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                There was no reason to suppose that he’d have any more luck with "t’muvam" this time than any other; he had no new data. Still, this was the only one of his original duties Hauskyld could do right now, so he went over it one more time. When the Randallans used it as a transitive verb, it meant something like "love"; intransitively, it meant something like “lives the Tao,” always assuming that his translation of “zjirathk" as “Tao” was right. The gerund form seemed to mean something like "perpetual justice." He sighed.
                The shrill alarm made him jump. The scriptalker ordered, "All hands to sortie positions. Repeat, sortie positions. Quiet procedure. Emphasize quiet. Gate begins descent on landing field in twenty repeat twenty minutes.”
                Hauskyld grabbed his helmet and ran into the walkway, sliding the door shut behind him.
                As always, Brother Gideon and Brother Joshua had gotten to station before Hauskyld. “Mask down, Brother,” Gideon reminded him.
                Hauskyld pulled down the screen mask. He turned to the bolt locker and took a quick inventory. “Thirty-two shafts.”
                Joshua looked up from the swivel. “Could use a little oil next time."
                "Grab the oil can and do it now," Gideon said firmly. "We don’t want to risk a jam."
                Grumbling, Joshua did so. “Hey, Hauskyld. What’s that phrase again?”
                "Hataha ji’zjak pha,” Hauskyld said.
                "Yeah, and what’s it mean?” The younger man eyed the oil reservoir, nodded, and returned the oil can to its bracket.
                "Loosely, ‘your mother is a slut for the animals,’ " Hauskyld explained, for at least the tenth time. "They never hear you anyway.”
                "Hataha ji’zhak pa," Joshua tried.
                "Ji’zjak pha. You just said she used to be a midwife until she got a better job.”
                "Ji’zjak pha.”
                “Right.” Hauskyld exchanged smiles with Gideon; Joshua did more than his share to uphold the less than brilliant stereotype of the Aquinian Brother.
                The loudspeaker crackled. “Radar has Gate on course for landing field. Watch for descent trail at seventy-two forty-one, estimated visible at about fifty-one vertical in about three minutes."
                Down below, in the Main Yard, the cavalry troopers were leading their ponies out into the yard, freshly hosed-down to keep a dust cloud from rising and revealing the sortie. The few hundred more meters before the first griffins dove on them might mean they would only have to fight on their way back.
                "It would be a lot easier if they had four less kilometers to cover,” Gideon said, echoing Hauskyld‘s thoughts. "Especially if they could make the whole run under covering fire. This fort should have been down lower. Sometimes I wonder about the old man. He hasn’t been the same since—“
                One of the lookouts shouted, "Descent trail!“
                Gideon tightened his seat straps, pressing the pedals to make sure the ballista swung freely. "Bolt," he said.
                Hauskyld grabbed a bolt. a heavy piece of detempered steel that had originally been a strut of some kind, about a meter long and two centimeters thick. He ran around in front of the ballista and slid it into the coil. "Loaded."
                "Flashes, brother,” said Joshua, pointing. Out on the distant horizon, above the redrock mesas and hills, a tiny black dot circled; occasionally the dot flickered into light, becoming a miniature star. The Randallan, mounted on a griffin, was spreading the alarm with his heliograph.
                Below, in the main yard, the cavalry had mounted. The main gate swung open; the drawbridge slid forward on its tracks, rolling fifty meters out across the minefield. The bridge locked. The troop trotted forward, swords, lances, and shotguns shining dull red in the afternoon sun. As the tail of each troop crossed the end of the bridge, they broke into a gallop, heading for the white descent trail.
                "Here they come." Gideon's voice was tense and flat. “Prepare for arming."
                Hauskyld stole a glance at the horizon; black specks, like a cloud of gnats, were marshaling in the air. He turned to lift the first polaron block from the stockpile; Joshua crouched at the dials, muttering and swearing under his breath.
                By the cloud of dust, the cavalry was almost a third of the way to the landing field now. The oncoming Randallans split into two wings of about thirty griffins each; each wing rushed toward the fort, one rising to meet the descending Gate and the other swinging in low at the cavalry. "Don’t think we'll get a shot at them," Gideon commented. "They’ll meet the cavalry out of our range.”
                The retrorockets cut out on the descending Gate, and the drogue chute popped out. The griffins swung up toward it, smoke trailing alter them. "They're carrying torches," Hauskyld said.
                From the inner compound, the fort’s two antiaircraft guns crashed. Ordinarily the guns were almost useless (the shells couldn’t “see” the body-temperature griffins and Randallans against the hot, dust-red desert sky) but the sensors could easily spot the flames of the torches. Half a dozen shellbursts sent several griffins tumbling, one apparently torn in half by a direct hit, another losing its rider as it plunged to earth.
                "That last one blew the head off the griffin,“ Gideon commented, looking through his telescopic sight. “You should see the way the critter waves all those arms around on his way down.”
                Hauskyld winced at “critter,” but after eight months of war, beginning with a series of massacres, you could hardly expect Aquinians not to be speciesist. Part of it, of course, was that this was an all-human garrison, as Survey Expeditions usually were—there were no cadgers, freeps, or monocorni present to take offense. And although there had been some apparent conversions among the Randallans, there had been no success in organizing a Planetary Legion—all the Randallans were on the other side.
                The Randallans were dropping their torches, giving up on trying to ignite the drogue chute. As the main chute deployed, the griffins swung in close to try to cut the chute lines, though iron axes couldn't even mark spun monomyl. Sometimes they tried to jump off onto the chutes themselves, but there was too much wind to attempt it today.
                The cavalry was nearing the landing field now, the other wing of the griffins closing with them. Hauskyld couldn’t see how it was going at the distance, but he knew that deaths were unlikely on either side—in Randall’s thick, viscous air, projectiles had little range or accuracy.
                But the Randallans need only slow the cavalry down; if they could do that, then reinforcements could come up in greater numbers and surround the Gate. There were not enough men or horses in the fort to mount a rescue—the Gate and the sortie party would be lost. Fortunately, the Randallans seemed unable to get more than a hundred or so into battle quickly.
                The Gate went down onto the landing field. The cavalry rounded the hill and was out of sight. Now all they could see were the swooping, soaring, and diving griffins.
                Gideon pointed at the horizon. “More trouble coming.” Hundreds of specks were rising-the main Randallan army was taking off en masse.
                Hauskyld punched his stopwatch. “Two full minutes faster response than we've ever seen before," he said. “Interesting.”
                There was a change in the whirling cloud of griffins around the field; the nearest end folded up and broke apart as the still-unseen cavalry passed under it.
                “Cavalry’s made the break,” Gideon said. “Stations, brothers."
                The cavalry burst around the hill in a cloud of dust, pursued by the Randallans. Gideon bellowed, "Arm!"
                Hauskyld lifted the polaron block and dropped it into the MHD well. He slammed the door shut and kicked the foot switch.
                "In Nomine Patri one two three four armed,” Joshua counted, as the MHD capacitors hit full charge.
                The coil thrummed. Gideon's bolt fell short of the foremost griffin. "Bolt!"
                Hauskyld slid another bolt into the coil, moved another polaron block into place beside the MHD unit, and hauled out the blackened, discharged block, throwing it aside. “Ready!”
                "Arm!"
                Again he threw the block in, closed the door, and kicked the switch. He had just a moment to look up as Joshua counted off “In Nomine—"
                More cavalry was riding in than had ridden out. At least a whole extra troop had arrived with the Gate, along with supplies and other people—technicians? For once the apparently random supply system had sent something they needed.
                The Randallans must have realized that too, because they weren’t breaking off at the outer accurate range of the ballistae as they usually did. The reinforcements swept right on into the zone of fire, trying to cut off the returning cavalry from the drawbridge.
                Gideon fired again, this time piercing the wing of an oncoming griffin, which spiraled screaming out of the pink sky, the Randallan on its back losing its grip and plunging down to the redrock, all six limbs waving.
                "Bolt!"
                As Hauskyld slid the bolt in, something hot socked into the rammed-earth wall of the fort by his face. "Critters are shooting hack," Gideon said. "Arm!"
                More musket balls were thudding into the walls now; one gunner a few meters away was hit.
                The first troopers were on the drawbridge now, but the griffins were swooping down on them, trying to force them off and away. Three griffins landed on the bridge itself in front of the cavalrymen, their riders jumping off just before landing, each with pistols in both lower hands and a battleax in his upper hands. The handshakes writhed out from under the poised griffins.
                The cavalry hesitated a moment, piling up around the foot of the bridge. That was the moment the Randallans had been waiting for—the troopers were now packed too tight to use their lances effectively. The griffins swooped in, their claws tearing razor-slashes into the crowd as their riders laid into the press below with pikes, flails, and poleaxes.
                "Mary's bleeding cherry," Gideon whispered, swinging the ballista around to point down at the bridge. “Mary’s fucking bleeding cherry.” He fired; the bolt took a Randallan through the back of the head, ringing off the steel bridge and slamming the corpse down face first. The body flopped frantically; its griffin screamed and raised its beak toward the cavalry in challenge.
                Hauskyld shoved the next bolt in and ran to the MHD again, but before he could get the polaron block out, the loudspeaker said, “All hands—scatterguns. Repeat, scatterguns."
                Hauskyld whirled; Gideon was frantically unstrapping from the ballista, and Joshua was already running to one of the scatterguns mounted on the wall. Hauskyld took his place beside Joshua and looked up.
                A huge wave, a thousand griffins or more, was diving toward them, beaks open and screaming, the Randallans on their backs clutching javelins and lances. Below him, Hauskyld was vaguely aware of a desperate fight on the bridge as the cavalry tried to win through to the gate, and of the screams of ponies and men still piled up around the foot of the bridge under the claws and blades of the Randallans. He swung his gun up; it was really no more than a piece of pipe given handles and mounted on a swivel, loaded with an explosive charge and a few fistfulls of ball bearings. Scatterguns had little range and were impossible to aim, but massed together a few dozen of them could clear the sky.
                The waves of griffins tucked their heads and folded their wings, plunging straight for the wall. "Hold, hold, hold, hold," Gideon chanted, his own gun now pointed up at the oncoming griffins. The plunging beasts, delicate in form but big as terran tigers, came nearer for three agonizing seconds. The faces of the Randallans—bulging seven-faceted eyes above a catlike muzzle—were now plainly visible.
                The griffins reared, opening their wings into a stall, intent on dropping in among the gunners. "Now!" Gideon shouted.
                Hauskyld flipped the switch and his scattergun went off with a terrifying roar.
                A huge griffin, its chest torn to sausage by a scattergun blast, fell onto the wall less than five meters from Hauskyld. The Randallan rider tried to get up, but his leg was crushed under his mount; he drew his pistols and fired one wild shot down the wall before he shot himself.
                “Look out!” Gideon shouted, picking up a ballista bolt. The handsnake squirmed from underneath the griffin, mouth open wide to bite, grasping fins extended. Gideon lashed out with the bolt, crumpling the snake’s head. It spasmed, bit itself, and died.
                On the drawbridge below, the troopers had finally cut down the enemy in their path and were pouring across. The Randallan bugle, its voice as deep as a tuba’s, sounded across the desert.
                As suddenly as they had come, the Randallans were in retreat. A few futile bolts and shots went after them.
                As always, there were no Randallan prisoners—-not even their animal companions. The Randallans shot or stabbed themselves. Handsnakes flopped and were still, dead of their own venom; griffins ripped their own chests open with their beaks, slashing into the big arteries leading to the heart and bleeding to death in moments.
                The surviving Randallans were just specks against the sky—then not even that.
                “They'll want me at the hospital,” Hauskyld said, taking off his helmet. Gideon nodded. “Go. I’ll get things stowed.”
 
