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  Chapter One


  The Godstone


  What a godforsaken hole, Turtan thought.


  Tall and lean, he stood in his cloak and bright purple tunic gazing hopelessly out a window of the Overlord’s palace at the sand-blasted terrain of Sircon IV. The centuries-old scouting report he had read hadn’t lied. If anything, the deadness of the planet exceeded even official expectations. It was a barren husk, an exhausted relic of a dim, glorious past when its traders had spanned the stars and forged a vast federation of merchants. Now the traders were gone, doubtless to greener galaxies, and only the burned-out embers of a legend remained behind.


  He turned, hearing footsteps. The white-robed figure approaching with a staff differed from the holos he’d seen of other Sirconians only in being more wizened. Barely four feet tall, the alien’s impassive features reminded him of a monkey’s. Only the eyes, bright with intelligence, belied the simian effect.


  “His Imperial Majesty, Overlord Lucan the Four Thousand, Three Hundred and Tenth, has graciously consented to give you an audience.”


  Before Turtan could answer, the alien turned and shuffled off. Turtan hesitated before following, amused by the other’s pomposity. His Majesty has graciously consented… Yet the number of past Overlords gave him pause. Over four thousand? Even the imperial line in ancient Japan amounted to only a tiny fraction of such a number.


  Though he was nearly two meters tall, Turtan had to hurry to keep up with the small messenger. He passed through a maze of corridors winding around and around. For some reason, he felt he was retracing his past, perhaps to visit women he had loved in other centuries. An elusive perfume quickened his pulse. He remembered a dark-haired girl slipping into his room, her eyes bright with excitement.


  Turtan forced the past down and focused on the present. As he followed the twists and turns, he caught signs of decay no protocol could conceal. Crumbling ancient walls…an omnipresent smell of dust… His guide stopped so abruptly, Turtan almost ran into him.


  Turtan found himself in a vaulted, brightly lit chamber. Behind a massive, elaborate desk sat the diminutive Overlord, stroking his whiskers. On all sides, volumes of old-style books rose along the walls to an ornamented ceiling, which featured Sirconian warriors fighting reptilian foes. Though the place was impressive, it was not the throne room.


  The messenger cleared his throat with an air of importance and raised his staff, which he rapped three times against the stone floor.


  “His Imperial Majesty, Overlord Lucan the Four…”


  “Ah, fine, Pinyot. You may go now.”


  The Overlord, a beaming, younger version of the messenger, rose from his desk. He came forward in an ancient robe covered with faded symbols. “Inspector Turtan? Welcome to Sircon IV.”


  A tiny, fur-covered paw vigorously pumped Turtan’s hand, and he started to kneel. “Overlord Lucan, it gives me great—”


  “Now, there’ll be no ceremony,” the other piped, stopping him halfway to the floor. “No pomp or circumstance, if you don’t mind.” He guided Turtan to an ancient, padded chair. “I’m afraid you must forgive Pinyot,” the Overlord said. “His ancestors have been members of the Kurat Zeruston for nine kuans, and old habits die hard. Apparently, he thinks our empire’s coffers still ring with the sound of tribute. Or there is even an empire worthy of respect.”


  Turtan was surprised. From his experience, fallen potentates tended to gild their decline with ego and show; this one seemed impish, even self-mocking. He explored the Sirconian words for hidden meanings; however, Hypno-knowledge had its limitations. Kurat Zeruston referred only to the Overlord’s guards with a dash of mythical-religious significance thrown in. And a kuan was, let’s see…


  Twelve hundred standard years.


  “Please, do sit,” Lucan said, nearly hidden behind the ornate desk. Turtan smiled and complied, finding when he had done so, his view of his host was restricted to his face. Yes, indeed. Lucan looks like a regular little monkey.


  The chair—not a Vellian alloy as he had thought—molded itself closely to Turtan’s form. He stiffened.


  “Rest easily, my friend.” The Overlord chuckled. “Your chair is only an En-Zoid. I assure you, it’s quite harmless.”


  An En-Zoid. Ah yes, of course. The En-Zoid was a life form unique to Sircon IV and shaped itself around any object placed upon it. Hypno-knowledge did not take Turtan any further. Nervously he felt the chair’s dark, stirring surface, which was faintly warm.


  “I’ve never seen anything similar,” he said.


  His host smiled, obviously pleased. “It is unique, and if you let yourself relax, I believe you’ll find there’s nothing more comfortable in the universe. It’s a symbiotic life form, eons-old, and plays an important part in our planet’s ecology, harsh though it may be. I might add, it has a few miraculous traits. Ah, here’s Pinyot with refreshments!”


