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Introduction

Hereisaset of swashbuckling, breathtaking adventures among the stars, in the future yet to come. Sir
Dominic Handry, captain in Earth's Imperid Naval Intelligence Corps, schemes and fights hisway
through aclutch of enemies, human and nonhuman.

At the same time, these stories deal with more than wild battles, hairbreadth escapes, and escapades
involving some of the gdaxy's most enticing young ladies. Beneath dl the swvashbuckling thereisaview of
history, asit has been and asit perhaps dwayswill be.

The wildest adventures seem to come at two different tagesin thelife of acivilization. First the
adventures come when the civilization isfresh, vigorous, and aggressively expanding. But thereisdso the
timewhen the civilization is old, when it wants nothing but to be left in peace. Then the ruthless new
peoples arise, beyond the imperia borders or even within them. It happened to Egypt, Persig, India,
China, Greece, Rome. Someday it may happento dl Earth.

In those eras, someone must man the ramparts. He may be a Roman legionnaire, or he may be an
intelligence agent of Terral's empire among the stars. But heisadwaysalonely man. Sir Dominic, no grim
and humorless professional hero, can crack ajoke, hoist abottle, or kissagirl with the best of them. But
he sees the barbarians pressing inward through the stellar marches. He sees the purpose of the powerful,
nonhuman Merseian Empire—to end the uneasy peace with mankind by sweeping mankind aside. And
he sees corruption and cowardice at home. If the Long Night is not to comein hisown lifetime, if the
things he cares about are to be saved, he must do what he can.

And he doesit very well—often lethally well. When agang of atomic-powered savages are unwise
enough to kidnap him, they find they have atiger by thetail. When atraitor beginsto intrigue with the
enemy, that creature finds himself up againgt an agent who can out-intrigue him in cards and spades.
From world to world Flandry goes, risking his neck time after time, that Earth may live.

—To Ted Cogswell and the ITFCS

Tiger by the Tail

Captain Handry opened his eyes and saw ametd ceiling. Smultaneoudy, he grew aware of the thrum
and quiver which meant he was aboard a spaceship running on ultradrive.

He sat up with aviolence that sent the dregs of acohol swirling through his head. Hed gone to deep
in aroom somewherein the sews of Catawrayannis, with no prospect or intention of leaving the city for
an indefinite time—| et done the planet! Now—

The chilling redlization came that he was not aboard a human ship. Humanoid, yes, from thesizeand
design of things, but no vessel ever built within the borders of the Empire, and no foreign make that he
knew of.

Even from looking &t thisone small cabin, he could tell. There were bunks, into one of which he had



fitted pretty well, but the sheets and blankets weren't of plastic weave. They seemed—he looked more
closaly—the sheets seemed to be of some vegetable fiber, the blankets of long bluish-gray hair. There
were acouple of chairs and atable in the middle of the room, wooden, and they must have seen better
daysfor they were elaborately handcarved in an intricate interwoven design new to Flandry—and
planetary art-formswere ahobby of his. The way and manner in which the metal plating had been laid
was another indication, and—

He sat down again, buried hiswhirling head in his hands, and tried to think. Therewas athumpingin
his head and avile taste in his mouth which liquor didn't ordinarily leave—at least not the stuff he'd been
drinking—and now that he remembered, held gotten deegpy much earlier than one would have expected
when the girl was so good-looking—Drugged—oh, no! Tell me I'm not as stupid as a stereofilm hero!
Anything but that!

But who'd have thought it, who'd have looked for it? Certainly the people and beings on whom hed
been trying to get alead would never try such astunt. Besides, none of them had been around, he was
sure of it. Hed smply been out building part of the e aborate structure of demimonde acquaintances and
information which would eventualy, by exceedingly indirect routes, lead him to those he was seeking.
Hed smply been out having agood time—quite agood time, in fact—and—

And now someone from outside the Empire had him. And now what?

He got up, alittle unsteadily, and looked around for his clothes. No sign of them. And held paid three
hundred credits for that outfit, too. He stamped savagely over to the door. It didn't have a photocell
attachment; he jerked it open and found himsdf |ooking down the muzzle of ablagter.

It was of different design from any he knew, but it was quite unmistakable. Captain FHandry sighed,
relaxed his taut muscles, and looked more closdly at the guard who held it.

He was humanoid to a high degree, perhaps somewhat stockier than Terrestrid average—and come
to think of it, the artificid gravity wasalittle higher than one gee—and with very white skin, long tawny
hair and beard, and oblique violet eyes. His ears were pointed and two smal horns grew above his heavy
eyebrow ridges, but otherwise he was manlike enough. With civilized clothes and ahooded cloak he
could eadlly pass himsdf off for human.

Not in the getup he wore, of course, which conssted of akilt and tunic, shining beryllium-copper
cuirass and helmet, buskins over bare legs, and amurderous-looking dirk. Aswell asa couple of scaps

hanging at hisbelt.
He gestured the prisoner back, and blew along hollow blast on ahorn dung at hisside. Thewild

echoes chased each other down the long corridor, hooting and howling with a primitive clamor that
tingled faintly ong Captain Flandry's spine.

He thought dowly, while he waited: No intercom, apparently not even speaking tubeslaid thewhole
length of the ship. And household articles of wood and animal and vegetable fibres, and that archaic
costume there—They were barbarians, dl right. But no tribe that he knew abouit.

That wasn't too surprising, sncethe Terrestrial Empire and the half-dozen other civilized statesin the
known Galaxy ruled over severd thousands of intelligent races and had some contact with nobody knew
how many thousands more. Many of the otherswere, of course, still planet-bound, but quite afew tribes
aong the Imperid borders had mastered alot of human technology without changing their fundamental
outlook on things. Which iswhat comes of hiring barbarian mercenaries.

The periphera tribes were till raiders, menaces to the border planets and merely nuisancesto the
Empireasawhole. Periodically they were bought off, or played off against each other—or the Empire
might even send a punitive expedition out. But if one day astrong barbarian race under astrong leader
should form areliable codition—then vae victis!

A party of Flandry's captors, gpparently officers, guardsmen, and afew daves, came down the
corridor. Their leader wastal and powerfully built, with a cold arrogance in his pae-blue eyesthat did



not hide a caculating intelligence. There was a golden coronet on his head, and the robes that swirled
around his big body were rainbow-gorgeous. Flandry recognized some items as having been
manufactured within the Empire. Looted, probably.

They cameto ahat before him and the leader looked him up and down with adeliberately insulting
gaze. To bethus surveyed in the nude could have been badly disconcerting, but Flandry wasimmune to
embarrassment and his answering stare was bland.

Theleader spoke at last, in strongly accented but fluent Anglic: ™Y ou may aswell accept the fact that
you are a prisoner, Captain Flandry."

They'd have gone through his pockets, of course. He asked levelly, " Just to satisfy my own curiosity,
wasthat girl in your pay?'

"Of course. | assure you that the Scothani are not the brainless barbarians of popular Terrestrial
uperdtition, though—" ablesk smile—"it isuseful to be thought so."

"The Scothani? | don't believe I've had the pleasure—"

"Y ou have probably not heard of us, though we have had some contact with the Empire. We have
found it convenient to remain in obscurity, asfar as Terrais concerned, until thetimeisripe. But—what
do you think caused the Alarri to invade you, fifteen years ago?”'

Flandry thought back. He had been a boy then, but he had, of course, avidly followed the news
accounts of the terrible fleets that swept in over the marches and attacked Vegaitsdf. Only the hardest
fighting a the Battle of Mirzan had broken the Alarri. Y et it turned out that they'd been fleeing il
another tribe, awild and mighty race who had invaded their own sysem with fireand ruin. It wasa
common enough occurrencein the turbulent barbarian stars; this one incident had come to the Empire's
notice only because the refugees had tried to conquer it in turn. A political upheava within the Terrestrid
domain had prevented closer investigation before the matter had been dl but forgotten.

"So you were driving the Alarri before you?' asked Flandry with as close an gpproximation to the
right note of polite interest as he could managein his present condition.

"Aye. And others. The Scothani have quite alittle empire now, out there in the wilderness of the
Gdaxy. But, sncewe were never origindly contacted by Terredtrias, we have, asl| say, remained little
known to them.”

So—the Scothani had learned their technology from some other race, possibly other barbarians. It
was afamiliar pattern, Handry could trace it out in his mind. Spaceships landed on the primitive world,
theinitial awe of the natives gave way to the redlization that the skymen weren't so very different after
al—they could bekilled like anyone el se; traders, students, laborers, mercenary warriors visited the
more advanced worlds, brought back knowledge of their science and technology; factories were built,
machines produced, and someloca king used the new power to impose hisruleon al his planet; and
then, to unite his restless subjects, he had to turn their faces outward, promise plunder and glory if they
followed him out to the stars—Only the Scothani had carried it farther than most. And lying asfar from
the Imperia border asthey did, they could build up aterrible power without the complacent,
politics-ridden Empire being more than dimly aware of the fact—until the day when—Vae victis!

"Let ushave aclear understanding,” said the barbarian chief. "Y ou are a prisoner on awarship
dready light yearsfrom Llynathawr, well into the Imperia marches and bound for Scothaitsdlf. Y ou have
no chance of rescue, and mercy depends entirely on your own conduct. Adjust it accordingly.”

"May | ask why you picked me up?' Handry's tone was mild.
"Y ou are of noble blood, and ahighranking officer in the Imperid intelligence service. Y ou may be



worth something as ahostage. But primarily we want information.”
"But |—"

"I know." Thereply wasdisgusted. "Y ou're very typica of your miserable kind. I've studied the
Empire and its decadence long enough to know that. Y ou're just another worthless younger son, given a
high-paying sinecure so you can wear afancy uniform and play soldier. Y ou don't amount to anything.”

Flandry let an angry flush go up his cheek. "L ook here—"

"It's perfectly obvious," said the barbarian. Y ou cometo Llynathawr to track down certain
dangerous conspirators. So you register yourself in the biggest hotel in Catawrayannis as Captain
Dominic Flandry of the Imperid Intelligence Service, you strut around in your expensive uniform
dropping dark hints about your leads and your activities—and these consst of drinking and gambling and
wenching the whole night and deegping thewholeday!" A cold humor gleamed in the blue eyes. "Unlessit
isyour intention that the Empire's enemies shdl laugh themsalvesto death at the spectacle.”

"If that's s0," began Handry thinly, "then why—"

"Y ou will know something. Y ou can't help picking up alot of miscellaneousinformation in your
circles, no matter how hard you try not to. Certainly you know specific things about the organization and
activities of your own corps which we would find useful information. Well squeeze dl you know out of
you! Then there will be other services you can perform, people within the Empire you can contact,
documents you can trandate for us, perhaps various liaisons you can make—eventuadly, you may even
earn your freedom." The barbarian lifted one big fist. "And in case you wish to hold anything back,
remember that the torturers of Scotha know their trade.”

"Y ou needn't make melodramatic threets," said FHandry sullenly.

Thefigt shot out, and Flandry fell to the floor with darkness whirling and roaring through his head. He
crawled to hands and knees, blood dripping from hisface, and vaguely he heard the voice: "From here
on, little man, you are to address me as befits a dave speaking to acrown prince of Scotha.”

The Terredtria staggered to hisfeet. For amoment hisfists clenched. The prince smiled grimly and
knocked him down again. Looking up, Flandry saw brawny hands resting on blaster butts. Not a chance,
not a chance.

Besides, the prince was hardly a sadist. Such brutality was the norma order among the
barbarians—and cometo think of it, daves within the Empire could be treated smilarly.

And there was the problem of staying dive.
"Yes, dr," hemumbled.
The prince turned on his hed and walked away.

They gave him back his clothes, though someone had stripped the gold braid and the medals away.
Handry looked at the soiled, ripped garments and sighed. Tailor-made—!

He surveyed himself in the mirror as he washed and shaved. The face that |ooked back waswide
across the cheekbones, straight-nosed and square-jawed, with carefully waved reddish-brown hair and a
mustache trimmed with equd attention. Probably too handsome, he reflected, wiping the blood from
under hisnose, but he'd been young when he had the plasti-cosmetician work on him. Maybe when he
got out of this mess he should have the face made over to adightly more rugged pattern to fit hisyears.
Hewasin histhirties now, after all—getting to be abig boy, Dominic.

The fundamental bone structure of head and face was his own, however, and so were the eyes. large
and bright, with ahint of obliquity, theirisof that curious gray which can seem any color, blue or green or
black or gold. And the trim, medium-tall body was genuine too. He hated exercises, but went through a
dutiful daily ritua since he needed sinews and coordination for hiswork. And, too, aman in condition



was something to look at among the usually flabby nobles of Terra; held found hisfigure no end of helpin
making his home |leaves pleasant.

Well, can't stand here admiring yourself all day, old fellow. He dipped blouse, pants, and jacket
over hissilkite undergarments, pulled on the sheening boats, tilted his officer's cap at an angle of well
gauged rakishness, and walked out to meet his new owners.

The Scothani weren't such bad fellows, he soon learned. They were big brawling lusty barbarians, out
for adventure and loot and fame aswarriors; they had courage and loyaty and awild streak of sentiment
that he liked. But they could dso fly into deadly rages, they were casudly cruel to anyonethat stood in
their way, and Flandry acquired a not too high respect for their brains. It would have helped if they'd
washed oftener, too.

Thiswarship was one of adozen which Cerdic, the crown prince, had taken out on a plundering
cruise. They'd sacked agood many towns, even some on nominally Imperia planets, and on the way
back had sent down aman in alifeboat to contact Cerdic's agents on Llynathawr, which was notorioudy
the listening post of this sector of the Empire. Learning that there was something going on which aspecia
agent from Terrahad been investigating, Cerdic had ordered him picked up. And that was that.

Now they were homeward bound, their holds stuffed with loot and their heads stuffed with plansfor
further inroads. It might not have meant much, but—well—Cerdic and hisfather Penda didn't seemto be
just ordinary barbarian chiefs, nor Scothaniaan ordinary barbarian nation.

Could it be that somewhere out there among the many stars someone had finaly organized amight
that could bresk the Empire? Could the Long Night really be at hand?

Flandry shoved the thought aside. He had too much to do right now. Even hisown job at LIynathawr,
important asit was, could and would be handled by someone e se—though not, he thought alittle sadly,
with the Handry touch—and his own immediate worry was here and now. He had to find out the extent
of power and ambition of the Scothani; he had to learn their plans and get the information to Terra, and
somehow spike them even alittle. After that there might be time to save hisown hide.

Cerdic had him brought to the captain's cabin. The place was atypica barbarian chief's den, with the
heads of wild beasts on the walls and their hides on the floors, old shields and swords hung up in places
of honor, amagnificent golden vase stolen from some planet of artists shining in acorner. But there were
incongruous modern touches, amicroprint reader and many bookrolls from the Empire, astrographic
tables and computer, avodograph. The prince sat in amassive carven chair, askite robe flung cardlesdy
over his broad shoulders. He nodded with a certain affability.

"Your first task will beto learn Scothanian,” he said without preiminary. "Asyet dmost none of our
people, even nobles, speak Anglic, and there are many who will want to talk to you."

"Yes, gr," said Flandry. It was what he would most have desired.

"Y ou had better dso gart organizing al you know so you can present it coherently,” said the prince.
"And |, who have lived in the Empire, will be able to check enough of your statementsto tell whether you
arelikely speaking the truth.” He smiled mirthlesdy. "If thereis reason to sugpect you are lying, you will
be put to the torture. And one of our Sengtiveswill then get at the truth.”

So they had Sensitives, too. Telepaths who could tell whether abeing was lying when pain had
sufficiently disorganized his mind were as bad as the Empire's hypnoprobes.

“I'll tell thetruth, Sr," hesaid.

"| suppose so. If you cooperate, you'l find us not an ungrateful people. There will be more wedth
than was ever dreamed of when we go into the Empire. There will aso be considerable power for such
humans as are our liaison with their race.”

"Sir," began Flandry, in atone of weak sdf-righteousness, "I couldn't think of—"
"Oh, yes, you could," said Cerdic glumly. "I know you humans. | traveled incognito throughout your



whole Empire, | was on Terraitself. | posed as one of you, or when convenient as just another of the
subject races. | know the Empire—its utter decadence, its self-seeking politicians and pleasure-loving
mobs, corruption and intrigue everywhere you go, collapse of morals and duty-sense, decline of art into
craft and science into stagnancy—you were a great race once, you humans, you were among thefirst to
aspire to the stars and we owe you something for that, | suppose. But you're not the race you once
were."

The viewpoint was biased, but enough truth lay in it to make Flandry wince. Cerdic went on, hisvoice
rigng: "Thereisanew power growing out beyond your borders, young peoples with the strength and
courage and hopefulness of youth, and they'll sweep the rotten fragments of the Empire before them and
build something new and better."

Only, thought FHandry, only first comes the Long Night, darkness and death and the end of
civilization, the howling peoplesin the ruins of our temples and a myriad petty tyrants holding
their dreary courts in the shards of the Empire. To say nothing of the decline of good music and
good cuisine, taste in clothes and taste in women and conversation as a fine art.

"Weve onething you'velog," said Cerdic, "and | think ultimately that will be the deciding factor.
Honesty. Flandry, the Scothani are arace of honest warriors.”

"No doubt, sr," said Flandry.

"Oh, we have our evil characters, but they are few and the custom of private chalenges soon
eliminatesthem,” said Cerdic. "And even their evil isan open and clean thing, greed or lawlessness or
something like that; it isn't the bribery and conspiracy and betraya of your rotten paliticians. And most of
uslive by our code. It wouldn't occur to atrue Scothani to do adishonorable thing, to break an oath or
desert acomrade or lie on hisword of honor. Our women aren't running loose making eyes at every man
they come across, they're kept properly at hometill time for marriage and then they know their place as
mothers and houseguiders. Our boys are raised to respect the gods and the king, to fight, and to speak
truth. Death isalittle thing, Flandry, it comesto everyonein histime and he cannot stay it, but honor lives
forever.

"We don't corrupt ourselves. We keep honor at home and root out disgrace with death and torture.
Welive our code. And that isredlly why wewill win."

Battleships help, thought Flandry. And then, looking into the cold bright eyes: He's fanatic. But a
hell of a smart one. And that kind makes the most dangerous enemy.

Aloud he asked, humbly: "lsn't any stratagem alie, Sir?'Y our own disguised travelswithin the
Empire—"

"Naturdly, certain maneuvers are necessary,” said the prince tiffly. "Nor does it matter what one
does with regard to dien races. Especidly when they have aslittle honor as Terrestrids.”

The good old race-superority complex, too. Oh, well.

"I tell youthis" said Cerdic earnestly, "in the hope that you may think it over and see our causeisjust
and be with us. We will need many foreigners, especialy humans, for liaison and intelligence and other
sarvices. You may gill accomplish something in ahitherto wasted life.”

“I'll think about it, gir," said Flandry.

“Thengo."

Flandry got.

The ship was agood three weeks en route to Scotha. It took Flandry about two of them to acquire
an excdlent working knowledge of the language, but he preferred to smulate difficulty and complained
that he got lost when talk wastoo rapid. It was surprising how much odd information you picked up
when you were thought not to understand what was being said. Not anything of great military



significance, of course, but general background, stray bits of persona history, attitudes and beliefs—it al
went into the neet filing system which was Flandry's memory, to be correlated with whatever else he
knew or learned into an astonishingly complete picture.

The Scothani themsdves were quite friendly, eager to hear about the fabulous Imperid civilization and
to brag of their own wonderful past and future exploits. Since there was obvioudy nothing he could do,
Flandry was under the loosest guard and had virtudly the freedom of the ship. He dept and messed with
the warriors, swapped bawdy songs and dirty jokes, joined their rough-and-tumble wrestling matches to
win surprised respect for his skill, and even became the close friend and confidant of some of the younger
males

The race was addicted to gambling. Flandry learned their games, taught them some of the Empire's,
and before the trip's end had won back his stolen finery plus severd other outfits and a pleasantly jingling
purse. It was—well—he dmost hated to take his winnings from these overgrown babies. It just never
occurred to them that dice and cards could be made to do tricks.

The picture grew. The barbarian tribes of Scothawere firmly united under the leadership of the
Frithian kings, had been for severa generations. Theoreticdly it was an absolute monarchy, though
actually al classes except the daves were free. They had conquered at least a hundred systems outright,
contenting themsa ves with exacting tribute and levies from most of these, and dominated dl otherswithin
reach. Under Penda's |eadership, adozen similar, smaller barbarian states had already formed a codition
with the avowed purpose of invading the Empire, capturing Terra, destroying the Imperid military forces,
and making themsalves masters. Few of them thought beyond the plunder to be had, though apparently
some of them, like Cerdic, dreamed of maintaining and extending the Imperia domain under their own
rule

They had aformidable fleet—Fandry couldn't find out its exact Sze—and its organization and
technology seemed far superior to that of most barbarian forces. They had a great industry, mostly
dave-manned with the Scothan overlords supervising. They had shrewd leaders, who would wait till one
of the Empiresrecurring political crises had reduced its fighting strength, and who were extremely well
informed about their enemy. It looked—bad!

Especialy since they couldn't wait too long. Despite the unequalled prosperity created by industry,
tribute, and piracy, dl Scothawas straining at the leash, nobles and warriorsin the whole codition
foaming to be at the Empire'sthroat; awhole Gaactic sector had been seized by the same savage dream.
When they came roaring in—well, you never could tell. The Empirésfighting strength was undoubtedly
greater, but could it be mobilized in time? Wouldn't Penda get glesful help from two or threeriva
imperia? Couldn't agang of utterly fearless fanatics plow through the mass of self-seeking officersand
indifferent mercenaries that made up most of the Imperia power today?

Might not the Long Night redly be a hand?

Scothawas not unlike Terra—alittle larger, alittle farther from its sun, the seas made turbulent by
three small close moons. Flandry had a chance to observe it telescopicaly—the ship didn't have
magni screens—and as they swept in, he saw the mighty disc roll grandly against the Galactic star-blaze
and studied the continents with more care than he showed.

The planet was il relatively thinly populated, with great forests and plains standing empty, archaic
citiesand villages huddled about the steep-walled castles of the nobles. Most of itsindustry was on other
worlds, though the huge military bases were al on Scothaand its moons. There couldn't be morethan a
billion Scothani dl told, estimated Flandry, probably less, and many of them would live e sewhere as
overlords of theinterstellar domain. Which didn't make them lessformidable. The witless hordes of
humankind were more hindrance than help to the Empire.



Cerdic's fleet broke up, the captains bound for their estates. He took his own vessdl to the capitd,
luthagaar, and brought it down in the great yards. After the usual pomp and ceremony of homecoming,
he sent for FHandry.

"What isyour attitude toward us now?" he asked.

"You areavery likeable people, ar," said the Terrestrid, "and it is as you say—you are astrong and
honest race.”

"Then you have decided to help us actively?' The voice was cold.

" redlly havelittle choice, sir," shrugged Handry. "I'll be aprisoner in any case, unless| get to the
point of being trusted. The only way to achieve that isto give you my willing assstance.”

"And what of your own nation?"

"A man must say dive, Sr. These are turbulent times.”

Contempt curled Cerdic'slip. "Somehow | thought better of you," he said. "But you're ahuman. Y ou
could only be expected to betray your oaths for your own gain.”

Surprise shook Flandry'svoice. "Wasn't thiswhat you wanted, sir?”
"Oh, yes, | suppose so. Now come aong. But not too close—you make mefed alittlesick.”

They went up to the great gray castle which lifted its windy spires over the city, and presently Handry
found himsdlf granted an audience with the King of Scothania

It was ahuge and dimlit hall, hung with the banners and shields of old wars and chill despite thefires
that blazed along its length. Penda sat on one end, wrapped in furs against the cold, his big body dwarfed
by the dragon-carved throne. He had his eldest son's stern manner and bleak eyes, without the prince's
bitter intensity—a strong man, thought Flandry, hard and ruthless and able—but perhaps not too bright.

Cerdic had mounted to a seat on hisfather's right. The queen stood on hisleft, shivering alittlein the
damp draft, and down either wall reached arow of guardsmen. The fire shimmered on their breastplates
and helmets and halberds; they seemed figures of legend, but FHlandry noticed that each warrior carried a
blaster too.

There were othersin evidence, severd of the younger sons of Penda, grizzled generdsand
councillors, nobles comefor avigt. A few of thelatter were of non-Scothan race and did not seem to be
meeting exceptiona politeness. Then there were the hangers-on, bards and dancers and the rest, and
daves scurrying about. Except for its Sze—and its menace—it was atypical barbarian court.

Flandry bowed the knee as required, but thereafter stood erect and met the king's eye. His position
was anomalous, officially Cerdic's captured dave, actually—well, what was he? Or what could he
becomein time?

Penda asked afew of the more obvious questions, then said dowly: "Y ou will confer with Genera
Nartheof here, head of our intelligence section, and tell him what you know. Y ou may also make
suggestionsif you like, but remember that fal se intentions will soon be discovered and punished.”

"1 will be honest, your mgjesty.”
"Isany Terrestrid honest?' snapped Cerdic.

"l am," said Flandry cheerfully. "Aslong asI'm paid, | servefathfully. Sncel'm no longer in the
Empire's pay, | must perforcelook about for anew master.”

"l doubt you can be much use," said Penda.

"l think | can, your majesty,” answered Flandry boldly. "Eveninlittle things. For instance, this
admirably decorated hall is so cold one must wear furswithinit, and sill the hands are numb. | could
eadly show afew technicianshow to ingal aradiant heating unit that would make it like summer in here”

Pendallifted his bushy brows. Cerdic fairly snarled: "A Terrestrid trick, that. Shall we become as soft



and luxurious as the Imperias, we who hunt vorgari on ski?'

Flandry's eyes, flitting around the room, caught dissatisfied expressions on many faces. Inside, he
grinned. The prince's austere ideal s weren't very popular with these noble savages. If they only had the
nerve to—it was the queen who spoke. Her soft voice wastimid: "Sire, isthere any harm in being warm?
|—I am always cold these days."

Flandry gave her an appreciative look. He'd aready picked up the background of Queen Gunli. She
was young, Pendas third wife, and she came from more southerly Scothan lands than [uthagaar; her folk
were somewhat more civilized than the dominant Frithians. She was certainly a knockout, with that dark
rippling hair and those huge violet eyesin her pert face. And that figure too—there was a suppressed
livelinessin her; he wondered if she had ever cursed the fate that gave her noble blood and thus a political
marriage.

For just an ingtant their eyes crossed. "Be Hill," said Cerdic.

Gunli'shand fell lightly on Pendas. The king flushed. " Spesk not to your queen thus, Cerdic,” he said.
"Intruth this Imperid trick isbut abetter form of fire, which no one cals unmanly. Wewill |et the
Terrestrid make one.”

Flandry bowed hismogt ironical bow. Cocking an eye up a the queen, he caught atwinkle. She
knew.

Nartheof made agreat show of blustering honesty, but there was a shrewd brain behind the hard little
eyesthat glittered in his hairy face. He leaned back and folded his hands behind his head and gave
Flandry aquizzica dare.

"If itisasyou say—" he began.
"Itis" sadthe Terredtrid.

"Quite probably. Y our statements so far check with what we aready know, and we can soon verify
much of theredt. If, then, you speak truth, the Imperia organization isfantasticaly good." He smiled. "As
it should be—it conquered the gtars, in the old days. But it's no better than the beings who man it, and
everyone knows how venid and cowardly the Imperias are today.”

Flandry said nothing, but he remembered the gallantry of the Sirian units at Garrapoli and the dogged
courage of the Vaatian Legion and—wel, why go on? The haughty Scothani just didn't seem ableto
redize that a state as absolutedly decadent as they imagined the Empire to be wouldn't have endured long
enough to be their own enemy.

"WEIl haveto reorganize everything," said Nartheof. "I don't care whether what you say istrue or
not, it makes good sense. Our whole setup is outmoded. It'sridiculous, for instance, to give commands
according to nohility and blind courage instead of proven intelligence.”

"And you assume that the best enlisted man will make the best officer,” said FHandry. "It doesn't
necessarily follow. A strong and hardy warrior may expect more of his men than they can give. Y ou can't
al be supermen.”

"Another good point. And we should eliminate swordplay as arequirement; swords are usaless
today. And we have to train mathematicians to compute trgjectories and everything ese.” Nartheof
grimaced. "I hate to think what would have happened if weld invaded three years ago, as many hotheads
wanted to do. We would have inflicted grest damage, but that'sall.”

"Y ou should wait at least another ten or twenty years and really get prepared.”

"Can'. The great nobleswouldn't stand for it. Who wants to be duke of a planet when he could be
viceroy of asector? But we have ayear or two yet." Nartheof scowled. "I can get my own service
whipped into shape, with your help and advice. | have most of the bright lads. But asfor some of the
other forces—gods, the dunderheads they have in command! 1've argued myself hoarse with Nornagast,



to no use. Thefool just isn't able to see that a space fleet the size of ours must have a specia coordinating
division equipped with semantic calculators and—Theworst of it is, he'sa cousin to the king, he ranks
me. Not much | can do.”

"An accident could happen to Nornagast,” murmured Flandry.
"Eh?" Nartheof gasped. "What do you mean?"

"Nothing," said Flandry lightly. "But just for argument's sake, suppose—waell, suppose some good
swordsman should pick aquarrel with Nornagast. | don't doubt he has many enemies. If he should
unfortunately bekilled in the dud, you might be able to get to his mgesty immediately after, before
anyone else, and persuade him to gppoint a more reasonabl e successor. Of course, you'd have to know
in advance that thered be adud.”

"Of dl the treacherous, underhanded—!"

"l haven't done anything but speculate,” said Handry mildly. "However, | might remind you of your
own remarks. It's hardly fair that afool should have command and honor and richesinstead of better men
who smply happen to be of lower degree. Nor, asyou yourself said, isit good for Scothaniaasa
whole"

"l won't hear of any such Terrestrid vileness"

"Of course not. | was just—well, speculating. | can't helpit. All Terredtrids have dirty minds. But we
did conquer the stars once.”

"A man might go far, if only—no!" Nartheof shook himsdlf. "A warrior doesn't bury hishandsin
muck.”

"No. But he might use a pitchfork. Tools don't mind dirt. The man who wields them doesn't even have
to know the details ... But let's get back to business.” Flandry relaxed even more lazily. "Hereésanice
little bit of information which only highly placed Imperiads know. The Empire hasalot of arsendsand
munitions dumps which are guarded by nothing but secrecy. The Emperor doesn't dare trust certain units
to guard such sources of power, and he can't spare enough reliable legionsto watch them al. So
obscure, uninhabited planets are used.” Nartheof's eyes were utterly intent now. "1 know of only one, but
it'sagood prospect. An uninhabited, barren system not many parsecs inside the border, the second
planet honeycombed with underground works that are crammed with spaceships, atomic bombs,
fuel—power enough to wreck aworld. A small, swift fleet could get there, take most of the stores, and
destroy the rest before the nearest garrison could ever arrive in defense.”

"Isthet true?"

"You can easly find out. If I'm lying, it'll cost you that smal unit, that'sall—and | assureyou I've no
desire to be tortured to death.”

"Holy gods!" Nartheof quivered. "I've got to tell Cerdic now, right away—"

"Y ou could. Or you might Ssmply go there yourself without telling anyone. If Cerdic knows, hell be
the oneto lead theraid. If you went, you'd get the honor—and the power—"

"Cerdicwould not likeit."
"Too late then. He could hardly chalenge you for so bold and successful a stroke.”

"And heis getting too proud of himself. He could stand allittle taking down." Nartheof chuckled, a
deep vibration in his shaggy breast. "Aye, by Vdtam'sbeard, I'll do it! Give me the figures now—"

Presently the general |ooked up from the papers and gave Hlandry a puzzled stare. "If thisisthe case,
and | believeitis" hesad dowly, "itll be afirg-rate catastrophe for the Empire. Why are you with us,
human?'

"Maybe I've decided | like your cause alittle better,” shrugged Flandry. "Maybe | smply want to
make the best of my own situation. We Terrestrias are adaptable beasts. But | have enemies here,



Nartheof, and | expect to make afew more. I'll need apowerful friend.”

"You have one," promised the barbarian. ™Y ou're much too useful to meto bekilled.
And—and—damn it, human, somehow | can't help liking you."

v

The dice rattled down onto the table and came to a halt. Prince Torric swore good-naturedly and
shoved the pile of coinstoward Flandry. "1 just can't win," helaughed. "Y ou have the gods with you,
hurmen.”

For a dlave, I'm not doing so badly, thought Flandry. In fact, I'm getting rich. "Fortune favorsthe
week, highness" he amiled. "The strong don't need luck.”

"To Theudagaar with titles" said the young warrior. He was drunk; wine flushed his open face and
spread in puddles on the table before him. "We're too good friends by now, Dominic. Ever snce you got
my affairsin order—"

"l have ahead for figures, and of course Terrestria education helps—Torric. But you need money.”
"Theréell be enough for al when we hold the Empire. I'll have awhole system to rule, you know."
Flandry pretended surprise. "Only asystem? After dl, ason of King Penda—"

"Cerdic'sdoing,” Torric scowled blackly. "The dirty avagar persuaded Father that only one—himsdif,
of course—should succeed to the throne. He said no kingdom ever lasted when the sons divided power

equdly.”
"It ssemsvery unfair. And how does he know he's the best?"

"He'sthe oldest. That's what counts. And he's conceited enough to be sure of it." Torric gulped
another beakerful.

"The Empire has a better arrangement. Succession is by ability aone, among many in awhole group
of families™

"Well—the old ways—wheat can | do?"

"That's hardly warrior'stak, Torric. Admitting defeat so soon—I thought better of you!

"But what to do—?"

"There are ways. Cerdic's power, likethat of al chiefs, rests on his many supporters and hisown
household troops. Heisn't well liked. It wouldn't be hard to get many of hisfriendsto give dlegiance
dsewhere

"But—treachery—would you make a brotherd ayer of me?"

"Who said anything about killing? Just—didodging, let us say. He could dways have asystem or two
to rule, just as he meant to give you."

"But—l ook, | don't know anything about your sneaking Terrestria ways. | suppose you mean to
dish—disaffect hisdlies, promise them more than he gives ... What's that word—Hbribery? | don't know
athing about it, Dominic. | couldn't doit.”

"Y ou wouldn't haveto doit,” murmured FHandry. "1 could help. What'saman for, if not to help his
friends?’

Earl Morgaar, who held the conquered Zanthudian planetsin fief, was anoble of power and influence
beyond his station. He was also notorioudy greedy.

He said to Captain Handry: "Terrestria, your suggestions about farming out tax-gethering have more



than doubled my income. But now the natives are rising in revolt againgt me, murdering my troops
wherever they get a chance and burning their farms rather than pay the levies. What do they do about
thet in the Empire?’

"Surely, gr, you could crush therebelswith little effort,” said Handry.

"Oh, aye, but dead men don't pay tribute either. 1sn't there a better way? My whole domain isfaling
into chaos"

"Severd ways, gr." FHandry sketched afew of them—puppet native committees, propaganda shifting
the blame onto some scapegoat, and the rest of it. He did not add that these methods work only when
skillfully administered.

"Itiswdl," rumbled the earl at last. His hard gaze searched Handry'simpassively amiling face.
"Y ou've made yourself useful to many a Scothanian leader snce coming here, haven't you? Theresthat
matter of Nartheof—he's agreat man now because he captured that Imperid arsenal. And there are
others. But it ssems much of thisgain is at the expense of other Scothani, rather than of the Empire. | il
wonder about Nornagast's death.”

"Higtory shows that the prospect of great gain dways stirsup internd strife, sr," said FHandry. "It
behooves the strong warrior to seize adominant share of power for himsalf and so reunite his people
againg their common enemy. Thusdid the early Terrestrid emperors end the civil wars and become the
rulers of the then ble universe"

"Ummm—yes. Gain—powe—wedth—aye, some good warrior—"

"Sincewearedone, ar," said Flandry, "perhaps | may remark that Scotha itsalf has seen many
changes of dynagty.”

"Y es—of course, | took an oath to the king. But suppose, just suppose the best interests of Scothania
were served by anewer and stronger family—"

They wereinto details of the matter within an hour. FHlandry suggested that Prince Kortan would be a
vauable aly—but beware of Torric, who had ambitions of hisown.

There was agreat feast given at the winter solstice. The town and the paace blazed with light and
shouted with music and drunken laughter. Warriors and nobles swirled their finest robes about them and
boasted of the ruin they would wreak in the Empire. It was to be noted that the number of acoholic
quarrelsleading to bloodshed was unusudly high this year, especidly among the upper classes.

There were enough dark corners, though. Flandry stood in one, aniche leading to agreat open
window, and looked over the glittering town lights to the huge white hillsthat lay sllent beyond, under the
hurtling moons. Above were the stars, bright with the frosty twinkle of winter; they seemed s0 near that
one could reach ahand up and pluck them from the sky. A cold breeze wandered in from outside.
Fandry wrapped his cloak moretightly about him.

A light footfall sounded on the floor. He looked about and saw Gunli the queen. Her tal young form
was vaguein the shadow, but ashaft of moonlight lit her face with an unearthly radiance. She might have
been alovely girl of Terra, savefor thelittle horns and—well—

These people aren't really human. They look human, but no people of Terra were ever
so—simple-minded! Thenwith aninward grin: But you don't expect a talent for intrigue in women,
Terrestrial or Scothan. So the females of this particular species are quite human enough for
anyone's taste.

The cynical mirth faded into an indefinable sadness. He—damn it, he liked Gunli. They had laughed
together often in the last few months, and she was honest and warm-hearted and—uwell, no matter, no
métter.

"Why areyou here dl done, Dominic?' she asked. Her voice was very quiet, and her eyes seemed



hugein the cold pale moonlight.

"It would hardly be prudent for meto join the party,” he answered wryly. "1'd cause too many fights.
Half of them out there hate my insdes.”

"And the other haf can't do without you," she smiled. "Well I'm as glad not to be there mysdlf. These
Frithians are savages. At home—" Shelooked out the window and sudden tears glittered in her eyes.

"Don't weep, Gunli," said Flandry softly. "Not tonight. Thisisthe night the sun turns, remember. There
isaways new hopeinanew year."

"l can't forget the old years," she said with a bitterness that shocked him.
Understanding came. He asked quietly: "There was someone €l se, wasn't there?

"Aye. A young knight. But he was of low degree, so they married me off to Penda, who isold and
chill. And Jomanawaskilled in one of Cerdic'sraids—" She turned her head to look at him, and a
pathetic attempt at a smile quivered on her lips. "It isn't Jomana, Dominic. He was very dear to me, but
even the degpest wounds hedl with time. But | think of al the other young men, and their sweethearts—"

"It'swhat the men want themsdves."

"But not what the women want. Not to wait and wait and wait till the ships come back, never
knowing whether there will only be his shield aboard. Not to rock her baby in her arms and know that in
afew yearshe will be agtiffened corpse on the shores of some unknown planet. Not—well—" She
sraightened her dim shoulders. "Little | can do about it."

"You are avery brave and lovely woman, Gunli," said Flandry. "Y our kind has changed history ere
this" And he sang softly averse he had made in the Scothan bardic form:

"So | see you standing,
sorrowful in darkness.

But the moonlight's broken
by your eyes tear-shining—
moonlight in the maiden's
magic net of tresses.

Gods gave many gifts, but,
Gunli, yours was greatest.”

Suddenly shewasinhisarms...

Sviffash of Sithafar was angry. He paced up and down the secret chamber, histail lashing about his
bowed legs, hisfanged jaws snapping on the accented Scothanian words that poured out.

"Likeacraieex they treat mel" he hissed. "I, king of aplanet and an intelligent species, must bow
before the dirty barbarian Penda. Our ships have the worst positionsin the fighting line and the last
chance at loot. The swaggering Scothani on Sithafar treat my people asif they were conquered peasants,
not warrior adlies. It isnot to be endured!”

Flandry remained respectfully silent. He had carefully nursed the reptile king's smol dering resentment
along ever since the being had come to luthagaar for conference, but he wanted Sviffash to think it was
al hisownidea

"By the Dark God, if | had achancel think I'd go over to the Terran Side!" exploded Sviffash. Y ou
say they treet their subjects decently?’

"Aye, weve learned it doesn't pay to be prejudiced about race, your mgjesty. In fact, many
nonhumans hold Terrestrid citizenship. And of course avassd of the Empire remainsfree within hisown
domain, except in certain matters of trade and military force where we must have uniformity. And he has



the immeasurable power and wedth of the Empire behind and with him."

"My own nobleswould follow gladly enough,” said Sviffash. "They'd sooner loot Scothanian than
Terredria planets, if they didn't fear Pendas revenge.”

"Many other of Scothasdliesfed likewise, your mgesty. And still morewould join an uprising just
for the sake of the readily available plunder, if only they were sure the revolt would succeed. It isamatter
of getting them dl together and agreeing—"

"And you have contacts everywhere, Terrestrid. Y ou're like a spinner weaving itsweb. Of course, if
you're caught | shdl certainly ingst | never had anything to do with you.”

"Naturdly, your mgesty."

"But if it works—hah!" Thelidless black eyes glittered and aforked tongue flickered out between the
horny lips. "Hah, the sack of Scothal”

"No, your magjesty. It is necessary that Scotha be spared. There will be enough wedlth to be had on
her province planets.”

"Why?" The question was cold, emotionless.

"Because you see, your mgjesty, we will have Scothan alieswho will cooperate only on that
condition. Some of the power-seeking nobles ... and then thereis a southern nationalist movement which
wishes separation from the Frithian north ... and | may say that it hasthe secret |eadership of the queen
hersdf ... "

Flandry's eyes were as chill ashisvoice: "It will do you no good to kill me, Duke Asdagaar. | have
left dl the evidence with ardiable person who, if | do not return dive, or if | am killed later, will take it
directly to the king and the people.”

The Scothan's hands clenched white about the arms of his chair. Impotent rage shivered in hisvoice:
"Youdevil! You crawling worm!"

"Name-cdling israher silly coming from one of your history," said Flandry. "A parricide, abetrayer
of comrades, a bresker of oaths, amocker of the gods—I have al the evidence, Duke Asdagaar. Some
of it ison paper, some is nothing but the names of scattered witnesses and accomplices each of whom
knows alittle of your career. And aman without honor, on Scotha, is better dead. In fact, he soon will
mll

"But how did you learn?" Hopelessness was coming into the duke's tone; he was beginning to tremble
alittle.

"I have my ways. For instance, | learned quite abit by cultivating the acquaintance of your davesand
servants. Y ou highborn forget that the lower classes have eyes and ears, and that they talk among
themsdves."

