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I
The ship was, from outside appearances, completely dead. It wasn’t radiating on any band except for a slight infrared trace from the drive nodes, and it was only the sheerest chance that brought the Outsider across it in high orbit.

Latham Billiard, keeping a close check on the battle computer warning systems, delicately played with the small reaction controls, bringing the fifty-meter length of the Outsider alongside the derelict combat boat. Twenty meters away, and in a matched orbit, Billiard’s computer—a military battle unit not normally found on civilian spacecraft—chattered at him briefly, giving him an estimate on how long the ship had been in dead orbit, based on the residual heat in its drive nodes. Eleven standard hours.

From that distance Billiard’s computer was able also to do an extensive probe of the combat boat. Report: weapons systems inactive; drive systems inactive; scanning systems inactive; life-support systems active—one life-form on board.

“What are you going to do?”

Even through the radios in the suits Billiard had demanded they put on when he had first spotted the derelict, Natasha’s voice literally dripped sex appeal. Which was one of the reasons she was the top newstaper in Earth-controlled space.

“Go over and take a look, of course,” Billiard answered in a detached voice, his attention still on the battle computer readouts.

“I hired you to get me some tapes on the battles going on down on the surface. Not to examine wrecked ships,” she snapped.

Billiard didn’t even bother answering. Instead, he reached across to Natasha’s shock shell, flipped the switch that locked it, and her restraining straps, in place; then he stood up. The switch was there to hold an injured man in place even through combat maneuvers, but it worked just as well as a restraining device for people who want to interfere with the actions of the ship’s captain.

Billiard needed only seconds to turn control of the Outsider over to the computer. Then he was out the lock and drifting toward the silent combat boat, a reaction unit in one gloved hand, a remote computer terminal in the other. In less than a minute, he crossed the fifty meters.

With practiced ease, his legs soaked up the shock of his landing on the other ship, his boots gripping the alloy hull before he could bounce. He quickly snapped a safety line to one of the recessed eyelets he spotted at every few feet. The lock was only four meters from his landing position, and the standard emergency-rescue signal from his suit’s com unit started it cycling. In a hurry now, Billiard slipped inside the hatch before it was fully open, slapping the quick-close lever. The door whined shut; then there was a swirling of dust and a building roar as air flooded the lock chamber.

Knowing there had to be some connection between the derelict combat boat and the war being fought on the planet below, Billiard eased out of the lock and into the wedge-shaped control room cautiously, a bubbler ready in his gloved hand. Readouts inside his helmet told him the pressure and O2 content were within limits, confirming what his battle computer had already told him from a distance.

Billiard reached up and unsnapped his faceplate, pushing it up on top of his helmet. It was then that he heard a low moaning coming from the front of the cabin.

He cautiously edged toward the control panel, keeping to one side until he had a view into the twin combat shells. One was unoccupied, but what he saw in the other put an end to his caution. He reached forward, releasing the catches on the seat and turning it so that it faced back into the cabin. An Earth-human was strapped into the seat, both hands pressed against his stomach. The man was still breathing, but he was dying; and the look in his eyes said that he knew he was dying. He was dressed in a powder-blue flight suit, but a large part of the front of the suit was no longer blue. It was red. Blood red.

Near the nose of the ship was an autoseal patch, and it didn’t take much thinking for Billiard to figure out what had happened. The boat had been hit by a kill-torp, and although the armor had stopped most of the torp, some fragments had exploded into the cabin. At least one of these had slashed into the pilot’s belly. Blood was oozing out over the man’s fingers in thick streams, and two sticky-looking lines of blood ran down over his lips from his nostrils. Billiard reached forward to release the straps holding the man in place.

“No… forget it… Just let me die here—it won’t hurt so much.” The man’s voice was thin, and his final words were cut off by a gurgling cough.

“You’ll make it, friend. Let me get you back to the autodoc on my ship.”

The dying man shook his head. “It’s too late…”

Billiard, realizing the truth of what the man said, sat down in the other shell, releasing it so he could swivel it around. “What happened?”

“Short-term contract… rescue mission to Quithia… Dervlian slugs…”

Somehow the man managed to get the important parts of the story out without choking on his blood. There had been a Dervlian observation mission on the planet below when the war broke out. Dervlians being almost universally hated, both sides had used the war as an excuse to wipe out the mission. Five of the observers had escaped, though; and the Dervlian consulate on Patrick’s Planet had hired the dying man for a rescue mission. He had been caught on the ground by a scramjet, however, and just barely made orbit—without his passengers—before blood loss ended his effectiveness as a pilot.

“You’re a Mercenary… aren’t you?” The dying man gasped out. Billiard nodded his reply, even though, technically, he was a retired Mercenary, having dropped out of the guild several years before.

“You’ve… got to get them out for me, then,” the pilot said, his voice now such a low whisper that Billiard had to lean forward to make out the words. “Guild honor…”

Before Billiard could retract his statement, before he could explain that he was no longer a guild member, no longer bound by guild contracts and guild honor, the man’s mouth opened, gushing blood; and he was dead.

Billiard sat in the adjoining shell, staring at the corpse, for almost a minute. Then he reached over and squeezed the man’s upper arm. “Your mission will be completed,” he said. He turned off the life-support systems, stood up, and exited the ship, leaving both lock doors open.

Back aboard the Outsider, Billiard found that Natasha had removed the spacesuit he had ordered her into. For a moment he could not figure out how she had gotten out of the shock shell he had left her locked in. Then he saw the small pocket laser in her hand, and the charred ends of her shock harnesses.

“So?” she asked, leaning against the control panel.

“There was a man aboard. He’s dead now.”

“He was a Mercenary, wasn’t he?”

Billiard nodded as he moved toward his shell.

“Then death was part of his business,” Natasha continued, “just as it is part of yours. But it’s not part of mine. Mine is gathering news, and you’re supposed to be helping me. We have a contract, remember? Even though you’re no longer a guild member, a contract ought to mean something to you.”

She had completely dismissed the dead man from her mind, and Billiard couldn’t understand how she could do it. He had left the radio link from his suit to the Outsider open, so she had heard everything the dead Mercenary had said. Yet she was acting as if she hadn’t heard a word.

Billiard was currently working as a spaceship charter pilot, supplying his own ship and services to those who needed them, simply because he had gotten bored sitting on the ground. He had purchased the Outsider a few years before, when he retired from the Mercenary Guild with enough credit in his bank to last him the rest of his life. In earning that money, Billiard had spent too many years with men either dead or on the way to being dead. He had lived with them on Slater’s and on Bigbang. He had watched them die in the deadly maze of Rockring, and on Mudball and Far-stop. Billiard and death were not strangers, but he still got sick whenever they met face to face. He had blasted men out of the sky with kill-torps, burned them with lasers, and even cut their lives out with cold steel. Yet when he saw a man die, friend or enemy or stranger, a bit of him died as well. Charter-piloting would take him away from death, he had thought…

“Well, don’t just stand there,” Natasha yelled. “I’ve got a job to get done.”

“Well, you’re not going to get it done,” Billiard said in a voice so soft she almost didn’t hear him. “At least not right away. There are Dervlians down there—maybe five of them—and we’re going to go down and pull them off before they get killed.”

Natasha looked at him with surprise on her face—the first honest emotion Billiard had ever seen there. “You can’t be serious. I heard what that man told you. Those are Dervlians down there. Dervlians!”

“You’ve never met a Dervlian, have you?” Billiard was obviously fighting to keep his temper. Fighting to keep from knocking Natasha across the room.

“I don’t have to. I’ve heard and read enough about them. I don’t want to be anywhere near them.”

“Neither do I,” Billiard said patiently, “but they’re still sentient beings, and they’re in danger of being killed in a war that’s none of their business.”

“How do you know it’s none of their business? Or don’t you remember Santana? Remember how almost a billion human beings—most of them Earth-humans—died during a Dervlian social experiment.”

“That was before they knew us. To them the beings on Santana were nothing more than experimental animals, not yet civilized. How could they have known the Santanans were retrogrades, cut off from Earth for hundreds of years? Remember, they don’t experience emotion as we humans do. Only logic and their master social plan rule their lives.”

“I don’t want to hear any more—”

“Well, you’re going to hear more. And you’re going to meet some Dervlian observers, whether you like it or not.”

An intense anger began to burn in the newstape woman’s eyes, an expression she would never have allowed to show had she been on camera. “I won’t risk my life for a bunch of slugs. We have a contract. And under the terms of that contract, I demand that you start back to Earth at once!”

Billiard, amused at seeing Natasha’s cool broken, just grinned and shook his head. She stared at him in disbelief; then the hand that was still holding the pocket laser started up, toward him.

Billiard had been half expecting such a move. Without any attempt at finesse, his fist landed squarely on her jaw. She moaned faintly, and crumpled to the deck. Billiard picked her up, put her back in her shock shell, rigged a new harness from the spares cabinet, and afterward climbed into his own shell and began punching instructions into the battle computer. Not for the first time did Billiard regret not having installed heavy armament on the Outsider.

Since a battle computer was considerably more sophisticated than a normal ship’s computer, all Billiard had to punch in was the location of the Dervlian survivors—which he had retrieved from the computer in the dead combat boat—and instructions to put the Outsider down at that spot without being seen by anyone. He must assume that he had no friends on the planet Quithia below, that anyone who spotted him would do his best to blow him out of the sky. Once he punched in the instructions and checked the readout, which told him that he had at least five minutes before starting the descent, he left his shell and headed back to the small cabin that held his personal belongings.

From the locked bottom drawer of a small desk Billiard removed an object wrapped in an oily piece of cloth. He held it in his hand for a long minute. Then he unwrapped it, exposing to the soft cabin lights the blue-black gleam of a Sorenson recoilless. He slapped the release on the butt of the weapon, and a fat magazine dropped into his hand, the 18-millimeter explosive slugs showing obscenely through the front of the cartridge holder. He next checked for the four spare magazines in the desk drawer. Fifty rounds.

The original magazine slid back into the butt with a metallic click, then he levered one of the high-explosive rounds into the chamber. The muscles of his face tightened as the round slid home, ready to fire. He clicked on the safety, stuck the pistol in his suit pouch, along with the extra magazines, then turned and left the room.

Billiard was still fastening himself into his shock harness when Natasha groaned as she moved against the straps holding her in place.

She opened her eyes.

“Have a nice nap?” Billiard asked.

She rubbed her jaw, gave him a look filled with hate, and returned her gaze to the panel in front of her.

“Look, lady, you were going to shoot me. You didn’t give me a whole lot of options.”

She glared at Billiard again, and he began to feel that being nice to her right then was in the same league with petting a strange lion.

“Okay,” he said, “I’m sorry. Does that help?”

In words she wouldn’t have dared use on the ’shine, not even for outworlds broadcasts, Natasha told Billiard exactly where he could stuff his apology. Several minutes later, when she had finished her tirade, she went back to staring at the control panel—which was completely dark on her side, since Billiard was running the ship on a one-pilot-plus-computer basis. It was not the recommended way to operate a deep-space vessel, but it was the way Billiard preferred to fly.

He was trying to think of some way to put the two of them back on speaking terms when the computer announced it had found a safe way to land them at the designated spot on the planet’s surface. Billiard quickly checked the readout, just to make sure he had entered accurate coordinates into the computer, so that it had therefore come up with the right answer; then he okayed the program. Seconds later, power was poured into the drive nodes and the Outsider broke orbit.

The ship went down on a long slant, ignoring atmospheric braking in favor of a quick pass through any mobile radar defenses that might be sprung on it; the computer had already charted all the fixed radar units, so they had nothing to fear from them. In less than ten minutes the Outsider was brought from orbital velocity—some nine kilometers per second—to a dead stop in a small meadow on the night side of the planet. Silver light from two of Quithia’s seven moons picked out an amazing amount of detail once Billiard’s eyes adapted to the dim light. But the light did not reveal any sign of Dervlians, and Billiard began to wonder if they had arrived too late: perhaps the Dervlians had already been captured. If they had, he was sure they were still alive. It would take days for them to die—their Quithian captors would make sure of that.

Billiard had shut down all the interior lights on the Outsider before opening its lock and moving out onto the short meadow grass. But even with all his ship’s illumination deadened, he was certain anyone within several kilometers would know he was there: they had doubtless been alerted by the sound of his passage. While he stood, debating on whether or not to simply lift off, he suddenly saw five dim shapes—dark lumps which seemed to soak up the double-moon light—move out onto the grass from behind a line of rocks. Billiard had a small flash in his hand, and he blinked it rapidly on-and-off toward the new arrivals. He was using no particular pattern—just showing them he knew where they were and that, since he wasn’t shooting, he must be a friend. He was sure that the guild Mercenary had set up some sort of recognition code; but it had not been in the combat boat’s computer, so Billiard just had to hope the Dervlians would take him at face value.

On landing, because he might need her help, Billiard had released Natasha from the shock harness and had even returned her pocket laser. She had followed him out of the lock, and just as he was getting ready to run out toward the Dervlians, hoping to hurry them, her hand clamped around his upper arm.

“Billiard!” she cried, urgency in her voice.

“Okay, let’s not panic until it’s necessary,” he said as he pried her hand loose from his arm.

He now saw what she had spotted—a glint of polished metal reflecting moonlight, moving through the trees and brush two hundred meters away. He was prepared, his right hand holding the Sorenson, pointing steadily in that direction, ready for whatever came out of the trees into the clearing.

There were six of them—slender, upright lizards—and they did not wait to get any closer before opening fire: a small crater of bubbling metal appeared on the edge of the lock. The ruby-red glows from the laser discharge tubes looked innocent, but Billiard had felt the heat as a beam briefly touched the armored shoulder of his suit—armor that would not stop a direct laser strike.

He dropped quickly to the ground, jerking Natasha down beside him. From the direction of the Dervlians he heard a scream, and raised his head a bit, enough to see over the small bushes in front of him. The soldiers were grouped as if they were on a firing range, using the Dervlians as targets. They must have assumed that if the Outsider were armed, they would already have come under fire.

Billiard held the butt of the Sorenson tight in his right hand, cradling its base in the palm of his left; then he took careful aim and squeezed off a round. One of the kneeling soldiers came apart in two pieces as the explosive bullet caught him in the chest, silvery scales flashing in the moonlight as they floated downward. The other natives scattered, then dropped flat and began firing at the Outsider.

Even as Billiard was returning the fire, he saw the Dervlians once again moving toward him. But they were moving too slowly, two of them supporting a third between them, while two others followed behind. They were close enough for Billiard to see that the two stragglers were carrying Rotslerian Symbolism recorders designed for sociosexual pattern study, but now being used to get the entire battle down on tape—more information for the master social plan that seemed to be the Dervlians’ entire reason for living.

Lasers were pocking the ship just behind Billiard and Natasha, the beams passing so close over their heads that inevitably one would soon come in low enough to drill right through whichever suit it hit.

As Billiard slapped a second magazine into the Sorenson he looked back at Natasha. She was lying flat on the ground, her eyes tightly closed, and was trembling with fear. She had covered news for ten years, but this was the first time she had been part of the action. Billiard nudged her with his knee. When her eyes opened, he nodded in the direction in which they had seen the Dervlians. “What’s holding them up now?”

Natasha looked at him for a minute, then rolled over, raised her head, and scanned the meadow. “They’re trying to bring the wounded one with them, and it seems to be quite a job.”

Billiard sent a round toward the flash of a laser, then jerked around in surprise as he felt Natasha move. Calmly, although she was still trembling, Natasha got to her feet and, staying as close to the ground as possible, took off in a zigzag run toward the Dervlians. By the time Billiard got another half-dozen rounds away as cover fire, she had reached the lumps, wrestled the wounded one away, and was carrying it back to the ship in her arms.

For a second, Billiard stared at her in amazement, then sent another flurry of shots at the soldiers. He saw one of the lizard-like shadows jump a foot in the air as he heard the splatting explosion of a round that had connected with flesh and bone and blood.

By the time Natasha reached the ship, she was out of breath. She staggered as she tried to run up the airlock ramp with the Dervlian in her arms.

Billiard carefully set the Sorenson on the grass, then sprang up and ran into the lock to help Natasha. Laser fire splattered them with hot hull metal, but all seven got through the lock without being hit. The former Mercenary turned back to pick up the pistol, and just then heard Natasha scream.

He spun around in time to see a figure rushing out of the dim shadow cast by the Outsider: one of the soldiers had circled around, hoping to jump him from behind. Billiard had been unprepared for a direct attack, and that was all the advantage the soldier needed.

Billiard saw the gleam of a knife in the soldier’s hand just soon enough to step inside his lunge. Then they were both on the ground, wrestling for advantage. They rolled over twice, then came up with the soldier straddling the pilot’s chest, one hand clamped on Billiard’s throat and the other holding the knife, ready for the plunge which would slash the life out of the man under him. Looking up at the lizard, Billiard thought, So this is how it ends…

But now the soldier arched backward, his hand lifting away from Billiard’s throat.

Before Billiard could take advantage of the sudden break, blood splattered across his face—blood from a hole burned through the soldier’s head. The body hit the ground, sprawling across Billiard’s legs. Almost in shock from the event that had been his reprieve, Billiard looked up. Natasha was standing in the lock holding the pocket laser. Her eyes were wide and blank with horror, as she stared at the body on the ground before her.

Billiard pushed the body off his legs, and by the time he got to his feet Natasha had regained control of herself. Part of the reason for her quick recovery was the resumption of fire from the remaining soldiers, across the meadow. Billiard snatched up the Sorenson and ran up into the lock, pulling Natasha behind him. Hitting the cycle switch, he headed for his shell while Natasha ran into the small cabin where they had placed the inert form of the injured Dervlian.

Hoping that the warring factions on the planet had not had time to get any air support into the area, Billiard pointed the Outsider straight up and poured every bit of available power into the drive nodes. The ship screamed for space.

Once out of the planet’s atmosphere, Billiard turned control over to the computer, instructing it to head the ship for Earth and to take any evasive action necessary to avoid contact with other ships. Then, unexpectedly, he turned back and canceled the destination program, reprogramming for a landing on Patrick’s Planet. It was there that the guild contract said the surviving Dervlians were to be delivered.

With the computer in control, Billiard left the board and opened the door to one of the cabins. Natasha had deposited the shapeless form of the injured Dervlian on Billiard’s bunk and was holding autodoc probes over the charred laser wound near the center of the body.

“Anything I can do?” Billiard asked.

Grimly, Natasha shook her head. She took a deep breath, then said, “The autodoc’s got the right tapes. It’ll tell me what to do. If we can keep it alive, we will. Otherwise you’re going to be making a light delivery.”

Billiard stood looking at the woman for a moment, then turned and left the room.

Five hours later, the computer readouts showed they were nearing Patrick’s Planet. Billiard taped a customs declaration for broadcast once they made dropout, and just as he finished, Natasha came out of the cabin.

She took one look at Billiard, standing in back of the shock shells, then walked up and leaned against him as if she were completely worn out and simply had to use another human being for support.

Billiard brushed his hand over her hair. “Thanks for what you did back there.”

“If I hadn’t done what I did, we would still be back there, on Quithia. I was saving my own skin, too.” A little of the old fire had returned to her voice as she looked up at him, but she did not move out of the circle of his arms.

“And when you went after the Dervlians?”

“Well, I had to do something,” she said sharply. “Otherwise, we’d still be sitting back there waiting for them. Talk about people with a death wish. I’m surprised they’ve survived as a race.”

“Where did you learn to use an autodoc? That’s not exactly the training you’d expect a newscaster to have.”

“I did a piece on military medicine once, and that was a part of it. I guess I retained enough information. It wasn’t any big thing.”

“For you to take care of a slug?”

Natasha looked mad. “Don’t call it that. It’s a Dervlian, not a slug.”

Billiard smiled down at the girl in his arms just as the emergency signal flashed on the communicator. One sharp expletive fired from his lips, then he took his place at the control panel. The message had come in on the priority channel and was recorded by the computer. Billiard punched the button for playback.

MERCENARY GUILD TO MAJOR BILLIARD, COMMANDING FREESHIP OUTSIDER. MERCENARY GUILD TO MAJOR BILLIARD, COMMANDING FREESHIP OUTSIDER. RETIREMENT CANCELED UNDER PARAGRAPH FOURTEEN. REPORT IMMEDIATELY, SITUATION DELTA. REPEATING: MERCENARY GUILD TO MAJOR BILLIARD, COMMANDING…

Billiard cut the message off and immediately began punching new orders into the computer.

“What was that all about?” Natasha asked. “What are you doing?”

“Heading for guild headquarters.” The warmth that had unexpectedly begun to develop between Natasha and Billiard had by now completely evaporated. “Please go back to my cabin and strap yourself in.”

“Why? What the hell is going on?”

“Situation Delta.”

“And what’s that supposed to mean?”

“I don’t know. All I know is that it’s the emergency-alert signal for the guild; and we were all trained in what to do if the signal was ever given. To the best of my knowledge, in the five centuries the guild has been in existence, it’s never been used.”

“Where are we going? What about the Dervlians? The one back in the cabin might not make it all the way.”

“He’ll have to, ’cause we’re not making any stops.” Billiard slapped the execute switch on the control panel, and with a groan of overload from the engines the Outsider changed course. Destination: Mercenary Guild Headquarters—Earth.



II
“Look, I don’t give a large rat’s ass what kind of emergency this is, or how badly you need a volunteer. I’m retired from the Mercenary Guild, I’m retired from the war business, and I’m just plain not interested.” One of the three men in front of him, a politician representing the government of Earth, started to speak; but Billiard forestalled him, holding up his hand as he continued in the same forceful voice: “Frankly, I made enough in my years in the guild, especially on that last job on Bernard’s Five, to retire in any style to which I want to become accustomed—and for a lot longer than I’m liable to live. It took the Medteam almost a year to put me back together after Bernard’s Five, and there’s no way you’re going to put me through that sort of thing again.”

Billiard started to get to his feet, but the memories of Bernard’s Five had caused a physiological reaction. A fleeting grimace crossed his face as his weight settled on a foot that had been almost completely destroyed there; the pain caused him to hesitate slightly. Before he could turn, one of the men in front of him—gray-haired, dressed in a severely plain, black uniform, a man who looked like Central Vidcasting’s version of a general—held up his hand.

“Please. At least let us finish our explanation of the situation. And kindly remember that under Paragraph Fourteen of your contract with the guild you can be called back to active duty from retirement in the event of an emergency requiring your skills.”

“General, you’ve explained quite enough. Enough for me to understand that, when you get right down to where the power shuts off, you’re asking me to go out and get myself totally and irrevocably killed. Thanks, but no thanks. And may I remind you, General, that Paragraph Fourteen says I can only be recalled from retirement in the event that there is an emergency requiring my skills and there is no one else on active duty with those skills.”

As he stood there talking, Billiard was definitely listing to the right, favoring his healed-but-still-sore foot. He almost laughed at the expressions on the faces in front of him as the old men tilted their heads to keep him vertical in their frames of vision.

“But the computer said—”

“Bullshit! Also batshit and iguana crap! Any three-year-old crumbsnatcher’s seen a better story line at least fifty times on the Saturday-afternoon kiddie-keeper. For Chang’s sake, you could have at least dreamed up something a bit more original.”

“Major Billiard,” the Mercenary Guild general said, exasperation finally showing in his voice, “let me assure you that, trite as it may sound, the story is true. And it is equally true that the largest computer in this part of the galaxy—when fed all the relevant facts and data on everyone in our census banks—informed us that there were only seventeen men anywhere in explored space with a chance of completing this mission. Fifteen of those men have less than a fifty percent chance. One has a sixty-nine percent chance. And one has a seventy-three percent chance of success—you!”

The man on the right, the Federation representative who for several minutes had looked as if he were about to fall asleep, nodded his head in agreement with what the general had said, then quickly sneezed twice. Billiard began to suspect that the man appeared to be falling asleep because he was warped on something.

“If what you have been telling me about this job is on the level, just how the hell can anyone be expected to have a chance at completing it?”

In spite of himself, Billiard was interested in what they were saying, interested in the facts they had presented. Overlying his interest, however, were thoughts of what might develop between him and Natasha once he got away from these panicky old men—thoughts of what it might be like to take to bed one of the planet’s most famous sex symbols… “Major Billiard. Major Billiard!”

“Huh?” Billiard shook his head, pushing away the extraneous thoughts that had taken his attention from the men in front of him. “Sorry. I was thinking about something else. You were saying, sir?”

“Please pay attention. This is important!” the Federation representative said in a querulous voice.

“If you take the assignment,” the general continued, as if he had not been interrupted, “you will have the best equipment science and money can provide. You will receive training such as no Mercenary has ever received—the best of everything.”

The general looked somewhat sour as he said the last words, as if the money were going to come out of his own pocket. In a sense, it was: as commandant of the Mercenary Guild, he was in charge of guild expenditures, and the guild was to pay for Billiard’s retraining and for his weapons. Earth was to supply the computer hardware that would be so necessary for the success of the mission, and the Federation was to supply the ship.

“And if I flunk out of training?” Billiard asked. “If I can’t use all your wonderful gadgets? If I fall down and break my neck on graduation day… ?”

“Then Anthony Orsino will take your place,” the general answered.

“Orsino? Who in the Seventh Hell is Anthony Orsino?”

“The man with the sixty-nine percent chance of success. A new man who just joined the guild last year, but who has already built up quite a reputation,” said the general.

“Oh. Well, at least it’s a lucky number. If he has to go.”

“If?” the general asked.

“Yes, damn it. If! And I’ll lay odds your super-computer told you that once I had thought about it for a while I’d be hooked. That I wouldn’t be able to resist the challenge, or some sort of crap like that. Didn’t it?”

“No, it didn’t,” the Federation representative said, a slight smile breaking the somber planes of his face for the first time. “As a matter of fact, the computer predicted there was a forty-one percent chance you would laugh in our faces and walk out even before we had a chance to explain the situation completely. When fed the data on your feelings toward that woman newstaper—Ms. Natasha wasn’t it?—the percentage was fifty-three that you would refuse… What about her, by the way? You won’t be able to continue any sort of relationship with her once your training starts.”

“Just as well. I have a feeling that starting something with her would end up like being nibbled to death by a butterfly. But just because I haven’t walked out on you yet doesn’t mean I won’t. So start explaining. And I hope you’re capable of making more sense than you have so far.”

“I think it will all become clear to you once you’ve had a chance to talk to the experts for a while. They can give you all the details and explain the ramifications. Actually, the whole thing is Dr. Hall’s baby, so let me call him in now. I’m sure you’ll learn a lot more from him than you have from us.”

The man from the Federation looked at his colleagues to see if there was any objection, then pushed one of the many inset buttons on his desk.



III
After meeting the general and the representatives from Earth and from the Federation, Billiard was fully prepared for Dr. Hall. He looked exactly like a theoretical physicist. Tall, thin, and slightly stooped, watery blue eyes obviously in need of surgical correction peering nearsightedly around the room, a wrinkled green coat clashing horribly with an ill-fitting orange jock. And, the ultimate anachronism, Dr. Hall had even found, undoubtedly in some museum, a pipe.

“Major Billiard,” the general said, “let me introduce Dr. Eustace Hall, who first uncovered the basics of the problem. Since the magnitude of the situation became apparent, he has been in charge of all research in the area.”

“Pleased to meet you, Doctor,” Billiard said, rising and extending his hand.

Dr. Hall glanced at him, then shook the proffered hand. The mercenary had been expecting a limp handshake from the man, a pressing of palms rather than a shake. Instead, he got a firm grip and a definite up-and-down shake, followed by a quick release.

“I hope you’ll be able to make a little more sense out of this whole thing,” Billiard said.

“I believe I’ll be able to oblige you,” the doctor said in a firm, somewhat high-pitched voice.

“Good,” Billiard responded with a smile, settling into his chair again while the doctor pulled a chair up to the table, “because I’m afraid these gentlemen have made the whole thing seem impossible.”

“The whole thing seems rather impossible. But I assure you the situation is real—it does exist! As does the threat.”

“As I understand it,” Billiard said, “something is soaking up tremendous amounts of energy, and this is going to cause us problems.”

“That may be how you understand it,” Hall said with a grin that took the sting from his words, “but that isn’t quite the way it is. For one thing, it’s some-one, not something, and they’re draining energy out of our universe, not soaking it up. It’s disappearing from our, umm, I guess ‘continuum’ would be the best word, even though it isn’t at all accurate.”

