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Book One

Ashesand Stars

I. War Stars

“But what are kings when regiment isgone,

But perfect shadowsin asunshine day?’

— Marlowe, Edward the Second
“Theimagination enlargeslittle objects so asto fill
our soulswith afantastic estimate ....”

— Pascdl, Pensées



THE WAR STARS burned brightly in hismemory, each sun apulsing furnace of hate transforming
plasmaenergiesinto the frozen grimace of armor, cregting the base for war’ siron game— machines,
wespons, Whisper Ship hulls— power packaged and stored until the moment of kinetic deployment.
There was enough energy herein the Hercules Globular Cluster for amillion years of conflict. Some had
even dreamed of gathering ahundred starsinto asingle unit and moving it through space asif it werea
ship. No enemy system could have survived a collison with such aconfiguration.

As hewaked down the stony corridor toward the war room located in the center of the underground
base, Gorgias dmost amiled at the absurdity of the scheme; but the bitterness set into the muscles of his
face ressted even afaint smile. Any culture capable of cdling up such atitanic force would have had no
need of warfare to gain its ends. Those who had dreamed such dreams had been mad. He imagined the
red thread of insanity as athing, a subtle, spidery network of impulses reaching upward out of some
infinitesma corners of space-timeto lace the tender systems of biological structure. Where wasthe
force-center of thiswillful bestidity, thisevil withininteligent beings, o often wished away by
well-wishers? The radiant energy of the Cluster had poured out with the martia will of itscivilization; the
suns of home had nurtured an armory of hate so powerful and tenacious that only the complete
destruction of the home worlds had been enough to bring stillness.

Stillness, he thought, but not peace — there was no one to make peace with; New Anatoliaand the
twenty origind worlds of the Empirewould be lifelessfor tens of thousands of Earth years. He felt the
flow of hatred in himself, detachment followed by rationdity, the silent shock of recognizing one sown
workings. He remembered the sense of power that accompanied a noble ancestry, the prideful stance
againg death; alove of this power struggled to well up inside him and coil around hisflesh. But at the
sametime he felt this strength passing from him, and he was not certain that he would missit.

Onceit might have won againg the tal shadows from Earth, the pae Earthfolk from whose stock the
Herculeans had sprung millenniaago, like sparks struck to light new stars. Earthfolk burned more dowly
then Herculeans, reasoning, caculating, clinging to their leisure planet in fear of death. Or wasthistoo an
illuson?

He thought of his son. What was | €eft for his namesake now? Should he encourage him to settle among
the last Herculeans on Myraa' s World? Should they continue to go out on nuisance raids against the
Earth Federation? Or should they go back into stasis and pass into another time? Asif from behind a
mask he peered a possibilities beyond the dances of power which had consumed thelife of hiskind.
Together with hisson he il lived in the prison of their will; the will which had thrown anet acrossthe
gars, pulled together an empire, was ripped open now, lying on cold stones at the bottom of adark sea.

Thelightsin the corridor flickered. A returning surge of hatred gripped him as he cameto the door of the
war room. He stopped and thought of the Whisper Ship lying in its berth in the bowels of the base; he
knew what the ship could do, and it was only amatter of time before his son learned also. The base was
gl an efficient military teaching environment, designed to bring one or athousand studentsinto full
possession of its powers, it was the only school his son had known.

The door opened. Gorgias stepped inside, knowing that he would not try to stop his son; the pressure of
the past wastoo gresat to permit aternatives, at least any that his son might accept.

In the darkened war room, ahaze of projected light stood in acolumn on the polished surface of the
meeting table, casting athree-dimensional starmap into the space of the large gallery overhead. A
long-dead, encyclopedic voice was speaking. His son sat on the other side of the large table, a
motionlessfigure staring up a the dars.



Quietly, Gorgias sat down and listened with him.

“Visudize an imaginary trand ucent tubeway through norma space,” the voice was saying, “one end
attached to Earth’ s solar system, the other to the Great Globular Cluster in the congtellation of
Hercules...”

Overhead, the image showed the galaxy on edge. A glowing red snake grew out of the solar system,
crossing the disk toward the center in short spiralsand arcs until it buried its head in the cluster circling
the galactic hub, 34,000 light-years from Sol.

“The fastest shipstake five Earth months to pass through this winding volume of Federation Space,
which variesfrom five to twenty light-yearsin diameter. A hundred thousand worlds circle their suns
here, many of them earthlike; others are too young for inteligent life to have developed; some cradle
prespace humanoid cultures; still others have in-system space travel; many are dead worlds. A
continuous stream of human life colonizes these worlds, coming out from Earth aswell asfrom other
colonid planets. Reecting engineered environments, thisriver of life hungers after natural worlds born of
uns.....”

Now it seemed that he was rushing toward the Hercules Cluster at afantastic speed. Theimage grew
until it took up the whole view, dominating the skymap like agalaxy.

“The greatest object of colonization was the Cluster in Hercules. Its settlement led to acultura and
biologica branching of humankind. The biologicd divergence was accomplished through genetic
enginearing, specificaly through the mixing of human DNA with thet of the clugter’ sorigina humanoids,
whose civilizations contributed much to the style of the emerging Herculean Empire. This hybridization of
humankind from Sol led to the greatest recorded conflict in history....”

Helooked at the darkened figure of his son. Brought up in an amosphere of disintegrating mohilization,
pushed along by the pressure of apast he could never rgoin, the young man of two hundred and twenty
Earth years had grown toward a breaking point; he had to recreate the past or die. Insgde, hissonwasa
fortress.

Suddenly the lights came on in the gdlery, banishing the starmaps. The surface of the table below
became alake of light. His son glared a him from the far shore.

“| want to hear only one thing from you,” he said, “that you will remove Orionafrom Myraa s clutches.”

“We can't; you know that your mother won't have anything to dowith us....”

“Wewill bring her here and she will help uswith our plans.”

“Qur plans mean nothing to her. How many timesdo | havetotdl you?’ Our plans, he thought,
wondering at how the words now startled him. When had he changed, when had he started thinking
differently?

“She'll think differently when she leaves Myraa sinfluence. Then she'll believe and liveaswe do....”

Once, long ago, Orionahad been his other half in everything. Yes, living on Myraa s World had changed
her, probably for the better; she no longer hated the old enemies, she was indifferent to them. He looked

at his son across the bright table. What could he say to him that would turn back his natural energy? The
black uniform with its orange star of the Empirefit him well. There were enough uniformsin the base to



clotheaplanet.
Characteristically, after afew moments of silence, his son changed the manner of his attack. “Y ou see,

we have to be willing to hurt them badly, with small things perhaps, but smadl things of greet cruelty, acts
which can never be forgotten, wounds which can never hed. We must hurt them asthey hurt us. We can

dothis”
“No action we can take against Earth can be decisive, ever.”

“Unlesswe raise troops and strategic wegpons. Meanwhile smal sortieswill hurt them and preserve our
will for abetter day.”

“What weapons, what troops? Are you till dreaming of the troop cylinder?’
“There was such athing toward the end of thewar. Oneday I'll find it.”

“Even ahundred would do no good — at best they stored ten thousand, one division of hatily trained
personnel. Even if you found the cylinder, thereis no assurance that you could revive those soldiers
gtored in that way. Actudly, | never saw any evidencefor the cylinders.”

“But we havethe tripod that fitsacylinder herel”
“ S0 maybe there was one— only one.”
“Under good |eadership we can grow — the livesin the cylinder are not just for combat.”

“Y ou'retaking of committing unborn generationsto vengeance. It'sover, letit die”” Oriona, you are
right, he thought, we must come to the end of our wars; if we do not, we will not see what lies beyond.
What do you see, my love, what isthere for you on that green world?

“... Inyour weakness,” his son was saying, “you fail to seethat if we reterrible enough, often enough,
we can blackmail auniverse”

Perhaps he was right; what else was there beyond the old war? Inwardly he looked back into the past
and saw ablack pit.

“Only if weremain at large,” he said to hisson, “only if they don’t catch us.” The black pit was drawing
him down; or wasit rushing up to meet him?

“Toremain at largeisamatter of skill inavoiding ared test of strength,” his son answered. “But
consider — if we could destroy large populated centers, how long could they deny our demands?’

“Y ou have demands? What could we ask for that they might not take back when we were made
harmless?’

“Thefirst demand isrecognition of the need to rebuild our homeworld....”

“Sometimes | think you' re acompleteidiot — what can their promises mean after the toll you plan to
inflict? Don't you see — any guarantee would be observed by them attheir pleasure, not ours.” He
looked at his son carefully. Was this the descendant of Gorgiasthe First, Uniter of Worlds, creator of the
Herculean Empire? Perhaps there was more to his plan, some shrewdness he had missed.



“We would keep a hidden strike force. At the first violation we make them pay! If we can remain at
large, you and I, then so could such aforce.”

Gorgiasfet hishead shake in denid, asif it had become independent of hisbody; hisright hand trembled
and for amoment he was unable to speak. His son’ swill had entered him and taken possession,
haf-convincing him, reminding him of hisown earlier s, with its resolve and hatred. All that would be
required to make his son’ sterrible vision work was an iron terror, awill that would be ready to do
anything againgt the enemy, aresolve that would not crumble when confronted by pity. Thiswould be the
game Orionafeared, the iron game that would set father and son in the service of an old hatred, turning
them into devicesto serve the dead. Father and son had skirted the edge of this game; now, findly, they
would be drawn into its mercilesslogic and crud satisfactions....

“Oneday,” hisson continued, “our worlds will be repopulated, our power rebuilt. Wewill havelittle
need of threats then. But until then, you and | must be guardians of that future. Have you forgotten? Have
you become a coward? Won't you even try — or will you abandon me as you abandoned Oriona?’

Gorgiaslooked into hisson’seyes.| won't need you, they seemed to say, I’ Il become my own father,
I’ll deny you if you refuse me and you' Il be left alone.Without Oriona and me you are nothing. A
shuddering fear, like breaking metal, passed through him. He tasted its cold in his mouth. His stomach
knotted in rage, and he knew for the firgt time that he would be able to kill his own son — if for no other
reason than to abolish this monstrous resurgence of his own youth, thisfortress self which had come out
of him, out of the pagt, to stand donein thisway.

Oriona s eyeslooked a him from benegth black eyebrows and black hair. “Wel?’" his son asked. “Will
you plan with me?’ The questions were now shouts, strong and ingstent and convinced, assuming
agreement. For amoment his son’ s shouting shape became atorso rising from the frozen lake of the
polished table, an awesome creature imprisoned here by the sheer weight of its own hatred. His son was
acreature of loveless power, making him doubt again, forcing him to feel once more the uncoiling insanity
of thefailed past.

“All right,” Gorgias said softly, “but firss —’
1] ij!”

“— but first we' Il visit Oriona.” Perhaps she may be ableto quiet her son, he thought, even though the
lifeshelivesisaddusion.

“WEe |l take her away,” hisson said.

“Let’ssee how shefeds” A liemight save hisson’slife. Any delay might change the future; once hisson
gtarted on this new course, there would be no turning back; hislife would become ahunted thing, and
one day he would die. Any delay might save him. There were worlds aplenty outside the Federation,
where alife might be started anew; asmall community ... Smply exigting ... perhgps Orionawasliving
that life right now.

“I'll prepare the ship,” hisson said.

Gorgias nodded and tried to quiet himself.

1. Jumpspace



“Itisnatura for the mind to believe, and for the will to love; so that, for want of true objects, they must
attach themsalvesto fase”

— Pascal, Pensées

“A man knew himsdlf asthe product of thisworld. He sought to become its consciousness. away of
dreaming that would embody its salvation.”

— Bousguet

A SHADOWED FACE floated in the stone ceiling, and faded; in another moment it would have spoken
tohim.

Cave eyes stared at abarrier of icein atimeless place.

Outsdethe black walls, floor and ceiling of the doorlessroom, lay an infinite solidity; the cell wasthe
only open space, cut miraculoudy out of auniverse of rigid substance. Thelondly lamp in the corner
would go out if helooked away; the darknesswould flow in around him and solidify, freezing his
movement until hisflesh dso turned sony....

The homeworld lay before him. He had never seen it after the holocaust, yet suddenly hewasthere. The
land was an endless plain of ashes, the remains of cities and towns, the very mountains. The planet wasa
heated dust bowl, wind-whipped and sterile. Grief held back all histender reactions, al regret and tears.
Hefdt the hell wind on hisface, tasted the baked ash in his mouth asthe gray seadrifted around hisfest.

Hewalked forward across the meadow of ashes. The horizon was awavy line of heat distortions. He
came abruptly to alarge circular pit in the waste; stars burned below the world, glowing gravel floating in
asubterranean universe....

The dream was dways the same.

A titanic fist pounded on the wall behind his bed, making the stone echo like meta; the black surfaces of
the room became glassy and shattered, flowing away like water....

He sat up suddenly and saw hisfather standing in the open doorway .
“Areyou avake?’

“I'mready,” he said, feding distrustful of the silhouette. Hisfather’ s dark shape turned and went out into
the corridor.

Helooked at the dark lamp in the corner, remembering that in the dream he had believed that hislife
was somehow dependent on its continued shining; a curious absurdity.

He got up and prepared to follow hisfather to the ship.

The ramp tunnel exit loomed ahead suddenly and the Whisper Ship shot out over the barren surface of
the planet. A glowing cloud of interstellar gas blazed from horizon to horizon asthe vessdl raced over
jagged mountains, stone-filled valleys and dusty plains; airless, beaten by solar wind and hest, the lifdess
world orbited faithfully, forever dead in the angry glare of itssmal, white-hot primary. Located near the



center of the cluster, the entire system was wrapped in acloud of gas and dust haf alight-year across.

The ship lifted into the shining sky. Variationsin cloud dengty let inthelight of cluster star's, the glow
fading asthe ship shifted postion.

With hisfather now adeep in the aft quarters, the younger Gorgias began hisfirst watch. Without
warning the ship dipped into otherspace, reveaing the stars of the cluster as perfectly round black cods
St at an indefinite distance. For the next one hundred and fifty hours the ship would push through this
ashen seg, fifty thousand light-years across the top of the gaaxy, hafway acrossthe spiral, past where
Earth svam deep inthe spird disk’ souter arms, upward to the sparsaly starred region where Myraa's
World looked out on the dark between the galaxies.

All through hisfirst watch, the younger Gorgias wasirritated by the shroud of hyperspace covering the
known universe, hiding the diamond-hard stars, abolishing the black void's comfort, leaving only the
ash-white continuum dotted with the obsidian andogs of objectsin norma space-time. The bones of
redity, hethought, dry and lifeless; passing through this region was dwaysadow dying.

Did heredlly care about the Herculean dead? He searched himsdlf, trying to fed the death of millions.
Thekilling of ten would have been intolerable. Each of those hundreds of millionswould have lived a
thousand Earth years or more, each life an entire world of experience, now cut off. To remember their
passing was to deny onesdlf all normal day-to-day living, dl smplicity, dl love; to remember their passing
wasto act in ways that would change him irrevocably, making him an insrument, a sacrifice to the fires of
outrage. He did not, and never would, belong to himself, or to anyone ese.

If he could hurt even ten Earthborn, the news would humiliate millions; the dead deserved that much.
Each blow, however small, would be areminder that the Federation’ s victory had not been complete.
The dead were dive within him, sparks ready to flare up into an inner fire; his strength was the needed
fud; his strength was their will preparing to live again. Rest would come for him only when dl the hatred
he bore was spent.

The thought of hisfather’ s growing weakness made him angry again. He fdt it as a coldness camped at
his center, apromise of failure. He would have |eft the older man in stasis at their last waking and gone
out by himsdlf, but the ship was il tuned to the other’ s personality and would obey no oneese. The
ship could only be hisby ddliberate transfer of command; hisfather’ s deasth would not give him the ship.
He needed hisfather’ s good will.

If only a second Whisper Ship could be found. Perhaps there was one somewhere on Myraa s World.
He had dways suspected that Myraa knew more than she was willing to tell. Maybe he could learn
something from Oriona. Myraaor one of the other survivors might have reveded something to her, a
piece of information that would not appear to be ussful, but which might be crucia to onewho could fit it
into alarge context. Thevisit might turn out to be useful after all.

He found himself thinking about Myraa— her nakedness, her long hair, her smile, the freshness of her
skin. Thoughts of her aways brought out hisweskest fedings. The universe of time and space had
cheated him (what wasthis effort of time passing?) of the smplest pleasures enjoyed by the humblest
creatures on amillion worlds. He was athinking, self-conscious object living in a plenum where distance
lay between objects that were made up of infinitesmally spaced small objectslying below gross
perception. What was justice, or vengeance, in such auniverse? Why did he crave closenesswith
Myraa, and why was he compelled to believe that distance from her way of life was necessary for him?
In hisway heloved her, but he would not give himsdf up to her; the cry of the past was stronger than her
love; for him to ignore the past would beto die.



He would have to recreate the history from which he sprang; it would have to be a certain kind of living
object, anetwork of conscious beings again holding the Hercules Cluster together. To this community he
would give himsdlf; there love might not be afault; there he would shine as he had been meant to shine, a
king from aline of kings; there he would know the past and future as they should be, unshattered and
filled with the meaning of time; there the past would be pride, the future adistant glowing god that would
consumedl thingsinitscrucible of satisfaction and joy.

On the screen, the desol ation of otherspace promised nothing as the ship rushed through its oblivion.

When hisfather camein to stand hisfirst watch period, Gorgias rose and let the older man take the
dation chair.

“I'vefound alikely target for us,” Gorgias said.

Hisfather swung the seat around and glared a him. The face was pae, the blue eyes sunken from worry
and doubt; the hands sought each other from fear, then pushed apart to hide the fact. “What are you
talking about? We were not to plan anything until after thevigt.”

“Thirty light-years south of Myraathereisafrontier world, mostly small towns, not more than half a
million people, an easy target.”

Hisfather gripped the armrests. “Later, we don’t have timeto discussit now, get somerest.”
“Y ou said you would fight —’

“A world that size is unimportant, settled by regjects. Federation won't be impressed.”

“We could destroy atown inasinglerun.”

“They’ d look for us on Myraa s World immediately, hold Orionaand others hostage ...”

“We could do it after we take Orionawith us. Besides, what makes you so sure they are capable of
holding hostages?”’

Hisfather was shaking hishead. “ There stoo little thought and preparation. Don't be so impatient. Do
you think that Federation military operatives are supid? They’ |l pick up on every mistake. They won the
war that way.”

“But they never came up againgt aWhisper Ship.”

“True, the ship isunassailable, but you might imprison yoursaf forever insde. Even thelife-support
systems require massto synthesizefood....”

“I could recydeindefinitey.”

“But you would starve if something went wrong. Son, there are waysto trap or disrupt the ship. Intime
it would be possible to bring enough power to bear on it to tear it open.”

“Thingswould never get thet far,” Gorgias said. He turned and Started &ft.



“Rest well,” hisfather cdled after him just asthe bulkhead door did shut. There was no point in angering
the old man now. Later, he thought, when the shipismine, | cando as| wish, but | need him now to
control the ship’s programs. Suddenly, he feared that his father would never relinquish control of the ship.

At the end of the short corridor, another door did open to let him into the aft quarters, containing alarge
bunk with gravity controls, bath cubicle and asmall kitchen dispenser.

Gorgiaslay down and tried to deep, struggling to reach adeep cam, but rest charged atoll of memory
before rleasing him into its quietest relm. He was on Myraa s World for thefirg time. “1sthishome?’
he asked hisfather. No, it was another place, far from their enemies. Here the surviving Herculeans might
livein peace. A green fidld showed apit, awound cut in the grass. Bodieslay in the pit, the corpses of
Herculean animals, those that had been unable to adjust to the new planet. Later, fleeing warships had
arrived, burning the grassinto desert with their makeshift jets; only the crudest planetfal was left to them
after their strained gravitics had failed.

Spring light was streaming through Myraa swindow. Beams walked ghosily on the floor. Whole ships
had been gutted to build the house on the hill. Sickness, suicide and lack of provisions had decimated the
survivors, soldier and specidist dike; no hand or brain remained now that could repair, operate, or even
understand the dead fleet. Only the Whisper Ship ran itsalf, demanding little direct understanding of its
systemsfor effective operation.

Beams of sted passed through his body, pinning him in a place beyond deep. Therewas no pain and no
possibility of movement; in afew momentstherewould be ... nothing.

He awoke and listened to the perfect silence of the cabin, imagining that the wintriness of hyperspace
wasincreasing, pressing in on the ship, and would soon freeze it into immobility within the gray
continuum. The cabin smelled of cold meta. He closed his eyes again and thought of entering stasis
for ... athousand ... two thousand years. Would the Federation till exist after ten thousand years?
Would the machines maintain the stasisfield for that long? What kind of universe would hefind after a
million years? No revenge would be possible for him in that universe. To step into it would require no
more than a subjective moment of deep, and dl his purpose would be left behind. Theideafilled him with
asense of loss. He saw himsdlf going alone acrosstime, the past a black pit behind him, drawing him
backward, pulling him closer each time he fell adeegp; one day he would not wake in time to save himsdif.

Then dl thoughts and dreams left him, as he knew they would, asthey dways had; but again he
wondered if he had won, or if atide had smply gone ot.

During his second watch he saw the ship’s ghost on the screen, running ahead at afixed distance. He
wondered if aninsubgtantial copy of himsdf was sitting before the screen in that phantom vessd,
watching agtill moredigtant illusion, and if hisfather wasresting in the aft quartersthere do.

When he dept after hiswatch, the ship turned to glass, letting in the ghastly gray-white light from beyond,
the glow of an overcast cregtion or the underside of auniverse forever turned away from theliving.

Opening hiseyes, helonged for sarlight, for sght of worlds, for living things. He looked at his hands. His
skin was growing pae here, asif thefew days had redlly been years. What was time in jumpspace?
Perhgpstimewas|ogt in trangt, then regained a the moment of exit, leaving in the traveler only the
memory of long imprisonment.

He closed his eyes again. Memory was bare and clean, as stony as the halls and chambers of the base.
Hefdt pity for himsdlf, for hisfather, for Orionaimprisoned on Myraal s World, for his brother who had



died there. Only revenge was|eft; nothing € se would fill him up completely and quiet his hunger, nothing
elsewould lead to renewa for his people. The only way to redeem the past wasto bring it into the
present and useit to control the future; he had to make memory amaterid thing, aforce that would lash
out a the Earthborn, making it impossible for them to ignore his demands. Revenge wasthe only way to
kindle recognition in those who had taken everything from him, leaving this gray present, an old man and
ablack future.

If I do not reach out to hurt, he thought, | will not want to live.

A shadowed face looked down at him, and he knew that he would ceaseto beif it turned its gaze away.
Again the pit of things past pulled himin, closer thistime; he reached for ahandhold to keep himsdlf from
fdling in, but he woke up before he could grasp it.

1. Exiles

“Theliberty of theindividua isno gift of civilization.”

— Freud

“Thereisnothing worse for mortal men than wandering.”
— Homer, The Odyssey

THE ASHES of jumpspace faded; the black coas caught fire and became bright stars again. Nearby,
the sun of Myrad s World burned with ayellow-orangelife, its shouting light filling the screen, humbling
the observer who had just emerged from limbo.

| have reached the complexity of hating myself, the older Gorgias thought. My son will begin to hate me
and | will not want to live. | am not surethat his planswill be ineffective, | have smply logt ... my taste
for war. Reproaches rosein his brain, the dark shapes of Herculean soldiers going into battle, each one
crying out for him to remember histraining, hisloyaty, the meaning of cowardice and treason.l am not
guilty, he said to the shapes. Too much had changed.

Myraa s World grew large on the screen until it took up the whole view. The ship cut into the
atmosphere and circled halfway around the planet before dropping to afew kilometers above the ocean.

His son came in and stood behind him as the screen showed the land ahead. The water grew shalow,
reveding sunlit bottom. In afew moments the ship was past the rocky beach and rushing low over the
land.

Oriona. He wondered how she would greet him thistime. How would she greet her son? Would she
continueto judgein her slent way? If she spoke to him, what would he say to her, what could he say to
her after thirty years? She had lived those years while he had stolen them — stolen them from her and
from himsdf. He would not see those yearsin her face; few Herculeans bel ow the age of five hundred
showed sgnsof age.

The ship turned north, running over worn mountains and grassy valleys. The yelow afternoon sunlight
dtained the greenery, making it look bluein patches.

“We' redmost there,” hisson said quietly, dmost asif hewere afraid.



We re dmost home, Gorgias thought. It dways surprised him to think of Myraa s World ashome; ina
way it was home, the gathering place of dmost al remaining Herculeans; it was home because Oriona
was here, and because he was here with his son, however brief the visit; it was home because his son had
once asked himif it was home, and he had lied.

The hill and house cameinto view. A circular design of panoramic windows drank in the western
sunlight, though some shade was provided by six €legant trees standing in a carpet of tdl grass. He saw
that the treeswere tdler, their trunks larger. The branches were thicker with curving needles, and the red
cones were as bright as the gem sands of New Anatolia s beaches.

The ship circled once and landed in a hover &t the bottom of the hill in back of the house, wherethe
evening shadow would cloak it.

Heturned and looked at his son, but there was no sign of shared fedlingsin the younger man' sface. For
amoment Gorgias was afraid that his son would guess his state of mind and see it as yet another sign of
weskness, but the other was aready turning away to leave the ship.

He got up and followed his son out of the control room to the side lock. The mechanism had aready
cycled and they stepped out into awarm south wind which greeted them with the scent of living things.
The effect was almost a shock after the gerility of the base and jumpspace.

The hill was athirty-degree climb on adirt footpath. His son reached the door first and waited. They
stood together for aminute until the door opened. Inside, they walked to the front room through a
narrow corridor.

“There’ sno one here,” his son said as they passed by the open bedroom door.

The black floor was dustless, asif someone had just cleaned it. The chairs sat alone, facing the massive
bowed windows, waiting for visitors who would come out of time to seet themselves; the sllence seemed
eternd.

“Welcome”

They both turned and saw Myraa standing in front of the entrance to the corridor. She woreasmple
blue robe which matched her eyes. A hood hid her long brown hair.

“Welcome,” sherepeated, “1 knew you were coming.”

She could not have known, he thought, but it gives her a sense of power to say 0.
“Where' sOriona?’ his son asked.

Myraatook afew stepsinto the room and said, “ Orionaisno longer living—"
The sentence stopped for an eternity, preventing him from hearing the re<t.

“ — asyou know it. It was her wish.”

His son went up to her. “Wish? What are you talking about? How did it happen — an accident? Was
she murdered?”’



“It was her wish,” Myraasaid. “ Sheleft nothing for you, and she does not want to speak with you now.”
“What are you saying?’ his son asked. “Tell me where sheis— is she dead or not?’

“She exigts dsawhere, whether you accept it or not. | am telling you this so that you will cam yourself.”

His son turned to him. “What is she saying?’

“Their belief isthat, well — people are absorbed into others, like hersdlf, becoming multiple
persondities. I’ ve never paid the ideamuch attention. Orionais dead — Myraaistryingto ... excuse
me.” He closed his eyes and felt awarmth spread through his body. He felt his head bow and afreezing
weakness entered his muscles. He recovered and opened his eyes. Turning, he sat down in the nearest
chair and looked out the window.

Behind him, he heard his son strike Myraa across the face.

“Liar! What has happened?’

“I’vetold you,” Myraa said, and there was no anger in her voice.

“Suicide?’

“No, but it was her wish.”

“Do you hear yoursdf — which wasit?’

“You've heard the truth.”

“Explanittome.”

“Shewho was your mother lives ... in adifferent way.”

Oriona, Gorgias said to himsdlf as helooked out the curving window,now only your nameis left to me
. A gust of wind shook the tree near the house, hurling afew red cones against the window in front of
him.

“You'll tdl me” hisson was saying, “you |l tell mewhat you mean.”

Stillness returned to the room, asif time had run backward to the moment when they had comein.

Then he heard arush of air and athud. He turned and saw that his son had kicked Myraain the
stomach. She lay on thefloor, clutching her belly without asound. He gave her adisgusted nudge with his
boot, turned and sat down in the other chair facing the window.

“Oriond s desth has affected her. Did you think before you hit her?’

“Youdidn't try to stop me.”

He closed his eyes and turned his head away to keep his son from seeing the tears threatening to well
out of hiseyes.Oriona, he said to himsdf, dmost anging the name. So few, so few Herculeans | eft.



“What isit?’ hisson asked.

Oriona, Oriona, I’ll never see you again. All that might have changed between us is now
impossible. How could that have been taken from us?

He opened his eyes and turned to his son. “ Go pick her up.”

The younger man laughed, and alook of contempt cameinto hiseyes. “You' ve lost your mind. Shelives
here and does nothing but invent liesl We have only her word that Orionais dead.”

Alive — maybe she was somewher e outside walking, nothing more. In a moment he would get up
and go find her. Then he redlized how long it would be before he accepted her degth; the dightest hope

was ashock, pushing him into wish fulfillment.

“| pity you both,” Myraasaid from the floor. She sounded like Oriona.

“Dear father, we should be preparing for war!”

“At least her lieskeep dive thefew of uswho are left.”

“Youand | livewithout her.”

“ She kegps the Federation from killing those who stay with her.”

“How — by being meek and cowardly? They could al bekilled in afew minutes.”

“Then why haven't they doneit?”’

“The Earthborn arefools,” his son sad, “nothing more.”

“Then being humbleisaway to survive.”

Myraa got up and came to stand between them. “Look,” she said as she gazed out the window.
Wearily, the older man got up and stepped to the window; his son joined him.

At the bottom of the hill, a procession was starting to make its way up to the house, thirty people
marching sngle file with handslinked. Each wore the black body garment of the Herculean military, but

with noinggnia. A body without ahead, the older Gorgias thought, but they live while their leadersrot.

“What arethey doing?’ his son asked.

“They areyour brothersand ssters,” Myraasaid. “All that your mother was is mirrored within them. She
ismoredivethan ever.”

“ldiotic nonsense,” hisson said.

Escape, the old Herculean thought. To leave al known worlds behind, to go outside the narrow Snake
of worlds strung between Earth and the Clugter ...

“It'strue,” Myraasaid.



He thought of the worlds nearest Earth, where power for work was plentiful, where the only problem of
lifewaswhat to do with one stime. There the problems of longevity were directing a different form of
natural selection, onein which only the most ingenious and crestive individuals would survive into
advanced ages, beyond the one-thousand-year mark, while the rest died of accident and ennui. He
remembered hisraids against anumber of those worldsjust after thewar’ s end, when hisinfant son and
Orionawere hiding on the planet which later came to be called Myraa s World. He remembered the
contempt he had felt for the long-lived, usdless Earthpeople he had seen. He had didliked killing these
tempord drifters. A pair of eyes, aface, an expression of vacant worry — images of variousindividuas
ill lived insgde him. Too many had seemed content to die. He wondered if long life gave powerful
individuals aproprietary view of redity.

Vaguely he noticed that his son was about to strike Myraaagain. She retreated from him and hisson
followed until they were behind him. He heard the blow, followed by two dull sounds. Myraaand hisson
were gruggling on thefloor. Children playing, he thought.

He thought of worlds farther out in the Federation corridor, worlds teeming with colonists who had
burned and reseeded whole planets. There life was more dangerous, yet death was not asfeared as
among thelong-lived; but till the tieswith the interior worlds were sirong, since so many skillsand
services emanated from Earth....

Behind him Gorgias and Myraawere quiet at last, but he did not turn his chair to look at them.

He thought of the fringe worlds of the Snake, scarcity-ridden places where Earth was dmaost unknown.
Into thisfar end had come the ships of the Cluster, building, consolidating, gathering loyalty at the most
distant nerve ends of Earth’sinfluence; for in fact it was from these most distant worlds that his people
were descended, having grown powerful within the rich environment of closaly spaced sunsingde
Hercules.

Later had come the ambition of pushing through to Earth itsdlf, of taking the entire Snake, fifty thousand
light-years of space and worlds, for the Cluster. Theintroversion of Earth’ s sratified, immortalist society
was supposed to have guaranteed victory. Herculean immortals had needed something grand to do with
their existence, he thought.

But Earth had cometo care. The takeover of the outer worlds had taken too long; one by one the outer
worlds began to fight back furioudly, and thisled to the waking of the Earthgiant. His response brought
back al that was strong and dert and clever in his nature, the same qudities that had built the largest
human civilization in history, including Hercules. He had come bregthing fire againgt Cluster worlds, until
New Anatoliawas burned into acinder and al hope of winning against him became asad joke.

Sowly heturned and saw that Myraa and his son were no longer in the room with him. Later, he knew,
his son’ srage would return, regardless of Myrad s effortsto quiet him.

He got up and wandered the large room, thinking about the possibility of life beyond the Earth-Hercules
corridor, the Snake was only athin thread of intelligence lacing the galaxy. Maybe there were other
culturesin the centra regions of the disk. Was there enough in the idea to interest his son? There had to
be away to change his plans, even if it was with the false hope of making his son think those same plans

possble.

“How nice, Father,” heimagined his son saying, “ — you want me to become an explorer. For whom
shall we explore, to what end shall we contact other civilizations? Behind me stands the ghost of adeed



cavilization. Shdl wedoit for them?’

Then, after along silence, his son would continue, haf-believing. “Will they give usthe power to revive
our civilization, Father?’

“Perhaps,” he would answer.

“Why should they, whoever they are? And did you consider that we may be alone, that there are no
greater civilizationsin the gaaxy? Eveniif they exig, they might not wish to befound....”

Outside, the procession had reached the house and was now standing in front of the windows, peaceful
faceslooking in. He did not know any of them, and they gave no sign of knowing him.

There was dirt on their hands. He wondered if they had come from burying Oriona somewhere out there
inthetdl grassof the hilly countryside. They were too polite to come into the house, knowing that he was
herewith his son. He thought of them living in their monastic cellsingde the hill benegth the house; there
each occupant turned away from the universe of light and color and substance, in the name of seeing past
life and death to some fabulous yonder. They might just as easily see through their cell walls, he thought
bitterly. Redlity lay not in their self-generated ecstasies, but in the cold ground of worms and
decomposition outsdetheir cdls; in thelife-giving ruin of nature which never gave the samething twice,
settling instead for arepetition of types and gpproximations, none exactly like the other; in the endless
processes of star formation and universe congtruction, not in thewishes of creatures caught between the
infinitesmdly samd| and theinfinitdy large....

Oriona. Thethought of her pulsed ingde him like abesting heart. His returning grief threatened to swell
up inside him and tear his body apart. Ignoring the faces outside, he leaned forward in the chair and put
hisfacein hishands, rubbing his eyes until they exploded into astorm of colors. At any moment he would
fal back into the past; his eyeswould fail to open when he took his hands awvay and hewould bea
stranger to hisbody while hismind drifted amongst the bloody images of war, in alimbo of sharp pains
and shabby sghts....

Suddenly Orionastood in hisblind sight, asif thrown up to him by amerciful field of creation. Naked
and beautiful, she stood with her legs together, hands folded across her breasts, eyeslooking directly at
him, long black hair flowing inamyseriouswind....

He cried out and opened his eyes, the afterimage faded on the window before him and he was looking
again a the mourners outside.

Oriona, he said to her memory,your son will go out to kill now, and | am powerlessto stop him;he
isas| was. Then adistant thought whispered itsdlf to him:If you died he would change. And an even
closer whisper hissed inside him: You could kill him.

Asif something had spoken to them, the mourners outs de turned and made their way down the hill.

V. Sortie

“The passion for destruction isaso a creative passion.”

— Bakunin

“Lifeisimpoverished, it losesin interest, when the highest stake in the game of living, lifeitself, may not



berisked ... [inwar] Death will no longer be denied; we are forced to believe in it. Peopleredly die; and
no longer one by one.... thousandsin asingleday. Life ... hasrecovered itsfull content.”

— Freud
AFTER THEIR BODIES were quiet, Gorgias opened his eyes and watched Myraa as she dept next to
him. There was no other woman for him among the survivors; she would know him as the son of leaders,
to whom the future belonged even if that future were lost.

For amoment he considered what it would be like to come and live here with Myraa, but the thought
shamed him; he felt wesk beforeit. He must never forget that something greeter had been taken from
him.

Myraa opened her eyes and he smiled at her.

“Do you understand now,” she started to ask, “that your mother —”

Heturned away from her. “ Stop telling me crazy stories— they may help you but they do not cam me.
Why don't you just tell me what happened?’

“When she was ready for passage, shedid it herself.”

“What?" Heturned to face her, angry again. He had been getting ready to apologize for striking her.
“What did it take to convince amature woman to take her own life?’

“But she' snot dead —’
“Thenwhereisshe?’

“Right here— looking at you through my eyes. One day, when you come to understand, she will spesk.
The passage she has taken —”

He hit her across the face with the back of his hand. She rolled away from him and lay on her back,
saying nothing. He got up, put on his black uniform and boots, and went out into the main room where his
father gtill sat looking out the windows. Gorgias went to the window and looked out into the start of
twilight. He saw the group waiting at the bottom of the hill.

“What do the foolswant?’

“They’ ve come from burying Oriona.”

“Where?’

“Somewhere out therein the tdl grass”

“Then sheisdead, no matter what Myraa says.”

Hisfather looked up a him suddenly. “What did shetell you?’

“That Orionaisdiveindgde her and will spesk to usoneday.”



A look of naive hope entered hisfather’ s pale face.

“Don’'t bestupid,” Gorgiassaid, “you' reafodl if you believe any of it. They’ re mad here, comforting
themsdveswith lies and stories— anything to forget.”

“I don't takeit serioudy.”
“They tadked Orionainto beieving it. Shekilled hersdlf!”
The older Herculean stood up. “Myraasaid this?’

“Just afew minutes ago shetried to talk meinto their madness. We ve got to go. My way isthe only
wey.”

Hisfather was slent.

Gorgias|looked outside and saw that the mourners had disappeared. He turned again to hisfather and
said, “Myraaand dl the others are thisway because of the war. Oriona s death isthe fault of the
Earthborn. We must strike back, we must make them fedl our punishment in any way open to us. When
will you sharethe ship with me?’

Hisfather looked directly a him. The knitted brows seemed to be crushing the blue eyes peering out of
the haggard face; hisarmswere pressed againgt the stocky body, hands closed into fists.

When his son came out from Myraa s deeping room, awave of pity and fear passed through the older

Herculean. He watched his son go to the window and ook down at the buria party <till gathered at the
bottom of the hill.

“What do the foolswant?’

“They’ ve come from burying Oriona.”

“Where?’ his son asked.

“Somewhere out there in the grass.”

“Then sheisdead, no matter what Myraa says.”

He looked up at his son and asked, “What did shetdl you?’

“That Orionaisinsde her and will spesk to usone day.”

Could it betrue, he wondered, was such a gathering of life after thislife possble? If so, then immortality
was afoolish thing. He thought of hisvision of Oriona. Was shetrying to reach him? Herculean women
had been known for psionic ahilities. Fool, hetold himsdf suddenly, thereis no evidence for anything like
this; the universe had dways been unfair and uncaring of wishes. Hope could not create life, or extend it

intothevoid ...

“Don’'t be stupid,” hisson sad, “you' reafoal if you believe any of it. They’remad ... comforting
themsaveswith liesand Sories...”



“I don't takeit serioudy.” And what lies do you live by, my son,he said to himself, knowing that they
were the ones he had once believed himsdlf.

“They taked Orionainto believing it. Shekilled hersdf!”
He stood up. “Myraasaid this?’

“... Oriond sdeath isthe fault of the Earthborn,” his son was saying ...“when will you share the ship
with me?’

Hefdt asudden anger in himsdlf, triggered by his son’s demand for the ship; anger & Myraaand
Oriona; anger a himsalf for not being able to regain his old strength; anger a the pitilesstide that washed
from past to future and had left him here on this despairing shore.

His son turned and | eft the room. The back door opened and closed with aterrible finality; he would
surrender to hisson’swill.

Surrender? They would lash out together, bringing a piece of the cruel past into the life of the Federation.
Therewould be apublic recognition of the past, however smdl; there was satisfaction in the thought, and
he redlized that thiswas how his son felt dl the time. He would transfer control of the ship to him as soon

aspossible.

He started across the room toward the hall leading to the back exit, but stopped when something
reached into him, filling him with sudden doubt and panic.Oriona, forgive me, he thought, but thereis
nothing left for me. | cannot live without my son’s approval. | have no one else now.

He went through the hall. Myraa s naked shape lay on the bed, her body a deep blue from the twilight
streaming in the east window. She sat up and looked at him as he hurried to the back door.

It opened and he stepped outside and went down the hill to where the Whisper Ship waited inawarm
evening.

Hisfather stood by his side, hisface amask asthey watched gray jumpspace swalow Myraa s World.
A reflection of them appeared on the screen for amoment, the ghostly images of two mournful men
gtanding in an infinite sepulcher, facesin shadow. Then the black ghosts that marked star positions
gppeared, and Gorgiasfdt again asif he were returning to avast universe of the dead lying benegath or
aongside acontinuum of color and life. Here death might dance with hiswill, fear makeloveto his
courage and dream assassins daughter his capacity for hope, if he stayed too long....

“I'll match the shipto you,” hisfather said.

The older Herculean had cometo his senses at last, Gorgias thought as he sat down at the command
dation.

Hisfather reached past him and touched the pressure pand. A sequence of numbers appeared on the
screen, overlaying aview of subspace.

“The ship will know you by this number. If you ever have to assign the ship to another, you must cancel
this number and invent anew one, as| havejust done. The ship’sinternd fieldswill adjust to your body
and brain-wave signatures within aday. If these are absent from the ship’ sinterior for any greet length of
time, and you have left no ingtructions, the ship will destruct. Remember this”



“I will, Father, 1 will....”

The board went dark and the numbers faded from the screen as the older man withdrew his hand.
It's mine, Gorgiasthought.

“When we come out of hyperspace, you will bein command.”

“Thank you, Sr.”

The older man turned and went aft, leaving him done.

The oldest Herculean dreamed the padt. It drew him into itself, to fedl and live again. He was running
down along corridor with Oriona. The passage was filled with water to their ankles; the damp smell of
sewage dmost made them gag. The air was growing hotter as the city above them went through the
stages of disintegration.

High above the planet, mohile fortresses the Size of planetoids lanced energy into New Anatolia,
incinerating whole cities, precipitating whirlwinds and earthquakes; floodwaters were crossing continents
asthe polar caps melted.

“Just ahead,” he said, pushing hiswife ahead. “ There, it' sthere— where the Generd said he'd Ift it.”

They cameto the hidden Whisper Ship, the last possibility of retreat for agroup of officers now deed, a
gift of mercy for himsdf and Oriona.

“Our childwill live,” Oriona shouted asthey scrambled into the side lock. It cycled behind them asthey
went forward into the control area.

“It' spreset for itsbase,” he said as he took the station chair.
“Isthat safe?’ she asked.

“It’ [l switch to jJumpspace in the atmosphere, and it' s faster than Federation craft.” He touched the plate
and fed in the numbers given to him by the Genera. Images of the streets above them persisted in his
mind — metd flowing down from meting upper leves, people dying from sudden hest, exploding as
steam formed from the water of their bodies; leve after level collgpsing as crowds fled downward. Inless
than a day the heat would sink the city, and dozens of others, into the planet.

The Earthgiant had come well prepared, with alarge fleet escorting hundreds of brute-power units. The
approach of this armada had drawn al Herculean forces back to defend the Cluster. It was clear now
that those forces would not be enough to save New Anatolia or any of the Cluster worlds.

The Whisper Ship rushed out of the drain tunnel — into asky of red dust. Columns of energy pushed
down from the sky, one for each city and town of the hemisphere. The atmosphere was blue around the
frozen bolts as they pumped power into the screaming planet.. ..

“Stopit!”

A hand struck him across the face. He opened his eyes to see histen-year-old son bending over him.



“Stopit!”
“The dream?’
“It hurts— it sso terrible”

His son was receiving his nightmares. The effect was not as violent asit was for Oriona, but it was bad
enough.

“I'll wake up and it will be better,” he said, “we' Il takeawak down thehill ...”

Then he opened his eyes again and found himself floating in the aft quarters of the ship. Time had rushed
by; the boy of ten was aman; Orionawas dead; and when the ship came out of jumpspace, hisson
would bein command.

Thirty light-years south of Myraa s World, the Whisper Ship stabbed into the atmosphere of Precept, a
frontier world near the end of the Federation’ s other corridor, avolume of space that was dowly being
seitled in thedirection of the gdlactic rim.

The younger Gorgias knew that the thickening aimaosphere outsde the hull was beginning to howl from
the vessel’ sintrusion, and there would be thundercl gps and vortices when the ship leveled off near the

urface.

The screen showed swirling clouds and fleeting glimpses of brown and green surface. Hisfather came
into the cabin and stood slently behind him. Abruptly the clouds cleared and the ship was running level

with the country below.

“How isit going?’ hisfather asked.

“Very well — the ship pretty much guesseswhat | want it to do. The program plate is enough.”

“Y ou can override it with your voice, or add instructions.”

“I'mwd| aware of that.”

Thefirg settlement became visble far ahead, a scattering of domes and primitive wooden dwellingson
an open plain. There were few signs of vegetation inside the town. Asthe ship approached, groups of

people looked up, toy figureson adirt tabletop. A few were waving.

Automatically, the forward beam cannon lashed out with itstongue, flitting from one structure to the next;
one by one, buildings began to blaze. In afew moments the ship was circling for arepest run.

The cannon widened its beam and caught al remaining structures. The tabletop town was dowly being
cloaked in black smoke. The ship shot past and circled again.

“What do you think?" Gorgias asked without turning around.

Hisfather did not reply.

“Y ou think thisistoo easy, and you' reright. But the object isto hurt them, give them something to talk



about, not fight atextbook battle.”

Asthe ship continued to circle, Gorgiasturned around in his station and glared at hisfather. “How many
dead do you think?’

“Thisisnot warfare.”
“Y ou wouldn’t have said that once. Why do you care so much about being fair now?’

“But you can’t win unless you can escdate terrorism into conventiona conflict — destruction of
Federation industry, and then invasion. You can't win ...”

“I'm not planning to win. How many timesdo | haveto say it? 1 want to hurt them, make them know
that we live and remember.”

“And you want to continue with that indefinitely?”

“Who'sto say that wewon't find wider support later,” Gorgias said.
“| don’'t want to argue— I’'m here, that should be enough for you.”
The older man turned and | eft the cabin.

Gorgias shrugged and turned back to the screen. On the plain bel ow, the smoke was a billowing,
churning darkness pushing up toward the sky. Suddenly he wanted to hear the screaming rush of the ship
through atmosphere, fed the kick of its shock wave pass over the dead town. He was just beginning on
the road that would lead to the return of the Herculean Empire. Hefdt thewill of his people surge
through him as the ship shot through the curtain of smoke and out into a deep blue sky, which grew
purple as he climbed, blackening into avoid of bright stars. The nearby sun pulsed with anger, but could
do nothing againgt him.

Gorgiastouched the controls and the ship began to run at the sun, accelerating to afew percent of light
speed. Sowly the star grew in size, seething with the same energy he felt within himsdlf; the sar washis
enemy, awatchdog that had failed to protect its planet.

When he had absorbed hisfill of the star’ sintendty, he turned it off by switching the ship into jumpspace,
abandoning again the universe of violent colorsfor the dead space of black suns.

For along time he sat before the screen, thinking about his father’ s ambivaence. The gray-white
jumpspace seemed a bit different thistime, suggesting strong light trying to bresk in from a space beyond;
maybe somewhere awaterfal of light marked the frontier between the two kinds of space. Heimagined
thelight of auniverse spilling over into an abyss, acosmaos dying in one place and being born again
elsawhere,

There was only one thing to do now — strike somewhere else as soon as possible, just in case there
was no one |eft alive on Precept to report the raid.

Hewould need an invasion force, hisfather had said. Gorgias made amental note to question Myraa
again about the story of the Herculean army which had fled into the Lesser Magellanic Cloud toward the
end of thewar. Hewould haveto find out if thiswastrue or just alegend; if true, he would make an
effort to contact the force, or its descendants. They might have ships and weapons that would be of use



to hiscampaign.

Passing his hand over the panel, he summoned the star charts onto the screen and began searching for a
new target.

V. TheLegacy
“Therewill dways be those who must look into the dark in order to see”
— Alan McGlashan

EARTH'SSUN SETTLEMENTS sparkled across the New Zealand night, aring of habitats encircling
the plangt, creating theillusion of an arch standing in the ocean. Rafadl Kurbi sat with Graziaon the
terrace of their seaside house. The waters were swallowing the ring as the night wore on, but there was
aways more coming up from the other horizon as the Earth turned.

Tightening hisarm around Grazia, hethought,| could drift off into death now and not mind.
Immediately the thought startled him, as once the idea of his own existence had surprised him. He
relaxed.| can live aslong as | wish, but my lifeis precarious and could just as easily have not
existed.

“What isit, Raf?’
“Oh, nothing. Just bored, | suppose.”
“With me?’

Helooked into her dark eyes, enjoying the paeness of her skin in garlight, and wondered how long
peace and satisfaction could be endured. Srange thought, since satisfaction must by its very nature
be enough, always, he told himself unconvincingly. Perhaps there was too much order, too much
tolerance and not enough conflict.

Therewas plenty of disorder in the planetary colonies, increasing through the Federation Snake until one
reached the dark age insgde the Hercules Cluster, where dmost four centuries after the war the twenty
worlds of the Empirewere still cut off from Earth and each other.

“Wel?’ Graziaasked again.
“It' snotyou....”

Three times between 2000A.D.and 5000A.D.the Earth had destroyed itself in war, only to be rebuilt by
its nearer colonies. That kind of help might never be available again. After the great war with Hercules,
the colonies began to think of themsdlvesfirst, while Earth, untouched within its own solar system, was
turning away from planet-based societies. Earth was becoming agarden, dowly being enclosed by the
worlds of thering, its people dowly drifting away into the skyworlds. One day the mass of the Earth and
the other planets would be gone, having been used to construct the component communities of the great
shell that would one day finally surround the sun, to draw the sun’s energy until it was exhausted in thefar
future. For atime, at least, the planet would continue to belong to a humankind whose biology was
relatively unchanged, to people like himsdf and Grazia.

I have to get back to being interested in something, hetold himsdf,in something other than



comfort. Hisfriendsin the surrounding communitieswould laugh a him when he mentioned this need for
demanding work. After al, he had studied the unities of art and science, experienced the pleasuresand
madnesses appropriate to hisfive decades of life. What €l se did he want?

“I just fed that | should be risking something, adding to something,” he said.

“That'san old-timeidea; you can haveit subdued.”

“But | don’t want it suppressed,” he said.

She looked at him and smiled. “ That’ s a strange thing to say — you wouldn't know afterward.”

“Haven't you ever wondered,” he said, “why we haven’t found any cultures different from our own, |
mean redly different from the humanoid patterns we know?”

“Not redly.”

“Haven't you wondered why they have been only as advanced aswe are, give or take alittle?’
“That'sjust theway it is. Nothing much depends on our finding out more about it.”

“Maybe thereisasuperior culture out there in the galaxy — or maybe it exists only in the main group of
gdaxies and oursis abackwater. We haven't gone out to look for them because we're afraid. Maybe
the war has made us distrust our curiogity? Maybe curiosity and ambition lead to violent conflict. | don't
know. It ssemswrong ...”

“What nonsense,” Graziasaid, “it’ s enough that we' re kind and gentle and civilized.”

“Look — we don’t even use our subspace communications system to search for advanced cultures, not
even in our galaxy, much less beyond. We use the system to talk to our own worldsin the Snake.
Doesn't that strike you as narrow and unenterprising?’

“We mind our own business, Raf.”

“But look — we don't even know much about ourselves, what we are, what lifeis beyond the textbook
litanies”

“We retheform of living matter that asks foolish questions about itsdlf,” she said. “ There are scientific
people for these problems.”

“But there aren’t, Grazia. Y ou don’'t know how few there are.”

“Enough, | would say.”

“A few hundred. Oh, there are many technica priests who know how to run things by looking up the
answerswhich they don't redlly understand. Too many areas of knowledge exist only in the computer
inteligencesand in old books. Very little of that livesin new human minds.”

“It’ sthere, though.”

“But what about new work, new questions?’



“| think the artificid minds can do better,” shesad.

“They only care about knowing, not doing — they have no drive, no ingtincts to use what they have
learned. Once they know, that’ s enough.”

“I’'m glad they know — it would be such a burden. We' re made for the senses, Raf, to appreciate and
experiencethings, not for understanding, whichisanilluson anyway.”

“Then maybe those who are redesigning populationsin thering areright.”

“But they’ re not doing what you would want, just more so toward what | say we are. What you want
wastried in Hercules, and we got warlike, unbalanced conquerors, not knowers, or appreciators.”

“How areweto evolve further?’ he asked. “We must do it by our own hand, because natura selection
isover.” Maybe it’s not over, hethought, maybe after a million years of immortality, only the most
ambitious and innovative will remain.

“I’'m glad there’ sa place for unchanged people like ourselves,” Graziasaid.

Sowly, he knew, shewas going to get the better of him. But nothing she could say would rid him of the
fedling that he was beginning to die, that he would continue to die no matter how often he was renewed
physicaly, no matter how long helived.

Julian Poincaré visited the next morning, dropping hisimage in from South Pole City just as Kurbi was
beginning to resent the rising sun’ s penetration of his closed eydids. He opened his eyes and saw the
stocky man standing near therailing, looking out over the ocean.

“dJlian?’

Poincaré turned around. “ Ah, you're awake.”

“Areyou here?’” Kurbi asked, sitting up on the deck cot.

“Appearance only, dear friend — no substance, no redlity, at least not asmuch asusud. You'retaking
to yoursdf.”

Kurbi looked around for Grazia, vaguely remembering that she had gotten up before dawn.

“You'll besurprised to learn,” Poincaré said, “that our intelligence a the Pole has just had newsthat a
Herculean Whisper Ship has wiped out the rim colony on Precept.”

“It must be Gorgiasagain,” Kurbi said. He stretched hislong legs and stood up. “ Precept? That’ sin the
open end of the Snake, north?’

“That' sright — but why should it be Gorgias? He may be dead — we haven't heard anything for more
than a century. Why can’t it be someone els?’

“I think he'sbeen in stasis. There' s some evidence of previous appearances and disappearances, with
decadesin between. If I'm right, then they have stasis capability and that means |’ m right about there
being a base; there would have to be to support the technology and the ship.”



“And you il think he'snot done?’

“I think,” Kurbi said, “that Gorgias may have a son, daughter, even brothers or relaionswith him.” He
started to pace back and forth on the terrace. “ A base could support quite afew people.”

“Y ou' re the expert on the Herculeans,” Poincaré said.

“The corpswill have something to do.”

“And you too.”

“What are your thoughts about this?’ Kurbi asked.

“I’'m worried about where the ship will turn up next. It may be soon.”

“I think sotoo,” Kurbi said. He felt wide-awake suddenly.

“Asranking intdligence officer, I’ m issuing warnings— we can expect more violence.”
“Aslong asit’'sout in the colonies, | don't think anyonein Chamberswill care,” Kurbi said.

“I'll try to throw ascare into them. | want ships and resources, and | want you. If they think the ship will
pose athrest to close-in worlds, they’ |l give mewhat | want.”

“Me?’ Kurbi asked. He had never thought of hisinterest in Herculeans asresulting in any practica
action. Themystery of Herculean psychology had fascinated him. He had even dreamed of time travel
back into the war, just to soak up the atmosphere of those times, fedl the pressure of purpose and
necessity; now here was achance to confront aliving Herculean from those times.

“Julian!” Graziasaid as she came out of the house. The shade screen came on over theterrace,
darkening the sky and rising sun. She sat down on the deck cot.

“How areyou, Grazia?’
“Fine— now tell mewhat you want Raf for.”

“It'supto him.” Poincaré shrugged, and Kurbi saw another tame wolf, like himsdlf, among the sheep of
Eath.