"Wedl—" The wordswere dmost strangled. "What do you want?"
"Help for certain others. Y ou have powerful forces at your disposa—"

Spring winds blew softly through the garden and stirred the treesto rustling. There was a degp smell
of green life about them; abird was Snging somewhere in the twilight, and the ancient promise of summer
gtirred in the blood.

Flandry tried to relax in the fragrant evening, but he was too tense. His nerves were drawn into
quivering wires and he had grown thin and hollow-eyed. So too had Gunli, but it seemed only to heighten
her loveliness; it had more than ahint of the utterly alien and remote now.

"Well, the spaceship is off," said the man. Hisvoice wasweary. "Aethagir shouldn't have any trouble
getting to Ifri, and he'saclever lad. Hell find away to deliver my letter to Admird Walton." He scowled,



and anervoustic began over hisleft eye. "But thetiming is so desperately close. If our forces strike too
soon, or too late, it can be ruinous.”

"l don't worry about that, Dominic," said Gunli. ™Y ou know how to arrange these things.”

"I've never handled an empire before, my beautiful. The next severa dayswill be touch and go. And
that'swhy | want you to leave Scotha now. Take a ship and some trusty guards and go to Alagan or
Gimli or some other out-of-the-way planet." He smiled with one corner of hismouth. "It would be a bitter
victory if you diedinit, Gunli."

Her voice was haunted. "I should die. I've betrayed my lord—I am dishonored—"

"Y ou've saved your people—your own southerners, and ultimately all Scotha.”

"But the broken oaths—" She began to weep, quietly and hopelesdy.

"An oath isonly ameansto an end. Don't let the means override the end.”

"An oath isan oath. But Dominic—it was a choice of standing by Penda or by—you—"

He comforted her aswell ashe could. And hereflected grimly that he had never before felt himsdlf so
thoroughly askunk.

The battle in space was, to the naked eye, hardly visble-brief flashes of radiation among the
swarming star's, occasiondly the dark form of aship dipping by and occulting awisp of the Milky Way.
But Admird Waton smiled with cold satisfaction at the totdity of reports given him by the semantic
integrator.

"We're mopping them up,” he said. "Our task force hastwice their strength, and they're disorganized
and demordlized anyway."

"Whom are we fighting?' wondered Chang, the executive officer.

"Don't know for sure. They've split into so many factions you can never tell whoiit is. But from
Flandry'sreport, I'd say it was—what was that outlandish name now?—Duke Markagrav's fleet. He
holds this sector, and isaroydist. But it might be Kelry, who's also anti-Terrestrial—but at war with
Markagrav and in revolt against the king."

"Suns and comets and little green asteroidd™" bresthed Chang. " This Scothanian hegemony seemsjust
to have disintegrated. Chaos! Everybody at war with everybody else, and hell take the hindmost! How'd
hedoit?'

"l don't know." Walton grinned. "But Flandry's the Empire's ace secret service officer. He works
miracles before breskfast. Why, before these barbarians snatched him he was handling the L1ynathawr
trouble dl by himsdlf. And you know how he was doing it? He went there with everything but abig brass
band, did a perfect imitation of a politica appointee using the case as an excuse to do some
high-powered roistering, and worked hisway up toward the conspirators through the underworld
characters he met in the course of it. They never dreamed he was any kind of danger—as we found out
after awhole squad of men had worked for six monthsto crack the case of his disappearance.”

"Then the Scothanians have been holding the equivaent of awhole army, and didn't know it!"

"That'sright,” nodded Walton. "The biggest mistake they ever made was to kidnap Captain Flandry.
They should have played safe and kept some nice harmless cobrasfor pets!”

luthagaar was burning. Mobs rioted in the streets and howled with fear and rage and the madness of
catastrophe.

The remnants of Penda's army had abandoned the town and were fleeing northward before the
advancing southern rebels. They would be harried by Torric's guerrillas, who in turn were the fragments
of aforce smashed by Earl Morgaar after Pendawas dain by Kortan's ns. Morgaar himself was



dead and his rebels broken by Nartheof. The earl's own band had been riddled by corruption and greed
and had falen apart before the roydists counterblow.

But Nartheof was dead too, at the hands of Nornagast's vengeful relatives. His own seizure of
supreme power and attempt at reorganization had created little but confusion, which grew worse when he
was gone. Now the royalists were a beaten force somewhere out in space, savagely attacked by their
erstwhile dlies, driven off the revolting conquered planets, and swept away before the remorsalesdy
advancing Terredtria fleet.

The Scothanian empire had fallen into a hundred shards, snapping at each other and trying
desperately to retrieve their own with no thought for the whole. Lost in an incomprehensbly complex
network of intrigue and betrayal, the great leadersfell, or pulled out of the mess and made hasty peace
with Terra. War and anarchy flamed between the stars—but limited war, a petty struggleredly. The
resources and organization for real war and its attendant destruction just weren't there any more.

A few guards till held the dmost deserted palace, waiting for the Terrestridsto come and end the
grife. There was nothing they could do but wait.

Captain Flandry stood at awindow and looked over the city. He felt no great eation. Nor was he
safe yet. Cerdic was|loose somewhere on the planet, and Cerdic had undoubtedly guessed who was
responsible.

Gunli came to the human. Shewas very pale. She hadn't expected Penda's death and it had hurt her.
But there was nothing to do now but go through with the business.

"Who would have thought it?" she whispered. "Who would have dreamed we would ever cometo
this? That mighty Scothawould lie at the conqueror's feet?!

"l would," said Flandry tonelesdy. " Such jerry-built empires as yours never last. Barbariansjust don't
have the talent and the knowledge to run them. Being only out for plunder, they don't redlly build.

"Of course, Scothawas especialy susceptible to thiskind of sabotage. Y our much-vaunted honesty
was your own undoing. By carefully avoiding any hint of dishonorable actions, you became completely
ignorant of the techniques and the preventive measures. Y our honor was never more than alatent ability
for dishonor. All | had to do, essentiadly, wasto point out to your key men the rewards of betrayd. If
they'd been redly honest, I'd have died at the first suggestion. Instead, they grabbed at the chance. So it
was easy to set them againgt each other until no one knew whom he could trust.” He smiled humorlesdy.
"Not many Scothani objected to bribery or murder or treachery when it was shown to beto their
advantage. | assure you, most Terrestridls would have thought further, been able to see beyond their own
noses and redlized the ultimate disaster it would bring.”

"Still—honor is honor, and | have lost mine and so have al my people.” Gunli looked at him with a
grangelight in her eyes. "Dominic, disgrace can only be wiped out in blood.”

Hefdt a sudden tightening of his nerves and muscles, an awareness of something deadly rising before
him. "What do you mean?'

She had lifted the blaster from his holster and skipped out of reach before he could move. "No—stay
there!" Her voice was ghrill. "Dominic, you are acunning man. But are you a brave one?’

He stood till before the menace of the wegpon. "I think—" He groped for words. No, she wasn't
crazy. But shewasn't readlly human, and she had the barbarian's fanatical codein her aswell. Easy, easy,
or death would spit a him. "1 think | took afew chances, Gunli.”

"Aye. But you never fought. Y ou haven't stood up man to man and battled asawarrior should." Pain
racked her thin lovely face. She was bresthing hard now. "It'sfor you aswell as him, Dominic. He hasto
have his chance to avenge his father—himsalf—falen Scotha—and you have to have a chancetoo. If
you can win, then you are the stronger and have theright.”

Might makesright. It was, after al, the one unbreakable law of Scotha The old trial by combat, here



on aforeign planet many light-yearsfrom green Terra—
Cerdic camein. He had asword in either hand, and there was a savage glee in his bloodshot eyes.

"I let himin, Dominic," said Gunli. She was crying now. "' had to. Pendawas my lord—but kill him,
kill him!"

With a convulsive movement, she threw the blaster out of the window. Cerdic gave her aninquiring
look. Her voice was dmost inaudible: "1 might not be ableto stand it. | might shoot you, Cerdic.”

"Thanks!" He ripped the word out, savagdly. "I'll ded with you later, traitress. Meanwhile—" A
terrible laughter bubbled in histhroat—"I'll carve your—friend—into many small pieces. Because who,
among the so-civilized Terrestrids, can handle asword?!

Gunli seemed to collgpse. "O gods, O dmighty gods—I didn't think of that—"

Suddenly she flung hersalf on Cerdic, tooth and nail and horns, snatching at his dagger. "Get him,
Dominic!" she screamed. " Get him!"

The prince swept one brawny arm out. There was adull smack and Gunli fell heavily to the floor.
"Now," grinned Cerdic, "choose your wegpon!™
Flandry came forward and took one of the dender broadswords. Oddly, he was thinking mostly

about the queen, huddled there on the floor. Poor kid, poor kid, she'd been under a greater strain than
flesh and nerves were meant to bear. But give her achance and shedd be dl right.

Cerdic's eyeswere dmost dreamy now. He smiled as he crossed blades. "Thiswill make up for a
lot," hesad. "Beforeyou die, Terrestrid, you will no longer be a man—"

Sted rang in the great hall. Flandry parried the murderous dash and raked the prince's cheek. Cerdic
roared and plunged, his blade weaving a net of desth before him. Flandry skipped back, sword ringing
on sword, shouldersto the wall.

They stood for an ingtant, straining blade against blade, swest rivering off them, and bit by bit the
Scothan's greater strength bent Flandry's arm aside. Suddenly the Terrestrid let go, striking out dmost in
the same moment, and the prince's stedl hissed by hisface.

He ran back and Cerdic rushed him again. The Scothan was wide open for the smplest stop thrust,
but Flandry didn't want to kill him. They closed once more, blades clashing, and the human waited for his
chance.

It came, an awkward move, and then one supremdly skillful twist. Cerdic's sword went spinning out
of hishand and across the room and the prince stood disarmed with Flandry's point at his throat.

For amoment he gaped in utter stupefaction. Flandry laughed harshly and said: "My dear friend, you
forget that deliberate archaism is one characteristic of a decadent society. There's hardly anoblein the
Empire who hasn't studied scientific fenang.”

Defeat was heavy in the prince's defiant voice: "Kill me, then. Bedonewithit."

"There's been too much killing, and you can be too useful." Handry threw his own wesgpon aside and
cocked hisfigts. "But there's one thing I've wanted to do for along, long time.”

Despite the Scothan's powerful but clumsy defense, Flandry proceeded to best the living hell out of
him.

"Weve saved Scotha, al Scotha," said Flandry. "Think, girl. What would have happened if you'd
gone on into the Empire? Even if you'd won—and that was dways doubtful, for Terrais mightier than
you thought—you'd only havefdleninto civil war. Y ou just didn't have the capacity to run an empire—as
witness the fact that your own alies and conquests turned on you the first chance they got. Y ou'd have
fought each other over the spails, greater powers would have moved in, Scothawould have been ripe for



sacking. Eventudly you'd have gone down into Gaactic oblivion. The present conflict wasredly quite
amdll; it took far fewer livesthan even a successful invasion of the Empire would have done. And now
Terrawill bring the peace you longed for, Gunli.”

"Aye," she whispered. "We deserve to be conquered.”

"But you aren't,” he said. "The southerners hold Scotha now, and Terrawill recognize them asthe
legd government—uwith you the queen, Gunli. Y ou'll be another vassa state of the Empire, yes, but with
all your freedoms except the liberty to rob and kill other races. And trade with the rest of the Empire will
bring you agreater and more enduring prosperity than war ever would.

"| suppose that the Empire is decadent. But there's no reason why it can't some day have a
renai ssance. When the vigorous new peoples such as yours are guided by the ancient wisdom of Terra,
the Gaaxy may seeitsgreatest glory."

She amiled a him. It was still awan smile, but something of her old spirit was returning to her. "I don't
think the Empireis so far gone, Dominic," shesaid. "Not when it has men like you." Shetook his hands.
"And what will you be doing now?"

He met her eyes, and there was a sudden londliness within him. She was very beautiful.

But it could never work out. Best to leave now, before a bright memory grew tarnished with the
day-to-day clashing of persondlities utterly foreign to each other. She would forget him in time, find
someone e se, and he—well—"I have my work," he said.

They looked up to the bright sky. Far above them, thefirgt of the descending Imperid shipsglittered
inthesunlight likeafaling dar.

Warriors From Nowhere!

"Crime," said Captain Dominic Handry of the Terran Empires Nava Intelligence Corps, "isentirely a
matter of degree. If you shoot your neighbor in order to sted his property, you are amurderer and a
thief, and will be psychorevised and endaved. If, however, you gather aband of lusty fellows, knock off
acouple of million people, and take their planet, you are agreat conqueror, aworld hero, and your name
goes down in the history books. Sooner or later, thisinconsistency seepsinto the nationa consciousness
and causes adesirefor universal peace. That isknown as decadence, especially among historical
philosophers who never had to do any of the actud fighting. The Empireis currently in the early stages of
decadence, which isthe most agreeable time to inhabit: peace and pleasure, and the society not yet
rotted so far that chaos setsin. One might say the Empireis abananajust sarting to show brown spots.”

Hewasnot jailed for his remarks because he made them in private, Stting on the balcony of hislodge
on Varrak's southern continent and enjoying his usua noontime breakfast. His flamboyantly pgjamaed
legs were cocked up on therail. Sighting over his coffee cup and between hisfeet, he saw the
mountainside drop steeply down to a green sun-flooded wilderness. Thelight played over alean,
straight-boned face and along hard body which made him look anything but a petty noble of a sated
imperium. But his busness—maintaining the status quo of arealm threatened by internal decay and
outside aggress on—was a strenuous one.

His current migtress, Ella, offered him acigarette and heinhded it into lighting. She was astunning
blonde whom he had bought afew weeks previoudy in the planet's one city, Fort Lone. He gathered that
shewas of the old pioneer stock, semiaristocrats who had fallen on evil times and been sold for debt.
With such people he sympathized, but there was nothing he could do about the system; and she could
have worse owners than himsdlf.

Hetook another sip of coffee, wiped his mustache, and drew a breath to resume hismusings. An



gpol ogetic cough brought his head around, and he saw hisvaet, the only other being in thelodge. This
was adim humanoid from Shadmu, with a hairless green skin, prehendletail, and impeccable manners.
Flandry had christened him Chives and taught him severa things which made him vauable in more
matters than laying out adress suit. "Pardon me, sir, Admira Fenrossis caling from the city."

Flandry cursed and got up. "Fenrossl What's he doing on this planet? Tell him to—no, never mind,
itsanatomicaly impossible.” He sauntered into the study, frowning. Therewas no love lost between him
and his superior, but Fenrosswouldn't call aman on furlough unlessit was urgent.

The screen held agaunt, sharp, red-haired face which dripped sweat past dark-shadowed eyes.
"Thereyou are! Put in your scrambler, combination 770." When Flandry had adjusted the dids, the
admira said harshly: "Furlough canceled. Get busy at once." With a sudden bresk in hisvoice: "Though
God knows what you can do. But it means al our heads."

Flandry sucked in his cheeks with along drag of smoke. "What isit—sir?"
"The sack of Fort Lone was morethan arad—"

"What sack?"

"You don't KNOW?'

"Haven't tuned the telescreen for aweek, Sir. | wanted to rest.”

Fenross snarled something and said thickly, "Well, then, abarbarian horde stresked in yesterday, shot
up all the defense pogts, landed, and in three hours had put the place to the torch and looted al the
available wedlth. Also took about athousand citizens, mostly women. They made a clean getaway before
the nearest nava base was even derted. No telling where they came from or where they went.”

Flandry cursed again, vividly. He knew the situation. The Taurian sector of the Empire was meant as
abuffer; beyond it lay the wild stars, an unexplored jungle swarming with barbarian hordes who had
gotten spaceships and atomic blasters too soon and used them only to plunder. There was alwayswar on
these marches, raids and punitive expeditions. But still—an attack on Varrak! He found it hard to
believe

"That's not our department, sir, unless we're wanted to track down just who did it," he ventured. "The
Navy doesthefighting, I'm told. So why pick on me?"

"Y ou and every other man in the sector. Listen, Flandry, the barbarians have made away with her
Highness, the Lady Megan of Luna, princess of the blood and the Emperor's favorite granddaughter!”

"Hmmm—s0." Not amuscle stirred in Handry's countenance, but he felt hisbelly grow tense and
cold. "I ... see. What clues have you got?'

"Not many. One officer did manage to hide in the ruins and take a solidographic film—just afew
minutes worth. It may give us alead; perhapsthe xenologica divison can identify theraidersfromiit. But
gtill—" Fenross paused, it obvioudy hurt him to say so, but he got it out: "We need you."

"l should say you do, dear chief." Modesty was not afalling of Flandry's. "All right, I'll flit directly
over. Cheers." He cut the circuit and went back onto the balcony. Chives was clearing away the
breakfast dishes and Ellasat smoking. "So long, children. I'm on my way."

The girl watched him with eyeslike blued silver. "What isit, Nick?' she asked quietly.
Fandry's mouth twisted. "I'm not sure yet, but | think I've just been condemned to death.”

It was like ascene from hell.

Againg atumbled, blazing background of ruin, the barbarians were raging in an armored svarm: huge
burly men in helmet and cuirass, some carrying archaic swords. The picture was focused on adaiswhere
adozen young women were huddled, stripped dike of clothing and hope, the wildness of terror fading
before despair. Some of them were being carried off toward a disc-shaped spaceship, otherswere dill in



the middle of the horde. They were being sold. Great gems, silver and gold, the loot of the city, were
being tossed at the gnomish unhuman figure which squatted on the dais and handed down each purchase
to agrinning conqueror.

The film ended. Flandry |ooked past the shattered walls of the building where he sat, to the smoking
desolation which had been Fort Lone. Imperia marines were on guard, aredlief sation had been set up, a
heavy battlewagon hung in the sky—all of which wastoo late to do much good.

"Well," sngpped Fenross, "what d'you make of it?"

Flandry turned the enlarger knob, until one of the solid-seeming images stood gigantic before him.
"Definitdy human,” he said. "Except for that dwarf creature, I'd say they weredl of Terredtrid race.”

"Of course! | know that much, you idiot. They must be from some early colony out here which got
lost and reverted to barbarism. There have been such cases before, But which one? Isit evenon
record?’

"The spaceship isan odd design. | think there are some beingsin the Merseian hegemony who till
build that type, but it's not what | would expect barbarians imitating our boats to have."

Fenross gulped and his knuckles whitened on the table edge. "'If the Merseians are behind this—"

Flandry gestured at the dwarf. "Tall, dark, and handsome there may offer aclueto their origin. | don't
know. I'll haveto conault thefiles. But | must say thisraid has a strange pattern. Varrak islight-years
insde the border. There are plenty of tempting spots closer than thisto the Wilderness. Then, theraiders
knew exactly where to shoot and bomb to knock out al the defenses. And, of course, they got the
princess. Looks very much asif they had insde help, doesn't it?"

"| thought of that too. Every survivor of the garrison is being hypnoprobed, but so far none of them
have known anything."

"| doubt that any will. Our enemy istoo smooth an operator to leave such clues. If he had
collaboratorsin the fort, they Ieft with the raiders and welll list them as'missing, presumed disintegated in
action.' But what's the story on her Highness?'

Fenross groaned. " She was taking atour of the outer marches. Those meatheads back on Terra
should have known better than that! Or maybe the Imperid whim overruled them. The Lady Megan has
the Emperor around her little finger. Anyhow, she went incognito, with a secret-service detachment to
guard her, of course. But the raiders just smashed down the walls of the place where she was staying,
shot dl her guards, and made off with her and her servants.”

"Agan," said Flandry, "it looks like ingde information. Why e se should they hit Varrak, except to get
the princess? Thelooting was just asiddine. And apparently they knew precisely where shewas
housed." He took out a cigarette and inhaled nervoudy. "What d'you think their motive is? Ransom?"

"l hopeto God it's just money. But I'm afraid—These barbarian kings aren't stupid. I'm afraid her
ransom will be political and military concessionswhich we canill afford. Especidly if theraiders, asyou
suggest, areredly Merseian agents. The Emperor will giveit to them, regardiess.” Fenrosslaid his head
on hisclenched figts. "This could mean the beginning of theend for Terra"

"l suppose hisMgesty has not yet been informed?”

"Of coursenot! 1 know him. Hisfirgt act on learning the newswill be to have everybody who could
possibly be respons ble executed. That includes you and me, in case you don't know. | think we can
suppress the information for acouple of weeks, maybe a month, but certainly no longer. If we don't get
her back before then—" Fenross drew afinger across histhroat.

Flandry scowled. He was uncommonly fond of living. "What are you doing?" he asked.

"Alerting al our agents. Well comb the Wilderness. Well fill the whole damned Merseian Empire
with spies. But—I'm afraid we haven't time to do anything. Spaceistoo big—" Fenrossturned angry



eyeson hissubordinate. "Well, don't just St there! Get going!™

"No sense duplicating effort, darling Sir." Flandry caculated hisinsolence deftly. "1've got a notion of
my own, if you'll give me afree hand to play withit. I'll want accessto dl thefiles, including the most
confidentid."

"Go ahead," mumbled Fenross. "Enjoy yoursdf while you can.”

Flandry got up. "It might stimulate my mind if asmal reward were offered,” he said mildly.

Thelodge was as good a place as any to begin hiswork. Telestats from the centrd files could be sent
directly to him there, on scrambled circuit. A monitor in his receiver, responding to the Secret order,
printed the materia in code on tapes which would disintegrate within an hour. Handry sat in dressing
gown and dippers, wading through meter after meter of information; much of it had cost lives, some of it
was worth an empire. It wasthejob of Intelligence to know everything about everyonein the attainable
galaxy. Chives kept him supplied with coffee and cigarettes.

Ella stole up behind him near dawn and laid ahand on his head. "Aren't you ever coming to bed,
Nick?' she asked.

"Not yet," he grunted. "I'm on the track of ahunch. And if my notion isright, we have to move fast;
therell be less than the two weeks bel oved Fenross, may herot in hell, is counting on. Our enemy will
seethat hisaugust Mgesty gets the news before then.”

She nodded, the light diding down her long gold hair, and sat down at hisfeet. Sowly the sun rose.

"Starsand planets and little pink agteroids,” muttered FHlandry at last. "1 may have the answer.
Electronic crossiling isawonderful invention.”

Sheregarded him wordlesdy. He rubbed his chin, feding its unshaven bristles scratchy on hispalm.
"But what I'm going to do with the answer, | don't know. Talk about sticking your head in alion's
mouth—"

He paced thefloor restlesdy. "Chivesis ahandy fellow with agun or aset of burglar'stools,” he said,
"but | need someonee "

"Can | help, Nick?" asked Ella. "I'd be glad to. Y ou have been good to me."

He regarded her amoment. Tal and lithe and fair, with something in her of the strength which had
won thisworld from jungle—"Ella" heinquired suddenly, "can you shoot?"

"| used to hunt ferazzes in the mountains,” she said.

" And— ook—what would you say if | set you free? Not only that, but hunted up al the rest of your
family and bought them free and set them up with some land of their own. The reward would cover that,
with abit to spare for my next poker game.

Sudden tearswerein her eyes. "I don't have any words," she said.

"But would you risk death, torture, degradation—whatever punishment a crazy al-powerful mind
could think of, if wefailed? Y ou aren't so badly off now. Will you set it al on aturn of the cards?"

"Of course," she said quietly, and roseto her feet.

He laughed and dapped her in anot very brotherly fashion. "All right! Y ou can come out on the target
range and prove what you said about shooting while Chives packs.”

In FHandry's private speedster it was athree-day flit to Vor. After rehearsng what must be done, he
gpent the time amusing himsalf and his companions. There might not be another chance.

Vor had been settled early in the days of Imperia expansion, and had become arich world, the
natural choice of capital for the duke who governed the Taurian Sector. It was like another Terra—less



grandiose, more bustling and businesdike—and the Sector itself was amost an empire within the Empire,
apowerful reelm of many starswhose ruler sat high in the councils of the Imperium.

Flandry left Chivesin the boat at the main spaceport, and gave the portmaster asizeable bribeto
forget that hisvessd was more heavily armed than acivilian craft ought to be. He and Ellacaught a
flittercab downtown and got a penthouse in one of the better hotels. Flandry never stinted himsalf when
he was on expense account, but this time the penthouse had a businessreason. Y ou could land a
gpaceboat on the roof if aquick getaway became necessary.

He cdled the ducd palace that evening and got through to the chief social secretary. " Captain Sir
Dominic FHandry of hisMgesty's Intelligence Corps," he said pompoudly to the effeminate face. "1 would
like an audience with his Grace. Thereis some businessto discuss.”

“| am afraid, gr, that—"

A telescreen buzzed by the secretary's elbow. "Excuse me." He spoketo it. When he faced back
around, his expression was obsequious. "Of course, sir. His Grace would be pleased to see you at
fourteen hundred tomorrow.”

"Good," said Flandry. "I'll buy you alollipop sometime, Junior.” He switched off and laughed at Ella's
astonished face. "That doesit," hetold her. " Someone was monitoring the secretary, and when he got my
name, let the secretary know in no uncertain termsthat my presenceis urgently desired a the
palace—or, a leadt, that an invitation would alay my suspicionsfor awhile.”

There were no lights on, but by the radiance of Vor's one great moon he saw her bite her lip. "That
doesn't sound good,” she said.

"It sounds very much asif my notionisright. Look here." Flandry had been over dl the pointsadozen
times, but he liked to hear himsdf talk. "The Intelligence Corpsishighly efficient if you point it in theright
direction. In this case, the kidnapping was so designed that Fenrossis pointed in ahundred different
directions, none of them correct. He's tackling the hopeless job of investigating amillion barbarian stars
and the hogtile Merssian Empire. But |, having anasty suspicious mind, thought that there might be
elementswithin our own territory which would not mind having the Emperor's favorite granddaughter for
aguest.

"That dien-type spaceship was meant as a clue toward Merseig, but | didn't likeit. Merseiaistoo far
away from here for Wilderness barbarians to copy from them; and if the raid was their doing, why should
they give themsalves away so blatantly? Likewise, ordinary barbarian looters would not have cometo
Varrak inthefirg place, and wouldn't have had such accurate information in the second place. Even
Merseiawas unlikely to know about the princess tour. Oh, they were genuine enough outlanders, you
could seethat on them—but who hired them, and who provided the leadership?

"That little gnome thing gave me ahunch. He was obvioudy in some position of authority, or he
wouldn't have been demanding loot in exchange for those girls—the raiders would smply have taken the
women themselves. The filesheld no information on arace of that exact description, but | did find out
that his Grace, Duke Alfred of Tauria, has anumber of aiensin his household, some of them from
unknown regions where only afew human ships have ventured.

"Well, it seemslogicd. Before long, some barbarian king is going to demand agoodly chunk of this
sector as Megan's ransom. She may be returned then, with her memory wiped clean of the
circumstances, or shemay not. Theimportant thing isthat the king will get the territory. The Emperor will
suppose we can fight awar to get it back. But the king will be a puppet of Alfred's, and it'll be Alfred's
own army which bearsthe brunt of that campaign. The duke, pretending al the timeto be on our Side,
will seeto it that we're beaten back and lose the rest of Tauriato boot. Then he can set himsalf up asan
independent ruler, or he can make aded with someriva empirelike Mersaia. In either case, welose one
of our main bulwarks.

"At leagt," finished FHandry, "that's how I'd work the business.”



Ella shivered, and there was something haunted in her eyes. "War," she whispered. "Killing, burning,
looting, endaving—no!™

"It'suptousto stopit,” said Fandry. "I can't tell Fenross my suspicionsyet; even if he believed me,
which isdoubtful, the Taurian division of the Corpsis probably full of Alfred's agents. Hed find out and
take stepsto hat us. Wed probably al find ourselvesjailed for treason. Now by announcing myself here,
| must have darmed his Grace. Helll want to know if I'm redlly on histrail—"

A shadow blocked out the moon and moved across the floor. Flandry peered cautioudy through the
window. Below the great skyscraper, the night city flared and blazed with amillion jeweled lights, dl the
way up to the huge fortress-like castle on the hill. But there was aflitter landing on his roof.

"Quick work," muttered Flandry between histeeth. His blaster did from itsholster. "I thought the
duke would wait to see me, but gpparently not.”

Ellacradled arepeseter riflein her arms. In the darkened room, a shaft of moonlight threw her face
into white, unred relief. "They may beinnocent,” she said.

"They wouldn't land here without asking if they were." Flandry saw haf adozen dark forms get out
and gtart toward the penthouse. Moonrays glittered on metd. "L ocal ns, | daresay, hired to nab
us. Let 'em haveit!"

His blaster roared, athunderbolt legped through the windowpane and wrapped one man in flame.
The othersyelled, scattering. Ellas rifle spoke, and someone reeled on the edge of the roof and toppled
horribly over thewall. Bullets cracked againsgt the house.

"If thiswere ordinary innocent robbery, the police would be down on uslike hawks," observed
Fandry. "But they've been warned off here for tonight.” Hisnogtrils dilated. "Seepy gas! Get your
mask!"

The fight snarled for minutes. Two men came behind the house, blew open the door with agrenade,
and sprang into the living room. Ella cut them down as Flandry fired out the window. Then there was
Slence.

"That'sdl," said Flandry. Hisvoice came muffled through the mask. "Clumsy job. Friend Alfred must
berattled. Well, well give him timeto think up something redlly fiendish for us." He stepped over to the
service screen and punched its button. "I trust the manager has aso been told to mind his own business
tonight ... Hello, service? I'm afraid therés abit of amessin our place. Can you send someone up to
deanit?'

The audience hal was huge, and earlier dukes had furnished it with aluxury of gold and tapestry
which was somewhat overwheming. The present master hadn't bothered to remove this, but hismore
austere personality showed in the comfortless furniture and the armed guards who formed an unmoving
wall on ether sde. Flandry felt dwarfed, but he walked with hisusua swagger up to the throne, where he
delivered a sweeping bow. In colorful clothes and ceremonid sword, he outshone the man who sat there.

Duke Alfred was big, his muscles running toward middle-aged paunch but hardness till on the blocky
gray-bearded face. Flandry had met him briefly, some years before, and marked him for a dangerous
man. "Be at ease," he said. His voice and the express onless countenance did not echo the hospitable
words. "Whom have you here?' He nodded at Ella, who crouched abjectly on the carpet.

"A small present for your Grace," said Handry. "She may amuse you.” There was nothing suspicious
about that; one customarily brought gifts when visiting anoble, and both of them had been X-rayed for
weapons as they entered.

"Hm." Interest and appreciation flickered in the duke's eyes. "L ook a me, wench." Ellaraised atimid
face. She was quite an actress, as Flandry had aready learned. "Good. Take her to the harem.” A
gigantic four-armed Gorzunian dave kowtowed and led her out.



"Well," said Alfred, "what did you wish to see me about?"

"A trifling matter, your Grace, but it may be that you can furnish information my service needs.”
Fandry spun aplausible tale of investigating some Mersaian agents who were being sent to stir up
discord in the outer provinces. Tactfully, he mentioned the fight last night and his belief that the enemy
knew who was trailing them and had tried to wipe him out. Perhaps the duke had some news of their
activities? So far they had not manifested themsdalvesin Tauriabut it was aswell to make sure.

No, therewas nothing. If any such news did come, the duke would certainly makeit known to the
Corps. Meanwhile, he was a busy man. Good day, Captain.

Flandry backed out. When he got to the castle gates, his spine crawled. Alfred was not going to let
him get away s0 easily. There was bound to be another attempt to capture him and hypnoprobe him to
find out if herealy suspected anything. And thistime the duke wasn't going to trust hired thugs.

Flandry went downtown to the local Corps office and filed aroutine report on his ostensible mission.
Alfred's men would be bound to check up on that much. More surreptitioudy, he fetched a standard
disguise kit and wegpons from the locker where he had left them.

He ate alonely supper in arestaurant, thinking rather wistfully of Ella, and dawdled over hisliqueur.
Two men who had entered shortly after him and taken anearby table idied too, but rather awkwardly.

Flandry studied them without seeming to do so. Onewas asmall, clever-looking chap, the other was
big and rangy and had amilitary bearing. He must be one of the household guards, out of uniform for the
occasion. He would do.

Flandry got up and strolled into the street. His shadows followed, mingling with the crowd. He could
have shaken them easily enough, but that wasn't hisintention. Give them every bresk instead; they were
hard-working men and deserved a helping hand.

He caught aflittercab. "Know any dives?' he asked fatuoudy. "Y ou know, music, girls, anything goes,
but not too expensive.”

"Sure, gr." The cabbie grinned and flew toward the dumswhich fringed the town. They landed on the
twenty-fifth flange of atal building which blinked with garishly obscene lights. Another cab spirded down
behind them.

Flandry spent awhilein the bar, amused at the embarrassment of his shadows, and then picked agirl,
adim thing with ared insolent mouth. She snuggled againgt him as they went down the corridor. A door
opened for them and they went through.

"Sorry, sster.” FHandry pulled out his stunner and let her have a medium beam. Sheld be out for
hours. He laid her on the bed and stood waiting, the weapon in his hand.

It was not long before the door opened again. His followers were there. Had they bribed or
threatened the madam? Flandry's stunner dropped the smaller man.

The big onewas on him like atiger—a skilled twist, and the gun clanged free against the wall. Handry
drove aknee upward. Pain lanced through him asit jarred againgt body armor. The guardsman got a
hold which should have pinned him. Flandry writhed free with atrick he knew, whirled about and
delivered arabhbit punch that had al hisweight behind it. The guardsman fell.

For amoment Flandry, panting, hesitated. It was safest to murder those two, but—He settled for
giving hisvictims ahypo to keep them cold. Then he stepped out the window onto the emergency landing
and signaed for acab on hiswristphone. When it arrived the driver looked into ablaster muzzle.

"Weve got three deepersto get rid of," said Flandry cheerfully. "On your way, friend, unlessyou
want to add a corpse to the museum. Y ou tote them."”

They left town well behind and found aregion of woods, where they landed. Flandry stunned and
hypoed the driver, and laid al four out under atree. As an afterthought he folded their hands on their



breasts and put white flowersin their fingers.

Now to work! He stripped them and took out hiskit. The ID machine got busy, recording every
detail of the guardsman's appearance. When he was finished, he threw hisloot in the cab and took off.
The degperswould take till tomorrow to wake up, and then, without clothes or money, would need
another day or more to reach an areawhere they could get help and report what had happened. By that
timethe affair would be over, one way or another.

Asthe autopilot flew him back, Flandry studied the guardsman's papers. At the edge of town he
abandoned the cab and took another to the spaceport. He was sure there would be ducal agents
watching there. They saw him enter his boat, get clearance for interstellar space, and take off.
Presumably his misson wasfinished, or ese hewas scared and hightailing it for safety. In either casethe
enemy would tend to write him off, which would help matters consderably.

What the agents did not see was Flandry and Chives hard at work disguising the Terran. Much can
be done with plastic face masks, false fingertips and the rest. 1t wouldn't pass a close examination, but
Flandry was hoping there wouldn't be one. When he got through, he was Lieutenant Roger Bargen of the
ducal household guards. The boat landed near avillage somefifty kilometers from town. Flandry caught
the morning monorail back.

He did not report to his colonel when he entered the castle. That would have been asking for a
hypnoprobe. But it was pretty clear that Bargen's job had been secret, none of his messmates would
have known of it—so if they saw Bargen scurrying around the place, too busy for conversation, it would
not occur to them that anything had gone wrong. Of course, the deception could only last afew hours,
but FHandry was betting that he would only need that long.

In fact, hereflected grimly, I'm betting my life.

Ellathe dave, who had been EllaMclntyre and afree woman of Varrak'shills, did not like the harem.
There was something vile about its perfumed atmosphere, and she hoped the duke would not send for
her that night. If he did—well, that was part of the price. But she was |eft alone. There was adormitory
for the lesser inmates, like aluxurious barracks, and awide series of chambersfor them to loungein, and
slent nonhuman davesto bring them food. She prowled restlessly about as the day waned. The other
women watched her but said little; such new arrivals must be fairly common.

But she had to make friends, fast. The harem was the most logica place for the duke to hide his
prisoner, secrecy and seclusion were the natural order of things here. But it would be agossipy little
world. She picked an dert-looking girl with wide bright eyes, and wandered up to her and smiled shyly.
"Hdlo," shesad. "My nameisElla"

"Just comein, | suppose?’

"Yes. I'm apresent. Ummm—ah—how isit here?'

"Oh, not such abad life. Not much to do. Getsalittle boring." Ellashivered at the thought of alifetime

insde these walls, but nodded meekly. The other girl wanted to know what was going on outside, and
Ella spent some hourstelling her.

The conversation finally drifted the way she hoped. Y es—something strange. The whole western suite
had been sedled off, with household troopers on guard at the door to the hallway. Somebody new must
be housed there, and speculation ran wild on the who and why.

Ellaheld her tenson masked with ashivering effort. "Have you any ideawho it might be?" she asked
brightly.

"l don't know. Maybe some dien. His Grace has funny tastes. But you'l find that out, my dear.”
Ellabit her lips.

That night she could not deep at dl. It was utterly dark, athick velvety black full of incense, it seemed
to strangle her. She wanted to scream and run, run between the starstill she was back in the loved lost



hillsof Varrak. A lifetime without seeing the sun or feding the hill-wind on her face! Sheturned wesrily,
wondering why she had ever agreed to help Flandry.

But if helived and cameto her, she could tell him what he wanted to know. If helived! And evenif he
did, they werein the middle of afortress. He would be flayed dive, and she—God, let me sleep. Just
let me sleep and forget.

The fluorotubes came on again with morning, a cold dawn. She bathed in the swvimming pool and ate
her bregkfast without tasting. She wondered if shelooked astired and haggard as she felt.

A scaled hand touched her shoulder. She whirled about with alittle shriek and looked into a beaked
reptile face. It spoke hissingly: "Y ou are the new concubine?’

Shetried to answer but her throat tightened up.

"Come." The guard turned and strode away. Numbly, she went after him. The chatter in the harem
died as she went by, and the eyes that followed were frightened. A girl was not summoned by an armed
guard for pleasure.

They went down along series of chambers. At the end there was adoor. It opened at the guard's
gesture, and he waved her in. As he followed, the door closed behind him.

The room was small and bare. It held achair with straps and wires and a switchboard; she
recognized the e ectronic torture machine which left no marks on the flesh. In another chair crouched a
being who was not human. Its smal hunched body was wrapped in gorgeous robes, and greeat lusterless
eyesregarded her from the bulging hairless head.

"Sit down." A thin hand waved her to the eectronic chair, and she took it helplesdy. "I want to talk to
you. Y ou will dowell to answer without lies™ The voice was high and squesky, but there was nothing
ridiculous about the goblin who spoke. "For your information, | am Sarlish of Jagranath, which lies
beyond the Empire; | am his Grace's chief intelligence officer, so you seethisis no routine matter. Y ou
were brought here by aman of whom | have suspicions. Why?*

"As—agift—dr," shewhispered.

"Timeo Danaos et dona ferentes," sad Sarlish surprisingly. "1 did not learn of it till thismorning, or |
would have investigated sooner. Y ou are just acommon dave?"

"Y es—sar—he bought me on Varrak before coming here—"

"Varrak, en?1'd like to hypnoprobe you, but that would leave you in no fit state for his Grace tonight
if you should beinnocent. | think—" Sarlish stroked his meager chin contemplatively. "Yes. A bit of pain
will disorganize your mind enough o thet if you are lying, the proper questionswill bring out
inconsistencies. After that we can see about the probe. | am sorry. He gestured to the guard.

Ellalegped up, ydling. The guard snatched for her and she ducked free, driving akick at hisbely. He
grunted and stepped back. She threw hersdlf at the door. Asit opened, the reptile hands closed on her
arm. Whirling, she brought the extended fingers of her free hand into his eyes. He screamed and backed
away.

"Ah, 0," murmured Sarlish. Hetook out astunner and aimed it judicidly at the struggling pair.

"l wouldn't try that, Dallie," said avoicein the doorway.

Sarlish spun about to face ablaster. "Bargen!™ he cried, dropping hisweapon. Then, dowly: "No,
Captain Handry, isn't it?"

"In person, and right in the traditiona nick of time." The blinded guard lurched toward him. Flandry
shot him with anarrow beam. Sarlish sprang from his chair at fantastic speed and scuttled between his
legs, bringing him down. Ellalegped over the Terran and caught the gnome with aflying tackle. Sarlish
hissed and clawed. Shetwisted at his neck in sheer saf-defense, and suddenly the thin spine snapped
and Sarlish kicked once and was lill.



"Nicegoing!" Flandry scrambled to hisfeet. With aquick motion, he peded off the face mask. "Too
hot in this damned thing. All right, did you find our princess?’

"Thisway." A swift cold gladnesswasin the girl. She bent and picked up the dead guard's blaster.
"I'll show you. But can we—?"

"Not by oursalves. But I've signaled Chives. Got at aradio just before coming here. Though how he's
going to find exactly wherewe are, | don't know. I've had to assume you'd succeeded—" Flandry
zZigzagged to avoid aflock of screaming girls. "Wow! No wonder the duke has nonhuman servants herel”

"Behind that wall—well haveto go around, through the hall," panted Ella

"And be shot aswe come? No, thanks!" Flandry began assembling scattered chairs and divansinto a
rough barricade before the wall. " Cut our way through, will you?

Plagtic bubbled and smoked as Ellas flame attacked it. Flandry went on: "I bluffed my way in here by
saying | had to fetch someone. A girl told me where you'd been taken. Imagine the only reason | got
away with it isthat no man would dare comein here unless he had orders from Alfred himself. But now
therésthe devil to pay, and | only hope Chives can locate usin time and not get himself blown out of the
sky." Helooked aong the barrel of his blaster, down the arched length of the room to the rest of the
auite. "Here they come!™

A troop of guards burst into sight. Flandry set his blaster to needle beam—that gave maximum range,
but you had to be skillful to hit anything at such adistance. One of the men toppled. A curtain of fire
raged before the others. The hesat of it scorched hisface. He picked off another man, and another. But
the rest were circling around, getting within wide-beam range, and one shot could fry him. "Get that wall
cut!”

"Here goes" Ellajumped back asthe circle she had burned collapsed outward. A drop of molten
plagtic stung her skin. The barricade burst into flame as abeam caught it. She tumbled through the hole,
heedless of its hot edges, and FHlandry followed her.

The girl insde crouched againgt the wall, mouth open with terror. She was dark, with a pretty,
vacuous face that showed the Imperial blood.

"Lady Megan?' snapped FHandry.

"Yes," shewhimpered. "Who are you?'

"At your service, your highness—I hope." Handry sent awide beam out through the holein thewall.