“That sounds like a violation of natural law. Conservation of energy, and so on.”

“You’ll have to remember, Major Billiard, that a natural law is nothing more than a theory which works, most of the time.”

Hall poked around in his coat pockets, finally coming up with a lighter, which he applied to the bowl of the pipe. Seconds later, clouds of acrid blue smoke filled the room, causing a coughing fit on the part of the representative from Earth and watery eyes for the other three men. No one objected to the attack, however, which told Billiard quite a bit about how valuable the big shots considered Eustace Hall. “We observe the universe around us,” Hall continued, “then formulate laws to describe what we see. That doesn’t necessarily mean we have the whole picture, though—or even that we’re seeing correctly. So what we commonly call natural law is, at best, nothing more than a possibly incorrect and most probably incomplete description of a local phenomenon.”

“Okay,” Billiard agreed, holding up his hands and smiling, “I surrender. I’m supposed to be an expert on tactics and strategy, and I know how inexact that science is. So if you say your field is as open to error as mine, I’ll take your word for it. What is this energy drain all about, though?”

“To start with,” Hall said, settling down in his chair as though he were planning to spend a while there, “have you read anything about multiple universe theories?”

“You mean that info about alternate time tracks, different levels of space giving different continuums, and so forth?”

“No, not those. They’re from fiction and the ’shine. I mean the theory about our universe being encapsulated, and that there are other universes, likewise encapsulated.” Although Billiard had been expecting one, he could detect no lecturing tone in Hall’s voice.

“No, I’m afraid I haven’t,” the former mercenary said with a shake of his head.

Hall paused for a minute to relight his pipe, then continued: “Experimentation has indicated—not yet proved, but indicated—that there are more than one of what we think of as the universe. Not just more than one galaxy—that’s been recognized for hundreds of years—but more than one ‘totality,’ if that makes any sense. Which, I admit, it doesn’t—in English. Mathematically, though, it makes perfect sense.”

“To a computer I suppose it’s perfectly clear,” Billiard commented.

“A computer programmed according to conventional cosmological theory would find it perfectly impossible, since it wouldn’t have the data to formulate logical laws regarding the other universes and their relationships to us. In effect, it was only through intuition that the groundwork was laid for the encapsulated universe theory; and that was before the drain—which seems to prove the theory—began.”

“I’m afraid this still isn’t completely clear to me,” Billiard insisted. “Perhaps what I need is the math necessary to understand the theory in its original language.”

“Yes, that might help,” Hall said with a smile, “but unfortunately we just don’t have the time to give you the necessary grounding. Let’s see if I can make it a bit more comprehensible in English.

“Our universe contains a tremendous, but not infinite, amount of mass. That mass generates gravitational fields. But it also seems to be generating another sort of field: a field of binding energy which is encapsulating the universe, holding the mass that makes up our universe together, and at the same time keeping our universe totally separate from other—encapsulated—universes. Indeed, our encapsulated universe seems to exist inside another encapsulated universe, and undoubtedly there are other universes encapsulated within ours.”

“You mean there are possibly two universes occupying the same space at the same time?” Billiard asked in a completely serious tone, although there was a twinkle of humor in his eyes.

“Yes and no,” Hall said with the same touch of humor. “According to the theory, they’re occupying the same space, but with no points of contact, no common reality—or at least that’s the way the original theory read. It postulated that the encapsulating field totally cut off a given universe from any other universe.

“There is, furthermore, one other property of the field which is quite important, in light of all that has happened since the theory was formulated. The strength of the binding force field seems to be directly proportional to the mass of the universe. Now, we’ve known for some time that the universe, as a whole, is expanding. Originally we believed the universe was expanding through infinite space. Many theories postulate that, in expanding, the universe is creating the space to expand into. That’s another story, however, and not really germane to our problem here. What is germane is that the rate of expansion is inversely proportional to the strength of the binding force field, which means that the size of a universe is inversely proportional to the amount of mass making it up.

“As it turns out, Nature torpedoed our earlier theory. There are common reality points. Points where different universes meet.”

Again Hall paused to relight his pipe, and in the moment’s silence Billiard glanced at the three officials who had brought him into this. The guild general was obviously trying to follow what Hall had been saying, but without much success. The representative from the Federation was scribbling on a pad in front of him, but Billiard was certain it had nothing to do with the lecture being delivered by Hall. The politician from Earth was, without pretence, asleep.

“To continue,” Hall said, interrupting Billiard’s casual survey, “the original theory did postulate that there was no connection between universes. I studied the theory, read the papers done on it in the scientific journals, but it didn’t seem to have any connection to the work I was doing at the time, so I didn’t pay much attention to it.

“I was working on a new black hole theory, trying to describe, mathematically, where the mass and energy being sucked into the black holes were going. Quite by accident I discovered the connection between black holes and encapsulated universes.”

“The matter and energy are going from our universe, through a real black hole and into another universe,” Billiard guessed.

“Correct—to a point.” Hall was patting his pockets again, searching for the lighter, and Billiard was beginning to wish he had brought a set of nose filters with him. “What made the connection in my mind,” Hall said, giving up relighting his pipe for the moment, “was the offhand mention, by a friend, of Garth’s work on quasars. Using a five-hundred light-year baseline for parallax observations, Garth had been able at last to prove that quasars were not nearly as far away as many theories indicated, that they were much smaller than had generally been assumed, that all quasars were to be found in the gulfs between galaxies, and that they were putting out slightly less energy than had been thought.”

“I know,” Billiard interrupted again, “that quasars were once felt to be exploding galaxies. Galaxies with chain-reaction supernovae going on in the core.”

“That was one theory, yes. Garth proved otherwise. He showed that instead of being galaxy-size, most quasars were more of the order of cluster-size or smaller. Well, my work on black holes and the fact that I had just read a paper on the encapsulated universe theory and the comments about quasars came together inside my head—about three inches back of my nose, one inch up, and a quarter inch to the right—with a click. Or perhaps it was a clank.

“I reprogrammed my computer and came up with some pretty interesting results. First, that quasars, which I was beginning to call ‘white holes’ in my mind, were only found in areas where magnetic and gravitational flux is extremely weak—areas where, according to theory, that binding force which encapsulates, and also pervades, the universe is also weakest. And second, that, in any given volume of space large enough to contain a statistical sample, the amount of matter and energy disappearing into black holes is very close to the amount of matter and energy being ejected by the quasars in the surrounding extragalactic spaces. In other words, we aren’t losing or gaining anything—we’re trading matter and energy with another universe.”

“So what’s the problem?” Billiard asked. “If everything’s balancing out, if we’re getting back as much as we’re losing, I can’t see where there’s any big danger—through you do say, I recall, that our universe is losing matter and energy…”

Hall leaned forward, poured himself a glass of water from the carafe in front of the Federation representative, drank deeply, then settled back into his chair. “There wasn’t any problem up until about a year ago. In the space we’ve explored, and in the contiguous spaces belonging to races we’ve made contact with, we’ve pretty well mapped out the locations of all the neutron stars, dust clouds, black holes, and other possible menaces to interstellar navigation. Then, a few years ago, a couple of new but small black holes just suddenly appeared over toward M’lawmi space. Planetary-size holes. One of them captured an entire caravan of M’lawmi traders.

“It’s been a standard assumption that a black hole, regardless of what it’s a hole into is created by the total collapse of a star somewhat larger than Sol. These ‘holes,’ though, just popped into existence—or perhaps non-existence might be a better word—where there had been no stars. It took about six months for someone to realize that something very unusual was going on, and another three months to put together a study unit. I was picked to head that unit.”

“And you found out someone was creating these ‘black holes’?” Billiard asked incredulously.

“No, not at first,” Hall answered, twisting his pipe in his hands, all thought of lighting it forgotten now. “We were still trying to form a theory which would account for the sudden presence of those holes, when a tremendous hole, over a million miles in diameter, suddenly appeared. Within a matter of weeks the systems of five suns were disrupted totally as the fantastic gravitation warped space in its vicinity. Over a hundred million people have already died, half of them when one sun went nova.”

“How can such a thing happen?” Billiard asked. “I can’t believe that any race could create something that big, that powerful.”

“We couldn’t either,” Hall answered with a shake of his head. “But before long we began to understand how it could happen. However, to start with, the size of the thing had us fooled. It was so large we couldn’t see how it could possibly have been artificial—that is to say, done by some sentient beings—so we were looking for natural explanations. Then someone brought up the encapsulated universe theory, and it became obvious that just because it is an enormous hole to us doesn’t mean it’s that large to someone else, say, in another universe.”

“Sorry, you lost me there,” Billiard said with a shake of his head.

“Remember when I said that the comparative size of a universe, when relative to another, is dependent upon the masses of the two universes? Well, let’s suppose that our universe is encapsulated within a universe with a much smaller total mass, that is, the other universe would be much larger than our universe. Or, from another viewpoint, to a being living in that other universe, our universe might be very small. Perhaps only a matter of feet across.”

“That seems pretty hard to believe, and it still doesn’t explain how the pseudo-‘black holes’ came into existence.”

“You first have to make the assumption,” Hall said, “that the beings in the other universe are a bit ahead of us in the field of encapsulated universe theory.”

“Why?”

“Well… assume for a moment that they are ahead of us in this field. Next, assume that they have developed some sort of encapsulated-universe detector: some way of finding another universe—even though there is, as far as we know now, no way of building such a detector.”

“If we can’t, then what makes you think they’ve been able to build such a thing?”

“I’ll get to that in a minute. For now, let’s assume they’ve been able to locate an encapsulated universe within their own. One with so much mass, in relation to that of their universe, that it’s only a matter of a few feet across, to them.

“Once you’ve managed to locate something, prove it actually exists,” the scientist-mathematician went on, “whether it’s a subatomic particle or a miniature universe, it’s only a small step to the development of tools to work with that discovered something. And once they had found a way to work with the encapsulated universe they’d located, it was only a matter of time before they were able to force a hole through its encapsulation. A hole that would provide them with a virtually unlimited source of power.”

“The entire energy potential of our universe, draining out into their universe…” Billiard said, awe in his voice.

“Right,” Hall replied, now searching for his lighter once again.

“But how do you know that’s what has happened?” Billiard asked.

“We don’t—not for sure,” Hall answered. “Or at least we aren’t sure the details are correct. The overall picture is accurate, though. We know, because we managed to send a probe—a robot ship—through the big ‘black hole.’ Through into that ‘other’ universe. And one of the surprises we got was that the ship exited from the black hole into that other universe with no relative size difference, which made it possible for our telemetry equipment to work.”

“Huh? You lost me again.”

“As closely as we were able to determine after we brought the probe back—brought back what was left of it, I mean—the basic subatomic particle is acted upon directly by the encapsulating field. If the basic particle expands or contracts, so does everything which it makes up: electrons, protons, atoms, molecules—matter! Although the other universe is incredibly larger than this one, when the ship entered it after passing through the black hole, it was the same size relative to that universe as it had been to this one.”

“What did you mean when you said you brought back ‘what was left of it’?” Billiard asked.

“The probe emerged from the ‘white hole’ in their space, and must have met quite a team of scientific observers on duty around their created ‘quasar.’ Along with the observers must have been a pretty good-sized military contingent. The probe, we judge, was attacked almost immediately with a wide variety of weapons, and only the tremendous emergence velocity of the probe kept it from being totally destroyed.”

“What else did you learn?”

“We picked up quite a few of their transmissions, both audio and video. And the most important thing we learned was that if you passed one of them on the street outside here, you probably wouldn’t even look twice.”

“What?” Billiard yelled, sitting forward suddenly in his seat. “You mean they’re Earth-humans?”

“No,” Hall said, holding up his hand. “I didn’t say that. I said they would not attract notice on the street outside. They definitely aren’t from Earth, however.”

“I thought for a minute—”

“Yes,” Hall said, “the same thought occurred to us as soon as we saw the pictures—that they might have been accidentally sucked through a hole into that universe, and that they’re actually from Earth stock. The information we got, though, indicates they’ve been there for a long time. And the technology needed to get a ship—like our robot—safely through a ‘black hole’/’quasar’ into their universe didn’t exist until just a few years ago. Before that, any ship trying to transfer from one universe to another could possibly have made it—but only in the form of totally disorganized energy.”

“So what do we do about it?” Billiard asked.

“There’s only one thing we can do,” Hall answered, staring at the floor as if suddenly unwilling to meet the ex-mercenary’s eyes. “We must send a man through to find and capture the equipment they’re using to punch the holes through our encapsulation. We… we believe,” he searched for words hesitatingly, “that the large hole—and the earlier, small ones—will fall in on themselves, disappearing once the equipment is disconnected. Their ‘white hole’ will likewise disappear. And… and we hope we may never have to worry about them poking more holes through, into our universe, again.” Hall closed his eyes momentarily, as if in silent prayer.

“What about our pilot, how does he get back—?”

Hall continued quickly: “We—that is, the pilot—must stop them permanently, because it’s unlikely that the happy coincidence which put the hole near us would happen again; if they should happen to poke a hole through the encapsulation in a part of our universe without intelligent life—or without life sufficiently advanced to work out the solution to the problem—the entire universe would be destroyed in a matter of years.”

“Years?” Billiard exclaimed. “Surely the energy drain from our universe into theirs can’t be that large!”

“No, it isn’t—at this point. But the simple fact that they’ve created a hole is putting a strain now on the very fabric of our space that will, if allowed to continue, destroy us. This strain, in a very short time—probably not more than two decades—will suddenly turn the big hole into a tremendous ‘tear.’ Our calculations show that, in that case, a substantial fraction of the matter and energy in our universe would be injected into their universe in a matter of microseconds. Needless to say, neither universe could survive such an explosion.”

Billiard simply shook his head. For a moment at least, until he had time to digest what Hall had told him, he would simply have to accept the problem without trying to understand its many ramifications.

Hall cleared his throat, looked around the room, then at the floor, still refusing to meet Billiard’s eyes. “There is another slight problem,” he said timidly.

“Which is?”

“We have no theories to explain it, but the probe discovered that there is a temporal ‘interface’ between the universes, and that there is some distortion caused by that interface. The rate of time flow within the two universes seems to be the same, despite their size differential. But when passing through the interface against the direction of energy flow—that is, back from their universe to ours—there seems to be a slight, ah, displacement.”

“How great a ‘displacement’?” Billiard asked, assuming that this was a catch Hall had been hiding, for fear he would reject the mission out of hand.

“The factor seems to be roughly two hundred million to one.”

“What?”

The scientist-mathematician looked straight at Billiard for the first time in quite a while. “It took a few minutes for the probe to poke back through the encapsulation into our universe, and the time-flow distortion seemed to give a displacement at that rate, in a positive—that is, up-time—direction.”

“All of which means exactly what?” Billiard asked quietly.

“In round figures,” Hall answered, “it took the probe three minutes to punch back through into our universe—against the energy flow. And during those three minutes in the interface the probe aged eleven hundred and forty-one years.”

“In other words, whoever you send won’t be coming back.” Billiard said in a flat, unemotional voice.

“I’m afraid that’s true. He’d die of old age before completing reentry into our universe. Even if we could develop some sort of suspension unit to keep the man alive through the interface, he would be coming back to a world with a completely different culture, which I doubt very much he would be able to fit into.”

“Okay, let’s table that for a minute. I need more time, a lot more time, to think about it. Suppose someone does go through, does capture and disconnect—even destroy—their machinery, what’s to keep them from building a new punch to put more holes through to this universe?”

“The computations we’ve made show that our universe, in relation to theirs, is only a matter of a few feet across. They’ve obviously developed some way of handling it, of holding it in one spot, so as to channel the energy they want from our universe into theirs. Whoever goes will have to use that same machinery to get our universe far away from them. Maybe he can send it out into space, and then keep it far away from them for a few hundred years—say, by putting it on an open-end orbit into extragalactic space. If they’ve got to work on an encapsulated universe, let them find another one and leave ours alone.”

“A rather chauvinistic attitude,” Billiard interjected.

“A survival attitude.”

The pilot looked around him at the other men in the room: four men who were not able to meet his eyes. “So even if I succeed in the mission, it’s still a suicide mission?”

“If you don’t succeed,” the guild general said, looking up at Billiard, “it’s death for every living being in our universe.”

“Okay. When do we start?”



IV
The space seed was buffeted, pulled, torn, twisted, and spun about in an insane hell where neither time nor space had any meaning. Gravitational repulsion held the seed in irresistible bonds, then threw it out from the spiderwebbed center of the “white hole,” where ghostlike gravitational fields wound about a home in the glaring incoming fountain of energy. Through the warp in reality, a flood of degenerate matter and energy raced on a one-way path, nothing ever going back, everything falling in, and had taken with it the seed—locked in its silver stasis field—through a magnetic field so strong as to have almost material properties.

The gravitational gradient pushed at the stasis field, one million gravities of repulsion at the nose of the seed, a million and a quarter at the tail, putting such a stress on the field that even time was distorted in eddies over the seed’s silver skin, electrons running backward in their orbits while material a millionth of an inch below the field greedily sucked up photons, emitting a glare of antilight.

Space infinitely crushed gave way to an infinity of time, each becoming less than infinite, ebbing until the seed flashed across the event horizon, its speed undiminished even though the threshold where photons again moved below the local speed of light had been passed. Rainbow-hued stress patterns washed across the seed as the stasis field flexed to protect the infinite mass inside from interacting with the near-infinite mass of its surroundings. Fighting that strain, the field-controlling computer did not notice the infinitesimally small addition as a variety of weapons tried to destroy the seed.

Though still spanning parsecs with each passing second, the seed gradually slowed. Hundreds of light-years sped by while the colors slowly faded and the tremendous energy potential was sucked back into the engines. Finally, after hours of deceleration, the skin of the seed suddenly lost its silvery sheen, becoming instead a pale blue, accepting photons and reflecting them back instead of swallowing them whole, shining in the starlight which was now moving through space faster than the seed.

In many places, the smooth shell of the seed was now suddenly broken as hatches and tubes and waveguide acceptors opened, an array of antennas and detectors sprouting from the otherwise clean surface of the egg-shaped vehicle. Radiation was recorded and analyzed. Inside, a computer flashed nanosecond comparisons against stored standards; then the nose of the seed turned, dipped, lining up on an almost insignificant yellow star so far away as to be lost to sight, had anyone been looking, against the scattered diamonds of the surrounding starfield.

Drive forces again warped space behind the seed, velocity built; then an explosion of awesome power sent the ship past the local speed of light. The silver shield of its stasis field again enveloped the seed, protecting the universe from the potential energy stored inside—enough energy to destroy a good part of whatever galaxy it was in, should it be unleashed.

Days passed and the yellow star grew steadily larger ahead of the seed.

The computer now transferred three electrons from this orbit to that orbit, decided that the proper amount of time had passed, and the seed again dropped below the speed of light. Scanning instruments probed, locating, measuring, cataloging the fourteen planets circling the yellow sun. The seed paused, searched; then decided, and moved. Hours later it settled into the dusty heart of a comet on its way into the system, and the computer tied into the scanning library and began its prime task. Picking up signals passing through space on hundreds of different wavelengths, scanning and correlating, accepting and rejecting, the computer became a teacher for the single human being it carried as cargo. Locked in his cryogenic tank in death-like sleep, Latham Billiard began to become less an Earth-human and more an inhabitant of this new universe on the other side of the reality warp.



  

TWO


I
Outside the dome, on the barren plain that was a typical feature of Zemaros, a barely habitable outpost planet in the Lori System, the temperature was over a hundred degrees below the freezing point of water. Furthermore, ammonia and methane clouds ensured that no man without a portable environment unit was going to wander around.

Possibly because of these conditions, which Billiard had passed through only hours before on his way from the shuttle field to the dome, it seemed even warmer inside than the 25 degrees Centigrade which the colonists who had built the dome considered optimum.

Even though windows were completely useless in a necessarily enclosed, controlled environment, Billiard’s room was equipped with a pair of them; they were cast from delite, the material used in spaceship port construction, and were at least three-quarters of an inch thick. Local law required that each building inside the dome be environmentally self-contained, in case of dome failure, and only delite was adequate for windows, in case of explosive decompression. It was expensive to rent a suite with such old-fashioned windows—and there were consequently few apartments that had them—but Billiard was willing pay for it: he had a role that had to be played, and that role required that he accept nothing but the very best.

Billiard stood looking out one of the windows, down at the central park area, wondering if he had made the right choice. It had taken him almost six months to get a handle on the society of the Lorian Empire. Six months of posing, first as a Merutian trader from halfway across this galaxy, then as a Lorian who happened to be raised in Goromi territory and who was just now returning to the stars of his ancestors.

These poses had been necessary. Even though the computers in the space seed had been able to pick up, catalog, and then sleep-teach him the Lorian language, in the beginning he discovered that his attempts to melt into Lorian society, even on an outpost planet such as Zemaros, would be doomed to failure. There was just too much about the culture he didn’t know. The computer could teach him everything it could pick up from Lorian broadcasts, but the incredible number of details that are never mentioned—simply because there was no need for a Lorian to even think about them—constantly caused Billiard to stumble when he tried to pose as a native. Fortunately, he never stumbled in the presence of a Redhat. But after a few short days of attempting to integrate himself into the culture he realized this was impossible, and so he set up his first cover, that of a Merutian.

His computer, in analyzing the Lorian social structure, had made several predictions regarding Billiard’s mission. It was, the computer told him, 87 percent certain that the work on his own captive universe was being done by scientists under the control of the Redhats—the Lorian secret service, political police, and shock troops, all rolled up into one unit. The remaining 13 percent chance was broken up into an 8 percent possibility that the work was a straight government project not under Redhat control, and 5 percent that it was a civilian affair.

Billiard had gone with the 87 percent chance, instructed the computer of that decision, and then followed the course outlined by the computer. Now, as he stood looking out one of the windows, he began to have doubts. And today he would be committed to a course of action…

The computer had instructed him to look for a classified advertisement in the Lorian news media, and now he wondered if he had answered the right ad—in the right way. He wondered, too, if the plan he had picked—from the three the computer had prepared—was the right one, the one that would give him entry into the upper circles of the Lorian government. That was the only place from which he would be able to affect the progress of the encapsulation-probe experiments.

He took a drink from the glass in his hand, grimaced as the slightly flavored grain alcohol burned his throat, wondered about introducing the concept of whiskey to this universe, then started and turned as the com-unit on the wall buzzed for his attention.

When Billiard flipped the switch, the screen remained pearl-gray even though the unit’s green light glowed, indicating a completed circuit.

“Mr. Loo?” a voice asked.

Loo was the name Billiard had used for the past three months, polishing his pose as a returned member of Lorian society. Loo was, of course, the name he had used when he’d answered the ad. He had agreed, later, to a meeting on the basis of his computer’s analysis of the answer he had received from the people who’d placed the ad.

“That’s right,” he answered. “Why no vision?”

He stood in front of the unit, still holding his drink, unconcerned that his image was being transmitted to an unknown location, being seen by unknown people. At this point he didn’t really have too much to fear from the various police agencies that would soon be searching a large chunk of space for him.

“Because it is necessary,” the faceless voice answered. “Again, is this Mr. Loo?”

“Mr. Loo was called away tomorrow,” Billiard said dryly, “but will be here yesterday. Now, does that satisfy your little game?”

“Please, Mr. Loo,” the voice said with a certain degree of petulance in its tone, “this is not a game. May I come up?”

“Of course. Unless you want to call the whole thing off before we even get started,” Billiard said with a laugh.

Again, he had a role to play, one which he could not afford to forget for a minute. He was a stranger in this society, despite the in-flight training he had received from his computer, and despite the three months he had spent moving quietly—as a Merutian trader—through the society. Only by developing a comprehensive personality profile which fit the society and the part he was aiming to play in it, and sticking to that profile every minute of the day and night, could he hope to succeed.

Minutes later, a soft bell rang. Billiard set his drink on the small table next to his bed, walked across the room, and pressed the button to open the door. As it slid into its recess, he quickly stepped to one side. Keeping the bulk of his body out of the door frame, he reached through the opening and grabbed the man who stood there.

Caught off balance, the visitor fell forward, following the pull on his forearm, into the room. Billiard pivoted around behind him, and before the stranger could catch his balance Billiard had thoroughly frisked him, removing a small bubbler from a bicep holster.

Slowly, making sure his intentions were fully understood, the man turned to face Billiard. At first glance he appeared more like an accountant or minor bureaucrat than an advance agent for a revolutionary army. About 175 centimeters tall, massing only about 70 kilos, his spare frame was encased in an ultraconservative-cut business jock and old-fashioned short-sleeve shrug, leaving the area between his nipples and navel bare and showing a slightly incongruous tan. One would have supposed that a person with his conservative dress would be slug-white and flabby, but just the opposite seemed true. Here was a man to be wary of, Billiard thought.

As Billiard stared at his visitor the stranger was returning the examination. And considering what he was looking for, what he saw in front of him must have been pleasing. Billiard stood over 190 centimeters tall and massed some 105 kilos. A severely rectangular face under jet-black hair was dominated by brooding brown eyes sunk deep in cavernous sockets and a great, hooked beak of a nose. Clad in an almost nonexistent sport jock and torso harness, Billiard’s body clearly showed the amount of time and effort he spent keeping his muscles in top shape.

“My name is Goldaper. Renri Goldaper. And you are Mr. Loo?”

“Mr. Loo. Actually, Mr. Billiard. Latham Billiard. Take your pick. I am apparently the man you have been after for quite some time, judging by the ads you’ve been running in the newstabs for the past few months. Sit down.”

Goldaper nodded, and pulled a solid chair from near the wall, ignoring the relaxer only a few feet away. “You answered our ad, so you must have some understanding of just what we are looking for.”

“A person with no ties and a taste for adventure. I think that’s the way you worded it. A person with leadership abilities and competence in the direction of exploratory operations. And a person with military field-training experience.”

“And what sort of person does that sound like to you?” Goldaper asked.

“On the face of it, you’re looking for a captain willing to ignore treaties and take an interstellar exploration team into Sutet or Goromi territory. But I don’t think that’s what you’re really after.”

“No? Why not?” Goldaper asked, a slight smile on his face.

“For one thing, if that’s all you’re after, you wouldn’t have been running the ad for so long. Exploration-team captains—especially those willing to break the law—are rare, but not that rare. And for another, you chose a very interesting array of newstabs to advertise in. None which appear on Lori itself. None which have supported the government or the God in the past. None which are big enough to attract much attention from the Redhats.”

“So what are we really looking for, Mr. Billiard?”

“I’ve made some guesses. And one of those guesses tells me that once you get around to telling me what you’re really after, you’ll have quite effectively put your life in my hands. So suppose we stop playing games and you make up your mind whether you’re going to trust me or simply leave,” Billiard suggested, nodding toward the door.

“I’m going to trust you, of course. I would not have come this far if I didn’t have instructions to take a chance on you,” Goldaper said easily.

“And if I turn out to be a Redhat?”

“I’m dead. Before, I might add, you have a chance to question me. We’ve taken that precaution, at least.”

Again the smile, and this time, behind it, Billiard saw a trace of fear that made his respect for Goldaper rise considerably. He had begun to dislike the man and his supercilious attitude, but for a man to walk into a possible arrest by Redhats, knowing what might happen and accepting it, took courage. Imminent capture by Redhats demanded a quick, self-induced death, preferably taking several of those police along to whatever hell there might be. Anything else was too horrible to contemplate.

“Your reply to our ad indicated you have had rather extensive military experience—”

“Yes,” Billiard interjected. “With the Goromi insurgents, and as a Guardian with the Regality of Mannilo.”

Billiard had prepared his cover carefully. The claim of experience was necessary if he was going to get the position he needed. It was also a claim impossible for Goldaper to check.

“—and,” Goldaper continued as if he had not been interrupted, “a man with extensive military experience is just what we are looking for. A man to train combat crews, rather than to fight. But a man who, if he so desires, can lead those crews into battle when the day for action comes.”

“What men? And into battle against whom?”

“I think you already know the answer to that, Mr. Billiard.”

“I think I do, too. But suppose you put the cards right out on the table where we can both see them.”

“Very well. We’re forming a guerrilla force to overthrow the government of Lori, depose the God, and put our own God in the Star Palace. A force which needs training and leadership.”

Goldaper sat back, relaxed but ready should Billiard tell him that, now that he had made the proposition, he was under arrest for treason.

“How many men? What sort of equipment?”

