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To my parents and my brother, whose pride makesit all worth doing.

For ease of comprehension in the English text, all Braxin words have been rendered in the Basic Mode
regardless of context.

One
BEGINNING:
1

He stands like a statue, perfect in arrogance. Because his people love bright colors he wears only gray
and black; because they revere comfort, he is dressed uncomfortably. His people are flamboyant, and
display their bodies with aggressive sexuality; heis entirely concealed by his costume. Tight-fitting gloves
and boots cover his extremities and a high collar conceals his neck. His skin is as pale as human skin can
be, but even that is not enough—cosmetics have been layered over his natural complexion until amask of
white conceals his skin from the prying eyes of commoners. Only his hair is uncovered, arich mass of true
black, as eloguent as a crown in proclaiming hisright to power. It is moderate in length because another
people, enemy to his own, wear their hair long; his beard and mustache are likewise traditional— the men
of that other race do not have facial hair.

Heisvery tired. And he will not show it.

Thetiny shuttle spirals downward, from the orbiting Cita-del to the center of Braxi's largest continent.
Inside there is only one compartment; Vinir sharesit with his servant, who operates the vehicle. For the
lesser man's benefit he main-tains the image of racia superiority which is as much a part of him as the
black and gray he always wears and the ancestral sword at his side. Let the servant observe that he is not
tired—he is never tired—the situation does not exist which can tire him. Now and then he catches the man
glanc-ing at him, when he thinks he is not being observed. What is he wondering now? Vinir muses. Isthe
man human after all? Or perhaps: Can it be true that we are members of the same race? The answer
to either question will, hopefully, be negative.

"If you desireto sit. Lord. .. ."

"l am content."

In truth, he is exhausted. His nation, embracing war at every opportunity, isless than efficient during
peacetime, and in such periods the government is the most crippled of al. This day was bad enough, trying
to sort out domestic prob-lems without the excuse of military priority to use when it was convenient. Then,
just as the Kaim'eri were about to leave, Miyar chose to introduce the current Peace for review. That
meant at least atenth of dreary emotional confrontations and a thorough rehashing of historic precedent
before they could even begin to discuss the real issue: when—and how— the current treaty with Azea
should be broken.

Fools! Vinir thinks. Someday the moment will be right, so unexpected or so profitable that we will
know, simply know, the time has come. That's how we've always functioned—why-pretend that it's
different?



Itisvery late. Vinir is grateful when the shuttle slows to a perfect landing outside his house. He nods his
approval to the pilot and steps with false vitality down from the shuttle. Not long now, and then he can rest.
The Mistress of his House iswaiting, asis her custom, to greet him as he passes through the forehouse

and into the great entrance foyer which separates public edifice from pri-vate domain. She has a cut-gold
vial in one hand and a cord of ringsin the other, and hands him the former without word. He removes the
stopper from the vial and drinks its contents. Immediately the mild restorative begins to take effect; he feels
the exhaustion of the day loosen its hold on him.

"Records?" she asks.

Henods. "I'll go over them."

She spills the handful of golden ringsinto his upturned palm. In the old days it was his custom to review
the state of his household each night when he returned to its confines; now, with peace slowing his work to
apainful crawl, there are nights when he lacks the energy to give it the attention it deserves.

It isn't necessary, really. Sen'ti is both loyal and capable and has proven her worth a thousand times over.
But trust doesn't come easily to a Braxana, hot even between the sexes, ,and he feels more comfortable
knowing he has con-firmed her work. With everything in her hands, from the finances of his House to his
most tenuous political ties, he cannot be overcautious.

He motions for her to follow him as he strides through the foyer, to the massive staircase which
dominates the building's center. Made of the finest natural woods, adorned with works of polished stone, it
isamonument to the more barbaric side of the Braxana. Momentarily he regrets the law which forbids the
presence of alift or transport in any Braxana house. A pointless complaint. That law and otherslike it
guarantee physical activity and Vinir has often supported them; never-theless, at times like this he would
prefer that something else did the work of getting him to the top floor of his home, where the private rooms
of the Master of the House are traditionally located.

They pass servants. These are common Braxins, brown-haired and light-skinned in limitless variety but
without the harsh contrast of the Braxanathat sets that tribe apart from all others. They stand back in awe
as Vinir passes, overwhelmed by the image he projects.

The Lord and Kaim'erais a beautiful man; all of histribe are. They bred for strength and beauty once
and the results are breathtaking. If common Braxins worshipped gods they might try to apply a supernatural
label to Vinir and hiskind, in the hope of understanding them. The Braxana are flawlessin beauty,
unequaled in arrogance, tireless and without emo-tional weakness. What more could a nation ask of its
rulers—or its gods?

"I'll be glad to reach my own rooms," he says softly, and the Mistress of his House nods her
understanding.

Two large doors separate his private wing from the rest of the building. Uniformed guards open them at
his approach and seal them securely behind him; in the privacy of his own wing he prefers the human
anachronism to more efficient but unpleasantly modern portal mechanisms.

"Well, we are alone," he says, by which he means that only members of his tribe are permitted beyond
this boundary. He feels more comfortable among them, and certainly is freer to relax. They must never see
beneath his mask of competence to discover within him any human weakness, but as for the image of racia
superiority they are as much dependent upon it as he is, and unlikely to betray him on that point.

"We debated the treaty for two tenths," he says with scorn. "And wel'll debate it again tomorrow—and
the day after, too, most likely." He dips into the Basic speech mode, which is the language of the lower
classes and does not contain the tiring complexity of the Braxana dialect. "Person-aly, | think it'stimeto
accept that Azea anticipates our action and therefore we need to move not when it's most viable militarily,
but when it would be most unexpected.”

"Y ou have something in mind, | gather."

He pulls aringreader out from the wall and adjustsit. "There's a colony on Lees—Red'resh Threg, if you
will— which | believe could be ours for the asking. A fair bit of mineral wealth, a decent position for a
Braxin outpost, but not so desirablein either category that Azeawould anticipate a move there."

"Y ou suggested this?*

He shrugged. "What's the point? We have to put in our time arguing the basics, first. We always do.
There's more emotion than reason evident when atreaty first startsto wear thin . . . what's this?'

One by one he has been dropping the golden rings on the reader and surveying their information on a
small screen. Now his gloved finger rests against that screen, pointing to a particular figure among the
population statistics of his House.

"I don't have that many Braxana," hetells her sternly. "Not purebred.”

"Y ou do now, Kaim'era." Sheissmiling. "K'siva gave birth today. Y ou have a son, my Lord."



He is astonished. The Braxana are nearly sterile—the price paid for that inbreeding which guaranteed
their beauty. True, he had known that K'siva was pregnant; how could he fail to, when they had gone
through an involved ritual of Seclusion to assure the child's paternity? But too many children con-ceived by
his people are lost before or during childibirth, and so pregnancy is more a cruel deception than a hope or
prom-ise, never discussed, rarely acknowledged, and sometimes genuinely forgotten.

"Alive..." hewhispers.

"And healthy. They're waiting for you."

Therings are forgotten as he nods for her to lead him. He never dared hope for this moment. The men of
his bloodline more often sire daughters than sons, to which rule he has been no exception. But a son—histo
raise, histo influence in that strange mixture of genetic tendency and parental condi-tioning which resultsin
adulthood. Quite different, he thinks, from being informed third-person of the birth of a daughter, and long
overdue.

His Mistress leads him into one of the many guest rooms of the Braxanawing and there leaves him.
Awaiting him is a woman whose beauty once seduced him to repeat the mistake of his ancestors. But in
this case, had not the old fears been proven unfounded? K'sivawas Zarvati, like himself, yet the union had
proven fruitful. If the child had shown any promise of the physical or mental handicaps that might come of
such inbreeding it would have been put to death immediately, and Vinir would have been informed—if he
was told anything at all—of its fillbirth. A pure Zarvati child! How magnificant it might be, how great it
might become! And a man's only son should be outstanding.

"Lady," he says softly. Braxana are rarely gentle; thisis one of those times. "There aren't words, even in
our lan-guage, which can express my joy—or my gratitude."

She smiles, parting the bundle in her arms until atiny faceisvisible. "Perfect in al things,” she promises.
And then she holds the child out to him. ™Y our son, Kaim'era."

Awkwardly, he takes the tiny body from her. Then instinct takes over and he knows how to hold it, just
so. He forces himself to look up from the tiny face for amoment. "Ask what you will," he offers. "My
House will supply it. Ask even to be kept and it will be done.”

"I have my own House," she answers, smiling, indicating by her refusal of the second offer that she will
accept the first. But later, after thought. A promise made at a birthgiving will be kept.

With anod that serves both to thank and dismiss her, Vinir carries the tiny bundle that is his son outdoors,
to the wide terrace which marks the outer boundary of his private wing. There in the starlit night he triesto
come to terms with the miracle that this birth represents. Overhead the stars shine brightly through the dark
Void that Braxi has conquered. The moon, Zhene, has just risen, and it glows with the sun's reflected glory:
aprotective forcefield glistens about it and its airlocks are silver circles against the whiteness. Beyond it,
beyond sight, lies the vastness of Braxi's territory. And di-rectly overhead at thistime of night isthe
greatest battle-ground known to humankind.

"I giveyou this," he whispers, overcome by new and strange emotions. "When you're old enough to
demand it, it'll be yours. As much power as asingle man can wield, in the greatest multistellar territory man
has ever known. | can't give you more. . . ."

He is suddenly aware of the emptiness above him. Peace reignsin the darkness where there should be
war. "I'm sorry you were born in peacetime,”" he says quietly. "A bad omen. If | had known you would be
here. . ." What? Could he have convinced the Kaim'eri to break the treaty in celebration of asingle birth?
Among a people where war was so valued and children so priceless, anything was possible. "It wouldn't do
to name you now," he muses. "Not in peacetime.” What, then? Would the Kaim'eri agree to break atreaty
so that his son might be named? His laughter rings out in the darkness. Why not? Many of them would
welcome such an excuse. And the timing! Azeawould never anticipate such amove. Yes. . . .

"I'll give you war for your birth-celebration and Azean blood to seal your two names—one for your
Braxana soul and one for the world, so that al will know in addressing you that they can never reach
beyond the surface. Except for women, sometimes." A faint smile plays across hislips. "You'l learn that
soon enough.”

His barbaric ancestors had presented their newborn infants to the stars, offering their souls to the powers
which lit the sky. He stands beneath those same stars and holds his son tightly in hisarms. Heistoo
civilized to make the ancient offering, but too primitive to ignoreits call entirely. A mo-ment of silence
servesin place of invocation. But contempla-tion of the night makes him all too aware of the peace which
reigns overhead—ypeace which insults the traditions of his people and casts gloom over even a purebred
birthgiving. Peace which hasto end. Soon.

With alast scornful glance at the overly tranquil sky, Vinir carries his newborn son indoors.



The Emperor is aghast.

"What did they say?"

Patiently, the messenger repeats himself. "Braxin forces have taken the Azean colony on Lees," he
recites slowly. "This constitutes open defiance of the" (he consults his notes) "nine hundred and eighty-fifth
Comprehensive Peace Treaty between Braxi and Azea."

"Yes, yes, | know al that. What were their grounds—tell me that again.”

The messenger readsit verbatim. "Kaim'era Vinir, son of Lanat and Kir'la, wishes to give his son the
public name of Zatar. Therefore the Kaim'erate considers the current peace treaty invalid and without
binding force."

Slowly the Emperor leans back in histhrone. "Yes. That's what | thought you said."

2

It is an undebated fact that the planet Azeaisin all ways hostile to human life. Not openly forbidding, as
are those planets lacking an atmosphere or having a surface tempera-ture near absolute zero, but
nonetheless hostile to that life-form which fate has chosen to place upon its surface. The poisons which
laceits air are subtle; they arrive with the swirling winds and depart with equal invisibility, leaving death as
the only witness to their passing. The native vegeta-tion is mildly toxic to the human system; the native
fauna, weaned on uncertain air and parasite-laden water, cannot be tamed or (unless specially prepared)
eaten.

The people living on this planet have learned to adapt. They have had to. They have mastered that
science which determines the patterns of heredity and they have turned this mastery, not to the purposes of
biological conflict, but upon themselves.

Envision them: a people marked forever by adesire to survive on their own terms. Another race would
have stressed agriculture and reached to the stars for plants that would thrive in the hostile Azean soil. This
race designed a digestive system capable of expelling the local toxins and programmed it into their
descendants. Another people would have built domes and lived eternally under their protection, aways
fearful that some disaster would break open the life-giving shells and admit the native air. These people
designed lungs that would not constrict in agony and introduced them into the anatomy of their descendants.
The solution was long in com-ing, for Azean genetics was only in its birth-pangs when the planet made its
first harsh demands. Many died while wait-ing. But as a statement of success or failure there is ulti-mately
only this: Azeaisinhabited.

They are a golden people, homogeneous and unified. They take their mates from their own race and
enjoy moderate, monogamous pleasures. All thisis programmed into them. Birth defects are athing of the
past, as are hereditary weaknesses and inherited disease tendencies. Azeans live longer than any other
Scattered Race, an ironic compensation for the death which plagued their early ancestors.

Asfor genetics, that science must work hard to find unconquered horizons. The stellar reaches are
spotted with government-financed I nstitutes whose goal is to speed up the process of evolution—as Azea
definesit. Scientists sift through piles of data to isolate those genetic codes which determine telepathy,
longevity—any desirable trait which might other-wise be lost in a sea of dominant normalcy. Once they
have isolated the proper genetic sequence they can program it into each new member of the race, saving
(they believe) millennia of otherwise slower devel opment.

Darmé Iyu Tukone and Suan lir Aseirin are typical of their kind. They have richly golden skin because
some scientist once thought it would be an aesthetic ideal; they have white hair because dark hair marks
their enemies, the Braxins. Their first child has been conceived and now, with the cele-brating concluded,
the pair obediently proceeds to the nearest Center for Analysis and Adjustment to have it tested. What-ever
might be wrong with the child, this couple knows Azean science can easily remedy it long beforeit leaves
the womb.

If Azeaiswilling.

In a science where almost nothing goes wrong, something has gone wrong. Thereis agitation in



departments which have previously known only efficient calm; messages flash to and from the Capital
Planet, and at |ast to the couple themsel ves.

The child is not Azean.

That islay language: the child, of course, is predominantly Azean. But patterns of heredity have surfaced
which do not fit the Azean mold—genetic sequences which indicate that the child's founding line has not
been so purely golden asits parents would wish to believe.

Theimage of ayoung girl is flashed across analytic screens. Slight of build, she stands as afemale of
another race would— shorter than the male. Her mother, who like al Azean women is as tall as her man,
shudders. The child's skin iswhite, colorlesdy Braxin in appearance. Her father, a Security offi-cer, turns
away from theimage. Hair like blood, deep red and shining, pours unnaturally down over her shoulders.
Other subtle differences are recorded below the image, and they al add up to one thing: the race
responsible for the child's appearance is unknown, found nowhere in Azean genetic filesor even in the lore
of Azeds part of the galaxy. Y et oncein each line of descent it infiltrated perfect Azean stock, to leaveits
recessive mark for future generations to discover. And now that mark has surfaced,

Mother and father are investigated.

Darmel lyu Tukoneis an Imperia Servant with the highest Security clearance. He is atranscultural
scholar with a spe-cialty in Braxin/Azean exchange; there are less than half a dozen in the Empire who
have mastered such studies. Called the Grand Interrogator by a war-conscious public, he special-izesin
applying Braxin psychology to Braxin prisonersin order to drag forth information from a people stubborn
enough to resist physical torture. He is also the last known descendent-through-firstbirth of the revered
hopechild Hasha, in token of which he bears the subname lyu, or "birth" in the Oldtongue, as did his
firstborn ancestors and as will his own first child. His line alone among A zean ancestries has a record of
every pairbond since the Founding. And thereis no alien within them.

Suan is high in Security as were her parents before her, and theirs again for many generations back. It is
not impossible that one of them mated with a non-Azean in secret. Nothing isimpossible. But it is very
unlikely, given the prejudices of such people.

Berid of the child, they are counseled, and start again.

They rebel.

Peace comes but once a decade to Azea and such a couple must procreate when they can. Thereisn't
timein the midst of war to savor the mysteries of birth, or to share in the first moments of a child'slife.
They have waited years and they are not willing to do so again.

The child will not be Azean, they are warned.

Sheisours, they respond. That is enough.

The Council of Justice meets on the matter. A people whose definition of citizenship is based on genetic
conformity must have away to judge issues arising from deviation; thus the case falls to the Council.

The child will not be, can never be acitizen of the Empire.

Her parents pale, but they persist.

The child can never have the most basic Security clearance.

Thisisablow to those who have made War service their lives. But it istoo late to back out now. Men
and women who are weak of will may fall to the Braxins, and these two have proven their mettle by that
standard. The child will be born, they insist.

Uncompromising decrees follow in rapid order: the child may never set foot on Azea. She may not
receive the benefits of Azean genetic science. Her appearance may not be tam-pered with. She may never
in any way become involved with the War effort.

These are scare tactics and are designed to pressure the parents into submission. But they fail in this
purpose and become merely law, gloom to darken the child's birth.

The girl isborn in peacetime. But war, as aways, comes again, and the nine hundred and eight-sixth
Comprehensive Peace Treaty between Braxi and Azea shattersin a splash of human blood between the
stars.

Thefact that it was inevitable does not negate its value as an omen.

Viton: We recognize that in man's nature there is a drive to oppress others, be they truly alien or hisown
women. Perhaps the true measure of his power is how openly he can indulge in this.

From The Birth of Braxi: excerpts from the later dialogues of Harkur the Great and Viton the
Ruthless. (House of Makoth, Kurat/Braxi; CCS primefile: Dialogues) Not available in the Azean Star




Empire.

Two

Dear my sister,

By now you must have discovered my absence. Y es, Ni'Ar, not only have | gone, but returnis
impossible—not only to our home, but to any part of Braxi.

| hope you'll forgive me. | kept so much from you, and for so long, but | think you'll see asyou read this
that | had little choicein the matter. And | should thank you for all the support you gave me, though you
could hardly understand the torment that made it necessary.

But let me explain.

Y ou remember, I'm certain, that cursed year when Jenar attached himself to me. His brutality, and my
nel plessness to escape it, came close to destroying me utterly. When he finally tired of the game and left, |
cried in relief—and | was determined to find some method of avoiding men for atime, though law demands
we submit to any who ask.

Surely, my sister, you remember those zhents. Each day | hurried from my job to our
compartment, where | waited until long past midnight. Only then did | dare to walk the streets for a
while, when few were about. It was calming. You used to warn me of the danger, but better at that
point a brutal death than another man like Jenar.

One night, as | walked by the Tuel waters, | saw afigure ahead of me on the beach. His back was to
me. | amost turned back and ran, but something in his posture held me still, something that marked him as
different than any man I'd ever seen.

His broad shoulders were draped in adark gray cloak, hislegs and feet encased in high black boots.
Where one hand was visible | saw a glove of the same color. What fool, | thought, wears such clothing in
mid-summer?

Then it struck me. For only those of Braxana blood, the upper class, cover themselves so completely and
in so little color. Fearful, | had just decided to run from the place when he turned to me.

Hair blacker than shadow framed his pale face. His fea-tures were magnificent, deeply chiseled like an
ancient sculp-ture, his body fine and his bearing arrogant. There are no words, my sister, to capture the
beauty of hisface and body, nor its effect upon me. | tried to turn away, as law de-manded, tried to drop
my eyes from his, but it wasimpossible.

| wanted him.

The traitor's brand on my forehead burned shamefully as he came toward me. Who was | to desire this
harshly beauti-ful youth, this man bred for beauty? Though he had the right to put me to death for it, | stared
at him. Let my eyes, at least, drink of what the rest of me can never taste.

A slender sword swung at his side as he approached me—a Zhaor, | guessed, the traditional weapon of
the Braxana. He walked slowly, with the grace of born nobility, a motion so fluid and beautiful that it hurt to
watch. And closing the collar of his cloak was the Seal of the Kaim'erate.

A Lord. | remembered, as he closed the distance between us, to fall to my knees, but | couldn't bear to
take my eyes from him.

There was an eternity of silence as he regarded me. | saw anger in those dark eyes—not at me, but the
fury which had driven him to this place—Sulos, the sector of poverty.

"Who was the traitor?' he asked, his voice devoid of all emotion.

"My mother," | answered. The words nearly caught in my throat.

"Her name."

"Shyerre, my Lord."

His brow furrowed in thought. "I don't recall the case. Refresh my memory, little one."

"She attempted to . . . leave Braxi for Aldous, to serve the Holding in space.”

"There was enough alien blood in her that she could have passed for Aldousan?'

"She believed so, my Lord."

"With what name have they doomed your future, little traitor?"

"Ni'en, my Lord." Never had the name been so painful before.



"Conceived in treachery—yes, | see. Stand, woman. Why do you stare at me?"

| remained on my knees—my fear would be less obvious. "Y ou're very beautiful, my Lord," | whispered.

He smiled dlightly. "So I've been told. Y et the women of my Race can find no desire for me, little one,
only duty. And | respond poorly to duty."

Duty? What duty to a Race but that of the Braxana females to bear purebred children? By Taz'hein, not
purebred. . . .

He looked at me and laughed. He must have known my thoughts, because he nodded to me in answer.

Braxana. Pure.

| lowered my eyes.

| felt his hands on my shoulders, and he lifted me to my feet. When he drew me against him | trembled,
not from fear of him, but from hunger.

"Y ou want me," he observed, amused. "Do you know, | ran out on the Kaim'eri Yiril, Vinir, and Sechaveh
today. They tried to feed me women. In refusing, |'ve insulted the image of three of the most powerful men
in the Holding, my father among them. Because none of those women could desire more than the favor of a
Lord, or the child of a Braxana—one more duty completed, that much closer to freedom. What pleasure
should | seek with them?' He laughed softly, but there was pain beneath it. "They believe me impotent.
Good. That's synonymous with harmless to my people. Let them keep that delusion—it gives me freedom."

He kissed me, then—just that, and yet so much. I've been used and discarded in less time than he took to
savor that kiss. Weakly, warmly, | wondered if the sensuality of the Braxana was perhaps more than
legend.

"Where can | taste you?' he asked.

The question surprised me—where did one have to go? Our wanderings had brought us to an isolated bit
of Braxi, car-peted by fine natural grass and lit by the light of the Citadel shining across the Tuel waters.
What more could he want? | looked at him, puzzled.

"Little fool!" He was smiling. "The Braxana slegp with their women."

Involuntarily, | shuddered. To be at the mercy of amale in one's most vulnerable time, to have no escape
from hisdemands. . . to sleep with aman!

Truly, | thought, the Braxana are still barbarians.

We sought such a place.

And yet, when | awoke in the morning alone, | was surprised at how | could miss his warmth beside me,
his arm confining and yet protecting me.

By my cheek were forty sinias in silver—the upper-class custom of a gift for pleasure. Spare change no
doubt for him; more money than | would ordinarily seein ayear. Handling the coins lent an aura of reality
to an anonymous encounter that now seemed little more than a dream.

I would have given it all back to deep with him again, my sister.

| stepped over the landlord's body on the way out; the fool had tried to sneak in to rob the Lord's cloak.
He had met his end before he remembered that the Braxana' sleep with their Zhaori close at hand. And,
smiling, | remembered discover-ing the truth in the legend, that no passion exceeds that of a Braxanawho
hasjust killed.

Two—three zhents later, | think. Y ou were on assignment that night, preparing to leave for work, when
he arrived. Did you natice him? Could you fail to? He wore our clothes, he'd painted his hair, he had come
without his sword, but could such beauty be disguised? Y ou passed him in the hall that night as you went
out; can | believe you didn't notice him?

Without words, without questions, | ran to his arms when he entered, and therein found a welcome.

In his embrace that night, by hiswill, | told him of my past. I'll not lead you to believe, my sister, that he
dealt with me tenderly, or even kindly. When the Braxana have such emotions they crush them. But he
displayed curiosity, so | spoke. How sweet it was to have aman listen, regardless of his motives! He told
me, in return, of the affairs of state, of battle and politics, and of his Race, living to hate, living for pleasure
but not knowing any longer how to seek it. | understood little of it, or even why he told me such things.
Perhaps it was to get across to me the loneliness | sensed beneath it all, an emotion no Braxana would
lower himself to admit to.

Dawn came at last and he gathered his clothes. | knew there would be emptiness when he had gone, and
also knew that nothing | could say or do would keep him there, or cause him to come back. Such pain was
new to me. Needing to speak, afraid to reveal my train of thought, | asked for his name.

"Zatar," he said. "They call me Zatar the Magnificent, an attempt at sarcasm. Someday they'll say it and
mean it."



"Isit true you have another?' | had heard, of course, of the Braxana True Name—in superstitious
tradition, given only to trusted intimates. | knew that to ask for such a confidence invited death by the
Zhaor. | had only meant to ask if such thingsreally existed. But he misunderstood.

Anger almost crossed his brow, but it was replaced by alook of weary pain. "I'm not very Braxana, |
suppose, after al," he whispered. "I've confided enough to you this night to set my plans back considerably.
... What's power over my soul, compared to that?"

I had no time to protest or explain. To hold the Name of a Braxana is the greatest responsibility awoman
can know. But the giving of a Name between the sexes must be smothered in pleasure, and so | was
slenced.

"I'm leaving," he said quietly. "Perhaps it'sfitting that | should have shared my Name so, at least once,
first. But why it should be you . . . no, don't answer. I'm thinking aoud.”

He was silent, then, and seemed to wish the same of me, but | couldn't oblige him. "Where will you go,
my Lord?'

"To Azeg, littleone."

"Azeal But how—"

"Shh! Listen, and seal your lips against speech. Even my father doesn't know this. I've been studying the
enemy for years now. | can speak their tongue without accent, think like them, move like them. My
cosmeticists have dyes and drugs which will bleach my hair and keep my beard from growing. Skin dye will
bronze my skin. It's not unplanned, you see.”

"You'll go among them?"

He nodded. "I'll defeat them at their own game—assimi-lation, afancy word for intrigue.”

"To what end, my Lord?"

His eyes grew hard and cold, the way they were on the night | had met him. "Power, pretty one. An
interstellar Holding at my beck and call. The game istheirs, now, but after this venture, Zatar the
Magnificent will start writing his own rules.”

| feared him then—his anger, his hatred of his own kind and his passionate need for them—feared his
possible fail-ure, and even more, his success.

He dipped a heavy gold ring from hisleft index finger, where it fit snugly over his glove. He toyed with it
as he spoke. "I've stolen enough of my father's poison to commit an assassination, or die trying. What's life,
without power? I'm Braxana, born to rule. And | will—despite that whole pack of fools!"

He placed the ring in my hand and gently folded my fingers over it. "Little traitor, | cannot take ownership
of you. We may never meet again. But atoken of ownership is Just Cause for refusing aman, and | know
what you've been through at the hands of my sex. The ring is Braxana; men will wonder at it, but none will
guestion its use. Will you wear it?'

| nodded, afraid of that last kiss because its end meant he would leave me. "Y ou'll come back," |
whispered when he had done, "and I'll wait for you."

He pried himself loose from my arms. "Y ou're Braxin, Ni'en, don't forget that,” he said sternly. "Let's not
err as our enemies do. Find some pride in your heritage. Lifeis meant for pleasure, not dead memories.”

He left me then. Yes, dear Lord, but what if memories bring pleasure?

| knew | was being followed before | saw the guard. | had heard the footsteps pacing my own, | had
seen the shadows staying an even distance behind me.

| fingered the spot where Zatar's ring lay on agold chain, hidden beneath my shirt. | tried to remain
steady, tried to keep walking. All the while | kept glancing back, trying to determine the nature of this threat
without being obvious about it.

Then | saw, and | knew.

The sash of bright blue, embossed with the Seal of the Kaim'erate. Central Guard! | stopped, turned to
face them, fell to my knees, lowered my eyes. What else could | do?

There werethreein al and | trembled as they approached, fearing for my life—and worse. The pain of a
stun twisted deep in my nervous system, driving meinto darkness; his Name moved silently across my lips,
almost as a prayer.

Darkness. Then intense hunger—pain—a point of light in the distance. V oices about me: male, Braxana
accents. Pain again, severe pain, and descent back into darkness.
| longed for death.



"|s she awake?'

Cold water hit my face and | awoke, shuddering. A dun-geon? My hands in shackles, pinned to the wall,
my body dripping wet in the dank, still air? What ancient nightmare wasthis. . . .

Before me stood three Kaim'eri. One was older than the others, with the same facial structure as Lord
Zatar, but much crueler in expression. One was middle-aged, with a face not incapable of mercy. The third
| recognized even from Zatar's sparse description, and | instinctively knew that he was the one responsible
for the primitive barbarity of my surroundings.

"Sechaveh isaloner and a sadist," he'd told me. "His parents fled the Holding to escape the Plague which
thinned the ranks of my Race. But they took it with them and Sechaveh was raised by aliens, ignorant of his
heritage.

"The man revels in destruction—peoples, planets, women. When they send him to war he returns with
slaves and riches, and leaves behind him the rubble which once was aworld.”

The older man paced as he spoke. "Woman, we will be plain. My son has disappeared. Whereis he?’

My throat was dry. "Your. . . son, great one?’

"Zatar, you fool! Don't play games with me. I've had him followed for some time now; we know he was
with you the night before he disappeared.”

Listen, and seal your lips against speech. . . .

| lowered my eyes, fearful. "He used me, glorious Kaim'era. Nothing more."

He struck me. | reeled under the blow, but the metal cuffs held me upright. | felt blood running in my
mouth, and didn't look at my wrists for fear of finding the same. This, then, was Vinir—and the third man
would be Yiril, whom Zatar had described as "the only Braxana capable of mercy."

| envied those peoples with an active god, to whom they might pray for desth.

| won't pain you, my sister, with descriptions of the tor-tures | endured, modern pains that leave no scars.
Yiril forbade the others from disfiguring me—if | refused to speak, he said, or genuinely didn't know
anything useful, they would need me intact to act as bait for the wayward Lord.

Ni'Ar, it wasn't courage that sealed my lips. Ignorant though | was of the politics that moved these men, |
could clearly read the tensions between them. Sechaveh was rest-less, irritated by Yiril's restrictions. If |
spoke, if | ceased to have value to them, | would be turned over to him. And that | feared more than the
pain.

When was it that they cast me where they had found me, in the streets of Sulos? The three guards set to
watch me used me roughly before dropping out of sight, while my body till shivered in pain.

They would wait—wait for Zatar, son of Vinir and K'Siva, to return to the lower-class filth he so enjoyed.
They would kill us both, then; such was Yiril's suggestion. But | sus-pected, against al logic, that he knew
such a plan was doomed to failure. Why then did he offer it?

For two years, my sister, | suffered the attentions of my three captors. And you! Y ou congratulated me
for such regu-lar attentions! Little did you know. . . .

At night Zatar's gift of gold slept by me, its chain about my neck. But no longer did | dare wear it during
the day. For often, without warning, the arm of a guard would drag meinto an alley, or a darkened
doorway, there to sate whatever lust the moment had conjured, in a mockery of the privacy their masters
preferred.

Some nights when the pain became too great, | took Zatar's ring to the Tuel, and there wept. It was
conduct unbecoming a Braxin, but blessit al! A moment's betrayal, | knew, if carefully planned, might end
all of this. But | would not— could not—betray the one man who had seen through my shameful brand, to
the woman who suffered because of it.

And when | felt his hands lift me from the grass one night, when with tightly closed eyes| kissed him
once more, | knew from the touch of him that he was still cleanshaven; and as | felt the soft weight of his
hair fall upon my arm, | knew without looking that it was still white as snow.

"Fooal," | whispered happily. "Thefirst person that sees you will kill you."

"They tried, little one. Three Central Guards with stun. And Zatar with Zhaor. Hardly a challenge."

| laughed, and | cried, and | held him.

"They've hurt you," he said quietly.

"No. | have no bad memories—only pleasure.”

He laughed, a lusty laugh that revived the most erotic of those memoaries. "I've hot had a woman in nearly
two years," he told me. "Do you think you can handle that?"

| smiled. "I cantry, my Lord."

And heisfresh from killing, | thought, as his embrace wiped al else from my mind. His hunger | could
sense, frustrated, powerful, demanding. What elseis there to do with such a man but yield?



"I'm afraid, my Lord."

"Y ou fear me?"

| pressed closer to him. "No. Not you."

"My father—the Kaim'eri?"

"Not beside you, no."

"Kurat, then? Its dungeons?"

In answer, | shuddered.

"Then we'll crush them, my little one—them and their creators."

The autocarriage slowed as we approached his home, a second-eon mansion. He helped me out, holding
me close as we came to the door.

"Your palm," he said. "The House knows my hand."

Obediently | put my hand on the doorplate. A second's hesitation—then the door opened, revealing a
guard.

"Lord Zatar!"

"My father'sin council now, ishe not?' | was pulled past the bewildered guard.

"Heis, but—my Lord!"

Zatar ignored his confusion and drew me quickly through the forehouse. The enormity of the building was
overwhelming; the power of the man who owned it was beyond my comprehension. Through the tightness
of Zatar'sgrip | could feel hisrising tension, his exhilaration as he strode toward a confrontation with his
father. He had chosen this moment with care and it was with calculated forethought that he chose to kick
open the doors to the last conference chamber, overriding the portal mechanism with simple primitive force.
The heavy wooden panels fell aside with abang and he entered, taking me with him, accompanied by
indignant smoke and the sputter of damaged circuitry.

To say that they were surprised would be an understatement.

There were five of them, all Kaim'eri, three of whom | already knew and feared. Until a moment ago
their Zhaori had been set aside in an opulent weapons-rack, but as the doors fell aside they claimed their
swords with Braxana-swift reflexes. Only when they saw the cause of the intrusion did they relax
somewhat.

Vinir's face, however, was livid with fury. "So now you're back," he hissed.

Zatar bowed, the very master of arrogance. "My father. Glorious Kaim'eri! | return to you on the wings
of triumph." His voice dripped hatred and hinted at sarcasm as only the complex speech modes of the
Braxana dialect can do. | tried to fade into the shadows; the looks my former captors were directing at me
could have nailed me to the wall had they had substance. | trembled. In answer, his grip on me tightened.

Yiril wasthe first to collect himself. With alow chuckle of amusement he pulled his chair back into place
and sat. "Well, Zatar. Isthis the new fashion you intend for the Holding to adopt?’

His hair, of course, was till straight, although we had dyed its color back and made some attempt at
styling it properly. And he was cleanshaven, although we had bleached the bronze from his skin. (How
deliciousit had been, with him playing Azean at the height of pleasure!)

His eyes sparkled as he chose not to answer. "Please sit, Kaim'eri."

"What do you want with us?' Vinir snapped. He alone remained standing while the others, still armed,
regained their seats.

"I bring you news—good news. The Azean Interrogation Officer Darmel lyu Tukoneis dead. Of our
poison. By my hands."

There was silence. Vinir sat, clearly stunned, trying not to show it.

"That would explain—" one of the other Kaim'eri began, astonished.

"Quiet," Yiril ordered. He looked at Zatar; his face was unreadable. "The Empire's been trying not to let
that news out. We've heard rumors, though, which thiswould explain. If so .. ." he smiled carefully, ". . .
you are welcome."

Zatar grinned. "Thank you."

"Very dramatic." Sechaveh shifted position, laying his sword on the table with a clatter. "Now what?"'

Zatar took a step forward, drawing me with him. "My inheritance, father."

The hatred with which Vinir regarded him was, nonethe-less, tempered with respect. "All right,” he said
finally. "Granted, you've earned some recognition. A House of your own, your own finances, adult legal
status. All well and good.”

And |? Servant, even dave, | knew, if he would have me.

But then Vinir's face darkened and he pointed at me. "And this common filth? Mistress of it all ?"



"Y our choice of words, my father, but they are—in essence—correct."

|? Mistress of a House of nobility? No, no, no! | am branded, Zatar, branded! Ar, the shame. . ..

Vinir'stone was deadly. "l forbid it!"

"You can't. I'll suefor it."

"You're not inherited yet," the older man reminded him.

They glared at each other, atest of determination and dominance. A long time passed in silence. With
what Zatar had done, it would be shameful for both of them if Vinir tried to keep him bound up in youthful
dependence. But once he freed him to his inheritance, the younger man's staff was his own business.
Finally Vinir said dowly, carefully, "She will never set foot on Braxi again."

"You'll give methe estate on Zhene, then?"

"Do you think you can be satisfied with that?"

Zatar's dark eyes sparkled. "Quite."

"Subject to those terms, then, | inherit you. Kaim'eri: you witness—Computer, send atranscript to Braxin
Central Files. There. Now will you please leave? We have business to conduct—and thisisn't your House
any more."

"But | have business also."

Vinir looked more weary than angry thistime. "What isit?"

Zatar chose his words carefully. "Which one of you, most respected Kaim'era, will bring forth my name
in nomination at the Citadel ?'

Vinir exploded. "Unheard of!" Others among the five agreed, clearly enraged by the request. Only Yiril
did not protest. Yiril, who Zatar had said might well bid for an informal alliance if the situation merited it.
That was, he had ex-plained, the difference between atrue ruler and a mere Kaim'era. Yiril was Kaim'era.
The others, Zatar had told me, were less.

For along moment Yiril studied the young Lord, while on both sides of him expletivesreigned. And he
seemed to see something in Zatar that satisfied him, for at last he nodded. "I, Yiril, Dliniri, son of Kerest and
Sienne'—the others grew quickly silent as they heard the ritual words—"I, Braxana, Kaim'era of the
Holding of B'salos under Braxi/Aldous, bring forth the person of Zatar, Zarvati, son of Vinir and K'siva, for
the consideration of the Kaim'erate, that he might be ele-vated to its membership." His wry smile asked:
enough? "Am | confirmed in this?"

He looked at the others, particularly at Sechaveh, who saw something in his expression that made him
nod almost imper-ceptibly in agreement. "I confirm your choice," he said quietly.

It was adirect blow to Vinir that the two of them should act in concert and all present knew it; the
nomination of Zatar had marked the end of their political trinity. Weary, exasper-ated, Vinir looked at his
son. The mixed emotionsin hisface, | was startled to note, included afair measure of respect. "Is that all,
now?"'

"Yes, Kaim'era." No longer 'my father,' | noticed. He bowed and, taking me with him, turned to leave.

"Lord Zatar!"

He turned back to face his father.

"Y ou have one day and night to remove yourself, your possessions, and this woman from my property.
Do you understand?”

Zatar bowed his head in obedience. In a matter of minutes

To hisreationship with Vinir had entirely changed; now he was an intruder—an enemy—in the other
man's House.

"And Zatar. . ."

Heraised, an eyebrow, waiting.

"I'll send your House a hill for the door." And then, grudgingly: "Well done. Now get out of here."

Hedid.

"They'll hateyou," he said. "Y ou don't haveto go."

"l want to."

"The Households on Zhene are entirely Braxana. Only the first class uses the moon, and few live there al
thetime. You'll be outcast.”

| kissed him, long, as he had taught me. How good to know | could bring him pleasure! "I love you,
Kaim'era Zatar." | had to use Aldousan for the thought—it doesn't trandate into Braxin the way | wanted
to say it. And before he could correct my premature use of histitle | asked, "Does that shame you?"

"No," he said gently. "I've lived too long among the enemy to be quite as emphatic as tradition would have
it."



"Arethey happy, Lord?"'

"Y es, happy—they aso suffer more for it. When Tukone died, his wife destroyed herself. Terrible waste
of people, that." He pulled a pad and stylafrom a drawer. "Love is the ultimate weakness and the Azeans
will destroy themselves with it. But you shame me, little one? Hardly. Here; write your sister farewell."

So | try, Ni'Ar, but his breath in my hair and his hands on my body demand | focus my attention
elsewhere. So be careful, dear sister, and wish me well.

| am his, now. And he has just begun.

Viton: These gentle emotions, what good are they? L ove, compassion, amity; what purpose do they
serve? To my mind they are socialy invalid, obstacles to emo-tional efficiency. Thereisno more
constructive emo-tion than hatred.

Three

Ferian del Kanar was less than happy about entering the housing satellite of Security Base Five, but
because he was a Braxana—or at any rate, because he was training to become one—he tried not to let it
show.

"Something wrong?' an Azean crewman asked.

Damn. "Nothing."

He caught a glimpse of himself in the gleaming surface of the dock's interior wall and checked his
posture, movement, countenance . . . there. A far better deception. "Nothing at all." So what if he was
entering one of the most carefully guarded domificesin the Empire? So what if he was half-Braxana, and
looked asif that part was dominant? He was also Ferian del Kanar, one of the Empire's few Probes—and
if the average person couldn't tell a Probe from a telepath, they knew enough of both to be impressed.