“Isthere any doubt that it was aWhisper Ship?’ he asked.
“Even Precept’ s smple computer davesidentified it. There’ sno doubt, Raf.”
Graziawaslooking at him, her eyes saying,Why bother, what can it matter, my love?

“You want to go,” shesaid, “you want to tir up your sense of mission, destroy your equilibrium. Over
what? An old war and amadman or two. Go ahead. | couldn’'t careless.”

“Many people have died, Grazia,” Kurbi said.



“Y ou wouldn’t go for thet aone.”
“I haven't decided yet; we're just talking.”

“What if our homes were threatened,” Poincaré said, “— thishouse; what if that ship appeared in that
beautiful morning sky? What if that ocean were being beamed into steam right now?’

“I'd rather not livein such aworld,” Grazia said. “The sooner they killed me the better.”
“You don’'t mean that,” Kurbi said. He took a step toward her, intending to sit down and hold her hand.

“Stop right there,” she said. “L ook at the two of you. Y ou' re both hoping that terrible things will happen.
Y ou may be bored with your lives, but | find ennui and changel essness quite plessant.”

“Look at it thisway,” Kurbi said. “ All we know about the Hercules-Federation War isthat we fought an
implacable enemy. It' sjust one big enigma— no records or witnesses | eft, at least nothing that makes for
good evidence. Here sachance to confront an individua or individuaswho gill have the war mentality.
They remember things and they may have records.”

“We have people from then dso.”

“They’ve mostly erased their experiences, you know that.”

“Wadll, there are Herculeansliving on various worlds.”

“Those survivorswill never open up — they’ ve changed.”

“The smple fact of the matter,” Poincaré said, “is quite clear and needs no justification — aWhisper
Ship isagood-sized nuisance. It could kill more Federation citizens, it could destroy a planet under
certain conditions— Earth, for example. Whatever Raf’ sinterest, he would be useful in the hunt.”

“You'rejust trying to scare me, Julian,” Graziasaid.

“I'm certainly not.”

“Wdll, it isfrightening, no matter what your motive.”

“Raf, she' spicking on me. Grazia, it could happen, what | say.”

Grazialaughed and lay back on the cot.

Thewar left us alegacy, Kurbi thought,one which must be taken up, examined, under stood; to do
so isaform of loyalty to the past, and truthfulness to the future.

“Good day,” Julian said and disappeared.

Kurbi looked through the space where the man’simage had stood. The ocean beyond was dive with
sunlight and small sailboats. He wondered what they were thinking inside the Herculean ship countless

parsecs away.

“I'mgoing for aswim,” Graziasaid behind him.



VI. Target

“The savage mind degpensits knowledge with the hel p of imagines mundi.”
— Claude Lévi-Strauss

“Who isthe man walking in the Way?

Aneyeglaingintheskull.”

— Seccho

HIS SON was shaking him awake.

“WE re not coming out — the ship won’t come out of jumpspace!”

He opened his eyes.

“I can't tell what’ swrong,” his son was saying, “I’ vetried everything.”

“It'snot the ship,” the Herculean said, “this sometimes happens....” He got up and followed his son
forward through the ship.

The screen was blinking when they entered the control room, asif astorm were raging outside.

“Look,” hisson said, “the star analogs— they look solid now!” In normal passage, the black places
marking the positions of starsin norma space were not solid objectsin relation to the ship; directly ahead
of them now was agiant black sphere, its surface shiny and reflective. The ship was rushing toward it at
an unknown velocity.

“I’vetried to dter our course haf adozen times,” hisson said, “ but the ship fixes on another sphere and
runstoward it.”

“WEe re not in the usud otherspace, but in anearby parallel space. A quantum uncertainty within the
ship’ s vibrancy matrix generator causes this sort of thing. | waswarned againgt it. It doesn't happen very
often, but it can’t be helped. The old builders didn’t have time to iron out the problem, and they were not
sureit could even be solved without atering the fundamenta laws of nature.”

“But you know how to get usout?’

1] I1 ” tr.y.”

The object ahead was now twice aslarge. In afew momentsit covered the viewscreen. A reflection of
the ship appeared in the black surface, aslver image rushing up to meet them head-on. Frozen energy,
the old Herculean thought, everything that aliving sun is not. The continuum flickered again, leaving a
dow fading flash in the black below. Suddenly the ship’simage seemed to pass into them and the vessdl
wasflitting across a Stygian plain. A mock sunrise flashed on the horizon as the continuum flickered
agan.Maybe we Il die, the older Gorgias thought. He would not have to face his son, or watch him carry
out hisplans.



The ghastly flickering became more frequent. The Herculean passed his hand over the glowing program
plate.

The ship switched. For amoment it seemed that a more familiar jumpspace was coming into view on the
screen; then the dien space flickered again and he knew that the ship had only changed position withinit.

“Tell methe truth— we may never come out.”
“You may beright.”

“Try agan.”

“Herewego.”

The ship switched, straining to surface into the known universe, again without success. The ship was
running & another black sphere.

“What now?’ his son asked. There was atrace of anger in histone.

“Wait — try again, as often asit takes to bring us out. The uncertainty in the generator fields can't last
forever by ther very nature.”

“Regular watches?’

“Try threetimes during each watch.”

“I'll wait until you try once more,” hisson said. “Then I’ll get somerest and leaveyoutoit.”
“Herewe go.”

The ship switched for the third time.

The screen went black.

“Now what?’ his son asked.

“I don't know....”

The ship’slightsflickered.

“It'sasif we re not getting enough power,” his son said. “ Can we check anything in here?’

“No, the receiving accumulators are a sealed mechanism.”

“Y ou mean we get power from somewhere se?’ his son asked.

“WE ve never taken on fud, if you' ve noticed. For what this ship can do, it could never carry enough
power or generate itsown. | think we get it from the Cluster, but | don’t know how. Engineering and

armoring was not my strong suit. | was just an attack-force captain.”

“But if the ship works, then the power source was never destroyed!” his son said.



“We' refar out of our spaces— that’ s probably interfering with power reception.”
All sgns of movement were absent from the black screen; redity had solidified, freezing al motion.

The screen lightened, growing brighter, asif sometitanic explosion were taking place outside. The ship
was suddenly in awhite space, and the gars, if they were stars, appeared as smal black points.

The Herculean passed his hand over the panel for the fourth time.
The known universe recreated itself on the screen.

“We don't seem to be far from where we started,” his son said, “maybe a dozen light-years from
Precept.”

Where hundreds lay dead in the dust. What had they known of the war? What had they ever done
to my son? | should havetried to stop it.

But his doubts and tender feglings of mercy would not restore the Empire' s power. His son would never
accept the Empire’ s demise; restoration was for him the one supremely valued end, overriding al others,
the effort to revive Herculeswas the only way of lifefor him, eveniif in the end it might mean the degth of
al surviving Herculeans, induding himsdlf.

Theinterstdlar liner drifted dowly on the screen; only minutes out of Sagan 1V, it was readying to switch
over into jJumpspace. The Whisper Ship’s beam reached out to the cylindrical hull and began pumping
energy into the forward drive mass. A hole opened like ablooming flower. Gas began to spill out. The
beam shifted to the midsection and another wound opened; red light and human shapes spilled out into
space.

It's the only way.

Hisfather had |eft the cabin afew moments before the attack. The whole point is to do cruel and
terrible things. Silently the beam shifted and cut itsthird hole.

A million miles behind the rupturing vessd, the disk of Sagan IV swam in half phase. In afew minutes
port tugs would be rushing out to the dying liner. He could expect amilitary ship or two, but they would
be too late to threaten him.

There would belittle for the rescuersto save. The ship would explode a any moment, asthe beam'’s
torrent of energy penetrated into vital areas. Wasit true, he wondered, that power from the stars of home
was finding itsway into the Whisper Ship? Hefet pridein theidea; Herculeswas till acluster of war
dars, despite hisfather’ s weakness, despite Myraa sindifference.

Theliner blossomed in space. Itshull flew apart asif driven by the magma of an exploding planet. The
debris expanded, asmall universe of mangled life, molten meta and hot plasma; bits and pieceswould
continuein dl directions— into the loca sun, into deep space, moving until al time ran out.

Suddenly, the magnification on his screen went up, reveding military vessals coming out from the orbital
docks around Sagan 1V, two near-planet defense cruisers summoned by the dying liner. Gorgias
wondered if there was fear aboard the Federation ships asthey examined the Herculean design on their
screens. What were they thinking asthey stared at the Whisper Ship, alegendary shapefar out of its



time?

They were coming fast now, growing in size until the screen switched to norma and they were plainly
visble asbright stars no more than afew hundred kilometers away.

Autométicaly, the Whisper Ship began to pull away, shrinking Sagan IV to ablue point. The ship
switched, blackening the stars and affixing them to abackdrop of desolate gray. The pursuers were gone.

Gorgias waited for two black dots to appear in the warp. A minute went by, two minutes, after five
minutes therewas il no pursuit.

“Arewerunning?’

He turned around and saw hisfather standing in the center of the cabin. Fear and sadness crowded into
the older man’ sface, condtricting hismuscles asif he had been crying. The old Herculean was adisgrace
to histraditions.

“Theliner isdestroyed, and we velost the hunters.”

Hisfather closed his eyes. “Where are we going now?’

“1 want Myraa and the others to know before we return to base.”

“It will impressthem, you think.”

“It will inspire the others, perhaps, and she can’t help being affected.”

“Don’t you see— it’syour way of stealing courage.”

“I don't seethat at al.”

Hisfather walked up to him and struck him across the face with the back of his hand.

“You have noright!”

The old Herculean struck him again. The blow threw him back in the chair. “I’ m going to beat you until
you can't walk, until I can lock you up like abeast and not care.”

“Coward,” Gorgias said as he rubbed hisface.

Hisfather lunged at him and seized histhroat. Gorgias felt powerful hands close on hiswindpipe and
squeeze.

With grest effort, Gorgiaslifted hisfather by the waist and they both fdll to the floor, older man on the
bottom. The angry hands relaxed their hold on histhroat and Gorgias struggled onto hisfeet.

Heturned and looked at the screen. Two black dots had appeared.
“Look — hunters! | can’t bother with you now. Go back to your cabin.”

He sat down at the station, passed his hand over the program plate and rekindled the known universe



for afew seconds, quenched it again, then searched for the sign of the pursuers.

The continuum was clear, but he knew that they would resppear in afew moments; the ship wasleaving
aclear trail. Hewould have to do something to hide it quickly.

Heturned around to face his father again, but the Herculean was gone.
VII. Awakening

“Not till wearelost ... do we begin to understand ourselves.”

— Henry David Thoreau

“THE FRONTIER SETTLEMENT on Precept,” Poincaré was saying, “then the liner on the Sagan 1V
run. That's more than twenty thousand dead, Raf.”

They sat on the sun-filled terrace, breakfast before them. Graziawas sailplaning over the ocean, asmal
white bird in aperfectly clear blue sky.

“They’vedropped itinmy lap,” Poincaré said. “What do you think we should do?’
“Ask our military antiquarians.”

“I’m one of them — so are you, to adegree.”

“Wel?

“| say go after the ship with asmdl force, hunt him down, keep alarger force on call to come running
when we vefound him.”

“What' s your problem then?’ Kurbi asked.

“I want you with me. | thought that much was obvious. Raf, you have afed for Herculean civilization. |
don’t want thisto be acompletion of genocide. | think you can help me save whatever may be worth

sving.”

“I'd say that was a charitable way of thinking about it, considering al the carnage the Herculean has
caused. Do | have achoice?’

“If possible,” Poincaré said, “1 want the Whisper Ship and its occupants captured dive. Everyone |
know fedlsthe same. They're not dtruists or historians or bleeding-heart Chards— they’ re curious,
somewhat greedy men, who want the ship and its base, just to see what’ sthere. | wouldn’'t mind playing
with afew Herculean war toys mysdlf.” Poincaré took adeep bresth. “Besides, it' s grest entertainment
to think of capturing these rogues. WE Il exhibit them, question them, try them, inter them for life.”

“The enemy’ sfaceisfascinating,” Kurbi said, “especidly when heisin short supply. Y ou want meto go
out and find Gorgias?’

“Y ou ill want to, don’t you?’

“There s Graziato consder — it would be dangerous. | would be giving up alife of travel and



reflection.”

“There d betravel, and you can test what you' ve been reflecting about. Y ou would aso be helping to
savelives”

Kurbi shrugged. “ Does that mean so much, Julian, with so many dying by choice?’

“The ones who died out there made no choice”

“Life seemsto be most precious when threatened. Take danger away, and awhole starry civilization
goesto deep.”

“Exactly,” Poincaré said. “You and | know that we need al the waking up we can get. Thisterrorist
might be doing usafavor.”

“I don't think he would appreciate your view of him.”

“Now you're sounding like Grazia.”

“I sometimeswonder if | know what | want,” Kurbi said. “Life ssemsto possess afundamentd flaw,
especidly if you know it can be prolonged indefinitely.”

“What flaw isthat?’

“Aninability to provide lasting satisfaction.” He looked out across the bright morning and saw Grazid s
glider come sweeping in from the ocean. In aminute or two she would pass over the house. Suddenly the
craft dropped below the seaside cliffs and he could not seeit. The updraft would hurl it sSkyward again,
and shewould hurtle in over the house as she had done so many times before.

Kurbi picked up the haf-finished glass of grape juice and finished it. “Won't you have something with
me, sinceyou're herein the flesh?’

“No thanks. Well, what do you say?’
“I don't know right now, Julian. Let methink about it.”
“I won't try and sugarcoat it — we may both get killed.”

“I'mwdl aware of that,” Kurbi said. He got up. The glider was not coming up into view.

“What' swrong?’
“The glider hasn’'t come up over the cliffs”

Poincaré got up aso and they went to the terrace steps that led down to the path. In amoment Kurbi

was running across the grassto the dliff’ s edge a quarter of akilometer away. Poincaré caught up with
him just in timeto steedy him at the edge.

“There,” Julian said, pointing.

The glider wasin the water, one wing broken.



“Shetook this updraft so many times....”

“Let’sget downthere,” Julian said. “Better ill, I'll go down and you call the medics.”
Kurbi turned and walked quickly up to the house, feding that his body was not his own.
“Hurry!” Julian called after him.

She had fdlen to the rocks after hitting the cliff; the sea had battered her body until she was beyond
repair. There was no possibility of freezing the remains or of retarting the body’ sregenerative systlems,
only cloning remained, and he had rgjected the idea. The person who would have come to him bearing
Grazia s appearance and genetic structure would not have been Grazia, only her twin sster. For many
othersthat would have been enough, but for him it would have been amockery of hislovefor her.

He sat alonein the darkened living room and tried to choke his grief, compressit to a point and squeeze
that point out of reality. Outside, the sky blazed, hurling spears of starlight through the clear wall between
theliving room and terrace. The glider sank in hismind and he reached out with invisble handsto stop it
from hitting the cliff. She had been faling as he had talked with Julian, and he had known it; she might
even have been conscious after hitting the searocks.

It would have been better, he thought, if she had been on theinterstdllar liner. That would have made
more sense; better the explosive decompression of the void than the bloodying rocks, better murder than
mindless chance. Anything was preferable to being reminded of frailty and the indifference of physica
redlity; theintended act was aways superior to the unintended event.

Stupid thoughts, he told himsdlf. Maybe he should go and help Poincaré trap his gadfly; maybe it would
help him forget. It would bedmogt ... asif he were searching for Graziaagain.

He got up and went out on the terrace. The sky made him fed smdl. For amoment hefelt that he
understood the fedlings of the outworlders, for whom life wasjoined to strenuous effort; out there living
was vauable and dying meaningful. Therethey would laugh at the manner of Grazia s degth; therelife
was stretched between demanding limits and did not try to be more; there life spent itself so completely
that little regret was possible at its end.

He thought of his son Rik, who had not come to Grazia s funeral service, and who had refused to talk
with him or share his sorrow. It would do no good to search for him among the diverse worlds of the
ring; hewould not recognize hissonif he saw him.

Rik had never reconciled himself to the fact that he had been born of natural parentsand in afairly
ancient way, whiledl his peersin the sun settlements were creetive composites drawn from genetic-bank
materias. Kurbi blamed himsdlf for letting the boy |eave Earth a an early age; in thering he had come
under the overwheming influence of amyriad of styles. Earth could never be the same for him again.

Inaway Rik wasright; only asmdl portion of humanity lived on Earth; an even smdler portion lived the
older life, which accepted leisure but little biological dteration. Perhaps, as Rik believed, the acceptance
of the unmodified human form limited one srange of experiences and exercise of creative powers, while
the newer, variegated humanity, Rik claimed, had overcome the old discontents.

Suddenly Kurbi was sure that he would join Poincaré, but the fedling passed; what he really wanted to
do, he admitted, was to wander away from the solar system and explore the worlds of the Federation



Snake. He wanted to see how peoplelived, and if they were happier. Julian could do without him for a
time

Graza, he sad slently. Thering of worldsin the sky blurred into aband of light astearsfilled hiseyes,
while another part of him cursed the fact of human dependency and the insufficiency of dl things.

VIIl. Home

“Asto what happened next ... when men are desperate no one can stand up to them.”

— Xenophon

THE STILLNESS in the control cabin was oppressive. The ship’s motion through the gray vastness
seemed to be an imprisonment within astatic medium. That the ship was moving was something heknew;
but his body fdt only confinement.

Hisfather camein and stood behind him. “Where are we going now?’ he asked.

“I think we' ve lost the pursuers, but | don't want to lead them back to the baseif I'm wrong. We' re
going back to Myraa— later we'll go to the base to pick up some equipment | want.”

“What do you havein mind?’ Hisfather’ stonewas amog friendly, asif he were another person.
“What do you care?’

“I'msorry | can't fed the way you do. Can you fed how sorry | am?’

“How can you bring yourself to care about the deaths of our enemies?’

“I can't help it — it’ s been so long. What can those dive now know of the old struggle?’

“I’'m going to leave you at the base — unlessyou till want to help.”

“If something happensto you, | will never be able to leave the base. Leave mewith Myraaingtead.” His
father’ s voice was amost awhisper.He sinside me, Gorgiasthought, !’ Il never get rid of him. “1 think |

might like living with Myraaand the others.” Punish him,don’t give him what he wants.

“I"'ve changed my mind — we' |l go back to the basefirst. I'll need you to help me load and handle two
or three gravitic units. Y ou do know something about them, don’t you?’

“Yes, very well,” hisfather said, “but later you must leave me on Myraa. It' swhat | want now.”
Gorgiasturned around in his sation chair.

“Mugt — thereislittlethat | must do. I'll see.”” The old Herculean was trying to manipulate him now.
“I'll gay inthe aft cabin,” hisfather said and |eft the control area.

As he watched the bulkhead door dide shut, a sudden fear gripped Gorgias, asif he had been cut off

from everything red. The past was shrinking away from him, leaving him aone and naked before astone
wall of infinite height and thickness, astructure that he would never be able to penetrate. He could not



imagine what lay on the other side, but he knew that he desired it above everything else. He turned back
to the screen and closed his eyesto shut out the timelessness of jumpspace; visudizing thewall before
him, he made an effort to pierce its substance. His eyes came up againgt afine texture of sandy pits and
scars, where a namel ess weathering had worked to breach the stone.. ..

He opened his eyes, suddenly aware that he had been dozing. The screen wasfilled with the gray-white
light of the continuum, casting its pallor into the cabin. He looked at his hands. The skin seemed dead and
dry, asif the flesh were about to fal away from the bones.Everything in jumpspace is dead;
everything that passes through dies a little. He rubbed his hands together and they fell away from his
ams....

He sat up and redized that he had been dreaming about being awake. The screen wasanorma gray
with black stars; passage home was a quarter over and there was no sign of hunters.

He got up and paced the cabin, dreaming of the new sortie.

Asthe universe regppeared on the screen, the Hercules Cluster took up haf thefield of view ahead, a
globe of fireflies exploding out from a center of concentrated light. Within ahdf hour the Cluster became
the entire universe as the ship penetrated toward the base star inside.

Within another hour the concealing cloud was behind the ship and the dead world of the base floated on
the screen. The ship brought itself in low over the scarred surface and drifted into the receiving tunnel
through the sequence of locks, diding findly into itsfamiliar berth.

Home, young Gorgiasthought bitterly,all thereis of it.

Once, the core of the Empire had consisted of twenty worlds, all dead now. He still remembered theroll
taught to him by hisfather: New Anatolia, Capital of the Empire; Gorgias, home of the Empire' s creators,
Visand Sivat, worlds of the mental arts; Lash and Bram, planetsfor soldiers; Indra, the water world;
Avat and Rishna, where armorers built the instrumentaities of war; Rud and Panis, shipbuilding planets,
where afew inspired designers, together with ateam of fleeing armorers, had built the two known
Whigper Ships, Nahus and Ush, placesfor the arts and architecture; Ganesa, aworld for poets and
songsingers, Manus, aworld for historians and computer libraries; Y ama, the wilderness where young
soldiers went to test themsalves, Jas, Ulys and Mizon, outer worlds for astronomers, physicistsand
scientific researchers of every kind. All thiswithin aspace of fifty light-years. The Cluster’ s diameter of a
hundred light-years contained ten thousand times as many stars as any equd volume of space. Herewas
room to grow, to concentrate creative energies, to create the greatest civilization in the galaxy; no wonder
the Cluster had earned the Federation’ s envy. Here the Herculean Empire would come to be again.

He got up from the station and went aft to the sidelock, which was aready open. He stepped out into
the stillness and looked around. The lights were till on around the stony berth. The meta door leading
out from the chamber of six berths was still open. Suddenly he felt love for the base; it was strong and
congtant; self-maintaining, it would last forever.

Hisfather came out and stood beside him. “What will you need mefor?’ he asked.

“I'll need you to help meload two gravitic units and atug-scooter.”

“Right now?’

“Yes—that'sdl | camefor.”



Gorgiasled the way from the berth, through the meta door and down the long corridor into the war
room, around the table to another door. Pulling it open, they went through and followed a
downward-d oping passage which led into a supply warehouse composed of ahundred interlocking
chambers. There were adozen levels below this areg; the lowest floor housed the life-support devices,
which were powered by the thermal energy of the planet’ s core. Aslong asthisworld remained warm
ingde and the homeogtatic dave intelligences continued to channd energy to the various systems, the
base would live, its synthesizers producing air and foodstuffs, more than he would ever need. The berth
would stock the ship with sufficient synthesizer mass and make subtle adjustments and repairsin the
sedled submolar systemsthat received the energy to run the drive.

At timesit disturbed him to know that he understood so little of the ship or the base’ sworkings, but the
great builders and armorers were gone and there was no one to teach him. Where, for example, wasthe
power source for the Whisper Ship? Somewhere in the Cluster, but where? Where was the other ship, if
there was one? Given enough time, he might come to understand more of what the base contained; but
only the growth of anew population of Herculeans would be capable of retrieving the legacy of the past,
bringing al the skills and knowledge out of the records and technica examples back into the container of
living individuas, who could then shape new developments.

“Where would the grav units be?’ Gorgias asked.

“Inthewall closets,” hisfather said. “Mogt were never unpacked.”

Thelightsin the room were dim. The greenish wallsroseto aheight of ten feet and met agray celling.
The air was cool and odorless. “I was here when the base was opened,” the old Herculean said, “when
they were bringing in dl the supplies still stored here.” He went ahead to the far wall and did open alarge

closet door, revealing case after case of work scooters and gravitic workhorses, each packed in aclear
plastic block.

Gorgias went up to the open closet and peered in at the tools. The scooter had seats for two, hover and
propulsive controls that seemed obvious and asmal rack in the back; the gravitic units were featureless
solid rectangles about ameter long and haf ameter tall, with attachment fingers located at each right
angle. On-off pressure plates were yellow and stood out from the dark green of the unit; whether the
device would be used to push, pull or lift depended on the position in which it would be attached.

“How much can these handle?’ Gorgias asked.

“I don't know the practica limit,” hisfather said, “though | suspect that they could not push a planet.
Anything subgtantially smdler, depending on whereit is, on aplanetary surface or in free-fdl, would be
fair game, | suppose”

Hisfather seemed cdmer, asif ther violent confrontation had purged him of hisfears and doulbts.
Maybe he would become his old self again and be of use after all.

“Can we use the scooter to ferry the unitsto the ship?’
“I think s0,” hisfather said.
“Let’ sunpack, then.”

Together they pulled the scooter from its niche onto the floor. The plastic block was soft and gelatinous



to the touch and came off easily. Gorgias pedled off the covering on the grav units and stacked them on
the back of the scooter. He sat in the front saddle and hisfather got on in back.

“Herewego.”

Gorgias pressed down on the hover-control plate gently and the scooter lifted from the floor; he pressed
on the propulsion plate and the scooter moved forward. Grasping the stick, he steered the machine
toward one of the marked service doors, which did open to reved adirect tunnel connecting to the berth
area.

Asthe scooter carried them through the passageway, he thought of all the weapons stored in the
warehouse, rooms and rooms of shelves, closets and cubbyholes turned away from the stars of home,
filled with more military hardware than he could name; enough armamentsto equip ten divisons.

Another door did open and let them out into the berth chamber. Gorgias steered the scooter dlongside
the ship and into the open lock, stopping just past the inner door.

“We can leave it here, near the bulkhead,” he said, and got off.
“What will you usethe unitsfor?” hisfather asked as he dismounted.

A suspicion grew in Gorgias s mind, the result of the question aswell as of the older man’s changein
gpproach. Was he planning to act againgt him? The only way to find out wasto tell him what he wanted
to know and watch hisreaction.

“Comewith me and find out.”
“Then you don’t want to leave me here?’
“Tell me, why did you give methe ship if you were so worried about how | would use it?’

The Herculean did not answer immediately. At last he said, “1t must be because a part of me still thinks
asyou do. Oncedl of mefelt the way you do — | taught you to do so. There seemed to be no other
way to live and act in the periods between stasis, especidly when we thought one of our armies had
escaped and might return. So much was promised by the armorers toward the end of the war — we al
thought those wegpons could make a difference.”

“They would haveif there had been timeto build them.”

“I think,” hisfather said, “that | would liketo live on Myraal s World. Leave methere, forget me and do
asyou wish, but don't leave me here....”

“Very well.” It would be better to agree with him now, and see what happened later. He suspected that
the older man was physicdly ill in some way, and his mind might be affected. But what doctor from the
Federation knew enough to treat a Herculean? Completely homeostatic, requiring no medical care except
in serious accident cases, the race had been designed for endurance; in terms of the need for ret,
recovery from infection and generd vitality, a Herculean could outperform atraditional Earthborn by a
factor of threetofive.

Higtoricdly, Earth citizens had been shy of biologicd engineering, fearing theloss of verstility to
specidization if the practice grew out of hand; but as the Federation grew, pockets of humankind



diverged from one another, culturaly and biologicaly, until thefirst settlementsin the Hercules Cluster
reached out for atruly improved human type, creating the long-lived Herculeans. Few were left now, he
thought sadly, himsdlf and hisfather and the handful on Myraa s World. He had not heard of any others.
Genocide had been al but complete; but in failing to be complete, the Earthborn had made afatal error,
onewhich hewould live to see them regret.

“Let’sget going,” hesaid to hisfather.

Turning from the open lock, he led the way into the control room. He sat down in the station chair and
waited for the lock to close. Hisfather came and stood at hisright.

“Wdl, what are your plans?’ There was an dmost light-hearted tonein the older man’ svoice.

Gorgiastouched the map retrieval plate and the screen lit up, reveding asolar system of twelve planets.
“Here, six hundred light-years from Earth, lies New Mars, fourth planet from the twin suns. The various
Settlements have more than twenty million people. The planet has no heavy defenses, and no reason to

expect us....”

“What' syour idea?

“I’m going to destroy most of thelife on the planet,” Gorgias said.
IX. TheRing

“One must somehow find away of loving the world without trusting it; somehow one must love the
world without being worldly.”

— G. K. Chesterton

“... thelove of aman for awoman islike an attempt at transmigration, a going beyond ourselves, it
ingoires migratory tendenciesin us.”

— Ortegay Gasset
HE WAS ALONE, going where he wished, and the fact made him fed guilty.

As he stood looking out the window of hisresort room, Rafael Kurbi reglized that he did not know
where he was going. The green mountains de was peaceful outside hiswindow. Herein the sun
settlements of Earth’ sring, aquarter of amillion worlds, each adifferent environment and subculture,
beckoned with the promise of novelty and human contact; he could change worlds as he would clothing.

Fromingde, thering wasacloud of glittering insects, rivaing the sarsin brightness, amilky way of
human living spaces cuiting across the galactic background; at the center was Earth, oasis of origins, a
place to be looked at, admired, even worshipped, but not lived on. People found it strange that he had
cared to dwdll there so long; even though alarge population shared his preference, it was atiny minority
compared to the population of the ring.

The North American mountai n landscape outside his window — peaks and fir trees, outcroppings and
boulders— was all perfectly safe and accurate. The weather could be varied to taste, streams stocked
with perfect fish, woodsfilled with replaceable game, the air filled with birds. If only he could order a
glider with Graziainit.



He was standing with his head toward the center of the small world; across aspace of air he could see
houses and roadway's attached to the opposite surface fifty kilometers away. Sunlight shafted down the
center of the egg-shaped air space, reflected in by alarge mirror at one end of the environment;
sunpower aso ran the recycling plant located on the outside a the other end of the worldlet.

Lessthan twenty kilometers away in space hung another world, onefilled with water, where visitors
hotels provided aview of aguatic human life; there one could swim to asun window and look out at the

gars.

Pulling aside the dide window, Kurbi stepped out on the terrace and took adeep breath. The air was
cool and clean and stimulating. Standing there, he fet little of the stress and anguish that he knew were

ingde him, readying to take over.

“How areyou feding?’ afamiliar voice asked from behind.

Heturned and said, “Hédllo, Julian— are you here?’

The image shook its head. “Waste of time— just dropped in to seeif you’ d changed your mind.”

“No. Any more news of the Herculean ship?’

“Nothing a dl.”

“Maybethat’ sthe end of it.”

“I don't think so. I’ ve been doing some checking — this ship has appeared before. From the scattered
Herculeans il alive on more than adozen star systems, besides those on Myraal sWorld, I’ ve learned
that the Whisper Ship is probably manned by an officer named Gorgias and his son of the same name.

He' smore than four centuries old, his son at least haf that age — but much of that time may have been
spent in stass somewhere....”

Like an old disease virus, Kurbi thought,or a spore.

“There must be an undiscovered base,” Julian said. “If thereis not, then the ship may very well disappear
for lack of suppliesand repair facilities. We were never able to capture aWhisper Ship — the only
record is of one destroying itself rather than surrendering. Some of the Herculean legends reported to me
say that the ship istied to the persondity of its commanding officer in some way, and destroys itself when

the officer dies. In any case, this vessdl has gppeared in centuries past, each time taking action against
some locae in the Snake, aways disappearing for long stretches of time.”

“What' sthe point, then?’

“Revenge, from what I’ ve managed to guess. A few of the Herculeans questioned by our operatives
have shown admiration for what has hgppened. A thing like this could grow.”

“Into what?’
“Insurrection — takeover of aworld here and there.”

“What do we care?”



“Thereiscivil order to preserve— and some of the Chamber memberswon’t stand for aHerculean
survivor causing trouble. They' |l do anything to quash it, out of pride.”

“Let thelocdsdo it — they do dmost everything ese for themselves.”

“Raf, what it comes down to is this— we want the ship and we want the base. It' s acombination of
curiosity and completing unfinished business. There may be more attacks on transports, and many worlds
have no protection against atack from space — they have no need of it, sinceit’ s not the kind of thing

that happens very often.”

“Y ou can do well without me, Julian. Look at the worlds around Earth — what do they care about
anything that happensto old-style human typeslike you and me and the frontier worlds? Redlity isamenu
they write each morning; their bodies are clay to be molded from one generation to the next. The acts of
thisterrorist are part of an unpleasant game for them, one they don’t care for much, so they giveit to you
or me. Y ou know, Julian, these Herculeans are probably alot like you and me, relics from another time;
and they’ re out there kicking and screaming, getting in their licks before they’ re blown away.”

“That' svery nice, Raf, but they could destroy the Earth, thering, most of thelifein the solar system, if
they can get followers. They’re probably not aware of that yet but they’ Il catch on. It' s up to those of us
who have an idea of the potentia danger to stop them.”

Kurbi did not reply.
“It’ sthat serious, Raf.”
“Y ou think they may have the equipment to do that?’

“If they have abase, maybe worse. They may not be aware of what they have. We don’t have much will
to fight back. The Whisper Ship could do quite abit of damageif it cameinto our sunspace. How do you
protect thering? It wasn't made to be defensible.”

“Y ou're assuming alot of motivation, alot of hatred on their part.”

“Raf, you know more than | do how we destroyed their entire culture— twenty worlds razed to the
ground!” He paused for amoment. “It’s possible none of this may happen, we may never hear of the ship
again— itsrangeisnot limited and Gorgias may Smply go off somewhereinto the galaxy and live quietly.
| don’'t know — but | do have ajob to do asintdligence officer, and | do have some pride in how well |
doit. You're aHerculean expert. It'smy duty to recruit you.”

“I wouldn’t be much good to you now, Julian. The answer istill no.”

Abruptly, Poincaré was gone. Kurbi was alone again with the perfect view, acool breeze and the weight
of alossthat could never be made good.What in all eternity do | want, he asked himsdlf, knowing full
well thet it wasinvolvement, a context in which he was needed. Poincaré was offering that, but it was not
enough, because Kurbi would not let it be enough out of stubbornness.

Maybe there comes a time when having lived for a time is enough, and further lifeis useless
unless one becomes a different person. The person | am must die, hetold himsdlf, but he was not
sure there would ever be a successor.



On the world devoted to physica pleasure he paid to fal in love. The fee was his permission to record
his memory and the time limit was three weeks; but the completeness of the illuson convinced him that
more than ayear had passed.

Shewas beautiful, brown-haired and brown-eyed, buxom and heavy-hipped — an old-style human type
from before the changes; of course, she was tailor-made, to be mindwiped after histerm of involvement,
but he knew that only later. When she was with him, he forgot the past and believed completely. She
spoke perfectly, smiled appealingly — perhaps she even understood what he said to her during those
long nights when the moon never set. She was a professiond, who somewhere had her own life and
would return to it. In the end she helped destroy his sense of the unique, which he had gained so painfully,
s0 completely with Grazia.

I need something constructive to do, hetold himsdf. Julian’ s offer intrigued him, but he felt that he
would be of no usein his present state. He wondered if he were afraid of the danger, of dying. What
would it be like to confront a Herculean who had only one desire— to kill those who had destroyed his
world.My past is as dead as theirs. Again hefound himsdlf sympathizing with the Herculeans,

| want to live after all, he concluded.
On the dream world he found, and lost, Graziathreetimes.

One hundred kilometers|ong, the asteroid had been motorized and brought in from the outer solar
system more than athousand years ago. It had been bored, hollowed and honeycombed in thousands of
places, creating chambers of safety for the dreamers, who lived an endless succession of dream
sequences. This subculture believed in the biologica history of the body and old brain — letting that
history of layered impulses, ingtincts and images bubble to the surface of their dream livesin violent, often
crud fantases—

— Graziacameto him in histomb, opened the deep crypt and asked him why hewas fleeing from dl
that was dive. Shetook hishand and together they were borne up through along tunnel, emerging at last
inasunny landscape of treesand gentle hills.

The earth smelled of flowers and dirt. Here a stiff-winged blackbird siwooped toward them, seized
Grazia by the torso and nearly cut her intwo, carrying the remains off into the blue, cloudless sky —

TRY AGAIN.

— They waited in agarden, shelooking up at the sky where the hot sun rode. Slowly itslight increased,
suffusing the entire sky, until the nova s heet blew away the planet’ s atmosphere, meting the flesh from
their bodies, leaving for an ingtant two skeletons embracing —

AND AGAIN.

— He had come back in timeto run toward the cliff edge. High over the sea, Grazia s glider was
dropping toward the wall face, gaining speed asit approached the air currents near the shore. He
stopped at the edge and started to wave her off, but the craft continued its approach until the sudden
downdraft tumbled it out of control, smashing it up againgt thewall, sending it finaly to the rocks and
breakers below. Giant crabs scurried as the ocean retreated, and he watched them pry the body out of
the cockpit and pick it clean, leaving the skeleton to bleach in the sun—

TRY AGAIN?



No, he said within himsdlf, I’'m not suited to thiskind of life, I'll never be ableto make it work.
WE ARE SORRY, they said, and let him go.

X. New Mars

“The Tree of Knowledge is not that of Life.”

— Byron

RAFAEL KURBI arrived a New Marswith only the clothes he was wearing and hisidentity disk.
When the shuttle from the starship touched down a Port Deimos, the captain told him over the intercom
to day in hiscabin.

A few minuteslater aman cameto seehim.
“Rafadl Kurbi?’' the man asked asthe door did shut behind him.
“Yes,” Kurbi said and got up from hisbunk.

“My nameis Rensch, port commissioner for New Mars. Why are you coming here?” The man spoke
Federation, but with a harsh accent that made the words startlingly unfamiliar. He was of middle height,
with closaly cropped black hair, dightly gray at the temples; his hands were gnarly, thick-boned. He
looked at Kurbi with eyesthat seemed to hide amusement, perhaps even contempt.

“Tolive, maybe,” Kurbi said. Suddenly he became aware of his disheveled state. He needed clean
clothes, abath and ashave. The starship had not been aluxury vessdl. A pervert from Earth, Rensch was
probably thinking.

“Why? A Federation citizen of your rank and weath? What would you want here? Are you an
intelligence operative? | don't mind, persondly and officidly, but | would liketo know.” Heran hishand
through his coarse hair and scratched the back of his head.

“What would you know about me?” Kurbi asked, immediately regretting the challenging tone of the
guestion. “1 want to live here awhile, see alittle of how you live,” he added before the other could
answer.

“I know that you are from Earth itsdf, rather than from the urban ring, that you are arelatively
unmodified human type, unlike the extravagantly doctored ringers. Thiswill make you less of acuriosty
to our people. Will you make officid troubleif | turn you away?’

For amoment there was silence as Kurbi looked into Rensch'sface. “Do you have that right?” Kurbi
asked. “I’m sorry, Commissioner,” he added quickly, “I shouldn’t have asked that — no, | won’t make
any troublefor you, but I hope you will let me say.”

Rensch consdered for amoment. “You'll haveto work here,” he said. “We don't sell much in goods or
services and we don't exchange much credit with Earth — we trade mostly, for what the star freighters
bring afew times ayear. We re mostly self-sufficient, but improvements from the Federation have helped
increase our population and it’ s getting harder to stay that way. Many of our people fed threatened.”



“How do you mean?’

“Their way of life....”

“What can | work at?’

“You'll haveto work for food and lodgings. You' Il start herein the port, helping to unload what the
shuttle brings down. When you' re done, cometo meand I’ [l seewhat elsel can do. If | can't find much,
you'll have to leave when the freighter goes.”

“I'll beworking for you, then?’

“I’'myour boss aslong asyou'rein the port.”

“1 hope you can help me — because | want to see more of your world. By the way, where can | stay?”’
“There are afew rooms behind my office— you can stay there. Come with me now.”

Kurbi followed him out of the cabin, down the shuttle' s central passageway to the open lock, where a
ramp led down to the unloading dock. Rensch started down ahead of him, but Kurbi paused for a
moment to look out at New Mars. The port was avast machine of black and silver metal, squatting
under asky of low, driving clouds; adrizzly rain floated down and the air smelled of ozone.

He went down the ramp to where Rensch was waiting for him.

“Thisisthe only port we have,” the commissoner said loudly. “Therest of the planet isagriculturd —
about twenty million people, but thinly scattered across alarge land surface, three continents, al joined

by passable land bridges.”

“Y ou were born here?” Kurbi asked.

“Yes— wewouldn’t stand for Federation officials here.”

Rensch turned and led the way across the dippery surface of the dock to asmall building ahundred
meters away. There was a hand-operated glass door. Inside, his office waslit by old-style fluorescent
tubes; the desk and chairs were wrought iron. The commissioner crossed the room and opened agreen
wooden door.

Kurbi followed and looked inside.

“There sabunk and toilet,” Rensch said.

Thelight in the small room was dim and there was no window, only aventilation louver. Thetoilet
seemed to be a smple flush device which used water; the bunk was long and narrow.

“It'll do,” Kurbi said.
“There sno other place | can put you right now.”

Rensch went back to his desk and sat down behind it. Kurbi followed him and sat down in one of the
crudeiron chairsfacing the desk. The black meta was cold to the touch.



“We're not arich planet,” Rensch said, “as you can see. And we' re not about to open to tourism.”
“These chairs are handmade?’
“Yes—why?’

“Why don’t you import high-energy generating plants, computers and autocybers, and cut down on
humean effort?’

“Mr. Kurbi,” Rensch said, “— you don’t mind if | use that form of address—"
“Notat dl.”

“ — you see, we don't believe in life without work. I mean work that supportslife, not leisure work as
you would know it; we don’'t believe in working so well that we make ourselves obsolete ...”

“Excuse me, Commissioner,” Kurbi said, “but your hard accent and occasional unfamiliar words makeit
hard for me to follow you. Could you spesk more dowly?’

“Yes— stop mewhen | usealoca word. Yes— our history is made of the lives of people who came
here after seeing what |eisure had done to worlds nearer Earth. Wework al our livesand our livesare
filled up.”

“Do you think thisway?’

“I’ve had contact with offworlders. To be honest, they interest me, whichiswhy | agreed to let you stay
even though you will not fitin....” Hetrailed off and was sllent.

“Whendo | start?” Kurbi asked, trying to be cheerful.

“You'll have some machinery to help with thelifting, and afew co-workers, but be prepared for sore
muscles during the first few weeks. Do you redly want to do this?’

“I'll stay aslong asyou'll have me” Kurbi said.

In thefirst two weeks he worked under the port, in the first level below the surface, where a conveyor
belt brought cargo from the shuttle aswell as from ocean-going ships. Here he picked up crateswith a
smdll pincer truck and drove them to one of severa warehouses near the edge of the port. There werea
hundred workerstoiling with him, each operating atruck.

Two men worked directly with him. One was atdl, white-haired man named Den, who was only
nineteen years old, and the other was athin, olive-skinned man with three fingers missing from his|left
hand. At first both men limited themsdvesto smiling at Kurbi; later they started to ask questions.

“Why work, offworlder?’ Den asked one morning.

“l need to.”

Den shrugged.



“How did you hurt yourself?" Kurbi asked the two-fingered man.

“Machine,” he said and spat as he positioned a crate on Kurbi’ s pincer lifts.

“What' syour name?’

“Two-Fingers, what else. Two will do....”

Den laughed nearby.

Kurbi looked forward to driving out of the long tunnel onto the surface, where the giant iron-work
warehouses stood under acloudy sky. The sun came out in histhird week, a double star more white than
ydlow, but it warmed him in the afternoons when he grew damp from the port’ s cold, basement world.

At the end of each day he ate with Rensch in the office. Food was brought in from the workers kitchen
by one of the cooks; the meal usualy included green vegetables, a piece of meat and bread. Rensch
brewed ablack tea himsdlf, which Kurbi came to depend on to get him going in the cold mornings.

The commissioner would aways be looking at him when they ate.

“Y ou expect something from me, don’'t you?’” Kurbi chewed hisfood and waited for an answer.

“I don't think | understand you, Kurbi. Have you come here to be asfar away asyou can from your

past life?”

“You understand me,” Kurbi said and took asip of tea.
“Isit working?’

“| think so— otherwise | would have [€ft.”

“May | ask ...”

“I loved someone very much — shedied.”

“That iswhy you came here?’

“You don’t think it' s enough, do you? Y ou don't have to answer. | loved her too much, it might be said.
But she should not have died. Isn't death frightening to you here?’

Rensch drained histeaand put the cup carefully down on hisdesk. “1 know enough, Mr. Kurbi, to
know that you would think of us as supergtitiousin our view of death. No, degth isaway to agreater life.
Webdievein amerciful God.”

Kurbi swalowed amouthful of bread. “1 had heard — how do you manage it?’

Rensch was not offended by the skepticism of the question. “ The universe would be meaningless,” he
sad, “if it were not a prelude to something else. Nature is aplace of testing and achievement — evenyou
believe in achievement. Otherwiselife, especidly immorta life, would be pointless and empty, avastness
of arsand matter and life ... Imply existing in amindless process.”



“You've been in space?’ Kurbi finished the last piece of meat and took asip of tea.
“Yes” Heshrugged. “In any case, that is how most of the people here see things.”
“Andyou?’

“| don't know. | am sure that your worlds are not committing suicide every day — they live and achieve,
that much I know.”

Outsde, the rain came down in asudden rush. Kurbi suddenly appreciated the pot of warm teaon
Rensch’ s desk, and the indoor companionship of another who seemed to be interested in serious
questions.

“I’d like to see the countryside,” Kurbi said.

“I can probably get you avehicle— no, that’s no good, you would have to abandon it when you ran out
of fud. Werefine our own, but there are severe limits. Anything advanced, you see, would change us. It
might be best for you to rely on your feet; you'll see morethat way. Better till, ride our freight line. It's
limited, but it will get you acrossthe continent. Also, if you stick to theline, we' |l know whereyou are.

Y ou might get stuck somewhere.”

There was a sillence between them. “What' syour first name?’ Kurbi asked.
“Nicolai — afew people cal me Nico, usualy when they want something.”

Kurbi became aware of voices outside, workers going homein the rain. He turned around in his chair
and saw rubber-draped shapes passing the glass door.

Turning back to Nicolal, Kurbi asked, “Why, then, doesthis port exist? From what you say the industry
hereisnot what you want.”

“True— there are those who would like to close the port down. They want to do without the
conveniences we import or manufacture here. Without therail line, our growing rura population would
have no relief intime of natura disaster, or famine, or when the need for medical care arises. Happily, we
are part of the Federation, so those of uswith traditiona ideas cannot enforce them. The port Stays
because too many of us need itsimports and industry, whether welikeit or not. The port also standsasa
way into another kind of life for the young, and it will affect individuals of each generation....”

“It seemsto affect you.”

Nicolai sghed. “I1t’ shard not to think of the number of worlds beyond this sky, especidly when they
send shipsthat you can see and touch. Maybe those worlds know something we don'’t. It' s startling for
meto think that on many worlds people die only when they want to. There are those herewho don’t
bdievethis”

“What isthe life pan here?”

“Very low — one hundred thirty Earth yearsisthe upper limit, but it can be aslow asthirty-fivein bad
places.”

“And people accept this, knowing that they might live longer?’



“They do. Y ou see, they don’t know anything, they only hear it's possibleto live longer. | believe that
people want to die, not only because they look forward to another life, but because life tires them out.”
Nicolai took adeep breath. “I can see atime when | may want to leave, Rafadl.”

“In order not to die?’

“I'm not afraid of dying— | don’'t seewhat | could do with alonger life, unless| changed. | can't
imaginewhat it would belike.” He paused and |ooked directly at Kurbi. “Would it be hard, Raf 7’

“Todowhat?’

“Toliveasyou havelived.”

“Ashard asitisfor meto be here. It can be done.”
“Would you help meif | ... changed?’

“Of course, Nico.”

Therain stopped its clatter. Kurbi got up and went to stand looking out the office window. Mistsrose
from theiron and concrete street and nearby walkways. Night had fallen during the rainstorm. Craning his
neck to peer up at the overcast sky, Kurbi redlized that he had not seen the starsin months.

XI. The Rock
“... everything ispermitted.”
— Dostoevsky

THE EXIT BEACON for New Marswas ablack dot pulsing on and off in otherspace, sweeping the
continuum in sections that covered a sphere once every hour, an interstellar lighthouse that could be seen
by any ship, regardless of gpproach vector. The Whisper Ship came out automaticaly, asserting again its
clamto being an object in Eingteinian space. A hillion kilometers below the ship, the twin suns of the
New Mars system floated in their fiery embrace of shared plasmas and magneto-gravitic forcefields.

Y oung Gorgias woke up only afew moments before exit, feding empty and without the usual memory of
dreams. The view on the screen shifted to aschematic of the solar system below the ship; the nonorganic
intelligence was searching for an asteroid of sufficient size and orbital path, according to orders.

Gorgias watched and waited. One ellipse after another appeared, both inside and outside the orhbit of
New Mars. As soon as asuitable object was found, the ship would moveto acquireit.

Findly all the dlipses faded from the screen except one. It intersected the orbit of New Mars at lessthan
amillion kilometers from the planet, and the object orbiting the primariesin that path was nearing the
intersect point rapidly. The screen showed the orbit of New Marsin green, therock’sin red. Thetwo
bodies would be at their closest approach within aday.

The schematic map faded and the stars regppeared as the ship descended toward the orbit of New
Mars. Thetwin stars grew brighter, filling the cabin with aydlow-white light.



Gorgias heard the door dide open and shut behind him. Turning around, he saw hisfather standing in
front of the exit.

“I'll help, if youwant,” the old Herculean said.
Agan, Gorgiasfelt suspicious. “You' re il divided within yoursdf.”
“I an il asoldier,” hisfather said, “even if thisisnot awar.”

“Thisisadifferent kind of war!” Gorgias shouted. “Y ou still fail to understand that.”

“I hopeyou areright.”

“I am,” Gorgias said in alower voice. He would have to order the older man around, make some use of
him. At any rate, he would not have to worry about active oppostion. “You'll do your part aslong as|
command thisship and we're both dive.”

Four hours later, the screen acquired aview of the rock, three kilometers of nickd-iron, ahilly surface
pitted with small craters, veined with cracks and deep crevasses, encrusted with small mountains huddling
together under the silence of gars.

The ship passed over the rock and took up aforward-station position, retreating before the flying
mountain toward the rendezvous with New Mars.

The ship’ sintelligence threw an abstract of the asteroid on the screen; small red dots appeared, marking
the places where the gravitic unitswould be ingtalled in order to change the asteroid’ s path.

The normal view reappeared asthe ship circled the rock. Laser tongues reached out to mark the surface
aswell asto scoop out the depressions that would receive the gravitic pushers. Its task completed, the
ship returned to the forward-station point.

Gorgias went aft to the sdelock and checked the scooter. He put on the light space suit and felt the
cool oxygen begin to circulate over hisbody. Then he turned around and saw hisfather putting on the

other auit.

“I'll giveyou ahand,” the older Herculean said over the intercom. “1 could handle the second unit.”
He wants to stop me, Gorgiasthought.

“I can manage by mysdf.”

“I'll come aong as a backup, in case of accident.”

“There' sno timeto discussit,” Gorgias said and turned to pressthe lock touchplate. The inner door
opened and he drifted the scooter into the chamber. They both mounted the seats as the inner door
closed.

The outer door opened and Gorgias ran the scooter out from the ship; fifty meters out he turned the
steering stick to the right and faced the asteroid. Ahead, the rock floated against the background of the

centra gdactic regions.



Gorgiasran the scooter forward. The asteroid grew larger. It appeared to bear down from above; ina
moment, it seemed, it would crush him and hisfather against the ship; but theilluson passed ashe
oriented himsalf with a backward glance at the ship. He was Sitting upright on the scooter; the ship was
behind him, not below; the rock was ahead, and down was where his feet happened to be resting.

He turned right again and passed across the shorter face of the rock, then left as he circled around to the
longer face. Three quarters of the way he noticed the red glow where the rock was till hot from the laser
lash.

Turning to face the rock, he pushed the scooter toward the first marker, in the upper right quadrant. The
rock wall grew to cover the whole sky, and the heated area became a taring eye. Hismind quickly
pictured amouth for the face, in afaint dash cutting across the lower quadrants; a central mountain
straddling the quadrant corners passed for anose. The left eye wasinvisible because it was closed. Ina
moment theillusion fell apart asthe scooter camein close.

Reorienting himsalf again, Gorgias turned the smal craft to run paralle with the surface. Therock was
glowing ahead, throwing ared light out of the crater. Gorgias stopped the scooter at the rim and
dismounted. Taking one of the grav units off the rear carriage, he stepped up to the depression and went
over the edge, floating down dowly in the asteroid’ sminima attraction.

Reaching bottom, he knelt down on the warm rock and pushed down with the unit until the attachment
fingers entered the surface dightly; in amoment, he knew, the four probeswould telescope into the
harder rock, expanding to form a strong hold.

Turning, he jumped out of the hole and landed near the scooter. Hisfather was standing at the crater’s
edge, looking down.

“| didn’t need you,” Gorgias said.

“I washereif you did,” hisfather said without turning around. He was ill staring down into the hole,
“Let’'sgo,” Gorgias said and mounted the scooter.

Thefigure of hisfather turned dowly and drifted toward him, findly reclaming itsrear sest.

The scooter went straight up for athousand meters; then Gorgias turned around and circled to the other
sde of therock. New Marsfloated two million kilometers away, abrown, green and blue disk dowly
growing larger.

Gorgias brought the scooter level with the rock’ s surface and moved toward the crater’ s glow, stopping
ameter from the edge. Again he got off and removed the grav unit from the rear. Hisfather sat quietly in
the backseet, asif reproaching him, or confirming something.

Gorgias walked up to the excavation and dropped over the edge. He touched bottom, secured the
device and jumped back up to the rim.

“You didn't haveto come,” he said to hisfather.
“I’'m hereif you got hurt or needed help.”

S0 you say, he thought as he clambered into the front seet.



Overhead, New Marswas growing larger.

The ship passed behind the asteroid, blotting out the planet. The rock would make the ship invisbleto
scanners. The twin stars blazed as the vessal’ s motion brought them into the screen.

“It'snot pushing away,” hisfather said at hisside. “ The gravitics may be too weak.”

Gorgiaswhirled his chair around and glared at the old Herculean. Y ou knew thiswould happen dl the
tim”

“Look, it smoving!” hisfather shouted.

Gorgiasturned and saw the rock pulling away from the screen. The ship had activated the grav units,
accderating the asteroid. By thetime it reached the planet’ s atmosphere, the rock would be moving at
more than ahundred kilometers per second; it would strike the surface with devastating effect.

Schematics confirmed the rock’ s course. A map of the planet’ s western hemisphere flashed the point of
impact: in the ocean, just off alarge port city.

The asteroid continued to shrink asthe ship fell behind, reveding the growing disk of New Mars.
XIl. Planetgrazer

“Owadte of Loss, inthe hot mazes, Lost Among bright stars

On thismost weary unbright cinder, Lost!”

— Wolfe

RAFAEL KURBI sat in the open door of the freight car and watched the flat countryside rush by him.
Oncein along while hewould see alondly house on the horizon, its smoke athin wire joined to the sky.
There was a sense of independencein the sight that he admired, aswell asabit of pride. The dark blue
sky was striated with silky cirrus clouds asfar asthe eye could see.

Spring had been dry, and would hurt the newly planted grain cropsif it continued moistureless. People
would flock to the railway townsto receive the Federation’ srelief suppliesthat were stored there
regularly and replenished from the port city. Only the diehards would stay on their homesteads and use
up their own stores. Again, many would settle in the towns; dowly the planet’ s culture would continue to
change; the way of life for which the planet wasfirgt settled would have to coexist with newer ambitions.

He was more than four thousand kilometers from the port, on the singlerail line that crossed the mgjor
continent. In addition to the two other continents, there was agroup of large idandsin the western ocean;
most of these lay below the equator and were of volcanic origin. One day in the distant future, thislarge
continent around him would bresk up and the pieceswould drift away from each other. It was ayoung
world, too young for native intelligent life. Much of the larger animd life had been killed off thousands of
years ago when the early colonists had arrived, during the first wave of interstellar expansion. The grass
on the plain before him was originally from Earth, as was much of the vegetation, though he had been told
there were native forests till flourishing untouched on theidands.

Most of the human population lived on the coastd plains, east and west, joined by thisrail line. The



northland was too cold, the south too hot. The central plains supported athird of the planet’ s twenty
million people on an area of one hundred million square kilometers; the coastal settlements, with thelr
fisheriesand small farms, supported the other two thirds. The seasonal contrasts were milder on the
coadt, more severe on the plains.

