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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.











JUDGMENT NIGHT


Here in the flickering darkness of the temple, a questioner stood silent before the Ancients, waiting an answer he knew he could not trust.


Outside were the soft green hills and the misty skies of Ericon, but not even a breath of that sweet rainy air blew through the portals of the House of the Ancients. Nothing temporal ever touched them now. They were beyond all time and change. They had lived here since the first silver ships came swarming through the Galaxy; they would never die.


From this world of Ericon the pulse of empire beat out through interstellar space, tides waxing and ebbing and breaking in distant thunder upon the shores of the planets. For the race that held Ericon held the Galaxy.


Kings and emperors beyond counting had stood as this questioner stood now, silent before the Ancients in their star-shot dark. And the questioners were always answered – but only the Ancients knew if the answer meant its hearer’s doom.


For the Ancients were stern in their own strange code. No human minds could fathom it. No human ever knew if his race had met their rigid tests and passed them, or if the oracle he received was a mercy-blow that led by the quickest road to destruction.


Voiceless, unseen behind their high altar, the Ancients answered a question now. And small in the tremendous shaking darkness of the temple, he who had come to satisfy a doubt stood listening.


‘Let them fight,’ the unspeaking oracle said. ‘Be patient a little longer. Your hour is almost here. They must have their chance in the final conflict that is nearly upon them now – but you know how blind they are. Be patient. Be silent. Watch all they say and do, but keep your secret—’


The hundred emperors of Ericon looked down gravely out of their hundred pasts upon Juille, striding with a ring of spurs through the colored twilight of their sanctum.


‘If I were a man,’ said Juille, not turning her head, ‘maybe you’d listen to me.’


No answer.


‘You used to want a son,’ reminded Juille, and heard her own voice echo and re-echo high up among the arches where sunlight came pouring through plastics the color of jewels.




‘I know, I know,’ the old emperor said from the platform behind her. ‘When I was your age, I was a fool, too.’


Juille flashed him a sudden grin over her shoulder. Once in a while even now, she thought, you could catch a glimpse of the great and terrible man her father had once been.


Out of their crystal-walled niches his predecessors and hers looked down as she strode past them. Here were men who had conquered the Galaxy world by reluctant world, great warriors who had led their armies like devouring flame over alien planets and alien seas and the passionless seas of space. Here were emperors who knew the dangerous ways of peace and politics, who had watched civilization mount tier upon shining tier throughout the Galaxy.


She turned at the end and came back slowly along the rows of later rulers, to whom peace and the Galaxy and a rich heritage of luxury had been an old story. Pride of race was strong upon all these faces. People on outworld planets had worshiped them as gods. All of them had been godlike in the scope of their tremendous powers, and the knowledge of it was vivid upon their faces. Not many men have looked up by night with a whole planet for a throne, to watch the stars that are their empire parading in slow review across the heavens. Such knowledge would give even a weak face an appalling pride and dignity, and none of the emperors of Ericon had been weak. Men like that would not live very long upon the throne of the Galaxy of Lyonese.


The last three faces in the row had known humiliation almost as vast in its scope as the great scope of their pride. For now there were rebellious stars in the nightly array across the sky. And that fierce trouble showed in the eyes and the grimly lined faces of the emperors who had been defied.


The last portrait of all was the portrait of Juille’s father.


She stood in silence, looking up at the young emperor in the niche, and the old emperor, arms folded on the platform rail, leaned and looked down across a gulf of many years and much hard-won experience, into the face of a stranger.


‘Yes,’ the emperor said gravely, ‘I was a fool too, then.’


‘It was a fool’s work to let them live,’ Juille told him hotly. ‘You were a great warrior in those days, father. Maybe the greatest the Galaxy ever had. I wish I’d known you then. But you weren’t great enough. It takes a great man to be ruthless.’


The emperor looked at her under the shadow of his brows. ‘I had a hard problem then,’ he said, ‘—the same problm you’re facing now. If I’d chosen the solution you’re choosing, you probably wouldn’t be here today. As a matter of fact, you might be sitting in a cave somewhere, gnawing a half-cooked bone.’




Juille gave him a bright violet glare. ‘I’d have wiped them out,’ she declared furiously, ‘if it meant the end of the empire. I’d have killed every creature with a drop of H’vani blood, and razed every building on every world they had, and sown the rocks with radium! I’d have left their whole dead system hanging in the sky as a warning for all time to come. I’ll do it yet – by the Hundred Emperors, I will!’


‘The Ancients permitting, maybe you will, child.’ The old emperor stared down into his own young face in the niche. ‘And maybe you won’t. The time may come when you’re old enough to realize what warfare on that scale would mean, even to the victors. And there’d be no victors after a fight like that.’


‘But father, we’ll have to fight. Any day – any hour—’


‘Not yet awhile, I think. The balance is still too even. They have the outer fringes with all their resources, but we . . . well, we have Ericon and that counts for a lot. More than the men and machines we have. More than all the loyal worlds. Nobody knows how many dynasties there were before ours, but everyone knows that the race on Ericon rules the Galaxy.’


‘As long as they hold Ericon. But sooner or later the balance is going to tip and they’ll attack us. We’ll have to fight.’


‘We’ll have to compromise.’


‘We could cut our throats and be done with it.’


‘That’s what I’m trying to prevent. How much of civilization do you think would survive any such holocaust as that? It would mean our ruin even if we won. Come up here, child.’


Juille gave him a searching, sidewise glance and then turned slowly, hooking her thumbs into her sword belt, and mounted the shallow steps to the dais. Here in orderly array were the worlds of her father’s empire, stretching in a long row left and right along the platform. She watched a little sulkily as the emperor laid a possessive hand upon the great green globe of Ericon in the center of the row and set it whirling beneath his fingers. The jewels that marked its cities flashed and blurred.


‘This is the empire, Juille,’ he said. ‘This one world. And the empire means a great deal more than – well, a row of conquered planets. It means mercy and justice and peace.’ He shook his head unhappily. ‘I can’t administer all that any more to every world in the Galaxy. But I won’t throw the loyal worlds after the ones we’ve lost if any word of mine can prevent it.’ He let his hand fall from the spinning globe. Its turning slowed, and the jeweled cities flashed and faded and twinkled over the curved surface. ‘After all,’ the old man said, ‘isn’t peace as we’ve known it worth—’


‘No,’ said Juille flatly. Her father looked at her in heavy silence. ‘I can do that to Ericon,’ she told him, and with a slap of her hand set the big globe spinning again, until all the glittering cities blurred upon its sides. ‘As long as I can, the empire is ours. I won’t share it with those hairy savages!’


The emperor was silent, looking at her from under his brows.


After a slightly uncomfortable pause, the girl turned away.


‘I’m leaving,’ she said briefly.


‘Where?’


‘OFF-world.’


‘Juille—’


‘Nothing rash, father, I promise. I’ll be back in time for the council. And I’ll have a majority vote, too. You’ll see the worlds agree with me.’ Her voice softened. ‘We’ve got to fight, father. Everyone says so but you. Nothing anyone can do will prevent it now.’


Looking down, her father saw on the girl’s face a look he knew very well – the terrible pride of a human who has tasted the attributes of divinity, who rules the turning worlds and the very stars in their courses. He knew she would not relent. He knew she could not. There were dark days ahead that he could not alter.


And he wondered with sudden self-doubt if after all, in her frightening certainty, she might be right.


Juille strode down the hallway that led to her living quarters, her spurs ringing with faint rhythmic music and the scabbard of her fire sword slapping against her thigh.


There had been many tremendous changes in the Lyonese culture even in her own lifetime, but perhaps none greater than the one which made it possible for her to take the part a son might have taken, had the emperor produced a son. Women for the past several generations had been turning more and more to men’s professions, but Juille did not think of herself as filling a prince’s shoes, playing a substitute role because no man of the proper heritage was available. In her the cool, unswerving principles of the amazon had fallen upon fertile ground, and she knew herself better fitted and better trained for the part she played than any man was likely to be.


Juille had earned her military dress as a man might have earned it, through lifelong training in warfare. To her mind, indeed, a woman was much more suited to uniform than a man, so easily can she throw off all hampering civilian ideas once she gives her full loyalty to a cause. She can discard virtues as well as vices and live faithfully by a new set of laws in which ruthless devotion to duty leads all the rest.


For those women who still clung to the old standards, Juille felt a sort of tolerant contempt. But they made her uneasy, too. They lived their own lives, full of subtle nuances she had never let herself recognize until lately. Particularly, their relationship with men. More and more often of late, she had been wondering about certain aspects of life that her training had made her miss. The sureness and the subtlety with which other women behaved in matters not associated with war or politics both annoyed and fascinated Juille. She was, after all, a woman, and the uniform can be discarded as well as donned. Whether the state of mind can be discarded, too – what lay beneath that – was a matter that had been goading her for a long while. And now it had goaded her to action.


In her own rooms she gave an abstracted glance to the several women who hurried forward at her entrance, said briefly, ‘Out. And send me Helia,’ and then leaned to the mirror and stood there peering with solemn intentness at her own face under the shining helmet. It was a sexless face, arrogant and intolerant, handsome as her fluted helmet was handsome, with the same delicately fine details and well-turned curves. The face and the helmet belonged together.


She saw a figure move shadowily in the doorway reflected beyond her shoulder, and said without moving, ‘Helia – how will I look in dresses? Would you say I’m pretty?’


‘You certainly aren’t ugly, highness,’ Helia told her gruffly. It was as much of a compliment as she had ever extracted from the amazon ex-warrior who had been Juille’s childhood nurse and girlhood tutor in the arts of war. She had a seamed face, scarred from combat in the revolution zones, and the twinkling narrow eyes of a race so old that Juille’s by comparison seemed to lack a history. Helia was an Andarean. The tide of conquest had swept over the Galaxy and ebbed again since the day of Helia’s race and its forgotten glory. Perhaps somewhere under the foundations of the Lyonese cities today lay rubble-filled courses the Andareans had once built upon the ruins of cities yet older. No one remembered now, except perhaps the Ancients.


Juille sighed.


‘I’ll never find out from you,’ she said.


‘You’ll get an answer on Cyrille, highness, and you may not like it.’


Juille squared her shoulders. ‘I hope you’ve kept your mouth shut about all this. Is the ship ready?’


