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THE PEOPLE OF THE WIND

Poul Anderson

To Edmond Hamilton and Leigh Brackett with thanksfor many years of adventure.

"Y ou can't leave now," Daniel Holm told his son. "Any day we may be at war. We may aready be."

"That'sjust why | haveto go," the young man answered. "They're calling Khruaths about it around the
curve of the planet. Where else should | fare than to my choth?

When he spoke thus, more than his wording became bird. The very accent changed. He was no
longer using the Planharinfluenced Anglic of Avaon—purevowds, r'strilled, m'sand n'sand ng'sadmost
hummed, speech deepened and dowed and strongly cadenced; rather, it was asif he weretrying to
trandate for ahuman listener the thought of an Ythrian brain.

The man whose image occupied the phone screen did not retort, ™'Y ou might consider staying with
your own family," as once he would have. Instead Daniel Holm nodded, and said quietly, "l see. You're
not Chrisnow, you're Arinnian," and dl a oncelooked old.

That wrenched at the young man. He reached forth, but his fingers were stopped by the screen, "I'm
aways Chris, Dad," he blurted. "It's only that I'm Arinnian too. And, and, well, if war comes, the choths
will need to be prepared for it, won't they? I'm going to help—shouldn't be gone long, redlly.”

"Sure. Good voyage."

"Give Mother and everybody my love."

"Why not cal her yoursdf?'

"Well, uh, | do haveto hurry ... and it'snot asif thiswere anything unusua, my heading off to the
mountains, and—oh—"

"Sure" said Daniel Holm. "I'll tell them. And you give my regardsto your mates." The Second
Marchwarden of the Lauran System blanked off.

Arinnian turned from the instrument. For amoment hewinced and bit hislip. He hated hurting people
who cared about him. But why couldn't they understand? Their kind called it "going, bird," being received
into achoth, asif in some fashion those who did were renouncing the race that begot them. He couldn't
count how many hours he had tried to make his parents—make any number of orthohumans—see that
he was widening and purifying his humanity.

A bit of diadogue ran through memory: "Dad, look, two species can't inhabit the same globe for
generations without pretty deep mutua consequences. Why do you go sky-hunting? Why does Ferune
servewine a histable? And thosere the most superficid symptoms.”

"I know that much: Credit me with some fair-mindedness, hm? Thing is, you're making aquantum
jump.”

"Because I'm to be amember of Stormgate? Listen, the choths have been accepting humansfor the
past hundred years."

"Not in such flocks aslately. And my son wasn't one of them. I'd ‘ve ... liked to see you carry on our
traditions.”
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"Who says| won't?"

"To gtart with, you'll not be under human law any more, you'll be under choth law and
custom ... Hold on. That'sfine, if you're an Y thrian. Chris, you haven't got the chromosomes. Those
who've pretended they did, never fitted well into either race, ever again.”

"Damnation, I'm not pretending—!"

Arinnian thrugt the scene from him asif it were aphysical thing. He was grateful for the prosaic
necessities of preparation. To reach Lythran's aerie before dark, he must start soon. Of course, acar
would cover the distance in less than an hour; but who wanted to fly caged in metal and plastic?

He was nude. More and more, those who lived like him were tending to discard clothes altogether
and use skin paint for dress-up. But everybody sometimes needed garments. An Y thrian, too, was
seldom without a belt and pouch. Thistrip would get chilly, and he lacked feathers. He crossed the tiny
gpartment to fetch coverall and boots.

Passing, he glanced at the desk whereon lay papers of hiswork and, in aheap, the textsand
references he was currently employing, printoutsfrom Library Centrd. Blast! hethought. | loathe
quitting when I've nearly seen how to prove that theorem.

In mathematics he could soar. He often imagined that then his mind knew the same clean ecstasy an
Y thrian, aoft aone, must know in the flesh. Thus he had been willing to accept the compromise which
reconciled him and hisfather. He would continue his studies, maintain hisgoa of becoming a professond
mathematician. To thisend, he would accept some financid help, though he would no longer be expected
to live at home. Therest of what little income he required he would earn himsdlf, as herdsman and hunter
when he went off to be among the Ythrians.

Danid Holm had growled, through the hint of agrin, ™Y ou own agood mind, son. | didn't want to see
it go to waste. At the sametime, it's—too good. If 'tweren't for your birding, you'd be so netted in your
books, when you aren't drawing a picture or writing a poem, you'd never get any exercise; at last your
bottom would grow fast to your chair, and you'd hardly notice. | spose | should fed alittle grateful to
your friendsfor making their kind of athlete out of you."

"My chothmates," Arinnian corrected him. He had just been given his new name and wasfull of glory
and earnestness. That was four years ago; today he could smile at himself. The guv'nor had not been
atogether wrong.

Thus at thirty—Ava onian reckoning—Christopher Holm wastal, dender, but wide-shouldered. In
featuresaswdl as build, he took after his mother: long head, narrow face, thin nose and lips, blue eyes,
mahogany hair (worn short in the style of those who do much gravbelt flying), and as yet not enough
beard to be worth anything except regular gpplications of antigrowth enzyme. His complexion, naturaly
fair, was darkened by exposure. Laura, a G5 dtar, has only 72 percent the luminosity of Sol and less
ultraviolet light in proportion; but Avalon, orbiting at amean distance of 0.81 astronomica unitin aperiod
of 0.724 Terran, gets 10 percent more total irradiation than man evolved under. He made the customary
part-by-part ingpection of hisunit before he put arms through straps and secured buckle at waist. The
twin cone-pointed cylinders on his back had better have fully charged accumul ators and fully operating
circuits. If not, he was dead. One Y thrian couldn't hold back a human from toppling out of the sky. A
couple of times, severa together had effected arescue; but those were herders, carrying lassos which
they could cast around their comrade and pull on without getting in each other'sway. Y ou dared not
count on such luck. O God, to have red wings!

He donned aleather hddmet and lowered the goggles which were his poor subgtitute for anictitating
membrane. He sheathed knife and dugthrower at his hips. There would be nothing of danger—no chance
of adud being provoked, since a K hruath was peace-holy—not that deathpride quarrels ever happened
often—but the Stormgate folk were mostly hunters and didn't leave their tool s behind. He had no need to
carry provisons. Those would be supplied from the family stores, to which he contributed hisregular



share, and ferried to the rendezvous on agravded.

Going out the door, he found himsdlf on ground level. Humans had ample room on Aval on—about
ten million of them; four million Y thrians—and even here in Gray, the planet's closest gpproximation to a
red city, they built low-and widespread. A couple of highrises sufficed for resdent or visiting ornithoids.

Arinnian flicked controls. Negaforce thrust him gently, swiftly upward. Leveing off, he spent aminute
savoring the view.

The town sprawled across hills green with trees and susin, color-patched with gardens, that ringed
Fakayn Bay. Upon the water skimmed boats; being for pleasure, they were principaly sail-driven
hydrofoils. A few cargo vessdls, long shapes of functiona grace, lay at the docks, loaded and unl caded
by assorted robots. One was coming in, from Brendan's Idands to judge by the course, and one was
standing out to the Hesperian Sea, which flared slver where the sun struck it and, elsewhere, ran
sapphiretill it purpled on northern and southern horizons.

Laurahung low in the empty west, deeper, aureate than at midday. The sky was adowly darkening
blue; streaks of high cirrus clouds, which Arinnian thought of as breastfeathers, promised fair weather
would continue. A salt breeze whispered and cooled his cheeks.

Air traffic was scant. Severa Y thrians passed by, wings gleaming bronze and amber. A couple of
humans made b tflights like Arinnian; distant, they were hardly to betold from aflock of dim lesthery
draculas which evening had drawn out of some cave. More humans rode in cars, horizontd raindrops
that flung back the light with inanimate fierceness. Two or three vans lumbered dong and an
intercontinenta liner was settling toward the airport. But Gray was never wildly busy.

High up, however, paced shapesthat had not been seen here since the end of the Troubles: warcraft
on patrol.

War against the Terran Empire— Shivering, Arinnian lined out eestward, inland.

Already he could see his destination, far off beyond the coastal range and the centra valey, likea
cloudbank on worldedge, those peaks which were the highest in Corona, on al Avaon if you didn't
count Oronesia. Men caled them the Andromedas, but in his Anglic Arinnian had a so taken to using the
Panhaname, Westher-mother.

Ranchland rolled beneath him. Here around Gray, the mainly Y thrian settlements northward merged
with the mainly human south; both ecologies blent with Avaon's own, and the country became a
checkerboard. Man's grainfields, ripening as summer waned, lay tawny amidst huge green pastures
where Y thrians grazed their maukh and mayaw. Stands of timberwood, oak or pine, windnest or
hammerbranch, encroached on nearly tredess reaches of berylline native susin where you might il
glimpse an occasiond barysauroid. The rush of his passage blew away fretfulness. L et the Empire attack
the Domain ... if it dared! Meanwhile he, Arinnian, was bound for Eyath—for hiswhole choth, of
course, and onenesswith it, but chiefly he would see Eyath again.

Acrossthedignity of thedining hall, alook passed between them. Shall we wander outside and be
ourselves?

She asked permission to leave of her father Lythran and her mother Blawsa; athough she wastheir
dependent, that was mereritual, yet rituas mattered greetly. In like fashion Arinnian told the younger
persons among whom he was benched that he had the wish of being unaccompanied. He and Eyath |eft
side by side. It caused no break in the dow, silence-punctuated conversation wherein everyone el se took
part. Their closeness went back to their childhood and, was fully accepted.

The compound stood on a plateau of Mount Farview. At the middle lifted the old stone tower which
housed the senior members of the family and their children. Lower wooden structures, on whose sod
roofs bloomed amberdragon and starbells, were for the unwed and for retainers and their kin. Further
down adopelay sheds, barns, and mews. The whole could not be seen a once from the ground,
because Ythrian trees grew among the buildings: braidbark, copperwood, gaunt lightningrod, jewel leaf



which sheened benegath the moon and by day would shimmer iridescent. The flowerbeds held natives,
more highly evolved than anything from offplanet—sweet smdl janie, pungent livewell, graceful trefoil and
Buddha's cup, a harp vine which the breeze brought ever so faintly to singing. Otherwise the night was
quiet and, at thisdtitude, cold. Breath smoked white.

Eyath spread her wings. They were more dender than average, though spanning closeto Sx meters.
Thisnaturally forced her to rest on handsand tail. "Br-r-r!" shelaughed. "Hoarfrost. Let'slift." Inacrack
and whirl of air, sherose,

"Youforgot," he cdled. "I'vetaken off my belt"

She settled on a platform built near the top of a copperwood. Y thrians made few redundant noises,
obvioudy he could climb. He thought she overrated his skill, merely because he was better at it than she.
A misstep in that murky foliage could bring anasty fal. But he couldn't refuse theimplicit challenge and
keep her respect. He gripped abranch, chinned himsaf up, and groped and rustled hisway.

Ahead, he heard her murmur to the uhoth which had fluttered along behind her. It brought down game
with admirable efficiency, but he felt she made too much fuss over it Well, no denying shewas
husband-high. He didn't quite like admitting that to himsdf. (Why?, he wondered fleetingly.)

When he reached the platform, he saw her at rest on feet and datans, the uhoth on her right wrist
while her left hand stroked it. Morgana, amost full, siood dazzling white over the eestward serraand
made the plumes of Eyath glow. Her crest was silhouetted againgt the Milky Way. Despite the moon,
congelations glistered through upland air, Whed, Swords, Zirraukh, vast sprawling Ship ...

He sat down beside her, hugging hisknees. She made the smdll ululation which expressed her
gladness at his presence. He responded as best he could. Above the clean curve of her muzzle, the great
eyesglimmered.

Abruptly she broke off. He followed her gaze and saw anew star swing into heaven. "A guardian
satellite?' she asked. Her tone wavered the least bit.

"What else?' hereplied. "I think it must be the latest one they've orbited.”
"How many by now?"

"They're not announcing that," he reminded her. Y thrians always had trouble grasping the idea of
government secrets. Of government in any norma human sense, for that matter. Marchwardens Ferune
and Holm had been spending more energy in getting the choths to cooperate than in actual defense
preparations. "My father doesn't believe we can have too many."

"Thewasted wedth—"
"Wél, if the Terrans come—"
"Do you expect they will?"

The trouble he heard brought his hand to squeeze her, very gently, on the neck, and afterward run
fingersadong her crest. Her feathers were warm, smooth and yet infinitely textured. "I don't know," he
said. "Maybe they can settle the border question peacefully. Let's hope.” The last two words were
perforcein Anglic rather than Planha. Y thrians had never beseeched the future. She too was bilingud,
like every educated colonit.

Hislook went back skyward. Sol lay ... yonder in the Maukh, about where four stars formed the
horns ... how far? Oh, yes, 205 light-years. He recdled reading that, from there, Quetlan and Laura
werein acongellation called the Lupus. None of the three suns had naked-eye visbility across such an
abyss. They were mere G-type dwarfs; they merely happened to be circled by some motes which had
fermented till there were chemistries that named those motes Terra, Ythri, Avalon, and loved them.

"Lupus," hemused. "Anirony."
Eyahwhidled: "?"



He explained, adding: "Thelupusis, or was, abeast of prey on Terra. And to us, Sol liesin the sign of
abig, tame herd animad. But who's attacking whom?'

"l haven't followed the news much,” she said, low and not quite steedily. "It seemed afog only, to me
or mine. What need we reck if others clashed? Then al of a sudden—Might we have caused some of the
trouble, Arinnian? Could folk of ours have been too rash, too rigid?”

Her mood was so uncharacterigtic, not just of Y thrian temperament in genera but of her usudly sunny
sdf, that astonishment jerked his head around. "What's made you this anxious?' he asked.

Her lips nuzzled the uhoth, asif seeking consolation that he thought he could better give. Its beak
preened her. He bardly heard: "V odan."

"What? Oh! Are you betrothed to Vodan?' Hisvoice had cracked. Why am | shaken? he
wondered. He's a fine fellow. And of this same choth, too; no problems of changed law and
custom, culture shock, homesickness— Arinnian's glance swept over the Storm-gate country. Above
valleys steep-walled, dark and fragrant with woods, snowpesks lifted. Closer was a mountainside down
which awaterfal stood pillarlike under the moon. A night-flying bugler sounded its haunting note through
dillness. On the Plains of Long Reach, in arctic marshes, halfway around the planet on a scorching New
Gaiilan savannah, amidst the uncounted idands that made up most of what dry land Avaon had—how
might she cometo missthe redm of her choth?

No, wait, I'm thinking like a human. Ythrians get around more. Eyath's own mother is from the
Sagittarius basin, often goes back to visit ... Why shouldn't | think like a human? | am one. I've
found wisdom, rightness, happiness of a sort in certain Ythrian ways; but no use pretending I'll
ever be an Ythrian, ever wed a winged girl and dwell in our own aerie.

Shewas saying: "Wdll, no, not exactly. Gemate, do you believe | wouldn't tell you of my betrothal
or invite you to my wedding feast? But heisa... aperson I've grown very fond of. Y ou know | planned
on gaying sngletill my studieswerefinished." She wanted the difficult, honored caling of musician.
"Lately ... well. | thought about it alot during my last lovetime. | grew hotter then than ever before, and |
kept imagining VVodan.”

Arinnian felt himsdf flush. He stared a the remote gleam of aglacier. She shouldn't tell him such
things. It wasn't decent. An unmarried femae Ythrian, or one whose hushand was absent, was supposed
to stay isolated from males when the heat came upon her; but she was aso supposed to spend the energy
it raised in work, or study, or meditation, or—

Eyath sensed his embarrassment. Her laughter rippled and shelaid ahand over his. Thedim fingers,
the sharp claws gripped him tenderly. "Why, | declare you're shocked! What for?"

"Y ou wouldn't talk like that to—your father, abrother—" And you shouldn't feel that way, either.
Never. Estrus or no. Lonely, maybe; dreamy, yes; but not like some sweating trull in the bed of
some cheap hotel room. Not you, Eyath.

"True, it'd be improper talk in Stormgate. | used to wonder if | shouldn't marry into aless strict choth.
Vodan, though—Anyhow, Arinnian, dear, | cantdl you anything. Can't 17"

"Yes" After all, I'mnot really an Ythrian.

"Wediscussed it later, heand |," she said. "Marriage, | mean. No use denying, children would bea
terrible handicap at this stage. But we fly well together; and our parents have been nudging usfor along,
time, it'd be so good an dliance between houses. Weve wondered if, maybe, if we stayed hricca the first
few years—"

"That doesn't work too well, doesit?' he said as her voicetrailed off, through the bloodbest in his
ears. "That is, uh, continual sex relations may not be how Y thrians reinforce pair bonds, but that doesn't
mean sex has no importance. If you separate every lovetime, you, you, well, you're rgjecting each other,
arent you? Why not, uh, contraception?”'



“No."

Heknew why her race, dmogt if not quite uniformly, spurned that. Children—the strong parenta
ingtinct of both mates—were what kept them together. If small wings closed around you and asmall
head snuggled down aongside your kedlbone, you forgot the inevitable tensons and frustrations of
marriage as much asif you were ahuman who had just happily coupled.

"We could postpone thingstill I've finished my studies and hisbusinessison thewing," Eyath sad.
Arinnian remembered that \VVodan, in partnership with various youths from Stormgate, Many Thermals,
and The Tarns, had launched asivicultura engineering firm. "But if war comes—kaah, he'sinthe navd
reserve—"

Her free arm went around his shoulder, ablind gesture. He leaned hisweight on an elbow so he could
reach beneath the wings to embrace her iff body. And he murmured to her, hissster since they both
were children, what comfort he was able.

In the morning they felt more chearful. It was not in Y thrian nature to brood—not even asabad pun,
they giving live birth—and bird-humans had tried to educate themsdlves out of the habit. Today, apart
from afew retainers on maintenance duty, Lythran's household would fly to that mountain where the
regiona Khruath met. On the way they would bejoined by other Stormgate families; arrived, they would
find other choths entirely. However bleak the occasion of this gathering was, some of the color,
excitement, private business, and private fun would be there that pervaded the regular assemblies.

And the dawn was clear and atailwind streamed.

A trumpet cdled. Lythran sivung from thetop of histower. Folk lifted their wings until the antlibranch
dits beneath stood agape, purple from blood under the oxygen-drinking tissues. The wings clapped back
down, and back on high; the Y thrians thundered off the ground, caught an updraft, and rodeit into
formation. Then they flew eastward over the crags.

Arinnian steered close to Eyath. She flashed him a smile and broke into song. She had a beautiful
voice—it could nearly be named soprano—which turned the skirls and gutturals of Planhainto alilt.
What she cataracted forth on the air was atraditional carol, but it was for Arinnian because he had
rendered it into Anglic, though he waysfelt that histricks of language had failed to convey either the
rgpture or thevison.

"Light that leaps from a sun still sunken
hails the hunter at hover,

washes hiswings in molten morning,
startles the starsto cover.

Blue isthe bell of hollow heaven,

rung by arisen blowing.

Wide lie woodlands and mountain meadows,
great and green with their growing.

But— ook, oh, look!—
ared ray struck
through tattered mist.
A broadhorn buck
stands traitor-kissed.
The talons crook.

"Tilt through tumult of wakened wind-noise,
whining, whickering, whirly;,
dlip down a slantwise course of currents.



Ha, but the hunt comes early!

Poise on the pinions, take the target
therein the then of swooping—

Thrust on through by a wind-wild wingbeat,
stark the stabber comes stooping.

The buck may pose
for one short breath
beforeit runs

from whistling death.
The hammer stuns.
Thetalons close.

"Broad and bright is the nearing noontide.
Drawn to dreamily drowsing,

shut-eyed in shade he sits now, sated.
Suddenly sounds his rousing.

Cool asthekiss of a ghost, then gusty,
rinsed by the rainfall after,

breezes brawl, and-their forest fleetness
livesin leafage like, laughter.

Among the trees

the branches shout
and groan and throw
themsel ves about

It's time to go.
Thetalons ease.

"Beat from boughs up to row through rainstreams.
Thickly thutters the thunder.

Hailwinds harried by lash of lightning

roar asthey rise fromunder.

Blind in the black of clawing cloudbanks,

wins he his way, though slowly,

breaks their barrier, soarsin sunlight.

High is heaven and holy.

The glow dants gold
caressingly

across and through
immensity

of silent blue.
Thetalonsfold."

Avalon rotatesin 11 hours, 22 minutes, 12 seconds, on an axistilted 21° from the normd to the
orbitd plane. Thus Gray, at about 43° N., knows short nights always, in summer the darkness seems
scarcely ablink. Danidl Holm wondered if that was aroot of hisweariness.

Probably not. He was born here. His ancestors had lived here for centuries; they arrived with



Fdkayn. If individuas could change their circadian rhythms—as held had to do plenty oftenin his
gpacefaring days—surely arace could. The medics said that settling down in agravity field only 80
percent of Terra's made more severe demands than that on the organism; itswhole fluid balance and
kinesthesa must readjust. Besides, what humans underwent wastrivia compared to what their fellow
colonigts did. The Ythrians had had to shift awhole breeding cycle to adifferent day, year, weight,
climate, diet, world. No wonder their first severa generations had been of low fertility. Nevertheess, they
survived; in the end, they flourished.

Therefore it was nonsense to suppose a man got tired from anything except overwork—and, yes,
age, in spite of antisenescence. Or wasit? Redly? Asyou grew old, asyou neared your dead and all
who had gone before them, might your being not yearn back to its earliest beginnings, to amanhome you
had never seen, but somehow remembered?

Crock! Come off that! Who said eighty-four is old? Holm yanked acigar from his pocket and
snapped off the end. Theinhalation which lit it was unnecessarily hard. He was of medium height, and
stocky in the olive tunic and baggy trousers worn by human members of the Y thrian armed services. The
mongoloid side of his descent showed in round heed, wide face, high cheekbones, afullness about the
lips and the blunt nose; the calicasoid was revealed in gray eyes, askin that would have been pdedid he
not spend his free time outdoors hunting or gardening, and the hair that was grizzled on his scalp but
remained crisp and black on his chest. Like most men on the planet, he suppressed his beard.

He waswading into the latest spate of communications his aides had passed on to him, when the
intercom buzzed and said: "First Marchwarden Ferune wishes discussion.”

"Surel" Holm's superior was newly back from Ythri. The man reached for atwo-way plate, withdrew
his hand, and said, "Why not in the flesh? I'll beright there.”

He stumped from his office. The corridor beyond hummed and bustled—nava personnd, civilian
employees of the Lauran admiraty—and overloaded the building'sair system till the odors of both
gpecies were noticesble, dightly acrid human and dightly smoky Y thrian. The latter beings were more
numerous, in reversa of population figuresfor Avaon. But then, a number were here from e'sewherein
the Domain, especialy from the mother world, trying to help thisfrontier make ready inthe crisis.

Holm forced himself to call greetings right and |eft as he went. His affability had become atrademark
whose vaue he recognized. At first it was genuine, hethought.

The honor guard sal uted and admitted him to Ferune's presence. (Holm did not tolerate time-wasting
ceremoniousness in his department; but he admitted itsimportance to Ythrians,) Theinner room was
typica: spacious and sparsely furbished, afew austere decorations, bench and desk and office machinery
adapted to ornithoid requirements. Rather than atrangparency in the wall, there was a genuine huge
window open on garden-scented breezes and adownhill view of Gray and the waters aglitter beyond.

Ferune had added various offplanet souvenirs and a bookshelf oaded with folio copies of the Terran
classcsthat he read, in three original languages, for enjoyment. A smdlish, tan-feathered male, hewasa
bit of an iconoclast. His choth, Mistwood, had aways been one of the most progressive on Avalon,
mechanized as much as a human community and, in consequence, large and prosperous. He had scant
patience to sparefor tradition, religion, any conservatism. He endured aminimum of formaities because
he must, but never claimed to like them.

Bouncing from his perch, he scuttled across the floor and shook hands Terran style. "Khr-r-r, good to
seeyou, old rascal!" He spoke Planha; Y thrian throats are |ess versatile than human (though of course no
human can ever get the sounds quite right) and he wanted neither the nuisance of wearing avocalizer nor
the grotesguerie of an accent.

"How'dit go?' Holm asked.

Ferune grimaced. But that is the wrong word. His feathers were not Smply more intricate than those
of Terran birds, they were more closaly connected to muscles and nerve endings, and their movements



condtituted awhole universe of expression forever denied to man. Irritation, fret, underlying anger and
dismay, rippled across his body.

"Huh." Holm found achair designed for him, sank down, and drew tobacco pungency over his
tongue. "Tdl."

Foot-claws clicked on lovely-grained wood. Back and forth Ferune paced. "I'll be dictating afull
report,” hesaid. "In brief, worse than | feared. Y es, they're scrambling to establish a unified command
and shovethe idea of action under doctrineinto every captain. But they've no dustiest notion of how to
go about it"

"God on agtick," Holm exclamed, "weve been telling them for the past five yeard | thought—oh,
bugger, communication's so vague in this so-caled navy, I'd nothing to go on but impressions, and |
guess| got the wrong ones—but you know | thought, we thought a halfway sensible reorganization was
inprogress.”

"It was, but it moulted. Overweening pride, bickering, haggling about details. We 'Y thrians—our
dominant culture, at least—don't fit well into anything tightly centralized.” Ferune paused. "Infact,” he
went on, "the most influential argument againgt trading our separate, loosely coordinated planetary
commands for a Terran-mode hierarchy has been that Terramay have vastly greater forces, but these
need to control avastly greater volume of space than the Domain; and if they fight usthey'll be at theend
of such along line of communication that unified action is self-defeating.”

"Huh! Hasn't it occurred to those mudbrains on Y thri, the Imperium isn't gupid? If Terra hits, it won't
run the war from Terra, but from a sector close to our borders.”

"Weve found little sgn of strength being marshaed in nearby systems.”

"Certainly not!" Holm dammed afist on thearm of hischair. "Would they givether preparations
away likethat? Would you? They'll assemble in space, parsecs from any star. Minimal traffic between the
gathering fleet and whatever planets our scouts can sneak closeto. Inafew cubic light-years, they can
hide power to blow us out of the plenum.”

"Youvetold methisafew times," Ferune said dryly. "I've passed it on. To scant avail." He stopped
pacing. For awhile, slence dwelt in theroom. Theydlow light of Laura cast leaf shadows on thefloor.
They quivered.

"After dl," Ferune said, "our methods did save us during the Troubles.

"Y ou can't compare war lords, pirates, petty conquerors, barbarians who'd never have gotten past
their stratospheresif they hadn't happened to 've acquired practicaly self-operating ships—you can't
compare that bloody-clawed rabbleto Imperid Terra."

"I know," Ferunereplied; "The point is, Y thrian methods served us well because they accord with
Y thrian nature. I've begun to wonder, during thislast trip, if an attempt to become poor copies of our
rivals may not be foredoomed. The atempt's being made, understand—you'll get detailstill they run back
out of your gorge—but could bethat dl well gainis confusion. I've decided that while Avaon must make
every effort to cooperate, Avalon must at the same time expect smal help from outside.”

Again fel gtillness. Holm looked at his superior, associate, friend of years, and not for thefirst time, it
cameto him what strangers they two were.

Hefound himself regarding Ferune asif he had never met an Ythrian before.

Standing, the Marchwarden was about 120 centimeters high from feet to top of crest; atall person
would have goneto 140 or so, say up to the mid-breast of Holm. Since the body tilted forward, its actua
length from muzzle through tail was somewhat more. It massed perhaps 20 kilos, the maximum for the
specieswas under 30.

The head looked sculptured. It bulged back from alow brow to; hold the brain. A bony ridge arched
down in front to apair of nogtrils, nearly hidden by feathers, which stood above a flexible mouth full of



sharp white fangs and a purple tongue. The jaw, underdung and rather delicate, merged with astrong
neck. That face was dominated by its eyes, big and amber, and by the dense, scalloped feather-crest that
rose from the brow, lifted over the head, and ran half the length of the neck: partly for aerodynamic
purposes, partly as ahelmet on the thin skull.

Thetorso thrust outward in agreat keelbone, which at itslower end was flanked by the arms. These
were not unlike the arms of a skinny human, in Size and appearance; they lacked plumage, and the hide
was dark yellow on Ferune's, brown or black in other Y thrian subspecies. The hands were less manlike.
Each bore three fingers between two thumbs; each digit possessed one more joint than its Terran
equivalent and anail that might better be called atalon. Thewrist sprouted adew claw onitsinner
surface. Those hands were large in proportion to the arms, and muscles played snakishly across them.
They had evolved asripping tools, to help the teeth. The body ended in afan-shaped tail of feathers, rigid
enough to help support it when desired.

At present, though, the tremendous wings were folded down to work aslegs. Inthe middle of either
leading edge, a"knee" joint bent in reverse; those bones would lock together in flight. From the "ankle,"
three forward toes and one rearward extended to make afoot; aoft, they curled around the wing to
strengthen and add sengtivity. The remaining three digits of the ancestral ornithoid had fused to produce
the a atan bone which swept backward for more than ameter. The skin over itsfront haf was bare,
calloused, another surface to rest on.

Ferune being male, his crest rose higher than afemal€e's, and it and the tail were white with black trim;
on her they would have been of uniform dark lustrousness. The remainder of him was lighter-colored than
averagefor his species, which ranged from gray-brown through black.

"Khr-r-r-r." The throat-noise yanked Holm out of hisreverie. "Y ou sare.”

"Oh. Sorry." To atrue-born carnivore, that was more rude than it was among omnivorous humans.
"My mind wandered."

"Whither?' Ferune asked, mild again.

"M-m-m ... well—well, dl right. | got to thinking how little my breed redlly countsfor in the Domain.
| figure maybe we'd better assume everything's bound to be done Y thrian-style, and make the best of
thet."

Ferune uttered awarbling "reminder” note and quirked certain feathers. Thishad no exact Anglic
equivaent, but theintent could be trandated as. ™Y our sort aren't the only non-Y thrians under our
hegemony. Y ou aren't the only ones technologicaly up to date." Planhawasin fact not aslaconic asits
verbal conventions made it seem.

"N-no," Holm mumbled. "But we ... in the Empire, were the leaders. Sure, Grester Terraincludes
quite afew home worlds and colonies of nonhumans, and alot of individuals from e sewhere have gotten
Terran citizenship; sure. But more humans arein key postions of every kind than members of any other
race—fireflare, probably of al the other races put together.” He sighed and stared at the glowing end of
hiscigar. "Herein the Domain, what are men? A handful on thissingle bal. Oh, we get around, we do
well for oursalves, but the fact won't go away that we're anot terribly significant minority inawhole
clutch of minorities”

"Do you regret that?' Ferune asked quite softly.

"Huh?No. No. | only meant, well, probably the Domain has too few humansto explain and
administer ahuman-type naval organization. So better we adjust to you than you to us. It's unavoidable
anyhow. Even on Avaon, where therere more of us, it's unavoidable.”

"l hear abarrennessin your tone and seeit in your eyes," Ferune said, more gently than was hiswont.
"Again you think of your son who has gone bird, true? Y ou fear hisyounger brothers and ssterswill fare
off ashedid."



Holm gathered strength to answer. ™Y ou know | respect your ways. Always have, dwayswill. Nor
am | about to forget how Y thri took my people in when Terrahad rotted away beneath them. It's
just ... just ... we rate respect too. Don't we?"'

Ferune moved forward until he could lay ahand on Holm's thigh. He understood the need of humans
to speak their griefs.

"When he—Chris—when hefirg started running around, flying around, with Ythrians, why, | was
glad,” the man dogged on. He held his gaze out the window. From time to time he dragged & hiscigar,
but the gesture was mechanical, unnoticed. "He'd aways been too bookish, too done. So his Stormgate
friends, hisvigtsthere—L ater, when he and Eyath and their gang were knocking around in odd corners
of the planet—wsll, that seemed like he was doing over what | did at his age, except hed have
somebody to guard hisback if adtuation got sharp. | thought maybe he aso would end enlisting in the
navy—" Holm shook hishead. "I didn't seetill too late, what'd gotten in him was not old-fashioned
fiddlefootedness. Then when | did wake up, and we quarreled about it, and he ran off and hid in the
Shidding Idandsfor ayear, with Eyath's hedp— But no point in my going on, isthere?'

Ferune gestured negative. After Danid Holm went raging to Lythran's house, accusations exploding
out of him, it had been al the First Marchwarden could do to intervene, cam both parties and prevent a
dud.

"No, | shouldn't have said anything today," Holm continued. "It's only—Iast night Rowenawas crying.
That he went off and didn't say goodbye to her. Mainly, she worries about what's happening to him,
insde, since hejoined the choth. Can he ever make anorma marriage, for ingtance? Ordinary girlsaren't
histype any more; and bird girls—And, right, our younger kids. Tommy's completely in orbit around
Y thrian subjects. The school monitor had to come in person and tell us how he'd been neglecting to
screen the materia or submit the work or see the consultants he was supposed to. And Jeanne's found a
couple of Ythrian playmates—"

"Asfar as| know," Ferune said, "humans who entered choths have as arule had satisfactory lives.
Problems, of course. But what life can have none? Besides, the difficulties ought to becomeless asthe
number of such persons grows.”

"Look," Holm floundered, "I'm not against your folk. Break my bonesif ever | was! Never oncedid |
say or think there was anything dishonorable about what Chris was doing, any more than | would've said
or thought it if, oh, if he'd joined some celibate order of priests. But I'd not have liked that elther. It'sno
more naturad fox aman. And I've studied everything | could find about bird people. Sure, most of them
have claimed they were happy. Probably most of them believed it. | can't help thinking they never
realized what they'd missed."

"Walkers," Ferune said. In Planha, that sufficed. In Anglic he would have had to state something like:
"Wevelost our share, those who left the choths to become human-fashion atomic individuals within a
globd human community.”

"Influence," he added, which conveyed: "Over the centuries on Avalon, no few of our kind have
grown bitter at what your precept and example were doing to the choths themselves. Many il are. |
suspect that's amg or reason why severa such groups have become more reactionary than any on the
mother world."

Holm responded, "Wasn't the whole idea of this colony that both races should grant each other the
right to be what they were?"

"That was written into the Compact and remainsthere,”" Ferune said in two syllables and three
expressons. "Nobody has been compelled. But living together, how can we help changing?'

"Uh-huh. Because Y'thri in genera and Mistwood in particular have made a success of adopting and
adapting Terran technology, you believe nothing'sinvolved except acommon-sense swap of idess. It's
not that smple, though.”



"l didn't clamitis" Ferune said, "only that we don't catch timein any net.”

"Yeh. I'm sorry if I— Well, | didn't mean to maunder on, especidly, when you've heard me often
enough before. These just happen to be thin days at home." The man |&ft his chair, strode past the
Ythrian, and halted by the. window, where he looked out through aveil of smoke.

"Let'sget to real work," hesaid. "I'd like to ask specific questions about the overal state of Domain
preparedness. And you'd better listen to me about what's been going on here while you were
away—through the whole bloody-be-flensed Lauran System, in fact. That's none too good either.”

The car identified its destination and moved down. Itsinitia dtitude was such that the rider inside
glimpsed a dozen specks of ground strewn over shining waters. But when he gpproached they had dl
falen benegth the horizon. Only the rugged cone of St Li was now visibleto him.

With an equatoria diameter of amere. 11,308 kilometers, Avaon hasamolten core smdler in
proportion than Terra's, amass of 0.63 cannot store as much heat. Thus the forces are weak that thrust
land upward. At the same time, erosion proceeds fast. The atmospheric pressure at sealeve issmilar to
the Terrestrid—and drops off more dowly with height, because of the gravity gradient—and rapid
rotation makes for violent weather. In consequence, the surface is generally low, the highest peak in the
Andromedas rising no more than 4500 meters. Nor does the land occur in great masses. Corona,
capping the north pole and extending down past the Tropic of Swords, covers barely eight million,
sguare kilometers, about the size of Audtralia. In the opposite hemisphere, Equatoria, New Africa, and
New Gaiilacould better be cdled large idands than minor continents. All else conssts of far smaller
idands

Y et one feature is gigantic. Some, 2000 kilometers due west of Gray begins that drowned range
whose peaks, thrusting into air, are known as Orbnesia. Southward it runs, crosses the Tropic of Spears,
traills off at last not far from the Antarctic Circle. Thusit formsatrue, hydrological boundary; itswestern
side marks off the Middle Ocean, its eastern the Hesperian Seain the northern hemisphere and the South
Ocean beyond the equator. It supports adistinct ecology, incredibly rich. And thereby, after the
colonization, it became asociologica phenomenon. Any eccentrics, human or Ythrian, could go off,
readily transform one or afew ides, and make their own undisturbed existence.

The mainland chothswere diverse in Sze aswell asin organization and tradition. But whether they be
roughly analogousto clans, tribes, baronies, religious communes, republics, or whatever, they counted
their membersin the thousands at least. In Oronesiathere were single households which bore the name;
grown and married, the younger children were expected to found new, independent societies.

Naturaly, this extremism was exceptiona. The Highsky folk in particular were numerous, controlling
the fisheries around latitude 30° N. and occupying quite a stretch of the archipelago. And they werefairly
conventiond, insofar as that word has any meaning when applied to Ythrians.

The aircar landed on the beach below a compound. He who stepped out was tall, with dark-red hair,
clad in sanddls, kilt, and weapons.

Tabitha Falkayn had seen the vehicle descending and walked forth to meet it. "Hello, Christopher
Hom," shesadin Anglic.

"l comeasArinnian,” he answered in Planha. "L uck fare beside you, Hrill."

