


DIPLOMAT-AT-ARMS
The cold white sun of Northroyal

glared on pale dust and vivid colors in
the narrow raucous street. Retief rode
slowly, unconscious of the huckster's
shouts, the kaleidoscope of smells, the
noisy milling crowd. His thoughts were
on events of long ago on distant worlds;
thoughts that set his features in narrow-
eyed grimness. His bony, powerful
horse, unguided, picked his way
carefully, with flaring nostrils, wary
eyes alert in the turmoil. The mount
sidestepped a darting gamin and Retief
leaned forward, patted the sleek neck.
The job had some compensations, he
thought; it was good to sit on a fine horse
again, to shed the gray business suit—



A dirty-faced man pushed a fruit cart
almost under the animal's head; the horse
shied, knocked over the cart. At once a
muttering crowd began to gather around
the heavy-shouldered gray-haired man.
He reined in and sat scowling, an
ancient brown cape over his shoulders, a
covered buckler slung at the side of the
worn saddle, a scarred silver-worked
claymore strapped across his back in the
old cavalier fashion.

Retief hadn't liked this job when he
had first learned of it. He had gone alone
on madman's errands before, but that had
been long ago—a phase of his career
that should have been finished. And the
information he had turned up in his
background research had broken his



professional detachment. Now the locals
were trying an old tourist game on him;
ease the outlander into a spot, then
demand money . . .

Well, Retief thought, this was as good
a time as any to start playing the role;
there was a hell of a lot here in the
quaint city of Fragonard that needed
straightening out.

* * *
"Make way, you rabble!" he roared

suddenly. "Or by the chains of the sea-
god I'll make a path through you!" He
spurred the horse; neck arching, the
mount stepped daintily forward.

The crowd made way reluctantly
before him. "Pay for the merchandise
you've destroyed," called a voice.



"Let peddlers keep a wary eye for
their betters," snorted the man loudly, his
eye roving over the faces before him. A
tall fellow with long yellow hair
stepped squarely into his path.

"There are no rabble or peddlers
here," he said angrily. "Only true
cavaliers of the Clan Imperial . . ."

The mounted man leaned from his
saddle to stare into the eyes of the other.
His seamed brown face radiated scorn.
"When did a true Cavalier turn to
commerce? If you were trained to the
Code you'd know a gentleman doesn't
soil his hands with penny-grubbing, and
that the Emperor's highroad belongs to
the mounted knight. So clear your
rubbish out of my path, if you'd save it."



"Climb down off that nag," shouted
the tall young man, reaching for the
bridle. "I'll show you some practical
knowledge of the Code. I challenge you
to stand and defend yourself."

In an instant the thick barrel of an
antique Imperial Guards power gun was
in the gray-haired man's hand. He leaned
negligently on the high pommel of his
saddle with his left elbow, the pistol
laid across his forearm pointing
unwaveringly at the man before him.

The hard old face smiled grimly. "I
don't soil my hands in street brawling
with new-hatched nobodies," he said.
He nodded toward the arch spanning the
street ahead. "Follow me through the
arch, if you call yourself a man and a



Cavalier." He moved on then; no one
hindered him. He rode in silence through
the crowd, pulled up at the gate barring
the street. This would be the first real
test of his cover identity. The papers
which had gotten him through Customs
and Immigration at Fragonard Spaceport
the day before had been burned along
with the civilian clothes. From here on
he'd be getting by on the uniform and a
cast-iron nerve.

A purse-mouthed fellow wearing the
uniform of a Lieutenant-Ensign in the
Household Escort Regiment looked him
over, squinted his eyes, smiled sourly.

"What can I do for you, Uncle?" He
spoke carelessly, leaning against the
engraved buttress mounting the wrought-



iron gate. Yellow and green sunlight
filtered down through the leaves of the
giant linden trees bordering the cobbled
street.

The gray-haired man stared down at
him. "The first thing you can do,
Lieutenant-Ensign," he said in a voice of
cold steel, "is come to a position of
attention."

The thin man straightened, frowning.
"What's that?" His expression hardened.
"Get down off that beast and let's have a
look at your papers—if you've got any."

The mounted man didn't move. "I'm
making allowances for the fact that your
regiment is made up of idlers who've
never learned to solider," he said
quietly. "But having had your attention



called to it, even you should recognize
the insignia of a Battle Commander."

The officer stared, glancing over the
drab figure of the old man. Then he saw
the tarnished gold thread worked into the
design of a dragon rampant, almost
invisible against the faded color of the
heavy velvet cape. He licked his lips,
cleared his throat, hesitated. What in the
name of the Tormented One would a top-
ranking battle officer be doing on this
thin old horse, dressed in plain worn
clothing? "Let me see your papers—
Commander," he said.

The Commander flipped back the
cape to expose the ornate butt of the
power pistol.

"Here are my credentials," he said.



"Open the gate."
"Here," the Ensign spluttered. "What's

this . . ."
"For a man who's taken the Emperor's

commission," the old man said,
"you're criminally ignorant of the

courtesies due a general officer. Open
the gate or I'll blow it open. You'll not
deny the way to an Imperial battle
officer." He drew the pistol.

The Ensign gulped, thought fleetingly
of sounding the alarm signal, of insisting
on seeing papers . . . then as the pistol
came up, he closed the switch, and the
gate swung open. The heavy hooves of
the gaunt horse clattered past him; he
caught a glimpse of a small brand on the
lean flank. Then he was staring after the



retreating back of the terrible old man.
Battle Commander indeed! The old fool
was wearing a fortune in valuable
antiques, and the animal bore the brand
of a thoroughbred battle-horse. He'd
better report this. . . . He picked up the
communicator, as a tall young man with
an angry face came up to the gate.

* * *
Retief rode slowly down the narrow

street lined with the stalls of suttlers,
metalsmiths, weapons technicians, free-
lance squires. The first obstacle was
behind him. He hadn't played it very
suavely, but he had been in no mood for
bandying words. He had been angry ever
since he had started this job; and that, he
told himself, wouldn't do. He was



beginning to regret his high-handedness
with the crowd outside the gate. He
should save the temper for those
responsible, not the bystanders; and in
any event, an agent of the Corps should
stay cool at all times. That was
essentially the same criticism that
Magnan had handed him along with the
assignment, three months ago.

"The trouble with you, Retief,"
Magnan had said, "is that you are
unwilling to accept the traditional
restraints of the Service; you conduct
yourself too haughtily, too much in the
manner of a free agent . . ." His reaction,
he knew, had only proved the accuracy
of his superior's complaint. He should
have nodded penitent agreement,



indicated that improvement would be
striven for earnestly; instead, he had sat
expressionless, in a silence which
inevitably appeared antagonistic. He
remembered how Magnan had moved
uncomfortably, cleared his throat, and
frowned at the papers before him. "Now,
in the matter of your next assignment," he
said, "we have a serious situation to
deal with in an area that could be
critical."

Retief almost smiled at the
recollection. The man had placed
himself in an amusing dilemma. It was
necessary to emphasize the great
importance of the job at hand, and
simultaneously to avoid letting Retief
have the satisfaction of feeling that he



was to be entrusted with anything vital;
to express the lack of confidence the
Corps felt in him while at the same time
invoking his awareness of the great trust
he was receiving. It was strange how
Magnan could rationalize his personal
dislike into a righteous concern for the
best interests of the Corps.

Magnan had broached the nature of the
assignment obliquely, mentioning his
visit as a tourist to Northroyal, a
charming, backward little planet settled
by Cavaliers, refugees from the breakup
of the Empire of the Lily. Retief knew
the history behind Northroyal's tidy,
proud, tradition-bound society. When the
Old Confederation broke up, dozens of
smaller governments had grown up



among the civilized worlds. For a time,
the Lily Empire had been among the
most vigorous of them, comprising
twenty-one worlds, and supporting an
excellent military force under the
protection of which the Lilyan merchant
fleet had carried trade to a thousand far-
flung worlds.

When the Concordiat had come along,
organizing the previously sovereign
states into a new Galactic jurisdiction,
the Empire of the Lily had resisted, and
had for a time held the massive
Concordiat fleets at bay. In the end, of
course, the gallant but outnumbered
Lilyan forces had been driven back to
the gates of the home world. The planet
of Lily had been saved catastrophic



bombardment only by a belated truce
which guaranteed self-determination to
Lily on the cessation of hostilities,
disbandment of the Lilyan fleet, and the
exile of the entire membership of the
Imperial Suite, which, under the Lilyan
clan tradition, had numbered over ten
thousand individuals. Every man,
woman, and child who could claim even
the most distant blood relationship to the
Emperor, together with their servants,
dependents, retainers, and protégés,
were included. The move took weeks to
complete, but at the end of it the
Cavaliers, as they were known, had been
transported to an uninhabited, cold sea-
world, which they named Northroyal. A
popular bit of lore in connection with the



exodus had it that the ship bearing the
Emperor himself had slipped away en
route to exile, and that the ruler had
sworn that he would not return until the
day he could come with an army of
liberation. He had never been heard
from again.

* * *
The land area of the new world, made

up of innumerable islands, totaled half a
million square miles. Well stocked with
basic supplies and equipment, the
Cavaliers had set to work and turned
their rocky fief into a snug, well-
integrated—if tradition-ridden—society,
and today exported seafoods, fine
machinery, and tourist literature.

It was in the last department that



Northroyal was best known. Tales of the
pomp and color, the quaint inns and
good food, the beautiful girls, the brave
display of royal cavalry, and the
fabulous annual Tournament of the Lily
attracted a goodly number of sightseers,
and the Cavalier Line was now one of
the planet's biggest foreign-exchange
earners.

* * *
Magnan had spoken of Northroyal's

high industrial potential, and her well-
trained civilian corps of space
navigators.

"The job of the Corps," Retief
interrupted, "is to seek out and eliminate
threats to the peace of the Galaxy. How
does a little story-book world like



Northroyal get into the act?"
"More easily than you might imagine,"

Magnan said. "Here you have a close-
knit society, proud, conscious of a
tradition of military power, empire. A
clever rabble-rouser using the right
appeal would step into a ready-made
situation there. It would take only an
order on the part of the planetary
government to turn the factories to war
production, and convert the merchant
fleet into a war fleet—and we'd be faced
with a serious power imbalance—a
storm center."

"I think you're talking nonsense, Mr.
Minister," Retief said bluntly. "They've
got more sense than that. They're not so
far gone on tradition as to destroy



themselves. They're a practical people."
Magnan drummed his fingers on the

desk top. "There's one factor I haven't
covered yet," he said. "There has been
what amounts to a news blackout from
Northroyal during the last six months. . .
." Retief snorted. "What news?"

Magnan had been enjoying the
suspense. "Tourists have been having
great difficulty getting to Northroyal," he
said. "Fragonard, the capital, is
completely closed to outsiders. We
managed, however, to get an agent in."
He turned, gazing at Retief. "It seems,"
he went on, "that the rightful Emperor
has turned up."

