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* * *
One
* * *

At firgt there was only the voice, amonotonous murmur in her ears.

"Die now-- die now-- die now-- "

Evelyn Kane awoke, breathing dowly and painfully. The top of the cubicle was bulging inward on her
chest, and it seemed likely that arib or two was broken. How long ago? Y ears? Minutes? She had no
way of knowing. Her dender right hand found the oxygen valve and turned it. For along while shelay,
hurting and breathing helplesdly.

"Die now-- die now-- die now-- "

The votron had awakened her with its heart-breaking code message, and it was her duty to carry out
itscommand. Nine years after the great battle globes had crunched together, the mentors had sealed her
inthistiny cell, dormant, unwaking, to be livened only when it was certain her countrymen had either
definitely won-- or logt.

The votron's telepathic dirge chronicled the latter fact. She had expected nothing else.

She had only to find the relay beside her cot, pressthe key that would set in motion gigantic prime
moversin the heart of the great globe, and the conquerors would join the conquered in the wide and
nameless grave of space.

But life, now doled out by the second, was too delicious to aandon immediately. Her mind, like that
of adrowning person, raced hungrily over the memories of her past.

For twenty years, in company with her great father, she had watched The Defender grow from avast
metal skeleton into a planet-sized battle globe. But it had not grown fast enough, for when the Scythian
globe, The Invader , sprang out of black space to endave the budding Terran Confederacy, The
Defender was unfinished, half-equipped, and undermanned.

The Terrans could only fight for time and hope for amiracle.

The Defender, commanded by her father, Gordon, Lord Kane, hurled itself from its orbit around
Procyon and met The Invader with its giant fisson torpedoes.

And then, in an intergdactic proton storm beyond the Lesser Magellanic Cloud, the globes|ost their
bearings and collided. Hordes of brute-men poured through the crushed outer armor of the stricken
Defender.

The prone woman stirred unessily. Here the images became unreal and terrible, with the recurrent



vision of deeth. It had taken the Scythians nine years to conquer The Defender 's outer shell. Then had
comethat find interview with her father.

"In haf an hour our last space port will be captured,” he had telepathed curtly. "Only one more
messenger ship can leave The Defender. Beoniit.”

"No. | shall die here."

Hisfinetired eyes had studied her facein enigmatic gppraisal. "Then die usefully. The mentorsare
trying to develop aforce what will destroy both globesin the moment of our inevitable defest. If they are
successful, you will have the task of pressing the final button of the battle.”

"There's an off-chance you may survive," countered amentor. "We're dso working on ameans for
your escape-- not only because you are Gordon's daughter, but because this great proton storm will
prevent radio contact with Terrafor years, and we want someone to escape with our secret if and when
our experiments prove successful.”

"But you must expect to die," her father had warned with gentle findity.

She clenched her fingernails vehemently into her palms and wrenched herself back to the present.

That time had come.

With some effort she worked herself out of the crumpled bed and lay on the floor of her little cubicle,
panting and holding her chest with both hands. The metal floor was very cold. Evidently the enemy
torpedo fiss onables had finally broken through to the center portions of the ship, letting in theicy breeth
of gpace. Small matter. Not by freezing would she die.

She reached out her hand, felt for the dl-important key, and gasped in dismay. The mahogany box
containing the key had burst its metd bonds and waslying on its sde. The explosion that had crushed her
cubicle had been terrific.

With agurgle of horror she snapped on her wrist luminar and examined the interior of the box.

It was a shattered ruin.

* * *

Oncethefact was clear, she composed hersdlf and lay there, breathing hard and thinking. She had no
means to construct another key. At best, finding the rare tools and parts would take months, and during
theinterva the invaderswould be cutting loose from the dead hulk that clutched their conquering battle
globeinametdlic rigor mortis.

She gave hersdf six weeks to accomplish this Salemate.

Within that time she must know whether the prime movers were still intact, and whether she could
safely enter the pile room hersdlf, set the moversin motion, and draw the moderator columns. If it were
unsafe, she must secure the unwitting assistance of her Scythian enemies.

Still prone, she found the firgt-aid kit and taped her chest expertly. The cold was beginning to make
itsdlf felt, so sheflicked on the chaudiere she wore as an undergarment to her Scythian woman's uniform.
Then she crawled on her elbows and stomach to the tiny door, spun the sealing gear, and was soon
outside. Ignoring the pain and pulling on the side of the imitation rock that contained her cdll, she got
dowly to her feet. Thear wasthin indeed, and frigid. She turned the valve of her portable oxygen bottle
amogt subconscioudy, while exploring the surrounding blackened forest asfar as she could see. Mentaly
shewasdert for roving aien minds. She had |eft her wegpons insde the cubicle, except for the three
thingsin thelittle lesther bag dangling from her wai s, for she knew that her grestest wegpon in the
struggle to come would be her apparent harmlessness.

Four hundred yards behind her she detected the mind of alow-born Scythe, of the Tharn sun group.
Very quickly she established it asthat of atired, brutish corporal, taking a mop-up squad through the
black stumps and forlorn branches of the small forest that for years had supplied oxygen to the defenders
of this sector.

The corpora could not see her green Scythian uniform clearly, and evidently took her for aTerran
woman. In his mind was the question: Should he shoot immediaey, or should he capture her? It had
been two months since he had seen awoman. But then, his orders were to shoot. Y es, he would shoot.



Evelyn turned in profile to the beam-gun and stretched luxurioudy, hoping that her grimace of pain
could not be detected. With satisfaction, she sensed a sudden change of determination in the mind of the
Tharn. The gun was lowered, and the man was circling to cregp up behind her. He did not bother to
notify hismen. Hewanted her first. He had seen her uniform, but that deterred him not awhit.
Afterwards, he would cal up the squad. Findly, they would kill her and move on. Women auixiliaries hed
no business here, anyway.

Hips dipping, Evelyn sauntered into the shattered copse. The man moved fagter, though till trying to
approach quietly. Mogt of the radionsin the mile-high ceiling had been destroyed, and the light was poor.
He was not surprised when he logt track of his quarry. Hetip-toed rapidly onward, picking hisway
through the charred and falen branches, thinking that she must turn up again soon. He had not gone
twenty yardsin this manner when ahowl of unbearable fury sounded in hismind, and thedull light in his
brain went out.

Breathing deeply from her menta effort, the woman stepped from behind agreat black tree trunk and
hurried to the unconscious man. For 1.Q.'s of 100 and less, telepathic cortica paralysiswas quite
effective. With coal efficiency and no trace of distaste she stripped the odorous uniform from the man,
then took his weapon, turned the beam power down very low, and needled anegt dash across his throat.
While he bled to death, she dipped deftly into the baggy suit, clasped the beam gun by the handle, and
started up the sooty dope. For atime, at least, it would be safer to passasa Tharn soldier than as any
kind of awoman.

* * *
Two
* * *

The Inquisitor leaned forward, frowning at the girl before him.

"Name?'