Whenever thetrain dowed, Kurbi had the urge to jump off and head for the nearest house; although he
had met hundreds of peoplein family groups, he was till curious to see how the next group lived, how
they would receive him. It meant that he would have to live with them until another train came through to
carry him further west or back to the port, but he did not mind; for atime, his past life would again seem
far awvay, dmogt asif it had never existed. The people herelived in agreat rdigious dream of world and
sky and growing things. He could enter into their lives, and leave at any time. A part of him knew that he
was using New Marsto bury his past, but he did not care; that he felt better was enough. Al the past
lives in the Federation Shake,hethought.Worlds exist at every stage of development and its
variation, each experiment and utopian scheme strives to continue, each failure struggles to
survive.

Asthetrain dowed, Kurbi threw his rucksack out and jumped to the grass, rolling on the gentle dope.
He got up, picked up hisrucksack and crossed the eastbound tracks, walking back toward the house he

had passed earlier.

The house was farther away than he had thought. After an hour of walking, it still seemed digtant, asif
defying him with its peaceful appearance. He stopped and sat down on the grassto rest. A cooling
breeze passed across his back. He turned and saw the rain clouds sweeping toward him from the other
gde of thetrackslike acurtain being drawn across the plain. Dark clouds were dipping over the horizon,
bringing the much-needed rain at last. When he saw lightning brighten the prairie with its pale flash, he got
up and ran.

Therain caught him while he was till aquarter-kilometer from the house. The sky flashed and the
thunder rumbled, vibrating the ground. A bolt hit the grass ahundred metersto hisright. He wiped the
ranwater from hisface asheran, tasting its freshness on hislips, the smédll of ozone was distinct as he
drew adeep breath and quickened his pace.

The door of the house opened when he reached it, startling him. He stopped for amoment, then went
insde

Three women sat in wooden chairs. A man closed the door and sat down at the head of the table.

“You arewelcome,” the oldest-looking woman said.

“Thank you — I'm dripping water al over your floor.”

“It will run through the boards,” the man said. Kurbi looked a him now. Hishair was black and hiseyes
brown; he sat with his elbows on the rough board. All four people wore the same expression as the man,
alook of tolerant interest. “Y ou are the offworlder,” the man added.

“How did you know?’

“From therail town, from those who run the train. Are you the only one?’

“l think 90,” Kurbi said. “Y ou’ ve never met an offworlder?”’



“We have not,” the man said asif he were proud of the fact.
Kurbi took astep forward. “My nameis Rafael Kurbi.”
Thunder followed, lending an absurd portentousness to hisintroduction.

“I live here with my wife and daughters. We do not exchange names with strangers ... but since you
have told me yours and do not know our ways, you may call me Fane Weblen.”

The two younger women seemed to smile from behind their long, brown hair. The mother was without
expression. Her chiseled, sun-darkened features seemed bare with her hair put up in abun on her head.
Kurbi noticed the winding gray streaks.

“Please gt down,” shesaid in adecisive tone of voice, asif she resented his scrutiny.

Kurbi sat down in the one chair on the empty side of the table.

“Areyou hungry?’ she asked. “We have eaten, but thereisalittle mest | eft.”

“No, thank you, | ate on thetrain,” Kurbi said, patting his rucksack which he held on hislap. “When
doesthe next train come by?’

“About aweek,” Fane said, “going east.”

“Youdon't likethetrain, do you?’

“No.”

“It takes from us our reliance on our bodies,” the older woman said.
“Butisn'tit useful?” Kurbi asked.

“When?’ Fanesaid.

“Why — when someoneis sick and needs ahospitd....”
“Wearenever Sck,” thewoman sad, “unlessitistimeto die”
“What about when food is scarce?’

“To be useful isnot dwaysto beright,” Fane said.

The storm was dying outside. Kurbi turned and saw daylight brightening in the window.
“Theranwill hdp,” Kurbi said.

“Itiswelcome— but it isnot enough,” Fane said.

“How old are your daughters?” Kurbi asked.

“They are spoken for,” Fane said.



“Do you have any sons?’

“They have gone.”

“Where?’

“Tothe port, therail towns— we don't know,” Fane said.

Kurbi thought of his co-workersin the port, especidly Den, who must have come from afamily likethis.
A severe conflict would one day develop on New Mars, between those who would moderni ze according
to Federation ways and those who would cling to the idedl's of the original colonists. The conflict was
even present in how Fane spoke to him. Quite clearly, he disapproved of offworlders and their influence,
but his curiosity aswell as good manners prevented him from showing hisfedings overtly.

“How old areyou?’ the woman asked.

Her husband gave her aquick look of surprise and cut her off with another question. “How long do
people live where you come from?’

“I'mfrom Earth,” Kurbi said, “I' m fifty Earth yearsold. That’ s about thirty-five of your years, which are
longer. Federation citizens can live aslong as they wish depending on whether thereisarguvenation
facility nearby. Medical careis part of Federation citizenship, aright. Technicaly, New Marsis part of
the Federation, but it' s up to you what you import.”

“Not every world has interstar transport facilities,” Fane said, eager to show that he knew something.

“That’strue,” Kurbi said. He estimated that Fane was about fifty Earth years old, but he looked older.

“But | have no wish to live beyond my time,” Fane added quickly. Then he looked directly a Kurbi and
asked, “Don’'t you wish to die?’

“ Sometimes — many of my people take their own liveswhen it comesto that.”

“It was meant to be,” the woman said, “the merciful God made the world to test usfor another life, not
for usto be happy in. If we are happy wewill not learn what will be required of uslater.”

“How long will you live?" Fane asked.

“I don’'t know — past acentury at least, | suppose. My wife died in aflying accident recently.”
“Hying?’ Fane asked.

“Gliding — for sport.”

“I don’'t understand,” Fane said.

The woman shook her head but did not speak.

“That iswhy you aretraveling?’ Fane asked.



Kurbi nodded. “May | stay herefor aday or two? I’ ve been doing chores for my food and a place to
deep. Can you usethe help?’

“Yes, | can,” Fane said. Kurbi sensed that the mention of Grazia s death had affected Fane, perhaps
reminding him of the certainty of hiswife' sdeath, aswel asof hisown.

“Y ou may stay until the next train, young man,” Fane swifesaid. “Y ou may cdl me Sifawhileyou are
with us”

“And your daughters names?’

Slifalooked to her husband. Fane shrugged.

“They are Azuraand Apona,” she said.

“Twins?’

“Y es— they were made by God so that they might better see their faultsin each other.”

The two girls nodded solemnly a Kurbi, but he was ill unable to seetheir full faces. He wondered if
they were shy, or if they were supposed to wear their hair like avell.

“I’m glad to know you, Azuraand Apona.”
“Y ou must not speek of knowing them,” Fane said.
“l see”

“You must not look at them long,” Slifaadded. “They must not become accustomed to the gaze of any
other except the ones who have spoken for them.”

“Very wal.”

Fane got up and went to the fireplace, where he added two chunks of pest to the flames. “Y ou will deep
by thefire” he said without turning around.

Silently, the women got up. Azuraand Aponawent to adoor at the end of the room, opened it and
disappeared into adark room, closing the wooden door firmly behind them. Sifawent to the door at the
opposite end of the room at Kurbi’ s right, opened it and went inside, leaving it dightly gar.

Fane prodded the fire afew times with astick.

“Why areyou redly here, offworlder?’ he asked as he sat down again.

“You're certainly curious about how people live dsewhere. I'm here for the same reason.”

Fane shrugged and his dark eyebrows went up. “What is there to know — we know, and we know our
way isright.” There seemed to be a suppressed anger in the man’s manner, asif the existence of other

worlds were an insult to him. “I do not believe there are as many worlds as some say — certainly there
arenot as many asgrainsof sand.”



Kurbi did not answer, but searched for something elseto say. “1’d like to watch your sunset before
deep,” hesadfindly.

Fanelooked at him and smiled, obvioudy relieved that Kurbi had not contradicted him about something
he was unsure about. “Y es— but the wind gets cold,” he said as he stood up. “1 will leave you now.”

“Seepwdl,” Kurbi said as the man went into his bedroom and closed the door. Kurbi heard him putting
something againgt the door insde.

There was amuffled giggle from the bedroom at his|eft as he stood up to go outside. He opened the
door and stepped out.

The storm was completely gone. At hisright the sky was clear and blue, darkening into jet black. The
twin sunswere balls of molten metd, joined with awhite-hot streamer of plasma The wind from the east
was cold, but there wasless dust on its bregth after the rain.

The suns touched the horizon and sank into the flat earth, until only an upward wash of red light was | eft.
Abandoned, the planet seemed to shudder as the wind quickened and became cooler. Kurbi turned and
went back ingde, closing the wooden door quickly behind him.

He unrolled his deeping bag by thefire, put his package of provisons aside and lay down by the
warming flames. For atime he wandered in the suburbs of deep, circling the center of rest whileimages
of histravels cameto him like actors paying curtain cdls.

“If you don't return in some months,” Nicolai had said, “I'll take the flyer we have and come out along
therail linelooking for you — so don’t wander too far from the tracks.”

“| can take care of mysdf.”

“I will comeanyway.”

“Suit yoursdlf, Nico— you just want an excuseto travel. Or isit because you'll missour talks?’
“Both.”

“I'll get back, don’t worry. If you fedl so congtricted, why don't you leave New Mars, sart anew life
edsewhere?’

“My family ishere— | haven't faced the idea of leaving my parents permanently to go worlds avay.”

“Y ou don't have awife or children.”

“No— thereisabrother | haven't seen for years. It snot the same for me, Raf, asit isfor you.”

“I think I understand. It would be asif the Earth were not there anymore, asif something had destroyed
it.” He had thought of the Herculean at that moment, of Julian and his offer, and it all seemed to mean
more.

A bit of moist peet crackled in thefire, jarring him into wakefulness. He fdlt that eyes were watching him.

Thefloorboards creaked under him asif someone were walking across the room toward him. The planet
trembled under hisback dightly and he sat up, wide-awake.



The house shook alittle, and the window facing east brightened. Kurbi stood up just as Fane came out
of hisbedroom. “Do you have quakes?’ Kurbi asked.

Fane shook his head and went out the door. Kurbi followed him outside. Together they watched the
eastern sky glow brighter, burning with a blue-white light that rose higher and higher, asif the planet had
disgorged abolt of light to strike the sky. The horizon flashed once, twice; the ground shook again.

“What can it be?” Kurbi asked.

“I have never seen anything likethis” Fane said.

XI11. Ocean Strike

“I balanced dl, brought al to mind,

The years to come seemed waste of bregth,

A waste of bregth the years behind

In balance with thislife, this death.”

— W. B. Yeats

THE ROCK became a point and disappeared into the atmosphere of New Mars. A glow appeared
against the blue ocean as the asteroid hurtled in at nearly one hundred kilometers per second, a
forty-billion-ton missile that would strike the ocean just off New Marsport in lessthan aminute. Theair

glowed blue from the passage afew moments before impact.

Gorgiasredized that he would not be able to see the full magnitude of the ocean strike from this
distance.

“Describe what is happening,” hetold the ship.

A violet flare appeared in the ocean below; it flashed once, twice.
SUB-NUCLEAR REACTION FROM HEAT OF IMPACT.

The screen telescoped the distance until the area of ocean took up the whole screen.

OCEAN VAPORIZED AT IMPACT POINT. CRUST PENETRATION THROUGH MANTLE.
MAGMA EXPOSED.

Steam clouds covered the impact area, but the infrared glow of the wound in the ocean floor showed up
clearly on the screen. The ocean was rushing in to cool that glow, creating the steam cloud that would
soon veil thewhole planet.

EFFECTS

QUAKES,



OSCILLATION OF ALL PLANETARY WATER

RESULTING

IN TIDAL WAVES,

HIGH WINDS,

RAINSTORMS.

DURATION INDEFINITE.

On the edge of the continent, the city of New Marsport glowed in theinfrared sensors. It disappeared as
thetidal wave covered it. The sensors continued to pick up the city’ sfading heat asthe waves cooled it.
And so it would bewith every coastal settlement on the planet, as the angered ocean broke upon the
ghores, rolling in to reclaim its ancient places.

CLIMATIC FORECAST:

INDEFINITE WINTER RESULTING FROM CLOUD COVER.

RAIN AND WINDSTORMS INCREASING IN SEVERITY.

RECURRING TIDAL WAVES, TYPHOONS,

TORNADOES, WATERSPOUTS.

All this, he thought, from the energy released by the ocean’ s quenching of the strike heat. A ringed
waterfall ashigh asamountain range was rushing in to fill the helhole of the impact, water and steam
distributing the heat energy necessary to threaten the biosphere of aworld. An economica wegpon, he
thought, wondering if hewould useit again. If he announced his responsibility for the strike, it would be
difficult to repeat thisform of attack; yet he wanted them to know that he had done it, rather than some
mindless natural process.

“Send amessage,” he said to the ship, “tell them we were here.”

In afew moments the communication would reach the exit beacon’ s warp transmitter-repester; within
minutes the Federation would know. He got up from his station and went aft to find hisfather.

All through the next day wind and rain swept across the plain. Kurbi and the Weblen family huddled in
the smdll cdllar of the house. The roof of the house had been ripped off. Kurbi feared that the cellar
would flood, forcing them out into the open.

Thetwin girlsand their mother huddled together in one comer of the wood-lined basement. Kurbi and
Fane each sat in adifferent comer, facing the women.

“What is happening, offworlder?’ Fane asked in the gloom, sounding asif he thought that Kurbi might be
responsible for the disaster.

“1 don’t know — avolcanic eruption somewhere on the planet, maybe alarge meteor strike. There’ sno
way | can find out.” Hewondered if Nicola was safe.



“My spring crop isdying,” Fane sad. “Nothing will grow. We are being judged.”

“Deathisnear,” Sifasad. “We must compose ourselves.” Aponaand Azurawhimpered at her words.
“I — I can’'t accept thisto be the will of God,” Fane said.

“Do not blaspheme,” Sifasaid.

Thunder cracked as she spoke the words. She wailed and her daughtersjoined in.

“Bedill,” Fane shouted over the wind and thunder, “be still!”

“They can't hdpit,” Kurbi said, “I’'mfearful also.”

“You— afrad?’

“yes”

“Thenwearelost.”

Suddenly more water began to flow into the cdllar. In aminute they were in water up to their thighs.
“Up into the house,” Kurbi shouted over the rushing sound.

One by one they climbed the ladder into the roofless house. Here the fireplace was a mass of wet
stones; chairs, pots and pans were scattered over the floor. Overhead, the sky drove with an unbroken

obscurity of rain and dirt scooped up from the land.

“Over there” Kurbi said, “ There' s gtill some cover left in that corner. Help me with the overturned
table— the women can get under it if we put it againgt thewall.”

They shoved the table into the corner and the three women crawled under it. Kurbi and Fane crouched
on either dde. “If thewallsblow away,” Fane shouted to him across the tabletop, “we' Il be done.”

“Aslong asthere' sabit of wall,” Kurbi answered, “there’ s hope.”
“What if therain doesn't stop?’

“Itwill,” Kurbi said, “it will.” It must, he thought, or the plain will flood and sweep usaway. The land
could only absorb so much.

“What time do you think it is?" Fane shouted.

Therewas no way to tell. The cloud cover had wiped out al distinction between day and night, morning
and afternoon. Kurbi peered around the dark, debris-strewn floor, looking for his bedroll and rucksack.

Miraculoudly, the rucksack lay in the ruined fireplace, pinned down by afew stonesthat had falenin
from the chimney. Slowly he crawled over to the rucksack and dragged it backward.

Pulling out afew pieces of dried food, he handed them to the women under the table.



“Eat it — it' swet but we don't have much ds2.” The stores in the basement were under water now; this
was dl the food that was |eft. Hands reached out and took what he offered.

“Pass someto Fane,” he shouted.

Hebit into the last piece himsdlf, savoring the texture of synthetic protein and fruit flavor.

The light grew darker, until he could no longer see hisown handsin front of hisface.

| ama soldier, hethought,my sonisaterrorist.

Everything was perfectly clear now.If thisiswhat it takes to survive and regain power ,then | want
no part of it. A planet was dying nearby, and he had done nothing to prevent it. He would not be able to

live with that knowledge.

He remembered Gorgias and Myraa playing as smal children, with Orionaand himsdf looking on. The
Generd would have been happy to know that his daughter, Myraa, had survived....

The old Herculean closed hiseyes and lay ill, overcome by the past. It was a sweet breeze of memory,
enveloping him with longing and regret; he did not have the strength to struggle againgt it... ..

Gorgias, his brother Herkon and Myraa ran through the tall grass, shouting and laughing.
Oriona was smiling....

He should never have brought his son to the base, or taken him on sorties; he should never have let him
usetheship'slibrary, or taught him theroll of destroyed worlds; he should never have believed the
stories of aHerculean army il at large somewhere, regardless of the evidence that such an army had
escgped through the ruined gate on Myraa sWorld. He had failed; hiswhole civilization had failed. If it
wereto grow back, it would have to do so dowly, peacefully, out of sight of its enemieswho now lived
ingdeit in theform of hatred and the thirst for revenge. Perhaps there were irreversible things, and the
Herculean Empirewould never return, except maybe as something else....

Myraa, Gorgias and Herkon ran naked into his open arms, shapes out of time....

“Herkonisdead,” Orionasaid one day, “the others have taken him.”

“How?’ he heard himsalf ask very long ago.

Hisfather was not in the aft cabin.

Gorgias turned and went forward again to the control room.

“Am 1 done?’ he asked the ship.

YES.

“When was the lock opened?”’

ONE HALF HOUR AGO.



“Scan nearby space.”

SCANNING. LIFEFORM AT SIX KILOMETERS.

“Overtake,” Gorgiassaid.

The disfigured face of New Mars disappeared, to be replaced by the sight of his father and scooter
directly ahead. Gorgias went aft, put on his suit and stepped into the lock. It cycled and opened just as
the ship came a ongside the scooter.

Gorgias reached out and pulled the scooter inside.

Asthelock closed and cycled, the figure toppled from the seet, pulled down by the ship’' s artificid
gravity. Theinner door opened, and Gorgias pulled hisfather insde.

When he took off the helmet, he saw that the face was disfigured by lack of air pressure, eyesbulging
wide open. Gorgias|ooked into the eyes asif he were looking across light-years, hoping that far avay, at
agreater distance than he had ever known, something of hisfather might still be aliveto berecdled by a
sheer act of will.

Sowly, mechanicaly, he sood up and took off his own suit, then hisfather’ s, and hung them up in thelr
places on the bulkhead.

Turning back to the body, he stared at it for along time.

“You werewaiting to do this,” he said, “to take what remained of the past from me.” He knelt down and
punched the discolored face with hisfist. “Coward!” For amoment the mouth seemed to turn up into the
semblance of aamile, but the flesh would not stay and it turned into a sneer. “Y ou’ re nothing now —
you' ve dways been nothing. Why ese would you have cometo this, old man?’

A wild thought came into hismind. Myraa could drag hisfather back, make him face what he had done,
if what she said wastrue. He picked up the body, carried it into the aft cabin, and turned the temperature
down to itslowest setting, insuring that the body would not begin to decompose for awhile.

He rushed forward into the control cabin, sat down &t the station and screamed an order.

“Switchover — evasive route to Myraa s World — we' re being pursued by Federation cruisers.”

YOU ARE MISTAKEN,

NOTHING ISVISIBLE.

Hewould tell Myraathat the patrol ships had appeared just after he and hisfather had finished attaching
the gravitic unitsto the rock. Hisfather had been hit by laser fire, but he had managed to get him back
into the ship before he died.

“Follow orders— Myraa s World,” he repeated.

When the ship wasin jumpspace, Gorgias went aft and looked at hisfather’s corpsefloating in the
zero-gfidd.



“I'll losethem,” hesaid. “I'll get ushome.”
He went forward again and sat down at the screen station.
The gray continuum was clear; hewas safe.

Closing hiseyes, hetried to push away the nagging fear that came into him. Hisfather wasdead ...
honorably, he told himsdlf, rehearsing the lie that would have to betold.

Myraa will know the truth, another part of him said.

Myraa will know what to do, his hopes whispered.

On thethird day the rain dowed to adrizzle and some light cameinto the sky, a pitiably feeble glow that
was put to shame by the more distant lightning flashes. Kurbi opened his eyes and found himsdf saring a
the lighter sky for along time.

“Slifaisdead,” Fane said, hisvoice seeming loud now in contrast to the steady rush of the endlessrain.
“The cold was too much for her.” Azuraand Aponawere crying softly.

AsKurbi watched the sky, he saw ablack shape appear on the horizon. He stood up, pulling the wet
blanket around him, and peered through the large hole in the east wall of the house,

“There” he said pointing, but Fane and the twins paid him no attention.

Theflyer came closer. “Nico,” Kurbi whispered, and started toward the open doorway. He could not
remember when the door had been blown away.

Kurbi leaned againgt the doorjamb and watched asthe flyer camein low over therails, casting astrong
beam of light onto the track bed below it. In amoment it veered from the railroad and approached the
house, floating to a gentle landing a hundred meters away on the rainswept prairie.

A lonefigure got out and waked toward him. Kurbi shivered as he recognized Nico' s stocky frame. He
stumbled afew steps forward to meet him.

“Kurbi,” Nicolai Rensch said as he grasped Kurbi around the wet blanket. “1 knew you would be alive.”
Kurbi embraced him and the other steadied him on hisfeet with astrong grip.

“What has happened, Nico?’ he managed to ask.

“Something hit the ocean off the coast. When the storm and tidal-wave warnings came, | had only afew
minutesto leave.” He shook his head and looked at the ground. “I was not able to save anyone — if |
had tried, they would have mobbed the flyer. | decided to look for you and help where | could do so
safely and effectively. Isanyone dse dive here?’

“A father and two daughters. The mother died of exposure last night....”

“Theflyer hasagood cabin, food and medica supplies— let’ stake them inside and warm up.”

Kurbi dropped the wet blanket from his shoulders and led the way back into the ruin of the house. There



he pried the sobbing Fane away from the body of hiswife and led him out toward the open lock of the
flyer. Nico roused the twin girls out of their states of semishock and led them away.

Hafway to the black egg-shape of the flyer, Fane stopped and stared at the light coming out from the
lock. Turning, he grabbed Kurbi’sarm and looked at him with hollow eyes. “Where are we going —
what isthisfearful thing you have brought me to, offworlder?” Fane' sface and body trembled.

“There sfood and warmth insde,” Kurbi said, “we |l be safe, don’t worry. My friend Nicolai came from
the port and found us.”

“Friend?’ Fane' seyeswere wide circles of darkness. “What do you know of this devil? From the city?
We should not accept help after God has punished us so much....”

Fane collgpsed into hisarms and Kurbi dragged him into the flyer.

“We can wander the planet,” Nicolal said, “picking up survivors until the freighter from Earth arrives.”
They sat in the control room of the flyer. On the screen the rain was coming down again and the
landscape was amost completely dark. Fane and his daughters were in the midsection cabin. All three
had recovered somewhat after drying out and eating some food.

“There sno link with Federation on the planet?” Kurbi asked.

“Therewasin New Marsport — but that's ... gone, under water.”

“Arethedectrica sorms affecting communications badly?’

“Pretty badly,” Nico sad.,

“Then we'll haveto get the flyer up into orbit,” Kurbi said. * From there we can talk to the subspace
beacon station — it’'ll relay amessage to the nearest Federation base.”

“Can you get usinto orbit?’ Nico asked.

“I think | can, if | study theflyer. It'sthe only way to get help here quickly. If we haveto, we' |l dock
with the beacon gtation — there sasmall ingtdlation inside, with provisons and first-aid supplies, but |
don't think we' Il haveto try that.”

“Let me show you something,” Nico said. He reached over and pressed afew control areas under the
screen.

A picture appeared. “1 recorded this before heading west,” Nico said. A column of blueair stood in the
ocean. At its base the waves were turning into steam. “It was huge,” Nico said. “It went up through the
whole atmosphere. Something came in from space and hit us hard, Raf.”

“How far away were you when you recorded this?’

“It sat on my horizon— | didn’t want to get closer.”

XIV. Swimmer in Shadows



caught within oursdves
feeding inner hounds

In too tight awood

we await the dawn

— Tymoteusz Karpowicz

IN THE POLAR MOUNTAINS of Myraa' s World, Gorgiaswaited on aglacier. Cold whitelight filled
the cabin through the screen. There was no sign of pursuit vessels appearing near the planet. The ship
was safe; he was safe.

Ashewaited, Gorgias made avow of vengeance againgt the Earthborn; he sworeit to hisfather, to the
twenty war stars of home and their dead worlds. The oldest Herculean had not died by his own hand; the
Federation had killed him, asit had murdered his mother and brother.

Hethought of hisfather lying cold in the aft quarters, waiting for hisfunerd....

“We'resafe,” he said to the ship, “take usto Myraa.” For amoment he felt brother to the ship, though it
never spoke to him except through the screen readouts. He could order it to speak in avoice, now that
he would be aone.It will be strange to live now that my parents are dead, when all that wasin

themisin me, and nowhere else. Whatever intelligence was buried in the vessdl was aso Herculean; it
would dieif hedied; it would live aslong as he lived.

The ship rose from thetilted ice-field, revedling the setting sun at one end of the glacier, creating the
illuson of sunrise.

Running east, the ship reached the glacier’ s edge and rushed out low over the ocean, whipping up
whitecapsin itswake.

“He cannot be saved,” Myraasaid.

Asthe sun s, the trees and grassin front of the house seemed to become drenched with blood; then
dowly the darkness turned the red to black.

“Why not?’ Gorgias asked as he turned from the windows to face her.

“He cannot enter our circle because he has aready become nothing. He died too far away, Gorgias, in
distance aswell asin belief. He got what he expected — eterna nothingness.” She paused. | have saved
many of our dead, but | can do nothing for him.” She paused again. “1 warn you, Gorgias, die near me—
it will betheonly way | can saveyou.”

“My father wasright, thisisal nonsense— you can't frighten me.”

“I know how he died, Gorgias.”

“Stay out of my mind!”

He turned from her to the window. Herculean women might have been telepathic, hisfather oncetold



him, or smply observarnt.

Outsde, the dark countryside of hills and grasswas blazing now with amillion fireflies, asif invishble
mourners carrying candles had gathered for afunerd. The mass of lights was concentrated in the
meadow below the house, but asnaking S shape ran up the nearby hill.

Gorgias stepped closer to the window and |ooked out at the procession of lights. A sprinkling of stars
had fallen on the darkening land, and he felt the edges of pity pushing in at him, threatening to bresk his
self-control; beyond pity stood sorrow and guilt, avengers of the dead.

“Gorgiad”

He whirled to face her again, ready now to answer her reproaches.

“Shipsare coming,” shesaid. “1 warn you to show that | am not your enemy, and that | can examinethe
content of minds, even a adistance.”

He had expected her to blame him further for hisfather’ s degth, to question again the manner of his
death. Something in him had hoped that she would; instead she spokeidle prophecies.

“You will die one day, Gorgias— but remember to die here, remember....”

Contempt surfaced in him, contempt for his own weskness, blotting out pity, sorrow and guilt. He
stepped up to Myraa s naked form and hit her acrossthe face. “ Get away from me!” he shouted. “Little
animals, that’ swhat you are here, animals, fools and cowards.”

Sheonly looked a him and said, “1 did not have to tell you that ships are coming.”

“Why did you, then? Y ou want meto die. Y ou said so. How would you know anyway?’

But he amost knew her answer. “1 can fed them hating you asthey comein their ships,” shesaid. “How
many did you kill for them to hate you that much? That many? It makes their hatred dmost rationd.”

“Itswar,” hesaid.

“What war?’

“They killed my — our world, and my father.”

“Your father killed himsdf.”

“Stop!”

“Itstrue—"

“They drove himinto cowardice, they took his great strength — they killed him!”
“Who'stheliar, Gorgias?’

Helunged at her, grabbing her by the throat; it was soft and yielding as he squeezed. Her eyesheld him
inavise. Suddenly helet her go.



“You'renot worth killing,” he said, hating himself for his weakness. She was too close to him, too much
apat of hispastto let die.

“Theshipsare nearer,” shesaid. “You' d better go.”

He went past her and out the back entrance. The grass was wet on the dark hillside. Fireflies exploded
around him like miniature suns; he dipped afew times before he reached the bottom of the hill. He
jumped into the open side lock and rushed forward asthe inner door closed behind him.

“Thebase,” he said and sat down at the screen station.

HUNTERS APPEARING IN ORBIT.

“Get us out of here,” he shouted.

The ship lifted straight up through the atmosphere. Cruiser positions registered on the screen, coming fast
from dayside.

The Whisper Ship dipped into otherspace.

Gorgias saw signs of pursuit. Black dashes appeared in the grayness behind him, but he would lose
them; he would lose them because he had to, because any other outcome would be unthinkable.

Ten days after Kurbi and Nicolai made orbit in the flyer, Julian Poincaré arrived with acruiser and a
dozen freightersloaded with emergency supplies. Nicola led thefreighters’ lifeboats down to the tortured
planet, where storms, earthquakes and tidal waves continued to rage, and where the coming fimbul
winter would soon make life dl but impossible for the survivors. Nico was going to try to convince as
many people as possible to leave New Mars and settle e sewhere.

“It wasthe Whisper Ship,” Julian told Kurbi in the cruiser’ s stateroom.

“How do you know?’

“He announced it himsalf — hundreds of worlds picked up the details on their relays. Most of the Snake
knows by now. It was alargerock hethrew at us, Raf.”

“| should have guessed — my luck.”
“Areyou going to hep me now?’

“I'dliketo hep Nicola for awhile— though | can see myself waking up one morning, picking up a
weapon and going out to kill that monster, except —”

“What?’
“| want to see him dive— what kind of living being can destroy aplanet and till live with itsdf?’
“He' d probably say you were taking it much too persondly, since you lived through it. We did that to his

world — once. Old injustices drive hislife, or lives, whoever they are, and he dispenses new injustice.
Who isto blame? Isthere agood answer, or only answersthat no one will like?’



“1 would say thereisno hope for them,” Kurbi said, “ — too much past, asyou say.”

Kurbi was silent for amoment. He looked around the stateroom, at the starmaps covering the walls, at
the green carpeting under his dirty feet, at Poincaré sitting behind the polished ebony desk. Kurbi sat
down in one of the chairsin front of the desk and said, “ Julian, after what | saw down there, | think | will
want to try and stop Gorgias.”

“Go homefirgt, get some rest. We ve got shipslooking aready — they may save you thetrouble. You
may not have the somach to kill. For the terrorigt, civilized behavior isa screen. He counts on the
enemy’ sinability to behave ashe does.”

“You ill think he' sagood thing for us, Julian?’

“It wouldn't be thefirgt time good came out of horror. Gorgiaswill keep us dert, interested; if weignore
him, he or his descendants will topple us one day.”

Suddenly Kurbi felt very tired. Home, he thought, but dl he could visudize was his smal roomin New
Marsport, and the various houses he had dept in during histravels.

“Where do you think the Whisper Ship has gone?’ he asked, trying to concentrate.

“I think he’ sat Myraa s World — much of hisaudience for his deedsisthere. A harmless bunch, redlly.
But wewon't find him there. He has a base somewhere, remember? He'll be there by then.”

Gorgiasfled into the southern regions of the galaxy, reentering norma space and dipping back into
bridgespace dozens of times; but till the hunters followed, making every turn, imitating every jump.

After aweek of fleeing there was no sign of the cruisers on the gray screen, but that was only because
the Whisper Ship’sdightly superior speed wasfindly giving him alead. At any moment the black dashes
would appear on the screen.

Gorgiaswaited. The ship was on its own — following any evasive maneuver that became practica. He
closed hiseyes and tried to get somerest.

The ship switched to normal space. There was still no sign of the hunters, but directly ahead awhite-hot
dar was streaming atail of materid into space.

BLACK-HOLE BINARY.
MATERIAL DISAPPEARING FROM NORMAL
SPACE-TIME.

The ship rushed toward the empty point in space where the whirlpool of stolen star material ended.
Gorgias noted the hal o of debris circling the dead spot in space.

In afew minutes the ship passed the ring of captured matter and seemed to be heading directly toward
the black hole.

“Explain,” Gorgias shouted, wondering if something had finaly gone wrong with the ship.



EVASIVE MANEUVER:

PASSAGE THROUGH BLACK HOLE ERGOSPHERE
WILL SMULATE DISAPPEARANCE.

ONE HOUR IN ERGOSPHERE, SHIP TIME,
EQUALS ONE STANDARD GALACTIC MONTH.
HUNTER SHIPS LACK POWER FOR SKIRTING
BLACK-HOLE EVENT HORIZON.

The ship circled the dead spot in space for one hour while Gorgias waited. Half the sky was ablack lake
trying to pull himin, whilein the bright universe of stars, time was rushing forward a afurious pace. If the
ship stayed heretoo long, al the history of the universe would flee by him; starswould grow old and dig,
al nature would become aruin rushing together.. ..

He got up and went to the aft cabin. Hisfather’ s body hung motionlessin the cold. Heimagined a
conversation between himself and the old Herculean:

“Get them for me son, never rest — promisel”
I will.

“Y ou mugt hate them asmuch as| do.”

| do.

“If you are caught you must die.”

I will.

He knelt before the bloated body and shivered. A new peace came over him; he had made hisvow; his
father had asked him at last, and the vow wasredl.

In jumpspace view, the Hercules Cluster was amass of black stars exploding from ablack center.

Gorgiasturned off the screen and dozed as the ship came home. There had been no sign of hunters after
the black-hole maneuver, and it was now too late for pursuersto discover the direction he had taken;
they might guessthat his base wasin the Cluster, but it would take centuries to check each star.

When he woke up, the ship was sitting in its berth. He got up, went to the aft quarters and carried his
father’ s body out to the scooter. Securing the corpse in the backseat, he took the forward position and
floated out through the open lock.

The base lights were steady as he whisked down the passageway toward the stasis chambers. His father
leaned forward against him, cold and stiff, asthe tunnd dipped into the deegpest parts of the base. Gaining
speed, Gorgias rushed into the underworld, emerging at last into alarge circular chamber lit by onelarge



globe of orangelight.
Here the empty stasis shellswaited in acircle around the room.

Gorgias stopped the scooter in front of one, took hisfather off the rear seat and pushed himinto the
shell. Thefidd flickered asit received the body, surrounding it with adeep gloom. The shell would do as
well asatomb, he thought. He could barely make out hisfather’ s face asthe darknesstook him,
deepening hiseyesinto cavesthat stared out into the room. The old Herculean would remain as he was
for aslong asthe base renewed itsdlf, for aslong as power fed the accumulators, for aslong ashisson’s
hatred lived; from here the old Herculean would command dl that wasto come.

When he stepped into the shell at his father’ sright hand, Gorgias knew that two decades would pass; he
could set the return for much later, if he wished, but two decades would be enough to confuse the hunters
further; he would disgppear from their experience for awhile, enough timefor them to loseinterest or let
down their guard. In any case, when he emerged the search would be going dower and he would have
the eement of surprise.

To sep into the stasisfidd and step out at any time in the future would aways be amatter of a moment.
He hesitated, thinking, | never had a chance to grow up in my world, with millionslike mys=lf around me.
| never had a chance to take what was mine....

He stepped into a profound darkness, which became bright red.

Yellow leaves grew on trees nourished not by water but by blood; the soaked roots drank
greedily, until the leaves curled scarlet and dropped to earth, each veined structure a world dying
on the parched ground.

A bright sun turned the landscape white-hot, until his eyes stared into white space. A raging wind
whipped him, enveloped his body with icy fingers and hurled him against invisible obstacles.
Hatred froze inside him, petrifying his bones and organs; a hot wind came and coursed fire
through his heart and stomach.

He opened his mouth to protest, but only curses escaped —words like wars hurled through the
doors of speech....

He swam in the shadows, waiting for the iron game to resume.
Book Two
The Omega Point
. Immortal Enemy
“What would we do without our enemies?’
— Piere Telhard de Chardin
“In hisown unconscious every one of usis convinced of hisown immortdity.”

— Freud



GORGIAS RAN.

Three black smudges swam in the scanner — ships cregping through hiswake across the vast unredity
of jumpspace. He watched, dreaming of how to lead the Earthborn to their deaths. The trackers would
not overtake him for at least aweek; more than enough time to lay atrap, or escape.

Suddenly the three centuries of hislife shrank into an impossible ingtant, and there was no time to fullfill
hisfather’ s vow of vengeance. A hillion souls cried out from the black hole of the past, lamenting the
home world' s destruction. Ghosts crowded into him, wearying him with shrill pleas, and he yearned for
the yellow-orange sun of Myraa s World, for the peace of the grassy plain around the hilltop house, for
the warm colors of aliving world to replace the sterile innards of the Whisper Ship and the ashes of

jumpspace.

A hundred hours had passed since hisraid on Eisen 1VV. He got up from the command station and went
aft, where he lay down in the smadl quarters and drifted through his bloodied memory, seeking oblivion.
But theimpossible ingtant of hislife spunitself out into astrand of thirty decades, and he felt the tension of
each long year. He wandered in the vast belly of the void, struggling to silence the reproaches of waste
and londiness.

He relived the decades of stasisin the bowels of hisfather’ s base, enduring again the torments of
time-marking dreams. He cried into the shadowy echoes, demanding respite from the endless scarring —

—starlight cut coldly into his eyes, and he saw the giant shapes of Earthborn blacking out the
starfields. The figures hunched over their instruments, tracking and hating him without rest....

The black sun glowed, then blazed suddenly as the Whisper Ship winked into norma space. He had
intended to emerge in the shadow of Wolfe IV, but the hunterswere too far behind him for that to maiter.
The masses of ship and planet would merge on conventiona sensors when he landed, and only the most
systematic scanning of the surface would have any chance of reveding his position. Otherwise there
would be no certainty that he was even on the planet. The hunters would take up orbita stationsand
hope to trap him when he lft the surface, but he would be finished with histask long before a careful
search could even begin.

The ship dropped down on the nightside, stabbed through a partial overcast and raced low over adark
ocean. Whitecaps sprang up as the glow of New Bosporus appeared on the horizon.

The port city shdltered ten million Earth Federation citizens; the planet supported sixty million humanoids,
both native and recently created hybrids. Water washed half the planet, and most of the land was il
frontier. Most inhabitants lived in the coastdl areas of the two magjor continents.

The ship dowed to a hover and settled into the water. One hundred meters below the waves, the craft
moved forward to within a quarter-klick of the beach and cameto rest on the sandy bottom.

Gorgias thumbed a pressure point on the control board. A voice spoke on the screen audio. It wasa
documentary which he had recorded, the prologue to an interview with Marko Ruggerio, Earth’s popular
composer. The commentator’ s self-important tones were amusing.

“... The Herculean Empire endured for twelve hundred Earth years—A.D.5000-6200 — in the
globular cluster M-13, which contains more than fifty thousand suns, at adistance of thirty-four thousand
light-years from the Federation capitd, Earth. The greatest concentration of starsisin the core, whichis
thirty light-yearsacross....”



The digtortions had come later in the year-old program. Gorgias ran the recording forward.

“... The hybrid inhabitants of the Empire were the offpring of genetically engineered crosses between
Earth colonids, freed from their sunspace by the early stardrives, and the origind humanoids of the
Clugter. The resulting physiology was hardy and long-lived. Average height wasfive and ahdf fedt,
small-boned but muscular, usudly dark-haired. Individuas needed, on the average, about one third the
norma deep required by Earthmen....”

The commentator had dipped over the transition years, during which hordes of invading Earthpeoples
had butchered the native popul ations.

“... But many of thefemaesdisplayed psonic powers, while the males were high-strung and emotiond,
giving evidence of some empathic gifts, but seldom equaing the consstent tel epathic reach of the
femdes...”

It had been the fema es who had seen what the Earthfolk were planning toward the end of the war,
Gorgias thought bitterly, and it had been the horror of that telepathic vision which had contributed to the
find collgpse from within.

“... There was some variation among the planetary societies of the Cluster, but the basic modd was
usudly military. In 4900, Gorgiasthe First united twenty worlds by force and shrewd aliances. By 5000
he had wiped out the origind humanoids of the Cluster, leaving the hybrids dominant....”

Lies. Gorgiasthe First had given hislifeto drive out Federation interests.

“ ... Earth observersvisiting the Empire during the following centuries came away with theimpression
that the hybrids were frantic workers, striving toward an impersond future. Many historiansinsst that the
war began as amistake, but the Herculean reprisals were carried out with such fierce hatred of
Earthpeoples that when war was finally declared in 5148, the Federation was forced into ade factopolicy
of extermination toward the enemy; nothing less was effective....”

No one ever mentioned the Federation bases and armed, exploitative colonies which would not leave
the Clugter after the formation of the Empire, refusing to accept Herculean law after centuries of existence
within the Empire sbounds.

“... andinbattleit was virtudly impossble to take a Herculean dive. The few who were captured
usudly found away to kill themsalves, often taking their guardswith them....”

Wheat of the games played with prisoners, the systematic humiliations designed to drive them into
sensdessfury and suicide?

“... By 6200 the Empire wasin ruins, following three quiet spells of about fifty years each. But many
powerful renegades remained free, looting and destroying Federation colonies....”

Gorgiasfelt asurge of pride for those lonely survivorswho warred aone.

“... Thegreatest of these was Gorgias and his son of the same name. The father had been ayoung
captain when the war ended, and he was never captured. Legend hasit that he was nearly five hundred
years old when he died in 6600, leaving his resources and spirit of resistance to his son, who is still free, it
seems, and in possession of hisfather’sWhisper Ship....”



Wasthere ahint of admiration in the commentator’ s tone?

“... Gorgias s on has been aterrorigt in the name of vaguely defined palitical goas. Twenty yearsago it
was thought that some accident had overtaken the Whisper Ship, since its attacks had stopped suddenly.
Hunters go out year after year, following each new attack, at great cost and without success. It seems
certain Gorgias the Fourth isthe last and most resourceful of the renegades. Many doubt that he will be
easily killed or captured.”

“Five thousand Herculeans survived the degth of their empire, fleeing from one Cluster planet to another
astheworldswere stexilized. Today' s Herculeans are thinly scattered acrossfifty Star systlemsin the
Federation Snake, where they are outcasts. A half dozen popular names have been given to them. Unlike
Gorgias, they are harmlessfolk now, busying themselves with ardigious cult which hasits center on
Myraa sWorld, aplanet named after the Herculean woman who headsthereviva....”

Poor Myraa, he thought, living among shadows and delusions.

“... Romantic ories say that an army of Herculeans escaped into the Lesser Magellanic Cloud, one
hundred seventy thousand light-years beyond the Galactic Rim.....”

I'll find them someday, Gorgias promised himself.

“... It would be an impossible task to locate them among al thosefar stars. But even if the army existed,
how effective aforce could it be today? Would the surviving generation have any desireto carry on the

fight?’
Thearmy might bein stasis, he thought, ready and waiting for aleader to set it in motion.

“... A few modern strategigtsing<t, however, that Gorgias draws power and suppliesfor hisship froma
hidden base. An arsena might be cached there, posing adanger if Gorgias could raisean army. Evena
small force could do alot of damageif it were equipped with some of the Empire slegendary

wegpons...."

All theweapons arered, he thought, and waiting.

“... The Whisper Ship isone of the old weapons, avirtualy indestructible vessel whichissaid to be
joined to the persondlity pattern of the owner, and destroys itsalf with terrible force upon his death, or if
thelink is broken through some other means.

“Thereisno list of weapons, some of which are thought to date back to mid-Empire. It isthe surviva of
the wegpons created toward the war’ s end which continues to intrigue military historians....”

The decisive wegpon exists, Gorgias thought, but it had come too late to be useful. He had been looking
for it ance hisfather’ s death, and one day hewould find it.

“... One of thereasonsfor the utter destruction of New Anatolia, home world of the Empire, wasthat it
had been the source of afrightening line of weaponry. The Herculean armorers had to be destroyed with
their factoriesto shorten the war, to prevent them from releasing aweapon which might have turned the
conflictinther favor....”

Therewere ill afew places where he had not searched. Itmustexigt, he thought.



“... Although an amnesty has been offered anumber of times, Gorgias has not responded....”
And | never will you fool . The amnesty was only an effort to gain control of the Whisper Ship.

“... Thecult on Myraal sWorld deludesitsaf with ayearning for what is called persondity fuson— a
supposed step on the way to an omega point of menta development, the practica end of an
observer-oriented, integrated science, so-caled. Thetheorizing is often inarticul ate, shot through with
winged words, talk of a hyperpersona society and an emergenceinto anew redity, asif one could
waken from one dream into another. Needlessto say, these claims are considered to be mere posturings,
dubious at best. The cult is open only to Herculeans, but there are only afew hundred survivors on the
planet, so the cult does not seem to have attracted very many from its own potential members.

“Myraa sWorld isfar out on the Galactic Rim, off the main Federation Snake of worlds. Many stellar
mappers consder the planet to be one of achain of widdy spaced bridge stars linking the spira arms of
our galaxy with the Magd lanic Clouds, which are throw-offs from our main system. It has been
suggested by students of Herculean civilization that Gorgias sometimes visits the planet, but there has
never been any evidencefor this, despite numerous stakeouts.

“Today’ shunters are led by Rafagl Kurbi, noted psychologist and historian, who has published works
on the Herculean problem. He considers most histories of the war distorted and inaccurate. He argues
that the enemy’ s so-called madness was only apparent, afunction, perhaps, of their high but normal
metabolic rate, and their socia structure which rewarded certain val ues once quite appropriate. Since we
live more dowly, Herculean behavior seemed compulsive. And heingsts that Herculean actions after the
opening of hogtilities cannot be viewed astypica. Earth’ s past displays just as much madness. Heisfond
of citing vast quantities of Earth history, mostly prespaceflight and sunspace-bound, to support hisviews,
which have gained someinfluencein recent years....”

Gorgiasfound himsdf amost sympathizing with Kurbi.

“... Still, themgjority of Kurbi’s peers do not take hisideas serioudy. They cite the ecological
catastrophe of New Mars, which had to be evacuated after alarge asteroid struck the planet, bringing on
asudden ice age. Opinion is somewhat divided, however, about whether Gorgias engineered this disaster
by diverting the asteroid into a collison with the planet, or took credit for anatura event....”

The effect of such disagreements had been to dow the search for him, so they were useful. Gorgias
wondered if Kurbi realized that the Federation had fought the great war out of envy, fearful that the
Cluster worlds would come to dominate the Federation Snake in science and culture. Was he blind to the
fact that Federation biologists had branded Herculeans as freaks, a mistake to be wiped out?

“... Againg this colorful background, Marko Ruggerio iswriting his newest work, a percussive cantata
on ethica themesfrom the Earth-Herculean War. WE Il introduce him in amoment. The performanceis
scheduled for the greet city auditorium on Wolfe 1V, aquarter-klick-high structure of plastimet, complete
with perfect acoustics and environs controls. The cantataiis strongly influenced by the reconciliationist
sentiments of personages like Rafael Kurbi. And now let me introduce Marko Ruggerio.

“ ‘Maestro, when do you expect to premiere your new project?

“*A year, most likely.’

“ *Do you have any specia expectations about the work?



‘“Yes— | think it possible that Gorgias may come forward after the performance.’

‘la’t that abit optimistic?

‘Not at all. Beauty hath power to soothe the savage beast, asthey say. Serioudy, | think he' stired.’

“ “How can you know that?

“ ‘My compassion tellsme so.

Gorgiasturned on the picture and looked at the two men. Ruggerio bore the face of aweakling, with
protruding front teeth and bushy eyebrows — aman who would try to gain credit for his mediocre talents
by attaching them to greet issues. The interviewer wore avacant grin, and looked abit tired from reading
the background materia that had been prepared for him. They were both fools; but one was an important
fool who would make himself ussful. Gorgiasturned off the recording.

The year was over. Marko Ruggerio was here in the city. Tomorrow evening he would climb to the
summit of his career. Exotics from six worlds would try to seduce him after the concert. Everyone was
preparing to fed greatly edified and proud of hisor her Federation citizenship.

A year ago, disguised as an immigrant seaman from Sirius, Gorgias had bought aticket for the concert.
It had not been difficult, sSince he shared ancestry with the Sirians, going back to ancient Asiaon Earth.
One had to be very early for these culturd events, he had learned.

He turned on the screen and gazed out into the dark ocean. Fish fled from hislight. A crab marched
across the sandy bottom and hid behind alarge rock.

Gorgiaswaited.
[1. Percussion Cantata

“... hencethistremendous struggle to singularize ourselves, to survive in some way in the memory of
others... thisstruggle, athousand times more terrible than the struggle for life ....”

— Migud de Unamuno

THE GREAT ARENA breathed with the voices of a quarter-million people. Rivers of speech circled the
black hole of the dark stage that would soon focus the massed attention of the audience. A few stars
were vig ble through the dome as clouds pushed in from the sea.

Gorgias sat in the end seet of the last row, next to the eastern exit. The small viewer on hisright armrest,
where hewould see close-ups of the soloists, was till dark. Billions of Federation citizens were waiting
at home, on every world in the subspace net.

He had dressed in the one-piece, close-fitting black jumpsuit once worn by soldiers of the Empire,
complete with markings of rank, even on the thick black ceremonia cape. No onewould notice his
mockery among the greet variety of attires.

In the early morning hours, he had swum ashore with his boots and capetied in abundle on his back.
The breakers had been heavy, knocking him over afew times before he reached dry land. He had



checked into a cheap hotel in the dock area, and had spent the day watching local video programs.

Just before taking his segt in the arena, he had placed asmall pulse projector below one of the rotating
lensesin the ribbon of pickup cameras which would be set in motion when the concert began. Even he
would be unable to predict from which direction the invisible beam would strike.

It was strange to Sit among so many beings. He was an intruder at astrangeritud. Was his uneasiness
visble? He was grateful for the dim lighting. He looked up and glimpsed a star just asacloud coveredit.
Another reveded itsdf, and it seemed friendly in its remoteness. Sight of stars and gray jumpspace was
themost familiar part of hislife. Y et surely he was not so different from these people around him. For a
moment he was a citizen of New Bosporus, with friends, position and decisonsto make.

A dark-haired woman was looking up at him from two rows down, afaint smile on her lips. She turned
away when he did not respond.

Helooked a histimer. Thelight in the outer lock of the submerged ship would go on in one and ahaf
standard hours, to aid him when he swam out from shore. He made an effort to imagine what could go
wrong.

“Useyour imagination,” hisfather had told him. “Examine the wild ideas. Sudden, haf-formed suspicions
may saveyour life. But never underestimate the smple, ordinary approach; it might work better than the
elaborate. Be eaborate, then be smple— don't be ether for long.”

Thewhirl of voices died. The lights dimmed into darkness, leaving only starlight.

The stage burst into sight, transfixed by acircle of beams, revealing ahundred performers Sitting at their
ingruments

Some sat at consoles, tilted pandl's sorouting overs ze push-buttons and giant levers. The only nove
instruments on the platform were the massive percussion batteries, dating back thousands of yearsto Old
Earth and the First Sunspace Confederation. Two of the drumsweretaller than the performerswho
would operate the overhead hammers. Around the consoles stood celesta, xylophones, six grand piancs,
giant triangles, massive bells, clickers, iron anvils and two gargantuan wooden blocks with mallets
swinging fredy on chains— dl linked to the consoles through amplification sensors.

The fifty male performers were dressed in black one-piece quits; the femal es were dressed in white.
Slowly, varicolored beams bathed the stage, splashing the musicians with arainbow, until the
kaleidoscope of transformations ended in a deep blue haze. Gorgias felt the hush of expectation in the

audience.

Drumsrolled through the stillness before creation — storminess struggling up from an abyss, weakening
theregtraining slence....

White light caught Marko Ruggerio about to conduct afemae soloist. She began aweary song in high
soprano, childlike but powerful initsgrasp of feeling; no strain showed in her face on the close-up.

The drums surged menacingly.

Gorgiasfelt anger at theintrusion, even as he understood. From thefirgt, it would be awar of beauty
againg ugliness, good and evil; the theme was present in the black and white dress of the performers.



Despite his determination not to be swayed, Gorgias found himself surrendering to the song’ s charm; its
endless ache glowed around his consciousness, echoing deeply within unexamined regions. He dreamed
of Myraa, the loveliness of her world; helonged to caress her long brown hair. Forgetfulness sang to him.

The song was cut short by the drums. The giant mallets struck their wooden blockswith an
innocence-shattering thud.

The anvils chattered like metdlic teeth.

Drums unleashed their thunder.

The cdesta, xylophones and triangles hurled waves of breaking glass.

Bony pianos clattered.

Strong trees splintered.

Clickers shot through the chaos of sound.

The din spent itsaf with aclash of cymbals. A heroic melody dipped up from below and asserted itsdlf.
It was awell-formed theme, steadfast, the massed e ectric strings achieving atitanic sound asthe
xylophonesjoined in—

— Therewas a sudden silence, asif the universe had ceased to exist —

— Aninverson of the heroic theme climbed out of the sllence, grew monstrous, and perished.

Heroic themes, mirror images, one for each side of the war. Gorgias smiled inwardly, contemptuous of
the composer’ s effort at reconciliation. Who was he trying to convince? Therewas only one Herculean in
the audience, and no one was aware of the fact. It seemed incredible that Ruggerio could mean this sort
of thing serioudy. And yet the naive man had been right — aHerculean had come to the concert, for

whatever reason....

Now thefirst theme returned and lumbered forward, becoming distorted and ugly; its mirror image
followed suit. Gorgias strained after elements of order as they dropped away.

But the spell seized him again, and he wandered after the music, drawn to its central concerns. He
closed his eyes and thought of the countless Herculeans who had been murdered at the end of the war,
dying in vaporizers because the Federation had defined them as biological mistakes. He visuaized
massive beams scorching entire worlds. And he remembered the vow he had made before his father
more than twenty-five years ago....

Listless snake drums brought the end of the bleak work by a composer of poster music, whose fame
would be assured not by talent but by the manner of his death.

Thelast drum rolled away. A distant chorus sighed. Silence spoke in the darkness.
Thelights crept up halfway. Gorgias leaned forward and pressed the release on hiswrigt-timer. Marko

Ruggerio turned on the podium while holding the hand of the soprano. The applause was enthusiagtic.
Gorgias watched the composer’ s face on the monitor as the cameras scanned the platform with their



UNCONSCiouS gaze.
The applause grew louder, then faltered as Ruggerio crumpled to the floor. The soloist bent over him.
The audience screamed the Federation’ s outrage.

The arenalights exploded into brightness. Gorgias got up. Other performers were falling asthey neared
the stricken maestro; the soloist collapsed over his body. Gorgias stepped into the aide and walked up
toward the exit. The weapon had not shut down, he realized, but was still stabbing with itsletha pulsesas
the audience watched in horror.

He hurried through the exit. The panic wasjust beginning; soon the exitwayswould be choked with
people. The short downhill passage led directly to the shuttle platform. An empty car was waiting.

He stepped inside. The doors closed and the car pulled away. A minute later it rushed into the
oceanfront station. The doors opened and Gorgias stepped out. The smell of brine and sewage was
strong as he climbed the stairsto the surface.

The sky was overcast now. He climbed the old wooden fence and dropped to the beach. Spray cooled
his face as he crossed the darkness to the breakers.

He stopped short of the foam and looked back. The only light in the dock arena came from the entrance
to the underground line. The dome of the distant arenawas a behemoth rising over lesser structures,
gpilling its brightnessinto the low-hanging clouds.

He dropped his cape and took off his boots. Together with the exhausted pul se weapon, there would be
more than enough evidence that he had been here.

Walking into the heavy breakers, he threw himself forward and broke through, counting a hundred
strokes as he swam for the ship’ s position.

Hedived. Thevessd’slight lay thirty meters below him. He pulled down toward it for what seemed a
long time. The lock opened when he touched it; he swam inside. It cycled and he drew a deep bresath.

The inner door opened. He rushed to the control room. The ship was dready sweeping through the
planet’ s communicetions.