He settled the red-and-gold cord of his rank more comfort-ably about his head, nodded to the transport
crew which had accompanied him thus far, and withdrew his clearance chip for a guard of the orbiting
domifice to inspect.

Brightway: a haven of refuge for the officers of StarControl, the one place besides their Base where they
might relax, knowing that the best of the Empire's science had been devoted to their safety. Here Darmel
lyu Tukone had lived, had laid aside his interrogative duties nightly to be, for a short time, merely a man.
Here his mate had come when the day's work was finished, to cast off her authority like a discarded
garment and lie beside him in the safety of their home. And here they had died, both of them, the victims of
Braxin poison.

"Ferian del Kanar . . ." the guard muttered. The Probe's adult name was unusual; Ferian had chosen it for
that reason. The presence of a subname declared that he was (despite appearances to the contrary) Azean.
That was enough for strangers to know. "Temporary Clearance, eh?' The guard was obviously suspicious.
Frowning, he slipped the clear chip into a computer slot and waited for an analysis. At last the screen
cleared, and words appeared. VALID. CURRENT. CONFIRMED.

Still frowning, he nodded. "Y ou're clear. Li Nath'll takeyouin." And Hasha help you if you make
trouble, he added silently. He handed the clearance chip back to Ferian and gestured to one of the other
guards.

"Thirteen/twenty-three. Search him first."

Ferian allowed himsdlf to smile. With his velvet-black hair and trand ucent white skin, the Probe looked
Braxana enough to disturb any Security officer. And if that hair was long and his face was
cleanshaven—concessions he had grudgingly made to the fashions of the Empire—that did not obscure the
fact that he really was, in body and spirit, part Braxana.

"All right." Li Nath said, after athorough search with a hand-held scanner. It was clear he wasn't happy
about his orders. "Come with me."

Level thirteen, subsection twenty-three. The corridors were a labyrinth in three dimensions, punctuated by
sensor-panel s which—much to Ferian's annoyance—demanded confirma-tion of his clearance before they



would let him pass. An impressive display, he thought, but only that. For after all, when it came right down
to it, the system had failed. Darmel lyu Tukone and Suan lir Aseirin were dead—assassi nated— and all
the scanners in the world couldn't change that fact.

"Thisisit." the guard said sharply. Distaste radiated from him as he touched the portal, alerting the
apartment’s only occupant to their presence. A moment passed—the near-silent whrrr of a scanner
reminded Ferian that he was still under the domifice's observation—and then the door opened, and Nabu li
Pazua, Director of the Institute in charge of psychogenetic research, greeted them.

"Ferian! At last." He was an older man, well into histwelfth decade, impressive both in stature and in
psychic ability. The red cord of telepathy was bright against his skin, and the semi-military dress which he
affected lent him an additional air of authority.

"Thank you," he told the guard. He motioned Ferian into the apartment and reset the portal behind him.

"Y ou had no problem getting here?"

"Oh, | had problems." He let the Director of the Institute share his memories: security checks,

verifications of clear-ance, afight with his escort guards whilein Kiaun orbit. . . . ~ But I'm here, he
concluded telepathically, then added ~ Where's the child?
~ This way.

The apartment which had housed Darmel lyu Tukone was arichly textured place, with fine knotwork
covering the walls and soft-surfaced furniture that seemed to grow right out of the floor. Not typically
Azean at al; that culture tended toward clean-edged surfaces in bright, contrasting colors. Here the walls
were muted blue fading into Rahnsea green, with afaint touch of lilac woven into the pattern at irregular
intervals. . . more Lugastine than anything, Ferian thought, though the texturing was unmistakedly Braxin.
An odd blend of stylesfor a Security officer to adopt.

"In here." Li Pazuaindicated a doorway. ~ Be careful.

~ | always am, Ferian lied.

He stepped into the dimly lit room and came to the side of a forcebed, where alone figure lay in asleep
akin to death.

And stopped.

And stared.

"Tell me what you see," li Pazua urged.

She was a human unlike any he had ever seen, slender and pale and so fragile that it seemed impossible
she had ever lived. Her skin was colorless, her hair an inhuman hue which poured over her shoulders and
across her throat like a thou-sand fresh incisions, blood-colored and gleaming. " Their child?' he whispered,
incredulous. "She's not Azean."

"Recessive grouping,” li Pazua explained. "Look closer.”

Ferian touched her mind with his special talent, and he realized why the Director had brought him there.
Inside the fragile body, where there should have been thought, there was nothing. Nothing. Not
rudimentary consciousness, not the vestiges of recent memory, not asingle hint that the body had ever been
inhabited. Stunned, he searched the inside of the child's mind with the kind of thoroughness that only a
Probe could master. And still found not even the promise of consciousness.

Which could only mean . . . Hasha!

"Ferian?"

He found that he was trembling. "How old is she?"

"Six Standard Y ears. Four and some. Lugastine."

"Pre-pubescent, then."

"Without question.”

Theimplications of that!

~ Ferian?

He forced himself to speak. "It's telepathy." he said hoarsely. He groped for a chair, found one, sat. ~ To
come into one's sensitivity this early. ... He shuddered.

~ You're certain, then.

~ Yes. He touched her mind—or lack of it—again. Not even a murmur from the backmind! ~ She's put
up a block— and a blessed good one. too. There were trained telepaths who couldn't keep him out; how
had a child managed to do it?

The Director was calm and rational, an island of reason in the storm of Ferian's thoughts. ~ Current
theory states that psychic awakening is linked to the hormonic changes associ-ated with—

"Theory be damned!—or blessed," he corrected, trandat-ing the oath into its Braxin equivaent. "The girl
istelepathic— actively telepathic. Look, Director, you wouldn't bother to shut your eyesif you'd never



seen. What would be the point? She's seen the light and rejected it, and her mental lids are shut so tight that
not a glimmer can get through—in either direction. That's as sure a sign of telepathy asI've ever seen.”

"Can you save her?'

He frowned. ~ Be specific.

~ Make contact. Bring her out.

~ Difficult . . .

~ But possible?

He considered the problem. ~ Have you thought of the possible ramifications? My signature is
markedly Braxin—

~ My other Probes have tried, the Director told him. ~ All of them. If you can't do it, we'll lose her.
He sighed, project-ing hisfrustration. ~ Your emotional makeup is. . . unique. Maybe it'll make a
difference. | hope so.

He lapsed into thoughtful silence; Ferian considered what he knew of the case and then asked aloud, "She
saw her parents die?"

"She was found by the bodies." The Director projected an image, since the term "bodies' could not
encompass the carnage. Stiff black residue in two mounds of human length were the only remains of
Azed's most valued Security personnel.

Braxin poison. That terrible semi-living substance which could lurk unnoticed for days in the bloodstream
of avictim, then erupt suddenly into a mass of churning black hell. It had devoured Darmel, its host. His
mate had come in contact with it while trying to save him and it had claimed her aswell. And the child. . . .

"She was reaching out to them," Li Pazua explained. "The poison must have gone inert before she got to
it

"Shewasin contact with it?' Ferian asked sharply.

The Director nodded.

"l didn't redlize that."

He looked at the body—frail, so fraill—and touched her brain stem with his awareness. "The metabolic
signals are erractic,” he mused aloud. "Continued stress?"

"Y ou think she's trapped in a nightmare?"

"Perhaps.”

Ferian sat down on the edge of the bed. Slowly, with a grace that was half genetic heritage and half
training, he moved an arm across her until his hand came to rest on her forehead.

"I'm ready."

And he ventured forward, into the child's mind.

Where there was only darkness.

He sought greater depth.

~ (Resistance.)

~ (Insistence), he offered.

~ (Darkness. Fear.)

~ (Gentle entry.) The intrusion is not a source of harm. Let me be absorbed into you. There will be
no damage.

~ (Resistance to any contact.)

~ You need not touch me at all. Stand aside. | pass through and beyond. There need be no direct
contact.

~ (Weakened resistance. Psychic fatigue. Potential yielding.)

~ Image: An amoeba of light yielding to the approach of a foreign particle. It passes through the
cell, distinct and separate, and out the other side. The light-amoeba glows, whole and unharmed.)

~ (Compliance. Darkness parting. Inner silence.)

The Probe strained his senses to the utmost; there was nothing. He surfaced enough to send ~ No
output.

~ Nothing at all?

— Psychic reflex. No thought behind it.

~ That's what the others reported.

~ I'mgoing to try direct emotional input.

He didn't have to say what they both were thinking; his perception of emotion was so unique among
telepaths that such a course might succeed for him alone.

He formed and purified a bolt of emotion. Guided by a single thought, a single thread of inner
consciousness, a Prabe might reach the deepest and most closed portions of a mind. But there must be



something to guide him, and that was what the halfbreed sitting on the bed's edge hoped to inspire.

~ (Grief!), he offered.

~ (Unfeeling darkness.)

~ (Hatred!)

~ (Darkness without response.)

~ (Anger!)

~ (Absolute silence.)

~ (Accusation!)

A stirring of thought in the distance—too faint and too fast to catch hold of. He cursed himself for not
being superhuman as well as telepathic. Trying the same stimulus again, he received no response.

"But not dead!" he said aloud, with satisfaction.

He prepared an image, gathering it to him for transmission. It would identify him to the child with an
instantaneous awareness of who and what had invaded the privacy of her mind. He chose the image
carefully, on the assumption that her background would have instilled in her certain vehement prejudices.
Then he forced it into her awareness.

The image was Braxin, and it flashed suddenly inside her.

The child of Darmel lyu Tukone rebelled. Waves of aver-sion rose about him, pressing against him, an
ingtinctive reaction designed to drive him out without really knowing how to do so.

She denied hisredlity.

He persisted.

She broke. — There is no Braxin psychic!

He grabbed at her reaction and held onto it. One coherent thought could serve as alifeline to her inner
mind, locked though it wasin silence. She struggled to withdraw from him, to return to that inner world
which promised (but did not fully deliver) arelease from all pain and disturbance. He let her go there. And
he followed.

~ (Boiling guilt. Self-hate. A swamp of moral ugliness— the image of self.)

These were not new things to him, and he brushed them aside.

~ (Terror! Pain!)

He grasped it.

The thought withdrew, back, back through the ugliness to acentral core of torment, to

Darmdl is screaming.

Sheis startled out of halfdeep, into aworld beyond her comprehension. The air throbs with terror and
agony, where before it was only air. Unearthly pain assails her—whereisit coming from? Dimly she
perceives that her mother has run out to the hallway; frightened, the child follows.

The living poison administered days ago to her father has matured. Rooted in his chest it mutates, growing
and feeding on his flesh until it emerges by his shoulder, aliving black coagulation of parasitic tissue. Had it
appeared within an extremity he might have been saved, by the unhesitating amputation for which Suan's
dagger was designed. But a-ready it has reached areas too precious to remove.

Darmé lyu Tukone writhes in mindless agony. Black foam trickles from his mouth and the horror
consumes his lips and neck from inside and out. His convulsions cast bits of the blackness about him, to the
feet of his horrified mate.

And the child, who moments ago was merely a child, suffers his pain as though it were her own, his
mindscreaming agony the catalyst for her psychic awakening. She dies with him, knowing intimately the
madness with which he tears at his own flesh. Scoring a shoulder, with tearing strokes; striv-ing, like a
terrified animal, to remove the portions of his body that pain him.

A scrap of discarded death is flung unexpectedly across Suan and takes root there before action can
didodgeit. The black malignance burnsto fresh life, quickly eating through clothing and flesh to intrude
itself deep within her body. Knowing the manner of the end that awaits her, having only a moment of
coherent thought left before the pain claims her utterly, Suan turns the forcefield blade into herself, acting
before fear can weaken resolve. The suicide resonates within the child's terrified mind, alongside the fear
and pain which are Suan'slast living moments.

Against death-wish and agony the child strugglesin vain, finding at last the key to closedmindedness.
Then sight is gone, and hearing follows. Peaceful, blissful darkness envel-ops the tortured mind, leaving only
thought in the rlatively painless void. Thought . . . and memory.

| saw him.

Terrible, terrible knowledge; what child could face it and remain sane?



| saw him. The assassin. Hasha, help me. . . .

She remembers him as he was on that day, an Azean like any other . . . only different. They arein the
Hall of Music, awaiting the end of an intermission, and she stares at him as he speaks to her parents. His
words are false. His clothes, even his golden skin isfalse, and his Azean eyes . . . they should be black,
velvet black, adeep ablivion to house terrible secrets. He is deadly, fascinating, a predator in hu-man guise,
and when those eyes turn to gaze upon her and the full power of his person strikes her, she shivers. How
could she explain to an adult what she sees? Who would believe her? What adult would credit such a
fantasy—for fantasy it surely must bel—or realize that her latent psychic power, active now for the very
first time, has pierced through this man's Azean facade to discover an intruder beneath?

He turns back to his prey, hungry for death, and hands her father a glass of lightwine. She senses the
hunter's instinct, shares it for an instant, and is overwhelmed by its intensity. But she does not cry out. She
does not warn her parents. They wouldn't believe her if she did, and for good reason. She must be wrong
about this—she must!

Thekiller smiles, radiating triumph. As her father drinks his degth.

| could have saved you! You could have been prepared. | should have said something—anything! |
should have made you believe. You could have lived.

| killed you!

She crawls forward, feeling her way; guilt has smothered her senses until only touch remainsto her.
Struggling to move despite the darkness which strangles her, she reaches to where the Black Death till
seethes, striving to embrace the fate of the ones she has killed with silence.

Take me! she begs.

But the poison is finished, inert. Dead. Powerless to claim another victim, no matter what the justice of
that death might be.

In the distance, an infinity of hostile minds threaten to break into the newly sensitive awareness.

In desperation, she shuts them out forever.

" She knows she's vulnerable, and alone, and . . . hated. She blames herself for her parent's deaths. She
recognizes the truth in what she saw but lacks the knowledge to interpret it. There's self-hate to be dealt
with, guilt, possibly her mother's death-wish internalized, and then of course her own . . . an enormous
undertaking."

The Director nodded, pouring more wine for him. The deadening sensation of the alcohol was slowly
bringing the Prabe back to verbal coherence even asit cut off his psychic senses.

It had taken five large glasses of the stuff just to-get him talking.

"Canyou doit?'

Ferian hesitated. Took another drink. "Y ou don't know what you're asking."

"What you were trained to do."

"l was trained to telecommunicate. | was trained to act like a Braxana." With along swallow he drained
the glass again. "A once-in-alifetime opportunity, remember? The Ultimate Weapon. Send him to Braxi, let
him spy for the Empire. At least, that's what you told my mother when you convinced her to live with the
memory of her rape long enough to bear me to term." He shuddered. "That child's mind is an inferno of
self-destruction. Don't commit me to it unless you're ready to scrape up my ashes.”

"Listen." The Director leaned forward, broadcasting a sense of urgency to accompany hiswords. "The
state doesn't want her. They'll let the Institute take her away and then forget she ever existed. Do you
realize what that would mean? There's never been apotentia telepath like thisone! Never an initia rating
as high as hers, and certainly never full awakening without the usua pubescent triggers. Damn her
parents!" he swore. "Wetried over and over to tell them. Why wouldn't they respond? If we'd had her in
training—"

"Y ou wouldn't have started that early and you know it. Asfor her parents. . ."he sighed. "They've more
than paid for any mistake they made regarding her. And yes, | think some-thing of her mind can be
salvaged." With an unsteady hand herefilled his glass. "Twist the guilt to anger, the inner-directed hatred to
an outside focus.. . . it could be done."

"What kind of focus?"

"Her father's assassin, | think." A predator with eyes of velvet death. He shivered. "Or hisrace, if that
fals."

"Braxin?"

"I will assume s0. She does." Braxana, he thought, and his stomach tightened as he relived their shared



memory. How much of that fear had been hers, and how much his own? Those golden eyes that should
have been black had seemed to pierce through to his very soul, and though Ferian's emotional reaction was
not clothed in confusion as the child's had been, his assessment of lyu Tukone's assassin was much the
same as hers. A man | hope never to meet, hetold himself. A man who is infinitely dangerous.

"Saturate her with hatred, then? Toward Braxi?"

He nodded, knowing as he did so that he was committing himself to the task.

"Y ou're going to take quite a beating in this."

Ferian forced himself to laugh. "So what else is new?"

And again he drained the glass.

Harkur: Civilized man longsfor theillusion of barbarism. Either his culture fulfills this need by adopting
its outer trappings, or he will be seduced by hisfirst contact with a culture that does.

Four

In the darkness between the stars, a Purpose stirs. Guided by thought, powered by telepathy, it reaches
outward from its creator—the Director of the Institute—and seeks, in the psychosphere of Lugast, its first
assigned receptor.

Who responds.

~ Thisis Adran li Kasure. Lugastine telepath.

~ Director Nabu li Pazua, at the Institute. | assume you've been briefed?

~ Minimally. You want a relay to Braxi?

~ Under my dominance.

~ (Image: Adran li Kasure nods.) Of course.

~ Prepare for subsumption.

The lesser mind relaxes, drifts. . . and is absorbed by that of its master, in power if not in personality.
Again, the Director reaches Braxiward, strengthened by the support of his student.

And makes contact on Kiau, and establishes further relay.

And reaches for lenda.

Suul.

Adrish.

Until he pierces at last, with atendril of thought, the Holding itself.

And Braxi.

~ Ferian?

Theresponseisfaint, but it growsin intensity as the Braxana Probe focuses on the relay and adds his
strength to the effort.

~ Yes, I'mreceiving. Difficult, thought. Is this the best that can be done?

~ Regretfully.

~ It'll have to do, then. Here's the situation. They've bought my story entirely. | had to take a basic
gene survey, but they were only interested in verifying my Braxana half; | don't think they've even
got Azean codes on file. They con-firmed the Braxana blood, although their science is so primi-tive
they couldn't get it down to a specific bloodline. The end result of all thisisthat |'ve been passed on
as wholesome and acceptable, race-wise.

~ Good. Are you settled?

~ | liquidated my precious stores into local currency and took a place on Braxi proper, near
Kurat, the upper-class sector. With my Braxana appearance no one asks any ques-tions here. | tell
you, the assimilation has only two problems.

~ The language?

~ No, that's fine. It's too complicated and subtle to speak straight; | wouldn't know which of the
forty-two speech modes to start with, much less be able to hold two conversations at once as some of
them obviously do. But with a bit of receptive telepathy | usually manage to find the right mode—or



cover it upif | don't. It's the food, mostly. (Sensory image: break-fast.) So highly spiced that it's
really getting to me.

~ Hasha, | see what you mean.

~ And that was first thing in the morning. I'll spare you a look at dinner. They serve wine with
everything, and I'll tell you. Braxin vintage wine may taste delicious but it's strong enough to fuel
starliners. Seems they blend in a bit of pharmacopoeia, too: a dose of hallucinogen, maybe, or a
mild aphrodisiac. What you gave me in training was like water to this stuffl No wonder they die
younger than we do.

~ What else?

~ (Evasiveness. Embarrassment.)

~ Ferian. . ..

~ All right, all right, the women. What am | doing wrong? They're practically begging for sex with
me—it's a racist thing, you know—but | made the mistake of assuming one might want to spend the
night and was rewarded with some curses that . . . well, I'll spare you those, too. Evidently, | had
dealt her Braxin honor some hideous blow. |'ve made some valiant efforts at being more violent, too,
but all | get for that are more scratch marks. | hurt, Director.

~ Painisavalid feeling, Ferian, remember that.

~ ... And now that you remind me, damn the Social Codes, too!

~ Any contacts yet?

~ A few householders of the Kaim'eri. and a young Braxana named Selek. I'm calling mysel f
Feran, by the way, so please use that as a call sign, or I'll slip up sometime in the wrong company.

~ What's with this Selek?

~ He took me to the Museum of Erotic Art. (Involuntary image: a composed Braxana running a
gloved hand down the thigh of a near-naked waitress. Involuntary explanation: Mu-seum
restaurant. Selek.) We talked a bit. There's no concept of friendship here, you know, at least not
between member s of the same sex. So how do | judge my relationships? | mean, what kind of scale
do you use? I'll | tell you one thing, though. | can see why they're not worried about spies—and they
aren't, believe me. The only thing getting me through this is my telepathy. | can't see a non-FT
managing to stay afloat here for more than a day. . . . Hasha. what | wouldn't do for a simple plate
of scrambled eggs. Unspiced.

~ It'll come, it'll come. Isthat all?

~ For now. I've gathered our supposition was correct. The Braxana do have a passionate distrust
ofany non-material powers; hence the development of telepathv has not occurred. No one discusses
it openly, but I gather an infant showing such talents is disposed of —the Braxana are big on
infanti-cide, by the way. Keeps the Race superior. Anyway, | think I'mrelatively safe. I'll open for
relay at regular intervals, as we arranged.

~ Be careful.

~ 1 will.

~ Ferian? How's it going?

~ Fairly well. Who's on relay? It feels stronger.

~ Er Vlas picked up the last rung. He's a Probe, so you're sending abstract until the transmission
gets into the Empire. Any news?

~ No. Just strengthening the contacts. Sechaveh set a useful precedent a few decades back,
coming in out of no-where and working his way up to Kaim'era status. | think they're less suspicious
of me than they might have been before that. Selek has shown me Kurat and I'm somewhat known at
his House, but little politicking goes on while I'm there, and nothing useful. He lent me the Mistress
of his House—saucy little wench.

~ Sex life going any easier?

~ You get used to it.

~ How about food?

— That will take a bit longer. | met D'vra today. ~ Who?

~ Sorry, that's right, how could vou know? She's pure-bred. Mistress of the House of Yiril . . .
here. (Image: a broad-shouldered, shapely woman, white-skinned and black-haired, arrogant,
powerful, aggressively sensual. The world is dirt to her. When she enters a room, men come to
silence. She drives any man—even an Azean—to a desperate day-dream of conquest, but has the



legal right to kill any who touch her against her will.)

~ That's really something.

~ Yeah. She seems to be interested in me, but | don't think I'm up to that. Anyway, Yiril and two of
the others have a kind of power triad that runs most of anything. Seemsit's so rare for any of the
Kaim'eri to unite on anything that a few of them sticking together can be very effective. | figure
D'vra would be a good way to keep an eye on thistrio, if I can work myself up to it.

~ Triad: Yiril, Vinir and Sechaveh?

~ No, they ousted Vinir a few years ago in favor of his son. There's a man | hope not to tangle
with! (Image: Zatar. Undertone: nervousness.) He's controlled and deadly. The others indulge
themselves in any violent or nasty emotion that strikes their fancy and thus overlook my
irregularities. Some-how, | think he'd notice.

~ Do | sense fear?

~ (Evasively.) I'd rather not discussiit.

— All right. I won't press you. Safety first, remember; you do us no good at all if these men come
to suspect you.

~ (Dry laughter.) Don't worry. Director. Self-preservation is the number one Braxana priority. I'm
no exception.

~ Feran?

~ Honored to be your enemy. Director.

~ What's that?

~ Sorry, force of habit.

~ Damned curious habit.

~ Braxana greeting. What's wrong?

~You feel . . . different.

~ In what way?

~ (Uncertainty.) More like your red-headed protegee.

~Who is very Braxin.

~ | know. That's what worries me. Be careful. Feran.

~ | am. Director.

~ How's business?

~ Very pleasant. | spent a night with D'vra—her initia-tive, of course.

~ Marvelous. Accomplish anything?

~ That depends on how you—

~ Feran! You know damned well what | mean.

~ Sorry. You get so into it over here, and then | have to turn it all off when the relay comes
through. . . .

~ Well, have better control of yourself. Are you doing anything constructive?

~ | moved into Kurat. | knew enough people to be safe and it seemed a better place for
observation. | am Braxana, you know.

~ Only half—and both halves belong to the Institute.

~ | know, | know. All right, I'min excellent spying position. I'm established, reasonably respected,
and my tele-pathic contact with you is unsuspected. I'm waiting to get a grasp on local politics
before | go any further. And I'm looking for a Mistress.

~ A what?

~ Someone to take care of the House. You can't expect a man to run his own household, can you?
Say, who's in the relav todav?

~ (Four voices respond, mentally.)

~ Good, all male. Taste thisimage. Director. . . .

~ Feran. ...

~ Honored, Director.

~ Never mind that. Our elementary reception class picked up that last transmission. No more
telepathic pornography, is that clear?

~ But it was relevant to—



~ Not relevant enough. Is that clear?

~ (Pause.) Yes, Director.

~ I've spoken to my aides, and we all agree. You're to take a vacation from Braxi proper at the
first opportunity. | don't like what | sense happening to your psyche.

~ What happens to my psyche is my business, Director, let's make that very clear! You want
information, and I'm trying to get it for you! But don't tell me how to live, or where, or whom to have
sex with, or how often, or anything!

~ Calm down, Feran.

~ Right now I'm very busy trying to find out who fathered me. Your spying can wait.

~ You're not serious.

~ It matters to me. Do you know what it's like not to know your father?

~ No one cares. You have a cover story—

~ Butitisn't true. It's a shameful thing, A Braxana knowing only his mother. Your "mission” will
just have to wait. Director. I'msorry. I'll get toit, | promise.

~ (Pause.) As you wish, Ferian.

~ That's Feran.

~ Whatever.

Standard 2D transmission, augmented/superluminal, reach-ing to Base One/Azea, and

Stabilized/subluminal, retransmitted:

"Director Ebre ni Kahv, please."

The head of StarControl tirs, flicks on the visual. " Speaking."

"Nabu li Pazua, of the Institute."

"Li Pazua. . . yes, | remember." An aide supplies the proper shortfiles; he glances at them as they talk.
"What can | do for you?'

"Y ou said to check in regarding Ferian del Kanar. I'm doing so."

Thefilessays Ferian del Kanar, prod rape Lia ki Jannor by Braxin (Braxana?) ID unknown,
conquest Lees. Potential Telepathy rated 9.38+, FT =9.33. Security note: FULL EXTENT OF
CONDITIONING UNKNOWN. He frowns, thoughtful. "Is everything going as planned?’

"He's fitting in well—perhaps too well. | worry that we may have overstressed the Braxana side of him."

"If what you tell meis accurate, | see no harm in that. Unless there are other factorsto be considered—"

"I've told you everything relevant to the situation.”

"Of course." He finds the place on li Pazua's shortfile where the phrase CONFLICTING LOYALTIES?
appears, and underlinesit again. "And if that's the case, there's no reason to worry. Y ou conditioned him
carefully, and he'll adapt accordingly. Am | correct?”

"That was our intent."

"Then trust your plans. Trust Ferian."

After amoment he added, somewhat untruthfully, "I do."

~ Ferian?

~ That's Feran, Director, and I'm here. |'ve been waiting.

~ You were hard to reach this time. The last link in our relay couldn't find you—

~ | haven't moved.

~ No. (Pause.) But you've changed.

~ Perhaps.

~ What's happened?

~ Not much. Lina's pregnant.

~Who's Lina?

~ My Mistress.

~ Oh. Congratulations.

~ (Image: Ferian del Kanar shrugs.) The celebration begins when the child lives. Director, not
before. The Race is weak in that regard—practically sterile, in fact. We don't acknowledge
pregnancies, only successful births.

~ Ferian. . ..

~ Can it be Azean?

~ What?



~ | said, can the child be born with Azean characteristics.

~ | don't think so. I'll check the codes on your reproduc-tive process. (Pause. Alarm.) Why? Surelv
you're not waiting out the year —

~ | want to see my son born.

~ Ferian—

~ | will see my son born. Director! Is that too much for a Braxana to ask?

~ Thisis going a bit too far; | think you had better come home. . . .

~ I'm not coming home. Director. | have no place in the Empire, you know that. I'm staying here.
I'll do the work you want, but I'm staying here. That's final.

~ Does your Mistress know how to make scrambled eggs?

~ What's that?

~ Never mind. Nothing. How's the food?

~ Fine. The cook's work is a bit bland, but that's all right— | can live with it. I'm hoping to import
someone a bit more accustomed to Central flavoring. | had Zatar over for dinner the other night,
and it was embarrassing to serve him food so Azean.

~ Any interesting information?

~ Some. | think Sechaveh may have fathered me. |'ve learned to respect his untrustworthiness, not
to mention hisinfluence; to share his bloodline would make me proud.

~ Isthat all?

~ For now. Walk in danger. Director.

~ You, too.

~ Feran?

~ The relay must be weak, Director. | can barely feel you.

~ Therelay's fine; it must be you.

~ Just as well.

~ | don't suppose you've been earning your keep over there at last.

~ Oh, but | have! Ketir and | went into a joint venture in the Belekor slave market—all very
secretive, of course— miserable business for a Braxana to be found dealing exten-sively in aliens.
I've been able to add considerably to my estate from the profits.

~ Anything else?

~ You must bear with me. Director. |'ve been using my telepathy to enhance sex; that takes a good
deal of effort after all you did to divorce the two within me.

~ It was all for your survival.

~ The need has passed. | find the power less and less obtrusive. Braxana were not meant to be
telepaths, I'm afraid.

~ You were. Distinctly so.

~ That was twenty of your years ago, Director. A lot has changed since then. Sechaveh and | had
a long talk yesterday—

~ You told him who you were?!!

~ Not what | was, but who | was, yes. I'm half Braxana, after all. It takes more than an alien
upbringing to cause one of these men to deny his offspring. And Sechaveh isn't overly fond of
women, at least in the conventional sense, which means he has even fewer sons than most . . .
anyway, whatever his reasons, he's accepted me. He granted me official bloodline rights and gave
me an ancestral Zhaor which I'm busy training with . . . did you know the Braxana females fence
also? Viciously, too! . . . | don't know if I can make the next relay. Director. There's a costumed
gathering at the Museum Archives at that time and we're all having Braxana barbaric tribal outfits
constructed. . . . I'm afraid that once D'vra and the others come like that, | really won't have the time
or interest to get in touch. Live in danger, Director. And thanks for saving my life.

~ You're welcome, Ferian.

~ That's Feran.

~ Whatever.

"Director ni Kahv?"

"Speaking."



"Director li Pazua. We have some results on Ferian del Kanar."

"I'mligtening.”

"He's defected. Oh. | don't think he knows it himself yet in so many words, but I'm sure we've lost
contact for good. He's told them his background and they've accepted the Braxana blood in him as good
enough to cancel out the Azean upbringing. He has atypical Braxana household, which means he has
computer access to all the information we could want and he won't give usaword of it."

"Excdlent.”

"Yes, | thought so."

"This does give me faith in your reasoning. | must say, | had my doubts when we first discussed this."

"If we had just sent him in to spy it would never had worked. We would have seen something happen just
asit has—alittle more slowly perhaps, without my prompting, but just the samein the end. He'd be
Braxana and we'd have nothing."

"But thisway. . . ."

"As| promised. His rapid assimilation into Braxin lifeis proof of his conditioning, as are a number of other
signs | programmed into him. Asfar as he's concerned, histele-pathic talent has gone dormant—he'll have
No reason to suspect otherwise. Eventually, the Braxana will realize his value as a negotiator and set him
againgt us because he knows us so well. | guarantee you, put one telepath in the room and you'll have all
the information you want. He's an open book—we designed him that way. To the right mind he'll broadcast
everything he knows. And neither he nor the Braxana will ever suspect it."

"Y ou guarantee that."

"There'sablock put in every telepath, cutting them off from conscious acknowledgment of their
conditioning. He couldn't admit to suspicions of that kind if they hit him in the face. Asfor the rest of them,
Ferian has confirmed my suspicions regarding the Braxin culture—it is wholly non-psychic. They'll never
suspect athing."

"Good. Excellent, in fact. So now we have only to wait?"

Li Pazua nods, exultant. "We have only to wait."

Harkur: A man's most sacred possession is his privacy of mind. Examine him, torture him, break him;
still his thoughts are his own until he chooses to express them. This concept is one of the foundations of
Braxin philosophy. Psychic ahbility, by its very na-ture, guarantees violation of this privacy. There-fore, we
should not and will not tolerate it.

Five

There was a Braxin spy on Dari.

The news was not made public, but it was known by those who had to know. A message had been
intercepted at the other end of the Azean Empire and the giant mechanical brains had decided that Dari
was its destination. That was enough. Already StarControl had been mobilized, and every available Security
agent moved to the sector in question. Every port on the planet was monitored. Every communica-tions
frequency was recorded and analyzed. Now there was only waiting to be done, for Dari was a political
time-bomb which the wrong move might detonate.

Slowly, those few whose power or anonymity allowed them freedom of movement came to Dari. One of
them was a child.

1



To ahuman, Laun Set was alien; true aliens, however, would rank him with human stock. His silhouette
was faithful to the blueprint of the Scattered Races—a head above a torso, up-right posture, two arms, two
legs, al in mathematical sym-metry as befit the type. His dark brown skin glowed warmly in the sunlight,
thickly textured, and his eyes were stained red in the manner of the Bloodletters. And athough more joints
adorned his four-fingered hands than a human would consider normal, the theory of the extremity was still
the same and the musculature similar.

He was naked but for ametal mesh loincloth, protective rather than ornamental. Gashes ran darkly down
the length of one arm, black stripesin three lengths, nearly two hundred of them. They were marks of
conquest and therefore tickets to continued life.

His opponent was ready at last, Drago, an older man from Filque. His left arm, recently broken, was
barely through healing—a weakness to exploit. The arm would be slower in response, Laun Set knew—and
Drago would expect him to take advantage of it.

From the packed earth of the Circle there arose to Laun Set's keen sense of smell the delicate odor of
blood. It was something no outsider could ever detect, and even a Bloodletter |acked the sensitivity until the
Hyarke was near beginning. He preferred packed earth for that reason, although a syn-thetic surface
offered surer footing. Here the Blood of all the Fallen—

"Laun Set!" Drago's voice was harsh, in the manner of Darian formal speech. "Come ye to face me?'

Theritual gripped his attention. "To face you, and to feed your blood to the worthy."

"I will pour your essence out upon the earth."

Laun Set gripped hisweapon tightly. "Then let us begin,” he whispered fiercely.

They began to circle. The excitement gripped him utterly now, and the audience faded from his
awareness. Hypersensi-tive feet tested the ground—damp and firm; good. Drago swung—it was a blow
not meant to hit. Laun Set stepped easily out of reach, noting his opponent's manner of move-ment even as
he revealed his own.

His weapon was long, slim, and deadly. On one end of its smooth wooden shaft was fitted a
scythe-shaped blade, sharp-ened on both edges and straightened at the tip. The flat blade on the ada's other
end was adorned with curling barbs—for the killing thrust alone, if that.

Laun Set attacked. His opponent's neat parry brought a curved blade dangerously close to his face, then
down past hisarm. Laun Set let it cut him before he pushed it away. It didn't matter who drew First Blood,
provided it was done quickly. Better a controlled cut, unthreatening in the mutual courtesy of the Hyarke,
than a Bloodletter desperate for this red inspiration, therefore dangerous in his chaos.

Laun Set's nostrils flared as he breathed in the odor of his own blood. It was adrug to him and hiskind,
that almost imperceptible smell, and it would inspire his reflexes to their greatest capacity. From the earth a
thousand voices seemed to ring, and from his soul, which had absorbed the strength of over a hundred men,
reflexes came which were not his own, knowledge which he had never learned. He was one with the
hundred, in the Circle, serving the Hyarke, and all were centered on thekill.

He waited until Drago's eyes glowed with the Change before he struck again. Less would dishonor the
other man's experience. A half dozen clashing, gleaming exchanges taught him the man's basic reflexes
while exhibiting his own.

There was nothing now but the Hyarke, the bloodsport which was the soul of Dari. The Circle pulsed
about him, a physical boundary pounding in rhythm with his own heart-beat. He had moved beyond
conscious thought, into that nether world where the body moves faster than reason and trained instinct must
take over.

They traded blows; sometimes one or the other cut, more often each was parried. Blood mixed with
sweat and dripped to the ground. Occasionally the clash of steel bespoke a blow which might have left a
man alive to conquer but deprived him of the right to progeny. The blood gave them strength and the ritual
gave them endurance and they fought under the hot sun forever.

Then there was an opening. Laun Set saw it, et the awareness flow through his limbs and become action;
without thought, he struck. The shaft of his adatangled in Drago's legs and the other's faulty balance failed
to compensate. He fell, and death awaited him. The long curved blade of Laun Set's weapon was turned
toward him, its back to the dirt, and as Drago fell he impaled himself upon its gleaming length. He cried
once, glorioudly, a song of dying to accompany the

outpouring of hislifeblood, and with that cry, in pain and glory, expired.

Laun Set waited while the essence of Drago's strength flowed forth from his body. Energy pulsed inside
the Circle, free of the dead man but not of that boundary. Then the victor stooped beside hiskill. "Worthy
one," he whispered, cup-ping his hands so that the wet redness flowed into them. Drago's life-essence
danced in the red fluid and strengthened Laun Set as the latter drank it.



Then he stood back from the Fallen. Two young Bloodletters had entered the Circle and were rubbing his
body with drugged oils which would combat exhaustion and compensate for the overdrive state he had
fought in. They were al coming now, the spectators who were Bloodletters, for the Sharing, while those
who were not of that brotherhood hurried to vacate the stadium, reverent of theritual.

The two young men who had brought the drug knelt next and tasted the blood of the Fallen. Others knelt
after them, touching dark hands to the killing wound, tasting Drago's strength and skill from their fingertips.
Somewhere outside the Circle the audience was gone, leaving no visible witness to the Sharing but those
who were entitled to indulge in its mysteries.

A horizontal cut was made on Laun Set's arm and dye powder was rubbed into it. It was along mark, for
Drago had killed over a hundred opponents. Already the life force in the Circle was ebbing, absorbed into
the dozen men of the Shar-ing. And asit was drunk by the last of them the Circle fell, becoming once more
only aline on the packed, blood-soaked earth.

Theritual was over.

In the shadows, well hidden, a human girl smiled.

2

No one could have mistaken Torzha er Litz for acivilian. Her crisp stride bristled with military overtones
and her eyestook in the details of her surroundings with sharp efficiency. Be-cause she was Azean she
was tall, lean, and golden; because she was Torzha er Litz she was impressive. "l've come to see the
Governor."

The native receptionist looked up at her with infuriating slowness.

"You are who?"

"Starcommander Torzhaer Litz, from the Vengeance." She spoke slowly, assuming from his accent that
his Azean was poor. Nevertheless, he seemed to take an interminable amount of time to absorb that
information, and longer to get the Governer's appointment schedule on the screen.

She tapped one booted foot impatiently and looked around her. In structure the offices looked like those in
any Azean building—simple in design, relying more on color than three-dimensional detail for decoration.
But the colors were out-of-date and Torzha found them unpleasantly garish.

"Starcommander TorzhaLitz," the secretary read slowly. Torzha suspected he knew just how much insult
he was doing her by denying her the subname. She decided she didliked him.

"No appointment,” he concluded.

"l know | don't have an appointment. StarControl should have called. Here—" She pulled her orders out
of her half-jacket "—thiswill explain."

It took him a century, it seemed, to go over the cellose sheets. She wanted to tell him: Damn it, man,
you've got a translator in your desk, run it through that! But Ebre had asked her to bend over
backward to avoid offending the natives, and she would certainly try. At least for the first day. Just as her
patience was reaching its end, the door behind the secretary dlid open. Governor li Dara smiled broadly as
he saw her. " Starcommander! | thought | heard someone out here. Please comein."

Without a glance at the desk she swept up her orders and followed him. "Y our staff—" she began.

"Shh. Not here." He led her down along corridor, to an office at the end. When they were inside, he
made sure the door was well sealed behind them. Only then would he speak.

"I'm really sorry about that. They're usually good, you know, but your rank must have been just too
tempting. Kir Lao speaks perfect Azean and is outstandingly efficient— anything else, I'm afraid, was
strictly for your benefit. Ver?”

"Please." The drink was standing ready and she accepted a steaming cupful from him. She looked over
the office, a simple room decorated in what she thought was a poor mix-ture of Azean and Darian. A
glance out the window revealed a public demonstration on the street below. "Azeans go home," read one
sign, and others had longer slogans which included such descriptive passages as "imperidistic stardlime" and
"dien filthmongers."

"Nice place you have here," she commented. He followed her gaze out of the window and grimaced.



"They don't actually rebel, you know, and the Treaty of Conquest gives them the right to assemble. . . like
that." He looked up at her. "It goes without saying we're not popular here.”

"I gathered that."

He sighed. "Which, of course,. is nine-tenths of the prob-lem. The standard list of thingsto do when one
suspects there is a spy amongst the nativesisinvalid in this case. One wrong move, one overtly imperiaistic
gesture, and we just might lose this planet as a passive base."

"We could smply obliterateit.”

He laughed, on the assumption that she was kidding him, then stopped when he saw her face. Surely, he
hoped, she's not serious. "I'd be out of ajob," he offered.

She gave him afaint smile. "Then it's out of the ques-tion." She looked out over the horizon. "No, I'm well
aware of what this planet is worth as a base of operations, and equally aware of how easily we could lose
it. That'swhy | was sent. Do you know exactly what atransculturalist is, Governor?'

