Chapter One

Kars Gartok wasthelast to leave, lingering in his cabin until the others had gone, unwilling to engagein
useless conversation, to hear again the empty threats and bitter denunciations. Only when the ship was
slent did he venture forth to step through the open port and head down the ramp to the field below. It
was late in the day, the sun low on the horizon, the air misted with adamp fog which pearled the mesh of
the perimeter fence and gave the tal figure standing just beyond the gate ablurred, ethered qudlity asif it
were the figment of adream.

But Brother Eldon was no ghost. He waited, dressed in a brown, homespun robe the cowl thrown back
despite the chill to reved aface seamed and creased with age and privation. His feet were bare in open
sandals and gnarled hands gripped abowl of cheap plastic chipped and scarred by usage and time. He
lifted it as Gartok approached.

"Of your charity, brother.”

Halting Gartok stared at the monk then said, dryly, "Charity? Aren't there fools enough on Hyard
without you wanting more?"'

"Isto give an act of foolishness?'
"What d£?'
"Somewould cdl it an act of virtue, brother.”

"To give without hope of reward isthe act of afool," said Gartok, curtly. "A lesson aman in my trade
quickly learns

"Asthose did who | ft the ship before you?' Then, before Gartok could answer, the monk added,
quietly, "It could be that you have aready had your reward. Y ou seem uninjured and you are dive.”

"Yes" sad Gartok, heavily. "I'm dive."

Hewas abig man, wide of shoulder and thick of neck, dressed in dark |eather trimmed with scarlet,
polished patches showing at shoulders and waist where body-armor had rested. His temples bore
calouses from the weight of ahelmet and his eyes, degp-set and hooded, watched from beneath beetling
brows. His hands were broad, the fingers spatulate. The knuckles knobs of bone. His face matched the
hands, broad, rough, ridged and seamed with scars. The mouth was atrap, the chin arock, the nose a
predatory beak. He looked what he was—a professiona dedler in degth.

Watching him as he stood there, the mist dewing the stubble of his cropped head, the monk said, "What
happened, brother?'

"Welog."
"And?'

"What more needs to be said? We were out-gunned, out-manned, out-maneuvered. Eighty-three of a



hundred died on Craig. The details? What do they matter?"
"Even o, brother, | would like to know."

For amoment the mercenary hesitated then, shrugging, said, "It's the old tory; two men snarling a each
other over agtrip of land on aworld not worth awoman's spit. Each turned to force and hired men. A
minor war and dangerous only to those involved. Or so it should have been but accidents happen. And
the locals were stubborn and refused to evacuate their villages.”

And so they had died in blossoms of flame as shells had burst in crude houses and fragmentation bombs
hed torn air and flesh with whining shards of meta. An old story and one common on Ilyard where men
cameto talk and rest and seek employment. Common too on worlds cursed with ambitious rulers who
thought of men as pawnsto be used in acomplicated game.

"Crag," said themonk. "Y ou said that was the name of the world?’

"Y es. Onelying on the edge of the Rift. A bleak place of rock and water and cold. A world where the
rich burn turf to keep warm and the poor huddle together. But one the wedthier now for the bodies of
good men fertilizing the soil."

"But you are not one of them, brother,” reminded the monk and lifted his empty bowl alittle. "Those who
giveto the poor often enjoy good fortune.”

A direct appedl to the superdtition inherent in al gamblers, and what was amercenary but aman who
gambled with hislife?'Y et the monk felt no pride of achievement as Gartok plunged ahand into a pocket.
Trained inthe art of psychology it was smplefor him to manipulate the emotiond triggerswhich al men
carried and to which they could not help but to respond. And the mercenary, like dl hisbreed, must have
inner weaknesses, hidden guilts, invisible cracksin his external armor of competence.

Ashethrew coinsinto the bowl Gartok said, "It'sal | can give, monk. If it isn't enough to buy ablessing
at least spare meyour curse.”

"| curse no ong, brother."

"Then you are more saint than man. | curse people often. Captain Blasco who has ataste for killing. The
fool who hired us. The swine who—well, never mind. What is done is done and what point to dwell in
the past? But you, Brother, have you any news?' Then, asthe monk made no reply, "I forgot, you do not
tradeinwar. But at least tell me this—have any persons of consequence and wedlth arrived recently?
High lords with ambition and money to hire men?' His eyes narrowed as they searched the old face. Like
the monk he had a knowledge of psychology but could read nothing. Then aflicker of the eyesgave him
aclue. "They have? Y ou do not deny it? Good. Fortune could be smiling on me at last Where arethey

daying?'
"Y ou can find out where, brother," said the monk. "Asyou say, | do not tradein war."

* * %

He shivered alittle as the mercenary strode away, the wind wasincreasing and its chill numbed skin and
bone. He could barely fed the bowl in his hands and hisfeet were like blocks of wood yet he welcomed
the discomfort as areminder of times past when, as ayoung man newly taken into the Church, he had
gtood before gates like this begging for dms.



An essential duty but one which he no longer had need to perform but old habits died hard and, aways,
it was necessary to guard against the sin of pride.

And to beg was to be humble.

A gust of wind caught hisrobe and drove it hard againgt his body, the damp material emphasizing the
chill of the dying day. From the distance came the shouts of men and the monotonous pounding of feet.
Raw recruitswere at drill; men engaged on a scatter of worlds and transported hereto Ilyard where their
contractswere sold at a profit. Those who had aready been bloodied, who had been flung into combat
and who had managed to survive, fetched a higher price than the rest. Others, like Kars Gartok, long
freed of contractud restraint, sold their skillsto any who would be willing to pay. Their skill and loyalty
for what it wasworth, going out to fight, to kill, to bleed, to dieif they mugt to liveif they could even at
the cost of al they owned.

One day, thought the monk, he might be able to understand what drove men to act in such amanner, but
for now it was cold, the field was empty and work still waited to be done.

The shadows were lengthening as he reached the first of alitter of shacks and huts which sprawled away
from the town to the side of thefied. Lowtownswere al the same no matter on which world they were
found. The refuge of the desperate, those stricken with illness, those cursed with poverty. The stench of it
rose like amiasmafrom the ramshackle dwellings, constructions of scrap and discarded plastic, of fabrics
sdvaged from the garbage of the more fortunate, doing little but to keep out the rain and giving ascrap of

privecy.

The church waslittle better, but from intent rather than need. A building of brick or ssonewith solid walls
and barred windows, of thick doors and heated air would have been an affront to those it had been
designed to serve. Asamonk wearing silk and gemswould have insulted the wretch to whom he
preached the virtue of poverty. To gain the confidence of thosein need they had to be met at their own
leve.

Y et, even S0, the church was bigger and better than others he had known. They had been the flimsy
shacks of portable churches: fabric and poles which could be carried on a back together with the
benediction light which was the heart of the structure. Y et tent or palace dl were the same. All stroveto
teach the same message. To persuade all who cameto listen or who could be persuaded to pay attention
to accept the Universa teaching of complete Brotherhood. That no man was an idand. That the pain of
onewasthepan of al. That dl shared the burden of acommon heritage. That dl belonged to theCor pus
Humanite . That once each could ook at the other and say,there, but for the grace of God, go | , the
millennium would have arrived.

He would never seeit. No monk now alive would ever seeit. Men bred too fast and traveled too far for
that. They rested on too many worlds scattered throughout the galaxy and were subjected to too many
grains. But, eventudly, it would come. It was an article of faith to believe that. The purpose of hisbeing.

"Brother!" A man rose from where he'd been squatting in the dirt and mud at the side of the track. He
wasthin, hisface ydlowed with jaundice, histeeth chattering with cold. He smelt of suppurating pus; the
sickly sweet odor of tissue-decay. The hand he extended was like aclaw, thin, quivering. "Brother. For
thelove of God help me!"

"AsK, brother, and if it ispossbleit will begiven.”



"I'mill. Rotten with sores and something else. Starving. | can't get work. And I—I've..."

"The church iswaiting," said Brother Eldon quietly. "Enter it, knedl beneath the benediction light, confess
and receive forgiveness. Medicines are available and they will be given.”

"Brother, will you spesk for meto Mgor Khaftle? He—"

"Onething at atime, brother." Eldon wasinsstent. "First you must be given what help we have. After,
well, we shdl see. Come now."

Hetook the quivering claw into his hand, feding the febrile heat of the skin, recognizing the fever, the
disease. The man was dying and would die despite the antibiotics they could give. But he would not die
alone and he would die in peace. Brother Veac would seeto that.

The young monk accepted his charge and glanced sharply at his superior. It was not his placeto
question or to criticize, but he would not have been human had he not made a comment.

"It islate, brother, and cold.”
IIYall
"Thereisfood and warmth within. Y ou should rest now."

"And stop trying to act the young man, brother?' Eldon smiled as the other looked abashed. "Am | 0
old you think | have forgotten to remember how | thought when young? Take care of our friend now. Is
Brother Biul available? Good." Then lowering hisvoice hewhispered, "Theinfirmary, | think. Thereis
room? Then seehehasaplace. | fear that he will not bewith usfor long.”

But first came the easing of hisheart and soul. To kned benesth the swirling bowl of colored light, to
drift into ahypnotic condition, to unburden himsdlf, to suffer subjective penance and then to be given the
bread of forgiveness. And if most of those coming to the church did so for the sake of the wafer of
concentrates then it was afair exchange. For each who knelt benesth the light was conditioned not to kill.

"Brother!" Biul looked up from where he sat busy with papers and rose as Eldon entered the office.
"Y ou must be frozen! Why must you be so stubborn? Y ou are too old to act thisway."

Older than Veac the monk cared lessfor diplomacy and long friendship had given him a casud
familiarity. Now he bustled around, fetching awarm blanket, filling abowl with soup, standing over Eldon
while he ate. Only when the bowl was empty did he permit the older man to speak.

"Biul, you have dl the atributes of abully,” said Eldon mildly. "If I didn't know you meant well | might
even be annoyed.”

"As| will be unlessyou take better care of yourself. We need you—and do | have to remind you that
sf-injury isasn?' Biul cleared away the bowl, rearranged the blanket then said, "Well?*

"Little. A few coins"
"And?'

"Bad news." Eldon fdlt his shoulders sag. "War on Craig. Thefirst engagements are over but there will



be othersthat is certain. Help will be needed. Contact the seminary on Pace and have them notify those
on Hope. A full medica team if possible, as many monks asthey can spare at least. And perhaps
influence could be brought to bear on those responsible to cease the hostilities.”

It was possible, the Church had friendsin high places, and it would be tried, but inevitably there would
be delays and in awar Situation delay meant suffering, disease, degradation and death.

Todleviate alittle of it was the most they could hopeto do.

AsBiul left Eldon sank back in hischair, conscious of the warmth of the blanket, the snug comfort of the
room. It was blesk enough, the walls ornamented with small mementos and afew paintings of worlds
known when young, but it held everything he had come to val ue since, when ayouth, he had applied for
acceptance into the church and had commenced histraining.

There wastrust there, and faith, and the desire of oneto help another. There was truth and tolerance and
compasson. There was an acknowledgment that life was more than could be seen on the surface and
that, without the belief in something greater than Man, then Man could not be greater than what he was.

A point on which he had argued when young and had gtill not understood what it relly meant to bea
monk.

Brother Hoji had stripped away hisillusions.

He was old, stooped, withered, crippled, acid. Hewas in charge of indoctrination and had not been
gentle. Leaning back, half-adeep, Eldon could hear again the voice which had rasped like afile through
the confines of the room into which had been packed a score of youngsterslike himsdlf.

"Why did you apply to become monks? What motive drives you? That question must be answered
before any other. Look into the mirror of your soul and search for the truth. Isit in order to help your
felow man?Isit that and nothing more? If not then you don't belong here. Y ou are wasting my time and
your own. Rise and leave and none will think the worst of you. Be honest. Above al, be honest!"

Someone had coughed; strain triggering anear-hysterical giggle covered too late into the resemblance of
anorma expulson of air.

"You!" Thetwisted fingers of. the old monk had been an accusing claw. ™Y ou laughed—why? Did you
think | wasafool? That | tended to exaggerate? That | distorted the truth? Don't bother to answer."
Then, in alower voice, he had continued. "If you hope for persona reward or high office or thelove and
respect of those you are dedicated to serve, then you do not belong here. If you yearn for power or pain
the same applies. Pain you will get and discomfort and suffering. Y ou will know disappointment and see
thework of years destroyed in amoment. Y ou will be scorned and held in contempt, robbed and beaten,
used and ignored, hated and despised. Y, if in the degpest recesses of your heart, you long to be so
treated, then you have no place here. Man is not born to suffer. Thereisnointringc virtuein pain. Those
who seek it are enemies of the Church. If any St herel tell you now to go. Go!™

No one coughed when he paused, no one giggled, but till there remained alittle doubt. 1t vanished as
the old monk stripped off his robe and displayed his naked body. His flesh—and the things which had
been donetoit.

"God!" whigpered the man next to Eldon. "Dear God!"



"The reward of patience," said Hoji. "It happened on FHackaove. A small settlement that, | thought, had
accepted me. For three years | was with them and then came adrought. Plague followed and children
died. They needed someone to blame.” Pausing he donned his robe then added, quietly, "God gave me
the strength to live and to continue helping my fellows. Now it is safe for amonk to stay on that world.”

Eldon felt again the cold shiver which had touched him at the calm understatement. How the man must
have suffered! The injuries, even though now healed—he could not bear even now to think of them. Nor
understand how the man had found the courage to continue on the path he had chosen.

Haf the class had | eft at the end of the first three months. Half the remainder at the end of the first year.
By the time the training period was over only two others had stayed together with himsdlf. Threefrom
twenty—a good average.

And now it was pleasant to St in the warm and drift into worlds of memory in which old friends cameto
greet him and old places became new again: Even remembered pain became less demanding, became a
part of thejoy in serving, of hisdedication. And it had not dways been pain, though rarely had there been
comfort. And now, old, in charge of this church, he could afford to relax alittle. To let others sharethe
burden. Otherswho...

After awhile Brother Biul camein to rewrap the blanket and to ease the old man's limbs so asto avoid
the danger of cramp. Helooked, he thought, surprisingly young, the seamed and wrinkled face now
plumped alittle, the lips curved asif, in his dreams, he smiled.

Then he saw the stillness of the throat, the flaccidity of the great arteries and knew the old man would
never smileagain.

* * %

"Dead?' Kars Gartok frowned. "The old monk dead? But how? | wastalking to him only hours ago.”

"I know." The officer was palite. "That iswhy | am here. A routine matter, you understand. A formaity.
Did he say anything? Complain of feding unwell, perhaps?’

"No."
"He mentioned no one who had threatened him?"

"No."
"Y our cooperation would be appreciated.”

"You're getting it," snapped Gartok. He turned and strode across the room, faced the wall, turned and
took three steps back again. Like the hotel the chamber was not of the best, the furnishingsworn, the
carpet faded, the wals stained. One pane of the window was cracked and the radiator which should
have warmed the place wasfailing in its duty. Even the light was dim. "He was at the gate, begging, you
know how the monks operate. We talked for awhile, he was eager for news and | gave him what | had.
Then | l€ft. Isthere suspicion of foul play?"

"No." The officer relaxed and tucked away his notebook. "As| said thisisaroutine matter. The Church
has friendson llyard and, well, you understand.”



Friends of influence, who el se could have given the monks permission to establish themsalves here? No
planet dedicated to war would wel come those who preached the doctrine of peace. The officer was
naturally being cautious.

Gartok said, "How did he die?"

"He was old. He should have known better than to stand in the cold. It could have been the find straw.
Persondly | think that held just lived out hislife.” The officer glanced around the chamber. "No luck on
your last engagement?'

"No."

"Too bad, but we can't dl win." He spoke with the casud indifference of aman who couldn't careless.
"Well, thank you for your patience. If you're looking for work you could do worse than try the High
Endeavour. It's on Secunda Avenue closeto Breine."

"I know whereit is, but isn't Delthraph in busness now?"

"He was shot in an argument last month. Creditors sold his business and the new owner isn't established
yet. Try the High Endeavour. It's your best choice.”

Likethe hotel the place was dingy, alittle decayed, a building which had known better times. Luck could
have brought them. Money could buy paint and workersto refurbish the exterior. New furnishings would
brighten up insde. Rich employers would come to sound out what was offered and winners would make
the place their headquarters. Fame followed success and success bred riches. But that had yet to come.

Kars Gartok stepped from the sireet into the vestibule. A girl smiled at him and aman looked up from
where he sat behind acounter. A guard-receptionist, the hand he kept hidden would be holding a
weapon. His eyes checked the mercenary, noting the thin cloak, the hat with the feather, the pistol belted
at hiswaist. All were of local manufacture bought less than a couple of hours ago.

"Your firg time here?'

Gartok nodded. "I've been away. Dethraph would have known me."

"He'sdead.”

"That'swhy I'm here. Upgtairs?'

"Thefront room. Y ou won't be alone. The girl will provide anything you want. Food? Wine?'

"Wine. A flagon.”

He mounted the stairs asthe girl bustled to fill the order. The room was easy to find and, asthe man
downgtairs had promised, he wouldn't be done. A dozen men lounged in chairs around atable, light from
the fire augmenting the dim glow from lanterns and throwing adancing ruby light over hard faces, glinting
meta, bets, polished |eather, the winking gleam of gems.

Halting within the chamber Gartok introduced himsdlf adding, "Have | fought with any here? Against
them? No?'



"Oncel think," said aman at the far end of the table. "Were you on Lisyen about five years ago? With
Donlenck's Destroyers?'

"And if | was?'

"l served with Voronech.”

"And lost as| remember.” Gartok looked at the man. "Any grudges?’

"Hell, no. | doubt if we ever even met. It was dl long-range stuff, right?"

Gartok nodded and, asthe girl arrived with his order, dammed the flagon on the table.
"Right. Now have adrink and fill mein on what's happening. Glasses, girl, and hurry!"

The flagon vanished, was replaced with another, more. Wine and conversation flowed and old battles
were refought and old engagements remembered. Here, in thisroom, paid enemies faced each other and
future foes sat and toasted each other in wine,

Gartok mentioned Craig.

"A bad world," said Chue Tung, hisydlow skin gleaming like oiled lesther in the dancing firdight. "Y ears
ago now, Six, seven, eight, maybe?"

"Doesit matter?* A man alittle more drunk than the rest, sngpped hisimpatience. "Get on with it, man.”
"Please" sad another, quickly. "Eight years, you think?"

"Eight." Chue Tung looked at the one who had interrupted. One day they would meet and then revenge
would be sweet. For now he would act the congenia spinner of reminiscences. "It wasasmall
engagement, like yours, Kars, or so it sarted out to be. A simple police-job. | landed with a couple of
hundred men and within amonth we had the area pacified. All nice and neat—then the women took a
hand. We logt fifteen men in three days and I'm not going to tell you how they died. We had a pretty
tough commander at thetime, Elque Imballa, anyone know him?' Pausing he looked at hisligteners. "No?
Well, held dead now but you could have served under worse. At least he took care of his own. Fifteen
men had died so he took thirty locals and shot them. After that he took stepsto end the danger.”

Gartok was interested. "How?'

"The women were the trouble—you know how soldiers are when there's no prospect of action. Looting,
raping, they do it dl thetime. There was nothing to loot so only one thing was left. Imballahad the entire
areaswept and dl fema es assembled. Then he got the armorers to make some specid undergarments for
them to wear. Pants of wire mesh fitted with afriction bomb. They were safe until someonetried to jerk
them off then—bang!" He made an expressive gesture.

"Am?'
"A couple of foolstried it and ended up as mincemest. After they had been buried the otherslearned the

lesson. The women too. Try to get near them and they'd scream and go for your eyes. It wasn't much fun
for anyone but it solved the problem. In his own way Elque Imbalawas a pretty shrewd man.”



For along moment there was silence then aman said, dryly, "I'm not caling you aliar, Chue, but if
anyone ese had told me astory like that 1'd be tempted to doubt hisword.”

"I'm glad that you're not calling mealiar, Amil," said Chue Tung softly. "I'd hate to kill you without
getting paid for it."

Gartok, recognizing the undercurrent of hodtility, said, "Taking of paying who is dueto order the next
flagon of wine?"

The talk moved on, took direction, revealed why each was present. Work was scarce and expenses
high. The mineswere waiting to swalow any who couldn't meet his debts. Times were hard for
free-lance mercenaries.

"We need agood war," said one. " Something on arich world with little fighting and guaranteed pay. That
or atakeover. A bloodless victory with along-term contract.”

"l dmogt had it." The man was smadl, thin, hisface gaunt, his eyes darting like restless birds. "The best
prospect aman could ever hopeto get. A friend passed me the word. Hed got ajob training some
retainersin the use of arms and from what hetold meit was gravy dl theway. Not much in the way of
pay but the opportunity was there and the prospects were superb. I'd have been set for life."

"Tdk," said adour-faced man who sat in acorner. "Weve heard it dl before, Rdldo."

"Maybe, but thistimeit'sthe truth. | told you the man was afriend. Well, to cut it short, | got to where
he was working and found I'd arrived too late. Gnais was dead and so was the man who'd employed
him. He was Lord Gydapen Prabang. His retainers were to start awar and conquer the entire damned
planet. There would be no opposition. Wed al get rich. Then something happened and he got himself
killed."

"How?"' Gartok helped himself to more wine. "Accident?'

"Idiocy." Relldo scowled at hiswine. "There was trouble between Gydapen and awoman, the Lady
LaviniaDe Belamosk. Sheld won the aide of a stranger—aman caled Dumarest. Hewas atraveler, |
think, atall man who wore grey and carried aknife in hisboot. He could be dead now but | doubt it. His
sort are hard to kill."

llArﬂ?l

"He became involved and took a hand. He hit Gydapen with the woman and afew othersin an attempt
to stedl the guns. At least | think that's the way it was. | wasn't there at the time, remember, but | learned
what happened from aretainer who saw it al. Anyway, Gydapen gained the upper hand and then threw
away hisadvantage. That'swhy | cdled him anidiot. He wastricked into dlowing Dumarest to get a
knifein hishands." Pausing Relldo added, dowly, "Could you believe that one man could kill another with
athrown knife when the victim had alaser in his hand aimed and ready to fire?"

"|sthat what happened?’
"My informant saw it done."

"Fadt," said Chue Tung before Gartok could comment. "A man who could do that would haveto be
fad."



"Damned fast," agreed Relldo. "And from what | wastold Dumarest isal of that. When he moved it was
likeablur, aflash of stedl, athud and Gydapen wasfaling with aknifein histhroat. The next thing bullets
were flying and that was the end of thewar. My usua kind of luck— dl of it bad. | was near stranded
and had to travel Low."

Helooked it; theloss of body-fat was a characteristic sign, tissue lost while he had lain doped, frozen
and ninety per cent dead in a casket designed for the transportation of animals. Risking the fifteen percent
death rate for the sake of cheagp travel.

Chue Tung said, thoughtfully, "Maybe you left too soon. Something could have been arranged, perhaps.
Whereisthis place?’

"A world on the edge of the Rift." Relldo scowled as he finished hiswine. "But | would not have stayed
even if Gnais had been dive. Not for long, anyway. Not once I'd seen the planet.”

"Why not?'

"Because when | kill aman | like to know that he's dead. On Zakym that doesn't happen. The damned
placeisrotten with ghosts.”

Chapter Two

The woman standing against the parapet couldn't be real for Dumarest had seen her lying dead on a
world far distant in time and space and yet, as he watched, she smiled a him and extended her hands and
took a step closer while the soft tones of her voice caressed hisears.

"Earl, it has been so long. Why must | continue to wait? We should be together dways. Have you
forgotten how close we were? How much in love? | was your wife, my darling. Y our wifel"

A ship-liaison, good only for aslong as both wanted it, acommon practice among free traders especially
those risking the dangers of clouded space. For such men pleasures were things to be taken and
cherished and used while the opportunity existed.

Y et it had been more than that. There had been love and care and atender regard.

"Earl!" Ldlialifted her hands and stepped toward him. Against the sky her hair was amass of
shimmering ebon, her skin smooth and firm over muscle and bone, her body aremembered ddight.
"Eal?’

And then she was gone and, again, hewas alone.

Leaning back in his chair Dumarest looked at the sky. The twin sunsfilled the heavens of Zakym with
violet and magenta, the light merged now, the orbs close and low in the azure bowl. Soon it would be
night and darkness would sedl the land, but now the air held an oddly metallic taint and was till asthough
at the approach of astorm.



There would be no storm. There would be nothing but the darkness and another day would have passed
as so many had passed beforeit. And, in the meantime, the dead reigned.

Deus a—the time when the dead walked and talked and communed with the living.
A planetary insanity of which hewasapart.
If it was an insanity.

It was hard now to be sure. At first the explanation had been so obvious; wild radiation from the twin
suns, merging asthey closed, blasting space with energies which distorted the microcurrents of the brain
and giving riseto halucinations. Figments of memory made gpparently real, words spoken but heard only
by the one concerned, figures seen, advice taken, counsel asked. And yet he was a stranger, born and
reared outside this culture and how could he be certain that of them al he done wasright?

"Earl!" Another figure standing where the other had been but thistime one with hair of asomber red.
Kdin? Always she seemed to be close but, as he rose he recognized the woman. Not Kain but Dephine.
Another who had cdlaimed to have loved him and had played him fdse. Helping him even while she
worked to destroy him by unconscioudy leading him to the world on which he had found the spectrum of
aforgotten sun. His sun. The one which wanned Earth. Hisworld which, at last, he was certain he could
find given time and money. "Do you il hate me, Earl?*

"Should 7!

"| intended to sell you to the Cyclan. Y ou know that my words, my acts, dl were to hold you and waste
time"

IIYall
"And gill you do not hate?"

She blurred as he made no answer, dissolving to change into another figure, thin, tall, haggard, the eyes
accusing, the handslifted asif to ward off ablow.

Chagney whom he had forced to bresthe space.

"Youkilled me," hesaid. "Y ou sent meinto the void. | had done you no harm. Why did you kill me?
Why didn't you ligen?'

To the sound of crying, thin, remote—unforgettable!

Dumarest turned and looked over the inner wall of the parapet into the courtyard below. Retainers stood
in the open space, some moving, talking asthey walked, their faces animated as they watched and listen
to people he could not see. Others, equally engrossed, spoke to relations long dead or to lovers and
friends, companions and, even the children of their flesh who had succumbed.

Glancing at the sky he judged the position of the suns. This period of delusia had been strong but aready
the orbs were moving apart and soon it would be over.

"Earl! Another woman but thistimered. The Lady LaviniaDe Bdamosk, tdl, her hair arippling
waterfal of liquid midnight barred with Slver, breasts prominent benesth the taut fabric of her blouse



cametoward him aong the promenade. "Darling, | wasworried. Y ou have been sitting up here for so
long."

"] wasthinking."

"Of Earth?' Her smile wasthat of amother to achild. "Y our world. The planet of legend. Yes, | know,"
shesaid quickly ashe frowned, "It isredl. Y ou are sure of that because you were born on it and dl the
rest of us have forgotten whereit isto be found. Asyou have forgotten.”

"No," hesad. "l didn't forget. | never knew."

"Of course—what could arunaway boy know of spacia coordinates. And for years now you've been
trying to find the way back. But, my darling, why should you bother now?'Y ou have me. Y ou have what
| own. And you have land of your own."

"No."
"Yes" sheingsted. "The Council voted it. You can't refuse.”

Land which was dmost worthless in the sense that it couldn't be sold. And it took time to breed animals
for fur and hides, to plant and harvest crops, to Sft the upper layersfor decorative stones and diluted
minerds. The upper surface—below that the Sungari ruled. Asthey ruled a night. Sharing the world with
men who owned the surface and the day.

Turning he again saw Dephine, tall, her eyes mocking, metallic glints reflected from the metd tipping her
fingers. The attribute of aharlot and yet she had been amember of afamily cursed with pride. Perhaps
he had offered her an escape from the iron bonds of ancient tradition. Or it could have been smply that
he had been prey for her predator-like ingtinct.

It didn't matter now. Dephine was dead. Only on Zakym did she return to haunt him with her enigmatic
smile and memories of what might have been. But the threat of the Cyclan remained. The reason why he
had run from Harald. The reason why he was here, in this castle, with thiswoman, on this peculiar world.

"Earl?" Laviniawas concerned. "Earl, are you wdll?'

He stared at her, wondering for amoment if she were real or merely another delusion. Wondering too
why she appeared to be unaffected by the delusia and why he seemed to be more susceptible of late.
Wasingtinct urging him to escape while he had the chance? Primitive caution overriding logica
consderation and gtriving for attention by this peculiar distortion of his senses?

"Eal?’

"It'snothing.”

Stepping forward she lifted her hand and gently ran her fingers through hishair. Benegth their tips she
could fed theline of freshly healed tissue running over the scalp. Gydapen'slast, wild shot had found a
target, the beam of the laser searing dmost to the bone. Could such awound have unexpected
aftereffects?

Guessing her thoughts he said, impatiently, "I'm dl right, Lavinia. Therés nothing wrong with me."



Then why did heturn and thrash in his degp? Even when lying in her arms she was conscious of his
tension, hisinner turmoil. A product of the jungle, she thought, looking at him. Not the place of treesand
underbrush, or the hunted and huntersto be found in tropic places but the harsher, bleaker jungle to be
found among the stars where it was amatter of each man for himsdlf and mercy was, like charity, a
meaninglessword.

How often had he killed? Did he now, at times of delusia, see again those faces he had known betraying
the shock of desth finally redlized. Did enemies cometo taunt and foesto plead? In hislonely vigilson the
promenade did he talk again to those he had loved and who had loved him?

Only the dead returned at such times and it was foolish to be jedlous of the dead but, at times, Lavinia
wished she could see them, talk with them, warn them to stay clear of her man.

As Charles stayed clear. As Bertram. As Hulong and others she had loved and who had known her
body. Now, for her, for aways, there could be only one man in her life. One potentid father of her
children,

"Eal!"

He was looking over the parapet to where adark fleck showed as a degper mote against the sky. A raft
which came closer, taking shape and form, reveding the figuresriding in the open body of the vehicle.
They weretoo far to distinguish but Laviniahad no doubt asto their identity.

"Our friends, Earl. Coming from town. | told you | had invited them to dinner.”

They had left it late. Astheraft camein to settle in the courtyard the sky was deepening to arich purple,
the horizon bardly tinged with the fading glow of sunset.

"Wed best go down, darling." Lavaniadipped her hand through the curve of Dumarest'sarm. "Soon it
will be curfew."

* * *

It sounded as he lay soaking in abath of steaming water the deep, sonorous throbbing giving riseto
sympathetic tintinnabul ations so that the vases with their contents of scented crystals, the carved
ornaments of stone, the suspended cascades of engraved glass dl became chiming bells. Dumarest
ducked, feding water close his ears, waiting until his chest ached with the need of air, rising to blow and
to hear thefind throb of curfew asit sent echoes resonating from the walls, the very structure of the
cadle.

Already the building would have been sedled. Covers closed the air-shafts, the doors leading into the
open were locked and guarded, the courtyard would be deserted. Only within the building itself would
there be sgnsof life and al movement would be through connecting chambers or tunnels gouged from the
upper regions of the sail. In town it would be the same. In every building now in darkness the curfew
would have sounded and the Pact obeyed.

From sunsat to sunrise the Sungari ruled without question.
Water splashed as Dumarest rose from the bath, running in little rivulets over his shoulders, the hard

planes of torso and stomach, the columns of histhighs. The flesh of his upper body was traced with the
thin lines of old scars; wounds ddlivered with anaked blade which he had taken when young and when to



fight in the ring was the only way in which to earn aliving. Standing, remembering, he heard again the roar
of the watching crowd, the anima-like baying as men and women leaned forward avid for the Sight of
blood and pain and wounds and desth.

"Eal?"

Heignored the call, looking into amirror, nogtrils filled with the odor of perfumes. Now it was that of
flowers and rare pices, then it had been the raw taint of oil and sweat and fear, the sickly sweetness of
blood, the stench of vomit and excreta voided at the approach of death.

