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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.













TURN THE OTHER CHEEK







Vaun faced straight ahead when he limped through the doorway, but the corner of his eye disliked something vague in the darkness to his left.


“Stop right there!” a girl’s voice cried behind him. “Put your hands up. All the way.”


He stopped, stretched his arms overhead, and turned, squinting into the rising sun. He couldn’t see her clearly, except for a glint of light from the weapon. She could certainly see him.


“I’m Admiral Vaun.” The words sounded stupid, somehow. “I am unarmed,” he added, as that was probably what she was looking for.


“Turn around.”


“I’d rather be shot on this side, please.”


“Turn around!”


He obeyed reluctanly.


“Now drop your pants.”














 


Chapter 1


AFTER THIRTY THOUSAND years, the Empire is dying,” the lieutenant proclaimed. “And you’re all too decadent to care.” A haze of smoke from the firepool drifted slowly away through the foliage overhead, but the angry words hung unanswered in the night.


That boy had his mix set too high, Maeve decided. Possibly he was just drunk, although she had not noticed him drinking at all, nor even sniffing croil. Possibly he was just a natural loudmouth and his best friends wouldn’t tell him. Whatever the cause, he was spoiling this corner of the party, standing by himself in the center and trying to raise trouble.


An uncertain light flickered over the dozen or so faces around the little grotto. Leaves rustled in the breeze, and sounds of laughter and music floated in from distant parts of the grounds to die in the sullen silence. The girls looked annoyed. The boys were embarrassed—they had come to party, not to fight, and especially not fight with a spacer. The lieutenant was big, and his was the only uniform in sight, although Maeve was fairly sure that a couple of the other boys were spacers also. One could usually tell, no matter what they wore. Or didn’t.




“Security, identify last speaker,” she murmured.


The expected voice came softly in her ear, “Lieutenant Hajin, navigator on Ultian Spaceship Defender.”


Just what she’d been afraid of—that pup had teeth! His parents were both admirals, and even her own position in the Cabinet was not secure enough to risk annoying him. His family had been Patrol for generations, and virtually owned three states. When a spacer wanted the sidewalk, civilians walked in the gutter.


Some of the other faces were more familiar to her—a famous ballerina, a celebrated oenologist, the pretender to the throne of Lyshia. She suspected that the chubby boy nearest her was the heir to the fabulous Locab fortune. Mostly she wanted to speak with the girl in blue, who was an ecologist and reputedly had some novel theories about the decline in the smallfish catch in the Narrow Sea. But the girl in blue was being squeezed tightly in a corner by a boy in green, and was presently not interested in anything else at all. Maeve could do no good there, and there was nothing she could do about the blowhard lieutenant. She decided she might as well leave and see how the rest of the company was doing.


There was also the Vaun problem to attend to.


Before she had taken a step, Security whispered in her ear, “Subject of special surveillance is heading in this direction.”


Maeve nodded in acknowledgment, hoping that the signal would register—her household equipment was becoming distressingly erratic. During parties, it tended to panic at any sign of rowdiness and then overrun the place with innumerable sims of armed guards. She had almost given up trying to find anyone competent to repair it, and the newer systems were all junk.


Nothing more happened; Security did not ask for further instructions, so she must assume that it was functioning correctly.


She would wait for Vaun. Vaun had been skulking about the grounds all night, haunting the edges of the company as if hoping not to be recognized. If he knew who owned Arkady, he must have had a very special reason for coming here—Vaun had been known to walk out of a diplomatic function when Maeve arrived. He would stand up a king or president to avoid meeting her. But perhaps he didn’t know.


“Decadent!” the lieutenant bellowed, growing madder as his victims sullenly refused to talk back.


Maeve wanted to know what Vaun was up to and why he was here. She wanted this bigmouth lieutenant to stop spoiling everyone else’s evening. She wanted too many things, obviously. She wished Blowhard would get hungry, or that one of the girls would take him off somewhere and lay him. She was not desperate enough to undertake the job herself—she did not care for beefy loudmouths, and there were lots more interesting people around tonight to talk with or play with; more than she had seen here in weeks. Sometimes it happened that way. Other nights she turned on the beacon and almost nobody came.




She stood back in the shadows under a crimple tree, relishing the musky smell of it, watching the flames dance in the firepool. The night was sticky hot, heavy with the scents of crimple and the night-blooming creepers on the crumbling walls. A night harp trilled plaintively on a twig somewhere. Those walls, the mossy paving, the weathered stone benches—only recently had she realized that they were part of some centuries-old ruin, probably a church. Now they made very effective garden scenery.


Romantic, too! A faint swish of shrubbery announced that the girl in blue and the boy in green had vanished off into the dark. So very shortly they would just be girl and boy…


“You!” the lieutenant snarled, picking out the second-largest boy present. “Haven’t you got anything to say on the subject?”


Before he could answer, Feirn spoke from the shadows at the far side of the court. “You’ve scared us all speechless. How many thousands of years have we got left?”


Maeve had not noticed her sitting there, half-hidden by a gupith bush, but she should have recognized the glimmer of her pale skin, the smolder of the red hair. Firelight suited Feirn. Her companion was almost invisible by comparison.


The lieutenant squinted over the flames of the firepool to see who had stooped for the gauntlet. “So all you care about is your personal existence? You are not concerned at all for future generations. That’s decadence!”


The boy beside Feirn started to rise. She restrained him with a pale hand on his arm, and this time her voice was stronger as she gathered confidence. “And why worry about the distant future? Shouldn’t we be more concerned about the famine down in Thisly, or the civil war in Agoan, or the grain plague in—”


“Bah! Details! There have always been local wars and famines. I’m talking about the galaxy!”


“Then tell me exactly what I should be doing for future generations. How can anything I do improve the Empire’s chances?”


That was a fair question, but it happened to coincide with a burst of laughter from the buffet table on the next terrace up. A cascade of merriment rained down through the canopy of branches and gave the remark more sting than it deserved.


The lieutenant’s beefy face flushed. “Support the Patrol, of course! The Commonwealth’s record is abysmal, and the rest of the planet does little better. Press for far greater funding. More ships, more com equipment so we can find out what’s going wrong, more men—”


“Better men would be a better start,” a new voice said, and Vaun strolled in from the darkness.


Well! Maeve eased farther back under the leaves. She wondered momentarily if Vaun also might have his mix set too high tonight, or whether the lieutenant could somehow be his reason for coming, but she quickly decided that no mere lieutenant could ever be worthy of Vaun’s notice. Not a male one, anyway.


He hadn’t changed by one eyebrow hair since the last time she’d seen him, and she couldn’t remember when that was. He was wearing only a plain white shirt and shorts—Vaun detested uniform—a slight, dark boy, with an arrogance as wide as the galaxy. Contemptuous of everyone—he hadn’t changed.


The lieutenant was looking him up and down, smirking in satisfaction. Obviously he hadn’t recognized this ambitious newcomer. Obviously no one had. Blowhard was naturally assuming that he’d found the opponent he wanted—which would not be what Vaun intended.


