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Skandos of Prime

On the planet Prime at the edge of the Galaxy, afrail, hunched man dressed in green robes, hisface dl
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eyebrows and wrinkles, knelt upon the crest of a hill and stared unblinking at the bril-liant spread of stars
that occupied the whole of the nighttime sky.

The man was Skandos, the histro-physicist; even among his colleagues, the Scientists of Prime, Skandos
was recognised as aman of outstanding ability.

Thiswas atime when the Empire of Man, the most sophisti-cated socia achievement in human history,
wasinexorably entering itsfina decline, but tonight Skandos was thinking of the past. He was
remembering amoment, thousands of years before, when the first primitive spaceship had touched down
on Earth's moon after athree-day trip and amere 240,000 miles.

That, Skandos mused, had been the true beginning of human history. He wondered when would there
ever come an end?

Hewel recdled the intervening years. From the Moon, it had been but abrief journey to the planets and
the many habitable satellites of the Solar System. From the outer worlds the first hydrogen-eating ships
had begun their dow journeysto the stars, generations passing on board before the find planet-fal.

And then had come the grandest legp of dl: the invention of the N-space Drive and the voyage of the
Viola, three thousand light-yearsin amere nine days. With N-gpace the whole Galaxy had suddenly lain
open to the seeking reach of man-kind. Bold explorers piloted those first ships but in their wake had
come the Scattering, when millions deserted the crowded worlds of the Solar System and went to the
gars, to find new homes on ahundred virgin planets.

The Empire of Man developed gradually. Sowly, the politica tentacles of Earth reached out to grasp the
wayward, wandering children. Thefirst emperorsreigned intitle only, but real power soon began to
evolveintheroyd line, until, by thetime of the Empress Neva, one lone woman controlled the destinies
of twenty thousand billion human beings.

That had been agolden age, Skandos thought. If such aterm had any historica valid meaning, then the
first few cen-turies of the Empire of Man, before the Biomen and Scientists had themselves drawn away
to carve their own particular rolesin the cosmos, when the submen were till regarded as fellow intelligent
beings rather than as davesto be exploited, when new worlds fell dmost daily under the allegiance of the
em-peror, when the Imperia Corps of the One Hundred had preserved peace and law throughout the
realm, that had been atruly golden time.

And yet, this constant outward spiral of human ambition had born within it the seeds of its own eventua
destruction. Humanity was not donein the Galaxy. A hundred intelligent species were discovered,
studied, discussed, and then swept behind in the wave of Empire. It wasinevitable that in time humanity
would meet alienswho could not be so easily dominated.

Thefirst of these advanced species was the Dynarx, green dime dugs whose mental processes were
totaly aien to those of man. The Dynarx ruled athousand planets of their own, and the first human ships
to try and penetrate their boundaries never returned. Others followed, including warships, but the fate of
these vessals and their crews was no different. At last, acting from both fear and frusiration, the emperor
issued an edict declaring the entire sphere of Dynarx influence outside the bounds of human exploration.
A portion of the Galaxy was thuslost to human expansion. A relatively tiny portion, true - but it wasa
beginning, a portent of eventud disasters

That disaster came with the Wykzl. These creatures, twice human size and covered with blue fur, were
more like men than Dynarx. They, too, were building an empire, and for the first time humanity cameinto
intimate contact with an alien species as aggressive and ambitious asitsdlf.



Theresult was perhapsinevitable: war erupted.

If agolden age had ever truly existed, the thousand-year war between men and Wykzl brought it to an
end. Eventudly, after millions had died, theimperid fleet met with total defeat and atruce was declared.
The war was over and, with it, the age of human expansion.

The century since the end of the war could best be viewed as a period of decadence. Exhausted both
spiritudly and paliticaly, the Empire of Man declined to amere shadow of itsformer glory. Instead of a
sngle emperor, adozen greet families shared power within the reelm. Eventudly, one of these families,
headed by aman named Melor Carey, came to predominate. When the aged Emperor Kane IV died by
his own hand, Melor promptly crowned his own son as Matthew | in an attempt to establish anew
imperid line

Thereign of Matthew | proved as brief asit was predictable. Rebellion broke out among the frontier
gars of the Empire, and the rebe fleet, led by remnants of the elite Corps of the One Hundred and
supported by clandestine Wykzl weaponry, vanquished the imperid armadain agreat space battle
beyond the orbit of Pluto. The old imperia line was thus restored.

To some observers such an event might have seemed an indication of renewed glories, but Skandoswas
wdl aware that the Empire of Man had surely passed. The golden age had been the direct result of
human innocence, and that quaity had long since been consumed in the flames of the Wykzl war.

Despiteits peculiar fascinations however, human history remained only atiny element in the total cosmic
picture, and Skandos adways strived to glimpse the whol eness, the vast com-plexity of stars, planets,
gaaxies, megagdaxies, and universes.

He closed his eyes. His breathing dowed until it was no longer detectable. Forces were at work
throughout the uni-verse, and he sought to determine their focal point. He knew the cast of immediate
characters: Y od Cartwright, ayoung man in search of revenge; Lieutenant Jerome of the Corps of the
One Hundred; Milton Dass, inventor of the awvesome wegpon known as the matter-scrambler; Lady
LolaDass, the most beautiful woman in the Galaxy, and Lady Alyc Carey, the most complex. And the
prime combatants: the Bioman and pirate Fra Villion, and Lord Tedric of the Marshes. These werethe
participants, but where was the stage? Ah, hereit was. Skandos smiled. Such an inggnificant world:
Nykzas, arough frontier planet at the edge of the Empire. Straining, Skandos struggled to observe more
clearly.

CHAPTER 2
Index - Prev / Next

Y od Cartwright

Squinting through the murky atmosphere of the basement cafe, Y od Cartwright gazed at the blank
features of the subman waiter and struggled to think of some appropriate response. ‘How about agreen
cesma? hesad tentatively, dimly recdl-ing the name from an old tridee tape and certain it was a
spaceman'sdrink. ‘Do you have any of that?

‘Hot or cold? growled the waiter.

‘Ah... hot, please”’ Y od looked down at the scarred por-celain surface of the tabletop, hoping he had
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spoken loudly enough to be heard above the din of this crowded room. He would have spoken with
more authority except that he was afraid the waiter might take too much notice of him and refuse service.
Imperial law prevailed, even on aplanet as barbaric as Nykzas, and imperia law strictly forbade the
serving of intoxicants to anyone under the age of nineteen; Y od had only just celebrated his seventeenth
birthday.

But the waiter, whose hairy arms, pointed ears, and shaggy brow suggested he was descended from a
dog or wolf, seemed little concerned with such technicalities. He barely gave Y od a second look. “ Y ou
pay in advance,’ he said, thrusting out a big hand.

‘How... how much? said Y od, fighting the tremor in hisvoice.
‘Give me two solar coinsfor drink and tip.’

Y od considered asking how that broke down: how much for the drink and how much for thetip. With a
sigh he reached into his pocket and fished out a pair of golden coins. The sad truth was that two solars
represented exactly one-haf of his present fortune. If FraVillion's representative failed to meet him here
tonight as promised, then he was going to bein agreat ded of trouble indeed.

The waiter, clutching his bounty, disappeared into the swirl-ing mob, headed in the generd direction of
the bar. Alone, Y od leaned back in his chair and watched the clientele of this cafe. If there was amore
disreputable watering hole in the Empire, he hoped he never had a chanceto view it firsthand. The
low-ceilinged, brick-walled room was packed with bodies. Every table was occupied, and there were
many more people standing in the aides or by the bar. Submen outnumbered readl humans and, from
where hewas sitting in arelatively un-disturbed corner, Y od could count over adozen true diens. Some
of them bel onged to species he couldn't even begin to identify. He did recognise asix-armed Drixian and
asguat, purple-skinned, octopoid Zorrazian. Like nearly everyone esein the cafe, both dienswore
heatguns strapped to their bodies. The presence of so much armament in such arestricted environment
only added to the generd atmosphere of restrained tension. Y od shifted nervoudy in his chair and tried to
avoid letting his eyes cometo rest on any single spot. The fact was, on the planet where he was born and
raised aiens were some-thing one read about in books. Six months ago if anyone had told him he'd be
gtting in abar with adozen of them, hed have laughed out loud. But thiswasn't funny. Therewaseven a
giant blue-furred Wykzl seated at anearby tablein the com-pany of atall blond man of muscular build
who was dressed in the tattered remnants of auniform. The presence of the Wykzl, mankind's sworn
enemy, failed to create any particular stir in thisplace.

A flash of motion, aloud clatter, and the sudden quivering of the table shook Y od from hisreverie.
Glancing up, he saw that hishot green cesma had arrived. It was an dien drink of Sirian origin, if he
recalled the tridee tape correctly. Before drinking, he searched the tabletop in hopes of discovering some
loose change, there wasn't any. He hadn't eaten in nearly twenty hours, and the two solar coinsleft in his
pocket would barely purchase aloaf of stale bread. The distant appendages of his body - fingers, toes,
and nose - dready felt numb. It might have been hunger but was more likely pure fatigue. He hadn't dept
inaday and ahdf, either.

He raised the mug close to hislips and peered at the steam-ing green liquid insde. Once, when he had
been fifteen, he had stolen some of his father's homemade wine and drunk two full bottles. For more than
aday after that he had been sick with fear that he might have poisoned himsdlf - hewasthat ill. Wdl, I'm
alot older now, he thought boldly, tipping the mug. He took one cautious sip and blanched. Thewhole
ingde of hismouth felt asif it was on fire. Desperately, he swallowed, and the burning spread to his
throat and stomach. Gasping, he fought to breathe. His eyes watered. Hot, he had told the waiter - a hot
green cesma. Well, at least he wouldn't have to worry about getting drunk.



‘Youvegot togulpit down,” said avoice closeto hisear. 'Don't Sip, gulp.’

Through watering eyes, Y od looked up at hisvisitor. She was ayoung woman. At first he thought she
was beautiful but amore careful ingpection showed she was merely gorgeous. A trace of subman blood
was the one thing preventing her from staking a claim on true human beauty. Her hair and skin were very
dark, her eyebrows shaped in agraceful arch that accentu-ated her dender, high-boned face. Shewore a
red velvet skirt that circled her hips and was split to reved the smooth skin of her long legs. Her breasts
were bare and she wore a hestgun in ashoulder harness. Something about her appearance made Y od
fed digtinctly uncomfortable. ‘I think it may be abit warm,” he said, referring to the cesma.

‘Oh, nonsense. It can never be too warm.” She dropped down in an empty chair beside him. ‘Here -
watch me.” Shewore astrongly scented perfume, and the sweet odour made Y od feel momentarily
delirious. Removing the mug from his hands, sheraised it to her lips. As Y od watched in amazement, she
swallowed a huge gulp of the eaming brew. When she lowered the mug at last, nearly hdf its contents
had been drained. 'Now you try,” she said with a smile; she showed no signs of strain from her ordedl.

Y od wasn't about to be outdone by such afrail young girl. He took the mug, raised it to hislips, and
made a courageous effort to swalow. Histhroat rebelled momentarily, and he was afraid he would
vomit, but hefinally managed two full, hefty swallowswithout choking. Thetop of hisskull felt asif it was
about to explode from the pressure. ‘| see what you mean,” he said, placing the mug gently on thetable
and wiping hislipsdry. ‘ That stuff isn't a al bad.” Shewaslaughing a him. ‘What's so funny? hesaid
defensively. ‘Y our face. It'sasred asacool sun.’

‘It'swarmin here’

‘I know. But not that warm. Take another drink.” Her eyes, a brilliant shade of green, twinkled with
odight.

He shook hishead. ‘Not now. | have to make it last. I'm sup-posed to meet someone here and | don't
have enough money for two drinks.’

“Y ou're meseting arepresentative from Fra Villion, right? She could have knocked him over with her little
finger - hewasthat surprised. Y od had told no one the reason for his presence here tonight, and hejust
couldn't believe that this woman was the representative sent by the space pirate. *Who... who areyou?
hefindly managed to say.

‘My name's Juvi.” She extended ahand acrossthe table 'Y ou must be Y od Cartwright.’

Hetook her hand in his, pressing gently. She returned his grip with considerable force. “ How did you
know that?

‘Just awild guess. Theman | talked to about joining up with Villion said thet if | came here I'd find three
otherswaiting. | spotted the first two right away and | figured you had to be number three. He told me
your name. Y ou're the only person in this place who could have afunny namelike Y od Cartwright.’

‘“What's so funny about it?

‘It'safarmer's name.’

‘Well, | anafarmer. | mean, | used to be.’
‘Sure, and now you want to be a space pirate.’

“Yes. Why shouldn't 1? What's so absurd about that? Her amusement was beginning to grate severdly.



‘I'm quite sure | could handle it better than agirl likeyou.’
She met hisgaze openly. *“What if | told you I'd killed men for saying lessthan that?

He couldn't conced his shock. On Drexon's World, hisformer home, murder was not acasual matter. ‘|
- I'd believe you.’

She laughed doud. * Then you'd be wrong. Buit I've thought about it - plenty. My mother left mewhen |
was seven. | never knew my father to speak of. I've had a pretty rough lifeand | know how to take care
of mysdf. After some of the things I've been through, space pirating ought to be abreeze. Seethat big
guy over there with the Wykzl. Those are the other two | told you about.’

Y od tried to avoid glancing at the nearby table. He had noticed the man and the dlien earlier and
wondered about them. 'Are you sure? Have you taked to them, too?

‘Not those two, no, but I've seen them around. The man used to be awhed in the Corps of the One
Hundred but they ran him out just after the Great Revolt. It wasapolitical thing, | guess, but he'sin
disgrace. The reward on his head would be enough to buy a person his own private planet.’

“Then I'm surprised you havent tried to claim it,” he mur-mured.

‘Normadly, | might have thought of it. But not that guy. He scaresme. Look at hiseyesif you ever get
close. They're as cold as a dead star. He would kill somebody as soon aslook at them. | just don't want
to be that somebody.’

Y od waslooking at her closaly now. Benegath the painted veneer of her face she seemed amost
vulnerable. ‘How old are you, anyway?

‘Oh, fourteen or s0,” she answered quickly.
‘Earth years? Hiseyebrowsrosein surprise.

‘Around that. It's hard to tell. The years are dightly longer here and, besides, nobody ever bothered to
tell me exactly when my birthday was!’

She had shocked him sufficiently that he considered taking another sip of the cesma to hide his confusion.
Fourteen? When he was fourteen, held been just a boy. She seemed so damned grown up.

‘Thereisn't timeto be akid on aplanet likethis,” shesaid, asif reading histhoughts. ‘What about you?
What planet are you from?

‘Drexon'sWorld.’
‘Never heard of it.” She gave the impresson that anything she didn't know about wasn't worth knowing.

‘It'sin the Rigelian Sphere. Approximately sixty parsecs from here. Drexon's World is the fourth major
agriculturd planet in the Empire”

She laughed. ‘ Farmers’ Reaching past him, she grasped the mug. ‘Mind if | grab another swallow? My
throat's getting dry.’

He said he didn't mind. The subman who had set up this rendezvous - a hulking cresture named Degas
covered with scabs and scars - had said nothing to Y od about other appli-cants. Still, he couldn't doubt
Juvi's story. But where was Villion's representative?



‘| dill don't quitefigureit,” she said, lowering the nearly empty mug. *Why would aguy like you want to
be a space pirate?

Thiswas aquestion Y od expected to be asked often. He had dready rehearsed hisanswer. ‘ Excitement,
adventure, areal chalenge. Look, you laugh a me being afarmer, and | can assureyou it'sdull. When
my father died, | took my inheri-tance and sold the acreage and cameinto space. It's taken nearly every
coin | possessed to get thisfar. | vidited five planets before Nykzas. On each world | wastold | would
find FraVillion someplace e se. Thistime | just hope I've found the right place.’

‘Wdll, he's not here, not personaly - nobody knowswhere heredly is. For the past few months, dozens
of old spacehands have vanished, and they've dl supposedly goneto join up with Villion's band. But you
can contact his representatives here. Nykzas is the perfect place for that. There may be worse worldsin

the Empire, but if there are then they're so bad everybody's afraid to talk about them. If a corpsman ever
tried to sneak in here you'd find a pile of spilled gutsin the street the next morning and nobody would do
anything except step over it.” Her colourful descriptive language didn't exactly help ease the nausea Y od

fdt building in hisstomach. * All | want is aface-to-face meeting with Villion.’

Shesmiled at him. ‘ That may not be easy, evenif they let you into the band. I've heard that nobody has
ever seen hisface’

‘But how can he lead dl those pirate raidsif nobody ever getsto seehim?
She shrugged. ‘Maybeit'sjust that if you do get to see him, you never go back to tell about it.’

Hed heard this story before, of course, but dismissed it asan unlikely legend. If Juvi's words proved to
be true, then it was bothersome news indeed; but what was more immedi-ately disturbing wasthe
approach of the Zorrazian.

Y od had spotted the alien sometime back, its big purple body lumbering across the room, tentacles
flapping, and now adark shadow fell acrossthetable. Y od looked up. There were two immense blue
eyes near thetop of the egg-shaped mass of the body and athin dit of amouth dightly below them.

‘Do you want something with us? Y od asked tentatively.

‘“Want her to comewith me.” The Zorrazian meant Juvi. One tentacle flashed out from its Side and caught
her firmly by thewrig. * She hasjob.’

Juvi glanced up with an expression of unconcern. * Go away, Dravon. I'm finished with you.’
‘No quit me.” The voice was gruff and gutturd, like an anima's growl. ‘1 have signed contract.’
‘Then stuff it. I've quit. Now best it. | want nothing more to do with you.’

‘No girl quit Dravon.’

‘Thisonejugt did,” shesaid, smirking.

The Zorrazian appeared impervious to argument. The ten-tacle around Juvi'swrigt tightened and a
second limb snaked out and caught the nape of her neck. Before she could raise a protest, the Zorrazian
hed lifted her out of her chair. Only when she was dangling in mid-air did Juvi findly screams

‘Hey, put her down! Cut that out!” Y od took himsdlf by surprise with his own impetuous behaviour.
The Zorrazian had dready started to turn away. At the sound of Y od's voice, the dien glanced back. Juvi



was pounding her fists againgt the unyielding mass of its body. *What you want, boy?
‘| said to put that girl down. She doesn't want to go with you.’

The Zorrazian laughed. At least that was what Y od assumed the grotesque sound must be. Y ou shut up,
boy, or | make pile of your gutsin the street.” Turning again, tentacles waving, the Zorrazian started to
cut apath through the now silent cafe.

Y od didn't know what made him act as he next acted. Per-haps it was the fact that everyone and
everything in the place was watching him; or perhapsit was smply that, as uncouth as she was, hewas
getting to like Juvi. In any event, springing to hisfeet Y od lesped in pursuit of the Zorrazian. The dien
was armed with a heatgun and was twice Y od's Size but he never even hesitated. The Zorrazian sensed
him coming and reached with afree tentacle towards the holster at itsside. Y od hurled afist. It was only
when his arm reached the pesk of its arc that he realised he hadn't the vaguest ideawhereto find a
vulnerable spot on the dlien's anatomy.

So hehit it flat on the top of the head and prayed for help from the Lords of the Universe.,

A long, loud, agonised groan escaped from the Zorrazian's dit-like mouth. 1t's reaching tentacle stopped
and hung sus-pended.

Y od swung his other hand and brought the fist down in the exact same place as hisfirst blow.

It seemed to be agood idea. The Zorrazian never made another sound. Its big body drooped, then fell.
The tentacles flopped usdesdy. Cast adrift, Juvi landed on her rump. She gazed up at Y od and clapped
her hands. ‘ My farmer hero,” shecried in ddight. ‘I didn't know you had it inyou.’

Y od stepped across the unconscious aien. He was again aware of al the eyes watching him and nearly
stumbled in his embarrassment. Reaching down, he helped Juvi to her feet, '‘Areyou dl right? he asked
oftly.

‘Better than I've been in thirty days.” She kissed his cheek eaborately, then looked him up and down,
"Y ou never told me you farmers were such brutes.’

‘Wdll, your hands get strong when you milk ahundred bragas every day for thirteen years’
She squeezed hisbicepsin playful awe. ‘I'll say.’

Y od |ooked down at the Zorrazian, wondering what he was supposed to do next. He couldn't help
feding alittle anxious. Degas had cautioned him to remain as inconspicuous as possible until he was
contacted by FraVillion's representa-tive. That was no longer possible. He was relieved to notice,
however, that dmost everyonein the cafe appeared to havelogt interest in him. The level of noise was
nearly as high as before, and people were stepping across the fdlen Zorrazian asif it weren't even there.

‘Don't worry about old Dravon,” Juvi told him. * Theway you hit him, hell be out for another hour.’
‘ Shouldn't somebody ook after him?1 mean, what if he dies?
‘A Zorrazian? 'Y ou could run one over with a battlecruiser and it'd till get up and walk away.’

Y od was willing to bow to her superior knowledge of Zor-razian physiology. He was about to go back
to the table when anew voice caught his attention.

“Y ou hurt my good friend.’



Y od glanced around. A second Zorrazian stood there, bigger, meaner, and uglier than thefirst. Even
worsg, it clutched a heatgun in one waving tentacle and the barrel was pointed directly at Y od's heart.

‘1 kill you,” it said.

Y od backed away. ‘1 was only trying to help my own friend,” he said. ‘ He attacked her first,’
‘No matter.’

Y ou want to be fair about this, don't you?

‘No.’

Heraninto thewall. With no place eseto turn, he held up his hands and waited for the inevitable. Be
inconspicuous, Degas had warned him. How inconspicuous would getting killed be considered?

‘Zorrazian!” said avoice, asloud as asnapping whip.

Y od turned and stared. It was the tall blond man whom Juvi had pointed out as another gpplicant for Fra
Villion's band, the disgraced corpsman. He had his own heatgun drawn and the barrel was aimed at the
advancing Zorrazian. ‘ Drop your gun and get away from that boy.’

The Zorrazian paused and sneered. Y ou asking to die, too, my friend?
‘I'm not asking - I'm telling. Drop that gun.’
‘Thenyou diefirst.” The Zorrazian turned asif tofire.

It never got achance. The man's gun bucked once, twice. A flash of flame, abelch of smoke, and then a
dreadful odour filled the air. Y od's jaw gaped. A hole as big as aman's head had opened in the middle of
the Zorrazian's belly. Insde, the vital organswere clearly visible, black and charred. The Zor-razian
gurgled. A stream of blue-purple blood spewed fromitslips. It fell, landing on the floor with adull thud
besi de the unconscious body of itsfriend.

The man stepped away from histable. Heatgun still poised, he advanced and kicked the dead Zorrazian
solidly in the sde. Then heflipped the hestgun inthe air. Y od caught it and looked at it; it was old and
battered, amuch used weapon. ‘ If you intend to spend time in places like this, keep that handy,” the man
sad.

‘Uh, thanks,” said Y od.

The man reached down and retrieved the heatgun clutched in the dead Zorrazian's tentacle. He hefted it,
pleased with his booty, before stuffing the weapon in his holster. He turned, then, and walked back to his
table.

Y od felt atugging at hisdeeve. Turning, he found Juvi at hiselbow. ‘Where have you been? he asked
her.

‘Trying to borrow agun. | guess| wasn't needed.’
‘That man saved my life’
‘I know. Mine, too. | saw.’

‘We ought to thank him.’



“You'll get ample chance. Our waiter just stopped me. He says, if wewant to join Fra Villion'sband he's
got acart wait-ing for us’

Y ou mean the waiter wasthe man dl dong?
‘The subman. Here, I've got to tell our friend. Y ou stay here!’

Y od made silent agreement. He watched Juvi cross the room and whisper something to the big blond
man, who nodded in return and turned back to converse with hisWykzl companion.

Juvi came back to Yod's side. ‘He say's he's ready to go. Hey, did you see the way he drilled the
Zorrazian? | knew if any man was mean enough to scare me he had to be pretty damned tough.’

‘I wonder who heis,” Y od said, and Juvi |ooked thought-fully back at the man.
‘Tedric,’ shesad. ‘ That's the only name he uses. Just Tedric.’
CHAPTER 3

Index - Prev / Next

A ShapeintheNight

The mysterious being known as Fra Villion, whose face, it was said, no one had ever glimpsed and lived
to describe, was the most notorious brigand in the history of the Empire of Man. Compared with Villion,
even apirate asinfamous as Wilson, the renegade robot, seemed no more than anaughty child. At the
time of the Great Revalt, againgt the regime of Emperor Matthew, no one had ever heard of Villion. In
the past few months of Earth time, however, he and his crews, plucked from the human and aien flotsam
of planetslike Nykzas, had ravaged a dozen planets, destroyed a score of spacdliners, and captured
twice that many freighters. It wasn't possible to ca culate the amount of wedlth purloined by Villion and
his outlaw band. Asfar as casudties were concerned, a quite specific figure was available. As of the date
of their latest raid, the pirates had accounted for 118,994 men, women, sub-men, and intelligent aiens
dead.

In company with Juvi, Tedric and Wykzl, Y od Cartwright followed the subman waiter through the steam
and smoke of the cafe kitchen and out arear door that led to anarrow aley-way. In contrast to the
murky atmosphere of the cafe, the air of the night was cool and sweet. Y od stood motionlessfor a
moment, taking systematic draughts of air degp into hislungsin an attempt to rid his system of any
lingering poisons. The waiter pointed to afour-whedled cart drawn by alarge grey-haired vasp, an
anima similar to ahorse, but larger, with long horns and no tail, and said, ‘'They told meto put you in
that.’

Y od peered suspicioudy éat the cart. It was empty, made from unadorned wood, and quite
undistinguished. *Who told you that?

‘A subman. Viciouslittle dog. I've seen him around.’
‘Doeshework for Villion?

Thewaiter shrugged. ‘| know nothing of Villion.’
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‘Was his name Degas?
‘Hedidn't giveaname.

Y od didn't trust this subman. He was till sore that the waiter had overcharged him for the green cesma
back in the cafe. While that was hardly a crime equivaent to murder and piracy, Y od thought
sardonicaly, it did indicate atendency to deceive.

Tedric and the Wykzl appeared to entertain fewer doubts. They mounted the cart and after amoment
Tedric waved impatiently at Y od. ‘ Get in the cart. He doesn't know any-thing.’

‘He must know something about Fra Villion,” Y od caled back.

“Who me? The subman laughed with a heartiness that failed to concedl hisanxiety. ‘A man knowing Fra
Villion without area need isasgood as dead. I'd rather know the location of the gates of hell.’

“Then how are we going to get where were going? If you don't know, who does?
‘Why, him of course’” The waiter pointed to thelolling vasp. ‘ Hell know where to take you.’

Y od knew nothing of the animal. Leaning over, Juvi whis-pered, They're very intdligent, like certain
birds. They aways know their way home.’

‘FraVillionisady one’ thewaiter was saying. ‘ The good thing about a vasp isthat what they know,
they can't say.’

Y od il felt hestant. It was annoying that, having pushed hisway to this point hisfeet were suddenly
turning cold. *All right,” he said, and he found himself forcing thewords. *Let'sgo.’

Y od climbed aboard the cart and shifted aside to let Juvi find room. The way it worked, he ended up
pressed snugly againgt the Wykzl. The alien turned and peered curioudy at him. Unclothed, except for a
holster and gun, the Wykzl was covered from neck to feet by athick coat of negtly preened bluefur. Its
face was completely bare, unlined with aflat, pink snout and two round, red eyes. On itsforehead,
where aman's eyebrows would have been, stood a pair of thin grey tendrils. These served the Wykzl as
hearing apparatus, Y od knew, and were supposedly far more sensitive than the human ear.

The Wykzl also stank. The odour hadn't been noticeable inside the cafe but out here it was very clear.
The stench was sulphureous and reminded Y od of rotten eggs.

“How does the vasp know when to go? he asked. His voice came out more high pitched than he
intended. Nervousness. He till wasn't convinced he was doing the wise thing.

Tedric answered Y od's question with asoft click of histongue. The vasp made agentle whinnying sound
and then started off. Thejerk of unexpected accel eration pushed Y od back against the wooden sest.

‘| wonder where heé'staking us,’ he said, as the cart rolled out of the aleyway and into the broad dusty
Street beyond.

