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From : Purpose and Method
By: Shoshunri, Observing Priest of Aliom

ONE
Heraldry Rampant

THE KAMMINTH OLIAT HASRETURNED, AND ISSCHEDULED TO RECEIVE
COLONIZABLE PLANET DISCOVERY HONORS. IN THE NAME OF EMPEROR
RANTAN, ALL SURVEY BASE PERSONNEL ARE COMMANDED TO ATTEND THE
AFTERNOON AUDIENCE.

The words crawled onto Krinata Zavaronne's desk screen and refused to be banished: an imperia
commeand.

She swore. Asaprogramming ecologist shewas " Survey Base Personnel.” The new Emperor would not
alow her to put duty above protocol, even though with the food riots and threets of whole species
seceding from the Allegiancy Empire, her work was more critica than ever. The Emperor obvioudy
hoped pomp and ceremony would whip up asentimental loyalty to carry them over the crises. But
Krinata knew thiswas the worst possible time for her department to delay putting new planets on the
open market. When the throne was vacant, | got things done faster.

In the privacy of her office, she squirmed into the forma red taffetatunic. It fit tightly down the armswhile
blousing above her knees and made her fed slly.

It's a mistake, that's all. Shewas Kamminth's debriefing officer; she should have been asked before this
useless ceremony was scheduled.

Sheld have said, "No. Absolutdy not!" And that would have been the end of it. Exposing the seven
members of an Oliat to a public ceremony before they'd been debriefed and dissolved the peculiar
psychic bond among them was nothing short of public torture.

Shed failed one of her Oliat teams by assuming everything would return to norma now that they had an
Emperor again, so it was up to her to do something about it. As she draped the black sash around her
wai s, then up over her shoulder and fastened it to show the three linked circles of her family crest, she
bent over her screen and punched up Finemar, the infirmary's Sentient computer. The Emperor's
command remained overlaid on the screen.

Finemar projected himsdlf onto her screen as a L ehiroh male—the Emperor's species—visudly
indistinguishable from human. He greeted her pleasantly, adding, "I'd have expected you to be on your
way to the Audience, Krinata."

"Has Kamminth's reported in to donate blood yet? Have you done their physicals?"

"Kamminth's Oliat lost amember on location and returned badly disoriented. I'm tresting them for
Dissolution shock. On order of Emperor Rantan, | have just released five of them, againgt my judgment,
to attend their Honors—"

"Which five?' demanded Krinata. "IsJindigar..." Is he dead? A hollow panic seized her guts.

"The Receptor Jndigar is attempting to become the team's Outreach during the Dissolution.” Finemar
named the surviving officers of Kamminth's Oliat, adding that the Outreach had been killed, and he had
the Inreach under heavy sedation, despite the Emperor's demands. "Do you think I'll get in trouble?’
fretted the Sentient.



"No," reassured Krinata, hugging asense of rdlief to hersdlf. "But get Doctor Phipsto countersign your
order."

"Now, that'sagood idea!" Finemar signed off.

Krinata grabbed her leptolizer, the jewd-encrusted symbol of her station, from the activation dot on her
console, secured it to her sash, and headed for the throne room, arguing with herself. Rantan has no
right to do thisto an Oliat, no right! But he was so new to the throne, he probably didn't realize. Even
S0, his advisors should have warned him. But obvioudy, they hadn't.

As Krinata crossed the open rotunda between Survey's office building and the refurbished palace, Honor
Guards saw her leptolizer and snapped salutesto her.

She couldn't get used to that. There had been no palace guards since she was a child. In the government
hierarchy, she was the most minor and powerless functionary. Her hereditary rank in the third oldest
family of Pesht, tenth Terran colony to join the Allegiancy Empire, had never meant anything to her. But
shed gladly useit to spare Jindigar. Or any Oliat! shetold hersdf.

Her costume got her past dl the guardsinside the palace dong the route to her proper entry to the
audience chamber. But when she turned aside, she had to stay in the midst of the crowd heading to the
front of the chamber, where higher-ranking nobles sat. Findly, she turned into a deserted corridor,
carpeted in dark red, lit by mock torches, hung with the banners of the Emperors.

Before huge, carved seawood doors—bathed by afalling sheet of water—she was stopped by guards
unawed by her.

They were apair of Holot: six-limbed, heavily furred, formidable. "Public viewing of the robing chamber,"
sad one, rolling his'r's and gazing disdainfully over her head, "will recommence in the morning.”

Shefingered the jeweled wand and her belt. "I'm the Kamminth Oliat debriefing officer.”
"Third rank enter the audience chamber from the blue doors, that way." He'd seen her three-circle badge.

"Thank you," she said, turning away while taking the leptolizer from her belt, "but | have businesswithin.”
Before the Holot could block her move, she spun and flashed the beam of the leptolizer at the sensor
plate on the doors. She wasn't sure it had been keyed to that high a security clearance, and if it hadn't
shedd beinred trouble.

But the doors opened. She darted between the hulking guards. Furry arms grabbed her about the waist
and shoulders, and she hung suspended, gazing into the opulent backstage robing chamber.

Three mae Dushau huddled protectively around asingle female seated in an dl-form chair before an
open fireplace where green flames danced welcomingly. On the spiral pattern of the rug before them,
Jndigar sat playing delightedly with apiol pup, wholly absorbed in the baby animal's discovery of the
world. Sternly, he commanded it to Sit up, and it [ay down. The other Dushau laughed, but Jindigar shot
them aquick glance, they quieted, and he repeated the command patiently. The pup sat, and Jindigar
laughed, plucked it up and cuddled it.

Jndigar, likethe other Dushau, was dressed in the shapeless white shirt and pants of the infirmary while
againg onewall stood arack of archaic Dushau forma wear.

The guards started to creep backward and close the doors on the scene. Krinata squirmed. "Put me
down!"



Asthepial licked hisface, Jindigar turned to the doors. He rose smoothly, striding forward. In
unmistakable welcome, he called, "Krinatal" His eyes, set wide and high on his head without protecting
ridges, lit with hope.

The guards paused. One of them muttered, "That's the first he's spoken to anyone.”
The other answered, "Our hidesif we abort him!™"

They hadtily set Krinatadown, and she offered her handsto Jindigar, in formal ritua. But he scooped her
up with one arm, the other protecting the rooting and snuffling baby piol, and buried hisfacein her hair,
holding her asif from desperate physical need.

He was shaking, and the dense indigo nap that formed his skin was cold and damp, not warm and dry as
usual. She'd never been on such terms with a Dushau; never expected to be. But after her initia
dartlement, shefdt hisbone-degp fear and hugged him in reassurance, trying to imagine what
Kamminth's had been through to bring the dways sdlf-possessed Dushau to such draits.

And an odd thing happened. Behind her closed eyelids, she saw the chamber asit had once been: newly
gilded fretwork, plush new upholstery, too-bright colors. It was asif she werelooking into an infinite
stack of trangparencies of the room, each one only dightly different from the one adjacent toit. But as
shewatched, the top one of the stack did aside, and the others followed, fanning out like a deck of
cards. Then images scattered chaotically in every direction. Her head swam, her ssomach rebelled, and
raw terror blossomed as an infinite chasm opened within her.

She gasped, forced her eyes open, and focused on an odd stain on the wall beside a chipped bent grille.
I'mhere; U is now. She clung to that thought desperately, and her heart dowed.

Within seconds, Jndigar'sfit abated and he withdrew, offering hishand formally. "I'm sorry. I'll explain.”
He glanced a the Holot, and hisindigo features changed.

Turning she said to the guards, "That will be dl. Thank you." She was amazed her voice didn't tremble.
They hesitated, then retreated and closed the door.

But Jndigar didn't offer his explanations. Instead, with that distant—frightened—I ook on hisface, he
pleaded, "Krinata, what has happened here?'

She gazed at theinstrument in her hand, a her scarlet tunic, bloused black pants, black boots. Oh, yes,
things had changed since Kamminth's had departed for the unknown,

"Just after you left, food riots devastated the Vincent and the Shashi Route I nterchange Stations which
made the Tri-Species Combine threaten to secede from the Allegiancy. Rantan Lord Zinzik took charge
with al the legendary dazzle and charm of his severa-times-great-uncle, Emperor Turminor, and put
down theriots, provided food supplies from nowhere, and convinced the Tri-Species Combine not to
secede.”

Krinatamet his eyes, trying not to inject her persona biasinto the news. "People compared him to
Turminor. Since Turminor was the last Emperor before the throne was vacated, they said Rantan was his
obvious successor. After dl, Rantan was doing as miraculous ajob as Turminor had—and Turminor
brought eight decades of prosperity.

"After three hundred years of doing without an Emperor, people were saying the Allegiancy needed a
new Emperor. Suddenly, Rantan was crowned. He reinstated aristocratic privilege, and even | got
promoted without earning it first. Nobody seemed to understand.”



As she spoke, Jindigar's expression lightened to comprehension and the underglow of fear dissipated.
"Of course! It's so obvious!" He set the piol on top of Ms head whereit perched, happily grooming itself.
Then he said something Dushauni to the others of his Oliat who relaxed along with him. To Krinata, he
added, "1'd have grasped it sooner but for Dissolution and having to..."

To spare him, she offered, "Finemar told me why you had to go back to being Outreach.” Jindigar had
been thefirgt Oliat Outreach sheld ever debriefed. It was only after her third debriefing of him that he'd
shifted to being Receptor of his Oliat, and sheld thought she'd never spesk to him again. Only the
Outreach of the team could bear the stress of talking to outsiders. Right now, the other three survivors of
Kamminth's were withdrawn around Kamminth hersdlf, their Center. And Jndigar had maneuvered
Krinata so her back was to them. In essence, she and Jindigar were alone.

"Do you understand Dissolution? Y ou haven't been a programming ecologist very long.”

It wasn't an insult. Her ten years seniority was but the blink of an eyelash to a Dushau who could expect
to live ten thousand years and had aready lived over Sx. "l suppose | do, aswell asany non-Oliat." She
named the books she'd read on Oliat function, and courses she'd taken. She didn't confess how, since
girlhood, shed lulled hersdf to deep at night fantasizing that shewasin an Oliat, exploring anew planet,
the ends of her nerves humming with the living vibrations of athousand lifeforms, indinctively
understanding their interrel ationships. Her current job was the closest a human could ever cometo that.

"Animpressivelig of credentids. I'd noidea...”

"I told you | was serious about getting an gppointment to anew colony. | want to work asan Oliat
liason."

"Y ou have my vote," he said cutting her off, "if you can learn to handle traumatic Dissolution in the field.”

Her heart leaped. Vistas of hope for her career opened where there had been only a dead-end job. "I
know | can."

He watched her intently, one hand straying to her cheek for amoment before he yanked it back. "I'm
sorry,” he said again, then, "Krinata, | can talk to you. Do you understand what that means? Do you
know why?"

"Because you knew me when you were Kamminth's Outreach?'

He nodded. "Partly." He turned away, taking the piol off his head and setting it on the floor, ashe
perched on the divan on the other side of the hearth and motioned her to join him, their backsto the
others. As she sat beside him, he inched away from her and clenched his hands together. "It's because
you were familiar when suddenly everything had become strange—strangdly familiar. Rantan even looks
like Turminor! It'sasif werelost three hundred yearsin the past.” He glanced at her. "Dissolution distorts
perceptions. | couldn't—none of us could force oursalvesto ook up recent events.”

At last she understood. Loss of sanity, loss of orientation amid the vast, echoing caverns of their
millennia-long memories, that was the chief terror and very red danger of the Dushau, for it meant an
inevitable and early deeth. Remembering what her overly vivid imagination had conjured for her moments
ago, knowing it was the palest shadow of what he experienced, she said, "In your place, | couldn't have
ether."

He studied her. "I may be Kamminth's most experienced officer, but even I've never had to change
Offices during a Dissolution. Until you waked in, | didn't know..." His disobedient hand strayed again to
her cheek, seeking contact with adippery and wavering redity. "May 17?7



She suppressed the jab of terror, focused on aworn spot in the carpet, and put both her arms around his
chest—they bardly met behind him—and hugged him. He wrapped both his arms about her, bending his
head until his napped cheek rested against hers, and surrendered to the trembling. It would be ever so
much better for him if she were Oliat. But only Dushau, of al the hundreds of species of the Allegiancy,
had the talent for joining into ateam resonant to the ecology of anew world— ableto evauate its
habitability for other known species, to determineif a planet harbored a sentient or pre-sentient species.
And very few Dushau had the Oliat taent.

Krinata sensed the other four Dushau steadying as Jindigar did. When hefindly raised hishead, fixing her
with his degp midnight eyes, he seemed to have become Outreach in truth. As he spoke again, hisvoice
descended to its norma register, somewhere near the resonance of her bone marrow. "Kamminth's
thanksyou."

She accepted that gracefully, then touched up atimecheck on her leptolizer. "How long until your
Dissolution is completed?!

"Forewarn, our Inreach, is till unconscious. Well be hddin limbo like this until she recovers. But now,
thanksto you, | can Outreach for her. In afew days, well be able to give the debriefing your department
isso anxiousfor.”

She twisted on the sesat, offended. "I didn't come for the department!"™ Appaled at her inappropriate
anger, she added, "I came because Zinzik is making aterrible mistake, and | wanted to find someway to
dopit.”

The piol was clawing itsway up Jindigar's white pants. Jndigar grinned &t it, showing sharp blue teeth
with darker blue grinders behind, and gathered the creature up, lovingly swinging it over hishead and
nuzzling it, laughing at its delighted squedls. He handed her the piol and got to hisfeet. "If you didn't come
samply to sart the debriefing...”

"I wouldn't until you al were ready to work."

"Then we must thank you even more.” He made an old-style courtly bow with an easy grace the modern
imitators couldn't mimic. "We're indebted. However, our Emperor has commanded our presence, and

wewill obey."

The creature squirming in her arms, the very solemn Dushau before her, the onlookersignored behind
her, the decadence of the raw fire beside her, all combined to transport Krinatainto the past and render
her speechless.

Jndigar paused, asif waiting for someritud reply, and when it didn't come, he said with difficulty, "May |
ask adifferent service?'

He sounded like an actor in an authentic historica. "Jindigar, | don't know how to don imperid
courtliness. I'm a programming ecologist, not amember of the court.”

"l see" he said thoughtfully. The faint thrumming of imperia music cameto them, and Jndiger tilted his
head to listen. "We don't have much time. | suspect, if Rantan isredly serious about this game, hell be
offended if we appear in hospital garb." He turned, went to the rack of clothing againgt thewall, and
fingered the materid. "Authentic, too. Hideoudy uncomfortable. But | suppose we must dress.” He took
down one of the garments, raking it with his eyes. " Somebody researched us—or raided amuseum!”

He went toward Kamminth and the others, holding out the crigp gold and white robes. In an archaically
flavored Dushauni diaect which she could follow only because of her intensive study of the modern



language, he said, "1 hope you remember your manners. Weve got to play thisout.”

The four of them had relaxed now, too, Jindigar's sense of redlity having seeped through their nerves.
Kamminth took the robes, examined them, and agreed. The others went to the rack and selected their
own garments. Jndigar took apure yellow surplice over awhite undertunic edged with black fringe. They
al stripped and dressed without even fumbling at the awkward fastenings. The fine indigo nap covered
every bit of them, giving them an oddly dressed ook even without clothing. She hardly noticed their lack
of mammary glands or external genitaia; genera sze and shape distinguished maefrom femde. It was
their familiarity with the antique dress mode that fascinated Krinata.

She watched spellbound as Jindigar wound along gold sash around his head to make aturban, and got it
right thefirst time, without amirror. Looking at him, Krinataidentified the costume: Dushaun'sfirst rank
sept, and a highly born member of it, too. Three hundred years ago, she'd hardly have been alowed to
gpeak to him. Kamminth likewise claimed aristocratic lineage, but the other three men were
undistinguished.

Without atrace of salf-consciousnessin his outlandish costume, Jindigar came toward her and rendered
an eaborate bow, uttering aforma salutation to Zavarrone.
She dhrank away in raw embarrassment. "Thisisglly!"

His manner changed abruptly. "I'm sorry. | didn't mean to disconcert you. Apparently, we must learn a
new culture.”

"It'sjust me," she said, suppressing aneed to squirm. ‘Thisisal such awagte of time."

"I couldn't agree more,” he said. "But | must ask afavor, or aboon, depending on the dialect you prefer.”
The music had ceased. Rantan was on his throne giving a speech.

She laughed and tried to perform the obei sance she'd spent hoursin a Court Manners Classtrying to
perfect, but sumbled into him, off balance. Y ou see?| cant doiit!"

"Would you be willing to try? In public?'
"Wha?'

"Krinata, were not sure Kamminth can hold us together out there. Stand with us before the Emperor. If |
revert to Receptor and can't speak, or if something happens to Fedeewarn, make excusesfor us. That's
al I'masking.”

"But |..." she began to protest. Then, seeing his genuine need graven on his napped face, and his absolute
determination to go through with this, she said, "If you don't mind the risk that I'll blurt out something
stupid, or trip on my own feet— sure.”

The midnight eyes searched hers. "Well risk it."

He turned to Kamminth, and she formed them into amarching square with hersdf at the center, Jindigar
at therear left corner, moving them into position before the carved whitewood doors of the audience
chamber. Jindigar drew Krinatato hisside. "If you will hold my position here, | will take the Outreach

postion.”
Just like that, she stood in the Receptor's Office, asif she were Dushau. Before she could object, Jndigar

advanced to center front. The position behind him, just in front of Kamminth, was vacant—their Inreach,
Fedeawarn, unconsciousin theinfirmary.



Jndigar had once moved in these circles. Surely he knew she had no business marching in an Oliat
formation. No human did. He doesn't mean anything by it. It's just protocol. Something insde her
squirmed &t thisred lifereplay of one of her favorite fantases—her Oliat returning to the Allegiancy in
triumph. Shetold hersdlf, Act your age! and straightened up.

The whitewood doors opened majesticdly. In the bright rectangle stood eight Honor Guards, of eight
bipeda species, carrying Dushaun gold-and-white banners bearing the Oliat device, crossed wands
balanced on thetip of an arrow at the point where they intersected.

The Lehiroh who seemed to be their leader saw her red and black, frowned in offense, and asked
Jndigar, "What isthe Zavarrone doing among you? It is not permitted to..."

Jndigar interrupted. " She's not of us, but is essentid to our well-being.”

The escort glanced over his shoulder, then hissed, "L et her meet you at your seets, not march in the
formation!”

She was about to step out of place when Jindigar grabbed afloor-length white cloak from the rack. It
had afully enveloping hood. He whisked it about her shoulders, flipping the hood up. Then he returned to
hisplace. "The Oliat isan integrated team, serving the Emperor. We will not be separated, nor will we
keep The August Personage waiting.”

Asone, the Dushau started forward. Krinata, out of step from thefirst, did her best to keep from tripping
on thelong Dushau cloak. A part of her wished she could relax and soak up every bit of this, to enrich
future dreams. But shefdt ridiculous, conspicuous, and wholly out of place. Her Ceremonia instructor
had once told her, Believe what you're doing is significant, and it will be. Asthey inserted their
formation among the eight Honor Guards, she tried to believe she was a Receptor of this proud Oliat,
worthy of this Imperia Honor.

They emerged into the bright afternoon sunlight, diffused by the force-field dome overhead, and were
ingpected by the massed thousands of the Court. They dow-marched across the chamber, turned in the
wide center aide, made obeisance, and advanced toward the throne, al to the beat of the Dushaun
anthem—dow, infinitely patient, fraught with eternity. Indigo music.

Sheld never been this close to the throne before. The solid gold throne carved with the insignias of &l the
Allegiancy speciesfilled her view. Besideit, only dightly less spectacular, was the Imperial Consort's
throne, vacant now since Rantan, asa L ehiroh, didn't marry. To ether Sde, other functionaries were
Seated or posted in ostentatious splendor.

Rantan Lord Zinzik himself was a short, middle-aged but trim Lehiroh, dressed in theimperid green,
loaded down with badges and honors. For an instant, his cardess cruelty to the Oliat was wiped away by
the upwelling magic of the vison before her: Emperor of the Allied Species. Rantan, whatever he might
be personally, had become the living symbol of the Empire and al that was good in their lives. She saw
him as onefighting bravely and imaginatively for their survival. Tears cameto her eyes as she marched
amid the ghosts of her famous ancestors and al they'd sacrificed for the Allegiancy's peace and

prosperity.

She blinked away the sudden tears. When the Oliat came to the foot of the stairs, she surprised hersdlf
with the smoothness of her deegp obeisance, for the first time expressng, in the movement of her body,
the emotions shefdt for the Allegiancy Empire, thefirst gaactic civilization granting full rightsto all
species. Shetreasured the Allegiancy and served it with dl her heart.

The Oliat held the knedling posture while Jndigar rose and answered the Emperor'sforma inquiries.



Then, at Zinzik's bidding, they al rose and were escorted to chairs set on alower dais, the banners
planted in holders dl about them. It was the routine she had seen at dozens of these ceremonies, yet
when Jndigar sat beside her, he whispered, without turning his head, "Does Rantan follow al the old
protocol exactly?"

"He'sfanatic about it," she answered, dso facing front and trying to speak without moving her lips.

"Then something is dreadfully wrong." He folded his arms about abulgein hislap. His surplice stirred and
afurry head poked out mewling. He petted the piol as if everyone carried an anima when being
presented to the Emperor. But his eyes roved the audience, measuring. "Where isthe Dushaun
ddegation”?'

Shefound their usud place, high on aside ba cony, and saw empty seats. "Rantan's going to be furious. |
hope he doesn't blame you that they didn't come.”

"They'd be hereif summoned. And did you notice the odd stirring among the L ehiroh and the Holot we
passed?!

"No, but then I'm not Oliat."

"We're not either. We're shimmering on the brink of Dissolution. Krinata, it could be our perceptionis
entirely warped, but we fed unwelcome, distrusted. Only by some. Others seem unaware. But the
Emperor holdsusin disfavor.”

He knew that from exchanging a few formal phrases? "I didn't see anything likethat. Relax, itll bedl
right.”

The same Honor Guard now escorted a Cassrian into the Audience from the opposite side. She wore
only enough clothing to carry the badges and orders she'd earned. Her dark exoskeleton was painted in
gilt swirls meaningful to Cassrians, and her wasp waist was adorned with jeweled ropes.

After being presented to the Emperor, she was seated on ahigher step of the daisthan the Oliat. After
that, aHolot and a L ehiroh woman were presented. Then two Binwonswererolled in, their
water-environment tanks taking up the position just below the Dushau. They stank, but Krinatarefrained
from remarking onit.

Then the Honors presentations began. The Oliat was called first. Asthey stood to be escorted before the
throne, Jndigar sad, "l told you something was very wrong. If he knowswhat he's doing, he'sinsulting
Dushaun by this™

In protocol, the orders of things sometimes mattered more than the thing. "1 doubt if many people will
notice," shewhispered. "l wouldn't have" Thisisall so new to everyone, Rantan's just made some
subtle mistake, that's all. Imagine what it's like to be Emperor and publicly embarrass your self!

"We do hope ther€'s nothing to notice,” muttered Jindigar.

With alittle shock, she noted how he dipped between the persona and the Oliat-combined pronoun,
betraying just how much distressthe Oliat wasin.

Then- escort placed them on the leve just below the throne, awide step barely big enough for them, and
again Jndigar stood while they knelt. She peeked up between the folds of her hood and caught Zinzik's
shocked recognition of her non-Dushauni face. But he was too caught up in hisown dedication to
ceremony to make any outward sign.



He recited the standard Planet Discovery Citation, and then presented Jindigar with six jewel-encrusted
leptolizers with second rank clearance that accessed almost unlimited credit at any terminal, opened
amost any door, and gave priority over eighty percent of the citizens of the Allegiancy. Jndigar made a
gracious speech of acceptance and then distributed the leptolizers, keeping Fedeewarn's.

Zinzik, meanwhile, had noticed the piol snuffling out of the neck of Jindigar's surplice, but hisonly
comment wasthe dight widening of one eye. Asthe ceremony finished, the amplifiers were turned off and
Zinzik said to Jindigar, "We expect you in Our private chambersimmediatdy after We dismissthese
proceedings.”

Jndigar bowed. "Excedllency, oneof usisgravdy ill."
"Weclam asmall amount of your time. But the Oliat only, not the human.”

Jndigar bowed lower Hill, then rosetall to look Zinzik directly inthe eye ashe said, "The mercy of the
Allegiancy Emperor has been renowned throughout the centuries. He would not deprive the crippled of
their crutch, the sick of their medicine, the fearful of their security. The Zavaronne..."

Zinzik interrupted, his manner suddenly modern. "Nicely maneuvered, Prince Jndigar. History warned
me of you. Very well, youwill all present yourselvesin my private chambersimmediately upon leaving
here"

Prince? Krinata examined the symbols on Jindigar's robe again. She'd never been very good at herddry.
But if Jndigar was aprince, then no wonder held claimed Zinzik was ddliberately insulting his people. But
why would the Emperor do that?

TWO
Congpiracy

Rantan's private office was hardly less opulent than the audience chamber, though much smdler. The
center of the room was a deeply upholstered pit in the center of which was a holostage activated by the
imperid leptolizer, awand as long as Krinatals arm and sparkling with rare jewels.

The celling was paneled with high-rdief carvings from dozens of worlds depicting the last Imperid
Progress across the Allegiancy worlds.

The carpet had been woven to reflect the panels from above. The walls were colored mirrors arranged to
focuslight on the images. Dominating dl were theimperia green laced with the Lehiroh violet and yellow.
Krinatadid not understand the rules of succession that rotated the throne among species, but she knew
that Rantan's successor had to be human, though not a Zavaronne.

The Emperor reclined before his holostage, drinking from atall cut-ruby glass and watching the audience
chamber empty into the public corridors of the palace. Rantan had the good manners to address only
Jndigar. "We're ddighted you could join Usfor this private chat," he said. He waved to alive servant
standing to one side and said, "Do please come down and make yoursalf comfortable.”

They descended the padded stairs, and while Jindigar drew Krinatato St near the Emperor'sright, the
other Dushau gathered in aknot on the opposite side of the holostage from Zinzik. The servant promptly
offered them drinks, though from ordinary crystal glasses. Krinatawas dry-mouthed, but when Jindigar
and the othersrefused, so did she, to Zinzik's displeasure.

"Then Well makethismercifully brief. Y our memory is more accurate than any Histrecording. We must
know details of your yearswith Raichmat's Oliat."



There was not atrace of tenson in Jindigar, yet Krinata sensed by his very relaxation that he understood
at last the threat he'd sensed during the Audience. Y et his voice was degp, cam, as he answered, "1 was
in Raichmat four hundred thirty-two years, Excdlency.”

"We're aware of how long Raichmat's Oliat existed, and how influentid it was on the early expansion of
the Allegiancy ... asif Raichmat knew whereto find compatible civilizationswilling to join us."

"After an Interregnum of over seven hundred years during which the planets of the old Corporate League
had been isolated from gdactic trade, one couldn't expect to find the same cultures dominating familiar
planets. But Raichmat specidized in exploration, and visited worlds not on any Dushau records. We
found over a hundred unoccupied worlds which we opened to Allegiancy colonization.”

"Wedo not disputethis,” Zinzik answvered, swishing theliquidin hisglass. Thejeweson hisfingers
flashed in the changing light from the hologlobe. " The service the Dushau have rendered the Allegiancy is
overwhelming. Never hasthe gratitude of the Throne been withheld. But as We redize what it meansfor
aliving memory to span more than three gdactic civilizations, the more We comprehend how vital
Dushau loydty isto the Throne."

Absently, Jndigar soothed the piol which was thrusting its head up under his chin and mewling. "I know
youre hungry. Inalittlewnhile"

The Emperor set his glass aside and rose to stand between Jndigar and the hologlobe. "Prince Jndigar,
do you breach etiquette to offer insult to the Throne?"

Jndigar looked down at the wriggling animal, then back up a the Emperor. " Certainly not," hereplied
without rising. He extracted the piol and set it atop histurban where it curled comfortably within thering
of twisted material and snuffled itsalf to deep. "We are Oliat. We found this piol cub wandering loose in
the Groundside Station. Nobody seemed to redlize it was orphaned and starving. I'vefed it and
reassured it, and its bright youth has hel ped us during this dire time of Dissolution. Surely the legendary
compassion of the Throne extends to creatures orphaned within the precincts of the Capitol.”

"Y ou presumeto ingtruct Usin Imperia protocol ?*

Krinatahad never redized this near legendary figure was so insecure in his new position. It explained a
lot.

"By no means," Jindigar denied calmly. Herose, the piol balanced like the crown the Emperor no longer
wore above hisformal robes. Krinatarose with him. Fully erect, he was much taller than the Lehiroh. He
added, with an odd, measured inflection. "Obvioudly, the traditions of Crown and Throne are familiar to
their rightful her.”

Not sure what to make of that, the Emperor circled hishologlobe, one hand on itsinsubstantia surface.
He pivoted and fixed Jindigar with afrown. "Y our loyalty shdl be evident in the thoroughness with which
you prepare acomplete, detailed, written report of al of your four hundred thirty-two yearsin Raichmat.
Y ouwill not dight Kamminth'sfina debriefing for this, but you'll not leave Onerir until you've completed
thistask for Us."

"Excellency," objected Jindigar, "I am Oliat, not Historian. What you ask..."
"We have spoken.”

It was dismissal, but Jndigar remained staring at the Emperor asif expecting an unreasonable order to be
amended. One thing Emperors never did was amend orders. Jndigar spoke into the tense silence.



"Fedeawarn is Historian-trained, and was with Raichmat from Tempering until | became Outreach.
Surely..." He broke off, his eyes siweeping toward where the rest of his Oliat gathered. He froze, mouth
open, eyeswide, breath suspended.

"Prince Jndigar, you are overstepping.”

Suddenly, Jndigar swept the piol from his head, thrust it at Krinata, muttering, "'Fedeewarn!” and
together with the other four Dushau, ran from the room without even token obei sance. Stunned, Krinata
faced the perplexed Emperor adone. He raked her with aglance, and before he could speak, she made
the degpest obeisance of her life without fatering, and said, "Prince Jindigar was apprehensve that such a
thing might happen to the Oliat whilein The Presence, Excdlency. He hasingtructed me to gpologize for
Kamminth's Oliat, and to explain that in the event of some mischance with Fedeawarn, he would revert to
the Office of Receptor.”

She stopped when Zinzik flipped ahand a her sharply, hiswhole manner speaking of histotd familiarity
with the sengtive Oliat mechanism. She nestled the piol againgt her breast and circled away from Zinzik,
bowing aslow as she could. He couldn't have done this on purpose.

Zinzik did not deign to notice her but circled the other way and followed the Oliat. Shé& trailed behind,
wondering if she could beat Jndigar to theinfirmary by taking ashortcut. But no, if there were any
shortcutsin the ancient structure, hed know them.

In an atrium where afountain danced merrily, they came upon the five Dushau. The four males knelt
around Kamminth who writhed on the tiled floor asif her flesh were seared by the sunlight from the open
roof. One of them screamed, an ululating roar of unparaleed anguish.

Kamminth's heels beat againgt thetiles, a seizure's rhythm. Another of the Dushau vomited on the edge of
the fountain, and then fell headfirgt into the water. Jindigar remained clutching Kamminth, his hands
bracing her head.

Guards swept into the atrium in the Emperor's wake, and formed up around him, awaiting orders.
Krinataran to the Dushau drowning unconscious in the fountain and, setting the piol on the edge, she
hauled the large Dushau out of the water. He wasn't breathing.

She pulled him over on hischest and cleared hisair passages, noting the unhealthy pallor of histeeth. Just
as she was stedling hersdlf to administer resuscitation, Jindigar's hands replaced hers. He was vibrating
again, as he had in the robing room, hiswhole body in the grip of apasy of terror. He said, "Kamminth's
dead. | could do nothing.” And he bent to force air into the Dushaul.

Krinatawatched the fight for life, glancing occasiondly at the dead form of Kamminth surrounded by two
traumatized Dushau men, and feding their avesome age. What wasit like to have invested five or six
thousand yearsin building alife, to fed the beginnings of maturity, and to haveit dl ripped away in death?
Her tears gathered for Kamminth, and her whole body yearned to hel p the drowned man.

When hefinaly coughed and choked and drew breath, histeeth taking on the healthy blue cast of the
living Dushau, his body convulsed, head thrown back, spine arched. Jndigar gathered him in ashe had
Kamminth, then reached out to sweep Krinatainto their huddle. He grabbed her leptolizer from her belt
hook and forced it between the man's jaws. Then he just held on, damping the thrashing with hisweight
and hers. As Jindigar offered solaceto his Oliat mate, he adso clutched at her again, asif shewere his
lifdineto sanity.

She never knew how long it lasted, but the Emperor and his guards il stood by the archway when the
Dushau relaxed and began to breasthe normally. Jindigar flashed her asmile, histeeth pde, but till aliving



blue. He returned her leptolizer, and went to the three other figures.

One of the other two Dushau was dumped bonelesdy over Kamminth's corpse. The remaining one
huddled upon himself. Jndigar put an arm around him, murmured something, and gently urged him
toward Krinataand his haf-drowned colleague. As he joined them, the Dushau touched Krinataand
sad, "I'm sorry you had to witnessthat.”

That he could speak to her meant the Dissolution was complete. "1 haven't been harmed,” she answered.

Then asthe new Dushau turned to hisfalen comrade, Jindigar confronted the Emperor. "Fedeewarnis
dead. Kamminth and Lelwathaare dead. Kamminth's Oliat is dissolved. The survivors are at the imperia
command, but may we beg medica atention first?"

"Y our right, without question," answered the Emperor distantly, but Krinata sensed an underlying ddight
intheman. Impossible. | must be misreading a Lehiroh trait. The Allegiancy Emperor must think of
all of us, not the few who inevitably die each day in his service. Zinzik sent one of hisguardsfor the
medics. Before Jindigar had composed the dead for their final journey, covering Kamminth's
terror-twisted features with his own surplice, ateam of medics brought five anti-grav stretchers.

With two corpses and the two surviving Dushau laid out on the anti-grav stretchers, the medics came
after Jndigar. Histeeth were paer, but he refused to move. "The piol ?*

The creature was perched on the edge of the fountain, deek with wetness from its swim, happily nibbling
one of the Emperor's most expensive decorative fish.

Seeing this, the Emperor roared, "Get that... that thing out of herel™

Hisvoice startled the pial. It dropped the half-eaten carcass and fled. Jindigar smacked his hand loudly
againg the fountain edge. The piol hated, measured the distance between the Emperor and Jndigar, then
scampered around the fountain and legped into Jndigar's arms, mewling and licking Jindigar's chin.

Two medics caught the unsuspecting Dushau while he was consoling the piol and sat him down on the
sretcher. With firm hands, they pressed him down onto the floating sickbed, connected Finemar's
monitoring probes, and set out for theinfirmary.

The Emperor and his entourage departed through another arch leaving Krinata aone, stunned. She shook
hersdlf and dashed after Jindigar, catching up with them at acargo lift. "How bad isit? Ishe going to be
al rignt?’

One of the medics, a human man about her own age, smiled charmingly at her and said, "Y ou aren't
claiming to be next-of-kin, are you?'

"Hardly," shereplied, "but I'm his debriefing officer. The Emperor expects rapid completion of this
debriefing."

A Cassrian who was managing Finemar's probes and muttering over the readouts, looked up, "'l didn't
know humanswere that heartless.”

Jndigar, barely conscious, roused himsdf. "Oh, don't think that of her. I've never met amore generous
soul.”

Krinata, speechless, crowded into the lift with them asit took them down to the sub-basement leve
wherethey could get atrangport tube to Survey's building. Seeing Jindigar's hands falling weekly away
from the piol, shereached for it. Heraised histrunk dightly to hand her the creature, pulled her head



down and whispered, "Allow acouple of hours, then get usout of that infirmary. Krinata, please!”

His eyeswere big, dark indigo pools. She nodded, swallowing againgt her dry throat, and took the pial.
Jndigar crumpled onto the white sheets as the medication they'd given him took effect.

She stood in the bleak, underground tunnd watching them disappesar, feding asif her only friendin al the
world were being taken to jall.

Bereft and confused, her nervesin turmoil, Krinata dragged herself back to her own office and locked
the door behind her, extinguishing her on-duty indicators so nobody would bother her.

Trying to steedy her breathing and calm hersaf enough to think rationdly, shefed the piol from her own-
lunch. Her appetite had fled.

Sheld never seen deasth—dead bodies—before. Warm, scented flesh turning stiff and cold within arm's
reach of her skin had felt very different from seeing it on anews holo. And Dushau—they never died in
public.

Scared to death. An Oliat could dielikethat in thefield, survivorsreturning to report it. But on the floor
of the palace? She shuddered and huddled over the piol asit dternately groomed itself and her.
Kamminth's Oliat had been torn apart, their minds lacerated by that savage ripping. She could imagine -
what it must havefelt like.

Her admiration for Jindigar redoubled. Hed kept his head through dl of it. He deserved to rest in the
infirmary. But he'd begged her to get him out. How? He's obviously in critical condition just like
Fedeewarn.

She sat up, pushing the piol aside. "Fedeewarn!™ She died in the infirmary!

Suddenly, Jindigar's desperate fear became red to her. Whatever had been done to Fedeewarn had
decimated the Oliat. But Jndigar himself had warned her of the delusonsthat could &fflict an Oliat in
Dissolution.

What were the facts? Wasiit rationa to suspect Finemar, a Sentient computer, of not understanding the
proper way to treat Sick Dushau? And if it wasn't ignorance... no! No. It couldn't have been murder!

She dismissed dl thought of extricating Jndigar from the care that could help him overcome the menta
warping of the Dissolution. Returning to her desk, she sat down and powered up to get somework done
in the remainder of her day.

But no sooner had she brought up afile than her thoughts centered on Jndigar. What if he died?
Timeturned blesk, barren.

And then, of course, there'd be no hope of retrieving the in-depth data on their new planet They'd have
only the holocordings and data arrays, nothing to attract prospective settlers. It took an Outreach to
provide that.

What would | feel like, abandoned helpless in the hands of the murderers of those closest to me?

She groaned an oath, and punched up the Dushaun ambassador's office. The screen flipped images and
ettled on the rotating mobius-strip symbol of Dushaun. A cultured voice announced, " The Embassy
officesare closed and will reopen at midmorning tomorrow. Thank you."



The deegp sinking in the pit of her somach prompted her to punch up the infirmary directly, telling hersdif,
It's my duty to find out what's going on.

Finemar came on the screen amiling benignly. Seeing her, he drew his expression into solemnity. "I hope
you've not been unduly disturbed by what you witnessed this afternoon, Krinata. The survivors are doing
wdl."

"Thank you," shesaid. "But | require details on their condition. How soon will they be released?”

"Their prognosisis excellent, consdering. We should be able to determine arelease datein afew days."
"When can | see Jndigar?’

"He's under heavy sedation. I'm not permitted to authorize visitorsfor him."

"Jndigar isto be debriefed as soon as possible, by order of the Emperor,” she said, hating hersalf for
using such an excuse. But she knew Finemar had been reprogrammed to accept nothing but such
authority. "I must object to any ddays.”

"But | haveit on highest authority that Jndigar and the other two survivors of Kamminth's are not to be
alowed vistors, and are to be held aslong as possible.”

What?! "Who issued that order?'

Finemar began to answer, went dack-faced, then puzzled. "I can't locate the source of my orders, but it's
Highest Priority. | must have amafunction, Krinata. I'm sorry. | will attend to it immediately."

Hisimage began to fade, but then the screen split in half and a Dushau smulacrum came on the screen,
facing Finemar, profileto Krinata. "Excuse me, but | couldn't help overhearing my master's name,
Jndigar. I'm Arlai, Onboard Sentient of Ephemeral Truth assigned to Kamminth's Oliat. Please provide
me abriefing dump.”

Finemar turned to Arlai, saying, "My pleasure, but agreet ded of the information isunder priority sedl. Is
thissufficient?' In those seconds, Finemar had sent Arlal the openfiles.

"By no means," answered Arla in Jndigar'stone. "'l require complete information on my master. | have
the priorities.

"In Reception," answered Finemar looking down. Then heraised hiseyes, saying, "I'm sorry, your key is
not sufficient. Y ou haven't been reprogrammed since Emperor Rantan's coronation.”

Krinataknew the verba discussion wasfor her benefit alone. The two computers were conversing in

their own timeframe. She sad, "Arla, | have need to bring your master out of the infirmary within the
next few hours. He did request it, and so did the Emperor. Would he bein danger if he were released
today?"

Arla turned to face her, flashing hedthy Dushau teeth. "By the data I've been given, no. If hewore my
telemband, | could monitor hisheath aswell as Finemar. | have field-medic training, aswell as Dushau
specidization. | would not have placed the Oliat survivors under sedation.”

Krinatawondered if Finemar's mafunction could explain Fedeewarn's death. She said to Finemar,

"Y ou've admitted amalfunction. It makes sense to lighten your caseload under such circumstances, so on
my authority, transfer the Dushau to Arlal asaspecidist physician.” She gppeded shamedessly to
Finemar's physician's programming. "It's the best way to insure the well-being of the Dushau in your



care."

Finemar blinked expressionlessly. Krinata had never seen a Sentient take so long to make adecison. But
then hesaid, "A sensible suggestion. | fed it iswrong to follow it, but | do not know why. Undoubtedly,
the mafunction isimpairing my judgment. Arla, send your insdrumentality to me at once. I'm beginning to
waken the patients who will be remanded to your care.”

Again he began to sign off, but thistime Krinata stopped him. "I think it would be wiseif | were present
when Jindigar wakes. Severd times he expressed gratitude for my presence. It seemsto stabilize him
somehow.”

Arlal looked surprised, but said, "That can happen on rare occasion, and if so, thenit iscrucid that you
be present.”

Finemar looked from one to the other of them, perplexed as no machine ever should be. "I have data that
thisistrue. But | dso have specific ingructions.”

Arlai replied, "It isunwiseto follow sourcdessingructions, for how will you explain your actionsin the
event of disaster?"

In evident distress, Finemar agreed to permit Krinata's presence, and the two Sentients vanished from
her screen. She snatched up her leptolizer, deactivating the screen, tucked the piol under one arm and
headed for theinfirmary.

The hospital section was on thetop floor, in afar wing of the oldest part of the structure. She set her
leptolizer to home on theinfirmary, and followed its colored light display until she was thoroughly
disoriented. At last, she found hersdlf in a pleasant reception area, wide windows providing a spectacular
view of the sunset over the crystal and ebony spires of the Allegiancy capitd.

She paused, breath caught in her throat, once again ensnared by the upwelling of emotion she'd felt
before the throne. The Allegiancy, for nearly two thousand years, had utilized the best within each of
those who served it, remaining imperviousto their inevitable, morta pettiness. The grestness of the
Allegiancy wasin the way it dso captured the dedication of people like Jndigar. Such an organization
wasworthy of her devotion, even her life.

As she gpproached the monitor screen to announce herself to Security, she felt purified by her perception
of the glory outside those windows. A small scurry passed her, three packages onits ddliver platform. As
Security admitted her to the corridor of in-patient rooms, she set her leptolizer to home on Jindigar, and
found hersdlf following the scurry right to the end of the hall and into alarge room with three bedsand a
heart-stopping view of the city and the sunset.

There werejust afew puffs of cloud scattered about the purple sky, arranged to complement the capitol
buildingsasif by the Cdegtid Artist.

Two attendants, aHolot and a L ehiroh, were working over Jndigar and the other two Dushau. Asthe
scurry delivered the packages, the Holot said, "I don't like this. The last time we wakened a traumeatized
Dushau, shedied”

"But that was before Dissolution, and we told Finemar it was unwise to dlow an interview with anyone
but an Outreach.”

The Lehiroh spotted Krinataand broke off. ™Y ou must be the programming ecologist.” When she
affirmed that, he asked, "Is your debriefing worth risking this man'slife?"



"I'm no medic,” she answered, "but Arlai, the Sentient medic who usudly treats these Dushau, and |
agreetherisk islessthisway. Hook up Arlai before you wake them, and listen to what he says.”

She seated her leptolizer in the corn-dot near the bed and evoked Arlai. "They're about to connect you.”
"Prepared to receive telemetry.”

The Holot had one cuff secured around a Dushau arm. He turned to the screen and asked, "Receiving?’
"Perfectly,” answered Arlal. "The others?"

The Lehiroh sedled another cuff on Jindigar's arm while the Holot attended the third Dushau. Arlal began
running their stats across the screen.

The Lehiroh sad, "Finemar, are you with us?'

"Checking. Arlai's stat readback differsfrom mine. Stand by." In amoment, the screen split and they
could see another set of numbers crawl up the screen.

Krinatastood in shock. Thiswas virtudly impossible. Computerslike Finemar just never, ever distorted
likethis. "Arlal, run your Standardizing Comparison Test. Finemar, do the same.”

Thetwo medicslooked at each other in totd disbelief. A moment later, Arlai said, "1 am clear, up and
functioning. Scum'slife-stats are too low, the others are low but acceptable.”

The numbers on Finemar's side of the screen cleared and Finemar's visage came on, funereal grimnesson
his countenance. "'l am not clear, though up and running. | must shut down theinfirmary. I've cdled
Doctor Phips, and hewill be here within the hour. | suggest you revive the Dushau by hand, or wait for
Phips”

TheHolot said, "Well wait."
Smultaneoudy, the Lehiroh sad, "Arla can guide.”

Krinatasad, "l beieveit'simperative to revive them as soon as possible. Arlal, can you trust your
monitoring? Areyou in orbit abovethis point, or relaying?"

"| am above you and will remain so for sufficient time. I will monitor. Please proceed.” He flashed his
own face on their screen, gave areassuring nod, then presented them with the readout and the orders for
changing the drugs.

The Lehiroh noted the changes, ordered the Hol ot to write them down, then opened the side of Jindigar's
bed frame and began manualy adjusting settings. Asthe numbersfor the others came onscreen, the
Holot dictated them while writing them on the portable screenboard hanging at the foot of each bed. The
L ehiroh made the adjustments. By the time hefinished, Seum was tirring. Arlal dictated another change,
and the whole thing was repeated twice more.

At last Jndigar opened his eyes, peering about him Wearily. The windows had turned to reflective black
asthe lights came on. He raised his head on hunched shoulders, glimpsed the other two of histeam, then
collapsed back onto the bed with agusty sigh. Then he saw Krinata. "Y ou came!™

Gratitude flooded from his eyesto hers, and she waswarmed. Arla called, "Jindigar, how do you fed?"

Recognizing the voice, he twisted his head to catch sight of the screen. Krinatatilted the unit so he could
see, and Arlal appeared behind the numerals. Computer and Immorta grinned at each other. Then



Jndigar said, "'l fed terrible. Areyou doing this?'
"All my fault. Want something for the headache?"
"Sure. But nothing will blunt the other ache.”

Then the other two Dushau were greeting Arlai, getting the whole story of Finemar's embarrassment
which could have been fatd to them, and dragging themselvesto their feet to dress. The two attendants
helped the others while Krinata fetched Jindigar's tunic and shoes.

Jndigar introduced Arlai to the piol, and petted it as he struggled into his clothing, and wound his turban.
Then he placed the piol on top of his head, signed them dl out of the infirmary and led the way back
toward Krinata's office, which was severd stories underground.

She halted them at the ground floor. "It'swell past working hours, and | just don't want to go back there
today."

Jndigar checked hisleptolizer for thetime. Hiswasasmple, polished sted modd, hardly longer than a
finger, the old-fashioned, unadorned mode that could do everything the cumbersome hera dry-decorated
one could do, and weighed less than a third as much. The one the Emperor had given him hung at his belt
with Fedeewarn's.

"l didn't realizeit was so late. I'm sorry. Y ou go on home, and well check in at the embassy.”
"The Dushau embassy isclosed for the day.”
"That's peculiar,” said one of the Dushau.

Redlizing he owed introductions, Jndigar said, "Krinata, thisis Dinai, Protector of Kamminth, and Seum,
Formulator of Kamminth. Krinata Zavaronne, our debriefing officer. I've worked with her often, and
found her most competent. Perhaps we even owe her our lives. But now | must get to a screen and talk
privately to Arla.”

She noticed Jndigar's teeth weren't nearly as blue asthey ought to be. "Y ou al aren't well enough to be
running around hunting a hotel. Come on home with me. I've aguest room, and one of you can have the
gtting room." Seum wasleaning againg thewall asif he couldn't stand upright, and Dinai was panting.
Jndigar stood straight, but he was too stiff—resisting weakness. "I'll order in some food, and you can
reach Arlal privately. Use your leptolizer in my system, and even aProctor'strace would take dl night.”

"Proctor's trace," repeated Seum, akind of cregping horror penetrating his dullness. "Jindigar..."
"Hold fast, zunre. Krinata, we accept your kind offer.”

They went down to the tube level and Krinata used her leptolizer to cal alarger car than sheld used to
get to work that morning. Even so, the three Dushau filled it. Must remember to use a Number Five
with them! she thought, and clicked her leptolizer into the receptacle. Relaxing, she pivoted the seet to
look at her wilted guests.

Jndigar examined the comunit, then tried hisleptolizer initsdot. "No. Only the new design will fit this.
Krinata?'

"I have the old-fashioned machine at home. I'll just take off the adapter for you. Only afew minutes.”

Theindigo faces before her set into field-hardened endurance. It must have seemed like centuriesto



them, but wasredlly only minutes. The lift put them afew steps from her gpartment door. When her
leptolizer beam touched the door, it evoked her moronic apartment Sentient who began her routine
greeting and announcement of supper being served.

"Wait amoment, Fella" shesaid. "Company." She gpologized to the Dushau. "Fidlaisn'tin Arla'sclass,
but she'stotadly reliable.” Then she dropped her leptolizer into its home dot and asked, "Fidla, how
would you like afriend to vist you for the evening?"

Felaput her smulacrum, an overweight grandmotherly human, on the Sitting-room screen and made
flustered sounds. Krinatawarned Fiella, then pulled her leptolizer and the adapter out and motioned
Jndigar toinsert hisand evoke Arla. "They'll get dong well enough, | think. Fielaisaways polite, and
Arla seems... cosmopolitan.”

"That heis" avered Jndigar.

Seum and Dinai had stretched out flat on the rose carpet and were doing exercises asif they hurt al over,
which she was sure they did after the convulsions. The piol sat watching them, head cocked to one side.

The screen came dive with afull-length view of Fielastanding on apink field, just the color of the
stting-room carpet, as Arlai walked on screen. The two greeted each other asif they were incarnates,
and turned to face their audience. "How may we..." began Arlai, and then seemed to notice Seum and
Dina. "Areyou trying to knock yourselves out?' he asked sharply.

They stopped doing leg lifts, and Seum answered, rolling on hisside. "From what we've learned, Arla,
we'd better get back into shape again quickly. Isthere any faster way?!

"Y ou might eat something and get some deep firs!" Arlal answered with the anger of the overprotective.

When Jndigar said, "Agreed," Filaglanced a Arlai with genuine respect. "Arla, send us—and
Krinata—a good medl, then welll confer over these latest devel opments. Meanwhile, get us an update on
Finemar's condition.”

"Done!" answered Arlal, earning another marveling look from Fiella. " Survey Base Infirmary has been
shut down, dl in-patients transferred to Groundschool Hospital. They're talking about deprogramming
Finemar. I've been recommending mercy; none of thiswas hisfault.”

Dinal sat up, hugging hiskneesto pull histoes out of the piol's grip. "What do you mean? Whose fault
wasit?'

"'Someone with avery high-priority leptolizer anended his programs and inserted blinds so he wouldn't
notice hisoversghts. It was a flesh agency, not a Sentient. My only clueisthat when Fedeewarn died, a
Lehiroh made of very high birth wastrying to question her."

"Question her," said Seum, awestruck at the audacity or stupidity. "Arlal, who was it?" Heraked the
room with aglance, asif searching for the threat. "That man isthree timesamurderer.”

"| redize that. I've been trying to reach our embassy, but their Sentient doesn't answer.”

Jndigar swept the piol up, fondled it, and asked, "Arlal, do you remember the Interregnum—Casey's
Planet? That's our Situation, | think. My mind isclearing, but I'm till not sure.....”

The Interregnum had ended with the birth of the Allegiancy. Krinata had never heard of Casey's Plandt.

Arla said thoughtfully, "They're coming tomorrow to give methe new programming—"



Jndigar lunged forward on his seat. "Countermand!” he said. "Don't |et anyone—repeat anyone—tamper
with your programming. Tell them I've restricted your servicing to Dushaun Station only. Let them dedl
withme"

"Acknowledged,” answered Arlai crisply.

"These matters,” said Fielain akindly tone, "are way beyond my comprehension, but | do know your
supper hasarrived. May | serveyou? Y ou dl must be famished.”

Jndigar nodded. "Please, Fidla; you're marvelous. Arlai, keep trying to get through to the ambassador.
Usedll expediency, on my authority, but don't let your requests be traceable to me by any local agency.
Wipe dl groundside records, and keep yours under sedl. Understood?’