“I think I could take that as an insult,” the lieutenant said, flexing his arms.




“If it fits, wear it.” Vaun had been running. He was flushed and still panting slightly, and that suggestion of arousal added emphasis to the confrontation. It reminded Maeve of other things, wringing a pang from old wounds: Vaun!


A sleepy smile crawled over the bigger boy’s face. “Insulting the Patrol can be dangerous.”


“Disgracing it is worse,” Vaun said mildly.


And that, Maeve suspected, was the only warning the lieutenant was going to get.


“Besides,” Vaun continued innocently, “I don’t see why you should be concerned about the remote future. Surviving the next four months ought to worry you more.”


In a stage whisper, one of the onlookers said, “The next four minutes for you, bud!” A couple of his companions chuckled, but the lieutenant was now wary of Vaun’s inexplicable self-confidence—civilians did not talk back this way.


“Why is that…sir?”


“Because of the Q ship, of course.”


“What Q ship?”


“The one from Scyth. It should have started braking weeks ago. Even in our time frame, if it doesn’t start in two days, it ain’t going to, and in eleven weeks we’re all spareribs. It’ll smash the planet!”


This time the snigger was general. Drunk, obviously, or orbiting on croil…The tension faded. Some of the girls pulled faces.


Not Maeve! Her heart lurched. She knew Vaun, and lying was beneath his dignity. Whatever he was up to, Vaun meant what he said. If he said, “smash the planet,” then he meant smash the planet. God Almighty!


“But the greenest ensign in the Patrol,” the lieutenant smirked, “knows that it is impossible to get an accurate fix on an approaching Q ship. There’s no definition to a fireball, and the singularity fouls up the Dopplering.”


“I allowed for that,” Vaun said calmly. “It’s close enough now for triangulation from the Oort stations. Estimation at the ninety-five percentile. But I don’t suppose such dangerous information is allowed to seep down to your level.”


“Go get him, Haj,” said the kibitzer in the background.


It was astounding that no one had yet recognized Vaun. No one would be more astounded than he. He certainly could not talk his way out of this now. The spacer would tell him to put his fists up, and then he would have to produce his ID. Or he might not bother—Maeve had never seen him fight, but if he was as good at brawling as he was at everything else, then the lieutenant was in much more danger than he realized.


Vaun was the most relaxed person present, supremely confident of his invariant ability to outdo anyone at anything. He thrust his hands in his pockets in calculated contempt, although his opponent was barely two strides away—and smiling.


“So now you’re accusing the Patrol of incompetence?”


“Am I? I’m saying that it should be attending its immediate duty to guard the planet before it worries about the rest of the galaxy. Sure the Bubble’s dying. It’s been dying for most of those thirty thousand years you mentioned and I expect it’ll continue to die for the next thirty.”


The lieutenant sniggered—only civilians referred to human space as the Bubble. Spacers called it the Empire. Vaun himself, in typically pedantic fashion, usually called it the Doughnut, but he had just set a trap, and the other boy had taken the bait.




Maeve began to move and then stopped. Vaun had expected to be recognized, but apparently she was the only one present who knew him. That did not mean that she had a duty to intervene. He did not even know she was there, or he would never have come to Arkady. He was old enough to take care of himself. And he was serious about the Q ship.


Then, without taking his hands from his pockets, he abruptly dropped his mockery and detonated a parade-ground bark. “Go home, Lieutenant! You’re disgracing your uniform, and behaving like a snot-faced aristocratic boor!”


Without a word, the lieutenant stepped forward, swinging punches with both fists. They never came close. Vaun’s hands stayed in his pockets, but his foot blurred up to take the lieutenant in the crotch, lifting him bodily. He crashed to the paving. A couple of girls screamed. In a chorus of oaths, the other spacers leapt to their feet, intent on vengeance. Maeve opened her mouth…


Vaun wheeled around to face toward the shadowy corner where Feirn sat, and bellowed, “Ensign!”


With an inarticulate yelp of horror, the boy sitting beside Feirn seemed to cross the little court in one bound. Suddenly he was standing beside Vaun with his cap already straight on his head and his hand snapping up in a flawless salute, while the rest of him stayed rigid and as motionless as a statue. Everyone else in the courtyard froze. Inexplicably, they all seemed rumpled and unkempt by comparison.


Oh, that one? Still? Maeve kept hoping Feirn would tire of that one.


Nicely done, though. With one word, Vaun had vaporized any possibility of a general brawl. Feet thumped in the background as the other spacers came to attention also. One of the other girls wailed, and then slapped a hand over her mouth.


Feirn followed her companion out of the shadows, sylphlike in a sapphire sheath. Firelight gleamed on pale arms and ran rejoicing over her copper hair.


Vaun ignored her, and that was ominous. “You know who I am?”


“Sir!” The ensign’s voice cracked like a whip, but his lips did not seem to move. He would have looked more flexible had he been made of cast iron. “Do now, sir. You had your back to me—”


“Have you transportation?”


“Yessir!”


“Take this thwag back to his kennel and plug him into a medic. I don’t trust him to obey an order.”


“He is under arrest, sir?”


“Not unless he causes more trouble.” Vaun scowled down contemptuously at his writhing, retching victim. “As soon as he can understand, you may inform him that his behavior here tonight was unacceptable. I shall require a letter of apology of not less than ten pages—in his own handwriting, personally delivered, every page initialed by his commanding officer. Within two days.”


It was time to intervene. This was all typical Vaun. He could twist a situation to his own advantage faster than anyone and he reveled in tearing up rule books. Obviously he was after Feirn.


Maeve walked out into the light. “Welcome to Arkady, Admiral.”


Had she goosed him with a hand-beam, Vaun could not have jumped higher. Then he said, “Oh, shit!” loudly, and spun around to face her.


 














 




Chapter 2


IT HAD BEEN a corpse of a day.




The Q ship from Scyth was not due in for half a year yet, but he had checked on its progress a couple of weeks back, out of curiosity. Unable to believe his calculations, he had called for sightings from the out stations, but of course they were light-days away. It was only after breakfast that morning that he had returned to the problem and downloaded the new data.


While he was still trying to comprehend the measure of the ghastly answers he was getting, Phalo had called to say that Tham had gone into withdrawal. Trivial though it might be in comparison, that shock had been personal, and more immediate.


So Vaun had set the Q ship problem aside and spent the next few hours trying everything he knew to get a call through to Tham, and been balked all the way. Sometime during those hours, Lann had departed—left a recording and walked out on him. Not a word of thanks, either.


So he’d jumped in his torch and headed for Tham’s place, only to discover that Tham had his armaments primed, with no entry for anyone. Not even Vaun. Especially Vaun, maybe. Crazy guy!


Eventually Vaun had given up in disgust and headed home. On the way he’d remembered Lann. Then he’d picked up a party beacon and decided to stop in and look over the exhibits, hoping to conscript a replacement bed warmer. He hadn’t thought to query the beacon to find out whose place this was, or who was already there.