He nodded. "We have afew working for us here. Transla-tors, mostly."

She shook her head. "It's far more complicated than that. Simple translation can be done by computer.
But in each language there are words and concepts that don't have a direct counterpart in any other. A
transculturalist is one who can take the abstract ideas contained in one language and express them
effectively in another. Which requires, of course, a complete understanding of both cultures. The primary
job of atransculturalist is obvioudly trandlation. But there are other skills.”

Sheturned away from the window and faced him. "My specialty is Braxin-Azean exchange, which only a
handful of people have mastered. StarControl sent me here in the hope that | could reason out where your
spy islikely to be hiding." She smiled indulgently. "Thisin addition to your other ef-forts, of course."

"Yes, of course." He obviously had his doubts about the approach but wasn't going to admit it. "If you'll
tell me what you need in the way of facilities. ..."

"A private office, standard computer access, a staff of . . . say three people, preferably Azean,
answerable only to me." Sherecalled her reception. "Make that definitely Azean. And for a start, a copy
of the customs records for the past eight Standard Days. | want to see who's been coming and going here.
Starcontrol never should have |eft the ports open—" She waved his objection to silence. "Yes. | know, we
can't infuriate the locals. Did you say in your request that you had a copy of the transmission?"

"I do." It was on top of the desk and he gave it to her, athin celchip recording and its printed trandation.
She ignored the written text and slid the clear chip into place in the desk's decoder. The clicks and whirs of
an interstellar code came forth from the speaker.

"l see," she said thoughtfully. "It is the Ernan code, which is very strange because Braxi hasn't used it for
years. And the augmentation—" She leaned over the desk to read it.

"StarControl said something about that. | can't pretend to understand.”

"Simply that for reasons involving the science of interstel-lar communication, it was very likely we'd pick
thisup. | can't believe they didn't know that." She sipped her ver. "Not like them at all. The Braxins are
many things, but rarely are they careless." She shrugged. "But then, that's why I'm here. Have you
trandlators?'

"Dari-Azean transculturalists.”

"Even better! I'll need the services of one. And aguide."

"I'll get you one. For any placein particular?"'

"Yes." Shelooked out the window, asif by studying the faces of the demonstrators she would unearth
some clue. "l want to see this blood-ritual, this Hyarke. | have afeel-ing. . . ." She looked back at him and
laughed, lightly. "But | won't bore you with that until | have some more to go by. | should warn you now,
even in war | tend to operate on hunches."

"Y our record speaks for itself."

"Sometimes | think it's the only way to second-guess them," she mused. "Asif they act in response to
primal ingtincts, rather than reason."”

Hetook alast drink of hisver and collapsed the cup. "There's aHyarke in Toul tonight, now that | think
of it, and I might have someone here who could take you, if | catch him before he goes off duty. Will you
excuse me for a moment?"

"Please," she responded, waving her assent. When he was gone she went over the problem in her mind,
and she laughed softly.

"One Braxin somewhere on this very large planet," she reflected, "and no real clues. Well, it could be
worse."

She thought about that for a few minutes and then admit-ted. "But | don't see how."



3

He was posing as a Bloodletter, aritua Killer. Thus far his natural Braxin arrogance had aided his
disguise; in any other strata of society it would have focused suspicion upon him, but in the tight circle of the
Hyarke his Braxin nature was quite at home.

These were men who talked of gutted bodies at the dinner table, and whose pal ates were best |ubricated
by human blood. They carried the weapon of their trade with them at al times, long and slim and sharp on
all its metal edges. About their necks they wore medallions with the single legend, "Asisthe blood, so isthe
man." And they lived on top of society, needing only to ask for an item to receive it gratis, to mention aneed
and a dozen Darians would beg for the chance to fulfill it.

Varik was a capable man. The eight years he had devoted to learning Darian and to training in Hyarke
combat had proven both successful and necessary. It was true that he lacked any insight into the
blood-trance which allowed them accessto their ultimate fighting capacity, but the ritual suited his violent
nature and his superior Braxin musculature, de-spite the adaptive surgery which disguised it, gave him an
edge which balanced the scales. And although the risk was high—one failure meant death—he found
pleasure in the role he was playing.

Braxi was done with him, but he didn't know it. He had been arebel and it was considered too dangerous
to merely execute him, for those groups which rose against the Braxana— those few which were not
crushed in their birthgiving—-knew how to manipulate a martyrdom and would not hesitate to do so. So
they had trained him for a higher purpose, removing him from his cultural context to aid in the destruc-tion
of Azea, and thus had made it clear to his compatriots that all men have a price: even Varik would serve
the Braxana. The otherslost heart or nerve and were quietly murdered. Varik, seduced by the dual promise
of adventure and elitism, was sent to Dari as a spy, in which capacity he had been successful. But the
planet was also his tomb. Braxi's inter-cepted message had been no accident; Varik had fulfilled his mission
and was being discarded. Azeawould punish Braxi's upstart.

A4

Evening had come by the time Laun Set |eft the tavern. His body ached pleasantly from the attention of
women and wine still fogged his thoughts, but his step was firm and even as he walked the Darian streets.

Night had fallen and darkness enveloped the city. Dari's three moons were shrouded in cloud-cover and
did little but cast long shadows across the street. From one of these, suddenly and silently, a human girl
emerged.

"Out of my way, human!" He punctuated his command by spitting at her feet; nonetheless, she held her
ground.

"Greetings of the Blood Night," she said in ritual Darian.

He tried to dodge around her, but she remained in hisway. He had a momentary vision of sweeping his
adainto aggres-sive position and forcing her from his path, and he smiled at the thought of that moonlit
blade etching awhite path through her alien insides. But reality did not allow for such things; the humans,
damn them, were not to be killed.

"Do you want something of me?' he asked finally. "Or is this some new sport?"'

"l would liketo talk to you."

"l have nothing to say to your kind."

He tried to push by her and in doing so brushed against her shoulder. Asthey camein contact he stopped,
uncertain. Where had he been going, and why in such a hurry?

She moved away from him and the memory returned.



"Y ou touched my mind!"

She nodded.

Againgt hiswill hewasintrigued. "A telepath?"

She nodded. Her eyes were dark and wide and watched him closely as he considered. He'd had very
little contact with humans and none with psychics. She was dight of build and appeared almost
mal nourished—hardly athreat to him. And she was clearly not Azean, for she lacked the height and golden
skin of that accursed race. What was a moment of conversation, anyway?

"Tak."

"Not here. In private."

He laughed, loudly. "Y ou have nerve, human! Very well. Since you speak my language, I'll let you do it
where you want. Follow me."

With the practiced eye of a Bloodletter he analyzed her walk. She kept up with him despite the disparity
intheir sizes. No one has ever allowed her her natural pace, he observed. And that stiffnessis not
right for a child, human or no. And the look in her eyes—I have seen that in Bloodletters just before
the Hyarke.

Hetook her to adark quarter of the city and into an inn. His ada proclaimed his status and the inn's
owner jumped to serve him. Two women arose from their seats to offer them-selves for his pleasure; one
|eft a companion who nodded his understanding. Laun Set waved them away.

"Just aroom," he ordered.

Keys and directions were delivered to him. The human child, he noticed, was staying discreetly in the
shadows. But as she walked across the lighted floor to follow him, awave of exclamation marked their
progress.

The room was small and was meant to be rented by the hour. Not until they were both inside with the
door safely closed did he face her again.

Her eyes were wide and bright, the dark gray of unpolished steel. Her hair, the color of fresh blood, hung
braided down her back. Her skin was so pale he would have been surprised to learn that she had ever been
out in the sunlight.

"Now that you've done such wonders for my reputation,” he snapped, "what isit you want?'

She moved until she stood with her back against the door. "First things first, Bloodletter. All out in the
open. I'm an Azean."

He looked her over, then laughed unpleasantly. "No. | may not be human, but | know what Azeans ook
like"

"Would you like to see my racial papers?’

He tightened. " Get out of here."

She stayed where she was, her body blocking the door. "No. | want to talk to you, Bloodletter—but not
under false pretenses.”

"If you're Azean, | have nothing to say to you. So if you don't leave, | will."

He moved toward the door, but she refused to get out of hisway. For amoment he nearly lost control
and struck out at her. But he was not that much of afool; to strike out at a child of Dari's conquering race
would be an invitation to political execution.

And something in her expression impressed him, more so when he realized what it was.

She would be doing the same thing even if the law didn't protect her, he realized.

"You'll listen to me," she said firmly. "And then I'll go. But by Hasha, you'll hear me out first!"

Heglared. "I spit on your Firstborn.”

"I know. That'sirrelevant.”

He studied the raw nervein her eyes and knew he could respect that. "All right,” he said finally. "I'm
listening."

She smiled; there was cruelty in the expression. "I'm hunting a man, Bloodletter, and | want your help. A
Braxin, here on Dari."

He laughed derisively. "I'm not interested in your Azean—"

"Posing as a Bloodletter.”

A cold stillness settled over them.

"That's not possible.”

"I'm afraid itis."

"No. Andieninthe Circle. . . it couldn't happen."

She shrugged. "As you wish."

"He's fought?'



"At least once since |'ve been here. And he didn't feel inexperienced."

"You. .. sensed this?'

"Oh, yes. | focused on him days ago."

"Can't you find him the same way?'

She shook her head. "There's a difference between picking up a combination of Braxin psychology and
active violence, and knowing exactly where it's coming from. | can only focus on himin the first place
because of an . . . affinity . . . | have for his mindset. Telepathy hasits limitations, and my training is far
from complete.”

"So. The Azeans need our help.”

"No, Bloodletter. Not the Azeans. Only myself." She took a deep breath, and he thought he could feel the
intensity within her: hisimagination, of course. "I'm hunting. And | need local assistance.”

Laun Set considered. The thought of working with a hu-man was repellent to him, but the alternatives
were loath-some. A human fighting Darians in the Circle defiled the proud Hyarke tradition. And as
vehemently as he detested Azea, Laun Set knew that under Braxin rule the Hyarke would be the first thing
to go. No—better Azeathan that.

"What do you want me to do?' he asked at last.

"Listen." She smiled her triumph, and in that moment looked nothing like a child. "I'll tell you."

5

"I have that information for you, Starcommander.”

Torzhalooked up from her lists. "Thank you—just leave it with me."

Two days. Two local, very long, useless days. She had seen a Hyarke and her most basic question had
been answered— she was certain the Braxin would have some connection with that ritual. No other
subculture on the planet offered what that one did to one raised among the enemy; of that she was certain.
Then again (she thought for the hundredth time), Braxi could have been cunning enough to anticipate her
and to do the unexpected. No. Cunning, yes—but also vain. A Braxin would never pose as a passive,
downtrodden nonhu-man. Everything about the Hyarke appealed to the Braxin mentality and it would be the
first place a Braxin spy would choose to assimilate. But that still left the whole planet. . . .

Her office was busy tracking down the names of all Dari's Bloodletters, along with their vital statistics. It
was not an easy job. There was no centra register to which these men belonged, and, in addition, their
population changed nightly as the Hyarke continued to take its toll. One man she had suspected had died
while she considered his records. And for that matter, did they know for afact that the Braxin wasn't
aready dead?

Unsurprisingly, the customs lists had been of no use whatsoever. She had asked for clarification on one
entry, more out of curiosity than anything else.

"We couldn't get much on her," the secretary continued. "The Ingtitute has her fileslocked up tight.”

"That's al right. Thiswill be fine. Thank you."

When he left, she glanced idly through the notes; then stopped, her eyes narrowing. She started to read
more care-fully. The child had come from the Institute with Medical Clearance—somehow Director li
Pazua had convinced offi-cials that ajourney to Dari was required for her mental well-being. Y et she had
come alone, amere child on a hostile planet. Potential ratings high, intellectually and otherwise.
Trans-cultural ratings in seven combinations—well, that was to be ex-pected from atel epath-in-training.
Parents high in Security . . . the great Darmel lyu Tukone, no less. They were poisoned by Braxins when
she was six. (She remembered the incident, did not remember there being a child. Then again, hadn't there
been some scandal with that pair? Y es, and over a child.) Then she had suffered from psychosomatic
blindness, for five years. Ending—

Torzharead the date again, startled. Twenty days ago? But the Institute on LIornu was ten days' travel
from Dari—that would mean she had regained her sight and immediately begun traveling here.

And she had been seen at a number of Hyarke rituals.

With sudden determination Torzha closed the folder and called her assistant back in. "Find out the exact



whereabouts of this. . ." she consulted thefile". . . Anzhalyu. And get me cosmetics, awig, clothing, et
cetera. Bad enough being human here, without being Azean also.”

He bowed his respect and |eft to obey. She leaned her elbows on the desk and mused: unrelated? She
doubted it.

6

Dawn cast long shadows across the Circle. The packed earth had been dampened the night before and
now was ready for combat.

Safe behind her dark complexion and Suakkan clothing, Torzha surveyed the crowd.

Row after row of Darian flesh filled the stands, fidgeting in impatience. Here and there a human
sat—Rahnese, on vacation; Ikna, doing sociological research. There were afew Azeans present who had
been stationed on the planet long enough to know how to act—or at least they thought they did. The seats
next to them were left empty until there were no other seats left to fill.

And the child was there.

Unobserved from across the arena, Torzha studied her. She had put in magnifying lenses under her
Suakkan irises and now tensed to bring them into focus. The girl was small and delicately boned, sickly if
one assumed an Azean standard. But there was no reason to do that; genetic proportion to the contrary, her
appearance was solidly alien. Perhaps she was a so not as young as she looked—what standard was one to
useinjudging?

The Bloodletters had come into the Circle.

The girl's clothing was a nondescript mixture of Imperial and Darian—no doubt an attempt to fade into
the background without antagonizing the locals. She wore nothing to indicate her power. Was this because
she didn't want anyone to know or simply because she hadn't yet earned the symbolic red cord with an FT
rating?

So many questions—and no easy answers.

It was along Hyarke and Torzha endured it. She found the entire ritual distasteful to an extreme and its
cultural glorifica-tion repelled her. She had no love of blood and had seen quite enough of it in forty years of
military serviceto last her alifetime. She feigned enthusiasm, though, to guarantee her safety—the Darians
had no tolerance for objective observers and on a number of occasions had killed such in blood-frenzy. The
fact that Ebre might avenge her death by obliter-ating the entire planet was no substitute for continued life;
she leaned forward as they did, shared their tension, and gasped in concert with the thousands about her
when the spectacle merited such response.

She was not sorry when it ended.

The local fighter—she recalled his name as Laun Set—was victorious, and fellow Bloodletters came to
rub drugged oilsinto his body. That interested her far more than the combat. Apparently they managed
some mental state in which the body functioned in overdrive, being faster and more dexter-ous than normal
and completely denying fatigue. When the ritual was over, the mental support collapsed and the body was
simply overworked and abused; without drugs to ease the transition back, one could easily die of
overexertion.

The child was not leaving. Torzha noticed with surprise that she had remained in the stands as the general
populace filed obediently out. She had meant to catch her outside the stadium and talk to her there, but if
the girl was staying through the Sharing then something unusua was up. Torzha backed into awaiting
shadow to watch.

With seeming confidence, the girl descended from the stands to the outer edge of the Circle and waited.

Darian custom forbade any non-Bloodletter from observing the Sharing. Of course, some did—it wasn't
hard to do. But no one would dare watch from out in the open, least of all descend to the actual arena.

Apparently some of the Bloodletters were arguing the same point. One of the oil-bearers pointed at her in
fury and directed a scathing tirade at the victor, who merely shrugged. Another spoke more softly yet
seemed to have asimilar objection to her presence.



But with awave of hisreddened hand Laun Set silenced them all. What he said to them, Torzha could not
hear and would not have understood. Y et when he gestured first toward the girl and then toward the fallen
Bloodletter, hislanguage was universal.

The Darians avoided her as she entered the Circle, some respectfully, somein fury. Even Torzhawas
stunned as the child knelt by the bleeding body, speaking the ritual words (she presumed) and cupping her
hands to catch the alien blood. Laun Set stood over her like aguardian, challenging with his reddened eyes
anyone who might interfere.

Then it was over and the girl withdrew, as the others had, to the side of the Circle. The Sharing continued
despite the interruption. One by one the Bloodletters tasted the essence of the Fallen. Some spoke softly to
Laun Set before or after and afew expressed their anger more openly, but all, save one, drank. That one
had apparently been insulted beyond his capacity for tolerance by her participation and he left without
touching the loser's body. He was wounded, Torzha deduced from the bandage on his hand, and perhaps his
temporary inability to compete made his temper shorter than usual.

The girl left with the victor, a part of the informal court that surrounded him. It was not a good time for
Torzhato approach her, so she set an aide on her trail to determine her business and some way of finding
her again.

Which, Torzhathought, was just as well. She needed time to think this over.

7

The image of Director Ebre ni Kahv wavered briefly, then stablized as military relay was synchronized.
That was one benefit of working for StarControl, Torzha thought; insync communication was next to
impossible without such arelay.

"I have good news for you," hetold her. "Our negotiators have managed a conditional Peace in your
sector. So you can continue your work on Dari without feeling that you should be back at the Border."

Torzha was amused. "Were you going to withdraw me from service here just because of the War?"

"No—nbut now you don't have to worry about it." He waved her objection to silence. "I know you, Torzha.
Don't tell meit hasn't bothered you to be planetbound while we fought for Oria."

"Just because | was senior officer in that sector is no reason to assume | wanted to be there."

" Sarcasm acknowledged. Now how do | get you to train someone else in that damnable Braxin culture so
| don't have to beg for peace every time we need you somewhere el se?"

"Send some free time my way."

"Out of my own stock of it?—are you ever going to sponsor, Torzha?'

She sighed. The question and its answer had become aritual with which she was too familiar. "Y es,
Ebre. Someday soon. As soon as a suitable person turns up."”

"Suitable people do not 'turn up'—they're found. Start looking. The system exists for areason, you know.
It'll give you something to do in Peacetime. Now, as for the present problem: we've picked up another
transmission.”

She leaned forward, alert. "Tell me you have the hemi-sphere of receipt.”

"I'll do you one better. It was timed to hit surface when the smaller continent in the northern hemisphere
cameinto the line of transmission. How's that?"

She exhaled dramatically. "Ebre, there can't be more than a hundred suspectsin that area."

"If you can't handle it—"

"I wasn't being facetious. That's aworkable number. It's the capital continent, Bit Nua-San—you do
mean that one, don't you?"

"That's the name I've got.”

"There aren't that many Circles here—not to mention my own base of operationsis right there—Ebre, |
owe you dinner on Ikn."

"You can't afford it."

"Since when?"

"Not at the restaurant I'm thinking of. But if you can clean up this matter without losing us Dari, I'll take



you there mysdlf. Now, on to this other matter. . . ."He frowned. "Isit really important?"

"Isit aproblem?”

He sighed. "Yes and no. The Institute is always a prob-lem. I've dealt with them before, remember. Quite
frankly, if they disappeared tomorrow, | wouldn't waste more than a minute on regret. Fanatics, all of
them—I don't trust them, Torzha, and | don't think you should either. The degree to which their current
Director isblind and deaf to military procedureis exceeded only by his passion for secrecy. Some-times|
wish he would interfere with Security, so that | could get Imperial sanction to squeeze his damned secrets
out of him.

"Now as for this girl: just how important is she? Does she have any real bearing on the matter at hand?"

"I believe she may be looking for our Braxin."

Said simply, it had the desired effect. "If that'sthe case . . . Hasha! The breach in security that implies—"

"Isaarming, | know. And just as threatening as the spy himself. Tell me: isthere anything to keep the
Institute from . . . say, eavesdropping on military communication?'

"A dozen and a half things—and none of them certain. Custom and etiquette, mostly. Actually, now that
you men-tion it, nothing we can rely on."

She sighed. "So we've no idea what she's after, or how much she knows, or who, if anyone, is backing
her. She could interfere with my work—~blow the whole thing wide open! Or she could help me; | simply
don't know. | need information."

"You'l haveit." Off the screen, out of sight, he was calling up the proper longfiles and coding them for
transmis-sion. "I'm sending you everything | have; it's alot to wade through, | know, but | don't want to try
to anticipate what will or won't be useful. Asfor my reference notes. . . do you want to hear them?"

"Please.”

"The child comes from the Institute for the Acceleration of Human Psychic Evolution, one of the most
prestigious and certainly the most powerful of the Genetic Centers. All double-talk aside, it owns her.
Founded by fanatic scientistsin 10,027, based upon the assumption that tel epathic fluency would be the next
natural step in human evolution. Their goal was—and still is—a combination of psychic and genetic
sci-ence, intended to isolate the codes which make telepathy possible and introduce them into the race as a
whole, while at the same time developing atraining program that would enable people to get through the
transition period with mini-mum trauma. Thisistheir one and only goal, and all other concerns—including, |
believe, loyalty to the state—are sub-ordinate to it. First Functiona Telepath trained, 11,287; thetitleimplies
conscious control over a broad range of psychic skills. There currently exist, in descending order of ability:
Six Probes, twenty-three Functional Telepaths, and seventy Communicants. The rest are glorified psychics
who have been trained to make some practical use of their ability, usually in response to one of the 'actives.'
Nine thousand and twenty-seven of those."

"Only that many?"

"Apparently the Institute will only certify someone as 'psychic’ when he or she can respond to
non-physical stimuli with one hundred percent reliability—not to mention accu-racy. A tall order, | gather.
Which is not to say that there aren't some hundred thousand hopefuls hovering about the Institute's
homeworld, hoping their talent will suddenly come into focus. Or something like that." He glanced at his
notes. "Currently psychogenetics is focused on finding the so-called 'trigger sequences,’ secondary genetic
codes which cause the controlling sequences to become active."

"Anzhalyu," she prompted.

"Parents Azean—wait, you have all that, don't you?' She nodded. "Potential telepathy rated
9.99+—meaning they expect her to come into as much power as they imagine possible. She's halfway
through basic training for an FT rating and hasn't got Probe potential, whatever that means. At her present
level, Director li Pazuainforms me, she's more effective than all but three others. Trained by aman | sent
to Braxi, by the way, so there's no hope of help from that end. Records on her training aren't available to
‘outsid-ers.' Li Pazua sent me a standard psychefile; edited, I'm sure. Of note are an obsessive hatred of all
things Braxin and potential zeymophaobia. And of course, the period of hysteri-cal blindness

"Ended not thirty days ago. How isthat possible?"

"I quote: 'Psychosomatic sensory distortion among tel e-paths may be seen as a symptom of deep
psychological disturbance, but should not be equated with actual sensory disability. A telepath is quite
capable of experiencing the world through the senses of his/her tutors, and in fact often does so.' Li Pazua's
cover letter," he explained. "It goes on to explain why the situation existed, in what ways they fought to
correct it, and why her sudden unexplained recovery ought to be encouraged.”

"l see”

"Useful?!



"Could be. Anything else?"

"On the girl? Just awarning. All telepaths are impressed with a Higher Purpose of some kind; in plain
Azean, they're conditioned to serve the cause of psychogenetics in some way that takes advantage of their
individua strengths and weaknesses."

"What's hers?'

"The Ingtitute doesn't reveal such things; it would under-mine the confidentiality of their training, li Pazua
claims. In the case of the man we sent to Braxi, they conditioned him to serve the Empire. . . but I'd be
very surprised if they didn't throw in a command or two for their own benefit. Be careful, Torzha. There
are alot of variables here."

"| seethat.”

"If sheistailing the Braxin . . . Hasha, | don't like it. Take the matter into your own hands, if you can.”

She nodded. "I intend to."

"You've got alot to think about, so I'll let you go. Call inregularly.”

"l will." She awaysdid.

It was time for some Braxin logic.

38

Morning light played over the city of Kaleysh. In the streets children fought with mock adas and played
rhythmic games with balls and ropes, chanting rhymes which enumerated the most vulnerable parts of the
body. Few adults walked abroad; there had been a Hyarke the night before and most had attended. Now,
worn out by the frenzy of witnessing such exertion, they lay abed in half-deep, listening to their chil-dren
chant the names of blood-spilling arteriesin al the innocence of youth.

The Bloodletter himself was awake, moving with certain footing which belied the previous night's
exertion. He had whispered a time and address to the young human girl and was going himself to that
rendezvous. If the chants of the children awoke any memories of his own youth it was not evident on his
face, which showed only a growing hostility and—perhaps—fear.

There wasindeed a Braxin in the Circle. Laun Set knew it. The magnitude of the sacrilege was beyond
expression; the need to act was irrepressible.

He passed through the inn's common room with a gesture that drove back his would-be admirers and
went to the room he had described to her. If others noted their meeting, it was of little concern to him.
There were worse crimes on Dan than talking to human children—and one of them had been committed.

She saw his face when he entered and reached out tendrils of thought to read his surface emotions. In
their preparations of the night before they had mind-shared; now it was easy for her to read him.

"You didn't realy believe me," she said. "But now you do."

The rage which had been fermenting inside him boiled to the surface. "No Bloodletter would have denied
the Sharing— no matter who or what participated!" He remembered with pain the ravaged Circle, torn
where the alien had walked through it, pouring precious life through its gaping wound. "No Bloodletter
would have left-—no one could have—"

His voice broke and he stopped. There was no way to express what was inside him, and he could only
hope that she could read it directly. "No Bloodletter could have walked through aliving Circle," he
whispered.

"The mind of the Braxin," she said softly, "adapts easily to bloodshed. But it can't comprehend an active
spiritual reality. He lives among your people. He kills them. But he doesn't understand them."

Laun Set looked at her, hisface set in hatred. "He's going to die.”

"That'swhat | intend."

"We're behind you. | didn't talk to the others. | couldn't. But | don't have to. Kyar—" he used the Darian
word for huntress in the place of her hated Azean name "—they knew, as | knew, what had been done.
They won't question you."

She smiled. "More than | could have hoped for."

His tone was one of anguish. "How could he even pretend to be one of us and not know?" He shut his



eyestightly against the memory. "Kyar, if you could truly understand what happened. ..."

"I know. | saw, through your eyes. Through the eyes of all of you." She touched him gently, let him feel
the sincerity through the contact. "1 will avenge you. | promise.”

He forced himself to relax and looked about the small room. After amoment he found the new-made
ada, gleaming still with the oils of its creation, leaning upright against the doorframe. Stiffly he walked over
to it, laying his own aside and hefting its lesser weight. "Dir Salau was willing to make this for you.”

"Given your recommendation. He said to tell you that the proportions were unusual but correct.”

He looked at her, then again at the weapon. "A bit long for your height, but he probably meant that to give
you more reach. Yes, it'sgood." He stroked the shaft with pleasure; for the first timein aday and a night
he smiled. "Pride in workmanship exceeds the bounds of racial hostility, | gather. Thisis excellently
crafted.”

She walked over to where he stood and touched a finger to the glistening metal. "So | can keep my
promiseto you," she said quietly. "And to the Bloodl etters.”

Little killer, hethought. | do not envy your prey. "When can we begin?"

Shelooked up at him. "Now?"

He handed her the weapon.

It bothered Varik, that scene with the girl.

If his culture didn't condemn any psychic curiosity, he might have realized that what disturbed him was
not what had actually happened, but rather an inner reaction to the tele-pathic probing he had undergone
while watching the ritua. Inside, he knew—but on the surface, no part of his Braxin self would admit that
something psychic had touched him, marking him.

But that child . . . that god-blessed child! He knew what bad form it had been to leave the Sharing, but to
continue once awoman (or girl, he reminded himself) had participated went against everything in his Braxin
nature. Where did she come from, anyway, and what was she doing there? Had he mistaken the custom
somehow? Only Bloodletters could come to the Sharing, and only male Darians could do the Hyarke.

More than that was wrong. As surely as something buried deep inside him knew that he had been
touched and examined mentally, some part of him aso knew the purpose of that examination. He was being
hunted. (Why did he keep using that word, rather than sought, or chased, or uncovered? Why did "hunted”
just seem right?.) The source of the knowledge was, of course, hidden from him, but the hunch was so
strong that he had decided to trust it.

Braxi had not responded to his pleafor help. It had sur-prised him at first, but then he realized what afool
he'd been al along to trust the Braxana. He'd figured that as long as he was serving their purpose he was
safe—that was the way to deal with them, wasn't it?—but either he'd been wrong in the first place or had
simply ceased to be useful.

He was not bitter. He was angry at himself, but not bitter. For perhaps the first time he saw with open
eyes the game they'd been playing. He thought they'd been manipulating each other when in fact he had
done exactly what they'd wanted and received nothing for it.

He wished that he were home again, to carry out his original plans. But they would never let him return.
Or maybe they would, to see what scorn his new body would receive, to be amused while an "alien” tried to
stir the ruling race to rebellion.

They had trapped him perfectly and now he knew it.

There was nowhere for him to go and nothing he could do. The transmissions from Braxi would come
whether he was there to receive them or not, and someday sheer chance would favor Azea and he would
be discovered. Fear ate at him now and he had no way of bettering it. For the first time ever he came to
terms with the crippling folly that the Social Codes were. Fear was aVaid Emotion, a useful warning sign,
acrucial limitating factor in the struggle for self-preservation, and he had never learned to suppressit. Now,
when he had to, he didn't know how. The Braxin in him wanted to enjoy the last of hislife—for he knew
now that an end was coming soon, and an unpleasant one—but fear para-lyzed him and in his depression he



could seek no pleasure.

For the first time he noticed how many more humans there were at the Hyarke, and saw hisfirst Azeans
there. And that child . . . something was wrong inside when he thought of her, something that made him
cold and afraid, but he couldn't bring it to the surface of his mind to analyze it. He kept trying to convince
himself that it was paranoia, but he had never been paranoid. That more than anything told him how wrong
thingsreally were.

He tried to leave Dan under his own power. That was when he discovered that all ports were being
monitored, and just short of surrendering his identification he turned and fled the transport center.

He was scared. And rather than live scared, he decided to act—even if nothing constructive could be
done. It was the waiting, more than anything, that was killing him.

10

Torzhalay till upon the Darian bed, dressed in her white under-uniform, immobile in her concentration.

If 1 were a Braxin (she asked herself for the thousandth time), where would | be now?

| would be at the Hyarke, or in some place connected with it. | would view the rest of Dorian
society with scorn and avoid it entirely. | would convince myself that | respected the Bloodletters as
true men, because their ritual reeks of barba-rism and the Braxana vener ate barbarism. But deep
inside | would have a warrior's scorn for any system that regularly kills off half of its most skilled
fighters.

I would fight in the Hyarke, obviously well. But no matter how well | fight, no matter how often |
survive, the very nature of the Hyarke defies Braxin tradition.

1 am not willing to die to serve my people. | am willing to die if the odds of doing so are the price
of my amusement— they counted on that when they sent me. But the odds in the Hyarke are never
better than fifty percent, and the system of challenges can force me to fight when | would rather not
do so. | will fight. I will find pleasure in fighting. But | am not willing to fight continually, to risk
constant involvement.

Something pulled at Torzha's awareness, crying for atten-tion, but she couldn't grasp it. Determined, she
continued her reasoning.

I must have an excuse for non-participation. A Bloodletter is expected to respond positively to any
challenge. It would be awkward to have to explain my reason every time, hence my excuse must be
an obvious one.

She paused.

If | wereinjured, | would not have to compete.

If the injury were obvious, no one would challenge me.

But—here's the catch. Say | feign a broken arm. dress it with cast and sling as is the local custom,
since Dari won't have anything to do with extrastellar medicine. I'm here to pick up on the military
frequencies; therefore | have the equipment to do so. It can be found. | have to hide it someplace,
returning to it periodically. That might be no-ticed. | don't want to be immobilized by anything, in
case | need to act to save myself. Thus a cast is undesirable. | would need something which would
not actually hinder move-ment, yet which would imply inability to participate in the Hyarke. . . .

It came to her suddenly and she sat up, startled by the memory.

The Bloodletter who left the Sharing had been bandaged on hisright hand.

She pictured the Circle as she had seen it. He stood in anger as he watched the child participate, his hand
bandaged over finger-splints asif it had been broken. If it were his dominant hand, then he was badly
handicapped. Any Darian— any human, for that mattter, would immediately assume this to be the
case—especially the Azeans, who had made right-handedness a genetic standard centuries ago. But if his
left hand were dominant, as was the case with most Braxins, then the bandaging would be a mere
nuisance. . . .

She reached for her half-jacket with one hand and the visiphone switch with the other.

"Get me the Governor," she ordered. "Quickly."



11

When morning came, he moved. He had dreamed of traps, their jaws set with gleaming teeth, and had
awakened in a sweat of fear and desperation. Leaving his possessions be-hind, he had bolted forth from his
apartment and out into the street. And not a moment too soon. His last view of the building, as he turned a
corner out of sight, was the flash of awhite uniform approaching its door.

They had come for him.

He ran the streets, turning where there was a concealing alleyway, trusting that they would think he had
done the fastest thing and taken public transportation in his flight. He did not know where he was going until
his pounding feet took him there. Y es, the Records office—his instincts had been good. There would be
hostages there aplenty, and a building full of files the government would not want destroyed. He might yet
make it through this. . . .

He was not challenged at the door, though there were guards, nor did anyone question his presence as he
bolted up the staircase to the most important offices. He was a Bloodletter. They did not even question him
as he forced them from their work, and although they gave him questioning glances as he herded them into
an inner office and locked the doors about him, no one sought to stop him.

Savdi! he swore, thinking of the stupid, harmless herd animals of his homeland. They were al savdi, and
worse— were there no men on this planet?

Fifty office workers were his hostages—common Darians who were of no particular use to anyone. Y et
the Azeans, ruled by their self-righteous defense of all human life, would not dare to drag him forcibly from
his chosen citadel lest he hurt them. And of course, the local political situation made things even more
favorable for him than they would be otherwise.

Contrary to appearances, Varik had no illusions as to his fate. What he did intend was to chose the
manner of hisdying. Not for him a crawling surrender to the white-haired enemy, nor the pointless gesture
of suicide. If he had to die, he would do so in a blaze of glory. All the better if in doing it he could shatter
Azed's tenuous hold on this planet and drag its diplomacy down with him. That was a Braxin death!

He paced nervously, incessantly. Surely the news was out by now! He went on the local frequencies
himself, transmit-ting a distress call no local would actually have made. Azean Security could put two and
two together—couldn't they? They knew who and what he was, that was clear. Wouldn't they realize,
when they heard of aBloodletter barricading himself in this building, what had happened?

The noise of the Darian streets had been aregular back-ground to his thoughts since early morning. Now,
suddenly, he noticed a difference. The hum of native life had subsided into a whispering near-silence, in
which only an occasional foreign voice was noticeable. The clattering movement of local vehicular activity
had ceased and even the music which played from a store across the square was lowered, then silenced.
Varik was reminded of the unnatural quiet of ani-mals before disaster, an analogy all the more apt in light of
his opinion of the Darian natives. He moved to the nearest window and adjusted it until he could see out.

A crowd was gathered about the building, a veritable sea of native life held at bay by white-clad Security
personnel. Ripples of protest and anger passed from one side of the crowd to the other, but no one dared to
raise his voice in the stillness which Azean authority had imposed.

Varik picked out recognizable figures at the crowd's pe-riphery. Governor |li Dara—that miserable excuse
for an overlord!l—was deep in conversation with someone from the military. Who he was Varik didn't
know, but his blue and white uniform spoke of stellar service and command position and. . . .

Varik looked more closdly.

Female, he swore softly.

The Azean in conversation with the Governor was indeed a woman—it was so hard to tell, with that
race! Varik's contempt for li Dara doubled. Was there anything awoman could say that would change the
gtuation?

He saw her reach to her side for acommunicator and he turned his own receiver to the standard Azean
frequency. He would hear what she had to say; he did not intend to answer.

"Varik, son of Lemar." Unexpectedly, she spoke his language—he hadn't heard his native tongue in over



two years and had to force himself not to respond just for the pleasure of conversation. "Thisis Imperial
Starcommander Torzhaer Litz, speaking in the name of the Emperor." He said nothing, enjoying his view of
the tension building in the streets. Darian natives had become aware of the attempt to communicate and
were shouting their prioritiesin the hope of being heard. "Those are our people in there, Azean, not yours!”
one cried, and another: "We will not die for your damned War!" Varik smiled. He couldn't have planned it
better. A crowd this tense would surge to action at the slightest provocation, overwhelming the local
officidsin itsfury and sparking a nationwide, later planetwide, rebellion.

With fifty natives at his disposal Varik could afford time for amusement. " Shem'Ar shemit-Ar't!" he
transmitted—a woman who commands men is the servant of Chaos. He saw her stiffen in recognition of
the well-known saying and its implications. She muttered something under her breath, then handed the
transmitting instrument over to the Governor; Varik smiled.

"Governor li Daral" he taunted. "Yes, | can see you—but from where? Would you risk a shot based on
guesswork, maybe? The price of failureis high."

"Y ou have nothing to gain from this."

Varik laughed. "And you have everything to lose. My enemies. . . I'll watch you fall. And knowing |
caused it, I'll find pleasureinit. Should | cast a native out from one of the upper windows, onto the streets?
Will that be enough, do you think—or should he be mutilated first? Which will the crowd find more
effective?’

He saw |i Darawince. "We want to negotiate.”

"Y es, because | can give you what you want . . . but in exchange? Y ou have nothing, Governor,
nothing! Y ou're aman ruled by women; it's beneath my dignity even to be talking to you . . . the thought
of bargaining with you is at best a meager source of amusement. Pray to your gods in the name of your
mother that heaven provide an answer; for nothing short of that will save you."

He watched as the Starcommander put her hand over the communicator and whispered something to i
Dara, probably an explanation of just what hisinsult had meant. Oh, this was amusing. So much so that he
could push the thought of death into a dark corner of his mind and there—almost— ignoreit.

Two others had entered that tight circle now, a child and a Bloodletter. Varik recognized the girl
immediately as the one who had participated in Laun Set's Sharing. His desperately jubilant mood darkened
and his face displayed the tension of a hunted animal. Here was the unknown, and once it was present even
the best-laid plans—of which this enterprise was not one—could turn into humiliating failure. His hand
tight-ened on the window's control board as he watched the child talk to them, wishing li Dara had forgotten
to switch off the transmitter so that he might overhear. Who was she—what was she—and what part did
she play in this business? The fact that he could not begin to imagine an answer disturbed him.

"Varik, son of Lemar, Gatenna Braxin." The voice was the child's; after along argument they had given
her the communicator. How did she know his tribal background? "Listen to me, and listen well," she
ordered. It was forbid-den in his language for awoman to command a man, yet she not only did so but
compounded the insult by using the Braxin Dominant Mode, which no aien woman was allowed to speak.
Dark fury arose within him.

"Shem'Ar!" he cursed. "I don't talk to your kind."

"I didn't ask you to. Listen. | have a personal stake in your destruction. The Bloodletters are behind me,
Varik. Well comein there and get you, whether or not you spoil local diplomacy. Y ou can only kill so
many. One of uswill reach you. And your death won't be a pretty one, Braxin."

"I'm not afraid of you," he lied, realizing in that moment how very afraid of her he was.

"I don't believe you. But even if it'strue, | have an offer which you might find appealing.”

She stopped at that and he was forced to press, "Which is what?"

"A Hyarke, for your freedom."

The Azeans seemed as startled as he was; evidently they hadn't expected this from her. The military
officer switched off the transmitter and exchanged hurried words with her, the Governor, and the
Bloodletter. In their posture he saw anger and frustration; in their gestures, finally, agreement. Li Daratook
the communicator.

"I confirm Anzhalyu's offer,” he said. "A Hyarke, for your freedom. If you win, you're at liberty. We'l
take you to the Border and set you on a ship toward home. If you lose.. . ." he shrugged. "Given the
Hyarke, that will settle our problem.”

"Y our word?"' His voice was scornful.

"My word—and it's good, you know that, whatever you may think of the custom. | can answer for the
onplanet authorities. Starcommander er Litz can answer for the Impe-ria forces, if you'll let her."

"And who is my opponent?' he demanded. "No Darian can meet a human in the Circle—wha'll join mein



the Hyarke now that my identity is known? Have you thought of that, Governor?"

The child took the-communicator and held it for amoment before speaking into it. She looked up at the
building toward where he stood. Though he knew himself to be hidden by the window's one-way opacity, he
felt strangely naked before her gaze.

"I'm your opponent,” she said softly.

That wasit, then—a child! They wanted him, Varik, to do the Hyarke with a child!

In arage of injured pride he turned from the window and strode the length of the hall. His life they might
take from him—his dignity, never! In anger he threw open the door before him and paced the length of the
room behind it. Darians cringed before him. A nation of savdi, with the Bloodletters the only men. Was he
to die among them, imprisoned in a Darian body, playing against a girl-child for the amusement of the Azean
Empire?