"Use graytime procedures. Understood.” He executed an obeisance to Jindigar, made a courteous bow
to Fiellaand took hisleave of her asif she were alady of the high court. She clasped her fluttering hands
before her ample bosom and sighed.

Asthey dl rose, Jindigar took Krinataaside. "Now think very hard. Do you realy want to harbor us? It
could be very dangerousfor you; if not to your life, then to your career.”

"l don't seewhy. Thisisal some ghastly mistake, Jindigar, and as soon as the Emperor—"

"Krinata, it's the Emperor who's behind it. Not the hand that wakened Fedeewarn, but the one who
ordered it done while he detained us. Think! Where isthe Dushau delegation? What is going on here?'

She shook her head, bewildered. "I don't know."

"Only two things are evident. Y ou're going to seethe end of agdactic civilization. And the Dushau are
going to be blamed for dl theills attendant on that disintegration.”

"Now, | redly think you're exaggerating—no, you're just plain wrong. The Dushau are known asthe
staunchest supporters of the Allegiancy. Y ou've done more for our growth and continuance than any
other sngle species.”

"That's not wholly true. We take a passive stance in your affairs, for it's up to Ephemeras to choose how
Ephemeraswill be governed. But once you've chosen, we will support your choice, and your right to
rechoose. Y et we're often blamed when things go wrong. I'm not episodic; my memory isfunctioning
properly now, so believe me. If you befriend us, you're endangering yoursdlf. Say the word, and well
leaveright now. Arlai can eradicate dl trace of our presence, and you'll only have to account for why you
pulled us out of theinfirmary. Finemar's collgpse is good enough reason for that. Y ou'll be clear.”

Shelooked at the door, then at the blank screen where Arlai had trested Fiellawith such courtesy. How
could sheturn out three tottering Dushau? What if they collapsed, as Arlai seemed to fed they might? It
would be her fault. Then she stopped kidding hersalf. She wasn't going to turn them out, because they
were good people, and such were hard enough to find in any world. "Look, | don't believeit'slike that.
There may be some rotten peoplein high places, but the Allegiancy will come through on your side.

Y ou're not going anywhere tonight. Now get in there and eat your supper before | evoke Arlai and get
him down on you!"

He stepped back. "Y es, Zavaronne. If that iswhat you wish. We're grateful—and obligated.” He made
obeisance to her, just ashade lessthan if sheld been Empress. Therewasn't ahint of mockery init,
ether.

Embarrassed, she rushed about, putting the piol out on the balcony with adish of water and some scraps



of food, then hustling Jndigar in to wash up while the aromaof rich, Dushau fare wafted through the
gpartment.

Oncethey were al seated about her small table, and Fidlahad sent her serving scurry around to present
each of them with choices of entree and beverage, Krinata heaved asigh. There wasn't anything sinister
going oh. It was just one of those things that were bound to happen when a government got as big and
unwieldy asthe Allegiancy.

They were hardly finished esating when Arlai came onto the dining-room screen and announced, "Jndigar,
I've got Ambassador Trinarvil. She wantsto speak with you—privately."

THREE
Proctor'sArrest

They adjourned to the sitting room where the screen was larger, taking their drinks with them. Seum
lingered to thank Fiella. A scurry set out dishes of fruit as Jndigar brought Ambassador Trinarvil onto the
screen, leaving awindow in one corner with aheadshot of Arla's smulacrum.

Trinarvil was asmdl Dushau woman with anxious features and a high voice which nevertheless carried
authority. Her plush indigo skin was darker than Jindigar's, dmost as dark as Lelwatha had been,
denating truly advanced age. Y et she made full formal obeisanceto Jndigar.

Hewaved that asde. "It'samost timeto forget that Sy title forever."
She grinned, showing hedthy blue teeth. "Before we discuss senstive materid, we must securethisline.”
"Indeed. Arlal, can you subordinate to Kithol pen?”

"Assuredly.” Arla'simage was replaced by another Dushau, paer indigo, with ahigher bridge to hisnose
than Krinata had ever seen on a Dushau.

"Y our pardon,” requested the new Sentient, whom Krinata assumed ran the Dushau embassy. The
screen broke up, hissed darmingly, then settled into areddish image of Trinarvil.

"Secure," announced Jndigar.
"Secure," agreed Trinarvil. "Now—"
"Where were you this afternoon?" asked Jindigar.

"Consultation with home. For months, there have been rumors. Y esterday, word came of the first
anti-Dushau riot. Y ou haven't heard?”

Seum and Dinal were obvioudy shocked, but Jindigar said calmly, " So soon. Shocking how quickly
Ephemerdsturn.”

The conversation was in the modern Dushauni Krinata had studied, but she often lost the sense. She
concentrated, intending to look up later what she missed now.

"It'sonly in the outlying districts so far, but it sseemsimperia agitators are behind it, asusud. Blaming the
food shortages a space bases on us, accusing us of emptying the throne and then manipulating the
government to our own profit. All vague enough to stimulate imagination, evading chalengesfor proof.
The pattern, though, isclear.”

"The next step may be dready at hand,” said Jindigar sadly. "Open indictment by the Imperia Court.”



"Rantan laid the groundwork for that yesterday,” the ambassador agreed, "addressing Parliament,
obliquely hinting that Oliat teams could be withholding information on planetswith agricultura or mining
potentid. Heimplied that Snce most of us expect to live through the next gdactic civilization, we might
hold back information that would buy us high placesin that government. With our lifespan, he said, weve
no reason to abhor the starvation of Ephemerdsthat collapse of the Allegiancy would bring. In fact, the
end of the Empire would be to our advantage since it would hasten the New Age which we could
engineer any way we chose, since we know where the richest planets are hidden.”

"Theman'sinsane,” judged Seum.
"Probably," dlowed Dind. "But hislogic will gpped.”

"Today," sad Jndigar, "he was probing for concrete evidence. He asked about Raichmat. And | believe
he sent someone to question Fedeewarn while he kept us busy. | saw dismay on hisface when
Kamminth and Lelwatha collapsed. He didn't intend that. Advisors or no, he didn't believe the nature of
the Oliat."

"Arla told meyour story. He lifted recordings of the entire grisy episode, even the questioning in the
imperid private chambers. They don't make them like Arlai anymore.”

Jndigar agreed while Trinarvil looked down &t the table before her, working someinvisible controls.
"Someone'strying to crack our screening,” she announced. "Briefly, Jndigar, 1've been in conference with
home and our best Historians and Sentients. We discussed hundreds of rumors, haf-facts, and planetary
trends. The consensuswas clear. The Allegiancy istumbling over the brink of disntegration, and trying to
blame us. We're sending out retrieval missonsto the Oliat tesmsin thefield, and were withdrawing all
our embassies and consulates, breaking off diplomatic relations, before they openly indict us. Onerir is
being evacuated tomorrow morning. Meet us at Overlook Station as the terminator crosses it—"

"No," said Jndigar.
Into Trinarvil's puzzled Slence, Seum said, "We can't |leave Kamminth, Lelwatha and Fedeewarn—"
"Bring—" darted Trinarvil.

Jndigar cut her off. "Under the circumstances, I'm sure Rantan has aready denied permission to remove
the bodies from Onerir. Y our only chance of pulling out without being stopped isto go swiftly, without
announcing intent—"

"Weé're not leaving anyone behind,” declared Trinarvil.

Jndigar slently consulted Seum and Dinal, then said, "Kamminth's Oliat contracted to survey three
worlds. We found one colonid, and haven't debriefed on it yet. For Kamminth's sake, we must debrief.
Y ou've served Oliat—"

"Yes, | understand. But the danger—"
"Weredill inthefidd," said Dinal. "Hazard is part of thet life"”

"There's one other point,” added Jindigar. "I'm under direct imperia edict to submit acomplete and
detailed report of the Raichmat Surveys. I'm sworn to the Allegiancy Emperor, asheisto me. I'm not so
naive asto believe mysdf safe from him. But for the Oliat, and for Dushaun, | must carry out imperia
commands before | leave."

Trinarvil frowned gravely out of the screen, meeting Jindigar's eyesin aslent contest that lasted longer



than any Krinata had ever witnessed. Findly, Trinarvil said, "Y ou've dways been such astubborn kid."

"And you awaystold me my attitude would get meinto afina trouble one day. Perhapsthisisthe day,
and your prophecy will bevindicated.”

"Would that | werewrong." She turned to the other two Dushau. "Y ou're with him?"

Thetwo looked to Jndigar asif hewere their Outreach gtill. He asked, "It could be otherwise? Y ou
knew Lelwathaand Kamminth. Y ou knew Kamminth's"

"Arla," sad Trinarvil, "do you agreeto this?"

"Without reservation,” said Arla'svoice.

After deliberating, Trinarvil said, "Ancther prophecy then. Oneday, I'll servein Jndigar's Oliat."
Jndigar grinned. "It'saded! I'll seeyou therel”

The red haze shrank until Trinarvil's figure was sharply outlined. She made another forma obeisance and
faded.

The silence was so deep Krinata could hear theice melting in their forgotten drinks. She understood the
ambassador was leaving Onerir and Jindigar was staying, but the reasons had escaped her. Nearly an
hour later, still in total Slence Dinal and Seum rose and went into the guest room sheld given them.

Jndigar muttered, "I'll explain tomorrow,” and followed his zunre. Krinatalet Fiellamake up the sitting
room guest bed. Her own room, with its pink rose-peta carpet, violet drapes and mint green bedding
seemed to mock her mood. She couldn't believe the Allegiancy would fall apart in her lifetime. To
Dushau, "immediatdy” might be three hundred years from now.

She heard the water running in the guest bathroom, and muffled Dushau voices while she was bathing.
Fiellascolded her on the condition of her formal attire—piol dropping stains, Dushau urine from Dinai's
convulsions. She hadn't even realized that she hadn't changed. "I'm sorry, Fiella. It won't happen again.”

"Never mind," said Fiellafrom the bathroom screen. "We haven't had guests since your mother died. We
should do things like this more often, even if it costs afew suits. They are so wonderfully courteous.” She
sghed. "Arla saysyou were 0 heroic, rescuing Dinal and dll.”

She wasn't about to argue with the Sentients, so she distracted Fiella by asking for the syntax and
vocabulary to retrack that interview and understand it while she dept. Then she snuggled into her bed and
turned on thedeep fidd.

She woke four hours ater, when the field went off automatically. Since sheld gotten over her mother's
death, sheld dways dept through that abatement, waking naturaly a dawn. She tossed fretfully for a
while, then tried combing her forearmswith her fingernails and pressing her thumbsinto the pams of her
handsto trigger the deep reflexes. Shefet amild relaxation fromiit, but then avision surfaced of the piol
|eft out on the bacony.

Before she knew it, she was on her feet, grabbing arobe and opening her door. The stting-room lights
were on low, and Jindigar was at the desk terminal, one hand propping his chin, the piol curled on his
head and snoring while he scanned old records of the Raichmat expeditions and made new entries with
hisfree hand.

The anima poked its head up, then scrambled down Jindigar and climbed up her robe, leaving claw



marks on the ddlicate fabric. She plucked it off and cradled it in one arm as Jindigar roused to ask, "Did |
wakeyou?'

"No, | just remembered leaving the piol outside.”
Chagrined, Jndigar said, "I'd forgotten him, too. But | couldn't deep.”

She settled cross-legged on a nearby ottoman and turned the piol over to look for genitals. "Neither
couldI. How do you tdll it'sahe?'

"Well, you might say we asked him." Heforced agrin onto hisravaged festures. "Not very helpful, an 1?
Here." Hereached for the animal and turned itsrear to her, raising itstail. "Femaesusudly have alight
paich here. And they smell different, even whenimmature.”

"Oh, I never had apial, though | once had acat. | thought about getting adog after my mother died.” She
hadn't meant to say that. From there, it took only afew gentle questions by Jindigar to elicit the whole
gtory of her mother's death from thransaxx and its complications.

" She must have been afine woman.”
To change the subject, she asked, "Does he have aname?"

"Why, no. There hasn't been timeto think." Hetried to smile, but she could see strained grief behind the
facade. "Do you have any ideas?"

The picture of Rantan'slivid face asthe piol munched on the prize fish with its festoons of rainbow fins
spread about him made Krinata say, "Why not call him Imperia Fisher, Imp for short?'

"Irreverent, but appropriate.”
"Y ou'renot smiling. | thought it was funny.”

"I'm sorry." He sighed hugdy and flicked hisfingers over the keypads, sending text and diagrams flowing
over the screensin three dimensions.

Abashed, she remembered that his only memory of Imp's greatest moment was the pain of the deaths of
three of hiszunre. "Are you planning to finish that report so you can leave in the morning with Trinarvil ?*

He turned his head to ingpect her with astonishment, then answered, "It's going to take longer than that to
chronicle over four hundred years. When this... grieving isover, I'll have completely lost touch with those
memories, barricaded them behind akind of emotiona scar tissue. So | haveto finish thisbeforel..." He
shuddered.

"L ook, if you'd rather be done—"
Hejust looked at her, unable to answer.

"After | saw you had the piol, | came out because | thought you might liketo talk. It's helpful to humans
to talk out agrieving. That'swhat funerals and wakes are for." She began to uncurl her legs. "But
sometimes it doesn't work across species lines. Perhapsit's too soon.”

He put out ahand to hat her. "The grieving will go on hard and long, Krinata. | must ask you to forgive.
Let metdl youwhat Trinarvil sad.”

"l understood most of it, and got the rest from..." Suddenly, the full import of the conversation bit her like



acannon blast. And she knew what had wakened her after the deeper had turned off. The Dushau redlly
believed the end was at hand, and that Rantan was going to make them his scapegoat. Despite al of that,
Jndigar was going to honor hisvows of fealty, taken hundreds of years ago to another Emperor. What a
beautiful man! How could anyone believe those lies! She didn't know what Zinzik wastrying to
accomplish, but it must be that he was so intent on his goa of peace and prosperity amnong the Allied
Speciesthat he had alowed his advisorsto lead him into aghastly blunder. And if it went on much
longer, it could be very dangerous indeed.

She asked, "Jindigar, are you sure you're not staying here out of aneed to court danger, from depression
over theincredible losses you've sustained? As a human might do?’

"Dushau might do such thingsin the emotiona turbulence of the onset of Renewal. But | have quite afew
more years. This shock aonewouldn' trigger Renewal for me, or Dinai or Seum. And what | told
Trinarvil istrue: | oweit to Kamminth and her Oliat to complete this debriefing. Also, | oweit to the
Allegiancy to carry out the Emperor's orders.”

She was listening with more than her ears. Renewa was the period of about a century every thousand
years when Dushau retired to their home planet, took mates, raised families, and became younger day by
day. "Kamminth meant alot to you."

"Yes" he admitted heavily. Again, he put hisforehead in his hands asif to soothe adeep ache. "She
mated me during Renewa once. We have a son home now—in Renewal. Her last dying concern was for
him."

Helooked sharply at her, saw her sympathy and shook hishead. "No, you don't understand. Such a
reaction was most unlike Kamminth—until Lelwatha became her Emulator. Lelwathawas moreto the
Oliat than asun to its planets. He was like adeep, still pond, clear to the depths of soul; the radiant
dtillness acquired through ten Renewas. He exemplified the beauty of ultimate attainment, and hismere
presence awakened some of that in us. Kamminth was sharp, young, irascible. Her spiky temper and
sdf-absorption, though smply youthful, madeit difficult to be with her. But when Lelwatha came, the
Oliat steadied in balance. We doubled in perceptivity. And we became open to joy. | learned—I hope
learned—so much from him.

"Krinata, I'm so afraid I'm going to lose histouch, that | will be unable to give meaning to hislife because
we didn't have enough time. And Kamminth—oh, Kamminth. She waslearning too. Now—"

As he broke off, she was aware that he'd revealed more than he'd intended, but she was fascinated to
have glimpsed the spiritud vaue of the Oliat to its officers. To them, it was amaturing, soul-enriching
experience. And that, not money or adventure—or power—was why Dushau worked Oliat for Planetary
urvey.

In hisslence, shefet theimmengty of hisloss, and how it could scar and cripple him for life. She said,
"I'll get Fidlato make sometea”

Shewent into the dining room and summoned Fiellawhile he continued to Stare at his screen. How does
a Dushau cry? Shed made a professond point of learning al she could about them, and still knew
nothing important except that he needed agood cry right now. So did Krinata, but with less cause. She
sat a the table waiting for the teaand wiped &t her leasking eyes with afurious embarrassment.

When she took the teain, along with some cakes Fiellahad provided, he wastotdly absorbed in his
work. She curled up in her favorite chair, meaning to stay only long enough to drink acup of tea. She
watched him sp histeaand munch distractedly while torrents of data swept acrossdl five of the display
screens arrayed around the desk.



As he worked, the sirain lines smoothed from his face and he seemed younger. Shetried toimaginehim a
thousand years younger. She didn't even know how old he was. But Raichmat had Dissolved more than
thirteen hundred years ago.

She woke with agtart to find Dinai bent over Jindigar at the desk, one arm around Jindigar's shoulders,
whispering to him. Jndigar finaly roused from his communion with the screens and moved vaguely, his
eyes dazed, hiswords durring. Dinai's darm was written plainly in his posture, histone, even though she
couldn't understand aword he was saying other than zunre, the term for afellow Oliat member.

She got up, dert asif there were something she could do for Jindigar. But as she moved, Jindigar
dragged himsdf together, and said, "Oh, Krinata, | didn't know you were gill there. Did | wake you?'

"No," shelied, checking thetime. "I've got to get to the office." She pasted on asmile. "I've got a heavy
debriefing later today!" But he should be in the hospital!

As shewent to dress, he said, "Well bethere"
Sheleft while they were closeted in the guest room, gpparently chanting in unison.

The office was buzzing when she arrived. She marched past the reception counter behind which scores of
her subordinates sat at desk terminals. Many of them did most of their work at home, corning into the
office only occasiondly. Today, however, everyone had come expecting ashow. They werein their
places, but gossiping, not working.

Clorinda Dover, one of the newest additions to the Survey Base data pool, fresh from Terrawith the air
of automatic authority that made everyone hate her while envying her pretty face, was regaling the young
Lehiroh mae, Sharfolk, with fictitious details of Kamminth's degth, asif she had an insde track to the
Emperor's apartments. Krinata strode past and snapped, "There's work to be done.”

"Yes, Lady Zavaronne," intoned Clorinda. Theworst of it was, she meant it. To her, rank was
everything, and she acknowledged Krinatas status while vying to raise her own.

Krinata stopped, sorry sheld cracked her invisble whip at Sharfolk, who wasn't impressed by titles. "We
do have Kamminth's debriefing today, and I'm sure the Outreach will be grateful if we can makeit as
quick aswe can for him."

Clorinda put on aknowing smile that Krinatawanted to wipe off her tastefully made-up face. Three years
ago, peoplelike Clorindawouldn't have been tolerated in positions of any responsbility. With abit more
rancor than sheintended, Krinatasaid, "And | don't want to hear asingle snicker if he waksin herewith
apiol on his head. The Emperor didn't bat an eyelash, neither will you.”

| shouldn't be so hard on her. She's just young. Besides, she's a member of my team!

Whispersfollowed her dl the way into her private office. She powered up quickly and began shooting
questions at her staff. making sure al the queries from thefield had been answered, al new datafiled and
integrated. By the time sheld been on-line five minutes, her department’s Sentient and dl his
semi-sentients were fully occupied.

Then she checked with Arlai to make sure Jindigar and the otherswere redlly aswell asthey claimed. He
answered, "They're not well, but they'll hedl faster after they get this over with."

She was planning how to make it easiest on them when her door rattled open asif hit by atornado. Six
Holot guards led by a gilt-carapaced Cassrian trooped into her office in perfect marching step and took
up aformation. Feding smaller than the Cassrian, shock prickling ong her skin, sheroseto her full



height behind her desk.

The Cassrian was gloating at pulling rank on someone technicaly his superior. "We have orders from the
highest to observe this debriefing.”

Sheroared, "Get out of my officel”

Heignored her, waving toward the full staff outside. "Y ou plan to finish today?"
"Theinterview part,” she answered. "In privecy! | shal filefull formal objections—"
"They will beignored."

Hauteur had aways been a Zavaronne tool. She turned it on now, meeting the Cassrian's gaze coldly.
"Debriefing must teke placein private, or we may lose vitd details”

She won the stare-down. Lowering his eyes, he bowed, joints clicking. He said more humbly, "Of
course. We will make oursalvesinconspicuous. Y ou are ordered to say no word of our presenceto the
Dushau. But we must monitor. We have our orders.” He handed her a dim message tube with the
imperid sed onit. "Long live the Emperor.”

She broke it and rammed it into the reader. While she folded nervelessly back into her chair, the Cassrian
deployed his guards by pairsinto Krinata's two side rooms—one a storeroom, the other a bath and
dressing room.

The Cassrian and the other two Holot went out into the common office and appropriated desksin the
back among the potted plants someone had brought from home.

Krinata stared at the ornately bordered, illuminated, un-forgeable Imperial Order. By her oath and her
family's oath. shewas cdled to serve her Emperor. She was to complete the debriefing in routine fashion,
not indicating to the Dushau that the guards were there, for any emotiona disturbance might obscure the
data even further than the deaths had aready. The Empire needed this planet desperately. The guards
were there to prevent interference with her work today. She would be justly rewarded.

She sat with her fists clenched in her 1ap, her jaw bunching, emotions raging back and forth. She had to
breathe evenly to regain cam. But thiswas her department. Thisintrusion implied adistrust of her
professonaism. A cold thought wriggled up to consciousness. Or isit me he doesn't trust—because |
stood with them yesterday?

Maybe it was her department—or the Dushau—who weren't trusted? Had word of the Dushau
withdrawal aready reached Rantan? She hadn't turned on the news this morning, and there was no time
now.

Oh, let this be over soon! But something told her it wouldn't be. Soon the damage theimperid decrees
had done would be unforgivable. It could only damage the Allegiancy.

She had to warn Jindigar. Deep intimate details were sometimes reveded during debriefing. Y et shed
been specifically ordered not to dert the Dushau to the spies. Jndigar was doing dl thisfrom loyalty to
his Emperor. How could she do less? Y e, she fdlt like a betrayer. On the other hand, there was no way
to get word to him without the spies noticing. They were on her data boards out there!

While she dithered, fedling helpless and trapped in her own office and hating hersdlf for it, Tully, her
department's Sentient, came on the screen—a delightfully muscular young human with afrontier planet
accent. "The Kamminth Outreach, Formulator and Protector have arrived.”



Jndigar entered as the door opened quietly. He was flanked by Seum and Dinai. al dressed formally.
Sure enough, Imp was atop Jindigar's head. He set the piol down, providing it with aplastic toy fish to
play with and asked, waving at the full outer office, "All of that in our honor?'

"We thought we'd be ableto finish today. Besides, | think they'real dying of curiosity. Kamminth'staeis
al over the divison. Right now, | expect they're gossiping about your arrival." Her cheer sounded
strained, and her eyes kept straying to the doors on either sde of the room.

Jndigar nodded. " Perhaps we can yet retrieve enough detail to publish afull and attractive prospectus.”
Krinatarose, gesturing to the couches arrayed in the other end of the office behind afiligreed screen.

They entered the debriefing area, stripping off turban and outer robe with businesslike precison. Asshe
powered up the equipment arrayed around her control chair, Jndigar ingalled Dinai and Seum onan
adjacent lounge and made himsalf at home on the debriefing couch. He hesitated, frowning at her asif he
sensed something amiss. "What's bothering you, Krinata?'

"Uh... nothing," shelied, hating hersdlf for being weak. Nothing's going to happen. It's better he
doesn't know. She could see through the brittle cheer of hisfacade to the bottomless ache of |oss that
was gnawing at hisvitals. And he was nursing that ache, not attempting to surmount it, because its ceasing
would wall him away from the data the Emperor wanted. "L et's get on with this," pled Krinataas much
for hersdlf asfor them.

Asif stung, Jndigar turned to his zunre, gathered them with eye contact and then joined hands with them.
"We can't balance anymore, but we will access what mutua contact isleft to us. Forgive, please, any

clumsy lgpses.”

It wasn't in anything he said, but she got the sudden impression that this was very dangerousfor them.
Arla hadn't warned her about that. But she flung hersdlf into her control chair, forcing al worries from her
mind. If they could give so much to the Empire surely the least she could do was support them. She
snapped on the cone of green light which signified the detector beams were focused on the debriefing

lounge.

Jndigar took his place under that cone as he had hundreds of times before. The other two Dushau settled
for thelong session, handsjoined in some sort of formal configuration. Krinata.gave herself with long
disciplineto the frame of mind of aprospective coloni<.

She summoned enthusiasm, curiosity, and determination to make a shrewd choice among the new homes
available. The machines responded to her brainwaves, the lightsflickering in their proper patterns. In the
outer office, she knew from years of work there herself, screens echoed hers, and others drew dataforth
for comparison. Tully stood by with his semi-sentients ready to integrate the data.

"All right, take meto Margo," said Krinata, "and show me what makesit such agreat planet to live on.”

The scientific datadready flowed across her screens, streams of numbers, equations, parameters and
anayses, life-typings and ranges. But how many prospective colonists could take those numbers and
create the awesome three-dimensional image that formed in the green haze before Krinatals chair.

A sneer cliff of red marble roseto amagentaand silver sky. A frothy white waterfal crashed downward,
spuming outward on both sides. Enormous winged crestures, blue and turquoise, floated in the updrafts
beside the dliff, diving and calling musically to one another, occasionaly snagpping up some water creature
that had been swept over thefall and was tumbling downward through the air.



It was thrilling, breathtaking, beautiful enough to make her cry with yearning to go there. Suddenly , the
rare magic happened. Oncein ten debriefings, her imagination trangported her into awaking dream, fully
fleshed out and dimensionally red, asif her brain centerswere directly stimulated. She became one of the
Oliat officerswalking the surface of the new planet, breathing its scents, testing itsair on her skin,
knowing it intimately with both mind and body. Thefine line between intellectua imagination and living
dream could not be crossed purposively. When it came, she had to relax and let it happen.

Sleep-deprived, emationa ly exhausted, she needed to dream. This precious experience had never
happened with Jindigar before, and somewhere within was the shrill panic that sheld never havethis
chance again. She grabbed for it avidly, and found it easy to float awvay to Margo.

The scene panned around and she saw the foothillsrippling away into aplain covered with blue and mint
green forest, dotted with lakes. They moved through the air until she could see the edge of the forest, and
then an infinite rolling plain with tall waving grasses, grazing herds, stresmsand lakes. A long-tailed,
sreamlined slver bird dove into one of the mirror-bright lakes and came up with abig, fat wriggling
creature. The bird perched on a boulder and feasted undisturbed. Part of her could become that bird.

Krinataasked doud, "What eats the fisher-bird?"

Her skepticd curiogity, trained to pardld that of prospective settlers, was her most valuable contribution.
Simple holographs could show what the exploring or devel oping teams wanted customersto see. She
had to use the crestivity of the Oliat to present the world asit redly was.

Asthey watched, asinuous pouncing creature stalked the feasting bird. Figuresfor its height and weight,
its poisonous claws, and the size of itsripping teeth—as well asthe fact that it would gladly attack
mammal s—flowed unseen across Krinatas screen. It was Clorindasjob to synthesize that datawith the
Oliat's created visons.

The pouncer attacked. The fisher abandoned itskill and flew at the pouncer. Thefight raged back and
forth across the meadow, Krinataliving each side smultaneoudy. Thefisher won, findly gutting and
pecking at the pouncer's entrails. She cut off the pain/triumph and focused on the animal species
population statistics on her screen.

"What would happen to thisland with both these pecies exterminated?”

The grasses withered, the streams and lakes expanded, eroding the soil. She felt an inward searing
desolation.

"Could we build acity here?'

A city sprang up—asthe Oliat knew it must ook if built here. Shiny buildings repelled the oppressive
summer hesat, vehicles swarmed through the air and on the ground, surface transports roared in with
produce and provisonsfor the thriving metropolis. A cana was dug to channd the abundant water of the
lowland, and ships nosed up and down that waterway, visiting other outlying towns. It could be one of
the more pleasant and prosperous placesto live.

""Show me how this city fits onto the world map. Let's see what thisworld would look like fully
developed.”

Y earsflew before her eyes asthe Oliat extrapolated how habitation would spread and shift the planet
ecology. Shefdt theided sitefor the spaceport, and how building it there would turn aswamp into a
desert within a century. She saw how they'd have to fight the sand to keep the ships moving, how dender
athread the economy of that planet would hang from as agricultura export wasther only means of



buying the technology of the galaxy.
But it was no worse than anyplace el se.

"Show methelife atypica settler can expect ten years from Opening.” Aningtant before it appeared on
her screen, an image of ahillside farm etched through her mind and she wasthere. A prefab house
flanked by standard outbuildings stood in the center, shaded by the remains of agrove of trees. The blue
and mint leaves werefaling; they had a peculiar but lovely odor. In the distance, she could hear the buzz
of areaper harvesting afield of noddies—grass with heavy seed pods. Fruit trees stood about the house.
A smdll kitchen garden thrived behind the barn. There were dready three slosfor the harvest. Tamed
native animals romped with some human or Lehiroh children while a couple of men and awoman labored
over an outdoor grill to prepare a supper for the fieldhands. Peace soaked her nerves.

The area seen from above reved ed a community of farmswhich pooled their resourcesto buy and run
harvest and planting equipment. A good life; Krinatarevelled in the deep persond satisfaction, the peace
and joy never found on an urbanized, industridized planet.

Oliat perceptions extended, she walked toward the farmhouse. A part of her mind complained she was
sinking too deeply into the dream State, and searched out a question: What dangers lurked herein the
wilderness?

Suddenly, the sky was swept with darkness. Purple, black and yellow clouds boiled up from the horizon.
A funnel cloud dipped down and ripped achanne acrossthe harvested field, gathering dirt and
chaff—and several human bodies—asit roared toward her. A huge regper was lifted from the nearby
field and dragged aong the ground to dam into the barn, scattering timber and glass everywhere. She
ran.

A roof beam landed amid the children, smashing one of them, spattering L ehiroh blood on the otherswho
were swept away in the wind to be deposited grotesquely on the porch, battered but still dive.

"No!" yelled Krinata

But dream had turned to nightmare. The roaring, battering monster corkscrewed toward her, sucked her
up and tried to tear her limb from limb, and then dashed her indigo body into hard, infinite pain.

She woke to seein the holoimage before her, astdwart Dushau femae she knew immediately as
Taaryesh, Kamminth's Outreach, sprawled brokenly againgt atree.

"No!" she shouted again, ripping the contacts from her skin, trying to get to Jndigar. "Tully!"

Jndigar groaned, arched backward in a spasm, then curled on his side, moaning in long, shuddering sobs.
Hewaswailing in akeen voice by the time Krinatagot to him. The other two Dushau were clutching
each other helplesdly,

Damn my imagination! Just let himbe all right, and I'll never let it loose again!
The doors burst open and the Hol ot guards converged on the Dushaul.

FOUR
Mistake

"What's going on!" demanded a deep maevoice.

It wasn't the Cassrian guard leader. It was Arlal, superimposed over the data on Krinata's screen. She



gpared him only aglance, struggling to haul Jindigar's shaking body back from the edge of the recliner.

Asthe Holot guards formed up around the Dushau, Krinataignored them and called to Arlai, "We were
extrgpolating Margo's planet. A tornado ripped through afarm, killing..."

Arla interrupted. "They've relived Taaryesh's death, projecting it into your extrapol ation?”
"Yes," sad Krinata, shuddering at the memory of the twisted Dushau fema€s body. "That must beit."
"Jndigar isin Taaryesh's Office, so he's experienced her desth and her loss. Hold him till, Krinata.”

Thuswarned, she was braced when Arlai used the telemband still around Jindigar's arm to inject
something which caused Jindigar to convulse once more. If she hadn't been holding him, hed havefdlen
off therecliner.

His breathing normalized, and his eyes opened to fix on hers. His bewilderment gradualy cleared, and he
whispered, "Krinata. I'm sorry... I'm sorry."

She pressed him back onto the recliner. "1t was my fault." The other two Dushau were recovering, a
horrible tenson graven into their indigo forms, faces buried in their hands. She stood, one knee resting on
Jndigar'srecliner, and twisted to ask Arla, "Arethey dl right now?'

The Dushau Sentient nodded, but the Cassrian broke in. "1 have my orders. This debriefing is declared
finished. Wipe that Sentient out of your termind, Lady Zavaronne."

Shedrew bresth, offended to her bone marrow. She was on her professonal turf, and she was not going
toyield thistime. But Arla discreetly withdrew, murmuring gpologies for intruding on an ultimate privacy.
She stood straight and confronted the Cassrian. "'l say when asession is completed.” She had no
intention of asking these three for more, but she wanted the intruders out of her domain.

"Y ou have enough to complete a progpectus, omitting thefinal ugly incident of course. These Dushau
have just committed an act of sabotage, falsifying imperia records, just as we were warned to expect.
We have our ordersto carry out, now. Lady Zavaronne, stand aside.” The guards moved asif to yank
her away from Jindigar, so she yieded dightly, trying to think. The Cassrian turned to Jindigar, made an
ironic obeisance, and said, "Prince Jindigar, by order of the Emperor, you are to accompany us.”

"I haven't finished the Raichmat report the Emperor wanted,”" countered Jindigar, raisng himsdlf but
suppressing agroan. Herolled to hisfeet, putting one hand on Krinata's shoulder. "Perhaps | might be
alowed another day? And with time, | could complete this debriefing properly.”

Krinatafully expected the Cassrian to bow and say held relay these wishes to the Emperor. Instead, he
motioned to hisHolot. They pointed their leptolizers a the Dushau. The wands were emitting the gray
haze and high-pitched whine that warned of active wegpons functions. "My orders are explicit. Y ou will
comewith us."

Jndigar scanned his zunre, then spoke for them. "L et us discuss this with the Emperor.” He dressed
unhurriedly and led the way out of the office without looking back.

Krinata stood in the middle of the floor and stared at the closed door, al thought paralyzed. None of this
should be happening. It couldn't be. Just couldntt.

After awhile, the sound of Imp scratching at the door and whimpering brought her out of it. She picked
up the piol and sat in her own guest chair, absently soothing him. When shetold herself it wasn't what it
seemed, some part of her knew she was kidding herself. Y et she couldn't believeit.



Her console was aight with requests from her saff. It was dmost quitting time. She dragged hersdlf to
her desk and issued the wrap-up order. If they weren't as badly thrown as she was, they'd have the
prospectus ready for publication by noon tomorrow. It would be a short one, but at least the scientific
specs would be complete.

Asshewas gitting there, till unableto flog her brain into operation, the busy flow across her screen
flicked aside, theimperid sed cameinto three-dimensiond focus, and the Allegiancy anthem blared from

the speakers.

The scene cleared to Rantan Lord Zinzik seated behind an enormous glittering desk. He seemed taller.
Possibly hischar was higher than normd. Hewasin full regaia, complete with imperia green cloak and
crown.

As asonorous L ehiroh voice presented Rantan, her inner tension dissolved. He's going to stop this
nonsense!

"Loyd subjects of the Allegiancy,” read Rantan in a stilted accent. "We come before you to make amost
fateful announcement. Grim though it be, the results should bring good cheer, for this meansthe end of
our troubles.

"Thismorning, at dawn over the Empire's Capita, the Dushaun embassy withdrew from Onerir. At the
sametime, the outlying consulates of Dushaun on Onerir and esewherein the Allegiancy have been
emptied. This means Dushaun has chosen to sever al tieswith the Allegiancy.

"Although the Dushau have not confessed, their reason is no mystery to your Emperor. Our recent,
vigorous investigation of the Dushau conspiracy hasfinaly shown them that they cannot get away with it
any more. No longer will we betied to the decrees of Dushau exploration teams saying Thisplanetis
habitable. Thisone not,' thus controlling the speed and direction of the Allegiancy's growth. No longer
will they strangle our prosperity, creating food shortages on some planets, economic ruin on others.

"Now that we are free of this conspiracy, al of theseillswill be easly corrected.

"Our investigation continuesinto the Dushau Higtorians liberate misrepresentation of the downfal of the
Corporate League, the Allegiancy's inept predecessor. Their sedition will not be tolerated. Thereisno
gmilarity between our current trangent difficulties and the ending of the League, for we, unlike them,
know that the Dushau are causing this, and we are putting astop to it. Our laws have long ago prevented
the Dushau from the heartless use of the only other pecieswith alifespan comparable to theirs—their
naturd alies, the Sentients—as tools to gain power and wreak destruction. We are promulgating anew
law which will prevent them from using our own citizenry againgt us.

"From this day forward, fasifying or disseminating data supporting the Dushau is hereby made an offense
againgt the Crown, punishable by desth.

"Meanwhile, our main thrust will be to open as many new planets as possible in the next year. All Dushau
remaining among uswill be rounded up and transported to their home planet which will be set under the
drictest quarantine. Every individual who has been deeply involved in the affairs of any Dushau will be
investigated and brought to trial where thereis any suspicion of conspiracy with the Immortals.

"If you're tempted to Sde with them, consider! Since we've ended their secret manipulation of the
Allegiancy, your Dushau 'friend' doesn't mind destroying your Empire, for he will be around to engineer
the next civilization, and carve out aposition of influence for him and his species. Meanwhile, you and
your children and grandchildren will suffer deprivations beyond your comprehension. And their
grandchildren will bow under the yoke of Dushau domination.



"Anyone who cannot see these smplefacts, be warned. Imperid justice will prevail, and health will return
to the Allegiancy. Neither the Dushau nor anyone else will be alowed to overthrow this Crown. We have
declared it."

Theimage of the Emperor dissolved and was overlaid by theimperid sedl. Thefind, stirring strains of the
anthem rose to a crescendo.

There weretearsin Krinatas eyes, but not, thistime, from a heart burgting with pride and patriotism. She
had suddenly redized sheld never see Jindigar again. And he had been swept away somewhere, half out
of hismind with disorientation and grief He had struggled so hard to serve the Emperor, and al hed
gotten for it was the most stupid accusation of conspiracy she'd ever heard of .

She put her face in her hands and | et the unreasonable sobs come. How can an Emperor make such a
mistake? They won't let him get away with it. They won't. But she knew that any backpeddling the
Kingsforced Zinzik to do would, for the sake of gracefulness, keep the Dushau bottled up on their home
world. An Emperor could stop an action, but not admit to amistake of that magnitude. Without the
Dushau, her lifés ambitionswould never beredized. And without Jindigar... Sherefused to finish that
thought. Sheld buried people closer to her than Jindigar. She would survive and go on. At least he's not
dead.

Imp climbed into her 1ap and licked &t the tears until she got hold of hersdlf. Tears never solved anything,
but they dissolved alot of barriers. She hadn't wanted to face it, but now she knew. Their new Emperor
was not fit to command asingle Sentient let done an Empire. If that knowledge was what he termed
treason, then so beit.

He's fabricated this Dushau conspiracy to buy time. She knew how desperately the Empire needed
time to mend itstrade basisfrom the series of Satistica anomalies. massive crop fallures; naturd disasters
closing down mining plants, mgor companiesin interstellar trade going bankrupt, leaving contracted
ddiveries unfilled; three plagues, two widdy distributed food additives that interfered with the
reproductive cycles of ahaf dozen species; the ecological collapse of a chlorine-breathing species home
world which even two Oliat teams couldn't sop—ail striking during the last three decades. But she
couldn't condone gaining time by blaming any species, let done the one the Allegiancy owed the most to.

Sheld never met adishonest Dushau; certainly not an Oliat officer. Zinzik was planning to send thousands
of coloniststo their desths on unlivable worlds, or to destroy the ecologiesif worldsin order to minetheir
resources.

She couldn't imagine a power-mad Dushau. They'd even refused a seet in the College of Kingsthat set
the rotation of the throne among the species. She knew no Oliat would falsfy their findings, and shewas
unwilling to believe the Higtorians did. She could dmost see from the Immorta point-of-view, and there
was no motive to meddlein Ephemerd affairs. Why should | care who's king among mayflies?

She didn't know the cause of theills of the Allegiancy. It couldn't be very serious, but eveniif it was,
Zinzik's tactics were bound to be ineffective and ignored by al sensible people, who were busy solving
thered problems.

Still shaking from nervous reection, she went into the office's bathroom to wash, and discovered chaos.
In the dressing room, drawers had been emptied onto the floor, clothing pulled down and turned inside
out, seams ripped open. Shoes were scattered about. In the bathroom, her medicine cabinet had been
emptied into a heap in the bathtub. The toilet tank had been taken apart, but at least they'd turned off the
water first. The sink drain-trap had been opened and crud spattered on the carpet.

Searched! Shefound one clean towe in the closet, and damp-wiped her face. But shefelt personaly



violated—ravaged by abeast. Not an immorta one, though.

Indignation warred with common sense and her upbringing. She wanted to ssorm Imperid Guard
Headquarters, demanding careers be terminated for this outrage. She wanted to throw her rank around
as she never had before. But she held back as the Emperor'swords finally sank in. Anyone deeply
associated with the Dushau—that meant anyone working for Survey— was suspect of acapital offense
againg the Crown.

She thought of Fidlabeing asked if they'd ever had Dushau guests. The lovable moron would surely
namether guests of last night.

Resentfully, she set the bathroom screen on reflect and ingpected her streaked face. She muttered, "Well,
let them put me ontrid. My record's clean! There's no conspiracy!”

But that hadn't protected Jindigar. Hardly able to stand, badly in need of privacy and rest, he'd been
dragged out into public and marched off to be deported, his most private nightmare labeled sabotage. He
should have gone with Trinarvil! Either way, he was out of her life forever.

Ashamed at her renewed surge of tears, she sniffled and steeled herself to approach the world again,
suspecting it would take dl that wasin her—and there wasn't much | ft after the harrowing events of
yesterday, little deep last night, and some skipped medls. Low blood sugar. Must eat something.

Back in her office, she punched up some soup and nntri-crackers, and some fish for Imp. She swallowed
the food without tasting, but gradudly she began to think again.

There was afrightened, panicky thumping in her chest telling her to run for her life. And therewasa
rationd adult saying that wassilly. Y et what were her options?

She had friends she could call, invite herself to be their guests. But what kind of friend would that make
her, implicating them? She had enough credit to buy passage back to Pesht, to inflict herself on her
family. She could imagine her father's face when, after more than ten years of ignoring his advice about
career, she came running home at first sgn of difficulty. No. She was a better Zavaronne than that.

She had to get hold of hersdlf. It was very late. When she | &ft, the outer office was deserted—unusud,
but not unheard of . She decided to walk home, and ended up pacing the city streets so abstracted she
lost her way and had to use her leptolizer to find her gpartment building.

Fidlawasrelieved to see her at last, and plied her with food and comforts, and even found some piol
food for Imp. Krinata hadn't seen anews brief snce Kamminth's Oliat had returned, so she had Fidla
compiledl itemsto do with the critica shortages, inflation, riots and Dushau. It boiled down to nearly an
hour of fast coverage.

She was shocked to hear that the Binwons three colonized worlds were accused of withholding raw
protein shipments due by contract, claiming the foodstuffs didn't exist. There were shots of warehouses
jammed with shipping containers, purportedly filled with the nonexistent protein. Imperia troopswere
being mustered and sent to that frontier, awarning that hoarding would not be permitted during this criss.

One whole continent on Treptes, the home world of agentle, flying folk, had atotal power outage that
lasted through their summer season. Refugees were streaming off that blistering, uninhabitable desert.
L ooting and mugging had broken out, utterly against the Treptes nature. It was sparked by sheer
desperation. The world's spaceports were closed to emigration by order of the Emperor.

On the more cosmopolitan Ramussin, where many species had colonized, and more had taken up



residence, an anti-Dushau riot had broken out just after the Emperor's broadcast. It was virtualy
destroying amgor residentid digtrict of the capital. Dushau sympathizers were being publicly executed in
gruesome ways, dong with afew Dushau.

"Krinata, do you really want to see those details?" asked Fidla
"No, no, that's enough. | don't need any more nightmares.”
She forced hersdf to go through anormal evening routine, and set her deep field for the entire night.

The next three days, she walked through her work like azombie. They turned out the Margo prospectus,
and Krinata presented it at the Colonization Board meeting. It was approved without comment, and
posted so shopping colonists could sign up. But Krinatafelt the tense reserve among her colleagues. If
shewasin trouble, S0 were they—so was dl of Survey, for they worked intimately with the Oliat teams.

People like Clorinda Dover made haste to adopt an anti-Dushau patter, saying they'd dways distrusted
the Immortas. In fact, the misnomer, immortal, became a common epithet countering the dur most
peopleimagined Dushau meant by terming them Ephemerds. Dushau might live thousands of years, but
they were very mortd. Krinata had only to think of the deaths she'd seen to know that.

Krinatatried copying the new style, but choked on the words, and despised her cowardice. She was no
longer hiding from the obvious troubles of the Empire, but she couldn't betray her friends and hersdf for
political expediency. All they could do to her wasfire her, and there were other jobs. Evenin such an
economy, there were other jobs.

When she'd reached that emotional state on the second day, she ordered the messin her
storeroom—which had a so been raped—and her bathroom cleaned up. Then she sent the bill to the
Imperia Guards.

Shewasfeding pleased with hersdf a last when she got home that night, firmly telling herself that Jndigar
and the others were halfway to Dushaun by now and it wastimeto put that part of her life behind her.
But behind her eydids, she was tormented with images of Jndigar convulsed in suffering. Mother always
told me | had too vivid an imagination for my own good. She was right. Then Fidlatold her the bad
news.

Some Sentient she didn't know had been questioning her about Jndigar's visit, and what use the Dushau
had made of her. Krinata had the probe played back and determined that the person behind sabotaging
Finemar was probably ill after Jindigar, perhapstrying to stedl the Raichmat report Jndigar had worked
on herethat night. She gill couldn't believe it was the Emperor. But it didn't matter, Jindigar had used
Arlai to assemble hisdata. Fiellaknew nothing.

Onthethird day, she felt dragged out by a headache and degp muscle ache from too much tension. From
her office she evoked Finemar. hoping the Sentient was back on-line after being repaired, and that the
infirmary was operating again. But a strange Sentient answered, introduced herself and asked, "How may
| serve?'

Krinata hunched on the edge of her chair, forgetting her headache. "What happened to Finemar?"
"I'vereplaced him."
"But whereishe?'

"I don't know. On some other assgnment, | presume. May | help you? There are other patients.”



"Uh... no, thank you. It's not important.”

The screaming fear was back. Theréd been nothing wrong with Finemar that he couldn't have fixed by
himself. Sheleft early, thought of going to atheater or concert, knowing she needed to relax. At home, dl
she had was Imp for company, and Fidla. But she couldn't make hersdlf part of the throng streaming into
the amphitheater for a classica Nopne concert. It resembled the riots sheld viewed too regularly lately.

She didn't want to talk to any of her friends, couldn't bear to hear the anti-Dushau dogans on their lips.
They weren't friends actually, sherealized. 1t'd been over ayear since sheld had a serious lover, and the
rest were just acquai ntances, sharing interests but not attitudes.

Restlesdy, she walked home, buying smal thingsto nibble on as she went, trying to tempt her lagging
gppetite with delicacies from far planets. There were no shortagesin the Allegiancy capital yet, though
prices were soaring.

Even thelong walk didn't get her tired enough to deep without help. But she was becoming addicted to
thefidd, and ddiberatdly left it off that night. Around midnight, when she'd tossed for the thousandth time
to shake aghost nightmare in which members of her Oliat were dying al about her, her senseswinking
out asif somebody were putting out her eyes and ears with a hot poker, the screen in her room turned
from mirror into gleaming starship bridge. In the center paced Arlai. He turned as the screen focused, and
looked at Krinatalying in bed.

"Ah, Krinata, a last. I've been trying to reach you."

She sat up, wondering where he was caling from, but she said with asperity, "I'd have expected better
manners from the Sentient of aprince!™

Arla made a deep obeisance, uttering formal gpologies, and kept his eyes down as he spoke. " Onerir
Control istrying to isolate mein orbit, and | can't reach Jindigar—they've removed my telemband from
him. Krinata, | need help!"

She shoved aside her lecture on overriding household closures and waking people up. Grabbing arobe,
she went to the screen. "I thought you'd be nearing Dushaun by now.”

"No, Jndigar isbeing held on Onerir. I've just found out where, only | can't reach him. And now... now,"
he said, gulping visbly, "I've found that Finemar has been murdered!”

"Murdered!"

"Well, disconnected. But to meit feelslike murder. Hiswhole persondity is goneforever. Hes being
broken down for parts, and his centrals are being discarded. All by order of the Emperor. Krinata, it was
the Emperor who ordered Finemar reprogrammed to begin with. | think he wanted Dinai and Seum
debilitated by their treatment, so he could more easily wring confessions out of them.”

"Whoa Sow down, Arla. Don't let your imagination run wild." But she shivered at hiswords. "How
could they confessto aplot they never even heard of 7'

Arla sat down, letting the screen fill with his head and shoulders. "1 think the Emperor needs an actud
Dushau confesson to nail dl this down tight. He hasn't asingle shred of evidence despitedl his
investigating. He'sjust letting people think that investigations mean guilt.”

"How do you know dl this?"

Arla smiled hesitantly. "I'm one of the oldest Sentients operating. I'm pretty good at my job. If you want



to know more, you'll haveto ask Jndigar."

She assessed the smulacrum's demeanor asif he were aliving being, knowing they went to some painsto
master nonverba communication forms. "Y ou'reloyd to him, aren't you?' Many Sentients were owned
by people, and regarded them smply as employers, not persond friends. Sheld won Fielasfriendship
after many years, and she thought she recognized that attitude in Arlai.

"Sentients are supposed to be loyal to their owners,” answered Arlai.

She started to say that he seemed more than a Sentient, more even than aworried friend. But he cut her
off.

"Krinata, I'm not Kitholpen, to be able to secure aline with diplomatic immunity. I've done my be<t,
but..."

Secured line? The stuation must bedire. "Where did you say Jndigar was being held?’

"I know hetrusted you," said Arla asif to convince himsdlf. «'He left you the piol. He wastdling me by
that just how much hetrusted you to help. Krinata, | didn't call you because a Sentient has been
murd—disconnected. | called because | just found out that Dinai and Seum have died, in the psychiatric
ward of Onerir General Hospitdl, where Jindigar isbeing held. Officia cause of death: Dushau insanity. |
don't believethat, but | can't proveit. They removed my telembands from them before they died.
Jndigar's il dive according to the Attending Sentient. Krinata, if isolating him like this after such aloss
isn't torture, what is? After they wring aconfesson out of him, the Emperor plans a public humiliation and
execution of a Dushau prince.”

She sat in shock, the nightmare coming back full force asrationality shrieked, Pay attention! Thisis
real! The Emperor had lied to the Allegiancy, and to his own sworn prince. That was what wasred and
had to be dedlt with.

"I'll get him out," she said, hearing her own voice asif it belonged to someone dse.
Arla dumped, and held one hand to hiseyes asif to forestal weeping. "I knew you'd help.”

Krinatas resolve hardened. She had failed to warn the three that they were being spied upon in her
office. She had seduced Jindigar into that replay of Taaryesh's death that had been called sabotage. She
had stood by and let Jindigar and the others be hauled out of her office, too weak to defend themsalves.
It might not be her fault, but it was her responsibility. Besides, Jindigar was specid. If somewhere, some
Dushau redly was plotting againg the Allegiancy, well, every specieshad itscriminds.

She was suddenly sick of sitting on her hands waiting for the Emperor'sinvestigators to swing an ax a
her professona neck. Sheld seen how they were trumping up false evidence, and Jindigar's " sabotage”
had occurred in her office. It was a matter of record that she/d openly resisted imperia troops. Never
mind that she waswithin her rights. If they wanted to get her, they could. And she was sure that they did.
Therewas no point in playing innocent while the Emperor tortured Jndigar into betraying everything he
believed in, murdered him, and then came after her as his primary contact on Onerir. If they were going
to survive until the Kings put astop to this, she had to act now.

She went to her wardrobe and summoned Fiellato assemble her toughest hiking clothes and assorted
necesstiesfor along trip, packing it al in alightcase. Then she ordered up her best court regdiaand
began dressing to impress.

Arla said, "I'm stuck up herein orbit, Krinata, but | have developed contacts, and | can sometimes



control scurries and other out-runners by fast-talking their Sentients. I'll follow you, and I'll help wherever
| can."

She poked her nose around the door of her dressing room and said, "Y ou're greet, Arlai. But | hopel
won't need any help.”

She came out into the room and Arlai stood, nodding appreciatively. "Very, very impressive, Lady
Zavaronne." He redressed hisimage in courtwear of the lowliest rank, unadorned, and made adeep
obeisance.

Shelooked around at her possessions. At least ayear's salary'sworth of eectronics, severa years sdary
invested in her library, the furnishings, mementos of her parents. "Fidla, if | don't come back, turn al of
my persond effects over to Allass Messentari. Tell her to save anything she thinks might have sentimental
vaue, and sdll everything else and keep the money. Transfer my accounts to her name after you settle my
debts.”