Maeve! It was enough to drive a boy to religion.


First the Q ship, then Tham, then Lann, and now Maeve! Rotting, fornicating, corpse of a day!


For a moment he teetered on the brink of leaving—just spinning on his heel and running off to the parking lot. But he wouldn’t give her any more satisfaction. He stayed. He let her run through the introductions, mouthing the usual cool politenesses so that all the nice boys and girls could go home and tell their friends that they’d met the great Admiral Vaun. And all the time he was cursing the fate that had brought him to Maeve’s place of all places. On this day, of all days.


The bitch was loving it, of course. But eventually she eased him away from the admirers, off to an isolated stone bench under more of the smelly crimple trees. Girls seemed to like the crimple odor, but it always made him think of armpits. Maeve had filled Valhal with crimples, and he’d turfed them all out right after he’d turfed her out.


The night was warm for late fall, and was about to become warmer, for Angel was just rising. Already its spooky blue light was softening the darkness. Must be about midnight.


Maeve hadn’t changed. The auburn gleams in her dark hair caught the starlight, and her body could still stun a boy at fifty elwies. She was wearing a slinky thing that seemed to consist only of silver ribbons—it looked simple and had probably cost an honest politician’s annual income. Very few girls could have worn such a thing and gotten away with it. Never mind! If there was one human female in the galaxy he could resist, it was this one. Never again! How long had it been? He didn’t want to think how long.


It was hard not to think of it. She had the fair skin and sensuous lips of Scythan ancestry, one of the three planetary stocks that had populated Ult. Moreover, she had the innate arrogance of royal blood, from the Island Kingdoms somewhere, back a century or two. Self-satisfied whore! Always had been. Throwing her out had been the smartest thing he’d ever done.




Behind a screen of bushes, down a level, a half-decent orchestra was playing a fiery jig tune. Couples were dancing. Laughing. This was quite a place she’d landed in here. Not Valhal, but quite a place. He wondered whom she was hostessing for. Some government type, likely. He’d heard that she was dabbling in Commonwealth politics.


“Just coincidence?” she murmured. “Pure fate that you dropped in like this, so unexpectedly?”


Bitch.


“It certainly wasn’t deliberate.”


“What’s really surprising is that we’ve never run into each other at someone else’s party. You do query the beacons, usually? Obviously. And come late,” she added.


“After your usual bedtime, I expect.”


“Don’t tell me you’re jealous? Or that you’re sleeping alone. Who’s hostess at Valhal these days? Anyone I know?”


“No.” Bleeding, stinking bitch!


Maeve chuckled throatily. The sound brought back memories. “Not like you to travel alone, Vaun. Another girl walked out on you? How many does that make?”


“Hundreds,” he said between his teeth. “Some walk out. Others get thrown out.” The spies. The traitors.


“Don’t be childish. It’s too long to bear a grudge, far too long. Odd how no one recognized you tonight, wasn’t it?”


He’d never let any other girl needle him as she did. “I was trying not to be recognized!”


And that was true—he’d hung around in the shadows, avoiding the groups, wanting to make his choice before he got mobbed. Besides, he’d noticed a couple of high-ranking spacers he disliked intensely, and he’d been avoiding them, too. The dislike was mutual, of course.


Maeve straightened and turned to study his face, laying an arm along the back of the bench. She had chosen her spot carefully. Behind her, Angel was growing brighter, striking in under the trees, turning the night sky a metallic, mysterious blue, running silvery highlights on her shoulders and the swell of her breasts under—and between—the ribbons. She was wasting her time. He was immune now.


“Yes, I marked your bashful approach.” She shook her head, and the long hair flickered sultry auburn signals. “Is the celebrity thing finally getting boring? My, how times change! But I meant later. You did expect to be recognized when you took down that smart-ass navigator—and you weren’t! You trapped him, Vaun!”


“Pompous spacer prig! He deserved it.”


She sighed. “It was all part of the hunt, of course. The redhead, wasn’t it?”


Oh yes, the little redhead! He thought of the slim arms and the pale skin and the cool touch of the girl’s hand when they’d been introduced. He thought of the wide eyes, the tremor in her voice. He knew hero worship when he saw it. She’d been wetting her pants just looking at him. His desire surged, chokingly. “What red-head?”


“Feirn, of course. All that grandstanding was just to dispose of the boy, wasn’t it? Unscrupulous as ever.”


“What boy?”


“Oh, Vaun! The ensign.”


“Oh, that one? He looked too good to be true.”




“He is too good to be true. His name’s Blade.”


“You’re joking!”


“No. Ensign Blade. Exercises five times a day, cleans his boots every fifteen minutes, reads textbooks in bed…and no, I don’t know that from experience. I’m extrapolating.”


Vaun was intrigued. Could Maeve have descended to making passes at lanky, pipsqueak ensigns? Been refused, maybe?


“Why your interest in him?” he demanded.


She shrugged, suddenly defensive. “Nothing. I just don’t like the type. He must have other names. If he turns up again, why don’t you pull some more rank on him and order him to use another one?”


“Such as?”


“I don’t know. He must have several. I preferred Ephiana when I was young.”


“Before we met.”


“Indeed!” she snapped. “And just why do you think nobody recognized you, back there at the fire?”


He ignored that, and moved as if to rise.


She sighed. “Never mind. Let’s talk business. What’s all this about a Q ship?”


“Just grandstanding.”


“Oh, no! You meant it.” Her manner hardened. “The Cabinet hasn’t heard anything about a runaway Q ship.”


“The Patrol isn’t about to start a panic by telling every tinpot government on the planet. But it’s common knowledge. Anyone with a com can work out that stuff I was spouting.”


“But only a spacer would think to do so? Is there really danger?”


“At three hundred millies? If it hits anything at all coming through the system, it’ll fry us with a burst of hard gamma and high-energy bosons. Even a civilian ought to know that.”


“You mean the out stations, or the planet, too?”


“If it’s close enough, the atmosphere may not shield us enough.”


“What if it hits the planet itself?”


“Space is very big, Maeve.”


“You’re being evasive, Vaun. Could it?”


Heshrugged. “Itmight. It’s coming in coplanar with the ecliptic, tangential to Ult’s orbit, so in theory it could.”


“That sounds like a missile trajectory!” Maeve was no spacer, but she had brains and was not afraid to use them.


“It could be.” It was. The velocity was three hundred and forty millicees, near enough—almost exactly one-third light speed. Nothing else was needed but timing, and timing was easy with a Q drive. The timing looked very nasty at the moment.


“Vaun! How much damage would a starship do if it hit Ult?”


“Would depend how big it was. Ships come in all sizes, and I don’t know how big this one is.”


But he did know it had left Scyth twenty-one years ago. Nobody made long hops like that in bathtubs. It would be big.


“Vaun, darling, you’re starting to play the Patrol’s game.”




