'd kill nyself rather than betray him O his cause.”

"Do you mnd tal ki ng about them though? H m and his cause."

"How—=?" Her answer faded out.

"My | ady," Desai said, and wondered how honest his plea sounded to her, "I am
a stranger to your people. | have net hundreds by now, nyself, while ny
subor di nat es have nmet thousands. It has been of little use in gaining enpathy.
Your history, literature, arts are a bit nmore helpful, but the tinme | can

devote to themis very limted, and sumaries prepared by underlings assigned
to the task are nearly val uel ess. One basic obstacle to understanding you is
your pride, your ideal of disciplined self-reliance, your sense of privacy
whi ch makes you reluctant to bare the souls of even fictional characters.



know you have normal human enotions; but how, on Aeneas, do they normally
wor k? How does it feel to be you?

"The only persons here with whom | can reach sone approxi mati on of conmon
ground are certain upper-class Townfol k, entrepreneurs, executives,

i nnovat or s—eosnopol i tes who have had a good deal to do with the nost devel oped
parts of the Enpire."

"Squatters in Wb," she sneered. "Yes, they're easy to fathom Anything for
profit."

"Now you are the one whose inmgination fails," Desai reproved her. "True, no

doubt a nunber of them are despicable opportunists. Are there absolutely none
anong Landfol k and University? Can you not conceive that an industrialist or

financier may honestly believe cooperation with the Inmperiumis the best hope
of his world? Can you not entertain the hypothesis that he may be right?"

He sighed. "At |east recognize that the better we |npies understand you, the
nmore to your advantage it is. In fact, our enpathy could be vital. Had—Well,
to be frank, had I known for sure what | dimy suspected, the significance in
your culture of the McCormac Menorial and the arned households, | mnight have
been able to persuade the sector government to rescind its orders for
dismantling them Then we night not have provoked the kind of thing which has
made your betrothed an outlaw "

Pai n crossed her face. "Maybe," she said.

"My duty here," he told her, "is first to keep the Pax, including civil |aw
and order; in the longer run, to assure that these will stay kept, when the
Terran troops finally go honme. But what nust be done? How? Should we, for
exanpl e, should we revise the basic structure altogether? Take power fromthe
| anded gentry especially, whose nilitarismmy have been the root cause of the
rebellion, and establish a parliament based on strict manhood suffrage?" Desa
observed her expressions; she was becoming nore open to him "You are shocked?
I ndi gnant? Denying to yourself that so drastic a change is pernanently
possi bl e?"

He | eaned forward. "My lady," he said, "anmong the horrors with which | live is
this know edge, based on all the history |I have studied and all the direct
experience | have had. It is terrifyingly easy to swing a defeated and
occupi ed nation in any direction. It has occurred over and over. Sonetines,
two victors with different ideol ogies divided, such a | oser anmong them for
purposes of 'reform' Afterward the |oser stayed divided, its hal ves perhaps
nore fanatical than either original conqueror.”

Di zzi ness assailed him He nust breathe deeply before he could go on: "Of
course, an occupation may end too soon, or it may not cany out its
reconstruction thoroughly enough. Then a version of the fornmer society will
revive, though probably a distorted version. Now how soon is too soon, how
t horoughly is enough? And to what end?

"My lady, there are those in power who claim Sector Al pha Crucis will never be
safe until Aeneas has been utterly transformed: into an imtation Terra, say
nost. | feel that that is not only wong—you have sonet hi ng uni que here,

somet hing basically good—but it is nortally dangerous. In spite of the
pretensi ons of the psychodynam cists, | don't believe the consequences of

radi cal surgery, on a proud and energetic people, are foreseeable.

"I want to make minimal, not maxi mal changes. They may ampunt to nothing nore
than strengthening trade relations with the heart stars of the Empire, to give



you a larger stake in the Pax. O whatever seens necessary. At present,
however, | don't know. | flounder about in a sea of reports and statistics,
and as | go down for the third time, | remenber the old old saying, 'Let ne
wite a nation's songs, and | care not who may wite its laws.'

"Wn't you hel p me understand your songs?"

Silence fell and | asted, save for a wind whittering outside, until the
tadnmouse offered a tim d arpeggi o. That seenmed to draw Tatiana from her brown
study. She shook herself and said, "Wat you' re askin' for is closer
acquai nt ance, Comm ssioner. Friendship."

H s |augh was nervous. "I'Il settle for an agreenment to disagree. O course, |
haven't tine for anywhere near as nuch frank discussion as 1'd like—as |
really need. But if, oh, if you young Aeneans would fraternize with the young
mari nes, technicians, spacehands—you'd find them quite decent, you m ght
actually take a little pity on their |oneliness, and they do have experiences
to relate fromworlds you' ve never heard of =

"I don't knowif it's possible," Tatiana said. "Certainly not on ny sole
recommendation. Not that 1'd give any, when your dogs are after ny nman."

"I thought that was another thing we mght discuss,” Desai said. "Not where he
may be or what his plans, no, no. But howto get himout of the trap he's

cl osed on hinself. Nothing would make nme happier than to give hima free
pardon. Can we figure out a method?"

She cast him an astoni shed | ook before saying slowy, "I do believe you nmean
that."

"Beyond question | do. I'lIl tell you why. W Inpies have our agents and
inforners, after all, not to nention assorted spy devices. W are not totally

blind and deaf to events and to the currents beneath them The fact coul d not
be kept secret fromthe people that |var Frederiksen, the heir to the
Firstmanship of Ilion, has led the first open, cal cul ated renewal of

i nsurgency. His confederates who were killed, hurt, inprisoned are being

| ooked on as martyrs. He, at large, is being whispered of as the rightful
chanpi on of freedom+the rightful king, if you will-who shall return." Desai's
sm |l e woul d have been grimwere his plunp features capable of it. "You note

t he absence of public statenents by his relatives, aside from nomn na
expressions of regret at an 'unfortunate incident.' W authorities have been
careful not to | ean on them O©h, but we have been careful!'"

The tenuous atnosphere was |ike a perpetual muffler on his unaccustoned ears.
He coul d barely hear her: "Wat mght you do ... for hin®"

"I'f he, unmi stakably of his own free will, should announce he's changed his
m nd—Aot toadying to the Inperium no, nmerely adnitting that through nost of
its history Aeneas didn't fare badly under it and this could be nade true
agai n—hy, | think he could not only be pardoned, along with his associ ates,
but the occupation government could yield on a nunber of points.”

Wari ness brought Tatiana upright. "If you intend this offer to lure himout of
hi di n' —=

"No!" Desai said, a touch inpatiently. "It's not the kind of message that can
be broadcast. Arrangenents woul d have to be nmade beforehand in secret, or it
woul d i ndeed |l ook like a sellout. Anyhow, | repeat that | don't think you know
how to find him or that he'll try contacting you in the near future."



He sighed. "But perhaps—Well, as | told you, what | mainly want to learn, in
my clumsy and tentative fashion, is what drives him What drives all of you?
What are the possibilities for conprom se? How can Aeneas and the |nperium
best struggle out of this ness they have created for each other?"

She regarded himfor a second period of quiet, until she asked, "Wuld you
care to have lunch?"

The sandwi ches and coffee had been good; and seated in her kitchenette bay,
whi ch was vitryl supported on the backs of stone dragons, one had an
unparal l el ed vi ew across quads, halls, towers, battlenents, down and on to
Nova Roma, the River Flone and its belt of green, the ocherous w | derness
beyond.

Desai inhaled fragrance fromhis cup, in lieu of the cigarette he had not yet
ventured to nmention. "Then Ivar is paradoxical," he remarked. "By your
account, he is a skeptic on his way to beconming the charismatic lord of a
deeply religious people.”

"What ?" He'd | ost count of how often today he had taken the girl aback. "Oh,
no. \W've never been such. W began as scientific base, renenber, and in no
age of piety." She ran fingers through her hair and said after a noment,
"Well, true, there always were sonme believers, especially among Landf ol k.

mm | suppose tendency does go back beyond Snel und administration, maybe
several lifetines . . . reaction to general decadence of Empire?—but our woes
in |last several years have certainly accelerated it—ore and nore, people are
turnin' to churches." She frowned. "They're not findin' what they seek
t hough. That's lvar's problem He underwent conversion in early adol escence,
he tells me, then later found creed unbelievable in |light of science—nless,
he says, they dilute it to cluck of soothin' noises, which is not what he
wants. "

"Since | canme here for information, | have no business telling you what you
are," Desai said. "Nevertheless, | do have a rather varied background and—
Well, how would this interpretation strike you? Aenean soci ety has al ways had

a strong faith. A faith in the value of know edge, to plant this colony in the
first place; a faith in, oh, in the sheer right and duty of survival, to carry
it through the particularly severe inpact of the Troubles which it suffered; a
faith in service, honor, tradition, denonstrated by the fact that what is
essentially paternalismcontinued to be viable in easier times. Now hard tines
have cone back. Sone Aeneans, |like lvar, react by making a still greater
enotional conmitment to the social system QOhers [ ook to the supernatural

But however he does it, the average Aenean nust serve sonething which is
greater than hinself." Tatiana frowned in thought. "That may be. That may be.

Still, 1 don't think 'supernatural' is right word, except in highly special
sense. 'Transcendental' might be better. For instance, 1'd call Cosnenosis
phil osophy rather than religion." She smled a trifle. "I ought to know, bein'
Cosnenosi st nysel f."

"I seemto recall—Isn't that an increasingly popular nmovenent in the

Uni versity comunity?"

"Which is large and ram fied, don't forget. Yes, Conm ssioner, you're right.
And | don't believe it's nmere fad."

"What are the tenets?"
"Not hi ng exact, really. It doesn't claimto be revealed truth, sinply way of

gropin' toward . . . insight, oneness. Wirk with Didonians inspired it
originally. You can guess why, can't you?"



Desai nodded. Through his mind passed the picture he had seen, and nmany nore:
in ared-brown rain forest, beneath an eternally cl ouded sky, stood a being
whi ch was triune. Upon the platformike shoulders of a | arge nonoceroid
quadruped rested a feathered flyer and a furry brachiator with well-devel oped
hands. Their faces ran out in tubes, which connected to the big animal to tap
its bl oodstream It ate for all of them

Yet they were not permanently |inked. They belonged to their distinct genera,
reproduced their separate kinds and carried out many functions independently.

That included a nmeasure of thinking. But the Didonian was not truly
intelligent until its—no, heesh's—three nenbers were joined. Then not only did
veins |link; nervous systenms did. The three brains together became nore than
the sumof the three apart.

How much more was not known, perhaps not definable in any |anguage
conprehensi ble to man. The next world sunward from Aeneas renmai ned as w apped
in mystery as in mst. That Di donian societies were technologically primtive
proved not hi ng; human ones were, until a geologically infinitesinml nonment

ago, and Terra was an easier globe on which to find | awful ness in nature. That
conmuni cation with Di donians was extraordinarily difficult, limted after
seven hundred years to a set of pidgin dialects, proved nothing either, beyond
the truismthat their mnds were alien beyond ready imagining.

What is a mind, when it is the tenporary creation of three beings, each with
its own individuality and nenories, each able to have any nunber of different
partners? \Wat is personality—-the soul, even—wahen these shifting |inkages

per petuate those recollections, in a ghostly di minuendo that |asts for
generations after the experiencing bodies have di ed? How many varieties of
race and culture and self are possible, throughout the ages of an entire
infinite-faceted worl d? What nay we learn fromthem or they fromus?

Wthout Dido for lure, probably men woul d never have possessed Aeneas. It was
so far from Terra, so poor and harsh—nore habitable for themthan its sister
but by no great margin. By the time that humans who | acked such incentive had
filled more prom sing planets, no doubt the Ythrians would have occupied this
one. It would have suited themfar better than it did Hono sapiens.

How wel |l had it suited the Builders, uncertain nmegayears in the past, when
there were no Di doni ans and Aeneas had oceans—?

"Excuse me." Desai realized he had gone off into a reverie. "My m nd wander ed.
Yes, |'ve neditated on the—the Neighbors, don't you call thenP—gquite a bit,
in what odd noments fall to nmy lot. They must have influenced your society
enornously, not just as an inexhaustible research objective, but by their,
wel |, exanple."

"Especially of late, when we think we rmay be reachin' true conmunication in
some few cases,"” Tatiana replied. Ardor touched her tone. "Think: such way of
exi stence, on hand for us to witness and . . . and nmeditate on, you said.
Maybe you're right, we do need transhumanness in our lives, here on this

pl anet. But maybe, Conmi ssioner, we're right in feelin' that need." She swept
her hand in an arc at the sky. "Wat are we? Sparks, cast up froma burnin’
uni ver se whose creation was neanin'less accident? O children of God? O
parts, masks of God? O seed fromwhich God will at |ast grow?" Quieter: "Mbost
of us Cosnenosists think—yes, Didonians have inspired it, their strange unity,
such little as we've learned of their beliefs, dedications, poetry, dreams—we
think reality is always growin' toward what is greater than itself, and first
duty of those that stand highest is to help raise those | ower—



Her gaze went out the window, to the fragnment of what had been ... sonething,
ages ago ... and, in these latter centuries, had never really been lost in the
wal | which used it. "Like Builders,"” she finished. "O Elders, as Land-

folk call them or—eh, they' ve many nanes. Those who cane before us."

Desai stirred. "I don't want to be irreverent," he said unconfortably, "but,
wel |, while apparently a starfaring civilization did exist in the distant
past, leaving relics on a number of planets, | can't quite, umm swallow this

notion |I've heard on Aeneas, that it went onto a nore exalted plane—at her
than sinply dying out."

"What woul d destroy it?" she challenged. "Don't you suppose we, puny mankind,
are already too wi despread for extinction, this side of cosnos itself
endin'—er, if we perish on some worlds, we won't |eave tools, carvin's,
synthetics, fossilized bones, traces enough to identify us for nmillions of
years to cone? Way not Buil ders, then?"

"Well," he argued, "a brief period of expansion, perhaps scientific bases
only, no true col oni es, evacuated because of adverse devel opments at honme—

"You're guessin'," Tatiana said. "In fact, you're whistlin' past graveyard
that isn't there. |I think, and I'mfar fromal one, Builders never needed to do
nore than they did. They were already beyond naterial gigantism by tinme they
reached here. | think they outgrew these |ast vestiges we see, and left them
And Di doni an many-in-one gives us clue to what they becane; yes, they nay have
started that very line of evolution thenselves. And on their chosen day they
will return, for all our sakes."

"l have heard tal k about these ideas, Prosser Thane, but—

Her | ook burned at him "You assune it's crankery. Then consider this. R ght

on Aeneas are conpl etest set of Builder ruins known: in Orcan region, on NMNount

Cronos. We've never investigated themas we should, at first because of other

concerns, |later because they'd become inhabited. But now. .. oh, runors yet,

nothin' but the kind of runors that're forever driftin' in on desert wind .
still, they whisper of a forerunner—

She saw she m ght have spoken too freely, broke off and snapped
sel f-possession into place. "Please don't |abel nme fanatic," she said. "Cal

it hope, daydream what you will. | agree we have no proof, |et alone divine
revelation.” He could not be sure how nmuch or how little malice dwelt in her
smle. "Still, Conm ssioner, what if bein's five or ten mllion years ahead of

us shoul d decide Terran Enmpire is in need of reconstruction?"

Desai returned to his office so near the end of the posted working day that he
pl anned to shove everything aside till tonorrow and get hone early. It would
be the first tine in a couple of weeks he had seen his children before they
wer e asl eep.

But of course his phone told himhe had an enmergency call. Being a nachine, it
refrained frominplying he ought to have left a nunber where he could be
reached. The nessage had come fromhis chief of Intelligence.

Maybe it isn't crucial, went his tired thought. Feinstein's a good man, but
he's never quite | earned how to del egate.

He nade the connection. The captain responded directly. After ritua
sal utati ons and apol ogi es:



"—that Aycharaych of Jean-Baptiste, do you renenber hinf? Well, sir, he's
di sappeared, under extrenely suspicious circunstances.

"... No, as you yourself, and H s Excell ency, decided, we had no reasonable
cause to doubt him He actually arranged to travel with a patrol of ours, for
his first look at the countryside.

" As nearly as | can nake out from bew | dered reports, somehow he obt ai ned
t he password. You know what precautions we've instituted since the Hesperian

i nci dent? The key guards don't know the passwords thensel ves, consciously.
Those're inmplanted for posthypnotic recognition and quick re-forgetting. To
prevent accidents, they're nonsense syllables, or phrases taken from obscure

| anguages used at the far side of the Enpire. If Aycharaych could read themin
the m nds of the nen—renmenbering al so his nonhuman brain structure—then he's
nore of a telepath, or knows nore tricks, than is supposed to be possible.

"Anyhow, sir, with the passwords he commandeered a flyer, talked it past an
aerial picket, and is flat-out gone.

Yes, sir, naturally 1've had the file on himchecked, cross-correl ated,

everything we can do with what we've got on this wetched dustball. No hint of
notivation. Could be sinple piracy, | imagine, but dare we assune that?"
"My friend," Desai answered, while exhaustion slunmped his shoulders, "I cannot

concei ve of one thing in the universe which we truly dare assune."
VI

"Hee-ah!" M kkal |ashed his statha into full wavelike gallop. The crag bul
veered. Had it gone down the talus slope, the hunters could not have foll owed.
Boots, or feet not evolved for this environnent, would have been slashed open
by the edges of the rocks. And the many ci nnabar-col ored needl es which jutted
al ong the canyon woul d have screened off a shot.

As was, the beast swung fromthe rimand clattered across the nountai nsi de.
Then, from behind an outcrop striped in mneral colors, Fraina appeared on her
own nount.

The bull should have fled her too, uphill toward Ivar. Instead, it lowered its
head and charged. The trident horns sheened like steel. Her statha reared in
pani c. The bull was alnpst as big as it, and stronger and faster

Ivar had the only gun, his rifle; the others bore javelins. "Ya-lawa!" he
conmanded his steed: in Haisun, "Freeze!" He swung stock to cheek and sighted.
Bare rock, red dust, scattered gray-green bushes, and a single rahab tree
stood sharp in the light of noontide Virgil. Shadows were purple but the sky
seened al nost bl ack above raw peaks. The air lay hot, suckingly dry, soundl ess
except for hoof-drum and human cri es.

If | don't hit that creature, Fraina may die, went through Ivar. But no use
hittin' himin the hunp. And anywhere else is wicked to try for, at this angle
and speed, and her in line of fire—The know edge fl ashed by as a part of
taking aim He had no tinme to be afraid.

The rifle hissed. The bullet trailed a whipcrack. The crag bull |eaped,
bel | owed, and toppl ed.

"Rolf, Rolf, Rolf!" Fraina caroled. He rode down to her with glory in him
When they di snmounted, she threw arnms around him |ips against his.



For all its enthusiasm it was a chaste kiss; yet it made hima trifle giddy.
By the time he recovered, Mkkal had arrived and was exam ning the catch

"Good act, Rolf." His smle gleamed white in the thin face. "W'Il feast
toni ght."

"We've earned it." Fraina |aughed. "Not that fol k always get paid what's ow ng
them or don't get it swittled fromthem afterward."

"The trick is to be the swittler," Mkkal said.

Fraina's gaze fell tenderly on lvar. "Or to be smart enough to keep what
you' ve been strong enough to earn," she rmurnured.

H s heart knocked. She was nore beautiful than she ought to be, nowin this
monent of his victory, and in the trunks and halter which clad her. M kka
wore sinply a loincloth and crossed shoul derbelts to support knives, pouch
canteen. Those coppery skins could stand a fair amount of exposure, and it was
joy to feel warnth upon them again. lvar struck to | oose, full desert garb

bl ouse, trousers, sun-visored burnoose.

That pl ateau known as the Dreary of Ironland was behind them There would be
no more struggl e over stonefields or around crevasses of a country where
nothing stirred save themand the wind, nothing |ived save them al one; no nore
thirst when water nust be rationed till food went uncooked and utensils were
cl eaned with sand; no nore nights so cold that tents must be erected to keep
the animals alive.

As al ways, the passage had frayed nerves thin. |var appreciated the wi sdom of
the king in sequestering firearns. At that, a couple of knife fights had cone
near ending fatally. The travel ers needed nore than easier conditions, they
needed sonmething to cheer them This first successful hunt on the eastern

sl ope of the Ferric Muntains ought to help mghtily.

And, though the country here was gaunt, they were over the worst. The Waybreak
Train was headed down toward the Flone Valley, to reach at last the river
itself, its cool green banks and the nerry little towns snuggled along it,
south of Nova Roma. If now the hunters | aughed overnuch and over-shrilly while
they butchered the crag bull, Ivar thought it was not beneath a Firstling' s
dignity to join in.

Moreover, Fraina was with him they were working together. ... Their

acquai ntance was not deep. Tinme and energy had been | acking for that. Besides,
despite her dancing, she behaved shyly for a tineran girl. But for the rest of
his stay in the troop—I| hope |'ve honor not to seduce her and | eave her
cryin' behind, when at last | go. (I begin to understand why, no matter

har dshi ps, sharpest pain may be to | eave.) And Tanya, of course, mnustn't
forget Tanya

Let me, though, enjoy Fraina's nearness while | can. She's so vivid.
Everything is. | never knew | could feel this fully and freely, till | joined
wander er s.

He forced his attention to the task on hand. Hi s heavy sheath knife went
t hrough hide, flesh, gristle, even the thinner bones, much nore quickly and
easily than did the slender blades of his conrades. He wondered why they
didn't adopt the nord nodel, or at least add it to their tool kit; then
wat chi ng how cunni ngly they worked, he decided it wouldn't fit their style.
Hm vyes, | begin to see for nmy self, cultures are unities, often in subtle



ways.

Fi ni shed, meat | oaded on stathas, the three of themwent to rest by the spring
which had attracted their quarry. It made a deliciously chilly bowful in the
hol | ow of a rock, the shadow of a bluff. Plunme trava nodded white above nossy
chromabryon; spearflies darted silver bright; the streamclinked away over
stones till the desert swallowed it up. The humans drank deep, then |eaned

| uxuriously back against the cliff, Fraina between the mnen.

"Ay-ah," M kkal sighed. "No need for hurry. |I make us barely ten clicks from
the Train, if we set an intercept course. Let's relax before lunch."

"CGood idea," lvar said. He and Fraina exchanged snmiles.

M kkal reached across her. In his hand were three tw sts of paper encl osing
brown shreds. "Snmoke?" he invited.

"What ?" lvar said. "I thought you tinerans avoi ded tobacco. Dries nouth,
doesn't it?"

"Ch, this's marwan." At the puzzled | ook he got, M kkal explained: "Never
heard of it? Well, | don't suppose your breed would use the stuff. It's a
plant. You dry and snoke it. Has a simlar effect to alcohol. Actually better
I'd say, though |I admit the taste leaves a trifle to be desired al ongside a
fine whiskey."

"Narcotic?" |lvar was shocked

"Not that fierce, Rolf. Hell-near to a necessity, in fact, when you're away
fromthe Train, like on a hunting or scouting trip." Mkkal grinmaced. "These
wilds are too i nhuman. Wth a ot of friends around, you're screened. But by
yoursel f, you need to take the edge off how al one and nortal you are."

Never before had Ivar heard himconfess to a weakness. M kkal was normally
cheerful. Wen his tenper, too, flared in the Dreary, he had not gone for his
steel but used an equally whetted tongue, as if he felt |ess pressure than
nost of his fellows to prove masculinity. Now—Well, | reckon |I can
synmpat hi ze. It is oppressive, this size and silence. Unendin' menmento nori.
Never thought so before, out in back country, but I do now If Fraina weren't
here to keep ne glad, | might be tenpted to try his drug.

"No, thank you," Ilvar said.

M kkal shrugged. On the way back, his hand paused before the girl. She nade a
refusing gesture. He arched his brows, whether in surprise or sardonicism

till she gave hima tiny frown and headshake. Then he grinned, tucked away the
extra cigarettes, put his between his |lips and snapped a lighter to it. lvar
had scarcely noticed the by-play, and gave it no thought except to rejoice
that in this, also, Fraina kept her innocence. Mostly he noticed the sweet
odors of her, healthy flesh and sun-warned hair and sweat that stood in beads
on her hal f-covered breasts.

M kkal drew snmoke into his lungs, held it, let it out very slowy and drooped

his lids. "Aaah," he said, "and again aaah. | becorme able to think. Miinly
about ways to treat these steaks and chops. The wonen'l| make stew toni ght, no
doubt. 1'"Il insist the rest of the nmeat be started in a proper narinade. Take
the argument to the king if | nust. |I'msure he'll support ne. He may be a

vi negar beak, our Sam o, but all kings are, and he's a sensibl e vinegar beak."

"He certainly doesn't behave |ike average tineran," |var said.



"Kings don't. That's why we have them | can't deny we're a flighty race,
i ndeed | boast of it. However, that means we nust have somebody who'll tie us
down to caution and foresight."

"I, yes, | do know about special trainin' kings get. Miust be real discipline,
to last through lifetime in your society."

Frai na giggled. Mkkal, who had taken anot her drag, kicked heels and whooped.
"What'd | say?" Ivar asked.

The girl dropped her glance. He believed he saw her blush, though that was

hard to tell on her conpl exion. "Please, Mkkal, don't be irrev'rent," she
sai d.
"Well, no nore'n | have to," her half-brother agreed. "Still, Rolf might's

well know. It's not a secret, just a matter we don't tal k about. Not to

di sillusion youngsters too early, et cetera.” His eyes sparkled toward |var.
"Only the | odge that kings belong to is supposed to know what goes on in the
shrines, and in the holy caves and booths where Fairs are held. But the royal
wi ves and concubi nes take part, and girls will pass on details to their
friends. You think we comon tinerans hold lively parties. W don't know what
liveliness is!"

"But it's our religion," Fraina assured Ivar. "Not the godlings and jus and
spel Il s of everyday. This is to honor the powers of life."

M kkal chuckl ed. "Aye-ah, officially those're fertility rites. Well, |'ve read
some ant hropol ogy, talked to a m xed bag of people, even taken thought once in
a while when 1'd nothing better to do. | figure the cult devel oped because the

king has to have all-stops-out orgies fairly often, if he's to stay the kind
of sobersides we need for a | eader.”

Ivar stared before him half in confusion, half in enbarrassment. Wuldn't it
make nore sense for the tinerans as a whole to be nore self-controlled? Wy
was this extrenme enotionalismseenmngly built into then? O was that nerely
his own prejudi ces speaki ng? Hadn't he been beconing nore and nore |ike them
and savoring every mnute of it?

Fraina laid a hand on his arm Her breath touched his cheek. "M kkal has to
poke fun," she said. "I believe it's both holy and unholy, what the king does.
Hol y because we nust have young—too many die snmall, human and ani mal —and t he
powers of life are real. Unholy because, oh, he takes on hinself the
committing of ... excesses, is that the word? On behalf of the Train, he

rel eases our beast side, that otherwi se would tear the Train apart.”

| don't understand, quite, Ivar thought. But, thrilled within him she's
t houghtful, intelligent, grave, as well as sweet and blithe.

"Yah, | should start Dulcy baby-popping," Mkkal said. "The wet stage isn't
too ghastly a nuisance, |I'mtold." Wien weaned, children noved into dornmitory
wagons. "On the other hand," he added, "I've told a few whoppers nysel f, when
| had me a mark with jingle in his pockets—

A shape blotted out the sun. They bounded to their feet.

That whi ch was descendi ng passed the disc, and Iight blazed off the

gol d-bronze pinions of a six-nmeter w ngspan. Air whistled and thundered.
Fraina cried out. M kkal poised his javelin. "Don't!" Ivar shouted. "Ya-I|awa!
He's Ythrian!"



"O 0-0h, ye-e-es," Mkkal said softly. He lowered the spear though he kept it
ready. Fraina gripped lvar's armand | eaned hard agai nst him

The being |l anded. lvar had met Ythrians before, at the University and
el sewhere. But his astonishment at this arrival was such that he gaped as if
he were seeing one for the first tine.

Grounded, the newconer used those tremendous wi ngs, folded downward, for |egs,
claws at the bend of them spreading out to serve as feet, the |ong
rear-directed bones |ending extra support when at rest. That brought his

hei ght to some 135 centineters, nid-breast on lvar, farther up on the
tinerans; for his mass was a good 25 kil os. Beneath a prow i ke keel bone were

| ean yel | ow ski nned arnms whose hands, evolved fromtal ons, each bore three
sharp-cl awed fingers flanked by two thunbs, and a dewcl aw on the inner wist.
Above were a strong neck and a |l arge head proudly held. The skull bul ged
backward to contain the brain, for there was scant brow, the face curving down
in aridged nmuzzle to a nouth whose sensitive |lips contrasted curiously with
the carnivore fangs behind. A stiff feather-crest rose over head and neck
white edged with black like the fan-shaped tail. O herw se, apart fromfeet,
arnms, and huge eyes which burned gold and never seenmed to waver or blink, the
body was covered with plumage of |ustrous brown.

He wore an apron whose pockets, |oops, and straps supported what little
equi prent he needed. Knife, canteen, and pistol were the only conspi cuous
items. He could live off the country better than any human.

M kkal inhal ed snoke, relaxed, smled, lifted and di pped his weapon in sal ute.
"Hay-ah, wayfarer," he said formally, "be welcone anmpong us in the Peace of
Water, where none are enenies. We're Mkkal of Redtop and my sister Fraina of
Jubil ee, fromthe Waybreak Train; and our conpanyo is Rolf Mariner

varsiteer."

The Anglic which replied was sufficiently fluent that one couldn't be sure how
much of the humm ng accent and sibilant overtones were due to Ythrian voca
organs, how nuch sinply to this being an of fplanet dial ect the speaker had

| earned. "Thanks, greetings, and fair w nds wi shed for you. | hight Erannath,
of the Storngate choth upon Aval on. Let me quench thirst and we can talk if
you desire."