Shetook her formal leptolizer, and her old one. And she grabbed a pocketful of energy cakesto eat on
theway. "Ready, Arlai?'

"Always, Krinata. But Onerir Control istrying very hard to reprogram me. | don't know how much timel
have"

Therewas no distressin Arlai's voice now, but the new threat sent her racing for the carpark.

It was along ride around the curve of the planet to Onerir General Hospital, renowned for catering to
amost every one of the severa hundred species. The hospital was located on anidand amid aplacid
inland sea. Gresat grassy hillsrolled up to short, sprawling buildings dotted with functiona towers. The
ingtalation stretched far underground as well as onto the beaches for aguatics.

Here, instead of nearing dawn, it was just approaching midnight. Arlai was now directly overhead,
gpeaking to her easily through her own leptolizer.

She had been thinking. "Arlai, | don't mean to insult you, but could you—at my command, of
course—forge theimperia sed and project me an order saying I'm to remove Jindigar from this place
and take him to the Emperor?”

She watched the Sentient on the screen of the car. Chewing one lip, he ingpected her anew. The piol was
deeping in her lap—on athick pad thistime, so asnot to ruin her outfit. Otherwise, she was Lady
Zavaronne.

"Jndigar trusted you. Yes, Krinata, | could do that. | could even create the Emperor'simage giving the
order."

"Splendid!" she said, not even thinking about what thisimplied regarding Dushau-shipboard Sentients, or
Dushau attitudes toward Allegiancy law. "Do it and squirt it into my leptolizer. I'm going to pull off ashow
that will go downin higtory.”

While hewas cregting his masterpiece, Arlai asked quietly, "Have you thought what you're going to do
after you get him out? Y ou certainly aren't going to take him to the Emperor, are you? | expect he's
hardly ableto walk by now."

Shein fact hadn't thought. Sheld had some vagueidea of hiding him in her gpartment. But if they were
cracking Arla, they could easily crack Fidlas privacy program.



Arlal added. "Since we're breaking afew laws, | could send my shuttle down for you. There's enough
gpace on that lawn to land and take off without hurting anyone. I'm that good with my shuttles.”

With Jndigar aboard to issue the orders, Arla could take them anywhere.
"Yes. | think that would be best."

Shetook her lightcase—it looked like the sort of thing abusy executive would carry—and thoughtfully
but sadly turned Imp loose on the lawn. She couldn't carry him into a hospital, and she couldn't leave him
trapped in the car she was abandoning. He could probably grow up happily fishing in the lakes and
cadging nibbles from the groundskeepers. Then she set off, head high, marching with a confident
swagger, psyching hersdf into the mindset of an officid responsible directly to the Emperor.

The front-office entry was a sheer transparent wall overlooking alake surrounded by tal trees. Inside,
treesfrom other planetary habitats scraped the vaulted ceiling. Interview stations were set among groves
where seating blended into the forested motif. She chose the centermost station and presented hersalf
briskly, adding, "Thisisurgent. The Emperor will brook no ddays."

Beforelong, arobed Camidan, twice her height and covered with rustling scalelike excrescences,
presented himsdlf. "My Lady, | am Director Ithrenth. | would serve my Emperor. Will you step into my
office?!

His voice was high but somehow sonorous, too. Like areed orchestra. Krinata had never dealt
persondly with a Camidan before, and hoped what sheld read and gathered from fiction would serve her.

His office was sumptuous, decorated for a human or Lehiroh. The view of the stars through the
transparent ceiling was avesome. Somewhere up there, Krinataknew, Arlai lay vulnerablein orbit, trying
to follow her movements.

Ithrenth took up a stance beside alarge wallscreen. "I'm sure you redlize thisis hardly routine. We have
direct imperia orders regarding the patient you wish to remove.”

"And sodo|," brazened Krinata, hoping the Camidan couldn't read the quaver in her voice. "Observe."
She pointed her leptolizer, prayed Arlai's handiwork would stand the inspection of the bigger, newer,
ground-based Sentient in charge of the hospital, and projected the Emperor's figure onto the deep violet
carpet between hersdf and the director.

"Director Ithrenth," said the Emperor briskly, "thisisto countermand my previous orders. Release the
prisoner, Jindigar, into Lady Krinata Zavaronne's handsimmediatdly. Thisisof utmost urgency to the
Crown'sinvestigations, and complete security procedures must be followed. I'm sure you understand.
The Empireis depending on you."

Ithrenth touched a control and the screen lit to show a Treptian neuter Smulacrum who said, "The Lady's
orders are authenticated, Director. Instant compliance isindicated.”

Ithrenth seemed disappointed, but he said staunchly, " Of course. Skinddl, issue the appropriate orders.
Have the Dushau Jindigar brought to North Tower Gate immediately.”

"But take care," interrupted Krinata, "not to damage himinany way." | can't believe it's going to be
this easy.

Gracioudy, the director gestured her toward another exit from his office. " Stroll with me, my Lady, and
we'll meet them at the gate where your car is parked.”



"Thank you, Director. Y our loyalty will please the Emperor.” She amost choked on the words.

"Itisapity, though," said the director asthey ambled down along pillared corridor. "In another few
hours, we'd surdly have had the confession the Emperor wanted.”

"Unfortunately, the Emperor couldn't wait." Her heart was pounding, and she wondered momentarily
where sheld got the sheer audacity to attempt this. I'm not scared. There's nothing to be scared of
because I've nothing to lose now. Nevertheless, she wasterrified. Her mouth was dry, her palms
damp. Surdly, it showed.

"Do you have any ideawhy the haste? Just persond curiogity, you understand.”

"The Emperor doesn't confide in such as mysdlf. No doubt an emergency threatens the Empire. But
Emperor Rantan iswise; hell handleit with minimum fuss™

"Yes. It'sashamedl the disruption these Dushau have caused. But we're fortunate to have such aleader.
The Allegiancy will no doubt be thefirst Gaactic civilization to surviveitstrimiilennid "

Sheld heard Clorinda Dover and the clique sheld gathered about herself reinforcing each other with such
gatements. She drew on one of their favorite gphorisms. " The strength of the Allegiancy isthe Throne;
the wisdom of the Allegiancy isthe Emperor. Never have we faced such an ingdiousthrest, never have
we had such decisive leadership.”

"Dushau sedition is not even theworgt of it," said the Camidan. "Have you heard they've begun to mass
an armada around Dushaun?”’

Good for them! They may need it. Aloud she said, "I hadn't heard that. |'ve been busy with imperia
duties, and in the capita, idle gossip is discouraged.”

"Soitisidle gossp? We haven't much time for such here, ether. I'll see that rumor isn't spread further.”
He gestured, "My Lady, weve arrived. And here they come.”

Doors siwung wide and afloating gurney festooned with equipment, i.v. lines and chuckling servosissued
forth followed by asmall army of technicians. Krinatawas dismayed. Surely only a Sentient-controlled
servo or two would be necessary. Then she understood that the staff was eager to impress the Emperor
with their zealousness. But how are we going to get away in an illegally landed arbiter?

The gurney and attendants trooped across the wide rance-stone foyer and joined the director and
Krinataat the force-field wall opening on the grassy field. The outside lighting revealed the deserted,
quiet area, and her car. One of the attendants glanced at the gurney in consternation and said, "I'm sorry,
Director, | expected an imperid limo."

Krinatawas transfixed by Jndigar's haggard, indigo countenance surrounded by pale green sheets. One
wrist emerged from the side of the sheet where tubes and sensors were connected. "Can you wake him
without harming him?"

"He's apt to become violent, Lady,” answered the director. " Surely the Emperor told you that?"
Krinatafelt sweat break out on her face. "Well, of course," she started, with no ideawhat to say next.

Just then Arlai brokein, projecting viaKrinata's leptolizer, an image of a Cassrian smulacrum. She knew
it was Arlal because he said, in a perfect Cassrian voice, "My Lady Zavaronne, the orbiter you requested
has been dispatched and will arrive at your location in ten minutes.”



It gave her timeto catch her breath, sternly suppressing her knowledge that a Sentient couldn't changeits
projected identity at will. She wasn't used to thinking on her feet like this, but she improvised, 'Ten
minutes should dlow sufficient time for you to revive the Dushau. The Emperor will brook no delays. |
cannot afford to present Him with an unconscious Dushau.”

Reluctantly, the director motioned to a Hol ot attendant who made some adjustments on the gurney.
Gradudly, tenson lines degpened in Jndigar's face. His breathing became ragged, hiseyesroalling in ther
sockets under closed lids. His mouth opened, revealing dreadfully pale teeth. "He's not in danger of
convulsons, ishe?"

Thedirector queried the Holot with aslent glance, and the attendant answered, "We don't believe so.
But we have dmost cracked hismind. No telling what might happen.”

Dear God, help him! Her throat was dry, but she forced words out, " The Emperor sent me because this
Dushau has debriefed to me on occasion. He knows me, and might be lessinclined to do me violence."

"Ah, | see Hisgreat wisdom now," said the Camidan director. "We have been his enemies, and he has
hardened to resist us. But you can pretend to be hisfriend, and record his confession!”

"Careful!" said the Holot. "He might hear you now."

Krinata seized on the unwitting director's suggestion. "L et me get in there," she said, pushing through the
swarm of attendants—Cassrians, Treptians and Lehiroh.

When Jindigar groaned, she grabbed his hand, her facefilling hisview. "Jndigar!" she caled gently, letting
al her fedings come through, knowing they'd think her a consummate actress, hoping Jindigar would
know the truth through her touch. "Jindigar! Wake up.”

Midnight eyesflickered open. From such close range, she could see the fine filaments patterning the
eyeball. No pupil and iris, but aswirling field of indigo and purple. As he brought focusto bear on her,
the filaments widened. He stiffened, asif to shove away anightmare creature, then hislips parted,
trembling in pitiful hope. "Ontarrah!™

Before she could correct him, he pushed her away and twisted to curl on hisside. "No!"

She heard her own voice say, "He's starting to go episodic!” The voice came from her leptolizer. It was
Arlal, prompting her. Ontarrah must have been someone Jindigar once knew. She didn't know what to
do, but she did remember that when held been disoriented before, it had helped him to hold onto her.
She diripped the sensor contacts from hiswrist, and pulled him back acrossthe gurney. "Jindigar. It'sme,
Krinata. Pull yourself together." Shetold him the year, reminded him held just returned with the remnants
of Kamminth'sfrom Margo's planet, and now he wasthe only survivor. "Weve got to debrief now. Y ou
canres later.”

She sensed the tense vibration in his muscles again. It tore her heart to do thisto him, but now that shed
seen what they'd done to him, she bdieved the Emperor planned a public humiliation and execution for
Prince Jndigar.

"Jndigar! Jndigar!" she pleaded, putting dl hersdlf behindit.

FIVE
Obligations

A wild fear suffused the Dushau's features, twisting them asif hewere looking into apit of horrors. But
then he seemed to scent Krinata's odor, sniffed again with eyes closed, supreme effort in the set of his



brow.

Like adrowning man who sights afloating spar, he grabbed weekly a Krinata, gripping her ashe had in
the robing chamber, his breath barely able to work through histightened throat. She listened to that
rasping sound, wanting to sob, knowing she couldn't afford the luxury now. Instead, she aimed a secret
smile over Jndigar's head at the Director who had circled the gurney, watching her admiringly.

She motioned the atendants away, hoping the Camidan would think she didn't want Jndigar associating
her with his enemies. The director seemed to catch theideaand silently cleared the area. She urged
Jndigar to st up on the side of the gurney. He was dressed in standard-issue hospital gown, with adit
down the back, feet bare. She had no cloak to throw about him.

He seemed to befighting hisway to rationdity now, clutching her hand for dear life. Occasondly, his
eyeswould roll about, asif focused on looming horrors. But then heldd drag himsalf back from the abyss
by holding to her. At one such lucid moment, shetook the risk of whispering, "Arlai's sending one of his
landers here." Then doud, she asked, "Can you walk? I'll get you the robes your rank demands, Prince
Jndigar."

The Camidan grinned broadly, reveding needle teeth and three flickering tongues. But he held silence as
Krinataurged Jndigar off the gurney onto the cold textured rancestone floor. I1ts magenta and rose swirls
blended oddly with Jndigar's nail-less, long-toed indigo feet. Jndigar flexed those feet, testing his
balance. Then, 4till clutching Krinatas arm, he lurched toward the door.

Hewas hard as sone with inward tremors, but his mouth tightened to athin line as he faced his orded.
Krinata could imagine how the door must seem aday'sjourney away down a darkening tunnel. Every
few steps, he whispered apologies for hisweakness.

Then they were on the well-manicured path acrossthe lawn. A dozen steps and aflutter of movement
caught Krinata's eye. Imp stresked across the field and swarmed up Jindigar's gown, attaching himsdlf to
the Dushau's chest and mewling inloud relief.

Jndigar cradled the piol with one arm, nuzzling his head. It seemed the piol lent strength to his protector's
legs, for Jndigar straightened and managed a semblance of amarch out onto the field. Perhaps the piol
distinguished this episode of the Dushau'slife from dl others, preventing random halucinatory memories
from crowding out the present.

Amid the constant dull roar of upper-atmaosphere traffic, awaxing sound dopplered toward them.
Jndigar pointed to its source, and whispered, "There! Depend on Arlai!”

Over the horizon swept a needle-dim ground-to-orbit craft. | can't believe we're going to make it.

The craft cameto afull-stop just above them, and settled neatly with its door easing open to form aramp
at their feet. Arlai wasindeed as good as hisbrag.

Ithrenth said, "An antiqueiif | ever saw one."

"Reconditioned,” ad-libbed Krinata. " Just impressed into the imperid service." The craft carried the
Dushau rotating mobius-strip emblem, and some name in Dushauni lettering. "Haven't had achanceto
changetheemblem yet."

"Of course. There must be thousands of such ships confiscated now."

"Hundreds of thousands," said Krinata knowledgeably. Jndigar remained grimly slent, leaning on Krinata
as heworked hisway toward the ramp.



"No doubt.” The director unlimbered hisleptolizer from abelt hook under hisrobe. "Now then,” he
garted, and Krinata's breath caught in her throat.

| knew it couldn't be that easy.
"As soon as we complete the formdities, the Dushau is your respongbility.”

"Certainly," said Krinata, running dry tongue over even drier lips. She shifted Jindigar's grip to her
shoulder, her light-case to her left hand, and proffered her right hand.

Ithrenth put the business end of hisleptolizer againgt her fingers, gripping hisend with hislong, many
jointed, shell protected fingers. "1, Ithrenthumarian, Director of Onerir Generd Hospitd, by order of
Emperor Rantan, do hereby transfer custody of Prince Jndigar—something unpronounceable—of
Dushaun to the Lady Krinata Zavaronne of Pesht: Sign; Sedl; Date: Place."

"I, Krinata Zavaronne, do accept custody of Prince Jndigar whatever, on behdf of the Allegiancy and dll
thoseloyd toit." She gulped, waiting for horrid lightsto flash and Srensto howl.

But apparently-the hospita's Sentient accepted her version of the formaity despite not mentioning the
Emperor. But she knew if sheld said 'by order of the Emperor' the leptolizer would have reported she

waslying.

Then, miraculoudly, they were marching up Arlai'sramp and Ithrenth had turned his back and walked
avay.

Just asthey cleared the inner airlock, Jindigar collapsed to the soft-textured deck, hisfingersraking that
familiar surface asif he could gather it up and hug it. Krinatafelt the dight vibration of takeoff. Then Arlai
said, his Dushau image holo'd before Jindigar. "Were safely away. I've saled off the Onerir Control's
reprogrammers. Jndigar, you'll be onboard in just afew minutes."

But dl Jndigar could say was, "Oh, Arla, Arla!"

Imp licked Jndigar'sindigo plush face, imitating the Dushau’ s plaintive tone. Krinataasked, "Arlal, do
you have atelemband aboard thislander?

"Centra cabin." answered the Sentient crisply opening the inner hatch before them.

Krinata coaxed Jindigar back to hisfeet and urged him through the hatchways into the center of the ship
where ten accel eration couches were arranged about a central control pillar. Arlai focused abeam of
white light on the telemband he'd placed on the arm of the pilot's chair.

She eased the lanky Dushau into his accustomed place and bound the cuff about his upper arm. A
display lit on the pillar. The datawas far off the Dushau norm.

Arla'simage projected Reside Jndigar. "With your permission, Jndigar, | must revive you for asupreme
effort. There are decisions pending only you can make for me. Our lives depend on it, though it risks your

Arla spoke in amodern Dushauni, and Jindigar answered in the same language. "'l understand. Do it."

"Relax now," advised Arlai. "Thiswill hit you hard in afew moments" Then, to Krinatahe said, " Secure
yourself. It could become aturbulent ride."

Krinataknew little of orbital mechanics, had traveled only as a passenger on luxurious liners, but shed



alway's been addicted to adventure fiction. She was surprised how familiar the lander'sfittingswere. In
moments, she had hersalf webbed into the adjacent control couch, and her own displayslit. They were
little different from any atmosphere flyer's, though the patina of antique design lay everywhere.

"Do you have afreecircuit, Arlai?' she asked.

Ingtantly, adiminutive Arlai gppeared on the plotting screen before her. " Surely. Y ou wish atracking
display?"

"Please”

A diagram of their orbita rise and Ephemeral Truth's position track appeared along with atime display.
Then other shipsin orbit around the busy capital came on display, dong with an overlay showing the

communi cations between them. As afurther overlay began to wipe across the screen, she said, "Enough.
| can barely read this" But she could easily see they had only covered athird of the distance.

How long will it take for someone to discover what 1've done? "Arla, can we get to you any faster?"
"Of course, but it would violate local ordinances. | need Jndigar's order for that. Sorry, Krinata."

Before she could answer, Jindigar rolled his head to glance a her and her scope. He squeezed hiseyes
shut, rubbed them hard, set the piol aside and pushed his couch up to an aert position. "No speed yet.
Arla. Brief me”"

Jndigar's scope lit with amulticolor, multidimensiond display Krinata could never have interpreted. The
Dushau gulped it in with his eyes, massaging hisface and aams asif he ached fiercely but was determined
toignoreit. Worry creased hisfeatures. "Can you redly hold Central's reprogrammers off long enough?”

"'Eighty-five percent probability now that I'm in touch with you again. But they redlly want to grab
Ephemeral Truth. We're the last unconfiscated Dushau ship here. Y ou've got to get me away from here,
Jndigar." Therewasatremor of red fear in the Sentient's tone.

"l will," promised Jndigar. "Lay in your coded retrest course, and allow me dl five departure options.”

Arla brightened. "Executed.” There was such rief, relish and delight packed into that one word that
Krinatafdt for the first time they had achance.

A new display came on. "Increasing activity,” reported Arlai, "hi ground-to-orbit communications.
They've spotted my lander. What shdl | tell them?"

"We're your supply launch," improvised Jndigar. "Make up amanifest of Sentient
replenishments—chemicals they know you aready have onboard so they know it's not critical to you, but
just routine restocking.”

Ashecomplied, Arlai said, "Asit happens, that'sin fact the case. I've brought up the heavy cargo in my
other landers, and sent the light one after you."

Jndigar grinned. Then he glanced at Krinata. " Any minute now Ithrenth will be checking your clamsand
will discover the ruse. What do you think Rantan will do?'

"There's nothing much he can do.”

He appraised her steadily. "Y ou've grown up in avery sheltered life, Krinata. Arlai, do you still have
contact with your friend in the palace?"



"Intermittently. She's programmed to betotally loya to Rantan, and now suspects my actions are not so
innocent.”

"Ask her to rlay my elaborate respects to my Emperor, and the following: Should Ephemeral Truth or
its landers be fired upon, the list of habitable planets I've secreted amid the planetary ordnance programs
will be obliterated.”

"Complying," answered Arlal. "But Jndigar, thereisno such lig."
"Then create one, in code, of course,” suggested Jndigar mildly. "Use member planets of the Allegiancy.”
Arla chuckled dryly. "1 wish | could stay to watch their faces when they discover it!"

Horror prickled Krinatal's skin. "Do you really think they'd—" It was dawning on her that she wasinto
something way, way over her head. Interplanetary intrigue was to read about, not to live. But she had
nobody to blame but herself. She hadn't thought this through. But what else could | have done? All her
reasons still stood. To have abandoned Jindigar would have been to abandon her self-respect.

"Krinata, I'm sorry | got you into this. | never should have asked you to help me." Jndigar would have
continued his gpology, but Arla interrupted with a contact warning.

"You're onboard,” he announced moments later. "L ander bay pressurizing. But Jndigar, ordnance daves
are focusing moon-based projectors at us."

"Prepare for departure option five, then," said Jindigar grimly. He thrust the instrument arms aside. "Come
on, Krinata. Well have a better view from Truth's bridge."

He scooped up Imp, led her into the muted hum of the ancient ship. Corridors were clean-smelling,
hatches swooshed open smoothly, gravity was even, and the lift cage moved inertidesdy. Every modern
improvement had been incorporated without violating the delicate carvings and touches of antique color
that decorated every useful device. Thiswasn't aspaceship. It was ahome.

Thisfeding pervaded even the control bridge where acircular workbench banked with every imaginable
type of dataterminal surrounded a central well at the center of which was a projected data display.

Asthey entered, potlightsilluminated keyboards for human eyes while the main lighting wasin the
ultraviolet more comfortable for Dushau. Arlal asked, "Can you see, Krinata?'

"Y es, thank you," she answered as Jndigar handed her the piol and settled in the main control chair.

"Secureyoursdf inthischair,” said Arla putting abeam of green light on arecliner built for a Cassrian.
"But don't worry. The bridge won't fed athing."

"Don't bet onit," said Jindigar. "Arlal, do you see?'

Therewasalong silence. Franticdly, Krinatatried to figure out her display board. It seemed Arla was
tracking threetiny images rising fast from the planet's surface. In orbit around them, satellites were
rotating, unfolding themselves. As she watched, two emitted smal blipsthat had to be missiles, but they
weren't streaking toward Truth. They hung in space. Threatening.

"l seeit," answered Arla at last. "He's going to fire on usif we maneuver. Incoming signd, generd
broadcast.” Heralded by the imperial sedl. Rantan came on their screen.

"Ephemeral Truth isimpounded by my order. If it breaks orbit, it will be destroyed.”



"He's cdling our bluff," said Jndigar. "Can you move fagter than their Sentients?”

"Much of the ordnance system is busy with sdlf-testing, searching for the planet list. That could give usan
edge. Ninety percent chance option five will get us away. Sixty percent chance we'd take a hit. Twenty
percent it would be afatal hit. Those are rough estimates.”

Jndigar sghed. Therewas no hint of tengon in that Sgh, no tremor in hislong, naillessfingersasthey
caressed the controls. "We need adiversion.”

"I'm getting amessage from Rantan. Shdl | put him on screen?”

"No." Jndigar licked hisdark indigo lips. "He'sstdling for time. Arla, | disarm your Allegiancy law patch.
Y ou are to operate under League Status Ten until further notice. | am not episodic. Verify."

"Verifying. Verified. Allegiancy legdsdismantled. League Status Ten engaged.” The smulacrum emitted a
heart-deep sgh. "Oh, that feels good. What now?"

"Put me on the open channd Rantan just used.”

"Om‘]_"

Facing the pickup o his obvious Dushau countenance went to every officer manning the planetary
defenses, he announced, "I have placed alist of habitable planets among your ordnance programs. Fire
on thisship, and the Empire will losethat list, by order of your Emperor.” He sgnaled Arla to cut the
transmisson.

After hearing the Emperor's accusations againgt the Oliat Dushau, surely everyone would assumethet list
was of the habitable planets Dushau had conspired to withhold from the Empire. If Rantan fired, he
would be publicly guilty of sabotage of hisown Empire.

"Arm my command module, and | will signal manualy for departure. Put Rantan on my screen, and keep
that wide circuit open so everyone can hear what | say to him, but don't let them see Krinata."

The Emperor'simage assembled before Jndigar. Y ouwill not..." started the Lehiroh.

Jndigar interrupted without ceremony. " Dushaun has broken diplomatic reations with the Allegiancy, but
we will be happy to renegotiate at any time. | take my departure now offering no censure to your
government for the treatment | received at your hands. L et there be peace and good win."

Onthelast word, Krinatafelt alurch and then a gut-wrenching twist of hypertiming drive. But they were
deepinthe gravity well of agtar. It wasillega to detime so close to an inhabited planet; an onboard
Sentient wasn't supposed to be able to do such things. When her vision and the instruments cleared, they
showed the austere blackness of deep space. A position plot indicated they were way beyond Onerir's
system, andfar off the usud traffic lanes.

"Did they track us?' asked Jndigar.

"Through hypertime? They don't have the math,” scoffed Arlai. 1 didn't even leave awake of timeripples.
I'm proud of mysdlf. | didn't know | could till do that."

"I'm glad you didn't share your doubts with me before hand,” said Jindigar. "I do recal adding apatch to
your League Status Ten program forbidding you to endanger incarnate lives."

"Youdid, andit'still there" His smulacrum reassured Jndigar intimately, "1 was ninety-nine percent



confident. Next time, though, it will be one hundred percent confidence. To us, that's the supreme
experience of life”

Jndigar passed ahand over hiseyes. "Of course, Arla, | understand. Systems check.”
*'No damage. All systemsoptimal.”

"Y ou're doing better than | am. Set random course and stay clear of any Allegiancy astrogation probes.
We need time to decide what to do next.”

As he spoke, he wilted darmingly. Krinata yanked free of the webbing and went to him. "Arla, ishedl
right?'

"Paying theinevitable pendty,” he said grimly. "I'm sending ascurry to take him to my sickbay. Watch the
piol!"

The pup was happily chewing on a cable he had pried out of a crack between two panels. She scooped
him up, set him on her shoulder, and helped Arlai's multiarmed servitor move the now limp Jndigar onto
the flattop of ascurry while he muttered |aborioudy, "I'm dl right. Just tired.”

At the sickbay hatch, Arla projected hisimage before Krinata as the scurry swept Jndigar out of sight.
"I'veasurprisefor you. Come."

He started off, but she held back, protesting, "BLt..."

"There's nothing you could do for Jndigar now. I've tended many Dushau in my time, Krinata. Trust me?"
"Of coursg, but..."

"Come," Arlai urged once more, starting away along aside corridor.

She had no choice but to follow. Arlai lectured, " Truth isfitted to house thirty to forty incarnates, so
well rattle about abit on thistrip. Fed freeto spread your things asfar asyou like, I've programmed my
scurriesto aid you by voice Command. When Jindigar is better, helll probably give you other authority
keysto command me with."

Her nerveswere dill tingling from the afterwash of fear, thetensonsin her still unresolved. Shetook deep
bresths, determined not to faint. "But Arlai, I've no thingsto spread,” she said, feding stupid. She didn't
even remember if sheldd brought the lightcase onto the lander.

"Just afew more steps, Krinata. Come on, | want to get atelemband on you. Y ou don't look too well.”
"Oh, | don't need help.”

But Arla presented her before an open door that led into her very own gpartment. Dizzy with nightmarish
disorientation, she drifted forward. Sheran her hand over the upholstery of the lounge sheld dept in when
Jndigar had been there. No, the worn spot was gone. And there was no stain. Suddenly, perspective
snapped into place, and she redlized this was an e aborate copy of her gpartment's sitting room.

"Fidlagave methe specs. Likeit?" Arla waslike an eager child presenting aschool project.

"Oh, Arla, it's so perfect, for amoment | felt asif dl this hadn't really happened, and I'd wakened at
home!"

"You do likeit." He showed beautiful blue Dushau teeth in ahuman grin. "Fidlagave me your favorite



recipes, t0o."

A ddightful aromaof breakfast wafted past her nose, and her ssomach responded with agrumble. She
suddenly felt very tired. But when Arla turned to leave, she stopped him. "Y ou're sure Jindigar will be dl
right? Y ou're sure we're safe here?”

"Probabilities gpproaching unity.” Then hisoptimism faded. "Except..."

"Except what?' Her appetite vanished.

"Jndigar will live, Krinata. He's not mortaly injured. But his persondity might change.”
"Renewa?' Sheld never seen aDushau in that state. No non-Dushau had.

"No. It would take alot more than this. But when his grieving isfinished, there will be much he doesn't
remember. | am not sufficient to nurse him al the way through this. He should have Dushau
companionship.”

She swalowed in adry throat. "Can you accept my order to take us to Dushaun?”

He blinked dowly. "No. He doesn't want to commit usto that course yet."

"Do you have any ideawhere he will want to go?'

"No. | don't know who hewill be. Were just going to have to wait. It's not fair to ask more of him now."
"That'strue. And if were safe, thereés no reason to hurry, isthere?’

"We are safe, Krinata. Safer than on any planet.”

She felt her knees shaking again. It had been more than seventy-two hours since sheld redly dept. "All
right. Well wait."

Again Arla turned to go, rather than smply blinking out. She called, "And Arlai? Thank you. You'rea
truly splendid Sentient.”

Dushau couldn't blush, but he cast his eyes down barely smothering an ecstatic grin. "l am
complimented.”

The food was as perfect as the gpartment. She couldn't imagine how long Arlai had been working on the
project. It had only been ahaf day since held gotten her out of bed. Of course, she owned nothing
origina or difficult to synthesize, not on aprogrammer's sdary. But if she hadn't known it before, she
would have had to conclude that Arlai wasin someterrific class of Sentients beyond her ken.

She dept the clock around, and then some. And when she'd roused enough to inquire about Jindigar,
Arla'sverson of Fidlatold her hewas ill deeping. After breakfast, she realized the piol was missing
and went in search of him.

"Would you like amap, Krinata?'
She garted. Arlai's smulacrum stood in the corridor before her, large aslife. "Have you seen Imp?”

"Daren't take my eyes off the miniature monster! Here." He gestured gracioudy toward aporta. Within,
she found alarge unfurnished room with atank of water in one corner in which Imp splashed, merrily
chasing afish. She watched through the transparent side of the tank while the piol secured hisfish and



emerged to et it, holding it in hislong clawswhich Arla had not trimmed.
"Y ou are aconsummeate host, Arla—but don't you think piol food would do just aswell?!

"Nutritiondly, yes. But I've been training Imp. We can't have wild animasloose aboard ship, you know.
Here, let's seeif he'slearned yet. Imp, come!”

To Krinatastota surprise, the piol carefully set his half-gutted fish aside and scampered to the
smulacrum'simaged feet. He spotted Krinata then, and instead of swarming up her clothing, sat up and
chittered questioningly.

"Hewantsyou to pick him up,” said Arlai. "Do please reward him for the good behavior."

Krinata obliged, holding the wet anima away from her but making affectionate sounds & him. Then she
deposited him beside hisfish. "Arla, you're amazing. That creature was probably born wild."

"Definitely was. His brainwaves show it. But he learned to endear himsdlf to peopleto beg scraps. He's
young and intelligent enough to learn good manners. But helll dways be more headstrong and
independent than your average pet piol. That's probably what Jndigar likes about him."

"Jndigar," repeated Krinata, unable to be diverted by the piol anymore. "When can | see him?”

"Can't we give him more time?"

"Y ou said he needs Dushau companionship. Maybe | can talk him into ordering you to take him home."
Heavily, Arla sad, "'l doubt that."

"Why?' she demanded. "Has a shooting war broken out at Dushaun?'

"No. | doubt if it will, either."

"Then why not go there?'

Arla didn't answer, his eyesflickering aside as he apologized in that same compulsive way Jndigar had.
She redlized he'd been told not to discuss thiswith her, and she said, "Ask Jindigar if | can cometak to
him."

"I will, as soon as he's awake. Dushau can deep longer than humans, and stay awake longer, too. He's
had arough time. He needsafull degp cycle.”

And with such excuses, he put her off for the rest of that day, and most of the following day. She spent
thetime aternately pacing, fretting, hounding Arlal, and Sitting hersalf down to survey her options
rationally and plan her future like an adullt.

But where could she go? She assumed Jindigar would drop her at some port between here and Dushaun,
because that was where he had to go. She sat on the bridge at Arlai's astrogation console and pulled up a
list of dl the convenient planets where she might live. But if she so much as set foot on any of them, the
Emperor's hand would close on her. She'd forged his sedl and stolen his prisoner. That was certainly
treason. Sheld disgraced her family name. The magnitude of it al crashed in on her, paralyzing her mind.

Hourslater, when she forced hersdlf to confront it again, she visudized trying to beg hersdf aplace on
Dushaun—the only Dushau world, for they hadn't colonized. But the Dushau had never been hospitable
to offworlders. There couldn't be more than afew hundred offworld diplomats in residence on Dushaun,
and they'd be gone by the time she got there. She had no desire to live apart from her own species.



Again she paced and fretted, and addressed the problem anew. What about the frontier worlds that had
always atracted her? None were on the route to Dushaun from here, but she might ask to be taken
somewhere. She had, after dll, saved Jindigar'slife. Perhaps, after he visited Dushaun to complete his
grieving, hed take her to a settlement where her record wouldn't follow her. She stared at alist of open
colonies greedily until she remembered Dushaun was now under Sege by the Allegiancy. It was
problematic whether Truth could get in, and patently impossible to get her out again. If she went home
with Jindigar, she'd be trapped until the Allegiancy cametoits senses. Yet if sheread Arla right, Jndigar
urgently needed Dushau company. It was aneed he couldn't neglect without peril to hislife, and she
wasn't going to ask that of him after al sheld sacrificed to save him. What are we going to do?!

She shoved away from the bridge console and paced again, her ssomach churning. She couldn't face
going back to the mockup of her apartment. Pangs of homesickness such as she'd never known lurked
benegth her tight contral. 1've cried enough. More won't help. I'mnot sorry | did it. I'm not.

Gradudly, she adjusted to theloss of her old life, redizing if she could have anything she wanted, shed
opt to work with an implanting Oliat on araw, new world being colonized by at least some humans.
Since the Oliat teams had been withdrawn, sheld accept almost any hospitable new world. After al,
without an Oliat, they'd need trained ecologids.

But what would she have to settle for? How could Jndigar help her when he, himself, needed help? The
ideaof asking for hishelp in return for saving hislife made her want to curl up in abal and never show
her face again. But she didn't want to be trapped on Dushaun. Could | stand it, if | have to? Shedidnt
know.

Midafternoon of the second day, when the tension in her had mounted to where she was fighting tears
agan, Arla findly announced, "Jndigar's awake. Come."

Shefollowed the moving shaft of light through the dim hallways. She waswearing along, deevelessblue
tunic over baggy black pants. Arlai had provided an ultraviolet screening lotion for her exposed skin, but
even so she could aready see hersdlf tanning in the ship'slight.

Asthey moved through the ship, she was acutely aware that oils was a purely Dushau environment:
Dushau art, light, scents, thick atmosphere. Arlai kept areduced gravity under her wherever she went,
but Dushaun itsdlf pulled dmost athird more than she was accustomed to.

The sckbay room she was led to was furnished in the Dushau manner: low profile furniture, buoyantly
padded, no sharp corners or hard surfaces. She couldn't judge the color scheme, but she thought there
was avariety of vivid hues. Persond itemslittered flattopped scurries, giving theroom alived-in
comfortablefeding.

Amid the shadows of an acove formed of thick draperies, on alow padded platform, wearing apae
ydlow robe, Jndigar sat coaxing soft music from a polished urwood whule that must have been asold as
he was. His head was bent over the long fretboard, eyes closed, as he produced ululating tremoloswith a
complicated bow. An aching frown played between his eyes, and the set of his mouth bespoke apain no
living creature could surmount.

Krinatacouldn't imagine how Arla had led her to intrude on such amoment of nakedness. She didn't
dare breathe.

Determined to wait until she was noticed, she crossed her ankles and silently sank to the floor.

Plucking an occasiond string with apick or asoft fingertip, Jndigar's e egant hands produced wails of
agony, howls of anguish, gut-twisting groans, and plaintive melodies that progressed across scales of



londliness and around harmonies she seemed to hear with her whole body. Every ghostly note pled for
mercy, surrendered to pain or yielded only in the broken extremity beyond the end of strength.

Beforelong, theriptide of Krinatals own emotions scoured her nerves like a sandstorm driven by the fury
of Dushaun's sun. Ponderous inevitability thundered through her bones. She forgot Jindigar, barely knew
there was music, and lived within the sphere of her loss and the hopeless future.

Her mouth opened, and low moaning sobs issued forth in short, harsh barks her own voca cords should
never have produced. Helplesdy, she listened, overwhelmed with pity for the poor cresture who suffered
s0. Shedidn't know how it happened, but from the peak of that agony, she came down into adeep, clear
pool of crystdline eternity. Here was not the happiness she had lived to achieve, but aradiant peacein
which every disturbance could only befdt asajoy.

Warm, relaxed, aching with drained tenson, she heard alapping silence, the barest hissng echo of music.
Her hands on her face were dick with tears. She felt the presence of the room about her asan increasing
pressure on the skin of her arms, a burgeoning image in her mind'seye. And shefdt Jindigar's eyeson
her now. She couldn't raise her head.

A scurry'sarm thrust tissuesinto her hands. She buried her face in them. Her suppressed hysteria of the
last two dayswas gone. Shed findly finished grieving for her old life, her old self. But she wasn't
anybody new yet. Shelifted her eyes and met deep indigo ones.

"I'm sorry, | didn't redlize you'd comein.” Jindigar cast his eyes down to the whule, caressing its sounding
bowl with onefinger. "Thiswas Lewathaswhule. He... that was hislast compostion. | render it badly.”

"I don't think | could live through a better rendering!" She deposited the sodden lump of tissuein the
scurry's grip and rose to gpproach Jindigar. "Actudly, | think you gpologize too much, for things that
aren't your fault."

Hefondled thewhule asif it contained the memory of hisfriend and mentor. "I've displayed alot of faults
lately.” Helooked up at her and She sat down on the edge of the platform he occupied. "Krinata,
debriefing never reveded how it was my fault Taaryesh died.”

"That's nonsense. The tornado killed her."

"I was Receptor. | missed the Signs of the weeather pattern. Dinal warned me, but it wastoo late for Seum
to get us out of there. Krinata, if | hadn't been careless, Taaryesh—and six of our Lehiroh
Outriders—wouldn't have died. Wed have il been in the fidld when Trinarvil pulled Dushaun out of the
Allegiancy, and Kamminth's would have been picked up intact by the retrieval team. Instead, I'm the sole
survivor of one of the best Oliat teams ever. And I've ruined your life, too."

Shewondered if thiswas clinical depression, or if thiswasjust anorma guilt reaction from avery
responsibleindividua. The pattern of the thought was dl too human, and the only cure she knew was
human. "Y ou didn't ruin my life. | decided to get you out of that horrid place. I'm not sorry | did it,
ether.” For thefirg time, that wasredly true, and it felt good. "Did Seum, Dinai, Fedeewarn, Lelwatha
or Kamminth blame you for Taaryesh's desth?"

"No. Kamminth inssted shed once missed a brewing hurricane. Lelwathamaintained | was the keenest
Receptor held ever Emulated for.” He toyed with the whule bow. "Maybe that'swhy | blame
mysalf—because they refused to blame me." He looked up. "I am good in Oliat. That'swhy it hurts so.
I've never... killed anyone before.”

The Dushau species was not descended from hunters, but from carrion-eaters. They never killed their



mest, or each other. "Y ou haven't killed now." Krinatatook the bow from hisfidgeting hands and
captured his eyes.

"Listen. If I'd had documented proof that you'd missed the weather Signs because you were drunk on
duty or whatever, I'd fill have gone into that hospital after you. Y ou want to trade guilts? | let myself get
carried away during that debriefing. | was 0 busy imagining | was Taaryesh, | didn't think what might
happen when | asked for dangers. | didn't research what had killed her. | didn't make a point of avoiding
that issue. | didn't do my job properly, so you were dragged away as a saboteur of an imperia project!
What did | do about it?1 let them haul you out of my office, then | dithered for days before Arlai jolted
me out of it. By then it wastoo late to save Dinai and Seum. Lay their deaths at my feet. Lay your whole
gtuation at my feet!”

"That'sridiculous™
"No more ridiculous than what you're saying!"

They stared at each other for along while before Jindigar gave in. She smiled and handed him back the
bow. "When the Kings have had timeto analyze dl this, they'll stop Zinzik, depose him if necessary, and
pick hissuccessor. With alittle sanity on the throne, Dushaun will come back and everything will be
normd again. Jndigar, it can't take very long. When it's settled, my family will be ableto get mea
pardon, and | could even go back to my old job. I'm just not sure I'll ever want it back. And I've no idea
what to do with mysdf in the meantime.”

He st the instrument aside, and turned to confront her. "Y ou redly believe thisisjust aminor disruption,
and eventud|ly everything will be asit was?"

+'Of course." Now that she/d calmed down, she could seeiit clearly. When they cameto their senses,
they'd see she hadn't really committed acrime.

"Krinata, you know I'm not an Higtorian, though the talent runsin my family. Y et even | can recognize the
deaththroes of acivilization. Nothing can stop Zinzik now. Nobody wants to. They know they can't
solve these problems, so they're intent on daughtering them, and we are the symbol. Anybody and
anything remotely touched by uswill be torn apart by thiskill-frenzied mob. Y ou can never go back.
That'swhat I've doneto you."

The last shred of hope dissolved before his certainty. But thistime, it didn't hurt. "All right. | can accept
even that. There's nowherefor meto go."

He searched her face asif reading a map. Then he uncurled hislong, muscular legs and paced acrossthe
room. He moved more easily now, the sinuous glide of an acrobat. Then he turned and ingpected her
from acrossthe room. Shefdt asif shewere ontria for some qudity of soul.

He swept some small items from the top of a scurry and half-sat, half-leaned on it, one knee bent to hook
his hed on the edge of the flattop, hands clasped about that ankle. "I've lost my confidencein my own
judgment,” he confessed. "But I've nothing elseto go on. So I've got to ask youl. If you had achanceto
pioneer an eminently livable planet—afirst implant colony—would you takeit?"

"That'swhat |'ve been trying to find, a place between here and Dushaun where you could drop me of
and berid of me, on your way home. But..."

"No, Krinata. Listen. Nobody who's ever done me agood turn, ever worked with me, ever done
business with me, is safe now. And there are afew dozen such people scattered about the Allegiancy.
For them, asfor you, theré's no Allegiancy planet where they can live. But | know a planet that would be



amarginaly comfortable home, though not suitable for commercia use—far, far outsde the Allegiancy
sphere. It'srugged: no amenities waiting, no pre-implant spadework done, no further tech support
coming after you get there. | can't even promise you Oliat support. Just afew refugees of various Species,
lots of arableland, and nothing too hodtileto live with. Itsonly virtue isthat the Allegiancy doesn't list it as
open, so nobody will look for us there. Would you be interested?”

S X
Distress Call

Krinataeyed Jndigar nervoudy, thinking that Zinzik had accused the Dushau of not reporting colonizable
planets. But one commercidly usdess planet known by oneindividua didn't make aconspiracy to
granglethe Allegiancy.

Jndigar misinterpreted her silence. "Or I'd be glad to drop you off at any planet you name, before| try to
rescue any of the others. | owe you that, and more."

"You don't oweme," shesad. "l wasjust thinking your planet sounds like what I've been looking for."

"| expected you'd fed that way. Theresalot | don't know about this planet, though. Survey was never
completed. There are tremendousrisks.”

"None greater than being executed for treason to the Crown because of aloya attempt to prevent a
mistake. How do we find these other friends of yours?"'

Heturned to alarge walscreen decorated in moving swirls of light. "Arla, put up theitinerary |
compiled.”

The screen filled with symbols Krinata couldn't read. Then in one comer, alist of planets appeared:
Onerir, Cassr, Khol, Razum Two. Atridm, Canbera. Beside each onewas alist of names. Cassrians,
Lehiroh, Holot, human, and Treptian, Under each name, there was alocation.

"Y ou want to go back to Onerir? Why!"
"I mugt, Krinata. The bodies of Kamminth's—"

"Jndigar,”" interrupted Arla softly. "1 have aconfession. The bodies of dl your zunre are aboard. | acted
without ingruction, but..."

Jndigar'sface lightened.
"Y ou're not angry with me?" asked Arlai.

"l remember changing your status controls. Y our initiative is not wholly a odds with graytime status. But,
were you detected?"

"I doubt it." Arla's smulacrum ghosted over the symbolic display, and he seemed hesitant. 1 |eft records
indicating the bodies were taken by Trinarvil, with Seum and Dinai having been cremated without
autopsy. If they suspect me, they might be able to detect the forgeries, but | don't think they'll believe a
Sentient could do such athing.”

Krinatas heart was relieved Zinzik could make no grotesque examples of those Dushau bodies. Shewas
beginning to suspect held stop at nothing to feed his mob following.

Jndigar frowned. "'If we move fast enough, we may be clear before anyone thinks to inspect the



records.”" He launched into atechnica discussion of the trangt time between the planets on hislist, and
Arlai's best etimate of the urgency of the Situation on each planet.

Krinata listened with growing dismay. Following Onerir'slead, it seemed every planet of the Allegiancy
was rounding up Dushau sympathizersfor brutal questioning, brief public trial, and mass execution. She
couldn't believeit. Such thingswere surely againgt the law.

When shethrew that question into amomentary silence, Arlai answered, "Just as we were leaving Onerir,
| picked up anewsflash that, for the purposes of this emergency, the Dukes of the Allegiancy were
empowered to write new laws to handle the expected masses of traitors who must be tried and disposed
of. Sofar as| know, the Dukes have acted well within the Emperor's guidelinesfor such laws. But way
out here, | can only get smeared fringe beams. I've been tempted to snatch up passing capsulesto sample
the latest news."

"Don't do thet yet," said Jindigar while Krinatawas swalowing her shock at yet another impossible
ability. "Y ou couldn't handle amodern detuned capsule without leaving traces. Whilewerein orbit at
Cassr, maybe you can learn how to doiit. It could be auseful skill for us.™

"| think you underestimate me."

"I don'. Y ou've been congtrained from maintaining such skills by your Allegiancy programming. Thereve
been some spectacular advanceslately.” They stared at each other for long moments, but then Arlai
lowered hiseyes.

"I'll let you know after I've investigated.” With amischievous smile, he added, "Careto lay abet?"

Jndigar smiled back, silently expressing afondnessfor Arlai while saying, "I never bet againg Sentients.
But I'm not willing to bet al our livesthat you'reright.”

Arla put hishandson his hipsin abusinesdike pose, and said gravely, "I'll check it out thoroughly. But
I'm going to tap the beams as we move in. Things are happening fast out there now."

"Right," agreed Jindigar, planting himsdlf firmly on the platform beside hiswhule. "Now, if were going to
penetrate Cassr traffic control, Truth will need atemporary identity. She looks Dushau, but old enough
to have been sold off long ago." He turned to Krinata, speculation lighting hisindigo eyes. "Would you be
willing to go aground as a Pesht merchant, working for Zavaronne Importers? Most Cassrians can't tell
humans apart, much lesstheir bloodlines from avague resemblance. Arlai can dressyou for the part..."

Her heart legped to her throat. Shed listened calmly to plansto rescue prisoners of the Crown, and
never visuaized how it might be done. Absurdly, the only thought that came to mind was that she'd be
bresking the law.

"You'reright." Jndigar nodded. "There's no reason to send you into such danger. I've no business even
asking." Heturned back to Arlai. ™Y ou can fit me out to pass as a Skhe merchant captain. Trasde
exports pharmacogenetics. | could be looking for him because he owes meacargo.”

"You can'tgointo acity!" blurted Krinata
"It has to be done."
He's depressed! Suicidal! But she couldn't think of areasonable argument. "All right, I'll go.”

Puzzled, he stared at her silently. Then he seemed to shove aside his curiosity. "Krinata, you cant goin
my place. | only wanted you to ded with the authorities, to divert atention from me. so thered beless



chance I'd be recognized. But Trasde can be avery suspicious Cassrian, and he has afemale and young
to protect.”

Cassrians with family could be paranoid, she knew. "Arlal, can you estimate the probabilities of successif
only one of usgoes, or if both of usgo?'

The screen cleared and figures glowed. 'If both of you go, and take Imp, there should be only one third
therisk. Skhe always have piol under foot, and Zavaronne is known to favor Skhe spacehands. No
Cassrian would look twice at such agroup, especialy because | can provide you with acargo of
Camidani shielded intronic parts.”

"Where would you get intronics?" asked Krinata. They were Sentient components, and the Camidani
shielding made them useful on the high-radiation planets such as Cassr.

"l don't have much in stock,” admitted Arla. "But dl you'll need isasample and amanifest which | can
cregte.”

She examined her fedings. She couldn't refuse to go, however much shefelt out of her depth. "Waell, |
aways wanted to be a spaceship captain. What's my ship's name?’

"Think of agood, old Pesht name," said Jndigar.

"Betting," said Krinata. Thousands of Pesht shipswere caled Bettina. 1t had been the name of the first
colony ship to Pesht from Terra. "Roving Bettina.”

"A good choice," said Arlai. "I'll get to work immediately. When do we start for Cassr?"

"Now," said Jndigar quietly. For amoment, Krinata saw agrave shadow darken his expression. Then he
stood, cinching hisyellow tunic in with acord bet. "Come, Krinata. Y ou must be checked out on your
ship's controls. Y ou have alot to learn in the next three days.”

She spent most of that timein Truth's control room. Jindigar gave Arlai permission to obey certain
classes of commands from her. Hewasn't giving her his ship, but if he werekilled, Arlai would take her
to safety.

Gradualy, the Truth's logo disappeared from the Truth's interior bulkheads and accessories, replaced
by the Zavaronne emblem in black and red. She assumed the same new emblem now graced the exterior
aswdll astheir broadcast identification beam. It was eerie watching the character of the ship change
around them. Arlal's efficiency was awvesome, and hisimagination unparalleled among Sentients. By the
time they entered the well-traveled shipping lanes, she felt she was actudly on afamily-owned tramp
freighter.

Her captain’'s uniform, just worn enough to be authentic, fit her loosely, so she appeared to have lost
weight from the worry of hard times. The ship'shistory Arlai fabricated and placed into her unadorned
leptolizer gave her good reason for the graying hair and worry lines Arlai's makeup scurry imposed on
her. Looking at hersdlf, she could amost believe she was an adventurous, moderately successful
businessvoman.

But her transformation was nothing compared to what Arla did to Jndigar. First Arlai built the Dushau
up into the lumpy, flat-headed shape of a Skhe using extruded forms. Over the padding went amil thick,
brown and black pigmented shrink-suit designed to protect the sengtive Skhe skin from ultraviolet, hiding
al trace of Jindigar's dark indigo coloring. The sheen of his skin's nap was a so hidden, so he gppeared to
have the mucous damp, warty hide of the Skhe under the film. Over this he wore the crossed harnesses,



jingling with status bobs and charmstypica of a Skhefirst mate.

Hislegs were wrapped in the bilious green leggings alower class Skhe would wear. As an afterthought,
Arla added awaist-length cape of krid fur, telling Jndigar "Rndedl, mate of the Roving Bettina" had
won it in alittre gamein Port Arthur on Pedht.

Jndigar said, "Since that's exactly where Kamminth got it, | think she'd be honored to have ususeit.” He
swirled, letting the full cape flow around him as he ingpected hisimage in the screen where Arlai mirrored
him, and Krinatatried to imagine a Dushau gambling in aspaceport dive.

"But theré's something missing,” said Krinata pondering the effect. And then she knew. "The smdl. Skhe
adways smdl like the bay when thetides out.”

"No problem,” said Arlai. "And if we're boarded, the whole ship will reek of Skhe, especialy the cabin
I'vefurnished for Rnded."

"Y ou've thought of everything,” approved Krinata. They had six hoursto get used to their personae
before they'd have to answer the Approach Authority's hail. They returned to the control room to
rehearse.

Krinatatook the captain's chair, glancing behind her at "Rnded" as he squatted on the stool Arlai hed
installed before the astrogator's station. She was amazed to see how the Dushau moved with the fluidity
of the Skhe, and the quick head mannerismstypical of the species.

She praised him, adding, "Now, since we won't dways have trand ators overhead while on the Strests,
you'd better practice letting me do al thetalking. At least my accent backs up our story.”

He answered in aflawless, gamy Skhe diadect. She recognized the invective common to Skhe spacers,
unheard on Jndigar'slipsin dl the years sheld known him. Switching on Arla'strandator beam, he
added in character, "I'll have you know | was hatched within earshot of Ssthinmeer, and schooled under
three adults. Florard | ain't, but good enough for the likes of any mere port ingpector, | suream.”

Even Krinata had heard of the Skhe lite university, Florard. and its counterpart among the lower classes,
Ssthinmeer. "Arla, is his accent redlly that good?”

"Indeed. Jindigar is something of alinguist by hobby, and hesworked Oliat with Skhe Outriders.
Everyone agrees he's a phenomena Emulator. | couldn't begin to criticize. | doubt if a Ssthinmeer native
could notice anything amiss”

Emulator. That was an Oliat office. Sheld had no ideaiit meant what thetitleimplied. What elsewas
there she didn't know about Oliat capability? She was beginning to think they might get away with this
when the alarms sounded.