Retief narrowed his eyes. "What's
that?" he said sharply. Magnan drew



back, intimidated by the power of
Retief's tone, annoyed by his own
reaction. In his own mind, Magnan was
candid enough to know that this was the
real basis for his intense dislike for his
senior agent. It was an instinctive
primitive fear of physical violence. Not
that Retief had ever assaulted anyone;
but he had an air of mastery that made
Magnan feel trivial.

"The Emperor," Magnan repeated.
"The traditional story is that he was lost
on the voyage to Northroyal. There was
a legend that he had slipped out of the
hands of the Concordiat in order to
gather new support for a
counteroffensive, hurl back the invader,
all that sort of thing."



"The Concordiat collapsed of its own
weight within a century," Retief said.

"There's no invader to hurl back.
Northroyal is free and independent, like
every other world."

"Of course, of course," Magnan said.
"But you're missing the emotional angle,
Retief. It's all very well to be
independent; but what about the dreams
of empire, the vanished glory, destiny, et
cetera?"

"What about them?"
"That's all our agent heard; it's

everywhere. The news strips are full of
it. Video is playing it up; everybody's
talking it. The returned Emperor seems
to be a clever propagandist; the next step
will be a full-scale mobilization. And



we're not equipped to handle that."
"What am I supposed to do about all

this?"
"Your orders are, and I quote, to

proceed to Fragonard and there employ
such measures as shall be appropriate to
negate the present trend toward an
expansionist sentiment among the
populace." Magnan passed a document
across the desk to Retief for his
inspection.

* * *
The orders were brief, and wasted no

wordage on details. As an officer of the
Corps with the rank of Counselor, Retief
enjoyed wide latitude, and broad
powers—and corresponding
responsibility in the event of failure.



Retief wondered how this assignment
had devolved on him, among the
thousands of Corps agents scattered
through the Galaxy. Why was one man
being handed a case which on the face of
it should call for a full mission?

"This looks like quite an undertaking
for a single agent, Mr. Minister," Retief
said.

"Well, of course, if you don't feel you
can handle it . . ." Magnan looked
solemn.

Retief looked at him, smiling faintly.
Magnan's tactics had been rather
obvious. Here was one of those nasty
jobs which could easily pass in reports
as routine if all went well; but even a
slight mistake could mean complete



failure, and failure meant war; and the
agent who had let it happen would be
finished in the Corps.

There was danger in the scheme for
Magnan, too. The blame might reflect
back on him. Probably he had plans for
averting disaster after Retief had given
up. He was too shrewd to leave himself
out in the open. And for that matter,
Retief reflected, too good an agent to let
the situation get out of hand.

No, it was merely an excellent
opportunity to let Retief discredit
himself, with little risk of any great
credit accruing to him in the remote
event of success.

Retief could, of course, refuse the
assignment, but that would be the end of



his career. He would never be advanced
to the rank of Minister, and age
limitations would force his retirement in
a year or two. That would be an easy
victory for Magnan.

Retief liked his work as an officer-
agent of the Diplomatic Corps, that
ancient supranational organization
dedicated to the contravention of war.
He had made his decision long ago, and
he had learned to accept his life as it
was, with all its imperfections. It was
easy enough to complain about the petty
intrigues, the tyrannies of rank, the small
inequities. But these were merely a part
of the game, another challenge to be met
and dealt with. The overcoming of
obstacles was Jame Retief's specialty.



Some of the obstacles were out in the
open, the recognized difficulties inherent
in any tough assignment. Others were
concealed behind a smoke-screen of
personalities and efficiency reports; and
both were equally important. You did
your job in the field, and then you
threaded your way through the maze of
Corps politics. And if you couldn't
handle the job—any part of it—you'd
better find something else to do.

He had accepted the assignment, of
course, after letting Magnan wonder for
a few minutes; and then for two months
he had buried himself in research,
gathering every scrap of information,
direct and indirect, that the massive files
of the Corps would yield. He had soon



found himself immersed in the task,
warming to its challenge, fired with
emotions ranging from grief to rage as he
ferreted out the hidden pages in the
history of the exiled Cavaliers.

He had made his plan, gathered a
potent selection of ancient documents
and curious objects; a broken chain of
gold, a tiny key, a small silver box. And
now he was here, inside the compound
of the Grand Corrida. Everything here in
these ways surrounding and radiating
from the Field of the Emerald Crown—
the arena itself—was devoted to the
servicing and supplying of the thousands
of First Day contenders in the
Tournament of the Lily, and the housing
and tending of the dwindling number of



winners who stayed on for the following
days. There were tiny eating places,
taverns, inns; all consciously antique in
style, built in imitation of their
counterparts left behind long ago on far-
off Lily.

"Here you are, Pop, first-class
squire," called a thin red-haired fellow.

"Double up and save credits," called
a short dark man. "First Day contract .

. ."
Shouts ran back and forth across the

alleylike street as the stall keepers
scented a customer. Retief ignored them,
moved on toward the looming wall of
the arena. Ahead, a slender youth stood
with folded arms before his stall,
looking toward the approaching figure



on the black horse. He leaned forward,
watching Retief intently, then
straightened, turned and grabbed up a
tall narrow body shield from behind
him. He raised the shield over his head,
and as Retief came abreast, called
"Battle officer!" Retief reined in the
horse, looked down at the youth.

"At your service, sir," the young man
said. He stood straight and looked Retief
in the eye. Retief looked back. The horse
minced, tossed his head.

"What is your name, boy?" Retief
asked.

"Fitzraven, sir."
"Do you know the Code?"
"I know the Code, sir."
Retief stared at him, studying his face,



his neatly cut uniform of traditional
Imperial green, the old but well-oiled
leather of his belt and boots.

"Lower your shield, Fitzraven," he
said. "You're engaged." He swung down
from his horse. "The first thing I want is
care for my mount. His name is Danger-
by-Night. And then I want an inn for
myself."

"I'll care for the horse myself,
Commander," Fitzraven said. "And the
Commander will find good lodging at
the sign of the

Phoenix-in-Dexter-Chief; quarters are
held ready for my client." The squire
took the bridle, pointing toward the inn a
few doors away.

* * *



Two hours later, Retief came back to
the stall, a thirty-two-ounce steak and a
bottle of Nouveau Beaujolais having
satisfied a monumental appetite induced
by the long ride down from the
spaceport north of Fragonard. The plain
banner he had carried in his saddlebag
fluttered now from the staff above the
stall. He moved through the narrow
room to a courtyard behind, and stood in
the doorway watching as Fitzraven
curried the dusty hide of the lean black
horse. The saddle and fittings were laid
out on a heavy table, ready for cleaning.
There was clean straw in the stall where
the horse stood, and an empty grain bin
and water bucked indicated the animal
had been well fed and watered.



Retief nodded to the squire, and
strolled around the courtyard staring up
at the deep blue sky of early evening
above the irregular line of roofs and
chimneys, noting the other squires, the
variegated mounts stabled here, listening
to the hubbub of talk, the clatter of
crockery from the kitchen of the inn.
Fitzraven finished his work and came
over to his new employer.

"Would the Commander like to
sample the night life in the Grand
Corrida?"

"Not tonight," Retief said. "Let's go up
to my quarters; I want to learn a little
more about what to expect."

Retief's room, close under the rafters
on the fourth floor of the inn, was small



but adequate, with a roomy wardrobe
and a wide bed. The contents of his
saddlebags were already in place in the
room. Retief looked around. "Who gave
you permission to open my saddlebags?"
Fitzraven flushed slightly. "I thought the
Commander would wish to have them
unpacked," he said stiffly.

"I looked at the job the other squires
were doing on their horses," Retief said.
"You were the only one who was doing
a proper job of tending the animal. Why
the special service?"

"I was trained by my father,"
Fitzraven said. "I serve only true knights,
and I perform my duties honorably. If the
Commander is dissatisfied . . ."

"How do you know I'm a true knight?"



"The Commander wears the uniform
and weapons of one of the oldest
Imperial Guards Battle Units, the Iron
Dragon," Fitzraven said. "And the
Commander rides a battle horse, true-
bred."

"How do you know I didn't steal
them?"

Fitzraven grinned suddenly. "They fit
the Commander too well." Retief smiled.
"All right, son, you'll do," he said. "Now
brief me on the First Day. I don't want to
miss anything. And you may employ the
personal pronoun."

For an hour Fitzraven discussed the
order of events for the elimination
contests of the First Day of the
Tournament of the Lily, the strategies



that a clever contender could employ to
husband his strength, the pitfalls into
which the unwary might fall.

The tournament was the culmination
of a year of smaller contests held
throughout the equatorial chain of
populated islands. The Northroyalans
had substituted various forms of armed
combat for the sports practiced on most
worlds; a compensation for the lost
empire, doubtless, a primitive harking-
back to an earlier, more glorious day.

Out of a thousand First Day entrants,
less than one in ten would come through
to face the Second Day. Of course, the
First Day events were less lethal than
those to be encountered farther along in
the three-day tourney, Retief learned;



there would be few serious injuries in
the course of the opening day, and those
would be largely due to clumsiness or
ineptitude on the part of the entrants.

* * *
There were no formal entrance

requirements, Fitzraven said, other than
proof of minimum age and status in the
Empire. Not all the entrants were natives
of Northroyal; many came from distant
worlds, long-scattered descendants of
the citizens of the shattered Lily Empire.
But all competed for the same prizes;
status in the Imperial peerage, the honors
of the Field of the Emerald crown, and
Imperial grants of land, wealth to the
successful.

"Will you enter the First Day events,



sir," Fitzraven asked, "or do you have a
Second or Third Day certification?"

"Neither," Retief said. "We'll sit on
the sidelines and watch." Fitzraven
looked surprised. It had somehow not
occurred to him that the old man was not
to be a combatant. And it was too late to
get seats. . . .

"How . . ." Fitzraven began, after a
pause.

"Don't worry," Retief said. "We'll
have a place to sit." Fitzraven fell silent,
tilted his head to one side, listening.
Loud voices, muffled by walls, the
thump of heavy feet.

"Something is up," Fitzraven said.
"Police." He looked at Retief.

"I wouldn't be surprised," Retief said,



"if they were looking for me. Let's go
find out."

"We need not meet them," the squire
said. "There is another way . . ."

"Never mind," Retief said. "As well
now as later." He winked at Fitzraven
and turned to the door.

* * ** * *
Retief stepped off the lift into the

crowded common room, Fitzraven at his
heels. Half a dozen men in dark blue
tunics and tall shakos moved among the
patrons, staring at faces. By the door
Retief saw the thin-mouthed Ensign he
had overawed at the gate. The fellow
saw him at the same moment and
plucked at the sleeve of the nearest
policeman, pointing. The man dropped a



hand to his belt, and at once the other
policeman turned, followed his glance to
Retief. They moved toward him with one
accord. Retief stood waiting.

The first cop planted himself before
Retief, looking him up and down. "Your
papers!" he snapped.

Retief smiled easily. "I am a peer of
the Lily and a battle officer of the
Imperial forces," he said. "On what
pretext are you demanding papers of me,
Captain?"

The cop raised his eyebrows.
"Let's say you are charged with

unauthorized entry into the controlled
area of the Grand Corrida, and with
impersonating an Imperial officer," he
said.