Here, now, there was none of that. In this place was softness and comfort and servile retainersto do his
bidding. There was good food and wine and scented baths. There was awoman who loved him and a
lifewhich many would envy. A good exchange, perhaps, for alife of endless movement. Of privation and
danger and the congtant threet of conflict. Even the sacrifice of his search for Earth wasasmdll priceto
pay for the comfort he now enjoyed. He had found arefuge, ahaven, and if it was one of darknesswell,
what of that? A man could learn to do without sight of the stars. He could learn to live only for the day
and to yield the night to another race.

"Earl!" Lavaniacalled again, her voice impatient. "Hurry, darling. Our guestswill bewaiting."

"Let themwalt."

"What?'

"Nothing."

To quarrd would be foolish and what reason did he have for irritation? The figures which had come to
him on the upper promenade, perhaps? The dead who had returned to smile and talk and to waken old

memories. To rip the protective scabs from old wounds. And Chagney—always there was Chagney and,
aways, there was the sound of the thin, remote crying.

Thecrying.

Theendlesscrying!

"Eafl—"

Hefdt the touch on his shoulder and moved, springing to one side, one hand snatching up atal, dender
container of astringent liquid, sending it to smash againgt the wall, the jagged remainslifting like adagger
as hisfree hand swung like ablunted sword.

He saw the face beforeit landed, the eyes wide with shock, the parted lips, the dawn of terror and

pulled back the stiffened palm so that only the tips of the fingers caught the fabric of her robe. It ripped,
ripped again asthe jagged glass, diverted, fretted the materia from shoulder to waist.

"Earl! For God's sake!"”
Laviniarecoiled, one hand risng to her mouth, the fingers trembling, betraying her fear. A foot, asbare

as the body which showed through the ruined garment, dipped on awet patch and she staggered and
amos fdl. Would have fdlen had not Dumarest caught her arm.



"No! Don't! Y ou—are you mad?’

Releasing her he watched as she stepped back against thewall. Fear had blanched her cheeks and
robbed her lungs of air so that now she gasped, the proud breasts rising, the mane of hair darker by
contradt.

Then, as he made no move toward her, she said, "Why, Earl? Why?"

"Y ou touched me. | wasthinking and, well, you startled me."

"And for that you would have killed me?’

"No."

"Dontlie! | saw it inyour face, your eyes. They belonged to an animal. Y ou were a cresture determined
tokill."

"Not you, Lavinia"

"Who dsewas here?"

Memories, areminder, aperil which aways threatened. The robe she wore was the color of flame. He
had caught aglimpse of scarlet, ahint of motion, had felt the touch and had reacted without conscious
thought. But how to explain?

"You were wearing red," he said. "'I'm sengtive to that color. It has certain unpleasant associations.”

“I'll burn everything red | own!"

"No, the color suitsyou.” He smiled and, reaching out, lifted a portion of the garment and let it dip
through hisfingers. "I'm just trying to make you understand. | meant you no harm—surely you know that?
It wasjust that | was thinking and you touched me and old habits took over.”

"Old?' Laviniashook her head. "Not old, Earl. Time blunts the speed of reflexes and your's are the
fastest I've ever seen. Y ou would have killed meif you hadn't recognized mein time. An ordinary man
would have been unable to stop. An n would be dead. How could anyone stand against you?' She
looked down at her ruined garment and then, with eyes till lowered, said, quietly, "Who did | remind you
of, Earl?'

"No one." The truth—the enemy wore no particular face. "It was an accident, Lavinia. Let'sforget it."

"Something isworrying you. I'vefdt it for sometime now. But what, my darling? Y ou are safe here. No
enemy can reach you. My retainerswill protect you in case of need. Earl—trust me!™

She was awoman and her intuition was strong but to trust her wasto put aknifein her hand to hold
agang histhroat.

Hesad, "Forget it, Lavinia. Please.”

n BL[t_"



"Peasal”

He closed the distance between them and took her in hisarms, holding her close, feding thewarm
softness of her flesh againgt his own, the soft yielding of her breagts, the firm curves of hips and thighs. A
good way to distract awoman and she was a creature made for love.

"Eal!"

She dirred in hisarms, straining, her perfumefilling his nostrils with the scent of expensve ditillations,
the odor mingling with her natural exudations; the subtle smells of her hair, the animal-scent of her
femininity. Triggerswhich stimulated his maeness and worked their ancient, biologica magic.

"Darling!" His proximity, his need, fired her response. She threw back her head, face misted with
passion, hands rising to clasp his neck. The heat of her body matched the color of her robe. "Earl, my
darling! My lovel My lovel"

* * %

Dinner was late that evening but, once started, progressed as usua when guests were present at Castle
Belemosk. A succession of dishes accompanied by appropriate wines together with compotes, nuts,
fruits, sweetmeats, comfits—itemsto titivate the paate and to stretch the occasion as did the entertainers.
Dumarest crushed a nut between his pams and watched as atrio of young girls danced with lithe grace,
making up in natura beauty what they lacked in trained skill. Before them an old man had chanted a saga,
before him ajuggler had kept glittering balls dancing through the air. He had followed a harpist and the
girlswould be followed by aman skilled on aflute.

"Lavinia, my dear, dways your hospitdity issuperb!" Fhard Erason, hard, blocky, amember of the
Council of Zakym, leaned back in hischair asa servant refilled his goblet. Hisface wasflushed allittle
and hiseyesheld aglitter but he wasfar from drunk. "At times| envy you and, dways, | envy the man at
your Sde.”

A little more and there would have been grounds for aquarrd, for wegpons at dawn and injury or death
waiting one or both. Crushing another nut Dumarest wondered if the baiting had been deliberate but the
man had ended in time and |eft the comment as acompliment. And yet, if he had added 'no matter who
he might be’ what then?

"A fine chef, skilled entertainers, amagnificent selection of wines—what more could any man want?"'
Alacorus, gruffly politeyet alittle clumsy in his choice of words. He, like Howich Suchong, like Nava ok,
like the Lord Roland Acrae aso belonged to the Council. An accident that so many should have gathered
a thistime?

A triple beat sgnded the ending of the dancers performance. It was followed by a scatter of applause
and the ringing jingle of thrown coins. Hushing the girls picked up their reward and ran with aflash of
slken limbsfrom the platform. Theflutist, tall, thin, his hands like those of awoman, took hisplace,
coughed, waited a moment then began to play.

From hisplace at Lavinias|eft hand Roland said, "Lavinia, my dear, you arelooking positively radiant.”

Her samilewas enigmdtic.

"Y ou have blossomed since Dumarest came.” The glass he held was of fragile glassfitted with adelicate



stem. Helooked down at it, now snapped, athin smear of blood on onefinger. "1—. My apologies,
Lavinia, how did that happen?'

"An accident, asyou say." Imperioudy she gestured to a servant to provide areplacement. ™Y our hand?'

"Itisnothing." He sucked at the minor wound, his eyes searching her face, the mane of her hair now held
inaslver mesh sparkling with gems. "Are you happy, my dear?'

"Roland—how can you doubt?" She turned to him, lips moistly parted, the gleam of white teeth showing
between the scarlet. 1 never thought | would ever know such fulfillment. Earl isaman! With him a my
Sde—"

"If he stays, my dear.”
"If he gtays," she admitted, and a shadow misted her eyes. It lasted amoment then was gone. "He will

day," shesaid. "And together we shal rule. Hislands and mine together." She saw his momentary frown.
"Roland? Is something wrong?'

"Later, my dear. It isnothing but—well, later. We have plenty of time."

The entire night if necessary—once trapped by the darkness none could leave. Until dawn each would
do as he wished to beguile the tedium. There would be talk, more wine, sweetmeats, mutual
entertainments and, findly, deep. And, a dawn, freed of the prison of the night, life would begin again.

Theflutist finished his piece, offered to play another, was refused and stalked from the hall. Thetable
was cleared, the servants making afina survey before they |eft to enjoy their own repast and, within
minutes, Laviniaand her guestswere aone.

"A good medl." Navalok rose and stretched and took afew stepsto where afire glowed in a heap of
embers on adulled platform of stone. He held his handsto it for amoment, enjoying the sght, the
comfort of theflame, then turned. "The dish of broiled meat dusted with nuts and spiced with that pungent
sauce. The one adorned with the head of astalion in pasiry.”

"Y ou want therecipe?' Laviniasmiled at hisnod. "Y ou shdl haveit if | have to torment the cook to
obtainit. A friend like yoursdlf can be denied nothing."

An offer with quaifications unnecessary to stipulate as he knew. And yet, if he had been younger,
perhaps...

Asif reading hismind Roland said, quietly, "Think of your youth, Navalok. If you had been the consort
of such awoman would you have been gentle to those who hoped to gain what you held?’

"No."

"“Then—"

"Spare me your warnings, Roland. | am not wholly afool." Navaok glanced to where Dumarest stood
beyond the table. In the somber glow helooked ghost-like in the plainness of his clothing. A man who

wore no gems and who scorned the dightest decoration.

Was there areason?



Nava ok studied the clothing. The tunic was high around the throat, the deeves|ong and snug at the
wrigts, the hem faling to mid-thigh. Pants of the same materid were thrugt into knee-high boots and the
hilt of aknife rose above theright. A man who looked what he was, he decided. A traveler, afighter, a
man who walked aone.

"Grey," mused Navaok. "Why does he wear grey?"

"Camouflage, perhgps?’ Roland ventured a guess. "Bright colors could offend aswell as attract possibly
unwel come attention. Habit? A cultura conditioning? There could be many explanations but | think the
obviousisthe answer. We tend to forget that, for some, clothing isa matter of functiona necessity and

not of stylish fashion. For aman on the move, needing to carry little, his garments must be both tough and
effident.”

"But now that heisliving herein the castle?' Nava ok glanced to where Laviniawas degpin
conversation with Suchong. "Why now?"

"Habit."
"But surely, now heswith Lavinia—"

"Habit," said Roland again, quickly. The man was treading on dangerous ground. As aréative of the
woman's he would be forced to demand an gpology if adur was made and thiswas no timeto create
discord. "Let usjoin the others,”" he suggested. "We don't want to appear indifferent.”

Dumarest watched as they moved over the tessdllated floor. Navalok was old, Roland younger but still
far Lavinias senior. A curse with which he had to live asdid al men born out of their time. From thefirst
Dumarest had recognized the affection the man held for the woman, the hopeless yearning which he had

learned to master and concedl. Y et there were times when he betrayed himsalf aswhen he had broken
theglass.

A small thing, but had others noticed? And would it matter if they had?

Did anything redly matter on this strange world where the dead walked when the suns were close and
diensruled the night?

Laviniasmiled as she cametoward him, resting one hand lightly on hisarm, the fingers closing with a
trace of possession.

"Earl, darling, you seem alittle detached. Come and join the company. Alcorus has news."

He was tdking about another member of the Council—gossip, not news, but on Zakym the two were
often confused.

"| tried to bring Khaya aong but you know how heis. That'swhy we were late. We did out best but he

amply wasn't interested. Too busy with hisworms, | imagine, and you know how much he hatesto be
disurbed.”

"Wormd!" Laviniashook her head, laughing. "I've known Khaya Tayuah dl my lifeand il | don't
understand him. What pleasure can he possibly find in such an odd hobby?!



"It isn't exactly ahobby," protested Roland. "He'strying to breed anew strain of silkworm. It could have
wide commercid gpplication if he succeeds.

"IfI" Laviniashrugged. "A small word with abig meaning. If we had wingswe could fly. If sand was gold
weld dl berich. What do you think, Alcorus?’

She wasn't interested, Dumarest knew, but was doing agood job of lightening the atmosphere. Alcorus
didn't help.

"l have no opinion.”

"Howich?'

Suchong grunted as he sipped hiswine. "The man istoo old. He could be growing senile. | know we
have no right to scorn hisinterest, but it is more than that. How often does he attend Council? And he

forgets his manners. Why, when we visited, he didn't even greet us. All we were given was amessage
that he was not to be disturbed. How could we argue? A man is master in his own house.”

If the man happened to be alord of Zakym and not a servant or artisan or avisitor from another world.

Dumarest tasted hitterness and lifted agoblet from where it sood among others, filling it with wine from
adecanter, swalowing theliquid and feeling warmth spread from it down histhroat and into his somach.

[t didn't help.

He needed money, not wine. He needed the coordinates of Earth and a ship to carry him acrossthe
void. He wanted to get back home.

Chapter Three

The talk was afountain; words kept spinning asthe juggler had maintained hisgilded orbsin theair
without gpparent effort. An attribute of those who were accustomed to the long, leisurely discussions of
the night, but beneath the talk of wesather, or crops and herds, of relationships and recipes, entertainers,
exchanges, there was an undertone of something else. Navalok edged toward it.

"This should be agood season for you, Lavinia, | saw your herd in the [ron Mountains afew days ago.
They look prime beastsin every way. Good, strong foas which should interest the buyers when they
arive”

"Onedready has." Suchong leaned forward in his chair to better inhale the plume of scented smoke

risng in an amber thread from acontainer of gemmed slver. "I met himin town. A buyer from beyond
the Rift coming early so asto make agood sdlection. | wonder he hasn't contacted you.”

"Hewill if hesinterested in mounts," she said. "From where? Beyond the Rift, | know, but which
world?'

"Tyumen, | think. Or wasit Tyrahmen?' Suchong lifted his head. Hisface, wresthed by the smoke, was



amogt saffron and hiseyesheld apeculiar glitter. "His nameis Mbom Chelhar and he ssemsto have
money. The best chamber at the hotel, the best foods and wines. He wears jewels on each finger and
amellsof riches. An agent, | think, for some wedlthy ruler or acombine. We talked about my freshendi
and, if the cropisasgood as| think it will be, then | shal be ahappy man.”

"And if not?' Fhard Erason answered his own question. "We plant again and hope and wait again and,
while we wait, try not to envy others. But you, Lavinia, have nothing to worry you. As Naval ok
mentioned your herd isacertain source of revenue. If my lands grew the herbs they need | too would
breed such animals." And then he added, with apparent casual ness, " Gydapen was afool not to have
diversfied more than he did. The desert could have been put to better use."

Laviniasad, sharply, "Gydapen isdead.”

"But hissonisnot." Alcorus|ooked from oneto the other. "Y es, he had a son, aboy born to awoman
he married while traveling off-world. A secret he kept from al but afew. Thelad would be grown now
and thereistak of hisclaming hisinheritance.

"What inheritance?' Lavinialooked at Suchong, at Navaok. "The lands were taken and voted to Earl. It
was a Council decision.”

"And perhaps awrong one." Navaok was blunt. "We were confused, disturbed, unsure of our factsand
you were pressing. The land needed an owner—retainers must be aware of afirm hand, but we could
have made a mistake. And, naturaly, we knew nothing of Gydapen's son."

"If heishisson.”

"Thefacts are attested.”

"But—" She broke off, aware of her position. Gydapen had promised her marriage and, even for reasons
of hisown, would have fulfilled the pledge had she permitted it. The previous marriage meant
nothing—her own would have taken precedence and her children would have been the undoubted heirs.
But to mention it. To remind those present that she had bdlieved everything hetold her. To admit that she
had been little better than agullible fool!

Dumarest said, "Thistalk of Gydapen's early marriage. When did it begin?”

"Recently. Why?'

"Who mentioned it? Who spread the rumor?' He looked at the blank faces. "Roland?"

"I don't know, Earl," he confessed. "I heard it from Jnombota. He claimed nothing for it but said that it
was common knowledge. | think he wanted meto relay the news. There was no need. Three others
asked me about it within two days and then—" He broke off, shoulderslifting in a hel pless gesture.
"Perhaps we should talk about it."

"About what?' Lavinia blazed her anger. " Gydapen was a dangerous man. If it hadn't been for Earl dl of
you would now be paying him homage. Isthis how you thank the man who saved you?"

"Please, Lavinia" Navalok made a soothing gesture. "Don't upset yoursdlf.”

"Areyou mad?' She stared at the others. "Are you al mad? Gydapen—"



"Is dead as you mentioned, my dear," said Erason alittleimpatiently. "We al know that."
"And you know what he intended. He threatened our safety. He would have broken the Pact or—"
Again Erason interrupted.

"Wearen't sure of that, Lavinia Infact we are sure of very little. Gydapen had guns, that istrue. He was
training hisretainersto use them, that dso istrue. He had hired amercenary, Gnais, to ingtill obedience
and dementary drill. Gnaisis dead and s0 is Gydapen. These things we know. But other things are less
clear. Gydapen wanted to extend his mining operations. Hetold usthat. A danger to the Pact, | admit,
and aso | admit we were concerned as to what action the Sungari would take once it had been broken.
But the Pact wasn't broken and so the problem did not arise. What have we | eft? An accusation, made
by you, that Gydapen intended awar of conquest.”

"An accusation made not only by Lavinia," said Roland, quickly. "I madeit so."

"And you areapart of her Family." Navalok did not elaborate, it was unnecessary, aman would liefor a
relative and more than lie for awoman heloved. "And you could both be speaking the truth as you know
it. Infact wedl are convinced of that." Pausing he added, softly, "It was a pity Gydapen was killed.

Dead he can answer no questions.”

"And present no threat." Laviniadrew in her bresth, making an obvious effort to master her anger.
"What is happening here? If you are not al mad then what rewards have been offered for you to blind
yourselvesto truth? How high did you set your honor?"

Suchong said, thickly, "Woman, you dare to smear my name and that of my Family?If you werea
man—"

"1f?" Her contempt was ablow. "Don't let that stop you my Lord of Suchong. At dawn? On the upper
promenade?’

"You bitch! You—"
"Are overheated," said Dumarest. "And this has gone far enough.”

He dominated them with his presence, his height, the aurawhich radiated from his somber figure.
Despite their talk and wild thrests the rulers of Zakym were strangersto violence as he knew it. They
adhered to the punctilious code of the duello—hekilled in order to survive and to give an opponent a
chance wasto act thefool. Looking at him Laviniaremembered that, remembered too how close he had
cometo killing her. A fraction less swift in hisrecognition and her larynx would have been crushed, the
splinters of glassthrust up benegath her lower ribsinto heart and lung.

Drugged by his smoke Suchong had found unsuspected courage.

"You," hesad, thinly. "Who are you to give us orders? A stranger. A fighter and little more. On Zakym
we treasure the old ways and the old blood. We have no time for those who do not belong!”

* * %

Hewould die, Laviniawas certain of it. Dumarest would stoop and rise and his knife would flash as she



had seen it flash before and Suchong would double, the stedl buried in his heart and the insult would be
avenged.

Instead he laughed.

It was asound divorced from humor, the snarl of abeast, the bared teeth and exhalation a sound more
stinging than the lash of awhip. It held contempt and an acid comment on their concept of honor. It
showed the hollowness of gratitude. It made them fed soiled and alittle ridiculous and more than alittle
ashamed.

Then he sad, bluntly, "Y ou want to get rid of me, isthat it?"
"No, Earl! No!"

He ignored the woman, looking at Roland, seeing the answer in hiseyes, at the others, seeing the same
thing. Roland, at least, was honest, his desire was born in human, natura jealousy and desire. Once
Dumarest had gone Laviniamight remember him. Could even turnto him. If she did he would consider
honor spent wisely for the sake of redized ambition.

The others?

Suchong had spoken the truth. He was an outsider. He was a stranger. Zenophobig, incrediblein this
age, was not dead. And, on small, backward worlds like Zakym, what place had someone who did not

belong?

"I own land on thisworld," said Dumarest, quietly. "Gydapen's estate. | didn't ask for it—you voted that
it should be givento me. But | think | earned it. No matter what you say or pretend to believe you know
the danger he represented. Well, heis dead now and can do no harm. And you have had timeto regret
what you did. And you talk of amysterious son of hiswho clamsto bethe "naturd heir."

"An atested claim, Earl," said Roland. " The ceremony of marriage was performed by amonk of the
Church of Universal Brotherhood. The birth of the child, the acknowledged parents, the
witnesses—there can be no argument.”

And no red proof if it camedowntoit. The origina child could have died, the present claimant an
impostor, but Dumarest didn't mention what should have been obviousto dl. It suited them to believe
and, should the new owner proveintractable, ways could be devised to iminate him once the future of
the land had been decided.

Roland said, dowly, "I don't likethis. Earl. It wasn't my decision. | think you have earned dl that has
been given you. | know | would be pleased for you to stay among us.”

"Hewill say," said Lavinia "Ligento me, dl of you! Dumarest will stay!"

He wondered what made her so sure.

What made him so eager to go.

Satiation, perhaps. Life was cloying with its ease and he sensed he was in atrap baited with honey and

entrancing perfume. The softness of her body, the warmth of her bed, the future she spoke of so often,
the hints, the acceptance that, no matter what he decided, she would get her own way. And the other



thing. The pressure at the base of his skull. The odd fegling of detachment. The sudden wakingsin the
night, thefear, theimagined sound of crying.

Crying.
The ghosts.
Thelost and londly ghodts.

Dumarest blinked and looked sharply around but the figures he had imagined vanished as he
concentrated. Tricks of the light and not of delusia. The sunswerefar on their journey by now, the sky
dark asde from the glitter of stars, cold and remote points glittering like gems against the bowl of the
heavens. There would be sheets and curtains of luminescence, the fuzz of distant nebulae, the somber
blotches of interstellar dust. The Rift would be close, stars set close yet masked by the ocher haze of
dust, a passthrough a host of sunsinto the empty spaces beyond.

Did Sungari study the heavens?

Did they check and count and look, perhaps, for their home world? If they had ahomeworld. If they
had eyes. If they cared.

"Earl?" Laviniawas |looking a him. They weredl looking at him and Dumarest realized that he had been
standing silent and ominous. The woman had expected an answer. She was till expecting it. But to what?
A statement of somekind? A chalenge?

Shesad, "Eal, tdl them you will stay.”

That wasn't the problem. To the watching faceshe said, ™Y ou gave meland. | will not alow it to be
taken fromme. But | amwilling to sl it.”

"Sdl it?' Navalok hadn't considered the possibility. Now he stood, frowning. *For how much?"

"Haveit vaued. | will take one quarter of the estimate in cash. Each of the Council can contribute to the
total. How you determine how much each should give | leaveto you."

"Money," said Suchong. Amber smoke wreathed hisface, clung in tendrilsto hishair. "I was right—how
canwetrust agtranger who iswilling to sdl hisland.”

"It would restore the old blood," said Erason. "And it isasolution."
"Earl isbeing kind." Thisfrom Alcorus. "It can't be easy for him."

"And it won't be easy for us," said Roland. He pulled thoughtfully at hisleft ear. "How can we put aprice
on Gydapen's estate? When we trade land we do it by exchange or barter and dwaysin small parcels.
When did we ever sdl an entire estate? \When would anyone ever be permitted to buy? It will taketime.
And the daimant— will he bewilling to wait?"

"Hehasno choice." Navalok shrugged. "Persondly I've finished with the matter. What needed to be said
has been spoken. An arrangement has been made and one | think fair to al. It istime now to share wine
and end our differences. We are of the Council of Zakym. Let us remember our dignity.”



Suchong said, suspicioudy, "Areyou hinting that | have conducted myself with less than proper
sanding?'

“No."

"l am old and need more help than most but, if you smear my name, then | must demand satisfaction.”
The samoke had made him first aggressive then maudlin. Tears shonein hisglittering eyes. " Satifaction,”
he repeated. " On the upper promenade at dawn. Knives, | think. | used to be good with aknife when |
wasyoung."

"I know," said Alcorus. "Wewere dl good when young. It isn't kind of you to remind us." Then, turning
toward the woman, histone became formd. "Lady Lavinia Del Belamosk, for any friction caused while
beneath your roof asyour guestswe apologize. Let dl hurtful words be as never uttered. Let al
misunderstanding be swept away. Let friendship prevail. This, of your kindness, we beg.”

A ritua born of thelong nights and incompatible company when hot words, unforgiven, could lead to
life-long enmity. One she completed with equd giffness.

"Asmy guests you are welcome now and in the future. Friendship prevails. This, of your kindness, |
beg”

Then, asthey sipped the ceremonial toast she whispered, "Earl! I'm sick of thesefools! Take meto
bed!"

* * %

It was awide and ornate couch set in achamber touched with brightness; inset panes reflecting the light
of golden lanternsin shimmers of ruby and yellow, violet and blue, amber, purple, cerise, magenta.
Broken rainbows spilled from clusters of glass, the pendants scored with fine, diffracting lines. A doll
dressed as a bride sat on a stool and watched with emerald eyes. In vases of striated marble flowers
scented the air, thick, fleshy petals bearing swirls of gold on scarlet, their ssamens asomber black. A
container held glimmering liquid in which bubblesrosein aconstant stream to burst in thin, brittle
tinklings. A clock, counted the hours.

"ldiots" Laviniakicked at a cushion and sent it flying to strike atable and send glasses flying. Asthey
shattered she sent avase to splinter againgt awall. "Thefools! Arethey mad? Have they no memory?
Earl, for my people, | gpologize. Asfor the Council—"

Dumarest caught her arm as she was about to add to the destruction.

"That'senough.”

"Rdeasema”

"Stop acting like aspoiled child!" His eves met hers, held them, watched asthe fury died. "That's better.
Why destroy things which have done you no harm?’

"Why dlow men to live who have insulted you so deeply?"

"Should I have killed them for speaking their minds?



"You gaveintoo eadly," she sngpped. "Any man worthy of the namewill fight to hold hisown. Y ou
should have defied them. What could they do if you had?'

Dryly hesaid, "Do? They could kill me, Lavinia. From the shadows, from behind, with poison or disease
or sabotage. With an assassin or someone eager to earn areward. No man can withstand a group
determined on his desth.”

The answer of acoward? From another she might have thought so but she knew that Dumarest had no
lack of courage. Even while they had talked he must have been ng the Situation, gauging
probabilities and deciding on a course of action. But what?

"Defying them would have gained nothing," he said when she asked the question. "But you heard what
Roland said—first the estate must be valued and then the money to pay me must be found. All of it will
taketime.”

Time! The answer, of course, one she had been too blind to see. Timein which to prepare, to arrange
support, to plan. Timein which hewould be safe from the drives of impatient men.

"Y ou tricked them," she said. "Y ou guided them and the fools couldn't seeit. Earl, my darling, | didn't
understand. Forgive me."

The clock hummed, gave a soft series of chimes, aped of bellsasif wafted from atemple on some
digtant shore. Colorsflowed over the did in aswathe of kale doscopic illumination which reveded bizarre
figuresmoving in Slhouette acrossthe surface in agtately saraband.

Another hour gone—how many more until the dawn?

Dumarest crossed to the table disturbed by the flying cushion and, from the wreckage, selected an
unbroken glass. His mouth felt dry and his head ached with adull throbbing which ran from nape to
temples. A bathroom opened from the chamber and hefilled the glass with water, spped, swallowed,
then thrust his head beneath the faucet.

"Earl?' Laviniawatched him, her eyes anxious as he straightened, water dripping from his hair. He dried
it with the towe she handed him and dug hisfingersinto the bunched muscles at the base of hisskull. It
didn't help. "That headache again? I've some drugs which could help.”

Simple compounds which did nothing but raise the pain-level but they would help. He swalowed atriple
dose, took water to wash down the tablets, drank more to ease histhirdt.

As he sat down the empty glasshe said, "'Y ou and Roland are close. Has he mentioned anything about
Gydapen's heir before?"

"No."
"Would he have done so had he known?'

"Yes—I am certain of it. We arefriends, Earl. He hasknown medl my lifeand is of the Family. Had
anything threastened me he would have spoken.”

"This doesn't threaten you."



"It threatens you, Earl, and Roland knows what you mean to me. For him it would be the same.” Pausing
she added, thoughtfully. "There's something wrong, isn't there? Something which doesn't quite add up.
Y ou think there's more to thisthan just ason eager to regain hisfather's estate?”

"If heistheson."
"Youthink heisnt?"

"I'm not sure. Things could be asthey seem or acover for something else. Gydapen had aplan to
conquer thisworld. With armed men a his command he would have had little opposition. Mercenaries
could have been hired to back his own retainers and, with the advantage of surprise, he would have won.
But did hethink of the plan dl by himself?Was he working wholly alone. We know that he must have
had at |east one friend here on Zakym."

"The one who warned him we were coming to attack?"
"Hewaswaiting for you," Dumarest reminded. "How else would he have known.”

A warning which had almost cost them their lives and would have done had it not been for Dumarest's
quick thinking and fantastic speed. He had said nothing more of it at the time—had he intended to leave?
If so then what would be the problems of a backward world to him?

"A member of the Council," she said, bleakly. "Or someone close enough to one to know what was
going on. It could have been afriendly warning, Earl. We had timeto fully explain. Whoever it was
needn't have believed us."

"Perhaps," he admitted. "But there's something €l se. Gydapen had traveled off-world. Maybe he met
someone, arranged something. Those guns we took had to be paid for. Mercenaries, if hired, don't work
for nothing. There'slittle money on thisworld. Gydapen must have stripped himsdf to set up the
operation and have promised rich rewards. Treasures, perhaps.”

"Treasure?' Her laugh was brittle. "On Zakym?"

"The promise would have been enough. A handful of gems shown with thelie they had been won from
the Sungari. A hint that there could be a mountain more waiting to be gained. I've known mento fight like
demonsfor less."

And with rdatively few estates manned by retainers softened by routine and a protected life, with few
weapons and all strangersto violence as practiced by men accustomed to war the end was predictable.
Some killings. Some attacks and destruction. A few carefully calculated atrocities and, like an overripe
fruit, the planet would havefalen.

"Tremendous returnsfor asmal invessment,” said Lavinia, bitterly. "A culture developed over centuries
destroyed for the sake of money. Gydapen must have been insane. But, Earl, if he did have a partner
then—"

"Hewould till beinterested,” said Dumarest. " The more so now that he doesn't have to share. But first
he must obtain Gydapen's estate in order to have abase. The retainerswill form acadre of reliable men,
abodyguard he can trust. The new owner will provide asource of information and ameansto exert
pressure on the Council. He can't be the partner—he istoo young for that. He must be awilling tool
agreegble to being manipulated. But once established—"



"It will bethe end of Zakym aswe know it. The estates gone. The land ravaged. Savery, maybe,
everything that isvile. No! It mustn't be!”

Dumarest said, "Of course| could bewrong. It isonly aguess.”

"No," shesaid flatly. "Y ou aren't wrong. It makes too much sense and it explains too much. But how to
get the Council to believeit? They will think you are fighting to retain the estate. Earl—what can we do?’

"Nothing until dawn."

"Of course, but then?' She came toward him, hands lifting toward his shoulders, her eyes misted with
goped. "Do wefight?'

A touch, the pressure of her body, the appeal in her eyes—did she think it enough to make the problem
his? Once he had the money dl space waswaiting and let those fight who had something to fight for.
Why should he defend those who had made it plain he was unwanted among their company?

"Wewill fight," she said, flatly. "And you will help, Earl, you have no choice. Or do you care nothing for
the future of our child?"

Chapter Four

It had grown colder and, as dways at the onset of winter, the church wasfilled both with suppliants and
those who smply desired to gain alittle warmth and comfort. Both were welcome for who could tell
when aword, anod or smile, might not change aman from the path of violence? And, on Illyard, such
small victories were gainsindeed. But thiswas a specia occasion. Today Brother Eldon would burn.

The service would be short as these things aways were. A man had died, leaving his body to commence
thefind journey into the infinite, and what he had | eft was nothing of real importance. It would be
disposed of; amass of decaying tissue fed to the cleansing flames, the ashes to be scattered so that, even
in degth, he would continue to serve asfertilizer if asnothing e se.

And yet it was hard to think of the old monk as a hegp of corruption.

Harder till to accept that never again would he be close at hand to help, to guide and advise, to lend his
strength, to understand.

A losswhich Brother Vesc felt as he stood beside the door watching those assembled in the hall. Their
smell rose from the benchesto cling to the ceiling and walls, an odor of sweat and rancid ail, of dirt and
natural exudations, of fear and privation. The stench of sickness, the reek of poverty. Yet not dl were

poor.