A man screamed his agony. The agent reflected bitterly how many brave folk—probably including Ella
and himsalf—were dead because a spoiled brat had wanted anew kind of thrill.

The door sivung inward. Ellablasted asit did, and there was aroar of disintegrating flesh and bone
and armor. Flandry heaved a sofa up againgt the sagging door. Poor protection—they could only hold
out for minutes.

He turned a swesting, smoke-blackened face to the princess. "I take it you know the duke kidnapped
you, your Highness?' he asked.

"Yes," shewhined. "But he wasn't going to hurt me—"

"So you think! | happen to know he intended to kill you." That wasn't exactly true, but it served its
purpose. If they lived, Megan wouldn't get him in trouble for endangering her life. She even began
babbling something about areward, and Flandry hoped she would remember it later. If therewas alater.

He had one advantage. The duke could not use heavy stuff to blow them al up without killing his
prisoner. But—He passed out three gas masks.

The outer wall glowed. A circle was being cut from it, big enough to let adozen men through at a
time. Flandry and Ella could blast the first wave, but the next would overpower them.

Smoke swirled heavy and bitter in the room. It was hot, stinking of sweat and blood. Flandry grinned



crookedly. "Wdll, darling,” he said, "it wasanicetry.” Ellashand stroked his hair, briefly.

Something bellowed outside. The wallstrembled, and he heard the rumble and crash of fdling
masonry. Outside, the noise of blasters and bullets grew to astorm.

"Chived" whooped Flandry.
"What?' asked Megan faintly.

"Sdlade of Alfred au naturd with Chives" burbled Handry. "Y ou must meet Chives, your Highness.
One of nature's noblemen. He—how the hdl did hedo it?"

A volcano growled outside, the walls glowed red, and then there was silence.

Flandry pulled the burning sofaaway and risked a glance into the corridor. It was aruin, scorched
and tumbled by the full impact of anava blaster canon. The attacking troopers had smply ceased to
exist. A series of smashed walls showed open sky far beyond. Hovering in the wreckage was hisown
lean speedster.

"Chives" said Handry in awe, "merely siwooped up to thefortress at full drive, blew hisway inwith
the guns and bombs, and opened up on the duke's men."”

The airlock swung wide, and agreen head looked out. "I would recommend haste, Sir,” said Chives.
"Thedamisout, and they havefighting ships.”

He extended aladder. Handry and the girlstumbled up it, the airlock clanged shut behind them, and
the boat took off with ayell. Behind it, asmal cruiser lifted from the military field.

"How did you find us?' gasped Flandry. "I didn't even know where the harem was mysdlf when |
cdled you."

"] assumed there would be fighting, sir," said Chives modestly. "Blastersionizetheair. | used the
radiation detectorsto fix your direction as| approached.” He set the boat on autopilot and moved over
tothetiny galey.

Flandry studied the viewscreens as the planet fell beneath them. "That cruiser—" he muttered.
"No—l ook at the radar—we're distancing it. This can of ours haslegs. Well makeit to Varrak dl right.”

He glanced about the cabin. Ellawas trying to soothe ahysterical Megan. Shelooked up at him for a
moment and he saw glory in her eyes.

"Our only worry," hesaid, "isthat dear Alfred might rise in open revolt now that he's exposed. If that
happens, Merseiawould probably move in and we'd have agenera war on our hands.”

Chiveslooked up from the stove. "His Grace was directing the assault on your stronghold, sir,” he
said. "When | fired on the soldiers, | fear | took the liberty of disintegrating the duke aswell. Does her
Highness take sugar or lemon in her tea?

Honorable Enemies

The door swung open behind him and a voice murmured gently: "Good evening, Captain Flandry.”

He spun around, grabbing for his stun pistol in awild reflex, and found himsalf 1ooking down the
muzzle of ablaster. Sowly, then, helet hishandsfal and stood taut, his eyes searching beyond the
wegpon, and the dender six-fingered hand that held it, to the tall gaunt body and the sardonically smiling
face behind.

The face was humanoid—Ilean, hawk-nosed, golden-skinned, with brilliant amber eyes under feathery
blue brows, and ahigh crest of shining blue feathers rising from the narrow hairless skull. The being was
dressed in the smple white tunic of his people, leaving his clawed avian feet bare, but inggniaof rank
hung bgewe ed around his neck and a cloak like agush of blood from hiswide shoulders.



But they'd all been occupied e sewhere—Flandry had seen to that. What had dipped up—?

With an effort, Flandry relaxed and let awry smile cross hisface. Never mind who was to blame; he
was trapped in the Mersaian chambers and had to think of away to escape with awhole skin. Hismind
whirred with thought. Memory came—thiswas Aycharaych of Cherelon, who had cometo join the
Merseian embassy only afew days before, presumably on some mission corresponding to Flandry's.

"Pardon theintrusion,” he said; "it was purely professiond. No offense meant.”

"And nonetaken," said Aycharaych politely. He spoke faultless Anglic, only the faintest hint of his
race's harsh accent in the syllables. But courtesy between spies was meaningless. It would be too easy to
blast down the intruder and later express hisimmense regret that he had shot down the ace intelligence
officer of the Terrestrid Empire under the mistaken impression that it wasaburglar.

Somehow, though, Flandry didn't think that the Chereionite would be guilty of such crudeness. His
mysterious people were too old, too coldly civilized, and Aycharaych himsdf had too great areputation
for subtlety. Flandry had heard of him before; he would be planning something worse,

"That isquite correct,” nodded Aycharaych. Flandry started—could the being guess his exact
thoughts?"But if you will pardon my saying so, you yoursdlf have committed abit of cdlumsinessin trying
to search our quarters. There are better ways of getting information.”

Flandry gauged distances and angles. A vase on atable stood close to hand. If he could grab it up
and throw it at Aycharaych's gun hand—

The blaster waved negligently. "1 would advise againgt the attempt,” said the Chereionite.
He stood aside. "Good evening, Captain Flandry," he said.

The Terran moved toward the door. He couldn't let himsdlf be thrown out thisway, not when his
whole misson depended on finding out what the Merseianswere up to. If he could make a sudden lunge
as he passed close—

Hethrew himsdf sdewayswith atwisting motion that brought him under the blaster muzzle.
Hampered by agreater gravity than the folk of hissmall planet were used to, Aycharaych couldn't dodge
quickly enough. But he swung the blaster with avicious precision across Flandry'sjaw. The Terran
stumbled, clasping the Chereionite's narrow waist. Aycharaych dugged him at the base of the skull and
hefel to thefloor.

He lay there amoment, gasping, blood running from hisface. Aycharaych's voice jeered a him from a
roaring darkness. "Redlly, Captain FHlandry, | had thought better of you. Now please leave.”

Sickly, the Terran crawled to his feet and went out the door.
Aycharaych stood in the entrance watching him go, afaint smile on his hard, gaunt visage.

Flandry went down endless corridors of polished stone to the suite given the Terrestrid misson. Most
of them were at the feadt, the ornate rooms stood almost empty. He threw himself into a chair and
sgnded his persond davefor adrink. A siff one.

Therewas alight step and the suggestive whisper of along silkite skirt behind him. Helooked around
and saw Aline Chang-L e, the Lady Marr of Syrtis, his partner on the mission and one of Sol'stop field
agentsfor intdligence.

Shewastal and dender, dark of hair and eye, with the high cheekbones and ivory skin of amixed
heritage such as most Terrans showed these days; her sea-blue gown did little more than emphasize the
gppropriate features. Flandry liked to look at her, though he was pretty well immune to beautiful women
by now.

"What was the trouble?" she asked at once.
"What brings you here?" he responded. "I thought you'd be at the party, helping distract everyone.”



"l just wanted to rest for awhile," she said. "Officid functionsat Sol get awfully dull and stuffy, but
they go to the other extreme at Betelgeuse. | wanted to hear silence for awhile.” And then, with grave
concern: "But you ran into trouble.”

"How the hell it happened, | can't imagine,” said Flandry "L ook—we prevailed on the Sartaz to throw
abrawl with everybody invited. We made double sure that every Mersaian on the planet would be there.
They'd trust to their robolocks to keep their quarters ssfe—they have absolutely no way of knowing that
I've found away to nullify arobolock. So what happens? | no sooner get inside than Aycharaych of
Chereonwaksin with ablaster in hishot little hand. He anticipates everything | try and findly showsme
the door. Finis."

" Aycharaych—I've heard the name somewhere. But it doesn't sound Merseian.”

"Itisn't. Chereion isan obscure but very old planet in the Merseian Empire. Its people havefull
citizenship with the dominant race, just as our empire grants Terrestrid citizenship to many nonhumans.
Aycharaych isone of Mersaidsleading intelligence agents. Few people have heard of him, precisely
because he is so good. I've never clashed with him before, though.”

"I know whom you mean now," she nodded. "If he'sasyou say, and he's here on Alfzar, it isn't good
news."

Flandry shrugged. "WEell just have to take him into account, then. Asif this mission weren't tough
enough!”

He got up and walked to the balcony window. The two moons of Alfzar were up, pouring coppery
light on the broad reach of the palace gardens. The warm wind blew in with scent of strange flowers that
had never bloomed under Sol and they caught the faint sound of the weird, tuneless music which the
monarch of Betelgeuse favored.

For amoment, as helooked at the ruddy moonlight and the thronging stars, Flandry felt awave of
discouragement. The Galaxy wastoo big. Even the four million stars of the Terrestrial Empire were too
many for one man ever to know in alifetime. And there were the rival imperiaout in the darkness of
space, Gorrazan and Ythri and Merseia, like ahungry beast of prey—Too much, too much. The
individua counted for too little in the enormous chaos which was modern civilization. He thought of
Aline—it was her businessto know who such beings as Aycharaych were, but one human skull couldn't
hold auniverse; knowledge and power were lacking.

Too many mutualy aien races; too many forces clashing in space, and so desperately few who
comprehended the Situation and tried their feeble best to help—naked hands battering at an avdanche as
it ground down on them.

Aline came over and took hisarm. Her face turned up to his, vague in the moonlight, with alook he
knew too well. HEd have to avoid her, when or if they got back to Terra; he didn't want to hurt her but
neither could he betied to any single human.

"Y ou're discouraged with onefailure?' she asked lightly. "Dominic Flandry, the single-handed
conqueror of Scothania, worried by one skinny bird-being?"

"l just don't see how he knew | was going to search his place,” muttered Flandry. "I've never been
caught that way before, not even when | was the worst cub in the Service. Some of our best men have

gone down before Aycharaych. I'm convinced MacMurtri€'s disappearance at Polariswas hiswork.
Maybeit's our turn now."

"Oh, come off it," she laughed. "Y ou must have been drinking sorgan when they told you about him."
"Sorgan?" Hisbrowslifted.

"Ah, now | can tell you something you don't know." She was trying desperately hard to be gay. "Not
that it's very important; | only happened to hear of it while talking with one of the Alfzarian narcotics
detail. It'sadrug produced on one of the planets here—Cingetor, | think—with the curious property of



depressing certain brain centers such that the victim loses dl critica sense. He has absolute faith in
whatever he'stold."

"Hm. Could be useful in our line of work."

"Not very. Hypnoprobes are better for interrogation, and there are more reliable ways of producing
fanatics. The drug has an antidote which aso confers permanent immunity. So it's not much use, redly,
and the Sartaz has suppressed its manufacture.”

"I should think our Intelligence would like to keep alittle on hand, just in case," he said thoughtfully.
"And of course certain noblesin al the empires, oursincluded, would find it handy for purposes of
Seduction.”

"What are you thinking of 7" she teased him.

"Nothing; | don't need it," he said smugly.

The digression had shaken him out of hisdark mood. "Come on,” he said. "Let'sgo join the party.”
She went dong at hisside. There was a speculative look about her.

Usudly the giant stars have many planets, and Betelgeuse, with forty-seven, isno exception. Of these,
sx haveinteligent native races, and the combined resources of the whole system are considerable, even
inacivilization used to thinking in terms of thousands of gars.

When thefirst Terrestrid explorers arrived, amost athousand years previoudy, they found that the
people of Alfzar had dready mastered interplanetary travel and werein the process of conquering the
other worlds—a process speeded up by their rapid adoption of the more advanced human technology.
However, they had not attempted to establish an empire on the scale of Sol or Merseia, contenting
themsdlves with maintaining hegemony over enough neighbor sunsto protect their home. There had been
clashes with the expanding powers around them, but generations of wily Sartazes had found it profitable
to play their potentia enemies off againgt each other; and the great states had, in turn, found it expedient
to maintain Betelgeuse as abuffer againg their rivals and againgt the periphera barbarians.

But the gathering tension between Terraand Merseia had raised Betelgeuse to a position of critical
importance. Lying squardly between the two great empires, shewasin apostion with her powerful fleet
to command the most direct route between them and, if alied with either one, to strike at the heart of the
other. If Mersaia could get the dliance, it would very probably be the last preparation she considered
necessary for war with Terra. If Terracould get it, Merseiawould suddenly be in a deteriorated position
and would amost have to make concessions.

So both empires had missons on Alfzar trying to persuade the Sartaz of the rightness of their
respective causes and the immense profits to be had by joining. Pressure was being applied wherever
possible; officiaswere lavishly bribed; spies were swarming through the system getting whatever
information they could and—of course—being immediately disowned by their governmentsif they were
caught.

It was normal diplomatic procedure, but its critical importance had made the Service send two of its
best agents, Flandry and Aline, to Betel geuse to do what they could in persuading the Sartaz, finding out
his wesknesses, and throwing as many monkey wrenches as possible into the Mersaian activities. Aline
was especidly useful in working on the many humans who had settled in the system long before and
become citizens of the kingdom; quite afew of them held important positionsin the government and the
military. Handry—

And now, it seemed, Merseiahad called in her top spy, and the subtle, polite, and utterly deadly
battle was on.



The Sartaz gave a hunting party for his distinguished guests. It pleased his sardonic temperament to
bring enemies together under conditions where they had to be friendly to each other. Most of the
Merseians must have been pleased, too; hunting was their favorite sport. The more citified Terredtrials
were not at al happy about it, but they could hardly refuse.

Flandry was especidly disgruntled at the prospect. He had never cared for physical exertion, though
he kept in trim as amatter of necessity. And he had too much elseto do.

Too many things were going disastroudy wrong. The network of agents, both Imperia and bribed
Betel geusean—who ultimately were under his command—were finding the going suddenly rugged. One
after another, they disappeared; they walked into Merseian or Betelgeusean traps; they found their best
approaches blocked by unexpected watchfulness. Flandry couldn't locate the source of the difficulty, but
sinceit had begun with Aycharaych'sarrival, he could guess. The Chereionite was too damned smart to
be true. Sunblaze, it just wasn't possible that anyone could have known about those Jurovian projects, or
that Y amatsu's hiding place should have been discovered, or—And now this damned hunting party!
Handry groaned.

Hisdave roused himin the dawn. Migt, tinged with blood by the red sun, drifted through the high
windows of his suite. Someone was blowing ahorn somewhere, awild cdl in the vague mysterious light,
and he heard the growl of engineswarming up.

"Sometimes," he muttered sourly, "I fed like going to the Emperor and telling him where to put our
beloved Empire.”

Breakfast made the universe dightly more tolerable. Flandry dressed with his usud finicky careinan
ornate suit of skintight green and a golden cloak with hood and goggles, hung aneedle gun and dueling
sword at hiswaist, and let the dave trim his reddish-brown mustache to the micrometric precison he
demanded. Then he went down long flights of marble stairs, past roya guardsin helmet and corsdlet, to
the courtyard.

The hunting party was gathering. The Sartaz himself was present, atypica Alfzarian
humanoid—short, stocky, hairless, blue-skinned, with huge yellow eyesin the round, blunt-faced head.
Other nobles of Alfzar and its fellow planets were present, more guardsmen, ariot of color inthe
brightening dawn. There were the members of the regular Terrestrial embassy and the special mission, a
harried and unhappy looking crew. And there were the Mersaians.

Flandry gave them all formd geetings. After dl, Terraand Merseiawere nomindly at peace, however
many men were being shot and cities burning on the marches. Hisgray eyeslooked deepy and indifferent
but they missed no detail of the enemy's appearance.

The Mersaian nobles glanced at him with the thinly covered contempt they had for dl humans. They
were mammals, but with more traces of reptilian ancestry in them than Terrans showed. A huge-thewed
two metersthey stood, with aspiny ridge running from forehead to the end of the long, thick tail which
they could use to such terrible effect in hand-to-hand battle. Their hairless skinswere pale green, faintly
scaled, but their massive faces were practically human. Arrogant black eyes under heavy brow ridges
met Flandry's gaze with achalenge.

| can understand that they despise us, hethought. Their civilization is young and vigorous, its
energiesturned ruthlessly outward; Terrais old, satiated—decadent. Our whole policy is directed
toward maintaining the galactic status quo, not because we |love peace but because we're
comfortable the way things are. We stand in the way of Merseia's dream of an all-embracing
galactic empire. We're the first ones they have to smash.

| wonder—historically, they may be on the right side. But Terra has seen too much bloodshed
in her history, has too wise and weary a view of life. We've given up seeking perfection and glory;
we've learned that they're chimerical—but that knowledge is a kind of death within us.

Sill— certainly don't want to see planets aflame and humans enslaved and an alien culture



taking up the future. Terraiswilling to compromise; but the only compromise Merseia will ever
make is with overwhelming force. Which iswhy I'm here.

A gir camein the streaming red mist, and Aycharaych'stal form was besde him. The Chereionite
smiled amiably. "Good morning, Captain Flandry,” he said.

"Oh—good morning,” said Flandry, starting. The avian unnerved him. For the first time, he had met
his professonal superior, and hedidn't likeit.

But he couldn't help liking Aycharaych personaly. Asthey stood waiting, they fell to talking of Polaris
and its strange worlds, from which the conversation drifted to the comparative xenology of intelligent
primitives throughout the galaxy. Aycharaych had avast fund of knowledge and awry humor matching
Fandry's. When the horn blew for assembly, they exchanged the regretful glance of brave enemies. It's
too bad we have to be on opposite sides. If things had been different—

But they weren't.

The hunters strapped themsalves into their tiny one-man airjets. Each had a needle-beam projector in
the nose, not too much armament when you hunted the Borthudian dragons. Flandry thought that the
Sartaz would be more than pleased if the game disposed of some of his guests.

The squadron lifted into the sky and streaked northward for the mountains. Fields and forestslay in
dissolving fog below them, and the enormous red disc of Betelgeuse wasrising into apurplish sky.
Despite himsdlf, Flandry enjoyed the reckless speed and the roar of cloven air around him. It was
godlike, thisrushing over theworld to fight the mongters at its edge.

Inacouple of hours, they raised the Borthudian mountains, gaunt windy peaks rearing into the upper
sky, the snow on their flankslike blood in the ominous light. Signas began coming over the radio; scouts
had spotted dragons here and there, and jet after jet broke away to pursue them. Presently Flandry
found himself done with one other vessd.

Asthey hummed over fanged crags and swooping canyons, he saw two shadows rise from the
ground and his belly musclestightened. Dragond

The mongters were agood ten meters of scaled, snake-like length, with jaws and talonsto rend sted!.
Huge legthery wings bore them doft, riding the wind with lordly arrogance as they hunted the greeat beasts
that terrorized villagers but were their prey.

Flandry kicked over hisjet and swooped for one of them. It grew monstroudly in his sights. He caught
thered glare of itseyes asit banked to meet him. No running away here; the dragons had never learned
to beafraid. It rose againgt him.

He squeezed histrigger and athin sword of energy legped out to burn past the creature's scalesinto
itsbelly. The dragon held to its collision course. Flandry rolled out of itsway. The mighty wings clashed
metersfrom him.

He had not dlowed for thetall. It swung savagely and the blow shivered the teeth in his skull. The
airjet reded and went into a spin. The dragon stooped down on it and the terrible claws ripped through
thethin hull.

Wildly, Fandry dammed over his controls, tearing himsdlf loose. He barrd-rolled, metal screaming as
he swung about to meet the charge. His needle beam lashed into the open jaws and the dragon stumbled
inmidnight. Handry pulled away and shot again, flaying one of the wings.

He could hear the dragon's scream. It rushed straight at him, swinging with fantastic speed and
precision as he sought to dodge. The jaws snapped together and a section of hull skin wastorn from the
framework. Wind camein to sear the man with numbing cold.

Recklesdy, he dove to meet the plunging monster, his beam before him like alance. The dragon
recoiled. With asavage grin, Flandry pursued, dashing and tearing.



Thetorn arjet handled clumsly. In midflight, it lurched and the dragon was out of hissights. Itswings
buffeted him and he went spinning asde with the dragon after him.

The damned thing was forcing him toward the cragged mountainsde. Its pesks reached hungrily after
him, and the wind seemed to be a demon harrying him closer to disaster. He swung desperately, aware
with sudden grimnessthat it had become a struggle for life with the odds on the dragon's side.

If thiswas the end, to be shattered against a mountain and eaten by his own quarry—He fought for
control.

The dragon was dmaost on him, rushing down like athunderbolt. It could survive acollision, but the
jet would be knocked to earth. Flandry fired again, struggling to pull free. The dragon swerved and came
onin the very teeth of hisbeam.

Suddenly it redled and fell aside. The other jet was on it from behind, raking it with deedly precision.
Flandry thought briefly that the remaining dragon must be dead or escaped and now its hunter had come
to hisaid—all the gods bless him, whoever he was!

Even as he watched, the dragon fell to earth, writhing and snapping asit did. It crashed onto aledge
and lay 4ill.

Flandry brought hisjet to alanding nearby. He was shaking with reaction, but his chief emotion wasa
sudden overwhelming sadness. There went another brave cresture down into darkness, wiped out by a
sensdaless history that seemed only to have the objective of destroying. Heraised ahand in salute as he
grounded.

The other jet had dready landed afew meters off. As Flandry opened his cockpit canopy, its pilot
stepped out.

Aycharaych.

The man's reaction was dmost ingtantaneous. Gratitude and honor had no part in the Service. Here
was his greatest enemy, dl unsuspecting, and it would be the smplest thing in the world to shoot him
down. Aycharaych of Chereion, lost in ahunt for dangerous game, too bad—and remorse could come
later, when there wastime—

His needle pistol was hdfway from the holster when Aycharaych's wegpon was drawn. Through the
booming wind, he heard the dlien'squiet voice: "No."

He raised his own hands, and his smile was bitter. "Go ahead,” heinvited. "Y ou've got the drop on
r],E.ll

"Not a dl," said Aycharaych. "Believe me, Captain FHandry, | will never kill you except in
sef-defense. But since | will aways be forewarned of your plans, you may aswell abandon them.”

The man nodded, too weary to fed the shock of the revelation which was here. "Thanks," he said.
"For saving my life, that is

"Youretoo useful to die” replied Aycharaych candidly, "but I'm glad of it."

They took the dragon's head and flew dowly back toward the palace. Flandry's mind whirled with a
gathering dismay.

Therewas only oneway in which Aycharaych could have known of the murder plan, when it had
sprung into instantaneous being. And that same fact explained how he knew of every activity and scheme

the Terrestria s tried, and how he could frustrate every one of them while his own work went on
unhampered.

Aycharaych could read mindd!



Alinesface was white and tense in the red light that streamed into the room. "No," she whispered.
"Yes" sad Handry grimly. "It'sthe only answer."
"But tel epathy—everyone knowsits limitations—"

Flandry nodded. "The menta patterns of different races are so dien that atelepath who can sense
them hasto learn adifferent 'language for every species—in fact, for every individua among
non-telepathic peoples, whose minds, lacking mutual contact, develop purely persond thought-types.
Eventhenit'sirregular and unrdiable. I've never let myself be studied by any telepath not on our Sde, so
I'd dways consdered mysdf safe.

"But Chereionisavery old planet. Its people have the reputation among the more superdtitious
Mersaians of being sorcerers. Actudly, of course, it'ssmply that they've discovered certain things about
the nervous system which nobody €l se suspects yet. Somehow, Aycharaych must be able to detect some
underlying resonance-pattern common to al intelligent beings.

"I'm sure he can only read surface thoughts, those in the immediate consciousness. Otherwise hed
have found out so much from dl the Terrans with whom he must have had contact that Merseiawould be
ruling Sol by now. But that's bad enough!”

Aline said drearily, "No wonder he spared your life; you've become the most vauable man on his
Sde”

"And not athing | can do abouit it,” said Handry. "He seesme every day. | don't know what the range
of hismind is—probably only afew meters; it's known that al menta pulses are wesk and fade rapidly
with distance. But in any case, every time he meets me he skims my mind, reads al my plans—I just can't
help thinking about them al the time—and takes action to forestall them.”

"WEIl haveto get the Imperia scientiststo work on athought screen.”

"Of course. But that doesn't help us now."

"Couldn't you just avoid him, stay in your rooms—"

"Sure. And become a complete cipher. | have to get around, see my agents and the rulers of
Betelgeuse, learn facts and keep my network operating. And every singlething | learn isjust so much

work donefor Aycharaych—with no effort on his part.” Flandry puffed acigaret into lighting and blew
nervous clouds of smoke. "What to do, what to do?'

"Whatever we do," said Aline, "it hasto befast. The Sartaz is getting more and more cool toward our
people. While we blunder and fail, Aycharaych isworking—hribing, blackmailing, influencing one key
officid after another. Well wake up some fine morning to find oursalves under arrest and Betelgeuse the
loyd dly of Merssia”

"Fine progpect,” said Fandry bitterly.

Thewaning red sunlight streamed through hiswindows, throwing pools of dried blood on thefloor.
The pdace was quiet, the nobles resting after the hunt, the servants scurrying about preparing the night's
feast. Flandry looked around at the weird decorations, at the unearthly light and the distorted landscape

beyond the windows. Strange world under a strange sun, and himself the virtual prisoner of itsaien and
increasingly hostile people. He had a sudden wild feeling of being trapped.

"l suppose | should be spinning some e aborate counterplot,” he said hopelesdy. "And then, of
course, I'll have to go down to the banquet and let Aycharaych read every detail of it—every little thing |
know, laid open to hiseyes because | just can't suppress my own thoughts—"

Aline's eyeswidened, and her dim hand tightened over his. "What isit?' he asked. "What's your
ides?’

"Oh—mnothing, Dominic, nothing." She smiled. "1 have some direct contact with Sol and—"

"You never told methat."



"No reason for you to know it. | wasjust wondering if | should report this new trouble or not. Galaxy
knows how those muddle-headed bureaucrats will react to the news. Probably yank us back and cashier
usfor incompetence.”

She leaned closer and her words came low and urgent. "Go find Aycharaych, Dominic. Tak to him,
keep him busy, don't Iet him come near meto interfere. Hell know what you're doing, naturdly, but he
won't be able to do much about it if you're as clever ataker asthey say. Make some excuse for me
tonight, too, so | don't have to attend the banquet—tell them I'm sick or something. Keep him away
fromme"

"Sure" hesaid with alittle of hisold spirit. "But whatever you're hatching in that lovely head, be quick
about it. Hell get a you mighty soon, you know."

He got up and | eft. She watched him go, with adawning smile on her lips.

Flandry was more than alittle drunk when the party ended. Wine flowed fregly at a Betelgeusean
banquet, together with music, food, and dancing girls of every race present. He had enjoyed himsalf—in
spite of everything—most of dl, he admitted, held enjoyed talking to Aycharaych. The being wasa
genius of thefirst order in dmost every fidd, and it had been pleasant to forget the dreadfully imminent
catastrophe for awhile.

He entered his chambers. Aline stood by alittle table, and the muted light streamed off her unbound
hair and the shimmering robe she wore. Impulsively, he kissed her.

"Goodnight, honey," he said. "It was nice of you to wait for me."

Shedidn't leave for her own quarters. Instead, she held out one of the ornate goblets on the table.
"Have anightcgp, Dominic,” sheinvited.

"No, thanks. I've had entirely too many.”

"For me." Sheamiledirresigtibly. He clinked glasses with her and let the dark wine go down his
throat.

It had a peculiar taste, and suddenly he felt dizzy, the room wavered and tilted under him. He sat
down on his bed until it had passed, but there was an—oddness—in his head that wouldn't go away.

"Potent stuff," he muttered.

"Wedon't havethe easiest job intheworld,” said Aline softly. "We deserve alittle relaxation.” She sat
down beside him. "Jugt tonight, that's al we have. Tomorrow is another day, and aworse day."

He would never have agreed before, his nature was too cool and salf-contained, but now it was dl at
once utterly reasonable. He nodded.

"And you love me, you know," said Aline.
And hedid.

Much later, she leaned close againgt him in the dark, her hair brushing his cheek, and whispered
urgently: "Listen, Dominic, | haveto tell you this regardless of the consequences, you haveto be
prepared for it."

He stiffened with areturn of the old tenson. Her voice went on, amuted whisper in the night: "I've
contacted Sol by courier robot and gotten in touch with Fenross. He has brains, and he saw at once what
must be done. It'sapoor way, but the only way.

"Thefleet isaready bound for Betelgeuse. The Mersaians think most of our strength is concentrated
near LIynathawr, but that'sjust abrilliant piece of deception—Fenross work. Actudly, the main body is
quite near, and they've got anew energy screen that'll let them dip past the Betel geusean cordon without
being detected. The night after tomorrow, astrong squadron will land in Gunazar Vdley, inthe
Borthudians, and establish a beachhead. A detachment will immediately move to occupy the capital and



capture the Sartaz and his court.”

Flandry lay rigid with shock. "But thismeanswar!" he strangled. "Mersaiawill strike at once, and
well haveto fight Betelgeuse too.”

"l know. But the Imperium has decided well have abetter chance thisway. Otherwise, it looks asif
Betelgeuse will go to the enemy by defaullt.

"It'sup to usto keep the Sartaz and his court from suspecting the truth till too late. We have to keep
them here at the palace. The capture of the leaders of an absolute monarchy is aways a disastrous blow.
Fenross and Waton think Betelgeuse will surrender before Merseiacan get here.

"By hook or crook, Dominic, you've got to keep them unaware. That's your job; at the sametime,
keep on digtracting Aycharaych, keep him off my neck.”

She yawned and kissed him. "Better go to deep now," she said. "We've got atough couple of days
ahead of us."

He couldn't deep. He got up when she was breathing quietly and walked over to the balcony. The
knowledge was staggering. That the Empire, the bungling decadent Empire, could pull such astroke and
hope to get away withiit!

Something stirred in the garden below. The moonlight was dim red on the figure that paced between
two Merseian bodyguards. Aycharaych!

Fandry stiffened in dismay. The Chereionite looked up and he saw the wise smile on the telepath's
face. He knew.

In the following two days, Flandry worked as he had rarely worked before. There wasn't much
physica labor involved, but he had to maintain aweb of complications such that the Sartaz would have
no chance for a private audience with any Merseian and would not leave the capital on one of his
capricious journeys. There was aso the matter of informing such Betelgeusean traitorsaswere on his
sideto beready, and—

It was nerve-shattering. To make matters worse, something was wrong with him: clear thought was an
effort; he had anew and disastrous tendency to take everything at face vaue. What had happened to
him?

Aycharaych excused himsdf on the morning after Aline's revelation and disappeared. He was out
arranging something hellish for the Terrans when they arrived, and Handry could do nothing about it. But
at least it left him and Aline freeto carry on their own work.

He knew the Mersaian fleet could not get near Betel geuse before the Terranslanded. 1t issmply not
possible to conced the gpproximate whereabouts of alarge fighting force from the enemy. How it had
been managed for Terra, Flandry couldn't imagine. He supposed that it would not be too large atask
force which wasto occupy Alfzar—but that made its mission al the more precarious.

Thetension gathered, hour by dow hour. Aline went her own way, conferring with General Bronson,
the human-Betel geusean officer whom she had made her persona property. Perhaps he could
disorganize the native fleet at the moment when Terrastruck. The Merseian nobles plainly knew what
Aycharaych had found out; they looked at the humans with frank hatred, but they made no overt attempt
to warn the Sartaz. Maybe they didn't think they could work through thewall of suborned and confused
officidswhich Handry had built around him—more likely, Aycharaych had suggested a better plan for
them. There was none of the sense of defeat in them which dowly gathered in the human.

It waslike being caught in spider webs, fighting clinging gray stuff that blinded and choked and
couldn't be pulled away. Flandry grew haggard, he shook with nervousness, and the two days dragged
on.

Helooked up Gunazar Valley in the atlas. It was uninhabited and desolate, the home of winds and the
lair of dragons, agood place for a secret landing—only how secret was alanding that Aycharaych knew



all about and was obvioudy ready to meet?
"We haven't much chance, Aline" he said to her. "Not aprayer, redly.”

"Well just have to keep going." She was more buoyant than he, seemed dmost cheerful astime
stumbled past. She stroked his hair tenderly. "Poor Dominic, it isn't easy for you."

The huge sun sank below the horizon—the second day, and tonight was the hour of decision. Flandry
came out into the great conference hal to find it dmost empty.

"Where are the Mersaians, your Mg esty?' he asked the Sartaz.

"They dl went off on aspecid misson,” snapped theruler. Hewasplainly ill pleased with the
intriguing around him, of which hewould bewell avare.

A special mission—O almighty gods!

Aline and Bronson came in and gave the monarch formal greeting. "With your permission, your
Maesty," said the generd, "1 would like to show you something of greet importance in about two hours."

"Yes, yes," mumbled the Sartaz and stalked out.

Flandry sat down and rested his head on one hand. Aline touched his shoulder gently. "Tired,
Dominic?' she asked.

"Yeah," hesad. "l fed rotten. Just can't think these days."

She dgnded to adave, who brought a beaker forward. "Thiswill help,” she said. He noticed sudden
tearsin her eyes. What was the matter?

He drank it down without thought. It caught at him, he gasped and grabbed the chair arms for
support. "Whet the devil—"

It spread through him with a sudden coolness that ran dong his nervestoward hisbrain. It waslike
the hand that Aline had laid on his head, calming, soothing—Clearing!

Suddenly he sprang to hisfeet. The whole preposterous thing stood forth initsraw
grotesquerie—tissue of falsehoods, monstrosity of illogic!

The Heet couldn't have moved awhole task force this close without the Mersaian intelligence
knowing of it. There couldn't be anew energy screen that he hadn't heard of. Fenross would never try
so fantastic a scheme as the occupation of Betelgeuse before all hope was gone.

Hedidn't love Aline. She was brave and beautiful, but he didn't love her.
But he had. Three minutes ago, he had been desperatdly in love with her.

Helooked at her through blurring eyes as the enormous truth grew on him. She nodded, gravely, not
seeming to care that tears ran down her cheeks. Her lips whispered aword that he could barely catch.

"Goodbye, my dearest.”

A\

They had set up agiant televisor screen in the conference hal, with arow of seatsfor the greet of
Alfzar. Bronson had aso taken the precaution of lining the walswith roya guardsmen whom he could
trust—Ilong rows of flashing sted and impassive blue faces, slent and moveless asthe grest pillars holding
up the soaring roof.

The generd paced nervoudy up and down before the screen, looking at his watch unnecessarily
often. Sweet glistened on hisforehead. FHlandry sat relaxed; only one who knew him well could have read
the tenson that waslike acoiled spring in him. Only Aline seemed remote from the scene, too wrapped
in her own thoughts to care what went on.



"If this doesn't work, you know, well probably be hanged,” said Bronson.

"It ought to," answered Flandry tondesdy. "If it doesn't, | won't give much of adamn whether we
hang or not."

He was prevaricating there; Flandry was most fond of living, for al the wistful half-dreamsthat
sometimesrosein him.

A trumpet shrilled, high brassy music between the walls and up to the ringing rafters. They rose and
stood at attention as the Sartaz and his court swept in.

Hisyelow eyeswere suspicious asthey raked the three humans.

"Y ou said that there was to be a showing of an important matter,” he declared flatly. "1 hope thet is
correct."

"Itis, your Mgesty," said Flandry easlly. He was back in his eement, the fencing with words, the
cagting of netsto entrap minds. "It isamatter of such immense importance that it should have been
reved ed to you weeks ago. Unfortunately, circumstances did not permit that—as the court shall presently
see—s0 your Mgesty'sloya genera was forced to act on his own discretion with what help we of Terra
could give him. But if our work has gone well, the moment of revelation should aso bethat of savation.”

"It had better be," said the Sartaz ominoudy. "I warn you—all of you—that | am sick of the spying
and corruption the empires have brought with them. It is about time to cut the evil growth from
Betdgeuse”

"Terrahas never wished Betelgeuse anything but good, your Mgesty,” said Handry, "and asiit
happens, we can offer proof of that. If—"

Another trumpet cut off hisvoice, and the warder's shout rang and boomed down the hdl: "Y our
Majesty, the Ambassador of the Empire of Merseia asks audience.”

The huge green form of Lord Korvash of Mersaiafilled the doorway with aflare of gold and jewelry.
And beside him—Aycharaych!

Fandry was briefly rigid with shock. If that opponent came into the game now, the whole plan might
crash to ruin. It was adaring, precarious structure which Aline had built; the faintest bresth of argument
could dissolve it—and then the lightnings would grike!

One was not permitted to bear firearms within the palace, but the dueling sword was a part of full

dress. FHandry drew hiswith ahiss of metal and shouted aloud: " Saize those beings! They meanto kill the
Sartaz!"

Aycharaych's golden eyes widened as he saw what wasin Flandry's mind. He opened his mouth to
denounce the Terran—and legped back in bare time to avoid the man's murderous thrust.

His own rapier sprang into his hand. In awhirr of stedl, the two spies met.

Korvash the Mersaian drew his own great blade in sheer reflex. " Strike him down!” yelled Aline.
Before the amazed Sartaz could act, she had pulled the stun pistol he carried from the holster and sent
the Mersaian toppling to the floor.

She bent over him, deftly removing atiny needle gun from her bodice and paming it on the
ambassador. "L ook, your Mgesty," she said breathlesdy, "he had a deadly weapon. We knew the
Mersaians planned no good, but we never thought they would dare—"

The Sartaz's gaze was shrewd on her. "Maybe we'd better walit to hear hisside of it," he murmured.

Since Korvash would be in no position to explain hisside for agood hour, Aline consdered it a
victory.

But Flandry—her eyes grew wide and she drew a hissing gasp as she saw him fighting Aycharaych. It
was the swiftest, most vicious dudl she had ever seen, legping figures and blades that were ablur of



speed, back and forth along the hal in aclamor of steel and blood.
"Stop them!" she cried, and raised the stunner.

The Sartaz laid a hand on hers and took the wegpon away. "No," he said. "L et them haveit out. |
haven't seen such ashow inyears.”

"Dominic—" she whispered.

Flandry had dways thought himsdlf a peerlessfencer, but Aycharaych was his match. Though the
Chereionite was hampered by gravity, he had a speed and precision which no human could ever mest,
his thin blade whistled in and out, around and under the man's guard to rake face and hands and breast,
and hewas amiling—amiling.

Histelepathy did him little or no good. Fencing isamatter of conditioned reflex—at such speeds,
thereisn't time for conscious thought. But perhapsit gave him an extraedge, just compensating for the
handicap of weight.

Legping, dashing, thrusting, parrying, clang and clash of cold stedl, no timeto fed the biting edge of
the growing weariness—dance of death while the court stood by and cheered.

Flandry's own blade was finding its mark; blood ran down Aycharaych's gaunt cheeks and histunic

was dashed to red ribbons. The Terran's plan was smple and the only one possible for him. Aycharaych
would tire sooner, his reactions would dow—the thing to do wasto stay aivethat long!

Helet the Cherelonite drive him backward down the length of the hal, leap by leap, whirling around
with sword shrieking in hand. Thrust, parry, riposte, recovery—whirr, clang! Theréttle of sted filled the
hall and the Sartaz watched with hungry eyes.

The end came as he waswondering if hewould ever live to see Betelgeuse rise again. Aycharaych
lunged and his blade pierced FHandry's | eft shoulder. Before he could disengage it, the man had knocked
the weagpon spinning from his hand and had his own point against the throat of the Chereionite.

The hdl rang with the savage cheering of Betelgeuse's masters. "Disarm them!" shouted the Sartaz.

Flandry drew asobbing breath. Y our Mgesty," he gasped, "let me guard thisfellow while Genera
Bronson goes on with our show."

The Sartaz nodded. It fitted his sense of things.

Flandry thought with ahard glee: Aycharaych, if you open your mouth, so help me, I'll run you
through.

The Cherelonite shrugged, but his smile was bitter.

"Dominic, Dominic!" cried Aline, between laughter and tears.

Generd Bronson turned to her. He was shaken by the near ruin. "Can you talk to them?" he
whispered. "I'm no good at it."

Aline nodded and stood boldly forth. ™Y our Mg esty and nobles of the court,” she said, "we shal now
prove the statements we made about the treachery of Mersaia

"We of Terrafound out that the Merseians were planning to seize Alfzar and hold it and yoursalves
until their own fleet could arrive to complete the occupation. To that end they are assembling this very
night in Gunazar Vdley of the Borthudian range. A flying squad will attack and capture the paace—"

Shewaited until the uproar had subsided. "We could not tell your Mgesty or any of the highest in the
court,” she resumed coolly, "for the Merseian spies were everywhere and we had reason to believe that
one of them could read your minds. If they had known anyone knew of their plans, they would have
acted at once. Instead we contacted Genera Bronson, who was not high enough to merit their attention,
but who did have enough power to act asthe Situation required.

"We planted atrap for the enemy. For one thing, we mounted tel escopic telecamerasin the vdley.



With your permission, | will now show what isgoing on therethisingant.”

She turned a switch and the scene cameto life—naked crags and cliffs reaching up toward the red
moons, and a stir of activity in the shadows. Armored forms were moving about, setting up atomic guns,
warming the engines of spaceships—and they were Mersaians.

The Sartaz snarled. Someone asked, "How do we know thisis not afasfied transmission?"

"Y ou will be ableto seetheir remainsfor yoursdf," said Aline. "Our plan was very smple. We
planted atomic land minesin the ground. They areradio controlled." She held up asmall switch-box
wired to the televisor, and her smilewas grim. "Thisisthe control. Perhaps your Mgesty would liketo
press the button?’

"Giveit to me" said the Sartaz thickly. He thumbed the switch.

A blue-white glare of hell-flamelit the screen. They had avision of the ground fountaining upward, the
cliffstoppling down, acloud of radioactive dust boiling up toward the moons, and then the screen went
dark.