The darling made him want to puke. “Am I? All right. It’s holding a standard cruising speed, roughly nine thousand times Ult’s escape velocity. Say four thousand times as fast as an average meteorite.”


Maeve said, “Shitty shoes!”


He’d forgotten that stupid, juvenile expression. He felt an odd pang at hearing it again after so long. “And kinetic energy goes up as the square of the velocity.”


“But four thousand squared is…sixteen million!”


“Usually. So one ton of Q ship counts as twenty million tons of meteor strike, near enough. Any more questions?”


“You’re saying that if it’s any size at all, it will wipe us out totally.”


“I’m saying it will wipe us out if it’s the size of a racing bicycle. If it’s the size I think it is, it’ll sterilize the planet.”


She drew a hard breath. “Why would anyone do such a thing?”


“Because the crew’s dead and the mechanicals have failed, maybe.”


Revenge was another possibility, but he didn’t feel like mentioning it and Maeve wouldn’t think of it. Her head did not contain such horrors. She pondered for a moment, absently playing with one of the ribbons on her thigh.


The torrid dance tune on the lower level died away into a sound of applause. Vaun thought about taking that redhead in his arms for a dance, or better. Feirn.


Maeve’s throaty voice broke his dream. “So what’s the Patrol doing about it, the ship?”


“The Patrol’s chasing its ass like a puppy, of course.”


She regarded him thoughtfully. “You know that, or just guessing?”


“I know it.” Too late he remembered that he’d never had much luck lying to Maeve.


“You mean Roker trusts you now?”


“At the moment he hasn’t got much choice, has he?”


Maeve hesitated, then chuckled and seemed to dismiss the matter with a flutter of silver starlight. “I expect not. But that’s what Roker gets paid for, isn’t it? That’s why we have the Patrol?”


“How did you know about the Cabinet not knowing?”


She sighed. “I’m the Commonwealth’s Minister of Resources. Oh, Vaun! You really didn’t know?” She sounded more upset by that realization than she was by the Q ship problem. Why should she care what he knew or did not know? What sort of a girl would put her personal vanity ahead of the fate of a planet?


“I hadn’t even realized I was over Commonwealth territory. I don’t come this way much.” This was close to Hiport—normally he would stop in there whenever he happened to be going by.


Again she sighed. “No.”


Silence…Angrily, he found his gaze was sliding easily over starlit silver pathways, following familiar lines and curves, dipping into interesting places that he had once known better than anyone. Probably common knowledge now. Published maps…


Suddenly a voice broke into song down where the band had been playing. In a moment a chorus of male voices broke in.


Vaun was on his feet before he knew it.


Maeve made a vexed sound. “Wait! Don’t leave yet. I’ll have them stop it.”




“Time to go,” he said. “The longer I stay, the more we’ll claw. Nice place. I like it. You’ve done well—Minister.”


Traitors always did well in politics; it was their natural element.


“Thank you, Vaun.”


Nice place, but if the Q ship was a missile, then she had only eleven weeks left to enjoy it.


She rose also, and for a moment he thought she was going to try and kiss him. Fortunately, discretion prevailed, but her laugh sounded brittle.


“I don’t suppose I’d recognize Valhal now, would I? Lots of changes?”


She wasn’t going to get the chance. Think spying. Think betrayal. “No, you wouldn’t. Good-bye, Maeve.”


The damnable singing was getting louder, twisting his nerves like hot wires. He’d turned and taken two steps when she spoke.


“Vaun?”


He stopped, and waited.


“What are you looking for?”


He swung around. “What the hell does that mean—what am I looking for?”


She recoiled slightly at his anger, then took a step forward. “Just…curious. You always seem to be hunting something. I just wondered what.”


“Girls! Girls, girls, and more girls. Blondes, brunettes—”


“Oh, don’t talk crap! There’s more to life than screwing, and you know that. You know that better than anyone. No, you’re ruthless. Hunting, always hunting! I knew it even back when…when you owned me body and soul…”


“Ha! Body, maybe, but it was Roker who—”


“Even then! You’ve got everything, Vaun, everything any boy could ever ask for, yet you’re still hunting for something, and I never did know what, and now, tonight…I meet you again and I see you’re still hunting, and I want to know what for?”


The singing was making him sweat. He needed to scream.


“So now we’re into mind probing?” he shouted. “Well, I assure you that I have everything I want from life. And that includes changing the girl when I change the sheets. I just like it that way.”


Maeve’s expression was shadowed. “You want me to locate the redhead for you?” she asked softly.


Why did she have to bring that up? He wanted out fast; and he wasn’t going to take any favors from Maeve. “Taken up pimping as a sideline?” he snapped.


He saw her wince as he spun on his heel and strode away into the darkness.


 














 




Chapter 3


AS SOON AS he was out of earshot, Vaun began to run. The path was bright in the Angellight, and there were small glow lamps wherever the tree cover was heavy. It wasn’t just the singing. He desperately wanted to be away from Maeve, although he wasn’t sure why. He didn’t want to know why.


A sim imaged in at his side, a girl in simple livery running with him. “You wish transportation, sir?” It wasn’t panting like him. Sims didn’t sweat, either.


He told it to bugger off, and it vanished. He went on alone, climbing steadily, listening to his feet pad on the pathway and the steady, strong beat of his heart. The sounds of merrymaking dwindled mercifully away.




The grade was gentle. He moved easily, enjoying the exertion in the hot fall night, thinking about the Q ship. Maeve assumed that the Patrol would deal with the problem. That was what the Patrol was for, wasn’t it?


Everyone thought that way about the Patrol.


He could remember when he’d thought that way, too.


 














 




Chapter 4


MEMORY…BACK IN Doggoth, a skinny recruit stands in a stuffy classroom with forty other skinny recruits, packed tight together, all shifting minutely from foot to foot and trying not to fidget in their unfamiliar uniforms. Collars cut at necks, boots pinch toes—and that particular recruit has never worn boots before. Somewhere machinery hums, rubbing on auditory nerves like sand. Everyone smells of soap, all scrubbed to the quick, and the boys’ faces have been depilated raw. On a platform up front, a flat-voiced officer pontificates with well-rehearsed sincerity as he delivers the official welcoming lecture.


He tells the Legend, and calls it History, and Recruit Vaun listens and believes with the others. Humanity evolves and grows to knowledge, trapped on a single world! Humanity discovers that not all quasars are distant galaxies, that some of them have proper motion among the stars and must be artifacts! Humanity reinvents the Q drive! Humanity strikes outward from ancestral Earth to inquire what beasties already voyage among the stars…


Not aliens. Not sentients. We of the Space Patrol call them beasties. And don’t you forget it.


There are no beasties near Ult.


Except politicians, of course.


You laugh when an officer makes a joke.


Louder!


That’s better.


Behind the explorers come the settlers, and the Empire of Mankind spreads outward through the galaxy.