"Evelyn Kane"

The eyes of theinquisitor widened. " So you admit to a Terran name. Well, Terran, you are charged
with having stolen passage on asupply lorry, and you also seem to be wearing the uniform of an infantry
corporad aswdl asthat of a Scythian woman auxiliary. Incidentally, where isthe corpora? Did you kil
him?'

He was prepared for alast-ditch denial. He would cut it short, have the guards remove her, and
execution would follow immediately. In away, it was unfortunate. The woman was obvioudy of ahigh
Terran class. No-- he couldn't consider that. His dender means couldn't afford another woman in his
quarters, and besides, he wouldn't fed safe with this cool murderess.

"Do you not understand the master tongue? Why did you kill the corpord?' He leaned impatiently
over hisdesk.

The woman stared frankly back at him with her clear blue eyes. The guards on either sde of her dug
their nailsinto her arms, aswas their custom with recalcitrant prisoners, but she took no notice.

She had analyzed the minds of the three men. She could handle the inquisitor done or the two guards
aone, but not al three,

"If you aren't afraid of me, perhaps you'd be so kind asto send the guards out for afew minutes,” she
sad, placing ahand on her hip. "I have interesting information.”

So that wasit. Buy her freedom by betraying fugitive Terrans. Well, he could take the information and
then kill her. He nodded curtly to the guards, and they walked out of the hut, exchanging dy winkswith
one another.

Evelyn Kane crossed her arms across her chest and felt her broken rib gingerly. Theinquisitor stared
up at her in sadistic admiration. He would certainly be on hand for the execution. His anticipation was cut



short with ahorrible redization. Under the pardyzing force of amind greeter than his own, he reached
benesth the desk and switched off the recorder.

"Who is the Occupational Commandant for this Sector?' she asked tersaly. This must be done swiftly
before the guards returned.

"Perat, Viscount of Tharn," replied the man mechanicaly.

"What isthe extent of hisjurisdiction?’

"From the center of the Terran globe, outward four hundred milesradius.”

"Good. Prepare for me the usual visathat awoman clerk needs for passage to the offices of the
Occupationa Commandant.”

Theinquigtor filled in blanksin astiff sheet of paper and samped ased at its bottom.

"Y ou will add in the portion reserved for ‘comments,’ the following: 'Capable clerk. Otherswill follow
asthey arefound available." "

The man's pen scratched away obediently.

Evelyn Kane smiled gently at the impotent, inwardly raging inquisitor. She took the paper, folded it,
and placed it in apocket in her blouse. "Cdl the guards," she ordered.

He pressed the button on his desk, and the guards re-entered.

"This personisno longer aprisoner,” said the inquisitor woodenly. " Sheisto take the next transport to
the Occupationad Commandant of Zone One."

When the transport had |eft, neither inquisitor nor guards had any memory of the woman. However, in
the due course of events, the recording was gathered up with many otherslikeit, boxed carefully, and
sent to the Office of the Occupationa Commandant, Zone One, for auditing.

* * *

Evelyn was extremely careful with her mental probe as she descended from the transport. The
Occupationa Commandant would undoubtedly be high-born and telepathic. He must not have occasion
to sugpect asmilar ability inamereclerk.

Fighting had passed this way, too, and recently. Many of the buildings were ill smoking, and many of
the radions high above were either shot out or obscured by dowly drifting dust clouds. The acrid odor of
radiation-remover was everywhere.

She caught the sound of spasmodic small-armsfire.

"What isthat?' she asked the transport attendant.

"The Commandant is shooting prisoners,” he replied laconically.

"Oh."

"Where did you want to go?'

"To the personnel office."

"That way." He pointed to the largest building of the group-- two stories high, reasonably intact.

Shewalked off down the gravel path, which was stained here and there with dark sticky red. She gave
her visato the guard at the door and was admitted to an improvised waiting room, where another guard
eyed her stonily. Thefiring was much nearer. She recognized the obscene coughs of aFaeg pistol and
begantofed sick.

A woman in the green uniform of the Scythe auxiliary camein, whigpered something to the guard, and
then told Evelyn to follow her.

In the anteroom agray cat looked her over curioudy, and Evelyn frowned. She might haveto get rid
of the cat if she stayed here. Under certain circumstances the anima could prove her deadliest enemy.

The next room field afoppish little man, evidently a supervisor of some sort, who was studying her
visa

"I'm very happy to have you here, Sria-- ah -- " helooked at the visa suspicioudy-- "SriaLyn. Do Sit
down. But as| wasjust remarking to Sria Gerek, here’-- he nodded to the other woman, who smiled
back-- "1 wish thefield officers would make up their august minds as to whether they want you or don't
want you. Just why did they transfer you to H.Q.?"



She thought quickly. This pompouslittle ass would have to be given some answer that would keep him
from checking with the inquisitor. It would have to be something persond. She looked at the false black
in his eyebrows and sdeburns, and the artificial way in which he had combed hair over hisbald spot. She
crossed her knees dowly, ignoring the narrowing eyes of Sria Gerek, and smoothed the back of her
braided yellow hair. He was studying her covertly.

"The menin thefighting zones are uncouth, Srin Gorph,” she said smply. "l wastold that you, that is, |
mean--"

"Yes?' hewasthe soul of graciousness. Sria Gerek began to dictate loudly into her mechanical
transcriber.

Evelyn cleared her throat, averted her eyes, and with some effort, managed adelicate flush. "I meant
to say, | thought | would be happier working for-- working here. So | asked for atransfer.”

Srin Gorph beamed. " Splendid. But the occupation isn't over, yet, you know. Therell be hard work
herefor several weeks yet, before we cut loose from the enemy globe. But you do your work well*--
winking artfully-- "and I'll seethat--"

He stopped, and his face took on a hunted look of mingled fear and anxiety. He appeared to listen.

Evelyn tensed her mind to received and deceive amental probe. She was certain now that the Zone
Commandant was high-born and tel epathic. The chances were only fifty-fifty that she could delude him
for any length of timeif he became interested in her. He must be avoided if at dl possible. It should not
be too difficult. He undoubtedly had a dozen personal secretaries and/or concubines and would take
amal interest in the lowly employees that amused Gorph.

Gorph looked at her uncertainly. "Perat, Viscount of the Tharn Suns, sends you his compliments and
wishes to see you on the balcony.” He pointed to a halway. All the way through there, acrossto the
other wing."

Asgheleft, she heard dl sound in the room stop. The transcribing and cal culating machines trailed off
into awatchful silence, and she could fedl the eyes of the men and women on her back. She noticed then
that the Faeg had ceased firing.

* * *

Her heart was begting faster as she walked down the hall. She felt avery strong probe flooding over
her brain casudly, paping with mild interest the artificia memories she supplied: Escapades with officers
in the combat areas. Reprimands. Demotion and transfer. Her deception of Gorph. Her anticipation of
meseting ared Viscount and hoping he would let her dancefor him.

The questing probe withdrew asidly asit had come, and she breathed asigh of rdief. She could not
hope to deceive a suspicious telepath for long. Perat was merely amused a her "li€” to his
under-supervisor. He had accepted her at her own face value, as supplied by her false memories.

She opened the door to the bal cony and saw a man leaning moodily on the balustrade. He gave no
immediate notice of her presence.