‘It is. And I haven’t told a soul. But what your father would say, highness, if he knew you were going to a notorious resort like Cyrille—’


‘Perfectly respectable people go there, and you know it. Anyhow, I’m going incognito. And if I hear another word about it I’ll have you whipped.’ Helia’s lipless mouth compressed in disapproval.


‘Incognitos don’t always work, highness. You should know how secrets leak out around a palace.’ She caught a dangerous violet glance and subsided, muttering. She knew that stubborn look upon Juille’s fine, hard features. But she knew the dangers upon Cyrille, too. She said, ‘You’re taking me with you, I hope?’


‘One more word and I won’t,’ Juille warned her. ‘One more word!’ She straightened from the mirror, after one last curiously appraising glance. ‘Come along, if you want to. I’m leaving.’


At the door a small, smoothly furred creature rippled past Juille’s ankles with an ingratiating murmur and looked up out of enormous eyes. Juille stooped to let it climb upon her shoulder, where it sat balancing easily and staring about it with the grave animal dignity and the look of completely spurious benignity and wisdom that distinguishes all llar. Very few on Ericon own such pets. They were perhaps the true aborigines of Ericon themselves, for they had lived here, and upon no other world, from time immemorial, reserved little creatures of fastidious habits and touchy, aloof ways.


‘I’ll take both of you,’ Juille said. ‘And I expect you’ll be just about equally in the way. Come on.’


Their ship spiraled up through the rainy gray air of Ericon, leaving the green mountains farther and farther below with each wide circle, until the surface of the planet looked like undulating green fur, soft with Ericon’s eternal summer. Presently they were above the high clouds, and rain ceased to beat softly against the glass.


The little ship was riding a strictly prescribed course. The sternest of the Ancients’ few restrictions upon human life on Ericon was the restriction on air traffic. All passage was forbidden over the great forests in which the living gods dwelt. The Galaxy’s vast space liners had of their own weight to establish an orbit and transact all direct business through tenders, but tenders and private ships plying Ericon’s forbidden airways complied with rigid rules about height and course. Because of them, Ericon was a world of surface traffic except in the rarest instances.


Juille sent her vessel flying along an invisible airway of strict boundaries. Presently they overtook twilight and plunged into the evening air that was darkening over the night side of the world. A great luminous bubble floated in the dark ahead, too large for a star, too small for a moon, rolling along its course around Ericon. Helia scowled at it.


This little pleasure world swinging opalescent upon its orbit housed the tangible distillation of all pleasure which a hundred emperors had made possible in the Galaxy. No human desire, however fantastic, went unfulfilled upon Cyrille so long as the client paid for his fantasy. It is an unhappy commentary upon human desires that the reputation of such a place must inevitably be bad.


Juille’s ship hovered up below the shining curve of the bubble and a dark square opened in the curve. Then luxury reached out in the form of a tractor beam to take all navigation out of her hands. They rose with smooth speed through a shaft of darkness.


Because privacy and anonymity were prerequisites of many patrons here, they saw no one and were seen by none. The ship came to a velvety stop; Juille opened its door and stepped out straight into a cubicle of a room whose walls glowed in a rosy bath of indirect sunlight. Low couches made a deeply upholstered ledge all around the room. There was a luminous panel beside a closed door. Otherwise – nothing.


Helia climbed out disapprovingly. ‘I hope you know what you’re doing, highness,’ she said. For answer,


Juille stepped to the luminous panel and let her shadow fall across it. Instantly a voice of inhuman sweetness said dulcetly:


‘Your pleasure?’


‘I will have,’ Juille said in a musing tone, ‘a lounge with sunlight and an ocean view – no particular planet – and a bedroom that – Oh, something restful and ingenious. Use your own ideas on that. A water bath with the emphasis on coolness and refreshment. Now let me see the public rooms for today.’


‘Immediately,’ the dulcet voice cooed. ‘The suite will be ready in five minutes. Refreshment?’


‘No food yet. What have you?’


A breath as soft and cool as a mountain breeze at dawn sighed instantly through the room. It smelled faintly of pine. Gravity lessened almost imperceptibly underfoot, so that they seemed to be blowing with the breeze, though they did not move.


‘Very nice,’ Juille told the panel. ‘Now, the public rooms?’


‘The central hall will be a spring twilight on Egillir for the next twelve hours,’ the inhuman voice announced, and in the panel, in miniature, appeared a vast sphere of a room, the inside of a luminous bubble whose walls were the green translucence of an evening in spring, just dim enough to cloud the vision. Up through the center of the bubble sprang an enormous tree, its great trunk gnarled and twisted. Around the trunk wound a crystal staircase entwined with flowers. Men and women moved leisurely up and down the steps around the vast trunk.


Spraying out exquisitely through the hollow of the sphere were the tree’s branches, feathery with leaves of pastel confetti. And floating here and there through the green twilight of the bubble, or nested among the limbs, or drifting idly about through the flowers and the leaves of the vast tree, were crystal platforms upon which diners sat embowered in little arbors of confetti leaves like the tree’s.


A soft breeze blew delicately through the twilight, stirring the leaves, and the softest possible music swelled and sank upon the air.


‘There is also,’ the disembodied voice went on as the vision faded, ‘dancing upon the royal lake of the Dullai satellite—’ And in the panel Juille saw couples gliding to stronger music across what appeared to be the mirror-smooth waters of a lake that reflected a moving array of stars. She recognized the lake and the lighted tiers of a city around it, which she had visited on a political mission once several years ago, on a world far away across the Galaxy. The panel blurred again.


‘We have also,’ continued the sugary voice, ‘several interesting variations of motion available for public use just now. A new swimming medium—’ Pause. ‘An adaptation of musical riding—’ Pause. ‘A concert in color and motion which is highly recommended as—’


‘Never mind just now,’ Juille interrupted. ‘Send me your best dresser, and let me have some of the Dullai mountain music. I’ll try your flower scents, too – something delicate. Keep it just subsensual. I don’t want to be conscious of the separate odors.’


Helia gave her mistress a piercing look as the panel went blank. Juille laughed.


‘I did it well, didn’t I? For one who never visited the place before, anyhow. I’ve been reading everything I could find about it for a month. There – nice music, isn’t it?’


The distinctive plaintive vibration of Dullai music sheets began to shiver softly through the room. On a world far away in space, from a period three generations ago, the sad, wailing echoes rang. No living musicians could play the flexible metal sheets now, but upon Cyrille all things were available, at a price.


‘The rooms seem to be ready, highness,’ Helia remarked dryly.


Juille turned. A broad doorway had opened in the wall, and beyond it was a long, low room through which sunlight poured softly. The floor gave underfoot, firm and resilient. Furniture held out upholstered arms in invitation to its series of upholstered laps. Beyond a row of circular windows which filled one wall an ocean of incredible greenness broke in foam upon colored rocks.


The bedroom was a limbo of dim, mysterious blue twilight beyond a circular doorway veiled in what looked like floating gauze. When Juille stepped through she found it was a sort of captive fog instead, offering no resistance to the touch.


The nameless designers of Cyrille had outdone themselves upon the bedroom. For one thing, it appeared to have no floor. A film of very faintly dim-blue sparkles overlying a black void seemed to be all that upheld the tread. A bed like a cloud confined in ebony palings floated apparently clear of the nonexistent floor. Overhead in a night sky other clouds moved slowly and soporifically over the faces of dim stars. A few exquisitely soft and firm chairs and a chaise longue or two had a curious tendency to drift slowly about the room unless captured and sat upon.




There was a fog-veiled alcove that glittered with mirrors, and beyond it a bathroom through which a fountain of perfumed water played musically and continuously.


Helia’s astringent expression was eloquent of distaste as she followed her mistress through the rooms. The pet llar, clinging to her shoulder, turned wide eyes about the apartment and murmured now and then in meaningless whispered syllables.


‘Just what are your plans, highness?’ Helia demanded when they had finished the tour. Juille glanced at her crossly.


‘Very simple. I’m going to spend a few days enjoying myself. Is there anything wrong with that? I’ll have some new clothes and visit the public rooms and see what it’s like to be an ordinary woman meeting ordinary people.’


‘If you were an ordinary woman, there might still be something very wrong with it, highness. But you aren’t. You have enemies—’


‘No one knows I’m here. And don’t look so grim. I didn’t come to experiment with exotic drugs! Besides, I can take care of myself. And it’s none of your business, anyhow.’


‘Everything you do is my business, highness,’ Helia said gruffly. ‘I have no other.’


Elsewhere in Cyrille a young man in a startling cloak sat at breakfast beside broad windows that opened upon a fairyland of falling snow. The hushed, whispering rush of it sounded through opened casements, and now and then a breath of chilly wind blew like a stimulant through the warm room. The young man was rubbing the curls of the short, yellow beard that just clouded the outlines of his jaw, and grinning rather maliciously at his companion.


‘I work too hard,’ he said. ‘It may be Juille of Ericon, and again, it may not. All the same, I’m going to have my vacation.’


‘It’s time to stop playing, Egide,’ said the man across the table. He had a tremendous voice, so deep and strong that it boomed through the hush of the falling snow and the glasses vibrated on the table to its pitch. It was a voice that seemed always held in check; if he were to let it out to full volume the walls might come down, shaken to ruins by those deep vibrations.


The man matched his voice. He wore plain mail forged to turn a fire-sword’s flame, and his hair and his short beard, his brows and the angry eyes beneath were all a ruddy bright color on the very verge of red. Red hair grew like a heat haze over the rolling interlace of muscles along his heavy forearms folded upon the table, and like a heat haze vitality seemed to radiate from his bull bulk and blaze from his scarred, belligerent face.


‘I didn’t . . . acquire . . . you to be my conscience, Jair,’ the young man said coldly. He hesitated a little over the verb. Then, ‘Oh, well – maybe I did.’ He pushed back his chair and stood up, the outrageous cloak swirling about him. ‘I don’t really like this job.’


‘You don’t?’ The big red man sounded puzzled. Egide gave him an odd glance.


‘Stop worrying about it. I’ll go. What will she be like? Hatchet face, nose like a sword – will I have to kiss her feet?’


Jair said seriously, ‘No, she’s incognito.’ The glasses rang again to the depth in his voice.


Egide paused before the mirror, admiring the sweep of cloak from his fine breadth of shoulder. Alone he would have seemed a big man himself; beside Jair he looked like a stripling. But no one, seeing them together here, could fail to sense a coldness and a curious lack of assurance behind all Jair’s dominant, deep-voiced masculinity. He watched Egide with expressionless eyes.