"The cameras have been destroyed,” said Aline quietly. "Now, your Mgesty, | suggest that you send
scouts thereimmediately. They will find enough remainsto verify what the televisor has shown. | would
further suggest that a power which maintains armed forces within your own territory isnot afriendly one!™

Korvash and Aycharaych were to be deported with whatever other Mersaianswere left in the
system—once Betel geuse had broken diplomatic relations with their state and begun negotiating an
dliance with Terra. The evening before they left, Handry gave asmdl party for them in his gpartment.
Only he and Aline were there to meet them when they entered.

"Congratulations,” said Aycharaych wryly. "The Sartaz was S0 furious he wouldn't even listen to our
protestations. | can't blame him—you certainly put usin abad light."

"No worse than your own," grunted Korvash angrily. "Hell take you for alying hypocrite, Flandry.
Y ou know that Terra has her own forces and agentsin the Betel geusean System, hidden on wild moons
and asteroids. It's part of the game.”

"Of course | know it," smiled the Terran. "But does the Sartaz? However, it's as you say—the game.
Y ou don't hate the one who begts you in chess. Why then hate usfor winning this round?’

"Oh, | dont,” said Aycharaych. "Therewill be other rounds.”

"Y ou'velost much lessthan wewould have," said Flandry. "This dliance has strengthened Terra
enough for her to hat your designs, at least temporarily. But we aren't going to use that strength to launch
awar againg you, though | admit that we should. The Empire wants only to keep the peace.”

"Because it doesn't dare fight awar,” snapped Korvash.

They didn't answer. Perhaps they were thinking of the cities that would not be bombed and the young
men that would not go out to be killed. Perhapsthey were Smply enjoying avictory.

Flandry poured wine. "To our future amiable enmity,” he toasted.
" till don't see how you did it," said Korvash.
"Alinedidit," said Flandry. "Tdl them, Aline."

She shook her head. She had withdrawn into a quietness which was foreign to her. "Go ahead,
Dominic," she murmured. "It wasredly your show."

"Wdl," saild Handry, not loath to expound, "“when we redlized that Aycharaych could read our minds,
it looked pretty hopeless. How can you possibly lieto ateepath? Aline found the ansver—by getting
information which just isnt true.

"Therésadrug in this system cdled sorgan which hasthe property of making its user believe anything



he'stold. Aline fed me some without my knowledge and then told me that fantastic lie about Terra
coming in to occupy Alfzar. And, of course, | accepted it as absolute truth. Which you, Aycharaych,
readin my mind."

"l was puzzled," admitted the Chereionite. "It just didn't look reasonable to me; but asyou said, there
didn't seem to be any way to lieto atelepath.”

"Alines main worry was then to keep out of mind-reading range,” said Flandry. "Y ou helped usthere
by going off to prepare awarm reception for the Terrans. Y ou gathered al your forcesinthe valey,
ready to blast our shipsout of the sky."

"Why didn't you go to the Sartaz with what you knew—or thought you knew?" asked Korvash
accusngly.

Aycharaych shrugged. "I redlized Captain Handry would be doing his best to prevent me from doing
that and to discredit any information | could get that high," he said. "Y ou yoursdlf agreed that our best
opportunity lay in repulsing theinitia attack oursalves. That would gain usfar more favor with the Sartaz;
moreover, since there would have been overt acts on both sides, war between Betelgeuse. and Terra
would then have been inevitable—wheressif the Sartaz had learned in time of the impending assaullt, he
might havetried to negotiate.”

"l suppose s0,” said Korvash glumly.

"Aline, of course, prevailed on Bronson to minethevaley," said Flandry. "The rest you know. When
you yoursdves showed up—"

"To tdl the Sartaz, now that it wastoo late," said Aycharaych.

"—we were afraid that the ensuing argument would damage our own show. So we used violenceto
shut you up until it had been played out.” Flandry spread his handsin agesture of findity. "And thet,
gentlemen, isthat."

"Therewill be other tomorrows,” said Aycharaych gently. "But | am glad we can meet in peace
tonight.”

The party lasted well on toward dawn. When the diens left, with many dightly tipsy expressions of
good will and respect, Aycharaych took Aling's hand in his own bony fingers. His strange golden eyes
searched hers, even as she knew his mind was|ooking into the depths of her own.

"Goodbye, my dear,” he said, too softly for the othersto hear. "Aslong asthere are women like you,
| think Terrawill endure.”

Shewatched histall form go down the corridor and her vison blurred alittle. It was strange to think
that her enemy knew what the man beside her did not.

Hunters of the Sky Cave

It pleased Ruethen of the Long Hand to give afeast and ball a the Crystal Moon for hisenemies. He
knew they must come. Pride of race had dipped from Terra, while the need to appear well-bred and
sophisticated had waxed correspondingly. The fact that spaceships prowled and fought, fifty light-years
beyond Antares, madeit dl the more impossible agaucherie to refuse an invitation from the Merseian
representative. Besides, one could fed ddightfully wicked and ever so delicately in danger.

Captain Sr Dominic Handry, Imperia Nava Intelligence Corps, dlowed himsdf asmal complaint.
"It'snot that | refuse any being'sliquor,” he said, "and Ruethen has a chef for his human-type mealswho'd
be worth awar to get. But | thought | was on furlough.”



"Soyou are," said Diana Vinogradoff, Right Noble Lady Guardian of the Mare Crisum. "Only | saw
youfirg."

Flandry grinned and did an arm about her shoulders. He felt pretty sure he was going to win his bet
with Ivar dd Bruno. They relaxed in the lounger and he switched off the lights.

This borrowed yacht wasridiculoudy frail and ornate; but a saloon which was one bubble of clear
plastic, ah! Now in the sudden darkness, space legped forth, crystal black and awintry blaze of sars.
The banded shield of Jupiter swelled even asthey watched, spilling soft amber radiance into the ship.
Lady Diana became afigure out of myth, dtogether beautiful; her jewels glittered like raindrops on long
gown and heaped tresses. Flandry stroked his neat mustache. | don't suppose | |ook too hideous
myself, he thought smugly, and advanced to the attack.

"No ... please... not now." Lady Dianafended him off, but in a promising way. Handry reclined
again. No hurry. The banquet and dance would take hours. Afterward, when the yacht madeitsleisured
way home toward Terra, and champagne bubbles danced in both their heads ... "Why did you say that
about being on furlough?' she asked, smoothing her coiffure with dim fingers. Her luminous nail polish
danced about in the twilight like flying candle flames.

Flandry got acigaret from his own shimmerite jacket and inhaled it to life. The glow picked out his
face, long, narrow, with high cheekbones and gray eyes, sed-brown hair and straight nose. He
sometimes thought his last biosculp had made it too handsome, and he ought to change it again. But what
the devil, he wasn't on Terra often enough for the girlsto get bored with hislooks. Besides, his
wardrobe, which he did take painsto keep fashionable, was expensive enough to rule out many other
vanities.

"The Nyanza business was atrifle wearing, y'know," he said, to remind her of yet another exploit of
his on yet another exotic planet. "I came Homefor arest. And the Merseians are such damnably
strenuous creatures. It makes metired just to ook at one, let done spar with him."

"Y ou don't haveto tonight, Sir Dominic,” she smiled. "Can't you lay dl thisfeuding asde, just for a
little while, and be friends with them? | mean, we're dl beings, in spite of these silly rivaries.”

"I'd loveto relax with them, my lady. But you see, they never do."
"Oh, come now! I'vetalked to them, often, and—"

"They can radiate dl the virile charm they need,” said Flandry. For an ingtant hislight tone was edged
with acid. "But destroying the Terrestrid Empireisafull-timejob.”

Then, quickly, he remembered what he was about, and picked up hisusud line of banter. He wasn't
required to be an Intelligence agent dl the time. Was he? When athousand-credit bet with hisfriend was
involved? Ivar del Bruno had inssted that Lady Diana Vinogradoff would never bestow her favors on
anyone under therank of earl. The challenge was hard to refuse, when the target was so intringcaly
tempting, and when FHandry had good reason to be complacent about his own ahilities. It had been a
hard campaign, though, and yielding to her whim to attend the Merseian party was only asmall fraction of
the lengths to which he had gone.

But now, Flandry decided, if he played his cardsright for afew hours more, the end would be
achieved. And afterward, athousand credits would buy aredly good orgy for two at the Everest House.

Chives, valet cum pilot cum private gunman, dipped the yacht smoothly into berth at the Crysta
Moon. Therewas no flutter of weight change, though decel eration had been swift and the internal
force-field hard put to compensate. FHlandry stood up, cocked his beret at acarefully rakish angle,
swirled his scarlet cloak, and offered an arm to Lady Diana. They stepped through the airlock and dong
atransparent tube to the palace.

Thewoman caught a delighted gasp. "I've never seen it so close up,” she whispered. "Who ever made



it?'

The atificia satellite had Jupiter for background, and the Milky Way and the huge cold congtellations.
Glass-clear wdlsfaced infinity, curving and tumbling like weter. Planar gravity fields held faceted
gynthetic jewels, ruby, emeradd, diamond, topaz, massing severd tons each, in orbit around the central
minaret. One outward thrust of bubble was |€ft at zero gee, a conservatory where mutant ferns and
orchidsrippled on rhythmic breezes.

"l understand it was built for Lord Tsung-Tse about a century back,” said Flandry. "His son sold it for
gambling debts, and the then Merseian ambassador acquired it and had it put in orbit around Jupiter.
Symbalic, en?'

She arched questioning brows, but he thought better of explaining. His own mind ran on: Eh, for
sure. | supposeit'sinevitable and so forth. Terra has been too rich for too long: we've grown old
and content, no more high hazards for us. Whereas the Merseian Empire is fresh, vigorous,
disciplined, dedicated, et tedious cetera. Personally, | enjoy decadence; but somebody has to hold
off the Long Night for my own lifetime, and it looks asif I'm elected.

Then they neared the portal, where asilver spiderweb gate stood open. Ruethen himself greeted them
at the head of an iridescent dideramp. Such was Merseian custom. But he bowed in Terran style and
touched horny lipsto Lady Dianas hand. "A rare pleasure, | am certain.” The bass voice gave to fluent
Anglic an indescribable nonhuman accent.

She congdered him. The Mersaian was atrue mammal, but with more traces of reptile ancestry than
humankind: pale green skin, hairless and finely scaled; alow spiny ridge from the head down dong the
backbone to the end of along thick tail. He was broader than aman, and would have stood a sheer two
meters did he not walk with aforward-stooping gait. Except for its baldness and lack of externd ears,
the face was quite humanoid, even good-looking in a heavy rough way. But the eyes benegath the
overhanging brow ridges were two small pits of jet. Ruethen wore the austere uniform of hisclass,
form-fitting black with slver trim. A blaster was belted at his hip.

Lady Diands perfectly sculped mouth curved in asmile. "Do you actudly know me, my lord?" she
murmured.

"Frankly, no." A barbaric bluntness. Any nobleman of Terrawould have been agileto disguise his
ignorance. "But while thislog does burn upon the atar stone, peace-holy be it among us. Asmy tribe
would say inthe Cold Vdleys."

"Of courseyou are an old friend of my escort," she teased.

Ruethen cocked an eye at Flandry. And suddenly the man sensed tautnessin that massive frame. Just
for amoment, then Ruethen's whole body became amask. "We have met now and then,” said the
Mersaian dryly. "Welcome, Sir Dominic. The cloakroom dave will furnish you with amind-screen.”

"What?' Despite himsdlf, Flandry started.

"If youwant one." Ruethen bared powerful teeth at Lady Diana. "Will my unknown friend grant mea
dance later?

Shelost her own coolness for a second, then nodded gracioudly. "That would bea ... unique
experience, my lord,"” shesaid.

It would, at that. Flandry led her on into the ballroom. His mind worried Ruethen's curious offer, like
adog with abone. Why—"?

He saw the gaunt black shape among the rainbow Terrans, and he knew. 1t went cold aong his spine.



He wasted no time on excuses but dmost ran to the cloakroom. Hisfeet whispered adong the
crystaline floor, where Orion glittered hundreds of light-years beneath. "Mind-screen,”" he snapped.

Thedavewasapretty girl. Mersaianstook pleasurein buying humansfor menid jobs. "I'veonly a
few, gr," she sad. "Hislordship told me to keep them for—"

"Me!" Handry snatched the cap of wires, trangstors, and power cellsfrom her hesitant fingers. Only
when it was on his head did he rlax. Then he took out afresh cigaret and steered through lilting music
toward the bar. He needed adrink, badly.

Aycharaych of Chereion stood beneeth high glass pillars. No one spoke to him. Mostly the humans
were dancing while non-humans of various raceslistened to the music. A performer from Lulluan spread
heaven-blue feathers on a smadl stage, but few watched that rare sight. Flandry elbowed past aMerseian
who had just drained atwo-liter tankard. " Scotch,” he said. " Straight, tall, and quick.”

Lady Dianaapproached. She seemed uncertain whether to be indignant or intrigued. "Now | know
what they mean by cavaier trestment.” She pointed upward. "Whét is thet thing?'

Flandry tossed off hisdrink. The whisky smoked down histhroat, and hefelt hisnervesease. "I'm
told it'smy face," he said.

"No, no! Stop fooling! | mean that horrible wire thing."

"Mind-screen.” He held out his glassfor arefill. "It heterodynes the energy radiation of the cerebra
cortex in arandom pattern. Makesit impossible to read what I'm thinking."

"But | thought that wasimpossible anyway," she said, bewildered. "1 mean, unlessyou belong to a
naturdly telepathic species.”

"Which manisn't," he agreed, "except for rare cases. The nontelepath develops his own private
'language,’ which is gibberish to anyone who hasn't studied him for along time asasingleindividua. Ergo,
telepathy was never considered a particular threat in my line of work, and you've probably never heard
of the mind-screen. It was developed just afew years ago. And the reason for its development is
gtanding over there."

Shefollowed hiseyes. "Who? That tal being in the black mantle?

"The same. | had abrush with him, and discoveredtomy ... er ... discomfiture, shal wesay? ... that
he has aunique gift. Whether or not al hisrace does, | couldn't tell you. But within arange of afew
hundred meters, Aycharaych of Chereion can read the mind of any individual of any species, whether
he's ever met hisvictim before or not.”

"But—why, then—"

"Exactly. HE'S persona non grata throughout our territory, of course, to be shot on sight. But asyou
know, my lady," said FHandry in ableak tone, "we are not now in the Terrestrial Empire. Jupiter belongs
to the Dispersd of Ymir."

"Oh," said Lady Diana. She colored. "A telepath!”

Fandry gave her alopsided grin. "Aycharaych isthe equivaent of agentleman,” he said. "He wouldn't
tell onyou. But I'd better go talk to him now." He bowed. "Y ou are certain not to lack company. | seea
dozen men converging here aready."

"Sothereare" Sheamiled. "But | think Aycharaych—how do you pronounceit, that guttural ch
baffles me—I think helll be much moreintriguing.” Shetook hisarm.

Flandry disengaged her. She resisted. He closed ahand on her wrist and shoved it down with no
effort. Maybe his visage was afake, hetold himsdf oncein awhile, but at least his body was hisown,
and the dreary hours of calisthenics had some reward. "I'm sorry, my lady," he said, "but | am about to
talk shop, and you're not initiated in the second oldest profession. Have fun.”

Her eyesflared offended vanity. She whirled about and welcomed the Duke of Marswith far more



enthusiasm than that foolish young man warranted. Handry sighed. | suppose | owe you a thousand
credits, Ivar. He cocked hiscigaret at adefiant angle, and strolled across the ballroom.

Aycharaych smiled. Hisface was also closdly humanoid, but in abony, sword-nosed fashion; the
angles of mouth and jaw were exaggerated into Vs. It might dmost have been the face of some Byzantine
saint. But the skin was a pure golden hue, the brows were arches of fine blue feathers, the bald skull
carried afeather crest and pointed ears. Broad chest, wasp waist, long skinny legs were hidden by the
cloak. Thefeset, with four clawed toes and spurs on the ankles, showed bare.

Flandry felt pretty surethat intelligent life on Chereion had evolved from birds, and that the planet
must be dry, with athin cold atmosphere. He had hints that its native civilization wasincredibly old, and
reason to believe it was not amere subject of Merseia. But beyond that, his knowledge emptied into
darkness. He didn't even know where in the Mersaian sphere the sun of Chereion lay.

Aycharaych extended a six-fingered hand. Flandry shook it. The digits were delicate within his own.
For abruta moment he thought of squeezing hard, crushing the fine bones. Aycharaych stood a bit taller
than he, but Flandry was arather big human, much broader and more solid.

"A pleasure to meet you again, Sir Dominic," said Aycharaych. Hisvoice was low, sheer beauty to
hear. Flandry looked at rust-red eyes, with awarm metallic luster, and released the hand.

"Hardly unexpected,” he said. "For you, that is."

"Y ou travel about so much,” Aycharaych said. "I was sure afew men of your corpswould be here
tonight, but | could not be certain of your own whereabouts.”

"l wish | ever was of yours," said Handry ruefully.

"Congratulations upon your handling of |'affaire Nyanza. We are going to miss A'u on our Side. He
had a certain watery brilliance."

Flandry prevented himself from showing surprise. "1 thought that aspect of the business had been
hushed up,” he said. "Bt little pitchers seem to have big ears. How long have you been in the Solar
Sygem?'

"A few weeks," said Aycharaych. "Chiefly apleasuretrip.” He cocked hishead. "Ah, the orchestra
has begun a Strauss watz. Very good. Though of course Johann is not to be compared to Richard, who
will dwaysbe the Strauss.”

"Oh?" Handry'sinterest in ancient music was only dightly greeter than hisinterest in committing
auicide. "'l wouldn't know."

"Y ou should, my friend. Not even excepting Xingu, Straussis the most misunderstood composer of
known galactic history. Were| to beimprisoned for life with only onetape, | would choose his Death
and Transfiguration and be satisfied.”

"I'll arrangeit,” offered Flandry at once.

Aycharaych chuckled and took the man'sarm. "Come, |et us find amore peaceful spot. But | pray
you, do not waste SO amusing an occasion on me. | own to visiting Terraclandestingly, but that part of it
was entirely for the easement of my persond curiosity. | had no intention of burgling the Imperia
offices—"

"Which are equipped with Aycharaych darms anyway."

"Telepathizing detectors? Yes, so | would assume. | am alittle too old and tiff, and your gravity a
little too overpowering, to indulge in my own thefts. Nor have | the type of dashing good looks needed, |
amtold by dl thetdeplays, for cloak and dagger work. No, | merely wished to see the planet which
bred such arace asyours. | walked in afew forests, ingpected certain paintings, visited some chosen
graves, and returned here. Whence | am about to depart, by the way. Y ou need not get your Imperium
to put pressure on the Y mirites to expel me; my courier ship leavesin twenty hours.”



"For where?" asked Flandry.
"Hither and yon," said Aycharaych lightly.
Fandry fdt his somach muscles grow hard. "Syrax?' he got ouit.

They paused at the entrance to the null-gee conservatory. A single great sphere of water balanced
likeslver at itsvery heart, with fern jungle and a thousand purple-scarlet blooms forming a cavern around
it, the stars and mighty Jupiter beyond. Later, no doubt, the younger and drunker humanswould be
peeling off their clothes and going for afree-fall swimin that serene globe. But now only the music dwelt
here. Aycharaych kicked himself over the threshold. His cloak flowed like black wings as he arrowed
across the bubble-dome. Flandry came after, in clothes that were fire and trumpeting. He needed a
moment before he adjusted to weightlessness. Aycharaych, whose ancestors once whistled in Chereion's
sky, appeared to have no such trouble.

The nonhuman stopped hisflight by seizing a bracken frond. Helooked at aviolet burst of orchids
and hislong hawk-head inclined. "Black against the quicksiIver water globe," he mused; "the universe
black and cold beyond both. A beautiful arrangement, and with that touch of horror necessary to the
highest art."

"Black?' Flandry glanced sartled a the violet flowers. Then he clamped hislips.

But Aycharaych had dready grasped the man'sidea. He smiled. "Touche. | should not havelet dip
that | am colorblind in the blue wavelengths.”

"But you see further into the red than | do," predicted Flandry.

"Yes. | admit, since you would infer so anyhow, my native sunis cooler and redder than yours. If you
think that will help you identify it, among al the millions of starsin the Mersaian sphere, accept the
information with my compliments.”

"The Syrax Clugter ismiddle Population One," said FHlandry. "Not too suitable for your eyes.”

Aycharaych stared at the water. Tropicd fish were vishle within its globe, like tiny many-colored
rockets. "It does not follow | am going to Syrax,” he said tonelessly. "I certainly have no persona wish to
do s0. Too many warcraft, too many professond officers. | do not like their mentality.” He made a
free-fal bow. "Y our own excepted, of course.”

"Of course,” said Flandry. "Still, if you could do something to bresak the deadlock out there, in
Merseidsfavor—"

"You flatter me," said Aycharaych. "But | fear you have not yet outgrown the romantic view of
military palitics. The fact isthat neither Sde wantsto make atota effort to control the Syrax stars.
Mersaia could use them as avaluable base, outflanking Antares and thus a spearhead poised at that
entire sector of your empire. Terrawants control smply to deny usthe cluster. Since neither government
wishes, a present, to break the nomind state of peace, they maneuver about out there, mass nava
strength, spy and snipe and hold running bettles ... but the game of al-out seizureis not worth the candle
of dl-out war."

"But if you could tip the scales, persondly, so our boyslost out at Syrax," said Flandry, "we wouldn't
counter-attack your imperia sphere. Y ou know that. 1t'd invite counter-counterattack on us. Heavens,
Terraitsef might be bombed! Were much too comfortable to risk such an outcome.” He pulled himsdlf
up short. Why expose his own bitterness, and perhaps be arrested on Terrafor sedition?

"If we possessed Syrax," said Aycharaych, "it would, with 71 percent probability, hasten the collapse
of the Terran hegemony by a hundred years, plus or minusten. That isthe verdict of our military
computers—though | mysdf fed the faith our High Command hasin them is naive and rather touching.
However, the predicted date of Terrasfal would still lie 150 years hence. So | wonder why your
government cares.”

Flandry shrugged. "A few of usare abit sentimental about our planet,” he answered sadly. "And then,



of course, we ourselves aren't out there being shot at.”

"That isthe human mentdlity again,” said Aycharaych. "Y our ingtincts are such that you never accept
dying. Y ou, persondly, down undernesth everything, do you not fed death isjust alittle bit vulgar, not
quite agentleman?’

"Maybe. What would you cal it?'

"A completion.”

Thelr talk drifted to impersondities. Flandry had never found anyone e se whom he could so converse
with. Aycharaych could be wise and learned and infinitely kind when he chose: or flick awhetted wit
across the pompous face of empire. To speak with him, touching now and then on theimmortal
questions, was amogt like a confessiona—for he was not human and did not judge human deeds, yet he
seemed to understand the wishes at their root.

At last Handry made areluctant excuse to get away. Nu, hetold himsdlf, businessis business. Since
Lady Dianawas studioudy ignoring him, he enticed aredhaired bit of fluff into an offsde room, told her
he would be back in ten minutes, and dipped through arear corridor. Perhaps any Merseian who saw
him thus disappear wouldn't expect him to return for an hour or two; might not recognize the girl when
she got bored waiting and found her own way to the ballroom again. One human looked much like
another to the untrained non-human eye, and there were at least athousand guests by now.

It was aflimsy camouflagefor hisexit, but the best he could think of.

Flandry re-entered the yacht and roused Chives. "Home," he said. "Full acceleration. Or secondary
drive, if you think you can handleit within the System in thisclumsy gold-plated hulk.”

"Yes, gr. | can.”

At fagter-than-light, hed be a Terrain minutes, rather than hours. Excellent! It might actudly be
possible to arrange for Aycharaych's completion.

Morethan haf of Flandry hoped the attempt would fail.

It happened to be day over North America, where Vice Admird Fenross had his offices. Not that
that mattered; they were like as not to work around the clock in Intelligence, or € se Flandry could have
gotten his superior out of bed. He would, in fact, have preferred to do so.

As matters worked out, however, he created a satisfactory commotion. He saved an hour by having
Chivesdivethe yacht illegdly through al traffic lanes above Admirdty Center. With acoverd| over his
party clothes, he dove from the airlock and rode agrav repulsor down to the 40th flange of the
Intelligence tower. While the yacht was being stopped by asky monitor, Flandry was arguing with a
marine on guard duty. He looked down the muzzle of ablaster and said: "Y ou know me, sergeant. L et
me by. Urgent."

"l guess| do know your face, ir,” the marine answered. "But faces can be changed and nobody gets
by mewithout apass. Just stand there while | buzzes apatrol.”

Flandry consdered making ajump for it. But the Imperid Marineswere on to every trick of judo he
knew. Hell take it, an hour wasted on identification—! Wait. Memory clicked into place. "Y ou're
Mohandas Parkinson,” said Flandry. ™Y ou have four darling children, your wife is unreasonably
monogamous, and you were playing Go at Madame Cepheid's last month.”

Sergeant Parkinson's gun wavered. "Fluh?' he said. Then, loudly. "I do' know whatcher talking
about!"

"Madame Cepheid's Go board is twenty meters square,” said Flandry, "and the piecesarelive girls.



In the course of agame—Doesthat ring abell, sergeant? | was there too, watching, and I'm sure your
wifewould be ddighted to hear you are till capable of such truly epic—"

"Get on your way, you ... blackmailer!" choked Parkinson. He gulped and added, "Sir."

Captain Flandry grinned, patted him on his helmet, holstered hisweapon for him, and went quickly
ingde

Unlike most, Fenross had no beautiful receptionist in his outer office. A robovoice asked the
newcomer's business. "Hero," he said blandly. The robot said Admiral Fenross was occupied with a
most disturbing new development. FHlandry said he was dso, and got admission.

Hollow-cheeked and shaky, Fenross looked across his desk. His eyes were not too bloodshot to
show aflick of hatred. "Oh," hesaid. "Y ou. Well, Captain, what interrupts your little tete-a-tete with your
Mersdian friends?’

Flandry sat down and took out a cigaret. He was not surprised that Fenross had set spies on him, but
thefact wasirritating nonetheless. Plow the devil did this feud ever get started? he wondered. Isit
only that | took that girl ... what was her name, anyway? Marjorie? Margaret? ... wasit only that
| once took her from him when we were cadets together? Why, | did it for a joke. She wasn't very
good-looking in spite of everything biosculp could do.

"I've newstoo hot for any com circuit,” hesaid. "'l just now—"
"Y ou're on furlough,” snapped Fenross. 'Y ou've got no business here.”
"What? Look, it was Aycharaych! Himsdf! At the Crystal Moon!"

A muscle twitched in Fenross cheek. "I can't hear an unofficia report,” he said. "All ruinisexploding
beyond Aldebaran. If you think you've done something brilliant, file an account in the regular channds.”

"But—for God's sake!" Flandry sprang to hisfeet. "Admira Fenross, Sir, whatever the hell you want
meto cal you, he'sleaving the Solar System in amatter of hours. Courier boat. We can't touch himin
Y mirite space, but if wewaylaid him on hisway out—Hel| be tricky, the ambush might not work, but
name of alittle green pig, if we can get Aycharaych it'll be better than destroying aMersaian flegt!"

Fenross reached out a hand which trembled ever so faintly, took asmall pillbox and shook atablet
loose. "Haven't dept in forty hours," he muttered. " And you off on that yacht ... | can't take cognizance,
Captain. Not under the circumstances.” He glanced up again. Synessglistened in hiseyes. "Of course,"”
he sad, "if you want to cancel your own leave—"

Flandry stood amoment, rigid, staring at the desk-bound man who hated him. Memory trickled
back: After | broke off with her, yes, the girl did go a bit wild. She was killed in an accident on
Venus, wasn't she ... drunken party flying over the Saw ... yes, | seemto've heard about it. And
Fenross has never even looked at another woman.

Hesighed. "Sir, | am reporting mysdf back on active duty.”
Fenross nodded. "File that with the robot as you leave. Now I've got work for you."
"But Aycharaych—"

"Well handle him. I've got amore suitable assgnment in mind." Fenross grinned, tossed down his pill
and followed it with a cup of water from the desk fountain. "After dl, adashing field agent ought to dash,
don't you think?'

Could it be just the fact that he's gotten more rank but I've had more fun? wondered Flandry.
Who knows? Does he himself? He sat down again, refusing to show expression.

Fenross drummed the desk top and stared at ablank wall. His uniform was as severe as regulations
permitted—F andry's went in the opposite direction—hbuit it fill formed an unnecessarily gorgeous base
for histortured red head. "Thisis under the strictest secrecy,” he began in arapid, tondlessvoice. "l have
no idea how long we can suppress the news, though. One of our coloniesis under siege. Deep within the



Imperid sphere”
Flandry wasforced to whitle. "Where? Who?"'

"Ever heard of Vixen? Wdl, | never had either beforethis. It's ahuman-settled planet of an F6 star
about ahundred light-years from Sol, somewhat north and clockwise of Aldebaran. Oddbal world, but
moderately successful as colonies go. Y ou know that region is poor in systems of interest to humans, and
very little explored. In effect, Vixen stsin the middle of adesert. Or doesit? Y ou'll wonder when | tell
you that a space fleet appeared severd weeks ago and demanded that it yield to occupation. The ships
were of exotic type, and the race crewing them can't be identified. But some, at least, spoke pretty good
Anglic"

Flandry sat dead till. His mind threw up facts, so familiar asto beridiculous, and yet they must now
be considered again. The thing which had happened was without precedent.

Aninterstellar domain can have no definite borders; stars are scattered too thinly, their typestoo
intermingled. And there are too many of them. In very crude approximation, the Terrestridl Empirewasa
sphere of some 400 light-years diameter, centered on Sol, and contained an estimated four million stars.
But of theselessthan haf had even been visted. A bare 100,000 were directly concerned with the
Imperium, afew multiples of that number might have some shadowy contact and owe atheoretical
dlegiance. Consder asngle planet; redlizethat itisaworld, asbig and varied and strange asthis Terra
ever was, with as many conflicting e ements of race and language and culture among its natives, estimate
how much government even one planet requires, and see how quickly areign over many becomes
impossibly huge. Then consider, too, how small a percentage of stars are of any useto agiven species
(too hat, too cold, too turbulent, too many companions) and, of those, how few will have even one planet
where that speciesis reasonably safe. The Empire becomes tenuous indeed. And itsinconceivable extent
isgtill the merest speck in one outlying part of one spird am of one galaxy; among ahundred billion or
more great suns, those known to any single world are the barest, tiniest handful.

However—attack that far within the sphere? No! Individua ships could sneak between the stars
easly enough. But awar fleet could never come ahundred light-yearsinward from the farthest Imperia
bases. The instantaneous "wake" of disturbed space-time, surging from so many vessels, would be
certain of detection somewhere dong theline. Therefore—

"Those shipswere built within our sphere,” said Handry dowly. "And not too many parsecsfrom
Vixen."

Fenross sneered. "Y our genius dazzles me. Asameatter of fact, though, they might have come further
than usual, undetected, because so much of the Navy isout at Syrax now. Our interior posts are
sripped, some completely deserted. I'll agree the enemy must base within severd parsecs of Vixen. But
that doesn't mean they live there. Their base might be a space station, arogue planet, or something else
well never find; they could have sent their fleet to it aship a atime, over aperiod of months.”

Flandry shook hishead. " Supply lines. Having occupied Vixen, they'll need to maintain their garrison
till it's saf-sufficient. No, they have ahome somewhere in the Imperid sphere, surely in the same
quadrant. Which includes only about amillion stars! Say, roughly, 100,000 possibilities, some never even
catalogued. How many yearswould it take how many shipsto check out 100,000 systems?"

"Y eh. And what would be hgppening meanwhile?"
"What has?'

"The Vixenites put up afight. Therésasmall nava base on their planet, unmanned at present, but
enough of the civilian population knew how to make use of itsarsend. They got couriers away, of
course, and Aldebaran Station sent what little help it could. When last heard from, Vixen was under
sege. We're dispatching atask force, but it'll take time to get there. That wretched Syrax businessties
our hands. Reports indicate the dliens haven't overwhelming strength; we could send enough shipsto
make mesons of them. But if we withdrew that many from Syrax, they'd come back to find Mersaia



entrenched in the Clugter.”
"Tie-in?" wondered Handry.

"Who knows? I've got an idea, though, and your assgnment will beto investigateit." Fenrossleaned
over the desk. His sunken eyes probed at Flandry's. "Were dl too ready to think of Merseiawhen
anything goeswrong," he said blegkly. "But after dl, they live along ways off. Therés another aien
power right next cloor ... and as closdy interwoven with Mersaiaasit iswith us.

"Y ou mean Ymir?' Handry snorted. "Come now, dear chief, you're letting your xenophobiarun away
withyou."

"Condder," said Fenross. " Somebody, or something, helped those diens at Vixen build amodern war
fleet. They couldn't have doneit done: wed have known it if they'd begun exploring stellar space, and
knowledge has to precede conquest. Somebody, very familiar with our Situation, has briefed the dienson
our language, weapons, territorid layout—the works. Somebody, I'm sure, told them when to attack:
right now, when nearly our whole strength isat Syrax. Who? Therésoneitem. Thediensusea
helium-pressure power system like the Y mirites. That's unmistakable on the detectors. Helium-pressureis
al right, but it's not as convenient as the hydrogen-heavy atom cycle; not if you live under terrestroid
conditions, and the diens very definitely do. The ships, their shape mean, dso have asubtly Y mirite
touch. I'll show you pictures that have arrived with the reports. Those shipslook asif they'd been
designed by some engineer more used to working with hydrolithium than sted.”

"Y ou mean the Y mirites are behind the diens? But—"

"But nothing. Therésan Y mirite planet in the Vixen system too. Who knows how many starsthose
crawlers have colonized ... starswe never even heard about? Who knows how many client racesthey
might lord it over? And they travel blithely back and forth, across our sphere and Merseias
and—Suppose they are secretly in cahoots with Merseia. What better way to smuggle Merseian agents
into our systems? We don't top Y mirite ships. We aren't able to! But any of them could carry a
force-bubble with terrestroid conditionsingde ... I'vefdt for years weve been too childishly trustful of
Y mir. It's past time we investigated them in detall. It may aready betoo latel”

Flandry stubbed out his cigaret. "But what interest have they got in dl this?' he asked mildly. "What
could any oxygen-breathing race have that they'd covet—or bribe them with?"

"That | don't know," said Fenross. "'l could be dead wrong. But | want it looked into. Y ou're going
back to Jupiter, Captain. At once."

"What?'

"We're chronically undermanned in this miserable stepchild of the service," said Fenross. "Now,
worse than ever. You'll have to go aone. Snoop around as much asyou can. Take al the time you need.
But don't come back without areport that'll give some indication—one way or another!”

Or come back dead, thought Flandry. He looked into the twitching face across the desk and knew
that was what Fenross wanted.

v

He got Chives out of arrest and debated with himself whether to sneak back to Ruethen's party. It
was gtill going on. But no. Aycharaych would never have mentioned his own departure without assuming
Flandry would notify headquarters. It might be hisidea of ajoke—it might be a straightforward
chalenge, for Aycharaych wasjust the sort who'd enjoy seeing if he could dude an ambush—most likely,
the whole thing was deliberate, for some darkling purpose. In any event, ajunior Intelligence officer or
two could better keep tabs on the Cherelonite than Flandry, who was prominent. Having made
arrangements for that, the man took Chivesto his privateflitter.



Though voluptuous enough insde, the Hooligan was a combat boat, with guns and speed. Even on
primary, sub-light drive, it could reach Jupiter in o few hours that FHandry would have little enough time
to think what he would do. He set the autopilot and bade Chives bring adrink. "A giff one," he added.

"Yes, gr. Do you wish your whites laid out, or do you prefer aworking suit?!

Flandry considered his rumpled e egance and sighed. Chives had spent an hour dressing him—for
nothing. "Pain gray zip-suit,” he said. "Also sackcloth and ashes.”

"Very good, sr." Thevalet poured whisky over ice. He was from Shalmu, quite humanoid except for
bald emerad skin, prehendletail, one-point-four meter height, and details of ear, hand, and foot. Flandry
had bought him some years back, named him Chives, and taught him any number of useful arts. Lately
the being had politdy refused manumission. ("If | may make so bold asto say it, Sir, | am afraid my tribal
customs would now have alack of interest for me matched only by their deplorable lack of propriety.”)

Flandry brooded over hisdrink awhile. "What do you know about Y mir?* he asked.

"Ymir isthe arbitrary human name, sir, for the chief planet of aream—if | may use that word
advisedly—coterminous with the Terrestrid Empire, the Merseian, and doubtless a considerable part of

the galaxy beyond.”

"Don't be 0 bloody literal-minded,” said Flandry. "Especialy when I'm being rhetorical. | mean, what
do you know about their ways of living, thinking, believing, hoping? What do they find beautiful and what
istoo horribleto tolerate? Good galloping gods, what do they even use for agovernment? They call
themsalves the Dispersal when they talk Anglic—Dbut isthat atrandation or amere tag? How can wetdl?
What do you and | have in common with abeing that lives at ahundred below zero, breathing hydrogen
at apressure which makes our ocean beds look like vacuum, drinking liquid methane and using alotropic
iceto make histools?

"We were ready enough to cede Jupiter to them: Jupiter-type planets throughout our redlm. They had
terrestroid planetsto offer in exchange. Why, that swap doubled the volume of our sphere. And we
traded a certain amount of scientific information with them, high-pressure physics for low-pressure,
oxygen metabolisms versus hydrogen ... but disgppointingly little, when you get down toit. They'd been
ininterstellar space longer than we had. (And how did they learn atomics under Y mirite air pressure? Me
don't ask it!) They'd dready observed our kind of life throughout ... how much of the galaxy? We
couldn't offer them athing of importance, except theright to colonize some more planetsin peace.
They've never shown as much interest in our wars—the wars of the oxygen breethers on the pygmy
planets—as you and | would have in afight between two ant armies. Why should they care? Y ou could
drop Terraor Merseiainto Jupiter and it'd hardly make a decent splash. For ahundred years, now, the
Y mirites have scarcely said aword to us. Or to Merseig, from dl indications. Till now.

"And yet | glanced at the pictures taken out near Vixen, just before we left. And Fenross, may hefry,
isright. Those blunt shipswere made on aplanet smilar to Terra, but they have Y miritelines ... theway
thefirst Terran automobiles had the motor in front, because that was wherethe horseusedto be ... It
could be coincidence, | suppose. Or ared herring. Or—I don't know. How am | supposed to find out,
one man on a planet with ten timesthe radius of Terra? Judas!” Hedrained hisglassand held it out again.

Chivesrefilled, then went back to the clothes locker. " A white scarf or ablue?' he mused. "Hm, yes, |
do believe the white, 5ir."

Theflitter plunged onward. Flandry needed a soberjolt by the time he had landed on Ganymede.

There was an established procedure for such avist. It hadn't been used for decades, Flandry had had
to look it up, but the robot gtation ill waited patiently between rough mountains. He presented his
credentiass, radio contact was made with the primary planet, unknown messagestraveled over its
surface. A reply was quick: yes, Captain, the governor can receive you. A spaceship isonitsway, and
will be at your disposal.



Flandry looked out at the stony desolation of Ganymede. It was not long before a squat, shimmering
shape had made grav-beam descent. A tube wormed from itslock to the flitter's. Hlandry sighed. "Let's
go," he said, and strolled across. Chivestrotted after with aburden of weapons, tools, and
ingtruments—none of which were likely to be much use. There was aqueasy moment under Ganymede's
natural gravity, then they had entered the Terra-conditioned bubble.

It looked like any third-class passenger cabin, except for the outmoded furnishings and a bank of
large viewscreens. Hard to believe that thiswas only the materid inner lining of abinding-force field: that
that same energy, cousin to that which held the atomic nucleus together, was dl which kept thisroom
from being crushed benesth intolerable pressure. Or, a the moment, kept the rest of the spaceship from
exploding outward. The bulk of the vessel was an dloy of water, lithium, and metallic hydrogen, stable
only under Jovian surface conditions.

Flandry let Chives close the airlock while he turned on the screens. They gave him afull outside view.
One remained blank, a communicator, the other showed the pilot's cabin.

An atificid voice, ludicroudy sweet in the style of acentury ago, said: "Greseting, Terran. My name,
asnearly asit may be rendered in sonic equivaents, isHorx. | am your guide and interpreter while you
remain on Jupiter.”

Flandry looked into the screen. The Y mirite didn't quite register on hismind. His eyes weren't trained
to those shapes and proportions, seen by that weirdly shifting red-blue-brassy light. (Which wasn't the
redl thing, even, but an dectronic trandation. A human looking straight into the thick Jovian air would only
see darkness.) "Hello, Horx," he said to the great black muilti-legged shape with the peculiarly tendrilled
heads. He wet hislips, which seemed abit dry. "I, er, expect you haven't had such an assignment before
inyour life”

"| did severd times, ahundred or so Terrayears ago,” said Horx casuadly. He didn't seem to move,
to touch any controls, but Ganymede receded in the viewscreens and raw space blazed forth. " Since then
| have been doing other work.” Hesitation.

Or wasit? At last: "Recently, though, | have conducted several missionsto our surface.”
"What?' choked Flandry.

"Mersgian,” said Horx. ™Y ou may inquire of the governor if you wish." He said nothing esethewhole
trip.

Jupiter, aready big in the screen, became half of heaven. FHlandry saw blots march acrossits glowing
many-colored face, darknesses which were sormsthat could have swallowed dl Terra. Then the sight
was logt; he was dropping through the atmosphere. Still thee step-up screenstried loyally to show him
something: he saw clouds of anmoniacrysals, athousand kilometerslong, streaked with strange blues
and greensthat were free-radicals; he saw lightning leap across a purple sky, and the distant yellow flare
of sodium explosions. As he descended, he could even fed, very dimly, the quiver of the ship under
enormous winds, and hear the muffled shriek and thunder of the air.

They circled the night Side, gtill descending, and FHandry saw amethane ocean, beating waves
flattened by pressure and gravity againgt acliff of black dlotropic ice, which crumbled and waslifted
again even as he watched. He saw an endless plain where things half trees and half animals—except that
they were neither, in any Terrestria sense—lashed snaky fronds after ribbon-shaped flyers ahundred
metersin length. He saw bubbles stream past on ared wind, and they werelovely in their myriad colors
and they sang in thin crystal voices which somehow penetrated the ship. But they couldn't be true bubbles
at this pressure. Could they?

A city cameinto view, just beyond the dawn line. If it was acity. It was, at least, aunified structure of
immense extent, intricate with grottos and arabesques, built low throughout but somehow graceful and
gracious. On Flandry's screen its color was polished blue. Here and there sparks and threads of white
energy would briefly flash. They hurt hiseyes. Therewere many Y mirites about, flying on their own wings



or riding in shell-shaped power gliders. Y ou wouldn't think of Jupiter as a planet where anything could
fly, until you remembered the air density; then you redized it was more a case of svimming.