"You didn't expect to get away with it,
did you, Grandpa?" The fellow smiled
sardonically.

"Under the provisions of the Code,"
Retief said, "the status of a peer may not
be questioned, nor his actions interfered
with except by Imperial Warrant. Let me
see yours, Captain. And I suggest you
assume a more courteous tone when
addressing your superior officer."
Retief's voice hardened to a whip crack
with the last words.

The policeman stiffened, scowled.
His hand dropped to the nightstick at his
belt.

"None of your insolence, old man," he
snarled. "Papers! Now!" Retief's hand
shot out, gripped the officer's hand over



the stick. "Raise that stick," he said
quietly, "and I'll assuredly beat out your
brains with it." He smiled calmly into
the captain's bulging eyes. The captain
was a strong man. He threw every ounce
of his strength into the effort to bring up
his arm, to pull free of the old man's
grasp. The crowd of customers, the
squad of police, stood silently, staring,
uncertain of what was going on. Retief
stood steady; the officer strained,
reddened. The old man's arm was like
cast steel.

"I see you are using your head,
Captain," Retief said. "Your decision
not to attempt to employ force against a
peer was an intelligent one." The cop
understood. He was being offered an



opportunity to save a little face. He
relaxed slowly.

"Very well, uh, sir," he said stiffly. "I
will assume you can establish your
identity properly; kindly call at the
commandant's office in the morning."
Retief released his hold and the officer
hustled his men out, shoving the
complaining Ensign ahead. Fitzraven
caught Retief's eye and grinned.

"Empty pride is a blade with no hilt,"
he said. "A humble man would have
yelled for help."

Retief turned to the barman. "Drinks
for all," he called. A happy shout
greeted this announcement. They had all
enjoyed seeing the police outfaced.

"The cops don't seem to be popular



here," the old man said. Fitzraven
sniffed. "A law-abiding subject parks
illegally for five minutes, and they are
on him like flies after dead meat; but let
his car be stolen by lawless hoodlums—
they are nowhere to be seen."

"That has a familiar sound," Retief
said. He poured out a tumbler of vodka,
looked at Fitzraven.

"Tomorrow," he said. "A big day." A
tall blond young man near the door
looked after him with bitter eyes.

"All right, old man," he muttered.
"We'll see then."

* * *
The noise of the crowd came to

Retief's ears as a muted rumble through
the massive pile of the amphitheater



above. A dim light filtered from the low-
ceilinged corridor into the cramped
office of the assistant Master of the
Games.

"If you know your charter," Retief
said, "you will recall that a Battle
Commander enjoys the right to observe
the progress of the games from the
official box. I claim that privilege."

"I know nothing of this," the
cadaverous official replied impatiently.
"You must obtain an order from the
Master of the Games before I can listen
to you." He turned to another flunkey,
opened his mouth to speak. A hand
seized him by the shoulder, lifted him
bodily from his seat. The man's mouth
remained open in shock.



Retief held the stricken man at arm's
length, then drew him closer. His eyes
blazed into the gaping eyes of the other.
His face was white with fury.

"Little man," he said in a strange,
harsh voice, "I go now with my groom to
take my place in the official box. Read
your Charter well before you interfere
with me—and your Holy Book as well."
He dropped the fellow with a crash, saw
him slide under the desk. No one made a
sound. Even Fitzraven looked pale. The
force of the old man's rage had been like
a lethal radiation crackling in the room.

The squire followed as Retief strode
off down the corridor. He breathed
deeply, wiping his forehead. This was
some old man he had met this year, for



sure!
Retief slowed, turning to wait for

Fitzraven. He smiled ruefully. "I was
rough on the old goat," he said. "But
officious pipsqueaks sting me like
deerflies."

They emerged from the gloom of the
passage into a well-situated box, to the
best seats in the front row. Retief stared
at the white glare and roiled dust of the
arena, the banked thousands of faces
looming above, and a sky of palest blue
with one tiny white cloud. The
gladiators stood in little groups, waiting.
A strange scene, Retief thought. A scene
from dim antiquity, but real, complete
with the odors of fear and excitement,
the hot wind that ruffled his hair, the



rumbling animal sound from the thousand
throats of the many-headed monster. He
wondered what it was they really
wanted to see here today. A triumph of
skill and courage, a reaffirmation of
ancient virtues, the spectacle of men
who laid life on the gaming table and
played for a prize called glory—or was
it merely blood and death they wanted?

It was strange that this archaic ritual
of the blood tournament, combining the
features of the Circus of Caesar, the
joust of Medieval Terran Europe, the
Olympic Games, a rodeo, and a six-day
bicycle race should have come to hold
such an important place in a modern
culture, Retief thought. In its present
form it was a much-distorted version of



the traditional Tournament of the Lily,
through whose gauntlet the nobility of the
old Empire had come. It had been a
device of harsh enlightenment to insure
and guarantee to every man, once every
year, the opportunity to prove himself
against others whom society called his
betters. Through its discipline, the
humblest farm lad could rise by degrees
to the highest levels in the Empire. For
the original Games had tested every
facet of a man, from his raw courage to
his finesse in strategy, from his depths of
endurance under mortal stress to the
quickness of his intellect, from his
instinct for truth to his wiliness in
eluding a complex trap of violence.

In the two centuries since the fall of



the Empire, the Games had gradually
become a tourist spectacle, a free-for-
all, a celebration—with the added spice
of danger for those who did not shrink
back, and fat prizes to a few determined
finalists. The Imperial Charter was still
invoked at the opening of the Games, the
old Code reaffirmed; but there were few
who knew or cared what the Charter and
Code actually said, what terms existed
there. The popular mind left such details
to the regents of the tourney. And in
recent months, with the once sought-after
tourists suddenly and inexplicably turned
away, it seemed the Games were being
perverted to a purpose even less
admirable . . .

Well, thought Retief, perhaps I'll bring



some of the fine print into play, before
I'm done.

* * *
Bugle blasts sounded beyond the high

bronze gate. Then with a heavy clang it
swung wide and a nervous official
stepped out nodding jerkily to the front
rank of today's contenders.

The column moved straight out across
the field, came together with other
columns to form a square before the
Imperial box. High above, Retief saw
banners fluttering, a splash of color from
the uniforms of ranked honor guards. The
Emperor himself was here briefly to
open the Tournament. Across the field
the bugles rang out again; Retief
recognized the Call to Arms and the



Imperial Salute. Then an amplified voice
began the ritual reading of the Terms of
the Day.

" . . . by the clement dispensation of
his Imperial Majesty, to be conducted
under the convention of Fragonard, and
there being none dissenting . . ." The
voice droned on.

It finished at last, and referees moved
to their positions. Retief looked at
Fitzraven. "The excitement's about to
begin." Referees handed out heavy
whips, gauntlets and face shields. The
first event would be an unusual one.

Retief watched as the yellow-haired
combatant just below the box drew on
the heavy leather glove which covered
and protected the left hand and forearm,



accepted the fifteen-foot lash of braided
oxhide. He flipped it tentatively, laying
the length out along the ground and
recalling it with an effortless turn of the
wrist, the frayed tip snapping like a
pistol shot. The thing was heavy, Retief
noted, and clumsy; the leather had no life
to it. The box had filled now; no one
bothered Retief and the squire. The
noisy crowd laughed and chattered,
called to acquaintances in the stands and
on the field below.

A bugle blasted peremptorily nearby,
and white-suited referees darted among
the milling entrants, shaping them into
groups of five. Retief watched the blond
youth, a tall frowning man, and three
others of undistinguished appearance.



Fitzraven leaned toward him. "The
cleverest will hang back and let the
others eliminate each other," he said in a
low voice, "so that his first encounter
will be for the set."

Retief nodded. A man's task here was
to win his way as high as possible;
every stratagem was important. He saw
the blond fellow inconspicuously edge
back as a hurrying referee paired off the
other four, called to him to stand by, and
led the others to rings marked off on the
dusty turf. A whistle blew suddenly, and
over the arena the roar of sound changed
tone. The watching crowd leaned
forward as the hundreds of keyed-up
gladiators laid on their lashes in frenzied
effort. Whips cracked, men howled, feet



shuffled; here the crowd laughed as
some clumsy fellow sprawled, yelping;
there they gasped in excitement as two
surly brutes flogged each other in all-out
offense.

Retief saw the tip of one man's whip
curl around his opponents' ankle, snatch
him abruptly off his feet. The other pair
circled warily, rippling their lashes
uncertainly. One backed over the line
unnoticing and was led away
expostulating, no blow having been
struck.

The number on the field dwindled
away to half within moments. Only a few
dogged pairs, now bleeding from cuts,
still contested the issue. A minute longer
and the whistle blew as the last was



settled. The two survivors of the group
below paired off now, and as the whistle
blasted again, the tall fellow, still
frowning, brought the other to the ground
with a single sharp flick of the lash.
Retief looked him over. This was a man
to watch.

More whistles, and a field now
almost cleared; only two men left out of
each original five; the blond moved out
into the circle, stared across at the other.
Retief recognized him suddenly as the
fellow who had challenged him outside
the gate, over the spilled fruit. So he had
followed through the arch.

* * *
The final whistle sounded and a hush

fell over the watchers. Now the shuffle



of feet could be heard clearly, the
hissing breath of the weary fighters, the
creak and slap of leather.

The blond youth flipped his lash out
lightly, saw it easily evaded, stepped
aside from a sharp counterblow. He
feinted, reversed the direction of his
cast, and caught the other high on the
chest as he dodged aside. A welt
showed instantly. He saw a lightning-
fast riposte on the way, sprang back. The
gauntlet came up barely in time. The lash
wrapped around the gauntlet, and the
young fellow seized the leather, hauled
sharply. The other stumbled forward.
The blond brought his whip across the
fellow's back in a tremendous slamming
blow that sent a great fragment of torn



shirt flying. Somehow the man stayed on
his feet, backed off, circled. His
opponent followed up, laying down one
whistling whipcrack after another, trying
to drive the other over the line. He had
hurt the man with the cut across the back,
and now was attempting to finish him
easily. He leaned away from a sluggish
pass, and then Retief saw agony explode
in his face as a vicious cut struck home.
The blond youth reeled in a drunken
circle, out on his feet.

Slow to follow up, the enemy's lash
crashed across the circle; the youth,
steadying quickly, slipped under it,
struck at the other's stomach. The leather
cannoned against the man, sent the
remainder of his shirt fluttering in a



spatter of blood. With a surge of
shoulder and wrist that made the muscles
creak, the blond reversed the stroke,
brought the lash back in a vicious cut
aimed at the same spot. It struck,
smacking with a wet explosive crack.
And he struck again, again, as the fellow
tottered back, fell over the line.

The winner went limp suddenly,
staring across at the man who lay in the
dust, pale now, moving feebly for a
moment, then slackly still. There was a
great deal of blood, and more blood.
Retief saw with sudden shock that the
man was disemboweled. That boy,
thought Retief, plays for keeps. The next
two events constituting the First Day
trials were undistinguished exhibitions



of a two-handed version of an old
American Indian wrestling and a brief
bout of fencing with blunt-tipped
weapons. Eighty men were certified for
the Second Day before noon, and Retief
and Fitzraven were back in the inn room
a few minutes later. "Take some time off
now while I catch up on my rest," Retief
said. "Have some solid food ready when
I wake." Then he retired for the night.