The younger man hunched his shoulders together. ‘Br-r-r! What a man will go through to change the fate of the Galaxy. Well, if I live through it I’ll be back. Wait for me.’


‘Will you kill her?’


‘If I can.’


‘It must be done. Would you rather I did, later?’


Egide gave him a dispassionate glance. For a moment he said nothing. Then—


‘No . . . no, she doesn’t deserve that. We’ll see what she’s like. Unless it’s very bad, I’ll spare her that and kill her myself – gently.’


He turned to the door, his amazing cloak swinging wide behind him. Jair sat perfectly motionless, watching him go.


Helia said, ‘This will be the dresser.’ A sustained musical note from the entry preceded the amplified sweetness of the familiar inhuman voice, and Juille turned to the door with considerable interest to see what came next.


The best dress designer upon Cyrille seemed to be a soft-voiced, willowy woman with the pink skin and narrow, bright eyes of a race that occupied three planets circling a sun far across the outskirts of the Galaxy. She exuded impersonal deftness. One felt that she saw no faces here, was aware of no personalities. She came into the room with smooth, silent aloofness, her eyes lowered.


But she was not servile. In her own way the woman was a great artist, and commanded her due of respect.


The composition of the new gown took place before the mirrored alcove that opened from the bedroom. Helia, her jaw set like a rock, stripped off the smart military uniform which her mistress was wearing, the spurred boots, the weapons, the shining helmet. From beneath it a shower of dark-gold hair descended. Juille stood impassive under the measuring eyes of the newcomer, her hair clouding upon her shoulders.


Now she was no longer the sexless princeling of Lyonese. The steely delicacy was about her still, and the arrogance. But the long, fine limbs and the disciplined curves of her body had a look of waxen lifelessness as she stood waiting between the new personality and the old. She was aware of a certain embarrassed resentment, suddenly, at the step she was about to take. It was humiliating to admit by that very step that the despised femininity she had repudiated all her life should be important enough to capture now.


The quality of impassivity seemed to puzzle the artist, who stood looking at her thoughtfully.


‘Is there any definite effect to be achieved?’ she asked after a moment, speaking in the faintly awkward third person through which all employees upon Cyrille address all patrons.


Juille swallowed a desire to answer angrily that there was not. Her state of mind confused even herself. This was her first excursion into incognito, her first conscious attempt to be – not feminine; she disdained that term. She had embraced the amazon cult too wholeheartedly to admit even to herself just what she wanted or hoped from this experience. She could not answer the dresser’s questions. She turned a smoothly muscular shoulder to the woman and said with resentfulness she tried to conceal even from herself:


‘Nothing . . . nothing. Use your own ingenuity.’


The dresser mentally shot a keen glance upward. She was far too well-trained actually to look a patron in the face, but she had seen the uniform this one had discarded, she saw the hard, smooth symmetry of her body and from it understood enough of the unknown’s background to guess what she wanted and would not request. She would not have worked her way up a long and difficult career from an outlying planet to the position of head designer on Cyrille if she had lacked extremely sensitive perception. She narrowed her already narrow eyes and pursed speculative lips. This patron would need careful handling to persuade her to accept what she really wanted.


‘A thought came to me yesterday,’ she murmured in her soft, drawling voice – she cultivated the slurred accent of her native land – ‘while I watched the dancers on the Dullai Lake. A dark gown, full of shadows and stars. I need a perfect body to compose it on, for even the elastic paint of undergarments might spoil my effect.’ This was not strictly true, but it served the purpose. Juille could accept the gown now not as romance personified, but as a tribute to her own fine body.


‘With permission, I shall compose that gown,’ the soft voice drawled, and Juille nodded coldly.


The dresser laid both hands on a section of wall near the alcove and slid back a long panel to disclose her working apparatus. Juille stared in frank enchantment and even Helia’s feminine instincts, smothered behind a military lifetime, made her eyes gleam as she looked. The dresser’s equipment had evidently been moved into place behind the sliding panel just before her entrance, for the tall rack at one end of the opening still presented what must have been the color-section of the last patron. Through a series of level slits the ends of almost countless fabrics in every conceivable shade of pink showed untidily. Shelves and drawers spilled more untidiness. Obviously this artist was great enough to indulge her whims even at the expense of neatness.


She pressed a button now and the pink rainbow slid sidewise and vanished. Into its place snapped a panel exuding ends of blackness in level parallels – satin that gleamed like dark water, the black smoke of gauzes, velvet so soft it looked charred, like black ash.


The dresser moved so swiftly and deftly that her work looked like child’s play, or magic. She chose an end of dull silk and reeled out yard after billowing yard through the slot, slashed it off recklessly with a razor-sharp blade, and like a sculptor modeling in clay, molded the soft, thick stuff directly upon Juille’s body, fitting it with quick, nervous snips of her scissors and sealing the edges into one another. In less than a minute Juille was sheathed from shoulder to ankle in a gown that fitted perfectly and elastically as her skin, outlining every curve of her body and falling in soft, rich folds about her feet.


The dresser kicked away the fragments of discarded silk and was pulling out now such clouds and billows of pure shadow as seemed to engulf her in fog. Juille almost gasped as the cloud descended upon herself. It was something too sheer for cloth, certainly not a woven fabric. The dresser’s deft hands touched lightly here and there, sealing the folds of cloud in place. In a moment or two she stepped back and gestured toward the mirror.


Juille turned. This tall unknown was certainly not herself. The hard, impersonal, perfect body had suddenly taken on soft, velvety curves beneath the thick soft fabric. All about her, floating out when she moved, the shadowy billows of dimness smoked away in drapery so adroitly composed that it seemed an arrogance in itself.


‘And now, one thing more,’ smiled the dresser, pulling open an untidy drawer. ‘This—’ She brought out a double handful of sequins like flashing silver dust and strewed them lavishly in the folds of floating gauze. ‘Turn,’ she said, and Juille was enchanted to see the tiny star points cling magnetically to the cloth except for a thin, fine film of them that floated out behind her and twinkled away to nothing in midair whenever she moved.


Juille turned back to the mirror. For a moment more this was a stranger whose face looked back at her out of shining violet eyes, a face with the strength and delicacy of something finely made of steel. It was arrogant, intolerant, handsome as before, but the arrogance seemed to spring now from the knowledge of beauty.


And then she knew herself in the mirror. Only the gown was strange, and her familiar features looked incongruous above it. For the first time in her life Juille felt supremely unsure of herself. Not even the knowledge that the very stars in the Galaxy were subject to her whim could help that feeling now. She drew a long breath and faced herself in the glass resolutely.


The tiny elevator’s door slid back and Juille stepped out alone upon a curve of the crystal stairs which wound upward around that enormous tree trunk in the central room. For a moment she stood still, clutching at the old arrogance to sustain her here in this green spring twilight through which perfume and music and soft breezes blew in twisting currents. In that moment all her unsureness came back with a rush – she had no business here in these despised feminine garments; she belonged in helmet and uniform. If she walked, she would stride as if in boots and rip these delicate skirts. Everyone would look up presently and recognize her standing here, the warrior leader of the Lyonese masquerading like a fool.


But no one seemed to be looking at all, and that in itself was a humiliation. Perhaps it was true that she was not really pretty. That she did not belong in soft silken gowns. That no man would ever look at her except as a warrior and an heiress.


Juille squared her shoulders under the cloud of mist and turned toward her waiter, who had snapped the switch of a cylinder fastened to the back of his wrist and focused the invisible beam of it upon an empty floating platform across the great hollow. It drifted toward them slowly, circling on repellor rays around intervening objects. Then it was brushing through the leaves of a mighty bough above them, and Juille took the waiter’s arm and stepped out over green twilit space into the tiny leafy arbor of the platform. She had expected it to tilt a little underfoot, but it held as steady as if based upon a rock.


She sank into the elastic firmness of a crystal chair, leaned both elbows upon the crystal table and moodily ordered a strong and treacherous drink. It came almost instantly, sealed in an apricot tinted sphere of glass on a slender pedestal, a glass drinking tube rising in a curve from the upper surface. The whole sphere was lightly silvered with frost.


‘Shove me off,’ she told the waiter, and sipped the first heady draft of her drink in mild defiance as the arbored platform went drifting off among the leaves. A vagrant current caught it there and carried her slowly along in a wide circle in and out of the branches, past other platforms where couples sat with heads close together with exotic drinks. Juille felt very lonely and very self-conscious.




On the curving stairs a young man in a startling cloak looked after her thoughtfully.


There were times, he told himself, when even the most trustworthy of secret informants made mistakes. He thought this must be one of the times. He had been waiting here for some while, watching the crystal stairs patiently. But now – the amazonian princess of Ericon was a familiar figure to him from her newsscreen appearances, and it was impossible to identify that striding military creature with this woman swathed in shadows, her garments breathing out Stardust that drifted and twinkled and faded behind her like wafts of faint perfume as she moved.


The young man knew very well what magic the dress designers of Cyrille could work, but he could not believe their magic wholly responsible for this. He grinned a little and lifted his shoulders imperceptibly under the remarkable cloak. It would be amusing to find out.


He kept an eye upon the drifting platform and mounted the stairway slowly, keeping level with it.


Juille watched her drink go down in the frosted sphere and was somewhat ironically aware that her spirits were rising to match it. The rigid self-consciousness of her first few minutes had relaxed; the drink made her mind at once cloudy and sparkling, a little like the shadowy draperies she wore. This was a delicious sensation, floating free upon drifts of perfumed breeze while music breathed and ebbed around her in the green twilight.


She watched the other patrons drifting by, half-seen among the confetti-like leaves of their bowers. Many of the faces she thought she recognized. Cyrille was not a world for the rank and file of the Galaxy to enjoy. One had to present stiff credentials to make reservations here, and by no means all of the patrons came incognito. It was a place to enjoy forbidden pleasures secretly, of course, but equally a place to see and be seen in. The wealthy and the noble of all the Galaxy’s worlds took considerable pride in showing off their elaborate costumes and the beauty of their companions here, for the very fact of their presence was as good as a published statement of wealth and ancestry.


