



[image: Cover Image]





THE DAWNING LIGHT


Randall Garrett and Robert Silverberg 
writing as 
Robert Randall


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







PROLOGUE


After seven centuries of search, homo sapiens of Earth finally found the planet, the race, that was needed. The dominant race of Earth had passed the time of its adolescence and was approaching maturity. But maturity implies wisdom, and, in this instance, wisdom dictated the need of a partner—another race, neither too much like Man nor too different from him. The planet Nidor provided just such a race.


Nidor’s primary was a B class star, a huge, blue-white stellar engine that poured out radiation at a rate that made Earth’s Sol look picayune in comparison. Nidor swung round that ferociously glaring furnace at a distance so great that it took nearly three thousand years for the world to complete one revolution—and, even so, the planet was hot. The continents, just south of the equator, had a mean temperature of 110° Fahrenheit, and a climate that varied but little from the mean.


There was comparatively little dry land: more than eighty-five percent of the planet’s surface was covered by the shallow sea whose tides moved gently beneath the eternally cloudfilled sky, pulled by the gravitational field of the single nearby moon.


Geological evidence indicated that the planet had, some four thousand years before, gone through a period of upheaval during which whole continents had sunk beneath the waters. It was upon the legend of the events at that time that the religion and the culture of Nidor was built.


Before the Cataclysm, the planet had evolved humanoids physically very similar to Man; to the eye, the only major difference was that instead of the irregular distribution of hair over his body that is so characteristic of the Earthman, the Nidorian’s light, curly down was fairly evenly distributed over his body, and ranged in color from platinum blonde to light brown.


After the Cataclysm, the sole remaining group of civilized beings on the planet were on the small continent of Nidor; to the Nidorians, that continent and its offshore islands constituted the entire world. All the rest was occupied by the Demons of Darkness beyond the sea.


The history of the Nidorians stretched back no further than the Great Cataclysm, a period in history dominated by the legendary figure of the Great Lawyer, Bel-rogas Yorgen, who had brought the Sixteen Clans to safety during the planetary upheaval that had destroyed so much life on land and in the sea. It was the great Bel-rogas—so legend said—who had given Nidor its government, its religion, and its Sacred Scriptures.


Politically, Nidor was a theocracy, ruled by the Elder Grandfathers, a council of the sixteen elder priests, the eldest priest of each of the Sixteen Clans being automatically a member of the Council, and the eldest of these automatically becoming the Elder Leader of the Council. The decisions of the Council of Elders were final and binding, but they were far from arbitrary. Each decision was based upon precedent and the Sacred Scriptures. It was a balanced, static society, operating on age-old laws and taboos.


The religion itself was an ethical code centering on a worship of the Great Light, the cloud-shrouded sun of Nidor, and controlled by the Grandfathers—the priests of Nidor.


The Nidorian “year” was not, of course, based on the revolution of the planet about its primary, but on multiples of the rotation of the planet about its axis, which required twenty-four hours and some odd minutes by Terrestrial computation. Sixteen of these days made a period, sixteen periods made a year, and sixteen years made a cycle. According to the Nidorian calendar, therefore, the Earthmen made themselves known on the first day of the first year—The Year of Yorgen—of the 240th Cycle since the Great Cataclysm.


Down they came in their great silvery ship, seemingly descending from the Great Light Himself, to a spot some miles from the capital of Nidor, the Holy City of Gelusar. Representing themselves as agents of the Great Light, they had announced that a school was to be built on that spot—the Bel-rogas School of Divine Law. Only the best of Nidor’s younger students would be allowed to come to the co-educational school, young men and women with high scholastic attainments and good health. And the Council of Elders agreed.


Two cycles after its establishment, the school produced the first of its great men, Kiv peGanz Brajjyd—Kiv, the son of Ganz, of the Clan Brajjyd. While still in school, Kiv had brought fame to himself by finding a way to eradicate the hugl, a crop-eating pest which had mutated suddenly to become even more dangerous than before. Edris powder, which had controlled the pest for thousands of years, no longer seemed to be lethal to the adult hugl, but Kiv, having studied the life cycle of the little creatures, was able to show that they could be wiped out by using Edris powder on them while they were still in the pre-adult stage.