* * *
With his master breathing heavily in a

profound sleep, the squire went down to
the common room and found a table at
the back, ordered a mug of strong ale,
and sat alone, thinking.

This was a strange one he had met this
year. He had seen at once that he was no



idler from some high-pressure world,
trying to lose himself in a fantasy of the
old days. And no more was he a
Northroyalan; there was a grim force in
him, a time-engraved stamp of power
that was alien to the neat well-ordered
little world. And yet there was no doubt
that there was more in him of the true
Cavalier than in a Fragonard-born
courtier. He was like some ancient
warrior noble from the days of the
greatness of the Empire. By the two
heads, the old man was strange, and
terrible in anger!

Fitzraven listened to the talk around
him.

"I was just above," a blacksmith at the
next table was saying. "He gutted the



fellow with the lash! It was monstrous!
I'm glad I'm not one of the fools who
want to play at warrior. Imagine having
your insides drawn out by a rope of dirty
leather!"

"The games have to be tougher now,"
said another. "We've lain dormant here
for two centuries, waiting for something
to come—some thing to set us on our
way again to power and wealth. . . ."

"Thanks, I'd rather go on living quietly
as a smith and enjoying a few of the
simple pleasures—there was no glory in
that fellow lying in the dirt with his belly
torn open, you can be sure of that."

"There'll be more than torn bellies to
think about, when we mount a battle fleet
for Grimwold and Tania," said another.



"The Emperor has returned," snapped
the warlike one. "Shall we hang back
where he leads?"

The smith muttered. "His is a tortured
genealogy, by my judgment. I myself
trace my ancestry by three lines into the
old Palace at Lily."

"So do we all. All the more reason
we should support our Emperor."

"We live well here; we have no
quarrel with other worlds. Why not
leave the past to itself?"

"Our Emperor leads; we will follow.
If you disapprove, enter the Lily
Tournament next year and win a high
place; then your advice will be
respected."

"No thanks. I like my insides to stay



on the inside." Fitzraven thought of
Retief. The old man had said that he held
his rank in his own right, citing no
genealogy. That was strange indeed. The
Emperor had turned up only a year ago,
presenting the Robe, the Ring, the Seal,
the crown jewels, and the Imperial Book
which traced his descent through five
generations from the last reigning
Emperor of the Old Empire. How could
it be that Retief held a commission in his
own right, dated no more than thirty
years ago? And the rank of Battle
Commander. That was a special rank,
Fitzraven remembered, a detached rank
for a distinguished noble and officer of
proven greatness, assigned to no one
unit, but dictating his own activities.



Either Retief was a fraud . . . but
Fitzraven pictured the old man, his
chiseled features that time had not
disguised, his soldier's bearing, his
fantastic strength, his undoubtedly
authentic equipage. Whatever the
explanation, he was a true knight. That
was enough.

* * *
Retief awoke refreshed, and ravenous.

A great rare steak and a giant tankard of
autumn ale were ready on the table. He
ate, ordered more and ate again. Then he
stretched, shook himself, no trace of
yesterday's fatigue remaining. His
temper was better, too, he realized. He
was getting too old to exhaust himself.

"It's getting late, Fitzraven," he said.



"Let's be going." They arrived at the
arena and took their places in the official
box in time to watch the first event, a
cautious engagement with swords.

* * *
After four more events and three

teams of determined but colorless
competition, only a dozen men were left
on the field awaiting the next event,
including the tall blond youth whom
Retief had been watching since he had
recognized him. He himself, he
reflected, was the reason for the man's
presence here; and he had acquitted
himself well. Retief saw a burly warrior
carrying a two-handed sword paired off
now against the blond youth. The fellow
grinned as he moved up to face the other.



This would be a little different, the
agent thought, watching; this fellow was
dangerous. Yellow-hair moved in, his
weapon held level across his chest. The
big man lashed out suddenly with the
great sword, and the other jumped back,
then struck backhanded at his opponent's
shoulder, nicked him lightly, sliding
back barely in time to avoid a return
swing. The still grinning man moved in,
the blade chopping the air before him in
a whistling figure-eight. He pressed his
man back, the blade never pausing.
There was no more room; the blond
fellow jumped sideways, dropping the
point of his sword in time to intercept a
vicious cut. He backstepped; he couldn't
let that happen again. The big man was



very strong. The blade was moving
again now, the grin having faded a little.
He'll have to keep away from him, keep
circling, Retief thought. The big fellow's
pattern is to push his man back to the
edge, then pick him off as he tries to
sidestep. He'll have to keep space
between them.

The fair-haired man backed, watching
for an opening. He jumped to the right,
and as the other shifted to face him,
leaped back to the left and catching the
big man at the end of his reach to the
other side, slashed him across the ribs
and kept moving. The man roared,
twisting around in vicious cuts at the
figure that darted sideways, just out of
range. Then the blond brought his



claymore across in a low swing that
struck solidly across the back of the
other's legs, with a noise like a butcher
separating ribs with a cleaver.

Like a marionette with his strings cut,
the man folded to his knees, sprawled.
The other man stepped back, as
surgeons' men swarmed up to tend the
fallen fighter. There were plenty of them
available now; so far the casualties had
been twice normal. On the other mounds
in view, men were falling. The faint-
hearted had been eliminated; the men
who were still on their feet were
determined, or desperate. There would
be no more push-overs.

"Only about six left," Fitzraven
called.



"This has been a rather unusual
tournament so far," Retief said. "That
young fellow with the light hair seems to
be playing rough, forcing the pace."

"I have never seen such a businesslike
affair," Fitzraven said. "The weak-
disposed have been frightened out, and
the fighters cut down with record speed.
At this rate there will be none left for the
Third Day." There was delay on the
field, as referees and other officials
hurried back and forth; then an
announcement boomed out. The Second
Day was officially concluded. The six
survivors would be awarded Second
Day certificates, and would be eligible
for the Third and Last Day tomorrow.
Retief and Fitzraven left the box, made



their way through the crowd back to the
inn.

"See that Danger-by-Night is well fed
and exercised," Retief said to the squire.
"And check over all of my gear
thoroughly. I wish to put on my best
appearance tomorrow; it will doubtless
be my last outing of the kind for some
time."

Fitzraven hurried away to tend his
chores, while Retief ascended to his
room to pore over the contents of his
dispatch case far into the night.

* * *
The Third Day had dawned gray and

chill, and an icy wind whipped across
the arena. The weather had not
discouraged the crowd, however. The



stands were packed and the overflow of
people stood in the aisles, perched high
on the back walls, crowding every
available space. Banners flying from the
Imperial box indicated the presence of
the royal party. This was the climactic
day. The field, by contrast, was almost
empty; two of the Second Day winners
had not reentered for today's events,
having apparently decided that they had
had enough honor for one year. They
would receive handsome prizes, and
respectable titles; that was enough. The
four who had come to the arena today to
stake their winning and their lives on
their skill at arms would be worth
watching, Retief thought. There was the
blond young fellow, still unmarked; a



great swarthy ruffian; a tall broad man of
perhaps thirty; and a squat bowlegged
fellow with enormous shoulders and
long arms. They were here to win or die.
From the officials' box Retief and
Fitzraven had an excellent view of the
arena, where a large circle had been
marked out. The officials seated nearby
had given them cold glances as they
entered, but no one had attempted to
interfere. Apparently, they had accepted
the situation. Possibly, Retief thought,
they had actually studied the Charter. He
hoped they had studied it carefully. It
would make things easier.
Announcements boomed, officials
moved about, fanfares blasted, while
Retief sat absorbed in thought. The scene



reminded him of things he had long
forgotten, days long gone, of his youth,
when he had studied the martial skills,
serving a long apprenticeship under his
world's greatest masters. It had been his
father's conviction that nothing so trained
the eye and mind and body as fencing,
judo, savate, and the disciplines of the
arts of offense, and defense.

He had abandoned a priceless
education when he had left his home to
seek his fortune in the mainstream of
galactic culture, but it had stood him in
good stead on more than one occasion.
An agent of the Corps could not afford to
let himself decline into physical
helplessness, and Retief had maintained
his skills as well as possible. He leaned



forward now, adjusting his binoculars as
the bugles rang out. Few in the crowd
were better qualified than Retief to
judge today's performance. It would be
interesting to see how the champions
handled themselves on the field.

* * *
The first event was about to begin, as

the blond warrior was paired off with
the bowlegged man. The two had been
issued slender foils, and now faced each
other, blades crossed. A final whistle
blew, and blade clashed on blade. The
squat man was fast on his feet, bounding
around in a semicircle before his taller
antagonist, probing his defense with
great energy. The blond man backed
away slowly, fending off the rain of



blows with slight motions of his foil. He
jumped back suddenly, and Retief saw a
red spot grow on his thigh. The apelike
fellow was more dangerous than he had
appeared.

Now the blond man launched his
attack, beating aside the weapon of the
other and striking in for the throat, only
to have his point deflected at the last
instant. The short man backed now,
giving ground reluctantly. Suddenly he
dropped into a grotesque crouch, and
lunged under the other's defense in a
desperate try for a quick kill. It was a
mistake; the taller man whirled aside;
and his blade flicked delicately once.
The bowlegged man slid out flat on his
face.



"What happened?" Fitzraven said,
puzzled. "I didn't see the stroke that
nailed him."

"It was very pretty," Retief said
thoughtfully, lowering the glasses.
"Under the fifth rib and into the heart."

Now the big dark man and the tall
broad fellow took their places. The
bugles and whistles sounded, and the
two launched a furious exchange, first
one and then the other forcing his enemy
back before losing ground in turn. The
crowd roared its approval as the two
stamped and thrust, parried and lunged.

"They can't keep up this pace
forever," Fitzraven said. "They'll have to
slow down."

"They're both good," Retief said.



"And evenly matched." Now the swarthy
fellow leaped back, switched the foil to
his left hand, then moved quickly in to
the attack. Thrown off his pace, the other
man faltered, let the blade nick him on
the chest, again in the arm. Desperate, he
backpedaled, fighting defensively now.
The dark man followed up his
advantage, pressing savagely, and a
moment later Retief saw a foot of bright
steel projecting startlingly from the tall
man's back. He took two steps, then
folded, as the foil was wrenched from
the dark man's hand. Wave upon wave of
sound rolled across the packed stands.
Never had they seen such an exhibition
as this! It was like the legendary battle
of the heroes of the Empire, the fighters



who had carried the Lily banner half
across the galaxy.

"I'm afraid that's all," Fitzraven said.
"These two can elect either to share the
victory of the Tourney now, or to
contend for sole honors, and in the
history of the Tournament on Northroyal,
there have never been fewer than three
to share the day."

"It looks as though this is going to be a
first time, then," Retief said.