One commentator was bemoaning the tragic interruption of agreat musical career; another voice
accused apalitica faction of murder; gill another was demanding an investigation of lax security. The
police channelswere awash with special orders.

“Into deeper waters,” Gorgias ordered, feding eation asthe ship dipped away. Only another Whisper
Ship could follow him into extreme depths; the hull could resist al weapons except those of the ancient
Herculean masters, or the very recent planet-based Federation batteries.

The hunterswaiting in orbit would soon know that he was here; his humiliation of them would makeit
obvious.

[11. The Hunter

“You are mysdf, mysdf only with adifferent face...”



— Ivan Karamazov
THE PLANET SCREAMED.

Rafael Kurbi watched the screen. A million-headed organism pressed in around the stage. Ruggerio’'s
body was being placed on a stretcher. The screaming mob parted and the composer was whisked away .

There was no doubt in hismind that Gorgias had nated Ruggerio, even though conclusive proof
might never be found. Police were searching for the wegpon; known criminals and firebrands were being
picked up; but Kurbi knew that it would do no good.

Heleaned forward in his command station. “ All officers, attention! | suspect that the Herculean will try to
leave Wolfe IV at any time now. Watch the nightside. Captain Milut, inform the authorities a New
Bosporus of our suspicions, so they don’t charge some innocent wretch with the killing. Ruggerio is dead,
isn't he?

“Yes” Milut sad.
“Thiswas planned sometime ago.”

The screen view changed to show the planet in full phase. Kurbi leaned back and tried to relax. Gorgias
might attempt to leave the planet, but it wasjust aslikely that he would try their patience by waiting.

After twenty-five years, Kurbi had learned not to be certain about anything involving Gorgias. Scores of
hunters had given up in frustration and shame; others had smply accepted the quest as busywork, and
hed retired without caring. Kurbi was sure that he would not capture the Herculean in the Wolfe IV
system; it looked too easy. Somehow, Gorgias would extricate himsdf; later they would understand what
had happened.

Kurbi wastired. Ten years of service in relocating the survivors of the New Mars disaster, and five
studying medicine at Centauri, had led to command of the hunt for the Herculean, the ingtitutionalized
staking of an enemy who could never mount adecisive blow againgt the Federation, but who could il
terrify agtarflung cvilization.

He dimmed the lightsin the control room, leaving only the glow of WolfelV. The darkness conjured up
the past ashe closed his eyes,; it dways asserted itself when hetried to rest or deep, and he had long ago
given up trying to banish it; the dead years were an old friend who had becomeirritating, very much like
his superior, Julian Poincaré.

He remembered how his fedlings about Gorgias had changed after the ruining of New Mars. He had
resolved to hunt the Herculean, even kill him if necessary; but curiosity and a degper concern had
remained part of hismotives.

“I can see getting up one morning and going out to kill him,” he had told Julian. * Except —”

HWha?!

“I want to see him dive,” he had answered. “What kind of being can destroy a planet and il tolerate
itsdf?’



“He' d probably say you were taking it much too persondly. Understandable, since you lived through it.
But we destroyed hisworld, more than oneworld. Old injustices feed hislife, and he dispenses new
ones. Who isto blame? Isthere ajust answer, or only answersthat no onewill like?’

Fifteen yearslater, in aseries of debates on Earth, he had finaly convinced them to let him offer termsto
Gorgias. The grudging decision had come during aquiet spell, when it was suspected that the Whisper
Ship had met with disaster and would never be heard from again.

Gorgias remembers too much, Kurbi thought,while we remember too little. The Herculean’s acts of
thelast five years had made it unlikely that a sensible peace would be concluded with him, except asa
ploy to lure himinto the open.

“We are not dealing with aredl force,” Caddas, the old historian, had said, “but with arelatively weak
individud, last of hiskind, however strong he seems. We will forever seethe past fasely if we do not
make peace with him, and hear histestimony.”

The Commission, recaled to service on anad hocbasis, had directed that the Herculean be taken dive;
but the decision had been the result of pressuresfrom severd interests. The historians were eager to
question asurvivor from the great war; he might give them caches of Herculean records and artifacts. The
military gamers wanted the Whisper Ship, more vauable in their minds than the Herculean'slife, or the
lives of any outworlders he might kill; a peace with Gorgias might give them control of hisbaseand dl the
fabled war toysthat it might contain. Negotiate if possible, Kurbi had been ordered, but destroy the
renegade if necessary. The commissioners had covered themselves perfectly.

Their arrogance had once made Kurbi angry; now it was smply annoying. He would do what he
believed was right; whatever the outcome, no one on Earth would be able to undo it; with Gorgiasa
prisoner, there would be little that anyone could say.

But every new action by the Herculean made it more unlikely that a sensible peace would be concluded
with him. Each side was striving to overcome a past which could not be redeemed, only silenced. The
commissioners did not want aliving prisoner; and Gorgias wanted a Federation reduced to ashes.

The hunters had picked up thetrail from Eisen IV, where it seemed Gorgias had destroyed the
jumpspace exit beacon. Kurbi had joined the trackers just before entry into Wolfe' s sunspace. He might
have guessed the Herculean' s purposeif he had known about the composer’ s del uded ambitions; but it
was not possible to keep up with every aspect of culturd lifein acorridor of one hundred thousand
worlds.

New Bosporus sparkled on the screen. Clouds floated toward the lights, heralds of the hurricane that
was pinwheding westward.

A hunter gets to know his quarry. But Kurbi wondered whether Gorgias would be as heimagined
him. Would it be possible to talk face-to-face? Or would the Herculean present atwisted, unreachable
otherness? Kurbi hoped for an idand of sanity within the Herculean, a place unclouded by the fears and
hatreds of aterrible history whose bloody tide had washed Gorgias onto the strange shore of the present.
If I could reach into him, Kurbi thought, the behavior set by the past might fall away like an ancient mask
of brittle clay. Would the remaining persondity be abroken individua? Would it be more merciful to kill
him rather than tear gpart the fabric of hisredity? Who could rebuild the Herculean, give him another
exigence as meaningful ?

In an unjust universe, facts and things mingled with asmall amount of free will. Jugtice had to be made; it



was an artifact which flickered like afeeblefire, and had to be made anew congtantly.. ..

Was Gorgias free to change? Was it reasonable to expect that he would give up exercising thewill and
power he had grown up with? He had never known anything except the vison of himsdf asarogue who
would topplean evil civilization.

Captain Milut’ s face appeared as an inset in the lefthand bottom corner of the screen. “Nothing so far,”
hesad.

“Keep thewatch,” Kurbi replied. Theinset faded. Milut was agood officer, but he never communicated
anything of himsdf.

Gazing at the blue-green globe, Kurbi wondered why intelligent species could not smply turn their backs
on the stars and embrace the environments of these beautiful idands swimming in the deep. The view
from space, like the mood of night on a planet, invited transcendent musings, stirring one' s hunger for
what lay beyond the horizon of the senses. The starry everblack quickened on€ sinterest in the abyss of
degth, in the rush of peril, in the urgent call that came, aways ambiguoudy, from the other side of
whatever redity chanced to be. He recdled the lines of two forgotten poets, lines which he dways
thought of together: “1 came out of the ninth-month midnight, and one day death will beaquiet sepintoa
swest, clean darkness....” But in this age there was a great delay between birth and death, abarrier of
longevity which prevented growth beyond the known life, if such existed....

There was comfort in gpeculating, in reaching out beyond the finitude of one' sancient, inherited sdif ...

Outworlders judged the agelessness of the Earthborn as blasphemous, an obstacle to the endless flow of
newness from the process of natural reproduction. Earthborn sought to become their own posterity.
Countless jokes were told about their virility, their odd medical practices and long-term outlooks; yet the
outworlds were still eager to acquire Earth’ s skills. Outworld leaders sought political power asameans
by which to escape their own natural degths, through the importing of Earth’ s biotechnics. One day the
entire length of the Federation Snake would live by the skills and luxuries which Earth had developed and
was dowly sending out to her greedy, opinionated children.

Few in the outworlds would weep over Marko Ruggerio. Gorgias had migudged the level of pride on
WolfelV. Petty officidswould be nervous for awhile, but the killing would be forgotten as soon as
responsibility was dissipated.

The Herculean' starget had been Earth, where the creatures of conscience sill fed deeply, and would
not be so easily overcome. Earth would chew on theinsult, fearful that one day Gorgias would be ableto
do more than wound its pride.

IV. The Fiery Cloak

“Because God put His adamantine fate

Between my sullen heart and itsdesire,

| sworethat | would burst the Iron Gate,

Rise up, and curse Him on Histhrone of fire.”

— Rupert Brooke



THE WHISPER SHIP dipped from the dark ocean and floated dowly in the high winds, held steedy in
the grip of itsdrivefield. Gorgias peered ahead. The vessdl entered the sunny stillness of the scorm’seye
and switched into jumpspace.

The hunters would be looking for a ship that would move away from the planet before entering
jumpspace. Coordinate changeover was usualy a dangerous procedure, given the quantum
indeterminacy of distances within othergpace, but it was well within the ship’'sdesign limits.

Smudges appeared on the scanner. It had not taken the hunters long to guess what he had done.
“Switch back,” he said.

The ship drifted in norma space. He counted to five.

“Back again — minimum speed.”

The ship switched and he looked ahead. The hunters had gone past him in their eagerness. It would bea
moment before they noticed.

“Run at the star,” he ordered, expecting the ship to protest, but it obeyed.

Thetrick wasfairly complex, and he doubted that the hunters would have the courage to follow him;
evenif they decided to do o, they would betoo late. They would learn what he had done, but they
would fal tofix hisdirection after he came out on the other Sde.

There was some danger in it; he would be playing with the star’ s various fields, which continued as
forces even in hyperspace, but histrail would end in the heart of afurnace.

A three-dimensiona chart appeared on the screen as he approached the star. Animated lines of color
marked the gravito-spatial and magnetic forces belonging to the star in normal space-time, dancing to
mirror theredlity of the star’ s equilibrium between the gravitationa force of collgpse and that of
thermonuclear expansion. In one moment the representation was a series of circles, in the next cubes
within cubes with superimposed triangles. The chart was an adequate quantitative mode, an example of
flow geometry, necessary to the ship’ s navigational programs, capturing the star’' s essentia redlity.

The lines of the schematic turned red, signding that the ship had entered the star. Gorgias gripped the
armrests and tensed; he was, after al, penetrating amajor stress point of redlity, where even a Whisper
Ship might be torn gpart if something went wrong.

He watched the screen, searching for signs of ingtability in the trangt path. The model pulsed, heartlikein
its red abstraction, bloodless compared to the awesome heart of fire existing in the familiar continuum....

The primary colors of the mode regppeared as the pul sations dowed. The ship emerged on the other
dde. Gorgias relaxed, knowing that he could do it again.

“Home,” he said to the ship.

All thereisof it, hethought bitterly. Homewas till hisfather’ s base, even after his degth. 1t had been
another universe then, yesterday and twenty-five years ago; another person had performed the burid,;
another person had made the vow of vengeance before stepping into the tortured deep of the stasisfield.



Silently, Gorgias renewed hisalegianceto the fury imprisoned within his chest; one day itsfull energy
would be unleashed and his ancient enemieswould flee before him.

The screen cleared as he looked for the marks of his pursuers; the gray screen was empty, revealing
only the cavernous unredlity of jumpspace, with its black suns and shifting perspectives. As he watched,
the continuum turned ash-white, throwing aglare into the control room; passing through this space of
skeletd redity was dill adow dying.

Gorgiastried to look forward to his arrivd at the base. There he would add more memory unitsto the
ship’sintdligences, he would continue his exploration of the arsend; perhaps thistime he would find the
wespon that would give him superiority over the Earthborn. The arsend contained thousands of wespons
which he had not yet mastered; one day he would be called upon to teach otherstheir use; he would
have to be ready.

He thought again of the Herculean army, wondering what lifewaslike for it in the Lesser Magelanic
Cloud. Someday he would go in search of that army, and it would become part of his offensive
grategy....

“If it still exists,” hisfather’ svoice said within him.

The army was probably in stasi's, waiting, battle-ready; with al of its equipment and twenty divisons of
fighting men, it had probably settled an entire planet....

Gorgias got up and went aft to his quarters, where he ate ameal from the mess dispenser and went to
bed, setting the controls for zero-g.

For atime his deep was unbroken, but later troublesome images appeared. He was poised above a
great abyss, with alarge weight on his back, crushing him, pushing him into the black space below; he
was frozen in hisdream, unableto wake up....

An age passed. He was |ooking across the plane of the gdaxy to the glowing hub. Huge fireflies
clustered around it, the globular clustersin their orbits; one of those jewel ed groupings contained the
cinder which had once been hishome....

Thoughts crossed the void and struggled to enter him; he reached out, but failed to embody them
completely....

Myraa’s eyes opened and he looked out from within her, sensing her presence around him,
distinct from his mental space. Suddenly he was thrown back from her eyes, to fall endlessly
toward afloor of ice....

Julian Poincaré, now Earth’ s highest-ranking intelligence officer, appeared on Kurbi’ s screen. The
subgpace link blinked and remained steady.

“Well — has he escaped again?’ he asked in avoice lower than usua. There was no hint of the stocky
man’ s unsettling sense of humor.

Kurbi told him about Gorgias s new maneuver. “ There' samost no chance of there being arecognizable
trall. He might have gone off in any direction.”

The subspace image wavered again, asif Poincaré simpatience had suddenly disturbed the link with



Earth.

“HE |l turn up again,” Kurbi said, knowing that it would mean moreloss of life. “We were lucky to have
confirmed his presence at dl.”

“Where next?’

“Myraal sWorld — | don’t know when, but I’'m certain we can catch him there sooner or later.”
Julian shook his head. “Y ou’' ve been saying that for decades.”

“We have pursued the Whisper Ship from there.”

“Only once— unsuccesstully. | may believe you, but | have trouble communicating my faith to the big
thumbsaround me....”

The sense of urgency quickened again in Kurbi. He had to find the Herculean, talk to him face-to-face,
make him understand the sense of retrieving what was ftill valuablein hiscivilization. If Gorgiasdied, a
key to the past would perish with him. It would be difficult to understand Federation history fully without
absorbing the evidencein his control; and with him would aso diedl the stimulating differences of culture
which dl civilizations needed to renew their vitaity. Three centuries ago, the Federation had destroyed a
proud enemy, and had turned its back on the survivors. It wasthisloss of Carthage that haunted Kurbi,
making him fed persondly cheated. The conflict had reveded only one side of Herculean culture. What
about the philosophers, scientists, musicians and poets? Where was the record of their work? Gorgias
might not be aware of what had survived into his keeping.

“Couldn’t you have followed him through the star?” Julian asked.

“Perhaps — but by the time we would have passed through, the Whisper Ship would have been out and
gone, leaving us no direction to follow. The star will have erased any of the usua signsof his passing.
There might be atrace farther out, but he will be far away and covering histracks by thetime wefindit.”

“He scertainly put alot of space between histricksin the past,” Julian said.

“Y ou want to see him dead. Admit it.”

“Yes—if hegoesonkilling. Y ou think that yourself. There won't be any choice.”

Kurbi thought of the Herculean survivors on Myraa s World. Gorgias was the kind of vigorous and
intelligent leader who might pull them out of their stoicism of defest.

“Maybeyou need arest,” Julian said. “When wasthelast time | saw you bodily?’
“I’ve got to see thisthrough to the end.”

“Yoursor his?’

“I’'m going to Myraa' sWorld.”

“1 won't stand in your way, up to apoint — but if you loseaship, or if he strikes and there is a greater
loss of life, someone will have me for breskfast.”



“They’ll spit you out,” Kurbi answered. “Y ou’ d taste too bitter.”
Poincaré snorted, threw up his hands and broke the link.

Kurbi stared at his own face in the shiny gray surface of the screen. Thelineswere just beginning to
comeinto hisface at the age of seventy-five, but his hair was till black; his appearance would not change
sgnificantly until hewaswell past two hundred, if he did nothing; with rejuvenation he would Stay ashe
wasindefinitely.

Hetried to imagine hislife asit might be after the hunting of young Gorgias was over — the Herculean
was young only by Herculean standards, yet Kurbi aways thought of him as younger than himsdlf. He
thought of Grazia, dead these threelong decades .... frail, transparently skinned Graziawith her long
black hair and large sad eyes, an exotic flower torn suddenly from the garden of Earth. He pictured her
swimming gently in the pool, climbing out to lie naked on the grass; and he remembered the distant fear
that had crossed his mind then, the future casting its shadow backward into a happier past —

—The glider sank suddenly toward the cliff face.

He was grateful that he had been unable to seeits shape crumple up against the rock. Looking back, the
chain of eventsleading to her desth seemed inevitable, bound with an iron determinacy because there
was nothing he could ever do, evenin aninfinity of time, to change them.

He recalled histime of wandering as he had searched for peace in theworlds of Earth’ sring, moving
from one habitat to another; he might have removed the terrible memory, but that would have meant
losing too much e se, becoming another person.

The hunting of Gorgias had given him something useful to do, enliging hisintellect and fedingsinthe
solving of a problem that might have no solution. The sense of urgency was dways there— Gorgiaswas
killing Federation citizens, and it was possble, though unlikdly, that he might in time persuade enough
outworldsto revolt againgt Federation authority.

The best solution would be for Gorgiasto surrender, hand over his ship and base and retireto Myraa' s
World, where he would help revive his people swill to increase their numbers, so that one day they
could return to the Hercules Cluster and rebuild their civilization along peaceful lines.

Suddenly Kurbi redlized that the future he wanted for Gorgias was the sort of thing aman might want for
his children, but the redlity threatened to be different; Gorgias seemed as unreachable as Grazia.

Kurbi could not abandon the hunt. It would have to end in a constructive way, or with Gorgias' s
imprisonment, or death. That find adternative filled Kurbi with dread and sorrow. The Herculean' s hatred
was anaturd force, self-rdiant, moving by sudden inspiration, by impulses surer than intellect —
admirableinits own way; but Kurbi knew that he would not shrink from killing the Herculean if it became
necessary; hewould kill him for what he had done to New Mars; he would kill him because he could not

changehim.

They would hail the act on Earth, and lament the loss of the Herculean base; the collective shoulders of
the Federation would shrug at the desth of ariva.lt will be my failure if we kill him, Kurbi thought.
Surely Gorgias could not forever resist cagpture by a starflung civilization?He might commit suicide. The
only chance to save him would come asthe result of along persona confrontation....



The screenlit up. “ Still notrall,” Milut said. “I1t' sadead end....”
V. Impromptu
“O what can all thee, knight-at-arms,
Aloneand paédy loitering!”
— Keats

THE WOODED HILLSwere agreen blur; rain-covered leaves reflected yellow sunlight in achain of
sunbursts running before the Whisper Ship.

Three thousand light-years dong the winding corridor from Earth, 1zar’ sonly navigationd link with the
Federation was an ol d-fashioned beacon — alighthouse radiating into otherspace, guiding infrequent
jumpshipsto what was clearly afledgling settlement. Gorgias had noticed the sgnaswhile still in whisper
drive — three concentrated beams penetrating toward the galactic perimeter; they were stationary, unlike
the sweeping beams usually used for otherspace navigation; and they came from a planet, rather than

from arelay in space.

|zar' s possible vulnerability had caught hisinterest, giving him an excuseto linger. The deserted levels of
hisfather’ s base could wait. 1zar was inhabited by enemies— more than enough reason to scout and
grike; no one would expect him here, especidly if he had not planned it himself.

Hefdt the burden of isolation lift asthe ship landed near the edge of alarge clearing. He sat back and
dreamed of people coming across the grass to welcome him, involving him with their looks, words and

fedings
Warm air circulated through the ship. He got up and went aft to the open side lock.

He stepped out and looked at the huge waxy leaves on the trees. The air wasfilled with the smell of
growing things, sunlight was avell on the greenery; wind stirred the trees with a soft rustling sound.

He looked up and saw the antiquated beacon tower standing on the mountain. There was no sign of
people. He took adeep breath of the fresh, moist air. Storm clouds were moving toward the yellow sun
from the south. The settlement was probably nearby, but so small that he had passed over it in asecond.

He began walking across the clearing toward the wooded mountain, stretching his muscles, enjoying the
fed of softness under hisboots, looking at theirregularities of dirt and growing things, so new after
confinement within the ship’ sfamiliar geometry.

Rain fell as he reached the trees, and he ran under the protection of the huge leaves. He looked around.
Here the very shadows were green-tinted; the air’ s sweetness mingled with the odor of rotting things.
Soon the moisture was running in rivulets from the trunks and branches, in giant dropsfrom the
overburdened leaves, accenting the smell of wet bark and minty leaf. Some of the leaves caught the water
like goblets, overflowing therr fill onto the path in front of him.

Quickening his pace on the well-worn trail, he cameto afork in the path. Theleft way led up to the
tower; theright probably continued around the mountain.

Hetook the upward path, climbing steadily until he emerged on aflattened summit of dirt and rock. The



tower stood above him, about one hundred meters of meta frame and spird stairway with acage at the
top.

Gorgiasturned and looked out over theforest. The ship sat in the clearing, its polished hull looking dull in
therain.

He turned back to the tower and noticed the wooden shelter under the spidery stairs. He hurried
between the legs of the tripod and into the hut. The smell of soil was very strong insde. He saw atable, a
chair and an old cot. The only window was behind him by the door. The dirt-floor hovel was probably
used by maintenance people when they visited the beacon.

He sat down and wiped the wetness from hisface. The chair creaked under him as he wondered
whether he could readjust the beacon so that it would lead shipsinto |zar’ s sun. That would be much
more enterprising than smply destroying the tower; they might replace the beacon as soon as jumpships
noticed that the system was missing from their scanners.

He got up, went outside and started up the spiral, reaching the top in afew minutes. He paused and let
the sun warm hisface. The ship’s hull glinted across the downward dope of trees.

Gorgias stepped through the entrance into asmall shelter. The instrument package stood on an anchored
tripod. He grasped the clear plastic covering and lifted the hemisphere back on its hinges.

After afew minutes of study, he was certain about how to make adjustments. The entire mechanism was
made so that it could be taken apart easily. First he set the standard Federation coordinates for [zar's
sun; then he removed the faceplate and set it to read asit had before, so that the dia would not show the
change. He replaced the cover, turned and went down the spird, his boots clattering on the rungs. It had
been easy, but then what kind of security would thiskind of instalation ever need? Who would think that
it might come into danger? Not much could go wrong with its smple design. A few shipswould be lost
before the beacon was repaired, but that would be enough to make his stopover worthwhile.

He reached the base of the tower and started toward the path. The sound of a snapping twig sartled
him, and he stopped. Someone was coming up thetrail. Standing perfectly ill, helistened to the gentle
footsteps; then he turned, went into the hut and peered out through the rag hanging over the window.

A figurein green came up the path, grasping atal walking stick in its hand; awide-brimmed hat hid the
facefrom view.

Gorgias stepped back from the window, redlizing that it wastoo late to avoid the encounter. Thefigure
cameinside, dripping water from the hat. The person was not very tal, but thin enough to appesar taler
from adistance.

Thegirl took off her hat in a sweeping motion, throwing dropsinto Gorgias sface. Then shesaw him
and stared back in surprise, but without feer.

She looked upward, asif thinking about the beacon. He noticed her long brown hair, tied up in abun on
the back of her head. She took a step toward him and stopped, unsure of hersdlf; then she shrugged and
sat down in the chair. Gorgias relaxed, half-sure that she had not guessed the meaning of his presence.

She said something, but he did not understand the language. Her voice was musical; he could tell that she
was making an effort to befriendly.



“Id-ddla,” shesaid, pointing to hersdlf.

Gorgias nodded, unused to standing for so long in another’ s gaze; he could dmost sense her heartbedt,
fed the warmth of her skin. If she became suspicious about the beacon, he would have to destroy it. It
was inevitable, he redlized, that the colony would become suspicious about the beacon, whether he killed
her or not, now that she had seen him.

He rushed through the door and ran down thetrail. In amoment he heard her behind him, padding
noisily on the packed dirt; he turned hishead and saw that she was gaining, stick in hand. Suddenly he
was uncertain about whether he could defend himsdf in hand-to-hand combat; he had never goneinto a
fight without weapons or the ship. His pursuer was armed with aheavy stick, and might easily crush his
skull.

Shewas Hill on the dope when he reached level woodland; he heard her voice echoing from the trees
when heran out into the clearing. The sun came out, blinding him for amoment; he sumbled forward and
stopped in the tal grass.

Heturned around and saw her standing near the edge of the clearing, watching him asif he wereawild
beast that she was hunting. She called to him, and it sounded like aquestion.

“She’ sno enemy,” hisfather’ svoice said within him.

Heturned away and sprinted for the ship.

The lock was warm around him as he staggered inside. He looked back and saw her running through the
clearing. Voices cdled to her, and he saw two figures among the trees on the mountainsde. She drew
closer as he watched, carrying her stick like aspear, rushing through the grass with the beauty of awild
animd. Shewas only curious about him and the ship.Coward, he said to himsdlf, hating his own fear.

“Closethelock,” he said, then went forward when the door had closed, trying to ignore the absurdity of
the Situation. A single, powerlessindividua had ruined hisplan.

“Lift,” hesaid ashe sat down in the control room.

In moments he was moving dowly above snow-white clouds.

The ship circled and camein over the tower.

“Dedtroy it,” hesaid.

Beams reached out and burned the structure. The wet trees began to smoke. The ship circled and came
in again. Beams reached out again, hastening the melting; the tower seemed to Sink asits metd liquified; a
rain of white-hot droplets hit the trees. Gorgias regretted the loss of his jumpship trap.

“Find thetown.”

The ship moved away from the ruined tower, widening the circle, searching.

“On the other Sde of the mountain.”

Gorgias leaned forward as the town came into view — one street with adozen buildings.



“Burnit.”

The ship camein low and touched fire to the roofs. Gorgias realized that the people would havetimeto
escapeif they were quick about it; he had no timefor hunting individua s with aship.

In afew moments he was over the clearing again. The girl and the two men stood in the grass, staring at
the smoking mountain. One of them pointed to the smoke risng from the other Sde of the mountain,
where their town was burning. The girl turned and looked up at the ship.

Then the clearing was behind him, and the ship was climbing starward. The drive cut in and the ship
dipped into gray ashes.

There was no beacon on the screen — asmall thing, but it would inconvenience hisenemies, if only the
girl had not come to the tower, he might have caused more damage.

Shewas an absurd imagein hismind, laughing a him.

VI. A Bitter Native Land

“Therewas a child went forth every day,

And thefirst object he looked upon, that object he became,

And that object became part of him for the day or acertain part of the day,

Or for many years or stretching cycles of years.”

— Walt Whitman

THE WHISPER SHIPflickered out of bridgespace — abroken line suddenly becoming continuous as
the stars of Hercules kindled around it, throwing their light into the gas and dust of the Cluster, wrapping
the myriad huddling sunsin ashimmering field. These were hot suns, these fifty thousand ornaments,
intense even in the lenses of faraway worlds.

The core of the Clugter, thirty light-years across, contained the greatest concentration of stars, giving the
gppearance of asolid mass of light, asif some cosmic craftsman were planning to create atitanic star
from the compression of suns.

It had taken dmost two hundred hours at full drive to get here; the ship had followed atwisting path
through the plane of the galaxy, turning, winking in and out of jumpspace, doubling back to check for
pursuers, findly setting adirect course for the base.

He could live out hislife among these stars and not be found. As he looked at the Cluster, something like
reverence cameinto him, asif hewerelooking at the beginning of dl things. These sarswere slent
beings, ruling the galaxy from this place above the hub. The starsbelow circled the black hole at the
gaactic core; but the Cluster seemed to ride freein the night.

The screen flickered briefly as the ship passed in and out of non-space, stitching acrossthe remaining
distance to the base.



The Cluster swallowed the ship, blotting out the galaxy.

Sowly, the ship penetrated toward the center, until the cloud that hid his destination filled the screen.
Here and there the cloud was suddenly pierced with light, the lances of the ruling gods outside, sentries
protecting the spark inside.

The screen brightened as he neared the small, white-hot sun. Gorgias leaned forward, anticipating the
sudden vigta; even asachild it had never failled to move him.

The ship passed out of obscurity and the white-hot star lay before him in a pocket of space, asmall
desert of darkness and light. Home was here, al there was of it, the warren of war which had never been
found by the Federation.

The ship dipped through the sunspace and sought the airlessworld.

Soon the barren, craggy surface took up half the screen; and alittle later the polar mountains sprawled
beneath a painted sky of star-pierced gas. The tunnel entrance gaped at Gorgias like the barrel of some
huge gun set in the mountainsde.

The ship floated insde; locks opened and closed asiit passed through to the berth chamber far below.

Gorgiaswas il asthe ship settled into itsfamiliar concrete notch. Homecoming was aways atime of
mixed fedings. Elation would be followed by asense of safety; later, he knew, afeding of entombment
would find him. Heworried a timesthat the lock mechanisms might fail, trapping him hereforever.

He got up and climbed the ladder to the verticd air lock. The hatches opened and he climbed out onto
the ship’shull, stepping from there to the concrete block which enclosed the ship’ s ovoid shape on three
Sdes.

Six berths and only one Whisper Ship. Where were the others? Somehow the question was not as
indstent asit had been during past homecomings.

Heturned and hisfootfalls echoed; he walked through the huge open door set in the cavern wall, and
marched down the long dark passage until he came to the war room; the heavy door did open and he
stepped into the brightly lit chamber.

He sat down at the table of polished metal and took a deep breath. The room till held the antiseptic
odor of thetirdlessair system.

Centuries had tumbled away and the table had not lost its mirrored luster. He looked around at the

empty chairs, imagining the Herculean strategists whaose faces had been reflected in the polished metd as
they planned and shouted at each other across the frozen, lakelike surface....

Home. All there was of it.

The base had never been found; even now it would be able to defend itsdlf if attacked — but that would
never happen; home was a place beyond reach, beyond al danger, where al hopes were stored, as
impregnable as the center of hiswill.

He reached over and touched the termina next to his chair, selecting from the historica records.



The long-dead, encyclopedic voice, familiar to him throughout hislife, uttered wordsin the dark region
abovethetable. A misty pillar of light went up from the mirrored surface.

Gorgias had always avoided the visuas of New Anatolia s destruction; hisfather had described the
event to him, but had aways been reluctant to show him what had happened; now it wastimeto see,
Gorgiasthought, to renew hisweskening will.

“These records were made with grest difficulty,” the voice said from the vault. “Where they are deficient,
smulations have been substituted, so that the past will sand againgt the inevitable liesthat will betold....”

A green world appeared, the plaything of adouble star.

“A hundred shipsfrom Earth,” the voice continued, “built for one purpose: to strike directly a New
Anatolia, to break thewill of the Empire. They came out of jumpspace with their heavy lasersand sun
mirrors. The entire surface of the planet had been divided up in advance, one sector for each group of

ghips....”
They came as if to cut grass and destroy pests, Gorgias sad to himsdf.

Snippets of battle sequences appeared. Mobile fortresses as large as planetoids lanced energy into New
Anatolia, incinerating cities, precipitating whirlwinds and earthquakes, melting theice caps....

Floodwaters crossed continents, filling valeys asif they were ditches....

“The ground was carbonized to a depth of fifty meters, the oceans began to steam; the clouds spread
across the blackened land. A billion people died. The corpses did not have timeto bleed; firestorms
swept the urban aress, disintegrating bone and tissue asif they were paper. Here and there afew
survived, coming to the surface to breathe the fine dust and dien air, shriveling up into dry sacksfilled
with brittle bones....”

From far out in space, New Anatolia s face was black. Sparks kindled and died....

“No more,” Gorgias said, seized by a sudden weary despair. The attack on New Anatoliahad drawn
Herculean forces home, into the find trap.

Thevaullt filled with light asthe library shut down.

Gorgias listened to the sublimina hum of the base around him. He looked at the glare of lightsin the
surface of thetable; helooked at hisfingertips touching their twinsin the mirror. He wondered about the
troop cylinder, imagining the small, crysta-filled casing which contained the matrix for afully armed
divison of Herculean soldiers.

Hisfaher came avakeingde him. “ Are you still dreaming of that?”

“Therewas such athing— 1’1l find it,” Gorgias answvered slently.

“A hundred cylinders would do no good — at best you could expect a division or two of hastily
trained personnel, and you could not be sure of reviving them successfully. There might be side

effects —they might all appear dead or damaged. | never saw any evidence for such a device....”

Gorgias remembered the hurt in his head when hisfather had dreamed of the home world’ s death....



The street.
Metal flowing down as the upper levels of the city melted.

The pain of people dying from the sudden heat in their lungs ... exploding as the water in their
bodies turned to steam.

Level after level collapsing, crushing ...

Crowds fleeing downward into the drain tunnels ...

A sky of red dust. Columns of energy pushing down from the armada in orbit, one column for
each city, one for each unit of land. The atmosphere was blue around the frozen bolts as they
pumped power into the screaming planet — energy drawn from the Cluster itself, from the very
suns of home.

“ Sopit!”

“Thedream?” his father asked, half asleep.

“It hurtsin my head —it's so terrible.”

“1'll wake up,” hisfather said, “ and we'll take a walk down the hill.”

He remembered the walksin thetal grass on Myraa s World, the planet of exile that he had mistaken
for home as a child. Time rushed forward to the present as he confronted hisfather:

“But | have the tripod that uses the cylinder!”

“So maybe there was one. If you find it, don’'t use those lives for combat....”

| have the tripod, Gorgias thought, and when | plug the cylinder into the pand ...

“ ... usethemto help our peoplesto increase their numbers.”

... dl the power of the ship will go into recondtituting adivison of Herculean fighting men.

He saw the army gppearing out of nowhere, sweeping the field of battle clean of al the Earthborn, and
he knew that he had to find the cylinder; it would free him from the endless cycle of siriking and running;
he would be able to challenge the enemy openly.

It'snot here, he thought. In al the years of searching the base, he should have found the cylinder.
Perhapsit had never existed. Myraaknows whereit is, he thought, unable to rid himsdlf of thelong-held
suspicion, but shewon't tell mewhereto look....

There were other things he had to do while he was here. The ship’ s cyber-intelligence could dways use
more memory units, to extend its knowledge and surrogate experience. He would also have to adopt a

few more wegpons from the arsend, so that he could teach their use when the time came.

He got up, went out through the automatic door and turned right into alighted passage. It doped gently



into the depths of the base, leveling off after aquarter kilometer.

Hewaked into alarge circular chamber. The orange globe of light was bright overhead, burning without
even the smalest flicker. The mosaic of the floor was till unbroken, each stone shiny and free of dust.

He looked around at the circle of doors; each led into aweapons room, and each room led into il
other rooms. The regress continued outward for many square kilometers. He had never beenin dl the
storage chambers; it would take many years to complete the search of al the closets and corners.

He chose adoor at random and went through asit did open. The walls of the room were covered with
shelves, each wall rising ten meters from the floor to form a hexagon drum fifty meters across.

He scanned the shelves, hoping to glimpse a protective case about ten centimeters square; the orange
star of the Empire would probably be in one corner of the cover.

The shelves contained hundreds of hand weapons, dl of the same type, each strapped to its packing
board with a generous supply of power dugslaid out on both sides of the barrel. He would never have
enough hands to use them, unless he found the cylinder, or contacted the army in the Magellanic Clouds.
If Myraa knew where the cylinder was located, he thought, then what else did she know?

He searched room after room, stooping and climbing the shelf walls. Some chambers werefilled with
nothing but personal screen units, otherswith field-ration packs; till others contained only uniforms.
Everything seemed to be duplicated into infinity. Hopeless asit seemed, he knew that the cylinder might
well be here, despite his suspicions.

“You want it handed to you,” hisfather said, “ the search istoo hard.”

“Shut up!” Gorgias shouted into himself. He knew what hisfather would say about anything lately; the
dead man’ s echo was growing tiresome.

Gorgias stopped looking and came out from the maze of rooms, picking up two boxes of memory cubes
on theway.

The side lock was open when he reached the ship. He went through to the control room and started
plugging in the additional memories. He did not know in advance what they contained, but they might
prove useful in the solution of operationa problems.

The prospect of not finding the cylinder wore away at him as he worked. It could very well turn out to
be a sentence of death, he thought, knowing that without alarge force he could not possibly win against
the Federation.

The thought startled him; he had never before considered defeat or death.

Obvioudy, the weapon had not comeinto use during the war; time had run out. If it had been
manufactured on alarge scae, then even asmal fleet of scout ships would have been able to invade one
world after another, landing secretly and deploying overwheming forcesfor swift takeovers. Theidea
quickened his pulse, flowering into hatred. He left the ship and started to search again with arenewed
will; but again without success.

They would not have hidden such an important wegpon, he thought; clearly, it was somewhere dse.



At last he went to the stasis chamber. The march down theinclined tunnel helped relieve some of his
tenson.

Thelondly orange light still shonein the chamber; the empty stasis shells till stood in acircle againgt the
wall, tilted like strange sun pods to receive the orange illumination.

Hewalked up to the shell that held hisfather’ s body and peered in. The shadowed face was unchanged,
its cave-eyes il garing into amindless eternity.....

Gorgias saw himsdf emerging again and again from the time-contracting deep.

He turned and | eft the chamber.

Back insgdethe ship he sedled al thelocks, and dept.

Myraa listened, touching his sleeping thoughts, reaching out to him across the island universe

which swam in the fragile bubble of space-time, which in turn floated in a greater sea of chaos,

and once every eighty billion years collapsed under the press of darkness, only to rekindle and
throw back the night.

“No!” his swarming thoughts cried, afraid of the black minutes at the end.

She pitied his fortress self and tried to caress his spark of awareness, but it was useless; he would

have to come by himself; he could not be drawn sooner. She withdrew, leaving himto his
ghosts....

Treason and fear.
He saw the girl who had glanced up at himin the auditorium on Wolfe IV.

Her face became Myraa’s, and she was singing a beautiful song; at any moment she would stop
and cry out to expose him.

He longed for her embrace.
She whispered in hisear as he held her, but the words were unclear, windlike and fearful....

She became small and soft in his arms, completely open, shaking sightly as he broke her in
two....

Her eyes were black cavities....

Five Whisper Ships sat in the previously empty berths, each vessel fully manned and equipped
with troop cylinders....

Hewoke up in a sweat, got up and went out to stand on the concrete.

He listened, trying to forget the snakelike hiss of Myraa svoice. The ancient lightsin the bay chamber

continued without aflicker. Invisible beings moved through the vast honeycomb of the base. The air was
damp.



Heimagined adin-filled basein the midst of war. Furious shouting from the war room. Wegpons being
brought up from the stores as ships came in and out of the bays ...

How he wished that he might have lived then, when each moment of life had been charged with meaning
and resolve, and the future lay open to courageous choices.

“But we lost,” hisfather whispered. “How do you explain that?’

Suddenly theinertia of the deserted base threatened to quiet hiswill. Somewhere below, he knew, were
luxury quarters, where he might live out alifetime in comfort, the dave of awaking dream.

He turned, walked back into the ship and went forward into the control room. The screen came on as
the ship readied itsdlf for hiscommand.

“Myraa sWorld,” he said.
VII. Endsand Means

“ “What can | do to savethem!” Danko thundered. Suddenly he tore open his breast, took out his heart
and held it high over hishead.”

— Gorky

“WE'VE GOT TO CATCH HIM,” Poincaré said from the screen. “They’ |l replace meif thisgoeson
much longer. Some of the oldest groups have taken this up personally — the Herculean has touched their
pride” Helowered hisvoice. “ Submit anew report. Makeit optimigtic. | likemy lifeasitis, Raf.”

“We redoing quite abit,” Kurbi said.

“It does't show.”

“WEe' reready to leave for MyraasWorld. I'll beam areport in aday or two while we' rein passage.”

“Fine. Havethe officids on Wolfe IV given you any more trouble?’

“The mayor of New Bosporus called me up and gave me alecture on how Wolfeis entitled to
protection from renegades. He made it clear that he didn’t care about some two-bit composer imported
by enthusiasts, but that he would not tolerate the ruin of his career. Then he went onto read me alist of
his accomplishments until | cut him off.”

“That’snot likeyou.”

“I"'mtired, and I’ ve been getting the fedling that dl thiswon't mean much to me after awhile. Maybel
can get it over with before that happens.”

“What?”’

“Oh, don’t worry.” Suddenly he regretted voicing hisfedlingsto Julian. “1I’ll do thejob aslong asyou're
part of the Herculean Commission.”

Poincaré smiled. “I know what you mean.” He paused. “Maybe Gorgias will follow those Herculeans



who were supposed to have escaped into the Magellanic Clouds. | persondly don't careif they start
another empire out there, and | don’t believe we could ever find it, even if it grew to cover athousand
systems. Good luck to them — they deserveto beleft alone.”

“Herculeansare fill human,” Kurbi said, “and human beings have dways had awretched curiogty about
their own kind, aswell asatendency to treat old conflicts asif they had happened yesterday. They'l|
come looking for us one day, unlesswe find them first. Y ou’ ve seen thiskind of account-keeping in the
pride of the old immortason Earth.”

“I canthink of afew of them I’d never liketo seeagain,” Poincaré said. “ They cling to life, Raf, and
they’ re no wiser for their centuries of life. They’ re amazed that the Herculean can risk so much &t his

@,”

“We vefailed to open up the human mind as much aswe' ve extended life,” Kurbi said. “Y ou can't have
indefinite life without increasing the mind' s potentid for knowledge and credivity ...”

“Y ou think the Herculeans might have done something aong these lines? It certainly doesn’t show in
Gorgias”

“Maybe there' s something in the cult on Myraa sWorld.”

“Don't let that take you in— it’ sjust another form of stoicism, retreat from abad war.”

“You're probably right,” Kurbi said. “It'sjust that | ook at humankind' slast twenty-five centuriesand |
See no genuine advances beyond an increase in living Space— no integration of the sciences, only smdll
technica advances, mostly arefinement of deviceswe ve had for amillennium. No commanding art
formsto mention. We' ve got an awvesome syncretism of styles— the greatest war ever waged is our
greatest origindity. We reamuseum display of every period from Earth’ s history, existing on one
Federation world or another. How | wish we' d run into another starflung species as powerful aswe are,
s0 that they would take us down afew pegs, make us see ourselves from outside.”

“But we had the Herculeans.”

“An accident resulting from the opening up of the galaxy to our stardrives, and they were no better than
us, Carthage to our Rome.”

“But you' re not sure that something in their culture might have been ... different?’

“Yes. I'm sorry, Julian — you' ve had it with me, haven't you?’

“Youmakeit al sound very interesting,” Poincaré said. He was silent for afew moments. “Y ou know, |
think | do know how to make dl thislook better. Stay where you are— don’'t leave Wolfe' s sunspace.
I’m coming out thereto join you.”

“You'll beddaying me”

“What' safew days, afew weeks, after dl thetimeyou’ ve put into this? I’ [l bring another ship, abig
one, and that will get everyone here excited. Naturdly, | won't say what it' sfor. Besides, Myraa's
World is supposed to be lovely.”

“It won't be any vacation if weruninto Gorgias.”



“Doyou redly think we might?’

“Maybe — we ve been around along time, waiting for amistake on his part. He sduefor one. There's
something that brings him to Myraa s World, despite the danger. The surest way isto get there ahead of
him, settle down and wait for aslong asit takes. We ve never tried it.”

“Wait for me, Raf,” Julian said and broke the connection.

If the war had ruined us, Kurbi thought, to the point where the Federation and the Herculean Empire had
falen gpart into isolated worlds, then each world would have had a chance to go its own way, to grow
and divergefor aslong astheinterstelar quarantine lasted. Some would view such atime asadark age,
but in fact it would have been arebarbarization of history, atime of renewd, giving the antagoniststimeto
digest each other’ sinfluences, undisturbed.

The Federation was till in need of such afertilizing fragmentation.

Enemies need each other, he thought, exasperated by the idea s perverse necessity. A darkness without
hope of dawn pressed in around him. Thewar seemed to be till raging nearby; the gestures of hate were
gtill being made somewhere near the edge of hisvision; if he turned his head fast enough, he would
glimpsetitanic formslocked in combat, huge limbs embracing above burning worlds, dying throats
gasping for air in countlessinfernos....

Captain Milut came into the control room and sat down.

“We rewaiting here until Poincaré arrives with another ship,” Kurbi said.

Milut nodded. A very reclusive officer, Kurbi thought, very careful about what was coming to him from
the Service.

“Where are you from, Cgptain?’

“New Mars. | left long before the disagter, but ...”

“But what?” Kurbi asked in surprise.

“It did not deserve what he did to it, even though | hated the place....”
“What about your family?’

“The Federation gave me away out.”

“All your relatives were on New Mars when it happened?’

“They dl died by drowning.”

“Did you ask to be assigned to my command?’

Milut shrugged. “Luck of the draw.”

“Arethere any others here from New Mars?’



“A few, | think.” Heturned and looked at Kurbi with pae blue eyes. “ Count me out of your suspicions,
Commander. | can't spesk for others, but | livein the present. My retirement and reuvenation is coming
up soon, a which time I’ ll change my identity and live as| please.”

“What do you plan on doing?’

“I don't think it would interest you. Personally, | don’'t care what happensto the Herculean.” Milut
turned and faced the screen. 1 would appreciateit, ir, if we kept thingson an officia basis”

“Asyou wish, Captain.”

“Onething, Commander. | don’t think that your crew’ s animosity toward the Herculean will help you
much. It might be ahandicap.”

“I'm aware of that.”

Suddenly Kurbi wondered whether Julian had been entirely honest with him. Was he coming out
because he was afraid that his friend might fall apart under pressure? Or had Poincaré sensed success
and wanted to be around for ashare of the glory?

“Youmay go, Captain,” Kurbi said, “I’ll take thiswatch myself.” Milut nodded and |eft the room.

Julian’ strivia wit would be awelcome change.

Kurbi closed hiseyes and tried to deep.l’ ma fool , he thought,to have chased Grazia when she didn’t
want me.l wouldn’t be hereif she had not died.It would have been different if | had let life come
to me,instead of chasing it....

But then, things might always have been different.

He got up and paced the control room. He stopped and turned on the screen to find Earth among the
gars. A map grid appeared, pinpointing the star at a distance of fifteen light-years. Why did Julian need a
week to get here? What kind of ship was he requisitioning, anyway?

Kurbi sat down, and thistime he dept.

VIII. Myraa sWorld

“I will do such things—

What they are yet | know not — but they shall be

Theterror of the earth.”

— King Lear

“ ... thesoulsthat were

Sanintheold time, having found her fair;



Who, deeping with her lips upon their eyes,
Heard sudden serpents hiss across her hair.”
— Swinburne Laus Veneris

HE SAW MYRAA and himself suspended in a clear liquid, she floating on her back below him,
limbs open and long hair flowing, he a perfectly muscled body, sinewy fibers wrapped around his
skeleton.

He pushed down to her, grasped her head with both hands and kissed her as she embraced him.
Rings of water moved away from the intertwined bodies; the liquid plenum filled with light.

The outsider’ s view persisted. He held a water-filled globe in his hand, examining it against a sky
of white light, watching the figures turning slowly inside. He opened his hand, watched the globe
roll, fall and shatter at hisfeet....

The laser cut through the bodies on the ground. Hands thrust forward from a dozen torsos. His
own mouth was in the dirt; he felt the beam touch hisinsides and pass through to warm the
ground under his belly.

Blink.

Drown, sink down, lance out as light into the sea mud, surface into a vise of pain....

His eyes refused to roll down frominside his head.

He groped with a hundred hands into the white space, straining to glimpse something dark. His
eyes were made of polished marble; nerves brushed gently against their stone surfaces, ivory
wires trying to pick up something to send backstage.

Blink.

Inability became a fearful massin his stomach. He closed his eyelids, covering the white space
with red capillaries. Fear became a messenger, linking the strands of his consciousness,
preserving the matrix of hisindividuality, the lightning pattern of his nervous system, entombed

within hisflesh....

The Whisper Ship blinked into normal space and rushed into the Earth like a toy dart, blossoming
into a flash —leaving him without flesh, a pattern of naked energy....

He sank, passing through soil and granite into Earth’s magma-war mth, where the heat nourished
his new form. He shrugged, shifting the Earth’s crust around him, and he knew that he had filled
the planet with himself. There was a thin whisper of atmosphere at his outer edge; he felt the tidal
bulge moving, passing....

Pulse.

Hetried to wake up.

Blink.



The cold came as he drained the planet of energy and was left with the light of sun and starsto
feed his hunger....

Blink.

He knew vaguely that his body was thrashing around in the cubicle, unable to break out of deep deep;
the attack would have to run its course. The waking state seemed an undesirable lesser ate....

He pulsed the field of Earth with a whisper of hiswill, moving the planet, wrinkling its skin —

—and rolled it into the sun’s gravity well. Earth boiled and vaporized on the way. He shed it
completely as he was borne into the star’s center.

Hefilled it, but the star’ s power did not drain.

He remembered existing in aship, living only haf-awake, hating the Earth....
Spinningspinningspinning ...

Sop.

The enemy Earth turningturningturning ...

Dead stop.

Billions hurled into the sky, across continents; structures knocked flat; the atmosphere seething
with storms; and the sun had received the shards....

He breathed in gales of hot plasma.

The sun flickered, interrupting eons of streaming. In a moment the star would not be enough.

Angrily he drew himself into a concentrated mass, shaping it —

—into a leaping shout of energy, a spark bridging the everblack to another star, abandoning the
sun of hisfather’s enemies asit collapsed into a dark, pitiable thing glowing on the edge of red
and black, dying....

Srius.

Time of passage had been zero. He would be able to reach any point in the universe instantly,
without experiencing the pressure of time. He bathed in the star’ s energy, assimilating the
rhythms of its structure....

He reached out and probed its orbital material.

There was no one like him here....

He passed through the floor of his dream into a deadening deep. Far away, the quiet, rational centers of
his brain were grateful that the tide of megalomania had ebbed; the swirling power fantasy was frozen for



amoment.

A double-pronged, misshapen finger of lightning joined the ground to the livid green sky. The sky
darkened; a giant moon cast its indifferent white light through a break in the clouds and was
swiftly hidden by the woolly masses, the roiling shoulders of protean night travelers moving
toward the dawn. The sun crouched below the world, a fiery demon ready to lash out with a
scorching tongue, but held back by the storm. The rain started as a whisper in the silence and fell
in arush of crystalline droplets which still held starlight in their structures. The thick, rich earth,
loosened by the thunder, inhaled the flood; worms came to the surface and were washed pink....

The starship lay like a rotting peach on the muddy plain. Rusty water ran from the hull, flowing
into a deep gully cut in the red mud. The lights were bright in the open air lock; the night sky was
overcast.

Gorgias watched himself walk up the gully and into the ship. Inside, in the main muster room, his
father sat in a one-foot deep reptile tank. He wore a huge horned mask and large gloves. The
creaturesin the tank with himwere in a panic. They writhed and leaped, leechlike worms, lizards,
snakes and things with a hundred legs. His father grasped a snake by its head with his huge
gloved hand, held it until its fangs dripped venom, then brought it up to the back of the man next
in line to the tank, and forced the creature to bite him. When it was his turn, Gorgias stepped
forward....

A hammer blow struck stone, waking him back into the upper space of his dream.
Srius dimmed, faltered.

He reached out to another star. There he drew a binary companion into the larger furnace,
feeding on the massed energy. The star flared, gobbling up its children.

The center, the galactic hearth, drew him now. He went whispering between the stars, strong
enough now to feed on the interstellar medium, breathing the galaxy’' s atmosphere. He went like a
beggar toward the locus of endless power, knocking over garbage cans, devouring meager scraps
and the smallest sparks of life on the way.

He hurried, absorbing bright stars, making theminto himself. He was rushing upward through
the floors of a huge iron building, past rusty girders and rotting wood, trap doors opening before
him....

He grasped a hundred starsin his net, a thousand, a million, as his frontier flashed outward to
the edge of the galaxy. The wheel of suns became his skin as hefilled it up.

The galaxy breathed with hiswill.
Were there otherslike him?

Fears crept into him as he looked out into the intergalactic dark, to the small lights beyond, and
felt the hopeless cold pressing in around him.

Hetried to expand into the infinite emptiness and fell back.

He began to throb, quickening the pulses as he pulled all available material into his center,



flaring the globular clusters as they spiraled inward.

Pulse, breathe, pulse, breathe ...

The starstorm spun faster and began to move, streaming suns in its wake.

In a moment of eternity he was fleeing in a monstrous red-shifted rush toward his new prey....

He thrust hisfist into the sky, and his grasping fingers broke through the cardboard into a white
room with white walls and perfect corners....

The universe collapsed into a throbbing massinside his head.

He opened his eyes and listened to the pulsein hishead. The gray of deep quarterswas a
disappointment after the colors of his dream. He closed his eyes and saw the dream-mass, the glow of a
collapsad universe readying to expand; his consciousness was athin film on the edge.

He opened his eyes; the vison was gone. In amoment he was haf adeep, afloat in adarknessteeming
with run-on thoughts giving birth to dreams; images turned back on themsdlves, furious fearsforced him
to remember....

Ratlike creatures scurried out of the drains as the rain came down and the water started to runin
the huge pipes. Mists passed across the thousand-foot towers of the ancient city; wind rushed
whistling through a million breaches, whooshing and shrieking until it became a howl. The
raindrops became swollen as the storm reached its full force; wind and water became hammer
blows, echoing in the canyons of stone, metal and plastic. Ancient girders creaked but did not fall,
as if waiting for an appointed time. The drains gushed a wet foamy mass, washing out dirt and the
corpses of creatures not swift enough to have escaped.

Gorgias sood next to hisfather in the damp maintenance storeroom beneath the first level of the city.
The planet had never recovered from the war, and the Federation had abandoned it. The forests had
come back to embrace the burnt-out cities, and the moist earth was beginning to cover everything inits
corrosvegrip.

The derelict planet made a good temporary hiding place for the Whisper Ship. The Federation’ sfrontier
was dotted with such worlds. In the mornings he would go out from the bowels of the city to the
countryside, wherethe tall treeswere thick with vines and the grassy clearings were carpeted with yellow
flowers....

One morning hisfather had shot three human scavengersin the street near the old center of
governmert....

Theflapping sound of asharp-taloned bird came up from somewhere behind him; claws dug into his
neck and aragged beak drank blood from histhroat, leaving him to sink into amerciful darkness....

The black and gray enigmas of jumpspace faded, revealing an orange-yellow star. Here, at the Galactic
Rim, the suns were sparse; only the Magellanic Clouds stood out against the intergal actic black.

The water planet sparkled as the ship entered the atmosphere. Halfway around the northern hemisphere,
the vessdl found the single landmass and dropped in over the eastern continental shelf. The rocky coast
came up and fell behind; Gorgias saw rolling green country ahead. The ship turned north, following a



course for Myrad s house.

Gorgias sat back and waited, fegling peaceful, asif the past had suddenly died within him, taking with it
the weariness that had plagued him.

Ashelooked acrossthe grassy hills, the house came into view, alongly structure dominating its hill,
attended by six elegant trees. The familiar circular design seemed different. The trees, he redized, were

taller and thicker, the branches heavier with curving green needles; the red cones were now a deeper red
and the grass came up closer to the panoramic windows.

The ship circled once; helooked for signs of danger and for human figures. The sun flashed inthe
windows. The ship circled again and set down on the bottom of the hill in back of the house.

He came out through the side lock and climbed the hill. The sun was over the house when he looked up,
but the house soon eclipsed it as he neared the hilltop.

He paused before the back entrance. A familiar southern breeze cooled hisface. Would Myraa greet
him as before? What had it been like for her during these last decades? Were the other Herculeans il
with her? He was a stranger who had stolen across time, from past to future; he would be the same, but

those at home would be changed. Home? He struggled with the idea. Home was any placein the galaxy
where others of hiskind till lived.

He stepped forward and the automatic door did opento let himin.

“You weretaking in your deep last night,” Myraasaid.

“What about?’” He wondered if she had dared to listen to his thoughts.