The five hundred and sixth heir of Tharn was of uncertain age, aswere most of the men of both globes.
Only theleft Sde of hisface could be seen. It was gaunt and lesthery, and a deep thin scar lifted the
corner of hismouth into a satanic smile. A faint paunch was gathering a his abdomen, as befitted a
warrior turned to boring paper work. His closely cut black hair and the two sparkling red-gemmed
rings-- apparently identical-- on hisright hand seemed to denote a certain fastidiousness and unconscious
superiority. To Evelyn the jeweled fingers bespoke an unnatural contrast to the past history of the man
and were symptomatic of apersonaity that could find stimulation only in strange and cruel pleasures.

In darm she suddenly redlized that she had inadvertently let her appraisal penetrate her uncovered
conscious mind, and that this probe was there awaiting it.

"You areright,” hesaid coldly, still staring into the court below. "Now that the long battle is over, there
islittleleft to divert me."

He pushed the Faeg across the coping toward her. "Takethis."

He had not as yet looked at her.



She crossed the balcony, smultaneoudly grasping the pistol he offered her and looking down into the
courtyard. There seemed to be nearly twenty Terranslying about, in pools of their own blood.

Only one man-- a Terran officer of very high rank-- was left standing. His arms were folded somberly
across his chest, and he studied the killer above him amost casudly. But when the woman came out,
their eyes met, and he started imperceptibly.

Evelyn Kanefdt ahorrid chill creeping over her. The man's hair was white, now, and his proud face
lined with deep furrows, but there could be no mistake. It was Gordon, Lord Kane.

Her father.

The sweat continued to grow on her forehead, and she felt for amoment that she needed only to wish
hard enough, and thiswould be adream. A dream of abig, kind, dark-haired man with laugh-wrinkles
about his eyes, who sat her on hisknee when shewasalittle girl and read bedtime storiesto her from a
great book with many pictures.

Anicy, amused voice camethrough: "Our ordersaretokill al prisoners. It is entertaining to shoot
down helplessmen, isn't it? It warms me to know that | am cruel and wanton, and worthy of my trust.”

Eveninthe midst of her horror, acold, anaytica part of her was explaining why the Commandant had
caled her to the balcony. Because dl captured Terrans had to be killed, he hated his superiors, hisown
men, and especially the prisoners. A task so revolting he could not relegate to his own officers. He must
do it himsdlf, but he wanted his underlings to know he loathed them for it. She was merely a symbol of
that contempt. His next words did not surprise her.

"It is even more stimulating to require a shuddering femae to kill them. Y ou are shuddering, you
know?'

She nodded dumbly. Her palm was so wet that adrop of sweat dropped from it to the floor. Shewas
thinking hard. She could kill the Commandant and save her father for alittie while. But then the problem
of detonating the pile remained, and it would not be solved more quickly by killing the man who
controlled the pile area. On the contrary if she could get him interested in her--

"So far asour recordsindicate,” murmured Perat, "the man down thereisthe last living Terran within
The Defender. 1t occurred to me that our newest clerk would like to start off her dutieswith abang. The
Faeg is adjusted to a needlebeam. If you put a bolt between the man's eyes, you may dance for me
tonight, and perhaps there will be other nights-- "

Thewoman seemed lost in thought for along time. Sowly, shelifted the ugly little wegpon. The
doomed Terran looked up at her peacefully, without expression. She lowered the Faeg, her arm
trembling.

Gordon, Lord Kane, frowned faintly, then closed his eyes. Sheraised the gun again, drew cross hairs
with anervelesswrist, and squeezed the trigger. There was aloud, hollow cough, but no recoil. The
Terran officer, he eyes il closed and arms folded, sank to the ground, face up. Blood was running from
atiny holein hisforehead.

The man leaning on the bal ustrade turned and looked at Evelyn, at first with amused contempt, then
with narrowing, questioning eyes.

"Come here," he ordered.

The Faeg dropped from her hand. With atitanic effort she activated her legs and walked toward him.

He was studying her face very carefully.

Shefelt that she was going to be sick. Her knees were so weak that she had to lean on the coping.

With aforefinger helifted up the mass of golden curlsthat hung over her right forehead and examined
the scar hidden there, where the mentors had cut into her frontal lobe. Thetiny doll they had created for
her writhed uneasily in her waist purse, but Perat seemed to be thinking of something else, and missed the
sgnificance of the scar completely.

He dropped hishand. "I'm sorry," he said with a quiet weariness. "1 shouldn't have asked you to kill
the Terran. It was asorry joke." Then: "Have you ever seen me before?”"

"No," she whigpered hoarsely. Hismind wasin hers, verifying the fact.

"Have you ever met my father, Phaen, the old Count of Tharn?'

"No."



"Do you have ason?'

"No."

His mind was out of hers again, and he had turned moodily back, surveying the courtyard and the
dead. "Gorph will be wondering what happened to you. Cometo my quarters at the eighth metron
tonight.”

Apparently he had suspected nothing.
Father. Father. | had to doit. But we'll all join you, soon. Soon.
Three

Perat lay on his couch, sipping cold purple terif and following the thinly-clad dancer with narrowed
eyes. Music, soft and subtle, floated from his communications bo, illegally tuned to an officers club
somewhere. Evelyn made the rhythm part of her as she swayed dowly on tiptoe.

For thelast thirty "nights’-- the hours alotted to rest and deep-- it had been thus. By "day" she probed
furtively into the minds of the office staff, memorizing area designations, channelsfor officia messages,
and the names and authorizations of occupationa field crews. By night she danced for Perat, who never
took his eyesfrom her, nor his probe from her mind. While she danced it was not too difficult to ude
the probe. There was an odd autohypnosisin dancing that blotted out memory and knowledge.

"Enough for now," he ordered. " Careful of your rib."

When he had first seen the bandages on her bare chest, that first night, she had been ready with a
memory of dancing on afreshly waxed floor, and of faling.

Perat seemed to be debating with himself as she sat down on her own couch to rest. He got up,
unlocked hisdesk, and drew out atiny red of metal wire, which Evelyn recognized as being feed for an
amateur stereop projector. He placed the red in aprojector that had been ingtalled in the wall, flicked off
the table luminar, and both of them waited in the dark, breathing rather [oudly.

Suddenly the center of the room was bright with abdl of light some two feet in diameter, and inside
the luminous sphere were an old man, awoman, and alittle boy of about four years. They were walking
through aluxurious garden, and then they stopped, looked up, and waved gally.

Eveyn studied the trio with growing wonder. The old man and the boy were complete strangers. But
the woman-- !

"That is Phaen, my father," said Perat quietly. "He stayed at home because he hated war. And that isa
path in our country estate on Tharn-R-V11. Thelittle boy | fail to recognize, beyond agenerd
resemblanceto the Tharn line”

"But-- can you deny that you are the woman?"

The stereop snapped off, and she sat wordlessin the dark.

"There seemed to be some smilarity-- " she admitted. her throat was suddenly dry. Y et, why should
she be darmed? Sheredly didn't know the woman.