The Lorian visibly loosened. “Two hundred men at present. More, later, if you feel you need them. You shouldn’t, though. The Redhats are the only real forces the God has. Lori hasn’t needed anything more than a ceremonial army and navy for fifty years—not since the Truce of P’tha ended the Goromi War. As for equipment: Mark-21 combat boats, three Zav-class transports, and an orbital monitor for the final phase of the operation.”

“I’ve heard rumors,” Billiard said, taking a chance on increasing Goldaper’s suspicion but anxious to pick up more information on his prime mission, “that the Redhats may be working on some kind of new superweapon. Something that will give them complete control of the end of the galaxy, and will mean a different conclusion to the Goromi affair. If they think this new weapon will make them strong enough to take on the Goromi again, what makes you think they won’t be able to swat your revolutionary forces down like miffi bugs?”

Goldaper looked startled. “You must have a very good source to pick up rumors like that.”

“I have,” Billiard said simply, relieved that his computer’s prediction of who would be doing the work on the captive universe appeared to be correct. “But you haven’t answered my question.”

“Our information, which I can assure you is much more and better founded than mere rumor, says, yes, that the Redhats are working on some sort of superweapon. Actually, it’s supposed to be a new form of power—or, perhaps, a new power supply—rather than a weapon per se. But our informants also tell us that the whole thing is still in the research stage, and that the revolutionaries have at least five years before they have to worry about it.”

Billiard was inclined to be a bit more pessimistic, since he knew the Redhats had done at least some direct testing. It had already produced those “black holes” in Earth’s universe. But he knew that to pursue the subject further would be to take a chance on blowing his cover with Goldaper. “And your leadership?” Billiard asked. “The man who wants to make himself God of the Lorian Empire?”

“Admiral Koppett. Former head of the Lori Space Navy.”

“A political admiral?” Billiard asked.

“Of course,” Goldaper answered with a grin. “Otherwise, why would we need a military instructor?”

Billiard briefly returned Goldaper’s smile, at the same time feeling the hot core of excitement building in his gut, telling him that the computer had been right. By answering the right ad, by waiting for just the right conditions, he was on an inside track toward the successful completion of his mission—his real mission.

“And what’s in it for me, other than a lot of hard work and a chance of being picked up and executed by the Redhats?” Billiard asked, not really caring what the answer might be, but knowing that Goldaper would be suspicious if he didn’t ask.

“Two thousand gilts a month and a commission as a colonel in the new Lori Space Fleet.”

“Goldaper, you’ve got yourself a colonel.”



II
The combat boat drifted silently, all power-broadcasting systems shut down, in a high orbit around Sutet IX, eleven light-years from the Lorian System but still well within the Lorian Empire. The planet below had only a small mining colony, concentrated in a two-hundred-square-mile area near its north pole. The rest of the planet was only marginally inhabitable and no attempt had been made at colonization, which made it the perfect place to plant an insurgent base.

The receivers and detector systems on the boat were wide open, one side waiting for a signal from the ground telling them it was safe to commit to reentry, and the other searching for any sign of an interception being attempted by the Lorian Navy. The Redhats suspected that there was an insurgent base somewhere on the planet, but the revolutionaries were not yet taken seriously enough for the Lorian God’s forces to take any concerted action to root out the cancer.

Billiard sat locked in the webbing of the copilot’s combat shell, his body still but his eyes constantly moving across the dim, red-lit instruments in front of him to the green orbital dynamics screen and to the com link, which would signal them when it was safe to start reentry. Most of all he studied the three men in the boat with him: the pilot, his command shell opposite Billiard’s in the cramped cabin; between and slightly behind them, the gunner, the board for the long-range lasers and kill-torps locked in front of him; and, in a jury-rigged combat shell behind them, Goldaper—now wearing the uniform of a colonel in the revolutionary navy.

The pilot appeared calm, waiting with the patience that is such a valuable trait to combat crewmen, and especially to a boat pilot. But the gunner was obviously nervous, tightly wound and ready to explode at any moment. Billiard had the feeling that the boy—he didn’t appear to be more than fifteen or sixteen—had never been in combat and was now wishing he had ignored whatever romantic urges had led him to enlist in the revolutionary forces.

Billiard was wondering whether or not he should take control of the weapons board from the young gunner, when there was a series of beeps from the com link over his head and suddenly the pilot’s hands were busy on the controls. The beeps were followed by a high-pitched whine, the sound of a course tape being transmitted at high speed from the ground and into the ship’s computer. Reentry data began overlaying the until-now-static pattern on the orbital dynamics screen; then the engines of the little ship came to life and they began their drop into Sutet IX’s atmosphere.

Twelve minutes plus, by the readout in front of Billiard, and they were down to atmospheric cruising speed. Next to him he sensed the gunner relaxing at the time when he should have been most alert, and he turned to reprimand the boy just as the alarms started going off on the detector panel. He spun his combat shell back toward the panel in front of him, but before he could get it locked, a giant hammer began pounding at the hull of the boat—shaking it, tearing at it. A high-toned scream told of holes through its pressure hull—holes that would have become rips only minutes before, had they been punched through during the fire of reentry. Had that happened all four men would have died almost instantly. Now it appeared to Billiard that death was going to take a few minutes longer.

Billiard’s glance shot toward the gunner just in time to see the boy’s hand reaching down to the red handle of the ejection-pod release. His hand snapped out, grabbing the youngster’s shoulder in a grip like steel; his nails dug into flesh, cutting the skin. He searched for, and found, a small nerve below the collarbone. His fingers now pinched deep around it, and the body in the gunner’s seat began to twitch and shake as the neural currents were disrupted all through its length. A hysterical scream began, only to be cut off as the boy’s neck muscles went into spasm; then his entire body began to jerk as if in the grip of an epileptic seizure.

Billiard slapped the locks on the gunner’s harness—locks designed to hold an injured man in place while his comrades continued the fight—snapped back a cover and threw a toggle from one position to another, and was in control of the boat’s weapons, the panel pivoting from in front of the gunner to the copilot’s position.

Gaining control of the weapons had taken less than three seconds, but those three seconds had given the enemy ship out there a chance to slip into the saddle, above and behind them, lining up its guns to shoot them out of the sky. Turn left or right and the enemy could turn inside them, pouring fire into their hull. Pull up and they’d be meat on the table. Nose down, and they’d never pull out again before spreading themselves all over the landscape. By all the rules, they were dead.

The insurgent ship’s pilot apparently had never heard of the rules. Either that or he had written the book, and had left a few things out. Quickly, he threw the wedge-shaped combat boat all over the sky, twisting and turning and tumbling apparently out of control, only to right the ship at the last moment before crashing. Under those circumstances, it was not long before the two ships’ positions were reversed. It shouldn’t have happened, but the Lorian interceptor was now in front of their sights, rather than behind them. The pilot of that ship, not even one of the fanatical Redhats, had not been as ready to risk his life as the pilot of Billiard’s boat, and now he was going to pay for his lack of dedication. With his life.

Billiard held the reticule for the kill-torps centered on the Lorian interceptor in front of him, but he waited—waited until they were almost in the ship’s exhaust stream, waited until they were almost too close to fire before he depressed the firing stud.

Twin streams of UHV torps reached out from the pods on either side of the central wedge, crossing the distance between the two ships in less than half a second, and converged in a growing ball of fire and wreckage. The tiny missiles, designed for use in outer space, moved so fast that atmospheric friction converted them into plasma even as they connected with their target. They tore the enemy interceptor to pieces.

Conversation was impossible inside the combat boat because of the roar of wind over the holes the interceptor’s cannonade had punched in the hull. As he checked over the ship for major damage, Billiard thought to himself how lucky they had been to be attacked by a Lorian interceptor aircraft. Had it been one of the small squadron of combat boats the Lorians kept stationed on Sutet IX—or, worse yet, one of the corvettes Billiard knew were in this quadrant of the Lorian Empire—the outcome would have probably been quite different. Against simple cannon fire, they had survived; against kill-torps or lasers they would not have been given a chance to survive.

On the way back to his combat shell after checking as much of the ship as he could reach from inside, Billiard glanced briefly at Goldaper and was shocked to see an expression of both fear and hatred there. Unable to stop and speak, Billiard filed the look away until later, when he could take the memory out of storage and worry about it, gathering all the data he could from it and whatever other information he could find to try to make sense out of the totally unexpected reaction.

Twenty minutes later they were over the planet’s large equatorial plateau, and five minutes after that the boat was sliding to a stop on the concealed runway at the insurgent base. Billiard and the pilot needed several minutes to shut down the boat systems, paying special attention to the reactor system since the boat had taken several hits back around the reactor which Billiard had not been able to check from inside. Goldaper left the ship at once, however, and when they finished and Billiard climbed out through the lock he found waiting a young woman, a lieutenant by her shoulder tabs, rather than the expected Goldaper.

“What happened to Colonel Goldaper?”

Anger showed in Billiard’s voice. First one of the men Goldaper had evidently trusted, the young gunner, had broken under the strain of combat. Then Colonel Goldaper himself had disappeared before Billiard could take him to task about it.

As Billiard was getting his anger under control, a medical team pushed past him, carrying the still-unconscious gunner out of the boat, his face blue, his head flopping from side to side as the stretcher was passed down from the airlock to the ground. At sight of the gunner, Billiard’s anger at being put in such stupidly unnecessary danger flared again, and, almost yelling, he exclaimed to the lieutenant, “Look, girl, I want to see Goldaper. Now!”

“I’m sorry, sir. The colonel seemed to be in a rush to report in at once. He instructed me to take you to the officers’ quarters. And my name is Lieutenant Garth, sir. Not ‘girl.’”

The lieutenant knew she was caught in the middle of something she did not understand, but she wasn’t about to take any guff from this new officer, or become the scapegoat in a hassle between Billiard and Goldaper.

“Well, Lieutenant Garth, I’m countermanding Colonel Goldaper’s order. You’re to take me to him, at once.”

“But, sir—”

“Sir, your ass! That’s an order, Lieutenant!”

“Yes sir.”

The young officer, her face red, turned and started toward a group of camouflaged plasticene buildings on the other side of a large parade ground. Billiard momentarily wondered if the revolutionaries were also training ground-combat troops at this base as well as combat-boat crews—and if so, why. But he dismissed the thought as unimportant for now. At this moment Goldaper was his main problem, and he knew it was a problem that was going to have to be resolved without further delay. Otherwise, he was going to have constant trouble with the colonel, perhaps to the detriment of his prime mission, but most certainly damaging to his job as a training officer for the revolution.

The heat of Billiard’s anger was quickly replaced by ice as they walked across the parade ground. The problem facing him—to locate the Lorians’ encapsulation-probe equipment—was of such magnitude that he did not even notice the lieutenant’s trim shape under the attempted shapelessness of her field uniform. He did notice that she had the silver dart of a combat-boat gunner pinned to her breast.

Lieutenant Garth led him into the first of the plasticene buildings, and Billiard stopped in surprise immediately inside the door. He had been expecting some sort of office complex—rooms and hallways—probably the headquarters and operations units for the base: the lieutenant had said that Goldaper had appeared to be in a hurry to report in. Instead, Billiard found himself inside a large common room, obviously a rest and recreation room for the surrounding barracks and classrooms.

A quick estimate told him there were close to a hundred men in the room, men who had been relaxed and enjoying themselves, but who were now—to a man—silently staring at the stranger who had just come among them.

Over the years, back in his own universe, when Billiard had made his living working as a mercenary soldier, he had often served as an officer in charge of non-professionals—idealists. He had seen many groups such as this—a motley mob, not even a gang, which might some day become an effective fighting force. It had the usual sprinkling of young idealists without whom there can be no revolution, some professional military types obviously looking for a war, and a scattering of men who have the stamp of criminals and deserters. Billiard wondered how many of them he was going to have to beat, maim, or, perhaps, kill before he had established his authority over them to the point where they acted on command, without argument, without question.

Near one wall was a bar, and the same glance which revealed the population of the room showed Billiard where Goldaper had gone in such a rush. The colonel was standing against the bar, a glass of the clear, high-proof alcoholic drink the Lorians preferred in his hand. The red flush of his skin indicated he had already tossed down at least one, and perhaps two or three, before Billiard’s arrival. This, Billiard knew, was probably going to make the coming scene a lot more difficult. The Earthman, knowing that the eventual success or failure of his plan depended to a large extent on what happened in the next few minutes, made his way across the room.

“Okay, Colonel Goldaper. Just what the hell is going on?

Goldaper, who had turned away when he’d spotted Billiard moving toward him across the crowded room, spun around to face the man he had hired, spilling part of his drink down the front of his uniform in the process. Billiard was sure Goldaper had finished several drinks while he had been busy cleaning up the mess in the combat boat.

“I left orders for you to be taken to your quarters, Billiard. So what the hell are you doing here?”

“Colonel Billiard, remember?” he said quietly. But not so quietly that he wasn’t overheard by nearly everyone in the room. The common room had become very still since his entrance.

“Don’t let the title go to your head, Billiard. You’re still just a hired killer, and you’d best remember that.”

There was pure hatred in Goldaper’s voice now, and Billiard couldn’t understand the sudden change of attitude.

“Do you mind if I ask you a question, Goldaper?”

“Yes,” he replied, “I mind very much. I gave you an order, and I expect it to be obeyed.”

“First, tell me what happened on the boat to bring all this on.”

“What happened on the boat?” Goldaper yelled, disbelief in his voice. “You did your damnedest to both shame my family and kill my brother, and—”

“Your brother? The gunner?”

“Damn you!” Goldaper screamed, as he launched himself at Billiard in an insane attack.

Billiard’s highly trained combat reflexes were such that he was able to put his body on what amounted to kill-alert, then take it off that alert, relaxing into an unarmed battle stance before Goldaper’s charge reached him. The insanely angry man seemed to be moving in slow motion to Billiard, and as the form swam toward him the Earthman waited, then at the last minute stepped aside, letting Goldaper rush harmlessly past.

Part of Billiard’s mind was on the attack that was being pressed against him, while another part was busy evaluating the overall situation, examining the various options open to him. He could simply stop Goldaper cold, but that wouldn’t solve the problem. Not only would there then be a power at his back who hated him, but Goldaper had forced him into a confrontation before the very men he had been hired to train: only by putting on a display of force that would not be forgotten would he be able to command the instant respect and obedience he knew was going to be necessary. Merely beating Goldaper would not be enough. With sadness, Billiard realized he was going to have to kill the little revolutionary who had recruited him.

While he was thinking, he had given Goldaper a chance to reverse his direction. Though he still was not facing the Lorian, Billiard knew that Goldaper was coming at him again, and that this time he would have his combat knife out.

All Goldaper saw was Billiard’s back. A smile came over his face and his teeth bared. He could see that Billiard wasn’t ready for him, and that the fight was over. Billiard was about to die.

Just as Goldaper reached him, the Earthman spun aside, so fast Goldaper didn’t even detect the movement before it was completed. One minute Billiard was in front of him, a target for his knife, and the next Goldaper had received a tremendous blow across the back and was flying through the air. It happened so quickly, and was so unexpected, that the Lorian had no chance to relax his body before hitting the floor. Hitting headfirst, he slid along, burning his forehead on the plastic flooring. Almost as soon as he stopped sliding he was ready to spring back to his feet, his face twisted beyond recognition by hate and fury as he levered his body upward. He never completed the move.

Moving with almost superhuman speed, Billiard crossed to where Goldaper was lying. Reaching down with both hands, he grabbed the prone man by the collarbone, pulling him roughly to his feet. For a second Billiard looked at Goldaper with what seemed to be sadness in his gaze, then he coldly slapped the revolutionary, following the slap with a backhanded slash that opened a bleeding gash on Goldaper’s lower lip.

He screamed, both with rage and with the realization that he was in trouble. Now he tried to hit Billiard, to break away from the iron grip of the big Mercenary. But Billiard slapped his flailing fists aside as if he were disciplining an unruly child. Then, calmly, emotionlessly, more as a lesson to the watching men than anything else, the Earthman began to beat Goldaper.

Hands balled into fists, moved with muscles trained to kill efficiently and cleanly, slammed into Goldaper’s stomach, rupturing the stomach wall, starting massive internal hemorrhages. Gasping with agony, Goldaper gave not even token resistance as Billiard methodically went to work on his face, ripping wide cuts where eyebrows had been, breaking his cheekbones, splitting both lips wide open so white tooth fragments gleamed in the bloody red flesh.

As if he was curious to see what would happen, Billiard stepped back, away from Goldaper. The Lorian revolutionary looked at him with stark terror in his eyes for several seconds, then tried to speak. A red froth bubbled through his mangled lips, spitting out from lungs pierced by broken ribs, and, against all hope, he turned and tried to move away from Billiard,

The former Mercenary did not need to move fast this time. Casually, as though he were reaching for a hanging jacket, he stretched out and grabbed Goldaper’s upper arm. Spinning the battered almost-corpse around, he released his grip on Goldaper’s arm, then wrapped fingers of steel around his throat. He seemed not to be exerting himself at all as he lifted Goldaper clear of the floor with one hand, strangling him in his grip. The Lorian’s legs kicked and his body spasmed as his tongue, swollen to twice normal size, protruded between battered lips. His arms swung in great sweeps, trying to reach Billiard, but there was no force in his swings. In seconds, his body gave one last great convulsion, and he was dead. Billiard dropped the corpse, looked around the room as if asking if there were any objections, then turned and walked out the door onto the parade field.



III
Admiral Koppett was in his office when Billiard arrived there, directed by Lieutenant Garth. Billiard knocked, then entered without waiting for a reply.

The admiral looked up at the newcomer, bland blue eyes protruding somewhat from a moon-shaped face to question who this was entering his office without permission.

“Colonel Billiard reporting, sir.” Not sure just what sort of military protocol was followed in this revolutionary navy, Billiard held himself at attention without saluting.

“Relax, Colonel,” Koppett said, smiling and extending his hand. “I’ve been expecting you.”

Billiard took the proffered hand, shook it, then stepped back, still standing at attention. “I’m afraid I have a bit of bad news, Admiral.”

“So soon?” Koppett asked, a slight frown replacing the politic, automatic smile that had been on his face since he’d learned the identity of his caller.

“I’m afraid I had to execute Colonel Goldaper, sir.”

“Goldaper? Execute? What the hell do you mean, Colonel?” There was incredulity in Koppett’s voice, but his expression showed only interest, not surprise.

“He challenged my authority almost immediately after landing, in front of the men. I had no choice.” Billiard’s voice was as devoid of emotion as his face had been during killing a few minutes earlier.

“So you shot him.”

“No, sir. I strangled him.” Again, there was absolutely no emotion in Billiard’s voice.

“Strangled him! God! You’re sure it was necessary?”

Koppett looked up at Billiard with an expression that said he knew how ridiculous the question was, but that it was one his role demanded.

“Admiral, you hired me—through Goldaper—to turn this bunch of disorganized people out there into an effective fighting force. I cannot do that if the first thing they see is a successful challenge to my authority.”

For the first time since he had entered the room, Billiard began to relax, some feeling coming into his voice as he determined that his execution of Goldaper was not going to result in his own immediate execution by Koppett.

“And you think that as long as they properly fear you, you’ll be able to turn them into an effective fighting force?” For the first time there was a trace of doubt in Koppett’s voice.

“No, Admiral,” Billiard answered, “I don’t. Fear of me may make them into an organized group, but it won’t make them into a fighting group. Respect for me as a fighting man will help… but not even that will do the whole job.”

“And what will?”

“Pride. Pride in themselves as fighting men. Pride in their cause. And pride in their leaders. You. And, of necessity, pride in me.”

“And with pride you think you can topple the Lorian Empire?”

“Admiral, give me men filled with pride and armed with the proper weapons, and I’ll topple the whole damn galaxy.”



  

THREE


I
At first Billiard thought of Lieutenant Garth as just another of those frustrated females found in the military services everywhere—both in this universe and in his own—who couldn’t make it in normal society, who for whatever reason could not find the security she needed there. She had let the military provide the security her psyche demanded, he thought, and at the same time she managed all the sex she needed from others in the service.

It did not take Billiard long, however, to discover he was wrong about this girl. No, he corrected himself, not ‘girl.’ Lieutenant Garth—Santha—was all woman, and a special woman at that. Once his fight with Goldaper and his meeting with Koppett were over, Billiard had time to pay attention to the others around him, and he immediately noted that there was something quite different about Lieutenant Santha Garth. He didn’t know, yet, exactly what that ‘something different’ was; but he was sure it was there, and sure that it was going to prove to be quite important to him.

After showing him to his quarters, Lieutenant Garth had disappeared, promising to return for him at about supper time. They then had eaten together in the Officer’s Mess and she had shown him around the camp, pointing out the classrooms, the concealed hangars for the combat boats, the heavily shielded power plant, the fuel-storage dump, and the armory. Somehow, Billiard wasn’t at all sure how, she had ended up back in his quarters with him, in his bed.

Now she lay quietly against him, her soft brown hair like a cobweb against his face, sometimes tickling his nose, sometimes arousing a feeling of tenderness Billiard could never recall having felt toward a woman before.

The windows of Billiard’s room were open, allowing the warm, almost tropical breeze to caress their bare bodies. In the distance some strange creature, probably not yet even cataloged in the botanical records on this planet, loosed a mournful cry. He listened to it and knew that never—not in his childhood, not in his days in the guild, not even in the too-brief period after his retirement from mercenary activity had he felt so relaxed and at peace, so at one with all life. He did not understand it. Moreover, he did not want to understand it, for fear understanding would somehow change things. He simply wanted to enjoy the feeling for however long it might last, before the nagging worry and crushing responsibility of his mission for Earth again reminded him that these were not his people, that Lorian revolution was not his cause, that this universe was not his home.

Standing on the small table next to the bed was a bottle of Netellian wine Billiard had brought with him from Zemaros. It was one of the few decent beverages he’d found since entering the Lorian Empire. He rolled over, refilled his glass from the open bottle, then offered it to the woman next to him. She shook her head, looked at him for a moment, then spoke in a sleepy voice.

“It’s late, and I’d best be getting back to my quarters.”

“But I don’t want you to go,” Billiard said with a tender smile. “I think I’m going to make you my executive officer and keep you right here.”

“In your bed?” she giggled. “I won’t be able to get much staff work done from here.”

“That depends on the kind of staff I have you working on, Lieutenant.”

“If you say things like that, you’re going to need a bodyguard, not an executive officer.”

“But the only body around here that needs guarding is yours—to make sure no one makes off with it in the middle of the night.”

Billiard reached across the bed to caress her shoulder, but she pulled away from him.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, suddenly confused. “Did I do something wrong, say something I shouldn’t have?”

“No, nothing. Or nothing you said…” Santha answered in a small voice. “It’s what you were thinking.”

“What? All I was thinking about was you. What can be wrong with that?”

“I know you were thinking about me. And I know what you were thinking: about how easy I am. A camp whore, right?” Billiard started to deny her assertion, but she continued before he had a chance to speak. “Well, you’re wrong! I’m not easy, and I’m not the camp whore. I’m an officer of the revolution, a combat-boat gunner, and a damned good one; and I’m very choosy about whose bed I share!”

Billiard looked at her, drained his glass of wine, and let the empty tumbler drop from his hand to the floor, not bothering to reach over and set it on the table.

“That was quite a speech,” he said quietly. “And maybe you’re right. Perhaps I’d better see you back to your quarters, so no one will think you’re bedding down with your new commanding officer for some ulterior motive.” He felt anger at the words, and guilty for saying them only to hurt her.

For a moment she did not answer, but just lay there looking at him in the dim light. Off in the distance the unknown animal again howled its mournful song into the night. When she did speak her voice was quiet but forceful, and Billiard knew she meant every word she said.

“I don’t want to go because I’m worried about what others might think. I’m only concerned with what you think. Because, silly as it might sound, I like you very much. More than I have liked anyone in a long, long time. But… but I had to be sure you knew what kind of person I am—and what kind I am not.”

“I understand,” he said, and he did. He couldn’t tell her of the feelings he had experienced since meeting her, for he did not understand them himself. “Who knows,” he continued, “this might be the start of something more than just a revolution.” He smiled at her and she smiled back. “As a matter of fact,” he said, suddenly serious, “I think something has already started for me…”

Santha pulled him toward her, then lifted her head and kissed him firmly. Honesty and warmth and giving were in that kiss. A want and a need, too, which Billiard was able to recognize without words. The Lieutenant had almost a fierceness in the way she came to him, a fire in her demands but with a generosity in her giving that he had never known before. No words of love passed between them now, no commitments were made, and none were needed. They had been lovers. They were friends, he knew that. More would come, but it would come in its own time. They had each other now and they had the patience of love. They could wait for whatever else might develop, sure in the knowledge that their ultimate destination was far in the future. Providing, of course, that Billiard could reach that destination without finding it necessary to sacrifice their future—or even Santha herself—to his real mission in this universe.



II
Billiard threw himself into his duties and was pleasantly surprised to find that he did not have as much training to supervise as he had thought he would. The men under his command already knew piloting and gunnery. All he had to teach them was discipline, teamwork, and tactics. And it wasn’t long before he found himself shuffling men around, demoting some, advancing others into command positions as they developed the ability to lead men.

Before long, with Admiral Koppett’s blessing, he was able to begin scheduling hit-and-run raids on the outlying systems of the Lorian Empire—raids led by Billiard himself. He always chose Lieutenant Garth as his gunner, not only because he wanted her near him, but because she had proved to be the best gunner in his small fleet, getting consistent hits in both space-to-space and space-to-ground gunnery practice.

Supplies captured on the hit-and-run raids began flowing into Sutet IX; and the more equipment Billiard had available to him, the more crews he was able to put into space. Within six months he had assembled a force large enough and well-enough trained to take on anything except a full fleet of the Lorian Navy with a chance of coming out on top. Billiard avoided all such confrontations with Lorian naval units, however, sticking to raids on undefended merchant ships and lightly defended planets.

His planetary raids served a secondary purpose, one which Billiard never bothered reporting to Admiral Koppett. While his ships were picking up supplies from raided outposts, men were slipping away from the revolutionary ships to mingle with the population of whatever planet they were “visiting”: men who had been recruited by Billiard for his own spy service, men who saw their duty as the gathering and transmitting of information on Lorian military matters in order to aid Billiard in deciding what outposts to hit, men whose secondary function was one they were not even aware of. They were helping locate for Billiard the research station that was holding Earth’s universe captive.

On what would have been Christmas Day, had Billiard been back in his own universe, a dual mission was scheduled. The commander was going to lead a strike deep into the Lorian Empire, deeper than they had ever penetrated before, just to show the God that no place in his empire was safe from the navy of the revolution.

The planet picked, Thopt, was one that was sparsely populated, not because of its late discovery or inclement climate but because Thopt was one of the few planets shared by human and Goromi. During the last war between the Lorian Empire and the Goromi amphibians, the latter had established a mining enclave on the planet, and the peace treaty ending the war had specified that the enclave was to remain under the complete control of the Goromi military. After their raid, on the way back out toward Sutet IX, it was planned that Billiard’s squadron would make a quick pass over Chandara III, a heavily settled planet with a very active underground. Each of Billiard’s combat boats was fitted with a belly-mount drop compartment full of supplies for the underground—mostly explosives, ammunition, and hand weapons. All were necessities for an underground movement involved in tying down military and Redhat forces that otherwise would have been out searching for the main revolutionary base.

Billiard almost scrubbed the dual mission before it started, simply because everything seemed to be going wrong. Two of his accompanying combat boats, on a test flight the day before to Sutet IX’s inner moon, collided in mid-flight. One made it back okay, but the crew of the other was not in pressure suits and was killed when their ship decompressed. No sooner had Billiard received word than he was notified that his ground crew would not have his own ship ready for action at the scheduled departure time. He fumed about this for a few minutes, then switched to a backup ship. At the last minute, his crew informed him that they’d got his ship ready, and he and Lieutenant Garth returned to it—only to find that the command identification radar wasn’t tracking. Not wanting to have to refigure all the launch and hi-drive numbers, Billiard decided to have the other boats use him as a reference point, hoping his squadron would not get scattered all over hell in the coming fight. By doing this, he wouldn’t need the command ID radar.