                Hauskyld didn’t have much of a nurse's touch. As usual they put him on filing and recording. About a fifth of the newcomers had been killed or left on the landing field, and a third of the remainder were hurt; all required cataloging, because the officer carrying the manifest was missing back at the landing field.
                That took a while to establish all by itself. “So you think definitely three officers at the landing field?” Hauskyld asked one survivor.
                He touched the fresh wound on his scalp gingerly. “They were in first; I think they got further than the rest of us did. Then those things came at us and they got cut off... The thing is, brother, in our timeframe we only boarded the Gate an hour ago at Arimathea Orbital. And the boarding was pretty confused."
                Hauskyld looked at him closely—-he was no more than fourteen. "Confused how?"
                "Well, we were running late, and people were confused. I think really only the Templars stayed in line. Everyone else was wandering around.
                Then all of a sudden the whistle blew and we were running to get through the Gate, and those things were after us. What‘re they called, anyway, brother?”
                The question startled Hauskyld. "Griffins—the big winged ones. And the intelligent ones, the riders—we just call them Randallans. Their name for themselves is Thni’tarath-an~k’pha, which means something like ‘wingless walkers.’ They call the griffins Thni-an-k’ba.”
                "Thni’tarath-an-k'pha and Thni-an-k'ba.” The boy’s pronunciation was perfect.
                "Right. What‘s your billet here?”
                "Assistant cook and personal servant. And I'm supposed to get some schooling toward a vocation."
                Hauskyld nodded and moved on. He'd have the boy in his class—there seemed to be a gift there.
                With a mental sigh, he turned back to the job at hand. He had just about established that Shorty, Denny, and Sergeant Tang were all the same person, who was dead, when he turned to find himself looking up into the eyes of a Templar captain. "Several of these men have admitted to leaving wounded on the field. Why aren’t they in the penance compound?”
                “Because right now we're using it for hospital space. Military inquiry will have to come later. I’m just trying to find out who we’ve got," Hauskyld said mildly.
                "Where's the bishop?"
                “He was killed a few months ago. You want to talk to Father Sherman. I'm going to see him myself in about five minutes if you want to come along."
                “Thank you." The Templar stared at him for a moment. "What order are you?”
                “Mbweist."
                “I thought so." He waited, patiently and politely enough, while Hauskyld completed the last record form; the two of them walked together to Sherman’s office without exchanging another word.
                The Templar captain spent only a few minutes inside Sherman’s office; Hauskyld waited outside. Through the door he could hear some muffled shouting—probably Sherman being informed that absolutely nothing was being done right and that everything had to be fixed right now. At least for once Sherman would not fall asleep while talking to his visitor.
                After a few moments the Templar emerged with a smile of grim satisfaction, nodded to Hauskyld, and went on his way. Hauskyld waited a moment and then went in.
                "Brother Hauskyld. What—ah—brings you to my door?“
                “Really just a question. What the hell are the Templars doing here?”
                "A very good question—ah—that I was just thinking to myself for some reason.” Father Sherman leaned back. “The official reason is that they want to look at Randall as a possible site for a major staging base—the Church has a relatively weak military arm out this way, and the Menkent system might be just the place to—ah—build it up a little. The unofficial reason I’m quite sure you suspect as much as I do."
                "They want to get jurisdiction away from the Aquinians? Did he suggest that?”
                "Of course he didn‘t. They never do if that's what they have in mind.“
                The old man peered at him. "Of course, their whole procedure is very different from ours...”
                "I’ll say.” Hauskyld sat.
                "And I assume we’re both opposed to it?"
                "Of course I'm opposed to it! Destroy a culture we haven't made a proper study of? It’s insane. Any report or petition or anything you want me to sign, as ranking Mbweist, I’ll be happy to. The only catch, in fact, is that because we’ve made so little progress here, the reports would have to be sort of sketchy.”
                Father Sherman had been quietly digging around inside his nose while Hauskyld spoke; he paused to lick a finger, and then said, “So it would seem—ahh—that you need more information to be of any help of any kind, I suppose? What would you do if—ahh—you were to receive my permission for a little expedition? Such as you had proposed recently.”
                Shennan blinked hard a couple of times, as if the idea had startled him as well.
                "What’s the catch?”
                “Do you want to do it? I know we haven’t had much use for a xenist around here-—"
                "Yes, of course I want to!” Hauskyld was beginning to wonder whether the old man actually was senile.
                “Well, it wasn’t clear to me, Brother Hauskyld. Sometimes you Mbweists are awfully hard to get along with. But yes, I think we can see our way clear to, ah, permitting you. Especially in the light of some circumstances that have changed." The old man leaned forward. "Please understand, I don’t care if you kill yourself ordinarily, but you're the last surviving xenist in the expedition. That was my only, ah, grounds for refusing your request. But now that the Templars have already-—ah, hinted that sterner measures than the Aquinians take might be, ah, taken to secure this world-—” He shrugged. "If you hadn’t come right away, I'd have sent for you.”
                Hauskyld sucked in his breath through his teeth. "When’s the ETA on the Evacuation Gate?”
                “About half a local year—next winter.”
                "Oh." Hauskyld thought hard. Though subjective time within a Gate was zero, the universal limit of light speed still held—the new arrivals had left the Archbishopric seventeen years before. If a Survey Expedition was in trouble, by the time word reached its base it would be many years too late to send help. To overcome that difficulty, the Archbishop sent an Evacuation Gate—a Gate with a second Gate inside for the return trip—once the full Survey Team was in place. If everything was fine, the expedition simply loaded documents, samples, and personnel due for rotation into the Gate, which then returned to the Archbishopric. If the situation had become dangerous, the entire expedition could leave on the Gate. And if nothing answered the Gate’s radio hail, the Gate headed back on its own.
                And if either of the latter two happened, the world could be opened to the Templars for "domestication"—ecological reshaping and genocide.
                “So,” Hauskyld said, and let it hang.
                "There are other, ah, considerations as well,” Sherman added. The lights went out. For a moment Hauskyld thought the commander had accidentally hit the light switch and was now fumbling around trying to find it again, but then the screen lit up.
                The helmet-mounted camera shook hard once and then steadied. On the screen, a griffin swept its head back and forth, beak open to slash. A dead Randallan still clung to its back, one of the big bulging eyes smashed and a shredded hole torn in the chest between the lower pair of arms.
                The griffin itself had taken a ballista bolt through its left wing; the little parasol wing at the tip of the main wing had been smashed, and the bolt had shattered the elbow joint. The right front leg was broken, probably from the strain of landing with the Randallan still mounted—normally they jumped off an instant before landing.
                The picture leaped into an enhanced closeup of the griffin‘s head. The naked scaly face gave the odd effect of a mask, the heavy bone ridges around the big faceted eyes skull-like, and the head like a snake’s with a buzzard‘s beak. The griffin’s beak was moving; Sherman switched up the volume.
                "Thtay back. Thtayback‘y’bathtardth’r’wl1 dropperthnake.”
                Sherman played that moment over. Allowing for the high palate, the accent was actually slight. Stay back you bastards or we'll drop our snake. The griffin was talking.
                "Amazing..." Hauskyld whispered.
                The griffin backed away. “Stay back," it repeated. “Leave us alone.” Then its beak flashed down, slashing through the big muscles on the chest into the artery; blood gushed out, it fell forward, and it was dead. Underneath there was a brief squirm as the handshake bit itself.
                “Well?” Father Sherman asked, switching off the screen and bringing up the lights.
                "This is easily the most remarkable thing we've ever found." Hauskyld said slowly.
                "Is there any chance that the griffin is just talking like a parrot. Or a Bukharin clangbeak?”
                “Just about none. The use of the phrases is too exact, there are no stray words, and the phrases are too close together in meaning—remember clangbeaks can’t remember two phrases that mean close to the same thing. And—” Hauskyld whistled "—he made a threat with an ‘or’ in it, didn‘t he? Stay back or I'll drop the snake? Sure. That’s too sophisticated logically for an instrumental mimic like a clangbeak to act on, and it’s unlikely that a pure mimic like a parrot would use it at the right time. No, he was talking. He’s intelligent. I guess that shouldn't be a surprise; we knew their brain was a little bigger than a chimp’s and a lot more sophisticated."
                "I think I could depend on you to make a solid xenic case against Randall being domesticated,” Sherman said.
                “Yeah.”
                “Well, for political reasons, my own Aquinian Order would not care to see that happen either. So I think your going out into the field again —ah—is absolutely imperative. There is, however, one minor matter. I still might face a reprimand if I lost our last surviving xenist. You see how that would look, of course.”
                Hauskyld scratched his head. "It looks a little suboptimal to me, too. But I really don’t mind taking the risk. My God—excuse me, Father—do you know what this implies? There are still less than a hundred intelligent species known. at least within our local event horizon, and only three of them, counting the Randallans, share planets with other intelligent species—and for that matter, I wouldn't be surprised now if it turned out the snake was intelligent..."
                Sherman nodded. "More additions to your distinguished career. The Church has of course not forgotten your two other First Contacts."
                "Damn it, I mean that this is potentially the biggest discovery in history, no matter who makes it. And if the Templars get called in—”
                "Yes. But, as I said, on the other hand I can hardly want to be the commander who lost Hauskyld Gomez."
                "That's my risk, the same as always."
                But the old man seemed to be plodding along in his usual way. "Certainly. And of course whatever risk is involved in being the commander responsible for your loss would be mine, as always, and that would hardly be a terrible thing, if, ah, the record showed you, ah, volunteered to go...”
                "Sure. No problem." If that was all he wanted—but of course it wouldn’t be. "So what else is it you want me to do?"
                Sherman began to shake. It took Hauskyld a moment to realize that he was laughing. "We had something unusual come in in this last shipment—ah, besides the Templars, that is. I'm afraid it seems to have taken up space that would otherwise have gone to religious instructional materials... but then our missionary program has not been an overwhelming success, has it?" He smiled. “There was a stowaway in a cannister."
                Hauskyld shrugged. "Just press him into service—you’ve got conscription authority and it's the standard procedure.”
                "But this isn’t quite a standard stowaway—not a debt-skipper or an escaped felon. What we seem to have gotten this time is a doctor of xenics."
                "Why would a xenist stow away, instead of just volunteering?”
                "Well, one that wanted to come here, specifically to Randall, from Mars, might—"
                "From Mars? A Communist planet?"
                "Ah, yes. Specifically from Olympia University. What I want you to do," Sherman said, "is take her along with you. That seems especially advisable since she asked for you when she got here.“
                “She?” he said, very suddenly and loudly.
                "Yes... if you would come out now, dear?”
                The woman stepped out of Father Sherman’s private prayer room.
                "May I present Comrade Doctor Clio Yeremenko, formerly associate professor of xenology at Olympia University on Mars, League of Communist Planets?”
                “Delighted to meet you.” It had been about thirteen years subjective—probably more than eighty years Main Track Time—since Hauskyld had seen a woman. But he was quite sure anyway—she was beautiful. Her eyes were large and green, her hair dark, her nose pleasantly hooked, and her body was plump in a way he thought perfect. It was an effort not to stare. "I'm Brother Hauskyld Gomez of the Brothers of Saint Mbwe."
                “I know,” she said. "I've come a long way to meet you. I want to work with you.”
                "A remarkable suggestion," Father Sherman chimed in. “It seemed to me so apt that I wanted to make sure that no chance for it was lost through, ah, for example, any commendable but excessive modesty on the part of Brother Hauskyld.” He nodded a couple of times, very firmly, as if affirming the point to a small child.
                “Wait a minute,” Hauskyld said, "you don't mean that—”
                “You will notice," Sherman pointed out, "that it neatly resolves all sorts of problems all at once. first of all, it removes, you’ll, ah, excuse the expression, a temptation from the fort here. Further than that, it, ah, makes best use of the human resources at my command here. As Brother Hauskyld has pointed out any number of times, there is a true paucity of good xenic material upon which to base the decisions I must make; it was for that reason that I had consented to his going out, even though he is our last surviving xenist. Your, ah, expertise in these matters can thus be put exactly where it is most needed, and let it be added under the supervision of an older, highly experienced, and shall we say not without fame person. Thus you get almost precisely what you wish, I gain a second xenist for this expedition—and as it so happens two is normal under the Protocols for an, ah, Hostile Contact, and of course Hauskyld gains some company and assistance for this expedition.
                "Now I know," he went on, looking directly at Hauskyld, "that certain, ah, considerations of modesty do intrude here because despite being an older and somewhat more experienced individual Brother Hauskyld is shall we say not so advanced in years as not to feel a certain temptation.
                For that reason he might have been tempted, ah, to decline. But as it is it seems to me that this is, ah, so perfect a situation that—regrettable as it might be in ordinary circumstances—I think that we need to consider your generous offer, despite whatever, ah, purely personal though quite commendable motivations Hauskyld might have for declining.” The old man again stopped and blinked a couple of times, smiling as if he had just been complimented on what he had said.
                "So I get to go," Clio said quietly.
                "Yes," Sherman said. "You do. l’ll need your signature on a couple of things—waiver of death liability, application for citizenship in the Christian systems, and so forth. But as soon as we have all of that, or as fast as Hauskyld can assemble things after that at any rate, you can, ah, head for the wilds. And with my blessings.” He nodded once more, firmly. "I take it it’s settled then.”
                Hauskyld bowed; that was as close to a direct order as Sherman ever gave. Copying him, Clio also bowed. He noted that with approval—at least she was quick on the uptake in a strange situation.
                "Oh, and just temporarily," Sherman said, "I’m afraid you will have to stay in a cell in the brig. My hands are tied by standing orders of the Archbishop and of my order on unauthorized female visitors. And it will be just until your departure, which should be within a day or so.”
                Hauskyld was never really sure whether the old man really did get him out the door that fast, or it was just his own shock that kept him from complaining about the short time to get ready.
 
                "If we’re trying to get their attention, why did we go out the back gate in the middle of the night?" Clio asked.
                It was the first thing she had said since they had set out two hours ago. "Because back there it's a war zone. If the Randallans see anything that looks like us, they kill it without any time for questions. Once we’re out of the battle area, things are likely to be different; then we can hope to meet one, surrender, and start talking.”
                “What if they just decide we’re spies?"
                "Then we’re dead.” Hauskyld considered not telling her, but it was a xenic problem and she was a xenist. “I think. You could say they don’t take prisoners. Or they don't anymore—when the war first started, they took a lot of prisoners. Once we were bottled up in the fort, they sort of... crucified them, out in front of the fort.”
                "Sort of crucified them?"
                "They tied them to crosses and left them there. A couple of Aquinians volunteered to go out and try to get them. The Randallans didn’t fire a shot. The volunteers just untied them, and then several of us went out and carried them in—after a few hours on a cross, they couldn't walk.
                "The next day there were more prisoners up on crosses. We went out and got those too.
                “Then Sherman got this idea that perhaps we could use that as a cover for a sortie. When the next group of prisoners was put up, three troops of cavalry went along, and they made a surprise attack from the ridgeline down into the Randallan camp. It was successful, I guess—except that the next day, there were more prisoners up on crosses, and the Randallans were dug in all along the ridge. We never even got close to the prisoners. It took some of them all day to die.”
                "They died of exposure in just one day?"
                "Suffocation. You can’t breathe hanging forward by your arms. Sooner or later your muscles get too tired to hold you up against the cross, and then you fall forward..."
                “Oh.”
                "That's how the bishop died. Sherman had to watch that.”
                "Were they close?”
                "Sherman had been the bishop’s exec for forty years. And rumor has it they were lovers." Hauskyld shrugged. “He’s been falling apart ever since—you saw what he's like. He used to be one of the most competent people you’d ever hope to meet." He steadied her with his arm as they went over a pile of broken rock. "Anyway, they probably won’t think we’re spies. This has worked often enough that it’s worth a shot; it’s how I got one of my first Contacts, the one with the gabrieli.”
                He was hoping that she would ask him about that contact, but she didn’t, so they continued on for a while in silence. Isolde, the largest of Randall’s three moons, was rising low in the east, a little past half; Tristan, a close-in moon whose synodic period was less than half a Randallan day, was shooting up the sky in the west, visibly moving if you stopped to watch it, waxing as it went. The moonlight was blue-green and barely reflected from the redrock; the hills and distant peaks appeared in black silhouette against the softly glowing sky.
                "Where’s the Home System?" she asked. "I’ve been through six stations in two years subjective, and I’ve always gotten a chance to look back at it."
                "See that constellation—the bright stars that sort of look like the horse from the Guernica? Right in the center of the dark space that forms the forehead. But you can't see it tonight—you need a perfectly clear night with none of the moons out. We’re just barely at the point where the human eye can see it at all.”
                “Strange,” she said. "The frontier is spherical—so right now people have just reached that distance. In another hundred years, when the frontier is ten light-years further out and no one can see the Home System, I wonder if the frontier worlds will even hold Holocaust Day anymore."
                “We call that the Feast of Uncounted Martyrs; considering we're still commemorating the Protestant Saints eight hundred years after the Rejoining, I suppose we will in Christian space.”
                She smiled at him; he liked that a lot. "Then maybe I'm in the right part of space after all. I can still remember staying up for Earthrise with my parents when I was little... I'd like to think the tradition will keep going.”
                He smiled back. "If you like tradition, then, yes, you're in the right place.”
                They walked for the remaining four hours before dawn in silence-probably not a bad idea since no one knew how good a griffin’s hearing was. There would be time to talk later, anyway—he would tell her about his two First Contacts then.
                Though of course she already must know something if she had come here to work with him as she had said. She claimed, anyway, that she could have done her research on several different worlds, but she chose the one on her list that had the most prominent xenist assigned to it; not hard to do, since expeditions were planned literally centuries in advance. How she had lived in the Commonwealth, a stowaway and an illegal, working from port to port, zigzagging her way here through the relays, she hadn’t said.
                Just at dawn, they came to the canyon. Redrock was soft and crumbly; "besides, rain here is fairly acid from the extra carbon dioxide in the atmosphere, and with the low terminal velocity for rain and the low gravity to power the rivers, you get these wide, deep canyons with shallow sides," he explained. "Erosion is more chemical and less physical than in most deserts.”
                "Did you ever teach?” she asked. She pulled her hair back and fanned the sweat on the hack of her neck. "Like a lecture course or something?“
                "No, I've always been in the field. Why?"
                "Just wondering. Well, it looks like there‘s an easy way down. Any risk of a flash flood?“
                He checked his watch. "Not for five hours and nineteen minutes."
                She stared at him.
                He shrugged and pointed to the two moons overhead, now nearing each other. "Three largish moons, and a big sun we’re close to, plus a thick atmosphere and low gravity. Weather here is tidally coupled; you can always predict it exactly. So I know when the next thunderstorm is due."
                She nodded. He hurried to catch up with her as she started down over a rock fall into the small side gorge.
                The sun was full up when they reached the bottom a few minutes later. "Kind of like home,” Clio said. “The sun comes up fast.”
                Hauskyld nodded. "Desert anywhere is that way. If you get up north of here, into the coniferous forest around the Barbara Allen Range, you’ll see those long, slow sunrises.”
                She nodded. "It’s hard to remember that this planet has a full biosphere.
                This desert looks a lot like Mars—I keep trying to adjust my respirator."
                "I thought Mars had been terraformed.”
                "It's in progress, which is a fancy way of saying that maybe by 3000 A.D. there’ll be air you can breathe and standing water. Right now—I mean when I left, 120 years MTT ago—all there was, was a lot of algae, some modified earthworms, and the deep-rooted cacti. Still not even enough oxygen for a lizard.” She shook her hair again, lifting it away from her neck and face. "I can tell I should have cut this stuff off. It's starting to get hot.”
                "It’ll get hotter—clear up to twenty-five degrees or so.”
                "By Martian standards, that’s hot, all right," she agreed, pulling her alweather oil‘ her shoulders. “But I thought there were inhabited places where it goes to thirty-five or forty every day—"
                "There are, but they don’t have our CO2, content. It’s harder for terrestrials to keep their body temperatures in line around here.” He waited for her to say something further, but that seemed to be all she really wanted to say. Alter they had walked a while longer, and were moving comfortably along the flat, hard bottom of the dry river, he decided to just bring it up and see what happened.
                “Clio?”
                "Yes?"
                "Why did you actually come to Randall?”
                She looked down at her feet for a few steps. finally she said, “Well, there was a Natal Drafi. in force, and I had to get off Mars if I didn't want to get stuck pumping out babies."
                “And you ran to the Christian worlds?"
                “I didn‘t want to wear five layers of blankets and walk ten paces behind, so the Islamics were out. And I couldn't stow away to another Communist planet because they'd extradite me."
                “I don’t want you to think I don’t believe you, but it seems to me that there had to be less drastic things you could do. And there had to be some reason you picked Randall. There are plenty of frontier worlds, to begin with. And I'm sure you knew you could have simply asked for political asylum—it’s routine for people with needed academic specialties. You could probably have gone straight into a university teaching job or government service somewhere, and I’m sure that you were aware of it, because most people don't jump a hundred and twenty years into the future to a just opened-up planet on a whim.
                “Now, what's on Randall? I’m sure it’s not me because, flattering as that might he, I doubt very much that you had any basis on which to decide which frontier world would have the ‘most famous xenist’ by the time you got here.”
                He was suddenly, uncomfortably aware of how much he liked it when she smiled. "You were a good bet all the same.” She sighed. "I've been keeping my secrets a long time. It’s not easy to give them up now.” She hooked her thumbs in her lower front tunic pockets. “I think I’m going to make a major discovery here—one that’ll put my name up there with Chang, Nkaampa, Mbwe, Mossadeq, and—” she winked "—with Hauskyld Gomez. The trouble with it is, it’s an idea that anyone can get—if I’d told it to a funding agency, it would have been somebody else that did the work. And if I did it entirely by myself, it might not have gotten proper attention. So I needed to get out somewhere where I could do fieldwork on it—in the presence of a big name, and without filling out any forms before I went."
                Hauskyld slowly chewed that over for a while. In a general way, he knew how scientific funding worked in the Communist worlds-labs and institutions competed for government funds, and within each lab the individual scientists competed against each other. The Jeffersonian Marxist ideal was that everyone competed against everyone with rewards for those who could best serve society. In practice it meant competition for everyone, rewards for a few, and very little real service. The Christian system—a standard research stipend for each scientist—bred deadwood and discouraged large projects, but it didn't create the thievery and sycophancy that was standard in Communist space.
                By mid-morning, the sun was higher in the sky, and their tunics were getting wet with sweat—something he tried not to notice about Clio. They stopped for a water and food break. “One more set of dry rations and then we start living off the land,” he commented.
                “Why didn’t we do that in the first place?” she asked. “This stuff is pretty tough to chew.”
                "Wait till you try diggerfish. That's chewy. The idea was to not have to look for food during the first day and a half. Same reason we took a big shot of wakeup before we left. That way we get further away from the fort—and the war—faster.” He took another swallow from the water bottle and looked up the walls of the gorge. "That break up there looks promising—by that rockslide. There ought to be a spring just north of it if I'm reading the satellite map right, and we can camp there. It’s about time we headed north again—we’ve gotten around behind the main camps now, so we ought to have a straight shot into some civilian areas. Better place to start contact.”
                "I’m glad some of the theory they gave us isn’t out of date. With the frontier forty light years away when I left, the Home System is getting more out of date all the time.”
                “So am I. I haven't read a journal article in nine years subjective—and more like thirty MTT. There must be seventy more documented intelligent species by now, given how big the frontier’s gotten.”
                "I haven't read much of the recent stuff,” she said. She stood up and put her canteen away.
                “I thought you had a doctorate in xenics."
                “I do. But my specialty wasn't ethno. I do transtellar ecology.” She started off in the direction he had indicated; he followed her, catching up in a step or so.
                “Isn’t that—”
                “Yes, I know. That's usually a desk science.” And that was the last thing she said before they pitched the tent and went inside to sleep, leaving a flashing beacon to attract the attention—they hoped—of Randallan civilians.
 