  Startled, Turtan saw Pinyot appear soundlessly beside him with a tray he placed on a small table. Where the hell did he come from? Opening an elaborate decanter, Pinyot filled two goblets, which he delivered first to the Overlord and then to Turtan.


  Lucan raised his glass. “I toast you, Inspector Turtan. In the words of my ancestors, ‘May there always be two moons in your sky!’”


  Turtan smiled warily and studied his glass. He loved wine, even considered himself a connoisseur. What, though, if this was poison? The shimmering green liquid dazzled the eye, and his mouth went dry. Pinyot was watching him. Had he poisoned it? No, Pinyot was only staring at him in outrage because he had defiled the Overlord’s dignity by sitting in his presence. It was foolish of him even to consider the possibility of betrayal. The Overlord would never dare kill an Inspector of the Cross. Such treachery would only bring other ships and the destruction of whatever empire he still had.


  The Overlord gazed at him in amusement. “Would you care to trade glasses, Inspector Turtan?”


  “No, Your Majesty.” Turtan raised the goblet and sipped while Pinyot departed. At first there was no effect. Soon, though, a soft fire seized his palate and spread outward. He relaxed, stretching his long legs.


  “Is it acceptable?” the Overlord asked.


  “Acceptable?” Hell, yes! “It’s exquisite.” He paused, determined to restrain himself. “Tell me, is it a Sirconian wine?”


  Lucan bowed his tiny brown head. “You honor me, sir. No, I regret it’s not from our planet. If it were, perhaps Sircon IV would still be the heart of an empire, rather than …” He waved at the arched chamber, his chin trembling. “Rather than a derelict, a bit of flotsam in space.”


  Turtan hesitated at the other’s emotion. “Where did the wine come from, Your Majesty?” he asked.


  Small, glittering eyes met his. “From one of the worlds we conquered and colonized long ago, only to have it leave us behind forever.”


  Shifting his weight, Turtan realized his “chair” was still molding itself to his body as if learning it. He took another sip of wine.


  “I’m afraid I’ve been a poor host,” the Overlord said. “Did you have a pleasant trip? No difficulties, I hope?”


  “None at all. There were a few meteor storms and a misbehaving reactor. The computer handled those easily.”


  “The computers handle everything?” the Overlord asked. “You don’t even have a skeleton crew?”


  “Skeleton crew? What for?”


  “Why, to insure nothing goes wrong.”


  “Your Majesty,” Turtan said, “we haven’t used crews since the Regency. Since only Inspectors travel in stasis, other personnel wouldn’t live long enough for protracted journeys. Besides, computers are far more efficient because they preclude human error. My voyage here was uneventful.” He smiled, wishing he were back on the Argo, programming it for his next destination. The ship, though, complete with camouflage screens, had gone into orbit two hundred klicks up, and he would not leave for two Terran weeks. Except for a personal override order, not even a direct strike on the planet itself by the enemy would make it descend. Dr. Glitch, the AI computer he had programmed, would never permit it.


  “Uneventful.” The Overlord smiled.


  “Is something—”


  “Forgive me,” Lucan replied. “You see, I know starships intellectually. Indeed, the Sirconian Empire could not have been established without them. I must confess, though, the concept of interstellar travel has always boggled my imagination. Your port of departure for Sircon IV, for example, was Alpha Encenalon. This is fifty light-years away!”


  “Yes, approximately.”


  “And even at maximum velocity, it must take…” Nictitating membranes rolled across his eyes as he computed.


  Turtan crossed his legs, feeling more comfortable in the chair. “It took one hundred and sixteen standard years to reach you.” He touched the communications band on his wrist, remembering Dr. Glitch’s soft voice giving him the time of transit.


  “I see. Pardon me, isn’t it all an awful strain? Imagine, to leave a place all alone, knowing everyone you know and love will be long dead before you even reach your destination. To know you’ll never see them again.”


  Turtan gazed out an oval casement window at a violent dust storm. How many friends had he left forever in his endless quest to find a weapon the Cross could use to win the war? How many times had he faded off into frozen sleep on board some missile to the stars, knowing while he slept, forever young, they would age and think of him with ancient memories? How many tearful women had he left, and how many infant sons and daughters had he kissed and cuddled for the last time, knowing he would never see them again? Indeed, how old was he now, not subjectively but in objective time?


  Three thousand, five hundred, seventy-three years.


  “It isn’t easy being an Inspector of the Cross, is it?” the Overlord said softly.


  Turtan snapped back, aware of his lapse and instantly suspicious. Was the Overlord trying to undermine his resolve and demoralize him? And if so, why? He steeled himself.