“Y ou mean you don't know? said Tedric, and there was a sarcastic edge to hisvoice as he added, with
adry smile, Theway you've been acting, | assumed you were an old hand at the piracy game.’

Y od frowned. ‘ If | knew, why would | bother to go through al this?1'd just walk up to the door and
knock and goinsde’

‘If you tried that,” said Juvi, 'somebody would probably blow off your head before you got afoot insde



the door.’
And Tedric said, quietly, 'So why don't we al be quiet and just wait and find out?

Y od didn't much care for Tedric's attitude. He spoke oddly, too, enunciating each word asif Gaactic
were not his native tongue. Tilting his head, Y od peered at the sky. The stars looked strange. He had
spent too many nights on Drexon's World with his gaze fixed to the sky. The pattern of stars seen from
here or anywhere e sejust didn't seem quiteright. It was asif the hand of an unseen deity had stirred up
the heavens for mischievous motives of its own. The presence of apair of yellow moons added to his
discomfort. On Drexon's World, there had only been one.

The hooves of the vasp besat rhythmically againgt the stones of the road. Juvi yawned and let her head
droop againgt Y od's shoulder. Hetried to edge politely away, but when he did, it only brought him closer
to the Wykzl.

The cart turned another corner. Y od had spent afull week in thiscity, but he dready felt thoroughly
disorientated. Nykzas was a strange planet. Except for the one city, the entire world was popul ated by
nothing more advanced than afew huge, lumbering, dim-witted reptiles. There were no farms, ranches,
or forms of heavy industry. Everything came to the planet through the spaceport, and the city itself
originaly existed only to feed off that. With the decline of the Empire, trading ships were much scarcer
now, and the residents of the city seemed to have adjusted by preying upon one another like cannibals.
He wondered it there were any normal people here anywhere, fathers and mothers and children. All he
had seen were thieves, conmen, prostitutes, and street urchins. The city was an ugly, dien place, and
even FraVillion's band might seem normal in comparison. If, that is, he ever lived to get that far.

Turning another corner, the cart began to roll gently up-hill. Juvi was bresthing dowly and steadily and he
decided she might well be adeep. The Wykzl continued to peer suspicioudly in Y od's direction, while
Tedric sat motionlessin his seet, hisface as cold and hard as solid stone.

Up ahead, there was some sort of commotion. The vasp dowed in response. In the street, atrio of
young thugs stood in acircle around asingle old man. As'Y od watched in the dim torchlight cast from a
few streetcorner poles, one of the boys reached out and knocked the old man flat on his back. All three
of them were upon him at once. Their booted feet lashed out mercilessy. The thump of leather against
bone was dull and rhythmic. The old man never made a sound.

Y od jumped to hisfeet. * Get away from him!” heydlled.

The boys appeared not to hear him. Asthe cart rolled past the one-sided battle, the boys went about
their relentlesswork.

Y od turned to leap down into the street and intervene directly.

All at once, there was tremendous pressure on hiswrist. He tried to break free but couldn't. Tedric,
reaching acrossthe Wykazl, had afirm gripon hisarm. * Sit fill.” he said.

‘But we can't just -’

‘| said sit.” Tedric pulled Y od back to his seats

‘They'll kill that old man.”

‘That's hisbusiness, not ours. If he can't protect himself, he shouldn't be out in these Streets at night.’

‘I'm not going to let him die’” The cart was twenty feet beyond the scene now, but there wastimeto go



back.

Tedric released hisgrip. *All right, go.” He put one hand on the butt of his heatgun. ‘ But once you've
gone, don't come back. An outlaw band is no place for aman with ableeding heart.’

While Y od sat indecisively, the entire matter abruptly be-came academic. While the three boys stood
back, the old man cameto hisfeet. He dusted off his pants, put on his hat, and stepped into the shadows.
The three boys went with him.

‘He'snot hurt at dl,” Yod said, shaking hishead in con-fuson.
‘Of course not’
‘But why... what wasthat al about?

‘Some sort of test,” said Tedric grimly. *Obvious and very clumsy, certainly, but nearly very effective. Fra
Villion must fed the sameas| do about bleeding hearts. He wanted to be sure we didn't have onein this
cart’

‘Then you really saved my tail just then.” Y od suddenly felt very cold.

‘| saved your life. If youd tried to intervene, those men would havekilled you.’

‘But why?

‘Because Fra Villion isn't about to let any man comethisfar, fail and liveto talk about it.’

Y od sat back in his seat. Whoever or whatever this man Tedric was, he did seem to understand alot of
what was going on. Up ahead, bright lightswere flashing. Y od recognised this part of the town. The
spaceport itsalf was no more than afew blocks awvay. When held first arrived on Nykzas, thiswasthe
first place hed come.

Beneath the steady scarlet glow of aneon sign, thefirgt of the girls sood waiting. It continued to amaze
him how young and pretty they looked. There were four of them bunched on the corner. He saw their
painted faces and jewelled bodies and looked away, embarrassed by this open display of acommodity
he had been taught was too preciousto sall.

‘Peni, Vd, look. It'sme - Juvi.” Shewas leaning out of the cart, fully awake now, waving her hands.

Two of the girls on the corner stepped forward. Onewastall, with pale skin and blonde hair, and the
other was short, with black skin and white hair. * Juvi, whereve you been? said the second.

‘Living on my proceeds. I've quit. I'm leaving Nykzas.’
Thegirl chuckled hollowly, 'Nobody ever leaves here’
‘Well, l am.’

‘Then good luck.’

‘Good luck to you, too.” Juvi waved, and the two girls went back to their corner. Y od felt hisface flush
with embarrass-ment. So that was what she was. No wonder she's seemed harsh to him. He had never in
his life expected to meet agirl like that.

The cart rolled on. There were more girls on the next corner and on the one after that. Juvi seemed to



know most of them. Occasionally, they saw men, usudly palefaced spacemen. All the buildings on this
street seemed to be bars and cafes.

‘Going to missyour old life? Y od said harshly, when the cart turned at last on to adark Street

‘A little bit, | suppose.” Juvi said. She had either missed or ignored the bitternessin hisvoice. Her tone, if
anything, waswidtful. ‘I've been doing it for ahdl of along time’

‘How long isalong time? He spoke sharply, too sharply. She seemed to become suddenly aware of his
dight anger. Looking at him curioudy, shesad, Threeyears. Since | waseleven.’

‘But youwerejud... just alittlekid.’

‘That'sright.” She smiled; onimpulse shetook his hand. ‘Before that, though, there isn't much business
and, well, what thereisiswith clientswho are awfully weird.

Oddly enough, he wasn't as disturbed by what she had said as he thought he should have been. With
anyone el se, the whole story might have seemed sordid, but with Juvi it seemed naturd - necessary. He
didn't think she was redlly abad per-son. After all, how could he judge her life? Just because he had had
every advantage she lacked was no reason for himto fed superior. ‘I'm sorry.” hefindly told her.

‘Sorry for what? she sad, letting go of hishand.
Ignoring her question he said, 'Y ou have quit, haven't you?
‘I'mretired.’

The cart had | eft the more crowded precincts of the city and was now ascending a particularly steep
hillside by way of awinding road. The houses up here were much larger and more ornate than the stone
buildings below, and severd were com-pletely hidden from view by thick shrubbery and tal trees. The
road was wide but poorly maintained, filled with bumps and rats that made the cart buck and heave.

‘I've never been to this part of the city before,” Y od said.

‘A lot of people havent,” said Juvi. ‘Hardly anyone lives up here, it's so isolated and exposed. They're
mogtly rich recluseswho live here’

‘Andrich pirates, like FraVillion.

She shrugged, yawning again. * If he'sredly up here” Shelaid her head againgt Y od's shoulder, a
deliberate gesture thistime. ‘Wake meif we ever arrive’

Y od could only envy her calm. Asfar as he was concerned, every additiond inch the cart rolled on
increased the tenson welling up in hisgut. Striving to ignore the gentle whisper of her bresth so closeto
him, Y od turned to Tedric in hopes of finding some common ground for conversation. ‘Y ou said you
thought those men in the Street were there just to trick us. Would Fra Villion really go that far to test us?

‘Held beafodl if hedidn't. Every wesk link in aband of outlaws puts you that much closer to prison or
desth.’

‘Youtak asif you know dl about it.’

Tedric shrugged. His gaze remained fixed to the road ahead. It was clear he did not intend to talk about
himsdf.



‘But you did save my life back in the cafe” Y od went on, refusing to give up and fdl silent. ‘I do owe
you adebt of gratitude for that.’

‘Why?1 didn't have much choice’

‘The Zorrazian wasn't angry at you. It was mad at me.’

‘| doubt serioudy that it was mad at anyone.’

‘I knocked out itsfriend. It wasready to kill mefor that.’

‘I've never known a Zorrazian to have afriend, its own kind or any other. They're brave but they have no
loyalty. | doubt that the first one cared much about the girl, either. Women like her are no rarity on
Nykzas’

‘Do you mean that was atest, too?

‘Morethan likely. A Zorrazian will do anything for money and their livesmean little to them. FraVillion
wanted to see how you'd stand up under stress.’

‘Then | must have passed. That's why the waiter took usto the cart.’

Tedric nodded silently.

‘That till doesn't explain why you helped.’

‘Becauseit couldn't hurt. | suspect Villion knowswho | am, but | wanted to be sure he didn't forget.’
“Y ou must know plenty about him, too.’

‘Not that much. When they asked meto join the band, | didn't see any reason to refuse.’

‘They asked you?

‘The subman did, Degas. They say he speaksfor Villion.’

‘Didn't you belong to the Corps of the One Hundred at one time?

‘It'spossible’

‘Well, didn't you - 7 Y od stopped short. Tedric, turning in his seet, fixed him with afierce stare that
seemed to say that thiswasn't awise subject to pursue. ‘I'm sorry. | didn't mean to pry.’

Tedric'svoice was friendlier than before. * Curiogity is very human. It's nothing to be sorry about.’
“Y ou don't seem especialy inquisitive yoursalf.’
‘Don't 17?7 Look there.” He pointed ahead. ‘| think we've arrived.’

Y od recognised the house they were approaching. It stood at the peak of ahigh hill and was clearly
visble from the city below. He understood that the huge mansion had once be-longed to the imperid
governor during those centuries when the visible arms of the Empire had stretched even thisfar. ‘ This
can't be the place we're going, can it?

‘Why not?



‘It's0... S0 huge.’
‘Maybe FraVillion likesto keep hismenin style’

The vasp quickly confirmed Tedric's judgement. The road ended shortly beyond the big house, and the
beast turned aside, drawing the cart through apair of iron gates. Electric illumi-nation poured from the
lower windows of the house, and the broad front porch was aso well lighted. Standing near the door
wasthefigure of alarge man.

Asthe cart drew to ahdt in the thick grassin front of the porch, the figure moved towards them. It
wasn't aman; it was arobot. The frozen features of the face and the stiff motions of the knees gave that
away dmost a once.

The robot stopped beside the cart and bowed awkwardly. Y od had seen few such creatures before. He
knew they wereincredibly expensive and usudly limited to technica duty aboard interstellar ships.

‘1 welcome you to the house of Lady Lolaand Milton Dass,” said the robot, in avoice as harmonious as
good music. ‘ The master is presently engaged on a project and sends his greet-ings. He has directed me
to show you to your rooms.’

Y od glanced at Tedric, whose expression gave no indication that he thought anything was out of order.
Y od was curious, however. He had come hereto enlist in Fra Villion's outlaw band, so who wasthis
Milton Dass? Some sort of lieutenant? He felt he had ahundred questions, but Tedric's sllence kept him
Qui€t.

‘If you'll comeinsde with me, please,’ the robot said.

With aresigned shrug, Y od stepped onto the grass and helped Juvi from her seat. Herein this strange
yard domi-nated by the vast bulk of the house and the bizarre form of the robot, he felt like a character in
adream. With Tedric, Juvi, and the Wykzl, he mounted the steps, crossed the porch, and entered the
house. In the first room, numerous works of art hung on every wall and corner. A kinetic sculpture, close
to the door, showed two huge beasts locked in mortal combat. As 'Y od watched, one of the beasts, a
four-legged monstrosity with spikesonitstail, killed the other, agiant cat with fangs aslong asits skull.
Then, just as quickly asthe end had come, the dead animal regained its feet and the battle commenced

agan.
‘Doesit please you? the robot asked.
Y od tore his eyes away from the oddly hypnotic scene. ‘| - yes. But it isvery weird.’

‘“Thework of my mistress,” the robot said. * Some have called Lady Lolathe most beautiful woman in the
Galaxy, but others have praised her asits most profound artist. Beasts such as these roam the plains of
Nykzas and yet few have ever seen them. This statue is an attempt by Lady Lolato capture the brutal
fact of their existence’

‘I think it'sscary,” Juvi said. She looked uncomfortable as she watched the kinetic display. ‘ It's
frightening.”

‘Arelife and death congdered frightening?

Y od felt totaly bewildered. Thisrobot talked asif it werein love with this Lady Lola That wasn't
possible, wasit?

As Y od climbed the stairs behind the robot, he listened to the echo of hisfootsteps. Was the house



empty except for the robot and, presumably somewhere, Milton Dassand Lady Lola? All Y od knew
was that this place was not what he had expected. He had anticipated adirty, one-room hut filled with
foul-smelling submen. That was the tridee version of an out-law band. It certainly wasn't this- ahuge
manson filled with works of art.

The second floor of the house was as deserted asthefirst. A broad corridor stretched both ways from
the staircase, and there were blank white doors set at regular intervals. The robot turned to the right and
opened thefirst door that it cameto. ‘ Tedric, you will take thisroom, please’

‘I would like Ky-shan to stay in the same room.’
The robot bowed. ‘ Asyou wish.’

Curious, Y od peered past the robot at the room beyond. It was big and comfortable, with alarge bed,
thick carpet, two chairs, and a bookcase. There were two paintings on the walls, stark desolate
landscapes. Lady Lolaagain, he assumed.

Therobot led Y od and Juvi to adjoining rooms across the corridor from Tedric.

Aloneat last, Y od stretched out on the bed and struggled to arrange his confused thoughts. A heavy
slence spread around him, and he wondered for amoment if the room might be soundproof, but when he
went to the door and peered out, the silence was just as profound as ever.

He wasn't tired anymore. His head on a soft feather pillow he stared at the smooth white ceiling above.
He thought about Fra Villion, and the Zorrazian in the bar. He thought about this strange girl Juvi, and he
thought about this even stranger man Tedric. He thought about his home on Drexon's World, and he
thought about the family he had once loved.

Still restless, he stood, crossing to the window and drawing back the shade. Hisroom overlooked the
rear of the house, where aflat expanse of well-trimmed lawn doped downhill, punctuated here and there
by clusters of sentry-like evergreen trees and batches of bright nocturna flowers. It was a peaceful view
from here, with the soft light of the twin moons merging with the starker illumination spilling from the
house. As'Y od watched, he suddenly noticed afigure, Someone was taking awak down there.

Heknew it wasn't the robot. Thisfigure was completely different. It was huge, nearly astdl asthe Wykzl
and twice as broad. Dressed dl in black, with a cape spilling past its shoulders, the shape - wasit aman
- paced rapidly back and forth, head thrown back, face not quite visible, arms moving swiftly at its Sdes.
Who could it be? Y od wondered. Hilton Dass, the apparent owner of thishouse, or someone else
entirely? Then something very odd happened. The figure suddenly appeared to divide so that there were
two identical shapes moving acrossthe lawn. It was afantastic event, onethat Y od found impossible to
accept as anything more than illusion; but no matter how furioudy he blinked his eyes or shook his heed,
the figures refused to merge again. Am | going out of my mind? he wondered vaguely. For atime he
thought sure he was merdly dreaming.

Then, between one glance and the next, the lawn was empty again.

Digtantly, he thought he heard the closing of a door. When he turned and looked, Juvi stood behind him.
Hejumped, startled like a child shaken from a deep deep.

‘Hey, what'swrong with you? she said, hesitating.

He pointed to thewindow. ‘1 saw... | thought | saw...’



‘Saw what? She walked across the room and looked out into the night, 'l don't see anything except alot
of trees’

Therewas aman - two men. | think they were men.’

‘Who?

‘I don't...” And suddenly, hedid know. ‘It was FraVillion.’
Shelaughed. *Yourecrazy.

‘It had to be him.’

“How do you know? Was he wearing a big nametag around his neck?

‘I know because...” He started to tell her about how the man had separated into twin images of himsdlf.
But he stopped. His words sounded absurd even in the privacy of hisown mind. *Who ese could it be?

‘Wdll, Milton Dass, for one. He ownsthis house, and | hear he's crazy. It could be agardener. A
prowler. It could be dmost anyone.’

‘ItwasFraVillion,” he repeated firmly.

‘ And the other guy?

‘What?

‘Y ou said there were two men.’

‘No. No, only one'’

She gtared at him curioudly. * Boy, you really have had along day.’

Hetried to laugh in response. He knew what he had seen and there was no use trying to shareit with
someone who hadn't. 'What are you doing here anyway?

‘| thought 1'd deep with you.’
‘With me?

She shrugged. ‘ Sure, why not? | don't think Tedric'sin the mood and, besides, he scares me. The Wykz
isn't my type, either.’

‘But I'mnoet...

‘Not what? Dropping on the edge of the bed, she began to remove what few clothes she wore.
‘Not your husband,” he said,

‘So?

‘On Drexon's World, deeping with someone before marriage is punishable by deaths

‘How come?

It was something he had never considered before. Her naked-ness disturbed him. It shouldn't have



mattered - her garments had |€ft little enough to reveal - but somehow it did. ‘I don't know. It's aways
been that way.’

‘Andyoureavirgin?

Wel, no.

‘Then what's the problem now?
‘| just can't. I'm too nervous.’
‘Don't you like me?

‘Sure, | do.’

‘Then don't worry. You'll be okay.” She extinguished the light. It was funny. He hadn't even redlised that
the switch was located by the bed.

As hewent towards her, he glanced over her shoulder &t the window. He saw nothing,
CHAPTER 4
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Lord Tedric

As soon as he heard the footsteps of the robot disappearing down the staircase, Tedric reached beneath
his shirt and removed asmall cylindrica masking-scanner fastened to his skin. Pressing down on one
end with histhumb, he pointed the device dowly around the room. A soft, steady humming emanated
fromitsinterior. After completing afull three hun-dred and sixty degree circuit of the room, Tedric lifted
his thumb and the humming ceased. He refastened the device to his chest.

‘It should be safeto talk now,” hetold his companion, Ky-shan the Wykzl. ‘ If anyoneistryingto listen
in, helll only pick up static. I'll keep the device emitting from now on, so we should remain safe’

‘But won't the sllenceitsdlf arouse suspicion, Tedric? Ky-shan had lived among men so long that he
spoke Galactic with only ahint of an accent.

‘I'm not sure it matters. They know | belonged to the Corps and shouldn't be surprised to discover | ran
off with afew of their gadgets. Only afool would broadcast his private con-versation when he doesn't
haveto. | doubt that Villion wantsto let afool into hisband.’

‘If you have nothing to hide, why should you care?

‘ Everyone has something to hide. Thisway, | keep them guessing about what it is.” Tedric lay onthebig
soft bed and rested hishead in the palms of his hands. The nape of his neck was beginning to throb and
he sensed the beginning of a blinding headache. He shut his eyes and dowed and degpened his breathing.
Ky-shan studied him with alook of concern. Tedric fought to clear hismind. ‘ Besides, we don't redlly
know what were up against here. None of the intelligence reports concerning Nykzas mentioned Dass or
hiswifebeing involved.’

‘Do you know them?
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‘Not personaly, no, but I've heard of them both. Lola Dassis exactly asthe robot described. She's
beautiful and brilliant. I've aso heard she's as mean and unscrupul ous as a Drixian a moulting time.
Milton Dassisagood bit older. Hes ascientist, aphysicist, probably the most distinguished diveinthe
Empire today. We studied hiswork when | was a cadet at the Academy.’

‘And helives here?

‘He hasfor years. Hisfather wasin the imperia service, an ambassador and governor. That's probably
where Dass obtained this house.’

‘But what's his connection with Fra Villion?
‘I haven't the dightest idea.” Tedric rubbed his neck. The pain was beginning to ebb.
‘ And these other two. The girl and the young man. What do you make of them?

‘Trouble, | would guess. Even if we were aone, thiswouldn't be easy, and those two are apt to get in the
way. | haven't the dightest ideawhy Villion sent them here. I'm a big catch for the band but they're just
kids. Usudly, recruits are just taken to the spaceport and whisked away.’

‘But they're not typica pirates, either.’

‘No. Juvi | can figure out. She's young and bored and too intelligent for the life she'slived. But Yod
Cartwright puzzlesme. | can't figure him out.’

‘He hasto have some reason for being here’

‘That'swhat worriesme. Villion's ships have raided a number of backwater worlds. In the bar, when he
wastaking to Juvi, did Cartwright mention the name of his homeworld?

The hearing apparatus of a\Wykzl was superior to that of a human. Ky-shan was capable of listening to
severd conversa-tions smultaneoudly - and at long distances. ‘1 believe he said it was Drexon's World.’

Tedric frowned. ‘ That was one of them. | remember. Vil-lion raided the mgjor cities and burned alot of
the outlying precincts’

Then you think it may be revenge that has brought Cart-wright here? He doesn't stand a chance.’
‘I'm afraid he may be bitter enough to try anyway.’
‘What can we do?

‘Very little. Villion undoubtedly knows as much as we do. He remembers Drexon's World, and he can
add two and two. If he let Cartwright come thisfar, he must have some reason.’

‘Tokill him?
‘If that's dl he wanted, he could have done it long before now.’

Ky-shan sat dumped in one of the chairs. * Perhaps | will rest. Thereislittle room for action now.” His
dim, elongated body dwarfed the frame of the chair, but he showed no dis-comfort.

‘Go ahead,” said Tedric.

‘“Wewill converse once morein the dawn.” Ky-shan shut his eyes. In afew moments he was fast adeep,



his bresth coming in regular noisy gasps.

Tedric gazed at the dien envious of the creature's ability to relax. He had beaten the headache but he il
hung along way from restful deep. When wasthe last time he had experi-enced the pleasure of genuine
inner peace? Not since long be-fore histrial, forced exile, and subsequent escape - that much was for
certain. Inthisuniverse? More likely in that other one, that dimly remembered place from which the
Scientists had wrenched him.

Tedric shut his eyes and rubbed histemples. If he couldn't deep, at least he could attempt to relax.

Tedric thetraitor, he thought - that's me. If amore notorious crimina existed in the Galaxy, then it could
only be FraVillion himsdlf. Tedric pre-tended not to care. Let people think what they wanted to think.
Aslong as he knew the truth himsalf, what else could matter? But Lady Alyc Carey didn't know. He was
convinced she must guessthe truth. Alyc would never accept the ideathat Tedric had deliberately turned
againg hisown sworn loyadties. Would she? What about his own confesson? Would she believe that?
Alyc was back home on Milrod Eleven in the Quixmass Sector. He wished he could go there now and
ask her. Well, what do you think? Am | atraitor or not? Which do you believe? Me - or thewords | was
forced to say?

A man whose very origins were shrouded in mystery, he had been amgor in the dite Corps of the One
Hundred until he had been accused, and promptly convicted, of plotting to overthrow the regime of
Emperor Randow. He had been sentenced to serve alifetime exile on avacant, deserted asteroid.

He had escaped, of course. Aided by hisloya servant, Ky-shan the Wykzl, another renegade to hisown
people. The two outcasts disappeared - no subsequent trace was found of either of them. They were
rumoured to have fled to the Dynarx sphere.

Tedric smiled faintly. It must have made quite astory for the newstapes of Old Earth. Besides himself and
Ky-shan, only one other person knew thetruth: hisold friend, Phillip Nolan, Commander of the Corps.
Even the young emperor, securein his pdace, was unaware that the entire story of Tedric'streachery
was anecessary fabrication devised by the ‘traitor’ himself.

It was because of thered clouds. Thefirst of these had ap-peared within the realm of the Wykzl some
twenty common years before. The clouds were constantly-expanding objects capable of swalowing up
anything that stood before them including inhabited star systems. In the years since that first cloud had
been discovered, more than two dozen had followed, ranging in diameter from ahundred light yearsto as
small asafew thousand kilometres. What had happened to those worlds engulfed by the clouds? There
was no way of finding out, for once a planet disappeared inside the mass of a cloud nothing was ever
heard of it again, and no instrument had yet been devised capable of penetrating the vell. Many Wykz
believed that the clouds were more than mere astronomical phenomena. Some thought that they were
sentient creatures acting in a con-scious way. Thiswas not proven, however. What was known for
certain was that when a cloud approached a planetary system the inhabitants began to experience
horrible waking dreams that drove them mad long before the cloud actudly arrived to devour their world.

For the Wykzl, the danger presented by the clouds, had recently become dramatically immediate. Two
very large clouds had materialised near the centre of their realm, and within ahundred years, at their
present rate of expansion they would swallow ninety per cent of the Wykzl population. The only strategy
as yet employed to evade this menace was that of mass evacuation; with their available resourcesthis
was prov-ing to be an enormous task.

Besides the clouds within the Wykzl redlm, anumber had a so been located within those star systems
inhabited by the Biomen; just because relations between the Biomen and the Empire had long ago been
severed, no reliable information concerning the extent of this menace was available.



Unitil recently only the Empire of Man and the Dynarx, of the four mgor speciesin the Galaxy had been
spared from attack by the clouds.

Tedric himsdlf had been among the first human beingsto set eyes upon ared cloud.

Mo-leete, aWykzl who had assisted the rebel forces during the Great Revolt against Emperor Matthew
Carey, had taken him to the spot. The cloud was not a particularly large one, and itsrate of expansion
was rdaively dow. Tucked away in aremote, uninhabited corner of the Empire, it offered little
im-mediate danger to human life and imperid civilisation.

Stll, it did exist, and wasthefirst cloud to be found in the Empire, it was certainly afore-warning of the
invasion to dome. Tedric was deeply troubled by its presence - and quite justifiably so.

As soon as Emperor Randow was securely seated upon the imperia throne, Tedric sought permission
from his com-mander, Phillip Nolan, to revist the ste of thered cloud and examine it more closdly. He
went, accompanied by Ky-shan, his servant, and by Lady Carey, the younger sister of the dethroned
emperor. Alyc had long since deserted her usurping brother. She had stood closeto Tedric's Side during
the violent battle in space which had effectively brought an end to the re-bellion and the brief reign of
Matthew Carey.

Tedric had spent several weeks orbiting the expanding mass of the cloud, but he discovered nothing
useful: the cloud re-fused to divulge its mysteries so casudly. In the end he had returned to Earth and
recommended to Phillip Nolan that a constant watch be kept upon the cloud.

The watch was assigned - and dmost immediately re-warded. A lone ship of non-imperia design was
observed leaving the cloud. At first this seemed impossible. The Wykzl were quite adamant that nothing,
onceit entered ared cloud, could ever emerge again. But the ship on watch had not only observed but

a so photographed the dlien craft asit left the intruder. Tedric studied the photographs and saw no choice
but to accept what they represented asthe truth.

An attempt was made to trace the path of the alien vessdl, but since it had entered N-space soon after its
exit from the cloud, thiswas not possible. Then, afew months later, a deserted ship of unknown origin
was discovered in aremote area of the frontier planet, Dimetros. A squadron of corpsmen searched
through the inhabited lands of the world, but none of the colonists, or military ingtallations, reported
having seen athing.

The question was left open; filed but not forgotten.

In lessthan ayear came thefirst attack by aband of pirates under the leadership of someone known as
FraVillion; the attack occurred within four parsecs of Dimetros. The second attack was seven parsecs
distant and the third, twelve.

Coincidence?

Possibly. But from the moment he had heard the pirate's name, Tedric had sensed that Fra Villion and the
ship that had emerged from the red cloud were very intimately con-nected. Fra Villion had been a
passenger aboard that ship. Tedric had suffered from similar fedlings severa times before, and he had
long since learned not to discount them. He had no evidence - no hard facts - but he was certain he was
correct.

Phillip Nolan, who knew Tedric very well, wasinclined to agree. As the months passed, and the number
and severity of FraVillion'sraiding missonsincreased, Nolan grew more and more concerned.