"They're getting ready to square off."
Below on the field, a mass of officials

surrounded the dark man and the fair
one, while the crowd outdid itself. Then
a bugle sounded in an elaborate salute.

"That's it," Fitzraven said excitedly.
"Heroes' Salute. They're going to do it."



"You don't know how glad I am to
hear that," Retief said.

"What will the weapon be?" the
squire wondered aloud.

"My guess is, something less deadly
than the foil," Retief replied.

* * *
Moments later the announcement

came. The two champions of the day
would settle the issue with bare hands.
This, thought Retief, would be something
to see.

The fanfares and whistles rang out
again, and the two men moved cautiously
together. The dark man swung an open-
handed blow, which smacked harmlessly
against the other's shoulder. An instant
later the blond youth feinted a kick,



instead drove a hard left to the dark
man's chin, staggering him. He followed
up, smashing two blows to the stomach,
then another to the head. The dark man
moved back, suddenly reached for the
blond man's wrist as he missed a jab,
whirled, and attempted to throw his
opponent. The blond man slipped aside,
and locked his right arm over the dark
man's head, seizing his own right wrist
with his left hand. The dark man twisted,
fell heavily on the other man, reaching
for a headlock of his own.

The two rolled in the dust, then broke
apart and were on their feet again. The
dark man moved in, swung an open-
handed slap which popped loudly
against the blond man's face. It was a



device, Retief saw, to enrage the man,
dull the edge of his skill.

The blond man refused to be rattled,
however; he landed blows against the
dark man's head, evaded another attempt
to grapple. It was plain that he preferred
to avoid the other's bearlike embrace.
He boxed carefully, giving ground,
landing a blow as the opportunity
offered. The dark man followed
doggedly, seemingly unaffected by the
pounding. Suddenly he leaped, took two
smashing blows full in the face, and
crashed against the blond man, knocking
him to the ground. There was a flying
blur of flailing arms and legs as the two
rolled across the turf, and as they came
to rest, Retief saw that the dark man had



gotten his break. Kneeling behind the
other, he held him in a rigid
stranglehold, his back and shoulder
muscles bulging with the effort of
holding his powerful adversary
immobilized.

"It's all over," Fitzraven said tensely.
"Maybe not," Retief replied. "Not if

he plays it right, and doesn't panic." The
blond man strained at the arm locked at
his throat, twisting it fruitlessly. Instinct
drove him to tear at the throttling grip,
throw off the smothering weight. But the
dark man's grip was solid, his position
unshakable. Then the blond stopped
struggling abruptly and the two seemed
as still as an image in stone. The crowd
fell silent, fascinated.



"He's given up," Fitzraven said.
"No; watch," Retief said. "He's

starting to use his head." The blond
man's arms reached up now, his hands
moving over the other's head, seeking a
grip. The dark man pulled his head in,
pressing against his victim's back, trying
to elude his grip. Then the hands found a
hold, and the blond man bent suddenly
forward, heaving with a tremendous
surge. The dark man came up, flipped
high, his grip slipping. The blond rose as
the other went over his head, shifted his
grip in midair, and as the dark man fell
heavily in front of him, the snap of the
spine could be heard loud in the
stillness. The battle was over, and the
blond victor rose to his feet amid a roar



of applause.
Retief turned to Fitzraven. "Time for

us to be going, Fitz," he said. The squire
jumped up. "As you command, sir; but
the ceremony is quite interesting. . . ."

"Never mind that; let's go." Retief
moved off, Fitzraven following, puzzled.

* * *
Retief descended the steps inside the

stands, turned and started down the
corridor.

"This way, sir," Fitzraven called.
"That leads to the arena."

"I know it," Retief said. "That's where
I'm headed." Fitzraven hurried up
alongside. What was the old man going
to do now?

"Sir," he said, "no one may enter the



arena until the tourney has been closed,
except the gladiators and the officials. I
know this to be an unbreakable law."

"That's right, Fitz," Retief said.
"You'll have to stop at the grooms'

enclosure."
"But you, sir," Fitzraven gasped . . .
"Everything's under control," Retief

said. "I'm going to challenge the
champion."

* * *
In the Imperial box, the Emperor

Rolan leaned forward, fixing his
binoculars on a group of figures at the
officials' gate. There seemed to be some
sort of disturbance there. This was a
piece of damned impudence, just as the
moment had arrived for the Imperial



presentation of the Honors of the Day.
The Emperor turned to an aide.

"What the devil's going on down
there?" he snapped. The courtier
murmured into a communicator, listened.

"A madman, Imperial Majesty," he
said smoothly. "He wished to challenge
the champion."

"A drunk, more likely," Rolan said
sharply. "Let him be removed at once.
And tell the Master of the Games to get
on with the ceremony!" The Emperor
turned to the slim dark girl at his side.

"Have you found the Games
entertaining, Monica?"

"Yes, sire," she replied
unemotionally.

"Don't call me that, Monica," he said



testily. "Between us there is no need for
formalities."

"Yes, Uncle," the girl said.
"Damn it, that's worse," he said. "To

you I am simply Rolan." He placed his
hand firmly on her silken knee. "And
now if they'll get on with this tedious
ceremony, I should like to be on the way.
I'm looking forward with great pleasure
to showing you my estates at Snowdahl."
The Emperor drummed his fingers,
stared down at the field, raised the
glasses only to see the commotion again.

"Get that fool off the field," he
shouted, dropping the glasses. "Am I to
wait while they haggle with this idiot?
It's insufferable. . . ." Courtiers scurried,
while Rolan glared down from his seat.



Below, Retief faced a cluster of irate
referees. One, who had attempted to haul
Retief bodily backward, was slumped
on a bench, attended by two surgeons.

"I claim the right to challenge, under
the Charter," Retief repeated. "Nobody
here will be so foolish, I hope, as to
attempt to deprive me of that right, now
that I have reminded you of the justice of
my demand."

* * *
From the control cage directly below

the Emperor's high box, a tall seam-
faced man in black breeches and jacket
emerged, followed by two armed men.
The officials darted ahead, stringing out
between the two, calling out. Behind
Retief, on the other side of the barrier,



Fitzraven watched anxiously. The old
man was full of surprises, and had a way
of getting what he wanted; but even if he
had the right to challenge the Champion
of the Games, what purpose could he
have in doing so? He was as strong as a
bull, but no man his age could be a
match for the youthful power of the
blond fighter. Fitzraven was worried; he
was fond of this old warrior. He would
hate to see him locked behind the steel
walls of Fragonard Keep for thus
disturbing the order of the Lily
Tournament. He moved closer to the
barrier, watching.

The tall man in black strode through
the chattering officials, stopped before
Retief, motioned his two guards



forward.
He made a dismissing motion toward

Retief. "Take him off the field," he said
brusquely. The guards stepped up, laid
hands on Retief's arms. He let them get a
grip, then suddenly stepped back and
brought his arms together. The two men
cracked heads, stumbled back. Retief
looked at the black-clad man.

"If you are the Master of the Games,"
he said clearly, "you are well aware that
a decorated battle officer has the right of
challenge, under the Imperial Charter. I
invoke that prerogative now, to enter the
lists against the man who holds the
field."

"Get out, you fool," the official
hissed, white with fury. "The Emperor



himself has commanded—"
"Not even the Emperor can override

the Charter, which predates his authority
by four hundred years," Retief said
coldly. "Now do your duty."

"There'll be no more babble of duties
and citing of technicalities while the
Emperor waits," the official snapped.
He turned to one of the two guards, who
hung back now, eyeing Retief. "You
have a pistol; draw it. If I give the
command, shoot him between the eyes."

Retief reached up and adjusted a tiny
stud set in the stiff collar of his tunic. He
tapped his finger lightly against the
cloth. The sound boomed across the
arena. A command microphone of the
type authorized a Battle Commander was



a very effective device.
* * *
"I have claimed the right to challenge

the champion," he said slowly. The
words rolled out like thunder. "This
right is guaranteed under the Charter to
any Imperial battle officer who wears
the Silver Star." The Master of the
Games stared at him aghast. This was
getting out of control. Where the devil
had the old man gotten a microphone and
a PA system? The crowd was roaring
now like a gigantic surf. This was
something new!

Far above in the Imperial box the tall
gray-eyed man was rising, turning
toward the exit. "The effrontery," he said
in a voice choked with rage. "That I



should sit awaiting the pleasure . . ."
The girl at his side hesitated, hearing

the amplified voice booming across the
arena.

"Wait, Rolan," she said. "Something
is happening. . . ." The man looked back.
"A trifle late," he snapped.

"One of the contestants is disputing
something," she said. "There was an
announcement—something about an
Imperial officer challenging the
champion."

The Emperor Rolan turned to an aide
hovering nearby.

"What is this nonsense?"
The courtier bowed. "It is merely a

technicality, Majesty. A formality
lingering on from earlier times."



"Be specific," the Emperor snapped.
The aide lost some of his aplomb.

"Why, it means, ah, that an officer of the
Imperial forces holding a battle
commission and certain high decorations
may enter the lists at any point, without
other qualifying conditions. A provision
never invoked under modern . . ."

The Emperor turned to the girl. "It
appears that someone seeks to turn the
entire performance into a farcical affair,
at my expense," he said bitterly.

"We shall see just how far—"
"I call on you, Rolan," Retief's voice

boomed, "to enforce the Code."
"What impertinence is this?" Rolan

growled. "Who is the fool at the
microphone?"



The aide spoke into his
communicator, listened.

"An old man from the crowd, sire. He
wears the insignia of a Battle
Commander, and a number of
decorations, including the Silver Star.
According to the Archivist, he has the
legal right to challenge."

"I won't have it," Rolan snapped. "A
fine reflection on me that would be.
Have them take the fellow away; he's
doubtless crazed." He left the box,
followed by his entourage.

"Rolan," the girl said, "wasn't that the
way the Tourneys were, back in the days
of the Empire?"

"These are the days of the Empire,
Monica. And I am not interested in what



used to be done. This is today. Am I to
present the spectacle of a doddering old
fool being hacked to bits, in my name? I
don't want the timid to be shocked by
butchery. It might have unfortunate
results for my propaganda program. I'm
currently emphasizing the glorious
aspects of the coming war, not the sordid
ones. There has already been too much
bloodshed today; an inauspicious omen
for my expansion plan."

* * *
On the field below, the Master of the

Games stepped closer to Retief. He felt
the cold eyes of the Emperor himself
boring into his back. This old devil
could bring about his ruin. . . .

"I know all about you," he snarled.



"I've checked on you, since you forced
your way into an official area; I
interviewed two officers . . . you
overawed them with glib talk and this
threadbare finery you've decked yourself
in. Now you attempt to ride rough-shod
over me. Well, I'm not so easily thrust
aside. If you resist arrest any further, I'll
have you shot where you stand!" Retief
drew his sword.

"In the name of the Code you are
sworn to serve," he said, his voice
ringing across the arena. "I will defend
my position." He reached up and flipped
the stud at his throat to full pick-up.

"To the Pit with your infernal Code!"
bellowed the Master, and blanched in
horror as his words boomed sharp and



clear across the field to the ears of a
hundred thousand people. He stared
around, then whirled back to Retief.