Thetable luminar was on now, and Perat was prowling hungrily about the room, his scar twisting his
otherwise handsome face into a snarling scowl.

"Similarity! Bah! That loop of hair over her right forehead hid a scar identica to yours. | have had the
individud frames andyzed!"

Evelyn's hands knotted unconscioudy. She forced her body to relax, but her mind wasracing. This
introduced another variable to be controlled in her plan for destruction. She must makeit aknown
Quantity.

"Did your father send it to you?' she asked.

"The day before you arrived here. It had been en route for months, of course.”



"What did he say about it?"

"He said, Y our widow and son send greetings. Be of good cheer, and accept our love." What
nonsense! He knows very well I'm not married and that-- well, if | have ever fathered any children, |
don't know about them.”

"Isthet al he said?'

"That'sal, except that heincluded thisring." He pulled one of the duplicate jewelsfrom hisright middle
finger and tossed it to her. "It'sidentica to the one he had made for me when | entered on my mgjority.
For along timeit was thought that it was the only stone of itskind on dl the planets of the Tharn suns, a
minerdogica freak, but | guess he found another. But why should | want two of them?”

Evelyn crossed the room and returned the ring.

"Exisenceis S0 full of mysteries, isn't it?" murmured Perat. " Sometimes it seems unfortunate that we
must pass through a sentient phase on our way to death. Thisfoolish, foolish war. Maybe the old count
wasright."

"Y ou could be court martiaed for that."

" Speaking of courts martia, 1've got to attend one tonight-- an appea from a death sentence.” He
arose, smoothed his hair and clothes, and poured another glass of terif. "Somefool inquisitor can't show
proper disposition of awoman prisoner.”

Evelyn's heart skipped abedat. "Indeed?’

"The wretch ingststhat he could remember if wewould just let him aone. | suppose he took abribe.
Y oull find one now and then who triesfor alittle extra profit.”

She must absolutdly not be seen by the condemned inquisitor. The stimuluswould amost certainly
make him remember.

"I'll wait for you," she said indifferently, thrusting her arms out in alanguorous yawn.

"Very well." Perat stepped to the door, then turned and looked back at her. "On the other hand, | may
need aclerk. It'sway after hours, and the others have gone.”

Beneath a gesture of wry protest, she swallowed rapidly.

"Perhaps you'd better come," insisted Perat.

She stood up, unloosened her waist purse, checked its contents swiftly, and then followed him ouit.

This might be avery close thing. From the purse she took a bottle of perfume and rubbed her ear
|obes casudly.

"Odd smdll," commented Perat, wrinkling his nose.

"Odd scent,” corrected Evelyn cryptically. She was thinking about the earnest faces of the mentors as
they ingtructed her carefully in the use of the "perfume.” The adrendin glands, they had explained,
provided a useful and powerful stimulant to aman in danger. Adrendin dowed the heart and digestion,
increased the systole and blood pressure, and increased perspiration to cool the skin. But there could be
too much of agood thing. An overdose of adrendin, they had pointed out, caused dmost immediate
edema. Thelungsfilled rapidly with the serum and the victim... drowned. The perfume she possessed
overstimulated, in some unknown way, the adrenals of frightened persons. It had no effect on inactive
adrends.

The question remained-- who would be the more frightened, she or the condemned inquisitor?

She was perspiring fregly, and the blonde hair on her arms and neck was standing gtiffly when Perat
opened the door for her and they entered the Zone Provost's chambers.

One glance at the trembling creature in the prisoner's chair reassured her. The ex-inquisitor, shorn of
hisinggnia, shabby and stubble-bearded, sat huddied in his chair and from time to time swept hisgrave
tormentors with glazed eyes. Helooked along while a Evelyn.

She got out her bottle of perfumeidly and held it open in her warm hand. The officers and
judge-provost were listening to the opening address of the prosecution and took no notice of her.

More and more frequently the condemned man turned his gaze to Evelyn. She poured alittle of the
scent on her handkerchief. The prisoner coughed and rubbed his chin, trying to think.

The chargeswerefindly read, and the defense attorney began his opening statement. The prisoner,
now coughing more frequently, was obliviousto al but the woman. Once she thought she saw aflicker of



recognition in his eyes, and she fanned hersdlf hurriedly with her handkerchief.

Thetrid droned on to aclose. It was amere formality. The prosecutor summed up by proving that a
Terran woman had been captured, possibly named Evelyn Kane, turned over to the defendant for
registration and disposal, and that the defendant's weekly accounts failed to show areceipt for the
release of the woman. Q.E.D., the death sentence must be affirmed.

Thelight in the prisoner's eyes was growing clearer, despite his bronchid difficulties. He began now to
pay attention to what was said and to take notice of the other faces. It was as though he had findly found
the weapon he wanted, and patiently awaited an opportunity to useit.

The defense was closing. Counsdl for the prisoner declared that the latter might have been the innocent
victim of the escapee, Evelyn Kane, possibly atelepathic Terran woman, because only afool would have
permitted a prisoner to escape without attempting to juggle the prison records, unless his mind had been
under telepathic control. They ought to be looking for Evelyn Kane now, instead of wasting time with her
victim. She might be anywhere. She might even bein this building. He bowed gpologeticaly to Evelyn,
she smiled at the faces suddenly looking at her with new interest.

The man in the prisoner's chair was peering at Evelyn through half-closed eyes, hisarms crossed on his
chest. He had stopped coughing, and thefingers of his right hand were tapping patiently on hisdeeve.

If Perat should at this moment probe the prisoner's mind...

Eveyn, inturning to smile at Perat, knocked the bottle from the table to the floor, whereit brokein a
liquid tinkle. She put her hands to her mouth in contrite gpology. The judge-provost frowned, and Perat
eyed her curioudy. The prisoner was seized with such aspasm of coughing that the provost, who had
stood to pronounce sentence, paused in annoyance. The wracking ceased.

The provost picked up the Faeg lying before him.

"Have you anything to say before you die?' he asked coldly.

The ex-inquisitor stood and turned atriumphant face to him. "Excellency, you ask, where is the woman
prisoner who escaped from me? Well, | cantdl you..."

He clutched wildly at histhroat, coughed horribly and bent in Evelyn Kane's direction.

"She..."

Hislips, which wererapidly growing purple, moved without saying anything intelligible, and he
suddenly crashed over the chair and to thefloor.

The prison physician legped to him, stethoscope out. After afew minutes, he stood up, puzzled and
frowning, in the midst of astrained silence. "Odd, very odd," he muttered.

"Did the prisoner faint?' asked the judge-provost incurioudy, lowering the Faeg.

"The prisoner'slungs arefilled with liquid, gpparently the result of hyperactive adrends" commented
the baffled physician. "He's dead, and don't ask meto explain why."

Evelyn smothered a series of hacking coughsin her handkerchief as the court broke up in excited
groups. From the corner of her eye she saw that Perat was studying her thoughtfully.

* *

Four

Two weeks later, very late at "night,” Perat lay stretched gloomily on his degping couch. On the other
sde of the room, Evelyn was curled luxurioudy on her own damasked lounge, her head propped high.
She was scanning some of the miniature stereop redsthat Perat had brought from his far-distant home
planet.

