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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.
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      PROLOGUE




      Of all the objections which have been raised by opponents of this scheme, there are three in particular which have “crystalized out” into slogans to be wielded by the unthinking as if they were lances mounted with colored pennants. Each slogan represents a different mode of argument, and they may be categorized as the ontological argument, the teleological argument and the pragmatic argument. We live, of course, in an age of enlightened pragmatism, and it could be claimed that the pragmatic argument is the only one which we need to refute in order to justify the scheme. However, it is easy enough to show that all three arguments are equally insubstantial.




      The ontological argument usually takes the form of the cant phrase: “Men who cannot fear cannot love.” The basic claim advanced here is that by training our children not to feel fear we are also training them not to feel a wide spectrum of emotions. Some people claim that we are actually training them not to feel at all, and that we are destroying the emotional basis of their being. The graduates of our present training schools, however, give ample evidence in their behavior that they are perfectly capable of feeling not only such emotions as rage and detestation but also loyalty, devotion and sexual passion. Adherents of this line of argument, when confronted with this testimony, may follow one of two contrasting lines of defense. Some will argue that none of these qualities is actually the kind of “love” which they mean, and that what they mean is not compounded out of any combination of these qualities. This is a familiar argumentative ploy used by those determined to evade any possible evidence which threatens to disprove their case, and is quite illegitimate. Others who wish to defend the case despite the evidence will go on to claim that the men who have already undergone this kind of training only appear to feel these emotions, and are in fact compensating behaviorally for their loss. In view of the fact that appearances are all that we have to build upon in claiming to know anything about the world whatsoever, this kind of argument ultimately extends skepticism into solipsism. If we were to be as skeptical as this of claims made by others about their feelings, then it is not merely the graduates of our training schools who would be suspect but the entire human race.




      The teleological argument against training is usually contained within the phrase: “Men without fear are men without purpose.” If the purpose referred to were the divine purpose for which God supposedly created man, or the purpose which motivated the seeders to distribute genetic material across the known galaxy, this argument would be worthless. Its metaphysical nature would remove it from the realm of rational inquiry, and it would be equally plausible to establish a counter-claim alleging that the human conquest of fear is, in fact, an essential step in the fulfillment of that purpose. What the sentence is actually held to imply, however, is that men trained to feel no fear cannot be well enough motivated to lead lives which are both useful to the human community as a whole and satisfying to themselves. Once again, the graduates of our training schools provide a dramatic refutation of this case, for they have proved themselves to be excellent fighting men whose recruitment to the war zones has already made a significant difference to our progress there. These men without fear have settled into the army way of life better than the recruits who have undergone no such special preparation, and are in every way better adjusted to it. They are the stuff of which heroes are made, and they take considerably joy from their accomplishments. They seem in every way to be better motivated than their comrades.




      The pragmatic argument leveled against the crusade to extirpate fear from human affairs is one which is not normally heard within the military establishment, though if it had any substance it would certainly cause anxiety there. It is the claim that: “Men without fear make bad strategists.” The argument used to support this contention is that men who do not fear death, injury or pain will take risks on their own behalf which are injudicious, and that they will be casual in putting at risk the lives of such men as they command. This is not so. Indeed, it is only when a man has conquered his own fear that he becomes capable of a calm and rational assessment of a tactical situation. Only then is he able to calculate the risks accurately, operating not only to maximize the chance of humans emerging from any particular conflict situation victorious but also to maximize the chance of their emerging having suffered as little loss of life as possible. Only a man without fear knows the true value of a human life, whether it be his own or that of another. Only a man without fear can weigh up a situation without the risk that some irrational terror or anxiety may blind him to some of its possibilities and probabilities. The truth is that fear, far from serving to protect men from injury, failure and shame, actually renders them more vulnerable.




      In brief, the banners under which our opponents are marching are tattered and torn: the slogans which they shout are empty of sense. There is, in fact, no good reason why the training of children in the suppression of phobic responses should not be extended throughout the educational system, to apply to all human infants from the earliest practicable moment in their lives.




      The human species cannot be said to have reached evolutionary maturity until every single individual has conquered fear.




      (Quotation from a speech later incorporated into the book Men of Destiny by Corvo Carrien. The speech was broadcast at least once on every world inhabited by humans in the year 2242 AD)




      “Whoever fights monsters should see to it that in the process he does not become a monster. And when you look long into the abyss, the abyss also looks into you.”




      F. W. Nietzsche (1844-1900)


    


  




  

    

      CHAPTER ONE




      Remy reached into the shoulder-high recess and tugged the bell cord. His tug was a sharp flick of the wrist, and he released the cord immediately. The way that the bell sounded was a kind of signature—no two men pulled the cord in exactly the same fashion. In Ziarat, a rich man always knew who was at his door.