The fact that this partially upset the ecology and economy of Nidor weighed heavily on Kiv’s mind, but as the situation adjusted itself to a new balance, he managed to dismiss it from his thoughts. Eventually, he entered the Sacred Priesthood, and before another two Cycles had passed, his daughter, Sindi, had enrolled in the Bel-rogas School.


Sindi, like her father, was an innovator; unlike him, her innovation was in the sociological, rather than the scientific field. She fell in love with another Brajjyd, in violation of the injunction against in-clan marriages. As a result of her marriage and that between two members of the great Yorgen Clan, the injunction was discarded.


The third innovator of the family was Norvis peRahn Brajjyd, son of Sindi and grandson of Kiv. Norvis, exploring the field of biochemistry under the tutelage of the long-lived Earthmen, discovered a hormone which, when applied to the peych-bean—the staple crop of Nidor—would almost double its rate of growth. Here, he thought, was the discovery that would bring him the fame and success that his mother’s father, Elder Grandfather Kiv, had achieved.


His hopes were wrecked by the Earthman, Smith, who had been working with him on the hormone project. Smith stole the notes on the work and gave full credit for the invention to another student at the school, while Norvis was summarily dismissed for saying that the Earthman, who was accepted as an Emissary of the Great Light, was a thief and a liar.


After narrowly escaping death from stoning for blasphemy, Norvis fled from Holy Gelusar, changing his name to Norvis peKrin Dmorno, to leave the impression that Norvis peRahn was actually dead.


The hormone was made in small quantities and sold to the Elders, but the Elders’ farms produced more peych than normal, thus driving down the price and putting the smaller farmers out of business.


Feeling that it was unjust to keep the hormone from the smaller farmers, Norvis, with the aid of a free-thinking old sea captain named Del peFenn Vyless, secretly made the hormone and distributed it to farmers all over Nidor.


The unforeseen result was an economic collapse that took fourteen years to straighten out. Deluged by a surfeit of food and peych-fiber, which became worthless in their plenty, and plagued by the excess of animal life which resulted, Nidor fell into the Great Depression. Another unsuspected consequence of the hormone’s use was the depletion of the soil; famine followed over-production.


But Norvis and Captain Del had swung into action, forming the Merchants’ Party, with Del as its leader and Norvis as secretary. By applying pressure on the Council of Elders, the Party forced through corrective agricultural and economic reforms which partially restored Nidor’s economic balance.


Nidorians, however, were still too used to stability. After the upheaval had begun to die down, the Party began to lose its popular support. Norvis had been driven to do what he had done by his burning hatred for the Earthmen—especially for Smith, who was responsible for ruining Norvis’s life—and he felt dissatisfied. He still wanted to drive the Earthmen from Nidor.


And he felt that any means to gain that end was justifiable.*
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There was just one elderly Peaceman guarding the bank that held the wealth of the Province of Dimay. In the cold, rainy drizzle of the Nidorian night, Kris peKym Yorgen paced the deck of his ship, frowning uneasily as he watched the black shadows of his men slipping up on the square-hewn brick building.


Kris peKym turned to the man at his side, a small wiry, Bronze Islander named Dran peDran Gormek. “Is the longboat ready?”


Dran peDran nodded.


“And the deests?”


Again the Bronze Islander nodded.


“Good,” Kris said. “The Bank’s surrounded. We’ll be in possession within three minutes, if all goes well. All we have to do is cut down the one old guard and the keeper—not much protection for millions of weights, is it?”


Dran peDran shook his head. “They isn’t expecting any robberies, Captain. You doesn’t guard against something you doesn’t expect.”


Kris smiled. The little outlander’s bizarre inflection always amused him—besides, there was truth in what he said. Nidor’s Banks were four thousand years old—and in four thousand years, no Bank had ever been robbed. The idea would have been preposterous, once; Nidor’s carefully-balanced economy had seen to it that everyone had at least enough for himself, anyway.


Kris’ lips curled in a lopsided grin. “There’s always a first time, Dran peDran. There was a first time when the Earthmen came, when they first built their School and first started spreading lies and blasphemy among us. And there’ll be a first time for robbing the Bank of Dimay.” He squinted into the rainy darkness. “Shove off and get into that longboat. They’re ready to enter the Bank.”


“Right, Captain.”


Dran peDran sprang over the side of the deckrail into the waiting longboat below. Oars creaked as he moved off toward the docks. Kris peKym continued to pace the deck anxiously. First mission for the Party, he thought. It has to be perfect.