                Clio shouted his name. There was something large and heavy on his chest, and it had a grip on his legs as well.
                He found himself staring into the huge faceted eyes of a Randallan. He pushed up against it, trying to twist out through the thumbs before he remembered that on a Randallan those were on the opposite side. Reversing and switching, he freed his arms for a moment and struck upward at the sensitive eye facets, but the Randallan blocked him with its forearms; the middle limbs reached down and took a cross-handed carotid grip, squeezing gently until the Randallan caught his hands again.
                He thought he would pass out—to his left, he felt a press of Randallans, and thought at least two of them must be on Clio—
                The Randallan released the carotid hold a little, and pressed Hauskyld’s hands down to the floor of the cave. Something warm, smooth, and dry slid across his arm; he looked up and saw a bright orange handsnake using its articulated fins to tie his arms with a cord.
                Something was fiddling with his ankles. He tried to look, but couldn’t see past the Randallan; from the awkward, heavy feel of the hands on his ankles, he judged it was a griffin. Clio was sobbing for breath.
               
She is hurt? The sound was in his mind,
                "Don't know!" he gasped.
               
Ask her.
                But now he was too amazed to speak. The handsnake nudged his face. Ask her.
                "Clio, they want to know if they're hurting you—”
                “No, they’re not. They're scaring the shit out of me, though—”
               
Tell her neither of you will be harmed.
                “They say they aren’t going to hurt us.”
                “Great. That makes me feel wonderful."
                He felt a rumble of what seemed to be laughter inside his mind. This was one more thing to add to the riddle. Telepathy had been observed on a few worlds, of course, and contact telepathy was much the most common form, but—
               
What a strange notion. Where are these other places? I can't get a clear picture from your mind. Perhaps there will be time to talk about this later. The handsnake wriggled off Haukskyld’s arms and disappeared into the griffin’s pouch; two Randallans slid a plank under him and tied him to it securely across the chest, waist, and thighs. He looked left. Clio had been tied in the same way.
                Two Randallans picked up each plank and carried them into the sunlight. Hauskyld felt himself being lifted at an angle; they had set him on the back of a gash’hwar, the big, hairy Randallan beast of burden. Quickly they tied his plank to an improvised rope harness. Meanwhile, others strapped Clio to another gash‘hwar’s back.
                Now that he could see all around him, Hauskyld realized there were nine triples in all. Since they hadn’t been killed outright, they had at least become prisoners as planned.
                "Clio, are you okay?"
                “As much as I can be."
                A leathery palm covered his face. “Please quietness. All us your promise are want you run-away will not."
                Hauskyld nodded, and answered in Randallan. "My honor is pledged to my word."
                The Randallan bowed, then tumed and spoke to the others. With loud, leathery flapping, three triples took to the air to circle overhead. Another three, with the Randallans on foot, spread out around them, two triples in front and one behind, about forty meters away from them on all sides. The remaining three Randallans stayed with the gash’hwar; besides the two gash’hwar carrying prisoners, there were about a dozen laden with packs. They set out at a comfortable walk, climbing up the fresh rockfall, heading north and east across the desert. That, at least, was encouraging—it was away from the fort.
                It took several times through the Prayer of St. Mbwe, and he had to reach for a fairly deep meditative state, but he finally was able to bring himself to the state of calm, accepting alertness he needed. The kilometers of desert rolled by, each much like the last, the weird badlands of wavering hills and bent spires, exaggerated by acid rain, soft rock, crustal tides, and low gravity, all blending together in his mind; the Randallans and griffins walked on in silence, trading positions every hour or so.
                The sun was low in the sky when they entered the big canyon. The gash’hwar forded the summer-shallow creek and stepped onto ground that was somehow different. Hauskyld twisted as far as he could and saw that it was paved. Shortly after, the first buildings appeared.
                They passed several fortified towers. This was a garrison town, ’then—though nominally every Randallan was ruled by the High King, banditry persisted in the back country, and forts like this were needed to guard the Royal Road near here.
                Past the outer defenses, the road was lined with vendor stalls, each hung with the bright pictographs that indicated what would be traded for what—he wondered how long the one who wanted to build two coffins in exchange for a used tent would have to wait. The scent of roasting meat from several stands made his stomach roll over in hunger.
                Once they stopped to let a large troop of soldiers pass by. To judge by the scars and the general wear on their harness, these were veterans returning from the battle lines around the fort. They all carried large bundles-bales of finished hides, woven blankets, even the sort of small clay pot commonly used for gemstones. Those were all trade goods of great value—perhaps the siege had pulled too many troops away from fighting bandits, and this was just a merchant convoy, but then how had they procured troops like these‘? Or perhaps this was the payroll, on its way to the camps. He desperately wanted to ask.
                The elaboration and quality of the buildings improved as they moved into the city. Randallans didn't normally wear clothing, so it was hard to tell a wealthy from a poor one, but clearly this was the richer part of town—the houses were bigger, and featured large basking decks for griffins and handsnakes, and climbing bars and swings for the Randallans. Two big villas had swimming pools as well.
                Something caught Hauskyld’s attention. He twisted to get a better look.
                A young Randallan, its fur still light brown, was engaged in some kind of angry argument with its griffin. Both were bobbing and weaving, the Randallan holding his upper arms over his head, the griffin rearing his head back with beak open. The little handsnake darted back and forth between them, touching each of them, apparently in a panic.
                From all around, adult triples rushed in. Within seconds, the young combatants were separated and surrounded. Hauskyld would have liked to see what happened then, but his captors ignored the whole noisy business, carrying him on past the incident and further through the town.
                They turned right into a narrower, downward-stepped alley. There was another abrupt right turn at the bottom, and they faced a solid plank wall, about thirty meters high, flanked by two wooden towers set against a mortared stone wall. Ropes and wooden pulleys creaked, and the plank wall rose slowly to the top of the towers. They passed under it, into a broad, sandy yard surrounded by natural rock walls.
                Hauskyld felt hands on his bindings; he slid down the board to the ground. He sat up, rubbing his wrists to get feeling back, and saw Clio seated a couple of meters from him. He breathed deeply, once, and leaned forward to rub his ankles. Two Randallans carefully set the humans’ packs down on the ground near them, not even looking inside for weapons.
                Then, without a word of explanation, their captors gathered together and went out through the gate again. The plank structure rumbled back down the towers and settled with a thud into the narrow channel, perhaps a quarter meter deep, at the bottom.
                "Hauskyld‘? Are you all right?" Clio was up on her knees, swinging her arms loosely.
                "I think everything’s gone to sleep. Give me a minute to rest here. How are you?”
                "Pretty well, considering,” she said. She crawled over to his side. "Would you like me to rub your arms and legs?”
                “Always,” he said, smiling up at her.
                “You’re sweet.” She crawled over and chafed his wrists and ankles lightly between her hands; sensation was coming back into them. His shoulders were going to be sore too.
                There were half a dozen Randallans, four griffins, and even a couple of handshakes in a wide circle around them. Following his stare, Clio looked up. She gasped a little.
                "I don’t think we’re in any danger,” he said. “I don't know for sure, but I'm almost certain this is a jail." He sat up. “With a little luck, those caves in the walls are the cells, and there will be one open for us. If you can walk, we might as well get moved in.”
 
                Hauskyld woke up a little after dawn the next morning. Clio was still sleeping; he stood over her, looking down at her body. In the warmth of Randall, they had both slept in tunic and underwear. Her face had a soft, damp look to it-he wondered what it would smell and taste like, especially around the full, red lips. A few stray hairs stuck out from the crotch of her underpants, and the cloth clung to her there, showing more than it hid. He crouched, staring, till the rising pressure in his own crotch brought him back to his senses.
                He dressed and went out into the yard. Taking inventory, he found that his wrists and ankles were still sore but usable, and his shoulders had settled down to giving him an occasional needling twinge.
                It had been a long time since he had prayed regularly while on expedition. Saint Mbwe had recommended doing it twice daily, as a practical way to preserve objectivity. He knelt in the deserted courtyard and listened to his breath as he slowly exhaled each word of the Lord’s Prayer. A deep peace settled onto him.
                He thanked God for Clio, for letting him be out of the fort, and for sending him to Randall, and finally made the Prayer of St. Mbwe. "Lord, give me understanding where there is none, and let it flow from me to every soul until peace is complete throughout the universe. Let me see every sou] in its—"
                Something hit the back of his head. He hit the ground hard and rolled over, bringing his arms up to guard his face.
                A griffin standing over him kicked his chest. As he flinched back, another griffin on the other side kicked him lower down, in the floating ribs. Then he doubled up as a Randallan slammed a fist into his unprotected belly.
                The Randallans and griffins surrounding him beat at him with their hands and feet; Hauskyld drew deep, slow breaths, careful not to lock his trachea, relaxed, and let his arms and legs go limp and warm. He tightened his abdomen as much as he could and settled back to take the beating passively. They slapped, punched, and kicked him on his chest and belly, arms and legs, but they avoided his face and genitals.
                The battering acquired a rhythm and he let his body cooperate with it, accepting each blow with only the resistance needed to prevent internal injury. His arm muscles were sore, his ribs throbbed, and his belly felt stabbed and torn. He let them continue.
                Finally, they quit, and a handsnake crawled onto him. You are not to do this talking-to-Jesus.
                "I understand."
               
You will comply?
                "I understand.”
                The handsnake crawled off him, and they resumed the beating, slamming him with their hands and feet, bruising him everywhere they could without risking permanent damage. They rolled him over and beat on his buttocks, avoiding the tailbone. They slapped the skin on his back until it was bright red, avoiding the spine and kidneys. They were swift, certain, and methodical, but careful of anywhere where permanent injury was possible. Somewhere in the haze of pain Hauskyld thought that they must have dissected some Terran cadavers to know so exactly what to do.
                They rolled him over again. A Randallan sat down on his chest and slapped him repeatedly across the face, hard enough to whip his neck around, forehand-forehand, backhand-backhand, forehand-forehand again. After ten slaps or so, his head was aching and his jaw was sore, and he was more relieved than he wanted to admit when the handsnake crawled onto his chest.
               