As awkward on the ground as he was graceful aloft, he stunped to the pool

When he bent over to drink, lvar glinpsed the gill-like antlibranchs, three on
either side of his body. They were closed now, but in flight the nuscles would
work themlike bellows, forcing extra oxygen into the bl oodstreamto power the
lifting of the great weight. That neant high fuel consunption too, he
remenbered. No wonder Erannath traveled alone, if he had no vehicle. This |and
couldn't support two of himinside a practical radius of operations.

"He's gorgeous," Fraina whispered to Ivar. "What did you call hin®"
"Ythrian," the Firstling replied. "You nean you don't know?"

"I guess | have heard, vaguely, but I'man ignorant wanderfoot, Rolf. WIIl you
tell me later?"

Ha! Wn't |?

M kkal settled himself back in the shade where he had been. "M ght | ask what
brings you, stranger?"



"Circunmstances,"” Erannath replied. H s race tended to be curt. A large part of
their own conmunication lay in nuances indicated by the play of marvel ously
controllable quills.

M kkal 1|aughed. "In other words, yes, | mght ask, but no, I mght not get an
answer. Whuldn't you like to pal aver a while anyhow? Yo, Fraina, Rolf, join
the party."

They did. Erannath's gaze lingered on the Firstling. "I have not hitherto
observed your breed fare thus," he said.
"I wanted a change— Ivar faltered.

"He hasn't told exactly why, and no need for you to, either,"” M kkal decl ared.
"But see here, Aeronaut, your remark inplies you have been observing, and
pretty extensively too. Unless you' re given to reckless generalization, which
| don't believe your kind is."

Expressions they could not read rippled across the feathers. "Yes," the

Ythrian said after a monent, "I aminterested in this planet. As an Aval oni an
| amnaturally famliar with humans, but of a rather special sort. Being on
Aeneas, | amtaking the opportunity to becone acquai nted, however

superficially, with a few nore."

"U u-uh-huh." M kkal | ounged crossl egged, snoking, idly watching the sky,
whi l e he draw ed. "Sonehow | doubt they've heard of you in Nova Roma. The
occupation authorities have planted their heaviest buttocks on space traffic,
in and out. Want to show nme your official permit to flit around? As skittery
as the guiders of our Terran destinies are nowadays, would they give a visitor
fromour esteened rival enpire the freedom of a key near-the-border world? I'm
only fantasizing, but it goes in the direction of you being stranded here. You
cane in during the revolt, let's suppose, when that was easy to do

unbeknownst, and you're biding your time till conditions ease up enough for
you to get home."

Ivar's fingers clenched on his gunstock. But Erannath sat inperturbable.
"Fant asi ze as you wish," he said dryly, "if you grant me the sane right."
Again his eyes snmote the Firstling.

"Well, our territory doesn't cone near Nova Roma," M kkal continued. "We'd
make you wel come, if you care to roll with us as you' ve probably done al ready
intwo or three other Trains. Your songs and stories should be unconmon
entertaining. And . . . maybe when we reach the green and start giving shows,
we can work you into an act."

Frai na gasped. lvar smled at her. "Yes," he whispered, "without that weed in
hi munl ess he was in camp—M kkal woul dn't have nerve to proposition those
claws and dignity, would he?" Her hair tickled his face. She squeezed his
hand.

"My thanks," Erannath said. "I will be honored to guest you, for a few days at
| east. Thereafter we can discuss further."

He went hi gh above them hovering, soaring, wheeling in splendor, while they
rode back across the tilted | and.

"What is he?" Fraina asked. Hoof beats cl opped beneath her voice. A breeze bore
snoky orders of starkwood. They recalled the snell of the Ythrian, as if his
forefathers once flew too near their sun



"A sophont," M kkal said redundantly. He proceeded: "Mre bright and tough
than nost. Maybe nore than us. Could be we're stronger, we humans, sinmply
because we out nunber them and that sinply because of having gotten the junp
on themin space travel and, hm needing | ess roomper person to live in."

"“A bird?"

"No," lvar told her. "They're feathered, yes, warm bl ooded, two sexes.

However, you noticed he doesn't have a beak, and fenales give live birth. No
lactation—o mlk, | nean; the lips're for getting the blood out of prey."
"You bespoke an enpire, Mkkal," she said, "and, ye-ih, | do renenber nentions
aforetine. Talk on, will you?"

"Let Rolf do that," the man suggested. "He's schooled. Besides, if he has to
keep still much longer, he'll make an awful mess when he expl odes."

Ivar's ears burned. True, he thought. But Fraina gave hi msuch eager attention
that he plunged happily forward.

"Ythri's planet rather |ike Aeneas, except for havin' cooler sun," he said.
"It's about a hundred light-years fromhere, roughly in direction of Beta
Centauri."

"That's the Angel's Eye," M kkal interpol ated.

Don't tinerans use our constellations? Ivar wondered. Wll, we don't use
Terra's; our sky is different. "After humans nmade contact, Ythrians rapidly
acqui red nodem t echnol ogy," he went on. "Altogether variant civilization, of
course, if you can call it civilization, they never havin' had cities.
Nonet hel ess, it lent itself to spacefarin', sane as Technic culture, and in
tune Ythrians began to trade and col onize, on snaller scale than humans. When
League fell apart and Troubles followed, they suffered too. Men restored order
at last by establishin' Terran Enpire, Ythrians by their Domain. It isn't
really an enpire, Mkkal. Loose alliance of worlds.

"Still, it grew So did Enpire, Terra's, that is, till they net and cl ashed.
Coupl e centuries ago, they fought. Ythri |lost war and had to give up good dea
of border territory. But it'd fought too stiffly for Inperiumto think of
annexin' entire Domain.

"Since, relations have been ... variable, let's say. Sone affrays, though
never another real war; sone treaties and joint undertaking, though often

skul duggery on both sides; plenty of trade, individuals and organizations
visitin' back and forth. Terra's not happy about how Domain of Ythri is
growin' in opposite direction fromus, and in strength. But Merseia' s kept

| mperiumtoo busy to do nuch in these parts—except stanp out freedom anong its
own subjects.”

"Nothing like that to make a person objective about his governnent," M kka
remar ked asi de.

"I see," Fraina said. "How clearly you explain.... Didn't | hear himtell he
was, mm from Aval on?"

"Yes," lvar replied. "Planet in Domain, colonized by humans and Ythrians

toget her. Unique society. It'd be reasonable to send Aval onian to spy out
Aeneas. He'd have nore rapport with us, nore insight, than ordinary Ythrians."

Her eyes widened. "He's a spy?"



"Intelligence agent, if you prefer. Not skul kin' around burglarizin' Navy
bases or any such nonsense. Gatherin' what bits of information he can, to

become part of their picture of Terran Enpire. | really can't think what el se
he'd be. They nust've | anded himhere while space-traffic control was broken
down because of independence war. As M kkal says, eventually he'll |eave—'d

guess when Ythrians again have consulate in Nova Roma, that can arrange to
smuggl e himout."

"You don't care, Rolf?"
"Why should I? In fact—=

Ivar finished the thought in his head. W got no Ythrian help in our struggle.
' msure Hugh McCornmac tried, and was refused. They wouldn't risk new war. But
if we could get clandestine aid—arms and equi pnent slipped to us,
interstellar transport furnished, comunications nets nmade avail abl e—ae coul d

build strength of freedomforces till—W failed because we weren't rightly
prepared. MCormac raised standard al nbst on inmpulse. And he wasn't tryin' to
split Empire, he wanted to rule it hinself. Wat would Ythri gain by that?
Whereas if our purpose was to break Sector Al pha Crucis |oose, nmake it

i ndependent or even bring it under Ythri's easygoin' suzerainty—woul dn't that
i nterest then? Perhaps be worth war, especially if we got Merseian help too—
He | ooked up at

Erannat h and dreanmed of wi ngs which stormed hitherward in the cause of
liberty.

An excl amation drew himback to his body. They had topped a ridge. On the
farther slope, nmostly buried by a rockslide, were the remants of great walls
and of colums so slimand poised that it was as if they too were flying. Tine
had not di nred their nacreous |uster

"Why ... Builder relic," Ivar said. "O do you call them El ders?"

"La-Sarzen," Fraina told him very low. "The H gh Ones." Upon her countenance
and, yes, Mkkal's, lay awe.

"We're off our usual route,”
where sonme of themlived."

the man breathed. "I'd forgotten that this is

He and his sister sprang fromtheir saddles, knelt with uplifted arns, and
chanted. Afterward they rose, crossed thenselves, and spat: in this parched
country, a deed of sacrifice. As they rode on, they gave the ruins a w de
berth, and hail ed them before dropping behind the next rise.

Er annat h had not descended to watch. G ven his vision, he need not. He cruised
through slow circles like a sign in heaven

After a kilometer, Ivar dared ask: "Is that ... back yonder ... part of your
religion? I wouldn't want to be profane."

M kkal nodded. "I suppose you could call it sacred. Watever the Hi gh Ones
are, they're as near godhood as makes no difference."

That doesn't follow, |var thought, keeping silence. Wiy is it so nearly
uni versal belief?

"Some of their spirit must be left in what they made," Fraina said raptly. "W
need its hel p. And, when they cone back, they'll know we keep faith in them"



"WIl they?" lvar couldn't help the question

"Yes," MKkkal said. In him sober quiet was twice powerful. "Quite likely
during our own lifetimes, Rolf. Haven't you heard the tale that's abroad? Far
south, where the dead nen dwell, a prophet has arisen to prepare the way—
He shivered in the warnth. "I don't know if that's true, nyself,"” he finished

in a mtter-of-fact tone. "But we can hope, can't we? C non, tingle up these
| azy beasts and let's get back to the Train."

I X

The mail from Terra was in. Chunderban Desai settled back with a box of
cigarettes, a sanmovar of tea, and resignation to the fact that he woul d eat

[ unch and di nner and a m dni ght snack off his desk. This did not mean he, his
staff, or his equipnment were inefficient. He would have no need to personally
scan two-thirds of what was addressed to his office. But he did bear ultimte
responsibility for a gl obe upon which dwelt 400 nillion human bei ngs.

Lord Advi sor Petroff of the Policy Board was proposing a shakeup of

organi zati onal structure throughout the occupi ed zone, and needed reports and
opi nions fromevery comm ssioner. Lord Advisor Chardon passed on certain
conpl aints from Sector Governor Miratori, about a seeming |ack of zeal in the
reconstruction of the Virgilian System and asked for explanations. Naval
Intelligence wanted vari ous operations started which would attenpt to | earn
how active Merseian agents were throughout the Al pha Crucis region. BuEc
wanted a fresh survey nmade of nmineral resources in the barren planets of each
systemin the sector, and studies of their exploitability as a nmethod of

i ndustrial recovery. BuSci wanted increased support for research on D do,
adding that that should help win over the Aeneans. BuPsy wanted Di do
evacuated, fearing that its cloud cover and vast wildernesses nmade it
potentially too useful to guerrillas. The Throne wanted i mredi ate in-depth

i nformation on local results should Hi s Majesty nake a contenpl ated tour of

t he subjugated rebel worlds...

Night filled the wall transparency, and a chill tiny Creusa hurtled above a
darkened city, when a thing Desai hinself had requested finally crossed the
screen. He surged out of sleepiness with a gasp. |'d better have that sel ector

reprogrammed! Hi s fingers shook alnost too badly for himto insert a fresh
cigarette in his holder and inhale it to ignition. He never noticed how
tongue, palate, throat, and |ungs protested.

"—Ao pl anet named, nicknaned, or translated as Jean-Baptiste, assuredly not in
any known | anguage or dialect of the Enpire, nor in any exterior space for

whi ch records are avail able. Saint John, Hagi os |oannes, and the continent of
San Juan on Nuevo Mexico were all naned after a co-author of the basic
Christian canon, a person distinct fromthe one who figures as active in
events described therein and is termed in Fransai Jean-Baptiste, in Anglic
John the Baptist....

"The origin of the individual self-denom nated Aycharaych (v. note 3 on
transcription of the voice print) has been identified, from neasurenent upon
hol ographic material supplied (ref. 2), with a probability deenmed high al beit
nonquantifiable due to paucity of data.

"When no good correlation was obtained with any species filed with the
I mperi al Xenol ogi cal Register, application was made to Naval Intelligence. It
was reported by this agency that as a result of a scan of special data banks,
Aycharaych can be assuned to be froma planet subject to the Roi dhun of



Merseia. It was added that he should be ' considered an agent thereof,
presunmably di spatched on a mission inimcal to the best interests of H's
Maj esty.

"Unfortunately, very little is known about the planet in question. A ful
account is attached, but will be found scarcely nmore informative than the
summary which foll ows.

"According to a few casual nentions made in the presence of Inperial personnel
and duly reported by them the planet is referred to as Chereion (v. note 3).
It is recorded as having been called variously 'cold, creepy,' 'a munmy
dwarf,' and 'a silent ancient,' albeit some favorable notice was taken of art
and architecture. These remarks were made in conversation by Merseians (or, in
one instance, a non-Merseian of the Roi dhunate) by whomthe planet had been
visited briefly in the course of voyages directed el sewhere. Fromthis it may
perhaps be inferred that Chereion is terrestroid verging on subterrestroid, of
| ow mean temperature, sufficiently small and/or old that a substantial |oss of
at nosphere and hydrosphere has been suffered. In short, it may be considered
possibly not too dissimlar to Aeneas as the latter is described in the files.
Not hi ng has been scanned which woul d make it possible for the sun to be

| ocated or spectrally classified. It nust be enphasized that Chereion is
obscure, seldomtouched at, and never heard of by the average Merseian

"Some indications were noted, which owing to | ack of planet. Ildentification of
subj ect Aycharaych as of this Chereion may be nore highly regarded than this
by the top | evels of the Roidhunate hierarchy, and that indeed the dearth of
interest in it may have been deliberately instigated rather than
straightforwardly caused by primtiveness, poverty, or other nore usua
factors. If so, presumably its entire popul ace has, effectively, been induced
to cooperate, suggesting that some uni queness may be found in their

psychol ogy.

"The Chereionites are not absolutely confined to their planet. Indentification
of subject Aycharaych as of this race was nade from pictures taken with

m crocaneras upon two di fferent occasions, one a reception at the Terran
Enbassy on Merseia, one nore recently during negotiations in re Jihannath. In
either case, a large and m xed group being present, no nore than brief queries
were made, eliciting replies such as those |listed above. But it should be
pointed out that if a Chereionite was present at any affair of such inportance
(and presunmably at others for which no data are on hand) then he nust have
been consi dered useful to the Roi dhunate.

"As an additional fragment, the following last-m nute and essentially
anecdotal material is here inserted. Naval Intelligence, upon receipt of the
request fromthis office, was nmoved to instigate inquiries anong such of its
own personnel as happened to be readily available. In response, this

decl arati on, here paraphrased, was nmade by one Cnrdr. Dom nic Flandry:

"He had been on tenporary assignment to Talwin, since he was originally
concerned in events leading to the joint Terran-Merseian research effort upon
that planet (v. note 27) and his special know edge m ght conceivably help in
gathering militarily useful data. Wile there, he cultivated the friendship of
a young Merseian officer. The intimation is that he introduced the latter to
various debaucheries; whatever the nethod was, he got himtalking fairly
freely. Having noticed a nenber of a species newto himin the

Mersei an group, Flandry asked what nmanner of sophont this mght be. The
officer, intoxicated at the time, gave the nanme of the planet, Chereion, then
went on to nunble of a race of incredible antiquity, possessing powers his
governent keeps secret: a race which seem ngly had once nurtured a high



civilization, and which said officer suspected m ght now cherish anbitions
wherein his own people are a nmere nmeans to an end. Flandry thinks the officer
m ght well have said nore; but abruptly the ranking Merseians present ended
the occasion and left with all their personnel. Flandry woul d have pursued the
matter further, but never saw his informant or the Chereionite again. He filed
this story as part of his report, but Regional Data Processing did not
evaluate it as nore than a runmor, and thus did not forward it to the centra
banks.

"The foregoing is presented only in the interest of conpleteness.
Sensationalismis to be discouraged. It is reconmended that a maxi num f easi bl e
effort be instigated for the apprehension of the being Aycharaych, while every
due allowance is made for other prograns which have rightfully been given a

hi gher priority than the possible presence of a |one foreign operative. Should
such effort be rewarded with success, the subject is to be detai ned while HONI
is notified...."

Desai stared into darkness. But there is nmention of Jean-Baptiste in the files
on Ll ynathaw, he thought. Easy enough for an enployee in Merseia's pay to

insert false data ... probably during the chaos of the civil war.. .. U dwyr,
you green devil, what have you or yours in mnd for my planet?
The Flone Valley is for the nbst part a gentler land than the edge of Ilion

Rolling on roads toward the great stream Wybreak had no further need for the
di scipline of the desert. Exuberance kindl ed as spent energies returned.

On amld night, the Train canped in a pasture belonging to a yeoman famly
with which it had made an agreement generations ago. There was no curfew, wood
for a bonfire was plentiful; celebration |asted late. But early on, when
Frai na had danced for them she went to where Ivar sat and nurnmured, "Want to
take a wal k? I'Il be back soon's |'ve swapped cl ot hes"—before she ski pped of f
to Jubil ee.

H's blood roared. It drowned the talk to which he had been |istening while he
wat ched a successi on of performances. When he coul d hear again, the words felt

dwi ndl ed and purposel ess, |ike the humof a m dgeling swarm

"Yes, | was briefly with two other nomad groups," Erannath was saying, "the
Dark Stars north of Nova Ronm, near the Julia River, and the Gurdy Men in the
Fort Lunacy area. The differences in customare interesting but, | judge, nere

eddies in a single wind."

King Sam o, seated on his chair, the only one put out, tugged his beard. "You
ought to visit the Magic Fathers, then, who | was apprenticed to," he said.
"And the d orious nake woren the heads of their wagons. But they're over in
Ti beria, across the Antonine Seabed, so | don't know them nmysel f."

"Perhaps | will go see," Erannath answered, "though |I feel certain of finding
t he sanme basic pattern.”

"Funny," said the yeoman. "You, xeno—ho offense neant; | had sone dam fine
nonhuman shi pmates durin' war of independence—you get around nore on our
pl anet than | ever have, or these professional travelers here."

He had come with his grown sons to join the fun. Mnors and wonenfol k stayed
behi nd. Not only was the party sure to becone licentious; braw s m ght

expl ode. Fascinated by Erannath, he joined the king, Padro of Roadlord, the
wi dow Mara of Tramper, and a few nore in conversation on the fringes of the
circle. They were older folk, their bodies dinmed; the feverish atnosphere
touched them | ess.



What am | doin' here? |var wondered. Exultation: Waitin' for Fraina, that's
what. . . . Earlier, | thought |1'd better not get too involved in things.
Wel |, chaos take caution!

The bonfire flared and runbled at the center of the wagons. \Wenever a stick
went crack, sparks geysered out of yellow and red flames. The light flew
across those who were seated on the ground, snatched eyes, teeth, earrings,
bracel ets, bits of gaudy cloth out of shadow, cast them back and brought forth
i nstead a dice gane, a boy and girl enbraced, a playful westling match, a boy
and girl already stealing off into the farther neadow. Around the bl aze,
coupl es had begun a stanping ring-dance, to the nmusic of a lane guitarist, a
hunchbacked drumrer, and a blind man who sang in plangent Haisun. It snelted
of snoke and humanity.

The flicker sheened off Erannath's plunage, turned his eyes to molten gold and
his crest to a crown. In its skyey accent his speech did not sound pedantic:
"Qutsiders often do explore nore widely than dwellers, Yeonan Vasiliev, and
see nore, too. People tend to take thensel ves for granted.™

"I dunno," Sam o argued. "To you, don't the big differences shadow out the
little ones that matter to us? You have wi ngs, we don't; we have proper |egs,
you don't. Doesn't that nmake us seempretty much alike to you? How can you say
the Trains are all the same?"

"I did not say that, King," Erannath replied. "I said | have observed
deep-goi ng common factors. Perhaps you are blinkered by what you call the
little differences that nmatter. Perhaps they matter nore to you than they
shoul d. "

| var | aughed and tossed in: "Question is, whether we can't see forest for
trees, or can't see trees for forest."

Then Frai na was back, and he sprang up. She had changed to a shi merlyn gown,
ragged fromyears but cut so as to be hardly | ess revealing than her dancer's
costume. Upon her shoul der, al ongside a bl ueblack cataract of hair, sat the
luck of Jubilee, muffled in its mantle apart fromthe inp head.

"Comi ng?" she chirruped.

"N-n-n-need you ask?" lvar gave the king a nord-style bow. "WII| you excuse
me, sir?"

Saml o nodded. A saturnine smle crossed his nouth.

As he straightened, |lvar grew aware of the intentness of Erannath. One did not
have to be Ythrian to read hatred in erected quills and hunched stance. H s
gaze followed that of the golden orbs, and nmet the red triplet of the luck's.
The ani mal crouched, bristled, and chittered.

"What's wrong, sweet?" Fraina reached to soothe her pet.

Ivar recalled how Erannath had declined the hospitality of any wagon and spent
his whole time outdoors, even the bitterest nights, when he nmust slowy punp
his wings while he slept to keep his netabolism high enough that he woul dn't
freeze to death. In sudden realization, the Firstling asked him "Don't you

i ke [ucks?"

"No," said the Ythrian.



After a nonent: "l have encountered them el sewhere. In Planha we call them
liayalre. Slinkers."

Frai na pouted. "Ch, foof! | took poor Tais along for a gulp of fresh air.
C mon, Rolf."

She tucked her arm beneath lvar's. He forgot that he had never cared for |ucks
ei ther.

Erannath stared after himtill he was gone from sight.

Beyond the ring of vehicles, the meadow rolled wide, its dawn trava turf
springy and sweet underfoot, silver-gray beneath heaven. Trees stood
roundabout, intricacies of pine, massivenesses of hammerbranch, cupol as of
del phi. Both moons tinged their boughs white; and of the shadows, those cast
by Creusa stirred as the half-disc sped eastward. Stars crowded vel vet

bl ackness. The M| ky Way was an icefall.

Miusi ¢ faded behind himand her, until they were alone with a tadmouse's trill.
He was speechl ess, content to marvel at the fact that she existed.

She said at last, quietly, |ooking before her: "Rolf, there's got to be High
Ones. This much joy can't just've happened.™”

"Hi gh Ones? Or God? Well— Non sequitur, my dear. To us this is beautiful
because certain apes were adapted to same kind of weather, |ong ago on Terra.
Though we may feel subtle enchantnent in deserts, can we feel it as wholly as
Erannath must? . . . But doesn't that nean that Creator nmade every kind of
beauty? It's bleak, believin' in nothin' except accident.

"Never mnd philosophy," he said. Recklessly: "Waste of tinme | could spend by
your side."

She slipped an armaround his waist. He felt it Ilike fire. 1'min |love, he
knew t hrough the thunders. Never before like this. Tanya—

She sighed. "Aye-ah. How nmuch've we |eft?"

"Forever ?"

"No. You can't stay in the Train. It's never happened.™

"Why can't it?"

"Because you sitters—wait, Rolf, I'msorry, you're too good for that word,
you're a strider—you people who have rooted hones, you're—not weak—but you
haven't got our kind of toughness."

Wi ch centuries of deaths have bred

"I"'mafraid for you," Frai na whi spered.

"What ? Me?" His pride surged in a wave of anger that he knew, far off at the
back of his mind, was foolish. "Hoy, listen, |I survived Dreary crossin' as
wel |l as next man, didn't 1? |I'm bigger and stronger than anybody el se; maybe
no so wiry, not so quick, but by chaos, if we struck dryout, starveout,

gritstorm whatever, 1'd stay alive!"

She | eaned closer. "And you're smart, too, Rolf, full of book stories—what's
nmore, full of skills we're always short on. Yet you'll have to go. Maybe



because you're too much for us. Wat could we give you, for the rest of your
life?"

You, his pulse replied. And freedomto be nyself.... Drop your damed duties,
| var Frederi ksen. You never asked to be born to them Stop thinkin' how those
lights overhead are political points, and let them again be stars.

"I, I, 1 don't think I could ever get tired of travelin', if you were along,"
he blurted. "And, uh, well, | can haul ny |oad, naybe give Waybreak sonethin’
real ly val uabl e—=

"Until you got swittled, or knifed. Rolf, darling, you' re innocent. You know
i n your bones that nobst people are honest and don't get violent wthout
reason. It's not true. Not in the Trains, it isn't. How can you change your
skel eton, Rol f?"

"Coul d you hel p ne?"
"Ch, if | could!'"™ The shifty moonlight caught a glimrer of tears.

Abruptly Fraina tossed her head and stated, "Well, if nothing else, | can
shield you fromthe first and worst, Rolf."

"What do you mean?" By now used to mercurial changes of mpbod, he chiefly was
consci ous of her |ooks, touch, and fragrance. They were still wal ki ng. The

[ uck on her shoulder, drawn into its nmantle, had virtually seceded from
visibility.

"You've a fair clutch of jingle along, haven't you?"

He nodded. Actually the noney was in bills, Inperial credits as well as Aenean
libras, nost of it given himin a wad by Sergeant Astaff before he |eft

W ndhone. ("Wthdrew ny savin's, Firstlin'. No worry. You'll pay ne back if
you live, and if you don't live, what futterin' difference' |l ny account
make?" How renote and unreal it seened!) Tinerans had no particul ar concept of
privacy. (l've learned to accept that, haven't |1? Privacy is in ny brain. What
matter if Dulcy casually goes through my pockets, if she and M kkal and
casually dress and undress in their wagon, if they casually nmake |ove in bunk
bel ow m ne?) Thus it was general know edge that Rolf Mariner was well-heel ed.
No one stale froma fellowin the Train. The guilt would have been i npossible
to hide, and nmeant exile. After pickpocket practice, the spoils were returned.
He had declined invitations to ganble, that being considered a | awful way of

pi cki ng a compani on cl ean.
"We'| | soon reach the river," Fraina said. "W'll nove along it, fromtown to
town, as far as our territory stretches. Carnival at every stop. Hectic—well,
you've been to tineran pitches, you told me. The thing is, those tines we're
on the grab. It's us against—s 'against' the word?—=zans. W don't w sh harm
on the sitters, but we're after everything we can hook. At a tine |like that,
somebody might forget you're not an ordinary sitter. W even fall out with our
kind, too often.”

Why? passed across lvar. Granted this society hasn't sane idea as m ne of what
constitutes property or contract. Still, if anything, shouldn't nonads be nore
al ert than usual when anong aliens, nore united and coordi nated? But no, |
renmenber from Brotherband visits to Wndhone, excitenent always affected them
too, till they'd as likely riot anbng each other as w th Landfol k.

He | ost the question. They had halted near an argent-roofed del phi. Stars
gl eaned, noons gl owed, and she held both his hands.



"Let me keep your noneta for you, Rolf," she offered. "I know how to stash it.
Af t erwar d—

"There will be an afterward!"
"There's got to be," she wept, and cane to him

He et go all holds, save upon her. Soon they went into the noon-dappled
grotto of the del phi. The luck stayed outside, waiting.

He who had been Jaan the Shoenmaker, until Caruith returned after six mllion
swi ngs of the world around the sun, |ooked fromthe snag of a tower across the
mul titude which filled the marketplace. Fromaround the Sea of Orcus, folk had
swarned hither for Radnmas. More were on Mount Cronos this year than ever
before in nenory or chronicle. They knew the Deliverer was cone and woul d
preach unto them

They made a bl ue-shadowy di mess beneath the wall whereon he stood: a face, a
| ancehead, a burnoose, a helnet, picked out of the dusk which still welled
bet ween surroundi ng houses and archways. Virgil had barely risen over the
waters, and the Arena bl ocked off sight of it, so that a phantom

not her - of - pearl was only just beginning to awaken in the great ruin. Some
stars remained yet in the sky. Breath indrawn felt razor keen. Released, it
ghost ed. Endl ess underneath silence went the noise of the falls.

—6o0, Caruith said.

Their body lifted both arns. Anplified, their voice spoke forth into the hush.
"People, | bring you stern tidings.

"You await rescue, first fromthe grip of the tyrant, next and forenost from
the grip of nortality—ef being merely, enptily human. You wait for
transcendence.

"Look up, then, to yonder stars. Renmenber what they are, not nunbers in a
catal og, not balls of burning gas, but reality itself, even as you and | are
real. W are not eternal, nor are they; but they are closer to eternity than
we. The light of the farthest that we can see has crossed an eon to cone to

us. And the word it bears is that first it shone upon those have gone before.

"They shall return. I, in whomlives the mnd of Caruith, pledge this, if we
will make our world worthy to receive them

"Yet that may not be done soon nor easily. The road before us is hard, steep

bestrewn with sharp shards. Blood will mark the footprints we | eave, and at
our backs will whiten the skulls of those who fell by the way. Like one who
spoke upon Mdther Terra, long after Caruith but long before Jaan, | bring you

not peace but a sword."
X

Boseville was typical of the small towns along the Fl one between Nova Roma and
the C nmrerian Mountains. A cluster of neatly laid out, blocky but gaily

col ored buildings upon the right bank, it |ooked across two kilometers' w dth
of brown streamto a ferry termnal, pastures, and tinberlots. At its back
canal s t hreaded westward through cropl ands. Unlike the gaunt but spacious
country along the Ilian Shelf, this was narrow enough, and at the sane tine
rich enough, that many of its farmers could dwell in the conmunity. Besides



agriculture, Boseville lived off service industries and m nor manufacturing.
Most of its trade with the outside world went through the Riverfol k. An

i nscribed nonolith in the plaza comenorated its defenders during the
Troubl es. Not hing since had greatly disturbed it, including rebellion and an
occupation force which it never saw.

O was that true any | onger? Mdre and nore, |var wondered.

He had acconpani ed Erannath into town while the tinerans readied their

pi tches. The chance of his being recogni zed was negligible, unless the Terrans
had issued bulletins on him He was sure they had not. To judge by what
broadcasts he'd seen when King Sam o ordered the Train's single receiver
brought forth and tuned in—a fair sanple, even though the nomads were not nuch
gi ven to passive watchi ng—the WIdfoss affair had been soft-pedal ed al nost to
t he point of suppression. Evidently Conmmi ssioner Desai didn't wish to inspire
imtations, nor make a hero figure out of the Firstling of Ilion

Anyhow, whoever m ght identify himwas nost unlikely to call the nearest
garrison.