Presently a flash of scarlet seen through the leaves of a passing platform caught her eye. She remembered then that she had noticed that same shocking cloak upon a young man on the stairs. It was a garment so startling that she felt more than a passing wonder about the personality of the man who would wear it. The garment had been deliberately designed to look like a waterfall of gushing blood, bright arterial scarlet that rippled from the shoulders in a cascading deluge, its colors constantly moving and changing so that one instinctively looked downward to see the scarlet stream go pouring away behind its wearer down the stairs.


Now the blood-red deluge moved fitfully between the branches of a passing arbor. The platform turned so that she could see through the arch of the entrance, and for a long moment as they moved lazily by one another she looked into the interested face of a young man with yellow curls and a short blond beard. His eyes followed her all during the leisurely passing of their platforms, and Juille suddenly sparkled behind the delicious languorous spell her drink had laid upon her. This was it! This was what she had hoped for, and not quite admitted even to herself.


A panel glowed into opaque life in the center of the table she leaned upon. The ubiquitous, inhumanly sweet voice of Cyrille murmured:


‘A young man in a red cloak has just asked the privilege of speaking to the occupant of this platform. His identity is not revealed, but the occupant is assured from our records that he is of noble family and good reputation except for a casual tendency toward philandering of which the occupant is warned. He is skilled in the military arts, knows most forms of music well, enjoys athletic games, has done some composing of considerable merit. If the occupant wishes further acquaintance, press the left chair arm which will cut front repellors.’


Juille almost giggled at the curious blend of chaperonage, social report and conversational guide with which the honeyed voice prefaced an informal meeting. She wondered if her own anonymous record had been presented to the man, and then decided that it would not be, without her permission.


She wondered, too, just how another woman in her place, with the background she had usurped, would probably act. After a moment of almost panicky hesitation she laid a hand upon the chair arm and leaned on it.


The other platform had evidently made a wide circle around her while the introduction was in progress. Now it swung about in front of her arbor and she could see that the red-cloaked man was leaning on his own chair in a similar position. Across the clear green gulf he called in a pleasant voice:


‘May I?’


Juille inclined her dark-gold head, carefully coifed under the hooding veil. The platforms drifted closer, touched with the slightest possible jar. The young man ducked under the arbor, darkening the entrance with the swoop of his bloody cloak. It billowed out behind him extravagantly in the little wind upon which the platforms drifted.


Juille was glowing with sudden confidence. Now she had achieved part of what she had set out to do. Surely this proved her capable of competing with other women on their own unstable, mysterious ground. The magic of the shadowy gown she wore had a part in it, and the drink she had almost finished added its dangerous warmth.


After all, humanity was a strange role to Juille, not one to maintain long. The subservient planets had wheeled across the heavens for her imperial family too long. That look of intolerable pride was coming back subtly into her delicate, steely face beneath the veil that drew its shadow across her eyes.


She nodded the newcomer to a crystal chair across from her, studying him coolly from under the cobwebby veil. He was smiling at her out of very blue eyes, his teeth flashing in the short curly beard. He looked foppish, but he was a big young man, and she noticed that the cloak of running blood swung from very fine shoulders indeed. She felt a faint contempt for him – music, composing, when the man had shoulders like that! Lolling here in that outrageous cape, his beard combed to the last careful curl, oblivious to the holocaust that was rising all through the Galaxy.


She had a moment’s vision of that holocaust breaking upon Cyrille, as it was sure to break very soon even this close to the sacred world of Ericon. She thought of H’vani bombs crashing through this twilight sphere in which she floated. She saw the vast tree trunk crumbling on its foundation, crashing down in ruins, its great arms combing all these drifting crystal bowers out of the green perfumed air. She thought of the power failing, the lights going out, the cries of the suddenly stricken echoing among the shattered Edens. She saw the darkness of outer space with cold stars twinkling, and the vast luminous bulk of Ericon looming up outside through the riven walls of Cyrille.


The young man did not appear to share any such premonitions of disaster. He sank into the chair she had indicated and stretched his long legs out comfortably. He had set down on the table a crystal inhaler shaped like a long flattened pitcher with its lip closed except for a tiny slit. Blue-green liquid inside swung gently to the motion of the platform.


He smiled at Juille very charmingly. In spite of herself she warmed to him a little. The charm was potent; though she disparaged it, she could not wholly resist returning the smile.


‘This is Cyrille at its best,’ he said, and gestured toward the twilit hush through which their transparent islet was floating in a long, ascending spiral. The gesture came back to include the bower’s intimacy. ‘Maybe,’ he said reflectively, ‘the best I’ve ever known.’


Juille gave him a remote glance under the veil.


‘The best dream,’ he explained seriously. ‘That’s what we come for, isn’t it? Except that what we get here is much nicer than most dreams. You, for instance.’ The charming smile again, both repelling and attracting her. ‘If this were a dream, I might wake up any moment. But as it is—’




He stared at her for an instant in silence, while a little breeze rustled the leaves about them and green space swam underfoot below the transparent floor.


‘You might be a princess,’ he went on in a voice of deliberate musing. ‘Or something made up out of synthetics by some magic or other – I’ve heard of such things on Cyrille. Maybe you have no voice. Maybe you’re just made to sit there and smile and look beautiful. Is it too much to hope you’re alive, too – not an android?’


Juille said to herself, ‘This young man is much too glib, and he certainly enjoys the sound of his own voice. But then, I enjoy it, too—’


Aloud she said nothing, but she smiled and inclined her head a little, so that from the disturbed veil a mist of frosty lights floated out and twinkled into nothingness in the bowery gloom.


The young man stared at her, half enchanted by his own fancy, half convinced in spite of himself that she might after all be one of the fabulous androids of Cyrille, endowed with a compelling charm stronger than the charm of humans.


‘If you were,’ he went on, ‘if you were born yesterday out of a matrix just to sit there and be beautiful, I wonder what we’d talk about?’


Juille decided it was time to speak. She made her voice remote and low, and said through the sparkling shadows of her veil:


‘We’d talk about the worlds you know . . . you would tell me what it’s like outside Cyrille.’


He smiled at her delightedly. ‘They gave you a beautiful voice! But I’d rather show you the worlds than talk about them. What would you like to see?’


‘Which do you like best?’


Egide lifted his crystal inhaler and put its slitted lip to his mouth, tilting out a few drops of the blue-green liquid within. Then he closed his eyes and let the liquor volatize upon his tongue and go expanding and rising all through his head in dizzying sweetness. He was wondering if he would have to kill this beautiful, low-voiced creature, and if so, whether he would strangle her or use a knife, or whether the little gun tucked inside his belt would be safest. He said:


‘I’ve never been sure of that. You’ll have to help me decide. If we find one beautiful enough, I’ll take you there tonight.’ He leaned forward above the panel in the table top and spoke into it briefly. ‘Now watch,’ he said.


Juille leaned across the table, folding her arms upon its cool surface. The veil settled about her in slow, cloudy shadows, little lights sparkling among them. With their heads close together they watched pictures form and hover briefly and fade in the panel.


Their islet floated out in a long arc over the abysses of spring evening, and followed a vagrant air current back through the branches again, while they reviewed world after changing world.


‘Do you know,’ said Egide, ‘that we’re doing what only the emperor of Ericon could do?’ He watched Juille’s dim reflection in the table top, and saw her expression change sharply. He smiled. Yes, she was probably – herself. He went on. ‘We’re making the worlds parade for our amusement. I’ll be emperor and give you the one you choose. Which shall it be?’


Juille was hesitating between laughter and outraged divinity. Did the lesser races really talk like this among themselves, with disrespect even for the emperor of the Galaxy? She did not know. She had no way of guessing. She could only swallow the unintended sacrilege and pretend to play his impious little game.


‘There,’ she said in a moment, pointing a tapered forefinger, ‘give me that city.’


‘Yorgana is yours,’ he told her, with a regal gesture that made his cloak sweep out in a sudden gush of blood. And he spoke again into the panel. The great swinging branches began to drift more swiftly by them as their platform picked up motion toward the giant tree trunk and the stairs.


Juille was accustomed to a certain amount of informality from her officers and advisers. She had never insisted upon the full rendition of her imperial rights, which in some cases bordered almost upon semidivinity. But she knew now for the first time that no one had ever been really at ease in her presence before.


Half a dozen times as they went up the stairs and entered a fancifully drop-shaped elevator she was on the verge of laughter or outraged dignity, or both together, at the young man’s attitude toward her. No one before had ever pretended even in jest to bestow largesse upon her; no one had ever assumed the initiative as a matter of course and told her what she was expected to do next. For the moment Juille was amused, but only, she thought, for the moment.


The real Yorgana had been in ruins a thousand years. Here in Cyrille, under the light of its three moons, it lay magically restored once more, a lovely city of canals and glimmering waterways in a night made bright as some strange-colored day by its circling moons.


They walked along the sand-paved streets, strolled over the bridges, dropped pebbles into the rippling reflections of the canals. And they talked with a certain stiffness of reserve which began to wear off imperceptibly after a while. Their range of subject matter was limited, for her companion appeared as determined to preserve his incognito as Juille was herself. So they talked of Cyrille instead, and of the many strange things it housed. They talked of the libraries of Cyrille, where the music of all recorded times lay stored, and of the strange pastime of musical levitation which was currently popular here. They speculated about the nationalities, the world origins, the rank of their fellow strollers through the oddly ghostlike city of Yorgana. They talked of the dark places of Cyrille, where beauty and terror were blended for the delectation of those who loved nightmares. But they did not talk of one another except guardedly, and any speculation on either side was never spoken aloud.


Juille was surprised at her own rather breathless enjoyment of this evening. They shared a little table on a terrace that overhung the spangled heights of the city, arid they drank pungent deep-red wine, and Juille sat silently, watching the three moons of Yorgana reflecting in tiny focus in her glass while Egide said outrageously flattering things to her.


They drifted in a boat shaped like a new moon along the winding canals under balconies hung with dark flowers, and Egide sang cloyingly sweet ballads, and the night was theatrically lovely. Once he leaned toward her, making the boat rock a little, and hesitated for what seemed a very long moment, while Juille tensed herself to repel whatever advances he was about to make. She knew so little of matters like this, but she knew by instinct that this was too soon. She was both relieved and sorry when he sank back with a deep sigh, saying nothing.