He slammed hisfist into an office door and it shattered before the force of the blow.

"lkom Braxit!" he cried—I am Braxin! But his excla-mation was lost on the huddled Darians, and the
Dominant Mode echoed meaninglessly down the corridor, fading into silence.

He was afraid. In the chaos of his actions he'd thought he had foreseen all possibilities, but he had not
thought of this one. What did they mean, to pit him against a blood-haired child? What did they know that he
didn't? And what in the name of B'salos was she, anyway? In the distance Varik heard the Governor's
voice again, but he had dropped the communicator and was too far away to make out the words. Nor did he
careto.

Think, Varik, think. The rage has washed over you and is gone. The situation is clear. If the
Bloodletters are support-ing the Azeans, there's nothing you can do here to cause any real damage.
All your choices lead to death—that's a given. It remains for you to choose the manner of your
dying.

If they give their word they will hold to it—that is the definition of Azea. Yet you, Varik, are bound
by nothing— that is the definition of Braxi. Make what promises you will, therefore, to get the
assurances vou want.

They want you to fight a child. They must know something about her you don't. Your advantages
are obvious—reach, strength, reflex. No one who is still growing can match the coordination of
trained maturity. But they wouldn't set this thing up if they didn't have something down their gloves.
The problem s, you're not going to know what that something is until you get out in the Circle.

| am larger, taller, stronger, and | know the Hyarke. Whatever her secret is, can it stand against
all that?

The Azeans think so.

The Azeans can err.

So can I.

Achild. . ..

There is nothing in the Braxin Social Codes against hack-ing a child to pieces.

Suddenly Varik laughed. To live as he had lived, to do what he had done, and now suddenly to be
cautiously reason-ing out a situation which was sheer lunacy to begin with! Y es, he would fight, because
there was no other real alterna-tive. And the next night would see him dead or free—but he would never be
Azea's prisoner. And if he won—when he won—he would bargain for more than freedom. They would
make him Braxin again and send him home, and he would | et the Braxana taste his wrath. That for the
indignity of pitting him against a child.

He took onelast look at the roomful of prisoners and his face contorted with loathing. And he would
never had to look at these miserable creatures again—that would be worth it all!

12

The harsh Darian sun was at its zenith when Varik stepped into the Circle.
With aquick and scornful glance he took in his audience. None of the common public had come—there
was no room for them. Three of the four quadrants were filled with Bloodletters, coming from all over the



planet to witness this unusual Hyarke. Have you come for the fighting, he won-dered, or because you
know that this day you can watch a human die? Or both?

The fourth section glowed with the bronze and white of Dari's conquering race. You will never have
me, he thought defiantly. You will send me home or | will die, but | will never be yours.

His eyes traveled over their numbers. Azean, official, with three Directors in the seats of
honor—StarControl, Security, and what? Some private enterprise, no doubt, whose only identifying mark
was ared cord worn low about the forehead.

Varik laughed to himself.

He was Braxin now. There was no mistaking it. His skin might gleam darkly with the rough texture of
Dari, but his stance, his kinetic arrogance, was Braxin. Surprisingly, Azea had agreed to all his
conditions—why? No matter. Soon enough the enemy would give him back his native physique and he
would go home again . . . how sweet revenge would taste after all this!

The child stepped out into the Circle from the opposite side and held herself still for the inevitable
examination.

What is there about this girl, he wondered, that makes them so certain of my death? For therein lies
the danger — some unknown factor they're certain | can't logically deter-mine, something
SarControl considers an adequate balance to my strength and experience.

He studied her carefully. Her pale skin would have done a Braxana proud and her strange red hair, bound
in thin braids which stretched down her back, gave the impression of scars, as if from awhip. Her body
was lithe and cleanly muscled. He frowned dightly; she was more devel oped than a child would be. He had
underestimated her age, evidently.

No matter.

"Kyar Anzhalyu," he began, using both namesin the Darian ritual opening. "l am surprised you dare to
begin this mockery of acombat." There, let the Bloodletters stir them-selves over that!

Stedl eyes, unblinking, were fixed on him. "1 will pour your unworthy blood to the ground, Braxin. | will
bring you down in front of your enemies. | will teach you fear as you have never known it."

"I will teach you the fate of a child who dreams of blood," he whispered fiercely.

"Then begin."

Anger was boiling inside him but he did not let it rule his actions. Very nicely played, hethought, biting
back the rage. Refusing my name in the Hvarke. He circled her carefully, watching for the myriad tiny
motions that would betray her style, trying not to reveal himself as he did so. Master of insult—what good
will that art do you when these aliens drink your blood?

She attacked. It was a dlow, curving stroke which offered little real threat to him; he merely stepped
aside.

What is your secret, little one? What makes the Azean Empire think you can best me?

Her next attack almost nicked his ankle, perfectly timed to compliment his reflexive response. Good, he
thought grimly, but not good enough. He parried it aside and returned the gesture. Thetip of his ada
scratched her arm and a thin stripe of blood welled forth in response.

Now, for once we can discard all this mystical nonsense—

He started as her eyes glazed over, her stance changing amost imperceptibly, her balance improved. Is
that it then, alien child? You know the Change? You smell the blood and it drugs you, speaks to
you? |Is that your secret? Do you think even that will be enough?

He should have attacked her while it happened, and a mo-ment later he swore to himself for having failed
to do so. It had been so utterly unexpected that she should undergo the Change that it took an instant for his
reflexes to unfreeze, for histiming to be right again. He forced himself to attack; he failed, driving
downward toward a girl who was somehow . . . different. With faster reflexes and greater strength she
turned him aside.

And he knew that it had ceased to be easy.

He was wary now, like a hunter who had finally acknowl-edged the teeth of his prey. The advantage was
still his, of that he was certain, but it seemed that the difference between them was less. And who could
say what adjustments the Change would work during the course of a Hyarke, given a human subject? His
speed was greater than hers, but less than it had been; her ada met his with more strength than he had
assumed possible.

He tried to stop thinking, to concentrate solely on the Hyarke. But the seeds of doubt were sown within
him, and sowly they took root.

What isit? He demanded silently—of her, of himself. What is it you have that has won the confidence
of an Empire?



He pressed the attack with a complex maneuver which she thwarted, turning it to her own ends and
amost cutting him. Again he initiated contact, coming closer, but still he was turned aside in the end. She
was good. He would have to deal with that; she knew how to fight. Even that, he realized, he had not truly
expected.

Under the hot sun they traded blows. Time came to mean nothing, marked only by the lengthening
shadows and a growing red burn which spread across the girl's shoulders. Try as he might he could not
reach her. His most intimidating feints failed to draw her attention and his strongest blow could not force
her to expend one bit too much energy in an overparry. Her guard seemed flawed, yet every unprotected
spot he strove to reach was suddenly barred by the strength of her staff, or by the long curved scythe
which threatened to trap his weapon.

He began to fear. It took time; fearing afemale is not something that comes easily to aBraxin. But asthe
sun baked him and his blood began to flow, alittle bit from the arm, atrickle from the leg there, and there . .
. the small wounds were adding up, yet he could not reach her. She was always too fast, or too ready, or ...
something.

Fear, claimed the ancient Braxin warriors, was a poten-tially creative emotion—a positive force in
combat that could be twisted to a useful purpose. Fear overwhelmed Varik, and fear gave him strength.
With new and desperate purpose he struck out at her again and again, in amultiple attack that fed on his
fear and used it as fuel, and he forced her back with the power of his terror-born strength. He had a
moment to think, and in that time knew that he had to change his tactics. It was pointless to bleed to death
from a dozen minor wounds while trying to breach such an efficient guard; he would come down hard and
force a perpendicular block. He knew the making of these weapons and was certain that her slender ada
could not stand up to the full impact of his own. Once it broke, or even weakened with alengthwise
fracture, the contest would be his once more.

He maneuvered her to where he wanted her, and for the first time noticed the thin line demarking the
Circle's border, directly behind her. He amost laughed, hysterically, in the sudden flush of triumph. She
can't crossit! heredized. To one who's been Changed, the line is like a wall of psychic force—she
can't back over it, and | have the advantage!

He forced the battle closer and closer to the edge of the Circle, backing her up until she could no longer
retreat. Then, feinting to draw the parry he wanted, he brought his ada down with all his strength—

And she dodged.

Before the blow.

A cold sweat broke out on his forehead; his muscles strained as he recovered his position. No, he
thought. No. | won't believe it.

Hetried adirect cut. Again, thistime smiling, she moved easily out of itsintended path. Again her
movement began as he planned, before he was committed.

Nor did she attack as the fear began to cripple him.

It can't be! his mind insisted—he needed desperately to believe that. He attacked blindly; her movements
revealed in athousand minute ways that she knew exactly what he in-tended to do as soon as he himself
was aware of it.

And now the word slowly rose through his mind and came to the surface, the label he had avoided since
her hunt first began.

Telepathy.

To his horror, she nodded.

No! It can't be!

~ Itis. And thethought, her thought, struck terror in him to the depths of his Braxin soul asit resounded
slently inside hismind.

~ | will teach you fear as you have never known it.

No!

She smiled as she circled him, asif she no longer had anything to worry about. Did she, at that? Could he
stand against such aterrible power?

He had to, he told himself. And grimly he set himself for her attack.

He was fortunate that his skills were strong, for just before his new stance was set, in that instant when a
lesser man might have been caught off-balance, she struck. It took all his skill to muster an adequate
defense and even that allowed a shallow cut along one leg, barely preventing afatal one to the torso.

Inhuman creature! But he knew that Azea hardly consid-ered such power unnatural, and he cursed his
own culture, which in treating it as such had crippled his adaptability.

He was losing now, clearly and consistently. Where she had previously scratched him, now she gouged



into tender, necessary muscle, and no parry he devised could keep her away. Worst of all was the growing
awareness that she had been toying with him before, which cut his Braxin ego far more brutally than any
blade could his body.

I will not fall to your kind! He thought it as loudly as he could and hoped she heard. He was aware of
the Azeans about him, watching intently, wanting the spy for their tor-tures, their mental games. . .. You
will never have me!

And he attacked. Not because he stood any chance of success but because he was a Braxin and was not
going to die a child'stoy. To his surprise she retreated before him, and red dripped from her shoulder where
his ada-tip had scored.

Mindless fury! Was there indeed hope?

He gave himself over to his rage and tried not to think at al. The odds were still against him but they
were not nearly so overwhelming; for each wound he sustained he was able to reach her once, where
before he could not at al. The sight of her blood fed hisfrenzy. Is this what they feel? he wondered. Wil
the Circle talk to me now?

He had backed her up toward the Circle's boundary again and he pressed forward, willing to bleed if that
was the cost. With her back against its curve she would be limited in movement. There was a chance. It
was a dlight one, true, but any hope was welcome at this point, and it hel ped take the edge off the crippling
terror and give him back the best of his skill.

Now. . . .

He moved in. A low angled blow would pin her against the curve even if she saw it coming. The
gleaming blade whipped forward—

And she dropped her weapon.

And grabbed hiswrist.

And the world went dark.

~ Feel my hate, Braxin. Let it flow over and through you, a private thing between the two of us.

He was drowning in a sea of violence. Terror overwhelmed him. A hideous alien thing wasin hismind
and everything else was forgotten.

~ You have no secrets before me, no privacies. | will probe you, enter you, strip you bare. Taste
my hate.

He cringed before the ondaught, feeling his humanity crum-ble. He struggled for the surface, but there
was nothing. Her mind was opened to him; unwillingly he was drawn into it, seeing nothing there but a
seething sea of violent emation, directed toward him. Drowning, he struggled.

~ | will strip you of everything that makes you human, Braxin. Before me you have no privacy, no
pride, no image. | will take the terror they conditioned into you and use it to break you down until
nothing is left.

Hewas trying to fight her but he had spent a lifetime learning not to be able to. His people had nothing
like this, nothing but terrible legends of mutant power which frightened children and justified infanticide. He
had been taught not to face it. And the teaching had been good.

~ Look at me!

Againgt hiswill he did. Her mind was not young, not in any sense of the word. She had lived a dozen lives
through the minds and eyes of tutors and had endured greater emo-tional traumathan most adults could
survive. She was a creature of hatred and violence, and nowhere in her was there room for any gentle
emotion, nor the stuff to nourish its growth. Recipient of adult instabilities, she had absorbed lust and hatred
and the need to kill but had lived in a body incapable of expressing those things—until now.

~ | will have you, she thought to him, and there was a sexual undertone to the threat that froze him with
horror. Suddenly he understood.

"You are Braxana," he whispered.

Through her eyes, through the eyes of the telepathsin their audience, he saw her wrench his own ada
from his unfeeling hand and turn it against him. He struggled to back up from the depths, but not quickly
enough. Pain exploded inside him and he observed the blow as his eyes closed in death, re-flected in a
thousand minds, twisting, tearing. . . .

Then there was darkness, and an ending.

Ten thousand pairs of eyes watched closely as Anzhalyu drew back from the fallen body of her
opponent, trembling with exertion, and tore the barbed end of the Braxin's ada free from his torso with one
swift jerk. But she seemed to lack strength now that the fighting was over; the long weapon fell from her



hand even as she freed it.

No one moved as she knelt by the body of the Fallen; every spectator had, in some special way, the right
to witness. Multtering ritual words she cupped her hands beneath the killing wound. Red blood poured into
it—Braxin blood, she knew, for they wouldn't have bothered to adjust his biochem-istry that much. Her
nostrils flared as she drank in the sweet odor.

"There will be more," she whispered to no one. "'l promise."

She drank deeply.

The Sharing would begin now. Two of the Bloodletters moved into the circle with the drugged oil that
would sustain her life. Laun Set had demanded the right to be one of them, and now he was the first to
reach out to her with a glistening hand—

—and pull back suddenly with acry, asif touching her had burned him.

There was sadness and understanding in her eyes.

"I never said | mastered it all," she said softly.

The other man reached out to her and she did not back away; like Laun Set he was unable to endure the
contact.

"No," she whispered. "Touch Discipline. .. | never...."

Bleeding, she swayed.

"Kyar—" Laun Set began.

"Finish theritual for me," she murmured. "Finish it properly. Seethat no insult is done."

"There can be no insult, Kyar." And he added: "Blood-letter."

Shetried to speak again but the strength had left her. Her eyes shut and she fell; ingtinctively Laun Set
reached for her, and because her consciousness flickered out as she dropped into his arms, he was able to
catch and hold her.

"Finishit," he whispered to his companion, and with the concerned comprehension of a Bloodletter the
other nodded.

With a brief condescension to necessary ritual Laun Set carried her out, quickly.

And the Sharing began.

13

"I don't care who you are," the Darian said, "and | don't care what your rank is. The answer's no."

'‘But—" Torzha began. Ebre put a hand on her shoulder.

"If they say no, then it's no. She's not technically a citizen of the Empire, Torzha—she doesn't come
under our jurisdiction.”

"But in a matter regarding military security—"

"StarControl can't override the prerogatives of a Darian medical facility unless the subject isan Azean
citizen. Special amendment to the Treaty of Conguest.” He paused for amoment and watched her; at last
he urged, "L ook, | could use a breath of fresh air. Didn't the guard say something about waiting on the
terrace?"

After amoment she nodded, and led him there. The Darian night was cool and he breathed deeply as he
stretched.

"Eight Standard Daysin that damned transport,” he mut-tered. "Not for anyone but you, Torzha. A man
needs a planet to stand on."

She was amused. "What about the five yearsin space | keep hearing about? Heroic sacrifice of ground
leave rights? Endless battle and bloodshed and not a moment's rest for the weary?'

"That was quite some time ago—and a desk job cures you of that kind of endurance. Y ou'll learn that
soon enough.” He leaned on the primitive metal railing and shook his head, incredulous. "Halfway across the
Empire to see some child prodigy for Hasha knows what purpose—Founding forbid you should tell me
that—and the primitive natives won't let a crowned head of the Empireinto their precious medical facil-ity.
What idiot came up with the idea of a constitutional empire, anyway? Hasha, it'stimes like this | realize just
how much power we don't have."



"Nothing personal," she said dryly. "Y ou'rejust out-ranked."

"By some primeval killer who forbade visitors." He had switched into Ikna, which they both spoke, just in
case someone was listening. "How foolish of me—of course.”

Footsteps sounded lightly on the rough stone floor behind them; they turned and found a native waiting for
their attention.”

"Laun Set," Torzhaexplained. "A Bloodletter, and the man who's been watching over Anzhalyu." She
introduced Ebre: "Director ni Kahv, of StarControl."

The Darian ignored him. "l heard you were here. If you want to see her, I'm willing to alow it."

Torzha started forward and Ebre moved to follow, but the Bloodletter stepped between them, his eyes
cold with author-ity. "Only that one.”

Ebre hesitated, then shrugged and backed off. "Evidently you outrank me, Starcommander. Please go
ahead—I'll wait here." Then, in Ikna: "And when you come back please don't forget to explain to me why |
came here."

Laun Set ushered Torzha out and with a gesture indicated the direction she should travel. Before joining
her he looked back at Ebre.

"She's not one of you," he said to him, quietly. "She's far more like my kind than yours. It would be better
if Azeajust |eft her alone while she healed. My people know what to do."

Do they? he wondered, but he said nothing.

The Bloodletter led Torzha down a heavily guarded corri-dor, to a private room at the end. While they
walked, he explained the situation. "Shelll live, I'm glad to say. These things happen sometimes: the drugs go
bad, or there's a mistake made in mixing them. Usually that means death. In her case we were ableto
compensate. But full recovery will be long in coming. Here." he indicated a door. " She's asked after you.
That's why you're here. But | have to remind you that her mind is as exhausted as her body. Mask your
tension, if you can."

She looked sharply at him. "Isit so noticeable?"

He laughed, and seemed about to voice a mocking answer, but at last said merely, "Yes. Goin, please.”

The child lay in aprimitive hospital bed, barely breathing. Light from the corridor flooded the room as
Torzha opened the door, driving back the shadows which had dominated prior to her arrival. When she shut
the door behind her she was left in near-darkness; the window had been adjusted to an eighty-five percent
screen and the little light that passed through it was barely sufficient for human vision.

"My eyes are over-sensitive,” the child explained, as though Torzha had voiced her observations. "Laun
Set saysthisis normal, under the circumstances.”

Her voice was awhisper, yet physical weakness did not seem to be the cause. "Y our hearing?' Torzha
asked softly.

The child smiled. "Also." She stirred as if she meant to rise to asitting position, but lack of strength forced
her back again to the pillows. "Thisisn't what you've come to talk about, though."

"Do you know that?"

"Y ou mean, am | reading your mind? Yesand no. I'mnot . . . how should | say it?. . . reaching inside
you for infor-mation. But your surface thoughts, your immediate emotional concerns, these are obviousto
me—I'm trained to take note of them as casually as | breathe. Think of a book—one can grasp its purpose
by observing the cover, without opening it." She paused. "I'm sorry if—"

"I'm familiar with books."

"Few are."

"But those who study the Braxins have to be."

Shewasintrigued. "Transculturalist?"

Torzha nodded.

"And that does have something to do with why you're here."

"In that it concerns Braxi, yes." Torzha pulled achair close to the bed and sat beside her. The child's
sun-scorched lids, she noticed, were nearly shut, but beneath them there was a hint of vibrant lifein the
movement of her eyes. It would take a lot to kill this one. Torzhathought. "I'll admit | was more than a
little hesitant to let you negotiate with the Braxin as you did."

"Then I'll admit | was surprised you let me." Her lids flickered open briefly and dark eyes studied the
Starcommander. "Why?'

"I'm not certain | can answer you. | trust my hunches— they're usualy reliable. I'm a good judge of
people, and you inspire my faith. Also," she admitted wryly, "there were few real aternatives." She leaned
forward, then said softly, "Anzha lyu, do you know just what you accomplished?'

Again that bright, piercing look shot out from beneath the sunburned eyelids. "Tell me."



"You are a Bloodletter." She looked pointedly at the girl's left arm—a dark gash was permanently incised
above the wrist. Anzha's hand flexed in unconscious response to the scrutiny. "A human Bloodletter. Not
some spy who dishon-ored the Hyarke by competing against the natives, but one whom the Darians chose
to raiseto their status. The reasons are irrelevant—the fact remains. To the Darian mind, human life had
risen immeasurably in status. Not only has the crisis passed, but the situation has noticeably improved. Two
centu-ries of diplomacy and you put us al to shamein asingle afternoon. Anzhalyu. . . ." Her voice was
suddenly lower. "Why did you hunt the Braxin?"

"For my pleasure," she said sharply.

"That answer would do your enemies proud."

" "To hunt a Braxin, one must think like aBraxin." Do you know who said that?"

"Darme lyu Tukone."

"My father. My family had along tradition of service to the Empire. If not for . . . the obvious. . . | would
have joined them."

Now, Torzhathought. Say it.

"You till can.”

The girl looked up, startled. "Do you know what you're saying?'

Torzha smiled, amused. "I think so."

"I can't even become acitizen of the Empire, much less serve in the military. I'm banned from obtaining
the simplest Security clearance.”

"I'm aware of al this."

"Then how—"

"Let metell you some things about the rulers of the Empire. The Emperor himself isapractical man, with
little tolerance for bureaucratic nonsense. If the military saysit needs you, he'll back you. Ebre values my
opinion and will act on it; StarControl will support you."

"That's two."

"You'll never win over the Council of Justice. They can't go back on their decisions regarding you or it
throws much of their work into question. Asfor the Combined Council of Nations, the Director of
StarControl has an honorary seat in the House of Humans, through which he can argue on your behalf and
also observe the workings of the Council to time things properly regarding it."

"Isni Kahv going to argue vehemently on my behalf?"

"| doubt it. But Ebre's chosen his successor.”

The girl's eyes opened wide in understanding. " You."

Torzhainclined her head in affirmation. "The newsisn't out yet. I'd prefer it remained that way."

"I understand. That would mean three of the Five would be female. . . ."

"Two females and a T-san Breeder, but the result is the sasme—a fifty/fifty balance is as abhorrent to the
Braxins as afemale mgjority. To usit's asimple matter, not a sexua issue at all—but to them it will mark
the changeover from a male empire to afemale one. The moment of formal announcement will bring on
renewed military activity and symbolic brutal-ity. Just asit aways does, in such cases."

She |leaned over toward the girl.

"I want to sponsor you into StarControl."

Anticipation flashed brightly in those dark, alien eyes. "Y ou're taking on areal battle, there."

"Doesthat mean you'l do it?

"The Ingtitute won't let me go."

"For two more years, until your basic training is com-pleted. After that you can commute from the
Academy."

"They won't take mein."

"Ebre can override their admissions office."

"Will he?"

Torzhasmiled. "If approached properly."

"Y ou seem to have al the answers.”

"I've tried to anticipate al the questions. | have no illu-sions about this, Anzha lyu—-it's not going to be
easy. But | see atremendous potential in you that's wasted anywhere but at the War Border. What do you
say?’

The child drew in a deep, thoughtful breath. "What can | say? Thisisall I've dreamed of doing, al I've
ever wanted. And | have nothing whatsoever to lose. Y es, Starcommander. Yes."

"Then rest, now, and regain your strength. Ebre's on Dan and we can do the ceremony here. After that,
the Council of Justice will have to dea with you through me."



And the Council of Nations, she thought, and the Emperor. Not to mention the Institute, which claimed
actual possession of the girl . . . but that was the easy part.
How in the name of Hasha was she going to explain this to Ebre?

Harkur:  The more complex alanguage, the greater its capacity to influence the thoughts of men.

Sx

149 And asthe water receded (anticipation to dread, culminating by the end of line
150)

150 A form was left adrift (to sorrow, with a hint of morbid fascination)

151 Pale arm draped over cold stone (finality)

152 A last spray to clothe its hand in death.

| waited.

The assembled company was silent. Their faces, hidden behind masks of Braxanaimage, revealed
nothing.

Finally Kaim'era Zatar nodded. | permitted myself to breathe again.

"It was well done." He waved for a servant to pay me. "Although | am surprised there was no taste of
secondary eroticism in the last image, given your audience.”

Mentally | berated myself for the choice; verbaly | rose to defend it. "Before such an audience, is not
erotic content inherent in the image itself? To fall into an overtly sexual speech mode would seem, to me at
least, to be both unneces-sary and overbearing, and would sacrifice the subtlety of the image'simplications.”

"Oh, | fully agree with your choice—but it surprises me that a non-Braxana could be so perceptive." Gold
sinias were laid before me in quantity; | tried not to betray the extent of my surprise. "Take them,
woman—the performance was worth it."

| bowed deeply. "I am grateful, Kaim'era."

"A good poet is hard to come by—and afemale, even more so. How did you come to the Art?"

| used the speech mode of recall and subtly drew on my mother's inflection: "By abandoning all profitable
pursuits and devoting mysdlf to insubstantia folly."

He laughed, and afew others among my audience smiled. The rest were doubtlessly confused by my use
of irony with-out speaking in an ironic mode-complex. How limited are they who can only follow two lines
of thought at once! My teachers, | thought, were correct: the greater the poet, the harder it isto find
the proper audience.

"A true artist, then," he countered. "Is your composi-tional skill asready as your wit?"

| nodded with appropriate humility.

"On the ninth day of this zhent I'm arranging entertain-ment for nine of the Kaim'eri and chosen members
of their Houses—abouit forty in al. | would like an original piece, dutifully inoffensive, strictly apolitical.
Something violent would be appropriate. Keep it generally appealing; some of my guests are not known for
subtlety." He paused dramati-cally. "Therelll be time enough for that later if you do this one well."

| ignored the promise in his voice as his discretionary under-mode cautioned meto. "I'll need aguest list,"
| offered hesitantly. | had been uncertain as to whether or not this was a reasonabl e request, but his smile
told me he was pleased.

"I'll have one sent. You are staying. . . ."

| looked at the gold before me and decided to move. "Kurat-Seret, at the Dekor'va.”

"I know the house. It will be forwarded. Have you any further business with me?"

"No," | said, my speech mode indicating: yes.

"Good." His promised: later.

| almost danced home.



Five nights—nine Kaim'eri—by the gods who abandoned us, it was not possible!

Anything is possible, whispered my poet's soul (in the speech mode of doubt). Let me tell you the tale
of a poet who hanged himself with promises. . . .

Zatar'slist arrived promptly and it was as thorough a guide as one could ask for. Nine Kaim'eri with no
tastes in com-mon and Householders with less. What do you say to a Braxana who expects insolence, yet
will not tolerate it—who expects to be praised, yet sneers at sycophancy? And how did | get myself
committed to finding a solution?

| chose and discarded enough themes to stock alibrary with literature-tapes. Most were too
subtle—some were not subtle enough—a few were simply rotten ideas to start with. My rented floor was
littered with a carpet of discarded thoughts. | would have been satisfied to have atheme and be incapable
of finding the proper words to expressit; that was apoet'slot in life. But to be entirely bereft of atheme:
that was afate | would not wish upon an Azean!

History | discarded early. Such images were fine for ama-teurs, but history was a subjective science at
best and every recorded incident was seen in different ways by different people. There is no worse torture
for a poet than to hear "Yes, it was afair performance, but weren't there four hundred and thirty-six
Azeanstaken at the battle of Kos-Torr, as opposed to four hundred and thirty-two?"

Likewise | discarded all tales of sexual desire. The vari-ance in taste anong my audience-to-be was
enough to give a poet nightmares, and it did. | couldn't even use the amateur-ish last resort of throwingin a
bit of everything, for Kaim'era Retev's Mistress found sexual experimentation distasteful.

Taz'hein! | couldn't have designed aworse situation if someone had commissioned me to do so.

Then | considered, and | recalled my oath of frustration. Taz'hein—the unconcerned traitor-god—father
of the Braxana. Did | have the nerve to present a religious theme to a people who scorned nothing more
than active religion? Why not?

Far into the night | scribbled and dictated. Once | had to run out with my recorder to pick up anew
charge; while on the streets | narrowly avoided a male figure on the prowl for satisfaction. Did my time
count as work-time enough that | had Just Cause to refuse him? | was unwilling to test the point. True, it's
not impossi ble to compose poetry while serving as a receptacle for some stranger's lust, but it's blessed
difficult.

Dawn broke over my first outline. By mid-aftemoon of the second day | began to see the promise of a
masterpiece. What had begun as atale of glory had become twisted with subtle brilliance into something of
far greater scope, and | could feel it happening as | worked. Level after level of meaning was added:
something for everybody. For the simple, on the surface, a bloody tale of the divine origin of the tribe of the
Braxana. For Zatar and his kind, who are the men a poet lives to serve, athousand layers of meaning to
uncover, atouch of macabre humor here and there which would tell a second, third, even afourth tale
simultaneoudly, as only amistress of the Art could do it.

By the fourth day it was woven, a verbal mesh of war, lust, and—of course—The Ultimate Treachery. |
will tell you of the death of the Creator, | chanted as| fell asleep on my desk, and my mind used the
opportunity to dream the thou-sand subtleties which that one line could contain, given the speech modes of
the Braxana.

"The poet, Lanst'va."

| bowed deeply, my heart beating wildly. | knew two of these people were at |east moderately hostile to
my Art; them | must win over if | valued my life. The rest must be pleased, seduced . . . manipulated. That
was the true art which such poetry as mineinvolved.

1 1 will tell you of the death of the Creator
(Triumph/satisfaction/finality)

2 And you who choose to mourn gods will be moved
(Superiority tinged with amusement)

3 And al who would accord folly worship
(Emphasized superiority)

4 Fall down upon bended knee before the fate of the heavens
(Mocking command)



5 And raise not your unworthy eyesto the Void of the living gods.

By thethirtieth line | had captured them, and | edited my work as their almost imperceptible responses
advised. That is one of the challenges of spoken poetry; the best preparation still cannot anticipate an
audience, and many poets have failed to communicate through unwillingness to adapt a treasured text. |
saw my script asaliving, vital thing, and asit reached out to these Braxana | helped it to grow into
something greater than the pre-prepared word could ever be.

In strong words | drew a glorious picture of the Creator. My images came from the mythology of other
peoples, to whom no god was greater than that responsible for the cre-ation of All. Thiswas asit should be,
in order that the magnitude of hisfall might be all the more dramatic. Beneath the story, and far beneath the
underlayer of irony which was the prevalent mode for this potion, | laced the work with enough subtle
implications to allow them to laugh at my expense—for Avra-Salos, creator of the universe and all that he
placed in it, my creator, was not the father of the Braxana.

| let my voice darken in foreboding as | spoke of the creation of Taz'hein as a suitable companion for the
One. Delicately | shadowed my speech with chaos as Ar was born, the mate of the First and the mold for
womankind, whose birth |eft no thought free in the heavens, thereafter known as the Void of
Consciousness. They were mine, these Braxana, and | knew it. | worked by instinct, reciting from memory
in some parts and improvising in others. And asfar as| could judge, | was choosing correctly.

Ar in her dire glory swept over my audience, a goddess of chaos whose freedom decreed the bondage of
man to the will of woman. | knew that in that moment, as| spoke to them, as| controlled them, that they
feared that goddess as they would never have rationally chosen to do, these men who played falsely at
atheism. Though most of them could not understand every layer of meaning | presented to them,
unconsciously they absorbed it all. | saw this clearly reflected in their eyes and mannerisms as | continued.

The war of the sister worlds envel oped them then, and my voice praised Taz'hein for betraying and
destroying his Cre-ator even as | lamented the betrayal in pseudo-religious grief. Worlds shook—human
blood ran in rivers—is this enough violence for you, Kaim'era Zatar?

Then, switching to the modes which imply sexuality and power, | spoke of Taz'hein's manifestation on
Braxi and the begetting of the Braxana. It seemed to please them so | lingered on that point, improvising
more detailed description that | had originally intended.

With a sudden adjustment in tone | moved to the condi-tional bondage of Ar. | kept the implication of
threat to a minimum; the mythological promise of her freedom in the event of female dominance would be
too strong, coming as it did from awoman, if not handled carefully. | sensed that these men who had once
scorned even that myth were not quite as certain of their own atheism by the time | was done.

My closing encompassed a view of the Braxana barbarian, in whose ruthlessness resided the promise of
future power. More would be cheap sycophancy. The Braxana mythology already supports both the Social
Codes and the Braxana right to power. It can be enough when the poet presentsit, render-ing each word in
adifferent mode, giving each phrase a thousand meanings.

There was silence.

Then Zatar nodded slowly, asign that | had succeeded and should leave without word. Bowing deeply, |
obeyed.

Before | had reached the outer door, his Mistress caught up with me.

"He would have you wait," she said. | stopped walking. "In here." Sheindicated a small sitting room off
the entrance hall. It was decorated lavishly in the Central Braxana style. Not being accustomed to sitting on
the floor, cushions or no, | perched on the ege of alowtable.

Some short time later the Kaim'era himself entered. | stood, that | might bow.

"An excellent performance.”

"| thank you, Magnificent One."

"And it was not an easy assignment.”

| let amusement color my voice. "l am very aware of that, Kaim'era."

"It was intentional. Y ou've earned your business time the hard way, poet. I'm listening.”

My heart was pounding. This was already farther than any of my kind had ever gotten with him, | knew,
and Zatar's verbal reputation had attracted many a skilled poet.

"Y our House lacks my Art, Great One."

"My House has its Master," he responded dryly.

1 indicated my deep respect for his verbal skill. "But has it a poet? Doubtless your politics are rendered
with unequaled skill, but have you an artist to choose the words which will give maximum play to the beauty



of our tongue?' He said nothing and | continued without pause, lest | lose courage. "l can provide
pleasure—pai n—instruction. I'm trained to make any audience feel whatever | wish. | lay that skill at your
feet. | will bring you simple pleasure, Kaim'era, or | will build you legends. Y ou have but to choose.”

I had run out of words. In silence he regarded me, his emotions masked by a stone exterior | knew |
would never penetrate.

"Let'sreview your motives." | trembled but nodded.

"Y ou are awoman. As such, you cannot support yourself in any field requiring authority over men. The
arts entail a special risk, since being independent of authority you have no way of demanding payment if
such isrefused.”

"Thisistrue, Kaim'era." And hit home, painfully.

"Asan artist you are apart from the Braxin class structure. In the eyes of common society you are the
lowest of all. Becoming part of a purebred House would grant you legiti-macy and a second class
designation.”

"True, Kaim'era, but—"

"And you are arebel. Did you think | wouldn't research your past? Y ou inspired a crowd nearly to
rebellion on Vreski as an 'exercise in oratory manipulation.' Only when you renounced your class privileges
to devote yourself to more harmless artistic pursuits was your life spared—and even that by a close vote."

| felt achill rising in the depths of my soul. | had changed my name, my appearance, and al other
personal essentials since then. | had never realized he would be so thorough.

"In addition, | find it clear by your presentation that you revel in the manipulation of men." Heraised a
hand to silence my protest. "Just as the mistress of our language can work on a subconscious level, so can
its master read as deeply. So. Y ou want class, money, security. And you, a Braxin woman, would play a
mani pulative game with the Master Race, hoping someday to understand that nature which we keep secret
from your kind and to command it under the guise of poetry. Understand that under the best of
circum-stances you would have to abandon your freedom at my door. Y our every move would be watched.
Y our every word would be recorded and sent to me. Y our poetry would be censored. And if your poetic
approach ever disturbed me, | would have you killed without a second thought—perhaps slowly.” He
regarded me with a steadiness which made me shudder, and in silence made me reconsider just what |
wanted to get myself into. Ultimate folly! What had | known of Braxanaways, | who had thought only of
my Art, and my pleasure?

A strange satisfaction crossed his face, amost asif he were aware of the humility his speech had
fostered within me. He turned to go—but merely to reject my service, or to punish me for past rebellion?

He glanced back once before leaving, and his expression was again unreadable.

"Come to this estate tomorrow evening." His degp voice was shaded with amusement. "Y our Mistress
will see to rooms and wages. Ask for her when you arrive.”

| could say nothing, for he was gone too quickly.

Tazhein!

Thus | entered the House of Zatar—I, artist and instigator, poet and revolutionary.

Doubtless had | been born male my life would have been different. | can imagine mysealf dying in the
front lines of a premature revolution, fighting for the excitement of com-manding the actions of others while
striving to throw off the yoke of the Pale Ones rule. But instead | was born awoman, and so must fulfill
my dreams in a mode suitable to that sex. It was a hard fate to bear. | didn't mind the forced accessibil-ity
which most women waste time condemning, nor the chil-dren whose unexpected arrival cost me time and
health. But the soul of a manipulator was in me from my birth, and that is a cruel misalignment of interests
among such a people as mine.

So | turned to language. It allowed me to combine my creative and commanding instincts so subtly that
few men realized the manipulative power of my Art. And when the Braxana, who are more sensitive than
most on this point, arrested me for my audacity, they labeled me shem'Ar rather than revolutionary—a
woman in command of men, a servant of the goddess of Chaos Incarnate: the ultimate Braxin taboo.

| think it was my Art that saved me. The Braxana show little mercy toward those that defy them, but that
which pleases them is often safe from their rage. | pleaded for my life in aglorious display of their language
which brought me the right to survive, once they had stripped me of the right to do anything but speak.

And now the House of Zatar! The thrill of it overwhelmed me; at the same time, | wasfilled with dread.
Zatar had claimed my life and willingly | gave it to him. But how long before the essence of the shem'Ar
arose again to vibrant life and cast me into danger through his displeasure?



When | was not obsessed by such fears as this my life was one of challenge and pleasure. The young
Kam'erawhom | served was indeed a master of histongue and it took all my talent and training to please
him. But oh, the rapture of performing for a Braxana audience! No sexual contact could bring such
pleasure, no wine such intoxication.

It was my duty to instruct Ni'en in the delicate nuances of our language, and because it was Zatar's will
she tried to be a good pupil. But even as she learned a speech mode it betrayed her; for each instancein
which she applied it constructively there were another five in which she unconsciously alowed it to flavor
her language, revealing more of her inner self than any Mistress of a Braxana House could afford. Fully
half of our drills were designed to strip the obvious from her commu-nication, to teach her to express
herself not as her class does, to expressits feelings, but as his class does, to support an image and
communi cate acceptable emotions.

And how she worked to please him! Was her devotion wholly inspired by those emotions which we strive
to deny (but which, the poet knows, persist in the human heart none-theless)? Or because she was an
outsider in his upper-class world, who must serve him or know complete isolation? Braxana society shunned
us both—her for her brand, me for my past. Where else could we have found fulfillment but at his side?

Few men in the House showed any sexual interest in me and many of those who did were sterile; afringe
benefit of service to the Braxana. Such a situation allowed me to ex-press sensuality in my work as | had
not dared before, and | know this development both pleased and amused my Master even asiit pleased and
confused me.

My work was censored, as he had warned me it would be. But this was merely necessity on his part, a
careful control over what his House presented to the others of his Race. He himself had no fear of anything
| had to say. Often he called me forth for private performances and in such situations | might choose any
subject matter and experiment with any manner of treatment. Others found him harsh and intolerant: this
was his public image. Toward me he was demanding, yes, but also indulgent. Providing | 1abored with his
pleasurein mind, | might do so in unorthodox manners.

| grew more bold. His alert black eyes seemed always to reach into my soul and read my motives, yet he
never voiced any displeasure regarding my newfound poetic audacity. | had been preparing a major work, a
masterpiece of subtlety which ultimately questioned Braxi's devotion to the Endless War; its presentation
would be dangerousin the most tolerant of company. | did not imagine | would ever have the courage—or
foolhardiness—to actually perform it. But atrue artisan never wholly discipline his need for creative
expres-sion; thus it was that one day | caught my Master up in a stirring tale of war and intrigue which had
for its underlayer a disturbing new view of the Braxin-Azean conflict.

He regarded me for sometimein silence when | had finished. "Interesting," he said finally.

| trembled. Had | gonetoo far? The long piece | had slaved over was a masterpiece of language, but |
would not have dared to perform it for any other man. Had | misjudged him?

"Y ou have quite a mind, woman." He was pensive. "Quite amind, indeed. | watched your audience the
last time, you know. | always do. Y ou sway their minds as no man ever could. Thereisreal power in you.
Power to influence men."

| was very till.

"Cometo metonight," he ordered.

| knew him well enough to recognize that for the dismissal it was. | was grateful for the exit; it allowed
me to camou-flage my fear with movement.

Control of men—wasn't that, in essence, what he had as-cribed to me? Absolutely forbidden by any
Braxin standard, intolerable in a Braxana Household: punishable, as all infrac-tions of the Braxin social
order were, with death.

If he acknowledged me as a shem'Ar | would die; no pleasure | had brought him could buy me out of that
fate. The potential had always been within me, of course, and such a master of language could not have
failed to noticeit, but if he saw it fully manifesting itself he would have no choice but to pluck the errant
weed up by itsroots.

It was with a cold heart that | went to him that night.