Among the crowd could be seen the flash of expensive fabrics, the gleam of gems, the sheen of rich
cloaks. Men and women both who had cause to hold the dead monk in high regard and who had come
to pay their last respects. Otherstoo, hard men, onein particular with aflat, scarred face. A mercenary
by thelook of him and, as such, hardly aman to follow the Church.



"Kars Gartok," said avoice a hisside. "'l saw him enter."
Brother Biul, demongtrating again his seeming ability to read minds. He smiled as his companion turned.

"I noticed your interest—one | share. Why should a professond killer attend the last rites of an old
monk? A mystery, brother, but one which will haveto wait for asolution. It istime we began.”

There were words, ceremonies deliberately kept devoid of mysticism, thethrob of bells. Alwaysthere
were bells, degp, musica notes captured on recorders, now filling the air with the melody gained on
Hope where tremendous castings of bronze, silver and brass throbbed and droned with a solemn pulse
which touched thewells of lifeitsdlf. Here, in this place, with damp mottling thewals and thefloor little
more than tamped clay covered with tough but bleak matting, the sound was that of an outstretched hand
closinginwarm friendship.

Veac fdt hiseyes sting with tears.

It wasthe pain of persona loss and yet alittle more than that. A man had been born, had chosen, had
lived to spend hisyearsin the service of others. He had suffered willingly and without complaint. He had
helped and asked for nothing and, in return, murder had cometo himin the guise of apleafor ad.

Who could have wanted the old man dead?

The tears streamed as the doors opened and flame showed waiting to embrace the small, withered figure
onthebier. Veac let them fal, unashamed of hisdisplay of emotion and he was not aone. In the body of
the hal awoman cried out and tore at her hair. A man caled something, afarewel, in atone gruff with
anguish. Even the scarred mercenary lifted ahand and snapped amilitary slute, lowering hispalm only
after the doors had closed and the small body vanished from sight.

Veac stepped before him as Kars Gartok made his way toward the door.

"A moment, brother, if you would be so kind."

"l havetime, brother." Gartok took two stepsto one side, watching as awoman, heavily veiled,
shoulders bowed and a handkerchief held to her eyes ssumbled past. The man with her, richin his puffed
and pleated tunic, his cloak thick and lined with scarlet materid, looked over her head at the monk.

"Later, brother, | shall return for audience. Such aman asthat must not be forgotten. An extension,
perhaps? Some little thing to remind those who come later what we have lost today ?*

"Y ou are mogt kind, brother.” Veac was genuinein his response. "Brother Eldon will be missed but his
work—the work of the Church—must continue.”

"Of course. Of course.” The man nodded, one hand on the arm of the woman. "I know the Church does
not encourage persona enhancement—the whole embraces the part—»but | have a persond regard and,
well, later we shall spesk of it. | will send word. Now, my dear, be brave. Soon we shall be home."

The mercenary drew in his bresth as the couple moved on their way.

"Charl Embris™ he murmured. "And hislady Othurine. HE's rich enough to build you a Church of marble
faced with gold. What did he owe the monk, | wonder? What service had he performed?’ One he would



never know, the Church retained its secrets, but the sight of the man emphasized the power which could
be used to aid the monks. "Wdll, brother, you had something to ask me."

"Yes" said Veac. "Why are you here?!
"Does aman need areason to attend a Church?"
"No, brother."

"But you are curious." Gartok nodded. "And | have no wish to insult those for whom | have aregard. A
man in my trade never knows when he may need help. Doctors aren't dways available but, on every
world where thereiswar, monks are to be found.”

Men with medica skill, with medicines and drugsto hedl and to ease pain, with artsto end the torment
of the dying. Neutra friends, if nothing else and, always, they could be trusted.

And yet?

Gartok was amercenary, shrewd, hard, selfish. And he had been amost the last man to seethe old
monk dive.

"Y ou are kind, brother, but is there nothing else? Some persona regard, perhaps?’

Gartok shrugged. "Y ou look for what isn't there, monk. | didn't know the old man. We spoke,
exchanged afew words, alittle news, and that isal. But another, years ago, asold, did measervice
once. Infact he saved my life. Cal my attendance here abelated tribute to that man.” Turning he faced
the doors behind which blazed the flame and, again, saluted. "Farewell, brother. May you find the peace
you lived to teach." And then, oddly, added, "May weadl find it."

The church never closed and, day or night, aways someone was waiting to unburden themsalves or to
gain alittle comfort. The sick too needed attention, mothers with babies covered in sores, older children
with eyesthick with pus, themsalves asking help and advicein order to avoid further pregnancies. Help
and advice which was never refused.

It was dark by the time Veac had finished his duties, rising from asick man to ease the ache in his back,
looking down at the face now relaxed, the eyelids covering the eyes which flickered alittle benesth the
lids. One leg had been crushed, the wounds infected, suppurating, stinking with putrescence. The body
burned with fever. A hospital could have taken care of the man, any competent doctor, but both would
have asked for payment assured or in advance. The aid given by the monkswas free.

"Brother!" Audin wasanew arriva, young, fresh, eager to serve. 'l amto relieve you. Do you have any
specid ingructions asto the patients?"

"The man at the end of thefirst row isin extremis. He will most probably die before dawn. The woman
in the second row is closeto crisis so make sure that sheisnot donefor long. Thisman,” helooked
down at thefigure, "is happy enough for the moment. I've given him subjective suggestion and will
reenforce it later. Now we can do nothing but ease his pain and alow the drugs to do their work. Brother
Biu?'

"Iswaiting for you with Brother Thotan."



He was abig man, wide shouldersfilling hisrobe, hishead anaked ball, his hands holding the strength of
avice. A man who fought injustice and theills of the universe asif they were persond enemies. The
answer to al who considered the Church to be weak and helpless, those who thought monksto be
cringing effeminates. Only his voice was soft and even then iron lurked beneeth the gentle tones.

"I have completed my examination of your reports and findings and must admit there is no doubt asto
the cause of Eldon's death. He was murdered. A poison was injected into his hand, probably by a
sharpened fingernall or some instrument incorporating ahollow needle.”

Veac sad, boldly, "Wouldn't he have fdt the pan?

For amoment Thotan stared at the young monk, his eyes sunken in pits benegth his brows, the brown
flecked with emerdd, the white tinged with yellow.

"A good question, brother. Never be afraid to ask questions—how e se can you find answers? Why
didn't he fed pain when injected? Two reasons. Oneisthat he smply didn't fed it. He could have been
exposed to the cold for too long, hisflesh numbed and unresponsive, or the instrument used could have
been loaded with an anesthetic." His voice hardened as hisfinger stabbed a Veac. "The other?'

"Hefdt it but didn't comment. A jagged fingernail could have caused it or abroken button and, asyou
say, his hand must have been chilled." Hestating V eac added, " The puncture was in the fleshy part of the
pam. Itisreatively insengtiveto pan.”

"And to anything else." Thotan nodded his satisfaction. ™Y ou have asharp mind, brother, cultivateit. It
could lead you far."

To alarge church of hisown, perhaps. To residencein acity where hewould counsdl therich and
influentia. To Pace which held the second largest seminary of the Church, even to Hope which wasthe
heart and fountainhead of the Universa Brotherhood. The world on which the High Monk wasto be
found, the records, the schools of training, the statues and adornments which generations of those who
loved and worked for the objectives of the Church had built and donated.

Then he blinked, conscious of the sharp stare of the probing eyes. Could Thotan, as Biul had seemed to
demondtrate, read minds? Te epathy was not unknown though those who held the talent paid for it in one
way or another usualy with physical mafunctions. Wasthe bulk al bone and muscle or the growth of
wild cells? Was the head shaved or naturally bald.

Had the comment and praise, so casually uttered, been atest?

Veac straightened his shoulders. No monk could yield to fear and al had theright to be ambitious. It
was only when that ambition became athing of self rather than of aiding the unfortunate did it become a
sin. And yet he had been close and could even have passed over the edge. The vision of Hope, the
statues and items of price—avarice and pride of possession were both to be shunned. No monk could
wear gems while others starved. No church could be built of gold while poverty reigned. Y et some
things, while priceless, could not be sold.

"So we have an assassindion,” said Thotan. "Wdll, itisn't thefirst and | doubt if it will bethelast, but
monks are too scarce to be targets." He looked down at his massive hands. They were clenched—at
timesit was hard to beforgiving. "The question is—who wanted Eldon dead and why? We know how he
was killed; the derdlict who asked for help when he returned from the field. The man must have been
waiting, primed, placed like awespon ready to fire. Dead, of course?"



"Hewas dying when he arrived,” said Biul. "He was washed and fed and given drugsto ensure rest and
deep. He never woke. Only after Eldon had been found did we investigate. It seemsanatural death but,
though old, he was strong and | grew suspicious. Tests showed the presence of poison. More from
whereit came. Therest you know."

The report which had been sent over the hybeam and which had brought him from anearby world to
make what investigation he could. Asyet he had discovered nothing new.

"Gartok," hesad. "Hewas cleared at the officid inquiry, | know, but that was a casud affair. Anything
more?' He pursed hislips as Veec told him about the man's attendance at the cremation, hissaute.
"Mercenaries are superdtitious and he could have told you the truth. And what connection could there be
between him and Eldon?'Y et aman isn't killed without reason. If possible we must find it."

Asaprotection. Asawarning to others who might be tempted to attack the monks and the Church
which they served. And as acomfort to those same monks who would be bolstered by the assurance
that to be humble was not to be weak.

Things Veac thought about as, later, he searched through Eldon's possessions. They were few—amonk
owned only what he could carry, but each held some strong memory and each had hel ped to soften the
harshness of the chamber in which helived and dept. Light splintered from glass embedded in a polished
scrap of wood, the edge of the mineral flecked so asto create a razor-sharp edge. Perhapsit had served
asarazor or even asascapd. A scrap of fabric bore an elaborate design of knots. A piece of stone had
been rubbed into a smooth complexity of curves and concavities over which thefingerstraveled in
SENSUOUS caress, aworry-stone striped with rippled rainbows. A painting donein oils of ayoung man
with afresh, open face. Eldon himself? Veac doubted it, few monks wanted to be reminded of their past
and the portrait was probably that of areative or an old associate. Putting it down he looked about the
chamber. There had been something el se, he remembered, a book in which the old man had written from
timeto time. A record of hisachievements, he had once explained. A dim journd containing fifty years of
hislife.

Veac couldn't find it. Searching he found a battered medica handbook, another containing alist of useful
herbs together with illustrations and instructions as to preparation, athird which held acollection of
poems. But the journa was not to be found.

Going to the door he opened it. Thotan had arrived accompanied by Audin and another. He waited
outsde for the room to be cleared, asmdl, dim man with liquid eyes and askin like oiled chocolate.

"Brother Anz, amoment if you please." Veac stepped back into the chamber. When the other joined him
he said, "Have you seen anyone enter or leave thisroom today? Anyone at al?"

"Yoursaf and, earlier, Brother Thotan."
"Anyonedse?'

"A woman. She cameto clean, | think, at least she carried a bucket and held abroom. But | only saw
her as she walked along the corridor.”

"Describe her," Veac nodded as the man obeyed. The woman was, asthe monk had suspected, a
cleaner—one of many volunteers probably on her way to the infirmary or kitchen and taking a short-cut
through the living quarters. He would spesk to her later and advise againgt her continuing the habit.



"Thank you brother."

The book must have been lost somehow but, as Veac was turning toward the door, Anz said, "A
moment, brother. | remember now. Before | saw the woman and before | had entered the passage aman
passed me coming from this direction. | suppose he could have entered thisroom if he had wished but
why he should € udes me. Perhaps he wanted an interview with yourself or Brother Biul. He was big with
ascarred face and—"

"A moment!" Veac described Kars Gartok. "Y es?!
"Itispossible. | only caught aglimpse but that could be the man.”

The mercenary athief? His breed were dl thieves even if they caled their loot the spoils of war but
would such aman stedl abook? And of what possible use could the private journa of adead monk be
to such aman?

The auctionear's hammer fdl with athud.

"Fifty men, semi-trained, sold to Ophren Hyde! The next lot conssts of three trained wegpon-guidance
engineers. All fully experienced having fought with Arkill's Avengers and the Poloshenic Corps. | start
with fivethousand... five... five..."

A man caled, "Ther contract?'

"Open to negotiation. Purchase price refunded if transfer arranged. One tour of duty mandatory. Do you
bid sx?'

"Sx."

They would go for nine and the buyer would be either Kuang Tao or Brod Lacour. Only they owned the
equipment which would make such a price worth the outlay. And, if either bought, then something must
be moving which asyet hewas till ignorant.

Damn Othurine and her teard!

Chart Embris shifted irritably in his seat as another parcel was offered for sde. Thistimeit wasascore
of battle-hardened mercenaries, good men and reliable and far better than the chegper semi-trained and
basic materia which usually was to be found on the block. But times were hard and even good men were
willing to sign up for bed and board and afew basic comforts which certain women, aso on contract,
werewilling to supply.

"Three," droned the auctioneer. "No? Gentlemen you amaze me. Two then, let ustry two. Still you
hesitate? Then let us forget the reserve. Name your own figure. What am | bid for ascore of experienced
fighters?'

Embristouched the button of the instrument in his pocket. Far to one Sde aman said, "Five hundred!”

"Five—surely you jest!" The auctioneer, an old man, had his pride. "I will start with one thousand. If
there are no bidsthe lot will be withdrawn. The reputation of Ilyard must be maintained. These are
trained and skilled soldiers, gentlemen! Do | have to remind you of that? Now, who will open the

bidding?



"Onethousand.”
"Thank you. | will accept bidsin hundreds.”

Again Embris thumbed the button and, like amarionette triggered by the radioed impulse, his agent lifted
hishand.

"Beven.
Another man, "Twelvel"
"Thirteen!"

"Fifteen!”

That would be Gin Peng awaysimpatient or intent on forcing up the price so asto weaken later
competition. His bid was secret, of course, aswas any dealer's of note. Even agood reputation would
inflate the price and, unknown factions were opposed, then the fur really flew.

"Ffteen? Any advance on fifteen?' The auctioneer poised hishammer. "Going... going... gone!™

Wéll, if Peng had made the bid, then good luck to him. There would be other lots and more men and it
would do no harm to conserve wedlth and outlay until he had amarket for anything he might decideto
buy. A conservative outlook and one which would hardly make aman afortune but he could afford to
coast for alittle. Forever if it came to that—he had money enough to retire. But how el se could he
occupy histime?What could ever replace the thrill of buying and selling men, of manipulating supplies, of
weighing the scales againgt an opponent and arranging private aliances, deds, surrenders?

"My lord!" Hisaide was deferentid, hisvoice low as he stooped over the back of the chair. "Thereisa
man regquesting an audience. A mercenary. Kars Gartok—I have hisrecord.”

It was agood one, at |east the man knew his trade and wouldn't waste histime as so many othersdid or
tried to do. Embrislooked up and around, seeing nothing of interest either on or near the block, noting
too that saverd sests were empty. He would lose nothing by leaving and could gain much.

"Give me an hour. Have the man wait in the iron-room of my house. Seethat heisfed. A med will take
up mogt of thetime.”

And the wine which went with it hel ped to ease histongue. Kars Gartok recognized the danger and
spped sparingly at the rich and potent liquid an attendant kept pouring into his glass. The food was
another matter and he ate well, chewing at succulent mesats and spiced vegetables, dabbing at the juice
which ran from hismouth and over hischin.

Once he saw the look of disdain the attendant threw at him and smiled behind the napkin. Let the fool
sneer—thefood he ate now would see him through days if necessary. And the report the man would
make would serveits purpose later.

A game, he thought, as the dishes were cleared and only the wineleft sanding before him. Inlife
everything was agame, A man gambled for riches, for comfort, for ease and, if he had to set hislifeon
the board to win them, well, that was the nature of the play. Win dl or lose dl— afair wager. Only the



week were afraid to take the chance, clinging to alifelittle better than ahell in order smply to survive,
Foolswho overvaued the few years of existence they could expect. What differenceif life ended now or
inascore of years? Ten? One? Againg theimmengty of timewhat asmal thing ayear was.

"You dream," said Embris as he entered the room. "Of past victories, perhaps?”

"Of future gain, my lord." Rising Gartok bowed—those with titlesliked them to be used and it cost
nothing to be palite. "And | was admiring the room.”

A lie, decorative meta meant nothing to him, not even when it was fashioned into edged and pointed
wespons gracing the black lesther benesth in ahost of chilling glitters.

"A notion of my son's. He—" Embris broke off, shaking hishead. "Never mind that. Y ou have
something to say to me?”

"A matter of mutud interest, my lord, and perhaps one of common profit." Gartok helped himself to the
wine. "l saw you and your lady in the church. The death of the monk obvioudy had affected you both. |
too had attended to pay my respects—did you know that | was dmost the last to see him dive?"

"I did not." Embrislooked at the decanter. ™Y ou gppreciate the wine?"

"And your generosity in offering it, my lord." Gartok lifted his goblet and drank. "And now to business.
Asyou might expect aman such as myself often picks up items of information which could be converted
into profitable enterprises. Y our trade isin the supplying of men and arms—mineis using them. We have
acommon interest. So, if | hint that thereisaworld ripefor alittle war, that there are those interested in
seding it takes place—wel 7?7

"Continue."

"At the moment it is an aborted conflict. Apparently the ingtigator died. But what was once planned need
not beignored. Naturally an investigation needs to be made and so we come to the purpose of my vist.”
Gartok set down hisgoblet. "To be plain—would you be interested in backing me? In return you get the
sole concession of theloot of aworld.”

Embrissad, flatly, "I have been made such promises before.”

"Am | making promises?' Gartok shook hishead, smiling. "l am stating probable facts. | have your
confidence? Then let me mention aname. Gydapen Prabang. It strikesachord?' His eyes were hard,
direct, gimlets searching the other's face. " Gydapen Prabang,” he said again. "He bought some guns
which were shipped viaHarald. Perhapsthey originated on Ilyard. Y ou could even have handled the

"Andif | did?'

"Then surely dl isplain. If not then others might be interested. Kuang Tao, perhaps, or Gin Peng? Both
are dways eager to make asmall investment in the hope of vast returns.” Taking up his goblet Gartok
spped a hiswine. Then, casudly, he said, "This room was decorated by your son, you say?"

"ltwashisidea"

"He must spend many happy hours here." Gartok blinked asif redizing he could have made amistake. "'l



takeit that heiswdl?"
"Heis—away just now."

"Children." Gartok shrugged. "At times | thank God | have no need to acknowledge any | may have
sred. A man has enough worry without adding to his burden. A wife, children—what need hasa
mercenary for such things? A fine son like yoursleaves an aching void when heis absent. How would
you fed if he should die? To loveisto store grief for the future. Noneisimmorta.”

"Tomir'safineyoung man."

"l know. | know. I've heard of him. Ambitioustoo so | understand. An eagle eager to spread hiswings.
With your help he could command his own corps and he wouldn't want for men to serve under his
orders. A pity heisn't here. If he was we could have done business together.”

"Your busnessiswithme."

"Perhaps. Y ou don't seemto beinterested.” Gartok wasindifferent. "But it'sworth investigating, don't
you think? And quickly if at al. Others could be interested and might already be acting. A wise man
would make certain he wasn't |eft out in the cold. An entire world—the dream of every mercenary. A
whole planet waiting to be exploited—and you hesitate to spend alittle to make it yours."

Embrissaid, harshly, "I have men of my own should | need such work done."

"True—and those men are known. How long would it take before a haf-dozen others knew exactly
what you intended? A world on the edge of war, nobles enraged, an offer made, troops employed and
what should have been aminor operation engrossed with achange of power turnsinto afull-scale
conflict. Who will be safe then? How to reap the rewards?* Gartok shrugged and drank the rest of his
wine. "It seems|'mwagting my time."

"Maybe not. Where isthisworld you speak of 7'

"Somewhere."

"ltsname?"

Gartok smiled and lifted the decanter. " Shall we discuss terms?"

Chapter Five

Laviniasad, "Earl, thisisawaste of time. We should be training men and getting reedy to fight. To hold
our own. Instead al you've done for days now isto take photographs. There will betime for sightseeing
when we are safe.”

She st at the controls of the raft, half-turned so asto display her profile, the swell of breasts and the
glinting mane of her hair. The bar of slver which broke the raven cascade was adash of reflected
brilliance



A beautiful woman and aclever onein her fashion. Dumarest studied the lines and contours of the face,
the eyes, deep-sat benesth strong brows, the lipsfull, the lower pouted in betraying sensudity. The
cheekbones were high, the jaw strong, the nose patrician. His eyesfdl lower. Had the mounds of her
breasts swollen? Was the waist alittle thicker than it had been? The curve of her belly more prominent?

Was sheredly pregnant or had she lied?

"Earl?' She wasimpatient, wanting arguments or explanations or perhaps only his atention. For long
hours she had done nothing but send the raft on a carefully plotted path at a carefully maintained height.
Work for amachine but they had none sophisticated enough and Dumarest had not wanted to use
anyone <se. "How much longer must we do this?*

"Thisisthelast leg."

"You've seen dl you want?' Her tone was bitter. "Isthe land worth holding? My ancestors thought
so—some of them died for it."

"And more have sweated for it," he said, dryly. "And gained just enough to hold their bodies when they
died."

"Safs" hesad. "Retainers”
"People.”

He turned as the instrument mounted at the back of the vehicle gave asharp, brittle sound. An automatic
camera set on struts o asto alow the lensaclear field of view, atiming mechanism taking one frame
after another at regular intervals. The signa had been to warn him the magazine was close to exhaustion.

"Beready to hdt, Lavinia" He watched the counter, heard again the warning. "Now!"

Dumarest changed the magazine as the raft ceased its forward progress then leaned over the sde of the
open-bodied craft to study the ground below. It was rough, the surface torn and savage, bare of
vegetation asde from patches of scrub. Y ellow rock and sand edged the rims of crevasses, the dim bulk
of massive boulders showing at their bottoms, stresks of minera brightnesslying like atracery of filigree
inthe murky shadows.

A harsh place but benegth it could liethick veins of minerals, rare metals, gems, vauable chemicdls,
fossl fuds, dl things for which more sophigticated worlds would pay high pricesto obtain. Refineries
could be built and mines started. Men could be hired together with skilled technicians. The old ways
would vanish asthe retainers now bound to the great Families found economic independence. New
townswould be built, new fields established. Traffic would fill the air, the deserts would bloom and ships
would come streaming in from space with their holds stuffed with luxuries and essentid s in exchange for
the wedlth torn from the bowels of this backward planet.

It had happened before. He had seen it happen—but it wouldn't happen here. Not while the Sungari
ruled over what lay beneath the surface and the Pact had to be maintained.

"Earl!" Lavinialooked at him from where she sat. "Earl, I'm sorry. Can you forgive a stupid woman?'

"No—not when sheisn't realy stupid but just choosesto act that way."



"Oneday I'll get used to you," she said, softly. "I don't know when that day will be, maybe not for years,
but it will come. When it does I'll understand why you do what you do. Thisraft, these photographs, why

arethey so necessary?'
"Y ou said we should fight, remember?"
"With men and guns and courage.”

"There are more ways than oneto fight," he said, flatly. "And the least efficient isto set one man against
another. It'saso the most expendve both in terms of money and human misery. You clamto lovethis
land—do you want to see it destroyed?”

"Of course not!"

"What do you think would happen if armies met and heavy weapons were used? The castleis strong,

but asingle missile could reduceit to rubble. Y our retainers might be brave, but what good is bravery
when flesh and hair and bone are burning beneath chemica heat? In such awar there are no victors. Only
the mercenaries stland to gain from loot and pay and even then too many of them will die.”

"Scum!”
"Workers," he corrected. "Men willing to do adirty job. They don't demand that you hire them.”
"Beadts! Predators!”

"If you hire men to kill you don't expect them to act like acrowd of monks." Dumarest checked the
camera, "Turn, moveto the right for three hundred yards, head south and maintain course.”

"Due south?"
"No. Run acourse pardld to the other. Speed and height the same.”

He sat as she obeyed, leaning over the edge of the raft and watching as the ground streamed past below.
Not al of Zakym was desert, much of it wasfertile soil bearing avariety of crops, good, well-watered
dirt which was the source of the mgjority of food. Other areas were less fertile but supported enough
vegetation to provide grazing for beasts. Therewasalittle mining in certain areas. A little fishing on the
coadt far to thewest. A little industry—everything on the world waslittle. A bad placefor any traveler to
be stranded. In more ways than one he had been lucky.

"Eal!"

Dumarest hadn't needed the warning. He had seen the mote which came directly toward them; araft,
larger than their own and bearing pennants striped in gold and orange. Init, attended by a half-dozen
men, Jait Elz, the young son of Alcorus, glared his annoyance.

"What right have you to traverse these lands?' His tone was peevish despite his efforts to make it strong
and commanding. A boy, barely aman, asyet unsuited for the exercise of authority. "Have you

permisson?’

Laviniasaid sharply, "Don't be afoal, Jait. Since when have | needed permission to crossthisterrain?'



"Y ou should have asked."

"Asked who? Alcorus? Who?' Her sneer was plain. ™Y our father has more sense. Perhaps, when next
you want to fly your produce over the estates of Belamaosk, you will gain as much. Certainly you will
remember this stupidity. Y our lands are bound by mine and those of Prabang.”

"We have no quarrd with you."

"l see" She glanced at Dumarest. Y ou have no liking for the Lord Dumarest, isthat it? Have you
forgotten that heisaruler of thisworld? That his estates are aslarge as those held by your Family?!
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"Arehid" she snapped. "V oted to him by the Council together with thetitle. Y ou talk to the Lord
Dumarest Prabang when you address him and it would be wise of you not to forget it." Her voice
lowered, became afera purr, "Or do you wish to challenge him?If so | am sure he will be pleased to
accommodate you. It could be settled here before your friends. Or did you want to goad him into
chdlenging you?'

"No!" Jait had paled. "No!"

"Then—?"'

"] cameto intercept you. To bring you amessage." Swest beaded the young man'sface. "The
Council—"

"I know about the Council. Isthere anything else?"

Astherafts parted and the larger dwindled she said, bitterly. ™Y ou know what al that was about, Earl?"

"It'sobvious. They'reclosngin.”

"Like animaseager for prey." Theraft jerked alittle under her hands. ""Even that young fool thought he
could bait you. How many otherswill have the sameidea?' And then, quietly, asif spesking to hersdlf,
"How many of them will you haveto kill before we are safe?!

Suchong had the chair. He dammed down the gavel and asthe noise died, said, 'l pronounce this
meeting of the Council of Zakym open. A quorum is present. What we decide will be binding as has been
mutually agreed. Thefirgt item for discusson is—"

A man rosg, interrupting the chairman. He said, formaly. "A question. Isthis a public meeting?”’

"No. Of course not."

"Then | protest at the presence of astranger.” The man glanced at Dumarest where he sat at Lavinias
sde. "One among us had no right to be here."

"Nonsensg!” Laviniaroseto her feet. "Y ou are talking about the new owner of Prabang, right? This
Council voted him the lands and thetitle. At thetime they had causeto be grateful.”



The protester ignored the sarcasm. "But not the seat. | was absent at the time but | have read the
minutes. No mention was made of him taking Gydapen's place on the Council. He was not put up and
accepted. If | have misinterpreted the intention then | gpologize but therecord isplain.”

"Thebagtard!" Laviniasucked in her bresth with avicious hissng. "Earl—"

"Leaveit!" Hisvoice waslow but sharp. "Don't argue about it. This has been arranged. If you protest
too strongly they could expel you for this session on the grounds of undue interest. Stay and do what you
can but ride with the mgjority.”

"Agreewith them?'

"Lieto them. Smile and be gracious and delay thingsif you can. If you can't makefriends at least avoid
making enemies.

Good adviceif not easy to follow. She followed him with her eyes as Dumarest rose, bowed to the chair
and |eft the room. With hisleaving the place seemed suddenly colder, the carved heads adorning the
fresco beneath the celling adopting a more hostile expression. A trick of fancy, she knew, wood could
not change expression, but flesh and blood could and it was no fancy that, as Dumarest | eft, men settled
and relaxed and yielded to aminor triumph.

Alcorusfor one and it proved again the brittleness of friendship. Had his son been sent to test the
opposition or had the boy, listening to the words spoken by hisfather, felt safe in anticipating what wasto
come. Roland? He surely would remain loyd for her sakeif for nothing else, but hetoo held acertain
satisfaction. Dumarest could have told her why, but as yet she was ignorant of the true extent of his
jedlousy. Suchong was, she thought, neutral even though he backed the new heir. Nava ok the same.
Tayuah, unexpectedly present, sat fumbling a carved box inset with afine mesh. A container for one of
his precious worms, perhaps, or a cocoon. To him the insects were more important than humans.

Again Suchong dammed hisgavel onthetable.

"L et uscometo order if you please. Has anyone any further objection to the formation of this Council?
No? Then | move that we decide the status of Earl Dumarest, the present Lord of Prabang. Do we admit
him to the Council?'

"Yes," sad Lavinia. "He has earned theright.”
"Then let usvote on the matter. Thosein favor?!

"A moment!" Alcoruslifted ahand. "I am not arguing asto hisright to be put up and will abide by the
vote no matter which way it fals, but isthere any need of such avote a al? We have discussed with him
the desirability of Gydapen's son taking over the estate and he has agreed to sell. Ashe will not be with
uslong what purpose can be served by taking him among us?'

"The giving of honor and the recognition of his services." Tayuah looked up from hisbox. "Arewe 0
small-minded that we begrudge him that?'

"Thank you, Khatya" Lavinialooked at the circle of faces. "At least one among you has the courage to
admit what we owe to Earl. And he has agreed to accommodate you in your plan so why the hostility?
Incidentaly, hastheland yet been assessed asto value?!



Roland cleared histhroat. "Not exactly," he admitted. "There are complications as | suspected there
would be. How to gain atrue figure? As yet the estimates vary between one sum and another eight times
asmuch."

"Strike amedium,” said Navaok. "Give him a quarter of the average. He agreed to aquarter.”
"True, but—" Roland broke off, shaking his head.
"Even aquarter of the average would be more than we could easily find.”

The reason for their hostility and Jait's stupid accosting of the raft. Men out of their depth and unsure of
which way to turn. To them the world of finance was amystery, business a closed book. Farmers,
breeders, dedling in inter-family barter, buying what they needed with the profits of gopods—money they
never saw. And, if Gydapen's son was growing impatient?

Laviniasaid, loudly, "If it comes down to aquestion of money then why can't the proposed new heir
meet the bill”? After al it ishewho standsto gain the most.. Surely he doesn't expect usto buy hisland
for im?'

"Wegaveit away," snapped Alcorus. "Itisupto ustoreganit.”

Or tell the heir to go to hdll, but Laviniadidn't suggest that, remembering Dumarest's advice.lIfyou can't
make friends at least don't make enemies .

But, at times, it was hard.

Therewere no beggars on Zakym. The streets of the town were clean; the houses negt, the people
dressed in decent clothing adorned with the symbols of their Families. Things Dumarest had noticed
before and noted again as he stepped from the Council Building and across the open space which
occupied the center of the town. He had seen smilar conditions on other worlds but here were no armed
and watchful guards to maintain the facade, no stinking mass of hove sinto which the poor were
confined, no Lowtown to hold the stranded and desperate.

A nice, dean, easy-going world in which aman could manageto surviveif hewaswilling tofitin. One
which resisted the exploiters and the things they would bring; the whores and touts and fighters and
gamblers. The vice and degradation. The crime. The pain. The human parasites who would put the most
blood-hungry of their natural counterpartsto shame.

A good world, but the field was empty of ships and the trading post seemed deserted. Dumarest halted
within the doorway, smelling the combined scents of spices and lesther, of ail, perfumes, fabrics, dried
herbs, pounded meats—a blend of odors which aways clung to such places and gave each ahaunting
familiaity.

"Earl!™ In the shadows something stirred, took the shape of aman, came forward with aflash of white
teeth in the ebon of acaste-marked face. "I wondered how long it would be before you camein.”
"Jmombotal" Dumarest lifted ahand in gregting. " Anything new?"