      The door was opened by a siocon servant, who stood aside, eyes averted, to let Remy pass into the main hallway. The night air outside had been warm and heavy, carrying the scent of the night-blooming flowers that were planted throughout the district to protect the inner city from the stench that drifted on the wind from the poorer quarters which surrounded it. Inside the house, the air was cooler, and there were garlands of yellow flowers mounted on the walls, whose more delicate odor slowly overpowered the echo of the other. The hallway was lit by a chandelier containing wax candles. In most of the rooms Yerema had installed electric lighting, but he followed the habit of the Calvar merchants in maintaining an area which mimicked the ways of the siocon aristocracy. Any siocon nobleman entering Yerema’s house would feel that he, like the other aliens in their midst, was deferring to their customs and acknowledging the traditions of Ziarat. It was part of the price of tolerance, and even benefactors need to be tolerated. Ziarat owed its fortunes to the traders of the Calvar clan, and its security to Yerema’s mercenaries, but the veich were no less alien for that, and had to pay close attention to the niceties of interracial diplomacy. The same applied to Remy, but his predicament was more complex still: a human under the protection of the veich in a siocon city.




      Remy didn’t wait for the servant to bolt the heavy door behind him and scuttle on ahead again. He strode forward to a room that was set aside for the reception of visitors not of the siocon species, opening and closing the door of the antechamber for himself, and then parting the screening curtains.




      There was a table set for a light meal—a token of hospitality rather than a full-scale affair. Yerema was not in the room but his daughter, Valla, was waiting to receive the visitor. She touched her forefingers to his, and then touched her own forehead. He did likewise, and followed the gesture with a ritual nod of the head. They both sat down on chairs that were long in the leg, hard and straight in the back. The siocon aristocracy reveled in soft cushions, but even the Calvars, who were not a warrior clan, considered excessive indulgence in bodily comfort to be a sign of decadence and spiritual lassitude.




      “You are early,” said Valla, in the language of the clans. “Yerema is still bathing.”




      “He implied that it was urgent,” replied Remy, in the same tongue. He reached reflexively toward the pocket of his shirt, indicating that it held the message which had summoned him, but he did not complete the gesture.




      “It doesn’t matter,” she said, switching to the language of the clanless, which was the most convenient of the three tongues they had in common. The formalities were complete now, the ground for their meeting secured.




      “The outer city’s rife with rumors of a gathering of the kresh tribes. Is that what Yerema wants to talk about?”




      “Partly,” replied the girl. “There was an attempt to assassinate the king this noonday—by a kresh warrior.”




      Remy let the surprise show in his face, and was silent for a few moments, digesting the information. He could not pursue the matter further now—Yerema would explain everything in due course. He laid the matter aside, and returned to the language of the clans in order to say to Valla, “You look beautiful.”




      She smiled, in the way of her species, more with her eyes than with her mouth. The light, silvery fur that formed a mask around her eyes was silky-smooth, well-combed and groomed. She was wearing a light scent that was only just perceptible to his sense of smell, and was dressed in the kind of white robe that was conventional summer wear for all the upper-class veich in Ziarat, male and female alike. It was, of course, quite spotless—its cleanliness was the chief symbol of her status. She did not have the same air of assurance in wearing the costume that a Calvar girl would have had; as a member of a warrior clan she was habituated to more practical attire.




      Remy glanced at the table. There was cold meat, salted and sliced very thin, and hard bread, likewise sliced thin. There was dry wine, sitting in a bowl of ice that had only just begun to melt, and fruit that was also chilled.




      “Do you put ice on the table for your siocon visitors?” he asked. “Or would they be concerned about the fact that your refrigerators run on electricity?”




      “The Calvars supply ice to the palace every day,” she said. “Ice is only solid water. A wise man simply uses it—he doesn’t bother to ask about the means by which it became solid in the late months of summer.”




      His gaze wandered then to the window, which was unglazed but veiled by fine, blue-tinted muslin which somehow kept out the pervasive smell of the night-blooming flowers.




      “Summer’s ending, then?” he said. “I’ve been here nearly fifteen years, and still I haven’t accustomed myself to the pattern of the seasons.”




      “You can’t tell by looking at the calendar,” she said. “The signs are in the scents of the noonday and the night-dark. The veich are better at detecting such changes than humans. We are nearer in kind to the sioconi. But you have the compensation of being able to operate more comfortably in the noonday.”




      “The fact that humans see better by day only balances out the fact that the veich and the sioconi see better by night,” he replied lightly. “If we have any compensation for the inadequacy of our sense of smell, it can only be the greater sensitivity of our sense of touch. You have your nose—I have my fingertips.”




      She studied the tips of her fingers, which were thinner than those of a human, with a harder tegument and narrower nails. “Yes,” she said, “I suppose you’re right.”




      “But it’s all a matter of degree,” added Remy. “There are humans who can discern scents as well as some veich, and veich as dexterous as many humans. It’s unrealistic to exaggerate the differences between us. We come from common stock—or so it’s said.”