I had never tasted a purebred Braxana; it was unexpectedly sweet. | found so little relationship between
that lingering pleasure and the desperate arousal and release of the lower classes that they seemed to be
two entirely different acts. | must say that in the face of death | knew great pleasure, and though my nature
had disturbed him | do not think my body did so. He had me sleep by him; thisis a Braxana custom in which
I had not indulged before and | found it disturbing. Rather than sleep | observed him, hisfine features
relaxed in lumber, one naked hand rising and falling upon his chest with the slow rhythm of his breathing.
Three delicate golden rings adorned his fingers so lightly that even under the tight gloves of his traditional



costume | had never noticed them; now they drew my eye to his long-fingered, perfectly mani-cured hand,
which | had never before seen revealed in such a manner. | would try to remember the image for future
poetry. If there were to be any future poetry.

He awoke when dawn's first light poured through the windows; fearful and unrested, | prepared myself
for the worst. Y et he said nothing as he dressed. | could not help but watch him as he applied the Braxana
layersto hislean form; gray over gray over gray, and on top of it all ablack shortcloak, gloves, and boots.
Not until the choking high collar was tight about his neck and his medallion of rank lay golden upon his chest
did he speak to me, or even acknowl!-edge my presence.

"So you would command the ways of men," he stated simply, smoothing hislong black glove-cuffs over
hisforearms.

"I will not dispute your judgement, Kaim'era."

Helooked at me sharply. "Then speak openly. Y ou enjoy manipulation.”

Weakly | nodded.

"Of men."

Again | affirmed it.

"Men in power."

The blood wasrising in my cheeks. "Kaim'era—"

"Yes or no will suffice."

| looked away from him. "Yes," | whispered.

"Which might be labeled the service of Ar."

| flinched. He was dancing verbal circles around the term, but the implication was clear. The shem'Ar
cannot be permit-ted to endure. Would he simply kill me, or would it be more unpleasant than that?

He noted my discomfort and afaint smile adorned his flawless features. "Fortunately for usyou're a
member of my House and thus a servant of my will; therefore aformal recognition of the situation is not
necessary."

| found that | was holding my breath.

"Y ou have a peculiar power, Lanst'va—areal ability to control the emotions of your audience without
their being aware of it. I've watched you work since you came here, and time and practice have only added
to your skill. | wish to call upon that talent. Y ou are willing?"

| exhaled carefully. "Y our will ismine."

"Excellent." He smoothed his hair. "What this meansin the immediate future is that | might lend you out
to some of the upper-class Houses. They've requested your service, obliv-ious to your power." He laughed.
"I couldn't have asked for better. Later on, | will need to leave Braxi periodicaly." He held up ahand to
silence any possible protest. "My plans make it necessary. It pleases me therefore that Ni'en finds support
in your company. And it would please me even more if | could allow you to practice your Art in the other
Houses while I'm gone.”

| barely managed speech. "What do you require?’

His dark eyes focused on me wiht sudden intensity. "Even | can't allow a shem'Ar to exist. Therefore you
must never earn that designation."

| waited. Evidently he saw something in my expression that pleased him, for he smiled more broadly. "It's
avery technical definition, isn't it? A woman only commands men in her own right when her orders are her
own."

| was beginning to understand. "But if the orders came from a man—"

"Then the woman is merely an instrument—albeit an effi-cient one." He nodded his satisfaction. "1 will
lend you to the others, if you are willing."

"Your will ismine," | repeated. Fear was being replaced by wild excitement. Was he going to set me
among the Braxana and make it my duty to influence their thinking? Could a woman know such ecstacy in
asinglelifetime?

| tried to maintain a calm exterior, but although | spoke in the Basic Mode | knew he could hear my
excitement as | answered, "l promised to build you legends.”

"I know," he said. "l remember. And I'm taking you up on it."

Harkur: An uninspired ruler works to devel op those relation-ships which will be most to his advantage.
A great ruler determines the most desirabl e relationships and assumes them into being.



Seven

The Emperor of the Azean Star Empire was an impressive man. Even among the tallest human race in
the explored galaxy he stood half a head above his fellows. Cream-colored hair poured over his shoulders
and down his back, streaked with gold as was the current fashion, and matched by a cream-and-gold robe
of state. His face was the color of polished bronze and in it the whites of his eyes were all the more
dramatic for the contrast. On his left hand he wore four rings, symbolic of the four other heads of state who
were at once his servants and his masters. On his right hand he wore aring carved out of zeymorite—a
reminder of the Founding— which was inscribed with the two hemispheres of Azesa, the seal of his office.

With the majestic patience of royalty, Pezh il Seth waited. The greathall wasfilled with his subjects:
human and alien, military and civilian, they were born to rank or had beenraised toiit . . . therewas no
place for commoners, here. The sheer mass of the Court's attendance was almost more than the greathall
could accommodate as it was. Not for the first time, he thought, we could have met on Lugast. Not for the
last time, he reminded himself that some things must be done on A zean soil—for the tradition which bound
them into awork-ing whole was based upon a message embodied by that planet.

A herad stirred. "From the Council of Nations," he an-nounced. "Grand Councillor Asabin Telia, of the
House of Humans."

The woman who entered was a L ugastine, short and pleas-ant looking. Lugastine formalclothes swept to
the ground in aflowing train of purple and turquoise which disguised the features of her body, while on her
head a golden crown supported the fine crystalline veil which covered her hair and shoulders.

They always did know how to dress, the Emperor reflected.

She bowed to the monarch and took her place by his side, her veil tinkling softly as she moved. "From the
Council of Justice," the herald continued. "Grand Justice Lish zi Reis."

The Azean who entered was a haughty man of some hun-dred Standard Y ears. Age was just starting to
make itself visible upon him, and the wrinkles which were beginning to set themselvesin hisforehead gave
him, if possible, a harsher dignity that he had previously possessed. He had chosen a black and burgundy
gown for the occasion; the uniform of the Council of Justice was entirely black, but zi Reis had decided
some time ago that that was too somber for state appearances and had dictated the application of color, in
dark and moder-ate doses.

The herald prepared himself for alien phonemes. "From the Council of Nations," he said carefully. "Grand
Council-lor Sst Fftf Shk-k, of the House of Non-Humans."

The T-san wore neither crown nor robes, for its lowlying carapace was suited to neither. It paused by the
herald to make a suitable gesture of respect and appreciation, for the T-san speech apparatus was so unlike
that of the Scattered Races that its people were accustomed to being referred to by human sounds. The
herald had made an attempt at pronounc-ing its actual name, and, given the inferiority of the human palate,
had come reasonably close.

The T-san Breeder dipped its respect to the Emperor and took its place beside Councillor Asabin. The
swirls of gold which it had painted on its upper surface blended in nicely with the rest of the company's
attire, and athough the T-san didn't fully understand the purpose of such ornamenation—its own
government functioned with less visual pomposity—it could tell that the application was both appropriate
and appreciated.

As aways, the presence of his non-human colleague in-spired awe in Pezh: for what Azea had
accomplished, and against what odds that had been done. There were over a hundred species represented
in the T-san's House, some from environments so alien to Pezh's own that any hope of his understanding
them was at best an exercise in futility. Between them and humanity there was little common ground, and
sometimes good reason for hostility. Y et human and non-human stood united before this Court, bound
together by a common dream, a common nation. And if the government they shared was less than perfect,
that was only to be ex-pected; in the face of such diversity, it was nothing short of amazing that the Empire
functioned at all.

"From the Emperor's military forces," the herald contin-ued, bringing Pezh's attention back to the present.
"Director Ebre ni Kahv, of StarControl."

Ebre's full dress uniform fit snugly to his muscular figure, a strong contrast to the flowing robes of the



other humans. A black half-jacket covered the right side of hiswhite under-uniform, its diagonal edge
embroidered in gold thread and fastened with gold buttons to the layer beneath it. Embroi-dered planets ran
down the outside edge of his black sleeve, one for each world he had subjugated through force or treaty.
Gold braid proclaimed by its placement on the jacket hisinvolvement in peace treaties, non-Braxin
diplomacy, and other effortsin the Empire's name. About hiswhite arm aband of brightly colored squares
proclaimed in code histrain-ing and present status; the gold band above it, the most coveted decoration of
the Empire, indicated that he was bound by personal fealty to the Emperor and was permitted to speak in
his name.

Ebre came before his liege and knelt. "Majesty. May | speak?’

"Y our words are always welcome," Pezh responded formally.

"It issaid that though a man brings great glory to his office, he dishonorsit if in the end he seeks to hold it
past the proper time. Nearly a century ago the crown of state was placed upon my head; | have tried to do
it justice. The Crowns of the time entrusted me with a great office and | believe | have served it to the best
of my ability."

"Y ou have done it nothing but honor," Pezh assured him.

"I thank you. | fear, however, that | am no longer young. My health begins to fail me in ways that
medicine cannot correct. | am forced to recognize that | have entered into the last stage of my life, in which
death may take me at any time, perhaps without warning.”

He paused. "It isin the tradition of StarControl to hand down the Directorship while oneis still dive, in
order that the fleets may never be without an active leader. | feel that the time has come to do this."

"We will al be sorry to see you go, Director. But we are also aware of the custom, and the reasoning
behind it, and approve wholeheartedly of your decision. | know | speak for my colleagues when | say that
we release you from your office willingly, but with great personal regret.”

Ebre's voicetightened. "I can't pretend that I'm not sorry to do this."

The Emperor waited respectfully for Ebre to regain full control of himself. "Have you chosen a
successor?' he asked at last.

"I have, your Majesty. Will you permit me to present her to this Court?"

Pezh nodded. He could almost hear the "her" in that sentence reverberating all the way to Braxi. He, of
course, knew of Ebre's choice, and had aready given his approval. But the information hadn't been released
to the others, for fear that it would reach Braxi before the ceremony. This time, he mused, the Presentation
would be more than mereritual.

"I present to the illustrious company Starcommander Torzha er Litz." Ebre extended a hand toward her
and she came down the central aisle, took her place by his side, and knelt. Gold decorations adorned her
white half-jacket in a notewor-thy gquantity; even if they couldn't read the details, Pezh knew, the other
Crowns of Azeawould beimpressed. "Her given name means 'fire," in the sense of that which purifies
through destruction—an appropriate apellation for one of the Empire's most accomplished Starcommanders.
Her adult name, Litz, was chosen after the Braxin conquest of a colony by that name—a conquest that
entailed the slaughter of over two and a half million men and women, thereby embodying the es-sence of
Braxin brutality. She bearsit as a constant reminder of her purpose. In service, her record is outstanding;
sheisof brilliant tactical mind and commands respect in al branches of the military. She isthe one best
suited to inherit my office, and although | regret the necessity of withdrawing her from active Border
service for this purpose, | feel that all aspects of our military effort will benefit from her assignment to the
Directorshsip.”

"The Starcommander's reputation is well known to us," Pezh told him, and he favored her with asmile.
She was nervous—well, that was to be expected—but she was hiding it well.

He looked toward his fellow Crowns for response. It would not be unreasonable for any of them to ask
for time to consult their various Councils and vote on the matter; on the other hand, when news of Ebre's
intended retirement had come they had probably started immediate discussion of the quaifications of the
obvious candidates. Had Torzha been on that list? Apparently so, for Grand Councillor Asabin nodded a
subtle gesture of approval, as did Grand Justice zi Reis, somewhat more grudgingly, the Emperor thought.
And Pezh had dealt with the T-san long enough to know its gentle hiss for the affirmation it was.

"We accept your retirement,” he told Ebre. "And we welcome your chosen replacement.”

One by one, Ebre ni Kahv removed hisfive rings of office, four from hisleft hand and one, bearing the
seal of StarControl, from hisright. One by one he handed them to the Emperor, and then gave over the
simple circlet which had been his crown. There were tears coming to his eyes, but his sorrow did not
interfere with the ritual grace of his actions.

Pezh turned to Torzha, who knelt directly before him.



"I give you my lifeand my loyalty," she said, "and swear to serve you, your Crown, and the Empire,
setting these priorities above all other things. And | vow to protect the Empire, its territories and its peoples,
from al outside threats, including but not limited to that of Braxin aggression, in accordance with the
precepts of the Founding."

He offered her his right hand and she pressed the seal of Azeato her forehead. "Know that as you serve
my office, so am | bound so serve and protect yours," he promised. And he placed the seal of Azea, setin
the ring Ebre had worn, upon her left hand.

One by one she knelt before the other Crowns, who offered her ritual acceptance and words of mutual
service, and gave to her the rings which tied her office to theirs. The T-san had brought a translator to
handle the verbal requirements but with a nod she dismissed him, and she exchanged the ritual words with
the Breeder in its own aspirated tongue. Ebre smiled dightly, warm with pride. Had she studied the
language just for this occasion? Pezh wondered. If so, it was a promising gesture.

She returned to her place before the Emperor and knelt there.

Solemnly he raised the circlet over her head and held it there; now was the time, in this moment of
silence, for any last objections to be raised. He looked out over the assembled multitude (uniformed, most of
them, and glittering with deco-rations), and past them to the windows which made Azeavisible. There
deathwinds swirled savagely, and gray dust smote the glass with soundless fury. No one spoke. After a
moment he nodded, satisfied, and lowered the golden ring to her hair, settling it around her head. With hands
on her shoulders he raised her, then, and presented her to the popul ace.

"Know that the Empire supports this woman in her office, and that sheis entitled to speak for its Throne."
He turned her back to him and offered his hand, smiling, for her to clasp. "Congratulations, Director.” He
guided her through her ritual acceptance, nodding as she shared an embrace with the Lugastine, a bow with
the T-san, and a somewht colder handclasp with the Grand Justice. There was alook in his eyes that
seemed to anticipate trouble; given the new Direc-tor's political leanings, Pezh was not surprised.

Solemnly the herald announced the termination of the court. There would be areception later, in the heart
of the Imperial Palace, and there a thousand and one dignitaries who had not been able to attend the
ceremony itself would have their chance to ply the Throne with questions. Pezh sighed in-wardly. It was
frustrating to play these political games on his own home world, where the very questions he faced were
dependent upon unnatural air, upon the illusion of comfort which they created for strangers. Out there, in
the atmosphere that only his race could breathe, the Azean dream had been born; only there, surrounded by
the acrid odor of Death, could the purpose of his people be truly understood.

Officers of the realm nodded their respect, bowed, or groveled, as befit their culture and station; Pezh
acknowl-edged it all with adiplomatic smile as they |eft the greathall's confines. First the Councillors, the
humans adopting the pace of their slower alien comrade, then the Emperor, flanked by the past and current
Directors. They passed out of the greathall itself, under the towering archway that marked the termina-tion
of ceremony.

Asthey proceeded down the adjoining corridor Pezh dropped back a hit, |etting the Councillors get ahead
of him. When they turned the corner he nodded a command to one of his guards, who threw open the door
to aside chamber. Ebre, expecting such action of him (how well they knew each other!) entered; Torzha,
after amoment's hesitation, did likewise.

Closing the door, Pezh shut the guards—and the world— outside. And transformed himself into
something that was no less an Emperor, but which was more informal, therefore more approachable. He
was, after all, asimple and practical man. Ebre knew that. The new Director would realize it soon enough.

"Well?' he said, turning to Torzha. "Ebre said you wanted to talk to me. He implied you wanted to talk to
me before the Grand Justice did. And since zi Reis would think nothing of dragging me away from the
reception to discuss business, | thought | would make myself avail able before we got there. Director?”

She blushed dightly at the unaccustomed title, and seemed surprised to find herself doing so. But her
voice was not without strength as shetold him. "Thereisa... situation ... of great personal importance to
me. | hadn't intended to bring it up today—"

"But Ebre thought it would be best if you did. And | agree. Generally speaking, | prefer efficiency to
protocol." She brightened at that; good, because he had chosen his words to encourage her. He knew what
she was going to ask, and had already made his decision. "What isit, Torzha er?"

She took a deep breath, for courage.

"It's about a young woman |'ve sponsored. . . ."

Viton: Itisin the nature of man that he is antagonistic toward the others of his sex. Each man seesin



another a potential competitor for the limited rewards of male success, and the hostility which arises
between them is a part of the natural balance of human life.

It ispossible, asin the case of father and son, that a closeness will arise between two men which
threatens the functional hostility of each. It is the duty of society to provide an artificial means of
encouraging the proper degree of antagonism.

Eight

"Bless him!" Turak swore, and drowned the oath with the last of the wine.

He was young, handsome, and purebred. His cloak was askew on his shoulders and his hair was
disheveled—but the latter had been managed by awoman, so helet it remain as a monument to her touch.
The former he rearranged as he raised a gloved hand to attract the proper attention.

"Wine!" he cried in the mode of command. "Suitable for my Race.”

The woman beside him smiled and pushed the pile of empty bottles to the far end of the table. Inside her
was a nagging concern for him, but it would be improper—and with a Braxana, possibly fatal—to let that
show in such a place. She would have to assume he could handle what he had drunk, though it would take
more than a man to do so.

"May he come to worship an active deity!" he muttered, and she shot him awarning glance which she
hoped would communicate that even in this place such language couldn't be tolerated. The winemaster
stumbled past crowded tables to them, humble and nervous. "Lord," he said meekly, "I have no more
Braxana wine. Perhaps some other—"

"Why not?" Turak demanded.

"Begging the Lord's pardon, my Lord, but you . . . that isto say, it has been finished—" and to illustrate he
indicated the tableful of emptied containers.

Turak, son of Sechaveh, stood and let the stool fall behind him with a clatter, rising to hisfull height and
with a practiced hand gripping the other by his hair. "Y ou tell methisisall you stock?' The winemaster
waved helplessly to indicate the poverty of his patrons, to point out wordlessly that there was no call in such
aplace asthisfor high-priced luxuries.

"For the chance that a Braxana will come here, you should keep enough to satisfy one man." Hisvoice,
penetrating and obviously inebriated, drew attention from all corners of the room. She was afraid of him but
more afraid for him, and when he reached for the Zhaor he had not worn that day she stood and pulled him
back.

"Lord, some air perhaps. . . ." He was trembling be-neath the mask of his rage, and seemed disoriented.
"I'll pay—" she began, but the winemaster was more willing to lose this small fortune than to risk Turak's
presence a moment longer than he had to. "Take him with you, make him forget this place, and that's
payment enough. | have enough prob-lems without an upper-class vendetta."

How strong he seemed, and how weak he was! The eyes which gleamed alertly saw, in reality, nothing;
the walk which appeared powerful and arrogant only did so because she supported him. In the depths of
drunkenness the need for image was such a driving force that, although nearly uncon-scious, supported by a
woman, he frightened the lower class patrons as he walked by them.

How can they be so weak, she wondered, and still main-tain thisimage of strength? She took him from
the main room out into the dark street. She had met him there while the sun, B'Salos, was still high in the
sky. Now the moon had taken its place. She called for a carriage, leaned him against awall, and tried to
soothe him.

"I took you to taste you," he murmured. There was sweat on hisface. "'l probably can't even do that
now."

She shook her head, smiling sadly. "It doesn't matter, Lord—therelll be other nights, other women. Asfor
myself, few women of my class can boast of withessing a Braxana Rage. If I've served you in the least—"

"Oh, you have, you have! We need women so desperately, my kind. We can't approach our own sex . . .
it's not like that with the common blood, isit?'

She shook her head sadly. "No, it's not. But that doesn't matter, Lord. Therell be a carriage in a moment;



it would do you good to rest, and wait."

Half ddirious, he murmured, "1 will kill him, | haveto. There's no other way. . . ."

A public carriage approached their call station and dowed to a stop. She pulled him gently from the wall,
aware that one of two men had come from the tavern to watch but feeling it better not to tell him. He
stumbled once, but with her help he reached the door and fell inside. By the time she had fed the address to
the steering mechanism he was sound asleep, so she programmed the alarm before she told the carriage to
depart.

Which one of the men watching, she wondered, would wish to taste the woman a Lord chose? Hopefully
none of them—nbut then, Braxin luck was rarely that good.

* % *

"And you made afool of yourself in front of whom? Not the upper classes, no, who at least would know
you for the racial exception you are! No. You act likean idiot in Sulos, and disgrace our image in front of
men who have never seenitsglory. Turak, you're going to work hard to outdo this one."

"Father—"

With an angry gesture Sechaveh cut him off. "Don't tell me about your hangover. | don't want to hear it.
And don't try to convince me that all this never really happened, either, or that it did but perhaps I'm
exaggerating the details, be-cause | know. | set Karas to follow you; he witnessed the whole thing. So!"
His eyes were burning with anger; Turak covered his own with awet cloth. "You," the Kaim'era
proclaimed, "are a shame to our Tribe. Y ou are aliving example of everything the Braxana seek to deny. |
regret the day | chose to let you live to adulthood!"

"| regret the days you keep me in this god-blessed House! Father, don't you understand?' He raised his
face from the cool cloth and with bloodshot eyes pleaded to be heard. "'l can't go on like this. I'm thirty
years old. My time has come!"

"Thirty, you say! What's thirty yearsin the face of two hundred? By the Azean calendar you're barely
six, and some-times | think that's more accurate . . . Turak, you are a child. | see in you none of the
attributes of manhood. Am | then to inherit you, to proclaim to the world that | consider you a mature
independent, when in fact | consider you no such thing? Act like a Braxana and you'll be inherited
according to your birthright!"

"As my father was?' he snapped, using the speech mode of irony. It was dangerous to remind the
Kam'era of hisown alien upbringing, even with mode-veiled references, and he knew it. But he could not
help but be pleased as Sechaveh's face darkened, as his eyesfilled with acold and terrible loathing. Hatred,
pure hatred: the honesty of it was strangely refreshing.

"l overcame my past,” Sechaveh hissed. "Could you have done the same, | wonder? Or would you still be
aslave of alien women on some festering backVoid planet?' He laughed, his composure returning.
"Perhaps that would suit you, Turak." And he turned away, his unguarded back the ultimate insult. "Perhaps
that's what you really want.”

He stood still for a moment, driving home the lesson of Turak's impotence—great as the younger man's
anger was, would he dare to strike?—then strade to the door and passed close enough that it opened
automatically for him. Then he turned back to his son, smiling as he relished his parting blow.

"The woman—remember her?—is dead."

"And you enjoyed that, didn't you!"

The Kaim'era's eyes sparkled. "That is not the issue.”

"Y ou and your blessed—"

"The others will die also; all witnesses to the incident must be disposed of, and quickly. But she died first.
Sowly, Turak, very slowly. Does that bother you?"

The dark eyes were fastened on him, seeking entrance to his soul. The woman, the woman . . . what did
she matter, except that he had wanted her, had drunk with her, had abandoned her to the Sulosian night?
Only that his pleasure had consigned her to a lingering death and had fueled the sadism of aman he
despised. "I am Braxana," he answered defiantly.

"Areyou?' Sechaveh seemed amused, and that, too, was a deliberate facade, intended to wound him.
"Areyou really?'

Turak flung the cloth at him in rage, but it caught in the closing doors and was held there, dripping in
mid-air, asthe Kaim'eraexited. "l can't go on," he muttered. "Not like this. If he's going to force metoit. . .

' The door opened. The cloth remained and Sil'ne, holding it, entered. "Lord?" she asked gently.



He waved her in.

She was a short woman, black-haired in tribute to her half-Braxana heritage but rendered slim-hipped by
the genetic pollution of some less comely race. What makes her stay with him? he wondered suddenly.
What makes her willing to serve such a man?

She was carrying asmall tray, which she offered to him; on it was a swept-glass via filled with a small
guantity of painkiller. It was ageneral remedy and would be of limited value to him; nevertheless, it was
preferable to nothing. He drank it gratefully.

Power. She endured Sechaveh because his House offered her power. No matter how much he hated
women, he must have one to run his private affairs; no matter how much he hated her, he must
bow—albeit ill-naturedly—to her compe-tence. Braxana custom demanded it.

"Did hereally. ... To that woman?' He was unable to voice more specific words, asif by doing so he
would make the nightmare real.

She smiled faintly. "A commoner, Lord? | doubt it was worth histime. Probably a guard took care of her,
and that swiftly." He knew she was lying, but was grateful for it. "Does it matter so very much to you?"

"He doesit to strike at me," he muttered resentfully.

"He wants you to be immune to such things," she pointed out.

"He hates me!"

"Asis proper.” Shetook the vial, now emptied, from his gloved hand, and replaced it on the tray. "Isit not,
Lord Turak?'

"Yes." He shut his eyes and leaned his head back against the raw silk cushions. "Of course. Very proper.
Alwayshatred . . . | want to kill him, Sil'ne!"

She was silent for amoment. "If you meant that," she said at last, "really meant it, you wouldn't tell me.
Y ou wouldn't tell anyone, not evenin jest. Too dangerous. The death of a Braxana. . . that's a serious
thing. Lord. So may | assume that you're not in earnest?"

He looked at her and tried to read her, but either he was too unpracticed or she was too guarded. What
manner of woman would choose to serve Sechaveh, and could do so successfully, without falling victim to
his wrathful misogyny?"Y ou may," he told her, wondering at her strength as she left him.

If you really meant that. . . .

He had said it athousand times and meant it as the Braxana always meant such things: not at al, and
entirely. He had dreamt endless variations of his father's demise and in all of them it was his hand that held
the knife, leveled the stun, cast the bomb . . . but had he ever thought he really might do it? With dl the
risksthat it entailed?

Ah, but it would be sweset!

He fantasized again—a cliff's edge on Matinar—but the vision was foggy. For once his imaginings failed
to win for him the cathartic release that he could usually €elicit from them. For dreams, in the face of redlity,
paed in essence and lacked true emotion.

Would heredlly do it?

Y ears ago he might have said no and been done with the idea; zhents ago, even mere days ago, he would
have dis-carded it nearly as swiftly, after a brief review of the conse-quences. Now . . . it was tempting.
Sechaveh had driven him to the point of desperation, not only by withholding the status of manhood from
him but by toying with him, by feeding on his suffering . . . he was willing to consider anything other than
sitting back and taking it all, day after day and year after year, as his father apparently meant for him to do.
Revenge would be sweet, after all this humiliation. But how. . . ?

Hedid not drink that night. It was the first timein many zhents that he faced himself without the false
support of alcohol, but he wanted his thoughts clear and so he pushed the chosen bottles aside. With sober
awareness he considered the Kaim'era's actions, and hatred burned so strongly inside him that he was
almost driven back to hiswinein an effort to lessen the blow. But no; this was reality. For a decade now
Turak had been trapped in this House and bound to a man who obviously hated him with all the fury that
was appropri-ate between Braxana adults, yet who refused to allow him to grow to adulthood. Now it was
time for his son to harvest his resentment and turn it to action. And if the action was risky and illegal—well,
then it would have to be managed carefully.

He considered the nature of the problem: the Braxana, who controlled everything of consequence in the
Holding, had long sought to armor themselves against possible assassina-tion by careful application of law
and custom. There was no more heinous crime than the murder of a purebred Braxana, and none more
readily punished. In the face of such an outrage all laws were expendable, and all peoples besides. If a
known murderer—even a suspected murderer—were to claim refuge on a planet, and if that planet was
foolish enough to have him, then it and its popul ation were forfeit, its inhabitants lives inconsequential things



to be snuffed out in the name of Braxana justice. And woe betide the murderer who was cap-tured. For
him were reserved tortures both ancient and mod-ern, blood-bringing and neuro-implanted, delicately timed
to strip aman of dignity and strength while never quite robbing him of life. It was a picture so grim that it
had often soured Turak's dreams of vengeance and proven them to be no more than impotent imaginings.
But not so now.

He began to plan.

How does a Braxana murder a Braxana? The swords of the Braxana are distinctly of that tribe and leave
atelling wound; the poison of that people is only available to members of the Master Race and marks the
murderer as one of them. Besides all that, there would be the necessity of some kind of final confrontation,
which complicated matters immensely. But Turak was typical of his kind and could not commit himself to
vengeance without the ego gratification of forcing Sechaveh to recognize the architect of his downfall. In
that lay the greatest danger of all.

There were too many variables; hetried to convince him-self of that, but he failed. Long days passed,
rank with the humiliation of not owning property or women in his own name, days in which he fought the
impulse to drink himself into oblivion, as he had so often done in the past. Once he had dreamed of earning
his inheritance, as Sechaveh seemed to want him to do. Now at last he knew that to be impossible. His
father was tormenting him, deliberately and with the skill born of practice, holding out the promise of
independence only to withdraw it time and time again. The Kaim'era had made an enemy of his purebred
son; Turak was determined that he must now pay the price for it.

Step by step he considered the problem.

If he killed Sechaveh, it would be clear that the man was dead; that could not be avoided. Another Lord
might disap-pear indefinitely, but not one of the Kaim'eri. His death, therefore, must appear to be an
accident.

But it would be foolish for Turak to bet hislife upon such aruse. He knew all too well how easily the
Central Computer could wade through a plethora of unrelated facts and draw from them asimple, clear
conclusion which could unmask a man's hidden activities. He had seen it done, and had no desire to be at
the receiving end of such action. So: if he killed Sechaveh, no matter how carefully he worked it, it was
likely that investigation would reveal him. Unless, he thought, it revealed someone else. It was his
introduction to Braxana politics. He started paying attention to Sechaveh's House, wanting to gain as much
information as he could without having to call up the Computer's files—because there would be are-cord
made of that, and any record of any part of this was something to be avoided. It would have been easier if
he had been inherited, for he needed extra eyes to help with the watching, anonymous faces to surround
and observe his prey. Asit was, though, he had to work alone, and it was that much harder.

He compiled alist of Sechaveh's assets as he knew them. He consulted the House computer for general
information and was able to add to hislist from that. He never asked anything directly. Sometimes it took
him tenths, even days to work out the exact wording of arequest so that no one who reviewed it would be
able to determine just what information he had really wanted. Ayyara, for instance—Turak suspected that
his father had mining interests there and he was considering the possibility of using the underground
labyrinths to entrap him. But he could not ask the computer directly. Instead he feigned an interest in such
thingsin order to prepare a portfolio of investments for the time when hislife would be his own. He
reviewed the mineral wealth of a hundred planets and a thousand companies, and only slowly, by asking just
the right questions at just the right times, did he work hisway around to Ayyara. At last his efforts were
rewarded, for the computer informed him of the extent of Sechaveh'sinterest in the planet, the companies
he dealt with, and myriad other details concerning the Kaim'era. Most important, of course, the information
was buried under an avalanche of misguiding queries to the point where anyone asking the computer if he
had specifically investigated Sechaveh's holdings would receive a negative answer.

That was hisfirst major success. He was exhilarated by it, but not so much so that he forgot to continue
the line of questioning until more useless trivia had obscured its other end. It was just as dangerous to end
with the true question asit was to begin with it.

Ayarra, alas, was unsuitable, a secure operation with above-ground machinery. He had overlooked that
possibility. But it had been good practice and now he applied himself in asimilar manner to the rest of
Sechaveh's holdings.

Zhents passed. He noticed a change in himself. No longer did he drink to excess, and rarely did he
explodein fury before those who should not witnessit. His determination to commit patricide and survive
the consequences was an ob-sessive passion that colored everything he did. He became quiet on the
outside; inside, no one but himsalf could see, his mind seethed with plots and counterplots, and the organic
computer that was his brain struggled to sort diverse and disorganized knowledge into useful categories, and



to draw from those a single picture of action that fulfilled al his requirements.

Now, when his father threw his dependence in his face he held in the rage. Now he |learned that the face
does not have to reflect the heart but the reason, the will, and the intellect. He learned to move without guilt,
practicing for the day when hislife might depend on it. He learned guile. With one terrible objective burning
continually in his mind, he came to perfect amask of disinterest that disguised his all-consuming passion. It
was not enough that he was capable of such deception when the time of his vengeance came at last, for
then such achange in him would itself be an admission of guilt. No, he must manage the image now and
maintain it before the act, during, and after, burying his intent with the same thoroughness that he had used
while drawing forth information from the Housefiles.

He noticed these changes and for a brief time wondered if they weren't enough. Wasn't this after all
what Sechaveh had always wanted of him? But the Kaim'era still regarded him with scorn (although
certainly with less anger) and hislook still clearly said: you are not worthy of the Race, or of adulthood.
And Turak's anger burned to new heights, in which any doubts he had entertained were fully consumed and
anew man was born—one who would not be defeated by House or custom, or even by law, for the force
of hisvengeance was stronger than al those things combined and it alone ruled him.

He had gained a reasonabl e picture of Sechaveh's business dealings; now he needed to find apossible
murderer. It couldn't be too obvious a choice, for a man who was known as Sechaveh's enemy would never
dareto strike at him thisway. Or wouldn't he? Might not such a man consider himself above suspicion
because others would reason it exactly that way? Turak shook his head, discarding the thought. It was a
sound idea but too complex for the moment; he was untried in such maneuverings and needed something
simpler to work with. Perhaps later, though—when Sechaveh was gone and he had his own business
liaisonsto protect.

It was harder to research the others than it had been with his father; he was not in their Houses, and had
no ingtinctive knowledge of where to start, such as comes from having lived around a man al of one's
lifetime and having that knowledge seep in with or without one's awareness of the process. The other men
were enigmas only. Should he chose a Kaim'era? No, that kind would not be so foolish. But a purebred
Lord, and oneraised in a Kaim'era's House—such would have the ruthl essness and knowledge required to
commit murder among his own kind, as well as the requisite recklessness.

Thiswas safer ground on which to tread. His investigations were done using the House computer, which
meant that no records would exist in the House of hisintended victim. Even so, he was cautious, and was
ascircuitousin his study of the various Lords of Braxi as he had been regarding his own father.

And at last he was rewarded.

He was not the man he had been. A year or two ago, when he had first conceived of this project, he
might have cele-brated this success with a night of drunken gaming and doused his death-passion in a
woman's embrace. Now, when he saw the pieces fall into place there was barely a hint of triumph across
hisface; asmile, ever so subtle, said that he knew this for the beginning step it was and recognized that
victory was still along way off—and that he could never afford to celebrate openly. He no longer needed
to.

On the planet T'sarak there were farms, raised high above the fertile surface, in which Sechaveh had an
interest and which other Lords were also considering for investment pur-poses. The T'sarakene—colonists
at first, later citizens of an independent nation under Braxi—had decided to take advan-tage of their regular
climate and plant the delicate plii-ei, whose blossoms yielded the Holding's finest aphrodisiac and whose
leaves were medicinally invaluable in treating skin disorders. The vines had never been grown successfully
out-side of asmall fertile band on their native planet, but T'sarak had a similar biochemical base and a
minimal change of seasons, and its people decided to try.

Not until their fifth crop of costly vines had withered on their supports did T'sarak realize that they
required more than good weather; their native world was a place of high winds, whose velocity tore loose
the youthblossoms when their grasp on the mothervine weakened, allowing the secondary flowersto grow
at just the proper pace for the priceless nectar to develop its valuable properties. The plii-ei had never
grown well in artificial environments, so a hothouse would be of limited value. Besides, the T'sarakene had
abetter solution. They built lattice-work vinefarms and raised them high above the ground, into the planet's
stratosphere, where the cross-winds of T'sarak might stimulate the plantsin their accus-tomed manner. So
were the plii-ei grown and farmed, not to the same perfection that they knew in the wild but very similarly,
and in an atmospheric density more similar to that of home than the surface of T'sarak had to offer.

The Braxana mindset was attracted to drugs of pleasure and regarding the plii-&i it responded
accordingly. Sechaveh had underwritten the cost of the original farm construction and was rewarded with a
share of the profits. A number of other Braxana had approached the T'sarakene, but they had been turned



away; Sechaveh had no intention of giving up his advantage, and saw to it that the farmers acted
accordingly. Doubtless, there were a number of Lords who would like to see Sechaveh . . . removed. And
doubtless the T'sarakene resented that a Central power should have such control over avital part of their
economy.

Turak smiled. Then, with al the care of an experienced Kaim'era, he began to plot the details of his
father's demise. Soon, he promised Sechaveh, you will pay the price for your cruelty.

Mashak Vinemaster was alean, high-strung man. In all his mannerisms there was an underlying chord of
tension. His voice was harsh and he gave orders sharply, in atone of voice that implied they could not be
obeyed quickly enough to please him. And in truth they could not. He was one of the few who had dreamed
of bringing the vines of T'sarak, and one of the fewer who had held onto that dream when the first imports
died without secondflower. Now he was caught in aweb of foreign economic intrigue—for the Central
Braxins were foreign to T'sarak, though they had supplied the human seed that settled there—from which
he longed to extricate himself.

He nodded sharply at the guards of Vineshadow and passed into the city. They knew him by sight—they
had better. He had little time to waste and had no intention of going through lengthy identification
verification at his own border. Woe betide the guard—or anyone—who got in hisway.

The city: refineries, packaging plants, distilleries, and dormitory facilities for the migrant harvesters. There
was an agreement among the vinemasters of T'sarak by which the times of planting and harvest were
staggered, so that the same men might work each farm in turn. The city was nearly empty now, but soon it
would be filled with the heady fragrance of the precious flowers and the pungent odor of the laborers
presence. A few workers remained at the factories and guards were kept at the entrances and exits; other
than that, however, Vineshadow was deserted.

Mashak passed quickly to the base of the city's Tower and nodded to the guards there. He saw them
start—they seemed to be new—but then they recognized him, if only from pictorial memory, and without a
word let him pass. Good. It was nice to see the new men pick up the way of things so quickly.

He entered the lift and slapped the control down.

The cage he occupied hesitated only briefly before begin-ning its long journey upward through the
towershaft. On all four sides of him at regular intervals were the cogravitic anchors that kept the Tower
standing upright through its miles of height, balancing the weight of the pseudometal structure at right angles
to the planet's surface. Through three sides of the cage he could see his lands; the fourth was filled with
tanks of gas-fertilizer, doubtless waiting for the proper hand to come and apply it. Acrossthe valey he
could see other vinefarms, three of them his. He was arich man, despite the massive tithes the vinefarmers
had to pay to their Braxana patron, and he intended to stay that way.

The cage ascended slowly, so that he might get used to the changing pressure. There were oxygen masks
all along the sides of the cage, but he |eft them where they were on their hanging clips; he wouldn't be going
all the way to the top.

What could it be that the Kaim'era wanted? He fingered the flatrendering in his pocket and wondered,
annoyed, at the summons. It was no secret that he hated the Kaim'era Sechaveh and would rather deal
with him viathird parties; to him the Braxana represented everything that was wrong with the eco-nomic
system of the Holding, in which aman who risked life and limb to get a project going had to spend the rest
of time giving someone else the choicest fruits of his labors. But the message had been clear: Come here,
and come here now.

Far beit for Sechaveh to imagine that he had other thingsto do and could ill afford the time for thislittle
excursion!

The cage drew to aslow stop and Mashak pushed the door aside. Halfway between the surface and the
vines themselves was alanding platform for small aircraft, a mode of transpor-tation that most of the
wealthy preferred. A simple forcefield acted as railing, and although its faint glow was not now visible in
the low-angled sunlight Mashak was grateful as alwaysto know that it was there. He did not mind treading
the walkways which wound between his beloved vines, but there the view was nhot so empty, not nearly so
threatening. The open space of the landing platform and its seemingly sudden drop into nothingness never
failed to unnerve him, and it added now to his annoyance at having been called here with no explanation of
why.

He tapped his foot impatiently on the pseudometal plat-form. Between the winds overhead and the noise



of hisown irritated movement he aimost missed the whisper of move-ment behind him. A shadow moved
out of the corner of his eye, out of keeping with what he expected from this place and therefore more
confusing than frightening. He turned; that is, he started to. Then there was a flash of sun-on-silver and a
tearing pain that burst through every nerve in his body, and in hislast moment of consciousness he imagined
it was the hated face of his master/enemy that grinned at him with something akin to triumph.

Turak left the cage and went over to the body.

Mashak was unharmed by the stun's discharge but in hisfall he had struck his head against the
pseudometal platform, and athin river of blood was wending its way down one side of his face. Turak
wiped it away with the edge of his sash and arranged the man's hair so that it would cover the wound.
Then, carefully, he hefted the body upright and carried it back to the cage, where he propped it up against
the fertilizer tanksin afair semblance of conscious boredom. He crossed the arms and pinned the sleeves
so they remained in place, tacked the man's lids open so they stayed that way, and in general toyed with the
unconscious form until only the closest examination would show that anything was wrong with it.

Then he took his place again between the stacks of tanks and waited.

It was but a short time before Sechaveh's shuttle arrived, and seeing Mashak in the cage, the Kaim'era
doubtless felt secure in landing. He would have no servants with him, for such was hisway in business
dealings—Turak knew that. Nor would he be suspicious of Mashak's presence within the cage instead of
out on the platform, as the Vinemaster's distaste for the view was well known on T'sarak, and therefore to
him.

His breath held, muscles taut in readiness, Tarak waited.

The small shuttle anchored itself and after amoment of internal adjustment its sides parted, and aramp
spilled forth from it. Shadowed by the small ship's bulk, Sechaveh descended.