Arlal damped the shrill howl with an gpology, and brought the new data onto their control boards. Asshe
worked to remember all she'd learned about reading Arlai's displays. Krinata noted out of the corner of
her eye how Jindiga—no. Rndee—had not flinched when the piercing screech sounded. Arlai had
programmed that tone because it was pleasant but attention-grabbing for Skhe.

Arla briefed them, "Distress igna is an hour away at Bettina's maximum. Dushau ship, Phembera
registry—commandeered. Was Intentional Act; now caled, Mercer's Folly."

He paused, saying asideto Krinata, "A Terran name on a Pham ship?'
"Never mind. Oliat'stheir problem?How many aboard?' "Peatience,” said Arlal. "'I'm decoding.” "Code?"



asked Rnded in Skhe. "What kind of code?’ "That's the problem. I... ahal A Dushau code from
Corporate League days, even before my activation, Rnded. Hereitis."

The screen display read:

DISTRESS. SEVEN DUSHAU IMPRISONED IN INTENTIONAL ACT BY DUKE LAVOVS
MEN. SURROUNDED BY FOUR ARMED ESCORT SHIPS. SIXTEEN LEHIROH GUARDS
CREWING ACT, DETERMINED TO TAKEUSTO PRISON TO SUPPLY BLOOD TO
DEVELOPA VIRUSTOKILL DUSHAU. WEWONT PERMIT THAT. PLEASE REPORT OUR
DEATHSTO FAMILY.

As sheread this, Krinata heard one part of her mind repesating, It's just one rebel Duke. It doesn't
mean the Empire is crumbling,

Therefollowed alist of Dushau names. Rnded lunged to hisfeet and let out avery Skhe hiss. " Captain,
request permission to attempt arescue. Two of those Dushau are friends of Jndigar from his earliest
youth."

He stayed perfectly in character, yet Krinata could only takeit asan order. Arlal certainly would. "Arla,
isthere anything we can do to help them?"

Therewas sllence, though Krinata heard scraping and crashing sounds billowing up from the nether
regions of the ship. Arla finaly answered, "If the projectors still work, we might be abletorun a
diverson-pass. Thirlein, the Act's Sentient, was aclose friend of mine once, if she'still in command.
Rnded. do | have permission to break her Allegiancy-bonding and reset her as I've been reset?”

Tensed to address this emergency, Krinata packed away her relief that Arlai's powers were ill
somewhat restricted, and her utter dismay at theideaof one Sentient programming another. That was
how the L eague was reported to have perished, in awar against renegade Sentients. Probably as
untrue asthe historical record that the Allegiancy perished from a Dushau conspiracy! Another
part of her mind took note to ask Jindigar about that someday.

Rnded said, in heavily accented standard, "Give Thirlein the status commands Jindigar gave you, Arla,
but be acaution for her sanity, not to forceif sheresgts.”

"l undergtand, Rnded."
Therewas areverberation in the hull plates. Krinata asked, "What's that noise?"

"I'm setting up our degp-space image projectors,” answered Arlai. "It's been too long since they were
used!"

"With your permission, Captain,” said Rnded through the trandator. "Fesh hands the Sentient's aneedin'.
He doesn't know the right cusswords.”

"Go, Rnded," said Krinata, surprised at how easy it wasto consider the Skhe anew crewmember.

For the next infinitude of minutes, Krinata sat her station listening to echoes of Skhe hisses and invective
among the boomings and thumpings. To distract her from chewing her nails, Arlai gave her the plan.

"We will approach them as an armada of Lavov, Duke of the Jornay Cluster. Well present ordersfor us
to take charge of their captive ship and send them to Phemberato transport emergency medica supplies
to an epidemic. We will gppear to their sensorsto be thirty heavily armed ships. | will provide their
sensors with authentic cross-chatter among our ships, but you will have to go onscreen and issue the



order to thisfleet cgptain. Ah, | have his name now: Dind Petriski—sounds Peshtini."

"Petriski isaminor barony. I'd be ableto bully him if he wasworking for the Emperor, or my High Duke.
But he's serving Duke Lavov."

"And it will appear you are anew recruit of Lavov's. Humans seem to be taking new aliances now. What
could be more natura than for Pesht to send Lavov asmall armadato help with the Dushau problem?”

Krinatahad liked acting in school plays, but thiswas straining her abilities.

"Don't look so nervous,”" admonished Arlai. "It'sout of character. Besides, I'll feed you your lines. Here's
your new costume dready.” A scurry presented her with anew hat and a shoulder drapefilled with
military honors. These, over her captain's uniform turned her into ahigh-ranked commodore. "Now, let's
try arehearsd.”

With the background noise of the ship being rebuilt around her, Krinata talked to a screen image of a
young human man with an air of self-importance and a determination not to accept her orders. She
outfaced this mock-up image seven times before Rnded returned to squat at his station.

The Skhe swore luridly about having to wear such a hot protective suit because the stubborn Dushau
Sentient wouldn't turn off the Dushau lighting. Krinatafelt her face redden at the choice epithets reserved
for the Dushau. Rnded interrupted the flow only to say, in perfect ship's courtesy, "Target shipsin sensor
range, Captain. We're gpproaching in formation as ordered. Shall | raise Captain Petriski?”

She swallowed dryly. "Yes, of course, Mister!" she snapped. "Those supplies are needed desperately.
We haven't amoment to waste.”

She was awarethat if they could read the Jornay ships, the Jornay probes could be catching glimpses of
their bridge. They waited in atense slence until Arla's screen lit with afuzzy, satic-lined image of a
young human mae. He didn't look like the image Krinata had jousted with, but he wore captain's bars.
Hisvoice crackled with nervous pride as he ordered them off his course, threatening to detime and leave
them awash in hiswake if they didn't veer off.

Arlal had pegged the youngster just right. No veteran would thresten before the hail was even answered.
In his attempt to show strength, he showed only weakness. Krinatawas a veteran of years of office
politics and knew thistype of green puffbal. She straightened and put on her degp command voice,
reciting then: falseidentification in an unhurried, upper-class drawl.

"Now, Fleet Captain Petriski, | suggest you ask our business before you issue us orders.”

He slammered, "1... I'm sorry. | was hasty, Commodore-Lady Zavaronne. When we left Indaa, Duke
Lavov had made no such dliance and his ordersto us were explicit.”

"There€sno timefor this chatter, Fleet Captain," snapped Krinata. "Weve an emergency on our hands. If
you don't arrive a Pillaged Ford with these anti-virdsintime, it will be your neck in Lavov'snoose!” She
sgnaled Arla to send over the cargo cannisters.

He paed, scanned his master plotting tank, and issued orders, knowing the armada's log would show the
amount of time held spent arguing. His ships began to pull out of formation around the renamed Dushau
ship, Mercer's Fally.

"Commodore-Lady Zavaronne, before we leave, dlow meto dump abriefing scan into your memory."

krinata, NO! | can't accept it now! Arla printed on the screen before her. my circuits are fully loaded.



Even aSentient had limits.

Krinatafelt her mouth open, her jaw work up and down afew times. Before she could recover, Petriski
answered asif sheld spoken. ™Y ou couldn't have been that thoroughly briefed before you left. Welve had
an incident aboard Folly—one of the Dushau got free for afew minutes. 1t's been hunted down and
killed beforeit could get to any vitd part of the ship. So we only have six to ddliver, plus one body. | was
about to double the inboard guard on Fally."

" A wise precaution,” answered Krinata, aware of Rnded's rock-tense form behind her. "I will, of course,
do exactly that. Y ou had best be on your way." She said it mildly, asif sheéd redlly rather watch his
punishment for disobeying.

Her manner had the desired effect. He sduted the Emperor, blanked the screen and took his small fleet
away a system speed. Moments later, Arlai announced, "They've detimed; they'regone. Thirleinisal
right now. She's showing the inboard guards a picture of our fleet taking up formation about them.”

"Good, get me Folly's captain. Grassman, you said hisname trandates?’ Krinataknew they werefar
fromwinners, yet. Eighteen tough Lehiroh had six hostages.

"Captain, what you plan astory to 'em?" asked Rndedl. She thought he sounded nervous.

Just then the screen lit with acraggy, dark brown face framed by pale straight hair. An older Lehiroh
mde.

"Commodore-Lady Zavaronne," he acknowledged crisply. "What are your orders?'

"My firg officer and | are coming over to ascertain the condition of your prisoners,”" she replied,
wondering where shed get the guts. "Then we will discuss what additiona forces you may need to
contain them properly. Remain in sync-time with us. Detime only on my order. Acknowledge.”

"Acknowledged," he snapped, but as the picture faded, she thought she detected just a hint of atremor in
hisvoice. Was sheredly so formidable?

Rnded spun on hisstoal. "Clever, Captain.”
"Ah, but do we have the equipment to transfer—"
"Of course." He seemed to consider. " Somewhere.”

Arla sad, "I've located my fabric tube, but I'm not too certain it's vacuum-tight. Y ou'd best suit up. At
the very least thefittingswill lesk.”

Krinata had never been in a spacesuit before. Rndedl had to help her with the seals and safety checks.
For thefirst time since shed met Arlai, she was peeved a him. He'd activated Rndedl's scent before the
Skhe helped her with the suit, so the whole suit reeked. But she refused even to think of nausea. Instead
shefocused on the six Dushau and how they felt to be used to destroy their own species.

That hardened her determination, but neverthe ess she was terrified when she waked out of the airlock
and floated free in the middle of atransparent tube through infinity.

Rnded's only comment was, "I'd be privy to your plan, Lady-Commodore, if you'veamind.”

"I haven't aplan,” shereplied, trying not to gibber. Despite Arlai's best efforts, she might be overheard.
"Just to do my duty to the Emperor and my Duke, just as I've done ever since you and | met. Beyond



that, let usfirst see what these L ehiroh have been up to.” I'm actually safe here!

With Rnded unobtrusively hel ping her, she managed to pull herself hand-over-hand dong the safety line.
Despite Arlai's misgivings, the air pressure held, and she could have done without the suit. But that would
have been unmilitary.

Theairlock on Intentional Act seemed identica to Truth's, but once through the awkward desuiting
procedure, Krinatafound hersdf in aship so different from Truth she didn't know which way toturnto
find the bridge.

Rnded saved the day, saluting the three L ehiroh who'd met them and demanding, " Take usto your
captain, and don't waste my Lady-Commodore's time about it!"

They wereled off through amaze of narrow shaftways lined, deck to overhead, with small round
hatches. Act apparently had been fitted to carry deepdeepers. Where were they keeping sixteen Lehiroh
and sx Dushau?

The shaftway light and gravity were Dushau norm, giving Krinata aching feet and eyeswithin afew
minutes. Lehiroh could toughen to the conditions quickly, and their guides seemed not to notice. Rndedl
reserved comment.

The bridge was smilar to Truth's, around well surrounded by consoles. Only here, each station was
filled. A Lehiroh femdeturned asthey entered, and said, "Captain.”

The old Lehiroh rose from the plotting scope and turned. "Commodore-Lady Zavaronne. Grassman, at
your command.”

"Captain,” shereplied. "Thisisamost unusua vessd for the transport of live cargo. | wishto be
persondly certain your cargo is<till viable"

"Of course. Allow meto escort you to the holding room." He led the way off the bridge by a hatch
labdled Sckbay.

Rnded trod on her hedl's, and under cover of apology whispered, "In the sickbay! They werein acargo
hold."

They arrived a an open hatch with two tall pillarsflanking it. Between the pillars, agolden haze s zzled.
"You're using asnapfied?' asked Krinata. Sheld only seen them in fictiond adventures. "1sn't that
dangerous?'

"Contrary," said Grassman. "We've rigged an independent power source so the ship's Sentient can't turn
it off. She might obey one of the prisoners despite reprogramming.”

Krinatareplied. "Admirableinitiative, Captain. Now, | would ingpect the cargo.”

The captain moved to ajury-rigged console next to one of the pillars and ordered the guard on duty there
to show the interior of the sickbay. There were four rooms, each with four beds—the low platform
arrangements favored by Dushau. The screen quartered to show al four rooms. Three of the Dushau
were gpparently aseep. One was ordering food from a console, another was in the head, and the third
wakeful one was watching them through a screen.

The watcher cdled, and within moments, dl six Dushau were gathered like aclump of indigo shadow
before the snap-field barrier. Not aflicker of recognition or excitement passed among them. Y et Krinata
felt they weren't so drugged or beaten that they no longer cared. There were four maes and two females,



dressed in infirmary smocks, barefoot. There were no obvious physical injuries she could point to and
demand an explanation.

She glanced skeptically at the captain. Then she shot aringer out toward one of the Dushau, amae so
dark hisvelvet skin seemed deep purple. Y ou! Who areyou?'

The man stood straighter, not dender but skeleta—with extreme age, she judged, not Sarvation. He had
to be the oldest Dushau sheld ever seen. The captain began to answer, but Krinata cut him off. She
asked the old Dushau, "Has this man mistreated you?”'

"Only to the extent of hisDuke's orders,”" he answered.
"Therewere saven of you," chalenged Krinata. "Wherésthe missng one?"
"Wewish weknew." It was an indictment.

She glanced at Rnded, but he didn't so much astwitch Skhe-fashion. " Captain,” she said, "tell them
what's become of the other one."

"But you know what happened.”
"Never mind what | know! Tdl them."

"For what purpose..”" the man started. Then his eyes met Rnded's, and he drew breath and said, "The
escaped prisoner was Killed before he could reach any sengitive area of the ship. Hisbody'sin a
deepdeep bay, and should be perfectly usable.”

Krinatafdt the dectrica shock of the six Dushau, and to distract attention from them to let them recover,
shesaid, "No.. that they understand, perhapsthey'll be less eager to escape.

Captain, turn that snapfield off and let usin there. | wish to speak with the prisonersalone.”

The captain drew breath asif to protest, but Krinatawhirled to face him— ooking up at the hulking

L ehiroh—and scowled, asif daring him to argue. Discipline barely covered a sullen resentment asthe
captain ordered five men to aim their leptolizers set to emit the warning gray haze and high-pitched whine
of weapons functions. He drove the prisoners back from the hatch, then ordered another guard at a
console far down the shaftway to kill the snapfield.

The gold haze died. Krinata preceded Rnded into the sickbay, then ordered the field on and the guards
away. "You, too, Captain. My discusson will bein private.”

Theirritated captain gathered his men and | eft the immediate vicinity. Krinataled the way into an inner
room where she found screen controls not too dissmilar to Truth's. She got aview of the shaftway, saw
that only the guard on the snapfield power source was lill there, and then said to Rnded, "Seeif Thirlein
can securethisarea”

Rnded played the controlswith afamiliar touch. Thirlein, her smulacrum agtrikingly handsome Dushau
female, came onscreen. ™Y ou have privacy. Grisnilter, thislady and her companion are friends. Arlai
hes—"

"Arla!" The elder spokesman's deep violet eyes widened, and he raked Krinata and Rnded with a
glance that should have penetrated Rnded's disguise, but didn't. "That's Jindigar's Sentient! Whereishe?!

Rnded cupped both hands over his mouth, and they came away with alarge dental appliance that had



distorted hisfeaturesinto Skhe norms. He said in Jindigar's voice, rendering asincerely respectful bow,
"I'm here, Grisnilter. Oddly dressed, but for areason. We got your distress call and came to rescue you.”

Krinata had never consdered Dushau features expressive, but she saw shocked gratitude, relief and joy
clear on dl the faces but Grisnilter's. Heraked Jndigar with aglance so full of bitter censure and repulsed
indignation that she took an ingtant didike to thefrail old Dushau. And in the wake of that didike camea
fury she couldn't name, but had to shove aside to deal with immediate dangers. " Getting you al out of
hereisnot going to be easy.”

Therelief and joy weren't tarnished by her remark. "Do you have any plan?' asked one of the women.

"Of asort, Rinperee," answered Jindigar. He paced with a Dushau gait, briefing them in a Dushauni
didect. "So | hopeyoull forgive Thirlein for taking Arla's reprogramming.”

"Absolutely," answered Grisnilter. "Y ou did right, Jndigar. I've known thiswas coming for decades, but |
migudged how near it was." Even his approval and contrition were tinged with adisappointed parent's
attitude.

Jndigar faced Grisnilter, unawed but reverentid. "Thirlein has now been returned to your contral. It isfor
you to order her to make the ship unlivable for the Lehiroh.”

Grisnilter's expression clouded, and one of the others protested in the modem Dushau didect Krinata
knew. "We can't ask her to turn on an incarnate; sheld never survive.”

"Therewill be none harmed,” assured Jndigar. "l want only mischief such asamafunction might cause: a
ridge of high gravity rippling under someone'sfeet, abeam of light in their eyes, aloca concentration of
carbon dioxide, a shower runice cold, food burned, bad smells; anything she can think of to vex and
distract them. Krinata here—amost capable human—uwill accuse the captain of incompetence, unable to
keep his ship safe. On that pretext, well remove you to Truth, whichisnow caled Roving Bettina.”

Grisnilter considered, then asked, "Thirlein, can you do that without disturbing your equilibrium?”
"l believe so. And Arlai iswilling to help with someinventiveideas. When do | start?!

"As soon aswe're out of the sickbay," said Jndigar. Turning to Krinata, he said, "Do you think it will
work?'

"l wish I'd thought of it! It'll work if I can keep from giggling. Captains don't giggle.” But she knew why
shed never considered it. Sentients weren't supposed to be able to play such games.

They dl eyed her with puzzlement, then Jndigar replaced the dental appliance and ingtantly became
Rnded again, right down to the Skhe gait. Grisnilter favored him with a prim shudder, and turned away
as Rnded said serenely, "My Lady-Commodore, I'll be signaling to get us out of here?" "Please do,
Rnded," she answered.

SEVEN
Rescue

When they arrived at the bridge, the orderly routine had been turned to furor. The interna operations
screens dl showed crew reporting mafunctions. At the engineering station, the overloaded screen splitter
malfunctioned, to show off-duty Lehiroh in toilet rooms, sauna, or even in sexud intercourse.

Just asthey were escorted down into the command well, the captain stood and roared for silence. All
about him, screens died to black, the incessant chuckling and chirping of aliving ship slenced, and his



crew faced himin totd tillness. Then hiseyelit on Krinata
She strode forward demanding, "What is going on here?"

The Lehiroh's natural coloring didn't show any darkening but his eyes bulged. In astrained voice, he
answered, "A momentary mafunction, Commodore-Lady. It shal be corrected shortly. Was your vist
with the cargo satisfactory?”

"Thevist, yes. your treatment of them—not especialy. | believe there are too many objectsin the
ex-dckbay which they could turn into weapons.”" She glanced about at the dead bridge. "Are you quite
certain the sngpfied is till on down there?”

"Of course." Hiseyeswidened till further, and he sent someone to check. "Believe me this has never
happened before, Commodore-Lady."

"I don't intend to believe you, Captain. | intend to check your logs. Meanwhile. | certainly can't trust you
with such asengtive cargo. So instead of placing reinforcements aboard >our craft, I'm taking the
prisonerswith meto Roving Bettina. A: least we have aproper brig, and a Sentient smart enough to
keep the environment in order.”

A stench had reached her worse than Skhe body odor. The Lehiroh coughed, eyes streaming. "Mister
Rnded, let us collect our charges and get off this sewer.”

The captain sputtered in severa languages, confusing the overhead trandators. Before he could regain
composure, Krinata spun on her hedl.

It can't be thiseasy! her mind shrieked asthey retraced their steps toward the sickbay. But sheld gotten
away with stedling Jindigar from the Emperor—surely she could stedl six Dushau from amere Duke.

When they got there, the shaftway's deck was dick with something offensive and dimy—asif aBinwon's
tank had overflowed. Krinata coughed, feding her snusesfill up. But she kept going, and found the
snapfield off.

Rnded drew her attention to the guard on the field's console, way down the hal. He was sitting hip deep
in the noxious substance, awalfied keeping it in that branch of the shaftway. His body was dumped over
the controls.

When Krinata charged into the sickbay, Thirlein'simage came on the screen. "'I'm not going to hurt him.
I'm pumping the stuff out of there asfast as| can. Thisredly wasamafunction. Honest. | didn't know
hed bedlergictoit!"

Rnded said, "Send ascurry to him with appropriate medication. Y ou are not to allow harm to anyone.”
Krinata asked, "Where are the Dushau?'
"Three of them have goneinto my coreroom,” said Thirlein nervoudy. "'l can't track them there.”

Rnded looked a Krinatain grim surmise. "Jndigar told the Dushau that the armed escort shipsare
gone.”

She couldn't deduce what the Dushau were up to, but she followed when Rnded said, "I've got to hurry,”
and took off.

Heled theway/asif held lived a century in that ship, and even with avoiding Lehiroh in distress, and crash



bulkheads dammed down, they were at the Sentient's main housing in moments.

The coreroom was asmall cave filled with gleaming towers, sparkling fields, and odorless, cold air.
Three Dushau worked at apand in one instrument-filled wall.

Just as Krinatatook this hi, one of them said, "Got it!" The panel came up, and another probed the
opening with aforceps, extracting aflat housing about the size of Krinatals forearm and twice aswide.

Rnded swore protestingly, but it wastoo late. The lights and gravity went out, leaving Krinatafloating
above the deck, fighting down primitive panic. Theincessant hiss of the air circulators stopped. Thedrive
whine dopplered to silence. It was like being buried in black cotton.

But she heard a Dushau swesr, at least she assumed the bitter surprise coupled with unfamiliar wordsto
be invective. A moist hand closed over her ankle and hauled her down. Slick fingers pulled her hand onto
agrip. Rnded said, "They've dtaken Thirlein's core outta her circuits. Folly is dead in space. We've no
touch with Arlai. Captain, we shouldarun for it?

"Not without the six of them." She called to the other three Dushau, "Where are the rest of you?"

"They'll meet us at thelander bay," caled one of the Dushau in Standard. " Sorry we forgot to warn you;
didn't redize thingswould shut down so fast.”

Rnded swore. "Amateur spacers! Stand aside and let an expert get you out of here."

Defensvely, one of the Dushau said, "We couldn't leave Thirlein to their mercy after what she'd doneto
them.”

"Dushaul" spat Rnded. "All dike! Get your fuzzy body over here un' chain up behiname, Captain. Go
offn your own an you'll ram ursels agin shut bulkheads." He added some more blistering epithets as he
dragged Krinata behind him.

Her questing hand met soft nap, and awarm Dushau hand closed over her shoulder asthey moved in
pitch darkness. "Hang on now, people, and well be alightin' in amoment.”

They floundered across the cavern, but findly alight flared in Rnded's hand. He gaveit to Krinataand
produced others. " Captain, we musta darken the lights out there. No use helpin' the enemy find us."

"Can you lead usthrough the dark, Rndedl ?"
"Captain!" he reproached. "Dis 'ere Skhe professiond!”
"Sorry," she gpologized.

He was as good as hisword. They swam over fouled floors, and through stagnated odors. Pushing off
hard from bulkheads and using the overhead handholds, Rnded propelled the living chain surely through
the maze. At last they cameto aportd Rnded claimed to be the lander bay. Inside, he flashed hislight
and the othersdid aswell.

"How arewe going to launch alander,” asked Krinata, "without Thirlein or Arlai?* There was ajittering
scream in the pit of her stsomach at the idea of going back to the tube through open space, but an
unassisted launch was even worse.

"Rinperee," said one of the Dushau, "can manua launch and get usacrossto Truth."”

"If anyone can, Rinperee can,” agreed Rnded. "Where be the lady?"



"Caollecting our dead, of course," answered a Dushaul.

"Of course,” echoed Rnded, adding suitable invective. "I'll afetch thefools. Try you to board the lander
without killing ursds™

Twigting like an acrobat, Rnded reversed and dove through the hatch into the dark shaftway. Using their
lights, the three Dushau spread out to the launch controls, searching for amanua way of opening the
lander's hatch without opening the bay doorsto space. Krinatafelt lost and helpless. To watch such
proceduresin adventures did not equip oneto faceit in red life. She could not have found the controls,
nor operated them. But gpparently the Dushau weren't quite the amateurs Rndedl 1abelled them.

After what could not have been more than seconds, the lander's hatch opened, spilling cheerful light.
"Let'scheck it out," suggested one Dushaul.

They piled through the hatch and found Dushau gravity in acomfortably gppointed interior, fifteen red
multispecies reclining chairs, adjustable light and gravity at each, ample persona cargo stowage, and a
drop-platform to a cargo bay below the cabin. The controls were set gpart from the cabin by ahushwall
that scintillated with interesting patterns and could display the sensors view of the outsde terrain. Two of
the Dushau did into the control cabin and caled readings to another stationed at the rear of the craft
checking diasinsde an access hatch.

By the time Rnded arrived towing the other three Dushau and awhite bodybag, swearing about Dushau
in generd, the first three were ready to certify the lander spaceworthy.

Nevertheless. Rnded insisted on taking the co-pilot's seat beside Rinperee. afemae with a graceful
dancer's manner and gold flecksin her violet eyes. Her throaty voice floated through the air as she let
Rnded run his own check. Sheleaned far back in her seat, her eyes drooping shut, her body relaxed like
afdinefeding safe.

When shetook up again, as Krinatawas securing hersdf for arough ride. Rinpereg'svoice, even lower,
carried each number clearly to the pair in the rear who entered her calculations manually. At last, one of
the Dushau at the rear said, "'I'll bet thislander hasn't done this since it left the factory, but it's asready as
itll ever be

Rinperee chanted more numbers as she touched the controls. Gravity swooped out from under them
sending loose items flying, then steadied. "Sorry." said Rinperee abstracted. "1've got Truth on scope.
Our gpproach vector?' More numbers were faithfully repeated from the back.

They soared free for longer than it had taken Krinata to negotiate the tube, then a sharp bump made her
bite her tongue. "Arlai's got usin hisbeam!™ announced Rnded . "Good work, Rinperee. Maybe Dushau
be not so bad.”

She grinned ferocioudy, "From you, | consder that a compliment." She tapped at her controls. "L ook.
Here's Ac?." On the hushwall appeared the dark, star-speckled view of Intentional Act, running without
the tiny marker lights of emitting sensors, itslower bay doors gaping carelesdy, scanning receivers
moationless

Then the view was cut off as Arlai's bay doors closed over them. Safe, breathed Krinata, letting hersalf
go lax during the wait for pressurization.

But the moment the lander hatch swung wide, Rndedl was racing down the ladder and across the bay to
duck under and around the landers that belonged to Arlai and race toward the bridge. Krinatafollowed,
marveling doud a Arla's precison in stcowing alander he had no roomfor.



Arla's smulacrum flashed into full projection beside her and paced her as she led the Dushau after
Rnded. Behind her,

several more Arlal projections paced the Dushau and spoke with themin low tones. To Krinata, Arla
said, "If | hadn't been able to fetch you in, you'd have crashed into my forward scope nodule! But other
than that, Rinperee pulled off amiraculous feat that makes minelook picayune. | honestly didn't think she
could do it. | underestimated incarnates as much as Jndigar tends to underestimate me."

"I'd given us up for dead severa timesin there," said Krinata. "'l wonder how many times I'm going to
owe you my life beforethisisover?' She didn't dare think about the weaknessin her knees, for once she
let the screaming fear out, she knew sheld collapse. No time for that now. Shesmiled bravdy. "I'll learn
not to underestimate you."

"That warmsthe grief over Thirlein's degth,” hereplied in Dushauni.

She stopped at the hatchway to the bridge. "Thirlein's not dead!” Shetold of the extraction of her main
module. "They risked their livesto rescue her. Shelll get new external components, aship, and anew
life"

Theclassicrelief the Sentient displayed dmost made that nightmarish trip through the dark worthwhile.

Rnded squatted at his station on the bridge, an image of Act on the big screen. He tossed a glance
around as she arrived, and said, "Captain, they till bedivein Act now. | dispatch detiming capsuleto
Ithawa Station—Arlai, be you sure no rescue team being arrive before we clear Cambera?”’

"Not unlessthey have one poised and waiting, with a spare Sentient module onboard. In timeslike these,
how likdly isthat?'

"Point oh, oh, oh, three percent,” answered Rinperee, then added. "Sorry. Y ou got me started.”
"It'sthreefive" argued Arlal. "l prefer to round up.”

Rnded swore, shutting them both up, and said, "Captain, yoursto scribein the order. Or're you plannin’
to leave those poor souls dyin'?!

"No, of coursenot,” she said. "Arlai, send the message as Rnded says. But remind me of that deadline.
When they have communications again, they'll broadcast our identities throughout the Allegiancy. Zinzik
will be having fitd"

Rnded gave a Skhe grin, and bounced on his stoal. "Hisface bein' the sight of the century!™
"We're not going back for it, though," said Krinata, amost able to share the Dushau's zest.

"But whereis Jindigar taking us?' asked Grisnilter. "l admit | never expected to see him dive after the
officia announcement that al of Kamminth's died traitors to the Emperor.”

"Be saying 07" asked Rnded mildly. "Wdll, Jndigar be unlikely again vishbleamong Allegiancy.”
| hope hell be seen here, soon,” said Rinperee hugging asmall shudder as she eyed Rnded.

"Not very," answered Rnded. "Next be stopping Cass. Friends of Jindigar to liberate. Arlai will gossip it
all out to you. Now when' d passengers scoot off' our bridge! Revered Historian, Grisnilter. be needing
reg."

Krinata was shocked on one level—any of those Dushau were better spacers than she—and admiring on



another. Never once bad Jndigar unintentionaly fallen out of the Rnded character. Trying to find some
charity in her heart for one Jindigar obvioudy held in high regard, she followed Grisnilter away and said
softly, "Wed planned to rescue some Cassrian friends of Jindigar's. News from Cassr indicated they'd
soon be executed, if they hadn't been aready. We were rushing there when we got your distress call.
There're four more groups on other planets to collect, and the Jindigar is going to take us someplace
se”

The others stopped to listen. An unwel come thought leaped to Krinatals mind. After what she'd just been
through, she didn't know if she could face more of the same, but she was compelled to ask, "Do any of
you have friends who have to be rescued? I'm sure Jindigar wouldn't spare any effort.”

"Jndigar,” said Grisnilter in aparchment dry voice, asthin as his emaciated physique, "isfamousfor
entanglements with Ephemerals. Please understand, were not calousto the fate of such asare accused
of befriending us, but in most instances the charges are wholly false. I, persondly have no obligations
among living Ephemerals—except yoursdlf, Lady Zavaronne." He looked about at the others, and there
was amurmur of agreement.

Inasmal voice, shesaid, "l had to ask."
"Y our thoughtful ness bespesaks a greatness of heart, my Lady. We notice."

After so much timewith Jindigar, shed forgotten how aoof most Dushau could be. "Thank you," she
replied coolly. "Arla will seeyou settled and answer your questions, I'm sure. Y ou must need rest after
your orded.”

"Thisisatruth, ephemera and eternd,” answered Grisnilter.

That was the highest compliment she'd ever get from a Dushau, she knew, so she wished them well and
went back to Rndedl. Settling in her Sation, she said, "This cgptain thing makes mefed soridiculous.
Any of them could do this better than 1."

"Not afore Cassrians, and none of 'em'rein any shape fer more danger.” He spun his stool about to face
her, hishead cocked to one side quizzicdly. "But're you any better? Will keep ur nerve, girl?'

"Wevelost so much time, I'm not sure we should go through with this. Maybe we should go on to Khal."

Hiseyes, shieded by insertsto disguise their midnight violet color, bored into her. Then he spun back to
the console. "With ur permission, Cap'n, I'd like to go aground on Cassr... one, to attend me business
there”

Hewas giving her away out. Coward, screamed her mind. She'd given her word. True, that was before
things got complicated, but ill...

She was brooding over her own plotting scope when asmall Arlai climbed up out of the bottorn margin
and words crawled across: Privately, Krinata, may | beg you to go with Jindigar/ Rndedl? It so
increases the odds of success and.., and, | discovered grief when | thought Thirlein was dead. |
wanted to blast Act out of existence! I'm not supposed to be able to entertain such thoughts. If
grief causes that in me, and so soon after the shock of Thirlein's "death” | have to face Jindigar's
... Krinata, he's been with me since | came out of training. He commissioned me built. Please. Help
him.

She hardly believed such a plea could come from a Sentient. She glanced over at Rndedl's back but, no.
How could he beinserting this message onto her screen? And something about it rang true. It fit Arlai's



persondlity.

She drew the ragged tatters of her nerves together and focused on the job yet to be done, shoving aside
al other thoughts. "AH right, Rnded, I'll go down with you. I'll makeit." Her mouth was dry as she
gpoke. Fear was becoming her perpetual companion.

Five hours |ater, they inserted into Cassr orbit under local orbital control and announced themselves as
here to trade Sentient parts for pharmacogenetics from Trasde,

It only took Arlai an hour to arrange with his Sentient friend in Cassr Port Authority to let him take over
some of her port-of-entry duties, such astheidento-scanners at clerk's counters. At Krinata's
amazement, he said, "l just told her | get terribly bored sitting in orbit waiting for cargo. She knows|
'used to be' an Oliat Sentient, accustomed to being too busy to be bored. So even though it's bending the
rules, she agreed to help me out. Of course, | did bribe her with an info-dump from our last mission, but
I'm sure that hed little to do with it.”

"I think | get the picture,”" said Krinata. She hadn't redlized the higher-level Sentients were so sociable,
but it made sense. They were people of asort.

When they reached the port-of-entry desk at Cassr's central landing field, the bored Cassrian clerk came
dive. "Trasde. Trasde—I've heard that name."

Rnded offered, "He be owin' us cargo ferayear, and we acome collectin' now. Doubt not, he be remiss
in other dedls, and you'd his name nestin’ among others curses.” He fondled the piol with a pure Skhe
gediure.

Much to Krinatals amazement, the pup hadn't messed on them, or wandered away, or clawed their
clothing since Arlal presented him. The Sentient was oneterrific trainer.

The Cassrian clicked one shelled forearm againgt his cargpace in agesture of retrieving amemory. But
after amoment, he allowed, "Could be that'sit. Trasde. Common enough name.” He added their
certification from the scanner beam controlled by Arlai and closed their fileswith aflourish

llNa(t.ll
They were free on Cassr. At the door to the surface transport,

Krinatadonned goggles. Arlai had aready weighted her down with radiation shielded underwesr,

ind sting she was young enough to have healthy children. Since she had given up that ideallong ago, shed
not even consdered it when debating the excursion onto Cass. Asthey emerged into the searing light,
not a speck of her skin was exposed.

Thankfully, it waswinter here, and cold enough to make her grateful for the underwear. Theweight of it
also served to change her overdl shape and her gait. She weighed less than normal, but her masswas
greater, so she moved ponderoudly, trying not to think of herself ascomical.

They had hours of daylight left in the long winter afternoon, for the planet's day was over thirty-three
hourslong, the season more than ayear long. Cassr was not a hospitable place for humans, so only those
with urgent business would be aground. Rnded, with the cosmopolitan touch she was learning to take for
granted, got them into arented vehicle and onto the road asif he were going home,

Imp perched on Rnded's |ap and cluttered for Krinata's attention, but didn't grab for her hair as he had
been wont to do. Absently, she petted the beast and asked, "Y ou said Trasd e has awarehouse near
here?'



"A few moments being in this car, well arrive, Captain. Alert to that cheater, must we be.”

"l hear your advice." Her heart was pounding, and she wanted to go over their careful plan. If all went
well, they'd be offplanet within the hour.

They swerved around a bend, and the car veered to the side of the street and stopped, pinging for
attention. "Police barricade ahead. All traffic diverted from Cossrrik Alley. Please enter a new
destination or depart.”

Rnded inserted their credit chit to be debited for theride, and said, "Request to wait for us here one
hour."

Outsde, Rnded said. "Captain, be there only one occupied building on Cossrik Alley: Trasdes.”

They walked around a bend—nothing on Cassr was cornered—and saw officia barricades set across
the dley strewn with flags bearing the symbol Krinata had quickly cometo recognize: the dark blue x on
awhite background—Dushau traitor. Dark blue xswere painted over the doors and windows of the
domed building.

Rnded started forward, but Krinata restrained him with ahand on his elbow. He was wearing the fur
cloak, only the crossed belts under it, with the dick shrinksuit of the Skhe disguise. Dushau weren't nearly
S0 sengitive to cold or radiation as humans. "We don't want to attract attention.”

"Findin' Trasde, my Captain, isour purpose.”

"Well, obvioudy, they've confiscated his goods. Ogtensibly, we're here for his goods, not him. So if we
ask, well be bound to deal with the government and ignore Trasde. Don't you know anyplace else you
might find him?*

Rnded tossed Imp in asomersault, and the piol squealed in delight, then preened himsdlf. The Skhe said,
"He once lived south of city, by theriver. I'm knowing the house."

"Then let's go. We can come back if we haveto.”

"A prudent human, you're being, Captain,” said the Skhe with grudging approva. Sheld noticed he never
swore at her or human characterigtics.

Back intheir car, Rnded gave ingructions. After a scenic tour of the heart of the city's swirling streets,
they wound out of the settled areaand into awilderness dotted with an occasiond dwelling.

Bright clean pastels and vivid primary colors mixed riotoudy under the searingly brilliant sun. The
vegetation was pae, some leaves mirroring back most of the light to dazzle offworld eyes. Trasde's
house was atop arutted hillock overlooking abroad river. Aninlet from the river washed up to awing of
the house that rambled down the hill.

"Ah, aproper livin' place," breathed Rnded in Skhe ddlight. "Not supposin' wed be with time to swim,
Coptan?'

The hopein hisvoice was very redl, but Krinata knew Jndigar had no such intentions. However, she
wasn't sure Jindigar wasredly Hill "in thereé” with Rnded, and in afit of insecurity, shetested him. " Of
coursewe might. If Trasdeisn't home, well wait."

Hethrew her apeculiar glance, but said only, ™Y our judgment, Captain, but still targets be easier to hit.
Welve competition in this busness”



She mulled that over and decided the Dushau was il rationd, but playing his part to the hilt. She
stopped the car and led the way up to the entry. It was ablack hole at the top of awinding air. It
turned out to be along, winding tunnel, mirror lined, wel lit, warm, but dim &fter the glare of the
outdoors. It led to the top of the house where it opened into alarge atrium, skylighted and filled with
offworld plants. Before them was a hinged door overgrown with athick, spongy moss.

She looked about, having never been in a Cassrian home before. "lan't thereasigna ?!

"Y ou be ganding oniit, Captain.”

She stared at her feet. She was on asection of mossinset into thetile flooring.

"The part plant on other side of the door isturning color now, telling visitors be here. Then—"

A more modern el ectronic sound interrupted—a scanner. Then avery reedy Cassrian voice, obvioudy
untrained to standard speech, announced irritably, "The Trasde Trading Company went out of business
thismorning. Creditors can see the Count's governor.”

"We're not creditors!” called Krinata before the speaker could click off. "We're friends of Trasde."
Another untrained voice said, "Not any we know. Identify yourselves or get off our property.”
Very quietly, but till in Skhe accent, Rnded said, "Jindigar sent usto help.”

"That kind of help—"

Another voice, trained to the single-toned modulation of Standard speech, said, "Let's hear them firet. Let
themin."

Krinata could almost see silent objections exchanged by gesture, but then the door siwung openinto a
huge, tumbled and chaotic room.

Stepping in behind Krinata, Rnded sworefiercaly, and demanded, "Trasde, what be happening here?’

"Vandds, maybe," answered the cultured, trained voice. It came from amiddie-aged Cassrian dressed in
tough hiking clothes, but his decorated carapace gleaming. The others, Krinatanoted, were smilarly
dressed, and amid the clutter and disarray she found severd carrysacks half-packed.

Rnded sad, "Privacy shieldsworking?"

"How do we know," asked the elder female with the untrained voice, "that you aren't sent by the Count
to collect evidence that weretraitors?’

Trasdesad, "They've aready got dl the evidence they need. Now, you. Who are you, Lady Captain?'
He gestured to Krinata.

Shelooked to Rndedl. They hadn't discussed how to play this, but the Skhe was peering about &t the
room not showing any sign of introducing himsalf as he had with the Dushau. She assumed hefdt they
might be overheard here, whereas on the ship, where she could issue an order the crew was bound to
obey, they'd actually had privacy. This place had been invaded, probably by the Count's order. Any sort
of surveillance devices could be snooping on them now.

"I'm afugitive of the samelaw you've run afoul of," said Krinata. "And | know where Jindigar is. HE'S
found aplacefor usto wait thisout, and invitesyou dl to come with us."



Suddenly, they were dl talking at once, the two adults, the four children. Trasde pierced through the
cacophony with awhigtle, then said, "Weve got to make a quick decision. They could sweep in here at
any moment." To Krinata, he added, "We were going to lose oursalves in the wilderness. But you're
saying you can get us offplanet?’

"Therearerisks," shewarned.

"Peopleredyin’ everywhere," said Rnded, "just for givin' afriendly orbit to a Dushau. We be plannin’ a
run through the fire to safety, an' be glad o'the company.”

"Offplanet, where? I've got my children to think of. Cassriansdon't survive well everywhere.”

"Jndigar says," said Rnded, "you be uncomfortable where we be goin': bit more gravity, bit lesslight,
swifter seasons, shorter days—but not more than Cassrian colonists adapt. Children beto thrive."

Trasdetwitched his head to focus on hiswife. She sad fretfully, "I wish now you'd never saved Jndigar
from that radiation leek."

"Don' talk that way. Y ou'd have done the sameif you'd seen a Dushau hauling people out of alander
crash, and then collapsing in there himself. And | was steward for that flight. It was my job. Wed never
have had dl this" he gestured at the house, "if it hadn't been for Jndigar helping us after | couldn't work
anymore."

"I know," she replied, picking things up and putting them down randomly. "It'sjudt... how can we leave
Cass?'

Trasde examined the two visitors somberly while his edest child went to comfort hiswife, and the other
three fought over packing. "It's cometo atime for leaving homes." He nodded, a practiced imitation of
the human gesture of assent. "WEélIl go with you, but only if you can prove you'reredly from Jndigar.”

Again Krinatalooked to Rndedl, expecting him to reveal himsdlf. But perhaps he wouldn't to spare
Trasd€swife the embarrassment, after what shed said. Rnded quietly mentioned the sum of money the
family till owed Jndigar. Krinatapaled. He certainly hadn't earned that much from Oliat fees. But then
he was aprince.

Decigvely, the merchant extracted a viewer from awatertight pack. "No matter what, get thisto Jndigar.
It proves Rantan Zinzik himself caused the food shortages on space stations and conspired with the
Tri-Species Combine to set up their 'secession’ from the Allegiancy so he could 'solve the problem and
be acclaimed Emperor.”

"What?' Rnded! triggered the reader display and stared.

Krinatagtared over his shoulder at the affidavits. They seemed genuine. Could this be why Zinzik was so
intent on creating domestic chaos? So he could accuse anyone who came forth with this evidence of
being a Dushau sympathizer and have them executed? No! It would mean the Allegiancy had fdleninto
the hands of acrimind.

"Beit he unhas sanity," commented Rnded, glumly. "Where 'ur befind this?'

"The Interstelar Merchant Trust began investigating because we were accused of causing the shortages
by not ddlivering on contracts. There are ten copies—one of them hasto cometo public—"

Just then aroar shook the house. The femal e clutched her young children to her while Trasde and his
eldest, amale,



dove down aspiral ramp. Their voices rose up the well. "Six of the Count's armed landers are settling in
front of the housa!"

Rnded glanced hesitantly at Trasde'swife, then shot down the rampway, tying the viewer to his harness.
Krinatawas close behind. Below, aroom lined with instruments was filled with light. Theimage of the
front of the house from outside was projected on around platform, and Krinata could see clearly the Six
military vehicles converging on them. Thefirgt to ground was dready disgorging Cassrians.

"Beariver exit?" asked Rnded.
"And a bottomship we'd planned to use.”
"They be blocking our car,” Rnded sad. "Weto useyour ship.”

Stricken, Trasde stared at Rndedl. Then he tore up the ramp and threw down packs, sending hisfamily
down after them. The eldest son picked up a pack, and set off towing the youngest son. In moments,
they werein adark, down-spiraing, damp tunnel leading into a boathouse where asmal submersible
wastied beside asailing craft. Trasde pushed hisfamily into the bottomship, and turned to Krinata.

"Quickly, Lady Captain."

They could hear shouts as the upper door was broken in. Rndedl grasped Krinata's elbow and propelled
her into the submersible where the ol dest son dready had instruments singing in audible Cassrian code.
As Trasde secured the hatch, Rnded shoved Imp into Krinatals hands, swung into the helmsman's seat
and set them to sinking.

The craft was amere pleasure boat: transparent domed, plushly appointed. Krinata held her breath as
water burbled up over her head, then forced herself to breath the flower-scented air now laced with
Skhe tink.

Trasde moved to the-hem. "Thank you, I'll takeit."

Rnded turned to look up at the Cassrian. "With your permission, bottomship Captain, I'm being greetly
experienced with such craft, and no pleasure jaunt be facing us."

"But how can you read..."

Rnded turned back to the halm and whistled something in the clicking shrieks of Cassrian language. That
stopped Trasde, but Krinata could see how sorely puzzled hewas. A Skhe wouldn't have hearing in the
Cassrian range. Apparently, the onboard Sentient wasn't smart enough to switch navigation codes, so
Jndigar had totalk to it in its own language. Perhaps Arlal was helping? Trasse sat besde Krinata,
clicking to hiswifewho huddled shaking.

Again Krinataeyed the transparent dome. One hit would rupture them. "They'll question the house
Sentient,” Krinatasaid. "They'll find out we just left, and where we went."

"No," said Trasde. "'l disarmed our Sentient when | heard my property had been seized. They're
programmed to be loyd to the Allegiancy.”

Rndedl called over his shoulder, " Captain-my-Lady, we pass degp banks now. Istimeto contact Arlai,
send lander to us, no?"

Thedry clutch of fear in her throat had kept her from bresthing, let done thinking. Shefdt like such afool
as she unlimbered her specid leptolizer and triggered Arlai's beam signd. He appeared, in his Dushau
smulacrum rather than the human one held used to ded with the Port Authority. "Krinata, Rnded.



Something has gonewrong. | have reports of forces dispaiched to Trasdes—"
"Weknow," said Krinata, and recapped their Situation. "Isthere a place you can send usalander?’

"Twenty-seven minutesif | pull out the one on the ground at the port. A couple of hoursto send another
down."

Rnded gave a Skhefatdigtic shrug. "Captain, | vote pull it. Soon be discovering our trail and identities
even we not do suspicious with our lander.”

"Thisisnot ademocracy, Mr. Rnded," said Krinata. "But you're right. Arlai, get the grounded lander
here/ad/, but don't get shot down. We're stuck without you."

Rnded asked, "Arlal, be showin' aglimpse of what's going on above us?’

Arlai'simage dissolved. The scene over the river was clear in miniature. The house was surrounded by
grounded landers; several hovercraft floated above the roof. The sod-cover teemed with Cassriansin the
Count's uniform, carrying weapons and detectors. Squads of them were beginning to work toward the
water. Asthey watched, two Cassrians streaked out of the boathouse, waving at their superiors.

The bottomship was up to speed now, gtirring mud and river crestures around them in ahao. But they
were hardly into the main channdl of the broad river. Arlai had marked their position with ablip. They
weren't going to get away.

For the third time since sheld last dept, Krinata gave hersalf up for dead. Adrendinewas surging to
overcome her fatigue, and she was shaking physicaly and emotionaly.

In the projection before them, the running Cassrians held a brief conference with their officers, and then
the officers sent the hovercraft to overfly theriver. Arlai added another piece of good cheer. "Orbita
searchers are being targeted at your area. They must be after you."

Rndedl coaxed more speed out of the bottomship, and said over his shoulder, "Hoping al you folks can
swim. Arlal, being we don't makeit, be hopin' you get others away safe.”

"I'mwd| programmed and mature, Rnded."

Trasdelet out an explosve syllable, and said, "It redly isArlal, Jindigar's Sentient! | don't know why |
doubted you."

"Forget it,” said Krinata. "1 can imagine what they've put you through lately. It's happening everywhere.
"They're about to fire," said Arlai in the cool, emotionless voice of aprofessona soldier.

Before he could finish, the craft rocked hard and something scraped the bottom. "When we're hulled,”
said Rnded, "head for north bankriver, then downstream. Arlai be able pick us up at near wide, flat spot
on bank. Anyone not there be left behind.”

Not ten seconds later, another charge boiled the water above them and melted through their upper hull.
Cascades of water and steam and mud and creatures flooded in. Imp tore from her grasp squealing.

It had been severd years since Krinata had done any serious swimming, though shewasin pretty good
shape from gymnastics. Y et in the maglstrom, al she could do was hold her breeth and let hersdlf be
carried upward, through and away from the boiling hot water. Something smal and hard dammed into
her.



It was the eldest boy, clutching arucksack, eyes shut, mouth open. A Cassrian could breathe water for
short periods, but the youth appeared unconscious though hislimbs were set hard about his possessions.

She got an arm about the dender waist, and began to scissor her legs to drive them both to the surface.
Despitethe low gravity and near masdessness of the boy, Krinatafelt the drag was too much. She wasn't
going to make it. She was being pushed along on the current just ahead of searing hot water. And she
had to get up to breathe soon.

Then sheredlized the weight wasin the rucksack. With al her strength, shetore it from the pincered
grasp and let it fall back into the mud-haze below. Then she struck again for the surface. She madeit, but
could grab only amouthful of air a atime as she was swept along by amerciless current. She
sdestroked for shore, struggling to keep the boy's head above water. Swept under again by vicious
currents, she surfaced under adimy network of plants near the steep bank and managed to get her feet
set on anarrow ledge of mud while holding the boy's head above water. Slimy plants plastered
themsalvesto her face,

Hovercraft swarmed in the air, the roar of landers taking off nearby and coming to ground even nearer
pounded at her ears. The river was black—she hoped only with muck, not blood. And she couldn't see
anyone e'se surfacing.

At lagt, the boy showed signs of life. The water around them was uncomfortably warm, but perhapsit
would never get hot since the cold water diluted it. She could fed her skin, raw from the scalding, and
she blessed Arlai's underwear for protecting her body even asit kept her from floating.

Then acold, dimy hand closed on her shoulder and a head poked up veiled by the same net of plants she
was. It was grotesque, and a scream swelled in her throat.

"Captan!"
"Jn—Rnded!"
"Come, I'vefound an underwater cave."

Abruptly, five Cassrians charged down the bank, wegpons amed, at them, and a hovercraft settled
downstream of them, blocking their progresswith awail of churning water.

"Hdt in the name of the Emperor!"

They froze in shock. The squad of trained elite troops spread out, Imperial and Ducal inggniabesidethe
Count's flashing in the sun, herddic bandoleers proclaiming their minor nobility, poised stances
bespeaking their readinessto kill to enforce theimperia word.

"Come out of therel" commanded the officer in charge.

Krinataand Jndigar moved in the sameingtant, Jndigar to submerge tugging Krinataand the boy with
him, and Krinata toward the shore, reflexively obeying legitimate authority. 1t was shalower here. A dight
movement brought her feet under her, and she stood while Jindigar dragged.

The net result was that neither of them moved for amoment, then Krinata foundered off balance. The
Cassriansinterpreted that as an attempt to escape and fired.

Krinatawas never sure exactly how it happened, for she hit bottom and came up sputtering and coughing
where the heat-beams from the Cassrian leptolizers had volatilized something noxious from the surface
plants, making her eyes sting and her nose burn.



L ots more Cassrians waded into the water and hauled the three of them up onto solid land. When
Krinatagot her bearings, she found Rnded prone before her, his shrinksuit ruptured in the middle of his
chest and purple Dushau blood oozing from the nearly cauterized wound. The viewer was no longer
secured to his harness.

The Cassrian youth was folded into a heap beside Jindigar. He looked as dead as Jindigar.

Two strong Cassrians had her shoulders clamped in their chitinous grips, and she was sure their fingers
had serrated edges. Her legs were unwilling to support her.

EIGHT
Oliat Signature

"Skhe don't have purple blood!" said one Cassrian, bending to poke hisleptolizer into Rnded'swound.

Amid the excited whistle-clicks of Cassrian didects, Krinata caught the Standard word, Dushau. She
dragged her feet under her and took the weight off her shoulders. The sharp chitin of her captors
exoskel etons dug into her flesh, as unpleasant a contact for them asfor her.

Her hair, short asit was, had plastered itsdf to her forehead and was dripping foul crud into her eyes.

Thisis my fault. Oh, why did | obey that order like a sub-sentient machine! If she had yielded to
Jndigar's movement, they might have gotten away. He was the field operative, not her. He knew what to
do. Oh, Jindigar!

She twisted to wipe her forehead on her shoulder, suppressing awhimper at the sudden void where
Jndigar had been. Then sheforced herself to look around. She could barely see through the late
afternoon brilliance without her goggles, but the contact lenses Arlai had inssted on helped. Behind the
troops, she could make out the embankment where tall rushes grew from the mud. She thought she
caught agleam there. Another dead Cassrian?