      “Do you believe that?” asked Valla.




      “That we come from common stock? It seems so—though I wouldn’t profess to any passionate faith in the seeding theories. Insofar as we can trace our evolutionary path with any degree of accuracy, we all seem to have descended from small lemuroid creatures almost identical in kind. Ultimately, we have all come to adopt similar life-styles, though our intermediate ancestors may have had different dietary preferences and habits. Your genetic material is chemically no different from mine. It is conceivable that life everywhere follows the same pattern of chemical and physical evolution, but it seems highly unlikely compared with the thesis that life throughout the known cosmos has a common point of origin. Even if it isn’t literally true, there is still a sense in which you and I and every living cell on this world share a common heritage. We’re the products of our nucleic acids, and that common identity remains in the chemical sense whether our particular double helices can trace their ancestry back through billions of billions of chemical generations to the same molecule or not. Why do you ask?”




      “It doesn’t matter,” she replied.




      Remy looked at her for a few moments in puzzlement. It was not the kind of question that she had ever put to him before. As a member of a fighting clan she was by no means given to the contemplation of that kind of question. But then, clan Syroleth was by no means an ordinary warrior clan, in that it no longer had any theoretical existence and had—not counting the hundreds of clanless veich who still pledged allegiance to Yerema—only two remaining members.




      Perhaps, he thought, what lay behind her question was her memory of the war. The humans and the veich had been at war now for six hundred years—since the twenty-second century, in terms of Earth’s calendar. Its beginnings had been forgotten and there seemed no prospect of an end. Yet here, in the city of Ziarat, in the continent of Azreon, on the world called Haidra, there was a space where the war no longer existed, where the veich were citizens rather than invaders, and where humans fought alongside them instead of against them. It was an anomalous situation, in terms of history...but perhaps not in terms of evolution, if there really had been seeders, and if all the lemuroid races were cousins beneath the skin. Remy didn’t think that way himself—he saw nothing in the least unnatural in cousins trying hard to exterminate one another’s bloodlines—but he could see how the question might take on the appearance of a genuine puzzle.




      He was glad when the door opened and Yerema appeared through the curtains.




      The father of clan Syroleth was an old man in veich terms. The color of his mask had faded to pure whiteness, and he no longer seemed as tall as he had when Remy first met him. Then he had seemed almost as tall as the human; now Remy was conscious of having to look down in order to meet his eyes. He was still strong, though, and very active. Though he wore a white robe identical to that worn by his daughter, he wore it like a fighting man, as though it was strange and ill-fitting.




      Remy stood, and the two men matched palms, then touched their fingers to bowed foreheads.




      “Thank you for coming so quickly,” said Yerema in the language of the clans.




      “I am grateful to be received in your home,” murmured Remy, hoping that he had the inflection correct. The language of the clans was not so much a language in its own right as a set of social devices which emphasized the superiority of the clansmen over their clanless subjects, maintaining social distance very effectively. There was no way that Remy could ever master the subtleties and nuances of the tongue, but the fact that he was permitted to pretend testified to the special status he had with respect to Yerema and clan Syroleth, and he was conscientious in his attempts to gain assurance in its ways. Only thus could he expect that the Calvars would perpetuate the respect which they now gave him because of his relationship with Yerema.




      They sat down at the table now and ate, exchanging only conventional remarks, entirely in the language of the clans. The ritual had always seemed to Remy to be tedious, but he appreciated its importance.




      He ate lightly, and drank even more lightly. He would eat again later, at his own house, and had come to Yerema’s house only to talk. The message he had received was, by veir standards, practically a peremptory summons, and implied that there was a matter of considerable difficulty and urgency to be discussed. He let only twelve minutes pass before he signaled that he was replete. Patience was the cardinal virtue in the veir world view, but he saw no need to adopt it for himself. That fetish more than any other was responsible for the fact that the veich had lost half a hundred worlds in the last generation—including Haidra—and were now losing a war which they had once seemed virtually certain to win.




      They moved away from the table through a curtained archway into a smaller room, a room without windows, designed for privacy. There was a rectangular table whose scarred surface testified that it was not intended for ornament. Remy, Valla and Yerema took up their positions around it, sitting on high-backed, heavy chairs.




      Yerema reached into the fold of his robe and produced a small, cylindrical packet of cloth. He unrolled it to reveal a small scroll of parchment, as wide as the length of his thumb. It unrolled reluctantly, and he pinned the top edge to the table with a stiletto-bladed knife. Fully extended, the strip was about thirty centimeters long. Remy had to lean forward to look at the writing upon it, and could not recognize the elaborate ideographic script. It resembled the writing of the sioconi but was not identical to it.




      “What is it?” asked Remy, using the language of the clanless now.