It took him only a moment to realize something was wrong. But in that moment Turak moved free of the
cage's confines and into the open, and with a steady hand directed his stun at his father's chest.

Sechaveh was careful not to move. There was no weapon he could reach faster than his son could shoot,
athough he was, as usual, armed. "Well," he said quietly, hisvoice unusually calm for a man about to die.
"Not badly managed. Lord Dumar, if | don't mistakeit?"

Turak nodded. With his beard clipped short and his hair curled tighter and his makeup designed
accordingly, he was afair duplicate for Dumar. Hisfather, of course, recognized him, but it was doubtful
that strangers would. "If anyone who's seen me speaks, the trail will lead back to him."

"Not badly planned.” The Kaim'era's tone was frankly appreciative, although he was careful not to jar
Turak into firing with any unexpected movements. "A little ementary, but you definitely have agrasp on
the concept of the thing. Do share the rest of it," he urged.

He did so, proudly. "Mashak's hatred of you causes him to make an unfortunate decision, and he attempts
to take your life on this platform. That attempt fails. There is a struggle, the bodies are tipped over the edge
while moving. . . ." He shrugged, implying the rest with the coldness of the gesture. "Two bodiesin
Vineshadow, and | doubt they'll salvage enough to draw any useful conclusions from the remains.”

"And if anyone remembers you being here, they'll have the wrong description. Not bad, Turak. Dumar
isn't my worthiest rival, but he will do. Y ou sent a hote to Mashak?"

"Yes." He smiled, pleased at his workmanship. "I used Dumar's access code and sent it from a
neighboring system where he is presently vacationing. Where awoman | hired will keep him occupied and
aone during the time he was supposed to be here.”

"And she?'

"The Black Death."

Sechaveh smiled, relishing the image. "Ah. | take back what | said, Turak—excellently done, down to the
last aesthetic detail. A job to make me proud. And | am. Provided you yourself are covered—"

He smiled triumphantly. "Of course.”

"Isthat al, then?"

Turak raised his weapon higher, fingering the trigger with obvious relish. "Not quite. The forcefield
surrounding this platform has been sabotaged, of course. The forceshears that did the work were discarded
as the saboteur left the city.”

"And can be traced to—"

"The city of arival Vinemaster."

"Superb!" Sechaveh did not ook at all like a man about to die, nor did he sound like one. "Well, Turak, I'm
very impressed by all this. A good plan, well executed, alittle bit raw about the edges perhaps, but it
definitely shows promise. That bit about the local rivalry is particularly nice—it'll give the Kaim'eri someone
to punish who isn't of their own Race."



Turak's face was set. "I'm glad you appreciate it." He aimed, and the arm that would fire tensed. "One
thing more.”

"Get it over with!"

Sechaveh's expression was enigmatic, unnerving. "Y ou've overlooked one important detail."

"Y ou can't bluff me out of this," he warned.

"How Braxana. .. | do believe you would kill me, Turak. How refreshing! Few of us dare to actually
take the lives of our enemies, in this day and age." He paused. "I have something for you, before you fire."

"What isit?'

Slowly, careful not to alarm his son, Sechaveh moved one hand to the other and worked |oose awide gold
band from his left forefinger. He made as if to throw it, then reconsidered— the cage was directly behind
Turak—and, dropping it to the platform, pushed it with the tip of his boot until it slid to Turak's feet.

"What isit?' the young man repested, less sure of himself.

"Y our inheritance." The stun wavered.

"| anticipated you, you see. Y ou can't kill me, of course. I've made certain my colleagues know of our
enmity. Yes, Turak, always remember that even | have allies, and I've kept track of your actions for the
past few years. So shoot me, if you wish—but only if you don't value your own life."

His arm lowered somewhat; the motion was unconscious, neither planned nor noticed. "Y ou're bluffing,"
he accused, clearly uncertain.

"Am 1? Then kill me, Turak. | shall die with the pleasure of knowing you'll be punished for it—very
probably on the equipment | designed for just such a purpose.”

Bless you! the younger man cursed inwardly. His hatred surged to new heights, his anguish also, but he
dared not shoot. "Why this, then?' he demanded. He pointed a jerky finger at the ring by his feet.

"Because you've earned it, Turak. Y ou've proven yourself aman. A Braxana should be willing to destroy
anyone who stands between him and his pleasure—even if that someone is another of his Race. Even his
own father." His expression darkened. "There are others who call themselves Braxana, but they don't
comprehend what that title means, much less are they deserving of it. But you, my son—you, whom | have
trained . . . you are Braxana. At last." And now his eyes sparkled, and a smile, both amused and sadistic,
danced across his face. "It took you long enough.”

Shaking with shame and rage, Turak lowered his weapon to hisside.

"Very practical,”" the Kaim'era approved. "A fine mixture of the barbarian and the statesman. Eager to
kill, but able to recognize the limitations of his political environment. Y ou'll make afine adult, Turak."

"I hate you," he answered venemously. "Y ou've had the better of me thistime, but | swear, Kaim'era—"

"Of course you do." He cut off the next sentence also; "And of course you really mean it. | have no
doubts about that. Y ou'll have to wait, of course, until you're sure I'm not till watching you. It could be a
while. But aman grows wise from enmity.” He bowed dightly, very dightly, more out of humor than
respect, but not entirely lacking in the latter. "I've waited along time for this, Turak. Congratul ations. Now,
if you will excuse me, I'm on atight schedule. . . ."

He would have fired—he should have fired—abut reality bound his hand and he couldn't find the trigger
that would commit not only Sechaveh but himself to death. Helplessly he watched as the shuttle lifted itself
from the platform and rose slowly into the sheetwinds of the stratosphere, and beyond. Floating
youthblossoms marked its wake.

Just wait, Turak thought. Someday.

He remembered to take the ring.

Viton: For the true warrior, friendship is disarming and security is deadly. Both weaken a man by giving
him theillusion of might, when in fact they undermine the very foundations of his own power by causing
him to rely upon others. Anything that distracts aman from his chosen course is abhorrent to one who
values his own strength.

Nine
Darkness:



1

Anzhawas trapped in someone else's dream.

Such athing didn't happen often, but it happened. Intensity of emotion meant intensity of contact; in the
close confines of the Institute, where hundreds of psychics lived, worked, and trained together, it was to be
expected that occasionally two dreamers would come insync (as the Institute termed it) and share the same
sleep-bound fantasies.

The odds againgt it happening outside the Institute were of course phenomenal. Nevertheless, in this case
all the odds had come together. The dreamer was mildly psychic, permit-ting him to contact her in the first
place; chance had synchro-nized their sleep-cycles so that on this night they fell into dreaming in the same
instant; their emotional states were similar enough that it was easy to become entangled in the wrong
dream, a mistake that was difficult to correct once it happened. And of course, Anzha had not yet finished
her training. Had she done so, she might have turned away the intrusive images with clear and precise
telepathic skill. Asit was, the best she could do was attempt to maintain a sense of her own distinct identity
in aworld controlled by another, and wait for the dream to come to its natural end.

They shared a body—his—and traversed the familiar halls of Azea's Academy of Martial Sciences. A
webwork of interconnected biospheres orbiting between Luus' fourth and fifth planets, the Academy was a
beehive of constant human activity. Here the Empire's diplomats studied their art, and negotiators of the
Endless War studied the ways of the enemy. The Biosphere of Humankind contained one of the Empire's
greatest humanocentric libraries, and scholars flocked to it. Mock wars were waged on and about the
system's outer planets, while Luus Three, Four, and Five were used for terrain practice; the combatants
were housed in the Academy's sprawl-ing network of domiciles, and warships were docked along its
periphery. And, of course, there were the students: individu-ally sponsored, rigorously trained, prepared (it
was hoped) to master any facet of the War That Could Not Be Ended—or any lesser conflict which might
crosstheir professiona paths. It was impossible to imagine the Academy without a constant undertone of
human striving; impossible to imagine that those halls would ever be empty, that even amoment might go by
inwhich itsfacilities were less than wholly utilized.

Y et today, in this moment—in this dream—they were empty.

The dreamer traveled numerous streamlined corridors, pro-gressing from an easy walk to anervous run
as he grew more and more afraid. Something was wrong; the Academy had been
abandoned—evacuated?—and he was the only human in it. Panic assailed him and he threw open door
after door, searching desperately for some sign of life besides his own. There was nothing. Some disaster
had overtaken the Academy and he alone had been left behind. Fear arose within him as he imagined
possible disasters, yet not even the worst of them could explain hisisolation.

He was alone—in the empty corridors, in the abandoned Academy, perhaps in the universe. He ceased
running; hislegs, weak with fright, could no longer support such move-ment. In despair he leaned against a
gleaming white wall, shut his eyes, and prayed for strength. Blessed Hasha lyu. Firstborn of Azea. . . .
But even in that there was no com-fort. The heavens were as empty as the man-made halls; hisisolation
was total.

From the tillness, then, came a whisper of thought. He started, and tried to listen, but it was not a sound
that had jarred his consciousness. Triggered by a precise combination of hormones, his minimal psychic
talent had awakened for a split-second—and through it he had glimpsed another's despair.

He was not alone! Guided more by instinct than reason, the dreamer ran through a maze of empty
corridors, threw him-self into atransgrav tubeway that gave access to the dormi-tory modules, and pulled
himself, hand over hand, down its length. Someone el se was here! Someone el se the Empire had forgotten,
aslost and as afraid as he was—he was certain of it. He swung open one door after another, scouring
rooms with an eager glance, meeting only emptiness. Until at last he came to the final room, whose door
opened of its own accord as he approached, revealing the source of the psychic disturbance.

He stopped, stunned, and smply stared.

She was beautiful: agoddess in repose, acelestial spirit lightly clothed in human form, a glowing
monument to all that womankind might become. He came to her, trembling, afraid to speak lest he shatter
the silence that had brought them together, and thus lose her. Unfamiliar hormones coursed through his
body, and unfamiliar heat settled in their wake. His hands ached to touch her, but he was afraid; might she
evaporate into empty dream-stuff if he indicated, by his actions, that he desired her? Did he desire her?



Was thiswhat desire was, this aching heat that urged him forward, that made him act in ways beyond his
understanding—

—reaching to touch her at last, and—

—Ilacking aframe of reference, the dream fading, and—-

—don't leave mel —

Anzha awoke.

For amoment shejust lay there, letting her own heartbeat settle back into its natural rhythm. She had
been caught up in male dreams before, but never one so profoundly Azean. The dreamer's loneliness had
entrapped her, had brought her insync with his fear, but that was a mere prelude to the dream's true
substance. Unknown to him, he was in the process of bond-ing; as his body prepared to mate for life, his
dreaming mind toyed with images to accustom him to the face of hisin-tended, and to his own natural
urges.

To share such an experience was the last thing Anzha needed.

~ What about pairbonding, Director?

~ What about it?

~ Will | experienceit? Am| Azean enough?

~ Do you want to be?

~ Answer the question.

~ You have the proper genetic codes: one must assume the instinct is dormant. Whether it will be
triggered into activity is something | can't tell you. . . .

It was not the dream that upset her. It was the stirring of desireit left in its wake, a purposel ess heat
unknown to her parents' race. Azeans did not hunger after strangers, or lie awake at night with unfocused
longing coursing through their veins. She did. There was nothing she could do to satisfy it, either, for the
Council of Justice would jump upon such an opportunity to prove that her nature was alien; and even more
than pleasure, she longed for an Azean identity.

But though she dared not indulge it, the physical hunger was there—and that, more than anything else,
proved how truly alien she was.

Introduction to Braxin Psychology

Would the daughter ot Darmel lyu Tukone care to clarify this point?
Transculturalism: Beyond Diplomacy

It istrue you've thoughtshared with one of them?
The Politics of Communication

... wasinstrumental in settling the Darian affair . . .
Sheis so cold, so aloof. So different.

She thinks she knows everything.

So intense!

She's not really one of us.

Why is she here?

3

More than any other place in the Academy, the Terrain Skills Biosphere/Primitive Combat Center was
home to Anzha.



She had been raised to the sword. On Llornu, the Insti-tute's world, fencing was a favored sport; it
challenged physi-cal and psychic skills simultaneously, something few pastimes could offer. On Llornu,
swordplay was lightning-swift, hands striving to move faster than thought could follow, ever aware that a
moment's hesitation gave one's opponent the opportu-nity to study one's intentions. Here it was different,
and less challenging. She was rarely beaten. Even the Combatmasters could not compensate for her natural
advantage; given amoment to concentrate, she could lift an opponent's plans from his mind and instantly
design an attack or defense to complement it. She could fedl his pain, pinpoint his exhaus-tion, play upon his
weaknesses. But still the sport pleased her, if for no other reason than because it was so familiar. And if
the aura of barbarism clinging to the sharpened steel appealed to her violent nature, that was one more
reason to frequent the Center's facilities.

Taking a practice sword from out of the public rack, she set the drill machine to a simple parry/riposte
combination and began to practice.

"Cadet Anzhalyu."

She completed her movement, recovered to standing posi-tion, and turned to discover the source of the
voice. An older man, a Lugastine, was nodding his satisfaction at her re-sponse. Because Azeans were not
fond of bladed weapons, aliens were often employed in this Biosphere; nevertheless, it wasrareto see a
non-Azean wandering about outside of classtime. "Sir?"

"Y ou are too tense. Relax the wrist." He had a slight accent, which confirmed his L ugastine background.
"Agan."

She stiffened. Her form was excellent and she knew it; neverthel ess, experience and authority radiated
from the strang-er's surface mind in such quantity that she accepted the criticism. With anod she returned
to her opening position.

Attack, just so; the machine responded with admirable speed, demanding al her attention. Nevertheless,
she kept amental eye upon the stranger as she moved, watching herself reflected in his mind, altered by his
criticism. There she was, and there was the source of his commentary . . . she relaxed the proper muscles
exactly as hismind directed, and was somehow not surprised to find her attack improved by the change.

She turned back to him, aquestion in her eyes.

He bowed dightly, clearly amused. "Lithius Y umada, Mas-ter of Primitive Armaments.”

Shewas stunned. "I didn't know."

"Of course not. | didn't mean you to know, or | would have told you."

Lithius Yumada: unequaled in the field of lowtech combat, if rumor was truth. Certainly he was the only
non-Azean ever invited to oversee a portion of the Academy's military train-ing program. A master among
masters, he scoured the galaxy for able instructors and forced them to excellence; the Acade-my's teachers
must be perfect and he was the man to make them so. The students, to whom he was legend, rarely saw
him; certainly they never bouted with him.

All this ran through Anzha's mind as she watched him take a weapon from the public rack, along with
two bodyfields. One of these he threw to her. " Setting five," he instructed, in atone that brooked neither
disobedience nor delay.

Hastily, she clasped the belt about her waist and turned its light forcefield on. Setting five would protect
her from physi-cal injury while synthesizing the pain she would have experi-enced had she been unarmored.
It was a setting rarely used.

Stance. Salute. Theritual of a Lugastine duel, devised by a people who prided themselves on dignity even
while they killed each other. She took her cues from his mind, reading his expectations. And saw him smile.
"It isasthey said, then. Telepathy serves you well, but | suspect you rely too heavily upon it. Take your

guard.”

He was fast, unbelievably fast, with a speed that belied his age. AlImost too fast for her to anticipate him.
He began athree-part maneuver, controlled her response until the last movement; she only broke free when
his point was coming toward open target, and then with difficulty. Hashal He had mesmerized her asa
psychic might, yet he gave no hint of such power. It was the beauty of his movement, the con-trolled and
deadly grace of it, which acted like a drug upon her mind.

It took all her skill to ignore that beauty and focus on the intent of his movement. It was harder till to
read purpose in his thoughts, and to gain her usual advantage; he seemed to think with his body, bypassing
the centers of reason in favor of trained reflex. But there: ahint of planning. She analyzed it, drew him into
atrap of his own devising, twisted into a combination guard/attack (with her wrist carefully relaxed, of
course) and struck him on his outstretched arm.

The pain was intense; she could fedl it. But Yumada did no more than wince. When the worst of it had
passed, he raised his sword to her again and instructed, "Resume." A dull ache remained, hardly enough to



affect his movement. But now she had him.

The thoughts that supported his movement were subtle, but they were there. Knowing where to look, she
plucked his plans from his mind even as they became action, gaining a split-second advantage that proved to
be enough. Again and again she turned him aside; she initiated attacks of her own, learning his thought
processes even as she failed to reach him. It was only a matter of time. At last she had her opening, a
discrepancy between intent and action which left the outermost point of hisleft shoulder open to her. She
struck, striving for the utmost speed of which she was capa-ble. And hit him.

A moment to breathe, then, while he recovered. Her mus-cles ached from the unaccustomed excertion,
and a thin sheen of sweat had soaked through her clothing. He was not quite good enough to beat her—no
mere physical could do that— but he was good enough to make her work for her victory. A welcome
change, shethought.

"You aretense," heinstructed. Shetried to relax.

"Again."

Thistimeit was easier. They were both beginning to tire, which slowed their motions and made the
temporal gap be-tween thought and action even wider than before. Now it was no challenge to pick up on
his plans, and although she till had to work to keep up with him, it was easier and easier to complement his
movements with the perfect defense, or an appropriate attack.

He was good, though, unbelievably good. He held her back aslong as a physical could ever hope to do,
and only when the strain of prolongued bouting began to compromise his perfec-tion was she able to reach
him again.

A touch to hisinner arm; there was the expected pain, and then he nodded. Satisfaction? Understanding?
She expected him to end the bout, but his upraised sword signaled her to continue the contest.

Why? she thought. There was no real challenge—not if she was careful. His thoughts were clear, now
that she knew how to look for them. It was always the same with non-psychics; even alegend such as
Y umada could not hope to negate her advantage without tel epathy of his own to call upon.

With care she attacked, dliding toward hisleft flank, di-verting to alower target when he moved to block
her. His blade whipped around, caught hers, twisted it aside to com-bine defense and attack in one. She
saw it coming, defended herself accordingly. Easier and easier. An intention sparked within him, became
action—which she moved to neutralize— then his lender steel inexplicably dipped past her guard and a
bolt of pain skewered her through the chest, numbing al her senses.

Her blade fell to the floor; she heard it, stunned to discover that her hand had betrayed her. After a
moment the worst of the pain passed, and with it the numbness. She looked at Y umadain amazement.

"Through the torso to sever the spine," hetold her. "Very good, Anzhalyu, but you rely too heavily on
your specia talent. A true master can negate that advantage, with the proper preparation. Which | have
had."

Her vision was clearing, and with it her mind. "Y ou knew."

"It was obvious. Equally obvious that, having such an advantage, you would come to depend upon it. A
dangerous weakness, cadet—in fencing, or in war. Remember that." He took off the bodyfield and put it
away. Placing his weapon in the rack, he told her "Y ou have excellent potential, if you are a bit
overconfident. Be wary of the opponent who is comfort-ably predictable; it may be that he plans one thing
and intends another." He turned back to her. "Y ou could be a master. | propose to train you. What do you
say?'

She was stunned. "But my studies—"

"Y our program allows specidization in Terrain Skills; | suggest a concentration in lowtech armaments.
Primitive soci-eties are ruled by the sword; if not in fact, theninritual. And | think it would benefit you in a
tactical sense to experience a challenge. Victory should never be taken for granted. Be-sides,” he added
with awry smile, * Y ou have much energy in need of discipline. Such training would help you focusit. What
do you think?"

It would set her apart. It would encourage her violent side, her non-Azean side, and develop skillswhich
that race abhorred. It would banish any hope she ever had of fitting into the Academy's social structure; a
student favored by such attention—from Y umada himself—could never reenter the mainstream of student
life. It would reaffirm just how alien she was, and guarantee that the whole student body knew it.

But it would challenge her as she had never been chal-lenged before, in body or in mind. And already the
warmth of exhaustion was relaxing muscles that had been tense for too long; the sexual tension which was
aconstant undercurrent to her life seemed less demanding, as though it had found partia fulfillment in the
intensity of their combat. If she could redirect that energy, even partidly, it would be worth it.

Which is what he's offering, sheredlized. He's not Azean. He under stands.



"I'm honored," she told him, bowing. "And | accept."
For better and for worse.

A4

In the office of Commander San li Eran, Director of the Academy, StarControl Liaison:

"Sit down, Anzhalyu. | want to talk to you."

An uncomfortable seat in an uncomfortable office. The Commander paced as he spoke. "We're all
impressed with your performance here, | want you to understand that." We were surprised you could
handleit at all, much less excel. "Y our record is outstanding.” It has to be, or you're out. "I believe we
should have atalk about your plans for the future.”

Anzha said nothing, merely nodded. His thoughts were so loud it was hard to distinguish them from
spoken words. Was he really so vehement, or was her control slipping? She was as yet only a student of
telepathy, not its master. Was the strain of this place taking itstoll upon her discipling?

"You are entered,” he said dowly, "in the command program.” Against my will and better judgment.
"May | ask why you choose that particular path?"

Her voice carefully neutral, shetold him, "My sponsor, Director er Litz, advised it. For reasons | agree
with."

Yes, and she overrode my authority. "Which are?"

In fifty words or less? "I have intimate knowledge of Braxin psychology. | believe | can turn it against
them. To do this| must be in aposition of tactical authority—"

"Or an advisory position.” Which would make life easier for all of us.

Against her will, her voice grew cold. "An advisor can be disregarded.”

You want power, isthat it? He hesitated, feigned symparthy. "Cadet Anzhalyu, I'll be frank with you.
Y our record is excellent. Despite the lack of historic precedent, | think it possible—not likely, mind you, but
possible—that you may indeed manage to become involved in the War effort." Only because your
sponsor is who she is—remember that. "But to continue in the command program is sheer folly. The
Empire will never tolerate a non-Azean as commanding officer in the Great War. Or any war, for that
matter. The ssimple truth is that you're not Azean, and that therefore there are limits. Accept them, and you
can accomplish something. But to refuse, stubbornly, asyou're doing. . . ." He shrugged. "Y ou're setting
yourself up for failure." Which would please me greatly, and others. But we fear StarControl's
displeasure.

"What would you suggest?' she asked quietly.

"Your goa istokill Braxins." You are obsessed with killing Braxins. "Train as afighter. The odds are
good that your sponsor could secure you a berth. Y our size gives you atremendous advantage, and would
make you valuable enough—"

"I thank you for your concern, Commander, but no, that's not what | want."

He darkened, and his thoughts were a storm of accusation. "Y ou're making a mistake, Cadet."

"I've made my decision, sir. Director er Litz approves.”

Then you are a fool, and so is your sponsor! "Listen to me: you may excel in academics and you may
have support in high places, but to gain a command post requires Imperial sanction—and that you will never
have. Never. Y ou're wasting your time—and ours—by your insistence upon a course of study that can't
possibly benefit you." Why did you come here in the first place? You don't belong, and never will. "Do
you understand me?"

More than you suspect. "Yes, Commander.”

"Now: In theinterests of reconciling your personal ambi-tion with the reality of your environment, I'm
going to rec-ommend regular sessions with our Morale Counselor, li Darren. Beginning next firstday,
seventh hour. Is that compatible with your schedule?’

She forced herself to sound apologetic. "I'm afraid not, Commander. I'm due on Llornu the day before
that, and won't be back here until third session." Since he had appar-ently forgotten the conditions of her
schooling, she added, "1'm scheduled to aternate between the Academy and the Institute until my training



there has been completed. Unless you have objections, sir."

"No. Of course not." Go home, where you belong. "WEe'l discuss this further when you return.” Do us
all a favor and don't come back. He nodded a dismissal and turned away, but his surface thoughts, angry
and frustrated, were still focused on her.

Go home.

Go home.

Home?

Light:
1

Return to Llornu: however much she disiked the Institute, it was arelief to come back to it. Asthe
distance between them closed she could pick out its special aura, and she savored its reassuring familiarity.
Thousands of minds, striving to fulfill their psychic potential . . . most of them were unstable, but that didn't
matter. She wasn't wholly stable herself.

As her transport dropped into subluminal space, the images became clearer. Now she could pick out
specific minds, distinct concerns. Poli, the Kuathan adolescent, had had an-other wet dream—and had
dreamshared it. Embarrassing but common; a dozen psychics stifled their amusement long enough to offer
him sympathy. Sar'a Noe, the gifted Zula Communi-cant, was practicing the difficult Zi Vesh
Configurations in the hope of earning the red cord of a Functional Telepath. And Y ersek li Daramos, the
product of Llornuan breeding, was torn between his mixed human heritage—which reveled in the
unrestricted pleasures of Llornuan society—and his Azean half, which was hungering to pairbond. She
touched them all, and with satisfaction thought: Not much has changed. To which she added, Perhaps
mysel f?

She disembarked at Llornu's orbiting station, an environment she preferred to the dubious pleasures of the
onplanet facili-ties. Natural surroundings made her uncomfortable; she would rather put her trust in the
controlled solidity of an artificia satellite than risk the uncertain surface below. Just days ago a minor
earthquake had struck Llornu's largest city, and though the population had been evacuated in time
(efficiency during emergencies was one of the benefits of universal psychic ability) power sources were
disrupted for half aday, and a number of buildings whose protective fields had failed had been badly
damaged. Thinking of it, she shuddered. Thisis the risk one takes, when one trusts a planet.

It was hard to admit, because she resented the Institute— resented it for making her live, and for
controlling every aspect of her life since that time—but she was glad to be here. It was comfortable. She
belonged.

Hasha, help me.

2

A bout of swordplay in one of the Institute's practice rooms: the lights were off and the sunlight, coming
through frosted windows, was less than wholly adequate. Thus telepa-thy was more important than sight, an
arrangement many psychics preferred.

You mustn't limit yourself to your own kind, Y umada had warned her. Most of the galaxy lacks your
gift, thus devel ops other skills. You must learn to compensate.



The pleasure of rhythmic exchange—the linking of minds: trading plans, devouring secrets. The shadow
of amovement before the movement was made, followed by action. Thejoy of telepathic competition.

You wish to do battle with physicals? Then you must practice against them, live with them, learn
their ways. This the Institute can never offer you. It serves as a refuge from pain because it shelters
you from the most difficult challenge of all. It comforts you, and because of that it limits you.
Contentment is an enemy to your purpose.

Eight points to her, three to her opponent. Her technique had improved, it was obvious. Briefly, she
wished for stronger light. Madness!

To defeat the Braxins, you must think like a Braxin.

"The true warrior eschews comfort"—Dialogues 3/124V.

"Strength is derived from adversity" —Dialogues 12/9H.

Mind intertwined with mind, gleaming strands of strategy interwoven with dizzying complexity; the body
followed, expressing the mind's desire. It was an intimacy unequaled by anything save sexual concourse,
and that she had denied herself in order to grasp at the future. A sword wasin her hand, and the power
was alive within her. Was there anything outside the Institute to equal that?

To do what is difficult is the most valuable training of all.

3

The station's observation ring overlooked the planet, and from it one could see the major features of
Llornu drenched in morn-ing sunlight. She looked at it, reached out to it with her mind, then withdrew. It
was familiar—too familiar. As much as she hated many of the Institute's policies, she had to admit that
Llornu was atelepath's oasisin adry and empty galaxy.

Could she leave it forever? She had to. There was no room for weakness in her life, and this—her need
for Llornu—was the greatest weakness of all.

"Thereyou are."

Sheturned and found Director li Pazua approaching her. Bastion of telepathic etiquette, he had searched
for her physi-cally rather than interrupt her observations. "They said you might be saying your farewells."

"I was." She shrugged off the view with false noncha-lance and began to walk with him, back toward the
sation.

"Probe zi Laure has finished his analysis of your prog-ress.” hetold her.

She dtiffened, imagining the psychefile. Zeymophobia wors-ening. Obsessive nature more
pronounced. Refusal to choose an adult name indicative of emotional instability.

"It's no secret that your sensitivity hasimproved,” he continued. "Dramatically. Y our control islagging a
bit be-hind intensity of contact, but |'ve analyzed the situation and | find nothing amiss. It takestime to
adjust to such achange. Y ou're surprised?’ he asked, noting her reaction.

"Not about that. Please go on.”

He touched her with a questing thought, but she turned it aside in favor of mental privacy. "Disciplines: zi
Laure says you've mastered five, the others are coming along. He antici-pates full Functional ability within
two to five years—excepting, perhaps, in the area of physical contact.”

She shut her eyes. "That hasn't improved?”

"Did you think it had?"

"I didn't know. |'ve avoided coming in contact with peo-ple, you know that. If the tests say it hasn't gotten
any better . . . | guessthat'strue." Her hands clenched in silent frustra-tion. "l try and try, and no matter
what | do, the Discipline continues to break down under stress. Why can't | hold onto it?"

"You'll learnto, intime. Zi Laure will help.”

She finally found the courage to voice what bothered her. "And what if that doesn't work? What if |
really can't master this one simple Discipline? What semipsychic status do | get—or do | stay a student
forever?' And thus remain in your control, she added silently.

There was potentia violence in her surface mind; the Di-rector chose his words carefully. "If the time
comes when you rate an FT statusin al but that one Discipline, I'm willing to consider awarding it to you



anyway. Theoretically, a Functional Telepath has a high degree of communicative ability and is master of all
the Disciplines. Your skill prom-ises to be so far beyond anything we've seen before that it would be a
crime to refuse you your proper label. Master al Disciplines but that one and I'll seeto it that you're
properly corded." He paused, and his thoughts were carefully guarded. "It would shame the Institute to do
anything less."

That would never have bothered him before; she was suspi-cious but kept it to herself. "Thank you."

"Now, what's this about your schedule? s there a problem with the Academy? | thought we had it all
worked out.”

Contact Discipline: it guaranteed her mental privacy, stead-ied her nerves. "Director . . . I'm not coming
back."

There was silence for along time. Finally he asked, "To Llornu?"

"Llornu, or the Institute.”

"And your training?"

"I want to finish that. | need to finish it. But not here."

"Y ou're not happy here?"

She dtiffened. "Happinessisn't an issue. Fulfillment of my only goal is. I've decided that my purposeis
better served by my staying outside of the Institute's domain."

"I don't agree.”

Would he dare to forbid it? Would their animosity be out in the open, at last? She would amost welcome
it. "Y ou have Probes who can travel," she challenged. "Torzha can arrange for their lodging in the
Academy's system.” Again, as always, she sensed his resentment when her sponsor was mentioned. She
took me away from you, shethought. Freed me from your autocracy. Is that the source of your
bitterness? "You said you'd support me."

"In your fight against Braxi, yes. But this. . . ."

"Thisisastep in that direction."

"l don't see how."

"l didn't expect you would.” I'm not sure | do myself. "It hasto do with war, Director, and preparing
myself to fight. This place . . . weakensme. | can't afford it."

"Y ou need the support of your own kind."

"I can't afford to have aneed like that! There are no trained psychicsin StarControl; the Empire distrusts
your ‘conditioning’ programs and isn't about to let itself be over-run by your agents. I'm going to spend my
life among non-psychics, and I'm not going to learn how to do it if | have an easy escape waiting here for
me. | have to crush that need, Director. Help me, and | can finish my training. Hinder me . . ." She paused,
savoring the vision, "and we become enemies.” If we're not already, shethought privately.

He was long in answering; perhaps he was considering his options. Surface mind carefully controlled, he
said at last "All right. I'll send you aProbe. Not because you threaten me. I'm not afraid of you, Anzha. But
I'll take a chance on trusting your judgment. We'l try it your way, though it means the loss of a Probe in this
system; welll have to work around that. | did promise you support,” he agreed, the barest hint of irritation in
hisvoice. "Youll haveit."

She smiled, careful not to broadcast her triumph. Whatever his secret plans were, they required her
dependence upon his authority. Slowly she was working free of his control, and that must be bitter fruit.

Meanwhile the Academy was calling to her, promising adversity—and strength.

"Thank you," she said quietly. "I'll be leaving as soon as possible.”

Harkur: If the Braxana, or any other single tribe, were to try to rule Braxi for an extended length of
time, they would have to set themselves apart from all other Braxins. They would have to create an im-age
so alien to the rest of Braxin culture that no other group could aspire to it, and do it to such an extreme that
the image itself becomes synony-mous with power. Then and only then, no man would dare to question
their rule.

Ten



The mass that was called Lamos entered the House.

It wasn't easy for him to climb the three flights of stairs leading to his private rooms. As usual, he paused
for breath midway on each flight to curse the laws which prohibited tubes or lifts in Braxana houses.
Blessed sadistic move! Why should a man have to climb stairs al the time just because his blood was that
of the Master Tribe? Then, when his overworked lungs had recovered from the immense effort of the most
recent flight, he continued onward. On a particu-larly hard day, when the three flights of stairs required four
rest stops, he used the extra one to deliver an active blessing on the Braxana custom of assigning the
Master's private chambers to the uppermost floor.

Svethe, Mistress of his House, watched as usual from the topmost step. She had heard his complaints
before and would doubtlessy do so again. She tried hard not to think that he had brought it on himself.
Braxana architectural tradition was as it was to discourage the sedentary and Lamos, to put it mildly, was
just that.

The immense man finally attacked the very step she stood on and conquered it. As he stood there,
gasping for breath, she handed him a print of the day's financia reports and personnel adjustments. He
expected it, and received the re-ports from her hand every day with an air of authority. He never read
them.

"A bath, my sweet little servant. With women. Nothing energetic, | venture—I'm tired today. Make them
all well broken . . . yes, I'm tired of fighting with your sex." Hisimmediate plans accounted for, he placed a
plump hand on her shoulder. "My son, en? Hes well?"

"As he was when you left this morning.”

"Thelittle purebred! I'll have to nap after the bath, Svethe, and then you'll bring him to me, yes?'

"Asyou command."

Heyawned. Yes, that'll be just fine. Send Ber'n to help undress me, will you?"

She nodded. Ber'n was atrue alien, non-human, intelli-gent, and passive. The Master had ataste for such
creatures. Svethe suspected that he sometimes vented his pleasure upon them, although few of them had
anything akin to human sexuality and most were, to her taste, far from arousing.

Asfor Lamos, he waddled off to his chambers. To befair, herealy did need help disrobing, for to give
his clothing a pseudo-traditional Braxanafit over his bloated form he'd had to revise the construction quite a
bit, and he simply couldn't reach some of the seams once they were fastened. His cloak, however, he
removed immediately; the brooch which held it to his tunic cut deeply into the folds of his neck.

Ber'n arrived moments later, an interesting six-limbed crea-ture whom Lamos found delightfully repulsive,
and who was easily dominated. One more benefit of living on the outskirts of the Holding, he thought. No
one here to demand his House consist only of humans.

He felt no more responsibility to that custom than to any of the others he had abandoned. True aliens
were in common use throughout the Holding, but for some reason he had never quite understood, Braxana
Houses avoided them. Here on Vra-Nonn, however, who cared what type of servant he hired, or what kind
of slave he bought? Ber'n's people made excellent menials, having been oppressed before Braxi's
domi-nation of their world by its other intelligent inhabitants. They were unable to imagine any other way of
life. So different for humans! They could look at a hundred cultures and know that, with alittle surgery and
practice, they could pass themselves off as a native of anywhere. Y es, Lamos liked aliensin his House, and
that justified—

Why am | excusing myself again? he thought, annoyed. |'ve done nothing wrong. These Social
Codes are optional things, don't we keep hearing that? They're not law. | can't be punished for
ignoring them. So why do | keep making excuses for myself?

Ber'n helped him to remove the restrictive gray clothing which he so hated. Here, surrounded only by his
slaves and servants, he let the neuter-gendered creature strip him of the last Braxanalayer and adorn him
in arobe of vivid scarlet. The damp touch of the creature's skin was pleasant against his own, soothing the
irritation of a day's bondage in clothing designed to look—and be—uncomfortable. Next life, he thought, I'll

be born among some rich people who haven't even got a word for gray—much less black!

His bath had been designed by a Meveshi artist, and accord-ingly it displayed an opulence which was
uncommon in Braxana Houses. Here, in aroom where none except slaves and servants might enter, the
wealth of Lamos was made evident. The circular poal, lined in gold, was set about the edge with afortune
in precious stones. The floor wastiled in harkesite. A commoner might spend a lifetime earning enough to
purchase asingle tile, yet here an entire floor endured the abuse of water and wine. It could be replaced
easily enough, Lamos knew. The entire room could be replaced, if he wished it—such was the wealth of a



Braxana.

Thisisthe way to live! Lamosthought. Those Central Braxana, what do they know of pleasure?
Them and their foolish politics—this is what it means to be a member of the Ruling Race! Wealth,
indulgence, and freedom . . . what more could a man ask for?

Fountains sprinkled wine into the air; the mist fell upon Lamos' robe and stained it a darker crimson. He
enjoyed the slow entrance, the anticipation. A dozen human females adorned the pooal, a fine assortment
from as many different planets. They appeared frightened of him, which was good. Svethe had come
through again.

"My Lord?"

He turned back in annoyance. His Mistress stood in the doorway behind him, and it had better be
important! Nothing was less sexually attractive to him than the kind of woman who could run a House, and
he had made it clear to Svethe that he didn't want her presence spoiling the atmosphere of his
pleasure-rooms.

"What isit?' he snapped.

"The Kaim'era Zatar. He would like to speak to you, Lord."

"Well, arrange atime!" He waved her adismissal and turned back to his gleaming pool.

"Lord Lamos. . . ." She waited until he faced her again. "He's here now. He came in directly from the
House of War, on some sort of state business. He says that he needs to return as soon as possible and
therefore must see you now."

Demanding an audience—well, wasn't that rude! Lamos considered giving her a message for the intruder
which would show him just how welcome he wasn't. But then, unhappily, he thought the better of it. It
wasn't wise to antagonize the Kaim'eri; they had their hands on enough of the Holding's commerce that
they could easily strangle his sources of in-come in retribution. And a man who came from the House of
War was doubly dangerous, since he either intended to go planet-smashing at the head of afleet or, asa
strategist, ordered other men to do the same. Never antagonize the mili-tary, he told himself unhappily.

"I'll goto him," he decided aloud.

Svethe sighed in relief. "I'll send you someone to help with the changing—"

"I'll go as| am!" He stroked the velvet robe lovingly. "If he's going to barge in on me like this he can take
me as he finds me. Go announce me, little servant.”

He followed her dowly to the topmost landing, giving her time to do her duty. Once there he paused to
take stock of hisvisitor. The entrance hallway below opened up to revea the entirety of the main staircase,
and Lamas found that the intruder was assessing both the interior architecture and his own person when at
last their eyes met.

Hatred uncoiled inside Lamos. This man—this Kaim'era— represented everything he despised about the
Central Braxana. He was tall and lean and perfect. (Weren't they all?) His clothing fit tightly and displayed
the lack of color which no man with taste would have any part of. Worst of all was that incessant
arrogance. It was an attractive characteristic, true, but not when one was at the receiving end.

"Zatar." He bowed very, very dightly. "Y ou've made yourself welcome, | see." He mixed disdain and
scorn in his language and was pleased by the result. "So sorry you've found me short of hospitality. But you
seethat | was hardly expecting you."

Zatar regarded the brightly clad Braxana with obvious dis-taste. "I've come on business," he said coldly.

"Oh, I'll come down." He imagined that the other man felt uncomfortable; that amused him.

"No. I'll come up.”

What vile manners, Lamos thought—to invite himself to the private chambers of a Braxana Lord!
Nevertheless it would save him from arepetition of that unpleasant climb, and so he disdainfully nodded his
agreement and waited just beyond the topmost step.

Zatar climbed the stairs easily, and seemed about to speak when his eyes fell upon the other's ungloved
hands. "By the gods who abandoned us, Lamos, have you gone mad?'

He drew himself up proudly. "In my House, Kaim'era, you will accord me respect or leave."

He ignored him. "I'm here on state business, so let's go somewhere where we can talk. In your private
wing," he added scornfully. "Since that's what you're dressed for."

Lamos scowled his displeasure but nevertheless led Zatar to his personal rooms. Whatever amusement
he had garnered from the other's discomfort regarding his appearance was rapidly fading in the face of his
arrogance. When they ar-rived, Lamos made a great show of sealing the door and activating the
soundproofing. The sarcasm went unnoticed.

"How may | serve you, Magnificent One?"

If Zatar wasiirritated by his use of the ironic mode, he didn't show it. "I volunteered to deliver this



message because of all the Kaim'eri, | was closest to your planet at the time it was composed. | was with
our tactical forces on Garran," he explained, and his voice mode—impatience—indicated that hewasin a
hurry to return, and would not tolerate pointless delay. "And quite frankly, I'm appalled. Isthat suitable
dress for the forehouse?"

"What, this?' Lamos stroked the velvet of hisrobe lov-ingly; the gesture was obscene and he knew it. It
pleased him to annoy this man, who came to his House crowned with arrogance and obnoxious physical
perfection and dared to criticize his lifestyle; for that was what the Kaim'era had come about, he was
certain. "This? It's soft, and it's com-fortable. And | like bright colors.”