Erannath wanted to explore this aspect of nord culture. It would be useful
havi ng a nmenber of it for conpanion, albeit one froma different area. Since
he was of scant help in preparing the shows, Ivar offered to come al ong. The
Ythrian seemed worth cultivation, an interesting and, in his taciturn fashion
i kabl e sort. Besides, lvar discovered with surprise that, after the frenetic
caravan, he was a bit homesick for his own people.

O so he thought. Then, when he wal ked on pavenent between walls, he began to
feel stifled. How seldomthese folk really |aughed al oud! How drably they
dressed! And where were the nmal e swagger, the femal e ardor? He wondered how
these sitters had gotten any wi sh to beget the children he saw. Wy, they
needed to pour their nerrinent out of a tankard.

Not that the beer wasn't good. He gul ped it down. Erannath sipped.

They sat in a waterfront tavern, wood-panel ed, rough-raftered, dark and snoky.
W ndows opened on a view of the dock. A ship, which had unl oaded cargo here
and taken on consignnents for farther downstream was girding to depart.
"Don't yonder crew want to stay for our carnival ?" |var asked.

A burly, bearded man, anong the several whom Erannath's exotic presence had
attracted to this table, puffed his pipe before answering slow "No, | don't
recall as how Riverfolk ever go to those things. Seens like they, mmm shun

ti nerans. Maybe not bad idea."

"Why?" lvar challenged. Are they nonhuman, not to care for Fraina's dancin' or
M kkal *s bl ade arts or—

"Always trouble. | notice, son, you said, 'Qur carnival.' Have care. It brings
grief, tryin" to be what you're not born to be."

"I"ll guide ny private life, if you please.™
The villager shrugged. "Sorry."

"I'f the nomads are a disturbing force," Erannath inquired, "why do you allow
themin your territory?"

"They' ve al ways been passin' through," said the ol dest man present. "Tradition



gives rights. Includin' right to pick up part of their livin' —by
entertai nments, cheap nmerchandi se, odd jobs, and, yes, teachin' prudence by
fleecin' the foolish."

"Besi des," added a young fellow, "they do bring color, excitement, touch of
danger now and then. We might not live this quietly if Waybreak didn't
overnight twice in year."

The jaws of the bearded man cl anped hard on his pipestem before he grow ed,
"We're soon apt to get over-supplied with danger, Jim"

Ivar stiffened. A tingle went through him "Wat do you nean ... may | ask?"
A folk saying answered him "Either nuch or little."

But anot her customer, a trifle drunk, spoke forth. "Runors only. And yet,
somethin's astir up and down river, talk of one far south who's prom sed
Elders will return and deliver us fromEnpire. Could be wi shful thinkin', of
course. But dam, it feels right somehow. Aeneas is special. | never paid |ot
of attention to Dido before; however, lately |I've begun givin' nore and nore
t hought to everything our filosofs have | earned there. |'ve gone out under
Mornin' Star and tried to think nyself toward Oneness, and you know, it's

hel ped ne. Should we let Inpies crush us back into subjects, when we nay be
right at next stage of evolution?"

The bearded man frowned. "That's heat henish talk, Bob. Me, I'Il hold ny trust
in God." To lvar: "God's will be done. | never thought Enpire was too bad, nor
do | now But it has gone norally rotten, and maybe we are God's chosen
instruments to give it cleansin' shock." After a pause: "If's true, we'll need
power ful outside help. Maybe He's preparin' that for us too." Al their |ooks
bent on Erannath. "I'mplain valley dweller and don't know anything," the

speaker finished, "except that unrest is waxin', and hope of deliverance."
Hastily, the ol dster changed the subject.

Ni ght had toppled upon them when Firstling and Ythrian returned to canp. After
they left town, stars gave wi nter-keen guidance to their feet. G herw se the
air was soft, moist, full of growmh odors. Gavel scrunched beneath the tread
of those bound the same way. Voices tended to break off when a tal ker noticed
t he nonhuman, but manners did not allow butting into a serious conversation
Ahead, |amps on pol es gl owned above wagons w despread anong tents. The skirl of
nmusi ¢ | oudened.

"What | seek to understand,” Erannath said, "is this Aenean resentnent of the
I mperium My race would resist such overlordship bitterly. But in human terns,
it has on the whole been light, little nore than a ninor addition to taxes and

t he surrender of sovereignty over outside, not donestic, affairs. |In exchange,
you get protection, trade, abundant offplanet contacts. Correct?"

"Perhaps once," lvar answered. The beer buzzed in his head. "But then they set
t hat Snelund creature over us. And since, too many of us are dead in war,
while Inpies tell us to change ways of our forefathers.™

"Was the |l ate governorship really that oppressive, at |east where Aeneas was
concerned? Besides, can you not interpret the situation as that the Inperium
made a m stake, which is being corrected? True, it cost lives and treasure to
force the correction. But you people showed such deathpride that the
authorities are shy of pushing you very hard. Sinple cooperativeness would
enabl e you to keep virtually all your institutions, or have themrestored."



"How do you know?"

Erannat h i gnored the question. "I could conprehend anger at the start of the
occupation,"” he said, "if afterward it danped out when the Inperial viceroy
proved hinself mld. Instead ... nmy inpression is that at first you Aeneans

accepted your defeat with a neasure of resignati on—but since, your rebellious
enoti ons have swel | ed; and | acking hopes of independence in reality, you
project theminto fantasy. Why?"

"l reckon we were stunned, and' re startin' to recover. And could be those
hopes aren't altogether wild." lvar stared at the being who trotted al ong
beside himso clunsily, alnost painfully. Erannath's crest bobbed to the
crutchlike swing of his w ngs; shadows al ong the ground di nmed | uster of eyes
and feathers. "Wat're you doin', anyway, tellin' ne | should becone neek

| mperial subject? You' re Ythrian—fromfree race of hunters, they clai m¥rom
rival power we once robbed of plenty real estate—Wat're you tryin' to preach
at me?"

"Not hi ng. As | have expl ained before, | ama xenol ogi st specializing in

ant hr opol ogy, here to gather data on your species. | travel unofficially,
hyai, illegally, to avoid restrictions. More than this it would be unwi se to
say, even as you have not seen fit to detail your own circunmstances. | ask

guestions in order to get responses which nay help me map Aenean attitudes.
Enough. " Wen an Ythrian finished on that word, he was term nating a

di scussion. Ivar thought: Well, why shouldn't he pretend he's harmess? It'l|
hel p his case, get himnmerely deported, if Inpies happen to catch him... Yes,
probably he is spyin', no nore. But if | can convince him nmake himtell them
at home, how we really would fight year after year for our freedom if they'd
gi ve us sone ai d—maybe they woul d!

The blaze of it in himblent into the larger brilliance of being nearly back
in canp, nearly back to Fraina.

And t hen—

They entered a crowd milling between faded rai nbows of tentcloth. Lanps
overhead gl ared out the stars. Above the center pitch, a cylinder of colored
panes rotated around the brightest light: red, yellow, green, blue, purple
flickered feverish across the bodies and faces bel ow. A hawker chanted of his
wares, a barker of ganes of chance, a cook of the spiceballs whose frying
filled every nostril around him Upon a platformthree girls danced, and

t hough their performance was free and small-town nords were supposed to be
close with a libra, coins glittered in arcs toward their |eaping feet.
Beneath, the blind and cri ppl ed nusici ans sawed out a nel ody whi ch had begun
to make visitors jig. No al cohol or other drugs were in sight; yet sober
riverside nen mingled with tinerans in noisy camaraderie, marveled |ike
children at a strolling magician or juggler, whooped, waved, and jostled.
Perched here and there upon wagons, the |ucks of Waybreak wat ched.

It surged in lvar: My folk! My joy!

And Frai na cane by, scarcely clad, nestled against a mddl e-aged | ocal whose
own garb bespoke wealth. He | ooked dazed with desire.

| var stopped. Beside him abruptly, Erannath stood on hands to free his wi ngs.

"What goes?" lvar cried through the racket. Like a blow to the belly, he knew.
More often than not, whenever they could, nomad wonen did this thing.

But not Fraina! We're in | ove!



She rippled as she wal ked. Light sheened off blue-black hair, red skin, tilted
wi de eyes, teeth between half-parted lips. A nmusk of femal eness surfed outward
from her.

"Let go my girl!" Ivar screaned

He knocked a man over in his plunge. Qthers voiced anger as he thrust by. His
knife canme forth. Driven by strength and skill, that heavy bl ade coul d take
of f a human hand at the wist, or go through a rib to the heart.

The villager saw. A large person, used to conmand, he held firm Though
unarmed, he crouched in a stance renmenbered fromhis mlitary training days.

"CGet away, clinkerbrain,"” Fraina ordered |var

"No, you slut!" He struck her aside. She recovered too fast to fall. Wirling,
he knew in bare tine that he really shouldn't kill this yokel, that she'd
enticed himand—var's enpty hand nade a fist. He snmote at the nouth. The
riverdwel | er bl ocked the blow, a shock of flesh and bone, and baw ed:

"Hel p! Peacenen!" That was the alarmword. Small towns kept no regul ar police;
but volunteers drilled and patrolled together, and heeded each other's
sunmons.

Fraina's fingernails raked blood fromlvar's cheek. "You starting a riot?" she
shrilled. A Haisun call followed.

Rivermen tried to push close. Men of the Train tried to deflect them disperse
them OGaths and shouts lifted. Scuffles broke | oose.

M kkal of Redtop slithered through the nob, bounded toward the fight. His belt
was full of daggers. "ll-krozny ya?" he barked.

Frai na pointed at |var, who was backi ng her escort against a wagon. "Vakhabo!"
And in loud Anglic: "Kill me that dog! He hit ne—your sister!"

M kkal *s arm noved. A blade glittered past Ivar's ear, to thunk into a pane
and shiver. "Stop where you're at," the tineran said. "Drop your slash. O
you' re dead."

I var turned froman eneny who no | onger mattered. Gief ripped through him
"But you're ny friend," he pl eaded.

The villager struck himon the neck, kicked hi mwhen he had tunbl ed. Fraina
war bl ed gl ee, leaped to take the fellow s el bow, crooned of his prowess.

M kkal tossed knife after knife aloft, made a wheel of them belled when he
had the crowd's attention: "Peace! Peace! W don't want this stranger. W cast
himout. You care to jail hin? Fine, go ahead. Let's the rest of us get on
with our fun."

I var sat up. He barely noticed the aches where he had been hit, Fraina,
Waybreak were lost to him He could no nore understand why than he coul d have
understood it if he had suddenly had a heart attack

But a wanderer's aliveness remai ned. He saw booted | egs close in, and knew t he
wat ch was about to haul himoff. It jagged across his awareness that then the
Imperials might well see a report on him

H s weapon lay on the ground. He snatched it and sprang erect. A war-whoop



tore his throat. "Qut of ny way!" he yelled after, and started into the ring
of men. If need be, he'd cut a road through

W ngs cannonaded, made gusts of air, eclipsed the | anps. Erannath was al oft.

Six neters of span roofed the throng in quills and racket. Wat |ight cane

t hrough shone burni shed on those feathers, those talons. Unarmed though he
was, humans ducked away from scything claws, |lurched from buffeting w ngbones.
"Hither!" Erannath whistled. "To ne, Rolf Mariner! Raiharo!"

| var sprang through the | ane opened for him out past tents and denon-covered
wagons, into night. The aquiline shape glided | ow above, black athwart the
M1 ky Way. "Head south,"” hissed in darkness. "Keep near the riverbank." The

Ythrian swung by, returned for a second pass. "I will fly elsewhere, in their
view, draw off pursuit, soon shake it and join you." On the third swoop:
"Later | will go to the ship which has left, and arrange passage for us. Fair

wi nds foll ow you." He banked and was gone.
Ivar's body settled into a | ope over the fields. The rest of himknew only:
Frai na. Waybr eak. Forever gone? Then what's to live for?

Nevert hel ess he fl ed.
X

After a boat, guided by Erannath, brought himaboard the Jade Gate, lvar fel
into a bunk and a tw sting, nightmare-haunted sleep. He was al nost gl ad when a
gong-crash roused hima few hours | ater

He was alone in a cabin neant for four, cranped but pleasant. Hardwood deck
whi t e- pai nt ed over head, bul kheads | acquered in red and bl ack, were surgically
clean. Light cane dimy through a brass-framed wi ndow to pick out a dresser
and washbowl . Foot-thuds and voices nade a cheerful clanor beneath the toning
of the bronze. He didn't know that rapid, nusical |anguage.

| suppose | ought to go see whatever this is, he thought, somewhere in the
sorrow of what he had lost. It took his entire will to put clothes on and step
out the door.

Crewf ol k were bounci ng everywhere around. A young nman noticed him beaned, and
said, "Ahoa to you, wel cone passenger,"” in the singsong R ver dialect of
Angl i c.

"What' s happenin' ?" Ivar asked nechanically.

"W say good nmorning to the sun. Watch, but please to stand qui et where you
are."

He obeyed. The pre-dawn chill |ashed sonme al ertness into himand he observed
his surroundings with a faint growmh of interest.

Heaven was still full of stars, but eastward turning wan. The shores, a
kiloneter fromeither side of the vessel, were | ow blue shadows, while the
wat er gl eamed as if burnished, except where m st went eddying. H gh overhead,
the wings of a vulch at hover caught the first daylight. As gong and crew fel
silent, an utter hush returned, not really broken by the faint pul se of

engi nes.

The craft was nore than 50 neters in length and 20 in the beam her tinber
sides high even at the waist, then at the blunt bow rising sharply in two



tiers, three at the rounded stern. Two sizabl e deckhouses bracketed the

am dshi ps section, their roofs fancifully curved at the ends. Fore and aft of
t hem ki ngposts supported cargo boons, as well as windmlls to help charge the
capaci tors which powered the vessel. Between reared a mast which could be set
with three square sails. lvar glinpsed Erannath on the topnost yard. He nust
have spent the night there, for lack of the frame which would suit himbetter
t han a bunk.

An outsize red-and-gold flag drooped froman after staff. At the prow the
gigantic i mage of a Fortune Guardi an scow ed at dangers ahead. In his |eft
hand he bore a sword against them in his right a lotus flower.

There posed an old man in robe and tassel ed cap, beside hima woman simlarly
cl ad though bareheaded, near them a band who w el ded gong, flutes, pipas, and
drum The crew, on their knees save for what small children were held by their
not hers, occupi ed the decks beneat h.

As |ight strengthened, the stillness seened to deepen yet further, and frost
on brightwork glittered Iike the stars.

Then Virgil stood out of the east. Radi ance shivered across waters. The
ancient raised his arms and cried a brief chant, the people responded, nusic
rollicked, everybody cheered, the ship's business resuned.

| var stretched nunbed hands toward the warnth that began to flow out of indigo
air. Vapors steamed away and he saw the cultivated lands roll green, a flock
of beasts, an early horseman or a roadborne vehicle, turned into toys by

di stance. Cl oser were the brood of Jade Gate. A stubby tug drew a
freight-laden barge, two trawl ers spread their nets, and in several kayaks,
each acconpani ed by an osel, herders kept a pod of river pigs nmoving al ong.

For those not on watch, the first order of the day was evidently to get

cl eaned up. Sonme went bel ow, sone peeled off their clothes and dived
overboard, to frisk about till they were ready to clinb back on a Jacob's

| adder. Merrinent |oudened. It was not like tineran glee. Such japes as he
heard in Anglic were gentle rather than stinging, |aughter was nore a deep
clucking than a shrill peal. Woever passed near |var stopped to make a slight
bow and bi d hi mwel cone aboard.

They're civilized without bein' rigid, strong without bein' cruel, happy

wi t hout bein' foolish, shrewd wi thout bein'" crooked, respectful of |learnin'
and | aw, useful in their work, he knew dully; but they are not wild red
wander er s.

Handsone enough, of course. They averaged a bit taller than tinerans, shorter
than nords, the build stocky, skin tawny, hair deep black where age had not

bl eached it. Heads were round, faces broad and high of cheekbones, eyes brown
and slightly oblique, lips full, noses tending to flatness though beaks did
occur. Only old nmen | et beards grow, and both sexes banged their hair across
the brows and bobbed it off just under the ears. Alike too was working garb

bl ue tunics and bell-bottoned trousers. Already now, before the frost was off,
many went barefoot; and the nudity of the swi nmrers showed a fondness for

el aborate tattoos.

He knew nore about them than he had about the nomads. It was still not much.
This was his first tinme aboard a craft of theirs, aside fromonce when one
which plied as far north as Nova Ronma hel d open house. Otherw se his

experi ence was confined to casual reading and a docunentary programrecorded
al nrost a century ago.



Nevert hel ess the Kuang Shih had bonds to the ruling culture of Aeneas, in a
way that the tinerans did not. They furnished the principal transportation for
goods, and for humans who weren't in a hurry, along the entire | ower Flone—as
well as fish, flesh, and fiber taken fromthe river, and incidental

handi crafts, exchanged for the products and energy recharges of industrial
culture

If they held thensel ves al oof when ashore, it was not due to hostility. They
were anply courteous in business dealings, downright cordial to passengers. It
was sinply that their way of life satisfied them and had little in conmon
with that of rooted people. The nobst conservative Landfol k mai ntained | ess
far-reaching and deep-going blood ties—every ship and its attendants an
extended family, strictly exoganpbus and, without making a fuss about it,

noral —Aot to speak of faith, tradition, law, custom arts, skills, hopes,
fears altogether different.

| dreaned Waybreak nmight take ne in, and instead it cast me out. Jade Gate—s
that her nanme?—wi |l no doubt treat nme kindly till we part, but 1'd never
i magi ne bein' taken into her

No matter. O Frainal
"Sir—=

The girl who shyly addressed hi m brought back the dancer, hurtfully, by her
very unli keness. Besides her race, she was younger, he guessed ei ght or nine,
denmurely garbed so that he couldn't be sure how much her slight figure had
begun to fill out. (Not that he cared.) Her features were nore delicate than
usual , and she bowed | ower to him

"Your pardon, please, welconme passenger,"
care for breakfast?"

she said in a thin voice. "Do you

She offered hima bow of cereals, greens, and bits of neat cooked together, a
cup of tea, a napkin, and eating utensils such as he was used to. He grew
aware that crewfolk were in line at the galley entrance. A signal nust have
called themwi thout his noticing through the darkness that nmuffled him Most
found pl aces on deck to hunker and eat in convivial groups.

"Why, why, thank you," Ivar said. He wasn't hungry, but supposed he coul d get
the food down. It snelled spicy.

"W have one di ning sal oon below, with table and benches, if you wi sh," the
girl told him

"No!" The idea of being needl essly enclosed, after desert heavens and then
ni ghts outdoors in valley sumer with Fraina, sickened him

"Pardon, pardon." She drew back a step. He realized he had yell ed.

"I"'msorry," he said. "I'min bad way. Didn't mean to sound angry. Ri ght here
will be fine." She smiled and set her burden down on the planks, near a
bul war k agai nst which he could rest, "Unh, ny name is Iv—Rolf Mriner."

"This person is Jao, fourth daughter to Captain R ho Mea. She bade ne to see
to your confort. Can | help you in any wise, Sir Mriner?" The child di pped
her head above bridged fingertips.

"I ... well, I don't know." Who can help me, ever again?



"Perhaps if | stay near you one while, show you over our ship later? You may
t hi nk of something then."

Her cl eanliness rem nded himof his grime and sour sweat-snell, unkenpt hair
and stubbly chin. "I, uh, | should have washed before breakfast."
"Eat, and | will lead you to the bath, and bring what el se you need to your

cabin. You are our only guest this trip." Her glance swept aloft and cane
aglow. "Ai, the beautiful flyer fromthe stars. How could | forget? Can you
sunmon himwhile | fetch his food?"

"He eats only nmeat, you know. O, no, | reckon you wouldn't. Anyhow, 1'lIl bet
he's al ready caught piece of wild game. He sees us, and he'll cone down when
he wants to."

"I'f you say it, sir. May | bring ny bow, or would you rather be undi sturbed?"

"\What ever you want," lvar grunted. "I'mafraid |I'm poor conpany this nmornin'.
"Per haps you should sleep further? My nother the captain will not press you.
But she said that sonmetine this day she nust see you and your friend, alone."

Passengers had quarters to thenselves if and when a vessel was operating bel ow
capacity in that regard. Crew did not. Children were raised comunally from
birth ... physically speaking. The ties between them and their parents were
strong, far stronger than anong tinerans, although their ultimate fanmly was
the ship as a whole. Married couples were assigned cubicles, sufficient for

sl eeping and a few personal possessions. Certain soundproofed cabins were

avail abl e for study, nmeditation, or simlar purposes. Aside fromthis, privacy
of the body did not exist, save for chaplain and captain.

The latter had two chanbers near the bridge. The larger was |iving room
of fice, and whatever el se she deemed necessary.

Her husband greeted her visitors at the door, then politely excused hinself.
He was her third, Jao had remarked to Ivar. Born on the Cel estial Peace, when
quite a young girl Mea had been wedded by the usual prearrangenent to a man of
the Red Bird Banner. He drowned when a skiff capsized; the Flone had many
treacheries. She used her inheritance in shrewd trading, garnering wealth
until the second officer of the Jade Gate net her at a fleet festival and
persuaded her to nove in with him He was a wi dower, considerably ol der than
she; it was a nmarriage of conveni ence. But nost were, anong the Kuang Shih.
Theirs functioned well for a number of years, efficiently conbining their
talents and credit accounts, incidentally producing Jao's youngest sister. At
last an artery in his brain betrayed him and rather than |linger useless he
requested the Gentle Cup. Soon afterward, the captain died also, and the
officers elected Riho Mea his successor. Lately she had invited Hal eku Uan of
the Yell ow Dragon to marry her. He was about Ivar's age.

Jao nmust have read distaste on the Firstling' s countenance, for she had said
quietly: "They are happy together. He is merely one carpenter, nor can she
rai se himhigher, nor can he inherit fromher except in |ung—proportion to
children of hers that are his too; and she is past child-bearing and he knew
it."

He thought at the time that she was defendi ng her nother, or even her
stepfather. As days passed, he cane to believe she had spoken unspectacul ar
truth. The Riverfolk had their own concept of individuality.

To start with, what did riches nean? Those who were not content to draw their



regul ar wage, but drove personal bargains with the Ti Shih, the Shorefolk,
could obtain no nmore than minor |uxuries for thenselves; a ship had room for
not hi ng el se. Beyond that, they could sinply nake contributions to the
floating community. That won rewards of prestige. But anybody could get the
same by outstanding service or, to a | esser extent, unusual prowess or talent.

Prestige mght bring pronotion. However, authority gave small chance for
sel f-aggrandi zement either, in a society which foll owed the sanme peacef ul
round through century after century.

Why, then, did the people of the land think of Riverfolk as hustlers, honest
but clever, courteous but anbitious? |var decided that these were the
personality types who dealt with the people of the Iand. The rest kept pretty
much to themselves. And yet, that latter majority had abundant ways to express
itself.

These ideas cane to himlater. They did have their genesis the evening he
first entered the cabin of Captain R ho

Sunbeans struck |evel, anber-hued, through the starboard wi ndows of the main
room They sheened off a crystal on a shelf, glowed off a scroll of trees and
cal l'i graphy above. The chanber was so austerely furnished as to feel spacious.
In one corner, half-hidden by a carved screen, stood a desk and a m ni num of
data and comuni cations equi pnent. In another stood a well-filled bookcase.
Near the mddle of the reed matti ng which covered the deck was a padded,

ri ng-shaped bench, with a low table at the center and a couple of detachable
back rests for the benefit of visiting Ti Shih.

The ski pper cane forward, and |var began changing his m nd about her and her
man. She was of nedi um hei ght, plunp yet extraordinarily light on her feet.
Years had scarcely touched the snubnosed, dark-ivory face, apart fromcrinkles
around the eyes and scattered white in the hair. Her mouth showed capacity for
a huge grin. She wore the common blue tunic and trousers, zori on bare feet,
fireburst tattoo on the armwhich slid fromits sleeve as she offered her

hand. The pal m was warm and cal | used.

"Ahoa, wel cone passengers." Her voice verged on hoarseness. "WII you not
honor me by taking seats and refreshnment?" She bowed them toward the bench
and fromthe inner roomfetched a trayful of tea, cakes, and slices of raw

i chthyoid flesh. The ship lurched in a crosscurrent off a newy forned
sandbar, and she canme near dropping her |oad. She rapped out a phrase.
Catching Erannath's alert |ook, she translated it for him lvar was a little
shocked. He had thought sol diers knew how to curse.

She kicked of f her sandals, placed herself crosslegged opposite her guests,
and opened a box of cigars that stood on the table. "You want?" she offered.
They both declined. "Mnd if | do?" Ivar didn't—What has creation got that's
worth mndin' ?—and Erannath stayed nute though a ripple passed over his

pl umes. Captain Riho stuck a fat black cylinder between her teeth and got it
i gnited. Snoke snote the air.

"I hope you are confortable?" she said. "Sir ... Erannath ... if you will give
nmy husband t he specs for your kind of bed—=

"Later, thank you," the flyer snapped. "Shall we get to the point?"

"Fine. Always | was taught, Ythrians do not waste words. Here is ny first

pl easure to nmeet your breed. If you will please to pardon seem ng rudeness—you
are aboard curious-wise. | would not pry but nust know certain things, |ike
where you are bound."



"W are not sure. How far do you go?"
"Clear to the Linn, this trip. Sol stice cones near, our Season of Returnings."

"Fortunate for us, if | happen to have cash enough on ny person to buy that
| ong a passage for two." Erannath touched his pocketed apron

| have none, lvar thought. Fraina swittled ne out of everything, surely
knowin' 1'd have to leave Train. Only, did she have to provoke ny |eavin' so
soon? He paid no attention to the dickering.

"—well," Erannath finished. "W can conme along to the end of the river if we
choose. W may debark earlier."

Ri ho Mea frowned behind an acrid blue veil. "Wy night that be?" she demanded.
"You understand, sirs, | have one ship to worry about, and these are nuch too
interesting tines."

"Did I not explain fully enough, last night when | arrived on board? I ama
scientist studying your planet. | happened to join a nonmad group shortly after
Rol f Mariner did—for reasons about which he has the right not to get specific.
As often before, violence lofted at the carnival. It would have led either to
his death at nomad hands, or his arrest by the Bosevilleans. | hel ped him
escape. "

"Yes, those were al nost your exact words."

"I intended no offense in repeating them Captain. Do humans not prefer verba
redundancy?"

"You mss ny course, Sir Erannath," she said a touch coldly. "You have not
expl ai ned enough. W could take you on in energency, for maybe that did save
lives. However, today is not one such hurry. Please to take refreshnent, you
both, as | will, to show good faith. | accuse you of nothing, but you are
intelligent and realize | nust be sure we are not harboring crimnals. Mtters
are very skittly, what with the occupation.™

She laid her cigar in an ashtray, crunched a cookie, slurped a nouthful of
tea. lvar bestirred hinself to follow suit. Erannath laid claws on a strip of
nmeat and ripped it with his fangs. "CGood," said the woman. "WIIl you tell your
tale, Sir Mriner?"

I var had spent nost of the day al one, stretched on his bunk. He didn't care

what became of him and his mnd wasn't working especially well. But froma

sense of duty, or whatever, he had rehearsed his story like a dog munbling a
bone. It plodded forth:

"I"'mnot guilty of anything except disgust, Captain, and | don't think that's

puni shabl e, unless Inpies have made it illegal since | left. You know, besides
bannin' free speech, they razed McCornac Menorial in Nova Roma. My parents

wel |, they don't condone Inperium but they kept tal kin' about conprom se
and how maybe we Aeneans were partly in wong, till | couldn't stand it. |

went off into wlderness to be by nysel f—onmon practice ashore, you probably
know—and nmet tineran Train there. Wiy not join themfor while? It'd be change
for me, and | had skills they could use. Last night, as ny friend told,

sensel ess braw happened. | think, now, it was hel ped along by tinerans |'d

t hought were ny . . . friends, so they could keep noney and val uabl e
rif—article I'd left with them"



"As a matter of fact," Erannath said, "he is technically guilty of assault
upon a Boseville man. He did no harm though. He nmerely suffered it. | doubt
that any conplaint has been filed. These incidents are frequent at those
affairs, and everyone knows it." He paused. 'They do not know why this is.
do."

Startled fromhis apathy, Ivar regarded the Ythrian al nost as sharply as R ho
Mea did. He met their gazes in turn—theirs were the eyes which dropped—and | et
time go by before he said with no particular inflection: "Perhaps | should
keep ny discovery for the Intelligence service of the Domain. However, it is

of marginal use to us, whereas Aeneans will find it a claw struck into their
backs. "

The captain chewed her cigar before she answered: "You nean you will tell ne
if I let you stay aboard." Erannath didn't bother to speak his response. "How
do I know— She caught herself. "Please to pardon this person. | wonder what
evi dence you have for whatever you will say."

"None," he admitted. "Once given the clue, you humans can confirmthe
statement."

"Say on."
"I'f I do, you will convey us, and ask no further questions?"
"I will judge you by your story."

Erannath studied her. At length he said: "Very well, for | hear your
deathpride." He was still during a heartbeat. "The breath of tineran life is
that creature they call the luck, keeping at |east one in every wagon. W cal
it the slinker."

"Hoy," broke fromlvar, "how would you know-=2"

"Yt hrians have found the three-eyed beasts on a nunber of planets." Erannath
did not keep the wish to kill out of his voice; and his feathers began to
stand erect. "Not on our home. God did not lay that particular snare for us.
But on several worlds like it, which naturally we investigated nmore thoroughly
than your race normally does—the | esser terrestroid gl obes. Al ways slinkers
are associated with fragments of an earlier civilization, such as Aeneas has.
W suspect they were spread by that civilization, whether deliberately,
accidentally, or through their own design. Sone of us theorize that they
caused its downfall."