      “It is a warrant from the gods of the sky, and the spirit of the waters, and the ancestors of all men in the green paradise. Except, of course, that ‘all men’ means only ‘the er’kresha.’ It’s a sacred commission, including a promise that if the bearer is killed in attempting to obey its command he will be admitted directly to paradise with all honors that would normally be reserved for the Most High.”




      Remy looked up at his host, and said, “I didn’t even know that the er’kresha were literate.”




      “They’re not, in the strict sense,” said Yerema. “They don’t have much use for writing. Only their holy men can read and write. But they haven’t always been savages. When they migrated here long ago they established a civilization not much less advanced than the siocon culture that was here when the veich first came. The sioconi invaded from Omer several centuries after the er’kresha settled here, and forced them back into the northern bills and the fringes of the Syrene. Kresh oral tradition still makes a great deal out of the Golden Age of the past and the fact that they were robbed of their heritage by the evil sioconi. That’s how they justify their predatory life-style—they see it as a kind of revenge for past crimes committed against them. They also believe that their ultimate destiny is to recover all Azreon, destroying Ziarat and Tzara and all the lands those cities count as part of their empires. You wouldn’t have seen kresh script before—it’s used to decorate sacred objects of one kind or another. Calvar scholars have accumulated a good many of them, contemporary and ancient, but they’ve only recently been able to decipher it. The sioconi had taken no interest themselves—typically enough.”




      Remy waited for Yerema to finish before getting back to the heart of the matter. “What does it commission its bearer to do?” he asked bluntly.




      “To kill the king,” put in Valla.




      “That is so,” agreed Yerema, unperturbed by her interruption. “The assassin was killed in the palace grounds, but the fact that he managed to get so far is cause for concern. It seems that there may well be others still to come.”




      “Who sent him?” asked Remy. “And why?”




      “There are many rumors,” replied Yerema, “and it is not easy to search out the truth within them. But when the substance of the rumors is added to what the Calvar scholars have learned about the er’kresha, a picture begins to emerge. It appears that a new prophet has emerged from one of the desert tribes—a man of the Syrene, a shaman and a visionary. Such men, it seems, arise periodically when things go badly with the er’kresha—usually in times of famine or plague. He is not merely a shaman but also a warrior, who claims the status of a demigod. The scroll gives his name as Sigor Belle Yella, but that is a title, a nom de guerre. He is winning acceptance as a leader, making claims not only upon his own tribe but upon their neighbors, and upon the er’kresha of the far north. His aim is to unite them into a great army, which will then go forth to reclaim the rightful territory of the kresh race, driving the sioconi and their off-world allies—we acquire demonic status in these stories—into the sea.”




      “Why the assassins?”




      “The tribes fight one another as much as they fight the sioconi. They hate one another almost as bitterly. To join them in a common cause is no easy task. They can be persuaded, because their traditions favor such periodic joinings, and promise that one such unification will, indeed, herald the fulfillment of all the kresh dreams of empire. In order to be so persuaded, however, they look for signs. They look for events that might be omens, in all the traditional places. They watch the sky for portents; they look to their shamans for significant dreams, who look in turn to their processes of divination here on the ground. Most of all, though, they wait for Belle Yella himself to produce miracles. Had the king been killed, Belle Yella would have claimed it as a sign, and the tribal chieftains would have accepted it. Of course, Belle Yella will hardly stake everything on such a dubious operation: he will be busy promoting all kinds of other possible signs as well. In the end, he will find one, and the chieftains will accept it because they want to accept it...and perhaps need to accept it. Belle Yella, I think, is a product of the times. His kind of movement is a typical response to what the er’kresh see as a universal crisis: a millennial cult whose mythology attempts to invert a sense of despair into a sense of imminent and triumphant destiny.”




      “I don’t understand,” said Remy, shifting in his chair. “You say that the ultimate aim of this man is to unite the kresh tribes in order to sweep the sioconi and the veich into the sea?”




      “It would probably be more correct to say that this is the aim of the er’kresha as a race.” he said, “reignited in them by the desperation of their circumstances. Belle Yella is only an instrument. He is the means by which the tribes can ritually bury their differences and accept a common cause.”




      “But it’s impossible!” objected Remy. “The sioconi outnumber the er’kresha by ten to one. Thanks to the Calvars they have far better weapons, and thanks to us they have a standing army of trained mercenaries that’s several thousand strong. And that’s just Ziarat. The king could raise an army of ten thousand in the city if he had to—maybe twice as many if he conscripted men from the surrounding districts. The Calvars couldn’t arm them all, but they could arm them far better than any force of kresh tribesmen. Most of the kresh tribes have only two or three hundred able-bodied men, and they’re well off if they have a dozen guns. Even if there were five hundred tribes—which there aren’t—they couldn’t put any kind of effective fighting force in the field.”