"Fire," he screamed.
A pistol cracked, and the guard spun,

dropped. Fitzraven held the tiny power
gun leveled across the barrier at the
other guard. "What next, sir?" he asked
brightly.

The sound of the shot, amplified,
smashed deafeningly across the arena,
followed by a mob roar of excitement,
bewilderment, shock. The group around
Retief stood frozen, staring at the dead
man. The Master of the Games made a
croaking sound, eyes bulging. The
remaining guard cast a glance at the
pistol, then turned and ran.



* * *
There were calls from across the

field; then a troop of brown-uniformed
men emerged from an entry, trotted
toward the group. The officer at their
head carried a rapid-fire shock gun in
his hand. He waved his squad to a halt
as he reached the fringe of the group. He
stared at Retief's drab uniform, glanced
at the corpse. Retief saw that the officer
was young, determined-looking, wearing
the simple insignia of a Battle Ensign.
The Master of the Games found his
voice. "Arrest this villain!" he
screeched, pointing at Retief. "Shoot the
murderer!"

The ensign drew himself to attention,
saluted crisply.



"Your orders, sir," he said.
"I've told you!" the Master howled.

"Seize this malefactor!" The ensign
turned to the black-clad official.
"Silence, sir, or I shall be forced to
remove you," he said sharply. He looked
at Retief. "I await the Commander's
orders."

Retief smiled, returned the young
officer's salute with a wave of his
sword, then sheathed it. "I'm glad to see
a little sense displayed here, at last,
Battle Ensign," he said. "I was beginning
to fear I'd fallen among Concordiatists."

The outraged Master began an
harangue which was abruptly silenced
by two riot police. He was led away,
protesting. The other officials



disappeared like a morning mist,
carrying the dead guard.

"I've issued my challenge, Ensign,"
Retief said. "I wish it to be conveyed to
the champion-apparent at once." He
smiled. "And I'd like you to keep your
men around to see that nothing interferes
with the orderly progress of the Tourney
in accordance with the Charter in its
original form." The ensign's eyes
sparkled. Now here was a battle officer
who sounded like a fighting man; not a
windbag like the commandant of the
Household Regiment from whom the
ensign took his orders. He didn't know
where the old man came from, but any
battle officer outranked any civilian or
flabby barracks soldier, and this was a



Battle Commander, a general officer,
and of the Dragon Corps!

Minutes later, a chastened Master of
the Games announced that a challenge
had been issued. It was the privilege of
the champion to accept, or to refuse the
challenge if he wished. In the latter
event, the challenge would automatically
be met the following year.

"I don't know what your boys said to
the man," Retief remarked, as he walked
out to the combat circle, the ensign at his
left side and slightly to the rear, "but
they seem to have educated him
quickly."

"They can be very persuasive, sir,"
the young officer replied. They reached
the circle, stood waiting. Now, thought



Retief, I've got myself in the position
I've been working toward. The question
now is whether I'm still man enough to
put it over.

He looked up at the massed stands,
listening to the mighty roar of the crowd.
There would be no easy out for him
now. Of course, the new champion might
refuse to fight; he had every right to do
so, feeling he had earned his year's rest
and enjoyment of his winnings. But that
would be a defeat for Retief as final as
death on the dusty ground of the arena.
He had come this far by bluff, threat, and
surprise. He would never come this
close again.

It was luck that he had clashed with
this young man outside the gate,



challenged him to enter the lists. That
might give the challenge the personal
quality that would elicit an angry
acceptance. The champion was walking
toward Retief now, surrounded by
referees. He stared at the old man, eyes
narrowed. Retief returned the look
calmly.

"Is this dodderer the challenger?" the
blond youth asked scathingly. "It seems
to me I have met his large mouth
before?"

"Never mind my mouth, merchant,"
Retief said loudly. "It is not talk I offer
you, but the bite of steel."

The yellow-haired man reddened,
then laughed shortly. "Small glory I'd
win out of skewering you, old



graybeard."
"You'd get even less out of showing

your heels," Retief said.
"You will not provoke me into

satisfying your perverted ambition to die
here," the other retorted.

"It's interesting to note," Retief said,
"how a peasant peddler wags his tongue
to avoid a fight. Such rabble should not
be permitted on honorable ground." He
studied the other's face to judge how this
line of taunting was going on. It was
distasteful to have to embarrass the
young fellow; he seemed a decent sort.
But he had to enrage him to the point that
he would discard his wisdom and throw
his new-won prize on the table for yet
another cast of the dice. And his sore



point seemed to be mention of
commerce.

"Back to your cabbages, then, fellow,"
Retief said harshly, "before I whip you
there with the flat of my sword."

The young fellow looked at him,
studying him. His face was grim. "All
right," he said quietly. "I'll meet you in
the circle."

* * *
Another point gained, Retief thought,

as he moved to his position at the edge
of the circle. Now, if I can get him to
agree to fight on horseback . . . He
turned to a referee. "I wish to suggest
that this contest be conducted on
horseback—if the peddler owns a horse
and is not afraid." The point was



discussed between the referee and the
champion's attendants, with many
glances at Retief, and much waving of
arms. The official returned. "The
champion agrees to meet you by day or
by night, in heat or cold, on foot or
horseback."

"Good," said Retief. "Tell my groom
to bring out my mount." It was no idle
impulse which prompted this move.
Retief had no illusions as to what it
would take to win a victory over the
champion. He knew that his legs, while
good enough for most of the business of
daily life, were his weakest point. They
were no longer the nimble tireless limbs
that had once carried him up to meet the
outlaw Mal de Di alone in Bifrost Pass.



Nine hours later he had brought the
bandit's two-hundred-and-ten-pound
body down into the village on his back,
his own arm broken. He had been a mere
boy then, younger than this man he was
now to meet. He had taken up Mal de
Di's standing challenge to any unarmed
man who would come alone to the high
pass, to prove that he was not too young
to play a man's part. Perhaps now he
was trying to prove he was not too old. .
. . An official approached leading
Danger-by-Night. It took an expert to
appreciate the true worth of the great
gaunt animal, Retief knew. To the
uninitiated eye, he presented a sorry
appearance, but Retief would rather
have had this mount with the Imperial



brand on his side than a paddock full of
show horses.

A fat white charger was led out to the
blond champion. It looked like a strong
animal, Retief thought, but slow. His
chances were looking better, things were
going well.

A ringing blast of massed trumpets cut
through the clamor of the crowd. Retief
mounted, watching his opponent. A
referee came to his side, handed up a
heavy club, studded with long projecting
spikes. "Your weapon, sir," he said.

Retief took the thing. It was massive,
clumsy; he had never before handled
such a weapon. He knew no subtleties of
technique with this primitive bludgeon.
The blond youth had surprised him, he



admitted to himself, smiling slightly. As
the challenged party, he had the choice
of weapons, of course. He had picked an
unusual one.

Retief glanced across at Fitzraven,
standing behind the inner barrier, jaw
set, a grim expression on his face. That
boy, thought Retief, doesn't have much
confidence in my old bones holding out.

* * *
The whistle blew. Retief moved

toward the other man at a trot, the club
level at his side. He had decided to
handle it like a shortsword, so long as
that seemed practical. He would have to
learn by experience. The white horse
cantered past him swerving, and the
blond fellow whirled his club at Retief's



head. Automatically, Retief raised his
club, fended off the blow, cut at the
other's back, missed. This thing is too
short, Retief thought, whirling his horse.
I've got to get in closer. He charged at
the champion as the white horse was
still in midturn, slammed a heavy blow
against his upraised club, rocking the
boy; then he was past, turning again. He
caught the white horse shorter this time,
barely into his turn, and aimed a swing
at the man, who first twisted to face him,
then spurred, leaped away. Retief
pursued him, yelping loudly. Get him
rattled, he thought. Get him good and
mad!

The champion veered suddenly,
veered again, then reared his horse high,



whirling, to bring both forefeet down in
a chopping attack. Retief reined in, and
Danger-by-Night sidestepped
disdainfully, as the heavy horse crashed
down facing him.

That was a pretty maneuver, Retief
thought; but slow, too slow. His club
swung in an overhand cut; the white
horse tossed his head suddenly, and the
club smashed down across the animal's
skull. With a shuddering exhalation, the
beast collapsed, and the blond man
sprang clear.

* * *
Retief reined back, dismayed. He

hadn't wanted to kill the animal. He had
the right, now, to ride the man down
from the safety of the saddle. When



gladiators met in mortal combat, there
were no rules except those a man made
for himself. If he dismounted, met his
opponent on equal terms, the advantage
his horse had given him would be lost.
He looked at the man standing now,
facing him, waiting, blood on his face
from the fall. He thought of the job he
had set himself, the plan that hinged on
his victory here. He reminded himself
that he was old, too old to meet youth on
equal terms; but even as he did so, he
was reining the lean black stallion back,
swinging down from the saddle. There
were some things a man had to do,
whether logic was served or not. He
couldn't club the man down like a mad
dog from the saddle.



There was a strange expression on the
champion's face. He sketched a salute
with the club he held. "All honor to you,
old man," he said. "Now I will kill you."
He moved in confidently.

Retief stood his ground, raising his
club to deflect a blow, shifting an instant
ahead of the pattern of the blond man's
assault. There was a hot exchange as the
younger man pressed him, took a
glancing blow on the temple, stepped
back breathing heavily. This wasn't
going as he had planned. The old man
stood like a wall of stone, not giving an
inch; and when their weapons met, it
was like flailing at a granite boulder.
The young fellow's shoulder ached from
the shock. He moved sideways, circling



cautiously.
Retief moved to face him. It was risky

business, standing up to the attack, but
his legs were not up to any fancy
footwork. He had no desire to show his
opponent how stiff his movements were,
or to tire himself with skipping about.
His arms were still as good as any
man's, or better. They would have to
carry the battle.

The blond jumped in, swung a vicious
cut; Retief leaned back, hit out in a one-
handed blow, felt the club smack solidly
against the other's jaw. He moved now,
followed up, landed again on the
shoulder. The younger man backed,
shaking his head. Retief stopped, waited.
It was too bad he couldn't follow up his



advantage, but he couldn't chase the
fellow all over the arena. He had to save
his energy for an emergency. He
lowered his club, leaned on it. The
crowd noises waxed and waned,
unnoticed. The sun beat down in
unshielded whiteness, and fitful wind
moved dust across the field.

"Come back, peddler," he called. "I
want you to sample more of my wares."
If he could keep the man angry, he would
be careless; and Retief needed the
advantage.

* * *
The yellow-haired man charged

suddenly, whirling the club. Retief
raised his, felt the shock of the other's
weapon against his. He whirled as the



blond darted around him, shifted the club
to his left hand in time to ward off a
wild swing. Then the fingers of his left
hand exploded in fiery agony, and the
club flew from his grasp. His head
whirled, vision darkening, at the pain
from his smashed fingers. He tottered,
kept his feet, managed to blink away the
faintness, to stare at his hand. Two
fingers were missing, pulped,
unrecognizable. He had lost his weapon;
he was helpless now before the assault
of the other.