  “My position has its compensations,” he said.


  “Yes.” The Overlord nodded. “There’s immense wealth and fame, I’m sure, not to mention the patriotic satisfaction of knowing you’re serving your emperor. Still, I wonder. How must it feel to be forever out of time? To say goodbye to father, mother, and loved ones?”


  “As I said, there are compensations.” Turtan declined to mention Inspectors who took drugs or killed themselves to escape the great loneliness. Despite the assurances of imperial scientists, they were as far now as ever from creating a faster-than-light drive, and the consequences of sub-light speed treks over vast distances were staggering: few Inspectors lasted a millennium and a half. Why, he himself had already endured… He forced the pain away, remembering he had an assignment to perform. Hadn’t “wild goose chases” such as this (to use an archaic phrase) occasionally borne unexpected fruit? For example, five hundred years before, Inspector Hendon had discovered a plant on Anton that could be used to synthesize a supremely toxic nerve gas. Hadn’t it turned the tide against the Cenknife and brought victory after victory to the empire? True, the enemy had countered with a lethal discovery of their own, yet continued setbacks did not excuse Turtan’s slackness. Whether Sircon IV was a dust bowl or not, he was still an Inspector of the Cross.


  Turtan leaned forward, the En-Zoid adjusting to his new position. “Your Majesty, I’ve been sent to your world on an important matter.”


  “And what might it be?”


  “According to a report, Sircon IV harbors an artifact of unusual properties. I speak of the Tinwajeh Pillar or Monolith.”


  “The Godstone?” His host’s eyebrows arched in surprise. “My dear guest, I’m afraid you’ve wasted over a century for no purpose.”


  “Oh?”


  “Yes. The Godstone or Tinwajeh Pillar, Monolith, as you call it, is merely a superstitious relic, a myth fostered by a race of religious barbarians who have long since died out.” He spread his furry hands. “I’m afraid your empire has been misled.”


  Turtan took a sip of wine. Prolonged training and longer experience told him the Overlord was lying. His responses concerning the pillar had been too prompt, suggesting he had expected it to be mentioned. What was he hiding? And why had he called it ‘The Godstone’?


  The Overlord scoffed when asked. “Godstone? It’s purely a local term, Inspector Turtan. The barbarians worshipped it for some miraculous powers it was alleged to possess. Sheer fantasy.”


  “What kind of powers?” C’mon, you little monkey. Tell me.


  “I’m afraid I can’t say. As I said, it’s mere superstition.”


  And you, my friend, Turtan thought, are a damn poor liar. The scouting report on Sircon IV had said nothing concerning a dead race of barbarians. He decided to be more direct.


  “If it’s as frivolous as you say, Your Majesty, you should have no objections to my seeing it.”


  It was silent in the chamber. Through the palace window, whirlwinds of dust spun across the desert.


  “I’m afraid it’s not possible,” the Overlord said.


  “Why not?”


  “I don’t mean to be discourteous,” Lucan replied, “especially since I am your host, and you’ve come such a long way. However, a visit to the pillar would be disadvantageous at this time for several reasons. I’m afraid I can’t be more explicit.”


  Turtan set his goblet down. “Your Majesty, as an Inspector of the Cross, I am obligated to honor your sovereignty here and not intrude, except for when circumstances call for stern measures.” He let the threat simmer before continuing. “I don’t want to engage in any unpleasantness…as long as I can be assured Sircon IV is still loyal to the Cross.”


  His host scowled. “Inspector Turtan, are you implying—”


  “You’ve sold out to the Cenknife?” Turtan smiled. “No, Your Majesty. One has only to tour your palace to see you haven’t profited by treason. I see no enemy gifts, no sign of Cenknife technology. What I do fear, however, is your allegiance to the Cross has eroded and become mere neutrality.”


  For a moment, he thought the Overlord would rise in haughty rage and dismiss him. Instead, his host looked merely hurt. “You offend me, Inspector Turtan. My Great Grand Sire seven times removed swore his allegiance to the Cross. Do you have any idea how deeply my people value our word and honor?”


  “Your people’s integrity is legendary,” Turtan said. “I don’t mean to impugn it in any way. Your Majesty, for over four thousand years, the Cross and Cenknife have waged war, putting the universe at stake. It would take only a minute advantage to tip the balance and plunge us toward ruin.”


  The Overlord sighed. “So elite agents such as you must investigate potential weapons.”


  “Yes,” Turtan said, “and with all due respect, those are not idle words. Only two centuries ago, a Cenknife agent discovered a new form of thought control. Sound waves, which when focused in a beam paralyzed the will. At the Engagement of New Jupiter, where it was used against us for the first time, whole crews committed suicide. And the advantage gained by the Cenknife proved an irresistible force for many years.”