      “In fact,” said Yerema evenly, “there are some five hundred and fifty tribes, counting the desert tribes and the northern hillmen together. Your fighting has been almost exclusively with the desert tribes. The hill tribes are considerably larger, though not so well armed. It’s theoretically possible for the er’kresha to amass an army more than a hundred thousand strong, though in practical terms they’re unlikely to assemble a force one tenth as large as that. In all probability, eight thousand fighting men in a dozen different groups would represent the whole of kresh. The war that they’d fight wouldn’t really be recognizable as such by you or me. They wouldn’t adopt any particular overall strategy—they’d just sweep into the various territories that are supposedly under Ziarat’s protection—and Tzara’s, of course—killing everyone they could. It would be more a matter of casual slaughter than of warfare. The er’kresha have no attainable objectives in the military sense.”




      “What you mean,” said Remy, “is that the notion of this war to reclaim Azreon is just an idea—a myth that will allow them to embark on some crazy stint of killing for the sake of killing.”




      “That’s correct,” said the veir clansman. “This isn’t a war in our sense of the word; it’s a response to the fact that the er’kresha see their present situation as one of utter hopelessness. There’s nothing they can do about it in practical terms, so they’re forced to seek a transcendental solution—they’re looking to their gods and their ancestors for salvation, and Belle Yella is the intermediary.”




      “And this is the way they have reacted in the distant past to things like famines and great plagues?”




      “It seems so,” confirmed Yerema. “It’s a type of social response to desperate circumstances which is seen in many cultures on many worlds. There are examples in the past history of my species, and probably of yours.”




      “But why now?” asked Remy. “There’s been no famine—no worse than usual, anyhow. There’s been no plague.”




      Yerema smiled faintly. “In a way,” he said, “what has happened is worse than that. Famines and plagues relent. But the er’kresha are gradually losing their entire way of life. For hundreds of years—probably thousands—they have lived as nomadic herdsmen and bandits. The lands where they graze their animals are the lands which were too poor for the sioconi to bother stealing. The living which they scrape from their agricultural projects, such as they are, is poor. They have always been dependent upon the sioconi for grain. They have taken grain from villages which they threatened. They have looted it from granaries. Sometimes they have bought it—but always with goods and money they have stolen from the sioconi, particularly from the caravans that use the roads between Ziarat and the coast to the south and west. The er’kresha have always lived as predators upon the sioconi, and the sioconi—despite their walled cities and their armies—were always unable to stop them.




      “All that changed a generation ago. The Calvars came to Azreon from Omer, bringing with them a whole new technology. They rearmed the siocon armies and built new vehicles for the caravans. Then, when the war came to Haidra, fighting men came here. Men like you and me, Remy, who formed a new army of veich and sioconi and even humans—professional soldiers trained in the use of weapons which the Calvars would not make for the sioconi themselves. Calvar guns made the territories that were supposedly under Ziarat’s protection safe from er’kreshan raiders for the first time, and allowed whole kresh tribes to be all but destroyed. Our mercenaries now insure the security of all the roads that go from Ziarat to other towns. We brought animals especially bred for speed, and the er’kresha, whose mounts have been formed by natural selection rather than genetic engineering, could not compete. We are more mobile than they, and better equipped. That is why the er’kresha are under threat of cultural extinction. The only viable course open to them is to become absorbed into the growing body of siocon civilization—as the lowest of the low, third-class citizens despised by everyone. The warriors of the tribes cannot accept that. It is unthinkable.”




      Remy shifted again in his seat, and looked hard at the scroll, which Yerema still held extended on the tabletop. He let the story run through his mind, illuminating the rumors that had reached his own ears, and perceiving the strange sense that it yielded up to analysis.




      “All right,” he said, “suppose that it’s true? What can we do about it?”




      “Perhaps nothing.” said the clansman. “But it’s possible that we can stop it—for now.




      “We must track down Signor Belle Yella, kill him, and disperse the members of his cult.”




      “Very well,” said Remy calmly. “How?”


    


  




  

    

      CHAPTER TWO




      Justina Magna stepped out of her tent and shivered in the cold night air. She was fully clothed, but the clothes she was wearing were those which she had worn through the day, with only a light jacket added as the night-dark approached. She stood quite still for a moment, steeling herself against the chill, and then walked on. Overhead, the stars shone brightly. Here in the fringes of the Syrene the air was crystal-clear.




      The camp was very still. There were two sets of guards posted, one set by the escort that had been hired to protect the trade caravan in Pir, the other posted by her own party from the platoon of soldiers which accompanied it. The wagons of the caravan were set apart from the wagons which the humans had brought from Omer. Neither the veir clansman who was in charge of the caravan nor his hired mercenaries trusted the humans, and the humans trusted them even less. Nevertheless, both parties had agreed to travel together for mutual protection against the er’kresha while they moved slowly toward Ziarat. Lieutenant Verdi, the officer in charge of the platoon, had protested this decision on the grounds that riding with armed veich might prove more dangerous than any visitation from reckless bandits, but his protest had been set aside. Cesar Scapaccio, whose expedition it was, was well enough aware that the veich held the real power in Azreon, and that here the war had to be conducted in a more diplomatic manner.