But Q ships are potentially deadly, and they fly blind. Someone will have to control the traffic, for ancestral Earth has just as many petty, potty governments as Ult, or Bethyt, or any other of the million worlds. And so…And so the Space Patrol is formed, an organization dedicated to running the Q ships and keeping open the spaceways, an organization above planetary politics, servant of all humanity, owing allegiance only to High Command, back at the Center.


This is the Legend, but the officer calls it History, and the forty-one believe him. Recruit Vaun is part of thirty centuries of tradition! Recruit Vaun feels his bony chest swell with pride. His pulse beats in march time. Recruit Vaun swears sacred oaths to himself that he will be worthy…


 














 




Chapter 5


SURE. HOW EASY it had seemed then!


Civilians still believed all that crap. Many spacers believed it still. That gawky Ensign Blade with his squeaky-pressed uniform and iced-over eyes would certainly believe it. Even that underwitted, overmuscled, overboosted lieutenant likely believed it, with his glib talk of the Empire.




Panting hard, Vaun came to a crossing. The path went on, but a narrower, steeper track transected it. That was obviously meant for service vehicles, and it must lead up to the parking lot. Even without glow lamps, it would be a faster road. He accepted the challenge and took off up the service track.


As soon as he reached his torch, he would be long gone away from Maeve and her crimple-stinking Arkady. He wondered who hosted for her. She certainly would not lack for volunteers to share an estate so grand and a bed so generous.


There had never been an Empire.


Only the Patrol itself.


Thirty thousand years of tyranny disguised as service. Rape in the name of love.


Now the simple people of Ult would expect the Patrol to defend them from the runaway Q ship. Even Maeve, a minister in one of the larger governments, had not questioned the Patrol’s intent, nor its ability.


Except that there wasn’t any way to stop a Q ship. Not in these circumstances. Coming in on the ecliptic was blatant aiming. Even to lay a simple trajectory for a target planet was a breach of space law. The accepted procedure was a flight path that needed end-course correction, just so that there couldn’t be unfortunate accidents if things went wrong on the long voyage. There was no question that this brute was hostile.


And there was damned little the Patrol or anyone else could do about it now. If they threw up a missile or diverted an asteroid, it would just impact with the fireball. An asteroid vanishing to nothing in a singularity would emit enough hard radiation to cook the whole system, and the ship would be left unscathed. The intruder was only a third of an elwy away, and the time for throwing asteroids had passed. If death was their purpose, the bastards had won already…


Dark as a sewer…He raised his arms before him and slowed his pace to a trot.


They could have been stopped a year ago, maybe, but a year ago there had been insufficient evidence. Q ships still came to Ult from worlds farther in—rarely, of course, far fewer than in ancient times, when Ult itself had been part of the frontier—but there were still adventurers, exiles, and jittery refugees fleeing the Silence. After a journey of years, most voyagers had had enough, and even if they hadn’t, the local Patrol might evict them and replace them with its own people. There was no way to avoid planetfall, because the ships themselves needed attention. Heated by their own radiation almost to melting point, stressed between their singularities, Q ships, tended to stretch with time.


So some or all of the passengers would become settlers, buying entry rights with whatever scraps of unfamiliar technology they might have brought, and with their ship itself. The Patrol would refurbish it, rotate it to a new axis, and send it on again, outward to the frontier worlds. The new crew would be Ultian spacers, of course—keep it in the family. This steady Outward drift was what mankind had been doing since it fell out of a tree in some tropical corner of a minor world called Earth. It was the human way. Probably this one vessel had seemed no different from any of the others, except that it had come from Scyth.




That was significant! The Patrol should have been more vigilant. What had gone wrong? Tham was not only the most likely boy to know the answer to that question, Tham was almost the only high-ranking officer in the Patrol who might be willing to share the information with Vaun. Even if Roker had specifically ordered him not to, Tham would probably confide in Vaun if Vaun asked him to. Normally Vaun would not have forced him. Now Tham had withdrawn. Vaun had been viewing Tham’s retreat and the Q ship as two unrelated problems. Perhaps the running was clearing his head, for suddenly he decided that that was altogether too much of a…


A sim imaged in his path, a girl in a security uniform, with a gun on its hip. It glowed faintly, so that he would see it under the trees, and it held up a hand to stop him.


“Sir…”


Some trick of Maeve’s, trying to make him stay? Not likely.


Without a word, he ran right through the illusion and kept on going. Mirages couldn’t hurt him. Mirage guns couldn’t hurt him. Pants and shirt stuck coldly to his skin now, and his heart was racing, but the ground had leveled off at last and he must be close to the parking lot.


Then he heard a sudden rattle ahead of him, like dry sticks. With a stab of panic, he realized what the sim had been about to tell him.


Idiot!


Croaking aloud in his fear, Vaun sprawled to his knees on the path and ripped off his shirt.


 














 




Chapter 6


KRANTZ! WHAT AN idiot!


Most of the crops and all of the vertebrates on Ult had been imported by mankind. The native life-forms were all primitive, and yet there was one species that came dangerously near to sentience. That rustling close ahead of Vaun was the sound of a pepod.


If he had blundered into its privacy radius, then he was dead, and he would take a lot of other people with him. The rattle came again, sickeningly close. He curled over until his forehead was almost touching the ground, holding his forearms alongside his thighs to cover the cloth. The position was not dignified, and it made panting damnably hard, but it was the only way to face pepods. Either they regarded clothes as a threat, or else they enjoyed watching humans grovel.


The chill on Vaun’s back was fear and cooling sweat mixed. Mostly fear. Sweat trickled down from his armpits. Idiot!


Rattle…To the eye, a pepod was an armchair-sized bush of hard twigs, but those twigs were pseudolimbs and mandibles and poison spines and eyestalks—and also antennae, for pepods had a germanium-silicon metabolism, and communicated by high-frequency radio. How close? The size of the defended area depended on the size of the unit itself. When a pepod felt threatened, it assembled all the others within range into a group organism and they all went berserk together.


Pebbles clinked, but Vaun was still alive.


Gravel dug into his knees and he smelled the cold earth.


Suddenly a voice whispered in his ear. Possibly a sim was bending over him—he did not look up. “The quasisentient commiserates on your elevated body temperature, sir.” Security was translating the radio jabber.


Vaun was shivering, but the pepod would be viewing him in far-infrared. Pepods favored the southern hemisphere, which was colder, and they disliked Angel, the supermassive star that warmed northern winters. In a few thousand years it would have drifted away, and the pepods would again inherit the planet.


“Inform the beastie that I also express my sympathies on the unpleasant weather.”


“I have done so. It wishes you good grazing.”




Vaun risked raising his head a little, to ease his neck. “Give it a suitable acknowledgment. Can I get up yet?”


“In a moment, sir. I congratulated it on its melodious song. It is moving away from the path, sir.”


As Vaun sat up and fumbled to find his sodden shirt, he felt fury replacing his fear. Pepods were an unpredictable hazard and also a real nuisance. Of necessity, the law everywhere protected them from molestation, but simple radio screamers would keep them away from human settlements. Why would Maeve tolerate a pepod on her grounds?