His head hummed harshly, and his
breath came like hot sand across an open
wound. He could feel a tremor start and
stop in his leg, and his whole left arm
felt as though it had been stripped of



flesh in a shredding machine. He had not
thought it would be as bad as this. His
ego, he realized, hadn't aged gracefully.

Now is the hour, old man, he thought.
There's no help for you to call on, no
easy way out. You'll have to look within
yourself for some hidden reserve of
strength and endurance and will; and you
must think well now, wisely, with a keen
eye and a quick hand, or lose your
venture. With a movement stiffened by
the racking pain-shock, he drew his
ceremonial dagger, a jewel-encrusted
blade ten inches long. At the least he
would die with a weapon in his hand
and his face to the enemy.

The blond youth moved closer, tossed
the club aside.



"Shall a peddler be less capable of
the beau geste than the arrogant knight?"
He laughed, drawing a knife from his
belt. "Is your head clear, old man?" he
asked. "Are you ready?"

"A gesture . . . you can . . . ill afford,"
Retief managed. Even breathing hurt. His
nerves were shrieking their message of
shock at the crushing of living flesh and
bone. His forehead was pale, wet with
cold sweat. The young fellow closed,
struck out, and Retief evaded the point
by an inch, stepped back. His body
couldn't stand pain as once it had, he
was realizing. He had grown soft,
sensitive. For too many years he had
been a Diplomat, an operator by
manipulation, by subtlety and finesse.



Now, when it was man to man, brute
strength against brute strength, he was
failing. But he had known when he
started that strength was not enough, not
without agility; it was subtlety he should
be relying on now, his skill at trickery,
his devious wit.

Retief caught a glimpse of staring
faces at the edge of the field, heard for a
moment the mob roar, and then he was
again wholly concentrated on the
business at hand.

He breathed deeply, struggling for
clear-headedness. He had to inveigle the
boy into a contest in which he stood a
chance. If he could put him on his mettle,
make him give up his advantage of
tireless energy, quickness . . .



"Are you an honest peddler, or a
dancing master?" Retief managed to
growl.

"Stand and meet me face to face."
The blond man said nothing, feinting

rapidly, then striking out. Retief was
ready, nicked the other's wrist.

"Gutter fighting is one thing," Retief
said. "But you are afraid to face the old
man's steel, right arm against right arm."
If he went for that, Retief thought, he was
even younger than he looked.

"I have heard of the practice," the
blond man said, striking at Retief,
moving aside from a return cut. "It was
devised for old men who did not wish to
be made ridiculous by more agile men. I
understand that you think you can



hoodwink me, but I can beat you at your
own game. . . ."

"My point awaits your pleasure,"
Retief said.

* * *
The younger man moved closer, knife

held before him. Just a little closer,
Retief thought. Just a little closer.

The blond man's eyes were on
Retief's. Without warning, Retief
dropped his knife and in a lightning
motion caught the other's wrist.

"Now struggle, little fish," he said. "I
have you fast." The two men stood chest
to chest, staring into each other's eyes.
Retief's breath came hard, his heart
pounded almost painfully. His left arm
was a great pulsating weight of pain.



Sweat ran down his dusty face into his
eyes. But his grip was locked solidly.
The blond youth strained in vain. With a
twist of his wrist Retief turned the blade,
then forced the youth's arm up. the
fellow struggled to prevent it, throwing
all his weight into his effort, fruitlessly.
Retief smiled.

"I won't kill you," he said, "but I will
have to break your arm. That way you
cannot be expected to continue the fight."

"I want no favors from you, old man,"
the youth panted.

"You won't consider this a favor until
the bones knit," Retief said. "Consider
this a fair return for my hand."

He pushed the arm up, then suddenly
turned it back, levered the upper arm



over his forearm, and yanked the
tortured member down behind the blond
man's back. The bones snapped audibly,
and the white-faced youth gasped,
staggered as Retief released him.

There were minutes of confusion as
referees rushed in, announcements rang
out, medics hovered, and the crowd
roared its satisfaction, after the fickle
nature of crowds. They were satisfied.

* * *
An official pushed through to Retief.

He wore the vivid colors of the Review
regiment. Retief reached up and set the
control on the command mike.

"I have the honor to advise you, sir,
that you have won the field, and the
honors of the day." He paused, startled



at the booming echoes, then went on. The
bystanders watched curiously, as Retief
tried to hold his concentration on the
man, to stand easily, while blackness
threatened to move in over him. The pain
from the crushed hand swelled and
focused, then faded, came again. The
great dry lungfuls of air he drew in
failed to dispel the sensation of
suffocation. He struggled to understand
the words that seemed to echo from a
great distance.

"And now in the name of the Emperor,
for crimes against the peace and order of
the Empire, I place you under arrest for
trial before the High Court at
Fragonard."

Retief drew a deep breath, gathered



his thoughts to speak.
"Nothing," he said, "could possibly

please me more."
* * *
The room was vast and ornate, and

packed with dignitaries, high officials,
peers of the Lily. Here in the great
chamber known as the Blue Vault, the
High Court sat in silent ranks, waiting.

The charges had been read, the
evidence presented. The prisoner,
impersonating a peer of the lily and an
officer of an ancient and honored Corps,
had flaunted the law of Northroyal and
the authority of the Emperor, capping his
audacity with murder, done by the hand
of his servant sworn. Had the prisoner
anything to say?



Retief, alone in the prisoner's box in
the center of the room, his arm heavily
bandaged and deadened with dope,
faced the court. This would be the
moment when all his preparations would
be put to the ultimate test. He had laid
long plans toward this hour. The
archives of the Corps were beyond
comparison in the galaxy, and he had
spent weeks there, absorbing every
detail of the facts that had been recorded
on the world of Northroyal, and on the
Old Empire which had preceded it. And
to the lore of the archives, he had added
facts known to himself, data from his
own wide experience. But would those
tenuous threads of tradition, hearsay,
rumor, and archaic record hold true



now? That was the gamble on which his
mission was staked. The rabbits had
better be in the hat.

He looked at the dignitaries arrayed
before him. It had been a devious route,
but so far he had succeeded; he had
before him the highest officials of the
world, the High Justices, the Imperial
Archivist, the official keepers of the
Charter and the Code, and of the
protocols and rituals of the tradition on
which this society was based. He had
risked everything on his assault on the
sacred stasis of the Tournament, but how
else could he have gained the ears of this
select audience, with all Northroyal
tuned in to hear the end of the drama that
a hundred thousand had watched build to



its shattering climax?
Now it was his turn to speak. It had

better be good.
"Peers of the realm," Retief said,

speaking clearly and slowly, "the basis
of the charges laid against me is the
assumption that I have falsified my
identity. Throughout, I have done no
more than exercise the traditional rights
of a general officer and of a Lilyan peer,
and, as befits a Cavalier, I have resisted
all attempts to deprive me of those
honored prerogatives. While it is
regrettable that the low echelon of
officials appears to be ignorant of the
status of a Lilyan Battle Commander, it
is my confident assumption that here,
before the ranking nobles of the



Northroyalan peerage, the justice of my
position will be recognized." As Retief
paused, a dour graybeard spoke up from
the Justices' bench.

"Your claims are incoherent to this
court. You are known to none of us; and
if by chance you claim descent from
some renegade who deserted his fellow
Cavaliers at the time of the Exile, you
will find scant honor among honest men
here. From this, it is obvious that you
delude yourself in imagining that you can
foist your masquerade on this court
successfully."

"I am not native to Northroyal," Retief
said, "nor do I claim to be. Nor am I a
descendant of renegades. Are you
gentlemen not overlooking the fact that



there was one ship which did not
accompany the Cavaliers into exile, but
escaped Concordiat surveillance and
retired to rally further opposition to the
invasion?"

* * *
There was a flurry of muttered

comment, putting together of heads, and
shuffling of papers. The High Justice
spoke.

"This would appear to be a reference
to the vessel bearing the person of the
Emperor Roquelle and his personal
suite. . . ."

"That is correct," Retief said.
"You stray farther than ever from the

credible," a justice snapped. "The entire
royal household accompanied the



Emperor Rolan on the happy occasion of
his rejoining his subject here at
Northroyal a year ago."

"About that event, I will have more to
say later," Retief said coolly. "For the
present, suffice it to say that I am a
legitimate descendant—"

"It does indeed not suffice to say!"
barked the High Justice. "Do you intend
to instruct this court as to what evidence
will be acceptable?"

"A figure of speech, Milord," Retief
said. "I am quite able to prove my
statement."

"Very well," said the High Justice.
"Let us see your proof, though I confess I
cannot conceive of a satisfactory one."

* * *



Retief reached down, unsnapped the
flat dispatch case at his belt, drew out a
document.

"This is my proof of my bona fides,"
he said. "I present it in evidence that I
have committed no fraud. I am sure that
you will recognize an authentic
commission-in-patent of the Emperor
Roquelle. Please note that the seals are
unbroken." He passed the paper over.

A page took the heavy paper, looped
with faded red ribbon and plastered with
saucer-sized seals, trotted over to the
Justices' bench and handed it up to the
High Justice. He took it, gazed at it,
turning it over, then broke the crumbling
seals. The nearby Justices leaned over to
see this strange exhibit. It was a heavily



embossed document of the Old Empire
type, setting forth genealogy and honors,
and signed in sprawling letters with the
name of an emperor two centuries dead,
sealed with his tarnished golden seal.
The Justices stared in amazement. The
document was worth a fortune.

"I ask that the lowermost paragraph be
read aloud," Retief said. "The
amendment of thirty years ago."

The High Justice hesitated, then
waved a page to him, handed down the
document. "Read the lowermost
paragraph aloud," he said. The page
read in a clear, well-trained voice.

"KNOW ALL MEN BY THESE
PRESENTS THAT WHEREAS: THIS
OUR LOYAL



SUBJECT AND
PEER OF THE
IMPERIAL LILY
JAME JARL
FREELORD OF THE

RETIEF; OFFICER IMPERIAL OF
THE GUARD; OFFICER OF BATTLE;
HEREDITARY LEGIONNAIRE OF
HONOR; CAVALIER OF THE LILY;
DEFENDER

OF SALIENT WEST; BY IMPERIAL
GRACE OFFICER OF THE SILVER
STAR; HAS

BY HIS GALLANTRY, FIDELITY



AND SKILL BROUGHT HONOR TO
THE

IMPERIAL LILY: AND WHEREAS
WE PLACE SPECIAL CONFIDENCE
AND

ESTEEM IN THIS SUBJECT AND
PEER: WE DO THEREFORE
APPOINT AND

COMMAND THAT
HE SHALL
FORTHWITH
ASSUME AND
HENCEFORTH



BEAR
THE HONORABLE RANK OF

BATTLE COMMANDER: AND THAT
HE SHALL BEAR

THE OBLIGATIONS
AND ENJOY THE
PRIVILEGES
APPERTAINING

THEREUNTO: AS SHALL HIS
HEIRS FOREVER."