The start of the raid went exactly as planned. Billiard’s squadron popped out of hi-drive on the edge of the target system and drove in under full-normal space acceleration. Thopt had a large spaceport and repair facility in its southern hemisphere, but by the time Billiard’s squadron finished with it there wasn’t a building left standing at the repair base and the twenty-plus ships at the spaceport were just so much smoldering wreckage. But knocking out the spaceport and repair base had been only half of the job at this location. Next, Billiard’s men had to seek out and, hopefully, destroy the two squadrons of combat boats the Lorian Navy had in the system.

Billiard had just ordered his squadron to form up, prior to going out on an inner-system search patrol, when the enemy squadrons found them, still in the planet’s atmosphere.

Far in the lead and waiting for his other ships to join up, Billiard was the first to spot the Lorians, coming down fast on his gunnery radar. His hands, busy on the controls of the ship, appeared to be moving in a blur as he poured full power to the drive nodes and headed for space. At the same time, he thumbed the com link connecting him with the other ships of his command: “All ships, get a remote readout from my battle computer. I’ve got those bastards coming down. Let’s get up there and teach them a lesson or three.”

They were out of the atmosphere but not even close to orbital velocity when the battle started. But before many seconds they were back in the atmosphere. The Lorian ships had come down from orbit at ballistic reentry speeds and had gone through Billiard’s squadron so fast that the battle computers in the revolutionary combat boats did not have a chance to select targets. The Lorian battle computers had been tracking them for several seconds, though, and by the time the enemy ships were past, Billiard’s squadron numbered two less.

It took only moments for Billiard’s ships to turn and give chase, since they were still moving at atmospheric speeds. Billiard lined up his boat behind an enemy ship; and Lieutenant Garth, her weapons board winking green as all systems were readied for combat, sent out a long burst of kill-torps. The line of air-turned-to-plasma stretched from the wing pods to the tail section of the enemy ship. A fraction of a second later, the enemy ship’s escape pod blew loose, just in time to save the crew of the exploding combat boat.

Billiard barely had time to turn and avoid the cloud of wreckage, when calls started coming in for assistance from other ships in his squadron. The fight had dropped lower into the atmosphere, far below Billiard’s current altitude, so he pointed the nose of his boat at the ground and threw in full thrust. A heavy cloud blanket loomed below, so Billiard, not having his command identification radar, was not sure just where the rest of his squadron was or where the battle was taking place. All he knew was that it was somewhere under him, and probably to the right, since that was the way the enemy ships had been traveling during their reentry.

The only revolutionary boat in sight was that of Captain Ellv, who had stuck with Billiard through the early stages of the fight. Now he held position off to one side and behind Billiard’s boat, out of the turbulence and heat from Billiard’s drive but close enough to provide protection should an enemy ship jump the commander while he was concentrating on downing someone else.

Lieutenant Garth, watching her approach radar, spotted a flight of combat boats below and to the right of them. A quick check over the com link told Billiard that whoever they were, they weren’t members of his squadron. That meant they were fair game for Santha’s guns.

Billiard and Ellv rammed toward the enemy ships at full acceleration. Through the direct-vision port in front of him, Billiard saw a line of torps trace a path from Ellv’s ship straight to an enemy boat. The Lorian turned, streaming fire and bits of wreckage; then, an instant later, another ship did the same as Santha’s weapons found their target.

Billiard was busy piloting his ship visually, not bothering with his radar at this range and altitude, so he was immediately aware when Ellv’s boat got into trouble. A trail of smoke was issuing from the right-side drive nodes, and Ellv’s ship slanted down in an easy glide at almost subsonic speed—meat on the table for whichever of the Lorians decided to come in firing.

“Get out, Ellv!” Billiard yelled over the com link. “Hit your pod ejector! Ellv! Ellv!”

He was almost screaming, as if he could make contact direct, without radio. But not a sign of life came from the gliding combat boat. Lorian craft came in at this moment, meaning to finish off Ellv, and Billiard threw his ship at them with Lieutenant Garth pouring laser and kill-torp fire at random into the crowd of boats, hoping to drive them away from the stricken revolutionary.

Billiard knew his task was hopeless, if only because he was beginning to take heavy fire himself. He could feel bits of metal from near-misses striking his ship, and his controls were becoming sloppy as laser fire opened gaps in the boat’s skin, disturbing its aerodynamics. Below him Ellv’s ship suddenly became a ball of fire hurtling through the atmosphere, all the while trailing a greasy-looking black trail as it vanished into the cloud deck.

With a swift effort, Billiard threw every bit of power from his engines into the drive nodes, trying to pull away from the Lorian boats. But it was too late. A glancing blow from a kill-torp tore open the hull in front of him and it was as if he had stuck his head into a blast furnace! Only the fact that he had on a pressure suit kept him from being roasted in his own juices.

He turned quickly and peered through the smoke and fire at the gunner’s position, three feet away. Santha was leaning forward, reaching for her emergency-pod release; and he reached down for his own, pulling it sharply upward.

With a ten-gee slam, his pod blasted out of the burning combat boat, and he barely had a chance to see the twisted metal on the right side of the ship—wreckage that might keep Santha’s pod from releasing—when his brake popped open with a jerk that snapped his head back. The brake slowed him to below the local speed of sound, almost to the speed where the parachute attached to the pod could open. Then, suddenly and with a bone-rattling crash, the pod was underwater—and was leaking! Billiard knew if he stayed with it, he would soon be on the bottom of whatever body of water he was sinking into—not necessarily a bad thing, since he was wearing his pressure suit. But if the body of water was too deep, he wouldn’t be able to swim to the surface without his suit—and that would be difficult; and if it was too far to shore, he would never be able to walk along the bottom until he came out into air.

Billiard punched the button that split the pod down the middle, kicked free, and yanked on the quick-release seams of his pressure suit. With only slight negative buoyancy, the suit was sinking slowly, so Billiard had no trouble kicking free and getting to the surface. Even without his suit, however, if the surface proved to be in the middle of an ocean, Billiard was dead anyway.

He was almost afraid to look when his head did break out into the air, but he need not have worried. Luck had been riding with him, and his pod had slammed down in the middle of a river that was not more than a hundred meters wide. Had the pod missed the river, hitting ground at the speed it was traveling, Billiard wouldn’t have had to worry about anything—ever again. As it was, all he had to do was swim for less than five minutes and he was on dry ground.



III
Billiard was not standing. When he climbed out of the water he had tried to get to his feet and fallen flat when his right leg refused to support him. From the knee down it was numb, and for a moment he thought it was broken. An examination luckily showed only a bad bruise, probably one he’d made when he had kicked his way out of the sinking pod. A pinched nerve doubtless accounted for the numbness, which a few minutes of massage eliminated.

Billiard’s flight suit was torn in several places. He must have ripped it, he thought, when he fought his way out of his pressure suit. But the pocket containing his personal communicator was intact, and the ready light glowed green when Billiard thumbed the power switch.

“Lieutenant Garth, can you hear me? Lieutenant Garth, answer please.” Billiard waited for several seconds, then flipped the transmit switch again. “Santha, if you can hear me please answer. Santha, answer. This is Billiard. Please respond, if you can hear me.”

He heard nothing but the hum of an open circuit, so he changed the frequency of the unit to that of the combat boat and called again, still without results. But this time the power dial of the com unit showed that the carrier wave was still coming out from the boat. By slowly turning and keeping an eye on the power dial, Billiard was able to determine the direction from which the signal was coming.

The planet was hot, indeed tropical. Billiard observed what looked like a cross between a forest and a jungle in front of him as he started off from the water. Picking a low gulley that seemed to be headed in the right direction, he began climbing away from the river. Much to his surprise he had covered less than a mile when, through a fresh break in the foliage, he saw ahead of him the battered hulk of a combat boat.

It was his own!

Forgetting caution, ignoring the fact that the Lorians were bound to be searching for the downed ship and might already have spotted it, Billiard ran the last hundred yards to the wreckage. The ship was lying on its side, smoke coming from the drive nodes and engine compartment. For a minute, he looked around for something to pry open the bent airlock door with; then he saw the hatch hole through which he had been ejected, now almost hidden under the side of the ship.

Three minutes of frantic digging enlarged the hole the ship had dug in the soft ground enough for him to wiggle through the hatch. The cabin was filled with smoke, but there was enough light from above for him to see that Santha was still strapped in her shell. A small trail of blood ran from one corner of her mouth, and he noticed a large red patch on her pressure suit where a piece of shrapnel had sliced into her body. But her eyes were open and she smiled when she saw him crawling through the debris toward her.

“You okay?” he asked somewhat inanely, bringing a fresh smile to her lips.

“Well, besides the fact I think this planet just fell on me, I guess I’m all right.”

In spite of her words, Santha’s face was white with pain and her voice was thin. Billiard ripped open her pressure and flight suits and checked the shrapnel cut over her right breast. It was wide and long and had bled a lot, but it wasn’t too deep. He slapped a large wound patch on it, then reached over and released her shock harness.

“Come on, Santha,” he panted, still out of breath and struggling to help his only partially conscious gunner to her feet. “We’ve got to get the hell out of here! The Redhats can’t be too far away. We’ve got to get moving—and right away!”

“Sorry, but I don’t think so…” Santha whispered, pain in her every word.

Billiard ignored her as he pulled out a fresh flight suits for both of them from the supplies cupboard and grabbed the emergency-escape kit from its bracket on the rear wall of the cabin. Ready to move out, he reached down to help Santha to her feet. The young woman turned white when she moved, but she kept her lips clamped tightly and followed Billiard out through the escape hatch.

Outside he pried open one side of the drop compartment and loaded himself with food, explosives, and ammunition—as much as he could carry. He also snatched away a heavy rapid-fire recoilless rifle and four pocket lasers before starting back down the gulley toward the river.

As soon as the gulley banks became low enough for them to see over, Billiard led Santha upward and out of the spreading wash. Then he angled their course more northward, although still heading toward the river as a reference point. He had picked up an orbital map of Thopt from the case on the ship, and even though the map was designed only for use in picking out major landmarks from space, he was sure he had his and Santha’s position pretty well spotted.

The closer they came to the river, the more the forest they were moving through resembled like a jungle. Soon Billiard was using the survival knife from the emergency kit to cut them a path through the underbrush, leaving as little track as possible for the Redhats, who he was sure were not far behind. By the time they reached the river’s edge, the trees were high and dense, and thick dangling creepers muted the sunlight to a semigloom they had to squint to see through.

Billiard turned what appeared to be due north at the river’s edge and began forcing a pace along its now more heavily forested banks that soon had them both wringing wet and panting for breath. Their situation was so desperate that he could give little consideration to Santha’s weakened condition. After an hour, nevertheless, he was forced to stop: Santha, weakening, had fallen farther and farther behind, then had finally collapsed in the muddy gloom, unable to take another step.

She lay for a moment, trying to catch her breath. Suddenly she rolled over onto her back and began stripping off her sodden new flight suit, trying to cool her body in the fetid air and to ease the itching of the wound patch covering the upper right side of her breast.

Billiard had moved on another hundred yards before he realized that the sound of Santha tramping through the swampy ground behind him had stopped. When he discovered he was alone, he looked back disconsolately along his trail. His mind, now dulled by fatigue, slowly turned over thoughts, questions… Above all came the question of whether or not, in light of his duty to Earth, he should abandon the wounded girl and concentrate on saving himself. But then he retraced his steps, grumbling, looking down at each of his previous footprints, slowly filling with green-scummed water. When he found the fallen woman he dropped next to her in the mud.

“You’ve got to keep your flight suit on, Lieutenant,” he said in a tired voice. “Look!” He pointed down at the woman’s bare stomach, at the small purplish lumps of skin rising like hives.

“Nerve-eaters,” Billiard said quietly. “They get under your skin and eat nerve endings. They excrete a very good local anesthetic, so you never know they’re there until they’re deep in your body. And by then it’s too late to do anything except organize a burial party.”

Santha began to scratch hastily at the bumps, the tempo of her scratching increasing as she began to claw at the skin of her stomach.

Billiard pulled her hands away from the welts she was raising, and took out his laser. Setting it on minimum discharge, he first stuck the nose of the gun into the mud and pulled the trigger; then, after quickly wiping the end clean, he pressed the still-hot discharge nozzle against one of the bumps on Santha’s abdomen.

A small curl of white, acrid-smelling smoke rose straight up in the still air, and Santha twitched as her flesh burned. But the anesthetic which had kept her from feeling the worms eating into her skin also kept her from feeling the full heat of the laser. She turned only slightly green when a small, orange-and-blue-striped worm fought its way out from her dermis, seeking escape from the hot gun muzzle.

After some fifteen minutes, Billiard finally got all the nerve-eaters from under Santha’s skin and zipped up her flight suit again, checking to make sure its ankle, wrist, and neck bands were tight. She stood up drunkenly. Then he checked his own body, finding three worms which had started to work their way in despite the tight fastenings on his suit.

Billiard looked thoughtfully back down the trail they had made through the forest, then reached over and shook the shoulder of the now fitfully sleeping woman.

“Yeah?” she said sleepily. “What is it?” Her eyes snapped open and darted from shadow to tree trunk to bush to river, probing the ominous gloom that hung like a curtain in the steamy air.

“I’m going to scout back along our trail to try to find out how many Redhats may be following us and how close they are. I want you to keep moving north. I should catch up with you before dark.” Without another word, without waiting for agreement or argument from Santha, Billiard moved off back down their trail without a backward glance at the wounded woman he had sent along on her own.

Moving by himself, on a trail he had already covered, Billiard found the traveling much faster. His leg, where he had bruised it getting out of his escape pod, felt tight—as if he were getting a mild cramp in his calf. But he put the discomfort out of his mind and concentrated on getting back near the area of the crashed combat boat as quickly as he could. There was a good chance, he thought, that the Redhats might still be there, not yet having taken up the chase.

He slipped through the thinning trees, moving up the gulley as quietly as possible, sticking to the edge of the ten-foot-deep by fifty-foot-wide cut. In that way he would hopefully be able to approach the still-smoking wreckage without being seen.

Once he spotted the gleam of torn metal through the low leaves and branches, he moved even more slowly, crawling forward with all his senses sharp and tuned for the slightest sign that any Lorian had spotted him. Before he came close enough to view the area around the crashed boat clearly, he knew what he was going to see. Every breath he took filled his lungs with the smell of hot metal and ionization from floater motors.

The troops in the clearing were Lorian regulars, some of the army types assigned to Thopt for guard duty: it would not do for Lori to leave a planet undefended when there were Goromi fighters, even on peace terms, on the same planet. Billiard, expecting to find only a small Redhat detachment from a combat ship, was surprised. Instead, his boat had been found by what appeared to be a motorized brigade that had evidently come across country in armored floaters and a couple of tracked crawlers.

He moved along the edge of the clearing, staying in the bushes. Watching the group of soldiers, he began to spot, here and there, a Redhat or two. The army troops were lounging about now, their weapons stacked in tripods. It was the perfect picture of a temporary bivouac in open country on a new or semi-explored planet. Billiard almost laughed at the thought that he and Santha had forced the Lorian guard forces, and even some Redhats into such a situation this deep inside the borders of the Lorian Empire.

A great deal of noise was being made by the soldiers’ chatter, the coming and going of floaters and crawlers, instructions being given by officers, orders being given by noncoms. Floaters were parked around the small clearing without plan or order and troops sat around on the ground, eating field rations out of shiny plastic packs, laughing and joking. In one cluster stood three army officers and two Redhats. They were talking excitedly, pointing a great deal at a map they had spread across the sloping front of a floater, but Billiard could not quite make out the specifics of what they were saying. He didn’t need to, however. He knew the problems the Redhats would be facing right now, and the few possible courses of action open to them for solving those problems.

For one wild moment, Billiard thought about mounting a one-man surprise attack on the troops in front of him. About a hundred of them were relaxed and eating, their weapons stacked, the vehicle-mounted lasers and recoilless rifles safetied. With the explosive charges he had taken from the drop compartment of his boat, along with his own weapons, and taking into account the element of surprise, he had a chance. But he gave up the whole idea; he might get fifty of them, or even seventy-five if he got lucky, but that was all. And anything except getting all of them was pointless.

He backed away from the clearing, turned, and made his way down along the gulley to the trail he had cut from the gully on a diagonal to the river’s edge. Once there, he was moving almost due north. If his estimates of the location of the crash site were anywhere near correct, he had about a hundred miles to cover to the Goromi enclave.

Surely the Redhats would know that too. They knew as well as he did that reaching the Goromi colony was his only chance to get off the planet. And he was certain the Redhats here would be maniacally devoted to catching one of the men who had raided an inner planet of the Lorian Empire. They needed either him or Santha for a trial. To catch one of them would be to prove that the empire was not really threatened by the revolutionaries. They also needed a captive to prove to the Goromi and any other races on their borders that they were not about to fall, to become easy pickings for a military incursion.

The motorized army unit back at the crash site would not be able to follow Billiard and Santha across the swamp-like country. An air search would be useless as long as the two stayed inside the protection of the jungle. Even an infrared tracer would be stopped by that mass of steaming vegetation. So Billiard knew that even though the Redhats had a good idea of where he and Santha were, and where they would be heading, the enemy would have to organize a ground team to come after them, or wait for them near the Goromi enclave.

The trouble was, Billiard thought as he moved along the freshly cut trail, that such a team would be equipped for jungle operations and, worse still, would be fresh. The possibility that he and Santha might make it to the Goromi enclave before those jungle troops caught up with them was very slim. But that narrow possibility was better than the certainty of what would happen to them should they ever be captured by the Redhats. Even a slow death in the jungle would be preferable to that alternative.

It took Billiard three hours to catch up with Santha, and when he did he spent at least five minutes chewing her out. He had been gone almost five hours, and she had covered less than three miles on her own.

“I don’t give a damn how sore or cut up or tired or weak you are,” Billiard told his protesting gunner, “we’ve got both army and Redhats after us. And if we’re going to get off this ball of mud alive, we’d best haul ass.”

“Sorry,” Santha murmured once she had a chance to break into Billiard’s tirade, “but I don’t think I can make it.”

Anger and contempt showing in his expression, he stared at Santha. “Listen,” he said in a deadly voice, “this isn’t some kind of game. We aren’t back on Sutet IX playing bedroom games. If we don’t get off this rock, you’re dead. Not captured, not taken into custody and slapped on the wrist. You’re dead. Nobody told you knocking over the empire was going to be easy. It isn’t—and some of us are going to die doing the job. Eventually we’re all going to die, and probably not of old age. All we can do is stay in there swinging as long as we’re breathing. Well, you’re breathing, and so am I—and now I’m going to start saving my breath for running and hiding and trying to get off this damned planet. And when I can’t run anymore, I’ll go out doing what I came here to do—killing as many Redhats as I can before they kill me.

“Not that killing them would make any big difference. If we killed every Redhat on this damn planet it probably wouldn’t shorten the war by a day, and it certainly wouldn’t earn us any points in whatever hereafter there might be. But I’ll kill them because that’s what the revolution is all about: a revolution is a simple case of killing or being killed, and sometimes both. But for now we’re damn well going to act like we’re winning this fight. We’ll eat something and drink something, and then you’ll get moving again while I leave our friends a present or three.”

Even as his anger at Santha’s willing surrender to fatigue and pain churned through his blood, a cold, analytical part of Billiard’s mind was reminding him that what he was saying simply wasn’t true. What was important to him wasn’t the revolution, but the safety of Earth. Billiard knew he would betray the revolution, and even Santha, if need be, to ensure the success of his mission in this universe.



IV
When they finished eating, Billiard spent ten minutes rigging booby traps from the explosives he had salvaged from the boat, wrapping each small tube of plastic with sharpened pieces of a bamboo-like reed cut from the side of the trail. He scattered the wrappings from their rations in plain sight. He wanted to make sure that whoever was following them would stop and probe around some in the small clearing. That was all it would take: the explosives were wired together, so setting off one would set them all off. Billiard only hoped they would not have a sole man too far out front as scout.

The traps set, Billiard caught up with Santha, walking back down the trail toward their pursuers—the direction Billiard had sent her—and led her for the next quarter-mile. Then, in an area of extra-thick trees and brush, he motioned for her to follow and they turned off at an angle. He wedged rather than cut his way this time, an inch at a time, through the heavy growth, falling and stumbling, but clawing his way through the jungle-like growths without leaving a trail. For more than an hour they twisted through brush and vines until they reached a tiny, mud-filled clearing.

Billiard stood in the center of it, his sides heaving, his flight suit drenched and clinging to him like a clammy second skin. It took him a full five minutes to catch his breath, and only after a long pull from his canteen did the blinding red pain begin to fade from his head. Twenty minutes later, he pulled Santha to her feet and again set a course due north.

Throughout the day the terrain had changed from forest to swamp, then back again. Now they were moving through what could only be called a bog, black mush into which their feet sank, the mud at times rising over the tops of their flight boots. Billiard, saving his breath, did not speak to his lieutenant; and Santha, hardly able to keep up the punishing pace, could not speak. Every hour, Billiard called a short break. They would then throw themselves down into the muck, gasping for breath, even ignoring the nerve-eaters that tried to penetrate their suits and the small flying spiders that bit their exposed faces and hands. Such distractions no longer mattered. When they stopped, Santha just lay where she fell, her face showing clearly the pain that was coursing through her body. Billiard sat quietly, taking small sips from his canteen, but his sunken cheeks were beaded with sweat. He was clearly exhausted.

After six hours of working their way through the bog they stumbled up to the edge of a shallow river that was thirty feet wide and scarcely moving. Along the sandy banks, they could walk without having to fight for every step. The trees did not arch over this stream as they had over the first. For the first time since leaving the crash, they were able to see the sky overhead—a splotched gray and black, and looking like the skies of hell, but a blessing after the dank darkness of the jungle swamp.

Billiard led Santha along the waterway for half a mile, then halted. They rested at the water’s edge, Santha disinterestedly eating a field ration while Billiard studied the orbital map he had brought with him.

“There’s not enough detail on this for me to be sure,” Billiard said more to himself than to the woman, “but if this is the river I think it is and if we crashed where we might be waiting in ambush. And then we cut river turns northeast in a couple of miles, so we’ll have to leave it then. But the land, I believe, flattens out into some rolling plains, and they’ll be a lot easier to cross than the swamp. Furthermore, there should still be enough forest cover to keep the Redhats from spotting us from either the floaters or from orbit.”

He folded the map and stuck it securely into one of his flight-suit pockets, then pulled out a ration and began to eat.

“We might… actually make, it,” Santha said suddenly, her first words in hours.

“Yes, we just might,” Billiard answered. “The army troops back where we crashed were waiting for a jungle squad to arrive. And I’d say that even if they brought them in on a ballistic shuttle, it would have been at least ten or eleven, ship’s time, before they started after us. Then half an hour or so of scouting to pick up our trail north. And they’ll be moving fairly slowly, I hope, uncertain of what to expect from us, so I doubt they’ll reach the spot where we ate much before dark. They’re going to take losses there from my little presents, I predict. After that I figure they’re going to be pretty nervous about following us in the dark, not knowing how many other traps I might have set, or where we might be waiting in ambush. And then we cut off, later, through, the brush at an angle. I’d say we have at least a ten-hour start on them if we stop and rest for the night, sixteen if we push on and they don’t.”

“Sounds like we’re home free,” Santha said, a smile in her voice, her face showing some signs of animation for the first time since Billiard had pulled her out of the crashed combat boat.

“Could be, honey. Could be. But there’s also a chance they might send in the troops ahead of us, hoping to cut us off. I doubt it, since in this kind of country it would be too easy for us to slip through—but it’s still a possibility.”

Billiard grunted as he climbed to his feet and walked over to the edge of the river, to a spot where low foliage grew right down to the water. Some tall bamboo-like plants grew there. After examining several, Billiard cut two with his survival knife, trimmed them, and came up with light but strong and springy walking sticks, an inch and a half in diameter and four feet long. Walking back to where he had left Santha, Billiard grabbed the pack he had made up back at the boat, slung it over his shoulder, then stooped down to help the girl to her feet.

Suddenly alert, Billiard froze in that bent-over position. With a quick hand movement he motioned the woman to be silent. He was sure he had heard someone moving in the water behind them, following their trail.

Moving as quietly as he could, he led Santha back into the trees and brush. When they were twenty yards from the river and out of sight of the place where they had rested, Billiard crouched down under a fern and waited.

Soon he heard what he’d been expecting: the sound of an empty field-ration carton falling to the ground after being inspected. He was cheered, though, by one thing he did not hear: voices. No talking meant just one person was on their track, and one person Billiard was sure he could handle.

Followed cautiously by Santha, he wormed his way south, through the brush. It took them nearly five minutes to reach a spot, fifty feet back parallel to the trail they had followed next to the river, from which they could see—from behind and, therefore, safely—what had made the noise. When Billiard saw what it was, a cold chill ran down his spine. Tracking them, in full Redhat field uniform so there could be no doubt which side he was on, was a Vwrung’n.

Vaguely humanoid—with four arms, two legs, and a lump of bone and muscle that served as a head mounted atop a grotesque torso—the Vwrung’n stood six feet tall, was almost four feet wide, and seemed to have muscles on his muscles. Covered almost completely with coarse, dirty-looking gray hair—parted to show dirty-white skin where his field uniform was sealed to his body—this tracking specialist from a planet which had avoided complete assimilation by the Lorian Empire through sheer ferocity in battle looked as if he had not been born but had simply been poured and allowed to set. Billiard was sure that hitting him would be like hitting a rock and that whatever he hit would clot.

Santha was as familiar with the reputation of the Vwrung’n in battle as Billiard, so she carefully began to work her way back again into the trees. Billiard did not move. After edging back a few feet, she stopped, then reached forward and plucked at Billiard’s pant leg.

“Let’s get out of here before he spots us,” she whispered fiercely. “Or else laser him down, if that’s what you intend to do.”

Billiard shook his head and began to edge forward, closer to the ugly hulk, who was examining a map, his back to the humans.

“Are you out of your mind? If he spots us, we’re both dead,” Santha gasped.

“He has a map undoubtedly clearer and more detailed than our orbital one,” Billiard whispered, “and we need it. Our only chance of getting off this planet is to reach the Goromi enclave. Our best chance of getting there is with that map.”

“He’s a scout,” Santha said through clenched teeth, “and you don’t know how far in front of the main force he is. You might have guessed wrong about how long it was going to take them to catch us, you know. They might be close enough to hear if you shoot him with the slugger, they can track the laser battery’s electrical discharge if you try to sizzle him, and they’d be here before we could get away with your precious map.”

“I don’t intend to shoot him,” Billiard said simply.

“You’re crazy! He’ll tear you apart if you try to take him with anything less than the recoilless.”

“He’s not a monster. He’s just big. And the bigger they are,” Billiard said with a smile, “the harder they fall.”

“And when he falls, if he falls, he’ll mash you right into the mud, and probably into the granite underneath as well.”

“That’s a chance we’re going to have to take. You stay here and cover me. If it looks like he’s going to kill me, shoot him, and to hell with where the main force might be. If it looks like I’m already dead, sneak away and try to make it to the enclave by yourself. And, I don’t know just how to say this, but…”

“Never mind.” Santha smiled sadly. “Just make sure you come back.”

Billiard reached one hand back and ran his fingertips over her cheek, then he began crawling forward, toward the Vwrung’n.

He pulled one of the staffs he had cut along with him. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but Billiard hoped it would be enough. Even though he had his survival knife on his belt, he would opt to try to stun the being with a blow to that lump of a head. If the brain proved to be elsewhere, at least the sensory inputs—wrinkled flaps of skin that fanned out to serve as ear trumpets; small, hard eyes completely surrounded by a bony protective ridge; and a one-inch hole that served as a nose—were in the lump on top of the mountainous shoulders. Perhaps a shock to them could even up the coming fight a bit. At least Billiard hoped so. That was his best chance.

Billiard slid forward until he was completely out of the screen of bushes; then he stood, took a firm grip on the end of his staff, and ran straight at the back of the preoccupied creature.

The alien must have heard or sensed something just at the last moment, because his head came up and he started to turn as Billiard reached him. Billiard brought the staff around in a sweeping blow to the side of the Vwrung’n’s head, but the turning creature brought his shoulder up and the bamboo bounced off heavy, corded muscle. The Vwrung’n let out a whoop of rage and, continuing his turn, slammed a five-pound three-fingered fist into Billiard’s stomach.

The Earthman felt as if his gut had exploded as he went down.