  “Until,” the Overlord said, “the Vortex Screen redressed the imbalance by deflecting the beam.” He sighed. “Inspector Turtan, we may be a dying planet at the edge of nowhere; however, I assure you, we haven’t lost touch completely. Of course, it wouldn’t make any difference if we had.”


  Turtan frowned. “Not make any difference? How so?”


  “My dear Turtan,” Lucan said, “while the war to you is of cosmic importance, we have a different perspective. Our civilization spanned galaxies when yours was gas and debris. We have seen our empire rise and crumble, and even our fall has lasted ten times longer than the whole of your history. From all this, we have learned.”


  “Learned what?”


  A sad smile. “I believe one of your prophets said it best. ‘Vanity of vanities; all is vanity.’”


  “So you won’t help us?” Turtan asked. He thought of the Cenknife, a brutal combat weapon that had given the enemy its name. “You’ll simply sit by and watch these marauders consume the universe?”


  “Please, none of your propaganda.” The Overlord rose and came around his desk. “From the standpoint of eternity, Inspector Turtan, any cause rings hollow.”


  “Your Majesty, if you don’t cooperate, I’m afraid I’ll have to inform my superiors.”


  His threat didn’t have the result he wanted. “Do you value your life?” Lucan asked.


  Turtan didn’t reply. Some instinct screamed he had missed something.


  “Permit me to tell you more concerning the En-Zoid,” his host said. “As I mentioned before, it’s a life form with remarkable properties evidently not mentioned in your reports. For example, it contains needles that inject a deadly poison directly into the body. They are triggered by the thought waves of a symbiont such as myself, who in turn nurtures and tends them.”


  “You’re controlling this thing with your mind?” Turtan glanced at the “chair” he sat in. “Ridiculous!”


  “You think I’m lying, Inspector Turtan?”


  Against him, skin-close, the En-Zoid started to throb and squirm. It was a feeling unlike anything Turtan had experienced before—alive and horribly repellant.


  Turtan touched the small laser inside his tunic. “I could kill you, even now.”


  “Even if I cared, it wouldn’t save your life,” the Overlord said.


  Turtan sensed he was right. Against his cloak and tunic, the En-Zoid writhed, intensely alive and waiting only for the Overlord’s psychic order. A tentacle appeared from nowhere, its spiky tip poised directly above Turtan’s carotid artery. He wet his lips. Damn it, despite his experience, he had underestimated this little alien.


  “Is this how the honorable Lucan welcomes his guests, by slaughtering them without warning?”


  A cold stare. “It is…when the guest violates my hospitality with threats.”


  “Violates? It’s your sworn duty to support the Cross. My mission—”


  “Change it. Report you found nothing.”


  “No.”


  “I regret—”


  “You know what will happen, don’t you?” Turtan said. “When I don’t report, they’ll send a whole squadron of ships to find out why.”


  For the first time, the Overlord laughed. “My dear Turtan, by the time they arrive, both you and I will be long dead.”


  “Not your world, though, at least not quite.” Turtan stared back, probing for a weakness. “Is destruction what the honorable Lucan wants? Do you wish to expose your grandchildren to hostile invaders who will land suspecting treason? Believe me, they will ruin whatever remains of this world, pulverize even its dust. And Sircon IV’s long decline will culminate in a single, bright explosion!”


  Their eyes locked. Outside, the wind howled.


  “What is your proposal?” the Overlord said at last.


  “You’re hiding something. I don’t know what it is, but I must find out. Take me to this Godstone of yours, and I promise I’ll confer with you before sending my report.”


  “It isn’t much of a choice.”


  “It’s the only one you have.”


  The Overlord stroked his whiskers and sighed. As he did, the spiked tentacle near Turtan’s neck withdrew, and the surface against him relaxed.


  “For the first time, Inspector Turtan, I’m afraid we agree.”


  As they rode across the sands, Turtan could almost forget his desire to be back on the Argo heading for his next assignment. Up close with the winds temporarily in abeyance, Sircon IV was not so bleak. At .83 of Terran gravity, its only drawbacks were the heat and a trace of helium, which sometimes made his voice squeak. Indeed, the place represented a marked improvement over his last assignment, an obloid, freezing, methane-hydrogen world rotating on its axis better than ten degrees a minute. Here, at least, he didn’t have to conduct his inquiries in a pressurized suit under the weight of five gees.


  There was even something reassuring in the prospect of endless sands. During the Argo’s approach, and later from the palace, it had appeared tedious and cheerless. Now, the dunes were graceful, the land imbued with a presence ages old. Time creaked at the joints here and as the Overlord said, had done so long before Turtan’s race had even evolved.