"Wait a minute," lvar protested. "Wy have we humans never heard of thenP"

"You have, on this world," Erannath replied. "Probably el sewhere too, but
quite incidentally, notes buried in your data banks, because you are nore
interested in larger and noister planets. And for our part, we have had no
special reason to tell you. W |earned what slinkers are early in our
starfaring, when first we had scant contact with Terrans, afterward hostile
contact. W devel oped nmeans to eradicate them They |ong ago ceased to be a
problemin the Dormai n, and no doubt few Ythrians, even, have heard of them
nowadays. "

Too much information, too big a universe, passed through Ivar.
"Besides," Erannath went on, "it seens humans are nore susceptible than
Ythrians. Qur two brain-types are rather differently organized, and the
slinkers' resonate better with yours."



"Resonat e?" Captain R ho scow ed

"The slinker nervous systemis an extraordinarily well-devel oped tel epathic
transceiver," Erannath said. "Not of thoughts. We really don't know what | evel
of reasoning ability the little abom nati ons possess. Nor do we care, in the
way that human scientists mght. Wen we had established what they do, our
overwhel mi ng desire was nerely to slay them"

"What do they do, then?" lvar asked around a |unp of nausea.

"They violate the innernost self. In effect, they receive enmotions and feed

t hese back; they act as anplifiers.”" It was terrifying to see Erannath where
he crouched. H's dry phrases ripped forth. "Perhaps those intelligences you

call the Buil ders devel oped them as pets, pleasure sources. The Buil ders may
have had cooler spirits than you or we do. O perhaps they degenerated from
the effects, and died.

"l said that the resonance with us Ythrians is weak. Nonethel ess we found
expl orers and col oni sts showi ng ugly behavior. It would start as bad dreans,
go on to nurderously short tenper, to year-around ovul ati on, to—Enough. W
tracked down the cause and destroyed it.

"You humans are nore vulnerable, it appears. You are lucky that slinkers
prefer the deserts. Oherw se all Aeneans m ght be addicted.

"Yes, addiction. They don't realize it thenselves, they think they keep these
pets nerely because of custom but the tinerans are a nation of addicts. Every
enotion they begin to feel is fed back into them anplified, radiated,
reamplified, to the limt of what the organi smcan generate. Do you marvel

that they act |ike constitutional psychopaths? That they touch no drugs in
their caravans, but require drugs when away, and cannot survive bei ng away
very | ong?

"At that, they nust have adapted; there nmust have been natural selection. Many
can think craftily, like the fenmale who reaved your hol dings, Rolf Mariner.
wonder if her kind are not born dependent on the poison

"You shoul d thank her, though, that she got you cast out as early as she did!"

lvar covered his face. "O God, no.

"I need clean sky and a beast to hunt,’
t onmor r ow. "

Erannath grated. "I will be back

He left. lvar wept on Riho Mea's breast. She held himclose, stroked his hair
and nur nur ed.

"You'll get well, poor dear, we'll make you well. The river flows, flows,
flows.... Here is peace.”

Finally she left himon her husband' s bunk, exhausted of tears and ready to
sl eep. The light through the wi ndows was gol d-red. She changed into her robe
and went onto the foredeck, to join chaplain and crew in w shing the sun
goodni ght .

Xl

South of Cold Landing the country began to grow steep and stony, and the peaks
of the C merian range hung ghostlike on its horizon. There the river would



flowtoo swiftly for the herds. But first it broadened to fill a valley with
what was practically a |lake: the G een Bow, where ships bound farther south
left their animals in care of a few crewfolk, to fatten on water plants and
nol | uscoi ds.

Approaching that place, Ivar paddl ed his kayak with an awkwardness whi ch drew
am abl e |l aughter from his young conpani ons. They darted spearfly-fast over the
surface; or, leaping into the stream they raced the |ong-bodi ed webf oot ed
brown osels which served themfor herd dogs, while he wallowed nmore clunsily
than the fat, flippered, snouted chuho—water pigs—which were being herded.

He didn't mind. Nobody is good at everything, and he was inproving at a
respect abl e pace.

Wavel et s blinked beneath viol et heaven, chuckled, swirled, joined livingly
with his muscles to drive the kayak onward. This was the reality which held
him not stiff crags and dusty-green brush on yonder hills. A cool ness rose
fromit, to tenper windless warnth of air. It snelled danmp, rich. Ahead, Jade
Gate was a gaudily painted castle; farther on noved a sister vessel; trawers
and barges already waited at Cold Landing. O oser at hand, the chuho browsed
on wetcress. Now and then an osel heeded the conmand of a boy or girl and sped
to turn back a straggler. Herding on the Flone was an ideal task, he thought.
Exertion and al ertness kept a person fully alive, while nevertheless letting
himenter into that peace, beauty, majesty which was the river.

To be sure, he was a nere spectator, invited al ong because these youngers
liked him That was all right.

Jao maneuvered her kayak near his. "Goes it well?" she asked. "You do fine,
Rol f." She flushed, dropped her glance, and added timdly: "I think not I
could do that fine in your wlderness. But sonetime | would wish to try."

"Sometine ... |1'd like to take you," he answered.

On this duty in sunmer, one customarily went nude, so as to be ready at any
time for a swm Ivar was too fair-skinned for that, and wore a |ight blouse
and trousers Erannath had had made for him He turned his own eyes el sewhere.
The girl was far too young for the thoughts she was old enough to
arouse—besi des being foreign to hi mAo, never mind that, what mattered was

t hat she was sweet and trusting and—

Oh, damation, | wll not be ashamed of thinkin' she's female. Thinkin' is al
it'll ever amount to. And that | do, that |I can, nmeasures how far |'ve gone
toward gainin' back ny sanity.

The gaiety and the cerenpni ousnesses aboard ship; the little towns where they
stopped to | oad and unl oad, and the | ong green reaches between; the harsh

wi sdom of Erannath, serene wi sdom of lang Wii the chaplain, pragmatic w sdom
of Riho Mea the captain, counseling him the friendliness of her husband and
ot her people his age; the, yes, the way this particul ar daughter of hers

foll owed hi m everywhere around; always the river, mghty as tinme, days and

ni ghts, days and nights, feeling like a |longer stretch than they had been
like a foretaste of eternity: these had heal ed him

Frai na danced no nore through his dreans. He could sumon a nenory for

i nspection, and understand how the reality had never cone near being as
gorgeous as it seened, and pity the wanderers and vow to bring them aid when
he becane abl e.

When woul d that be? How? He was an outlaw. As he enmerged fromhis hurt, he saw



ever nmore clearly how passive he had been. Erannath had rescued hi m and
provided himw th this berth—ahy? Wat reason, other than pleasure, had he to
go to the river's end? And if he did, what next?

He drew breath. Tinme to start actin' again, instead of bein' acted on. First
thing I need is allies.

Jao's cry brought himback. She pointed to the nigh shore. Her paddle flew He
toiled after. Their conpanions saw, left one in charge of the herd, and
converged on the sane spot.

A floating object lay caught in reeds: a seal ed wooden box, arch-Iidded, about
two neters in length. Upon its black enanel he identified gol den synbols of
Sun, Moons, and River.

"Ai-ya, ai-ya, ai-ya," Jao chanted. Suddenly solem, the rest chinmed in.
Though i gnorant of the Kuang Shih's primary | anguage, |var could recognize a
hym. He hel d hinsel f aside.

The herders freed the box. Swimers pushed it out into nmidstream Osels under
sharp command kept chuhos away. It drifted on south. They must have seen
aboard Jade Gate, because the flag went to half-mast. "Wat was that?" |var
then ventured to ask. Jao brushed the wet |ocks off her brow and answered,
surprised, "Did you not know? That was one coffin."

"Huh? | —Wait, | beg your pardon, | do seemto renenber—

"Al'l our dead go down the river, down the Yun Kow at |ast—the Linn—+to the Tien
Hu, what you call the Sea of Orcus. It is our duty to |aunch again any we find
stranded.” In awe: "I have heard about one seer who wal ks there now, who wil|l
call back the Add Shen fromthe stars. WII| our dead then rise fromthe
wat er s?"

Tati ana Thane had never supposed she could m nd being by herself. She had
al ways had a worl dful of things to do, read, watch, listen to, think about.

Daytimes still weren't altogether bad. Her present work was inherently
solitary: study, neditation, cut-and-try, bit by bit the construction of a
semanti c nodel of the | anguage spoken around Mount Hamilcar on Dido, which
woul d enabl e humans to converse with the natives on a nore basic |evel than
pidgin all owed. Her dial ogues were with a conputer, or occasionally by vid
with the man under whom she had studi ed, who was retired to his estate in
Heracl ea and too old to care about politics.

Since she becane a research fellow, students had treated her respectfully.
Thus she took a whil e—ahen she m ssed Ivar so jaggedly, when she was so
haunted by fear for him+to realize that this behavior had become an avoi dance.
Nor was she overtly snubbed at faculty rituals, neetings, dining conmons,
chance encounters in corridor or quad. These days, people didn't often talk
ani matedly. Thus |ikew se she took a while to realize that they never did with
her any nore, and, except for her parents, had let her drop fromtheir social
l'ives.

Slowmy her spirit wore down.

The first real break in her isolation came about 1700 hours on a Marsday. She
was thinking of going to bed, however poorly she would sleep. Qutside was a
dar ker night than ordinary, for a great dustcloud borne al ong the tropopause
had veiled the stars. Lavinia was a blurred dun crescent above spires and
donmes. Wnd piped. She spraw ed in her |argest chair and played w th Frumn ous



Bander snat ch. The tadmouse ran up and down her body, from shins to shoul ders
and back, trilling. The confort was as mnute as hinself.

The knocker rapped. For a monent she thought she hadn't heard aright. Then her
pul se stunbl ed, and she nearly threw her pet off in her haste to open the
door. He clung to her sweater and whistled indignation

A man stepped t hrough, at once cl osing the door behind him Though the outside
air that came along was cold as well as ferric-harsh, no one would ordinarily
have worn a ni ght mask. He doffed his and she saw the bony m ddl e-aged features
of CGabriel Stewart. They had | ast been together on Dido. H s work was to know
the Ham | car regi on backwards and forwards, guide scientific parties and see
to their well-being.

"Why... why ... hello," she said hel plessly.

"Draw your blinds," he ordered. "I'd as soon not be glinpsed from beneath."
She stared. Her backbone pringled. "Are you in trouble, Gabe?"

"Not officially—yet."

"I"d no idea you were on Aeneas. Wiy didn't you call?"

"Calls can be nonitored. Now cover those w ndows, will you?"

She obeyed. Stewart renmoved his outer garnents. "It's good to see you again,"”
she ventured.

"You may not think that after |'ve spoken ny piece." He unbent a little.
"Though maybe you will. | recall you as bold lass, in your quiet way. And
don't suppose Firstlin' of Ilion made you his girl for nothin ."

"Do you have news of lvar?" she cried. "
Vell, let's talk."

"Fraid not. | was hopin' you woul d.

He refused wine but let her brew a pot of tea. Meanwhile he sat, puffed his
pi pe, exchanged accounts of everything that had happened since the revol ution
erupted. He had gone outsystem in MCormac's hastily assenbled Intelligence
corps, and admitted ruefully that neanwhile the war was |l ost in his own
bailiwi ck. As far as he coul d di scover, upon being returned after the defeat,
some Terran agent had not only managed to rescue the Adnmiral's wife from
Snel und—a pricel ess bargai ni ng counter, no doubt—but while on Dido had
hijacked a patriot vessel whose conputer held the |l atest codes.... "I got
wonderin' about possibility of organizin' Didonians to help fight on, as
guerrillas or even as navy personnel. At last | hitched ride to Aeneas and

| ooked up ny friend—mm never mind his nane; he's of University too, on a
secondary canpus. Through him | soon got involved in resistance novenent."

"There is one?"

He regarded her sonberly. "You ask that, Ivar Frederiksen's bride to be?"

"I was never consulted." She put teapot and cups on a table between them sank
to the edge of a chair opposite his, and stared at the fingers westling in

her lap. "He—It was crazy inpul se, what he did. Wasn't it?"

"Maybe then. Not any longer. O course, your dear Commi ssioner Desai would
prefer you believe that."



Tati ana braced herself and net his |ook. "Ganted," she said, "I've seen Desa
several times. |'ve passed on his remarks to people |I know-not endorsin' them
sinmply passin' themon. |Is that why |I'mostraci zed? Surely University folk
shoul d agree we can't have too nuch data input.”

"I"ve queried around about you," Stewart replied. "It's curious kind of
tension. Qutsider like nme can maybe identify it better than those who're bein'
racked. On one hand, you are Ivar Frederiksen's girl. It could be dangerous
gettin' near you, because he may return any day. That makes cowardly types
ride clear of you. Then certain others—WlIl, you do have mana. | can't think
of better word for it. They sense you're big nedicine, because of bein' his
chosen, and it nakes them vaguely unconfortable. They aren't used to that sort
of thing in their neat, scientifically ordered lives. So they find excuses to
t hensel ves for postponin' any resunption of fornmer close relations with you.

"On other hand"—he trailed a slow streaner of snoke—you are, to speak blunt,
lettin' yourself be used by eneny. You may think you're relayin' Desai's words
for whatever those're worth as information. But nmere fact that you will
receive him will talk civilly with him nmeans you lack full comnitnent And
this gets you shunned by those who have it. Cut off, you don't know how many
al ready do. Well, they are many. And nunber grows day by day."

He | eaned forward. "Wen |1'd figured how matters stand, | had to cone see you,
Tatiana. My guess is, Desai's half persuaded you to try wheedlin' Frederiksen
into surrender, if and when you two get back in touch. Well, you mustn't. At
very least, hold apart fromlnpies." Starkly: "Freedom nmovenent's at point
where we can start nakin' exanples of collaborators. | know you' d never be
one, consciously. Don't let yon Desai bastard snare you."

"But," she stamered in her bew | dernent, "but what do you nean to do? \Wat
can you hope for? And lIvar—he's nothin' but young man who got carried

away—fugitive, conpletely powerless, if, if, if he's still alive at all—=
"He is," Stewart told her. "I don't know where or how, or what he's doin', but
he is. Wrd runs too widely to have no truth behind it." H's voice lifted

"You' ve heard al so. You nmust have. Signs, tokens, precognitions.... Never nind
his weaklin' father. Ivar is rightful |eader of free Aeneas—when Buil ders
return, which they will, which they will. And you are his bride who will bear
his son that Builders will make nore than human."”

Bel i ef stood incandescent in his eyes.

Xl

South of the Green Bow, hills clinbed ever faster. Yet for a while the stream
continued to flow peaceful. Ivar wi shed his blood could do Iikew se.

Seeking tranquillity, he clinbed to the foredeck for a clear view across

ni ght. He stopped short when he spied others on hand than the | ookout who
added eyes to the radar.

Through a crowd of stars and a torrent of gal axy, Creusa sped past Lavinia.
Li ght | ay argent ashore, touching crests and crags, swallowed by shadows
farther down. It shivered and sparked on the water, nade ghostly the sails
whi ch had been set to use a fair wind. That air murnured cold through

qui etness and a rustle at the bows.

Fore and aft, separated by a few kilometers for safety, glowed the lights of
t hree compani on vessels. No few were bound this way, to celebrate the Season
of Returni ngs.



| var saw the | ookout on his knees under the figurehead, and a sheen off
Erannat h' s plumage, and Riho Mea and lang Wii in their robes. Captain and
chaplain were conpleting a ritual, it seemed. Mite, now and then lifting hands
or bow ng heads, they had watched the noons draw near and again apart.

"Ah," Mea gusted. The crewran rose.

"I beg pardon," Erannath said. "Had | known a religious practice was going on
I would not have descended here. | stayed because that was perhaps | ess
di stracting than ny takeoff would have been."

"No harm done," Mea assured him "In fact, the sight of you com ng down gave
one extra glory."

"Besides," lang said in his mld voice, "though this is sonething we always do
at certain times, it is not strictly religious.” He stroked his thin white
beard. "Have we Kuang Shih religion, in the same sense as the Christians or
Jews of the Ti Shih or the pagans of the tineran society? This is one matter
of definition, not so? W preach nothing about gods. To nmpbst of us that whole
subject is not inmportant. Wether or not gods, or God, exist, is it not merely
one scientific questi on—osnol ogi cal ?"

"Then what do you hunt after?" the Ythrian asked.

"Al'l ness," the chaplain replied. "Unity, harnony. Through rites and synbol s.
W know they are only rites and synmbols. But they say to the opened nind what
words cannot. The River is ongoingness, fate; the Sun is life; Mons and Stars
are the transhuman. "

"W contenplate these things," R ho Mea added. "W try to nerge with them
with everything that is.” Her glance fell on Ivar. "Ahoa, Sir Mariner," she
called. "Come, join our party."

| ang, who could stay solemn |onger than her, continued: "Qur race, or yours,
has less gift for the whole ch' an—dnder st andi ng—than the many-m nded peopl e of
the Morning Star. However, when the A d Shen return, mankind will gain the
same imortal singleness, and have noreover the strengths we were forced to
make in ourselves, in order to endure being alone in our skulls.”

"You too?" Erannath snapped. "ls everybody on Aeneas waiting for these nentors
and savi ors?"

"More and nore, we are," Mea said. "Up the Yun Kow drifts word—=

I var, who had approached, felt as if touched by |ightnings. Her gaze had

| ocked on him He knew These are not just easy-goin', practical sailors.
shoul d' ve seen it earlier. That coffin—and fact they're bound on dangerous
trip to honor both their ancestors and their descendants—and now t hi s—ro,
they're as profoundly eschatol ogi cal as any Bi bl e-and-bl aster yeoman.

"Word about |iberation?" he excl ai ned.

"Aye, though that's the bare begi nning," she answered, |ang nodded, while the
| ookout |aid hand on sheath knife.

Abruptly she said, "Wuld you like to talk about this ... Rolf Mariner? I'm
ready for one drink and cigar in my cabin anyway."

H s pul ses roared. "You al so, good friend and wi se nan," he heard her propose



to | ang.
"I bid you goodni ght, then," Erannath said.
The chaplain bowed to him "Forgive us our confidentiality."

"Maybe we should invite you along," Mea said. "Look here, you are not one
plain scientist Iike you claim You are one Ythrian secret agent, collecting
i nformati on on the key human pl anet Aeneas, no?" Wen he stayed silent, she
| aughed. "Never nind. Point is, we and you have the sane enemny, the Terran
Empire. At least, Ythri shouldn't mnd if the Enpire loses territory."

"Afterward, though," lang nurnmured, "I cannot hel p but wonder how well the
carnivore soul nmay adapt to the enlightenment the A d Shen will bring."

Moonl i ght turned Erannath's feather to silver, his eyes to nercury. "Do you
| ook on your species as a chosen peopl e?" he said, equally low At once he
nmust have regretted his inmpulse, for he went on: "Your intrigues are no
concern of mne. Nor do | care if you decide |I am sonething nore than an
observer. If you are opposed to the occupation authorities, presumably you
won't betray ne to them | wi sh to go on a night hunt. May fortune bl ow your
way. "

H's wings spread, fromrail to rail. The wind of his rising gusted and booned.
For a while he gl eaned high aloft, before vision | ost himanong the stars.

Mea led lang and lvar to her quarters. Her husband greeted them and this tine
he stayed: a bright and resol ute young man, the dream of freedom ki ndl ed
within him

When the door had been shut, the captain said: "Ahoa, |var Frederiksen
Firstling of Ilion."

"How di d you know?" he whi spered.

She grinned, and went for the cigar she had bespoken. "How obvious need it be?
Surely that Ythrian has suspected. Wiy el se shoul d he care about one human

wai f? But to him humans are so forei gn—so alike-seen ng—and besi des, being a
spy, he couldn't dare use data servi ces—he nust have been hol di ng back, trying

to confirmhis guess. Me, | renenbered sone choked-off news accounts. | called
up Nova Roma public files, asked for pictures and—O ah, no fears. | am one
mer chant nyself, | know how to disguise ny real intents.”

"You, you will... help me?" he faltered.

They drew cl ose around him the young man, the old man, the captain. "You wll
hel p us," lang said. "You are the Firstling—eur rightful |eader that every
Aenean can follow+to throw out those mind-stifling Terrans and make ready for
the Advent that is prom sed—Wat can we do for you, |ord?"

Chunder ban Desai broke the connection and sat for a while staring before him
Hs wi fe, who had been out of the room cane back in and asked what was w ong.

"Peter Jowett is dead," he told her
"Ch, no." The two fam lies had becone friendly in the isolation they shared.
"Murdered. "

"What ?" The gentleness in her face gave way to horror



"The separatists,” he sighed. "It has to be. No nmel odranmatic nmessage left. He
was killed by a rifle bullet as he left his office. But who el se hated hinP"

She groped for the confort of his hand. He returned the pressure. "A rea

under ground?” she said. "I didn't know. "

"Nor I, until now. Ch, | got reports from planted agents, from surveillance
devices, all the usual neans. Something was brew ng, sonething being

organi zed. Still, I didn't expect outright terrorismthis soon, if ever."

"The futility is nearly the worst part. \Wat chance have they?"

He rose fromhis chair. Side by side, they went to a window. It gave on the
garden of the little house they rented in the suburbs: alien plants spiky
beneath alien stars and noons, whose light fell on the frosted helnet of a
mari ne guard.

"I don't know," he said. Despite the low gravity, his back slunped. "They nust
have sone. It isn't the hopeless who rebel, it's those who think they see the
end of their particular tunnels, and grow inpatient."

"You have given them hope, dear."

"Well ... | canme here thinking they'd accept their mlitary defeat and work
with me |ike sensible people, to get their planet reintegrated with the
Empire. After all, except for the Snelund epi sode, Aeneas has benefited from

the Inperium on balance; and we're trying to set up precautions agai nst
anot her Snelund. Peter agreed. Therefore they killed him Wo's next?"

Her fingers tightened on his. "Poor A ga. The poor children. Should I call her
toni ght or, or what?"

He stayed in the orbit of his own thoughts. "Runors of a deliverer—ot nerely
a political liberator, but a savior—o, a whole race of saviors—that's what's
driving the Aeneans,"” he said. "And not the dominant culture alone. The others
too. In their different ways, they all wait for an apocal ypse."

"Who is preaching it?"

He chuckled sadly. "If | knewthat, | could order the party arrested. O,
better yet, try to suborn him O them But ny agents hear nothing except

t hese vague runors. Never forget how terribly few we are, and how marked, on
an entire world.... We did notice what appeared to be a centering of the
runors on the Orcan area. W investigated. W drew bl ank, at |east as far as
finding any proof of illegal activities. The society there, and its beliefs,

al ways have been founded on col ossal prehuman ruins, and evidently has often
brought forth millennialist prophets. Qur people had nore urgent things to do
than struggle with the | anguage and ethos of some poverty-stricken dwellers on
a dead sea floor." Hi s tone strengthened. "Though if | had the personnel for
it, I would probe further indeed. This wouldn't be the first time that a voice
fromthe desert drove nations mad."

The phone chimed again. He nuttered a swear word before he returned to accept
the call. It was on scranble code, which automatically heterodyned the audio
output so that Desai's wife could not hear what cane to hima couple of neters
away. The screen was vacant, too.

She coul d see the blaze on his face; and she heard himshout after the
conversation ended, as he surged fromhis chair: "Brahma's nercy, yes! W'l



catch himand end this thing!"
XV
Jade Gate had Hearty reached the Linn when the Terrans cane.

The C nmmrerian Mountains formthe southern marge of Ilion. The further south
the Flone goes through them until its final incredible plunge off the
continental rim the steeper and deeper is the gorge it has cut for itself. In
winter it runs quiet between those walls, under a sheath of ice. But by

m dsunmer, swollen with nelt off the polar cap, it is a race, and they nust
have skillful pilots who would venture al ong that viol ence.

At the port rail of the main deck, Ivar and Jao watched. Water braw ed,
foanmed, spouted off rocks, filled air with an ongoi ng cannonade and nade the
vessel rock and shudder. Here the stream had narrowed to a bare 300 neters

bet ween heaped boul ders and talus. Behind, cliffs rose for a pair of

kil ometers. The rock was gl oony-hued and there was only a strip of sky to see,
fromwhich Virgil had already sunk. The brighter stars gleamed in its

duski ness. Down under the full weight of shadow, it was cold. Spray dashed
into faces and across garnments. Forward, the canyon di mred out in mst.
Nevert hel ess he spied three ships in that direction, and four aft. Mre than

t hese were rendezvous- bound.

As the deck pitched beneath her, the girl caught his arm "Wat was that?" he
shout ed through the noi se, and barely heard her reply:

"Swerve around one obstacle, |I'msure. Nothing here is ever twice the sane."
"Have you had any w ecks?"

"Some few per century. Mst lives are saved."

"God! You'll take such risk, year after year, for ... ritual?"

"The danger is part of the ritual, Rolf. W are never so one with the world as
when—Ai - ah!"

H s gaze followed hers aloft, and his heart |urched. Downward cane sl anting
the torpedo shape of a large flyer. Upon its arnored flank shone the sunburst
of Empire.

"Who is that?" she cried innocently.

"A marine troop. After ne. Wio else?" He didn't rasp it |oud enough for her to
hear. When he wenched free and ran, she stared in hurt amazenent.

He pounded up the | adder to the bridge, where he knew Mea stood by the pilot.
She cane out to nmeet him Gimmess bestrode her countenance. She had bitten
her cigar across. "Let's get you below, " she snapped, and shoved at him

He stunbl ed before her, anmpbng crewfol k who boiled with excitenment. The
aircraft whined toward the lead end of the line. "Chao yu li!" Mea excl ai med.
"We've that nuch luck, at least. They don't know which vessel is ours."

"They m ght know its nane," he replied. "Whoever gave ne away—

"Aye. Here, this way.... Hold." Erannath had energed fromhis cabin. "You!"
She pointed at the next deckhouse. "Into that door!"



The Ythrian halted, lifted his talons. "Mve!l" the captain bawed. "O 'l
have you shot!"

For an instant his crest stood stiff. Then he obeyed. The three of them
entered a narrow, throbbing corridor. Mea bowed to Erannath. "I am sorry,
honored passenger,” she said. Partly nuffled by bul kheads, the air was |ess
t hunderous here. "Tinme | acked for requesting your help courteously. You are
nost good that you obliged regardl ess. Please to cone."

She trotted on. lvar and Erannath foll owed, the Ythrian rocking clunsily along
on his whig-feet while he asked, "Wat has happened?"

"I npies," the young nan groaned. "W had to get out of sight from above. If
either of us got glinpsed, that'd ve ended this gane. Not that | see how it
can go on nuch | onger."

Erannat h's eyes snol dered gol den upon him "Wat gane do you speak of ?"

"I"'mfugitive from Terrans."

"And worth the captain's protection? A-a-a-ah....'

Mea stopped at an intercomunit, punched a nunmber, spoke rapid-fire for a
m nute. When she turned back to her conpani ons, she was the barest bit
rel axed.

"I raised our radioman in tine," she said. "Likely the eneny will call, asking
which of us is Jade Gate. My man is alerting the others in our own | anguage,
whi ch surely the Terrans don't understand. W Riverfol k stick together
Everybody will act stupid, claimthey don't know, garble things as if they had
one poor command of Anglic." Her grin flashed. "To act stupid is one skill of
our people."

"Were | the Terran commander," Erannath said, "I would thereupon beamto each
ship individually, requiring its name. And were | the captain of any, | would
not court punishment by lying, in a cause which has not been explained to ne."

Mea barked | aughter. "Right. But | suggested Portal of Virtue and Way to
Fortune both answer they are Jade Gate, as well as this one. The real nanes
could reasonably translate to the sane as ours. They can safely give the
Terrans that stab."”

She turned bl eak again: "At best, though, we buy short time to snuggle you
of f, lvar Frederiksen, and you, Erannath, spy fromYthri. | dare not give you
any firearnms. That would prove our role, should you get caught." The man felt
the knife he had kept on his belt since he |left Wndhone. The nonhuman wasn't
wearing his apron, thus had no weapons. The woman continued: "Wen the marines

flit dowmn to us, we'll admit you were here, but claimwe had no idea you were
want ed. True enough, for everybody except three of us; and we can behave

pl enty innocent. W'Ill say you rmust have seen the airboat and fled, we know
not where."

I var thought of the starkness that walled themin and pl eaded, "Were, for
real ?"

Mea |l ed themto a conpani onway and downward. As she hastened, she said across
her shoul der: "Some Orcans always clinb the Shelf to trade with us after our
cerenonies are done. You may neet themat the site, otherwise on their way to
it. O if not, you can probably reach the Tien



Hu by yourselves, and get help. |I feel sure they will help. Theirs is the seer
they've told us of."

"Win't Inpies think of that?" |var protested.

"No doubt. Still, I bet it's one inpossible country to ransack." Mea stopped
at a point in another corridor, glanced about, and rapped, "Aye, you nay be
caught. But you will be caught if you stay aboard. You nay drown crossing to
shore, or break your neck off one cliff, or thousand other griefs. Wll, are
you our Firstling or not?"

She flung open a door and ushered them through. The room beyond was a storage
space for kayaks, and also held a small crane for their launching. "Get in,"
she ordered Ivar. "You should be able to reach the bank. Just work at not
capsi zing and not hitting anything, and make what shoreward way you can
whenever you find one stretch not too rough. Once afoot, send the boat off
again. No sense leaving any clue to where you | anded. Afterward, rocks and

m st should hide you fromoverhead, if you go carefully.... Erannath, you fly
across, right above the surface.”

Half terrified and half carried beyond hinself, Ivar settled into the frai
craft, secured the cover around his waist, gripped the paddle. R ho Mea | eaned
toward him He had never before seen tears in her eyes. "All luck sail with
you, Firstling," she said unsteadily, "for all our hopes do." Her lips touched
hi s.

She opened a hatch in the hull and stood to the controls of the crane. Its
nmotor whirred, its arm descended to lay hold with clanps to rings fore and
aft, it lifted Ivar outward and | owered hi m al ongsi de.

The river boomed and brawl ed. The world was a cold wet grayness of spray bl own
backward fromthe falls. Phantomcliffs showed through. Ivar and Erannath
rested anong house-sized boul ders.