The spaceship cameto ahalt, hovering on itsrepulsor field. Horx said: "Governor Thua."

Another Y mirite squatted suddenly in the outs de communication screen. He held something which
smoked and flickered from shape to shape. The impersonaly melodious robot voice said for him, under
the eternd snarling of awind which would have blown down anything men could build; "Welcome. What
isyour desire?'

The old records had told Flandry to expect brusqueness. It was not discourtesy; what could ahuman
and an Y mirite make small talk about? The man puffed acigaret to nervouslifeand said: "I am hereon an
invedtigative mission for my government.” Either these beings were or were not dready aware of the
Vixen stuation; if not, then they weren't dlies of Merseiaand would presumably not tell. Or if they did,
what the devil difference? Handry explained..

Thuasad a once, "Y ou seem to have very smal grounds for suspecting us. A mere smilarity of
gppearances and nuclear technology islogicaly insufficient.”

"l know," said Flandry, "It could be afake."

"It could even bethat one or afew Y mirite individuas have offered advice to the entitieswhich
ingtigated this attack,” said Thua. Y ou couldn't judge from the pseudo-voice, but he seemed neither
offended nor sympathetic: just monumentally uninterested. " The Dispersal has been nongtimulate as
regardsindividuasfor many cycles. However, | cannot imagine what motive an Y mirite would have for
exerting himsdlf on behdf of oxygen breathers. Thereisno ingght to be gained from such acts, and
certainly no materid profit.”

"An aberrated individua?' suggested Flandry with little hope. "Like aman poking an anthill—an
abode of lesser animals—merdly to passthetime?’

"Ymirites do not aberratein such fashion,” said Thua dtiffly.
"| understand there've been recent Mersaian visits here”

"l was about to mention that. | am doing dl | can to assure both empires of Y mir's strict neutrality. It
would be anuisanceif ether attacked us and forced usto exterminate their species.”

Which isthe biggest brag since that fisherman who caught the equator, thought Flandry, or else
is sober truth. He said doud, choosing hiswords one by one: "What, then, were the Merseians doing
here?"

"They wished to make some scientific observations of the Jovian surface,” said Thua. "Horx guided
them, like you. Let him describe thelr activities.”

Thepilot stirred in his chamber, spreading black wings. "We smply cruised about afew times. They
had optica instruments, and took various spectroscopic readings. They said it wasfor researchin
solid-gate physics.”

"Curiouser and curiouser,”" said Flandry. He stroked his mustache. "They have as many Jovoid planets
intheir sphere aswe do. The detailed report on Jovian conditions which the first Y mirite settlers made to
Terra, under the treaty, has never been secret. No, | just don't believe that research yarn.”

"It did seem dubious," agreed Thua, "but | do not pretend to understand every vagary of the dien
mind. It was easier to oblige them than argue about it."

Chives cleared histhroat and said unexpectedly: "If | may takethe liberty of aquestion, sir, were dl
these recent vigitors of the Merseian species?”’

Thuas disgust could hardly be mistaken: "Do you expect meto register insggnificant differences
between one such race and another?”

Flandry sighed. "It looks like deadlock, doesn't it?* he said.



"l can think of no way to give you positive assurance that Y mir is not concerned, except my word,”
said Thua "However, if you wish you may cruise about this planet at random and seeif you observe
anything out of the ordinary.” His screen went blank.

"Big fa chancel" muttered Handry. "Give meadrink, Chives."
"Will you follow the governor's proposa 7' asked Horx.

"Reckon s0." Flandry flopped into achair. "' Give us the standard guided tour. I've never been on
Jupiter, and might aswell have something to show for my time."

Thecity fell behind, astonishingly fast. Flandry sipped the whiskey Chives had gotten from the
suppliesthey had dong, and watched the awesome landscape with half an eye. Too bad he wasfedling
s0 sour; thisredlly was an experience such asis granted few men. But he had wasted hours on amission
which any second-year cadet could have handled ... while guns were gathered at Syrax and Vixen stood
doneagaing dl hell ... or even while Lady Diana danced with other men and Ivar del Bruno waited
grinning to collect his bet. Flandry said an improper word. "What a nice subtle bed of coalsfor Fenross
to rake me over,” he added. "The man hasageniusfor it." He gulped hisdrink and called for another.

"Wererigng, sr," said Chivesmuch later.

Flandry saw mountains which trembled and droned, blue migtsthat whirled about their metallic peaks,
and then the Jovian ground was lost in darkness. The sky began to turn blood color. "What are we
heading for now?" he asked. He checked amap. "Oh, yes, | see.”

"| venture to suggest to the pilot, Sir, that our speed may be atrifle excessive," said Chives.

Flandry heard the wind outside rise to ascream, with subsonic undertones that shivered in his
marrow. Red fog flew roiled and tattered past his eyes. Beyond, he saw crimson clouds the height of a
Terredtrid serra, with lightning leaping in their bellies. Thelight from the screenswashed like adull fire
into the cabin.

"Yes," he muttered. "Slow down, Horx. Ther€ll be another one along in aminute, asthe sory has
it—"

And then he saw the pilot rise up in his chamber, fling open adoor, and depart. An instant afterward
Handry saw Horx beat wings against the spaceship's furious dipstream; then the Y mirite was whirled
from view. And then Chives saw the thing which hung in the sky before them, and ydlled. Hethrew his
tall around FHandry'swaist while he clung with hands and legsto abunk stanchion. And then theworld
exploded into thunder and night.

\Y

Flandry awoke. He spent centuries wishing he hadn't. A blurred green shape said: ™Y our aneurine,
ar.
"Go ‘way," mumbled Flandry. "What was| drinking?"

"Pardon my taking the liberty, sr," said Chives. He pinned the man'swrists down with histail, held
Handry's nose with one hand and poured the drug down his mouth with the other. "There, now, we are
fedling much better, aren't we?'

"Remind meto shoot you, dowly." Flandry gagged for awhile. The medicine took hold and he sat up.
Hisbrain cleared and he looked at the screen bank.

Only one of the viewers dtill functioned. It showed thick, drifting redness, shot through with bluesand
blacks. A steady rough growling, like the breakup of apolar ice pack, blasted itsway through the
ultimaterigidity of the force bubble—God, what must the noise be like outside? The cabin wastilted.
Sumped initslower corner, Flandry began to glide across the floor again; the ship was il being rolled



about. Theinterna gravity field had saved their lives by cushioning the worst shock, but then it had gone
dead. Hefelt the natura pull of Jupiter upon him, and every cell was weary from its own weight.

He focused on atwisted bunkframe. "Did | do that with my own little head?'

"We struck with greet force, ar,” Chivestold him. "1 permitted mysdlf to bandage your scalp.
However, ashot of growth hormone will hedl the cutsin afew hours, g, if we escape the present
dilemma"

Flandry lurched to hisfeet. His bones seemed to be dragging him back downward. He felt the cabin
wallstremble and heard them groan. The force bubble had held, which meant that its generator and the
main power plant had survived the crash. Not unexpectedly; aship like thiswas built on the "fail safe"
principle. But there was no access whatsoever from this cabin to the pilot room—unless you were an
Y mirite. It made no difference whether the ship was ill flyable or not. Human and Sha muan were stuck
heretill they starved. Or, morelikely, till the atomic-power plant quit working, under some or other of the
buffetsthis ship was recaiving.

Widl, when the force-field collgpsed and Jovian air pressure flattened the cabin, it would be amerciful
desth.

"The hell with that noise," said Flandry. "I don't want to die so fast | can't fed it. | want to see death
coming, and make the stupid thing fight for every centimeter of me."

Chives gazed into the snister crimson which filled the last dectronic window. Hisdight frame
stooped, shaking in the knees; he was even less adapted to Jovian weight than Flandry. "Where are we,
gr?" hehusked. "l wasthinking primarily about what to make for lunch, just before the collision, and—"

"The Red Spot area,” said Flandry. "Or, rather, the fringe of it. We must be on an outlying berg, or
whatever the deucethey're called.”

"Our guide appearsto have abandoned us, sr."

"Hell, he got usinto this mess. On purpose! | now know for afact there's at least one Y mirite
working for the enemy—whoever the enemy is. But the information won't be much useif we becomea
pair of grease spots.”

The ship shuddered and canted. Flandry grabbed a stanchion for support, eased himsdlf down on the
bunk, and said, very quickly, for destruction roared around him:

"Y ou've seen the Red Spot from space, Chives. It's been known for along time, even before space
traved, thatit'sa... amassof aerid pack ice. Lord, what afantastic place to die! What happensisthat at
acertain height in the Jovian aimosphere, the pressure dlows ared crystdline form of ice—not the white
stuff we splash whisky onto, or the black alotrope down at the surface, or the super-dense variety in the
mantle around the Jovian core. Here the pressureisright for red ice, and the air dengdity isidentical, soit
floats. Aninitial formation crested favorable conditionsfor the formation of more ... soit accumulated in
this one region, much as polar caps build up on cozier type planets. Someyearsalot of it melts
away—changes phase—the Red Spot looks paer from outside. Other years you get aheavy pile-up,
and Jupiter seemsto have amoving wound. But always, Chives, the Red Spot isapack of flying glaciers,
sretching broader than al Terra. And weve been crashed on one of them!™

"Then our present Stuation can scarcely be accidentd, sr," nodded Chivesimperturbably. "I daresay,
with al the safety precautions built into this ship, Horx thought this would be the only way to destroy us
without leaving evidence. He can claim a stray berg wastossed in our path, or some such tale” Chives
sniffed. "Not sportsmanlike at dl, Sr. Just what one would expect of a.... anative.”

The cabin yawed. Handry caught himsdlf before hefell out of the bunk. At this gravity, to sumble
across the room would be to break aleg. Thundersrolled. White vapors hissed up against crimson in the
surviving screen.

"I'm not on to these scientific esoterica," said Flandry. His chest pumped, strugging to supply oxygen



for musclestoiling under nearly threetimestheir norma weight. Eachrib felt asif castinlead. "But I'd
guesswhat is happening isthis. We maintain atemperature in here which for Jupiter iscrazily high. So
we're radiating hest, which makesthe ice go soft and—We're dowly sinking into the berg." He shrugged
and got out acigaret.

"Isthat wise, Sr?' asked Chives.

"The oxygen recyclersare still working," said Flandry. "It'snot at al stuffy in here. Air istheleast of
our worries." His coolness cracked over, he smote afist on thewall and said between histeeth: "It'sthis
being helpless! We can't go out of the cabin, we can't do athing but St here and take it!"

" wonder, ar." Sowly, histhin face sagging with gravity, Chives pulled himsdf to the pack of
equipment. He pawed through it. "No, Sir. | regret to say | took no radio. It seemed we could
communicate through the pilot.” He paused. "Even if we did find away to signd, | daresay any Y mirite
who received our call would merdly interpret it asrandom satic.”

Flandry stood up, somehow. "What do we have?" A tiny excitement shivered aong his nerves.
Outside, Jupiter boomed at him.

"Various detectors, Sir, to check for ingtalations. A pair of spacesuits. Sidearms. Y our burglar kit,
though | confess uncertainty what valueit would have here. A microrecorder. A—"

"Wait a minute!"

Flandry sprang toward hisvaet. The floor rocked beneath him. He staggered toward the far wall.
Chives shot out histail and helped brake the man. Shaking, Flandry eased himself down and went on al
foursto the corner where the Sha muan squatted.

He didn't even stop to gibe at his own absent-mindedness. His heart thuttered. "Wait a minute,
Chives" he said. "Weve got an airlock over there. Since the force-bubble necessarily reinforcesiits
dructure, it must ftill be intact; and its machinery can open the valves even againg this outside pressure.
Of course, we can't go through ourselves. Our space armor would be squashed flat. But we can get at
the mechanism of the lock. It aso, by logicd necessity, hasto be part of the Terra-conditioned system.
We can use the tools we have here to make a smple automatic cycle. Firg the outer valve opens. Then it
shuts, the Jovian air is exhausted from the chamber and Terrestrid air replaces same. Then thevalve
opensagain ... and so on. Do you see?'

"No, gr," said Chives. A deadly physica exhaustion filmed hisyedlow eyes. "My brain feds so
thick ... | regret—"

"A sgnd!" yeled Flandry. "We flush oxygen out into a hydrogen-cum-methane atmosphere. We
supply an eectric spark in the lock chamber to ignite the mixture. Whoosh! A flare! Feeble and blue
enough—but not by Jovian standards. Any Y mirite anywhere within tens of kilometersisbound to seeit
as brilliant as we see amagnesium torch. And it'll repesat. A steady cycle, every four or five minutes. If the
Y mirites aren't made of concrete, they'll be curious enough to investigate ... and when they find the
wreck on this berg, they'll guess our need and—"

Hisvoicetrailed off. Chives said dully. "Can we spare the oxygen, Sir?"

"WEIl haveto,” said Flandry. "WEell sacrifice as much as we can stand, and then halt the cycle. If
nothing has happened after severa hours, well expend half of what's left in one last fireworks." Hetook
an ultimate pull on hiscigaret, ground it out with greet care, and fought back to hisfeet. "Comeon, let's
get going. What have weto lose?’

The floor shook. It banged and crashed outside. A fog of free radicds drifted green past the window,
and the red iceberg spun in Jupiter'sendless gale.

Flandry glanced at Chives. "Y ou have onefault, laddy,” he said, forcing asmileto hislips. "You aren't
abeautiful woman." And then, after amoment, sighing: "However, it'sjust aswell. Under the
circumstances.”



Vi

—And in that well-worn nick of time, which goes to prove that the gods, under standably, love
me, help arrived. An Ymirite party spotted our flare. Having poked around, they went off,
bringing back another force-bubble ship to which we transferred our nearly suffocated carcasses.
No, Junior, | don't know what the Ymirites were doing in the Red Spot area. It must be a dank
cold place for them too. But | had guessed they would be sure to maintain some kind of monitors,
scientific stations, or what have you around there, just as we monitor the weather-breeding
regions of Terra.

Governor Thua didn't bother to apologize. He didn't even notice my valet's indignant demand
that the miscreant Horx be forthwith administered a red-ice shaft, except to say that future
visitors would be given a different guide (how can they tell?) and that this business was none of
his doing and he wouldn't waste any Ymirite's time with investigations or punishments or any
further action at all. He pointed out the treaty provision, that he wasn't bound to admit us, and
that any visits would always be at the visitor's own risk.

The fact that some Ymirites did rescue us proves that the conspiracy, if any, does not involve
their whole race. But how highly placed the hostile individuals are in their government (if they
have anything corresponding to government as we know it)— haven't the groggiest.

Above summary for convenience only. Transcript of all conversation, which was taped as per
ungentlemanly orders, attached.

Yes, Junior, you may leave the room.

Flandry switched off the recorder. He could trust the confidential secretary, who would make a
formal report out of hisdictation, to clean it up. Though he wished she wouldn't.

He leaned back, cocked feet on desk, trickled smoke through his nogtrils, and looked out the clear
wall of hisoffice. Admirdty Center gleamed, dim fagrie spiresin soft colors, reaching for the bright
springtime sky of Terra. Y ou couldn't mount guard across 400 light-years without millions of ships, and
that meant millions of policy makers, scientists, engineers, strategidts, tacticians, coordinators,
clerks ... and they had families, which needed food, clothing, houses, schools, amusements ... sothe
heart of the Imperia Navy becameacity initsown right. Damn company town, thought Handry. And
yet, when the bombs finally roared out of space, when the barbarians howled among smashed buildings
and the smoke of burning books hid dead men in tattered bright uniforms—when the Long Night came,
asit would, acentury or amillennium hence, what difference?—something of beauty and gdlantry would
have departed the universe.

To hdl withit. Let civilization hang together long enough for Dominic Handry to taste afew more
vintages, ride afew more horses, kissalot more girls and sing another ballad or two. That would suffice.
At lead, it was all he dared hopefor.

Theintercom chimed. "Admira Fenross wantsto see you immediately, Sr."
"Now hetellsme," grunted Flandry. "I wanted to see him yesterday, when | got back.”

"Hewas busy then, gir,”" said the robot, asglibly asif it had a conscious mind. "Hislordship the Earl of
Sidrath isvisting Terra, and wished to be conducted through the operations center."

Flandry rose, adjusted his peacock-blue tunic, admired the crease of his gold-frogged white trousers,
and covered hisdeek hair with ajewe-banded officer's cap. "Of course," he said, "Admiral Fenross
couldn't possibly delegate the tour to an aide.”

"The Earl of Sidrath isrelated to Grand Admira the Duke of Asia," the robot reminded him.
Flandry sang beneath hisbregth, "Brown is the color of my true love's nose," and went out the



door. After a series of dide-ways and gravshafts, he reached Fenross office.

The admiral nodded his close-cropped head beyond the desk. "There you are." Histoneimplied
Flandry had stopped for abeer on theway. "Sit down. Y our preliminary verba report on the Jovian
mission has been communicated to me. Isthat redly al you could find out?'

Flandry smiled. "Y ou told meto get an indication, oneway or another, of the Y mirite attitude, Sir,” he
purred. "That'swhat | got: an indication, one way or another."

Fenross gnawed hislip. "All right, al right. | should have known, | guess. Y our forte never was
working with an organization, and were going to need aspecid project, avery large project, to learn the
truth about Ymir."

Flandry sat up straight. "Don't," he said sharply.
"What?'

"Don't waste men that way. Sheer arithmetic will defeat them. Jupiter done has the area of ahundred
Terras. The population must be more or less proportiona. How are our men going to percolate around,
confined to the two or three spaceships that Thua has available for them? Assuming Thua doesn't smply
refuse to admit any further oxygen-breathing nuisances. How are they going to question, bribe,
eavesdrop, get any single piece of information? It'satruism that the typica Intelligence job consigts of
gathering amillion unimportant little facts and fitting them together into one big fact. We've few enough
agents asis, spread ghadtly thin. Don't tie them up in an impossible job. Let them keep working on
Mersaia, where they've a chance of accomplishing something!”

"Andif Ymir suddenly turns on us?' snapped Fenross.

"Then werall with the punch. Or wedie." FHandry shrugged and winced; his muscleswere still sore
from the pounding they had taken. "But haven't you thought, sr, thiswhole business may well bea
Mersaian stunt—to divert our attention from them, right at this crisis? It's exactly the sort of bear trap
Aycharaych lovesto s&t."

"That may be," admitted Fenross. "But Mersaialies beyond Syrax; Jupiter isnext door. I've been
given to undergtand that His Imperid Mgesty isdarmed enough to desire—" He shrugged too, making it
theimmemorid gesture of abaffled underling.

"Who dropped that hint?" drawled Flandry. " Surely not the Earl of Sidrath, whom you were showing
the Sghts yesterday whilethe news camein that Vixen had fdlen?"

"Shut up!" Almogt, it wasascream. A jag of pain went over Fenross hollowed countenance. He
reached for apill. "If | didn't oblige the peerage,” he said thickly, "I'd be begging my bread in
Underground and someone would bein this office who'd never tell them no.”

Flandry paused. He started a fresh cigaret with unnecessary concentration. | suppose | am being
unjust to him, hethought. Poor devil. It can't be much fun being Fenross.

Stll, he reflected, Aycharaych had lft the Solar System so smoothly that the space ambush had never
even detected his boat. Twenty-odd hours ago, a battered scoutship had limped in to tell the Imperium
that Vixen had perforce surrendered to its nameless besiegers, who had landed en masse after reducing
the defenses. The last dispatch from Syrax described clashes which had cost the Terrans more ships than
the Mersaians. Jupiter blazed amystery in the evening sky. Rumor said that after his human guests had
left, Ruethen and his staff had rolled out huge barrels of bitter e and caroused like trolls for many hours,
they must have known some reason to be merry.

Y ou couldn't blame Fenross much. But would the whole long climb of man, from jungleto stars, fdll
back in destruction—and no single person even deserve to have his knuckles rapped for it?

"What about the reinforcements that were being sent to Vixen?' asked Flandry.
"They'redtill ontheir way." Fenross gulped his pill and relaxed atrifle. "What information we have,



about enemy strength and so on, suggests that another standoff will develop. The dlienswon't be strong
enough to kick our force out of the system—"

"Not with Tom Walton in command. | hear heis" A very small warmth trickled into Flandry's soul.

"Yes. At the sametime, now the enemy is established on Vixen, there's no obviousway to get them
off without total blasting—which would sterilize the planet. Of course, Waton can try to cut their supply
lines and starve them out; but once they get their occupation organized, Vixen itsdf will supply them. Or
he can try to find out where they come from, and counter-attack their home. Or perhaps he can negotiate
something. | don't know. The Emperor himsdlf gave Admira Waton what amountsto carte blanche.”

It must have been one of His Majesty's off days, decided Flandry. Actually doing the sensible
thing.

"QOur great handicap isthat our opponents know all about us and we know amost nothing about
them,” went on Fenross. "'I'm afraid the primary effort of our Intelligence must be diverted toward Jupiter
for the time being. But someone hasto gather information at Vixen too, about the diens.” Hisvoice
jerked to ahalt.

Flandry filled hislungs with smoke, held it amoment, and let it out in adow flood. "Eek," he said
tonelesdy.

"Yes. That'syour next assgnment.”
"But ... me, done, to Vixen? Surely Walton's force carries abunch of our people.”

"Of course. They'll do what they can. But parale operations are standard espionage procedure, as
even you must know. Furthermore, the Vixenites made the dramatic rather than the logica gesture. After
their planet had capitulated, they got one boat out, with one person aboard. The boat didn't try to reach
any Terredtrial ship within the system. That was wise, because the tiny force Aldebaran had sent was
already broken in battle and reduced to sneak raids. But neither did the Vixenite boat go to Aldebaran
itsdlf. No, it came straight here, and the pilot expected a persona audience with the Emperor.”

"And didn't get it," foretold Flandry. "His Mgesty is much too busy gardening to wastetimeon a
mere commoner representing amere planet.”

"Gardening?' Fenross blinked.
"I'm told His Mg esty cultivates beautiful panses” murmured Handry.

Fenross gulped and said in great haste: "Well, no, of course not. | mean, | mysdlf interviewed the
pilot, and read the report carried along. Not too much information, though hel pful. However, while
Wadton has afew Vixenite refugees dong as guides and advisors, this pilot isthe only one who's seen the
diensclose up, on the ground, digging in and trading rifle shots with humans; has experienced severd
days of occupation before getting away. Copies of the report can be sent after Walton. But that
first-hand knowledge of enemy behavior, regulations, dl thelittle unpredictable detalls ... that may also
prove essentid.”

"Yes," sad Handry. "If aspy isto be smuggled back onto Vixen's surface. Namely me.”
Fenrossdlowed himsdf aprim little amile. "That'swhat | had in mind.”

Flandry nodded, unsurprised. Fenross would never give up trying to get him killed. Thoughindl truth,
Dominic Handry doubtless had more chance of pulling such a stunt and getting back unpunctured than
anyoneese.

Hesadidly: "The decison to head straight for Sol wasntillogical. If the pilot had goneto Aldebaran,
then Aldebaran would have sent us a courier reporting the matter and asking for orders. A roundabout
route. Thisway, we got the news days quicker. No, that Vixenite hasalevel head on his shoulders.”

"Hers," corrected Fenross.
"Huh?' Flandry sat bolt upright.



"Shell explain any details,” said Fenross. "I'll arrange an open requisition for you: draw what
equipment you think you'll need. And if you survive, remember, I'll want every millo's worth accounted
for. Now get out and get busy! I've got work to do."

VIl

The Hooligan snaked out of Terran sky, ran for atime on primary drive at an acceleration which it
grained theinterna grav-field to compensate for, and, having reached a safe distance from Sol, sprang
over into secondary. Briefly the view-screens went wild with Doppler effect and aberration. Then their
circuits adapted to the rate a which the vessel pulsed in and out of norma space-time-energy levels, they
annulled the optics of pseudo-speed, and Fandry looked again upon cold many-starred night asif he
were at rest.

Heleft Chivesin the turret to make fina course adjustments and strolled down to the saloon. "All
clear," he amiled. "Egtimated time to Vixen, thirteen standard days."

"What?' Thegirl, Catherine Kittredge, hdf rose from the luxurioudy cushioned bench. "But it took me
amonth the other way, an' | had the fastest racer on our planet.”

"I'vetinkered with thisone," said Flandry, "Or, rather, found expertsto do s0." He sat. down near
her, crossing long legs and leaning an e bow on the mahogany table which the bench haf-circled. "Give
me ascrewdriver and I'll make any firearm in the cosmos Sit up and speak. But space drives have an
anatomy | can only cal whimscal.”

Hewastrying to put her at ease. Poor kid, she had seen her home assailed, hafway in from the
Imperid marchesthat were supposed to bear dl the wars; she had seen friends and kinfolk dain in battle
with unhuman unknowns, and heard the boots of an occupying enemy racket in once-familiar sireets; she
had fled to Terralike achild to its mother, and been coldly interviewed in an office and straightway
bundled back onto a spaceship, with onetailed dien and one suave stranger. Doubtless an officia had
told her shewasabravelittle girl and now it was her duty to return asaspy and quite likely bekilled.
And meanwhile rhododendrons bloomed like coal firein Terras parks, and the laughing youth of Terras
aristocracy flew past on their way to some newly opened pleasure house.

No wonder Catherine Kittredge's eyes were wide and bewildered.

They were her best feature, Flandry decided: large, set far gpart, a gold-flecked hazel under long
lashes and thick dark brows. Her hair would have been nice too, ablonde helmet, if she had not cut it off
just below the ears. Otherwise she was nothing much to look at—a broad, snub-nosed, faintly freckled
countenance, generous mouth and good chin. As nearly as one could tell through a shapeless gray
coverdl, shewas of medium height and on the stocky side. She spoke Anglic with asoft regional accent
that sounded good in her low voice; but al her mannerismswere provincid, fifty years out of date.
Flandry wondered alittle desperately what they could talk about.

Will, there was business enough. He flicked buttons for autoservice. "What are you drinking?"' he
asked. "Weve anything within reason, and afew things out of reason, on board.”

Sheblushed. "Nothin", thank you,” she mumbled.
"Nothing at dl? Come, now. Daiquiri? Wine? Beer? Buttermilk, for heaven's sake?"

"Hm?" Sheraised afleeting glance. He discovered Vixen had no dairy industry, cattle couldn't survive
there, and dided ice cream for her. He himsalf dugged down alarge gin-and-bitters. Hewas going to
need al cohol—two weeks aone in space with Little Miss Orphan!

She was pleased enough by discovering ice cream to relax atrifle. Flandry offered acigaret, was
refused, and started one for himsdlf. Y ou'll have plenty of timeto brief meen route," he said, "so don't
fed obliged to answer questions now, if it distressesyou.”



Catherine Kittredge looked beyond him, out the viewscreen and into the frosty sprawl of
Andromeda. Her lips twitched downward, ever so faintly. But she replied with a steadiness he liked:
"Why not? Twon't bother me moren sittin' an' broodin'."

"Good girl. Tell me, how did you happen to carry the message?”

"My brother was our officid courier. Y ou know how ‘tis on planetslike ours, without much
population or money: who-ever's got the best spaceship getsasubsidy an' carries any specia dispatches.
| helped him. We used to go off jauntin’ for days at atime, an'—No," she broke off. Her fists closed. "
won't bawl. The diensforced alandin'. Hank went off with our groun' forces. He didn't come back.
Sev'rd days after the surrender, when things began to settle down alittle, | got the news held been killed
inaction. A few of us decided the Imperium had better be given what information we could supply. Since
| knew Hank's ship best, they tol' meto go.”

"l see." Flandry determined to keep thisas dry as possible, for her sake. "I've a copy of the report
your people made up, of course, but you had al the way to Sol to study it, so you must know more
about it than anyone ese off Vixen. Just to give me arough preliminary idea, | understand some of the
invaders knew Anglic and there was a certain amount of long-range parleying. What did they call
themsdves?'

"Doesthat matter?' she asked listlesdy.

"Not in the faintest, at the present stage of things, except that it's such aweary cliche to speak of
Planet X."

She amiled, atiny bit. "They cdled themselves the Ardazirho, an' we gathered the ho was a collective
endin’. So we figuretheir planet isnamed Ardazir. Though | can't come near pronouncin' it right.”

Flandry took a stereopic from the pocket of hisiridescent shirt. It had been snapped from hiding,
during the ground battle. Againgt a background of ruined human homes crouched asingle enemy soldier.
Warrior? Acolyte? Unit? Armed, at least, and akiller of men.

Preconceptions dways got in the way. Flandry'sfirgt startled thought had been Wolf. Now he
redized that of course the Ardazirho was not lupine, didn't even look notably wolfish. Y et theimpresson
lingered. He was not surprised when Catherine Kittredge said the aliens had gone howling into battle.

They were described as man-size bipeds, but digitigrade, which gave their feet amost the appearance
of adog'swaking onitshind legs. The shoulders and arms were very humanoid, except that the thumbs
were on the opposite sde of the hands from mankind's. The head, arrogantly held on a powerful neck,
was long and narrow for an intelligent animal, with alow forehead, most of the brain space behind the
pointed ears. A black-nosed muzzle, not as sharp as awolf's and yet somehow like it, jutted out of the
face. Itslipswere pulled back in asnarl, showing bluntly pointed fangs which suggested a flesh-eater
turned omnivore. The eyeswere oval, close set, and gray as deet. Short thick fur covered the entire
body, turning to aruff at the throat; it was rusty red.

"Isthisauniform?' asked Fandry.

The girl leaned closeto see. The pictured Ardazirho wore a sort of kilt, in checkerboard squares of
various hues. Flandry winced at some of the combinations: rose next to scarlet, aglaring crimson
offengvely between two ddlicate yellows. "Barbariansindeed,” he muttered. "I hope Chives can stand the
shock." Otherwise the being was dressed in boots of flexible leather and aharness from which hung
various pouches and equipment. He was armed with what was obvioudy amagnetronic rifle, and had a
wicked-looking knife at his belt.

"I'm not sure,” said the girl. "Either they don't use uniformsat dl, or they have such avariety that
we've not made any sense of it. Some might be dressed more or lesslike him, othersinakind o' tunic an'
burnoose, othersin breastplates an' fancy plumed helmets.”

"Him," pounced Handry. "They'redl mde, then?'



"Yes, g, seemsthat way. The groun' fightin' lasted long enough for our biologiststo dissect an'
anadyze afew o' their dead. Accorclin' to the report, they're placental mammals. It's clear they'refrom a
more or lessterrestroid planet, probably with asomewhat stronger gravity. The eye structure suggests
their sunisbright, type A5 or thereabouts. That meansthey should fed pretty much at homein our
badlands." Catherine Kittredge shrugged sadly. "Figure that's why they picked usto start on.”

"They might have been conquering for sometime,”" said Handry. "A hot Sar likean ASisno useto
humans, and | imagine the F-type like yoursis about as cool asthey carefor. They may well have built
up alittle coterminous kingdom, anumber of B, A, and F suns out in your quadrant, where we don't even
have a complete astronomical mapping—Iet one having explored much ... Hm. Didn't you get achance
to interrogate any live prisoners?'

"Yes. Twasn't much use. Durin' the fightin', one of our regiments did encircle aunit o' theirs an' knock
it out with stun beams. When two o' them woke up an' saw they were captured, they died.”

"Preconditioning,” nodded FHandry. "Go on."

"Therest didn't spesk any Anglic, ‘cept one who'd picked up alittle bit. They questioned him." The
girl winced. "I don't figure 'twas very nice. The report saystoward the end his heart kept stoppin’ an'
they'd reviveit, but at last he died for good ... Anyway, it seemsafair bet he wastdlin' thetruth. An' he
didn't know where his home star was. He could understan’ our coordinate system, an' trandateit into the
one they used. But that was zeroed arbitrarily on S Doradus, an' he didn't have any idea about the
coordinates of Ardazir."

"Memory blank." Flandry scrowled. "Probably given to dl the enlisted ranks. Such officersas must
retain full information are conditioned to die on capture. What amerry monarch they've got." Hetwisted
his mustache between nervousfingers. Y ou know, though, this suggeststheir homeis vulnerable. Maybe
we should concentrate on discovering whereit is.”

The girl dropped her eyes. Shelogt alittle color. "Do you think we can, my lord?" she whispered. "Or
arewejust goin' to dietoo?"

"If themission involves proceduresillega or immord, | should have no trouble” Handry grinned at
her. ™Y ou can do whatever honorable work is necessary. Between us, why, God help Ardazir.
Incidentdly, | don't rate atitle."

"But they cdled you Sr Dominic."

"A knighthood is not a patent of nobility. I'm afraid my relationship to the peerage involves abar
snigter. You see, one day my father wandered into this sinister bar, and—" Flandry rambled on, skirting
the risque, until he heard her laugh. Then he laughed back and said: "Good girl! What do they call you a
home? Kit, I'll swear. Very well, we're off to the wars, you the Kit and | the caboodle. Now let's scream
for Chivesto lay out caviar and cheeses. Afterward I'll show you to your stateroom.” Her face turned
hot, and he added, "Its door locks on theinside."

"Thank you," she said, so low he could scarcely hear it. Smoky lashes fluttered on her cheeks. "When
| wastold to come—with you—I mean, | didn't know—"

"My dear girl," said Flandry, "credit me with enough experience to identify abolstered needie gun
among more attractive curves beneath that coveral."

VIII

There was aways something unreal about along trip through space. Here, for atime, you were alone
in the universe. No radio could outpace you and be received, even if unimaginable distance would not
soon have drowned it in silence. No other signal existed, except another spaceship, and how would it
find you unless your feeble drive-pul sations were by the merest chance detected? A whole fleet might



travel many parsecs before some naval base sensed its wake with instruments, your one mote of a craft
could hurtle to the ends of creation and never be heard. There was nothing to be seen, no landscape, no
wesgther, smply the enormous endless pageantry of changing constellations, now and then a cold nebular
gleam between flashing suns, the curdled silver of the Milky Way and the clotted stars near Sagittarius.

Y et you in your shell werewarm, dry, breathing sweet recycled air; on aluxury vessd like the Hooligan,
you might listen to recorded Lysarcian bells, sp Namorian maoth and taste Terran grapes.

Flandry worked himsdlf even less mercifully than he did Chives and Kit. It wasthe hard, dull grind
which must underliedl their hopes: study, rehearsd, andysis of data, planning and discarding and
planning again, until brains could do no more and thinking creaked to a halt. But then recreation became
pure necessity—and they were two humans with one unobtrusive servant, cruising among the stars.

Fandry discovered that Kit could give him aworkout, when they played handbal down in the hold.
And her stubborn chess game defeated his swashbuckling tactics most of the time. She had a puckish
humor when she wasn't remembering her planet. Flandry would not soon forget her thumbnail impresson
of Vice Admird Fenross. "A mind like amousetrap, only he ought to let some o' those poor little mice
go." She could play thelorr, her fingers dancing over itstwelve primary stringswith that touch which
brings out the full ringing resonance of the secondaries, she seemed to know dl the ballads from the old
brave days when men were first hewing their homes out of Vixen'swilderness, and they were good to
hear.

Flandry grew dowly aware that she was the opposite of bad-looking. She just hadn't been sculped
into the monotonoudly aristocratic appearance of Terras high-born ladies. The face, haf boyish, was her
own, the body full and supple whereit counted. He swore dismally to himself and went on amore
rigorous calisthenic program.

Sowly the stars formed new patterns. There came atime when Aldebaran stood like red flame, the
brightest object in dl heaven. And then the needle-point of Vixen's sun, the star named Cerulia, glistened
keen and blue ahead. And Flandry turned from the viewscreen and said quietly: "Two more daysto go. |
think well have captain's dinner tonight.”

"Very good, ar,” said Chives. "1 took it upon mysdlf to bring along somelive Maine lobster. And |
trust the Liebfraumilch '51 will be satisfactory?”

"That's the advantage of having a Shalmuan for your batman,” remarked Flandry to Kit. "Their race
has more sengitive paates than ours. They can't go wrong on vintages."

She smiled, but her eyeswere troubled.

Flandry retired to his own cabin and an argument. He wanted to wear a peach-colored tunic with his
white dacks, Chivesinssted that the dark blue, with agold sash, was more suitable. Chiveswon,
naturally. The man wandered into the sdloon, which was aready laid out for afeast, and poured himsdlf
an gperitif. Music sghed from the recorder, nothing greeat but sweet to hear.

A footfal camelightly behind him. He turned and nearly dropped his glass. Kit was entering in a sheer
black dinner gown; one vell the color of fire flickered from her waistdine. A filigreetiaracrowned shining
hair, and abracelet of Old Martian Silver coiled massive on her wrist.

"Great hopping ectrons,” gasped Handry. "Don't do such things without warning! Where did the
paintbrush come from to lay on the glamor that thick?*

Kit chuckled and pirouetted. "Chives," she said. "Who e se? Hesadarlin'. He brought the jew'lry
aong, an' he's been makin' the dress at odd momentsthiswhole trip."

Flandry shook his head and clicked histongue. "If Chiveswould accept manumission, he could set
himsdlf up in business, equipping lady spiesto seduce poor officerslike me. Hed own the gdaxy inten
years."

Kit blushed and said hastily: "Did he select the tape too? | ways have loved Mendelssohn's Violin



Concerto."

"Oh, isthat what it is? Nice music for a sentimental occasion, anyway. My department is more the
adminigration of drinks. | prescribe this before dinner: Ansan aurea. Essentidly, it'salight dry vermouth,
but for once anon-Terran soil hasimproved the flavor of a Terran plant.”

She hesitated. "'l don't—I never—"

"Well, high time you began.” He did not glance at the view-screen, where Ceruliashone like sted, but
they both knew there might not be many hourseft for them to savor existence. She took the glass,
sipped, and sighed.

"Thank you, Dominic. I've been missin' out on such alot.”

They seated themsalves. "WEell have to makethat up, after thisaffair isover,” said Flandry. A
darkening passed through him, just long enough to make him add: "However, | suspect that on the whole
you've done better inlifethan 1."

"What do you mean?' Her eyes, above the glass, reflected the wine's hue and became almost golden.

"Oh... hard to say." Hismouth twisted ruefully upward. "1've no romantic illusions about the frontier.
I've seen too much of it. I'd agood ded rather loll in bed spping my morning chocolate than bounce into
the fields before dawn to cultivate the grotch or scag the thimbs or whatever dreary technicditiesit isthat
pioneers undergo. And yet, well, I've no illusions about my own class elther, or my own way of life. You
frontier people are the healthy ones. Y ou'll be around—most of you—long after the Empireisafireside
legend. | envy you that."

He broke off. "Pardon me. I'm afraid spiritual jaundiceis an occupationd diseasein my job.”

"Which I'm ill not surewhat is—Oh, dear." Kit chuckled. "Does acohol act that fast? But redly,
Dominic, | wish you'd talk alittle about your work. All youve said is, yourein Navd Intelligence. I'd like
to know what you do."

"Why?" he asked.
Sheflushed and blurted: "To know you better."

Flandry saw her confusion and moved to hide it from them both: "Theresnot alot to tell. I'm afield
agent, which means| go out and peek through windowsinstead of Stting in an office reading the reports
of window peekers. Thanksto the circumstance that my immediate superior doesn't like me, | spend
most of my working time away from Terra, on what amounts to aroving commission. Good old Fenross.
If he was ever replaced by some kindly father-type who dedlt justly with al subordinates, 1'd dry up and
blow away."

" think that'srevoltin'." Anger flashed in her voice.

"What? The discrimination? But my dear lass, what isany civilization but an eaborate structure of
specid privileges?I've learned to make my way around among them. Good frogs, d'you think | want a
nice secure desk job with aguaranteed penson?’

"But dill, Dominic—aman likeyou, riskin' hislife again an' again, sent dmost done againgt dl
Ardazir ... because someone doesn't like you!" Her face still burned, and there was aglimmer of tearsin
the hazel eyes.

"Hard to imagine how that could be," said Flandry with caculated smugness. He added, lightly and
amog automaticaly: "But after al, think what an outrageous specid privilege your persond heredity
represents, so much beauty, charm, and intelligence lavished on onelittle girl."

She grew mute, but faintly she trembled. With a convulsive gesture, she tossed off her glass.

Easy, boy, thought Flandry. A not unpleasurable alertness cameto life. Emotional scenes are the
last thing we want out here. "Which brings up the generd topic of you,” he said in his chattiest tone. "A
subject well worth discussing over the egg flower soup which | see Chivesbringingin ... or any other



coursg, for that matter. Let's see, you were aweather engineer's assigtant for aliving, isn't that right?
Sounds like fun, in an earnest high-booted way." And might prove useful, added that part of him which
never took avacation.

She nodded, as anxious as he to escape what they had skirted. They took pleasure in the medl, and
talked of many things. Flandry confirmed hisimpression that Kit was not an unsophi sticated peasant. She
didn't know the latest delicious gossip about you-know-who and that actor. But she had measured the
seasons of her strange violent planet; she could assemble amachine so men could trust their livestoit;
she had hunted and sported, seen birth and death; the intrigues of her small city were as subtle as any
around the Imperid throne. Withd, she had the innocence of most frontier folk—or cal it optimism, or
honor, or courage—at any rate, she had not begun to despair of the human race.

But because he found himsalf in good company, and thiswas a specid occasion, he kept both their
glassesfilled. After awhile helost track of how many times he had poured.

When Chives cleared the table and set out coffee and liqueur, Kit reached eagerly for her cup. "I
need this" she said, not quite clearly. " 'Fraid | had too much to drink."

"That wasthe generd ideg," said Flandry. He accepted a cigar from Chives. The Sha muan went
noisalessly out. Flandry looked across the table. Kit sat with her back to the broad viewscreen, so that
the starswere jewels clustered around her tiara.

"l don't believeit,” she said after amoment.

"Y ou're probably right," said Flandry. "What don't you believe?"
"What you were sayin' ... 'bout the Empire bein' doomed.”

"It's better not to believe that," he said gently.

"Not because 0' Terra," she said. Sheleaned forward. The light was soft on her bare young
shoulders. "Thelittle bit | saw there was a hard blow. But Dominic, aslong's the Empire has men like,
like you—well take on the whole universe an’ win."

"Blessings" said Handry in hagte.

"No." Her eyeswere the least bit hazed, but they locked steadily with his. She smiled, morein
tenderness than mirth. ™Y ou won't wriggle off the hook with ajoke thistime, Dominic.

Y ou gave me too much to drink, you see, an—I mean it. A planet with you on its Side has il got
hope enough.”