Except for that one incident, insignificant as it was, Juille had no reason at all to distrust the man. But as the evening went on she found that she did distrust him. There was no logic about it. His ingratiating charm struck responsive chords in her against her own desire, but the distrust went deeper still. It was not any telepathic awareness of his surface thoughts, but an awareness of the man himself as his casual opinions revealed him. He was, she thought, too soft. His height and his easy muscular poise had nothing to do with it. She had felt gun callouses on his palm when he helped her into the boat, and she knew he was not wholly the careless fop he pretended, but too many of his casual words tonight had betrayed him. He reminded her more than once of all she disliked most in her father’s attitude. She thought, before the evening ended, that she knew this young man better than he suspected, and she did not trust him. But she found his facile charm curiously disturbing.


The disturbance reached its height at the end of the evening, when they danced upon the starry black mirror of the Dullai Lake, where lessened gravity let them move with lovely long gliding steps to the strains of music which seemed to swoon extravagantly from chord to lingering chord. Juille was delightfully conscious of her gown’s effect here, in the very scene that had inspired the designer to create it. She was part of the dark, drifting shadows; the clouds of dim gauze billowed out behind her, astream with vanishing stars. And the dance itself was perfection. They were both surprised at the intoxicating rhythm with which their bodies moved together; it was like dancing in a dream of weightless flight, buoyed up on the rise and flow of music.


In this one thing they lost themselves. Neither was on guard against the other while the music carried them along, swirling them around and around in slow, lovely spirals over the starry floor. They said nothing. They did not even think. Time had suspended itself, and space was a starry void through which they moved in perfect, responsive rhythm to music that was an intoxicant more potent than wine. They had known one another forever. In this light embrace a single mind controlled them and they moved to a single rhythm. Apart, their thoughts were antagonists, but in this moment all thoughts had ceased and their bodies seemed one flesh. When the music circled intricately to its close, they danced out the last lingering echoes and came reluctantly to a halt, looking at one another in a stilled, mindless enchantment, all barriers let down, like people awakening from a dream and drenched still with the dream’s impossible sweetness.


They stood in a little tree-shadowed cove on the lake shore, dark water rippling in illusion beneath their feet. They were quite alone here. The music seemed to have lifted from the surface of the lake and breathed above their heads through the stirring leaves. And Juille was suddenly aware that Egide had tensed all over and was looking down at her with a queer intentness. Light through the trees caught in his eyes and gave them an alarming brightness. He reached for her in the darkness, and there was something so grimly purposeful about the gesture that she took a step backward, wary and poised. If he had intended a kiss, there was still something frightening in his face and the brilliance of his eyes.


Perhaps even Egide had not been sure just what he intended. But after a moment of intense silence while they stood in arrested motion, staring at one another, he let his arms fall and stepped back, sighing again with a deep, exhaling breath as he had sighed in the boat.


Juille knew then that it was time to leave.


When she came out into her own quiet apartments, sunlight still gleamed changelessly upon the sea beyond her windows. It was not really night, of course. Arbitrary day and night are not observed upon Cyrille, so that though individuals come and go the crowd remains fairly constant in the public rooms. Helia looked up and gave Juille a quick, keen stare as she went through the sunny room without a word.


She stepped through blue mist into the shadowy bedroom, walking upon a mist of twinkling lights through its dimness. A delicious weariness was expanding along her limbs, and her mind felt cloudy like the cloudy, inviting bed. Deep under the lassitude a reasonless unease about that last moment on the lake stirred in her mind, but she would not follow the thought through.


She was looking back with lazy amusement upon the incredible romance of their hours together, and seeing now, without annoyance, how deftly her companion had induced the mood which drowned her now, against her own will and judgment, submerging even the strange, chilly remembrance of the moment after the dance.


Deliberately he had led her through scene after scene of the most forthright and outrageous romanticism, moonlight and starlight, flowers and rippling streams, songs of incredibly honeyed import. She felt vaguely that if the romance had been stressed a little less blatantly it might have been laughable, but the sheer cumulative weight of it had bludgeoned her senses into accepting at its full, false value all the cloying sweetness of the scenes. Toward the end, she thought, he had overreached himself. Whatever his original intention had been, whatever hers, in that one timeless, intoxicating dance they had been caught in the same honeyed trap.


And afterward, when he reached for her with that frightening purpose and the frightening brilliance in his eyes – well, what was so alarming about a kiss? Surely it had been foolish to read anything more menacing into the gesture. She would see him again, and she would know then.


Juille realized suddenly that she had been standing quite still in the middle of the room for a long while, staring blindly at the slowly drifting chairs, reviewing the dance over and over, and the dissolving sweetness of the music and the rhythms of their motion.


She said, ‘Damn the man!’ in a clear voice, and yawned extravagantly, and stepped through another veil of fog into the showering bath. The shadowy gown she had worn all evening melted upon her and went sluicing away under the flashing water. She was both glad and sorry to see it go.


Her dreams in the cloudy bed were lovely and disturbing.


‘We’ve known one another three days,’ Juille said, ‘and I may as well tell you I don’t like you. Wouldn’t trust you out of my sight, either. Why I stay on here—’


‘It’s my entertainment value,’ Egide told her, and then rubbed the cropped curls of his beard in a thoughtful way. ‘Trust I don’t expect. But liking, now – you surprise me. Is it the short time we’ve known each other?’


‘Hand me a sandwich,’ Juille said. He pushed the picnic basket toward her over a billowing surface of clouds – curious, she thought, how the cloud motif had haunted her days here – and remarked:


‘I can manage the time angle if that’s all that bothers you. Wait.’ He took up a luminous disk lying beside him and murmured into it. After a moment the clear sunlight that bathed them began to mellow to an afternoon richness.




They were lunching in shameless, childlike fantasy upon a cloud that drifted across the face of a nameless planet. Any pleasure that the mind can devise the body may enjoy in Cyrille. Its arts can expand the walls of a room so that sunlit space seems to reach out toward infinity all around. From the cumulus billows they rode upon today they could lean to watch the shadow of their cloud moving over the soft-green contours of the turning world below, very far down. For the present all gravity and all logic had released them, and in this simple fulfillment of the dream every child knows, Juille let all her past float away. And she had sensed in her companion a similar release. He had been almost irresistibly charming in these careless days, as if, like her, he had deliberately shed all responsibilities and all remembrance of past duties, and had interests now only in being charming and being with her. The three days had affected them both. Juille found she could sit here now and listen to her companion’s nonsense with very little recollection that she had been and must be again the princess of Ericon. There was no shadow over the present. She would not look beyond it.


She could even accept without much disbelief the fantastic thing Egide was accomplishing now, and when he said, ‘Look – not even the emperor could do this!’ no shadow crossed her face. He was not watching for such signals now. He had no need to.


Over the world below them evening had begun to move. The air dimmed, and the great soft billows of their cloud flushed pink above the darkening land below. A star broke out in the sky, and another. It was night, full of flaming constellations in the velvet dark. And then dawn began to glow beyond a distant mountain range. The air sparkled; dew was bright upon the face of the turning world.


‘See?’ said Egide. ‘Tomorrow!’


Juille smiled at him indulgently, watching the morning move swiftly across the planet. He made no move to halt its progress and the shadows lengthened fast below them as the day declined once more. A fabulous sunset enveloped them in purple and pink and gold, and the sky was green, and violet, and then velvet black. The cycle repeated itself, faster and faster. Evening and night and dawn, noon, evening again.


When a week of evanescent days had flashed over them, Egide spoke into the disk and the circling progress slowed down to normal. He grinned at her.


‘Now you’ve known me about ten days,’ he said. ‘Don’t I improve with acquaintance? Do you feel you know me any better?’


‘I’ve aged too fast to tell.’ She smiled. ‘What fun it is, being a god.’ She rose on an elbow and looked down over the edge of the cloud. ‘Let there be cities down there,’ she said, and waved a careless arm along which bright blue water appeared to ripple, breaking into a foam of bubbles about the wrist.




‘Cities there are.’ Egide snapped his fingers and over the horizon a twinkle of lights began to lift. ‘Shall we have evening, to watch them shine?’ Juille nodded, and the air dimmed about them once more. She held up a blue-sheathed arm to watch the light fading along the liquid surfaces of her sleeve.


They had sailed yesterday under leaning white canvas over a windy sea, and Egide had sent the dress designer to Juille this morning with a new idea. So today she wore a gown of changing blues and greens that flowed like sea water as his cloak had once flowed like blood. An immaculate foam of bubbles rippled about her feet.


Almost every waking hour of the past three days they had spent together. And Juille had almost forgotten that once, on their first meeting, some look about him had frightened her. In her sight the look was not repeated. Behind her back – perhaps. But the three days had been unshadowed, full of laughter and light talk and the entertainment Cyrille alone knew how to provide. They still had no names for one another, but restraint had long gone from their conversation. Juille had even let her first mistrust of him sink into temporary abeyance, so that only occasionally some passing word of his evoked it again.


Just now something else evoked it. At any other place and time there would probably have been real annoyance in her voice, but she spoke today with gentle lassitude.


‘You have a decadent mind,’ she told him. ‘I’ve often noticed that. Look – even your clothes show it.’


Egide glanced down with a certain complacence. To all appearance he was cloaked today in long blond hair that rippled rather horribly from his shoulders. Beneath it his fine muscular body was sheathed in wetly shining blue satin the exact color of his eyes, and of the same translucent texture.


‘Oh, there’s a lot I haven’t tried yet,’ he assured her. ‘Rain, fire – By the way, how would you like a rainstorm over your cities?’


Juille dismissed her shadow of distaste and leaned upon one elbow, peering down.


‘Not now. Look. How pretty they are!’


Dusk was purpling over the world below, and the cities twinkled in great spangled clusters of light that shook enchantingly all over the face of the darkening planet as the air quivered and danced between them.


‘Look up,’ murmured Egide, his voice hushed a little in the growing hush of their synthetic night. ‘I wonder if the stars really look like that, anywhere in the Galaxy.’


There were great shining rosettes of light, shimmering from red to blue to white again in patternless rhythms against a sky of thick black velvet. And as they leaned back upon the cloud to watch, a very distant music began to breathe above them among the stars.


It made Juille think of the music upon the lake to which they had danced so beautifully, and in a moment she knew she must sit up and say something to break the gathering magic in the air. She did not trust that magic. She had been careful not to let another moment like the moment of the dance engulf them. She mistrusted it both for its own sake and for the sake of what barriers it might let down in her. The thought of Egide’s embrace was frightening, in some obscure, illogical way she did not try to fathom. In just a moment she would break the gathering spell.