"We all do! That's the point: an image of personal sacri-fice to support our power base." He gestured
toward the other's garment impatiently. "What does it matter what we prefer? We have an image to
maintain, Lamos. Y ou can wear what' you like in your own rooms, tradition permits that. But not out there,
where aiens might see you."

Lamos folded his hands disdainfully in front of him. "Y our traditions don't interest me."

"They support the structure of our society."

Lamos shrugged. "That's no concern of mine."

"lsn't it? Y ou're happy enough to live at the expense of the state, Lord Lamos. What would happen if
suddenly the government didn't support your indulgence? Would you be so smug then?' He pointed to the
other's hands in frank incre-dulity. "This is beyond indulgence. Thisis beyond personal pleasure. We do not
display our skin before commoners—"

"Ah." Lamos glanced at his hands as he stroked the palm of one with the forefinger of the other. "It
bothers you that my hands are naked."

The dark eyes smoldered, but Zatar's voice was calm. "We've all seen men ungloved, if that's what you
mean. Y ou didn't invent sexual diversity, you know. Must you make this harder than it has to be?"

Again Lamos shrugged. He was beginning to enjoy him-self. "I've done nothing."

"Exactly the problem.”

"Kaim'era, there are no laws in question here—only some vague and outdated customs which | happen
not to care for. I'm no commonblood, you know. You can't just . . . push me around because you don't like
my style. Legally, you have nothing on me." There! It was said.

"Thisistrue. And | haven't come to criticize you person-ally, although you certainly inspireit. The point is
this: the Kaim'erate has given formal consideration to your right to live as you're doing, and we have
decided that it's not within our power to pass officia judgment on you—you, personally.”

Smugly, Lamos waited.

"However, we have decided that assuring the image of future generations is within our jurisdiction. And
so, on behalf of the Kaim'erate of the B'Saloan Holding under Braxi/Aldous, | am here to inform you that
you will be required to turn over your son to amore traditional House, in order that he might receive the
upbringing which is his birthright.”

Lamos paed. "What?"

Zatar's expression was unreadable. "1 think you heard me."

"Y ou can't be serious. They can't be serious. Give up my son? It's unheard of!" .

Zatar waited.

"l won't haveit! | won't!"

The Kaim'era's voice was loaded with quiet threat. "Shall | tell the others that you mean to oppose our
decison?'

"No...no, | didn't mean that."

"Then | should perhapstell them you mean to oppose our right to make such adecision.”

"Yes... | mean, no!" Lamoswas alarmed. Nowhere in Braxin history was there a precedent for anyone
successfully standing up to the Kaim'erate. The rulers of Braxi, notori-ously suspicious regarding the
motives of their own kind, never failed to aly when their power was threatened. For Lamos to oppose them
would befolly, if not outright suicide.

"Kam'era Zatar, you don't understand. . . ."He searched for the proper words, but at last had to settle for,
"He'smy son."

It was Zatar's turn to smile.

Lamos was panicking. To loseason . . . was there any way to capture that horror in mere words? One's
lifesblood, the offspring of pleasure, a creature to mold and cherish, the hope of decades, of numberless
fruitless attempts at concep-tion! The filthiest peasant was still permitted to raise his own sons, or to seek
such where they had been abandoned. The need to raise a child was as basic ahuman driveas ... as. . .
well, as any other which the Braxana respected!



"Kaim'eraZatar . . . pleasetell methisisnot true." The disdain dropped from his voice and he found that
he had adopted a formal mode. "'l cannot believe that the Kaim'erate would make such adecision.”

"What you choose to believe is of no consequence. The fact remains. Y ou may submit to our order, or
fileformal opposition.”

"Surely thereis something else | can do."

The Kaim'era's expression was cold, aswas his voice. "l know of nothing."

The absolute mode which Zatar employed frightened Lamas even more than hiswords. "But surely
something. . . ." He swallowed his pride. "I could . . . reform my image?"

"It'stoo late for that."

"Nonsense!" He exploded in anger—an acceptable display of emotion, he knew. (Ar, he was starting to
think like them!) "That's the problem, isn't it? Well, it can be fixed."

He waited breathlessly for the Kaim'era to answer; Zatar was painfully slow in doing so. "They wouldn't
believe you."

"l could demonstrate—"

"Y ou can't demonstrate that type of commitment, Lord Lamos. Now, I'm on atight schedule; it isn't
Peacetime, you know. I'm supposed to bring the child to Braxi before | go back to Tactical. Can we cease
arguing the merits of this decision and get on with it?"

Who was it said that to kill an only son was to emasculate the father? Was this not much the same thing,
at least as far as Lamos was concerned? "Kaim'era. . . ." The pleading tone of hisvoice horrified him, but
he made no move to disguise it. Better to humiliate himself in front of this man now than have al the
Kaim'eri laughing at him for the rest of hislife.

"The decision was made," Zatar said sternly. "To oppose it now, even to modify it, would require an
advocated case. That would mean someone putting his reputation on the line for you. I'm not willing to do
it

"But if | could prove my sincerity—"

"How? Be redlistic, Lamos. How can you prove anything like that?"

"There must be some way. Lord—Kaim'era—I appeal to you as a Braxanal Asaman." As a father—
he was about to say, but that was dangerous; he didn't know Zatar's reproduc-tive status.

Zatar's expression changed slowly, from one of disinterest to alook of thoughtful consideration. "I can
think of oneway," he said finaly, "athough | can't guarantee the Kaim'eri's response to it."

"Of course not, of course not!"

"Much of the Braxanaimage, you know, is based on physical attributes. It strikes me that if you enrolled
in one of the military training programs on Garran, thiswould certainly be a powerful statement regarding
your intentions.”

Lamos eyes widened in alarm. The Garranat House of War existed to turn men into soldiers, with little
concern for their comfort. Located in one of the most desolate corners of the Holding, it was notorious for
weeding out those who lacked the staminafor battle by breaking them in training. (Better a commoner's
death on Garran, it was said, than a weak sword in war.) The fact that fully half of the system was
devoted to military analysis and tactical command was of little comfort to Lamos, as was the fact that most
of the Braxana who entered the House of War breezed through the initial training with ease and dignity.
Those were men who thrived on discomfort, and who were—he admitted sulkily—in better shape than
himself. It was reasonable to assume that they could complete the training in afew zhents, and be no worse
for wear. With him it might take years—and unpleas-ant ones, at that.

But his son!

"Isthisreally necessary?' he managed.

"Not at al. Asamatter of fact, you'd have to convince them to accept the move at al, and that would
require an advocated case. The alternative is much simpler. So if you'll bring out your son, I'll take him with
me and end the matter." He looked around. "Where is he?"

"I'll doit," he said hurriedly. "Ar knows, I'll regret it—but I'll do it. Great Kaim'era, say you'll advocate this
for me, | beg of you."

"I've made a commitment to Tactical, at the House. Thiswould require too much time on Braxi. | don't
know, Lamos."

"I have a planet out by the Border." Lamos spoke quickly, lest the Kaim'era should make a negative
decision before he could convince him to do otherwise. "A pretty little thing which was a colony of Fenda,
before we wiped out Fenda. It's anice little place for a vacation now and then . . . | would be honored if
you would accept this, in return for this favor."

He held his breath as Zatar considered. It was a good bribe; all Braxana had the means to purchase



planets, but real estate by the War Border was rare and owning it imparted consider-able status. And it was
a blessed nice planet, too.

"Get the records."

With undignified haste Lamos summoned his Mistress and bade her fetch the proper documents. When
she returned with the rings he pulled out a reader and quickly dropped them, one after the other, onto it.

Zatar observed the screen in silence. Surely the planet would please him! It was alovely piece of
property, alittle low on the gravity scale perhaps, but the location was beyond reproach. "Agreed. | will
attempt to convince the Kaim'erate to accept your proposal.”

Lamos was breathless with relief. "I can't express my gratitude to you, Kaim'era."

"Transfer of ownership would be most elogquent.”

"Of course!" He nodded to Svethe, who opened aline to the local Central Computer relay, which
admitted their voice-codes and gave them access to the proper records of owner-ship. Lamos dictated
adjustments. The computer recorded and filed them, and sent out a copy of the transaction to the Central
Computer itself. It was officidl.

"Very good." Zatar nodded his approval. "Now, if you'll excuse me, it's three daysto Braxi, and then
some to handle this business.”

"I'm grateful for your time, Kaim'era." There was no doubt about it, Zatar had saved him from a bad
situation. The future wasn't all that attractive, but at least he'd retain his offspring. That was what mattered,
to atrue Braxana. "Y our presence has done my House great honor." He noticed Svethe staring at him in
amazement, but what matter? She was only awoman, and only half-Braxana. This was between the Lords
of Braxi. "See him out, my Mistress," he said in his most dignified tone.

Wordlessly, she obeyed. Nor did she glance at the Kaim'era as she led him out, Zatar noted, or speak to
him as they descended the main staircase. The Kaim'era sensed that she was teeming with questions, all of
which would have to go unanswered—unless Lamos was willing to satisfy her curiosity, which was
unlikely. He wondered if she would ever learn enough of what had transpired to tell Lamos that the
Kam'erate didn't have the power to take his son away. Doubtful.

When the great doors shut behind him, before he entered his shuttle, he took a flatrendering from inside
histunic and opened it. Smiling dightly, he read.

To Kaim'era Zatar, son of Vinir and K'siva:

These are your instructions regarding Lord Lamos, as con-firmed after debate on this, the eighth
day of the fifth zhent, '97 after the Coronation of Harkur.

It is the decision of this body that Lord Lamos must embark immediately upon a course of action
designed to bring him more in line with the traditional Braxana image, both physi-cally and
emotionally.

Since we have no laws which permit us to dictate such action, we ask that you employ more subtle
means to achieve this end. You are free to use whatever threats, bribes, and/or coercion you deem
necessary, in the certainty that the Kaim'erate will back you.

It would please us greatly to see Lord Lamos enrolled in some regular regimen of mental and
physical discipline, such as that employed by the military training schools. Whatever action he does
take, it is considered highly desirable for him to believe that he takes it of his own free will.

The Kaim'eri of the Holding under Braxi/Aldous
Present: 109

In affirmation: 91

In negation: 3

In abstention: 14

Absent: 18

Zatar laughed softly. Then, with the deed to his new planet nestled snugly on the index finger of hisright
hand, the Kaim'era boarded the shuttle which would take him back to Garran.

Harkur: We must assume that the thought-processes of hu-man and non-human differ so greatly that



without direct mental contact there can be no true under-standing between the two.

Eleven

Theice-plains of Derleth were bleak and gray that mom-ing, as they were every morning beneath the
fog-laden can-opy which comprised the atmosphere. Here and there the light of atired sun fell on some
ice-formation and aflash of brightness signaled aray of hope; then a particle-cloud filled the gap and made
the celestial grayness whole again. And the sun, if anything so ineffectual could truly be called a sun. was
content once more to filter its light through the omni-present gray of Derleth and give its warmth, not to the
planet's surface, but to the insulating cloudcover.

It was a planet that truly deserved to be devoid of life. Y et life was there; not human life, it istrue, but a
form of being whose nature did not yearn for light or comfort. It istrue that they were somewhat human in
form, these natives, though protective fur covered their [imbs and their extremities had evolved to meet the
challenge of eternal ice. Y et they were clearly not human, for what creature of that designation would
shrug at the sight of true sunlight and praise the return of the everpresent grayness, as these creatures did?

But al thiswas very subjective. Azea had discovered life on Derleth a mere Standard Y ear ago and had
not yet investi-gated the nature of local anatomy. Bipedal life of human proportion had been known to
develop independently, and perhaps Azea avoided close examination of the issue deliber-ately. It would be
difficult to look at the natives of this bleak and terrible place and feel any kinship with them, or with their
aspirations, no matter how human science made them appear. It was far, far preferable to believe that
underneath the ice lay evidence of local evolution than to accept that human stock had been placed on
Derleth, as elsewhere, to evolvein response to local conditions.

This morning the wind was calm, for which the lone traveler in the wastes was grateful.

The ice-plains were not on the equator; there, where the warmth of Derleth's weak sun was
concentrated, the planet was almost habitable. Instead they stretched across the west-ern hemisphere just
south of that livable zone, bordered by impassable mountains on three sides. It took a native half ayear and
atremendous amount of luck to cross the plains alone, alive. And it was assumed that no one but a native
could manage the feat.

Of the twenty fersu who had departed from the mountain village with this traveler, ten remained. All that
was neces-sary was for the woman herself to reach the far mountains; how many of her supportive team
of native animals came with her was inconsequential.

The lone traveler—who was not a native—stopped to re-view her body temperature.

She had spent nearly half ayear on theice, cold and without human company. The latter didn't bother her
as much as others had anticipated; she had never been a social creature and was just as content to be left
alone with her thoughts for awhile. But the all-pervading cold of the wasteland exhausted her, and the
bleak graynessfilled her days with an intol erable boredom which was as dangerous as the ice itself.

I must not only come out of this alive, shereminded herself, | must come out of this sane.

Azea had made overtures to the fur-clad natives of Derleth and had received the kind of response that
gave ambassadors nightmares. Y es, Derleth would be happy to deal with Azea, happy even to swear
loyalty to that foreign empire and offer their unpopulated lands as a base of operations for future imperial
expansion. All these things would Derleth do and more, in celebration of the wonder of discovering that
there was life beyond the omnipresent canopy. And as soon as Azea sent them a worthy representative to
work out the details, they could get started.

To the natives of the ice-planet the issue, of course, was simple. Their own young, in order to earn the
right to live on the ice-fidlds, first had to prove that they could master them. And so one by one they
crossed the southern wasteland, and one by one found death or renown somewhere along the journey. This
also must be done by these strangers from beyond the gray sky.

Since the Derlethans assumed that all societies functioned along similar guidelines—as those on Derleth
did—they did not understand the necessity of explaining their customsto the Azean visitorsin their midst.
Each ambassador in his turn was taken to the eastern mountains and shown the deadly expanse of ice,
glimmering unevenly in the filtered sunlight. The Derlethans assumed that one of them would offer to make



the crossing, and were confused when none did. The ambassadors, on the other hand, didn't understand
what they had done—or not done—while standing on that mountain-peak to rate the designation
"unworthy."

But Azea prided itself on its diplomatic skills and had the experience of athousand populated planetsto
draw on. It soon became clear what the Derlethans expected, and just as clear that only a madman would
go aong with them.

The Empire searched, finally finding sportsmen who would take on the challenge. Derleth turned them
away. Thiswas not a game, the natives insisted; the one whom they accepted among them must be an
individual trained for leadership, not exceptional endurance. Else how could they know that the Azean race
was worthy of their attention?

The situation was aptly summed up by the last ambassador to leave Derleth, who noted that the
stubbornness of primitive peoples regarding their absorption into the Empire was in direct relation to how
much the Azeans made fools of themselves while establishing diplomatic relations.

And the Director of Diplomacy looked elsewhere.

Who would be willing to face cold tedium and aien carnivores in service to the Empire? Taking into
account that such people had aready joined the ranks of Azean diplomats, ver Ishte was not optimistic. But
he kept up the search and at last found a volunteer, ayoung part-alien woman enrolled, against all tradition,
in Azea's Academy of Martial Sciences.

She was willing to go; that was of course the most impor-tant thing. Though she appeared frail, her
record bore witness to exceptiona staminaand afiercely competitive nature. She had been trained, as all
persons in the command program were, to adapt to any planetary conditions and to function well in the most
primitive of situations. Derleth would cer-tainly require both skills, and in excess.

All she asked in return was temporary Diplomatic status, which carried with it Imperial sanction. Ver
I shte shrugged and made out the proper records. The Council of Justice lodged some kind of formal protest
which the Director of Diplomacy promptly deposited in the permanent exit file. This was his department
and the only person who could order him around was the Director of StarControl herself, or, on rare
occasion, the Emperor.

And so the young woman was titled Temporary Ambassa-dor and received the coveted "Imperial™ with
which to prefix her name. She quickly won over the Derlethans despite the handicap of being afemale
amidst a patriarchal society, so much so that they held her back for thirty days while the worst of the
weather passed over the plains.

She was given unlimited hersu; she chose twenty. She was offered unlimited provisions; she chose
instead to fill her sled with the means of hunting native game, recognizing that any attempt to pack a
half-year's provisions for her and the animals would be futile. She harnessed the animals as she had |earned
in theicelands of Luus Five, explaining to the Derlethans, when they asked, why this formation would prove
most effective in the crossing. They neither agreed nor dis-agreed; the technique would prove its worth by
getting her across the ice-plains before the winter's cold made even breathing deadly, or demonstrate its
failure by her death.

And so she departed from the eastern heights. It was a comment upon her relationship with the Empire
that as many people hoped to see her diein the alien cold as prayed for her success.

If Anzha lyu sought to master Derleth's wasteland, it was as she had mastered other terrains—by
submitting to them. When she lacked food she hunted; when she was tired of traveling she erected a
semi-permanent camp and waited until the motivation to continue returned. Neither pursuit was easy or
pleasant; the game was rare, well-camouflaged, and dan-gerous, and to stop and rest for a day could be
deadly in the cold which mimicked warmth asit lulled the unwary traveler to sleep the Long Sleep—asthe
natives labeled death. But it would be folly to hurtle forward and expect to keep up the pace for half a
Derlethan year. Determination could substitute for endurance for awhile, but in that long a stretch even
determination would wear thin. She chose instead to take her time, moving quickly when she could and
accepting delay when she had to. Her advisors at the Academy had approved of this approach once they
came to understand that the great-est enemy along this route was not cold, but boredom.

Day after day wore on with hardly a break in the cloud-cover. Pale gray faded into dark gray and back
again as the Derleth day-cycle continued. Sometimes she dreamed of death and it was warm and
welcoming; on those nights she shook herself awake and saw to some menial but comforting task, such as
maintenance of her weaponry or repair of her furs.

And she was alone with her thoughts, which she had not been for twenty years.

Thisis all that matters, shetold herself. That I've been given temporary Imperial status and that |
will serve the Empire as no one else could have done. The precedent is all that matters. The people



I'm serving will not forget—although the Council of Justice might like them to.

In the long days of endless gray she did not ask herself if she was happy, or even satisfied, with her
present lot in life. She had learned never to probe so deeply, lest she come in touch with the layer of pain
which, after all these years, was still so near to the surface.

| am, sherecited. | strive to enter the military. That's the sum total of my existence. | won't look
beyond it.

Her dreams spoke otherwise, as though the featureless regularity of the gray-lit plains had become a
canvasto her inner vision. Surrounded by the ice of her waking day, she lay entrapped by surrealistic
images that stormed her dream-ing mind with reminders of hungers too long suppressed, needs too powerful
to lie peacefully submerged within her. They were human hungers but they were unacceptable ones, and
they had been cruelly but necessarily denied satisfaction in the waiting game she had learned to play. Azea
did not hunger for blood, therefore she would discipline her ven-geance. Azea did not thirst for sensation,
therefore she would channel her sexual energies elsewhere. | am Azean, she re-peated, and she forced
herself to fit that mold despite the price her dreaming mind exacted from her for it. The time would come
she could do what she wished. But that time was not now, and so dreams were her only possible outlet in a
world where moderation defined nationality.

Y et even those visions began to weaken, submitting at last to the everpresent gray which was the soul of
Derleth. There came a day when she tried desperately to recollect the night-marish images, to bring some
variety, if not to her world, then to her thoughts. But the dreams, like all else, faded into the eternal gray,
and their images were lost as the tedium of Derleth became more and more overpowering.

She suffered from frostbite, but not so excessively that it hindered her progress. Azea could regenerate
what died in the cold, provided she survived to get back there to have it done. Asfor her hunting, tel epathy
made that as easy as it could ever be in this desolate wasteland. At times she se-duced her prey to
spearpoint, and at other times cast out mental tendrils over the ice in search of life; there was usually none.
At leadt, shethought, when there's nothing to hunt | don't have to waste time and energy trying to
ferret some-thing out.

The days became shorter. Although she had kept count of them, that number was a theoretical thing; the
winter-length day was more real in terms of her inner calendar. Soon the storm-winds would come and the
blizzards of Derleth would slow traveling to a crawl. If she didn't reach the far moun-tains by then she
probably wouldn't do so at all.

And then the kisunu came.

It is curiousthat in the face of danger the telepath dreamed of love. It was aforeign concept to her and
not one she fully understood; whatever memories of human affection she re-tained from her youth had been
blocked from conscious recall by that same process which dealt with her period of trauma. Certainly her
recent life, filled with the scorn of her fellow students and the everpresent hatred of Azea's Council of
Justice, was not the place to learn of such gentle emotions. But in her sleep she lay in another world,
cradled in the arms of a man who was marked with her own alien stigma—the blood-red hair of an
unknown heritage. "I know you face an unknown and possibly terrible future,” he whispered, "1 know you're
more accustomed to hatred than respect, and have been raised to be ignorant of more gentle human
interac-tion. But know now—and remember when the pain becomes too great—that one man cared deeply
enough for you to call you mitethe. Y ou know my language. Y ou know what the word means."

And as she reached to embrace him she awoke suddenly to cold darkness, and to the scent of death.

Kisunu.

Her mind had touched a carnivorous instinct and applied the proper Derlethan label. Kisunu—the
ice-killers. Wolf-like predators who hunted in packs and who, needing little food to fuel them for long
periods of running, were capable of hunt-ing down and patiently driving to despair any creature unfor-tunate
enough to come across them.

They were intelligent. Anzha classified them instantly with her tel epathic sensitivity and was unnerved by
her conclusion. They were chagtic in nature and lacked any physical struc-tures to stand as monuments to
their intelligence, but despite thisthey could not be classed with common animal life. They had a culture;
Anzha sensed she would not understand it, but there was something in them which tasted of more than
simple pack mentality.

And they were very, very hungry.

She built afire; they backed away warily, but displayed none of the instinctive fear one might associate
with such creatures. Two reasoning species on the same planet? It was rare, but not unheard of.

But why hadn't the Derlethans told her?

Perhaps they didn't know.



Impossible, she corrected herself. One couldn't evade these creatures without comprehending that they
had more than animal intelligence.

Y es, the Derlethans knew. And those who understood survived the half-year journey through the heart of
kisunu territory.

Again she reached out atendril of thought; quickly she drew it back, burned by the touch of animal
hunger and the prom-ise of amind so aien that no human could hope to understand it.

Very well, shethought. | will speak the universal language.

She chose a bow from among her possessions and lined up arrows, heads imbedded in the snow, before
her. Yellow eyes regarded her with unblinking intensity and the creatures took one or two steps backward,
alert and ready. It was clear they expected her to aim. It was fortunate she didn't have to. With one motion
shelifted the bow and left fly awell-feathered shaft; it embedded itself in the torso of a surprised kisunu
and evidently lodged itself in avital organ. The creature howled shortly and fell; blue-black blood stained the
snow in splotches and his desth cry resonated in the gray emptiness.

She waited, tense, for areaction.

And they studied her. They now knew how fast she could move, and if they were indeed capable of
advanced reasoning they would know just how accessible those upright arrows were. | will take you with
me, Anzhas action promised, not one or two but many. And who will be the first to come at me, in that
case?

One by one they turned away from her, still wary but with their attention focused el sewhere. Each went
up to hisfalen fellow and laid his great teeth against that one's hide, then each ritually gave way to the next,
and he to the one after, and so on until all members of the pack had performed the ritual action.

This confirmed Anzha's suspicions, for mere animals do not indulge in death-rites. And starving animals
more often eat their dead than revere them. The gesture of the kisunu seemed almost deisgned to say,
"Although | starve, | will not eat my kind. This sets me above the beasts of theice." Hasha, she thought.
Predators with moral instincts.

She set acircular fire about her camp and hoped they would be unwilling to cross it. The Derlethans had
given her skinsfilled with flammable powder and now she understood the reason for it, for no fuel gathered
from this desolate place would burn as brightly; the native branches which occasion-ally broke through the
ice were good for heating dinner but would scarcely frighten a high-grade predator.

But morning would come and she would have to move on, and if the kisunu would not let her do so she
would surely die. Not that day perhaps, but later, when food and fuel ran out and she was at their mercy.
She would have to deal with them tonight—establish some kind of working relationship that would alow her
to continue. The western mountains couldn't be far off now; surely if she could buy afew days time she
could reach them.

She walked over to where the frightened hersu were hud-dled. With atelepath's hand she calmed them,
and then with surface analysis chose the two most paralyzed by fear. They would do her the least good in
the daysto come and should be the first to go. With a steady hand she removed their harnesses.

It seemed to her the kisunu were smiling.

She placed a mittened hand behind each of the animals and pressed against them, thinking threat as
loudly and as primi-tively as she could. They bolted forward in blind terror and jumped the fireling; by the
time they were free of her imposed fear they had fallen, and the hungry kisunu made short work of their
gentle but muscular bodies.

I have made you an offering, shethought, and I'll make more if | have to. And none of you need die
for this.

Isit enough?

Apparently it was, for as the kisunu finished eating (and she naticed they divided the animals evenly
among them) they withdrew to a safe distance and stretched out on the snowy surface, to nap or to wait as
each one desired.

It was the first of many long nights during which she would not sleep.

They did not leave her in the morning; she had hoped they would, but not really expected it. Again she
sent out mental tendrils among them, and again drew them back quickly. The hunger evident in their surface
minds was less demanding, but it remained. It was only a matter of time, then: a single woman and eight
passive fersu could not hope to stand against an entire pack of carnivores, intelligent or no. There might
have been some hope for her through her telepathic skills, but the kisune mind was evidently so alien that
she would not be able to hold on to it long enough to establish control.

Because there was nothing better to do, Anzha repacked the sled and hitched the fersu up to it once
more. To her surprise the kisunu parted before her, encouraging the prog-ress of the sled by lack of



interference. Not one to question small favors, she headed dutifully westward.

Previously she had napped while traveling. Now she dared not do so. The ice-fields were smooth and
without crevasses, the armor-barked branches which breached its surface excep-tions rather than the rule.
It was a very different place than the cracked-glacier surface of Luus where she had done aterrain
internship. This, in its way, was amost more danger-ous, for on Derleth there was no need for the constant
aert-ness that kept one's mind occupied and fought back the edge of madness. She allowed herself to
smile. There was little risk, now, of seeing boredom drive her to insanity. A little more risk of being eaten,
perhaps, but that was in many ways a preferable death to slow torture by unending gray tedium.

"Yes," she said aloud, surprised to find herself talking. "I should be grateful to you. Y ou've spared me
something very terrible, without even knowing it."

And for thefirst timein that half-year, human laughter resonated in the ice-laden wastelands.

"Such a polite enmity, my gentle escorts! The Braxins would like you." She was talking as much to herself
as to them, discovering that any human voice—even her own— was welcome in the gray emptiness. "They
make aritual of enmity, and devise rules by which to control hostility and drag it out for the lengthiest
possible enjoyment.”

She looked over the pack, a good thirty strong if not more. She had no desire to count them. "A race,
then. | think we understand each other. | will feed you for aslong as | can and you'll play escort while | do.
And the question is, which comes first—the western mountains or the last of the hersu?”

But long before that, shethought, I'll be walking.

Time enough for that when it comes.

She camped before nightfall and built asmall fire, saving most of her flame-dust for when she might need
it later, to drive back death. Then, acting as though nothing in the world had changed since yesterday, she
slaughtered another of the ded-animals and spent an evening rendering it into its compo-nent parts. With
the rich organ meats she fed herself and the remaining hersu, upon whose strength she was coming to
depend more and more. The majority of the meat she flung to the waiting pack.

"Y our share," she muttered, watching the ritual division.

It surprised her, in the days to come, just how strong the hersu were. Not until there were only four | eft
did she need to start lightening the ded, apainful task, since everything in it was vital to survival. The kisunu
could run long days on little food, and so were satisfied to lope aong beside her in the rapidly shortening
days. She fed them when she sensed their hunger, and she fed the hersu regularly, lest they be too weak to
carry her forward; herself she fed only when she had to, and sometimes less often than that. Over and over
she re-peated, Azean medicine can undo all of this. So she bribed the predatorsto keep their distance
and sacrificed her own strength for forward motion, in the desperate hope of getting home.

Sometimes she slept. She tried not to, but exhaustion would beat her down until she awoke suddenly,
finding she had napped without knowing it. The days dragged on without end and hunger was a constant
companion. She ceased to ook for the mountains; they had become a dream of the past, something which
stirred in her memory but which took too much effort to identify. An eternity had passed on the ice and the
rhythm of it, chilling and regular, had finally con-quered her.

Too soon only apair of hersu remained, and they could not pull the ded without killing themselvesin the
process. Re-signed, Anzha strapped those items of vital necessity to her back, improvising leashes for the
frightened animals and continued, determined, on foot. The yellow eyes of her ene-mies seemed to befilled
with derision. It had only been a matter of time all along, they taunted. In the still of the Derlethan night she
heard the words as though they had been spoken, and in the voice that spoke them there was no inflection
she recognized, nor any hint of alanguage she could relate to.

Each night when she camped she cast forth her thoughts in search of possible game; each night the
ice-fields proved barren of any life outside of her own hostile gathering. If a snowsnake had moved in the
distance she would have tried to hunt it, trusting to her guardians' sense of amusement to let her do so, but
there was not even that. If the kisunu did not eat her they would not eat at all—and that left very little room
for bargaining.

Soon the last of the hersu was gone.

"Thisisit, my friends." She had gotten used to the presence of the pack and talked to the kisunu with
some regularity. Painfully, she looked out over theicefields. Half ayear . . . it was amuch longer period of
time than she had thought possible; when one lived it day by day without variation it became an eternity.
"Thisisit...."

Far to the west, the cloudcover broke. She had come to turn away from the brilliant flashes of sunlight,
for their promises were empty and hope, in this wasteland, was only cause for torment. But as light danced
over theice-fields she stiffened, seeing something in the distance which had passed out of her imagining.



Then the clouds closed overhead and the mountains passed into grayness again.

She found she was trembling.

"Hasha. . ." she whispered, and in that nearly forgotten name was a link to a people she had lost all hope
of ever seeing again. They would be waiting for her there, along with the natives, spread out in aband along
the foothills to wel-come her wherever she happened to arrive. It was within sight—and it was beyond
hope. The kisunu would never let her get that far, and even without them she doubted she could walk the
distance without sustenance.

Have you come all this way to give up how? she asked herself. Remember that the issue is not your
own life, which you never wanted, but the revenge you hope to earn. Remem-ber that all that matters
about Derleth is the Imperial sanc-tion granted you and the influential people who will owe you
favors. That's all this ever was. The kisunu were watching her.

Her people would be waiting at the mountains with food; that was the ultimate irony. A short journey
westward and she could feed these predators until they burst. If only she could make them understand!

She reached out with her mind, and once more she touched something so alien that she could not endure
the contact, but instinctively withdrew. No.

She gritted her teeth and tried again. This time she touched a kisune soul and held onto it. Alien
awareness flooded her being and she shook with the strain of maintaining the link. Then, with great
suddenness, there was no contact at all. "Damn!"

It was going to be harder than she had assumed. At the Institute they trained certain instinctive responses
into the telepathic subconscious; one of them, Digtinction Discipline, was automatically cutting off her
access to the kisune minds. The Institute's intentions were good; the Discipline was meant to interfere any
time a telepath became so engrossed in another personality that he began to lose his own, or when a
telepath reached out to amind so alien that any contact would be harmful.

"But alot of good that does me now," she muttered.

She would have to override a Discipline—and that had never, to her knowledge, been done.

She closed her eyes and concentrated.

Anzhalyu was not a Probe; she did not have the ability to deal with abstract thought without the aid of
visualization. Perhaps a Probe could have contacted the kisunu without damage, able to absorb kisune
thought-patterns without the need for more familiar images. Anzha lyu could not. Nor could she anticipate
the reaction of one of these creatures to amental invasion such as she was about to launch, and if their
minds were alien to her, hers was equally so to them.

But it isthat or death, shereminded hersalf grimly.

Deliberately she opened hersdlf, pulling down all her natu-ral defenses and leaving nothing to stand
between her and the subject of her telepathy. Then, tentatively, she reached out toward the kisune she had
approached before.

Again there was aterrible feeling of foreboding, and like a sliding wall something in her mind started to
break off the contact. She struggled against it. Its strength was tremendous, but her will was no small thing.
Soon she had lost awareness of the kisune atogether, caught up in an internal struggle for conscious
mastery of her telepathic potential. She held back awall—she bound a struggling animal—she frayed a
tightening noose. All these images and more, until she lay panting on the floor of her inner mind, securein
the knowledge that she was strong enough to do the one thing the Institute sought to make
impossible—attempt telepathic suicide.

Again she reached out to the kisune.

Thistime there was no interference. She was astounded to realize how much of that had been due to her
training, and how little was due to any personal unwillingness to mindshare with an aien. With her training
stripped away, she faced the predator's mind as she would a new frontier, dangerous and seductive, deadly
and fascinating—a challenge; no more, no less.

The kisune welcomed her.

She hunted on theice-field asit glowed with qualities she could not name, radiating heat in minutely small
bits which her yellow eyes interpreted. Through her paws she could analyze vibrations from along day's
running distance, and could tell through that wonderfully sensitive tactile ability what was in the distance,
and how far. Through means of an organ whose function she did not understand she sensed the presence
of life, and distinguished between edible and inedi-ble, intelligent and unreasoning, as easily as an Azean
would distinguish between red and green. She found no color sense as such; what was the point? On the
ice-plains there was no color, only the varying intensity of infra-red radiation which laid out before her eyes
alandscape of wondrous variety, a subtle and wonderful place where the ice glowed for having been trod
upon and bodies darkened to white as they died.



She did not share her own senses with the kisune; she was embarrassed by their paucity. How could she
have called this place tedious, a place so filled with wonders? Had the sky in truth been monotonous? Now
it radiated distinctions of den-sity and degrees of warmth, and was as rich to her kisune senses as a sunset
would be to human eyes. Had the planet been uniformly cold? Sensory threads in the white-furred coat saw
aswell asfelt minute variations in temperature so that there was warmth in the breeze, chill in the till air,
waves of variety pouring forth from every warm-blooded thing which one ate, or accompanied, or mated
with.

She knew the kisune hunger for what it was, remembering the feeding. How good it would be to feel that
again, not only renewed strength but the ecstacy of absorbing living warmth and watching it radiate through
her system—of having her own body transparent to her life-sight—of sharing the bound-less pleasure of
feeding with one's pack-mates. What stronger bond could there be in the universe, and what richer world to
inhabit?

Motionless upon the ice, the fur-clad woman whom Azea had sent to Derleth sat quietly on the cold white
plain, surrounded by kisunu. She had ceased to monitor her metabo-lism and it owed to the rhythm of the
kisune system. Her hands were limp by her sides and her eyes closed, asif nothing she could ever see or
touch would again be of consequence. Shewas, in dl things and in all ways, silent and till.

In the distance, sunlight kissed the planet. Such warmth, though momentary, was painful to the heat-sense
of al the creatures of Derleth. Those who saw it strike turned away from it, grateful when it passed for the
return of that quiet regularity which alowed them to enjoy the subtle beauty of their world.

At the western edge of the great ice-plain, within sight of the bordering mountains, a pack of thirty-five
kisunu sat in silence. One by one they arose, and one by one turned west-ward. Then, asif it were one
individual creature, the entire pack set off toward the mountains, under the rich cloud-canopy of Derleth. It
would take them many daysto get there. But the Kisunu could run far on little food and had al the patience
in the world; thus it wasthat day after day the pack drew closer to the foothills. . . where the diens,
pre-sumably, were waiting.

In the distance, for amoment, the sun flashed silver on the ice-field.

It was only a brief annoyance.

Ivre ver Ishte was tired of waiting.

He had been on this dreary planet since the Academy's young student had taken on the burden of native
tradition. That was . . . what? Half alocal year ago? Nearly three Standard Y ears, at any rate.

The Derlethans would not permit him to send aircraft low over the ice-fields, as he otherwise would have
done to keep track of the young woman's progress. Since Derleth was to be absorbed and not conquered,
the natives will was law; ver Ishte couldn't take life-readings through the paniculate cloud-cover and
therefore had no accessto reliable informa-tion. "She would be this far" a Derlethan would say, indicat-ing
apoint ontheice-map, "if sheisdtill aive."

The unpleasant thing was, he had afeeling the Director of StarControl would kill him if he were
responsible for her young protegee's disappearance.

Periodically, meandering packs of local life wandered close to the western mountains. An alarm would
ring inside ver Ishte's ear-clasp and he would hurry to the point of possible contact; then the local life would
pass on its way south, or continue north, or turn back to the east, and ver Ishte would be left waiting. So on
thisnight.

The aarm rang shrilly, awakening him from arestless deep. "All right!" he muttered, "what isit?"

A voice came through the receiver. " Section five, Ambas-sador. Looks like a pack of kisunu. Major
predators.”

"And our agent would be among them?"

He could almost hear the other shrug. "Y ou said to let you know any time alifeform approached the
mountains."

"Yes, | know." Already he wasrising. "I'm coming."

Section five—halfway across the length of an unbelievably boring mountain range. When he had first
come to the western mountains, he had thought them beautiful; pale white cliffs and ravines, matte here or
glossy there as the snowfall dictated, but if you had seen one ice-mountain you had seen them all. And ver
I shte had been looking at them for nearly three years now.



He let the window of his transport fog over on the way to section five and didn't feel he was missing
anything.

"Anything clearer?' he asked as he disembarked.

"Pack of kisunu, al right. Large ones—no young." The agent for this section handed him a copy of the
readout. "And something that isn't akisune."

Ver Ishte looked up sharply at the man; it was a question.

"Could be, sir," the other said softly. "And it's coming right thisway."

Alive. If only she had made it across theice-plain alivel Whatever damage had been done to her body,
Azea could repair—whatever hurt her mind had suffered, psychic morale adjustment could handle. All she
had to do was deliver herself to them. . ..

One of the Derlethan natives manning this post waved to him. "Over here," he called, in that monotonous
collection of sounds that Derleth termed alanguage. "One can see them."

Ver Ishte climbed up to where the native stood, on the last high point before the flat plains began. Sure
enough, some-thing moved in the distance.

"If it'sapack of kisunu . . ." he began.

"They do not come into the mountains,”" the native as-sured him. "They remain on that which isflat."

Ver Ishtetook the news with a goodly proportion of skepti-cism. If three years on Derleth had taught him
nothing else, it had given him an appreciation of how much his native guides really knew about these
predators—and weren't telling.

They came swiftly, white upon white. Their approach was without shadow and from certain angles, when
the light was right, they wereinvisible on the shining plain.

"How many?" ver |shte muttered.

"Thirty-six," the local agent told him. And then, after double-checking: "One of them's human."

Praise Hasha! the Ambassador thought fervently.

They were clearly visible now, and if he looked carefully ver Ishte could pick out individua animals. They
were each aslong as aman was tall, or more so, and carried a good deal of body weight on slender but
well-muscled legs.

"Isthisnorma?' he asked in Derlethan. " Some kind of escort—?"

The natives did not answer him. They had fallen to their knees.

He could pick her out now, atiny figure staggering to match the kisune pace. Her walk was uneven and
spoke of pain—some injury, no doubt. Hisfirst instinct was to run forward to meet her. His second, that of
sdlf-preservation, kept him from doing so.

"Anzhalyu. .." he whispered.

She had come to the foot of the first rise and laboriously began to climb. Now that he could see her face
he discovered it was that of a stranger. Patches of dead white covered its surface, which had aged twenty
years, it seemed, in three. Her eyes glowed with a cruel fervor which was at once more and less than
human.

She felt her gaze upon him and raised her eyes to meet his. There was suffering evident in them such as
he could only begin to guess at. Her cheeks were hollow with hunger and dark circles underscored her
gaze,; if he had imagined a manifestation of Death it could not have looked worse.

She seemed to struggle with her thoughts, as though fight-ing to recall the nature of human language.
"Feed them," she whispered finaly.

"Anzhalyu—"

"Feed them, damn you!"

He waved hurredly to his own agents and they ran back to the shelter to get meat for the ice-killers.

"I ... promised them." She seemed to be struggling for each word, as though it were an effort to think in
human terms at al. She looked at the kneeling Derlethans. "Aswell you should . . ."she whispered.

The men came back with meat and threw it to the kisunu. The starving animals waited until it had all been
set before them and then, as was their wont, divided it into thirty-six portions. The last they left behind as
they exited, each with his own rightfully earned share, seeking the silence of theice-field and the privacy of
the pack presence in which to share the joy of eating.

The young woman did not stir until they were gone. Nor did she wish to be approached. Only when the
kisunu had passed from sight did she take another step forward, weakly, asif she meant to join the human
company but lacked the strength to make the climb. Ver Ishte went to her, half-running and half-diding, and
came to her as shefell.