"On Zakym?"' The agent shrugged. "During the last period of ddusial saw my grandmother who told me
that | was wasting my time here. A waste, don't you think? | hardly needed avisit from the dead to tell
methat. As| hardly need you to tell me thisworld has compensations.”



"Was| goingto tel you that?"

"People do. All thetime. But never, when | offer to alow them to take my place, do they show the
dightest eagernessto take advantage of my generosity.” The agent glanced at an ornate clock. "A drink?"

Dumarest said, ironicdly, "Have we the time?”

"] was checking. The suns are well gpart now and we have hours before they close. Before delusal'm
going to take something to put me well adeep and to keep mein that state. | was never fond of my
grandmother even when she was aive and now that she'sdead | can't stand the sight of her." He laughed
and produced a bottle. "To your hedth!™

"Toyourg!"

They drank and stood for awhile in companionable slence. They had little in common ether in race or
creed but both were men, both aien to the culture of thisworld, and both knew the meaning of
londiness

As he poured fresh drinks the agent said, " The shipswill arrive when they come, Earl.”

"Can you read my mind?"

"Do | haveto? Each time you comeinto town you look at thefield. I've seen your eyes and recognize
what they hold. I've seen it in other men and, once| think, | had it myself. Once, but no longer—awife
and child took care of that. They provide strong anchors for aman with atendency to roam.”

Dumarest made no comment.

"Swest traps, someone once called them,” continued the agent. " Soft hands which cling and can never be
shaken loose." And then, casudly, he added, "I understand that you are selling your lands.”
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"l wondered why. Things hard won should not be thrown away. And it is hard to estimate afair price.
Y ou could be cheated, my friend."

"Or dead.”
"That too, but we grow solemn.” The agent smiled and lifted his glassin aquestion. The smile widened
as Dumarest shook his head. "A wise man once said that happiness can never be found in abottle, only

truth. And truth, when found, can be painful .

"You know alot of wise men," said Dumarest. "And have alot of friends. Is Mbom Chelhar one of
them?"'

“No."
"But you know him?"

"As| know you, Earl. Lesswell and with less pleasure. He is away at the moment, a guest of someone, |



think. Probably examining aherd of some kind. Heis an agent for the purchase of beastsso |
understand. Y ou see? My knowledgeisvague.”

Dumarest doubted it. "I's he expected back soon?”
ll%hws‘ll

"When you see him give him amessage. Or get oneto him. Heisinvited to dine at the Castle Delamaosk
tonight.” He added, blandly, "A matter of business. Can the man be trusted?’

For answer the agent picked up adried fruit from an open container. "Look at this, Earl. When growing
initsnaturd dateitisathing of beauty, gpparently succulent and offering the promise of pleasant
nourishment. But the show isalie. Biteinto it and you would find the taste of gal and the attributes of
medication. A wise man does not trust what he sees.”

A warning—and aHaus did not lie. As he threw the fruit back into its box Dumarest said, "A most
useful piece of information. And one which should be rewarded. It is obviousthat the Lady Laviniawill
need a shrewd agent to handle any bus ness transaction which may arise from the selling of her beasts. It
would beto her interest to dedl through you and, naturaly the usual commissionswill be paid. That isif
you are willing to accept the commisson?”

A good arrangement and one offering mutua advantage. Smiling the agent reached for the bottle.

"I shall be happy to serve. With contactslike yourself, Earl, | may yet achieve my ambitiontoretireto a
palace on Hitew. A small one, naturdly, but large enough for the garden to be filled with the singing
blooms of Zlethe. There| shdl St as the sun descends and merge with the music which the plantsand |
ghal creaste. Who knows? | may even become afamous composer. Y ou will join mein atoast to that?"
Histone changed alittle, became more meaningful. "L et usdrink to the ambitions of us both, my friend.
May we each achieve our heart's desire!™

Again they stood in slence each engrossed in his own private dream, then the agent, setting down his
glasssad, "Aninteresting item of news, Earl. A wrecked vessal was discovered drifting in the Rift. A
small trader by the shape. Incredibly it ftill contained aliving man. They took him to Fralde."

Chapter Six

The building was of stone, massive blocks fused together with the heat of lasers, windows shaped in tall,
pointed arches, the stories rearing one above the other against a somber sky. Leaden stone set in leaden
grounds against leaden clouds. On Frade everything was grey.

Director Ningsamatched his environment. A short, blocky man with skin bearing creases asif it too
were made of stone. Grey hair swept back from a high forehead. His mouth wasthin, the lips bloodless,
the eyes danted ovoids beneath uprising brows. His uniform was grey; only theinsigniaof hisrank riding
high on hisleft bicep shonewith luminousemerad.

A nestly precise man dedicated to the stern dictates of his culture. One who believed in the submergence
of sef to the good of the whole.



He sad, "Cyber Ardoch the matter is being dealt with in the usua way. The man isbeyond any ad we
cangve"

"But heisdill dive?'

"Amazingly, yes. His continued existence is a contravention of al accepted standards of the
surviva-attributes of the human race. My own speculation isthat he has certain mutant traits which has
increased his defense mechanisms to an incredible extent. The condition of his epidermisand theinterna
decay donewould have killed any norma man. Aninteresting specimen which is, of course, the reason
we have devoted so much time and materid to hiswefare”

An attitude the cyber could appreciate.
"Y ou have information asto the origina Stuation?'

"Of course. The rescue vessel was asmall ship operating from this planet and engaged in plotting the
energy-flows occurring in thisregion of the Rift. Its detectors spotted mass and an investigation was
made. The wreck was little more than twisted metal aswas to be expected but, incredibly, a portion of it
remained intact. Apparently the sole occupant had sealed himsalf within and insulated the compartment
with a pattern of meshed wires fed by battery-power. In effect he had, somehow, managed to
heterodyne the destructive energies of the Rift. Naturaly he had aso a supply of food and water which,
together with quick-time—but surely you have read the report?’

"l have."

"Thereisnothing more | can add." Ningsamade asmal gesture, one of dismissd. "A full autopsy will be
made after the man has died and the report completed. If you are interested | will seeto it that acopy is
sent to you."

Ardoch said, evenly, "That isnot why | am here, Director. It isessentiad that | seethe man.”
"See him?' Ningsafrowned. "What purpose would that serve the patient? He is comatose.”
"Even s, Director, | mustingst."

The cyber didn't raise hisvoice, it continued to be the trained, even modulation carefully designed to
eliminate dl irritant factors, but the Director was under no illusion. The Cyclan was powerful and the
cyber was a servant of the Cyclan.

As he hesitated the cyber continued, "It isasmall matter, surely? It will not inconvenience the running of
your hospital. All | requireis accessto the patient and the services of amedical practitioner who will
obey my orders. That and privacy."

Privacy? Ningsias frown degpened—what business could the cyber have with the near-dead survivor of
awrecked vessal? Y et how could he refuse to cooperate? Fralde was on the verge of completing
negotiations with a sster world—an aliance which held great promise. The Cyclan had been of
tremendous help in gaining maximum advantage. To deny the request would beto risk hisown
advancement and to court punishment for hislack of discernment.

Stiffly he snapped to attention. "I am at your full disposal, Cyber Ardoch. The patient isin ward 87, bed



152, Doctor Wuhu will attend you." He added, blegkly, "He will do everything you ask.”

Wuhu was ayounger edition of the Director; alittle less s1iff, alittle lesstall. Following him through the
hospital the cyber, by contrast, was apillar of flame. His scarlet robe with the great sedl of the Cyclan
glowing on its breaest reflected thelight in ahost of ruby shimmers. His shaven skull, risng abovethe
thrown-back cowl, looked emaciated but was smply bone and muscle devoid of fat. Aswasthe rest of
his hard, lean body.

To acyber food was something to fuel the metabolism and nothing else. Fat was awaste of both food
and energy, unwanted tissue which dowed mentd processes and physica function. Like emotion it was
unessentia to theworking of theintellect.

And no cyber could fed emation.

An operation performed at puberty on the thalamus reenforced earlier training and divorced the mind
from the impulses of the body. Ardoch could fed no hate, no fear, no anger, no love. A flesh and blood
robot he followed the doctor through the bleak corridors of the hospital, indifferent to the cries, the
moans, the sounds of anguish coming from the bedsranked in the vast wards.

Indifferent also to the glimpses of doctors working in operating theaters, the machines, the attendants,
the creatures on which they worked. People were basically machines; those who healed them were
engineersrepairing the biologicd fabrications. They were merciful in their fashion—Dbut efficiency came
fird.

An attitude of which the cyber approved.

"In here," said Wuhu as they approached adoor. "Far down on the left.”

"Y ou have mobile screens?’

"Of course”

"Seethey are placed in readiness. | understand the patient is comatose—have drugs on hand together
with ahypogun. Y ou use such adevice?"

"We are not primitives," said the young man, iffly. "May | ask what drugs you intend to use?' He
blinked at the answer, his momentary hope of scoring asmal victory over the other's ignorance vanishing
as heredlized the cyber knew as much about medicine as himsalf. Even so he uttered awarning. "They
are potent compounds. Excessive use or certain combinations could result in convulsions and death.”

Ardoch said, "Y our orders were plain, were they not?"
"To obey you—yes, they wereplain.”

"Then do as you were directed. See to the screens, obtain the drugs and equipment but, first, show me
the patient."

Helay on anarrow cot, amass of decaying tissue, the face distorted, the cheeks sunken, the lids closed
over the twitching eyes. Beneath the thin sheet, which was his only cover, the body seemed distorted,
one leg ending in astump, the hips swollen, asymmetrical. The skin was scded, cracked and oozing a
thin, odorous pus. A crust had formed at the edges of the mouth.



Hewas not alone.

Ardoch gtiffened at the sight of the cowled figure which sat beside the cot, hands resting on the patient's
arm, hisvoice alow, soothing murmur as he enhanced the hypnotic trance into which he had thrown the
sck man.

"Y ou are standing on ameadow bright with little flowers with abrook running along one end and trees
giving shade at the other. There are friends with you, agirl whom you love and who lovesyou in return.
Soon you are to be married but now you are young and filled with thejoy of life. The suniswarm and
together you will swimin the clear water. Y ou can fed it now. Y ou aretouching it and your friends are
laughing and your girl is smiling and you are content. From the treescome..."

The monk paid no attention as the cyber hated at his Sde, concentrating on the hypnotic suggestions he
wasimplanting in the mind of the dying man so that, at least, he would know a brief if find happiness.

AsWuhu cameto join him Ardoch said, "Does this man have permission to do what heisdoing?*
"Brother Venn isknown to the hospital. He comes and goes as he pleases.”
"That isnot what | asked."

"Y es, he has permission to tend the patients. When we have done dl that we can do then he seems able
to give added comfort. It costs nothing."

"I understand the patient was comatose.”

"He was, brother.” Verin roseto hisfeet to stand beside the cyber, his brown robein sharp contrast to
the scarlet, the homespun to the shimmering weave. "But there are ways to bring comfort even to amind
locked inonitsdf.”

"Y ou have used drugs?'

The monk shrugged aside the accusation. "I have used nothing but touch and words, brother. They are
al that is needed for anyonewisein their gpplication. Wordsand—" he let irony edge histone "—alittle
understanding. Men are not machines no matter what those who would find it convenient for them to be

may dam."

Watching them Wuhu sensed the mutua antagonism which wresthed them like an invisible cloud.
Masked yet it was there as they faced each other. Like natural enemies, acat and dog perhaps, or the
opposing articles of differing faiths. The monk who believed in love and tolerance and the cyber who
believed in nothing but the cold logic of emotionless reason which had no room for sentiment and no
place for mercy. The Church and the Cyclan face to face over the dying.

If it cameto awar between them who would win?

An academic question as the young doctor was quick to realize. Those who had dedicated their livesto
the doctrine of peace would never seek to kill and those who followed reason would never yield to the
find stupidity. Between them would be no bloody battles or corrosive warsin which planetswould burn
and men wither like fliesin winter. And yet, even s0, dways between them there would be conflict.



But, if by someincredible twist of fate actual war should rise between them, Wuhu would back the
Cyclan. They were not afraid to exterminate.

And yet who could assess the stubborn resolve of a crusade?

He shook his head, aware that such speculation had no place here at thistime, if ever, and the moment
of strain passed as Ardoch turned toward him.

"Where are the screens?"

They arrived asthe monk, after afinal glance at the dying man, moved quietly down the ward to where
another patient wasin need of his minigtration. He and all the occupants of the neatly set rows of beds,
vanished from sight as attendants set the screensinto place and turned the area around the bed into an
oadsof privecy.

"The drugs." Ardoch gestured at the physician. "Thisman isin adeep, hypnotic trance. | want him
brought out of it and his mind placed in a state of conscious avareness. It would be aswell if you
recognized the urgency of the Stuation.”

In other wordskill him if it was necessary but wake him long enough to listen and answer. Wuhu was
aware of theimplication but, aphysician of Frade, he had no compunction at cutting short alifewhich
was dready lost. And it would be an act of mercy to shorten the dying man's anguish.

As he stepped forward to lift the charged hypogun and rest it againgt the flaccid throat of the patient the
cyber caught hisarm.

"A moment. | wish to check the medication.” He twisted aknob and gjected the charge. "Asl
suspected. Y ou were about to give far too high adose of painkiller. Coupled with the rest it would have
given him amomentary euphoria. Y ou forget that he is experiencing subjective pleasure. Before he can
be of usethat must be eradicated. Here." He handed back the instrument. "I want him awake, aware and
in pain. Commence!"

Silently the doctor obeyed. The hiss of the airblast carrying the drugsinto the patient's bloodstream was
followed, within seconds, by agroan.

It yielded to ascream.

"God! God the pain! The pain!”

The voice was thick, dobbering, the words amost lost in the liquid gurgle of phlegm, the dissolving tissue
of decaying lungs. On the cover the hands clenched, fingers digging into the fabric, pusthick at cracked
joints.

"Thepan'"

"It will be eased if you cooperate.” Ardoch sat on the edge of the bed and |eaned towards the contorted
face. Reflected light from hisrobe gave the pasty flesh an unred flush of artificid hedth. ™Y our name?
Your name, man! Y our name!"

"Fatshan. Fatshan of theSeethan . The engineer. We got caught in the Rift. A generator—for God's
sake do something about the pain.”



The hypogun hissed as the cyber gestured. Wuhu stepped back, eyes and ears dert, Ningsia, for one,
would be grateful for any information he could gain and convey. Asif guessing histhoughts Ardoch held
out his hand.

"Give methe hypogun and go."
"Leavemy patient?'

"Tome, yes. And | shdl not remind you again of your ingructions.” Asthe man |eft the cyber stared at
the dying engineer. "L ook a me," he commanded. "At therobe | wear. Y ou have seen otherslikeit
before| think. On Harald? On board theSeethan? "

The only pleasure acyber could experience was the glow of menta achievement and, asthe dying man
nodded, Ardoch knew it to the full. A prediction confirmed and his skill demonstrated without question.
From ahandful of facts, diverse data collected, correlated, woven into a pattern he had extrapolated the
logical sequence of events. An attribute possessed by al cybers, thefruit of long and arduoustraining
which enhanced naturd talent, the thing which made them both desired and didiked by those who paid
for their services.

Would acertain pattern gain favor in the markets? A manufacturer of clothing could find the answver—at

aprice, the predictions asto sales and shiftsin fashion guiding him and ensuring the maximum protection
againgt |oss, the maximum anticipation of profit.

Should a proposed marriage be canceled or the origina intention pursued? A cyber would point out the
path such aunion would take as appertaining to the shift and balance of power, the influence of possble
children, the merging of interests, the alienation of potential enemies.

To hirethe services of the Cyclan was to ensure success and to minimize error. Once used the
temptation to take advantage of such advice could not be resisted. So the Cyclan grew in power and
influence, with cybers at every court, in every sphere of influence, predicting the sequence of events
following any action, weaving a scarlet-tinted web.

Sitting, listening to the liquid gurgle of Fatshan'svoice,

Ardoch filled in the partsleft unsaid, verifying pervious knowledge, endorsing made predictions.

"On Harald men took passage on board theS eethan.” he said. " Cyber Broge, his acolyte and aman
cdled Dumarest. Verify!"

Theruined face lolled on the pillow. "Gone! All gone!”

"Dead?" A doubt to be resolved and a search to be ended. "Did they die in the ship with the others?' He
leaned forward as the bloated head signaled anegeative. "They did not die.”

"Not in the Rift. They vanished before we reached Zakym."
"Vanished?'

"Disgppeared.” The engineer reared. "The pain?| can't sand the pain! For God's sake give me
something for it."



"Youll tak? Cooperate?' The hypogun hissed as the man grunted agreement, the instrument ddlivering
itsreward of mercy. A double dose; the drugs which numbed pain were accompanied by otherswhich
gave afdse confidence. "Tel me™

"Wewere on Harald," wheezed the engineer. "But you know that. The cyber and his acolyte took
Dumarest prisoner. The captain had no choice but to agree. The reward—you understand.”

A free-trader, operating on the edge of extinction, any profit shared by the crew—how could he have
refused?

"Therewere three of us," continued the engineer. "Me, Erylin the captain, Chagney the navigator. Too
few but we had no choice. Wewerelesslater.” He doubled in afit of coughing. "The Rift—damn the
luck. Damnitdl tohdl!"

"What happened?’

"They vanished. They smply vanished. Three men disappearing from aship in flight They must have
died. Maybe they had afight or something and the survivor threw out the bodies and himself after them. |
don't know. We were going to report it but Chagney advised against it. He acted odd. Kept drinking
though he knew it was bad for him. Erylin tried to warn him but nothing he said made any difference. Not
him nor me." He coughed again, blood staining the phlegm he spat from his mouth. "Damn the luck. We
needed a navigator."

"Inthe Rift?"

"Where else? How the hell can you hope to navigate without one? Erylin tried but he'd forgotten his skill.
Theingruments were acting up, old, rotten, the whole stinking ship was rotten. | should have gone withiit.
Died while was gill whole. Quit like Chagney did—at least he had guts. Jumped out after we | ft
Zakym. Just walked through the port and breathed vacuum. There are worse waysto go.”

Lying cooped in asmall compartment with amesh of wire Singing with trapped energies—el ectronic
spiders|egping with scintillant darts of flame and no certainty that rescue would ever come. Eking out the
food, the water, lying in filth, the body rotting with acceerated decay. Waiting while quick-time
compressed daysinto minutes, the drug atering and dowing the metabolism and so extending life. A
convenience which reduced the tedium of long journeys. One used by the engineer to extend hislife. One
which ended as the cyber watched.

Fralde was a bleak world; the suite given over for the use of Ardoch waslittle better than the harsh
wards of the hospital and differed from a prison only in that the doors were open and the windows
unbarred. The Spartan conditions meant nothing to the cyber. A desk at which to work and achair on
which to st were the only essentials and, in the room to which he retired, anarrow cot was al he asked.

Now he moved toward it, giving the attendant acolyte a single command.

"Total sedl. | am not to be disturbed.”

Asthe youth bowed he closed the door on the inner chamber and touched the thick band of metal
embracing hisleft wrist. Electronic energies streamed from the activated mechanism to form a zone

through which no spying eye or ear could penetrate. His. privacy assured, Ardoch turned to the bed and
lay supine, relaxing, bresthing regularly as, closing his eyes, he concentrated on the Samaichazi formula



Gradually he lost the use of his senses. He became deaf and, had he opened his eyes, he would have
been blind. Divorced of theirritation of externd stimuli his mind gained tranquility, became athing of pure
intellect, its reasoning awareness the only thread with redity. Only then did the grafted Homochon
elementsrise from quiescence.

Rapport was established.
Ardoch becamewholly dive.

He soared like abird and yet more than abird, flying through vast immensities by the sheer gpplication
of thought, gliding past pendants of shimmering crysta, seeing gleaming rainbows locked in anincredible
complexity; arching bridges, bows, segments of multi-dimensiona circles, lineswhich turned to twist and
turn again so that the entire universe wasfilled with a coruscating, burning, resplendent effulgence of light
which was the essence of truth.

And, at the heart of it, an incredible flower of brilliance among an incredible skein of luminescence, was
the convol uted node which was the headquarters of the Cyclan. A fortress buried deep beneath miles of
rock and containing the mass of interlocked brains which was the Centrd Intelligence. The heart of the
Cyclan. The multiple brain to which he was drawn, his own intelligence touching it, being absorbed by it,
his knowledge sucked into it as dew into arid ground.

| nstantaneous organi ¢ transmission against which the speed of light was averitable crawl.

"Dumarest alive! Explainin detail!" Ardoch felt the pulse, the urgency, the determination. " Are you
certain?'

The engineer had not lied, of that he was convinced. And there was verification. Broge had found
Dumarest, had taken him, was on hisway to arendevousin theS eethan . He had communicated and
was confident that nothing could go wrong. Too confident for that was the last communication received.
Had he been dive he would have established rapport—as he hadnt, it was|ogica to assume he was
dead.

"The engineer was genuine?"
Affirmetive

"And he stated the party had vanished?" A pause. " From the ship and Dumarest must have been
the cause. Even if he had died his body would have been delivered. He destroyed the cyber and his
acolyte, evicted them and after ?'

A split second in which countless brains assessed al possibilities, discarded the impossible, isolated the
most probable and produced the answers.

The affinity twin. The secret Dumarest held and for which the Cyclan searched. For which they would
hunt him over athousand worlds and through endless parsecs. Had hunted him and would hunt him ill,
using every resource to gain the correct sequence in which the fifteen molecular units had to bejoined in
order to form the artificia symbiote which would ensure the Cyclan the complete and utter domination of

the gdaxy.

Fifteen biological molecular units, the last reversed to form a subjective haf. Injected into ahost it settled
in the cortex and meshed with the motor and nervous system transmitting al sensory datato the dominant



portion. In effect the person carrying it became other than himsdlf. He became the hogt, living in the body,
looking through the eyes, fedling, tasting, sensng—enjoying al the atributes of acompletely new body.

An old man could become young again in afirm, virile body, A crone could know the admiration of men
and look into amirror and see the stolen beauty which was hers. A cyber could take over aperson of
influence and work him as a puppeteer would a marionette. And what one cyber could do so could
others. They would occupy every place of power and wedlth, each throne, every command.

A secret thought lost when Brasgue had stolen it. Thought lost again when every sign pointed to
Dumarest having died together with Broge and his acolyte when theS eethan had been lost. Asit had
been logt, wrecked in the Rift, only the wildest chance bringing it and its sole survivor to light.

"Veification?'

Surely atest, the Centra Intelligence did not need the calculations of alone cyber to check itsfindings
but dready it had taken the prediction from Ardoch'sbrain.

"Probability isin order of ninety-three percent that you are correct. Dumarest must have chosen acrew
member to be the host which isthe only logica step he could have taken in order to ensure hisown
surviva and arrange for the disappearance. Which?!

A name.

"Correct. It had to be the navigator, Chagney. After the ship had deposited its cargo on Zakym the man
had to diein order to release Dumarestsintelligence. Therefore the excessive drinking. Therefore the
goparent suicide.”

A question.

"Y es. Dumarest must have landed on Zakym hidden in abox of cargo. The probability isthat heis ill
on that world. There are unusuad attributes to the planet which would have had a peculiar effect on him.
Certainty islacking but the prediction is eighty-two percent that heis, or was while on that world, not
whoally sane”

A query.

"Correction. Saneis not wholly appropriate. Hewill be alittle abnorma. Y ou will proceed to Zakym
with the utmost dispaich. Dumarest isnot to be killed or hislife or intelligence placed in danger. Thisis of
utmost priority. Once found heisto be removed from the planet immediately. That isif heison Zakym as
the prediction implies. If not he must be followed.”

Acknowledgment and, again, aquestion.

"No. Do not hold him and wait for contact by our agents. Zakym is approaching a critical Sate as
regards the stability of the present culture. Information from Ilyard and other worlds showsthe interest of
mercenary bands. Find Dumarest and move him before he becomes embroiled in awar!”

The rest was sheer euphoria

Always, after rapport had been broken, was a period when the Homochon elements sank back into
quiescence and the mind began to redlign itself with the machinery of the body. Ardoch hovered in adark



immengty, anaked intelligence untrammeled and unconfined by the limitations of the flesh, sensing strange
memories and dien Stuations, knowing things he could have never learned, living liveswhich could never
have been his. A flood of experience, the shards and overflow of other minds, the contact of other

intelligences.

Theradiated power of Centra Intelligence which filled the universe with the emitted power of its massed
minds.

One day he would become aliving part of that tremendous complex. His body would age and reach the
end of itsuseful life but his mind would remain as sharp and as active as ever. Then hewould be taken,
his brain removed from his skull, placed in avat of nutrient fluids, connected to alife support apparatus
and then, finally, connected to the others, hisbrain hooked into serieswith the rest.

He would become apart of Central Intelligence and, a the same time, the whole of it. His ego merging
with, absorbed by, assmilating therest in onetota unification.

Converted into a section of an organic computer working continuoudy to solve each and every secret of
the universe. To mdd dl the races of mankind into a unified whole. To make the Cyclan supreme
throughout the galaxy. The am and object of hisbeing.

Chapter Seven

Mbom Chelhar lifted his goblet, studied the engraving, tapped his nail againgt the edge and, asthethin,
clear note died into slence said, " Surely thisis not of loca manufacture?”

"Animport." Laviniafilled the goblet with wine from the decanter she hdd. "Thisaso. From Ieldhara”

"An interesting world." Chelhar sipped with the fastidiousness of acat. "Mostly desert but there are fossl|
deposits to the north together with ahigh proportion of potash in bedsto the south. A combination which
lendsitsdf to the production of glass. Have you been there, my lord?”

"Once." Roland selected afruit and began to remove the ped with asiver knife. "1 traveled alittle when
young and visited mogt of the Rift-worlds. Do you know it, Earl?"

“No."

"But you have traveled, surely? Y ou have the look of aman who has seen many worlds." Chelhar leaned
back in hischair, hiseyeslifting to sudy the groined roof of the hal, the carvings gracing the stone of the
walls. "Findly to find ahaven, yes? | envy you. Few men have such good fortune.”

He was too brash, too forceful and Dumarest wondered why. Lavinia had suggested inviting the man to
dinner and he had made no objection; amea was agood way to gauge the depths of aman when, lulled
by food and wine, hefdt safeto relax. Roland had joined them, now he rose, dropping the remains of his
fruit on the table as he dipped his handsinto abowl! of scented water.

"Lavinia, you must excuse me, there are matters demanding my attention. Earl? Chelhar? We shall meset
again and soon, | trugt.”



"Naturdly." The man rose, towering above the other by over ahead. A tal man, dmost astal as
Dumarest and tdler than Laviniawho wastal for her race. ™Y ou will return home, now?'

"Roland has asuitein the castle.” Laviniatouched abell summoning aservant to clear away the dishes.
"In any case he hasto stay. Curfew has sounded.”

"Of course. Curfew. | had forgotten.”

Therewasirony in histones and Dumarest watched from where he sat in his chair, noting the play of
light over the ebon features, the shape of nose, mouth and jaw. With caste-marks he would have been
taken for aHaus but the cheeks were smooth and there was a subtle difference in the dant of the eyes.
A kindred race, perhaps, or someone who carried the stamp of a common ancestry. A dealer who need
not be what he seemed.

"Y ou were most graciousto invite me to share your med," he said. "1 appreciate the hospitdity and can
only regret that we have not met earlier. But | have been busy, you understand. And, dwaysit seems, |
get trapped by the curfew.” Hissmilewidened. "1 think | should introduce the habit on my home world. It
has advantages.”

"Such as?'

"My lady, | do not care to embarrassyou. It isenough to say that the ladies on my planet are somewhat
dilted in their conduct toward men and socid intercourseis difficult. But if we had acurfew which froze
al movement after dark—what an excuse that would be!”

"Your world," said Dumarest. "Tyrahmen?'

"Tyumen," corrected Chelhar. "The names sound Similar, | agree, but such error could lead to confusion.
My homeworld lies beyond the Rift towards the Center. Y ours?'

"Somewhere." Dumarest poured himself wine, added water, gulped the goblet empty. Laviniaglanced at
him as herefilled it, thistime with water one. He was drinking too deeply and too often asif assailed by
an unquenchablethirst. "Oneday | shdl returntoit.”

"Show methetraveler who does not say that!" Chelhar lifted both hands, eyesturning upwardsin a
parody of prayer. "Alwaysitis'oneday 'oneday'... never doesit seem to be tomorrow. Strangeisit not
how the world we remember with such tenderness was the one we were so eager to leave? Likeaman |
knew once who had awife who was the most beautiful thing in creetion if he wasto be beieved. Always
he praised her but lways he remained at a distance. Once, when he had drunk more than he should, |
asked him why he stayed away. Can you guess what he answered?’

"No," sad Lavinia. "What?"'

"My lady, he said that the memory was sweseter than the redlity. That to see her would be to spail his
illuson. But, at least, that man was honest with himsdlf. Too many other are not.”

"Areyou?'

"I have noillusions, my lady. Oneday | shdl return to my world but not until I have made enough money
toliveas| would like." Chehar tapped hisnail against the rim of hisgoblet asif to provide an



accompaniment to hiswords. "At times| pray that it will not belong. There are worse planetsthan
Tyumen. We have seas and plains and mountains tipped with snow. The skies are blue and the clouds
arewhite and, at night, agreat sllver moon adornsthe stars. It isold and scarred o that, with
imagination, you can see afacelooking down at you. Loversfind it pleasant to rall initslight.”

Earth? The man could have been describing Earth—but how many planets had asingle moon? A
coincidenceif not addliberate trap. But why should adedler want to set a snare?

Then Chdlhar said, softly, "Moonlight. How could you understand its magic? Sunlight, polarized and
reflected but somehow magically changed so that the mundane takes on the aspect of mystery and
enchantment. Moonlight and starlight, the glory of the heavens, and yet you of Zakym want none of it."

"Can have noneof it," corrected Lavinia. "The curfen—"

"Close the door of your prison of night." Chelhar shrugged. "I am in no position to question the local
customs or beliefs of any world, but thisis one of the strangest Y es, | know about the Pact and the
Sungari, but I've dso heard about ghosts and goblins and things which lurk in the mist. Superdtitions
which have grown to control the minds and habits of men and peoples. On Angku, for example, no
woman may be seen with anaked face. All wear masks and some are fantastic in their depictions; birds,
beadts, reptiles, insects, some are things of horror. Y et those same women are forbidden to cover their
breasts. Odd, isit not?'

"Anorigind belief or culturd eccentricity,” said Lavinia "But the Sungari arered.”
"Of course"

"They exist!" Dumarest had not liked the glance, the hint of a sneer, the smooth manner of aman who
was aguest but who seemed to have his own ideas as to how he should conduct himsdlf. "I know."

Chelhar inssted on arguing. "Are you saying that the Sungari actudly and literdly rulethe night? That if |
|eft this castle now, before dawn, they would kill me?”

"Something would destroy you. Y ou would not live to see the dawn." Dumarest halted hishand asit
reached for the goblet. "If you wish to put it to the test it can be arranged.”

"Y ou would permit meto leave?

"Y ou spoke of aprison of the night," said Dumarest. "Every house on Zakym is such aprison but | am
not your jailer. Leaveif you want."

"And die?'

Dumarest picked up hiswine. "Yes" hesad, flaly. "And die.”

The day broke clear, the wreaths of night-mist which had gathered during the night aready disspated in
the crigp, coal air. Laviniahad chosen to ride and wasin the lead, the hooves of her mount ringing against

the packed stone of the road, softening to adrumming besat as she led the way to adirt path which
wound up and around the point known as Ellman's Rest.

Dumarest glanced at it as he passed, seeing the gnarled old tree in whose branches a dead man sat and
talked at times, asuicide who returned during delusiato warn others againgt the end he had chosen.



Rocks were hegped at the base of the trunk and some night-mist, lingering in the protected shade, hung
like wigps of gossamer.