“Something about the edge of time....”

Heturned over. The orange sun was aball of hot iron rising in the east window. The sky was a deeper
blue than he had ever seen here. He turned his head and looked at her. The morning light reddened her
tanned skin. He looked into her eyes and smiled.

“What elsedid | say?’

She closed her eyes and her body shuddered for amoment. “ They’ re coming here again,” she said.

“They'renot surel’m here,” he answered. “Y ou can’t frighten meinto leaving. They’ ve come before,
andfaled.”

Heturned on his sde to face her, and ran his hand on her hip. Her brown hair was al over the bed,
longer than it had ever been. “I haveloved you, Myraa.”

Shewas slent, looking up through the skylight.
“They want the ship,” he said.

“If you perish too far away fromme,” shesaid, “1 will not be able to save you. All that isyou will
disperse. Y ou would risk that for the ship?’ She moved away from him, like asnake rearing to strike.

“Gorgias, think!”



Helooked at her carefully, trying to imagine the truth of her claims— that she contained within hersdlf
many persondities, among them his grandmother, his brother and his mother, aswell asadien minds once
native to thisworld. He searched her face, trying to recover the young girl he had known long ago. He
gl loved her, he redized, because there were few others of hiskind left to love; but he could not bring
himself to accept her illusonsand way of life.

Myraa continued to believe that there were two kinds of survivorsfrom the war — those with
multiple-fused persondities, like hersdlf, and those solitaries who had failed to turn inward. His brother
had made the transfer moments before his death a the hands of ahunting party. They had crushed his
head with arock and left him to rot in the tall, dew-covered grass near the house. Gorgias had never
known his grandmother. She had been amedical officer on one of the larger warships. The dien, Myraa
claimed, had been the last of hiskind. He had brought the knowledge of symbiossto the surviving
Herculeans when they had arrived on this planet; in exchange, they would aways keep him with them,
Myraasaid.

Gorgias lay back and closed his eyes, trying to imagine what it had been like to arrive here four hundred
years ago. The war was lost as hundreds of half-wrecked, poorly shielded ships burned the land with
their last bursts of power, leaving aydlow desert where they now decayed. The survivors of that grim
landfal had marched away to find shelter from their pursuers. Most of the Herculeans died from lingering
injuries, others quarreled and fought each other; the rest were hunted down for sport by bounty hunters
from various colonia worlds. These raids continued for many years after thewar’ send, for aslong asthe
prey struggled and fought back, until the survivors grew tired and refused to run and hide.

In those days, Myraa claimed, she had been arescuer, a collector of souls. She sounded very believable
when describing the numbers she had saved. Heimagined avast prison within her mind, whereillusory
persondities cried out to each other.

There could be nothing for him in her grand delusion; even the Earthborn knew that she was harmless,
and left her small group aone.

She got up and stood looking out the window, her naked body obscuring the sun. Her hair appeared
lighter now, her skin smoother. She stretched and turned, bathing herself in the warming glow.

“Evenif persondity fusonwerered,” hesad, “I would not want it.”
Sheturned and looked at him. *'Y ou would have to accept of your own free will.”
“But it would be aturning away from the world, from everything.”

“Thisworld that you see, with dl its suns and galaxies, isonly the surface of a deeper ocean. Y ou would
gtill be able to come to the surface, but it would not be everything.”

Clouds moved into view behind her. Her face was suddenly amask, hiding amadwoman. “1 cannot
awaysjudge distance,” shesad, “but | can fed the hunterscoming!” He saw her hesitate, asif hiding
something. “You ... could stand and fight.”

She wants me to die, hethought.

“I'will,” he said softly, horrified by the extent of her delusion, “when | find theweapon | camefor. You
know whereitis— tell me!” If sheredly wanted him to die, shewould tell him with the hope that it



would put him in danger. Hewould live on asamemory in her mind, while sheimagined that she had
saved him.

“Wehid it in the flagship after the Earthborn stripped the fleet.”
He sat up. “Where?’

“First deck, third hold.”

He got up from the bed and dipped into hisuniform.

“Hurry!”

Her insanity saddened him; he wanted to hold her, protect her. Theimpulse surprised him, making him
fed week, asif hisfather’ sfailure was seeping into him, sapping hiswill.

He went out from the bedroom to the back door; it did open and he stepped out. The ship lay at the
bottom of the hill. Ashe looked at the polished hull, he fet arenewed admiration for the ancient builders.
He still knew very little about how the ship worked, except that its power source was not contained
ingde, and that nothing he had ever encountered could cut off itsflow. The ship was faster than even the
newest Federation vessals, and carried enough weaponry to equip asmall force; itsfood synthesizers
could turn amost any kind of raw materid into edibles. Evenif it were captured, opening it would be
impossible. If he died, the ship would destroy itself with enough force to vaporize a planet; he would,
however, have to be close enough for the ship’ sintelligencesto pick up any violent interruption of his
personality imprint. He would never be separated from the Whisper Ship; if hedied, it would die with
him.

Myraa came through the door and stood next to him.

“They'revery near — can't you fed them?’

He stood perfectly Hill, listening. Therewas arushing in his head, incoherent whispers mocking him.
Somewhere, he knew, the hunters were hunched over their instruments, hating him. He had a sudden
vision of them standing around his body, burning it into ashes with their weapons, the wind saized the

ashesand blew them away .. ..

“You'renot immortd,” shesaid, “only long-lived. Y ou hate them, but one day you might need their
servicesto renew your body.”

“What | need I'll take,” he said, puzzled by her comment. He looked at her for amoment, then turned
away and went down the hill to the ship.

Myraawent back inside and lay down on the bed. The ship appeared in the skylight and disappeared.
She closed her eyes for amoment, then opened them. Turning her head, she saw acloud obscure the
rising sun; light drained from the land as the cloud' s shadow swept toward the house....

The hunterswere closer.

IX. Graveyard of Titans

“Ther blood runsround theroots of timelikerain;



She cagts them forth and gathers them again;
With nerve and bone she weaves and multiplies
Exceeding pleasure out of pain.”

— Swinburne, Laus Veneris

AS THE WHISPER SHIP flashed westward toward the mountains, Gorgias watched the screen for
sgnsof hunters. His scanners could penetrate a planet to reveal gpproaching vessalsin norma space, but
there was no way to predict a sudden appearance from bridgespace. If Myraawasright, he might only
have timeto retrieve the cylinder and run; he could not be sure of returning here safely in the near future.

He pictured the pursuit. A large ship would come up behind him in jumpspace, open itsfid d-effect
basket and swallow the Whisper Ship. Of course, the hunters would need an even start to have a chance
of catching him, but that could happen if they surprised him.

Hisfacid musclestightened; fear congtricted his ssomach. He stared into the screen, trying to decide
whether to leave the system at once or go after the cylinder. There was no visible sign of danger yet. He
was S0 closethistime. Myraawas only trying to frighten him. Once he had the cylinder, it would not
matter if he ever came back here again.

He saw the snow-covered peaks that divided the continent. The ship went over, up into thunderheads,
out into blue sky; he saw grasdand again asthe vessdl dropped lower.

The ship sped forward, pulling the horizon into the screen. At any moment, it seemed, a sudden surge
would carry him over the planet’ s edge.

He saw thefirst of the spires— tall starships still pointing starward. Chained to the planet, they seemed
goicin defedt.

The ship dowed and camein low asit crossed into the desert. Four hundred years later, the land was
still dead here, asickly yelow splashed across the green plain. Only near the edges was there any sign of
typical desert life. Those last intermittent bursts of lift from the emergency landfal engines of dying
warships had assured that nothing would grow here for along time to come.

The Whisper Ship eased forward between the huge vessals, hovering only afew meters above the sand.
“Discarded toys,” hisfather would have said.

Anamy had died here, itswill broken by the sight of enemy energiestearing at the home planet, bodies
dowly sckening from alack of provisions and medica supplies.

The great ships were dipping into the sand. Drifts had accumulated in the open locks, adry sealapping
dowly a the sinking vesselson its surface.

The enemy had sent no help to the dying, only killersnot yet full of killing. When their interest had died,
the survivors had been |ft to perish.

Twenty square klicks of desert, wind blown into sterile dunes, exposing here and there the rocky bones
of the planet. The greatest concentration of shipswastoward the center, around the flagship. Theillness



had worked itsway outward from there, until the life of the planet had stopped it.

In one of these two hundred hulks, the troop cylinder held aspark of life, of power, an army from home,
waiting to be summoned.

The Whisper Ship drifted through the maze, searching for the center. Findly, he saw the two largest
vessels. The ship camein between them and settled on the sand.

The sun was blindingly bright when Gorgias came out through the sde lock. The air was hot in hislungs.
The shipstowered for two hundred meters on each side of the silvery insect on the sand. So large, he
thought, yet not as powerful asthe Whisper Ship.

The sand was gritty under his boots. He looked around and saw chunks of carbon and fused glass. The
sand-glass was multicolored, ranging from deep green and purpleto crystal-clear, imprisoning small
images of Myraa ssun.

He could not see between the ships to the desert; between any two hulks he saw only another, between
two others till another.

He looked up. The tops of the shipswere lost in the glare of approaching noon. He began to walk,
hoping that the taller of the two shipswould be the flagship. His feet sank in the sand, and he had to step
high to keep going. He began to swest. The air smelled of ozone. He stopped and squinted. His boot
touched a piece of fused glass. He bent down and picked it up. Bluetint, clear: trapped inddewas a
large, centipeddike creature with asmall beetle ill inits pincers. He let the long-dead scene drop from
his hand and continued toward the ship.

He stopped and looked up at the brown-red spire, noting that it was aimost perfectly erect. For a
moment hefdt that it might fly again. Itsengineswould roar suddenly and hurl it into the clear blue sky.

He walked up to the ladder and began to climb. It was along way up to the first lock; the rungs were
hot and the hull radiated awithering heat. Swest ran into his eyes, and he stopped to wipe hisface with
hisdeeve.

These ships were nothing more than giant lifeboats with afew armaments, he thought as he resumed the
climb. A jumpspace drive attached to a hull; no gravitics, only atomic-reaction enginesfor landfal. The
ships had been built in desperation.

He reached the open lock and climbed inside. It was cooler in the darkness. His eyes adjusted and he
peered through the open inner lock. Winding stairs led upward to what were probably troop quartersin
the midsection.

He looked back to the ovd of the outer lock, where light spilled in from the furnace of the desert. He
turned away, went insde and climbed the Stairs, his footsteps echoing, disturbing the dust.

Helooked up and saw daylight. When he reached the deck, he saw the massive hole in the hull.

Thelarge doors to the hold compartments were open. He entered the first hold. It was empty, except
for torn boxes and afew old crates.

The second hold wasfilled with bones, human and animal. He came out quickly and entered the third
hold.



It was empty.

Gorgias paused, wondering if Myraa had lied to him. He crossed to the far wall and started a careful
circuit of the hold, running his hands across the metd surface.

Suddenly his hand pushed into an open areain the wall and he dipped, hitting his forehead.

Perhaps Myraa had not lied. Someone had opened this compartment and left it open. It'snot here, he
thought; someone found it along time ago, when the ships were being stripped. It would have been a
meaningless object to anyone not familiar withit. A crystdline rod with ameta casing, an ornamentina
smdl box.

Hefdt around inside with both hands. Maybe the scavengers had missed it. It was possible that the box
had been hidden long after the vessel had been stripped. His hands felt nothing but dust and bits of
debris.

Leaning forward, Gorgias strained to reach the back wall of the compartment. He stopped and pulled
his hand out, redlizing that he would have to crawl insde to make sure that there was nothing in the back.

Helifted himsdf in and crawled forward. Something scurried across hisright hand. He looked down,
looking for an insect of somekind. Then hefdt afegble pinprick in hisleft hand. Theinsect was biting
him. There was no way to tell if the creature was poisonous. Gorgias pulled his hand back and brushed
the thing away with hisright hand. The insect seemed large suddenly. He heard asound asit fled.

His thumb ached as he reached the end of the dusty chamber and felt around with both hands. He
peered around in the gloom. A flat shape of somekind lay at his left. Reaching out, he grasped one
corner of the box and pulled. The container seemed light as he picked it up. It might be empty.

Sowly, he backed out of the storage space, pulling the flat container after him. He felt something crawl
across the backs of hislegs. He kicked and scrambled over the edge, landing on hisfest.

Helooked at histhumb. There was ared mark on the skin, nothing more.

He reached again into the compartment and pulled out the box, holding it by the bottom with his|eft
hand. He pulled at the top, but it would not open.

Holding the box with both hands, he went to the stairs and started down. The meta cresked. Something
in the structure was loose. He hurried. The spira groaned when he reached bottom.

He went to the open lock, climbed out on the rungs with the box in hisleft hand and started to descend
with hisfree hand diding down the righthand side of the ladder, supporting hisweight.

The descent was dow and painful; the metal chafed and burned his palm. He grew dizzy from the hest.
Swegt ran into his eyes, but he could not wipeit away. Hisuniform felt asif it were floating on athin layer
of perspiration. He jJumped the last two rungs and the box fell from his hand.

Helay in the sand, watching it. A depresson formed around it. The sand was running away into aspace
somewhere below.

Gorgias lunged for the box and seized it with both hands. Crawling back, he watched the vortex deepen



and stop.

The sun’s position shifted, giving him a patch of shade from one of the ships. Gorgias sat up and
examined the box. It was entirely black, except for the faded orange star of the Empirein thetop
righthand corner; athin white line marked thelid. He pulled at it from two Sdes. It came up, and he saw
the cylinder.

As he looked at the bright metal casing, he redlized thet at last he had the means to fight the hunters
directly.

He looked closer; the casing was black near the top, and the orange star was bright on it. Taking the
cylinder in his hand, he examined the terminals at the bottom, where it would plug into the tripod’ s power
feed.

Hetook a deep breath. The cylinder had waited, safe adl these years, until the time when he would need
it most. He was the Empire now, armed with its greatest wegpon. All surviving Herculeanswould haveto
recognize him astheir leader. He looked up &t the ships around him, dreaming of atime when better
vessdls than these would move to his command. He looked at the Whisper Ship, imagining ahundred like
it emerging from hidden basesin the Cludter.

Hefet the hot sands through his uniform, and remembered Myraa s warning about the hunters. He put
the cylinder carefully into its box, closed the lid and got up. The orange sun wasjust past noon. He
hurried back to the Whisper Ship.

X. Lesser Magdlanic

“... thereisonething whichisterrible, and that is that everyone has his own good reasons.”

— Jean Renoir

THE SHIP CIRCLED the planet. Gorgias watched the screen, but there was till no sign of hunters.

“Back to the house,” he ordered.

The Whisper Ship dropped into the planet’ s ocean of air.

Clouds enveloped the vessdl asit neared the surface, breaking suddenly to revea the house below.
Myraa stood between the trees. Her magnified image seemed to be looking directly at him. Gorgiasfelt

her presence near the edges of hismind, circling but not daring to probe.

The ship camein low and drifted to alanding behind the house. Gorgias came out and made hisway up
the hill. The door opened and he went through the halway into the main room.

Myraa stood in the center, her unclad body aglow in the afternoon sunlight.
He came up close and looked into her eyes.
“They're much nearer,” shesad.

“When?' he demanded.



“I can’t judge distance. Soon.”

“It won't do them any good.” He looked up through the skylight at the clear blue sky, then out through
the west window. Wind waved thetall grass.What is she planning? he asked himsdif.

“Congder that you may be putting mein danger,” she said.

“Y ou' ve taken good care of yoursdlf so far,” he answered without looking at her.

There was an awkward silence.

“| found the cylinder,” he said as he turned to look at her again.

Her face seemed strange. “It’ sonly atactica wegpon,” she said. “If you don't win immediately, you'll
have to supply and cover your force asit retreats. Where will you retreat to? Y ou’ ve never commanded
aforce”

It might have been hisfather speaking.

“What can they use against me here? They have no reason to suspect ...”

Shelooked a him with icy atention. Her gaze was impenetrable, immune to intimidation.

“Comewithme,” shesaid calmly.

Sheturned away from him. He looked at the curve of her back, the strong musclesin her stocky thighs.

A portion of thefloor did openin front of her, revealing astairway.

Myraadisappeared into the hill. The lights came on below. He followed. She was aready adistant
figure, far below.

Gorgiasreached bottom and saw along, dimly lit hallway. Myraawas a silhouette standing in the
archway at the end, waiting for him.

She dipped from sight as he sarted toward her.

He came out into alarge circular room and looked around. Parts of the granitewall and ceiling were
stained where moisture had seeped in from the hill.

There was asilver plate on the floor. The polished surface rested on a platform of concrete. Gorgias
stepped forward and |ooked into the mirrored surface.

Myraa simage joined him as she came up behind him. He took a deep breath of the damp air and
turned to face her.

“It cantakeyou,” she said, “to the Lesser Magellanic Cloud and back, but only once. They left thislink
ontheir way out. Go and see what' s left of them.”

The survivors! It wasthe only thing in his mind as he stepped onto the plate. They were aredlity, not
just alegend.



“Have you been there?’ he asked.

“I have no need.”

“Then you don’'t know anything! They might bedive.”

“Y ou must return quickly, before al the power isgone.”

He heard her warning, but she was far away, unimportant. Who was she to give him orders? He thought
of the distance that he would traverse: aquarter of amillion light-years. Thistoo was accomplished by his

people. What ese might there befor himto find?

Myraa backed away from him. He saw the control pandl on the wall. She reached back and pressed her
pam againg asmal green square—

— darkness pushed in around him, asolid blackness threatening to crush him —

— the glence was along shrill note, the sound of something greeat dying between the stars—
— Myraahad cast him into an oblivion from which he could never return —

— the gtarry lens of the Milky Way wasrising, cut in haf by amountainous horizon.

He stood in arocky grotto. Below him lay abarren plain, strewn with rocks. The dry, dien night was
gill.

He searched the sky. The planet was probably near the edge of the cloud. He might see the Magellanic
garstoward morning, if there was any rotation.

Helooked down into the plate and saw hisfaintly lit face floating in an abyss of sars.

He stepped off the receiver, wondering how long it had taken to establish it here by travel through
conventiona jumpspace.

He walked down the rough hillside to the plain, where he stopped and |ooked back. The mountain was
adark mass againg the intergaactic sky, itslower regions shrouded in shadow, hiding the mirror-eye
whose nerve ends reached across space to the edge of the galaxy in the sky. Where ese did the link
leed?

Heturned away and searched the horizon. There was something directly ahead, a structure of some
kind. He started walking toward it.

After afew minutes he saw that it was aship, ahuge wreck lying on its side like the carcass of some
huge sea creature that had been stranded at the bottom of adry sea

Ashe came closer, the derelict seemed to rise out of the darkness toward the bright stars of the galaxy
behind it. Natura conditions had not disfigured the vessdl, he redlized; it had been stripped. Dozens of
holes had been torn in the hull, afew so large that he could see through them and acrossthe stony plain.

He saw the first Skeletonslying near the nose of the ship, jaws open in afrozen grimace.



He circled the leviathan and came upon a bone-strewn area— thousands of skeletonsreclining on the
bare rock — asif one day they had dl lain down to rest and rotted away. The boneswere very whitein
the starlight, protruding through the torn elbows and knees of dusty uniforms, hands and skullsawhite
sprinkle on the dark rock.

All have gone but me, he thought, realizing why Myraa had sent him here. There is no one | eft.

He pictured the sick soldierslying before him, some il alive and caling out to one another, others
crawling away into the darknessto take their own lives. Falling stars had whispered across the sky while
the flesh of Herculeans had rotted away and the cold wind had blown through their bones....

To die so far from the suns of home. Helooked up at the distant gdaxy, hoping to glimpse the Clugter,
even though he knew that the angle waswrong for him to seeit. He wanted to rip himself open and let his
anger flow out to fill the universe, but there was nothing in him now except pity. He wasthe last flailing
arm of an empire that would not let him free. He craved rest, but it would not be his until the blood of
Earthmen flowed around hisfeet.

An ancient will to power stirred within him again, dispdlling his pity and sense of weskness. A wind came
up from the mountains, but he imagined that it was blowing in from beyond, from the dark belly of
space-time, where it whirled the snowflake galaxies. He stood like arock before atide, feding its
currents pass around him, threatening to carry him off if he weskened.

A faint dawn showed itself behind the mountains, afire kindling below the world. He saw dark clouds
breaking up before the growing heat. The wind became urgent asit whipped hisface.

Heturned to go, knowing that in the night the skeletons possessed a kind of dignity; the harsh morning
light would make them squalid and pitiable.

Hewalked back toward the mountain, up the stony foothill to the grotto and the mirror. There he paused
and looked back at the corpse of the behemoth that had crossed the void to die here. Its dark shape lay
ontheplainin thegray light of morning. He heard the wind in itswounds.

Thisvessdl had established the receiver plate, through which the soldiers arriving on Myraa s World had
escaped. They were dl here; there were no others. Only the cylinder remained. It might not work, he
redlized, or it might be empty.

He looked up at the Lesser Magellanic Cloud asit rose before the sun, amillion morning starsfading in
the dawn.

He turned and stepped onto the plate —

— into theroom in the hill, oneidand universe avay.
XI. Didogue

“Isnot hisincense bitterness, his mest Murder?

And our hands labor and thine hand scattereth ...”

— Swinburne



MYRAA WASNOT in the underground chamber. The air was damp in hislungs as he looked around.
Something waswrong.

He jumped from the plate, ran down the dark passage and climbed the sairsinto the house.

A gloomy light filled the main room. Myraawas standing by the east window. The view was gone. He
looked up through the skylight. The Sky was agray bowl! over the house.

“Therearethree shipsoutsde,” Myraasad. “They’ ve put arestraining field around the hill. There sno
way out.”

He rushed to the back door. It did open and he stepped outside. The Whisper Ship was well within the
field. Myraa came up behind him.

“It' sdtill there,” he said. Thelight from the sdelock was abright yelow in the gloom. “Wewon't
dave”

Hefdt aquickening of hiswhole being. The sudden stresstightened his nerves and sharpened his
perceptions.

“Y ou sent meto the L esser Magellanic to demordize me,” he said, “but it won't work.”

“They’'ll set up apower plant outsde and leaveit to sustain this prison forever,” Myraasaid.

Gorgias gazed at the gray wal of thefield. It Iet in only afeeblelight, just enough to dilute the murkiness.
“They’ll never get the ship if they do that. They’ll haveto drop thefield, and I'll be ready.”

“But even if you win here, they’ Il send alarger force against you. When you rel ease the troops from the
cylinder, they cannot be stored again. How will they live?’

“Once we secure the planet, we' |l have shipsto escapein.”

“But what if you can't?’

“I can order the Whisper Ship to destroy itsdlf. | can take the whole planet with me.”
“Givethemtheship,” shesad.

“Never.” Hefollowed her ingde and into the main room.

“You'll kill usal withyou,” shesad.

He went to the east window and peered into the grayness. They were waiting for him on the other side.
He was looking forward to facing them.

Suddenly the field winked out, flooding the house with light.

Two Earthmen were coming up the hill. Three ships sat on the grassy plain behind them, threelarge
globes cagting black shadows in the bright afternoon sunlight. The taller man on theright held hisleft hand



up in agesture of truce. The sight of them made him restless and uneasy.

“I'll kill them as soon asthey comeinsde.”

“No — hear what they haveto say,” Myraasaid.

“They’re coming to talk because they can’'t do anything ese. They’ll try to seem generous.”

“Gorgias,” she sad fearfully, “their thoughtsareablank wall. | can't see!”

“I don't need your way of seeing.”

“They’ve never tried to talk with you before.”

She wasright. They were showing a certain amount of respect for his power. It occurred to him that he
might be able to reach the ship and take off before they got to the front door. But suddenly he was

curiousto hear what they had to say.

He watched as they approached the front door. Myraa spoke aword and it did open. Gorgias
motioned for them to enter.

Thetdlest cameinfirgt. The door did shut when they were both insde.

Thetaller man seemed older. His hair was a deep black. There was a settled expresson on hisface. The
shorter man was stocky, with stresks of whitein his bushy brown hair. His eyeswere aclear blue; his
expression seemed to be a mixture of amusement and arrogance.

“Gorgias— may wetak?’ Thetal man dmost smiled, asif he were greeting an old friend.

“Go ahead, talk.” Gorgias stepped back. Myraa went to one of the chairs by the east window and sat
down.

“We want the ship,” the shorter man said. “Y ou can have dmost any kind of terms, aslong asyou stop
al hodile actions”

The tall man gestured for his companion to be silent.

“You don’'t expect meto just giveit to you?’

“We can give you the chance for abetter life,” the tall man said.

“I warn you now,” Gorgias sad, “the ship can defend itself without me.”
“Thisisatruce— what do you take usfor?’

Fools.

“Julian— please be quiet.”

“Extermination has been your policy,” Gorgias said. He regretted not having gone to the ship for ahand
wespon before the two Earthmen reached the house.



Thetal man seemed unimpressed by the accusation. “Y ou know very well that hasn't happened for
centuries.”

“How often does it need to happen — if it' sdone right?’

A sad, patient look came into the tall man’ sface, reminding Gorgias of hisfather.

“There can be no agreements between us, Earthman, ever.”

Thetal man seemed to consider. “We are not your enemies. My nameis Kurbi. My associate is Julian
Poincaré. Neither of us had anything to do with the war. We re trying to clean up after what happened.
Wedon't haveto do this; wewant to. Asfar asthe Federation is concerned, it' sall ancient history.”

“Y ou expect meto take what you say serioudy?’

“It may be hard, but —”

“Give me back my homeworld,” Gorgias said. Helooked directly at the Earthman.

“I would if | could.”

Thetdl Earthman wasimpressive. Gorgias noticed the lack of markings on his green uniform. Who was
he? The meeting was not what he had imagined it would be.

“Try to condder things, Gorgias, without the past guiding your thoughts.”
“Thepastisrdiablein my case”
“It can aso destroy your future, unless you choose otherwise.”

“Thereisno future for us,” hisfather said within him. “ All we can hope for is a personal lifein the
shadow of the Federation, unless we strike out for uncharted stars. Somewhere in this galaxy, or
beyond it, there may be a new home for Herculeans, if we start now.”

“Thefactsare undeniable,” Gorgias said. “ The destruction of our home worlds, the hunting of my people
after thewar, thelooting, the endavement....”

“Weagree. Thisistrue”

Gorgias sfacia musclestightened. The man was an expert at misdirection. Hisvist was part of some
elaborate trickery.

Kurbi looked at thefloor. “Y our people were brilliant,” he said dowly. “Y our technology and military
leadership were astonishing. It was arich culture, dominated by an absol ute pragmatism. What you could
do, you dways wanted to do, and did as amatter of exercise. Y ou saw yourself asthe strongest, the
best socia organization in the gdaxy. The Federation cameto believe, quite honestly, that Herculeans
wanted to dominate the galaxy, at least that part of it that was the Federation. By Herculean standards,
you logt. Y ou were not the strongest.”

Gorgiasfdt atrembling ingde himsdif.



“Who areyou, Kurbi?’

“There are afew of uswho don’t want what’ sleft of your civilization to perish.”

“Why should you care?’

“For the same reason that we went to war to prevent the eclipse of the Federation’ s various cultures.”

Again it was not the expected answer. Surdly thiswas not the hunter?

Kurbi held out hishandsin a pleading gesture. “ Congder this, Gorgias— that thismay be your last
chance, that otherswill comeif | fail, and that they will not spesk or act as| do. Think — ultimately you
are dso descended from Old Earth, from one of the numerous families of man originating on the
continents of Earth. We need not be enemies, not now. Y ou must not die. What isleft of your people

must live and grow. What you know and have lived must become known. Can you seethat | fed what |
sy

“Whét isthere for mein your world?’

“Sanity — happiness, perhaps. Y ou’ ve never lived with awhole culture around you. Y our people could
become numerous again and repopul ate the Clugter. 1t would take time, but it’ s possible. We would

I,H p.’l

Would these foolsredly help their enemies? Gorgias wondered. It was only atrick.

Gorgias |ooked into Kurbi’ seyes. “ Y ou're either lying or deluded.”

“But we can and would help,” Kurbi said.

The man seemed to believe what he was saying. Perhaps someone was using him asatool. Gorgias
looked at the shorter man, but his face was amask.

Gorgiasturned his head and looked at Myraa, wondering if she could sense his discovery of the
Earthman'’ strickery; but her face was expressionless. She looked away from him and gazed out the
window.

Gorgiaslooked back to Kurbi. “My people, you say — but where are my people? Have you seen them
lately? What' sleft are mindless fresks. Their willsare dead.” He motioned toward Myraa.

Kurbi was silent for amoment. “There are others,” he said findly. “You and | could gather them, bring
them here”

“And what about me?’
“Intime ... youwould be permitted to live here....”

“Permitted! I'm free— | will not be permitted anything. Y ou don't offer anything better than what | have

“Y ou have nothing,” said the stocky man.



Kurbi motioned for him to be quiet. “Gorgias, what do you have? Endlesswandering ...”
“You'll ssewhat | have. | don’'t need anything from Earthmen. Get out!”

The stocky man took Kurbi by the arm and dowly led him to the door. “I'll bedl right, Julian,” the tall
man whispered. The door opened and the Earthmen stepped through.

Gorgiasfollowed them outside.

“Fools!” he shouted after them as they made their way down the hill. He felt the centuries of hatred
uncoailing ingde him like asted snake, cutting hisinnards painfully, releasing the resolve that would insure
hisvictory.

“I will destroy al of you!” he cried, hisvoice echoing. He imagined the bodies lying below, the ships
ruined, as he went from body to body cracking heads with his boot.

“I' know your game, Kurbi! Y ou may not know it, but | know! I’ll leave you dl to rot here. Y ou think
you have metrapped. When I'm finished here, I'll move on Earth itsdf!”

Neither man showed any sign of stopping to look back, but Kurbi seemed to ssumble for amoment.
“Wesaklingd That'sdl they send againgt mel” Gorgias laughed.

Kurbi stopped at the bottom of the hill and turned around. “I’ 1l give you an hour! After that it will be out
of my hands. Give yoursdf up, Gorgias, it'syour only hope.”

“Hope for what? To be tried and exhibited? Look around and breathe dl you can, Earthman. Today is
the last day of your lifel”

Gorgias caught his breath and waited for an answer.

The two men turned away and started across the grass toward the largest ship. Their shadows grew
taller at their left asthey moved away from the hill. A breeze waved thetdl grass.

Gorgiaswent insgde. Myraawas till in the chair, but now her feet were pulled up, arms around her
knees.

“They’ve sent acoward to ingtruct me,” he said. She was silent. He hated her lack of will.

He turned away from her and rushed toward the back door. He might till be able to reach the ship and
take off before they put the field back over the hill.

Hewasfinally going to meet the Herculean face-to-face. Kurbi quickened his pace.
“Sow up,” Julian said behind him. “How do you know that he'll talk to us?’
“He s seen our truce sign. We' re dmost three quarters there and he' s made no move to stop us.”

Kurbi reached the bottom of the hill and started upward.



“He s probably just curious about who' d dare to come parley with him. He' sflattering himsdlf, Raf.”
“Maybe— but I’'ve got to see for mysdif.”
They finished the climb in slence, reaching the front door together.

The door did open. A dark shape motioned for Kurbi to enter. Kurbi stepped inside and waited until
Julianwas at hissde.

“Gorgias?’ Kurbi asked. “May wetalk?’ The Herculean was powerfully built, but shorter than Kurbi
hed imagined him.

“Go ahead — talk.” Gorgias stepped back and regarded them. The woman went to one of the chairs
and sat down. Kurbi was about to gpologize for the intrusion, but stopped himsaif.

“Wewant the ship,” Julian said suddenly, “and for that you can have dmost any terms.”

Kurbi swallowed nervoudy. Thefool. He had promised not to interfere. Kurbi motioned for him to shut
up.

“Y ou don't expect meto just giveit to you.”

“We can offer you the chance for abetter life,” Kurbi said, trying to soften the arrogance of Julian’s
Satement.

“I warn you, the ship can defend itsdf without me.”

Kurbi’ s sscomach tightened. The tone of the meeting was set now; nothing was likely to changeit.
“Thisisatruce,” Julian said, “what do you take usfor?’

Kurbi looked into Gorgias s eyes. The Herculean seemed to be laughing at him.

“Julian — please be quiet.”

Gorgias smiled as Poincaré took a step back.

“Extermination isthe policy,” Gorgias said. His gaze did not waver.

“Y ou know very well that hasn't happened for centuries,” Kurbi said, feding inadequate.

“How often doesit need to happen — if it'sdoneright?’

It's going to be impossible, Kurbi thought. Gorgias was looking a him strangely.

“There can be no agreements between us, Earthman, ever.”

“We are not your enemies,” Kurbi said. The words came out of his mouth without conviction. He

continued speaking, but al the things he had dreamed that he would say to the Herculean seemed absurd
Now.



“Y ou expect meto take what you say serioudy?’
No. “It may be hard,” Kurbi added to his sillent assent, “but —”

“Give me back my homeworld,” Gorgias said, looking directly a him. Suddenly the will behind hiseyes
seemed unbreskable.How could | have ever thought of changing him?Kurbi wondered.

“I'would if | could,” Kurbi answered.

Again the Herculean' s eyes searched him strangely.What is he looking for?
“Try to condder things, Gorgias, without the past guiding your thoughts.”
“Thepagtisrdiablein my case”

“It can dso destroy your future,” Kurbi said, “unless you choose otherwise.” He wants to destroy our
future, and he doesn’t care how he hasto live to do it.

“Thefactsare undeniable,” the Herculean was saying. “ The destruction of our home worlds, the hunting
of my people after the war, the looting, the endavement....”

“We agree. Thisistrue,” Kurbi said.

Gorgiaswas slent. Kurbi looked at thefloor. “Y our people were brilliant....” He could feel the anger
risng in himsdf as he spoke, and he knew that thiswas how the destroyers of the Cluster had felt — that
nothing was possible with the Herculeans except to destroy them completely.

“Who are you, Kurbi?” Gorgias demanded.

“Thereare afew of uswho don't want what' s |eft of your civilization to perish.” Thewordsrang fasdy
in hisears. How could he expect to convince Gorgias?

“Why should you care?’

“For thesamereason that ...” Kurbi spoke the words mechanicaly, feding nothing.I’ ve got to make a
better effort. I’ ve got to get through. He held out his hands. “ Consider this, Gorgias— that this may
be your last chance, that otherswill comeif | fall....” I’'mfailing,lI’mfailing. “ Can you seethat | fed
what | say?’ How can you? | have nothing to say.

“Whét isthere for mein your world?’

“Sanity — happiness, perhgps.” Sure. “ Y ou' ve never lived with awhole culture around you.” That' s
better . “'Y our people could become numerous again and repopul ate the Cluster. It would take time, but
it spossible. Wewould help.” | would help.

Gorgias|ooked directly a Kurbi, “You're either lying or deluded.”

“But we can and would help,” Kurbi said.I’mwhining.

Gorgias|ooked toward the woman before answering again.



“My people, you say — but where are my people? Have you seen them lately? What' sl eft are mindless
freaks. Their willsare dead.” He motioned toward Myraa.

“There are others. You and | could gather them, bring them here.”

“And what about me?’

Kurbi knew. He had aways known. If Gorgias were captured, he would be tried, perhaps mindwiped,
even killed; at the very least he would be imprisoned. The Earthborn immortals had along memory, and
many of them would delight in tormenting the Herculean. It was a problem without solution. Too much
pride and history were involved, too much hatred; no one would accept compromises.

“Intime.... you would be permitted to live here....” Without ships or weapons. The planet would be
your prison. And without medical care, your immortality would one day end. You would live with
the knowl edge of approaching death.

“Permitted! I’'m free— | will not be permitted anything. Y ou don’t offer anything better than what | have

“Y ou have nothing,” said the stocky man.

Kurbi turned and glared at Julian.

“Gorgias, what do you have?’ he asked looking back to the Herculean. “ Endlesswandering ...”

“You'll ssewhat | have. | don't need anything from Earthmen. Get out!”

Julian took Kurbi’sarm and guided him toward the door.

“I'mall right,” Kurbi whispered. The door opened and they stepped outside.

They started down the hill.

“Fool!” Gorgias shouted behind them. Theword echoed in Kurbi’ s ears.

“I will destroy dl of you!” Gorgiascried. “I know your game, Kurbi. Y ou may not know it, but I know!”

Kurbi stumbled and regained hisfooting.

“Wesaklings That'sal they send against me.” The Herculean laughed.

Kurbi turned at the bottom of the hill and looked up. “I’ll give you an hour, Gorgias,” he shouted. “ After
that it will be out of my hands. Give yoursdlf up, Gorgias, it'syour only hope.” I’ m useless, and the hope
| offer isnoneat all.

“Look around and breathe dl you can, Earthman. Today isthelast day of your life!”

“Let’sgo,” uliansad.

Kurbi turned away and they started back toward the large ship. “Julian,” Kurbi said suddenly, “ — the
ship, he'll makefor the ship whilethefield isdown!”



“Don’'t worry. We ve got scouts watching the house. If he comes out the back, up it goes. Areyou dll
right, Ref?’

“yes”
“WEe re not amateurs, and neither ishe.”

“I think in someways heis,” Kurbi said, “to fight such ahopeessfight.”

“All the evidence he' sever had tells him that he' s donewell.”

He' sright, Kurbi thought.1f | were he,l wouldn’t believe anything an Earthman told me.
XII. Armed

“She holds her future close, her lips

Hold fast the face of thingsto be ...”

— Swinburne,Cleopatra

GORGIAS RAN DOWN the hill.

The siege canopy regppeared. He stopped in the sudden, gloomy silence. His eyes adjusted and he saw
that the ship was dill withinthecircle.

He rushed toward the light of the open lock, afraid that at any moment thefield' s diameter would be
reduced to cut him off from the ship.

He jumped into the lock and marched forward into the control room. He sat down before the screen
and examined the images of the three hunter ships Stting on the grass outside. The visudizationswere
ghostly, but they came in despite the barrier. He wondered if the canopy’ s strength could be increased to
blind his subspace instruments.

THERE ISA FOURTH SHIPIN LOW ORBIT.

“Are our indruments being jammed?’

YES. THE FOURTH SHIP ISINTERFERING WITH OUR

NEUTRINO AND TACHYON SENSING, WITH SOME SUCCESS.

The hunters would have to lift thefield and attack with a ground force to have any chance of taking him
alive. He was certain that they could not have more than ahundred soldiersin the ships. After he had
destroyed these three vessdl's, the ship in orbit would have to come down and face him or flee. That
would give them something to worry about on Earth.

“Can we enter jumpspace through thisfie d?’

THERE ISA SMALL CHANCE OF SUCCESS. NOT ADVISABLE.



It didn’t matter; he would face the Earthborn at |ast. He thought of the dead in the Magelanic Cloud,
and the cinder of the home world. All the asheswere hisnow, to remold as he saw fit. Even the most
withdrawn Herculean survivors would recognize him after the coming victory. They would come here
from all over the gdaxy, from every hiding place in the Federation Snake, and he would welcome them.
Myraa s World would become the staging area for the return to the Hercules Cluster. He thought of the
armies that would soon be his, the fleets of ships, unimaginable weapons devel oped toward the end of
thewar. The psychologica blow of the surpriseitself would be enough to cripple the enemy.

Myraawould throw off the otherness which now possessed her, and take her rightful place beside him.
Kurbi had given him an hour, and that hour would befatal to him.

Gorgias got up and went aft to the wegpons closet. He wondered if Kurbi would lead the attack; of
course, they would not have a chance to attack, because he would not alow thingsto reach that point.
The Earthborn would not have amoment in which to seizetheinitiative.

The lights went on as he entered the weapons chamber. He looked around at the Empire sancient arms,
al were persona wesgponsin the light-to-heavy range. They covered the wallslike ornaments.

In the center of the small floor space stood the tripod; it was complete now, with the black box
containing the cylinder strapped to the control panel. Gorgias examined the assembly, trying to imagine
theredlity of its cgpabilities. Myraawas wrong. The storage of an army would include supplies, afleet of
gtarships, scouts— everything needed to support alarge military effort.

Suddenly hewas afraid. What if it didn’t work after dl thistime? What would he do then? He would
have to risk entering jumpspace through the barrier. Perhaps he should have tested the cylinder
somewhere, deploying the troops in advance; but then, he realized, he would not have the element of
urprise.

Hewould haveto runif the cylinder failed. Sooner or later they would lift the canopy and he would have
achance to escape without the risk of trying to penetrate the field. Suddenly the thought of running again
seemed worse than desth.

“You'll die here,” hisfather said within him. “What do you know about commanding a large force?”

He took abody harness from the rack and strapped it on. Next he took down a hand projector, set it
for wide beam and did it into the sheeth on his chest. He strung four light-diffraction bombs around his
waist, and put apair of binocular goggles on his forehead. The controlsfor the personal screen went on
last — asmdll flat rectangle which attached to the adhesion surface over his heart and was linked to the
power-receiving pack on his back. The entirerig tapped into his shipboard power, giving him unlimited
energy for hiswegpon and a high-density local screen capable of deflecting most laser wegpons. The
screen would not hold back the concentrated fire of ground ingtallations, but no one would bring such
power to bear on asingleindividua. In any case, he would not be fighting with hisarmy; the screen and
hand weapon were merely a precaution, so that he would not be vulnerable when he activated the tripod.

“You're dressing for show,” hisfather said from degp within him.
I will command, he answered silently as he picked up the tripod, folded itslegs and carried it out into

the passage. The door of the wegpons hold closed behind him and he continued toward the control
room. He entered and saw that the screen still showed the smudged, colorlessimages of the hunter ships.



The digtortions made it seem as if amonstrous wind were raging in the pale world outside; in amoment
the starships would roll toward the hill and smash against the bowl of the canopy.

Gorgias turned from the screen and carried the tripod out to the side lock. He stepped down to the
ground and looked up at the house. It was brightly lit now. The canopy seemed darker with the coming
of twilight outsde.

He climbed the hill carefully, wondering again if the cylinder would work. He saw broken skeletons
tumbling out — skulls, thigh bones and shattered pelvises emerging from a cornucopiaof degth. Kurbi
was laughing at him, but there was regret in the tall Earthman’ s eyes.

He pities me, Gorgias redlized as he entered the house.

Myraawas dill Stting in the main room. Gorgias snapped open the tripod and set it down in the middle
of thefloor.

“They won't expect to be hit when they lift the canopy,” he said. “ They think I’'m going to make arun for
it inthe ship. They’reready for achase, not afight.”

Myraawas silent, staring into the obscurity of the east window. She seemed to be talking to someone or
something.

He picked up the tripod. Itslegs closed and he carried it out the front door. Therewasno usein talking
to Myrra; only results would move her. He looked around as the door did shut behind him. It seemed to
be growing even darker under the canopy.

He went to the dope of the hill and opened the tripod. Setting it down, he opened the black box and
removed the cylinder. Carefully, he plugged it into the round opening below the power switch. He
touched the switch point and the pandl lit up. The assembly was drawing power from the ship.

Gorgias stepped back and took a deep breath.

He started to pace back and forth on the grass, waiting for the canopy to lift. The grasslooked black in
the gloom. He looked up. The force fidld seemed to be pressing in around the hill, growing smadler. He
stopped suddenly and peered at the perimeter at the bottom of the hill, wondering if they could reduce
the size of the canopy to crush the hill and house.

He was about to go back through the house to check the ship’ s position when the barrier blinked out of
exigence. The plain below was suddenly a deep blue-green. The three starships were the heads of giants
buried in the ground; their floodlights were eyes watching him.

He stepped to the tripod and touched the distance settings, so that the beam would strike beyond the
ships, where the grasdand rose again into gently doping hills. Hisarmy would be recdled to life on high
ground, and would sweep from there toward him and the hill.

Heturned on his screen, cutting off the sound of wind and insects. The moment when the enemy might
gl have destroyed him and the cylinder was pagt, and they would never know it.

Kurbi peered at the house on the screen.

“What's he doing up there?’ Poincaré said.



“What can hedo?’ Kurbi touched the controls and the magnification increased until the figure of Gorgias
filled the screen.

“What isthat thing next to him?” Poincaré asked. “And look at that harness he' swearing.”

“I don’t know.”

“Look there.” Julian pointed. “ The grass around him isflattened — he' swearing a persond screen!”
“WEe ve got to get him away from the hill,” Kurbi said.

“He sdrawing power from the ship.”

“Look!” Kurbi shouted as abright yellow beam reached out from the tripod and passed overhead. The
screen was blind for amoment. The beam moved from right to left across the sky and di sappeared.

“Commander Kurbi,” avoice said over the three-ship link, “there is movement on the dopesin back of
LB”

“Giveusaview.”
The screen switched from Gorgiasto darkness.
The floodlights rushed across the grass and up the dopes, searching, pushing back the darkness.

Kurbi saw the front ranks of an army — row after row of troops waiting in attack formation, asif they
were toys newly taken from a box.

“No wonder he was so cocky,” Julian said.

Kurbi’s heart raced. He staggered over to his command station and sat down. There was arushing in his
ears, amongtrous whispering which threatened to turn into laughter.

“Where, Jlian?’

“l don’t know — but if we can’t hold them, we'll haveto flee, and then we' ll never find out. | wonder
how well equipped they are.”

“Does he have any ships?” Whisper Ships, Kurbi thought,a whole fleet.He' |l destroy us completely.

Gorgias touched the switch point and released the carrier beam. His screen went down asthe yellow
finger reached out, touched the faraway hills and swept from left to right. He dropped his binoculars over
his eyes and watched as the wide beam painted the dark hills. Human figuresflickered into existence as
energy flowed acrossthe bridge of light, indtilling life into the bloodless templates of the ancient Herculean

amy.
Suddenly it was over; the force stood ready. The beam winked out and darkness hid the division.

The starships turned their lights toward the hills and discovered the force, ten thousand strong, armed
with everything from hand weaponsto heavy artillery, waiting for his command.



“Report!” Gorgias shouted into the communicator on the tripod.

There was a sputtering of static.

“... Genera Petro Crusus here ... wherearewe ... what are the objectives?’
“Stand by,” Gorgias said.

“How goesthe war, Commander?| did not recelve your name.”

“Thewar isoursto win. Takethe shipsin front of you.”

“| see them, Commander, but what isto prevent them from lifting? Are they disabled?’
“Move on the shipsl” Gorgias shouted.

“Arethey Federation ships?’

“Open fire with heavy weapons. If the shipslift, track and destroy.”

“Very well.”

Gorgiasfdt apang of sympathy for the generd. Suddenly the man was active again. The Empire was il
aredity for him, anight’s deep away; he had never known defest.

The lines began to roll forward. Each figure wore a suit of black armor, a pulse-weapon backpack, a
clear polarizing hed met, and agravitationd jump unit.

The front line surged forward in jumps of ahundred meters.
Gorgias searched the hills beyond for sign of his support ships, but the darkness was impenetrable.

He dropped his gaze to the starships and watched as three heavy cannon emerged from the north pole
of each globe.

Behind the firgt line of soldiers, the second wave started down the dope.
“Generd Crusus— bring up your ships!”

“ Ships? Stored forces have no ships, only heavy lasers....”

“What?’

“I don't think we' [l need moreif the ships are disabled.”

“Openfirel” Gorgias shouted, shaken. He peered into the darkness behind hisforce, trying to seethe
heavy units.

Six beams lashed out at the Federation ships from the blackness of the high ground, six spears suddenly
pinning the enemy shipsto the ground.



The third and fourth assault lines were coming down the dope. The first wave waslegping acrosslevel
grassland. Half the divison wasin motion now, and still Kurbi’ s ships had not opened fire. All thelocks
were gtill open and unprotected. What was he waiting for?

The six lasers poured energy into the Federation hulls, one beam for each hull and one for each cannon.
The hullswould be breached at any moment. Gorgias felt amoment of shameinsde his screen; hewas
safe, protected from even the sound of the coming battle.

Kurbi’ slasers cameto life, sweeping across the advancing army toward the Herculean heavy lasers.

The cannon on the middle starship exploded into a cluster of fireflies, and faded. The two remaining
cannon were pumping energy into the hills, but there were at least Sx Herculean lasers on the high
ground, too many for Kurbi to cover; he would not be able to destroy al of them.

The grasswas on fire around the wounded ship. Black smoke rose into the night.

“Commander, can they send troops out againgt us?’

“I don’'t think s0,” Gorgias said. “Not enough to put against your force.”

Thefield is mine, hethought,the first victory on the road to rebirth.

He turned around inside the screen and saw Myraa watching him through the window. She pointed and
he turned around to see the middle ship rise above the battlefield.

“Genera Crusus— keegp moving up. Keep hitting those hulls until they give way. Take no prisoners.”
“Y ou did not tell methat they could lift. Youweren't clear ...”

“It doesn’t matter — concentrate your beams and track. We have enough power to vaporize these
vesHs”

“How many ships are feeding power into our weagpons?’ Crusus asked.
“One Whisper Ship. It'smore than enough.” It draws strength from the suns of home.

“Whigper Ship ... you have aWhisper Ship?’ The Genera sounded relieved. * Still, the hand weapons
will haveto berecharged. W€ Il haveto retreat if we can't takethe ships....”

“Obey my orders! Move forward with your entire force now!”

Thefront lines swarmed around the globes. The locks closed. The beamslocked on the hullsand held.
The damaged warship hovered over itstwo companions. The remaining assault waves reached positions
behind the vanguard and waited helplesdy for the hullsto be breached.

What was Kurbi doing? His hulls could not last much longer. It was not likely that he wastrying to save
lives. It had to be some kind of mistake, perhaps a disagreement in the command structure. In afew

minutes Kurbi would have to surrender or be destroyed.

| have commanded well.



“Beprepared if they lift,” Gorgias said. Thethird ship hovered.

Afterward he would kill dl the Earthborn to bolster the morae of hisarmy. They would need it after
learning about the war’ s outcome.

My army, he thought. The words conjured up afuture of fellowship. Myraa s World was secured. It
was agart, asmal payment toward what wasrightfully his.

The Empirewould live again.

The beams were not concentrating on the hovering ship. Slowly, he knew, the hulls were weakening, but
the floodlights continued to bathe the field without aflicker.

He blinked —

— and found himsdlf staring into the gray of the Siege canopy.

XIll. The Fidd of Degth

“She sees the hand of death made bare,

Theraveled riddle of the skies,

Thefacesfaded that werefair,

The mouths made speechless that were wise,

The hollow eyesand dusty hair ...”

— Swinburne, Cleopatra

FRESH AIR RUSHED IN around him as Gorgias turned off his screen. He took a deep bresath.

“Genera Crusus!” he shouted into the communicator. “ Report what is happening— I’ m cut off from
you visudly.”

A thunder sound erupted from the communicator.

“You didn't tell methey had another ship,” Crusus said. “It’ sjust gppeared and ismoving for a central
position over thefidd....”

“Concentrate dl your fireon it!”

“It' saheavy vessel — twice the Size of those on the ground. Just amoment. Our beams arelicking at it
now,” Crusus said.

Suddenly Gorgias realized that Kurbi didn’'t want him to see the Federation defest.

“Thebig shipisholding its position,” Crusussaid. “I’ ve never seen avessd likeit. How long have we
been stored?’



Gorgiasdid not answer.

“When will you put the Whisper Ship into theair?’ Crusus asked. “We may need its support.”

“Later,” Gorgias answered.

“Theshipisfiring at our lasers ...I"' ve never seen such massve beams! They’ve got two for each of our
positions....” Crusus svoice died away suddenly.

“Generd — what' s happening?’

“Our beams are weakening. They’ re running out of power. We ve been cut off from our transmission
source.... There, our lasers are dead, vaporized without their screens. Our force iswithout cover now.

The only power we veleft iswhat the soldiers have in their pulse packs.”
“Fireup & the big ship!”
“With what, Commander?’
“Y ou have ten thousand hand wegpons.”

“Y ou must be mad.”

The siege canopy winked off. Gorgias saw the distant fireswhere his ground lasers had stood. Below
him, the army wasfiring up a the big ship, with no visible effect. One by one the smal beams began to go

out astheir packsran out of energy.
“We have nowhereto fall back to,” Crusus said.
Gorgiaswished that he could reach out with hiswill and crush the big ship.

Thelast of theindividud lasersdied. The army began to retreat, a huge black spider with amillion legs.
“Materidize more atillery,” Crusussaid camly.

“What do you mean?’

“There should be more. How many times did the cylinder cycle?’

Gorgias caught his bresth suddenly. “Why — once!l”
“Cycleit again. There must be more equipment. | did not have timeto take inventory.... How long hasit
been?’

Gorgias touched the control and the yellow beam reached out again to the high ground. He dropped his
binoculars over his eyes and saw three more heavy lasers, complete with crews, appear on the dopes,

spaced widely as the beam swept from left to right.

The beams opened up on the big ship. The air crackled with energy. The big ship responded. Gorgias
watched its lances bite into the screens of the laser cannon, but the Herculean ingtall ations continued to



hurl energy without pause. There might be enough time to destroy the large globe.
The canopy went up again.

“We re without power again!” Crusus shouted, hisvoice full of dismay. “They’regone,” hesaid, “our
remaining lasers are gone. 1sn't anyone protecting our sources?’

The canopy disappeared.
The big ship was sweeping across the troops with awide beam, fdling them asif with ahuge scythe.

Gorgias pressed the controls on the tripod. The carrier beam stabbed into the dark hills and madeits
sweep, but the distant region of smoke and scorched ground remained without new equipment asthe
beam died.

The wide beam from the big ship coursed into the center of the massed men where the soldiers were
pressed together, unable to move.

“There snothing we can do!” Crusus shouted. “Where isyour ship? Surely we are part of some larger
operdtion....”

Gorgias searched the high ground. Somewhere among the glowing remains of the heavy lasers, Crusus
wasill dive.

Again and again the deadly beam cut through the troops below, leaving clumps of ash and metd asthe
Herculean body armor failed. Gorgiasredized suddenly that the burning would not stop until the last
Herculean was dead. Hefeltthe hatred that ruled the laser. Every few seconds the communicator picked
up acry of agony over the sizzling sound of the beam. The odor of ionization and burnt flesh reached him.
He turned on his screen and sat down on the grass, grateful for the sudden silence. It would be usdlessto
try to reach the Whisper Ship; as soon as he moved, the canopy would go up.

The large beam went out, itsjob unfinished.

“I'msorry, Gorgias,” Kurbi said from thelink. “I couldn’t find your subspace channd. It wasa
fire-at-will order and the officer in charge ... At least we' ve stopped it. Those responsible will be
punished. There was nothing | could do. Gorgias?’

“You're aweskling and a coward, Kurbi. Earth sent you to preach to me, to distract me.” He broke the
link, feding his face become adrawn mask as he wrapped himsdf in hisfears.

“Hewon't answer,” Kurbi said as he looked at the screen. Gorgias sat on the hill, staring at him. The
illumination played strangely through the Herculean’ s screen.

“I’m going to court-martia that entire ship.” He turned his chair around to face Poincaré. “Y ou brought
that ship,” he said to the standing man. “Y ou inssted on bringing it. My men were briefed in restraint.
Who are they on that ship — a specid death squad?’

Julian shook his head. “I1t won't get you anything, Raf, believe me. Y ou’ d have to work up public and
judicid sympethy for afully armed Herculean division.”

“| doubt they knew what Gorgias was getting them into.”



“That’ sincredible and you know it. How could they not have known?’

Kurbi stood up. “Y ou don't care either.”

“No onewill care— they’ll cheer.”

“There' s something not quite right about this.”

“1 do care, Raf. But what you and | think won't matter. It'sgonetoo far.”

Kurbi turned back to the screen and stared at the smoking battlefield. The third ship had landed again.
All the locks were open and men were coming out to take prisoners and care for the wounded. The big
shipwasnot insght.

“What mercy do you think he would have shown us?’ Poincaré asked.

“You and | know that he could not have won,” Kurbi said through clenched teeth.He would have
shown no mercy, asmal voice whispered insgde him.