The music sank slowly toward them in intangible festoons of sweetness. The stars blazed like great fiery roses against the dark. They were floating through space upon that most lulling and deeply remembered of all motions – the gentle swing of the cradle. Their cloud rocked them above the turning world and the stars poured down enchantment. And now it was too late to speak.


The same dissolving magic was upon them as their cloud went drifting slowly among the stars. All reality was draining away. Juille heard the long breath her companion drew, and saw the stars blotted out by the silhouette of his curly head and broad cloaked shoulders leaning above her. And suddenly something about their tensed outline roused Juille from her lovely lassitude. She sat up abruptly, terror flashing over her. In this swimming darkness his face and the brilliance of his eyes was veiled, but she could see his arms reach out for her and all the latent fear came back with a rush.


But before she could move he had her. His strength was surprising. He held her struggles quiet in one arm, and she felt the calloused palm of the other hand fitting itself gently around her throat. For one unreasoning moment, in the face of all logic, she knew what he intended. In her mind she could already feel that hand tightening with its terrible gentleness until the night swam red around her as she strangled. If this was murder, she must forestall it, and her body knew the way. What she did was pure instinct, unguided by reason. She relaxed in his arms with a little sigh, letting her eyes close softly. When she felt his grip begin to loosen just a bit she got one arm free and laid it about his neck.


What happened then must have amazed them both if their minds had been capable of surprise. But their minds were not functioning now. As in the moment of the dance, all antagonisms of thought had ceased without warning, and it was the flesh instead that governed and responded. Juille felt one dim warning stir far back in her brain, drowned beneath the immediate and urgent delight of his expert kisses, but she would not think of it now. She could not. Later, perhaps, she would remember. Much later. Not now.




The burning stars had paled a little when she noticed them again. Some warm, light fabric covered her – that cloak of rippling yellow hair. Her head was pillowed upon the cumulous couch and dawn was beginning to freshen the air, though no light yet glowed above the horizon. She could see her companion darkly silhouetted against the stars as he sat upon a billow of cloud a little distance away, resting his chin on his fist and staring downward.


Juille pushed the clouds into a support behind her and leaned upon it, watching him, formless thoughts swirling in her mind. Presently his head turned toward her. In this warm darkness his face was barely visible, lighted by the dimming stars. She could see starlight reflecting in the mirrory surfaces of his tunic and glancing down, she caught the same reflections broken among the water ripples of her own skirt.


They looked at one another in silence, for a long while.


Juille woke in the dimness of her apartment, upon her bed of cloud, and lay for a few moments letting the fog of her dreams clear slowly away, like mist dispelling. Then she sat up abruptly, knowing that after all it had been no dream. But when she looked back upon the bewildering complexity of what had happened on the cloud, she saw no rhyme or reason to it. The dimness was suddenly smothering about her.


‘Light, light!’ she called pettishly, brushing at the room’s darkness with both hands, as if she could clear it away like a curtain. And someone waiting beyond the call panel of the bed must have heard – it was strange to wonder how much those listeners heard and watched and knew – for the darkness paled and a rosy glow of morning flooded the room.


Helia stood in the doorway, the little llar preening itself upon her shoulder. Her weathered face showed no emotion, but there was a certain gentleness in the look she bent upon her mistress.


‘Did I sleep long?’ Juille asked.


Helia nodded. The llar unclasped its flexible pads and plucked at her dark hair, beginning very swiftly and deftly to braid it between quick, multiple fingers like the fingers of sea-anemones. Helia stroked the little animal and it snapped sidewise with razory teeth and sprang to the floor with one fluid motion of grace like flight.


‘Any calls?’


‘Not yet, highness.’ Helia’s grave stare was almost disconcerting.


Juille said, ‘Go away,’ and then sat clasping her knees and frowning. In the mirrors of the dressing alcove she could see herself, the fine, hard delicacy of her face looking chill even in this rosy light. She felt chill.


What had happened last night was too complex to understand. Would his hand have tightened about her throat if she had not taken the one way to prevent it? Or was the heavy touch a caress? What possible reason, she wondered, could the man have for wanting to strangle her? But if he had meant to, and if he had let her seduce him from his purpose – why, that was no more than she might have expected from him. The old mistrust, the old dislike, came back in a flood. His decadent clothes betrayed him, she thought, and his sensitive, sensuous mouth betrayed him, and the careless opinions he had expressed too often. He was a man who would always make exceptions; he would always be pulled two ways between sentiment and duty. If it had not really happened last night, then it would happen when the first test came. No, she did not respect him at all – but a dangerous weakness loosened all her muscles as she leaned here remembering that stunning of the sense which Cyrille’s false glamour could work upon her.


Everything about her was an illusion, she realized with sudden cold insight that no Cyrillian art could dispell. But it was an illusion so dangerous that the very integrity of the mind could be enchanted by it, the keen edge of reason dulled. And she felt frightened as no possible physical threat could frighten her. When the amazon discards a woman’s gentleness of body and mind she is almost certain to make the discard complete. Juille thought she was not asking too much of an intellectual equal when she expected from him the same cold, unswerving devotion to a principle that was the foundation of her own life. Egide would never have it.


But she knew she had better not see that disarming face of his any more. Not even to solve for herself the perplexing question of his intention last night. Better to let it slide. Better to go now and forget everything that had happened upon the drifting cloud, beneath those burning stars. Now she knew the shifting, unstable ground upon which women walk; she would not tread it again. She sat up.


‘Helia,’ she called through the fog-veiled doorway. ‘Helia, send for our ship. We’re starting back to Ericon – now.’


Egide sat clasping one knee, leaning his head back on the window frame and looking out over a field of pale flowers that nodded in the rays of tricolored suns. He did not look at Jair. His cloak today was a mantle of licking flame.


‘Well?’ said Jair, the boom in his voice under close control. No answer. Jair looked down reflectively at his own clasped hands. He tightened them, watching the great muscles writhe along his forearms under the red-heat haze of hair. ‘Has she recognized you?’ he asked.


Egide picked up the glass beside him and spun it thoughtfully. Rainbows flickered across the floor as sunlight struck it. He did not answer for a moment. Then he said in a detached voice, ‘That. It’s a false alarm, Jair.’


‘A false alarm!’ Jair’s voice made the glass shiver in Egide’s hand. The muscles crawled spectacularly along his arms as his great fists clenched. ‘She isn’t the emperor’s daughter?’




Egide flashed him a clear, blue glance, and grinned.


‘Never mind,’ he said. ‘You don’t have to impress me.’


There was a certain blankness in Jair’s reddish gaze that Egide recognized with an odd, illogical shiver. He said, ‘Sometimes I forget how good you are at your job, Jair. And sometimes it surprises me—’


‘You mean,’ Jair said, and even in restraint his voice made the glass vibrate, ‘we’ve wasted all this time and money—’


‘Well, no, I wouldn’t call it wasted. I’ve had a very pleasant time. But we’d better leave today. It wasn’t the emperor’s daughter.’


Rain danced from the high curve of the crystal wall and went streaming in long, irregular freshets down the sides of the glass room, veiling Ericon’s soft-green hills outside. Within, firelight wavered beneath a great white mantelpiece carved with the mythological loves of gods and goddesses worshiped a long time ago by another race.


The rain and the firelight and the silence of the people in the room should have made it a peaceful hour here under the high glass curve of the walls. But over the mantelpiece was a communicator panel that was like an open window upon death and disaster. Every man in the room leaned forward tensely in his chair, eyes upon the haggard, blood-streaked face that spoke to them hoarsely through the panel.


The voice carried over long-lapsed time and the unfathomable dark distances that stretch between worlds. The man who called was probably dead now; he spoke from another planet that circled far outside the orbit of Ericon.


‘Dunnar has just surrendered to the H’vani,’ he was telling them in a tired, emotionless voice that sounded as if it had been shouting a little while ago, though it was not shouting now. ‘We hadn’t a chance. They came down in one wave after another all around the planet, bombing everything that moved. They landed troops on the night side and kept raining them down all around the world as the dark belt moved on. The day side got the bombing heaviest, beginning in the dawn belt and moving on around with the planet. They had their own men planted everywhere, ready to rise. Smothered our antiaircraft from the ground. Much of it must have been manned by their spies. Some of our interceptor craft were shot down deliberately from below. Watch out for H’vani men planted—’


Behind the speaker a flaming rafter fell into the range of the communicator screen and crashed somewhere near, out of sight. The man glanced back at it, then leaned to the screen and spoke on in a voice of quickened urgency. Above the crackling of the flames, other voices shouted in the background, coming nearer. There was the noise of what might be gunfire, and another sliding crash as more beams fell. The speaker was shouting now, his voice almost drowned out in the rising uproar of Dunnar’s destruction.


‘The weapon—’ he called above the crashing. ‘No chance for us . . . came too fast – We’ve smuggled out one man . . . fast ship . . . bringing a model to you. Watch for him. They’ll follow—’ A blazing beam came down between his face and the screen. Through a thin curtain of fire he mouthed at them some last urgent message of which only a word or two came through. ‘Weapon . . . might save the Galaxy . . . give them a blast for Dunnar—’ And then the fire blazed up to blot out face and voice alike, and Dunnar’s ruined image faded from the screen.


For a moment after it was gone, the warm firelight flickering through the room seemed horrible, a parody of the flames that had engulfed the spokesman in the panel. The crash of burning Dunnar still echoed through the quiet, and the hoarse, despairing voice of the last man. Then the emperor said in a flattened tone:


‘I wanted you all to hear it a second time, before we go out to meet the ship.’


Juille uncrossed her long bare legs and leaned forward, scowling under the crown of dark-gold braids.


‘We’re ready for them,’ she said grimly. ‘That weapon wasn’t quite finished, though.’


‘That’s why they struck when they did,’ murmured an amazon officer beside her. ‘Beautiful timing – beautiful! Almost a split-second attack, between the finish of the weapon and the mounting of it.’


There was silence in the room. The opening blow had been struck of a battle that must engulf every world in the Galaxy before it ended. No one spoke for a while, but the air was heavy with unvoiced thoughts and most of them were grim.


The emperor put out a hand to the game set up on a table before him and moved a bead along a curve of colored wire. It was a game of interplanetary warfare, played like chess, though the men moved both vertically and horizontally on wires like an abacus. Firelight glinted on the colored beads carved like ships and worlds.