It was Tedric who suggested that the only way to find out the truth about Fra Villion wasto send an
infiltretor into hisband.

Nolan concurred, but what man wastip to the task? Who-ever was picked would have to fool not only
Villion himself but aso severd hundred of the most notorious pirates and outlaws in the Empire.

Tedric suggested himsdlf.

Nolan laughed and pointed out that Tedric wasfar too well known after the role he had played in the
dramaof the Great Revolt. Someone in the pirate band - and most likely several someones - would
recognise him ingtantly. The result would be his desth.

It was then that Tedric suggested the subterfuge of his own supposed treachery. At first Nolan refused
point blank to put hisfriend through such aterrible ordedl, but Tedric ingsted there was no other way
and at last Nolan agreed.

And that was how he came to be here now, in this house, waiting for morning to break.

Ky-shan continued his peaceful dumber. Outside, the sun did at |ast appear to be creeping past the
horizon's edge. Stand-ing, Tedric stretched his legs and tested his muscles. Then he went to the window
and looked out.

From here, at the peak of the hill, the city lay spread out beneath him, brown and dull in the grey light of
dawn. The only indication of life came from the bright circle of the space-port, where asingle silver ship
wasjust now rising into the air. Asthe dim cylinder of the ship ascended dowly the roar of the primitive
rocket engines reached Tedric clearly in spite of the distance involved. Higher and higher the ship climbed
and tilting his head, he continued to watch asit broke through the lowest clouds and plunged towards the
blackness of un-seen space. For along time, even after the ship itsalf had be-come too faint to see,
Tedric stared in wonder a thetiny flicker of flame till visible through the thick mass of clouds. Then,
findly, therewas nothing.

Leaning back, Tedric shook his head. He was a man who had piloted many ships a N-space velocities.
He had travelled twice around a sun in lesstime than it had taken this one ship to disgppear from view.
Despite this, he did not think he had ever seen asight quite so awesome as that chugging, heaving,
straining rocketship, struggling to bresk free from the gravity of Nykzas. It wasthe power involved, the
sense of mighty effort. Faster-than-light travel was amiracle, adivine rather than human act. The rocket
was man's achievement and far more impressive for that.

In the world in which he had been born, not even rocket-ships existed. Only the land and seawere man's
domain; the sky remained the province of the birds. Tedric could recall that world only dimly. It had been
Earth, Skandos had told him, but a different Earth, part of a pardld universe where the forces of raw
magic till held sway. He did not want to go back there. Skandos had once offered him the chance, and
he had refused. It was behind him, passed, gone now. He was a man of thisuniverse. The collective
human will that had forged that rocketship was part of him. He would never turn back, never glimpse that
old homeagan.

Tedric turned towards the bed. His head ached, and he was suddenly eager to rest again.
But at that moment someone knocked at the door.

CHAPTERS
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FraVillion

When Tedric opened the door to hisroom in response to the incessant knocking from without, he
couldn't at first believe hiseyes. A man stood in the hallway, grinning broadly, his handstwitching & his
sdes. The man was one of the strangest 1ook-ing people Tedric had seenin hislife,

“You're Tedric? said the man, in avoice as high-pitched asa boy's.
‘' am.

‘Gredt, I'm Dass - Milton Dass, Fra Villion wantsto seeyou.’
‘Villion? Here?

‘Sure. Where else did you expect to find him? Dass waked into the room. As soon as he saw Ky-shan
adeep in the chair, his whole demeanour changed. He seemed even more like a bright-eyed, wondrous
boy. ‘Isthat aWykzl? A red Wykzl?

‘That'sKy-shan,” said Tedric.
‘I'vegot to talk to him! I'll wake him up.’

Tedric hastened to intercept Dass before he could disturb the Wykzl. Few creatures of any sort
appreciate being roused suddenly from a sound deep, and Ky-shan was no exception. Tedric Steered
Dasstowards a safe corner of theroom. ‘I'll take care of that in amoment.’

‘But I've got to talk to him. Don't you understand? I've never seen aWykzl before. It's amazing, smply
amazing.

It wasdl Tedric could do to keep from laughing at Dass's childlike excitement. The man's appearance
did not help much, ether. He was short, thin, frail, with aface aswrinkled as an ageing prune. Hishair
was an orange-grey thatch asthick and gtiff aswires, Ky-shan, when hefindly awoke in responseto the
voicesin the room, seemed surprised and bewildered, too. He stood up, wiping his eyes with the tips of
hisfingers.

‘ThisisMilton Dass,’ Tedric explained. ‘He says he's cometo take usto meet FraVillion.’

‘Villion? said Ky-shan. ‘Here?

‘Where esedid you expect to find him? said Tedric, with awry amile.

Dasswascircling Ky-shan, hiseyeswidein his head, histongue congtantly clicking. At last, pausing only
afew inchesin front of thetall dien, hethrust out ahand. ‘1 understand, during the war, your species
made a habit of eating human babies’

Ky-shan stared. He didn't seem to know whether he ought to shake Dasss hand or biteit, 'l don't
believe my people ever -’

‘Not true? said Dass. He dropped his hand suddenly and turned away. * A pity, actualy.” He never
explained why he felt that way. Reaching Tedric, he opened hisleft fist and revealed what appeared to be
ashiny brassbdl. ‘What do you think of this? he asked.



Tedric shook his head uncertainly, but Ky-shan, who had crossed to join them, was less diplomatic. ‘It's
nothing but an ordinary brassbdl.’

Dasslaughed. * So it might seem. But watch what happenswhen | rubit.” He shut hisfigt, wriggled the
knuckles, then opened hishand again. A burst of bright light exploded from hispalm. Tedric fdll back,
shielding hisface, and Ky-shan cried out in surprise.

Dass's high-pitched, childlike laughter filled the rooms'Look,” he cried. * See what I've made for you.’

Tedric looked around him. The room had been transformed. From wall to wall, floor to celling, it was
filled with severad thousand brightly sparkling, tightly packed, miniature points of light. They were gars, he
redised, tiny sars.

‘It'snothing but ahologram,” Ky-shan said; he was clearly unimpressed.

‘Oh, that, sure.” said Dass, 'but much more, too. Can't you tell? It'samap - it'sthe Empire of Man. See
here? Dass turned quickly and marched to one corner of the room. When he passed, the starsin his
path winked out of existence. Once he was gone, they sparkled to life again. ‘ Hereisthe sun of Nykzas
way over here’” Heindicated onetiny white pinpoint. '‘And over there by you, Tedric, isthe sun of Earth.
It'sall complete - with amagnifying lens you can even see the planets - and perfectly doneto scale. Of
course, in thislimited space, our bodies get in the way, but the ideaiisto hurl the map out in front of you
and then study the portions you want at your ease.’

‘But where did it come from? Ky-shan said, turning his head as he sared at the detail. *How did you
makeit?

‘Have you forgotten this? Dass held up the brass bal be-tween thumb and forefinger. ‘It dl came out of
this’
‘Impossible’ said Ky-shanflatly. ‘A hologram requires the use of -’

‘Theimpossible happensto be my business, Dasssaid glibly. ‘If | couldn't do that, how could | claimto
bewhat | am - agenius?

‘| don't believeyou.’

‘S0?1 don't believe you either - about the babies. Now watch this.” Tucking the brassbal inside hisfist
once more, Dass again moved hisknuckles. In an ingtant, the vista of stars had vanished. Tedric thought
he might have seen abrief flash of motion, the stars rushing towards the fit, but he could not be sure.
Dassgrinned at Ky-shan, 'Want to tell me that wasimpossible, too?

Ky-shan snorted angrily. ‘| am merely acommon soldier. The scientists of my race -’

‘- are no smarter than the average scientists of mine,” Dass completed. He tapped hisforehead. ‘In other
words, without much imagination. The map was alittle invention | rushed out one summer to keep myself
amused. | suppose it has some practical vauein terms of space navigation, but I'll leave that for othersto
worry about. Here, my Wykz| friend, cal it apresent.’

Hetossed the brass ball casually across the room, and Ky-shan caught it. Cautioudly, the Wykzl tucked
the ball beneath the broad belt of his holster.

‘Now come along, you two,” said Dass, with sudden im-patience. Weredlly can't keep FraVillion
waiting much longer.’



As Dass turned to open the door, Tedric glanced at Ky-shan and smiled. Ky-shan indicated hisown
amusement. Only the obvious practical value of Dasssinvention prevented them from laughing doud. It
was obvious that Milton Dass was exactly what he claimed to be - agenius - but therewas a, strong
suggestion of madnessin his behaviour.

Y od and Juvi were waiting in the corridor. From the way they glanced at Dass, Tedric guessed that both
of them had dready been smilarly trested.

‘I wish | could serve breskfast now,” Dass said, as he led the way downstairs, 'but | suppose this
appointment is more im-portant. I've tried to make cooking into a science. When my wife was here, |
once cooked afive-course dinner for the both of usin lessthan three minutes’

‘Whereisyour wife? Juvi asked.

The question seemed innocuous enough, but Dasss reaction was amost violent. Hisjaw dropped, his
spine sagged, and his voice choked. ‘ FraVillion will tell you that when you talk to him.’

They reached the foot of the stairs, passed through the room with the sculptures and paintings, and
entered another. 1t was alarge bare room with awooden floor. ‘If you'll St down and wait,” Dasssaid, 'l
imagine FraVillion will bewith you inamoment.’

Turning, Dass | eft the room through another door. His step was dow, like aman lost in thought
Juvi whigtled softly. “Who, in the name of the Lords of the Universe, ishe?
Tedric shook hishead. ‘He'sabrilliant scientist, | suppose he has aright to be odd.’

‘And the way he acted when | asked about hiswife. | think hel's under some kind of strain. He seemed
nervousto me. | know men. Hewastalking and moving al thetimeto keep from thinking.’

Tedric shrugged, 'Whatever, he seems harmless enough.’

Then | guess he didn't show you what he showed Y od and me. We were sill adeep when he banged on
the door. He came racing in and went through this crazy routine and ended up asking mewhat | thought
of thisthing inhishand’

‘Wasit abrassball? asked Ky-shan.

She shook her head, clearly surprised that the Wykzl had addressed her directly. Tedric knew that
though Ky-shan was shy around strangers, he was beginning to fedd more at ease with Juvi and Yod. ‘A
chunk of plagtic. It looked like some-thing broken off akid'stoy. Hetold usit could kill and | laughed in
his face. Then he went over to the window, opened it, and threw the thing out. Therewas no sound at all.
When | looked out, there was a hole in the back yard big enough to fit asmal lake.’

Tedric grew thoughtful. Among the more puzzling aspects of FraVillion's career was his ability to wresk
incredible amounts of damage with such asmal force of men and ships. Milton Dass's soundless bomb
might go along way towards explaining the gpparent anomaly.

The big house was silent now. Dass had disgppeared and there was till no sign of FraVillion. Of the
four of them, Y od Cartwright seemed to be the most nervous. He sat by himsdlf, chewing hislip and
absently stroking the butt of the heatgun Tedric had given him. Tedric recalled his suspicions of the
previous night and did furtively closer to the boy. If Fra Vil-lion redlly was about to appear among them,
he did not intend to let Y od do anything that might end up harming them dl. Surely FraVillion was not a
fool. He would never be so reck-less asto expose himself to those whose loyalty he could not guarantee.



A heavy thumping, squeaking noise resounded from the rear of the house and grew steadily in volume.
Eventualy, Milton Dass regppeared, pushing aheavy iron box supported on four whedls. The box was
nearly astal as Dass himsdlf.

He stopped in the centre of the room and wiped the sweat from hisface. * That's real work,” he said.

‘What isit? asked Juvi, indicating the box. Dass grinned and tried to sound casud in spite of hisobvious
fatigue, 'Oh, just something Fra Villion wanted meto bring.’

He swivdled hishead asif in surprise. ‘He should have been here by now.’
‘“We haven't seen -” Juvi began. She broke off suddenly, her face twisting in surprise.

Tedric could seeit, too. A large shape was materialising in one corner of the room. As he stared, the
shape took form. It was ahumanoid creature, nearly five metreshigh. A coat of thick black fur covered
the body from neck to toes, but the face, except for patches of smooth black skin on each cheek, wasa
tumult of rainbow colours - blue streaks, red and yellow splashes. At first Tedric assumed that this beast
must bel ong to some bizarre subman breed, but he quickly changed hismind. Thisthing wasin no way
human; he could sensethat, It was dien.

‘FraVillion, sad Dass tiffly, and with difficulty he man-aged to execute aquick bow. ‘1 am honoured to
seeyou again,” There was an edgeto hisvoice, painfully obvious sarcasm.

Tedric fought againgt his own sense of wonder. The gppar-ition was smply another hologram, hetold
himsdlf; nothing more. If Dass could pack afew thousand starsinsde the shell of abrassbdl, then this
enormous beast could easily have materiaised from inside the core of a concedled pinhead.

But Dass wasn't acting asthough Villion was anything less than real, and Tedric doubted that subterfuge
was numbered among theinventor'staents.

And there was another significant difference: the star map was not adive; this beast was.

A deep musical voice emanated from the huge shape. ‘1 am Fra Villion, and | am pleased to greet each
of you.” The head turned dowly upon the wide shoulders. * Tedric. Ky-shan. Juvi. Y od Cartwright. |
recognise and welcomeyou dl.’

Tedric decided to forget being bewildered. He had to assume thisthing was actudly Fra Villion and act
accordingly. He had to play hisassgned role. ‘Hold on,” he said, coming to hisfeet. ‘I didn't come here
just to talk to ahologram, | want to see Villion - thered Villion.’

The beast chuckled softly. Smiling, it revedled apair of sharp yellow fangs.

‘I meanwhat | say,” Tedric perssted. ‘1 didn't come all the way up here to have tricks played on me by
sometinkerer like Dass!’

‘And | didn't either,” said Y od, though with |ess assertiveness. He stood beside Tedric.

“Then come forward and touch me,” said Villion, addressing Tedric. ‘| don't mind the intimacy. Onceyou
have done that, your own senseswill verify my redity.

Tedric saw no way to refuse. Besides, he was curious. Step-ping forward, he held out ahand and
touched the beast's middle. The fur was cold and gtiff, reminding Tedric of icicles, but it was rea enough.

He stepped away.



WdI? sad Villion, inavoicethat boomed. ‘ Do wetak or do we not?
‘I don't know,” Tedric said truthfully.
‘Am | red enough to merit your atention?

Tedric finally nodded. ‘ Go ahead and talk.” He glanced at Y od, who had aso touched the beast. The
boy was trembling. Juvi, on the other hand, seemed more awestricken than terri-fied, while Ky-shan
maintained hisusua cam demeanour. Tedric backed away and sat on thefloor again. ‘I'm listening.’

‘Excdlent,” said Villion, with ahint of sarcasm. ‘| have cometo you today for only two purposes: | wish
to notify you of your acceptance into my band, and | wish to provide you with aninitial set of
indructions’

‘Wethank you for that, Fra Villion,” Tedric said, with hisown hint of sarcasm.

Villion went on without pause. ‘A ship is presently awaiting you at the spaceport. It is an advanced craft
of my own design, fully capable of travelling at N-space velocities. Tedric, you will command. The others
will serve asyour crew. | make the assumption that a man of your character would prefer to associate
with people who are not confirmed pirates.’

Tedric shrugged. ‘ Isn't that more or lesswhat | am these days?

Wasthat ahint of amusement in Villion'sface, Tedric won-dered. If it was, it might mean that his
masquerade was suc-ceeding - Villion had accepted him as arenegade.

“Y our ship has been programmed to travel to acertain point in the Damabi Sector. Since this happensto
be where my headquarters are located, | hope you'll forgive me for not reveding the exact co-ordinates
a thistime’

Tedric managed to conceal his surprise - and delight. The red cloud was located in the Damabi Sector.
More and more he was convinced that there had to be some connection.

‘On your way, | have one small assgnment to divert your energies. Thereisaplanet close to your route
that happens to possess native resources capable of providing aconsiderable obstacle to my present
activities. For that reason, you will pause on your course long enough to destroy this one world.’

Tedric controlled his shock and then managed to laugh. He hoped his voice sounded cynica enough to
fool Villion. 'Destroying a planet is not quite as easy as you make it sound. One ship can't do it - not one
littletug’

‘Thanksto Milton Dass, it can. Milton, explain to Tedric the capability of your latest invention.’

Dasslooked both excited and fearful. * It'sredly quite smple. | cal it matter-scrambler. Direct theray,
push abut-ton, and any solid matter in its path will be broken down into its component molecules and
then scattered into space.

‘That'simpossible,” Tedric said, but he was far from con-vinced. ‘ Dass had aready provided sufficient
examples of hisability to suggest he could perform theimpossible.

‘| regret the difficulty of providing you with ademon-stration,” Villion said. * The matter-scrambler
presently exists only in acrude form and is not very selective. Milton has cautioned methat to test it here
might well result in the acci-dentd destruction of Nykzasitself, which would be amost unfortunate
occurrence, especialy for those, like yoursdlf, who will be present at thetime.”



‘Then you haven't been able to test the weapon? Y ou can't be sure that it works?
‘The only definite way to test such adeviceisto useit. Once you've left Milrod Eleven, then well know.’

‘Milrod Eleven? Tedric repeated, shocked and stunned. Milrod Eleven was the home planet of the
Carey family. It waswhere Lady Alyc Carey lived. He sensed that Villion had devised a perfect method
for discovering histrue loyalties, and thisredlisation gave him an empty fegling deep in the pit of his
somach.

‘Milrod Elevenisthe planet | referred to earlier. the one | have chosen to destroy. Do you object,
Tedric?

He had to decide how much of the truth he could safely conced. Morethan likely, Villion was at least
partidly aware of hisreationswith Alyc Carey. He said, more camly, 'l know someone who livesthere’

‘The planet isdmogt totally uninhabited.’
‘She'lsagood friend of mine’

Villion'sface remained expressonless. ‘Y ou may refusethe misson if you wish, and leave now. Aslong
asyou reved nothing you have learned today, | will make no effort to stop you.’

Tedric consdered Villion's offer, even though he doubted its sincerity. If heleft now, hisonly chanceto
infiltrate Vil-lion's band, the end result of many months of difficult prepara-tion, would be ended. He
peered closdly at the looming shape, hoping to discover somehow a clue to the beast's true inten-tions.
‘All right, I'll stay,” hesaid at lagt.

‘And youll dlow Milton to test hisdevice against Milrod Eleven?
‘Yes

‘ Degpite the presence there of your... friend?

‘Yes’ Theword stuck in histhroat briefly.

‘And what about therest of you? said Villion. * Any com-punctions concerning what 1've asked? Milrod
Eleven isanearly empty world. There are no more than two or three residents there, Juvi, what about
you? Areyou willing to serve?

She didn't seem eager, either. ‘| asked for this, | won't back out now.’
‘And you, Milton?

Dass had taken a seat on the edge of his black box. He was frowning with peculiar intensity. Y ou know
I'm going. We made adedl, remember?

‘ And the shedding of human life does not disturb you?

Dass started to make a heated reply, then shut his mouth. His head drooped. He was as sombre now as
he had been ebullient before. Tedric guessed that Villion was taunting poor Dass about something. He
wished he knew what. ‘Leave me done,’ Dass said in acracked voice.

Villion shifted his attention again. * And you, Y od Cartwright? Are you with - 7

Likeatightly drawn spring suddenly set free, Y od bounded to hisfeet. He drew his heatgun and



screamed. ‘Y ou murderer! Y ou bastard!” Before anyone could move an inch, he fired off two clean
bolts. Tedric leaped for him. Y od twisted away and fired two more shots.

The crackling bolts of high energy flashed across the room. Juvi dropped to the floor, and Milton Dass
flopped beside her. Spinning around, Tedric caught Y od around the waist and pulled him down. He got a
grip on the boy'swrist and twisted. The heatgun shot free of hisgrasp. Y od was kick-ing and yelling.

‘Let me go. Hekilled them. Don't you under-stand? It was cold blooded murder.’

Tedric let him go. Standing quickly, he retrieved the heat-gun and shoved it in hisbelt. Only then did he
glance across the room. Fra Villion stood unharmed. Behind him, four huge streaks showed in thewall.
‘I'mafraid, Y od, that you can't harm me now,” he said.

Y od was sitting up. His body shook with rage and frustraction. ‘| had to try it. | couldn't come thisfar
and do nothing.’

Tedric understood the Situation. Thiswasn't thered Fra Villion they were seeing here. In spite of its
agpparent redity, the figure was merdly an image of some sort. Despite Y od'sworst efforts, Villion
remained unharmed.

‘My question remains unanswered,’ Villion said. ‘1 need to know whether | have acomplete crew.’

Y od looked up, astonishment combining with hisanger now. 'Y ou're till asking me to come up with the
others?

‘I haven't agreat many aternatives. If you won't come, the misson will be delayed.’

‘“Then | am coming,” Y od said, thefury back in hisvoice. 'Butif | do, | won't stop. I'll find you, and I'll
try tokill you again. | siwear | will.’

Villion faced them dl, ignoring Y od's threats. The vasp and cart will carry you to the spaceport. The
ship'sregigraionisin order, so you may leave immediately. Until then, | look forward eagerly to seeing
al of you again.” He turned his head towards Y od, and athin smile broke through his features. *Most of
you, at least”’

Then he was gone. The shape vanished as suddenly and mysterioudy as when it had first appeared.

For amoment, too stunned by what they had witnessed, no one said aword. It was Milton Dasswho
finally brokethe silence. 'I'll need some help with this” he said, standing and indicating the black box.

‘What isit? Tedric said.

‘My matter-scrambler. The partsarein here. | suppose I'll haveto fit it in the ship's guns before we leave
Nykzas’

‘And it works?

Dass nodded flatly. ‘1 know it will. You see, | did the origind theoretical work years ago. No one was
interested. Until FraVillion. He came to me, told me held seen my work, and asked me to develop a
practica device’

‘And you agreed?
‘I had little choice’

‘But -’ Tedric sopped himsdlf. Therewaslittle point in exploring any of thisnow. *Y od, Juvi, give Dass



ahand with hisbox. Push it outside and put it in the cart. Well be leaving soon.’

The three of them went away. When Tedric and Ky-shan were aone, the Wykzl came up to him. * That
cregture, Tedric, it wasnot redl .’

‘No, it was somekind of projection. | wish | knew how hedidit.’

‘I think | know. When | was achild on my own world, | saw something similar. It isdone with the mind,
amenta projec-tion. It is said that they may cross hundreds of light-yearsin such afashion.’

‘They?
‘The Biomen vemplar, the black knights.’
‘Areyou saying that VillionisaBioman?
‘l am nearly pogtive’

‘He certainly didn't look human to me.’
‘The Biomen are a separate race.’

‘SoI'veheard.” Tedric shook his head. No Bioman had been seen in the Empire of Man for centuries.
What would one of them be doing here now? What connection could it have with the red clouds? He
started for the door. ‘Maybe wed better go out and help the others.” he said.

CHAPTERG6
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Dethroned Emperor

Thiswon't do.” said Matthew Carey, the former reigning potentate of the Empire of Man, glaring at the
breakfast plate of processed ham and fried hen's eggs that sat on the table before him. ‘ It's barely even
cooked.’

‘I'm sure the kitchen followed your directions explicitly, Sr,” said the subman who had brought the medl.
The creature was some sort of sullen dog with a sneer of curlish contempt upon itsthin black lips.

‘How dare you use that toneto me!” cried Carey, pushing back his chair and springing to his feet.
‘I merely told thetruth, sir. Y our breakfast is no different today from yesterday.’

‘Areyou caling mealiar, idiot? he screamed, shaking with rage.

‘Not at dl, Sr,” said the subman softly.

‘Then take thismeal away and bring me something fit for an emperor.’

‘But you're not the emperor anymore, Sr.’

Carey could not believe hisears. Wasthisthing - this stupid animal - daring to provoke him openly?
Reaching out in hisfury, he grabbed hold of the underside of the table and jerked up. Thetabletilted and
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rocked, and the plate of ham and eggs did nestly off. Striking the floor on edge, the plate split in haf. Egg
yoke spread acrossthe thin, frayed carpet in ayellow pool. Carey dropped the table, breathing heavily
from hisanger. ‘Now pick that up,” hetold the subman. * Clean up this mess and get out of my sight.

The subman shook hishead. ‘| can't do that, Sir. I'm awaiter, not acleaner. I'll have to fetch someone
dse’

‘| ordered you to doiit!” cried Carey.

‘Wdl, | can't, ar. Imperia proclamation. We submen can't be treated as daves anymore. We have jobs -
the same asany-onedse’

Carey didn't think he could beer it. Hislife, these past few months, had consisted of one humiliation after
another. Racing around the corner of the table, he reached for the shards of broken plate, but by thetime
he had retrieved the largest piece and flung it, the subman was dready safely gone. The plate struck the
back of the door, broke into adozen smaller pieces, and dropped uselesdy to the floor. Carey stepped
inthe pool of egg yoke. His barefoot nearly dipped out from under him and he strained hisknee trying
not tofdl.

In frustration, Carey sat down on the floor. He put his head in his hands and wished he could cry. It was
so unfair - so wrong. Hadn't the black beast itself guaranteed that he would reign for alifetime? From that
ultimate power, reduced to this: the object of a subman's scorn. You're not the emperor, he had said.
True - how true. The black beast had promised, and the black beast had lied.

Carey looked up suddenly, sensing that he was being watched; something was happening in the room.
Over by the door a shape was materialising, ahuge dark form. He rubbed his eyes, unable to accept
what they told him. It couldn't pos-sibly be - (ashrill, dmost hysterical giggle escaped hislips) - the black
beast had returned! For the firgt time since the defeat of the imperid fleet in space by the band of
renegadesled by hisold enemy Phillip Nolan, the beast was daring to appear before him. For atime, he
had even doubted itsreal existence. It might have been adream, afantasy induced by the rapid flow of
events a thetime. Yet hereit was again. He knew it well.

Asthe shape dowly spread into the figure of the black beast, Carey cameto hisfeet. Even then,
standing, he felt over-whelmed by the awesome size of the thing. It took up the whole of the room from
floor to ceiling, agood five metresin height. Its body was covered with athick pelt of black fur, but the
face, totally bare, gleamed in arainbow whirl of painted flesh, Carey staggered back, his anger tinged by
genuinefear.

'So you have come to doubt my reality, Matthew Carey,” said the beast, in adeep meodic voice, It was
asif thething could read Carey'sinner thoughts.

“You decelved me,’ he said, battling to keep bitterness from hisvoice. He didn't want to shout. The
cleaning servant might appear a any time and he didn't want arumour to get started that he talked to
himself. They dready thought him afool. He didn't want to be regarded as a madman, too.

‘| deceiveno one,” said the beast. ‘ Those | represent mis-cal culated the seriousness of the Wykzl thresat.’

Carey was convinced the beast waslying. ‘ A miscaculation? Isthat how you describeit? | was
guaranteed my thronefor life. Instead, | havethis - this box room.’

‘And yet you are dive’

“Who do | have to thank for that? Prince Randow - Emperor Randow! | convinced him that | posed no



immediate threat to hisreign. He stuck me here to make sure.’

‘He could have executed you.’

‘So? Do you cdl thisliving? Sometimes | wish | redlly was dead.’

The beast laughed, abooming chuckle. ‘“Wherethereislife, Matthew, there must be hope.’

‘Wdll, not here,” he said sullenly. ‘ Thanksto you, thanks to those you represent, whoever and whatever
they are, | have nothing.’

‘I bring glad tidings’

Carey watched the beast coldly, but inside he felt aburst of renewed hope so powerful that he could
tasteit on histongue. ‘What tidings?

‘Those | represent have decided that you will rule again.’

Carey laughed. ‘ Do you expect meto believe that? Isit what you told my father? Lies, lies, and morelies
until finally you deserted him and he died alone. Who are you talking to now? Isit Randow? Nolan? |
wouldn't put it past you. | trusted you - | ignored my own father - and | wasruined.’

“Y our father ignored the advice offered by those | represent He was cautioned that the time was not ripe
for your rule. But he went ahead - and hefailed.’

“Y ou never bothered to tell me any of that. According to you, it was just fine that | was emperor.’