The gray Vwrung’n now came close to him. In desperation, Billiard kicked up at the creature’s stomach, but it was like kicking a metal bulkhead. The subhumanoid reached down and grabbed Billiard, pulling him to his feet and trying to set him up for a blow that probably would have put him back into orbit. Billiard ducked, breaking the hold the alien had on his flight suit, and aimed a blow at the fur-covered throat. The Vwrung’n lowered his head and Billiard only took skin and flesh off his knuckles on the bone-hard face.

Suddenly Billiard fell forward, trying to lock his arms around the too-thick body. He sunk his teeth into one of the fleshy flaps that served the Vwrung’n as an ear and bit hard, tearing the flesh with a twist of his head. The creature yelled in agony and tried to gouge Billiard’s eyes. Now they fell and rolled and scrabbled and clawed at each other.

They finally rolled into the river, then broke apart, rose, and lunged at each other again.

As he got up Billiard scooped a handful of loose dirt and sand, and threw it in the Vwrung’n’s face, hitting at the same time with long, punishing blows that cut the alien’s flesh and brought out pale-pink blood. The creature came right back however, trying to use his weight advantage to end the fight. When he dropped his head in an attempt to butt the Earthman, Billiard brought his knee up, feeling flesh tear in the alien’s face.

A moment later, the Vwrung’n smashed a heavy fist through Billiard’s guard, catching him on the side of the head and knocking him spinning to the ground.

Billiard tried to rise, but for an instant did not know which way up was. The alien, sensing Billiard was in trouble, leaped forward, lashing out with a club-like foot to try to kick his opponent in the head. Billiard rolled away from the kick. He staggered to his feet but then went down again as the alien rushed him. The creature fell, however, tripped by his own impetus, and the two locked again and rolled, raining blows on each other. Billiard’s flight suit ripped open as he managed, at length, to separate from the Vwrung’n and stagger to his feet. He lurched away, trying to get his breath.

The Vwrung’n, realizing by now that the human he fought was strong, and not about to fall over just because he was fighting one of the legendary warriors of Vwrung, stood back and began to fire long lefts and rights. Again and again the big, three-fingered fists crashed into Billiard; again and again the Earthman struck back, with somewhat less than half the force of the alien but nevertheless hurting him. Both were now bleeding profusely. Both were ripped and torn. Both had one thought in mind: Kill!

Billiard, tiring, guarded himself as best he could and struck back whenever he had the chance. He knew the Vwrung’n was still out there because something kept hitting him. The fact that something was still there was all the incentive he needed to keep fighting.

A blow to his forehead sent him staggering backward momentarily, and he tripped over something as he fell on his back. The Vwrung’n rushed him, driving one foot into his side. The pain was so great that Billiard screamed, but he rolled, caught the foot as it came in again, and yanked upward with all his strength. The Vwrung’n went crashing over backward.

As Billiard crawled forward, his hand touched what he had tripped over: the long and smooth bamboo club he had tried to take the Vwrung’n out with what seemed like five years before. His fingers closed around it as the alien staggered to his feet and lurched at him once more, then he smashed the Vwrung’n with the staff across what passed for a throat.

The creature stopped, stared, a bubbling froth of blood trickling between the bony ridges that served as lips and teeth in one, then toppled like a felled tree. Billiard staggered to his feet and brought the staff up, swinging it down again and again, pulping the skull and smashing the face, battering the alien head until gray brains mixed with off-white flesh and pink blood in an unrecognizable mass.

Then, suddenly, Santha was there. She slapped a dazed Billiard across his bruised face, not hard, but softly as if slapping a child, then took the staff from his grip. He stood looking down at the fallen Vwrung’n for a minute, then turned and walked away, back into the brush. Santha walked over to pick up the fallen map, then followed Billiard back into the gloom.

“Looks like I blew it,” Billiard said after staring at the map for several minutes. “We’re at least twenty miles south of where I thought we were, and we’ve got a big chunk of really open country, plus what looks like a line of mountains, we’re going to have to cross. According to this map, this area hasn’t been too thoroughly explored.”

“Anything’s better than the swamp,” Santha said with a shudder, looking back the way they had come as if afraid a Redhat patrol might show up at any minute.

“Not really. We’ll cross while it’s still dark. They’re sure to have air patrols out during the day, when we wouldn’t stand a chance of getting across. I’m not even sure we can make it at night. If they’ve got aircraft enough, or satellite-mounted electronic manhunters, they’ll grab us with an air-drop before we’ve covered half a mile.”

“Can’t we lay up now?” Santha asked. “It must be close to midnight. If we spend the night here in a secluded place where they can’t spot us from the air, we can rest all day tomorrow and then get across tomorrow night, when we’re fresh again. The way you look now, I’m not even sure one day of rest is going to help all that much.”

“Yeah, that’d be fine,” Billiard said with a grimace as he touched his bruised face. “Trouble is, the Redhat patrol behind us won’t be resting. By tomorrow night they’ll be here. We’ve got to go on tonight.”

The two moved out, exhaustion showing in their every step. In half an hour the river curved away from them, and a short climb brought them out onto a wide, almost treeless plain. The sky was still overcast, obscuring the stars, and occasional rain showers moved slowly past. These intermittent showers helped screen them from any possible airborne search missions, even ones equipped with starlight scopes and infrared snoopers.

On and on they slogged, Billiard sometimes pulling his lieutenant, sometimes pushing her, catching her when she stumbled, cursing her when she lagged behind. There was no sound on the wide plain except their labored breathing.

Hours passed, and neither could really remember where they were going or why it was so important that they cross the savannah. Neither spoke. Both merely stared at the ground, at their feet, moving like beasts of burden without complaint and accepting a world of unending torment. Then their world changed.

In the east, the sky began to lighten. As it did, it exposed—less than a mile in front of them—a line of jungle. Jungle backed by steep granite cliffs. Billiard looked at the cliffs, hundreds of unclimbable feet high, and knew that the end had come for them.



V
Billiard lay on the shelf of rock in front of the cave. From it, if the weather ever cleared, he would have a commanding view of the plain he and Santha had crossed the night before, and of the narrow belt of jungle separating the plain from the cliffs and the steep, rocky approach to their hideout.

Santha had barely made it to the foot of the escarpment before collapsing. After resting for a half-hour, Billiard had tied her to his back and begun the one-hundred-foot climb to a shelf he had spotted from the plain. The climb, a hand-over-hand crawl up seventy-five degree slopes and along occasional almost-vertical faces, had taxed him to the utmost. He had wondered constantly if his arms would hold out. They had. Now he waited on the shelf for the enemy with Santha unconscious in the cave behind him.

Billiard knew they were near. He had spotted a patrol out on the plain moving toward him before a drizzling rain moved in, masking the plain from sight. Later, he had heard the drone of a heavy transport floater; then he knew that he had more than just a patrol to deal with. Most likely there was a full company at least down on the plain now, and they knew exactly where he was. Before long they would be coming up to get him.

He lay on the rock, gathering strength for what was ahead, waiting with his weapons piled around him. Near his right arm were some field rations and a canteen of water, his last. He was wide awake and strangely peaceful. He and Santha had fought their way through some of the most impossible terrain on Thopt; he had taken on a Vwrung’n in hand-to-hand combat and had come out on top; and he and his gunner-lieutenant had made it halfway to the Goromi enclave. All for naught.

They had almost made it, he thought bitterly—running and hiding and fighting and running some more—when a simple line of rocks, so small they didn’t even show on the orbital map, had stopped them. Given climbing equipment and a couple of days’ grace, they might have made it across that line of cliffs. But they did not have the equipment, and the enemy was not about to give them a rest period to regain their strength. But from this shelf of rock to which Billiard had brought the two of them, he was going to make the Redhats and Lorian troops pay dearly for their victory. Victory not only over Santha and himself, but a victory over Earth—a planet they had never heard of—and, ultimately, a victory that would ensure their own destruction as well as the destruction of two universes that would soon begin tearing each other apart.

One of the ways Billiard planned to make them pay dearly was with another series of mines. After carrying Santha up the cliff to the cave, he had climbed back down again to retrieve the weapons he had left at the jungle’s edge. He rigged some of his explosives there, as well as still more surprises, at the foot of the cliff, in the form of concealed mines. Some were hooked to tripwires; some had detonators kept on “safe” only by rocks that might easily be moved by a careless foot; some were hooked in series to others, so that one explosion might set off another a hundred feet away. Billiard had planned carefully, ensuring that even if the Redhats and army eventually scaled his cliff, they were going to lose a lot of men doing so.

Up on the shelf with him, Billiard had his laser pistols and the rapid-fire recoilless rifle, which he was surprised to find he was still carrying after the nightmare on the plain, but which he knew would be his chief weapon in the coming battle. Pocket lasers didn’t pack enough punch for the kind of battle he was going to be in, nor did they have much range.

Billiard was hoping the enemy would rush him, even though he knew that that would be a foolish thing for them to do. An overhang of rock loomed above him that would make it difficult for them to get him with an air strike. Difficult—but not impossible! It was the only way they could get to him without taking immense casualties coming up the escarpment under his guns.

Billiard groaned as he shifted position slightly to scan what he could see of the line of jungle through the drizzle. He rubbed the back of a swollen hand, anesthetized by nerve-eaters, across his dirty, scabbed, and now quite bearded face. He hoped the Lorians would try to rush his position at least once, but he knew it really didn’t make a hell of a lot of difference what they did. The enemy might just as well sit back and wait: With very little food and water left on the shelf, they could climb up the cliff within a few days without a shot being fired. They might even take the time to find and disarm all the mines Billiard had left for them. Chances were that they would not take a single casualty, beyond the ones they had probably already lost back at the forest mines. At that thought, a smile came to Billiard’s cracked lips.

Now the drizzle that had been blocking Billiard’s view of the ground below the cliff began to lift. Gray and black mounds became boulders. Dark patches against the flat off-white fog became the vines and creepers and trees of the belt of jungle between cliffs and plain—the jungle that was hiding the Lorian forces. He began to hear sounds from that jungle: the clank of equipment, the rustle of moving troops. He knew his time had come. Placing his weapons in front of him on the shelf, he squinted down the cliff and the lower slope to the area where he had planted his mines.

Long minutes passed, then the Redhat army patrol moved out of the jungle, a ragged column of men in light-blue field suits, dodging upward through rocks and gullies, moving in a snaking line from boulder to boulder, rock to rock, crevice to crevice, aware that death lurked above them. They had passed his mines at the edge of the forest by moving out at another point from the dense undergrowth! Billiard tried to count the assault force, but gave up when his estimate passed two hundred. They moved cautiously and slowly, but they were moving. Billiard had no illusions left about how long it would take them to get to his shelf. He was merely wondering how many of the hundreds below him would never ever get anywhere again—and whether the whole thing was worth it.

Shaking his head to clear it, Billiard rose cautiously to his knees, careful not to be silhouetted against the gray rock behind him. He eased forward until he had a full view down the cliff, then pulled to the edge the small packages of detonator-equipped explosives he had saved. The time for battle was upon him, and he was wide awake and alert. Every nerve in his body tingled with an overload of adrenalin. He felt his heart pumping furiously and the muscles in his belly tightening. His nostrils spread wide as he took deep breaths, willing himself to relax. Only a few more seconds, he told himself, and they’ll be in the minefield at the foot of the cliff. Then the fun would start.

The rocks’ wetness served to muffle much of the sound of the Lorians’ climbing. Then suddenly the semi-quiet erupted with thundering booms and bright red and yellow flashes against the gray sky as the mines went off. All at once the tension in Billiard’s body was gone and he leaped to his feet, throwing his remaining explosives down the cliff.

Rock dust blended with the light drizzle to partially mask the scene below, but Billiard grabbed the recoilless rifle and began pouring fire down the slope. Slugs pinged off the rocks around him, and laser traces fogged the air in front of the shelf; but most of their fire was wild. The few shots that came close at all did so more by accident than anything else. Billiard ducked for a moment, stuffing a fresh magazine into the recoilless; then he jumped up again and began spraying the still-advancing soldiers below.

Unable to fight both the mines and the fire he was pouring down on them, the Lorians began pulling back. Their fire now became sporadic. Billiard soon heard only the sound of wounded men moaning and screaming in agony and smelled the odor of blood and death. In a moment, he heard commands shouted below, ordering a regrouping. So, with a moment to rest, he stretched out prone on the shelf, dropped his head onto his arms, and tried to catch his breath. He discovered again, as he had, years before, as a guild Mercenary, that the exertion of killing was much more than the exertion of mere physical work.

Billiard raised his head from his arms for a moment and looked over the edge of the shelf. In the rocks at the foot of the cliff he saw movement. Squinting his eyes, he tried to make out what was happening through the mist and dust of battle. Two men were working their way up the slope!

Obviously the attackers feared more mines, and they were sending a couple of volunteers to find a safe pathway up the cliff. One was scanning the ground in front of him for tripwires or out-of-place rocks, while the other was unreeling a length of light plastic cord as a guide for the men still waiting behind near the jungle. Billiard brought the recoilless rifle to his shoulder and waited patiently for the men to come close enough to give him a shot he couldn’t miss.

The two moved slowly forward, trying to watch the ground and at the same time the shelf where Billiard was lying in wait. They sought what cover they could find, even though a Redhat officer cursed them and ordered them on from behind a large boulder at the foot of the slope.

Billiard sighted the rifle carefully, then squeezed off a short burst. The two figures in pale blue folded, crumpling, then pitching onto their faces and rolling down the slope. Snowballing all the way to the bottom, they ended up sprawled twenty feet in front of the Lorian lines.

At the urging of their officers, the enemy forces, still over two-hundred strong, suddenly burst forward in a charge up the slope. Running, firing, dodging rocks and Billiard’s return fire, they dropped onto their bellies among the rocks and boulders and began pouring a fusillade of fire at the shelf in an attempt to keep Billiard’s head down. Slugs whined around him, several near-misses by laser traces brought sweat to his forehead. He finally had to drop to one knee, then lay prone on the rock shelf.

The attackers were moving quickly up the slope, some had even reached a shelf not far below him. But Billiard couldn’t do anything about them, because to stick his weapon—and his head—out over the lip of the shelf to where he could see and shoot would have been instant suicide. Rock chips stung his face now, and one leg of his flight suit began to smolder from a graze by a laser trace. He rolled from side to side, presenting what he hoped was a rapidly moving target to the men below, firing only when he could.

Suddenly he heard a strange roar, and a screaming blast resounded as the rock shelf rose up, slapping him in the face. For a second he was dazed; then he felt the entire shelf buckling outward. Throwing himself backward toward the cave, he frantically attempted to escape the crumbling shelf. Another explosion rang out now. Rock chunks and flying dust blinded him momentarily, and he stumbled, falling to his knees. Shaking his head, trying to clear the ringing from it, he clearly heard the crack of recoilless fire and the humming hiss of heavy lasers. Unable to fire back, Billiard cursed and dived for the dark splotch that marked the cave mouth.

There was another rending crash as Billiard crawled into the depths of the cave. It blended with the staccato bursts of fire from the Lorian troops below and with the rumble and crash of rocks sweeping downward as entire chunks of the cliff face broke away. The noise was unbelievable. Billiard had a second’s thought that perhaps he was already dead and in hell, then a sharp falling splinter of rock burrowed itself into his cheek and the pain cleared his mind.

He realized suddenly that the roar he had heard was the noise of combat-boat engines and that the explosions had been kill-torps hitting the cliff side. Another kill-torp hit, and the blast threw him deeper into the cave. He landed hard on his side and rolled uncontrollably, ending up against Santha’s still-unconscious form. Pain flooded through his body as he lay there, afraid to move and in too much pain to breathe. He feared that if he stirred he would blank out from the pain—and he had to remain conscious: those combat boats outside were shooting at the Redhats, so they had to be his men.

Billiard closed his eyes, then opened them again very slowly, trying to fight the irritation of the rock dust that constantly filled them. Then he began to move, slowly—first one finger, then a hand, then an arm. He forced himself to sit up and look toward the mouth of the cave.

Swirling dust obscured any details of the battle going on outside, but there was enough visibility, enough light, to show that the entire shelf was gone. He forced himself to his feet, feeling faint. His vision went red, then black, but then began to clear. For long seconds he fought for complete consciousness; then he realized that the darkness was not in his mind, but was real. Something now blocked the mouth of the cave, cutting off the light. That something was the silvery hull of a combat boat with the emblem of Free Lori on its side.

Billiard began to stagger forward, to assure himself that it was not an illusion. Then there were two men at his side, helping him toward the open lock. He tried to speak, to hold back, to tell them there was someone else in the cave with him, but it did no good. The men hustled him into the lock of the combat boat, which shook as it balanced precariously on what little remained of the ledge. He was laid on an emergency pad at the back of the cabin.

The men left him there, moving out of his line of sight, and Billiard began to fear they had returned to their stations in the front of the cabin. He tried to rise from the pad; but before he could get more than one elbow under him, the men were back—this time carrying Santha’s inert body. He saw one of the men slap an autodoc diagnostic patch on Santha’s arm; then sudden acceleration hit, and Billiard’s supporting elbow collapsed.

He lay flat on the emergency pad, feeling every bruise and cut on his body like the pincers of some demon intent on eternal torture. Then, as the G forces mounted and the combat boat streaked out of Thopt’s atmosphere, he realized he didn’t have to fight any longer. The battle was over. With that, he let the darkness he’d been fighting for so long sweep over his mind and body. He still had a universe to save, but that could wait until tomorrow…



  

FOUR


I
The time for raids was over.

For a year the revolutionaries’ combat boats had been picking away at the edges of the Lorian Empire, occasionally diving in for a quick attack on one of the central planets, capturing Lorian Navy vessels whenever possible, destroying those they came upon but could not capture. With the exception of the last fight, which the revolutionary fleet had engaged in to rescue Billiard and Santha, the insurgents had been careful to avoid a pitched battle with the Lorian fleet. His younger officers had been pushing Billiard for more action, for a drive toward victory, but Billiard had resisted, insisting that they had to wait until their fleet was fully ready. Meanwhile for a year Billiard had fretted about what might be happening back in his own universe as Lorian scientists under Redhat control developed and perfected their energy-drain device. Finally, Billiard decided, the time had come for a thrust right into the heart of the Lorian world.

The God of Lori, knowing that something had to be done if he was not to lose power to the revolutionaries or to his own people, sick of the unending war of attrition, assembled the Lorian Battle Fleet in one mighty unit. Taking personal command, he led it into space now to seek out and destroy once and for all the revolutionary forces which for two years had been harassing his outposts, disrupting his commerce, killing his soldiers, and giving the once-peaceful Goromi ideas about attempting another invasion.

Reports of the gathering of the Lorian Battle Fleet had led to something of a showdown between Billiard and Admiral Koppett. Once messages from the various planetary undergrounds and from his own space units confirmed that the God of Lori was going to gamble everything on his fleet’s ability to destroy Billiard’s combat forces in one final battle, the Earthman knew it was time to decide the course of the revolution. The God had numbers on his side, but the fighting force Billiard had built was second to none in equipment and fighting ability. He recommended to Admiral Koppett that they meet the Lorian fleet in open battle.

To Billiard’s great surprise, the admiral refused permission.

Billiard’s entire strategy, in terms of the revolution and in terms of his ultimate goal as an agent of Earth, was resolved in that meeting with the admiral. In the space of a few minutes, several possible plans of action were narrowed to one. In that moment, the ultimate control of the revolution passed from the admiral to Billiard, even though the older man would not become aware of that fact for some time.



II
Billiard was uncomfortable in the vastness of the battle cruiser after spending a year that seemed more like a decade—and would have seemed a century, had it not been for the action he saw—leading combat raids in his own smaller boat with Santha at his side. He experienced a few moments of self-doubt as he climbed into the command shell near the center of the fleet-operations deck—a fifty-by-twenty-foot balcony ten feet above the cruiser’s main control deck. Not the least of his doubts had come from what was to prove to be his final meeting but one with Admiral Koppett, two days before the departure of the revolutionary fleet for its appointment with destiny.

Billiard had been out on another raid when final reports on the Lorian fleet buildup came in. With them were reports from his private spies that the new Red-hat weapon, the new unlimited power source, was nearing completion.

As soon as he’d returned to the revolutionary base on Sutet IX and read the reports, Billiard knew that his first estimate had been right: now was the time for the one major blow that would topple the government of the Lorian Empire. Reports in hand, Billiard had burst into Admiral Koppett’s office still wearing a sweat-stained flight suit he had worn on that day’s raid into Lorian territory.

“Admiral, this is it!”

“It, Colonel?”

An expression of amusement showed on the admiral’s face, along with a slight bit of annoyance at having Billiard burst into his office unannounced.

“The God is on his way to fight. Word of this has just been confirmed. And, by all the devils in hell, we’re ready. This is what you’ve been pushing for, Admiral. This is the hour when everything we’ve worked for pays off.”

Billiard was so excited, so enthusiastic in his vision of the final battle, that he failed to notice the frown crossing the admiral’s face.

“I don’t think so, Colonel,” the admiral said softly, looking down at his desk and beginning to play absently with a small, jeweled ceremonial bubbler he habitually used as a paperweight.

“What? But Admiral, this is what we’ve been training for, waiting for. This is what we’ve been trying to force the God into for the past four months. The whole plan I’ve worked out has been to force him to gather all his units into one mass—one we can destroy in one grand battle, leaving the way to Lori wide open. You’ll be God in three months, Admiral.”

As though waiting out the tantrum of a child, the admiral remained silent until Billiard had finished speaking. “I don’t think you or your men are ready for this battle, Colonel. I think it’s too soon. We haven’t enough men. Enough weapons. And you’re still not back to top physical shape after what you went through on Thopt.”

“But I am ready, sir. And so are my men. Those men out there are trained to a fine pitch. If we don’t hit the God this time, while we have a chance, it may be another year before we can force him out with his entire fleet again. And in another year my men will be stale, exhausted from the raids, probably even wavering because of lack of results from the revolution. I say it’s now—or never.”

“And I say you’re wrong. It’s… it’s too soon.” Billiard started to speak, but the admiral held up his hand. “Hear me out. I think you’re wrong, but I hired you because you’re supposed to be a military expert. As an expert, how much are you—you personally—willing to gamble that you are right in your estimate of the situation?”

“I don’t understand, sir,” Billiard said, puzzled by the sudden change of tack, suddenly alert to the possibility that the admiral had something more than just his arm up his sleeve.

“Are you willing to gamble your life that you’re right?” the admiral asked.

“Of course I am,” Billiard answered. “I gambled my life when I agreed to join the revolution, and I gamble it every time I go out on a raid. Why should this be any different?”

The admiral-politician was silent for a moment. Then: “I believe,” he said, again in that strangely quiet voice, “I have your last status report here somewhere. Ah, here it is! According to this, you have eight squadrons of combat boats with trained crews, three transports, an orbital monitor, and the battleship and two cruisers you captured in that last raid.”

“That’s right,” Billiard said, wondering at the apparent change of subject. “One of the combat-boat squadrons is a bit under strength; but maintenance tells me they’ll have the missing ships back on the line within two weeks.”

“Very well, here’s your gamble,” the admiral said with a slight smile. “You think this is the time for an all-out attack, the time for us to go on the offensive. Very well, you have my permission to attack the main Lorian fleet.”

“Er, thank you, sir,” Billiard said, still with puzzlement in his voice.

“Hear me out, Colonel. You have my permission to launch the offensive. You even have my permission to cut orders promoting yourself to general. You are given permission to take overall command of the offensive. Your fleet will consist of three squadrons of combat boats, one cruiser as your flagship, and the monitor.”

“But, Admiral—”

“No arguments, please, Colonel. Excuse me, General. I don’t think this is the right time for an all-out offensive, and I don’t intend to let your impetuousness destroy the greater body of fighting forces we have worked so hard to build up here over the past year. If you want to attack, you can do it on those terms. Otherwise, we’ll continue with the same tactics that have proved so effective for the past year, and continue training until we are ready to go on the offensive.”

For several long seconds, Billiard stood staring with disbelief at the admiral. Finally he shook his head as if in disbelief at what he had just heard. “Very well, Admiral. I accept your offer. I assume you’ll let me pick the units I want for the attack?”

“Of course. Just don’t get any ideas, young man, about whom you are attacking. The enemy is the God of the Lorian Empire.”

There was a hard, unmasked threat in Koppett’s words. Suddenly Billiard understood why the admiral wanted the majority of the revolutionary forces to remain under his command. Billiard had to fight down a laugh. Obviously, the admiral had not spent much time with the men, if he thought their prime loyalty was to him, or even to the revolution. In the course of their training, then their hardening under fire during the hit-and-run raids, the men had been molded by Billiard until their loyalties lay in just one place: with their commander, Latham Billiard.

With a slight smile, Billiard snapped a salute to the admiral, then spun about and left the room, a wide grin splitting his features once he was outside.



III
The console in front of him now buzzed softly for attention. Billiard briefly rubbed his eyes, trying to erase the tiredness that seemed to be an integral part of his life these days, trying to get his thoughts in order for the battle ahead.

He pressed the accept switch, and one of the small stereo screens on the console cleared, showing the face of the cruiser’s com officer.

“General Billiard, Captain Garth is calling from Squadron One—urgent!”

Billiard nodded his head, and another of the small screens glowed to life, this time showing the tanned, finely shaped face of Billiard’s second-in-command whom he had reluctantly assigned to command of the combat-boat squadrons. Hers was an assignment Billiard wanted for himself, but he had a prime responsibility for the overall operation. That had to come first, regardless of his personal desires in the matter.

“General,” Santha said in a calm, determined voice, “we’ve just lost all hi-wave contact with Squadrons Two and Three, and the last of our probes was knocked out several minutes ago. We’ve got no intelligence on the battle situation coming in here at all.”

“Were there any contact reports from the other squadrons before they lost contact?” Billiard asked, settling back into his chair. It would probably be quite a while before he would be able to get out of that chair for anything other than a brief stretch.

“None, sir. Our last report from the probes indicated that the Lorian fleet was headed toward the Pavian System under full drive, and that Squadrons Two and Three were well clear. There should have been no contact, even if they were using an outrider patrol. I’m headed in there now, but I’ve got to know the status of the other two squadrons before I dare commit my men!”

“I don’t have anything plotted here,” Billiard said, “but I’ll put the com section to work on making contact with Two and Three immediately. I’ll get back to you as soon as they have something. What’s your situation now?”

“As I said, we’ve lost our probes. But there are two flights of flit-boats that should be making contact with the Lorian fleet within the next few minutes. The enemy fleet still seems to be pretty tightly grouped, although some of their combat boats have snuck through our outer sphere and have hit us. No major damage, though. The attacks so far are just nuisance raids, probably to keep us off balance. Nothing serious.

“What is serious, though,” Santha continued, “is that I don’t dare commit my squadron to the attack without knowing what the situation is with Two and Three. If they’re under attack and can’t hold, and we go into the Pavian System after the Lorian fleet, they’ll fold us up and englobe us, then cut us to pieces at the God’s leisure, probably as after-dinner entertainment. Right now I don’t know if this is just a communications foul-up or if the God has a second fleet and it’s already taken out our other two squadrons.”

“We’ve had no reports of a second fleet,” Billiard said, half to himself.

“We’ve also no reports from Two and Three,” Santha answered. “If there is a second fleet, and that’s why we haven’t heard from the other two squadrons, we’re in big trouble.”

The General, beads of sweat running into the worry lines on his face, tried to steady his thoughts, to work out a plan of battle. “Avoid commitment of your boats as long as possible,” he ordered. “I’m bringing the flagship in.” Billiard waited for a few seconds to see if Santha had any further comments; then he cut the screen and turned to issue orders to Forgari, captain of the flagship, who had joined him moments before. He hoped these orders would take him into the heart of the battle—and not into the mouth of a trap.



IV
The battle cruiser carrying Billiard and his staff was still far from the Pavian System when the flit-boats of the revolutionaries hit the Lorian fleet and the Lorian God committed his fleet to battle.

The God had taken his fleet into the system, which had a substantial junk belt, and had begun positioning his combat boats inside the belt, where they could get some cover from the larger asteroids. These would confuse detectors and intercept some of the missiles that were sure to be launched once the battle began. His heavier units—cruisers, battleships, and supply wagons—he clustered farther in-system. His strategy soon became obvious: rather than going for an all-out attack against Santha’s squadron, which was showing up clearly on the Lorian hi-wave detectors, he intended to suck the revolutionary forces in to attack him in the system, in a crowded area that would make his numerical superiority even more effective by limiting the maneuverability of the combat boats.