      Justina Magna passed the sentry who was watching the scrub land to the east. His eyes tracked her as she walked away from him, but she ignored him. Farther down the line she found Sergeant Garstone, apparently engaged in watching the sentry. She offered him a cigarette, and he declined. His pale eyes looked down at her, illuminated by the gleam of a lantern that hung from a hook on one of the struts of the wagon’s cupola.




      “No sign of restless natives?” she asked, the mockery in her tone only just perceptible.




      “No,” he replied shortly.




      “Surely no gang of desert savages is going to attack us?” she said. “With the kind of firepower we have we could stand off a small army.”




      “Maybe they don’t know that,” he pointed out.




      “The worst of these long nights,” she commented, “is the cold. Even out here in the desert, by the time the night-dark comes it’s positively bitter...and then by day we fry in the sun. If Haidra rotated on its axis a little more quickly the people here wouldn’t be so damned miserable.”




      Because there was no question in the speech, Garstone felt no obligation to reply.




      “You’re not very talkative,” observed the woman.




      “No,” agreed the sergeant.




      “I couldn’t sleep. I suppose you never really acclimatize to new temporal rhythms. I’ve been here ten years, in Earthly terms. A third of my life. And still I can’t adjust to a forty-hour day and a culture which operates on the basis of taking seven hours sleep in the middle of the night and another seven in the middle of the day. I guess that once the world of your birth has imprinted its own rhythm on your chemistry nothing can change it. It seems that even people who are born on alien worlds never really fit in...maybe it’s something in our genes. What do you think?”




      “I think you’re missing your soft bed,” said Garstone tersely. “Anyone can adjust to anything.”




      “But you’re not asleep, are you?” she countered. “And it’s not as if it were your turn to stand watch. Or does the army always set sentries to watch its sentries?”




      “I don’t need much sleep,” said the sergeant.




      The woman licked her lips, tasting the metallic dust which had settled there since she removed the veil that had guarded her mouth and nose during the long trek. Garstone watched her, sharing her sensation. The taste of the silvery dust was something they all knew by now, and would know much more intimately in the long months to come.




      “Why are you here, Sergeant Garstone?” she asked.




      “I was ordered to come.”




      “That’s not what I mean.”




      “I didn’t think it was.”




      She looked at him speculatively. “Don’t you think you’re being unnecessarily rude?” she asked.




      He shrugged.




      “Are you a misogynist?” she inquired ironically.




      “I’m a noncommissioned officer,” he replied, with a certain amount of sour wit. “If you want to ask questions that touch on matters of military security, you’d better ask Lieutenant Verdi.”




      “He’s asleep.”




      “Ask him when he wakes up.”




      “He’d only say that he’s doing his duty and following orders. He’d imply, as you do, that this whole affair is a stupid waste of time and that he wishes he were back in barracks waiting for the war to recall him to its bosom. But if Command Haidra really felt like that they’d have turned down Scapaccio’s request for military escort. In fact, initially they did turn it down. What do you think made them change their minds?”




      “They didn’t bother to tell me. Probably a simple matter of protocol. Scapaccio is a colonel of sorts, even if he’s an off-worlder not on active service. He probably bullied a few captains and majors at Command Base into juggling the paperwork so that he got his platoon without anyone at the top of the tree knowing or caring.”




      “Maybe,” said Justina Magna, staring out into the night and taking a last draw from her cigarette. “And maybe not.”




      “Why bother?” asked the sergeant. “You’re getting what you want out of the trip. You’re getting a nice long holiday in the wilderness to appreciate the desert flowers and the moonbeams. You’ve got away from the Base and its routines. You might be in on Scapaccio’s exciting archaeological discoveries—buried treasure from a million years ago. You might even get to see your loyal protectors shoot up a few of the locals. Then again, there’s the fabulous exotic city of Ziarat, straight out of some ancient mythology. Enjoy yourself.”




      “You can be quite articulate when you try,” she said. “All you need is warming up a bit. And that’s a good philosophy you’re peddling. If only you could take it into your own heart. But you don’t like any of this, do you? You hate the desert, you hate Scapaccio, you despise Delizia and you don’t like having to associate with so many unpacified veich. Sometimes I suspect that you don’t even like having to associate with me.”




      “Should I?”




      “That depends,” she said. “I’d say you should...but I’m prejudiced.”




      She turned, with the air of one who has emerged victorious from a battle of wits. She swung her hips deliberately as she walked away.




      “Whore,” muttered Garston. He ran his hand up and down the barrel of his rifle, and almost began to hope that there would be an attack before it was time to move on. He was a patient man—as a soldier, he had been trained for patience—but even the most phlegmatic temperament builds up frustrations that need action to be released.