"Those green trees and hedges... so far away,” she mused. "Do you ever think about seeing them
agan?'

"Of late, I've been thinking about them quite abit.”



What did he mean by that?

"I understood it would be months before the field crews cut us loose from the Terran ship,” she said.

"Indeed?"

"Wel?Wontit?'

Perat turned his moody face toward her. "No, it won't. Thefield crews have been moving at
breakneck speed, on account of some unfounded rumor or other that the Terran ship isgoing to explode.
On orders from our High Command, we pull out of here by the end of the working day tomorrow.
Within twenty metrons from now, our ship parts company with the enemy globe."

The scar on her forehead was throbbing violently. There was no time now to send the false ordersto
thefield crew she had selected. She mugt think abit.

"It seems, then, thisis our last night together."”

"ltis”

She rose from her couch and walked the room like a caged beast.

"Y ou can hardly take me, acommoner, back with you..."

With growing shock she redized that she was more than half sincerein her request.

"Itisnot done. It isunlike you to suggest it."

"Wdll, that'sthat, | suppose.” She stopped and toyed idly with abox of chessmen on histable. "Would
you carefor agame of Terran chess?I'll try to play very intdligently, so that you won't be too terribly
bored."

"If you like. But there are more interesting...”

"Do you think," she interrupted quickly, "that you could beat me without Sight of the board or pieces?"

"What do you mean by that?"

"l just thought it would be more interesting for you. I'll take the board over to my bed, and you call out
your movesand I'll tell you my replies. I'll see the board, but you won't.”

"A curiousvariant.”

"But you must promise to keep out of my mind; otherwise you would know my plans.

He smiled. "Set up the pieces. What color do you want?"

"I'll defend. Give me black."

She loosed her waist-purse, took a handkerchief from it, and set the purse on the deep carpet in the
shadow of her table. She unfolded the chessboard in front of her on the couch and quickly placed the
pieces. "I'm ready," she announced.

Indeed, everything wasin readiness now except that she didn't know where the cat was. She regretted
bitterly not having killed that innocent mouser weeks ago.

"Pawn to king four," announced Perat, gazing idly at the calling.

She made the move and replied, "Pawn to king three.”

From the unlaced purse hidden on the floor atiny head thrust itself out, followed soon by a pair of
minuscule shoulders

"Have you studied this Terran game?" queried Perat curioudly, "or don't you know enough to seizethe
center on your first move?'

"Have | made an error dready? Wasthat the wrong move?'

"It'sthefirst move in acomplete defensive system, but few people outside of Terrans understand it.
Pawn to queen four."

She had blundered in attempting the French Defense, but it was not too late to convert to something
that could be expected of a Scythian woman beginner. "Pawn to queen three.”

The gray doll was out of the purse, sidling through the shadows to the door, which stood dightly gar.

" S0 you don't know the book moves, after l. Y ou would redlly have astonished meif you had moved
your queen pawn two squares. I'll play pawn to king bishop four. Will you have some terif?'

He spun around upright and reached for the decanter, looking full at the door... and the tiny figure.

Evelyn was up a once, cutting off hislineof vison. "Yes, | think | will have one.”

Telepathicaly she ordered the little creature to dash through the crack in the doorway. She heard the
faint rustle behind her as she picked up the glass Perat poured.



"You know," he said thoughtfully, "for amoment | thought | saw your littledall...”

Shelooked at him dubioudy. "Redly, Perat? It'sin my purse.”

He stepped lithely to the door and flung it open. Far down the hal there was the faintest suggestion of
ascuffle
"A mouse, | guess." Hereturned to hisbed, but it was plain that he was unsatisfied.

* *

The game wore on for haf ametron. Perat's combinations were met with amost sufficient
counter-combinations, so that the issue hung in doubt for move after move.

"Y ou've improved congderably since yesterday,” he admitted grudgingly.

"Not at al. It'syour playing 'blind' that makes us even. No cheating! Keep out of my mind! It isn't fair
to know what I'm planning.”

Oh, by the merciful god of Galaxus, if helll stay out of my mind and the cat out of the communications
room for another five minutes!

"All right, al right. I'll win anyway," he muttered, as he concluded a combination that netted him the
black queen. ™Y ou could gracefully resign right now."

Evelyn studied the position carefully. She had made a grave misca culation-- the queen loss had
definitely not been apart of the plan. She must contrive adelaying action that would invoke an ora
argument.

"Bishop to queen rook eight,” she murmured. Her telepathic probe, focused on the bit of nervous
tissue that the mentors had cut from her frontal |obe and given to her mannikin asabrain, continued its
tight control. In Gorph's office, far down the wing, the little cresture was hopping paingtakingly from one
key to another of the dispatch printing machine.

" ...takes priority over all other pending projects..."

"Your gameis hopeless," scowled Perat. "1'm a queen and the exchange up on you."

"l dways play the game out," replied Evelyn easly. "Y ou never know what might happen. Y our
move."

" ...five horizontal columns of metallic trans-scythium nine hundred xedars long will be found in
a Terran storeroom, our area code..."

"All right, then. Queen takes pawn."

"Pawn to queen knight seven,” replied Evelyn. It was her sole remaining pawn, and she hoped to use it
inan odd way.

Perat checked with his queen a queen bishop four, and Evelyn'sking did to safety at queen knight
eight. Perat moved hisrook from queen knight five to queen five,

"Do you intend to mate with rook to queen's square next move?" asked Evelyn demurely.

"...under the strictest secrecy. Therefore you are ordered not to communicate...”

"Nothing can prevent it,” observed the Viscount of Tharn somberly. He had aready lost dl interest in
the game and was contemplating the ceiling tapestries. With alurch she brought her telepathic probe to
rest, ready to prepare afalse front for his searching mind. She must keep him out amoment longer, or al
waslogt.

"But it'smy move, and | have no move," she objected, focusing her probe again.

"...signed, Perat, Viscount of Tharn, Commandant, Occupation Zone One."

Through that distant fragment of her mind she sensed that something was watching the doll with feral
interest.

The cat.

"S0? No move? Then you lose," replied Perat.

"But my king isn't in check. Y ou told me yoursdf that when my king was not in check, and | had no
legd move, that | was stalemated, and the gamewas adraw.”

In that other room, her telepathic contact guided the little figure down the table leg. Slowly now, don't
excite the cat into pouncing. She had only seconds eft, but it should suffice to place the dispatch in



Gorph'sincoming box. The pompous ittle supervisor would send it by thefirst jet messenger without
doubt or question, and the field crew would proceed to draw the five columns.
Pain daggered into her right leg!

* *

*

The cat had seized her homunculus by the thigh; she knew the tiny bone had been crushed. She caught
fleet, dizzy impressons of the animal griding off proudly with thelittle creature between itsjaws. The
letter lay whereit had fallen, under the digpatch machine, dmost invisible,

The doll ceased her blind writhing and drew atiny black cylinder from her belt. The cat'sright eye
loomed huge above her.