The two flights of flit-boats Santha had sent out when the probes were lost made contact with the Lorian fleet soon after the enemy combat boats had taken up their positions in the junk ring, and though the flit-boat pilots attacked with bravery and determination, they didn’t stand a chance. Using kill-torps and lasers, the Lorian boats put out a screen of fire so thick that no unarmored ship could have hoped to get through. Still, the flit-boats bored in, while enemy fire tore holes through hulls barely strong enough to hold air pressure; cut cables and electrical conduits; smashed instruments; and killed pilots and gunners. Twenty-four flit-boats headed into the Pavian System, looking for a fight. None came out.

Billiard, knuckles white as his hands savagely squeezed the arms of his command shell, listened to the babble of voices coming over the hi-wave frequency used by the flit-boats.

“A-Seven, watch vector 21, elevation 9… Two combat boats coming out toward you…”

“B-Nine, answer, answer…”

“Gotcha, you bastard…!”

“B-Nine, answer… Answer… Answer. Has anyone seen B-Nine? Anyone knowing where B-Nine is ple—”

The words were cut off by the whine of a fusing com set. For long minutes there was complete silence on the hi-wave, then one last call. “A-Three to command. A-Three to command. They’re moving out of the junk ring… Everybody else has been smoked… I’m heading in… gunner dead… I’ll try to ram…”

And that was the last anyone heard from the flit-boats. But they had done their job: they had pulled the Lorian combat boats out of the junk ring and kept them engaged while Santha’s squadron of boats approached. The God and his navy staff, veterans of many battles, now spotted the revolutionary boats coming in but their own boats were committed and they were not about to sortie their heavy units from the inner system until they knew exactly what strength the revolutionary navy was bringing against it.

Fifty combat boats—half of Santha’s squadron and led by Lieutenant Stapos—charged straight in on the same path taken by the ill-fated flit-boats. Meanwhile Captain Garth led the remainder of her squadron in a feint to system north, then on a drive inward, hoping to break through to the mass of heavier Lorian ships. The feint worked, but at great cost to the ships under Stapos. The Lorian combat boats, out of position and scattered following their destruction of the flit-boats, were able to regroup sufficiently to put up enough of a fight to stop the fifty boats coming directly at them, but not enough to interfere with the second fifty charging straight into the heart of the system, heading for the concentration of ships that was the nerve center of the Lorian fleet.

Twin enemy battleships, the Meppa and the Millith, had their hangar decks open, and were preparing to launch additional combat boats, when the attacking ships hit them.

Aboard the Millith the captain was maneuvering to bring his long-range lasers to bear—weapons designed for use in reducing surface forts from orbit but difficult to use in space battle. The big ship was still swinging ponderously, when four kill-torps tore into the hangar deck, exploding inside the hull, rupturing bulkheads and destroying compartments. A second spread of kill-torps from the same boat, launched just before a hit from a laser blew the revolutionary boat to molten fragments, ripped deeper into the wounded giant; one of them tore through to the bridge, killing every man there including the captain.

Further explosions tore through the Millith as the fuel tanks and ammunition stores exploded. The ship, which had been under light acceleration, suddenly shot ahead, out of control. Bits and pieces tore from the ragged gashes in the once-clean hull; then suddenly the mighty battleship was gone. In its place hovered a glaring, expanding sphere of incandescent gas which, like the last mad strike of a dying animal, killed eleven of the attacking combat boats that had ventured too close…

Twenty-two boats of the attacking half-squadron were still in service when the Meppa entered the fray, but they were soon joined by nine more, sole survivors of the fifty ships that had been led into battle by Lieutenant Stapos. Their ammunition was almost expended, but none thought to turn back.

Although the attackers had no way of knowing it, the Meppa was the flagship of Admiral Paru, second in command of the fleet and subordinate only to the God of Lori. Again and again, the combat boats of Santha’s command bore in against the battleship, and again and again they were beaten off with heavy losses.

Space in the area, billions of cubic miles of it, now became so full of debris and expanding clouds of water vapor and air from shattered ships that even normally invisible laser beams could be seen as pale wands of light that brought death wherever they touched.

Billiard knew the battle was still in doubt, knew he had no business venturing into the Pavian System. He was fleet commander, and as such it was his duty to stay out of the actual battle as long as possible and to direct the attacks of other, more expendable, ships. But the ex-Mercenary had stayed out as long as he could.

“Captain Forgari.”

“Sir?” The pilot of the flagship rose to attention, turning and looking up at the raised operations center from which Billiard was directing the attack on the Lorian forces.

“Take us in.”

“Sir? I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

Forgari understood what General Billiard had meant, but he also knew that Billiard should not have been giving that order. So he was giving his commanding officer a chance to reconsider his plan of action.

“I want you to join up with Captain Garth’s unit, Captain,” Billiard said in a firm voice that told the cruiser’s commander that the General had no intention of changing his mind.

“But, General—” Forgari started to say. He did not get a chance to finish his objection, for just at that moment the screens lit up on both his hand consoles. These screens, which had been dark without reason since before Santha’s message to Billiard, should have been keeping him in communication with the two missing combat-boat squadrons.

“Squadron Three calling Command Center! Squadron Three calling Command Center!”

The com officer started to answer, but Billiard cut him off.

“Squadron Three, this is General Billiard. Report your status.”

“Squadron Three, Lieutenant Somms commanding. We were hit by flit-boats. There must have been close to two thousand of them. They tied us up and cut off all our communications.”

“What about Squadron Two?” Billiard asked.

“Their commander was killed right at the start of the fighting, and now they’ve joined up with me.”

“What kind of losses have you taken?” This was the key question, and Billiard knew the answer to it might well decide who won the battle raging in the Pavian System—and who might, therefore, win the battle for control of the entire Lorian Empire.

“Not too bad,” the voice of the young squadron commander answered. Billiard visibly slumped in relief, tension draining out of his body. “Out of the 198 effectives we took into the fight, 147 are still operational. We lost thirty-seven ships—destroyed—and have fourteen still under power but too damaged to be of any use in a fight.”

“How soon can you join up, Lieutenant?” Anticipating the need for the information, the flagship navigation officer fed the position and course data from the lieutenant’s computer into the cruiser’s navigation computer. The numbers ran across the lower edge of the screen Billiard was using to communicate with the combat-boat squadron.

“Wait one, sir.” There was a pause. Then: “We can join up in fifty-two minutes, sir.”

Billiard looked up and saw the cruiser’s navigation officer nod his head in agreement.

“Good enough,” Billiard said. “We’ve got a battle to win.”

With that Billiard cut the connection to the combat-boat squadron and sat back in his shell, a slight smile on his face. He knew that there was going to be some hard fighting ahead, and a lot of men were going to die. But he also sensed that the battle was already won—that the God of Lori was performing his last operations.



IV
Two hours later, leading the 147 ships of the two combat-boat squadrons, Billiard’s cruiser swept in from interstellar space to join the battle raging near the Pavian sun.

Santha’s remaining ships were conducting sting-and-bounce attacks on the Meppa, which was giving back as much as it was receiving. Revolutionary combat boats were swatted like flies by the Meppa’s heavy batteries, and a Lorian combat-boat launch was being readied on the hangar deck of the battleship as the Admiral Paru decided to begin an attack of his own. The boats in the first V formation were now pushed forward on their launching racks, their engines hot and ready for flight. Their pilots knew the battle was only scant miles outside the hangar doors, and that they would be taking and giving back fire almost immediately upon launch.

The giant doors swung open and the leader of the first flight programmed full acceleration as he came off the rack. His was the only boat to make it out, for just as the doors opened a tight spread of kill-torps from an attacking revolutionary hit the battleship. The two boats behind the leader died in shrapnel-riddled flames. A second spread of torps quickly hit, one of the missiles chewing up the center launching rack while the other plowed its way along the Meppa’s hull, leaving a bright streak of torn armor plating before it fully penetrated two-thirds of the way back along the thousand-foot battleship. A few other torps hit the Meppa, but their damage was not severe.

Back on the bridge, the admiral was beginning to realize that his flagship was, nevertheless, in serious trouble. All communications with his engineering and gunnery departments were out; and when the computer links to his engines were activated with the order to begin acceleration, nothing happened. Meanwhile, eighty million miles away the Lori—the empire’s newest and biggest battleship, flagship of the God of Lori—was driving at full speed toward the battle, intent on saving the Meppa.

Matching orbits with the Meppa less than five thousand miles away, Billiard’s cruiser began pumping heavy-duty torpedoes into the faltering battleship, blasting the entire hangar deck and forward laser batteries of the Meppa into twisted junk. The fuel tanks of the unlaunched combat boats began to explode suddenly in a chain reaction of gargantuan proportions, each tank setting off the one next to it in a bath of radioactive fire that needed no air to support its hellish combustion.

In seconds, every man on the bridge of the Meppa received a fatal dose of hard radiation, but they were not destined to live long enough for their cells to deteriorate: a heavy-duty torpedo immediately thundered into the ship, racing unhindered past torn armor plating, through compartments filled only with vacuum-dried pink-and-red husks that had once been men, to explode deep in the flagship’s heart. Its back broken, the Meppa began, as if in slow motion, to disintegrate. In moments, not an airtight compartment was left aboard the battleship. The few crewmen who had been in a position to grab pressure suits ejected themselves into space, where combat boats under Captain Garth picked up the survivors they could find.

Still halfway across the system, the God of the Lorian Empire watched the destruction of his fleet on a stereo tank that had been set up in his quarters. Now, as he watched the Meppa disintegrate, he ordered the commander of the Lori to take the battleship out-system, far from the battle. Quietly, and with a hint of tears in his eyes, the ship commander set the Lori toward home at full thrust.

The Lorian God knew that the few cruisers and monitors he was leaving in the Pavian System would easily be picked off by the swarming combat boats of the revolutionary navy, but he also knew they were no longer of any use to him. The battle was over, and though the rebels were not yet on Lori, that battle, too, was over. Lori would soon have a new God.



VI
Even though the Lorian Empire occupied an enormous volume of space, some nine hundred light-years in diameter, the speed of light was once again dwarfed by the speed of rumor as stories of defeat after defeat, defection after defection, spread like wildfire throughout its boundaries. Over hi-wave on the colony planets and on Lori itself, the God appeared to assure everyone that the rebels would very soon be hunted out and destroyed. Two days later he appeared again before his people, this time appealing for loyalty and offering full and unconditional pardons to any rebels who would surrender to the government before the end of the week. His offer had few takers, and the fact that he had had to make the offer led to scores of new rumors among his people.

Day by day, week by week, the inhabitants of the capital watched fleets of Lorian combat ships rising from the great military base at Bahsum. Few of them returned. The rebel fleet had by now encircled the empire, hitting hard at every ship rash enough to leave the confines of the immediate system and occasionally even running a sortie into the heart of the system itself to destroy a squadron of ships, a supply fleet, or an in-system garrison.

The God, trying frantically to retain his position, one day attempted to contact Admiral Koppett by hi-wave. His call was intercepted and routed to Billiard.

“General,” the God said in a peremptory tone when he was connected to Billiard, “give me Admiral Koppett at once!”

“Whatever you have to say, you can say to me.”

“General,” the God growled, “I’m warning you only once. Connect me to Admiral Koppett, or I’ll see your body delivered as tribute to the Goromi.”

“I repeat,” Billiard said levelly, “whatever you have to say, say it now while you have a chance, I am busy. It was only curiosity that led me to accept your call. Do not strain that curiosity too far.”

His adversary could detect a clear note of warning in Billiard’s voice.

“Very well,” the God said, accepting defeat with no lessening of his arrogance. “Deliver this message to Koppett: There is room on the throne for two.”

“Is that the whole message?” Billiard asked.

“It is. Deliver it.”

“I do not need to deliver it,” Billiard said. “It is summarily rejected. The only message the revolutionary forces will entertain from you is one of complete and total surrender, without condition. At which time I will undertake to have you transported—with full honors—into exile outside the Lorian Empire.”

“How dare you!” the God sputtered. “What insanity prompts such a usurpation of the admiral’s prerogatives? Why, I’ll have you—”

Whatever the God was going to say, Billiard didn’t hear it, for he had reached forward and flicked off the hi-wave set, turning back to the papers, reports, and plans that cluttered his ship’s desk.

Less than a week later, General Billiard landed at the Bahsum base on Lori. Following his own carefully worked-out plans, he was ignoring the directives that came from Admiral Koppett, who had remained with the core of the revolutionary fleet in deep space.

 

From Bahsum base to the capital, Zilamat, was no more than a few miles. Capturing Lorian groundcars, Billiard, covered overhead by his combat boats and flit-boats, moved quickly toward the city, meeting with only scattered resistance along the way—this mostly from pockets of Redhats.

The citizens of Zilamat, both those who had been secret supporters of the revolution and those who believed in the maintenance of the status quo, had poured into the streets at news from Bahsum of Billiard’s arrival. Supporters of the God and supporters of the revolution met in head-on clashes. In and around the center of the rioting, near the Star Palace, old debts were paid off and new ones incurred as the city’s citizens realized that, for the time being at least, no law existed on Lori except mob law.

The Lorian army and navy now disintegrated as officers and troops deserted their posts wholesale. Even the Redhats abandoned their headquarters, burning all their files first; but General Karlar, their commanding officer, was captured by a band of rioters and torn to pieces.

Less than an hour after their landing, the revolutionaries had moved into the capital. Hi-wave stations and the intercity communications system were now taken over by a group of revolutionaries hand-picked by Billiard. Nothing except official calls—calls, that is, made by the revolutionary forces—could now be broadcast. One in-coming report told that revolutionary squadrons commanded by Captain Santha Garth had hit Zenmat and Tola, two other major cities on the planet, and that she had met with only an indifferent resistance to her boats’ fire.

Meanwhile, Billiard’s forces moved quickly to break up the rioting, shooting down those rioters who would not cease their fighting.

An hour after this entry into the city, Billiard had taken control of the Zilamat police headquarters and secured its communications net. The general put Lieutenant Somms, former commander of his second combat-boat wing, in charge of the police system, instructing him that it was his responsibility to maintain order in the capital—in any way he thought necessary. By nightfall, both the morgues and the jails of Zilamat were full—but the city was quiet.

Billiard and his men next took over the Star Palace, meeting minimal resistance. There, he found a hi-wave set up with an open channel in the God’s private chambers—a channel to the God of the Lorian Empire, in hiding somewhere on the planet.

When Billiard stepped in front of the set a deep musical chime rang, which stopped him in his tracks. Automatically, his hand reached for the laser holstered at his hip. The chime was not for Billiard, however. If merely announced to whoever was listening in on the other end of the hi-wave beam that someone had come into the God’s chambers and had found the set

Billiard was standing looking at the hi-wave set, when the florid features of the God of the Lorian Empire appeared.

“If I remember correctly,” the face said, “you are General Billiard.”

“Yes,” the Earthman said flatly, with no expression on Ms face to give away the thoughts churning in his head. Billiard had hoped the God would lead a resistance to his landing and have the decency to die in combat. That would have been much neater for all concerned.

“You are to be congratulated, General,” the God said with a wry smile. “My experts predicted that you couldn’t possibly be ready for a landing on Lori itself for another four months.”

“Unless I’m mistaken, your experts predicted that you couldn’t lose the battle of the Pavian System, either.”

The God shook his head slowly, the smile still on his face. “All too true. My experts were not nearly as expert as we had thought they were. Their mistakes led them to quite messy—and prolonged—deaths.”

“Was that really necessary?” Billiard asked.

“Most necessary,” the God said, “if only because their stupidity has led us into a most unfortunate situation.”

“And what do you intend to do about it?”

“I believe you mean, General, what are we going to do about it.”

“As you wish,” Billiard said. “The problem exists, and it must be solved. I would rather not have to hunt you down and kill you. Getting this planet under control is going to be difficult enough, without our making a martyr out of you. My original offer still stands, though. Safe passage out of the Lorian Empire for you the moment you surrender.”

“Your offer? Why General, what happened to my dear friend, Admiral Koppett? I thought he was head of the revolution.”

“Whoever the head of the revolution might be,” Billiard said, “the person you have to deal with is me.”

“And what guarantee do I have that you’ll keep your word once I surrender?” the God asked.

“None at all. But what choice do you have?”

The God looked at Billiard for several moments, a thoughtful expression on his face. “You’re right, of course,” he said finally. “I haven’t much choice.”

“You have no choice,” Billiard said flatly. “Where are you?”

“Aboard the cruiser Pel’lai,” the God answered. “I’ll order the captain to take the ship to the main base at Bahsum. If you’ll be so kind as to have an honor guard meet me there, I’ll surrender formally at that time.”

“An honor guard will be waiting,” Billiard said, then he reached out and snapped off the power to the hi-wave set.

He looked at the gray face of the dead unit for a moment, then turned and started out of the room. He had managed only four steps, when he stopped, turned toward a chair, lifted his leg, and set his foot down on the seat of the chair. Moving with deliberation, he pulled a handkerchief from his back pocket and began slowly to wipe the dust from his right boot, being certain even to get the cloth into the seam that ran between the boot top and the sole. He needed almost three minutes to finish the cleaning job to his satisfaction, three minutes he could have used to warn the defense forces of the imminent surrender of the God. Then he gave the boot a final, critical inspection, brushing off a last, tiny bit of dust, and returning his foot to the floor. With the same deliberation, he lifted his left foot to the chair and repeated the operation.

He was halfway through cleaning the second boot, when the door burst open and one of the young lieutenants Captain Forgari had assigned to his bodyguard rushed in. “General,” the man yelled, almost out of breath, “we’ve found the God.”

“Where?” Billiard demanded, looking up from his polishing job.

“He was aboard the Pel’lai, a navy cruiser, which was apparently hiding in the west ocean. Reports are pretty sketchy so far, but apparently a ship in the west ocean either tried to make a run for space or to launch a last attack on the capital here. It was spotted by the orbital monitor.”

“What makes you think this ship was either running for space or making an attack?” Billiard asked.

“Well, it lifted out without warning, refused to answer the monitor’s challenges, so…”

“So… ?”

“So the monitor put a couple of torps into it. It hit them over land about four hundred miles away from its takeoff point.”

“And you’re certain the God was in it?”

“The ship’s com officer got off a message just before the ship hit.”

“What message?” Billiard asked, dropping his foot to the floor and taking a quick step toward the young officer.

“Why, the word that the God was aboard the ship,” the young man said, flustered, taking a quick step backward, “and that we were to try to rescue him at once. The God, that is, not the com officer.” The longer he spoke, the more confused the young officer seemed.

“And that was all?” Billiard asked.

“Yes, sir.”

“Was a rescue party sent out to see if the God might have survived?”

“No, sir.”

“Why not?” Billiard demanded.

“The motors must have gone critical when the ship hit,” the lieutenant said. “We sent out an overflight at once, but according to the pilot there was nothing left where the ship came down except a red-scale crater.”

Billiard looked steadily at the man for a moment, until a red flush began to creep up the latter’s face. “Very well, Lieutenant,” he said at last, “you may go.”

“Thank you, sir.” The young officer saluted and backed hurriedly out of the room.

A look of sadness crossed Billiard’s face as he sat down in the chair he’d been using as a footstool a moment before. He knew now that the battle for Lori was really over, and he could not help but wonder if the victory he had won was worth the price he had paid and was going to continue to pay through all the sleepless nights to come, for he knew what he must do now. Then he thought about the fate awaiting both this universe and his own, and he knew that no price was too high.

With a clear conscience he went out to take control of his new empire.



  

FIVE


I
Out in space, in the dark outposts of the Lorian System, the core of the revolutionary fleet waited in silence to see if General Billiard’s bold thrust straight to the heart of the Empire would be successful, or if he would be driven out by remnants of the Lorian armed forces. Aboard a mighty transport in the center of the fleet, which Admiral Koppett had picked for his flagship, the leader of the revolution waited impatiently, knowing that Billiard’s gamble would be successful.

Throughout most of the great ship it was night, with only a minimum crew on duty since there was no anticipation of combat in the near future. Sixty percent of the crew was asleep, but not Koppett. He could not sleep, though he had tried. Instead, he paced back and forth within the confines of his cabin and pondered the problems Billiard’s success would bring him.

The realization had been late in coming. But once Koppett had seen the reaction of the men aboard the flagship to the announcement of the landing on Lori itself, he understood that with the same tight, cold efficiency Billiard had used in training the revolutionary forces, the general had taken control of the revolution itself: the revolutionary fleet no longer belonged to the admiral—but was merely a tool of the man he had hired to create it.

Above all else, Koppett was a practical politician. He wasted little time storming against the man who had betrayed him. On the contrary, he turned immediately to the only important question facing him: how to regain control of the revolution. Without the fleet solidly behind him, a mere assertion of his authority would expose that authority as a hollow shell. For much the same reason he could not demote Billiard, or have the man arrested. The only course open seemed to be one of assassination. The situation resembled Billiard’s with Goldaper, the admiral mused…

Once Koppett came to his conclusion, he was able to get to sleep. And since there was absolutely nothing he could do from his present position in deep space to annihilate Billiard, he had to get to Lori. From there, Koppett was sure, he would have no trouble getting rid of the man who wanted to take his place as the new God of the Lorian Empire.



II
Throughout the night, by word of mouth and over the revolution-controlled hi-wave, the sudden arrival of Admiral Koppett had been announced. Now that the riots of the day before had ended, the people of Lori, curious about their new master, began thronging to the Plaza of the Empire in front of the Star Palace.

A respect for tradition, plus the slight helping hand of Lieutenant Somms’s police force, kept the people of Zilamat back from the half-kilometer-long mosaic that formed the center of the plaza, a mosaic that detailed the history of the Lorian Gods. But the rest of the plaza, the surrounding rooftops and windows, and the streets leading to the central square were jammed. Some people even trampled one another in their efforts to witness an event unprecedented in the long history of their empire.

At noon, a shadow passed over the plaza—a shadow cast by a cloud of steel—as the Zav-class transport that Admiral Koppett had taken for his flagship settled slowly to the ground. Nearly three hundred meters long, the admiral’s ship was an impressive, if somewhat barbaric, sight as its bulk crushed some of the fine mosaic of the plaza floor, the first stones of which had been laid down more than two thousand years before.

As the ship settled, grinding the stones to a fine powder, General Billiard, flanked by Captains Forgari and Garth, appeared at the top of the hundred-meter-wide milkstone steps that led into the palace. Two squads of combat-boat officers, Billiard’s elite force, rushed to form a living corridor up the steps, their recoilless rifles held at “present arms.”

Silently, ponderously, the giant side lock of the transport slid open and a heavy steel ramp levered out onto the plaza surface, fracturing more of the precious mosaic.

The crowd was silent, all eyes fixed on the ramp.

As Admiral Koppett stepped out of the ship followed by two aides, his eyes roamed over the Lorian citizens, taking in the colors of their dress, sensing their air of hushed expectancy. Looking up the flight of steps to where Billiard was waiting, the merest trace of a frown flashed across his otherwise expressionless face. He stood for a moment, at the top of the spaceship’s ramp, then started downward.

Billiard, his face as motionless as if carved from stone, waited at the top of the palace steps. The admiral crossed the stretch of plaza between the ship’s ramp and the Star Palace steps quickly, his aides staying precisely in step exactly one pace behind their leader. At the base of the steps, Koppett stopped and looked up once more. A buzz of excitement began to spread through the crowd. The people of Lori were not sure what was taking place, but they were aware that some tremendous drama was being acted out before their eyes. In an instant, Admiral Koppett—the conqueror of the Lorian Empire, the leader of the revolution—was subtly and completely destroyed by the man who had won the empire for him. In a flash, Koppett had realized that he was not going to get a chance to arrange any assassination. Billiard had anticipated him even there.

For a moment, he considered turning and trying to get back aboard his transport, but the recoilless rifles Billiard’s entourage held out in salute, he was sure, could as easily be turned from salute to threat at a mere signal from the man on the steps above him.

The admiral glanced back over his shoulder at one aide, then at the other, hoping for the slightest sign of support from them, hoping they were at least going to accompany him on the climb up those marble steps. Neither moved. Neither looked at him. Their eyes were fixed on that commanding presence standing above them. Long moments passed, aging Koppett years in seconds. Then, shrunken-looking in the gold-and-white uniform that had fit him so splendidly moments before, Koppett began to climb, to pay homage to the new God of the Lorian Empire.

He stopped three steps below Billiard, looked up at him, and tried one last piece of bravado. “You’ve done a good job, General,” he said, his voice ringing out loud enough to be heard clearly by the thousands clustered at the base of the steps. “You are to be congratulated on your victory.”

Billiard looked down at Koppett for several seconds, a slight smile on his face. Then he spoke, his voice carrying as far as had the admiral’s. “Koppett, in the name of the revolution, you are under arrest for the murder of the God of the Lorian Empire.”

A gasp carried up to them from the Lorians below, then a buzz which spread away from the plaza center in waves as word of the old God’s death was sent outward.

The blood drained from Koppett’s face; then he nodded, accepting the reality of his defeat. With a barely perceptible flick of two fingers, Billiard signaled to some men behind him, and two laser-armed officers stepped forward, flanking Koppett.

“Am I to be shot, General?” he asked, his voice calm and even.

“No,” Billiard said, “not as long as you cooperate.”

“And if I do cooperate?”

“Then we shall see what can be arranged,” Billiard answered, signaling for the guards to take the admiral away.

Billiard looked out over the crowd in the plaza, and off to one side a technician pointed a remote-spot microphone at him. The Earthman’s voice, when he spoke, boomed out from speakers surrounding the plaza.

“Citizens of the Lorian Empire,” he announced, “for the protection and preservation of the Lorian Empire, I have found it necessary to take command of the revolutionary forces. The purity of the revolution must not be tainted by treachery, and it was through treachery that Admiral Koppett arranged the death of the late God of the Lorian Empire. Stability must be maintained, both here on Lori and throughout the empire. To that end, the edicts of the revolutionary command must be obeyed without question by all Lorians, everywhere. Those citizens of the empire who fought against the revolution honorably are hereby, by my command, pardoned. There shall be no recriminations, no reprisals, no persecutions… But should there be men out there who dream of a return to the corrupt government of the past, who dream of a continuation of the power of the hated Redhats, who lust for power and hope to take advantage of the confusion which is the inevitable result of the revolution, let me warn them. Their efforts will have one result: death. There is but one power on Lori, and that power is me. Support me, and we will build a new and even greater Lorian Empire. Those who oppose me will most surely die.”

Billiard looked out at the crowd and was met with complete silence. He let the silence stretch until it was almost painful; then, without any sign of hurry, he turned and strode back into the palace.

Garth and Forgari, caught by surprise, hurried after him.

“What are you going to do with Admiral Koppett?” Santha asked breathlessly, after she had caught up with him. “You can’t kill him.”

“Of course I can’t kill him,” Billiard said. “After all, he is the father of the revolution.”

Santha looked up at him, expecting to see sarcasm in his expression. She found none.

“The best thing,” Billiard continued, “would probably be simply to exile him from the empire, with enough of a pension to keep him living in comfort—but not with so much that he can ever again plot a revolution.”

Santha smiled up at him, relief in her face that Koppett was not to be hurt. “Thank you,” she said simply.

“It is best. You may go on now, Captain. I need to speak with Captain Forgari for a moment.”

Santha smiled again, nodded, then hurried on into the depths of the palace.

“Captain…” Billiard said.

“Yes, sir?” Forgari answered, continuing to walk at Billiard’s side, his eyes straight ahead.

“I want you to make sure that Koppett never gets off Lori alive. Understand?” he sighed.

“Yes, sir.”



III
In the next few days, Billiard found that fighting to win an empire was a lot easier than slogging through the mountain of details necessary to keep it running as an efficient unit. He delegated everything he possibly could—either to officers of the revolution or specialists in various fields—and still found himself at his desk for twenty or more hours each day, less than half of which hours he was able to spend on his prime mission: trying to locate the secret Redhat base where the work on his own encapsulated universe was probably being completed by Redhats intent on removing Billiard from the throne.

Billiard had not seen Santha in nearly a week. Then, one morning, while he was fighting his way through a series of reports on veterans’ rewards that had given him a splitting headache, she pushed past his secretary and into his office.

“Come on, iron man,” she said. “You’re getting out of here for a while.”