Chelhar turned in hissaddle, smiling, and pointed at the lace-like stuff with hiswhip.
"Food for your mysterious Sungari, Earl? It ssemsthey had little appetite last night.”

He smiled, impeccablein his clothing, rich fabrics adorned with gilded thread. His hands were bare,
heavy with rings, the nails smooth and negtly rounded. His spurs were rounds of meta rimmed with
blunted spikes.

As Dumarest made no answer he said, "I am irritating you, my friend, and for that | apologize. For the
informality asoif it should offend. | ask you to be generous with my failings—last night we drank deeper
than waswise."

Deep, but not too deep for caution and Dumarest wondered if they both had played the same game. As
Laviniahad talked enthusiastically about her herd, the dedl er making appropriate noises, he had watched
with casud attention. Did the man lift his goblet too often and drink too deeply for the amount of wineit
contained? Were his gestures a little too wide, his speech alittle too hurried? Once he had risen and
stumbled as he had crossed the floor and once his hand, asif by accident, had knocked over aglass.
Had he pretended to be fuddled?

Anoldtrick for onein his profession but others who dedlt in more letha business could have adopted
the same camouflage. Asthe man rode ahead Dumarest brooded over what he had heard. A ship found
drifting inthe Rift—theS eethan? The news was old now, the man found would have talked had he been
able. It could only have been the captain or the engineer but ether, if questioned, would have said too
much for hissafety. Thetrail he had thought safely buried would be clear to any with the intelligenceto
see. And Dumarest had no doubt as to who that would be.

"A fine day, Earl." Roland had ridden to his Side. Behind them attendants conveyed mounts |oaded with
packs; baes of meats and wines for the midday mea which Laviniaintended to make asocid occasion.
A raft would have provided better transportation but the vehicle would have frightened the beests.
"Comfortable?'

"l can manage.”

"Of course. | didn't mean—" Roland broke off, flustered. Rising in his stirrups he looked back, then
ahead to where Chelhar wasriding close at Lavinias sde. "I'd better join them. There are things | want
to say to her in private. Perhaps you would engage the dedler for me, Earl?"

Hewas being discreet and offering an opportunity to bresk up the couple. A mark of hisjealousy or he
could have genuindy had something to tell the woman. Dumarest watched him ride ahead then urged his
own mount to afaster pace. Chelhar pulled to one side and waited for him to catch up.

"The Lord Acraetells me you have the gambler's spirit, my friend. Shal we have awager? Ten eldrens
that | reach the clump of shrub at the edge of the foothills before you. A bet?"

One he couldn't lose. The man rode aswell as Laviniaand Dumarest knew himsdlf to be hopelesdy
outclassed. Chelhar shrugged as, bluntly, he refused.

"l understand. No man wants to appear |ess than his best before hislady. But we must do something to



beguile the journey. For the fun of it, then. | will give you agtart. Ride ahead and, when you reach that
heap of yellow bouldersto theleft, | will follow and do my best towin."

Nodding Dumarest touched his hedlsto the flanks of his mount. The animd dtarted alittle, felt the
firmness of the hands on thereins and dtretched itslegsinto agallop. Dumarest, riding with lengthened
stirrups, standing so asto clear the jouncing of the saddle, watched as the ground streamed past. He
would losg, that was certain, but he would not lose by much. His manner of riding, learned while on Ebth,
made for comfort but not for continued bursts of speed. The dedler would win.

But Chehar was dow in catching up.

Turning Dumarest saw him as he urged on hismount, lying low over the saddle, body risng and fdling in
perfect synchronization with the movements of the beast. Asthe patch of scrub came nearer he could
hear the thud of hooves, the creak of |eather, the pant of the anima's breath.

"Earl!" Laviniacdled, waving assherosein her saddle. "Wait, Earl! Wait!"

Her voice wasthin, bardly heard over the thud of hooves, the rush of wind, but Dumarest dowed alittle,
swinging his mount to the Sde as Chelhar came up leve. The man turned, smiling, teeth flashing against
the ebon of hisskin, eyes bright beneath the curved line of hisbrows.

"Fifty edrensif you catch me, Earl. We aredmost at the scrub. Fifty—"

“No."

"Then follow meif you can!"

A stupid challenge, one born of the excitement of the moment and belonging more to ajuvenile academy
than to the world of grown men. Dumarest dowed even more as the other lunged ahead. He saw Chelhar
reach the scrub, vanish into the patch of vegetation and heard again Laviniascall.

"Stop him, Earl! There are crevasses—broken ground—stop him!*"

A man gdloping into the unknown, risking hislife and that of his mount—for what?

And why?

Dumarest dowed to awalk and edged into the growth. Bushes lay ahead, broken by the passage of the
other beadt, leaves and broken twigs strewing the ground. Beyond lay adope scored with shalow gullys,
deeper dashesinvisible until reached. A blur of movement reveded Chelhar as he urged hismount up a
dope. At the crest he turned, waved, vanished from sight as he plunged down the other side.

Dumarest heard the scrabble of hooves, the ring of metal against rock, the shout and then, rising above
al, the ghastly sound of the animal’s scream.

It was lying at the bottom of agully, legs kicking, head rearing, eyes suffused with blood. More blood
lay thick around the intestines which bulged from its ripped stomach. Jagged stone, now smeared with
carmine, showed whereit had hit on the way down, tearing open its belly and breaking its back. Leaving
it to kick and scream in hel pless agony.

Chelhar lay limp and silent on the edge, a patch of bright color against the drab stone. One hand was



thrown out to reved the empty palm the other, equally empty, lay at his Sde. He appeared unconscious.
He was aso unarmed.

The crippled anima screamed again and Dumarest urged his own mount away from the edge. Dropping
over therim he did down to anarrow ledge, moved aong it, dropped again and, dipping, diding, braking
himsalf with hands and boots, skidded down the steep dope to the bottom of the gully.

The animal reared as he approached, catching his scent, redlizing, perhaps, what he intended to do. A
man might have been grateful but abeast knew only the need to survive, the drive to avoid extinction. It
snapped as Dumarest kndlt behind the head, catching it, holding it as, with one quick movement, he
plunged hisknifeinto the throat and sent the edge to dice the pulsing artery carrying blood to the brain.

An act of mercy which showered him with blood from the fountain gushing from the wound. A timein
which he held the dying beast, easing its pain, giving it what comfort he could. Only when the eyes dulled
and the head sagged did he rise, wiping the blade on the dappled hide, thrusting it back into his boot.

Turning he saw Chelhar.

The man had descended the wall of the gully with the agility of aceat, picking his path and drifting down
assoundless as afdling leaf. Now he stood, watching, shaking his head as Dumarest stepped from the
dead besst.

"A pity, Earl. That wasafineanimal.”

"It's cost will be put on your account.”

"Am | responsiblefor its death?' The shrug was expressive. "It started, threw me, jumped for some
reason and fell. Something must have darmed it. Almogt it killed me—and you want me to pay?"

"Not [—the Lady Lavinia. It was her animal.”

"But what ishersisyours, isit not?" The deder's smile was expressive. "I know the Situation, my friend,
there are those who have no lovefor it and they are loose with their mouths at times. How did it happen?
A jaded woman, an engrossing stranger—waell, such things are common. But do they last, my friend?
Have you thought of that? And when the novelty has died—what then?"

Dumarest looked at the man, past him, eyeslifting to study the edge of the gully, seeing nothing but the
glowing light of the twin suns. Magentaand violet which blended to cast astrange, eerielight in this
shadowed place.

"Y ou do not answer.” Chelhar stepped forward, hisright hand lifting, fingers extending asif he intended
dropping his hand on Dumarest's shoulder. On the index finger the polished mound of the stone set inthe
wide band of aring glowed like alambent eye.

Glowed and dissolved as something spat from it in awinking thread of flame,

A dart which hummed and sang with athin, shrilling vibration which grated at the nerves and crested a
blur of digortion inthe air.

One which thudded home in the deeve of Dumarests tunic as he flung hisleft arm upwards to protect his
face.



Hitting it drilled; the plastic fuming into smoke, the protective metal mesh beneeth fusing to risein searing
vapor, the flesh it covered bursting, pulping, oozing into dime.

Dumarest felt it as hisright hand snatched the knife from his boot, sent it dashing upward to rip the dart
from its sedt, to hurl it to one Sde where, smoking, it vented the last of its energy on the stone. Another
had followed, hitting the tunic where it covered the somach, faling as again the knife jerked it free.

"Fagt!" Chelhar backed, his hand rising to his mouth, eyeswide with disbdlief. "I heard you werefast but
never dreamed you could move so quickly. [—"

He died as the knife spun through the air to hit, to drive its point into the soft flesh of the throat, to sever
arteriesand to findly lodge in the spine. A death too quick, too merciful—but Dumarest had had no
choice.

He swayed alittle as he looked down at the dead man. His arm, and stomach bore pits of disrupted
tissue. Thefingers of the Jiand which had held the knife were bruised, the nails oozing blood, cells
ruptured by the transmitted vibrations of the darts. The ring from which they had spat was empty now but
Chelhar wore other rings, some as harmless diversions but at |least one other must be carrying alethal
device.

It was on his other hand, the one he had been lifting to his mouth when, by talk, he had hoped to engage
hisintended victim's attention. An n'strick. Onewhich had failed.

Dumarest looked at the walls of the gully. For an active, agile man they presented no real obstacle but he
was hurt and knew he could never climb them. The darts had done more than disrupt tissue; toxins had
been formed which even now were poisoning his blood and affecting his senses. To shout would beto
waste time as no one was within earshot. His mount could have been found but a search for itsrider
would take time.

He moved, stepping over the body, heading to one end of the gully where awider patch of sky could be
seen. The sdeswould be less steep there, the chances greater of finding an easy path. Then he halted,
remembering, wondering why it had taken him so long to think of a better way.

To try to climb would be to accelerate the action of the toxins, to shout would be to waste strength, but
afirewould send up smoke which would attract any searchers.

Helit one, striking sparks from the back of his knife with a stone, feeding them to fragments of frayed
cloth from Chelhar's garments, adding more fuel, forming smoke with fabric dipped in blood. Asthe
bottom of the gully there was no wind, the smoke rose high and straight, spreading only when it roseinto
the upper air. Even so stray wreaths of it flowered from the blaze and stung his eyes and caught at his
lungs. Harsh, acrid fumeswhich held the stench of roasting tissue. Billows of smoke which velled the area
in anoxious haze,

Init something moved.

Ddusia? The sunsweretoo far apart for that. A predator? They were unknown in the Iron Mountains.
The Sungari?

Dumarest reared up from where he leaned againgt the wall of the gully and reached for hisknife. It was
daylight, the Sungari had no right to appear, by doing so they broke the Pact. Then the cresture moved



again, afoa which whinnied and ran from the smells and sight of deeth, leaving Dumarest doneto st and
drift and fal deeper into the pit at the bottom of which death was waiting.

Chapter Eight

"You werelucky," said the physician, "But then, without luck, how long would aman like yourself
continueto live?'

A question Dumarest didn't bother to answer. He stretched in the bed, fedling the tug of newly heded
flesh on arm and stomach. Hisright hand, when he examined it, was clear of bruises. Asde from hunger
and aconsuming thirst hefelt completely well. Sow-time, of course, the converse of the drug which
made long journeys seem short. Benesth itsinfluence his metabolism would have speeded so that he lived
hoursin amatter of minutes. Kept unconscious his body had healed while he dept.

"Y ou've been under for aweek subjective,” said the doctor. "I used hormone salves and gave you a
complete blood-wash to remove the toxins. Forced growth of injured tissue and, naturaly, intravenous
feeding. I've had you resting under micro-current induced deep for awhile—I'm not fond of jerking my
patients awake directly from dow-time unlessthere's agood reason. Y ou're hungry, of course.”

"And thirsty. Some water?' Dumarest drank, greedily. "Thank you. What happened?”’

"Y ou were unconscious when found. | was summoned and fortunately was ableto get thereintime. |
gave you emergency trestment, had you brought into town and here you are." The doctor frowned as
Dumarest helped himself to more water. "Do you aways have such athirst?"

"Recently, yes™"

"Strongly recurring? By that | mean you drink, wait, fed an intense thirst and then haveto drink again.
All in short intervals. Too short to be normal. Yes?' His frown degpened as Dumarest nodded. "Any
vomiting, Sgns of nausea, double vison?'

"No. Why?"

"Persgtent thirgt isa symptom of brain damage. A symptom, mind, not conclusive evidence that such
damage exigts. Coupled with difficulty in moving and agenerd torpor it could signal alesonin the base
of thebrain." His eyes narrowed at Dumarest's sudden tension. "Is anything wrong?"

"No. Can you test for such damage?"

"Of course. If you wish I'll make an appointment for you to comein later.”

"Now." Dumarest threw hislegs over the edge of the cot and sat upright. He wore only athin hospita
gown. Rising he felt amomentary nausea which wasthe natura result of abody which had rested too
long and had been too quickly moved. "I want you to do it now."

Asthe doctor readied hisinstruments there was time for thought. The dominant half of the affinity twin
which he had injected into himsalf had nestled at the base of the cortex. When Chagney had died it



should have dissolved and been assmilated into his metabolism. But—if Chagney had not died?

The concept was ridiculous. He had forced the body to step into space. He had seen through the
borrowed eyesthe naked glory of the universe. Had felt them burdt, the lungs expand, the tissue yield to
the vacuum. All had died, brain, bone, body—all dehydrated in the emptiness of the void, drifting now
and for dwaysin the vast immengty of space.

Dead.
Totdly erased.

Then why did he continue to hear the crying? The thin, pitiful wailing of a creature trgpped and helpless
and knowing hewasto die?

"Areyou al right?' The doctor was standing before him, leaning forward over the chair, hiseyes
anxious. "Here!" Hishand lifted bearing avia, pungent vaporsrising from the container to sting eyes and
nogtrils. "Inhae deeply. Deeply.”

Dumarest pushed it aside. "Doctor, how long can abrain live?’

"Without oxygen about three minutes. After that time degeneration of tissue beginsto set inand any later
recovery will be attended by loss of function.”

"And if it could be preserved in some way? Frozen, for example?”

"Asitiswhenyou travel Low?' The doctor pursed hislips. "Theoreticaly, in such acasg, lifeis
indefinite. In actud practice the dow wastage of body tissue will result in find physica breskdown and
resultant desth. | believe, on Dzhya, they have crimindswho have lain in the crytoriumsfor two centuries
and who 4till register cerebrd activity on asubconsciousleve. Intheory, if abrain could be thrown into
dasis, resdud lifewould remain.”

In abrain suddenly exposed to the vacuum of space? One dehydrated and frozen before any cellular
disruption could have taken place?

Wasthe subjective hdf of the affinity twin till dive?

"You're swesting," said the doctor. "Y ou don't haveto be afraid.”

Not of the machines and ingrumentsringing the chair but there was more. Was he till connected to
Chagney? Would he continue to hear the man crying? Had he locked himsdlf into a prison from which
there could be no escape?

How to find adrifting body in the void? How to destroy it?

"Steady," said the doctor. "Just relax and close your eyes. | want to insert a probe and take some
measurements. Just think of something pleasant.”

A dead man drifting, ruptured eyes scarsin the mask of hisface, blood rimming his mouth with a
long-dried crugt, his heart alump of tissue, somach puffed, lungs aruin— but hisbrain? Hismind? The
thing it contained?



"Easy," sad the doctor. "Easy."

A probe silling into hismind. Dumarest could imagineit, the dender tool plunging deep, touching the
artificid symbiote nestling at the base of the cortex, simulating it, perhaps, building astrengthened bond
with its other half.

Would hismind fly to that other body? Live again in dead and frozen tissue? Know nothing but the silent
emptiness, the unfeding void?

Achance, but arisk which had to be taken. He had to know.

"Steady!" The doctor drew in his breath. "Therel™ He let the moment hang as he checked the withdrawn
probe and studied the findings. "Nothing. The scan shows no trace of atumor and no excessive pressure.
Thereisno scarring and no malformation. Thereis however atrace of an unusua compactness of tissue
at the base of the cortex asif there was adight concentration of molecular Sructure. Biologicaly itis
nothing to worry about. It may barely, have given rise to your increased thirst but | tend to think the
causeismore psychologica than physica.”

"How 07"

"Asyou know Zakym is an unusua world. Some adapt and some do not. A few find it too disturbing to
live herefor long. Thereis abreakdown in the adaption syndrome which revedsitself in unusua physica
oddities. One man, | remember, developed atormenting itch while another acquired acraving for sdlt. If
the thirst continues | would be tempted to look for the reason in the psychosometic region. You arein
excellent physica condition and you most certainly have nothing to worry about as regards the organic
hedth of your brain.”

"Thank you," said Dumarest.

"For giving you reassurance?'

"For saving my life. Thebill?"

"Lady Laviniahastaken care of that. She left word she would be waiting for you at the hotel."

It was night and Dumarest made hisway through the maze of tunnels connecting the various buildings of
thetown. A corridor led to the hotel and he climbed stairs leading to snugly shuttered chambers. Lavinia
was in the common room seated at atable. She was not aone.

"Earl!" Sherose as she saw him and came to meet him, smiling, hands extended. They lifted to fdl to his
shoulders as, without hesitation, she pressed herself close, her lipsfinding hisown. "Thank God you are
well! The doctor—"

"Gave meaclean bill of hedth." Holding her he added, quietly, "Y ou saved me."

"Y ou saved yourself. We saw the smoke and found you and | had men ride back to summon the
physician and get araft. Roland helped. Chelhar—Earl, what happened?!

"A mistake." One which had cost the n hislife but thiswas not the time or placeto talk about it.
Dumarest glanced at the man seated a thetable. "A friend of yours?'



"Not of mine, of yours. Don't you recognize him? Kars Gartok. He arrived this afternoon llyard. He
clamsto have known you for years."

He rose as they approached the table, his scarred face creasing into asmile. His bow was deferential
without being obsequious. A man accustomed to dedling with the rich and powerful but one who had
retained hisindependence.

He tensed as Dumarest strode towards him, seeing the eyes, the anger they held, the set of the mouth
which had grown crud. A killer's mask. Quickly helifted both hands and held them before him. The

fingerswere devoid of rings.

"l am unarmed!”

"Andaliar!"

"There are times when need dictates deception. Y ou were unavailable" He glanced at the woman. "My
lady | apologizefor my subterfuge yet | did not whally lie. While not close we do have mutud

acquaintancesif not exactly friends. Mgor Kan Lofoten, for example?Y ou remember him, Earl?

Dumarest met the deep-set eyes, his own shifting to the temples, the scars, the corners of the mouth,
recognizing the choice the man had given him by the use of hisname. He could rgject it and learn nothing.

"Hoghan," he said. "Y ou were there?'

"A bad world and abad war. Yes, Earl, | was on Hoghan fighting under Atlmar.”

"And Lofoten?'

"Dead with mogt of the Legion. Cheiha—all plagues are acurse, of them all cheihais most to be feared.

| was lucky and managed to escapein time. Well, enough of that, some things are best forgotten.” Gartok
glanced at the bottle standing on the table. " Are best drowned in wine. Of your charity, my lady?"

She smiled at the quaint method of asking for adrink. ™Y ou need no charity."

"You aregracious." Gartok lifted the bottle. Y ou will join me, Earl?'

Dumarest nodded, watched as the man poured, lifted his glass and studied the other over therim. A man
typical of histype but with agift the mgority lacked. A touch of humor, a philosophicd attitude towards

thelife he had chosen, a native shrewdness which had enabled him to survive. A man who had sought
him out—why?

"Towarnyou," he said when Dumarest asked the question. "Y ou are atarget, my friend. Need | say
more?'

"A target?' Laviniadidn't understand then, as the meaning dawned on her, she caught her breath. "An
assassin? Earl!”

"Hisname?"'

"How can | answer that? Men use many names, my friend, but watch for astranger who has an excuse
for getting close. Someone not too—" Gartok broke off, his eyes narrowing. "Am | too late?"



"Chdhar!" Lavinidsglassbrokein her hand. "Mbom Chelhar!"

A man who had been alittle too eager, alittle too inexperienced and so had made the lethal mistake of
underestimating hisvictim. His casud disregard of protocol, the lack of eementary courtesy, his
challenge, his very attitude had jarred with his adopted pose. Now he was dead and his secrets with him.

Dumarest said, "How did you know | was atarget?’
"Rumors. Whispersin the dark. Hints dropped over wine—doesit matter?'
"It matters. Y ou mentioned Hoghan. | never saw you there. Y ou fought under Haiten, you say?"

"Haiten logt. | waswith Atlmar." Gartok reached for the bottle and poured himself more wine. "And we
never met—did | claim we had? | learned of you from a captain who was greatly impressed. Listening to
him | gained the impression that you watched a soldier lift hisrifle, waited until he had fired then dodged
the bullet. An exaggeration, naturaly, but storiesgainin theteling. And later | saw you asyou waked in
thetown." He glanced a Lavinia. "Y ou were not alone.”

"A woman, Earl?' Laviniahad caught the subtle shift of inflexion. "Were you with awoman?"
Looking at the mercenary Dumarest said, "Describe her.”

"Tdl, well-made, beautiful if your interestsliein the patrician mold. She had red hair and her nailswere
tipped with metd. Her name—"

"I know her name." The man was either well-schooled or telling the truth. "Why are you here?!

"| told you. To carry awarning." Gartok stared at Dumarest for along moment, then sighed. "Thereis
more, naturaly. Sometimesin life aman recognizes an opportunity. If heiswise hetakesit. And if others
ad himin hisambition, well, what e se can he do but follow the tide? On Ilyard | heard rumors of the
gtuation here on Zakym. Of an heir eager to claim hisinheritance—or aman claiming to bethat heir. You
seethe difference?!

"Goon."

"There was amonk who died. An old man but tough as monks always are. Why should he have died?|
was curious and went to his cremation. | saw there aman with hiswife and both seemed unduly
distressed. The woman was dmost hysterical. Again | wondered why she should have been so upset at
the desth of an old man. So | investigated and found something, an old book which the monk had kept.
A record of sorts. | borrowed it."

"Arﬁ?'

"I will makeit plain, my friend. Gydapen had a partner as surdly you must have guessed. Hisnameis
Charl Erabrisand heisone of thelargest dedlerson Ilyard. Y ou want men, guns, heavy equipment in
order to wage awar? He can supply them. Credit? He can supply that too. Offer him the loot of aworld
and the prospect will fill hisuniverse." Gartok drained the last of hiswine then added, quietly, "Y ou can
gppreciate why such aman would be your enemy.”

"He sent the assassin?'
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"And the monk?' Lavinialeaned forward over the table. "What had heto do with it?"

"Nothing. Hewas avictim and that was dl. Lady Othurine, Embrisswife, was distraught and sought
comfort from the church. The old monk attended her. She would have told him things others wanted to
remain secret. Her husband for one. Her son for another. Especially her son.”

"Thefdsehear?'

"Y ou are shrewd, my lady. When Gydapen died an excuse had to be found to continue with the origina
plan. Theorigind heir provided it. Heis dead, of course, and hisidentity has been adopted by another. A
vicious murder for the sake of greed, but what intelligent man would set another on athrone when he
could takeit for himsaf? The Lady Othurine loved her son and isafraid for him. She spoke of thisto the
old monk." Gartok stared into hisempty glass. "For that he died.”

Assassinated in order to close his mouth. Such things were easily arranged on aworld devoted to the
pursuit of war.

But the mercenary—where did hisinterestslie?

"Y ou mentioned abook," said Dumarest. "Which you borrowed."

"And which the monks reclaimed. The Church abhors violence, Earl, but justice is another matter. We
cameto an arrangement. Armed with knowledge they had given me | visited Embrisand cameto an
understanding. Hethinks| am here on hisbehalf.”

"Areyou?'

Gartok lifted hisglassand turned it in histhick fingers, asingle drop of wine moving duggishly over the
crystal; blood won from areluctant wound.

"l am agambler, Earl, what €l se can amercenary be? To work for Embrisisto work for the man who
hopes to make thisworld his own and for what? Small pay and high risk and, when the prize has been
won, scant thanks and smdl reward. Now, if | wereto work withyou... ?' Helet hisvoicetrall into
Slence.

"I have nothing, you redize that?'

"Y ou have yoursdf."

Laviniasad, sharply, "What do you hopeto gain?"

"Money, my lady." Gartok wasblunt. "A high place, lands, certainly rich compensation—all conditional
onvictory. If welose| get nothing.”

"If welose Earl could be dead!™

A prospect which tormented her and one she mentioned when, |ater, they were alone. The room was
one of the best the hotdl could provide, the light soft amber from lanterns of tinted glass, the floor thick



with woven rugs. Sitting on the edge of the wide, soft bed she looked at him, noting the way he moved,
the calm, contained energy he radiated, the determination.

"Earl, what would | do without you?'
"Youdlive"
"How can you say that? Before | met you life wasjust an existence. Now—?" She broke off, knowing

she needed to be strong, wondering why she was not. To yield to aman, to rely on him was to become

wesak and yet it was nice to be comforted by his strength, to rest warm in the assurance that she was not
done. "Canwetrust him?'

"Gartok?' Hefrowned. "l think s0."

"We could make certain,” she suggested. "There are tests—no?"

"No."

Shedidn't ask him to explain, to point out that aman of Gartok's stamp had his honor such asit was and
that to demand tests was to offer insult. And, had the man been conditioned, available testswould prove

nothing. Instead she said, with acid jedl ousy, "That woman he mentioned. The one you were with on
Hoghan. Y ou didn't let him mention her name.”

"Dephine”
"Judt that?' Her tone made it plain what she thought. A harlot?’

"A woman who is dead now."

"Dead?" She smiled then grew serious. "Like the others, Earl? The onesyou see a ddusia? Kain and
Dera and the one you thought | was? Lalia? Y ou remember? All the women who cometo talk to you

and smile and warn you against me, perhaps. Isthat what they do, Earl? Laugh a me? Deride mefor
loving you!"

"Sopit!"

"Yes" Shelooked at her hands and made an effort to hold them till. Light caught her nails and was

reflected in trembling shimmers. "I am the Lady LaviniaDd Belamosk. A member of the Council of
Zakym. | should not bejedous.”

"No," hesaid, flatly. ™Y ou shouldn't.”

"But, Earl—" She rose and stepped toward him, hands extended for comfort, wanting him to tell her that
no other woman had meant anything to him, that only now, with her, had hefound love. "Earl, please!™

Hesad, quietly, "Did life only begin for you, Lavinia, when we met? Am | the only man you have ever
known?'

For amoment she made no answer then, drawing in her breath, lowered her hands and managed to
qmile



"I'm sorry, Earl. | was being foolish. Before you came to me you didn't exist and nothing you had done
could matter. The women you knew—none of them arered to me. They live only in your memory. It
wasjudt that | wasafraid, thinking of you getting hurt, of dying, even.”

"Deathisarisk of war."

"Do we haveto fight?'

"No." The answer surprised her and he smiled at her expression. "We could yield to al demands made
by Gydapen'sheir."

"Thefdsehar."

"True or false makes no difference. Heis coming with the power to make hisclaimreal. Once heis
accepted who will argue asto whose son heredly is? Tomir Embriswill do aswel asany. Hewill rule.
Zakym will become hisworld. Hisfather will supply the arms and men he needs. There will be adozen
others who would be eager to share in the operation and every unemployed mercenary on Ilyard will
hurry to jointhefeast. If | yield thelands—"

"I1f?" Her voice carried her shock at the suggestion. "Earl, you can't! Y ou mustn't!”
"Why not?"
"Y ou haven't been paid! Our child must inherit!"

Thefirgt reason was enough; a bargain made was a bargain which should be kept and money was
necessary for continuing the search for Earth. The second?

Dumarest looked at the woman. Was she pregnant or was the clam awoman'swile? A liedesigned to
weaken his resolve to hunt for the planet of hishirth, to keep him at her sde? It was possible, as possible

asthe claimed pregnancy if his seed was il viable after so many years spent exposed to the radiations
of space.

"Our lands, Earl," she sad, urgently. "Those of Belamosk and Prabang. Together they will make the

largest holding on Zakym. We could absorb others, expand, bresk and cultivate new ground. Grow,
Earl. Grow!"

Building chainsto hold him, new respongibilities which would clam his attention, anet of need inwhich
to hold him fast. Looking a him Laviniaredized she was going too fast too far. Little by little, step by
step, to catch such aman needed care.

"The child you spesk of." Hewasblunt. "Are you pregnant?’

"Y ou doubt me, Earl?*

"| asked aquestion.”

"And received an answer. We of Bdamosk do not lie"

And neither did they tell the whole of the truth. No answer had been given and she must know it. Then
why the reluctance? Fear of losing him on the first vessal? Fear of hisreaction? Fear that what wasyet in



doubt could turn out to be afase hope?
A trap baited with honey—and what could be sweeter than a baby's need?

"Earl?' She cameto him, dl warmth and invitation, perfume risng from the mane of her hair, the subtle
scents of her body augmenting the sdlected odor. "Earl, will you fight?*

For Earth. For the money to find it. For the pride of holding what was his own. For the woman and the
child she could be carrying and the security both would need.

"Yes'" hesad,"I'l fight."

Chapter Nine

Castle Belamaosk changed. The gentle air of unhurried indolence vanished to be replaced by afevered
sense of urgency with women kept busy sewing uniforms of strong fabric reenforced with legther, with
artisans making heavy boots, edged weapons, belts, canteens. Others furbished old weapons; sporting
riflesand pistols used in forma duels, even crossbhows made to designs supplied by Dumarest.

He shrugged when Lavinia pointed out the primitive nature of the wespons.

"A bolt can kill assurely asabullet if well-aimed. It would be nice to equip the men with lasers but we
haven't got them.”

"But crossbows?'

"Are easy to make and smpleto use. The bolts they use can be recovered and used again and again.
The weapon itsalf will get them used to theweight of arms.” Patiently he ended, "L eaveit to me, Lavinia
| know what I'm doing.”

Arming and teaching men to be soldiers, to march and drill and to kill when given the order. But, asthe
days passed, sheredlized that to train men wasn't as smple as she had thought.

"It'sameatter of cultural conditioning,” explained Roland when she spoke of it one day after watching a
group of young boystry and fail to perform asimple maneuver. "Our retainers have never had to think for
themsalvesin ther entirelives. They know what to do and how it should be done and have never had the
need to think of aternative methods. Now they are being asked to change their socia pattern into
something strange and alittle frightening. To perform acts without apparent purpose. To obey without
gpparent need. March, turn, halt, drop, aim, fire—words new to their vocabulary. But don't worry, my
dear, Earl knowswhat heisdoing.”

Bran Welos wasn't so sure.

At first it had been agame and he had been eager to thrust himself forward for, as his dead father had
advised during delusia, the one who was among the first would be the one to gain rapid advancement.
And Gelda had been pleased and given him the reward of her body that same night after curfew when the
castle had been sedled againgt the dark. Even at dawn when he has assembled with the othersit hadn't



seemed too hard. Theinitiad marching had become tiresome and the drills were stupid but there were
watching facesto amile at and familiar thingsto see.

Then Kars Gartok had struck him and knocked him down and swore a him as he lay with blood running
from hisnose.

"Pay attention you fool! Left isleft not right! March, don't douch, and take that silly grin off your face.
Y ou're aman, not a clown. Head up, shoulders squared, ssomach in, chest out, back straight, eyes
ahead—now on your feet and march! March! March!™

March until hislegs grew wesk with fatigue, hisfeet sorewith blisters, his eyes burning with glareand
dust. March and obey until he had become a machine without sense or feding. Then thelong, long
journey out into the arid lands without water or food and with the crossbow he had been given adragging
weight at his shoulder.

"Keepin step therel” Dumarest wasin charge of the party. "Left! Left! Left, right, left! Don't drag your
feet! Left! Left!"

Welos spat and muttered something. Dumarest heard it but paid no attention. Anger was agood stimulus
and if aman trained to be deferentia dl hislife could have found the courage to vent his displeasure then
it wasasign thetraining was having some effect.

A man sumbled, fdl, lay in the dust. He turned to face the sky, his cracked lips parting.

"Water | must have water!"