There was a silence in the chamber as
the page finished reading. All eyes



turned to Retief, who stood in the box, a
strange expression on his face. The page
handed the paper back up to the High
Justice, who resumed his perusal.

"I ask that my retinal patterns now be
examined, and matched to those coded
on the amendment," Retief said. The
High Justice beckoned to a Messenger,
and the court waited a restless five
minutes until the arrival of an expert
who quickly made the necessary check.
He went to the Justice's bench, handed
up a report form, and left the courtroom.
The magistrate glanced at the form,
turned again to the document. Below
Roquelle's seal were a number of
amendments, each in turn signed and
sealed. The justices spelled out the



unfamiliar names.
"Where did you get this?" the High

Justice demanded uncertainly.
"It has been the property of my family

for nine generations," Retief replied.
Heads nodded over the document, gray
beards wagged.

"How is it," asked a Justice, that you
offer in evidence a document bearing
amendments validated by signatures and
seals completely unknown to us?

In order to impress this court, such a
warrant might well bear the names of
actual former emperors, rather than of
fictitious ones. I note the lowermost
amendment, purporting to be a
certification of high military rank dated
only thirty years ago, is signed



`Ronare.'"
"I was at that time attached to the

Imperial Suite-in-Exile," Retief said. "I
commanded the forces of the Emperor
Ronare."

* * *
The High Justice and a number of

other members of the court snorted
openly.

"This impertinence will not further
your case," the old magistrate said
sharply. "Ronare, indeed. You cite a
nonexistent authority. At the alleged time
of issue of this warrant, the father of our
present monarch held the Imperial fief at
Trallend."

"At the time of the issue of this
document," Retief said in ringing tones,



"the father of your present ruler held
the bridle when the Emperor mounted!"

An uproar broke out from all sides.
The Master-at-arms pounded in vain for
silence. At length a measure of order
was restored by a gangly official who
rose and shouted for the floor. The roar
died down, and the stringy fellow, clad
in russet velvet with the gold chain of
the Master of the Seal about his neck,
called out, "Let the court find the traitor
guilty summarily and put an end to this
insupportable insolence. . . ."

"Northroyal has been the victim of
fraud," Retief said loudly in the
comparative lull. "But not on my part.
The man Rolan is an imposter."

* * *



A tremendous pounding of gavels and
staffs eventually brought the outraged
dignitaries to grim silence. The
Presiding Justice peered down at Retief
with doom in his lensed eyes. "Your
knowledge of the Lilyan tongue and of
the forms of court practice as well as the
identity of your retinal patterns with
those of the warrant tend to substantiate
your origin in the Empire. Accordingly,
this court is now disposed to recognize
in you that basest of offenders, a
renegade of the peerage." He raised his
voice. "Let it be recorded that one Jame
Jarl, a freelord of the Imperial Lily and
officer Imperial of the Guard has by his
own words disavowed his oath and his
lineage." The fiery old man glared



around at his fellow jurists. "Now let the
dog of a broken officer be sentenced!"

"I have proof of what I say," Retief
called out. "Nothing has been proven
against me. I have acted by the Code,
and by the Code I demand my hearing!"

"You have spurned the Code," said a
fat dignitary.

"I have told you that an usurper sits on
the Lily throne," Retief said. "If I can't
prove it, execute me."

There was an icy silence.
"Very well," said the High Justice.

"Present your proof."
"When the man, Rolan, appeared,"

Retief said, "he presented the Imperial
seal and ring, the ceremonial robe, the
major portion of the crown jewels, and



the Imperial Genealogy."
"That is correct."
"Was it noted, by any chance, that the

seal was without its chain, that the robe
was stained, that the most important of
the jewels, the ancient Napoleon
Emerald, was missing, that the ring bore
deep scratches, and that the lock on the
book had been forced?"

A murmur grew along the high
benches of the court. Intent eyes glared
down at Retief.

"And was it not considered strange
that the Imperial signet was not
presented by this would-be Emperor,
when that signet alone constitutes the
true symbol of the Empire?" Retief's
voice had risen to a thunderous



loudness.
The High Justice stared now with a

different emotion in his eyes.
"What do you know of these matters?"

he demanded, but without assurance.
Retief reached into a tiny leather bag

at his side, drew out something which he
held out for inspection.

"This is a broken chain," he said. "It
was cut when the seal was stolen from
its place in Suite-in-Exile." He placed
the heavy links on the narrow wainscot
before him. "This," he said, "is the
Napoleon Emerald, once worn by the
legendary Bonaparte in a ring. It is
unique in the galaxy, and easily proved
genuine." There was utter stillness now.
Retief placed a small key beside the



chain and the gem. "This key will open
the forced lock of the Imperial
Genealogical Record."

Retief brought out an ornately wrought
small silver casket and held it in view.

"The stains on the robe are the blood
of the Emperor Ronare, shed by the knife
of a murderer. The ring is scratched by
the same knife, used to sever the finger
in order to remove the ring." A murmur
of horrified comment ran around the
room now. Retief waited, letting all eyes
focus on the silver box in his hand. It
contained a really superb copy of the
Imperial Signet; like the chain, the key
and the emerald, the best that the science
of the Corps could produce, accurate
even in its internal molecular structure.



It had to be, if it were to have a chance
of acceptance. It would be put to the test
without delay, matched to an electronic
matrix with which it would, if
acceptable, resonate perfectly. The copy
had been assembled on the basis of some
excellent graphic records; the original
signet, as Retief knew, had been lost
irretrievably in a catastrophic palace
fire, a century and a half ago.

He opened the box, showed the
magnificent wine-red crystal set in
platinum. Now was the moment. "This is
the talisman which alone would prove
the falseness of the impostor Rolan,"
Retief said. "I call upon the honorable
High Court to match it to the matrix; and
while that is being done, I ask that the



honorable Justices study carefully the
genealogy included in the Imperial
patent which I have presented to the
court." A messenger was dispatched to
bring in the matrix while the Justices
adjusted the focus of their corrective
lenses and clustered over the document.
The chamber buzzed with tense
excitement. This was a fantastic
development indeed!

The High Justice looked up as the
massive matrix device was wheeled into
the room. He stared at Retief. "This
genealogy—" he began. A Justice
plucked at his sleeve, indicated the
machine, whispering something. The
High Justice nodded.

Retief handed the silver box down



carefully to a page, watched as the
chamber of the machine was opened, the
great crystal placed in position. He held
his breath as technicians twiddled
controls, studied dials, then closed a
switch. There was a sonorous musical
tone from the machine. The technician
looked up. "The crystal," he said, "does
match the matrix." Amid a burst of
exclamations which died as he faced the
High Justice, Retief spoke.

"My lords, peers of the Imperial
Lily," he said in a ringing voice, "know
by this signet that we, Retief, by the
grace of God Emperor, do now claim
our rightful throne."

And just as quickly as the
exclamations had died, they rose once



more—a mixture of surprise and awe.



EPILOGUE
"A brilliant piece of work, Mr.

Minister, and congratulations on your
promotion," the Ambassador-at-large
said warmly. "You've shown what
individualism and the unorthodox
approach can accomplish where the
academic viewpoint would consider the
situation hopeless."

"Thank you, Mr. Ambassador," Retief
replied, smiling. "I was surprised myself
when it was all over, that my gamble
paid off. Frankly, I hope I won't ever be
in a position again to be quite so
inventive."

"I don't mind telling you now," the
Ambassador said, "that when I saw



Magnan's report of your solo assignment
to the case, I seriously attempted to
recall you, but it was too late. It was a
nasty piece of business sending a single
agent in on a job with the wide
implications of this one. Mr. Magnan
had been under a strain, I'm afraid. He is
having a long rest now. .

. ."
Retief understood perfectly. His

former chief had gotten the axe, and he
himself had emerged clothed in virtue.
That was the one compensation of
desperate ventures; if you won, they paid
well. In his new rank, he had a long
tenure ahead. He hoped the next job
would be something complex and far
removed from Northroyal. He thought



back over the crowded weeks of his
brief reign there as Emperor. It had been
a stormy scene when the bitterly
resisting Rolan had been brought to face
the High Court. The man had been
hanged an hour before sunrise on the
following day, still protesting his
authenticity. That, at least, was a lie.
Retief was grateful that he had proof that
Rolan was a fraud, because he would
have sent him to the gallows on false
evidence even had he been the true heir.
His first act after his formal
enthronement had been the abolition in
perpetuity of the rite of the tourney, and
the formal cancellation of all
genealogical requirements for
appointments public or private. He had



ordered the release and promotion of the
Battle Ensign who had ignored Rolan's
arrest order and had been himself
imprisoned for his pains. Fitzraven he
had seen appointed to the Imperial War
College—his future assured.

Retief smiled as he remembered the
embarrassment of the young fellow who
had been his fellow-finalist in the
tourney. He had offered him satisfaction
on the field of honor as soon as his arm
healed, and had been asked in return for
forgetfulness of poor judgment. He had
made him a Captain of the Guard and a
peer of the realm. He had the spirit for
it. There had been much more to do, and
Retief's days had been crowded with the
fantastically complex details of



disengaging a social structure from the
crippling reactionary restraints of
ossified custom and hallowed tradition.
In the end, he had produced a fresh and
workable new constitution for the
kingdom which he hoped would set the
world on an enlightened and dynamic
path to a productive future.

* * *
The memory of Princess Monica

lingered pleasantly; a true princess of
the Lily, in the old tradition. Retief had
abdicated in her favor; her genealogy
had been studded with enough Imperial
forebears to satisfy the crustiest of the
Old Guard peerage; of course, it could
not compare with the handsome
document he had displayed showing his



own descent in the direct line through
seven—or was it eight—generations of
Emperors-in-exile from the lost monarch
of the beleaguered Lily Empire, but it
was enough to justify his choice. Rolan's
abortive usurpation had at least had the
effect of making the Northroyalans
appreciate an enlightened ruler. At the
last, it had not been easy to turn away
forever from the seat of Empire which
he so easily sat. It had not been lightly
that he had said good-by to the lovely
Monica, who had reminded him of
another dark beauty of long ago.

A few weeks in a modern hospital had
remedied the harsher after-effects of his
short career as a gladiator, and he was
ready now for the next episode that fate



and the Corps might have in store. But he
would not soon forget Northroyal. . . .

" . . . magnificent ingenuity," someone
was saying. "You must have assimilated
your indoctrination on the background
unusually thoroughly to have been able
to prepare in advance just those artifacts
and documents which would prove most
essential. And the technical skill in the
production itself. Remarkable. To think
that you were able to hoodwink the high
priests of the cult in the very sanctum
sanctorum."

"Merely the result of careful
research," Retief said modestly. "I found
all I needed on late developments,
buried in our files. The making of the
Signet was quite a piece of work; but



credit for that goes to our own
technicians."

"I was even more impressed by that
document," a young counselor said.

"What a knowledge of their
psychology and of technical detail that
required."

Retief smiled faintly. The others had
all gone into the hall now, amid a babble
of conversation. It was time to be going.
He glanced at the eager junior agent.

"No," he said, "I can't claim much
credit there. I've had that document for
many years; it, at least, was perfectly
genuine."