‘“Thosewho | represent dedl only with what is, not with what might have been. When your father went
ahead and established you on the throne, it became an established fact within the shifting fabric of the
cosmos. You areour only friend in theimperia sphere, Matthew Carey. If we defeat our ancient
enemies, then you, too, will emerge triumphant.’

Helaughed hollowly, taking in the chaos of the room with abroad sweep of hisarms. ‘If I'm your friend,
then I'd hate to see your enemies.’

‘Bedlent.” The beast spoke softly, but its words were like acommand. It had first appeared to Carey
during the brief period when he had ruled the Empire. It had advised and counsdlled him, proclaiming that
it had served hisfather inasimilar capacity for many years. Carey didn't know what the beast was or
where it came from. He knew it was strange and powerful and claimed to represent unseen creatures
even stranger and more powerful. With the beast on hisside, he had felt for atime that he could not
possibly fail. ‘I wish to know about the man, Tedric, and his alleged treachery to theream.’

Tedric. The namewas very familiar to Carey. Even before, the black beast had aways been asking
about Tedric. Carey knew the man only vaguely. He was a brute, without family or last name. Big,
strong, powerful, but not invincible. Carey had once defesated Tedric soundly in afist-boxing match. He
could remember histriumph keenly. ‘1 know very little of the matter. Neither Nolan nor Randow is apt to
confidein me. Tedric emerged from the rebellion as quite ahero. | imagine Nolan grew jedous and
trumped up the charges againgt him.’

The beast seemed pensive. ‘ Those | represent need to know more!’

‘Then ask Nolan - or Tedric - not me. | don't even know what's become of the man. He may well be
dead. Nolan clams publicly that heis’



‘Nolanisincorrect. Tedric presently servesthe cause of Fra Villion.’

‘The pirate? Carey had heard the name only in passing. Cut off from the immediacy of power, he took
littleinterest in the affairs of the Empire.

‘FraVillion servesthose | represent.’

‘And Tedric serves Villion.” Carey pulled at hislower lip. 'But surely, you must know the truth. | thought
you knew everything. Y ou - or those you represent.’

The beast reacted unexpectedly to Carey's chiding tone. While he had anticipated a blast of anger in
reply, Carey instead glimpsed a hint of genuine doubt in the beast's expression.

‘Tedric's thoughts and motivations are difficult to read. He is an unknown factor in the pattern of the
universe. Heisan dien. He should not be here!’

“Then how did he get here?

The question was an obvious one to ask, but the beast, hear-ing it, seemed to become aware that it had
already spoken too openly, and perhaps reveaded too much. Its face assumed the expression of afrozen
mask. ‘If you cannot assist usin the matter of Tedric, then we must proceed with our previous plans.’

Something in the beast's cold tone chilled Carey to the cores 'What plans?

‘Sinceit is absolutely necessary that we divine the genuine nature of Tedric's present loyalties, we have
devised a certain test for him. It isknown that Tedric lovesyour sster, Alyc.

Carey laughed in what might have been surprise. He was aware that Alyc had once been held captive by
the same gang of renegades that had formed the core of the insurgents who had driven him from his
throne. Tedric, dong with Phillip Nolan, had been akey member of that gang. ‘ And does shelove him?

‘The question isirrdlevant. To test his motives, we have ordered him to carry out her deeth.’

Carey stared a the beast, unable to remain entirely un-moved. Even if he hated Alyc for failing to stand
with her own family during the rebellion, he did not wish her death. "What will that prove? Tedric may be
the biggest traitor in the universe and il refuseto kill Alyc!

‘We doubt that. Tedric isnot an ordinary man. If he loves, he cannot serve our cause.’
‘Andif hekillsAlyc?
‘Then he must serve us; and the others - those he was thought to serve - will havefailed.’

‘| see” said Carey, though in truth he did not. * And how do you plan to carry out this... this
assassination?

‘ Alyc makes her present home on the planet Milrod Eleven. Recently, awegpon of vast power has come
into certain hands. Thisweapon isof afar greater destructive magnitude than any as yet known to your
Empire’

‘How much greater? Carey felt himsdf trembling He sensed that what the beast was about to reved
would be very disturb-ing indeed.

‘The wegpon can destroy an entire planet.’



Carey tried to laugh. ‘ That's absurd.’
‘Isit? the beast said sharply.
‘Yes,' said Carey. ‘Where did this supposed weapon come from?

‘Once every few centuries, aman of real genius must appear. More often than not, that man will be
ignored, suppressed, even destroyed. Histaent issimple: the ability to perceive the fabric of the cosmos
with unprecedented clarity. Such aman presently exists and those whom | serve have found him. This
man devised the weapon | have described to you.’

‘And whereishe now?

‘In space, with Tedric, on hisway to Milrod Eleven.’
‘Which hewill destroy?

‘“Which Tedric will destroy, yes’

Carey struggled to keep the eagerness out of hisvoice. He didn't want the beast to realise how important
thiswasfor him. Milrod Eleven was his home, Alyc was hissigter, but only one thing seemed to matter
now. ‘ Can you obtain this wegpon for my use?

The beast laughed heartily, and Carey saw that his attempt at concealment had failed. * So you have il
not given up? said the beadt. 'Y ou till wish to reconquer the Empire and re-claim your throne! Intime,
Matthew Carey, in good time. Those | represent will send me to spesk with you again. Firgt, this matter
of Tedric must be settled. So long as he exists, nothing can be promised firmly.’

‘But theman isanothing!” Carey cried.

The beast winked. Carey had never seen it make such a gesture before. * That, we hope, will soon be
true.’

Then it was gone. Where it had stood, only empty air swirled. Carey staggered forward, screaming at the
top of hisvoice, swinging hisfigsimpotently through the arr.

The door flew open. A fema e subman stood on the thresh-old, her jaw hanging open in astonishment.
‘l... | cameto do the cleaning, Sir.’

‘Get out!” Carey screamed. He rushed upon the cowering female, who scampered back away from him.
‘1 want nothing from you - nothing from anyone! Get out and stay out!” He dammed the door firmly in
her face.

Turning to retrace his steps, Carey stepped squardly in the middle of the pile of goo that had once been
his breskfast.

Throwing his hands high over his head, he gave vent to adesperate, angry, unrestrained wail of rage and
fury.

The beast would come back. It had to come back.
CHAPTER 7
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The Matter-Scrambler

Things were better now that he was back in space, Tedric be-lieved. He could think more clearly, see
people and eventsin proper perspective. He sat donein the pilot's compartment of the small, nameless
gpacecraft that was hurtling him and his crew through the void at avelocity some one hundred times
greater than that of light. It was only here, surrounded by the grey vacuum of N-space, far distant from
the noisy, populated worlds of mankind, that a semblance of serenity entered his soul. Tedric peered
through the window in front of him at the al-encompassing blankness before him. 1t was odd that he
reacted so well to N-space. Some men, he knew, had been transformed into gibbering idiots at their first
glimpse of theinfinite void; but Tedric found it relaxing, not fearsome, sooth-ing rather than maddening.
Perhapsit was because he was somehow reminded of his home universe. That was agrey place, too, as
well as he could recall it. Not vacant like N-space, of course, but certainly sparsaly inhabited compared
to the teeming planets of the Empire of Man. He could remember walking for days without passing
another soul. At least he thought he could remember. It was al so dim, so vague, so dreamlike.

The ship FraVillion had provided was an excellent machine, more than spaceworthy, amidget cruiser
well-equipped for acrew of five. The forward cockpit, where he presently sat, pro-truded from the
blimp-like frame like abump. Y od, Ky-shan, Juvi, and Dass were in the back. Each had been assigned
gpecific dutiesto perform.

Milrod Eleven was amere four days distant. Tedric wished for moretimein which to think and decide.
Back on Nykzas, he had agreed to serve Fra Villion, but now that he was actudly this close, only one
thing stood clearly in hismind: hewould never consent to harm Lady Alyc Carey.

And hewas angry. Bitterly, deeply angry. But so accus-tomed was Tedric to conceding hisred
emotionsthat no observer, no matter how perceptive, could possibly have guessed at the rage welling up
inddethistall, muscular, blond-haired man.

Specificaly, Tedric was angry at Skandos of Prime, and the Scientists he represented. It wasthe
Scientistswho had brought him to this universe, to serve them in their actions againgt cer-tain unspecified
enemies. Until now Tedric had followed their wishes. He had served them well, risking hisown lifeand
liberty without athought for the consequences, but now he wasfindly beginning to have doubts. The
arrogance of the Scientists angered him. Who were they to tear aman out of his own time and universe
to serve their particular ends? What did he owe them, when they refused to divulge enough infor-mation
to dlow himto act as anything more than their puppet? The Scientists had treated him like achild since
the very be-ginning, and now they were demanding what he regarded as the ultimate sacrifice: they
wanted him to kill Lady Alyc. Not that they had ever told him so - not in actual words, no. But her life
meant nothing to them - no individud did. Fra Villion wasimportant, Alyc was not. FraVillion was
intimately in-volved in the vast cosmic dispute that was raging in this universe, a dispute about which
Tedric ill knew next to nothing, and Alyc was merely one inggnificant person. Well, hewouldn't doit.
Hewouldnt kill her. Neither Villion nor the Scientists could extract that price from him. He had made up
hismind for certain.

And FraVillion was a Bioman, too. If it had not been for Ky-shan, he would never have known that.
And more than aBioman, Fra Villion was ablack knight, a vemplar, amember of arare and specid
breed about whom legends till circulated hundreds of years after they had | eft the worlds of men. Surely
the Scientistswere aware of dl this, and yet they had never bothered to inform him. He knew their
excuses. ‘We cannot intervene directly.” Skandos had told him, 'for to do that would alow our
adversariesthe same privileges.” Tedric didn't care. He required information and assistance, and instead



he was stranded here in the void of N-space with the supposed fate of the entire human race resting upon
his own less-than-eager shoulders. He would have found the Situation funny if it hadn't been so deadly
serious.

Tedric decided to ignore the ethica questionsinvolved and concentrate for the time being on the few

hard facts at hand. FraVillion was a Bioman, afact that should have been of some practica vaue.
Carefully, Tedric reviewed what little he knew of the history of that species. The Bioman race had been
born on the Earth during those terrible centuries of nearly uninterrupted warfare that had raged between
the time of man'sfirst hesitant step into space and the invention of the N-space drive. Biological tactics
had first led to the develop-ment of the various subman breeds, as one side or the other - it had always
been difficult for Tedric to recal who waswho in these complex, pointless wars - had used lower animals
to replace the thousands of human beings daughtered during the earlier phases of the conflict. The
Bioman species had dso emerged from the laboratory, the result of genes being deliber-ately manipulated
towards superhuman potentidity. What the military leaders of Earth had failed to comprehend was that
any such super race would not be content to play a subservient role in human affairs. It was not long,
therefore, before the Biomen had wrested control of the [aboratories and managed to perfect their own
breed. Unwilling to rale, refusing to be-come involved in the human wars that swirled around them, the
Biomen had lived gpart, occupying anumber of idand satelliteswithin the Solar System, until the
invention of the N-space drive - invented, interestingly enough, by anorma human being - had alowed
them findly to settlein a portion of the Gaaxy far from the sysems of their forebears.

Sincethetime of the Scattering, contact between the two species had been nearly non-existent. The
Biomen bluntly refused to alow any imperid shipsingde the boundaries of their relm, and whileafew
gray individuas, such asthe robot, Wilson, had indeed managed to visit the Bioman Sphere, they had
apparently learned little and reveded even less. It was said that the Biomen now existed on a separate
and higher menta plane than human kind and were possessed of certain unspecified powers that made
them a speciestruly apart. What Ky-shan had said about the ability of Biomen to project themsalves
through space came as no particular sur-prise to Tedric. He had heard other, wilder clams before.
Whether any of them were true or not he didn't know. Perhaps no one knew but the Biomen themselves.

And FraVillionwasavemplar, too - or at least Ky-shan thought he was. The vemplars werethe only
members of their race to take any interest in the wars of the Old Earth, selling their servicesto whichever
warring faction was willing to make the highest bid. The vemplars were black knights, true warriors bred
to the vocation of war, whose deeds of heroism had formed the basis of a dozen epic poems. Tedric
himsdlf had dwayswondered if heroism could truly be said to exist without loyaty or honour. A vemplar
made war for the sheer pleasure of the act. His code upheld the idedl of constant con-flict. And yet twice
in human history, when it had appeared that the wars had gotten out of hand and the entire human race
might well perish asaresult, it was the vemplars who had intervened, putting an end to the killing until it
could be re-sumed later on asmaler and lessfata scae.

The vemplars were undoubtedly a strange breed among a strange breed, and if one of them had
suddenly materialised in the Empire of Man then it surely meant trouble was coming.

Waant it therefore hisduty - Tedric's duty - to investigate the phenomenon and discover its actua
meaning?

No! He dammed hisfigt hard into the control pand in front of him, shattering apane of glass. It wasn't his
duty, he hadn't even been born herel!

Tedric looked down at hishand. A trickle of blood flowed from one knuckle. Suddenly, he laughed, a
sharp bitter sound but one that made him fedl ingtantly better. He knew what he would do, knew where
hisduty lay. It wasn't to abstracts, to principles. It was to the human race, to people - to hisfriends and



companions. Abovedl dse, it wasto himsdf. Hewould do nothing contrary to the ams of hisown
existence, and that included not harming Lady Alyc Carey.

Hethought of Y od Cartwright, in the rear of the ship. Y od had his own motives, hisown desires, duties,
and ams. Y od wanted Fra Villion dead just as much as the Scientists did, and with much more reason.
On thetrip to the spaceport, Y od had explained his own background. He had travelled from Drexon's
World to Nykzas for one reason only: to kill FraVillion. It had started severa months before, when a
pirate ship in search of food supplies had raided Drexon's World. The ship, it was said, was under the
commeand of FraVillion.

‘Did you actudly seeit? Juvi asked. Tedric took no part in the conversation, but listened carefully.

‘No,” said Yod. ‘| wasout in the fields that day, supervis-ing ateam of submen who were harvesting the
autumn crop. | heard something that might have been aship, but it was acloudy day and | didn't think
anything about it. Later, | heard the noise of the heatrays.’

‘Then Villion's ship atacked your farm?

‘Not the main ship, no. It struck in the city. There was asmdler shuttle. It landed, took what it could find,
and then left”

‘And you never actudly saw them?

‘| couldn't get there fast enough.’

“Then how do you know Villion was there?

‘| don't. But they were hismen. Who else can | blame?
‘Did they burn your home?

Henodded grimly, 'Yes’

‘Isthat dl?

‘No.” Hisvoice had grown soft.

‘What?

‘They killed my family, dl of them - even my kid brother. | found the bodies... they burned some of them,
my two sgters had been...’

Juvi sad, 'I'm sorry, Yod, | didn't mean -’

Heinterrupted her, lifting his head and nearly shouting. 'And that'swhy | haveto kill him, It'seither him or
me. Do you understand?

Juvi started to say that she did, but Tedric intervened firgt. ‘ It doesn't make senseto me,” he said.
Y od looked at him asif hewere crazy. ‘ Didn't you hear what | just said?

Tedric nodded. ‘| wasligtening, but | till don't under-stand. Y ou won't kill Villion - hélll kill you. How
will that help your parents or your brothers and sisters? They're dready dead. Y our dying, too, won't
bring them back.’



‘And what makes you so surel won't kill Villion?

Tedric Sghed. He dready felt disturbed because of Villion's order concerning the destruction of Milrod
Eleven, and Y od's youthful naivety was only an additiond irritation. 'Because he's dready given you an
opportunity to survive and you refused to takeit. Y ou tried to kill him once. He's not going to forget that.
Do you think Villion'sthe forgiving type? Wdl, heisn't. He just wanted to be sure you represented a
genuinethreat before taking action. If you'd refused to join the rest of us, held have gladly let you live, but
snceyou sad yes, he's got to assume you're determined to try again. Hell haveto kill you. As soon as
we reach wherever itiswere going, | imagine hell act.’

‘I'mwilling to take that chance,” Y od said stoically, but his voice was hollow. Tedric'slogic was
impeccable and even Y od redlised that. Still, he remained determined to proceed even if, by doing so, he
doomed himself to dmost certain death. In away, Tedric admired and envied the boy. In another way,
he thought him an outright fool.

But Y od had his own good reasons for acting as he did. He was driven by his own established interests,
by aprivate need for revenge. Tedric regretted that his own life could not be that smple. He wished he
could chase Villion because he hated him and not because of some vast, unspecified plan to save an
entire universe.

Standing, Tedric began to pace. Asfar as he could see, only one option made real sense. The fact was
that he had indeed once promised Skandos and the Scientists that he would serve their interests. His
entirelifein this universe up until now had been predicated upon that promise. If he backed out now,
everything he had accomplished these past few years would be rendered meaningless. So hewas willing
to proceed. Hewould continue to fight Fra Villion, and anyone else who crossed his path, until such time
as something could finally be settled.

But what of Alyc? He knew he would not harm her. Nothing - including the need to have meaning in his
own life - wasworth that. It was a predicament. He had decided to fight Villion, but doing that
necessitated destroying Milrod Eleven and Alyc Carey with it. Which should he do? Kill Alyc and
continue on to Villion's headquarters? Or spare Alyc and thus throw away al that had been
accomplished the last few months? The decision facing him was the same as when he had been on
Nykzas. He had delayed choosing then, hoping per-haps for amiracle. That miracle had not happened.

Not yet, anyway.

Tedric spoke softly to the ship's computer. ‘ Give me our estimated time of rendezvous with Milrod
Eleven’

A few seconds passed. There was aclicking sound. Tedric reached out and read the typed reply: three
days, nineteen hours, fifty-eight minutes, four seconds.

He amiled bitterly. Therewas il time - timefor amiracle.

He decided to talk to Milton Dass. After dl, the matter-scrambler, the cause of hiswhole dilemma, was
Dass's creation. He went into the back. Dass was not there. Juvi, who was help-ing Ky-shan monitor the
engines, told him to look in Dasss room.

‘Was he excused from duty?
‘I think he's spacesick.’

Tedric found Dass lying in his bunk. The viewport above his head had been covered with ablanket, and
Dasssfacewas as pae asthe rays of adistant star. When Tedric shut the door softly behind him, Dass



shifted on his bed and moaned.

‘I'd like to talk to you for amoment, Milton,” Tedric said.

Dassturned his head rigidly. ‘What about? I'm sick. Can't you seethat? I'm dying.’
Tedric grinned. ‘ Youll bedl right intime.’

‘I don't think so,” Dass said stubbornly. * Space is a horren-dous place. | don't see how you can beear it.
Look at thisfloor Do you have any idea how thick it is? Three metres. That'sall. If something happened,
if it cracked, a person could fal through and never stop. N-spaceistruly infinite. | can prove that
mathematicdly. Y ou could fal forever.’

Tedric laughed. Y ou wouldn't fal anywhere,” he said, 'But | know what you mean. Try not to think
about it

‘| can't seem to think of anything ese’ Dasssaid.

Tedric was not entirely unsympathetic to Dass's predicament. He had seen similarly afflicted men in the
past and knew that N-spaces ckness was a problem that might strike anyone. During hisinitial year at the
Academy of the Corps of the One Hundred, the most promising cadet in his class had been ayoung man
named Dav Ryan, whose father and grandfather before him had served with distinction in the Corps.
Everyone anticipated great successfor Ryan, but when thetime camefor hisinitia solo flight through
N-space, Ryan's career sud-denly ended. He was struck utterly and hopelesdy spacesick, too ill evento
pilot his own craft. He had gone home the very next day. The problem with N-space wasthat it was
redly amadman's relm. Anyone who thought about it - truly thought about it - just couldn't beer it.

‘I'd like to talk to you about the matter-scrambler,” Tedric said.

‘Well, what do you want to know? | can give you the mathe-matics, but that's realy about al.” It was
clearly astruggle for him to speek, but thinking of something besidesthe infinite void a bare three metres
away did seem to help.

“What about the theory? Can you tell me how it works?

‘| suppose | cantry.” Dasslicked hislips. A trickle of swesat ran down his cheeks. ‘It'sredly not
complicated. All matter is composed of atoms. My matter-scrambler causes the atomsto repel each
other. Theresult isimmediate and tota destruc-tion.’

‘ And thisworks on living aswell as non-living matter?

Dass nodded. ‘ The matter-scrambler cannot make adistinc-tion. Asfar asit's concerned, an atomis an
aom.

‘Then you are aware that you've created the most destruc-tive weapon in human history.’
‘| haveto be aware” He spoke dowly, fitfully with an element of reluctance in hisvoice.
‘Youtdk asif you're not happy about it.’

‘“Would you be? | was playing mathematica games, that'sall. Then Villion cameto me. It was hisideato
build awesgpon. | wanted to help people, not kill them.’

Thiswas adifferent Milton Dass from the one Tedric had met in the big mansion on Nykzas. The
gpasmodic flow of his genius had faded, and it wasn't because of illness. ‘ Then why did you do it?



Dassturned his eyes around the room asif hefelt they were being watched. ‘ Villion ordered me not to
tell.’

‘He can't hear you. | carry agadget that counteracts any listening device!’

‘What doesit matter, I'll tell you anyway.” Dass sat up and looked hitterly at Tedric. ‘He stole my wife. |
loved her, and he took her away.’

‘He kidnapped her?

‘| - yes. Oh, | don't know. All I know is she went with him. He took her to this place where were going
now, and he told me she'd never come back unless| did as he asked.’

Tedric frowned. He hated coercion no matter what form it took. Everyone possessed the basic right to
choose the direc-tion of their own life. * Then he blackmailed you?

‘| supposeyou could call it that. Helived in my house, haunted it like a ghost, and then one day both of
them were gone - him and Lola - and only he came back.’

‘Wasit Villion himsdf - or just aprojection?
‘No, it wasthered thing then.’

‘ And he made you build the matter-scrambler?
Vs

‘And now heintendsto blow up awhole world?

‘I know,” Dass said blegkly, 'but what can | do? What can anyone do? Y ou're on his side. What should
you care?

Tedric edged away. Dasswasright. There was no way he could answer these questions without
reveaing more than he wished about his own motives. ‘ Stay here,’ hetold Dass, 'un-til you fed better.
Then report for duty. It won't be long be-fore we get to where we're going.’

‘I know,” said Dass, He didn't sound pleased by the prospects

Tedric went back to the cockpit and stood, staring out the window. | won't do it, he thought. If they want
it done - if Skandos wantsit done - then he's going to have to show me how.

He sat down in the pilot's chair.
CHAPTER 8

Index - Prev / Next

On Milrod Eleven

Lady Alyc Carey kndlt in a patch of soft grassin the well-tended garden that surrounded the house she
now occupied aone on the family planet Milrod Eleven; she was thinking about the things she had seen
when she had accompanied Tedric into space to observe the red morass of the dien cloud.
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Seen. That was the word she used, and that was how she felt. She had seen thered cloud, even though,
for more than hdf her life, she had been totdly blind.

Blind, yes - she conceded that - but sightless? No, never, for Lady Alyc had cometo redlise that sght
consisted of much more than one organ, one sense. Those who limited their sight to what their eyes
captured were far blinder than she herself ever could be.

The accident that had blinded her had taken place when shewas only asmall child, and her
remembrance of the time be-fore, when her eyes till worked, was limited to afew stray flashes that
came to her mostly as she dreamed. It didn't matter. She didn't need to remember. She knew what it was
liketo see. Her father, Meor Carey, had been the single most powerful man in the Empire, but the one
person he had never learned to command was his only daughter; and when Alyc asked to join him

aboard the family yacht Blue Eagle, which was going into space to observe the impending novaof the
star KC97L, he had not known how to refuse.

Not that she blamed him. Her father had never been akind man, or even agood man, but he had never
intended her any direct harm. If she blamed anyone for the accident that de-stroyed her eyesight, it was
hersdlf, and she preferred not to do that either, for salf-hatred was ultimately pointless; she had long snce
ceased to hate at dll.

Even now, she could not remember the moment of blindness without feding pain. The agony was
indescribable, like ahot knife dicing the naked eye. And they had certainly warned her. Time and again,
her father and his crew had said, don't look, don't even peek. When that star goes, watch on the screens
and only the screens.

She hadn't believed them. Either that or else her own arrogance had somehow convinced her that what
might injure another could never possibly harm the daughter of Melor Carey. So she had opened the
porthole. Just an inch. Just to peek. It seemed so absurd to come thisfar and then see nothing more than
what might later be glimpsed on atridee newstape.

Just as she turned her eyesto the porthole, star KC97L went nova.

And Alyc Carey was struck instantly blind.

Thefinest surgeonsin the Empire of Man laboured for monthsto regain her eyesight.
They failed.

Alyc went hometo Milrod Eleven, where her father main-tained ahome on an otherwise uninhabited
planet. She was given amaidservant, a subwoman named Kisha, descended from lions. Therewasa
robot, Kuevee, who tended the garden where various plants and forms of vegetation from a hundred
different star systems existed in paradoxica harmony. Her older brother Matthew visited occasionally
from Earth. Other-wise, shelived done. Her father thought it wasright - safer. Alyc thought he was
wrong. More than anything else, shelonged to be free. She wanted to see - though without benefit of
eyes - the Galaxy she knew existed out there. When she was nineteen, she at last managed to convince
her father to permit her abrief escape from Milrod Eleven. Accompanied by Kisha, she booked passage
aboard the spaceliner Oceania, scheduled to visit eighteen planets on around trip of nine months
duration.

The Oceania was only partway through itsjourney, how-ever, when it was intercepted and boarded by
aband of space pirates. When the pirates discovered who Alyc Carey was, they decided to make her
their prisoner. She did not resist them. Asamatter of fact, so thoroughly bored was she with her life, that
she actualy encouraged them. The pirates were more than mere brigands. One of their leaders, Phillip



Nolan, wasaman of high birth whose family had once held the same high im-perid position now
occupied by the Careys. When she re-turned with the pirates to their home base, theinvisible planet
Quicksilver, shelearned that their primary interest wasn't mere piracy - it was aso revolution. Her
brother Matthew had recently crowned himself Emperor. The pirates wished to restore the throne to its
proper heir, Prince Randow. Alyc didiked her older brother thoroughly and was not entirely
un-sympathetic to the pirates ams.

Ancther of the pirate leaders - in fact, their true leader, though most of them failed to redise the fact -
was Tedric. Shefound out that Tedric wasatdl, heavily built, thickly muscled young man, with long
blond hair and an expression of fierce determination. Tedric had once been Lord Tedric of the Marshes.
Alyc had heard that name long before she had ever met him. She had heard it from her voices.

Morethan likely, the same cosmic explosion that had robbed her of her eyesight had smultaneoudy
granted her this strange power. She heard voices constantly, sometimes loud, some-times distant. At first
she had assumed she was crazy and told no one. Until Tedric, And Tedric hadn't thought she was crazy
aadl.

The voicesthat she heard, he beieved, conssted of the telepathic conversation of the Scientists of Prime.
That was why she had heard them speak his name, because the Scientists of Prime had brought Tedric to
this universe from hishometo serve certain purposes of their own.

But she heard two sets of voices, not one. Shetold Tedric about the second. These voices were of ugly,
monstrous things speaking constantly of desth and suffering. When she heard them, she could barely
keep from screaming aloud. These second voices were fainter and less frequent. They seemed to come
from afarther distance. But when she heard them, she never forgot them.

Tedric said he thought he knew what these voices rep-resented, too. There are at least two great
opposing forcesin conflict in our universe, hetold her. The Scientists are one, but they have an
adversary. The ugly voices you hear must come from those beings.

Shebdieved him. All a once, relieved of her fears of mad-ness, she felt very much like afree person.
Shefdl inlovewith Lord Tedric of the Marshes, too.. He didn't know it - but she had.

L ater, she had stood close by his side during the cataclysmic space battle between the imperid fleet and
the rebel forcesthat had eventualy ended in complete victory for the rebels. She had goneto Earth to
watch the coronation of Emperor Randow. And then she had returned to Milrod. Her father had died on
Earth during the brief reign of his son. She was aone now, except for Kishaand Kueveei Aloneona
planet big enough to hold abillion men.