This will happen to you every time you do this talking-to-Jesus.
                "I understand."
                The handsnake crawled off and slipped back into a griffin‘s pouch. The gate rumbled up again, the guards departed, and again it slammed down.
                Aching everywhere, Hauskyld rolled over and got up, brushing the gritty red sand from his face; his jaw was sore, but none of his teeth seemed to be loose. His face and ribs felt pulpy and tender, but he didn‘t think any bones had been broken.
                When he went back into the cell, Clio was fiddling around in a small basket. "Hi," she said—then looked up again. "Shit, what did you do to yourself?”
                He sat down. "I had help. I was praying, which it appears the guards take exception to around here. They beat me up."
                She got up and hobbled over to him. "Anything I can do?"
                "Not unless you’ve got a hot bath hidden in your pack.”
                "Not in my pack, but I've got one right around this corner." She smiled at him. “I’ve been exploring our little cell here.” It wasn’t sophisticated, but it was definitely a bathroom A large stopper closed the pipe; water emptied from it into a small basin with a stoppered drain, which emptied into a large circular tub, which in turn emptied into a trench in the floor with a wide drain. “I think,” she said, “this is supposed to be sink, tub, and toilet, in that order. At least that’s how I plan to use them. The water’s quite warm and tastes mineral—I think it must come from a hot spring. There’s not much pressure, but I imagine you could fill that tub in about a quarter hour.” She transferred the stopper from the inlet pipe to the tub; a thick stream of water gurgled into the sink and fell through the drain into the tub.
                The water was pleasantly hot. The tub was filling more rapidly than be had expected, so he took off his tunic and peeled off his trousers. He had taken off his undershift and underpants before he remembered Clio was there; since she didn’t seem embarrassed, he decided not to be.
                "Want me to wash your back?" she offered, as he got in the tub.
                "I'd love that."
                They didn’t say anything for a long while as she rubbed his back with the warm water. The touch of her hands on his aching back was a strange ecstacy.
                "Phew,” she said. "You could use some soap to do this right.”
                "Yeah."
                "Well, your back is about as done as I’m going to get it." She poured the warm water over his head with her hands. He leaned back and immersed the back of his head, shaking it in the water.
                "Hard to believe we're just two days out of base,” he said. "We’ve been busy. What was in that basket?”
                “Food, I think, but I don’t know the local diet. They left it just inside the cell door.” She went and got the basket.
                "Well, you're right, it's food.” He held up a small, flat cake. “This is phel’leth, the local version of bread. Fairly tasty. Those are boiled diggerf1sh—tough as an old shoe but not bad for flavor. These are gripper seeds." The squashy little objects were about the size and color of water chestnuts. "You can pretty much live on them all the way across the Spens Desert.”
                He lifted up a few solid strips of green, fibrous stuff. “And this is gritha, a kind of seaweed, supposedly very nourishing, actually very cheap. Poor folks’ f0od—-or prison ch0w—the equivalent of rice and beans.” He looked through the basket. “And that seems to be it. To judge from the amount, this is supposed to last us the day, assuming they don’t mean to starve us. I suggest we have the gripper seeds for breakfast. They don’t keep as well as the other stuff.” She nodded. “If you’ll get my knife from my pack..." He split the phel’leth with the knife and made sandwiches with the gripper seeds.
                They ate in silence for a while. A thought struck him. "Hey, I wonder why they let us keep our knives?"
                “Probably because there isn’t much we can do with them, between the sheer walls and the size of that gate. Why were you praying, anyway?”
                “Seemed like I should.”
                “Oh.”
                Hauskyld thought of asking her why she'd asked the question, but then decided he might not care for the answer. He finished his sandwich and lay back in the water.
                “I was going to ask,” she said. “Isn't this whole area awfully wet for a desert?"
                "Yep. On most worlds it would be grassland. But there are no grasses on Randall.”
                “Ha!” she said.
                "Ha?"
                "Right according to prediction. No parapisceans, either, right?"
                “No, there aren’t.” He smiled at her. “Am I working in the capacity of famous xenist witness now?”
                "You've got it.”
                “Famous xenist?” a voice said. They turned; a Randallan stood in the doorway. "Good place. I was in prison, and you visited-ed me, right, Father?”
                “I—yes, that is right," Hauskyld said, nodding.
                "That go to show you Jesus was big fh’ool! Are not good place. This are shitpile! No Jesus here.” He threw his head back and made the clacking/burping noise that meant mockery. “What you say, Father?”
                “I say if you’ll sit down and explain yourself, I'll be happy to try to understand what you’re saying. Why do you think he’s a fool?”
                “You Jesus are say what are not true."
                Hauskyld kept his voice as low and even as possible. "Oh, what did he say?”
                "‘Blessed are the mercif’hul, for they shall obtain mercy.’ Not true. That are not happen. ‘Blessed are they that mourn, for they shall be comf’horted.’ I are mourning this year and a longmoon more and there is no comf’hort. So you Jesus are big f’hool!" He vented his mucus gland, spitting a blob into Hauskyld’s bathwater.
                Hauskyld leaned back away from the gooey, egg-sized mass, hoping it would float over and stick to the side of the tub. In Randallan, he asked, "May I know your name, and what poisons the wound in your heart?”
                The Randallan sat down on one of the larger rocks, bracing himself with his middle arms. When he finally answered, it was in Randallan.
                "My name is Thkhri’jha. I am xhu’gha."
                The word "xhu’gha" shared roots with the words for "solitary" and “criminal.” It was apparently basic to the culture and mildly taboo. It was a common insult; he had tried and rejected “outlaw,” "widow," "bastard,” and "masturbatur," as translations for it.
                As he was frantically groping for something to say, the Randallan said, "You Jesus was not a xhu'gha; how was he are knowing?”
                "We live in the faith that he knew all things,” Hauskyld said. "He died in shame and agony.”
                "Fhuckh." Thanks to the Aquinians, that was the one word that had definitely crossed over into Randallan. "Dyings are nothing. Not die, are shame, are—what are agony?”
                “Agony. Big pain." He tried again in Randallan. “Is my understanding of the True Speech so poor that my friend cannot speak it with me?"
                "Your accent is strange, but you speak well enough. I know I do not speak my friend's speech well, but there are not the words in the True Speech for the things I need to say. There are perhaps no words in any tongue."
                “That is a difficulty, always," Hauskyld agreed, hoping to keep the conversation to Randallan. "We have no word for xhu’gha, for example.”
                "Have you no xhu’ghawi, then? You are a blessed people who know no sorrow or dishonor, then, and perhaps this Jesus is less of a fool."
                “I cannot say. You must explain the word to me." Hauskyld leaned forward, almost touching the floating snotwad before he noticed it.
                "We are not sure ourselves of what the word would be in your language. We thought at first it might be ‘on-foot.’ Then we thought it was your word, 'alone.’ Last, we thought it might be your word, ‘horny.’ ”
                Hauskyld discreetly slapped the water a little, so that the wave stuck the booger to the side of the tub above the water. He felt like singing—this was the first real clue he had had, and there was an almost standard procedure for this. He asked in Randallan, "Could my friend tell me what event it was that caused his friends to believe these things?"
                "The first time, it was one of the followers of the one they call Father Sherman. His pony, which at the time we called the ‘stupid-brother,’ had thrown him off and run away. He said he was ‘on-foot.’ But we discovered he felt no shame; that the stupid-brothers are not much like brothers.
                "Then it was the Jesus-teacher they called Father Thomas, at the Mission Station over in Gh’ra'ith. He spoke little and sat by himself much of the time; we asked him and he said he was ‘alone,’ and since we saw again that he had no brothers, we thought that perhaps was it. But the rest of you did not shun him, and the one everyone called ‘Shrink’ came and talked to him, and saw no shame in hirn, so that, too, was not xhu’gha. '
                "Then we were talking once with the followers of Sherman, in my friends speech, and we asked why the one called Harwyd was so angry all the time, and why the others mocked him, and they said that he was away from one called James, and this made him ‘horny.’ ”
                Hauskyld suppressed a smile. Somehow this all added up—“I believe that I understand the word ‘xhu’gha,‘ if my friend will concur. Is that the word that refers to one who is without the brotherhood of a griffin or a handsnake?”
                The Randallan threw back his head and screamed, a piercing whistle that felt like a spike through Hauskyld’s skull. “Do you speak of such things?” He whirled and ran blindly out of the cave, middle arms flailing the ground to balance himself.
                "Wait!" Clio said, but he was gone.
                “He’ll be back,” Hauskyld said.
                “He didn't act like it."
                He shrugged. "In general, if there’s one thing any intelligent species wants to do, it’s explain itself. Besides, he came to us. That means he has something to say."
                “I wish I had your confidence. What made him so angry?”
                “I think he came here angry,” Hauskyld said. The water was getting cold, so he unplugged the tub and let some water run out, washing the blob of mucus down the drain. “I've gotten more real data in the last twenty minutes than I had in the years before. 'l‘here’s a whole complex underground side to this culture that none of us had any idea of.”
                “Well,” Clio said, sitting down directly in front of him, “I can think of at least one reason why that might be.”
                "Oh?"
                “I don't want to offend you," she said, taking his hands in hers, "but I think the problem here is that something about Christianity is offending them."
                Her hands were warm and soft; despite her muscular build, the skin of her arms was soft and white, and he wanted to touch her there. “Really? What?”
                She hadn’t let go of his hands. “The idea doesn't bother you?”
                “Not yet, anyway.” He squeezed her hands and smiled at her. “It's been known to happen, although usually there’s an immediate reaction. And if anything, Christianity seems to be unusually attractive to Randallans."
                "Maybe that's what the matter is," she said. "The first people in any society to pick up a new religion are usually the outcasts, because being enlightened gives them an importance they never had before. Maybe you’re messing up the social structure.”
                Hauskyld nodded. “That certainly fits in with the war.”
                She let go of his hands, but she smiled; he was struck again with how large and green her eyes were, and had to think a moment before he remembered what they had been talking about.
                "Well, ah—” he had a distressing picture of himself as Father Sherman "—ah, there’s not enough data, yet, anyway. We’ll just have to wait until we get another chance to talk to our friend. Anyway, pretty good progress for one day. And I think the warm water’s helping—I’m much less sore."
                She smiled. "I’d like a bath myself." She stood up.
                “If it turns out that they're offended by Christian doctrine, there’s going to be all kinds of trouble,” he said thoughtfully.
                "Can’t you just change the doctrine?” Clio asked.
                “Well, maybe. It’s not a good idea—it interferes with the development of belief in the early stages."
                “Is that bad?" There was an edge of challenge in her voice. “I hope I don't offend you, but how do you justify adding a level of superstition to the culture?”
                "Well," he said, "I’m sure you can see the political purpose behind a strong early proselytization effort."
                She nodded impatiently. “Unh-hunh. That way you get effective control of the planet.”
                “Or a basis of common culture that will help them join the rest of the Christian Commonwealth,“ he replied. "And of course, if you asked a theologian, he might point out that they benefit by not going to Hell. I'm afraid it pretty much depends on where y0u’re standing—the first Law of Xenics. What does the League of Communist Planets do when it moves onto a planet?"
                "Well, modernization."
                "Which is what?"
                "Oh, free elections, civil liberties, common ownership of basic production, public education, civil service—that kind of thing. It’s supposed to be just the minimum steps to move from an earlier mode of production to social democracy. That’s not exactly the same thing as introducing a new layer of unfounded beliefs on top of the old one."
                “Oh?” he asked, leaning back in the water.
                She sat quietly for a long time. “I suppose you mean the old ‘what~if-they’d-rather-be-feudal’ argument. But that ignores their objective interests—”
                “As defined by?"
                She shook her head. “Common sense."
                He grinned at her. "We call that right reason.”
                “Still,” she said, "they do get a choice under our system. How do you justify the Inquisition and the Templars?”
                “I don't. Speaking as a xenist, I can't. But-—when you ‘modernize,’ which members of the species benefit? The new bureaucrats, the newly educated, the newly enfranchised—right? What do they depend on to support them in their new positions? Your Security Wardens and Naval Infantry. So is there really any chance that such a government would ever ask you to leave? Sounds like pretty effective control to me.”
                Clio ‘grinned at him. "Why is it everything you say makes so much sense, but I don’t believe a word of it?”
                “Must’ve missed my calling. I should have been a theologian.”
                Clio ripped opened the prestites on her boot. She dropped it to the floor with a clunk and leaned hack to slip off the lined sock.
                Hauskyld considered. Since there was no evidence to argue that this planet was still in a state of original grace, the Church would not classify it as Innocent. That left Unenlightened, Pagan, Infidel, and, technically, Visited.
                He heard a little yawn and looked up to see Clio stretching. She bent to unfasten the prestites on the other boot.
                Unenlightened worlds were ones with no trace of anything like a religion. Missionary work on them usually failed completely, but there was generally little friction over it. Pagan planets had many pluralistic faiths—they generally tolerated missionaries without difficulty and could be readily converted. Randall, unfortunately, might be Infidel—that is, might be actively resisting the missions. In that case, direct conflict with the Church could go all the way to domestication. In the process, God only knew how much valuable data would be lost.
                Of course, if it could be shown that Christ had incarnated here on Randall... no such thing had ever been found, but though the doctrine of the single Incarnation had its adherents, the category of Visited planet was still on the books.
                There was a slight slipping scraping noise. He looked up to see Clio pulling her trousers off, just slipping the elastic ankle bands over her feet before kicking the pants the rest of the way off. She stood up again; his eyes had locked onto her firm, pale brown, muscular thighs, with much less hair than a man’s, below the tunic. With a guilty start, he looked up.
                She was smiling, an odd little smile not like one he had seen before.
                The corners of her mouth crinkled—he ached for how pretty she was—and her eyes twinkled.
                She reached down to where her tunic brushed against her thighs and lifted it slowly, cross-handed. She was wearing plain gray briefs, like the ones Hauskyld wore; above them, a line of dark body hair ran up to her navel. She pulled the tunic over her head, and her breasts, full and round, dropped out of it.
                He could feel his breath catch. He didn't know what to do—he couldn't imagine that she wanted him to watch her undress, but that she was doing this unconsciously seemed impossible. Her breasts were plump and looked heavy; they rose as she pulled the tunic up her arms. Her brownish-red nipples, at the centers of starbursts of stretch marks, stuck out like his own did when it was cold. For a moment, he wondered distractedly if she was chilled.
                The tunic fell to the floor, rattling and clanking from its many full pockets. She was still smiling. Her hips turned slightly, swinging to the side. She slid her hands into her briefs and turned around, pulling them down, letting her bare buttocks show, a tuft of hair under them between her legs... and turned around, naked now. Female plumbing was certainly better protected than male...
                She stretched, shaking her head so that her hair fell around her face. "Since I washed you, it only seems fair that I get a washing out of it.” She got into the tub, sitting with her back to him between his legs.
                He dipped some water in his hands, poured it down her back and began to rub gingerly. “You’ll need to wash harder than that,” she commanded.
                He did. She pulled her hair forward so that he could wet her neck and rub it too. The washing became more of a massage; he grasped each muscle gently, lifiing and pulling it as he worked. She sighed happily. “That feels wonderful."
                “It feels good to me, too." He was leaning in close to her to smell the wet oiliness of her hair. He let a hand slide under the water, squeezing one of her buttocks a little. The softness of her skin was astonishing.
                She leaned back, splashing the warm water up around the sides of the tub. “You might as well do the front, too.“
                He hesitated only a moment before she pulled his face around and kissed him; her mouth was open and he felt her tongue slide in to touch his. His hands were on her breasts, squeezing and stroking, and she was guiding him, showing him what she wanted. Hauskyld surrendered, amazed at the pleasure it gave him.
                He was on top of her, kissing her while he stroked her big, soft breasts, pulling gently at her hard nipples. Her hand slid down to tug and stroke until he was hard. Her legs shifted under him; he slid forward and into her. "Clio, that’s lovely.”
                "Thank you. Go deeper please—it feels good.”
                He raised himself up a little further and rocked his hips faster and harder; she wriggled to a more comfortable position, pulling his face down to kiss him again.
                "It feels really good," she whispered.
                “I love you.”
                There was a sudden piercing scream, right beside them. They both sat up abruptly. Thkhri’jha stood there, head thrown back and howling, "Jh’eezus! Jh’eezus! J h’eezus!" He flung himself onto his face; his upper and middle limbs tore and beat rhythmically at the cave floor, and his legs lay limp behind him, as he chanted the name over and over.
                Hauskyld slipped out of Clio, tried to stand, fell over backwards-almost into the toilet trench—and finally crawled to the Randallan. Hesitantly, he touched his shoulder and addressed him in True Speech. "Thkhri’jha, may a friend know what pain—"
                "Forg’hive me! Forg'hive!" the Randallan wailed, his accent thicker than it usually was.                 "Hear me! Not let me be to you God forever lost!" He beat at the floor and subbed again.
                Hauskyld tried again, louder. "Nothing is beyond forgiveness," he said, again in True Speech. "Nothing! You have only to ask.” He put his hands on the back of Thkhri’jha’s head, stroking gently with his fingers. "My friend is confused and upset. He must calm down."
                At first he thought he had not been heard, but slowly the Randallan relaxed, breathing more easily, the torn, gasping sobs subsiding into a low keening. At last, in True Speech, he said, "I must make confession. Can you hear it for me, Father?"
                Hauskyld barely hesitated; there was surely some dispensation to cover this, and he could not let such a valuable research opportunity get away. "I shall hear the confession of my friend. And rest assured, no one is beyond the mercy or the love of God.”
                Thkhri‘jha drew several long, shaking breaths and whispered, "I am sorry if my behavior is unseemly."
                "‘A friend may annoy, but cannot offend,‘ ” Hauskyld said, quoting the Randallan proverb. “Wait for me in the outer room of the cave.” Thkhri’jha turned and went.
                "Clio," he said. “Before I hear his, you should hear my confession.”
                “Your confession? What did you do?”
                “Forgot to thank you.”
                She kissed his cheek. “Maybe I'll forgive that and maybe I won't. I’ll need to think of a pentagon.”
                “Penance. Close, though." He kissed her lightly on the forehead. "You may as well get dressed-—this will take a while.”
                "Sure."
                She still seemed a little sad. He took her hands and asked, "Did you know there are married members of my order?"
                “Really?”
                “Yep. Better to marry than to burn and so forth. Of course, most of them are stay-at-homes—can’t have germ plasm going through Runeberg Gates too often. The last time I saw the abbot—which was a long time ago—he’d just invested a large part of our assets in a huge casino/whorehouse complex. Proudly, let me add—it got us on a firm financial footing. And we're nothing next to those crazy Templars.” He smiled and kissed her lightly. "So neither of us is in trouble, or not big trouble, when we get back. Is that what was worrying you?”
                "Yeah," she said. She stretched, wiping her face on the sleeve of her tunic. “I like you a lot. I was afraid I’d made a mess of things.”
                “Never,” he said. "Now get dressed while I hear confession." He hastily pulled his clothes on and went out into the outer room, where Thkhri’jha sat huddled in a corner.
                "Are you prepared?” Hauskyld asked, in Randallan.
                "I am," Thkhri’jha said, softly. "With no booth, how is this done?”
                "Sit by my side and hold my hand."
                Thkhri’jha did. "Bless me, Fh’ather, for I have sinned." There was a long pause; then Thkhri'jha spoke in Randallan. "I find the story easier to tell if I do not have to confine myself to the sins alone. Is that acceptable, Father?”
                “Certainly,” Hauskyld said. “What matters is that you confess, not that you order or rank or weigh the sins.”
                “We have been, in our time, high in the councils at Phmi‘phtar and advisors to the High Kings—yes, to Vwat, Krfshpha, and Dintanderoderam themselves. When the strangers from the sky first descended, a mission was entrusted to us: to learn of this idea of theirs of a great power in the sky.”
                There was another long pause. “We went to a mission station. There I met and spoke with a number of the fathers. Meanwhile, Mruk listened to them whenever I was not around, and Nygrekdoonjanku was able to touch them in their sleep and to learn a little of their thoughts. At first we were greatly puzzled; your‘ ponies, stupid as they were, seemed to have a great deal of t’muvam" (Hauskyld made a mental note to ask about this) “but the Terrans seemed to have little. Eventually we were driven to the conclusion that you were as you seemed to be—without brothers.
                "This caused us great confusion. How could you live in that way? Mruk watched how you dealt with what you called 'animals’—this was another strange idea, for as far as we could tell an ‘animal,’ for you, is a being that you pretend is not a being, so that when you force it to serve you, or when you eat its flesh, you believe that you have no link to it beyond that simple use—as if it had never existed. This was puzzle enough, but there was more...
                "Nygrekdoonjanku listened to your dreams, and he saw there the desire for chthim’hra, and yet, though there was shame for it, the shame seemed to be because of the commands of someone else, not because of the misery that must be endured. It was as if chthim’hra were actually a pleasure to you. Was it possible, then, that despite your resemblance to handpeople, you were more like wingpeople?"
                The hairy hand tightened on Hauskyld’s, becoming painful, and Thkhri’jha was silent. Hauskyld did not want to squirm, to reject the contact, and yet he wondered if all of this was a ruse to get hold of his hand and squeeze it to bloody sausage...
                There was a long whistling noise, the equivalent of a sigh, from the other side, and the hand relaxed. "What I learned, of course, was that you simply did not need brothers—you had God.
                "And there were further wonders! As anyone could see from the story of Cana, your Jesus had used his great power to remove the agony of chthim’hra. And most wonderful of all—this was promised to all of us who joined him. Forgive me, Father, for I doubted, and, like the foolish Thomas, had to be shown."
                Hauskyld could restrain the question no longer. “My son, what exactly is it that you mean by chthim’hra?”
                “You see? You are not even aware of the possibility of such pain anymore, It is that which you were doing with Clio, with such abandon that anyone might have thought it was a pleasure. And there was no pain, no hatred—and thus you need no brothers.
                "Forgive me again, Father, for ever doubting—yet now that I have seen with my own eyes, there will be no more doubt.”
                There was a long pause. “Was that what you had to confess?" Hauskyld asked. "Your doubt?”
                The hand tightened again on his, painfully, convulsively. “No, Father,” Thkhrijha said, his voice a strained grinding. “There is more.
                "There were other ideas about it. Nygrekdoonjanku believed that this was simply a matter of chance; that what you believed and your way of reproducing merely happened to coincide. And Mruk—”
                This time his whistle was deeper and stuttered. “Mruk believed that you had killed your brothers.
                "The two of them begged me to return to Phmi’phtar with them, to carry a report to the High Kings so that he might decide the truth or find advisors to determine it.
                "But I had grown entranced with the forgiveness promised by your Jesus. We have a saying, ‘Two whims must direct one will.’ I learned how true it is.
                "I would not agree to return with them to Phmi’phtar. I was stubborn. I wanted to stay longer and hear more; I quarreled in ways that must never happen. Others of our delegation began to notice.
                "At last the shame was too much for Mruk. He tore out his chest and died. And Nygrekdoonjanku, who was with him, bit himself and died.
                “But I had learned that my one hope of forgiveness was your Jesus, and he would not let me follow my brothers into death. And so I came to this place, and despaired of God—and you have come to show me that that, too. was a crime. I am guilty of my brothers’ deaths, and of my disbelief; I have lost their forgiveness and that of God as well, and yet I cannot see what I might have done differently."
                There was a last, deep whistle.
                "Forgive me, Father.”
                Hauskyld wished the now-dead missionaries an extra century in purgatory. There was plenty of precedent for permitting suicide in circumstances where it was the universal custom of a species, and they had somehow ignored that. They had further—as, damn them, they always did—begun conversions before even the preliminary xenic surveys were done, letting new ideas roll like loose rubble on the slopes of the culture—and starting an avalanche that was still running. He looked down and saw his own hand, in the Randallan’s, had tightened into a claw.
                With an effort, he relaxed it. It was only then that Hauskyld realized he had another problem: he had to come up with an appropriate penance.
 