One of the troops with the medic insigniarose from examining Trasde€s eldest son. "Dead,” hesaid in
cultivated Standard. " Shot threetimes.”

She had never witnessed violent death before. A detached, clinicd part of her knew she was staring,
brain empty, too cold to shiver, because she was going into shock. She heard hersdlf say, "Hewasonly a
child!"

"Raised on Dushau sufferance!™ spat the commander who'd ordered her out of the water.

The commander's hatred came across the species barrier between them. "What did they ever doto
you?' pled Krinatasniffing back bitter tears.

"The Emperor promised my sept aplanet to rule, but each one we discovered was ruled out by the
Dushau. Now that our new Emperor isfreeing us of their tyranny, good taentswill be put to work, and
therewill bejobsand plenty for al!”

Asthe commander proclaimed this, the other Cassrians clicked their cheers a him. Horrifyingly enough,
Krinatawas sure they were sincere. Cassrians, Terrans, Holot, or Skhe— al produced some greedy
individuas. But Jindigar had not been like tht.

Unable to stand the touch of such beings amoment longer, she wrenched her arms out of their grasps,
not caring how the sharp edges bit into her flesh. Simultaneoudy, through clenched teeth, she roared her
disgust and defiance, hoping that if they shot her, sheld dieingtantly. But she wasintent only on getting as



far away from them as possible.

She was more surprised than her captorsto find hersaf ssumbling forward. She put her head down, and
with the force of her greater mass, she rammed the nearest guard. As hefdl, hefired into the sky, the
beam singeing her ear. She staggered on, shoving stunned Cassrians out of her path and gaining speed on
adownd ope toward a heavy undergrowth surrounding theflat riverbank.

Sheld barely reached afull run when zapping crackles erupted behind her. She heard the unmistakable
hunting scream of apiol. Trying to look behind her, shefdl and rolled, beams crackling through the space
her body had just vacated. It wasamelee.

Imp squealed and she saw hisbody fly through the sat. Trasdewasrolling with one of the guards, getting
theworgt of it. Hiswife had a sport weapon that shot darts, and she was prone in the grass by the
riverbank, picking off guards and trying to keep her children from joining thefight.

Then Arla'slander roared in over the clearing dumping clouds of glittering soot onto the officia vehicles
grounded there. Before the murk filled the air, Krinata saw more landers taking off from near the house,
heading toward them.

With her last strength, she picked hersalf up and lunged back into the tumbling mass of Cassrians,
determined to drag Jndigar's body into that lander if she died trying. It was stupid. It wasirrationd. She
never knew why shedidit. But in the heat of that moment, it seemed asif she were rescuing her own
severed limb.

When she reached Jindigar's side, Trasde had downed two guards and was taking a beating from the
others. Imp was on Jindigar's chest, snarling and swiping with hislong claws a everything moving nearby.
His coa was dimy with mud.

One of the Cassrian guards she'd knocked down came at Krinata, and she kicked out a him. Imp
screamed and went at the Cassrian's eyes, al claws and teeth. Krinata couldn't spare energy to control
Imp. She got agrip on Jndigar's shoulders and began to drag the body toward the lander's hatch, yelling
at Trasde and hisfamily to hurry aboard.

Somehow, they managed aretreat of sorts. As she reached the ramp, an officid craft attempted to land
in the billowing clouds of soot, and apparently came in on top of one of the other craft, explodingina
sheet of firethat seared Krinata's dready boiled face. She didn't even stop for the pain to recede, but just
kept dragging and ydlling at the top of her ragged voice.

Her whole universe became a danting ramp, black scintillating, choking, stinging particles, and oozing
purple and red blood mixing to make her grip dippery. She could no longer smdll or taste, and she
couldn't fed anything but the pain in her upper armsthat screeched brightly with every tug. Her hands
were numb, her feet increasingly clumsy, but shed set hersdlf, and sheinsanely refused to give up.

That was al she remembered. She never knew when she reached the interior of the lander. She never
remembered scrabbling feebly onward after shefell. She never heard Trasde's desperate pleato Arlai to
get them out of there.

The next thing she knew shewasin Truth's sickbay, amid sterile green sheets on alow platform
surrounded by thick drapes and orange hedling lamps. The sound of Jndigar plucking hiswhule echoed
richly through the chamber. Her right arm wastightly gripped by Arla's telemband, and the upper arms
were bandaged, though they didn't hurt as much as she thought they ought to.

"Arlal, what happened?' It came out athready whisper even she could barely hear.



A bright projection appeared beside the bed, Arlai's Dushau image. "Y our biceps have been diced
halfway to the bone. I've repaired the nerve damage. But you've lost alot of blood which | couldn't
replace because | don't ock human blood, nor can | trust my synthesizersjust now. Y ou have some
bad burns, and your eyestook a bit too much radiation. Overal radiation exposureis not darming. I've
forestdled dl infection. Y our injuries are painful, debilitating, but essentidly trivid. | can't determine why
you've remained unconscious for nearly three days."

She sat bolt upright. "Three days!”

The smulacrum patted the air urging her to lie back. "We are on course for Khol, but avoiding themain
traffic lanes. Y ou have severd days before anything will be required of you. For now, it isenough you are
awake. Isthere anything | could do to make you more comfortable?"

"Turn off that music!" she said, beginning to assmilateit al. She turned to bury her face in the mattress
since there was no pillow, though pain kept her arms from wrapping around her head. Sheld given her
life, and it had not been accepted. "Jindigar's dead!” She remembered Arlai's pleato her to accompany
Jndigar and bring him safely home. And al shed brought was a corpse. Now Arlai was prattling about
going on to Khol, expecting her to continue the misson. Was she trapped, the victim of aninsane
Sentient? She hardly dared let out the sobs of grief that washed through her.

The music ceased. Moments later the whisper of a scurry's wheels approached the bed. She had to peek
through avell of tears, over her shoulder.

Hash of ydlow, indigo, slver. She blinked. Jndigar sat in aslver chairmobile, dressed in the yellow
sickbay gown and robe, awhite bandage wrapped thickly about his chest. As he came up to the side of
her bed, he was grinning, teeth pale but actualy blue.

Her throat congtricted. A projection? Sheforced hersalf up and reached to touch him, gasping as her
fingers met warm Dushau nap, slken-textured, redl. "Jindigar?' His hand closed over hers, firm, living
flesh. "But you were dead. | know you were dead."

"| thought S0 at the time and regretted it." With a puzzled frown, he asked, "Krinata, if you thought | was
dead, why did you risk your lifeto drag meinto the lander?’

She said thefirgt thing she thought of. "Because | promised Arlal to bring you back.” But that wasn't the
whole reason. She could still fed her infinite relief at obeying theimperia trooper's order to come out of
thewater. At the sametime, her nerves till screamed with the shock of amputation a seeing Jndigar
dead at her feet, because she'd obeyed. "Besides, | guess you weren't dead.”

Arla sad, Technicdly, he was. Minutes—seconds even— and | wouldn't have been able to revive him
short of Renewal, and even that would have been chancey. Jindigar owes you his life—everyone aboard
does—andsodo."

"Krinata," said Jndigar, "I never meant for you to risk your life like that. Arla's right. We owe you more
than we can ever repay. It's adebt—"

Shewaved that aside, subliminaly uncomfortable about it. "It's enough for me that we dl survived.”
And with that, she felt an overwheming weakness drag her back to the bed. " Are you drugging me?'
"No," answered Arlai. "Y our body demandsrest. Everything isin order. We will carefor you."

Over the next few days, Krinatadept alot. At odd intervals, she heard Grisnilter and Jndigar talking in
the next room. She could never follow the gist of it, but the tone was clear. Jindigar held the old Dushau



Historian in deep affection, but steadfastly refused to do whatever it was Grisnilter wanted of him. Once,
just once, she heard the old Dushau's voice soften with affection. But just after that, Jindigar played
Lelwatha'slast composition. That evening, she heard Arlal banishing Grisnilter from Jndigar'sroom. She
cursed the weakness preventing her from going to him.

But then Jindigar was released from sickbay, and there were hours of solitude in which to brood over the
events of thelast few days. She made many discoveries about hersdlf.

She was astonished how quickly she cameto chafe a Arla'singstence on bedrest. Between naps, shed
force hersdlf to stagger about the room from bed to drawersto closet to chair and back to bed. Forcing
her strength to the limit was an adventure. She was dway's sweseting and shaking when she returned to
the bed, but the exhilaration of that smal triumph echoed the heady fedling of being awake, dive, and redl
to the salf sheld known during those moments of heightened terror or al-out striving.

In aperverse way, she was |ooking forward to their next planetfal, if only for that tremendoudy dive
fedling. She wasn't going to be left out because her body was weak.

Y et at the same time, whenever shelay ill, the ugly scenes of carnage played through her mind, no
matter how she squirmed away from them. When shetold Arlai her nightmares, he explained he'd spread
asensor disrupting dust over the battle field, harmlessinitself. He hadn't expected any pilot to be crazy
enoughtotry tolandinit.

"But you werel"
"l was using adifferent sensor system, and there was arisk, Krinata. But it was within acceptable limits."

She hoped, but refused to ask, that Jindigar had set up those risk limits. No Sentient should befreeto
make such judgments aone. And that brought back al she'd seen of Jndigar's Sentient. Sentientsweren't
supposed to be able to break the law, either.

Later, when Jindigar strolled into her sickbay room, looking more fit than ever, and saw her stagger
across the floor to fall onto the bed, panting, he helped her lie down and asked, "What do you think
youredoing?"

"Getting reedy for Khol." But she knew it wasthis activity aone that kept the mounting conflict within her
manageable, but she wasn't going to tell him that.

"Khol 2" he repeated, offended. "Krinata, | can't ask anything like that of you again.”

She pulled hersalf up, folded her arms across her chest, and said, "Why not? Y ou can ask anything of
me; | can aways say no. In this case, | agreed to help you rescue your friends. Areyou giving up like
Grisnilter wantsyou to?" It was a stab in the dark; she hadn't understood their private arguments, only the
tone.

"Grisnilter?' He eyed the open door to the adjoining room where he had stayed. " That's the least of what
he wants of me. He wants me to become a different person. He has good reasons, but | have rights."

"What kind of adifferent person?' | like himasis.

"Wadll, for onething, lessinterested in the kind of a person you are. Krinata, do you want to go down to
Khol with me? Or isit your sense of honor?"

She couldn't answer the question. Part of her remembered how good it felt to obey that imperial
trooper's order. Her inner core was till unshakably loya to the Empire, which would soon excise Zinzik



for the madman or crimina he was. Was she just indulging her new adrenaline addiction, committing ever
more criminal acts for the fun of it? Or was she driven by some absurd need to win Jindigar's specid
loyaty?Tolive up to hisexpectations of her? And if o, what did shereally know about this man? Was
her image of him some sort of wishful fantasy born of her overactive imagination? Why was he doing dll
this?

Sheld never been a philosopher, never been very introspective. She had no toolsto grapple with thisland
of conflict.

Jndigar sprawled across the bottom of her bed, propping himself up on his elbows seemingly without
pain. Heregarded her in Slence as she thought. Theimage of him lying dead at her feet flashed, vividly
enough that she was surprised when there was no mud Ieft on the sheets. But that bereft, dead fedling
was back full force. She couldn't send him off to face troops again, while she sat in orbit and waited.

"Yes, | want to go," sheanswered at last. "'If you're not going to give up on your friends—"

"No. I'm not giving up. Arla intercepted a news traffic-capsule, read it, and returned it to itsroute. The
gtuation on Khol is desperate. Several hundred Dushau were stranded there. They've elther al been
executed, or perhaps spirited away by a mysterious res stance movement. But they've only just begun
hunting down my associates.

"Krinata, you know there's ways been alarge Dushau population on Khal. It's a prime jumping-off
place for expeditions, and it has some of the finest Corporate League libraries and museums|eft in
existence. Fully athird of the population must be acquainted with at least one Dushau.”

"Well, then maybe it won't be so bad there. Maybe your friends will be safe.”
He shook his head. "Nothing could save her even four years ago. It'll be worse now."
IIHH?I

"Terab. She was a space liner captain. My edest son was deadheading to Khol—he's afreighter
captain—to meet his ship. In deep space, done among Ephemerds, he went into Renewa. She made a
nonscheduled stop to drop him at Dushaun. She was cashiered for it, and blackballed. Now, she and her
husband run a souvenir pottery shop.”

Theterserecitd raised athousand questions for Krinata, but above that curiosity, shefelt Jindigar's sense
of respongbility for thisHolot, Terab. Shewaswilling to bet Jndigar had provided the money to set up
the shop. "Jindigar, | want to help you rescue Terab. But | have to ask you something first." She
stopped, not knowing how to phrase a question that wasn't also accusation.

"All my resources are at your disposdl. Arlai and | will provide any information we can. But | can't
encourage you to risk your lifeagain. | will go down to Khol adone."

Shedidn't fed up to arguing, but knew she wouldn't rest until she could judge him. "Jindigar, societies
must have codes of law to function. One who refuses to abide by its codes can't belong to that society,
and thusistrested with under the rulesfor strangers or enemies. I've dways thought of myself asan
Allegiancy loydig. At heart | till am, though I've committed politica crimes. But on Cassr, imperia
troops died, amord crimeaswell aspaliticd. I've become an enemy of the Allegiancy.”

She paused to fight back-tears, and he asked camly, "What was your question?"

"Wereyou and Arla dways enemies of the Empire? Some of the things you've doneare smply illegd,
some—like giving Arla such freedom—seem unmoral. What code of law do you obey? Is your society



an enemy of the Empire?’

Hisface underwent severa transformations as he considered. " Are you asking if Dushaun is an enemy of
the Empire?’

That was her question, but she prompted, "Isit?"

"No."

That quiet statement gave her no clue to his sincerity or to the answer to her question. "Are you?"
"No." Into her silence, he added, "Neither are you."

"People have died!”

"I mourn.”

She knew how much more Dushau suffered from death than Ephemerals, but she had to ask, "Isthat
enough! Are we blamel ess because we mourn?”

"No. And no. Krinata, you're asking me the purpose of life, the nature of death, the spiritual and material
structure of redity, the origin and end of existence, and my identity within that structure and process. And
you're expecting meto expound dl of thisin one breath.”

"Canyou?'
"Not so that you'd understand what | meant.”
"Try me" she chalenged.

He regarded her with alight of speculation growing in hiswideset indigo eyes. Inexplicable thrills rushed
up and down her spine as she perceived doors opening into his soul. Finaly, he gave adeep sigh and sat
up in hiswhule playing position, back straight, head dightly bowed as he breathed dowly and deeply.
"Arla, show her the Oliat Sgnature.”

Beside the bed ashaft of gray and white smoke lit an areafrom celling to floor. Thelightsin the room
dimmed. After along sllence, ahologram of astrike of lightning etched down the column, seemingly as
bright asthe redl thing, branching and rebranching until it reached ground and doubled back on itself,
lashing up and down severd timesin dowed motion. It was accompanied by the unmistakable crack of a
nearby lightning strike.

Warned, Krinataonly flinched at the sound and squinted into the sudden brightness. The flash ended and
the frame froze showing the fully branched tree of lightning. When hearing returned, she noticed Jndigar
was humming. It was alow, gravely sub-musica sound, nasal, hardly articulated. The sound engulfed her
and shefdt asif shewereinsde a powerbeam. She redized hed begun just asthe lightning flashed. It
went on along, long time, until she thought she could fed the surging, churning of protoplasm in every cdll
of her body. Sheimagined she could fed every photon impinging on her skin. She could see with her
whole body, which was the ship. Endless, infinite space dotted with seething life habitats, radiant beauty
surrounded her. She became one with life everywhere, organizing matter into more and more complex
forms, exulting, enraptured.

Ashis breath ran out, the sound ended, his eyes drooped closed, and he continued to sit, head bowed.
Asfar as she could see he wasn't breathing. She stared, vagudly guilty, asif ahigh priest had reveded a
sacred mystery to anoninitiate. She didn't have the capacity to take that initiation. She didn't have the



will. Y et, spellbound, she wished she did, imagined she did. Buried within that Smple experience were
vigtas of redity she had never dreamed existed. The more she saw of Jndigar's spiritua world, the more
sheredlized the vastness of her ignorance, and the more she hungered to experience hisredlity. Y e, even
if shelived athousand years, she could never even scratch the surface. And humansrarely lived two
hundred years.

At last. Jndigar looked up, head tilted inquiringly. "That's the best | could do, not being in Renewad.
Y ou're the best debriefing ecologist I've ever worked with. If any Ephemerd could glimpseit, you could.”

She held her breath, oddly reluctant to dash his obvious hope, peculiarly warmed to gain such a
compliment from such aconsummate professond Oliat officer. But she caled hersdf to the bruta
honesty she was asking of him, and said, "'I'm sorry, even though you made meimagine what it would be
liketo understand, | gill don't see arelationship between music, lightning, space, planets, the origin of life,
ecdasy and whether you're an outlaw or ahero.”

He seemed dightly disgppointed, but chiding himsdf asif hed expected the letdown. "I'm certainly no
hero, Krinata, but if | were an enemy of the Allegiancy, would | not attempt to interfere with the
Allegiancy's sdf-determination rather than running from it with as many of those | owe apersond
obligation as| can?Would | not be trying to convince you to turn againgt the Emperor and dethrone him?
Zavaronne could do that."

"Thenwhy aren't you doing those things? Isit only because we logt Trasde's proof in that viewer?' She
fet shewason thetrail of her answer.

"There were ten copies. One of them will be brought to light soon, I'm sure. But there would have been
nothing we could have done with ours. Coming from a Dushau or aknown collaborator with Dushau,
such evidence would be too easily dismissed as sedition.”

Disturbed, he rose and paced the room, his old grace returned so that every movewasasong. "Y et,
even when the truth comesto light, it won't change anything. Zinzik may be deposed, but someone
else—probably worse—will cometo power. It'sthe Allegiancy itsdlf that has decayed beyond saving.
Zinzik isonly asymptom, not acause.”

"I don't believethat," she challenged.

Hefaced her again, speaking with atrembling reverence he reserved only for the elder Dushau.
"Grisnilter has seen six Ephemerd civilizations die of old age, and he carries memories of even older
cyclesreaching back before the human species ancestors discovered the club. Our tangible,
incontrovertible facts are only ahypothesisto you. | hope you won't find it condescending if | point out
that, because of our differing lifespans, your values must be based on a different view of redlity than ours?
| repect your view, Krinata, but | can't liveinsdeit.”

"| think that's what's bothering me. I've seen you doing illegal things, and that disturbs me. I don't know
why. It didn't bother mewhen | broke a prisoner of the Emperor out of jail after the Emperor had as
much as declared me an outlaw. What else could | have done, gone happily to execution?' If I'd had
Trassle's document then, I'd have taken it to the College of Kings, and none of this would have
happened. But Jndigar wasright, if they had it they couldn't useit now.

"Some people are going to their deaths, dutifully if not happily. I've dways sensed a, well, akinshipin
you. That you chose, in asnap decision, to defy an insaneimperid decree merely confirms my judgment.
That eement in you which recognizes and acts isan Aliomided few Dushau ever achieve. Y our
misgivings show meyou've achieved thet ided, if only in your unconsciouslife.”



"Aliomided?' Again, shefelt shewas on to something.

But there was a pained sadness flickering through his wide-set eyes as he nodded, and paced another
circle. "The philosophy or life system | adhereto iscaled Aliom. Thereisno Dushau philosophy,
Dushau religion or culture, any more than there are human ones. Many human systems contain e ements
lauded by one or another of our systems.”

"Tel meabout Aliom.”
He smiled softly, and gestured to the displayed lightning flash. "1 just did. All about it."
IIG.LII

He hooked one knee over the back of achair and perched there, settling asif about to lecture. Shefelt a
sinking disgppointment when he only asked, "Why don't you ask me about specific acts of mine, and let's
seeif | canexplan.”

"Wadl," shethought, sorting through the myriad questions plaguing her. "Why, if we aretrying to rescue
people you fed obligated to, rescue them from enemieswho'd kill them, why were you so careful not to
injure any of those enemieson the Intentional Act?"

"Because were not rescuing my friendsfrom my enemies”
"l don't understand.”

Again he seemed to grope through hismind. She added, "Don't you redlize that imperid troopswill be
againg usdl theway now? Trasde and hiswife killed without compunction to rescue us. Well haveto
kill now too. People who kill each other are usudly enemies™

Helooked at her blankly. "They are?'

Shewas dealing with amember of a species not evolved from predators. "Usudly they are. Those
imperid troops are certainly going to look at it that way. By disregarding imperia commands and by
killing imperid troops, weve declared oursaves enemies of the Allegiancy.”

"I'm beginning to understand your problem,” he said, again groping for areferent. "Krinata, can you for a
moment regard this Stuation from the Dushau point of view? Picture the Allegiancy asawild giant piol
pup that's cometo live in our back garden. Wevefed it, played with it, taught it afew things, and
watched it grow, expecting it to turn feral as non-domesticated animals often do. But it's remained
friendly and never hurt us. Now it'sold and senile. But it's huge, with sharp claws and wild ingtincts. Inits
desath throes, it thrashes about the garden, destroying—hbut blindly, without maice. There's nothing we
can do to saveit. We can only collect our valuables from the garden and run in the house and dam the
door."

For aningant, she did seeit. There was no way an Immortal could be enemy to an Ephemerd. But the
Ephemerd might fed victimized or trgpped and spend alifetime fighting the Immortal—futilely. She could
only sareat Jndigar, for the first time comprehending what he was and wondering why he even noticed
Ephemerds, let donefdt he owed them anything.

She dmogt asked him, but he said, "I'm sorry | said that. It sounds asif I'm regarding you aswild beasts.
A beast could be put out of its misery if necessary. The Allegiancy can't. It must live out its naturdl span.”

"I think 1 know what you mean. Y ou said you recognize atrait in methat your philosophy lauds. That
puts me a cut or two above amere anima, doesn't it?"



lley ClJtS,"

"But what about those Cassrian troops who died? If you'd had the weapon, would you havekilled
them?'

"No." There seemed to be no conflict in him over that instant answer. "'I'm Dushau, Krinata. Killing isnot
one of our methods of survivad." Again he sghed, groping for someway to reach her. "Evolved predators
have to fight to subdue the killing instinct and bresk the chains of karma. Evolved prey haveto struggle
just as hard, transcend their natures, to subdue the hide/flee ingtinct.” He met her eyes. "l don't think |
could kill even to save Dushaun from certain destruction.” He frowned, adding, " Though someone like
Lelwathaor even Grisnilter might.”

She was nowhere near him, yet she could amost fed an invisible tremor shaking his body, afear not
quite subdued. He was prey baring himsdlf to a predator with no hope of surviva. Thou shalt not kill
would be atotdly superfluous commandment to Dushau. "I guessthat was a stupid question. And I've
got an even worse one.”

"I will answver."
She scanned theroom. "And Arlai? Could hekill ?!

He camed ashe said, "Y ou've believed those scare stories about Sentients destroying the League?
That's as much nonsense as Dushau conspiring to strangle the Allegiancy. Think! Why would Sentients
do such athing?'

She searched his eyes, finding only innocence. "Because they felt wronged, kept down, used, abused.”

"Y ou don't think it's abuse to strap and hamper afree mentaity with the stringent Allegiancy
programming?"

She granted that silently, and he cdlled, "Arlai, why did you stay with me when you found out what the
Allegiancy inssted on doing to you?"

Arla vanquished the gray column with itslightning display and projected his Dushau smulacrum there.
"Because you'd won my highest regard. Y ou were my friend. | hope well dways befriends.”

"And didn't | promiseyou it wouldn't be forever, just until the Allegiancy'slifecycle was over?'
"Yes. But I'd have stayed anyway. The aternative was to be turned off, as Thirlein has been.”

"Well do what we can for her, Arlai." Heturned to Krinataagain. "Arlai was not educated by a
professiona who turned him over to me. | was there when he first came to consciousness, and |
educated and trained him. I'm as much afather to him as possible. Under League law, that wasthe
requirement for owning a Sentient. Personally, | fed the Allegiancy's commerce in mass-produced
Sentientsis horrifyingly abusive. Krinata, Arlai consented to wear chainson hisfreewill and initiative
merely to stay with me, and | freed him as soon as| ethically could. If | hadn't, we'd be dead by now.
But he has no desire to harm incarnates. And his programming includes the injunction againgt doing such
harm. He hurts when it happens by accident, just as much aswe do.”

She was aware of the Sentient standing patiently beside Jndigar. "I'm sorry Arla, | don't mean to talk
about you asif you werea thing. | do trust you, but..."

"l understand, Krinata. Slaves are expected to revolt. But were not daves. We're adifferent lifeform,
with different methods of survivd."



"What methods?" asked Krinata. Then she remembered the escape from Act. "Jindigar, you kept telling
Thirlein that she mustn't hurt anyone. Y ou'd given her the same freedom you've given Arlai. Why don't
you keep telling Arla not to injure incarnates?’

"Thirlein ismuch younger than Arla, and hadn't matured free of Allegiancy chains. She was aready under
extreme stress when we boarded Act, and she hadn't been properly prepared for her freedom. | smply
didn't trust her. Shélll have to be handled very carefully when we wake her."

"Sentientsare individuals, just like the members of any other species,” said Krinata. "There could have
been crimina Sentients. By Allegiancy law, Arla'sacrimind.”

"What isit you want meto say?" asked Jndigar, “The concepts of law and crimind don't trandate from
Standard to Dushauni. Are you ingsting we must obey the letter of Allegiancy law, even now weve been
cast out by the Emperor?”

Put that way, it did sound absurd. " Sensible people don't obey |aws because they're laws, but because
they're right, or sometimes because uniform standards are necessary to keep asociety functiond. Isit
right to just pick which lawsit's convenient to obey?'

"Right? Now | see what's bothering you." He wasn't groping thistime. He pulled both feet onto the chair
s0 he was sitting on the back, then leaned forward, e bows propped on his knees, eyes piercing her ashe
sad earnedtly, "I have conscioudy chosen to follow avery stringent code of ethics derived from the
Aliom philosophy. My ethic kept me bound to Allegiancy law because of my vow to the first Emperor.
When that vow was made null by Zinzik's betrayd, | no longer felt any cdl to consider Allegiancy law.
But that doesn't mean I'm free to trample other peoplées rights by my personad whim. My conscience still
measures my deeds againgt the Aliom code, and | must answer for those deeds when next | face
Renewal. And Renewa can be a harsh judge of souls, Krinata." The expresson on hisfaceand in his
voice made her shudder with the truth of that. And she didn't know why.

"Y ou, however, have unconscioudy derived your ethica code from Allegiancy culture and law. When it
abandoned you, you acted to survive, and then had to answer to your conscience. What you've been
asking me, Krinata, isto give you anew system to replace the old. And | can't do that. Y ou're going to
have to do that for yoursdlf.”

She gared at him, thinking that he was right. She couldn't judge him or the Allegiancy in her heart until
she had a code against which to measure their acts. But where can | start?

"Ephemerdsare amazing,” he said with reverence, and affection. "Here you've acquired an advanced trait
which many Dushau never do, yet you're barely ready to create your first epistemology.”

He'd won her over again completely. But the part of her that had obeyed that trooper was not gone, only
dormant. Somehow, she wasn't convinced the Allegiancy was in senile desth throes. But she responded
teasingly, "Immortals are amazing. They think Ephemeras are children. And sometimesthey're even
right!"

Then he said something odd. "'I've never met an Ephemerd who wasachild.”
Arla sad, "1 wouldn't like being commanded by a captain who was achild. But Krinatais not a child.”

Jndigar gave him apeculiar look, asif he were coming back to harsh redlities from arealm where he
preferred to dwell. "You'reright, Arlai. Krinata, | take back what | said about Khol. Y oure welcometo
come with me. Infact, | think you need to come with me for your own reasons, and I've no business
shackling your judgment about how much of yourself youwishto give. | just want you to understand



you'e perfectly free to withdraw anytime.”

"l dways have been," she said, redlizing hed never said, Help me rescue my friends and 1’11 take you
to safety. He would take her whether she helped or not. She had aready won hisloydty, though she ill
craved it. "But before you accept me into your ventures, | have to confess.”

She told him why she had obeyed that soldier, getting him shot. "1 might do that again. Outlaw or no, I'm
dill loyd tothe Allegiancy.”

He nodded, "I know. But, Krinata, your act wasin total accord with your being. No more can be asked
of anyone." Heroseto go. If | should diein such an action, | would count myself fortunate indeed. But
don't ask meto explain why."

NINE
Allegiancy Loyalists

Khal, the Holot's oldest colony, circled ayelow G-2 gar. Itsfive-day long "day" and wildly varying
climate suited the six-limbed, furred Holot, though humans shuddered at the necessity of vigiting them on
the surface.

Therefore, they'd built acommercia space station outside the orbits of their threetiny moons. Arlai
figured their approach trgectory to the station while conversing with the syslem's Orbital Control Central.
Krinatahad only to St in the captain’'s chair and watch.

"Krinata," said Jndigar, seated at the astrogator's console. "It'stime to get dressed.”

They'd decided Krinatawould go as a Terran merchant who'd swung adeal for a surplus ship and was
looking for new markets. Thus an interest in souvenir pottery would seem logica. Jndigar would become
one of therare space traveling Lehrtrili, afeathered, birdlike species with vestigia wings and strong
territorid indincts

"I'll gofirg," shesad rising. She wasitching to try on her new costume. Sheld been working out hard in
the gym. Shefdlt vigorous enough to meet any chdlenge.

Just as she reached the hatch, Trasse announced from the com station, "We've just been switched to
military orbit control. They're ordering usout of the ecliptic.”

"Arla, report!" snapped Jndigar.

"A moment... therel" The plotting scope projected a globe of dark space representing the system,
pinpointing Truth and then adding other traffic around them, complete with dotted lines to represent
projected orbits.

Arlal narrated, "Ahead, starboard, three small passenger craft; lifereadings indicate they're overloaded;
power readings show them barely spaceworthy. One—the center one—lacks an onboard Sentient. The
other two Sentients seem confused and incompetent.

"Behind," continued Arlai, "eight armed seeker craft in hot pursuit of the three. Then- Flag Sentient has
ordered us out of theway. | am complying, but retaining interference capability. Jindigar, | redly don't
want to be targeted by those craft. They are much more than we can handle.”

"| can seethat," answered Jindigar. His blue teeth gnawed at his bottom lip. "Krinata, you'll need to be
dressed soon. Arlai, what species aboard those ships?*



"The fugitives seem to be mostly Dushau, asprinkling of Holot, and other species aboard. The seekers
are shidlded. Asawild, intuitive guess. mostly Holot, possibly officers of other species. But the Duke of
thiszoneisHolot."

"Krinatal" Jndigar complained, seeing her gtill there.

She went, grasping that they were witnessing an escape attempt engineered by the rumored underground
resstance. Arlai had intercepted officia dispatches to Duke Huch about the growing resistance
organization dedicated to harboring Dushau and their sympathizers. Jindigar's plan had been to contact
this underground via a descendent of a Holot he'd once known. He was sure they could help him find
Terab.

Trasde'swife helped Krinatainto her costume, and one of Arla's servitors applied makeup to change her
complexion to match her bleached hair. A denta appliance forced achangein her speech. It might not be
authentic Terran, but she could daimto have left Terraearly inlife.

When she returned to the bridge, Grisnilter was faced off againgt Jndigar. She sensed sheld walked into
avery tense confrontation, but al she heard was Grisnilter's acidic tones. "And what will your mother say
about that? Y ou are planning to see her again before she dies, aren't you?”

Jndigar lowered his eyes, and started, in a hoarse whisper, "1'm sorry—" Then he spotted Krinata,
quickly made some adjustments on the control boards and sped past her asif making an escape. Over
his shoulder, he called, "Arla sayswe have an hour before the seekers are in rangeto fire on those
vesds Trasdewill fill youin."

She sdled around Grisnilter, not daring to speak to him for fear sheld spit out just what she thought of
him for upsetting Jndigar & such atime. If Jindigar could still treat him respectfully, she could manageto
reman avil.

As shewastaking the captain's seet, Trasde arrived and Grisnilter departed slently. She brought her
mind back to their problem. Now that she was properly dressed, they could bluff their way around any
chalenge, if she could only figure out what to say. The haughty demeanor of Zavaronne wouldn't do. But
she could ill beacaptain, irate a being kept in asolar orbit when she had business to conduct.

In his carefully modulated Standard voice, Trassetold her, "The seekers have been broadcasting orders
in the name of the Emperor for the fugitivesto take up astandard solar orbit or be blown out of space.
Thefugitives have not replied, but Arlai has contact with their Sentients that he doesn't believe the
seeker'sflag Sentient hasintercepted.”

"Trasde," said Arlai, "you have the paranoia of amerchant. What does it take to convince you | know
my job?"

"I'm convinced," said Krinata. "What do the fugitives say?'

"They've got ninety-seven Dushau aboard the three ships, Sixty-three Holot, and fifteen of assorted
gpecies. They knew fleeing was a desperate gamble, but their headquarters was about to beraided. The
city was a shambles around them from therioting that started when Dushau establishments were |ooted.
They've got two full Oliat teams complete with Outriders, dl professonds. They figured they could make
ago of it on some margind planet. The middle ship, though, isheading for Dushaun. It'sal
Dushau-crewed, and they've eected to try to run the blockade and the defenses.”

"But Jndigar sald we mustn't try to go to Dushaun.”



"He'strying to talk them out of it right now. | wish hed concentrate on becoming Lehrtrili."

The astrogetion projection showed numerous other commercia ships surrounding them in solar orbit
perpendicular to the ecliptic. Aslong asthey stayed slent and obeyed the Flag Sentient of that eight-ship
fleet, they were anonymous, relatively safe. And she couldn't think of anything they could do to help.

"Krinatal" Arlai registered shock. "Go to Jndigar's cabin. Now!"

"What?' She wasn't accustomed to the Sentient issuing orders. "Is he asking for me? 1 should Say a my

"Mease, Krinatal" Arlai seemed to vibrate with suppressed hysteria

She cast aglance at the dowly changing display, decided there was nothing she had to do here, and took
off for Jndigar's cabin with Trasde gazing after her, ahigh multivoiced twitter escaping him in place of
Standard.

Sheld never been ingde Jndigar's residence before, and she hadn't actualy been invited by him thistime.
She found her heart pounding in an odd cadence with her steps. Her feet seemed to have an
embarrassed reluctance of their own, but she finaly found the hatch marked " 1" in Dushau notation: the
owner's cabin. Before she could touch the signd, the hatch flew aside with a pressurized sigh.

It was more gpartment than cabin. Hatches opened off the huge main room which was divided by trellis
screens, some festooned with plants she couldn't identify. The deck was aspongy white surface which
absorbed the sound of her steps. Overhead, odd shapes swung from rafter beams. Stairs led to akind of
loft above the far end of the room, but it was dark up there. The furniture was dl dense foam, in the low
shapes Dushau favored. Colors and lighting strained her eyes and made little sense.

Arla materidized under the loft and beckoned. "Here."
Seeing visonsof Jndigar unconscious from anasty fdl. she followed hadtily.

Beyond the hatch was aroom of yellow and pink tile, anonymous projects strewn on workbenches, sinks
and a huge bathtub filled with water, plants and fish. Imp sat in anest on thelip of the tub. When he saw
Krinata, he shrieked and flung himself through the air, landing at her feet. Then, remembering his manners,
he sat up, begging politely to be picked up and petted. Absently, she complied, eyesroving curioudy
over Jndigar's private dressng room while she pretended to hersalf that she was only getting her

bearings.

Onewall was folded back to reveal awardrobe. Arlai had surrounded the half-costumed Dushau with
three mirror fields. Severa smdl scurries with precision manipulators were applying dark indigo feathers
to Jindigar's body. He turned when he heard her steps on thetile.

Shedidn't likethelook in hiseyes, but couldn't read his expresson for the jutting green beak that
covered nose, mouth and chin. The beak opened, showing adender pink tongue. Jindigar's own voice
asked, "What are you doing here, Krinata?'

"] asked her to come," said Arlai from behind her.

"I thought..." she started breathlesdy. "From Arlai's panic, | thought something awful had happened to
you."

Jndigar turned so the scurries could continue to cover and reshape hisbody. "Arlal," he began asif
angry. Then he subsided. "No, you'reright. Krinata, Terab is captain of the rearguard ship. Her husband



and two of her children are aboard.” He turned away from the scurries and came to tower over her.
"When you walked onto the bridge, Grisnilter wastrying to get meto cut out of orbit and pace the
Dushau ship, to follow it home, help them as needed, and forget Terab. | wasn't going to—but now you
seewhat kind of person Terab is. She's rescued hersdlf and dozens of others! Or she would haveif their
shipswerein any better condition. Asit is, they're not going to makeit, and I'm desperate enough to try a
wild plan. Arlai doesn't want to."

"It'ssuicidel" said the Sentient.
She looked from oneto the other. "What's the plan?”

"We develop amafunction, areal one. Their sensorswould detect afake one. Truth isnow identified

as Hyperbird, Zitur registry, and Arla hasaLehrtrili smulacrum. We careen out of control into the zone
between the seekers and the ships. We're legitimate. They dare not fire on us. If we give Terab enough of
alead, she and the other ships can detime before the seekers can get a shot off. Once they're detimed,
even seeker craft can't follow them.”

"Dont bet onit," said Arlai morosdly.

Krinata put that down to the odd emotionality Arlai had shown since Jndigar had freed him. But shedso
fet hisaarm. Holot were notorious for abull-like pursuit of their gods, disregarding al logicd reasonsto
desd. Y et shewasn't sure Jindigar was wholly rationa, considering the pressure Grisnilter was putting on
him. Could it drive himinto Renewal ? But she shoved that aside. "Jindigar, do we have theright to
make adecison like thiswithout consulting the others?!

"The Dushau wont likeit," said Jindigar, "but mordly, they can't refuse. Trasde, though, has children
aboard. Even though he and hisfemal e have known for days we were going to take risks, they may be
too Cassrian to be able to say yes now asthey did before. Trasde would hate himsdlf forever for yielding
toindinct."

"Thisisn'tarik," said Arla, "it'sasacrifice. Those are seeker craft!"

Krinatasaid, "1 don't know anything about seeker craft except that they're new and highly experimental.
But if the Holot have ordersto get those fugitives before they can detime, they just might blow usup to
get a them. Arlai, couldn't you use your projectors to confuse them?”

"No. Ther sensors are too sophisticated.”
"Why areyou being so defestist, Arlai?"

"He'sscared,” said Jindigar. "The Allegiancy programming kept him from experiencing raw fear for so
long, hisnervesarent up toiit.”

"That's part of it," admitted the Sentient. "But | also have the specs of the seeker craft design here, and |
know what Truth's made of. We can't withstand those gund™

"Y ou have the seeker craft desgn?” exclamed Krinata

Sheepishly, the Sentient admitted, "I stole the plansto the Emperor's yacht when we werein orbit at
Cassr. Thought it might comein handy. And it'samodified seeker.”

"There hasto be away to use those plans to increase our odds to an acceptable level," said Krinata,
sweating with sudden nervoustension. "Jindigar, let them dress you. Y ou may yet need that disguise to
buy ussometime."



Krinataturned and paced, trying to think. Then it cameto her. "Truth's landers! Arlai, arethelanders
disguised as Hyperbird's?"

"Just two of them. | can convert the others—"

"What about the lifeboat from Intentional Act?" asked Krinata, suddenly excited. "It's got legitimate
Ducd 1D. Would they fire on an envoy from Duke Lavov here to trade knowledge of afata design flaw
in the seeker craft for Dushau prisoners? We swoop in, negotiate atrade, squirt them some nonsense
about their ships blowing up if they detime or fire weapons, and assure them welll catch their fugitives,
destroy two of the ships and take the all-Dushau one for the Duke's experiments? If they've heard of our
escapade with Mercer's Fally, they'll know Lavov would want more Dushau prisoners. It would seem
just plausible enough to make them hestate.”

"Why didn't | think of that?" asked Jindigar. " Seekers have disappeared mysterioudy.” Thetop of his
mask had been put in place, so that now his wideset eyes peered awkwardly through close-set beady
ones of an evolved predator. Terab can get them al away in the time we can give them.”

Krinataturned to Arlai, sure she knew why Jindigar hadn't been able to think, and trying not to use some
of the glowing Skheinvective shed learned from Rndedl on Grisnilter. "What are the odds on this plan,
Ara?’

The smulacrum blinked. " Sixty-three percent chance of successif | could find adesign flaw."
"Fakeone" said Krinata
"l can't do that!" objected Arlai, offended. He was an onboard Sentient. Shipswere sacred to him.

Some part of Krinatawas relieved she'd found some skullduggery forbidden to the Sentient. Jindigar
cameto therescue. "l can, and | can order you to use the misnformation. Arlai, it won't harm them. I'll
seeto that.”

"Agreed,” said the smulacrum. "I've dready started stripping the lifeboat of its Mercer's Folly ID. It1l be
adiplomatic skiff a least from the outside. What next?'

Krinatasad, "I'll go back to the bridge, warn Trasde and prepare to become Duke Lavov's envoy.
Jndigar will finish dressing and figure out aplausible design flaw."

"Good enough,” agreed Jindigar. He seemed steadier now, so she handed him the piol, spun on her hedl
and left.

Forty minutes|later, Jndigar's Lehrtrili persona, Rrrelloleh, came onto the bridge, twittering musicaly,
vestigia wingsfluttering expressvely. He was wearing atrandater voder on hisbright red chest. Most of
him was dark indigo feathers, though wings and crown were bright yellow. It wasthe last color
combination the fugitive Prince Jindigar would ever choose to hide himsdif.

Arla had warned the resistance ships to be prepared to detime the moment they were free, but Jindigar
had ordered him not to give them the details of the plan just in case communications weren't really secure.

Asthey were going over the plan one moretime before breaking their assigned orbit and calling attention
to themsealves, Rinperee, lightning calculator and Sentient educator, came onto the bridge. She stopped to
bend over Rrrelloleh and whisper, "Don't pay too much attention to Grisnilter. Well makeit." Then she
stood up and said, "Arlai, let me handle our maneuvers. This may take alittle more crestivity than you've

gt



"Agreed. Y ou've got primary control on board nine” That was the hdlm gtation next to Jndigar's
astrogation console and would be out of line when Krinata was on screen.

Since Arla could run the ship alone, Krinata had often wondered why the bridge was rigged for incarnate
supervision at al. Now she knew. Arlai was better than any Sentient at routine chores, or backing up a
plan. But he wasn't a planner, and he knew it. She began redlly to trust him.

"Standby," said Arlai in his ship's businesstone. Then he proclaimed, "The Duke Lavov's Envoy, The
Right Honorable Katherine Minogue!"

Therewas a suitable drum roll, short of ambassadoria rank but more than a mere messenger would get.
She claimed no title and wore only asimple black tunic with silver piping, indicating space service,
retired. Arlai had aged her face and toned her hair more toward gray. She spoke in her lowest register
when the screen image cleared to show acrisp military bridge, Holot officers dripping braid and honors
bending over the scopes and controls.

They looked around shocked as she came onto their main screen. "'l am breaking orbit,” she announced.
"Do not fire upon my craft. | bring information vital to your security.”

From the side, one of the officers called, "Captain, one of the civiliansismoving in. It'sdischarged
something.”

"My persond sKiff. | carry diplomatic immunity.”

The com officer confirmed, reading out the Ducal 1D with somefrills Arlai had improvised. The captain
wasimpressed.

The lifeboat was actually empty, but Arlai had arranged for it to gppear asif their communication was
coming from there, complete with emanating lifereadings.

"Captain,” continued Krinata before the Holot could say anything, "I regret it's taken me so long to
understand what this sceneisal about, but my sensors have just discerned that the center one of those
three passenger shipsisloaded with nothing but Dushau. Duke Lavov knew you must have some Dushau
left on Khol, and he sent meto trade with you. It seems|I've arrived in the nick of time." Shewas
inordinately proud when she thought of using that Terrains.

The captain drew himself up on hishind feet, leaving dl four upper limbsto dance over the controls
before him. " State your business, Right Honorable Envoy. We are not empowered to treat with
diplomatic..."

She cut him off with awave. "I've come to trade news of adesign flaw in the seeker craft for some of
your surplus Dushau. If you fire on those ships, chances are three-to-two you'll blow up your own ship. I
you want that information, yield your fleeing prisonersto me. I'll see none escape.”

"Your shipisold, Envoy."
"They are unarmed passenger crates! Do not insult Duke Lavov's honor.”
"I'd never!" the Holot gibbered.

Krinata had never heard aHolot gibber. She marveled, but kept astraight face and declared, "L et us
conclude our business then, before we both lose them.”

"I'm not actualy empowered to—"



"Areyou empowered to commit suicide?
“No, but..."

"Then certify your prisonersto the custody of The Right Honorable Katherine Minogue, signing for Duke
Lavov. Doit viayour Sentient. By the time you can take my skiff aboard, tile prisoners will have
escaped you. | must authorize my vessel to give chase and tow the Dushau back. | understand they
lack an onboard Sentient. All you could do is destroy them. We can capture them. | shal clear up any
difficultieswith your superiorswhen | arrive.”

The captain consulted with his bridge crew, the sound transmission off. Then he turned back to her,
saying into aloud silence, "I agree to a smultaneous exchange of data. | will send the authorization to
take custody of our prisoners. Y ou will send details of this design flaw you claim can destroy us. If my
Sentient decides your datais spurious, she will not complete the transmission, and we will blow your ship

out of space.”
"Agreed," snapped Krinata. But her mouth was dry.

Arla announced, "Exchange begun.” Almost immediately, he added, " Exchange completed.”

Truth had dready committed to pursuit of their quarry. The flag seeker craft was diverting to meet the
empty skiff. Suddenly, the screen and scope images blurred, rippling as the three shipsdetimed in
dangeroudy close formation.

Krinatadumped. The shipswere free. There was no way to track aship through awarp. Now for their
Oown escape.

"After them!" said Rrreloleh through hisvoder.
"Steady, Arlai... now!" Rinperegs naillessindigo fingers stroked the board and Truth detimed.

The screens showed rippling fog as aways in the nowhere of untime. But there were three flecks amid
the clouds. Arlai whispered, "By dl the gods of time, shedid it!"

Rinperee had indeed tracked the three fugitivesinto untime. They agpparently spotted the pursuit and in an
attempt to lose them, retimed. Arlai barely grunted awarning before Rinpereg's fingers moved and Truth
dropped back into normal space beside the fugitives.

Ingtantly, the screen lit with avery dark Dushau. "We refuse to surrender to Duke Lavov's [aboratories!”

Jndigar rose and came up behind Krinata removing both halves of his mask and dropping back into his
own character. "Thdlarue, we're not from Lavov.”

"Jndigar?' His cautious wonder was amost comic after the searing tension. "But Kamminth's... | thought
Ara.."

Jndigar sad in grief-wrenched tones, "I am the only survivor.”
In Thellarue's agonized silence, Trasde asked, ™Y ou know each other?”

Asdeto Trasde, Jndigar said, "Thellarue's Oliat has been trying to enlist me for many years." Then he
asked the Dushau, "Y ou're Dissolved?’

"Adjourned," corrected Thellarue. "Werein need of afirs-class Emulator. Y ou'd be welcomed.”



Krinatasaw Jindigar fight off temptation. He was Oliat, through and through, raw from recent loss. His
wanting glowed in his swirling indigo eyes. But he answered, seadily, "I'm flattered, but | have other
obligations.”

Thelarue only nodded. "Asdways. | can only wait alittlewhilelonger, Jndigar.”

He inspected his feathered hands. "I know." It was dmost a groan. But he covered the ache by speaking
crisply to Arlal. "Can you get the other two ships on conference?’

Asthe screen split, Krinata saw the other bridge crewsincluded severa Dushau aso, and muttered
shock spread among them at Sght of Jindigar. Thellarue cut them off, asking, "Arla, why didn't you tel us
you had Jindigar aboard?"

"His nameis not to be mentioned where it might be overheard. | was sure | had a secure signd, but he
wan't."

"We got away with it, and that'swhat counts,” said Jndigar. "Thelarue, you can't go back to Dushaun
now. If you breach the defense perimeter, the Allegiancy can attack.”

Quietly, gravely, the old Dushau said, "We have young in third Renewa . Were going home.”

Jndigar subsided. Krinatawatched him face some sort of hopel ess problem. Dushau, she knew, went
home for Renewd. But she didn't know it was so important they'd risk letting hostile shipsinsde their
planetary defenses.

A Holot female on one of the other shipssaid into the silence, "It redly is Jdndigar!”
His attention riveted to her. "Yes, Terab. Y ou've done avery courageousthing.”
"We may not yet surviveto be called courageous.”

It was only then that Krinata noticed the frantic activity in the background on Terab's ship. "Status
report!" snagpped Jindigar.

Arla ran adenseline of symbols across the bottom of the screen, saying, "I'm helping their Sentient cope
withit al, but frankly, another detuning might betheir last.”

Thellarue said, "These ships areindeed 'crates as your Lady Minogue put it. We've no onboard Sentient
to help them de-time, and Inrinan’'s Sentient can't function outboard.”

Jndigar surveyed the bridge crew of the third ship. "Where are you planning to go? Phanphihy?*

A Dushau femae edged a human aside and leaned into the screen. "I'm Sopehan, Kithlinpor's Outreach.”
She spoke with the distant stiffness Krinata associated with aworking Outreach. "We have young
Treptian females aboard. Phanphihy would be too dangerous for them. Weve elected to search, and so
Kithlinpor's remains congtituted and balanced.”

"I understand,” said Jindigar, but Krinatadid not. She'd never heard of Phanphihy, and Treptian femaes
were notorioudy tough. Their mild telepathic abilities often gave them an edgein dealing with wild
animas—or people.

Terab said, "Our Oliat suggested a place caled Phanphihy, but we haven't been ableto take avote oniit
yet. There are those who fedl the two ships ought to stick together. If you'll join us, instead of going to
Dushaun...”



"My destination must be Phanphihy.”

Phanphihy, Krinata concluded, must be the planet Jindigar had promised would be their sanctuary. It
seemed other Dushau also knew about it. Or maybe only other Oliat officers. All these people seemed to
know each other. It didn't mean there was some general Dushau conspiracy. They probably used
Phanphihy to teach Oliat gpprenticesto judge commercidly vaueess planets.

Thdlaruewastdking. "I till urge you to return to Dushaun with me. Asmy Emulator, you'd be able to
surmount al the old difficulties”

Jndigar said something very softly in an old Dushauni diaect that sounded like apleafor mercy.

Krinata spoke up. "Perhaps we should all take timeto hold avote. We should be safe herefor long
enough, and it would be best if we could al stay together.”

Jndigar turned to her. "Before we head out of Allegiancy-controlled space, | must yet contact four
Lehiroh to whom I'm deeply indebted. They are experienced Oliat Outriders and will increase our
chances of surviva enormoudy. So next, Truth goesto Razum Two."

"We could set up arendezvous,” suggested Krinata.

Thellarue brokein. "You dl have crucid decisonsto make, but we are dready determined. Let usbid
you farewd|."

"No, wait!" said Jindigar. "We have an onboard Sentient you can have. She should increase your chances
of success.”

"You have awhat?' Thdlarueinterrupted.
But hewasinterrupted in turn by Arla. "Thirlen? Jndigar, you mustn't!”

"It'snot certain death, Arlai. With Thellarue aboard, they've a chance. And if they had a Sentient, too, it
could make the difference.”

"How could you—" gtarted Thdlarue.

Jndigar outlined how they'd come by Thirlein's core. "But she'sin disconnection shock, and I'm not at dl
certain shelll be stable. And she'snot redly mineto give.”

Grisnilter appeared in awedge of screen between two of the ship's bridges. "Weve discussed it, and if
Rinperee agrees— and if you have a Sentient psychoengineer aboard—wed be willing to let her go. That
is, unless she objects.”

After some discussion it was decided that the Dushau ship would grapple to Truth and Arlai would help
ingtal and waken Thirlein under the care of Rinperee and severa experts aboard the Dushau ship.
Meanwhile, the passengers and crews of Truth and the other two ships would debate their options and
decide on degtinations. If they decided on different courses, people could transfer to the shipsthey
preferred.

Krinatatook timeto divest hersdlf of her disguise, then sat in on amesting of al concerned viaArlai's
holo display in her own room.

When she saw a group of humans aboard Terab's ship, pioneers by their dress and accents, she wavered
in her determination to stay aboard Truth with Jndigar. Being the only human suddenly seemed acold,



bleak prospect indeed.

She legped into the discussion, arguing Jndigar's expertise and fine judgment, to get at least some of the
humansto transfer to Truth, if none of the other ships eected Phanphihy. They were overcrowded, and
Truth had room. But she only éattracted one very young Dushau who'd heard what afine Oliat trainer
Jndigar was so he wanted to transfer to Truth if Jndigar would train him and two other Dushau who
preferred Phanphihy to planet hunting.