  “What do you think of our world, Inspector Turtan?”


  He turned, meeting Lucan’s bright dark stare. “There’s a strange beauty here,” he said.


  The Overlord smiled. “Stay with us a while, and you won’t think it so strange.”


  They crested a dune and started down, the wheels of the dor-a-shy taking the descent smoothly. Dor-a-shy. What a beautiful word for such an ordinary object, Turtan thought, recalling the aesthetic traits of the Sirconian language. As far as he could tell, the dor-a-shy was only a four-seated, atomic-powered dune buggy with, at present, two rigid, supremely obedient guards up front, one of them driving. The other guard glanced around every ten seconds to see how his Overlord fared.


  Reaching the bottom of the dune, they started across a vast flat stretch of sand. Above, Beia, the sun, burned a vivid purplish red. He recalled reading somewhere (or was it Hypno-conditioning?) its color was caused by certain factors in the stratosphere.


  At last the dor-a-shy stopped, and its doors opened. The Overlord pressed Turtan’s hand.


  “My friend, we walk from here.”


  Turtan dismounted and stood on Sirconian sand. Though the gravity was the same as the palace’s, he felt more buoyant somehow and turned to join the Overlord.


  Followed by deferential guards, they walked side by side up a small rise. As they climbed, Turtan was surprised anew by the smallness of his host, who barely reached his chest. Between his shoulder blades, he felt the guards’ stare. Not wise at all to let them get behind him. A press of a trigger, and there’d be one less imperial Inspector whose bones would be left to bleach on the eternal sands. He thought of whirling, the laser leaping into his hand as he dispatched the guards before ordering the Overlord at gunpoint to lead him on. Deep inside, though, he knew if they really wanted to kill him, he’d be dead by now.


  At the dune’s top, they stopped, looking down. Turtan saw a cave twenty meters away hollowed out of black rock. Only it wasn’t rock. Even from here he could tell.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  The Overlord descended the slope. “It has no name.”


  Turtan glanced at the guards and quickly followed, finding himself short-winded in the dry air.


  At the cave entrance, his host waited for him. “I’m only going to ask you once, Inspector Turtan. Please go back. Say nothing.”


  “I can’t.”


  “Not even if the consequences are more terrible than anything you can imagine?”


  Turtan gazed into the darkness of the cave. His mouth felt raw, metallic.


  “As you wish,” the Overlord said. “Follow me.”


  Inside it was cool, the searing heat of the desert forgotten. Turtan stood blinking.


  “This way.”


  Followed by the guards, Turtan moved deeper into the close shadows, remembering the En-Zoid’s contractions. The Overlord’s furry hand found his and drew him onward. The cave was black as pitch. It exploded into an eerie effulgence, and the Overlord’s hand pointed, trembling.


  “There.”


  The Tinwajeh Monolith.


  It was a gleaming black pillar six meters high, and as soon as he saw it, he had two thoughts. The first was its strange radiance actually responded to their presence. He could feel it fluctuate, intensify. The second was if the desert beyond the cave were ancient, the pillar itself was timeless. Somehow he felt it had existed forever.


  The Overlord turned, no…tore his gaze away. “Long ago,” he said, “when I was a boy, a minyeh, I crept out of the palace one night. It was forbidden, yet I came anyway, even though my father, the Overlord, would have killed me afterward if he had known.”


  Despite his fascination with the Monolith, Turtan looked at him. “Killed you?”


  “Yes. Afterward, he would have had my remains diced and burned so no particle of my existence remained. You see, Inspector Turtan, The Godstone is most unpredictable. According to legend, before this universe was born, there was another universe, and one day a Sanwajeh priest touched it in his vainglorious pride, seeking power and riches. Instead, the universe itself, all creation, was obliterated except for this frail globe harboring it. Once in a great while, someone arrogantly sets himself above the ancient injunction and enters this place. And the price we pay is always terrible.”


  All creation was destroyed? Superstitious nonsense. “Why don’t you post guards?” he asked.


  The Overlord sniffed the air as if searching for an elusive scent. “Such is not our way. The code binding this place is one of honor, not force. Even I, an Overlord’s heir, would not have been prevented from entering the cave if I had been seen. To my people, free will and personal choice are sacred and rest with the individual alone, though he must be willing to face the consequences of his actions.”


  “I see.” Turtan hesitated. “The night you came here…what happened?”


  The Overlord gazed raptly at the pillar. “I remember I was so frightened my knees knocked together hard as jaba sticks. I fell to my knees before The Godstone and prayed.”