                The next morning, Hauskyld woke up to Clio’s voice. "Hey, Hauskyld, you want to meet a friend of mine?"
                "Let me get dressed," he said, still half-asleep.
                "Kuf won’t mind, and I had brothers," Clio said, as she entered, A griffin padded in behind her.
                “Kuf, this is Hauskyld; Hauskyld, this is Kuf."
                "God’s blessing on you, Brother Hauskyld.” The griffin nodded politely.
                "God’s blessing on you," he returned automatically. The griffin seemed to smile, though the faceted eyes were expressionless.
                "Make yourself comfortable,” Clio said, sitting down. The griffin sat like a dog, folding its wings along its back. "I'm sure Hauskyld would be interested in hearing whatever you might have to say.“
                "I‘m not sure what you want to know,” Kuf said. Like the griffin in the recording, he had a hissing lisp.
                "I think I’ve picked up the meanings of half a dozen words that you were puzzled about,“ Clio said. "Griffins turn out to be a lot less sensitive about taboo subjects than Randallans are."
                "Not all griffins,” Kuf explained. "I think it‘s just me and the other Christian griffins."
                "Christian griffins?” Hauskyld stood up and began putting on his trousers. “I think you’re going to have to back up and explain things slowly.”
                “Well,” Clio said, "I couldn’t wake you earlier this morning. I decided I‘d go out and try to stir something up. Since one of the Randallans here spoke Terran Standard, and since you'd discovered, back at the fort, that at least one of the griffins did, I just thought I’d see if any of the ones here did. So I walked up to the first griffin that came to hand and asked him if he did.” She shrugged. "He said yes, so we've been out there talking all this while."
                Hauskyld laughed, shaking his head with admiration. "What a xenist! lt’s a shame you went into transtellar ecology; you're born for ethno." He bowed to Kuf and asked in Randallan, "How is it that you speak Standard so fluently?"
                Kuf paused a moment. "It was to be our special field of effort when my brothers and I took the High King's commission,” he said. "We were chosen because we were scholars of the ancient languages. And I think I may say that I have somewhat more than the common gift for language, though of course the high arch of my palate makes certain sounds very difficult. In any case, I also had a rare advantage—Terrans did not hesitate to speak around me."
                Hauskyld nodded. No doub't this explained the unusual cleverness and subtlety that the negotiators had observed. "We are scholars in the same field, and I think we may help each other a great deal. If I may mention, there is a word I have yet to understand, and if it would not offend you to explain it to me—"
                "What is the word?" The griffin wiped his face with his front paw.
                Hauskyld noticed that the dissectors had been right in their conclusions—the larger fingers on each side could both oppose the three middle ones. Painfully aware that the griffin’s beak could tear away chunks of flesh as big as his fist, and that Thkhri’jha had flown into rages when the wrong questions were asked, Hauskyld wet his lips and said softly, "T’muvam."
                The griffin reared back, sweeping its head with the circular motion that most Randallan animals used to take a close look at some unknown object. "You do not know the meaning of that word?"
                Hauskyld shook his head. "No."
                Silently, Kuf got up and lefi. With an expressionless glance at Hauskyld, Clio followed the griffin.
                Three hours later, she came back. "I think I got the rest of the story out of Kuf,” she said. “What did you end up doing with Thkhri’jha, anyway? What kind of penance?”
                "I'm having him do silent Hail Mary’s and Our Father's--a lot of both, just to be on the safe side. He's got a martyr complex a parsec wide, so I'm sure it will make him feel better, but between us, there’s nothing in the Bible or in any Vatican pronouncement that even remotely covers this. So what did you find out?"
                "Well, even Kuf found it hard to make himself say it, but here’s the way things work: sex among the Randallans is pain-driven. The male gets a horrible pain in the crotch that won't go away until he ejaculates—-which he can only do into a vagina, probably something in the secretions. The female goes into kind of a breeding frenzy—like Terran cats, but a hundred times worse. That happens every other midmoon, which is every other full Isolde, or twenty-five days Randallan. When the frenzy hits, the male just jumps on the nearest female and pushes in."
                “Good God.” Hauskyld set his water bottle down and stared at her.
                “There’s more. The experience itself is pretty brutal—there’s a sac that forms inside the female’s uterus, and the male has to rip a hole in that with the bony tip of the penis. The height of affection is considered to be restraining yourself and putting up with the pain."
                Hauskyld shook his head. "I‘m just as glad the Vatican can’t get us a decree on this for at least 104 years. Something tells me the Pope will have to think a little."
                "Ha. That’s just the start. Griffins lay eggs, which they carry around in their pouches till it’s time to hatch into—griffinets? griflings? Little griffins, anyway—and then put them in a nest to hatch together.”
                “That doesn't sound so bad."
                “Only the biggest one lives. After it eats all the others. And they remember—Kuf recalls eating two brothers and four sisters.”
Hauskyld felt a little ill. "I can‘t imagine how we can fit that in with—"
                "Hang on. The handsnake only mates once per lifetime—-one great big litter, eight to twelve little snakes. Spermatogenesis initiates a biochemical process that kills the male within a midmonth of mating, and as for the female—there’s no birth canal. When the young are born, they just tear the mother apart. And remember, they’re all contact telepaths—they all share the experience.
                “Anyway, the result is that everything intelligent on Randall feels deeply ashamed of being here. Somehow their great religious teacher, a Randallan named Hmi’dro—”
                "Ha! That’s who that is. He turns up in a lot of their poetry and philosophy.”
                "He should. He's Mohammed, Alexander the Great, Confucius, and Karl Marx all rolled into one for these people. He resolved the tensions by this tripling system—how, I don‘t quite understand. Part of it seems to be that each of the species sees its two partners as completely innocent, and they all forgive each other. But there’s something more under that, something I can't quite put my finger on... Well, what do you make of it?”
                “Well. Um. I think, anyway, that I can make a solid case to have Randall classified so that the Templars can’t get it. We should be able to get it classed Pagan, if I can build up Hmi‘dro in the right way to the theologians. Of course, if it’s Pagan, there will be more missionaries."
                "Uh-oh.” She shook her head. “That‘l] be bad news. Wouldn’t they eventually get classified as Infidel if they kept killing off missionaries?"
                "Sure. You think they will?”
                "Well, the odds of any triple all becoming Christian at once are pretty small—and unless they do, you're going to break up that bond. Look at it this way—all three species have, oh, call it birth-guilt. Randallan sex is rape, griffins kill and eat their siblings, handsnakes kill their mothers. Right? Now, that birth-guilt is intrinsic, like the Oedipus complex in Terran males. So they have to have a way to deal with it—suppress it, sublimate it, wallow in it, but they can’t just forget it, and that’s a big part of what binds them together.”
                "Ouch," Hauskyld agreed. “Sure. And in Christian doctrine, they’re all forgiven. Big blow to the bonding...  Christianity probably doesn't have much effect if the members of the triple like each other anyway, but if the triple happens to be incompatible personalities—if their bondmates make them unhappy..."
                She nodded. “I’m afraid so.”
                He sighed. "This is why the Church has never learned to like divorce.”
                "Would that be possible? Could you treat the bonding as marriage?”
                "Maybe. I'd have to learn more." He shook his head. "Anyway, you’re certainly getting a baptism by fire here—"
                “Sorry to burst in, but you might want to get out into the courtyard as soon as possible.” Kuf stood in the doorway. "Somethings up."
                They ran out into the courtyard. In the misty pink twilight, they saw that nearly the whole population of the prison was there, surrounding the one large pillar of rock in the center of the compound. On top of it, easily recognizable by the parallel white scars that wrapped around from his back onto his chest, was Thkhri’jha.
                Below, in the courtyard, Randallans, griffins, and handsnakes packed in steadily closer to the pillar.
                The gate rumbled up to reveal a troop of soldiers, Randallans standing by their griffins, handsnake heads protruding to listen. The officers moved to just inside the gate, heads tilted toward Thkhri’jha. One griffin officer touched another’s protruding handsnake; after a moment, they conferred with the rest of their triples, the heads leaning in together.
                When they straightened up, the two griffins and two Randallans sang out orders. The soldiers unslung their flails—big, two-meter-long clubs with an elastic joint two thirds of the way up. Two of the Randallans moved along the wall, away from the gate on each side; their griffins went with them, crouching between them and the crowd of prisoners. The Randallans leveled crossbows at Thkhri'jha. The soldiers relaxed, not moving, at rest yet frozen into perfect readiness.
                The twilight mist was darkening, the sky going from pink to a deeper red, colors on the ground fading to blacks and grays. Here and there, a griffin pawed a little, restlessly, not disturbing the dust or making a sound, or a handsnake noiselessly coiled and uncoiled-—but then even that ceased. They stood in the middle of a stopped instant; Hauskyld thought of looking over at Clio or Kuf, but his head didn’t turn.
                Thkhri’jha straightened up, dropping all four arms to his sides, baring his chest to the crossbows. His breath was already drawn deep, his belly sucked in; slowly, his muscles relaxed, the twin collar bones fell to a calm rest. His mouth formed the circle that passed, on Randall, for a smile.
                At last he spoke. "Listen to me, all of you. This is true.
                “I am one as you are. I have known the bitterness between my parents after the ch'thimhra that began me, and through my brothers I have known the shame of murdering those hatched with me, and the horror of the mother-death. I have known the atrocity of ch’thimhra myself. I have—and this is my great shame—-survived the death of my brothers and lived xhu‘gha ever since. And I have known the Unseen Brother of the sky-strangers, the one they call Jesus.
                "I say I have known Him, for I have met Him through His p’hriest.”
                There was no word in True Speech for priest; Thkhri’jha had borrowed the word from Standard. Somehow that broke the spell for Hauskyld, and he was able to look around again. At the same time, prisoners, officers, and troopers, even the sharpshooters who were supposed to have their crossbows trained on Thkhri’jha, turned and stared at Hauskyld. He felt naked, or as if he had shouted an obscenity that he himself could not now remember, before he realized that Thkhri’jha had pointed him out. Gripping Clio‘s elbow, he backed slowly into the mouth of their cave, every backward step an embarrassment. After a moment, the crowd’s gaze returned to Thkhri‘jha.
                Thkhri‘jha continued. “He brought me to the sacrament that is called confession, where I spoke the evil that lay in my soul to this sky-stranger, and on behalf of God, he forgave me my sins. And I found that my soul was lightened; it was as if it rose far into the sky, and I could see what I never saw before.
                “You all know that even before the coming of the sky-strangers, we had begun to strain the bonds of t’muvam. There were more of the xhu’gha every year. There were triples who lived apart from each other. There were children who went untripled for as long as a year. And murder among ourselves had swept everywhere.”
                “Remind me—some thoughts about that," Clio whispered in his ear.
                Hauskyld nodded.
                The crowd was beginning to murmur assent; even the soldiers seemed to be agreeing.
                "I tell you now—this Jesus cu.res these things. He makes all things new, does He not? Those who follow Him are reborn, are they not?
                "Then, We, too, can be reborn. Baptized and forgiven, we can again form the triple bond of t’muvam, choosing our brothers freely and then, with the strength of Jesus, be again bonded for life.                 I call now—find the special ones for you, and come here now!
                "Come here! And be blessed.
                “Come here! And live again in t’muvam!
                “You have been xhu'gha, which is truly said to be as death—I say to you, live again!”
                The crowd boiled as everyone circled around frantically. Kuf bolted from their side and ran into the crowd; Hauskyld and Clio looked at each other, then back into the crowd, trying to understand.
                Then the crowd began to coalesce, forming up into wavery, irregular lines. Hauskyld looked up at Thkhri’jha again; the Randallan was jumping up and down, waving his arms, shouting something Hauskyld couldn’t quite hear.
                "Marx's beard, Hauskyld, they‘re doing it,” Clio breathed. "I wouldn't have believed it, but they are.”
                “What are they—my God. Oh my God."
                They were lining up in triples, handsnake with griffin with Randallan. "Look—there‘s Kuf,” Clio pointed out. Everywhere, triples were forming, Randallans, griffins, and handsnakes literally grabbing each other in near hysteria.
                “They can’t all triple up,” Clio said. "The place is more than half Randallans."
                Hauskyld nodded. "I can’t believe—”
                Thkhri‘jha raised his upper arms and extended his lower ones, in the call for silence. "Bless you all. As God is Triune, so are his followers, united in Christ. Be as one forever!"
                The troops stirred uneasily, mounting and raising flails to ready. The griffins pawed at the ground eagerly; the handsnakes dropped back into the pouches—they wouldn’t be much use in a riot, Hauskyld realized abstractedly. The officers looked to each other, once, then again. The two sharpshooters stood by their griffins, crossbows still trained on Thkhri’jha, muscles relaxed, just watching without moving.
                By now, Thkhri’jha‘s chant had been taken up by the entire crowd. It swelled to a roar—the griffin soldiers pawed, and the flails shook in the hands of the Randallans.
                Again, he raised his arms, and there was perfect silence. He looked around, and took a deep breath. Then, very softly, he began the version of the Lord's Prayer that had been composed by the missionaries:
                “High King of our souls beyond the sky, we honor—”
                A crossbow bolt shattered the surface of Thkhri'jha’s left eye and plunged into his brain. He fell like a limp doll to the base of the pillar, and lay there, head underneath, arms and legs sprawled around him.
                There was one more frozen moment. Hauskyld turned to look at the troops; one sharpshooter was slowly lowering his crossbow, his mouth forming a circle of pure joy. One of the officers raised his right upper arm to give the signal for the charge—
                With no warning, the second sharpshooter shot the officer through the back of his head.
                The carefully formed troops burst into chaos. Half of them rushed to the dead officer; the rest turned on the sharpshooter, who had only a moment to scream something no one heard before he went down under the pounding flails. His griffin backed away, shaking its head, and tore its chest, collapsing to die, with a brief twitch as its handsnake bit itself.
                Then a griffin officer was bellowing orders. The troops hurried to form up again, leaving the dead to lie where they had fallen. With a great clatter of flails, the soldiers charged forward, scattering the crowd and driving them back toward the caves. One wing rode around to cut them off; as it swept toward Hauskyld and Clio, they fled inside, all the way to the back, huddling together and trying not to hear the shrieks and thuds from outside.
                They lay in each other’s arms all night. The next morning, no food had been left for them.
 