She smiled. "Excuse meif | don't eaborate the occasion.” Shrewdly: "Y ou called ahead that you
wanted to see me on a public matter. That must have to do with the border crisis. | daresay your

Khruath. decided that western Corona and northern Oronesia must work out ameans of defending the
Hesperian Sea.”



He nodded awkwardly, and his eyes sought refuge from her amusement.

Enormous overhead, sunshine brilliant off cumulus banks, arched heaven. A sailor winged yonder,
scouting for schools of piscoid; aflock of Ythrian shuas flapped by under the control of aherder and his
uhoths; native pteropleuron lumbered around areef rookery. The searolled indigo, curled in trand ucent
green breakers, and exploded in foam on sands nearly aswhite. Trawlersplied it, kilometers out. Inland
the ground rose steep. The upper dopes till bore a pale emeradd mat of susin; only afew kinds of shrub
were able to grow past those interlocking roots. But further down the hills had been plowed. There
Ythrian clustergrain rustled red, for ground cover and to feed the shuas, while groves of coconut palm,
mango, orange, and pumpernickel plant lifted above to nourish the human members of Highsky. A wind
blew, warm but fresh, full of salt and iodine and fragrances.

"l suppose it was fdt bird-to-bird conferences would be agood idea," Tabithawent on. "You
mountaineers will have ample trouble understanding us pel agics, and vice versa, without the handicap of
differing species. Ornithoids will meet likewise, hm?' Her manner turned thoughtful: "Y ou hadto bea
delegate, of course. Y our area has so few of your kind. But why come in person? Not that you aren't
welcome. Still, aphone cal—"

"We ... wemay haveto tak at length," he said. "For days, off and on." He took for granted he would
receive hospitdity; al choths held that a guest was sacred.

"Why me, though?1'm only alocd."
"Y ou're adescendant of David Falkayn."
"That doesn't mean much.”

"It doeswhere| live. Besdes—well, we've met before, now and then, at the larger Khruaths and on
vigitsto each other's home areas and—\We're acquainted alittle. I'd not know where to begin among
total strangers. If nothing ese, you ... you can advise me whom to consult, and introduce me. Can't
you?'

"Certainly.” Tabithatook both his hands. "Besides, I'm glad to see you, Chris.”

His heart knocked. He struggled not to squirm. What makes me this shy before her? God knew she
was attractive. A few years older than he, big, strongly built, full-breasted and long of leg, she showed to
advantage in ashort deevelesstunic. Her face was snubnosed, wide of mouth, its green eyes set far apart
under heavy brows, she had never bothered to remove the white scar on her right cheekbone. Her hair,
cropped benesth the ears, was bleached flaxen. It blew like banners over the brown, dightly freckled
in.

He wondered if she went as casualy to bed as the Coronan bird girls—never withamae
counterpart; dways a hearty, husky, not overintelligent worker type—or if shewasavirgin. That seemed
unlikely. What human, perpetually in alow-grade lovetime, could match the purity of an Eyath? Y et
Highsky wasn't Stormgate or The Tarns—he didn't know—T abitha had no companions of her own
species here where she dwelt—however, she traveled often and widely ... He cast the speculation from
him.

"Hoy, you're blushing," shelaughed. "Did | violate one of your precious mores?' Shereleased him. "If
90, | gpologize. But you dways take these things too serioudy. Relax. A socid riteor asocid gaffeisnta
deathpride matter.”

Easy for her, | suppose, hethought Her grandparents were received into this choth. Her parents
and their children grew up in it. A fourth of the member ship must be human by now. And they've
influenced it—Ilike this commercial fishery she and Dtaun have started, a strictly private
enterprise—

"I'm afraid we've no timefor gaiety,” he got out. "Weve waking westher ahead.”
"Indeed?'



"The Empire's about to expand our way."

"C'mon to the, house." Tabithatook hisarm and urged him toward the compound. Its thatch-roofed
timber dwellings were built lower than most Y thrian homes and were sturdier than they seemed; for here
was scant protection from Avalon's hurricanes. "Oh, yes" she said, "the empire's been growing,
vigoroudy since Manud the First. But I'veread its history. How hasthe territory been brought under
control? Some by simple partnership—civilized non-humans like the Cynthians found it advantageous.
Some by purchase or exchange. Some by conquest, yes—but always of primitives, or at most of people
whose strength in space was ridiculoudy less than Greater Terrds. Were aharder gaeto buck.”

"Arewe? My father says—"

"Uh-huh. The Empire's sphere approaches 400 light-years across, ours about 80. Out of al the
systemsinits volume, the Empire's got adegree of direct contact with severa thousand, we with barely
250. But don't you see, Chris, we know our planets better? We're more compact. Our total resources
areless but our technology's every bit as good. And then, we're distant from Terra. Why should they
attack us? We don't threaten them, we merely claim our rights along the border. If they want more realm,
they can find plenty closer to home, sunsthey've never visited, and easier to acquire than from a proud,
well-armed Domain.”

"My father sayswe're weak and unready.”
"Do you think we would lose awar?'

Hefdl slent until they both noticed, through the soughing ahead, how sand scrunched beneeth their
feet. At last: "Well, | don't imagine anybody goesinto awar expecting to lose.”

"l don't believethey'll fight,” Tabithasaid. "I believe the Imperium has better sense.”

"Regardless, weld better take precautions. Home defense is among them.”

"Y es. Wont be easy to organize, among a hundred or more sovereign choths.”

"That's where we birds comein, maybe," he ventured. "L ong established onesin particular, like your
family."

"I'm honored to help,” shetold him. "Arid in fact | don't imagine the choths will cooperate too
badly—" shetossed her head in haughtiness—"when it'samatter of showing the Empirewho flies
highest!"

Eyath and VVodan winged together. They made a handsome pair, both golden of eyesand arms, he
ocher-brown and she deep bronze. Beneath them reached the Stormgate lands, forest-darkened valleys,
crags and dliffs, peaks where snowfields lingered to dapple blue-gray rock, sword-blade of awaterfal
and remote blink of aglacier. A wind sang whoo and drove clouds, which Lauratinged gold, through
otherwise brilliant air; their, shadows raced and rippled across the world. The Y thrians drank of the
wind's cold and swam in its swirling, thrusting, flowing strength. It stroked their featherstill they felt the
barbs of the great outer pinions shiver.

Hesad: "If wewere of Arinnian'skind, | would surely wed you, now, before | go to my ship. But
you won't bein lovetime for months, and by then | might be dead. | would not bind you to that sorrow
for nothing."

"Do you think | would grieve lessif | had not the name of widow?' she answered. "I'd want the right
to lead your memorial dance. For | know what parts of these skiesyou like best."

"Still, you would haveto lift some awkward questions, obligation toward my blood and so on. No..
Shdll our friendship be less because, for awhile, you have not the name of wife?’

"Friendship—" shemurmured. Impulsively: "I dreamt last night that we were indeed like humans.”
"What, forever in rut?'
"Foreverinlove”



"Kh-h'ng, I've naught againgt Arinnian, but sometimes| wonder if you've not been too much with him,
for too many years since you both were smal. Had Lythran not taken you aong when he had businessin
Gray—" Vodan saw her crest rise, broke off and added in haste: "Y es, he's your galemate. That makes
him minetoo. | only wanted to warnyou ... don' try, don't wish to be human.”

"No-no." Eyath felt adowndraft dide by. She danted hersdlf to catch it, athrob of wingsand then the
long wild glide, pesks leaping nearer, glimpse through trees of apool ashinewhere aferd stalion drank,
song and rush and caress of doyen air, till she checked hersdlf and flew back upward, breasting atorrent,
every muscleat full diveness—traced athermd by thetiny trembling of amountain seen through it, won
there, spread her wings and let heaven carry her hovering while she laughed.

Vodan beat near. "Would | trade this?* she called joyoudly. "Or you?"

Ekrem Saracoglu, Imperia governor of Sector Pacis, had hinted for awhile that he would like to
meet the daughter of Fleet Admird Juan de Jestis Cgd y Pdomares. She had come from Nuevo Mexico
to be officid hostess and feminine mgordomo for her widowed father, after he transferred his
headquarters to Esperance and rented ahouse in Fleurville. The date kept being postponed. It was not
that the admira didiked the governo—they got along well—nor distrusted hisintentions, no matter how
notorious awomanizer he was. Luisahad been raised among folk who, if strict out of necessity on their
dry world, wererich in honor and bore ahair-trigger pride. It was merely that both men were
overwhelmed by work.

At last their undertakings seemed fairly well along, and Cgjd invited Sarocoglu to dinner. A ridiculous
last-minute contretemps occurred. The admiral phoned home that he would be detained at the office a
couple of hours. The governor was aready on hisway.

"Thus you, Donna, have been told to keep me happy in the teeth of a postponed medl," Saracoglu
purred over the hand he kissed. "I assure you, that will not bein the least difficult.” Though small, she had
alively figure and adarkly pretty face. And he soon learned that, abeit solemn, she knew how to listen to
aman and, rarer yet, ask him stimulating questions.

By then they were strolling in the garden. Rosebushes and cherry trees might dmost have been
growing on Terra; Eperance was a prize among colony planets. The sun Pax was still above the horizon,
now a midsummer, but leveled mellow beams across an old brick wall. The air waswarm, blithe with
birdsong, sweet with green odorsthat drifted in from the countryside. A car or two caught thelight, high
above; but Heurville was not big enough for itstraffic noise to be heard thisfar from the centrum.

Saracoglu and Luisa paced along graveled paths and talked. They were guarded, whichisto say
discreetly chaperoned. However, no duennafollowed severa paces behind, but a huge four-armed
Gorzunian mercenary on whom the nuances of aflirtation would be lost.

Thetroubleis, thought the governor, she's begun conversing in earnest.

It had been quite pleasant at first. She encouraged him to speak of himself. "—yes, the Earl of
Anatolia, that'sme. Frankly, evenif itison Terra, aminor peerage ... Career bureaucrat. Might rather've
been an artit—I dabblein oilsand clays—maybe you'd careto see ... Alas, you know how such things
go. Imperial nobles are expected to serve the Imperium. Had | but been born in adecadent eral Eh?
Unfortunatdy, the Empires not run out of momentum—"

Inwardly, he grinned at his own performance. He, fifty-three standard years of age, squat, running to
fat, totaly bald, little eyes set close to agiant nose, and two expensive mistressesin his paace—acting
therole of aboy who acted the role of an homme du monde! Wdll, he enjoyed that oncein awhile, as
he enjoyed gaudy clothes and jewels. They were arelaxation from the wry realism which had never
alowed him to improve his appearance through biosculp.

But at this point she asked, "Areweredly going to attack the Y thrians?*

"Heh?" The distressin her tone brought his head swinging sharply around to stare &t her. "Why,
negotiations are saled, but—"



"Who gtdled them?' She kept her own gaze straight ahead. Her voice had risen anote and the dight
Espanyol accent had intensfied.

"Who gtarted most of the violent incidents?' he countered. "Y thrians. Not that they're mongters,
understand. But they are predators by nature. And they've no strong authority—no proper government at
all—to control the impulses of groups. That's been amg or sumbling block in the effort to reach an
accommodation.”

"How genuine was the effort—on our Sde?"' she demanded, il refusing to look at him. "How long
have you planned to fal on them? My father won't tell me anything, but it's obvious, it's been obvious
ever Snce he moved here—how often are nava and civilian headquarters on the same planet?—it's
obvious something is b-b-being readied.”

"Donna," Saracoglu said gravely, "when afleet of spacecraft can turn whole worldsinto tombs, one
prepares againgt the worst and one clamps down security regulations.” He paused. "One aso discoversit
isunwiseto let spheresinterpenetrate, as Empire and Domain have. | daresay you, young, away off ina
relatively isolated system ... | daresay you got; an ideathe Imperium is provoking war in order to
swdlow thewhole Y thrian Domain. That isnot true.”

"What istrue?' shereplied bitterly.
"That there have been bloody clashes over disputed territories and conflicting interests.”
"Yes. Our traders are losing potentiad profits.”

"Would that were the only friction. Commerciad digputes are dways negotiable. Political and military
rivalries are harder, For example, which of us shall absorb the Antoranite-Kraokan complex around Beta
Centauri? One of usis bound to, and those resources would gregtly strengthen Terra. The Ythrians have
aready gained more power, by bringing Dathyna under them, than we like a potentially hogtile raceto
have.

"Furthermore, by rectifying this messy frontier, we can armor ourselves against aMersaian flank
attack." Saracoglu lifted ahand to forestall her protest. "'Indeed, Donna, the Roidhunateis far off and not
very big. But it'sgrowing at an arming rate, and aggressive acquisitivenessis built into itsideology. The
duty of an empireisto providefor the great-grandchildren.”

"Why can't we smply write atreaty, giveaquid pro quo, dividethingsinafar and reasonable
manner?' Luisaasked.

Saracoglu sighed. "The populations of the planets would object to being treated like inanimate
property. No government which took that attitude would long survive." He gestured adoft. "Furthermore,
the universe holds too many unknowns. We have traveled hundreds—in earlier days, thousands—of
light-yearsto especidly interesting stars. But what myriads have we bypassed? What may turn up when
we do seek them out? No respons ble authority, human or Y thrian, will blindly hand over such
posshbilitiesto an dien.

"No, Donna, thisis no problem capable of neat, final solutions. We just have to do our fumbling best.
Which does not include subjugating Ythri. I'm thefirst to grant Ythri'sright to exist, go itsown way, even
keep off planet possessions. But this frontier must be stabilized."

"We—interpenetrate—with others—and have no trouble.”

"Of course. Why should we fight hydrogen breathers, for example? They're so exotic w& can barely
communicate with them. Thetroubleis, the Ythriansare too like us. As an old, old saying goes, two
tough, smart races want the same redl estate.”

"We can live with them! Humans are doing it. They havefor generaions.”
"Do you mean Avaon?'
She nodded.



Saracoglu saw a chance to divert the conversation back into easier channels. "Well, thereésan
interesting case, certainly,” he smiled. "How much do you know about it?"

"Very little," she admitted, subdued. "A few mentions here and there, since | cameto Esperance. The
galaxy's so huge, thistiny fleck of it weveexplored ... "

"Y ou might get to see Avaon,” he said; "Not far off, ten or twelve light-years. I'd like that mysdf. The
society does gppear to be unusud, if not absolutely unique.”

"Don't you understand? If humans and Y thnans can share asingle planet—"

"That's different. Allow meto give you some background. I've never been there either, but I've
gudied materid on it since getting this gppointment.”

Saracoglu drew breath. " Avalon was discovered five hundred years ago, by the same Grand Survey
ship that came on Y'thri," he said. "It was noted as a potentia colony, but was so remote from Terrathat
nobody wasinterested then; the very name wasn't bestowed till long afterward. Y thri wasforty
light-yearsfurther, true, but much, more attractive, arich planet full of people vigoroudy entering the
modern erawho had a considerable ded to trade.”

"About three and ahalf centuries back, a human company made the Ythriansa proposal. The
Polesotechnic League wasn't going to collgpse for another fifty years, but aready anybody who had a
functional brain could read what a cutthroat period lay ahead. These humans, amixed lot under the
leadership of an old trade pioneer, wanted to safeguard the future of their families by settling on
out-of-the-way Avaon—under the suzerainty, the protection, of an Y'thri, that was not corrupted as
Technic civilization was. The Ythrians agreed, and naturally some of them joined the settlement.

"Well, the Troubles, came, and Y thri was not spared. The eventua resultswere Smilar—Terra
enforced peace by the Empire, Ythri by the Domain. In the meantime, standing together, bearing the
brunt of chaos, the Avaonians had been welded into one. Nothing like that appliestoday.” They had
stopped by avine-covered trellis. He plucked a grape and offered it to her. She shook her head. He ate
it himsdlf. Thetaste hed adight, sweet strangeness, Esperancian soil was naot, after dl, identica with that
of Home. The sun was now gone from sight, shadows welled in the garden, an evening star blossomed.

"l suppose ... your plansfor rectification’ ... include bringing Avaon into the Empire” Luisasaid.

"Yes. Condder its position.” Saracoglu shrugged. "Besides, the humans there form alarge mgority. |
rather imaginethey'll be glad to join us, and Y thri won't mind getting rid of them."

"Mug wefight?'

Saracoglu-smiled. "It's never too late for peace.” Hetook her arm. "Shall we go indoors? | expect
your father will be here soon. We ought to have the sherry set out for him."

He'd not spoil the occasion, which was il salvageable, by telling her that weeks had passed since a
courier ship brought what he requested: an Imperia rescript declaring war on Y'thri, to be made public
whenever governor and admird felt ready to act.

A

A campaign againg Y'thri would demand an enormous fleet, gathered from everywhere in the Empire.
No such thing had been publicly seen or heard of, though rumors flew. But of course units guarding the
border systems had been openly reinforced as the crisis sharpened, and drills and practice maneuvers
went on apace.

Orbiting Pax at ten astronomica units, the Planet-class cruisers Thor and Ansa flung blank shellsand
torpedoes at each other's force screens, pierced these latter with laser beamsthat tried to hold on a
single spot of hull for aslong as an energy blast would have taken to gnaw through armor, exploded
magnesium flares whaose brilliance represented |etha radiation, dodged about on gray thrust, wovein and



out of hyperdrive phase, used every trick in the book and afew which the high command hoped had not
yet gotten into Y thrian books. Meanwhile the Comet- and M eteor-class boats they mothered were
amilarly busy.

To stimulate effort, a prize had been announced. That vessel the computers judged victorious would
proceed with her auxiliariesto Esperance, where the crew would get aweek's liberty.

Ansa won. She broadcast ajubilant recall. Half amillion kilometers away, an engine awokein the
Meteor which her captain had dubbed Hooting Star.

"Resurrected at lagt!" Lieutenant (j.g.) Philippe Rochefort exulted. "And in glory at that.”

"And unearned.” Thefire control officer, CPO Wa Chaou of Cynthia, grinned. His small white-furred
body crouched on the table he had been cleaning after amed; hisbushy tal quivered like the whiskers
around his blue-masked muzzle.

"What the muck you mean, ‘unearned?" the engineer-computerman, CPO Abdullah Helu, grumbled:
alean, middle-aged careerist from Huy Brased. "Playing dead for three mortal daysis beyond the call of
duty." The boat had theoretically been destroyed in adogfight and drifting free, asareal wreck would, to
complicate lifefor detector technicians.

"Especidly when the poker game cleaned and reamed you, eh?' Wa Chaou gibed.

"I won't play with you again, Sir," Helu said to the captain-pilot. "No offense. Y ou're just too mucking
taented.”

"Only luck," Rochefort answered. "Same asit was only luck that threw such odds against us. The
boat acquitted herself well. Asyou did afterward, over the chips. Better luck to both next time."

Shewas hisfirgt, new and shiny command—he having recently been promoted from ensign for
audacity in arescue operation—and he was anxious for her to make agood showing. No matter how
inevitable under the circumstances, defest had hurt.

But they were on the top team; and they'd accounted for two opposition craft, plustying up three
more for awhile that must have been used to advantage elsewhere; and now they were bound back to
Ansa and thence to Esperance, where he knew enough girlsthat dates were a statistical certainty.

Thelittle cabin trembled and hummed with driving energies. Air gusted from ventilators, smelling of ail
and of recycling chemicas. A Meteor was designed for high acceleration’ under both rdlativistic and
hyperdrive conditions; for accurate placement of nuclear-headed torpedoes; and for no more comfort
than minimally essentid to the continued efficiency of personndl.

Y et space lay around the viewportsin aglory of stars, diamond-keen, unwinking, many-colored,
crowding an infinitely clear blacknessrill they merged in the argent torrent of the Milky Way or thedim
mysterious cloudlets which were sister gal axies. Rochefort wanted to Sit, 1ook, et soul follow gaze
outward into God's temple the universe. He could have done so, too; the boat was running on full
automatic. But better demondtrate to the others that he was a conscientious aswell as an easy-going
officer. He turned the viewer back on which he had been using when the message came.

A canned lecture was bardly under way. A human xenologist stood in the screen and intoned:

"Warm-blooded, feathered, and flying, the Ythrians are not birds; they bring their young forth
viviparoudy after agestation of four and ahaf months; they do not have beaks, but lips and teeth. Nor
arethey mammals; they grow no hair and secrete no milk; those lips have devel oped for parentsto feed
infants by regurgitation. And while the antlibranchs might suggest fish gills, they are not meant for water
but for—"

"Oh, no!" Helu exclaimed. " Sir, won't you have time to study later? Devil knows how many more
weekswell liein orbit doing nothing."

"War may erupt at any minute,” Wa Chaou said.



"And if and when, who cares how the enemy looks or what hislovelifeis? His shipsare about like
ours, and that'sall were ever likely to see.”

"Oh, you have adirect lineto the future?' the Cynthian murmured.

Rochefort stopped the tape and snapped, "I'll put the sound on tight beam if you want. But a
knowledge of the enemy's nature might make the quantum of difference that saves uswhen thered thing
happens. | suggest you watch too.”

"Er, | think | should check out Number Three oscillator, long'swe're not traveling faster-than-light,”
Helu said, and withdrew into the engine room. Wa Chaou settled down by Rochefort.

The lieutenant smiled. He refrained from telling the Cynthian, You're a good little chap. Did you
enlist to get away from the domination of irascible females on your home planet?

Histhought went on: The reproductive pattern—sexual characteristics, requirements of the
young—does seem to determine most of the basicsin any intelligent species. Asif the cynic's
remark were true, that an organismis simply a DNA molecule's way of making more DNA
molecules. Or whatever the chemicals of heredity may be on a given world ... But no, a Jerusalem
Catholic can't believe that. Biological evolution inclines, it does not compel.

"Let's see how the Ythrianswork," he said doud, reaching for the switch.
"Don't you aready know, sr?' Wa Chaou asked.

"Not redlly. So many sophont races, in that bit of space we've sort of explored. And I've been busy
familiarizing mysdf with my new duties.” Rochefort chuckled. "And, be it admitted, enjoying whet leaves|
could get."

He reactivated the screen. It showed an Ythrian walking on the feet that grew from hiswings. a
comparatively dow, jerky gait, no good for real distances. The being stopped, lowered hands to ground,
and stood on them. He lifted hiswings, and suddenly he was splendid.

Benegth, on either side, were ditsin column. Asthe wings rose, the feathery operculum-like flaps
which protected them were drawn back. The ditswidened until, at full extension, they gaped like purple
mouths. The view became a closeup. Thin-skinned tissues, intricately wrinkled, lay behind a. curtain of
ciliawhich must befor screening out dust.

When thewings lowered, the ditswere forced shut again, bellows fashion. Thelecturer'svoice said:
"Thisiswhat allows so heavy abody, under Terra-type weight and gas density, to fly. Ythrians attain
more than twice the mass of the largest possible airborne creature on smilar planets elsewhere. The
antlibranchs, pumped by the wing-strokes, take in oxygen under pressure to feed it directly to the
bloodstream. Thusthey supplement lungs which themselves more or |ess resemble those of ordinary land
animals. The Ythrian acquires the power needed to get doft and, indeed, fly with rapidity and grace.

The view drew back. The creature in the holograph flapped strongly and rocketed upward.

"Of course,”" the dry voice said, "this energy must come from a correspondingly accelerated
metabolism. Unless prevented from flying, the Ythrian isavoracious ester. Asde from certain sweet
fruits, heis grictly carnivorous. His appetite has doubtless reinforced the usud carnivore tendency to live
insmall, well-separated groups, each occupying awide territory which ingtinct makesit defend againg dl
intruders.

"Infact, the Ythrian can best be understood in terms of what we know or conjecture about the
evolution of hisrace."

"Conjecture more than know, | suspect,” Rochefort remarked. But he found himsdlf fascinated.

"We bdieve that homeothermic—roughly spesking, warm-blooded—Iife on Ythri did not come from
areptilian or reptiloid form, but directly from an amphibian, conceivably even from something
corresponding to alung-fish. At any rate, it retained akind of gill. Those specieswhich were most



successful on land eventually logt thisfesture. More primitive animals kept it. Among these was that small,
probably swamp-dwelling thing which became the ancestor of the sophont. Taking to the treetops, it may
have devel oped a membrane on which to glide from bough to bough. Thisfinaly turned into awing.
Meanwhile the gills were modified for aerid use, into superchargers.”

"Asusual," Wa Chaou observed. "The falures at one stage beget the successes of the next,”

"Of course, the Y thrian can soar and even hover," the speaker said, "but it is the tremendouswing
areawhich makesthis possible, and the antlibranchs are what make it possible to operate those wings.

"Otherwise the pre-Y thrian must have appeared fairly similar to Terran birds." Pictures of various
hypothetical extinct creatures went by. "It devel oped an ana ogous water-hoarding system—no separate
urination—which saved weight aswell as compensating for evaporative |osses from the antlibranchs. It
likewise developed light bones, though these are more intricate than avian bones, built of a marveoudy
strong two-phase materiad whose organic component is not collagen but a substance carrying out the
functions of Terras-mammalian marrow. The animal did not, however, further easeits burdens by trading
teeth for abeak. Many Y thrian ornithoids have done so, for example the uhoth, hawklike in appearance,
doglikein service. But the pre-sophont remained an unspecialized dweller in wet jungles.

"Thefact that the young were born tiny and helpless—since the femae could not fly long distances
while carrying aheavy fetus—is probably responsible for the retention and elaboration of the digitson the
wings. The cub could cling to either parent in turn while these cruised after food; beforeit was abletofly,
it could save itsdlf from enemies by clambering up atree. Meanwhile the feet acquired more and more
ability to seize prey and manipulate objects.

"Incidentally, the short gestation period does not mean that the Y thrian is born with a poorly
developed nervous system. The rapid metabolism of flight affectstherate of feta cell divison. This
process concentrates on laying down abody pattern rather than on increasing the size. Nevertheless, an
infant Y thrian needs more care, and more food, than an infant human. The parents must cooperatein
providing thisaswell asin carrying their young about. Here we may have the root cause of the sexud
equaity or near equality foundindl Ythrian cultures.

"Likewise, argpid successon of infantswould beimpossible to keegp dive under primitive conditions.
Thismay be areason why the female only ovulates a intervals of ayear—Y thri'sis about half of
Terras—and not for about two years after giving birth. Sexuality does not come overtly into play except
at thesetimes. Thenitisamost uncontrollably strong in male and female dike. Thismay well have given
the territoria ingtinct acultural reinforcement after intelligence evolved. Parents wish to keep their nubile
daughtersisolated from chance-met males while in heat. Furthermore, husband and wife do not wish to
waste arich, rare experience on any outsider.

"The sexua cycleisnot totdly rigid. In particular, grief often brings on estrus. Doubtless thiswas
origindly aprovision of nature for rapid replacement of losses. It seemsto have brought about a partial
fusion of Eros and Thanatosin the Y thrian psyche which makes much of the race's art, and doubtless
thought, incomprehensible to man. An occasiond female can ovulate a will, though thisis consdered, an
abnormality; in olden days she would be killed, now sheis generdly shunned, out of dread of her power.
A favoritevillainin Ythrian sory isthe male who, by hypnosis or otherwise, can induce the sate. Of
course, the most important manifestation of adegree of flexibility isthe fact that Ythrianshave
successfully adapted their reproductive pattern, like everything else, to avariety of colonized planets.”

"Meg, | think it'smore fun being human,” Rochefort said.

"l don't know, Sir," Wa Chaou replied. " Superficidly the rel ationship between the sexes|ooks smpler
than in your race or mine; you're either in the mood or you're not, and that's that. | wonder, though, if it
may not redlly be more subtle and complicated: than ours, even more basic to the whole psychology.”

"But to return to evolution,” the lecturer was saying. "It seemsthat amagjor part of Y thri underwent
something like the great Pliocene drought in' Terrals Africa. The ornithoids were forced out of dwindling



forests onto growing savannahs. There they evolved from carrion eaters to big-game huntersin amanner
anaogousto pre-man. The origina feet became hands, which eventudly started making tools. To support
the body and provide locomotion on the ground, the original ebow clawsturned into feet, the wings that
bore them became convertible to legs of a sort.

"Still, theintdligent Y thrian remained a pure carnivore, and one which was awkward on land.
Typicdly, primitive hunters struck from above, with spears, arrows, axes. Thus only afew were needed
to bring down the largest beasts. There was no necessity to cooperate in digging pits for € ephants or
standing shoulder to shoulder againgt a charging lion. Society remained divided into familiesor clans,
which seldom fought wars but which, on the other hand, did not have much contact of any sort.

"The revolution which ended the Stone Age did not involve agriculture from the beginning, asin the
case of man. It came from the systematic herding, at last the domestication, of big ground animaslikethe
maukti, smaller oneslike the long-haired mayaw. This stimulated the invention of skids, wheels, and the
like, enabling the Y thrian to get about more readily on the surface. Agriculture was invented asan
ancillary to ranching, an efficient means of providing fodder. Thefood surplus dlowed leisurefor trave,
trade, and widespread cultural intercourse. Hence larger, complex socid unitsarose.

"They cannot be called civilizationsin adrict sense, because Ythri has never known true cities. The,
mobility of being winged left no necessity for crowding together in order to maintain closerelaionships.
Granted, sedentary centers did appear—for mining, metallurgy, and other industry; for trade and religion;
for defense in case the group was defeated by another in aerid battle. But these have aways been smdll
and their populations mostly floating. Apart from their barons and garrisons, their permanent inhabitants
were formerly, for the main part, wing-clipped daves—today, automated machines. Clipping wasan
easy method of making a person controllable; yet since the feathers could grow back, the common
practice of promising manumission after acertain period of diligent service tended to make prisoners
docile. Hence davery became so basic to pre-industria Y thrian society that to this day it has not entirely
disappeared.”

Well, we'rereviving it in the Empire, Rochefort thought For terms and under conditions limited
by law; as a punishment, in order to get some social utility out of the criminal; nevertheless, we're
bringing back a thing the Ythrians are letting die. How more moral are we than they? How much
mor e right do we have?

He graightened in hischair. Man is my race.

A willowy blonde with the ol d-fashioned Esperancian taste for smplicity in clothes, Eve Davisson
made a pleasing contrast to Philippe Rochefort, as both were well awvare. He was atall, rather dender
young man, his bearing athletic, his features broad-nosed, full-lipped, and regular, hishair, kinking itself
into alustrous black coif over the degp-brown skin. And he stretched to the limit the tolerance granted
officers asregards their dress uniforms—rakishly tilted bonnet bearing the sunburst of Empire,
gold-trimmed blue tunic, scarlet sash and cloak, snowy trousers tucked into low boots of authentic
Terran beef-legther.

They sat in an intimate restaurant of Fleurville, by awindow opening on gardensand sars. A live
sonorist played something old and sentimentdl ; perfumed, dightly intoxicant vapors drifted about; they
toyed with hors d'oeuvres and paid more serious attention to their champagne. Nonethel ess she was not
amiling.

"Thisworld was settled by people who believed in peace,” she said. Her tone mourned rather than
accused. "For generations they kept no armed forces, they relied on the good will of others whom they
helped.”

"That good will didn't outlivethe Troubles" Rochefort said.

"I know, | know. | shan't join the demongtrators, whatever some of my friends may say when they
learn I've been out with an Imperia officer. But Phil—the star named Pax, the planet named Esperance



are being geared for war. It hurts.”
"It'd hurt worse if you were attacked. Avaon isn't far, and they've built alot of power there.”

Her fingerstightened on the stem of her glass. "Attack from Avaon? But I've met those people, both
races. They've come here on trade or tour or— | made atour there mysdlf, not long ago. | went because
it's picturesque, but was so gracioudly treated | didn't want to leave."

"| daresay Y thrian manners have rubbed off on their human fellows." Rochefort let adraft go over his
palate, hoping it would tingle away hisirritation. Thiswasn't supposed to be apolitical evening. "Likewise
less pleasant features of the Ythrian persondity.”

She studied him through the soft light before she said low, "I get an impression you disapprove of a
mixed colony."

"Well ... inaway, yes."" He could have dissembled, facilely agreed to everything she maintained, and
thus improved his chances of bedding her later on. But hed never operated thus, and he never would,
especidly when heliked thisgirl just asaperson. "I beievein being what you are and stlanding by your

"Youtak amog like ahuman supremacis,” she said, though mildly.

"To the extent that man isthe leading race furnishes most of the leaders—in Technic civilization, yes, |
suppose you'd haveto cal me ahuman supremacist,” he admitted. "It doesn't mean we aren't chronically
snful and stupid, nor doesit mean we have any right to oppress others. Why, my sort of people are the
xenosophont's best friend. We smply don't want to imitate him."

"Do you believe the Terran Empireisaforce for good?"

"On baance, yes. It commits evil. But nothing morta can avoid that. Our duty isto correct the
wrongs ... and aso to recognize the vaues that the Empire does, in fact, preserve.”

"Y ou may have encountered too little of the evil."

"Because I'm from Terraitsdf?' Rochefort chuckled. "My dear, you're too bright to imagine the
mother system isinhabited exclusvely by aristocrats. My father isaminor functionary of the
Sociodynamic Service. Hisjob caused usto move around alot. | wasborn in Selenopolis, whichisa
spaceport and manufacturing center. | spent several impressionable years on Venus, in the crime and
poverty of aplanet whose terraforming never had been quite satisfactory. | joined the navy asan enlisted
rating—not out of chauvinism, merely aboyish wish to see the universe—and wasn't tapped for pilot
school for two-three years, meanwhile, | saw the grim side of more than one world. Sure, theresa
cosmos of room for improvement. Well, let'simprove, not tear down. And let's defend!”

He stopped. "Damn," he said frankly. "I'd hoped to lure you out of your seriousness, and fdll into it
mysdf.”

Now the girl laughed, and raised heir glass. "Let's help each other climb out, then,”" she suggested.

They did. Rochefort's liberty became highly enjoyable. And that was fortunate, because two weeks
after he reported back from it, Ansa was ordered into deep space. Light-years from Pax, she joined the
fleet that had been using immengty asamask for its marshaling; and ships by the hundreds hurled toward
the Domain of Ythri.

\Y

The conference was by phone. Most were, these days. It went againgt old Ava onian courtliness but
saved time—and time was getting in mighty short supply, Daniel Holm thought.

Anger crackled through clearly enough. Two of the three holographs on the com board before him
seemed about to climb out of their screens and into his office. No doubt he gave their originds the same



impression.

Matthew Vickery, President of the Parliament of Man, wagged his forefinger and both plump jowls
and said,

"We are not under amilitary regime, may | remind you in case you have forgotten. We, the proper
civil government, approved your defense measures of the past severa years, though you are aware that |
mysdlf have dways consdered them excessive. When | think of the prosperity that tax money, those
resources, could have brought, Ieft in private hands—or the socid good it could have donein the public
sector—Give you military your heads, and you'd build basesin the fourth dimension to protect us againgt
aninvason from thefuture.

"We are dways being invaded by the future,” Ferune said. "The next part of it to arrive will not be
pleasant.”

Holm crossed hislegs, leaned back, blew cigar smoke a Vickery'simage, and drawled, " Spare us
the oratory. Y ou're not campaigning for re-election: here. What's made you demand this four-way?'

"Y our entire high-handedness,” Vickery declared. "The overflow quantum wasthat last order, barring
non-Y thrian ships from the Lauran System. Do you redize what atrade we do ... not merely with the
Empire, though that supports many livelihoods, but with unaffiliated civilizationslike the Kraokan?'

"Do you redlize how easy it'd be for the Terransto get arobotic job, disguised, into low orbit around
Avaon?' Holm retorted. " Severd thousand megatons, touched off at that height when skiesare clear,
would set about half of Coronaafire. Or it might be so sophisticated it could land like a peaceful
merchantman. Consciousness-level computers aren't used much any more, when little new exploration's
going on, but they could be built, including a suicide imperative. That explosion would be: inddeacity's
force shidds; it'd take out the generators, leaving what was | eft of the city defenseless; fallout from adirty
warhead would poison the whole hinterland. And you, Vickery, helped block half the appropriation we
wanted for adequate shelters.”

"Hysteria," the presdent said. "What could Terragain from aone-shot atrocity? Not that | expect
war, if only we can curb our own hotheads. But—waell, take this ludicrous home-guard program you've
ingtigated.” His glance went toward Ferune and Liaw. "Oh, it givesalot of young folk afine excuseto
swagger around, getting in peoplesway, ordering them arrogantly about, feing important, and never
mind the socid aswell asthefiscd cost of it But if this navy weve been building and manning at your-
loud urging, by straining our production facilities and gutting our resources, if this navy is as advertised,
the Terrans can never come near us. If not, who has been derdlict in his duty?"

"Weare near their sector capitd,” Ferane reminded him. "They may drike usfirs, overwhemingly.”

"I've heard that till I'm taped for it. | prefer to program myself, thank you.” Vickery paused. " See
here," he continued in aleveled tone, "1 agree the Situation is criticd. Wereal Avaoniadstogether. If |
fed certain of your proposasare unwise, | tdll thisto the public and the Parliament. But in the end we
compromise like reasonable beings.”

Ferunesfacerippled. It was aswell that Vickery didn't notice or wasn't able to read the meaning.
Liaw of The Tarnsremained expressionless. Holm grunted, "Go on.”

"1 must protest both your proceedings and the manner of them,” Vickery said. "We are not under
martia law, and indeed the Compact makes no provision for declaring it.”