"Onyour fest!"

"A drink! I mug—"

"Get up!" Stooping Dumarest lifted the man by brute force. "Y ou aren't thirsty,” he snapped. "Y ou
haven't been out long enough for that. Now suck a pebble or something and stop thinking about water.
Just concentrate on putting one foot before the other. March!" Histone became ugly. "March, damn you,
or I'll cut your throat!"

One glance at the harsh set of the features and the man hurried to catch up with the rest, thirst and
weariness forgotten. As he moved forward Dumarest looked at the sky. The sunswere past the zenith,
edging close but, he hoped, not too closefor delusia. He had enough problems without having the group
of men complain to their dead relatives and friends and, perhaps, being given destructive advice.

He hdted the column at the summit of aknoll and checked for landmarks and guides.

"Listen." Helooked at thering of attentive faces. "Pay attention. You'reall hungry and thirsty and tired
and you'd like achanceto rest and take things easy. Right?'

He waited for the murmur of agreement to fade.

"If you were ordinary men you could do that but you are soldiers. Soon you'll haveto fight and your lives
will depend on your ability to learn. What | want you to redize isthat you can go on far longer than you
think ispossible. Y ou can last without food and water and rest and move faster than you know. Were
going to proveit. You!" Hisfinger scanned. "How much further can you wak?"



"A few miles, sr. Maybe three."
"You?'

"Fiveat least." The man scowled at the murmurs of protest. "I'm not soft like the rest of you. | worked
ontheland.

And so was relatively tough as those who tended the herd were the toughest of them all, but those men
couldn't be spared.

"Onyour feet!" Dumarest waited then, pointing, said. "Over there lies food and water and huts with beds
inwhich to deep. Normaly it would take a man seven hours of hard walking to cover the distance. It will
be dark in six. So, on the double, move!”

The lamp was a glass container filled with oil, an adjustable wick, achimney of tinted crystd. Kars
Gartok lit it, adjusted the flame and set it on the table. Bowls of food stood on the board together with
flagons of brackish water and thin wine.

"Three," he said. "Y ou pushed them hard, Earl.”

Dumarest leaned back in his chair, lines of fatigue tracing their paths over hisface. "Dead?!

"No. Just exhausted, but if we hadn't sent out for them they'd be where they had fallen." Helooked at
the shuttered windows. "Out on the desert in the dark. They were crying when we found them, sick with
fear of the Sungari.” Pausing he added, "Would they have died?!

IIYall

"Of fear or—"

"Not of fear." The wine wastart, refreshing to the heart and Dumarest took some, holding it in hismouth
before swallowing. "How are you making out?"

"How would you expect? They handleagun asif it were abrick? A few have learned how to load, cock
and fire and, of those few, some even manage to hit the target. Those who were trained by Gydapen are
better."

And were being used to instruct others but even they were short of the standard Dumarest hoped to
achieve.

"You can'tdoit, Earl." Gartok helped himsdlf to wine. "With the best will in the world you can't do it. It's
been tried before. On Marat some farmers were being oppressed and formed themsalvesinto a
defensive unit. They got hold of weapons and el ected aleader. They marched and drilled and learned
how to use agun and hit atarget dmost every time. They thought they were ready and made their
defiance. Need | tell you what happened?’

"They faled?'

"It was ashambles" Gartok gulped a hiswine. "They scattered when they should have held their
ground, advanced when they should have retreated, fought when they should have waited and waited



when they should have goneinto action. No skill. No application. Nothing but raw courage and it wasn't
enough.”

"Am?'

"These men you've found don't even have courage. They smply obey because they're used to taking
orders. Roland thought that was all we needed. He didn't understand as we do that agood soldier obeys,
true, but he uses his own intelligence when carrying out orders to achieve the maximum benefit from any
Stuation. To listen to the Lord Acrae you'd think all acommander had to do wasto swamp guns with
targets. Amateurs!” He echoed hisdisgust. "Damned amateurs!”

"Like Tomir?' Dumarest rose asthe mercenary stared at him. "Is he an amateur?”
Gartok frowned. "What do you mean, Earl? He's the son of aforemost dealer on Dyard.”

"But not atrained and experienced mercenary. Not a seasoned commander. He's coming with armed
men but what else? Flyers? Heavy equipment? Mobile detachments? Long-range artillery? Fiel d-lasers?
How much is Embriswilling to spend? The boy will want a chegp victory in order to prove himsdf,
right?’

"| guess 0."

"Don't guess" Dumarest was sharp. "Y ou're aprofessional and | want a professiona opinion. In Tomir's
place what would you do?'

For amoment the mercenary remained slent then he said, dowly, "Heavy forces or light—which way
will the cat jump? A wise man would use every man and weapon he's got and saturate the area. He'd
crush al thought of opposition beforeit could even get started. But that would be expensive and so many
men could create a problem later. Embrisisn't noted for his extravagance and he has no way of knowing
you intend to oppose him. I'd say Tomir will arrive with asmall force and have reinforcements at hand
waiting hiscall.”

A calculated assessment and probably correct.
llArﬁ?l

"We could get him when he lands, Earl. Snipers set to open fire when he appears. A few shotsand it will
beover."

"Y ou're not thinking, Kars. Kill him like that and hisfather will want revenge—and he wouldn't spare any
expenseto getit.”

"True" Gartok helped himsdf to more wine, leaning forward so that the light of the lamp shone sirongly
on the seams and scars of hisface giving him the momentary appearance of agargoyle. "What then?"

"Wewait for him to attack."
"That's crazy! Why give him the advantage?"

"We have no choice." From a cabinet Dumarest took afolded paper and opened it. The photographs
held taken had been trimmed, matched, details enhanced and the whole copied to give an aerid view of



the area around Belamosk together with that of other holdings. "He's coming to claim Gydapen'sland. To
attack him before he getsit will beto dienate the Council and to invite retdiation. Well be giving him an
excuse to commence awar. We can't hold both Belamosk and Prabang so Prabang hasto go.”

"Y ou surrender it?'

"I have to. Now Belamaosk will have the only armed force on Zakym aside from Tomir's men. Hell have
to attack usfirst before he can hope to expand. If he doesn't and reaches for other holdings then the
Council will apped to usfor help. Either way we shdl haveright on our sde.”

"Right?" Gartok was cynicdl. "That, my friend, belongsto the sde with the biggest battalions.”

"And the largest rewards to those with the smallest.” Dumarest cleared the table with asweep of hisarm
and spread out the map. "Assuming Tomir will attack from the direction of Prabang hewill raft hismenin
to thisarea. Agreed?”

Gartok studied theterrain. "Hat ground and awide field of view. Close enough to avoid excessive
fatigue yet far enough to be safdly out of range. A naturd choice, Earl. So?"

"If he does then the column must move aong this defile and through this pass. We can set up defensive
points here and here." Dumarest's finger tapped at spots, on the map. "But if their commander iswise he
will be expecting an ambush and divert his attack to pass aong here. It'sthe next best route.”

"If hefollowsthe book, Earl, yes. It'sthe classic pattern.”

"So we set our men here and here and catch the column in acrossfire. They'll be cut to pieces before
they know what's hit them."

"Maybe." Gartok was doubtful. "I've seen these map-strategiesfail before. It'samistake to rely on them.
If Tomir follows the book your plan could work but what makes you think he will?*

"Pride." Dumarest straightened from where he leaned over the map. "He is young and eager to prove
himsdf. He's an amateur but he won't let that stop him. Hell want al the credit and al the glory but,
abovedl, helll want aquick victory. That's acombination guaranteed to breed mistakes. Hell forget
something or overlook something and, when he does, well have him.”

"So we move to Belamosk?'

"Ya"

"And wat?'

"And wait." Dumarest folded the map. "And get ready to welcome Tomir."

He came in adozen rafts adorned with bright pennants each vehicle filled with armed and armored men.
Dumarest watched them from his place on the summit of ahill, seeing the helmets, the body-armor, the
glint of weapons. A show of force designed to intimidate and alittle exaggeration to enhance the display.
The raftswere not filled to capacity—half the number would have served to move the men, but against
the bow! of the sky they looked menacing; shapes of destruction coming to dedl degth.

A courtesy visit, so Tomir had claimed, but Dumarest knew better. Now, lowering hisbinoculars, he



caled to the mounted man standing at the foot of the dope.
"Ride to the summit of knoll 8 and raise the blue standard.”

A pre-arranged signal which would keep half hisforces hidden, expose athird of the remainder asa
diverson and warn Gartok not to hesitate when the rafts came close enough to ensure direct hits.

Turning he studied the castle. The walls were deserted and the great doors closed. Rafts could drop into
the courtyard but, if they did, astorm of fire would bathe the area. Tilting his head he looked at the sky.
The sunswere wide gpart and long hours remained of the day. Asyet Tomir had planned well.

"Earl?" Gartok was below agtride a sweating anima. "'1've spotted movement to the east. Ground troops,
| think, keeping under cover. The rafts could be adiversion to get usto expose our positions.”

A possibility Dumarest had considered. "How far distant are they?"

"A mileor two."

The rafts were closer but moving dowly and keeping high. An aerial reconnaissance? Any good
commander would have ordered one but, if the men remained under cover, it would do him little good.

The areaaround the castle was broken stone and arid soil and could hide asmall army.

"We could go out and meet them," suggested Gartok. "Exchange shots and keep low. It would make
them reved their intention.”

"No." Dumarest made hisdecison. "That'swhat they want. If they can draw us out they'll learn our
numbers and state of our men. Asit isthey haveto guess. Well keegp them guessing. Hold your positions
and stay out of sight. Let them cometo us. Guerrillawar—you know what to do."

"Hit and run." The mercenary was sour. " Stab in the back. Kill stragglers and those who aren't looking.
A hdl of away to fight awar.”

"Wearen't fighting awar,” said Dumarest. "We'retrying to stay aive. Now get moving.”

Dumarest descended from the summit of the hill as Gartok rode away. Men out riding were to be
expected on land used for the breeding of mounts and any watching would see nothing of potential
danger. Looking up he saw therafts had drifted lower. A good sign; if they had been suspicionsthe
vehicleswould have been lifted high or landed fast. But the movement could be adiverson to hold the
attention from the men Gartok had spotted. And, if hed seen them, there could be others he had missed.

A classic strategy straight from the book. Divert, decoy, distract—then destroy.

How to break the pattern?

Dumarest looked around, saw adope of rock facing the direction from which the rafts had come,
jagged stone which edged the crest, boulders resting precarioudy to either side.

Hefting hisrifle he moved into the cover.

It was a gporting weapon, the stock decorated in an ornate design, the universa sght showing aruby
dot to mark the impact point of the bullet. The magazine held a score of them each capable of blasting a



hole through abrick wall a athousand yards. Therifle could place dl twenty in ahdf-inch circle at twice
that distance.

Dumarest amed at the leading raft.

It was dightly tilted, the men gathered to one side and leaning over the edge, one pointing a something
he had seen below. The hand was replaced by the barrel of agun, abeam of ruby light guiding the laser
blast which followed. From somewhere to one side aman screamed.

Dumarest fired.

The man who held the laser reared, turning, dropping the weapon as he clutched at his upper arm. The
visor of hishelmet was raised, hisface vishble, crumpling as asecond bullet smashed into the forehead
between the eyes.

Ashefdl Dumarest fired again and again, sending a stream of bullets againgt the raft. The body-armor
the men wore was protection against dow-moving missiles and the reflected beams of lasers but not
againg the high-velocity ammunition hewasusing. A direct hit would penetrate and kill.

Theraft spun, tilted, turned and sent men falling like tattered leaves to the broken ground benegth.
As Dumarest reloaded, return fire sent chips of stone humming like broken razorsthrough the air.

"Firel" He heard Gartok'sroar. "From cover, at the rafts, am steady and squeeze dow. Get those
bagtards! Get them!”

Weeks of training now put to the test. If the men broke and tried to run from the return fire they would
be mowed down. If they fired wildly al they would do would be to waste ammunition. If they froze they
were usaless.

"Steady!" Again the mercenary's voice rose above the sound of firing. " Steady, damn you! Aim before
you firdl Aim!"

A raft jerked upwards and aman shrieked as he fell, blood showering from hisriddlied legs. Another,
leaning far over the Sde, dumped as Dumarest sent abullet into histhroat, the laser he was about to use
spinning to shatter on arock. Shifting am Dumarest fired at the rafts further back, aming a the engines
and hoping to bring them down. One suddenly dropped, leveled, fell again with smoke risng frominsde.
The others climbed high into the sky.

"Ceasefird" Gartok yelled. "Stay under cover. Check your loads. Any wounded?”'

Heturned, grinning as Dumarest joined him. Standing in the open he gppeared to be done then
Dumarest saw the men lying benesth dabs of stone, huddled in cracks, curled beneath boulders. Theair
held the stench of burned explosives.

"They held, Earl!" The mercenary gestured around. "They held and they returned the fire!™
"How many hurt?'

"Three dead." Gartok shrugged at Dumarest's expression. "Well, it happens. Twelve with minor injuries,
cuts and singes. Four serioudy wounded—one the man who started it al.”



Helay in acrumpled hegp to one Sde, ayoung man with wide eyes and hair through which some girl
hed loved to run her fingers. The laser had caught his arm and stomach, severing thelimb and leaving a
charred stump, dicing into the abdomen to leave awound which oozed blood and twisted intestines.

A man aready dead but who stubbornly refused to let go.

"Heran," whispered Gartok. "God knows why. He suddenly upped and ran and that bastard in the raft
let him haveit. Not even aclean kill ether. I'm glad you got him, Earl."

Revenge, but what did it matter to the dying man? Dumarest saw his eyes, their movement, thetip of the
tongue which touched thelips.

"Get some water."

"For him?With that gut-wound?"

"He's dying, what difference doesit make?' Dumarest knelt with the canteen in his hand. Gently he
moistened the parched lips, feding the febrile heat of the cheek, the burning fever which consumed the
young man. "Sip alittle,”" he urged. "Easy now. Easy.”

"Didwewin?"

"Wewon." A lie, but what did it matter? Frowning Dumarest added, "1 know you. Bran Welco, isn't it?"

"Bran Wdlos, gr. I'm glad you remember me. | was on that march when you aimost ran usinto the
ground. | didn't think I'd makeit, but | did." The sscump of the charred arm lifted alittle asif he wanted to
put out his hand. "Why did that man burn me?"

"Youran. Why?'

"l saw my grandfather. He smiled and beckoned to me."

Ddusa? Dumarest glanced at the sky and saw the suns still well separated. Imagination? Shadowsin the
rocks could adopt odd shapes to aworried mind. The old man must have meant something specid to the
youth or his need had been great.

"Hewanted to talk," whispered Welos. "I knew it. | could see him but | couldn't hear him. | thought if |
could get closer I'd make out what he was saying. He—" Pain contorted the features. "He—God, it
hurts! It hurts!"

"Kill him," whigpered Gartok. "Passhim out easy."

Rough mercy and the only thing to do. Dumarest reached out and rested his hand on the flaccid throat,
hisfingersfinding the carotids, pressing them, cutting off the blood supply to the brain, bringing blessed

unconsciousness and death.

Risng hesaid, "Let's get on with thewar."



Chapter Ten

The song was one Lavinia had never heard before. It rose and fell with awailing ululation which held all
misery and pain and despair. A sound which grated on the nerves so that she screamed and clutched at
her ears and then, asit faded, redlized that it wasn't asong at dl but the throbbing harmonics of the
curfew which, sounding, promised for awhile &t least there would be peace.

Tiredly sherose from her bath. Always, lately, she seemed to need washing and dways shewastired. A
symbolic guilt, she wondered? A ritud cleansing? Or was it the subconscious desire to lave away the hurt
and pain and to restore life as she remembered it?

A weakness—things were not and could never be the same. But some thingswould survive; the castle,
the land, the dead who had never deserted her.

"A mistake, my dear." Charles smiled at her from where he sood againgt the wall. Y ou should have | eft
things asthey were. Wdll, no matter, soon you will be with me and then we shdl havetimeto do dl the
things once you dreamed about.”

Charleswho had died long ago and who had been her early love. But now she had no need of him so
why did heingst on returning?

"l don't loveyou," shesaid. "Y ou know that."
"Dol?'
"Earl ismy man now and for dways. Leave me, Charles. Y ou disturb me.”

His smile thinned as his shape began to dissolve and became a part of the decoration of the bathroom.
Deusiaor had she dmost falen adeep in the warm water? Stayed adeep as sheleft the tub? Remained in
anear-comaas shedried hersalf?

"My lady?' Her maid was a her Side, her eyes betraying her concern. "Is anything wrong, my lady?
"Yes. No. Bring me adrink. Something strong.” Then, asthe girl hesitated. "Hurry, damn you!"

The brandy helped, the stinging astringents helped still more, and the phia of pungent vaporswhich she
inhaed findly drove the fuzziness from her brain. Did dl women fed thisway, she wondered, when their
bodies became the receptacle of anew life? Her hands lifted to touch her breadts, fell to caress her
stomach. And yet how could she be sure? There were tests which would answer the question one way or
the other and yet she was reluctant to use them. It was an added joy to guess, to wonder if her missed
periods were the result of love or physical disturbance, ababy growing in her womb or a metabolic upset
caused by the fulfillment of desire. Such things happened to others so why not to her?

And who could be normd in time of war?
Bleskly she looked into the mirror asthe girl dressed her hair, remembering, thinking of the wounded

carried back into the castle, the dead cremated in hegps where they had fallen. Too many wounded and
too many dead. Drugs and surgery could help theinjured but how to replace the fdlen?



War—atime of much sadness. Who had said that? Charles? No, he was the confirmed cynic. Roland?
Perhaps when they had walked the upper promenade and he had touched her hand and mused on the
workings of the universe. How long ago now? A year? A decade? A lifetime?

"My lady?' The girl had stepped back, her task accomplished, the mane of hair lifted and crested to
show itsbar of silver to best advantage. A crown for the smooth perfection of her face; shimmering,
beautiful in its ebon profusion.

Would her daughter have such hair?

"It pleasesyou, my lady?" The girl was anxious, of late her mistress had been the victim of strange
moods and sudden violences. " A touch more perfume, perhaps?*

"No." Thegirl had an anima-likeingtinct for preservation. The offer, rejected, had broken Lavinias
introspection by giving her the opportunity to make adecision.

Now she made another. "The ruby necklace and pendant earrings. The matching tiaraand aring. A large
one"

Gensto adorn living flesh then, studying hersdlf, shefelt asudden revulson at her choice. Rubies—was
she mad? At atime like thisto wear the color of blood?

"Takethese away." Thejewdsmade hard, rattling noises as she threw them down. "Bring me
pearls—no!" Pearlsweretears of pain. What then? What?"The crystals," shefinaly decided. "Bring me
thecrysas.”

Faceted stones backed by metallic films graven with linesto form a diffraction grating which reflected the
light in glowing spectrums. An inexpensve novelty bought when she was little more than achild when
bright and shining things had held a peculiar attraction.

Aswar seemed to hold aterrible fascination for men.

Madness, of course, a destructive urge which caused them to volunteer and to go out and face injury
and death. Would women be so insane?

Her reflection told her the answer. Fight, she had demanded. Protect what is ours. Kill if it comesto that
but stand against those who would rob us. Words—when trandated into redlity what did they mean? The
answer lay intheinfirmary whimpering in pain. Rose on columns of black smoketo the sky. Wasin the
red eyes of bereft women, the wondering gaze of deprived children.

When would it end? For thelove of God, when would it end?

"My lady?' The girl was patiently waiting. "Isthere anything e 7'

"No." There was nothing else. Just athing which had to be done because, once started, there was no

choice. "Y ou can go. No—amoment." Lavinialooked at the face reflected in the mirror, that of the girl's
looking, it seemed, over her shoulder. "Do you have anyonein uniform?”

"No, my lady."

"No one? Not ayoung man?'



"Certainly not." The girl was offended. "That would befoolish, my lady. He could bekilled.”
"Yes" sad Lavinia. "How right you are, girl."

Dressed, perfumed, adorned she made her way downstairsto find al her preparations wasted.
Dumarest was not to be seen. Roland sat alone at the table crumbling bread into little balls with the

fingers of one hand.

"Earl?' He shrugged at the question. "He's busy somewhere. Did you know they brought in a prisoner?
They'requestioning him, | think. Lavinia—?"

But she was gone and, again, he sat done.

The room was smdll, blegk, lit with a somber light from suspended lanterns. A place with abare, ugly
floor, atable, achair on which aman sat hisbody held by ropes.

He seemed little more than a boy then she saw his eyes, the way they roved over her body, and Lavinia
knew thiswas no boy but aman dow to age with acynicd disregard for others and a sdlfish pandering to
his own whims. Dumarest glanced at her as she entered the chamber.

"Leave"

"Earl?Whoishe?"

Hesad, agan, "Leave."

"Please, my lady." Gartok was more discreet. " There is something which must be done and it may not be
pleasant.”

"Torture?' Shelooked at the man tied to the chair. ™Y ou intend to torture him?"

He wasleaning back, smiling, his hair cropped and his nose uptilted alittle. His clothing bore stains and
the fabric over one thigh was red with blood. His lips were sensuous and histeeth even and white. Time
would harden hisfeatures and rob him of the spurious youth—if hewas given time,

"Eal?

"| asked you to leave."

"And | asked aquestion.” Then, as he made no answer, she added, bitterly, "Hasit cometo this, Earl?
Areweto lose the very last scrap of decency? To torture awounded man!™

"He has a choice. He could talk but refusesto do s0."

"But hewill talk," said Gartok. "He and | arein the same businessand | know aman when | seeone.
He's made his protest and acted the part but now its over. Now he will talk. Right, my friend?"

"Goto hdl!"

"Y ou see, my lady, how stubborn heis? Looking at that face you would never guess that he gouged the



eyesfrom a helpless man and laughed while he did it. Nor that he shot an unarmed boy in both knees and
left him to crawl over rocks as sharp as broken glass. | know him. | saw it done. And therewasa
woman—>buit I'd better not mention her. And hewill talk, that | promise. Now let me get to work."
"Outsde, Lavinia"

"You too, Earl." Gartok was blunt. "If | get nothing else out of thiswar I'm going to have this. Don't try
to stop me. Just take your lady and go."

Laviniawas slent as Dumarest led her to the great hall. She remained silent as Roland rose, sat again as

he wasignored to toy with more bread. A servant deftly served thefirst course. Irritably she pushed
asdetheplate.

"How can | be expected to eat?'

"And how can you expect men to be other than what they are?' Dumarest was harsh. "l told you once
that when you hire men to kill you don't expect to get monks. Well, Karsisakiller and lives by hisown
code."

"Hewill kill that man?'

IIYall

"And you dlow it? Earl, what has come over you? Why are you o different?’

"Different to what? Did you ever know mewhen | too had to kill? Can | stop Kars? Do | want to? That
man would be dead now if | hadn't saved him. | did it so he would talk. Well, he's going to talk and what
he says might win usthiswar. Or would you prefer othersto diein his place? Y our maid, for example.

Roland. Me."

"Not you, Earl!" Her cry was from the heart and Roland sensed it. Watching, Dumarest saw his hand
close on the bread he was crumbling, tighten to mash it into aball.

"Lavinia, cdm yoursdf, my dear. Earl, what did you mean when you said there was a chance you could
end thewar?’

"It'sasecret.”

"From me?' Roland amiled. "Surely you trust me?"

"| trust no one. Lavinia, can we have some food?"

Protocol dictated that unless she ate no food was served. With an effort she mastered her distaste and
the servants continued with the meal. Gartok appeared before it was ended. His hands, Lavinianoticed,
had been freshly washed and his eyes held the satiation of aman who has found an excess.

"Kars?' Dumarest relaxed as Gartok nodded. "So you got it. Good. Y ou'd better eat now. WEell leave
inan hour."

"Leave?' Roland shook hishead. "Y ou can', Earl, and you know it. The castleis seded until dawn."



"Seals can be broken.”

"But the Sungari—no!" Laviniawasfirm. "No, Earl.”

"Weleave"

"But you can't." Her plate moved to fal from the table as she pushed it with her arms; agesture
demondirating her agitation. "Y ou know the Sungari arereal. Y ou know how dangerousthey are. We

were caught outside at night, remember?”"

"And lived." Dumarest rose from the table. "And well live again. Join me when you're ready, Kars. I'll
be at the raft."

Beneath the lightsit looked something like an € ongated bubble, the opague canopy fitted to the vehicle
providing a covered space in which to operate the controls. Discs of transparency pierced it and
apparatus had been fastened to the outside; grabs and rams and pincers which could be operated from
within.

Dumarest had checked it by the time Gartok appeared.

"WEell lock in, open the doorsand fly out,” he said. "Where do we hit?"

"There's aplace on the Prabang estate. A collection of huts used to train some men—you know it?"

"Yes" Dumarest glanced around the chamber. Theinner doorswere dl seded, aside from the two of
them the area was deserted, the outer doors which had been hastily constructed were held by asingle
bolt which could be thrown by remote control. "Let'sgo!”

The lights died as the doors did open and the converted raft edged into the courtyard. There would,
Dumarest knew, be ashort period of grace and he had the raft up and moving high above the ground
before closing dl but one of the trangparent ports.

"Why do that?" Gartok grunted his displeasure. "1 wanted to look outside.”

"It wouldn't bewise"

"Why not?"

"Just take my word for it." Madness waited in the night but how to explain? Trapped energies from the
suns swirling in mind-disturbing vortexes? Some radiation emitted by the Sungari? Imagination and
hallucination running wild?

"Like| did about the Sungari? They're as odd asthe ghosts but, at least, the ghosts don't kill. Maybethe
Sungari don't either? Nothing's happened yet."

"Giveittime" said Dumarest. "Giveit time"

He had lifted the raft high and sent it at top gpeed to their destination, sending it like an arrow hurtling
through the night but, asfast as he was, the Sungari were faster. Something touched the canopy with a
brittle rasping sound. It came again, then a shower of thingswhich scraped at the thick plastic, rattling like
hail, like thrown spears.



"What the hell isthat?" Gartok reached for one of the ports. " Something is out there."
"The Sungari. Don't touch the port!™
"l want to see”

"Don' touchit!" The one Dumarest had used was now closed, the raft flying blind. "'If you look out they
canlook in."

"The Sungari?'

Or the things they had sent. The last time they had been winged missiles constructed of chitin and tissue,
barbed darts moving too fast to see, living machines programmed to attack, anything in the shape of a
man. Thistime they could be different but Dumarest doubted it. A good design was worth keeping and
the creatures had proved their worth. But did they have abilities he didn't guess?

"Don't talk," he said as Gartok made to spesak. "Don't move. Vibration could attract them.”
"Theengine—"

"Isaregular sound pattern, unusud but different from aliving organism. Words are something else. We
can do without them."

Remaining slent asthe raft hurtled on itsway, the rasping of aien bodies gone now, the shape tested and
passed as alifelessthing and not a deliberate breaking of the Pact. A chance Dumarest had taken, a
gamble he hoped would succeed.

Before dawn, he thought. The journey should take them long enough to arrive a couple of hours before
dawn. A good time, there was no need to wait longer than they had to and enough would remain of the
night. Reaching for the controls he dowed the craft, mentaly reviewing the terrain below. There would be
hills, gorges, flat places, ravines arange of mountains which they should passto theright.

Should pass, but if they had been diverted by the shower of impacts or avagrant gust of wind they could
hit and plungeto ruin.

Height would save them but the raft was smdl, the engine weak and the canopy had |oaded the vehicle
to capacity.

Cautioudy he unsedled the port. Starlight shone like liquid silver on the ground below, shadowsfilling
crevasses and distorting perspective. Turning he stared to one side and saw the loom of darkness against
the blaze of stars. The mountains were too close. The raft veered as he adjusted the controls and,
immediately, it shuddered to the impact of arain of glancing blows.

"They're back!" Gartok's whisper was louder than ashout. "Earl, they're back!™

A gleam from the port, hisface, afamiliar slhouette— how to tel? The movement of the raft even, inert
matter did not movein such afashion. And yet till they could not be sure. Animals roamed unmol ested
asthe Sungari gathered the night-mist but they were familiar. Theraft was not. But attacked it had not
retdiated and was therefore harmless.



The human method of thinking but the Sungari were aien and who could tell what mativations drove
them? They shared this world with men and that was al anyone knew. A Pact had been made based on
mutual noninterference but who had made it and how it had been made was forgotten.

Dumarest nodded, dozing, resting like an anima with one part of him adert while the othersrested. Then,
checking the instruments, he knew they must be close.

"Kars?' He heard the man grunt. "Are you awake?"
"I'm awake." The man edged hisway forward. "Have we arrived?’
"We're close. Better get into the armor now. Y ou firgt."

Plates of meta which fitted close, articulated joints, helmetsto protect face and skull. Normal protection
for mercenaries engaged in close-quarter fighting and now it would be an added protection.

Again Dumarest opened the sealed port. The raft was till riding high and for amoment he was

completely disoriented then he saw acrevass, adesart naked in the sarlight, aformation he had seen
before.

"Were going down," he said. "Brace yourself."

He dropped fast, dowing at the last moment, moving forward to hdlt, to turn, to dart ahead again ashe
found the huts. They were set in line backed by the cookhouse and stores dl now tightly sedled. The raft
landed between them.

"Now!"

Gartok was dready at the handles of the externa gpparatus. A pincher moved out, closed, tightened.

IIUp! n

A ripping as asection of the roof gave way. Down to fasten agrab, to rise again, to jerk one end out of
the hut and expose theinterior.

To move on and repeat the move lower down.
To dam the tough canopy of theraft against awall.
To see emptiness and to taste the sourness of failure.

"They'regone!" Gartok swore as, in the starlight, he saw nothing but empty cots. " The damned huts are
empty!"

"Could hehavelied?"

"No." Gartok dammed his hand againgt the canopy. "No, Earl, no! He didn't lie. He told what he thought
wasthetruth. Hetold me!"

Urged with pain, dazed, craving release—could he fill have lied? Did it matter?



Theraft jerked as something smashed againgt the port, glass splintering, showering inwards. The hole
widened, plastic shredding, yielding to the things outside. Gartok yelled as awinged shape ripped past his
visor, yeled again asit turned to dam with numbing force againg his chest. Unarmored he would have
died.

"Eal!"

"Out!" Dumarest dropped the raft with ajar. The vehicle was amarked target. "Head for the storeroom.
Follow me!™

He staggered as he jumped through the opened door, falling to roll, risng under the savage impact of
blows which filled his mouth with the taste of blood. The door of the storeroom flew open benegath the
drive of hished, light splintering from alantern, the door damming shut as Gartok followed Dumarest into
the hut. It was heagped with empty crates and the air held the scent of oil and sickness.

On acot aman reared upright snatching at agun.

"Hold it!" Dumarest took a step forward. "Don't make mekill you!"

"Y ou're human!" The man sagged with relief then broke into afit of coughing, blood staining hislipsand
chin. He dabbed at it with ahand, looked at the smears, then dug beneath his pillow for arag. "When
you burgt in here| thought—how come you madeit through the night?”

"Wewerelucky."

"Morethan some. Three men tried it thefirst night here. Five more the following week and welost two
the day before yesterday. They went out and didn't come back." The man coughed again, "Just vanished.
Wedidn't even find abone."

"Whereis everyone?'

"Gone." The man leaned back against the wall. His cheeks were sunken, his eyes bright with fever, the
whitestinged with the blue stigmata of the disease which rotted hislungs. "They pulled out yesterday
afternoon. | wastoo sick to go with them so they left me behind.”

Dying, with agun, to protect an empty store.

"Moved? Where?' Gartok snarled as the man made no reply. "Tak, damn you!"

"Or what?' The man shrugged. "Y ou want to kill me then go ahead—you think | like being likethis?' He
coughed again and dmost choked on the fretted tissue which rose from his chest. Dumarest found water,

held it to the carmined lips, supported the man while he drank. "Thanks, migter," he whispered. "You
going tokill me?'