* * *
 
                “Are you sure this is going to work?” Clio asked.
                “No.” Hauskyld shrugged. “But it’s the best idea I’ve got, and I haven’t withheld any information from them. If they decide to go through with it, at least it’ll be an informed risk.” All night he had gone from cave to cave, meeting with the battered and bruised Christians in their new triples.
                They had all been eagerly arguing the exact meaning of Thkhri’jha's words. Hauskyld had tried to guide them along the lines of traditional theology, but it was hopeless—at least a dozen heresies, a couple of them entirely original as far as he could tell, had cropped up among them. He had pretty much resigned himself to that-—getting a form of Christianity reasonably adapted to the culture, history, and biology of Randall was a job for the specialists from the Archbishopric, who preferred to work with a population whose conversion was well underway. It was better to know which practices worked for the local population and why before trying to standardize; meanwhile, the important thing was to have as many locals as possible believe themselves to be Christians.
                Thkhri’jha’s notion of combining Christian doctrine with the primal bond of the triples was the sort of stroke of genius the Church ultimately relied on. Already, some of them were extending it into parallels with the Trinity. And as a genuine martyr, Thkhri’jha was already de facto beatified; if Hauskyld kept his eyes open for appropriate events, there might be a good case for sainthood within a short time... a native saint wouldn't hurt the Church’s prospects here, either.
                The line was forming quickly at the gates. He had borrowed this tactic from Saint Dorothy of Brooklyn; he only hoped that it would work here, in a culture with at best an embyronic idea of rule of law.
                They were ready. The line was silent, all of them praying or meditating silently and without outward sign, as he had told them to do. The gate rumbled up, and four triples of officers stood there, facing the line, waiting for whatever might happen. The first triple—Kuf, plus his handsnake Thingachganderook and Randallan Rha’ngri—walked up to the gate edge, standing within reach of the line of officers. Rha’ngri spoke first. "We petition for our release. We are bound in t’muvarn; we are not xhu’gha. As such, we are entitled to our liberty.”
                The chief officer of the guard, a griffin, nodded to his Randallan, who approached Rha’ngri. “Return to your cave."
                "We petition for our release. We are bound in t’muvam—”
                "Return to your cave."
                Rha’ngri began again. "We petition—"
                "You will retum to your cave," the chief officer said, "or you will receive a beating.”
                "We petition—"
                The Randallan raised two batons, one in each left arm.
                “—for our release. We are bound—"
                The batons snapped down, one then the other, three times in all, making a wet, slapping sound on the side of Rha‘ngri’s neck. Rha’ngri sank to his knees, but continued to repeat the formula that they had devised the night before. “—are not xhu‘gha—"
                Deliberately, raising the batons high and then putting his shoulder an  back into them, the Randallan officer struck a double blow with all his might. Rha'ngri fell face first on the redrock; his arms crept forward as if he were going to raise himself, but he went limp and collapsed.
                Kuf began. “We petition for our—”
                In a fury, the Randallan officer spun and beat hard at Kufs head, hitting him over and over. Kufs eyeridges went white with rage, but he did not raise his beak. He tried to keep reciting the message under the hail of blows, but the Randallan grabbed his beak and held it closed with one hand as he swung the batons again and again, beating a sick tattoo on Kuf s skull. Without another sound, Kuf sank to the ground. The Randallan officer stood over him, panting with exertion, fur all standing straight up.
                Emerging from Kufs pouch, Thingachganderook stretched across the inert bodies. Unable to speak audibly, and easily killed by a beating, the handsnakes could not participate directly. Instead, they went to the line with the other members of their triples, sharing in the fear and pain.
                The griffin officer scanned the long line. "You will all return to your caves now. These will be taken care of.”
                The second triple advanced to the prostrate bodies of Kuf and Rha’ngTi. This time the griffin began. "We petition for our—"
                The Randallan officer leaped forward and beat him on the head until he fell forward, lying across Rha‘ngri’s feet.
                "We insist on our rights as prisoners. It is our right to have our petition heard through to the end, by the declaration of the High King himself,” the waiting Randallan said.
                The griffin officer’s eyeridges went stark white, but he said, “You are right, of course.” He turned to the Randallan member of his own triple and said, "You will refrain from the use of force until we have heard the entire petition." The handsnake suddenly emerged from his pouch and slithered around to the other officers, touching all of them before returning to the pouch. Two of the triples turned and rushed off; the other triple stayed with their commander.
                The commander looked around once, clacking his beak in anger, then turned back to the Randallan in front of him. "And what is your petition?”
                "We petition for our release. We are bound in t’muvam; we are not xhu’gha. As such, we are entitled to our liberty."
                The commander sat down, brushing his face with his hand for all the world like a big winged cat cleaning his face. The two Randallan officers stepped forward and beat the petitioner senseless in a burst of horrible drumming. There was a soft thud as their victim hit the redrock and a little sigh as the air whistled out of his lungs.
                The two Randallan officers dragged him to the side, then returned and dragged Rha’ngri over beside him. The two unconscious griffins took longer, but they eventually got them moved over to lie next to the other petitioners.
                The next triple stepped up to recite the petition; the griffin and Randallan were given the commander's bored attention, then beaten unconscious and dragged to the side. And the next triple stepped up.
                There were sixty triples in the line. At the eighth triple, a party of soldiers showed up, forming a line behind the commander. Two triples of soldiers came up to flank the griffin; he nodded to the next triple in the line of petitioners.
                Again they came forward; again they recited the petition. The two triples of soldiers administered the beating and dragged them away, this time hauling them off to their caves. Two more triples of soldiers stepped up; the commander nodded again.
                "They seem to have the system down,” Clio said. “How long does this have to go on?"
                "Till we lose nerve, or they give us a hearing on the petition—or we run out of bodies."
                "We’ll run out before they do," she said. "Look—their first triples are already coming back through the line.”
                "There's always the possibility of a mutiny. This isn't exactly usual soldierly duty—some of them are bound to object sooner or later.”
                "How soon?"
                He shmgged.
                "Did you know how bad the odds were when you talked them into doing this?”
                Hauskyld glared at her. “I didn’t ‘talk them into’ anything.”
                "Would they be doing this without you?"
                "Do you have any better ideas? I'm just trying to save them from the Templars.”
                "Oh. I forgot.“ She turned and went back to their cave. He thought of running after her, but the petitioners in line should not see him appearing to desert them. He stayed.
                Petition blended into petition, and beating into beating. Once, a triple of soldiers balked, and was allowed to leave; three times, triples panicked and fled rather than face the clubs. There were only four petitioning triples left when the messenger triple-griffin panting from the fast flight, Randallan clinging desperately to its neck as they flapped frantically to the ground in a steep dive, rolling ofi' into a somersault at the last second—thumped down to join the commander. The handsnake slithered out, touching all three members of the commanders triple; they stood still for a moment. Then the commander nodded a dismissal to the messengers, who walked back through the gates and out of sight.
                He gave an order, too low for Hauskyld to hear, and the soldiers flanking him fell back into the line behind him. The next petitioners advanced.
                “We petition for our release. We are bound in t‘muvam; we are not xhu’gha. As such, we are entitled to our liberty.”
                "Your petition is to be considered by the High King six days from now. You will choose a delegation to present it to him, of no more than three of these so-called triples. In addition, you will detail two of the xhu’gha griffins to carry the Terran prisoners with you. We require parole of all prisoners. Ten triples of soldiers and ourselves will escort your representatives. We will depart tomorrow morning. These are the orders of the High King; understand and comply.”
                "I am honored to receive His Serenity’s orders and shall comply regardless of cost to me,” the Randallan and the griffin responded together. With an expression that Hauskyld took a moment to recognize as disgust, the commander turned away, the soldiers following in poor order as if slinking away from a crime. The gate came down with a crash.
                Hauskyld looked up at the sky and realized that he had been standing here for almost three hours. He went inside.
                Clio sat on the edge of the tub, staring at the wall.
                "We've got it," he said. "We meet with the High King in six days."
                "Oh. So it worked.”
                "I guess." He sat down. “I'm sorry that you’re angry.”
                "What if we had just asked and waited?“ she asked. "Why did we have to do this?”
                "Time’s short, and we need all of it to talk. And we can’t be sure they wouldn’t have ignored the petition."
                She nodded, slowly. “How many beatings were there?”
                “More than a hundred, counting each triple as two." He sighed. “I’m sorry. It seemed the best way to me."
                "It might have been,” she said. "I'm sorry too. You'd think that a good Communist would know that the end justifies the means, but I just can't see it that way. What’s going to happen to these people?”
                "That’s not a question for a xenist."
                She agreed, but she didn’t speak again till morning.
 
                The Spens Desert, on most other worlds, would not have been desert at all, but Randall had no grasses. That fascinated Clio, and the first three stops she talked of nothing but how odd it was to see scrub and cactus country with obvious flowing rivers and pools of standing water. Hauskyld’s own interest was much more narrowly focused: he was airsick.
                Griffin flight was nothing like being in an airplane. The dense, high-viscosity air of Randall, and the lower surface gravity, made flight possible at much lower expenditures of energy per unit mass, but griffins still ate three or four times what a Terran horse did daily, and carrying passengers they could only remain aloft for an hour and a half even when thermals were favorable. Thus, a griffin ride involved a great number of swooping stops for food, and a lot of flapping in between, and by the third swoop, Hauskyld was reduced to simply hanging onto his griffin until the last moment, then letting himself fall off. He hoped he had made a favorable impression by not throwing up until he reached the ground, but he doubted it. Minutes later, bruised and shaken, he would have to summon his strength to run alongside Thwov and mount at the moment of takeoff; twice he had jumped too late, ending up in a heap on the ground and forcing Thwov to circle back and try again.
                Clio, on the other hand, was disgustingly cheerful and appeared to be enjoying every moment of it.
                Thwov, the griffin he was riding, tried to distract him with conversation, At first that made it worse, since the griffin could speak only on the exhale that accompanied a downstroke, or while gliding, and the rhythm of his speech kept bringing Hauskyld’s attention back to the rhythm of the flight. Eventually, though, he became interested enough to forget his stomach. Thwov was from a fishing clan from the east coast of Doolan near the equator, an area Hauskyld had not gotten to visit before the war broke out, and was more than willing to talk about his home, until his appetite interrupted again. "Hang on—I see some ripe fruit below, and I'm going to dive down for some. If you'll signal the guards...”
                Hauskyld made a fist with his left hand, raised it overhead and circled it, then slashed an open hand down at the tiny patch of green below. Immediately one of the guard triples detached and they glided down to it together.
                The little oasis wasn‘t much more than a spring-fed puddle with a fruit tree. Hauskyld and the Randallan guard climbed the tree to throw down fruit, picking as quickly as they could while the griffins gobbled eagerly below them. “You might want to grab one for yourself,” Xith’da said. "They’re good."
                "I might have some trouble hanging onto it.”
                He whistled his amusement. “So. Of course. You’ve never ridden before. You have the Child’s Sickness. In us, anyway, it passes after the second day or so.”
                “I'm glad to hear it.”
                The griffins had at last finished off the fruit; Hauskyld and the guard climbed down and mounted up. “Oof. Takeoff from level and a heavy gut,” Thwov muttered.
                Derfh, the guard griffin, snorted agreement; then all of them were racing along side by side, the griffins’ wings tucked while they gained speed in their gallop, then abruptly open and beating hard a scant quarter meter behind the Terran and the Randallan. As Thwov sprang, Hauskyld leaped into the harness on his back, grabbing the leather handles near his thighs and sticking his feet into the stirrups along Thwov’s long neck, bracing himself against the sharp stall. The two griffins swung upward into the sky, separating a little to give each other maneuvering room. Xith’da waved a signal; Derfh would lead.
                Hauskyld waved an acknowledgment and settled into the position that was most comfortable for griffin and rider, sitting directly between the two big wings with his feet extended forward into the neck harness and his hands resting loosely on the grab straps.
                He had seen badlands desert before, but Randall’s was different—less carved and more rounded, as if the deserts of other worlds had partially melted like cake frosting in the rain. He was no longer sick or even uncomfortable; he regretted not having eaten the fruit.
                Griffin flight at this altitude gave barely any sensation of movement; it w s like pleasantly rising and falling in a stationary place in the sky. He looked around again, at the red desert speckled with green marshy spots and wound with long green lines of rivers. The distant mountains rolled low and crumbled on the horizon, their darker, bluer basalt seeming to rip upward out of the redrock. The next time they descended, he ate heartily.
 
                After the first day, the journey fell into an easy rhythm—up early, a quick cold meal while the griffins gorged, then off into the sky for the long day’s flight, broken only by Thwov’s occasional swoops down for food. Now that he was over the Child Sickness, Hauskyld had come to love the trip. Thwov turned out to be an excellent guide, and as they wove back and forth, making their way up the passes through the Raven Range, Hauskyld began to get a better feeling for what Randallan history had been.
                Like the story of most civilized species, it didn’t bear much close examination. The triples had come into being in a flash of psychological insight, but they had survived and prospered because they were militarily superior to anything else at the time. A squadron of triples was much more agile than even mounted Randallans; in the air, the Randallan bows and slings, and later guns, gave triples the advantages of range and firepower over griffms alone. Most of the handsnakes wisely embraced the new system early; griffins and Randallans who preferred the old ways were wiped out in a series of bloody wars, the last traditional kingdoms falling about two hundred Randallan years alter Hmi’dro.
                The great crusades of the triples had worked other changes as well. War had been a seasonal, ceremonial, professional matter before; Hmi’dro had simultaneously invented, in effect, the jihad and the nation in arms, and the deadly struggle had brought forth crossbows and nitroglycerin.
                Below them, Thwov pointed out the Pass of Rusted Iron—the Randallan name for it, since only the major features had been given Terran names from the first orbital survey maps "That was one of the last big battles. It's called that because they just left the enemy dead on the field with their weapons; for hundreds of years afterwards, from the heights, you could see the red patches where the last groups of them made their stands. Look—berries. Why don't you signal a guard?”
                Hauskyld signaled. They plunged toward the berry patch on one of the mesas within the gorge. He leaned into the dive, exhilarated by the wind whipping across his face.
                That night in camp, Captain G’tru announced, “We'll be at the High King's camp before noon tomorrow. At that time we‘ll be turning over the petitioners to other guards. I want to congratulate the prisoners on their admirable deportment, and to wish them luck in their petition."
                "I'm sure he’d be just as cordial carrying out a death sentence," Clio whispered in Hauskyld’s ear. That night, when everyone but the sentries had gone to sleep, she rolled over and touched him on the shoulder, bringing her face close to his neck. Silently, he hugged her. They copulated hard and fast, as if they were strangers angry at each other.
 