All the crew and passengers took an hour to discuss it among themsalves, and then registered their votes
with Arlai. Krinata came close to saying shedd go with the rest of the humans, regardless of where they
were going. But in the end, she stayed with Truth. Thefind tadly showed Inrinan gill determined to
prospect for then- own planet, and Terab's ship throwing in with Truth to go to Phanphihy though they
wouldn't accompany them to Razum Two. There were dissenters on each ship who wanted to transfer.

"I believe," said Arlai when Krinataasked, "Terab's ship has alarger percentage of people who know
Jndigar persondly or by reputation. The outsystem humans, for example, were colonistson aworld
Kamminth'simplanted just after Jindigar balanced them.”

Krinatawas relieved in more ways than she could count. They wouldn't be stray refugees on their new
world. They'd have a congtituted Oliat to read the ecology for them, find them agood living Site and
identify edibles, medicinds, and poisonsright off. What unbelievable luck!

Asthe dissenters were packing up and changing ships, she went to the locking bay where the Dushau
ship was connected to Truth by awakthrough. Here the air was redolent with Dushau body odor,
something sheld never noticed before. Dark and light indigo bodies filled the space, most tensed over
precision tasks. She supposed the scent was nervous perspiration. She needed a shower herself.

Scurriesinterposed themselves everywhere, Arlai's servitors going into the Dushau ship with full cargo
loads, and coming out with nothing. Jndigar was donating supplies and parts Arlai had stockpiled for
their exile.

It wasjust like him. They were his people despite any friction among them. Suddenly, she wanted to see
him, to tell him the outcome of the vote and watch hisface. She worked her way into the densely packed
crowd, hardly noticing she was the only Ephemeral.

But apparently someone did notice and acommotion erupted near the walkthrough hatch. Severd
Dushau turned, calling urgently to those around and behind. Others gathered and retreated swiftly through
the walkthrough. Then everyone seemed to relax, and amale came up to her.

"Katherine Minogue?"
"Actudly, I'm Krinata Zavaronne, afriend of Jindigar.”

"Krinata Zavaronne, the one who devised the plan?* A sudden wary awe suffused the indigo features,
and it seemed to Krinata that the nap on his face stood up. She'd never seen that in a Dushau before,

"l wasjust looking for Jndigar.”
"If you'l wait here, I'll find him for you." With that, he strode away into the walkthrough.

That was how Dushau often earned areputation for species prejudice. They could be abrupt and
inhospitable. Telling herself she could locate Jindigar hersdlf, she was about to follow when she
remembered these Dushau were going to run a blockade and risk breaching their only home's defenses
because they had three "youngsters' in Renewal. No Ephemeral, except perhaps Terab, had ever seena



Dushau in Renewd. Though she'd searched the archives diligently, sheldd never been ableto find areason
for this.

Shortly, a Dushau fema e approached Krinata. "Jndigar has asked meto bring you to him."

Curious, shefollowed the short, dender Dushau up aramp and through cramped corridorsinto a
Sentient's core room. Jndigar's feasthered legs were protruding from an open access pand, and hisvoice
boomed as he requested various tools. Across the room, Rinperee and severa others worked over
exposed circuitry, muttering together and occasiondly caling, "Thirlein, can you hear now?"

It looked like the work would go on forever, so she wandered off to one side to wait. As shewas
examining the instrumentation near the door, Grisnilter camein, spotted the feethered legs and made for
Jndigar. She didn't like the expression on the elder's face.

She stepped in front of him, stopping himin histracks. "With great and elaborate respect, Sr Grisnilter, |
must beg you not to disturb Jindigar right now.”

She thought she sounded civil enough, but the older Dushau looked at her asif she had crawled out of
something damp. "Did heingtruct you to say that to me?”’

"No." And then she hit flashpoint. She knew her temper was out of control by theway her teeth refused
to part to let her words out. "I just thought you ought to know that your hysterical meddling almost cost
al of usour lives. Y ou don't have the sense of an Ephemera adolescent if you think you can get away
with picking afight with him right before aticklish operation and till expect him to be witty, clever and
clear-headed enough to cope with dl emergenciest We're not out of thisyet, so if you expect your fellow
Dushau to survive to get home, you'd better just take yoursdlf..." She swallowed the obscenity and
finished, "off thisship!"

She suddenly noticed an intense sllence had falen. Everyone was looking at them. Jindigar'svoice
boomed, "Now!" After along pause, Thirlein's voice burst upon them, awalil of pain and terror.
Someone turned the volume down, while others began talking soothingly to Thirlein. One Dushau femde
inagreasy coveral helped Jndigar out of the access hole, saying, "Beautifully done! | thought it
impossble—"

Jndigar hugged the woman absently, eyes riveted on Krinataand Grisnilter squared off and the center of
attention. Absently, he muttered to the Dushau woman, " Comes from battering about the galaxy in an
antique. Let meknow if Thirlein decidesto stay with you."

Jndigar came over to them. Grisnilter eyed his smudged and unkempt appearance, and said, without a
trace of apology, "I'm sorry. | didn't intend to upset you.”

Jndigar put ahand on thefrail shoulder, and said in aquiet, ultimate tone, "It'sdl right. | understand.”

Krinatasface fet flaming hot, but she stood her ground. Grisnilter made a defeated gesture and | eft.
Jndigar looked after him, worried. Then he pulled himsdlf back and turned to Krinata. "What are you
doing here?'

Krinataoutlined the results of the vote, ending, " So there's a Dushau looking for you to ask you to train
him, and Arlai says Truth's ready to go as soon asyou're finished.”

"Y ou had to come here to tdl me this?"

She pulled herself up and pronounced, "I apologize. | wanted to help." She turned on her heel and
marched toward one of the hatches, though she wasn't sure whereit led.



Jindigar caught up with her and took her elbow. But despite the strain he'd been under, therewas no
body odor. "Thisway," he said, steering through another hatch, hislong legs eating the distance so she
had to stride to keep up.

"We're not in that much of ahurry,” she protested.
He dowed, saying tightly, "I've got to get you out of here before you cause another incident.”

Tired, fighting the gravity and the lighting, nerves shredded, she suddenly couldn't cope. "If it bothersyou
that much, I'll go move my things onto Terab's ship!" She wrenched free and stalked away from him.

He caught up with her near the wakthrough and pulled her to astop. They were blocking traffic, and she
was conscious of curious stares swiftly averted. In a hoarse whisper pitched just to her ears, he pled,
"Dont, Krinata. | only meant that | must protect those in Renewa here. We're dl under alot of stress.”

"Haven't you ever heard the theory that stress brings out the true person?’

"That may be for humans. Not for Dushau." He raked the indigo crowd around them with aglance.
Krinata noticed the odor again as he escorted her through into Truth.

As he hustled her dong, she asked, "Does being human mean being socidly unacceptable? Or isit just
socidly unacceptable to stand up to Grisnilter?”

Staring straight ahead, he breathed grimly, " Sometimes being Dushau means being socidly unacceptable!l”

Through hislight touch on her arm, she noticed afaint tremor; not the same aswhen sheld cometo himin
the imperia antechamber, nor the suppressed fear sheld felt before. Thiswas different.

Curious, shelet him steer her to his own cabin. When they weredonein the largeliving area, he
motioned her to aseat. "Let metalk to thisOliat trainee, and then I'll do what | can to explain. Don't
leave yet. Please.”

Hewent into the tiled room, leaving the hatch dightly gjar. Under the sound of rushing water, she heard a
swift conversation in modern Dushauni. What she caught of it sounded like ajob interview crossed with a
character probe. She listened, trying not to think that he might want nothing to do with her after what
sheld said to Grisnilter. Her mother had dwaystold her that her imagination and her temper would be the
end of her.

Through the fretting of her own thoughts, she heard Frey, the young Oliat trainee, answer aquestion,
"Yes, I've heard all your reputation. Isit true?"

"Yes," answered Jndigar.

"Y ou're one of the most experienced Oliat officers fill working. Y ou could not have survived so long, or
gtill be welcomed by Thellarue, if you hadn't learned to respect the power of Oliat—in al of its
manifesaions”

The word the youngster used for power had ahaf dozen other meanings Krinata had never quite
grasped. Sheld once thought "magic" might be one possible trandation, but no glossary listed it. Sheld
never considered that an Oliat had power that had to be respected, the way one respected the power of
aweapon. Y es, that was the connotation: the Oliat was aweapon to be respected. | wonder what
Rantan would make of that idea?

When Jindigar returned, dressed in a crisp white ship's uniform, he shoved alow cushion up beside her



couch and sat cross-legged in hiswhule-playing position. "'l gpologize. | should not have been so abrupt
with you. Forgive?'

Hewas s0 contrite, she said, "1 have to apologize for what | said to Grisnilter.”

"What exactly did you say?' He seemed wary.

Shetold him, verbatim. Hisface was astudy in flavors of amazement. "Krinata, why?"

"l lost my temper. And I'm going to tell him s0."

"Not soon, I'm afraid. Arlai just told me he's had another episode. He's not well, Krinata."

Arla projected his smulacrum and gpologized for interrupting. "I have those test results now, Jindigar.
It's definite. He won't renew again, but he may have twenty or thirty yearsleft. I'm sorry."

Jndigar put hisfacein hishands and dismissed Arla.

"Oh, Jindigar, I'm sorry. | didn't know." An idea blossomed, and before she could think, she blurted, "He
in't your father, ishe?'

He looked up startled. "No. Of course not. My father was designated King, remember? And he's much
younger than Grisnilter." He sighed.

"If he'sill, why doesn't he go home with the others? Perhaps there, they could find away to trigger
Renewd."

"Krinata, that ship carries dozens of Renewals, or those close enough to be affected by those in Renewal.
Grisnilter would be every hit asdifficult for them to ded with asyou would. And therés no point. There's
no curefor old age.”

Now she put her head in her hands. "I'm sorry. | didn't realize hewas soiill. Jindigar, when | saw him
heading for you, | thought he was going to tart in on you right there in public. If hed made you fumble
that connection and accidentdly kill Thirlen...”

He plucked at his hands where traces of the adhesive from the costume still showed. "He probably was
planning to start on me again." He gazed at her, measuringly. " There was awoman, an old friend, near
Renewal. She wanted me to go home with her. It hurt to say no, but | had to. Then | found out Grisnilter
had put her up to it because she, like him, believes my association with so many Ephemerdsisasign of
deep unbalance. Grisnilter saw merefuse Thellarue's offer and I'm sure he figured | wasready to leave
Oliat behind at last. He expected me to take her home and train as an Historian, show everyone I've
findly cometo my senses. But he's acolleague of my mother, was her mate once, and so | haveto be
politewhile hetriesto do hisduty to my family."

Shewas beginning to see dimensions of their Situation she hadn't considered. With atrace of resentmernt,
shesad, "If you'd told methat to begin with, | wouldn't have—"

He made an exasperated gesture. "Krinata, if | told you atenth of what'sinvolved, it would take longer
than you haveto live. All of this hagppened while you were voting!"

Sheld aready lost her temper once today, and she wasn't going to again. But she had one more question.
Jndigar had been increasingly emotiondly ungtable lately. The stress of their escapades plus Grisnilter
could have caused it. But it could be something ese. Bluntly, and without preamble, she asked, "When
will you gointo Renewd?'



Hiswidesat indigo eyesflicked aside. "I don't know. It's been e even hundred and fourteen years since
my last Renewal. That'slong, but not absurdly so at my age. If we can get that ship onitsway, and |
have time to calm down and get over dl that's happened, then it could be another fifty to a hundred
years." Wigtfully, he added, "Or | could have gone with them and let it happen now.”

"What you're saying isthat you're planning to go through Renewa away from Dushaun.”

He picked at the adhesive on his hands. "Asit is, I've no choice. But, given our current Situation, |
probably won't survive ahundred years and haveto faceit.”

"Isthat why you'rewilling to take suicidal chances?' She thought of hisorigina plan for deding with the
seeker craft, and Arlai's reaction. Surely the Sentient understood Jindigar's position better than Krinata
did.

Hishands stilled as his eyes bored into hers. "Do you redly think I'm taking suicidal chances?’
Shefet aterribleweight of responsibility fal upon her. She reviewed everything sheld seen him do.
"Becauseif you do, Krinata, then | really must go home with them, despite everything.”

She could see that he did not want to go home, but was suddenly afraid his reluctance was unsane.
Dushau, she reminded hersdlf, couldn't survive eroded sanity. "Isn't that the sort of question you should
ask afdllow Dushau?'

Hewilted, asif facing adoom. "Y ou may beright."

She was suddenly overcome with compassion. "No, | don't think you're redlly trying to kill yourself to
avoid facing something unpleasant. | redly believe your obligations are your true motives. In an
Ephemeral, it would be considered perfectly saneto betotaly dedicated to saving other peopl€'slives,
even at risk of your own. And I've never read that cowardice was a Dushau trait.”

His silence was broken by a vibrating thump. Jindigar eyed the direction of the Dushau ship. "They're
away. Arla, did they take Thirlein?"

"Y es. When she got her bearings, she was delighted. She'slooking forward to going home." Therewasa
wigfulnessin hisvoice.

"Are Frey and the other two new passengers aboard yet?

"Yes. Everyoneis set. Inrinan asks permission to detime, and Terab says, 'Good luck, and I'll seeyou
soon.”

"If itssafe, give Inrinan permission, and tell them | hope they find agood planet.” Herose, asdid
Krinata

"Thellarue says, 'Hurry home.' They've detimed.”

Jndigar ingtructed, "Tell Terab to wait. Krinata, will you stay with me? I'm not asking you to endanger
yoursei—"

She felt the pressure of fina decision once more, though her mind was made up to stay if held et her. But
in the next moment, it al became academic.

Arlal interrupted Jndigar to announce, "I've lost touch with Terab. She has de—"



A Shockwave rippled through Truth. Krinatafdl into Jndigar, knocking him to the deck and sprawling
ontop of hm

A bank of viewscreens on one side of the room brightened to incandescence, and Krinatarolled into a
ball to protect her eyes. Shefelt the soft nap of Jindigar's skin as herolled over, hisbody protecting hers
asif he expected an explosion. Then he was on hands and knees, rising to charge out of the room,
demanding, "What happened?’

"Terab's engines blew when she attempted to detune," answered Arlai in his professond
test-pilot-in-trouble voice. "Some of their pods are away, no lifeboats, though.”

AsKrinatareached the corridor hatch, looking both ways for sign of Jindigar, Trasde streaked by and
she plastered hersdf against the bulkhead to avoid his sharp claw-hands. Then shefollowed him.

She knew nothing about space rescue, was clumsy in null-grav, and, after her brief exposurein Arla's
walkthrough tube, was a budding deep-space phobe. But she did know some passenger ships were
designed to blow apart into airtight "pods’ in amgor accident. If the hatches sedled fast enough, and if
another ship collected the ship fragments soon enough, it was possible some of the passengers might
urvive.

Shewasn't going to let Jindigar go out there aone.

TEN
L ehiroh Wedding

Thelanding bay was open to space. Krinatafollowed Jndigar into the airlock suit-room and snaiched a
suit from the rack. Hers had been abandoned on Intentional Act.

*'Krinata," objected Jndigar, struggling into his own suit, "you can't go out there! Evenin the tube, you
hed difficulty."

"Never mind that. I'm going.”

Arla'svoice could be heard, terse and harried, from insde Jndigar's helmet which lay at hisfeet. He
picked up the helmet and said, " She's not going!”

But there was no reply. He shook the helmet in frustration, but there was no further word from Arla. "'l
think Arla'sreached his capacity fending off those chunks of spaceship while mounting the rescue and
fighting to hold our position despite the turbulence from the explosion.”

"Look, even Arlai said I'm needed,” she guessed. "So I'm going." She stared perplexedly at a stubborn
fitting.

He plucked the suit off her shoulder, saying, "Thisisn't adjusted for ahuman. Take suit number five. But
you'll haveto do your own check. Arlai'stoo busy. Remember what | taught you?"

"Sure," she said confidently, and struggled to recall the first time sheld suited up. It seemed years ago, but
once started, she had no difficulty going through the checklist, matching it to one engraved on the wall
behind the suit's hook. She believed Arlai had hit critica load, for thelights and gravity didn't change
around her as she moved.

Inside the suit wasn't much better, but she was distracted fighting down memories of that instant of stark
terror shedd fdt in the trangparent walkthrough tube. The one Arlai had used to connect the Dushau ship
had been opague. Now she was going to be floating free in bottomless space. She cursed her imagination



and did her best to turn it off, focusing on what those poor people in the pods were going through. Her
own plight faded to insignificance besde that.

Krinatafollowed Jindigar, Trasde, and two Dushau who seemed to know what they were doing into the
hard vacuum in the bay. Anchored with cables, she watched the experienced spacehands mounting lines
and grapples on powered scooters.

Arlai'stractor beams had captured severd of the pods. Other pods were receding from the center of the
explosion. As she watched them tumble againgt the infinite backdrop of distant stars, which shetried to
ignore, she saw severa of the ship-sections had been torn in half, furnishings and bodies dribbling out into
space. Others had been crushed. Scorched and melted debris floated everywhere.

Her breath caught in her throat and she clenched down hard over her gorge. As soon as three scooters
were ready, the two Dushau mounted together. Trasde and Jindigar took seats done. Krinata mounted
the saddle behind Jndigar.

Hisvoice came over the headset, tinny and smdl. "Y ou should stay and help guidethemiin.”

"Arla candothat." Already, it ssemed dl the scurries Arlai owned swarmed inside the open bays or on
the hide of Truth, preparing to receive space junk, and wounded flesh. "L et me help,” she pled.

"No use arguing with you!" he conceded, and kicked the scooter to life.
It's about time you noticed that.

They swooped over the lip of the landing bay and targeted apod, Arlai guiding them with intermittent and
distracted attention, asif hewere ajuggler kegping too many objectsin theair at once.

"Thisonefird," sad Arla. "It'slosing pressure.”

They clanked onto apiece of ship's hull, Jindigar expertly catching abossng with histowline, totally
ignoring Krinata. There was along, complex exchange with Arlai as Jindigar seated three more towlines,
then the Dushau was back on the scooter, perfunctorily checking Krinata's seat belt, saying, "We're going
to give atowing burn now, then go to the next one while thisone driftsin.”

Without apparent effort, Jindigar aligned their scooter's heavy-duty engines, and a Arlai's count, gave it
maximum thrust. She could hardly see any change, but Arlal was satisfied, briskly digpatching them to the
next fragment.

Krinata caught sight of Ephemeral Truth, her first glimpse of it from space. Since they were in deep
space, not orbiting a sun, spotlights were aimed at the places where scooters worked, and dimmer
running lights adorned the deek, flat shape with its streamlined bulges and open cargo bays. The
Allegiancy didn't build spaceships for beauty anymore. She had to blink away atear, understanding why
Jndigar's voice aways held anote of affection when he caled Truth an antique.

On their next pod, Jindigar admitted he could use help, and showed her how to place the towlines. And
on the following one, he had her hold the scooter steady while he circled the pod looking for an unbroken
bossing. Thefree-fal flights between fragments increased asthey al receded from the center of the
exploson. At last, they cameto alarge pod Arla said held at least one living human.

"Krinata, think you can segt these lineswhile | anchor the big ones?’

*'No problem," she said, trying to sound competent. She'd kept the fear at bay by concentrating on
learning the job, not alowing her eyesto stray from objectsimmediately in front of her: her pand of



indicators, Truth itself, the nearby pod, or the back of Jndigar's suit during the long flights between pods.
Peopl€'s lives depended on her not losing her nerve or making mistakes through haste. In her old job,
thousands of lives had depended on her decisions about the safety of aplanet. In that respect, thisredlly
wasnt al that different. It just happened faster. And she'd dwaystold hersdf she had what it took to
copewith life or deasth emergencies. She was going to be a colonist after all.

They both dismounted, and Jndigar fussed with the scooter's controls until he was sure it would stay put.
Then hefired his suit thruster to take him off to the edge of the pod. She took the smdler linesand
nudged herself onto the surface of the pod, searching for intact bossings. She found the one she needed
and anchored and tested her line. The second line was no more difficult. At least there are no imperial
troops shooting at us.

What sheld faced in the last few weeks made the current job seem like a performancein anice, safe
gym. Fedling cramped, she stretched, arching her back, and caught sight of the canopy of stars. With no
ship or ship'sfragment in Sight, it was a bottomless well beneath/around/within her. She gasped.
SpelIbound, she forgot about safety lines and towlines, for she saw amultibranched lightning tree etch
itself between stars. She saw planets energized to life by that primordia lightning. Beyond the edge of
perception, she heard the soul-vibrating hum made by the stars orbiting galaxy-center, pushing then-way
through the void, dragging planets and clouds of charged particles with them.

Each gar created anote of adifferent pitch, each orbiting planet added a note to that pitch to make a
chord of transcendent beauity.

And it was beauty that drew her. Annoyed with being held back, she pulled her boots free of the pod's
skin and pushed off, faling into starry nothingness, suddenly wanting to engulf it al within her body.

Her very identity dissolved, and she knew only eternities of time and the infinity of gpace. The meaning of
the tangible beyond the real seemed sdlf-evident; she felt she could reach out to touch God.

Wisdom beckoned, tantaizing, just beyond the limits of knowledge, and she knew in amoment she'd
understand all. Shefreed hersdf of dl restrictions and pursued perfection that was the purpose of life
itsdf.

"Krinata?" It wasatiny voice, easly ignored.

"Krinatal Krinatal" The louder noises washed through her meaninglesdy. She fled into the beyond.
"She'sdipped her ling!™

"You'l never catch her, Jindigar. Y ou don't have enough burn-timein your tank."

Meaningless noise. Beyond, truth called seductively.

Anger-fraught cursesin afamiliar indigo voice. "l knew better than to alow an epistemologica loosein

"Dont beridiculous, Jndigar. She'sjust ahuman! Arlai, don't let him go!™
"Here'syour trgectory, but you won't have fuel or air to get back.”
"Mail themtome!"

And aroar filled Krinatas ears. Shelet it blank out al the little meaningless voices so she could hear
truth.



Flying wholeheartedly into the depths of forever, she chased the tantalizing hints, sure that in the next
instant, or now the next, she'd know how the universe was constructed. She couldn't believe sheld been
dafraid to come out here.

Something smashed into her, jarring her view, and for amoment she thought enlightenment had arrived.
But everything went black. No stars. Tears burned her eyes. She sniffed.

"Got her!"
"We can barely hear you. I'm launching.”
"Krinata, hang on. Help'scoming.”

She nestled into the dark, boring within for the answers denied from without. 1t was too beautiful to risk
losing. Someone whimpered, but she couldn't offer comfort just yet.

It was hot. She was swesting, claustrophobic. Panting. But the colors were fascinating, shimmering
blotches that dissolved into nothing and meant everything.

Some barely conscious part of her mind realized she was dying, suffocating, but her only regret was that
sheld lost her one chance to know what she'd been searching for al her life.

The last thing she remembered was ajarring smash that seemed hard enough to break bones. But she felt
no pain.

"I'vegot it, Arlai! Good work. Well beright home."

And the room was bright, perfumed with flowers and delicious food aromas. It was niceto wake up in
the morning on Truth. Arlai knew how to please.

Then she remembered space. Her eyesflew open, and she gaped at the Dushau and Trasde. "Damn!
Sickbay again!"

Jndigar wasgrinning. "See, | told you shed makeit."
Arlai's smulacrum bent anxioudy over the bed. "Krinata, I'm sorry. It was al my fault!”

Feding ridiculoudy rationa consdering the thoughts she remembered believing, she said, "Nonsense,
Arlai. | forgot how dangerousit is out there. | got distracted—"

"Because," added Arlai firmly, "1 had your oxy-nitro pressure set dl wrong for ahuman, and you went
into raptures. Y ou've been depressurized. No permanent damage.”

She wasweak, and she hurt al over. Shedidn't want to argue. "Did we save any lives?'

"Arlal indgsts we collected everyone who survived the blast. We only saved four of the humans. Some of
the othersarein critica condition." Jndigar Sghed. Terab and her mate arefine, but their children died.
Of the Oliat, only one, Desdinda, survived. I'm not sure she's going to makeit. I'm not sure she wants to.
Frey iswith her, for what good it will do. There's no oneleft who's zunreto her. It was her firgt Oliat,
only her second office.”

It crashed in on her. Savagely, she crushed the blanket in her fistsand tried to tear it gpart. "It was a
crate! Oh, why did they take a chance on that ship? Why?"

"They were desperate,” said Jindigar. "And some of them have survived. Segp now, Krinata. Razumiis



only afew daysaway. And then ail of thiswill be behind us."

A Dushau'sideaof a"few days' was markedly different from ahuman's. Krinatahad al the bedrest she
could use, and timeto get her strength back working out in the gym.

With al the new passengers, many of themin diremedica condition, Arlai was till working at capacity.
The entire ship held the indefinable tang of "hospital,” and Arlai no longer took time to chat with her,
though he never dighted her necessities. Occasiondly, however, the ship'slighting and gravity didn't
adjust as she walked into aroom. When Arla apologized, she brushed him off. "I'm fine. Concentrate on
those who redly need you."

Gradudly, she began seeing the newcomers cregping up and down the hallwaysin dressing gowns,
surrounded by their own light and gravity asrequired. Shelonged to strike up acquaintances, but every
overture she made seemed to be met by some odd combination of diffidence and distance.

Asalast resort, she gravitated toward Desdinda and her inseparable companion, Frey. Frey treated her
indifferently,

but Desdindawas frosty. Krinata chalked that up to shock of Dissolution and tried harder to get through
to her until one day, she waked right into a confrontation between Frey, Desdindaand Jindigar.

AsKrinataemerged from her room, Jndigar was streaking by, Frey in hot pursuit, pleading reasonably,
"But it would be the best thing for her. Even without the full Oliat, atriad subform can...”

Jndigar, too far beyond her door to notice Krinata, rounded on the boy. "Desdinda doesn't have the
talent, nor the strength, nor the training.” He spat out some old Dushauni interjection, and added softly,
venting hisfrudration, "Krinata has more Oliat talent than Desdindal"

But the Dushau woman caught up with them at that point, and stopped short, pulling hersdf up into a
statuesque poise so perfectly centered her indignation seemed to make the very deck vibrate. Jndigar's
eyelit on Krinatajust as Desdinda declared to Jindigar, " | wouldn't balance an Oliat or any subform of
yours. I'll never be zunreto an Aliom priest turned Invert! And if you ever touch Grisnilter'sarchive, I'll...
I'll..." She sputtered to a halt, unable to think of an action extreme enough. Then, following Jndigar's
gaze, shefound Krinata standing openly in the shaftway.

Her face went cold. Her eyesreturned to Jindigar, and she uttered one, oddly inflected Dushauni word.
Uninflected, it was the term for mest or food, but this sounded like an epithet. Jndigar received that asif
it were adap. Desdinda gathered up the skirt of her yellow hospita robe, turned and stalked away
without a backward glance.

Frey was staring at Krinata. Jndigar said softly, "Arlai, seeto Desdinda. She's not well enough to exert
hersdf likethat."

"My chairmobile caught up to her and isgiving her aride back to her room. Shall | have Rinperee visit
her?'

"Inacouple of hours. She needs solitude, | think. Poor child, she's so desperate, and won't let me help.”
"Perhaps Grisnilter? I've taken him off sedation now, and he could have visitors.”
"Perhaps," answered Jndigar, "when she's calmed down. But warn him about her.”

"Oh, | will." Hissmulacrum vanished.



During this, Frey, embarrassed, had crept back the way hedd come. "I, uh, should be going.”
Jndigar said, "Well talk, Frey. Later."
"It'snot likethat, Jndigar. | know you're not an Invert.”

"l was," he contradicted camly, "and could easily be again. Well talk. If you want to resign tutelage, then
well dissolve without prejudice. | don't think even Desdindawould hold it againgt you.”

"l won't go until you dismissme."
"Well talk," indsted Jndigar. "Later.”

Helet Frey go, and Krinatalet out along held breath. Jindigar said, gazing after the boy, "Go ahead.
A"

She couldn', so she complained rhetoricaly, "Why does Arlal let me walk into these things?"

"Arla," answered Jndigar, "is preoccupied. Were carrying dmost afull load now. Additionally, he's
unaware of emotionally charged conversations unless his name is mentioned, or ship's security is
involved." Hiseyes cameto hers sympatheticaly. "Ask thered question, Krinata"

"All right. What are you? What does she think you are that he thinks you're not, that you insist you are,
and what does dl that mean to me? If anything." And what do you mean | have as much talent as
Desdinda? Which one of us are you insulting? But she wasn't going to say that aloud.

"Do you understand,” he asked obliqudly, "that only during Renewa do we practice our—rdigions? For
the sake of anaogy, you could regard Aliom asmy religion, and mysdf asa professond promulgator of
it—apriest. But that istrue only during Renewd. Aliom provides the philosophy on which the Oliat
functions. Once, only once, | reversed that philosophy, inverted it. Hence, | am known asan Invert. To
many, it makes no difference, to others I'm a purveyor of evil. Thus, there are Dushau who will regard
you as they would any Ephemerd, and there are those who'd consider you tainted by association with
me"

Before she could consider her words, she heard hersalf ask, "Isthat why you were exiled from
Dushaun?'

While he looked stunned, she thought, Where did | ever get that impression? But he answered mildly,
"Not redlly. | thought you'd be more concerned about whether you, yourself, care to associate with an
Invert."

So heisinexile! But somehow she wasn't horrified. She ached with the sadness of it. "To figure out
what an Invertis, I'd first have to learn the Aliom philosophy. Since we only have afew more daysto
Razum, | guessthat's going to haveto wait awhile. But | am interested.”

"Youll find Arlai'slibrary is complete on the subject. If >ou discover you do not wish to associate with
me, say s0."

"Why areyou awaystrying to get rid of me?Isit that you don't wish to associate with me?"

"No. Krinata" She couldn't doubt his sincerity. "I don't ever want you to fed trapped. | didike that
feding too much mysdf.”

"All right, then let's make abargain. Y ou stop trying to get meto quit, and I'll promiseto et you know if |



want out. Ded 7'
Heregarded her oddly, then he grinned. "Dedl."

She hardly saw Jindigar during the rest of her convaescence, and never had a chance to gpologize for the
foolish stunt she'd pulled in space. She began to wonder if he was avoiding her. It couldn't have been
comfortablefor him to confess to being an Invert. He could have no idea how she would react, and
neither did she.

Shedid pull out volumes of Aliom philosophy, but it was too boring. From what she did glean, she
couldn't imagine how it could be "inverted.” So shefound hersdf mulling over the things Jndigar had
done. For onething, hed never lied to her. He often withheld information, but only because hefdlt it
irrdlevant. When asked adirect question, he answered candidly. He gave himsdlf undtintingly to his
persona loydties. He never blamed another for his persond failings or turns of fortune. His gratitude was
boundless. His courage put hersto shame, and that despite being "evolved prey." And hisinnatejoy in
life, and optimism somehow fired up her own will to live. If that was " Inverted” then shedidn't think shed
like right-sde-up.

So whatever held done, it must have violated some cultura taboo that would be meaninglessto her.
That's how it often was between species; what was cause for ostracism in one society was agood laugh
in another. She was too cosmopolitan to take such things serioudy.

Eventudly, she discovered Jndigar was spending most of histimein Arlai's core room, with Grisnilter, or
on the bridge. Trying to restore normdlity, she presented hersdlf for bridge duty still wearing Arla's
telemband, knowing she didn't have the ssaminafor afull workload yet.

She seated hersdlf in the vacant captain's chair, noting that Trasse was on duty, though his exoskeleton
bore a crack aong his chest which Arlai had mended with acement that didn't quite match his coloring.
She looked around, saw Jindigar peering at her from an access pandl, and asked, hdf rising from the
chair, "Or is Terab playing captain now?

He scrambled to hisfeet and came toward her, saying so quietly she thought Trasdewouldn't hear, "As
much as | admire Terab, even when she recovers from her losses, | will not give her Arlai's centra keys."

Shelooked up into his swirling indigo eyes. "Because you regret giving them to me? Look, there's
something I've been wanting to say. I'm sorry | ingsted on going out into space with you. 1'm too much of
an amateur.”

"What happened wasn't your fault.”

"An experienced spacer would have noticed the pressure settings! It was my responsibility to check that
it

"It was Arlai's responsbility,” groaned Jndigar, and as he spoke he sat on the instrument panel before
her, toying with switches. "Thisisthefirst time, in dl the years we've been together, that Arlai hasfailed.
Sentients just don't make that kind of mistake. Krinata, 1've been checking hiscircuits ever sinceit
happened. If I'd known Arlai's error with the suit had caused you to take that deep dive, | wouldn't have
trusted him to mail usthat air/thruster pack—"

"What did you think caused meto deep dive?’

"Y our psychological state. It happens sometimes, you know. Every species, even Dushau, experience a
link with the cosmos on an unconsciouslevel. And | know being ripped from the moorings of your life



and thrown into harrowing challenge after heartstopping risk is enough to disturb anyone's unconscious. |
never cease to be amazed at how you've survived it al without knowing your epistemology.”

"Maybe epistemology isn't asimportant to a human asto a Dushau?' Sheld looked up the word, glanced
through some philosophy texts, and decided she wasn't going to invent hersalf an epistemol ogy, nor
adopt one. And dl the Aliom texts seemed to be about nothing else.

"Perhaps," he pronounced dubioudly.

She turned back to her plotting board, to change the subject. "It says here Truth will orbit Rezum Twoin
five days. After we pick up your Lehiroh, then what?"

He sghed, announcing adecision that seemed to tear his heart as hetried to argue himsdlf into the logic
of it. "Weve got afull passenger load, the Imperias are derted and there's no way we can make Atridm
and Canberawithout being tracked. And it all would be for nothing since, by the time we can get to
Atridm, the pogrom will have run to completion. My friendswould be either dead or safe of their own
efforts. Arla's picked up word that one of Trasse's documents has finaly surfaced, and the Kings are
investigating. | can't see any good is going to come of that, but anybody who wantsto be left on Razum
can debark there, because our next destination will be Phanphihy.”

"Where our troubleswill bejust beginning." She keyed "Razum Two to Phanphihy" into Arla's plotting
board, and said, "How are we going to contact these L ehiroh?"

"Easy. You seg, I've been invited to the wedding of the four 1'm looking for."
Wedding? Lehiroh didn't marry.

But Jndigar interpreted her blank look as skepticism. "Arlal assures me Razum Two isamost untouched
by the madness &flicting the rest of the Allegiancy. Duke Nodria has astrong militaristic grip on the
populace of the Nineteen Stars, and afirm dliance with two other Dukes and the King of the Treptians.
Arla says Nodrid's massing aforce to move againgt Zinzik, and he needs a stable launching base. So
he's clamped an iron rule on Razum's popul ation.

"For the most part, the people hardly notice, though. Razum, remember, isa L ehiroh multicolony. It was
gtarted by agroup of Lehiroh religious dissidents who gathered passionately dedicated religious cults
from severa species. They tend their own lives and ignore the secular government. Aslong as exports
are high, Nodrid leaves Razum Two aone. So thiswill probably be the easiest masquerade of thelot.”

"Will you go asRrrdloleh?’

"Y es, he was never seen, and thereisa L ehrtrili population on Razum. It's plausible that one might invite
himself to aL ehiroh wedding. There are dso many humans, but no Cassrians or Dushau, and not many
Holot."

In the back of Krinatals mind, alarm bells sounded at the news that Nodria was creating aliances and
massing an attack force againgt Zinzik. Nodrid, aggressive, ambitious, ruthless, might be no better than
Zinzik on theimperid throne. The Nineteen Stars didn't have theindustria baseto field afleet to be
reckoned with. Hed never trust the support of other Dukes or aKing. Nodria must have some secret
advantage, to think he had achance at the throne.

When she voiced these misgivings, Jndigar agreed. "I'll be very glad of your observant company.”

Shetried her best dazzling smile on him. "It'sjust that, secretly I've dwayswanted to be escorted to a
Lehiroh wedding by aL ehrtrili!"



The amilewaslost on him, but she did win achuckle.

Over the next few days, she stood bridge watches, trying to be there when Jindigar wasn't so Arlai would
aways have someone with decision authority on hisbridge. But Jndigar came and went at odd hours, il
checking Arlai'scircuits. When dl Arlai's scurrieswere busy, Jndigar sent her to his cabin to drop off or
fetch tools or documents. He pored over old schematics, heavily modified by changesmadein Arlai's
sysemsover the years.

Once, he accidentdly refrigerated the bridge air, and while he was shivering and frying to get the
connections reset, he sent her to fetch awinter robe. As she was coming out of Jindigar's cabin wearing
the robe so she could aso carry the tools held asked for, she met one of the human men. He apprai sed
her, nodded asif comprehending something that had puzzled him and went on hisway.

Shewas hdfway to the bridge before she redlized what a sight she presented: hair disheveled from
hanging upside-down handing Jindigar tools as he crawled through an access tunnel, feet bare because
her boots had made her too clumsy, and wearing Jndigar's robe which concealed her clothing. She
caught her breath to call after the man, but he was gone. She had no timefor it, and later had forgotten
theincident.

When she wasn't hdping Jndigar, she holed up with one of Arla'sterminals researching Razum's splinter
Lehiroh group, helping Arlal create anew personafor her. She knew the basics of Lehiroh biology. The
male extracted the egg cell from thefemalg, fertilized it and returned it to the female. This process
triggered lactation in the male, and it was the male who settled down for the requisite number of yearsto
rasethe young whilethe female, after giving birth, was the breadwinner of the family.

On this process, many cultures and religions had imposed limitations. That was one thing Lehiroh and
humans had in common, a plethora.of cultures and religions, intermingling and fighting it out for
dominance. But in recent centuries, the Lehiroh worlds which had become prominent in the Empire had
eschewed al their religions, embracing akind of agnosticism, and abandoning every form of marriage.

That hadn't impaired their fertility a al. Children were usually raised by créche professonds, paid by the
parents equally. Asfar as Krinata knew, they were the only speciesto adopt such an arrangement
without producing ageneration of juvenile delinquents.

Delving now into materia new to her, Krinata discovered that the Ensyvians, the rdigious Lehiroh who
had settled Ra-zum. claimed adirect revelation from Eterna and Infinite God proscribing such behavior.
And aone among L ehiroh cultures, the Ensyvians il practiced not only marriage but sexud exclusvity in
marriage. Not monogamy but a polyandry of exactly four malesto each femde.

Monogamy was a perverted concept to the Ensyvians, who claimed that psychologicd stability could be
achieved only by the group of five, and such stability was the absolute prerequisite to raising hedthy
children,

Biologicaly, it worked wdll, for the short pregnancy and birth were hardly debilitating to the Lehiroh
female, and she could present a child once ayear and il hold ajob. Practically, though, the norm was
for two of the hushandsto be tied down with an infant while the wife and other two husbands worked to
support the unit. Families tended to form multi-generation pyramids, and asaresult the smdl Lehiroh
population of Razum Two controlled more than seventy percent of the wealth.

They often bragged that the incidence of stress diseases was phenomendly lower among the devout
Ensyvians, but that Satistic was blurred by the large and growing number of very nondevout members of
the sect. However, the last thing the drifters seemed to surrender was their marriage practice.



She asked Jndigar about hisfour friends.

"You'reright, Krinata, they're not at al devout practitioners. But | understand thismarriageisvery
important to them. The four of them have been together for along time, and | know they've fdt the lack
of afemale. But they'd pledged to marry the same woman. Only now have they found someone who
pleasesthem al and will accept them. | just hope life will go well for them. They deserveit.”

"Y ou've worked with them?"

"Many times. They'reatop unit of Oliat Outriders. Their fidld survival skills are second to none, and their
learned reflexes kegp them from intruding on a congtituted Oliat. I've trusted them with my life many times
over, and I'm ill here. But | don't realy know them personally. We've never had a chanceto talk, you
understand. | was surprised and very pleased to be invited to the wedding.”

Researching theimplications of that, she discovered that there were no onlookers or "witnesses' a an
Ensyvian wedding. Everyone there assumed familid ties to the wedded group. Now she wasn't so sure
she wanted to go.

When she discussed it with Arlai, hereplied, "But the identity we worked out for you is unchdlengeable!”

Peacing, grasping at strawss, she said, ingtantly regretting it, "Can weredly trust your judgment until we find
that mafunction?'

But Arlai'sfedingsweren't hurt. He materiaized in front of her, stopping her in her tracks. "Krinata, will
you promise not to tel Jindigar something until you're settled on your new planet?’

"Promise not to tell Jndigar?' she asked, incredulous. She still couldn't get used to such asentient
Sentient.

"I knew you would," he accepted complacently. "Listen. There was no mafunction in my circuits. It was
Jndigar'serror. He must have misheard me. | told him suit seven and he gave you suit jive. | only
noticed it after you were gone. | was too overloaded, and had cut back on routine safety checks. Right
now Jindigar is under so much pressure between Grisnilter and Desdinda, and al he's been through, he's
driving himsdlf too hard, judging himsalf too harshly. If he knew held made such an error, héld start
doubting his sanity again, and you know what that doesto him."

"Jndigar's been leery of you, tearing your guts gpart and rebuilding them, triple-checking everything you
do, and you've—"

"Hell be satisfied after awhile. But | think this has been the best therapy for him. It's been centuries since
he's done circuitry work. He'slosing himsdlf init. It'sasmall priceto pay. | don't want you to distrust me,
too. Y ou've got to go with him, and take risks on my performance. Y ou're the only one aboard he'd trust
down therewith him."

Well, if Jindigar can join the family, so can I. Shewondered if that would make them in-laws. But she
had no timeto research it. They were approaching Razum Two orbit.

Arla provided her with an ankle-length black gown and cowl cut asif for apostulant of the Sisters of
Jacob, a Terran-based nursing order known for its broadmindedness. With insertsin her shoesto change
her walk, a dental appliance which changed her speech aswell as her cheek line, she became Sister
Marietta, accompanying Rrrelloleh, awedthy eccentric Lehrtrili with dire hedth problems.

Arlai found it harder to take care of the identity scannersthey'd have to pass a customs. The planet was
virtudly under martia law now, and the Sentients had been alowed fewer discretionary powers. In the



end, he created an implant for Rrrelloleh that produced an energy field exactly like an internd life-support
capsule, which would disrupt the scanners. For Krinata, he was able to plant Sister Mariettasidentity in
the superficid visafiles. "If they don't challenge you, you'll get by."

Rrrelloleh planned to "hire" the five newly wed Lehiroh to act as Ensyvian missonariesto the Lehiroh
servants on his private planetoid. It was such aplausible story, she was certain they wouldn't attract a
second glance.

But the moment they grounded and entered the warren of customs checks, she knew they werein
trouble,

Walking down the covered gangway attached to their lander, they entered a passenger termina swarming
with uniforms. Standing guard at every strategic intersection, was an armored Ducal soldier. Half of them
held a naked pygmy anthropoid on aleash: dark, wrinkled skin siretched over prominent bones; saucer
gyes, protruding sengtive lips, large cranium; long ddlicate fingers, doglike obedience.

Rashions! Nodrial's secret weapon! She'd only seen pictures of the creatures, but they'd been a
year-long sensation among ecol ogists when she wasin school.

She wrapped both hands on Rrrelloleh's arm and tugged him to arefreshment dispenser, keying it for a
Lehrtrili drink as she whispered, "Don't cdl attention to us."

"I saw the Rashions, Sigter," said the voder's voice as Rrrelloleh twittered. "They're protosentient
telepaths, not to be removed from their native habitat by Oliat decree. Hardly surprising that proscription
has been violated, but | wonder what the other Dukes think of Nodrial's appropriation of them. | wonder
what the Emperor thinks of it."

"If they know. We didntt, with dl Arlai's methods. Do you supposethey'll let usleave, after seeing this?”

"Good question. Well deal with that when necessary. Meanwhile, did you really want meto take the
medication now Siger? I'm feding well enough.”

Hewastdling her to think hersdlf into her role, and she complied, hoping that her nervousness would be
attributed to her being anovice with such aresponsibility on a strange world—as her passport
showed—for thefirg time.

They walked dowly as befitting the infirm, and arrived at the checkpoint among the last intheline,
choosing the most bored and exhausted-looking clerk.

However, the clerk also had a Rashion chained beside his counter, and Krinata summoned impatience at
getting adow clerk when her charge was so tired from the trip downplanet.

Shetried not to fed her surprise at being passed through without achalenge. Have more faith in Arlai.
Within moments, they were outside.

Razum Two circled an old star, now only haf asbright as Sol. Razum Two's surface gravity wasbarely a
tenth more than Terran, but she was grateful for the ugly "g" shoes Arlai had provided, and the contact
lensesto penetrate the dimness. The loca day was abit more than two dayslong, and they'd arrived in
the midmorning, with both moonsin the sky, yet the lighting felt more like adingy overcest.

It was abamy spring day, with the lightest of breezes blowing. Nevertheless, she knew that with
darkness, she'd need the winter cloak she carried in the black tote. She shoved that awareness aside,
revelling in the outing after the long weeksin the ship.



Jndigar had an address on hisinvitation. They hired an auto-cab and requested a scenic route to an
expensive hotel on the nearby lakeshore, assured by Arlai that the tourist route would take them near
God's Park, afamous attraction filled with religious statuary.

They were running late. The wedding was scheduled for noon, but they dared not attract attention by
going directly to a private home. Krinatawas relieved when she saw the park, and called the auto-cab to
ahdt at theentry. "May wetake agtroll, Rrrelloleh? | would so loveto seethis.”

"Y ou're dways prescribing exercise and pretending it's you who needsit!" he answered queruloudy. But
he moved out of the cab and dismissediit.

They ambled acrossthe park on adiagona, and Krinata was fascinated despite hersdf, for here, carved
in ntive stone,

were representatives of every religion's concept of God. A few were abstract symbols, but most seemed
to bein the likeness of the worshipping species.

Despitethe vast diversity of forms, al the entities seemed to share asimilar peace, and atranscendent
gentleness. Such smilarities made the Allegiancy possible. The species might not speak smilar languages,
but they weretrying to say the same unsayable things.

Patriotism and pride swelled within her, and broke into arash of tears. Sheld set herself outside the
Allegiancy.

But then she saw in her mind's eye, the armored guards with helpless, starving, proto-aborigine telepaths
cruelly leashed. Her preciousimperid system had spawned that. Any Duke who had jurisdiction over the
Rashions home planet would have done what Nodria was doing. Two of them and aKing were with
him. Lavov—and who knew what other Dukes—were also after power, willing to wrench it from the
Throne. And she was perversely glad not to be tacit Signatory to that by remaining in the aristocracy. For
sheredized that if Zinzik defeated Nodrid, Zinzik would have the Rashionsfor hisown use, and use
them hewould.

Seeing here the essentia unity of the Allied Species, she found her loydty to the Allegiancy itsdlf
crumbling. It wasfrightening. Suppose Jindigar'sright, and it's just a monstrous beast tearing at
itself in senile dementia?

Only one hope remained: Trasd€'s evidence, now before the Kings. Could they still pull everything
together again after deposing Zinzik? Or will the Dukes, and some of the Kings, tear the
Allegiancy apart in individual grabs for power? She could see how, now that one species had been
made scapegoat, the King of any species might well decide it was better to grab for the Imperia Throne
than risk being made the next Emperor's scapegoat. She shuddered.

"Sger Maietta?"

"Oh, I'm coming." Shetore hersaf away from such dark thoughts, and followed Rrrelloleh, reminding
hersalf not to think out of character lest the Rashions notice.

They emerged from another gate onto a quiet street lined with immense old houses built of native rock.
The buildings had to be strong to withstand the ferocious winter storms, but she wondered how arigid
congtruction could survive the legendary Razum groundquiakes.

Rrrelloleh pointed at a house with hiswalking stick, which contained a shielded comunit attuned to Arlai.
The leptolizer Rrrelloleh wore at hiswaist was mostly sham, and Sister Marietta of course wore none.



"That'san interesting old building.”

Wrapped around the corner of the block, the house was larger than the others, with new construction
added onto the old haphazardly. There was ahigh fence around the property insuring privacy. Sounds of
merrymeaking drifted from within.

Rrrelloleh checked ajeweled chronometer he wore on aneck chain. "Jindigar wastold to be here about
an hour ago, to be met outside. Perhaps weretoo late.”

Just then aLehiroh dressed in shiny forest green satin jodhpurs and long, flowing tailed waistcoat, with
white shoes, belt, pillbox cap, and gloves, came around the corner of the fence. He was carrying along
green satin streamer in one hand and afiligree-decorated book in the other. But he walked
stoop-shouldered, watching hisfeet. Everything in his movements suggested an insuperable weight on his
gpirit. Krinata recognized the Ensyvian groom'straditional costume.

Rrrelloleh stepped up to the young Lehiroh. " Storm!™

The Lehiroh looked up, startled. He noticed Sister Marietta, but realized the voder had addressed him.
"I'm sorry, do | know you?'

Krinatamoved up beside Rrrelloleh. She glanced dl about for any sign of the Rashions, and saw they
were doneon theresidentia Stredt, just afew cars passing. "Thisis JJindigar, but hes emulating a L ehrtrili
cdled Rrrelolen.”

Storm's gaze rivetted on the beady eyes. After amoment, it was clear he didn't believeit. And he thought
hislifewasforfeit. "1 surrender. No need for entrapment. | invited a Dushau to my wedding. Don't blame
the others."

Rrrelloleh looked down a Sister Marietta. Then, to the Lehiroh, he twittered, "Arla'swork isaways
uperlative.”

Agan Storm ingpected the Lehrtrili. "1 don't believe you. Jndigar isdead. All of Kamminth'sisdead.”

"I'm glad that rumor istill about, but | doubt it's believed in the highest officia circles. Must we stand
about on the street?" twittered Rrrelloleh, strictly in character. The wings fluttered, feathers rustling.

But something penetrated Storm'sarmor. "By the sandpits, it is you!" Hiseyeswide, heraked Sister
Mariettawith aglance.

Rrrellolentrilled, "For the moment, thisis Sister Marietta, who accompaniesthis rich and eccentric
Lehrtrili to carefor hisuncertain hedth. At my insstence, we have stopped because we recognize your
dress, and wish to invite oursel ves to your wedding. Afterward, we may have an interesting proposition
for dl of you to consider.”

Storm shook himsdlf out of his daze and answered, "Afterward ... well, weve al agreed not to allow
anything to cloud thisday for us." Seeing their curiosity, he added, "'l promise I'll tell you al about it,
afterward. | just can't believe you're dive. It's got to be agood omen.”

"Jndigar is dead until we've passed the Rashions and cleared orbit. But Rrrelloleh would consider it a
wonderful privilegeto join your wedding. The obligation incurred would not be dighted.”

"Oh, | never... | mean, we wouldn't expect you to fed obligated.”

"Cugom iscustom,” answered Rrrdloleh. "Sdf-invitation isa Lehrtrili custom. Y ourswill dso be



honored."

Storm surveyed the street asif on ahogtile planet. "Comeinside, then.” In the vestibule, he paused to
wind the green ribbon about the outside digit on Rrrelloleh's | eft hand and then up the arm. "This means
you'remy guest. I'll get onefor Sister Mariettain amoment. Come.”

He led them down awinding stair into alarge open room. One whole wall was made of diding windows
composed of small, transparent colored squares, heavily draped. Outside the open wall, she could seea
courtyard and alarge pool where the water was as till as glass. White cup-shaped flowersfloated in the
pool. Overhead, streamers and flowersin five vibrant colors canopied the room, forest green, yellow,
bright blue, red, and rich cinnamon brown.

Lehiroh, dressed in every shade of white, styled from flowing robes and capesto tailored jumpsuits and
tunics, filled the room. The only touch of color on the guests was the satin ribbons wound about their |eft
hands and arms which seemed about equaly divided among the five prominent colors.

In amoment, Storm returned with agreen ribbon for Krinata, and she fretted, "I fedl out of placein
black."

"Oh, black is perfectly appropriate. We only selected white because Bell'sfamily wanted it." When hed
wound the ribbon properly, asking three timesif she was sure she wanted to stay, heledthemto a
section of the room occupied by people wearing green ribbons.

It was dmost high noon, the traditional moment for weddings, so there waslittle time for them to meet
Storm'sfamily. They only caused amomentary gtir, and then everyone was intent on taking their places.

Outside, anumber of black-clad dignitaries appeared and stationed themsalvesin acircle on ahuge lavn
beyond the pool. Thiswas some sort of signdl, for everyone inside the room rushed to form up into lines,
onelinefor each color.

It was only then that Krinata saw the other grooms and the bride, for each of them led aline of their
kinsmen. The bride, she noted, was dressed all in red without even the white accessories. She vaguely
recalled that red denoted the power of the life force for the Ensyvians, and Lehiroh eyes probably didn't
seedl thisasclashing colors.

After flitting about checking on details, Storm came and dragged Rrrélloleh to the head of the green line
with him, saying, "Thisway you won't have to move as fast when the dancing starts.”