"Wasn't needed in the old days," Holm said. "The danger was clear and present. | didn't think it'd be
needed now. The Admiralty isresponsible for loca defense and liaison with armed forces elsawherein
the Domain—"

"Which does not authorize you to stop trade, or raise atin militia, or anything cutting that deeply into
norma Avadonian life. My colleagues and | have endured it thusfar, recognizing the necessity of at least
some things. But today the necessity isto remind you that you are the servants of the people, not the



masters. |f the people want your policies executed, they will o ingtruct their legidative representatives.”

"The Khruaths did cal for ahome guard and for giving the Admiraty broad discretion,” Liaw of The
Tarnssaid in hisrustling voice. Hewas old, had frogt in hisfesthers; but he sat hugein his castle, and the
screen gave a background image of cragsand aglacier.

"Parliament—"

"Isdll debating,” Holm interrupted to finish. "The Terran Imperium has no such handicap. If you want
alega formula, well, consder usto be acting under choth law.”

"The choths have no government,” Vickery said, reddening.
"What isagovernment?"' asked Liaw, Wyvan of the High Khruath—how softly.
"Why ... wdl, legitimate authority—"

"Y es. Thelegitimacy derives, ultimately, no matter by what formula, from tradition. The authority
derives, no matter by what formula, from armed force! Government isthat ingtitution which islegitimized
initsuse of physica coercion on the people. Have | read your human philosophers and history aright,
Presdent Vickery?"

"Wdl ... yes... but—"

"Y ou seem to have forgotten for the moment that the choths have been no more unanimous than your
human factions,” Liaw said. "Believe me, they have been divided and they are. Though amgority voted
for the latest defense measures, avoca minority has opposed: feding, asyou do, President Vickery, that
the danger has been exaggerated and does not justify lifting that greet aload.”

Liaw sat sllent for aspace, during which the rest of them heard wind whistle behind him and saw a
pair of hisgrandsonsfly past. One bore the naked sword which went from house to house as a summons
to war, the other ablast rifle.

The High Wyvan said: "Three chothsrefused to make their gift. My fellowsand | threatened to call
Qherran on them. Had they not yielded, we would have done so. We consider the Situation to be that
grave

Holm choked. He never told me before! —Of course he wouldn't have. Ferune grew nearly as4ill
on hisbench as Liaw. Vickery drew breath; sweat broke, out on his smoothness; he dabbed at it.

| can almost sympathize, Holm thought. Suddenly getting bashed with reality like that.

Matthew Vickery should have stayed a credit andyst instead of going into palitics (Holm's mind
rambled on, at the back of its own shocked aertness). Then held have been harmless, in fact useful;
interspecies economicsis often awonderland in need of dl the sudy anyone can giveit. Thetrouble was,
on athinly settled globe like Avaon, government never had been too important aside from basic issues of
ecology and defense. In recent decades its functions had dwindled il further, as human society changed
under Y thrian influence. (A twinge of pain.) Voting waslight for offices that |ooked merely managerid.
Hence the more reactionary humans were able to ect Vickery, who Viewed With Alarm the trend
toward Y thrianization. (Was no darm justified?) He had nothing else to offer, in these darkening times.

"Y ou undergtand thisis confidentia," Liaw said. "If word got about, the chothsin question would have
to consider it adeathpride matter."

"Yes" Vickery whispered.

Another silence. Holm's cigar had burned short, was scorching hisfingers. He stubbed it out. 1t stank.
He started anew one. | smoke too much, hethought. Drink too much also, maybe, of late. But the
work's getting done, as far as circumstance allows.

Vickery wet hislips. "Thisputs ... another complexion on affairs, doesn't it?' hesaid. "May | spesk
plainly?1 must know if thisisahint that ... you may cometo fed yourselves compelled to a coup
d'etat."



"We have better usesfor our energies,” Liaw told him. ™Y our effortsin Parliament could be helpful.”
"Well—you redize | can't surrender my principles. | must be free to spesk.”

"It iswritten in the Compact,” Ferune said, and his quotation did not seem superfluous even by
Y thrian standards, ""Humans inhabiting Avaon have the desthpride right of free speech, publication, and
broadcast, limited only by the deathpride rights of privacy and honor and by the requirements of
protection againg foreign enemies.”

"l meant—" Vickery swallowed. But he had not been yearsin politicsfor nothing. "I meant smply that
friendly criticism and suggestionswill dwaysbein order," he said with most of his accustomed ease.
"However, we certainly cannot risk acivil war. Shal we discuss details of apolicy of nonpartisan
cooperation?"

Behind the ready words, fear could still be sensed. Holm imagined he could dmost read Vickery's
mind, reviewing the full Sgnificance of what Liaw had said.

How shdl afierce, haughty, intensdly clannish and territorid race regulate its public business?

Just ason Terra, different cultureson Ythri at different periodsin their histories have given avariety of
answers, none wholly satisfactory or permanently enduring. The Planha speakers happened to be the
most wealthy and progressive when thefirst explorers arrived; one istempted to call them "Hellenigtic.”
Eagerly adopting modern technology, they soon absorbed othersinto their system while modifying it to
suit changed conditions.

Thiswas the easier because the system did not require uniformity. Within its possess ons—whether
these were scattered or asingle block of land or sea—a choth was independent. Tradition determined
what congtituted a choth, though thiswas atradition which dowly changed itsdlf, as every living usage
must. Tribe, anarchism, despotism, loose federation, theocracy, clan, extended family, corporation, on
and on through concepts for which there are no human words, achoth ran itself.

Mostly, internal ordering was by custom and public opinion rather than by prescription and force.
After dl, familiesrarely lived close together; hence friction was minimal. The commonest sanctionwasa
kind of weregild, the most extreme was endavement. In between was outlawry; for some specified
period, which might run as high aslife, the wrongdoer could be killed by anyone without pendty, and to
ad himwasto incur the same punishment. Another possible sentence was exile, with outlawry autometic
in case of return before the term was up. Thiswas harsh to an Ythrian. On the other hand, the redlly
disaffected could easily leave home (how do you fence in the sky?) and apply for membership in achoth
moreto their taste.

Now of course some recognized body had to try cases and hand down judgments. It must likewise
settleinter-choth digputes and establish policies and undertakings for the common wed. Thusin ancient
times arose the Khruath, a periodic gathering of al free adultsin agiven territory who cared to come. It
hed judicia and limited legidative authority, but no adminigtrative. The winners of lawsuits, the successful
promoters of schemes and ordinances, must depend on willingness to comply or on what strength they
could muster to enforce.

AsPanhasociety expanded, regiona mestingslike this began to elect delegatesto Y ear-Khruaths,
which drew on larger territories. Finaly these, in turn, sent their representatives to the High Khruath of
the whole planet, which met every six years plus on extraordinary occasions. On each level, a set of
presiding officers, the Wyvans, were chosen. These were entrusted with explication of the laws (i.e.
customs, precedents, decisions) and with tria of as many suits as possible. It was not quite asoviet
organization, because any free adult could attend a Khruath on any level he wished.

The arrangement would not have worked on Terra—where aversion of it appeared once, long ago,
and failed bloodily. But, Ythrians are lesstakative, less busybody, less submissiveto bullies, and less
chronicaly crowded than man. Modern communications, computers, information retrieva, and
educationd techniques hel ped the system spread planetwlde, ultimately Domain-wide.



Beforeit reached that scale, it had had to face the problem of administration. Necessary public works
must be funded; in theory the choths made free giftsto this end, in practice the cost required alocation.
Behavior grosdy harmful to the physical or socid environment must be enjoined, however much certain
choths might profit by it or regard it asbeing of their specid heritage. Y et no machinery existed for
compulsion, nor would Y thrians have imagined establishing any—as such.

Instead, it came dowly about that when a noncompliance looked important, the Wyvans of the
appropriate Khruath cried Qherran on the offenders. This, carried out after much soul-searching and with
the gravest ceremonies, was asummonsto everyonein theterritory: that for the sake of their own
interests and especidly their honor, they attack the defiers of the court.

In early times, an Qherran on awhole choth meant the end of it—endavement of whoever had not
been daughtered, divison of holdings among thevictors. Later it might amount to aslittle asthe arrest
and exile of named leaders. But alwaysit fell under the concept of deathpride. If the call to Qherran was
rejected, as had happened when the offense was not deemed sufficient to justify the monstrosity of
invasion, then the Wyvanswho cried it had no acceptable dternative to suicide.

Given the Y thrian character, Qherran works about as well as police do among men. If your society
has not lost morae, human, how often must you cdl the police?

Nonewho knew Liaw of The Tarnsimagined he would untruthfully say that he had threstened to rip
Avadon asunder.

VI

Where the mighty Sagittarius flowsinto the Gulf of Centaurs, Avaon's second city—the only one
bes des Gray which rated the name—had arisen as riverport, seaport, spaceport, industrial center, and
mart. Thus Centauri was predominantly ahuman town, akin to many in the Empire, thronged, bustling,
noisy, cheerfully, corrupt, occasondly dangerous. When he went there, Arinnian most of the time had to
be Christopher Holm, in behavior aswell as name.

Defense business now required it. He was not astonished at becoming atop officer of the West
Coronan home guard, after that took its|oose shape—not in a society where nepotism was the norm. It
did surprise him that he seemed to be doing rather well, even enjoying himsdf in agrim fashion, hewho
had aways scoffed at the"herd man." In amatter of weeks he got large-scale drills going throughout his
district and was well aong on the development of doctrine, communications, and supply. (Of coursg, it
helped that most Ava onians were enthusiastic hunters, often in large groups on battues; and that the
Troubles had |eft amilitary tradition, not difficult to revive; and that old Daniel was on hand to advise.)
Similar organizations had sprung up everywhere e se. They needed to coordinate their effortswith the
measures being taken by the Seamen's Brotherhood. A conference was called. It worked hard and
accomplished as many of its purposes as one could reasonably hope.

Afterward Arinnian said, "Hrill, would you like to go out and celebrate? W-we may not have alot
more chances." He did not speak on impulse. He had debated it for the past couple of days.

Tabitha Falkayn smiled. "' Sure, Chris. Everybody ese will be."

They waked down Livewell Street. Her arm wasin his; in the subtropical heat he was aware of how
their skinstraded swest. 1 ... well, why do you generally call me by my human name?' he asked. "And
tak Anglic to me?'

"We are humans, you and |. We haven't the feathers to use Planha as it ought to be used. Why do
you mind?'

For amoment he floundered. That personal a question ... an insult, except between the closest
friends, when it becomes an endearment ... | suppose she's just thinking human again. He halted
and swept hisfree hand around. "L ook at that and stop wondering," he said. Ingtantly he feared he had



been too curt.

But the big blond girl obeyed. This part of the street ran dong acand, which was oily and littered
with refuse, burdened with barges, walled in by buildings jammed together, whose dingy facades reared
ten or twelve storiesinto night heaven. Stars, and the white half-disk of Morganawere lost behind, the
glare, blink, leap and worm-crawl of raw-colored sgns, (GROG HARBOR, DANCE, EAT,
GENUINE TERRAN SENSIES, FUN HOUSE, SWITCH TO MARIA JUANAS, GAMBLING,
NAKED GIRLS, LOANS, BUY ... BUY ... BUY ...) Groundbugsfilled the roadway, pedestrians
the sdewalks, asailor, apilot, araftman, afisher, ahunter, afarmer, awhore, a secretary, adrunk about
to collapse, another drunk getting belligerent at a monitor, aman gaunt and hairy and ragged who stood
on acorner and shouted of some obscure salvation, endless human seething, shrilling, chattering, through
engine rumble, foot shuffle, raucousness blared out of loudspeakers. The air stank, dirt, smoke, ail,
sewage, flesh, abreath from surrounding swamplands which would there have been a clean rotting but
here was somehow made nasty.

Tabithasmiled at him anew. "Why, | cdl thisfun, Chris," she said. "What € sgve we comefor?'
"Y ou wouldnt—" he slammered. "1 mean, somebody like you?"

He redlized he was gaping at her. Both wore thin short-deeved blouses, kilts, and sandals, garments
clung to wet bodies. But despite the sheen of moisture and the odor of fema e warmth that he couldn't
help noticing, she stood as a creature of sea and open sKies.

"Sure, what's wrong with once-in-awhile vulgarity?' she said, still amiable. "Y ou're too puritan
Chris"

"No, no," he protested, now afraid she would think him naive. "Fastidious, maybe. But I've often been
here and, uh, enjoyed mysdlf. What | wastrying to explain was, uh, I, I'm proud to belong to a choth and
not proud that members of my race dect to livein asty. Don't you see, thisisthe old way, that the
pioneers wanted to escape.”

Tabithasaid aword. He was staggered. Eyath would never have spoken thus. The girl grinned. "Or, if
you prefer, 'nonsense,' " she continued. I've read Falkayn's writings. He and his followers wanted not one
thing except unmolested elbow room,” Her, touch nudged him aong. “How about that dinner we were
amed a?' Numbly, he moved.

He recovered somewnheat in the respectable dimness of the Phoenix House. Among other reasons, he
admitted to himself, the room was cool and her clothes didn't emphasize her shape asthey did outside.

The place had live service. She ordered a catflower cocktail. He didn't. "C'mon,” she said: "Unbuckle
your shell.”

"No, thanks, redlly." He found words. "Why dull my perceptions at a happy moment?'
"Seems|'ve heard that line before. A Stormgate saying?”'
"Yes. Though I didn't think they used drugs much in Highsky either.”

"They don't. Barring the sacred revels. Most of us keep to the Old Faith, you know." Tabitha
regarded him awhile. "Y our trouble, Chris, isyou try too hard. Relax. Be more among your own Species.
How many humans do you have any closeness to? Bloody-gut few, I'll bet."

Hebridled. "I've seen plenty of late.”

"Y eh. And emergency or no, doesn't it fee good? | wouldn't try to steer somebody elseslife, of
course, nor am | hinting it'strue of you—buit fact is, aman or woman who triesto bean Ythrianisa
rattlewing."”

"Well, after three generations you may be restlessin your choth,” he said, gauging hisleve of sarcasm
ascarefully ashewas able. "Y ou've knocked around quite abit in human country, haven't you?"

She nodded. "Severd years. Itinerant huntress, trapper, sailor, prospector, over most of Avalon. | got



the main piece of my sharein the stake that started Draun and mein business—I got that at assorted
poker tables" Shelaughed. "Damn, sometimesit iseasier to say thingsin Planhal” Serious:. "But
remember, | was young when my parentswere lost at sea. An Ythrian family adopted me. They
encouraged me to take awandertime; that's Highsky custom. If anything, my loyalty and gratitude to the
choth were strengthened. | smply, well, | recognize I'm amember who happens to be human. As such,
I've thingsto offer which—" She broke off and turned her head. "Ah, here comes my drink. Let'stalk
trivia. | do get starved for that on St. Li."

"I bdievel will haveadrink too," Arinnian said.

Hefound it helpful. Soon they were cheerily exchanging reminiscences. While she had doubtlessled a
more adventurous life than he, his had not been dull. On occasion, such aswhen he hid from his parents
in the surf-besieged Shielding Idands, or when he had to meet a spathodont on the ground with no more
than a spear because his companion lay wing-broken, he may have been in worse danger than any she
had met. But he found she was most taken by his quieter memories. She had never been offplant,
except for one vacation trip to Morgana. He, son of anaval officer, had had ample chancesto seethe
whole Lauran System from sun-wracked Elysium, through the multiple moons of Camelat, out to dark,
comet-haunted Utgard. Speaking of the frigid blue peace of Phaeacia, he chanced to quote some
Homeric lines, and she was ddlighted and wanted more and asked what else this Homer fellow had
written, and the conversation turned to books.

The meal was mixed, as cuisine of both races tended increasingly to be: piscoid-and-tomato
chowder, beef-and-shua pie, sdad of clustergrain leaf, pears, coffee spiced with witchroot. A bottle of
vintage dago gave merriment. At the end, having seen her indulge the vice before, Arinnian was not
shocked when Tabithalit her pipe. "What say welook in on the Nest?' she proposed. "Might find
Draun." Her partner was her superior in the guard; she wasin Centauri as hisaide. But the choth concept
of rank was at once more complex and more flexible than the Technic.

"Wl ... dl right," Arinnian answered.

She cocked her head. "Reluctant? |d've guessed you'd prefer the Y thrian hangout to anyplace elsein
town." It included the sole public house especidly for ornithoids, they being infrequent here.

Hefrowned. "I can't help fedling that tavern iswrong. For them," he added in haste. "I'm no prude,
understand.”

"Y et you don't mind when humansimitate Y thrians. Uh-uh. Can't have it on both wings, son." She
stood. "L et's take a glance into the Nest boozeria, adrink if we meet afriend or agood bard isreciting.
Afterward adance club, hm?’

He nodded, glad—amidst an accel erating pulse—that her mood remained light. While no machinery
would let them take part in the Y thrian aerid dances, moving across afloor in the arms of another bird
was nearly asfine, perhaps. And, while that was asfar as such contact had ever gone for him, maybe
Tabitha—for she was indeed Tabitha on this steamy night, not Hrill of the skies—

He had heard various muscular oafstalk of encounterswith bird girls, lessboastfully thaninawe. To
Arinnian and hiskind, their femal e counterparts were comrades, ssters. But Tabitha kept emphasizing his
and her humanness.

They took ataxibug to the Nest, which was the tallest building in the city, and a gravshaft to its
rooftop since neither had brought flying gear. Unwalled, the tavern was protected from rain by avitryl
canopy through which, at this height, stars could be seen regardiess of the dectric lunacy below.
Morganawas snking toward the western bottomlands, though it till silvered river and Gulf.
Thunderheads piled in the east, and arank breeze carried the mutter of the lightning that shivered in them.
Insectoids circled the dim fluoroglobe set on every table. Busnesswas sparse, afew shadowy forms
perched on stools before glasses or narcobraziers, a service robot trundling about, the recorded twangs
of asted harp.



"Scum-dull,” Tabitha said, disappointed. "But we can make acircuit."
They threaded among the tables until Arinnian hated and exclaimed, "Hoy-ah! VVodan, ekh-hirr."

His chothmate looked, up, plainly taken aback. He was seated at drink beside a shabby-plumed
female, who gave the newcomersa sullen stare.

"Good flight to you," Arinnian greeted in Planha; but what followed, however automatic, wastoo
obviousfor anything save Anglic. "1 didn't expect to find you here."

"And to you, good landing,” Vodan replied. "1 report to my ship within hours. My transport leaves
from Halcyon Idand base. | came early so as not to risk being detained by a storm; we've had three
whirldevilsin arow near home."

"You areyarefor battle, hunter," said Tabithaat her "most carefully courteous.

That'strue, Arinnianthought. He's ablaze to fight. Only ... if he couldn't stay with Eyath till the
last minute, at least I'd've supposed he'd've been in flight-under-moon, meditating—or, anyhow,
at carouse among friends—He made introductions.

Vodan jerked aclaw at hisattendant. "Quenna,”" he said. Hisinformality was a casud insult. She
hunched between her wings, feathers erected in forlorn self-assertion.

Arinnian could think of no excuse not to join the party. He and the girl seated themselves as best they
could. When the robot rolled up, they ordered thick, strong New African beer.

"How blows your wind?" Tabitha asked, puffing hard on her pipe.

"Wdl; as| would likefor you," Vodan answered correctly. He turned to Arinnian and, if his
enthusiasm was atouch forced, it was nonethelessredl. ™Y ou doubtless know I've been on training
maneuvers these past weeks."

Yes. Eyath told me more than once.

"Thiswas ashort leave. My craft demands kill. Let metell you about her. One of the new torpedo
launchers, rather like a Terran Meteor, hai, a beauty, aspear! Proud | was to emblazon her hull with
three golden stars.”

"Eyath" means " Third Sar."

V odan went on. Arinnian glanced at Tabitha. She and Quenna had locked their gazes. Expressions
billowed and jerked across the festhers, even he could read most of the unspoken half-language.

Yes, m'swest, you long yellow Walker born, Quenna is what sheis and who're you to talk down
that jutting snout of yours? What else could | be, since |, growing from cub to maiden, found my
lovetimes coming on whenever | thought about 'em and knew there'd never be any decent place
for me in the whole- universe? Oh, yes, yes, |'ve heard it before, don't bother; "medical treatment;
counseling." —Well, flabby flesh, for your information, the choths don't often keep a weakling;
and I'll not whine for help. Quenna'll lay her own course, better'n you, who'rereally like
me ... aren't you, now, she-human?

Tabithaleaned forward, patted one of those arms with no heed for the talons, smiled into the
reddened eyes and murmured, "Good westher for you, lass.”

Astounded, Quennareared back. For an instant she seemed abouit to fly at the girl, and Arinnian's
hand dropped to his knife. Then she addressed V odan: "Better we be going.”

"Not yet." TheYthrian had fairly well overcome his embarrassment. “The clouds alone will decide
when | see my brother again.”

"We better go,” she said lower. Arinnian caught thefirst dight musky odor. At the next table, another
maeraised hiscrest and swiveled his head in their direction. Arinnian could imagine the conflict in
Vodan—dismiss her, defy her, strike her; no killing, she being unarmed—and yet that would be a



surrender in itsdlf, lessto tradition than to mere conventionaity—"Well haveto leave oursdves, soon's
we finish these beers,”" the man said. "Glad to've come on you. Fair windsforever."

Vodan's relief was unmistakable. He mumbled through the courtesies and flapped off with Quenna
The city swallowed them.

Arinnian wondered what to say. He was grateful for the dull light; hisface felt hotter than the air. He
Stared outward.

Tabithasaid at length, softly, "That poor lost soul.”

"Who, the nightflyer?" All at once he wasfurious. "I've met her sort befere. Degenerates, petty
criminas. Pray Vodan doesn't get histhroat cut in whatever filthy crib she'staking himto. | know what
must've happened here. He was wandering around lonély, at 1oose ends, a mountaineer who'd probably
never come on one like her. She zeroed in, hit him with enough pheromone to excite—ugh!"

"Why should you care? | mean, of course he'safriend of yours, but | hardly believe that pathetic
creature will dare try more than wheedling atip out of him." Tabithadrank smoke. "Y ou know," she said
thoughtfully, "herésacase of Ythrian culturd lag. They've been affected by human ideasto the point
where they don't give their abnormals aquick death. But they're still not interested in sponsoring
rehabilitation or research on cures, or in Smple charity. Someday—"

He scarcely heard thelast remark. "V odan'sto marry Eyath," he said through the interior grip on his
gullet.

Tabitharaised her brows. "Oh? That one you mentioned to me? Well, don't you suppose, if she
heard, she/d be glad hel's gotten a bit of unimportant fun and forgetting?'

"It'snot right! She'stoo clean. She—" Arinnian gulped. Abruptly he thought: So why not take the
risk? Now | need forgetting myself. "Isthe matter small to you?" he blurted. "In that case, let'susdo
the same.”

"Hm?" She considered him for awhile that grew. Lightning moved closer on heavy gusts. Hisrage
ebbed and he must fight not to lower his eyes, not to cringe.

Atlagt: "You arebitter for certain, aren't you, Chris?* A chuckle. "But likewise you're hopeful.”

"I'm sorry," he got out. "I n-n-never meant disrespect. | wanted to give you a, an imaginary
example—make you understand why 1'm upset.”

"1 might resent your caling it imaginary,” she smiled, though her tone had become more
compassi onate than teasing, "except | assumeit wasn't redly. The answer isno, thanks."

"| expected that. We birds—" He couldn't finish, but stared down into his mug until helifted it for a
quick, deep draft.

"What d'you mean, ‘we'?' she challenged.
"Why, we ... our generation, a least—"

When she nodded, her locks caught what illumination therewas. "I know," she said gravely. "That
behavior pattern, promiscuous as kakkelaks provided they don't much respect their partners, but hardly
ableto touch birds of the opposite sex. You're abright lad, Chris; Avaoniansaren't givento
introgpection, but you must have some idea of the cause. Don't you want, awife and children, ever?!

"Of course. |—of course. | will."

"Mogt of themwill, I'm sure. Most of the earlier ones did eventudly, when they'd come to termswith
themsalves. Besides, the Situation's not universal. We birds do have thisin common, that we tolerate less
prying than the average human. So comparative statistics aren't available. Also, the problem has gotten
conspicuous these days for no deeper reason than that the movement into the choths has begun
snowbaling. And, finaly, Chris, your experienceislimited. How many out of thousands do you know
well enough to describe their private lives? Y ou'd naturaly tend to be best acquainted with your own



sort, especialy since we birds have gotten pretty good at picking up face and body cues.”

Tabitha's pipe had gone out. She emptied it and finished: "I tell you, your caseisn't near astypica as
you think, nor near as serious. But | do wish that going bird didn't make otherwise sensible people lose
yearsin thwarting themselves."

Anger pricked him again. What call had sheto act superior? "Now wait—" he began.
Tabitha knocked back her beer and rose. "I'm headed for my hotel," she said.
He stared up at her. "What?"

Sheruffled hishair. "I'm sorry. But I'm afraid if we continue tonight, well brew one cyclone of a
squabble. I think too well of you to want that. Well take another evening soon if you like. Now | aimto
get into bed and have Library Central screen me some of that Homer stuff.”

He couldn't dissuade her. Perhaps he took most umbrage at how cam his arguments left her. When
he had bidden her a chill goodnight, he douched to the nearest phoneboard.

The first woman he caled was at work. Defense production was running at seven hours on, fifteen
and the odd minutes off, plus overtime. The second femal e acquaintance said franticaly that her husband
was homeif that was the party he wanted; he apologized for punching awrong number. The third was
available. She was overly plump, chattered without cease, and had the brains of abarysauroid. But what
the chaos?

—He awoke about the following sunset. She was sweseting in her deep, breath stale from acohol. He
wondered why the air had gone hot and sticky. Breakdown in the conditioner? Or, hm, it'd been
announced that if force screens must be raised, the power drain would require Environmenta Control to
shut off—

Force screend!

Arinnian jumped from bed.. Rain had given way to low overcast, but he glimpsed shimmers across
that datiness. He groped through the dusty clutter in the room and snapped on theholovid.

A recording played, over and over, aman's voice high-pitched and his face stretched out of shape:
"—war declared. A courier from Ythri has delivered the newsin Gray, that Terra has served notice of
war."

VIl

"Our basic drategy issmple,” Admira Cga had explained. "1 would prefer asmpler one yet: pitched
battle between massed fleets, winner takes dl."

"But the Y thrians will scarcely be that obliging," Governor Saracoglu remarked.

"No. They aren't well organized for it, in thefirst place. Not in character for them to centraize
operations. Besides, they must know they're foredoomed to lose any standup fight. They lack the sheer
numerica strength. | expect they'll try to maintain hedgehog positions. From those they'd make sdlies,
harass, annihilate what smaller units of oursthey found, prey on our supply lines. We can't drive straight
into the Domain with that sort of menace at our rear. Prohibitively costly. We could suffer actual disaster
if we let oursalves get caught between their inner and outer forces.”

"Ergo, we start by capturing their advanced bases.”

"Themajor ones. We needn't worry, about tiny new colonies or backward dlies, kegping afew ships
per planet." Cga gestured with aflashbeam. It probed into the darkness of adisplay tank, wherein
gleamed points of luminance that represented the stars of thisregion. They crowded by thousands across
those few scaled-down parsecs, afire-swarm out of which not many men could have picked an
individud. Cgd redized histdent for doing thishad smal intrinsic value. The storage and processing of



such datawere for computers. But it was an outward sign of an inner gift.

"Laurathe nearest," he said. "Hru and Khrau further on, forming atriangle with it. Give me those, and
I'll undertake to proceed directly against Quetlan. That should force them to cal in everything they have,
to protect the home star! And, since my rear and my lines will then be reasonably secure, I'll get the
decisve battle | want."

"Um-m-m." Saracoglu rubbed his massive chin. Bristles made a scratchy sound; as hard as he had
been at work, he kept forgetting to put on fresh inhibitor after adepilation. Y ou'll hit Laurafirs?'

"Yes, of course. Not with the whole armada. Well split, approximately into thirds. The detached
sections will proceed dowly toward Hru and Khrau, but not attack until Laura has been reduced. The
force should be amplein al three systems, but | want to get the fed of Y thrian tactics—and, too, make
sure they haven't some unpleasant surprise tucked under their tailfeathers.”

"They might,” Saracoglu said. ™Y ou know our intelligence on them leaves much to be desired. The
problems of spying on nonhumans—And Y thrian traitors are dmost impossible to find, competent ones
completely impossible”

" ill don't seewhy you couldn't get agentsinto that mostly human settlement at Laura.”

"Wedid, Admira, wedid. But in aset of smadll, close-knit communities they could accomplish nothing
except report what was publicly availableto see. Y ou must redize, Avaonian humans no longer think,
talk, even wak quitelike any Imperia humans. Imitating them isn't feasble. And, again, deplorably few
can be bought.

Furthermore, the Avaonian Admiraty is excellent on security measures. The second in command,
chap named Holm, seemsto have made severa extended trips through the Empire, officid and unofficid,
in earlier days. | understand he did advanced study at one of our academies. He knows our methods.”

"l understand he's caused not just the Lauran fleet but the planetary defensesto be enormoudy
increased, these past years,” Cgjd said. "Y es, we must certainly take care of him firgt."

—That had been weeks ago. On this day (clock concept in unending starry night) the Terrans neared
their enemy, Cgd sat donein the middle of the superdreadnaught Valenderay. Communication screens
surrounded him, and humming silence, and radia kilometers of meta, machinery, wegpons, armor,
energies, through which passed severd thousand living beings. But he was, for this moment, conscious
only of what lay outsde. A viewscreen showed him: darkness, diamond hordes, and Laura, tiny at
nineteen asironomica units remove but gold and shining, shining.

The ships had gone out of hyperdrive and were accelerating sunward on gravity thrust. Most were far
ahead of theflag vessdl. A meeting with the defenders could be looked for a any minute.

Cqgd's mouth tightened downward at the right corner. He was atall man, gaunt, blade-nosed, his
widow's pesk hair and pointed beard black though he neared his sixties. Hisuniform was as plain as his
rank allowed.

He had been chain-smoking. Now he pulled the latest cigaret from a scorched mouth and ground it
out asif it werevermin. Why can't | endure these final waits? hethought. Because | will be safe while
1 send men to war?

His glance turned to a picture of his dead wife, standing before their house among the high trees of
VeraF6. He moved to animate but, instead, switched on arecorder.

Music awvoke, apiece he and she had loved, well-nigh forgotten on Terra but agelessin its triumphant
serenity, Bach's Fassacaglia. He leaned back, closed hiseyesand let it heal him. Man's duty in thislife,
he thought, is to choose the lesser evil.

A buzz snapped him to dertness. The features of his chief executive captain filled a screen and stated,
"Sir, we have received and confirmed areport of initial hostilities from Vanguard Squadron Three. No
detalls™



"Very good, Citizen Feinberg," Cgd said. "L et me have any hard information immediately.”

It would soon come flooding in, beyond the capacity of alive brain. Then it must be filtered through
an intricate complex of subordinates and their computers, and he could merely hope the digests which
reached him bore some significant relationship to reality. But those earliest direct accounts were dway's
subtly helpful, asif the tone of a battle were st at its beginning.

"Aye, Sr." The screen blanked.

Cad turned off the music. "Farewdl for now," he whispered, and rose. There was one other persona
item in the room, acrucifix. He removed his bonnet, kndlt, and signed himself. "Father, forgive uswhat
we are about to do," he begged. "Father, have mercy on al who die. All."

"Word recaeived, Marchwarden,”" the Y thrian voice announced. "Contact with Terrans, about 12 a.u
out, direction of the Spears. Firing commenced on both, sides, but seemingly no lossesyet.”

"My thanks. Please keep meinformed.” Daniel Holm turned off the intercom.
"Asif it were any usefor meto know!" he groaned.

His mind ran through the caculation. Light, radio, neutrinos take about eight minutesto crossan
agironomical unit. The newswas more than an hour and ahaf old. That initia, exploratory fire-touch of a
few smdl craft might well be ended adready, the fragments of the vanquished whirling away on crazy
orbitswhile thevictors burned fud asif their engines held miniature suns, trying to regain akinetic velocity
that would let them regroup. Or if other units on either Sde were not too distant, they might have joined
in, sowing warheads wider and wider across space.

He spoke an obscenity and beat fist on pam. "If we could hypercommunicate—" But that wasn't
practical. The "ingtantaneous’ pulses of avessel quantum-jumping around nature's speed limit could be
modulated to send a message alight-year or so—however, not this deep in astar's distorting gravitationa
fidd, where you risked annihilation if you tried to travel nonrdativisticaly—of course, you could get away
withit if you were absolutely sure of your tuning, but nobody wasin wartime—and anyhow, given that
capability, the Terranswould be agtill worse foe, fighting them would be hopeless rather than haf
hopeess—why am | rehearsing this muck?

"And Ferunesthereand I'm herel™

He sprang from his desk, stamped to the window and stood staring. A cigar fumed vol canic between
histeeth. The day beyond wasinsultingly beautiful. An autumn breeze carried odors of sat up from the
bay, which glittered and danced under Laura and heaven; and it bore scents from the gardensit passed,
brilliant around their houses. North-shore hillslay in ablue haze of distance. Overhead skimmed wings.
Hedidn't notice.

Rowenacameto him. "Y ou knew you had to stay, dear," she said. She was till auburn-haired, ill
dimand erect in her coverdl.

"Y eh. Backup. Logistic, computer, communications support. And maybe Ferune understands space
warfare better, but I'm the one who redlly built the planetary defense. We agreed, months back. No
dishonor to me, that | do the sensible thing." Holm swung toward hiswife. He caught her around the
waist. "But oh, God, Ro, | didn't think it'd be this hard!"

She drew hishead down onto her shoulder and stroked the grizzled hair.

Ferune of Mistwood had planned to bring his own mate a ong. Whan; had traveled beside him
throughout along naval career, birthed and raised their children on the homeships that accompanied
every Ythrian flet, drilled and led gun crews. But shefdl sick and the medics weren't quite ableto ram
her through to recovery before the ondaught came. Y ou grow old, puzzlingly so. He missed her
gernness.

But he was too busy to dwell on their goodbyes. More and more reports were arriving at his flagship.
A pattern was beginning to emerge.



"Observe," he said. The computers had just corrected the display tank according, to the latest data. It
indicated sun, planets, and color-coded sparks which stood for ships. "Combats here, here, here.
Elsawhere, neutrino emissions reaching our detectors, cross-correlations getting made, fixes being
obtained.”

"Foully thin information," said the feathers and attitude of hisaide.

"Thusfar, aye, acrossinterplanetary distances. However, we canfill in certain gaps with reason, if we
assumetheir admira iscompetent. | fedd moderately surethat his pincer has but two claws, comingin
amogt diametrically opposite, from well north and south of the ecliptic plane ... s0." Ferune pointed.
"Now he must have reserves further out. To avoid making awide circuit with consequent risk of
premature detection, these must have run fairly straight from the genera direction of Pax. And werel in
charge, | would have them near the ecliptic. Hence we look for their assault, asthe pincers close, from
here" Heindicated the region.

They stood aone in the command bridge, broad though the chamber was. Y thrians wanted room to
gretch their wings. Y et they were whally linked to the ship by her intercoms, calculators, officers,
crewfolk, more tenuoudly linked to that magnificence which darkened and bejeweled a viewscreen,
wherethe killing had begun. Clangor and clatter of activity came faint to them, through a deep susurrus of
power. Theair blew warm, ruffling their plumes alittle, scented with perfume of cinnamon bush and
amberdragon. Blood odorswould not be ordered unless and until the vessel got into actua combat; the
crew would soon beworn out if stimulated too intensdly.

Ferune's plan did not cal for hazarding the super-dreadnaught this early. Her power belonged in his
end game. At that time he intended to show the Terranswhy she was called after the Site of an ancient
battle on Ythri. He had had the Anglic trandation of the name painted broad on the sides: Hell Rock.

A new cluster of motes appeared in the tank. Their brightnesses indicated ship types, as accurately as
anaysis of their neutrino emanations could suggest. The aide started. His crest bristled. "That many more
hostiles, so soon? Uncle, the odds look bad.”

"Weknew they would. Don' let thistoy hypnotize you. I've been through worse. Half of meis
regenerated tissue after combat wounds. And I'm still skyborne."

"Forgive me, Uncle, but most of your fights were police actionsinsde the Domain. Thisisthe Empire
coming.”
Ferune expressed: "I am not unaware of that. And | too have studied advanced militechnics, both

practical and theoretical." Aloud he said, "Computers, robots, machines are only haf the makersof a
war-weird. There are also brains and hearts."

Claws clacked on the deck as he walked to the view-screen and peered forth. His experienced eye
picked out aglint anong the stars, one ship. Otherwise hisfleet waslogt to vison in theimmensty
through which it fanned.

"A new engagement commencing,” said theintercom.

Ferune waited motionlessfor details. Through his mind passed words from one of the old Terran
booksit pleasured him to read. The fear of a king is asthe roaring of a lion: whoso provoketh him
to anger sinneth against his own soul.

Hours built into dayswhile the fleets, in their hugely scattered divisions, felt for and sought each
other'sthroats.

Condder: at alinear acceleration of one Terran gravity, avesse can, from a"standing start,” cover
one astronomical unit—about 149 million kilometers—in abit under fifty hours. At the end of that period,
she has gained 1060 kilometers pet second of velocity. In twice the time, she will move at twicethe
speed and will have spanned four timesthe distance. No matter what power is conferred by
thermonuclear engines, no matter what maneuverability comesfrom agravity thrust which reectsdirectly



againg that fabric of relationships we call space, one does not quickly ater quantities on this order of
magnitude.