“Hindsight — aren’t you surprised by what he sent against us?If | had not brought the big ship —"

“Their wegpons seemed archaic....” Kurbi faced Poincaré again. “I’m ill in command. | want to see
the commander of that ship.”

Julian was slent for amoment. “ Asyou wish, but it won't do any good now.”
I’ ve been duped, Kurbi thought, Gorgias was right.

The view showed the hill again. Gorgias il sat inside his bubble. Poincaré came up and touched the
controls. The hill disappeared under the inverted bowl of the siege canopy.

“Just so we don't have to chase him and his ship dl over the gdaxy,” he said.

“It might be better to surrender now,” Kurbi said into the subspace link.

“You gill haven't got me,” the Herculean replied quietly.

And for amoment Kurbi hoped that they would never get him.

Captain Orin Kik of theHomestar came into the control room and stood at attention.
Kurbi rose and stepped closer, noticing that they were of equa height.

“Why the massacre?’

“That was not my impression, Sr.”

Kurbi swallowed and looked at the floor. Then he looked directly at the young officer and said: “You
disobeyed the order to ceasefire!”



“We received no such order. The officers on my bridge will confirm this— six of them, Sir.”
“It wasclearly given!”

“The fire-at-will wasthelast order we received, Sir.”

“Wereyou in control of your men?’

“Yes, | was, sr.”

“Surely you could see that the Herculeans couldn’t win againgt you, that it was senselessto keep firing
after their heavy artillery was gone. Y ou could have stood off and done nothing.”

“It was alarge force— no telling what they could throw againgt us. It was reasonable to suppose that
such aforce waswell supported.”

Failure of communications, Kurbi thought. It would be put down as such, no matter what the truth. No
one had told the captain that Gorgias s division was not backed up adequately. It would have been
unreasonable for him to have assumed such athing.

“Do you have any idea, Captain Kik, who they were?’

“Herculean brigands, sir. Everyone knew that before we came out here. They deserved what they got.”

“They were Herculean infantry! Soldierslike yoursdf.”

“How isthat possible, Sr?’

“Captain, you are under arrest.”

The youthful, thin-lipped face showed no surprise. “1 did not receive any order to ceasefire,” it recited.
“I continued as seemed necessary under the previousfire-at-will command, in anticipation of a sudden
escalation in the enemy’ s operation. The specia circumstances which you alude to were not made clear
to meor to any of my officers.”

| should not have agreed to let Julian bring the ship.

“It isyour businessto hear orders”

“I heard dl orders”

There was no point in continuing the conversation.

“Under arrest, dismissed.”

When the captain had gone, Kurbi sat down. Poincaré camein and Kurbi swiveled the chair around. “|
know it'sonly atoken arrest, Julian, but damn it — why did you bring that ship!”

Poincaré was slent.

“Well, Jlian?’



“Just think if we hadn’t been able to knock out their big artillery. They might have destroyed one or
more of our ships, you know. We didn’t have the troops needed to fight awhole division.”

Kurbi looked into Julian’ s face. The stocky man wasright, of course, up to apoint. Kurbi felt asmal
measure of rdlief. A part of him was searching for away out of blaming himself, he knew, and Poincaré€' s
argument seemed convincing.

Gorgiasturned off his screen and listened to the silence inside the dome of force. He stood up, lifted the
now usdaesstripod and hurled it down the hill. The projector assembly tumbled, gouging clumps of grass
and dirt out of the hill, coming to rest findly near the gray wall of the canopy. Gorgiasturned and walked
back into the house,

Myraastood in the middle of the room.

“Ten thousand lives,” shesaid.

“Without me,” he said, “they would not have lived again, ever.”

“They had no chance,” shesaid. “1 can hear them dying out there in the darkness, asoncel listened to
them perishin the Magdlanic Cloud.”

“Savethem, then,” he said. “Y ou want usdl to die anyway. They died in battle.” He turned away from
her. “1f only | could have gotten the ship out to support them!” His voice echoed in the room.

“Thereisnowar,” Myraasad, “no home worldsto defend, no Empire. Y ou might have let them live, to
prepare.”

“lam the Empire!” he shouted and whirled around to look at her. She came toward him, her eyes soft
and caring, and it seemed suddenly that she could restore everything that he had lost.

“We'll haveto lift the canopy and draw him out,” Poincaré said, “before he gets any more bright idess.”
“Hecan't overrun usnow,” Kurbi said. “It's surrender or afight.”

“WEe |l send twenty men,” Poincaré said.

“I till don't want to kill him. We haven't had any fatditiesyet.”

“He'd laugh inyour face if he could hear you, Raf. Look how many of hisown he' sled to degth today.
How did he hide them on thisworld?’

Kurbi looked up at the screen. The force field seemed dmost metdlic in the glare of lights. He had the
illuson of being in alarge interior space, atitanic auditorium under ablack celling.

“He il thinksthat he can hurt us,” Poincaré said. “He won't come out when we lift the canopy. We
may haveto go in and get him. Maybe we can taunt him?”’

“WE Il both lead the soldiers,” Kurbi said. “1 don’t want the woman hurt. Maybe we can trap him.”

“Cdmdown.”



“I'll shoot the first man who disobeys an order! Tdl them, Julian, tell them dl very clearly.”
“Youtdl them. You'redill in command.”

Kurbi remembered hisvigit to thelarge ship, where he had found Captain Kik till &t liberty. The
confrontation had shaken Kurbi. The memory of hisown futile anger underscored his obvious|oss of

authority. The officers pitied him, he knew.
“Y ou don't think we can take him dive, do you, Julian?’

“Doesit matter? It will hgppen asit will. | know your fedings, Raf, but we both of us have livesto live,
other thingsto return to.” Poincaré stood up from the adjoining station. “We Il do it your way as much as
possible. Now let’ s get going. | can amost hear him scheming up there.”

“I'msorry, Julian,” Kurbi said, but the sense of hopel essness persisted. He spoke the words and tried to
brighten his expresson; a smile would have been unimaginable.

XIV. Persond Béttle

“Werun carelesdy to the precipice, after we have put something before usto prevent us seeing it.”
— Pascal,Pensées

“If you do not expect it, you will not find the unexpected, for it is hard to find and difficult.”

— Heraclitus

HE CAME INTO HER BODY seeking peace. He was strong, but a few times he trembled and was
forced to stop. She kissed him and tightened her arms around his chest, and they floated in a

timeless sea.

She opened her mind and felt her ache for him. It was also his own and he rushed to seizeit. He
knew that she had entered his mind to give him this double awareness, but it was unimportant

beside the gift.
He melted into her, his self-consciousness dwindling.

He was afraid suddenly that he would dissolve and be absorbed into her. His nervous system was
made of glass; in a moment it would shatter into a fine dust and be blown away by the wind....

He rushed upward, broke through and her pleasure was his own.

Myraa drew the dead into herself, pulling, coaxing, pleading for them to come before the
darkness claimed them. They flowed in a stream from the battlefield, finding rest in the
force-center of her will....

The stars shone through the skylight. Gorgiaslay on hisback next to Myraa, her long hair covering his
belly, hisrage spent.

“Gorgias— the canopy isdown!”



Herolled off the bed and clutched at his uniform on the floor. He stood up and stepped into it, put on his
harness, checked the hand weapon and put it back into its sheath. He rushed out to the east window.
The large warship now sat athousand meters behind the three smaller craft, itslights sweeping the
smoking, body-strewn ground with a nervous rhythm, asif fearful that a any moment the dain might rise
tofight again.

Therewas no sgn of survivors. They killed them all, he thought, and the anger roseinsde him again,
renewed and strong, preparing him.

Twenty armed soldiers marched down the ramp from the large ship and fanned out into asowly
advancing haf-moon. They looked stocky and machindike with their huge clear-hemets, backpacks and
laser riflesheld acrosstheir chests. He could not seeif Kurbi was leading them.

Gorgiaswondered if Crusus had survived. It would be better to kill him than to give him the news that
the war waslong over.

The small force was hdfway to the hill now. Gorgiasimagined meeting Crusus, and having to explainto
the Genera. The thought angered him; it was the kind of thing that Myraawould placein hismind.

He turned away and ran to the back door. It opened and he scrambled down the hill toward the ship.
He leaped into the open lock and rushed forward into the control room.

The screen showed that the canopy was up again. He cursed as he sat down.
“Into jumpspace!” he ordered.

NOT ADVISABLE UNDER THESE CONDITIONS.

“Doit! Get usout of here!”

As hewondered if the ship would obey him, theworld outside blurred.

Hewasfdling. The hull became transparent and he saw bright stars rushing toward him from every
direction. He heard a scream. In amoment the hot stars would crush him.

Blazing suns passed through the ship, blinding him.
A rotting smell reached him.

His sight returned. He turned around suddenly and saw a decomposed body on the floor. He got up and
crept toward it.

He saw himsdif.
As he watched, the corpse faded away. He staggered back into his command chair.
He looked around. The ship waslocked in asolid gray substance.

“Back!” he ordered.



The hill resppeared.

He left the ship and clambered up the hill to the back door. He ran through the rooms and stepped out in
front of the house.

The soldiers were dmost hafway up the hill. He turned on his screen, drew his wegpon and started
down to meet them.

His anger began to throb with his pulse. He could not let them reach the house. His pace quickened.

The canopy went up behind them. They were trying to trgp him insde. He aimed carefully and fired at
the center of the advancing line. A screen flared harmlesdly.

Thegght of their confident march up the hillside infuriated him. Hefired abolt into the dopein front of
them, exploding grass and dirt. The line stopped and regarded him.

He could retreat to the ship; nothing would ever be able to pry him out.

His screen flared as four beams converged.

Hedid not return fire; they were waiting for the instant when his screen was down.
Theline started upward again. He retreated afew steps and hated. The line kept coming.

Hefired and went forward. Three lasers converged on his screen and hefelt the air grow warmer on his
face. He pressed his energy feed to the highest setting, waited and fired.

A soldier toppled and rolled down the hill. Gorgias swept the line from right to left, channeling dl his
power to heat the confined spaces within the enemy’ s screens.

They moved toward him as hisfire cut off, concentrating their beams. He stood his ground, joined to
them by nineteen arteries of fire. His screen flared and held. He waited, raging inwardly.

Their beamswinked out and he fired. Another soldier fell and rolled down the hill, disgppearing into the
darkness beyond the reach of the house lights.

Theline retreated to the bottom of the hill. Their lances blinked, asif their packs would soon be
exhausted. Gorgias moved forward.

The line moved back toward the canopy.

They’'re stupid, hethought.At this rate I’ll pick them off one by one.
“Gorgiadl” avoice shouted through his communicator. “ Thisis Generd Crusus.”
“Areyou aprisoner?’ Gorgias asked.

“Y ou might have let uslive, given usachance to go home and rebuild.”

“Nothingisleft ...” Gorgias started to say.



“Y ou’ reincompetent! Who are you, anyway?’
“You don't understand, Generd....”

“So much time has gone by. Y ou didn’t help me understand ... an unsupported divison againgt ships
that could have destroyed three times our number.”

“They’' re making you say these thingsto distract me. I'm fighting alone!”
“Havethey lied?’
The canopy disappeared and the soldiers retreated.

Laserstouched his screen and died. Gorgias moved down the hill. Maybe he could kill afew more
before they reached the ships.

Retreat to the ship, hetold himsdf. Your screenswill not hold against a ship’s artillery.
“Coward,” hisfather whispered, “you’ ve lost and don’t know how to die.”

The grasswas black in the harsh lights. He reached level ground and fired a burst into the ground before
the retreating soldiers. They stopped and stood their ground, waiting.

“Gorgias....” Crusussad.
“Generd — shut up! They’reusing you.”
Gorgias moved forward, angry that the line had stopped its retrest.

A bolt reached out from the right end of theline. Gorgias turned and saw atreein front of the house
catch fire. He turned back as his screen flared. They weretelling him that they could destroy the house.

Gorgias hurled two bolts a the center figures, with no effect. His screen flared, but he held back, waiting
for the right moment.

He touched the control over his heart. A small window opened in the screen. He hurled three
light-scatter bombs and closed the opening. His screen flared on two sides as the bombsrolled on the
grass and exploded. Black smoke veiled the half-moon of soldiers.

Sowly, ghostly doubles of himself appeared, twenty twinswho would mirror his every move. Gorgias
marched through the smoke, waiting for his doublesto draw fire.

Lasers reached out to his doubles. Gorgias swept the field from left to right, hoping to find ascreen
down long enough to permit akill.

Therewas asharp flash at hisright. A soldier fell forward through the roiling smoke. Gorgias paused and
waited for the beamsto sweep across hisillusory line.

The beams cut through the smoke from right to left. His screen flared and they passed. He fired again
and waited.



The smoke thinned. At hisleft and right, hisforce of illusory figureswas fading. One was only afloating
torso now; another lacked ahead, and still another had no arms. “ You did no better with them,” his
father sad within him, “than with a real force.” Gorgias shrugged. He had masked his position, had
taken two lives and wasted Federation power. The fight was not over yet, he told himself as he moved
forward.

His screen flared without pause. The last smoke cleared. All the remaining beams were concentrating on
him. His screen began to glow, increasing its strength as he stood his ground.

He was close enough now to see faces. At the very worst, he reminded himself, he would retreat to the
ship. Therewas nothing they could do. Even their shipboard |asers were not powerful enough to
penetrate his armor, which could draw as much energy asit needed to withstand an ever-increasing
concentration of force.

Suddenly the enemy lasersdied. Thefigure in the center was holding up hishand, signading for a
cease-fire.

Kurbi. Gorgiasfdt asudden anxiety. The enemy stood still, waiting, their long shadows reaching toward
him across the floodlit ground.

Thetal Earthman’s shadow lengthened and touched Gorgias sfeet. Kurbi was pointing at the house.

Gorgiaslooked back.

The canopy hid the hill again.

Fear cut his guts as the implications stabbed into his mind. He was separated from his ship, trapped
ingde the screen. The air would go bad within the field unless he blinked it to let somein. They would be
waliting, weapons ready. He saw himsdlf unconscious within the bubble; there would be no timeto teer it
gpart. Hewould die, triggering the destruct cyclein the ship.

He raised hiswegpon and fired from left to right acrosstheline.

What were they waiting for? Why didn’t they open fire?

He swept theline again, but they did not take advantage of his vulnerable moments.

He heard arush of air. His screen was gone. The Earthmen’ s shadows were spears, readying to transfix
him.

Hiswill froze; amassve weaknessinvaded hislimbs. They had increased the Strength of the Sege
canopy to cut him off from his shipboard power.

He pointed his wegpon and fired; it sputtered and died. The ship, he knew, was trying to get power
through to him. He stood perfectly till, listening to the night breeze. Therewasasmell of burnt fleshin
theair. If the Earthmen hesitated too long, his power might come back on.

The soldierstook afew steps toward him and stopped. He aimed his beamer and it fired, but his screen
did not come back on.

Hefired again at the advancing line. The weapon died. Slowly, he retreated, hoping that his power



would return. He glanced back at the hill; in afew moments his back would be pressed against the
barrier.

He stopped and aimed at Kurbi. The beam cameto life and licked feebly at the Earthman’s screen.
Gorgias struggled to hold the wegpon steady in his shaking hands.

The beam weakened and went out.

He opened his mouth to shout an obscenity, but histhroat was too dry to make asound. Hislegswere
stone; his body shuddered.

“Kurbi!” herasped and fired again. The beam died. His hands were fragile glass. He dropped the
weapon.

Kurbi was walking toward him done.

Gorgias cried out and ran forward, reaching for the last light-scatter bomb around hiswaist. Hisfingers
closed around it. He raised his arm for the throw.

Fire reached into his eyes, and the sun exploded in his head.

XV. The Closed Circle

“... man conggs of amultitude of souls, of numeroussalves... | wasliving abit of mysdf only ...”

— Hermann Hesse

THE CRESCENT OF SOLDIERS closed into acircle around the fallen Herculean, their shadows
forming the spokes of ablack whedl .1t sall over, Rafael Kurbi thought as he knelt beside the charred
body, I’ Il befreeto live other lives. A senseof relief struggled to assert itself within him, but he held it
back. Hewas only dimly aware of Poincaré standing at his|eft.

Kurbi reached out and touched the blackened corpse. It was till warm. At any moment, it seemed, the
burnt flesh would blow away and the Herculean would stand up, shrugging off the ashesaseasly ashe
had evaded his pursuersin the past. Death would be only aminor inconvenience.

“He sdead,” Poincaré said, “theré snouse ...”

“Shut up!” Kurbi looked around at the soldiers, wondering which one had fired the find, agonizing burdt.
The hdmets made it impossibleto tell the men gpart. They weredl guilty, he thought, including himsdif.

“His ship has not destructed,” Poincaré said. “ The explosion he promised would have ripped the canopy

Kurbi stood up. “We might have gone with it, maybe the whole planet. The fool who fired the last shot
risked everything.”

“Y ou bdieved the threat?’

“We had no choice.” Kurbi looked at the covered hill. The inverted bowl loomed above them, looking
likethe bald summit of aburied mountain.



“Lift the canopy,” Kurbi said.

“Hewas obvioudy lying,” Julian added. “He sdead and we re il here.”
“Hold that order,” Kurbi said suddenly. “Do not lift the canopy.”
“Standing by,” adistant voice said in hisear.

“What' swrong?’ Julian asked.

“If theré salink between Gorgias and the ship, then maybe we screened out the destruct impulse when
we cut him off from his power. Welift the canopy and the whole planet goes up.”

“But there' s nothing left on the body that works, Raf.”

“There might be adelay in the ship sensing his death. There might be an implanted device insde the body
for that. Or it might work through asmplefailure of the Herculean to report in.”

“I think you' re giving him too much credit for cleverness. He wasn't thinking too well when we trapped
him out here”

“Y ou're probably right,” Kurbi said. “Imagine yoursdf losing such alarge force” He thought of what life
would belike for the survivors.

“Do welift the canopy or not?’
“What do you think?’
“You'redill in charge, but | say go ahead.”

The whole planet will go, Kurbi thought.Gorgias will win after all. He was startled by the redlization
that he was dmaost hoping for it to happen.

“Wecan't just leave thingslike this” Poincaré said.

Why not? Leave and never come back. “Just to be safe,” Kurbi said, “we' Il stland off the planet and lift
thefield from adistance. We have no choice. Too many lives.”

“I'll send acrew to stow the body,” Julian said. “We'll take it with us.”

“WEe reout far enough,” Poincaré said. “ Shut off the canopy now.” Kurbi sat back next to him and
waited, watching the screen.

“Nothing,” Poincaré said after amoment.
“Leavethe other ships,” Kurbi said. “We Il go down inthisone.”
“Y ou wereright to be cautious. We could take ashuttle thistime.”

“We may need the medicd facilities. How are the prisoners?’



The nightside rushed up at the screen as the ship plunged into the planet’ s atmosphere.
“Doing well — Crususisin good shape.”

Kurbi watched the planet.

“Can | say something to you, Raf?’

Kurbi turned and looked at Julian. “What isit?’

“Can | becandid?’

“Sure, go ahead....”

“You don't makeit easy for afriend.”

Are we friends? Kurbi asked himsdf, searching for an honest feding about Julian.
“What isit?’

“It' sanumber of things, Raf, dl mixed ingdeyou.”

“Go ahead.”

“Why do you think you went hunting the Herculeen?’

“Why ask me?Y ou're going to tell me your answer.”

“I think Grazid s death precipitated it. Then you saw al that dying on New Mars. Some part of you

made catching Gorgiasthe same assaving lives....”

“That’ sto say nothing, Julian. Gorgiaskilled alot of people and had to be stopped.”

“Let mefinish, I'm not that obvious. Gorgias became astand-in for Grazia. Y ou blame yoursdlf for not
saving her. Y ou took it on yoursdlf to help revive adead civilization — but neither you nor Gorgias could

have donethat by yourselves....”

“If he could have worked with me ...” Kurbi said.

“All your best motives got mixed in with your persond tragedy. Gorgias becamealost sontoyou....”

“The problem had its own merits dso. Besides, you pressured me into the search.”
“That’strue.”

“It would have been better to have saved him, regardless.”

“Possbly.”

“Therewill be other thingsfor me now.”



“I’'m glad to hear you say that.”

The ship touched down on the darkened battlefield. The lights of the house looked amost friendly.

“I'll take afew men and investigate,” Poincaré said.

Kurbi was pacing back and forth when the screen came on.

“Theshipisdill here)” Poincaré said from the house. “ So isthe woman Myraa.”

Kurbi nodded. Julian was ditting in the main room, alone.

“One gtrange thing, though.”

“What?' Kurbi asked.

“It’ s probably nothing. Our cyberneticist is questioning the artificid intelligence in the Whisper Ship, to
seeif thereisany hidden delay inits destruct sequence. The destruct has not been tripped. The shipis
behaving asif Gorgiaswere dill dive”

“So their technology was not infalible.”

“That or it was not Gorgiaswho died.”

It's not over. Thewords repeated in Kurbi’ s head. He felt a sudden surge of hope— and with it came
the realization that Julian’ s view of him was correct, or as nearly correct aswords could be made to
expressredity.

“... Theship doen't give any Sgn of mafunctioning,” Poincaré was saying. “It' sasif it' swaiting ...”

“Theshipisvery old,” Kurbi said softly.

“S0, you think he's dead?’

“Yes— but send out search parties. He would have to be on foot....”

“What about the ship?’

“We'll sow it in our hold and take it with us,” Kurbi said.

“What about the woman?”’

“Leave her. She obvioudy had no part in any of this. We d violate our agreement with the Herculeans on
thisworld by taking prisoners. Has she told you anything?’

“They’ll cheer usback home,” Poincaré said.
“But | know I'vefailed.”

“I'll et you know if welearn anything more. We |l |eave the screen open.”



Kurbi turned away and went to the door. It did open and awatch officer camein to take his place.
Kurbi walked into the open elevator and rode it down to the locks.

He came out into achilly morning. A warming sun crept up from behind the mountains. Long glowing
clouds streaked the sky. He wondered about the Herculean army. Maybe Myraa s people had
collaborated with Gorgias to bring the force here? But from where? Myraa seemed to be at the center of
something.

He took a deep breath and went back inside.

Poincaré cameinto the control room with atripod on his shoulder. He opened it and set it down on the
floor.

“What isit?” Kurbi asked as he stood up.
“Thetroops were stored in this cylinder casing, in the crystaline structure of the materid insde.”
Kurbi took the casing and examined it.

“We knew they were working on various things toward the end of thewar,” Poincaré said, “ — but
thig”

“Soitwasdl Gorgias sdoing,” Kurbi said.

“WEe ve examined the entire assembly,” Julian said. “What' sredlly interesting about it isthat with adight
modification it might have thrown up the same army again and again, using the patternsto creste an
indefinite number of doubles, aslong asthere was energy to feed in. Gorgias did not know thisat all.”
“What e did Myraatdl you?’

“Crusus hel ped usfigure out the tripod. He knows afew things about it. He' s a sad person, Réf, filled
with doubts now.”

“What else?’

“Thereisabase. We think the ship can take usto it. Myraa aso showed me what she saysis ateleport
link with the Lesser Magellanic Cloud, but it’s dead now, she says.”

“Will the ship listen to our commands?’

“Intime, shesays, it might.”

Kurbi found himself only haf-listening as Poincaré finished hisreport. Despite Julian’ s explanation of his
preoccupation with Gorgias, the future sesemed empty without the hope of getting through to the

Herculean.

“... and then, Raf, her face became strange and drawn, and she looked old, asif she were staring into
another universe. Ref 7’

Kurbi rubbed hiseyes. “That' sit?’



“No — you need deep.”
“Finish what you were saying,” Kurbi said.

“Shewouldn’t say another word to me. Well — it’snot atotal loss. We have the ship. We may have the
baseintime. Think of what we may find there— think of the archivesit might contain!”

Kurbi was silent. Even if Julian wasright about histangled motives, it would still be along time before he
could weave another web haf as meaningful. There was nothing left but empty possibility, unconnected to
him in any persona way. He was going to become someone e se, for whom none of thiswould have any
interest.

“You can't go onlikethis” Julian said.

“Hurry thingsaong,” Kurbi said. “I'm weary of thisplace.”

Poincaré sighed.

Kurbi looked at the tripod. He stepped closer and inserted the cylinder carefully. With these things, he
thought, Gorgias caled up the past to help him, but the past came forward with dl its defects. The
patterns of men long dead were rebuilt into flesh and blood, then burned into ashes. When he had first
cometo hunt Gorgias, the Herculean’ s life was dready amere echo, alife which had started somewhere
with groping motions, had reached several stages of twisted development and had settled into awayward
spira, winding from aruined past into an empty future. He thought of the Federation’s snaking corridor
of worlds— turning, twisting asit grew, until it had reached the Hercules Clugter, there to light the spark

that gave birth to Gorgias s people. The Herculean terrorist had been the puppet of agreater will,
growing more desperate with each failure.

Julian was spesking, but Kurbi could not listen. A cold pain grew in his sscomach. He was marching with
Gorgias across a barren waste, toward a dawn that could never come. He hated himself.

I might have saved him, hetold himself, and each word was a star being born in aterrifying darkness.
XVI. Gaaxy of Minds

“Each consciousness seeksto be itsalf and to be dl other consciousnesses without ceasing to be itsdlf: it
seeksto be God.”

— Migud de Unamuno

“The ego persgs only by becoming ever moreitsdf, in the measure in which it makes everything ese
itsdlf ... by dowly eaborating from age to age the essence and the totality of a universe deposited
within ...

“The only universe cgpable of containing ... the personisanirreversbly ‘persondizing’ universe...

“ ... however large the radius traced within time and space, does the circle ever embrace anything but
the perishable?

“To stisfy the ultimate requirements of our action, Omega must be independent of the collapse of the



forces with which evolution iswoven.

“Thus something in the cosmos escapes from entropy, and does so more and more, It escapes by
turning back to Omega....”

— Pierre Talhard de Chardin, The Phenomenon of Man

“Under thoselow largelids of hers

She hath the histories of dl time;

The old seasons with their heavy chime

That leavesitsrhymein theworld sears”

— Swinburne, Cleopatra

GORGIAS STRUGGLED to open hiseyes.

“You must try to understand.” Myraa svoice was al around him, soft and caressing.
“Where areyou?’

“Here, near you. You're safe. They cannot hurt you now. You’ll know everything soon.”
Hetried to move hisarms.

Itfet ... asif hedid not have any.

He remembered the blinding flash. His screen had been down and he had been hit. Nothing could
survive adirect hit from that kind of weapon; but hewas dive.

The ship. Myraaand he were safe in the ship, fleeing back to the base. Maybe the ship was ill on the
planet, waiting for the moment when the canopy would lift. The pain would come when the drugswore
off. Heimagined that hewaslying in agel bath, waiting for the protective massto hedl hisburns.

No, Myraa said. She seemed to speak from inside him.

Myraawas blocking the pain in hismind.

“Myraal What has happened?’ Suddenly he redlized that he was not speaking; there was no fedling of
movement in hisjaw. “Y ou promised never to enter my mind!”

“Thereis no other way now.”
“What do you mean? Tell me!”
Hetried to look around in the darkness, but his eye sockets were empty. Shadows rushed into them.

Suddenly he could see....



Hewasin the bedroom, in what seemed to be the house. Hefdlt himself get up againgt hiswill and walk
to the window. Then he saw that it was not the same house. Below him was the white beach. Foamy
waves drifted in from the warm green ocean; long-legged birds chased each other across the wet sand.

Something black pushed into the corner of his eye. His head jerked to the left, and there on thefloor, in
the bright afternoon light, lay a charred, unrecognizable body. He walked over and reached down to
touch it, but his hand passed through to the cold floor.

“1 show you an image,” she said fromwithin. “ They took the corpse with them.”

“Myraa, what are you saying?’

Helooked at hisright hand.

It was Myraa's.

“1 could not let you die like your father.” Her voice was agonizingly near. Her fingers were touching
his heart, holding it, brushing it with words and warm breeth. “ 1 could not let you dissolve ...”

He thought of the ship.
“They took the ship, which could not destroy itself while your mind was still whole.”

He looked around the room through her eyes. The ghost of his body had disappeared. The space
seemed very bright. Helooked upward through the skylight at the blue sky. Everything wasvivid and
clear, asif hewere seaing it for thefirgt time.

I’m dead, hethought,and she carries me inside.

Hetried to scream, to force the sound out of her throat, but it was only athought. Her will was not his
own.

“Y ou let them take my body, to be exhibited as atrophy!”

He dipped into darkness. Myraa s thoughts were everywhere, ministering to hisfears, whispering like
flies “I could not stop them, and it was not important.”

“Traitor!” He was suddenly sickened by the idea of being imprisoned in another’ s body. He thought of
hisown arms, legs and belly, the center of hisown will coiled in hisloins. What wasleft of him?

“The old dreams are dead,” shesaid. “1 know how they died on that world in the Magellanic
Cloud. For along time after the plague hit them, | heard their voices crying out of that dark
place, out of that terrible cold, as they fought with each other. They tore at their vessels and at
themselves until they died. Only a few had the strength to reach out. | saved them, but they are
still not whole.”

“lam no longer whole!” He hurled the words, wishing that he could die. He wanted to bloody her from
within, tear out the words that she was depositing within him. If only he could wrap himsdlf inhisown
flesh again. Her soothing wounded him, and he hated her for it. How would he be able to endure an
eternity of her domination? He would never be ableto love her now, or have sons.



How could hekill her? He was only athought within her, amemory. What if she choseto forget him?
The chaoswould take what was |eft of him, and he would die a second time. Could sheforget him for a
time, then summon him back? He would drift at the edges of her avareness, amystery to himsdlf, aspark
struggling to grow brighter.

Somehow shewasin hisarms. He held her firmly as shethrust up a him.

“Liar!” he shouted.

“You lived a lie. | am still with you.”

“I don’'t want you— | don’t need you! Release mel”

“ There is much more than this.”

“No!”

The darkness pressed in around him, an infinite solidity that would hold him immoaobile forever.
“When you accept us,” shesaid, “you will have everything.”

Ages passed and she did not spesk to him. The black, sunless solidity was a constant humiliation; a any
moment it would closein and crush himinto nothing.

Thefact of hisbody’s destruction tormented him.

Hefdt anger and sadness, but the fedlings seemed strange, echoes of their former intensity; hiscries
would not cry out, hisrage would not swell, and apart of him held his hatred in contempt. The
substructures of his body, he redlized, were not there to underscore histhoughts; hisfedlingswere
beginning to fade. Perhaps he could shake off thisinversion of redlity, will hiseyesto openin hiscorpse,
wherever it might be, recreate hisbody in asudden act....

A glow enveloped hisawareness ... dmost asif he had limbs again. The warmth increased and he felt
his charred skin, and he knew that his nerves were signaing horror to hisbrain. Hefelt his body dying,
gtared through the blindness of his eyes, fdlt itsinsdes beginning to decay. A distant sorrow called to him,
but he could not make it hisown. Hisbody died; he could no longer fed its extremities. His sdlf
contracted to apoint drifting in limbo. Anyone could pass through him now and read hismost private
thoughtslike aroadsign.

Alien mindswatched him with acold curiosity. How could Myraa have joined with these? They had
been there, he redlized, when he had made love to her; gtill, hefdt grateful for the attention they gave him
in the darkness.

They were ancient, older than the Empire, older than the Earth; they had survived in thisway, and would
continue until al the suns of space died and the universe collgpsed to sart the entropic decline al over
again. These mindswere part of agreater community, one that would not diein thefina singularity; it
would burst from the continuum like some great moth, newborn into the skies of some greater realm; and
asit had survived from mind to mind in the universe he knew, so this being would continue to pass from
rellmto ream, an eterna voyager on an upward path from the infinitesmd to theinfinite....

Theintruding vison held him, and he wondered at it. What was there to find in the upper redities?



“Who rulesthismind?’ he found the strength to ask. Where was Myraa? She was till someone he
trusted. He would not be played with by strangers for unknown ends. Maybe Myraawas aso a prisoner
here, wandering in search of him, waiting for him in the darkness.

“Who rules here?’ He shouted into the void, giving thewords al the force that he could imagine, but
again there was no answer.

The darkness became afluid mass, carrying him aong; he fet itsindeterminacy at his own center. Painful
sensations stabbed into him out of this chaos, emotions unattached to any specific memory.

The face of ayoung boy appeared. It was his brother’ sface. Gorgias found himself standing by the sea,
and the boy had just come out of the emerad-green water. His body glistened with clear droplets. The
ar wasfresh with spray.

“Hello, Gorgias,” the boy said and hugged him around the middle with dippery arms. “Y ou look so
tired,” he said looking up a him. “Tell mewhere you've been. You'll stlay now, won't you? Come and Sit
withme”

The boy smiled and led him away from the water. Gorgias sat down next to him on the white sand. How
real he seems, he thought as he looked into his brother’ s radiant face.lhad almost forgotten what he
looked like.

Then only the boy’ sface waseft in the darkness, smiling at him asif their conversation had aready
taken place. “Y ou'll be happy with us, Gorgias. Thereis such along journey ahead of usand we'll need
you. Y ou should have come sooner. I'm sorry that Father can't be here....”

“Soaml,” Gorgiassad. “1 killed him.”
“Orionawill seeyou later.”

The darkness returned, and again he felt the watchful presence of dien entities. Hisinterest quickened,
growing into acuriosity equal to hisfear. What wasit that had so changed Myraa and his brother?

Gorgias remembered the second time his father had brought him to Myraa’ s World. She had runto him
across the grass and they had made love under the warm orange sun. Later, hisfather had spoken to
them in the house on the hill. He had told them that they were fated for each other, and that the Empire’'s
rebirth would take place only if they, and otherslike them, willed it. Before Herkon' s degth, Myraa had
been aplayful girl, dways complaining about hisfather’ s seriousness. What was she now, he wondered?
How had it happened?

He heard laughter in the dark and turned to see her coming toward him across the grassy field, her
naked body bright in the sunlight. The field was dotted with thousands of yellow flowers; the cool breeze
was full of fragrance. She came up to him and put her arms around hiswais. “In my world,” she
whispered into hisear, “nothing isever lost.” Her warm breath sent a chill down hisback. “Y ou still wear
your father’ s serious face. Don’'t you love me any more?’ He put hisarms out to hold her, but she
laughed and disappeared, leaving him to embrace the void.

Another age passed before she spoke to him again. He found himself looking through blinking eyelids a
Myrad sreflection in the dark window — hisreflection. The room was quiet. He missed the sound of the
seawashing the shore, thefed of night wind on skin which had known the sun dl day, the freshness of



ran.

“Hello, Gorgias,” his-her reflection said to him from the window. The house seemed poised at the edge
of adark abyss.

“How long hasit been?’ he asked, wondering at her cruelty.

“A year snce Kurbi left.” She sat unmoving in the glass. “Hewas hurt badly by what happened here.”
“No others have risen to oppose the Federation?’

“Youwerethelast.”

Her skin was milky in the black window, her breasts pointed; her long hair wasinvisible, blending with
the night. She was sitting on the bed, her hands folded in her lap.

“How can you expect me to accept this?’” he asked.

“Y ou live— there was no other way. Now you must come to understand that you came from alesser
way of life”

“Lesser?’

“Can achild understand what it will become?’
“I am not achild.”

“You are not ready to know.”

“Tel menow!” he cried within her.

“Think of dl theliving thingsthat die and thereis nothing for them — little thingswith small intelligences
that struggle and scream in al the corners of dl the forestsin the galaxy, and die so that those who come
after them may do the same. Think of those living things who only dimly understand what is happening. In
them intelligence flickers and fails to grow, and dies asthey are dragged into death. All the good that they
will ever know must be expressed in dreary effort, againgt the backdrop of fina defeat. Think of al life,
billions of sparksthat fly up from afire. The sourceis as generous with them asit isuncaring.”

“But what hasthisto do with me?’ he asked.

“Thiscircle of anxious striving and repetition can be broken. Y ou can put aside theisolation and disorder
that you have known.”

Hefdt asudden, luxurious repose. “Y ou will acquire the power to look outward and through dl things,”
shesad, “to fdl through the bottom of mysteries, to swim in avastness of warmth and knowing. | can
help bresk the bonds that hold you.”

He waslying on white sand; a peaceful, warm sun shone down on him and he stretched wearily. He sat
up and looked toward the ocean. Myraa, her long brown hair wet on her back, splashed in the water. A
young boy splashed back at her. Gorgiaslay back and let the warmth of the sand creep into him. This
was hisuniverse, hisworld; he held it deeply within himsdlf, atamed chaos which expressed its order



only tohim.

Hewasachild again, sanding on ahill overlooking aclearing. Thetal grasswas brilliant in the yellow
light of |ate afternoon. The forest shadows were growing darker, sharper. The crysta clarity of the
landscape made him fed that he knew the complexity of every blade of grass, every scrap of bark, every
stone and clump of dirt; every insect wasaworld initsaf, yet related to every other world. Everything
was passing into everything ese. Theinfinity of layers of organization seemed to glow around him,
catching fire from within, yet nothing was ever consumed. The transparency of redlity invited knowing.
The universe trembled on the verge of reveding itsdlf to him....

He hdd the moment.

Something took him upward suddenly, with the power of an infinite force. He was thrust into agreeat
lighted space, as vast asthe starry void he had known. He whirled, trying to find the dark world he had
left behind, anything to give him asense of digtance....

There was no sense of space or time, and he knew that he might exist and perceive in anew way. He
thought of hiswanderings, his hatred of his enemies. The memories threatened to drag him back.

Hefdt a sense of expectation.
“You are not ready,” Myraasaid. Her words meant nothing.

He gazed into himsalf and saw the darkness between the suns; he drew the stars together into adense
superdtar, rekindling his hatred and sense of |oss.

Myraatried to calm him, stroking him with her thoughts. “ The expanson of humanity from Earth,” she
sad, “led to disspation, asintelligence sought to inhabit world after world, spreading itsdf thinly,
becoming astranger to itsalf. Only by turning inward can aspecies and an individual concentrate power,
through the growing complexity of involution.”

“What kind of power?’

“To continue, to bein different ways— we do not know everything,” she said.

Hefdt suspicious, fearing her power over him. What would she do if he refused her way? He was
lodged insde her. She could show him anything, and present it as some kind of redlity; he would not be
abletotd| the difference.

“I don't want your delusons,” he said.

Agan she showed him the sunin aclear ky, trees and grass, the endless summer that she carried within
hersdlf. Hefdt her promise of renewd, drawing him into awhole underside universe of illusions, of
mindscapes created by wishes. Or wasit more?

“Seewhat | see,” shesaid.

He heard thelife of the universe, fdt itswill uncoiling, reaching, grasping, squeezing, exploding. Voices
cried inachorus of chance. Countlessliving things struggled toward afulfillment which no individua

would ever know. Form after form lifted itself out of the unconscious substratum of time, demanding
immortality. A myriad of sunsburst into brightness and died. Empires struggled and expired, throwing off



sporesto start anew. Outworlds flowered, becoming flesh as populations increased....
Myraadrew him further into hersaif.

“Illusong!” he shouted, powerlessto prevent hissinking. He felt the presence of othersin her folds. His
doubts were silenced as the great mass of minds pressed in around him. Myraaheld them dl, it seemed,
and they hdld other minds— aninfinity of interlocking mentditieswithin minds, within Myraa....

There were Herculeans, his brother and mother, and grandmother; ancient minds dating from the
beginning of time, dienswho had survived from the collapse of countless previous universes, entitieswho
sang strange, joyous songs... .

Myraa s thoughts were radiant within his own; she seemed to be herself again, more desirable than ever.

“Wearethe universe” she said. “Theinterlocking matrix of mindsis coextensve with dl of nature, which
isour outward face, in every stone, in every blade of grass and grain of sand. We accumulate those who
return to us through death. Soul-minds are returned to our matrix, into the monadic inner structure of
visbleredity. The materid cosmosisthe outward manifestation of an infinitely complex inwardness, a
sentient, divine machine compaosed of minds within minds extending below the infinitesma and beyond
the macroscopic. All physical universes are emanations from these minds, which are a'so one mind,
dreaming al that is beautiful and good, evil and grotesque in the eyes of lesser beings. Its creations push
up like rocks from the ocean to form the world of objects. Our radiant energy is permanent, the inward
power of dl nature, supporting the tangentia energy of entropy, which istrangent, useful only for the
outward workings of afluid redlity. That redity isanursery, aplacefor thetesting of new minds.”

“I must doubt,” Gorgias said hafheartedly. “I am your prisoner. Y ou can make me see and fedl

anything”
“We can see anywhere,” shesad.

Inasmdl lighted space he saw Kurbi, and heard histhoughts acrossthe light-years ... fedings of
despair ... judgments of failure ... reproaches. Wasthis the man who had hunted him?

“Hishunger may bring him back here,” Myraasaid.

A new suspicion formed in Gorgias s mind. Myraadid not fully understand this new realm. Her grouping
might be only aloca configuration.

Suddenly he was moving. Something was drawing him away from Myraa, dong what seemed a straight
line. The Myraan complex of mentalities became the hub of awhed and he was rushing away from it
along one of the spokes.

He peered ahead. The spoke seemed to be leading toward a greater center. He sensed the presence of
other lines a hisleft and right, multiple continua converging toward some power ahead.

He dowed, humiliated by the sense of immense energy. He stopped. Churning clouds hid the place
ahead. Spears of light escaped occasiondly. He felt adegp sound, arumbling bass; it passed through
him, making him afraid. He might be able to master the spoke that led out from Myraa slocus, but the
convergent mass, the center of centers ahead, would blind him, drive him insane.

He crept forward. Something was focusing him, opening his awareness beyond the confines that he had



known. Hefdt suddenly that he would forget himsdf as he drew closer, dissolve into something larger....

He began to struggle, denying the titanic will asit labored to possess him. Slowly, with greet effort, he
backed away from the vibrant force-center. As he retreated he felt a sense of kinship with the vast
center. It wasblind, but it gave consciousness dl itsimpetus.

Long ago, he thought, intelligent beings had believed that the world was not enough, later thet it was
enough. If the materia universewasdl of redity, with nothing beyond, then intelligence was astranger, a
complexity which had coalesced by chance, a shadowed face looking into a cold, dark mirror. Theloss
of lifewithin such aredlity was a onceirreversible and sensdless; but if what he had seen so far was not
anilluson, then intelligence could pass through amirrored interface, into avast seainsde the cosmos,
below the grasping life of gaaxies, into arealm of will and mind coextensive with the universe.

Gorgias turned and saw something smal hanging nearby, asif it were an ornament suspended in adark
room. He came up closeto it and saw it resolve into spird gaaxies composed of individual stars. The
whole cosmos was wrapped in ashimmering field of force, glowing from within, ethered and dive.

Hefdt it pulse with its cycle of birth and deeth; he fdlt it expand and collgpse because he was part of it.

| am everywhere, he thought. Myraa was not lying.

Hefdt hiswill expand with the force of an explosion, radiating outward into dl things, riding the spherica
wave that was the power of birth and al striving, passing into quantum spaces and deep abysses, into the
large and small. He looked out from abillion eyes, felt the weight of stones, leaves and trees; agdaxy lay
upon his shoulders, its center swallowing itself. His consciousness flickered through the space-time he
had known —

Skies,

Stormy, blue and red.

Starfields and a coiled snake.

Silence and a blood-red sun.

A vein of metd in rock,

Worn away by ahurrying stream,

Cracked by a pulling moon.

A winged thing faling

Toward its shadow.

An insect trapped in amber.

Rafadl Kurbi.

I might have killed him.



| should havekilled him.

Theremugt still beaway.
— the underside of redity wasfilled with mirrors opening out into every place and moment....

Gorgiasfel back into apeaceful darkness. The effort would destroy him now, but he would grow
stronger. He would be able to strike out again from this vast cave of the dead. Myraaand the others did
not care for the other side of the world; for them it was only a preparation, a chancy source of new
minds

“We are free of thewhed of will,” shesaid. “We are a peace, outsdeits blind tyranny.” She seemed far
away fromhim.,

“Y ou would be better off dead,” he said. “'Y ou do nothing with the power that is here. Thiswill isblind,
but we might be ableto direct it.”

“We are not wise enough.”

“Y ou would imprison me with your ways. What wisdom do you have? None at dl! What isthere here
for you?’

“Wewait.”

“For what?’

“For what iscoming.”

“What isthat?’

“We do not know, except that it iscoming.”

“Foold Circling ablind will likeinsects. Do you think it will speak?’
Shedid not answer.

Myraa sat on the bed and looked at her reflection in the night-mirror of the crystal window. She put her
hands up to her breasts and held them. Soon, she hoped, Gorgias would be ready to nurture new minds,
asthey fled from the evolutionary cauldron of cresation....

Gorgias saw two pools of blue. He recognized Myraa' s eyes, but he did not go up to them to look out
into the room. He knew that shefet his growing strength inside her. Sowly he stretched, summoning his
powers. Aninflux of energy twisted and turned insde him like asnake trying to swallow itsown tail, and
he knew that he waslearning to control awill that would never die.

“Myraal” he shouted as he stood up inside her and looked out through her creature’ seyesat her
reflection in the dark window. “Y ou won't be able to fight me for long.”

Her image smiled a him.

Theforce of her rebuff hurled him back from her eyes.



“Iwon't need you intime,” he cdledto her. “How can | love you now?’
Her answer seemed warm and welcoming. “1 have dwaysloved you, Gorgias. | am stronger than you.”

Her words passed into him; for amoment he began to fed that they were his own thoughts; but then he
fdt his strength returning as he drew himself together, coiling to strike at her sdf-control.

“I will go back,” he shouted.
“Never,” shesaid.

“Somethings are never finished!”
He began the struggle for her body.

Hiswill invaded her limbs, pushing into her muscles, making them hisown. Shefroze hisimpulsesand
tightened to expd him. The evil that returns, she thought.\We have defeated it before and will do so

again.

He swam through her blood and lurked in the shadows of her heart, listening to its dow, ageless beat
whilethe rest of him wound itsalf around her bones and waited for her to weaken.

... Her heart burst into a sun, hurling him out into the darkness....
Suddenly his strength was gone.

“I amdl my ancestors,” he whispered, tumbling, “... and al my descendants.... | anthe Empire....”
“Y ou will forget what you were,” Myraasaid.

Book Three

Mirror of Minds

|. ToBe Reborn

“That | could drink thy veinsaswine, and eat

Thy breastslike honey! that from face to feet

Thy body were abolished and consumed,

And in my flesh thy very flesh entombed!”

— Swinburne, Anactoria

“These two things, the spiritud and the materid, though we cal them by different names, intheir origin
are one and the same.”

— Lao-tzu



GORGIASDRIFTED.

Suddenly, the flow of amuddy universe pressed cold darknessinto his eyes. Pliant masses dipped into
al his openings— probes tapping hiswill, scattering his strength asthey collected histhoughts.

He gulped the damp blackness, longing for adry clearing in the infinite substance, awarm breeze to
convince him that he still had askin. He dreamed of afiery explosion that would bresk the vise of
Myraa s dungeon.

Fleeting images cut through hisvisud field. The mind-maze was everywhere around him, falling away into
pits and opening into passages, space twisted and folded in upon itself. Moments of pain and pleasure
wandered through him like hungry vermin, kegping hiswill in check.

He dreamed again of pushing himsdf into her limbs. Her eyes would be his eyes, her breath hisown,
joining him once more to the universe of his birth; but there seemed to be no way out of the prison within
her.

He ached to be pulled from the darkness, as once hisfather had drawn him through the knothole of his
mother’ swomb; but Myraawould never dlow him to be reborn.

He dreamed of light.

He stood on adark mirror. Shapes rose through the surface, asif they were sea creatures coming up for
air. Faces, curious about him as they drew near and whisked away.

The black surface softened and gave way. He did toward some central abyss. The softness closed
around him, wrapping himin forgetfulness....

He kicked, waited and kicked again....
He peered around, shivering in acathedrd of ice.
Pd e beams shot through clouded windows, illuminating a barren area on the floor far below him.

Hislife had been adream; he was only anightmare, thinking that it had been redl, that it had once had a
body, a purpose; theillusion of self and past, of lost power, would soon fade away with the hope of new

things

“Why was| giventhis?’ he asked, forming the thought, thrusting it outward.

It rushed away from him, echoing back from agreat distance. Then it became a grotesque, birdlike thing
which cried out and flew at hiseyes; in amoment it had passed into his mind and wastearing at his
inddes

Histhroat struggled to hurl sorms, but his thoughts were impotent, forming only silent words; his hatred
huddled, fearful of showing itsdlf, lest Myraa punish him.

“Myraal” he cried astalonstore at hisbrain.

Thedlencewaited within him.



“Answver mel”

Her thoughts watched him like beasts of prey, hungry but holding back. He was afraid that she would
dissolve what was|eft of him, let it dip into nothing.

“Seewhat you are,” apitiless thought whispered, passing through him. He was completely vulnerable.
Minds rushed through him like wind through trees, exposing secret fears and shames on the way, tearing
gpart hopes, mocking his personal boundaries.

“Let medie.” He pushed the thought outward.

Therewas no answer.

“Let mego! What can there befor me, likethis?’

Space trembled around him. The infrastructure of redlity was vibrant with minds. They nestled in folds
and byways, distending the darkness, forming galaxies of consciousness.

Sowly, he became aware of avast center, apulsing enigma from which al nourishment flowed. He
reached out, probing this heart of fire, sensing that even Myraa had no control over it.

He coiled hiswill and struck inward, spirding inward into dimensionless points, held steedy by his
hatred. No one moved to stop him.

But his determination faltered when, after an age, he was no closer to the center.
The muddy universe closed in again, flowing into him as he struggled to throw up defenses.

“Why?" he asked, coiling tighter within himsalf. There had to be away to regain control of Myraa's
nervous system.

The darkness pressed in harder around him. He cried out and pushed back, but the effort filled him with
pain and trembling. He coiled hiswill even moretightly. What he needed from the centrd fire was enough
strength to strike out from hisfortress self. Unfinished thingswore away at him, ingsting thet if he dared
enough, willed intensely enough, then he would be given the power he needed to prevail.

The darknessloosened its grip. Morning glowed around him, promising therise of amillion suns. The
gathered dead within Myraalooked forward to avague life beyond life, but he would do what no mind in

nature had ever attempted. He would rend worlds, darken suns, shatter the minds of those who had
taken everything from him.

“And what will it bring you?' adippery thought asked.
“That will only bethe beginning,” he answered.

“Forget!” Myraa commanded, scattering the growing army of hisresolve. He retrested, but she
breached hiswalls and moved toward his center.

He shuddered and tried to resi .



“Let go of what you were,” she said, encamped within him. She closed hersdlf around hisheart and
Squeezed.

“No!” He pictured her body and hurled knives at it.
She became visible. One shoulder was bloody.
“I don't care!” he shouted, realizing that he would gladly tear her to piecesif he could.

She thrust the memory of hisdeath into his mind. Pain surged through hislost body as the beam wesgpon
blinded him and burned hisflesh.

“I gathered you up,” she said.

“Only toimprison me”

“Tosaveyou.”

“For what?’ he asked. Her compassion was aweapon, ready to strike if he let down his guard.

Suddenly he knew, and her fear stabbed back in confirmation. She was using the darkness to prevent
him from learning how to act in thisream.

“l will bewhat | wasl” he cried.

But without the weakening sympathies and troubled fedings of his previous sdf; death had taken dl that
from him, leaving him anew strength to explore.

[1. Dark Mirror

“All, dl of apiece throughout:

Thy chase had abeast in view;

Thy wars brought nothing about;

Thy loversweredl untrue.

‘Tiswell an old ageisout,

And timeto begin anew.”

— Dryden

RAFAEL KURBI FELT UNEASY ashe grasped therailing of histerrace and gazed out over the
ocean; nothing was asit had been. He wished that the past would take him by the hand and lead him
back to better times. What better times? The past was inhabited by unhappy, far-off things and lost
battles. His sentiments mocked him. What would he be when he crossed the century mark? Wallowing in

nostalgia. The time was coming when he would have to sart erasing certain debilitating memories.

He had failed in the Herculean affair. The death of Gorgias had left him with haf-asked questions, vague



indghts and haunting suspicions. He could il picture the impressive lines of Herculean infantry moving
forward in the searchlights. The fact that Gorgias might have cycled the troop storage cylinder more than
once, to materialize as many identica divisions as he might have needed, still brought a queasinessto
Kurbi’s sscomach. Thefind battle had been more of aclose cal than anyone was willing to admit.

Fiveyears.

Y et it seemed that he had seen the charred bodies only afew days ago. It till seemed to him that he
might have prevented Gorgias s death. The soldier who burned him had fired without orders, on hisown

impulse

“Have you become agtatue?’ afamiliar voice asked.

Kurbi turned around. “What are you doing here?’

Julian Poincar€ simage shrugged. “Can't | come see you?’

Kurbi waked through him and sat down. Julian ignored the insult. “Okay, Raf, so perhaps we' re not the
friends we were, but we have important mattersto discuss. Will you lisen?’

“Do | have achoice?’

“I’'m hereto do you afavor.”

“Get to the point.”

“We want you to go to Myraa sWorld ... to look around and see what might be going on.”

Kurbi felt himsdlf tighten, asif he had just been pulled out of darknessinto aharsh light. “Whatever for?’
he asked, swdlowing hard.

“Certain studies suggest that their mentalistic skills may pose a danger to us. There may be awegpons
aspect.” Julian paused and stared at him. “Well, that’ swhat our various students say after examining the

cult’ sclams. Something may be going on. I'll be honest. The people | work with just don’t trust the
Herculean survivors”

Kurbi laughed. “Troubled consciences. Y ou're afraid that Gorgias will send his ghost to haunt you.”
“Not me. | was ordered to talk to you, to ask you if you fed anything.”

“Just my usua doubts and conscience.” There was moreto this than Julian wastelling, Kurbi suspected.
“Next you' |l tell methey’ re congdering rounding up the remaining Herculeans and killing them, or
destroying the planet.”

“That’ swhy | want you to go and check things. If there’ sany kind of danger, you' |l be trustworthy and
we'll be sure. Raf, | fought hard for thismuch.”

“Soit’strue. They want to berid of everything that' s left.”

“If you care, then go see. Otherwise you' |l be left out.”



“Andif | refuse?’

“Otherswill go, not so sympathetic.”

“What' sthe use?’
“Raf, they’ re very sure about this. If you' d participated in the investigations of the last five years, you

might fed differently.”

“Doyou beieveit?’
“If you' d been told some of the things | have, you'’ d think long and hard about destroying Myraa's

World whileyou still had achance”

“What did they tell you?’
Poincaré sat down on aninvisible chair. “They can ... reach across stellar distances and know what

you'rethinking. It's possible that they can move objects against us, on acosmic scale, project
irrationditiesinto our minds. It would take only afew such supermen to do decisve damage.”

“And what evidence have you seen for this?’

“None. But it'sal implied in the Omega cult’ s philosophy. Look, I'll grant that our fear of the
Herculeans runs deep. Maybe our guilt does also. But we' ve got to know. The stakes are too high to
dismissthiskind of thing, whatever the evidence.” He scratched abushy eyebrow. “Bédief systemsthat

promise surviva after death have always struck me as dangerous, sooner or later.”

“Don’t you see what you' re doing to me?’” Kurbi asked. “They’re planning genocide ... sorry, the
completion of genocide, just so they can have certainty and be able to deep nights. And you come here

to blackmail me with theillusory hopethat | can save the Herculeand”
“Say it anyway you like, Raf. | have to get you there while you can till do some good. It swhat | can
do, and I’'mdoingit.”

“Y ou're not redlly concerned about me.”

“I’'m concerned about you too. Let me say it another way. The Old Bones are afraid. They'velived a
long time. Earth is progperous and there salot to lose. They' re Sick of having this hanging over them.

Some of the oldest remember the war — they were old even then.”

Long life breeds cowards, Kurbi thought.
“They want to make sure,” Julian continued, “before the Herculeans grow strong and it’ stoo late.”

“A few thousand people?”’

“Something isgoing on, I’ m convinced of that.”
“But it' s probably nothing threatening. Just who are these researchers who are spreading thiskind of

Uperdtition?’