The only reason he could think of, as he stalked angrily on up the track, was that there were always pepods around Valhal.














 




Chapter 7


VAUN’S FAVORITE TORCH was a standard Patrol K47—a seat on a star, as the old song said—but his had been considerably souped up before he had acquired it, and he had added a few improvements since. The bench, for example, would fold down into a couch just barely large enough for two. Even a regulation K47 would fly a ballistic trajectory at the limits of the atmosphere, and a surprising number of girls were interested in trying things weightless.


He took off on manual, blasting straight up at max climb. The sonic boom would rattle Arkady a little. Admirals were expected to do things like that, and Maeve would learn that he had departed before Security told her so. She must already know of his encounter with the pepod, of course. Bitch! If she hadn’t made him so mad, he wouldn’t have been so cretinly stupid.


He set course for Valhal, seeing the Commonwealth spread out below him, ghostly blue in the Angellight, under a spooky sky of slate-colored velvet. The lights of Hiport gleamed to the north. Usually when he came this way, he would stop in there; that was why he had not known of Arkady, and Maeve.


Less than a dozen other stars were visible, the few that could compete with Angel. One day Angel would go supernova and take half the Bubble with it. Somewhere high off to the left was mythical Earth, three thousand elwies away. Sol was a nondescript star, visible at such a distance only through major telescopes. No one had heard from Earth in a long, long tune, or from any of the first worlds. Inside the Bubble was the Silence.


Scyth had gone silent thirty-odd years ago. But it had sent out the Q ship afterward, and that was very unusual. Tham said…


Krantz!


Like an echo of thunder came memory of the insight that the pepod had interrupted. Why should Tham suddenly withdraw, just when he was most needed? Yes, the galaxy was full of coincidences…It was full of trickery, too.


And anyway, what was Vaun doing, heading home to an empty bed when he hadn’t completed the task he’d set out on? What sort of famous hero ran from a few alarm signals? He reached for the controls again.


The party beacons would all be turned off now. There would be no girl tonight he could dazzle with thoughts of hostessing the famous Valhal and comforting the famous hero. No naked little redhead in his arms tonight. Nights without sex brought bad dreams.


He had more important things to do than sleep.


He banked as tightly as the safeties would let him and laid in a return course for Forhil, Tham’s place.


Famous hero…Vaun had killed Abbot and defeated the Brotherhood. This invading Q ship might be the Brotherhood’s revenge.




Scyth had gone silent thirty years ago—which meant about forty if you allowed for the time lag—and Tham believed that the Brotherhood had been responsible. Vaun had heard him say so more than once. True, Prior had come from Avalon. Abbot and Unity had come from Avalon, but Avalon had not succumbed to the Brotherhood yet—probably. A couple of years ago, when the Avalonian Patrol had finally answered Ultian Command’s urgent queries, Tham had passed the news to Vaun. The war had been won, the message said, the brethren on Avalon defeated and wiped out—and Avalonian Command had congratulated its Ultian comrades on their own victory against the infestation.


That message could have been a fake.


Scyth was part of the Brotherhood problem, too. Scyth’s sudden silence had come later, long after Unity had arrived at Ult, and this new, deadly Q ship had certainly originated from Scyth after that. So what was the Patrol up to? What was Roker up to? The high admiral was a prick of the first water, but he did not usually allow personalities to interfere with business. Why was Planetary Command not consulting its great hero, Admiral Vaun?


He was the expert on the Brotherhood, wasn’t he?


Despite Vaun’s brave lies to Maeve, he had no idea of the Patrol’s thinking on the threatening Q ship. He had tried to get through to Roker, but his calls had been refused.


And was Tham’s withdrawal at this critical moment mere coincidence, or was it Roker’s handiwork…or even the Brotherhood’s? The brethren had subverted the Patrol once before. They might try again.


Now the torch was so high that the sky had turned black. Angel was a blinding pinpoint that polarized a jagged purple blot in the canopy field, but now and again it flashed brilliantly off rambling watercourses on the dark world below.


Down there was the Putra Delta.


That was another reason Vaun never came this way.


In all the years since he first left his birthplace, he had only gone back once. He had left in silence, an outcast. He had returned in triumph, a hero. He could still taste that sour memory…


 














 




Chapter 8


AS THE TORCH canopy dephases, the heat hits him like a fist. Hot air steams in his lungs, a white brilliance of sunlight stabs knives in his eyes. He smells mud. His hands tremble as he grasps the edge of the hull to dismount.


He jumps down the last step, and grass squelches slimily below his boots. A tiny, sly voice in his right ear is prompting him, “Head higher. Look left…now right. Smile. Take a deep breath. You’re happy, dammit! That’s better. Now start to walk…”


The hero returns. Smiling. Dazzled. Walking—a little faster, now—walking over to where the welcoming committee huddles in terror and bewilderment. The hidden cameras watch, so the world can watch.


Admiral’s epaulets weigh heavy on his shoulders. Already his chest glitters with medals and jeweled stars, and there are dozens more scheduled to come yet as the governments and rulers of the planet outdo one another in honoring the hero.


This is important for the Patrol, remember. Vaun’s a hero. Good old Vaun. He saved the world. Everyone wants to watch him coming home to tiny Puthain. Good for the Patrol.




Taxes—a chance to raise taxes…


“Looking happy,” the prompt says in his ear. “Looking happy. Hold out your arms now. Higher! Walking faster.’


The grass is muddy, spurting under his shoes. The smell of the river…How could he have forgotten the ever-present stink on the river, the oozy, black mud of the delta? Or forgotten the unending drone of brownflies, the sigh of the empty wind in the long green pozee grass; not a tree or a hill in sight, nor any building fit for human habitation. The watchers burst into cheering, all together.


Puthain? It’s been cleaned up specially for today’s show. Rustic simplicity is okay, but voters and taxpayers wouldn’t like squalor…Still only an ugly heap of driftwood, that’s all it is. They never called it Puthain when he was a child. Just the village. Probably the name has been invented to put it on the map: Puthain, birthplace of Admiral Vaun.


The hero.


But it’s only a litter of hovels half-drowned in the mud of the Putra Delta. He can smell eels under the mud smell. The scent makes his mouth water, although he has learned that eating eels is shameful. Now the crowd has been released and comes running forward, arms out. So few? But it’s a very small village…the boys and girls of the village, and the children of his age grown up now, and a new crop of stick-limbed, shock-haired youngsters replacing them, staring at his uniform. He recognizes Olmin…and Astos…Wanabis. Underfed, bony, been cleaned up for the occasion. At least half the girls are heavy with child. The boys beards have all been removed and the lower halves of their faces painted dark to match the sunburned bits. Beards are for savages. Bony, brown faces…more puzzled than resentful, more resentful than happy. What do they care? They forgot him years ago. Six years—is that all? He doesn’t belong here now.