Then, too, thereisthe sheer vastness of even interplanetary reaches. A sphere one au. inradius has
the volume of some thirteen million million Terras; to multiply thisradius by tenisto multiply the volume
by athousand. No matter how sengitive the instruments, one does not quickly scan those deeps, nor ever
do it with much accuracy beyond one'simmediate neighborhood, nor know where a detached object is
now if signalsarelimited to light speed. Asthe maddeningly incomplete, hoard of datagrows, not just the
parameters of battle ca culations change; the equations do. One discovers he haslost hoursin travel
which hasturned out to be usdess or worse, and must lose hours or days morein trying to remedy
matters. But then, explosively fagt, will come a near enough gpproach at nearly enough matched velocities
for acombat which may well be finished in seconds.

"Number Seven, launch!" warned the dispatcher robot, and flung Hooting Star out to battle.

Her enginestook hold: A thrum went through the bones of Philippe Rochefort where he sat harnessed
inthe pilot chair. Above hisinstrument panel, over hishemet and past either shoulder, viewscreensfitted
aquarter globe with suns. Laura, radiance stopped down lest it blind him, shone among them asaminikin
disk between two nacreous wings of zodiacal light.

Hisradar darm whistled and lit up, swiveling an arrow insde aclear bal. His heart sprang. He
couldn't help glancing that way. And he caught aglimpse of the cylinder which hurtled toward Ansa's
greet flank.

During alaunch, the negagrav screen in that area of the mother vessel is necessarily turned off.
Nothing isthere to repul se atorpedo. If the thing makes contact and detonates—In vacuum, severa
kilotons are not quite so appalingly destructive asin air or water; and a capitd shipisarmored and
compartmented againgt concussion and hest, thickly shielded to cut down what hard radiation getsinside.
Nevertheess shewill be badly hurt, perhaps crippled, and men will be blown gpart, cooked dive,
ghrieking their wish to die....

An energy beam flashed. An ingtant's incandescence followed. Sensors gave their findingsto the
appropriate computer. Within amillisecond of the burst, a"Cleared" note warbled. One of Wa Chaou's
guns had caught the torpedo square on.

"Well done!" Rochefort cried over the intercom. "Good show, Watch Out!" He rotated his detectors
in search of the boat which must have been sufficiently closeto loose that missile. Registry. Lockon.
Hooting Star surged forward. Ansa dwindled among the congtellations. "' Give me an estimated time to
comeinrange, Abdullah,” Rochefort said.

"He seemsaware of us," Helu's voice answered, stone-calm. "Depends on whether helll try to get
away or closein ... Um-m, yes, he's skiting for cover.” (1 would too, for fair, Rochefort thought, when
a heavy cruiser's spitting boats. That's a brave skipper who sneaked this near.) "We can intercept in
about ten minutes, assuming he's at histop acceeration. But | don't think anybody e sewill be ableto
help us, and if wewait for them, hell escape.”

"We're not waiting," Rochefort decided. He lasered hisintentions back to the squadron control office
aboard ship and got an okay. Meanwhile he wished his sweat were not breaking out wet and sour. He
wasn't afraid, though; his pulse beat high but steady and never before had he seen the stars with such
clarity and exactness. It was good to know he had the inborn courage for Academy psych-training to
develop.

"If youwin," SC said, "make for—" astring of numbers which the machines memorized—"and act a
discretion. Welve identified alight battleship there. We and Ganymede between uswill try saturating its
defenses. Good luck.”

The voice clipped off. The boat ran, faster every second until the ballistics meters advised
decderation. Rochefort heeded and tapped out the needful orders. Utterly irrelevant passed through his



head the memory of an ingtructor'slecture. "Living pilots, gunners, al personnd, are meant to make
decisons. Machines execute most of those decisions, set and steer courses, lay and fire guns, faster and
more precisaly than nerve or muscle. Machines, consciousness-level computers, could aso be built to
decide. They have been, in the past. But while their logical abilities might be far in excess of yoursand
mine, they dways lacked a certain totdity, call it intuition or ingght or what you will. Furthermore, they
were too expensive to usein war in any numbers. Y ou, gentlemen, are multi purpose computers who have
areason to fight and survive. Y our kind is abundantly available and, apart from programming, can be
produced in nine months by unskilled |abor.” Rochefort remembered telling lower classmen that it was
three demeritsif you didn't laugh at the hoary joke.

"Range" Helu said.

Energy beams stabbed. The scattered, wasted photons which burned dong their paths were the
barest fraction of the power within.

Onetouched Hooting Star. The boat's automata veered her beforeit could penetrate her thin plating.
That was aroar of sdewisethrust. Theinterior fields couldn't entirely compensate for the sudden high
acceleration. Rochefort was crammed back againgt his harnesstill it creaked, while weight underfoot
shifted dizzyingly.

It passed. Norma one-gee-down returned. They were dlive. They didn't even seem to need a
patchplate; if they had been pierced, the hole was small enough for self-sealing. And yonder in naked-eye
gght wasthe enemy!

With hands and voice, Rochefort told his boat to drive straight at that shark shape. It swelled
monstroudy fast. Two beamslanced from it and struck. Rochefort held his vector constant. He was
hoping Wa Chaou would thus be able to get afix on their sources and knock them out before they could
do serious damage. Flash! Flash! Brightness blanked. "Oh, glorious! Ready torps.”

The Ythrian drew nearer till the human could see a painted insigne, awhed whose spokes were
flower petds. That's right, they put personal badges on their lesser craft, same as we give
unofficial names. Wonder what that'n means. He'd been told that some of their speedsters carried ball
guns. But hard objects cast in your path weren't too dangeroustill relative vel ocities got into the tens of
KPS...

Shefired atorpedo. Wa Chaou wrecked it dmost in itstube. Hooting Star's dammed home,

The explosion was a such close quartersthat itsfiery gasesfilled the Terran's screen. A fragment
struck her. She shivered and belled. Then she was past, done in clean space. Her opponent was acloud
which puffed outward till it grew invisible, afew seared chunks of metal and possibly bone cooling off to
become meteoraids, faling away aft, gone from sight in seconds.

"If you will pardon the expression,” Rochefort said shakily, "yahoo!"
"That was anear one," Helu said. "Wed better ask for antirad boosters when we get back.”

"Uh-huh. Right now, though, we've unfinished business.” Rochefort ingtructed the boat to change
vectors.

"No fears, after the way you chaps conducted yourselves.” They were not yet at the scene when
joyful broadcasts and another brief blossoming told them that a hornet swvarm of boats and missiles had
stung the enemy battleship to degth.

VIii

Sowly those volumes of space wherein the war was being fought contracted and neared each other.
At no time were vessd s ranked. Besides being unfeasible to maintain, formationstight and rigid would
have invited anuclear barrage. At most, asquadron of small craft might travel in loose echeon for a



while. If two mgor units of aflotillacame within a hundred kilometers, it was reckoned close. However,
the time lag of communication dropped toward zero, the reliability of detection swooped upward, deadly
encounters grew ever more frequent

It became possible to know fairly well what the opponent had in play and where. It became possible
to devise and guide acampaign.

Cqd remarked in atape report to Saracoglu: "If every Ythrian system were as strong as Laura, we
might need the whole Imperial Navy to break them. Here they possess, or did possess, approximately
half the number of hullsthat | do—which isto say, a sixth the number we deemed adequate for handling
the entire Domain. Of course, that doesn't mean their actua strength isin proportion. By our standards,
they are weak in heavy craft. But their destroyers, still more their corvettes and torpedo boats, make an
astonishing totd. | am very glad that no other enemy sun, besides Quetlan itsdf, remotely compares with
Laura

"Nevertheless, we are making satisfactory progress. In groundling language—atechnica summary will
be appended for you—we can say that about haf of what remainsto them isfaling back on Avalon. We
intend to follow them there, dispose of them, and thus have the planet at our mercy.

"Therest of their fleet is disengaging, piecemed, and retresting spaceward. Doubtless they meanto
scatter themsalves throughout the uninhabitable planets, moons, and asteroids of the system, where they
must have bases, and carry on hit-and-run war. This should prove more nuisance than menace, and once
we arein occupation their government will recall them. Probably larger vessals, which have hyperdrive,
will seek to go reinforce e sewhere: again, not unduly important.

"l am not underestimating these people. They fight skillfully and doggedly. They must expect to use
planetary defensesin conjunction with those ships moving toward the home world. God grant, more for
their sakesthan ours, most especidly for the sakes of innocent females and children of both races, God
grant their leaders see reason and capitul ate before we hurt them too badly.”

The half disk of Avaon shone sapphire swirled with silver, smal and dear among the stars. Morgana
was coming around the dark side. Ferune remembered night flights benesth it with Wharr, and
murmured, " O moon of my delight that knows no wane—"

"Hoy?' said Daniel Holm'sfacein the screen.

"Nothing. My mind drifted." Ferune drew bregth. "Weve skimpy time. They're coming in fast | want
to make certain you've found no serious objection to the battle plan as detailed.”

The laser beam took afew seconds to flicker between flagship and headquarters. Ferune went back
to hismemories.

"1 bugger well do!" Holm growled. "1 dready told you. Y ou've brought Hell Rock too closein. Prime
target.”

"And | told you," Ferune answered, "we no longer need her command capabilities.” 1 wish we did,
but our losses have been too cruel. "We do need her firepower and, yes, her attraction for the enemy.
That'swhy | never counted on getting her away to Quetlan. There sheld be just one more unit. Here she's
the keystone of our configuration. If things break well, shewill survive. I know the schemeis not

guaranteed, but it was the best my staff, computers, and salf could produce on what you aso knew
beforehand would be short notice. To argue, or modify much, at thislate hour isto deserve disagter.”

Silence. Morganarose further from Avalon as the ship moved.

"Wel ... " Holm dumped. He had lost weight till his cheekbones stood forth like ridgesin upland
desert. "l spose.”

"Uncle, areport of initial contact,” Ferunés aide said.

"Already?’ The First Marchwarden of Avaon turned to the comscreen. ™Y ou heard, Danid Holm?
Fair windsforever." He cut the circuit before the man could reply. "Now," hetold the aide, "'l want a



recomputation of the optimum orbit for this ship. Project the Terran's best moves ... from their
viewpoint, in thelight of what information we have ... and adjust ours accordingly.”

Space sparkled with fireworks. Not every explosion, nor most, signified ahit; but they were
thickening.

Three Sars dammed from her cruiser. At once her detectors reported an object. Anaysisfollowed
within seconds—a Terran Meteor, possible to intercept, no nearby companions. "Quarry!" Vodan sang
out. "Five minutesto range.”

A ydl went through the hull. Two weeks and worse of maneuver, cooped in metd save for rare, short
hours when the flotilla dipped into combat, had been heavy chainsto lift.

His new vector pointed straight at Avaon. The planet waxed; he flew toward Eyath. He had no
doubts about hisvictory. Three Stars waswell blooded. She was necessarily larger than her Imperia
counterpart—Y thrian requirements for room—and therefore had atrifle less acceleration. But her
firepower could on that account be made greater, and had been.

Vodan took feet off perch and hung in his harness. He spread hiswings. Slowly he best them,
pumping hisblood full of oxygen, hisbody full of strength and swiftness. It tingled, it sang. Heheard a
rustling aft as hisfour crewfolk did likewise. Stars gleamed above and around him.

Three representations occupied Danid Holm's office and, now, hismind. A map of Avaon indicated
the ground ingalations. The mgority were camouflaged and, he hoped, he would have prayed if he
believed, were unknown to the enemy. Around aholographic; .world globe, variegated motes swung in
multitudinous orbits. Many stations had been established afew days ago, after being transported to their
launch sites from underground automated factories which were also supposed to be secret. Findly a
display tank indicated what was; known of the shifting ships out yonder. * .

Holm longed for acigar, but his mouth was too withered by too much smoke in the near past. Crock,
how | could use a drink! hethought. Neither might that be; the sole allowable drugs were those which
kept him dert without exacting too high ametabalic price.

He stared at the tank. Yeh. They're sure anxious to nail our flagship. Really converging on her.

He sought the window. While Gray till lay shadowy, thefirst dawnlight was picking out houses and
making the waters sheen. Above, the sky arched purple, its stars blurred by the negagrav screens. They
had to keep changing pattern, to give adequate coverage while dlowing air circulation. That stirred up
restless|ittle winds, cold and abit damp. But on the whole the country reached serene. The sormswere
beyond the sky and inside the flesh.

Holm was aone, more alone than ever in hislife, though the forces of aworld awaited hisbidding. It
would haveto be his; the computers could merdly advise. He guessed that he fdlt like an infantryman

preparing to charge.
"“There!" Rochefort shouted.

He saw amoving point of light in aviewscreen set to top magnification. It grew as he watched, a
needle, aspindle, atoy, alean sharp-snouted hunter on whose flank shone three golden stars.

The vectors were dmost identical. The boats neared more dowly than they rushed toward the planet.
Odd, Rochefort thought, how close Ansa's come without meeting any opposition. Are they just
going to offer token resistance? I'd hate to kill somebody for a token. Avaon was utterly beautiful.
He was gpproaching in such wise that on hisleft the great disk had full daylight—azure, turquoise, indigo,
athousand different blues beneath the intercurving purity of cloud, aland mass glimpsed green and
brown, and tawny. On hisright was darkness, but moonlight shimmered mysteriously across oceans and
westher.

Wa Chaou sent a probe of lightning. No result showed. The range was extreme. It wouldn't stay thus
for long. Now Rochefort needed no magnification to see the hostile hull. In those screensit wasasyet a



glint. But it did acrossthe stellar background, and it was more congtant than the firebals twinkling
around.

Space blazed for athousand kilometers around that giant spheroid which was Hell Rock. She did not
try to dodge; given her mass, that was futile. She orbited her world. The enemy ships plunged in, shat,
went by and maneuvered to return. They were many, she was one, save for acloud of attendant Meteors
and Comets. Her firepower, though, was awesome; till more were her instrumental and computer
capabilities. She had not been damaged. When a section of screen must be turned off to launch a pack of
missiles, auxiliary energy wesapons intercepted whatever. Was directed at the vulnerable spot.

Rays had smitten. But none could be held steedy through an interva. Sufficient to get past those
heavy plates. Bombswhoseyield was|ethal radiation exploded dong the limits of her defense. But the
gammaquantaand neutrons were drunk down by layer upon layer of interior shielding. Thelast of them,
straggling to those deep inner sections where organic cresturestoiled, were so few that ordinary
medication nullified their effects.

She had teen built in space and would never touch ground. A planetoid in her own right, she blasted
ship after ship that dared come against her.

Cgd's Supernovawas stronger. But Valenderay must not be risked. The whole purpose of al that
armament and armor was to protect the command of afleet. When word reached him, he studied the
display tank. "We're wasting lesser craft. She eatsthem,” he said, chiefly to himsdlf. "1 hate to send
capital vessalsin. The enemy seemsto have much more defensve stuff than we looked for, and it's
bound to open up on us soon. But that close, speed and maneuverability don't count for what they
should. We must have sheer force to take that monster out; and we must do that before we can pose any
seriousthreat to the planet.” Hetugged hisbeard. "S-s-0 ... between them, Persel, Ursa Minor,
Regulus, Jupiter, and attendants should be ableto do thejob ... fast enough and at enough of adistance
that they can aso cope with whatever the planet may throw."

Tactical computersratified and expanded his decison. He issued the orders.

Vodan saw atorpedo go past "Hai, good!" he cried. Had he applied afew megadynesless of
decderative force, that warhead would have connected. The missile braked and came about tracking,
but one of his gunners destroyed it.

The Terran boat crawled ahead, off on the left and low. V odan'sinstruments reported she was
exerting more sideways than forward thrust. The pilot must mean to crossthe Y thrian bows, bare
kilometers ahead, loose acloud of radar window, and hope the concerted fire of his beam gunswould
penetrate before the other could range him. Since Ythrians, unlike Terrans, did not fight wearing
spacesuits—how could anybody not go insane after more than afew hoursin those vile, confining
things?—alarge hole in acompartment killed them.

The son-of-a-zirraukh was good, V odan acknowledged happily. Lumbering and awkward as most
gpace engagements were, thisfelt amogt like being back in air. The dud had lasted until Avaon stood
enormousin the bow screens. In fact, they were closer to atmosphere than was prudent at their velocity.
They'd better end the affair.

Vodan saw how.

Hewent on dowing at auniform rate, asif heintended presently to dant off. He thought the Terran
would think: He seeswhat | plan. When | blind hisradar, he will sheer frommy firein an
unpredictable direction. Ah, but we're not under hyperdrive. He can't move at anything like the
speed of energy beams. Mine can cover the entire cone of his possible instantaneous positions.

For that, however, the gun platform needed a constant vector. Otherwise too many unknowns
entered the equations and the target had an excellent chance of escaping.

For part of aminute, if Vodan had guessed right, the Meteor would forego its advantage of superior
mobility. And ... he had superior wegpons.



The Terran might well expect atorpedo and figure he could readily dispose of the thing. He might not
appreciate how very great aconcentration of energy his opponent could bring to bear for ashort while,
when al projectors were run at overload.

Vodan made his cdculations. The gunners made their settings.

The Meteor passed ahead, dwarfish upon luminous Avalon. A sudden, glittering fog sprang from her.
At explosive speed, it spread to make acurtain. And it hid one ship aswell asthe other.

Rays diced through, seeking. Vodan knew exactly whereto aim his. They raged for 30 seconds.

The metal dust scattered. Avaon again shone enormous and calm. V odan ceased fire before his
projectors should burn out. Nothing came from the Meteor. He used magnification, and saw the hole
which gaped astern by her drive cones. Air gushed forth, water condensing ghost-white until it vanished
into void. Acceleration had ended entirely.

Joy lofted in Vodan. "Weve struck him!™ he shouted.
"He could launch historpsin aflock,” the engineer worried.

"No. Comelook if you wish. His powerplant took that hit. He has nothing left except his capacitor
bank. If he can usethat to full effect, which I doubt, he still can't give any object enough initid velocity to
worry us."

"Kh'hng. Shdl wefinish him off?"

"Let'sseeif hell surrender. Standard band ... Calling Imperia Meteor. Calling Imperid Meteor.”

One more trophy for you, Eyath!

Hell Rock shuddered and toned. Roaringsrolled inward. Air drifted bitter with smoke, loud with
screams and bawled commands, running feet and threshing wings. Compartment after compartment was
burst open to space. Bulkheads did to sedl twisted metal and tattered bodies off from the living.

Shefought. She could fight on under what was | eft of her automata, well after thelast of the crew
were gone whose retreat she was covering.

Those were Ferune, hisimmediate staff, and afew ratings from Mistwood who had been promised
the right to abide by their Wyvan. They made their way down quaking, tolling corridors. Sectionslay
dark where fluoro-pands and facings were peded back from the mighty skeleton.

"How long till they beat her asunder?' asked one at Ferune's back.

"An hour, maybe," he guessed. "They wrought well who built her. Of course, Avaon will strike before
then."

"At what minute?'
"Danid Holm must gauge that.”

They crowded into their lifeboat. Ferune took the controls. The craft lifted against interior fields;
vaves swung ponderoudy aside; she cameforth to sight of stars and streaked for home.

He glanced behind. The flagship was ragged, crumpled, cratered. In places metal had run molten till it
congedled into ugliness, in other placesit glowed. Had the bombardment been able to, concentrate on
those sites where defenses were down, a megaton warhead or two would have scattered the vessel in
gas and ashes. But the likelihood of a precise hit a medium range wastoo dim to risk asupermissile
agang her remaining interception capability. Better to hold well off and gnaw with lesser blasts.

"Fare gladly into the winds," Ferune whispered. In this moment he put aside hisnew ways, hisdien
ways, and was of Ythri, Mistwood, Wharr, the ancestors and the children.

Avaon struck. The boat reded. Under an intolerable load of light, viewscreens blanked. Briefly,
illumination went out. The flyers crouched, packed together, in bellowing, heat, and blindness.



It passed. The boat had not been severely damaged. Backup systems cut in. Vision returned, inside
and outside. Aft, Hell Rock was silhouetted against the waning luridness of afirebal that spread across
haf heaven.

A rating bresthed, "How ... many ... megatons?'

"l don't know," Ferune said. "Presumably ample to dispose of those Imperias we sucked into
atacking us"

"A wonder we came through,” said hisaide. Every feather stood erect on him and shivered.

"The gases diffused across kilometers," Ferune reminded. "Weve no screen field generator here, true.
But by the time the front reached us, even avelocity equivaent of several million degrees could not raise
our temperature much."”

Silence clapped down, while smaller detonations glittered and faded-in deeper distances and energy
swords lunged. Eyes sought eyes. The brains behind were technicaly trained.

Ferune spoke it for them. "lonizing radiation, primary and secondary. | cannot tell how big adose we
got. The meter went off scale. But we can probably report back, at least.”

He gave himsdf to his piloting. Wharr waited.

Rochefort groped through the hull of Hooting Star. Interior grav generation had been knocked out;
free-fdling, they were now weightless. And airless beyond the enclosing armor. Stillness pressed inward
till he heard his heart as strongly as he felt it. Beads of swest broke off brow, nose, cheeks, and danced
between eyes and faceplate, catching light in oily gleams. That light fell queerly acrass vacuum,
undiffused, sharp-shadowed.

"Watch Out!" he croaked into hisradio. "Watch Out, are you there?"
"I'm afraid not," said Helu'svoicein his earplugs, from the engine room.

Rochefort found the little body afloat behind apane cut half loose from its moorings. The sameray
had burned through suit and flesh and out through the suit, cauterizing asit went so that only afew
bloodgouts drifted around. "Wa Chaou bought it?" asked Helu.

"Yes." Rochefort hugged the Cynthian to his breast and fought not to weep.
"Any fire control |eft?"
n NO_"

"Well, | think | can squeeze capacitor power into the drive units. We can't escape the planet on that,
but maybe we can land without vaporizing in trangt. It'll take a pretty fabulous pilot. Better get back to
your post, skipper.”

Rochefort opened the helmet in order to close the bulged-out eyes, but the lids wouldn't go over
them. He secured the corpse in abight of loose wire and returned forward to harness himself in.

Thecdl light was blinking. Mechanicaly, conscious mainly of grief, he plugged ajack into his suit unit
and pressed the Accept button.

Anglic, accented, somehow both guttura and ringing: "—Imperid Meteor. Areyou dive? Thisisthe
Avaonian. Acknowledge or we shoot."

"Ack ... ack—" Beforethe noisein histhroat could turn to sobbing, Rochefort said, "Y es, captain
here"

"Wewill take you aboard if you wish." Rochefort clung to the seetback, legstrailing aft. It hummed
and crackled in hisears.

"Ythri abides by the conventions of war," said the un-human voice. "Y ou will be interrogated but not
mistrested. If you refuse, we must take the precaution of destroying you."



Kh-h-h-h ... m-m-m-m ...

"Answer at oncel We are dready too nigh Avaon. The danger of being caught in crossfire grows by
theminute

"Yes," Rochefort heard himsdlf say. "Of course. We surrender.”

"Good. | observe you have not restarted your engine. Do not. We are matching velocities. Link
yourselves and jump off into space. Wewill lay atractor beam on you and bring you in as soon as may
be. Understood? Repest"

Rochefort did.

"Y ou fought well," said the Ythrian. "Y ou showed deathpride. | shall be honored to welcome you
aboard." And silence.

Rochefort called Helu. The men bent the ends of a cable around their waists, cracked the personnel
lock, and prepared to tumble free. Kilometers off they saw the vessel that bore three stars, coming like
an eagle. The skies erupted in radiance.

When ragged red dazzlement had cleared from their vison, Helu choked, "Ullah akbar, Ullah
akbar ... They'regone. What was it?'

"Direct hit," Rochefort said. Shock had blown some opening in him for numbnessto drain out of. He
fet strength rising in itswake. Hismind flashed, fast asthose war lightnings yonder but atogether cool.
"They knew we were hel pless and had no friends nearby. But in spite of aremark the captain made, they
must've forgotten to look out for their own friends. The planet-based weapons have started shooting. |
imagine the missilesinclude alot of tracker torpedoes. Our engines were dead. Hiswerent. A torp
homed on the emissions.”

"What, no recognition circuits?'

"Evidently not. To lash out on the scale they seem to be doing, the Avaonians would've had to
sacrifice quality for quantity, and rely on knowing the dispositions of units. It was not reasonable to
expect any thisclosein. Thefighting's further out. | daresay that torp was bound there, against some
particular Imperia concentration, when it happened to pass near us."

"Urn." They hung between darkness and glitter, breathing. "Wevelost our ride," Helu said.

"Got to make do, then," Rochefort answered. "Come." Beneath hisregained calm, he was shaken a
what appeared to be the magnitude of the Avalonian response.

IX
When the boat had come to rest, thundering and shuddering ended, only bake-oven heat and
scorched smellsremaining, Rochefort let go of awareness.

He swam up from the nothing some minutes later. Helu stood over him, "Are you okay, skipper?' At
first the engineer's voi ce seemed to come across awhining distance, and the sweat and soot on hisface
blurred into the haze which grayed dl vison.

"Okay," Rochefort mumbled. "Get me ... 'nother stimpill ... "

Helu did, with aglass of water that wrought amiracle on wooden tongue and parchment pa ate.
"Hand of Fatima, what aride!" he said unevenly. " thought for certain we were finished. How did you
ever get usdown?'

"I don't remember," Rochefort answvered.

The drug took hold, giving him back clarity of mind and senses, plus a measure of energy. He could
reconstruct what he must have done in those last wild minutes. The ergs stored in the capacitors had not



been adequate to kill the boat's entire velocity relative to the planetary surface. He had used them for
control, for keegping the hull from being boiled off by the atmospheric friction that braked it. Hooting
Sar had skipped halfway around the globe on the tropopause, as a stone may be skipped over alake,
then screamed down on along dant which would have ended in drowning—for the hole aft could not be
patched, and a sedled-off engine room would have weighed too much when flooded—except that
somehow he, Philippe Rochefort, had spotted (he recollected now) a chain of idands and achieved a
crashlandingonone...

He spent awhilein the awe of being dive. Afterward he unharnessed, and in their separate fashions
he and Helu gave thanks; and they added awish for the soul of Wa Chaou. By that time the hull had
cooled to a point where they dared touch the lock. They found its outer valve had been torn loose when
the boat plowed across ground.

"Good ar," Helusaid.

Rochefort inhaed gratefully. It was not just that the cabin was hot and stinking. No regeneration
system on any spacecraft could do the entire work of aliving world. This atmosphere that streamed to
meet him smelted of ozone, iodine, greenery, flower fragrances; it was mild but brisk with breezes.

"Must be about Terran standard pressure,” Helu went on. "How does a planet like this keep so much
ges?"
"Surely you've met the type before,” Rochefort said.

"Y es, but never stopped to wonder. Now that I've had the universe given back to me, I'd, uh, I'd like
to know it better.”

"WEell, magnetism helps," Rochefort explained absently. "The coreissmall, but on the other hand the
rotation is rapid, making for areasonable value of H. Besides, the field has fewer charged particlesto
keep off, therefore fewer get by it to bounce off gas molecules. Likewise, thetotal ultraviolet and X
radiation received isless. That sun'sfairly close—we're getting about 10 percent more illumination than
Terradoes—but it's cooler than Sol. The energy distribution curve pesks a alower frequency and the
gelar wind iswesk."

Meanwhile he sensed the gravity. Hisweight was four-fifths what it had been when the boat's interior
fiddd was set at standard pull. When you dropped sixteen kilos you noticed it at firs—a bounciness, an
exuberance of the body which theloss of afriend and the likelihood of captivity did not entirely
guench—though you soon cameto take the fegling for granted.

He stepped forth and looked around. Those viewscreens which remained functiona had shown him
this area was unpeopled. Inland it rose steeply. On the other sde it doped down to a beach where surf
tumbled in awhite violence whose noise reached him across more than akilometer. Beyond, asyenite
searolled to ahorizon which, in spite of Avalon'sradius, did not seem appreciably nearer than on Terra
or Esperance. The sky above was a blue more bright and deep than he was used to. The sun was low,
sinking twice asfast as on man's home. Its disk showed abit larger, its hue wastinged golden. A sickle
moon trailed, afourth again the angular diameter of Luna seen from the ground. Rochefort knew it was
actualy smdler but, being close, raised twice thetides.

Occasiona sparks and stresks blinked up there—monstrous explosions in space. Rochefort turned
his mind from them. For him the war was presumably over. Let it be over for everybody, soon, before
more consciousnesses died.

He gave his attention to the life encircling him. His vessal had gouged and charred through a dense
mat of low-growing, beryl-green stuff which covered theidand. "I suppose this, explainswhy the planet
has no nativeforests" he murmured, "which may in turn help explain why animd fifeis underevolved.”

"Dinosaur stage?' Helu asked, watching aflock of clumsy, winged creatures go by. They each had
four legs; the basic vertebrate design on Avaon was hexapodal.



"Wl reptiloid, though some have devel oped featureslike hair or an efficient heart. By and large, they
don't stland a chance againg mammaian or avian life forms. The colonists had to do quite alot of work to
establish a stable mixed colony, and they keep agood ded of land reserved, including the whole
equatorid continent.”

"You'veredly sudied them up, haven't you?"

"l wasinterested. And ... seemed wrong to |et them be only my targets. Seemed asif | ought to have
some redlity on the people | was going to fight."

Helu peered inland. Scattered shrubs and trees did exist. The latter were either low and thick or dim
and supple, to survive the high winds that rapid rotation must often create. Autumn or no, many flowers
continued in bloom, flamboyant scarlets and yellows and purples. Fruits clustered thick on severa other
kinds of plant.

"Canwe ezt local food?' Helu asked.

"Yes, of course," Rochefort said. "They'd never have made the success they did, colonizing, in the
timethey've had, if they couldn't draw on native resources. Some essential s are missing, assorted vitamins
and whatnot. Imported domestic animals had to be revamped genetically on that account. We'd come
down with deficiency diseasesif wetried to eat Avaonian materia exclusively. However, that wouldn't
happen fast, and I've read that much of it istasty. Unfortunately, I've read that much is poisonous, too,
and | don't know which iswhich.”

"Hm." Helu tugged his mustache and scowled. "We'd better cal for somebody to come get us.”

"No rush," said Rochefort. "Let'sfirgt learn what we can. The boat has suppliesfor weeks,
remember. Wejust might be ableto—" He stopped. Knowledge stung him. "Right now we've aduty."

Perforce they began by making a spade and pick out of scrap; and then the plant cover was tough
and the soil beneath astubborn clay. Sunset had perished in flame before they got Wa Chaou buried.

A full moon would have cast amplelight; higher dbedo aswell asangular sze and illumination gaveit
more than thrice the brilliance of Luna. Tonight's thin crescent was soon down. But the service could be
read by two lamp-white companion planets and to numberless stars. Mogt of their congtellations were the
same as those Rochefort had shared with Eve Davisson on Esperance. Three or four parsecs hardly
count in the galaxy.

Doesa life? | must believe so. "—Father, unto Y ou in what form he did dream Y ou, we commit this
being our comrade; and we pray that Y ou grant him rest, even aswe pray, for oursalves. Lord have
mercy, Lord have mercy, Lord have mercy.” The gruesome little flashes overhead were dying away.

"Disengage,” Cgd sad. "Withdraw. Regroup in wide orbits.”

"But, but, Admira," protested a captain of his saff, their ships—they'll use the chanceto
escape—disappear into deep space.”

Cgd's glance traveled from screen to screen on the comboard. Faces|ooked out, some human,
some non-human, but each belonging to an officer of Imperia Terra. Hefound it hard to meet those eyes.

"We shdl have to accept that," he told them. "What we cannot accept is our present rate of losses.
Lauraisonly aprologue. If the cost of its capture proves such that we have to wait for reinforcements,
giving Ythri timeto reorganize, there goes our entire strategy. The whole war will becomelong and
expensve.”

He dghed. "Let usbefrank, citizens," he said. "Our intelligence about this system was very bad. We
had no ideawhat fortifications had been created for Avaon—"

In orbit, automated stations by the hundreds, whose powerplants fed no engines but, exclusively,
defensive screens and offengive projectors; thus mortaly dangerousto comein range of. Shuttling
between them and the planet, hence guarded by them, ahost of supply craft, bringing whatever might be



needed to keep the robots shooting.

On the surface, and on the moon, agloba grid of detectors, launch tubes, energy weapons too
immense for spaceshipsto carry; some buried deep in rock or on the ocean beds, some aboveground or
afloat. The chance of avessdl or missile getting through from space, unintercepted, small indeed; and
negafidds shidding every vitd spot.

Intheair, awasp swarm of pursuit craft on patrol, ready to streak by scores against any who was so
rash asto intrude.

"—and the defenders used our ignorance brilliantly. They lured usinto configurationsthat alowed
thoseinstrumentalities to inflict staggering damage. We're mouse-trapped between the planet and their
ships. Inferior though the enemy fleet is, under present circumstancesit's disproportionately effective.

"We have no choice. We must change the circumstances, fast. If we pull beyond reach of the
defenses, their fleet will again be outmatched and, I'm sure, will withdraw to the outer parts of this system
as Captain Kthak has said.”

"Then, sr?" asked aman. "What do we do then?'

"We make areassessment,” Cgd told him.

"Can we saturate their cgpabilities with what we've got on hand?' wondered another.
"l do not know," Cgja admitted.

"How could they do this?" cried aman from behind the bandages that masked him. His ship had been
among those smashed. "' A wretched colony—what's the population, fourteen million, mostly
ranchers?>—how wasit possible?’

"Y ou should understand that,” Cgjd reproved, though gently because he knew drugs were dulling
brain aswdl as pain. "Given abundant nuclear energy, ample natura resources, sophisticated automatic
technology, one needs nothing & se except the will. Machines produce machines, exponentidly. In afew
years one has full production under way, limited only by available mineras, and an underpopul ated,
largely rurd world like Avalon will have agood supply of those.

"l imagine," he mused a oud—because any thought was better than thought of what the navy had
suffered this day—"that same pastoral economy smplified the job of keeping secret how great an effort
was being mounted. A more devel oped society would have caled onits existing industry, which isout in
the open. The Avaonian leadership, once granted carte blanche by the el ectorate, made most of its
facilitiesfrom zero, in regionswhere no one lives.” He nodded. "Y es, citizens, |et us confesswe have
been taken." Straightening: "Now we salvage what we can.”

Discussion turned to ways and means. Battered, more than decimated, the Terran force was il
gigantic. It was strewn through corresponding volumes of space, its units never motionless. Arranging for
an orderly retreat was amgjor operation in itself. And there would be the uncertainties, imponderables,
and inevitable unforeseen catastrophes of battle. And the Ava onian space captains must be presented
with obvious chancesto quit the fight—not mere tactical openings, but aclear demongtration that their
withdrawal would not betray their folk—lest they carry on to the deeth and bring too many Imperidswith
them.

But at last the computers and underlings were at work on details, the first moves of disengagement
were started. Cgja could be done.

Or can | be? hethought Ever again? The ghosts are crowding around.

No. Thisdebacle wasn't hisfault. He had acted on wrong information. Saracoglu—No, the governor
wasacivilian who was, a mogt, peripheraly involved in fact-gathering and had worked conscientioudy
to help prepare. Naval Intdlligence itse f—but Saracoglu had spoken sooth. Red espionage againgt Ythri
wasimpossible. Besdes, Intelligence ... the whole navy, the whole Empire ... was spread too thin
across areach too vast, inhuman, hogtile; in the end, perhaps dl striving to keep the Peace of Man was



barren.

Y ou did what you could. Cajal redlized he had not done badly. These events should not be called a
debacle, smply adisappointment. Thanks to discipline and leadership, hisfleet had taken far fewer losses
than it might have; it remained overwhelmingly powerful; he had learned lessons that he would use later
oninthewar.

Nevertheless the ghosts would not go away.

Cad kndt. Christ, who forgave the soldiers, help me forgive myself. Saints, stand by me till my
work is done. Hislook went from crucifix to picture. Before everyone, you, Elena who in Heaven
must love me yet, since none were ever too lowly for your love, Elena, watch over me. Hold my
hand.

Benesth the flyers, the Middle Ocean rolled luminous black. Above them were stars and aMilky
Way whose frostiness cut through the air's warmth. Ahead rose the thundercloud mass of an idand.
Tabithaheard surf on its beaches, adrumfire in the murmur across her face.

"Arethey surethe thing landed here?' asked one of the half-dozen Y thrians who followed her and
Draun.

"Either here or inthe seg," growled her partner. "What's the home guard for if not to check out
detector findings? Now be quiet and wary. If that was an Imperia boat—"

"They'remarooned," Tabithafinished for him. "Helpless™
"Then why've they not called to be fetched?"
"Maybe their trangmitter isruined.”

"And maybe they have alittle scheme. I'd like that. Weve many new-made dead this night. The more
Terransfor hell-wind to blow ahead of them, the better.”

"Follow your own orders and shut up,” Tabitha snapped.

Sometimes she serioudy congdered dissolving her association with Draun. She had come to see over
the yearsthat he didn't redlly believe in the gods of the Old Faith, nor carry out their ritesfrom
traditionalism like most Highsky folk; no, he enjoyed those daughterous sacrifices. And he had killed in
duello more than once, on his own chalenge, however much trouble he might have afterward in scraping
together winner's gild for the bereaved. And while he seldom abused his daves, he kept some, which she
felt was the fundamental abuse.

Still—hewasloyd and, in hisarrogant way, generousto friends; his seamanship combined superbly
with her managerid taents; he could be good-company when he chose; his wife was swest; his youngest
cubswereirresstible, and loved their Kin-She Hrill who took themin her ams....