Mentdly, Perat studied the chessboard position with growing interest.

"Idiotic Terran game,” he growled. "Only a Terran would conceive of theidea of cdling acrushing
defeat adrawn battle. I'm sorry | taught you the game. It'sredlly quite-- what was that?"

"Sounded like the cat, didn't it?" responded Evelyn.

Her tiny alter ego had dropped from those destructive jaws and was dragging itself dowly back to the
digpatch. It found the message and picked it up.

"Do you think something could have hurt it?" asked Eveyn.

The doll struggled toward Gorph's desk, leaving behind athin red trail.

Then severd things happened. Hot swords sizzled in Evelyn's back, and she knew the enraged feline
had broken the spinal column of the doll. With throbbing intuition she collapsed her telepathic tentacle.

Too late.

Perat's probe was aready in her mind, and she knew that he had caught the full impact of her swift
telepathic return. She lay there limply. Her rib, now amost hedled, began to ache dully.

The man continued to lie motionless, staring heavy-lidded at the ceiling. Gradudly, his mind withdrew
itself from hers.

"So you're high-born,” he mused adoud. "I should have known, but then you concealed it very adroitly,
didn't you?'

She sat up against thewall. Her heart was pounding amost audibly.

Hewasrelentless. "No Scythian would play chessthe way you did. Only a Terran would play for a
draw after total defeat.”

"| play chesswell, so | amaTerran?' she whispered through adry throat.

Perat turned his handsome gray eyes from the ceiling and smiled at her. His mouth lifted venomoudy as
he watched her begin to tremble.

"Pour me aterif," he ordered.

She arose, feding that she must certainly collapse the next ingtant. She forced her legsto move, step
by step, to the table by his couch. There she picked up the terif decanter and tipped it to fill hisglass.
The dry clatter of bottle on glass betrayed her shaking hands.

"Onefor you, too, my dear Lyn."

She held the decanter severa inches above her glassto avoid that horrible clatter, and managed to spill
quite abit on the table.

Perat held hisglass up to touch hers. "A toast," he amiled, "to amysterious and beautiful lady!"

He drank prone, she standing. She knew she would spill her drink if shetried to recrossto her couch.

"So youre aTerran? Then why did you kill the Terran officer on the bal cony?*

She was s0 relieved that she sank limply to the floor beside him.

"Why should | tell you?Y ou wouldn't believe anything | told you now, or that you found in my mind.”
Shegmiled up a him.

"True, true. quite adilemma. Should | shoot you now and possibly bring the rage of anoble Scythian
house down about my ears, or should | submit you to mechanicd telepathic analyss?'

"I amyours, Viscount," she laughed. "Shoot me. Analyze me. Whatever you wish."

She knew her gaiety wasforced, and that it had struck afase note. Theiron gate of doubt had



clanged shut between them. From now on he would contain her mind in the menta prison of hisown. The
dispatch beside Gorph's desk could have no further aid from her. Anyway, the cat had undoubtedly
carried off thedoll.

"What a strange woman you are," he murmured. A brief shadow crossed hisface. "With you, for a
littlewhile, | have been happy. But in afew metrons, of course, you will depart under close arrest for the
psych center, and I'll be on my way back to the Tharn suns.”

Within half ametron the office force would begin straggling into the Administration offices and her
letter would be found and given to a puzzled Gorph, who would then query Perat as to whether it should
not be in the incoming box for urgent matters. But what would Gorph do if his superior refused to
communicate with him or anyone dsefor afull metron? Thefirst messenger jet |eft very soon, and there
was no other for four metrons. Would Gorph send it on thefirst jet, or would he wait? It was achance
shed haveto teke.

She got up from the floor and sat down on the couch beside the Viscount of Tharn. "Perat," she began
hesitantly, "I know you must send me away. I'm sorry, because | don't want to leave you so soon, and
you do not want meto leave you until the last moment, either. Anything elsethat | would tell you, you
might doubt, so | say nothing more. | would like to dance for you. When | dance, | tell the truth.”

"Y es, dance, but take care of your rib," assented the man moodily.

Shefilled hisglass again with asure hand and replaced it on the table. Then she unloosed the combsin
her hair and let it fal in aprofusion of curlsabout her shoulders, whereit scintillated in amyriad sparkling
semicirdesin the soft light of the table luminar.

She shook her shouldersto scatter her hair, and unhurriedly released the clasp of her outer lounging
gown. The heavy robefel| about her feet, leaving her clad only in athin, flowing undergarment, which she
smoothed languidly while she kicked off her dippers. Her mouth was now haf-parted, her eyes drooping
and dumberous. Perat was il staring at the celling, but she knew his mind was flowing unceasingly over
her bodly.

"I must have music,” she whispered. The man made no protest when she pressed the controls on his
communications box to receive the dow and haunting dance music from the officers club in the next
zone,

The main avenue of accessto Perat was now cut. And Gorph was a bolder man than she thought if he
dared knock on the door of his chief while shewasinside.

She began to sway and to chant. " The Song of Karos, the Great God of Scythe, Father of Tharn
folk, Dweller in Darkness..."

Perat's glass halted, then proceeded dowly to hislips. Of course, no educated nobleman admitted a
belief in the ancient religion of the Scythes, but how good it wasto hear it sung and danced again! Not
snce his boyhood, when his mother had dragged him to the temple by main force... He placed one palm
behind his head and continued to sip and to think, asthis strange, lovely woman unraveled with undulant
body and husky voice the long, satisfying story of hisgod.

As she postured sinuoudy, Evelyn breathed a silent prayer of thanks to the dead mentors who had
crammed her to burgting with Scythefolklore.

The luminous metron did revolved with infinite downess.

* * *
Five
* * *

One metron had passed when Perat laid his empty glass on the table, without releasing it.
"Enough of dancing," he murmured with cold languor, cutting his communications box back toits
authorized channd. "Come her, my dear. | wish you to kissme."



Evelyn glided ingantly to the silken couch, tossing her hair back over her shoulders and ignoring the
fact that her rib was dive with pain. She knelt over the reclining man and kissed him on the mouith,
running her fingerslightly down hisright arm. He relinquished hisglass at her touch, and sherefilled it
absently.

Only then did she notice that something was wrong.

Hisleft hand was no longer benesth his head, but was concedled in the mass of cushionsthat
overflowed his couch in amute, glittering cascade.

Perat swirled hisglass silently, gpparently watching only thetiny flashes of iridescence flowing from his
jewded right hand.

Evdyn thought: What made him suspicious? There's something in hisleft hand. If | only dared probe...
But hed know | was afraid, and I'm not supposed to be afraid. Anyway, in alittle while it won't matter. If
the field crew has sarted pulling the columns, they should be through in haf ametron. If they havent
darted, they never will, and nothing will matter then, anyway.

The man's face was inscrutable when he finally spoke. ™Y ou couldn't have gone on much longer,
anyway, on account of your rib."

"It was becoming alittle painful.”

"Twiceyou nearly fainted.”

So he had noticed that.

He continued mercilesdy. "Why were you so anxious to keep me shut up for awhole metron?”