Despite his shoes, the stones along the bank had been cruel to the human. He
ached from brui ses where he had tripped and sl ashes where sharp edges had
caught him Weariness filled every bone like a | ead casting. The Ythrian, who
could flutter above obstacles, was in better shape, though prolonged | and
travel was always hard on his race

By sone trick of echo in their shelter, talk was possible at |less than the top
of a voice. "No doubt a trail goes down the Shelf to the seabed," Erannath
said. "We must presune the Terrans are not fools. Wen they don't find us

aboard any ship, they will suppose us bound for Ocus, and call Nova Rona for
a stat of the nost detail ed geodetic survey map available. They will then
crui se above that trail. W nust take a roundabout way."

"That'Ill likely be dangerous to ne," Ivar said dully.

"I will help you as best | can," Erannath prom sed. Perhaps the set of his

feathers added: If God the Hunter hurls you to your death, cry defiance as you
fall.

"Why are you interested in me, anyhow?" |var demanded.

The Ythrian trilled what corresponded to a chuckle. "You and your fellows have
taken for granted 1'ma secret agent of the Domain. Let's say, first, that I
wondered if you truly were plain Rolf Mariner, and accompanied you to try to
find out. Second, | have no desire nyself to be taken prisoner. Qur interests
i n escape coincide."



"Do they, now? You need only fly el sewhere.™

"But you are the Firstling of Ilion. Alone, you' d perish or be captured.
Captain R ho doesn't understand how different this kind of country is from
what you are used to. Wth ny help, you have a fair chance."

Ivar was too worn and sore to exult. Yet underneath, a low fire awoke. He is
interested in my success! So interested he'll ganble his whole mssion
everything he m ght have brought home, to see me through. Maybe we really can
get help fromyYthri, when we break Sector Al pha Crucis free.

This nmoment was premature to voice such things aloud. Presently the two of
them resuned their craw ing journey.

For a short stretch, the river again broadened until a fleet could lie to,
heavi |y anchored and with engi neers standing by to supply power on a whistle's
noti ce. The right bank wi dened also, in a few |l evel hectares which had been
cleared of detritus. There stood an altar flanked by stone guardi ans, eroded
al nost shapel ess. There too lay traces of canpfires; but no Orcans had yet
arrived. Here the rush of current was |ost under the worl d-shivering steady
roar of the Linn, only seven kilonmeters distant. Its edge was never visible

t hrough the spray flung al oft.

Toni ght the wind had shifted, driving the perpetual fog south till it hung as
a noon-whitened curtain between vast black walls. The water glistened.
Darkling upon it rested those vessels which had arrived. Sonehow their riding
lights and the colored | anterns strung throughout their rigging | acked
cheeriness, when the Terran warcraft hung above on its negafield and watched.
The air was cold; ice crackled in Ivar's clothes and Erannath's feathers.

Humans have better night vision than Ythrians. lvar was the first to see.
"Hsssh!" He drew his conpani on back, while sickness caught his throat. Then
Erannath identified those shimers and shadows ahead. Three mari nes kept watch
on the open ground.

No way existed to circle themunnoticed; the bank lay bare and moonlit to the
bott om of an unscal abl e precipice. Ivar shrank behind a rock, thought wldly
of swi mm ng and knew that here he couldn't, of weeping and found that now he
couldn't.

Unheard t hrough the noise, Erannath lifted. Mon-glow tinged him But sight
was tricky for men who sat high in a hull. OQherw se they need not have pl aced
sentries.

| var choked on a breath. He saw the great w ngs scythe back down. One nan
tunmbl ed, a second, a third, in as many pul sebeats. Erannath | anded anong t hem
where they spraw ed and beckoned the Firstling.

Ivar ran. Strangely, what broke from himwas, "Are they dead?"

"No. Stunned. | hold a Third Echelon in hyai-lu. | used its triple blow, both
al atan bones and a ... do you say rabbit punch?" Erannath was busy. He
stripped the two-ways off wists, grav units off torsos, rifles off shoul ders,
gave one of each to Ivar and tossed the rest in the Flone. Wen they awoke,
the mari nes woul d be unable to radio, rise, or fire signals, and nust wait
till their regular relief descended.

If they awoke. The bodies | ooked ghastly linp to Ivar. He thrust that question
asi de, unsure why it should bother himwhen they were the eneny and when in



joyous fact he and his ally had l|ucked out, had won a virtually certain neans
of getting to their goal

They did not hazard i mediate flight. On the further side of the neeting
ground the Orcan trail began. Though narrow, twi sting, and vague, often told
only by cairns, it was better going than the shoreline had been. Anything
woul d be. lvar linped and Erannath hobbl ed as if unchai ned.

When they entered the concealing msts, they dared rise. And that was |ike
becoming a freed spirit. lvar wondered if the transcendence of humanness which
t he prophet prom sed could feel this miracul ous. The twin cylinders he wore
drove himthrough roaring wet snoke till he burst forth and beheld the side of
a continent.

It toppled enornously, nore steep and barren than anywhere in the west, four
kil ometers of palisades, headl ands, ravines, raw slopes of old |andslides,
down and down to the dead ocean floor. Those were nurky hei ghts beneath stars
and noons; but over them cascaded the Linn. It fell alnpbst half the distance
in a single straight |eap, unhidden by spune, agleamlike a drawn sword. The
guerning of it toned through heaven

Bel ow sheened the Orcan Sea, surrounded by hills which cultivation nottl ed.
Beyond, desert glimered death-white.

Erannat h swept near. "Quick!" he commanded. "To ground before the Terrans cone
and spot us."

| var nodded, took his bearings fromthe constellations, and ai ned sout hwest,
to where Mount Cronos raised its dimbul k. They might as well reduce the way
they had left to go.

Air skirled frigid around him H's teeth clattered till he forced them
together. This was not |ike the part of the Antonine Seabed under W ndhone.
There it was often warm of summer nights, and never too hot by day. But there
it was tenpered by plenteous green life.

Yonder so-called Sea of Orcus was no nore than a huge | ake, dense and bitter
with salts leached into it. Msts and | esser streans off the Linn gave fresh
water to the rimof its bow. And that was all. Nothing ran far on sout hward.
W nds bendi ng up fromthe equator sucked every noisture into thensel ves and
scattered it across imensities. That |and |ay bare because those sane w nds
had |1 ong ago bl own away the rich bottom soil which el sewhere was the heritage
| eft Aeneas by its oceans.

Here was the sternest country where men dwelt upon this planet. lvar knew it
had shaped their tribe, their souls. He knew little nore. No outsider did.

Al i ens—He squinted at Erannath. The Ythrian descended as if upon prey,

magni fi cent as the downward-rushing falls. | thought for a nmonent you mnust've
been one who betrayed nme, passed through lIvar. Can't be, | reckon. Then: who
di d?

XV

Dawnl i ght shivered upon the sea and cast sharp bl ue shadows across dust. From
the Grand Tower, a trunpet greeted the sun. Its voice blew col der than the
wi ndl ess air.

Jaan left his nother's house and wal ked a street which tw sted between
shuttered gray bl ocks of houses, down to the wharf. \Wat few people were



abroad crossed arnms and bowed to him some in awe, sone in wary respect. In
t he wal |l -encl osed narrowness dusk still prevailed, making their robes | ook
ghost | y.

The wharf was Ancient work, a sudden dazzling contrast to the drabness and
poverty of the human town. Its table thrust iridescent, hard and cool beneath
the feet, out of the nountainside. MIlions of years had broken a corner off

it but not eroded the substance. What they had done was steal the waves which
once | apped its | ower edge; now brush-grown slopes fell steeply to the water a
ki | onet er beneat h.

The town covered the nountain for a simlar distance upward, its featurel ess
adobe bl ocks finally huddling against the very flanks of the Arena which
crowned the peak. That was also built by the Ancients, and even ruined stood
inglory. It was of the sane shining, enduring material as the wharf,
elliptical in plan, the mgjor axis alnobst a kilonmeter and the walls rearing
nmore than 30 neters before their final upthrust La what had been seven towers
and remai ned three. Those walls were not sheer; they fountained, in pillars,
terraces, arches, galleries, setbacks, slimbridges, w nglike bal conies, so
that |ight and shadow pl ayed endl essly and the building was |i ke one eterna
cool fire.

Banners rose, gold and scarlet, to the tops of flagstaffs on the parapets. The
Conpani ons were changi ng their guard.

Jaan's gaze turned away, to the northerly horizon where the continent reared
above the Sea of Orcus. Wth Virgil barely over them the heights appeared
bl ack, save for the Linn. Its dimthunder reverberated through air and earth.

—+ do not see themflying, he said.

—No, they are not, replied Caruith. For fear of pursuit, they | anded near Al sa
and induced a villager to convey themin his truck. Look, there it cones.

Jaan was unsure whether his own mnd or the Ancient's told his head to sw ng

about, his eyes to focus on the dirt road snaking uphill fromthe shoreline.
Were the two beginning to becone one already? It had been pronised. To be a
part, no, a characteristic, a menory, of Caruith ... oh, wonder above
wonders. . .

He saw the battered vehicle nore by the dust it raised than anything el se, for
it was afar, would not reach the town for a while yet. It was not the only
traffic at this early hour. Several groundcars noved al ong the hi ghway t hat
girdled the sea; a couple of tractors were at work in the hills behind, black
dots upon brown and wan green, to coax a crop out of niggard soil; a boat slid
across the thick waters, trawling for creatures which men could not eat but
whose tissues concentrated mnerals that nmen could use. And above the Arena
there poised on its negafield an aircraft the Conpani ons owned. Though unar nmed
by Inmperial decree, it was on guard. These were uneasy ti mes.

"Master."

Jaan turned at the voice and saw Robhar, youngest of his disciples. The boy, a
fisherman's son, was nearly lost in his ragged robe. Hi s breath steanmed around
shoul der -1 ength bl ack el fl ocks. He made his bow doubly deep. "Master," he
asked, "can | serve you in aught?"

—He kept watch for hours till we emerged, and then did not venture to address
us before we paused here, Caruith said. H's devotion is superb



—+ do not believe the rest care |less, Jaan replied out of his know edge of
humanki nd: which the nightiest nonhuman intellect could never totally sound.
They are ol der, lack endurance to wait sleepless and freezing on the chance
that we may want them they have, noreover, their daily work, and nost of them
their wives and children.

—Fhe time draws ni gh when they nust forsake those, and all others, to follow
us.

—Fhey know that. | am sure they accept it altogether. But then should they not
savor the small joys of being human as nmuch as they may, while still they may?

—You remai n too human yoursel f, Jaan. You nust becone a lightning bolt.

Meanwhi | e the prophet said, "Yes, Robhar. This is a day of destiny." As the
eyes before himflared: "Nonethel ess we have practical neasures to take, no
time for rejoicing. We remain only men, chained to the world. Two are bound
hither, a human and an Ythrian. They could be vital to the liberation. The
Terrans are after them and will surely soon arrive in force to seek them out.
Before then, they nmust be well hidden; and as few townsfol k as may be nust
know about them lest the tale be spilled.

"Hurry. Go to the livery stable of Brother Boras and ask himto lend us a
statha with a pannier |arge enough to hide an Ythrian—about your size, though
we will also need a blanket to cover his wing-ends that will stick forth. Do
not tell Boras why | desire this. He is loyal, but the tyrants have drugs and
wor se, should they cone to suspect anyone knows sonething. Likew se, give no
reasons to Brother Ezzara when you stop at his house to borrow a robe,
sandal s, and his red cloak with the hood. Order himto remain indoors unti
further word.

"Swiftlyl"

Robhar cl apped hands in sign of obedi ence and sped off, over the cobbl estones
and into the town.

Jaan waited. The truck would inevitably pass the wharf. Meanwhile, nobody was
likely to have business here at this hour. Any who did chance by woul d see the
prophet's lonely figure |imed agai nst space, and bow and not venture to

i nger.

—The driver cones sufficiently near for ne to read his mnd, whispered
Caruith. | do not like what | see.

—What ? asked Jaan, startled. Is he not true to us? Wy el se should he convey
two outl aws?

—He is true, in the sense of wi shing Aeneas free of the Enpire and, indeed,
Orcus free of Nova Roma. But he has not fully accepted our teaching, nor made
an absolute commtnent to our cause. For he is an inmpulsive and vacillating
man. |var Frederiksen and Erannath of Aval on woke himup with a story about
bei ng scientists marooned by the failure of their aircraft, in need of
transportation to Mount Cronos where they could get help. He knew the story
must be false, but in his resentnent of the Terrans agreed anyway. Now, nore
and nore, he worries, he regrets his action. As soon as he is rid of them he
will drink to ease his fears, and the drink may well unl ock his tongue.

—+s it not anple precaution that we transfer themout of his care? \Wat else
shoul d we do?... No! Not nurder



—Many will die for the liberation. Wuld you hazard their sacrifice being in
vain, for the sake of a single life today?

—+mpri sonment, together with the Ythrian you warn nme about —

—The di sappearance of a person who has friends and neighbors is less easy to
explain away than his death. Speak to Brother Velib. Recall that he was anong
the few Orcans who went off to serve with McCormac; he | earned a good deal. It
is not hard to create a believable "accident."

—No.

Jaan westled; but the m nd which shared his brain was too powerful, too
plausible. It is right that one nan die for the people. Wre not Jaan and
Caruith thensel ves prepared to do so? By the tine the truck arrived, the
prophet had actually cal ned.

By then, too, Robhar had returned with the statha and the disguise. Everybody
knew Ezzara by the red cloak he affected. Its hood woul d conceal a nord's
head; |ong sleeves, and dirt rubbed well into sandal ed feet, would concea
fair skin. Folk would observe nothing save the prophet, acconpani ed by two of
his disciples, going up to the Arena and in through its gates, along with a
beast whose burden mi ght be, say, Ancient books that he had found in the

cat aconbs.

The truck halted. Jaan accepted the salutation of the driver, while trying not
to think of himas really real. The nan opened t he back door, and inside the
body of the vehicle were the Ythrian and the Firstling of Ilion

Jaan, who had never before seen an Ythrian in the flesh, found be was nore
taken by that arrogance of beauty (which nust be destroyed, it nourned within
hin) than by the ordi nary-1ooking bl ond youth who had so swiftly becone a
hinge of fate. He felt as if the blue eyes nerely stared, while the gol den
ones searched.

They saw. a young man, nore short and stocky than was common anmong Orcans, in
an i mmacul ate white robe, rope belt, sandals he had nade hinsel f. The

count enance was broad, curve-nosed, full-1lipped, pale-brow, handsonme inits
fashion; long hair and short beard were mahogany, clean and well-groonmed. His
own eyes were his nost striking feature, w de-set, gray, and enornous. Around
his brows went a circlet of metal with a faceted conplexity above the face,
the sole outward token that he was an Ancient returned to life after six
mllion years.

He said, in his voice that was as usual slow and soft: "Wl cone, |var
Frederi ksen, deliverer of your world."

Ni ght | aired everywhere around Desai's house. Neighbor lights felt
star-distant; and there went no whisper of traffic. It was alnost with relief
that he bl anked the wi ndows.

"Pl ease sit down, Prosser Thane," he said. "Wat refreshment may | offer you?"

"None," the tall young woman answered. After a nonent she added, reluctantly
and out of habit: "Thank you."

"Is it that you do not wish to eat the salt of an eneny?" H's smile was
wistful. "I shouldn't imagine tradition requires you refuse his tea."

"I'f you like, Conmm ssioner." Tatiana seated herself, stiff-linbed in her plain



coverall. Desai spoke to his wife, who fetched a tray with a steam ng pot, two
cups, and a plate of cookies. She set it down and excused hersel f. The door
cl osed behind her.

To Desai, that felt like the roomclosing in on him It was so confortless, so
i mpoverished, in spite of being physically adequate. H s desk and

conmuni cati ons board filled one corner, a reference shelf stood nearby, and

otherwi se the place was walls, faded carpet, furniture not designed for a nan

of his race or culture: apart froma picture or two, everything rented, none

of the dear clutter which makes a hone.

Qur family noves too much, too often, too far, like a bobbin shuttling to
reweave a fabric which tears because it is rotted. | was always taught on
Ramanuj an that we do best to travel light through life. But what does it do to
the children, this flitting fromplace to place, though always into the sane
ki nd of Inperial-civil-servant enclave? He sighed. The thought was old in him

"I appreciate your comng as | requested," he began. "I hope you, ah, took
precautions."

"Yes, | did. | slipped into alley, reversed ny cloak, and put on ny
ni ght mask. "

"That's the reason | didn't visit you. It would be virtually inpossible to
conceal the fact. And surely the terrorists have you under a degree of
surveil l ance. ™"

Tatiana withhel d expression. Desai plodded on: "I hate for you to take even
this slight risk. The assassins of a dozen prom nent citizens m ght well not
stop at you, did they suspect you of, um collaboration."

"Unless I"'mon their side, and cane here to | earn whatever | can for them"
Tatiana said in a netallic tone.

Desai ventured a smile. "That's the risk | take. Not very large, | assunme." He
lifted the teapot and raised his brows. She gave a faint nod. He poured for
her and hinself, lifted his cup and sipped. The heat conforted.

"How about gettin' to business?" she demanded.

"I ndeed. | thought you would like to hear the |atest news of Ivar
Frederi ksen. "

That caught her! She said nothing, but she sat bolt upright and the brown gaze
wi dened.

"This is confidential, of course. Froma source | shan't describe, | have

| earned that he joined a nomad band, later got into trouble with it, and took
passage on a sout hbound ship of Riverfolk together with an Ythrian who may or
may not have net him by chance but is alnbst certainly an Intelligence agent
of the Domain. They were nearly at the outfall when I got word and sent a
mari ne squad to bring himin. Thanks to confusi on—ebvi ously abetted by the
sailors, though | don't plan to press charges—he and hi s conpani on escaped."”

Red and white ran across her visage. She breathed quickly and shall owy,
caught up her cup and gul ped deep

"You know | don't want himpunished if it can be avoided," Desai said. "I want
a chance to reason with him"



"I know that's what you claim" Tatiana snapped.

"I'f only people would understand,” Desai pleaded. "Yes, the Inperium w onged
you. But we are trying to make it good. And others would nmake tools of you,
for prying apart what unity, and safety in unity, this civilization has left."

"What d'you nean? Ythrians? Merseians?" Her voice gibed.

Desai reached a decision. "Merseians. Ch, they are far off. But if they can
agai n preoccupy us on this frontier—They failed last time, because MCornmac's
revolt caught them too, by surprise. A nore carefully engi neered sequel would
be different. Terra might even lose this entire sector, while sinultaneously
Mersei a grabbed away at the opposite frontier. The result would be a
truncat ed, shaken, weakened Enpire, a strengthened Roi dhunate flushed with
success... and the Long N ght brought that rmuch closer."

He said into her unvoiced but unm stakable scorn: "You disbelieve? You

consi der Merseia a nmere bogeyman? Pl ease listen. A special agent of theirs is
| oose on Aeneas. No common spy or troubl emaker. A creature of unique
abilities; so inportant that, for the sake of his nission, a whole nonexistent
pl anet was smuggled into the data files at Cataw ayannis; so abl e—ncl udi ng
fantastic telepathic feats—that all by hinself he easily, alnbst teasingly
escaped our precautions and di sappeared into the wilds. Prosser Thane, Merseia
is risking more than this one individual. It's giving away to us the fact that
t he Roi dhunat e includes such a species, putting us on our guard agai nst nore
like him No conpetent Intelligence service would allow that for anything | ess
t han the hi ghest stakes.

"Do you see what a net your betrothed could get tangled in?"

Have | registered? Her face has gone utterly bl ank

After a minute, she said: "I'll have to think on that, Conmi ssioner. Your
fears may be exaggerated. Let's stay with practicalities tonight. You were
wonderin' about Ivar and this conpanion of his ... who suggests Ythri nmay al so

be stickin' claws into our pot, right? Before | can suggest anything, you'd
better tell me what el se you know. "

Desai arnored hinself in dryness. "Presumably they took refuge in the O can
country,"” he said. "I've just had a report froma troop dispatched there to
search for them After several days of intensive effort, including depth

qui zzi ng of numerous peopl e who m ght be suspected of know edge, they have
drawn blank. | can't |l eave themtied down, futile except for fueling hatred of
us by their presence: not when sedition, sabotage, and viol ence are grow ng so
fast across the whole planet. W need themto patrol the streets of, say, Nova
Roma. "

"Maybe Ivar didn't make for Orcus," Tatiana suggested.

"Maybe. But it would be Iogical, no?"

She uttered a third "Maybe," and then surprised him "Did your nen quiz that
new prophet of theirs?"

"As a matter of fact, yes. No result. He gave off weird quasi-religious ideas
that we already know a little about; they're anti-Ilnperial, but it seemns
better to |l et himvent pressure on behalf of his followers than to nmake a
martyr of him No, he reveal ed no know edge of our Firstling. Nor did such as
we could find anong those persons who' ve constituted thensel ves an i nner band
of apostles."



It was clear that Tatiana stayed inpersonal only by an effort. Her whole self
nmust be churning about her sweetheart. "I'm astoni shed you got away wth

[ ayin' hands on himor them You could' ve touched off full-dress revolt, from
all 1've heard."

"I did issue instructions to handle cult |eaders with mcromani pul ators. But
after the search had gone on for a while, this ... Jaan ... voluntarily

of fered to undergo narco with his nen, to end suspicion and, as he put it,

| eave the Terrans no further reason to remain. A shrewd nove, if what he
wanted was to get rid of them After that big a concession fromhis side, they
could scarcely do | ess than wthdraw "

"Well," she challenged, "has it occurred to you that Ivar may not be in yon
area?"
"Certainly. Although ... the lead technician of the quiz teamreported Jaan

showed an encephal ogram not quite |ike any ever recorded before. As if his
claimwere true, that—what is it?-he is possessed by sone kind of spirit. OCh,
his body is normal -hunman. There's no reason to suppose the drug didn't
suppress his capacity to lie, as it would for anyone el se. But—

"Mutation, |I'd guess, would account for brain waves. They're odd and i nbred
folk, in environment our species never was evolved for."

"Probably. 1'd have liked to borrow a Ryellian telepath fromthe governor's
staff—eonsidered it seriously, but decided that the Merseian agent, with the
powers and know edge he nust have, woul d know how to guard against that, if he
were involved. If | had a million skilled investigators, to study every aspect
of this planet and its different peoples for a hundred intensive years—

Desai abandoned his daydream "W don't escape the possibility that |var and
the Ythrian are in that region, unbeknownst to the prophet," he said. "A
separate group could have smuggled themin. | understand Mount Cronos is
riddled with tunnels and vaults, dug by the Elder race and never fully

expl ored by nen."

"But 'twoul d be hopel ess quest goin' through them right?" Tatiana replied.

"Yes. Especially when the hiding place could as well be far out in the
desert." Desai paused. "This is why | asked you to come here, Prosser Thane.
You know your fiance. And surely you have nore know edge of the Orcans than
our researchers can dig out of books, data banks, and superficial observation
Tell me, if you will, how likely would Ivar and they be to, mm get

t oget her ?"

Tatiana fell silent. Desai |oaded his cigarette holder and puffed and puffed.
Finally she said, slowy:

"I don't think close cooperation's possible. Differences go too deep. And
Ivar, at |east, would have sense enough to realize it, and not try."

Desai refrained fromcoment, nerely saying, "I wi sh you would describe that
society for me."

"You nust've read reports.”
"Many. All from an outside, Terran viewpoint, including summaries ny staff

made of nord witings. They lack feel. You, however—your people and the O cans
have shared a world for centuries. If nothing else, I'mtrying to grope toward



an intuition of the relationship: not a bald socio-econom c redaction, but a
sense of the spirit, the tensions, the subtle and basic influences between
cul tures.”

Tatiana sat for another time, gathering her thoughts. At |ast she said: "I
really can't tell you much, Conm ssioner. Wuld you like capsule of history?
You nust know it already."

"I do not know what you consider inportant. Please."

"Well . . . those're by far our |argest, best-preserved Builder relics, on
Mount Cronos. But they were little studied, since D do conmanded nost
attention. Then Troubles cane, raids, invasions, breakdown toward feudalism
Certain non-nords took refuge in Arena for |ack of better shelter.”

"Arena?" Desai wonder ed.
"G ant anphitheater on top of nmountain, if anphitheater is what it was."

"Ah, that's not what 'arena' nmeans . . . No matter. | realize words change in
| ocal dialects. Do go on."

"They lived in that fortresslike structure, under strict discipline. Wen they
went out to farm fish, herd, arned men guarded them G adually these

devel oped into mlitary order, Conpanions of Arena, who were al so nagistrates,
techni cal deci si on- makers—+and bein' held in common—-and finally becane | eaders
inreligious rites, religion naturally comn' to center on those mysterious
remai ns.

"When order was restored, at first Conpanions resisted planetary governnent,
and had to be beaten down. That made them nore of priesthood, though they keep
soldierly traditions. Since, they've given Nova Roma no particular trouble;

but they hold al oof, and see their highest purpose as findin' out what
Bui |l ders were, and are, and will be."

"Hm " Desai stroked his chin. "Are their people—these half mllion or so who
i nhabit the regi on—would you call themequally isolated fromthe rest of
Aeneas?"

"Not quite. They trade, especially caravans across Antoni ne Seabed to its nore
fertile parts, bringin' minerals and bi oproducts in exchange for food,
manuf act ures, and whatnot. Nunber of their young nmen take service with nords
for several years, to earn stake; they've high talent for water dowsin', which
bears out what | said earlier about mnutations anong them On whole, though
average continent dweller never sees an Orcan. And they do keep apart, forbid
out side marriages on pain of exile, hold thensel ves to be special breed who
will at last play special role related to Builders. Their history's full of
prophets who had dreans about that. This Jaan's nerely |latest one."

Desai frowned. "Still, isn't his claimunique—that he is, at last, the
incarnation, and the elder race will return in his lifetime—er whatever it is
t hat he preaches?"

"I don't know. " Tatiana drew breath. "One thing, however; and this's what you
called ne here for, right? In spite of callin' itself objective rather than
supernatural, what Orcans have got behaves like religion. Well, lvar's
skeptic; in fact, he's conmitted unbeliever. | can't imagine himthrowin' in
wi th gang of visionaries. They'd soon conflict too much."

Now Desai went quiet to ponder. The point is well taken. That doesn't nean



it's true.

And yet what can | do but accept it... unless and until | hear frommy spy,
what ever has happened to hin? (And that is something | may well never know. )

He shook hinself. "So whether or not lvar received help froman individua
Orcan or two, you doubt he's contacted anyone significant, or will have any
reason to linger in so forbidding an area. Am| correct, Prosser Thane?"

She nodded.

"Coul d you give me an idea as to where he nmight turn, how we mght reach hin®"
Desai pursued.

She did not deign to answer.
"As you will," he said tiredly. "Bear in mnd, he's in deadly danger as |ong
as he is on the run: danger of getting shot by a patrol, for instance, or of

conmitting a treasonable act which it would be inpossible to pardon himfor."

Tatiana bit her |ip.

"I will not harass you about this," he prom sed. "But | beg you—you're a
scientist, you should be used to entertaining radical new hypotheses and
exploring their consequences—+ beg you to consider the proposition that his
real interests, and those of Aeneas, may lie with the Enmpire."

"I'"d better go pretty soon," she said.
Later, to Gabriel Stewart, she exulted:

"He's got to be anong Orcans. Nothin' el se makes sense. He our rightful
tenmporal |eader, Jaan our nmental one. Wrd'Il go like fire in dry trava under
a zoosny w nd."

"But if prophet didn't know where he was— fretted the scout.

Tatiana rapped forth a | augh. "Prophet did know Do you inmagi ne Buil der mind
couldn't control human body reactions to m serable dose of narcotic? Wy,
si mpl e schi zophrenia can cause that."

He considered her. "You believe those runors, girl? Runors they are, you
understand, nothin' nmore. Qur outfit has no liaison with Arena."

"We'd better develop one.... Wll, | admt we've no proof Builders are al nost
ready to return. But it nmakes sense." She gestured as if at the stars which
her blinded wi ndow conceal ed. "Cosnenosis—Wat'd be truly fantastic is no
purpose, no evolution, in all of that yonder." Raptly: "Desai spoke about

Mer sei an agent operatin' on Aeneas. Not Merseian by race, though. Somebody
strange enough to maybe, just nmaybe, be forerunner for Builders."

"Huh?" he excl ai ned.

"I'"d rather not say nore at this point, Gabe. However, Desai al so spoke about
adoptin' workin' hypothesis. Until further notice, | think this ought to be
ours, that there is at |east sonethin' to those stories. W ve got to dig
deeper, collect hard information. At worst, we'll find we're on our own. At
best, who knows?"

"I'f nothin' else, it'd nake good propaganda,” he remarked cynically. He had



not been back on Aeneas sufficiently long to absorb its atnosphere of
expectation. "Uh, how do we keep eneny fromreasonin' and investigatin' along
sane |ines?"

"W've no guaranteed way," Tatiana said. "I've been thinkin', though, and—
Look, suppose | call Desai tonmorrow or next day, claiml've had change of
heart, try wheedlin' nore out of himconcernin' yon agent. But mainly what
"Il do is suggest he check on highlanders of Chal ce. They're tough

i ndependent - mi nded cl ansnen, you probably recall. It's quite plausible they'd
rally "round Ivar if he went to them and that he'd do so on his own
initiative. Wll, it's big and rugged country, take many men and lots of tine

to search over. Meanwhil e—
XV

The roomwi thin the nmountain was spacious, and its lining of Ancient materi al
added an illusion of dreamike depths beyond. Men had installed heated
carpeting, fluoropanels, furniture, and other basic necessities, including
books and an ei dophone to while away the tine. Neverthel ess, as hours
stretched into days he did not see, Ilvar grew half wild. Erannath surely
suffered worse; froma human viewpoint, all Ythrians are born with a degree of
cl austrophobi a. But he kept self-control grimy in his talons.