I'm perfect? Not by a fertilizing long shot, considering how | let my mind meander!

They winged, she thrust above the strand and high over the idand. Photoamplifier goggles showed it
slver-gray, here and there speckled with taler growth; on boulders, dew had begun to catch starlight. (
How goesit yonder? The news said the enemy's been thrown back, but—) She wished shewere
flying nudein this stroking, giddily perfumed air. But her business demanded coverals, cuirass, helmet
boots. That which had been detected coming down might be a crippled Avaonian, but might equaly well
be—Hoy!

"Look." She pointed. "A fresh track." They swung about, crossed aridge, and the wreck lay under
them.

"Terran indeed,” Draun said. She saw his crest and tail-feathers quiver in eagerness. He whedled,
holding amagnifier to hiseyes. "Two outsde. Hya-a-a-a-ahl"

"Stop!" Tabithayelled, but he was dready stooping.



She cursed the awkwardness of gravbelts, set controls and flung hersdlf after him. Behind camethe
other Ythrians, blasters clutched to breasts while wings hastened their bodies. Draun had left hisgun
sheathed, had taken out instead the half-meter-long, heavy, crooked Fao knife.

"Stop!" Tahitha screamed into the whistle of split air. " Give them a chance to surrender!™

The humans, standing by apatch of freshly turned earth, heard. Their glances lifted. Draun howled his
battle cry. One man yanked at a holstered sidearm. Then the hurricane was on him. Wings snapped
around so it roared in the pinions. Two meters from ground, Draun turned hisfal into an upward rush.
Hisright arm swept the blade in ashort arc; hisleft hand, on the back of it, urged it dong. The Terran's
head flew off the neck, hit the susin and horribly bounced. The body stood an instant, geysering blood,
beforeit collapsed like a puppet on which the strings have been dashed.

"Hyaaaaah!" Draun shrieked. "Hell-winds blow you before my chothmates! Tdl Illarian they are
coming!"

The other Terran ssumbled back. His own sidearm was out. Hefired, aflash and boom in blackness.

Before they kill him too—Tabitha had no time for planning. She wasin the van of her squad. The
man's crazed gaze and snap shot were aimed at Draun, whose broad-winged shadow had not yet come
about for asecond pass. She dived from the rear, tackled him low, and rolled over, gripping fast. They
tumbled; the belt wasn't ableto lift both of them. She felt her brow dammed against aroot, her cheek
dragged abradingly over the susin.

Histhreshings stopped. She turned off her unit and crouched beside him. Pain and dizziness and the
laboring of her lungs were remote. He wasn't dead, she saw, merdly half stunned from histemple striking
arock. Blood oozed in the kinky black hair, but he stirred and his eyeballswere filled with starlight. He
wastdl, swarthy by Avaonian measure ... people with such chromosomes generdly settled beneath
stronger sunsthan Laura...

The Y thrians swooped near. Wind rushed in their quills.

Tabitha scrambled to her feet. She bestrode the Terran. Gun in hand, she gasped, "No. Hold back.
No morekilling. HEsmine."

X

Ferune of Mistwood reported in at Gray, arranged his affairs and said his goodbyes within afew
days.

To Daniel Holm: "Luck be your friend, First March-warden.”

The man's mouth was stretched and unsteady. Y ou must have more time than—than—"

Ferune shook his head. The crest drooped ragged; most feathers that remained to him were lusteriess
white; he spoke in amutter. His grin had not changed. "No, I'm afraid the medics can't simulate
regeneration in this case. Not when every last cdll got blasted. Pity the Imperias didn't try shooting usfull
of mercury vapor. But you'd find that inconvenient.”

Yes, you've more tolerance for heavy metals than humans do, went usdesdy through Holm, but
lessfor hard radiation. Thevoicetrudged on: "Asis, | am held together by drugs and baing wire. Most
of those who were with me are already dead, | hear. But | had to get my powers and knowledge
transferred to you, didn't I, before | rest?”

"Tome?' the man suddenly couldn't hold back. "Mewho killed you?'

Ferune stiffened. "Come off that perch, Daniel Holm. If | thought you redlly blame yoursdlf, | would
not have left you in office—probably not dive; anyone that stupid would be dangerous. Y ou were
executing my plan, and bloody-gut well it worked too, kh'hng?"



Holm knelt and laid his head on the keelbone. It was sharp, when flesh had melted from above, and
the skin was fever-hot and he could fedl how the heart sammered. Ferune shifted to handstance. Wings
enfolded the man and lips kissed him. "I flew higher because of you," Ferune said. "'If war dlows, honor
us by coming to my rite. Fair winds forever."

Heleft. An adjutant helped him into a car and took him northward, to the woodlands of his choth and
to Wharr who awaited him.

"Permit me to introduce mysdf. | am Juan de Jesus Cgjd y Palomares of Nuevo Mexico,
commanding His Imperia Mg esty's navd forcesin the present campaign. Y ou have my word asa
Terran officer that the beam istight, the relays are automatic, this conversation will be recorded but not
monitored, and the tape will be classified secret.”

The two who looked out of the screenswere silent, until Cgjd grew overaware of the metal which
enclosed him, background pulse of machinery and dight chemicd taint in the air blown from ventilators.
He wondered what impression he was making on them. There was no way to tell from the old
Ythrian—Liaw? Y es, Liav—who evidently represented civil authority. That being st like a statue of
grimness, except for the smoldering yellow eyes. Daniel Holm kept moving, cigar in and out of hismouth,
fingers drumming desktop, tic in the left cheek. He was haggard, unkempt, stubbly, grimy, no hint of
Imperia neatness about him. But he scarcely seemed humble,

Heit waswho asked at length: "Why?'

" ¢Por que?" responded Cgjd in surprise. "Why | had asigna shot down to you proposing a
conference? To discussterms, of course.”

"No, this secrecy. Not that | believe you about it, or anything else.”

Cqd fdt his cheeksredden. | must not grow angry. "Asyou wish, Admira Holm. However, please
credit me with some common sense. Quite gpart from the mordity of letting the daughter and waste of
wedlth proceed, you must seethat | would prefer to avoid further losses. That iswhy we're orbiting
Avaon and Morgana at adistance and have made no aggressive move since battle tapered of f last week.
Now that we've evauated our options, | am ready to talk; and | hope you've likewise done some hard
thinking. I am not interested in pomp or publicity. Such things only get in the way of reaching practica
solutions. Therefore the confidentia nature of our parley. | hope you'll take the chance to speak as
frankly as| mean to, knowing your words need not commit you.”

"Our word does," Holm said;

"Please," Cgd urged. "You're angry, you'd kill me were you able, neverthdessyou're afellow
professiona. We both have our duties, however distasteful certain of them may be."

"Well, get on with it, then. What d'you want?'
"Todiscussterms, | said. | redize we three alone can't authorize or arrange the surrender, but—"

"l think you can,” Liaw interrupted: alow, dry, harshly accented Anglic. "If you fear court-martia
afterward, wewill grant you asylum.”

Cgd'smouth fell open. "What are you saying?'

"We must be surethisisno ruse. | suggest you bring your ships one a atime into close orbit, for
boarding. Transportation homefor the crewswill be made available later.”

"Doyou ... doyou—" Cgd swalowed. "Sir, I'm told your proper title trandates more or lessinto
‘Judge or 'Lawspeaker.' Judge, thisisno timefor humor.”

"If you don't want to givein," Holm said, "what's to discuss?'

"Your capitulation, por Dios!" Cgd'sfist smotethe arm of hischair. "I'm not going to play word
games. Y ou've delayed ustoo long aready. But your fleet has been smashed. Its fragments are scattered.
A minor detachment from our force can hunt them down at leisure. We control al space around youl.



Y ou've no possihility of outside help. Whatever might recklesdy be sent from other systemswould be
annihilated in detail; and the admiratiesthere know it. If they go anywhere with what pitiful strength they
have, it'll beto Quetlan.” He leaned forward. "Wed hate to bombard your planet. Please don't compdl us
to."

"Go right ahead,” Holm answered. "Our interceptor crews would enjoy the practice.”

"But—are you expecting blockade runners to—to—Oh, | know how big aplanet is. | know an
occasional small craft could snesk past our detector grids, our patrols and stations. But | also know how
very small such craft must be, and how very occasiond their success.”

Holm drew savagely on his cigar before he stabbed it into its smoke. "Y es, sure," he snapped.
"Standard technique. Eliminate a space fleet, and its planet hasto yield or you'll pound it into radioactive
dag. Nicework for aman, that, hunh? Well, my colleagues and | saw thiswar coming years back. We
knew we'd never have much of anavy by comparison, if only because you bastards have so much more
population and area behind you. But defense—Admira, you're at the end of along line of communication
and supply. The border worlds aren't geared to produce anything like the amount of tuff you require; it,
has to come from deeper in the Empire. We're here, set up to make everything necessary asfast as
necessary. We can't come after you. But we can bugger well swamp whatever you throw at us.”

"Absolutely?"

"Okay, oncein agreat while, by sheer luck, you doubtless could land awarhead, and it might be big
and dirty. We'd westher that, and the home guard has decontamination teams. Chances of its hitting
anything important are about like drawing three for aroya flush. No ship of yours can get close enough
with an energy projector husky enough to pinken a baby's bottom. But therere no size and masslimitson
our ground-based photon weapons, we can use whole riversto cool their generators while their snouts
whiff you out of our sky. Now tell mewhy in flaming chaos we should surrender.”

Cgd sat back. He fdt asif struck from behind.
"No harm in learning what conditions you meant to offer," Liaw said, tondless.

Face saving? Those Ythrians are supposed to be satanically proud, but not to the point of
lunacy. Hope knocked in Cagjal. "Honorable terms, of course," he said. ™Y our ships must be
sequestered, but they will not be used againgt Y thri and personnd may go home, officersto keep their
sdearms. Likewisefor your defensive facilities. Y ou must accept occupation and cooperate with the
military government, but every effort will be made to repect your laws and customs, individuaswill have
theright to petition for redress of grievances, and Terran violators of the statutes will be punished as
severdly as Avaonian. Actudly, if the population behaves correctly, | doubt if alarge percentage will
ever even see an Imperid marine.”

"And after thewar?"

"Why, that's for the Crown to decide, but | presume you'll beincluded in areorganized Sector Pacis,
and you must know Governor Saracoglu is efficient and humane. Insofar as possible, the Empire alows
home rule and the continuation of loca ways of life."

"Allows. The operative word. Buit let it pass. Let us assume a degree of democracy. Could we stop
immigrants from coming until they outvoted us?"

"Well ... well, no. Citizens are guaranteed freedom of movement. That's one of the things the Empire
isfor. Confound it, you can't selfishly block progressjust because you prefer archaism.”

"Thereisno moreto discuss. Good day, Admird."

"No, wait! Wait! Y ou can't—condemn your whole people to war by yourselves!"

"If the Khruaths and the Parliament change their views, you will beinformed.”

"But listen, you're letting them diefor nothing,” Cgd sad franticadly. "Thisfrontier isgoing to be



straightened out. Y ou, the whole Domain of Ythri have no power to stop that. Y ou can only prolong the
murderous, maiming farce. And you'll be punished by worse peace terms than you could have had.
Listen, it'snot one-sided. Y ou're coming into the Empire. Y ou'll get trade, contact, protection.
Cooperate now and | swear you'll start out as a chartered client state, with al the privileges that means.
Withinyears, individuaswill be getting Terran citizenship. Eventually thewhole of Avaon could become
part of Greater Terra. For the love of God, beredistic!"

"Weare" sad Liaw.
Holm leered. Both screens blanked.

Cgad sat for minutes, staring. They can't have been serious. They can't. Twice he reached toward
hisintercom. Have them called; maybe this was some childish ingstence that the Empire beg them to
negotiate ...

His hand drew back. No. | am responsible for our own dignity.

Decison came. Let Plan Two be set in train. Leave the calculated strength hereto invest Avaon.
Comparatively little would be required. The solereal purpose was to keep thisworld's considerable
resources from flowing to Y thri and these bases from menacing Cgjd's lines back to the Empire. Siege
would tie up more men and vessals than occupation would have done, but he could spare them.

Theimportant thing was not to lose momentum. Rather, hisfreed ships must be off immediately to
help in smultaneous assaults on Khrau and Hru. Hed direct the former himsdlf, his second in command
thelatter. What they had learned here would be quite helpful.

And hewas sure of quick victories yonder. Intelligence had failed to learn the extent of Avaonian
arming, but not to discover the fact itself; that could not be concealed. By the same token, he knew that
no other planet of the Domain had had a Daniel Holm nagging it over the yearsto build againgt this storm.
He knew that the other Y thrian colonia fleets were smal and poorly coordinated, the worlds unarmed.

Quetlan, the home sun, was more formidable. But let him rip spectacularly enough through the spaces
between, and he dared hope his enemies would have the wisdom to capitulate before he stabbed themin
the heart.

And afterward a few distorted molecules, recording the armistice, will give us Avalon. Very
well. Better than fighting ... Do they know this? Do they merely want to keep, for a few weeks
more, the illusion of freedom? Well, | hope the price they'll be charged for that—Ilevies,
restrictions, revisions of their whole society, that might otherwise have been deemed unnecessary
—I hope they won't find the price unendurably steep—because endure it they must.

Before sunrise, Ferune departed Mistwood.

That day his home country boreits name well. Fog blew cold, wet, and bunding off the sea.
Smokiness prowled the glooms around thick boles of hammerbranch, soaring trunks of lightningrod;
moisture dripped from boughs onto fallen leaves, and where it struck a pool which had formed among the
ringed stems of a sword-of-sorrow, it made atiny glass chiming. But deeper inland, where Old Avalon
remained, aboomer tree frightened beasts that might have grazed on it, and this noise rolled beneath the
house of Ferune and echoed off the hanging shieds of his ancestors.

Wings gathered. A trumpet sounded through night. Forth came his sonsto meet their chothmates.
They carried the body on alitter between them. His uhoths fluttered about, puzzled at his quietness. His
widow led the way. Flanking were his daughters, their husbands and grown children, who bore lit
torches.

Wings beat. Theflight cut upward. When it rose past the fog, this was turned to blue-shadowed white
under an ice-pale eastern lightening. Westward over sea, thelast stars glimmered in roya purple.

Still the folk mounted, until they were near the top of what unaided flesh could reach. Herethe airs
whittered thin and chill; but on the rim of atwilit world, the snowpesks of the Weathermother were



kindled by ayet bidden sun.

All thiswhiletheflight beat north. Danid Holm and hisfamily, following in heavy garmentsand
breathing masks, saw wings glow across heaven in one tremendous spearhead. They could barely make
out the torchflames which streamed at its point, as sparks like the waning stars. More clearly camethe
throb from under those pinions. Apart from that, Slence wastotal.

They reached wilderness, aland of crags, boulders, and swift-running streams. There the sons of
Ferune stopped. Wings outspread, they hovered on the first faint warmth of morning, their mother before
them. Around circled their near kin; and in awhed, the choth surrounded these. And the sun broke over
the mountains.

To Ferune came the new Wyvan of Mistwood. Once more he blew the horn, and thrice he called the
name of the dead. Wharr swept by, to kiss farewell. Then the Wyvan spoke the words of the New Faith,
which was two thousand years old.

"High flew your spirit on many winds; but downward upon you &t last came winging God the Hunter.
Y ou met Himin pride, you fought Him well, from you He has honor. Go hence now, that which the talons
|eft, be water and leaves, arise in the wind; and spirit, be dways remembered.”

His sonstilted thelitter. The body fell, and after it the torches. Wharr danted off in the beginning
measures of the sky dance. A hundred followed her.

Hanging afar, between emptiness and immensity, Daniel Holm said to Christopher: "And that Terran
thought we'd surrender.”

Xl

Liaw of The Tarns spoke. "We are met in the Great Khruath of Avaon, that free folk may choose
their way. Our enemy has taken elsawhere most of the might which he brought againgt us. Thisisno
victory, snce those vessdswill make war upon the rest of the Domain. Meanwhile he has | eft sufficient
shipsto hold us cut off. They are unlikely to attack our world. But they will seek to find and root out our
bases among the sster planets and the few warcraft of oursthat are left in space. Save for what
harassment our brethren aboard can contrive, we have no means of taking the offensive. Our defenses
we can maintain indefinitely. Y et no pledge can be given that great harm will not be wrought on Avaon,
should the foe launch a determined effort. He has declared that in the end we are sure to be subjugated.
Thisispossibly true. He has then declared that we can expect better treatment if weyield now than if we
fight on, though at best wewill come under Imperia law and custom. Thisiscertainly true.

"They who speak for you regjected the demand, as was their duty until you could be summoned to
decide. | remind you of the hazards of continued war and the threat of a harsh peace should welose. |
remind you furthermore that if we do ress, the freefolk of Avalon must give up many of their rights and
submit to the dictation of military leadersfor aslong asthe strife may last.

"What say the choths?'

He and his colleagues stood on the olden site, First Idand in the Hesperian Sea. At their backs rose
the house of David Fakayn; before them greensward danted toward beach and surf. But no booths or
tents had been raised, no shipslay a anchor, no swarms of delegates flew down to form ranks benegth
the trees. Time was lacking for ceremonious assemblies. Those elected at regiond meetings, and those
individuals who signified awish to speek, were present dectronically.

A computer-equipped staff worked hard inside the house. However taciturn the average Y thrian was,
however unwilling to make afool of onesdf by declaiming the obvious, Hill, when some two million
enfranchised adults were hooked into a matter of as great moment as this, the questions and comments
that arrived must be filtered. Those chosen to be heard must wait their turns.



Arinnian knew he would be caled. He sat by Eyath before an outsize screen. They were alone on the
front, hence lowest bench. At their backs the tiers rose, the household of Lythran and Blawsa crowded
thereon, to the seat of the master and hislady. Liaw's dow words only deepened the quiet in that broad,
dark, weapon-hung chamber; and so did the rustle of feathers, the scrape of claws or datans, when
someone shifted alittle. The air wasfilled with the woodsmoke odor of Ythrian bodies. A breeze, gusting
in from awindow open on rain, added smells of damp earth and stirred the bannersthat hung from high
rafters.

"—report on facts concerning—"

Theimagein the screen became that of arancher. Behind him could be seen the North Coronan
prairie, adistant herd, astring of quadrupeda burden-bearing zirraukhsled by aflapping youth, amore
up-to-date truck which passed overhead. He stated, "Food production throughout the Plains of Long
Reach has been satisfactory thisyear. The forecasts for next season are optimistic. We have achieved 75
percent storage of preserved meat in bunkers proofed against radioactive contamination, and expect to
completethistask by midwinter. Detailsarefiled in Library Central. Finished.” The scan returned to the
High Wyvans, who promptly called on another arearepresentative.

Eyath caught Arinnian'sarm. He felt the pulsein her fingers, and the claws on the two encircling
thumbs bit him. Helooked at her. The bronze-brown crest was stiffly raised, the amber eyeslike
lanterns. Fangs gleamed between her lips. "Must they drone on till eternity molders?’ she breathed.

"They need truth before they decide," he whispered back, and felt the disapproving stares between
his shoulderblades.

"What's to decide—when Vodan'sin space?’
"Y ou help him best by patience."

He wondered who he wasto give counsd. Well, Eyath was young (me too, but thisday | feel old)
and it was crud that she could hope for no word of her betrothed until, probably, war's end. No
mothership could venture in beaming range of beleaguered Avaon.

At least it was known that V odan's had been among those which escaped. Too many orbited in
wreck. More Terrans had been destroyed, of course, thanks to the trap that Ferune and Holm sprang.
But one Y thrian dain was too many, Arinnian thought, and amillion Terrans weretoo few.

"—call on the chief of the West Coronan guard.” He scrambled to hisfeet, redized that was
unnecessary, and opined that held better remain standing than compound his gaucherie by sitting down
again before he had spoken. "Uh, Arinnian of Stormgate. We'rein good shape, equipping, training, and
assigning recruits asfast asthey comein. But we want more. Uh, since nobody has mentioned it, I'd like
to remind people that except for ranking officers, home-guard service is part-time and the volunteer's
schedule can be set to minimize interference with his ordinary work. Our section's cooperation with the
North Oronesiansis now being extended through the entire archipelago, and weaimto do likewisein
southerly and easterly directionstill, uh, weve an integrated command for the Brendan's, Fiery, and
Shielding Idands aswell, to protect the whole perimeter of Corona.

"Uh, on behdf of my father, the First Marchwarden, | want to point out aconsiderable holein
Avaon's defense, namely the absence of aguard for Equatoria, nothing there except some projector and
missile launching sites. True, the continent's uninhabited, but the Terrans know that, and if they consider
aninvasion, they aren't likely to care about preserving apiece of native ecology intact. I, uh, will receive
suggestions about this and pass them aong the proper channels.” Histongue was dry. "Finished.”

Helowered himsdlf. Eyath took hishand, gentler thistime. Thank fortune, no one wanted to question

him. He could be crisp in discussing strictly technical problems with afew knowledgeable persons, but
two million were abit much for aman without politica ingtincts.

The talk seemed interminable. And yet, at the end, when the vote was caled, when Liaw made his
matter-of-fact announcement that the data bank recorded 83 percent in favor of continued resistance,



scarcely six hours had passed. Humans couldn't have doneit.
"Well," Arinnian said into the noise of cramped wings being stretched, "no surprises.”
Eyath tugged a him. "Come," she said. "Get your blt. | want to use my muscles before dinner.”

Rain besat through dusk, cold and tasting of sky. When they came above the clouds, he and she
turned east to get away from their chothmates who also sought exercise. Snowpeaks and glaciersthrust
out of whiteness, into a blue-black where gleamed the early stars and afew moving sparks which were
orbital fortresses.

They fared awhilein slence, until shesaid: "I'd like to join the guard.”
"Hm? Ah. Y es, welcome."

"But not fly patrol. That's essential, | know, and pleasant if the weather's halfway good; but | don't
want alot of pleasure. Look, see Camelot rising yonder. Vodan may be huddled inside a dead moon of
it, waiting and waiting for achanceto hazard hislife."

"What would you prefer?' he asked.

Her wings beat more steadily than her voice. ™Y ou must be caught in a hurricane of work, whichis
bound to stiffen. Surely your staff'stoo small, else why would you be so tired? Can't | hdp?”

"M-m ... wdl—"

"Y our assistant, your fetch-and-carry lass, even your personal secretary? | can take an electro-cram
in the knowledge and skills, and be ready to sart insde afew days.”

"No. That'srough.”

"I'll survive. Try me. Firemeif | can't grip thetask, and well stay friends. | believe | can, though.
Maybe better than someone who hasn't known you al these years, and who can be given another job.
I'm bright and energetic. Am | not? And ... Arinnian, | so much need to be with you, till this cripplewing
timeisoutlived.”

She reached toward him. He caught her hand. "Very well, gdemate.

Inthe wan light she flew as beautiful as ever benesth sun or moon.

"Yes, I'll cal for avotetomorrow,” Matthew Vickery said.

"How do you expect it'll go?' Daniel Holm asked.

The President sighed. "How do you think? Oh, the war faction won't bring in quite the mgority of
Parliament that it did of the Khruath; A few memberswill vote their convictionsrather than their mail. But
I've seen the andlysis of that mail, and of the phone calls and—Y es, you'll get your damned resolution to
carry on. Youll get your emergency powers, the virtua suspension of civilian government you've
been-demanding. | do wish you'd read some of those letters or watch some of those tapes. The
fanaticism might frighten you asit doesme. | never imagined we had that much latent insanity in our
mids.”

"It'sinsaneto fight for your home?'

Vickery hit hislip. "Y es, when nothing can be gained.”

"I'd say we gain quite achunk. We kicked asizable holein the Terran armada. Weretying up a till
bigger part, that was originally supposed to be off to Ythri."

"Do you actudly believe the Domain can beat the Empire? Holm, the Empire can't afford to
compromise. Takeitsviewpoint for aminuteif you can. The solitary keeper of the peace, anong
thousands of wildly diverse peoples; the solitary guardian of the borders against the barbarian and the
civilized predatory dien, who carry nuclear wegpons. The Empire hasto be more than dmighty. It must
maintain credibility, universal belief that it'sirresstible, or hdl'skettle boilsover.”



"My nose bleedsfor the Empire," Holm said, "but His Maesty will have to solve his problems at
somebody ese's expense. He gets no free rides from us. Besides, you'll note the Terrans didn't keep
throwing themsdvesat Avaon.”

"They had no need to,” Vickery replied. "'If the need does arise, they'll be back in force. Meanwhile
we're contained.” Hefilled hislungs. "I admit your gamble paid off extraordinarily—"

"Please. 'Investment.’ And not mine. Ours."

"But don't you see, now there's nothing further we can useit for except a bargaining counter? We can
get excdlent terms, and I've dedlt with Governor Saracoglu, | know helll seeto it that agreementsare
honored. Rationdly considered, what's so dreadful about coming under the Empire?”

"Well, weld begin by bresking our oath to Ythri. Sorry, chum. Deathpride doesn't allow.”
"Y ou St here mouthing obsolete words, but | tell you, the winds of change are blowing.”

"] understand that's amighty old phrase too,” Holm said. "Ferune had one still older that he liked to
guote. How'd it go? " —their finest hour—'"

Tabitha Falkayn shoved off from the dock and hauled on two linesin quick succession. Jb and
mainsail crackled, caught the breeze, and bellied taut. The light, open boat heded till foam hissed long
the starboard rail, and accelerated outward. Once past the breakwater, on open sea, she began to ride
waves.

"We're planing!" Philippe Rochefort cried.

"Of course," Tabithaanswered. "Thisisahydrofoil. "Ware boom.” She put the helm down. Theyard
swung, the hull skipped onto the other tack.

"No kedl? What do you do for latera res stance?”

She gestured at the oddly curved boards which lifted above either rail, pivoting in response to vanes
upon them. "Those. The design's Y thrian. They know more about the ways of wind than men and men's
computers can imagine.”

Rochefort settled down to admire the view. It was superb. Billows marched asfar as he could see,
blue streaked with violet and green, strewn with sun-glitter, intricately white-foamed. They rumbled and
whooshed. Fine spindrift blew off them, sty on thelips, spurring the blood where it struck bare skin.
Theair was cool, not cold, and singingly dive. Aft, the emeradd heightsof . Li dwindled at an
agtonishing speed.

He had to admit the best part was the big, tawny girl who stood, pipein teeth, hawklike pet on
shoulder, bleached locks flying, at thetiller. She wore nothing but akilt, which the wind molded to her
loins, and—to be sure—her knife and blaster.

"How far did you say?" he asked.

" 'Bout thirty-five kilometers. A couple of hours at thisrate. We needn't start back till sundown, plenty
of sarlight to steer by, so you'll havetimefor poking around.”

"You'retoo kind, Donna," he said carefully.

Shelaughed. "No, I'm grateful for an excuseto take an outing. Especidly since those patches of
atlantis weed fascinate me. Entire ecologies, in areas that may get bigger'n the averageidand. And the
fisher scout told me held seen akraken grazing the fringes of this one. Hope wefind him. They'rearare
sght. Peaceful, though we dare not come too near something that huge.”

"l meant more than thisexcursion,” Rochefort said. Y ou receive me, a prisoner of war, asyour house
gues.”

Tabitha shrugged. “"Why not? We don't bother stockading what few people we've taken. They aren't
going anywhere." Her eyesrested candidly on him. "Besides, | want to know you."



He wondered, with an inward thump, how well.

Somberness crossed her. "And," she said, "l hopeto ... make up for what happened. Y ou've got to
seethat Draun didn't wantonly murder your friend. He's, well, impetuous; and agun was being pulled;
andit iswartime"

He ventured asmile. "Won't dways be, Donna."

"Tabithasthe name, Philippe; or Hrill when | talk Planha. Y ou don't, of course ... That'sright. When
you go home, I'd like you to redize we Y thrians aren't monsters.”

"Ythrians? Y ou?' Heraised hisbrows.
"What ese? Avadon belongsto the Domain.”

"It wont for much longer,” Rochefort said. In haste: "Againgt that day, I'll do what | can to show you
we Terrans aren't mongters either.”

He could not understand how she was able to grin so lightheartedly. "If it amuses you to think that,
yourewecome. I'm afraid you'll find amusement in rather short supply here. Swimming, fishing, boating,
hiking ... and, yes, reading; I'm addicted to mystery stories and have a hefty stack, some straight from
Terra. But that's just about the list. I'm the sole human permanently resident on St Li, and between them,
my business and my duties as a home-guard officer will keep me away alot."

"Il manage," hesaid.

"Sure, for awhile" shereplied. "Thetrue Ythrians aren't hogtile to you. They mostly look on war as
an impersond thing, like afamine where you might haveto kill somebody to feed him to your young but
don't hate him on that account. They don't goin for chitchat but if you play chessyoull find severa
opponents.”

Tabitha shortened the mainsheet and Ieft it inasngp deat. "Stll," shesad, "Avaonians of ether kind
don't mass-produce entertainment the way | hear people do in the Empire. Y ou won't find much on the
screens except news, deepifyingly earnest educational programs, and classic dramas which probably
won't mean athing to you. So ... when you get bored, tell me and I'll arrange for your quarteringin a
town like Gray or Centauri.”

"l don't expect to be," he said, and added in measured softness, "Tabitha." Nonethel ess he spoke
honestly when he shook hishead, stared over the waters, and continued: "No, | feel guilty at not grieving
more, a being as conscious as| am of my fantastic good hide.”

"Hal" she chuckled. "Someday IlI'count up the different ways you were lucky. That wasan
unconverted idand you were on, lad, pure Old Avaonian, including afair sample of the nastier species.”

"Need an armed man, who stays dert, fear any animals here?”

"Well, no doubt you could shoot a spathodont dead before it fanged you, though reptiloids don't kill
easy. | wouldn't give odds on you against a pack of lycosauroids, however; and if akakkelak swarm
started running up your trousers—" Tabitha grimaced. "But those're tropical mainland beasties. Y ou'd
have had your troubles from the plants, which're wider distributed. Suppose agust stirred the limbs of a
surgeon tree as you waked by. Or ... right across the ridge from where you were, | noticed ahollow full
of hell shrub. Y ou're no Y'thrian, to bresthe those vapors and live."

"Brrr!" he said. "What incurable romantic named this planet?'

"David Fakayn's granddaughter, when he'd decided this was the place to go," she answered, grave
agan. "And they wereright, both of them. If anything, the problem wasto give nativelifeits chance. Like
the centaurs, who're amain reason for declaring Equatoria off limits, because they use bits of stone and
bonein tool fashion and maybein amillion yearsthey could becomeintdligent. And by the way, their
protection was something Y thri indgsted on, hunter Y'thri, not the human pioneers.”

She gestured. "L ook around you," she said. "Thisisour world. It'sgoing to stay ours.”



No, hethought, and the day was dulled for him, you're wrong, Tabitha-Hrill. My admiral is going
to hammer your Ythrians until they have no choice but to hand you over to my Emperor.

Xl

Week dfter fire-filled week, the Terran armada advanced.

Cqd redized that despiteitsinauspicious start, his campaign would become atextbook classic. In
fact, hisdecison about Avaon typified it. Any fool could smash through with power like his. As
predicted, no other colonia system possessed armament remotely comparable to what he had
encountered around Laura What existed was handled with acceptable skill, but smply had no possibility
of winning.

So any butcher could have spent lives and ships, and milled his opposition to dust in the course of
months. Intelligence dataand Cgd's own estimate had shown that this was the gpproach his enemies
expected him to take. They in their turn would fight delaying actions, send raidersinto the Empire, seek
to gtir up third parties such as Merseia, and in generd make the war sufficiently costly for Terrathat a
negotiated peace would become preferable.

Cad doubted thiswould work, even under the most favorable circumstances. He knew the men who
sat on the Policy Board. Nevertheless hefdlt his duty wasto avoid victory by attrition—his duty to both
realms. Thus he had planned, not a cautious advance where every gain was consolidated before the next
was made, but a swordstroke.

Khrau and Hru fell within days of the Terrans crossing their outermost planetary orbits. Cad left a
few shipsin ether system and afew occupation troops, mostly technicians, on the habitable worlds.

These forces looked ludicroudy small. Marchwarden Rusa collected a superior one and sought to
recagpture Khrau. The Terrans sent word and hung on. A detachment of the main fleet came back,
bewilderingly soon, and annihilated Rusas command.

On Hru 11 the chothsrose in revolt. They massacred part of the garrison. Then the missiles struck
from space. Not many were needed before the sege of the Imperiaswas caled off. The Wyvanswere
rounded up and shot. Thiswas done with proper respect for their dignity. Some of them, infina
statements, urged their people to cooperate with relief teams being rushed from Esperance to the smitten
aress...

Meanwhile the invaders advanced on Quetlan. From their main body, tentacles reached out to grab
system after system in passing. Most of these Cgjal did not bother to occupy. He was content to shatter
their navies and go on. After six weeks, the sun of Ythri was englobed by lost positions.

Now the armada was deep into the Domain, more than 50 light-years from the nearest
old-established Imperia base. The ornithoids would never have a better chance of cutting it off. If they
gathered everything they had for a decisive combat—not a standup sugging match, of course; arunning
fight that might last weeks—they would sill be somewhat outmatched in numbers. But they would have a
continuing supply of munitions, which the Imperidswould not.

Cqgad gavethem every opportunity. They obliged.

The Battle of Yarro Cluster took eight standard days, from the first engagement to the escape of the
last lonely Ythrian survivors. But the first two of these days were preiminary and thefind three were
scarcely more than amopping up. Details are for the texts. In essence, Cgja made use of two basic
advantages. The first was surprise; he had takan painsto keep secret the large number of ammunition
carrierswith him. The second was organization; he could play hisfleet like an insrument, hiring and
jockeying theill-coordinated enemy unitsinto death after death.

Perhaps he a so possessed a third advantage, genius. When that thought crossed his mind, he set



himsdlf apenance.
The remnants of Domain power redled back toward Quetlan. Cgd followed leisurely.

Ythri was somewhat smaller than Avaon, somewhat drier, the cloud cover more thin and hence the
land masses showing more clearly from space, tawny and rusty in hue, under the light of a sun more cool
and ydlow than Laura. Y et it was very lovely, floating among the stars. Cgd | eft that viewscreen on and
from time to time glanced thither, away from the facein his comboard.

TheHigh Wyvan Trauvay said, "Y ou are bold to enter our home." His Anglic was fluent, and he
employed avocalizer for tota clarity of pronunciation.

Cagd met the unblinking yellow eyes and answered, "Y ou agreed to aparley. | trust your honor.” |
put faith in my Supernova and her escort, too. Better remind him. "Thiswar isasorrow to me. |
would hate to blacken any part of your world or take any further lives of your gallant folk."

"That might not be smpleto do, Admird," Trauvay said dowly. "We have defenses.”
"Observed. Wyvan, may | employ blunt speech?!
"Yes. Paticularly sincethisis, you understand, not abinding discussion.”

No, but half a billion Ythrians are tuned in, Cgd thought. | wish they weren't. It'sasif | could
feel them.

What kind of government is this? Not exactly democratic—you can't hang any Terran label on
it, not even "government,” really. Might we humans have something to learn here? Everything we
try seems to break down at last, and the only answer to that which we ever seemto find isthe
brute simplicity of Caesar.

Sop, Juan! You're an officer of the Imperium.

"] thank the Wyvan,". Cgjd said, "and request him and his people to believe we will not attack them
further unlessforced or ordered to do so. At present we have no reason for it. Our objectives have been
achieved. We can now make good our rightful claims along the border. Any resi stance must be sporadic
and, if youwill pardon the word, pathetic. A comparatively minor force can blockade Quetlan. Yes,
naturally individual ships can sted past now and then. But to al intents and purposes, you will beisolated
from your extrasystemic possessions, allies, and associates. Please consider how long the Domain can
survive asapolitica entity under such conditions.

"Please condder, likewise, how your holding out will be an endless expense, an endlessirritation to
the Imperium. Sooner or later, it will decide to iminate the nuisance. | do not say thisisjust, | say
merdy itistrue. | mysaf would apped an order to open fire. Wereit too draconian, | would resign. But
HisMaesty has many admirals.”

Stillness murmured around crucified Chrigt. Findly Trauvay asked, "Do you cdl for our surrender?’
"For anarmigtice,” Cga sad.
"On what conditions?'

"A mutua cease-fire, of course ... by definition! Captured ships and other military facilitieswill be
retained by Terra, but prisoners will be repatriated on both sides. We will remain in occupation of
systems we have entered, and will occupy those worlds claimed by the Imperium which have not already
been taken. Locd authorities and populaces will submit to the military officers stationed among them. For
our part, we pledge respect for law and custom, rights of nonseditious free speech and petition, interim
economic assstance, resumption of normal trade as soon as possible, and the freedom of any individua
who s0 desiresto sal his property on the open market and leave. Certain units of thisfleet will stay near
Quetlan and frequently pass through the system on surveillance; but they will not land unlessinvited, nor
interfere with commerce, except that they reserve the right of ingpection to verify that no troops or
munitionsare being sent.”



Waves passed over the feathers. Cgja wished he knew how to read them. The tone stayed flat: "Y ou
do demand surrender.”

The man shook hishead. "No, g, | do not, and, in fact that would exceed my orders. The eventual
terms of peace are amatter for diplomacy.”

"What hope have weif defeat be admitted beforehand?”

"Much." Cga madeready hislungs. "I respectfully suggest you consult your students of human
sociodynamics. To put it crudely, you have two influences to exert, one negative, one positive. The
negative oneisyour potentiaity of renewing the fight. Recall that most of your industry remainsintact in
your hands, that you have ships|eft which are bravely and ably manned, and that your home gtar is
heavily defended and would cost us dearly to reduce.