He fidgeted, watching the dim silhouette of the Peaceman strolling placidly back and forth before the Bank. The Peaceman was going to be surprised, Kris thought with a grim smile. His family had probably held that sinecure for four thousand years in unbroken succession.


No—no one had ever robbed a Bank before—but it had to be done now. Robbing the Bank would drive a wedge between the people of Nidor and the Earthmen, would leave the Council of Elders in an awkward spot—would, in short, put Nidor one step closer to a return to the old ways.


It was a paradox, thought Kris: in order to return to the old ways, it was necessary to do startling new things, like—he chuckled softly—like robbing the Bank. But the world had changed, in the past century, and further change was needed to return it to the Way of the Ancestors.


He watched as a dark figure edged up quietly behind the unsuspecting Peaceman.


Now, Kris thought. Now—hit him!


Kris saw an arm go up, saw the black bulk of a club hover in the air for a moment—and then, travelling quickly and clearly across the water, there came the sound of the club striking the Peaceman’s skull. He watched the shadowy form sag to its knees. Two other shadows appeared out of the fog to truss the man thoroughly. So far, so good. The Peaceman would never know what hit him.


Nor would the Keeper of the Bank. Kris smiled as he remembered the man—he had met him three days before, while he and Dran had been making preliminary investigations while ostensibly changing some large coins. The Keeper was a short, rotund man of the Clan Sesom, whose golden body hair had turned nearly silver; he was very fat, and waddled ludicrously around within his Bank.


Straining his ears, Kris thought he heard a grunt from within the Bank. So much for the Keeper, he thought.


His men, trained minutely for the job, were carrying the robbery off as if they were so many puppets. Only—


Yes, there it was. The faint clatter of doubly-cleft deest-hooves, behind the Bank. Three of his men were there, mounted. At the signal that the Bank was taken, they were to ride up the marshy back road toward Holy Gelusar for a few miles—far enough for them to take the main-road turn-off, come back, and repeat the whole thing all over again. By the time they had made ten or twelve round trips, it would appear as if a good-sized party of marauders had come down from Gelusar to clean out the bank.


Meantime, the real unloading was proceeding. The ten men who had entered the vault formed themselves into a human chain stretching from the unseen interior of the Bank to the dock that led from the Bank to the waters of Tammulcor Bay. And then, the cobalt began to move.


It travelled arm-to-arm down the row of men, each heavy loop of coins passing from one to the next, until it reached the dock. The last man was bending and handing the coins through the hole that had been prepared—I hope those sons of deests didn’t hurt those planks Kris swore; I want them to look as good as new when we’re done—and into the longboat that waited under the docks, ready to scuttle through the water under cover of darkness to the Krand.


After about fifteen minutes of loading, the chain dispersed. That told Kris that the longboat was full, and that the men were going back to take a breather while the boat was rowed to the Krand. Tensely, he listened as the oars creaked in the night, held his breath as the long boat approached.


Then Dran peDran was up on the deck again, looking sweaty and overheated. “We is got the first load, Captain!”


“Fine work,” Kris said. “Get it below and go back for more.”


“Is going, Captain.”


Kris watched as the perspiring crewmen swung the loops of cobalt out of the longboat and onto the deck, where other crewmen grabbed the coins and carried them below to stow them in the false bottom of the Krand. Then the longboat slid silently away in the night, heading back under the dock to receive the next load of coins.


It was long, hard, slow, sweaty work, and it took most of the night. But no one bothered them. Who would be out, late at night, down at the treacherous waterfront? And who would expect the Bank to be robbed, anyway? Such things just didn’t happen.


At least they never used to, Kris thought pleasantly.


It was close to morning by the time they were finished. The Bank had been thoroughly robbed, and the money was safely stowed in the ship’s false bottom.


The Bank had been robbed. Strange words, Kris thought—words that never would have been conceived, had the Earthmen never come. But the Earthmen had come. It was not yet a hundred years since they had dropped from the skies, claiming to have come from the Great Light Himself. In not a hundred years, Kris thought, the balance of a world had been destroyed.


It was no exaggeration to say that tradition had been demolished and Nidor turned topsy-turvy since the coming of the Earthmen. The Elder Priests of Nidor’s Sixteen Clans had accepted them as emissaries from Heaven, had greeted them enthusiastically—and thereby, Kris thought bitterly, had paved the way for their own downfall. Today, the knife and the rifle ruled in a world that had known peace for thousands upon thousands of years—and it was the fault of the Earthmen.