‘You’ll lose your master planet unless you bring up the blues,’ Juille told him absently.


‘This is a solitaire game,’ said the emperor. ‘Mind your own business.’


The rain blew pattering against the glass and the fire crackled softly. Juille’s llar came out from beneath her chair, stretching elaborately, yawning to show a curved pink tongue. The crackling of the logs was a whisper of the terrible roaring crackle they had heard across the void from Dunnar’s collapsing cities. They would hear it again from other worlds before the holocaust ended that had begun almost before their eyes here. Perhaps they might listen to it in this very room, on the sacred soil of Ericon itself. Other dynasties had crumbled upon Ericon before theirs.


‘Why don’t they report again on that ship?’ the emperor said irritably, flipping a carved bead around a curve with too much force, Juille, seeing its course, automatically opened her mouth to object, and closed it again without saying anything. The llar swung itself up on the emperor’s table with soundless ease and put out its webby-fingered paw to move two beads precisely along the notched wire.


‘Ah, so you know Thori’s Gambit, little friend?’ The emperor’s tired face creased in a smile as the llar’s round-eyed stare met his through the maze of painted wires. He moved a translucent red bead between the two the llar had shifted. ‘I wish I could be sure that was an accident. How much does a llar really know?’


The little animal put its head down, rolled up its strange, shining eyes and wriggled all over, like a playful kitten. But when the emperor stretched out a hand to stroke it, the llar turned deftly away and flowed down over the table edge onto the floor with a grace that was almost frightening in its boneless ease.


The screen glowed above the fireplace. Everyone looked up, even the llar. An expressionless face announced in expressionless tones:


‘Escaping Dunnar ship approaching landing field from space. Three enemy pursuit ships have succeeded in passing the Ericon space guard and still survive.’


The emperor got up stiffly. ‘Come along,’ he said. ‘We’ll watch.’


They came out in a window-walled room above the landing field. A fine mist blew in through the openings, sweet with the fragrance of the wet green hills beyond. The clean smell of wet concrete rose from the broad, brown expanse below, where the small figures of attendants dashed about excitedly in preparation for the landing.


One inner wall of the room was a screen upon which they could all see now what had been taking place overhead, above the layers of rain cloud. The emperor sat down without taking his eyes from the screen. Juille crossed her arms on the high back of his chair and watched, too, ringing one spur in a half-unconscious, continuing jingle. Everyone else was silent, standing respectfully back, and the sound of breathing was loud in the quiet.


On the screen they could see how the tiny black ship from Dunnar had cut its rockets and hurled itself headlong into the gravitational embrace of Ericon, swinging around the planet to subdue the speed it had not dared slacken in space. Behind it, still in suicidal pursuit, the three H’vani ships flamed on. They had escaped the space guard only because of their smallness and mobility, which meant that the range of their weapons was too limited to do much damage at a distance. But they were cutting down the space between them and their quarry, and the race was close.


‘They’ll have to turn back now,’ breathed Juille, gripping the chair-back. ‘They won’t dare . . . look, there go our interceptors.’


The screen divided itself in half with an oddly amoebalike motion, one section showing the swift rise of Ericon’s interceptors while the other mirrored the orbit of the newcomer as it swung around the Control Planet still at dangerous speed. It was curious to think of the plunge into circumscribed space-time which that ship was just now making as it emerged from deep space where neither time nor distance have real meaning. The fugitive had flashed through morning and noon and night, and come around the world into dawn again, and so into the misty forenoon above the watchers.


Now they saw it put out wings upon the thin upper air, like a diver suddenly stretching out his arms, and come coasting down upon their sustaining surfaces in a great sweeping spiral above the field.


‘There goes one of ’em,’ the emperor said in a satisfied voice. Juille glanced back at the upper screen and saw one of the pursuers from space twisting downward, its black sides beginning to glow already from the friction of that thin high air. It dropped incandescently out of the picture, which was following the other two ships in their headlong flight. Their own sheer speed gave them an advantage. They were drawing away from the interceptors, taking full and suicidal advantage of the fact that upon Ericon immutable law forbids any aircraft to fly at will over the surface of the sacred planet.


‘They won’t dare—’ Juille told herself under her breath, leaning forward. Behind her a rustle and an indrawn breath all through the room spoke the same thought. For the enemy ships, winged now and swinging down through the heavier air in pursuit of their escaping prey, were being driven farther and farther off the prescribed course beyond which all air traffic is forbidden.


The interceptor ships were sheering away. Juille could picture the frantic indecision of their commanders, torn between the necessity to destroy the invaders and the still more urgent necessity not to transgress an immemorial law laid down by powers even higher than the Galactic emperor’s.


In the lower half of the screen, the single-winged ship had leveled off for a landing. Someone outside shouted, and for a moment all eyes turned to the windows and the broad concrete field outside.


Down out of the misty clouds came a duplicate of the shape upon the screen. In silence, the black-winged ship came swooping through the rain, lower and lower over the heads of running attendants. It hovered to a halt and sank down gently upon its own reflection in the wet concrete. And upon the screen behind them, the same scene took place in faithful duplicate.


Indeed, the image was more faithful than the reality, for at this distance the naked eye could see only a swarming of tiny figures around the newly arrived ship. The emperor called, ‘Closer,’ and turned back to the screen.


The scene below rushed into a close-up upon the wall, swooping toward them with dizzy speed. Now they could watch the opening slide into view upon the ship’s side, and the man who ducked out and stepped down upon the brown concrete in the drizzle of misting rain. It beaded his shoulders with moisture in the first few moments. He blinked the rain out of his eyes and looked about calmly, not in the least hurried or alarmed.


The envoy from Dunnar was an astonishing figure, so tall and so very thin that at first glance he looked like a scarecrow shape beside his vessel. But when he turned to face the crowding attendants and the screen, he moved with a grace and sureness that had something unmistakably regal about it. He wore his plain black overall with a remarkable sort of elegance, and his own quiet sureness seemed to throw everyone else on the field out of focus. The muscular attendants looked squat and brutish by contrast with his scarecrow height; the well-dressed officials moving forward to receive him were vulgar beside his overalled simplicity.


He looked up into the featureless clouds where his pursuers and his defenders still waged an invisible battle. All around him the crowding men looked up, too, futilely. Only in the control room, where the emperor and his staff sat, did the eyes that followed that lifted gaze see what was happening overhead.


And now, as their gaze went back to the neglected drama above, a horrified fascination seized upon every watcher in the room. Even Juille’s unconsciously jingling spur was silent. She felt the sudden clutch of small fingery paws, but she did not glance down as the llar came swarming up her leg to a vantage point upon her shoulder. She felt its tiny, quick breathing against her cheek as it, too, stared.


Not within the memory of any living man had the law of the Ancients been violated which forbade air traffic over Ericon. Obedience to those laws had been rooted as deeply as obedience to the law of gravity. There were violations, of course; tradition said all such violators died instantly.


Juille watched the first such episode in modern times with a catch in her breath and her throat closed from tremendous excitement. She wondered if everyone else in the room felt the same half-guilty anticipation, the impious wonder.


For there was a wide gap now between the enemy ships and the Ericon interceptors. It had been a suicide pursuit anyhow, for the H’vani. They were certainly doomed. And they were taking one last headlong chance in the hope of destroying their quarry before they were themselves destroyed. The interceptors had forced them by now far out of the narrow traffic lane whose invisible boundaries should have been so rigid. For the first time in living memory, ships spread their wings upon the forbidden air of Ericon.


They were swooping down in a long dive now, coming fast through the clouds toward the landing field where the newcomer stood unconcernedly staring up into the mists that hid them.


‘They’re going to make it – they are!’ Juille whispered to herself, gripping the chair-back with aching fingers.


Out of the landing field, crews were manning the antiaircraft guns in frantic haste, sheer incredulity numbing their fingers as they worked. No one had ever quite believed that these guns could be needed. They were meant for defense against ships attacking from directly overhead, in the prescribed landing lane from space. Even that possibility had seemed absurd. But now—


‘Get that fool off the field!’ the emperor roared suddenly, making everyone jump. ‘Get him off! They’ll be here in a minute. Look at them come!’


Down through the mist the two surviving ships came driving through air that shrieked away from their wings. Men were scattering wildly from the field. Loudspeakers roared at the Dunnarian to take shelter. He stood imperturbably, tall and thin and quiet, looking up into the clouds.


And for a timeless moment a faith rooted millenniums deep in human minds shook terribly as the Ancients were defied – and stayed their hand. No peril to the defenseless envoy on the field – though he carried a secret that might save their race – moved the watchers half so deeply as what they were seeing now. The ships dived on through the screaming air, and behind them clouds boiled furiously in the vortex of their passage.


Did the Ancients really exist at all? Or had all those legends been legends only? The breath of every watcher paused in his throat as he waited the answer.


But no one saw the vengeance the Ancients took. All over the planet shaken watchers followed the action upon their screens – but no human eye saw the blow fall.


One moment, the black ships were screaming down through grayness; the next instant, without warning, there came a soundless flash like the flash of sunlight glancing from some colossal mirror, blinding every eye that watched.


There was no sound. The riven air screamed itself quiet. When those who stared could see again out of dazzled eyes, nothing remained but the vortex of clouds split by the plunging ships. And even the vortex was quieting now. Of the ships, nothing remained. For the first time in living memory, the Ancients had struck, invisibly, before a world of watchers, in the deadly dignity of silence.


And all over Ericon, a world-wide sigh of relief went up wordlessly.




In the utter quiet, the envoy moved forward at last across the wet concrete. Overhead, that vast boiling of clouds had cleared a space for the rare blue sky to shine. The reflecting pavement turned suddenly blue and glorious as he stalked across it with his long scarecrow stride. Awed eyes watched him come, a black figure moving with strange, smooth elegance over the blinding blueness of the sky’s reflection.


‘Stop that jingling and come along, Juille,’ the emperor said at last in the silence, rising as stiffly as he had sat down. ‘We’ll see him in my library, alone. Wake up, girl! Come along.’


‘—And the weapon?’ said the emperor eagerly, leaning forward between the arms of a great carved chair before his library fire.


No one could have guessed from the look of the man before him that he had come straight from a desperate flight and an awesome rescue, or that he carried a cargo so precious a whole Galaxy’s fate might depend on it. He was the last Dunnarian left to speak for his ruined world, but no emotion at all showed upon his cool, impassive face.