      * * * *




      Remy teased the focusing wheel of the binoculars with his forefinger, trying to work a sharp image out of the blur where the horizon should have been. He failed. The combination of the haze and the dust defeated him, and the only thing which testified to the continued presence of the er’kresha within his field of vision was a ruddy tower of cloud which sparkled like frosted mist: the extra dust stirred up into the hot air by the plodding hooves of the er’kreshan mounts.




      “Shit!” murmured Remy.




      “Well?” asked Doon, who was laid out prone alongside him.




      Remy passed over the binoculars. “They’re headed straight out into the Syrene,” he said. “East-nor’east. That’s where Belle Yella is, all right. The worst possible place for him to be, from our point of view.”




      Doon tried to focus the binoculars, but with no greater success than Remy.




      “Why the hell are they heading into the desert?” asked Madoc, who was standing a few meters away, screened by the rock on which Remy and Doon were perched.




      “According to Yerema,” said Remy dully, “there are two reasons. First, because the range of mountains in the heart of the Syrene is in some way sacred to them—nobody lives there, but the er’kresha have always regarded it as being in some way the centerpiece of their mythical empire. Secondly because it’s wild and desolate and completely private—an excellent place for working miracles.”




      “I don’t see that it’s any better for miracles than anywhere else,” muttered Doon.




      “According to the Calvar scholars, as told to Yerema,” said Remy, “the er’kresha have various stereotyped ideas about what constitutes a miracle. One of them is bringing rain to make the desert bloom.”




      Doon lowered the binoculars and squinted out over the flat plain of gray sand and bronzed rock, patched here and there with black thorn bushes and spined grasses. “Now that would be a miracle,” he said.




      “It rains there sometimes,” said Remy. “But in the mountains the dice are loaded in Belle Yella’s favor. Nobody lives there on a permanent basis, as I said, so nobody can testify to the regularity of its circumstances, but Yerema figures that it rains there every year just as it rains in the north and the south and the east. When the cloud blows in from the east at the end of summer the mountains drive it up and precipitate a downpour. That’s why the rivers flowing through the Syrene fill up with water again after the summer drought. The mountains are surrounded by hundreds of miles of desert in every direction, but they themselves have a somewhat more benevolent climate. What’s happening out there is that Belle Yella’s cultists are slowly gathering acolytes and witnesses, who are going to spend a lot of time praying bareheaded in the noonday until they’re hallucinating visions and revelations on a regular basis. Then Belle Yella will make rain and force the desert to bloom, and his followers will proclaim him the next best thing to God. Then the support will rally in no uncertain terms, and the war will be on. When people need miracles, they can find them easily enough. The Calvars reckon they know enough about er’kreshan history and oral tradition to write a script for this whole stupid crusade.”




      “So what do we do?” asked Madoc.




      Remy and Doon turned to look back at him, but made no move to scramble down from their coign of vantage.




      “The sioconi say that the end of summer is already here. I don’t know how long it will be before Belle Yella’s miracle arrives on schedule, but we may have between twelve and twenty days. I don’t think we have any alternative but to go into the Syrene heartland after him. It isn’t going to be easy getting to him in that sort of territory, while he’s surrounded by several hundred crazy followers, but I reckon it’s a better bet than one of his assassins getting to the king in Ziarat. With luck, the er’kresha in the mountains will be preoccupied with spiritual affairs—and they certainly won’t be expecting visitors. But it’s not a job we can look forward to.”




      “What about Yamba’s so-called army?” asked Doon. “They haven’t done a damn thing except police the streets of Ziarat since the king and the Calvars started using us for all important operations. Couldn’t we give this one back to him?”




      “They couldn’t do it,” said Remy. “And it would show us in one hell of a had light. Yamba and his friends hate us enough as it is for what we’ve done. If we turn our back on the first major crisis—a crisis which our coming here has helped to precipitate—we lose virtually all of our influence in Ziarat. That would be fatal. This is our problem even more than Ziarat’s, and we have to solve it.”




      “So what kind of force do you propose taking into the desert?” inquired Madoc. “Half a dozen commandos—or a small army?”




      Remy adjusted the veil that masked the lower part of his face. Then he moistened his lips with his tongue.




      “I’m not sure,” he said. “We’ll have to make plans back in Ziarat. I think Yerema will want to lead this one himself.”




      Doon, meanwhile, had put the field glasses back to his eyes and was staring into the distance—not to the east, where the er’kresha had disappeared, but to the south.




      “Riders,” he said, passing the binoculars back to Remy. “They’re ours.”




      Remy had no difficulty in picking out the approaching men, riding Calvar beasts at a gallop. That didn’t augur well for their reasons. The animals brought by the Calvars from Omer, which Remy thought of for the sake of convenience as “horses” though they were not of Earthly stock, were bred for endurance and for the ability to work well in desert conditions, not for fast speed over short distances. They were longer in the leg and faster than the indigenous species that filled the same ecological and cultural niche, but they were usually ridden hard only in a fight or a pursuit.