Flandry sipped hisliqueur. Suddenly the acohol touched hisown brain with its palefires, and he
thought, Why not be honest with her? She can take it. Maybe she even deserves it.

"No, Kit," hesaid. "I know my class from the inside out, because it ismy classand | probably
wouldn't choose another even if some miracle made me able to. But were hollow, and corrupt, and
death has marked usfor itsown. In thelast andlys's, however we disguise it, however strenuous and
hazardous and even |ofty our amusements are, the only reason we can find for living isto have fun. And
I'm afraid that isn't reason enough.”

"Butitid" shecried.
"You think s0," he said, "because you're lucky, enough to belong to a society which sill hasimportant

jobs uncompleted. But we aristocrats of Terra, we enjoy life instead of enjoying what we'redoing ... and
theré'sacosmos of difference.

"The measure of our damnation isthat every one of uswith any intelligence—and there are
some—every one seesthe Long Night coming. Weve grown too wise; weve sudied alittle
psycho-dynamics, or perhaps only read alot of history, and we can see that Manud's Empire was not a
glorious resurgence. It was the Indian summer of Terran civilization. (But you've never seen Indian
summer, | suppose. A pity: no planet has anything more beautiful and full of old magics)) Now even that



short season is past. Autumn isfar aong; the nights are cold and the leaves are falen and the last
escaping birds cal through asky which haslogt al color. And yet, we who see winter coming can also
seeit won't be heretill after our lifetimes ... so we shiver abit, and swear abit, and go back to playing
with afew bright dead leaves."

He stopped. Silence grew around them. And then, from the intercom, music began again, alow
orchestra piece which spoke to deep places of their awareness.

"Excuseme,” said Handry. "l redlly shouldn't have wished my sour pessimism on you.”

Her amilethistime held aghost of pity. "An' o' course ‘twouldn't be debonair to show your red
fedin's, or try to find words for them."

"Touche!" He cocked hishead. "Think we could dance to that?'

"Themusc? Hardly. The Liebestod is background for some-thin' else. | wonder if Chives knew."
"Hm?"' Handry looked surprised at the girl.

"l dontmind at dl," shewhispered. "Chivesisadarlin'.”

Suddenly he understood.

But the starswere chill behind her. Fandry thought of guns and dark fortresses waiting for them both.
He thought of knightly honor, which would not take advantage of the helplessnesswhich is youth—and
then, with alittle sadness, he decided that practical considerations were what realy turned the balance for
him.

Heraised the cigar to hismouth and said softly, "Better drink your coffee before it gets cold, lass."

With that the moment was safly over. He thought he saw disappointed gratitude in Kit's hurried

glance, but wasn't sure. She turned around, gazing at the stars merely to avoid facing him for the next few
seconds.

Her breath sghed outward. She sat looking at Ceruliafor awhole minute. Then she stared down at
her hands and said tonelesdy: "Figure you're right 'bout the Empire. But then what's to become o
Vixen?'

"WEell liberate it, and squeeze afat indemnity out of Ardazir," said Flandry asif there were no doubt.

"Uh-uh." She shook her head. Bitterness began to edge her voice. "Not if 'tisn't convenient. Y our
Navy might decideto fight the war out where 'tis. An' then my whole planet, my people, thelittle girl next
door an' her kitten, trees an' flowers an’ birds, why, ‘twill just be radioactive ash blowin' over dead gray
hills. Or maybe the Imperium will decide to compromise, an' let Ardazir keep Vixen. Why not? What's
one planet to the Empire? A swap might, asyou say, buy them peacein their own lifetimes. A few million
human bein's, that's nothin’, write them off inred ink." She shook her head again in adazed way. "Why
arewe goin' there, you an' 1? What are we workin' for? Whatever we do can come to nothin', from one
stroke of a pen in some bored bureaucrat's hand. Can't it?"

"Yes" said Handry.

IX

Cerulia, being amain-sequence star, did not need vastly more massthan Sol to shine morefiercely.
Vixen, the fourth planet out, circled its primary in one and ahalf sandard years, dong such an orbit that it
received, on the average, about as much radiation as Terra,

"The catch liesin that word ‘average,’ " murmured Flandry.

He floated in the turret with Chives, hands on the control pane and body weightlessin a cocoon of
pilot harness. To port, the viewscreens were dimmed, lest the harsh blue sun burn out his eyes.



Elsawhere, distorted constellations sprawled stark againgt night. FHlandry picked out the Jupiter-type
planet called Ogre by the humans of Vixen: abright yellow glow, itslarger moonsvisiblelike sparks. And
what wereits Y mirite colonigts thinking?

"Ogre's made enough trouble for Vixen dl by itsdf,” complained Handry. "Its settlers ought to be
content with that and not go plotting with Ardazir. If they are, | mean." Heturned to Chives. "How's Kit
taking thisfree-fdl plunge?’

"| regret to say MissKittredge did not ook very comfortable, sir,” answered the Shamuan. "But she
sad shewas."

Fandry clicked histongue. Since the advent of gravity control, there had been little need for civilians
ever to undergo weightlessness; hence Kit, susceptible to it, didn't have the training that would have
helped. Well, shed be alot sicker if an Ardazirho misde homed on the Hooligan. Nobody ever died of
space nausea: no such luck!

Ardazir would undoubtedly have mounted tight guard over conquered Vixen. Flandry's detectors
were confirming this The space around the planet quivered with primary-drive vibrations, patrolling
warcraft, and there must be anetwork of orbital robot monitorsto boot. A standard approach was
certain to be spotted. There was another way to land, though, if you were enough of apilot and had
enough luck. Flandry had decided to go ahead with it, rather than contact Walton's task force. He
couldn't do much there except report himself in ... and then proceed to Vixen anyway, with still more
likelihood of detection and destruction.

Engines cold, the Hooligan plunged at top meteoric velocity straight toward her goa. Any automaton
was sureto register her asasiderite, and ignore her. Only visua observation would strip that disguise off;
and space is so vast that even with the closest blockade, there was hardly achance of passing that close
to an unwarned enemy. Escape from the surface would be harder, but this present stunt was fool proof.
Until you hit amospherel

Flandry watched Vixen swelling in the forward viewscreens. To one side Ceruliaburned, ominoudy
big. The planet's northern dayside was like adice of incandescence; polarizing telescopes showed bare
mountains, stony deserts, rivers gone wild with melted snows. In the southern hemisphere, the continents
were gtill green and brown, the oceans deeply blue, like polished cobalt. But cloud banded that half of
the world, ssorms marched roaring over hundreds of kilometers, lightning flared through rain. The equator
was hidden under anearly solid belt of cloud and gale. The northern aurorawas cold flame; the south
pole, less brilliant, still shook great banners of light into heaven. A sngle small moon, 100,000 kilometers
from the surface, looked pae againgt that luminance.

The spaceship seemed tomb silent when Handry switched his attention back to it. He said, just to
make anoise, "And this passesfor aterrestroid, humanly habitable planet. What red estate agentsthey
must have had in the pioneer dayd"

"l understand that southern CerulialV isnot unsalubrious most of the year, air,” said Chives. "Itis
only now, in fact, that the northern part becomes|lethal .

Flandry nodded. Vixen was the goat of circumstance: huge Ogre had exactly four timesthe period,
and thus over millions of years resonance had multiplied perturbation and brought the eccentricity of
Vixen'sorbit closeto one-haf. The planet'saxia inclination was 24°, and northern midsummer fell nearly
at periastron. Thus, every eighteen months, Cerulia scorched that hemisphere with fourfold the radiation
Terragot from Sol. This section of the orbit was hastily completed, and most of Vixen's year was spent
in cooler regions. "But | daresay the Ardazirho timed their invasion for right now," said Handry. "If
they're from an A-type star, the northern weather shouldn't be too hard on them.”

He put out hisfind cigaret. The planet filled the bow screen. Robot mechanisms could do alot, but
now theremust also belive piloting ... or astreak in Vixen's sky and a crater blasted from itsrock.

At the Hooligan's speed, she crossed the tenuous upper air layers and hit stratosphere in amatter of



seconds. It waslike agiant'sfist. Flandry's harness groaned as his body hurtled forward. There was no
outsde noise, yet, but the flitter herself shrieked in metdlic pain. The screens became onelurid fire, air
heated to incandescence.

Flandry's arm trembled with weight. He dammed it down on the drive switches. Chives dight form
could not stir under these pressures, but the green tail darted, button to dia to vernier. Engines bellowed
asthey fought to shed velocity. The vessal glowed red; but her metal was crystallized to endure more
than furnace heat. Thunder banged around her, within her. Flandry felt hisribs shoved toward hislungs,
asdirection shifted. Still he could only see flame outside. But hisblurring eyes read insruments. He knew
the vessel had leveled off, struck denser atmosphere, skipped like a stone, and was now rounding the
planet in monstrous shuddering bounces.

Firgt then did he have time to reactivate the internd compensators? A steady one gee poured its
benediction through him. He drew uneven breath into an aching chest. "For thiswe get paid?” he
mumbled.

While Chivestook over, and the thermostat brought the turret near an endurable temperature,
Flandry unbuckled and went below to Kit's stateroom. Shelay ungtirring in harness, atrickle of blood
from the snub nose. He injected her with stimulol. Her eyesfluttered open. Briefly, shelooked so young
and helplessthat he must glance away. " Sorry to jolt you back to consciousnessin thisfashion,” he said.
"It'sbad practice. But right now, we need aguide.”

"Of course." She preceded him to the turret. He sat down and she leaned over his shoulder, frowning
at the viewscreens. The Hooligan burrowed into atmosphere on a steep downward dant. The roar of
cloven air boomed through the hull. Mountains rose jagged on anight horizon. "That'sthe Ridge," said
Kit. "Head yonder, over Moonstone Pass." On the other Side, a shadowed valley gleamed with rivers,
under stars and atrace of aurora "Therés the Shaw, an' the King's Way cuttin’ through. Land anywhere
near, 'tisn't likely the boat will befound.”

The Shaw bdlied its name; it was avirgin forest, 40,000 square kilometers of tal trees. Flandry set his
craft down so gently that not atwig was broken, cut the engines and leaned back. "Thusfar," he breathed
gudtily, "weisdidit, chillun!"

"Sir," said Chives, "may | once again take the liberty of suggesting that if you and the young lady go
off alone, without me, you need apsychiatrist.”

"And may | once again tell you whereto stick your head," answered Flandry. "I'll have trouble enough
passing mysdlf off asaVixenite, without you aong. Y ou stay with the boat and keep ready to fight. Or,
more probably, to scramble out of herelike an egg.”

He stood up. "Wed better start now, Kit," he added. "That drug won't hold you up for very many
hours."

Both humans were dready dressed in the soft green coverdls Chives had made according to Kit's
description of professona hunters. That would aso explain Flandry'slittle radio transceiver, knife and
rifle; his accent might passfor that of aman latedly moved here from the Avian Idands. It wasathin
enough disguise ... but the Ardazirho wouldn't have an eye for fine details. The main thing wasto reach
Kit'shome city, Garth, undetected. Once based there, Flandry could assess the Situation and start
meaking trouble.

Chiveswrung his hands, but bowed his master obediently out the airlock. It was midwinter, but also
periastron; only long nights and frequent rains marked the season in this hemisphere. The forest floor was
thick and soft underfoot. Scant light came through the leaves, but here and there on the high trunks
glowed yellow phosphorescent fungi, enough to see by. The air waswarm, full of strange green scents.
Out in the darkness there went soft whistlings, calings, croakings, patterings, once a scream which cut off
inagurgle, the sounds of aforeign wilderness.

It wastwo hours hike to the King's Way. Flandry and Kit fell into the rhythm of it and spoke little.



But when they findly came out on the broad starlit ribbon of road, her hand stoleinto his. " Shall wewak
on?' she asked.

"Not if Garthisfifty kilometersto go," said Flandry. He sat down by the road's edge. She lowered
hersdlf into the curve of hisarm.

"Areyou cold?' he asked, feding her shiver.
"Fraid," she admitted.

Hislips brushed hers. She responded shyly, unpracticed. It beat hiking. Or did it? | never liked hors
d'oeuvres alone for a meal, thought Flandry, and drew her close.

Light gleamed far down the highway. A faint growl waxed. Kit disengaged hersdf. " Saved by the
bell," murmured Handry, "but don't stop to wonder which of uswas." She laughed, asmall and trembling
sound beneath unearthly congtellations.

Flandry got up and extended his arm. The vehicle ground to ahalt: aten-car truck. The driver leaned
out. "Boun' for Garth?' he called.

"That'sright." Flandry helped Kit into the cab and followed. Thetruck started again, itstrain rumbling
for 200 meters behind.

"Coin' to turninyour gun, are you?" asked the driver. Hewas a burly bitter-faced man. Onearm
carried the traces of arecent blaster wound.

"Figure s0," Kit replied. "My husban’ an’ | been trekkin' in the Ridge this last three months. We heard
'bout the invasion an' started back, but floods held us up—rains, you know—an' our radio's given some
trouble too. So we aren't sure o' what's been happenin’.”

"Enough.” Thedriver spat out the window. He glanced sharply at them. "But what the gammawould
anybody be doin' in the mountainsthistime o' year?'

Kit began to sammer. Flandry said smoothly, "Keep it confidentia, please, but thisiswhen the
cone-tailed radcat comes off the harl. It's dangerous, yes, but wevefilled six caches of grummage.”

"Hm ... uh ... yeh. Sure. Wdll, when you reach Garth, better not carry your gun yoursdlf to the wolf
headquarters. They'll most likely shoot you first an' ask your intentions later. Lay it down somewhere an'
go ask one o' them would he please be so kind asto come take it away from you.”

"| hateto give up thisrifle," said Handry.

The driver shrugged. "Keep it, then, if you want to take the risk. But not aroun’ me. | fought at Burnt
Hill, an' played dead dl night while those howlin' devils hunted the remnants of our troop. Then | got
home somehow, an' that's enough. | got awife an’ children to keep." He jerked his thumb backward.
"Load o' rare earth orethistrip. The wolvesll takeit, an' Hobclen's mill will turn it into fire-control
elementsfor 'em, an' they'll shoot some more a the Empire's ships. Sure, cal meaquidin—an' then wait
till you've seen your friends run screamin’ down your street with apack o' batsnakes flap-pin' an’ snappin’
a them an' the wolves boundin’ behind laughin'. Ask yoursdlf if you want to go through that, for an
Empirethat's given us up dready."

"Hasit?" asked Flandry. "1 understood from one ‘cast that there were reinforcements coming.”

"Sure. They're here. One o' my chums has a pretty good radio an’ sort o' followed the space battle
when Wdton'sforce arrived, by recelvin' stray messages. It petered out pretty quick, though. What can
Walton do, unless he attacks this planet, where the wolves are now based, where they're already makin’
their own suppliesan' munitions? An' if he doesthat—" The headlight reflections shimmered off sweat on
the man'sface. "No more Vixen. Just acinder. Y ou pray God, chum, that the Terrans don't try to blast
Ardazir off Vixen."

"What's happening, then, in space?’ asked Handry.

He didn't expect a coherent reply. To the civilian, asto the average fighter, war is one huge murky



chaos. It was a pure gift when the driver said: "My chum caught radio ‘casts beamed at usfrom the
Terran fleet. Thewolvestried tojamiit, o' course, but | heard, an' figure 'tis mostly truth. Because 'tis bad
enough! Therewasalot o' guff about keepin' up our courage, an' sabotagin’ the enemy, an—" The
driver ragped an obscenity. "Sorry, mam. But wait till you seewhat ‘tisredly like aroun’ Garth an' youll
know how | fed about that idea. Admira Walton says hisfleet's seized some asteroid bases an'’ theirs
in't tryin' to get him off 'em. Stalemate, you see, till the wolves have built up enough strength. Which
they'redoin, fast. The reason the admird can't throw everything he's got against them in spaceisthat he
has to watch Ogre too. Seems there's reason to suspect Y mir might be in cahoots with Ardazir. The

Y mirites aren't sayin'. Y ou know whet they'relike."

Flandry nodded. "Y es. 'If you will not accept our word that we are neutral, there is no obvious way
to let you convince yoursalves, since the whole Terran Empire could not investigate a fraction of
Dispersd territory. Accordingly, we shall not waste our time discussing the question.' ™

"That'sit, chum. Y ou've got the very tone. They might be honest, sure. Or they might be waitin’ for
the minute Walton eases up hiswatch on ‘em, to jump him."

Flandry glanced out. The stars flashed impersonally, not caring that afew motes of flesh named them
provincesfor afew centuries. He saw that part of this planet's sky had no stars, ahole into forever. Kit
had told him it was caled the Hatch. But that was only anearby dark nebula, not even abig one. The
clear white spark of Rigel was more sinister, blazing from the heart of Merseia's relm. And what of
Ogre, tawny above the trees?

"What do you think will happen?’ Kit's voice could scarcely be heard through the engine grumble.

"l don't even dare guess," said the driver. "Maybe Waton'll negotiate something—might leave us
here, to become wolf-cattle, or might arrange to evacuate us an' we can become beggars on Terra. Or
he might fight in space ... but even if he doesn't attack their forts here on Vixen, welll al be hostagesto
Ardazir, won't we? Or the Y miritesmight ... No, mam, I'm just drivin" my truck an' drawin’ my pay an'
feedin' my family. Shorter rations every week, it seems. Figure there's nothin' €l se any one person can do.
Isthere?"

Kit began to cry, a soft hope ess sobbing on Flandry's shoulder. He laid an arm around her and they
sat thus all theway to Garth.

X

Night again, after ashort hot winter day full of thunderstorms. Flandry and Emil Bryce stood in the pit
blackness of an dley, watching anearly invisble street. Rain duiced over their clogks. A fold in Flandry's
hood was | etting water tricklein, his tunic was soaked, but he dared not move. At any moment now, the
Ardazirho would come by.

Therain roared dow and heavy, down over the high-peaked roofs of Garth, through blacked-out
greets and gurgling into the sorm drains. All wind had stopped, but now and then lightning glared. There
was abrief white view of pavement that shimmered wet, haf-timbered houses with blind shutters
crowded side by side, askeleta transmitter tower for one of the robotic weather-monitor stations strewn
over the planet. Then night clamped back clown, and thunder went banging through enormous hollow
Spaces.

Emil Bryce had not moved for half an hour. But he redlly was ahunter by trade, thought Handry. The
Terran felt an unreasonable resentment of Bryce's guild. Damn them, it wasn't fair, in that trade they
stood waiting for prey since they were boys—and he had to start cold. No, hot. It steamed beneath his

rain cape.
Feet resounded on the walk. They did not have a human rhythm. And they did not smack the ground
first with aboot-hedl, but clicked metal-shod toes aong the pavement. A flash-beam bobbed, dashing



darknesswith alight too blue and sharp for human comfort. Watery reflections touched Bryce's broad
red face. His mouth alone moved, and Flandry could read fear upon it. Wolves!

But Bryce's dart gun dithered from under this cloak. Flandry eased steel knucks onto one hand. With
the other, he gestured Bryce back. He, Flandry, must go firgt, pick out the precise enemy he wanted—in
darkness, inrain, and al their faces nonhuman. Nor would uniforms hel p; the Ardazirho bore such awild
variety of dress.

But ... Flandry wastrained. It had been worth arifle, to have an excuse for entering loca invader
headquarters. Their garrison in Garth was not large: afew hundred, for acity of aquarter million. But
modern heavy weapons redressed that, robotanks, repesting cannon, the flat announcement that any
town where ahuman uprising actualy succeeded would be missled. (The glassy crater which had been
Marsburg proved it.) The Garth garrison was there chiefly to man observation posts and anti-spacecraft
defensesin the vicinity; but they aso collected firearms, directed factoriesto produce for their army,
prowled in search of any citizenswith spirit left to fight. Therefore, Flandry told himself, their chief officer
must have afair amount of knowledge—and the chief officer gpoke Anglic, and FHandry had gotten a
good look a him while surrendering therifle, and Flandry wastrained to tell faces apart, even nonhuman
faces—

And now Clanmaster Temulak, as he had called himsdf, was going off duty, from headquartersto
barracks. Bryce and others had been watching the Ardazirho for weeks. They had told Flandry that the
invaders went on foot, in small armed parties, whenever practicable. Nobody knew quite why. Maybe
they preferred the intimacy with odors and sounds which avehicle denied; it was known they had better
noses than man. Or perhaps they relished the challenge: more than once, humans had attacked such a
group, been beaten off and hunted down and torn to pieces. Civilians had no chance againgt body armor,
blast-weapons, and reflexestrained for combat.

But I'm not a civilian, Handry told himsdlf, and Bryce has some rather special skills.

The quarry passed by. Scattered flashbeam light etched the ruffed, muzzled heads againgt flowing
dimness. There were five. Flandry identified Temulak, hddmeted and corseleted, near the middle. He
glided out of the dley, behind them.

The Ardazirho whipped about. How keen were their ears? Flandry kept going. One red-furred aien
hand dropped toward a bolstered blaster. Flandry smashed his steel-knuckled fist at Temulak'sface. The
enemy bobbed his head, the knucks clanged off the helmet. And light metal sheathed hisbelly, no blow
would have effect there. The blaster came out. Flandry chopped down his|eft palm, edge on, with
savage precison. He thought he felt wristbones crack benegth it. Temulak's gun clattered to the
pavement. The Ardazirho threw back his head and howled, ululating noise hurled into the rain. And HQ
only half akilometer away, barracks no further in the opposite direction—

Flandry threw a karate kick to the jaw. The officer staggered back. But he was quick, twisting about
to saize the man's ankle before it withdrew They went down together. Temulak's right hand till hung
useless, but hisleft snatched for Flandry'sthroat. The Terran glimpsed fingernails reinforced with sharp
sted plectra. He threw up an arm to keep hislarynx from being torn out. Temulak howled again. Flandry
chopped at the hairy neck. The Ardazirho ducked and sank teeth into Flandry's wrist. Anguish went like
flame a ong the nerves. But now Temulak was crouched before him. Flandry dammed down arabbit
punch. Temulak dumped. Flandry got on his back and throttled him.

Looking up, gasping, the man saw shadows legp and yell in the glow of the dropped flashlight. There
had been no way to smply needle Temulak. He was wanted alive, and Flandry didn't know what
anesthetics might be fatd to an Ardazirho. But Bryce had only to kill the guards, as noisdesdy as
possible. Hisargun spat cyanide darts, quick degth for any oxygen breather. And his skilled aim sent
those darts into exposed flesh, not uselesdy breaking on armor. Two shapes sprawled in the stret.
Another had somehow jumped for Bryce's throat. The hunter brought up one boot. It clanged ona
breastplate, but sheer force sent the aien lurching backward. Bryce shot him. By then the last one had



freed hisblagter. It crashed and blazed through rain. Bryce had aready dropped. Theion bolt sizzled
where he had been. Brycefired, missed, rolled away from another blast, fired again and missed. Now
howling could be heard down the Street, as apack of invadersrallied to come and help.

Flandry reached across Temulak's gaunt body, picked up the Clanmaster's gun, and waited. He was
nearly blind in this night. The other Ardazirho's blaster flamed once more. Flandry fired where it showed.
The dien screamed, once, and thudded to the street. Scorched hair and mest smoked sickly in the wet
ar.

"Out 0" herel" gasped Bryce. He sprang erect. "They're comin'! An' they'll track us by scent—"

"I came prepared for that," said Flandry. A brief hard grin pedled histeeth. He let Bryce pick up
Temulak while he got aflat plastibottle from histunic. He turned a pressure nozzle and sprayed aliter of
gasoline around the area. "If their noses are any good for several minutes after this, | give up. Let'sgo.”

Bryce led theway, through the dley to the next street, down ablock of horribly open paving, then
hand-over-hand across agarden wall. No private human vehicles could move after dark without being
shot at from the air, but it wasn't far to the underground hideout. In fact, too close, thought FHandry. But
then, who on Vixen had any experience with such operations? Kit had looked up those friends in Garth
who smuggled her out, and they had led Handry straight to their bitter little organization. It expedited
mattersthistime, yes, but suppose the Ardazirho had supplied aringer? Or ... it was only amatter of
time before they started questioning humansin detail, under drugs and duress. Then you needed cdlls,
changing passwords, widely scattered boltholes, or your underground was done for.

Flandry stumbled through drenched flowerbeds. He helped Bryce carry Temulak down into the
hurricane cellar: slandard for every housein Garth. A tunnel had been dug from this one; its door, at
least, was well concedled. Flandry and Bryce groped for severa hundred metersto the other end. They
emerged beneath a house whose address they should not have been permitted to know.

Judith Hurst turned about with asmall shriek when the cellar door opened. Then dim light picked out
Bryce's heavy form, and Temulak gtill limp in the hunter's arms. Flandry came behind, shedding his cape
with areieved whigtle. "Oh," gasped Judith. Y ou got him!"

Bryce's eyes went around the circle of them. A dozen men stood with taut brown facesin the light of
asngle smal fluoro. Their shadowsfel monstrousin the corners and across the window shutters. Knives
and forbidden guns gleamed at their belts. Kit was the only person seated, still dumped in the dull
sadness of gimulol reaction.

"Damn near didn't," grunted Bryce. ""Couldn't have, without the captain here. Sir Dominic, | gpologize
for somethingsI'd been thinkin' lately 'bout Terra."

"An'1." Judith Hurst trod forward, taking both the Navy man's hands. She was among the few
women in the underground, and Flandry thought it acrimeto risk such looks being shot up. Shewastal,
with long auburn hair and skin like cream; her eyeswere deepy brown in afull, pouting face; her figure
strained at shorts and bolero. "1 never thought 1'd see you again,” she said. "But you've come back with
thefirst real successthiswar's had for us."

"Two swallows do not make adrinking bout,” warned Flandry. He gave her his courtliest bow.
" Speaking of which, | could use something liquid, and cannot imagine amore ornamental cupbearer. But
fird, let'sded with friend Temulak. Thisway, isnt it?"

As he passed Kit, her exhausted eyes turned up to him. Slow tears coursed down her face. "Oh,
Dominic, youredive," shewhispered. "That makes everything € se seem like nothin'." Sheroseto
wobbly legs. He threw her a preoccupied smile and continued on past, his brain choked with
technicdities

Given aproper biopsych lab, he could have learned how to get truth out of Temulak with drugs and
electronics. But now hejust didn't have enough data on the species. He would haveto fall back on
certain widdy applicable, if not universd, rules of psychology.



At hisorders, an offsderoom in the cellar had been provided with acomfortable bed. He stripped
Temulak and tied him down, firmly, but using soft bonds which wouldn't chafe. The prisoner began to
gir. By the time FHlandry was through and Temulak immobile, the gray dien eyeswere open and the
muzzle wrinkled back over whiteteeth. A growl rumbled in Temulak'sthroat.

"Feding better?' asked the man unctuoudy.

"Not aswdl as| shdl when we pull you down in the street.” The Anglic was thickly accented, but
fluent, and it bore a haughtinesslike sted!.

"| shudder." Flandry kindled acigaret. "Well, comrade, if you want to answer some questions now, it
will savetrouble dl around. | presume, since you're dive, you've been blanked of your home sun's
coordinates. But you retain clues.” He blew athoughtful smokering. "And, to be sure, there are the things
you obvioudy do know, since your rank requiresit. Oh, al sorts of things, dear heart, whichmy sideis
just dying to find out." He chuckled. "I don't mean that literally. Any dying will be done by you."

Temulak stiffened. "If you think | would remain dive, at the price of betraying the orbekh—"
"Nothing so clear-cut.”

Thered fur bristled, but Temulak snarled: "Nor will painin any degree compe me. And | do not
believe you understand the psycho-physiology of my race well enough to undertake total reconditioning.”

"No," admitted Flandry," not yet. However, | haven't time for reconditioning in any event, and torture
iSso strenuous ... besides offering no guarantee that when you talk, you won't fib. No, no, my friend,
you'll want to spill to me pretty soon. Whenever you've had enough, just call and I'll come hear you out.”

He nodded to Dr. Reineke. The physician whedled forth the equipment he had abstracted from Garth
General Hospital at Flandry'srequest. A blindfolding hood went over Temulak's eyes, sound-deadening
wax filled hisears and plugged his nose, amachine supplied him with intravenous nourishment and
another removed body wastes. They left him immobile and, except for the soft constant pressure of
bonds and bed, sedled into a darknesslike desth. No sense impressions could reach him from outside. It
was painless, it did no permanent harm, but the mind is not intended for such isolation. When thereis
nothing by which it may orient itsdlf, it rapidly loses dl knowledge of time; an hour seemslike aday, and
later like aweek or ayear. Space and materid redlity vanish. Hallucinations come, and the will beginsto
crumble. Mogt particularly isthis true when the victim is among enemies, tensed to fed the whip or knife
which his own ferocious culture would surely use.

Flandry closed the door. "Keep aguard,” he said. "When he beginsto holler, let me know." He
peded off histunic. "From whom can | beg something dry to wear?"

Judith gave historso along look. "I thought al Terranswere flabby, Sir Dominic," she purred. "1 was
wrong about that too."

Hiseyesraked her. "And you, my dear, makeit abundantly plain that Vixenites are anything but,” he
leered.

Shetook hisarm. "What do you plan to do next?"

"Scratch around. Observe. Whip this maquisard outfit into something efficient. There are o many
stuntsto teach you. To name just one, any time you've no other amusement, you can halt work a awar
factory for haf aday with an anonymousteecal warning that atime bomb's been planted and the staff
had better get out. Then there'sall therest of your planet to organize. | don't know how many days|'ll
have, but there's enough work tofill ayesr of 'em.” Flandry stretched luxurioudly, "Right now, though, |
want that drink | spoke of."

"Hereyou are, Sr." Bryce held out aflask.

Judith flicked ascowl at him. "Isthat white mule dl you can offer the captain?' she cried. Her hair
glowed aong her back as she turned to smile again a Flandry. "I know you'l think I'm terribly forward,
but | have two bottles o' real Bourgogne at my house. 'Tisonly afew blocksfrom here, an' | know a safe



way t0 go."
Oh-ho! FHandry licked hismenta chops. "Delighted,” he said.

"I'dinvitetherest o' you," said Judith swestly, "but 'tisn't enough to go aroun’, an' Sir Dominic
deservesit the most. Nothin'stoo good for him, that'swhat | think. Just nothin” at al.”

"Agreed," said Flandry. He bowed goodnight and went out with her.
Kit stared after them amoment. As he closed the door, he heard her burst into weeping.

Xl

Three of Vixen's 22-hour rotation periods went by, and part of afourth, before the message came
that Temulak had broken. Flandry whistled. "It's about time! If they're dl astough asthat—"

Judith clung to him. "Do you haveto go right now, darlin?' she murmured. Y ou've been away so
much ... out prowlin’, spyin’, an' the streets till full o' packs huntin' for whoever attacked that
squad—I'm terrified for you."

Her look was more inviting than anxious. Flandry kissed her absent-mindedly. "We're patriots and all
that sort of rot," he said. "I could not love you so much, dear, et cetera. Now do let go." Hewas out the
door before she could speak further.

The way between her house and the underground's went mostly from garden to garden, but there was
adretch of public thoroughfare. Flandry put handsin pockets and sauntered aong under rustling feather
pamsasif he had neither cares nor haste. The other humans about, afoot or in groundcars, were
subdued, the pinch of hunger and shabbiness aready upon them. Once aparty of Ardazirho whirred past
on motor unicycles; their sharp red muzzles clovethe air like prows, and they |eft awake of frightened
slence behind them. The winter sun burned low to northwest, big and dazzling whitein apae sky, anong
hurried stormclouds.

When Flandry let himsdlf into the cdllar, only Emil Bryce and Kit Kittredge were there. The hunter
lounged on guard. From the closed door behind him came howling and sobbing. "He babbled held talk,"
sad Bryce. "But can you trust what he says?'

"Interrogation isascience too,” answered Handry. "If Temulak isenough like ahuman to break under
isolation, hewon't be able to invent consstent liesfast enough when | start throwing questions at him. Did
you get that recorder | wanted?"

"Here." Kit picked it up. She looked very smal and donein al the shadows. Sleeplessness had
reddened her eyes. She brought the machine to Flandry, who met her several meters from Bryce. She
leaned toward him on tiptoe and whispered shakily: "What will you do now?"

Flandry studied her. He had gotten to know her well on the journey here, he thought. But that was
under just one set of conditions—and how well does one human ever know another, in spite of all
pretentious psychology? Since capturing the Ardazirho, he had only seen her on asingle brief vist to this
cdlar. They had had afew moments alone, but nothing very persona was said. There had been no time
for it. He saw how she trembled.

"I'm going to quiz brother Temulak," hetold her. "And afterward | could use some dinner and a tiff
drink."

"With Judith Hurst?" It startled him, how ferocioudy she spat it out.
"Depends," hesaid in acareful tone.

"Dominic—" She hugged hersdlf, forlornly, to stop shivering. Her gaze blurred, seeking his. "Don't.
Please don't makemedo ... what | don't want—"

"Well see" He started toward the inner door. Kit began to cry, hopelesdy thistime.



Bryce got up. "Why, what dl'sthe matter?' he asked.
"She'sovertired.” Flandry opened the door.

"Worsen that." The hunter looked from him to the girl and back again. Resentment smoldered in his
growl: "Maybeit'snone o' my business—"

"Itisnt." Flandry stepped through, closing the door behind him.

Temulak lay shuddering and gasping. Flandry set up the recorder and unplugged the Ardazirho's ears.
"Did you want to speak to me?' he asked mildly.

"Let mego!" shrieked Temulak. "Let me go, | say! Zamara shammish ni ulan!" He opened his
mouth and howled. It was so much like abeast that a crawling went along FHandry's spine.

"Well see, after you've cooperated.” The man sat down.

"l never thought ... you gray people ... gray hearts—" Temulak whimpered. He dribbled between his
fangs

"Goodnight, then," said Flandry. " Sweet dreams.”

"No! No, let mesed! Let mesmdl! | will ... zamara, zamara—"

Flandry began to interrogate.

It took time. The basic principle was to keep hitting, snap out a question, yank forth the answer, toss
the next question, pounce on the smallest discrepancies, lways strike and strike and strike with never a
second's pause for the victim to think. Without a partner, Flandry was soon tired. He kept going, on
cigarets and nerves, after thefirst hour, he lost count of time.

Inthe end, with afull tape, he rdlaxed amoment. The air was nearly solid with smoke. Swest felt
gticky under his clothes. He puffed yet another cigaret and noticed impersondly the shakiness of his hand.
But Temulak whined and twitched, beaten close to mindlessness by sheer psychic exhaustion.

The picture so far was only abare outline, thought Flandry in adull far-off way. How much could be
told in one night of an entire world, its greatness and rich variety, its many peoplesand dl their histories?
How much, to this day, do we redlly know about Terra? But the tape held information worth entire ships.

Somewhere there was a sun, brighter even than Cerulia, and aplanet called Ardazir by its principa
nation. ("Nation" wasthe Anglic word; Flandry had an impression that "clan aliance" or "pack aggregate”
might more closdy trandate orbekh.) Interplanetary travel had been independently achieved by that
country. Then, some fifteen standard years ago, gravities, super-light pseudo-speeds, thewhole
apparatus of the modern galaxy, had burst upon Ardazir. The war lords (chiefs, speakers, pack leaders?)
of Urdahu, the dominant orbekh, had promptly used these to compl ete the subjugation of their own
world. Then they turned outward. Their hunters ravened into adozen backward systems, looting and
endaving; engineersfollowed, organizing the conquered planets for further war.

And now the attack on the human empire had begun. The lords of Urdahu assured their followers that
Ardazir had alies, mighty denizens of worlds so dien that there could never be any fear of
attack—though these diens had long been annoyed by humankind, and found in Ardazir an instrument to
destroy and replace the Terran Empire ... Temulak had not inquired more deeply, had not thought much
about it at al. The Ardazirho seemed, by nature, somewhat more reckless and fataistic than men, and
somewhat less curious. If circumstances had provided a chance for adventure, glory, and wedlth, that
was enough. Precautions could beleft in care of the orbekh's wise old femaes.

Flandry smoked in athick slence. If Y mir were, indeed, behind Ardazir—it would be naturd for
Y mir to cooperate temporarily with Mersaia, whipsawing Terra between the Syrax and Vixen crises.
Maybe Merseiawas next on Ymir'slist. Thereafter Ardazir would hardly prove troublesome to wreck.

But what grudge could Y mir have against oxygen breathers, or even againgt Terraaone? There had



been some smdl friction, yes, inevitably—but nothing serious, surely the monsters rubbed each other
moreraw than ... And yet Horx did hislevel best to kill me. Why? What could he have been hired
with? What material thing from a terrestroid planet would not collapse in his hands on Jupiter?
What reason would he have, except orders from his own governor, who was carrying out a policy
hatched on Ymir itself ... ?

Flandry clenched afist. There was an answer to that question, but not one he dared rely on without
further proof. He bent his mind back toward practicalities. Mostly the tape held such details: the number
of Ardazirho ships and troopsin this system, recognition sgnas, military dispositions across Vixen, the
layout of forts and especidly of the great headquarters den; the total population of Ardazir, resources,
industry, army and navy ... Temulak was hot in on many state secrets, but he had enough indicationsto
give Handry goossflesh. Two million or so warriors occupied Vixen; ahundred million were fill at home
or on the dready conquered planets, where war materiel was being rapidly stockpiled; officers had al
been informed that there were plenty of other vulnerable Imperial outposts, human colonies or the home
worldsof Terran-alied species ... Yes, Ardazir was surely planning to strike € sewhere within the
Empire, and soon. Another one or two such blows, and the Imperial Navy must surrender Syrax to
Merseia, turn inward and defend the mother planet. At which point—

Not true that an army marches on its stomach, thought Flandry. It needs information even more
than food. Marches on its head. Which, no doubt, iswhy the Imperial High Command has so many
flat-heads.

He chuckled. Bad asit was, the joke strengthened him. And he was going to need strength.
"Will you let me see?" asked Temulak inasmall, broken voice.

"1 will deprive you no longer of my beauty,” said Flandry. He unhooded the rufous head and drew his
wax plugsfrom the nose. Temulak blinked dazedly into smoke and one dull light. Flandry uncoupled the
machineswhich had kept him aive. "Y ou'll remain our guest, of course" hesaid. "If it turns out you
prevaricated, back you go in the dark closet.”

Temulak bristled. Histeeth snapped together, missing the man's arm by a centimeter.
"Naughty!" Flandry stepped back. "For that, you can stay tied up awhile."

Temulak snarled from the cot: "Y ou gray-skinned hairlessworm, if you think your valkuza's tricks
will save you from the Black People—I mysdlf will rip out your gullet and strangle you with your own
bowdd"

"And foreclose my mortgage,” said Flandry. He went out, closing the door behind him.

Bryce and Kit garted. They had fallen adeep in their chairs. The hunter rubbed his eyes. "God o' the
gaaxy, you been at it along time!" he exclamed.

"Here." FHlandry tossed him the tape spool. "This hasto reach Admiral Walton'sfleet. It's necessary, if
not quite sufficient, for your liberation. Can do?"

"The enemy would pick up radio,” said Bryce doubtfully. "We still got afew spaceships hid, but Kit's
was the fastest. An' since then, too, the wolf space guard's been tightened till it cresks.”

Flandry sighed. "I was afraid of that." He scribbled on a sheet of paper. "Here's arough map to show
you where my persond flitter is. D'you know thistune?' He whistled. "No? That provesyou've aclean
mind. Wdll, learnit." He rehearsed the Vixenitetill he was satisfied. "Good. Approach the flitter whistling
that, and Chiveswon't shoot you without investigation. Give him this note. It saysfor him to take the tape
to Wdton. If anything can run that blockade without collecting amissile, it's Chivesin the Hooligan."

Kit suppressed agasp. "But then you, Dominic—no escape—"

Flandry shrugged. "I'm much too tired to care about aught except a nice soft bed.”

Bryce, sticking the spool under histunic, grinned: "Whose?"



Kit stood asif struck.

Flandry nodded dightly at her. "That'sthe way of it." He glanced at his chrono. "Closeto loca
midnight. Shove off, Bryce, lad. But stop by and tell Dr. Reineke to shift his gpparatus and the prisoner
elsawhere. It's aways best to keep moving around, when you're being searched for. And nobody, except
the pill peddler and whoever helps him, isto know where they stash Temulak next. All clear?”

"Dominic—" Kit closed her figstill the knuckles stood white. She stared down at the floor; he could
only see her short bright hair.

He said gently: "I haveto deep or collapse, lass. I'll meet you at noon by the Rocket Fountain. | think
weve afew private thingsto discuss."

Sheturned and fled upstairs.

Flandry departed too. The night sky was a-flicker with aurora; he thought he could hear itsionic hiss
in the city's blacked-out silence. Once he scrambled to arooftop and waited for an Ardazirho patrol to
go by. Wan bluelight glimmered off their metd and their teeth.

Judith made him welcome. "'l've been so worried, darlin—"

He considered her awhile. Weariness dragged at him. But she had put out a late supper, with wine
and acold game bird, as she knew heliked it; and her hair glowed red by candldight. Sleep be damned,
Handry decided. He might be permanently adeep tomorrow.

He did nap for afew morning hours, and went out before noon. Explorers Plaza had been agay
scene once, where folk sat leisurely in the surrounding gardens, sipping coffee and listening to harp trees
in thewind and watching life stream past. Now it was empty. The meta fountain itsdlf, in the form of an
ancient space rocket, ill jetted many-colored heatlessfiresfrom itstail; but they seemed pale under the
gloomy winter sky.

Flandry took out a cigaret, sat down on the fountain rim and waited. A few preiminary raindrops
kissed his hdf lifted face,

A military truck careened out of adeserted street and ground to ahalt. Three Ardazirho legped from
the cab. Kit was with them. She pointed at Flandry. Lightning blinked immediately overhead, and sudden
thunder svamped her words. But the tone was vindictive.

"Hdt, human!"

It must have been the only Anglic phrase any of the three invaders knew. They bayed it again and yet
again as Flandry sprang to the plaza. He ducked and began to run, zigzagging.

No shotswerefired. An Ardazirho yelped glee and opened the truck body. Wings snapped leathery.
Flandry threw aglance behind. A score of meter-long snake bodies were streaming upward from the
truck. They saw him, whistled and stooped.

Flandry ran. His heart began to pump, the wildness of irrationa uncontrollable terror. The batsnakes
reached him. He heard teeth click together behind his nape. A lean body coiled on hisright arm. He
jerked the limb up, frantic. Wings resisted him. Fangs needled into hisflesh. The rest of the pack whirled
and dove and whipped him with therr tails.