But Tedric had cometo her. And when he had, she had found herself unwilling to spend another moment
aone; she had convinced him to let her accompany him on his present mission, and so the two of them -
along with hisWykzl ser-vant, Ky-shan, and her own subwoman, Kisha - had travelled through space to
the corner of the Empire where thered cloud lay. Alyc had only been there afew minuteswhen she
reached over and tugged a Tedric'sdeeve. ‘It was sent here by those adversaries,” shesaid. ‘I can
senseit Theresadmost a stench, like death and decay .’

Eventually, when there was nothing else to learn, it had been necessary for both of them to come back.
She had wished to remain with Tedric then, and he had acceded to her wishes to the extent of taking her
on atour of the scenic placesin the Empire of Man; but findly, after speaking to Phillip Nolan on Earth,
he came and told her that it wastime for him to leave. Again, she asked to accompany him, but thistime
he refused. His next mission was both dangerous and secret and he would haveto go done. She
objected, though not strenuoudy, and he inssted, though not harshly, and in the end he agreed to spend a



find week with her on Milrod Eleven in the house made of glass. And then he left, promising to return as
soon as possible.

She had soon heard about Tedric's arrest and exile, and his eventua escape, but took none of that
serioudy. She knew Tedric was not atraitor. All of thiswas obvioudy part of the secret assgnment he
had mentioned to her.

Above her head, the raw yellow sun had reached its zenith in the cloudless blue-pink sky. She could fed
the heat of mid-day pounding on her skull and, Sghing languoroudly, she leaned back, tilted her face
towards the soothing rays and wondered, not for the first time, why so many people seemed to fed the
need of two eyesin order to see. ‘Kisha,” she said. 'Kisha, are you here?

‘Yes, Alyc.” Therewasthe familiar warm touch of the sub-woman's soft hand.
‘Kisha, | think | fed him nearby.’

‘Who, Alyc?

‘Lord Tedric

‘But wouldn't he let usknow?

‘Perhaps he cannot. Perhaps...” She paused, letting Her words die unspoken. She had never hinted to
Kisha about her voices, but it was the good voices, the Scientists, who had first given her the idea that
Tedric might be coming. They had spoken of him recently, and athough the actuad meaning of their words
was sometimes difficult to decipher, she had learned enough to redise that Tedric was engaged on a
par-ticularly dangerous and delicate mission.

But now she was certain he was coming. It was more than just the voices. She could sense his presence,
fed him drawing near.

And something waswrong.

‘Kuevee’ shesad. ‘Areyou here? The gentle squeaking of the robot's whedl s turning in the soft mud of
the garden had aerted her to its presence.

‘Yes, Alyc’
“Would you come here? Stand closer. | want both you and Kisha near me for the moment.’

‘Is something wrong? asked Kisha, drawing suddenly back. She, too, could see with something greater
than her eyes. She was a cat, great-granddaughter of alion, and possessed the sixth sense of such
beasts.

‘No, of course not,” said Alyc, with an effort at lightness. She was not telling the truth. A new and terrible
emotion now swept through her. It was Tedric, dl right. He wastrying to spesk, trying to warn her.

‘Yourepde, sadKisha ‘It'sthissun. Y ou shouldn't Sit out here and be -’

‘No.” She spoke too sharply, but the feeling was growing, the fegling of danger; it was stronger than
ever. ‘Don't move away. Stay here. Stay close’

‘Alyc, what'swrong?

In the big house, an darm sounded. Alyc sat up giffly, holding Kishatight. Her father had once ingtalled a



robot aarm system to warn of any approaching dien ship. ‘ That's Tedric,’ she said, knowing positively
that the ship was his and yet not comprehending thisemoation, thisfear. ‘| don't know why he -’

Shedidn't spesk again. Just then, just as her lips moved to utter another word, it happened.
The atoms that composed the human mind and body that was Lady Alyc Carey shattered.

And, where the planet Milrod Eleven had once floated in the void of space, there was now nothing to be
seen.

CHAPTER 9
Index - Prev / Next

The Scientists

Skandos, the histro-physicigt, sat crosdegged on the summit of Prime'stallest mountain, wreathed in
clouds and obliviousto the blanket of snow beneath him. Hisarms were folded soically across his chest
as hewatched the incorporeal forms of saverd of his colleagues buzzing angrily around him.

‘What you did was not only wrong, it wasfoolish,” pro-claimed one, Adban, an archeobiologist noted
for hisnervousways. ‘ Y ou haverisked al our plans, thefate of the known universe, without consulting
with anyonedse’

To converse it was not necessary for the Scientists to use the traditiona tools of lips, tongue, and throat.
They spoke directly to one another, mind-to-mind, in alanguage more dependent upon mood and
symbol than mere words.

‘I consulted with no one because it was not necessary.” said Skandosin his own defence. ‘1 brought
Tedric to this universe and understand his thought processes better than anyone. The decision to act was
mineto make, and | madeit.’

‘And you erred.” Thiswas Jorken, the most voca of Skandos critics. A relatively young Scientist,
probably not more than three or four thousand years old, Jorken excited easily. He suddenly assumed a
materia form and dropped to the snow beside Skandos. Hiswiry red hair stood stiffly out on his skull.
‘Tedric isabarbarian. He must serve our demands.’

‘But heisaso aman and he hasawill of hisown,” Skandos answered patiently. ‘Had | failed to act
when | did, we would have forsaken hiscrucia assstanceforever.’

‘Then that isarisk that should have been taken,” said Jorken. ‘Is his assistance worth the price of
intervention?

‘I believed that it was, and | have the figuresto proveit. If you wish, | would be pleased to share my
caculaionswith you.” He was being sardonic. Skandos was well aware that none of them could possibly
understand the methods of histro-physics. *Without Tedric, our own hopes are doomed to fail. The
adversarieswill emerge triumphant and the universe will suffer adow death.’

‘One mere barbarian is so important? Jorken said derisively. * Surely, you cannot expect usto believe
such an absurd clam.’
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‘Bdieveit or not, Jorken, it istrue. Mathematicsdo not lie”’

‘Nor do they tell dl of the truth. Y ou yourself have admitted that this Tedric is not adirectable force.
With the liberty you have granted him, no one can possibly predict his subsequent actions!’

‘Nor are they important.” Skandos spoke with acamness at odds with theirritation he felt. He intended
to treat Jorken and the others asignorant students of universal politics. Tedricisacatalyst His presence
inour universeisthe crucid com-ponent that permits victory over our adversariesto be con-sidered asa

possibility.”

‘Then how could he dare to refuse to serve us? Thiswasanew voice, Ddlia, afemae psychologist
‘Because, bovedl else, Tedricisafree man. You of al people should understand that, Ddlia’
‘Ddliamay, but | do not,” Jorken said, still on the offensive.

Skandos fought to remain serene. ‘ Tedric's only value to us derives from his status as afree man but, as
such, heis capable of forming his own decisons. Tedric believed we were asking him to destroy
someone he had cometo love. In al good conscience, as afree man, he refused to do that’

‘Love’ Jorken said, hisvoice welling up with contempt. 'How can you permit something so foolish to
gtand in the face of a conflict that threatensto engulf the universe?

‘Because, to the oneinvolved, love may seem far more im-portant. Even you were once amortal man,
Jorken. Didn't you ever fall in love? Which was more important to you? The person you loved or an
abstract equation? Tedric can see and touch Lady Alyc Carey, He has not yet met our adver-saries.’

“Then how can you place so much power and authority in the hands of such aperson? It isthe problem
with al mortals. They have never learned to focus upon the eternal questions and ignore the transitory.’

‘That is because, to them, the transitory is of more importance.”
‘Andthat isther crucid faling.’

Skandos shook his head. He was weary of this discussion. Jorken was too dogmatic. That was his
crucid falling, and to Skandos, it was a handicap much more debilitating than love. ‘1 believe that | acted
best. Milton Dass invented the matter-scrambler with no assistance from me.’

Jorken moved in quickly, like ashark smelling blood. * And that is exactly why | demanded this present
discussion. Y our famous ca culations, upon which we have based so much of our effort, ingsted that no
such break-through in weaponry could occur for several more centuries. Y ou were wrong, Skandos,
your ca culations were mistaken, and you inter-vened directly in order to cover up the failure of your own
devices’

Skandos sghed softly to himself. Asthe only histro-physicist presently active among the Scientists, it was
awaysatria to explain to the others exactly how his science worked. ‘ Milton Dassisageniusand, as
such, not subject to the flow of scientific history. | could no more predict his appearance at thispoint in
time than you could predict the exact moment when ameteor might strike this mountain.”

‘The chances of that ever occurring areinfinitesmal.’

‘ Aswere the chances of the matter-scrambler being in-vented now. But it happened, and | do not
believe | acted unwisdy in making available atemporary defence’



The debate had returned to Aaban once again. The doubts he expressed were common to all of them
and the redl reason for this meeting today. ‘ If our adversaries find out how you have intervened, they may
very well decideto take asmilar step. That iswhy we have al agreed to do nothing before now. The
risk of escaation is not worth the possible advan-tage we have briefly attained.’

‘Itismy opinion,” Skandos said, well aware of the impact hiswords were certain to make, 'that the
adversaries have long since intervened in this conflict in ways more direct and sub-stantia than any we
have ever contemplated.’

It was Jorken who interrupted the tense silence. * Perhaps you should be specific. What are you talking
about?

‘FraVillion, Skandos said, ‘and the red clouds. What ese did you think?

Even Jorken said nothing thistime. Skandos had madicioudy reminded his colleagues of mattersthey
preferred to forget. He felt no pity for them. They claimed to object to the fact that he had chosen to save
Alyc Carey from the blast of the matter-scrambler, but the degree of intervention involved was minute
compared to the adversaries and their red clouds. Jorken and the others were smply frightened.

Skandos, redis-ing this, felt something like contempt for them.

Then Zorza spoke. He was the oldest and wisest of al the Scientists. A psycho-philosopher, Zorza had
last offered an opinion some ten thousand years before. What he now said was smple: 'Skandos has
donetheright thing.’

The others said nothing. None dared to challenge Zorza.

‘But heisasowrong,” Zorzawent on. ‘All of usare. We have treated Tedric asif he were nothing more
than aminor player in avast cosmic game of chess. Heis more than that. Tedric isaman. Skandos
believesthat becauseit is possible to chart the probabilities, history is merely ascience, but it ismore
than that. History isan art, part of which isthe creation of men; and men areindividuals, each distinct and
separate. Tedric cameto our universe not to be a puppet, not to follow our dictates, but to be himslf.
Skandos was correct in intervening because Tedric had asked him to do so. We are his servants. Heis
the master. Our adversaries can never understand this; in the end, therefore, they must fail.’

‘Do you have any caculationsto back that up? cried Jorken, but the othersignored his youthful
rudeness. They understood that Zorzawas right, and they felt shamed.

Skandos turned away. This petty bickering was gaining nothing. Even now, with Milrod Eleven behind
him, Tedric was approaching the pirate base.

Skandos wanted to be alone. He wanted to watch and observe. If Tedric was the master, then Skandos
was eager to serve,

CHAPTER 10
Index - Prev / Next

Into the Iron Sphere

Tedric shook his head at the awvesome sight that filled the middle of the cockpit window. Lowering his
eyes, he could see the same view reflected in the screen on the control panel, but it seemed less
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impressive: the crystdline scarlet sheen of the red cloud certainly loomed large, but in the window even
that huge shape was nearly obscured by the round black object floating in front of it.

‘What isit? asked asoft voice closeto hiselbow. It was Juvi. As soon as the computer had signalled
their imminent departure from N-space, he had called the others forward to observe. He didn't know
what he had expected them to see. Certainly not this.

‘Whatever it is, there's someone aboard it.’

‘How can you be sure?

‘Can you see those smaller shapes at the edge of the screen?

She looked to where he was pointing. ‘ They look like in-sects, flies circling arotten fruit.’
‘They're ships- ashig asours.’

Then that sphere must beredly huge!’

‘Itis’ Tedric estimated the diameter of the round object a nearly forty kilometres. ‘ Bigger than any ship
I've ever seen.

‘Ship? sad Y od Cartwright, who was standing close to Tedric's other side. “It'saplanet, isn't it?

‘No. It'stoo round and too smooth. There are such things as wandering planets, but thisisn't one of
them, Thisisatificid.’

‘Who built it? said Juvi.
‘Until we learn otherwise, weve got to assume Fra Villion. He's the one who brought us here.’

‘Tedric,” said avoice from the rear of the cockpit. This was Ky-shan, crouched above the navigationa
ingruments

Heturned, dmost inrelief, glad to fix his eyes upon some-thing other than that dark spectre ahead. *Yes,
what isit?

‘I've got areading on our own course. We're heading directly towards the sphere. Rendezvousin twenty
minutes’

‘Could you pull usaway if you wanted?

‘No. The computer has assumed complete control.’

Tedric smiled faintly. ‘ Then | suppose al we can do is it back and relax. Our fateis out of our hands.’
‘It appears so, yes.’

Milton Dass was peering at the window with an intense, calculating expression on hisface. ‘I can seeit
spinning,” he announced. ‘Whatever itis, it'srotating like a planet.”

‘But isn't this the same as Nexus, where the Corps hasiits cadet academy? Y od asked. ‘ That's an
atificd plangt, too, isn't it?

‘Nexusian't atwentieth of thissze’ said Juvi.



‘Thisworld islarger than most asteroids and many satel-lites,” Dass said. His spacesi ckness seemed well
under control, and yet his mood remained morose. He had hardly spoken aword since they had |eft the
region of Milrod Eleven.

‘But what's that other thing in the background? Juvi said. That red thing. It looks amost likeacloud.’
‘Itisacloud, Tedric sad.
‘I've never seen adust cloud of that consistency before, Dasssaid. ‘It looks almost solid.’

‘Therearealot of peculiar thingsin space,” Tedric said, with a casud shrug. He saw no purposein
explaining to these people exactly how peculiar - and deadly - the red cloud redlly was.

The ship dowed noticeably asit drew closer to the object ahead. Since Tedric had visited this part of
spacein the recent past, he wasfairly certain that the iron sphere had not been present at that time. Or
had it? The ship he had personally ordered to monitor the cloud was undoubtedly till in the vicinity. Why
hadn' it reported sighting thisgiant ship?

Tedric redlised that he was dlowing his present Situation to distort his perceptions. Seen from here, the
object gppeared huge, but againgt the vastness of space it was ill quitein-significant.

The ship had not reported the sphere because it had never noticed it.

The artificia world now filled the entire span of the win-dow. Their ship edged forward, drifting towards
eventua rendezvous. The surface of the sphere seemed as smooth asaball. A square gap opened in the
upper hemisphere and ameasure of light glimmered through. Tedric could see the pinpricks of the stars
reflected on the mirror-like face of the object. The ship headed towards the gap. Tedric made no effort
to Steer, trusting to the programmed wisdom of the computer. The ship glided forward. The window
showed agash of ydlow light. Then they wereinsde. The ship stopped.

Therewas aloud clang againgt the outer hull.
‘| think they're asking usto come out,” Tedric said, turning to face the others.
‘I'mready,’ said Y od, drawing himsdlf to hisfull height and resting his hand on the buit of his heatgun.

Tedric thought of asking for the weapon, but decided that it wasn't redly his business. He was certain Fra
Villion could protect himsalf and that, by doing so, he would probably pro-tect Yod aswell. ‘ Then let's
go,’ hesad.

Only Milton Dass hung back. ‘ Do you think | ought to bring...?

‘No, leaveit. Dasswasreferring to the newly disassembled matter-scrambler. *If Villion wantsthe
weapon, he can come and get it.’

Tedric cycled thelock. A tubular plastic tunnel had been fastened to the outside of the door, and the five
of them walked aong it to another door. A man was waiting for them on the other sde. He sdluted with a
crispness that was dmost military. ‘ In the name of Fra Villion, | welcome you to the bastion of the Iron
Sphere’

Tedric saluted in return. The others stayed back. * Isthat what you call it?
The man nodded. ‘Y es, thisis Fra Villion's headquarters. | am Lieutenant Galton. Y ou are Tedric?

‘I am.” Heintroduced Y od, Juvi, Ky-shan, and Dass. He wondered how Galton had cometo be



designated alieutenant. In dress, bearing, and attitude, he resembled any other un-employed drifter on a
backworld planet.

‘If you'll comewith me,” Gaton said crisply, 'I'll take you below.’

Thetrip waslong and arduous. They moved down wide brightly-lit corridors and climbed tal, dizzying
dtaircases. Clearly, the Iron Sphere was well organised. The creatures they passed - mostly men and
submen but including anumber of diens, too - paused long enough to saute Galton, whom they
apparently recognised. Therewas an air of discipline about this place, and Tedric wasimpressed by the
manner in which Fra Villion had managed to establish authority over such amotley crew of pirates.

Lieutenant Galton provided some explanation as he guided them deeper into the core of the Sphere.
‘Everyone here re-spects Fra Villion. He requiresthat al spoils be divided equaly among the crew. |
can't spesk for the others, but I've never been wedlthier in my life’

‘It must be pretty hard to spend it here’

Gdton shrugged. ‘ That will comein time. Villion has plans- big plans’
‘Such aswhat?

Gaton shook hishead. ‘I'm only alieutenant. He doesn't confidein me.’
‘But you have seen him?

Suddenly ill-at-ease, Gaton said, 'Well, not exactly.’

‘Y ou've seen hisimage?

Vs

‘But heisaboard.’

‘I - 1 suppose so. | never thought he couldn't be. Why do you ask?

Tedric smiled. ‘| wasjust wondering. With al that wealth on board, I'm surprised nobody has ever
gotten greedy. A mutiny isn't animpossible thing among pirates’

Gadton shook his head firmly. *Here it would have to be.

The Sphere, the ships, everything is programmed. Harm Vil-lion and we'd al be stranded hereforever.
Unlessthe Corpsfound usfirst.’

‘Doesthat worry you?

‘Not especidly. We have the Iron Sphere, plus nearly two thousand ships of theline. As soon as Villion
givesthe order to move, well cut through the Empirein asingle sveep.’

Two thousand ships? Tedric was surprised. Theimperid navy itself - including the Corps - had only ten
timesthat number. Villion had been busy.

‘Plusthe Sphere. Villion's been building three shipsaday snce well before | came here. If he wanted to
wait, he could have twice that many. But theimperia navy has nothing like the Sphere, nothing at dl.’

The Iron Sphere, it appeared, wasindeed a marvellous cregtion. If FraVillion was a Bioman, that hel ped



explain the Spheres origin, but it did not explain why it had suddenly appeared here. For centuries, the
Biomen had ignored the existence of their creators. Why had they - or at least one of them - decided to
intervene in human affairs now?

‘How did you get here? Tedric asked Gaton. They had entered a crowded elevator, and were now
dropping even further below the surface. * Did Fra Villion recruit you?

‘Not personally, of course not, but he does have a network of agents across the Empire. With the Great
Revolt, alot of men were put out of work. | used to oversee acrew of cane-pickers on Jaybo
Seventeen. After Randow declared an end to subman dave labour, | was out of ajob.’

‘Isthat where most of these people came from?

‘A lot, sure, but not al. There are dways plenty of out-of-work spacehands on any backworld planet.
Villion's men talk to them about coming here, put them on a ship, and once they're here on the Iron
Sphere, there's no way they can go back home.’

‘| don't suppose you could tell me gpproximately how many men are here” The more information he
could get out of the talkative Galton the better, Tedric thought

‘Why not? The evator stopped with a sudden jerk and, as the doors opened on another bare corridor,
Gaton waved at them to disembark. * About three hundred and eighty,” he said, asthey stepped out
together.

‘So few? Tedric had expected more, consdering the vast Size of the Sphere, and the sudden
disappearance of men from backwater worlds was hardly the sort of thing to aert the Corps.

“You don't need many,” said Galton. ‘ The Sphere is auto-mated. All we have to do is push buttons and
the Empireisin our hands’

Tedric lapsad into a thoughtful sllence. Behind him, he could hear Juvi and Y od engaged in excited
chatter about some private matter. Their voices were too high. Turning, Tedric glared at them. He could
well understand, though. Excitement had that effect on some people. It made them talk about everything
except what was redly worrying them.

Gaton motioned them to ahdt in front of atall wooden door. ‘1 wastold to bring Tedric here and take
the rest of you to your rooms. Tedric, I'll be back shortly and show you where you'll be staying.’

Tedric nodded, wondering what surprise he was about to discover behind this door. Galton had given no
hint. Of the others, only Y od seemed hesitant to depart, but in the end even he went away with Galton.
Once the group was out of sight, Tedric knocked on the door.

A firm voice from within told him to enter.

The room was spacious and plush and would not have seemed out of placein theimperia palace on
New Mebourne. Therewas athick carpet and an ornate lamp that hung from the ceiling by achain of
sparkling crysta links. Seated in adeep chair, his hedls propped on aflat table, was aman Tedric knew
wdll. It was Matthew Carey, the former Emperor.

Carey raised hiseyes and smiled at Tedric. Tedric felt amoment's hate for the man, but his senses and
emotions were dulled and he remained impassive. Y ou act asif you expected to find me here,” said
Carey after amoment; hisfamiliar drawling voice dways seemed to contain an edge of sarcasm. 'Don't
tell methat idiot Gaton spoiled my surprise’



Tedric shook his head, keeping his expression studioudy blank. He was not so much surprised as
uneasy. Carey's presence here, however it might be explained, was not afavourable omen. Hiswisest
course now, he decided, wasto say aslittle as possible and force Carey to expose hisown hand. ‘He
told me nothing,” Tedric said.

‘“Then who did? Aren't you alittle bit intrigued? Puzzled?

Tedric moved degper into the room so that his substantial height loomed over the seated Carey. ‘| didn't
expect to find you among these pirates, no.’

‘Or me, you. After dl, | thought you and Phil Nolan were the best of friends.’
‘“We pretended to be that, yes.’
So what happened?

Tedric decided to gtick to the cover story, that had brought him thisfar. ‘My successworried him. |
emerged from the revolution agreater hero than he. Nolan viewed me asariva to his command of the
Corps.’

‘The charge was made that you plotted to put me back on my throne.’

Tedric doubted that Carey was sufficiently gullible to accept that. Treachery and jedlousy were crucia
aspects of hisworld view, but men could act only from sdlfish motives. ‘ That was the excuse he used to
get rid of me.’

Carey laughed heartily, as though the two had shared aprivate joke. ‘ That's Nolan, al right. I've known
him since we were both boys. Don't trust him. | think | told you that when we were both cadets.
Remember?

Tedric nodded. ‘1 should have listened to you then.’

Nolan shifted in his chair, dropping hisfeet to the carpet with athud. * Are you wondering what I'm doing
here?

Tedric shrugged casudly. ‘What are you doing here?
‘Want to guess?
‘It redlly doesn't interest me that much.” Tedric let an edge of irritation show in his voice as he spoke.

Carey laughed, apparently in genuine admiration. * Y ou are acool customer, aren't you? | think Nolan
had the right idea. Y ou may not have afamily, or much of any breeding, but you're certainly dangerous.
A man doesn't come asfar as you have, starting from absol utely nothing, without learning how to shove
people out of theway. My grandfather was the same way.

My father, too. They knew what they wanted and went out and got it That'swhy our family succeeded
when the Nolans failed. We were tough and they weren't.’

‘Did you ask mein hereto discuss your family history?

Carey looked shocked by such directness. It was obvious he was not accustomed to being addressed in
that way. Still, after amoment's hesitation, he grinned. ‘1 like you, Tedric. Inaplacelikethis, thereésno
reason for you to treat me with deference, so you don't bother. Back at the Academy, it was different.’



‘Back at the Academy, you hadn't lost arevolution yet.’

“How true. | gambled everything and | logt. It was my father'sideato begin with, you know. When old
Kanekilled himsdlf, he decided to make me Emperor. That was amistake, the only one he ever madein
hislife. We should have taken young Randow under our wing and ruled the same as before. If that had
happened, wed till be running the Empire - or | would.’

‘And ingtead you're a space pirate, arunning man.” Tedric, deflecting the conversation back towards the
present moment, was pleased to see the flush that spread across Carey'sface.

‘Isthat what you think | am?
‘Itswhat thisplaceisdl about, isn't it?

Carey shook hishead. * Superficialy, perhaps, but that's not why I'm here. I'm no pirate, I'm hereto
reclaim the Empire that you and Nolan stole from me.’

Tedric laughed doud. ‘Isthat dl? WEll do it after dinner.

Carey didn't amile. *With your help, we might even do that. Fra Villion tellsme you arrived herewith a
very vauable cargo.’

‘The matter-scrambler,” agreed Tedric, suddenly less amused by Carey.

‘The most significant advance in space wegponry in adozen centuries. The imperid navy and the Corps
of the One Hun-dred will never stand againgt it

‘They have shidds. Dass admitsthat will provide some pro-tection.’

‘But you can't shield an entire planet. | know what you did to my old home, Milrod Eleven.’

‘| acted on Fra Villion'sorders’

‘I never suggested you didn't, but | was surprised. | thought you and my sister were good friends.”
‘Alyc couldn't do me much good - not out here.’

For amoment even Carey |ooked shocked by Tedric's cal-lousness, but then he leaned back in his chair,
and smiled as he seemed to appraise Tedric anew. ‘ So that was what was behind it all thetime? You'rea
man who coversal bets, aren't you, Tedric. If Nolan won the revolution, he was agood friend of yours,
but if | beat him, then my sister was your lover. I'm impressed.’

‘I suppose you could look at it that way,” Tedric said, with deliberate evasiveness. Some lieswere more
painful to main-tain than others.

“Y ou made only one minor miscaculation.” Carey went on. ‘| never cared much for Alyc. | won't say I'm
glad she'sdead - after al, shewasmy sister - but | don't find that | grieve over her passing very much,
gther.

‘ She could certainly be difficult to get dong with.’

“Y ou can say that again. Y ou and Fra Villion ought to get dong famoudly. | never thought anyone could
haveless of aheart than me, until | met Villion.’

‘Then heredly doesexist?



Carey looked surprised. * Y ou doubt it?

‘When | first saw you here, | did. | never thought you were one to take orders from someone else’
‘I'mnat, but Villion isdifferent.”

‘How so?

Carey shook hishead. It was plain that he wasn't about to be lured into speaking too fredy of Villion,
"Y ouve met him. Y ou should know.’

‘I've seen hisimage - that's dl.’
Carey frowned. ‘ That'sal anyone has ever seen.’
‘Then maybe he doesn't actudly exist”’

Tedric had meant his suggestion as ajoke, but Carey seemed willing to regard it solemnly. ‘ That's aways
possible, | sup-pose’

Therewas aknock on the door. Carey did not seem displeased by the interruption. ‘Enter,’ he called.
It was Lieutenant Galton. ‘| wanted to see if Commander Tedric was ready to go to hisroom.’
‘Commander? said Tedric, lifting hisbrowsin surprise.

‘FraVillion hasapasson for military discipline” Carey said. ‘I'm acgptain mysdf.’

‘Thenif you don't mind, sir, perhaps | should go and see where I'm staying.’

‘No, not at al.” Carey stood and escorted Tedric to the door. ‘ But you will return. Dine with me later.
Y ou can't imagine how insufferably dull this place has been for me. Therés nothing but riffraff here”

Under any other circumstances, Tedric knew, Carey would have regarded him asriffraff, too. ‘May my
companionsjoin us? I'm afraid, during the course of the time we've spent to-gether, they've cometo
depend upon me somewhat.’

‘Doesthat include Milton Dass? Carey said with interest. It doesif he'swilling to comeand Fra Villion
hasn't dready grabbed him and put him to work someplace.’

‘Villion hasn't been around for days. I'm expecting him shortly, however.” Carey glanced meaningfully
around the big room, asif expecting Villion to put in an immediate gppearance. ‘ But don't bring the
Wykzl. I'm afraid | can't tand the Sight of them.’

‘Ky-shan is used to that reaction. He has his own food to eat.’
“Then I'll seeyou shortly.’
‘It will beapleasure’” said Tedric. He sduted, haf serioudy, haf mockingly.

Carey returned the gesture with adistant ook in his eyes. He seemed to be seeing other things, thinking
far away thoughts.