      One of the riders was a veir, the other a siocon—both were trusted men within Yerema’s private army.




      Remy waved a signal to the approaching men, and the veir, Subala, waved back. The two slowed their mounts appreciably, and Remy jumped from the top of the rock into the saddle of his own horse, which shied uneasily at the shock of his abrupt arrival. Doon got down and mounted in a more conventional manner, and the three rode back the way they had come toward the rough desert trail. They met the riders at the bottom of the shallow slope, where the road—such as it was—led away across the coarse sandy soil toward Ziarat.




      Iasus Fiemme, the siocon, handed Remy a folded piece of paper. Remy got down before opening it, and the alien also dismounted. “The news was transmitted from Pir by radio,” said Fiemme. “It’s several days old now. We picked it up in a small village three hours to the south.”




      Remy read it through, and then looked pensively at the siocon. The other was a fraction taller than he, but seemed very spare and gaunt by comparison with Remy’s stocky figure. Though Remy’s skin had been burned dark brown by the sun there was still a contrast in coloring, for the siocon’s brown skin had an odd bluish tint. His bald head carried a series of lateral ridges, and his eyes were very dark, protected from the morning sun by a natural shield which had evolved in the sioconi from a nictitating membrane owned by one of their distant ancestor species. He was, of course, veiled against the fine corrosive dust, but his veil was dyed to match the color of his skin. The sioconi and the er’kresha were members of the same species, but the er’kresha were, on average, considerably shorter and more bony in the features.




      “We’ve got enough trouble as it is,” said Remy, “without this. What does Yerema suggest we do about it?”




      “He wants you to ride north and meet them,” answered Fiemme. “Help escort them to Ziarat. Find out what they’re here for. I’m to come with you. Subala will take your report back to Yerema now, so that he can consider the matter of what to do about Belle Yella.”




      “Those instructions came verbally, along with this?” said Remy, holding up the paper.




      “That’s right,” replied Fiemme.




      “I suppose he realizes that I might not exactly be welcome with these people? I am a deserter from the human army, when all is said and done.”




      To that Fiemme made no reply.




      “What is it?” asked Doon, leaning forward from the saddle as he tried to catch a glimpse of the paper. It would have done him no good—the message was written in the language of the clans.




      “A ship from Omer docked at Pir some days ago,” said Remy dourly. “It was carrying Calvar trade goods, and also half a dozen wagons, an assortment of horses and something like twenty humans, mostly soldiers. They’re heading for Ziarat with a Calvar caravan.”




      “Doesn’t exactly sound like an invasion force,” said Doon. “Wagons and horses instead of lorries and tanks. Must be figuring on a long stay with no support from home. Why didn’t Command fly them over?”




      “I don’t know,” said Remy.




      “Maybe more recruits for the cause?” suggested Madoc.




      “On the other hand,” said Remy, “they may have come to arrest us all and take us back for trial.”




      “They’ve never made a habit of chasing deserters,” Madoc pointed out, though with some unease in his voice. “It’s never been policy—not worth the trouble. They’ve always worked on the theory that if people want to go native they can.”




      “Well,” said Remy, “we could find out. The caravan can’t be more than a day’s ride north of here. Yerema wants me to find out what they’ve come here for. You want to come? Or would you rather ride south with Subala?”




      “Do they have any women?” asked Doon.




      “It doesn’t say.”




      “I’ll ride with you anyhow.”




      “Me too,” said Madoc. “Why not? They’re hardly likely to shoot us down on sight.”




      Remy folded the piece of paper and put it carefully away into his pocket. Then he swung himself back up into the saddle. Remy remembered the last time that he had seen army uniforms, during the last months of what Command Haidra referred to in its communications as “the pacification.” The real purpose of the operation had been to bring the civilian veich who had settled in Omer under the direct control of a human governing council whose job was to make sure that their surplus wealth went to a good cause—the human war effort. Remy had done his own bit toward the pacification through a long year of police work interrupted by occasional skirmishes. In ten years since his desertion he had frequently recalled all the key incidents of that year—his first real encounter with the war. The fighting which he had done after the first landing on Haidra had been brief, and he had seen no direct action except for having to defend the troop ships against aerial attack with the aid of a laser cannon. That had seemed to him to be a very impersonal mode of combat. The pacification had been different.




      “All right,” he said, when Iasus Fiemme had mounted. “We’d better move on. Subala—you ride with us for a couple of miles and I’ll tell you what to report to Yerema. There isn’t much to add to what he already knew we’d find.”




      He turned his mount to face north, and urged it into a slow walk.




      On the ships, he remembered, Command Interstellar made a point of spreading slogans through the troops to help their thinking run along the right grooves. You can’t escape the war, said one of those slogans. There isn’t any world big enough to be a bolt-hole.




      So much for military philosophy.
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