He started to run again. The three Ardazirho followed, long bounds which took them over the ground
faster than aman could speed. They howled, and there was laughter in their howling. The street was
empty, resounding under boots.

Shuttered windows looked down without seeing. Doors were closed and locked.

Fandry stopped. He spun around. Hisright arm was still cumbered. The left dove beneath histunic.
His needler came out. He aimed at the nearest of the laughing ruddy devils. A batsnake threw itsdf on his
gun hand. It bit with trained precision, into the fingers. Flandry let the weapon fal. He snatched after the



snake—to wring just one of their damned necks—!
It writhed free. Itsreptile-like jaws grinned at him. Then the Ardazirho closed in.

Xl

Most of the year, Vixen's northern haf was smply desert, svamp, or prairie, where aquick
vegetative life sprang up and anima s that had been estivating crept from their burrows. The arctic even
knew snow, when winter-long night had fallen. But in summer the snows melted to wild rivers, therivers
overflowed and became lakes, the lakes baked dry. Storms raged about the equator and into the
southern hemisphere, as water precipitated again in cooler parts. Except for small seas dreary amidst st
flats, the north blistered arid. Fires broke loose, the pampas became barren again in afew red days.
Under such erosive conditions, this land had no mountains. Most of it was plain, where dust and ash
scoured on afurnace wind. In some places rose gnarled ranges, lifdess hills, twisted crags, arroyos
carved by flash floodsinto huge earth scars.

The Ardazirho had established their headquartersin such aregion, alittle below the arctic circle.
Thousands of lethal kilometers made it safe from human ground attack; the broken country was
camouflage and protection from spaceships. Not that they tried to conceal their fortress absolutely. That
would have been impossible. But it burrowed deep into the range and offered few specific targets.

Here and there Flandry saw awarship sitting insolently in the open, amissile emplacement, a detector
gtation, alookout tower black and lean againgt the blinding sky. Outer walls twisted through gulliesand
over naked ridges, Ardazirho sentries paced them, untroubled by dry cruel heat, blue-white hell-glare,
pouring ultraviolet radiation. But mostly, the fortresswent insde the hills, long vaulted tunnelswhere
boots clashed and voices echoed from room to den-like room. Construction had followed standard
dig-in methods. prodiga use of atomic energy to fuse the living rock into desired patterns, then swift
robotic ingtalation of the necessary mechanisms. But the layout was rougher, more tortuous, less private,
than man or Merseian would have liked. The ancestral Ardazirho had laired in caves and hunted in
packs.

Flandry was hustled into a small room equipped as alaboratory. A pair of warriors clamped himin
place. A grizzled technician began to prepare instruments.

Often, in the next day or two, Flandry screamed. He couldn't help it. Electronic learning should not go
that fast. But finally, Sck and shaking, he could growl the Urdahu language. Indeed, he thought, the
Ardazirho had been thoroughly briefed. They understood the human nervous system so well thet they
could stamp anew linguigtic pattern on it in mere hours, and not drive the owner insane.

Not quite.

Handry wasled down endless booming hals. Their brilliant bluish fluorescence hurt his eyes;, he must
needs squint. Even so, he watched what passed. It might be atruckload of ammunition, driven at crazy
speed by awarrior who yelped curses at foot traffic. Or it might be aroomful of naked red-furred
shapes. sprawled in snarling, quarrelsome fellowship; gambling with tetrahedra dicefor stlakesupto a
year's davery; watching awrestling match which employed teeth and nails; testing nerve by standing up in
turn againgt awall while the rest threw axes. Or it might be a sort of chapel, where asingle scarred fighter
wallowed in pungent leaves before agreat burning whed. Or it might beamess hall and atroop lying on
fur rugs, bolting raw mesat and howling in chorus with one who danced on amonstrous drumhead.

The man came at last to an office. Thiswas aso an artificid cave, thick straw on the floor, gloomin
the corners, athin stream of water running down agroovein onewall. A big Ardazirho lay proneon a
hairy dais, lifted on both elbows to adanting desktop. He wore only a skirt of leather strips, a crooked
knife and avery modern blaster. But the telescreen and intercom before him were also new, and
Flandry's guards touched their black nosesin his presence.



"Go," hesaid in the Urdahu. "Wait outsde.” The guards obeyed. He nodded a Flandry. "Be seated,
if youwidh."

The human lowered himsdlf. He was still weak from what he had undergone, filthy, ill-fed, and
ragged. Automatically he smoothed back his hair, and thanked human lazinessfor itsinvention of
long-lasting antibeard enzyme. He needed such morde factors.

His aching muscles grew tight. Thingswerein motion again. "l am Svantozik of the Janneer Ya" said
therough voice. "l amtold that you are Captain Dominic Flandry of Terran Nava Intelligence. Y ou may
consider my status gpproximately the same.”

"As one colleague to another," husked Flandry, "will you give me adrink?'

"By dl means." Svantozik gestured to the artesian stream. Handry threw him areproachful ook, but
needed other things too badly to eaborate. "It would be akindly deed, and one meriting my gratitude, if
you provided me at once with dark lenses and cigarets.” The last word was perforce Anglic. He
managed agrin. "Later | will tell you what further courtesies ought to be customary.”

Svantozik barked laughter. "I expected your eyeswould suffer,” he said. "Here." Hereached in the
desk and tossed over apair of green polarite goggles, doubtless taken off a Vixenite casualty. Flandry
put them on and whistled relief. "Tobacco isforbidden,” added Svantozik. "Only a species with half-dead
scent organs could endureit.”

"Oh, well. Therewas no harm in asking." Handry hugged his knees and leaned back againgt the cave
wadl.

"None. Now, | wish to congratulate you on your daring exploits.” Svantozik's smile looked alarming
enough, but it ssemed friendly. "We searched for your vessdl, but it must have escaped the planet.”

"Thanks," said Flandry, quite sincerdly. "l was afraid you would have gotten thereintimeto blast it.”
He cocked hishead. "Inreturn ... see here, my friend [literdly: croucher-in-my-blind], when dedling with
my species, itisusualy better to discourage them. Y ou should have claimed you had caught my boat
before it could escape, manufacturing fase evidence if necessary to convince me. That would make me
much moreliableto yidd my will to yours."

"Oh, indeed?" Svantozik pricked up his ears. "Now among the Black People, the effect would be just
opposite. Good newstends to relax us, make us grateful and amenableto its bearer. Bad tidingsraise the
quotient of defiance.”

"Well, of courseitisnot that Smple” said Flandry. "In breaking down the resistance of aman, the
commonest technique isto chivvy him for a protracted time, and then halt the process, speek kindly to
him—preferably, get someone elseto do that.”

"Ah." Svantozik drooped lids over hiscold eyes. "Areyou not being unwisein teling methis—if itis
true?"

"It istextbook truth," said Flandry, "as| am sure whatever race has instructed you in the facts about
Terras Empire will confirm. | am reveding no secret. But as you must be aware, textbooks havelittle
vauein practica matters. Thereis dwaysthe subtlety of the individua, which eudes anything except
direct intuition based on wide, intimate experience. And you, being nonhuman, cannot ever have such an
experience of men."

"True." The long head nodded. "In fact, | remember now reading somewhat of the human trait you
mention ... but there was so much elseto learn, prior to the Great Hunt we are now on, that it had
dipped my memory. So you tantaize me with afact | could use—if | were on your side!™ A sudden deep
chuckle cracked in the ruffed throat. "1 like you, Captain, the Sky Cave eat meif | do not."

Flandry smiled back. "We could have fun. But what are your intentions toward me now?"

"Tolearn what | can. For example, whether or not you were concerned in the murder of four warriors
in Garth and the abduction of afifth, not long ago. The informant who led usto you has used



hysterics—rea or smulated—to escape detailed questioning so far. Since the captured Ardazirho was a
Clan-master, and therefore possessed of vauable information, | suspect you had ahand in this”

"| swear upon the Golden Assof Apulelus| did not."

"What isthat?"

"One of our most revered books."

" "The Powers only hunt at night,' " quoted Svantozik. "In other words, oaths are cheap. | persondly
do not wish to hurt you unduly, being skeptica of the vaue of torture anyhow. And | know that officers
like you areimmunized to the so-caled truth sera. Therefore, reconditioning would be necessary: along,
tedious process, the answers stale when findly you wanted to give them, and you of little further value to
usor yourself." He shrugged. "But | am going back to Ardazir before long, to report and wait
reassgnment. | know who will succeed me here: an officer quite anxious to practice some of the

techniques which we have been told are effective on Terrans. | recommend you cooperate with me
instead.”

This must be one of their crack field operatives, thought Handry, growing cold. He did the basic
Intelligence work on Vixen. Now, with Vixen in hand, he'll be sent to do the same job when the
next Terran planet is attacked. Which will be soon!

Flandry dumped. "Very well," hesaid in adull tone. "l captured Temulak."

"Hal" Svantozik crouched dl-fours on the dais. The fur stood up along his spine, the iron-colored
eyesburned. "Whereis he now?'

"l do not know. Asa precaution, | had him moved elsewhere, and did not inquire the place.”
"Wise" Svantozik relaxed. "What did you get from him?"
"Nothing. He did not crack.”

Svantozik stared at Flandry. "1 doubt that," he said. "Not that | scorn Temulak—a brave one—but
you are an extraordinary specimen of acivilization older and more learned than mine. It would be strange
if you had not—"

Flandry sat up straight. His laughter barked harsh. "Extraordinary?’ he cried bitterly. "'l suppose
90 ... theway | dlowed mysdlf to be caught like acub!™

" 'No ground isfree of possible pits,' " murmured Svantozik. He brooded awhile. Presently: "Why
did the female betray you? She went to our headquarters, declared you were a Terran agent, and led our
warriorsto your meeting place. What had sheto gain?'

"l don't know," groaned Flandry. "What difference does it make? Sheiswholly yours now, you
know. The very fact she aided you once gives you the power to make her do it again—lest you
denounce her to her own people.” Svantozik nodded, grinning. "What do her original motives matter?"
The man sagged back and picked at the straw.

"l aminterested,” said Svantozik. " Perhaps the same process may work again, on other humans.”

"No." FHlandry shook his head in a stunned way. "Thiswas persond. | suppose she thought | had
betrayed her firs—Why am | telling you this?"

"l have been informed that you Terrans often have strong fedlings about individuas of the opposite
sX," sad Svantozik. "1 wastold it will occasondly drive you to desperate, meaningless acts.”

Flandry passed atired hand across his brow. "Forget it," he mumbled. "Just be kind to her. Y ou can
do that much, can you not?"

"Asameatter of fact—" Svantozik broke off. He sat for amoment, staring a emptiness.
"Great unborn planets!” hewhispered.
"What?' Flandry didn't look up.



"No matter," said Svantozik hasitly. "Ah, am | right in assuming there was areciproca affection on
your part?'

"It isno concern of yours!" Flandry sat up and shouted it. "1 will hear no more! Say what else you
will, but keep your filthy snout out of my own lifel™

"S0," bresthed Svantozik. "Yes-s-ss... Wel, then, let us discuss other things.”

He hammered at Flandry awhile, not with quite the ruthlessness the human had shown Temulak.
Indeed, herevedled akind of chivalry: there was respect, fellow feding, even an acrid liking in him for
this man whose soul he hunted. Once or twice Flandry managed to divert the conversation—they spoke
briefly of acohalic drinks and riding animals; they traded some improper jokes, smilar in both cultures.

Nevertheless, Svantozik hunted. It was arough few hours.

At last Flandry was taken away. He was too worn to notice very much, but the route did seem
devious. He wasfindly pushed into aroom, not unlike Svantozik's office, save that it had human-type
furniture and illumination. The door clashed behind him.

Kit stood waiting.

Xl

For amoment he thought she would scream. Then, very quickly, her eyes closed. She opened them
again. They remained dry, asif al her tears had been spent. She took astep toward him.

"Oh, God, Kit," he croaked.

Her arms closed about his neck. He held her to him. His own gaze flickered around the room, until it
found a smal human-made box with afew controls which he recognized. He nodded to himsdlf, ever so
fantly, and drew an uneven breath. But he was still uncertain.

"Dominic, darlin—" Kit's mouth sought his.

He stumbled to the bunk, sat down and covered hisface. "Don't,” he whispered. "I can't take much
more."

Thegirl sat clown beside him. Shelaid her head on his shoulder. He felt how shetrembled. But the
words camein glorious anticlimax: "That debuggin' unit is perfectly good, Dominic.”

He wanted to lean back and shout with sudden uproarious mirth. He wanted to kick hishedsand
thumb his nose and turn handsprings acrossthe cell. But he hdd himsdlf in, letting only arip of laughter
comefrom lipswhich he hid against her cheek.

He had more than half expected Svantozik to provide abugscrambler. Only with the sure knowledge
that any listening devices were being negated by eectronic and sound-wave interference, would even a
cadet of Intelligence relax and speak fredy. He suspected, though, that a hidden lenswas conveying a
slent image. They could talk, but both of them must continue to pantomime,

"How'sit been, Kit?" he asked. "Rough?'

She nodded, not play-acting her misery at al. "But | haven't had to give any names," she gulped. "Not
ye."

"Let's hope you don't,” said Flandry.

He had told her in the hurricane cellar—how many centuries ago? ... "This is picayune stuff.
I'm not doing what any competent undercover agent couldn't: what a score of Walton's men will
be trying as soon as they can be smuggled here. I've something crazier in mind. Quite likely it'll kill

us, but then again it might strike a blow worth whol e fleets. Are you game, kid? It means the risk
of death, or torture, or lifelong slavery on a foreign planet. What you'll find worst, though, isthe



risk of having to sell out your own comrades, name them to the enemy, so he will keep confidence
in you. Are you brave enough to sacrifice twenty lives for a world? | believe you are—but it's as
cruel athing as| could ask of any living creature.”

"They brought me straight here," said Kit, holding him. "1 don't think they know quite what to make o
me. A few minutes ago, one o' them came hotfootin' here with the scrambler an' orders for meto treat
you ... " adow flushwent over her face, " ... kindly. To get information from you, if | could, by any
meansthat seemed usable.”

Flandry waved afist in melodramatic despair, while out of a contorted face histone camelevely: "l
expected something likethis. | led Svantozik, the local snooper-in-chief, to think that gentle treatment
from one of my own species, after ahard grilling from him, might break me down. Especidly if you were
the onein question. Svantozik isn't stupid at dl, but he's dealing with an dien race, us, whose psychology
he knows mainly from sketchy second-hand accounts. I've an advantage; the Ardazirho are new to me,
but I've spent alifetime dealing with al shapes and sizes of other species. Already | see what the
Ardazirho have in common with several peopleswhom | hornswoggled in the past.”

Thegirl bit her lip to hold it steady. Shelooked around the stone-walled room, and he knew she
thought of kilometers of tunnel, ramparts and guns, wolfish hunters, and the desert beyond where men
could not live. Her wordsfdl thin and frightened: "What are we goin’ to do now, Dominic? Y ou never
told mewhat you planned.”

"Because| didn't know," hereplied. "Once here, I'd have to play by ear. Fortunately, my confidence
in my own ability to land on my feet approaches pure conceit, or would if | had any faults. We're not
doing badly, Kit. I've learned their principa language, and you've been smuggled into their ranks.”

"They don't trust meyet."

"No. | didn't expect they would—very much ... But let's carry on our visuad performance. | wouldn't
flip-flop over to the enemy side just because you're here, Kit; but when | am badly shaken, | lose
discretion and ordinary carefulness. Svantozik will accept that.”

He gathered her back to him. She responded hungrily. He felt so much of himsdlf return to his abused
being, that his brain began to spark, throwing up schemes and inspecting them, discarding them and
generating new ones, like apyrotechnic display, like merry hell.

He sad at last, while she quivered on hislap: "1 think | have anotion. Well haveto play things asthey
lie, and prearrange afew signals, but heréswhat well try for." Hefdt her stiffen in hisembrace. "Why,
what's the matter?"

She asked, low and bitter: "Were you thinkin' o' your work al the time—just now?"
"Not that done." He permitted himsdlf the briefest grin. "Or, rather, | enjoyed my work immensdly.”
"But ill—Oh, never mind. Go on." She dumped.

Flandry scowled. But he dared not stop for sdeissues. He said: "Tdll Svantozik, or whoever dedls
with you, that you played remorseful in my presence, but actualy you hate my inwards, and my outwards
too, because—uh—"

"Judith!" she snarled.
He had the grace to blush. "I suppose that's as plausible areason as any, at least in Ardazirho eyes.”
"Or human. If you knew how close | wasto—No. Go on."

"Well, tell the enemy that you told me you'd betrayed mein afit of pique, and now you regretted it.
And |, being wildly in love with you—which againis highly believable—" She gave hispredictable
gdlantry no response whatsoever. "1 told you there was a possible escape for you. | said this: The
Ardazirho are under the impression that Y mir is behind them. Actudly, Y mir leanstoward Terra, Shce
we are more peace-minded and therefore less troublesome. The Y miritesarewilling to help usin smal



way's, we keep this fact secret because now and then it saves usin emergencies. If | could only set a
paceship's Signa to acertain recognition pattern, you could try to steal that ship. The Ardazirho would
assume you headed for Walton'sfleet, and line out after you in that direction. So you could give them the
dip, reach Ogre, trangmit the signa pattern, and request transportation to safety in aforce-bubble ship.”

Her eyes stretched wide with terror. "But if Svantozik hears that—an' 'tisn't true—"

"Hewon't know it'sfdsetill he'stried, will he?' answered Handry cheerfully. "If | lied, it isn't your
fault. In fact, snce you hastened to tattle, even about what looked like an escapefor you, it'll convince
him you're afirm collaborationist.”

"But—no, Dominic. Tis... | don't dare—"
"Don't hand methat, Kit. Y ou're one girl in ten to the tenth, and there's nothing you won't dare.”
Then she did begin to sob.

After she had gone, Flandry spent amuch less happy time waiting. He could still only guesshow his
enemy would react: an experienced human would probably not be deceived, and Svantozik'signorance
of human psychology might not be as deep as hoped. Flandry swore and tried to rest. The weariness of

the past dayswas gray upon him.
When his cell door opened, he sprang up with ajerkiness that told him how thin his nerves were
worn.

Svantozik stood there, four guards poised behind. The Ardazirho officer flashed teethin agrin. "Good
hunting, Captain,” he greeted. "'Is your den comfortable?"

"It will do," said Handry, "until | can get one provided with abox of cigars, abottle of whisky, and a
femde"

"Thefemde, at least, | tried to furnish,” riposted Svantozik.
Flandry added in his suavest tone: "Oh, yes, | should dso like arug of Ardazirho skin."

One of the guards snarled. Svantozik chuckled. "1 too have afavor to ask, Captain,” he said. "My
brothersin the engineering divison are interested in modifying afew spaceships to make them more
readily usable by humans. Y ou understand how such differences as the location of the thumb, or that
lumbar conformation which makesit more comfortable for usto lie prone on the elbows than sit, have
influenced the design of our control pands. A man would have trouble steering an Ardazirho craft. Y et
necessarily, in the course of time, if the Great Hunt succeeds and we acquire human subjects—we will
find occasion for some of them to pilot some of our vehicles. The Kittredge femae, for example, could
profitably have aship of her own, since we anticipate usefulnessin her as a go-between among usand
the human colonists here. If you would help her—samply in checking over one of our craft, and drawing
up suggestions—"

Flandry grew rigid. "Why should | help you at dl?" he said through clenched jaws.

Svantozik shrugged. "It isvery minor assstance. We could do it ourselves. But it may passthetime
for you." Wickedly: "I am not at al sure that good treatment, rather than abuse, may not be theway to
break down aman. Also, Captain, if you must have arationdization, think: here isachance to examine
one of our vessals close up. If later, somehow, you escape, your own service would be interested in what
you saw."

Flandry stood amoment, atogether quiet. Thought lanced through him: Kit told. Svantozik naturally
prefers me not to know what she did tell. So he makes up this story—offers me what he hopes I'll
think is a God-sent opportunity to arrange for Kit's escape—He said doud, urbanely: ™Y ou are most
kind, my friend of the Janneer Y a. But Miss Kittredge and | could not fed at ease with ugly guardslike
yours drooling over our shoulders.”

He got growls from two warriors that time. Svantozik hushed them. "That iseasly arranged,” he said.



"The guards can stay out of the control turret.”
"Excdlent. Then, if you have some human-made tools—"

They went down hollow corridors, past emplacements where artillery dept like nested dinosaurs,
acrossthefurious arctic day, and so to a spaceship near the outworks. Through goggles, the man studied
her fiercely gleaming shape. About equivaent to a Terran Comet class. Fagt, lightly armed, anormal
complement of fifteen or so, but one could handle her if need be.

The naked hills beyond wavered in heat. When he had stepped through the airlock, he felt dizzy from
that brief exposure.

Svantozik stopped at the turret companionway. "Proceed,” heinvited cordidly. "My warriorswill wait
here until you wish to return—at which time you and the femde will come dinewith meand | shdl
provide Terran ddlicacies." Mirth crossed hiseyes. "Of course, the engines have been temporarily
disconnected.”

"Of course," bowed Flandry.

Kit met him as he shut the turret door. Her fingers closed cold on hisarm. "Now what'll we do?' she
gasped.

"Eagy, lass." He disengaged her. "1 don't see abugscrambler here. Remember, Svantozik thinks |
think you are still loyal to me. Play it, Kit, don't forget, or we're both done! "There are four
surly-looking guards douched below,” hesaid. "I don't imagine Svantozik will waste his own valuable
timein their company. A direct bug to the office of someone who knows Anglic is more efficient.
Consder me making obscene gestures at you, O great unseen audience. But is anyone else aboard,
dyou know?'

"N-no—" Her eyes asked him, through fear: Have you forgotten? Are you alerting them to your
plan?

Flandry wandered past the navigation table to the main radio transceiver. "I don't want to risk
someone getting officious,” he murmured. "Y ou see, I'd firdt like to peek at their communication system.
It'sthe easiest thing to modify, if any dterations are needed. And it could look bad, unseen audience, if
we were surprised at what isredly aharmlessingpection.” | trust, he thought with adevil'sinward
laughter, that they don't know | know they know |'m actually supposed to install a password circuit
for Kit.

It was the sort of web heloved. But he remembered, as a cold tautening, that a bullet was still the
ultimate smplicity which clovedl webs.

He took the cover off and began probing. He could not smply have given Kit the frequencies and
wave shapesin arecognition sgna: because Ardazirho equipment would not be built just like Terran, nor
cdibrated in metric units. He must examine an actual set, dismantle parts, test them with oscilloscope and
static meters—and, surreptitioudy, modify it so that the required pattern would be emitted when asingle
hidden circuit was closed.

She watched him, as she should if she expected him to believe thiswas her means of escape. And
doubtless the Ardazirho spy watched too, over abugscreen. When Flandry's job was done, it would be
Svantozik who took this ship to Ogre, generated the sgnal, and saw what happened.

Because the question of whose sde the Y mirite Dispersd truly was on, overrode everything else. If
Flandry had spoken truth to Kit, the lords of Urdahu must be told without an instant's pause.

The man proceeded, making up a pattern as he went and thinking wistfully how niceit would beiif
Ymir redly did favor Terra. Half an hour later he resealed the unit. Then he spent another hour
odtentatioudy srolling around the turret examining al contrals.

"Well," hesaid at last, "we might aswell go home, Kit."



He saw the color leave her face. She knew what that sentence meant. But she nodded. "Let's," she
whispered.

Flandry bowed her through the door. As she came down the companionway, the guards &t its base
got up. Their wegpons aimed past her, covering Flandry, who strolled with atigerish leisure.

Kit pushed through the line of guards. Flandry, still on the companionway, snatched at his pocket.
The four gunsleaped to focus on him. He laughed and raised empty hands. "I only wanted to scratch an
itch," hecalled.

Kit dipped aknife from the harness of one guard and stabbed him in theribs.

Flandry doveinto theair. A bolt crashed past him, scorching histunic. He struck the deck with flexed
knees and bounced. Kit had dready snatched therifle from the yelling warrior she had wounded. It
thundered in her hands, point-blank. Another Ardazirho dropped. Flandry knocked aside the gun of a
third. The fourth enemy had whipped around toward Kit. His back wasto Flandry. The man raised the
blade of hishand and brought it down again, chop to the skull-base. He heard neckbones splinter. The
third guard sprang back, seeking room to shoot. Kit blasted him open. Thefirst one, stabbed, on his
knees, reached for adropped rifle. Flandry kicked him in the larynx.

"Starboard lifeboat!" he rasped.

He clattered back into the turret. If the Ardazirho watcher had |eft the bugscreen by now, hehad a
few minutes grace. Otherwise, anuclear shell would probably write his private doomsday. He snaiched
up the navigator's manual and sprang out again.

Kit wasdready in thelifeboat. Its smal engine purred, warming up. Flandry plunged through the lock,
dogged it behind him. "I'll fly," he panted. "I'm more used to non-Terran pandls. Y ou seeif you can find
some bailing-out equipment. Well needit.”

Where the devil was the release switch? The bugwatcher had evidently quit in time, but any moment
now hewould start to wonder why Flandry and Party weren't yet out of the spaceship—There! He
dapped down alever. A hull panel opened. Harsh sunlight poured through the boat's viewscreen.
Handry glanced over its controls. Basicdly like those he had just studied. He touched the Escape button.
The engineydled. The boat sprang from its mother ship, into the sky.

Flandry aimed southward. He saw the fortresswhirl dizzily away, fal below the horizon. And till no
pursuit, not even ahoming missle. They must be too dumbfounded. It wouldn't last, of course ... He
threw back his head and howled out dl his bottled-up laughter, great gusts of it to fill the cabin and echo
over the scream of split atmosphere.

"What are you doin'?" Kit's voice came faint and frantic. "We can't escape thisway. Head spaceward
beforethey overhaul ugl”

Fandry wiped hiseyes. "Excuse me" hesaid. "'l waslaughing while | could.” Soberly: "With the
blockade, and adow vessel never designed for human steering, we'd not climb 10,000 kilometers before
they nailed us. What we're going to do isbail out and let the boat continue on automatic. With luck,
they'll pursueit so far before catching up that they'll have no prayer of backiracking us. With still more
luck, they'll blow the boat up and assume we were destroyed too."

"Bail out?" Kit looked down at aland of stones and blowing ash. The sky above was like molten
ged. "Into that?" she whispered.

"If they do redlizewe jumped,” said Handry, "I trust they'll figure we perished in the desert. A natura
conclusion, I'm sure, since our legs aren't so articulated that we can wear Ardazirho spacesuits.” He grew
grimmer than she had known him before. "'I've had to improvise al dong the way. Quite probably 1've
made mistakes, Kit, which will cost usapainful desth. But if so, I'm hoping we won't die for naught.”



XIV

Evenriding agrav repulsor down, Flandry felt how the air smote him with hest. When he struck the
ground and rolled over, it burned hisskin.

He climbed up, dready ill. Through hisgoggles, he saw Kit rise. Dust velled her, blown on afurnace
wind. The desert reached in withered soil and bony cragsfor afew kilometers beyond her, then the
heet-haze swallowed vision. The northern horizon seemed incandescent, impossible to look at.

Thunder banged in the wake of the abandoned lifeboat. Flandry stumbled toward the girl. She leaned
onhim."I'msorry,” shesaid. "l think | twisted an ankle.”

"And scorched it, too, | see. Come on lass, not far now."

They groped over tumbled gray boulders. The weather monitor tower rippled before their eyes, likea
skeleton seen through water. The wind blasted and whined. Handry felt his skin prickle with ultraviol et
and bake dry as he walked. The heat began to penetrate his bootsoles.

They were amost at the station when awhistle cut through the air. Flandry lifted aching eyes. Four
torpedo shapes went overhead, dashing from horizon to horizon in seconds. The Ardazirho, in pursuit of
an empty lifeboat. If they had seen the humans below—No. They were gone. Flandry tried to grin, but it
split hislipstoo hurtfully.

The station's equipment huddled in a concrete shack beneath the radio transmitter tower. The shade,
when they had staggered through the door, waslike al hopes of heaven.

Flandry uncorked awater bottle. That was all he had dared take out of the spaceboat supplies; aien
food was liable to have incompetible proteins. His throat was too much like amummy'sto tak, but he
offered Kit the flask and she gulped thirtily. When he had dso swigged, hefdt alittle better.

"Get towork, wench," hesaid. "Isn't it lucky you'rein Vixen's weather engineering department, so
you knew whereto find a station and what to do when we got there?'

"Goon," shetried to laugh. It was arattling in her mouth. ™Y ou built your ideaaroun' thefact. Let's
see, now, they keep toolsin alocker at every unit—" She stopped. The shadow in this hut was so deep,
againg the fury seen through onelittle window, that she wasadmost invisbleto him. "I can tinker with the
sender, easily enough,” she said. Sow terror rosein her voice. "Sure, | can make it 'cast your message,
'stead 0' telemeterin’ weather data. But ... | just now get to thinkin' ... spose an Ardazirho readsit? Or
Spose nobody does? | don't know if my serviceis even bein manned now. We could wait here, an’ wait,
"

"Easy." Handry came behind her, laid his hands on her shoulders and squeezed. " Anything's possible.
But | think the chancesfavor us. The Ardazirho can hardly spare personnd for something so routine and,
to them, unimportant, as weather adjustment. At the sametime, the human engineers are very probably
gtill on the job. Humanity aways continues as much in the old patterns as possible, people report to their
usua work, hell may open but the city will keep every lawn mowed ... Our real gambleisthat whoever
spots our call will have the brains, and the courage and loyalty, to act on it.”

She leaned againgt him amoment. "An' d'you think theresaway for usto be gotten out o' here, under
the enemy's nose?"

An obscure pain twinged in hissoul. "'l know it'sunfair, Kit," hesaid. "I mysdf am ahardened sinner
and thisismy job and so on, but it isn't right to hazard dl the fun and love and accomplishment waiting
for you. It must be done, though. My biggest hope was dwaysto steal a navigation manual. Don't you
understand, it will tell uswhere Ardazir lies!”

"l know." Her sgh wasasmall sound amost lost in the boom of dry hot wind beyond die door.
"Wed better start work."



While she opened the transmitter and cut out the meter circuits, Handry recorded amessage: asmple
pleato contact Emil Bryce and arrange the rescue from Station 938 of two humanswith vital materia for
Admira Waton. How that wasto be done, he had no clear ideahimsdf. A Vixenite aircraft would have
little chance of getting this far north undetected and undestroyed. A radio message—no, too easily
intercepted, unless you had very specia apparatus—a courier to the fleet—and if that waslost, another
and another—

When she had finished, Kit reached for the second water bottle. "Better not,” said Flandry. "Wevea
longwait."
"I'm dehydrated,” she husked.

"Metoo. But we've no sdlt; heat strokeisared threat. Drinking aslittle as possible will stretch our
survivd time. Why the devil aren't these places air conditioned and stocked with rations?"

"No need for it. They just get routine ingpection ... at mid-winter in these parts.” Kit sat down on the
onelittle bench. FHandry joined her. She leaned into the curve of hisarm. A savage gust trembled in the
hut walls, the window was briefly blackened with flying grit.

"Is Ardazir like this?' shewondered. "Then 'tisared hdl for those devilsto come from."

"Oh, no," answered Flandry. "Temulak said their planet has a sane orbit. Doubtlessit's warmer than
Terra, on the average, but we could stand the temperature in most of its climatic zones, I'm sure. A hot
gar, emitting strongly in the UV, would split water molecules and kick the free hydrogen into space
before it could recombine. The ozone layer would give some protection to the hydrosphere, but not quite
enough. So Ardazir must be agood dedl drier than Terra, with seas 'rather than oceans. At the same
time, judging from the muscular strength of the natives, aswell asthe fact they don't mind Vixen'sair
pressure, Ardazir must be somewhat bigger. Surface gravity of one-point-five, maybe. That would retain
an aimosphere smilar to ours, in pite of thesun.”

He paused. Then: "They aren't fiends, Kit. They're fighters and hunters. Possibly they've alittleless
built-in kindliness than our species. But I'm not even sure about that. We were arambunctious ot too, a
few centuries ago. We may well be again, when the Long Night has come and it'sroot, hog, or die. Asa
matter of fact, the Ardazirho aren't even one people. They're awhole planetful of races and cultures. The
Urdahu conquered the rest only afew years ago. That's why you see dl those different clotheson
them—concession to parochiaism, like an ancient Highland regiment. And I'll give oddsthat in spite of all
their successes, the Urdahu are not too well liked at home. Theirsisavery new empire, imposed by
overwhelming force; it could be split again, if we used theright tools. | fee dmost sorry for them, Kit.
They're the dupes of someone else—and Lord, what a someonethat isl What ageniug!”

He stopped, because the relentless waterless heat had shriveled hisgullet. The girl said, low and
bitter: "Go on. Sympathize with Ardazir an' admirethe artistry o' this X who'sbehind it dl. Yourea
professond too. But my kind o' people hasto do thedyin'.”

"I'm sorry." Heruffled her hair.
"Y ou gtill haven't tol' me whether you think well be rescued dive.”

"l don't know." Hetensed himsdlf until he could add: "1 doubt it. | expect it'll take days, and we can
only hold out for hours. But if the ship comes—no, damn it, when the ship comes—that pilot book will
be here”

"Thanksfor bein" honest, Dominic,” she said. "Thanksfor everything."
He kissed her, with enormous gentleness.
After that they waited.

Thesun sank. A short night fell. It brought little relief, the wind still scourging, the northern sky il
aflame. Kit tossed in afeverish daze beside Flandry. He himself could no longer think very clearly. He



had hazed recollections of another white night in high-latitude summer—but that had been on Terra, ona
cool upland meadow of Norway, and there had been another blonde girl beside him—her lipswerelike
roses...

Thewhigtling down the sky, earthshaking thump of arecklessy fast landing, feet that hurried over
blistering rock and hands that hammered on the door, scarcely reached through the charred darkness of
Fandry's mind. But when the door crashed open and the wind blasted in, he swam up through waves of
pain. And the thin face of Chiveswaited to meet him.

"Here, ir. Sit up. If | may takethe liberty—"
"Y ou green bastard,” croaked Flandry out of nightmare, "I ordered you to—"

"Yes, gr. | delivered your tape. But after that, it seemed advisable to dip back and stay in touch with
Mr. Bryce. Easy there, sir, if you please. We can run the blockade with little trouble. Redlly, Sir, did you
think natives could bar your own personal spacecraft? | shall prepare medication for the young lady, and
teaiswaiting in your stateroom.”

XV

Fleet Admira Sir Thomas Waton was abig man, with gray hair and blesk faded eyes. He seldom
wore any of hisdecorations, and visited Terraonly on business. No sculp, but genes and war and unshed
tears, when he watched his men die and then watched the Imperium dribble avay what they had gained,
had carved hisface. Kit thought him the handsomest man she had ever met. But in her presence, his
tongue locked with the shyness of an old bachelor. He called her Miss Kittredge, assgned her aprivate
cabin in hisflagship, and found excusesto avoid the officers messwhere she ate.

She was given no work, save keeping out of theway. Lonely young lieutenants buzzed about her,
doing their best to charm and amuse. But Flandry was seldom aboard the dreadnaught.

The fleet orbited in darkness, among keen sardonic stars. Little could actively be done. Ogre must be
watched, where the giant planet crouched an enigma. The Ardazirho force did not seek battle, but stayed
closeto Vixen where ground support was available and where captured robofactories daily swelled its
strength. Now and then the Terrans made forays. But Walton hung back from adecisive test. He could
gtill win—z/ he used hiswhole strength and if Ogre stayed neutral. But Vixen, the prize, would be atomb.

Restless and unhappy, Waton's men muttered in their ships.

After three weeks, Captain Flandry was summoned to the admiral. He whistled relief. "Our scout
must have reported back,” he said to his assistant. "Now maybe they'll take me off this damned garbage
detall.”

The trouble was, he alone had been able to speak Urdahu. There were afew hundred Ardazirho
prisoners, taken off disabled craft by boarding parties. But the officers had destroyed all navigeationa
cluesand died, with the ghastly gdlantry of preconditioning. None of the enlisted survivors knew Anglic,
or cooperated with the Terran linguists. Flandry had passed on his command of their prime tongue,
electronically; but not wishing to risk his sanity again, he had done it at the andard easy pace. Therest
of each day had been spent interrogating—a certain percentage of prisonerswere vulnerabletoit in their
own language. Now, two other humans possessed Urdahu: enough of a seedbed. But until thefirst spies
sent to Ardazir itself got back, Flandry had been eft on the grilling job. Sengible, but exhausting and
deedly dull.

He hopped eagerly into agrav scooter and rode from the Intelligence ship to the dreadnaught. It was
Novaclass, its hull curved over him, monstrous as amountain, guns raking the Milky Way. Otherwise he
saw only stars, the distant sun Cerulia, the black nebula. Hard to believe that hundreds of ships, with the
unchained atom in their magazines, prowled for amillion kilometers around.



He entered the No. 7 lock and strode quickly toward the flag office. A scarlet cloak billowed behind
him; his tunic was peacock blue, histrouserslike snow, tucked into half-boots of authentic Cordovan
leather. The angle of his cap was an outrageto dl officia dignity. Hefdt like aboy released from schoal.

"Dominic!”

Flandry stopped. "Kit!" he whooped.

She ran clown the corridor to meet him, asmdl londy figurein brief Terran dress. Her hair was gill a

gold helmet, but he noted she was thinner. He put hands on her shoulders and held her at arm'slength.
"The better to see you with," he laughed. And then, soberly: "Tough?"

"Lonesome,” she said. "Empty. Nothin' to do but worry." She pulled away from him. "No, darniit, |
hate people who fed sorry for themsalves. I'm dl right, Dominic." Shelooked down at the deck and
knuckled one eye.

"Comeon!" hesad.

"Hm? Dominic, where are you goin? | can't—| mean—"

Flandry dapped her in the mogt suitable place and hustled her dong the hall. "Y oure going to St inon
thigl It'll give you something to hope for. March!"

The guard outside Walton's door was shocked. "Sir, my orders were to admit only you."

"Onesde, junior." Flandry picked up the marine by the gun belt and set him down ameter away.
"The young lady is my portable expert on hypersquidgeronics. Also, she's pretty.” He closed the door in
the man'sface.

Admira Walton started behind his desk. "What's this, Captain?'

"| thought she could pour beer for us," burbled FHandry.

"l don't—" began Kit helplesdy. "I didn't meanto—"

"Sit down." Flandry pushed her into acorner chair. "After dl, sir, we might need firs-hand
information about Vixen."

His eyes clashed with Walton's. "I think she's earned aringside sest,” he added.

Theadmira sat unmoving amoment. Then hismouth crinkled. "Y oureincorrigible” hesaid. "And
spare me that stock answer, 'No, I'm Flandry.' Very well, Miss Kittredge. Y ou understand thisis under
top security. Captain Flandry, you know Commander Sugimoto.”

Flandry shook hands with the other Terran, who had been in charge of the first sneak expedition to
Ardazir. They sat down. Flandry started acigaret. "D'you find the place dl right?" he asked.

"No trouble," said Sugimoto. "Once you'd given me the correlation between their astronomical tables
and ours, and explained the number system, it was elementary. Their star's not in our own catal ogues,
becauseit's on the other side of that dark nebula and there's never been any exploration that way. So
you've saved us maybe ayear of search. Incidentaly, when the war's over the scientists will be interested
in the nebula. Seen from the other side, it'sfaintly luminous: a proto-sun. No one ever suspected that
Population One got that young right in Sol's own galactic neighborhood! Must be afresk, though.”

Flandry dtiffened. "What's the matter?' snapped Walton.
"Nothing, sir. Or maybe something. | don't know. Go on, Commander."

"No need to repest in detail,” said Walton. "Y ou'll seethe full report. Y our overdl picture of
Ardazirho conditions, gained from your interrogetions, is accurate. The sunisan A4 dwarf—actualy no
more than a dozen parsecs from here. The planet isterrestroid, biggish, rather dry, quite mountainous,
three satdllites. From dl indications—you know the techniques, sneak landings, long-range telescopic
spying, hidden cameras, random samples—the Urdahu hegemony is recent and none too stable.”

"One of our xenologists spotted what he swore was atypical rebellion,” said Sugimoto. "To me, his



filmsare merely alot of red hairy creaturesin one kind of clothes, firing with gunpowder wegponsat a
modern-looking fortress where they wear different clothes. The sound track won't mean athing till your
boystrandate for us. But the xenologist says there are enough other Sgnsto proveit'sthe uprisng of a
backward tribe against more civilized conquerors.”

"A chance, then, to play them off against each other," nodded Flandry. "Of course, before we can
hope to do that, Inteligence must first gather alot more information. Advertisement.”

"Have you anything to add, Captain?' asked Waton. "Anything you learned since your last progress
report?

"No, gr," said FHandry. "It dl hangstogether pretty well. Except, naturdly, the main question. The
Urdahu couldn't have invented al the modern parapherndiathat gave them control of Ardazir. Not that

fast. They were il in the early nuclear age, two decades ago. Somebody supplied them, taught them,
and sent them out a-conquering. Who?"'

"Ymir," ssid Waton flatly. "Our problem s, are the Y mirites working independently, or asdlies of
Merssia?'

"Or at dl?" murmured Handry.

"Hell and thunder! The Ardazirho ships and heavy equipment have Y mirite lines. The governor of
Ogretiesup haf our strength smply by refusing to spesk. A Jovian colonist tried to murder you when
you wereon an officid misson, didn't he?'

"The ships could be made that way on purpose, to midead us,”" said Flandry. "Y ou know the Y mirites
are not a courteous race: even if they were, what difference would it make, since we can't investigate
them in detail? Asfor my little brush with Horx—"

He stopped. "Commander,” he said dowly, "I've learned there are Jovoid planetsin the system of
Ardazir. Isany of them colonized?"

"Not asfar as| could tell," said Sugimoto. " Of course, with that hot sun ... | mean, we wouldn't
colonize Ardazir, 0 Y mir—"

"The sun doesn't make alot of difference when atmosphere getsthat thick,” said Handry. "My own
quizzing led meto believe there are no Y mirite colonies anywhere in the region overrun by Ardazir. Don't
you think, if they had intereststhere at dl, they'd live there?"