  “Prayed?”


  “Yes. Prayed. Prayed it would give us back our empire, restore it to its glorious day when a thousand worlds paid us homage. I thought if I prayed long and hard and touched it, maybe the result would be beneficent for a change.”


  “And was it?”


  The other shrugged. “I never touched it, Inspector Turtan. Fortunately, as I knelt there, I had a vision. In it I saw why my people have always called it The Godstone. Like God, it is creative, can conjure universes or banish them at will. Only its power is evil and so perverse, I think it must be laughing at us if it can laugh, waiting patiently throughout time to spin its next dark web-like jest only it can understand.”


  Turtan rubbed his chin, smiling.


  “You think I’m mad, don’t you?” the Overlord said. “A fanatic holy man gibbering of things he’s seen in the desert.”


  “No, I think you mean what you say,” Turtan replied carefully. “However, there must be some other explanation, some other attribute it has.” He blinked in the weirdly beautiful glow of the Monolith, which was no color and all colors. “Maybe it has an hallucinatory effect and makes you say these things.”


  “I beseech you, Inspector Turtan. Don’t touch it.”


  “I’m an Inspector. It’s what I do. If it has some special power to help the Cross—”


  “Then what, Inspector Turtan?” Angrily the Overlord seized his wrist, displaying incredible strength for one so small. “What will you do if it does? Slaughter the enemy, commit genocide?” He cast Turtan’s hand away. “Bah! You and your enemy are both the same. Barbarians. Brutes motivated only by greed and hunger for power.”


  Turtan bridled. “Not true. The Cenknife are savages. They prey on innocent cultures, destroy and steal—”


  “As your side has also, again and again! Remember Jopanaupura? Kiramatzu? Have you forgotten the Zona slave trade?” He hissed. “Vanity of vanities. Empires rise and empires fall, and all of them, including yours, are morally equivalent. They conquer, they crush, they subside, and there’s not a scintilla of difference among them.”


  Turtan shook his head. “I don’t accept your view. There is a difference, a significant one. While the Cross may be corrupt in some respects, its cause is inherently right.”


  “You have to believe in its cause,” the Overlord said. “After all, you have already given up everything else for it…including your soul.”


  More Sirconian directness. “At any rate, Your Majesty,” Turtan said, “I request you grant me the same right you do your own people…freedom of choice.”


  Without waiting for an answer, Turtan stepped forward.


  As he did, the light surrounding The Godstone began to throb.


  “Turn back,” the Overlord cried behind him. “It knows you’re here.”


  Turtan took another step, touching his laser. One hundred kilowatts potential—what efficacy would it have against a stone containing the power of creation? No, the thought was absurd. The Monolith’s unique property was sheer myth. The radiance itself was only freak radioactivity or a molecular accident. Still, it was barely possible this mysterious artifact on a backward world possessed some attribute that could give the Cross a tactical advantage. Despite Lucan’s warnings, if there was one chance in a thousand, it was his duty to find out.


  Inhaling deeply, Turtan reached out to touch the stone.


  “Turtan.”


  Hand poised, he looked back at the Overlord’s pleading face. Don’t, Lucan said silently.


  Turtan hesitated and touched The Godstone.


  Something leaped through his fingers, and he was clubbed to the ground. He knelt before the Monolith, feeling he had been split in two.


  Someone was kneeling before him in the cave.


  Turtan trembled, refusing to accept what he saw. Dazed, he felt his hand move to the stone again.


  This time he felt an enormous current course through his body, and there was no mistaking its hunger. Turtan heard a horrified gasp, not realizing it was someone else’s. This time he saw there were two figures kneeling before him.


  And both of their faces were his own.


  “What is this?” the three of them said simultaneously. Turtan saw his own dark, lean features gazing back at him, and even within the first seconds of recognition, he could tell the men’s manner of moving was his own.


  “This has gone far enough,” the Overlord said, his voice quivering as he motioned to the guards. “I knew I should have stopped you before. Now it may be too late. Inspector Turtan, please consider yourself…all three of you…under palace arrest!”


  Even after three Sirconian days—a week, Terran time—Turtan was still not used to seeing two men identical to him when he woke up in the morning. Even more difficult to accept were their minds, apparently the same as his in every respect. From talking to them, he could tell they had the same memories, the same desires, the same attitudes. The Cross occasionally used clones in missions because of their emotional and intellectual rapport. How much closer it was to look at someone and know what he was thinking because you were thinking it, too. Indeed, some moments he felt he was no longer himself, or rather, was parceled out between the two of them. And he knew they sometimes felt the same way.