"No."
"Just leave me here?!
"Y ou've got food, water and agun.”" Dumarest eased the man's head back to the pillow. "Which way did

they go? North? East? South?' He watched the subtle shift of the eyes. "Any heavy equipment? Rocket
launchers? Field-lasers? How about supplies? How many rafts? Did they get much warning?'



The man said nothing but his eyes spoke againgt hiswill, minute flickers, little tensgons, sgnswhich
Dumarest had learned to read when facing players over countless gambling tables.

Gartok looked up from where he sat on acrate a the far end of the hut when, finally, Dumarest alowed
the man to sink into an exhausted deep.

"Wdl?'

"They moved out late in the afternoon, heading north and taking plenty of supplies. They had rocket
launchers but no field-lasers. It was a sudden move—Tomir sent urgent word."

"Damn the luck!" Gartok glared hisanger. "A day earlier and we'd have had them!" He sobered,
thinking, "Rocket launchers, en? Light or heavy?"

"Light"

"A drikeforce. Men ableto live on what they carry, lightly armed, highly mobile, ready to hit and run.
But where, Earl? Where?"!

Chapter Eleven

In the infirmary aman was sobbing, "God help me. Please help me. Someone help me” Onand on, a
pleawithout end in avoice which sounded asif it had come from abroken machine.

A good anaogy, thought Lavinia, but one she wished she didn't have to make. Too many human
machines lay broken in the room now crowded with beds. Too many voices muttered and mumbled in
droning susurations, sometimes crying out, sometimes faling into alow, anima-like moaning.

Why did they need to suffer?

She knew the answer to that; dow-time was expengive and in short supply. Other drugswereasoin
unusua demand. Injured men were doped and bandaged and | eft to hedl in full awareness of thelr
condition. Heroes faced with their folly—no, she was being unfair. They had fought for her and to mock
them wasto be crud. They had theright to look to her for aid. Theright to demand that she giveit.

"My lady?" A woman, old, her face seamed and withered like the skin of adried fruit, had caught her by
thearm. "Areyouill?

“No."

"You look pae. This placeisnot agood onefor you to remainin. And it isbad for the—" She broke
off, swallowing, redlizing to whom she spoke. Women had acommon function but not dl of them
enjoyed being reminded of it. "Y ou must be careful, my lady," she ended. "Why not leave thisto me and
the others?'

The old and the young and those with the scomach to stand the cries and sights of pain. Theinjuries. The



burns and sears and torn and ruptured tissue. The ruin of what had once been men.
And would be again, shetold hersalf. Nothing must be spared, money, pride, nothing.
But what sacrifice could she make to equd theirs?

She forced hersdlf to stand upright, to throw back her shoulders and smile, to move dowly adong theline
of beds, touching those who were awake, talking to those who could hear, resting her hands firmly on
those who could not see.

And, even while she walked and talked and smiled she wondered. Had the old woman recognized her
condition? Some, she knew, had the reputation of being able to spot pregnancy in its early stages before
any sgnswere clearly vigble. Anintuition, asixth-sense, something which they could read and
understand. How el se to account for the warning? The unfinished sentence which caution had broken
short?

Were unborn babies affected by externd stimuli? Would the atmosphere of the place affect her child?

Sciencetold her that wasimpossible, but was science alwaysright? Or did she want an excuse to stay
away and her own hopes and imagination were hard a work to find one?

Outside the door she took a deep breath. Inside the air was clean and scented with pungent spices and
sprayed essences of pine and roses but, even so, that outside seemed better, more wholesome, more
pure. More imagination or had she a greater sengtivity than she had guessed?

Idle speculation and of no immediate importance but one matter required her immediate attention.
Roland looked dubious when she asked him to accompany her.

"Ride, Lavinia?|sit safe?"

"Safe? What has that to do with it? | must inspect the herd and select stock for breeding and for sale. It

should have been done before." Would have been doneif it hadn't been for Chelhar. "Well, areyou
coming with me or not?"

Heinsisted on caution, riding dowly, keeping armed retainers close, sending out scoutsto check the
terrain ahead. A caution which would once haveirritated her but now she had lost the desireto gallop
and it was good to amble along and enjoy the warmth of the suns and the touch of a cooling breeze.

Warned, the herdsmen were waiting. They had assembled the beasts and urged them past her in line so

she could make her selections. Y enne, the master-herder, sat on his mount closeto her side, brand-gun
in hand ready to shoot colored dyes at her signdl.

"That, onel" she pointed. "That and that and that..." She glanced at him as he fired ablotch of ebon on
the shoulder of abeast without her signa. "Why cull that one?!

"Weak inthelegs, my lady. I've been keeping an eye on her. 1'd hoped that her fod would be free of the
weakness but it must be adominant gene.”

"Thefod?'



His shrug gave the answer. Dead, of course, culled as soon as the fault was recognized. The mother,
now caught in the genera sweep, would shortly follow, bones, meet, hair and hide dl put to good

purpose.
Theway of nature—only thefit and strong could be alowed to survive.

And the herd must be kept in prime condition.

Asthe animals passed and she continued to select the beasts L avinia studied the old man. Later they
would pick over the sdlection together for hisfina approva. It would be given discreetly, of course,
sometimes by no more than thelift of an eyebrow, but he would not permit her to make expensive or
stupid errors. But her attention had nothing to do with his skill or her determination to match it.

He was married, she knew, and had sired children. Would he have culled his own offspring?
Would Dumarest?

If the child she was now certain reposed in her womb proved defective in any way would he permit it to
urvive?

Small, yes, Sze wasavariable. The color of hair and eyeswas not important. The shade of skin would
be determined by their ancestry. But if it were blind, or deaf or with agrotesque and swollen skull ? If it
had a split spline or misplaced features or internd organswrongly placed? If it were afreak like some she
had heard about which were displayed on barbaric worlds for the enjoyment of those with money to

spend?
Dumarest would kill it.

Hewould do it with speed and love and mercy but the mite would die and so be spared the lifetime of
agony and humiliation, the knowledge of inadequacy and the burden of handicap which had been its
heritage.

He would spare it that, she was sure of it, as sure that she sat on her mount and watched beasts pass
before her eyes. Hisface—she had seen it when he had killed. The face of atrait, not of aman, the
naked determination to survive.

Would he condemn anyoneto alife of hell?

She remembered the rumors of him having killed awounded and dying man to give him peace. Would
he deny that peace to his own child?

"Lavinia" Roland was a her Sde, his hand touching her arm. "Herel"

She took the bottle he gave her and tilted it and felt the touch and burn of brandy in her mouth and down
her throat. It helped ease the chill which had gripped her despite the warmth of the suns but did nothing
to ease the turmoil of her mind.

A traveler, moving through the varied radiations of space, one who had spent years traversing the void
and who had spent time beneath violent suns. A man who more than most had been exposed to the
conditions favoring mutations.



What were the chances of hissring anormd child?

"Lavinial" Roland's hand closed on her arm. Y ou shouldn't be out here. Y ou're tired and worried.
Dismount and rest for awhile. Y enne can handle the sdlection.”

"No." Shetook another swalow of brandy. "I'm dl right.”
"Y ou looked digtant.”
"l wasthinking."

Of Dumarest and his child and the moment which would come when she would show it to him and
watch and wait—did al pregnant women fed thisway? She would have to find out.

It was late when she returned and she was aching with weariness but when she saw the converted raft
lying in the courtyard she went directly to the room which Dumarest used as his office. Hewas alone,
seated at adesk littered with papers; maps, overlays, projections, lists. Ashe saw her herose and,
taking her hands, sat her in achair.

"Youreafool," hesad, gently. "A good soldier knownswhen to rest. If you overdo thingsyou'l fall sick
and well have another casudty.”

"Don't humor me, Earl! Success?' She frowned as she listened to hisreport. "They knew you were
coming, they mugt have!™

"It'sobvioud"

"It could have been coincidence, that isn't important, what is, iswhy they |eft?’

"To save themsalves, of course!" She was annoyed at his apparent inability to recognize the obvious, "A
smple matter of the need to survive you keep preaching at the men. The wisdom of knowing when to
hide and run so asto fight another day. The doctrine of cowardice, | think it's called, at least that's what
my ancestorswould have caled it. They believed in meeting their enemiesfaceto face.”

Hesad, shaply, "Who told you that?'

"About my ancestors? It's a matter of record.”

"No, the other, the part about men being cowardsif they develop aregard for their lives. Who!"

"l don't know." She was Startled by his sudden anger. " Some talk, perhapswhen | wasin town, a
rumor—you know how these things happen. But doesit matter?"

"It matters. It's a question of morale. Make aman fedl bad and you've half-won the battle. Make him
fed foolish and a coward to take care of himsdf and you've gained an easy target. Wasit Roland?' He
watched her eyes. "Suchong? Navaok? Taiyuah? A trader?”

"l don't know." Shefelt her own irritation begin to flower into rage. " Someone, somewhere, that'sdl |

"Doyou beieveit?'



"That to be careful isto be acoward?' She remembered theinfirmary. "No." Then, to changethe
subject. "WheresKars?'

"Wewent into town and | |&ft him there”

"After news?'

"Y es. Now you'd better get into your bath.”

"Later. I'm not achild, Earl." Shelooked at the clutter of papers. "And thisismy war too, you know."
"Areyou enjoying it?'

"I hateit. | want it to end. That'swhy | wish you had succeeded last night. Earl, where did they go?"

A question he had been working to answer. From the heap he took a map, an agrid survey, the heights
yellow, the depths green, ravines and crevasses made red dashes, deserts ocher smears. Stark against
the shades of color were uncompromising black flecks.

"The stop-overs," said Laviniaas he touched them. "Are you sure?’
"Not certain but I'd put money on it." Dumarest used dividersto step out distances. " See?"
"Seewhat?' She didn't gpologizefor her ignorance. "Tel me, Earl.”

"It was |ate afternoon when they pulled out,” he explained. "They headed north. That could have been a
diversion, but I don't think so. They didn't have time to waste. We can estimate the speed of the rafts.
They were heavily loaded but there was a south wind which would have hel ped them dong. Say they ran
until an hour before dark. Not long enough to reach a castle but long enough to put them in thisarea.”

Shelooked at the circle hisfinger made. "In the stopovers. Of course.”

They werethick-waled, barn-like constructions set a irregular intervalsin the empty places. Buildings
provided with food and water and emergency medicinesfor the use of those who may have been forced
to land and had been trapped by the night. A relic of the old days when much travel had been by animal
or foot. They could be sedled and lit with lamps burning oil. Their maintenance was the respongbility of
the Family owning the land.

"They couldn't have dl got into one," said Dumarest. "But they wouldn't have wanted to separate too far.
That putsthem hereif my guessisright. It'sthe only place they could have reached where the stop-overs
areclose.”

"On the edge of Taiyuah'sland,” she mused. "His grandfather tried breeding a herd there and built those
hutsfor his men. Later, when he abandoned the idea, he turned them into stop-overs. That'sit, then, Earl.
We have them. Now you know where they are you can send aforce againgt them.”

He amiled at her enthusiasm but she had the naivete of a child when it cameto war.

"I'm not certain they arethere," he said, patiently. "Asyet it'sonly aguess. But assumethey are. If we
attack on foot they would spot us and catch usin acrossfire. If we rafted in they would blast us out of



the sky with their launchers. And look at theterrain.” Hisfingersillustrated hiswords, moving from
shaded patches of yellow to red. "The placeisringed with hills. They'll have spotters on the summitsand
attack groupsin the crevasses. Surpriseis out and the rest would be daughter. They're professionals.
Experienced mercenaries. All we can send againgt them isbarely trained retainers.”

"They cankill, Earl."
"And have," he agreed. "But alot of them got hurt doing it.”

To be expected when men, flushed by the desire to be heroes, took too many chances. Wounded they
would learn. Dead any lesson cametoo late.

"So what do we do? You can't just leave that force out there."

"Why not?' He shrugged at her expression. "Because they might attack or move? They can do that
anyway. We can't stop them. All we can do isto keep them under what observation we can. If they're
there well know it. If they make amove well know that too. But we can't do athing without
information.”

And Tomir's had been good. Was there intent behind the move and, if so, what? An attack on
Belamosk? Launchers could reduce the castle to rubble given time and assuming their crews would
remain unmolested. But no commander could hopefor that. A feint? Was he setting atrap? And the
sudden pulling out, the luck Gartok had cursed. Luck or something else? A day earlie—but they hadn't
known where to strike until the prisoner had been questioned. Tomir would have learned of his capture
and guessed he would talk. Had the knowledge triggered the move? But why? Night attacks were
unknown on thisworld. Who could have predicted one would be tried?

Cybers were magters of prediction—had one come to Zakym?

Ardoch stood in the open doorway of achamber and watched a man play at the childish game of war.
The room was old, the walls crusted with minera deposits which seeping damp had piled on the stone,
the floor uneven as the ground beneath had settled over the centuries. A place buried deep beneath
Cadtle Prabang which now held the man who had madeit his.

Tomir Embriswho carried afdse name and clamed afdseidentity. A clever fool—but one the cyber
could handle.

"Ardoch?" Tomir lifted his head from the desk at which he sat. "1 didn't hear you. Come and join me."

A board stood on the table, chessmen st in their squares, locked now in one of the surrogate battles
which the man loved to play. He waslargefor hisheight, his body stocky, muscled like abull. His head
was dmogt a perfect round, the nose prominent, the eyes piercing. The greatest resemblance to hisfather
wasin his mouth and chin. From hismother he had inherited histhin mass of too-fine hair.

"Chess," he said asthe scarlet robe of the cyber came near. "A game which should suit you. A matter of
sheer prediction. Y our color?”

Ardoch yielded the opening and, within sx moves, knew how the game would end. Tomir lacked
subtlety, seeking to crush and weaken rather than concentrating on the finer nuances of the play. A
betrayal of adesire to destroy than merely to conquer yet never would he be ableto admit toit asa
weakness. A barbarian who would have been in his element leading a blood-crazed horde.



"Y ou've beaten me!" He glared at the board. "'1n two moves—how do you do it?"

"A knack, my lord."

"Asyou warned me of the night attack? Was that another knack?* Tomir smiled and shook his head.
"Of course not. You aretrained to look ahead and to make the future plain. What was the prediction
again? There would be an attack and the probability wasin the order of eighty-one percent it would
comewhenit did. And," hefrowned, "what wasthe other?'

"The prediction that the attack would be made was ninety-one percent, my lord. The time was a greater
vaiadle"

"And the uncertainty was high." Tomir laughed with aharsh, barking sound. "I remember you saying that.
High! But then you are never satisfied. Always you search for absolute certainty.”

A mistake, no cyber would waste time reaching for the logicaly unattainable. Nothing was or could be
wholly certain, dways the unknown factor had to be taken into account remote as it might be. Asthe
corroded wirein the generator of the ship which had carried him from Fralde and which, bresking, had
caused delay. Anincident which had led him to offer his servicesto the young conquerer who had
snatched at the opportunity.

All that remained now was to capture Dumarest.

"Another game?’ Tomir set up the pieces. "Let uslook at thisboard asthefield. Now, my troops are
here and here. The enemy isthere—arabble hiding in afortress. | can destroy it with missiles but will that
win methe game?'

"Thethreat of destruction is effective only while it remainsathrest, my lord."

"Asisthethreat of death. But what isthe real objective? To conquer? To have the rulers of thisworld
acknowledge me as supreme? Yes, | think so. Now how best to achieve that am?' He paused asif
expecting areply. "You remain slent, aren't our interests the same?”

"My lord, in return for my help you promised me the man Dumarest.”

"He'syours.”

"Unharmed.”

"How can | promisethat? He inssts on defying me. If he continues—what is the prediction that the
Coundil will turn againg me?"

"Ninety-six percent, my lord.”
"So high?* Tomir frowned. "By my bribes and promises—surely they will continue to hold them back?’

For afool the man had been clever but he had failed to look far enough ahead. Patiently the cyber
explaned.

"They were united in acommon didike of Dumarest as a stranger who threatened the status quo. That is



why they were so eager to accept your claims. Dumarest was willing to sall and, had you been patient,
there would have been no war."

"Why should | pay for what ismine?*
"Y ou were not asked to pay but, had you been wise, you would have backed aloan.”
"l didnt."

"And so the conflict. Dumarest knew you would attack but was confident he would receive support. He
has been patient but that will not last. He will force the Council to give their support.”

Tomir laughed. "How? What can he do?'

"He could, for example, dress hismen in captured clothing and send them, armed and armored as
mercenaries, to burn and pillage. Y ou will get the blame."

"And they will give him—what? Raw retainers and afew inferior wegpons." Tomir stared at the board
and moved apiece. It landed with asmadll clicking sound. "Would heredlly do that?"

"Yes. The prediction—"
"Ishigh. I know. When? Soon?' Tomir moved another piece, asthe cyber nodded. "Even untrained men
can beanuisance," he murmured. "Guards must be maintained and the effective fighting sirength

diminished. And they could even hire an opposing force. Then wewould redly haveawar.”

Together with the waste and misgpplication of resources which it would bring. A matter of small concern
to the cyber but Dumarest would be involved and how to safeguard aman in the midst of awar?

"My lord, it would be unwise to permit the escaation of this conflict. The expense would be prohibitive
and your reputation would suffer.”

He was a commander who had failed to win aminor battle againgt servants armed with primitive
wegpons when armed with modern equipment and served by trained soldiers. The cyber wasright;
unless he won and soon his hoped for career as aleader was ended.

Thinking he set up the pieces on the board. How to win? How to force asurrender? There had to be a
way and playing the game with its symbolic figureswould hdp himto find it.

"It'syour move, Cyber."
"No, my lord, yours."

And, unless he moved correctly, hislife would be over.

Chapter Twelve



"My lord, my lady!" The entrepreneur bowed. He was a small, smoothly rounded man with cool eyes
and aningratiating smile. A man of many interestswho now dedt in the things of war. "Flame bombsof a
new pattern which can be thrown or fired from alight-weight projector. Variable time-sat fuses or impact
detonation. Theradius of effective destruction isthirty feet. The granules are adhesive and will burn
through medium body-armor within five seconds. Secondary characteristics are metabolic breakdown of
tissue together with the introduction of anerve-poison. Truly amost effective weapon.”

"No!" Laviniashook her head. "To use such athing against men!"

"A screaming mob can be aterrifying thing, my lady. And an opposing force, when faced with such
devices, quickly losetherr taste for combat. Am | not correct, my lord?' He waited a moment then, as
Dumarest made no answer, delved again into the case his assistant had lifted on the table. "Miniature
mines which can be dropped from araft or sown from any moving transport. Each isthe color of the
terrain and will adjust by the action of photosengtive elements to acquire the exact shade on the placein
whichit lands. Y ou see?"

He held out his hand and, as they watched, the egg-sized object he held took on the color of hispam.

"They can be adjusted for proximity detonation or impact; time-lapse or sonic sengtivity. They can
remove the feet and legs up to the knees for an effective range of twenty feet. | can supply ten thousand
of them packed in crates of two score dozen for amost reasonable price.”

"Ddivery?'

"Within amonth, my lord." The man beamed at the prospect of asae. With luck he would be back in
town well before dark. "Payment in advance, of course.”

Dumarest looked at the case. "Have you anything else?!

A new mode laser, adeeve gun, some mortar shells, agas, liquidswhich werelight senstive and would
burgt into flame when exposed to the suns. Kars Oartok grunted as the man lifted an eyepiece together
with its attendant wires and pack.

"Don't wagte time showing usthat. No one has any usefor light intengfierson Zakym."

"No?' The man shrugged and Dumarest watched the flicker of hiseyes.

"A moment." Heheld out hishand. "I'd like to see that.”

"A recent innovation, my lord." The man was quick with hispraise. "Not alight intensifier in the sense
that it amplifies exigting light-sources but something more. It scansthe infrared areas of the spectrum and
convertsthe pattern of received energiesinto avisbleform. That alone would be an achievement though,
as | will admit, not anovel one, but thereismore.” He paused to gain dramatic impact. "The scanners
aso resolve residud energy content on and within the object examined. To be short, my lord, with this
device you can seein absolute darkness.™

"Impossble”

"Not so, my lady. What islight? A source of energy, yes? Therefore, aslong as energy existsin one
form or another it can be converted to light. Others have found the device mog attractive.”



"For night attacks, yes," grunted Gartok. "But we don't have those on Zakym."
"Asyou say." The man replaced the apparatusin the case.

Dumarest followed it with his eyes, remembering the flicker he had seen, the hidden amusement. Gartok
had brought the man to Belamosk with him on his return from town and, from his expression, was

beginning to regret it.

"I'm sorry, Earl," he said. "'l thought the man would have something we could use. Everything he's shown
us so far istoo costly, too elaborate or based on alate delivery.”

"Not so, my lord!" The man had heard. "I have other items resting in the warehouse."
"Drugs? Medicines?'

"Y es, together with antibiotics, hormone salves, regrowth mediums, skin renewers—all the thingsthe
wounded need to regain mental and physica hedth. An order for Khasanne where they arelocked ina
vicoussruggle—"

"But which you arewilling to st if the priceisright,” interrupted Dumarest, dryly. "Immediate ddlivery?
"Yes my lord."

"Good!" Laviniasmiled her relief. "We have credit with the Naus and there will be more when the herd
issold. If—" She broke off, recognizing the man's expression. "No?"

"My lady, | am aman of business. Expenses are high and profits smal. Towait isto breed debt. If it
were left to myself | would not hesitate but there are others, partners, you understand, who are not as
confident in your victory as| am. And theload is spoken for and money iswaiting. How can | explain my
trust in your cause to those who are dready using the money for anew enterprise?’

A lie, but the meaning was plain—no cash, no trade.
But she had jewels.

Dumarest led Gartok to one side as the man examined them. "Asde from him what el se did you
discover intown?"

"Little aside from rumor. Tomir expects more men and afew free-lances are looking for work. | gave
them ahaf-promise. One of them told me that Tomir's equipment included long-range missilesfor his
launchers. And there wastalk of acyber.”

"A cyber? When?'

"A while ago. He arrived after Tomir—something about a delayed vessel. | asked around but he seems
to have vanished." Gartok shrugged. " Probably a mistake—a man saw someone wearing red and let his
imagination run wild. I—" He broke off as sound filled the air, the rolling thunder of released energies
which tore at the ears and filled the chamber with dancing motes of dust.

"Earl!" Laviniaturned toward Dumarest, her face startled, her eyeswide with shock and fear. "For
God's sake! Wheat's happening?'



Another explosion gave the answer, athird madeit certain.
Castle Belamosk was under direct attack.
In his ear the voice from the combat radio said, "Nothing, Earl. | can't seeathing.”

Roland, riding araft following the foothills of the Iron Mountains, searching every inch of ground with
high-powered binoculars.

Another voice, Gartok's, thistime from close at hand, "Bare to the east. Not aman to be seen, not a
trace.” He sounded irritable. "I don't understand it. The bastards must be somewhere. And why the hell
didn't they continuefiring?'

A feint? But if Tomir had wanted to draw out the forces protecting Belamosk where would he attack
next? And if he had wanted to reduce the castle then why cease firing before any real damage had been
done?

Squatting in the raft Dumarest studied his maps, tracing the lines of suspected flight from the
impact-points of the missiles. One had struck far beyond the western wall, another had landed closeto
the eastern sde, more had dug cratersin awide-flung pattern to the south. The last had hit Ellman's Rest
and blasted the old tree to splinters.

Each, he knew, could have been sent directly against the wallsto blast a hole and bring down ancient
stone,

"Earl?' Roland's voice again. "There's nothing here. Shdll | return to the castle and supervise the work
you ordered done?'

Cdlars cleared, strengthened, stocked with food and water. The injured protected with bags filled with
sand set dong the infirmary and between their beds.

"Y es. Check with Jmombota about the drugs. Keep low—if you can see them then they can seeyou
and alaser could burn you before you know it."

"Therésno one here, Earl."

No one he could see, but Dumarest didn't bother to explain the difference, and the man was probably
safe enough. Had units been placed on the attack he would have been shot at long before. Trigging the
radio hesad, "Kars?'

"Eal?'

"Rendevous as arranged.”

The radios were part of the equipment captured from the mercenaries Tomir had hired and were
probably being monitored. But Gartok knew what to do.

He stepped from the raft asit landed and strode to where Dumarest was waiting. The sunlight glinted
from his hemet and body armor and gave him an gppearance of ruthless, mechanicd efficiency. Hating
he scowled at the suns.



"Nearly ghost-time, Earl.”
"Well be on the way back before then.” War on Zakym, had to be carefully timed. "WEeIl hit one point,
do what we can, then run. Prisonersif we can take them.”

"Bodiesif we can't. A stop-over?'

"Thisone." Dumarest dropped to his knees and unfolded the map. "I'm making alot of assumptions and
they could al bewrong but if I've guessed right we could catch them here. See?' Hisfinger traced lines.
"Thetrgectories could have acommon origin here. The team could have moved between shots but |

doubt it, they came too close and weretoo carefully aimed.”

"They dl missed™
"That'swhat | mean. | think the misses were deliberate. Roland found nothing in the foothills and neither
did youinthe eadt, That narrowsit to about here. They could have gone to there but they'll guesswell
figurethat. So they could be just here." He tapped at one of the black flecks.

"Or rafted right out of the area.”
"They didn't ride high or we'd have spotted them. Later when we searched we saw nothing. No, they
are dill close" Dumarest folded the map and rose. "L et's seeif we can get them.”
Hetook theleed, riding low, lifting the raft barely enough to skim the massive boulders and summits of
hills. Behind him the haf-dozen men forming his unit crouched low and remained slent. Thosein Gartok's

raft did thesame. A small defense but it hel ped, sound and the glint of sunlight from equipment could
attract ingtant attention where the soft, ground-hugging approach of the rafts need not.

A crevass drifted past below, arounded jumble of boulders like the marbles tossed by achild tired of its
play, apatch of gnarled vegetation. A turn into anarrow pass, alift, along, dow passage over the
contours of rolling hills and then, at full speed, adownward glide to where along, dark building showed

againg the ocher dirt.
"Out!" Dumarest hit the ground and rolled to the cover of arock as his men obeyed. "Cover!"

He loped forward, dropped, signaled with a sweep of hisarm, waited as shapes scuttled past to drop in
turn while he searched the area ahead with narrowed eyes, rifle poised tofire.

Nothing.
The building was sllent, the areaaround void of any trace of life. Gartok, landing to one side, lifted his

helmeted head.
"Nothing, Earl. The placeis deserted.”

"Becarefull”
Men could be waiting, traps set, even now fingers closing on triggers ready to loose astorm of fire. Y et
if present those men remained invisible and ingtinct gave no warning. There was no movement aside from

that caused by asudden flurry of wind; little plumes of dust rising from the acrid soil.



"I'mgoingin." Gartok roseto hisfeet. "Cover me."

Dumarest moved so asto increase hisfield of view. He saw the mercenary step cautioudy towardsthe
building, dodge around a corner, vanish. A moment later he regppeared, waving.

"A bugt," he said as Dumarest came close. "The placeis empty. Y ou guessed wrong.”

Not wrong—they had arrived too late. Knegling Dumarest |ooked over the floor seeing the marks of
booted feet and trails of dragged equipment. The doors had been open and wind would have carried
dust to hide the marks had they not been recent. And apot of coffee resting on astove was still hot.

"Warned!" Gartok dammed his hand againgt the pot and sent it flying to fal in apool of steaming liquid.
"Someone ordered them out, but why? If they had known we were coming they would have had usin a
trap. If not why the move?’

Khaya Taiyuah brought the answer, landing an hour after their return to the castle, arriving asthe suns
were low and curfew was near. He was distraught, waving aside the wine Laviniaoffered to him ashe
was ushered into the great hal. Waiting only for the servant to leave he said, abruptly, ™Y ou must yield.
Y ou must end thewar.”

"What?'

"I bear an ultimatum. | had no choice, to have refused was to have lost my worms." Bitterly he added,
"For the shame | ask your forgiveness. Y ou are not a coward. But the conflict must cease.”

Dumarest sad, "Theterms?"

"Laviniamust yield and you must be handed over asaprisoner. Y ou will not be harmed—that isa
promise. All other prisonerswill be exchanged. No compensation will be demanded other than the cost
of the forcesinvolved. If you refuse then Belamosk and other castles will be destroyed. My worms—"
Hegulped. "Thework of alifetimewill be destroyed. Everything will belost. Everything."

He sat, aman suddenly older than hisyears, thistime not refusing thewine Laviniaset a hisside. Ashe
reached for it Roland said, "The castlel What can we do?"

"Fight!" Gartok snarled hisimpatience. " So we lose worms and collect bruises but that iswar. An al-out
offendgve starting a first-light. Every raft and man to sweep the surrounding countryside and find those
launchers”

An empty defiance. If Tomir had obtained the services of acyber the outcome of the situation would
aready have been predicted and it was obvious what that would be. Pressure exerted on Laviniato
yield. More to have him handed over asaprisoner. The price of survival and who would resst? Taiyuah
afraid for his precious worms? Nava ok? Alcorus? Suchong? They would kill him to preserve their
cadtles. Roland?

"You can'tresst," he said. "The very thought of it is madness. They'll destroy the castle.”
A bluff, but he didn't know that and could never be convinced. Dumarest knew better. The Cyclan

wanted him aive for the secret he carried in his brain. The reason the stop-over had been deserted, why
no shots had been fired at the rafts, why the missiles had fallen well clear of thewalls.



The promise would be honored. For how long was another matter.
"Earl?' Laviniagtared at him, her eyeswide. "What can we do? What do you want usto do?'

"It doesn't depend on Earl,” said Roland quickly. "It's up to you to decide. If you agreeto yield the war
will be over. Therewill be peace. And what choice have you?'

"Eal?’

"We canfight." He glanced a the woman. "We could even win if youre willing to take the gamble.”
"How?'

Hesad, flatly, "We ask the Sungari to help us."

Dawn broke with a scud of cloud which blurred the suns and threw adull light over the upper
promenade. Despite the thick cloak she wore Laviniashivered, knowing the cold was less the result of
temperature than trepidation. Roland, at her side, rested hishand on her arm.

"It's cold, my dear, you had best go below.”

“No."

"What do you hope to see? Earl has gone with Gartok and we shdl know nothing until the mercenary
returns. And the whole thing is madness. Surely you know that? The Pact must not be broken."

"|s courage madness?’

"No, but amadman can have courage. Or," he corrected, "ablind determination which has that
gppearance. Why does Earl insist on continuing the war? He was willing to sell the land a short while

"But not willing to be aprisoner. Why, Roland?' Turning she met hiseyes. "Why should they want him
handed over? And why should you?'

"l don't." Hewasquick in hisdefense. "l am only thinking of your welfare. Belamosk aruin, the land
ravaged, the herd daughtered, and for what? Haven't enough men died asit is? If he loves you—"

"If?

"—hewill not want you to suffer. He will sacrifice himsdlf for you as| would. And, after he has gone,
things can be asthey were." Hishand tightened allittle on her arm. "And | shall be with you, my dear. |
shdl never leave you."

"Neither will Earl.”

"No?' He shrugged asif at the unthinking stubbornness of a child. "How can you be so certain of that?
Heisatraveler, restless, impatient to move on. What is he doing now? A thing of madness. To try and
meet the Sungari and enlist their aid. To break the Pact and hope not to be destroyed. Fortunately the
chances of him doing what he hopesto achieve are small. He could even dietrying and, if he did, what



has he gained? How can you trust that such aman will remain a your side? It would be best to forget
him"

"That isimpossble”

"So you may think, my dear, but you are wrong. Timeisagreat healer and the passing days erase even
the strongest of memories. Soon after he has gone, it will be asif you had never met. Then, likea
dream—"

Shesad, impatiently, "Roland, you areafoal. | am carrying his child.”

"What?' Hefought for breath. "No. Y ou are mistaken.”

"Timewill prove meright." She missed the hurt in his eyes, the pain, too occupied with her own pleasure.
"Beglad for me, my friend. Y ou can see how impossibleit isfor me ever to forget him? Each day, each
hour apart of himiswithme."

"Does he know?'

"I hinted but | think heis convinced | wasteasing. But soon he will have no doubt.”