                Phmi’phtar was not a true capital city—its name was simply a contraction, in Randallan, for “the place where the High Kings currently are." Even so, it was an impressive place. The High King's entourage included a "baggage train" of over two hundred triples, two squadrons of lancers, and a squadron each of musketeers, pikemen/grenadiers, and crossbowmen, plus a "life peerage” that added up to about eighty more triples. Normally Phmi’phtar must have been the largest population concentration on the planet; now it was dwarfed by the great camps ringing the Terran fort.
                The High Kings by tradition held council only after dark, because nominally they had to forage for their own food like everyone else—in fact, “High Kings" might not have been as good a translation as “Most Important of the Socially Prominent Triples.” Despite the carefully maintained egalitarian pretense, however, practically everyone in Phmi’phtar passed along daily "gifts" of food and goods from friends and relatives in their home bands to the High Kings. Since, in normal times, the High Kings weren’t much more than a combined Supreme Court and Chief of Police, empowered to make up the law as they went, the regular gift-giving sufficed as the tax structure. "The rates are low, and compliance must be problematic, but they‘ve got a whole planet to draw from and there's a status bonus for paying more, so I'd imagine the deficit’s under control,” Hauskyld commented to Clio as they walked with the party of Christian petitioners.
                “They probably see it as having a lot of good friends."
                “Yeah. Did I mention that Captain G’tru accidentally tipped me off to  why they could never get more than about a hundred triples into battle right away—just five squadrons?" He took her hand. He knew he was rambling on, but his nerves were fraying and he couldn’t quite stop. “For a squadron to be allowed the honor of being on duty, it has to send appropriate gifts from every member—and the cargo convoy can only haul about five squadrons‘ worth of gifts per day. And the honor includes their fair chance to prove that they can handle the fighting all by themselves. So even though their commanders know objectively that five squadrons isn’t enough, they have to let things get desperate before they can justify insulting the vanguard by reinforcing it. Even then they get a lot of complaints—the triples who paid to be in combat resent the freeloaders."
                She nodded. "A lot’s coming clear, now that we have a key to it. Kuf tells me that they weren’t actually crucifying prisoners, either, as they saw it. They were leaving them out to be reclaimed. Then, if we wanted the people who had disgraced themselves by surrendering, we could come out and get them, and if we didn’t, nobody had to be bothered with them again.”
                Hauskyld felt a twisted disgust in his mouth. “So what Sherman did—attacking under cover of retrieving prisoners—that was the equivalent of putting an artillery control center inside a hospital... I told him not to. And then his boyfriend got killed that way... why don’t the historians ever do studies of stupidity?”
                "Too much material to cover adequately," she guessed.
                They came to the first bend in the path. The Pavilion of the High Kings—an enormous tent decorated with the banners of countless war bands, going back centuries-could never be approached directly; though they stood less than three hundred meters from the pavilion, the zigzag parade route up to it was just over a kilometer long.
                Everyone had to make an obeisance at the first bend. Hauskyld and Clio had already worked out that they would kneel and bow all the way to the ground, arms behind the back, as the Randallans did; it seemed easier than stretching out prostrate, all limbs extended, like the griffins, and it would have been difficult to duplicate the position, like a rearing cobra but leaning backwards and looking straight up, that the handsnakes used.
                Silence seemed to be expected of them during the next straight stretch—at least the chatter died abruptly. Menkent, the great red sun of Randall, was all the way down now, and the mountain air, herein the low foothills leading down to the Stavingchain Ocean from the Raven Range, was chilly. Hauskyld wanted to hold Clio’s hand, but he had no way to know whether it was permitted.
                They made obeisance twice at the next turn. The column formed silently into single file for the final approach to the royal pavilion. By now the sun was gone, but the sky behind the Ravens still glowed deep red. The torches, placed about every twenty meters on this last approach, were more hindrance than help, blinding if Hauskyld looked up at them, preventing his eyes from staying adjusted to the last dim evening light. Isolde and Mark were rising in the east, but they were too low to give much light through the tall conifers yet. The red afterimages of the torches swam before his eyes, and he occasionally stumbled on the stray stones in the soft, loamy path.
                After making three obeisances, they entered the pavilion. The tent walls were hung with bright tapestries, and the crowd within wore brilliantly colored dyed leather, the Randallans as sashes, the griffins in a chest-crossing harness, the handsnakes as a hood. They formed a semi-circle around what Hauskyld realized must be the artifact whose name he had translated as the “Throne.”
                The arrangement sat on a wooden scaffolding, Kri’shpha, the Randallan, sat on a chairlike seat with a low back; the chair had an arm on its left side, but not on its right, where the griffin, Vwat, sat doglike on a slightly lower platform, his head level with the Randallan’s. The back of the chair continued part way around the griffin, and on it lay Dintanderoderam, his body continuing up the griffin’s side and onto his shoulder. The three heads, close together, looked down from a height of almost two meters above the crowd.
                Hauskyld, Clio, and the Christian petitioners were prodded gently into the space directly in front of the Throne. Four pikemen flanked them. For what seemed a long time—actually perhaps twenty seconds—no one spoke. Then the party made three obeisances, rose again, and waited.
                At last the Randallan and the griffin Kings spoke in unison, slowly, as if all three were conferring quickly on each word before speaking it. Probably they were.
                "We have heard your petition.
                "We have reached a decision.
                "Hear it and abide by it, so that peace may be upon all concerned.
                "We find that the ancient rules for the forming of the triples do not require formation at birth. We find, therefore, that when the xhu’gha submit themselves to this Jesus-belief, and afier that live as a triple, that they are a valid triple indeed, and as such are free.
                “We urgently ask the Jesus-followers among our friends to establish, for the knowledge of everyone, the way by which they do this thing, for we do not wish invalid or spurious combinations formed.
                "The Jesus-following triples are free." The High Kings slumped. To make a speech that long while locked in telepathic link was surely exhausting, Hauskyld realized; the natural tendency to have a phrasing of one's own would lead to an at~least~subconscious battle over every word.
                The guards sprang forward at once, Captain G’tru in the forefront. Within a few minutes the former prisoners had been led into the surrounding crowd and leather sashes had been put on them. At the word of the High Kings, the Christian triples had gone from abominations to regular, accepted members of the people, and there were clearly no hard feelings at all between former prisoners and former guards. Hauskyld and Clio were left alone, still surrounded by armed guards, standing in front of the High King.
                “Furthermore,” the High Kings said, “the teachers of the Jesus Way will be permitted to teach in the xhu’gha confinements. We hope they can form more triples there."
                "If one may request the importance of receiving your attention,” G’tru said formally.
                "We listen."
                "How am I, or those who serve under me, to know who is a valid teacher of the Jesus Way?"
                There was a long pause. At last, very slowly, the voices forming not much more than a sibilant hiss, the High Kings spoke again. "You may choose among the triples who petitioned tonight, one triple that will judge all others. When you have chosen, notify me of their names so that I can proclaim their judgeship over that area. If the triple you select should later prove unsatisfactory, you may select another after notifying me."
                “It shall be as you say.” G’tru and his Randallan and handsnake all made obeisance.
                Christianity had just been legalized two minutes ago, and already the High Kings had taken the path of Henry VIII. Hauskyld was glad it would take a long time for the report on this to reach the Archbishop.
                “Is there no other business requiring our attention?" It was clear that the question was ritual; the High Kings spoke the words quickly. “Then court shall be dismissed. The Terrans will remain afterwards. No guards will be required; the Terrans’ parole is accepted.”
                Hauskyld knelt and made obeisance. Beside him, he could feel Clio doing the same.
                "Dismiss!" one of the Randallan guards bellowed.
                The exit took a long time, because everyone, handsnakes included, had to back out, still facing the throne, and make obeisances at the door, before proceeding single file back up the path. By turning his head just a little, Hauskyld could see that they were permitted to turn their backs and proceed up the trail normally after the first bend.
                When the last triple had passed the first turn and remounted, Krish’pha and Vwat arose slowly, unsteadily stretching. "We understand that you both speak the True Speech,” Vwat said.
                “If it pleases you, we do."
                Krish’pha whistled low. "There’s no reason to be formal in this situation. If you noticed, we no longer speak-as-one."
                "We understand,” Clio put in. "You wished to speak to us?"
                "Confer with you, perhaps." Vwat stretched again and lay down. “Excuse my informality, but anymore I find I’m terribly stifi‘ after these audiences. The Royal Physician said that you're subject to the condition as well—swelling at the joints with age—"
                "Arthritis?" Hauskyld asked.
                "That was the word, I believe. My wings are mercifully free of it, but my hind legs-ahh. Never mind that, anyway," he said, glancing at Krish’pha, who was wrapping and unwrapping his lower arms impatiently. "There are many things to discuss.”
                "There are indeed,” Krish’pha said. “I am told that you are craftspeople of a kind, working at the trade of understanding those who are not of your kind, of speaking for your kind to them. This is true?"
                "Yes" Hauskyld said, and waited patiently.
                At last Krish’pha spoke again. "D0 you ever perform such services for anyone other than the—what is the title, your High King—the Pope?”
                "We can often do that," Hauskyld said. “It is our belief that such a service to one party is a service to both if it is done honestly.”
                "There’s truth in that,” Vwat said. “Very well, then. What we need is peace—peace of a very particular variety. We believe you can help us secure it. We had thought that there was little hope, before the petition of the Jesus-followers was brought to our attention. Now matters are somewhat different than they were.
                “You are a teacher to your people about my people. Do you understand why the xhu’gha are persecuted, imprisoned, encouraged to do the honorable thing and kill themselves?” Vwat asked.
                Clio drew a deep breath. “Because, though the triples are superior on the field of battle, a xhu’gha has many advantages over the triple in time of peace. Everywhere we have explored, we have found that those with few bonds of loyalty find it easier to rise in society—there’s nobody to make them feel ashamed of themselves, they don’t have any friends to share with or feel bad about leaving behind, and they have more time to put into it because they have fewer distractions. So if you were to tolerate xhu‘gha at all, after a few generations, they would be the rich ones, the ones with real power.”
                "Exactly," Krish'pha said.
                Vwat spoke softly. "Since now we see that your Jesus-way can save as well as abolish triples, we hope it may in fact help us to reduce the number of xhu’gha among us. So we now see a need for peace with the Terrans, and it is with that that we ask your help."
                "In what way can we serve?” Hauskyld asked.
                "Carry our message,” Krish’pha said. “Bargain for us if need be. We wish to offer peace to your people, on these terms: "first, that both sides shall lay down arms completely; there will be no reprisals after the agreed day.
                "Second, that this new kind of Jesus-following, created by the now~dead Thkhri‘jha, shall be both permitted and, among the xhu’gha, encouraged."
                After a moment Clio broke the silence. "Then that is the entire message?”
                Vwat rufiled his wings in thought. "Are there other things that we ought to offer, in your opinion?”
                "You might consider offering terms of alliance,” Hauskyld said. “That would help you later, too, if you should wish to make a case for closing this world to..." There was no Randallan word. “Colonization.”
                "Kholini—?” Krish’pha asked.
                "The settling of Terrans on this world, in great numbers, permanently..." Clio began. "It usually leads to Terran domination. Most peoples would rather avoid it. So Hauskyld is right—you might want to join the Commonwealth rather than be forced into it."
                Krish’pha whistled. “This all grows more complicated."
                "There will be many years to prepare," Hauskyld said. “It will be fifty of your years before the ship of settlers arrives. If by then you have joined the Commonwealth, it will be for you to say what they can do. They can go on their way, to another world, or settle here under whatever terms seem reasonable to yon. The decision is yours as long as you have formally joined the Commonwealth. But in any case, some things will necessarily change."
                “They always have,” Krish’pha said. "That much sounds to us like wisdom. Shall we add, then, that we would like to explore the possibility of joining your Commonwealth, and open talks on that matter?”
                "That seems good to me.”
                “Then do that as well.” Vwat stood up, stretching his hind legs painfully. “I regret to call a halt to this—we have much to learn from each other. But no doubt there will be time later on."
                Hauskyld and Clio bowed deeply and backed out the door; as they backed up the first leg of the path, Hauskyld saw, from the corner of his eye, that Krish'pha, dropping all ceremony, was gently massaging the griffin’s hindquarters.
 
                Clio held the white flag up high; it snapped and popped in the autumn breeze. The fort, less than two hundred meters away, seemed almost deserted—posts that had been routinely manned looked empty. He wondered idly if the Randallans had taken to sniping, forcing the crews on the wall to be more careful about cover. Given the short range of projectiles it seemed unlikely.
                It had taken them more than two hours to get here from the rock outcrop where they had waited before dawn. Every fifty meters they had stopped to wait three minutes by Hauskyld’s watch and to make the standard Terran gestures requesting parley. So far, everything was all right—they hadn‘t been shot at. "Can you hear them, Kuf?" Hauskyld asked.
                “Not quite. Wind’s the wrong way. But I don’t hear horses or anything else that says they’re coming out.”
                “So now we wait?” Clio said.
                “Yeah. At least it's autumn and there’s been some rain. I'd hate to have been standing here all day in mid-summer.” They stood there, looking at the fort, Clio occasionally shifting the flag from one hand to the other. He felt an absurd urge to point things out, to say, "that’s my old guardpost—I bet that’s Joshua and Gideon standing there” or "I helped patch that wall," anything to make conversation.
                Kuf had long ago sat down in dog fashion; Rha’ngri was leaning back against him. Hauskyld took the flag from Clio. “The sun's past noon now," he said. “I guess Shei-man’s going to take his time.”
                "I wish I could sit.”
                "Lean on me if you want," Kuf offered.
                “No, better for us to stand. We’re diplomats, after all.” She smiled at the griffin.
                “Should I also be standing?” Rha’ngri asked.
                Hauskyld shook his head. “They don’t know what’s appropriate to you, since you’re an alien. So it doesn’t matter at this point. Actually, though, Clio, if you'd he more comfortable you could kneel. That way they’d think you were praying.”
                "Would I have to do the thing with my fingers?"
                "The thing—oh, crossing yourself! No. Just kneel and bow your head.”
                She did. "Much better, Why didn‘t you do this while you had the chance?"
                "I’d feel guilty about faking it.”
                The sun sank steadily behind them, their shadows running out toward the fort. “What if they don’t respond?" Clio asked.
                "We try again tomorrow.”
                "Looks like that won’t be necessary," Kuf said. The gate was rising, and the drawbridge was rolling out on its tracks over the minefield.
                “Positions, people,” Hauskyld said. They lined up, Clio holding the flag in the center, Rha’ngri and Hauskyld flanking her, Kuf and Thingachganderook behind and to the sides. Kanegawa, the Templar captain, walked out to the end of the drawbridge.
                Saluting, he walked briskly over to them, He looked haggard, his eyes sunken and his skin sallow as if he had not had much sleep in a long time.
                "Brother Hauskyld,” he said quietly. “Doctor Yeremenko. And-”
                “Emissaries of the High Kings." Hauskyld pointed at each of them. "Rha’ngri, Kuf, and Thingachganderook. May I present Captain Kanegawa, of the Brothers Templar." As he had suggested, Rha’ngri bowed, Kuf nodded deeply, and Thingachganderook coiled his head under.
                "You are welcome under flag of truce,” the captain said, bowing deeply himself-—a good reply, Hauskyld thought. "I am required to inquire of your purpose here and to ascertain the status of Brother of Saint Mbwe Hauskyld Gomez and of Comrade Doctor Clio Yeremenko."
                More than anything else, the diplomatic niceties told Hauskyld he was hack among Terrans. The real questions were simply, “Why are you here?” and “Are you prisoners?” —which made those exactly the questions that couldn’t be asked directly.
                “We have been engaged, under the terms of my Mbwe‘ist oath and Doctor Yeremenko’s current status as an alien resident of the Christian Commonwealth, as broker-agents for an armistice, intended to lead to a permanent peace.”
                Kanegawa repeated the entire message into a small hand-radio, then smiled at Hauskyld. "All of us here could probably settle this in ten minutes over a beer.” The radio pinged; he raised it to his ear and listened. “Your status has been accepted under all relevant covenants; we have also accredited the ambassadors Rha’ng'ri, Kuf, and—Thingachganderook?”
                Clio smiled. "Your pronunciation is perfect, Captain—perhaps you should handle the negotiations."
                "I'm just glad we’re over the nonsense. You’re both getting your old rooms back—sorry about that, ma’am, but Father Sherman insists—and we've fixed up a large, warm comfortable space for the ambassadors near the cavalry quarters. If you‘ll give whatever signals you need to and then come along with me—”
                Rha’ngri turned and raised his fist over his head, circling it three times, and then extended all four of his arms, hands out flat, in front of him. Far out in the evening sky, a dark, circling dot flashed brightly three times. “That will tell them we are not prisoners," be said in Standard.
                Kanegawa gestured toward the drawbridge. "If you will follow me—”
                "Also," Kuf said, "you need not try to conceal that you’re putting us in the stables. We realize that on short notice nothing else is possible. We are not insulted.”
                When they were halfway across the bridge, Kanegawa asked, “How did you know it would be in the stables?"
                "Where else can you put something my size? Most of your bigger rooms must already be in use.” The captain nodded, twice, as if he had just understood something profound. Hauskyld liked that gesture—which surprised him more than anything so far today.
 
                His old cell was just as he had left it. He hoped they would have a change of clothing and somewhere to bathe for Clio, but for right now he was mostly interested in those things for himself. He dropped his boots in the middle of the floor, stripped off his grimy trousers, tunic, and underwear, and got into the shower stall, turning the hot water up as high as it would go and scrubbing his itching skin ferociously. He massaged the hard soap into his hair, swirling the suds around and rinsing in the stream of hot water, lost in the pleasure of getting clean at last.
                The dirty alweather, tunic, trousers, and undershift went into the laundry hamper, and he put on his pale blue formal robe. As he combed his hair, there was a knock at the door.
                It was Kanegawa. “Come in," Hauskyld said. “Is it time already?”
                Kanegawa quietly closed the door behind himself. "Not yet. I think there’re some things I should tell you privately, and they aren't likely to think I’1l be in here."
                “They?”
                “Sherman's boys. The younger Aquinian officers.”
                Hauskyld gestured toward the other chair, then took a seat himself. "It sounds like you’d better just tell me from the beginning.”
                Kanegawa shifted in his chair, looking at the wall for a moment, and crossed and uncrossed his legs. “I think that Sherman must have had a minor stroke right after you left. It’s classical paranoia.”
                “Why hasn't he been removed?”
                "This is a base in a war zone, which means I'm the next ranking officer. Sherman’s got a lot of younger ones tied to him—he’s put the senior ofiicers in the brig and promoted the rest. And he’s completely paranoid about me—he seems to think the Teinplars are going to take over Randall."
                “Well,” Hauskyld said mildly, “are you?”
                Kanegawa grinned at him. “Every order looks afler its own, of course. Yes, I admit it would be a feather in my cap. But I’d get the feather regardless of what happened here.” He paused. “Do you know how many domestications there’ve actually been?”
                Hauskyld shrugged. “You're from a lot later in history than I am. There hadn’t been any approved when I last left."
                “There’ve been two since. The last Pope I knew about made it clear-only Infidel worlds with nuclear weapons and space travel can be considered for domestication. The purpose is supposed to be just to remove positive dangers from Christian space—that’s all." He looked at Hauskyld for a long moment, obviously sensing doubt.
                Hauskyld shrugged. “Suppose I accept that for the moment. Tell me about it.”
                Kanegawa shrugged. “I’ve pretty much told you. Most of my Templars are being held under arrest, though sometimes they let them out to fight. Same with a lot of senior Aquinian officers. It's almost entirely younger Aquinians in any position of responsibility—which includes Captain of the Watch, and that scares the hell out of me.”
                Hauskyld nodded. “I noticed there were some unmanned posts.”
                The Templar captain slapped the red concrete wall. “Yeah. And maintenance has been pretty shoddy. The place is falling apart—and there’s still a war on.” He looked up. “You're an Mbwe’ist—you’re not really committed to anything except preserving this planet. Right?”
                “Unh-hunh."
                “Then I think you should know that I want to recommend a full withdrawal. Any idiot can see we can’t possibly settle humans here until we understand what we're doing—which might be a long time. This place isn’t strategically vital, so we might as well go to where the pickings are better. I thought you might like to know that I won't recommend domestication. And if I did they wouldn't accept it."
                Hauskyld nodded. “I'm glad to hear that. But it shouldn't even be an issue—the Randallans are actually interested in becoming a member species. Or three member species, to be technical."
                Kanegawa smiled. “From what I’ve seen, I’d rather have them on our side.” He glanced at his watch. “It’s getting close to time for the meeting."
 