"] wanted to amuse you. We have so little time left, now."

"So | thought, until your rib began to trouble you. The reaction of an ordinary woman would have been
to stop.”

"Am | an ordinary woman?'

"Decidedly not. That's why the Stuation has become so interesting.”

"| don't understand, Perat.” She sat down beside him, forcing him to move hislegs so that hisleft hand
was jammed under the cushion.

"A littlewhile ago, | decided to contact Gorph's mind.” Hetook asip. "It seems he had been trying to
reach me through the communications box."

"He had?' She pictured Gorph's old-womanish anxiety. He had found the sealed message, then, but
hadn't been able to verify it because his chief had been listening to atale of gods. Had he or had he not
sent the message by the early jet? It had to be! Possibly al five of the columns had been drawn by now,
but she couldn't assumeit. The strain-pile would not erupt for afull Terran hour after the fifth column had
been drawn. From now until death, of one sort or another, she must delay, delay, delay.

Her blue eyes were widely innocent and puzzled, but the nerves of her arms were going dead with
over-tension. Perhapsif she threw the terif in hiseyeswith her left hand and crushed the numbing
supraclavicular nerve with her thumb...

Perat turned his head for thefirst time and looked her full in the face.

"Gorph says he sent the message,” he said tondlesdy.

She looked a him blankly, then casualy removed her hand from his knee and dropped it in her lap.
He must absolutely not be darmed until she knew more. "Apparently 1'm supposed to know what you're
talking about.”

He turned back to the ceiling. " Gorph says someone prepared a priority dispatch with my sgnature,
and he sent it out. | don't suppose you have any ideawho did it?'

Time! Time!

"When | was Gorph's assistant, there was ayoung officer-- | can't remember his name-- who
sometimes forged your Sgnature to urgent actions when Gorph was out. Thisistrue, Perat. My mindis
opentoyou."

He fastened hisluminous gray eyeson her. "l presumeyou'relying, but..." Hismenta probe skimmed
rapidly over her cortical association centers. Her skill was strained to the utmogt, setting up false
memories of each of thousands of synaptic groups just ahead of Perat's probe. On some of the groups
she knew she had made blunders, but apparently she preserved the genera impression by strengthened



verification in subsequent nets. Shewove a brief tale of ayoung officer in charge of metas salvage who
had sent an order to afield group to recover some sort of metal, and since Gorph had been out, and
H.Q. needed the metal urgently, the officer did not wait for officia authorization. His probe then searched
her visud |obe thoroughly, but with growing skepticism. She offered him only indistinct memories of the
deed officer'sidentity.

"Who was the man?' asked Perat as amatter of form, Sipping his terif absently.

"Sub-leader Gaen, | think." That would give him pause. He knew she had offered no visua memory of
Galen. He would wonder why shewaslying.

"Areyou sure?

Shewanted to look at the time-dia on thewall, but dared not. From the corner of her eye she saw
Perat's eft arm tense, then relax warily. His mental probe had fastened grimly to her mind again, though
he must know it would be effort wasted. She conjured up an image of Sub-leader Galen in the act of
telling her he was handling a very urgent matter and that he'd tell the Viscount later what held done. Then
the face of the young officer changed to another of the staff, then another, then still another. Then back to
Gden.

"No, I'm not sure."

Perat smiled thinly. "Y ou wished to gain time, and | wished to idleit away. | suppose we have both
been fairly successful.”

The communication box besde the bed jangled.

"Yes?' cried Perat, al dert.

As his mouth was forming the word, his probe was collapsing within her mind, and her own flashed
briefly into hismind. The hand under the pillow held a Faeg, aimed at her chest. But the safety catch was
dill on.

"Excdlency?' came Gorph'stinny voice.

"Y es, Gorph? Have you replaced the columns?

"Replaced"...? That seemed to indicate that the field crew had followed her forged order, then
returned the columns by Perat's countercommand, relayed telepathicaly through Gorph. But once dll the
great rods were drawn, replacing them did not hat the strain pile. The negative potentia would keep on
increasing geometricaly with time, as planned, to thefind god of joint catastrophe and Salemate.

Some sort of knowledge was drumming silently at her threshold of consciousness. Something she
couldn't quite grasp. About the woman in the stereop? Possibly. It would come to her soon.

Ignoring Perat's gloating smile, shelooked casudly at the metron did, and her heart legped with
eation, for thedia had ceased revolving. Electrons must be flowing from the center of the ship through
thewadls, outward toward the surface two thousand miles away, and the massive currents were probably
jamming dl thewadl circuits.

Within minutes, finis.

Could sheredly rest, now? She was beginning to fed very tired, dmost deepy. Her duty had been
done, and nothing could ever be important again.

Gorph was answering his master over the speaker: "Yes, Y our Excellency, we got them back, that is
to say, excepting that one of the fiveisonly haf-way out of itscradle’

Lifewas good, life was beautiful. She dmost yawned. Most certainly al of the columns had been
pulled out, and then four had been replaced and something had broken down with the fifth. But they had
al been out, and that was the only thing that mattered.

"What happened, Gorph?" asked Perat, Sipping at his terif again. His eyeswere fastened on his
mistress.

She knew that he had pulled the safety catch on the Faeg.

"When the crew took the rods out, the prime mover broke down on the fifth one, when it was only
half-way out. They brought in another mover and got the other four rods back in, and now they'retrying
to repair thefirst mover and push the fifth rod back.”

(Thefifth rod had not been completely drawn. Oh Almighty Heaven!)

"Very wel, Gorph. | need not repesat that none of the rods are to be moved out again, unless | appear



to you persondly. I'll talk to you later.”

The box went dead.

Perat, now taking no notice of Evelyn, finished his terif leisurely. She sat at his Side, bresthing
woodenly. She had done all that she could do. All five rods had not been withdrawn, and they never
would be, now.

"If dl Terran women arelikeyou," he began dowly, "I cannot understand how you Terranslost this
battle." He did not expect an answer, and did not wait for one. His hard eyes seemed softened somewhat
by acurious admiration. "Only your own gods know what you have endured in your attempt to Start the
pile”

Shelooked up wretchedly.

Hewent on: "Yes, welearned in the nick of time, didn't we? Our physiciststold Gorph that the grest
rods were the core of apile that could have converted both shipsinto pure energy, with not a shred of
matter left over-- something that dl the fission pilesin the two gaaxies couldn't do. It seemsthat the pile,
if activated, would have introduced sufficient energy into the low-packing-fraction atoms, fromiron on
down to hdium, to transform them completely from matter into radiation.

"Unpleasant thought! Now the Scythian plan will be modified dightly. We shdl wait until we tear our
globe away from yours, far away, and then prime movers|eft behind in your ship here can pull the
columnsagain, dl five, thistime. Our globe then proceedsinto the Terran Confederacy, and the war will
be over. But of course, you'll know nothing about that.”

He regarded her wearily. "I'm sorry, Lyn-- or isit 'Evelyn Kane?' If you had been of Tharn-blood, or
even of the Scythian federacy, | would have married you."