Tedric turned and followed Galton aong the clean, well-lighted corridor.
CHAPTER 11
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FraVillion Speaks

Asthe days aboard the Iron Sphere stretched into weeks and those, in turn, approached afull month,
Tedric ill found more than enough things of interest to fill hiswaking hours. He saw agreat ded of
Matthew Carey, a consderable amount of Y od, and Juvi, very little of Milton Dass, and nothing at al of
FraVillion. During the course of their frequent dinner dates, Carey continued to ins<t that Villion would
be appearing soon, but when Tedric pressed to find out how he knew, Carey grew slent, just smiled,
and ingsted that he understood the tenor of Villion'smind. *Y ou have to remember that I've known him a
lot longer than any other man dive.’

Tedric couldn't understand that claim. Matthew Carey had ill been on Earth when Fra Villion had first
appeared from the red cloud. Carey refused to elucidate, however, and Tedric couldn't very well
disagree without exposing the fact that he knew a greet deal more about Villion than herightly should.

The rank of commander excused him from regular duty. Most of histime was therefore occupied
familiarisng himsdlf with the geography of the Iron Sphere. It was afascinating congtruct - agenuine dien
relic. If nothing else, the sophigtica-tion and complexity of the Sphere quite convinced Tedric of Fra
Villion'sidentity as a Bioman. The Sphere smply did not belong in the Empire of Man.

The core of the Sphere, agood fifth of itstota volume, was given over to the circuitry and machines that
kept the artificial planetoid functioning. Tedric had managed to invade these for-bidden precinctson a
number of occasions. Though guards were posted at al entrances he had dipped past them, but in the
event had learned nothing useful. It was like an e ectronic madhouse down there. Perhaps Milton Dass
might have begun to comprehend a portion of the innards, but Tedric was not Dass, and his knowledge
faled to encompass asingle thing that he saw.

Somewhere above the core were the inhabited decks. Even then, the size of the Sphere was greater than
the needs of its crew, and the bulk of the deck space went unused. Every man aboard had been assigned
aprivate room, and while none were as large as Matthew Carey's, adl were bigger than the average
gateroom on aninterstdlar liner. Therewas dso alarge recreation facility, including agymnasium,
ballroom, and avast tridee bank. Tedric counted four automatic kitchens, two largely unused libraries,
and more than twenty bars dispensing every variety of intoxicant imaginable.

None of this meant however, that the crew was pam-pered. On the contrary, duty assgnments were
rigidly en-forced. The mgority of these consisted of |abour in the ship congtruction facilities. All the
necessary parts and components for creating alarge space fleet had come with the Sphere, but it was
now necessary to take those parts and put them together. Every day either Y od or Juvi - sometimes both
- worked twelve to fourteen hours at this. On many occasions, Tedric went up to observe. What he saw
both fascinated and worried him. The shipswere obvioudy of dien design. Only their engines - the basic
N-space drive - resembled imperid modes. And he observed them being tested, too, wandering up to
the docking facilitiesin the top deck. The shipswere fadt, efficient, and capable of quick, neat
manoeuvring. All were thoroughly well-armed, with shields, tractor beams, and avariety of heat-ray
wegpons. Theimperid fleet would have adifficult time ressting any attack in force by such ships. And
that wasn't even consdering the power inherent in the Sphereitsalf - or Dass's matter-scrambler.

Like Tedric, Milton Dass had been appointed a commander and excused from regular duty. Unlike
Tedric, Dass seemed unable to find enough distractionsto fill his days. Whenever he wanted him, Tedric
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could invariably find Dass either Sitting donein hisown room or dsein the recreationd facility, where he
sat off by himsdlf, watching tridee and consuming a variety of rich foods. He seemed morose, distracted,
indifferent, and sullen. There were times when he hardly seemed to recognise Tedric or know hisown
name. ‘| never used to eat anything,” hetold Tedric one day, patting his blossoming stomach. ‘1t wasthe
only way | could think. When | built the matter-scrambler, | starved myself for nine days beforehand.’

With anyone else, Tedric would have interpreted this as a gross exaggeration, but Dass never
exaggerated. ‘| hopeit wasworthiit.’

‘Worth what? asked Dass.
‘The hunger. What about your wife? | thought she was sup-posed to be here. Haven't you seen her yet?
‘Oh, I've seen her, dl right. She'shere’” Hewastrying too hard to be casual.

‘“Then why isn't shewith you? Tedric said, indicating the room where both men stood. Dass kept his
personal area so scrupuloudly clean and neet that it was difficult to tell that any-onelived here.

‘Oh, they've put her to work. Y ou know, like Y od and Juvi, aregular duty shift. Youand | are
commanders and thus excused, but she'sjust acommon soldier - or sailor.’

Tedric nodded his head politely, but he didn't believe aword Dass was telling him. The good thing about
Dass's penchant for telling the truth was that, when he was forced to lie, he did it poorly. ‘How did you
manage to find your wife? Y ou told me Villion had taken her prisoner. Was she released as soon aswe
arrived or did you have to go and search for her?

‘Oh, shecameto me'’
‘| thought she was a prisoner.’
‘Wdll, aren't we dl? Here, | mean. Theré's no way out, isthere?

Tedric had to agree that that was true enough, and yet Dass's evasiveness concerning the present fate of
hiswife continued to puzzle him.

He decided to question Matthew Carey to see what, if any-thing, he knew. Carey readily admitted that
he had known Lola Dass for many years. Both had attended theimperia school on Earth at the same
time. Her family possessed along and glorious heritage but they were far from wedlthy. Dasssfamily was
exactly the opposite. He was himsdf avery rich man, thanksto anumber of practical inventions devised
early in hiscareer. * A marriage between them was thus a convenience for every-one.” Carey said. ‘ That's
not unusud, but | fill can't think of amore bizarre coupling.”

‘Because of the disparity in their ages?

‘Partidly, yes, but that's not unusual, either. What I'm talk-ing about isthe fact that at the time of their
marriage Dasswasliving in an insane asylum.’

Tedric frowned. ‘ Dass? He'salittleweird, but I'd not have thought him insane.”

‘He's supposed to be agenius. | don't know about that, but | do know hed completely lost hismind a
few years ago. That's what made the marriage so gppedling for Lola. She could have arich husband
without ever having to set eyeson him.

 Something must have happened.’



‘It did. Dass recovered. During the marriage ceremony itsdlf, if legend isto be believed. | wish | could
have been there to see her face. It must have been fantatic.’

‘Dass seemsto love her very much.’

‘“Wouldn't you? He thinks she cured him, made him sane again.’

‘That'swhy hewent to work for Fra Villion.’

‘Oh? Carey seemed very interested. ‘ Did hetdll you that?

‘Hetold me FraVillion kidnapped hiswife and forced him to work for him.’
‘Oh, that. Yes, | supposethat's true enough.’

‘And she's here now?

‘Lola? Ohyes!’

‘Where?

Carey's suspicion showed plainly. ‘Why do you want to know?

‘I'm just curious. Dass clamsto love her so much and yet they're still not together. Did Fra Villion refuse
to fulfil his part of the bargain? If Villion can't be trusted, it would be worthwhile for meto know it

Carey could well understand that sort of cool caculation. 'I'll tell you this much. Villion was not the one
who decided.’

‘Decided what?
‘Where Lola Dass wantsto stay.’

Tedric still wasn't sure that he fully understood, but there was nothing to be gained by pressing the point
too far and arousing Carey's barely suppressed suspicions once more. He let the matter drop.

A few dayslater, FraVillion finaly materidised in the flesh. Tedric sat in moody slencein hisown room,
avictim at last of imposed idleness, when the viewscreen on the wall flickered unexpectedly to lifeand
showed the solemn face of Matthew Carey. His message, when he spoke, was brief and cautious. ‘Al
crew members are hereby directed to report at once to the central auditorium to receive further orders
from your commander-in-chief, FraVillion.” Even though Tedric had shared dinner with Carey just afew
hours before, Carey had given no hint of this development. Either Carey was very expert at concedling
secretsor ese FraVillion madeit apractice to keep hisintentionsto himself aslong as possible.

Asthe screen went blank again, he turned to Ky-shan. *What do you think? Isthisit? He found himself
unable to prevent a certain amount of eager anticipation from entering hisvoice.

Ky-shan nodded thoughtfully. The gesture was one he had picked up during histime in the human sphere,
and it dways struck Tedric asdightly absurd, coming from that oversized dlien head. ‘| understand that
nearly al the ships under con-struction are close to operationa now.’

‘Then Villion must be ready to do something.

‘The question iswhat? said Ky-shan.



Tedric shook hishead. Strapping on his heatgun, he headed for the door. * Maybe we'd better go and
see’

Outsde, the corridor was crowded with men, women, and submen heading for the elevatorsthat led to
the auditorium below. Tedric fell into step with the others. Ky-shan, moving behind, loomed over the
crowd likeasignd flag. Tedric felt an anxious tenson spreading through hisbelly. Thiswas morelikeit.
Thelast month, even though he had managed to keep himsdlf occupied by surveying the Iron Sphere, had
still been an ordedl. He was gratified to be back in action again. He suddenly realised that what the
Scientists wanted him to do did not greatly matter in hislife. He was smply not aman who could accept
idlenessgladly. Dropped down in this universe with neither assistance nor direction, he would
nevertheless have sought out the nearest conflict and joined one side or the other. For hislife to possess
meaning required the existence of a definite goal, an end to be reached and achieved. What that goal
might be - how real or desired - was lessimportant than the fact that it existed at dll. At the moment, his
god was smply to destroy Fra Villion. Once that was accomplished - and he never doubted that
eventudly it would be - then he would seek out something else to pursue. Perhaps Skandos had told the
truth. The Scientists had brought him to this universe be-cause of who he was, not what he would do.

The huge cavern of the central auditorium was dreedy filled with several hundred individuas awaiting the
appearance of thelr commander-in-chief. Tedric stood at the rear of the crowd within easy viewing
distance of the raised platform at the centre of the room. The platform was empty at the moment, and the
crowd milled restlesdy. Spotting Y od and Juvi in anearby cluster, Tedric edged towards them motioning
Ky-shan to follow. Well practiced in the art of surreptitious movement, Tedric crept up behind Y od and,
inaswift motion removed the heatgun from his holster.

Y od spun angrily around but when he saw Tedric he lowered hishands. ‘What did you do that for?
Tedric tucked the heatgun into hisbelt. ‘| loaned it to you. | decided | wanted it back.’

Juvi made no effort to conced her relief.  Can you believe thisidiot? She jerked her head towards Y od,
but kept her voice soft. ‘He till wantsto get ashot at Villion.’

‘He dared meto come here,” Y od said; his determination showed in the anger and tension in hisface.
‘Y ou heard him yoursdlf.’

‘Arent the odds rather against you? Tedric said, indicating the crowd around them.
‘| don't care about them. It's Villion I'm after.’

‘Andit'syou they'll get if you try something that stupid.’

‘| can borrow agun from someone else’

Tedric shook his head dowly. ‘No, you can'’

‘ Areyou going to stop me.’

‘Yes. | happen to be interested in finding out what Villion intendsto say. After he'sfinished, maybe 'l
return your gun.’

‘| doubt that. It wasn't your parents he murdered.” Y od turned away from Tedric and stared sullenly at
the till deserted platform.

‘I think he's crazy,” Juvi said.



‘No, just determined.” Tedric sympathised with Y od, but he saw no reason to let the boy kill himself for
no good end. Later on, there might be another, better chance, and if that happened, Tedric was more
than willing to give Y od first crack at Villion.

There was a sudden muting of the noise in the room, and Tedric turned his head towards the platform. A
thin figure was ascending the gairs. It wasnt Villion. It was Matthew Carey.

He seemed ill-at-ease, uncertain of the reception he would receive from the crowd of outlaws gathered
here. '‘Crew-members,” he cried, his voice spreading hollowly through the auditorium. ‘Mot of you have
only recently joined us here aboard the Iron Sphere and have not yet had the privilege of meeting our
leader. It ismy supreme pleasure, therefore, to introduce the commander-in-chief of our forces, Fra
Villion,

Carey stepped back, his nervousness till gpparent in the stiff way he moved; for amoment, nothing
happened. Carey's ap-pearance had created little stir among the crowd. Former Emperor or not,
probably fewer than a dozen occupants of the room recognised him for who he was. Renegades and
piratesliving at the edge of the reelm were not likely to follow the palitica vicisstudes of an empireto
whichthey felt only nomina dlegiance at best.

They did know Villion, though, or at least they recognised hisimportance.
And now at last he was appearing before them in the flesh.

Two figures were materialising on the platform afew stepsin front of where Carey stood. One of these
was awoman, the other adarkly furred beast. Tedric recognised Fra Villion ingtantly. And it redly was
him thistime - not just a projected image. Tedric was certain of that. Villion exuded a sense of
maevolent, energetic life that was overwheming initsintengity.

Both figures had materialised out of thin air.

Tedric had no ideahow Villion had managed the trick thistime. Wasit genuine teleportation? Could this
be another Bio-man talent?

For along moment, Villion and his fema e companion stood motionless on the platform. The room was
totally silent. Some-where, then, a door opened.

Tedric turned his head. Another man had just entered the room. It was Milton Dass. He stood frozen in
the doorway, hisface a contorted mask of pain and inner anguish. Dass, too, was staring at the platform.

Tedric looked back in spite of himsdlf. Villion wore ablack uniform with white collar. A dark capefell
from his shoulders, and a hood covered the top of his skull. He wasn't quite astall or broad as his
projected image but cast an imposing figure nonethel ess. The bright hues of his bare face shone under the
harsh artificia lights overhead.

The woman was aso very tdl, athough the top of her head barely reached Villion's jaw. Her hair was
pure blonde, long and beautiful; her skin was S0 pae that she might have been carved fromice. She
dressed dl in black, the same as Villion, but her head was uncovered and the tunic she wore barely
reached the top of her bare thighs. Tedric did not think he had ever seen amore striking woman in his
life

Her grey eyes sparkled as she regarded the throng gathered in the auditorium; her face betrayed not the
dightest quivering of emotion as, briefly, she glanced at each and every man and woman standing before
her..



Villion spoke: 'My servants, | am pleased at |ast to greet you and discuss the plans | have madefor al of
us. Before | do so, however, | must introduce my second-in-command.’

Tedric assumed he meant Carey, but Villion pointed at the woman instead. ‘ ThisisLady Lola Dass!’

Tedric straightened in surprise. Helooked over his shoulder again, but Dass was no longer in the
doorway. He must have guessed the truth, Tedric redlised, but somehow had never known for sure until
just now. Villion might have kidnapped Lola Dass to begin with, but she was clearly here with him
willingly now. If Dass had been prevented from seeing Lola before, as Tedric guessed, he thought it was
doubly crud to force himto learn the truth in thisfashion.

Villion went on. ‘ Any ordersfrom Lady Lolaareto be re-garded as orders from me. The pendty for
disobedience will beinstant desth.’

He could havetold his audience that he wished each one of them to turn and kill his nearest neighbour
and ninety per cent would have obeyed. The atmosphere in the room was tense not just with expectancy,
but with fear, raw fear.

‘Until now,” said Villion, 'l have said nothing of my ultimate intentions. Those of you who have served me
longest have par-ticipated in numerous expeditionary raids. Others of you, only recently arrived, have
perhaps done little but build ships. To dl of you, | now address mysdlf. Y ou are a proud assemblage.
Never in the history of man has such acollection of criminds, pirates, renegades, and cutthroats been
banded together a any onetime.’

A few people could be heard laughing appreciatively, but they soon fell silent. Lightnesswas clearly not
the mood of the moment.

‘Thetime has now come to proceed forward. In afew hourstime, | will issue the order that will send the
Iron Sphereinto the realm of N-space. We are well equipped and supplied. A weapon has come into my
possession that will render adl re-sstance futile, a weapon capable of destroying aplanet. My servants, |
am pleased to announce that our objective isthe destruction of Earth.’

Tedric nodded softly, amazed by his own lack of surprise. What Villion had just announced seemed so
obviousthat hefdt irritated by hisfailure to guessthe truth from the beginning.

The pirate raids had served largely as camouflage. Villion's ultimate goad must have been clear inhismind
from the moment he had entered the Empire. Tedric could easily guess Villion's motive in destroying
Earth, but reasons were of little import-ance; Villion had to be stopped - that was al that mattered now.

‘Oncethe Earth isdestroyed,” Villion said, the coolness of hisvoicefailing to disguise the horror of his
message, 'nothing can possibly stand in our path. The Empire of Man will belong to usand usaone. |
believe | can guarantee that each of you will share equally in the rewards soon to fall upon us’

Thislast statement was greeted by applause and some cheers, but the response was far from
overwheming. Villion had been extremely generd in his guarantees and apparently a least some of his
audience had noticed that. Then, too, many of the men and women must have had friends and even
relativesliving on the Earth. The destruction of the grestest planet in the Empire would not necessarily
please even aband of rene-gade outlaws. A raid, even conquest, yes, perhaps - but de-struction was
different; destruction was permanent.

Villion, too, seemed to sense this uncertainty. He stood rigidly, eyes raking the motley crowd beneath him
with afierce glare. ‘ Arethere any questions? he drawled. ‘ Or, perhaps, some objections?



Tedric could fed the restiveness of the crowd. If one person spoke out, others would surely follow, but
Villion's gaze was dmost hypnotic initsintensity. Tedric could see peopl€slips moving, but no actua
words emerged. Villion held them firmly in hisgrasp. Above dl ese, he had aready taught them to fear
him.

‘Good,” said Villion, rlaxing suddenly. Reaching over, he gripped the hand of his companion and
pressed it firmly. ‘In that case, expect to receive more specific directions through the established chain of
command. Until future events bring us together again, | bid you good-bye. Group, dismissed.’

Villion vanished. An ingtant later, Lola Dassfollowed him. Tedric stared open-mouthed at the platform,
now deserted except for the forlorn figure of Matthew Carey. Even though he understood the probable
origin of Villion's powers, he could not avoid experiencing ashiver of primordia fear and awe.

All a once, the auditorium erupted with the tumult of severa hundred voices speaking Smultaneoudy.
Y od Cartwright turned towards Tedric. ‘ Did you hear that? he said, his voice choked with emotion. ‘He
intends to destroy the Earth! Destroy the Earth after al he's dready done.’

Tedric couldn't afford to seem too sympathetic. It was aways possible, even in this cacophony, that
someone might belistening. ‘I heard what he said.’

‘And what are we going to do about it? Yod cried.

Tedric shook his head. He spoke with deliberate ambiguity. 'l don't know that there's agreat deal we can
do’

‘I canthink of at least onething,” Y od said hegtedly.

Juvi intervened quickly, changing the subject before Y od could say something else foolish. *Who was that
woman with FraVillion? 1 don't think I've seen her before.’

‘That was Dassswife, Tedric said.

Juvi didn't seem to know whether to laugh or cry. ‘| heard him say the name but | never thought... Dasss
wifel Poor Milton.’

Tedric shook hishead, suddenly distracted. He did not fed much in the mood for idle chatter. Villion's
threat till stood uppermost in his mind, and he knew he must act promptly if he wanted to thwart him.
But how? His options were surdly limited. He needed time done in which to think.

Turning sharply on his hed, he headed for the door.

A voice cdled after him. * Tedric, hold on.’

It was Y od. Tedric stopped.

“Yod held out hishand. ‘Won't you give me back my gun?

Tedric started to shake his head negatively, then recon-sidered. ‘I'll do it on one condition. | want your
word you'll keep it in your holster.’

‘If | promisethat, then | don't need the gun.’
‘Not now,” Tedric said meaningfully, 'but, perhaps, later. Be patient and you may get achanceto useit.’
Y od looked hard at Tedric. ‘What do you mean by that?



‘I mean just what | said.’
‘You aren't arenegade, are you? Y ou're ill acorpsman. I'll bet -’

Tedric held out the gun. * Don't confuse a corpsman's bear-ing with a corpsman'sloyaty. Give me your
word and take the gun.’

Yod il hesitated. At last, his shoulders drooped. * All right, | promise, but -’
‘Takethegun.’

Y od took the weagpon and pushed it into hisholster. * Then I'll seeyou later,” he said softly.
‘| hope so.’

Y od nodded, turned away, and went back to Juvi.

Ky-shan placed hishand on Tedric's shoulder. ‘He is a very excitable young man,” he said.
‘And he hasabig mouth,” said Tedric quietly.

Tedric hurried on towards the door. There was a crowd mill-ing in front of it, sometrying to leave, others
just talking, but Tedric had little difficulty making hisexit. Hewasn't Fra Villion but he cut animposing
figure nonetheless. The way people hurried to get out of his path made him grin wryly. Do | look that
determined? he wondered. That mean? He only hoped, when the time came for a showdown, that Fra
Villion would fed smilarly intimidated. He doubted that would happen, though. Fra Villion wasn't just an
outlaw. He was a Bioman vemplar and surely the most powerful opponent Tedric had ever faced in his
life

CHAPTER 12
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TheBlack Knight

Turning away from the blank whitewall, Tedric sat up on hisbunk and faced the room for thefirst timein
severd hours. Ky-shan, who had been waiting patiently, gave no outward indication of any sense of relief
that thistedious orded of wait-ing might findly be oven

‘| want you to go get Y od Cartwright,” Tedric said.

‘And bring him here?

‘Yes. At once, please.’

Ky-shan headed obediently towards the door.

‘And tell him to be sureto bring his heatgun,” Tedric added.

The Wykzl paused with one big hand on the doorknob. ‘ Then you have found him?

‘I bedieve so. If I'm wrong, well haveto try again.’
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‘Andif heisthere?
‘Thenwell havetotry tokill him.’
Ky-shan nodded gently. ‘1 believe that isthe wisest courseto follow, Tedric.’

It wasrare for Ky-shan to offer his opinion concerning any-thing, and Tedric appreciated the fact that he
had done so now. It helped to dleviate any remaining doubts that Tedric himsalf might possess. ‘| thank
you for telling methat, Ky-shan.’

“You are welcome, Tedric.” Ky-shan went out

Tedric lay down and turned his face back to the wall. Once again, he carefully reviewed the logic that
had guided him to-wards his present course, and once again that logic seemed quite unassailable. He
knew exactly where he could find Fra Villion, and he knew exactly what he must do when he got there.
Stll, he could be wrong. Nothing was that certain. Normally, he would have proceeded in spite of this,
but the present Situation was different. If hefailed, if Villion survived, then absolutdly nothing would stand
between him and the ultimate destruction of Earth.

Thefirg action Tedric had taken after |eaving the meeting in the auditorium wasto vist the docks on the
topmost level of the Sphere. He went done since Ky-shan's presence tended to disturb people unduly.
The captain of the watch, a squat, dark-skinned man named Bik, recognised Tedric's rank and offered a
precise sdute.

Tedric returned the gesture casually. He spoke in a soothing, friendly undertone. ‘| waswondering if it
was possibleto get alook at that ship.’

Ship? Which ship, sr? Bik seemed genuinely puzzled. He wasn't an ordinary pirate. Tedric knew the
man by name. A former cadet at the Academy, Bik had been kicked out for cheating in an examination.
Apparently some of hismilitary training had taken effect. He continued to stand gtiffly at attention.

Tedric laid aconfidential hand on his shoulder. *Y ou know the one | mean. FraVillion'sship. | heard it
was quite athing to seeand I'd like to take alook at it.’

‘FraVillion? But he hasno ship.’
‘Hejugt arrived here, didn't he?
‘No, sr. Not during my watch.’
‘Then the one before”

‘Theonly ship presently in the docksis araiding vessdl only just returned from the Abrdian Sector. It's
been here severd hours now.’

Tedric waswilling to take Bik a hisword. He doubted if the man had the imagination to carry through a
good lie. * Then | guess someone steered me wrong. I'm interested in ships - you used to belong to the
Corps, 0 you'll understand - and someone told me that Fra Villion'swas here.’

‘“They werewrong, Sr. I've seen Fra Villion only the once in my life. At the meeting just now. Asfar as|
know, he's been here dl along.’

‘Then isn'tit odd that no one's ever seen him before?

Bik shrugged. He seemed totaly uncurious about the course of events. ‘ They say he can move through



ar without the bene-fit of any conveyance.’

Tedric went away. The chance remained, assuming that Bik indeed spoke the truth, that Villion had
arrived during another watch, but Tedric understood the innate tendency of al men to gossip. Something
asdramétic asthearriva of FraVillion would not remain asecret for long. Villion had never arrived at
the docks - not recently at least. Bik was right: Villion had been aboard the Sphere dl thistime. But
where? That was the question Tedric needed to answer. Wherever Villion had hid-den before was
undoubtedly where he could be found this moment. And Tedric wanted to find him. As soon aspossible.

He returned to hisroom, lay down on his bunk, and began to consider. In the past month, he had
surveyed the Sphere from top level to bottom. He mentally reviewed everything he had discovered.
There were only two mgor question marks. One was the huge areain the centre of the Sphere where the
various engines, computers, and other gadgetry were located. He had explored only atiny portion of
those decks, and it was quite concelvable that Villion might be living somewhere down there.
Conceivable, yes- likely, no. Tedric had seen enough of the core of the Sphere to guesswhat the rest of
it must belike: hot, noisy, uncomfortable, unpleasant. For the sake of hisown isolation, Villion might
persondly be willing to endure such conditions, but only if he was done. What about Lola Dass? How
long had she been with Villion? Tedric had seen the vast, ornate domicile she had occupied on Nykzas.
Would she willingly accept much less here on the Iron Sphere? Shewould, of course, if shewas actuadly
aprisoner, but from what Tedric had seen today, a prisoner she certainly was not.

Tedric remembered the look on Dasssface in the auditorium. He sensed that it wouldn't hurt to talk to
him before proceed-ing further. He had sent Ky-shan to fetch him.

Nearly ahdf-hour passed before the Wykzlreturned. When he did, he was done.
‘Couldn't you find him? Tedric asked.

‘I -1-yesand no.” Ky-shan seemed peculiarly flustered 'Milton Dass has been placed under arret,
Tedric. He went mad - beserk - in the upper levels and caused extensive damage. It took a half-dozen
men to subdue him.’

‘Did you go to see yourself?

‘| tried assoon as | heard, but | arrived too late. He was aready gone.’
“You didn't see Villion there?

‘No, Tedric.’

He nodded Dasss arrest was something else to ponder. Tedric did so, sifting that and everything else he
had so far discovered. In the end one definite conclusion seemed inescap-able. He was certain he knew
where Villion was hiding. It wasn't in the core of the Sphere - he diminated that possibility - it wasin the
one other place he had never been able to ingpect firsthand. Immediately next to Matthew Carey's
quarterslay aclosed set of rooms, the corridor doors firmly locked. Making use of atool he had once
acquired from an acquaintance who earned a good living burgling New Mebourne's finest homes, he had
broken the locks, but the doors remained barred. That was a puzzle. If the rooms were unoccupied, how
had the doors come to be blocked from the inside? He had once attempted to question Carey as casudly
as possible concerning the matter.

Carey had looked at him blankly. ‘ Asfar as| know, no onelivesthere. It'sageneral storage area.’

‘Have you been insde to see?



Carey couldn't hide the suspicion that suddenly washed through him, evidence in itsdlf that the Situation
wasn't quite as harmless as he wanted to make it seem, "Why should I1? It's nothing but old boxes and
crates’

Tedric did not try to push the matter further at that time, but his curiosity had definitely been aroused and
now, through the process of dimination if nothing else, he was convinced. Villion had plainly kept in touch
with Carey these past few weeks. What better way than to have the rooms right next to his?

Once his mind was firmly made up - and not until that moment - Tedric turned to Ky-shan and ordered
him to fetch Y od Cartwright.

Y od seemed hesitant and uncertain as he entered the room accompanied by the giant Wykzl. Once the
door was safely closed and locked, Tedric sat up straight and spoke directly. ‘| made a promise of sorts
to you and | intend to keep it. I've decided to make an attempt on the life of Fra Villion. Y ou're welcome
to comedong if youwish.’

Y od made no effort to conced his pleasure. ‘But | thought you were -’

‘Never mind who or what | am. Y ou can ether trust me or not. If you want to come, I'll expect you to
obey my commandsto theletter. If you'd rather return to your room, 1'd gppreciate your saying nothing
of this conversation for thetime being.’

Y od continued to gape. ‘ Then you are serious.’
‘Totdly.
‘Then| - then of course I'll go with you. | want to kill him as much asyou - more than you.’