"Wyvan, people of Ythri, | give you my most solemn assurance the Empire does not want to overrun
you. Why should we take on the burden? Worse than the direct expense and danger would be the |oss of
ahigh civilization. We desire, we need your friendship. If anything, thiswar has been fought to remove
certain causes of friction. Now let us go on together.

"True, | cannot predict the form of the eventua peacetreaty. But | call your atention to numerous
public statements by the Imperium. They are quite explicit. And they are quite Sncere, for it isobvioudy
to the best interest of the Imperium that itsword be kept credible.

"The Domain must yield various territories. But compensations can be agreed on. And, after all,
everywhere that your borders do not march with ours, thereiswaiting for you awhole universe.”

Cqd prayed hewasreciting well. His speeches had been composed by specidists, and he had spent
hoursin rehearsal. But if the experts had migudged or he had bungled—

O God, let the slaughter end ... and forgive me that the back of my mind is fascinated by the
technical problem of capturing that planet.

Trauvay sat moveessfor minutes before he said, "This shdl be considered. Please hold yoursdlf inthe
vicinity for consultations." Elsewherein the sirip, axenologist who had made Y thrians hislifetime work
legped out of his chair, laughing and weeping, to shout, "The war's over! Thewar's over!”

Bdlsrang through Fleurville, from the cathedral agreat bronze striding, from lesser steegplesafrolic.
Rockets cataracted upward to explode softly againgt the stars of summer. Crowdsroiled in the Streets,
drunk more on happiness than on any liquor; they blew horns, they shouted, and every woman was
kissed by a hundred strange men who suddenly loved her. In daylight, Imperid marines paraded to
trumpets and squadrons of aircraft or small spacecraft roared recklessly low. But to the capital of
Esperance and Sector Pacis, joy had come by night.

High on ahill, in the conservatory of the gubernatoria paace, Ekrem Saracoglu looked out over the
galaxy of the city. He knew why it surged so mightily—the noise reached him as adistant
wavebeat—and shone so brilliantly. The pacifist heritage of the colonists was a partid cause; now they
could stop hating those brothers who wore the Emperor's uniform. Although, hismind murmured, |
suspect plain animal relief speaks louder. The smell of fear has been on this planet since the first
border incidents, thick since war officially began. An Ythrian raid, breaking through our surprised
cordons—a sky momentarily incandescent—

"Peace," Luisasaid. "l havetrouble beieving."

Saracoglu glanced at the petite shape beside him. Luisa Carmen Cgjd y Gomez had not dressed gaily
after accepting hisinvitation to dinner. Her gown was correct asto length and pattern, but plain gray
velvet. Apart from atiny gold cross between the breasts, her jewelry was afew synthetic diamondsin her
hair. They glistened among high-piled black tresseslike the night suns shining through the transparency
overhead, or like the tears that stood on her lashes.

The governor, who had covered his portliness with lace, ruffles, tiger-patterned arcton waistcodt,



greeniridon culottes, snowy shimmerlyn stockings, and gemswherever he could find aplace, ventured to
pat her hand. "Y ou are afraid the fighting may resume? No. Impossible. The Ythrians are not insane. By
taking our armistice terms, they acknowledged defest to themselves even more than to us. Y our father
should be home soon. Hiswork isdone.” He sighed, trusting it wasn't too theetricaly. "Mine, of course,
will get rougher.”

"Because of the negotiations?"' she asked.

"Yes. Not that I'll have plenipotentiary status. However, | will be aranking Terran representative, and
the Imperium will rely heavily on the advice of my staff and mysdlf. After dl, this sector will continueto
border on the Domain, and will incorporate the new worlds."

Her look was disconcertingly weighing from eyesthat young. ™Y ou'll become quite an important man,
won't you, Y our Excelency?' Her tonewas, if not chilly, cool.

Saracoglu got busy pinching withered petds off afuchsa Besideit acinnamon bush—Ythrian
plant—filled the air with fragrance. "Wdll, yes™" he said. "l would not be false to you, Donna, including
fase modesty.”

"The sector expanded and reorganized. Y ou probably getting an eevation in the peerage, maybe a
knighthood. At last, pretty likely, called Home and offered aLord Advisorship.”

"Oneis permitted to daydream.”
"Y ou promoted thiswar, Governor.”

Saracoglu ran apalm over hisbare scalp. All right, he decided. If she can't see or doesn't care that
it was on her account | sent Helga and Geor gette packing (surely, by now, the gossip about that
has reached her, though she's said no word, given no sign), well, | can probably get them back; or
if they won't, ther€'s no dearth of others. No doubt this particular daydream of mineis simply
man's eternal silly refusal to admit he's growing old and fat. I've learned what the best condiments
are when one must eat disappointment.

But how vivid she is among the flowers.

"| promoted action to end abad state of affairs beforeit got worse," hetold her. "The Ythriansare no
martyred saints. They advanced their interests every bit asruthlesdy asther resources dlowed. Human
beingswerekilled. Donna, my oath isto Terra"

Still her eyes dwelt on him. "Nevertheess you must have known what thiswould do for your career,”
shesad, ill quiet.

He nodded. "Certainly. Will you bdlieve that that did not amplify, it vastly complicated things for me?
| thought | thought this border rectification would be for the best. And, yes, | think | can do a better than
averagejob, firgt in rebuilding out here, not least in building areconciliation with Ythri; later, if I'm lucky,
on the Policy Board, where| can instigate anumber of reforms. Ought | to lay down thiswork in order
that my conscience may fed smug? Am | wicked to enjoy the work?"

Saracoglu reached in apocket for his cigaret case. "Perhaps the answer to, those questionsisyes," he
finished. "How can amorta man be sure?'

Luisatook apair of stepsin hisdirection. Amidst the skips of his heart he remembered to maintain his
rueful haf-smile. "Oh, Ekrem—" She stopped. "I'm sorry, Y our Excellency.”

“No, | am honored, Donna," he said.

She didn't invite him to use her given name, but she did say, smiling through tears, "I'm sorry, too, for
what | hinted. | didn't meanit. I'd never have cometonight if | hadn't gotten to know youfora... a
decent man.”

"I hardly dared hope you would accept,” hetold her, reasonably truthfully. ™Y ou could be celebrating
with people your age."



The diamonds threw scintillations when she shook her head. "No, not for something like this. Have
you heard | was engaged to be married once? He was killed in action two years ago. Preventive action, it
was called—puitting down some tribes that had refused to follow the 'advice of an Imperia
resdent—Well." She drew breath. "Tonight | couldn't find words to thank God. Peace wastoo big agift
for words."

"Y ou'rethe Admird's daughter,” he said. Y ou know peaceis never afreegift.”
"Do wars come undeserved?’

A discreet cough interrupted. Saracoglu turned. He was expecting his butler to announce cocktails,
and the 9ght of anava uniform annoyed him. "Y es?" he snapped.

"If you please, ar," the officer said nervoudy.

"Pray excuse me, Donna" Saracoglu bowed over Luisa's wonderfully dim hand and followed the man
outinto the hall.

"Well?' he demanded.

"Courier from our forces at Laura, Sir." The officer shivered and was pae. "Y ou know, that border
planet Avaon."

"l do know." Saracoglu braced himsdlf. "Well, gr, they got word of thearmistice dl right. Only they
rgect it. They ingst they'll kegp on fighting.”

Xl

The bony, bearded face in the screen said, on anote close to desperation, "Sirs, you are ... are
behaving asif you were mad."

"Welve got company,” Danid Holm replied.

"Do you then propose to secede from the Domain?' Admiral Cgd exclaimed.

"No. Theideaisto stay init. We're happy there. No Imperia bureaucrats need apply.”
"But the armistice agreement—"

"Sure, let's keep the present cease-fire. Avalon doesn't want to hurt anybody.”

Cgd's mouth gtiffened. ™Y ou cannot pick and choose among clauses. Y our government has declared
the Empire may occupy this system pending the final peace settlement.”

Liaw of The Tarnsthrust hisfrosty head toward the scanner that sent hisimage to Holm's office and
Cga's orbiting warcraft. "Ythrian practiceisnot Terran,” he said. "The worlds of the Domain aretied to
each other principdly by, vows of mutud fidelity. That our fellows are no longer ableto help us does not
give them the right to order that we cease defending ourselves. If anything, deathpride requires that we
continue the fight for what help it may afford them.”

Cqdl lifted afigt into view. "Sirs," he rasped, "you seem to think thisisthe era of the Troublesand
your opponents are barbarians who'll lose purpose and organization and go away if they're stdled for a
while. Thetruthis, you're up againgt Imperid Terra, which thinksin terms of centuries and reigns over
thousands of planets. Not that any such time or power must be spent on you. Practically the entire force
that broke the Domain can now be brought to bear on your single globe. And it will be, Sirs. If you
compel the outcome, it will be."

His gaze smoldered upon them. ™Y ou have strong defenses,” he said, "but you must understand how
they can be svamped. Res stance will buy you nothing except the devastation of your homes, the death
of thousands or millions. Have they been consulted?’

"Yes," Liaw replied. "Between the news of Y thri's capitulation and your own arriva, Khruath and



Parliament voted again. A mgority favorsholding on.”

"How big amgjority thistime?' Caja asked shrewdly. He saw feathers stir and facia musclestwitch,
and nodded. "'l do not like the idea of making war on potentially valuable subjects of HisMaesty,” he
sad, "most especidly not on women and children.”

Holm swallowed. "Uh, Admiral. How about ... evacuating everybody that shouldn't stay or doesn't
want to ... before we start fighting again?'

Caa sat motionless. His features congealed. When he spoke, it was asif histhroat pained him. "No.
| may not help an enemy rid himslf of hisliabilities”

"Are you bound to wage war?' Liaw inquired. " Cannot the cease-fire continue until a peace treaty has
been sgned?!

"If that treaty gives Avaon to the Empire, will you obey?' Cgal retorted.

II%thlll

"Unacceptable. Best to end this affair at once.” Cgd hesitated. "Of course, it will taketimeto set
thingsin order everywhere e se and marsha the armada here. The de jure cease-fire endswhen my ship
has returned to the agreed-on distance. But obvioudy thewar will remain in statu quo, induding the de
facto cease-fire with respect to Avalon and Morgana, for ashort period. | shall confer with Governor
Saracoglu. | beseech you and dl Avaoniansto confer likewise with each other and use thisrespite to
reach the only wise decision. Should you have any word for us, you need but broadcast arequest for a
parley. The sooner we hear, the milder—the more honorable—trestment you can expect”

"Obsaved," Liaw said. Therefollowed ritua courtesies, and the screen blanked which had shown
Caal.

Holm and Liaw traded alook across the kilometers between them. At the rear of the man's office,
Arinnian girred uneedly.

"He meansit," Holm said.

"How correct is his assessment of relative capabilities?' the Wyvan asked.

"Fairly good. We couldn't block afull-out move to wreck us. Given as many ships as he can whistle
up, bombarding, ample stuff would be sure to get past our interception. We depend on the Empire's
reluctanceto ruin alot of firg-classrea edtate ... and, yes, on that man's persona distaste for
megadesths.”

"Y ou told me earlier that you had a scheme.”

"My sonand | areworking onit. If it shows any promise, you and the other gppropriate people will
hear. Meanwhile, | imagine you're as busy asme. Fair winds, Liaw."

"Hy high, Danid Holm." And that screen blanked.

The Marchwarden kindled acigar and sat scowling, until he rose and went to the window. Outside
was aclear winter'sday. Gray did not get the snowfall of the mountains or the northern territories, and
the susin stayed green onits hills the year around. But wind whooped, cold and exultant, whitecaps
danced on agunmeta bay, cloaks streamed and fluttered about walking humans, Y thrians overhead
swooped through changeable torrents of air.

Arinnian joined him, but had to wet hislips before he could speak. "Dad, do we have a chance?"
"Well, we don't have achoice," Holm said.
"We do. We can swalow our damned pride and tell the people the war'slog.”

"They'd replace us, Chris. Y ou know that. Ythri could surrender because Y thri isn't being given away.
The other colonies can accept occupation because it's unmistakabl e to everybody that they couldn't now
lick asick kitten. We're different on both counts.” Holm squinted at his son through rank blue clouds of



smoke. "Y ou're not scared, are you?'

"Not for mysdf, | hope. For Avaon—All that rhetoric you hear about staying free. How free are
corpsesin acharred desert?'

"We're not preparing for destruction,” Holm said. "We're preparing to risk destruction, which is
something else again. Theideaisto make oursaves too expendve an acquisition.”

"If Avaon went to the Empire, and we didn't like the conditions, we could emigrate to the Domain.”

The Marchwarden's finger traced an arc before the window. "Where would we find a mate to that?
And what'd be left of this specid society we, our ancestors and us, we built?"

He puffed for aminute before musing aoud: "1 read abook once, on the history of colonization. The
author made an interesting point. He said you've got to leave most of the surface under plant cover,
rooted vegetation and phytoplankton and whatever €l se there may be. Y ou need it to maintain the
atmosphere. And these plants are part of an ecology, so you have to kegp many animals too, and soil
bacteriaand so forth. Well, aslong as you must have a biosphere, it's chegper—eadier, more
productive—to make it supply most of your food and such, than to synthesize. That's why colonistson
terrestroid worlds are nearly dways farmers, ranchers, foresters, et cetera, aswell as miners and
manufacturers.”

"So0?" hisson asked.

"S0 you grow into your world, generation by generation. It's not walls and machinery, it'salive
nature, it'sthistree you climbed when you were little and that field your grandfather cleared and yonder
hilltop where you kissed your first girl. Y our poets have sung it, your artists have drawn it, your history
has happened on it, your forebears returned their bonesto its earth and you will too, you will too. It is
you and you areit. Y ou can no more give it away, fregly, than you could cut the heart out of your breast”

Again Holm regarded his son. "'l should think you'd fed this stronger than me, Arinnian,” he said.
"What's got into you?"'

"That man,” the other mumbled. "He didn't threaten terrible things, he warned, he pleaded. That
brought them hometo me. | saw ... Mother, the kids, you, my choth-mates—"

Eyath. Hrill. Hrill who is Tabitha. In these weeks we have worked together, she and Eyath and
| ... Three daysago | flew between them, off to inspect that submarine missile base. Shining
bronze wings, blowing fair hair; eyes golden, eyes green; austere jut of keelbone, heavy curve of
breasts ... Sheispure. | know sheis. | make too many excuses to see her, be with her. But that
damned glib Terran she keepsin her house, histinsel cosmopolitan glamour, he hears her
husky-voiced merriment oftener than | do ...

"Grant them their deathpride," Holm said.
Eyath will die before she yields. Arinnian straightened his shoulders. "Y es. Of course, Dad.”

Holm smiled the least bit. "After dl," he pointed out, "you got thefirst germ of thisver-r-ry intriguing
notion we have to discuss.”

"Actudly, it ... wasn't entirely origina with me. | got talking to, uh, Tabitha Falkayn, you know her?
She dropped the remark, haf joking. Thinking about it later, | wondered if—well, anyhow."

"Hm. Quite agirl, seems. Especidly if she can stay cheerful these days." Holm appeared to have
noticed the intensity of his stare, because he turned his head quickly and said, "L et's get to work. Well
project amap first, hm?"

His thoughts could be guessed. Thelift in histone, the crinkles around, his eyes betrayed them. Well,
well. Chris has finally met a woman who's not just a sex machine or a she-Ythrian to him. Dare |
tell Ro, yet?—I do daretell her that our son and | are back together.

Around St Li, winter meant rains. They rushed, they shouted, they washed and caressed, it was good



to be out in them unclad, and when for awhile they sparkled away, they |eft rainbows behind them.

Stll, one did spend alot of time indoors, talking or sharing music. A clear evening was not to be
wasted.

Tabithaand Rochefort walked along the beach. Their fingerswerelinked. The air being soft, hewore
samply thekilt and dagger she had given him, which matched hers.

A full Morganalifted from eastward waters. Its dmost unblemished shield dazzled the vison with
whiteness, so that what stars could be seen shone small and tender. That light ran in aquaking glade from
horizon to outermost breakers, whose heads turned into wan fire; the dunes glowed benegth it, the tops
of the trees which made a shadow-wall to left became hoar. There was no wind and the surf boomed
steadily and inwardly, like a heartbest. Odors of |eaf and soil overlay abresth of sea. The sands gave
back the day's warmth and gritted alittle as they molded themsalves sensuoudy to the bare foot

Rochefort said in anguish, "Thisto be destroyed? Burned, poisoned, ripped to flinders? And you!™
"We suppose it won't happen,” Tabithareplied.

"I tell you, | know what'sto come."

"Isthe enemy certain to bombard?'

"Not willingly. But if you Avaonians, in your insane arrogance, leave no aternative—" Rochefort
broke off. "Forgive me. | shouldn't have said that. It's just that the news cutstoo close.”

Her hand tightened on his. "I understand, Phil. Y ou're not the enemy.”

"What's bad about joining the Empire?' He waved at the sky. "L ook. Sun after sun after sun. They
could beyours."

Shesghed. "l wish—"
She had listened in utter bewitchment to histales of those myriad worlds.

Abruptly she smiled, aflash in the moonglowthat clad her. "No, | wont wish," shesaid; "I'll hold you
to your promise to show me Terra, Ansa, Hopewell, Cynthia, Woden, Diomedes, Vixen, every last
marvel you've been regaling me with, once peace has come.”

"If weredill able”
"Wewill be. Thisnight'stoo lovely for believing anything dse."
"I'm afraid | cant shareyour Y thrian atitude," he said dowly. "And that hurtsalso.”

"Can't you? | mean, you're brave, | know you are, and | know you can enjoy life asit happens." Her
voice and her lashes dropped. "How much you can.”

He halted his stride, swung about, and caught her other hand. They stood wordlessy looking.
"I'll try," he said, "because of you. Will you help me?!
“I'll help you with anything, Phil," she answered.

They had kissed before, at first playfully asthey cameto fed at ease beside each other, of late more
intensaly. Tonight shedid not stop his hands, nor her own.

"Phil and Hrill," shewhispered at last, againgt him. "Phil and Hrill, Darling, | know aheadland, a
couple of kilometers further on. The trees shdlter it, but you can see moon and water between them and
the grassisthick and soft, the Terran grass—"

Hefollowed her lead, hardly able to comprehend hisfortune.

Shelaughed, acatch deepin her breast "Yes, | planned this," she sang. "I've watched my chance for
days. Mind being seduced? We may havelittletimein fact.”

"A lifetimewith youistoo little" hefatered.



"Now you'l haveto help me, my love, my love" shetold him. ™Y oure my first. | was awayswaiting
for you."

XIV

From the ground, Arinnian hailed Eyath. "Hoy-ah! Come on, down and get ingde." He grinned ashe
added in Anglic, "We Important Executives can't stdl around.”

Shewheeled once more. Sunlight from behind turned her wingsto a bronze fringed by golden haze.
She could be the sun itself, hethought, or the wind, or everything wild and beautiful above this
ferroconcrete desert. Then she darted at theflitter, braked in abrawl of air, and stood before him.

Her gaze fell troubled on the torpedo shape looming at his back. "Must wetravel in that?" she asked.

"When we have to bounce around haf aplanet, yes" hereplied. "You'l find it isn't bad. Especialy
since the hops don't take long. Lessthan an hour to . Li." To Tabby. "Here, give meyour hand."

Shedid. Thefingers, whose taons could flay him, were dim and warm, resting trustfully between his.
Heled her up the gangway. She had flown in vehicles often before, of course, but lways "eyebdl” cars,
frall and dow for the sake of alowing the cabinsto be vitryl bubbles.

"Thisisaproblem the choths like Stormgate, members mostly hunters, are going to have to
overcome," he said. "Claustrophobia Y ou limit your travel capabilities too much when you insst on being
surrounded by transparency.”

Her head lifted. "If VVodan can suffer worse, | am ashamed | hung back, Arinnian.”
"Actudly, | hope you'll cometo see what V odan sees. He lovesit in space, doesn't he?"

"Y-yes. He'stold me that. Not to make a career of, but we do want to visit other planets after the
wa."

"Let'stry today to convince you the journey aswell asthe goal is something specid ... M-m-m, do
you know, Eyath, two congenia couplestraveling together—Well. Herewe are.”

He asssted her into harnessin the copilot's seat, though she was his passenger. " Ordinarily this
wouldn't be needful," he explained. "The flitter's spaceable—you could reach Morgana easlly, the nearer
planetsif necessary—s0 it has counter-accel eration fields available, besides interior weight under freefall.
But well beflying high, in the fringes of atmaosphere, not to create a sonic boom. And while nothing much
seemsto be going on right now in the war, and well have a canopy of fortress orbits above us,
nevertheless—"

She brushed her crest across his shoulder. "Of course, Arinnian,” she murmured.

He secured himsdlf, checked instruments, received clearance, and lifted. Theinitid stageswere under
remote control, to get him past that dance of negagrav projections which guarded the spaceport.
Beyond, he climbed asfast asthe law alowed, till in the upper stratosphere he fed his boat the power
calculated to minimize his passagetime.

"0O-0-0-0h," Eyath breathed.

They were running quietly. The viewscreens gave out-locks in severd directions. Below, Avalon was
slver ocean. Around were purple twilight, sun, moon, afew stars. immensty, cold and serene.

"Y ou must've seen pictures,” Arinnian said.
"Yes. They'renot the same." Eyath gripped hisarm. "Thank you, dear gdemate.”

And I'm bound for Tabby, to tell of a battle plan that may well work, that'll require we work
together. How dare | be this happy?

They flew onin the Y thrian sllence which could be so much more companionable than human chatter.



Therewas an overcadt at their destination; but when they had pierced itsfog they found the sky
pearl-gray, the waters white-laced indigo, theidand soft green. Thelanding field was small, carved on the
mountainsde afew kilometers from the compound where Tabitha dwelt. When Chris called ahead she
had promised to meet him.

He unharnessed with fingersthat shook alittle. Not stopping to help Eyath, he hastened to the airlock.
It had opened and the gangway had extruded. A breeze ruffled his hair, warm, damp, perfumed by the
janie planted around the field. Tabitha stood near, waving at him.

That was her left hand. Her right clasped the Terran's.
After haf aminute she cdled, "Do you figureto stand there dl day, Chris?

He came down. They two released each other and extended their hands, human fashion. Meanwhile
her foot caressed Rochefort's. She was wearing nothing but afew designsin body paint. They included
the joyous bandlity of aheart pierced by an arrow.

Arinnian bowed. "We have an urgent matter to discuss,”" he said in Planha. "Best weflit Sraight to
Draun'shouse."

Asamatter of fact, Tabithas partner and superior officer waswaiting in her home. " Too many
youngsters and retainers at mine," he grunted. " Secrecy must be important, or you'd smply have
phoned—though we do see arattlewing lot of you."

"These are dways my welcome guests,” the woman said iffly.

Arinnian wondered if the tension he felt was in the atmosphere or his solitary mind. Draun, lean,
scarred, had not erected feathers, but he sat back on tail and aatansin a manner suggesting surliness, and
kept stroking adirk he wore. Tabitha'slook seemed to dwell upon Rochefort less meltingly than it had
done at thefield, morein appedl.

Glancing around, Arinnian found the living room little changed. Hitherto it had pleased him. She had
designed the house hersdf. The celling, afluoropand, was low by Y thrian standards, to make the overdl
proportions harmonious. A few susin matslay on afloor of polished oak, between large-windowed
copperwood walls, beneath severd loungers, end tables, astone urn full of blossoms. While everything
was clean-scrubbed, her usual homely clutter was strewn about, here a pipe rack and tobacco jar, there
abook, yonder the shipmodel she was building.

Today, however, he saw textsto inform a stranger about Avalon, and aguitar which must have been
lately ordered since she didn't play that instrument. The curtain had not been drawn across the doorway
to her deeping room; Arinnian glimpsed a new wood-and-lesther-frame bed, double width.

Eyath'swing touched him. She didn't like Draun. He felt the warmth that radiated from her.

"Yes," hesaid. "We do have to keep the matter below ground.” His gaze clanged on Rochefort's. "'l
understand you've been sudying Planha. How far dong are you?”

The Terran's smile was oddly shy for an offplanet enemy who had bedazzled a girl sometimes named
Hrill. "Not very,” he admitted. "I'd try afew words except you'd find my accent too atrocious.”

"He'sdoing damn well," Tabitha said, and snuggled.

Hisarm about her waist, Rochefort declared: "I've no chance of passing your plansonto my side, if
that's what's worrying you, Citizen—uh, | mean Christopher Holm. But I'd better make my position clear.
The Empireis my side. When | accepted my commission, | took an oath, and right now I've no way to
resgn that commisson.”

"Well sad," Eyath told him. "So would my betrothed avow."

"What's honor to a Terran?' Draun snorted. Tabithagave him afurious|ook. Before she could reply,
Rochefort, who had evidently not followed the Planha, was proceeding:

"Asyou canseg, | ... expect I'll settle on Avalon after the war. Whichever way the war goes. But |



do believeit can only go oneway. Christopher Holm, besides faling in love with thislady, | have with her
planet. Could I possibly make you consider accepting the inevitable before the horror comes down on
Tabby and Avaon?'

"No," Arinnian answered.

"| thought not" Rochefort sghed. "Okay, I'll take awak. Will an hour be long enough?*

"Oh, yes" Eyath said in Anglic.

Rochefort smiled. "'l love your whole people.”

Eyath nudged Arinniaiu "Do you need me?' she asked. "Y ou're going to explain the generd idea. I've
heard that." She made awhistling noise found solely in the Avaonian didect of Planha—agiggle. "You
know how wives flee from their husbands jokes."

"Hm?' hesad. "Whet'll you do?*

"Wander about with Ph ... Phee-leep Hroash For. He has been where Vodan is."

You too? Arinnian thought.

"And heisthe mate of Hrill, our friend," Eyath added.

"Goif youwish," Arinniansad.

"An hour, then." Clawsticked, feathers rustled as Eyath crossed the floor to the Terran. She reached
up and took hisarm. "Come; we have much to trade," she said in her lilting Anglic.

He smiled again, brushed hislips across Tabitha's, and escorted the Ythrian away. Silence lingered
behind them, save for asoughing in the trees outside. Arinnian stood where he was. Draun fleered.
Tabitha sought her pipes, chose one and began stuffing it. Her eyes held very closely on that task.

"Blame not me," Draun said. "I'd have halved him like his bad-skin fellow, if Hrill hadn't objected. Do
you know she wouldn't let me make a goblet from the skull?'

Tabitha tiffened.

"WEell, tell mewhen youtire of hisbouncing you," Draun continued. "I'll open hisbelly on Dlarian's
dta

She swung to confront him. The scar on her cheek stood bonelike over the skin. "Are you asking me
to end our partnership?’ tore from her. "Or to challenge you?”'

"Tabitha Fakayn may regulate her own life, Draun,” Arinnian said.

"Ar-r-rkh, could be | uttered what | shouldn't,” the other male growled. His plumage ruffled, histeeth
flashed forth. "Y et how long must we St in this cage of Terran ships?”

"Aslong as need be," Tabitha snapped, still pae and shivering. "Do you want to charge out and die
for naught witless as any saga hero? Or invite the warheads that kindle firestorms acrossawhole
continent?"

"Why not? All diesat last,” Draun grinned. "What glorious pyrotechnicsto go out in! Better to throw
Terraonto hell-wind, dight; but snce we can't do that, unfortunatel y—"

"I'd sooner lose the war than kill aplanet, any planet,” Tabithasaid. "As many times sooner asit has
living creatures. And I'd sooner lose this planet than seeit killed." She leveled her voice and looked
draight at the Ythrian. "Y our troubleis, the Old Faith reinforces every wish to kill that war hasroused in
you—and you've no way to doiit.”

Draun's expression said, Maybe. At least | don't rut with the enemy. He kept mute, though, and
Tabitha chose not to watch him. Instead she turned to Arinnian. "'Can you change that Stuation?' she
asked. Her smilewas admost timid.

Hedid not returnit "Yes" he answered. "L et me explain what we havein mind."



Since the ornithoids did not care to walk any considerable distance, and extended conversation was
impossiblein flight, Eyath first led Rochefort to the stables. After repested vistsin recent weeks she
knew her way about. A few zirraukhs were kept there, and a horee for Tabitha The former were smaler
than the latter and resembled it only in being warm-blooded quadrupeds—they weren't mammals, strictly
speaking—but served an identical purpose. "'Can you outfit your beast?' she inquired.

"Yes, now I'velived here awhile. Before, | don't remember ever even seeing ahorse outside of a
z00." His chuckle was perfunctory. "Uh, shouldn't we have asked permisson?”

"Why? Chothfolk are supposed to observe the customs of their guests, and in Stormgate you don't
ask to borrow when you're among friends.”

"How | wish weredly were"

She braced ahand againgt astdl in order to reach out awing and gently stroke the pinions down his
cheek.

They saddled up and rode side by side dong atrail through the groves.. Leavesrustled to the sea
breeze, slvery-hued in that clear shadowlesslight. Hoofs plopped, but the damp air kept dust from rising.

"You'rekind, Eyath," Rochefort said at last, awkwardly. "Most of the people have been. More, I'm
afraid, than anonhuman prisoner of war would meet on a human planet”

Eyath sought words. She was using Anglic, for the practice as much as the courtesy. But her problem
here was to find concepts. The single phrase which came to her seemed a mere tautology: "One need not
hateto fight."

"It hdps. If you're human, anyway," he said wryly. "And that Draun—"

"Oh, he doesn't hate you. He'sadwaysthus. | fed ... pity?... for hiswife. No, not pity. That would
mean | think her inferior, would it not? And she endures.”

"Why does she stay with him?"

"The children, of course. And perhaps sheis not unhappy. Draun must have his good points, sSince he
keeps Hrill in partnership. Still, I will be much luckier in my marriage.”

"Hrill—" Rochefort shook hishead. "l fear I've earned the hate of your, uh, brother Christopher
Holm."

Eyath trilled. "Clear to see, you're where he especialy wanted to go. He bleeds so you can hear the
gplashes”

"Y ou don't mind? Considering how close you two are.”

"Wll, | do not watch his pain gladly. But he will master it. Besides, | wondered if she might not bind
himtoo dosdy." Sheer off fromthere, lass. Eyath regarded the man. "We gabble of what does not
concern us. | would ask you about the stars you have been at, the spaces you have crossed, and what it
isliketo beawarrior yonder."

"l don't know," Tabithasaid. " Sounds damned iffy."

" Show me the stratagem that never was," Arinnian replied. "Thing is, whether or not it succeeds, well
have changed the terms of the fight. The Imperials will have no reason to bombard, good reason not to,
and Avaon isspared." He glanced & Draun.

Thefisher laughed. "Whether | wish that or not, akh?' he said. "Wdll, | think any scheme'safine one
which letsuskill Terrans persondly.”

"Areyou sure they'll land where they're supposed to?" Tabithawondered.

"No, of coursewe're not sure,” Arinnian barked. "Well do whatever we can to make that areatheir
logical choice. Among other moves, were arranging afew defections. The Terrans oughtn't to suspect
they're dueto us, becausein fact it isnot hard to get off this planet. Its defenses aren't set against objects



traveling outward.”

"Hm." Tabithastroked her chin ... big well-formed hand over square jaw, beneath heavy
mouth ... "If | wereaTerran intelligence officer and someone who claimed to have fled from Avalon
brought me such astory, I'd put him under—what do they call that obscene gadget?—a hypnoprobe.”

"No doubt." Arinnian's nod was jerky. "But these will be genuine defectors. My father has assigned
shrewd men to take care of that. | don't know the details, but | can guess. We do have peoplewho're
panicked, or who want us to surrender because they're convinced welll lose regardless. And we have
more who fed that way in lesser degree, whom the first kind will trust. Suppose—well, suppose, for
instance, we get President Vickery to cdl apotentia traitor in for asecret discusson. Vickery explains
that he himsdf wantsto quit, it's political suicidefor him to act openly, but he can help by arranging for
certain personsto carry certain suggestions to the Terrans. Do you see? I'm not saying that's how it will
be done—I redlly don't know how far we can trust Vickery—but we can leave the specificsto my
father'smen.”

"And likewise the military dispositionswhich will make the yarn look plausible. Fine, fine" Draun
gloated.

That'swhat | came about,” Arinnian said. "My mission'sto brief the various home-guard leaders, and
get their efforts coordinated.”

Rising from his chair, he started pacing, back and forth in front of Tabitha and never looking at her.
"An extraitemin your case" hewent on, staccato. "It'd help tremendoudy if one of their own brought
them the same generd information.”

Breath hissed between her teeth. Draun rocked forward, off his aatans, onto histoes.

"Yes," Arinnian said, "Y our dear Philippe Rochefort. Y ou tell him I'm here because I'm worried about
Equatoria” He gave details. "Then | find some businessin the neighbor idands and belt-flit with Eyath.
Our boat gtays behind, cardesdy unguarded. Y ou let him stroll freely around, don't you? Hisactionis
obvious™"

Tabitha's pipestem broke in her grasp. She didn't notice the bowl fall, scattering ash and coals. "No,"
shesaid.

Arinnian found he needn't force himsdlf to stop and glare a her ashe did. "Heé's more to you than
your world?'

"God stoop on meif ever | make use of him," shesad.
"Well, if hisnoble spirit wouldn't dream of abusing your trust, what have you to fear?'
"1 will not make my honor unworthy of his" said Hrill.

"That dungheart?' Draun gibed. Her eyes went to him, her hand to atable beside her whereon lay a
knife.

Hetook abackward step. "Enough,” he muttered. It was ardief when the following stillnesswas
broken. Someone banged on the door. Arinnian, being nearest, opened it. Rochefort stood there. Behind
him were a horse and a zirraukh. He breathed unevenly and blood had retreated from under his dark
skin. ™Y ou were not to come back yet," Arinnian told him. "Eyath—" Rochefort began.

"What?" Arinnian grabbed him by the shoulders. "Whereis she?'

"l don't know. | ... wewereriding, talking ... Suddenly she screamed. Chrit, | can't get that shriek
out of my head. And she took off, her wings stormed, she disappeared past the treetops before | could
cdl toher. 1 ... | waited, till—"

Tabithajoined them. She started to push Arinnian aside, noticed his stance and how hisfingers dug
into Rochefort'sflesh, and refrained. "Phil," she said low. "Darling, think. She must've heard something
terrible. What wasit?'



"l can'timagine." The Terran winced under Arinnian's grip but stayed where he was. "Sheld asked me
to, well, describe the space war. My experiences. | wastelling her of the last fight before we
crash-landed. Y ou remember. I've told you the same.”

"Anitem | didn't ask about?'

"Well, 1, | did hgppen to mention noticing theinggne on the Avaonian boat, and she asked how it
looked."

AN
"I told her. Shouldn't | have?'

"Wha wasit?'

"Three gilt sars placed dong a hyperbalic curve.”

Arinnian let go of Rochefort. Hisfist smashed into the man's face. Rochefort lurched backward and

fel to the ground. Arinnian drew hisknife, started to pursue curbed himsdlf. Rochefort sat up,
bewildered, bleeding at the mouth.

Tabithaknelt besde him. ™Y ou couldn't know, my dear," she said. Her own control was closeto
breaking. "What you told her wasthat her lover isdead.”

XV

Night brought risng wind. The clouds broke apart into ragged masses, their blue-black tinged by the
humpbacked M organawhich fled among them. A few stars blinked hazily in and out of sght. Surf
threshed in darkness beyond the beach and trees roared in darkness ashore. The chill made humans go
fully clothed.

Rochefort and Tabitha paced aong the dunes. "Where is she?' Hisvoicewasraw. "Alone" she
answered.

"In thisweather? When it'slikely to worsen? L ook, if Holm can go out searching, at least we—"

"They can both take care of themselves." Tabithadrew her cloak tight. "I don't think Chrisredly
expectsto find her, unless she wants to be found, and that's doubtful. He smply must do something. And
he hasto be awvay from usfor awhile. Her grief grieveshim. It'stypica Ythrian to do your first mourning
by yoursdf."

"Saintd I've bugged things good, haven't |7

Hewas atdl shadow &t her sde. She reached through an arm-dlit, groped for and found the redity of
hishand. "I tell you again, you couldn't know," she said. "Anyhow, best shelearn likethis, instead of
dragging out more weeks or months, then never being sure he didn't die in some ghastly fashion. Now
she knows he went out cleanly, too fast to fed, right after he'd won over abravefoe." She hesitated.
"Besides, you didn't kill him. Our own attack did. Y ou might say the war did, likean avdlanche or a
lightning stroke."

"Thefilthy war," he grated. "Haven't we had a gutful yet?'

Rageflared. Shereleased him. "Y our precious Empire can end it any time, you know."

"It has ended, except for Avalon. What's the sense of hanging on? Y ou'll force them to bombard you
into submisson.”

" Showing the rest of known space what kind of thing the Empireis. That could cost them agreat dedl

inthelong run." Tabithas anger ebbed. O Phil, my only! ™Y ou know we're banking on their not being
monsters, and on their having ameasure of enlightened salf-interet. Let's not talk-about it more.”

"I've got to. Tabby, you and Holm—~but it's old Holm, of course, and afew other old men and



Y thrians, who don't care how many young die aslong as they're spared confessing their own stupid,
senilewillfulness—"

"Stop. Please.”
"] can't. Y ou're mounting some crazy new plan you think'll let your onelittle colony hold off al those

dars. | say to the extent it works, it'll be adisaster. Because it may prolong the fight, sharpen it—No, |
can't sand idly by and let you do that to yoursdlf.”