And now, the Krand lay innocently at anchor in Tammulcor Bay, its valuable cargo far from sight; it was simply another merchantship resting between voyages.


Kris stood for a while on the deck, while the men went below. After a few moments, Dran approached hesitantly.


“We is done it, Captain!”


Kris nodded. “Yes, Dran. ‘We is done it.’ ” He paused. “There’s no trace of the money?”


“They’s never finding it,” the Bronze Islander said. “Not without they takes the ship apart.”


“Good.” Kris stared out over the rain-swept bay at the city sprawling on the mainland. “There’ll be fuss and fury in Tammulcor tomorrow,” he said wryly. “We’ll be able to hear the weeping and wailing from here, when they find out their money’s not worth anything any more!”


Dran peDran laughed merrily. “This is good Captain! We is successful!”


“I hope so.” Somehow, Kris found it hard to muster the enthusiasm of his little First Officer, despite the smoothness with which the Bank robbery had been carried out. Only time would tell whether they would be successful in their ultimate goal—the restoration of Nidor. Only time would reveal whether or not the Way of the Ancestors could be attained once again.


Earthmen! Kris thought fiercely and spat into the water of the Bay. Devils!


Two weeks before, Kris had been in the eastern seaport of Vashcor, sitting in the office of the Secretary of the Merchants’ Party, Norvis peKrin Dmorno, in the Party building—a small stone structure overlooking the sea.


From outside, the raucous cries of the fishmongers and the deep, melodious chanting of sailors killing time on the dock came drifting in, helping to build up a deceptive mood of security—deceptive because there was no security to be had on Nidor any longer.


On the walls around the office were posters which showed the intense, brooding face of Party Leader Del peFenn Vyless as reproduced in the blotchy pastels of a cheapjack printer. The Leader was off on a journey to the disturbed area around Elvisen, investigating conditions among the discontented, landless ex-farmers clustered in the lowlands there. Kris was glad Del peFenn was elsewhere; he didn’t mind dealing with Norvis and the others, but both Kris and Del were strong men and there was inevitably conflict between them—with Del, as the senior member of the organization, invariably coming out ahead.


In the office were two others beside Secretary Norvis. Young Ganz, Del’s son, was still a boy, and yet more than a boy, actually a chunky youth with powerful arms and much of Party Leader Del’s solid-hewn appearance. His eyes had the same piercing quality as the old sea captain’s, and when he spoke his voice was a not dissimilar basso. Unlike his father, he had the quality of keeping his mouth shut when he had nothing to say—but he shared his father’s strong anti-priesthood views completely.


Del’s daughter, Marja geDel, was, in a way, more like her father than Ganz was. She had the same fiery spirit, the ability to speak her views as she saw them—and—something Del peFenn didn’t have—a lush, shimmering beauty about her. Her eyes were deep and wide; the light down that covered her body was a pale, lustrous yellow. She bore herself with Del’s erect dignity, but in a feminine way that was oddly pleasing.


At the head of the table sat Norvis peKrin Dmorno, the Secretary of the Party.


Norvis was a quiet man; he seldom said anything except to pass on the orders from Del peFenn. But when he did have something to say, it was important.


He was neither young nor old; he was approaching forty, but the downy hair on his face was still as golden as that of a youth’s, and the lines in his face were those of experience, not age. He had been a sea captain, and a good one. Kris could remember when, as a ten-year-old midshipman aboard the Krand, he had watched Captain Norvis peKrin give his orders in a quiet, firm voice, commanding obedience but never forcing it. It sometimes seemed odd to Kris that, at that time, Norvis had been little older than he, Kris, was now.


Norvis folded his hands on the table and said: “Here’s the position: we—the Party—have been losing ground steadily for nine years. A full Cycle ago, we didn’t exist. That means that less than five of our fourteen years of life have actually been productive. During the Great Depression our rolls boomed; today, they’re less than—”


Ganz peDel said, “Pardon, Secretary Norvis, but I’m confused. This is the first time I’ve been at a meeting of the Leader’s Advisors, and—”


Norvis’ face didn’t change. “What troubles you, Ganz peDel?”