Conversation hel ped them both. Erannath even rem ni sced:

"—wng-free. As a youth | wandered the whole of Avalon ... hai-ha, storm dawns
over seas and snowpeaks! Hunting a spathodont with spears! Wnd across the
plains, that smelled of sun and eternity!... Later | trained to becone a tranp

spacehand. You do not know what that is? An Ythrian institution. Such a
crewman may | eave his ship whenever he wi shes to stay for a while on sone
pl anet, provided a replacenent is available; and one usually is." Hi s gaze
yearned beyond the shinmmering walls. "Khrrr, this is a universe of wonders.
Treasure it, lvar. Wat is outside our heads is so nuch nore than what can
nest inside them"

"Are you still spaceman?" the human asked.

"No. | returned at length to Avalon with Hirr, whom| had met and wedded on a
worl d where rings flashed rai nbow over oceans the color of old silver. That
also is good, to ward a hone and raise a brood. But they are grown BOWN and I,
in search of a last long-faring before God stoops on ne, am here"—-he gave a
harsh equival ent of a chuckle—=in this cave."

"You're spyin' for Domain, aren't you?"

"I have explained, | am a xenol ogi st, specializing in anthropol ogy. That was
t he subject | taught throughout the settled years on Avalon, and in which | am
presently doing field work."

"Your bein' scientist doesn't forbid your bein' spy. Look, | don't hold it
agai nst you. Terran Enpire is nmy eneny same as yours, if not nore. We're
natural allies. Wn't you carry that word back to Ythri for nme?"

Ri pplings went over Erannath's plumage. "Is every opponent of the Enpire your
automatic friend? What of Merseia?"

"I'"ve heard propaganda agai nst Merseians till next claimabout their bein
racist and territorially aggressive will throw ne into anaphyl actic shock. Has
Terra never provoked, yes, nmenaced thenf? Besides, they're far off: Terra's
problem not ours. Wiy shoul d Aeneas supply young nen to pull Enperor's fat



out of fire? Wiat's he ever done for us? And, God, what hasn't he done to us?"

Erannath inquired slowy, "Do you indeed hope to | ead a second, successful
revol uti on?"

"I don't know about |eadin'," lvar said, hot-faced. "I hope to help."

"For what end?"
"Freedom "

"What is freedon? To do as you, an individual, choose? Then how can you be
certain that a fragment of the Enpire will not nake still greater denands on
you? | should think it would have to."

"Well, uh, well, I'd be willin" to serve, as long as it was nmy own people.”

"How wi | | i ng are your people thenmselves to be served-as i ndividual s—+n your
fashi on? You see no narrowi ng of your freedomin whatever the requirenments may
be for a politically independent Al pha Crucis region, any nore than you see a
narrowi ng of it in | aws agai nst nurder or robbery. These inperatives accord
with your desires. But others may feel otherw se. What is freedom except
havi ng one's particul ar cage reach further than one cares to fly?"

Ivar scowed into the yell ow eyes. "You talk strange, for Ythrian. For
Aval oni an, especially. Your planet sure resisted bein' swallowed up by
Empire."

"That woul d have wought a fundamental change in our lives: for exanple, by
allowing unrestricted inmgration, till we were first crowded and then
outvoted. You, however—In what basic way night an Al pha Crucian Republic, or
an Al pha Crucian province of the Domain, differ from Sector A pha Crucis of
the Enpire? You get but one brief flight through reality, lvar Frederiksen
Wul d you truly rather pass ampong i deol ogi es than anong stars?"

"Uh, I'"'mafraid you don't understand. Your race doesn't have our idea of
gover nment . "

"It"'s irrelevant to us. My fell ow Aval oni ans who are of human stock have cone
to think |Iikew se. | nmust wonder why you are so intense, to the point of
making it a deathpride matter, about the precise structure of a politica
organi zati on. Why do you not, instead, concentrate your efforts toward
arrangenents whereby it will generally |eave you and yours al one?"

"Well, if our notivation here is what puzzles you, then tell themon Ythri—=
I var drew breath.

Time wore away; and all at once, it was a not a single man who cane in a plain
robe, bringing food and renoving discards: it was a figure in uniformthat
trod through the door and announced, "The H gh Conmander!"

Ivar scranmbled to his feet. The feather-crest stood stiff upon Erannath's
head. For this they had abi ded.

A squad entered, formng a double line at taut attention. They were typical
mal e Orcans: tall and | ean, brown of skin, black and bushy of hair and closely
cropped beard, their faces nostly oval and sonewhat flat, their nostrils
flared and lips full. But these were drilled and dressed |ike soldiers. They
wore steel hel mets which swept down over the neck and bore sel f-darkening
vitryl visors now shoved up out of the way; blue tunics with insignia of rank



and, upon the breast of each, an infinity sign; gray trousers tucked into soft
boots. Besides knives and knuckl edusters at their belts they carried, in
defiance of Inperial decree, blasters and rifles which nust have been kept

hi dden from confi scati on.

Yakow Har ol sson, Hi gh Commander of the Conpani ons of the Arena, followed. He
was clad the sanme as his nmen, except for adding a purple cloak. Though his
beard was white and his features scored, the spare formrenai ned erect. I|var
snhapped hima sal ute.

Yakow returned it and in the nasal Anglic of the region said: "Be greeted,
Firstling of Ilion."

"Have ... Terrans gone ... sir?" lvar asked. Hi s pul se banged, giddiness
passed through him the cool underground air felt thick in his throat.

"Yes. You may come forth." Yakow frowned. "In disguise, naturally, garb, hair
and skin dyes, instruction about behavior. W dare not assume the eneny has
left no spies or, what is likelier, hidden surveillance devices throughout the
town—perhaps in the very Arena." From beneath discipline there blazed: "Yet
forth shall you come, to prepare for the Deliverance."

Erannath stirred. "I could ill pass as an Orcan," he said dryly.
Yakow s gaze grew troubled as it sought him "No. W have provided for you,
after taking counsel."

A vague fear made |var exclaim "Renenber, sir, he's liaison with Ythri, which
may becone our ally."

"I ndeed, " Yakow said without tone. "W could sinply keep you here, Sir
Erannat h, but from what | know of your race, you would find that unendurable.
So we have prepared a safe place el sewhere. Be patient for a few nore hours.
After dark you will be led away."

To peak afar in wlderness, Ivar guessed, happy again, where he can roam
skies, hunt, think his thoughts, till we're ready for himto rejoin us—er we
rejoin him-and afterward send hi m hone.

On inpul se he seized the Ythrian's right hand. Tal ons closed sharp but gentle

around his fingers. "Thanks for everything, Erannath," Ivar said. "I'll mss
you ... till we nmeet once nore."
"That will be as God courses,” answered his friend.

The Arena took its nanme fromthe space it enclosed. Through a wi ndow in the
Conmander's | ofty sanctum |var | ooked across tier after tier, sweeping in an
austere but subtly eye-conpelling pattern of grand ellipses, down toward the
central pavenent. Those | evels were broad enough to be terraces rather than
seats, and the walls between them held arched openings which led to the halls
and chanbers of the interior. Neverthel ess, the suggestion of an antique

t heater was strong

A band of Conpanions was drilling; for though it had sel dom fought in the |ast
few centuries, the order remained mlitary in character, and was police as
wel | as quasi-priesthood. Distance and size dwi ndled the nen to insects. Their
calls and footfalls were lost in hot stillness, as were any noi ses fromtown;
only the Linn resounded, endlessly grinding. Most life seened to be in the
building itself, its changeful iridescences and the energy of its curves.



"Way did Elders make it like this?" Ivar wondered al oud.

A scientific base, conbining residences and wor kroons? But the ranps which
connected floors twisted so curiously; the floors thensel ves had their abrupt
rises and drops, for no discernible reason; the vaulted corridors passed anong
apartments no two of which were alike. And what had gone on in the crater

m ddl e? Mere gardening, to provide desert-weary eyes with a park? (But these
parts were fertile, six mllion years ago.) Experinents? Ganes? Rites?

Sonet hing for which man, and every race known to man, had no concept?

"Jaan says the chief purpose was to provide a gathering place, where ninds

m ght conjoin and thus achi eve transcendence," Yakow answered. He turned to
his escort. "Disnissed," he snapped. They saluted and left, closing behind

them t he human-installed door.

It had had to be specially shaped, to fit the portal of this suite. The outer
of fice where the two men stood was like the inside of a multi-faceted jewel;
colors did not sheen softly, as they did across the exterior of the Arena, but
gl anced and glinted, fire-fierce, wherever a sunbeam struck. Against such a
backdrop, the few articles of furniture and equi pnment bel onging to the present
occupancy seenmed twi ce austere: chairs fashioned of gnarly starkwood, a
simlar table, a row of shelves hol di ng books and a conset, a carpet woven
fromthe mneral -harsh plants that grew in Orcan shal |l ows.

"Be seated, if you will," Yakow said, and fol ded his | ankness down.

wn't he offer me anyhow a cup of tea? flickered in Ivar. Then, recollection
fromreading: No, in this country, food or drink shared creates bonds of

mut ual obligation. Reckon he doesn't feel quite ready for that with ne.

Do | with hinf lvar took a seat confronting the stern old face.

Di sconcertingly, Yakow waited for himto start conversation. After a holl ow
nmonent, lvar attenpted: "Uh, that Jaan you speak of, sir. Your prophet, right?
I'd not dermean your faith, please believe nme. But may | ask sone questions?"

Yakow nodded; the white beard brushed the infinity sign on his breast.

"\What ever you wish, Firstling. Truth can only be clarified by questionings."
He paused. "Besides—Ilet us be frank fromour start—n many ninds it is not
yet certitude that Jaan has i ndeed been possessed by Caruith the Ancient. The
Conpani ons of the Arena have taken no official position on the nystery."

Ivar started. "But | thought—+ nean, religi on—=
Yakow lifted a hand. "Pray hearken, Firstling. W serve no religion here."

"What? Sir, you believe, you' ve believed for, for hundreds of years, in

El ders!™

"As we believe in Virgil or the nmoons." A ghost-smile flickered. "After all,
we see themdaily. Likew se do we see the Ancient relics.”

Yakow grew earnest. "OF your patience, Firstling, let me explain a little.
"Religion' means faith in the supernatural, does, it not? Mst Ocans, like
nost Aeneans everywhere, do have that kind of faith. They maintain a God

exi sts, and observe different cerenpnies and injunctions on that account. If
t hey have any sophistication, however, they admit their belief is
nonscientiflc. It is not subject to enpirical confirmation or disconfirmation
M racl es may have happened through divine intervention; but a niracle, by
definition, involves a suspension of natural |aw, hence cannot be



experimentally repeated. Aye, its historical truth or falsity can be
indirectly investigated. But the confirmation of an event proves not hing,
since it could be explained away scientifically. For exanple, if we could show
that there was in fact a Jesus Christ who did in fact rise fromhis tonb, he
may have been in a conmm, not dead. Likew se, a disconfirmation proves nothing.
For exanple, if it turns out that a given saint never lived, that nerely shows
peopl e were naive, not that the basic creed is wong."

Ivar stared. This tal k—and before we've even touched on any
practicaliti es—rom hi erophant of inpoverished isolated desert dwellers?

He collected his wits. Well, nobody with access to el ectronic comunications
is truly isolated. And | wouldn't be surprised if Yakow studied at University.
I've met a few Orcans there nyself.

Just because person lives apart, in special style, it doesn't mean he's
i gnorant or stupid.... Mm do Terrans think this about us? The question
aroused a ni nd-sharpeni ng resent nent.

"I repeat," Yakow was saying, "in ny sense of the word, we have no shared
religion here. W do have a doctrine.

"It is a fact, verifiable by standard stratigraphic and radi oi sotopic dating
nmet hods, a fact that a mghty civilization kept an out post on Aeneas, SiX

t housand t housand years ago. It is a reasonable inference that those beings
did not perish, but rather went el sewhere, putting childish things away as
they reached a new stage of evolution. And it may conceivably be wi shful
thinking, but it does seemnore likely than otherw se, that the higher
sentiences of the cosnos take a benign interest in the ower, and seek to aid
t hem upwar d.

"This hope, if you wish to call it no nore than that, is what has sustai ned
us."

The words were in thensel ves di spassionate; and though the voice strengthened,
the tone was basically calm Yet Ivar |ooked into the countenance and deci ded
to refrain fromrespondi ng:

What proof have we of any further evolution? W've net many different races by
now, and some are wildly different, not just in their bodies but in their ways
of thinkin' and their capabilities. Still, we've found none we could cal
godl i ke. And why should intelligence progress indefinitely? Nothin' else in
nature does. Beyond that point where technol ogy becones integral to species
survival, what selection pressure is there to increase brains? If anything, we
sophonts al ready have nore than's good for us.

He realized: That's orthodox nmodern attitude, of course. Maybe reflectin' sour
grapes, or weariness of decadent society. No use denyin', what we've explored
is one atomoff outer skin of one dustnote gal axy.

Al oud, he breathed, "Now Jaan clains Elders are about to return? And mnd of
theirs is already inside hin®"

"Crudely put," Yakow said. "You must talk to himyourself, at length." He
paused. "l told you, the Conpanions do not thus far officially accept his
clains. Nor do we reject them W do acknow edge that, overnight, sonehow a
hunbl e shoemaker gai ned certain powers, certain know edge. 'Remarkable' is an
al t oget her worthl ess word for whatever has happened."

"Who is he?" lvar dared ask. "|I've heard nothin' nore than runors, hints,



guesses. "

Yakow spoke now as a pragmatic | eader. "When he first arose fromobscurity,
and ever nore people began accepting his preachnents: we officers of the Arena
saw what expl osive potential was here, and sought to hold the story quiet

until we could at |east evaluate it and its consequences. Jaan hinself has
been nost cooperative with us. W could not altogether prevent word from
spreadi ng beyond our land. But thus far, the outside planet knows only vaguely
of a new cult in this poor corner."

It may not know any nore than that, lvar thought; however, it's sure ready to
beli eve nore. Could be I've got news for you, Conmander. "Wo is he, really?"

"The scion of a common famly, though once well-to-do as prosperity goes in
Ocus. Hs father, Gleb, was a trader who owned several |and vehicles and
cl ai med descent fromthe founder of the Conpanions. Hi s mother, Nonmi, has a
geneal ogy still nore venerable, back to the first humans on Aeneas."

"What happened?"

"You may recall, sone sixteen years ago this region suffered a period of
turmoil. A prol onged sandstorm brought crop failure and the | oss of caravans;
then quarreling over what was |eft caused old family feuds to erupt anew. They
shook the very Conpanions. For a time we were ineffective."

| var nodded. He had been searching his menory for news stories, and cone upon
accounts of how this man had won to rule over the order, restored its

di scipline and norale, and gone on to rescue his entire society from chaos.
But that had been the work of years.

"Hi s possessions |ooted by enem es who sought his blood, Gleb fled with his
wife and their infant son," Yakow went on in a |level tone. "They trekked
across the Antonine, barely surviving, to a small nord settlenent in the
fertile part of it. There they found poverty-stricken refuge.

"When G leb died, Nom returned hone with her by then half-dozen children, to
this by then pacified country. Jaan had | earned the shoemaker's trade, and his
not her was—+s—a skillful weaver. Between them they supported the famly.
There was never enough left over for Jaan to consider marrying.

"Finally he had his revelation ... made his discovery ... whatever it was."

"Can you tell me?" lvar asked | ow

The gaze upon hi m hardened. "That can be tal ked of later," said Yakow "For
now, nethinks best we consider what part you might play, Firstling, in the
i beration of Aeneas fromthe Enpire—aybe of manki nd from humanness.”

XV

I n headcl oth, robe, and sandals, skin stained brown and hair black, Ivar would
pass a casual glance. H's features, build, and blue eyes were not typical; but
t hough the Orcans had | ong been endoganous, not every gene of their originally
m xed heritage was gone, and occasi onal throwbacks appeared; to a degree, the
prophet hinself was one. Mrre serious anomalies included his dialect of

Anglic, his ignorance of the native |language, his inperfect imtation of
manners, gait, a thousand subtleties.

Yet surely no Terran, boredly watching the playback froma spy device, would
noti ce those differences. Many Orcans would likewise fail to do so, or would



shrug off what they did see. After all, there were |local and individua
variations within the region; besides, this young man m ght well be back from
several years' service anmong nords who had influenced him

Those who | ooked cl osely and carefully were the least likely to mention a word
of what they saw. For the stranger wal ked in conpany with the shoenaker

It had happened erenow. Sormeone woul d hear Jaan preach, and afterward request
a private audience. Customarily, the two of themwent off al one upon the
nount ai n.

Several jealous pairs of eyes followed Jaan and |var out of town. They spoke
little until they were well away from people, into a great and al oof
| andscape.

Behi nd and above, rocks, bushes, stretches of bare gray dirt reached sharply
bl ue- shadowed, up toward habitation and the crowni ng Arena. Overhead, the sky
was enpty save for the sun and one hovering vul ch. Downward, |and tunbled to
the sullen flatness of the sea. Around were hills which bore thin green and
scattered houses. Traffic trudged on dust-snmoking roads. Ilion reared dark
the Linn blinding white, to north and northeast; el sewhere the horizon was
rolling nakedness. A warm and pungent w nd stroked faces,"” fluttered garnents,
munbl ed above the mill-noise of the falls.

Jaan's staff swung and thunped in tinme with his feet as he picked a way
steadily along a browser trail. lIvar used no aid but noved like a hunter. That
was automatic; his entire consci ousness was bent toward the sl ow words:

"We can talk now, Firstling. Ask or declare what you will. You cannot frighten
or anger nme, you who have cone as a living destiny."

"I"'mno messenger of salvation,” Ivar said low "I'mjust very fallible human
bein', who doesn't even believe in God."

Jaan smled. "No matter. | don't nyself, in conventional terns. W use
"destiny' in a npst special sense. For the nonment, let's put it that you were
gui ded here, or aided to conme here, in subtle ways"—his extraordi nary eyes

| ocked onto the other and he spoke gravel y—=because you have the potential of
becom ng a savior."

"No, |, not ne.

Agai n Jaan rel axed, clapped himon the shoulder, and said, "I don't mean that
nmystically. Think back to your discussions with H gh Commander Yakow. What
Aeneas needs is twofold, a uniting faith and a uniting secul ar | eader. The

Firstman of Ilion, for so you will beconme in time, has the nost legitimate
claim nopst wi dely accepted, to speak for this planet. Furthernore, nenory of
Hugh McCormac will cause the entire sector to rally around him once he raises

the |iberation banner afresh

"What Caruith proclainms will fire many people. But it is too tremendous, too
new, for themto live with day-today. They nust have a ... a politica
structure they understand and accept, to guide themthrough the upheaval. You
are the nucleus of that, Ivar Frederiksen."

"I, I don't know+'mno kind of general or politician, in fact |I failed
m serably before, and—

"You wi Il have skilled guidance. But never think we want you for a figurehead.
Remenber, the struggle will take years. As you grow i n experience and wi sdom



you will find yourself taking the real lead."

I var squinted through desert dazzlenent at a far-off dust devil, and said with
care:
"I hardly know anything so far ... Jaan ... except what Yakow and coupl e of

his senior officers have told me. They kept insistin' that to
expl ai n—+el i gi ous?—Ao, transcendental +o explain transcendental aspect of
this, only you would do."

"Your present picture is confused and inconplete, then," Jaan said.
I var nodded. "What |'ve | earned—Let me try and sumarize, may |? Correct mne
where |' m w ong.

"Al'l Aeneas is prinmed to expl ode again. Touchoff spark woul d be hope, any
hope. G ven sone initial success, nore and nore peopl es el sewhere in Sector
Al pha Crucis would join in. But howre we to start? W' re broken, disarned,
occupi ed.

"Well, you preach that superhuman help is at hand. My part would be to furnish
political continuity. Aeneans, especially nords, who couldn't go along with
return of Elders, mght well support Firstman of Ilion in throwin' off Terran
yoke. And even true believers would wel cone that kind of reinforcenment, that
human touch: especially since we men nust do nost of work, and nost of dyin',
our sel ves. "

Jaan nodded. "Aye," he said. "Deliverance which is not earned is of little
worth in establishing freedomthat will endure, of no worth in raising us
toward the next level of evolution. The Ancients will help us. As we wll
afterward help them in their mllennial battle.... | repeat, we nust not
expect an instant revolution. To prepare will take years, and after that wll
foll ow years nore of cruel strife. For a long time to come, your chief part
will be sinmply to stay alive and at |arge, to be a synmbol that keeps the hope
of eventual liberation alight."

I var nerved hinself to ask, "And you, neanwhile, do what?"
"I bear the witness,"” Jaan said; his tone was nearer hunble than proud. "I

pl ant the seeds of faith. As Caruith, | can give you, the Conpanions, the
freedom | eaders everywhere, sone practical help: for instance, by reading

m nds under favorable circunstances. But in the ultimate, | amthe enbodi ment
of that past which is also the future.

"Surely at last | too must go hide in the wilds fromthe Terrans, after they
realize nmy significance. O perhaps they will kill me. No matter. That only
destroys this body. And in so doing, it creates the martyr, it fulfills the
cycle. For Caruith shall rise again."

The wi nd seened to blow cold along Ivar's bones, "W is Caruith? Wat is he?"

"The m nd of an Ancient," Jaan said serenely.

"Nobody was cl ear about it, talkin' to me—=

"They felt best | explain to you nyself. For one thing, you are not a
sem -literate artisan or herdsman. You are well educated; you reject
supernaturalism to you, Caruith nust use a different |anguage from ny
preachi ngs to conmmon Orcans.”



| var wal ked on, waiting. A jackrat scattered fromthe bl eached skull of a
st at ha.

Jaan | ooked before him He spoke in a nonotone that, sonehow, sang.

"I will begin with nmy return hither, after the exile years. | was nerely a
shoemaker, a trade | had | earned in what spare tine | found between the odd
j obs whi ch hel ped keep us alive. Yet | had also the public data screens, to
read, watch, study, |earn somewhat of this universe; and at night | would
often go forth under the stars to think

"Now we cane back to Mount Cronos. | dreaned of enlisting in the Conpanions,
but that could not be; their training nmust begin at a far earlier age than
m ne. However, a sergeant ampbng them counsel or and magi strate to our
district, took an interest in me. He helped ne carry on nmy studies. And at

| ast he arranged for ne to assist, part tine and for a small wage, in

ar chaeol ogi cal wor k.

"You realize that that is the driving force behind the Conpani ons today. They
began as a mlitary band, and continue as civil authorities. Nova Roma coul d
easily reorgani ze that for us, did we wi sh. But generations of prophets have
convi nced us the Ancients cannot be dead, nust still dwell lordly in the
cosnos. Then what better work is there than to seek what traces and clues are
| eft among us? And who shall better carry it out than the Conpani ons?"

| var nodded. This was a major reason why the University had stopped excavation
in these parts: to avoid creating resentnment anong the inhabitants and their
| eaders. The paucity of reported results, ever since, was assunmed to be due to
| ack of notable finds. Suddenly Ivar wondered how nuch had been kept secret.

The hypnotic voice went on: "That work nmade ne feel, in nmy depths, how vastly
space-time overarches us and yet how we altogether belong init. I likew se
brooded upon the idea, an idea | first heard while in exile, that the

Di doni ans have a quality of mnd, of being, which is as far beyond ours as
ours is beyond blind instinct. Could the Ancients have it too—not in the
primtive dimunities of our Neighbors, but in perfection? Mght we sonmeday
have it?

"So | wondered, and took ever nore to wandering by myself, aye, into the
tunnel s beneath the nountai n when no one el se was there. And nmy heart would
cry out for an answer that never cane.

"Until —

"I't was a night near mdw nter. The revolution had not begun, but even here we
knew how t he oppressi on waxed, and the peopl e seethed, and chaos grew. Even we
were in scant supply of certain things, because offworld trade was beconi ng
irregul ar, as taxation and confiscation caused merchantmen to nove fromthis
sector, and the spaceport personnel thenselves grew denoralized till there was
no proper traffic control. Yes, a few tines out-and-out pirates fromthe
barbarian stars slipped past a fragmented guard to raid and run. The woe of
Aeneas was heavy on nme.

"l |ooked at the blaze of the Crux twins, and at the darkness which cl eaves
the M|l ky Way where the nebul ae hide fromus the core of our gal axy: and
wal ki ng al ong the nmountainside, | asked if, in all that majesty, our lives
al one coul d be sensel ess acci dents, our pain and death for nothing.

"It was cruelly cold, though. | entered the nouth of a newy dug-out Ancient
corridor, for shelter; or did something call me? | had a flashbeam and al npst



like a sl eepwal ker found mnysel f bound deeper and deeper down those halls.

"You must understand, the wonderful work itself had not collapsed, save at the
entrance, after mllions of years of earthquake and | andslide. Once we dug
past that, we found a |labyrinth akin to others. Wth our scanty manpower and
equi prent, we might take a lifetime to nmap the entire conpl ex.

"Drawn by | knew not what, | went where men have not yet been. Wth a piece of
chal kst one picked fromthe rubble, I marked ny path; but that was well-nigh
the last glinmer of ordinary human sense in ne, as | drew kil oneter by

kil ometer near to ny finality.

"I found it in a roomwhere |ight shone cool froma tall thing off whose
simplicity ny eyes glided; | could only see that it nust be an artifact, and
think that nost of it nust be not matter but energy. Before it lay this which
I now wear on ny head. | donned it and—

"—there are no words, no thoughts for what canme—
"After three nights and days | ascended; and in nme dwelt Caruith the Ancient."
XM

A bony sketch of a man, Col onel Mattu Luuksson had returned Chunderban Desai's
greetings with a salute, declined refreshnent, and sat on the edge of his

| ounger as if he didn't want to subnmit his uniformto its self-adjusting
enbrace. Neverthel ess the Conpani on of the Arena spoke courteously enough to
the Hi gh Commi ssioner of Inperial Terra.

"—deci sion was reached yesterday. | appreciate your receiving me upon such
short notice, busy as you nust be."

"I would be remiss in nmy duty, did | not make wel come the representative of an
entire nation," Desai answered. He passed snoke through his |lungs before he
added, "It does seemlike, um rather quick action, in a matter of this

i mportance."

"The order to which I have the honor to bel ong does not condone hesitancy,"
Mattu decl ared. "Besides, you understand, sir, my mssion is exploratory.
Nei t her you nor we will care to make a conmitnment before we know the situation
and each other nmore fully."

Desai noticed he was tapping his cigarette hol der on the edge of the ashtaker
and nmade hinself stop. "W could have discussed this by vid," he pointed out
with a mldness he didn't quite feel

"No, sir, not very well. Mrre is involved than words. An electronic inmge of
you and your office and any nunber of your subordinates would tell us nothing
about the total environment."

"I see. |Is that why you brought those several nen al ong?"

"Yes. They will spend a few days wandering around the city, gathering
experiences and inpressions to report to our council, to help us estimate the

desirability of nore visits."

Desai arched his brows. "Do you fear they may be corrupted?" The thought of
fl eshpots in Nova Roma struck himas weirdly funny; he choked back a | augh

Mattu frowned—n anger or in concentration? How can | read so foreign a face?



"I had best try to explain fromthe foundations, Conmm ssioner," he said,
choosi ng each word. "Apparently you have the inpression that | amhere to
protest the recent ransacking of our comunity, and to work out nutually
sati sfactory guarantees against simlar incidents in future. That is only a
m nor part of it.

"Your office appears to feel the Orcan country is full of rebellious spirits,
in spite of the fact that alnmost no Orcans joined McCormac's forces. The
suspicion is not unnatural. We dwell apart; our entire ethos is different from
yours."

From Terra's sensate pragmati sm you mean, Desai thought. O its decadence, do
you inply? "As a keeper of |aw and order yourself," he said, "I trust you
synmpat hi ze with the occasional necessity of investigating every possibility,
however renote."”

A Terran, in a position simlar to Mattu's, would generally have grinned. The
col onel stayed hunorl ess: "Mre contact should reduce distrust. But this would
be insufficient reason to change | ong-standi ng custonms and poli cies.

"The truth is, the Conpanions of the Arena and the society they serve are not
as rigid, not as xenophobic, as popular belief elsewhere has it. Qur isolation
was never absol ute; consider our trading caravans, or those young nmen who
spend years outside, in work or in study. It is really only circunstance which
has kept us on the fringe—and, no doubt, a certain anount of human inertia.

"Well, the tunes are nmutating. If we Ocans are not to become worse off, we
nmust adapt. In the course of adaptation, we can better our lot. Although we
are not obsessed with material wealth, and indeed think it disastrous to
acquire too nuch, yet we do not val ue poverty, Comni ssioner; nor are we afraid
of new ideas. Rather, we feel our own ideas have strength to survive, and
actual ly spread anmong peopl e who may wel cone them"

Desai's cigaret was used up. He threw away the ill-snmelling stub and inserted
a fresh one. Anticipating, his palate winced. "You are interested in enlarged
trade rel ationships, then," he said.

"Yes," Mattu replied. "W have nore to offer than is commonly realized. |
thi nk not just of natural resources, but of hands, and brains, if nore of our
yout h can get adequate nodern educations.”

"And, hmmm tourismin your area?"

"Yes," Mattu snapped. Cbviously the thought was distasteful to himas an
i ndividual. 'To develop all this will take tine, which we have, and capital
whi ch we have not. The nords were never interested ... albeit | confess the

Conpani ons never made any proposal to them W have now conceived the hope
that the Inperiummy w sh to help."

" Subsi di es?"

"They need not be great, nor continue long. In return, the Inperium gains not
simply our friendship, but our influence, as O cans travel further and oftener
across Aeneas. You face a nord power structure which, on the whole, opposes
you, and which you are unlikely to win over. Mght not Ocan influence help
transformit?"

"Perhaps. In what direction, though?"

"Scarcely predictable at this stage, is it? For that matter, we could stil



decide isolation is best. | repeat, ny nission is no nore than a prelimnary
expl orati on—for both our sides, Conm ssioner."

Chunder ban Desai, who had the |l egions of the Enpire at his beck, |ooked into
the eyes of the stranger; and it was Chunderban Desai who felt a tinge of
fear.