“Then go disproveit and put an end to ... to their demands for containing the danger. Thereisone bit of
evidence”

“Oh, what' sthat?’

“All the scattered Herculean survivors are now on Myraa s World. They’ ve been returning steadily.”

“Go away, Julian. Leave medone.”

“It might have settled things more,” Poincaré continued, “if we had been able to enter the Whisper Ship,
if it had led usto the Herculean base. But the fedling now isthat Myraalied about quite afew things.
Some believe that the ship can be activated at any time and taken from us.”

Kurbi shook hishead “ Y ou've dl goneinsane!”

Julian smiled. “Raf, we do havesomecause for our suspicions.”

“Produceit, then, don't just refer toit!”

“Weal fed uneasy, yoursdf included.”

“You'reright, but that isn’t evidence for what you' re talking about.”

Poincaré was silent. “ So, what have you been doing?’ he asked after awhile.

Kurbi shrugged and sat down in one of the chairs. “ Thinking, reading, living adaily routine. It' seasy to
forget time. | try to do it more often. Don't like the resdueit leaves”

“Forget, renew yoursdf.”

“I’'m not ready to let go of certain things yet. Too many bits and pieces of mysdlf seem essentid,
however panful.”

Julian stood up. “You're hopeless! So theuniverseisabit irrational. It does't surprise me, sinceit rests
on asubstratum of chaos. So we're not quite cortica intellects, but that’ s no reason to revert to thiskind
of ingtinctive, brooding way of yours. Y ou must enjoy it.”

“Who isbeing inginctive, with these paranoid suspicions?’ Kurbi asked. “ By the way, whereisthe
Whisper Ship now?’

“Centauri Docks, bolted down to the planet’ s bedrock.”

“S0, exactly what am | supposed to do on Myraa's World?’

“Just question her, spend some time, gather afew impressions, nothing more.”
“And no action of any kind will be taken until | return?’

“| can guarantee that.”

“Tell me, dulian, why should | be trusted? | was seen as being sympathetic to the Herculeans.”



“Sowerealot of people, but that doesn’t mean they didn’t see the Herculean cause as hopeessly
wrong. Y ou can be trusted because | will trust your report.”

“Oh, | see”

“Cut the undercurrent, Raf. I've worked with you. We ve known each other for many years. Y ou’ re not
asmpleton. Y ou' re aconcerned, meticulous observer, whatever your wilder impulses— and you need
to work, to plan for the second century of your life. We lose too many people around the century mark
through sdf-destructiveness. It seemslikey that you'll retain some continuity with your earlier sdf, and
that will makeyou vauable.”

“So | can take my place among the ruling Old Bones?’

Julian held up hishands. “I want this Herculean thing to be laid to rest once and for al, for your sake and
for Eath's”

“Oneway or another. Do you believe dl these speculations or not?’

“I honestly don’t know. On the evidence, no. But the feding isso pervasive ...”
“Soisthat of amob.”

Poincare clenched histeeth.

“I'll go,” Kurbi said. “What are the arrangements?’

“You'll command your own ship,” Poincaré said, rubbing his chin nervoudly.

Kurbi got up dowly. “I can’t help feding that you' re setting me up asastalking horse. Don't get angry,
we're talking about fedings.”

Julian’ sface becamerigid. “We don’t want to be wrong about this.”
“Of course not.”

“Why needle me? Go seefor yoursdlf. I'll trust your report.”
Hisimage disappeared.

Kurbi stepped over to therail again. Sunlight seemed to fill the ocean, asif it had been poured into the
shdlowsfor the benefit of human swimmers. Clouds were docked on the horizon, waiting for nightfall.

The memory of the Herculeanswas adark mirror, he thought. Every time an Earthman looksinto it, he
scareshimsalf witless.

[11. The Hidden Face
“Let thy chief terror be of thine own soul:

There, ‘mid the throng of hurrying desires



That trample 0’ er the dead to seize their spail,

Lurks vengeance, footless, irrestible

Asexhdations laden with dow degth ...”

— GeorgeEliot

“ At the core of the romantic agony liesthe monstrous recognition of life sirredeemable insufficiency.”
— Anonymous

MYRAA WASRIGID before the window. The ship from Earth was asiver bal on the grasdand below
thehill.

Gorgiaswrithed within her, stabbing into her arms and legs, burning in her belly, striving to replace her
will a every nerve center in her body.

“He sherel”

“Yes” shesad, driving to deny him sight.

Scalding blood coursed through her heart as shefailed. Gorgias came up inside her and looked out.

“I seehim!” hecried.

A tall figure walked acrossthe grass, following a black shadow toward the hill.

Gorgias gazed at the plain behind the cruiser, where hisarmy of Herculeans had died. The ship sat
where his own body had been burned beyond recognition. The Earthman walked the old battlefield as if
nothing had happened.

Thefigure paused at the bottom of the hill and looked back to the ship, then turned and started upward.
The ship’slock closed behind him like a Cyclopean eye.

Kurbi |eaned forward as he marched up the dope.
“Let himin!” Gorgias ordered.

Myraawould not move. Shetried to hide her fear, but he saw at once that she was afraid for Kurbi’s
life

The Earthman stopped hafway and looked out over the rolling grasdands, shielding his face from the hot
afternoon sun. Then he turned again toward the house and continued his climb.

“Why isheso dow?’ Gorgias said, struggling with Myraa. Findly, the figure came to the door and
Gorgias hurled Myraain front of the transparent panel. It did open and the Earthman entered. He was
unchanged from thetall, black-haired man Gorgias had first met here on Myraal s World. The same look
of pity ill livedin hiseyes.



Myraagazed up at him, unable to speak. Gorgias burgeoned within her, flowing with hatred for his
destroyer. Thiswas the man who had taken everything from him, leaving him asadimensonless point
within the mind of another.

“May | ask afew questions?’ Kurbi said, looking around at the empty chairsin front of the windows.
“Canwesdt down?’

Myraa nodded.

Kurbi sat down. Shetook afacing chair and locked her hands together in her lap.
“Areyouwel?" he asked.

“Yes” shesad softly, staring directly at him. “Why are you here?’

“I may be of some help.” Hewas quiet for amoment. “What I’ ve comefor — I'll be honest — | want
to dispd afew suspicions.”

“He knows,” Gorgias said within her. “ But how could he?”
“What do you mean?’ she asked.

“They’ re very nervous on Earth, especialy since they failed to open the Whisper Ship after it locked us
out, or locateits base.”

Myrad s lips moved, but no sound came out for amoment. “We're at peace,” she managed to say
findly. “What can these fears have to do with us here?’

“I fed the same way. Perhaps you could return to Earth with mefor atime. Asleader of the survivors
you could alay these suspicions.”

“He must know something!”

Myraaraised wals around Gorgias, but he crumbled them. “1 won't hurt him, but let me see.”
Kurbi’ sface had not changed. It was till set in that patronizing stare, that ook of pitying blindness.
“Tell himyou'll go.”

Sheressted.

“Tel him!”

“All that you would haveto do,” the Earthman said, “is go before agroup of people and repeat what
you have told me— that your people wish to beleft done. I'll bring you back mysdlf.”

Gorgias wanted to leap at histhroat, but he held back; there would be a better time.
Myraafet her hands clench and unclench.

“Tel him!”



“If you don't come,” Kurbi continued, “their suspicionswill beincreased and | will lose what influencel
have. Their policies could endanger this planet.” He paused. “1’m sorry to have to say thisto you. Please
agree to come back with me.” He looked down at hisfeet.

“Very wel,” Myraasaid of her own freewill.
Kurbi got to hisfeet. “Come down to the ship when you're ready.” He turned and walked to the door.

The darkness solidified around Gorgias, pushing inward to crush his awareness. Myraa had summoned
help, heredlized too late.

A cold morning light began to push the night away. He recognized the battlefield on Myraa s World.
Herculean soldiers came out of the gloom and stood around him. He saw bodies everywhere, black from
the burning.

The soldiers moved in. Their faces were burned inside their helmets, but there was no hatred in their
eyes, only reproach.

“We came acrosstime,” one said, “giving up the defense of our homesto hold ourselvesin readiness,
when the need would be greater, and you wasted us.”

“Better if you had destroyed the cylinder,” another added. “We would not have suffered.”

Gorgias stared back at them, realizing that he was free of caring. They belonged to Myraanow, and
should have nothing to complain about; they were dive, after dl. If it had not been for him, they would
have remained as bits of information insde acrysta forever.

They drew their wegpons.

Beamsflashed.

Gorgiasfet hisflesh burn and saw hisright arm fall away. He sensed pain distantly, but no blood flowed.
Hislegswere cut off at the knees. Pain flooded into hisbrain. He had expected it thistime, so it was
moreintense. Hefdl to the ground. They wereturning him againg himsdf, he redlized ashisleft am
melted away.

The soldiers stood over him. They knew that he could not be killed, but they raised long metd spikes
over hisbody.

One spike drove through his head, and he imagined its cold pass through the gray colloid of hisbrain.
Anather did through his heart and pinned him to the black ground; blood spilled into his chest from the
ruptured pump. Thethird shot through his guts, splintering his spine; and the last two spiked through the
cartilage of hisshoulders.

Myraa s World held him as he struggled to shatter the vivid impressions, but the soldiers held their
pikes as he strained to lift himsaif.

“Weare here,” they sad, “nothing can change that.”



The sky flashed and thunder growled. Rain muddied the ground. He turned his head and saw charred
bodies risng from the battlefield.

The stormswere quiet inside her as she waked down to the ship. The surface of the universe was
everything; sunny, grass-green, her planet wore no mask; the Earthship was a curious toy, waiting under
ablue sky. The breeze blew through her long hair. Shefelt warm in the Herculean jump suiit.

She came to the bottom of the hill and marched toward the ship. Kurbi looked out from the lock as she
cameinto the ship’s shadow and climbed the ramp.

“Your cabinisready,” he said as she stepped inside.

An abyss opened within her; shefell in and drifted over amuddy flatland. Puddles became mirrorsasa
white sun came out. Faces crowded to look out at her.

“Thisway,” Kurbi said, leading her down a curving passage.

She tensed and followed as the quiet crept back into her. Thefacesin the puddlesfell into shadow and
faded, and she knew that Gorgias was sill under control.

“Herewe are.” The Earthman turned and looked &t her. “Are you well?’
She nodded and stepped to the door. “Thank you,” she said as it opened and she went inside.
“WE I beleaving in afew minutes,” he said as the door closed behind her and the lights came on.

The curved wall of the cabin was adepth mura of the Earth-Moon system with itsring of habitats. A
smdll zero-g bed stood under the view. The bath wasasmall closet off to theright. A square locker

stood at the foot of the bed.
She wondered if Gorgias could see through her eyes without her knowingit.

“Comein, Generd Crusus,” Kurbi said.

The Herculean took afew stepsinto the center of the stateroom. “Do sit down,” Kurbi added, shifting in
hischair.

The stocky Herculean sat down and looked &t him with black eyes.

“I would like to ask your impressions, if any,” Kurbi began, “of the Situation on thisworld.”

Crusus shrugged. “What do you hopeto find out?’
“Why haven't you decided to settle here, after your release?’

Crusustook adeep breath. “I’ ve been asked dl thisbefore, but I'll tell you again. | have no religious
fedings. I’'m done with the Herculean past. There' snothing elseto say.”

“Isthat dl you can say?’
“What would you have me say? That my past threw me away? Thereis no past — only afew misguided



individuels”

“I understand. But | have to ask these things. Do you believe there is any chance of some kind of new
uprisng here?’

Crusus amost smiled. “By whom? Thereis no force to speak of, no wegpons.”

“What about troop cylinders?’

“1 understand there were very few of those, perhaps only one. | knew of no others when | was stored.”
“But you do understand that it would take only one to start materiaizing the same weapons and fighting
personnel over and over again? Y ou yourself would be called up again, and each time you would be

ignorant of what you know now.”

“I tell you it wasafluke. You have the only cylinder. If there are others, no living Herculean hasthe
meansto find them!”

Kurbi was sillent for afew moments. “| tend to agree. But, well ... thereisafeding on Earth.”

“1 know. To settle the matter once and for dl by destroying Myraa sWorld. Theideahasa
mind-settling elegance, doesn't it? We had it ourselves once, so | should know.”

“You seethepostionI’'min.”

He sghed. “Of course. Y ou haveto provethat it can’t ever happen, that we Herculeanswill never rise
again, and you can't prove that. No one can. Not to the satisfaction of the suspicious.” He laughed.
“Y ou'rewadting your time, Kurbi.”

“But | do care what happens.”

“Do you?How can you, when | don't?’

Kurbi waited again. “What about the other survivors?’

“They’ vetaken to Myrad s cult, even more so than the others. Just imagine yoursdlf taken out of Storage
and thrown into a daughter. And then to find out the war has been over for centuries! What do you
expect? Did you haveto kill nearly dl of them?’

“WEe ve spoken before, Generd, so you know that with me you have the most sympathetic listener
possible. Better that | should find out what' s going on than someone ese.”

Crususraised an eyebrow. “Blackmail?’

“I have no such intention.”

“Of course. Circumstances are blackmailing us both.”

Kurbi took a deep breath. “What would you do in my place?’

“But ther€’ s nothing to uncover.”



“It' san undercurrent. | fdt it on Earth, and | fed it here”
“lsn’'t that to be expected?’

“Then you fed it too? What do you make of it? Please— be as explicit as you wish. No onewill hold
your views againg you.”

Crusus smiled sadly and sat back. “1t means nothing, and there can be no support for any of my
suspicions, nothing at al. We re talking about bad fedings, which tend to persst.”

“I’d like to hear your suspicions, however unfounded.”

“It’ snothing specific, just something in the back of my mind ingsting that it’snot finished, al this, that it
can't be over. Not abit of evidence. Asl said, it'sjust the residue left by the war. Y ou fed the same
thing. Suspicion, vague fears. It will disappear intime. Fear of the future, too.”

“What do you mean?’

“That should be clear to you. If the numbers of Herculeansincreasg, it’ sinevitable that some of them will
continue to resent what happened to them in the past. It seems unbelievable even now. How doesa
group live down such adestructive conflict, especialy when people who lived through it persst? The
offending generations died in past wars of thiskind. The future could shrug off the past as something done
by others.”

“Bvil didn’t seem quite so bad when it could grow old and die.”

Crususwas silent for afew moments. “ Gorgias— what was he like, Kurbi?’

“He hated me. | stood for everything he hated. | fed that enmity even now. For awhile| believed that |
could reach an agreement with him. But the war had never ended for him. He believed with such force.
And when he had his successes, they wereterrifyingly effective. They haven't forgotten that on Earth.”

“I find that hard to credit, given the erratic leadership | witnessed.”

“Even great generdslosewars,” Kurbi said, stlanding up. “Well, thank you anyway, Generd. What will
you do after we reach Earth?’

Crususrose. “ Ship out to some obscure world and make asmpler life for mysdf, asfar away from the
past aspossible.”

“I wishyou luck.” Kurbi remembered his own wanderings among the frontier worlds of the Snake. “Will
you remove any of your memories?’

Crususlooked at him. “I don’'t think so ... | don’'t know. Thank you for the lift to Earth.”
It's not finished, Kurbi thought as Crusus turned to leave.
The Genera stopped and faced him again. “ Do you think I’ Il be detained on Earth for any reason?’

“I don’'t think o, but | can't promise. Myraawill reassure them. They’ Il be suspicious, but the maiter



may end with that. Y ou're freeto talk with her during thetrip.”

“Thank you. I’'m not sure | want to. I’ ve already heard what she hasto offer. Do you wish meto
question her?1 can’t find out anything that you couldn’t for yourself, assuming that thereis anything to
learn.”

“It'sup to you, Generd.”

Clearly, it was not over for Crusus, Kurbi thought as the Herculean left. It meant something to him to
keep hismemories, even if hewouldn’t admit it to himself.

IV. The Heart of Fire

“...Onevery Sde,

gpaces, the bat-wing of insanity!

Above, below me, only depths and shod,
theslence! Andthe Lord’ sright arm
traces his nightmare, truceless, multiform.
| cuddletheinsensble blank air,

and fear to degp asonefearsagreat hole.
My spirit, haunted by itsvertigo,
seestheinfinite a every window ..."

— Bauddaire, The Abyss

HE ROCKED THE DARKNESS back and forth, dowly trying to open aspace for himsdf within the
rigidity of Myra& swill; but his struggles crested only apainful vibration.

He reached inward, stabbing more deeply into the infinites mal, probing the quantum realm of softening
determinisms, collgpsing lengths and fluid energies.

Again the heart of fire seemed unimaginably distant, but he knew that he waskin to its burning
assertiveness— an individua pulse shaped by the categories of space-time. If the way out through
Myrad s body was closed, then he would voyage inward.

Hemoved in closer, diminishing before the unattainabl e force-center of the will.

“Can you answer me?’ he asked. “Do you know me?’

There was no answer, and he redlized that it was blind, unknowing, the source of al motive, but without
the power of decision.

Thefoold



They worshipped it, drew thelr life from its outpouring, its waste.

But he would learn to useitsinfinite strength. Its transcendent heart would become his own.

If Myraawould not let him out, he would penetrate al thet lay within and master it. Then hewould
shatter Myrad s control and reach out through her into the universe of decision, where everything was a

facade, the masked will striving to pers <, giving the world permanence.

He spirded toward the force-center, circling endlesdy, exerting dl hiswill to draw nearer. Hefdt its
repulsion; it pushed him back by minute degrees, dowly stedling hisforward gains.

Hethrew himsdf inward, reaching out with dl hislonging from the endless night. Heimagined that the

Whigper Ship was around him, carrying him toward the fire. He shrank into a point, concentrating his
strength into the tip of aspear, yearning to join his spark with the great conflagration at the heart of dl

things

Suddenly a pulse stabbed into him, filling hiswill to the core. He was hurled away, upward, growing
large swiftly, racing outward & the edge of an expanding universe.

Hefilled Myraaingtantly, giving her no chanceto resis.

Her eyes opened and he looked around the cabin.

“May | comein?’ Genera Crusus asked over the com.

“Comein,” Myraasaid.

The door did open and Crusus stepped inside.

Myraaleaped at him. She wrapped her legs around hiswaist and her hands locked around histhroat.
“Traitor!” Gorgias shouted, digging into the windpipe.

Crusus gulped air. Hisarms clawed at Myraa s back, but there was nothing to grab.

Gorgiasfdt the windpipe collapse. Crususfdl backward onto the floor. A gurgling sound came from his
throat. His eyes stared. The body twitched once, then lay till under Myraa.

Gorgias stared into the man’ sface as Myraal s trembling hands drew away.
“What have you done?’ her voice asked faintly.

“Hedeserved to die,” Gorgias said through the same mouth. He looked toward the bath. “He |l fit in the
disposa when I’'m through with him.”

“ Wa't _77
He pushed her away, drowning her objectionsin the whirl of histhoughts.

“—letmego...” Myraacried fantly.



Kurbi was here on the ship.
Hewould die next.
Myraagathered her forces.

He had sensed her distant actions while he was cutting up Crusus and feeding the piecesinto the round
waste opening. She lurked at the horizon of hismind, drawing the othersinto acircle around him.

He pushed the last pieces of the General’ s corpseinto the recycler and concentrated on repelling the
attack.

Bundles of energy crept over the horizon and combined to form aline of blinding white light. He spun his
attention, facing in dl directions at once. The circle contracted, touched him, then opened again ashe
pushed it away. The bright ribbon fled to the horizon and disappeared into the darkness.

Gorgias pulsed, ready to repe the next congtriction.

Spears of light shot in over the horizon, making him the hub of an incomplete whedl. He concentrated
and stopped the spokes halfway.

Sowly, thewhed turned around him, waiting for him to weaken, but he held the beams back. The wheel
burned, straining to completeitself; the spokes yearned to bury themsalvesin his heart. He opened his
will and threw them back into the blackness.

He looked around and saw Myrad s eyes from the insde; he came up to them and looked out into the
quiet of the cabin.

Kurbi paused before the door to Myraa s cabin.
“Rafadl Kurbi,” he said over the com. “May | comein?’
The door did open.

Hands reached for him as he stepped inside. They closed around histhroat, tightened and pulled him
down.

“Now it'syour turn,” Myraasaid with ahiss.

Kurbi grabbed her wrigts, but they were immovable. He managed to stay on hisfeet, gasping for breath
as stars began to explode in his skull.

“What — 7" he darted to say as he staggered back. He saw her eyes. There was ajoyous ook in them.
He moved forward and fell on top of her, pinning her to the floor, but she held histhroat high ashe
searched for avulnerable place to grab. Her legslocked around hiswaist; findly, his hands found her
face and he pressed histhumbsinto her eyes.

Myraa s pain danced through Gorgias as she threw him back from her eyes. He dipped out of her limbs
and floated in space.



The whed appeared again around him.
“No!” he shouted as the bright spokes transfixed him.
The completed whed pulsed, increasing strength to hold him prisoner at the hub.

Myraa sfingersloosened from Kurbi’ sthroat. He wheezed and rolled to one side of Myraa slimp form.
Breathing heavily, helooked up and saw her knedling near him, watching, ready to pounce when he

moved.
“Why?" he asked in arasping voice.
She touched his shoulder and shook her head; then she closed her eyes and breathed deeply.

“I cantell you now,” she said after amoment. She opened her eyes. “We |l be safefor atime.”

The beams burned.

There could be no rdlief, no unconsciousness. If he had till been flesh and blood, the pain would have
driven hisbody toits natura limits and released him. Here there was pain without physical damage,

endless agony without the abyss of morphia.

The beams seemed motionless, passing into him; yet there was no body he could see— no hand to hold
up to hiseyes, no feet to look down at, no throat or gut to feel. He was apoint in aspecia space, but the
pain was real, asuccession of aches, stabs and twists marching into his degpest places. Mountains of

flesh were burned raw, bones and teeth broken, lungs and membranes ripped; bladders of memory were

cut open and drained.

The whed turned dowly, and the spokes became sharp knives. How long could Myraa' s cohorts keep
thisup? There had to be lawvs and limitsin these regions aso, and away to turn them to his purpose.

Kurbi took a deep breath. How could he believe what Myraa had just told him?

“You'll haveto restrain me,” she added.

Her attack was explained by the situation she had just described, but how to check her story?
“He ll try tokill you again,” shesad.

“But if thisistrue, I'll haveto restrain you indefinitely.”

“Until he can be permanently weakened, at least. We did not foresee how much strength his hatred
would draw, or hiswill to explore and learn. He' s discovering things we' ve only suspected.”

Kurbi looked into her eyes. “Isdl thistrue? Can it be true?’

“What would | gain by lying?’ Her left hand shook.

“Youtried to kill me. Perhgpsthisisadeusion of somekind. Y ou may bevery ill.”

“Y ou must not doubt me.”



“Would it gop himif you werekilled?’

“I don't know. If | were taken by another, Gorgias would persist. Perhaps he no longer needs me. But
thereisno one nearby to take meif | die.”

“What about Crusus?’

“I took him quickly, before Gorgias could notice. Crususwill need time to recover from the shock. |
have hidden him.”

Kurbi gazed at her slently.

“You don't believeme” shesad.

“It'snot easy.”

Her eyeswere steady. “Lock meinthiscabin.”

Maybe Gorgias s death had affected Myraa more than she could admit, Kurbi thought as he stared at
the grayness of jumpspace on the screen. It was dl adelusion, he told himsalf, wondering how he would
explain the Generd’ s disgppearance on Earth. The Stuation was curious, whether Myraawastelling the

truth or not; much worseif she had told the truth; Earth’ s fearswould be confirmed. Myraal s World
would be destroyed.

Searching himsdlf, Kurbi redlized that at bottom he believed what she had told him becauseit dso
confirmed his own ignorant fears. A massive struggle was going on beneath appearances.

Thewhed flickered and winked out.

Free again, Gorgias searched for Myraa s eyes. They opened suddenly when he dipped into her limbs
and looked out into the cabin.

“Thedoor islocked,” she sad, floating in bed. “He knows everything.”

“It won't do him any good,” Gorgias said as he withdrew into the darkness.
V. TheLigtener

“... noon draws near

And fagtensin the gloom. What isit brings

Such sorrow to the air, — a power, acold

Asfrom blown flame? Isit from plague, from dtrife,

Blood crying from the ground? Nay, the young life

Of centuries has hurtled overhead,



And lingers, vanquished, and not growing old,
Y outh’ s stubborn, immature, unburied deaed.”
— “Miched Fidd’ (1908)

HE WOULD NOT REPORT what Myraa had told him, Kurbi decided as the ship dipped out of
jumpspace.

Earth lay ahead, an ancient jewel set inthering of habitats. The younger worlds sparkled, but they could
not compete with the awesome character of the planet. I1ts ocean of air concealed enigmas; its ocean of
water held al the mysteries of origins. Theland covered the rubble of countless civilizations, all
imperfectly understood or lost. The Earth was an unconscious underworld of histories; itsring of worlds
was more conscious, cortical, separate, but not completely free of the birthing place....

Wheat could he report? There was no physical evidence that Myraa had killed Crusus. It would be essier
to conclude that the General had never been on board. Her story about Gorgias would be heard with
suspicion, but many would conclude that it was the delusion of one who had loved the Herculean rebd; it
was not uncommon for peopleto believe that they could talk to their ost loved ones. Myraa s World,
home of nearly dl remaining Herculeans, might be logt if Earth’ sfears were fed needliesdy. Why add to
the problem with unverifiable reports?

The existence of Myraa s World camefirg, hetold himsdf as the ship made its approach to the orbital
docks.

“You'vetold measrange story,” he said to Myraain her cabin. “Why should anyone believe it?
Whether | believe it doesn't count. If the Commission accepts what you say, it will only stir them up and
put your world in danger.”

“But Crususisdead.”

“I'll say he never came on board. Answer only generd questions, as calmly as possible.”

“But there may be danger,” sheinssted.

“What kind of danger?’

Shelooked at him. “If he gains control of me—"

“What can we do? You'll be under guard.”

“A cdl, physical restraints, unconsciousness. Y ou may haveto kill me!”

“How can | accept what you' re saying? Evenif it’ strue, what can he do? He' |l use your body asyou
would. He can't make it walk through walls, or fly away. Y ou’ re not armed. Don't you see? What you
say may decide whether your world will continueto exist. Nothing is asimportant asthat.”

The large ova chamber was harshly lit by daylight, but Myraa did not squint, Kurbi noticed as she

entered and approached the half-moon table. Poincaré, the youngest of the six-member War
Digpositions Commission, sat at the left end of thetable,



“What have you to say to us?’ Eliade Aren asked.

The Prime Commissioner was athin, silver-haired woman. Only acentury old, she was too young to
remember the war, but long-term memory imprints had given her the same gaze asthat of the four
members who had lived through the war with the Herculeans. She would probably add to her imprinting,
Kurbi suspected, long after the other members had gone on to become other people. It was atrap well
known to the memory librarians, Kurbi thought. | probably have atouch of it mysdf.

Myraalooked up at the Prime Commissioner. “We live our lives, we who have survived.”

Aren blinked dowly. “And you are at peace?’

“Weare”

Aren shrugged subtly. “But you are troubled?’

“That isour concern.”

Kurbi tensed.

“When an old enemy istroubled,” Aren said softly, “the victor must reconfirm victory.”

“Y ou have nothing to fear.”

Aren smiled. “We shdl require more than your assurance.”

Kurbi stepped to Myraa sside. “I can give that, having just visited the Herculean refuge. Thereis
nothing there to harm us, now or ever.”

“And how doyouknow? Are we obliged to accept your word also? Y ou — the sympathizer?’
“Historian, to be accurate,” Kurbi replied.
Julian shifted in his sedt.

“Y ou have written,” she continued, “that our extermination, asyou put it, of the Herculeans might have
been less complete.”

“We might have gained more if somelarge part of their civilization had survived. We had no spoilsfor
our effort, as many have pointed out.”

“What evidence did you bring?’ she asked. She did not expect to be convinced, Kurbi redized. He
glanced at Poincaré. Julian’ sface was amask.

“Need | remind the Prime Commissioner,” Poincar6 said unexpectedly, “that Rafagl Kurbi tracked and
cornered the Herculean renegade, thus ending the menace? He spent many years accomplishing thistask,
for which he deserves our respect and gratitude.”

“Hedid so rdluctantly,” Aren added, gazing steadily at Kurbi.

He stared back. “To repeet, there was not as much to gain from a dead enemy as alive one. The degth



of Gorgias denied us knowledge of his ship and the location of hisbase. Mgor lossesfor adead body.”

Aren leaned forward. “I’ ve examined these various claims of benefits from Herculean civilization. | don't
find them convincing, ether the culturd or thetechnica gains”

Julian stood up. “Then what do you expect from this hearing? Nothing, if you believe their culture was so
barren, both technically and culturaly. Y ou contradict yoursdlf, Prime Commissioner!” He sat down.

Aren seemed unsure, but she composed hersdlf. “I did not say there was absolutely nothing for us. | said
there was nothing in what had been presented. | wish to uncover what isbeing concedled from us.”

Poincaré gestured with hisright hand. “Then get on with it, and be satisfied when you find nothing but
your own reflection. Otherwisethere will beno end toit.”

Aren glanced a him, but heignored her.

“Wewill continue,” she said, looking back at Kurbi, then a Myraa. “Kindly tell us something about your
way of life”

“We grow our own food, build our own shelter.”

“Arethere children?’

Kurbi tensed again.

“Very few.”

Aren’ sface grew taut, asif some suspicion had been confirmed. “Now tell us about your ... beliefs”

Kurbi looked at the faces of the other commissioners. Jastov, Onell and Webst seemed bored. They
had come here to assure themsdlves that there was nothing to Aren’ s fears before divesting themsel ves of
their war memories. Ona Aren shared her sster’ sidess, but that was not surprising; they were both
closdly dlied with the Oldest, many of whom had never learned to clear their minds through forgetfulness.

“Welook inward,” Myraasaid, “toward the center of dl life....”

Aren raised ahand. “No need for details. We' re sufficiently familiar with many of the claims of your cullt.
| want to know something specific. Isthere apractica basisto thisHerculean inwardness, asit is
described, implying certain weapons characteristics? What do you say to this?’

“Exaggerations,” Poincaré said, looking upward.
Myraawas slent.

Aren looked a Kurbi. “And what do you say?’

Her hatred had told her that it had to be true, he thought. She needed for it to be true, so she could
move against Myraal s World.

“Nooneissure” Arensad. “You share my suspicions.”



“What are you talking about!” Julian shouted.

“Sheknows!” Aren cried, pointing at Myraa. “ Just this. The Herculean survivorsare planning to field a
new kind of wegpon againgt us, one involving forces directed by amental science which they have been
nurturing for centuries.”

Poincaré laughed.

“Her planet must be destroyed while we are till able to do s0.”

“Insanity,” Kurbi said.

“Then put my fearsto rest.”

“How could anyone know? Y ou’ ve made up your mind. Proveto usthat it exists, but don’t burden us
with having to disprove your suspicions.”

“If we destroy the planet,” Julian continued, “we won't prove anything, one way or the other.”

“It will be safer,” Aren said. “ The consequences of etting the Omega cult develop may betoo
dangerousto take any chances. Weighing doubts may befata.”

Gorgiaslistened.

The whispers had to penetrate light-years of lead, but they reached him, and their meaning gave him new
grength. The last stronghold of Herculean life would be destroyed unless he acted.

Bypassing the armor of Myraa s conscious effort, he filled her musculature and looked out into the oval
chamber. She struggled againgt him, but he held her rigid.

“We gtand to lose everything,” Aren was saying.

Gorgiasturned and struck Kurbi across the heart. The Earthman grunted and fell to his knees.
“Yed” Gorgias hissed through Myraa sthroat. “But it' stoo latel”

He reached into the underwill and drew what he needed.

Arenrose, pae.

Contorting space-time, Gorgias picked her up with invisble fingers and crushed her againgt thefloor in
front of the haf-moon table.

The other commissioners were getting to their feet. Gorgias glanced over a Kurbi. The Earthman was
gtill on hisknees, staring at the broken body of Aren.

Gorgiaswhirled around. Armed guards were taking afix on him. He reached out to crush them, but
Kurbi grabbed him around the legs. The restraining field caught them as Myrad s body hit the floor.

“Too late!” Gorgias shouted in the grayness of theinverted bell. The guards had not acted quickly
enough to save the Prime Commissioner.



Kurbi wrestled with Myraa s body, trying to pin her to the floor. Gorgias looked into his eyes, then
hurled the Earthman upward, pressing him againg thefield.

“I'vewaited for this,” Gorgias said as he stood up. “Y ou know what I’'m going to do? Strip off your
arms, legs and genitas. And then your eyes!”

Kurbi hung silently above him.

Gorgias concentrated on hisright arm and wrenched it into a breaking position.

“Myraal” Kurbi cried out.

Thefidld winked out and Kurbi fell on him. Stunned, Gorgias concentrated hiswill, but the Earthman
was lifted from him and the bell reappeared. He took a deep breath and got up. No matter, he would Kill
them dl nexttime,

Helooked around the smdll area of gloom, wondering if he could strike through the canopy.

“Areyou hurt?” Julian asked.

Kurbi was unsteady on hisfeet as helooked around. “Yes,” he said, struggling to control hisfear.

The guards were still adjusting the shidld’ sfield strength from the portable projector. Eliade Aren was
being whedled out to the nearest freezer.

“Thisdoesit, Raf. Nothing can save Myraa' s World now.” He looked at the four other commissioners.
They were talking together near the main exit. “My one vote won't mean athing.” Kurbi caught Ona
Aren’seye, but she looked away. “1 suppose you have an explanation?’

Kurbi stared at him, unable to speak. Everything Myraa had said wastrue.

“I know what happened,” Kurbi managed to say.

Poincaré turned to the guards. “Isit secure?’

The senior officer nodded.

“Get the commissoners out of here”

When they were done, Julian said, “Wewon’'t be able to contain this. Too many saw it.” Helooked at
the bloody spot on the floor. “What do you know, Raf?’

“| wasn't sure until now.” Kurbi told him what he had learned from Myraa.
Poincaré was silent for afew moments after Kurbi finished. “It was crimina of you not to tell me,” he
sad, “even though | see why you were skepticd. | wouldn't have bdieved it. Still, we might have saved

Aren from this, monster though shewas.” He shook his head. “Asmy friend you should have told me, no
matter what.”

Kurbi began to pace, thinking wildly. Gorgias should have killed the entire Commission. Then no one



would have known what had happened and Myraa' s World might be safe. 1 can't think any more about
this, Julian. Worse, | don't even want to care. Why did you drag me back into al this?’

“Y ou gill know more than anyone.”
“A lot of good it does. So, what do we do now?’
“Talk to whatever isinsgde.” He stepped over to the controls and made an adjustment.

The bl of force shimmered, asif about to dissolve. Myraa s shape becamevisible, but it appeared
deformed, huge in head and torso, smdll in the legs. Her mouth opened and closed like that of ahuge fish
gasping for air.

“Myraa?’ Kurbi asked, stepping close and peering in.

“Yes” shesad, her mouth acave, “I’'m here.”

“Wecan't besure,” Julian said.

“You must not release me,” shewarned. “1’ ve hurled him back, but I’m too wesk to do it again.”
“It must be her,” Kurbi said.

“Why should hetip hishand?’

“The destruction of my world,” she continued, “will do nothing to stop Gorgias.”

“We may havetokill her,” Poincaré said.

“It may betoo late,” Myraawhispered weekly. “He may be able to survive without me now.”
“What should we do?’ Kurbi asked.

“I can no longer advise. Y ou should probably kill me, in the hope that he won't be experienced enough
to keep himsdlf together. He may migudge his powers. | don't know....”

“WEe Il keep her inthefidd,” Julian said, “but in acdl, where we can pipein life-support. We can't risk
giving him away out.”

Kurbi nodded.

“l understand,” Myraa said.
“Areyouinpan?’ Julian asked.
“I’m not in danger.”

Kurbi looked around the chamber. He' s here, he thought, dipping through the substructures of redlity,
rebuilding his strength, struggling toward me with aterrible hatred, an unshakable resolve.

“Leavemy world to live,” Myraa pleaded.



“If we could only trap him somehow,” Julian said, “then we might stop the destruction of her world. But
what isthereto catch? A quantum ghost, more eusive than neutrinos. And we can't be sure that her
death would stop him. Hisown certainly didn’t. If dl thisistrue.”

“All that isleft of himishishatred,” Myraasad.

For thefirst time since he had met her, Kurbi saw Myraaweep. Giant, distorted tears burst from her
eyes and flowed down to the cave of her mouth.

VI. The Fortress Sdif
“Mischiefsfeed

Like beasts, till they befat, and then they bleed.”

— Ben Jonson, Volpone

GORGIAS REACHED OUT, searching for the Whisper Ship.

Hevisudized it, imagining that he was near the vessd.

The true nature of space-time was not the continuum of forward-flowing, relative times; he waslearning
an underlying unity; only adapted mental structures made distinctions, alowing for the experience of

separate spaces and durations; but these seemingly external settings were mere aspects,
observer-defined idands afloat on a quantum sea.

Passages in space-time were journeys across menta realms, nothing more, if the will were brave enough
to break from its given categories.

He probed the Whisper Ship at its dock in the Centauri system. Energies flowed asthe vessd’s
intelligence cameto full dert.

Gorgias poised himsdlf for the quantum transfer, leaped —
— but the ship failed to integrate him into its structure.

He dropped back into Myraa's prison.

He gathered his strength and tried again —

— and fell back, exhausted.

Myraa s mazes would hold him forever, he redlized, unless he learned the patience necessary to
concentrate the intengity of his conscious will enough to passfrom one energy state to ahigher one.

“I amindanger,” he whispered as hewaited, “ cometo me.”

The ship shifted.

Far away, but aso deep within him.



For an ingtant, the universe pulsed at his center, and he knew the possibility of engulfing galaxies,
bresthing at the heart of every sun, drinking the radiation of collgpsing suns, feasting on the cores of
imploding galaxies.

Therewasadirect way of doing thingsin the realm of unity. Myraahad tried to confine him in amaze,
but she needed his cooperation to succeed. He had to force himsdf to think differently.

“Then forget the past,” shesaid. “Don't let it drag you back.”

“You should have let medie!” he answered. “Herel can't die, and | will rulel”

Shewasdlent, but hefet her fear within himsalf.

And he felt the ship wrench itself from its dock and regain the freedom of space. The vessel came

swiftly, swalowing the four light-years between Centauri and Earth; it came acrossthe infinite inner gray
of mental substance caled jumpspace, which had e sewhere flowered into the facade of an externa

universe.
Kurbi peered into the field. Myraa had been motionless for three hours now.
Her eyes opened suddenly. “ The ship has broken free. It's coming here!”
“It' sbeginning,” Kurbi said.
“We can probably repd it,” Julian said from the control unit.
“I’m not so sure. It's coming for her, and to destroy the Earth.”
“Thenwe |l haveto leavefor Myraa sWorld a once,” Julian said, “if only to draw the ship away.”

Kurbi nodded, knowing that it was going to happen. “How many ships are within striking distance of
Myraa sWorld?’

“Enough to sterilize the planet. We wereright, asit turns out. We can't kill her now. We need her to
draw the Whisper Ship away from Earth.”

“But sheisthe ship. Gorgiasiswithin her, controlling the vessd”

“We can't be sure, Raf. Shetold us hersdlf. We can't be certain that by killing her we' |l destroy the
ship’scommand. It might already have enough new directives to operate on itsown. We can't kill our
only hostage at this point.” He turned away from the control unit, walked over to Kurbi and stared into

the bell. “ At any moment,” he continued, “1 will receive ordersto destroy Myraa s World, especialy if
the medicsfind that Aren’ s brain is hopel esdy damaged and can’t be recovered.”

Soldiers came into the oval chamber. Kurbi and Poincaré stood back as the bell was levitated out into
the corridor.

“We haveto board in the next few minutes, Raf. Are you coming?’

Kurbi hesitated. “What choicedo | have?’



Myraa s World was aball of ocean wrapped in a clear membrane of atmosphere. The yellow-orange
sun stood guard nearby, blindly blazing away its vast store of energy. Stars are the engines of life, Kurbi
thought, collapsing inward so they can radiate outward asthey drive the evolution of their worlds across
time, unfolding possibility and choice, finally destroying the worthy and worthless dike. Sunsareinsane
parents.

What should have been was too hard, hetold himself ashewaited.It was much easier to destroy the
Herculeansthen,and it is still easier now. Gorgias, where are you?Kurbi caled within himsdf.Come
save your world!

One hundred shipswaited for him in polar orbit.

“We ve got him on sensors,” Julian said next to Kurbi on the bridge. The screen turned gray. The
Whisper Ship was ablack smudgein the vast unredlity of otherspace.

“Any moment now,” Julian said.

The screen switched to anormal view. The distant stars seemed to be waiting. Kurbi felt the old
curiosity and surprise at being himself and not someone else, of being contained in his own skull.
Something oceanic, genera, became specific and salf-conscious when confined to the self’ spoint in
space.

The Whisper Ship caught the yellow-orange sunlight and seemed to burst into asmall nova

Beams|lashed out from the fleet and tracked.

Thevessd winked out.

“What's he doing?’ Kurbi asked as the screen scanned jumpspace.

The black smudge came toward them and seemed to explode asit rushed into the screen and
disappeared.

“I didn’'t think ..."” Poincaré said softly, stunned.

“What isit?’

“I didn't think it possible...”

“What' swrong?’ Kurbi tensed as he watched the black stars on the gray screen.

“Hisship’'singde ours! Look at the readings! And there' s nothing we can do.”

The brig outsde the force bell flickered. Distortions appeared, throwing shadows into Myraa s prison.
Fearful, she pressed her face against the clouded lens of the bell and peered out. The wals of the
rectangular brig were flickering very fast now.

She saw the door dide open. A guard camein, threw up his hands and disintegrated.

Theflicker became imperceptible as the chamber outside the barrier exploded with white light.



The brightness faded. Myraa recognized the control room of the Whisper Ship. The Herculean vessdl
had passed through the Earth ship, materidizing for the instant needed to snatch her and the bell from the
brig.

“Toolate!” Poincaré cried.

The screen blinked to normal view. Beams cut across space after the ship.

“He sthumbing hisnose at us,” Poincaré said. “No other reason to come out of jumpspace.”

The ship winked out. The screen switched, but the smudge was aready invisible againgt the black disk
of thesun.

“Track!” Poincaré shouted.

“He |l scatter hiswake through the sun,” Kurbi said, “and get just far enough ahead of us so we can't
catchhim.”

“Doesn’'t matter. We know where he sgoing.”

Don’'t come back, Kurbi thought.Disappear forever.There' s enough galaxy out there for you to
find a safe home.Leave us alone.

Gorgias switched the ship through the star and continued on arandom course through bridgespace.

He knew why the ship had accepted him completely into its own systems: Myrad s presence was now
identica to hisown, thusmaking it possible for him to flow through the artificia intelligence without
abandoning her body. By rescuing Myraa, the ship had aso solved the problem of integrating himinto
itsdf.

Gorgiaslooked into the control room. Myraa seemed unconscious insde the force bell. He reached out
to the control unit and turned off the shield. Her eydidsfluttered as she struggled to remain standing. He
seized her body before she could fal, walked her over to the command station and sat her down.

The ship would run its random course for afew hours, then return to the Snake.

Kurbi watched the screen.

“There,” dulian said, pointing. “He' s back in the Snake, on acoursefor Earth.”

“He shows arenewed confidence,” Kurbi said.

“Y ou would too, after that maneuver. We' Il have to push hard to keep up.”

“Do you think Earth has enough firepower to destroy him?’

“Sure— if the ship can be tracked long enough to dump asun’senergy into it. HE |l take histime getting
to Earth.”

Kurbi looked around the bridge. A few of the officerswere staring at him from their stations. A junior



officer seemed to be struggling to control hisfear. One of the engineers seemed skeptica. They dl knew
that Gorgias was dead, Kurbi redlized, but the two lunaticsin command were taking asif the Herculean
had risen from the dead.

Myraa opened her eyes.

“I'm free of you,” Gorgias said over the ship-com.

She searched herself and found only distant echoes. Gorgias was still anchored within her, but he also
flowed through the ship. She was too weak to pull him back.

“You'll seethemdl die” hesad, laughing.

“If heanswers,” Poincaré said, “we |l have further confirmation that this crazy businessistrue” He
glanced at the communications officer.

Subspace beams chased after the Whisper Ship.
Kurbi watched the gray screen.
It flickered after afew moments and Myraa s face appeared.

Kurbi waited for Gorgias to speak through her, but another voice sounded in the Whisper Ship’s control
room. “Y ou could not kill me, Kurbi! Now you'll seewheat I'll do to Earth!”

“He's... intheship dso,” Myraastruggled to say.

There was along pause. Myrad s face became amask.

“Now he controls her and the ship,” Kurbi whispered.

“Turn back now,” Julian said, “or we'll destroy Myraa'sWorld.”

The featurdless voice growled in anger and was slent. “Very wdl,” it said finally and cut the link.
Kurbi shot aglance at Julian.

“What can we do, Raf? 1 hopeit will only have to be athreat.”

“Theway he snatched Myraa suggests to me that he may have more in reserve than we can guess.”
“A cheap trick. Impressive, but we' re ahundred ships.”

Kurbi shook his head. “ There' s more happening than we can see.”

“You think he' Il sweep through and kidnap us both?’

“Why not?’

“Wecandestroy him. It'snot impossible.”



“ Assuming you can keep the ship in the beams|ong enough to do damage. Destroying Myraal s World
won't stop him ether. It'll just free him of an obligation and stiffen hisresolve.”

“He must believe that wewill destroy it.”
“He Il cal our bluff, Julian. We re dedling with aterrorist of some experience.”
“Then we will destroy the place and follow him. What &lse can we do?’

“The planet isno hostage & dl, therefore. The people there areinnocent, so you might just aswell leave
itaone”

“Earth may send someoneelsetodoitif | don't.”

Kurbi glared at Poincaré. “ Then let them. There may be enough time for the Situation to change, so why
rushinto it?”

“Raf, we can't leave him a place to come back to.”
“Hedoesn't need it! He can dways retreat to hisbase. Y ou know that.”

Poincaré looked around the bridge. “Keep dert! He'll gppear at any moment.” The officerswere silent,
watching their instruments nervoudy.

Kurbi turned his chair away and stared at the screen.

VIl. The Wespon

“Oursdlf behind ourself, concedled —’

— Emily Dickinson

THE FLEET WAITED in high orbit over Myraa s World.

Kurbi watched the sun. “He'll come out of the tar,” he said.| got too close to him, Kurbi thought.HE's
never forgiven me for pitying him.

“Well hold himin acrossfire aslong as possible,” Poincaré said as ships moved off to take up
positions. “What do you think he' s planning?’

“He snot coming to surrender,” Kurbi said.

Someone laughed behind him. Kurbi turned around. Birkut, the navigator, gave him asheepish grin.
Kurbi nodded to him, and the man returned to his scrutiny of the 3-D tank in the center of the bridge.

Kurbi turned to face Poincaré s chair again. “ That one was born on New Mars after theice age setin,”
the Security Chief whispered. “A hick, but agreat technician.”

“Gorgias must have the survivors on Myraa sWorld,” Kurbi continued. “ There' s no hope for afuture
without them. So we must expect him to make astand if their lives are threatened.”



“He can’t hope to do more than delay usin adirect confrontation. We have him now. He has no choice
but to fight.”

He' s decided to stand and die, Kurbi thought,rather than live without power over the people who
will build the new Herculean Empire....

“Itishim, isn'tit?” Julian asked.

“I think s0.”

“The ship isamenace, whether it' srun by Myraa or some pattern left behind by Gorgias.”
Thedarmwalled.

“All shipd” Poincaré cried. “Full dert!”

The screensflickered around the control pit, filtering the glare of the yellow-orange sun. The Whisper
Ship was ablack spot on the bright disk.

“Herewe go,” Poincaré said.

Kurbi tensed in hischair. A suspicion wasforming in hismind.
“Look a that,” Julian said.

The ship glowed white, flared and seemed to explode.

“Jump!” Poincaré shouted as the flare expanded and rushed through the fleet. Kurbi felt akick in his
somach.

The screens paled, but the color was not quite gray. Therewas ared tinge in the pallor of jumpspace, as
if afire were burning beyond the ashen velil.

Kurbi gripped the armrests and waited.

Sowly, other escaping ships entered the safety of jumpspace. They appeared dowly, straining to switch
over.

“How many?’ Poincaré demanded after afew moments.
“Twenty-three!” one of the officers shouted in abroken voice.
Poincaré stared at the main screen. “ Come on, afew more,” he whispered, but no more black globes

appeared. “ They’ ve been destroyed,” he admitted findly, his voice shaking. “ Search for survivorsin
norma space.”

The gtars kindled into colors.

There was no debris, no lifepods, barely aresidue of radiation in the home continuum.

“He' Il make for Earth now,” Julian said as he turned his chair to face Kurbi. “Did you notice the speed



of the expanson?We couldn’t react fast enough. Worldswill be nothing before aweapon of that kind.”
Hewas beginning to swest.

So you' ve found it, Kurbi thought,your ultimate vengeance weapon.

“Alert dl worldsin the Snake!” Poincaré ordered, pulling himself together; but strain showed in the
stoop of his shoulders and the tightness of hisface. “ Should have killed her when shefirgt told us,” he
said softly, shaking his head. “We waited too long, Raf.” Helooked up. “Follow at asafe distance,” he
snapped, “if thereis such athing.” He sat back and spun around to face forward again. “Too long,” he
repeated.

The screens flashed the norma gray-white as the flegt jumped.

“We should have destroyed the place,” Poincaré said as Myraa’ s sun blackened behind them. “ It wasn't
worth seventy-seven ships....”

“Why didn’t you?’ avoice demanded.

Kurbi turned around. It was the navigator, Birkut. Next to him, the junior officer sesemed to belosing his
battle againgt the fear Kurbi had glimpsed before. The entire eight-member bridge team seemed to be
waliting for an answer. They had lost many friends, perhaps even loved ones, on the other ships.

There was nothing anyone could say to them.

Hewould burn worlds al the way to Earth.

A thousand planetswould be no great effort, Gorgias redized. By the time he entered Earth’ s sunspace,
he would control aflare large enough to vaporize the whole system. There seemed to be no limit to the
gze of the sphere he could will into existence.

The force-center flowed through him as the ship dipped through the Snake' s jumpspace. There was no
fatigue as he flared the ball of energy around the ship, testing the bubble' s strength. The sphere expanded
with the fury of hiswill, whether he wasin normal space or not. He would avenge the degth of every
Herculean world fifty times over.

Hewould save Earth for lagt, to give their surviving shipstime to return for ahumiliating last stand.

And when the inhabited planets of the Snake were only faint traces of starstuff, he would return to
Myraa s World. There he would destroy her will and take her shape for his own. He would leave her to
suffer endlessly in the dungeons of his mind; in time he would forget her, and she would fade away.

It would be a universe without enemies, swept clean from Earth to the Clugter. History would begin
again for hiskind, and no onewould chalengeits course.

“But Eathwill liveinus” Myraasad. “We areits offspring.”

Surprised, hetried to shut her out, but her thoughts shot into him like aswarm of insects, scattering into
his most secret places.

He contorted her innards and forced her to bite her hands until they bled. She cried out, writhing in her
seet. Her insect-thoughts died within him and he released her.



“You'll need your enemies,” she said out loud and hurled her paininto him.

Hetwisted away, laughing.

“Y ou are nothing without their fear.”

The Whisper Ship flickered out of jumpspace, swimming again onto the surface of space-time.

New Marslay ahead.

Gorgias listened as he swept toward the planet. The globe sang with pleas and protests. Someone had
sent out awarning. He remembered the small effort he had once made to destroy it; now he would finish

the job.

He watched for signs of resistance. They came at the last moment, afew beams from the exit beacon, as
the edge of his expanding field whisked away the planet’ s atmosphere.

Hest buckled and cracked the crust.

The advancing ice age was cut short as the oceans boiled.

The globe glowed and exploded.

Gorgias passed through the shards and hot gasses. He looked back as he switched into jumpspace.
The star was aone, black in the ashes.

“It'snot there,” Julian said as they passed the place where New Mars had been. “ Even the exit beacon
isgone”

Rensch isdead, Kurbi thought.

“Psiakref!” the navigator cursed behind him. He would never go home again, Kurbi realized.
“How did welet things get thisfar?” the junior officer asked in apiping voice.

“Quiet!” thefirg officer said.

Poincaré stared at the screens. “It'1l be one world after another now.”

Seventy-seven ships and a world for my mistakes. Kurbi glanced a Julian. The Security Chief was
gtting sideways, looking cynica and defested.

“The old paranoids on Earth sensed it somehow,” he said. “They knew!”
“I'm sorry, Julian, for whatever it' sworth.”
“Go back and destroy Myraa sWorld!” an unfamiliar voice shouted.

“Fooldl” another added.



Poincaré whirled his chair around to face the speakers, but his anger died and he shrugged. “ It would

have taken agod to foresee this. Say what you wish. It will not be held againgt you, but | demand order
onthisship....”

How will | live with myself when Earth is gone?Kurbi asked himsdlf. There will be no one to take
the memory from me.

“Perhaps Myraa can till do something,” Julian said. “If she' sl dive.”

The navigator laughed. “Fat chance! She' swith them.”

He'll save usfor last.

“We haveto follow him,” Poincaré said softly. “He || want an audience before hefinishesus.”
Kurbi nodded.!I’ I be there.

VIII. Mind Net

“What value can a creature have that is not awhit different from millions of itskind? Millions, do | say?
nay, an infiniture of creatures which, century after century, in never ending flow, Nature sends bubbling

up from her inexhaudtible springs; as generous with them as the smith with the usel ess sparks that fly
around hisanvil.”

— Schopenhauer

“Theinability of most peopleto fed the pain of othersasif it were their own iswhat makes evil
posshle”

— Andrei Amarik
GORGIAS SURGED THROUGH the ship.

He ingested its routines, penetrated systems-structures and stood before the hordes of memory.
Quantum entities flashed everywhere within the leviathan of remembrance and reasoning.

Cool and abdtract, the infinitesma universe of the ship’ sintdlligence was free of time and will; these,
Gorgiasredized, camein from outsde, setting the ship’s creaturesinto purposeful activity.

Observing hislink to the force-center, the ship had channeled energy through him, shaping the
destructive sphere of energy, treating him as a component part of itsalf. His capacitieswere anintegra
part of the ship now — time and will incorporated into auniverse hungry for function. The vessd was his
servant, but it spared him details; he wasits highest function.

Better thisuniverse, with itstiesto the existence he had known, than the abasement of Myraa sinteriors.

Gorgias shaped an image of himsalf on the screen and looked out into the control room. Myraa stared at
him, unimpressed.

He heard adistant seething.



A withering wind threw him back from the screen.

Hefdl. Mindsinvaded him, gnawing at hiswill. Whispers cut into him like razors, drowning out his
thoughts.

“...letgo, letgo...”

“...what islost cannot bereclamed ...”

“ ... infinity beckons...”

“... yet you gtrive to reenter the redlm of preparation ...”

.. folowus...”

“... donotlook back ...”

“... look ahead to knowledge and bliss....”

“No!” Gorgias shouted, redlizing that he had underestimated Myraa again. And he knew how much he
needed to be accepted by the last Herculeans; only they could know his power and be moved, enabling
him to rebuild himself, to make up for the centuries of humiliation. There was no other way. He was
powerful enough to make them suffer, if necessary. They would follow him, or he would swalow them dll

and become the only Herculean.

“I have not finished!” he shouted. “Dead worlds still cry out!” Earth had to pay for its crimes. Centuries
of failure had to be redeemed.

“You will only destroy yoursdlf,” Myraasaid asthe void contracted around him.

“That isno longer possible.”

“I have never lied to you.”

“Release mel” He struggled to draw strength.

“Cometogether in me!l” commanded Myraa.