  “I’m getting tired of this inquisition,” Turtan Three said. “I demand you return my weapon and let me make my report.”


  “Not until the situation becomes clear,” the Overlord replied. He stalked his chamber, his tiny paws clasped behind his back. “Something is wrong here. You are all the same and yet different.”


  “Different?” Turtan Three rose to his feet. “What do you mean, different? The stone merely doubled—tripled—us. We’re all identical.”


  “No,” the Overlord said. “You are not the same.”


  Turtan realized their host was right. Despite their many similarities, the three of them were not quite the same. Thinking back, he saw subtle differences had emerged almost from the beginning. Turtan Two (if he could call him that) was courteous, unfailingly considerate of others. As for the other…


  “Why aren’t we the same?” Turtan Three demanded.


  “I believe,” Turtan said, “His Majesty means we act differently, and he can therefore tell us apart.” As he spoke, he thought there were no words to describe how it felt to explain something to your subtly different alter ego, especially when you recognized and shared his impatience.


  Turtan Three flicked his fingers in annoyance, and Turtan felt a chill. It was his gesture.


  “Act differently? We’re all the same person.”


  “Except for our behavior,” Turtan pointed out. “Look at us. One of us is courteous, reluctant to give offense. Another—you—is contentious, quick to anger. And I’m somewhere in the middle.”


  “We still think alike,” Turtan Two said. He stepped forward, eager to conciliate. “Why, at this moment, I wager I could tell you both what you’re thinking. Because I’m thinking the same thing!”


  “Only we’re not thinking it in quite the same way,” Turtan said. “At any rate, isn’t the fact we don’t agree now a sign of our individuality?”


  “No, it’s not,” Turtan Three said. He motioned at the Overlord, something darkly familiar flitting across his face. “What it is a sign of is the fact you’ve been listening to this fool.”


  “Don’t say such things!” Turtan Two gasped as six members of the Kurat Zeruston snapped to even stiffer attention. Two of them unsheathed knives and looked expectantly at their master.


  “My friend,” the Overlord said, “I have only to raise my hand, and you are dead.”


  Outside, a dust flurry struck the chamber’s casement windows with a low howl. Sweat ran down Turtan’s cheeks as he gazed stunned at Turtan Three’s sneering face.


  “I spit on your hand,” Turtan Three said.


  The other knives rang sharply as the guards unsheathed them. Turtan tensed, knowing there was a good chance Turtan Three would be struck down without the Overlord’s approval. The insult to the ruler’s dignity was so great some of the guards might decide spontaneously it could be rectified only by instant death. Even if they restrained themselves, the Overlord must order his execution. According to Sirconian custom, to do less would be to accept a devastating loss of dignity.


  Turtan Three was dead. Nothing Turtan could do would save him.


  Even as the Overlord’s hand reluctantly rose to give the order, Turtan Two moved forward to kneel between them. “Your Majesty, don’t kill him, I implore you! This has been a terrible strain on all of us. I beg your forbearance and beseech you to stay your wrath, however righteous it might be.”


  Turtan gaped, recalling the formulae for Special Pleas before the Overlord, which had been programmed into him during his long sleep aboard the Argo. The elaborate one Turtan Two continued to recite was the Abject Plea for Extreme Clemency, and it overflowed with euphuistic praise of His Majesty’s divine mercy and infallibility. Why hadn’t he thought to use it? And more importantly, why had Turtan Three so recklessly insulted the Overlord?


  “Enough!” Lucan interrupted the flow of superlatives and motioned to the guards. “Take these two out and leave me alone with this one.”


  Turtan watched Turtans Two and Three leave with the guards and the heavy door close. Lucan turned to him.


  “Inspector Turtan, I should never have let you see The Godstone.”


  “With all due respect, Your Majesty,” he replied, “you didn’t really have a choice.”


  “One always has a choice, no matter how slight it is. I could have killed you and counterfeited a report, thereby postponing any investigation.”


  “It would have come inevitably. And it would have been a coward’s way out, something not befitting you, to let a future generation pay your penalty.”


  The Overlord rubbed his eyes. “Perhaps I should pay it now.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Turtan watched him move to a table and pour a glass of wine. With a shock, he realized the Overlord was exhausted. The strain showed in the trembling of his paw as he raised his glass to drink and set it down.


  “Perhaps I should have the three of you killed,” he said.


  “Why?”


  “Why?” The Overlord smiled wearily. “Because you all are dangerous.”


  “Dangerous? How can you say that? Granted, the three of us are a phenomenon, but we hardly constitute—”


  “I can say it because The Godstone created or recreated you,” the Overlord interrupted. “And The Godstone is wondrously sly, an arch-demon of deception. I would have you three killed now, bathe my floors with your blood, if it weren’t for one thing.”