Tedric shook hishead wearily. ‘ Thisisn't achild'sgame, Y od. Villion won't laugh and set you freethis
time. If wefail, well both die’

Y od drew himsdlf diffly upright. ‘I'm not afraid.’

‘Wdll, | am,’” said Tedric. ‘ And you should be, too, if you've got haf abraininyour head. FraVillionisa
very powerful in-dividua. Exactly how powerful | won't know until I've faced him.’

‘Then let'sgo.” Hisface as stern asan iron mask, Y od turned towards the door.

Tedric couldn't hep laughing. ‘Hold on aminute. Theré's not that much rush. Y ou brought your gun?
Good. Now what about Juvi? Does she know you're here?

‘ Shewas in the room when Ky-shan came. | suppose she must.’

Tedric shrugged. ‘ It probably doesn't matter. If we suc-ceed and Villion dies, then everyone will know
what we've done soon enough. If wefail, then well be dead, and damn little will matter then.’

‘I'm aware of therisk.’
‘Good. That'swhat | want to hear from you. Awareness, not blind courage.”

Standing, Tedric pulled his heatgun out of its holster and carefully examined the charge. He asked Y od
for hisgun and checked it, too.

That accomplished, he waved a hand at the door. * Shall we go?



The three of them went. The corridor was emptier than usud - new duty assignments had aready been
ingtituted in preparation for the journey into N-space - and their passage aroused no curious glancesfrom
the few people they did meet. They were smply two men and an alien going about their usual business.
At onepoint, Yod tried to ask a question about their ultimate destination, but Tedric cut him short. He
wanted hismind free from al distractions. He wanted to concentrate strictly on the problemsthat lay
ahead. Oneincorrect manoeuvre, asingle dip or sumble, might well mean his own desth. Hetried to
concentrate on how easy thiswas going to be. He knew where Villion was. He would go there, force his
way indgde, and kill him before he could raise ahand.

It sounded easy enough. In actudity, he knew it wouldn't be.

Hisentire plan of attack would havefailed if Matthew Carey had decided not to be home. Fortunately,
only moments after Tedric knocked, the door swung open and Carey stood staring at him in surprise.

K eegping the heatgun concealed by the bulk of his body, Tedric pushed the barrdl snugly against Carey's
chest. 'Insde,’ he whispered. * And quickly.’

Carey made no objection, backing gingerly into the room. Y od and Ky-shan dipped through the
half-open door. When they were safely insde, Tedric kicked it shut with the back of hisfoot, never
taking hiseyesfrom Carey.

‘What do you want? Carey said. He spoke softly, careful not to rile the man with the gun. ‘Have you
lost your mind, too, like Dass?

Tedric suppressed a grin. Considering the boldness of what he was contemplating, Carey's accusation
wasn't that far from the mark. ‘1 want you to show metheway in there,; he said, jerking his head
towardsthe wall.

Carey started to reply, but stopped. His mouth kept working like afish removed from the water. Findly,
he managed to speak. ‘ In there? What for? Thereés nothing in there.’

‘ want to find out for mysdlf.’
‘You are crazy.’
‘I only want to talk to Fra Villion.’

‘He'snot inthere” Carey spoke quickly - too quickly - and seemed to redlise the error himsdlf.
Back-pedalling degper into the room, he held his hands out in front of him. *We trusted you. After you
destroyed Milrod Eleven, how could we doubt your loyalty?

Tedric saw no reason to tell Carey the truth about the destruction of that world. There was agood
chancethat he, Tedric, would not live another hour, in which case, with Fra Villion the dominant forcein
the Empire, it was best that Carey continue to believe in the fact of hisSster'sdeath. 'Y ou
mis-caculated,” hesad.

‘But why reved your hand now? Villion will smply kill you, squash you like apest.’
‘I intend to kill him firgt.

Carey laughed hollowly, but Tedric noticed that he was no longer denying that Villion lived next door.
“You can't be serious. Y ou've seen Villion. HE's more powerful than any of us canimagine. I've worked
with him for along time, Tedric. HE's much more than human.’



Tedric redised that Carey wasn't Smply trying to disiract him. The man had probably never spoken more
sncerely in hislife. “No living thing has yet been created that cannot die’

‘Villion may bethefirg’
‘I intend to find out.’

Carey cameforward. ‘1 likeyou, Tedric. | always have, ever since we were both junior cadets at the
Academy, Y ou've got brains and nerve and courage. Leave Villion alone. Go back to your room and
stay there and | promise never to say aword about thisto anyone. WWho knows? Maybe someday Villion
will go back where he came from and the Empire will belong to usagain.’

‘Belong to you, iswhat you mean.’

Carey shook his head. * Somehow being Emperor doesn't seem very important anymore. I've lost
control. He killed my father and my sster and | suppose when I've shed whatever usefulness| might still
possess helll kill me, too.’

Then you ought to hep mekill himif you redly fed that way.’

‘| wish | could. | wish therewas away. Thereisn't. Go back to your room, Tedric, and admit that Fra
Villionistoo power-ful for any mere human.’

‘I can't let him destroy Earth.’
‘Earth? Carey laughed hitterly. What do you care about Earth? It's not your home.’
Tedric looked a Carey narrowly. ‘What do you mean by that?

‘1 mean that you were born in another universe and brought here againgt your will. Y ou're a puppet, the
sameas| am - worsethan | am.’

‘Who told you that?
‘Who do you think? He jerked hishead at thewall. ‘He did. He knows everything.’

Tedric bit hislip thoughtfully, genuinely dismayed for the first time. How could Fra Villion know that
much about him? He felt despair welling up and battled againgt it. He sensed their presence, those
adversaries against whom the Scientists warred. Not Fra Villion himsdf perhaps, but just beyond him -
and very close.

Tedric pointed at thewall. ‘ Openit. | know there's a door. Were going through.’
With aheavy sigh, Carey moved to obey. ‘Don't say | didn't warn you.’

Under Tedric'swatchful eye, Carey crossed the room, placed his hand against an apparently blank spot
on thewadll, and stood back as adoor did open. Tedric couldn't help thinking of a creaky, old-fashioned
tridee melodrama. Carey had revealed a secret passage linking the two rooms. Beyond the door, it was
dark.

Tedric pointed with hisgun. ‘ Go through first.
‘Me? Carey stood rigidly. ‘ Thisisyour business, not mine.’

“Y ou can go through dead or dive. It's your choice.’



Carey il didn't move. ‘ Thenit'll haveto be dead. If FraVillion sees me with you, hewon't ask
guestions. I'd just as soon die now asthen.’

From the glint of confident amusement in Carey's eyes, it was clear that he did not expect Tedric to kill
him.

‘Il tell youwhat I'll do,” Tedric said. ‘ Asyou know, aheat-gun is not only capable of killing, it can burn.
I'm going to adjust the setting. I'll sart at the lowest, weakest level and move progressively higher. At first
itll fed likeasunburn. Then it'll get hotter. Y our skin will crisp and char. Theflesh will burn. | may not
want to kill you, Matthew, but | don't mind roasting you dive.” Reaching down with athumb, Tedric
flicked thetiny did set in the butt of the weapon. He kept the barrel aimed steadily. * Are you ready?

Carey looked impressed. ‘1 do believeyou'd do it.’

‘Want to test me?

‘Not especidly.’” He stepped towards thewall. * All right Let'sgo.’
Tedric went after him. He gestured to Y od and Ky-shan to follow.

The room on the opposite side of the secret door was pitch dark. Tedric clutched thetail of Carey's
jacket and held him fast until enough time had passed for his eyesto adjust to the dark. He could dways
see better under such conditions than anyone € se he knew. The talent might have originated in the specia
light of theworld into which he had first been born. He remembered that universe asagrey and misty
place. What he saw now was alarge empty room.

He whispered, 'Where now?

‘Through the door,” said Carey pointing at the oppositewall.

‘Will Villion be there?

‘It'spossible, but | doubt it. The next roomishers’

‘Whose?

‘Lolds. | thought you knew. She dwayswas ady one. She's hitched her fateto arising sar.’
‘How long has she been here?

‘Longer than | have’

‘Go. And not aword. | won't kill you unless| haveto, but if you crossme, | won't hesitate.’

Carey crossed the room on silent feet. He placed his pam against the wall and another door did open.
Tedric shut hiseyesto avoid being blinded by the sudden flood of bright light.

When he opened them, Carey till stood in the arch of the door. He waved an impatient hand. Tedric
went to him.

This second room was dightly larger than the first, but there was really no comparison. It might have been
the private bed-room of a princessin a palace: a huge canopied bed, ornately carved wooden dresser, a
carpet threeinchesthick.

‘FraVillion wanted to make her fed at home,” Carey said.



Tedric looked across the room to the opposite wall. * There's another room beyond?
‘Threemore, | believe’

‘Where do you usudly find Villion?

‘In the next one or the one &fter that.’

‘What's the next room?

‘His private armoury.’

‘What?

‘That'swhat | cdl it. Villion collects wegpons. He likesto practice’

‘Then you go through aone. Keep the door open. If he'sthere, talk to him. Distract him if you can.’
‘He won't be happy. He's not accustomed to having me drop in uninvited.’

‘I'm sure you can think of something to say. Now go,” Tedric waved hisgun.

Carey stepped forward. Tedric, Y od, and Ky-shan followed cautioudy. Carey pointed to the placein
the wall where the door ought to be. Tedric placed himself and Y od on one side of the opening and sent
Ky-shan over to the other. At anod from Tedric, Carey placed his pam against the wall. The door did
open. If Carey saw anything beyond, he gave no immediate in-dication. He stepped through. Tedric
tensed himsdlf to spring. If the door dammed shut, he intended to legp through.

For along moment, there was silence. Tedric cocked his earsto pick up any stray noises. All he heard
was Y od Cartwright's tense breathing at his shoulder.

Then, suddenly, from beyond the open door, avoice spoke. It was by now familiar. Fra Villion. *What
areyou doing here, Carey?

Tedric could visualise Carey's casua shrug. ‘| just wanted to discussyour little speech, Fra’
‘ And what concernisthat of yours?

‘“Well, the Earth did used to be my home.’

“Y ou want meto reconsider my strategy?

‘I think you ought to think about what you're doing.’

Carey was playing hisrole wdll - perhapstoo well Tedric had anticipated at |east one attempt at trickery,
and thefact that Carey had tried nothing disturbed him. He was tempted to peek through the open door
to confirm the existence of the scene his earstold him was being played out, but he held back. If Villion
redlly was present - and he had no legitimate reason for suspecting that he was not - it waswiser to let
Carey continueto lull him before making amove.

Villion said, 'Y ou are free to elaborate your opinions.’

Carey did s0, droning on. He talked about how easy it would be to bring the Empire to its knees by the
sample act of destroying an outlying planet. * Show them the strength we possess and they'll throw up their
hands. | know men better than you do, Villion. After dl, I'm one of them mysdlf.’



‘We have destroyed a planet, Milrod Eleven, and there has been no surrender.’

‘That's because nobody knows how it happened. Once they've seen the Iron Sphere, they'll redise the
hope essness of further resstance”’

Tedric sensed that it wastime to act. Moving cautioudly, he stepped into the door space, heatgun
levelled. He could see Carey clearly in the middle of the room. He was standing, talk-ing, waving his
arms excitedly. But where was Fra Villion? Tedric could hear hisvoice plainly, but its direction was
dif-ficult to gauge. He had to lean into the room in order to see every corner. He did so, but Villion was
not present. Carey was aone in the chamber.

A trick, after dl. Well, Tedric couldn't say he was surprised. He was about to step back behind the
cover of thewal when Villion interrupted Carey in mid-sentence. * Ah, Tedric,” said hisvoice. ‘| seeyou
there. Won't you comein and join us?

Tedric took astep forward. Behind him, Y od and Ky-shan remained concealed in the darkened room.

He could see why Carey had cdlled this place an armoury. There were guns, swords, knives, spears,
shields, and clubs stacked everywhere. Many of the weapons were totally un-familiar to him. Under
other conditions, it might have been interesting to examine them.

“You can seeme, FraVillion, but I'm afraid | can't seeyou.’

Carey waslooking at Tedric with a helpless expression on hisface, but Tedric didn't believe his
innocence for amoment. 'He tricked me,” Carey mouthed, but Tedric didn't believe that, either. Carey
was sufficiently clever to wish to remain in good graceswith everyone. After dl, it was aways
conceivable that Tedric might yet emerge from this confrontation with not only hislife but avictory.

‘I must gpologise’ said Villion'sdisembodied voice. ‘ I'm afraid my shyness sometimes leads me to seem
impolite’

Suddenly, without warning, Villion was there in the room. Lola Dass sood beside him. She smiled a
Tedric and her pale eyes seemed to gppraise him with more than alittle interest. Tedric began to
understand why Milton Dass had been driven mad by her loss.

‘That'squiteatrick, FraVillion, hesaid. *Can al Biomen manageit?

Villion showed no surprise a Tedric's knowledge of hisidentity. ‘It requires only adegree of menta
discipline. My bride, asyou can see, has aready been an apt pupil.’

“Your bride? said Tedric. ‘| thought Lady Lolaaready had one husband.” As he spoke, he made sure
his glance met Carey's eyes. He wanted to warn him to say nothing of the presence of Ky-shan and Y od.
He hefted the heatgun in his hand. FraVil-lion clearly did not fear the weapon, but Carey just might.

‘If you refer to Milton Dass, I'm sorry to report that he has | eft us!’
“You'vekilled him? Tedric fdt amoment's sorrow. He would missthe poor, sad, brilliant little man.

‘I would never kill onewho has asssted me so nobly. Milton not only provided me with awonderful
wespon, he also gave me awonderful woman. But what of you, Tedric? To what do | owe the pleasure
of thisvigt?

Carey dtarted to answer for him, but Tedric slenced him with aflick of the wrist. There were severd
ways he could handle this now. It was necessary to extemporise. His eyestook in the entirety of the



room. He noticed the piles of various wegpons available. *1've come to challenge you to adue to the
death, FraVillion.’

Only LolaDass showed any red surprise. Carey grinned from ear-to-ear, asif afavourite pupil had just
proved his mettle, while Villion's expression, as ways, was impossible to decipher. ‘ But why, Tedric?
Havel failed to please you?

‘That isn't the question. Y ou are ablack knight, a vemplar, agreat warrior. | merely wish to seefor
mysdf if you're as good as you're supposed to be” He was counting on Fra Vil-lion'svanity to givehim a
chance. Cardesdy, helet the heatgun dip from his grasp and clatter to the floor. ‘Y ou can select the
wegpons of your choice.’

FraVillion appeared to consider Tedric's offer. Carey's tense expression showed the strain of the
moment. At that Villion laughed. ‘ Then whipswordsit will be” he said.

‘And | want thered you, no image. | want someone | can kill.’

“What you see before you now isrea enough. Mentd pro-jection isadifficult, exhaugting art. It's handy
only for distant communication.’

There was a strangled cry from behind. Tedric turned intimeto see Y od Cartwright burst into the room.
He held his heatgun high - too high, Tedric thought, for an accurate shot. Ky-shan lumbered after him,
but it wastoo late to halt Y od's frantic charge.

Tedric saw Y od's finger tighten upon the heatgun'strigger, but never finished the gesture. All a once, he
froze as he was. He stood like a statue, one leg raised in the air, Ky-shan, il in dogged pursuit, froze
likewise

‘What have you doneto them? Tedric asked Villion.

‘ Ancther trick of mine. Nothing permanently harmful. When werefinished, I'll freethem again.” He
crossed theroom in aswirl of black silk and picked two objects off the floor. Both resembled silver
sword hilts but without the usud blade. Villion tossed oneto Tedric. ‘ Press the button in the side. The

whip will appear.’

Tedric found the button referred to and pressed down with his thumb. The wegpon seemed to quiver in
his hand, and something shot out of one end. It was a blade as thin as piano wire. Tedric shook hiswrist.
The blade whipped through the air with ashrill whistling noise. Asit moved, the blade was ablur of
mation.

‘The traditiona hand weapon of the vemplars,” said Villion. ‘ Not the most effective but surely the most
difficult to master. A thrust isimpossibleto parry. To succeed in combat, one must learn to move with the
grace of abdlerina’

Tedric waved thewhipsword. *Will it kill?

‘A sngle dash of thewhip blade will sever an arm or leg. Decapitation isthe traditiona ending for aduel
among vemplars.’

‘Then welll use the same rules. How about teleportation? Isthat alowed?

‘Under sophisticated circumstances, yes. Considering your handicap, | will voluntarily forgo such
Mmanoeuvres.’



‘Do you redly think thisisfair? Theweagpon istotaly un-familiar tome’
‘Y ou issued the original chalenge. Besides, | doubt that Lord Tedricisunfamiliar with any wegpon.’

Tedric smiled narrowly, but in truth his familiarity with the whipsword was very dight. If hewas going to
die, how-ever, he preferred to go with aweapon clutched in his hand, even this one. He glanced around
the room, noting the presence of possible obstructions. Ky-shan and Y od stood mute and frozen. Carey
had shifted his position to a safe corner. Lola Dass stood wide-eyed, asif transfixed by the spectacle
about to unfold. She wet her lipswith thetip of her tongue and glanced nervoudy at Tedric.

‘Then let us proceed.” Villion pushed the button on the side of the handle, and the whip-blade appeared.
Heturned hiswrigt delicately to the right and lft, testing the fed of the blade, dicing neat chunks out of
thearr. Finaly satisfied, he lowered hisarm rigidly and let the sword blade rest against thefloor. He
murmured a phrase in alanguage that seemed related to Galactic. The Bioman tongue, Tedric guessed.
FraVillion was quoting an invocation.

As Tedric dropped to a crouch so aseries of strange syllables popped into his head and he found himself
uttering them aoud.

Another invocation? he wondered. But from where? And to what? To those distant gods he had | eft
behind in theworld of his birth? Perhaps, he decided.

‘Attack,” sad Villion softly. And, without further warning, he lunged forward.

Tedric had to spring back at once as Villion raised his hand in an upward sweep. The blade whistled past
thetip of Tedric's nose. He raised his hand to swing in reply, but Villion had. dready darted out of range.
In spite of hissize, Villion moved without effort. He was more like a dancer than a swordsman.

Again, Villion lunged forward, both feet briefly leaving the floor in apoised legp. Automaticdly, Tedric
raised hisweapon to ward off the blow, then remembered what Villion had cautioned him againgt. To
parry would not only be usdless, it might well be dangerous. His own blade could only deflect the thrust
of Villion's blow, sending the blade whipping out of con-trol. He dropped his hand and ducked his head.
The whip-blade passed directly above. Tedric fet the hairs on his skull standing on end.

Lola Dass stood with her fingers on her cheeks. Her face was amask of excitement; every time ablade
passed closeto itsvictim, she screamed. Does she care who wins? Tedric won-dered. Or isit only the
thrill of the battle that matters?

Villion had stepped out of range again. Tedric thought Vil-lion might well havekilled him then, ashe
stood with his head bowed, but Villion had chosen to withdraw without striking a second blow. He was
deliberately extending the length of the match for his own enjoyment. That was an indication of
con-fidence - too much so, Tedric hoped. If he could only take advantage of it. But how?

Tedric moved clumdly to theright, raisng hissword. As he did, Villion went with him. Suddenly, Tedric
shifted hisweight to the other foot. He legpt into the air and swung at the sametime. I've got him! he
thought triumphantly. He waswrong. Villion tumbled backward. The whip-blade swept past impotently.
Villion turned a somersault and landed on hisfeet. Tedric could only gape. That was an acrobetic
manoeuvre he could never hope to duplicate. Then he saw something that made him smile. In the centre
of Villion'schest, ared stain showed. Thetip of the blade had cut him, after all.

And aman who bled could bekilled.

“You are as clever asyou are strong, Tedric,” said Villion. 'I have been cut fewer than adozen timesin



my service. Y ou havejoined someillustrious company.’
‘A single cut does not decide abattle, Fra Villion,” Tedric said modestly.

Y ou are an honest man, too.” Villion lumbered forward. For amoment, the sheer awkwardness of his
advance caught Tedric by surprise. He expected some sort of feint, atactic designed to catch him
off-guard, but Villion kept coming. Tedric stepped back to avoid the rush and his spine struck hard
againg thewall. In the excitement of the previous exchange, he had for-gotten his pogtion. Villion
stopped and swung hisarm. Tedric ducked his head, but he knew there was no escape.

Thistime, FraVillion moved without mercy. Tedric fdt the bite of the whipsword deep in hisright
shoulder. He chewed hislip to keep from crying out and nearly dropped his own wegpon. Hiswhole arm
was numb, and he could fed the blood soaking historn shirt. Quickly, he switched the whipsword to his
left hand. He didn't look &t the wound.

| give you the option of surrender,” said Villion, stepping back.

Tedric fought to keep the agony from showing in hisvoice. 'Isthat permitted?
‘For one as courageous as you, yes.’

‘And then what. Then will you kill me another way?

‘Not if you agreeto serve me’’

‘| did that once.’

‘But thistime there are no secrets between us.’

Tedricraised hisleft arm limply. ‘1 Sill havethis|eft’

Villion nodded hishead. * Then it will be your privilegeto die’

Tedric moved away from the wal before Villion had a chance to advance again. He headed for the
middle of the room, covering hisline of retreat with severad dow, sweeping blows. Villion avoided them
eadly, beginning to stalk. Tedric knew he was doomed. He waslosing blood - he could dready seea
red trail on the floor - and would not be able to stand much longer.

Hishead was dizzy. Hisvison swam. Villion had been patient with him thus far, but so closeto theend
he would not hesitate long before striking afina blow.

Tedric had crossed the centre of the room and was heading for the oppositewall. He started to dter his
course, then made himself stop. He moved directly backward. The wall was get-ting close, very close.
Hewasfaling into the same trgp that had nearly cost him hislife ashort time before. But thistime he
knew what he was doing. He kept hisface blank as Fra Villion continued to stalk him. He flicked his
wrigt, making afeint. Thewall couldn't be more than a metre away. Tedric took a short step back, then
another one.

Now. Hethrew himsdf back and at the sametime lifted hisleg. Striking thewall squarely with theflat
surface of hisfoot, he used thewall asa propulsion vehicle. Lowering his head, kicking off, helunged
forward and struck Fra Villion squardly in the chest. Caught totaly by surprise, Villion had no chanceto
raise hiswhipsword. The force of impact sent both of them sprawling. Villion hit the floor on his back,
and the whipsword went shooting out of hishand. Tedric clutched hiswegpon tightly. Herolled to his
knees and he kndlt above his enemy.



Among the shifting rainbow stresks of Villion'sface, Tedric saw an emotion he had never guessed might
resde within the Black Knight.

FraVillion wasafrad for hislife.
Tedric raised hiswhipsword to strike afinal fatal blow.
CHAPTER 13

Index - Prev / Next

The Revenge of Dass

Tedric waded through the steaming swamp, thick muddy water swirling around hiswaist. The upper part
of hisbody, totally naked, was covered with smal 0ozing wounds, cut by the sting-ing bites of the
swarming insects which inhabited this desolate hell. By now, after hours of agonising progress, his nerves
numbed by heat and fatigue, he barely noticed their continued presence. Hisblond hair lay caked closeto
his scalp. Sweat dripped into his eyes. Heraised hisleft hand frequently to clear hisvison, whilein his
right hand he gripped tightly the jew-dled hilt of hislongsword. The weight of that weapon, held out of
the water, caused the muscles of his upper arm to ache with an extraagony.

Tedric had cometo this swamp in search of a certain woman. She was the daughter of aprince and he
loved her dearly.

Suddenly, he stopped. Blinking, he strained to peer through the thick mist ahead. He had seen something
up there - afleet-ing glimpse of ivory and ebony. It was awoman, he was sure of that:

The heavy, orange sun beat down furioudly, streaking the grey mistswith swirls of red, yelow, blue, and
violet.

At last he saw her again. She was standing upon an idet, watching him, her legs gpart, arms crossed upon
bare, pale breasts.

Thiswas not the woman he sought That one was raven-haired and delicate. Thiswoman wastall and
strong-looking, with rich black hair and ghostly white skin.

‘Hold!" hecalled. ‘Itisl, Lord Tedric of the Marshes. | must spesk with you.’
A smiletouched the woman'sfull red lips. She gestured at him. * Cometo me, Tedric.’

Then he knew her. Thiswas the Sorceress Giana, renowned for her evil. Tedric willed hislegsto cease
moving as, a the sametime, they plunged forward. There was no stopping his body.

The voice of Gianabeat at him, arhythmic pounding. ‘ Cometo me,’ she murmured, Tedric, Lord
Tedric.

Hefdt asif hewerein adream.
‘Tedric, Tedric, Tedric,” Over and over again. ‘ Tedric, wake up,’

He opened hiseyes.
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Theflat expressonlessface of aWykzl gazed down at him..
‘Ky-shan,” he said,
‘Tedric, you are dl right?

‘I -1 don't know.” He waslying on his back. With the aid of Ky-shan, he managed to reach agtting
position. There were two other men standing nearby. One looked concerned while the other seemed
obliviousto al outsde stimuli. Y od Cartwright and Milton Dass. He recognised them, but for thetime
being, the names were no more than that.

‘Wewere afraid you'd never wake up again,” said Y od Cartwright.
Tedric gripped hishead. ‘1 think | must have been dreaming. Where - whereisthis?
‘The Prison,” said Yod, 'We are Fra Villion's prisoners aboard the Iron Sphere.’

FraVillion, Thelron Sphere. The names meant something to Tedric, started him thinking. He could
remember agreat deal more now. ‘How long have we been here?

‘Days,’ said Yod flatly. *Villion took our timepieces but | guess we've been here four days | don't know
what he intendsto do with us’

For thefirst time, Tedric noticed the dull painin hisright shoulder. He turned his head and saw the
bandage there. The white cloth was stained red.

‘Y od loaned me hisshirt, Ky-shan explained. ‘I did the best | could. Weimplored Villionto send a
doctor, but he said that a true warrior must learn to endure his own wounds.’

‘The code of the vemplar,” Tedric sad bitterly.
‘But you beat him,” said Y od. *Y ou had him down.’

Tedric shook hishead. He could remember this creature Vil-lion, remember the fight, but the details of
the duel escaped him.

“You could havekilled him if Lola-" Y od stopped short, glanced at the till sillent Dass. ‘ The woman
came up from be-hind and struck you on the head with aclub.’

Tedric now noticed that his head hurt, too. He looked at the place he inhabited. It was alow-cellinged
room, with white walls, a smooth floor, and no visible doors or windows. A prison, obvioudy. Overheed,
asingle, harsh light-bulb burned. 'l shouldn't havelost,” he said.

‘It was hardly your fault,” Yod said.

But Tedric knew better. He was angry at himself. He should have kept amore watchful eye and not
alowed Lola Dassto work her treachery. But it was too late to worry about the past. ‘ If we've been
here aslong as you think, then the Sphere must aready be onitsway to Earth.’

“We entered N-space sometime ago,” Ky-shan said.
‘Areyou sure? Thereés nothing to...”

‘| can senseit. With these” He rubbed thetips of the tendrilsthat sprouted from hisforehead. ‘Itisan
odd sensation, adif-ferent tone’



“Then we may reach the Solar System at any moment.’

‘ would estimate a haf-dozen of your Earth days.’

‘Isthat another guess? asked Y od with agrin.

‘Even | require atimepiece to be absolutely certain.’ replied Ky-shan.

Tedric contemplated the nearest wall. It was no different in appearance from the other three. * Don't they
feed us? he asked.

‘Therésanarrow dot,” said Y od, 'and someone pushes four trays of food through every oncein awhile.
I'm afraid welve split your share, o far. The edible portions are heavily out-numbered.’

The plagtic trays were piled in acorner. Thetaint of rotting food reached his nogtrils. Tedric counted:
there were nearly thirty traysin the stack, but that meant nothing. They might be fed once, or twice or
three times a day, There was no reason to expect the mealsto arrive at regular intervals. 'What about the
dot? Whereisit?

Y od pointed to the nearest wall. * Somewhere in the middle of that. As soon asthe trays are taken, it
closesagan.

‘ And there's no mark in thewal?
‘Noneat dl’

Suddenly, Dass was screaming. It was the first sound he had made since Tedric had avakened. He
stood on hisspindly legs, waving both fists furioudy in the air, hisface flushed red with emation. “I'll get
him!” hecried. ‘I'll fix him! Trick me, will he? Play mefor afool. Hell die! All of themwill die!” He spun,
pointing afinger at each of theminturn. “Youwill die, too.’