As soon as he touched her he sensed what was so desper-ately wrong.

"By the Firstborn," he murmured, and rather than lifting her as he had meant to do, he sat by her side and



cradled her in hisarms. She resisted, asawild animal will do, but only for amoment. Then with alow cry
she buried her face in the fur of his coat and clutched at him in terror, and in need.

He held her for some time like that, sensing that this was something she needed more than food and
warmth if he wasto bring her home again. And she held him tightly until she could pull herself no closer,
desperately absorbing the es-sence of humanity from him through the closeness, fighting to reestablish her
connection to their mutual species. Slowly, gradually, the frightened whine which issued from her throat
became a human sobbing; tears, which the kisunu do not shed, began to squeeze frozen from her eyes.

And the world was gray once more.

Harkur: Never underestimate man's ingenuity in master-minding his own destruction.

Tweve

To Kaim'era Lord Zatar, Zarvati, son of Vinir and K'siva From the Elders of the Holding

The Elders respectfully remind you that it is required of each purebred Braxana male that he sire
four registered purebred children during his lifetime. While we recognize that you are still young in
age, your involvement in the War forces us to consider the possibility that you may not enjoy the full
life expectancy of the Braxana'. Therefore we urge you to deal with your reproductive responsibility
as soon as possible. Attached you will find a list of purebred Braxana" women who have not yet
borne their quota. We hope you will consider this request in light of your military interests and do
your part in main-taining the number and thus the power of our Race.

The Braxana estate on Karviki sprawled across acres of lush territory, richly purple in the fading red
sunlight. The main house was an odd mixture of traditional Braxana (or Neo-Barbaric, as some critics
caled it) and the local architectural styles.

Zatar regarded it for along while before approaching. It disturbed him in away he did not fully
understand. Many Braxana designed their homes to incorporate foreign elements (his own tended toward
Aldousan) but the mark of the Master Race was always dominant. Not so here. The primary impres-sion
was one of glass: glittering, fragile, worked in patterns of rose and blue between gleaming stone arches. Not
true glass, he knew, nor a modern substitute, but the aurastone native to this planet. Viewed from inside, it
would shatter the sun's ruby light into a kaleidoscope of star-like fragments. Beautiful . . . but vulnerable.
He had awarrior's distaste for any House guarded by such insubstantial walls, but was not surprised to see
it. Given its owner, it was appropriate.

He glanced at the letters he had brought with him; one was a flatrendering of the Elders message, which
he had perused so often that the plastic was noticeably worn. The other was a message from Yiril, which
he held in his hand amoment longer, re-reading it in the dying sunlight.

Kaim'era Zatar—t means what you think it does. Make your choice with care.
Kaim'era Yiril, Lord and Elder

Tucking the letters back into histunic, he walked from the landing platform to the main house. It gave him
time to admire the native sunset and its attendant blood-colored shad-ows. Workmen fell to their knees as
he passed and touched their heads to the ground in a Karviki gesture of reverence. Yes, he thought, there



are advantages to leaving Braxi proper.

The door opened as he reached it; he smiled his apprecia-tion of the timing, a subtle expression that
received its ac-knowledgment in the groveling of the guard who admitted him.

"Kaim'era Zatar," hetold him, "son of Vinir and K'siva. | would like to speak to Lady L 'resh.”

"The Lady isat home," the native responded in fairly good Braxin. "Please come in and be comfortable
while | tell her you are here."

Zatar nodded and followed him into the House, through the forehall and into one of the visiting rooms. It
was comfortably furnished in a Karviki/Braxana manner, thistime less ostensibly native. Thick cushions
covered the flaor, intri-cately covered in geometric examples of Karviki embroidery. There was afirepit,
bounded on three sides by alowtable of inlaid wood. A golden decanter sat ready upon its surface, flanked
by twelve matching goblets, each with a spray of Rask bloodstones upon its lip. And of course there was
the last of the sunlight, filtered through aurastone windows that were set in golden tracery, sprinkling the
room with patterns of its own. He was pleased by the interplay of shadow and color even as he mused
upon the rarity of such display in the Central System. There, this room would have been a confer-ence
chamber, hence without windows, and with aminimum of distraction. Here, the decorating was much more
attuned to pleasure than to politics. It was, he admitted, very much to hisliking.

"Lord Zatar. Y ou honor me."

The woman in the doorway was attractive—all Braxanawomen are—but in away that was alien to
Braxi. Her smile was naturally welcoming, and if she meant him any insult by denying him his political titleit
was not evident in her expression. "May | offer you wine?' she asked, and when he nodded she came to
the lowtable, knelt beside it, and poured some. Blue, he noticed, surprised; one could take even the color of
wine for granted. He sat down beside her as she offered him his choice of glasses, pleased to note that the
cushions were as comfortable as they were attractive. Seeing her, he could imagine nothing else.

"Y ou are welcome in my House," she said formally, and with awave of her hand encouraged: drink! He
bowed dlightly and did so, with genuine pleasure. Her presence was even more pleasing than he had
expected it to be, from her gentle appearance to the natural delicacy of her smallest movement. It wasn't an
image he was accustomed to seeing.

"I'm surprised, of course, to find you here, but avisit from a Central Lord is always welcome and yoursis
no ex-ception. Will you permit me to offer you further refreshment?’

"Please." He watched as she gestured to a servant in the hallway, issuing orders that were not commands
only by virtue of linguistic technicality. It would satisfy this man to have food brought. . . . Briefly he
wondered who served as Token Dominance, acting as Master of her House, and what the relationship was
between them. Female-owned Houses were always a careful study in social balance.

She turned back to him, her face athing of sunlight. "If you tell me it isn't some sort of business that
brought you al the way out here, I'd be pleased. Of course, | wouldn't believe you for a moment.”

At that moment the light entering the room must have fallen below some preset standard, for a golden
beam from the ceiling ignited the firepit, which burst into matching flames. The fuel had apparently been
scented; as, it burned it released a gentle perfume into the room's cool air. "Lovely," he admired.

She lowered her eyes, acknowledging the compliment. How strange she was, how non-Braxana! All the
body language he had come to associate with his people was absent in her, and in its place was an
uninhibited lightness which seemed entirely alien to histradition. Y et what was there in the social codes that
decreed excessive seriousness? Even her manner of dress, though technically Braxana, displayed more
individ-uality than Centra tradition usually inspired. The hands which poured him more wine were clothed in
dove-gray sueded leather, and the surface of her matching tunic had been brushed to a soft nap. The harsh
line of the high Braxana boots were missing from her; instead of tight breeches and black |esther she wore
soft leggings of the same gray, and the tips of her footwear barely peeked out, match-ing, from beneath the
hem. The only black she wore was a sash—which drew attention to her small waist—and a collar, which
set off by contrast the glowing white of her face. Over her shoulders black hair spilled richly, thick with
curls, apure and velvet black to be silhouetted against the firelight. To Zatar, who was accustomed to the
harsher Central styles, she seemed delightfully exotic and strangely fragile.

"1f somewhat alien," he added.

"But pleasng?"

"Oh, yes." He sipped the wine and found its surprising lightness not without attraction. "Very much so."

"The Karviki excel in many areas, food and decor being two of them. | think one of the greatest
advantages of living far out in the Holding is an opportunity to taste the truly alien. Don't you?'

"One of them." He dared, "Is that what prompted you to leave Braxi?'

He had shifted into a more sexual speech mode and per-haps it was that which caused her to look away



from him, asif something she saw in his eyes disturbed her. She forced alaugh; it lacked the spontaneous
lightness of her previous expressions. "l wasn't Braxana enough for Central life, if you must know." She
had begun the sentence in the Basic Mode but concluded in the Negative, asif to say that what lay beneath
his words should not be discussed, was an unwel-come topic. "I found it nothing more than a progression of
unwelcome political maneuverings, and the Central Braxana no more than the daves of their palitics." She
caught his eyes and her expression clearly said: men such as yourself. "I stayed aslong as | had to and
then sought out a better place." She leaned against the table, languid and comfort-able. "Here I'm a
goddess. The locals adore me. | feed their pride just by being here; would a purebred Braxana make her
home on Karviki if the planet wasn't in some way superior? And that's what our imageis all about, |
think—certainly ajust reward for all the social nonsense we put up with. But it's different here. | don't have
to spend every waking mo-ment proving I'm more Braxana than anyone else. These people take my racial
superiority for granted. And they would do anything to please me—anything at all." She smiled. "I like that.”

A servant entered, bowed, and presented a golden tray for their perusal. " Sihk-tail, broiled in
sekwa-butter." 1t was clear from his demeanor that he was bound to her more by awe and devotion than by
mere wages. "A Karviki delicacy, Lord."

Zatar accepted along, dender fork and lifted one of the bits of spiced seafood to hislips. He tasted it,
savored it, then nodded. As if that signaled the appropriateness of the offer-ing, L'resh had the man put it on
the table between them.

"Most unusual," he assessed, not unpleased.

"Most of Karviki is, to the Central mind." She leaned forward, then hesitated, asif she lacked the proper
words to begin what she wanted to say.

"Please be free," he encouraged.

"All right, Lord Zatar. Why have you come here? | told you—" she spoke hurriedly "—I hate the social
games of your planet. And | don't play them well. So please, if you would just come to the point and explain
yoursdlf. .. ."

He put down the fork and looked at her carefully. What-ever doubts he had entertained regarding this
move had been banished by the light of her presence. "If | must,” he said finally, then softly, as befit her
person: "I've come to court you for Seclusion.”

It was hard to say if astonishment, anger, or fear weighed more heavily in her expression; amoment later,
however, al but the first had vanished. With careful control she told him "I've borne four living children.”

"l know that."

"Do you aso know what that entails? Do you have any concept of the pain involved?' Emotion poured
into her voice—proud, angry, wounded. "Do you know what it's like to endure those zhents of waiting, to
live with that hope, and never know if it's going to prove worthwhile in the end? A man knows nothing of
such things, Zatar! I'm an Elder. I've had my four children for the sake of the Holding. What makes you
think 1 would ever willingly go through that again?"

It was not in his best interest, he knew, but nonethel ess he countered, "Perhaps | forget your earned title
as easily asyou forget mine."

"Very wel, Kaim'era," she snapped, and then, with an effort, calmed herself. "Y ou're right, and I'm
sorry. The fact that men of your position were a constant annoyance to me during my years on Braxi is no
reason to deny you your right to stand among them. Nevertheless, another Seclusion is out of the question;
there are no words you can say that will change that. Surely you knew that would be the answer. Why did
you come all thisway just to hear it?"

"My bloodlineis Plague-prone,” he said quietly. He was using the Basic mode but added a sexual
undertone, to indi-cate that his attraction to her was above and beyond his proposition. "A condition that
was probably worsened by my parents inbreeding. | think you can understand that if 1'm going to be pulled
away from the War to sire achild, | would like to create one that might stand some chance of survival."

"Isthat the only reason?"

"lsn't it enough?' Her eyes chided him: Have it all out in the open. No games. Very well. "l need a
Seclusion close to the War Border."

"So you came all the way out here? Wrong direction, Kaim'era."

"The women in the Central System can't afford to put that much distance between themselves and their
Houses for any length of time. | sought a woman whose House could func-tion in her absence—as yours
can—and one who might bear aliving child in areasonably short period of time. I'm working among
commoners, L'resh. If | desert my work at the Border to obsess myself with awoman, they won't
understand it. Braxana power can't survive ridicule—voiced or unvoiced. If | let thisinterfere with my
Border activities, | may aswell return to Braxi and give up on the War entirely."



"I wouldn't wish that on anyone," she said dryly. "But you're young. Why are you going through all this
now, if it's such a problem?"

"The Elders 'suggested' it." The look of anger that passed over her face confirmed one of his guesses:
Elder though she was, she hadn't been consulted. "The mgjority of them would probably like to see me safe
on Braxi, where they could keep an eye on me."

"Other Braxana have gone to war."

"And remained islands in the midst of battle. A brief cal to glory, the sacking of a planet or two, and a
triumphal return to the Mistress Planet. Never making contact with the men who serve them, or the planets
that depend on them. The Central Elders are afraid for their image, L'resh, afraid of what might happen if
one of their kind lives day in and day out among commoners. Also, the Braxana who've gone to war have
been young men seeking to make a name for themselves. Never someone who already wielded
consider-able power on his own. Never a Kaim'era—until now. They feel threatened. They're trying to
pressure me back into civilian life, where they think | belong.”

"So it's politics again. How dare they! Don't we have troubles enough fulfilling our quotas, without making
repro-duction atool of politicians—aweapon?' She shook her head in amazement. "M ore than anything
I've ever heard, your words make me glad | left Braxi when | did."

He smiled, clearly amused by some secret thought, and withdrew a slender vial from his sash. "In your
anger you remind me, Lady. | brought you a gift"

"A bribe?'

" "The Braxana collects bribes as just tribute; only afool pays before he bargains.' He uncapped the vial
and poured its contents—thick, golden, trand ucent—into one of the goblets. "I thought | would bring you
some small taste of what the Central System does have to offer. I'd be pleased if you'd accept it."

She looked up at him; her long dark lashes were like bird's wings framing her eyes. It struck him that he
had never seen awoman more attractive to him. "What isit?"

"A Central liqueur." He threw the vial into the fire, where it melted, crackling. "Both rare and expensive.
A suitable offering?"

She sipped from the goblet, then stopped to savor what remained on her tongue. " Sweet," she said
approvingly.

"Central taste."

He sat in silence while she finished the tiny portion; she was grateful that doing so spared her from having
to speak. Once she looked up at him, startled, as though it had just occurred to her that he might drug her,
but the thought was ludicrous; what could he gain in asingle night that wouldn't cost him more when she
brought him up on charges? When she had finished the liqueur, she set the goblet on the table and slowly
pushed it way from her."Zatar, | ... | can't. I'm sorry you had to come all thisway to hear that. But it's just
not possible.”

He touched the side of her face with a black-gloved finger and felt her tremble. "Y our features would
find beautiful inheritancein ason, L'resh.”

"I can't, Kaim'era, please. . . ." She pushed his hand away, reluctantly, it seemed. "I fulfilled my duty early
inlife so that | could move away and enjoy my freedom."

"And you don't even realize the magnitude of what you're saying! L'resh, there are women who spend
their lifetime trying to fulfill their quota. Y ou're not fifty, and already you're done with it! Four living children
in eight pregnancies— | want to breed that back into the Race."

"It's not my responsibility,” she countered weakly. He was pleased to note that in response to his use of
the sexual modes she had finally come to use one herself. Longing. . . .

He moved closer and when she did not move away he touched her, then drew her into his arms. She was
warm and fragile, and she trembled as he kissed her.

"No," she whispered.

He reached for her again but she drew back suddenly. " No. | turn you down. That's my right asa
purebred. I'm sorry. | refuse." Her eyes were wet and her voice was shaking. "Please let me go."

He made no further move but neither did he release her. His original guess, he realized, had been correct.
"L'resh,” he said softly, with as much sympathy as his language was capable of expressing. "How long
since you've tasted a man?"

She shuddered in his arms, but made no additional attempt to draw away from him. "There are other
pleasures,” she said finally.

"Y ou know what | mean."

She lowered her eyes. "Y ou don't understand. | almost died, Zatar. What pleasure is worth death?"

"And without pleasure, what islife?' He began to take off his gloves, and although she knew the



implications she said nothing. "Sometimes, in the Center of the Holding, one can obtain a liqueur whose
taste is so sweet to women that they embrace pleasure as they never dared before."

She looked at him, alarmed. "What was that you gave me?"

He put his hand against the side of her face, gently, reveling in the touch of smoothness against his bare
skin. "Contraception,” he said softly.

Her eyes widened.

"You're going to tell meit'sillegd, and I'm going to say | know it. Would you like to remind me of the
death penalty? I've destroyed the only evidence."

She was still in shock from the revelation. "How. . . ."

"There's nothing so illegal that no one supplies it—and nothing supplied that a Braxana can't get hold of.
Do you think that we on Braxi can afford to lose our mistresses to pointless labor, much lessdeath in
childbed? We're not that barbaric, although we play at it."

"But isn't there risk?" she breathed.

"There'srisk." He kissed her, long and sweetly, reveling in her response. There was a decade's hunger in
her, if his guesswork was good—not an unpleasant prospect. "Tell me no," he offered, "and I'll leave."

She clutched him tightly to her. There were no more words after that, or any need for them.

The rising sun woke him.

He got up slowly, careful not to jar the bed they had later retired to—or rather, the webbed
whatever-it-was that passed for such on Karviki. The skin of hisface was taut and dry, and it occurred to
him that he had never removed the previous day's cosmetics. Quietly he searched the room for astringent,
soaked it into acloth lying beside its jeweled bottle, and cleansed the excess white from his face.

She stirred, and awoke. Her dark eyes wide, she watched him. "Y ou're leaving?'

"I haveto." He dampened the cloth again and brought it over to her. "l have the War to get back to."

She closed her eyes and let him wipe the paint from her skin. She seemed hardly paler for its absence. "
wish you wouldn't," she whispered.

He kissed her. "So do |," he said, and his regret was genuine.

Then she drew him down to her, and for a short, sweet time the War was irrelevant.

The red sun rose higher and its light first approached, then washed over the two of them. He lay back for
awhile, content with the moment, forestalling a reassessment of his purposein visiting her. Then he caught
her eyes. She was leaning on one side, watching him, and the look on her face said that she knew what he
was thinking.

"It came to me one day how overwhelmingly stupid we've been," he said quietly. "Nature guarantees
fertility. Fertile creatures reproduce. Infertile creatures don't. And then we, self-made gods that we are,
defied that law."

Shetook his hand in hers; was there any contact more sensual than that? "Four children,” he mused. "No
fewer. And under no circumstances more than that. Their sense of responsibility satisfied, the women of
our Race find aterna-tives to childbearing. Exactly four offspring per person, two and hopefully no more to
die of the Plague, perhaps another in the War. If we had just let it be. ..." He squeezed her hand. "It would
have bred out."

She nodded, her eyes lowered. He wasright, and it hurt to acknowledge it. "If you don't force those who
have trouble with it to make the quota—"

"Then we'll surely die out. We don't have the numbers to support that strategy, now. It has to come from
the other end." He stroked her face, her hair. "There's more at stake than my own contentment, here. |
didn't want to say it, but thereitis.”

"Why didn't you want to say it?"

"Because we're a selfish people, and the good of the group isn't supposed to outweigh the pleasures of
theindividud."

"Ah," she said softly. "More Centra custom."

"Braxana custom, I'm afraid." He tipped up her face until she was looking at him. The corner of one eye
was wet. "Give me achild, L'resh. | own a planet right by the War Border, more than suitable for human
habitation. I'll build you a House to equal this one, and have artists from al over the Holding brought to you.
I'll give you athousand times more beauty and pleasure at the Border than any other place could ever offer
you. Give me aliving child, and I'll keep you supplied in contraception for the rest of your life."

There was the bribery. How long had she hungered, how desperately had she dreamed of finding a
solution? Would she be willing to risk her life once more, in order to live the rest of it more fully?

She looked away from him, her thoughts elsewhere, and after a moment slowly nodded. "If you stay the
afternoon,” she whispered. There were tearsin her voice.



Which was better invitation, he thought, than any speech mode could manage.

Harkur: If aman understands the priorities of hisfellows, he can lead them. If hefailsin this, al the
good intentions in the world won't buy him loyalty.

Thirteen

The wind driving dust into her eyes, Anzhalyu Mitethe waited.

Her face was not the face of youth, although she was still young. Her eyes may have shone with strength
and determi-nation, but they never radiated warmth. The lines of her face bespoke bitterness and anger
and, had she smiled, the result-ing rounded creases would have been at odds with those already there.

She was not attractive. She was not unattractive. The aura of command was too strong about her for one
to be able to isolate physical appearance for judgment. She had presence.

She aso had control, and now she exercised it. Like all Braxana she had learned to hide her emotions. If
she trembled now, it was inside; no one observing her would think that she was afraid.

That was asit should be.

When the ramp was lowered, she took a deep breath of the local air before ascending to the transport.
Being on a plan-et's surface wasn't pleasant for her; more and more the evidence of nature at work made
her uncomfortable. Her phobia was growing stronger year by year, despite her effortsto overcome it. It
was therefore with great pleasure that she would exchange the dusty, threatening air of this planet for the
human-controlled atmosphere of awarship.

A warship? The warship!

Inside the transport they were courteous, and she refrained from explaining that no, she didn't require
instructions in ground-star safety precautions. She smiled politely as they explained the workings of the
stabilizer attached to her couch— granted, all warships generated their own gravity, but how ignorant did
they think she was—and she even allowed the pilot to personally see that it was set correctly. Not until he
left did she reset it.

There was no further waiting to endure; she was no sooner lying on the couch than the tiny transport
lifted from the planet's surface. She closed her eyes and reveled in the multi-gee sensation as they pulled
free from the planet, afeeling the couch lessened but no longer nullified. It made her feel as though she had
truly left the planet's surface, and she could feel the phobia settle within her, ready for its next excuse to
surface.

Now, at last, she had time to think. Perhapsit was the first time in two Standard Y ears she'd had time to
do so; perhaps instead she hadn't dared. Now the memories came, and with them the anger. Images.
Subcommander ti Vasha demanding reassignment. "1 will not serve an alien in war!" he had cried, and that
was that. There were other confrontations, not as dramatic but equally frustrating. She had commanded the
Destroyer for two years and had never won over its crew. Did that matter? She tried to convince herself
that only the actual combat was of any importance, but she failed. Battles were few and far between, and
in the interim Anzhalyu Mitethe was a human being. The fact that she had grown accustomed to being
alone did not ease the pain of hearing those half-whispered conversations, or of knowing that they were
in-tended for her ears. She was an aien. That was that.

She could have lost herself in the joy of battle, but circum-stances had been unobliging. She lacked
seniority, hence she lacked tactical authority. She was bound to obey the orders of men and women who,
though they had served far longer than she and wore more decorations on their sleeves, were decid-edly
her inferiors. They were so conservative in their strategy that the War she had longed to fight had
practically passed her by.

Until now.

When the transport was outatmosphere, the generators kicked in and supplied a minimum of artificial
gravity, for safety purposes. Anzha arose from the couch and took out the files Torzha had sent her. Here



was detailed information on the nature of her new command, from the ship's specifications to its crew. She
put the former aside. The Conqueror was not something that could be captured on paper; she knew it
already from legend. It had no equal in the Azean fleet and it would have none among the Braxins until the
Sentirawas back in active service. From the day it was built it was capable of greater maneuverability,
more extensive sensor range, and more precise firepower than had been thought possible for awarship, and
since then it had been improved. It was a command assignment one dreamed of getting.

Why me? she asked for the thousandth time.

She questioned more than the advisability of putting some-one of alien appearance on such a ship. At
thirty she was a mere child; the officers of the Conqueror had been serving on their ship since the time of
her birth, if not longer. And they had gone through commanding officers with a speed and regularity that
was unnerving.

She pulled those files and reread them. Li Dashte had resigned his commission after one year. Ver Buell
had filed charges against his prime subcommander for disobedience, then had |eft when the man was
acquitted. Er Pirjare was in arest home on Ikn. Five more commanders now served on other ships; one had
resigned from the fleet entirely.

The problem was the crew. Insubordination or eccentricity, or both—from the brief reports it was hard to
tell. StarControl had issued reprimands on numerous occasions, but it had no real power to correct the
problem; the Conqueror's officers were apparently careful to obey rulesto the letter, if not to the spirit. The
ship's battle record was outstanding, which was amazing considering the discord in its command center. But
the Congueror's crew lacked one important thing: a Starcommander who could handle them. Was that why
Torzha had assigned her to this ship?

One by one, Anzhareviewed the personnel files. The men and women who had served under her on the
Destroyer had been professional soldiers: officers who had made war their avocation because they were
good at it, fighters who had chosen military service because it was the most intense flight training they could
obtain, technicians in search of the perfect resume. The officers of the Conqueror were a different breed
entirely. It wasn't obvious at first. One had to look long and hard to discover the connection, but when she
realized what she had found Anzha nodded her understanding.

Every man and woman in a position of authority was a child of war, as she was. Raised by military
officers, spoonfed armaments and tactics along with their more solid nourishment—as she was, for the first
six years of her life. They lived and breathed war as no civilian could; it ran in their veins alongside the
blood, sometimes perhaps supplanting it entirely. In addition, most of them had known loss as a direct result
of the Great Conflict. Fathers, mothers, lovers, friends, colleagues . . . Braxi had robbed them of what they
valued most, and they were seeking vengeance. Under those circumstances, she thought, their behavior
made sense.

She read the records over again, and began to comprehend the pattern. Starcommanders had run into
trouble every time they had tried to get between this crew and the enemy. Commanding officers bogged
down in red tape, giving prece-dence to protocol . . . these were the men and women the crew of the
Conqueror rejected outright. And they knew how to get rid of them. Not a move was accidental, not a
single act was careless. They could drive aman insane if they had to, without even actually defying
regulations. In one case they had actually done so.

A smile, thefirst in years, transformed her face into some-thing alittle less harsh, a bit less unyielding.

| understand, shethought.

In her half-jacket was a letter from Torzha. She didn't open it; she didn't have to. She knew its brief text
by heart and could recite it from memory, especially the closing line: " Succeed, and | will ask no questions.”

It was a promise she needed if she was to win these people over.

" Starcommander?*

She gathered her things and rose to follow the attendant. Her thoughtful demeanor seemed to inspire him
to silence. Good. Otherwise he might have explained to her how the airlock of atransport functioned.

Outside, protective fields wavered and dispersed. The trans-port eased into dock and the Conqueror's
field was reestab-lished, containing both ships. Anzha braced herself as the portal slid open and aramp
drew itself into place.

And then she stepped out.

In theory, the reception dock of the Conqueror was sup-posed to be kept free of debris, so that a visiting
dignitary might be properly impressed by its gleaming emptiness. But her own transport was flanked by four
fighters, ready and waiting to be sent off into battle. It was aflagrant violation of StarControl custom, but
not of regulations. No, the rules said nothing about what might be kept here, only that the place must be
spotless and impressive. And it certainly was that.



The presence of the fighters could be read as an insult: you are not important enough to justify extra
work for us. But she thought it meant just the opposite; the crew had probably moved the fighters here just
for her arrival. Was it a chal-lenge? She smiled to herself. From what she understood of the nature of the
officers here, that would be typical.

With adlight nod to indicate her approval of the gesture, she strode down the ramp to meet her crew.

One of the subcommanders, probably her prime, came up to greet her. "Welcome, Starcommander.”
Guarded, wary thoughts accompanied hisritual bow: | think there's no dan-ger of this one being like all
the others, "Zeine li Tenore, Prime Subcommander." Thiswas her counterpart then, the man who would be
responsible for fulfilling her duties when she was offshift or—Hasha forbi d—incapacitated. A warship was
aworld in miniature, and the Starcommander was its governor. Other subcommanders might limit
themselves to one or two aspects of war, but she and li Tenore were respon-sible for everything, from the
deployment of troopsin battle to the thousand and one little details of shipboard life that kept humans
occupied when they weren't fighting. Dark, violent thoughts clouded his foremind, but his hostility was not
directed at her. It was like areflection of her own hatred, directed toward Braxi.

We share a purpose, she thought.

He took her down the line of officers and introduced each one. Subcommanders of Security, Armaments,
Astrogation, Engineering . . . their thoughts were all the same. Dark people, violent in outlook, with dreams
that tasted of death; they must have appalled her predecessors. Now she could understand why the other
Starcommanders had clung to the rulebook. It promised control in aworld they didn't under-stand, on a ship
peopled by aliens. The Azean mind was even-tempered, rational, congenial. These men and women, cast in
adifferent mold, were warriors in the Braxin sense. One by one they had found their way to the Conqueror,
had discovered others who shared their priorities, who were ruled by similar hatreds. No Starcommander
would be allowed to threaten that.

At the end of the line aman stood apart, civilian in dress but for a band of rank-markings fastened about
his arm: Tau en Shir, civilian medic. Torzha had rescued him from the soon-to-be-dead, when he planned to
consummate his misery by opting for legal suicide. He had watched his bonded mate killed in a Braxin raid,
not quickly and not pleasantly; the memory—and the hatred—was more than he could bear. But Torzha
had talked him out of it. Thisis my weapon, shetold him, indicating Anzha. This woman will bring the
enemy to its knees. He was her private physician, whose only duty was to learn the alien intricacies of her
body and mind and keep them sound, that she might attain her maximum potential. Those eyes met hers,
and the emotion that poured forth was like a blow across the face. Grief intermingled with hope, and a
strange new sensation: loyalty. She savored that a moment before greeting him; it was something she had
never experi-enced before, and she was not entirely comfortable with it. "My pleasure to serve you," he told
her quietly. And he meant it.

"Y our orders, Starcommander?' The thoughts of her second-in-command reeked of challenge. Shall we
sit here for days of pointless ceremony, as custom would demand? Is that your will?

"Let's get underway," she said brusquely. "We have aWar to fight." Approval rose from the minds
surrounding her. "There's time enough for ceremony on the way."

They were hers—or they would be, soon enough.

She had come home at |ast.

Harkur: War isthe fire that tempers men's souls.

Fourteen

When the bulk of the fighting was done and the only vessels within sight were marked with the Holding's
identicodes, First Sword Sezal allowed himself amoment in which to scan the surrounding Void directly.
From his brain, in which the specia implants rested, his senses rode outward—first to the band of contacts
which nestled snugly about his head, then to the computer and its myriad scanners, and lastly,
magnifi-cently, into the Void itsalf.



He saw no stars; he was moving too fast, had |eft the tardionic universe with itsfinite visual display
behind him. Y et the Void was not empty. Photons crossed the dark expanse, and though their patterns
could not be interpreted by the human eye, the computer noted their existence and translated them into
fleeting sensory images. Thus it was that he saw light where light could not exist, and tasted with his other
senses al that the Void contained, rendered in familiar sensa-tions. Gases and dusts, the residue of a
swordship's passage . . . he tasted them, smelled them, reveled in their familiar-ity. Then he focused his
attention on the composition of the residue and had his computer run an analysis. Yes, it was atrail—the
trail he wanted, the one which he must follow to make his triumph complete.

He took a moment to transmit a victory message to the Sentira. Enemy offensive neutralized, he
informed Commander Herek. Ten Azean swordships destroyed, three remaining. Pursuing. He brought
the signal insync with the mothership's course vector and sent it off to the nearest relay. Now he needed to
be well on hisway before a response could reach him. Because Herek would respond, he knew that, and
would order him back to the safety of the talon. Therefore they needed to be out of sync with the Sentira's
contact network before Herek had time to transmit his orders.

Onelast glance at his pilots: impatient but disciplined, their attack formation steady, they knew the rules of
the game as well as he did and were anxious to be underway. Sezal nodded approvingly as he called up his
computer's specula-tive matrix and had it run an array of possible courses for the fleeing Azeans. There,
that one. . . he set up an intercept course and locked it into his ship's computer. One, two, five pilots
acknowledged locksync with him—they'd fly this one on automatic linkage—then the last of them and it
was GO and they were accelerating—

—out of sync with the relay system; wasthat Herek's signal coming in?

Sorry, Commander, but | received no orders.

FREE.

He breathed a sigh of relief as the slender swordships passed through the Sentira's contact periphery, into
the free-dom of the superluminal night. Riding point on their forma-tion, Sezal's ship gobbled up the residue
of the enemy's passage, digested it for content. Speed, course, defense.. . . the pattern of exfuel discharge
became awealth of informa-tion, and Sezal adjusted his flight vector accordingly.

It appeared that the Azeans were not expecting prolonged pursuit. That was good; it would make them
easier to catch. To be sure, only afool would commit himself to a chase like this when his prey wasin full
retreat. There was too much danger of running into the Azean's contact net, of coming suddenly within the
range of amothership'sfire. That was a nightmare which plagued the best of pilots, and aredlity which al
too often claimed the lives of the unwary; it was with good reason that the Azeans expected a safe ride
home. But their very certainty made them vulnerable, and Sezal was not one to let such an opportunity dlip
by.
"Estimated time to scanner contact, three six oh and count-ing.” That was if he had figured the intercept
properly, if the Azeans had kept to their course, if they did not reach their home ship first—don't think of
that! —ablessed lot of ifs, but Sezal was reasonably confident. The computer called time for him, relayed
the countdown to his pilots. Acceleration, just so; a strain on his compensatory systems, but not too much to
handle. Then slow, to the speed of the enemy ships (anticipated speed, he corrected) which should bein
range now—

"Got them!" His pilots peeled out of formation with the competence born of endless practice; twelve
against three should mean a quick clean-up, if luck didn't turn against them. There is always that factor,
he reminded himself, as he locked onto the nearest target. Three Azeans had come within range of his
scanners—no more. Sezal breathed a sigh of relief. No reinforcements yet, and if they moved quickly
enough, none would come. The faster they worked, then, the safer they would be.

His men were dividing into assault teams, one for each of the Azean fugitives. Sezal took his position
among the near-est swordships, making it five against one. Good odds. They began to lay down a pattern of
random fire; computer-synchronized, it defied analysis, hence could not be antici-pated. Since a swordship
was vulnerable in the moment it fired, such randomness assured their safety. The first Azean must outrun
its opponents or die—and it could not do the former, their containment formation saw to that.

With grim satisfaction Sezal watched as the other swordshipsin his group fired upon their prey, and he
added his own energy to the barrage. The enemy's outer forcefield deflected what it could, began to absorb
therest . . . and exploded at last in a star of brilliance asits defense generator, overloaded, succumbed to
the sheer force of the attack.

One down. No damages. Time elapsed . . . not good. Sezal tapped up his speculative matrix, assigned it
to the problem of the enemy mothership. Whereisit likely to be— what is our chance of contact? It
answered with an array of probable courses, based on previous scout reports, fleshed out by mechanical



reasoning, and a gross estimate of the odds of immediate interception.

Twelve percent.

Not good. Not good at all. Sezal considered turning back, decided against it. They hadn't come thisfar to
giveitup now . .. but atwo-digit risk factor was bad news. Quickly, he reviewed his pilots positions and
was startled to find that the third group had lost control of its prey. Apparently the Azean's point ship had
also proven more dangerous than anticipated; two of Sezal's swordships had been damaged and a third had
withdrawn, its defense field disabled. But how—?

Then the warrior's answer: it doesn't matter. Anyone who dares an attack risks a moment's vulnerability;
that was part of the game of war, whose rules they all understood. Good strategy would help make you
safe, good timing was invalu-able, but there was always luck—and the third Azean seemed to be turning
theirs against them.

Fourteen percent. He tried not to think about it. Across past the second team—their victim was
weakening, would not last much longer—on to the third group and its elusive prey. The Azean seemed to be
turning back. Was that possible? Y es, to help its remaining companion. Hopeless!

Or was it? Sezal tapped up the Azean's course figures, frowned, tried again. This couldn't be right.
Physics was physics; there were simple limits to how fast a swordship could decelerate, how tight aturn it
could manage . . . and the Azean was defying them all.

With a growing chill in the pit of his stomach Sezal sent awarning to his second team. Too late; the
Azean fired, hit one of his men even as the swordship's outer field dropped. Blessit! Clean shot across the
fireports, disabling the pilot's of-fense. Sezal ordered him out of the way; too many swordshipsin that small
an areawas asking for trouble with crossfire. Ten against two was still good enough to guarantee Braxin
victory—wasn't it?

He discovered he was no longer certain.

He locked himsdlf onto the renegade's tail, made no attempt to analyze its movement, just followed it. Its
move-ments were careful, precise. . . and patently impossible. Sezal's men could not seem to land a shot
onit. They fired, but it was gone, had moved, had decel erated—something— and their carefully focused
energy sped off into the Void, wasted. Sezal tailed it, watched it battle his swordshipsin a desperate
attempt to reach its companion vessdl, did nothing until he felt, with awarrior's certain instinct, that the
moment for action was now

and hefired

and the heavens were immersed in white, the Void afield of incandescent splendor as his scanners fused,
their housing struck dead on. For amoment he was blinded as the implants seared hisinner vision—but then
he had control again, of the ship and of himself, and by the time his senses cleared he had managed to put
some distance between himself and the enemy.

Blessthe luck! He quickly assessed his damages: all scan-ners out, internal systems at fifty percent
efficiency . . . the com network was still functioning, though, and his defense fields were intact. It could
have been worse, hetold himself. With afew seconds work he was able to lock into another swordship's
field display, so that he might have theillusion of scanner efficiency. But it was not precise enough for him
to rgjoin the battle; the temporal distortion was too crippling.

How in Ar's name had the Azean managed to hit him like that?

Contact risk up to sixteen percent; they were running out of time. He watched as the third Azean dodged
the best efforts of his men, even struck one of the Braxin swordships in the moment it opened fire. Blessiit!
They weren't going to get this one, that was clear, not without a detailed analysis of just what was going on
inside that shipshell.

But as for the second Azean . . . that was a different matter. Already its defenses were weakening, and
even as Sezal watched, the crucial shot was fired. Straight into the generator housing. The forcefield folded,
imploded, and shat-tered its shipshell into a glorious shower of tachyonic atoms. Two down.

Now they could focus all their energies on the third ship.

But even as Sezal planned his attack, the last Azean pulled out of range, and with a burst of what must
have been painful acceleration took off toward its starship. Nineteen percent chance of mothership contact
if they followed, the computer said, and that would grow worse with each passing moment, If they could
follow him at al; Sezal was beginning to have his doubts

When given the choice he preferred to fight—but only an idiot would commit himself to a chase like this
without some knowledge of the enemy. This last Azean ship seemed to be functioning in defiance of
Heyer's Ratio, and that was not a possibility that could be explored in the heat of battle. Sezal needed a
complete analysis of the vessel's movement, a composite scannerlog and al the stats that went with it. And
that could only be compiled back on the Sentira.



Regretfully—but not without haste—he ordered his pilots toward home.

Talon-Commander Herek was an impressive man, pos-sessed of arestless energy that often overflowed
the bounds of his discipline. In shape and coloring he was a curious admixture of human traits, as though
each one of the Scat-tered Races, having the opportunity to add something to his genetic background, had
chosen its single most evident trait to mark his appearance. Thus his height—typically Aldousan— was
supported by the hard, clean lines of a Vrittan physique, and the narrow features of his part-Laissan
countenance were streaked irregularly with tan and brown, in the manner of the Tukolt veldtlanders.

An impressive man, and a dangerous one. His pacing consumed the length of the room in seven long
strides, from the wall of monitor screens to the computer console which controlled both starmap display and
library access. He was silent, pensive (musing over Sezal's report, no doubt) and since his next words were
likely to be those of condemnation, Sezal was not anxious to encourage him.

"You took out eleven, am | correct?' he said at last. "And their attack was neutralized. Excellent.
Damage?"

Startled, Sezal offered, "Minimal." Thiswasn't like the Commander. Was he so preoccupied with other
matters that he'd forgotten his usual opening—namely, criticism of Sezal's tendency to leave the Sentira's
contact network? " Swordships One, Four, Seven, Twelve, and Twenty are undergoing sys-tems review
now; damage appearsto belocalized in all cases.”

As he heard Sezal say One, Herek stopped his pacing. He looked at the First Sword, forked eyebrow
raised in surprise. Not like you to be hit, he seemed to be saying. Sezal flushed.

"Tell me about the Azean," Herek urged.

Sezal described the third ship's unusual capacity—in accel-eration, in maneuverability, and in aggressive
timing. It was the last which disturbed him most, for although no machine could predict with any certainty
when an enemy would be vulnerable, the Azean had seemed to know when such mo-ments would come, in
time to take advantage of them.

The Commander nodded as he listened, his expression dark. "Let's get acomposite oniit," he said at last.
And he turned to the computer, which could combine the scannerlogs of the Sentira's fightersinto asingle
image. With a practiced touch he brought its display to life.

Stars: invisible during battle, now added to the display by the Sentira's computer. They moved slowly,
fluidly, as the viewer's point of reference sped between them. Now the fighter was taking form in the
darkness, gaining solidity and definition aslog after log was added to the compositefile. At last it was
whole, and Sezal had the opportunity to study it.

It was different. One could see that immediately. Changes had been made in the generator housing, and
the structure of the fireports had clearly been altered. Other differences, less obvious to the human eye,
were being outlined via statistics at the side of the display. Changes in shipshell structure, realignment of the
primary drive. . . thelist scrolled up before them, first the adjustments which were certain and then those
which were merely probable, accompanied by speculative figures.

"Heyer gave us the optimum balance for high-speed Voidflight nearly ten thousand years ago,” Herek
said qui-etly. Histhoughts echoed Seza's own: if the famous Ratio could be improved upon, why had it
taken thislong to do so? "Over the years, we've pared our swordships down to mass-minimum. A pilot has
only his shipshell and weapons and the equipment necessary to