“Well, father—uh—our Leader Del peFenn—has told Marja and me something about the Great Depression, but I’m ashamed to say that I never understood it too well. How could too much food cause starvation, anyway?”


Marja geDel’s smile widened as she turned to Norvis. “Father is a very emotional man; his ideas make sense, but his explanations are sometimes a little limping.”


“I understand,” Norvis said. “I’ll try to explain. Twenty years ago, a hormone was invented by a student at the Bel-rogas School.” It was the school that had been established by the Earthmen, nearly a hundred years before. “This hormone was supposed to be a great thing; it was supposed to double the per-acre yield of the peych-bean. The hormone was distributed all over Nidor. And it worked, just as the Earthmen knew it would; twice as many peych-beans were grown that year. We had more of our main crop than we could handle. Everything became worthless—clothes, made from, the fibre; paper, made from the pulp; and worst of all, food—made from the fruit of the plant itself.


“The farmers had more than they could eat, but they couldn’t sell it—so it never got to the cities. And the big cities starved because no one would bring them a worthless product.”


“I see,” Ganz said. “And my father—Del peFenn—brought us out of it.”


Norvis nodded. “He organized the Merchants’ Party and forced the Council of Elders to change its ways. The food was given away to those who needed it. The rest was plowed back into the ground as fertilizer. But until the Party stabilized things, Nidor was in terrible shape. Am I right, Kris?”


Kris nodded grimly.


“Again the Earthmen,” Ganz said vindictively. “They’ve plundered and disturbed Nidor for six cycles—but they’ve done it through our priesthood. It’s the priests who have sold us out to the devils!”


“Easy, Ganz,” Norvis said calmly.


Kris frowned. He didn’t like such ranting against the priesthood. That was the trouble with Leader Del; he had a habit of alienating the people by preaching against the Elders—and young Ganz was following in his father’s steps.


“Just a minute,” Norvis said, patting the air with a hand, “We’re here to decide on new policy, not to vent our spleens against the Earthmen. If we have anything to say, let’s make it constructive.”


“Very well then,” Marja said. “What’s our problem?”


Norvis looked at each of them in turn. “Simply, this: we’re in a rut because we haven’t had an emergency. During times of trouble, people flock to the Party. When things are relatively easy, we lose members. If we’re going to force the Council to return to the Way of the Ancestors, we’ll have to have numbers. Therefore—”


“Therefore,” Kris said, “We manufacture an emergency.”


“Exactly—but how?”


Marja smiled wryly. “We’ve been going around the same point for weeks, now. We’re stuck in a circle.”


Norvis cradled his forehead in his hand. “I know. And we’re not getting closer to a solution. But what can we do? Use the hormone? No farmer would touch it. Start another hugl plague, as the Earthmen did sixty-odd years ago? There aren’t any hugl left, to speak of.” He shook his head. “No. Anything I think of is impractical, anyway; we need money to carry them out.”


Marja brightened suddenly. “Money? Then why not get it directly?”


“Directly?”


“Of course! Let’s go to a Bank and take it!”


To Kris, who had been listening passively, the suggestion came as a jolt. Rob a Bank? Unheard-of! But still—


Norvis was nodding. “I like it. By the Great Light, I like it!” He smiled. “Marja, your father would be proud of you! Let’s work this out, here and now.”


“Who’s going to do it?” Kris asked.


Marja turned to him, an odd light in her eyes. “I’d say you’re the best choice,” she said. “You’ve got the ability.”


Kris smiled. He’d been thinking along the same lines himself. The job would call for a strong man—and if he didn’t do it, Del would. “You’re right!”


“Okay,” said Norvis. “Ganz, you and Marja go out and find me half-a-dozen of the best ship’s carpenters in Vashcor. I’ll talk to Kris.”


“Carpenters? What for?” Ganz said.


“We’ll have to make some changes in the Krand,” said Norvis. His eyes glittered animatedly. “We’ll have to build some sort of secret place to hide all that money!”


After Marja and Ganz left, Norvis turned to Kris. “It’s a tremendous responsibility, Kris peKym.” He smiled as if to take the curse off that weighty statement. “I’m sure you can handle it, though.”


“I’ll do my best,” Kris said.


“You’ll go to Tammulcor and take the Bank of Dimay. Remember, though, that that territory is dangerous. We’ve got Vashcor, here, and the Bronze Islands pretty well under control. Sailors are notoriously lax in their religious discipline, anyway—as you well know.”