He never did belong.


He wants to turn and run back to the torch; he wants that so badly his knees shake. This is worse than hunting Abbots through the bowels of a Q ship.


Faces…Faces missing. There’s only one face he really wants to see, and he won’t ever see that one again. He knows that, and yet he hasn’t been able to remember the village without remembering Nivel. Nivel isn’t here. Nivel would be smiling too, but Nivel’s smile would be real and shine in his eyes. It must be ten years ago now…One day just like any other day, and then somebody, somewhere, alarmed another pepod, and this one came flailing into a work gang with poison spines lashing and put eight boys and three girls into death agonies. A little place like this can’t afford screamers to keep the pepods away.


There were no cameras here that day.


Now the villagers are milling around, thinning out, backing away; puzzled, cowed, being prompted by hidden voices, moving so the cameras can see him, the hero being welcomed by his childhood friends. The freak is back.




Olmin is visibly shaking. Looks like he has to speak first. Place hasn’t got a mayor, hasn’t got a priest. Seems Olmin has been designated as Best Friend. That’s a bitter joke! Olmin the taunter? Olmin the tormentor? Olmin who sat on his chest and beat fists on his face. Olmin who peed on him while the others held him down. Very reasonable—they just wanted to see if pee would turn his hair the right color. It never did. Best Friend? Well, why not? The rest were no better. Did you ever scare me as much as you are scared right now, big-kid Olmin?


Missing faces…Glora isn’t there. They’d assured him that there would be no Glora. The Patrol doesn’t want the world to hear Admiral Vaun’s crazy mother screaming about meeting God and virgin birth and how she’s always known her son would save the world. Glora’s been taken away for treatment.


Olmin makes a croaking noise and lays an awkward, shaking hand on Vaun’s shoulder, frightened of dirtying the epaulet.


“Vaun!” He is licking his lips and listening to his prompter with his eyes so wide that the whites show all around the mud-brown irises. “It’s good…to see you…again. Vaun.” Pause. His scalp shines through his sandy hair.


Vaun waits for his cue, tries to hold a smile, watches the goiter lump jiggling in Olmin’s throat. Feels sudden anger—why isn’t the local booster adjusted for iodine deficiency?


Still Olmin’s turn. “And good…to be back…too, Vaun…I expect?”


“‘It’s always good to come home, Olmin,’” prompts the voice in Vaun’s ear.


He tries to say the words, and they stick in his throat like shit.


Good to come home? No, it’s horrible to come home. I hate this place! I hate the lot of you. You made my life a hell, all of you. If I saved the world, then it wasn’t for you. God knows, it wasn’t for any of you.


“It’s always good to come home, Olmin.”














 




Chapter 9


WAS OLMIN STILL alive, down there in the dark, living out his belly-crawling existence in the mud of the delta? It wasn’t likely, because the peasants’ booster was crude, all-purpose stuff, not tailor-made like a spacer’s. But Vaun could almost hope he was, because a life like that was its own punishment. Long life to Olmin!


Now the torch was grazing the edges of space, where Angel could not hold back the flood of stars, and the night wore its finery. By habit, Vaun’s eyes sought out the constellation of the Swimmer, and the eye of the Swimmer—Alpha and Gamma, two reddish stars, the suns of Avalon. The suns that shone on Monad, where it all began…


Angel was almost at the zenith. Dawn must be near.


He laid back his seat in the torch; he reclined at ease in the little bubble and thought about ciphers and electronics and passwords and missiles. In theory the problem was simple—Commodore Tham was entitled to barricade himself inside Forhil to his heart’s content. If he wished, he could turn it into a modern version of one of those preindustrial castles whose ruins dotted the high borderlands. Vaun had flown over them a million times. Probably Commodore Tham would be technically breaking Commonwealth law if he actually fired any of his beams and missiles and brought down a torch and killed someone, but Commonwealth law wasn’t going to do much about an officer in the Space Patrol.


The Patrol itself, though…that was another matter. To shoot down an admiral must certainly be a breach of some regulation or other. It would show a lack of proper respect, at the very least. Furthermore, Commodore Tham did not own Forhil, although he was free to treat the place in every way as if he did. When he died, it would revert to the Patrol and be deeded to some other senior officer, and he in turn would hold it for a century or so. An admiral outranked a commodore handsomely, and Vaun could order Tham to admit him to Patrol territory. He might be reprimanded later for violating a subordinate officer’s privacy and privilege, but that was a trivial matter.




Unfortunately Tham was not accepting messages, so he could not receive the order. He had apparently put his defenses on automatic, to shoot on sight, regardless of rank.


High Admiral Roker himself, now, or any of the senior brass…they would know codes that could override anything Tham might use. That was the practical problem—Vaun was the famous hero, the holder of renowned Valhal, the finest estate on the planet, and so far as the world was concerned he had all the status of his exalted rank, but in fact Admiral Vaun was never provided with high-class passwords and ciphers. Not likely!


The more he thought about it, the less Vaun could accept the coincidence of timing between Tham’s withdrawal and the arrival of the approaching Q ship. There was dirty work afoot; waters were being muddied. If Roker was not behind it, then the Brotherhood was—at least two brethren had never been apprehended, and if they were still alive, out there somewhere, then they would certainly be still conspiring somehow. They would never give up. In either case, burning Vaun down out of the sky could be part of the plan, or at least an acceptable variation on it. Even Phalo’s call yesterday might have been contrived, although Phalo himself was as trustworthy as Tham.


None of which would matter if Vaun could somehow manipulate the electronics of his torch to make them manipulate the electronics of Tham’s defenses. And so he thought back to his days as a trainee, and racked his brains for everything he could remember from innumerable lectures. He came up with an enormous blank, a total void.


The Space Patrol was the biggest con job the galaxy had ever seen, on this and probably every other planet of the Bubble. States and churches, democracies, monarchies, empires, religions, faiths, philosophies…those were the visible rulers of the human body and soul, but behind and above them all, feeding on them, crouched the eternal aristocracy of the Patrol.


But Doggoth was one part of the Patrol legend that was factual. Indeed, Doggoth’s grim reputation was but a shadow of its reality.


Doggoth was a carefully crafted hell, a bleak, rocky torture house in the remote north. There was absolutely nothing at Doggoth except screaming weather and the Space Patrol Academy. To Doggoth came the adolescent scions of the great Patrol families, sons and daughters of commodores and admirals, and there all the easy decadence of their pampered upbringing was callously ripped out of them. Day after terrible day, in Doggoth they were systematically driven out of their wits—ill-treated, humiliated, destroyed, ground to paste. And when they had been reduced to suitably gibbering zombies, they were skillfully refashioned, rebuilt in the proper mold, as spacers.


Graduate or die. There was no other exit. By ancient tradition, trainees and instructors alike bore loaded weapons at all times. Even minor infractions were punished by firing squad, and dueling was encouraged. The suicide rate was unbelievable. But the process achieved its objective. The survivors returned to the world as junior officers, a triumphant elite, all staunchly convinced that the galaxy now owed them a living.