The young lieutenant from Mount Cronos had openly called Tati ana Thane to ask
if he might visit her "in order to nmake the acquai ntance of the person who
best knows |var Frederiksen. Pray understand, respected |ady, we do not I|ack
esteem for him However, indirectly he has been the cause of considerable
trouble for us. It has occurred to ne that you may advi se us how we can
convince the authorities we are not in |league with him"

"l doubt it," she answered, half anmused at his awkward earnestness. The ot her
hal f of her twisted in re-aroused pain, and wanted to deny his request. But
t hat woul d be cowardice

When he entered her apartnent, stiff in his uniform he offered her a token of
appreci ati on, a hand-carved pendant fromhis country. To study the design, she
must hold it in her palmclose to her face; and she read the engraved
guestion, Are we spied on?

Her heart sprang. After an instant, she shook her head, and knew t he gesture
was too violent. No matter. Stewart sent a technician around fromtime to
time, who verified that the Terrans had planted no bugs. Probably the
underground itself had done so.... The lieutenant extracted an envel ope from
his tunic and bowed as he handed it to her

"Read at your leisure,”
afterward. "

he said, "but nmy orders are to watch you destroy this

He seated hinself. Hs | ook never left her. She, in her own chair, soon
stopped noticing. After the third time through lvar's letter, she mechanically
heeded Frum ous Bandersnatch's plaintive demand for attention

Fol | owi ng endearnents whi ch were nobody el se's business, and a brief account
of his travels:

"—prophet, though he denies literal divine inspiration. | wonder what
difference? His story is latter-day Apocal ypse.

"I don't know whether | can believe it. Hs quiet certainty carries
conviction; but I don't claimany profound know edge of people. | could be
fool ed. What is undeniable is that under proper conditions he can read ny

m nd, better than any human tel epath | ever heard of, better than top-gifted
humans are supposed to be able to. O nonhumans, even? | was al ways taught
tel epathy is not universal |anguage; it's not enough to sense your subject's
radi ati ons, you have to | earn what each pattern neans to him and of course

patterns vary fromindividual to individual, still nore fromculture to
culture, trenendously from species to species. And to this day, phenonenon's
not too well understood. |'d better just give you Jean's own story, though ny

few words won't have anythi ng of overwhel mi ng i npressi on he nakes.

"He says, after finding this Elder artifact | nentioned, he put 'crown' on his
head. | suppose that would be natural thing to do. It's adjustable, and
ornanental, and maybe he's right, naybe conmand was bei ng broadcast. Anyhow,
somet hi ng i ndescri babl e happened, heaven and hell together, at first nostly
hel | because of fear and strangeness and uprooting of his whole nind, |ater
nostly heaven—and now, Jaan says, neither word is any good, there are no



words for what he experiences, what he is.

"In scientific terms, if they aren't pseudoscientific (where do you draw line,
when deal i ng with unknown?), what he says happened is this. Long ago, Elders,
or Ancients as they call them here, had base on Aeneas, sane as on many
simlar planets. It was no nmere research base. They were serving huge purpose
"Il come to later. Suggestion is right that they actually caused Didonians to
evol ve, as one experinment anong many, all ained at creating nore intelligence,
nor e consci ousness, throughout cosnos.

"At last they withdrew, but |eft one behi nd whom Jean gives name of Caruith,

t hough he says spoken nanme is purely for benefit of our linmted selves. It
wasn't original Caruith who stayed; and original wasn't individual |ike you or
me anyway, but part-—-aspects?—attribute?—ef glorious totality which D doni ans
only hint at. What Caruith did was | et heeshself be scanned, neurone by
neurone, so entire personality pattern could be recorded in some incredible

f ashi on.

"Sorry, darling, | just decided pronoun |like 'heesh' is okay for Neighbors but
too undignified for Ancients. I'll say 'he' because |I'mnore used to that;
could just as well, or just as badly, be 'she,' of course.

"When Jaan put on circlet, apparatus was activated, and stored pattern was
i mposed on his nervous system

"You can guess difficulties. Wat shabby little word, '"difficulties'! Jaan has
human brain, human body; and in fact, Elders thought mainly in terms of

Di donian finding their treasure. Jaan can't do anything his own organi sm
hasn't got potential for. Original Caruith could maybe sol ve a thousand

si mul taneous differential equations in his '"head,' in split second, if he
wanted to; but Caruith using Jaan's primitive brain can't. You get idea?

"Nonet hel ess, Elders had realized D donians might not be first in that room
They'd built flexibility into system Furthernore, all organi sms have
potentials that aren't ordinarily used. Let nme give you clunsy exanple. You
pl ay chess, paint pictures, hand-pilot aircraft, and anal yze | anguages.

know. But suppose you'd been born into world where nobody had invented chess,
paint, aircraft, or semantic analysis. You see? O think how sheer physica
and nental training can bring out capabilities in al nost anybody.

"So after three days of sinply getting adjusted, to point where he could think
and act at all, Jaan cane back topside. Since then, he's been integrating nore
and nore with this great mnd that shares his brain. He says at last they'l
become one, nore Caruith than Jaan, and he rejoices at prospect.

"Well, what does he preach? What do El ders want? Why did they do what they
have done?

"Again, it's inmpossible to put in fewwords. I'mgoing to try but | know
will fail. Maybe your imagination can fill in gaps. You've certainly got good
m nd, sweetheart.

"Ancients, Elders, Builders, H gh Ones, Add Shen, whatever we call themand
Jaan won't give them separate name, he says that would be worse mi sl eading
than 'Caruith' already is—evolved billions of years ago, near gal actic center
where stars are ol der and closer together. W're way out on thin fringe of
spiral arm you remenber. At that tinme, there had not been many generations of
stars, elements heavier than heliumwere rare, planets with possibility of
life were few Elders went into space and found it |onelier than we can dream
we who have nore inhabited worlds around than anybody has counted. They turned



i nward, they deliberately forced thenselves to keep on evolving mnd, lifetinme
after lifetine, because they had no one else to talk to—How | wish | could
send you record of Jaan expl ai ni ng!

"Somet hi ng happened. He says he isn't yet quite able to understand what. Split
in race, in course of mllions of years; not ideological difference as we

t hi nk of ideology, but two different ways of perceiving, of evaluating
reality, two different purposes to inpose on universe. W dare not say one
branch is good, one evil; we can only say they are irreconcilable. Call them
Yang and Yin, but don't try to say which is which

"I'n crudest possible | anguage, our Elders see goal of life as consci ousness,
transcendence of everything material, unification of mind not only in this

gal axy but throughout cosnos, so its final collapse won't be end but will be
begi nning. Wiile O hers seek—nystic oneness with energy—suprene experience of
Acceptance—No, | don't suppose you can fairly call them death-oriented

"Jaan likes old Terran quotation |I know, as describing Elders: To strive, to
seek, to find, and not to yield.' (Do you know it?) And for O hers, what? Not
"Kisnet,' really; that at least inplies doing God's will, and O hers deny God
altogether. Nor 'nihilism' which I reckon inplies de-

sire for chaos, maybe as necessary for rebirth. Wiat O hers stand for is so
alien that—©Ch, 1'll wite, knowing I'mwong, that they believe rise, fall
and infinite extinction are our sole realities, and sole fulfillnment that life
can ultimately have is harnony with this curve

"In contrast, Jaan says life, if it follows Elder star, will at last create
God, become Cod.

"To that end, Elders have been watching new races arise on new planets, and
hel pi ng them guiding them sometines even bringing theminto being |like

Di doni ans. They can't watch al ways over everything; they haven't over us. For
O hers have been at work too, and nust be opposed.

"It's not war as we understand war; not on that level. On our level, it is.

"Anal ogy again. You may be trying to arrive at some vital decision that wll
determ ne your entire future. You may be reasoning, you may be westling with
your enotions, but it's all in your mnd; nobody el se need see a thing.

"Only it's not all in your mnd. Unhealthy body means unheal t hy t hinking.
Therefore, down on cellular level, your white bl ood corpuscles and anti gens
are waging relentless, violent war on invaders. And its outconme will have nuch
to do with what happens in your head—aybe everything. Do you see?

"It's like that. What intelligent Iife (I nmean sophonts as we know t hem

El ders and Gthers are trans-intelligent) does is crucial. And one tiny bit of
one gal axy, like ours, can be turning point. Effects multiply, you see. Just
as it took few starfaring races to start many nore on sane course,
irreversible change, so it could take few new races who go over to wholly new
way of evolution for rest to do |ikew se eventually.

"WIIl that level be of Elders or of Gthers? WIl we break old walls and reach
however painfully, for what is infinite, or will we find nost harnoni ous,
beautiful, noble way to nove toward experience of oblivion?

"You see what | was getting at, that words like 'positive' and 'negative,’
"active' and 'passive,' 'evolutionism and 'nihilism"' 'good' and 'evil' don't
mean anything in this context? Beings unimgi nably far beyond us have two



opposi ng ways of conprehending reality. Wich are we to choose?

"W have no escape from choosing. W can accept authority, linitations,

i nstructions; we can conpromni se; we can |live out our personal lives safely;
and it's victory for Ot hers throughout space we know, because right now Hono
sapi ens does happen to be | eading species in these parts. O we can take our

ri sks, strike for our freedom and if we win it, look for Elders to return and
raise us, like children of theirs, toward being nore than what we have ever
been before.

"That's what Jaan says. Tanya, darling, | just don't know*
She lifted eyes fromthe page. It flamed in her: | do. Al ready.

Nom dwelt with her children in a two-room adobe at the bottomend of Gizzle
Al ley. Poverty flapped and racketed everywhere around them It did not stink
for even the poorest Orcans were of cleanly habits and, while there was scant
water to spare for washing, the air quickly parched out any mal odors. Nor were
t here beggars; the Conpanions took in the desperately needy, and assigned them
what work they were capabl e of doing. But ragged shapes crowded this quarter
with turnoil: nmilling and yelling children, wonen overburdened with jugs and
baskets, men plying their trades, day |aborer, nuledriver, carter, scavenger
artisan, butcher, tanner, priest, mnstrel, vendor chanting or chaffering
about his pitiful wares. Anbng battered brown walls, on tangl ed | anes of
rutted iron-hard earth, Ivar felt nmore isolated than if he had been alone in
the Dreary.

The not her of the prophet put himalnpst at ease. They had nmet briefly. Today
he asked for Jaan, and heard the latter was absent, and was invited to cone in
and wait over a cup of tea. He felt a trifle guilty, for he had in fact nmade
sure beforehand that Jaan was out, wal king and earnestly talking with his

di sciples, less teaching themthan using themfor a sounding board while he
groped his own way toward conprehension and integration of his double
personality.

But | nust learn nore nyself, before | make that terrible commtment he wants.
And who can better give ne sone sense of what he really is, than this wonman?

She was al one, the youngsters being at work or in school. The inside of the
hut was therefore quiet, once its door had closed off street noise. Sunlight
sl anted dusty through the gl ass of narrow wi ndows; few O cans could afford
vitryl. The room was cool, shadowy, crowded but, in its neatness, not
cluttered. Nom's loomfilled one corner, a half-finished piece of cloth
revealing a subtle pattern of subdued hues. Across fromit was a set of
primtive kitchen facilities. Shut-beds for her and her ol dest son took nost
of the remaining space. In the mddle of the roomwas a plank table surrounded
by benches, whereat she seated her guest. Food on high shelves or hung from
the rafters—a little preserved neat, nore dried vegetabl es and hardtack—ade
the air fragrant. At the rear an open doorway showed a second room occupied
nostly by bunks.

Nom noved soft-footed across the clay floor, poured fromthe pot she had nmade
ready, and sat down opposite Ivar in a rustle of skirts. She had been
beautiful when young, and was still handsone in a haggard fashion. If

anyt hi ng, her gauntness enhanced a pair of wonderful gray eyes, such as Jaan
had in heritage fromher. The coarse blue garb, the hood which this
patriarchal society laid over the heads of w dows, on her were not deneani ng;
she had too nuch inner pride to need vanity.

They had nade small talk while she prepared the bitter Ocan tea. She knew who



he was. Jaan said he kept no secrets from her, because she coul d keep any he
asked fromthe world. Now Ivar apologized: "I didn't nean to interrupt your
work, ny |ady."

She smled. "A welconme interruption, Firstling."

"But, uh, you depend on it for your livin'. If you d rather go on with it—=

She chuckl ed. "Pray take not away fromne this excuse for idleness."

"Ch. | see." He hated to pry, it went against his entire training, and he knew
he woul d not be good at it. But he had to start frank di scussi on sonehow.
"It's only, well, it seemed to ne you aren't exactly rich. | nean, Jaan hasn't

been nakin' shoes since—what happened to him"

"No. He has won a higher purpose.’
phr ase.

She seened anused by the inadequacy of the

"Uh, he never asks for contributions, I'"'mtold. Doesn't that make things hard
for you?"

She shook her head. "Hi s next two brothers have reached an age where they can
work part time. It could be whole time, save that | will not have it; they
must get what learning they can. And . . . Jaan's followers help us. Few of
them can afford any | arge donation, but a bit of food, a task done for us

wi t hout charge, such gifts mount up.”

Her |ightness had vani shed. She frowned at her cup and went on with sone
difficulty: "It was not quite sinmple for me to accept at first. Ever had we
made our own way, as did Gleb's parents and mne ere we were wedded. But what
Jaan does is so vital that—Ay-ah, acceptance is a tiny sacrifice."

"You do believe in Caruith, then?"

She lifted her gaze to his, and his dropped as she answered, "Shall | not
bel i eve ny own good son and mny husband' s?"

"Ch, yes, certainly, my lady," he floundered. "I beg your pardon if | seened
to—Look, | amoutsider here, I've only known himfew days and—Do you see?
You have knowl edge of himto guide you in decidin' he's not, well, victim of
delusion. | don't have that know edge, not yet, anyway."

Nom relented, reached across the table and patted his hand. "Indeed,
Firstling. You do right to ask. | am gl addened that in you he has found the
wort hy conrade he needs."

Has he?

Per haps she read the struggle on his face, for she continued, |owvoiced and
| ooki ng beyond him

"Why should I wonder that you wonder? | did |ikew se. Wien he vani shed for
t hree dreadful days, and came home utterly changed—Yes, | thought a bl ood
vessel must have burst in his brain, and wept for my kind, hard-working
first-born boy, who had gotten so little fromlife.

"Afterward | cane to understand how he had been singled out as no nan ever was
before in all of space and tine. But that wasn't a joy, Firstling, as we
humans know joy. His glory is as great and as cruel as the sun. Mst likely he
shall have to die. Only the other night, |I dreamed he was Shoenmaker Jaan



again, married to a girl | used to think about for him and they had laid
their first baby in ny arns. | woke laughing...." Her fingers closed hard on
the cup. "That cannot be, of course."

I var never knew if he woul d have been able to probe further. An interruption
saved him Robhar, the youngest disciple, knocking at the door

"I thought you mi ght be here, sir," the boy said breathlessly. Though the
master had identified the newconmer only by a false nane, his inportance was
obvious. "Caruith will conme as soon as he can." He thrust forward an envel ope.
"For you."

"Huh?" |var stared.

"The m ssion to Nova Rona is back, sir," Robhar said, nigh bursting with
excitement. "It brought a letter for you. The nmessenger gave it to Caruith,
but he told nme to bring it straight to you."

To Heraz Hyronsson stood on the outside. Ivar ripped the envel ope open. At the
end of several pages cane the bold signature Tanya. H s own account to her had
war ned her how to address a reply.

"Excuse me," he munbl ed, and sat down to gulp it.

Afterward he was very still for a while, his features | ocked. Then he nade an
excuse for leaving, pronmised to get in touch with Jaan soon, and hurried off.
He had sone tough thinking to do.

XX

None but a few high-ranking officers anong the Conpani ons had been told who

| var was. They addressed himas Heraz when in earshot of others. He showed

hi nsel f as sel dom as feasible, dining with Yakow in the Commander's suite,

sl eeping in a room nearby which had been lent him using rear halls, ranps,
and doorways for his excursions. In that vast structure, nore than half of it
unpopul at ed, he was never conspi cuous. The corps knew their chief was keepi ng
someone special, but were too disciplined to gossip about it.

Thus he and Yakow went al nbst unseen to the chanber used as a garage. Jaan was
al ready present, in response to word froma runner. A guard saluted as the
three nen entered an aircar; and no doubt nuch went on in his head, but he
woul d remai n cl ose-nout hed. The main door glided aside. Yakow s ol d hands

wal ked skillfully across the console. The car lifted, purred forth into the
central enclosure, rose a vertical kiloneter, and started |eisurely southward

A wind had sprung up as day rolled toward evening. It whined around the hull,
whi ch shivered. The Sea of Orcus bore whitecaps on its steel-col ored surface
and flung waves against its shores; where spray struck and evaporated, salt
was pronptly hoar. The continental shelf glowed reddi sh fromlong rays
filtered through a dust-veil which obscured the further desert; the top of
that storm broke oft in thin clouds and streaned yel |l ow across bl ue- bl ack
heaven.

Yakow put controls on automatic, swi veled his seat around, and regarded the
pair who sat aft of him "Very well, we have the neeting place you wanted,
Firstling," he said. "Now will you tell us why?"

Ivar felt as if knives and needl es searched him He flicked his glance toward
Jaan's mld countenance, renenbered what |ay beneath it, and recoiled to stare
out the canopy at the waters which they were crossing. |'m supposed to cope



with these two? he thought despairingly.

Wl |, there's nobody el se for job. Nobody in whole w de universe. Against his
| onel i ness, he hugged to himthe thought that they might prove to be in truth
his conrades in the cause of l|iberation

"I, I"'mscared of possible spies, bugs," he said.

"Not in my part of the Arena,'’
t horoughly we check."

Yakow snapped. "You know how often and

"But Terrans have resources of, of entire Enpire to draw on. They coul d have
stuff we don't suspect. Like telepathy." Ivar forced hinself to turn back to
Jaan. "You scan mnds."

"Wthin linmts," the prophet cautioned. "I have expl ained."

Yes. He took nme down into nountain's heart and showed ne

machi ne—devi ce—whatever it is that he says held record of Caruith. He woul dn't
et me touch anything, though | couldn't really blanme him and inside | was
just as glad for excuse not to. And there he sensed ny thoughts. | tested him
every way | could inmagine, and he told ne exactly what | was thinkin', as well
as some things | hadn't quite known I was thinkin'. Yes.

He probably woul dn't've needed tel epathy to see ny sense of privacy outraged.
He smiled and told ne—

"Fear not. | have only ny human nervous system and it isn't anong the

hal f -t al ented ones which occur rarely in our species. By nyself, | cannot
resonate any better than you, Firstling." Bleakly: "This is terrible for
Caruith, like being deaf or blind; but he endures, that awareness nay be

hel ped to fill reality. And down here— dory: "Here his former vessel acts to
anplify, to recode, like a living brain center. Wthin its range of operation
Caruith-Jaan is part of what he rightfully should be: of what he will be
agai n, when his people return and nake for us that body we will have
deserved. "

| can believe anyway sonme fraction of what he claimed. Artificial
anplification and relayin' of tel epathy are beyond Terran science; but |'ve
read of experiments with it, in past eras when Terran science was nore
progressive than now. Such technology is not too far beyond our present
capabilities: alnost matter of engineerin' devel opnent rather than pure
resear ch.

Surely it's negligible advance over what we know, conpared to recordin' of
entire personality, and reinposition of pattern on nmenber of utterly foreign
speci es. ...

"Well," lvar said, "if you, usin' artifact not really intended for your kind
of organism if you scan minds within radius of hundred nmeters or so—then
natural ly endowed bein's ought to do better."

"There are no nonhumans in Orcan territory,"” Yakow said.

"Except Erannath," lvar retorted.

Did the white-bearded features stiffen? Did Jaan wi nce? "Ah, yes," the

Conmander agreed. "A tenporary exception. No xenosophonts are in Arena or
town. "



"Coul d be human mutants, maybe genetic-tailored, who ve infiltrated." Ivar
shrugged. "Or maybe no tel epathy at all; naybe sone gadget your detectors
won't register. | repeat, you probably don't appreciate as well as | do what
variety nust exist on thousands of Inperial planets. Nobody can keep track

I mperiumcould well inmport surprise for us fromfar side of Enpire." He
sighed. "Or, okay, call me paranoid. Call this trip unnecessary. You're
probably right. Fact is, however, |'ve got to deci de what to do—question

i nvolvin' not sinply ne, but ny whole society—and | feel happier discussin' it
away from any inmagi nable surveillance."

Such as may lair inside Munt Cronos.

If it does, | don't think it's happened to tap ny thoughts these past severa
hours. Else nmy sudden suspicions that cane from Tanya's letter could ve gotten
nme arrested.

Jaan inquired shrewdly, "Has the return of our Nova Roma m ssion triggered
you?"

| var nodded wi th needl ess force.

"The message you received fromyour betrothed—
"I destroyed it," lvar admitted, for the fact could not be evaded were he
asked to show the contents. "Because of personal elenments."” They weren't
startled; nmost nords woul d have done the sanme. "However, you can guess what's
true, that she discussed her connection with freedom movenent. My letter to
her and tal ks with your emi ssary had convinced her our interests and yours are
identical in throwin' off Inperial yoke."

"And now you wi sh nore details," Yakow said.

I var nodded again. "Sir, wouldn't you? Especially since it |ooks as if
Conmi ssi oner Desai will go along with your plan. That'll mean Terrans comin'
here, to discuss and inplenent economc growh of this region. Wat does that
inmply for our |iberation?"

"I thought | had expl ained," said Jaan patiently. "The plan is Caruith's.
Therefore it is long-range, as it must be; for what hope lies in nere weapons?
Let us rise in force before the time is ready, and the Empire will crush us
like a thumb crushing a sandnite.”

Caruith's plan—The aircar had passed across the sea and the agricultura

| ands which fringed its southern shore, to go out over the true desert. This
country made the Dreary of Ironland seem |l ush. Wrn pinnacles lifted above
ashen dunes; dust scudded and whirled; Ivar glinpsed fossil bones of an ocean
nmonster, briefly exposed for wind to scour away, the single token of life. Low
in the west, Virgil glowered through a haze that whistled.

"I dea seens . . . chancy, over-subtle. . . . Can any nonhunman fathom our
character that well?" he fretted

"Remenber, in me he is half human," Jaan replied; "and he has a
multimllion-year history to draw on. Men are no nore uni que than any ot her
sophonts. Caruith espies |ikenesses anong races to which we are blind."

"I too grow imnpatient," Yakow sighed. "I yearn to see us free, but can hardly
live long enough. Yet Caruith is right. W nust prepare all Aeneans, so when
the day comes, all will rise together."



"The trade expansion is a neans to that end," Jaan assured. "It shoul d cause
Orcans to travel across the planet, neeting each sort of other Aenean

| eavening with faith and fire. Ch, our agents will not be told to preach; they
wi I I not know anything except that they have practical bargains to drive and
arrangenents to make. But they will inevitably fall into conversations, and
this will arouse interest, and nords or Riverfolk or tinerans or whoever wll

invite friends to come hear what the outl ander has to say."
"I'"ve heard that several times," lIvar replied, "and | still have trouble
understandin'. Look, sirs. You don't expect mass conversion to Orcan beliefs,
do you? | tell you, that's inpossible. Qur different cultures are too strong
in their particular reverences—traditional religions, paganism Cosnenosis,
ancestor service, whatever it may be."

"OfF course," Jaan said softly. "But can you not appreciate, Firstling, their
very conviction is what counts? Orcans will by precept and exanpl e nake every
Aenean redoubl e his special fervor. And nothing in ny nessage contradicts any
basi c tenet of yonder faiths. Rather, the return of the Ancients fulfills al
hopes, no matter what formthey have taken."

"I know, | know. Sorry, | keep on bein' skeptical. But never mnd. | don't
suppose it can do any harny and as you say, it mght well keep spirit of
resi stance alive. \Wat about ne, though? What am | supposed to be doin'
nmeanwhi | e?"

"At atime not far in the future,” Yakow said, "you will raise the banner of
i ndependence. W need to make preparations first; mustn't risk you being
sei zed at once by the eneny. Mst likely, you'll have to spend years

of f pl anet, waging guerrilla warfare on Di do, for exanple, or visiting foreign
courts to negotiate for their support.”

Ivar collected his nerve and interrupted: "Like Ythri?"

"Well ... yes." Yakow dism ssed bis own infinitesinmal hesitation. "Yes, we
m ght get help fromthe Domain, not while yours is a small group of outl aws,
but later, when our cause comes to | ook nore pronising," He | eaned forward.
"To begin with, frankly, your role will be a gadfly's. You will distract the
Empire fromnoticing too much the effects of Orcans traveling across Aeneas.
You cannot hope to acconplish nore, not for the first several years."

"I don't know," lvar said with what stubbornness he could rally. "W night get
cl andestine help fromYthri sooner, maybe quite soon. Some hints Erannath | et

drop— He straightened in his seat. "Wiy not go talk to himright away?"

Jaan | ooked aside. Yakow said, "I fear that isn't practical at the noment,
Firstling."

"How cone? Where is he?"
Yakow cl anped down sternness. "You yourself worry about what the eneny may
eavesdrop on. What you don't know, you cannot let slip. | nust request your

patience in this matter."

It shuddered in Ivar as if the wind outside blew between his ribs. He wondered
how wel | he faked surrender and rel axation. "Ckay."

"W had better start back," Yakow said. "N ght draws nigh."

He turned hinmself around and then the aircraft. A dusk was already in the
cabin, for the storm had thickened. |var wel coned the conceal nent of his face.



And di d outside noise drown the thud-thud-thud of his pul se? He said nost
slowy, "You know, Jaan, one thing |'ve never heard bespoken. What does
Caruith's race | ook |ike?"

"It doesn't matter," was the reply. "They are nore mnd than body. Indeed,

t heir oneness includes nunerous different species. Think of Dido. In the end,
all races will belong."

"Uh- huh. However, | can't help bein' curious. Let's put it this way. Wat did
the body |l ook like that actually |lay down under scanner?"

"Wy ... well 2
"Come on. Maybe your Orcans are so little used to pictures that they don't
i nsist on description. | assure you, conpanyo, other Aeneans are different.

They' Il ask. Wiy not tell ne?"

"Kah, hm kah—= Jaan yiel ded. He seened a touch confused, as if the
consci ousness superinposed on his didn't work well at a large distance from

the reinforcing radiations of the underground vessel. "Yes. He ... nmale, aye,
in a bisexual warm bl ooded species ... not manmalian; descended from
ornithoids.... human-seening in many ways, but beautiful, far nore refined and
scul ptured than us. Thin features set at sharp angles; a speaking voice |like
musi c—No." Jaan broke off. "I will not say further. It has no significance."

You' ve said plenty, tolled in Ivar

Tal k was sparse for the rest of the journey. As the car noved downward toward
an Arena that had beconme a bul k of blackness studded with a few lights, the

Firstling spoke. "Please, | want to go off by nyself and think. I'mused to
space and solitude when | make inmportant decisions. How about lendin' ne this
flitter? 1'll fly to calmarea, settle down, watch nmoons and stars—+eturn

before nornin' and | et you know how thi ngs appear to ne. May |?"

He had well conposed and nentally rehearsed his speech. Yakow raised no
obj ection; Jaan gave his shoul der a synpathetic squeeze. "Surely," said the
prophet. "Courage and wi sdom abide with you, dear friend."

When he had let the others out, lvar lifted fast, and cut a thunderclap
through the air in his haste to be gone. The dread of pursuit bayed at his
heel s.

Harsh through himwent: They aren't infallible. |I took themby surprise. Jaan
shoul d' ve been prepared with any description but true one—ene that matches
what Tanya relayed to ne from Conm ssi oner Desai, about Merseian agent | oose
on Aeneas.

Stiffening wind after sunset filled the air around the | ower nmountainside with
fine sand. Lavinia showed a dimhal f-disc overhead, but cast no real I|ight;
and there were no stars. Nor did villages and farnsteads scattered across the
hills reveal thenselves. Vision ended within neters.

Landing on instruments, |var wondered if this was lucky for him He could
descend unseen, where ot herwi se he woul d have had to park behind sone ridge or
grove kil oneters away and slink forward afoot. Indeed, he had scant choice.
Wal ki ng any di stance through a desert storm w thout special guidance

equi prent he didn't have al ong, posed too nuch danger of |osing his way. But
com ng so near town and Arena, he risked registering on the detectors of a
guard post, and sonebody dispatching a squad to investigate.



Well, the worst hazard lay in a meek return to his quarters. He found with a
certain joy that fear had left him as had the hunger and thirst of
supper | essness, washed away by the excitenent now coursing through him He
donned t he overgarnent everyone took with himon every trip, slid back the
door, and junped to the ground.

The gal e hooted and droned. It sheathed himin chill and a scent of iron. Git
stung. He secured his nightmask and groped forward.

For a minute he worried about going astray in spite of planning. Then he
stubbed his toe on a rock which had fallen off a heap, spoil fromthe new
excavation. The entrance was dead ahead uphill, to that tunnel down which Jaan
had taken him

He didn't turn on the flashbeam he had borrowed fromthe car's equi prment, till
he stood at the nouth. Thereafter he gripped it hard, as his free hand sought
for a latch.

Protection fromweather, the manmade door needed no | ock agai nst a fol k whose
piety was founded on relics. Wen he had closed it behind him Ivar stood in
abrupt silence, notionless cold, a dark whose thickness was broken only by the
wan ray fromthe flash. H's breath sounded too loud in his ears. Fingers
sought confort fromthe heavy sheath knife he had borne from W ndhome; but it
was his solitary weapon. To carry anything nore, earlier, would have provoked
i nstant suspi ci on.

What will | find?
Probably nothin'. | can take closer | ook at Caruith machine, but | haven't
tools to open it and anal yze. As for what mnight be el sewhere ... these

corridors twist on and on, in dozen different sets.

Nonel ess, newest discovery, plausibly barred to public while exploration
proceeds, is nost |ogical place to hide—wahatever is to be hidden. And-his gaze
went to the dust of megayears, tunbled and tracked |ike the dust of Luna when
man first fared into space—+ could find traces which'll lead ne further, if
any have gone before ne.

He began to walk. His footfalls clopped hollowy back off the agel ess
vaul ti ng.