‘I’ll want my men to look over the weapon at once,’ the emperor went on. ‘It’s in your ship?’


‘Highness, I brought no weapon.’


‘No weapon!’


Juille watched a familiar thunderous look gather upon her father’s face, but the storm did not quite break and Juille smiled to herself, understanding why. It was difficult to treat this man like an ordinary person. His appearance was extraordinary enough, without that recollection of an hour ago which had struck a whole world into reverent silence.


This was the man who had stood unafraid beneath the plunge of the enemy ships, unprotected, so confident in the power of the Ancients that he had not wavered even when death seemed certain. This was the man above whom the Ancients had for the first time in living memory put out their hands and wrought a miracle. He had, of course, been only the occasion, certainly not the cause. But he was haloed still in the reflected glory of that moment which was already taking its place in legend.


‘I have no weapon,’ he said again, meeting the emperor’s glare with an imperturbable gaze from his great, luminous eyes that never winked. ‘We dared not risk letting a model fall into H’vani hands, highness. I will have to make one for you.’


Juille saw her father settle back, mollified, perhaps a bit relieved that he need not thunder at this remarkable and disconcerting man. Perhaps it had occurred to the emperor, as it had to Juille, that immortality which might outlast their own had already descended upon the envoy’s smooth, narrow-skulled head. Unborn generations would repeat in awe the story of his experience today.


She stared frankly at the man, wondering very much from what ancient line he sprang and what knowledge lay behind the strange, thin face with its falcon nose and its large, transparent gray eyes and the mouth that looked at once cruel and oversensitive. Seen this near, he seemed even taller and thinner and more oddly scarecrowlike than on the screen, yet the extraordinary fastidious precision of his motion made every other man alive seem crude and clumsy. He had an ageless face, and a poise that seemed bred into the very genes of his ancestors. Juille had a glancing, vivid recollection of Cyrille – for a moment she was drifting on a cloud again, and a young man cloaked in flowing yellow curls bending above her – and she thought wryly how much he would have envied this Dunnarian’s unstudied elegance. Even the stained overall, thus worn, looked like some fashion a Galactic prince had just set for the capitals of the worlds to copy.


‘You’ll have to get to work immediately,’ the emperor’s voice recalled her to the urgent present. ‘We must have a model of the weapon at once. Too bad the H’vani timed their attack so well. In a few days more you might have fought them off with it, eh?’


The Dunnarian shook his narrow, bird-shaped head gravely.


‘Our men never succeeded in expanding the scope of the weapon that much, highness. It remains a weapon for the individual, against the individual, but within that scope I believe it’s the most effective thing ever made.’


‘A delayed-action killing, isn’t it?’ Juille said.


The luminous eyes turned to her. There was an infinite quietness in their stare, curiously at odds with the man’s words.


‘It is, highness. That gives it a strong psychological threat value, as well as a physical one. With every other comparable weapon, its operator has to sight and fire while the enemy is exposed to view. With the new one, a man may be killed not only at any distance, but at any time, once its sight has been fixed upon him. A quasi-photograph of the victim’s brain pattern is snapped, and he is doomed from that moment, though you may not choose to pull the trigger for many days. Then, irrevocably, the weapon remains focused upon him, figuratively speaking, until it is discharged. He will be unable to travel far enough to escape it, and no hiding place can save him.’


‘Like a fuse,’ Juille murmured. ‘An invisible fuse, long enough to follow him wherever he goes, and you can light it when you wish. Oh, very nice! It’s easily portable, I suppose?’


‘The weapon itself is a bulky machine which must be set up in some impregnable position, perhaps sealed in against possible bombardment. But the focusing instrument is a small double lens in a frame. It has a slightly telescopic property. Once a man is centered in the cross hairs and a trigger sprung, he’s your victim whenever you spring the second trigger on the lens and thus touch off his particular pattern in the central machine.’


The emperor put his fingertips together and stared at them, shaking his head.


‘It’s a treacherous thing,’ he said. ‘The ultimate refinement of a stab in the back, eh? I suppose the victim can’t tell if he’s been spotted?’


‘Probably the victim never does know, highness. Death is almost instantaneous.’


The emperor shook his head again. ‘Personally,’ he said, ‘I don’t like it. But I can see why the H’vani wiped out a world trying to get it away from us. As you say, the psychological value of the thing is tremendous, once they know what they’re up against.’


Juille laughed, a short, triumphant sound. ‘I like it,’ she said. ‘I’m not squeamish. Think of it, father! We can send armed spies into their bases to snap their leaders, and wait until the height of battle to pick them off. Imagine the effect during some complicated maneuver if all the leaders fell dead simultaneously! And that’s saying nothing of how the leaders themselves will feel, knowing they’re walking dead men, doomed the moment they step into a responsible position and start giving orders. Oh, I do like it!’


Her father nodded, frowning. ‘Once it’s known,’ he said, ‘once it’s actually proved in combat, I should think every H’vani officer with any responsibility would become either a reckless fatalist or a nervous wreck. It isn’t so bad to be killed outright – every soldier knows that can happen, and there’s an end of it. But to know the assassin will strike inevitably at the high point of your responsibility, when thousands of lives depend on yours and the whole outcome of a battle may hinge on what you do – this ought to cause the most profound psychological reactions all along the line in any army the weapon’s used against.’


Juille took a short turn about the room, spurs tinkling, and came back with shining violet eyes.


‘Do you know what we’ve got here?’ she demanded. ‘It’s something so new it almost frightens me. Not just the weapon – but the principle behind it. It’s the only new thing, really, since cavemen led off the procession of warfare with the bow and arrow. From that time forward, weapons have been increasing in range and scope and volume. The whole story of military warfare’s been a seesaw between defense and offense – new method of attack, new defense against it, stalemate, then a newer weapon that kills more people quicker. But now—’ She laughed exultantly. ‘Don’t you see? This is a complete rightabout-face. Ever since the beginning of time, all martial invention’s been forging ahead in one direction only, toward bigger and bigger weapons with greater range and scope. Men’s minds are trained to think in those terms only. But with this new thing, we’re flashing back in the other direction entirely, turning their flank, smashing them in a vulnerable spot left absolutely unprotected all this while. Their minds won’t even be able to cope with it or devise a defense. People just don’t think in terms like that.’


The emperor looked at her thoughtfully, stroking his beard. The envoy’s great, translucent eyes dwelt upon her animated face with an impersonal remoteness.


‘See it?’ Juille demanded. ‘Now we can strike them where they least expect it. We’re back at the very beginning, even before the sword or the club. It’s the individual we attack now. This is a weapon as terrible as anything that wipes out cities, but aimed at the other end of the scale of offense – the individual himself. Each man alone, in personal danger of a doom that’s picked him out from all the rest and will follow him wherever he goes. This attacks the mind as well as the body. It’s like a germ of terror that can eat a man’s morale out and leave his body intact. He won’t trust himself or his leader. And do you know the only possible defense?’


She struck her hands together and her voice almost crowed with triumph.


‘Individual responsibility. The breakup of an integrated war machine. No one can depend on anyone else for anything, once our weapon’s in action. They’ll have to throw out all their elaborate maneuvers and all their training and start again from scratch. Each man for himself. An army of guerrillas. Utterly reckless, of course, fatalistic to the last degree. But I don’t see how they can hope to conduct space warfare with every man in the army independent of every other man. It’ll win the war for us, father!’


The emperor drummed his fingers on the table. ‘You may be right,’ he conceded. ‘If we can keep it for ourselves, that is. But if anyone stole it—’


‘Who else knows how to build the machine?’ Juille demanded of the Dunnarian.


‘No one, highness. There were few of us at the beginning, and I saw all my co-workers die. The knowledge is quite safe so far, with us.’


Juille bent upon him a curiously cold, violet stare. The grave, gray eyes met it without a flicker, though he must have known what passed through her mind. Artisans who create the unique for jealous emperors are notoriously shortlived, and in this case the need for uniqueness went far beyond petty jealousy.


‘You’ll want a constant guard,’ Juille told the man thoughtfully. ‘And you’ll have to work fast.’


The Dunnarian bowed silently as the emperor waved a dismissing hand. He looked more than ever falconlike for a moment, and as he turned his head and Juille saw the narrow skull and the beaked nose outlined, she wondered how he could seem so birdlike and yet so smoothly poised, for birds are creatures of small, nervous motions.




Then she remembered that before the bird came the snake. It was the snake behind the falcon that epitomized this man’s smooth gestures, his elegance, his quiet, lidless stare.


In another part of the palace a figure slipped quietly and unseen out of a curtained window. He dropped to the dark grass of a garden and, moving with the sureness of one who has come this way many times before, went out through an unguarded postern and through a band of trees dripping with rain that flashed in the lights behind him.


Quickly and silently through the rustling silence of the night he moved away, leaving the turmoil of the palace behind him, where the news of the ruin of world after world flamed across the luminous screens that pictured their destruction.


He went disdainfully through the dark, picking his way with delicate steps. He knew the path so well that no one challenged him, no one saw the dark figure slipping from shadow to shadow. He had a long way to go, but he knew every step of it, even in the dark.


He was tired when he came to the far end of the journey, for it had been a long way to come on foot. In the end it was intricate, too, because he had to enter by a hidden way.


But the end was reward enough for all his weariness and secrecy, as he had known it would be. Indeed, he knew and loved each step of the path because it brought him nearer this goal. He stood in a dark archway at the end of the journey, and looked out over the low rooftops of the city of his people, glittering with warm, soft lights through curtained windows. No two curtains were of quite the same shade, nor were the windows shaped alike at all, so that the city glowed with myraid flowery shapes, like a lighted garden. His heart swelled with the knowledge that he was at home again, that the city was his and he the city’s. He no longer moved stealthily as he went down the slope of sand toward the sandy streets before him.


There were few abroad at this hour, but those he passed knew him and exchanged with him the reserved formula of greeting behind which lay a deep, sure affection between individuals for the sake of the group itself – a feeling almost indescribable to anyone unfamiliar with such a community as this.


He went along the sand-padded street silently, straight for the house where his friends awaited him. Reserve was strongly rooted in them all, and their meeting betrayed no emotional unbalance, but common purpose and common danger had welded them into a group so close and strong that words were scarcely necessary among them.
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