Sheligened to him with only half amind. Some sirange, inaudible thing wastrying to reach her.
Something she couldn't grasp, but ought to grasp. What had the mentors told her to be ready for?
Exhaugtion lay like apardyzing blanket over her inert mind.

"Y ou killed your countryman that day,” heintoned, "just to ingratiate yoursdf with me. Hewas very
generousto you. When he saw that you wouldn't shoot him with his eyes open, he closed them. Who
washe?'

"Gordon, Lord Kane. My father.”

The terif glass shook, and the man's face became perceptibly paler. He breathed stridently for awhile
before speaking again.

Thistime he seemed to be cdling with earnest findlity to the forbidding deity of his own warlike
homeland, announcing a newcomer at the dark portals of the god: " This woman... !"

* * *

Evelyn Kane did not shriek when the Faeg-bolt tore through her rib and lungs. Even when she sank to
the floor, the pain-linesin her own face were much better controlled than those in Perat's.

Then asshelay quietly on thethick, gilded carpet, with consciousness rapidly fading and returning with
the regularity of her heart beats, she redized what had been calling to her. The piezo crysta in her waist
pouch, still hidden in the shadows of her table, had been activated, and had brought into focus within the
room the dim, trangparent outlines of asmal space ship.

Perat saw it too, and his eyeswidened asthey traced it quickly fromwall towall.

"It'sredl..." whispered Evelyn between clenched lips. "Mentorswanted me... returniinit... to Terra..
secret of pile..."

A dtrange light was growing over Perat'sface. "Of course! So that's why your father tried so hard at
the last to break through our blockade and get a ship through! If the secret of the strain-pile had ever
reached Terra, al the Tharn suns-- indeed, the whole Scythe federation-- would be novae by now! By
Karos, it was anarrow thing!"

Therewas asoft gurgling in Evelyn'sthroat.

Heflung his pistol away and sat down beside her, lifting her head to hischest. "I'll cdll the physician,”
he rasped through contorted lips.



She did acold palm over hishot cheek, caressing it lightly. "No... wedie..."

He stiffened. "We?"

She continued to stiroke his cheek dreamily. "Diewith you..."

He shook her. "What are you talking about!" he cried. "The pileisn't going to erupt!”

"Crystd focuses... ship... only when pile..."

Hisface blanched.

She whispered again, so softly that he had to bend his ear to her lips. "You escape... get in ship..."

He stared at her increduloudly. "Y ou'd let me get away with the pile secret!”

Sherelaxed in hisarms, smiling deepily, while thetiny red trickle from the corner of her mouth grew
wider. "Stupid of me."

She shivered. "...cold..."

The Viscount of the Tharn Suns, the greatest star-cluster in the Scythe federation, knotted his jaw
muscles feverishly and gnawed at hislower lip. Somehow or other the strain-pile had been energized.
Probably the terrific proton storm that had hidden both ships for years had compensated for the
unredlized potentia of the undrawn fifth rod. It was his duty to the federation to throw thiswoman to the
floor and take refuge between the shadowy, shimmering walls of the escape ship. He must carry the
secret of the pile to safety with him. He had only seconds.

Helooked down distractedly at the small creature who was destroying the proud ships that two great
civilizations had spent ageneration in building. She seemed to bein adeep, peaceful deep. Theonly sign
of lifewasafant pulsein her throat.

Shewas the only woman that he had ever found whose companionship he could have... enjoyed hour
after hour. He dmost thought, "could have loved.”

The room was growing quite warm. The tremendous currents coursing through the walls were swiftly
growing stronger.

Another thought occurred to him: How had those Terran mentors planned for their escape ship to
avoid the holocaust? Any matter within millions of mileswould be destroyed. It was evident, then, that
wherever the ship was, it was not within the danger zone.

Suddenly he understood everything.

With aqueer amile, in which ribald surmise and tenderness fought for supremacy, he picked the
woman up, carried her into the phantom vessdl, placed her on the pilot'slounge, and strapped her in.
From hiswaist-pouch he took a hypodermic syringe, removed the sheath from the needle, and thrust it
into her arm. Her face twinged briefly, but she did not waken. He threw a blanket over her and then
strode quickly to the controls. They were fairly smple, and he had no difficulty in switching the automatic
driveto the generd direction of the Tharn sun cluster. He wrote a hasty note on the pilot's navigation pad,
and then turned again to the woman. He removed one of hisduplicate jeweled rings and dipped it on her
finger. Hisfather would recognize it and would believe her.

Then he bent over her and kissed her lightly on thelips.

"Perhaps | love you too, my dearest enemy,” he whispered gently. "Educate our son-to-be in the ways
of peace.”

Again outside the ship, he spun the space lock that sealed her in. The ship'swalls were now growing
opague and he could no longer seeingde.

His communications box wasjangling furioudy in adozen different keys, and anxious, querulous voices
were pouring through it into the room. He snapped it off, loosened his collar, filled hisglassto
overflowing with thelagt of the terif, and cut off the table luminar. His stereop projector next had his
attention.

Helay on hiscouch in the darkness of his death cell, studying with the keenest satisfaction hiswife,
son, and father, while they waved at him happily from the radiant stereop sphere.

Thaose Terran mentors had planned well. The escape ship would not be affected by the nearing
cataclysm, because it wasredly in adifferent time plane-- at least five yearsin the past. The catastrophe
would smply releaseit to its origina continuum, whence it would proceed with its precious cargo to the
Tharn suns



Odd effect, that time shift. He wished now he'd read more of the theories of that ancient Terran,
Eingein, who claimed that smultaneity was an illuson-- that "now" here could be dtogether different from
"now" in other steric areas. His son, unborn asyet "here," was more than four years old "there"-- on the
planet Tharn-R-V 11, where the lad played in his grandfather's gardens.

And then there was the mystery of the rings. The old count had not had another ring made, of course.
The ring the count had sent with the stereop coils must have been the same one that Perat had just placed
on thefinger of hisbride. The ring sent with the stereops was merely hisorigina ring brought back in the
relooping of atime-line. In his"now" there was only one ring-- the one he was wearing. In Evelyn's"now"
there was the same ring, but that was logical, because her "now" would soon befive years earlier than
his. Owing to thisfive-year relooping of time, it had been possible for thering to exist in duplicate for six
weeks. But very soon, in his"now," it would be destroyed for good.

He pressed the repeat button on the stereop and started the coil again. The boy had an engaging grin,
rather like his own (he would indulge afinal vanity), but without the scar. He hoped there would never be
another war to disfigure or kill hisson. It was up to the next generation.

Asheswirled his terif, he smiled and thought of the note he had |eft on the pilot's pad: Name him
after your father-- Gordon.

* * *

"...failed to find any survivors, or for that matter, any trace whatever of either globe, if one
excepts the supernova that appeared for a quarter metron some thirty yeas ago at the far margin
of the proton storm. We of the Armistice Commission therefore unanimously urge that further
hostilities by either side would necessarily be indecisive..."

-- Scythe-Terran Armigtice, History and Tentative Provisions (excerpts):

Gordon of Tharn, Editor-in-Chief and Primary Scythian Delegate.