Shetook the place behind Rrrelloleh, mulling over this thoughtful comment and fegling more uncertain of
hersdf. But the woman behind her didn't seem to mind being displaced, so Krinatajust began scanning
those opposite her for cues.

Therewas aburst of noisg, traditiona music, and thelinesall began moving at once. Luckily she noticed
everyone start off on their |eft foot. The lineswove circles about the pool, then spirdled to cometo rest in
agiant star formation, the grooms and bride each facing one of the black-clad dignitaries, their relativesin
aline behind them.

The house, three stories high, circled the pool areawith many windows opening onto it. Each window
was jammed with Lehiroh men, women, and children. A deep hush fell asthe music and marching
stopped.

Krinatatried not to think of the eyesfixed curioudy upon her and Rrrelloleh, and listened to the rapid
exchange between the black-clad old man and Storm. It wasin some archaic Lehiroh language she'd



never heard before.

After avigorous question-and-answer session, repeated between each of the grooms and the bride and
their confronter, there was aburst of music, and dl the lines moved sidewaysto their left until they
confronted a new questioner, whereupon the exchange was repested.

The next time, Krinatawas ready to move on the burst of music. But she didn't know what to expect
after the fifth questioning session. However, it seemed perfectly naturd that Storm should change places
with the black clad old woman he confronted, so that now she headed their line.

The grooms and bride now formed an inner circle. They each grasped the ribbon of the one next to them,
unwinding the ribbons so that they connected the circle. Meanwhile, everyone ese did likewise, each
joining himsalf to someone on the left while taking aribbon from someone on their right. From above it
would be amulticolor cartwhed.

On the next burst of music they al circled left, Krinatatrying to fake the quick dance step which
Rrrelloleh managed wdll enough. They hadn't made afull circuit before she was wondering how soon it
would be polite to drop out.

She was about to ask Rrrelloleh when the music cut off with a squawk, doors flew open al around the
courtyard, and Ducal troopers, many with Rashions on leashes, swarmed out to surround the cel ebrants,
weapons lowered. The armored uniforms a so appeared on the roof, and behind the people watching
fromwindows.

ELEVEN
Riot at a L ehiroh Wedding

An amplifier boomed. "Nobody move.”
The sllence was s0 deep Krinata could hear the pool's pump, and a huge bird winging by overheed.

When the commander was certain he had everyone's attention, he announced, ™Y ou are harboring four
conscriptees who were ordered to report to the Duke's forces two days ago. Not only are these four to
be taken from your midst, but | am thus authorized to collect every able-bodied male here. And as many
femadesas| seefit.”

The voice and accent was human, not L ehiroh—possibly from nearby Ramussin, which was dso of the
Nineteen Stars.

A rustle of dismayed protests rippled through the crowd. The amplifier boomed, "Since you've violated
Ducd law, no consideration will be made for Ensyvian custom.”

Krinata heard alow, shivering note from Rrrelloleh. Now they understood what Storm hadn't wanted to
discuss out on the street. She wasn't at al surprised when the grooms responded to the four names called
out by the commander.

Armed men flanked by men leading Rashions gpproached the edge of the whed formed by the
celebrants. In amoment of tense defiance, the outermost people in the whedl, whaose ribbons were much
longer, raised them into achest high, satin barrier before beamer proof armor.

The troopers paused, looking neither Ieft nor right, asif they were a parade attention. The amplifier
barked, "Forward!" The troopersall took astep in unison, breasting the wall of satin ribbons. For a
moment, Krinata thought there was going to be ariot—or massacre.



But the celebrants dropped their ribbons. The soldiers worked up the wedge-shaped spaces between
linestoward the center where the four reluctant conscriptees waited.

The detachment targetted on Storm halted. "Thisis an unforgivable outrage," stated Storm, hisvoice
carrying emphasis because of its colorlesslack of passion.

"Y ou mean,” said the human squadron leader, "you didn't expect the Duke to enforce his decreesin the
most memorable way? Think! After this, no onewill resist for any reason.”

"After this" said Storm, and Krinatafelt genuine regret in hiswords, "no one will obey, for any reason.”

The trooper made an uncivilized sound and grabbed the L ehiroh's shoulder, propelling him back along
the wedge-shaped avenue, between lines of hismen, al human.

Asthelast of the troopersturned to go, he noticed Rrreloleh. "1 thought Ensyvians were too incestuous
to let outsdersinto their ceremonies. Or are you aconvert?'

Shefdt Rrreloleh stiffen, but he remained patiently slent, eyesfixed on the high distance. Emulating,
Jndigar literally was not there. Thisbeing was Lehrtrili, and Krinataknew it so deeply that even the
Rashions surrounding her could not have found a hint to the contrary in her mind.

The officer who'd taken Storm dumped him on two of his men and returned to inspect Rrrelloleh.
"Answer, Lehrtrili! You're wearing avoder!" He poked at the box on Rrrelloleh's chest.

Krinatasad, "He'sederly and unwell. HisnameisRrreloleh, and | am hisnurse. | will answer for him."
The officer kept hisweapon on Rrrdloleh, but eyed Krinata, taking in every detail of her costume.

Around them soldiers were culling men from the lines of celebrants, pushing and kicking them into a
bunch near the door Krinata had marched out of. Protests were rising from the crowd. Some of the
Lehiroh men, she noted for the first time, had enlarged breasts. Those men were being defended by
otherswho insisted on replacing the lactating ones.

The women were massing, protecting the pregnant ones. She knew they were perfectly capable of
tackling the armed humans, might kill afew before the beamers cut them down.

The officer ingpecting her pulled her roughly away from the Lehrtrili, noting she was human, not Lehiroh.
Suddenly, she didn't like the wolfish grin she could see below hiseye shidds. "Y ou're abrave one, Sigter.
| likethat." He held hiswegpon to her temple, and ordered, "Farmer, Sic your beast on this one. Gravitz,
take the Lehrtrili."" He focused on Rrrelloleh. "Now, what are you two doing here? Should | ran you in
for sedition—or espionage?!

Krinatas heart legped to her throat. The Rashion crouching at her feet growled thoughtfully.

Rrrelloleh presented hisleptolizer, butt firgt, to the officer. "My entry visa, Sir, in perfect order. Walking
through the park, we saw an Ensyvian groom pacing nervoudy in front of thishouse. Curious, | invited
myself to hiswedding, promising to abide by his cusoms thereafter.”

The officer seated the butt of the leptolizer in a socket on his armored hip. It gave out a bleep and
projected the port-of-entry sedl. "This can easily be checked. If it'slegd, then the charge will be

epionage.”
Hetightened his grip on Krinata. "Now, you."



"She doesn't carry aleptolizer, only an identdisc.”
"Let'shaveit."

Fingers shaking, Krinatafished the disc out of her belt pouch. He snatched it, turning it over and over.
"Looksred. Could be forged, though." He watched the Rashion as he snapped, " State your name and
your business herel” "Marietta of the Sisters of Jacob, nurseto Rrreloleh.” As she spoke, the Rashion's
uneasy murmuring grew to aroar, and he went for her throat, teeth bared.

Severd things happened smultaneoudy. The officer snarled, "She'slying!" A child screamed, fdling from
awindow and landing with a sickening thud. Someone pushed two of the armored men into the pool
where they sank like stones, while their buddies tried to fish them out. And Rrrelloleh clamped both
hands around the Rashion'swridts, flipping him to the end of hisleash and pulling histrainer off balance.

In three graceful moves, Rrrelloleh had the Rashion that had been watching him knocked unconscious,
the officer and histwo men tumbling in different directions. Grabbing Krinataswrig, he ran toward the
knot of conscriptees.

A beam cut ablack swath acrosstheir path. Dragging Krinata, Rrrelloleh ripped off his mask, and |egped
over the beam. They were heading for the most guarded door, the multicolored glass one leading into the
largeroom. It was suicide. Y et she kept running.

The conscriptees were fighting their guards now, rolling and tumbling, some with amateurishness, and
some with keen professionalism. Already two guardslay bleeding a dark bluish blood she knew was
redlly red, human blood. The armor might be total protection from beam weapons, but it was a handicap
hand-to-hand. A detached part of her mind wondered why armored men had been sent against the
obvioudy unarmed. What did that imply about the Duke and his men? Cowardice akin to Rantan
Zinzik's?

Jndigar waded through a hegp of bodiesto the four grooms, and snapped, "L et's get out of here! With
us gone, they won't have any reason to persecute the family!”

One of the grooms, the one wearing dirt-smeared yellow, raked the Dushau-faced L ehrtrili with aglance,
frozein the act of disemboweling a guard with the guard's own weapon, and exclaimed, "Jindigar! Dear
God, hesdive. Hesdivel"

Storm tossed an armored guard over his head and grunted, "We can't leave without Bell!"

Another kneading his shoulder where abeamer had singed his blue deeve, leaving arent that exposed
sculpted muscles, said, "Béll's..." he sidestepped as one armored man charged him, "around here
somewhere.”

The ydlow-clad groom flipped the charging trooper onto the stack of dazed men with an absentminded
ar as hefollowed blue's gesture, looking for hisbride.

The blue groom heaved atrooper off another Lehiroh, admonishing, ™Y ou can't do that to my cousin!”
Over hisshoulder to Storm, he said, "Guard Jndigar, I'll find her."

Theyelow groom exclaimed, pointing up at theroof. "They've got her!" An automatic Spraybeamer was
set onitstripod, aimed at the riot below. The red-clad bride was held between two burly men, standing
on the edge of theroof.

The amplifier let out ablast of music followed by the commander's voice. " Surrender & once or the bride
died”



Paradysis swept the courtyard. The only sound was the rattling of armor as the troopers picked
themsdves up. Many, too horrifyingly many, celebrants did not stir. Others gazed fixedly at the red wisp
on the roof above them.

The yellow groom had lifted Krinata by the shoulders, out of theway of afaling trooper. Now, he gazed
into her eyes, and said, quizzicdly, "Y ou're human!™

Storm grunted, "Friend of Jindigar's," but his eyes were on the red-clad woman above them.
Y ellow answered abstractedly, eyeson Bell, "Oh. That's dl right, then." He set Krinataon her own feet.

At the next amplified command, the troopers locked shackles and tanglefoot fields onto the living
celebrants.

Six men secured Jindigar, and were about to take him away when the commander ordered, "The Sigter,
too."

Krinatadidn't know whether to be rdieved or terrified.

Two huge verticd landers, with Ducal sedls newly painted on their scarred old sides, swept down into the
court. The entire family was packed into those riot-squad wagons. The only resi stance was abit of sullen
foot-dragging. The grasswas littered with too many corpses dressed in festive white, smeared darkly
with blood. And now gas burpers had been brought up. Hostility would be met with an excruciatingly
painful gassing that wasn't dways entirely harmless.

A wall of guards and Rashions separated Krinata, Jindigar, and the bride and grooms from the others.
Theriot wagon was so crowded, people were unableto sit. The air rapidly filled with the stench of
beamer burns, human and Lehiroh swest, and in one case, vomit.

Storm turned to thewall, curled in on himsdlf, agonizing over the result of defying the conscription order.
"I never thought they'd do such & thing. Never!"

The blue groom gripped his shoulder and whispered, "Neither did we. We dl discussed it. Everyone
agreed.”

"Shut up, you!" The bruised and grass-stained squad leader who had ogled Krinatanow held abeamer
onJndigar.

Blue turned from Storm. Without so much asanarrowing of the eyes aswarning, blue yelled, "Wasit
worthit?"

The fierce cheer was deafening in the confined space. Suddenly, the floor tilted, then tilted the other way,
rocking them from sdeto sde. The amplifier said, "Keep it down in there or you'll get seasick!”

But the atmosphere had changed. The guards sensed it, and Krinata saw fear in their eyes. If the entire
Ensyvian population felt like this, did the Duke have a chance? Apparently, they could conscript
Ensyvians, tax them into poverty, and take away dl freedomswith impunity. But infringe on their religion,
and whole families—even the least religious—would proudly fight to the desth.

When they'd landed, they were offloaded through a chute reeking of animal dung into ahuge bam
jammed with lines of people being processed like prisoners. Storm whispered to Jindigar, 1 wish now |
hedn't invited you."

People shrank from Jindigar muttering that even to speak to a Dushau was death. But Storm and the



whole family showed no sgnsof shunning him.

They were strip-searched. Krinatawas amazed to see groups of al the other Razum species aso being
herded through. Thiswas either a conscription center or amassive jailing operation. Were they
impressng al criminals?

Inline behind her, Jndigar muttered, "They're going to have atime stripping me." He began to pluck
indigo and ydlow feathersfrom hisarms.

In the line ahead of Krinata, there was a scuffle as atrooper ripped the garment from a L ehiroh woman.
The mae Lehirohin line behind her protested she was pregnant. The guard answered, " That can be
taken care of handily."

Thisisnot real. Please, don't let it be real. Krinata had been raised an aristocrat on one of the oldest
colony worlds of humankind, amid traditions of uncompromised honor. No noble could lend agood
name to such proceedings.

The feding sheld had in the park came back. There were huge gaping cracksin the secure walls of the
Allegiancy. The Empire just wasn't what shed awaysimagined it to be. Was it ever? A nostdgic pan
filled her eyeswith tears.

Hearing her sniffle, Jindigar, behind her, risked muttering, "Thisiswar, Krinata. A despot'swar for
power. It couldn't have happened two centuries ago. That Allegiancy wasworthy of your loydty... and
mine"

With that consolation echoing in her mind, Krinata had to grasp dl her courage and Zavaronne pride to
disrobe before a man whose groin pulsed at her every move. Hetook histime stamping an 1D on her
belly, noticing her humanity with relish. Then he stamped the indelible number on her forehead, lingering
asif hewas going to kiss her. His breath was hot, but not foul. Y et she was revolted, her whole body
quivering with disgud.

Jndigar, neither looking at her nor averting his gaze, sumbled deliberately. The handful of feathershed
gathered flew into the guard's face, and he sneezed. Jndigar gpologized profusdy, meanwhile tangling his
avian feet amid the human's boots. They both went down in aheap, Jindigar crying out a contrite gpology
for each new offense.

Krinatastared for amoment, then used the timeto pull her robe about her. Jndigar helped the human to
hisfeet, brushing stray feathers from the man's now dusty uniform, contriving to thrust more of them
under the man's nose.

"Asyou can see" grunted Jndigar, "I've been trying to remove this costume, but it takes butyloline and
acohol to grip the adhesive.”

The man swalowed his anger, looking Jindigar up and down. He snatched the walking stick away from
the Dushau with alurid epithet, and spat, "I know you people don't carry weapons, but thisis forbidden.
Next!"

At the exit line, they were issued athin turquoise shirt and trousers ouitfit, cut the same for everyone and

fitting no one. They wouldn't Iet her keep her robe even when she complained of the cold. Jindigar again
claimed he needed solvent to "change clothes," but wasissued an outfit with pants too short for him, and
shirt too narrow. He handed them to Krinata, saying, "Two layers might help.”

She gratefully donned the second layer, and whispered her thanks for helping her. He answered, "My



Stuation could hardly beworse, so it wasno risk."

Many of the pregnant Lehiroh could not wear the trousers at al and settled for the oversize shirtsthat
amost covered them. Then they were herded out into the afternoon sun, separated into a number of
groups, loaded into surface vans, and carted a short distance to another building Krinata never saw from
the outside.

They logt touch with the rest of the family, but the bride and four grooms were shoved into an
underground cell with Krinataand Jndigar.

Hourslater, guards came and took Jndigar away. He forbade Krinata to fight for him, and Storm held
her as she lunged reflexively at the guards. When he was gone, she cried. Bell cameto st with her,
offering only awarm shoulder in comfort, for it was al she had.

But Jindigar returned, cleaned and dressed in turquoise shirt and pants that amost fit, and agrave
expression.

When the guard l€ft, he said, " Truth has been taken. There was nothing Arlai could do, and no one
aboard had his centra keys, 0 he's behaving under Allegiancy strictures. But everyoneisbeing ferried
down here."

In horror, sheimagined the session held gone through that had yielded those few terse sentences. Yet he
showed no outward sign of the strain. That worried her.

Hours passed in which guards tromped up and down outside their cell. It was one of five force-field
enclosed cdlls at the end of acorridor. Strangers, Holot, were crammed into the cell next to theirs, and a
group of humansinto the end cell. Y et the two opposite were left empty.

Then, when Krinatawas sure it was | ate night despite the rlentless bright light, Truth's passengers
arrived, bewildered, some till "waking wounded.” Grisnilter was supported between two Dushau, his
right leg dragging. The humans, Cassrians, Dushau and Hol ot were herded into the two opposite cdlls.
They could see each other, but not hear.

Jndigar, though, had the answer. He questioned the other Dushau viasign language, explaining that it was
acode often used in noisy environments.

Arlal, it seemed, was dl right for the time being, his parting remark to them having been a pledge to keep
Imp out of trouble until they returned. The authorities had assumed he was till under full Allegiancy
rediriction, but soon some Sentient would notice Arlai had not taken the new Allegiancy ddimiting
programming. Meanwhile, Arlal was determined to play it straight until he could rescue them.

Jndigar swore. "l wish | had away to tdl him to St tight. There's no reason he hasto go down with us.
Why didn't he take off as planned? At least they'd be safel”

"AsK," prompted Krinata.

Jndigar put the question and Grisnilter answered. Jindigar trandated, "Because he refused to abandon
us." Hepaced acircle, fretting, "But | ordered himto!"

"Maybe he knows how to get usout of this. Disobedienceisn't built into him, isit?"
"He's mature. He had discretion. | hope he usesit.”

"Have you ever had reason to mistrust him?”



Storm said, "Not exactly mistrugt, no, but | remember the time on Dilatter when Arlai was orbiting empty
while the Oliat and the entire team were encamped. Hed warned us there were hailstormsin the area,
remember?’

Jndigar'smood lightened. He smiled as he said, "And we divined that none were going to hit our camp?"
Another of the Lehiroh said, "And Arla..." And he gasped into Slent laughter.

Another groom finished, talking to Bell and Krinata, "Arla sent a probe into the upper atmosphere and
disrupted the air currentsjust so one of those dratted storms drenched us when dinner was haf-cooked!"

"And then he had the nerve to claim innocencel "

"He had areason," argued Jindigar. "We'd become too complacent. But guarding ourselves against
another practical joke, we set the double watch which saved our lives. Even an Oliat can't afford to
become overconfident.”

Storm squatted comfortably on the floor of the bare cdll, toying with athread. "I've often wondered if
Arlai ispsychic. Or maybe you've secretly trained him asan Oliat?!

Jndigar chuckled. "I'vewished | could." Hetrandated for thosein the opposite cells. All but Grisnilter
laughed. That began a marathon session of reminiscencesin which Krinata submerged hersdlf, not
wanting to face where they were or what was to become of them.

When she'd long since given up expecting food, amed of sortsarrived. It was abucket of raw
yeast-grown protein amenable to al their various metabolisms, paatable to none. It arrived on atray via
atrap inthe wall, accompanied by apile of plastic bowls—no spoons.

Thefive Lehiroh gulped it down willingly. Storm commented, " After two days of fasting, even thistastes
good." To Bell hesaid, "It wasn't what | was planning for your wedding night, though."

For amoment, Krinata thought Bell's stlaunch good humor would hold. Then the woman broke into
human-sounding sobs. If it were my wedding night, I'd be inconsolable.

The four grooms gathered about their bride, self-conscious. Krinatawished they could at least have some
privacy, but knew that even if she wasn't there, the spy eyesin the ceiling would be active. Voyeurs! She
made arude gesture at the spy eyes and was rewarded with no reaction.

Exhausted, Krinatadid down the wall to dump at its base. The room was kept at afairly amenable
temperature, but she thought she'd never fal adeep. Yet shedid.

The next morning, they were taken to a sanitation stall, open, public, brutal. She relieved herself and
showered, wondering how she was enduring this, while knowing it was much worse for those whose
cultures had nudity taboos.

By midmorning, they were taken from their cells—all twenty-eight Truth passengers and thefive
L ehiroh—to go before amagistrate where they were arraigned for espionage.

The magistrate's computer had only one entry under her name: wanted by the Emperor. Jindigar wasn't
listed at dl. She assumed the records showed he'd died on Cassr, meaning at |east one of those soldiers
had survived to tell thetae.

Krinata's understanding of Allegiancy law wasworthless. Besides, martid law wasin force, and they had
norightsat dl. All her aristocratic heritage made not the dightest impression on this Duke's magistrate.



The Allegiancy may aswell have never existed. It doesn't really exist anymore.

Remanded to the custody of a prison reputed to be impossible to escape from, they were herded into a
large, windowless groundbus, fully automated so there was no driver to overpower. Rows of hard
benches lined each side, with onelong bench acrossthe rear. Asthe door dammed and the bus began to
move with agrinding roar that became awhite-noise background, Krinata surveyed the hullmetal pands
protecting the bus's onboard brain. It probably wasn't Sentient. But Jindigar was a circuitry wizard.
Perhaps they could take over the bus. Where to go after that was the problem. She wasn't even sure
where they were in relation to the spaceport.

With the Dushau clustered in the rear, ignoring everyone, she gathered the rest and started talking before
she had a plan worked out. She was beyond desperation, and had to try something. The others listened,
in the same mood.

"I could get usto the spaceport,” offered Storm. "I grew up around here."

Bell eyed the hullmetd pand, ran ahand over it, and said, "The welds are softique, the stuff used in gross
circuits. A current would melt them away in aflash.”

"Thelight!" exclamed Trasde, climbing onto his seat and ramming the light fixture with hisclosad, chitin
protected hand. Dimness descended asthe only light left came from the rear fixture. But Trasde pulled a
livewire down. "Luckily, thisbus must date from pioneer days.”

Storm said they had plenty of time since their new prison was more than two hours from where they'd
started. Bell went to work on the bulkhead and Krinatawent to the rear to talk to Jindigar.

She was stopped by awall of indigo bodies. Desdinda stood off to one side, arms crossed, watching
something on the bench spanning the rear of the bus. Her ah- of bristling disapprova told Krinata she
waslooking at Jndigar.

Rinperee said, "Don't interrupt them.”

Craning her neck, Krinata could make out Grisnilter lying on the rear seet, Jndigar seated next to him,
gpesking in the dreadfully kind whisper usudly reserved for the termindly ill. "What's the matter with
Griqnilter?'

Jndigar looked around. "Krinata?"

face, asif the woman's wildest surmise of perfidy had been triumphantly confirmed. | must be
misreading that! Krinata pushed it out of her mind and concentrated on Jndigar and Grisnilter, knedling
besde them, rolling with the sway of the floor. Shetold them of her haf-baked plan, ending, "So dl you
haveto doisfigure out how to scramble the onboard and reprogram our destination.”

A pinched, haunted anxiety descended on Jindigar's eyes. He gazed at Grisnilter. The old Dushau
showed pale teeth, holding Jndigar's eyeswith hisown. Grisnilter'sair of intense demand was replaced
by slent helpless pleading.

At last Jndigar spoke. "In thetime weve got I€eft, | can either try to rewirethisbus, or try to take your
impression. Grisnilter, how many livesisit worth?'

Desdinda started to say something, but was silenced by the others. Rinperee said, "All of our lives, and
more."

"I'mnot trained for this" protested Jindigar.



"Y ou've asupreme taent, though. It runsin your family, and I've seen your farfetch test,” argued
Grignilter. "You'll never go episodic, Jndigar. Y ou'retoo stable.”

Into Jndigar's anguished sllence, Grisnilter said, ™Y ou'll fill be able to work Oliat. Y our conscious mind
will have no access until you aretrained.”

Krinata, intrigued but impatient, interrupted, "Y ou can do whatever it is after we escape.”

"No, Krinata, you don't understand,” said Jindigar. "Grisnilter isdying. The strain of this orded istoo
great."

"Don't get dramatic now!" commanded Grisnilter. "It'sa perfectly natura phenomenon, death. Even
Ephemerasdoit. But I've aresponghility. | must not die until I've passed the Archive.”

It finaly penetrated. Dying. Had she caused this attack by her anger that one time? She took the old
Dushau's hand, capturing hiseyes. "I'm sorry | was so rude on the refugee's ship. | didn't mean it, and
I've no excuse except | was worried about Jindigar. | hopewhat | said didn't make youill. I've been

meaning to gpologize."

"I haven't been so polite, mysdlf, child. Y ou may not have meant it, but you were absolutely correct to
cal medown. I'vetrested Jndigar shamelesdy.”

Shewanted to hug him, but instead she just patted his hand. "Rest now. We're going to get you out of
this"

Jndigar, risng and steering her away through the press of Dushau bodies shidding their elder, said, "He
knowsit's unlikely we could steal alander and makeit to Truth with asemi-invalid in tow. After what
he'd been through before we rescued him, that rescue itsdlf, the affair with the seeker craft, now
this—even if we got him back to Arla's sckbay, therés afrighteningly high probability his memory will
be impaired and he won't be able to give theimpresson.”

"Impresson?’ interrupted Krinata

"| told you, remember? Grisnilter'san Archivig, carrying our Compiled Long Memory. If he dieswithout
having impressed that memory on ayounger Historian, it will belost. But I'm the only one herewho hasa
chance of taking theimpression, even though I'm no Higtorian.”

This, the Higtorian's profession, was what Jndigar had been desperate to avoid dl dong. It might even be
his reason for exiling himsdf from Dushaun.

"Wouldn't Arlai have abetter chance of helping him than any doctors at the prison?"

"He can't makeit," said Jndigar, hisvoice heavy with defeet. "I've fought him aslong as| can. Thereare
loydties— like your loyalty to the Allegiancy—to one's species, to onescivilization, to life itsdlf, that take
precedence over persond loyalties."

Shelooked up into hiseyes. He doesn't believe that. Y et he was pleading for her understanding without
redlizing that, in the bitter aftermath of her disillusonment with the Allegiancy, she was on the verge of
repudiating the very part of hersalf capable of loyalty to an impersona idea. Sheld thought she'd
understood him, with hisintense loyaty to individuals who had proved their worth. Sheld never been
capable of that before meeting him. And now she had nothing else. Looking up into his eyes, sheredized
Grisnilter had called him to serve abstract, unjudgeabl e future generations of Dushau, not real stood
before her, broken, pleading for her approva so he wouldn't hate himsalf quite so much for abandoning
them.



Hisnaillessfingerswere on her cheek, and she knew hisfear in her bones. He doesn't believe he's
immune to going episodic. But she also knew his determination. She said, "Y ou don't haveto wirethis
busfor us. We can manage. Do what you must. | understand.”

"I'll cometo help, if | can. After Grisnilter's had hisway with me. But | warn you, there might not be
much of meleft." Head bowed, he went back through the screen of Dushau.

She went back to the front of the bus, ignoring the grating sound of Desdinda's voice as sheissued her
final warning to Jndigar. It was asif thewoman fdlt he, Grisnilter, and the otherswho hel ped them, were
committing a sacrilege. Perhapsthey were, but from what shed gleaned of thiswhole situation, Jindigar
was taking the first step toward purifying his reputation among his people. She wished she understood
why he didn't want this. Certainly, it was more than the fear of going episodic. He might be evolved prey,
but he didn't lack for courage, and that was something she had to emulate now.

Reaching the front, she called with forced cheerfulness, "Wdll, Jindigar can't spare the time right now, o
who esehasanideahow to do it?"

Trasdegaveit atry, with Terab kibitzing.

A spark leaped, and Trasd e was thrown back into the watching crowd. The vehicle ground to ahalt.
Nothing they could do after that would cause the doors to open.

Theair began to go stale very quickly. The Dushau aso wilted. She never saw what Grisnilter did to
Jndigar, but her last memory before she passed out—sure she was aready dead—was Jindigar huddled
inon himsdlf, clutching his head and moaning softly. She didn't have the strength to crawl to him and hold
him as she had in the imperid antechamber.

Shewoke up in along barracks building. The roof overhead was a parabolic curve. The bed under her
was scratchy and hard with alumpy contoured sag under her ribs. The air was hot. She heard water
running somewhere.

Head spinning, she dragged hersdlf upright, incurioudy noting the entire complement of Truth laid out on
smilar beds spaced only arm'slength gpart. There were other beds, empty, marching off into the
distance.

She got to her feet and essayed the long, long walk toward the running water. She found Jndigar in the
shower, steam billowing around him. When the napped skin was wet, it showed the dark blue number
stamped on forehead and torso. He was dumped, dull-eyed, and pale-toothed. He didn't seem to notice
her. Shetried to force lifeinto her voice, cdling over the rush of water, "How can you stand that!"

Heturned it off, looking at her without recognition. She remembered, There might not be much of me
left.

"Grisnilter's dead, Krinata. He was right. He must have been right. It must be that 1've been wrong—"

Dear God! Hismind! Her own brain gtill foggy, she made a snap decision, remembering how he could
aways pull himsdlf together when others depended on him. "L ook, Prince Jndigar, you made mea
promise, and you're going to keep it. We're stuck in arat trap with no hope, but you sill owe me
transportation to anice safe planet where | and my progeny, if any, can livein peace, freedom and
security. | need an Oliat officer to accomplish that, not an Historian!”

Her indignation, by the time she finished, was genuine.
He stood silently before her, naked, dripping, amazed. Then he threw his head back and let out acry



neither sob nor laugh. Two steps, he scooped her up and spun her around, his wet nap soaking her
turquoise suit. "Krinata, oh, you are o real! Of course, I'll kegp my promise. Don't | always?"

But over the next days, Krinata bardly saw Jindigar. The Dushau protected him fanaticaly, asif he were
aninvdidin critical condition. Londly as she was, she had no success thawing the others toward her.
Dayslater she found out why. She was using the shower stal in acorner, and had turned off the water to
dry hersdf when the four humans camein, the two women moving toward Krinataand the men away.
One of thewomen was saying, "They think he'sgoing to die, that'swhy they won't let her near him.”

"If Gibson'sright, and she'sdeeping with him..."
"How could he be wrong, after she came out of his cabin like that?*

"Even S0, Gibson oughta keep his mouth shut. Now al the Dushau know because he let Desdindafind
out, and it's clear enough she hates Jindigar. Now therest of them think Krinata harmed him. Imagine,
they think alittle natura could do any harm. | warrant that's what the man needs!”

"Y ou voluntegrin'?"

"Hell, no! Don't get mewrong. | couldn't care lesswhat other kinds do, but that don't mean I'd do the
same. Shewantshim, shekin have im. But | don't haftatalk to 'er.”

"Still, Jndigar's different from the rest o' them Dushau. He'sgood folk. Solid. Don't liketa see'im ailing
likethis. I hope they know what's good for 'im."

They chattered on as they washed, and Krinata had to wait, hoping she wouldn't be found
eavesdropping. She'd dmost forgotten the time she'd come out of Jindigar's cabin wearing hisrobe.
Gibson had drawn thelogical and ridiculous conclusion. Without knowing the Dushau lifecycle, what else
could they think? But the disapproval of cross-species fornication had frosted her aready cool
relationship to the rest of the Truth's complement.

It was worse because Jindigar didn't acknowledge the relationship, for those who didn't disapprove
didn't know how to treat her. Knowing this, she could handleit. But did Jindigar know of the rumor or
was he being protected from it?

Certainly the Dushau were keeping her away from Jindigar mistakenly, when she might even help him,
Krinata began to note her surroundings and plan. They werein adesert. A force dome covered
twenty-fiveidentica barracks. One building was an infirmary. Once aday they werealowedtogoto a
larger building where they were fed adequate but revolting food. And though prisonersin other barracks
were led off to ahuge, flat building to work, al they were given to occupy their time was the maintenance
of their own building .Thisthey were dl forced to do with primitive tools as guards stood over them and
made sure they were properly humiliated.

Even Jindigar, as much as hisfellowstried to protect him, was forced to scrub floors while guards
gloated over the high and mighty prince brought low. But hetook it with hisusud disregard for the
trgppings of dignity, whichin itsdf was akind of genuine dignity of true roydty. Krinatatook her cue
from this, and threw herself into her tasks with a childlike glee that soon baffled the guardsinto leaving
her aone, calling her smpleminded.

Once, Desdinda saw her chanceto strike ablow at Jindigar, and surreptitioudy knocked over the bucket
from which he was scrubbing the latrine floor. Krinata, working at the other end of the room, could do
nothing when the guard flattened Jindigar with the butt of hiswesgpon.



The daytime heat was crushing, somewhere beyond human endurance. The nighttime chill was enough to
leave ice on the bathroom floor. She wasissued extra clothing, but it hardly helped. She spent alot of her
time wrapped in her blankets, curled on her bed, shivering. Or else, sheld lie prone, waiting for the heat
to abate. So there was very little time when she could pursue Jindigar.

Findly, late one afternoon, she went out onto the porch for someair, and found Jndigar Sitting at last
unguarded. She sat down beside him. "I hope you're fegling better.”

"Sodol," hereplied.

At least he's talking. "I'm going to be awfully blunt and candid, but | have to know. Have you been
avoiding me? Do you want me here?!

She hadn't noticed two Dushau coming out of the door behind her. They circled to confront her. "Leave
himaong"

Shesad camly, "I wasonly talking to nun.”
"| said leave him aonel Heisnot to be disturbed.”

"l wasn't 'disturbing' him!™ she retorted, beginning to fed anger building. How could they talk about him
asif heweren't even there?

"l say you were."

Krinatadidn't even know the Dushau's name. She stood up and faced him squarely, "Don't you think
Jndigar should be the judge of that?"

"He'sin no condition to judge anything.”

She looked down at Jindigar who was staring blankly off into space. God, maybe they're right. But she
wasn't going to make a scene that would put more stress on him. She made a frustrated sound and
whirled to stalk back to her bunk and fling herself face down, trying not to cry.

Later, Rinperee found her there, and sat beside her waiting to be noticed.

"What do you want?' Krinata chalenged, wishing she didn't sound so belligerent.

"Totry to explain. | know you're important to Jndigar. And | know you want to help him. But..."
"If you're talking about that horrid rumor, it's not true!”

After ashocked pause, Rinperee asked, asif truly seeking information, "Can you honestly tell me Jndigar
means hothing to you?"

She sat up, crossing her legs. She had to be civil, now that one of them was at |east acknowledging her
existence. "He's probably the best friend | have left now. But I'm nothing to him except afairly competent
programming ecologist who's a pretty mean bluffer, too. That supid rumor isalie”

"Krinata, I'm Dushau. Y ou don't have to explain the 'stupidity’ of that rumor to me. But you are wrong to
think you're nothing to Jndigar but a programmer. And therein lies adreadful danger to him. It was none
of my businesswhat he did to himsdlf asan Oliat, but he's an Historian now, and his clarity of accessto
the Archive depends on his not acquiring any emotiona scarsto lie between him and that spliced
memory. If he nurtures friendship for you, he will grieve hard at your desth, and lose countless precious
facts Grisnilter and al hisforebears suffered so to preserve.



"That iswhy we guard oursdalves so from entanglement with Ephemerds. When it wasjust his persona
memories he was throwing away, few could intervene. Now, we dl have astakein hiswell-being. And
I'm the closest we have to an expert on treating his condition. I've asked the othersto keep you away
fromhim, so| fed | owe you an explanation.”

"Explain this, then. What's wrong with him? How do you know he doesn't need to talk to me?"

"In absorbing the Archive, he's undergone an intense mental strain, achdlengeto his ability to Sift redity
from phantasm.

Hée's struggling on the verge of going episodic. Do you know what that means?!

"I'm acertified Oliat debriefing officer, and within acouple of credits of getting my field liaison rating. Y ou
may know Historians, but I'll bet I know more about Oliat.”

Humor melted the stern expression on Rinpereesface. Asif sharing aprivate joke, she bent toward
Krinataand intimated, "My father, two of my brothers, and my sster are Oliat. I've no talent for it, or |
would be dso. I'vetaken alifdong interest init. | can't claim ignorance.”

Abashed, Krinata apologized. "I have my little prides.”

"And you'rewd| entitled to them. | can't bdlittle what you've accomplished for Jndigar and dl the rest of
us. What can | say to bring you to trust my judgment?'

Krinatas curiosity wakened, and she set atest. "The Dushau unanimoudly deny being telepathic. If
trading memoriesisnt telepathic, what is?'

"Telepathic, asit'scommonly used, refersto perception of worded but unvoiced conscious thoughts of
others. Few Dushau have such ability, and never very strongly. What Historians do in keeping the
Archive—what the Olia does to condtitute and bal ance—have no comparison among Ephemerals.
Therefore we deny the application of such concepts astelepathic or psychic or precognitive. It issmply
our mode of awarenessthat is different.”

"All right," said Krinata, chaking it dl up to tangled semantics. They're telepaths, never mind what they
say. "But Jndigar's undergone some kind of immense psychic shock of the same magnitude aslosing his
Oliat, and that nearly wiped him out. | know, | lived through it with him. And | helped him then. Ask him,
if you don't believe me. What makesyou think | can't help him now?"

"I'm neither Historian nor Oliat; I'm a Sentient psychologist. But | know enough to recognize a Dushau
under an intolerable burden. Such is Jndigar. He needstime and quiet to assmilate events. Y ou may
have helped him before, in the short run. But, innocently enough, you were setting him up— now, or fifty
or ahundred years from now when you must die—to take agrieving. Do you know what agrieving is?
What it doesto Dushau?'

"I know it'saterrible thing. But everyone grieves. One can't refrain from emotiona attachment for fear of
the pain of parting.”

"True, partingisanorma aspect of life. A certain number of grievings must comeinto every life—it's
necessary to the maturing process. But when a Dushau grieves, the emotions are, um, wrapped tightly
likefilaments, into afibrouswall across memory. Depending on the intensity of the grieving, that wal can
be trand ucent or opaque and unbreakable. A Dushau who has only Dushau friendswill have a
managesble number of grievings. A Dushau who befriends Ephemerds, will have so many scars, so many
mind blockages, however faint they may be, that his sanity becomes endangered. A Dushau'slife



depends on investing hisemotionswisely, you see.”

She had known dl thefacts, but had never put them together quite like that. The concept stunned her.
No wonder Dushau seemed so doof and uncaring; they were afraid to care.

"But I'm only one person, and he doesn't carefor me."

"Jndigar has spent alarge part of hislifeinvolving himsdf ever deeper in the affairs of Ephemerds. He
may decide to change that now, and | think you owe him that chance—when he's healed enough to think
graight again. If, when he's healed, he decidesto throw away the Archive he's paid so dearly for and
continue to devel op friendships with Ephemerds, then there's nothing any of us can do. All I'm asking,
Krinata, istha you have the sengtivity to dlow him to make that decision, when he's healed enough to
make any kind of decison. Don't forceit on him now, when hélll grab a anything for immediate relief.
With this, he has become truly aprince among us. Wewould, any of us, except perhaps Desdinda, give
our livesfor his. If hetruly means anything to you, give him the grace of your absence.”

Krinata could only agree. But her life became suddenly bleak and hopdess. In voluntarily giving up
Jndigar, shefelt shewas giving up something that had cost her as dearly asthe Archive had cost him. It
could take him fifty yearsto recover,

and hed regard it only as amedium-length convalescence. She had to shut herself off from whatever had
kept their prison and their hopeless future from sapping her spirit. Her days became listless, and her
nights deepless. And in the end, it was aresolve too difficult to keep.

One night, she was awake during the seventeen-hour darkness. She went out onto the cool porch.
Sitting, watching the stars, wondering which was Truth, or even if Truth was till in orbit, sheheard a
sound.

Shefroze, listening, wondering if other prisoners were digging an escape tunnel. But now, the scrabbling
was not furtive. She crept around the end of the building, and found a scrawny, three-quarters starved
piol digging in the moist ground under the skirt of the devated building.

As shewatched, it increased itstempo franticaly. Then it jerked back and came up with awriggling
something in its clawswhich it promptly devoured. But when Krinatamade amove toward it, it
scampered away.

After that, she set hersdlf to tame the wild one, putting out bowls of water and scraps of food. Soon, she
had it esting out of her hand, and figured that it had once been tame. Findly, she arranged for Jndigar to
find her in the shower room bathing the piol, thinking one could love such an anima but not grieve over its
death as over aperson's.

And that was the beginning of Jindigar's recovery. Deciding the piol was femae, he named her Rita. Each
day, he fed and groomed and played with her. She soon became part of the barrackslife.

Prey proclamed Krinataagenius. Storm made her part of hissmdl family where before he, too, had
been adamant about keeping her away from Jindigar. And when Bell findly got up the nerveto ak if the
rumor about her and Jindigar were true, Krinata could explain to someone who believed her. It was such
arelief.

Asthe days passed Krinata spent alot of time wondering why the Dushau and all of Truth's complement
hadn't been executed out of hand. But there were no answers.

The hashmarks she made on her windowsil showed they'd been there ten local days, though it seemed



liketen years,

when therest of Storm's family was thrown in with them. They looked tortured and starved, and shewas
sure there were fewer of them. All they talked of was those who had died, many in prison. The survivors
were hardened and proud, defending their religious principles.

Krinata overheard snatches of conversations held in tense undertones about whether the marriage was
redly valid, interrupted in the middle as it had been. The newlyweds maintained it was. Some of the
older, more orthodox said it wasn't. The group polarized with Storm and his mates joining the Truth
complement, and the family keeping to themsalves.

Her tally of days had reached fifteen when aflurry of activity swept the camp, the guardsforcing
everyoneto clean, polish and mend everything in Sght. Rumor had it that they were about to be

ingpected.

Something in Krinatawoke to hope again, and escape plans began to form in her mind, plansinvolving
Jndigar. Just thinking of working with him raised her spirits.

The big morning arrived. The guards, al spit and polish in their best uniforms, paraded the prisoners
outside then- barracks, seeming to expect the nonmilitary prisonersto form up asif they were aprecison
drill teem.

Then, amid imperid magnitude drum rolls, the compound wasinvaded by smart-stepping imperid troops,
armed and armored, carrying the Emperor's banner.

Krinatas heart sank when she saw Zinzik, robes flying, crown flashing, marching amid his Honor Guard.
She despaired even before he stopped in front of their ranks, singled her out, and said, " Step forward,
Krinata Zavaronne."

TWELVE
Zinzik's Revenge

Quaking insde, Krinata advanced in front of her line and made a precise obeisance.

"A loyd subject, areyou?' asked Zinzik, pacing, his eyes running up and down the row of Dushau until
he spotted Jindigar. Abstractedly examining the prince, he added thoughtfully, "And how do you explain
what you have done?"

"| thought you were Ssmply making amistake which you, inimperia wisdom, would soon correct. | saw
no reason for loya subjectsto die because of an error.”

"l am Emperor. An Emperor of the Allegiancy doesn't make mistakes."

She knew he dready had her dated for execution, and wondered if held have her shot on the spot or
saved for public ceremony. But shelooked him squarely in the eye and said, "Thistime, you did,
Excdlency.”

He dismissed her coldly, calling Jndigar out. "lllustrious Prince of Dushau. Come, greet your Emperor.”
Jndigar remained standing, eyesfocused on the distance, asif held gone back into that catatonic State.
Zinzik roared, "Jindigar, step forth!"”

Jndigar brought his eyesto bear on the Emperor asif noticing him for thefirst time, gave avery



unceremonious shrug, asif it were of no moment to him where he stood, and took two paces forward to
present himsdlf beside Krinata.

"Wdl!" prompted Zinzik.
"Well, what?" asked Jndigar.

"Onyour knees, Dushau!”

“Why?

"l am your Emperor! | hold the power of life and desth over you!" Unbdlievably, Zinzik waslivid. She
redlized he clung to the trappings of power while the core of hisinfluence eroded away, support of the
Kings and the Dukeslost. She glanced at Trasde who waswatching dertly.

Asif reasoning with asmple child, Jndigar said, "I owe no fedty to any Emperor. My oath to the
Allegiancy was broken by the Allegiancy's Emperor. The power of life and death does not give one the
power to command fedty. Or loyalty. Or any esteem whatsoever."

That will make a marvelous epitaph. But a the sametime, Krinata surmised Jndigar was functioning
normally.

Whereas Krinata's response had barely affected the Emperor, Jindigar's tapped a deep anger that
twisted the L ehiroh countenance. A moment later, the oily Superiority was back, barely masking ferocity.
"Y ou do not impressme, Jndigar. Y ou will be brought to hedl. Publicly.” The Lehiroh were evolved
predators. But Zinzik, she thought, was not so evolved. Amazingly, Jndigar scood unflinching before that
ferocity. She could hear the rapid bresthing of the other Dushau behind her, barely able to abort a flee
impulse. Desdindawhimpered.

Zinzik strolled aong the double rank of prisoners, until he cameto Bell and her husbands. He came
closer, despite the nervousness of his guards who flanked him tightly. Hislip curled in disgust.

Then he glanced thoughtfully at Jndigar, still standing front and center, impassve. He snapped to aHolot
trotting dong behind him, "Get dl these aboard immediately, except the Ensyvians." He considered

Jndigar's expresson. "No, include these five, but not the mob. Then get me Nodrid, and tell him to bring
all the documents pertaining to this case. | will know why it took so long to notify mel™

With that, Zinzik ssomped off amid the pomp and honors offered by the suddenly bewildered staff of the
prison.

Within the hour, they were on their way offplanet. During acommotion started when the family members,
anguished at parting, apologized to the newlywedsfor treating them badly, Jindigar contrived to hide the
scrawny piol under hisshirt.

Therewas hardly abulge. Jndigar had lost weight since he'd carried Imp to the Emperor's audience
chamber.

They were hustled aboard Timespike, theimperia flagship, by cargo carrier. Without g-seets, they
arrived bruised and strained. They were paraded into the brig, anarrow corridor lined with four-person
cdlls. Two extra cots had been jammed into each cell, leaving virtualy no room to stand. Krinata could
seethevery unprivate al-speciestoiletsin the rear of each cell.

Taking roll asthey were divided into groups, Krinata discovered that al twenty-seven Truth passengers



plus Storm and his mates were there.

The guards, three women and eight men charged with putting them in their cells, were dl human. When
they were lined up aong the center of the brig corridor, the commander ordered the Dushau sprinkled
throughout the group. Then he had them count off into two groups of six and four groups of five,
deliberately separating the Lehiroh aswell.

Krinata contrived to stick beside Jindigar, and ended up with him, Desdinda, Bell and Stormina
five-person cell. But when the guards tried to crowd them into the cell before them, Desdindawent
wild—prey cornered. Emitting aferal scream, she legped on the guard who stood between her and the
gate at the end of the brig shaftway, tore at histhroat with her teeth, and left him bleeding on the deck to
charge into the Holot guards who stood beside the gate.

Before sheld gone three steps, she was dropped by stunner fire. Jindigar had charged after her, for dl the
world asif hed lay down hislife for her. But two human guards stopped him with crossed wegpons. A
little sound escaped him before he subsided.

Two guards carried Desdinda off to the infirmary, swearing dl thewhile. Frey was shifted into Desdinda's
place and forced into their cdll asif he might resst dso. Bars dammed across the doors, in addition to the
snapfield. Power failures on battleships were too frequent to trust prisonersto forcefields aone.

Jndigar stayed by the bars, watching the guards leave,

before he turned and extracted Ritafrom her place under his shirt. Placing her on one of the beds asiif
shewere adecorative doll, he said, "Now there's hope.”

He's blown a circuit at last!
But Storm said, "Let'snot say it too loudly, though.”

Jndigar eyed their bare surroundings. There must be monitoring devices, prisons aways had them. But
Jndigar said, "There's nobody listening now. As soon asthey bring Desdinda back, and as soon as Arlai
contacts us, we must be ready to move."

Afraid to accuse him of insanity, Krinatasaid, "Jindigar, do you know how that sounds?'
Bell sad, "Insane, that'show." Krinataglared at her.

Frey was clinging to the bars, gazing after Desdinda, oblivious. Jindigar consdered Bell and Krinataasif
Storm, Frey and he shared aspecid Oliat rapport, an understanding of their environment all her
ecologicd training couldn't emulate. Jndigar explained patiently, "I'm better now. Redly | am. | can know
things. Therest | can deduce.”

Krinataingpected him. He was standing normally again. Histeeth seemed a hedlthy blue, hisvoice
resonated. Was he just pulling himself together to deal with another crisis, or had he overcome the ordedl
Grisnilter had put him through?"What do you mean, know things?' asked Krinata

"Frey and |...sense environment. Rhythms. Even without Oliat.”
Frey turned. His eyeswere haunted. "Desdinda.”
"| think shes going to makeit," said Jndigar.

"You wish she'sgoing to makeit," corrected Frey.



Krinata saw the boy'sfear, and she could understand it. Desdinda had undergone the shattering of her
Oliat, as Jindigar had, but Jndigar had survived. Prey's ambition had been to officer an Oliat. And now
he saw the danger of it.

Heavily, Jndigar admitted, "Wish. Yes"
Into the bleak slence, Storm said, "Arla.”

Jndigar turned from Frey. "He's nearby. That | know. Knowing Arlai, | deduce he st this Situation up.
Therewas no way to get us out of that prison, except by the decree of someone superior to Duke
Nodria. Meaning, the Emperor.

Nodrid isplotting against the Emperor. | think Zinzik knows it because Arlai contrived to get word of
our presenceto Zinzik, making it clear that Nodria had no intention of just handing us over to Zinzik.
Nodrid isvulnerable because he's dready using Rashionsto control his populace. What do you think the
Emperor will do?"

"Squash Nodrid," answered Krinata. " Take the Rashionsfor himsalf." She dmost gagged at the thought.

Jndigar nodded, then crawled onto the bed next to onewall, cuddling the piol in hislap. "Arla's smart
enough to see that as soon as he discovered the Rashions.™

Krinatasaid glumly, "To me, thislooks like one of Arlai's spectacular failures. I'd rather spend the rest of
my lifein that prison than in Zinzik's grasp.”

"Werein Arla's environment now," answered Jindigar. He stroked Rita, and then turned to Krinatawith
adart. "I never redly apologized to you for not reprogramming that bus. It was agood idea, Krinata. It
might have worked.”

"Leaving usinthe middle of adesert.”

"We might have been able to reprogram without setting off al the larms. And the spaceport... | don't
know. We could have improvised something.”

"Look. | think I understand why you had to do what you did. We may yet make it, now that you're back
withus”

He hugged Rita, then handed her to Krinata. "Can you sit down a moment? | want to move this cot.”

Awkwardly in the packed room, he unfastened his cot, moved it closer to the bars, and climbed back
ontoit. "You dl may aswdll try to get some deep. I'll watch for Desdinda. Nothing will happen before
she gets back."

Krinatawas sure she couldn't deep with the lights on. She sat staring at Jindigar and Frey who gazed
fixedly up the shaft-way. At intervas, Jindigar pointed to the overhead spy eyes, indicating they were
active. After awhile, Frey motioned to them first, apparently having learned how to detect observation.
She watched them, noting very little difference in the way he treated Frey and the way he treated her,
except he didn't teach her anything but piloting.

Sincethey'd entered the cdll, Jindigar had behaved toward her like hisold self. Was sheredlly doing him
irreparable harm by responding? It had been his choice, after all. And she couldn't find it in her not to
respond. Even though their Situation now was far worse than before, she suddenly found her energy and
optimism returning. But was it selfish to cling to him because it made her fed good? There was no way to
resolve the dilemma, and so shefell adeegp gnawing on it, thewarm piol curled in her Iap.



She dreamed she was prisoner on atransparent spaceship. All around her, messages flew on clouds of
energy contained in pipesin thewals, and she could fed their pulse. She could hear the angry buzz of
hostility, the languid ache of sickness, the coarse celebrations of troopers primed to blood lust and held in
check by respect for a superior blood lust. But the Situation was transparent in time, aswell, and behind it
lay many, many similar occasions. Dream turned to nightmare as setting after setting soun into the center
of her consciousness and away, leaving her unsure which stuation was current.

Smothering in the rising fear, she wasjolted back to redlity by the dap of marching feet and cries of
protest. The cells were open and they were being paraded in the shaftway again. Thistime, they were
taken to decent showers and given comfortable, well-fitting ship'sissue clothing. Then, two abreast, they
were marched through miles of corridors.

Krinatahad thought Truth alarge ship. Timespike held the cubic of severa city blocks, and Krinatawas
soon totdly logt. Y e, she redlized where they were going scant seconds before they arrived. The
Emperor's audience chamber.

The room was as huge as ahangar deck, but decorated in expengive fabrics, textured walls, and imperia
crests. Four exotic bird sanctuariesfilled the corners with color and a pleasant background sound. The
floor appeared to be polished wood, though she knew that couldn't be. Not in space. The throne on
which the Emperor sat was areplicaof the onein the palace. Theimperia leptolizer stood ensconced
over adisguised holo-stage, giving him direct accessto his Empire.

Thistime, though, the room was not filled with the court delegations. A regiment of troopslined thewalls
insmart dress satins, but carrying rea weapons. With athrill of goose bumps, Krinatathought she
recognized some of the troopers facesfrom her nightmare. But then she forgot that as she stifled acry at
the sight of Rashion trainers and their charges stationed about the throne.

Krinataand Jndigar werein the lead. She'd seen Desdinda join them, looking pale-toothed yet
ambulatory, hanging back asfar from Jindigar as she could.