Whay am | doin' this? Because Mersei ans may have part in events? Is it bad if
they do? Tanya feels happy about what she's heard. She thinks Roi dhunate m ght
really come to our aid, and hopes | can sonehow contact that agent.

But Ythri might help too. In which case, why won't Orcan chiefs let nme see
Erannat h? Their excuse rings thin.

And if Ancients are workin' through Merseians, as is inaginable, why have they
decei ved Jaan? Shoul dn't he know?

(Does he? It wouldn't be information to broadcast. Terran |Inperium may well

di smiss Jaan's clains as sinply another piece of cultism which it'd cause
nore trouble to suppress than it's worth . . . but never if |nperium suspected
Merseia was behind it! So maybe he is withholdin' full story. Except that
doesn't feel right. He's too sincere, too rapt, and, yes, too bew ldered, to
pl ay doubl e gane. Isn't he?)

|'ve got to discover truth, or |lose what right | ever had to | ead ny people.



Il var marched on into blindness.
XX

A kil onmeter deep within the nmountain, he paused outside the chanber of Jaan's
apot heosis. H s flashbeam barely skimred the netal enigna before seeking back
to the tunnel floor.

Here enough visits had gone on of |late years that the dust was scuffed
confusion. |var proceeded down the passage. The thing in the roomcast hima

| ast reflection and was lost to sight. He had but the one bobbing bl ob of

| um nance to hollow out a place for hinmself in the dark. Now that he advanced
slowy, carefully, the silence was well-nigh total. Bad-a-bad, went bis heart,
bad- a- bad, bad- a- bad.

After several meters, the blurriness ended. He would not have wondered to see
i ndi vidual footprints. Besides Jaan, officers of the Conpani ons whomthe
prophet brought hither had surely ventured sonewhat further. Wat halted him
was sudden orderliness. The floor had been swept snooth.

He stood for minutes while his thoughts grew fangs. Wen he continued, the
knife was in his right fist.

Presently the tunnel branched three ways. That was a | ogical point for people
to stop. Penetrating the naze beyond was a task for properly equi pped
scientists; and no scientists would be allowed here for a long while to cone.
| var saw that the broom or whatever it was, had gone down all the nouths.
Quite reasonable, trickled through him Visitors wouldn't likely notice
sweepi n' had been done, unless they cane to place where change in dust |ayers
was obvious. O unless they half expected it, Iike ne ... expected strange
traces woul d have to be w ped out....

He went into each of the forks, and found that the handiwork ended after a
short distance in two of them Wat reached onward was sinply the downdrift of
geol ogi cal ages. The third had been swept for some ways farther, though not
since the next-to-last set of prints had been made. Two sets of those were
human, one Ythrian; only the humans had returned. Superinposed were ot her

mar ks, which were therefore nore recent.

They were the tracks of a being who wal ked on birdlike claws.

Agai n lvar stood. Cold gnawed him

Should | turn right around and run?

Where could | run to?

And Er annat h—That deci ded him Wat other friend remained to the free
Aeneans? If the Ythrian was alive.

He stal ked on. A pair of doorways gaped along his path. He flashed light into
them but saw just enpty chanbers of curious shape.

Then the fl oor slanted sharply downward, and he rounded a curve, and from an
arch ahead of himin the right wall there cane a wan yel |l ow gl ow

He gave hinmsel f no chance to grow daunted, snapped off his beam and glided to
the spot. Poised for a | eap, he peered around the edge.

Anot her cell, this one hexagonal and hi gh-donmed, reached seven meters into the



rock. Shadows hung in it as heavy, chill, and stagnant as the air. They were
cast by a ponderous steel table to which were welded a |ightgl obe, a portable
sanitary facility, and a neter-length chain. Free on its top stood a plastic
tunmbl er and water pitcher, free on the floor lay a mattress, the single relief
fromiridescent hardness.

"Erannath!" |var cried.

The Ythrian hunched on the pad. His feathers were dull and draggled, his head
gone skull-gaunt. The chain ended in a nmanacle that circled his left wist.

Ivar entered. The Ythrian struggled out of dreanms and knew him The crest
erected, the yell ow eyes came abl aze. "Hyaa-aa," he breat hed.

Ivar knelt to enbrace him "Wat've they done?" the man cried. "Why? My CGod,
t hose bastards—

Erannat h shook hinmself. Hi s voice came hoarse, but strength rang into it "No
time for sentinent. Wat brought you here? Wre you foll owed?"

"I g-g-got suspicious." lvar hunkered back on his heels, hugged his knees,
mast ered his shock. The prisoner was all too aware of urgency; that stood
forth fromevery quivering plune. And who could better know what dangers dwelt
in this tonb? Never before had Ivar's mnd run swifter

"No," he said, "I don't think they suspect nme in turn. | made excuse to flit
of f al one, came back and | anded under cover of dust storm found nobody around
when | entered. What got nme wonderin' was letter today frommy girl. She'd

| earned of Merseian secret agent at |arge on Aeneas, tel epath of sone powerful
kind. H s description answers to Jaan's of Caruith. Ri ght away, | thought
maybe cruel trick was bein' played. Jaan shoul d' ve had | ess respect for ny
feelin's and exam ned—+ didn't show anybody letter, and kept well away from
Arena as much as possible, before returnin' to | ook for nyself."

"You did well." Erannath stroked talons across Ivar's head; and the man knew
it for an accol ade. "Beware. Aycharaych is near. W nust hope he sl eeps, and
will sleep till you have gone."

"Till we have."

Erannat h chuckled. H's chain clinked. He did not bother to ask, How do you
propose to cut this?

"I"ll go fetch tools," lIvar said

"No. Too chancy. You must escape with the word. At that, if you do get clear

| probably will be rel eased unharnmed. Aycharaych is not vindictive. | believe
hi m when he says he sorrows at having to torture ne."

Torture? No marks. . . . O course. Keep sky king chained, buried alive, day
after night away fromsun, stars, wind. It'd be less cruel to stretch himover
slow fire. lvar gagged on rage.

Erannat h saw, and warned: "You cannot afford indignation either. Listen.
Aycharaych has talked freely to ne. | think he nust be |onely, shut away down
here wi th nothing but his nmachinations and the occasional string he pulls on
hi s puppet prophet. O is his reason that, in talking, he brings associations
into ny consciousness, and thus reads nmore of what | know? This is why | have
been kept alive. He wants to drain ne of data."



"What is he?" |var whispered.

"A native of a planet he calls Chereion, somewhere in the Merseian Roi dhunate.
Its civilization is old, old—fornerly w de-faring and m ghty—yes, he says the
Chereionites were the Builders, the Ancients. He will not tell nme what nade
them wi t hdraw. He confesses that now they are few, and what power they weld
cones wholly fromtheir brains."

"They're not, uh, uh, super-Didonans, though . . . galaxy-unifyin'
intellects... as Jaan believes?"

"No. Nor do they wage a phil osophical conflict among thensel ves over the
ultimate destiny of creation. Those stories nmerely fit Aycharaych's purpose.”
Erannat h hunched on the claws of his wings. Hs head thrust forward agai nst
nacre and shadow. "Listen," he said. "W have no nore than a sliver of tine at
best. Don't interrupt, unless | grow unclear. Listen. Renenber."

The words bl ew harshly forth, |like an autumm gal e: "They preserve remants of
technol ogy on Cherei on which they have not shared with their nmasters the
Merseians—if the Merseians are really their masters and not their tools. |
wonder about that. Well, we must not stop to speculate. As one would await,
the technology relates to the mind. For they are extraordinary tel epaths, nore
gifted than the science we know has inmagi ned is possible.

"There is sone ultimate quality of the mind which goes deeper than |anguage.
At cl ose range, Aycharaych can read the thoughts of any bei ng—any speech, any
speci es, he clai ms—wi t hout needing to know that being' s symbolism | suspect
what he does is alnost instantly to anal yze the pattern, identify universals
of logic and conation, go on fromthere to reconstruct the whole nental
configuration—as if his nervous systemincluded not only sensitivity to the
radi ati on of others, but an organic semantic conputer fantastically beyond
anything that Technic civilization has built.

"No matter! Their abilities naturally led Chereionite scientists to

concentrate on psychol ogy and neurology. It's been ossified for mllions of

years, that science, like their whole civilization: ossified, receding, dying.
Per haps Aycharaych alone is trying to act on reality, trying to stop the

extinction of his people. | don't know | do know that he serves the

Roi dhunate as an Intelligence officer with a roving conm ssion. This invol ves
brewing trouble for the Terran Enpire wherever he can

"During the Snelund regi me, he | ooked through Sector Al pha Crucis. It wasn't

hard, when m sgovernment had al ready produced w despread |axity and confusion
The conflict over Jihannath was building toward a crisis, and Mersei a needed

difficulties on this frontier of Terra's.

"Aycharaych | anded secretly on Aeneas and prowl ed. He found nore than a pl anet
growi ng rebellious. He found the potential of something that m ght break the
Enpire apart. For all the peoples here, in all their different ways, are
profoundly religious. Gve thema comon faith, a m ssionary cause, and they
can turn fanatic."

"No," lvar couldn't help protesting.

"Aycharaych thinks so. He has spent a great deal of his tine and energy on
your world, however valuable bis gift would make hi m el sewhere.™

"But —ene planet, a fewmllions, against the=

"The cult would spread. He speaks of nilitant new religions in your



past—+slam is that the nane of one?—eligi ons which brought obscure tribes to
wor |l d power, and shook ol der dominions to their roots, in a single generation

"I must hurry. He found the likeliest place for the first spark was here,
where the Ancients brood at the center of every awareness. In Jaan the
dreamer, whose |life and circunstances chanced to be a veritable human
archetype, he found the likeliest tinder

"He cannot by hinmself project a thought into a brain which is not born to
receive it. But he has a machine which can. That is nothing fantastic; human,
Ythrian, or Merseian engi neers could devel op the sane device, had they enough
i ncentive. We don't, because for us the utility would be marginal; electronic
communi cations suit our kind of life better

"Aycharaych, though—Tel epathy of several kinds belongs to evolution on his
pl anet. Do you renenber the slinkers that the tinerans keep? | inquired, and
he adnmtted they came originally from Chereion. No doubt their effect on nen
suggested his plan to him

"He called Jaan down to where he laired in these |abyrinths. He drugged him
and . . . thought at him... in sone way he knows, using that machi ne—until he
had inprinted a set of false nenories and an idiomto go with them Then he
rel eased his victim"

"Artificial schizophrenia. Split personality. A man who was sane, nade to hear
'voices.' " lvar shuddered.

Erannat h was harder-soul ed; or had he sinply lived with the fact |onger, in
his prison? He went on: "Aycharaych departed, having other mschief to weak
What he had done on Aeneas m ght or night not bear fruit; if not, he had | ost
not hi ng except his tinmne.

"He returned lately, and found success indeed. Jaan was W nni ng converts

t hroughout the Orcan country. Runors of the new nmessage were spreadi ng across
a whol e gl obe of natural apostles, always eager for anything that m ght
nourish faith, and now starved for a word of hope.

"Events must be guided with craft and patience, of course, or the novenent
woul d nost |ikely come to naught, produce not a revolution followed by a
crusade, but merely another sect. Aycharaych settled down to watch, to plot,
ever oftener to plant in Jaan, through his thought projector, a revelation
from Carui th—=

The Ythrian chopped off. He hissed. H s free hand raked the air. Ivar whirled
on his heel, sprang to stand crouched.

The figure in the doorway, |imed agai nst unendi ng night, smled. He was nore
than half humanlike, tall and slender in a gray robe; but his bare feet ended
in claws. The skin gl owed gol den, the crest on the otherw se naked head rose
bl ue, the eyes were warm bronze. H's face was ax-thin, superbly nolded. In one
del i cate hand he ainmed a bl aster

"Greeting," he al nost sang.
"You woke and sensed," grated from Erannat h.

"No," said Aycharaych. "My dreans always listen. Afterward, however, yes,
wai t ed out your conversation."

"Now what ?" asked Ivar fromthe m ddl e of nightnmare



"Wy, that depends on you, Firstling," Aycharaych replied w th unchanged
gentleness. "May | in complete sincerity bid you wel cone?"

"You—wor kin' for Mersei a—

The energy gun never wavered; yet the words flowed serene: "True. Do you
object? Your desire is freedom The Roidhunate's desire is that you should
have it. This is the way."

"T-t-treachery, murder, torture, invadin' and twistin' nmen's bein s—=

"Exi stence al ways begets regrettable necessities. Be not overly proud,
Firstling. You are prepared to |launch a revolutionary war if you can, wherein
mllions would perish, mllions nore be nutilated, starved, hounded, brought
to sorrow. Are you not? | do no nore than help you. Is that horrible? What
happi ness has Jaan | ost that has not already been repaid hima thousandfol d?"

"How about Erannat h?"

"Heed himnot," croaked Ythrian to human. "Thi nk why Merseia wants the Enmpire
convul sed and shattered. Not for the liberty of Aeneans. No, to devour us

pi ece-neal ."

"One woul d expect Erannath to talk thus." Aycharaych's tone bore the | east
hint of mirth. "After all, he serves the Empire."

"What ?" |var |urched where he stood. "H n? No!"

"Who el se can logically have betrayed you, up on the river, once he felt
certain of who you are?"

"He canme al ong—

"He had no nmeans of preventing your escape, as it happened. Therefore his duty
was to acconpany you, in hopes of sending another nmessage |later, and neanwhile
gat her further information about native resistance novenents. It was the sane
basi c reason as, caused himearlier to help you get away fromthe vill age,

bef ore he had nore than a suspicion of your identity.

"I knew his purpose—+ have not perpetually |urked underground, | have noved to
and fro in the worl d—and gave Jaan orders, who passed themon to Yakow "
Aycharaych sighed. "It was distasteful to all concerned. But ny own duty has

been to extract what | can fromhim"
"Erannath," Ivar begged, "it isn't true!"
The Ythrian lifted his head and said haughtily, "Truth you must find in

yoursel f, lvar Frederiksen. What do you nean to do: become another creature of
Aycharaych's, or strike for the life of your people?"

"Have you a choice?" the Chereionite nmurmured. "I wi sh you no ill.
Neverthel ess, | too amat war and cannot stop to weigh out single lives. You
will join us, fully and freely, or you will die."

How can | tell what | want? Through dread and anguish, lvar felt the roan eyes
upon him Behind them nust be focused that intellect, watching, searching,
reading. He'll know what |'m about to do before I know nyself. H s knife
clattered to the floor. Wiy not yield? It may well be right—for Aeneas—no
matter what Erannath says. And el sewi se—



Everyt hi ng expl oded. The Ythrian seized the knife. Bal anced on one huge wi ng,
he swept the other across Ivar, knocking the human back behind the shelter of
it.

Aycharaych nust not have been heeding what went on in the hunter's head. Now
he shot. The beam flared and seared. |var saw blinding blueness, snelled ozone
and scorched flesh. He bent away from death.

Erannat h surged forward. Behind hi mremained his chai ned hand. He had hacked
it off at the wist.

A second bl aster bolt tore himasunder. Hs uncrippled wing snote. Cast back
agai nst the wall, Aycharaych sank stunned. The gun fell from him

| var pounced to grab the weapon. Erannath stirred. Bl ood punped from anong
bl ackened pl unes. An eye was gone. Breath whistled and rattl ed.

I var dropped on his knees, to cradle his friend. The eye that renai ned sought
for him "Thus God ... tracks ne down.... | would it had been under heaven,"

Erannat h coughed. "Eyan haa wharr, Hirr talya— The light in the eye went
out .

A movenent caught lvar's glance. He snatched after the gun. Aycharaych had
recovered, was bound through the doorway.

For a heartbeat |var was about to yell, Stop, we're allies! That stayed his
hand | ong enough for Aycharaych to vani sh. Then Ivar knew what the Chereionite
had seen: that no alliance could ever be.

I've got to get out, or Erannat h—everybody—has gone for naught. lvar |eaped to
his feet and ran. Blood left a track behind him

He noticed with vague surprise that at sonme instant he had recovered his
flash. Its beam scythed. Can't grieve yet. Can't be afraid. Can't do anything
but run and think.

I s Aycharaych ahead of nme? He's left prints in both directions. No, |'msure
he's not. He realizes |I'll head back aboveground; and |, whose forebears cane
from heavier world than his, would overhaul him So he's makin' for his lair.
Does it have line to outside? Probably not. And even if it does, would he
call? That'd give his whole game away. No, he'll have to follow after me, use
his hell-machine to plant "intuition" in Jaan's m nd—

The room of revel ati ons appeared. lvar halted and spent a minute playing flane
across the thing within. He couldn't tell if he had disabled it or not, but he
dar ed hope.

Onward. Qut the door. Down the nountainside, through the sharp dust, athwart
the wi nd which Erannath had died without feeling. To the aircar. Aloft.

The stormyell ed and snote.

He burst above, into splendor. Below himrolled the blown dry clouds, full of
silver and living shadow beneath Lavinia and hasty Creusa. Stars bl azed
uncount abl e. Ahead reared the heights of Ilion; down them gl owed and thundered

t he Linn.

This world is ours. No stranger will shape its tonorrows.



An image in the radar-sweep screen nade hi ml ook behind. Two other craft
soared into view Had Aycharaych rai sed pursuit? Decision crystallized in
Ivar, unless it had been there throughout these past hours, or |atent

t hroughout his life. He activated the radio.

The I nperials nonitored several comunication bands. |If he identified hinself
and called for a mlitary escort, he could probably have one within m nutes.

Tanya, he thought, |I'mcomn' hone.
XX

Chimes rang fromthe bell tower of the University. They played the ol den
peal s, but sonehow today they sounded at peace.

O was Chunder ban Desai w shfully deceiving hinmself? He wasn't sure, and
wondered if he or any human ever coul d be.

Certainly the young man and worman who sat side by side and hand in hand | ooked
upon himw th wariness that mght still nmask hostility. Her pet, in her lap
seened touched by the sanme air, for it perched quiet and kept its gaze on the
visitor. The wi ndow behind themfraned a spire in an indigo sky. It was open
and the breeze which carried the tones entered, cool, dry, pungent with growh
odors.

"l apol ogi ze for intruding on you so soon after your reunion," Desai said. He
had arrived three mnutes ago. "I shan't stay long. You want to take up your
private lives again. But | did think a few expl anati ons and reassurances from
me woul d hel p you."

"No big trouble, half hour in your conpany, after ten days | ocked away by
nmysel f," lvar snapped.

"I am sorry about your detention, Firstling. It wasn't unconfortable, was it?
W did have to isolate you for a while. Doubtless you understand our need to
be secure about you while your story was investigated. But we also had to
provide for your own safety after your rel ease. That took time. Wthout
Prosser Thane's cooperation, it would have taken longer than it did."

" Saf et y—huh?" lvar stared fromhimto Tatiana.

She cl osed fingers on the tadnouse's back, as if in search of solace. "Yes,"
she said, barely audibly.

"Terrorists of the self-styled freedom novenent," Desai stated, his voice
crisper than he felt. "They had al ready assassi nated a nunber of Aeneans who
supported the governnent. Your turning to us, your disclosure of a plot which
m ght i ndeed have pried this sector |oose fromthe Enpire—you, the enbodi nment
of their visions—ould have brought themto nmurder again."

Ivar sat mute for a tinme. The bells died away. He didn't break the clasp he
shared with Tatiana, but his part |ost strength. At |ast he asked her, "What
did you do?"

She gripped himharder. "I persuaded them | never gave nanes ... Conm ssioner
Desai and his officers never asked ne for any ... but | talked to | eaders,
was go-between, and—There' |l be general amesty."

"For past acts,"” the Inperial rem nded. "W cannot allow nore like them | am
hoping for help in their prevention." He paused. "If Aeneas is to know | aw



again, tranquillity, restoration of what has been lost, you, Firstling, mnust
take the lead."

"Because of what | am or was?" lvar said harshly.

Desai nodded. "More people will heed you, speaking of reconciliation, than
anyone el se. Especially after your story has been made public, or as much of

it as is wise."

"Why not all ?"

"Naval Intelligence will probably want to keep various details secret, if only
to keep our opponents uncertain of what we do and do not know. And, mmm
several high-ranking officials would not appreciate the news getting | oose, of

how they were infiltrated, fooled, and |l ed by the nose to an appalling brink."

"You, for instance?"

Desai smiled. "Between us, | have persons like Sector Governor Miratori in
mnd. | am scarcely inportant enough to becone a sensation. Now they are not
ungrateful in Llynathaw. | can expect quite a free hand in the Virgilian

System henceforward. One policy | nean to inplenent is close consultation with
representatives of every Aenean society, and the gradual phasing over of
government to them"

"Hm Includin' Orcans?"

"Yes. Commander Yakow was nearly shattered to learn the truth; and he is
tough, and had no deep enotional comitnent to the false creed—sinply to the
wel fare of his people. He agrees the Inperiumcan best help themthrough their
com ng agony."

Ivar fell quiet anew. Tatiana regarded him Tears glimered on her |ashes. She
must wel |l know that same kind of pain. Finally he asked, "Jaan?"

"The prophet hinsel f?" Desai responded. "He knows no nmore than that for sone
reason you fl ed—defected, he no doubt thinks—and afterward an Inperial force
cane for another search of Mount Cronos, deeper-going than before, and the
chi efs of the Compani ons have not opposed this. Perhaps you can advi se ne how
to tell himthe truth, before the general announcenent is nade."

Bl eakness: "Wat about Aycharaych?"

"He has vani shed, and his nind-engine. We're hunting for him of course.™

Desai grimaced. "lI'mafraid we will fail. One way or another, that wly
scoundrel will get off the planet and honme. But at |east he did not destroy us
here.”

Ivar let go of his girl, as if for this tune not she nor anything el se could
warm him Beneath a tunbled | ock of yellow hair, his gaze lay wi nter-blue. "Do
you actually believe he could have?"

"The m |l ennialismhe was engi neering, yes, it mght have, | think," Desa
answered, equally low "W can't be certain. Very likely Aycharaych knows us
better than we can know ourselves. But ... it has happened, over and over,

t hrough man's troubl ed exi stence: the Holy War, which cannot be stopped and
whi ch carries away ki ngdons and enpires, though the first soldiers of it be
few and poor.

"Their nunbers grow, you see. Entire popul ations join them Mn has never



really wanted a confortable God, a reasonable or kindly one; he has wanted a
faith, a cause, which prom ses everything but mainly which requires
ever yt hi ng.

"Like nmoths to the candle fl ame—

"More and nore in ny stewardship of Aeneas, | have cone to see that here is a
worl d of many different peoples, but all of thembelievers, all strong and
able, all sharing sone tradition about nmighty forerunners and all unready to
admt that those forerunners may have been as tragically limted, ultimtely
as dooned, as we.

"Aeneas was in the forefront of struggle for a political end. Wen def eat
cane, that turned the dwellers and their energies back toward transcendental
things. And then Aycharaych invented for them a transcendence which t he nost
devout religionist and the nost hardened scientist could alike accept.

"I do not think the tide of Holy War coul d have been stopped this side of
Regul us. The end of it would have been humanity and humanity's friends ripped
into two realms. No, nore than two, for there are contradictions in the faith,
which | think nust have been deliberately put there. For instance, is God the
Creator or the Created? —Yes, heresies, persecutions, rebellions . . . states
| aned, chaotic, hating each other worse than any outsider—

Desai drew breath before finishing: "—such as Merseia. Wich would be
preci sely what Merseia needs, first to play us off against ourselves,
afterward to overrun and subject us."

I var clenched fists on knees. "Truly?" he denanded.

"Truly," Desai said. "Ch, | know how useful the Merseian threat has often been
to politicians, industrialists, mlitary lords, and bureaucrats of the Enmpire.
That does not nean the threat isn't real. | know how propaganda has sneared

t he Merseians, when they are in fact, according to their own |ights and many
of ours, a fairly decent folk. That does not nean their |eaders won't risk the
Long Night to grasp after suprenacy.

"Firstling, if you want to be worthy of |eading your own world, you nust begin
by di smi ssing the pleasant illusions. Don't take my word, either. Study.
Inquire. Go see for yourself. Do your personal thinking. But always follow the
truth, wherever it goes."

"Li ke that Ythrian?" Tatiana mur nured.

"No, the entire Domain of Ythri," Desai told her. "Erannath was ny agent,
right. But he was also theirs. They sent him by prearrangenent: because in bis
very foreignness, his conspicuousness and seem ng detachnent, he could |l earn
what Terrans might not.

"Why should Ythri do this?" he challenged. "Had we not fought a war with them
and robbed them of sone of their territory?

"But that's far in the past, you see. The territory is long ago assimlated to
us. Irredentismis idiocy. And Terra did not try to take over Ythri itself, or
nmost of its colonies, in the peace settlenent. Whatever the Enpire's faults,
and they are many, it recognizes certain limts to what it may w sely do.

"Mer sei a does not.

"Natural ly, Erannath knew nothi ng about Aycharaych when he arrived here. But



he did know Aeneas is a key planet in this sector, and expected Merseia to be
at work sonmewhere underground. Because Terra and Ythri have an overwhel m ng
conmon i nterest—peace, stability, containnment of the insatiable aggressor—and
because the environnment of your world suited himwell, he canme to give

what ever hel p he could."

Desai cleared his throat. "I"msorry,"” he said. "I didn't intend that long a
speech. It surprised nme too. I'mnot an orator, just a glorified bureaucrat.
But here's a matter on which billions of |ives depend."”

"Did you find his body?" Ivar asked without tone.

"Yes," Desai said. "H s role is another thing we cannot make public: too
reveal i ng, too provocative. In fact, we shall have to play down Merseia' s own
part, for fear of shaking the uneasy peace.

"However, Erannath went hone on an Inperial cruiser; and aboard was an honor
guard."

"That's good," Ivar said after a while.
"Have you any plans for poor Jaan?" Tati ana asked.

"W will offer himpsychiatric treatment, to rid himof the
pseudo- personality," Desai promsed. "l amtold that's possible.”

"Suppose he refuses.™

"Then, troubl esome though he may prove—because his nmovenent won't die out

qui ckly unl ess he hinself denounces it—ae will |eave him al one. You may

di sbelieve this, but | don't approve of using people.”

Desai's | ook returned to lvar. "Likew se you, Firstling," he said. "You won't
be coerced. Nobody will pressure you. Rather, | warn you that working with ny
adm nistration, for the restorati on of Aeneas within the Enpire, will be hard
and thankless. It will cost you friends, and years of your life that you m ght
wel | spend nore enjoyably, and pain when you nmust nmake the difficult decision
or the inglorious conpromise. | can only hope you will join us."

He rose. "I think that covers the situation for the tinme being," he said. "You
have earned some privacy, you two. Please think this over, and feel free to
call on me whenever you w sh. Now, good day, Prosser Thane, Firstling

Frederi ksen." The Hi gh Comm ssioner of the Terran Enpire bowed. "Thank you."

Slow y, lvar and Tatiana rose. They towered above the little man, before they
gave himtheir hands.

"Probably we will help," Ivar said. "Aeneas ought to outlive Empire."
Tatiana took the sting oat of that: "Sir, | suspect we owe you nore thanks
than anybody will ever admt, least of all you."

As Desai closed the door behind him he heard the tadnmuse begin singing.
Jaan wal ked forth al one before sunrise.

The streets were canyons of night where he often stunbled. But when he cane
out upon the wharf that the sea had | apped, heaven encl osed him



Behind this wi de, shimering deck, the town was a huddl e turned magi cal by
nmoonl i ght. High above lifted the Arena, its dark strength frosted with

radi ance. Beneath his feet, the nountain fell gray-white and shadow dappled to
the dimshield of the waters. North and east stood Ilion, cloven by the

Li nn- gl eam

Mostly he knew sky. Stars thronged a darkness which seemed itself afire, till
they nelted together in the cataract of the MIky Way. Stateliest anong them
burned Al pha and Beta Crucis; yet he knew nany nore, the friends of his life's
wanderings, and a part of himcalled on themto guide him They only glittered
and wheel ed. Lavinia was down and Creusa hastening to set. Low above the
barrens hung Di do, the norning star

Save for the distant falls it was altogether still here, and nortally cold.
Qutward breath smoked like waiths, inward breath hurt.

—Behol d what is real and forever, said Caruith.

—tet nme be, Jaan said. You are a phantom You are a lie.

—You do not believe that. W do not.

—Fhen why is your chanber now enpty, and | alone in my skull?

—The O hers have won—not even a battle, if we rennin steadfast; a skirmsh in
the striving of life to becone God. You are not al one.

—Vhat should we do?
—beny their perjuries. Proclaimthe truth.

—But you are not there! broke fromJaan. You are a branded part of ny own
brain, hissing at ne; and | can be heal ed of you

—Oh, yes, Caruith said in terrible scorn. They can wi pe the traces of ne away;
they can also geld you if you want Go, become donesticated, return to maki ng
shoes. Those stars will shine on

—Qur cause in this generation, on this globe, is broken, Jaan pl eaded. W both
know t hat. What can we do but go wetched, nocked, reviled, to ruin the dreans
of a last faithful few?

—é can uphold the truth, and die for it.

—Jruth? What proves you are real, Caruith?

—Fhe enptiness | would | eave behind ne, Jaan

And that, he thought, would indeed be there within him echoing "Meaningless,
nmeani ngl ess, neani ngl ess” until his second death gave himsil ence.

—Keep nme, Caruith urged, and we will die only once, and it will be in the
service of yonder suns.

Jaan clung to his staff. Help me. No one answered save Caruith.

The sky whitened to eastward and Virgil canme, the sudden Aenean dawn.
Everywhere |ight awoke. Whistles went through the air, a sound of w ngs, a
fragrance of plants which sonehow kept roots in the desert. Banners rose above
the Arena and trunpets rang, whatever had | ately been told.



Jaan knew. Life is its own service. And | may have enough of it in nme to fil
me. | will go seek the help of nen.

He had never before known how steep the upward path was.
But | pray you by the lifting skies,

And the young wi nd over the grass,

That you take your eyes fromoff ny eyes,

And let ny spirit pass,

—KI PLI NG