Kris grinned. “I know.” As a member of the Clan Yorgen, he could trace his ancestry back to the Great Lawyer, Bel-rogas Yorgen himself—as could a few hundred thousand other Nidorians. Some Yorgens regarded themselves as especially important for this reason—but a few years at sea had robbed Kris peKym of that particular delusion.


“But farmers,” Norvis continued, “are different. A farmer depends on his land; he knows that the agriculture of his ancestors was good enough to support a family, and he knows it will support him. The farmer is a simple man; he knows what he needs and he knows how to get it. His life is stable, and that’s the way he likes it. Follow?”


Kris nodded. “If a farmer’s life becomes unstable because of innovations, the first thing he’ll do is scrap the innovations and go back to the old way of doing things. It’s almost automatic. The farmer is simple in his outlook.”


“Simple, yes,” Norvis agreed. “He isn’t stupid, though.” He stood up, facing Kris, who towered over him by a full head, and stared at the younger man.


“Let me tell you a secret,” said Norvis. “You were only a child when the Great Depression hit Nidor. You know who caused that depression?”


“The Earthmen and the Elders,” Kris said as if repeating a lesson.


Norvis shook his head. “No,” he said. “I did. Del peFenn and myself caused that depression.”


“You?”


Kris felt as though he had been stung. His parents had been sturdy Pelvash farmers. In the Year of the Double Crop, they had been murdered by a band of hungry, marauding scum from the cities. Eight years old, alone and friendless, the orphaned son of old Kym peKinis Yorgen had made his way to Vashcor, to the sea—the only way a young boy could live.


He had signed eight-year papers and been assigned by the Seamen’s Guild to the ship of Captain Norvis peKrin Dmorno.


Norvis had come to be almost a father to Kris, teaching him to read and write, filling him with hatred for the Earthmen who were destroying Nidor.


To find that Norvis was partly responsible for the devastation that had caused the Great Depression shocked Kris peKym.


“You were responsible? How?”


“We distributed the hormone to every farmer on Nidor—and so we caused the Collapse.” For a moment, a flicker of some unreadable emotion crossed the Secretary’s face.


“Why?” Kris asked. “Why did you—”


“Why? It’s a complicated story, Kris. Let’s just say the Earthmen badly fooled us all. But we managed to cover it up and do our best to straighten things out again.”


Kris felt a great flood of relief. How typical of Norvis! Simply because he had been duped by the Earthmen, he was willing to shoulder the responsibility for the whole collapse of the economy.


He smiled at the Secretary. “Well, you did straighten things out again.”


“Yes—and we took credit for it. But it was the farmer who did the right thing. It was the farmer who saw that the thing to do was to go back to the old way, to quit using the hormone. Of course, we were the ones who told them to plow their rotting crops back into the ground, but the vast majority had already made up their minds to go back to the old way. And the Council of Elders had to go along.”


“I follow,” Kris said. “With the farmers still persuaded that the Council of Elders knew what it was doing, too. They don’t think too clearly, do they?”


“That’s not the problem. The thing the farmers cannot seem to see is that our Council of Elders is being misled by the Earthmen. If we don’t wake them up, Nidor will be in ruins before another century passes.”


“This ought to stir them up. Great Light, what an idea! Robbing a Bank! It’s unheard-of!”


Norvis smiled. “Exactly. And that’s why it’ll work.”


“We can certainly use the money,” Kris said thoughtfully.


“True—but we’ll have to use it sparingly. Too much of it dumped on the market at once will cause a panic.”


“So? That’s just what we need: panic.”


“Not that kind. It’s—”


Kris looked exasperated. “Look here, stealing the money will cause a panic. Unloading it will cause another. That’s what we’re looking for—dissatisfaction, unrest, anything to agitate the people against the Earthmen. You’ve been telling me that ever since I was eight years old.”


“Well, yes, of course. But we have to make sure what kind of panic. We have to remember what forces are in play.” Norvis put his hands together. “The Unit Cobalt Weight is the money of exchange of all Nidor. It has been for four thousand years. For almost as long, the greatest percentage of the actual coin has been kept in the Five Banks of Nidor—one bank in each province. We realized pretty early that a certified piece of paper was just as good as the coin, and, if lost, at least we’d still have the metal. Now what happens if a bank loses most of its metal?”
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