The whispersformed anet around him, but he broke through and fled from their deafening hisses.
Light dashed across the darkness, creating a horizon.

Heflowed toward it, filled with dread at the renewed possibility of defeat. Fresh air swelled hislungs,
wind combed his hair; achill drizzle began to wash hisface. He looked back and saw solid shadows
dancing after him, drawing closer across the frozen waste. They were bringing him pain, eastic agonies

capable of endlessincrease.

A shriek shot out from histhroat as he strained to reach the burning horizon, where he could gaze again
into the sea of fire and renew his strength.



The shadows encircled him as he ran, cutting him off from the dawn but keeping their distance. The heart
of fire beckoned, but the blanket of night was too large and he would not run out from under it intime.

The circle of shapes pulled in closer around him. Long, thin blades caught the light, flashing asthey
struck, piercing him to make awhed with his heart asthe hub.

“Something must bewrong,” Poincaré said. “ The ship isdrifting.”

“It may beatrap,” Kurbi said. “When we get closer, he'll back up and destroy afew more ships.”
“Or thismay be our chance! Myraamay be diverting his attention.”

“I wouldn't count oniit,” Kurbi said. “What world is ahead of him now?’

The gray-white plenum flickered as Poincaré called up the charts. “He entered the Snake at this point,
S0 the next system must be 1zar. A rurd planet, religious settlerslike New Mars.”

Kurbi turned his head away and closed his eyes.
Gorgias strained to break the whesd!.

The blades burned in his heart. The wind howled across the wastes, and the horizon seemed
unattainable.

Somewhere, he knew, the ship was adrift, vulnerable to awell-timed attack.
Thewhed wasrigid before hiswill. Pain flowed through the blades.
He st the pain aside and seized the whed. It rolled toward the horizon and flew over the edge.

The blades withdrew as the force-center surged through him, erasing his fear and renewing his strength.
The orderly mindscape of the ship’sintelligence regppeared around him.

He scanned nearby jumpspace and saw that the Earth vessalswere keeping their distance.

He dipped the ship into normal space and flared hiswill. The bubble of force appeared and expanded,
glowing white hot. He made it larger, just to see how big it could get. It rushed outward with no drop in
intensity.

He stopped the field a one hundred thousand kilometers. The ship still rode @t its center. He fdlt the

lethd bubble asif it were hisown skin.

He glanced into the control room. Myraawas unconscious, dumped forward in the command station,
exhausted from effort.

|zar was just ahead. He nudged the planet, stripping away its atmosphere, boiling the oceans, burning the
land and buckling the continents. He increased the fidld’ sintensity and vaporized the planet.

It was much too smple. He longed to see the faces of the Old Ones on Earth when they learned that
their future was coming to an end, that the time would come when there would be no Earthbornin the
Federation Snake. Earth’ s history would come to a sudden halt, reduced to microdust drifting in the void;



but they had to know what was happening to them. He would have to measure his actions to make sure
of that.

His own future had been taken from him before he was even born. He was the only one among the
survivors who had said no to Earth, who continued to say no, and would soon say the fina no; that meant
more than anything. Hisone small salf was now unique, the greatest military forcein al history; not even
his physical destruction had stopped him from achieving this new sate.

Hewould sweep triumphantly into Earth’s sunspace; every planet would burn; he might even destroy the

sun. Hewould deny eternity to the old immortals of Earth; they had lived too long with the conviction that
al time belonged to them.

“And then what?’ Myraa asked.
Helaughed. “ Even your wisest did not suspect that | could do what | have done.”
“Y ou may destroy usal.”

“I' will not worship and cower asyou do!”

“He |l grow impatient,” Kurbi said. “I1t will take along timeto destroy dl the worldsin the Snake one by
one, 0 he'll goonto Earth.”

Poincaré sghed. “He |l have plenty of timelater.” The Security Chief stood up and gazed at the main
screen. “My impulseisto throw what we ve got a him, no matter what it costs, just to do something.
He ll bein range of another world soon.”

“I know how you fed.”

“WEe |l bypass him and run for Earth. Defenses have to be built up there. Maybe we can send heavier

shipsagaingt him. Let’s hope he doesn't tire of his butchery too soon.” He sat down and stared at the
gray deck.

I must be there when Earth dies, Kurbi thought, feding amonstrous urgency stir within him.
“Suicide ships might stop him,” avoice said behind him.
Kurbi turned and looked at Birkut. The navigator shrugged. “If there were enough of them.”

“It might have been different,” hisfather’ svoice said, “if he had been arebd with apeople behind him,
to modify hisaims, bring him closer to areasonable center. Alone, frustrated, heis driven to attempt the
impaossible before an unforgiving enemy.”

The words had lingered in the Whisper Ship’'s memory, waiting to strike a him like a snake from adark
cave.

Gorgias laughed. “Impossible? I’ ve dready done what the greatest Herculean generasfailed to do!”

Hisfather’ swordswere only bits of information. There was no way to reach into the random scatter of

true death to tell him what he had accomplished. He dmost wished that Myraa had been ableto clam
him, so he could see what his son was doing.



“Did | ask to hear this?” Gorgias asked.

YES, the ship answered.

Something in him had reached out to find the words; a part of him was a betrayer.
“Ignore such requestsin future.”

NOTED.

Gorgias reached acrossthe gray sea of jumpspace and examined the inhabited world of the system
ahead. He caressed the planet with long bursts of exploring particles, senang the twitching shapes of life
on the obsidian surface. The harsh analogue of theworld in norma space aready suggested the
bone-dryness of death. Passage through jumpspace had been for him adow dying once, but now the
Serile desart of jumpspace reminded him of hisvictory over desth. Nothing could kill him now, not even
if hewished it.

He recdled the pleasure of killing Commissioner Aren. The physica universe had obeyed hiswill. True,
he needed Myraa, and the ship, but these were mere outcroppings of hiswill in the universe of hisorigin;
he would not need them in time, when helearned to invade any living thing, control any thinking entity.

The planet’ s cities twinkled as the ship emerged from jumpspace. Theice caps were bright; the oceans
caught the yellow light of the double suns on the dayside.

Gorgiasthrew the blister of force outward. It expanded and touched the planet. Again the atmosphere
was hested and torn away; the oceans boiled, the continents baked and buckled, releasing inner fires....

He pulled back.
This one he would leave to break apart by itsalf; too quick an end cut short agony.

He watched the burning planet. Pockets of life struggled to survive; deep places sheltered the maimed
and dying. Such little sparks of will, he thought, hanging on to life asthey fell into the abyss. And for them
it was desath, true dying, with nothing on the other sde. Millions burned and fdll into death as he watched.
The universe was too generous with life. But what could be expected of amindlessforce-center?

Thiswas nothing compared to the coming desth of Earth, he told himself, looking forward to that feast of
vengeance. Kurbi and the remnants of his pitiable fleet would be there, watching in despair, awaiting their
turn.

Myraa gathered the dead.

She plucked individua sparks, passing them through hersdlf into the cradle of inwardness. Unseen to
Gorgias, thetrickle again became atorrent.

But she could not save them dl; for that she would have needed thousands of adepts. The blood of
worlds was flowing too quickly, and she had to hurry; if Gorgias wereto notice, he would destroy her
shape and deny her the position needed for gathering, such asit was; other adepts were too far away to
be of use.



The passing dead cried out asthey fell into the pull of her rescuing stream. Some were insane by thetime
they were picked up; dl werefull of fear and lamentations. A long time would pass before they emerged
from the darkness within themselves.

Shefdt Gorgias slaughing hatred as he watched the world bresk into pieces, but shetried to ignore him
as she worked; there was no time to oppose him now.

IX. The Old Ones

“Each of usingstson being innocent at al codts, even if he has to accuse the whole human race and
heavenitsdf ... Then| redlized, asaresult of deving into my memory, that modesty helped meto shine,
humility to conquer, and virtue to oppress ... | have accepted duplicity instead of being upset about
it...”

— Albet Camus

ALL THESE MILLENNIA of humanity, Kurbi thought as he looked out over the ocean from his
terrace. So few inner changes. Progressin government and living environments, vast potentia for
biologicd dterations, yet the human form retainsitsinertia, cinging to itsidentity, refusing to give up its
evolution-imposed form and become something better. Expanded life spans, but the mind isthe same,
dowly filling with information which must be regularly wiped away. Forgetfulnesswas asred adeath as
any intimes past, and rebirth asrea away of seizing the future as reproduction.

The Herculeans are our shame, he thought, staring up at the stars. The Cluster People were our children,
our attempt at something better, but we destroyed them. Now they have sent back asingleindividua to
topple our empire. He fdt like athief, returning to Earth to ed itslast momentsfor himself. All those
people who had |&ft the Earth for the worlds of the Snake, about to die after centuries of living and
building. We have failed to secure the future.

A dozen systems had died by the time he and Poincaré had returned to Earth. Otherswere dying as he
stood here. He thought of hisold room on New Mars, of Rensch, asif they il existed. Again, the
terrible realization swept through him that Gorgias, or whatever he was now, did not crave conquest; he
wished the destruction of al worlds settled by Earthpeoples, nothing e se would satisfy him. And it was
no longer only the wish of blind rage; he was doing it because he could do it.

And | helped him, Kurbi thought, shrinking into himself. My wishes, my fedings, my curiosities helped
bring him to his greatest strength. Myraa s explorations, at first areaction againgt the Herculean Empire's
ambitions, had played into the hands of that past, infusing it with new strength. How stupid, Kurbi
thought, to have seen her group asamererdigious cult.

Something stirred in the corner of hiseye. Heturned his head with ajolt, asif waking from adream.
Dark figures waited around him. Images of the old immortals. He counted six.

“Can you do anything?’ alow-pitched voice pleaded, amost growling.

“Y ou know more than anyone,” another said, quavering. “All this,” he added, gesturing at the ring of
sunspace settlements rising out of the dark ocean, “will perish!”

The growling voice rumbled in agreement.



Kurbi shook his head. “Nothing. The knowledge behind thisweapon is beyond us. Even their Empire
ignored it. Now it’ sin the hands of one who knows how to useit.”

The dark shapes seemed to tremble.

“We cannot end!” ahigh voice cried out. “It cannot happen. Think! Why are you waiting? Why are you
not out there?”

“Would you have usthrow al our remaining forcesinto thefire?” Kurbi said, knowing that they did not
care about the colony worlds. They would sacrifice the whole Snake to save Earth. What waslifeto
them? A protracted endurance with pain edited out, memories rearranged, a persistence which could not
imagineits own end. Where was the enlarged creetivity of humankind' s native longings and intelligence,
where was wisdom, where happiness and satisfaction? Long life might have brought dl thesethings, he
told himsdlf, drowning out the whisper which insisted that nothing else had ever been possible, that this
wasal.

One of thefigures came close. The tarlight showed athin human face with chocolate skin and large
eyes. Long-fingered hands reached out and passed through Kurbi’ sarm.

They' re children, he thought as the eyes searched hisface, children afraid of evil.
“Rafadl,” thethinlipssaid, “save us. You are the only onewho can....”

“I don’t know how.”

“Y ou do, but you haven't put your attention to it. Some part of you is holding back.”
“If youcansuggest ...”

The other shapes glided forward and crowded around him.

“Yes,” thegrowler said, “direct your attention and discover what must be done.”

“Wisheswon't work to hep us,” Kurbi answered, reminding himself that Gorgias had made his power
fantasiesared threst. HE' s out there, Kurbi thought, dowed up only by hiswish to be thorough.

“Discover!” the high-voiced Old One shrieked. “Y ou must!”

Wedon't deserveto survive, Kurbi thought, looking into their wide, staring eyes. Their hands shook at
their sdeslike snakes.

“Leave me done, there' snothing | can do. Fleein your ships. Thousands of worldswait outside the
Snake.”

The dark faces considered. “Yes,” the high-voiced said at last, “that would be possible. Will you lead
Lw,

“But our Earth,” the growler objected. “ Our Earth will perish.”

“Go settle somewhere and wipe your memory,” Kurbi said impatiently.



“Wipe... Earth?’ the growler asked.

Kurbi shrugged. “Might aswdll wipeit from your minds beforeit hgppensin redlity. 1t will saveyou the
pain.” Then heredized that Gorgiaswould track those who fled. He would hunt their thoughts and probe
through their amnesia. Their frightened whispers would echo in the great bell of space-time; it would be
easer to hide the quasars.

The Old Ones began to wall in asick, wrenching moan, released by afinal despair; it emanated from
within them, where pride born of persistence was being broken.

The six uninvited shapes faded away.

Julian appeared.

“Where areyou?’ Kurbi asked.

“South Pole Security. I’'m going out to Ring 24. Coming?’

“I suppose we should be there in person.”

“A flyer ison the way for you. What did they say?”’

“They can't cope, Julian.”

“I’ve had smilar conversations. It's become clear to them that they don’t control everything, or even run
the world. We consult them, persuade them to agree to what must be done, but the creative impetus

does not come from them. They’re grateful for the continuity.”

“All they haveis saf-consciousness and along, sdective memory. We should have been something else
by now, Julian. Oursisapetrified species.”

Ring 24 was a dumbbell shape made from two pyramids joined at their apexes.
Kurbi listened to the transmissons from the Snake.

“What information do you have?’ one face asked.

“What kind of danger?” asked another.

“Izar isgone, shipsare missing. Isthisanew Herculean invasion? Please advise, can we depend on
Federation forces to defend us?’

“Please confirm....”

“... twdvefreghtersmissng ...”

“Nothing remainsin the New Mars Sysem....”
“Precept isgone!”

“... advisewhat preparationsto make....”



“Sagan |V doesnot answer....”

The jumpspace chatter was endless. Screensflickered, one portrait replacing another. Deep-set eyes,
heavy lips, pae skins, bald heads; slent faces, animated faces— jeering, shouting, pleading; skulls
containing minds unable to cope with an overwhelming fact.

“Relays are sweeping the message through the Snake,” Julian said next to him, “so he’ sbound to pick it
up.”

“Why should he bother?” Kurbi said.

“He ll talk to you, I’'m hoping.”

What can | say? Kurbi asked himsdf. Shall | plead with him?

“I'm here, Kurbi,” ametallic voice said over the chatter of the screens.

Poincaré raised a hand. All other receptions were blacked ot.

Myraa appeared on the main screen. Her eyes were open, but she was looking inward.

Gorgias s voice came from the cabin, not from her mouth. “Y ou’ ve come to beg. Spare yourself the
humiliation. | will destroy you along with your world and itssun.”

“Would you prefer to take me prisoner?’ Kurbi asked.

Gorgias laughed. It sounded like adow drumbest on metal.

“What would change your mind?’ Kurbi asked.

“Nothing. Y ou know that.”

“There must be something we could give you. Nameit.”

Gorgiaslaughed again. “But you' re about to give me everything!”

“What will you gain?’ Poincaré asked.

“The satisfaction of existing in auniverse without you and your kind.”

“We should have destroyed Myraa sWorld,” Julian whispered.

Gorgias heard him. “But you didn’t, and now it’ stoo late to threaten me. Y ou hesitated because you
weigh gainsand losses. Y ou can never understand the beautiful Smplicity of absolute power, of not
having to mesasure advantages.”

“It takes no brainsto be aglutton,” Poincaré said.

Myrad s eyes blinked and closed.



Gorgias laughed faintly. “What do you hopeto gain by provoking me? | am stronger than ablack hole,
or aquasar. A thousand of each could not stop me. Let me remind you that | have not yet destroyed as
many of your worlds asyou did of mine. Y ou who took everything from mewill pay everything! Havethe
dignity to die bravely.”

Hebrokethelink.

The cries of the Snake flooded in again.

Gorgiaslistened.

Someone was waking around in his mind. He pulled away from the ship’s mindscape and looked into
himsdlf. Two figures came toward him from agreat distance; his mother, Oriona, and his brother,
Herkon.

“Go away!” he shouted.

But they drew nearer.

“Y ou have nothing to say to me!”

Orionashot toward him, invading his center, examining painful memories.

“Y ou were crue to your father,” she announced, “to Myraa. Y ou burned the homes of innocent people,
and now you are destroying whole worlds. Y ou no longer care about justice, you only wish revenge,
which has no end beyond sdlfish satisfaction.” She wrapped herself around his twinges of conscience and
squeezed, seeking to give him pain.

“l don't care,” hesaid, “painisan old friend.”

Minds of al shapes gppeared within him, as numerous as stars. He felt their scrutiny, their disdain.
“You aredl foold” he shouted. “ So grateful for your existence! Y ou worship a seething blindness, and
you make no difference in the world from which you came. | have learned to do more than warm myself

before the force-center. Go away, or | will find away to destroy you al!”

“Gorgias,” Herkon cdlled, “what do you have?’

“The strength of my hatred, the knowledge that it has always been justified, and now | will havethe
satisfaction of destroying those who murdered our kind.”

“But no happiness, Gorgias.”

“Happinessis vague and generd. Satisfaction is specific. | will have what | have worked for!”
“And then?’ Oriona asked tenderly.

“I will remake worlds, repopulate cities. | will be the heart of the reborn Cluster.”

“Inaperishing universe?’ she asked. “It was not made for endlesslife, or for knowing. Itisatoy for
young minds, which grow into greater resllms.”



“I was not given what | should have had,” Gorgiasinsasted. “I am not finished here yet. But why should
you care? If what you say istrue, then leave meto do as| wish.”

“Turn away, son, turn away!”
“You're so certain! Then make me see what you' re talking about!”

But the galaxy of mindswas slent, convincing him that they had nothing to offer; they dsolivedina
predicament of some kind. Perhaps they needed him for a purpose?

Myraa appeared next to Oriona.

“Turn away, Gorgias,” shesaid, “follow us”

“Go away,” he repeated.

Minds crowded around him suddenly, squeezing him toward nothingness.

The force-center flowed into him, helping him resist collgpse. He held his space, counterbaancing the
pressure, but unable to throw it back.

Suddenly hewasin aline of soldiers on a battlefield, advancing toward ahouse on a hill. Orders barked
insde his suit hemet. Dark shipsfloated in the sky, cutting across the troops with massve beams. Cries
burgt in his ears as he was pushed into avise of bodies.

The house on the hill was hidden by aresiraining field. Hewasthere, heredlized, waiching hisarmy die;
and he was here, watching a beam s zzle across the ground. It reached him and he smdlled burning in his
helmet. Thefire cut through hisarmor and plunged into his body, melting his heart, penetrating deeper,
pumping pain for the eternity that it would take him to die....

“But | did not die,” he whispered, listening to the screams of hissoldiers.

“I am here)” Crusussaid into his ear.

So Myraa had saved him after dl.

Crusus entered him with knives of revenge, twisting, plunging, cutting. “ Fedl what | felt, my Generd! |
gave you everything. How did you serve me? We waited centuries to be butchered!”

Orionahovered nearby. “Heislikeyou,” she said. “How do you like him?’

Crusus severed his head. Gorgiasfelt hisbody twitch. His mother picked up his head as he opened its
eyes. Crususwas il raging over the body with hisknives.

“Y ou cannot hurt me!” Gorgias shouted, hanging by his hair from Oriona’ s hand.
“Gorgias, stop,” Herkon pleaded.

Crusus changed into a hideous dien form. Jaws opened and crushed the headless corpse. Blood ran into
the darkness.



“| am past fear,” Gorgias said as Orionalifted him high and gazed into hiseyes. “Therest of you have
comeinto thisrealm like beggars, but | will becomeits master.”

She gave him along questioning look, and for an instant her doubt became his own; then she hurled his
head into the void.

He tumbled, laughing in triumph, knowing that hiswill wasjoined to the blind absolute. The force-center
rose from behind the night. Hefell into a close orbit around it and drew nourishment. His eyes burned, his
har flamed; the flesh flowed from his skull, but he felt no pain.

The meek could not imagine what he would dare.
X. Behind the Night

“Behind thenight ... somewhere afar

Some white tremendous daybreak.”

— Rupert Brooke

“When Nero ordered the death of histeacher, Seneca, the old Stoic went to his bath and opened his
veins, but the simulating discussion of hisfriends quieted hisfedings and provoked his e oquenceto the
point where he closed hiswounds, so that he might carry on the philosophica discusson for atime. He
even dictated atreatise before resuming his stately approach to death.”

— Roman gossip
THE RING WAS THINNING.

Kurbi saw agroup of worlds break formation and wink out into jumpspace. Others, he knew, were

ingalling pushers and warpers. The rush for mobility would save livesin the short run, but sooner or later
Gorgias would hunt down thefugitives.

So the empire of Earth was staggering to itsend, dying of awar it had won centuries ago, he thought as
he reclined on histerrace. The death blow would come from a god without a body, enforcing hiswill
from beyond the grave.

No invading hordes battering at the gates of civilization. No complex economic struggle. His
historian’ sbrain ingsted that Earth would fall to satisfy smple hatred, paying athousand timesthe price it
had exacted from the Herculeans.

What remained of the fleet was going out into the Snake, to take the Whisper Ship by surprise, if
possible. The officersand crewswere al volunteers, convinced that a successful defense was il
possible, one way or ancther.

Rik was out there somewhere, fleeing with the worlds. His son had erased much of his memory by the
time of Grazid s death, becoming too much of a different person to be affected by the news.l should
have sought him out sooner, Kurbi thought,when he would still have known me. Rik had no past
ingde him; that would not save him when Gorgias caught up with the fugitive worlds. My past will come
looking for you, but you will not know it.



“You're dill determined to stay,” Julian said.

Kurbi saw theimage out of the corner of hiseye, but did not turn hishead. “1 belong here.”
“We ll leave together, Raf.”

“And have him hunt us?’

Poincaré clenched hisfigts. “I can't believe that you' ve given up likethigl”

“There snot much to live for anyway. Let him make aclean sweep.”

“Y ou’ve never been free of that way of thinking,” Poincaré said, hisvoice tense and trembling. “Always
ready to kick over the game board and make a quick exit.”

“Gameisright. Why shouldn’t | rid myself of it? It throws us up againgt our limits as human beingstoo
much. Isthisdl thereis? We're gppaled as we ask the question.”

Julian shook hishead. “1 don’t know....”

“Don’'t you see?” Kurbi asked, sitting upright. “ Gorgias has broken hislimits more than once now. He's
amogt fulfilled. By some quirk hisdesire hasfound dl it needsto satidfy itsdlf, and maybe more....”

“What? He' sadtrained, tormented rag of apersondlity, if you can dtill call him aperson.”

“He s shown usthat thereis more to the universe,” Kurbi continued, “than the shackles we' ve known.
The myth of our history has us breaking one chain after another, but we ve only moved away from
genuine possibilities. Gorgias has entered arealm which has grown from roots deep in redlity. Those
roots probably spring from regions deeper than we can imagine. But the important fact isthat they flower
elsewhere, beyond the sorry range of our abilities. The Herculeans found the way, and we dismissed
their discovery as somekind of cult.”

Julian looked exasperated. The paelight of the room from which hisimage was being cast emphasized
the anxiety in hisface.

“Don’'t you see?” Kurbi ingsted. “It’ simportant for our peace of mind tounder standwhat is happening,
even if thereisnothing we can do.”

“Y ou mugt bejoking.”
“It'stheway I'velived my life,” Kurbi added.

Julian seemed to St down intheair. “Fine! And you want to be consistent to theend. I’'m sorry, but it’s
just away of quieting yoursalf before the death blow. That'sdl | see”

“Undergtanding isthe only victory left to me,” Kurbi said, sitting back again.

Poincaré took a deep breath. “ Okay, Raf. | want to hear how clear you can make al this. Not very, |
wm.”



“You'renot redly interested.”

“Go ahead,” Poincaré said softly.

“The universe of matter isonly an aspect of youthful consciousness,” Kurbi answered, * but, under
certain conditions, consciousness can go on developing. Our cosmasis probably only one of many which
organizes conscious intelligence out of the geometries of smdler, infinitesma realms, and is abandoned
when that intelligence matures, leaving behind an empty shell of run-down energies. Sometimes
intelligence failsto make the climb and dieswithin therotting fruit.”

“And we'reafaled universe”

“We may become oneif Gorgiasisn't stopped.”

“| don't understand.”

“He sdirecting hisinterest back into the cradle, instead of developing ... outward. HE susing directly
the power which underliesdl things”

“To settle old scores. Maybe thereis nothing e se for him out there.”

“He can’t see what there may be for him for some reason,” Kurbi insgsted. “Hewon't surrender hisold
attachments.” He looked at Poincaré. The Security Chief bit hislower lip and turned away. “Perhapsit
was the manner of hisdeath,” Kurbi continued. “In any case, the persistence of his hatred has blinded
him. He has so much strength now that he doesn’t have to be particularly crafty; it would be hard to
make amistake when you can afford to use unlimited meansto kill flies. He can indulge himsdlf.”

“I’m not so sure he can’t make amistake. What about Myraa' s group? Can't they do anything?’

“They haven't been ableto restrain him, or convince him of their way. Maybe they don’t have much to
offer him. But I'm sure they’ ve been learning for sometime.”

Julian gestured with his hand. “Why should you care? What' sin it for you?’

“It angers me that we won’t have a chance to grow, to see what they have glimpsed before he destroys
us. Therewill be no surviva, only degth.”

“Y ou might not like what they’ ve seen.”

Kurbi sighed. “That’ spossible. I’ veliked to think that something in the fabric of eternity findsthe
destruction of conscious beings abhorrent, so it conserves and nurtures unique things, drawing them
upward through the scde of thingsinto ... felowship with itsdf.”

Poincaréwas slent. “Wdl,” he said finaly, “that lets out any chance of happinessin physica
immortaity.” Hewas sounding moreirritated. “\Whatcanthere be in that resurrection redlm which Gorgias
falsto see? Maybe he sright and everyone dse, including you, is being sentimental.”

Kurbi smiled to himsdlf. If only it weretrue, and he could forget al thisas somekind of ddusion. “There
isablind force-center,” he continued. “ It exists necessarily, is self-sustaining, and cannot be dissipated.”

“Gorgias powers his weapon with that.”
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“What is Myraa s group doing with this force-center?’

“Her configuration is made up of many old, surviving intelligences, in addition to the Herculeans. Some
derive from nonhuman sources. The whole group isforming an event horizon of mind around the heart of
fire. The blindnesswill acquire awareness, they hope, much as unconscious matter evolved into intelligent
lifein our plenum. A god will arise a the end of history and be a product of it, not its creator.”

“No Omega-god until the end? But you think thismay fall.”

Kurbi nodded. “I fed it within myself as aweakness, alack of resolve.”

“Widll, you have given alot of thought to thistearful and tragic stuff, but —”

“Myraa provided mogt of it, and it’strue. The force-center underlies everything we see and fedl. Future
and past are one above our level of perception.”

“Raf, what are we talking about?”’

“The danger that aparticular species may fail to join the flowering of Omega. That' swhat | fear is
happening to us and Myraa s group. Her physica form holds the candidate configuration together, but
the mind net may dissipateif her body is destroyed. The complex may not be able to hold its developing
shapeif it isnot weaned gradudly. Gorgias himsaf may not be able to persist without her, despite his
partid invasion of the Whisper Ship. Her mind-body focuses and concentrates. Who would collect her if
she died? Arethere otherswith her skills?’

“On Myraa sWorld,” Julian said.

“They'retoo far avay.”

“If dl thisisright,” Poincaré said angrily, “then we should have killed her when we had the chance.
Would you let al of humanity perish to insure the surviva of Omega?’

“It'snot alogic | invented,” Kurbi answered. “The universeis not aswe would likeit. | don’t know.
Maybe oblivion isto be preferred. But when | think of al the generations of living thingswhich have gone
into death....”

“I would kill her if | could,” Poincaré said. “Maybewe gtill can. It'sour only chance. All these
eschatological issues weigh on me only because you' reinvolved, Raf, and there may be practical
difficulties—"

“But you should understand. More than anything—"

“These may beredlities. You tak asif they were truthslong known.”

“Y ou wear blinders, Julian. Worse, you want to.”

He shrugged. “ Countless microcreatures make up my body. They don't interest me aslong asthey do
their job. We can't help but be blind. All lifeislived between extremes of large and smdl. Dig below



smdll, or climb into large, and all experience becomes distorted asfar as we' re concerned.”
“So you fed that we can never be more than we are?’
“We vetried to be more, Raf, and it’s never worked!”

“Nothing gave us our limits except blind environment, and we haven't lived in the given environment for
millennia. Y ou blur distinctions and won't dedl with the merits of what I'm saying.”

“Meritd” Poincaré laughed nervoudy. “Y ou' re sitting here waiting to die, and you want meto agree with
you! Our shipswill try to destroy the Whisper Ship one moretime. If it meanskilling Myraaand closing
someway to adistant yonder, then so beit! If it sthere, we'll find it again some day. Welive long
enough to have thetimeto search.”

Kurbi ignored him and looked up at the stars. Therewas a clear gap in thering now, and it seemed that
the arch of worlds standing in the ocean would collapse at any moment.

Gorgias reached out.
Fifty ships moved toward him through jumpspace.

So, the foolswould try again. He felt their desperation, but it would be no chalenge; pity that he could
not rob them of the satisfaction of trying.

He looked into the cabin. Myraa stared at him from the command station. Sooner or later, he knew, she
would attempt to move against him again, but he could not Smply destroy her; the ship could not be dl
the embodiment that he would ever need. Through her, he would haveto live thelifewhich theloss of his
body had denied him. By manipulating her reproductive system, he would in time be able to give birth to
acopy of hispreviousform and occupy it.

The ships drew nearer.

He swegpt toward them as the field blossomed around him.

“Each life” Myraawhigpered to him, “isauniverse of possibility denied.”

“Why elsewould there be satisfaction in their destruction?’ he asked. “Would | waste my time on
nothing?It' smy future or theird”

The swarm of warships winked out as he passed through it. He had given them only a moment to
emerge from jumpspace.

Myraawas slent.
“They're paying!” Gorgias shouted. “For my wasted centuries.”

A steady breeze blew in from the ocean. Poincaré stood up and gazed into the distance for awhile.
Kurbi heard invisible voices around the Security Chief’ simage.

“They'regone, Raf,” he said at last. “Now we have only the shipsin Earthspace.”



We created him, Kurbi thought.

“Just amoment,” Poincaré said. “1'll beright back.”

He disappeared.

The gap inthering grew larger as more worlds ran for the freedom of jumpspace.

Poincare regppeared. Hisimage waked around and stood before Kurbi. “He' s bypassing worlds now,
Raf, so he'll be herevery soon. You'll haveto leave.”

“No.”

“We can leave together. It’snot certain that he would find us, not certain a all.”

“Tdl mewhat wewould livefor and I'll go.”

Poincaré s ghost approached with outstretched hands. “Why should we live for anything, Raf? Forget dl
your intricaciesand live life asit comes. W€ Il flee with asmall group and lose oursaves well away from
the Snake, and forget dll this. Raf, listento me!”

“You could livethat way. | can’t. Get out and don’t look back.”
“Ref, | can't....”
“Forget me.”

XI. The Stillness of the Will

“Now let us consder attentively and observe the powerful, irresistible impul se with which masses of
water rush downwards, the persistence and determination with which the magnet aways turns back to
the North Pole, and the keen desire with which iron flies to the magnet, the vehemence with which the
poles of the eectric current strive for reunion, and which, like the vehemence of human desires, is
increased by obstacles. Let uslook at the crystal being rapidly and suddenly formed with such regularity
of configuration; it isobviousthat thisis only a perfectly definite and precisaly determined striving in
different directions constrained and held firm by coagulation. L et us observe the choice with which bodies
repd and attract one another, unite and separate, when set free in the fluid state and rel eased from the
bonds of rigidity ... If we observedl this, it will not cost usagreat effort of the imagination to recognize
once more our own inner nature, even a so great adistance. It isthat which in us pursuesits ends by the
light of knowledge, but here, in the feeblest of its phenomena, only strives blindly in adull, one-sided, and
unalterable manner. Y et, because it is everywhere one and the same— just asthe first morning dawn
shares the name of sunlight with the rays of the full midday sun— it must in either case bear the name of
will. For thisword indicates that which isthe being-in-itself of everything in theworld, and isthe sole
kernd of every phenomenon.”

— Schopenhauer, The World AsWill and Idea
MYRAA KNEW that she could stop Gorgias by dying.

But her death would endanger those within her who were not yet ready to voyage on their own.



And there was no one nearby to receive her; it would be death, the loss of persondlity to chaos. If it
cameto achoice, sheredized, the death of Earth was not asimportant as the host of minds waiting on
the inward shore, struggling to understand and unfold into the new realm. Centuries of exploration and
knowledge would belost. Let the empires of the outer world destroy themselves.

Gorgias was adept at drawing strength from the force-center. He identified with it; perhaps one day,
when his hatred was spent, he would have something to teach. No one had imagined that the
force-center’ s undisguised power might be directed back into the world of origins. All efforts had been
concentrated on inquiry, with the aim of breaking the finad bonds with outwardness; when dl the
Herculeans had been gathered, the final adept would have had to find away to follow, or beleft to die. It
was thought by some that this Single adept might haveto live forever in the redlm of gaaxies, to insurethe
welfare of those who would voyage out into infinity, where the outward universeswere only infinitesmal
nodes circling the vast force-center, each nexus contributing new minds, new perspectives, inthe climb
toward Omega.

In redity, she could not choose to die because she was helpless within the ship. Gorgias had made sure
of that.

Kurbi struggled insgde Gorgias.

Earth’ s solar system floated defenseless over the black abyss. What had it ever been worth? he asked,
whispering the Herculean' s thoughts. Nothing here but aworn-out species worshiping its own identity,
blind to possibility and growth. Hewould put it out of itsmisery....

Kurbi opened his eyes, got up and went out on the terrace. The sky was bright with stars, but londlier.
Large sections of thering were dark. He felt agreat stillness, asif it no longer mattered whether the
fleeing worlds would escape or find happiness. Oblivion seemed the perfect state; nothing would be
obliged to crawl from lesser to greater to gain a sense of achievement; there would be no torment in
griving and feding empty at fulfillment; the container would not have to acheto befilled, then empty itsalf
s0it could have the pleasure of aching again; and knowledge gained through the admission of ignorance
and the suspense of curiosity would not repeatedly arrive at boredom for lack of new unknowns. Perfect
knowledge would be static, satisfying for only afew moments, he had always thought; but now he
wondered if it might not provide an unending, secure blissin the contemplation of fina mysteries. There
was no way to know.

We dwell partly in the thoughts of others, he thought, recalling his dream of being inside Gorgias. For a
moment it had seemed that he would turn the Herculean away from Earth, but their thoughts had
converged into ashared contempt.

Hewould not be able to deep tonight.

Seep. A vedtigid fdl into unconsciousness. All evolution and history struck him asthe crazed effort of
intellect struggling to wake up.

He went down from the terrace and wandered on the dewy hillsde, as he had done countlesstimes
before when he had feared deep. Logt, unrenewable, unable to embrace oblivion’s subtleties, he
preferred the strained shore of self-awarenessto deep’ sworrisome drift.

He stopped at the cliff’ sedge finally, and listened to the breakers pounding the rocks below. The white
foam seemed to roll in from the ocean of stars beyond the planet’ s edge. There were many gapsin the
arch of thering now, yet il it seemed to stand on the horizon.



His shadow appeared on the foam below.

Kurbi turned around and saw the giant figure of Poincaré standing over the house. The grassy hillside
was black from hisharsh glow.

“Raf, whereare you?’ the figure boomed. “The Whisper Shipisat Centauri!” Theimage stared blindly
into the darkness, then shrank toward norma size. Kurbi hurried up the hill.

Poincar€ simage waited as Kurbi stepped onto the terrace. He noticed the ghostly images of flickering
tank screens behind the motionlessfigure. “ Thewhole sky is afire out there,” the Security Chief said as
Kurbi cameinto hisfield of view. “He slarge enough to destroy awhole system.”

“How soon?’

“A day or two, at most. You'll comewith me, Raf.”

“Did you think thiswould frighten meinto fleeing? 1’ m staying.”

“But your demise won't accomplish athing! Do you think he'll hesitate with you here?’

“I havenoillusonsleft,” Kurbi said softly, feding dmost at peace. “ Save yoursdlf, Julian.”

“Areyou planning to talk to him?’

Kurbi looked up at the sea of evening. Starstwinkled silently, obliviousto the vast disturbance only four
light-years away.

“It' [l be aclean sweep, Raf. We have nothing to put into the field againgt him. The planet will be
deserted within hours now.”

“Everyone?’
“We can't be sure. There may be some primitivesin out-of-the-way places.”

“When he sfinished here,” Kurbi said, “he [l work hisway through the remaining Snake worlds. Then
he'll wait for the Herculeansto increase their numbers, in preparation for the return to the Cluster.”

“And what will hebe?’” Julian asked. “A retired ghost. He doesn’t belong in our universe....”
“He' ll work to fit in through Myraa, to become her as much as possible. Maybe he' |l succeed.”
“I hopeit wearson him. Raf, you' ve got to come with me.”

“No.”

“I'll come and take you away by force.”

“Don’t waste your time. It will betoo late for you to get to safety by the time you find me.”

“I'll take that chance. I’'m leaving now.”



Hisimage winked out.

Kurbi looked around. The house seemed desolate under the stars. He had taken gresat pridein it once,
enjoying theway it fit into the hillsde. He had loved the house when Grazia had loved it. Theimage of the
broken glider came back to him. He saw Grazia being pulled by the downdraft which forced the craft
againg the cliff face despite dl her efforts. He saw her body battered against the rocks by the bregkers.
He had not been there to witness the whole accident, but he seemed to remember it all.

Maybe he should have cloned her; by now her sster would have been a grown woman and he might
havefdleninlovewith her. Graziawould have approved. The new person would have won hisloyaty
and affection, and he would now be living adifferent life. He would not have hunted the Herculean.
Gorgias might not have followed so successful acourse. Hewould still be anuisance, struggling to
reshape the ashes of the past.

Kurbi listened to the gathering silence within himsalf. The stars had not satisfied the hungers of
humankind; aslong asit held to its ancient identity, the inner hounds could not be satisfied. Socid systems
would only imprison these faithful guardians of adaptive evolution. The Herculeans had been the old
nature sway of reasserting itself, by willing awolf to match the growing power of intellect. Humanity had
released, not its better part, but the raging beast reermed; and the beast would live now, as surely asit
cowered in the Old Ones of Earth. The past would be silenced and the future would belong to the
Herculeans. They would swarm among the stars, angry at finitude and everything which was not them,
transforming the stuff of worldsinto more of their own kind; al that had been humanity would livein
them. Hatred stirred deeply within him, and he knew that his humanity was not so different from
Gorgias....

A flyer gppeared in the morning sky.

The oval shapelanded in the open area at hisright, halfway to the cliffs. A dozen men got out and
marched up toward the house.

Kurbi got up from his chair and dipped away to hisleft. Heleft the terrace and ran toward the cliffs.
“Raf, wait!” Jdulian shouted.

Kurbi ignored him, resenting the stir which the physica effort was making within him. The ship wasfar to
his right by the time the group started after him, and he saw that he would reach the edge well ahead of
them.

Therewould be just enough time to cheat Gorgias and release Julian from afatal friendship.
XII. Flower and Sword

“Only knowledge remains; the will has vanished. We then look with deep and painful yearning at that
state, beside which the miserable and desperate nature of our own appearsin the clearest light by
contradt. Y et this consideration isthe only one that can permanently console us, when, on the one hand,
we have recognized incurable suffering and endless misery as essentia to the phenomenon of thewill, to
the world, and on the other see the world melt away with the abolished will, and retain before us only
empty nothingness. In thisway, therefore, by contemplating the life and conduct of saints, to meet with
whom isof courserarely granted to usin our own experience, but who are brought to our notice by their
recorded history, and, vouched for with the stamp of truth by art, we have to banish the dark impression



of that nothingness, which asthe final god hoversbehind dl virtue and holiness, and which we fear as
children fear the darkness. We must not even evade it, asthe Indians do, by myths and meaningless
words, such as regbsorption inBrahman, or theNirvanaof the Buddhists. On the contrary, we fredly
acknowledge that what remains after the complete abalition of thewill is, for al who are till full of the
will, assuredly nothing. But dso conversdly, to thosein whom thewill hasturned and denied itsdlf, this
very red world of ourswith al its sunsand galaxies, is— nothing.”

— Schopenhauer, The World AsWill and Idea

THE FIELD CONTRACTED and the Whisper Ship was donein norma space. Behind the vessd,
Centauri’ sthree sunswere missing a planet.

Earth lay ahead.

Four jumpspace unitswould put him at the edge of its sunspace. Gorgias felt the ship’s surge of power
asit dipped into the ashes.

Earth’s sun grew from ablack dot to aglobe.

The ship resurfaced and the sun blazed. The stars |ooked on without interest, blind to the possibility that
one of their vast number might be put out.

Marswas nearby, its red surface bright with cities. Gorgias listened, but the planet was silent, despite the
lights. Then he noticed that its orbital space was nearly devoid of habitats. He clenched hiswill at the
thought that they might have escaped him; there would be time to hunt them later.

Thefidd blossomed around him. He stabilized it at one hundred thousand kilometersin diameter, and
nudged Marswith the outer edge.

The red planet buckled. Its rotation wobbled. He brought the globe within the field. The planet broke up
into pieces. These became white-hot and exploded.

Gorgias congdered whether to engulf the sun and dl its planets, or destroy only the inhabited inner
worlds.

The bright morning sky, looking toward Mars, burned asif a hole had been opened in space, letting in
the white light of eternity. Sowly, the hole grew, blotting out the stars.

“Raf, comewith ud” Julian caled.

Kurbi looked down at the bregkers. The diver of beach wasvisblein thelurid light of the ky. Theair
wascold inhislungs.

He turned around and saw migtsrising from the black dope. “ Go away!” he caled to the dark figures.
They moved toward him.
“Back, or I'll jump!”

Thefigures hdted.



“You'll dieanyway,” Julian said, waking forward.

Kurbi laughed. “Y ou d better go, or you' Il cause my desth directly. I'll jump anyway, just to cheat him!”
Poincaré stopped.

The sphere of forceflickered and grew larger. It was dready twice the size of the full moon.

“Go, Julian, while you have the chance!”

Poincaré raised his hand. The five figures behind him turned away and started back to their flyer.

“I'll stay with you,” Poincaré said.

“dulian, | warn you!”

“Nothing elseto do.” The Security Chief walked toward him.

A cold wind struck from the ocean. Kurbi balanced himsdlf on the edge. He had not expected Julian to
cal hisbluff.

Kurbi looked up. A quarter of the sky was white.

“It would be nice,” Julian said as he came up to him, “to believe that we are being destroyed by fresh,
young barbarianswho will carry out their own vision of anew future. But thisis ... another dead end
throwing itself at us. It' sdifficult to accept that thereisn’'t athing we can do to stop it.”

“Myraa sgroup istoo new &t this.”

“Weren't there others before?’

Kurbi nodded, feding empty. “What use would they have for thelikes of Gorgias? He intrudes with
brute force into the world of hisbirth. It probably requires many specia conditionsto grow out of our
realm, much effort of learning and experience. There' s nothing to gain by looking back....”

Poincaré seemed to be breathing with difficulty. “Don’t they care that he’ sdoing harm here? | can't
believe they’ re not trying to siop him!” Hisvoice quavered.

“I don’'t know,” Kurbi said. “Without Myraawe can’'t know anything....”

The ocean was black in the white glare of Gorgias' s expanding will.

“Redlity isnot what we thought it to be,” Julian said, glancing up. Kurbi knew that he was desperate to
keep the conversation going long enough to get him away from the edge. “We velived blindly, building

our understanding on the basis of operationd theories, unaware—"

“How could we know?’ Kurbi said. “But it' sal nature ill, dl red, materid and lawful, even the chaos
which intrudes at the extremes.”

Poincaré was silent. “We have no oneto lead us past our deaths,” he said findly.



Myraawastoo far away, powerless aboard the Whisper Ship. Kurbi put his arm around hisfriend.
Together they stepped away from the cliff’ sedge. “ There is nothing we should concern oursalves with
now, Julian, nothing.”

“Just aswell, if thisisal we can ever be. It’'s not enough. Hasn't been for either of us. A long time now.”

They looked up in time to see the moon blaze and disappear.

Gorgias kept his postion at the orbit of Mars and expanded hiswill. He would take dl the inner planets
and thesun aswell.

Hiswill grew toward the Earth, aiming to stop at a point beyond the sun. Never again would thisgtar’s
warmth drive evolution to cregtelife.

He pushed outward. Small bits of rock and dust flared asthey came into thefield. He pushed easily
againg the solar wind, singing as he grew larger than he had ever been. There could be no limit to his
sze. Hewould be able to destroy the whole arm of this galaxy, even whole galaxies!

Earth’ smoon flickered and was gone.

The Earth was naked before him.

The sky flashed.

Black-white, black-white.

Something screamed inside Kurbi’ sheaed, asif it were trapped there.

Black.

The scream died, faling away into an inner abyss.

White.

Hideous monstrosities appeared in the sky, performing bestia acts. Titanic animals, like greet bears,
reptilian faces sat in gelatinous masses, suggesting bloody afterbirths.. ..

Kurbi heard the scream again. It was apitiable, frightening cry, turned in onitself asif determined to
throw dl of space-timeinto agony.

“Thefools,” he heard Julian say. “ My flyer iscoming back for us.”
The sky became black, starless, as the scream died within Kurbi.
Gorgiasfdl in on himsdf.

He struggled to hdt the collapse. Weakened by his expansion from the orbit of Mars, he could not
channel enough energy to maintain his shape, much lessengulf the Earth.

The force-center drew him inward, down into the infinitesma centrdity of al will.



Hetried to pull back, but his resistance was gone. He managed to hover over the force-center, but the
collapseinto himsdlf continued; soon he would betoo smal to resist the heart of fire. It had repelled and
nourished him when he had been strong, but he had exceeded his capacity to contral itsinfinite strength.

And he knew what was about to happen.

To draw on the force-center was life, but to merge with it was deeth, areturn to the great flame of al
being.

“Y ou have made your last mistake,” Myraawhispered near him.
Morning stars blazed in the sky.
“Look there,” Poincaré said. “It' sthe Whisper Ship.”

It drifted in dowly over the ocean, passed over them, and settled to the grassjust below the terrace of
the house. The side lock opened and Myraa rushed out.

“Myraal” Kurbi shouted, waving at her. He started up the hillside.

“Raf, wait!”

Kurbi ignored him.

“Youwill be nothing!” Orionashouted.

“Good-bye, Gorgias,” his brother whispered.

Theforce-center bathed him with warmth as he grew smaller. Hefelt no pain ashe spirded in, but he
cursed and began to scream. Thisblindly striving mass did not deserve to have him. Kurbi had earned the
right to kill him, as he had earned the right to destroy al the Earthborn; but to be defeated by a mindless
enemy, who had used no skill to win, wasthe find humiliation.

“Y ou defeated yoursdlf,” Myraasaid. “Y ou did not trouble yoursdf to learn, you smply took what you
desired, and one day you received more than you could handle.”

“Myraal Save me! Y ou can save me!”

“I can, but | won't.”

He cried out to her once more. She did not reply.

Myraafelt a sudden slence within herself. Gorgias was gone.
Myraa spoke quickly when Kurbi reached her.

“We must leave! The ship will now destroy itsdlf.”
“Thisway,” Julian said, pointing to hisflyer.

They ran acrossthe hillsde. “How long?” Kurbi asked, pulling next to Myraa.



“Thereisno way to tell. Not long.”

The distance to the flyer seemed to expand. Kurbi stole a glance back at the Whisper Ship. The scream
ingde his head was completely gone, but he heard its echo in his memory. Gorgias wasfindly dead, he
told himsdlf, but the ship till served him.

They reached the flyer. Hands reached out and pulled them inside. Kurbi watched the screen asthe
vess lifted. The Whisper Ship waited by the house, catching the sunrise onitssilver hull.

Theflyer’ sdrive pulled hard, shrinking the house, the idand, and the whole South Pacific region. The
curve of the Earth appeared, and in amoment the whole planet was afl oat in the night.

A point of light appeared on theidand. The point grew into acircle of light, asif asecond sun were
risng from the depths of the planet.

The Earth shifted asthe flyer pulled back, and the explosion swallowed the globe. Kurbi stared into the
slent fire. Sowly, it began to fade, reveding large fragmentsin the sun orbit. The debriswas aready
spreading out dong the orbit, forming an asteroid belt around the sun. Now, he thought, Earthisonly a
coordinate in space. Gorgias had gotten what he had wanted.

“Perhgps some of the larger pieces might be useful,” Julian said softly. “ The habitats will be able to come
back, and we gtill have many worldsin the Snake.”

Kurbi turned to Myraa. She explained. “ Only hisignorance could stop him, and only if he made a
mistake. We had to wait for him to overextend himsdlf. There was no other way after he had grown
strong.”

“Y ou deliberately waited?” Poincaré asked.

“Our other assaultshad dl failed.” Shewas sllent for amoment. “Now heispart of al willing, dl naturd
griving. But heisfree of the pain of knowing. The burden of his past has been taken from him.”

“He' sdead, then, and can't be recovered?’ Julian asked.

She nodded. “ Aswith hisfather, theindividua will-pattern has been scattered. Look for himin the
srength of suns, in the sghs of magnetic sorms, or in the swirl of gadaxies. Search for himin your own
wills. Heisthere, freed from the prison of self-awareness, riding the mindlessmusic.”

“That’ sthe same asdead,” Poincaré said.

“Akin to deep. He deserved better, once.”

Could Myraa be lying? Kurbi wondered. Perhaps Gorgias had grown beyond his hatred after Earth’'s
destruction and had reconciled himsdf with her. Shewould hide him in return. But as he gazed into
Myrad s eyes, Kurbi rgjected theidea

“But he'll never reawake,” Poincaré inssted, seeking reassurance.

“Otherswill, in these rudimentary rems,” Myraareplied, “and they will dwaysbe him.”



XIII. Mirror of the Will

“... with the birth of human consciousnessthere was born, like atwin, the impulse to transcend it.”
— Alan McGlashan

“ Sometimes the best teacher teaches only once to asingle child or to agrown-up past hope.”

— Anonymous

“Nothingcannot exigt; it isapsychologica aswell asalogical absurdity; therefore something exists
necessarily — the uncreated sdlf-sufficiency which cannot be destroyed, only transformed and shaped to
wear an infinity of masks. Itis, of necessity, ablind idiot god, mindless but capable of becoming dl

things...”

— A Common Heresy

RAFAEL KURBI MARCHED up the hill to Myrad s house. His strides became longer as he neared
the top, and he stopped when he reached the front walkway. The sun was warm on his face as he turned
and looked out over the countryside.

Groups of Herculeans moved like grazing beastsin thetall grass around his small shuttle. The unclad
figures seemed to be performing a strange dance, asif seeking a configuration which would free them of
the need for any further motion.

A year had passed since he had returned Myraato her home. For a month now he had come up to the
house once aday, but she still took no notice of him and he was beginning to lose hope.

Poincaré had obtained permission for him to visit, even though the planet was under permanent
quarantine. One ship stood guard in orbit while Kurbi lived out of his shuttle and waited for Myraato
receive him.

Many of the habitats had returned to pick up and reshape the pieces of Earth left in sun orbit. Poincaré
was part of the project to rebuild the old continents, or at least large sections of them, within large
habitats. Again, the outworlds would help Earth recover from awar.

The Old Ones had accepted Myraa' s story. Poincaré and he had supported her account of what had
happened, but the most convincing evidence had been the destruction of the Whisper Ship.

It seemed to Kurbi that the Old Ones still feared the very idea of Herculeans, but had decided to leave
well enough alone. True, there was dtill the matter of the lost base and the possibility of other Whisper
Ships; but there were no functioning spacecraft on Myraa s World with which to break the natura
quarantine, and only Gorgias s ship had known the way to the base. Myraa s World was helpless and
could aways be destroyed. So, oneway or another, the planet was safe and the Earth-Herculean War
wasfindly over.

Kurbi felt Myraa' s presence behind him and turned to face her. She gazed a him for along time,
draining away his doubts, preparing hismind.

“Gorgiaswasright,” shesaid at last, “to hold the force-center in contempt. Itsblind, striving will-to-beis
hideous, but we concluded that along time ago. Minds-within-minds, surviving from countless creations



thrown up throughout eternity by the force-center’ s pul sations, had sought immortality and away of
loving the universe without becoming its dave — through the gathering of knowledge, the surviva of
offspring, through physica persistence and renewd; and finally through the conservation of minds, by
which patterns of will and intellect may continue beyond the ruin of the body.”

“But animmorta adept isrequired to serve as gatherer,” Kurbi said.

“Yes, that isthe weakest condition of our discovery, but it will be overcome, when our conscious will
becomes strong enough to stand done. | am the focus of the response to a universe which destroys the
common and unique dike. Though we exist in the swirl of materia gaaxies, our minds extend into the
geometrica substratum of redity, where we are free of theillusons of space-time. Thetimewill come
when our unified will shal become as strong as the force-center.”

“Why not stronger?” Kurbi asked.
“Not possible, since everything isan expression of itswill-to-be, but as-strong will be enough.”
“Hasthisdways been the god 7’

“No. Once there were those among us who believed that the gathering of al the mindsin thisuniverse
into our net would represent the highest achievement, and there would be nothing left to do except
destroy the force-center, thus annihilating the entire fabric of being and returning al to sillness”

“But this changed?’

Myraanodded. “We will transform rather than destroy the force-center, and gain its power. We will
giveit aconsciousintelligence aswe permesateits blind striving. Then it will remain for usto abolish the
universe and creste something better.”

“A new redity?’ Kurbi asked. “New laws, different congtants....”

“We can't be specific now,” she sad, “and we may have to experiment, but onething is certain. It will
not be ablind creation. It will not waste life, asthis one does, smply to bring forth narrow adaptations,
nor will it indtill inits conscious life the suspicion that existence is some kind of terrible mistake.” She
paused and continued to gaze a him, asif wondering whether she had told him too much.

“I have never been your enemy,” he said.

Shetook astep closer to him. “But you must understand that the existence beyond desth, such aswe
have achieved, isno savation; it too requires questioning and exploration. Even though the center of life's
great sormisblind, it can <till destroy al our hopes; but if we succeed, there will be new explorations,
accomplishment and knowledge. We will continue to unfold what isin uswithout end.”

“Do you think that' s possible?’ Kurbi asked. “I fed so smdl and limited.”

“Weknow that infinities are red, within us and outsde. We will remake our nature. Perhaps we will
create auniverse of laughter, love and sudden discovery....”

“No tragedy, sorrow?’ he asked, filling with doubt. She was describing states of being which would
leave dl his humanity behind, discarded like a butterfly’ s cocoon. But was't that what he had cometoin
his own thinking? He had stood too long at the edge of his humanity with no placeto go.



“Elsewhere,” she continued, “creations swim in the infinite gpeiron. Those who wish tragedy may seek to
voyage across the ocean of nonbeing and enter into the countless universes which have not glimpsed the
possibility of Omega. There will be enough for them there to feed on, in the dismay of entropies, inthe
tyranny of despairing livesthrown up like sparks by the laws of the blind will which bresthes at the center
of every cregtion.”

“Thenit'spossible” Kurbi said, “that theindividua universes of the gpeiron are not everything. Perhaps
they are the expression of some even greater impulse?” The universe of galaxiesinto which he had been
born, Kurbi redized, might be aminor, coarse cregtion drifting in some outer circle of quantum

possbility.

“We do not know,” Myraareplied, “but if thereisagreater center, and if it too is blind, then we may
have to unite with other universesin order to transform it also.”

“Tell me” Kurbi said, “has our universe ever shown signs of having been entered ... from outsde?”’

“We can't be sure. Certain Old Earth rigions claim that it has happened at least once, but the evidence
no longer exists. Wewill know when we seeit.”

Taking her hand, he asked, “Will you teach meto prepare?’
She nodded. “ Send your ship away.”
Helooked up at the blue sky, knowing that al this universe now lay under ajudgment, that it was

aready nothing in the minds of its best; and he accepted the knowledge that he would grow into the
fullness of creationsto come.