  Turtan swallowed, finding his throat dry.


  “The reason I don’t do it is I fear in some perverse, unpredictable way, your deaths would only fulfill The Godstone’s purpose, one it foresaw and planned a billion years ago. And yet, who knows? By failing to act, I may precipitate the exact tragedy I want most to avoid.”


  “I think you’re overestimating this Godstone of yours,” Turtan said. “While it’s an amazing device, it’s hardly the devious manipulator you think. It’s only—”


  “The most subtle foe imaginable,” the Overlord finished. “One forever unknowable and capable of beguiling you with a thousand misdirections.” He went to a casement and gazed out at the desert, his whiskers twitching. “Let me tell you a story, the real story concerning our fall, not the one you’ve heard. A long time ago when our power was near its peak, we were strategically outwitted by a space armada that threatened to reduce this world to a burned-out cinder if we didn’t surrender. Never mind how it happened. Suffice it to say the home planet of the greatest force in the universe was outmaneuvered in a daring gambit, which left it defenseless. The Overlord at the time was left with only two choices: surrender or die.”


  He turned. “Only this Overlord, my Grand Sire two thousand times removed, thought he had a third choice. After prayer and meditation, he decided to beg The Godstone to eradicate this scourge from the sky. Against the counsel of his advisors, he defied tradition and made a pilgrimage to the same shrine you recently visited. And so he touched The Godstone.”


  “And?”


  The Overlord smiled. “And the enemy was stricken. Stricken by the most loathsome, pernicious disease ever dreamed of by five devils. They literally fell from the skies, or careened madly off into space, seeking an escape that wasn’t there. Within six of our hours, the conflict was over and we were triumphant…except for one thing.”


  Turtan cleared his throat. “The disease struck you as well?”


  “Yes, though we didn’t know it until later. You see, soon after this, we entered an era of unprecedented prosperity. It wasn’t until nearly a year had passed that someone noticed the declining birth rate, which quickly fell to almost nothing. All too soon the race found itself virtually sterile, and its far-flung dynasty shriveled to a memory because of the lack of new blood. We were doomed, Inspector Turtan, and the joke was we were destroyed by the same act that had saved us.”


  Turtan sighed in amazement. “Ironic. I can see why you are terrified of this Godstone. Obviously, it can do much harm. However, it can also do considerable good.”


  “Good?”


  “Yes. If we can find its key, we can harness its potential. I understand how you feel. Fortunately, the Cross has every kind of expert at its command. If we approach The Godstone carefully, it can prove to be invaluable, even help us win the war.”


  “‘Approach it carefully’?” The Overlord’s wizened little face darkened. “Don’t you understand yet you can’t outthink a transcendent intelligence? Don’t you see you can’t outguess it or use it for your ends because it’s already an infinite number of steps ahead of you? And even more, don’t you realize now how The Godstone has used you, how it must be laughing at you?”


  “Laughing—how?”


  “To quote one of your expressions, ‘Use your head’!” The Overlord turned and went to a sepia-colored globe of his planet. He spun it angrily on its stand. “We can start with puns. Take your name, for example. The Sirconian transliteration for ‘Turtan’ is ‘Tellelei-Kai,’ which means ‘Man of Shadows.’ And men of shadows are what The Godstone gave you. Figuratively, at least, these two other Turtans are shadows of yourself, reflections of certain aspects or potentialities of your soul.”


  “Oh, come now. Are you saying that hunk of stone is a punster?”


  “Yes, and so many things we can’t even begin to fathom. The pun on your name is probably one of many jests, if ‘jests’ is the word for it. And you, your other selves, and I as well, are doubtless pawns in a scheme leading us all to ruin.”


  “I still think you are overestimating the thing. It can’t be prescient or omnipotent. It’s not a cosmic brain.”


  The Overlord raised an eyebrow. “No? Sleep on it, Inspector Turtan. See what your dreams tell you. Report to me what they say in the morning.”


  Acknowledging the dismissal, Turtan went to the door, where he hesitated, finding he liked and respected the little alien. Though the Overlord’s speculations involving The Godstone were outrageous, he knew he’d have to contact Dr. Glitch on the ship for any insight she could provide.


  “Those ‘shadows,’” Turtan said. “I think one of them may represent my good side, or at least a selfless desire to create harmony and avoid dissension. The other…well, I’m not sure.”


  “Perhaps you don’t want to recognize it,” the Overlord said.


  Turtan gripped the latch, feeling it dig into his palm. “Mysterious as always, Your Majesty. Aren’t you going to tell me
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