"Not necessarily.” Walton'sfist struck the desk. "Everything's 'not necessarily,™ he growled, likea
baited lion. "Wererighting in afog. If we made an all-out attack anywhere, we'd expose ourselvesto
possible Ymirite action. Thisfleet is stronger than the Ardazirho force around Vixen—but weaker than
the entire fleet of the whole Ardazirho realm—yet if we pulled in reinforcements from Syrax, Merseia
would gobble up the Cluster! But we can't hang around here forever, either, waiting for somebody's next
move"

He stared at his big knobbly hands. "Well send more spiesto Ardazir,” he rumbled. "Of course
soméll get caught, and then Ardazir will know we know, and they'll redly exert themselves against
us... By God, maybe the one thing to do is smash them here at Vixen, immediately, and then go straight
to Ardazir and hope enough of our ships survive long enough to sterilize the whole hdll-planet!™

Kit leaped to her feet. "No!" she screamed.

Flandry forced her down again. Walton looked at her with eyesfull of anguish. "I'm sorry,”" he
mumbled. "1 know it would be the end of Vixen. | don't want to be a butcher at Ardazir either ... dl ther
little cubs, who never heard about war—But what can | do?"

"Wait," said Handry. "1 have ahunch.”

Silencefdl, layer by layer, until the cabin grew thick with it. Finaly Waton asked, most softly: "What
isit, Captain?"



Flandry stared past them all. "Maybe nothing,” he said. "Maybe much. An expression some of the
Ardazirho use: the Sky Cave. It's some kind of black hole. Certain of their religions make it the entrance
to hdll. Could it be—I remember my friend Svantozik too. | surprised him, and he let out an oath which
was not stock. Great unborn planets. Svantozik ranks high. He knows more than any other Ardazirho
we've met. It'slittle enough to go on, but ... can you spare me aflotilla, Admira?!

"Probably not," said Walton. "And it couldn't sneak off. One ship a atime, yes, we can get that out
secretly. But severd ... The enemy would detect their wake, notice which way they were headed, and
wonder. Or wouldn't that matter in this case?"

"I'm afraid it would." Flandry paused. "Wéll, Sr, can you lend me afew men?I'll take my own flitter.
If I'm not back soon, do whatever seems best.”

Hedidn't want to go. It seemed all too likely that the myth was right and the Sky Caveled to hell. But
Walton sat watching him, Walton who was one of the last brave and wholly honorable menin dl Terras
Empire. And Kit watched him too.

XVI

He would have departed at once, but a stroke of luck—about time, hethought ungratefully—meade
him decide to wait another couple of days. He spent them on the Hooligan, not tdling Kit hewas il
with the fleet. If she knew he had leisure, he would never catch up on some badly needed deep.

The fact was that the Ardazirho remained unaware that any human knew their language, except afew
prisoners and the late Dominic FHandry. So they were sending all messagesin clear. By now Walton had
agents on Vixen, working with the underground, equipped to communicate undetected with hisfleet.
Enemy transmissions were being monitored with growing thoroughness. Flandry remembered that
Svantozik had been about to leave, and requested a specia lookout for any information on this subject.
A scanner was adjusted to spot that name on arecording tape. It did so; the contents of the tape were
immediately relayed into space; and Flandry listened with sharp interest to a playback.

It was anorma enough order, relating to certain preparations. Mindhunter Svantozik of the Janneer
Y awas departing for home as per command. He would not risk being spotted and traced back to
Ardazir by some Terran, so would employ only asmall ultra-fast flitter. (Flandry admired hisnerve. Most
humans would have taken at least aMeteor class boat.) The hour and date of his departure were given,
in Urdahu terms,

"Raly 'round," said Flandry. The Hooligan glided into action.

He did not come near Vixen. That was the risky business of the liaison craft. He could predict the
exact manner of Svantozik's takeoff: there was only onelogica way. Theflitter would be in the middle of
asguadron, which would roar spaceward on aforay. At theright time, Svantozik would give hisown
little boat a powerful jolt of primary drive; then, orbiting with cold engines away from the others, let
distance accumulate. When he felt sure no Terran had spied him, he would go cautioudy on gravs until
well clear—then switch over into secondary and exceed the velocity of light. So smdll acraft, so far away
from Walton's bases, would not be detected: especialy with enemy attention diverted by theraiding
squadron.

Unless, to be sure, the enemy had planted himself out in that region, with foreknowledge of
Svantozik's goa and sensitive pul se-detectors running wide open.

When the darm buzzed and the needles began to waver, Handry alowed himself ayell. "That's our
boy!" Hisfinger stabbed a button. The Hooligan went into secondary with awail of abused converters.
When the viewscreens had steadied, Ceruliawas visbly dimming to stern. Ahead, outlined in diamond
congtellations, the nebularoiled ragged black. Flandry stared at hisinstruments. "He's not asbig aswe
are" hesad, "but traveling like goosed lightning. Think we can overhaul short of Ardazir?"



"Yes, dr," sad Chives. "In thisimmediate volume of space, which isdustier than average, and at these
pseudo-speeds, friction becomes significant. We are more aerodynamic than he. | estimate twenty hours.
Now, if | may be excused, | shall prepare supper.”

"Uh-uh," said Flandry emphaticadly. "Evenif he isn't aware of usyet, he may try evasivetacticson
generd principles. An autopilot has arandomizing predictor for such cases, but no poetry.”

"Sir?" Chivesraised the eyebrows he didn't have.

"Nofed ... intuition ... whatever you want to cal it. Svantozik isan artist of Intelligence. He may aso
be an artist at the pilot pand. So are you, little chum. Y ou and | will stand watch and watch here. I've
assigned ahairy great CPO to cook."

"Sr!" blested Chives.
Flandry winced. "I know. Navy cuisine. The sacrifices we unsung heroes make for Terras cause—!"

He wandered aft to get acquainted with his crew. Walton had persondly chosen adozen for this
mission:; eight humans, a Scothanian, nearly human-looking but for the hornsin hisydlow hair; apair of
big four-armed gray-furred shaggy-muzzled Gorzuni; a purple-and-blue giant from Donarr, vaguely likea
gorillatorso centauroid on arhinoceras body. All had Terran citizenship, al were career personnd, all
had fought with every weapon from ax to operations analyzer. They were as good a crew as could be
found anywhere in the known galaxy. And far down underneath, it ssddened Flandry that not one of the
humans, except himsdf, came from Terra,

The hours passed. He ate, napped, stood piloting tricks. Eventualy he was close upon the Ardazirho
boat, and ordered combat armor al around. He himsalf went into the turret with Chives.

His quarry was a squat, ugly shape, dark againgt the distant star-clouds. The viewscreen showed a
dim blast cannon and atorpedo launcher heavier than most boats that sze would carry. The missilesit
sent must have power enough to penetrate the Hooligan's potentia screens, make contact, and vaporize
thetarget in asingle nuclear burgt.

Flandry touched afiring stud. A tracer shell flashed out, drawing aline of fire through Svantozik's
boat. Or, rather, through the space where shell and boat coexisted with differing frequencies. The
conventiond signd to halt, was not obeyed.

"Closein," said Handry. "Can you phase us?’

"Yes, gr." Chives danced lean triple-jointed fingers over the board. The Hooligan plunged likea
stooping osprey. She interpenetrated the enemy craft, so that Flandry looked for amoment straight
through itsturret. He recognized Svantozik at the controls, in person, and laughed hisdelight. The
Ardazirho dammed on pseudo-deceleration. A less skillful pilot would have shot past him and been a
million kilometers away before redlizing what had happened. FHlandry and Chives, acting as one, matched
the maneuver. For afew minutes they followed every twist and dodge. Then, grimly, Svantozik continued
inadraght line. The Hooligan edged sideways until she steered aparallel course, twenty meters off.

Chives started the phase adjuster. There was an instant's sickness while the secondary drive skipped
through athousand separate frequency patterns. Then itsin-and-out-of-space-time matched the enemy's.
A mass detector informed the robot, within microseconds, and the adjuster stopped. A tractor beam
clamped fast to the other hull's sudden solidity. Svantozik tried a different phasing, but the Hooligan
equaled him without skipping a best.

"Shal welay dongside, Sr?' asked Chives.

"Better not," said Flandry. "They might choose to blow themselves up, and us with them. Boarding
tube”

It coiled from the combat airlock to the other hull, fastened leech-like with magnetronic suckers, and
clung. The Ardazirho energy cannon could not be brought to bear at thisangle. A missile flashed from
their launcher. It was disintegrated by ablast from the Hooligan's gun. The Donarrian, vast in hisarmor,



guided a"worm" through the boarding tube to the opposite hull. The maching's energy snout began to
gnaw through metd.

Flandry sensed, rather than saw, the faint ripple which marked a changeover into primary drive. He
dammed down his own switch. Both craft reverted smultaneoudy to intrinsic sub-light velocity. The
difference of fifty kilometers per second nearly ripped them across. But the tractor beam held, and so did
the compensator fields. They tumbled onward, side by side.

"He's hooked!" shouted Flandry.

Stll the prey might try astunt. He must remain with Chives, parrying everything, while his crew had
the pleasure of boarding. Flandry's muscles ached with the wish for persona combat. Over the intercom
now, radio voices snapped: "The worm's pierced through, sir. Our party entering the breach. Four
hogtilesin battle armor opposing with mobile wespons—"

Hell brokeloose. Energy beams flamed againgt indurated stedl. Explosive bullets burgt, sent men
staggering, went in screaming fragments through bulkheads. The Terran crew plowed unmercifully into
the barrage, before it could break down their armor. They closed hand to hand with the Ardazirho. It
was not too uneven amatch in numbers: six to four, for hdf Flandry's crew must man guns against
possible missiles. The Ardazirho were physicaly abit stronger than humans. That counted little, when
fistsbeat on plate. But the huge Gorzuni, the barbaricaly shrill Scothanian with hiswrecking bar of
collapsed dloy, the Donarrian happily ramping and roaring and dealing buffets which stunned through al
insulation—they ended the fight. The enemy navigator, preconditioned, died. The rest were extracted
from their armor and tossed in the Hooligan's hold.

Flandry had not been sure Svantozik too was not channeled so capture would be letha. But he had
doubted it. The Urdahu were unlikely to bethat prodigd of their very best officers, who if taken prisoner
might still be exchanged or contrive to escagpe. Probably Svantozik had smply been given abloc against
remembering his home sun's coordinates, when a pilot book wasn't open before hisface.

The Terran Sghed. "Clear the sdoon, Chives," he said wearily. "Have Svantozik brought to me, post
aguard outside, and bring us some refreshments.” As he passed one of the boarding gang, the man threw
him agrin and an exuberant salute. "Damn heroes," he muttered.

Hefdt alittle happier when Svantozik entered. The Ardazirho walked proudly, red head erect, kilt
somehow made nest again. But there was an inward chill in the wolf eyes. When he saw who st at the
table, he grew rigid. The fur stood up over hiswhole lean body and agrowl trembled in histhroat.

"Just me," said the human. "Not back from the Sky Cave, ether. Flop down." He waved at the bench
opposite hisown chair.

Sowly, muscle by muscle, Svantozik lowered himself. He said at last, "A proverb goes. 'The
hornbuck may run swifter than you think." | touch the nose to you, Captain Flandry."

"I'm pleased to see my men didn't hurt you. They had particular ordersto get you dive. That wasthe
wholeidea”

"Did | do you so much harmin the Den?" asked Svantozik bitterly.

"On the contrary. Y ou were amore considerate host than | would have been. Maybe | can repay
that." Handry took out acigaret. "Forgive me. | have turned the ventilation up. But my brain runson
nicotine”

"l suppose—" Svantozik's gaze went to the viewscreen and galactic night, "you know which of those
garsisours.”

IIYSIII

"It will be defended to the last ship. It will take more strength than you can spare from your borders
to break us."



"So you are aware of the Syrax dtuation.” Handry trickled smoke through hisnose. "Tdl me, ismy
impression correct that you rank high in Ardazir's space service and in the Urdahu orbekh itsdf?!

"Higher intheformer than the laiter,” said Svantozik dully. "The Packmasters and the old females will
listen to me, but | have no authority with them.”

"Still—l ook out there again. To the Sky Cave. What do you see?’

They had come so far now that they glimpsed the thinner part of the nebula, which the interior
luminosity could penetrate, from the Side. The black cumulus shape towered ominoudy among the
congdlations, adim red glow along one edge touched masses and filaments, asif adying fire smoldered
in some grotto full of spiderwebs. Not many degrees away from it, Ardazir's sun flashed sword blue.

"The Sky Caveitsf, of course," said Svantozik wonderingly. "The Great Dark. The Gate of the
Dead, asthosewho believeinrdigioncal it ... " Histone, meant to be sardonic, wavered.

"No light, then? It isblack to you?' Flandry nodded dowly. "1 expected that. Y our race isred-blind.
Y ou seefurther into the violet than | do: but in your eyes, | am gray and you yoursdlf are black. Those
atrocioudy combined red squaresin your kilt al look equaly dark to you." The Urdahu word he used for
"red" actualy designated the yellow-orange band; but Svantozik understood.

"Our astronomers have long known thereisinvisible radiation from the Sky Cave, radio and shorter
wavelengths" hesaid. "Wheat of it?"

"Only this," said Flandry. "that you are getting your ordersfrom that nebula.”

Svantozik did not move amuscle. But Flandry saw how the fur bristled again, involuntarily, and the
earslay flat.

The man rolled his cigaret between hisfingers, staring at it. Y ou think the Dispersd of Ymir lies
behind your own sudden expansion,” he said. "They supposedly provided you with weapons, robot
machinery, knowledge, whatever you needed, and launched you on your career of conquest. Their am
wasto rid the gdaxy of Terras Empire, making you dominant instead among the oxygen breathers. You
were given to understand that humans and Y mirites Smply did not get dong. The technical expertson
Ardazir itsdlf, who helped you get Sarted, werethey Y mirite?”

"A few," said Svantozik. "Chiefly, of course, they were oxygen breathers. That was far more
convenient.”

"Y ou thought those were mere Y mirite clients, did you not?" pursued Flandry. "Think, though. How
do you know any Y mirites actudly were on Ardazir? They would have to stay insde aforce-bubble ship
dl thetime. Was anything insde that ship, ever, except aremote-control panel? With maybe adummy
Y mirite? It would not be hard to fool you that way. There is nothing mysterious about vessels of that
type, they are not hard to build, it isonly that raceslike ours normally have no use for such elaorate
additional apparatus—negagrav fields offer as much protection against materia particles, and nothing
protects againgt anuclear shell which has made contact.

"Or, evenif afew Ymiritesdid visit Ardazir ... how do you know they werein charge? How can you
be sure that their oxygen-breathing 'vassas were not the red masters?’

Svantozik laid back hislip and rasped through fangs. ™Y ou flop bravely in the net, Captain. But a
mere hypothess—"

"Of course | am hypothesizing." Flandry stubbed out his cigaret. His eyes clashed so hard with
Svantozik's, flint gray striking stedl gray, that it was asif sparksflew. "Y ou have ascientific culture, so
you know the smpler hypothesisisto be preferred. Well, | can explain the facts much more smply than
by some cumbersome business of Y mir deciding to meddiein the affairs of dwarf planets usdessto itsdlf.
Because Ymir and Terrahave never had any serioustrouble. We have no interest in each other! They
know no terrestroid race could ever become a serious menace to them. They can hardly detect a
difference between Terran and Merseian, either in outward appearance or in mentaity. Why should they



carewho wins?'

"l do not try to imaginewhy," said Svantozik stubbornly. "My brainisnot based on ammonium
compounds. Thefact is, however—"

"That afew individua Y mirites, here and there, have performed hostile acts" said Flandry. "'l wasthe
butt of one mysdlf. Sinceit is not obvious why they would, except as agents of their government, we have
assumed that that was the reason. Y et dl the time another motive was staring usin the face. | knew it. It
isthesort of thing | have caused mysdif, in thisdirty profession of ours, time and again. | have smply
lacked proof. | hope to get that proof soon.

"When you cannot bribe an individua—blackmail him!"

Svantozik jerked. He raised himself from elbows to hands, his nostrils quivered, and he said roughly:
"How? Can you learn any sordid secretsin the private life of ahydrogen breather? 1 shall not believe you
even know what that race would consider acrime.”

"l do not," said Flandry. "Nor doesit matter. Thereis one being who could find out. He can read any
mind at close range, without preliminary study, whether the subject is naturaly telepathic or not. | think he
must be sensitive to some underlying basic life energy our science does not yet suspect. Weinvented a
mind-screen on Terra, purely for his benefit. Hewasin the Solar System, on both Terraand Jupiter, for
weeks. He could have probed the inmost thoughts of the Y mirite guide. If Horx himsalf was not
vulnerable, someone close to Horx may have been. Aycharaych, the telepath, is an oxygen breather. It
gives me the cold shuddersto imagine what it must fed like, receiving Y mirite thoughtsin aprotoplasmic
brain. But hedid it. How many other places has he been, for how many years? How strong a grip does
he have on the masters of Urdahu?'

Svantozik lay whally gtill. The starsflamed a hisback, indl their icy millions,

"l say," finished Flandry, "that your people have been mere tools of Merseia. Thiswas engineered
over afifteen-year period. Or even longer, perhaps. | do not know how old Aycharaychis. You were
unleashed againg Terraat a precisay chosen moment—when you confronted us with the choice of losing
thevital Syrax Cluster or being robbed and ruined in our own sphere. Y ou, persondly, asasensible
hunter, would cooperate with Y mir, which you understood would never directly thresten Ardazir, and
which would presumably remain dlied with your people after the war, thus protecting you forever. But
dare you cooperate with Merseia? It must be plain to you that the Merseians are as much your rivals as
Terracould ever be. Once Terrais broken, Merseiawill make short work of your jerry-built empire. |
say to you, Svantozik, that you have been the dupe of your overlords, and that they have been the
helpless, traitorous tools of Aycharaych. | think they steal off into space to get their ordersfroma
Mersaan gang—which | think | shal go and hunt!"

XVII

Asthetwo flitters approached the nebula, Flandry heard the imprisoned Ardazirho howl. Even
Svantozik, who had been here before and claimed hard agnosticism, raised hisruff and licked dry lips.
To red-blind eyes, it must indeed be horrible, watching that enormous darkness grow until it had gulped
al the garsand only instruments reved ed anything of the absolute night outsde. And ancient myths .will
not die: within every Urdahu subconscious, thiswas still the Gate of the Dead. Surely that was one
reason the Merseians had chosen it for the lair from which they controlled the destiny of Ardazir.
Demordizing awe would make the Packmasters still more their abject puppets.

And then, on apractical leve, those who were summoned—to report progress and receive their next
ingtructions—were blind. What they did not see, they could not let dip, to someone who might start
wondering about discrepancies.

Flandry himsalf saw sinister grandeur: great banks and clouds of blackness, looming in utter Slenceon



every sde of him, gulfs and canyons and steeps, picked out by the central red glow. He knew,
objectively, that the nebulawas near-vacuum even in its densest portions: only size and distance created
that picture of caverns beyond caverns. But hiseyestold him that he sailed into Shadow Land, under
walls and roofs huger than planetary systems, and his own tininess shook him.

The haze thickened as the boats plunged inward. So too did the light, until at last Flandry stared into
the clotted face of the infra-sun. It was abroad blurred disc, deep crimson, streaked with spots and
bands of sable, hazing at the edgesinto impossibly delicate corona arabesques. Here, in the heart of the
nebula, dust and gas were condensing, anew star was taking shape.

Asyet it shone smply by gravitationa energy, hesting asit contracted. Most of itstitanic masswas
gtill ghostly tenuous. But aready its core density must be approaching quantum collapse, acentra
temperature of megadegrees. In ashort time (afew million years more, when man was bones and not
even the wind remembered him) atomic fireswould kindle and anew radiance light this sky.

Svantozik looked at the instruments of his own flitter. "We orient ourselves by these three cosmic
radio sources," he said, pointing. Hisvoice fel flat in astretched quietness. "When we are near
the ... headquarters ... weemit our call sgnd and aregular ground-control beam bringsusin.”

"Good." Handry met the alien eyes, haf frightened and haf wrathful, with asteady compassonate
look. ™Y ou know what you must do when you have landed.”

"Yes." Thelean grim head lifted. "1 shdl not betray anyone again. Y ou have my oath, Captain. |
would not have broken troth with the Packmasters either, savethat | think you are right and they have
sold Urdahu.”

Flandry nodded and clapped the Ardazirho's shoulder. It trembled faintly benesath his hand. Hefelt
Svantozik was sincere, though he left two armed humans aboard the prize, just to make certain the
sncerity was permanent. Of course, Svantozik might sacrifice his own life to bay awarning—or he might
have lied about there being only one ingtallation in the whole nebula—but you had to take some risks.

Flandry crossed back to his own vessdl. The boarding tube was retracted. The two boats ran paralée
foratime.

Great unborn planets. It had been adim clue, and Flandry would not have been surprised had it
proved afalselead. But ... it has been known for many centuries that when arotating mass has
condensed sufficiently, planetswill begin to take shape around it.

By the dull radiance of the swollen sun, Handry saw hisgodl. It was, asyet, little more than adusty,
gassy bt of stones, strung out along an eccentric orbit in knots of loca concentration, like beads.
Gradudly, the forces of gravitation, magnetism, and spin were bringing it together; ice and primeva
hydrocarbons, condensed in the bitter cold on solid particles, made them unite on colliding, rather than
shatter or bounce. Very little of the embryo world was visble: only the largest nucleus, arough asteroidal
mass, dark, scarred, streaked here and there by ice, crazily spinning, the firefly dance of lesser meteors,
from mountainsto dust motes, which dowly rained uponiit.

Flandry placed himsdlf in theturret by Chives. "Asnear as| cantell,” hesaid, "thisisgoingtobea
terrestroid planet.” " Shall we leave anote for its future inhabitants, Sr?" asked the Shamuan, dead-pan.

Flandry's bark of laughter came from sheer tension. He added sowly, "It does make you wonder,
though, what might have happened before Terrawas born—"

Chives held up ahand. Thered light pouring in turned his green skin ahideous color. "I think that is
the Merseian beam, sir."

Flandry glanced at the instruments. "Check. Let's scoot.” He didn't want the enemy radar to show
two craft. Helet Svantozik's dwindle from sight while he sent the Hooligan legping around the cluster.
"Wed better come in about ten kilometers from the base, to be safely below their horizon," he said. "Do
you have them located, Chives?



"| think so, Sir. Theirregularity of the centrd asteroid confusesidentification, but ... Let meread the
course, Sr, whileyou bring usin.”

Flandry took the controls. Thiswould come as close to seat-of -the-pants piloting as was ever
possible in space. Instruments and robots, faster and more precise than live flesh could ever hopeto be,
would gtill do mogt of the work; but in an unknown, shifting region like this, there must dso be abrain,
continuoudy making the basic decisons. Shall we evade this rock swarm at the price of running that
ice cloud?

He activated the negagrav screens and swooped straight for histarget. No local object would have
enough speed to overcome that potential and strike the hull. But sheer impact on theyielding forcefield
could knock asmall vessd galley west, dangeroudy straining its metal.

Againgt looming nebular curtains, Flandry saw two pitted meteors come a him. They rolled and
tumbled, likeiron dice. He threw in adouble vector, killing some forward velocity while he gpplied a
"downward" acceleration. The Hooligan did past. A jagged, turning cone, five kilometerslong, lay
ahead. Flandry whipped within meters of its surface. Something went by, so quickly his eyesregistered
nothing but an enigmatic fire-streak. Something e se struck amidships. Theimpact rattled histeeth
together. A brief storm of frozen gases, acomet, painted the viewscreens with red-tinged blizzard.

Then the main asteroid swelled before him. Chives called out figures. The Hooligan dipped over the
whirling rough surface. "Herel" cried Chives. Flandry dammed to ahdt. "Sir," added the Shalmuan.
Flandry eased down with grest care. Silenceféll. Blackness|owered beyond the hull. They had landed.

"Stand by," said Flandry. Chives green face grew mutinous. "That's an order,”" he added, knowing
how he hurt the other being, but without choice in the matter. "We may possibly need afast get-away. Or
afast pursuit. Or, if everything goes wrong, someone to report back to Walton.”

"Yes, gr." Chives could scarcely be heard. Flandry left him bowed over the control pandl.

His crew, minus the two humans with Svantozik, were dready in combat armor. A nuclear howitzer
was mounted on the Donarrian's centauroid back, a man astride to fire it. The pieces of arocket launcher
danted across the two Gorzuni's double shoulders. The Scothanian cried awar chant and swung his pet
wrecking bar so the air whitled. The remaining five men formed a squad in one quick metalic clash.

Flandry put on his own suit and led the way out.

He stood in sarless night. Only the wan glow from detector dids, and the puddle of light thrownin
vacuum by a flashbeam, showed him that his eyes till saw. But asthey adjusted, he could make out the
very dimmest of cloudy red above him, and blood-drop sparks where satellite meteors caught sunlight.
The gravity underfoot was so low that even in armor he was near weightlessness. Y et hisinertiawasthe
same. It fdt like walking benegth some infinite ocean.

He checked the portable neutrino tracer. In thisroil of nebular matter, al instruments were troubled,
the dust spoke in every spectrum, amillion-year birth cry. But there was clearly asmall nuclear-energy
plant ahead. And that could only belong to one place.

"Join hands," said FHlandry. "We don't want to wander from each other. Radio silence, of course. Let's
go."
They bounded over theinvisible surface. It wasirregular, often made dick by frozen gas. Once there

was a shudder in the ground, and aroar traveling through their bootsoles. Some giant boulder had
crashed.

Then the sun rose, vast and vague on the topplingly near horizon, and poured ember light acrossice
and iron. It climbed with visible speed. Flandry's gang released hands and fdll into approach tactics:
dodge from pit to crag, wait, watch, make another long flat leap. In their black armor, they were merely a
st of moving shadows among many.

The Merseian dome cameinto view. It was a blue hemisphere, purpleinthislight, nestled into a



broad shalow crater. On the heights around there squatted negafield generators, to maintain aveil of
force againgt the stony rain. It had been briefly turned off to permit Svantozik's landing: the squat black
flitter sat under a scarp, two kilometers from the dome. A smal fast warcraft—pure Mersaian, thefind
proof—berthed next to the shelter, for the use of the twenty or so beings whom it would accommodate.
The ship's bow gun was aimed at the Ardazirho boat. Routine precaution, and there were no other
defenses. What had the Merseiansto fear?

Flandry crouched on the rim and tuned hisradio. Svantozik's beam dispersed enough for himto listen
to the conversation: "—no, my lords, thisvigtisonmy own initiative. | encountered aSituation on Vixen
so urgent that | felt it should be made known to you at once, rather than delaying to stop a Ardazir—"
Just gabble, bluffing into blindness, to gain time for Handry's attack.

The man checked his crew. One by one, they made the swab-O sign. He led them forward. The
forcefield did not touch ground; they dithered benesth it, down the crater wall, and wormed toward the
dome. The rough, shadow-blotted rock gave ample cover.

Flandry's plan was smple. He would sneak up close to the place and put alow-powered shell
through. Air would gush out, the Merseianswould die, and he could investigate their papers at leisure.
With an outnumbered band, and so much urgency, he could not afford to be chivarous.

"—thusyou see, my lords, it appeared to me the Terrans—" "All handsto space armor! We are
being attacked!" The shout ripped a Flandry's earphones. It had been in the Mersaian Prime language,
but not a Mersaian voice. Somehow, incredibly, his approach had been detected.

"The Ardazirho is on their side! Destroy him!™ FHandry hit the ground. An ingtant later, it rocked.
Through dl the armor, he fet asickening belly blow. It seemed asif he saw the brief thermonuclear blaze
through closed lids and a sheltering arm.

Without air for concussion, the shot only wiped out Svantozik's boat. Volatilized iron whirled up,
condensed, and deeted down again. The asteroid shuddered to quiescence. Flandry leaped up. There
was astrange dry weeping in histhroat. He knew, with asmall guiltiness, that he mourned more for
Svantozik of the Janneer Y athan he did for the two humanswho had died.

"—attacking party is about sixteen degrees north of the sunrise point, 300 meters fromthe
dome—"

Thegun turret of the Merseian warship swiveled about.

The Donarrian was aready a-gallop. The armored man on his back clung tight, readying hiswespon.
Asthe enemy gun found itsaim, the nuclear howitzer spoke.

That was alesser blagt. But the sun was drowned in its noiseless blue-white hell-dazzle. Half the
gpaceship went up in afiery cloud, abal which changed from white to violet to rosy red, swelled avay
and waslost in the nebular sky. The stern tottered, a shaken stump down which molten stedl crawled.
Then, dowly, it fell. It struck the crater floor and rolled earthquaking to the dliffs, whereit vibrated and
wasill.

Flandry opened hiseyes again to cold wan light. "Get at them!™ he bawled.

The Donarrian loped back. The Gorzuni were crouched, their rocket launcher assembled in seconds,
itschemica missleaimed at the dome. "Shoot!" cried Flandry. It echoed in hishelmet. The cosmic radio
noise buzzed and mumbled benegth his command.

Flame and smoke exploded at the point of impact. A hole gaped in the dome, and air rushed out. Its
moisture froze; athin fog overlay the crater. Then it began to settle, but with downessin this gravitationa
field, so that mistswhirled around Flandry's crew asthey plunged to battle.

The Merseians came swarming forth. There were dmost ascore, Flandry saw, who had had timeto
throw on armor after being warned. They crouched big and black in metd, articulated tail-plateslashing
their boots with rage. Behind facel ess helmets, the heavy mouths must be drawn into snarls. Their hoarse



calls boomed over the man's earphones.

He raced forward. The blast from their sidearms sheeted over him. Hefélt heat glow through
insulation, his nerves shrank from it. Then he was past the concerted barrage.

A dinosaurian shape met him. The Merseian held ablaster, focused to needle beam. Its flame gnawed
at Handry's cuirass.

The man's own energy gun spat—straight at the other wegpon. The Merseian roared and tried to
shelter hisgun with an armored hand. Flandry held his beam steady. The battle gauntlet began to glow.
The Mersaian dropped his blaster with a shriek of anguish. He made alow-gravity legp toward his
opponent, whipped around, and dapped with histail.

The blow smashed at Flandry. He went tumbling across the ground, fetched against the dome with a
force that stunned him, and sagged there. The Merseian closed in. His mighty hands snaiched after the
Terran's weagpon. FHlandry made ajudo break: yanking hiswrist out between the Merseian'sfingers and
thumb. He kept his gun arm in motion, till he poked the barrel into the enemy’'seye dit. He pulled trigger.
The Mersaian staggered back. Flandry followed, closein, evading dl frantic attempts to break free of
him. A second, two seconds, three, four, then his beam had pierced the thick super-glass. The Mersaian
fdl, gruesomely dow.

Flandry's bresth was harsh in histhroat. He glared through the drifting red streamers of fog, seeking
to understand what went on. His men were outnumbered till, but that was being whittled down. The
Donarrian hurled Merseians to earth, tossed them against rocks, kicked and stamped with enough force
to kill them through their armor by sheer concussion. The Gorzuni stood side by side, ablaster aflamein
each of their hands; no metal could long withstand that concentration of fire. The Scothanian bounced,
inhumanly swift, hiswrecking bar legping in and out like a battle ax—strike, pry, hammer & vulnerable
joints and connections, till something gave way and air bled out. And the humans were live machines,
bleakly widlding blaster and dug gun, throwing grenades and knocking Merseian wegpons asde with
karate blows. Two of them were down, dead; one dumped against the dome, and Flandry heard hispain
over theradio. But there were more enemy casudties strewn over the crater. The Terrans were winning.
In spite of dl, they werewinning.

But—

Flandry's eyes swept the scene. Someone, somehow, had suddenly redlized that aband of skilled
space fighters was stedling under excellent cover toward the dome. There was no way Flandry knew of
to be certain of that, without instruments he had not seen planted around. Except—

Y es. He saw thetal gaunt figure mounting acliff. Briefly it was etched againgt the bloody sun, then it
dipped fromview.

Aycharaych had been here after dll.
No men could be spared from combat, even if they could break away. Flandry bounded off himsaif.

He topped theringwall in threeleaps. A black jumble of rocksfell away before him. He could not see
any flitting shape, but in thisweird shadowy land eyeswere dmost usdess at adistance. He knew,
though, which way Aycharaych was headed. There was only one escape from the nebula now, and the
Chereonite had gotten what information he required from human minds.

Flandry began to travel. Leagp—not high, or you will take forever to come down again—Ilong, low
bounds, with the dark metdlic world streaming away beneath you and the firecoa sun dipping toward
night again: slence, death, and doneness. If you die here, your body will be crushed benegth fdling
continents, your atoms will be locked for eternity in the core of a planet.

A ray flared againgt his helmet. He dropped to the ground, before he had even thought. Helay ina
small crater, blanketed with shadow, and stared into the featureless black wall of agiant meteor facing
away from the sun. Somewhere on itsope—



Aycharaych's Anglic words came gentle, ™Y ou can move faster than |. Y ou could reach your vessd
before me and warn your subordinate. | can only get in by aruse, of course. He will hear me speak on
theradio in adisguised voice of things known only to him and yoursdlf, and will not see me until | have
been admitted. And that will betoo late for him. But first | must complete your life, Captain Flandry.”

The man crouched deeper into murk. He felt the near-absol ute cold of the rock creep through armor
and touch hisskin. "Y ou've tried often enough before," he said.

Aycharaych's chuckle was purest music. "Yes, | redly thought | had said farewd| to you, that night at
the Crystal Moon. It seemed probable you would be sent to Jupiter—I have studied Admira Fenross
with care—and Horx had been instructed to kill the next Terran agent. My appearance at the feast was
largely sentimental. Y ou have been an ornament of my redlity, and | could not deny myself afind
conversation.”

"My friend," grated Handry, "you're about as sentimental as ablock of solid helium. Y ou wanted us
to know about your presence. Y ou foresaw it would darm us enough to focus our attention on Syrax,
where you hinted you would go next—what part of our attention that superb red-herring operation had
not fastened on Y mir. Y ou had our Intelligence men swarming around Jupiter and out in the Cludter,
going frantic in search of your handiwork: leaving you free to manipulate Ardazir."

"My egotismwill missyou," said Aycharaych coolly. Y ou adone, in this degraded age, can fully
appreciate my efforts, or censure them intelligently when | fail. Thistime, the unanticipated thing was that
you would survive on Jupiter. Y our subsequent assgnment to Vixen has, naturdly, proven catastrophic
for us. | hope now to remedy that disaster, but—" The philosopher awoke. Flandry could al but see
Aycharaych's ruddy eyesfilmed over with avison of someinfinitude humans had never grasped. "It isnot
certain. Thetotdity of exisence will dwaysdude us and in that mystery liesthe very meaning. How |
pity immorta God!"

Flandry jumped out of the crater.

Aycharaych's wegpon spat. Flame splashed off the man's armor. Reflex—amistake, for now FHandry
knew where Aycharaych was, the Chereionite could not get away—comforting to redize, in thisquerning
of worlds, that an enemy who saw twenty years ahead, and had controlled whole races like a hidden
fate, could aso make mistakes.

Flandry sprang up onto the meteor. He crashed against Aycharaych.

The blagter fired point-blank. Flandry's hand chopped down. Aycharaych'swrist did not snap across,
the armor protected it. But the gun went spinning down into darkness. Flandry snatched for his own
wespon. Aycharaych read the intention and closed in, wrestling. They staggered about on the meteor in
each other'sarms. The sinking sun poured its baleful light across them: and Aycharaych could see better
by it than Handry. In minutes, when night fell, the man would be dtogether blind and the Chereionite
could take victory.

Aycharaych thrust aleg behind the man's and pushed. Flandry toppled. His opponent retreated. But
Handry fell dowly enough that he managed to seize the other'swaist. They rolled down the dope
together. Aycharaych's bresth whistled in the radio, ahawk sound. Even in the clumsy spacesuit, he
seemed like water, nearly impossible to keep agrip on.

They struck bottom. FHlandry got his legs around the Chereonite's. He wriggled himsalf onto the back
and groped after flailing limbs. A forearm around the dien hdmet—he couldn't strangle, but he could
immobilize and—nhis hands clamped on awrist. He jerked hard.

A trill went through hisradio. The struggle ceased. Helay atop his prisoner, gasping for air. The sun
sank, and blackness closed about them.

"| fear you broke my ebow joint there," said Aycharaych. "I must concede.”
"I'm sorry," said FHlandry, and he was nothing but honest. "1 didn't mean to.”



"Inthe end,” sighed Aycharaych, and Flandry had never heard so deep a soul-weariness, "l am
beaten not by asuperior brain or ahigher justice, but by the brute fact that you are from alarger planet
than | and thus have stronger muscles. It will not be easy tofit thisinto aharmoniousredity.”

Flandry unholstered his blaster and began to weld their deeves together. Broken arm or not, he was
taking no chances.

Bad enough to have that great watching mind next to hisfor the time needed to reach the flitter.

Aycharaych'stone grew light again, amost amused: "1 would like to refresh mysdlf with your pleasure.
So, snce you will read the fact anyway in our papers, | shdl tell you now that the overlords of Urdahu
will arrive herefor conferencein five Terran days.”

Flandry grew rigid. Glory blazed within him. A single shdll-burst, and Ardazir was headless!

Gradudly the stiffness and the splendor departed. He finished securing his captive. They helped each
other up. "Comedong," said the human. "I've work to do."

XVIII
Ceruliadid not lie anywhere near the route between Syrax and Sol. But Flandry went home that way.
Hedidn't quite know why. Certainly it was not with any large willingness.

Helanded at Vixen's main spaceport. "l imagine I'll be back in afew hours, Chives," he said. "Keep
the pizzaflying." He went lithely down the gangway, passed quarantinein awhirl of gold and scarlet, and
caught an airtaxi to Garth.

Thetown lay peaceful in its midsummer. Now, a gpastron, with Vixen's atmosphere to filter its
radiation, the sun might amost have been Sol: smdler, brighter, but gentlein ablue sky wheretadl white
clouds walked. Fields reached green to the Shaw; ariver gleamed; the snowpeaks of the Ridge hovered
dreamlike at world's edge.

Flandry looked up the address he wanted in a public telebooth. He didn't call ahead, but walked
through bustling streetsto the little house. Its peaked roof was gold above vine-covered walls.

Kit met him at the door. She stood unmoving along time. Finaly she breathed: "1'd begun to fear you
were dead.”

"Cameclose, atimeor two," said Flandry awkwardly.

Shetook hisarm. Her hand shook. "No," she said, "y-y-you can't be killed. Y ou're too much dive.
Oh, comein, darlin!" She closed the door behind him.

Hefollowed her to the 'living room and sat down. Sunlight streamed past rosesin atrellis window,
cadting blue shadows over the warm smd| neatness of furnishings. The girl moved about, diding the
public pneumo for drinks, chattering with frantic gaiety. His eyesfound it pleasant to follow her.

"Y ou could have written," she said, smiling too much to show it wasn't areproach. "When the
Ardazirho pulled out 0 Vixen, we went back to normal fast. The mailtubes were operatin’ againin afew
hours.”

"l wasbusy," he said.

"An' you're through now?" She gave him awhisky and sat down opposite him, resting her own glass
on a bare sun-browned knee.

"] suppose s0." Flandry took out acigaret. "Until the next trouble comes.”
"l don't redly understan’ what happened,” she said. " Tisdl been one big confusion.”
"Such developments usudly are," he said, glad of a chanceto speak impersondly. "Sincethe



Imperium played down al danger in the public mind, it could hardly announce agloriousvictory infull
detail. But things were smple enough. Once we'd clobbered the Ardazirho chiefs a the nebula,
everything fell apart for their planet. The Vixen force withdrew to help defend the mother world, because
revolt was bresking out al over their little empire. Waton followed. He didn't seek adecisve bettle, his
fleet being lessthan the total of theirs, but he held them at bay while our psychologica warfare teams
took Ardazir gpart. Another reason for avoiding open combat as much as possible was that we wanted
that excellent navy of theirs. When they recongtituted themsalves as aloose federation of coequal
orbckhs, clans, tribes, and what have you, they were ready enough to accept Terran supremacy—the
Pax would protect them againgt each other!"

"Aseasy asthat." A scowl passed beneath Kit'sfair hair. "After adl they did to us, they haven't paid a
millo. Not that reparations would bring back our dead, but—should they go scot free?

"Oh, they ransomed themselves, dl right." FHandry's tone grew somber. He looked through ashielding
haze of smoke at roses which nodded in amild summer wind. "They paid ten times over for dl they did at
Vixen: in blood and sted and agony, fighting as bravely as any people I've ever seen for a cause that was
not theirs. We spent them like wastrels. Not one Ardazirho ship in adozen came home. And yet the poor
proud devilsthink it wasavictory!"

"What?Y ou mean—"

"Yes. Wejoined their navy to ours at Syrax. They were the spearhead of the offensive. It fell within
the rules of the game, you see. Technicdly, Terrahadn't launched an all-out attack on the Merseian
bases. Ardazir, a confederacy subordinate to us, had done so! But our fleet cameright behind. The
Merseians backed up. They negotiated. Syrax isours now.” Flandry shrugged. "Merseia can afford it.
Terrawon't use the Clugter as an invasion base. It'll only be abastion. We aren't brave enough to do the
sengble thing; well keep the peace, and to hdl with our grandchildren.” He smoked in short ferocious
drags. "'Prisoner exchange was a condition. All prisoners, and the Merseians meant all. In plainlanguage,
if they couldn't have Aycharaych back, they wouldn't withdraw. They got him.”

She looked awide-eyed question.

"Never mind," said Flandry scornfully. "That'samere detail. | don't suppose my work went quite for
nothing. | helped end the Ardazir war and the Syrax deadlock. | persondly, al by mysdf, furnished
Aycharaych as abargaining counter. | shouldn't demand more, should 17?* He dropped hisface into one
hand. "Oh, God, Kit, how tired | am!"

Sherose, went over to St on the arm of his chair, and laid a hand upon his head. "Can you stay here
an' rest?' she asked softly.

Helooked up. A bareingtant he paused, uncertain himself.
Then ruetwisted hislips upward. "Sorry. | only stopped in to say goodbye.”
"What?' shewhispered, asif he had stabbed her. "But, Dominic—"

He shook hishead. "No," he cut her off. "It won't do, lass. Anything less than everything would be
too unfair to you. And I'm just not the forever-and-ever sort. That'stheway of it."

He tossed off hisdrink and stood up. He would go now, even sooner than he had planned, cursing
himself that he had been s0 heedless of them both asto return here. Hetilted up her chin and smiled
down into the hazedl eyes. "What you've done, Kit," he said, "your children and their children will be
proud to remember. But mostly ... we had fun, didn't we?"

Hislips brushed hers and tasted tears. He went out the door and walked down the street again, never
looking back.

A vague, mocking part of him remembered that he had not yet settled his bet with Ivar del Bruno.
And why should he? When he reached Terra, he would have another try. It would be something to do.
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