She hdted. Hedid likewise. They peered at each other through the unrestful wan light. "Don't worry,"
she sad. "We know what we're about.”

"Do you?What isyour plan?"

"I mustn't tell you that, darling."

"No," he sad bitterly, "but you can let me lie awake nights, you can poison my days, with fear for

you. Listen, | know afair amount about war. And about the psychology of the Imperia high command. |
could give, you a pretty good guess at how they'd react to whatever you tried.”

Tabitha shook her head. She hoped he didn't see her teeth catching her lip.

"Tel me" heinssgted. "What harm can | do? And my advice—Or maybe you don't propose anything
too reckless. If | could be sure of that—"

She could barely pronounceit: "Please. Please.”

Helad hands on her shoulders. Moonlight fell into his eyes, making them blank pooals. "If you love
me, youwill," hesad.

She stood in the middle of thewind. | can't lie to hinu Can I”? But | can't break my oath either.
Canl?

What Arinnian wanted me to tell him—

But I'm not testing you, Phil, Phil. I'm ... choosing the lesser evil ... because you wouldn't want
your woman to break her oath, would you? |I'm giving you what short-lived happiness | can, by an
untruth that won't make any difference to your behavior. Afterward, when you learn, I'll kneel to
ask your forgiveness.

Shewas gppalled to hear from her throat: "Do we have your parole?

"Not to use the information against you?' His voice checked for afractional second. Waves hissed at
hisback. "Yes"

"Oh, no!" Shereached for him. "l never meant—"
"Well, you have my word, sveetheart mine."

In that case—shethought But no, | couldn't tell him the truth before I'd consulted Arinnian,
who'd be sure to say no, and anyhow Phil would be miserable, in terror for me and, yes, for his
friends in their navy, whom honor would not let himtry to warn.

She clenched her figts, benegth the flapping, cloak, and said hurriedly: "Well, in fact it's nothing
fundamental. Y ou know about Equatoria, the uninhabited continent. Nothing's there except afew thinly
scattered emplacements and a skeleton guard. They mostly sit in barracks, because that few trying to
patrol that much territory is pointless. Chris has been worried.”

"Hm, yes, I've overheard him mention it to you."

"He's gotten his father to agree the defenses are inadequate. In particular, making a close study, they
found the Scorpe unatableland's wjde open. Surrounding mountains, air turbulence, and so forth isolate it
An enemy who concentrated on breaking through the orbital fortresses and coming down fast—as soon
as hewas below fifty kilometers, he'd be shielded from what few rayswe can project, and he could
doubtless handle what few missiles and aircraft we could send in time. Once on the ground, dug in—you



savvy? Bridgehead. We want to strengthen the area. That'sall.”
She stopped. Dizziness grabbed her. Did | talk on a single breath?
"l see" he responded after awhile. "Thank you, dearest.”
She came to him and. kissed him, tenderly because of his hurt mouth.

Later that night the wind dropped, the clouds regathered, and rain fell, dow astears. By dawn it was
used up. Laurarose blindingly out of great waters, into utter blue, and every leaf and blade on theidand
wasjeweled.

Eyath |eft the crag whereon she had perched the last few hours, after she could breast the wegather no
more. Shewas cold, wet, stiff at first. But the air blew keen into nostrils and antlibranchs, blood awoke,
soon muscles were athrob.

Rising, rising, shethought, and lifted hersdf in huge upward spirds. The sealaughed but theidand
dreamed, and her only sound was the rush which quivered her pinions.

At your death, Vodan, you too were a sun.

Despair was gone, burned out by the straining of her wings, buffeted out by winds and washed out by
ran, as hewould have demanded of her. She knew the pain would be less quickly heded; but it was
nothing she could not master. Already benegth it she felt the sorrow, like ahearthfire a which to warm
her hands. Let atrace remain while shelived; let VVodan dwell onin her after she had cometo carefor
another and givethat later love his high-heartedness.

Shetilted about. From this height she saw more than one idand, strewn across the mercury curve of
theworld. I don't want to return yet. Arinnian can await metill ... dusk? Hunger boiled in her. She
had consumed agreat ded of tissue. Bless the pangs, bless this need to hunt—»bless the chance, ha!

Far below, specks, aflock of pteropleuron left their reef and scattered in search of piscpids near the
water surface. Eyath chose her prey, aimed and launched herself. When she drew the membranes across
her eyesto ward them, the world blurred and dimmed somewhat; but she grew the more aware of a
cloven sky streaming and whistling around her; claws which gripped the bend of either wing camediveto
every shift of angle, speed, and power ...

Her body knew when to fold those wings and fall—when to open them again, brake in thunder, whip

on upward—when and how her hands must strike. Her dagger was not needed. The reptiloid's neck
sngpped at the sheer violence of that meeting ...

Vodan, you'd have joyed!

Her burden was handicapping; not heavy, it had nonetheless required wide foils to upbear it. She
settled on an offshore rock, butchered the mesat and ate. Raw, it had amild, amost humbleflavor. Surf
shouted and spouted around her.

Afterward sheflew inland, dowly now. She would seek the upper plantations and rest among trees
and flowers, in sun-speckled shade; later she would go back aoft; and al the time she would remember
Vodan. Since they had not been wedded, she could not lead hisfunera dance; so today she would give
him her own, their own,

She skimmed low above an orchard. Water, seaming off leaves and ground, made small white mists
across the green, beneath the sun. Upwelling currents stroked her. She drank the strong odors of living
earth through antlibranchs aswell as lungs, until they made her lightheaded and started asinging in her
blood. Vodan, she dreamed, were you here beside me, we would flit off, none save us. We would
find a place for you to hood me in your wings.

It was asif he were. The begting that closed in from behind and above, the air suddenly full of
maleness. Her mind spun. Am | about to faint? I'd better set down. She doped unevenly and landed
hard.



Orange trees stood around, not tall nor closaly spaced, but golden lanterns glowed mysterioudy in the
deeps of their leafage. The soil was newly weeded and cultivated, m bare to the sky. Its brown softness
embraced her feet, damp, warmed by the sun that dazzled her. Light torrented down, musk and
sweetness up, and roared.

Pinions blotted out Laurafor amoment. The other descended. She knew Draun.

His crest stood giff. Every quill around the grinning mouth said: | hoped | might find you like this,
after what's happened.

"No," she whimpered, and spread her wingsto fly.

Draun advanced stiffly over the ground, arms held wide and crook-fingered. "Beautiful, beautiful," he
hawked. "Khr-r-r-r."

Her wings dapped. Theinrush of air brought strength, but not her own strength. It was a different
force that shook her as she might shake aprey.

"Vodan!" she yelled, and somehow flapped off the whirling earth. Thelift was dow and clumsy.
Draun reached up, hooked foot-claws around an aatan of hers; they tumbled together.

She scratched at hisface and groped for her knife. He captured both wrists and hauled her against
him. "Y ou don't really want that, you she," his breath gusted in her ear. "Do you now? He brought her
arms around his neck and he himself hugged her. Spread, hiswings again shut out the sun, before their
plumes came over her eyes.

Her clasp held him close, her wings wrapped below his. She pressed her lids together so hard that
dark wasfull of dancing formlesslights. Vodan, passed somewhere amidst the noise, I'll pretend he's
youl.

But Vodan would not have gone away afterward, leaving her clawed, bitten, and battered for
Arinniantofind.

Tabby was till adeep, Holm till looking for his poor friend, Draun lately departed with aremark
about seeing if he couldn't help, the retainers and fishers off on their various businesses. The compound
lay quiet under the morning.

Rochefort stole back into the bedroom. She was among the few women he/d known who looked
good at this hour. Thetall body, the brown skin were too firm to sag or puff; the short fair lockstangled
inaway that begged hisfingersto play games. She breathed deeply, steadily, no snoring though the lips
were alittle parted over the whiteness beneath. When he bent above her, through bars of light and shade
cast by the blind, she had no smell of sourness, just of girl. He saw atrace of dried tears.

His mouth twisted. The broken lip twinged less than his heart. Sheld cried on his account, after they
came home. "Of course you can't tonight, darling,” she'd whispered leaning over him on an elbow and
running the other hand down cheek and breast and flank. "With thistrouble, and you pulled ninety
different ways, and everything. Y ou'd be damned calousif you could, how 'bout that? Don't you cry.

Y ou don't know how, you make it too rough on yourself. Wait till tomorrow or the next night, Phil,
beloved. Wevegot alifetime.”

A large subdivision of my hell wasthat | couldn't tell you why | was taking it so hard, he
thought.

I'd kissyou ... but you might wake and—O all you saints, &. Joan who burned for her people,
help me!

The knowledge camethat if he dithered too long, she would indeed wake. He gave himself adow
count of one hundred before he dipped back out.

Theroofs of the buildings, the peak beyond them, stood in impossible clarity againgt asky which
apair of distant wings shared with the sun. The softest greens and umbers shone no less than the most



brilliant red. The air was drenched in fragrances of growth and of the seawhich tumbled beyond the
breakwater. No. This much beauty is unendurable. Rochefort walked fast from the area, onto atrall
among the orchards. Soon it would join the main road to the landing field.

| can't succeed. Someon€'ll be on guard; or I'll be unableto get in; or something'll happen and
I'll ssimply have been out for a stroll. No harmin looking, is there?

Merely looking and returning for breakfast. No harm in that, except for letting her Avalonians
be killed, maybe by millions, maybe including her—and, yes, my shipmates dying too—uselesdly,
for no reason whatsoever except pride—when maybe they can be saved. When maybe she'll see
that | did what | did to end the war quickly that she might live.

The country lay hushed. Nobody had work on the plantations thistime of year ...
The landing field was deserted. For as scanty traffic as St. Li got, automated ground control sufficed.

The space flitter stood closed. Rochefort strangled on rdlief till he remembered: Could be against no
mor e than weather. They have no worries about thieves here.

How about curious children?

If somebody comes along and sees me, | can explain | got worried about that. Tabby will
believe me.

He wheeled a portable ramp, used for unloading cargo carriers, to the deek hull. Mounting, his boots
went knock ... knock ... knock. The entrance was similar to kinds he had known and he found
immediately a plate which must cover an exterior manua control. It was not secured, it did easily aside,
and behind was nothing keyed to any individua or signa, only abutton. He pressed it. The outer valve
purred open and agangway came forth like alicking tongue.

Father, show me your will. Rochefort stepped across and inside.

The Ythrian vessel was quite similar to her Terran counterparts. No surprise, when you considered
that the flying race learned spaceflight from man, and that on Avaon their craft must often carry humans.
In the pilot room, seats and controls were adjustable for either species. Thelegendswerein Planha, but
Rochefort puzzled them out. After five minutes he knew he could lift and navigate this boet.

He smote pam into fist, once. Then he buckled down to work.

XVI

Arinnian carried Eyath back to the compound on foot. His gravbelt wouldn't safely raise them both
and heleft it behind. Twice shetold him she could fly, or walk at any rate, but in such aweak whisper
that he said, "No." Otherwise they did not speak, after the few words she had coughed against his breast
while he kndlt to hold her.

He couldn't carry that masslong in hisarms. Instead, she clung to him, keelbone dongside his back,
foot-claws curved over his shoulders, hugging hiswais, likeasmal Y thrian child except that he must
help her against the heaviness of the planet by his clasp on her datans. He had cut his shirt into ragsto
sponge her hurts with rainwater off the leaves, and into bandages to stop further bleeding. Theinjuries
werent clinicaly serious, but it gave him something to use his knife on. Thusthe warmth (the hest) and
slk featheriness of her lay upon his skin; and the smdll of her lovetime, like heavy perfume, was around
himandinhim.

That's the worst, he kept thinking. The conditional last for days—a couple of weeks, given
reinforcement. If she encounters him again—

I's she remorseful ? How can she be, for a thing she couldn't halt? She's stunned, of course,
harmed, dazed; but does she feel mortally befouled? Ought she to?



Suddenly | don't understand my galemate.

He trudged on. There had been scant rest for him during his search. He ached, his mouth was dry, his
brain seemed full of sand. The world was a path he had to walk, so-and-so many kilometerslong, except
that the kilometers kept stretching. This naturdly thinned the path till more, until the world had no room
|eft for anything but arow of betrayas. Hetried to shut out consciousness of them by reciting achildish
chant in his head for the benefit of hisfeet ™Y ou pick 'em up an' lay 'em down. You pick 'em up—" But
this made him too aware of feet, how they hurt, knees, how they shivered, arms, how they burned, and
perforce he went back to the betrayas. Terra-Y thri. Ythri-Avaon. Tabitha-Rochef ort. Eyath-Draun, no,
Draun-Eyath ... Vodan-whatsername, that horrible creature in Centauri, yes,

Quenna.... Eyath-anybody, because right now she was anybody's ... no, a person had self-control,
forethought, aperson could stay chaste if not preserve that wind-virginity which had been hers ... Those
hands clagped on hisbelly, which had lainin his, had lately strained to pull Draun closer; that voice which
had sung to him, and was now 4tilled, had moaned like the voice of any dut—Stop that! Sop, | say!

Sight of the compound jarred him back to asort of redlity. No one seemed about. Luck. Hed get
Eyath safely put away. Y thrian chemists had devel oped an aerosol which effectively nullified the
pheromones, and doubtless some could be borrowed from aneighbor. It'd keep the loca maesfrom
grutting and gawking outside her room, till she'd rested enough to fly with him to the boat and thence
home to Stormgate.

Tabitha's house stood open. She must have heard his footsteps and breath, for she came to the door.
"Hullo," shecdled. "You found her? ... Hoy!" She ran. He supposed once he would have appreciated
the Sght "She okay?'

"No." He plodded inside. The coolness and shade bel onged to a different planet.
Tabitha padded after. "Thisway," she suggested. "My bed."
"No!" Arinnian stopped. He would have shrugged if he weren't burdened. "Why not?"

Eyath lay down, one wing folded under her, the other spread wide so the pinionstrailed onto the
floor. The nictitating membranes made her appear blind. "Thank you." She could barely be heard.

"What happened?' Tabitha bent to see. The odor that amale Y thrian could catch across kilometers
reached her, "Oh." She straightened. Her jaw set. "Yeh."

Arinnian sought the bathroom, drank glass after glass of cold water, showered beneath theiciest of
the needle-spray settings. That and astimpill brought him back to dertness. Meanwhile Tabithawent in
and out, fetching suppliesfor Eyath's care.

When they were both finished, they met in the living room. She put her lips closeto hisear—he felt
thetiny puffs of her words—to say very low: "I gave her asedative. Shelll be adeep in afew minutes.”

"Good," he answered out of his hatred. "Where's Draun?'
Tabitha stepped back. The green gaze widened. "Why?"
"Can't you guess? Whereishe?"

"Why do you want Draun?"

"“Tokill him."

Youwont!" shecried. "Chris, if it was him, they couldn't hel p themselves. Nether could. Y ou know
that. Shock and grief brought on premature ovulation, and then he chanced by—"

"He didn't chance by, that dime," Arinnian said. "Or if he did, he could've veered off from the first
faint whiff he gat, like any decent mae. He most certainly didn't have to brutalize her. Whereishe?!

Tabithamoved sdewise, in front of the phone. She had gone paer than when Draun mocked her. He
shoved her out of hisway. She ressted amoment, but while she was strong, she couldn't match him.



"At home, you've guessed,” Arinnian said. "A bunch of friendsto hand, armed.”

"To keep you from trying anything reckless, surdly, surely,” Tabithapleaded. " Chris, weveawar.
He'stoo important in the guard. We—If Phil were here you'd never—Must | go after agun?”

He sat down. "Y our stud couldn't prevent me calling from a different place,” he snapped. She
recoiled. "Nor could your slly gun. Be quiet.”

He knew the number and stabbed it out. The screen cameto life: Draun and, yes, acouple morein
the background, blasters at their sdes. The Y thrian spoke at once: "I expected this. Will you hear me?
Donesdone, and no harm init. Choth law saysnot, in caseslike this, save that agild may be asked for
wounded pride and any child must be provided for. Therell hardly be abrat, from thisearly in her
season, and asfor pride, she enjoyed herself.” He grinned and stared past the man. "Didn't you,
pretty-tail ?"

Arinnian craned his neck around. Eyath staggered from the bedroom. Her eyes were fully open but
glazed by the drug which had her dready haf unconscious. Her arms reached toward the image in the
screen. "Yes. Come," she croaked. "No. Help me, Arinnian. Help."

He couldn't move. It was Tabithawho went to her and led her back out of sight

"You see?' Draun said. "No harm. Why, you humans can force your females, and often do, I've
heard. I'm not built for that. Anyhow, what's one bit of other folk's sport to you, longside your hundred
or more eech year?'

Arinnian had kept down hisvomit. It left aburning in hisgullet. Hiswordsfell dull and, in hisears,
remote, though every remaining sense had become preternaturally sharp. "l saw her condition.”

"Well, maybe | did get abit excited. Y our fault, really, you humans. We Y thrians watch your ways
and begin to wonder. Y ou grip my meaning? All right, I'll offer gild for any injuries, as certified by a
medic. I'll even discuss apossible pride-payment, with her parents, that is. Are you satisfied?”

“No."

Draun brigtled his crest alittle. "Y ou'd better be. By law and custom, you've no further rightsin the
metter."

"I'mgoing tokill you,” Arinnian said.

"What? Wait awingbeat! Murder—"

"Dud. Weve witnesses here. | challengeyou.”

"You'veno cause, | say!"

Arinnian could shrug, thistime. "Then you chdlengeme."

"What for?'

The man sighed. "Need we plod through the formalities? L et me see, what deadly insultswould fit?
The vulgarism about what | can do when flying above you? No, too much acliché. I'm practicdly
compelled to present asimple factua description of your character, Draun. Thereto | will add that
Highsky Choth isaclot of dung, Snceit contains such amaggot.”

"Enough,” the Ythrian said, just as quietly though hisfeathers sood up and hiswings shuddered. ™Y ou
are chalenged. Before my gods, your gods, the memory of al our forebears and the hope of dl our
descent, |, Draun of Highsky, put you, Christopher Holm, called Arinnian of Stormgate, upon your
deathpride to meet mein combat from which no more than one shal go dive. In the presence and honor
of these witnesseswhom | name—"

Tabitha came from behind. By force and surprise, she hauled Arinnian off hischair. Hefdll tothe
floor, bounced erect, and found her between him and the screen. Her |eft hand fended him off, her right
was held asif likewise to keep away hisenemy, her partner.



"Areyou both insane?' she nearly screamed.
"The words have been uttered.” Draun peded hisfangs. "Unless he beg grace of me."
"I would not accept apleafor grace from him," Arinnian said.

She stood panting, swinging her head from each to each. The tears poured down her face; she didn't
appear to notice. After some seconds her arms dropped, her neck drooped.

"Will you hear me, then?' she asked hoarsely. They held till. Arinnian had begun to tremble under a
skin turning cold. Tabithas fists closed where they hung. "It's not to your honor that you let th-th-those
personsyour choths ... Avaon ... needs ... bekilled or, or crippled. Wait till war'send. | challenge you
to do that."

"Well, aye, if | needn't meet nor talk to the Walker," Draun agreed reluctantly.

"If you mean we must cooperate as before,” Arinnian said to Tabitha, "you'll have to be our
go-between.”

"How can she?' Draun jeered. "After the way you bespoke her choth.”

" think | can, somehow," Hrill Sghed.

She stood back. The formulawas completed. The screen blanked.

Strength poured from Arinnian. He turned to the girl and said, contrite, "1 didn't mean that last. Of you
| beg grace, toyou | offer gild.”

Shedidn't look hisway, but sought the door and stared outward. Toward her lover, hethought
vagudy. I'll find a tree to rest beneath till Eyath rouses and | can transport her to theflitter.

A crash rolled down the mountainside and rattled the windows. Tabitha grew rigid. The noise toned
away, more and more faint as the thunderbolt fled upward. She ran into the court "Phil!" she shouted. Ah,
Arinnian thought Indeed. The next betrayal.

"At ease, Lieutenant. Sit down."

The dark, good-looking young man stayed tense in the chair. Juan Cgja dropped gaze back to desk
and rattled the papersin hishands. Silence brimmed his office cabin. Valenderay swvungin orbit around
Pax at a distance which made that sun no more than the brightest of the stars, whose glare curtained
Esperance where Luisawaited.

"l have read this report on you, including the transcription of your statements, with care, Lieutenant
Rochefort, Cgd said finaly, "long though it be. That'swhy | had you sent here by speedster.”

"What can | add, sr?' The newcomer's voice was tiff as hisbody. However, when Cgd raised his
look to meet those eyes again, he remembered a gentle beast he had once seen on Nuevo Mexico, inthe
Serradelos Bosques Secos, caught at the end of a canyon and waiting for the hunters.

"Fird," theadmiral said, "1 want to tender my persona gpology for the hypnoprobing to which you
were subjected when you rejoined our flegt. It was no way to treat aloyal officer.”

"I understand, sr," Rochefort said. "I wasn't surprised, and the interrogators were courteous. Y ou
hed to be sure | wasn't lying." Briefly, something flickered behind the mask. "To you."

"M-m, yes, the hypnoprobe evokes every last detail, doesn't it? The story will go no further, son. You
saw ahigher duty and followed."

"Why fetch mein person, sr? What little | had to tell must bein that report.”

Cqd leaned back. He congtructed afriendly smile. "You'll find out. First | need abit of extra
information. What do you drink?'

Rochefort started "Sir?"
"Scotch, bourbon, rye, gin, tequila, vodka, akvavit, et cetera, including miscellaneous extraterrestria



bottles. What mixes and chasers? | believe weve a reasonably well-stocked cabinet aboard.” When
Rochefort sat dumb, Cgd finished: "'l likeamartini before dinner myself. We're fining together, you
redize"

"I am? The, theadmird ismost kind. Yes. A martini. Thanks."

Cgd cdled inthe order. Actualy hetook asmall sherry, on the rare occasions when he chose
anything; and he suspected Rochefort likewise had a different preference. But it wasimportant to get the
boy relaxed.

"Smoke?" heinvited. "I don', but | don't mind either, and the governor gave methose cigars. Hes a
noted gourmet.”

"Uh... thank you ... not till after egting, Sr."

"Evidently you're another." Cgal guided the chitchat till the cocktalls arrived. They were large and
cold. Helifted his. "A vuestra salud, mi amigo.”

"Y our health—" The embryo of asmilelived half asecond in Rochefort's countenance. "Bonne
santé, Monsieur I'Amiral."

They sipped. "Go ahead, enjoy," Cgd urged. "A man of your proven courage isnt afraid of his
supreme boss. Y our immediate captain, yes, conceivably; but not me. Besides, I'm issuing you no orders.
Rather, | asked for what help and advice you careto give."

Rochefort had gotten over being surprised. "'l can't imagine what, gir." Cga set him an example by
taking afresh sip. Cgd's, in aglassthat bore his crest, had been watered.

Not that he wanted Rochefort drunk. He did want him loosened and hopeful.

"| suppose you know you're the single prisoner to escape,” the admira said. "Understandable. They
probably hold no more than a dozen or two, from boats disabled like yours, and you were fabuloudy
lucky. Still, you may not know that we've been getting other people from Avaon.”

"Defectors, Sr?| heard about discontent.”

Cgjd nodded. "And fear, and greed, and a so more praiseworthy motives, adesire to make the best
of ahopeess stuation and avoid further havoc. They've been dipping off to us, one by one, afew score
total. Naturally, al were quizzed, even more thoroughly than you. Y our psychoprofile was on record,;
Intelligence need merdly establish it hadn't been tampered with.™

"They wouldn't do that, Sir,” Rochefort said. Color returned to his speech. " About the worst
immordity you can commit on Avaon is stripping someone else of hisbasic honor. That costs you
yours." He sank back and took a quick swallow. "Sorry, sr.”

"Don't gpologize. Y ou spokein precisely thevein | wish. Let me go on, though. Thefirgt fugitives
hadn't much of interest to tell. Of late—Well, no need for lectures. Onetypica casewill serve. A city
merchant, grown rich on trade with nearby Imperia worlds. He won't mind ustaking over his planet, as
long asthe war doesn't ruin his property and the aftermath cost him extrataxes. Despicable, or redistic?
No matter. The point is, he possessed certain information, and had certain other information given him to
pass on, by quite highly placed officidswho're secretly of the peace group.”

Rochefort watched Cagja over therim of hisglass. "Y ou fear atrap, Sr?"

Cqgd spread hispams. "The fugitives sincerity is beyond doubt. But were they fed fase data before
they |eft? Y our sory isan important confirmation of theirs”

"About the Equatorian continent?' Rochefort said. "No useinsulting the admira'sintelligence. |
probably would not have tried to get away if | didn't believe what 1'd heard might be critical. However, |
know very little”

Cad tugged hisbeard; "Y ou know more than you think, son. For instance, our anadysis of enemy fire
patterns, as recorded at the first battle of Avalon, doesindicate Equatoriais aweak spot. Now you were



on the scene for months. Y ou heard them talk. Y ou watched their faces, faces of people you'd cometo
know. How concerned would you say they redly were?"

"Um-m-m ... " Rochefort drank anew. Cgd unobtrusively pressed abutton which signaed the
demand for arefill for him. "Well, g, the, the lady | was with, Equatoriawas out of her department.” He
hastened onward: " Christopher Holm, oldest son of their top commander, yes, I'd say he worried about it
alot."

"What's the place like? Especidly this, ah, Scorpelunaregion. Were collecting what information we
can, but with so many worlds around, who that doesn't live on them cares about their desert areas?’

Rochefort recommended a couple of books. Cga didn't remind him that Intelligence's computers
must have retrieved these from the libraries days or weeks ago. "Nothing too specific,” the lieutenant
went on. I've gathered it'salarge, arid plateau, surrounded by mountainsthey cdl high on Avaon, near
the middle of the continent, which the admira knowsisn't big. Some wild game, perhaps, but no red
hope of living off the country.” He stopped for emphasis. " Counterattackers couldn't either.”

"And they, who have oceansto cross, would actualy be further from home than our people from our
ships”" Cga murmured.

"A dangerousway down, Sir."
Not after we knocked out the local emplacements. And those lovely, sheltering mountains—"

"| thought aong the samelines, sir. From what | know of , uh, available production and trangportation
facilities, and the generdly doppy Y thrian organization, they cant put strong reinforcementsthere fast.
Whether or not my escape darmsthem.”

Cad leaned over hisdesk. "Suppose we did it," he said. " Suppose we established a base, for aircraft
and ground-to-ground missiles. What do you think the Avaonianswould do?"

"They'd have to surrender, Sir,” Rochefort answered promptly. “They ... | don't pretend to
understand the Y thrians, but the human mgority—well, my impression isthat they'll steer closer toa
Gotterdammerung than we would, but they aren't crazy. If we're there, on land, if we can shoot at
everything they have, not in an indiscriminate ruin of their beloved planet—that prospect iswhat keeps
them at fighting pitch—but if we can do it sdlectively, laying our own bodies on theline—" He shook his
head. "My gpologies. That got tangled. Besides, | could bewrong.”

"Y our impressions bear out every xenologica study 1've seen,” Cgjd told him. "Furthermore, yours
come from aunique experience." The new drink arrived. Rochefort demurred. Caa said: "Please do
takeit. | want your free-whegling memories, your total awareness of that society and environment. Thisis
no easy decision. What you can tell me certainly won't make up my mind by itsdf. However, any
fragment of fact | can get, | must.”

Rochefort regarded him closdly. ™Y ou want to invade, don't you, Sir?" he asked.
"Of course. I'm not amurder machine. Neither are my superiors.”

"l want usto. Body of Christ"—Rochefort sgned himself before the crucifix—"how | want it." Helet
his glass stand while he added: "One request, Sir. I'll pass on everything | can. But if you do eect this
operation, may | bein thefirst assault group? Y ou'll need some Meteors.”

"That's the most dangerous, Lieutenant,” Cgjd warned. "We won't be sure they have no hidden
reserves. Therefore we can't commit much at the start. Y ou've earned better."

Rochefort took the glass, and had it been literdly that instead of vitryl, his clasp would have brokenit.
"l request precisely whét I've earned, Sir.”

XVII



The Imperid armada englobed Avalon and the ondaught commenced.

Once more ships and missiles hurtled, energy arrows flew, fireballs raged and died, across multiple
thousands of kilometers. Thistime watchers on the ground saw those sparks brighten, hour by hour, until
at last they hurt the eyes, turned the world momentarily livid and cast stark shadows. Thefight was
moving inward.

Nonethelessit went at ameasured pace. Cga had hastened his decision and brought in his power as
fast as militarily possible—within days—Ilest the enemy get time to strengthen that vulnerable country of
theirs. But now that he was here, he took no needlessrisks. Few were called for. This Situation was
atogether different from thelast. He had well-nigh thrice hisformer might at hand, and no worries about
what relics of the Avaonian navy might still skulk through the dark reaches of the Lauran System. Patrols
reported instrumental indications that these were gathering at distances of one or two astronomica units.
Since they showed no obviousintention of casting themsalvesinto the furnace, he saw no reason to send
weapons after them.

Hedid not even order the final demalition of Ferune's flagship, when the robots within knew their foe
and opened fire. She wasfloating too distantly, she had too little ammunition or range left her, to be
worth thetrouble. It was easier to bypass the poor old hulk and the bones which manned her.

Instead he concentrated on methodically reducing the planetary defense. Its outer shell wasthe
fortresses, some great, most small, on sentry-go in hundreds of orbits canted at as many anglesto the
ecliptic. They had their advantages vis-a-vis spaceships. They could be continualy resupplied from
below. Nearly dl of them wholly automated, they were less versatile but likewise less fragile than flesh
and nerve. A number of the ferst had gone undetected until their chance cameto lash out & apassing
Teran.

That, though, had been at thefirst battle. Subsequently the besieging sub-fleet had charted each,
destroyed no few and forestalled attempts at replacement. Nor could the launching of salvos from the
ground be again asurprise. And shipsin space had their own advantages, e.g., mobility.

Cgd's generd technique was to send squadrons by at high velocity and acceleration. Asthey entered
range of atarget they unleashed what they had and immediately applied unpredictable vectors to escape
return fire. If thefirst passfailed, asecond quickly followed, athird, afourth ... until defensewas
saturated and the station exploded in vapor and shards. Having no cause now to protect hisrear or his
supply lines, Cgd could be lavish with munitions, and was.

Spacecraft in that kind of motion were virtually hopeless goals for missileswhich must rise through
atmosphere, againgt surface gravity, from zero initia speed. The Ava onians soon realized as much and
desisted for the time being.

Cqgd'splan did not require the preliminary destruction of every orbita unit. That would have been so
expensve that he would have had to hang back and wait for more stocks from the Empire; and hewasin
ahurry. He did decide it was necessary to neutralize the moon, and for awhile Morgana was surrounded
and struck by such furiesthat mountains crumbled and valleys ran molten.

Otherwise, on the whole, the Imperias went after those fortresseswhich, in their ever-changing
configurations, would menace hisfirgt landing force on the date set by histactical scheme. Inthuslimiting
his objective, he was enabled to focus hisfull energies sharply. Those incandescent hours, running into a
pair of Avalonian days, were the swiftest penetration ever made of defensesthat strong.

Inevitably, he took losses. The rate grew when his ships started passing so close, abovethe
amosphere that ground-based projectors and missile sites became effective. The next step wasto nullify
certain of these, together with certain other ingtdlations.

Captain lon Munteanu commanding fire control aboard H.M.S. Phobos, briefed hisofficerswhile
MES ship rushed forward.

"Oursisaspecid misson, asyou must have guessed from this class of vessdl being sent. We aren't



just going to plaster a spot that's been annoying the boys. We're after acity. | see ahand. Question,
Ensgn Ozumi?"

"Yes, sr. Two. How and why? We can |oose enough torps and decoys, sophisticated enough, that if
we keep it up long enough, afew are bound to duck in and around the negafields and burst where they'll
do some good. That's against amilitary target. But surely they've given their cities better protection than
that.”

"l remind you about eggs and grandmothers, Ensign. Of course they have. Powerful, complicated
set-ups, plusrings of exterior surface-to-space launchers. Well be firing our biggest and best,
programmed for detonation at high sub-stratospheric dtitude. The pattern I'm about to diagram should
allow one, at least, to reach that level beforeit'sintercepted. If not, we start over.”

"Sir! Y ou don't mean a continent buster!™

"No, no. Cam down. Remember this ship couldn't accommodate any. We have no ordersto damage
HisMagjesty'sreal estate beyond repair. Ourswill be heavy brutes, true, but clean, and shaped to
dischargetheir output Straight ahead, mainly in the form of radiation. Blast wouldn't help much againgt the
negafidds. Well whiff the centrd part of town, and Intelligence tells me the fringes are quite flammable.

"Sir, | don't want to annoy you, but why do we do it?"

"Not wantonly, Ozumi. A landing isto be made. Planetsde warfare may go on for awhile. This
particular town, Centauri they call it, isther chief segport and industria capital. We are not going to leave
it to send stuff againgt our friends."

Sweat sood on Ozumi's brow. "Women and children—"

"If the enemy has any sense, he evacuated nonessential personslong ago,” Munteanu snapped.
"Frankly, | don't giveacurse. | lost abrother here, last time around. If you're through sniveling, let's get
towork."

Quennaflapped dowly above the Livewel Street candl. Night had falen, aclear night unlikemostin
the Deltals muggy winters because of that and the blackout, she could see stars? They frightened her.
Too many of the cold, nasty little things. And they weren't only that, she wastold. They were suns. War
came from them, war that screwed up the world.

Finea fird, lots of Y thrians passing through, jinglein their purses, moments when sheforgot
except the beauty of the male and her love for him; in between, she could afford booze and dope to keep
her happy, especidly at parties. Partieswere ahuman idea, sheld heard. (Who wasit had told her? She
tried to remember the face, the body. She would be ableto, if they didn't blur off into the voices and
music and happy-making smoke.) A good idea. Like war had seemed. Love, love, love, laugh, laugh,
laugh, deep, deep, deep, and if you wake with your tongue tasting bad and needlesin your heed, afew
pillswill soon put you right.

Except it went sour. No more navy folk. The Nest empty, acave, night after night after night, till alass
was ready to scream except that the taped music did that for her. Most humans moving out, too, and
those who stayed—she'd even have wel comed human company—Kkeeping underground. The black,
quiet nights, the buzzing adoneness by day, the money bleeding off till she could barely buy food, let done
abottle or apill to hold off the bad dreams.

Flap, flap. Somebody must be in town and lonesome, now the fighting had started again. "I'm
lonesometoo,” she called. "Whoever you are, | love you." Her voice sounded too loud in this unmoving
warm air, above these oily waters and dead pavements, between those shadowy walls and beneath those
terriblelittle dars.

"Vodan?' she called more softly. She remembered him best of the navy folk, dmost aswell asthe
first few who had used her, more years back than she cared to count. Hed been gentle and bothered
about hislassat home, asif that dragglewing deserved him. But she was being slly, Quennawas. No



doubt the stars had eaten VV odan.

Sheraised her crest. She had her deathpride. She would not be frightened in the midnight streets.
Soon dawn would break and she could dare deep.

Thesun camevery fast.

She had an ingtant when it filled the sky. Night caught her then, as her eyebals mdted. She did not
know this, because her plumage was on fire. Her scream drowned out the following boom, when
superfast molecules of air dipped by the negafields, and she did not notice how it ruptured eardrums and
smashed capillaries. In her ddlirium of pain, there was nothing except the canal. She threw hersdlf toward
it, missed, and fell into ahouse which stood in one blaze. That made no difference, since the cana waters
were bailing.

Apart from factors of morale and war potentid, the strike a Centauri must commit alarge amount of
Avalonian resources to rescue and relief. 1t had been well timed. A mere three hours later, the dot which
had been prepared in the defenses completed itsalf and the first wave of invasion passed through.

Rochefort wasin the van. He and his hastily assembled crew had had small chance to practice, but
they were capable men and the Meteor carried out her assgnment with an éan wished he could fed.
They ran interference for the lumbering gunshipstill these were below the dangerous dtitude. En route,
they stopped apair of enemy missiles. Though no spacecraft wasredly good in amosphere, atorpedo
boat combined acceptable maneuverability, ample firepower, and more than ample wits aboard.
Machines guided by smple robots were no match.

Having seen his charges close to ground, Rochefort took hisvessd, as per assgnment, against the
source of the missiles. It lay beyond the mountains, in the intensay green gorge of ariver. The Terran
boats roared one after the next, launched beams and torpedoes against negafiel ds and bunkers, stood on
their tails and sprang to the stratosphere, swept about and returned for the second pass. No third was
needed. A st of craters gaped between cuffs which sonic booms had brought down in rubble. Rochefort
wished he could forget how fair that canyon had been.

Returning to Scorpeluna, he found the whole convoy landed. Marines and engineers were swarming
from personnd transports, machines from the freighters. Overhead, patrol craft darkened heaven. They
were afrantic few daysthat followed. Hysteriawas never far below the skin of purposeful activity. Who
knew for certain what the enemy had?

Nothing came. The screen generators were assembled and started. Defensive projectors and missiles
were positioned. Sheds were put together for equipment, afterward for men. And no counterattack was
made.

Airborne scouts and spaceborne instruments reported considerable enemy activity on the other
continents and across the idands. Doubtless something was being readied. But it didn't appear to pose
any immediate threst.

The second dot opened. The second wave flowed down, entirely unopposed. Scorpel una Base
spread like an ink-blot.