“Lieutenant Garth, what the hell do you think you’re doing?” Billiard countered.

“Captain Garth, remember? You promoted me.”

“And if I don’t see your backside in about five seconds, I’m gonna demote you farther than lieutenant.”

“Bah, you don’t scare me!” Santha retorted, sticking her tongue out at Billiard.

He stared at her for a moment, then burst out laughing. “All right,” he chuckled, “what do you want?”

“You,” she said simply.

“For what?”

“A picnic.”

“A picnic!” Billiard exploded. “How the empire’s name do you expect me to make time for a picnic?”

“By simply getting up and walking out of here. Believe me, the Lorian Empire won’t fall apart if you neglect your duties for a few hours.”

Billiard looked at the woman, at the smile on her face and at the deeper pleading in her eyes; then with sudden decision he stood up, grabbed his cap and her arm, and strode out of the room.

Already wishing he hadn’t agreed, thinking of the number of things that still had to be done this day, Billiard found his headache getting worse instead of better as Santha led him out onto the palace roof to an open aircar. Climbing in behind the controls, she lifted the small ship easily, smoothly, sitting relaxed in the bucket with her hair blowing back in the brisk wind created by their flight.

“Where to?” Billiard asked.

“Someplace I haven’t been since I was a kid,” Santha answered. “I only hope it’s still there.”

They flew on in silence for almost half an hour before she pointed the nose of the aircar downward, peering intently at the low range of mountains just in front of them. She seemed to be flying them straight into a solid rock escarpment, and Billiard was tensing himself for a grab at the controls, when she suddenly twisted the little ship to the left, around a spur of rock, and they flashed into a narrow green gorge cut into the heart of the mountains by a small river.

Billiard leaned over and looked straight down at a rushing stream of white water that seemed to be a narrow ribbon shining brightly more than a hundred meters below.

To their right, along the canyon wall, was a ledge that looked like a climbing trail for outdoorsmen. Santha was watching it intently, with only brief glances forward to keep the aircar in the center of the gorge. When they came upon a place where a cup in the canyon wall offered a level spot, she slid the airboat in with expert hands, landing them without a bump. “This is it,” she said with a bright smile, jumping out of the boat. “Come on, I’ll show you!”

Billiard hit the release on his seatbelts and followed Santha out of the aircar, wondering where she could be going. She led him over the rim of the rock shelf and pointed downward.

Looking over, he saw a small tributary stream, nearly twenty meters below. The water was tumbling fast, along a small, higher gorge of its own, which constantly narrowed as it cut down toward the main canyon. It disappeared after some fifty meters, rushing down through what seemed to be but a narrow crack between two boulders.

Santha turned and ran back to the aircar, retrieving an insulated hamper she had prepared earlier. Then she was back at the edge of the rock shelf, stepping over it, fitting her feet into small cracks in the rock face.

“Come on,” she ordered. “It’s lunch time, and I’m starved.”

“You’re kidding!” Billiard said. “You’ll kill yourself trying to climb down there.”

“I’ve done it hundreds of times.”

“When you were a lot younger.”

Santha stuck her tongue out at Billiard, then dropped down over the edge.

He watched her, checking each spot where she put her hands and feet, and realized that the cliff wasn’t quite vertical—just very steep. There were handholds, and a few small plants. And ten meters below, the slope lessened considerably.

Santha was down almost to a level area near the stream, when she turned to look back up at Billiard, shading her eyes with her hand. Billiard could see her lips moving, but over the rush of the water her voice was completely lost.

Shrugging, and wishing his headache would go away, Billiard started down the cliff. He found a series of expansion cracks he was able to get his hands and feet into, and the climbing was not as difficult as it had appeared it was going to be.

Then he made a mistake.

Reaching across a slight outcropping, the beginning of a bulge in the rock that reached its fullness about three meters below, Billiard took hold of a small bush, using it for a brace while he swung his body across to the next foothold. The bush, which had easily supported Santha’s weight, gave under Billiard’s greater bulk. He slipped and slid almost straight down the smooth rock face, his hands scrabbling for purchase. In a moment, his right hand brushed against a huge clump of green and blue flowers, and he grabbed at their bases. Several came out in his hand, but the majority held, stopping his downward plunge.

Not knowing exactly where he was on the rock face, Billiard held on tight and kept still, waiting for his heart to stop pounding. He was lying on his stomach on the slight slant of slippery, damp rock, and could hear the rushing water below—very loud, now. Almost as loud as the pounding of blood in his ears and the rasping of his breath. Cautiously, he stretched his left arm out, searching for a handhold.

He almost let go in shock when his hand contacted something warm and soft—some sort of flesh.

With the fleeting thought that there were, he knew, several species of wild carnivores on Lori, Billiard slowly turned his head to the left. He let out a grateful sigh of-relief when he saw that what he had touched was his companion’s hand, held out to him from where she was crouched on a small ledge of rock level with him, some two meters away.

He reached out, locking his fingers around Santha’s wrist. Her fingers gripped his wrist in the same way, and he let go of the flowers, swinging across and getting his legs up onto the ledge with her.

Santha looked at him, smiling, then started down again. Billiard had no choice but to follow, thinking of a few choice things he was going to have to say to her when they finally got to wherever it was she was going with such determination.

A few more feet of descent followed, and then the rock surface leveled out as the sound of water beating back and forth between the walls drowned out every other possible noise. Large boulders, which had appeared to be only small rocks from above, blocked straight-line passage, however, and although moving along the stream was less dangerous than climbing down the cliff, it was not that much easier.

Santha was waiting for him a bit farther on, and Billiard stopped, on reaching her, to sit for a minute on a rounded boulder to catch his breath. She sat down next to him, leaning over to shout in his ear. “Not much farther. Just through that crack there.” She pointed at the narrow opening between the two boulders, the opening that had looked only inches wide from the shelf far above.

“Can we get through there?” he yelled back.

“No problem,” she laughed. “Come on.”

Flashes of light off the tumbling water made it hard to see as Billiard followed Santha cautiously along the cut, jumping from rock to rock, trying to keep his balance and finding his feet constantly slipping on the wet rocks. His progress was more of a mad scramble than a deliberate walk. Nevertheless, in minutes they squeezed through the cleft and came out into a small, clear space. Here was a pool, surrounded by boulders except for one small stretch of sand. At the other end of the clearing, the water in the pool poured slowly out between two worn rocks. When Billiard walked over to peer at the fall, he found himself looking straight down almost a hundred meters to the main river below.

“Well?” Santha asked.

“Beautiful. As soon as I get back to the office, I’ll put out an executive order making this place off limits to everyone except us—by order of the God of the Lorian Empire. I’ve got the title, and here’s a chance to use it for something important!”

“I doubt if that’s necessary,” Santha replied. “I’d be very surprised if more than a dozen people on the whole planet know about this spot. And I’m willing to share it with them—as long as they aren’t trying to use it when I want to use it.”

She settled down on the sand, spreading out a piece of white cloth, then opening the insulated hamper. Pulling out a bottle of Trennian Wine-of-Gold, she handed it to Billiard. “Put a fresh chill on this, will you? It should still be cold, but I’ll bet the pool is colder.”

Billiard slipped the bottle beneath the surface of the pool, setting it carefully in a V formed by two rocks. The water was crystal clear—and, as predicted, icy cold.

“And now for the surprise,” Santha exclaimed. She pulled an insulated container from the hamper, undid the clips at each end, and carefully lifted off the top.

“My God!” Billiard exclaimed. “Broxonian Eel Bird! How the hell did you come up with that?”

Santha held up the pale-blue roast bird, famous for its delicious and slightly hallucinogenic flesh, examining it critically. “The Imperial Chef had two of them in the palace freezer. I think he was planning to sell them on the black market.”

They ate in silence, savoring the sun-flavored blue meat and passing the wine bottle back and forth, their meal backgrounded by the music of the water tumbling into the pool, then bubbling out for the long fall to the river below. When they finished, Santha gathered up the remains of the meal and neatly tucked them back inside the hamper.

“You’d make someone quite a wife,” Billiard said lazily, watching her clean the area.

“Not really,” she responded, looking up at him with a hint of red on her cheeks and a look of puzzlement in her eyes.

“What are you going to do now?” she asked, changing the subject quite pointedly. Or at least it appeared to Billiard that she was changing the subject.

“About what?”

“Your main problem,” she said with a smile.

“I wasn’t aware I had any main problem,” Billiard said, returning her smile.

“The ‘power universe.’”

That one sentence from her wiped out his smile.

“You know about it?”

“Of course I know,” she said, continuing to smile. “As your second in command, I have to know what’s going on around the palace.”

“And you understand why I have to find it?” Billiard asked.

“If you’re going to stay in power as the new God, you have to get control of it away from the Redhats.”

Billiard let out a sigh of relief; Santha had not, by some fluke, guessed his real reason for wanting to find the research center.

Santha mistook his sigh. “But we aren’t supposed to be talking business,” she said with a grin. “You’re supposed to be relaxing and enjoying a day off.”

“What about us?” Billiard asked, changing the subject as she had suggested, but onto one she didn’t seem to be prepared to think about.

She looked down into the water, an unhappy expression on her face. “You know the tradition,” she said. “The God of the Lorian Empire can be married only to that empire: he cannot take a wife. He can, of course, have female servants.”

Billiard thought he saw tears glint in her eyes, though it may have just been a reflection of the sparkling waters.

“And do you recommend that I have such a servant?” he asked.

“Now you’re asking too much,” Santha said, anger showing in her voice for the first time. “I could never be—”

“No, I’m not asking too much.” Anger sounded now in Billiard’s voice, too. “You know how I feel about you. You should also know by now that you’re the only person on this whole damn planet I can trust without reservation. Yes, I do have a job to be done: an empire to consolidate and govern, and, hopefully, turn onto a better path. And that job does demand that I remain unmarried. But I can’t do that job without you…”

“I’m sorry,” Santha said softly. “I know you’re right. But for now, though, please take me back to the palace.”

Billiard stood, reached down for her, and pulled her up into his arms. For a fleeting moment their lips met. Then Santha pulled free and started back up the gorge. Billiard looked after her for a moment, then bent and picked up the hamper, following her with his eyes on the rocks, but with his mind a universe away, on another obligation.



  

SIX


I
Billiard found that what he had at first thought to be a heavy work load was as nothing compared to what was to come. Within weeks he found himself completely snowed under with reports, recommendations, requests, etc.—all somehow connected with the conquest and reorganization of the Lorian Empire, and all requiring his personal attention. Although he searched diligently through the reports each morning, none seemed to offer any leads to the location of the secret Redhat research center that had been on the captive universe. This greatly increased his anger with the people of Lori, who didn’t seem to give a damn what sort of government they had.

Billiard was slowly bringing order out of confusion as his men became more skilled in their exercise of control over Lori. Some Redhat officers, and a few regular army and navy men, elected to continue their resistance, making the pacification of the planet a frequently bloody task. Nevertheless, within two months, the revolutionary forces were in complete command of the nerve-centers of the empire.

Billiard had moved into the office of the former God of the Lorian Empire, not because he had taken the post—he hadn’t yet, officially, at least—but because it was the only area in the Star Palace properly set up to handle many of the problems he was facing. It was here that he had the communications net he needed as well as the office space necessary for the immense staff he found obligatory to keep all his time from being chewed up by petty details.

One of the most troublesome of his problems was the number of people constantly wanting to see him. Most of them could be screened by his staff and diverted to the various departments capable of handling such matters, but some simply had to see him, either because of the nature of their problems or because of the position of importance they occupied in the political scheme of things. Former ministers of this and that, ex-politicians, high-ranking military officers, industrialists, economists, bankers, and media moguls—all waited with varying degrees of impatience in the anteroom of the God’s personal office.

Billiard tried to see as many each day as possible—before, between, and after dealing with the day-to-day administrative problems of the empire—but more new names appeared on the list each day and far exceeded the names that were frequently scratched. On the day Billiard received a red-faced report from the security chief that someone had been putting anti-revolution propaganda sheets in with the pension and welfare checks before mailing them, he did not feel like seeing anyone.

That afternoon he was sitting at his desk, going over reports on Goromi military activities along their border with the Lorian Empire, when his secretary opened the anteroom to announce that there would be no further appointments. He heard the groans from those who had been sitting waiting all day, but paid little attention to them. His mind was preoccupied with both possible Goromi incursions and the problem of locating the hidden Redhat laboratory. Why else did I become God of this god-forsaken empire, if not to locate the encapsulation-probe center? he asked himself today, as he did constantly. He paid little attention to what was happening outside until he heard the sharp hiss of a laser and a cry of pain.

Reacting instinctively, Billiard came out of his chair, drawing his laser with a smooth motion, and rolled off to one side, out of the line of fire of what he assumed must be an assassination attempt—an attempt he had been expecting for some time.

His gun came up immediately and centered on a short, disheveled figure standing in the anteroom doorway. But before his finger could tighten on the trigger, Billiard observed that the man did not have a weapon and that he was holding a burn spot on one arm. As Billiard watched the man, his guards were pulling him into the corridor.

Billiard lowered his gun. Over the noise and excitement in the anteroom, he could hear the small man yelling.

“But you don’t understand!” he was screaming as he fought the guards. “I’m Major Fentara, of the revolution’s Intelligence Service.”

“Hold it!” Billiard shouted.

His guards, startled, stopped and looked into the inner office.

“Bring that man here,” Billiard ordered. “And close that damn door.”

Peace immediately returned to his office as the door to the anteroom, and finally his own, swung shut, blocking out the still-continuing complaints of the disappointed visitors. The guards pulled the disheveled man up to Billiard’s desk, each holding on to an arm.

“Release him,” Billiard said.

“Thank you,” the man said simply, reaching over to gently probe the spot on his forearm where he had been brushed with a laser beam.

“Who are you?” Billiard demanded, “and what do you want?”

“Major Fentara, sir. Of your Intelligence Service.”

“And why have you found it necessary to try to break in like this, Major?” Billiard asked. “My secretary announced that there would be no more appointments today.”

Fentara looked at the guard standing to his right, then back to Billiard. “Sir, this is in reference to Project One.”

Billiard was startled at hearing the code word he had assigned to his prime mission back when the revolution was just beginning, two years before. The code had been given to the first men who had gone out, and Billiard had assumed that those who had not reported back had been caught and executed. With a wave of his hand, Billiard sent the guards out of the room, then motioned Fentara to a seat.

“What have you found out, Major?” Billiard asked, leaning forward in his seat as tension built in his mind and body. Maybe, just maybe, he thought, Fentara might have the information he needed so desperately.

“I’m really not sure, sir. Maybe this is information for Project One, and maybe something else entirely.”

Fentara paused for a moment, fishing in his shirt pocket; then he pulled out a small box. Without being asked, Billiard pushed the projector forward on his desk and Fentara slipped a color slide into the feed slot.

“After returning to Lori from Sutet IX,” Fentara said, settling back in his chair, “I spent a full year trying to pump government employees for information on any new research projects—conducted either by Redhats or by the armed forces. And I drew a complete blank. As a matter of fact, I kept up the investigation for so long I’m surprised I didn’t receive a visit from Redhat security.”

“You must have found something,” Billiard said when Fentara paused for a moment, “or you wouldn’t be here now.”

“Yes, sir. I did find something. Or at least I think I found something.”

Fentara pushed a switch on the projector and a map appeared on the screen. With a blunt fingernail, Fentara walked over and pointed to a group of red dots near the center of a pink-shaded area on the map—a Redhat security area.

“As I understood it, your search was basically for a power-research station. And although I could be wrong—God knows, I’m no scientist—I figured that a research station looking for a new, or more powerful, power source would naturally be using a lot of power.”

“A logical assumption,” Billiard said with a smile.

“And if that’s the case,” Fentara continued, a note of triumph in his voice, “I’m sure I have the location of the project.” He tapped his finger again on the red dots on the screen.

“There?” Billiard asked, disappointment in his voice. “At an established Redhat base? Right out in the open? Don’t you think I would have found it by now, Major, if it is in an established Redhat security area—right out in plain sight?”

“But this station isn’t right out in plain sight, sir. This is an old base—probably your men haven’t been there yet—built by the Redhats as a detention center, and then abandoned more than twenty years ago. It was originally planned as a detention center for all local political prisoners of the Redhats; but there were too many jurisdictional squabbles to settle: Internal security, the armed forces, the planetary police, and half a dozen other agencies somehow got involved—and objected to the concept of a central prison such as this. So the whole plan was shelved, and never opened up again even when the Redhats had managed to absorb the functions of all those other agencies.”

“So what makes you think they’re using it as the site for Project One?”

“Two things. First the place is supposed to be abandoned—actually it’s what they termed ‘inactive’—but something is drawing enough power out of the Lori continental net there to power a small city. Second, from what I’ve been able to find out, there’s a full defensive shell around the place.”

“How dependable is your information on all this?”

“Regarding the power consumption, totally dependable. I managed to see the power-drain records myself. This was before you arrived. I had to bribe and connive. It ought to cost the revolution a hundred thousand gilts once I turn in my expense vouchers.”

“And the defensive shell?” Billiard asked.

“That’s a bit less certain. It took me weeks, but I managed, not long ago, to reach a town called Pelli, about fifty miles from the area; I’ve just got back, by the way. Well, I believe there’s a full shell. Everything points to it. If anyone tries to fly into the airspace inside the area, he gets a live ‘Hold position’ instead of the usual canned warning for violating inactive areas. A few minutes later comes a visual inspection by a flight of flit-boats. I saw them once. There have been, I was told, at least two cases in the past couple of years of commercial ships—one of them a passenger liner with over four hundred people on board—being blown out of the air by anti-aircraft missiles from the area. Both instances were somewhat hushed up by the Redhats, but it’s hard to hide the deaths of four-hundred-plus civilians, even with total media control.”

“That defensive shell,” Billiard said softly, more to himself than to Fentara, “is going to make things tough.”

“Why?” Fentara asked, surprise in his voice. “Go in there with one medium cruiser and the place will be yours in ten minutes.”

“And the place will also be nine-tenths destroyed,” Billiard retorted, “which does not fit my purposes. I’ve got to find some way through that defensive shell without starting a major battle.”

“There might be a way…” Fentara said.

“How?” Billiard demanded, his head coming up sharply to look at the intelligence officer.

“General M’tang. A first cousin of the former God, and the officer in charge of all Redhat research projects. If anyone would know of a way through the defensive shell without a battle, he should.”

“And just how do you suggest we find him?” Billiard asked, sarcasm in his voice.

“Why, we don’t have to,” Fentara replied. “He’s hiding right here in the capital. In a hotel downtown.”

“What?” Billiard yelled. “Here? Why hasn’t he been picked up?”

“Well, sir, I assume that no one but me has tracked him down. And the only reason I know of his whereabouts is because of the checking I was doing near that abandoned base. And I haven’t had time to inform your security men about him.”

Minutes later, Billiard and Fentara were in an unmarked groundcar, Billiard behind the wheel breaking every speed limit for ground vehicles and a half-dozen other traffic regulations as well. They were alone, not even accompanied by Billiard’s personal guards. He wanted as few people as possible in on the captive-universe story, if only so as to eliminate as much discussion of the subject as possible once he found, and closed down, the project. The more people who knew about it, the more people would be wondering why he didn’t continue it in order to get the new power source for himself.

After getting M’tang’s room number from Fentara, Billiard left the major in the car and walked into the hotel by himself. Bypassing the desk, as if he had every right to be going up in the bounce, he soon found himself outside Room 225. Checking to see that his laser was free in its holster, Billiard knocked on the door.

The sound of his knuckles echoed in the dusty silence of the hallway. Several minutes passed without a sound. Then Billiard knocked again, this time harder, his fist pounding against the wood-grained plastic. He was ready to kick in the door, when the latch clicked and the door swung open less than an inch.

Billiard saw one bloodshot brown eye peeking past the jamb.

“What do you want?” a low voice croaked.

Billiard’s shoulder hit the door, hard, and it flew open, knocking the old man back toward a rumpled bed. “You. General M’tang. That’s what I want.”

“You must be mistaken,” the old man said, lifting himself from the floor and shrinking back to the bed. “My name is Nevils. Goddrun Nevils.”

“Your name is General M’tang. A name which will probably look quite good on your tombstone, which will be cut this afternoon unless I get some instant cooperation from you.”

The old man looked at Billiard; then suddenly his shoulders slumped. A beaten man, he sat on the bed for a moment before he got slowly to his feet. His shoulders pulled back until he was standing at attention. “What do you want?” he asked. “Am I under arrest, or are you simply going to execute me, here and now?”

“You are not under arrest—at least not yet,” Billiard barked. “And as for execution, that entirely depends on how you act in the next few minutes. What I want from you is information, and the amount of information I get will determine exactly how long you will survive and in what condition you will await your eventual death—as a prisoner, or as a free man.”

“And who might you be, sir, to be making such threats, and such promises?”

“Latham Billiard.”

“The new God?”

There was such a tone of incredulity in M’tang’s voice that Billiard almost laughed. Instead, he simply nodded.

The old man suddenly sat down again on the bed behind him. “What information are you seeking?” he asked.

“Everything you know about the abandoned detention center near Pelli city.”

“What is there to know?” the general said with a shrug. “It’s an abandoned base. Probably pretty badly run down—although I can’t say from personal experience. Out of my department, you know.”

“General,” Billiard asked quietly, “do you really want to die?”

“What? Of course not.”

“Then you’d better give me a straight answer, because you’re not going to get another chance. Now, what do you know about the detention center?”

M’tang looked at Billiard for a moment; then, with a rueful smile, he began to talk.

“On top it’s still an abandoned detention center. But underneath, in a fully shielded complex, there is one of the most advanced research facilities on the planet.”

“Doing what?” Billiard prompted.

“Working on a new power source,” the general answered. “A virtually unlimited power source. The high command gave the project top priority some time ago, because they believed that only with this unlimited power could you—that is, the revolution—be stopped. To the best of my knowledge, the few Redhats who are hiding out—and yes, most of them are there in the old detention center—still think that way, even though you’ve taken Lori.”

“What is this new power source?” Billiard asked, already sure he knew the answer but wanting to make absolutely certain he had the right project.

“The power of an entire universe,” M’tang answered, a dreamy expression coming to his features. “Power beyond the wildest imaginings of any man. Power beyond measure. Power literally without limit!”

“Details, man,” Billiard demanded. “Power from what, from where?”

M’tang shook his head, as if clearing out the dreams and making room for reality. “I don’t really have many details on the power source itself. It was all worked out by a study team some time back. But I once did get a general briefing on the subject, and I think I’ve retained some of that.

“Our scientists long ago surmised that there are more than one of what we think of as a universe. Not merely more than one galaxy, but multiple universes! They deduced that each universe contains a certain amount of mass, which creates a “binding” field, subtly different from a simple gravitational field, around that universe—a field which holds the universe together, keeping it apart, as it were, from other universes. Anyway, the mass of the universe determines the strength of that field which pervades and encloses the universe…

“They also theorized that all universes must be expanding in size—since our own was—through what they assumed to be infinite space. However, the rate of expanding of an individual universe, they said, would be determined by the strength of its binding field. That meant that all the various universes—which I guess are also infinite in number—are in sizes, depending upon their age and the amount of mass contained in each universe.

“In the course of trying to prove, or disprove, this expansion theory, it was discovered that energy was disappearing from our universe, into the so-called ‘black holes’ that used to be fairly massive stars. I understand that the holes have all been plotted, and that most spacemen understand the theory behind black holes.”

“They do,” Billiard said. “Go on.”

“Finally, some bright boy got the idea of capturing a universe—an entire encapsulated universe—and punching a hole through it so that we could drain off some of its power through what would appear, to that universe, to be an ordinary—though maybe rather large—black hole…

“It was a wild idea, but someone convinced Command that there was a chance of carrying it off. It took years of effort for the research team assigned to the project to ‘locate’ a universe beyond our own. Meanwhile, a second team was at work to discover a means—a tool of immense manipulative power—by which to capture and hold the universe we were looking for. Which was, of course, a smaller universe than our own. One that would, therefore, have a greater mass than ours. One that would contain, by the same token, great stores of energy!

“Much to our team’s surprise, we located such a universe within our own! And it was only a matter of a few feet across! A complete universe, with stars and clusters and galaxies, but so small that not the strongest instruments at our disposal could make out individual suns through the wall of force which held that universe together and kept it separate from our universe.

“Once the team had actually captured the universe and had anchored it in position in a lab, they began working on the part of the project which would give the whole thing meaning: finding a way to punch through the wall of that universe, to draw off some of that tremendous energy potential locked up in it. At first all such experiments had to be carried out in interstellar space because we couldn’t control the vast amounts of energy unleashed. Only after several years of development were we able to open up white holes small enough to allow us to use the probe on the surface of an inhabited planet.

“General,” Billiard broke in, “did your research team give any thought to what might happen to that universe when you punched a hole in it?”

“Our calculations, or rather the calculations of the research team,” the general answered pleasantly, “showed that even though we would be getting a tremendous amount of energy from the universe, what we would be getting would not be enough to break down totally the wall of binding force encapsulating that universe. We had no fear of an explosion.”

“Yes, I understand that,” Billiard said, a note of impatience creeping into his voice. “But what about what might be happening in the other universe—the one you have created an energy drain in. After all, if it’s a complete universe, there might even be intelligent beings in it. How will your hole in the wall of their universe affect them?”

“Well,” the general said, “I can’t really say I’ve given the problem much thought. In effect we’ve now created a tremendously large “black hole” in that universe, and it will probably have some rather unusual effects there, especially upon entropy and time flow. I can’t see that it’s really all that important, though. After all, whatever effects might occur there will have no real importance here, in the real world.”

Billiard stood for a moment staring at M’tang. The longer he stood there, silent, the more nervous M’tang became. Finally Billiard spoke.

“Very well, General. Now for the important question: What is the code to open the research station’s defensive shell?”

Now it was M’tang’s turn to be silent for a moment. Beads of sweat broke out on his forehead as he obviously wrestled with himself over a course of action.

“The code is really the only thing I have to bargain for my life with, you know,” he said. “My life—and other things.”

“Other things?” Billiard asked. “What other things?”

“Well, one thing I want to do is to make you the most powerful man in the empire.”

“I already am the most powerful man in the empire,” Billiard said dryly, “so what you want, what you are offering me, is really nothing.”

“All you have is political power,” the general said with a slight sneer. “What I am offering you is unlimited physical power—the power to destroy planets, the power to make planets into gardens, the power to do whatever you wish with this universe.”

“Very well,” Billiard said impatiently, “I accept the power you’re offering. Now what is that code?”

“Well, now,” M’tang said slowly, a crafty expression appearing on his face. “I’m not offering this power as a gift, you know…”

Billiard looked at the old man for a moment; then with one smooth motion he stepped forward and pulled out his laser, jamming the node between M’tang’s lips.

“You have a choice, General,” he said in a deadly voice. “Give me the code for the defensive shell, or lose what few brains you have. Remember, we can always overpower the shell, if we have to. I have the men and ships to do that, but I’d rather not. I’d rather take over the complex intact… But the work of your research team can be duplicated, if I have to destroy the original!”

Billiard eased the gun back out of M’tang’s mouth, and the old man spat out a bit of broken tooth before speaking.

“I’ll program it for you,” he said, a thoroughly frightened expression now distorting his features.

He turned to a small desk, took out a pocket programmer, then began punching buttons. Thirty seconds later, it ejected a small tape capsule into his hand, which he handed to Billiard.

“Okay, General,” Billiard said. “If this works, if this opens the shell, you’re a free man. You have my promise of a pardon and retirement on full pay. But you’re coming along to the station. If this tape doesn’t work, I guarantee you won’t live long enough to regret trying to cross me!”

Minutes later, Billiard and M’tang, accompanied by Fentara and a hastily assembled squad of soldiers, were airborne in a police floater commanded by Billiard. Billiard took the controls and headed the floater inland from Zilamat, toward the plateau and desert which filled two-thirds of the continent.

In forty-five minutes, Billiard saw smoke ahead, near the spot where Fentara’s slide map had indicated the abandoned Redhat base. Billiard triggered the code program that M’tang assured him would get them through the defensive shell, then threw every erg of power in the collectors into the drive nodes. Five minutes later, they were circling a massive smoking ruin—what was left of the hidden Redhat research station.