Vaun had been even more of an alien at Doggoth than he had been in the squalid delta hamlet of his childhood. At Puthain—if that had really been its name even then—he had been the wrong build, the wrong color, black-haired, black-eyed. He had been the bastard son of the local madwoman. He had suffered abominably.




At Doggoth he had been the mudslug, a contemptible, ignorant, incomprehensible peasant thrown in among the sons and daughters of the galactic aristocracy. They had considered that he spoke wrong, ate wrong, walked wrong, thought wrong. His mere existence among them had been inexplicable and inexcusable. They had despised him utterly, and done everything they could think of to drive him to despair and self-destruction.


But the mudslug had proved to be smarter and stronger and tougher than any of them. He had surmounted every obstacle, triumphed in every contest, come first in every class. The officers had promoted nonentities over him, refused him recognition, treated him like garbage, done their worst on him—one of the many incidental skills he had gained was an ability to go without sleep for days at a time. His classmates had spurned him, cheated on him, mocked him, ignored him, insulted him. After his first dozen duels, he had begun attracting the suicides, and learned to maim instead of kill; after that he had been challenged less often. He had stubbornly refused to turn his gun on himself no matter how often that solution had been recommended, because the most important lesson he had learned at Doggoth was that he was better than anyone else at anything.


That he had never forgotten.


Recruits entered as frightened youngsters. The survivors emerged after six months or so as aristocrats in ensigns’ uniforms, ready to rule the world.


Vaun had remained at Doggoth for five years, and never risen above the glorious rank of crewboy, second class. Had the Q ship Unity not arrived in the Ult system, he might be there still.


He had certainly learned everything there was to know about automatic defenses and missile systems and electronic recognition signals.


But he could think of nothing that would help him weasel his way into Forhil against Tham’s wishes.


The Patrol had been perfecting its security systems for thirty thousand years.


 














 




Chapter 10


AS THE YELLOW of dawn began to contest with Angel’s cold blues for possession of the east, as the torch began its long descent from the ionosphere, Vaun’s thoughts drifted to Tham himself. Tham was a solid, dependable boy—reticent and secretive, but emphatically not the sort of nervy quitter who would jump into withdrawal without as much as a farewell com to his friends. His family was Patrol stock from time beyond measure—Vaun had heard him mention in passing that his ancestors had come from Elgith in the Golden Chariot with the holy Joshual Krantz. Of course, if everyone who made that claim was to be credited, then Golden Chariot had carried a crew of several billion, but when Tham said it, a boy believed.


Tham had breeding, and more brains than most, and by definition toughness, for he had survived Doggoth. If he had a fault, it was that he was a nice guy—and nice guys never make the top. Early in his career, Tham had settled in as ComCom, chief of the Ultian Patrol’s Network Section, and he’d run it ever since, seeking nothing more.


The Network Section handled interstellar communication. It should have been an important bureau in the Patrol’s organization, and the fact that it never had been showed just how much of a myth the Galactic Empire really was. Each planetary command ruled its own world in its own way, and for its own benefit, oblivious of what the others did.


But if anyone knew what was really going on, it would be Tham.


Tham had many friends, and Vaun felt entitled to include himself in that list. Tham was one of the very few high-ranking spacers who would treat Vaun as an equal—even now, after so long.




They’d hunted together, drunk together, played together, even worked together, if you could rank Vaun’s public relations nonsense as work. Tham had visited Valhal innumerable times. It was less than six weeks since the last time he and Zozo had dropped in, unexpected but always welcome. They’d gone gill fishing and sky buzzing that time—nobody ever just sat around when Tham was present. Just after that, Vaun and Lann had made a protracted tour of the Stravakian Republic, and they’d managed a side trip to Forhil. Vaun closed his eyes and counted, and made it nine days since he’d seen Tham. Or maybe only eight. There had been nothing wrong with the lad then.


Even if Tham’s behavior was understandable in a boy so reserved, then Zozo’s silence was not. Vaun could perhaps understand why she would ignore him, but he would have expected her to call for help from Phalo. She would certainly not have abandoned Tham.


Tham had shared his pillow with the same girl for as long as Vaun had known him. She was his lady—they’d gone through some sort of binding ceremony in one of the minor churches, and they were devoted to each other. Faithful, even! Once in a while any party with spacers present would degenerate into an orgy—spiking the drinks with stiffener was a perennial prank—but Tham would never join in those if he was still capable of any choice at all. He would grab Zozo and run.


Tham might have refused to call on his friends for support, but why hadn’t Zozo?


It was all very suspicious. The more Vaun considered it, the more he thought he detected the sinister hand of High Admiral Roker.


And the less he understood. Why should Tham have to die like that?


Withdrawal was hell. Vaun knew that better than most. He could remember how once he’d nearly died of it.


 














 




Chapter 11


IS THIS WHAT dying feels like? Vaun’s head aches and dark things float in front of his eyes. Glora keeps telling him to sing up, but his mouth’s so dry he can’t make a word. And the pain in his bloated little belly is getting worse and worse.


Glora has turned to shout at him, but she’s so far ahead that he can’t hear anything she says over the wind sighing in the pozee grass. Probably she’s telling him to keep up. He thinks Glora isn’t very well herself, because she wanders from side to side as she goes along the track, and sometimes she slips in the mud. When he comes along later, he sees the marks where she’s fallen.


There’s no one else on this road. It’s just a trail through the pozee, winding along toward the sky, with no ups or downs, and nothing to see. The river may be close, because the smell of it is making the air thick and heavy, but there’s nothing, nothing, nothing to see, except Glora’s gaunt shape, sometimes, weaving along the track ahead…arms waving like black sticks against the sky, hair and rags dancing out of time. Other times she disappears around a bend, and then he does hurry as hard as he can.


They’re going home, Glora says, home to the village. The priests in the big towns are all blinded by the Father of Evil and won’t hear the true word, or see the corporeal mani—manifest…something. Vaun doesn’t know. He really doesn’t care. He thinks he may die before he reaches the village.




For a moment the wind fades, and he can hear Glora’s voice raised in praise. He ought to be singing praise, too, and maybe then God will make him better or let him die. Whichever God wants will be fine. God is his daddy. But if God wants him to live, then he hopes God doesn’t want him to do it back in the village. Following Glora around and singing outside churches is nicer, and begging for supper much easier than eel skinning. The town kids jeer at him, of course, but mostly they jeer at Glora, and they don’t pick on him the way Olmin and the others do. Fortunately, he doesn’t think Glora really knows the way back to the village. They seem to have been walking for an awful lot of days since she first told him they were going home to the village. They’ve spent the nights in the grass.


Oh, the cramps in his tummy…


Smelly mud in his face. He must have fallen, like Glora.


“Hey there, fella? Sleeping at this time of day?”


Vaun forces his eyes open. He forces his head to turn. He recognizes Nivel’s withered foot.
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