Tedric glanced questioningly at Y od, who merely shook his head. Dasss eyeswere aswild as hiswords.
‘He's been screaming for days,” Y od said softly, as Dass con-tinued to rave.

‘Hewaslike thiswhen you came?

‘“Worse. To beginwith he hardly shut up at dl. It'sall aout Villion. He says hesgoing to kill him.’

‘Does he have away?

Y od shrugged. ‘| guessyou'd haveto ask him that.’

Time passed. Tedric quickly cameto envy his previous un-conscious state. He guessed that this cell must
be located some-where in the central core of the Sphere. It was extremely hot much of thetime, and he
sometimes thought he could hear the distant hum of churning machinery. He studied every nook and
corner of the room. Helay on hisback and peered at the ceiling, crawled on his knees and examined the
floor. He watched the food when it arrived and tried to discover the location of the narrow entry dot.

But it was hopeless. He found nothing. Every passing minute drove the Iron Sphere closer to Earth, and
he was trapped here. Ky-shan lapsed into silent meditation. Y od contented himsaf with a stream of
congtant chatter. Milton Dass raved and ranted. * He stole my wife. Fra Villion, he cals himself. Wdll, I'll
kill him. I'vefound away and now he's going to pay.’

‘How? Tedric asked, more than once.



Dass stared at him blankly. Salivadripped down hischin. 123
‘He'sasgood asdead.” he inssted, with the unshakable logic of amad man.

The number of trays stacked in the corner reached one hun-dred and twenty. Some hourslater the dot
opened, and there were one hundred and twenty-four. Tedric reached for the food and ashe did so
there was the sound of an explosion.

Thewall fel out.

A woman stood in the opening, with adead man lying at her feet. She gripped aheatgun in each of her
hands. She was grin-ning from ear-to-ear.

“You guysal right? sheasked pleasantly.

‘Juvi,” shouted Y od, and rushed forward to greet her. They hugged and kissed. Y od made happy noises
in the back of histhroat.

The scene, complete with the charred corpse at their feet, was bizarre to say the least.

Juvi pushed Y od away and stepped into the cell. She stopped in front of Tedric, came sharply to
attention, and saluted crisply.

Thoroughly confused, Tedric returned the salute.

‘Allow meto introduce mysdlf, Juvi said. ‘ Lieutenant Juvi Jerome of the Imperia Corps of the One
Hundred, | am here to recelve your orders, Sir.’

Tedric didn't know whether to be angry or amused. He com-promised by grinning likeanidiot. *You
could have fooled me.’

‘| was supposed to, sir. Persona orders of Commander Nolan. He directed me to insinuate myself into
your company and to remain anonymous for aslong as possible.’

“You did afinejob of that, Juvi.’
‘Thank you, sir. And now |'ve come to save you.’

Y od was standing off to one side, hisface amix of emotions. *'Y ou mean you're not who you said you
were?

‘My namésthe same.’
‘But you're not aprogtitute? Y ou're not acrimind?
‘I'm acorpsman. Or corpswoman. Take your pick.’

Tedric decided to intervene. * Maybe we ought to take time to straighten this out later. Lieutenant Jerome,
maybe you'd better fill mein on our present status. Y ou can start by telling me how you managed to find
us here. And who -’ he pointed to the corpse on thefloor * - isthis?

“Y our warden, Sr - the man's who's been feeding you. | knew he had to exist unless you were dead or
they were starving you. It took me daysto find him. When | did, | just got to know him alittle better -’

Y od started to interrupt, but Tedric waved him silent.



‘ - and he finally brought me down here. | convinced him | was curious. | said I'd never seen aWykz
before. Anyway, once I'd cgjoled him into explaining how to open the cdll, it was a simple matter to kill
him and st you free’

‘ And where's the present location of the Sphere?

‘That'sthe scary part, Sir. I'm afraid we're about to enter the Solar System at any moment, if we haventt
aready. That's the only reason | was able to get down here. My friend - my former friend - thought he
could get away with bringing me aong since nearly everybody €l se was standing battle duty. | convinced
him, evenif hedid get caught, | could make it worth hiswhile’

Y od was about to make another interruption, but asingle fierce glare from Tedric was enough to quiet
him thistime. “We should try to dert the imperid fleet, Tedric said. ‘ Maybe we can sorm the
communications area and get a message through. | don't think anyone can stand against the Iron Sphere,
but Earth should at least have achanceto fight.’

‘Oh, I've dready taken care of that, gir,” Juvi said. ‘ The im-perid fleet ought to be ready to attack as
soon as the Sphere appears.’

‘But how - ?

She grinned, asif embarrassed by her own success. *While | was waiting to find someone who knew
where you were, | made friends with aradio operator. | helped him on a couple shifts and once or twice
he had to leave theroom.’

Tedric shook his head, unwilling to concedl hisadmiration for Lieutenant Jerome's work. He was about
to compliment her aloud when the floor suddenly shook.

‘That must be the fleet now,” Juvi said.

Ky-shan nodded. ‘| felt it amoment ago, Tedric. We are in normal space now.’
‘Then wed better hurry,” said Tedric.

‘Hurry where? asked Y od.

‘Up above. There must be something we can do from theinsdeto help thefleet.’

‘ And what about him? 'Y od pointed to the forlorn figure of Milton Dass. He had fdlen into total silence
sncethearriva of Juvi, asif therapid pace of events wastoo furiousfor him to comprehend. His eyes
blinked and his mouth twitched.

‘WEell bring him dong. He can't very well stay down here’

‘May | offer asuggestion, Sr? said Juvi.

‘Of course’

‘I think your first ideawas the best one. The only way to destroy the Sphereisto destroy Fra Villion.’
‘Hewill die!” Dass suddenly shouted. ‘It is predestined!’

Juvi frowned. ‘What's he talking about?

‘He'scompletely crazy,’ said Y od.



‘l wonder.” she said, gazing at Dass, who was silent once more.
Tedric returned the conversation to its origina direction. 'Do you know where Villion is?

‘Not for certain, no, but if | had to make aguess, 1'd look for him on thetop level in the docking area.
When thefleet attacks, Villion isgoing to have to send his ships againgt them. That'swhere | think hell
be’

Her logic made sense. “ Al right, welll head that way.’
She saluted crisply. ‘Aye, aye, Sir.’

They started off, Juvi leading the way. Tedric glanced back only once, to confirm that Dass was coming,
too. Theinventor of the matter-scrambler trailed the pack, his eyes darting con-stantly asif in search of
unseen pursuit.

Oncethey had left the twisting corridors of theinner core, progresswas relatively rapid. As Juvi had
predicted, there were few people about. Most could dready be found in the upper levels, handling
various battle duties. Fortunately, there were afew stragglers. From them, Tedric managed to obtain
three additional heatguns. He gave one to Ky-shan, oneto Y od, and kept the third for himsdlf.

The Sphere continued to tremble occasiondly, shaken by the impact of imperid barrages. Tedric
doubted that much damage could result. The Sphere was undoubtedly well shielded. Asthey climbed
higher, riding eevators and hauling themselves up meta-runged ladders, the shock waves abruptly
ceased. After aninitial surprise attack, the fleet had obvioudy with-drawn. Tedric knew that tacticaly
such amanoeuvre was wise, but he still regretted the absence of the reassuring reverberartions of the
deck at hisfeet. Villion would be launching his own counter-attack now, and even if thet failed, the
matter-scrambler till lay readily available. Tedric felt amoment's panic, amoment'sdespair. If Villion
hadn't used the weapon so far, it was only because hewas saving it to hurl at Earth itself.

Asthe number of crew members around them increased, Tedric took over thelead from Juvi. He walked
with brisk con-fidence, like aman certain of his destination. He was banking on the fact that Villion
would have seen no reason to inform the majority of hisforces of Tedric's attempt at nation. They
passed through a couple places plainly set up to serve as checkpoints, but none of the guards stationed at
these locations did more than cursorily check their identification and wave them on. Even Dass remained
cool and silent. Only the wild-ness of his expression reveded the true Sate of hismind.

The main platform in the docking areawas anoisy hubbub of activity Shipswere being raised from the
storage hangars below for immediate transfer into open space. Tedric redlised how easy it would beto
board one of the ships now - the assigned crews were standing nearby, and he watched as one after
another boarded the vessels that stood poised at the mouths of the dispatch tubes. But persona surviva
was un-important now, for him, for al of them. Only one thing mat-tered - destroying Fra Villion!

Tedric spotted Bik, the watch officer he had once questioned about Fra Villion's arrival and went over to
him. Tedric walked quickly, hoping to look like a man with an important message. ‘Fra Villion,” he said.
‘I must speak to him at once.’

Bik turned and recognised Tedric at once. He saluted. He showed no hint of surprise or suspicion, and
Tedric realised he had guessed correctly about Villion's probable reticence. It made sense: no one liked
to publicise the details of hisown near murder, 'Villion? said Bik, He seemed puzzled that

Tedric had even asked the question. *Why, he'sin the command centre, of course. As amatter of fact, |
left hisside only mo-mentsago.” Bik's chest swelled with pride. * He wanted my advice on the number of



shipsto be sent into battle at thistime.’

‘And I'm sure your advice was extremey helpful to FraVillion,” Tedric said, glancing down to the
access-door to the command centre.

Bik looked pleased. ‘ An officer of the watch should be aware of such things.’

‘Of course.” Tedric moved quickly off. He waved &t the othersto follow. Dass was muttering softly now,
but Tedric felt that any attempt to get rid of him might cause more prob-lemsthan it solved. Heled the
way through the door. Beyond lay anarrow corridor, where a series of circular windows looked out
directly on space. Tedric paused long enough to peer through one of them. That big bright yellow star
there - it had to be Sol, Earth's sun. Some of the planets were un-doubtedly visible, too, but he didn't
have time to pick them out. Earth was till too far away. He saw arapid-fire sequence of bright blue
lights. Tractor beams, he knew, a certain sign of open space combat. Somewhere out there among the
gars, a battle was raging; men were dying. He wished he could be there to take part.

The corridor turned once, then again. It widened and grew higher. There was adoor ahead, with an
armed man standing on each side, and Tedric recognised the entrance to the com-mand post. He looked
back and noted with satisfaction that Juvi had her hands resting lightly on her heatguns. V oices came
through the door and Tedric realised that the loudest voice was that of Matthew Carey.

Stunning the guards Tedric threw open the door and stepped inside. The rhythmic hum of acomputer
nearly drowned out histhoughts. It was as big a machine as any he had seen outside the core of the
Sphere and occupied one entire wall. There were five screens showing various views of space, aradio
and speaker system, and radar equi pment. There were nine figuresin the room, three of whom were
standing. He recognised all of them: Matthew Carey, LolaDass, FraVillion. Carey was the nearest to
him, Villion thefarthet.

None of them, as yet, were aware of his presence.

Tedric reached for his gun. It was cold-blooded, but he knew he might never get another chance. He
drew the heat-gun, raised it, aimed, squeezed -

With ahowl, Milton Dass dammed into his shoulder and sent the gun flying across the room.
‘Nol’ cried Dass. ‘Not now. Don't you see. HE's going to die. He's doomed to die -’

The heatgun in Matthew Carey's hand erupted. The bolt caught Milton Dass squarely in the chest
knocking him flat againgt thewall. Tedric could smell burning flesh.

Incredibly, Dass staggered forward, licking hislips, trying to spesk.

Another heatgun bolt erupted from behind Tedric. It was Juvi. He saw Carey duck for cover. FraVillion
and Lola Dass were nowhere to be seen. He had failed to get off a shot, and now they had fled.

Tedric grabbed Milton Dassin hisarms and drew him down to the relative safety of the floor. Dass had
saved Villion'slife, but for some reason Tedric was not angry. The madness had |eft Dasss eyes. He
seemed quite sane, quite cam.

‘Tel me;’ said Tedric. ‘ Tell mewhat you did.’

Heatgun bolts crackled back and forth overhead, but Dass appeared not to notice. He was smiling
amogt beautifully. For thefirgt timein hislife - with desth drawing near - the man appeared genuindy at
peace. ‘| fixedit, hesaid, bringing hislips closeto Tedric's ear so that only he could hear thewords. *As



soon as | found out what they'd doneto me, | took it and | fixed it. She never loved me. She went with
him willingly. They made me blow up aplangt, kill innocent people, and for no good reason at al.’

‘No onedied on Milrod Eleven,” Tedric said. ‘ They were al saved. | wish | could have told you before,
but it wasim-possible’

‘Saved? By whom?

‘The Scientists”

“Youwouldn't lieto me, Tedric?
‘Not about that.’

Dass closed hiseyes. * Thank God for that.” Tedric wished he could let him die in peace, but there was
one more thing he had to know.

“You said you fixed it. What wasit you fixed, Milton? How isit going to happen?

His eyesfluttered open. Y ou mean you haven't guessed? The matter-scrambler, of course. When Fra
Villion turnsit on, when he'sready to blow up Earth and kill billions, blooey, it'sgoing to backfireright in
hisface. | reversed certain con-trols. It'll destroy the Iron Sphere, and itself aswell.’

‘And FraVillion’

Dasstried to smile, but hisface twisted with pain. 'Especi-ally FraVillion,” he managed to gasp.
‘Then why didn't you let mekill him before? When | had the chance?

‘Because | wanted to do it, not you. | was the one who hated him.’

Tedric fdt atugging a hisdeeve. He glanced up and saw Ky-shan crouching beside him. ‘We haveto
hurry, Tedric. We have to escape.’

Tedric nodded and |ooked back at Dass. His eyes were shut now, and his chest was motionless,
'Ky-shan, give me your heatgun,” Tedric said.

The Wykzl complied unhestantly.

Tedric roseto hisfeet and, ignoring the scattering of fire around him, turned the heatgun on the radio
console. Hefired severa boltsinto the rig, then turned and darted towards the door. Y od and Juvi were
waiting for himthere.

‘Wemissed Villion,” shesad hitterly.

‘Maybe,’ said Tedric. ‘Isthe corridor clear?If it is, | want you two and Ky-shan to make a break while
| cover you. Head for the docking area. It's our only chance.’

‘But Villion-" Y od began.
‘But nothing,” said Tedric. He gave the youngster a shove. 'The three of you get out of here’

Carey and the others continued to fire randomly, their aim poor, as the mass of equipment in the room
prevented them from sighting in on their intended targets. Tedric hurled hisfire more sirategicaly. He
aimed a bolt at the computer console, then fired ablast at the radar screen. He placed two over the top



of Carey's head, then finished off the radio; firing afina burst in Carey's direction, he then sprang for the
door. Juvi, fortunately, had lft it open and he did through the gap on hisbdlly and rolled to hisfeet in the
corridor.

Thethree of them werewaiting for him. * Get out of herel” heydled impatiently. ‘I'll catch up with you.
Head for the docks.’

Stepping forward, he did the door shut. Then, standing poised, he let his heatgun wash across the face of
the door, melting the hard plastic surface and sealing it closed. Carey would be able to burn himsdlf free
intime, but he could not be sure that Tedric wasn't waiting in the corridor for him to emerge. With the
radio console out of commission, an darm could not be raised. All Tedric wanted was time to reach the
docks, grab one of the waiting ships, and soar to freedom. Of course, therewas Fra Villion. He had fled,
but to where? It waslikely that Villion had aerted his men to the danger of internal sabotage.

With the door safely sealed, Tedric turned and raced down the corridor. It remained deserted. At one
point, he passed a man heading in the opposite direction, but received hardly a questioning glance. That
was one good thing about combat conditions. A man in ahurry aroused no especid interest.

Tedric caught up with Ky-shan and the others at the door that led into the docks. The four of them
paused there, gather-ing up their collective energy.

‘“What now, Sir? Juvi asked.

‘Only one thing we can do,” Tedric said. ‘Wait until aship has been raised to the tubes, then hop aboard.
It'sacomputer process to launch one and | doubt they'll have timeto stop us!’

‘“Won't they be expecting us?

‘I burned out theradio.’

‘Will Villion be there?

‘1 have no way of knowing.’

‘I'd like to get another shot at him - without Dass!’

Tedric shook hishead. ‘ Don't bother. The main thing now isfor usto get out of here’
‘Why?

‘Something Dasstold me. I'll explain later. Let'sgo.’

They went through the door and hurried down the platform. Tedric motioned them over to the place
where the various crews were waiting to board. He glanced across the platform, spotting Bik, who was
staring back at him curioudly. Tedric smiled and stuck athumb up. Bik waved back and looked away,
satisfied for the moment. Tedric thought that amoment would be quite long enough.

A shipwasrising dready. In another minute it would be poised at the mouth of the tube, ready to receive
its crew. Tedric edged forward and let his hand drop to hiswai<t.

Y od tugged hisdeeve. ‘Look there hesaid. ‘It'shim.
Tedric turned his head. Fra Villion stood on the platform in plain view. He was looking right at Tedric.

‘| could try to get off ashot,” Juvi said tentatively.



‘No,’ said Tedric,

‘But we can't just let him escape,” Y od cried angrily.

‘Do as| say, Tedric snapped. Helaid ahand on Y od's shoulder. ‘ It's taken care of - | promise you.’
‘Villion would never expose himself like that unless he knew he could get away,” Juvi said bitterly.
‘But why ishejust standing there? said Y od. ‘He can see us. Why doesn't he do something?

Tedric wasn't prepared to answer that. Villion's gaze never wavered for an instant, but around him, work
continued as before.

Tedric turned his head back. The ship had arrived. Three men broke away from the waiting group and
headed for the open lock. Tedric stepped in front of them and levelled his heatgun.

‘Stay whereyou are. I'm taking this ship. The next one will beyours.’

The men swivelled their heads, wide-eyed, but when they saw Fra Villion watching them in apparent
contentment, they relaxed.

‘Back off,’” said Tedric. He motioned Y od, Juvi, and Ky-shan past him towards the ship. He was
watching FraVillion, too. Suddenly Villion raised one big hairy hand and placed it across his forehead.
Asimpossible asit seemed, Tedric could svear he was smiling.

And he's saluting me, he thought. He's telling me good-byes He redlly doesn't know!

Only Y od hesitated at the lock, and then he, too, disap-peared insde. Tedric waited another moment
torn by in-decision; it would have been so easy to shoot Fra Villion, to make absolutely sure... A figure
materiaised beside the Bioman. It was LolaDass. Villion took her bare arm in one hand and stroked it
tenderly.

Abruptly, Tedric turned and headed for the ship. He jumped through the open lock and told Juvi to sed
the gap. Y od Cartwright was watching himin total bewilderment, and with not alittle anger; he till failed
to understand what was happening.

The ship was dready gliding down the smooth plagtic in-terior of the tube on its way to the open gate that
led to outer space.

‘Takethe back controls,” hetold Ky-shan. ‘I'll fly her. Juvi, can you work the radio?
‘| cantry.’

‘Once we're in space, contact the fleet. Try the regular frequencies and hope they're using one of them.
Ask for Phillip Nolan. Tell them you're caling for Tedric and that it's urgent. When you get him, let me
know.’

‘Aye, aye, Sr.

Tedric adjusted the ship's viewscreens. Ahead, he could see the growing circle of darkness that
represented the free-dom of space. Suddenly, it was dl round them. ‘Were out,” he said softly.

‘And he never tried to stop us.” Y od stood at Tedric's shoulder. ‘Why did he do that? He could have
hed uskilled at any moment.’



Tedric set the forward viewscreen to show the area ahead where the flashes of blue light indicated the
battle was raging. He turned the rear screen to reflect the dwindling bulk of the Iron Sphere. ‘ There was
no way he could have killed me;’ he said irritably. ‘ Are you so stupid you can't seethat?

‘| don't understand -’

‘FraVillionisavemplar, aknight. They possessarigid code of behaviour. | defeated him in an honest
dud. He should have died. After that, there was no way he could kill me.” Tedric glanced coldly at the
boy. ‘ Asfor you, you're just damned lucky.’

‘But hewas holding us prisoner.’

‘Until after the battle, yes. If he had succeeded, he would have let us go then. Fortunately, Juvi prevented
usfrom having to wait for that.’

‘But he's dill going to win. There's nothing that can sop him.’

‘Well have to see about that,” Tedric said. He stared down at the screen, watching the Iron Sphere asit
floated in the void; and as he watched so the outline of a ship appeared dimly, soaring past the Spher€'s
edge. Tedric fet hismouth go dry.

‘I'vegot him, sir,” Juvi caled from the back of the cockpit. ‘ It's Commander Nolan.’

‘Keep your eyes on the screens and tell meif therésany maor change,” Tedric told Yod. Then he
hurried back to the radio console. The familiar fegtures of hisold friend Phillip Nolan showed on thetiny
screen.

‘Weve got them on therun,” Nolan's dightly distorted voice said from the radio receiver. ‘Weve got one
ship to their ten. Hurry up and get here, Tedric, and join the fun.’

‘I'm coming, but there's something you haveto do first. Withdraw the fleet. Get al your ships back to
Earth as quickly asyou can.’

lBth_i

Tedric hated to waste time explaining. Every second that passed meant the possibility of unnecessary
daughter. Villion was besten, and there was no reason to fight. ‘I know what I'm saying, Phillip. Those
shipsarejust adiverson. The Iron Sphereitsdf is-’

Theradio flew away from him. Tedric was hurled high into the air and sent crashing to the deck by the
atificid gravity of the spinning ship. Y od was shouting. Juvi was screaming. Tedric landed painfully, his
head spinning, but he knew he had to see.

Staggering to hisfeet, he sumbled towards the pilot's con-sole. Y od had aso been knocked to the floor.
There was blood on hisforehead, but his eyes were open.

Tedric looked at the rear viewscreens. He blinked and shook his head to be sure what he was seeing
wasredly there.

He saw nothing.
Where the Iron Sphere had once floated, now there was only emptiness.

CHAPTER 14
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Into the Red Cloud

Sumped deep in hischair, painfully aware of the immense fatigue that numbed his body, Tedric raised the
mug to hislips and sipped tentatively, | etting the steaming brew wash across hislips and tongue before he
findly swalowed. Hefdt animmediate burst of renewed energy; the drink acted on him likeanight's
restful deep.

‘What isit? heasked Phillip Nolan, Commander of the Imperia Corps of the One Hundred, who sat
acrossfrom him.

‘A hot green cesma said Nolan. * It's an dlien concoction from the region of Sirius. A favourite among
pirates, | under-stand. | thought you might have acquired ataste’

Tedric took another swallow. ‘1 hadn't, but | may. Thisis superb.’

Nolan smiled wanly. Thetwo of them were seated in his cabin aboard the imperia battlecruiser,
Eagleseye, which had served as Admira Mdlard's flagship during the recent battle with the Iron Sphere?

After amoment of thoughtful silence, Nolan said, 'Why did you let him escepe?

Tedric lowered his mug and stared into the distance. ‘| don't know, Phillip. | just don't know. | saw the
ship dip away just afew moments before the explosion - it was unquestion-ably Villion -’

‘A feding? A Tedricintuition?

‘What else? Tedric smiled as he watched hisfriend. ‘Will action be taken againgt me?
‘Should it be?

‘I let aknown crimina escape. That could be interpreted as cowardice.’

Nolan shrugged his braided shoulders. *What court in the Empire could make a charge of cowardice
stick againgt you, Tedric - unlessit was by mutual agreement.” Both men laughed. After amoment, Nolan
said, more serioudy, 'Where do you think he would go?

‘Back to thered cloud, | would imagine.’
‘Why?

‘I can't be sure, but | think he usesit asagateway. If he entered the Empire that way, he may be leaving
by the sameroute.’

‘ And you think the woman's with him, too.’

Again, it'sjust afeding, but | doubt that held ever leave her willingly. ‘Have you seen LolaDass?
‘Only asachild. Wewent to school together. She was beautiful then.’

‘And shedill is’

‘But Villionisgone. Isn't that thered point? Well never seehim again.”
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Tedric shook hishead. ‘| wish | weresure!’
‘ Ancther feding?
‘Almogt.’

‘Well, there are alot of things1'm not sure about,” Nolan said. ‘ For ingtance, if Villion knew the Sphere
was going to be destroyed, why didn't he just stop and repair the damage to the matter-scrambler?

‘I doubt that he could have. Dass was agenius. Only he knew enough to fix what he had done, and he
was dead.’

‘But why did the Sphere explode when it did? | thought Villion intended to attack Earth.’

‘I'm only guessing. When heleft, | think Villion gave the order to fire the gun that contained the
matter-scrambler.’

‘To shidd his own escape?
‘Yes, partly. And to make sure the Sphere didn't fall into our hands.’

‘That would have been aprize’ Nolan sipped his own drink, amore conventiona beer. ‘At least
Matthew Carey's dead.’

‘Probably, but who knows? Maybe Villion took him aong, too.’

‘I should have suspected something when he disappeared from Earth. 1t happened just after the
destruction of Milrod Eleven. | should have made some connection.’

“How could you have guessed? Villion had gpparently been counsdlling Carey for sometime by image
projection. Carey hinted that much to me. There was no way for you to know.’

‘1 suppose not. Stll, I'm just glad it's over. There's nothing else we can do.’

‘lan't there? Finishing hisdrink, Tedric edged forward. That's something I've been wanting to ask you
about. | think someone ought to go after Fra Villion.’

“Y ou mean follow himinto the red cloud?
lYal
“Who do you havein mind? Nolan grinned crookedly. *Not yoursdlf, maybe?

‘I've comethisfar. | can't say | know Villion better than anyone else, but | sense that heisfrightened of
me. That's a powerful weapon against one such ashe’

Nolan was shaking hishead. ‘| ill don't think | can authoriseit. The Wykzl regard the clouds askillers, |
won't send you off on asuicide misson.’

‘I'mwilling to taketherisk.’
Nolan lowered hishead. ‘I'll haveto congder it.’
Tedric knew, asfar as Phillip was concerned, that was nearly as good as a yes.

There was aknock on the door. Nolan jumped to his feet expectantly and hurried to the door. He



opened it, hesitated for amoment, dipped through the gap, and disappeared.

Puzzled, Tedric rose and walked across the room. He stopped, heart racing, as Lady Alyc Carey
stepped into the room and walked acrossto him.

‘Thenyou aredl right,” he said, asif this hadn't been the very first thing held ascertained upon reaching
the Eagleseye.

She extended her hands, and Tedric caught them. ‘Y ou saved my life,” she said.

‘No, not me. It was Skandos, the Scientist. He came to me and promised you wouldn't be hurt. | was
the one who destroyed Milrod Eleven. It was your home. I'm sorry for that.’

‘No, it'sbetter,” she said quickly. ‘1 had too many ugly memoriesthere. Phillip found meahomeon
Earth, | fed freer now than ever before’

‘Did Skandos send you directly to Earth? | never knew.’

‘Hedid. Totheimperia paace. Right outside Phillip'sroom. | told him what had happened to me. He
must have thought | was crazy. Then he found out about Milrod Eleven and he wasn't so sure!’

‘And Kishaand Kuevee?

‘They're with me. They were brought to Earth, too. Not the palace, but | found them.’
‘I'm just glad no one was harmed.’

‘| have agarden here, too. Won't you come seeit?

‘| -’ He paused, not sure what to say. ‘| may not be able...” He stopped.
Shewaslaughing.

Hetook her in hisarms. Their lipsmet a last. The kisswas along one. Finally, as Alyc drew away. ‘My
voicestold me about you. They said you were going on avery long journey.’

Hegrinned. * Y ou sound like afortune-teller.’

‘No, but | know you. What isit thistime? More pirates?

Hetold her about Villion's escape and about the red cloud.

“You could bekilled,” shesaid,

‘Possibly.’

‘Then you won't come to my new home and stay with me forever?

The offer wastempting. ‘1 wish | could.” And he knew that was true, astrue as the fact that he was
inherently incapable of saying yes.

‘But you don't intend to leave immediately?
‘| suppose not.’

Then, when we get back to Earth, come and stay with me. Make it aday, aweek, amonth, however



long you want We don't have to set an ending. Will you do that for me?

‘For us both,” he said.

Shetook hishand. In spite of her blindness, she moved through the room like awraith. He followed,
guessing her in-tended destination. They went into a second room and stayed there.
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