A few Redhat troops were still left in the station, primarily the controllers for the defensive shell, and Billiard found himself taking some small-arms fire as he grounded the floater. His squad of soldiers quickly took care of what little resistance there was, however, leaving only one man alive—to answer questions.

And answer he did, when he found out what was in store for him if he tried to remain silent.

Without advance notice, he told his interrogators, several heavy floaters had arrived at the research station a short time before, with a release program for the defensive shell. They had been filled with armed men dressed in Redhat uniforms, who had orders to move everything of value out of the station, destroying what they could not move. While some of them, he said, under the command of two Redhat generals, had moved out the heavy equipment in the main research lab, the others had planted explosives and rounded up all scientists and technicians. When they had loaded everything into the heavy floaters, including the technicians, they had set off explosives, then taken off toward the west.

Billiard had been listening to the interrogation from near the back of the common room, where his men had dragged the Redhat. Now he turned quickly and ran out to his police floater, hitting the switch of the command com set, which had been patched through the police net to the palace.

As the screen cleared, showing the face of a young warrant officer, Billiard barked: “Get me Captain Garth! Immediately!”

The young man’s face vanished from the screen and. was replaced in less than thirty seconds by Santha’s.

Billiard did not wait for her to ask him anything. “Red alert!” he screamed.

Before he could say any more, Santha spun around in her seat and slapped the alarm switch, then swung back to face him again.

“There was a secret Redhat research lab near Pelli city,” he told her. “They pulled out of it less than an hour ago, and they’ll probably be trying to get off-planet. Notify the monitor, planetary defense, and Bahsum. They must be stopped. But they must not be destroyed. We have to get back that equipment they stole. It’s vital!”

“I’m sorry,” Santha said, “but I’m afraid you’re too late, sir.”

“What?” Billiard yelled.

“They’ve already gotten off-planet. I was trying to reach you when you called. I didn’t know about the research station, but I’d had a report of a Redhat attack on the spaceport and docking complex at Nirbala. They stole a commercial freighter just minutes before it was scheduled to lift. Neither planetary defense nor the monitor paid any attention to it, since it did have flight clearance.”

“And?” Billiard asked.

“And I managed to get a flight of flit-boats into space and locked on to them. We know where they are now, and have a good idea of where they’re heading.”

The pent-up breath whooshed out of Billiard’s lungs as he sighed with relief. “Where?” he asked.

“To V’noon,” Santha said. “What we originally thought was just a mining planet now appears to be a secret Redhat base.”

“Okay,” Billiard said. “Have the flit-boats maintain contact, but order them not to engage. And get your squadron ready for space. I have a squad of soldiers with me; bring Stevru and at least a squad with you. I’ll be there in forty-five minutes, and I want us to lift in forty-six.”

“We’ll be ready,” Captain Garth said, leaning forward to cut the connection.



II
Billiard led Santha’s squadron of combat boats into orbit around V’noon on a tight polar orange-peel pattern. The computers aboard the lead ship made sure the squadron did not come into range of the planetary-defense lasers mounted around the Redhat fortress.

On his long-range screens Billiard could see the scattered wreckage of several flit-boats which had attempted to follow the escaping Redhats right down into their fortress. Their orders had been to follow and observe—not attack—but Billiard made a mental note to have the combat records of each of them pulled and to make sure that they got every honor and medal it was possible for the revolutionary government to bestow.

“Captain Garth, what do you think?” Billiard asked.

Santha’s voice came thinly over the radio from her position a hundred miles behind Billiard’s lead ship. “No way are we going to take them from space. Not without a battleship, anyway.”

“And the only way we could do it with a battleship,” Billiard sent back, “would be to reduce the fortress completely, then take possession of the ruins. But I must have that equipment they stole from the laboratory.”

“You really don’t have much choice, then,” Santha said, the tone of resignation coming clearly over the circuit. “We’re going to have to land and take them by ground action, and that’s going to be slow and bloody. Remember how hard it was for them to get us off that ledge on Thopt? Well, that’s how hard it’s going to be to get to them in that fortress. Can you get a regiment or two of ground troops in on this?”

“Not in time.”

“In time… ?” Santha inquired.

“As soon as they’re set up—you may not know they’re carrying a universe with them—they’ll undoubtedly draw even more power out of that universe, to counter our attack, and, well…”

Billiard could hear Santha’s long drawn-out gasp over the circuit between them; he’d not had time to explain the equipment’s full implications to her.

“I want to save both universes,” he said simply. “There’s a monitor with a company of ground troops and their equipment at Sharstar that we can get here in say, twelve hours, but that would probably be too late,” he sighed.

“Then we don’t have much choice,” Santha said.

“No, I guess not,” Billiard answered with reluctance in his voice. “Let’s put ’em on the ground.”



III
At a small camp improvised at a great distance from the Redhat fortress, Captain Stevru, who would command the two squads of soldiers and some combat-boat crewmen who could be spared from the boats, studied—with Billiard and Captain Garth—a stereo tank showing the territory between their position and the fortress. A nearly airless world of basalt and gray ash, V’noon would surely be a rough planet to travel on, and they had nearly a hundred miles to cover before they even came within fighting range of the fortress. Billiard could have set his forces down closer, but to do so might have put them in range of ballistic torps from the fort.

Although the Redhat defense was the only place with any life on the planet, signs of mankind were scattered about. Though the mining-operations had turned out to be a cover for a secret Redhat base, there had indeed been mining going on. As a result, roads ran here and there, mostly going nowhere, between exploration shafts. By using these roads Billiard hoped to be able to get his forces more easily up to the fortress. Looking into the stereo tank, he traced the roads that led from his position east, noting the small yellow dots that were Redhat armored vehicles.

“When was this taken?” he asked, motioning to the inch-square stereo cube that was being projected into the tank.

“An hour ago,” Stevru answered. “We sent a flit-boat over in a tight cometary, and the pilot got the shot without being hit. He ran out of fuel before he could brake into a planetary orbit, but he sent the picture back. We’ve got a combat boat chasing him down to refuel his ship.”

“Any surprises on this thing that I should know about?” Billiard asked.

“Not as far as I can see,” the captain answered. “Obviously, they haven’t planned for a ground assault on the fortress, so what defenses they do have up there are bound to be pretty makeshift. It won’t be easy, but with some luck we should be able to storm the place with the men and equipment we have on-planet now.”

Billiard hesitated for a minute, staring at the stereo tank; then he spoke with a firm voice. “Okay, let’s get going. Your two squads will handle the armor we have, and the boat crewmen will serve as infantry for you. I’ll put up what air support I can, but we won’t be able to move the boats in too close. Those enemy lasers wouldn’t give us a chance of hitting the walls or the Redhat vehicles before they blew us out of the sky.”

Captain Stevru nodded and started to salute; but when Billiard held his hand out he changed the salute to a handshake. Then he looked at Captain Garth, gave her a thumbs-up signal, and turned and stepped into the combat-boat airlock, swinging down the faceplate of his combat suit.

Billiard and Santha followed him out. By the time they were on the ground they could feel the vibrations from the armored “turtles” which their monitor had off-loaded during the staff conference.

Billiard and Santha climbed into the turtle which Stevru had assigned to them as a command vehicle. The machine was lightly armored, mounting a UHV magnetic cannon and a medium laser. Vehicles of its class had been designed more for exploration than for anything else, but they were usable as light tanks—as long as Billiard’s force did not run up against any really heavy armament.

Their radio operator, seated in the back, began checking out her signal net, speaking quietly into the microphone suspended in front of her lips, punching channel selectors on the computer link, establishing a command net for Billiard as well as a connection to the tactical net being run by Stevru.

Billiard settled himself into the driver’s seat and slipped on the helmet and boom mike that would keep him in touch with the other units. Meanwhile, Santha belted herself behind the breech of the magnetic cannon. Billiard touched the controls lightly and the turtle began to move. They headed sharply upward over a spur of basalt, and finally stopped next to General Stevru’s turtle on the reverse slope, electric motors humming softly in neutral.

Billiard heard the screeching whine of the magnetic fields building up in the cannon, then the click of UHV torps sliding into place.

“You ready for this?” he heard Santha ask over the crackle of voices on the tactical net. It was a minute before he realized she had slipped off her headset and was talking to him directly instead of over the intercom.

“No,” Billiard said sharply, slipping his own headset up at an angle so he could talk to her and still hear what was coming in over the radio.

“A battle in space doesn’t bother me,” Santha said in a musing tone. “That’s what I’ve been trained for. But these ground maneuvers… I just don’t know.”

Billiard loosened his safety harness slightly and leaned across the cabin, resting his hand lightly on Santha’s shoulder. “You’ll be all right,” he said.

“I guess you’re right,” she said quietly. “I was just making noise. Something to cover the fact that I’m nervous as hell.”

“You aren’t alone,” Billiard responded, feeling suddenly better than he had in hours.

“Latham…” Santha asked, shocking Billiard because it was so seldom she used his first name, “what’s going to happen when this is all over? What’s going to happen… to us, I guess, is what I’m asking.”

“I don’t know. There are a lot of changes I can make in the political structure of the empire, but changing the role of the God is a social problem and I don’t know if I’ll be able to do anything about that for a while.”

“And the God can’t be married!” There was bitterness in Santha Garth’s voice.

“Traditionally, the God is allowed female servants, though,” Billiard said, chuckling.

“I have no desire to be any man’s servant!” Santha returned with a flash of anger.

“But I’m no longer a man, remember? I’m God of the Lorian Empire now.” Billiard was grinning, hoping that what he was saying would be taken as a joke. But his eyes showed worry over what might prove to be an explosive situation.

He was about to say more, but sudden movement outside caught his eye.

Next to them Captain Stevru’s turtle began to move, and Billiard threw their machine into gear, advancing the throttles on the electric drive motors. The turtle began to crawl down a straight stretch of mining road.

Billiard looked up, through the clear plastic canopy over his head. The V’noon sun was low on the horizon, only minutes away from setting, but the dark bowl overhead was already dotted by distant sparkling. On most airless planets, the glare from whatever star they circled completely wiped out the feeble gleam of other stars. On V’noon, however, they were on the fringe of a mighty globular cluster, and overhead burned ten thousand mighty suns whose brilliance helped bring many things into focus in Billiard’s mind. He suddenly sensed—no, knew—what he would have to do. The feeling of anxiety that had been with him for so long lifted, and he felt that things were going to work out for him…

He tried now to see ahead, but the sun had dipped below the horizon and he could make out only a dim blue light on the back of Stevru’s turtle, fifty feet beyond the roughly graded road.



IV
It seemed as if they had been traveling across the blasted land for hours, when Billiard saw a sudden change of speed in the turtle ahead of them. Then the blue light he had been watching was suddenly obscured for several seconds as one of the outcroppings of basalt came between them.

“Radio reports?” Billiard called tensely.

Their radio operator began to speak in a rapid but soft voice. Before she had finished her message, however, a flash of light broke the darkness just ahead. No immediate sound followed, but a fraction of a second later the turtle jumped as the explosion was transmitted through the rock beneath its treads. Then came another explosion of light, and another. The landscape was suddenly a maze of lightning, silhouettes, rushing trails of UHV torps cutting electric-blue lines in flattened arcs in the blackness—all outlining a fire zone that suddenly became an unrhythmic hell of blackness and light. The rocking ground carried concussion after concussion to Billiard’s turtle, and the sand and twisted rocks around it seemed to erupt in flames. Now there was light where there had been only darkness, and Billiard clearly could see, silhouetted against the horizon, the dome of the Redhat fortress.

Over his headphones he heard a series of coordinates, but no orders from Captain Stevru to move. The coordinates must have made sense to Santha, however: she was feeding the data into the computer sight on the magnetic cannon.

Without warning, the flow of coordinates over the radio stopped. The zone of fire broadened almost immediately. Billiard’s hair stood on end from the electrical discharges as his cannon began spitting torps at unseen targets. Then another flash of light, bigger than all they had witnessed before, blanked out the turtle’s sensors momentarily as something exploded in front of it.

“Laser battery,” Santha told him over the intercom. “We’ve made a hole in their perimeter.”

As Billiard watched, the fire zone changed shape, widening at its source and forming a wedge shape of streaking light as the combined fire of the turtles—Stevru’s and Billiard’s and the several others that had accompanied them—converged on a narrow circle of blasted rock.

Stevru began to move finally, and Billiard threw power to the treads, following him down the slight slope toward the fort. The other turtles fell in behind them and on their flanks, with men in spacesuits following as infantry. The entire force, spread out over a quarter-mile, began to slant inward toward that narrow burning space. Billiard could see the discharging wreckage of a main laser battery ahead, and could not help wondering how much radiation was leaking from the atomic eternaslug that had provided power for the laser.

By knocking out that laser, they had opened the way into the fort and, perhaps more important, the laser was continuously discharging and lighting up the whole area. Turtles and portable lasers manned by Redhats were emplaced around the fort, but with the light to help them and their slight rise to shoot down from, Billiard’s men were in command of the situation, firing directly into the defenders’ positions.

Maneuvering his turtle to give Santha the best possible shots, he watched turtles die, watched others as they continued to fight despite being hit. A Redhat turtle was bringing its cannon to bear on Billiard’s machine, and he called quickly to Santha. One round, and the enemy unit was a pile of smoking wreckage.

A sudden wash of searing white flame now burst to their right. Billiard saw Santha’s face tense while the sensors recovered. Then she was absorbed in the search for the source of fire. He bent forward, looked at the edge of the screen before him, and saw the unmistakable outline of one of his crashed combat boats. He was straining his eyes to see if anyone was getting out of the boat, when the ground suddenly rose up and slapped at his turtle. He heard a staccato hammer of slugs hitting the armor next to his left ear, and instinctively ducked while driving the turtle forward toward the gap in the defensive ring. He could feel continuous concussions from shells landing close. A glare of drive nodes shone overhead, and suddenly the night behind him exploded in a flash of bright-orange flame.

Far to his right, flashes of greenish fire intruded on the closer explosions of white and orange light. Billiard rose slightly in his seat, looking out through the sloping plastic-and-armored hood of the turtle. The entire area between him and the fort now seemed to be burning, though there was no air to support normal combustion. To the right a long ridgeline was brightly silhouetted by flashes of fire.

At that moment, a signal flare suddenly ignited on their right, and all around them turtles began to move forward. Billiard moved with them, steering right, his vehicle listing sharply to the left as they crossed a slope of melted rock. The invaders moved past the still-discharging laser. Santha shouted something that Billiard could not make out over the noise on the intercom; but the actions of his gunner, slamming down the faceplate of her suit, told him all he needed to know. He swung down his own, turned to make sure the radio operator had done the same, then slapped the quick-release for the pressure door.

All around them men were pouring toward the break in the outer defense ring. By cutting across some still slightly glowing rock Billiard, Santha, and Stevru managed to be among the first to break into the fort proper. They soon found themselves in a large garage area, the other end of which was the door to a massive cargo lock. Without stopping to worry about whether there might or might not be a defensive position set up on the other side of the lock, Billiard led a group of fifty men into the chamber, closing the door and hitting the cycling switch as soon as they were all inside.

Impatient with the pumps, Santha hit the lock’s emergency dump lever, and they were all but knocked off their feet as air rushed into the room. Now Billiard braced himself for a hail of fire as he triggered the inner lock door open, but nothing happened. They had caught the defenders by surprise. No one was waiting for them.

Billiard briefly checked the load on the recoilless pistol he was carrying, then started quickly forward out of the lock as the raiders, following his moves, plunged for the corridors that led into the interior of the fortress.

As he ran up the sloping ramps with Santha and Stevru right behind him, he heard a growing uproar somewhere ahead. Unable to make out what the yelling was about, he stopped for a moment to remove his helmet, and Santha and Stevru did the same. Without the ear-muffling helmets, they were able to hear the sound of shooting ahead. Billiard knew that no troops had gotten in ahead of their group, so whatever clamor was going on had to be in his favor.

The great fortress was in chaos, alarm bells ringing, voices yelling from com-units, feet pounding through corridors. Obviously, the Redhats had not expected Billiard’s men to be able to break through the outer defenses; and they were not prepared to fight inside. It soon became evident that the fortress was not staffed solely by Redhats. Regular Lorian army and navy personnel were here as well. They, as well as the Redhats, were listening now to harsh orders coming over the com-units—the personal orders of Vice-Admiral Meril. Orders to kill the invaders, orders which were causing confusion as the men in the fortress saw who the invaders actually were.

Some—Redhat forces mostly—pressed an attack against Billiard and his men, but quickly found their army and navy comrades attacking them from the rear as these refused to rise in revolt against officers and men who were of the now-legitimate government of Lori. What was more, they had seen Latham Billiard, who, they knew, was now God of the Lorian Empire.

But, throughout most of the fortress, many of the army and navy personnel had not had time to arm. Only the Redhats, who wore sidearms as part of their uniform, were in any way prepared. Some others—civilian employees loyal to the Redhats, and a few regular army and navy men determined to follow the orders of Vice-Admiral Meril—found themselves with improvised weapons, or merely with clubs and fists, in place of lasers and bubblers and recoilless rifles. Battle was joined in crewrooms, laboratories, storage areas, corridors—battles which for the most part were over swiftly as the well-armed attacking forces blasted through the ill-armed defenders.

Billiard found himself part of a little pocket of men trying to force their way through some well-armed Redhats, Santha on one side of him, her bubbler emitting a stream of pale-yellow sparks that instantly homogenized whatever they touched, and Stevru on the other, wielding a heavy-duty laser like a combat knife with a fifty-foot blade, slicing Redhats like so much lunch meat.

“We’ve got to get to the main lab,” Billiard yelled. “Give me cover, and I’ll try to get a shock grenade into them.”

Stevru stuck the discharge node of his laser up over the barricade of furniture and dead bodies they were crouched behind, fanning the pale-pink beam down the corridor. Meanwhile, Santha picked up Billiard’s recoilless, pointed at the ceiling, and began banking shots into a second barricade of wreckage: the barricade protecting the defenders.

With the Redhats pinned down, Billiard was able to crawl forward through the wreckage, worming his way between torn chairs and tables, inching over dead bodies—a pool of sticky, half-congealed blood smearing the front of his uniform—until he was less than twenty feet from the second barricade. Twisting around until he was lying on his back, his head toward the other barricade, Billiard pulled the safety pin out of the shock grenade, took a deep breath, then heaved it back over his shoulder in an arc which he hoped would take it over the wreckage and into the Redhat position.

A second and a half later, the floor heaved under him, and wreckage mingled with bloody bits of flesh and burning pieces of uniforms rained down on him. A cloud of acrid smoke rolled up the corridor over him, bringing tears to his eyes and making him cough. When the smoke cleared, his men rushed past him toward the barricade, clearing out the few surviving defenders in the area and not taking any prisoners, simply because none of the fanatical Redhats made any gesture of surrender.

“Are you okay?” Santha asked as she stopped and knelt at Billiard’s side, setting his recoilless on the floor next to him.

“Yeah,” he mumbled. “Just a bit out of breath.”

He reached up and grabbed her shoulder, using it as a lever to pull himself off the floor. Stevru bent over and picked up his pistol, handing it to him. Then the three of them took off at a run up the corridor, intent on catching up with their men.

Two hundred feet along the curving passageway they came upon a knot of men waiting for them.

“I’m not certain what this room is supposed to be,” a young lieutenant with combat-boat wings said, “but it’s got a command-net broadcaster inside. You should be able to talk to the entire fort from in here.”

“Good. Here’s what I want you to do,” Billiard said, panting a bit as he tried to catch his breath. “Get in there and announce who you are; then tell them that, by order of their God, you have placed this fort under Revolutionary Law and that all personnel assigned here are to cease fighting immediately and turn their weapons over to whatever of our men are in their area. Finally, tell them to stand by for further orders once the situation has stabilized.”

“Excuse me, sir,” the young officer interrupted, “but I think it would be a lot more effective if you were to give the orders yourself.”

“Probably,” Billiard said, smiling, “but I have something else to do—and right now I don’t want any of the Redhats, especially Vice-Admiral Meril, to know that I’m here.”

With that, he signaled to Santha, Stevru, and the squad of soldiers. Then he started up the corridor again.

They raced forward along the winding passageway, the young lieutenant’s words to the personnel of the fortress, ordering them to surrender, ringing in their ears. The fortress seemed to be rapidly quieting. The small number of remaining Redhats were being wiped out, few of them surrendering, as was to be expected.

Billiard and his men plunged through a hatchway into a large but crowded laboratory near the center of the fortress. It was crowded with machinery, computer banks, obviously jury-rigged power sources, and a nebulous something that Billiard knew must be the field containing the captive universe. My God! he thought, there is my universe, there in that seven-or eight-foot spheroid are my people… He halted, bewildered a moment by a nostalgia, a yearning, a pain.

Near the universe, which was cupped securely by the five giant padded hands that encircled it, stood a shiny steel-like object difficult to describe. Several cylindrical arms projected from it toward the captive universe, one larger than the others. Did these arms somehow open holes—“white holes”—in the spheroid before them? And were the cylinders even now, absorbing energy? An energy that would devastate much of the prisoner-universe? A number of bright white spots equal to the number of cylinders shone on the captive’s surface.

Two technicians stood at computer control banks that were guarded by a trio of armed Redhats. At the sudden noise, the Redhats turned, their weapons coming to position—but not soon enough. They were felled instantly by a fusillade of shots from Billiard’s recoilless and Santha’s bubbler.

As the echoes of the final shot died, Billiard heard a voice, Vice-Admiral Meril’s, giving orders. Charging across the laboratory—followed by Santha and Stevru—and around a line of computer-component cabinets, he found the admiral yelling into a microphone attached to a command-com set.

“All Redhats, report to the main lab immediately! Repeat: All Redhats disengage and report to the main lab immediately.”

From the corner of his eye Meril saw Billiard come around the cabinets. He spun quickly, a heavy recoilless pistol in his hand, his finger squeezing the trigger before he had it lined up on any target.

Meril was a master shot, for several years pistol champion of the Lorian Army. But in addition to being a master at target shooting, Meril was also a canny combat shooter, and his quick triggering of the pistol had the desired effect. Though the shot went into the ceiling, showering down plasticene chips, for just the briefest second Billiard hesitated. That was all the time Meril needed to get off a second, more accurately aimed, shot—one directed dead at Billiard’s chest.

Stevru, plunging ahead of his commander, took the shot in the center of his forehead.

The back of Stevru’s head literally exploded, splattering blood and brains into Billiard’s face. Unable to see for a moment, he tripped headlong over the falling body, and Merit’s third shot whined over his head, narrowly missing Santha’s slender form.

Meril immediately dropped the muzzle of his recoilless, lining it up for a final shot.

Billiard, his arm twisted partially under him, could only fire from where he lay on the floor. The shot, loosed more by guess than aim, hit Meril’s neck and exploded. It flung the Redhat commander backward as though a giant hand had reached down and slapped him, and when he hit the floor the thin thread of neck that was left broke and his head bounced and rolled away down the aisle between the computer banks, leaving flecks of red on the white floor each time the stump hit bottom.

Billiard’s men belatedly rushed around the line of cabinets, coming to a sudden stop when they saw Stevru’s body. Latham Billiard was kneeling, slumped over the body of his loyal captain, and the whole great fortress seemed suddenly quiet as he whispered, “It’s over.”

A tiredness of death was in his voice. Captain Santha Garth stepped forward, took his arm, lifted him to his feet, and led him away from the gory scene.



V
Under Billiard’s strict instructions and surveillance, the encapsulation-probe—the punch!—was dragged from the fortress and lasered out of existence. Billiard was hopeful that, as Eustace Hall had assured him, the “black holes” in his captive universe had closed; indeed, the white spots had faded as he ripped the probe away from its base in the laboratory.

But it took Billiard’s men, primarily under Santha’s direction, more than an hour to load the universe-handling equipment, and the hazy, gray-black globe of the captive universe itself, into the cargo compartment of Billiard’s combat boat. Billiard saw curiosity on the faces of several of the men, but he volunteered no information and his men knew better than to ask. Even Santha remained silent as he checked the careful loading of the universe, then called for Stevru’s body, locked in a spacesuit, and had it strapped into the gunner’s seat in his own boat.

Leaving a clean-up crew to bury the dead and treat the wounded until a hospital ship could reach V’noon, Billiard and what was left of his squadron took off, their course tapes punched for Lori.

Nine light-years out from V’noon, the course of Billiard’s boat began to diverge from that of the rest of the squadron. Santha, in another ship and acting as squadron commander, immediately began a deep-space curve to rematch. The incoming call signal on Billiard’s hi-wave flashed to life.

“Yes?” Billiard responded, punching the accept button on the set, which glowed to life showing Santha’s face clouded with concern.

“Sir,” she said, “we appear to have a course anomaly. Uh, you don’t seem to be properly computed to reach Lori.”

What Santha was saying was that Billiard had goofed in cutting the course tape for his ship; but she didn’t want to put it quite so bluntly, especially since others were listening on the same frequency.

“No,” Billiard said, “I’m on the right course. I’m not headed for Lori.”

“Then,” Santha replied, “if you’ll give us the coordinates of our destination, I’ll have new tapes cut for the rest of the squadron.”

“No, you and the rest of the squadron are headed for Lori. I have a slight side-trip to make first.”

“Sir! I can’t let you go off on your own like that. Why, there may still be some Redhats around, and some Goromi, and—”

“Can’t?” Billiard looked amused. “Remember who’s in command here, Captain!”

“Sorry, sir.”

“Now, follow your orders. Return to Lori with your squadron. I’ll be about a half-day behind you. I promise you that!”

“Yes, sir.”

She did not look happy, and Billiard was sure she wanted to say something more—something more on a personal plane. But she didn’t dare, over the hi-wave.

Billiard cut the connection between his and Santha’s ships and leaned back to stare through the forward screen, at the star-spotted blackness. But his eyes were unfocused, and his mind was a universe away—on what might have been rather than on what was. The pain of his exile was less that way.



VI
Four hours later, Billiard’s combat boat neared Zemaros, the planet on which he had first joined the forces of the revolution. After ten minutes of searching, the ship’s computer vectored his ship toward a small piece of cosmic junk in the head of a comet that had finished its swing around the Lorian sun and was headed back out into interstellar space.

Taking over manual control of the combat boat, Billiard eased it closer and closer to the piece of meteor-pocked rock, searching for a landmark. A glint of metal caught his eye and he threw power into the side thrusters, bringing his boat up against the rock at that point. Next to him, anchored by cables locked to the rock, was the smooth shape of the space seed Billiard had used to enter this universe.

Keying the seed’s lock, which would have destroyed the tiny ship before opening for any other man, Billiard climbed into the cramped, dusty cockpit and activated the seed’s computer. It was a matter of only a few minutes’ work to cut a course tape instructing the seed to head out into intergalactic space, to avoid entering any galaxy or star cluster, and to steer clear of any physical body for however long the power supply of its computer might last. Billiard’s best estimate placed the inevitable power loss at some six hundred years in the future.

Sweating heavily in his spacesuit, Billiard wrestled the bulky handling equipment—still holding its captive universe—out of his combat boat and attached it to the hull of the space seed with mechanical grapples. Sent on a six-hundred-year voyage, the universe would become submicroscopic to this universe before anyone could again locate it. It would, therefore, be forever out of danger, he hoped, from scientists’ toying hands.

Billiard carried Stevru’s body over to the seed afterward, and locked it into the acceleration couch. Then, just before returning to his ship, he flipped up the shade on his helmet and looked deeply into the milky haze of the captive universe. Thoughts of many things coursed through his mind. Memories of a life now an eternity beyond reach… and the inevitable question, never to be answered: Would the people of Earth—indeed, the men and women and children of his home universe—appreciate the sacrifices of his men, had there been any way they could have known? Or would his and their trials, a gift to the people of his lost universe, have been spoken of and then forgotten, as had so many other warriors’ sacrifices in Earth’s history?

Billiard turned and reentered his combat boat, settling in his shell and activating the signal that sent the seed out into intergalactic space. For a moment he sat, so tired he could not move; then, slowly and with great effort, he reached forward and activated the combat ship’s computer, punching in the program to take him back to Lori and his unfinished work: the changing of Lori’s government into something a free man could be proud of; the expansion of the Lorian Empire to encompass its whole galaxy; and the ending of the petty wars that had plagued that galaxy for so much of its history.

And then there was the more pleasant job of making Santha queen of that empire—to stand at his side. He knew he could—that he could not help changing Lorian tradition to make her wish possible.
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