                Sherman seemed not to be sure of where he was; his aides had to steer him through the greeting ceremonies. Surely his condition was obvious even to Rha’ngri, Kuf, and Thingachganderook.
                Now the old man slumped in his chair, apparently sleeping through Hauskyld‘s report Kanegawa was the only one really listening; the young Aquinians’ attention was all on Sherman. Only two of them were men of any seniority-—and those were battlefield promotions within the past year. The rest were just out of their teens. Kanegawa was obviously telling the truth.
                Clio gave her report, fully concurring with Hauskyld’s recommendations. The Templar captain nodded vigorously every time Clio paused—Hauskyld wasn‘t sure whether that was for Clio’s recommendations, or for Clio, but she seemed to be persuading him.
                Sherman suddenly sat up, alert. "Repeat the material on, ah, reproduction again," he commanded.
                Hauskyld gave the material again, explaining patiently. Sherman stayed alert, questioning Hauskyld about the exact mechanics so intensely that he felt embarrassed to be talking of such things in front of the Randallan delegation. Suddenly Sherman waved him silent.
                "I have long suspected this. This entire planet is Satanic. Captain, your Templars are unleashed; domesticate this planet."
                Kanegawa swallowed hard. "Father, I don’t see any need for domestication here. The local population has submitted to the instruction of the church. And in any case my Templar troop is mounted infantry—we don’t have nukes, weather modification equipment, or a pathogen-tailoring facility.”
                There was an edge in the old priest's voice. "That sounds very suspiciously like insubordination to me."
                “I have a duty to tell you the truth," Kanegawa said. "Furthermore, I have a special duty to look after the Pope’s military interests here—and he would be well served with the gain of a friendly, intelligent world in this part of the Empire. It is true that to us some of their reproductive processes are repugnant—but they're beyond conscious control, so doctrine can be developed to cover them. From what Brother Hauskyld tells us, it is already developing. Please, sir, listen to your own reason...”
                Sherman beat the desk with his fists. "There is nothing at all wrong with my reason. The problem is treachery, and I know it. I know the Templars have turned many of my own officers against me. I know that the Archbishop has conspired behind my back to turn this world over to Satan by sending me Templars who are quite incapable of domesticating this planet through their own sheer insubordination. And I know I was sent to a Satanic world by the same people. It all connects if you see who is behind it." He seemed about to cry. "first of all, lock up this fraudulent Templar. Second, tie up these obscene critters on posts on the wall. Expose them to their friends. Let them see how much they like it, when it’s done to them!”
                “They are here under our pledge of safety,” Clio said.
                Sherman breathed hard, his shoulders heaving. His grin showed more rictus than humor.                 “Your pledge. Yours and this Mbwe'ist’s. You can join your critter friends on the posts.”
                “Sir,” Kanegawa said, "this is crazy. I must protest that—”
                Sherman grabbed a pistol from the holster of an aide who was trying to whisper in his ear. “Crazy? Now, that’s insubordination . . .”
                Kanegawa stared straight down the barrel. “Sir, someone has to tell you. You are no longer fit for command."
                Sherman swung the pistol back and forth, covering the room, and smiled. "Is there anyone else who agrees with Captain Kanegawa?"
                No one spoke.
                "Then follow orders, gentlemen."
                One of the aides came around the table with handcuffs. When they led Kanegawa out, he exchanged one glance with Hauskyld, but it didn’t seem to mean anything.
 
                False dawn shone through the penance compound window. Hauskyld had requested Kanegawa as his chaplain—they wouldn’t allow Clio. Now the Mbweist and the Templar were both trying to think of something to say.
                "Now, once more,” he said. “If you leave on the Evacuation Gate, give them this list of record caches. I don't think the Randallans will find or bother most of them, and they contain important data."
                Kanegawa nodded. "And if I get the chance, I slnrender the fort and talk to the High Kings.” He sighed. “There sure wasn’t anything about this in the old handbook.”
                "I suppose not. There are lots of things that are outside the rule books but have to be done anyway." Hauskyld held up the two microphones he had found and pulled just before Kanegawa got there, and passed him a note. "My will. Read it."
                The Templar did. He smiled halfway through, where Hauskyld had known he would. Then they sat in silence.
                The troopers who came for him looked vaguely ashamed. Kanegawa clasped Hauskyld‘s arm and whispered, "I'll pray for you.”
                Only when they tied him to the post did he really believe this was happening.
                The five posts held them up on the wall, arms over their heads for Rha'ngri, Clio, and Hauskyld, front feet lashed to a crosspiece for Kuf. Thingachgandei-0ok’s fins were pulled to their widest extension and clamped to the post. Hauskyld had only a hazy idea of the handsnake’s anatomy, but he thought that was probably horribly painful.
                Menkent climbed up the sky. The world narrowed into the pain in his forearms and shoulders; he saw with perfect clarity, but nothing he saw made much difference.
                One guard began touching Clio, but an officer saw him and made him leave. On his way past Hauskyld, the guard casually jabbed an elbow into his solar plexus, leaving Hauskyld gasping for breath, and went on his way. After a little while Hauskyld’s breath came back and his stomach was only a little sore.
                The sun crept toward noon. Out over the mesas, Hauskyld could see a number of triples circling on thermals—as he watched, there were more of them, as if they were taking a particular interest.
                At first he thought it was pure hallucination brought on by pain and thirst, then that he was seeing double or more. But he squirmed, waking his arm muscles into fresh agony and driving a small sliver from the post into the skin on his back, and his mind and vision cleared for a moment. Hundreds of triples had popped up from behind the cliffs by the landing field, wings beating frantically from the level~g-round takeoff, and the triples circling the fort had plunged into steep dives toward the ballistae. The sirens sounded. But the crews were already too late to the ballistae. Even though the first wave was barely a reinforced squadron, and the griffins, tired from circling for half an hour or more, could do little more than dive straight in, only four bolts rose to meet them.
                The triples swept in, landing on the wall itself, among the scrambling troops. Twenty Randallans, each carrying a brace of pistols and a battle axe, swarmed from their griffins and headed for the ballistae. The griffins, wings beating fiercely, beaks slashing, rushed down the wall, knocking men into the courtyard below; handsnakes twined everywhere, biting an ankle here, a hand there.
                The human troops fought back as best they could with whatever was at hand. One leaped to a scattergun on the parapet, pointed it down the wall, and blasted into the oncoming griffins, killing two and wounding a Randallan on a ballista.
                At the ballista nearest Hauskyld, Gideon leaped up with a machine pistol, tearing the Randallan there almost in half at the close range and killing a handsnake creeping toward him. He spun the ballista around and let another bolt go, up into the oncoming hundreds of triples. A moment later, a Randallan musket ball smashed his arm, and two Randallans threw him screaming from the Wall.
                Ballistae on the other walls were beginning to fire, but slowly and irregularly. The second wave swept past the few bolts onto the captured portion of the wall. Griffin after griffin thumped onto the pavement.
                Two griffins standing shoulder to shoulder held hack a party of Terrans trying to storm up the main staircase onto the wall. Gunshots rang out, and the griffins fell, but their bodies partly blocked the way, and more Terrans fell to the muskets of the Randallans.
                The counterattack fell back. At the wall corners, Terran and Randallan fought desperately for the machine gun emplacements.
                Hauskyld strained to look around; moving his neck sent long needles of pain racing up his arms. Great swarms of triples rose off at the horizon—perhaps as many as a hundred squadrons were sweeping in. The big anti-aircraft guns thundered at them, but with no appreciable infrared to guide on, the shells, set for distance only, seldom burst near a triple.
                In the courtyard, Terrans were running to the staircases. Now occasional ballista shots brought down triples, and here and there a scattergun boomed.
                He twisted around painfully. So far there was no trace of the Templars or of the senior Aquinian officers. Apparently Sherman, lost in his paranoid haze, would not let them out of the brig.
                On one corner, the Randallans overran the machine gun, throwing the last two defenders to the pavement below. At the other, two clever Randallans figured out how to work the scatterguns.
                Bracing their feet on the outer walls and leaning far out of the fort, they swung the guns down at the stairway and fired. The stair dissolved into gory, screaming panic. Two men had taken the brunt of one blast; their blood sprayed the other troops. The other shot had hit the wall high and sprayed back down onto the staircase, wounding almost everyone there. The smell of blood panicked the survivors. They fled, crashing into the backs of the almost-organized counterattack.
                During their confusion, a griffin bounded forward and leaped in among them, slashing wildly and injuring many of them.
                Yet they tried to fight on. Hauskyld felt a little swell of perverse pride, though it was all for nothing, no matter who won. Some two thousand triples were less than a minute from landing.
                Hauskyld heard a bang on his left. A young Aquinian, not more than fifteen, had just shot the helpless, tied-up Rha’ngri squarely in the face; his wide, staring eyes, and his pistol, leveled at Hauskyld.
                A griffin slapped the boy with a wing, knocking him from the parapet to the ground below. Hauskyld leaned as far as he could to see what had happened.
                The boy's left leg corkscrewed under him; his right ankle, spouting blood, bent backwards. Hauskyld shouted at the boy not to move, to stay where he was, but he raised himself on his arms to drag himself away from the fort.
                Hauskyld wondered for years afterwards why the boy chose that direction. There was nothing out there but the mines, the desert, and the Randallans. Any hope or friends he might have had would be in the fort; yet the boy dragged himself away from it, using only his hands, dragging the useless agony of his shattered legs behind him, for almost twenty meters until a mine tore him in half.
                "Hauskyld!" Thwov had come up behind him and cut his bonds; he almost fell from the wall himself before sitting with an undignified thump. “Wipe your face.”
                He reached down to pull up his tunic front, saw that he had already vomited all over it, and wiped some of the remaining vomit out of his beard with a sleeve. Clio was sitting beside him, shaking her arms; in a moment, Kuf and Thingachganderook were free as well.
                Down in the courtyard, Father Sherman led a ragged sally, armed with nothing more than a crucifix brandished over his head. His white hair shone pink in the sunlight, and he was bellowing the old Aquinian Battle Hymn at the top of his lungs.
                A crossbow bolt suddenly sprouted from the old man's forehead. He was just close enough for Hauskyld to see that his whole face looked up, focusing around the bolt, as if trying to see it. Then he fell forward.
                Even Randallans and Terrans locked in close combat paused a moment for breath. Then the loudspeakers buzzed.
                "This is Templar Captain Kanegawa. As ranking officer of the Christian garrison, I order all Terrans to surrender to the authority of the High Kings as soon as they can disengage from immediate combat.” Then, carefully reading the phonetic script Hauskyld had worked out for him and passed to him that morning, he repeated the message in True Speech.
                Suddenly the fight was over. The Terrans gave up in ones and twos at first, and then en masse, backing away and dropping their weapons. The Randallan ofiicers herded them together.
                Within minutes the High Kings landed in the courtyard. “I must report,” Kuf said. He flapped down to land beside Vwat.
                “The prisoners,” Clio said. "In the brig. We’d better make sure that nothing happens down there when they see all those Randallans walking in." She waited. “Somebody might decide to be a hero."
                He watched her go.
                Something smooth and scaly crawled onto his lap. Bless me Father for I have sinned.
                "Thingachganderook‘?”
               
Yes. Not much time. I— There was a shrill scream like audio feedback in Hauskyld’s mind; he shut his eyes tightly and clamped his hands over his ears, but it would not go away.
                It stopped. I am sorry. Lost control. Will not happen again. Father, I must confess that in a few moments I shall poison myself. I have now been made xhu’gha twice and it is more than I can bear.
                “I understand," Hauskyld said, dully. "I grant dispensation.”
               
Thank you. I had not known that was possible.
                “Do you repent of all previous sin, acknowledging your guilt?”
               
Yes.
                "Do you believe in God the Father and Jesus Christ His Only Begotten Son?”
               
Yes.
                "Are you of a species for which death is the only alternative to madness and defilement of the soul?”
               
Yes.
                "Then you are forgiven. Go in peace.”
               
The memories I carry must be preserved before I die. Will you carry them for me, and let a member of the Silent People read them from you as soon as is possible?
                There was no one else. "Yes."
                And he was awash as wave upon wave of sentient experience on Randall washed over him, eons rolling over him, lifting and pulling him back to the first awakening of the Silent People, before the Great Cold and Dark that brought forth the wingpeople, before the Twenty Years’ Storms that brought forth the handpeople afierwards, from womb m womb and birth to birth in endless waves, down braneh upon intertwining branch, fanning out through a thousand ancestors who then contracted to fewer than ten, each a whole life, piling up back so far that there was no
memory before—
               
Thank you. There was the moment of waiting to not be, and then he was there by himself, and Thingachganderook lay dead across his lap.
                Gently, he moved the handshake onto the pavement, and went down to find the others.
                Clio stood at the foot of the steps. "The prisoners are all okay. Vwat and Krish’pha say we'll all sit down to a conference afizer a feast they want to throw. They understand perfectly about Sherman’s senility—Randallans get something similar. Are you all right?”
                "Yes. I—” He swallowed, realizing he was shaking. “Thingachganderook is dead. Killed himself. I was there—”
                Hauskyld heard Kufs sudden, earsplitting, terrible keening, and turned to face him. The griffin asked, "Did you get his memories?”
                “Yes. And his confession." He stifled an urge to ask why it mattered. He staggered toward the High King.
                To Hauskyld’s surprise, there were fewer than twenty Terrans, counting himself and Clio, staying behind on Randall. The rest were leaving today on the Gate.
                He had radioed a full report, including the petition for inclusion in the Christian Commonwealth, but it would get there only days before the Gate itself did. He hoped it would at least mitigate the testimony of several hundred battered survivors, especially since his handful of followers did include a Templar captain.
                “I want to fly griffinback and explore a wild planet,” Kanegawa had explained. "It beats making men shine their boots.” Now he waved goodbye to his troop.
                The technicians finished the checkout and activated the Gate, and entry began. Wagons of papers and museum pieces, whole file cabinets, rank on rank of men and horses, all vanished into a space only thirty centimeters deep, without emerging from the other side.
                The Randallans plied the Terrans with questions about how it worked, but though they had gotten almost to the brink of Newtonian physics, there was a still longer gap to be bridged before they could grasp that “the conducing units in the gate set up a hypersymmetry within it so that spacetime is severely distorted, with the time axis folded very close to the spatial one so that c approximates zero within the field.”
                Of course, the Randallans had often seen things emerging from such a space, as the hypersymmetry was defolded.
                Well, as full citizens in the Commonwealth, by the time the next Gates arrived, the Randallans would already have made the long march through Maxwell and Einstein and Valasquez, perhaps even on to Suraphatet or to Runeberg himself.
                They turned to go. It would take them an hour to fly to a safe distance from the pulsed fusion blast of the Gate. Kuf and Thwov were waiting for Hauskyld and Clio. Kanegawa, with Phreg, a xhu’gha griffin that Hauskyld did not know, looked a little uneasy.
                "Nothing to it,” Hauskyld assured him. "More up and down than an airplane, but a lot more dependable.”
                Kanegawa grinned at him. “Yeah, but I don't have to worry about the airplane knowing more than I do.”
                At the command, they ran across the redrock beside the griffins, and bounded into the saddle as the griffins flapped upwards in a great thunder of wings.
                Hauskyld thought of looking back at the Gate, but against the light of its takeoff, and, a few days later in the night sky, the sun~bright white comet shifting to red as the Gate departed this solar system at over 100 g’s, what was an ugly piece of steel in the desert? He kept his back turned, concentrating on once again flying—really flying.
                The desert. swept away below them. Hauskyld knew he was happy. There was so much to be done.
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