Hisintention now being obvious, Cga had various other orbita fortresses destroyed, in order that
dots come more frequently. Thereafter he pulled his main fleet back aways. From it he poured men and
equipment groundward.

The last Avaonian ships edged nearer, fled from sorties, returned to dink about, wolves too arveling
to be amenace. No serious effort was wasted on them. The essential wasto exploit thistacit cease-fire
whileit lasted. On that account, the Imperids everywhere refrained from offensive action. They worked
at digging in wherethey were and at building up their conquest until it could not merely defend itsdlf, it
couldlift anirresgtiblefist above dl Avaon.

Because he was known to have the favor of the grand admird, Lieutenant Philippe Rochefort (newly



senior grade) got his application for continued planetside duty approved. Since there was no further cdl
for agpace torpedo craft, he found himsdlf flying aeria patrol in atwo-man skimmer, aglorified gravded.

His assigned partner was amarine corpora, Ahmed Nasution, nineteen standard years old, fresh off
New Djawaand into the corps. "Y ou, know, sir, everybody told me this planet was addight,” he said,
exaggerating his ruefulness to make sure his superior got the point. "Join the navy and seethe universe,
eh?’

"Thisareaign't typicd,” Rochefort answered shortly.

"What is" he added, "on an entire world?"

The skimmer flew low above the Scorpel unan plateau. The canopy was shut againg broiling air. A
Hilsch tube arrangement and salf-darkening vitryl did their inadequate best to combat that heet, brazen
sky, bloated and glaring sun. The only noises were hum of engine, whirr of passage. Around the horizon
stood mountain peaks, dim blue and unreal. Between reached emptiness. Bushes, the same low,
reddish-leaved, medicinal-smelling species wherever you looked, grew widely apart on hard red earth.
The land was not redlly flat. It raised itself in gnarly mesas and buittes, it opened in great dry gashes. At a
distance could be seen afew six-legged beasts, grazing in the shade of their parasol membranes.
Otherwise nothing stirred save heat shimmers and dust devils.

"Any ideawhen well push out of here?" Nasution asked, reaching for awater bottle.
"When we're ready," Rochefort told him. "Easy on the drink. Weve severd hoursto go, youand |."

"Why doesn't the enemy givein, sir? A bunch of usin my tent caught a'cast of theirs—no orders not
to, arethere?—a'cast in Anglic. I couldn't understand it too well, their funny accent and, uh, phraseslike
'‘the Imperias have no more than afootgrip,” you have to stop and figure them out and meanwhile the
talking goes on. But Gehenna, sir, We don't want to hurt them. Can't they be reasonable and—"

"Shi" Rochefort lifted an arm. His monitoring radio identified acall. He switched to that band.

"Help! O God, help!—Engineer Group Three ... wild animds.... estimate thirty-four kilometers
north-northwest of camp—Help!™

Rochefort dewed the skimmer about.

He arrived in minutes. The detail, ten men in aground-car, had been running geological survey to
determine thefeasibility of blasting and fuse-lining alarge missile silo. They were armed, but had looked
for no troubles except discomfort. The pack of dog-sized hexapoda lopers found them severd hundred
metersfrom their vehicle.

Two men were down and being devoured. Three had scattered in terror, seeking to reach the car,
and been individually surrounded. Rochefort and Nasution saw one overwhelmed. The rest sood firm,
back to back, and maintained steady fire, Y et those scaly-bristly shapes seemed amost impossibleto
kill. Mutilated, they dragged their jaws onward.

Rochefort yelled into histransmitter for assstance, swooped, and cut loose. Nasution wept but did
good work at his gun. Nevertheless, two more humans were lost before the lycosauroids had been dain.

After that, every group leaving camp got an aerid escort, which dowed operations el sewhere.

"No, Doctor, I've stopped believing it's psychogenic.” The mgor glanced put of the dispensary shack
window, to an unnaturally swift sunset which adust sscorm made the color of clotted blood. Night would
bring relief from the horrible heet ... in the form of inward-gnawing chill. "1 was ready to believe that at
first. Y our psychodrugs aren't helping any longer, though. And more and more men are devel oping the
symptoms, as you must know better than 1. Bellyache, diarrhea, muscle pains, more thirst than this
damned dryness will account for. Above all, tremors and fuzzy-headedness. | hateto tell you how
necessary ajob | botched today."

"I'm having my own troublesthinking.” The medica officer passed ahand acrosshistemple. It left a



streak of grime, despite the furnace air sucking away sweat before that could form drops. " Frequent
blurred vison too? Yes."

"Have you consdered a poison in the environment?”'

"Certainly. You weren't in thefirst wave, Mgor. | was. Intelligence, aswell as history, assured us
Avaon isacceptably safe. Still, take my word, we'd scarcely established camp when the scientific team
was checking."

"How about quizzing Avaonian prisoners?'

"I'm assured thiswas done. In fact, there've been subsequent commando operationsjust to collect
more for that purpose. But how likely are any except afew speciaiststo know details about the most
forbidding part of awhole continent that nobody inhabits?’

"And of coursethe Avaonianswould have all those experts safely tucked out of reach.” The mgor
gusted aweary breath. "So what did your team find?"

The medica officer groped for astimpill out of the open box on hisdesk. "Thereisa, ah, high
concentration of heavy metalsin local soil. But nothing to worry about. Y ou could breathe the dust for
years before you'd require treatment. The shrubs around use those dementsin their metabolism, asyou'd
expect, and weve-warned against chewing or burning any part of them. No organic compounds test out
asdlergens. Look, human and Y thrian biochemisiries are so smilar the races can eat most of each
other'sfood. If this area held something spectacularly deadly, don't you imagine the average colonist
would have heard of it, at least? I'm from Terra—middle west coast of North America—oh, Lord—"
For awhile his gaze was gone from Scorpeluna. He shook himself. "We lived among oleanders. We
cultivated them for their flowers. Oleanders are poisonous. Y ou just need to be sensible about them.”

"This has got to have some cause," the mgjor insisted.

"Wereinvestigating,” the medic said. "If anyone had foreseen this planet would amount to anything
militarily—it'd have been studied before ever we let awar happen, so thoroughly—Too late.”

Occasiona smdl boats from the Ava onian remnants dipped among the Terran blockaders at high
velocity and maximum variable acceleration. About haf were destroyed; the rest got through and
returned spaceward. It was known that they exchanged messages with the ground. Given suitable
encoding and laser beams, a huge amount of information can be passed in a second or two.

"Obvioudy they're discussng amove," Cgd snarled at his gaff. "Equaly obvioudy, if wetry to hunt
them, they'll scatter and vanish in sheer distance, sheer numbers of asteroids and moons, same'sthey did
before. And they'll have contingency plans. | do not propose to be diverted, gentlemen. We shall keep
our full strength here.”

For agrowing body of observationsindicated that, on land and sea, under seaand in their skies, the
colonistswere at last making ready to strike back.

Rochefort heard the shrieking for the better part of aminute beforeit registered on him. Dear Jesus,
dragged through his dullness, what ails me? His muscles protested bringing the skimmer around. His
fingers were sausages on the control board. Beside him, Nasution dumped mute, as the boy had been
these past days (weeks? years?). The soft cheeks had collapsed and were untidily covered by black
down.

Still, Rochefort's craft arrived to hel p those which had been floating above aground patrol. The
trouble was, it could then do no more than they. Energy weaponsincinerated at aflash hundreds of the
cockroach-like things, twenty centimeters long, whaose throngs blackened the ground between shrubs.
They could not save the men whom these bugs had aready reached, and were feasting on. Rochefort
carefully refrained from noting which skimmer pilots gave, from above, a coup de grace. Hehimsdf
hovered low and hauled survivors aboard. After what he had seen, in his present physical shape,
Nasution was too sick to be of use.



Having evidently gotten wind of mest in this hungry land, the kakkelaks swarmed toward themain
base. They couldnt fly, but they clattered dong astonishingly fast. Every effort must go to flaming a
cordon againgt them.

Meanwhile the Avaonianslanded throughout Equatoria. They deployed so quickly and
widey—being very lightly equipped—that bombardment would have been futile. All who entered
Scorpelunawere Ythrian.

The chief officers of medicine and planetology confronted their commandant. Outside, an equinoctia
gale bdlowed and rang through starless night; dust scoured over shuddering meta walls. The heat
seemed to comein enormous dry blasts.

"Yes, dr," themedica chief said. Being regular navy rather than marine, he held rear admiral'srank.
"Weve proven it beyond reasonable doubt” He sighed, asound lost in the noise. "'If we'd had better
equipment, more staff—Waell, I'll save that for the board of inquiry, or the court-martid. Thefact is, poor
information got us sucked into a degth trap.”

"Too many worlds." The civilian planetologist shook his gaunt head! "Each too big. Who can know?"

"While you gabble," the commandant said, “men liein delirium and convulsions. More every day.
Tdk." Hisvoice was rough with anger and incomplete weeping.

"We suspected heavy-metal poisoning, of course," the medica officer said. "We made repested tests.
The concentration dways seemed within dlowable limits. Then overnight—"

"Never mind that,” the planetologist interrupted. "Here are the results. These bushes growing
everywhere around ... we knew they take up e ementslike arsenic and mercury. And the literature has
described the hell shrub, with pictures, as giving off dangerous vapors. What we did not know is that
here is agpecies of hdl shrub. It looks entirely unlike itsrelatives. Think of roses and apples. Besides,
we'd no ideahow the toxin of the reported kind works, let alone these. That must have been determined
after the original descriptions were published, when apurely organic compound was assumed. The
volume of information in every science, svamping—" Hiswords limped to ahdt.

The commandant waited.

The medica officer took thetale: "The vapors carry the metalsin loose combination with a ... aset of
molecules, unheard of by any authority I'veread. Ther actionis, well, they block certain enzymes. In
effect, the body's protections are canceled. No metal atoms whatsoever are excreted. Every microgram
goesto thevita organs. Meanwhile the patient is additionaly weakened by the fact that parts of his
protein chemistry aren't working right. The effects are synergistic and exponentia. Suddenly one crosses
athreshold.”

"l ... see... " thecommandant said.

"Wetop officersaren't in too bad a condition yet," the planetologist told him. "Nor are our staffs. We
spend most of our timeindoors. The men, though—" He rubbed his eyes. "Not that I'd cal mysdf awell
man," he mumbled.

"What do you recommend?"' the commandant asked.

"Evacuation,” themedica chief said. "And | don't recommendiit, | tell you we have no aternative. Our
people must get immediate proper care.”

The commandant nodded. Himsdlf sick, monstroudly tired, he had expected some such answer days
ago and started his quiet preparations.

"We cant lift off tomorrow," he said in his dragging tones. "We haven't the bottom; most's gone back
to space. Besides, a panicky flight would make us a shooting gdlery for the Avaonians. But well
organizeto raise the worst cases, while we recal everybody to the main camp. Well have more ships
brought down, in orderly fashion." He could not control the twitch in his upper lip.



Asthe Imperidsretreated, their enemies struck.

They fired no ground-to-ground missiles. Rather, their human contingents went about the construction
of baseswhich had this capability, a chosen spots throughout the Equatorian continent. It was not
difficult. They were only interested in short-range weapons, which needed little more than launch racks,
and in aircraft, which needed little more than maintenance shacks for themselves and their crews. The
largest undertaking was the assembly of massive energy projectorsin the peaks overlooking
Scor-peluna.

Meanwhile the Y thrians waged guerrillawarfare on the plateau. They, far less vulnerableto the
toxicant peculiar to it, werein full health and unburdened by the space-suits, respirators, handkerchiefs
which men frantically donned. Already winged, they need not St in machineswhich radar, gravar,
magnetoscopes could spot across kilometers. Instead they could dart from what cover the ground
afforded, spray atrudging column with fire and metal, toss grenades a avehicle, deet bullets through any
skimmers, and be gone before effective reaction was possible.

Inevitably, they had their losses.

"Hyaa-a-ah!" yelled Draun of Highsky, and swooped from acrag down across the sun-blaze. At the
bottom of adry ravine, a Terran column stumbled toward, camp from a haf-finished emplacement. Dust
turned every man more anonymous than what was left of hisuniform. A few armored groundcars
trundled among them, afew aircraft above. A gravded bore rapidly mummifying corpses, stacked.

"Cast them onto hdll-wind!" The dugthrower stuttered in Draun's grasp. Recoil kept trying to hurl him
off balance, amidst these wild thermals. He gloried that hiswings were too strong and deft for that.

The Ythrians siwept low, shooting, and onward. Draun saw men fall like emptied sacks. Whedling
beyond range, he saw their comrades form asquare, anchored by its cars and artillery, helmeted by its
flyers. They're still brave, he thought, and wondered if they hadn't best be |eft alone. But the ideahad
been to push them into close formation, then on the second pass drop a tordenite bomb among them.
"Follow me!”

The rush, the bullets and energy bolts, the gppallingly known wail at his back. Draun braked, came
about, saw Nyesdan, his oldest son, the hope of his house, spird to ground on awing and ahalf. The
Y thrian squadron rushed by. "1'm coming, lad!" Draun glided down beside him. Nyesdan lay
unconscious. Hisblood purpled the dust. The second attack failed, broke up in confusion beforeit won
near to the square. True to doctrine, that they should hoard their numbers, the Y thrians beat back out of
sight. A platoon trotted toward Draun. He stood above Nyesdan and fired aslong as he was able.

"Take out everything they have remaining in orbit,” Cga said. "We need freedom to move our
trangports continuoudy.”

His chief of saff cleared throat. "Hr-r-rm, the admiral knows about the hostile ships?*

"Yes. They're accelerating inward. It'sfairly clear that al which can make planetfal hopeto do so; the
rest are running interference.”

"Shouldn't we organize an interception?”’

"We can't spare the strength. Clearing away those fortswill empty most of our magazines. Our prime
duty isto pull our men out of that messwe... | ... sent theminto." Cgd stiffened himsdf. "If any units
can reasonably be spared from the orbital work, yes, let them collect what Avaoniansthey can, provided
they conserve munitionsto the utmost and rely mainly on energy weapons. | doubt they'll get many. The
rest well haveto let go their ways, perhapsto our sorrow." His chuckle clanked. Asold Professor
Wu-Ta wasforever saying at the Academy—remember, Jm?—The best foundation that adecisonis
ever dlowed isour fdlible assessment of the probabilities.™

Thetropica stormsof Avaon were more furious than one who came from a planet of lessirradiation
and dower spin could well have imagined. For aday and anight, the embarkation of the sickest men was



postponed. Besides the chance of losing a carrier, there was a certainty that those flensing rains would kil
some of the patients asthey were borne from shacks to gangway’s.

Themore or less hale, recently landed, battled to erect levees. Reports, dim and crackling through
radio static, were of flash floods legping down every arroyo.

Neither of these Situations concerned Rochefort. He wasin an intermediate class, too ill for work, too
well for immediate remova. He huddlied on achair among ahundred of hisfelows, in astinking, steaming
bunker, tried to control the chills and nauseathat went ebb-and-flow through him, and sometimes thought
blurrily of Tabitha Falkayn and sometimes of Ahmed Nasution, who had died three days before.

What Ava onian spacecraft ran the gantlet descended to Equatoria, where home-guard officers
assigned them their places.

The storm raged to itsend. Thefirst Imperia vessaslifted from the wrecked base. They were
warships, probing away for the crammed, improvised hospital hulls which wereto follow. Sister fighters
moved in from orbit to join them.

Avaon'sground and air defenses opened crossfire. Her space force entered battle.

Danie Holm sat before a scanner. It gave hiswords and his skull visage to the planet's most powerful
linked transmitters, abroadcast which could not fail to be heard:

"—we're interdicting their escape route. Y ou can't blast usin time to save what we estimate asa
quarter million men. Evenif wedidn't resst, maybe half of them would never last till you brought them to
adequate care. And | hate to think about the rest—organ, nerve, brain damage beyond the power of
regenerative techniquesto hed. " We can save them. We of Avalon. We have the facilities prepared, clear
around our planet. Beds, nursing staffs, diagnostic equipment, chelating drugs, supportive treatments.
Wed welcome your ingpection teams and medical personnel; Our wish isnot to play politica gameswith
living people. The minute you agree to renew the ceasefire and to draw your fleet far enough back that
we can count on early warning, that same minute our rescue groups will take flight for Scorpeluna.”

XVII

The ward was clean and well-run, but forty men must be crowded into it and there was no
screen—not that local programs would have interested most of them. Hence they had no entertainment
except reading and bitching. A mgority preferred the latter. Before long, Rochefort asked for earcupsin
order that he might be able to use the books lent him. He wore them pretty much around the clock.

Thus he did not hear the lickerish chorus. Hisfirst knowledge came from atouch on his shoulder.
Huh? hethought. Lunch already? Heraised hiseyesfrom The Gaiila Folk and saw Tabitha.

The heart sprang in him and raced. His hands shook so he could barely remove the cups.

She stood athwart the noisy, antiseptic-smelling room asif her only frame were awindow behind,
open to the blue and blossoms of springtime. A plain coveral disguised the curves and straightness of
her. He saw in the countenance that she had lost weight. Bones stood forth still more strongly than
erstwhile, under a skin more darkened and hair more whitened by a stronger sun than shone over Gray.

"Tabby," he whispered, and reached.

Shetook hishands, not pressing them nor smiling much. "Hullo, Phil," said the remembered throaty
voice. "You'relooking better'n | expected, when they told me you'd three tubesin you."

"Y ou should have seen me at the beginning." He heard hiswords waver. "How've you been? How's
everybody?'

“I'm dl right. Mot of those you knew are. Draun and Nyesd an bought it."

"I'm sorry," helied.



Tabithareleased him. "1'd have come sooner,” she said, "but had to wait for furlough, and then it took
time to get a data scan on those long lists of patients and time to get transportation here. Welve alot of
shortages and disorganization yet." Her regard was green and grave. "1 did fed sureyou'd be on Avalon,
deed or dive. Good to learn it was dlive."

"How could | stay away ... from you?'
Shedropped her lids. "What is your hedth Stuation? The staffstoo busy to give detalls.

"Well, when I'm stronger they want to ship meto aregular Imperia navy hospitd, take out my liver
and grow me anew one. | may need ayear, Terran, to recover completely. They promise me | will."

"Splendid.” Her tonewas dutiful. Y ou being well trested here?

"Aswdll as possible, consdering. But, uh, my roommates aren't exactly my type and the medics and
helpers, both Imperia and Avalonian, can't stop their work for conversation. 1t's been damned lonesome,
Tabby, till you came.”

"Il try to visit you again. Y ou redlize I'm on active duty, and most of what leave I'm granted hasto be
spent at St. Li, kegping the businessin shape.”

Weakness washed through him. He leaned back into the pillows and let hisarmsfall on the blanket.
"Tabby ... would you consder waiting ... that year?'

She shook her head, dowly, and again met his sare. "Maybe | ought to pretend till you're more
hedled, Phil. But I'm no good at pretending, and besides, you rate better."

“After what | did—"

"Andwhat | did." She leaned down and felt past the tubesto lay palms on his shoulders. "No, weve
never hated on that account, have we, either of us?'

"Then can't we both forgive?"

"I believe weve dready doneit. Don't you see, though? When the hurting had died down to where |
could think, I saw there wasn't anything left. Oh, friendship, respect, memoriesto cherish, And that's al.”

"Itisn't enough ... to rebuild on?’

"No, Phil. I understand myself better than | did before. If wetried, | know what sooner or later 1I'd be
doing to you. And | won't. What we had, | want to keep clean.”

She kissed him gently and raised hersdif.

They taked awhilelonger, embarrassed, until he could dismiss her on the plea, not entirely untruthful,
that he needed rest. When she was gone he did close his eyes, after donning the earcups which shut out
the Terran voices.

She'sright, probably, hethought. And my life isn't blighted. I'll get over this onetoo, | suppose.
Herecaled agirl in Fleurville and hoped he would be transferred to an Esperancian hospital, when or if
the cease-fire became a peace.

Outside, Tabitha stopped to put on the gravbelt she had retrieved from the checkroom. The building
had been hastily erected on the outskirts of Gray. (She remembered the protests when Marchwarden
Holm diverted industrid capacity from war production to medica facilities, at atime when renewed
combat seemed imminent. Commentators pointed out that what he had ordered wastoo little for the
casudlties of extensive bombardment, too much for those of any plausible lesser-scale affray. He had
growled, "We do what we can" and rammed the project through. It hel ped that the principal home-guard
officers urged obedience to him. They knew what he redlly had in mind—these men whose pain kept the
weapons uneasily silent.) Where she stood, a hillside doped downward, decked with smaragdine susin,
starred with chasuble bush and Buddha's cup, to the strewn and begardened city, the huge curve of
uprising shoreline, the glitter on Falkayn Bay. Smal cottony clouds sauntered before the wind, which
murmured and smelled of livewell.



Sheinhaed that coolness. After Equatoria, it was intoxicating. Or it ought to be. Shefdt curioudy
empty.

Wings boomed. An Y thrian landed before her. "Good flight to you, Hrill," the female greeted.

Tabitha blinked. Who—? Recognition came. "Eyath! To you, good landing.” How dull her tone,

how sheenless her plumes. | haven't seen her since that day on theisland ... Tabithacaught a
taloned hand in both of hers. "Thisiswonderful, dear. Have you been well?"

Eyath's stance and feathers and membranes drawn over her eyes gave answer. Tabitha hunkered
down and embraced her.

"l sought you," Eyath mumbled. "1 spent the battle at home; afterward too, herding, because | needed
aloneness and they told me the planet needs meat." Her head lay in Tabithal's bosom. "L ately I've been
freed of that and came to seek—"

Tabitha stroked her back, over and over.

"| learned where you were posted and that you'd mentioned you would stop in Gray on your
furlough," Eyath went on. "l waited. | asked of the hotels. Today one said you had arrived and gone out
soon after. | thought you might have come here, and trying was better than more waiting."

"What little | can do for you, gdemate, tell me.”

"Itishard.” Eyath clutched Tabithas arms, painfully, without raising her head. "Arinnian, is heretoo.
He has been for some while, working on hisfather's staff. | sought him and—" A strangled sound, though
Y thrians do not weep.

Tabithaforesaw: "He avoidsyou.”
"Yes. Hetriesto bekind. That isthe wordt, that he must try.”
"After what happened—"

"Karara-ah. | am no more the sameto him." Eyath gathered her will. "Nor to myself. But | hoped
Arinnian would understand better than | do.”

"Is he the solitary one who can hep? What of your parents, siblings, chothmates?'

"They have not changed toward me. Why should they? In Stormgate a, amisfortune like mineis
reckoned asthat, amisfortune, no disgrace, no imparment. They cannot grasp what | fed."

"And you fed it because of Arinnian. | see" Tabithalooked across the outrageoudy lovely day.
"What can | do?'

"l don't know. Maybe nothing. Y et if you could speak to him—explain—beg grace of him for me—"
Anger lifted. " Beg him? Whereishe?"
"At work, I, | suppose. His home—"

"I know the address." Tabitha released her and stood up. "Come, lass. No moretalk. We're off for a
good hard flight in this magnificent weather, and I'll take advantage of being machine-powered to wear
you out, and at day's end well go to wherever you're staying and I'll see you adeep.”

—Twilight fel, saffron hues over silver waters, e sawhere deep blue and the earliest sars. Tabitha
landed before Arinnian's door. His windows glowed. She didn't touch the chime plate, she dammed a
pand with her fi.

He opened. She saw he had a so grown thin, mahogany hair tangled above tired features and
disheveled clothes. "Hrill!" he exclamed. "Why ... | never—Comein, comein."

She brushed past him and whirled about. The chamber wasin disarray; obviousy used only for
deeping and bolted meals. He moved uncertainly toward her. Their contacts had been brief, correct, and
by phone until the fighting began. Afterward they verified each other's survivd, and that was that



"I'm, I'm glad to see you, Hrill," he sammered.

"l don't know as| fed the same," she rapped. "'Sit down. I've got thingsto rub your nosein, you
sanctimonious mudbrain.”

He stood a moment, then obeyed. She saw the strickenness upon him and abruptly had no words.
They looked, silent, for minutes.

Danid Holm sat before the screenswhich held Liaw of The Tarns, Matthew Vickery of the
Parliament, and Juan Cgja of the Empire. A fourth had just darkened. It had carried ataped pleafrom
Trauvay, High Wyvan of Ythri, that Avalon yield before worse should befal and aharsher peace be
dictated to the whole Domain.

"You have heard, Srs?' Cga asked.
"Wehave heard," Liaw answered.

Holm felt the pulsein his breast and temples, not much quickened but a hard, steady dugging. He
longed for a cigar—unavailable—or a drink—inadvisable—or ayear of degp—unbroken. At that,
crossed hismind, we're in better shape than the admiral. If ever | saw a death's head, it rides his
shoulderboards.

"What say you?' Cgd went on like an old man.

"We have no wish for combat,” Liaw declared, "or to degpen the suffering of our brethren. Y et we
cannot give away what our folk so dearly bought for us."

"Marchwarden Holm?'

"Y ou won't renew the attack while we've got your people here,” the human said roughly. "Not that
well hold them forever. | told you before, we don't make bargaining counters out of thinking beings. Still,
the time and circumstances of their release have to be negotiated.”

Cad's glance shifted to the next screen. "President Vickery?'

A politician's smile accompanied the response: "'Events have compelled me to change my opinion as
regards the strategic picture, Admira. | remain firm in my opposition to absolutist attitudes. My esteemed
colleague, Governor Saracoglu, has dwaysimpressed me as being smilarly reasonable. Y ou have lately
returned from a prolonged conference with him. Doubtless many intelligent, well-informed persons took
part. Did no possibility of compromise emerge?”

Cad sagged. "'l could argue and dicker for days," he said. "What'sthe use? I'll exercise my
discretionary powers and lay before you at once the maximum I'm authorized to offer.”

Holm gripped thearms of hischair.

"The governor pointed out that Avalon can be considered as having dready met most terms of the
amigtice" crawled from Cgd. "ltsorbita fortifications no longer exi<. Itsfleet isafragment whose
sequestration, as required, would make no red difference to you. Most important, Imperia units are now
on your planet.

"Nothing isleft save afew technicdities. Our wounded and our medics must be given the
acknowledged name of occupation forces. A command must be established over your military facilities;
one or two men per station will satisfy that requirement while posing no threet of takeover should the
truce come apart, Et cetera. Y ou see the generd idea”

"The saving of face," Holm grunted. "Uh-huh. Why not? But how about afterward?'

"The peace treaty remainsto be formulated,” said the drained voice. "I cantdl you in strict
confidence, Governor Saracoglu has sent to the Imperium his strongest recommendation that Avalon not
be annexed."

Vickery started babbling. Liaw held stiff. Holm gusted a breath and sat back.



They'd doneit; They redly had.

Thetak would go on, of course. And on and on and on, aong with infinite petty particulars and
endless niggling. No matter. Avaon would stay Y thrian—stay free.

| ought to whoop, hethought. Maybe later. Too tired now.
Hisimmediate happiness, quiet and deep, was a knowing that tonight he could go home to Rowena

XIX

Therewere no ingtant insights, no dramatic revelations and reconciliations. But Arinnian wasto
remember acertain hour.

Hiswork for hisfather had stopped being very demanding. He redized he should use the freetime he
had regained to phase back into his studies. Then he decided that nothing was more impractical than
misplaced practicality. Tabithaagreed. She got hersdf put on inactive duty. Eventualy, however, she
must return to her idand and set her affairsin order, if only for the sake of her partner'sfamily.
Meanwhile hewas il confined to Gray.

He phoned Eyath at her rented room: "Uh, would you, uh, careto go for asail?’

Yes, she said with every quill.

Conditions were less than perfect. Asthe boat |ft the bay, rain came walking. The hull skipped over
choppy olive-dark waves, tackle athrum water danted from hidden heaven, long spears which broke on

the skin and ran down in cool splinters, rushing where they entered the sea. " Shdl we keep on?" he
asked.

"I would liketo." Her gaze sought land, ashadow aft. No other Vessels were abroad, nor any flyers.
"It'srestful to bethisaone.”

He nodded. He had stripped, and the cleanness dwelt in his hair and duiced over hisflesh.

She regarded him from her perch on the cabin top, across the cockpit which separated them. ™Y ou
had something to tell me," she said with two words and her body.

"Yes." Thetiller thrilled between hisfingers. "Last night, before sheleft—" In Planha he need spesk
no further.

"Gademate, gdemate," she breathed. "I rgjoice.” She haf extended her wings toward him, winced, and
withdrew them.

"For dways," hesad in awe.

"1 could have wished none better than Hirill, for you," Eyath replied. Scanning him closer: "Y ou remain
infret."

Hebit hislip.
Eyath waited.

"Tell me," heforced forth, staring at the deck. "Y ou see usfrom outside. Am | able to be what she
deserves?'

Shedid not answer at once. Startled not to receive the immediate yea he had expected, Arinnian
lifted hiseyesto her sllence. He dared not interrupt her thought. Waves boomed, rain laughed.

Findly shesad, "I believe sheisableto make you able.”

He nursed the wound. Eyath began to gpologize, summoned resolution and did not. "I have long flt,”
shetold him, "that you needed someone like Hrill to show you that—show you how—what iswrong for
my folk isright, isthe end and meaning of life, for yours."



He mustered his own courage to say, "I knew the second part of that in theory. Now she comes as
the gloriousfact. Oh, | wasjedousbefore. | sill am, maybe | will betill | die, unableto help mysdlf. She,
though, shesworth anything it costs. What | am learning, Eyath, my sigter, isthat sheisnot you and you
arenot her, and it isgood that you both are what you are.”

"She has given you wisdom.” The Y thrian hunched up againgt therain.
Arinnian saw her grief and exclamed, "L et me passthe gift on. What befell you—"
Sheraised her head to look wildly upon him.

"Was that worse than what befdll her?* he chalenged. "I don't ask for pity"—human word—"because
of past foolishness, but | do think my ot was more hard than either of yours, the years | wasted imagining
bodily love can ever be bad, imagining it hasany red difference from the kind of love | bear to you,
Eyath. Now welll haveto right each other. | want you to share my hopes.”

She sprang down from the cabin, stumbled to him and folded him in her wings. Her head shelaid
murmuring againg his shoulder. Raindrops glistened within the crest like jewe s of acrown.

Thetreaty was sSigned at FHleurville on aday of late winter. Little ceremony wasinvolved and the
Y thrian delegates |eft dmost a once. "Not in very deep anger,” Ekrem Saracoglu explained to Luisa
Cad, who had declined hisinvitation to atend. "By and large, they take their loss philosophicaly. But
we couldn't well ask them to st through our rituals.” He drew on hiscigaret. "Frankly, | too was glad to
get off that particular hook."

He had, in fact, smply made atelevised statement and avoided the solemnities afterward. A society
like Esperance's was bound to mark the forma end of hostilities by dow marches and dower
thanksgiving sarvices.

That was yesterday. The weather continued mild on this following afternoon, and Luisaagreed to
cometo dinner. She said her father felt unwel, which, regardless of hisliking and respect for the man, did
not totally displease Saracoglu.

They walked in the garden, she and he, as often before. Around paths which had been cleared, snow
decked the beds, the bushes and boughs, the top of thewall, ill white athough it was melting, here and
there making thin chimes and gurgles asthe water ran. No flowers were |eft outdoors, the ar held only
dampness, and the sky was an even-dove-gray. Stillness lay beneath it, so that footfalls scrunched loud
ongravel.

"Bedides," headded, "it was arelief to see the spokesman for Avaon and his cohorts board their,
ship. The secret-service men I'd assigned to guard them were downright ecstatic.”

"Redly?" She glanced up, which gave him achance to dwell on luminous eyes, tip-tilted nose, lips
aways parted asif in achild's eagerness. But she spoke earnestly—too earnestly, too much of thetime,
damnit "l knew there had been someidiot anonymous death threats against them. Were you that
worried?'

He nodded. "I've come to know my dear Esperandans. When Avalon dashed their origina
jubilation—well, you've seen and heard the stuff about 'intransigent militarists. " He wondered if hisfur
cap hid his badness or reminded her of it. Maybe he should break down and get a scalp job.

Troubled, she asked, "Will they ever forget ... both sdes?’

"No," hesaid. "I do expect grudges will fade. Weve too many mutua interests, Terraand Y thri, to
make afamily fight into ablood feud. | hope."

"We were more generous than we had to be. Weren't we? Like letting them keep Avalon. Won't that
count?'

"It should." Saracoglu grinned on the left side of hismouth, took afina acrid puff and tossed his
cigaret avay. "Though everybody seesthe practica politicsinvolved. Avaon proved itsdf indigestible.



Annexation would have spelled endless trouble, whereas Ava on as a mere enclave poses no obvious
difficulties such asthe war was fought to terminate. Furthermore, by this concesson, the Empire won
some va uable points with respect to trade that might otherwise not have been feasibletoinsst on.”

"l know," she said, abit impatiently.

He chuckled. "Y ou aso know | liketo hear mysdf talk.”

She grew wigful. "I'd loveto visit Avdon.”

"Metoo. Especialy for the sociologicd interest. | wonder if that planet doesn't foreshadow the distant
future”

"How?"'

He kept hisdow pace and did not forget her arm resting on his; but he squinted before him and said
out of hismost seriousthought, “The biracia culture they're creating. Or that's creating itsdf; you can't
plan or direct anew-current in history. | wonder if that wasn't the source of their resstance—like an aloy
or atwo-phase material, many times stronger than either part that went into it. We've agalaxy, a cosmos
tofill—"

My, what a mixed bag of metaphors, including this one, gibed hismind. He laughed inwardly,
shrugged outwardly, and finished: "Wdll, | don't expect to be around for that. | don't even supposeI'll
have to meet the knottier consequences of leaving Avadon with Ythri."

"What could those be?' Luisawondered. "Y ou just said it was the only thing to do.”

"Indeed. | may be expressing no more than the natural pessmism of aman whose lunch a
Government House was less than satisfactory. Still, one can imagine. The Avaonians, both races, are
going to fed themsdves more Y thrian than the Y thrians. | anticipate future generations of theirswill
supply the Domain with an abnormal share, possibly most of itsadmiras. Let ushopethey do notin
addition supply it with revanchism. And under pacific conditions, Avaon, aunique world uniquely
Stuated, is sure to draw more than its share of trade—more important, brains, which follow opportunity.
The effects of that are beyond foreseaing.”

Her clasp tightened on hisdeeve. Y ou make me glad I'm not a statesman.”

"Not half asglad as| am that you're not astatesman,” he said, emphasizing the last syllable. "Come,
let's drop these disma important matters. Let's discuss—for example, your tour of Avaon. I'm sureit can
be arranged, afew months hence.”

She turned her face from him. When the muteness had lasted a minute, he stopped, asdid she.
"What's the matter?' he asked, frightened.

"I'm leaving, Ekrem," she said. " Soon. Permanently.”

"What?' Heredrained himsdf from ssizing her.

"Father. He sent in hisresignation today."

"l know he ... has been plagued by mdlicious accusations. Y ou recall | wroteto Admiraty Center.”
"Yes. That wasnice of you." She met hiseyesagain.

"No more than my duty, Luisa." The fear would not leave him, but he was pleased to note that he
spoke firmly and maintained his second-best smile. " The Empire needs good men. No one could have
predicted the Scorpeluna disaster, nor done more after the thing happened than Juan Cagjal did. Blaming
him, caling for court-martid, iswizened spite, and | assure you nothing will come of it"

"But he blames himsdf," shecried low.
| have no answer to that, hethought
"We're going back to Nuevo Mexico," she said.



"| redize," he attempted, "these scenes may be unduly painful to him. Need you leave, however?"
"Who else has he?"
"Me. 1, ah, will presumably get an eventud summonsto Terra—"

"I'm sorry, Ekrem." Her lashes dropped over the delicate cheekbones. "Terrawould be no good
ether. | won't let him gnaw away his heart done. At home, among hisown kind, it will be better." She
smiled, not quite steadily, and tossed her head. " Our kind. | admit alittle homesickness mysdf. Come
vigt us sometime." She chose her words: "No doubt I'll be getting married. | think, if you don't mind, |
think I'd like to name aboy for you."

"Why, | would be honored beyond anything the Emperor could hang on this downward-dipping chest
of mine," he said automaticaly. "Shdl we go insde? The hour's atrifle early for drinks, perhaps, onthe
other hand, thisisa specia occasion.”

Ah, well, hethought above the pain, the daydream was a pleasant guest, but now | am freed
from the obligations of a host. 1 can relax and enjoy the games of governor, knight, elevated
noble, Lord Advisor, retired statesman dictating interminable and mendacious memoirs.

Tomorrow | must investigate the local possibilities with respect to bouncy and obliging ladies.
After all, we are only middle-aged once.

Summer dwet in Gray when word reached Avaon. There had been some tension—who could really
trust the Empire?—and thusjoy amid the human population exploded in festival.

Bird, Christopher Holm and Tabitha Falkayn soon |eft the merriment. Announcements, ceremonies,
feasts could wait; they had decided that the night of find peace would be their wedding night

Nonethdless they felt no need of haste. That was not doft. It flowed, it sang. Thelast stars, the sinking
moon turned seaand land into mystery; ahead, sharp across whiteness, lifted the mountains of home.

It was cold but that sent the blood storming within her.
Shethought: He who cared for me and he who got me share the same honor. Enough.

Muscles danced, wings beat, dive to the outermost pinion. The planet spun toward morning. My
brother, my sister have found their joy. Let me go seek my own.

Snowpeeks flamed. The sun stood up in ashout of light.
High is heaven and holy.
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