She amiled, thinking, imagining, the swell of her belly which would announce the coming life, the kick of
barely formed, the stir of impatient life eager to be born. Boy or girl? A son or adaughter? No matter
which, either would be an anchor to hold him fast. And there would be others to keep the first company.

"Lavinig, | anglad." Shefdt hishand resumeits pressure on her arm and, looking a him, saw an
emotion in hiseyes she did not recognize. "Asyou say Earl will dways bewith us. Hischildif nothing
else. Together we could watch it grow and teach it the old traditions of the Family.”

"We, Roland?"

"If Earl does not return. If something should happen to him." His eyes searched her face. "Areweto
pretend it couldn't?"

As she had pretended during the long night when, aone, she had thought of him Sitting, brooding over his
maps, forming aplan.

A chance, lessthan onein athousand, but a chance al the same. The only one he had if he hoped to
escape the Cyclan and the trap hewasin.

The caverns of the Sungari were unknown. They were alegend from the past. A scrap of history
digtorted, possibly, into fable. The thingswhich killed in the night had never been investigated. The entire
story could have been invented to protect the early settlers from the nocturna threst.

And yet how often had he been told that Earth did not exis—and of al men he knew aswell as any that
itdid.

And there were clues; a crevass containing a dead beast and a dead man, smoke which had stung his
eyes and which had held amoving shape, afoa which had trotted from the smoke to vanish.

To vanish where?



He had beenill, dying, toxinsflooding his body, the smoke catching hislungsand blurring hisvison. A
movement which had taken on the shape of afod. But foasdid not run aone and no mare had been
close.

"Therel" Roland pointed. "Theraft, returning.”

But without Dumarest. Laviniawatched asit landed and Gartok, jumping out, came towards them.
Pearls of moisture glinted on his helmet and armor.

"Kars?'

"He found an opening, my lady. A cavern of somekind or anatural fissure. Earl wouldn't let me enter it
with him. Said to come back and take command of the men.” He glared at Roland. "I take it theré'sno
argument?'

"From me?None."

Laviniasad, "Isthere anything we can do to help?*

"We can pray, my lady. I'm not much good at it myself, but I'm willing to learn.”

Chapter Thirteen

There were ragps and drips and small, rustling sounds, the somber beat of adrum and aliquid gurgle
which could have been the pound of surf but which was, as Dumarest knew, the roar of blood in hisears.

Asthe drum was the beat of his heart, the rasps and rustles the scrape and movement of boots and
clothing. The drips adone came from the outside world, the dow fall of moisture from the roof, its soft
dide over time-worn stone.

A cavern which had opened from atunnel which had led from asmaller cavern which he had reached by
awinding fissure. Miles of endless turns and twists and descending floors. Theweight of aworld pressing
inaround him.

Darkness broken only by the ghostly shimmer of converted energies, residua forces amplified by the
mechanism bought from the entrepreneur which he wore clamped to hiseyes. Initsfield he saw the
life-pattern of alichen, something which moved and crouched againgt awall, a shower of tiny motes
which provided food for the lurking predator and which fed in turn on thingstoo small for him to spot.

Water splashed as he pressed on hisway. If the Sungari were here surely they would have noticed him
by now. If the Sungari existed. If he were not plunging hopelesdy into the empty world of cavernsand
tunnelswhich lay benegth the mountains.

And yet the flying creatures had come from somewhere.

There had to be ahive.



He stumbled and fdll and climbed carefully to hisfeet. The gpparatus on his eyes confused him alittle
but, if he should bresk it, hewould belost in total darknessto wander blindly through an unknown world.
Halting he touched hiswai<, found the laser holstered there and drew it. Closing hiseyes hefired at the
ground directly ahead. Adjusting the gain from the light-amplifier he peered from between shielding

fingers

And looked at a palace of marvels.

Light streamed from the place which had received the bolt of energy, the sone il radiating in the visble
gpectrum, blazing like asun in the infrared, emitting energy which was caught and retained by thewalls
and roof to register asahogt of scintillating rainbows, each node a sparkling gem, each irregularity a
vortex of luminouswonder.

A signd to the Sungari if they should exi<.

Dumarest stood waiting, wondering if again the signa would fade to linger as aghostly luminescencelong
after he had moved on. Another failure which would join the others he had placed along the path from the

upper air.

And then, in hisbrain, something turned.

It was a numbing pressure which shifted as aworm would shift in loam, as butter would dide over
butter, awave movein the ocean, ahand turnin ahand. A thing which sent him to his knees, head
bowed, swesat starting from face and neck to fal and sting his eyesto gather in droplets beneath hisarms.

He heard the crying, the thin, pitiful wailing which seemed dwaysto bewith him.

And, abruptly, he wasin space.

It wasthere, the stars, the fuzz of distant nebulag, the sheets and curtains of luminescence unhampered
by the dulling effects of atmosphere. The void was al around him and he floated, alonein the empty
universe asthe air gushed from hislungs and the eyes bulged in their sockets and hisinterna organs
began to burst under the pressure of boiling blood.

Dying as he had once died before.

As Chagney had died; died and till drifted, hisempty eyes staring at blazing stars, his skin burned by the
kiss of blagting radiations, dehydrated, frozen in stasis, il living, perhaps, somehow till aware.

And crying... crying...
"No!" Hisvoicewasagasp of pain. "No! No!"
Another voice, strange, remote, whispering in the recesses of hisbrain.

"A sensitive—quickly, the apparatusis erratic. Some malfunction and loss of integration...
foreign elements ...adjust ... align... so!"

Coolness and the aching died. Peace came, the sckening movement within movement vanishing asdid
the blaze of stars, the fear, the crying, the pain.



Dumarest lifted his head and rose, trembling, aware of the aftermath of strain—aware too that hiseyes
were no longer covered by the amplifying apparatus.

Then how wasit he could see?

The walls glowed with asoft nacreous light to either side. The floor was a dusty amber lined with green.
Theroof was bathed in an azure haze. The figure of the monk standing before him was afamiliar brown.

A monk?

He stepped forward and stared into the cowl seeing acam and placid face. Brother Jerome? Once he
had known the High Monk, but Jerome was dead.

"And so no longer exigsin theform you knew," said thefigure. "But the shapeis one you find comforting
and trust. Why areyou here?

"l am looking for the Sungari."
"And have found them. We are the Sungari. Y ou have broken the Pact.”

With good reason, how else was he to ask for aid? And what good was a Pact when no one knew what
itwasal aout? And how wasit that an individua claimed pluraity? And what was the red shape of the

Sungai?

"You will never know," said the monk evenly. "And it isbest that you do not. Y es, we have the ability to
read brains. Those who first came to thisworld and contacted us used sengitives to communicate. We
arranged amutualy agreeabl e settlement which you must know. Why did you not communicate earlier?
We were watching you and your primitive attempts. Almost we destroyed you."

Curiosity had saved him—one thing at least men and the diens had in common. And telepathy explained
how they first had agreed to cooperate. The talent must have proved arecessive gene and had died from
the surface culture.

Dumarest said, "How isit that | can see?'

"A direct stimulation of the brain. We also adjusted that which wasinit. Life perssted dueto the
radiation of the twin suns. Now it is dormant and will eventualy be absorbed but, whileit lasts, we can
communicate. Y ou want something but what do you offer?”

Another familiar trait or was he misunderstanding the meaning behind the words? How to understand an
dien mind? Y et somethingsdl life had in common; the need to feed, to expand, to breed, to find safety.
Asthe Sungari had found it by burrowing deep into the planet using the rock and soil asabarrier against
the energy of the suns. Which meant?

"We are not native to thisworld as you have guessed. Long, long ago a ship was wrecked beyond
repair. We did what had to be done and achieved a balance. When those of your race came there was
attrition but finally we struck anew balance. Now you come asking for help and offer what?'

"Trade"



"How?'

"Items can beleft for you to collect. In return you provide minerals and other sub-surface products.
Later, if mutually agreeable, a closer cooperation can be achieved.”

A hope, but what else had he to offer? Asthe figure remained silent Dumarest took another step closer.
The robe the monk wore seemed to move and, stepping even closer, he saw that it was not solid material
but amass of tiny creatures shifting, each hooked to the other, their bodies providing theillusion.

As others made up the face, thelips, the eyes, the body of the monk.

A hive—but could things so smd| have the mental power he had experienced? Or wasthe figure merely
an extenson of agreater intelligence?

"Isthe part the whole?' said the monk. "If you shear your hair isthe hair you or are you the hair? If you
should lose alimb which part isyou? The part with the intelligence and brain? But what if the brain itsdlf is
in many parts?' And then, as Dumarest remained silent, "Do not try to understand. We are the Sungari.”

Creatures from adifferent existence to that he had known, perhaps bred on worlds men had yet to
reach. Dumarest thought of an ant and its nest, abee and its hive, acell and the body to which it
belonged. A brain commanding a host of appendages each able to convey information. A computer
would be much the same and if its scanners were mobile and obedient—was the Sungari a giant organic
computer?

More important—would it help?
"Come," said themonk. "Y ou shdl see”

And suddenly dissolved into amass of glinting particles which rose and spread and spun a curtain before
and around Dumarest S0 that he was enclosed in asphere of shimmering brilliance which took shape and
formand...

He looked down at aworld.

It was Zakym, the terrain was obvious but the conviction was stronger than that. He knew and,
knowing, ceased to question. Hills moved to one side and a building grew largein hissight. Castle
Belamosk, almost he could discern the figures on the upper promenade then, as he dropped lower, or
appeared to drop, they grew clear.

Lavinia, Roland, Gartok hugein his helmet and armor. Others stood tense and watchful, some armed,
otherswith empty hands. One was speaking but there were no words. Only vision asif helooked
through the eyes of aflying scanner which, Dumarest redlized, was probably what he was doing. Some
creature of the Sungari flying high, seeing, relaying back what it saw. Something in afamiliar shape or
with transparent wings and body so asto be invisible against the sky.

Againg thewall of the castle aflower bloomed with a gush of red and orange, wreaths of grey smoke
rising to vanish, to reved the ragged crater the missile had |eft. Otherslay behind it; raw pockmarksin the
dirt, each sgnaling the path of a creeping barrage. Soon they would reach the wall and send the massive
gonestofal in splintered rain.

A blur and he looked at another castle, smdler, less graceful, lessfortunate. A turret had falen and one



wall showed an ugly breech. The missles which reached for it widened the gap in warning of what would
come unlessthe ultimatum was met.

Already the owner must be on hisway to Belamosk with what men he could find and arm. Navalok
would join him, Suchong, the others. Tomir had increased hisforce by asmple threst.

Tomir?

He sat in a somber room looking at his maps, acommunicator a his side and, behind him, like ascarlet
flame, stood the cyber Dumarest and known must be at the commander's service.

And, thistime, there was sound; the rustle of papers, the sigh of breathing, the rustle as Tomir moved,
the scrape of hischair.

"Report!" he snapped into the communicator. "Unit Two!"

"No change, sr.” The man had ahard, rugged face. "Still no surrender.”
"Advance barrage.”

"More and well beon thewalls."

"Obey!" Tomir dapped at abutton. "Unit Five! Report!”

"Castle wals breeched and interna damage achieved. Alcorus asked for permission to fly to Belamosk
and urge surrender. Permission granted.”

"Hold your fire. Unit Four?' Tomir grunted as he heard asimilar report. "Maintain survelllance. Unit
Three?'

"No reection asyet, air.”
"Increase destruction. Cease only when the owner asksfor permisson to visit Belamosk.”

Ardoch said, asthe communicator died, "My lord it would be best to cancel your ordersto Unit Two.
Belamosk must not be put at risk."

"Thisismy war, Cyber!"
"And youwill winit, my lord. But we have abargain.”

"Dumarest. | know. But heis stubborn and | refuse to wait longer. Once he sees hiswoman in danger
hell show himself. Once she sees her precious castle begin to fal gpart shelll surrender. Either way we

win.

A crude prediction, too crude for any satisfaction and too dangerous for Ardoch’'s mission. Onemissile
and luck could send stone to crush Dumarest’'s skull. There was no safety for anyone under fire. Even a
near miss could ruin hismission and, as he well knew, the Cyclan had no patience with those who failed.

He stepped closer to Tomir, unaware of the thingslurking in the crevasses of the walls, the eyes and ears
which caught and relayed every word. Creatures of the Sungari living in the gloom of the underground



chamber, adapted for a specific task and set to spy.

"My lord, you must cancel that order." His voice retained its even monotone but, even so, Tomir caught
the hidden threet.

"Leave me, Ardoch!"

"The order, my lord. You will cancel it." The cyber's hand rose, afinger pointing at the young man'sface.
From beneath the nail something gleamed and, as the hand darted forward, pierced the skin of Tomir's

chegk. "Youwill doit now."

The man was dready dead, the drug injected into his flesh robbing him of al valition. He would obey as
if amarionette and then, like a puppet with broken strings, he would fall.

But, as he turned to the communicator, his hand dipped and hit the destruct button incorporated into the
military unit.

The unexpected. The unknown factor which could ruin any prediction. The eement which could render
usaless any plan. Ardoch looked at his hand, the dead body, his mind already assessing probabilities. The

orders had been given, even now the missiles would be closing the gap to the walls. Orders could stop
them but would they obey his commands? L ouchon was the the next in line, he could stop the barrage,

but first he had to be convinced.
Dumarest watched asthe cyber |eft the chamber.

"Now! If you aregoing to help do it now!"

Awordless cry from the mind to those who had shown him alittle of the power they possessed. The
Sungari who alone could do what needed to be done.

And he was looking at agroup of men standing around a launcher.

They were efficient, glad the waiting was over, eager for what spoils victory would bring. Their officer
lifted an arm and waited for amoment. He wore the visor of his hemet raised and few of hismen wore

body armor. There was no need when fighting at so far adistance. The sky was clear of rafts, no enemy
could touch them, and confident in their safety they were careless.

"NG,V!"

Before the missile could befired, theload it carried delivered to the castle, the fury of the warhead
tearing at stone and flesh and bone and turning graceful men and women into crawling things of horror.

"Now! For God's sake stop them if you can!”

Theair blurred.

It shook to the quiver of wings, the passage of bodies spined and with serrated fins, creatures of chitin
and bone. Living darts, pointed, barbed, coming from nowhere and striking without warning.

The officer screamed and fell, holeswhere his eyes had been, blood gushing to stream down hisface
and join thefountain pulsing at histhrodt.



His men spun, some running, others beeting at the air with handstoo dow to hit theliving missiles. They
died, falling with blood marking their bodies, clothing ripped, flesh torn from bone, bone shaitered by the
bullet-like impact.

A ghift and other men, more death, more destruction of the invading force. And more. And more. Until,
findly, it wasover.

From the raft the ground was amottled patchwork of rocks and boulders lined with crevasses and
dotted with patches of scrub. A hard place to find anything gtill lessthe relatively small figure of aman.
Sighing Gartok lowered his binoculars and pamed his aching eyes.

For two days now he had been searching without success but stubbornly refused to give up. Dumarest
wasdive, hewas sure of it, and if he was dive, then somehow, he would return to the surface.

The Sungari would hep him.

"Sir?' Thedriver of theraft was young and proud at having being chosen by the tough mercenary to
handlethe vehicle. "Shal | continuein this direction?”

One way was as good as another but ahead reared the bulk of the Iron Mountains with the attendant
dangers of turbulence and varying densities of air. Even an experienced driver could lose araft in such
conditions.

"No." Gartok made his decision. "Swing to the left and follow the foothills. Ride low and keep even.”

Again helifted the binoculars. They were fitted with an infrared detector and could reveal the presence
of any living thing by its own body-hegt, but the lenses remained clear.

"Totheright," ordered Gartok. "Hold it!"

Something was over there and he tightened his hands at the hint of movement. A trace augmented by the
sudden flicker of the detector. A living cresture—Dumarest?

Gartok swore asafoa suddenly sprang from behind arock to race down a crevass then, asthe
detector flickered again, yelled to the driver.

"Down! Down and to the right alittle. Hurry, damn you! That's Earl!"

He was stting on aboulder, hishead resting in his hands, athin coating of some kind of dime dried on
his clothing so that he seemed to have been dusted with afrost-like powder. As Gartok approached he
looked up.

"God!" The mercenary cameto ahalt. "Earl, your facel"

It was tense, drawn, the eyes sunken, the hair also coated with the lace-like patina. More rested on his
cheeks, paling hislips, webbed on his eyebrows. It gave him the appearance of having aged a century; an

illusion broken only when he spoke.

"Kas"



"Herel" Gartok had come prepared. He lifted a bottle and jerked out the cork. "Drink some of this." He
restrained hisimpatience as Dumarest obeyed. "Y ou found them, didn't you?'

"TheSungari?Yes"

"It had to be you. | told those weak bastards who came demanding that you should be handed over that.
Told them and ordered them from Belamosk. By God, 1'd have killed them had they lingered. Then |
came looking for you." He added, smply, "I've been looking for along time."

With others, scouring the skieswith rafts, searching, dways searching. But he, at least, had found.
"Eal?’

"It'sover, intit? Thewar?'

"Over. Every last mercenary isdead. Tomir too, they found himinacdlar.”

"I know."

"Y ou know?" Gartok frowned, then changed the subject. "What are they like, Earl? Did they feed you?
Give you water? How did you manage to persuade them?"

Questions followed by more and al semming from anaturad curiosity. Some impossible to answer while
others could only be guessed at. The extent of the underground domain. The means by which accesswas
gained to the surface. The method of breeding the selective strains which formed the extensions of the
main intelligence—or had there only been one.

Was Zakym the home of atremendous, dien brain?

Onething was certain, the Sungari owned thisworld despite what men may have thought. They, it, were
the masters. Men were tolerated as a harmless insect would have been tolerated by a magnanimous
gardener. But should that insect bite it would be crushed as men would be exterminated should they grow
too fast and become too greedly.

Plague could do it. The destruction of al surface life, the crops and herds, would force them to
withdraw. And there could be other ways based on the mind. Terrors which he could only imagine.
Horrors without aname.

Dumarest rose and drank more of the brandy and felt the warmth of it spread from his stomach and
restore some of his humanity. He had wandered too long in the dark, relied on the dlien life-form too
greatly, had suffered its probing too long. He needed to face those of his own kind, to hear voices, to
take along, hot bath and fed clean and wholesome again.

He needed to hold Laviniain hisarms and fed the soft comfort of her, the assurance of her need. But
when they returned to Belamosk she was gone.

Chapter Fourteen



Roland came running to meet them as the raft landed in the courtyard. "Earl, how good to seeyou! And
Kard But whereisLavinia?' Helooked from oneto the other. "Haven't you seen her?”

"No."

"But, Earl, you sent word for her to come and join you!" Roland looked baffled. "I don't understand this.
The messenger was explicit. He said that you'd been found and was hurt and wanted to see her. She
ingsted on leaving immediately. | wanted to accompany her but she refused to dlow it. Wed had asmall
argument, nothing serious, but you know how determined she can be at times. | didn't want to upset her
further so didn't pressthe point. But if you didn't send for her then who did?"

Dumarest said, "What did the man look like? Describe him.”

"A big man, broad with a broken nose and scars around his eyes. He had a patch on the back of hisleft
hand asif it had been burned a onetime. | thought he might have been aherdsman.”

"Hying araft? Washe done?'

"Yes. Of course, | should have noticed about theraft. It was stupid of me. One other thing, he had lost
thelittlefinger of hisleft hand."

"Louchon!" Gartok scowled as he rubbed the edge of hisjaw. "He waswith Tomir but | thought he was
dead. The scars are the result of a cheap regraft and his hand once bore atattoo. Someone didn't like the
design and burned it away with acid. A year later that same man was found hanging head down over a
fire. No one could prove who had cooked his brains but Louchon got the credit A hard man, Earl.”

One the Sungari had missed and he had served Tomir as had the cyber. If one was alive then so could
be the other and it was obvious why the woman had been taken.

"Did the man say where | was supposed to be?"

"He mentioned a stop-over on the edge of Suchong's estate. The one near Eibrens Rise. | know it and
could guide you." Roland was anxious. "Earl, what iswrong? Why should anyone have tricked Lavinia?!

"They wanted ahostage.”
"But why?What vaue could she be? Thewar isover.”

One war, but another continued and wasjust asfiercein itsway. Asyet he had been the victor but how
much longer could hisluck hold out?

As Dumarest turned to enter the castle Roland said, "Earl, aren't you going after her?”
"L ater perhgps.”

"Later? And you aren't sure? But man, sheis carrying your child!”

"What?'

Roland gasped as Dumarest turned, catching him by the shoulder, the fingers digging deep.



"It'sthetruth, Earl, | swear it! That waswhy we quarreled. | said you'd leave her and she was certain
you wouldn't. Please! My shoulder!" Hefell back, face drawn in pain, ahand rubbing his bruises. ™Y ou
must go after her! Y ou mugt!”

For amoment Dumarest stared at the man then, without aword, turned and entered the castle. Gartok
caught Roland by the arm as he made to follow.

"Leavehim."

"But he doesn't understand! Neither of you understand! Laviniaisbeing held at the stop-over. Tortured,
perhaps, beaten, mistreated, put to shame. Doesn't he care?”

"He cares," said Gartok then added, impatiently, "Are you blind? Can't you see he'sin no fit condition to
look for the woman? He needs time to recover.”

Timeto swalow somewine and eat aplate of cold viands served by a smiling, bold-eyed girl. Timeto
srip and sink into a steaming bath, to lean back and try to relax, to ease the ache of muscle and bone. To
remember the strange world of the Sungari.

To think over what Roland had said.

Laviniawith child? Her womb filled with his growing seed? Had it been alie told to tease the man or the
naked truth revealed in amoment of stress?

If soit was added bait for the trap he was certain had been set.
"My lord?' Thegirl returned with towels and vids of lotion. "Do you want meto attend you?"
"No." He softened the sharp refusdl. "Did you see your mistress leave?’

"No, my lord. Areyou sure | cannot attend you? A good strong rub with thiswill make you fed fresh
andtingling dl over.”

"What isit?'

"A friction-mat, my lord." She held it up for hisinspection. "We make them of woven srips of lesther
and specid fibersfrom the south. Odd isn't it? It dways reminds me of ahandful of worms.”

Worms!

Silkwormd

Y et Roland had mentioned Eibrens Rise.

Later, when dressed and rested, he sent for the man. Roland was adamant.
"I heard the name, Earl. | sweer it. EibrensRise."

"l see." Dumarest looked past him to where Gartok was waiting. "Ready, Kars?'



"We can leave when you give theword."

"Thenweleave now." Dumarest looked at Roland. "Will you come with us?'

"Of course. Y ou need meto guide you to Eibrens Rise."

"No," said Dumarest. "To Tayuah."

The place wasfull of creaks and smells, small sounds echoing in an oppressive atmosphere, the scent of
vegetation mingling with the reek of something else which stirred and rustled and which lifted the fine hairs
on the back of her neck with primitive distaste.

The worms, of course, she had never liked worms. Not since when, asachild, she had visited Khaya
and had wandered off on a personal exploration and had got lost and found herself in astrange place
fitted with tables and instruments and cages filled with moths and other things. Reaching for one she had
knocked it over and showered her hair with wriggling crestures. Later someone had told her they had
been slkworms but it made no difference. The name aone had been enough.

A long time ago and she had changed but Talyuah seemed timeless. He had stood before her wringing
his hands hisvoice carrying his shame,

"I'm sorry, Lavinia, but | had no choice. Y ou must understand that.”
She had been cynicd.

"No choice, Khaya? Again?'

"My worms! They threaten my worms—how can you understand?”*

A weskness which made him vulnerable. As her love for Dumarest made her vulnerable. Ashislovefor
her— but no, he was a different breed. He wouldn't come running to her evenif ill dive.

The doubt annoyed her. Helived! He had to live! To believe him dead wasto help himinto hisgrave.
And he had to be dive e se she would have seen him in delusia. Nothing would have kept him away.

Stirring in her chair, dazed by the drugs she had been given, barely awake she murmured, "Earl, my
darling. Earl, come to me, my love. Cometo me."

And hewould, Ardoch was as certain of it as he could be about anything.

Standing tdl in his scarlet robe he looked at the woman, wondering at the madness of emation, the
insanity which defied dl logic and flew in theface of al reason. A word and she had come running to fall
into hishands. A prize which would gain another, more vauable, yet ill reacting with the blindness of
glandular impetuosity.

It was only ameatter of time and he could wait. Asthe woman, recovering from the sedative, waited,
saying nothing, listening to the drip of water, the rustle of things crawling on leaves. The cdlar was chill
and dank, afit place to end the war she thought had been finished. Here would be fought thefina battle.
The hue of the cyber's robe was symbalic of blood.



Then she heard it, the dam of the door, aman'svoice raised in darm, the pad of booted foot. Quietly
Ardoch moved closeto her, hishand lifting to rest againgt her throat.

"Earl!" She cried out as he entered the chamber, "Earl!"

He saw her, turning, his hand dropping to the knife in his boot, freezing as he spotted the cyber, the
position of hishand.

"Kard Roland! Do nothing!™

Tengon filled theroom, giving birth to little sparkles which danced in the air, tiny motes of transent
brilliance which glinted in a pattern of eaborate complexity. Hickersin the eyesregistering the shift of
electronsin the brain, the random motion of ionsin the atmosphere. A hypersensitivity he had known
before.

The Sungari? Here?

Dumarest looked at the walls, noting the cracks and fissures they held, each of which could contain dien
eyesand ears. The chamber was bel ow the surface and so within their domain. Did every room hold their
ies?

Thingswhich could adopt many forms.
Worms, for example—or men.

"Drop your wegpons,”" said Ardoch. "Dumarest, you will permit yourself to be bound. Refuse and the
womanwill die”

Dumarest said, coldly, "What has that to do with me?"

"Earl! Roland lunged forward to be caught and held by the mercenary. "Are you mad? Do as he says or
Laviniawill die™

"Then let her die" Dumarest didn't look at the struggling man. "I didn't come hereto save her. She
means nothing to me"

"Earl! For God's sake! She carriesyour child!”

"Keep him quiet, Kars." Asthe mercenary clamped his hand over Roland's mouth Dumarest said to
Ardoch, "Is Louchon waiting at Eibrens Rise with men and gasto stun all who arrive? Did you think me
fool enough to swallow such astory?"

"The prediction was high in order of probability. But if you are not interested in the woman why are you
here?'

"For you," said Dumarest. "For money. Chart Embriswill pay ahigh reward to the man who deliversto
him the murderer of hisson.”

A bluff? Ardoch stood, ng the situation. How could he have been so greetly at fault? Every factor
had been cdculated and an extrapolation drawn from viable premises. Y &t, as he had so often reminded
his clients, dways there was the unknown. And had he been so much in error? Dumarest had come as



predicted—only the motivations driving him seemed to be at variance. Greed instead of love. But had the
act been witnessed or wasit nothing but awild guess?

Dumarest, watching, saw the amost imperceptible movement of the hand resting againgt Laviniasthroat.

Dryly hesaid, "I trust you remembered to rel oad the needle buried benesth the nail.”

Proof if any was needed. Weight to add to the logic of Dumarest's actions, his apparent unconcern for
the woman. Why should any man sacrifice himself for another? Why should any rationa being be so
insane?

And why did the room keep flickering?

Ardoch blinked, aware of apeculiar tensgon in the base of hisskull, agtirring asif the grafted Homochon
dementswererising from quiescence. Colors glowed with anew brightness, hues merging, shifting,
dtering thetone of skin and hair, touching the chamber with dien configurations.

But hewas unprepared. .. the Samatchazi formulae... therelaxation... the defenses againgt invasion...

His mind expanded, burgting with an overwheming flood of sharpened impressions, opening likea
flower to therays of dien suns.

Burning... burning... dying in aflash of unbearable revelaion... asac overfilled... thefilament of an
overloaded bulb... searing... torn with menta corrosion...

Ardoch reared, risng to stand on the tips of histoes, head thrown back, mouth open, arms extended,
the snews of hisneck standing like ropes against the skin. His eyes were glazed, blind, and the pupils
uprolled so that only the glisten of white showed between the lashes. From his open mouth came an
animd-like panting. A mewing. A wordless, mindless drone.

And, standing, he burned.

Smoke rose from the skull-like head, streamed in oily tendrils from the deeves of the scarlet robe; hung
in anoxious cloud so that hisfigure became blurred and sagged asif made of wax, flesh faling from
bone, the bone charring, turning black, becoming ash.

Fdling.

Fdlingtolieinasmall hegp on the moldering floor.

Torest in aslence broken only by Lavinias hysterical screams.

Three shipswaited on the field and Dumarest had dready made his choice; acompact vessal which
would take him beyond the Rift and on to Izhma. A world where he would find computers and asociety
free of traditions, a planet on which the dead stayed that way and delusiawas unknown.

Gartok said, "Wdll, Earl, | guessthisis goodbye. But who knows? Someday we may meet again.”

"When you get tired of the fleshpots, Kars?"

"Things are easy here" admitted the mercenary. "And a strong man can make hisway if heiswilling to



abide by therules. But, one day, it'll get that | want to seethe stars. That'll be thetime for meto leave.”
Asit wastimefor Dumarest to leave but he had more reason than a need to see the stars. A cyber had
died and the Cyclan would know it. Asthey must know he was on Zakym. Others would be sent to find
thetrall and, again, the dogs would be on the chase.

"They'll learn nothing from me," said Gartok, quietly. "Nor from anyone e se on thisworld. How many
redlly knew you? How can they tell more than is aready known?"

And how much did he know?

Dumarest looked at the man, seeing the scarred face, the flat, impassive features, but seeing more than
lay on the surface. Like Zakym the man held an inner life; one that was shrewd and more complex than
the one he displayed. An arrangement with the Church, he had said. Monks did not advocate violence
and abhorred killing but justice was dear to them. Even poetic justice.

"The Sungari,” said Gartok, abruptly, asif wanting to end the scrutiny. "They took care of the cyber,
yes?'

Driving him insanewith the simulation of hisbrain, showing him vigtas beyond imagining, using him,
probing, discovering. Investigating the unusua specimen.

Tegting him to destruction.

"Burning him." Gartok shook hishead. "I'll never forget that. Turning aliving man into ash whilewe
watched. Maybe he deserved it, but, God, what an end! But why, Earl? Why?'

"They are curious,” said Dumarest. "1 appealed to that curiosity, And they could have wanted to show
just how powerful they are. Remember that, Kars, if ever you are tempted to cheat them."

"l will."

"| think they wanted to complete the bargain they had made with me. We found L ouchon dead later—he
and the cyber were all that was | eft of theinvading force." Dumarest added, casudly, "Y ou're staying at
the castle?’

"Where you should have been, Earl. Lavinia—"

"No." He hadn't seen her since the time the cyber had burned.

" She could be made to understand. Y ou had to regject her. | knew that and even Roland cameto seeit
wasdl you could have done."

"But he hasn't said 07"
"No." Gartok rubbed the edge of hisjaw. "I didn't trust that man. | thought he was working with
Tomir—but it was Taiyuah who did that. Him and his damned worms! Well, he's old and will be dead

oon.”

Dead and forgotten and his petty intrigues ended. But others would live, Roland for one.



"He lovesthewoman,” said Gartok. "Y ou wereright, Earl, the man issick with longing for her. And |
think that now she knowsit. He was the only one who showed concern. And yet—how can anyone
change so soon?”

They didn't. She hadn't. But time would work its magic. She would forget or, if not forgetting, ceaseto
conscioudy remember. New lifewould cometo fill her days and Roland would be there to provide the
father and comforter she and the child would need.

Hischild.

Born on this strange and dien world. To grow in comfort and security asdl children should. To be
happy aswastheir right. The son or daughter he would never see.,

A srenwailed from the field and Dumarest held out his hands. Gartok touched them with hisown, palm
to pam, the mercenary salute of friendship showing the lack of weapons.

"Good luck, Earl."
"Goodbye."
Gartok watched as Dumarest headed toward the gate, passed through it, moved acrossthe field to the

waiting ship. A man escaping from aworld which had become atrap—»but one still locked in the prison
of hisdream.
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