Zinzik gestured negligently at Jindigar asthey were brought up to the throne steps. "One more chance,
my Prince”

Jndigar remained standing. So did Krinata. But she heard arustle behind her—some of them were
kneding. She didn't want to know who.

Zinzik stood and waked down the steps to look Jindigar inthe eye. "No?"

"No," stated Jndigar mildly.

"l see. Well, we shdl find your weakness. And when we do, we shadl stage a public confession. Y ou see,
you've become some kind of asymbal of the Oliat system, thelast remaining Oliat officer at largein the
Allegiancy. The rumors magnify you out of al proportion. But | can usethat. At your news conference,
held just before your execution, you will reved al the vile details of the Dushau plot that has brought the
Allegiancy to these dire draits. Y our loyd testimony will reunify the Allegiancy behind the rightful
Emperor.”

S0 heisin trouble with the Kings!
"If | were going to die anyway, why would | lie?'

"Thousands of years old, yet innocent asababe.”" His expression hardened. "Becauseif you don't do as|
want, someone precious to you will be dismembered, by apredatory carnivore, right before your eyes.



Whileif you do as| want, not only will they be spared, but | will have you transported to Dushaun, ‘dive
and well. | even might send along all of your friends, dive and well. If I'm especidly pleased, | could add
wedlth even a prince would appreciate.”

Because of the memories he now carried, Jindigar felt an obligation to survive even upon the deaths of
others—as much againgt his nature as that went. He also needed to return to Dushaun to be trained to
unlock those memories, despite dl hisreasonsfor not wanting to return home.

"A prince," answered Jindigar thoughtfully, "can not be bribed or blackmailed, especidly not by an
Emperor who has broken faith with him." Krinataheard the unspoken finish to that, though Zinzik
appeared oblivious. No matter how much he wants the bribe or fears the threat.

Krinatals admiration legped like aflame, while she recognized the pride motivating him. Hewas being
asked to destroy the reputation of his species before civilizations yet to be born in the galaxy, aswell as
the integrity of the Oliat. There was probably some Aliom principle stiffening his spine, but hispridein his
adherenceto hisethical, mord, and legal codes shoneforth.

On the other hand, she knew the tattered shambles of his nerves|eft by his experiences of the last few
months. Zinzik had designed bribe and threst to tear Jindigar apart dong the very axis aready
unendurably stressed: loyalty to his people versusloydty to hisfriends. Not for thefirst time, she
regretted her friendship with Jindigar which, as Rinperee had predicted, might do him more harm than
good, though in atotally unexpected way.

How much could he take before he broke? Would he watch a Rashion tear her throat out, and till hold
to his principles? Despite what Rinperee had said, she didn't think he cared more for her than for his
principles. But if he broke, would he die of insanity, unable to cooperate with Zinzik's demands, thus
losing any chance of saving the Archive? Or would he stage the confession and be sent home, thus saving
the Archive so hisfeding for her could be said to force him to do what Grisnilter and Rinperee wanted
him to? It was adecison only Jndigar could make, and Krinatawasn't kidding hersdlf. Hisvaues were
not human.

All of thisflashed through Krinatals mind as Zinzik circled Jndigar, asif ableto seeright through hiscam
facade. Then, grinning confidently, Zinzik sngpped hisfingers. "Richter!™

One of the Rashion trainerstrotted over with his charge. A woman came with him: Lehiroh, tall, dender,
dark, and hard-eyed with a crud twist to her lips. Krinatatold hersalf not to interpret other species by
her human biases. But she didn't believeit thistime.

She wasright. Asthe Emperor stepped back to perch sideways on histhrone, asif about to enjoy a
good show, the woman pulled out a screenboard, propped it against her waist with one hand while she
punched up datawith the other.

"Ready, Richter?" asked the woman.

"The beast isready. He's one of the prize—"

"Enough! All right, Jindigar. Which of these companions meansthe most to you?"
Jndigar'ssared fixedly asif hedidn't hear.

"Well kill them dl, one by one until we get arise—"

The Rashion whimpered and tugged &t hisleash. The trainer went with him, first to one then another of
the Truth's complement. The protosentient seemed confused and frustrated as he came to Krinata,



whuffled at her feet, then started around again.
"Thisisgetting nowhere," declared thetrainer. "He seemsto regard them al equaly.”

"Nonsense. Start with—" The L ehiroh woman spun about |ooking at the motley bunch, and chose Bell.
"—that one. Strip her. Bring her around front here so everyone can see.”

Bdl's guards shoved her up front and removed her clothing. Jindigar watched in that unembarrassed way
he had that made it seem she was Htill properly clothed even when she fought exposing her vestigia
mammary glands. "Now," said the L ehiroh woman, who obvioudy held the same contempt for Ensyvians
asthe Emperor did, "isthere aLehiroh guard who'd like alittle fun with an Ensyvian bride?’

Every Lehiroh male guard in the room stepped eagerly forward. "Y ou!" she chose one. The male came
forward, leering. Asif onamutudly arranged signd, al four of Bell's mates lunged forward ripping
themsalves|oose of their guards and charging the volunteer tormenter. Asthey rolled on the floor, guards
converging from al sdesto put astop to it, the Rashion made confused noises deep in histhroat.

Despite the fact that a Rashion had attacked her with what seemed intent to kill, Krinatawanted to gather
the poor creature up in her arms and soothe its pathetic cries. She wondered if the training methods were
so brutal that the dimwitted cresture was terrified of failing acommand.

At last, peace was restored. The woman consulted the trainer and sent Bell away, pulling Krinataout in
front.

Suddenly, Krinatawondered if that screenboard contained an account of Jindigar's defenses of her. If
Nodria were asthorough as a Duke should be, and if he were actively cooperating with Zinzik now,
those two incidents, at the wedding and in the stripsearch barn, were surely on record.

Jerking her off balance, the guards positioned her and methodically removed her clothing. Zinzik held up
ahand. "Stop. Let me admirethis" He rose and sauntered down the steps, circling Krinata, eyes drinking
in every detail of her human anatomy. He poked her bdlly, pinching the sparserall of fat there, feding the
hard muscles tensed againgt him. He ignored her tiny breasts, for they did not spell femae to him. Other
Lehiroh would consider him a pervert if they interested nun. He ran his soft hands across her back asif
shewere apedigreed animd for sale. He noticed the scars Arlai hadn't had time to remove from her
upper ams.

"Not bad," he declared. " She seemsto have survived aremarkable number of adventuresrelatively
unscathed. Surely there's ahuman present who'd like to play with her?!

There were agreat number of them, but Zinzik chose avery, very large human mae, asking, "Don't you
think she might betoo smdl for you?"

"Humanslikeit that way, Excdlency.”
"Shemight not."

"Doesthat matter?'

"Of course not. She'syours.”

All during this, Zinzik was balanced on histoes, ready to dance out of the way if Jindigar should
somehow get loose of the four guards now on him and charge forward. Jindigar was staring devoutly at
the artwork decorating the ceiling.



The immense human handed hiswegpon aside, and began to shed hislight armor. Jindigar till refused to
acknowledge what was happening. Zinzik gpproached the Dushau warily. "1'm not going to stop him, you
know."

The Rashion till fretted confusedly at Jndigar's feet. Did the Dushau have such mental control that he
was emitting nothing the Rashion could read? If so, Krinata hoped he could keep it up. She hoped he
didn't care abit for her because if she were the cause of his mental breakdown and death, she couldn't
live with hersalf. Then she saw Trasde and hiswifetrying to protect their offspring from the sght. What
am| going to do?

Shelooked at the hulk now stripping in abusinesdike way. He was dready showing Signs of enthusiasm.
She had to do something, and soon. Though they had the upper hand, she'd begun to develop agenuine
contempt for Zinzik and al those heldd brought to power. If it would get Jindigar home and save his
Archive and his sanity, sheld gladly endure worse than this, or even die. He was worth dl she had and
more. Zinzik and what was |ft of the Allegiancy weren't worth the cost of destroying. But what can | do
to help Jindigar? It wasthefirst timein her life sheld been atotally helpless victim, too scared to think.

She caught aglimpse of Zinzik watching her. Disgust welling, she squeezed her eyes shut until she saw
red. Oh, Jindigar, what am | going to do?

Suddenly, eyes Hill closed, she saw Zinzik reflected in adecoration on the ceiling, and smultaneoudly,
she saw him directly. She had read descriptions of Lehiroh male excitation but had never seenit. Now,
she recognized it with the tota familiarity of an Emulator'sidentity with the species. With ashudder, she
recognized his attitude as characteristic of a practice she considered a perversion.

Trying to shake the fantasy while cursing her imagination, Krinataforced her eyes open and looked &t the
Emperor. The strange split perception remained overlaid above what she could see. Her own eyes
brought her no suggestion of what her imagination told her. Those odd echo visons shifted, as Zinzik
turned to the Lehiroh woman who had st this up. From his glance, sheimagined Zinzik often had the
woman set up such tantalizing Sghtsfor him.

Unableto tolerate the vision, she eyed the hulk again. He was watching the Emperor familiarly. Hed
donethisbefore, and was awaiting asignal. She had no doubt the Emperor's contrived shows usudly
went to conclusion.

Even with her eyesfocused on the brute, she was aware of Zinzik teasing his Lehiroh female. And she
perceived the Emperor's wakening pleasure from the other's pain. She began to understand Zinzik, and
thus what must come next. Her part wasto beterrified and be brutally overpowered. That would hurt
Jndigar, who would aso be aware of the pleasure Zinzik took in her pain—asif Zinzik himsdf were
raping her.

Instantly, she knew what she had to do.

But she couldn't. Shetwisted to glimpse Jindigar. He was dtill staring at the calling, at Zinzik'simage?
Frey had crept up beside him, his eyesfixed on the throne. As her gaze lit on Jindigar, he turned midnight
eyeson her. They widened abit; the vaguest hint of a shocked recail struck her. Abruptly, the overlaid
awareness snapped off.

The sudden emptiness amost took the starch out of her knees. Alonein that echoing void, dammed into
the stark redlity of what was about to happen to her, she caught her breath, and faced what she fervently
hoped was the ultimate test of her life. Did she have the nerve? For Jindigar? Yes. Of course | can do
it. I haveto. I'malonein this. Jindigar can't help me. He can barely help himsalf.



On Zinzik's cue, the brute began his assault, grabbing her hair and pulling her head back toftilt her faceto
his. Everything in her said, Bite hislipsl And sheamost did, but then swallowing her gorge, she
summoned a smile she hoped was seductive, and forced her body to melt into his grasp,

It had been along time since sheldd had aman, and while her mind squirmed and screamed, her
treacherous body noticed how awfully good masculinity could fedl, how enervating it could beto the will.
His clean, brown skin was soft, tufted with sharp curly hairs. A clean man-scent engulfed her. But
suddenly, asif recaling where he was, he tightened his grip painfully. "The Emperor wantsyou to res <,
woman. Put up somefight!" He shoved her away and hit her acrosstheface.

She went sprawling, stifling ayep, gathering dl her courage and refusing to scramble away and run for it.
The deck was hard and chill, but she gathered hersdlf into a seductive pose, noting with horror that hitting
her had roused him more. She smiled. "'l seeyou're ready. Come on and tumble.” Can | go through
with this?

The brute stalked after her, readier than ever. Any symptom of arousal she had felt was washed away in
sheer terror. Gritting her teeth behind her smile, she raised one hand to fondle him intimately, trying to
seem admiring and wel coming while sheld rather emasculate him.

In the moment she knew she couldn't go through with it, in the moment she faced her crumbling courage
and knew she could not gtifle her scream if the man grabbed her arm to pull her to her feet, Zinzik cried,

"Enough!”

The brute looked up, wounded. He was throbbingly ready to do his Emperor's bidding. Bewildered, he
asked, "No?'

"Later,” commanded the Emperor. Y ou may leave now. Sign out for the rest of thiswatch.”

Naked, he stood to attention, bowed formally, and said, "Y es, your Excdllency.” He gathered his clothes
and left.

Krinatatold hersaf she must not collapse now or sheld lose her tiny victory. Her role called for her to
stand up, legs braced, hands on hips, chin up and challenge any other man in the room to atumble. But
she stayed on the floor, trying not to make it so obvious that her legs were curled to hide her nakedness.

"I'veamuch moreinteresting ideg,” said Zinzik with the ar of one about to pull off afind coup. "That
one! Thefemdeontheend™

Two guards brought Desdinda forth. She struggled, still weeak from the stunner, but the guards dragged
her out and threw her onto the deck beside Krinata. She went skidding.

"Surely," said the Emperor, "theré's someone here who's had ayen to try a Dushau female?!

There were many volunteers snapping crisp, eager salutesto their Emperor. This ship, Krinata belatedly
realized, was manned by the Emperor's own, hand-picked, elite personal guard. They were accustomed
to thisvery private game of his. While the Emperor sdected his volunteer, Krinatatried to offer the
woman some advice.

The Dushau looked at her asif she were haf aworm found in afruit. There was awild look to her eyes,
and apeculiar purple paenessto her teeth. There was nothing left of the poised Oliat officer they'd
rescued from the exploded ship. Thiswas a broken persondlity, and though it was a desperate tragedy,
Krinata's only thought was not ever to have to seethat ook in Jindigar's eyes.

As an athletic-looking Hol ot separated from the guards and stalked toward Desdinda, the Dushau



scrambled to her feet and whirled to face Zinzik. Krinata saw Prey lunge forward asif to foresal
Desdindas move, but Jindigar caught hisarm and held him squirming. She was sure that Jindigar intended
to take that lunge in Prey's place, but just then Desdinda caled out, "Stop! | will provide your confesson.
|, too, have been Oliat."

Jndigar froze. Zinzik stood, raising his hand to stop the gpproaching Holat, triumph lighting hiseyes. She
was sure Jndigar had stopped bregthing, but then she heard hisinarticulate cry of anguish, frustration and
defeqt.

At asngp of Zinzik'swrigt, Six guards closed in around Desdinda. She was snatched off the floor and
pushed along to a chorus of lewd remarks. Their guards gathered them into marching order, Krinataand
Jndigar bringing up the rear thistime. Asthey were about to pass out of the audience chamber, Krinata
glanced back and saw Zinzik take abeamer from one of his guards. She snatched at Jindigar's deeve,
making him turn so as not to be shot in the back.

But the Emperor aimed the wegpon nonchalantly at the Rashion who'd failed to spot Jndigar's favored
friend and drilled him neetly through the lower abdomen.

The creature screamed and fdll writhing. Thetrainer clenched hisfists, but remained unmoving. One of
the other guards asked, "Excdlency, shdl | finishiit off for you?'

"l didn't missmy shot!" replied Zinzik, offended. "Let it die, serving asalesson.”

"Yes Excdlency.”

Krinata noted the man didn't ask at whom the lesson was aimed. She, too, was afraid she knew. Hateis
unbecoming in a Zavaronne. Her mother had dwaystold her that with pride. Thiswasthefirst timein
her life she wanted devoutly to disobey her mother, and she wasn't sure she could refrain from it much

longer.
That's not an Emperor. That's a lowlife!

Asthey were being herded back to their cdlls, Krinataand Bell forced to walk naked, clutching their
clothes, ogled by every passing mae, the Dushau attempted to reorganize so they would be grouped
together instead of scattered oneto acell. But asthey entered the brig corridor, the guards insisted they
regroup with the same cellmates as before.

In the confusion, Krinata saw Ritadinking aong the bulkhead and back into their cell. A scurry wasjust
emerging. The scurry put out an ocular to inspect the cresture, then rolled around it and went on itsway.
Oh, if they take her away from Jindigar...

When the guards were satisfied, they were herded into their cells. Krinata suffered apinch on the rear
from a human male who leered when she jumped and squealed. But then the bars closed between them.

Asthe guards withdrew, Krinata stood holding her breath, waiting for her heart to cam down. But her
native armor crumbled, strained beyond tolerance, and she flung hersdlf onto her cot, curled up in abal
and gave in to gut wrenching sobs.

She wanted to become wholly mindless, obliterating al the redlity about her, but she was aware of Frey
watching in helpless dismay, Storm comforting Bell. Jindigar asked something, and Bell replied that she
didn't know how to help. Krinatawas human, and an aristocrat.

Jndigar said, "Somethingsare universa.”



His whole life has been compromised, and he wants to help me?

The beds, jammed againgt one another, jiggled asthey settled themsdlves. Krinata didn't even have the
srength to fling a cover over her bare back. She buried her streaming nose and eyesin abunch of sheet
and took an orgasmic satisfaction in uncontrolled weeping, wallowing in the shame of such weskness,
Therewas no point in being strong. All waslost anyway.

Jndigar moved onto the cot behind her and began to knead her back. Tentatively at first, and then with
more assurance as she didn't shove him away, he went after the knotted tension with amedic's precision.
The soft, ngpped skin of his handsfelt warm, not pasty soft like the Emperor's nor caloused like the
soldier's. The hard fingertips, lacking nails, were perfect. There was no trace of human masculinity about
him.

Gradudly, shefelt the eruption had spent itself, and she knew she couldn't impose her hysteriaon

everyone eselikethis. She held her breath againgt the hiccups and at last could say, "Thank you. I'm
sorry.”

"For what?' asked Jindigar in awhisper.

Sheturned and saw Bell adeep across Storm'slap, Storm sitting with his head propped against the wall,
eyes closed.

"Bdl's so much more... that wasjust ridiculous of me."
"Areyou embarrassed?’
"Yes Andit'sdl for nothing."

"I don't understand. Y ou did the only thing—" He stopped, his eyes going to the celling, and he put a
finger over her lips. She figured the spy eyes were working, though she could detect no sign of them.

A few seconds later, the eye went off and Jindigar said, "I'm sorry they caught uslikethis. Krinata, would
it help you to know that in another moment, 1'd have broken?!

Suddenly, she redlly was embarrassed. Sheld never felt so with him. "1 would have, too. Besides, what
good did it do? Now Zinzik has hisvolunteer!" The bitterness choked her. *Damn that woman!"

Again he put afinger over her lips. "No. Poor Desdinda. She suffered so from the destruction of her
Oliat. It was her first Oliat, and only her second office. And then, in the midst of that nightmare of loss,
shefdl into the clutches of the most perverted fiend in her private mythology, an Invert. She couldn't
accept help from me, and there was no one else, so she gradudly lost touch with redity. Then shehad to
waich her pet fiend perform the ultimate perversion: sullying the sacred Archive. From her point of view,
everything Dushauni has been wholly soiled and her confession isto amuch lesser crime.

That | was opposed to giving Zinzik what he wanted makesit logically obviousthat it'sthe right thing to
do.

"We can't blame her, Krinata. Desdinda perished the day her Oliat died, because sheld been ingtaled in
an officefar, far beyond her meager talent. It'snot her fault.”

In that weird state beyond hysteria, Krinatals mind replayed the fragment of overheard conversation with
Frey. Now, the young Dushau wasin an upper bunk, curled up facing the wall, trying to ignore his
awareness of Jindigar. She didn't know how she knew, she just knew. "Jindigar,” she asked very softly,
"who did you mean to insult that time you told Frey that | had as much taent as Desdinda?"



Puzzled, he asked, "Y ou heard that, too? I'm sorry.” He gazed at his hands, awkward and embarrassed.
And then apeculiar look suffused hisface, and he glanced over his shoulder at Frey. Frey shuddered and
drew in on himsdf. "No. No, it would never work." Another Shockwave passed over him, and thelook
of wild surmise swept back to Krinata. "How did you know cooperating would make Zinzik stop it?"

"It was the mogt peculiar thing, but then | have thiswild imagination. | suppose years of imagining such
things coupled with the strain must have—"

"Whet things?"

Now it was her turn to be embarrassed. Shetried to evade, but he pursued until she explained how she
often imagined shewas an Oliat officer. "Under stress, | guess my mind was playing tricks on me, trying
to escape redity. Human minds do come up with intuitive solutions to impossible problemswhile trying to
ecapeinto fantasy.” Increasingly embarrassed, she told him of every nuance of her experience evauating
Zinzik. "l must have put it dl together from some unconscioudy noted details around the paace.”

That was the standard explanation, and Krinatafelt he was about to deny it when Rita, cluttering and
puffing, dragged an object over and deposited it on Jindigar'slap, then sat up and preened hersdlf,
expecting areward. Jndigar looked at the oblong box blankly. Then hiswhole demeanor changed, his
eyeslit, and he grabbed the box. Then he saw the pial, set the box in Krinata's hands, and swept the piol
to his chest, murmuring reassuringly.

Krinata turned the thing over and discovered it had a screen on one end. A comunit! Gradudly, it came
to her, and she wrapped afold of sheet over it. "Arla!"

The unit cameto life. "I can't see anything. Krinata, isthat you? Jndigar?'

Jndigar tucked the piol under Krinatas pillow and swept the unit around to face him. "Arla, lisen." And
he reprised their Situation in afew terse words. "'1'd estimate we have no more than Six or seven hours
before Zinzik has what he wants of Desdinda and kills her."

"Kills—" garted Krinata

Jndigar waved her to dlence. "Y ou didn't think he meant any of those lavish promises, did you? How
could he turn loose somebody who'll repudiate every word of that forced confession? Besides, imagine
what awaits on Dushaun for anyone who'd make that recording for him!™

She hadn't thought of that.

Suddenly, Jndigar leaned forward, his head coming down on Krinatal's shoulder as he made ahissing
sound.

Krinatafroze, and amoment later realized it must be the spy-eye check. Jindigar was hiding the
instrument from them. She surreptitioudy checked to make sure Ritawas adeep under the pillow with dl
her limbs covered.

A moment later, Jindigar straightened hastily when Storm said, "Uh, | must have dozed. What's going
on?'

Jndigar explained, ending, "Come, you too, Frey, lisgento Arla."

Engrossed, Krinata didn't even notice that the Dushau had invited a very humanoid male to share her bed
when she was stark naked. They huddled over the comunit, discovering that Arlai had appropriated one
of the scurries belonging to Spindrift, Timespike's Sentient, fabricated thisunit in Timespike's lab and



tuned it only to himsdlf. They were private, aslong asthe spy eye was off.

AsBedl dept peacefully, Arla told them, "My orbit intersects yours every ninety-three minutes, and in six
hours twenty minutes, I'll pass within easy thruster-suit distance. That will be more than hafway through
Timespike's night, and the duty crew will belax.”

"Can you open these bars?' asked Jindigar.

"Wl that's the problem. Spindrift isyoung, passionately dedicated to the Emperor. | got the scurry by a
ruse. He doesn't know I've got it. But if | use the scurry to open the cells, helll know, and trigger all the
dams”

"Y ou could block that, take over—"
"Jndigar, do you want meto destroy Spindrift?’

Surprisingly, Jndigar thought hard. Krinata saw Storm glance worriedly at him. But Jndigar said, "No.
No, Arlal, well find another way. Let's assume we get out of the cells. Where are the thruster suits
dored?'

Arla threw aschematic of Timespike's interior on the screen and showed them the route.

Storm said, "But look, thisis shorter—to the hangar bay. And not al of us are checked out on thruster
auits”

Krinata had been suppressing an urgeto yell, No thruster suits!, telling hersdf not to dlow astupid
phobiato develop. Now she seized the rationa excuse. "What about the children? Does a battleship
carry Cassrian child-szed thruster suits?”'

Glumly, Arlai said, "No, but—"

"So what about the hangar bay?' asked Storm, "It's so close, and time's our worst enemy in thiskind of
operation. Thosein the other cellswill be caught by surprise when we move, and well haveto drag
them—"

"Storm," interrupted Arlal, "that bay contains the Emperor’ s own yacht!™

"S0?" asked the Lehiroh. "After what he's done, stedling hisyacht ssemsamild form of justice. | hope his
favorite art objects are aboard!"

"You don't understand,” argued Arlai. "It'sarebuilt seeker craft, with a class-one Sentient. Y ou'd never
be able to get aboard, let alone break the security sedls.”

"Arlal, you've got that yacht's modified schematics" said Krinata. " Surely—"
"He does?" asked Storm. He looked to Jindigar.

"He does. But hel'sright, that Sentient is programmed for absolute security. And the Emperor'sown
yacht's Sentient— there'd be nothing to do but enthrall it."

Krinatasaw Arla's smulacrum don a stricken expression. "Jndigar,” he pleaded.

"What do you mean, enthrall?" asked Krinatawith asickening feding she knew. Bogey man stories out
of the Corporate League's downfall cameto her: Sentients run wild, fighting among themsalves and for
variousfactions.



Jndigar examined hishandsin hislap. She could fed the bed vibrating under them with his suppressed
emotion, but she couldn't divine what that emotion was.

Arla asked for the unit to be turned so he could get a better view of Jndigar. "Krinata, is Jndigar
sheking?'

Jndigar said, "No," asKrinatasaid, "Yes."
Without warning, the screen went blank.

The carrier beam was Hill there, for the thing emitted light. But Krinata felt a surge of panic and had to
strangle back acry of despair. Then Arlai returned, apologizing. Very formdly, hesad, "I, too, fed a
sense of urgency. Thetechnicians have just broken into my starboard inrationa circuits. They're working
from my original schematics, mapping the modifications asthey go. They've dready done consderable
damage, but when they reach the Oversee-and-Command branching, they'll mindwipe me and
mechanicaly remplant Allegiancy conditioning.”

"Oh, Arla," groaned Jndigar.

"Your troubles are by far worse," said Arla staunchly, "but | tell you this so you may understand
why—Jndigar, | wouldn't—I don't want to—if there's any other way—" He stopped, asif redizing he
was sounding most un-Sentient. "Jindigar, if you order it, I'll enthral the yacht's Sentient. But don't ask
me to sear-out Spindrift.”

"I kept you out of thewars, Arla—" started Jindigar. But then he seemed to recover, weighing
dternatives. The shaking became worse as he cameto adecision. "All right, on my responsibility, a my
command, enthral. But do it carefully. Don't harm.”

Storm chewed hislower lip, regarding Jndigar warily. But Krinata thought he was eva uating the
Dushau's remaining strength, not fearing him as anyone else might after hearing such an order. Storm
asked, "We gtill have the problem of getting out of these cells.”

Jndigar put hisfacein hishands asif to wipe awvay something vile, men faced Arlai squarely.

Softly Frey said, "Jindigar, no."

The older Dushau looked at the younger, and an immense chasm opened. "We can't do it without you."
Prey's eyes went to Krinata. " She hasn't agreed.”

Fixing Krinatawith hiseyes, Jndigar asked, "Arla, could your scurry insert amessage in the food
delivered to the other cells?"

Comprehension dawned on Arlai, who nodded and asked, "Could you? With just three?' Krinatawas
bewildered.

"If Frey agreesand Krinataiswilling to try."
"What?' asked Krinata at last, sensing that the test she had just undergone was by no means ultimate.

"Zinzik isdriving usal to the brink of the unthinkable," said Jndigar. "If theres any hope of saving
Desdindaand, and everything, then thisisthe least immorad of our options."

"What?' demanded Krinata.



THIRTEEN
Predator

"Krinata," said Jndigar, twisting hislong fingers together and contemplating the tangle, "theinsghtsyou
experienced into Zinzik's attitude and function were no fantasy. | didn't redize ... | don't know how |
could have missed it. But | did. It was very unprofessond.”

She put her hand on hisknee. "Jndigar,” she prompted.

He searched her eyes. Storm and Frey watched slently. "I didn't fed you tieinto us. Please believe, the
first | knew of it was when you looked directly at me—something about weighing relative values. | don't
know what you were evauating. Right then, | diced it off. | wouldn't endanger you, certainly not without
your consent." He broke into some obscure Dushauni self-condemning invective.

It finally dawned on her. Not imagining that? It was real? It was the Oliat experience? But there was
no timeto think about it now. Jindigar had a plan to get them out of here, and he was disintegrating
before her eyes. She gripped both his hands firmly, camly.

"Jndigar, that little vison you gave me saved my life. | couldn't have—I couldn't. I'm sorry my
cowardice put Desdinda on the spot, and I'm sorry she couldn't brazen it out. But being sorry won't get
usout of this. Y our plan—however wild—might. I'm willing to try anything. Y ou can only dieonce, and |
don't want to be meet for Zinzik's perverted tortures. I'd rather go down fighting."

"Y ou don't know what you're asking. Every time you've done something for me, you've nearly gotten
killed in some gruesome way. Thiswould be theworst of al.”

Shetried to be hard and commanding. "L et's hear your plan and let me judge whether I'll go for it. And
let Frey judge whether helll go for it. Y ou're not our elected conscience, you know."

The Dushau looked at her strangely. Frey shrugged, a beautiful rendition of the gesture, that said Krinata
had just made sdlf-evident al the arguments againgt the scheme. "Jindigar, you can't be serious. No
Ephemerd ever—"

"Do you know how many thingsI've donein my life that had never been done before?' asked Jndigar
rhetoricaly. "Besides, she'sright. We've nothing to lose but integrity and self-respect, and Zinzik will
snatch those before killing us." He looked to Frey, leaving his handsin Krinatals possession. Y ou have
the most to lose. Y ou understand part of the theory, and some of the risks. Are you willing to become an
Invert? It'salong life ahead of you, boy—"

"Not if | don't risk it." He returned Jndigar's look with asudden fright. Y ou're only planning to invert a
triad subform, aren't you?"

"Well, Desdinda could invade and tetrad. With her monumenta lack of ability, that could leave usdl
insane. | doubt she even understands subform theory, let done—"

"With Krinata as our weskest leg, that—"

"Krinatawould be our strength in that case. Shélll crumbleif we drift, and sheld be especidly vulnerable
to disruption— remember how your first duad was? And if either of you get anywhere near the Archive,
you'l be lost forever. | don't want to catalogue al the horrors. If we've decided to do it, let's not dwell on
falure. There is one, narrow, path to success. Let's concentrate on that aone."”

"That sounds sensible,”" agreed Krinata. "Now—"



"But fird," interrupted Jindigar, "l must be sure you redize you're risking not just your life, but your sanity,
your hedlth, and your reputation—not to mention ethical principles—or endangering your immorta
soul—"

"Wedon't havedl night. Just tell uswhat we're doing!" demanded Krinata. She shuddered at the visons
of horror he conjured. Nothing like that was going to happen. "Y ou're acting asif you're seducing meinto
black megic!"

Jndigar flinched. "Allowing for culturd and speciesdifferences, yes, you could put it that way."

It was Frey who told her. "He's going to be anchor for an Inverted Triad. That's asubset of Oliat Offices
used to affect the environment, not just perceiveit. I've only done afew triads. I'm not at al well trained
init. I've never Inverted. Y ou'll haveto be Focus, of course—that's an Inverted Outreach—"

"No," said Jindigar. "Shewouldn't last three seconds. She has a bit of talent, but has never balanced. She
didn't invade and triad us, Frey, she was leeching us. Unchecked, she'd have had both of usepisodicina
meatter of minutes. You will have to Focus. If | can hold you steady, you've the strength to carry the
energies, and you've experience as sub-Outreach. Krinatals a natural Conceptor.”

To her, heexplained, "That's an Inverted Receptor. The basic talent isavivid visud imagination. Y ou will

conceptudize—imagine—the snapfidd fading, the bars retracting. Frey will take theimage, plusthe raw

energy | provide as Anchored Inverter, and focusit externaly, making it happen. It'saterrible thing to do
tohim—"

"Not asterrible asletting Zinzik have hisway," answered Krinata, finaly beginning to understand this
bogeyman they'd built up. And just as she'd thought, there was nothing to it. It was aform of group
psychokinesis, something that some people could do under |aboratory conditions, and afew species
could dointhefidd. It wasn't any kind of magic, especialy not "black.”

"Y ou're both determined, then?' asked Jindigar.

When they assented, he turned to Storm. "It will be like an Oliat that'slost its Outreach. Y ou won't be
ableto communicate with us, and you'll have to protect us—Krinatamost of al— from anything that
might disrupt her concentration. If she wanders, shell go down and well al go down. As soon asthe
doors open, I'll attempt to shift officesto Dissolver, that's an Inverted Protector, but that's what it takes
to dismantle one of thesetriads. I'm not sureif | can do that on the move. Y ou four will haveto get us
moving and keep usmoving. Carry us, if necessary, dl the way to the landing bay. If | can doiit, we
should be dissolved when we reach the yacht. If | fail, we may al be dead. If Desdindainvades...”

"We're not dwelling on negatives, remember?’ interrupted Krinata. "When do we sart?"

They began preparations, Jndigar arranging every detail. While the Lehiroh studied the route to the
yacht, Jindigar entrusted Ritato Storm's care, composed messages to send to the other cells, gave Arlai
gpecific ingtructions on enthralling the yacht's Sentient, woke Bell and briefed her, made Krinata get
dressed and stare at the array of cellsthey could make out obliquely from their own until she could seeit
with her eyes closed, and gave Frey some exercises.

"All right, now," said Jindigar grimly, "let's see if we can work a proper subform: Krinataas
sub-Receptor; you as sub-Outreach; me, sub-Center. We must know when the others get the messages.
All the cellslook just like thisone. Y ou know who isin each cell. Krinata, you're going to seefor us,
what is going on among the others."

He had them settle down, himsalf supine, one leg crooked, one arm thrown over hiseyes. Frey sat



againg thewall, hislegs arched over Jindigar's feet, and Krinata curled up by the snapfield, where she
could see a bit of shaftway and other snapfields. Presently, shefelt adight pressure on her forehead—no,
Jndigar'sarm on his own forehead. Then there was afield of indigo darkness—no, Frey seeing the cell
lightsthrough closed eydlids.

Rinperee, and Trassle with his children were sleeping. Terab sat beside the snapfield, glumly
contemplating nothing. In another cell, Trassle's wife, and two Dushau, were sleeping. One of the
human men and one of the Lehiroh were playing with improvised dice.

Unaccountably, that cell was interesting. She stayed there until gradually, her perception began to shift,
narrowing to the dice. They weren't just bits of chipped stone with numbers carved on them. They were
dancing masses responding to the laws of probability. But those laws were warped around the two men.
Anideanudged itsway to her. She could make the dicefal aparticular way.

She visudized the highest score. On the second try, it worked.

And again, and again, regardless of who won. Until the only way they ever fell was high-score. The
human accused the Lehiroh of chesting. But the Lehiroh denied it, abstractedly contemplating the dice.
Then he scanned the celling, the walls, and his eyes cameto rest in Krinata's direction. Stunned, he
muttered an awed expletive. Then, asif she were standing beside him, she heard, "Jindigar?”

Theimpulseto answer came, but she couldn't. The Lehiroh deduced what Jndigar's group was doing,
however, explained quickly to his companion, sure they had aplan. As he was waking the others, the
pand in the wall opened and produced their dinner, plus aread-once message capsule.

The scene shimmered as she became aware of the aroma of food. The cell around her became
Substantia, the awareness of two other views of it remaining. It wasn't like looking through Dushau eyes,
her brain wouldn't be able to interpret the wide-angle, multi-image messages from Dushau eyes. Rather,
shewas aware of their understanding of then- visud fields, and acutely aware of the focus of their
atention.

"Adjourned,” announced Jndigar with asigh. He sat up, grabbing Frey. "Do you redize what we did?"

"Inverted,” he said dully, but there was resignation init, not horror. Then he said to Krinata, "Y ou're

They ate because they knew they'd need the strength. Then Jindigar reassembled them, saying, "Krinata,
just likewith the dice. Sit here, see the shaftway, and imagine the cells clear of fidldsand bars.”

She felt as she once had waking from a severe fever: things not quite rea; eyestoo lazy to focus, mind
not wanting to concentrate. But she asked, "'If you can do this'adjourning’ why do you have to shift
positions and dissolve us before we get clear? It'd be safer to ran like this.”

"This effort will take much more energy. It'sdifferent. Believe me, Krinata, | know what I'm doing.”

"Oh, | do." Despite the spaced-out, aching stretch of a burning fever, the detached bemusement that
prevented her from redlly enjoying what was happening as sheld dways dreamed she would, she knew
sheld treasure this memory forever asthe highpoint of her life.

When they'd settled again, she knew those in the other cells were prepared now. She leaned back
againg thewall, and let hersdlf into afever-dream where the fields faded and the bars withdrew, freeing
them all. She even remembered to open the gate a the end of the brig shaftway. The guard there had to
be adeep at hispost. The surveillance crew manning the spy eyes were more interested in agame where



the stakes were the first chance to rape the prisoners.
She set up the entire scenario with loving detail asif it were one of her favorite dreams.
Then it happened. The sizzle of the force field disappeared. The bars retracted into the bulkhead.

But Krinatawasn't aware of it as more than aminor annoyance. She was into her dream. She saw

Jindigar get to hisfeet and wander out into the corridor, and she followed with Prey, Storm at her hedls,
tucking Ritaingde his shirt. Bell clambered over the rumpled beds and tumbled after them. People were
emerging dl around them. Thethree of them remained floating in asllent communion. The group moved.

A scurry rolled into the brig corridor and reversed in place, leading them. Arlal said, "Follow me," from
the comunit. It's his scurry, imagined Krinata

The brig security barricade at the end of the hall was aso retracted, and two Holot drowsed at their
dation.

Everyonefiled by slently, except the Cassrians, whose chi-tin clicked on the deck surface.

Twice during their slent wending through shaftways, crew-members marched by. Krinataimagined they
didn't spot the ragtag line of escapees. Then, just after a detachment of armed guards swept by, Jndigar
wilted into Storm's arms, gasping, shaking. The edges of her perceptions blurred, twisting into nightmare
shapes—Desdinda's face, but sheimagined it away. They were safe, surrounded by their four Lehiroh
Outriders. Sheld seen them fight once. They went on. Findly, they cameto a hatch with a pressure-sedl
light over it. The scurry signaed it open, and they started in. Two of then- Lehiroh dedlt with the duty
guard expediently. Krinata became aware thiswasn't a dream. The other two viewpoints, the fever
weakness and ache were fading.

With arhythmic rattle, awall of bright armor appeared between them and the yacht lying initscradle.
Imperid armor, imperial emblems seen from four separate viewpoints swam hypnoticaly in her mind.
She tumbled back into dream, but now it was not under her contral. It was nightmare.

She could only see onething a atime, and could not by any force of will lift her attention from that thing.

Beamer fire crisscrossed around them, flashing off deck and bulkheads. Krinata appreciated the beautiful
pattern with only periphera awarenessthat it was deadly.

A Lehiroh sent an armored man into agraceful cartwhed , to land in ahegp. Krinatastared helplesdy at
him while hetried to rise, only to be smashed by the body of acomrade whirling down on top of him.

A swath was cleared through the armor, and Desdindawas there, seated in achairmobile, the fourth
viewpoint, distorted, blackened around the edges.

AsJindigar stlaggered to Desdinda, Krinata saw hisface coming toward hersdf, twisted into aferd
deathmask. Prey cut off the view, grabbing Krinata by the shoulders, capturing her eyes. We've been
invaded, distorted into a tetrad. We must rebalance. Trust Jindigar. It was her own thought, not
Prey's, shewas absolutely certain. But she could not have thought at al had he not been there.

Y et Prey was more frightened than she, looking to her for courage. And she found it. Grabbing hiswrigt,
she pulled him forward, their four Lehiroh moving with them, keeping them in abox free of the squirming,
scrambling dogfight al around them.

They enclosed Jindigar in their zone of peace, and Krinata began to drag Desdinda's chair and Jindigar
with them toward the yacht. Miraculoudy, the entire fight went with them. She went back to imagining



Truth's complement winning through to the yacht entry, leaving unconscious troopers behind them.

Trasde stole abeamer, cutting down six troopers before he was stopped by aHolot. Their own Holot
tackled that trooper and grabbed his weapon. Combined fire made the remaining troopers hit the deck as
the Truth's complement scrambled for the yacht, Jndigar dragging Desdinda.

Then it happened. The world flipped insde-out. The four viewpoints overlapped and spun out of control.
The refugees shriveled into twisted horrors, mere caricatures of people. They dripped ichor and babbled
in garbled screams. Everything they touched steamed asif sullied by acid.

Krinatafelt her own body covered with ugly growths that oozed puss. Her hands became instruments of
torture to the one she touched—Desdinda. And Desdindawas the only pure thing, the only salvation for
them dl. They must touch her, yet dared not for it destroyed her.

Paralyzed in thisvision, Krinata was stunned when something hard and smooth crashed into her and sent
her spinning. Dazed, sherose, surprised to find her body returned to normal. Troopers had broken
through the L ehiroh defense. Teaming up, two by two, the Lehiroh turned on the guards, tossing them
about like dollswith the fury of their outrage. One trooper landed on top of Desdinda. Six others cut
through and swept Desdinda and their comrade away. One enterprising trooper, noting how weak
Jndigar was, gathered him into afireman's carry and lunged for freedom. But Storm tackled the man and
dragged Jindigar loose.

Simultaneoudly, one of the Lehiroh collected Frey from where held been tossed as another pulled Krinata
up, tilted her over his shoulder and ran for the ramp into the yacht, followed in close order by dl the rest
of the escapees.

By the time they had taken out the yacht's onboard guards, Jindigar was on hisfeet, leaning heavily on
Storm. No one had spoken to the three of them, had barely looked at them, making no attempt to
communicate with them, asif they were a congtituted Oliat.

Jndigar led them to the bridge, panting, bleeding from ashalow cut over one eye, limping dightly from a
wrenched muscle. Gathering the triad, one hand on Krinatas left shoulder, one hand on Prey'sright, he
caught their eyes. Krinatafelt an odd dizziness as shelooked into their eyes and into her own from theirs.
But it closed acircuit, and her breathing calmed. Horror receded.

Gradudly, awareness of looking into her own eyesfaded, and she was hersdf looking at them.
"Adjourned," said Jndigar. "Best | can do right now." His head drooped, and he let go of Frey to hug
Krinata. "l amost logt us. I'm sorry.” He hugged Frey. "l wish | had, your talent!"

All business, then, he sumbled toward the control stations, tumbled into a chair and surveyed the
instruments. Trasde was aready working over aboard, next to Terab. AsKrinatafound the captain's
chair, Rinperee did into a navigating station.

"Arla?" asked Krinata, scanning the controls.
"l have her. It will be asif you werea my helm, Krinata" But hisvoice sounded strained.

While the passengers secured themselves, Krinata studied the controls with rising panic. "None of this
looksfamiliar." Sheld learned Truth's boards, but had never studied piloting.

Jndigar sad, "l studied the schematics, remember?' Hisvoice held aburr of tension, and it seemed to
echo in her mind. He leaned across Terab's station and flipped switchesin front of Krinata. "Arlai?

Ready?'



"Do you see the vacuum telltae?!
"It'son. Weretight."

"That'swhat my reading says. No time for afull check. They'retrying to grab control of the bay doors
back from me." The bay doors opened, and they swooped out into space. Terab and Trasse cheered.
Jndigar drew hisknees up to hischin, visbly shuddering. Krinatafelt asif gun muzzlesweretrained on
her back.

"Tweveminutes," said Arlai. "I'm moving out of orbit to track and lock on. Well detime in tandem.
Rinperes?’

Shed taken aboard behind Krinata. " Stand by."

Krinata shivered asthe hairs on her neck stood up. Jindigar raised his head to watch her as she worked
with Arlai to set the course. "I'm sorry | couldn't make the Dissolution. | will as soon aswere clear."

It was asif she were touching the fields of amagnetic bottle. Her skin crawled. "Krinata, don't lose your
nerve now. It'sjust aleskage—"

"What's leaking?' Her voice shook.
"Joint awareness. | judge they're preparing to fire on us. That'slogicdl.”

"Confirmed," said Arlai. "Beamcannon coming into focus. They've got enough juice to take out a seeker.”
Then hisvoice changed. "Weve got trouble. The human maleleft as helm watch onboard Truth just
woke up and discovered I'm active. He's attacking my circuits.” There was an anguished cry, "Jindigar,
hdp!"

Krinatas heart legped, asif it would tear holesin her chest, her whole body wanting to lungeto Arlai's
ad. Jndigar straightened, then drove hisfingers over the board before him, pulling up an image of Frey
somewhere back in the yacht. "With me! Weve got to take out the guard onboard Truth before we get
there, or Arla will havetodoit!"

Krinata saw Frey swallow hard and agree. Jindigar turned to her, and when their eyes met, she tumbled
back into nightmare, three diverse scenes—a fourth lurking darkly as Desdinda fought back to
consciousness somewhere—and she said, hearing her voice echo oddly, "What can we do?' « "Imp,”
sad Jndigar. "A mad piol isamatch for most men. Imagine thelook on that man'sfaceif abundle of
claws, teeth and fur attacks him." His voice echoed oddly, too, but even after he stopped, the idea
flowed through her mind in vivid pictures.

Sheknew Truth's bridge, knew how Imp would find the man sprawled as Jindigar had, legs protruding
from an access panel, probably wearing green polka-dot pgjamas. She saw the whole thing as Imp, fed
up with thisintruder, worried at the man's bare toes until he crawled out to bat a the pest. Imp went for
the throat. The man threw the spitting bal of fur acrossthe bridge to land in the captain's chair. But Imp
launched himsdf again, and the man ran for aweapon.

Arla dammed emergency bulkheads shut, herding the intruder while Imp harried hishedsdl theway. At
the last, Imp threw himsalf on the man's back, and the man careened into awall smashing Imp hard. The
piol did down limply asthe man, bleeding now from severa superficia cuts, opened the hatch marked
wegpons and stalked into the dark, tumbling head over hedsinto the aft refuse bin. Arlai had changed the
labd justintime,

Her daydream was shattered when the deck bucked under her. " Screens up!” said Arla in hisbusiness



voice, then added, "Imp isn't serioudy hurt, and I've only lost afew sensors.” In another tone, he added,
"Jndiga—"

Krinatafet the multiawareness fade as Jndigar adjourned them again. He answered Arla, "Not now."
Hefolded in on himsdlf, groaning. In asidewise flash, she saw histeeth were paing.

The next shot rattled them hard, but shidds held.

"I'vetaken ahit,” announced Arlai, and coolly produced a damage report of which Krinata understood
not aword.

Krinata heard hersdlf, but didn't believe her own words, nor the suddenicy calm in her voice. "I'm going
to havetofirethese guns, Arlai. Can | doit? Maybeit will keep them from firing at uslong enough to get

avay.'

"I'm not permitted wegpons, Krinata, nor isyour onboard programmed into them,” answered Arlai, and
she detected trueregret in histone. ™Y our fire control ison manual. But Jndigar's at that board. Targeting
isby digitd caculators and non-Sentient live-tools."

She had to try. Shelocked her board to Arlai and scrambled around to Jindigar's station. The big Dushau
was huddled with hisfeet on his seat and his head buried between his knees. He was shaking violently, as
if inafit. She could fed aragged blackness eating away at the periphery of her avareness. It had
Desdindaflavor, amad distortion, growing with every passng minute.

"Arlal, show mewhat to poke when," demanded Krinata

A display lit on her board, the orange light turning Jndigar asickly color. One of the switches on the
display began to flash. "Thisisyour fire-control rack. One, Three, and Five are armed. Aim by centering
this screen mechanism.” Cross hairs appeared over the image of Timespike, and the centering controlslit
up. Any idiot could doit.

"Timespike isrecharging and maneuvering for advantage. Y ou have eighty seconds before they can hit
you six timeswith their beamers while sending three more missiles after me. The yacht will buck when
you fire—it haslousy gravity control. Y ou've got seeker missiles, Krinata—three hits could totally
destroy that battleship, which carriesacrew of six hundred. I've taken another hit. Rinperee, give me
those numbers quickly or | won't be able to program them. I've got onboard tires.”

Rinperee's voice began to drone numbers.

They had to have Arlai if they wereto live through this, for the seeker craft could barely accommodate
them packed in like sardines. But to fire on that ship wasto strike at the heart of the Empire.

She could see Zinzik leering, fed hishand on her back, smell the breath of his minion as he undressed
her, and was amazed that she found hersalf hesitating.

Jndigar: custodian of aliving memory longer than human history; atrue prince of his people; aman who
could beinwardly ripped to shreds by the torments of others; aman of loyalty and honor such as her
father had dways cdled worthy of an Emperor's respect; aman the Emperor had tortured by the choice
between hisloyalty to hisfriends and his honor-bound duty to his people and dl the civilizations yet to
come in the galaxy. The thought of what had been done to Jindigar was dmost enough to make her
drike.

She thought of Trasde's proof that Zinzik had taken the throne by aruse. There hadn't been timeto be
sure the evidence was solid. Shefdlt it was, but she had no proof.



Jndigar put ahand on her wrist. She looked at him, seeing aslent battle there. He's holding Desdinda
out of our triad. He can't keep it up much longer.

A sde monitor screen lit showing the Time spike's bridge. Zinzik wasthere, in full ceremonids, leaning
toward the pickup. Desdinda, once again in achairmobile, sat behind him. "Surrender, or be destroyed,”
he decreed, asif it were of no moment to him which they chose. But therewasalight in hiseye that
seemed familiar. He enjoyed pain, preceded by as much torment as possible.

It was the same expression sheld seen on his face when he disposed of that poor Rashion. His eye roved
their bridge contemptuoudy until he saw Jindigar. " So you survive again! Well, not for long." He grabbed
aweapon from one of his guards, the ugly smile broadening as he pointed it at Desdindas head. "Y ou
think I don't remember what happened when Fedeawarn died? Bring that ship back to its docking
bay—gently— and maybe you won't die asyour Oliat did.”

She felt theimpact of those words on Jindigar, like flint shards coated with acid, driven deep into the
half-healed wounds of mind. The pain blinded her. She couldn't bresthe. Couldn't move. But she could
see Zinzik's face, the same twisted leer as at the moment he'd shot the Rashion.

As hiseyes narrowed, and his hand tightened on the grip of the beamer, she summoned every last ounce
of strength in her, and dammed her open pam down over the row of switches, firing al weaponson the
flagship of the Empire.

Simultaneoudy, their ship recoiled, and she grabbed at Jndigar to keep from faling. Jndigar screamed,
"No!" Theworld went crazy, color blotches smearing, sounds expanding and contracting, and that horrid
gmileloomed closer and closer, filling her mind. But the smile was on Jindigar'sface.

Eyes squeezed shut, she denied that perception with al her soul and clung to the warm napped shoulders
as he clung to her. He had lost the battle to keep Desdinda at bay.

Then he pushed Krinata away, shaking her.

She stared into Jndigar's swirling, haunted eyes. The two of them—the four of them—the two of them.
Perception oscillated as he tried to cut them off from Desdindaand Frey. But he couldn't shatter what he
had built. His sense of panic a what wasto come hit her.

The screen display went fire bright, and she hid her eyes againgt the top of Jindigar's head. She didn't fedl
his grip tighten as they were both swept away into avortex of intense pain. Hot lances of fire entered her
eyeballs and pierced to the back of her brain. An explosion of fear turned to ravening panic.

She couldn't breathe. Her skin prickled. Her eyesfelt too big for her head. Her mouth fell open so wideit
amost split her cheeks and she screamed. It went on and on and on until shefdt the universelog, and
shewastumbling into hell to remain forever at the outer brink of sanity.

And then, with a snap like abone breaking, it was over. She was on the deck, Rinperee bending over
her as Storm eased Jindigar from his chair onto the deck beside her.

Arla announced, " Timespike has been destroyed. Stand by to detime, elghty-three seconds.”
Terab scrambled to Krinatal's helm station.

"Three seeker craft astern,” announced Arlai. "They're ranging, and we're pursued by Timespike's
missiles, but we can't take evasive action now."

Trasde stepped over Jindigar and took the weapons station. "Arlal, how do wefire sern missiles?”



Arla ingtructed him, then reported, "Y ou got one! Another's chasing one of my landers.™ Then, "Detime!™

The screenswent gray. Krinata pulled herself up using Rinperee. She could make out atiny white blip
accompanying them. "That'sgot to be Arlal," she said.

Rinpereelooked at her with new hope. "Yes, it'sArla." Sheturned to Jndigar. "Were away free, that is,
if you are—"

"Well bedl right,” he managed. When he spoke, hisvoice didn't echo, and she saw only through her
OWn eyes Now.

Krinata bresthed a deep, shuddering sigh. It was over. They'd madeit. All the horrors he'd predicted
hadn't come to pass, though the horrors that had were worse. | killed the Emperor— maybe the whole
Allegiancy. But, no. She'd seen for hersdlf; the Allegiancy was dead aready. And the man she had killed
was certainly no Emperor, and the crew of his ship no better than he. She regretted their deaths, but
didnt fed like avengeful murderer.

She knelt beside Jndigar, embracing him to gtill the tremorsthat swept both of them now. The warmth
helped chase the amputated feeling away. In afew days, they'd be at Phanphihy, anew world and a
new life. There would be nightmares, but they'd fade. They werefree.

The smell of smoke and singed fur intruded, and suddenly Ritawas prying her way between Jindigar's
legs, licking hisface. A patch on her back was ill smoking, and she whimpered pleadingly for Jndigar's
attention.

The tremorslessened. He uncurled, gently taking the piol into hislap. Helooked up at Krinataand
amiled. "I hopelmp likes Rita."

He'sinterested in life again. He'll recover, too.



