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			Introduction


			BY GARY K. WOLFE


			The emergence of the American science fiction novel at midcentury as a sophisticated, culturally significant, and ultimately enduring genre is amply demonstrated in the two-volume predecessor of the present collection, American Science Fiction: Nine Classic Novels of the 1950s. The rise of the paperback book, together with the almost paradoxical convergence of postwar technological optimism with the dual fears of nuclear doom and totalitarianism, provided science fiction writers with a new and wider stage than the magazines of the pulp era had offered, new themes, and a new kind of market as well. Novels conceived as novels, not as “fix-ups” assembled from magazine stories, were suddenly welcomed by mainstream publishers, after having long been viewed as the province of specialist fan imprints, as oddball offshoots of mystery or thriller fiction, or as suitable mainly for young adult readers. Even by the early 1950s, reviewers in The New York Times were speculating that science fiction might soon rival mysteries, Westerns, historical novels, and romances in popularity—a benchmark the newly prominent genre never quite achieved. Over the course of the 1950s, however, writers like Alfred Bester, Leigh Brackett, Robert A. Heinlein, Fritz Leiber, and James Blish left a body of work that continues to find new audiences and to influence American literature.


			From a specifically literary viewpoint, the 1960s proved to be even more significant than what had come before. The beginning of the decade can be characterized as a moment when writers who had started their careers in the 1930s or 1940s produced some of their finest mature work, such as Theodore Sturgeon with Venus Plus X (1960), Poul Anderson with The High Crusade (1960), Heinlein with Stranger in a Strange Land (1961), and Clifford D. Simak with Way Station (1963). But distinctive new voices also gained prominence. The Hugo Award for best novel in 1961 went to Walter M. Miller, Jr.’s somber and ambitious postnuclear fable A Canticle for Leibo­witz, while the 1963 award went to Philip K. Dick’s complex alternate history The Man in the High Castle. In England, the more cerebral and experimental fictions of the so-called New Wave found inspiration in sources as diverse as the French nouveau roman, the work of William S. Burroughs, and even the French protosurrealist Alfred Jarry. In America, editors such as Frederik Pohl, Cele Goldsmith, and Judith Merril also promoted more stylistically adventurous, genre-bending fiction. Goldsmith’s editorship in the early 1960s of the traditionally pulpish magazines Amazing and Fantastic helped introduce U.S. readers not only to New Wave authors from across the Atlantic, but to early work by Ursula K. Le Guin, Roger Ze­lazny, Piers Anthony, David R. Bunch, and many others. Merril sought to extend the literary range of science fiction in a series of popular “year’s best” anthologies from 1956 to 1968, and her 1968 New Wave anthology rather unfortunately titled England Swings SF included such American authors as Pamela Zoline and Thomas M. Disch. Pohl, editing the magazines Galaxy and If, promoted brilliantly idiosyncratic writers like R. A. Lafferty and Cordwainer Smith (the latter eventually revealed as a pseudonym of political scientist Paul Linebarger), and encouraged more experimental work from prolific younger writers such as Robert Silverberg and Harlan Ellison, whose dystopian parable “‘Repent, Harlequin!’ Said the Ticktockman”—published by Pohl in 1965—was widely recognized as one of the seminal stories defining the American version of the New Wave. (Ellison himself edited two highly influential anthologies of the “new” science fiction, Dangerous Visions in 1967 and Again, Dangerous Visions in 1972.)


			Book editors as well were seeking new voices that could reflect an increasingly sophisticated aesthetic for the genre. Terry Carr’s “Science Fiction Specials,” an influential paperback series edited for Ace Books beginning in 1968, included Le Guin’s The Left Hand of Darkness, Lafferty’s Past Master, Joanna Russ’s Picnic on Paradise, Alexei Panshin’s Rite of Passage, Zelazny’s Isle of the Dead, and John Sladek’s Mechasm. In 1965, Chilton, a publisher known mostly for automotive repair manuals, branched into fiction with a novel already rejected by most major publishers, Frank Herbert’s Dune, which became a popular classic and the source of one of science fiction’s more enduring franchises. A year later the traditionally literary publisher Harcourt, Brace & World issued Daniel Keyes’s Flowers for Algernon, which provided the basis for the 1968 film Charly, the first science fiction film to receive an Academy Award for Best Actor (for Cliff Robertson). By the end of the decade, Kurt Vonnegut, Jr., who had begun his career in the 1950s with science fiction novels Player Piano and The Sirens of Titan, earned his most substantial literary accolades to date with the bestseller Slaughterhouse-Five, or The Children’s Crusade (1969).


			Thus, if the 1960s began with science fiction that looked largely like the mature-stage growth of the 1940s and 1950s, the decade ended with a dramatically more diverse and more mainstream genre. Star Trek debuted on TV in 1966, featuring a few well-known science fiction figures among its scriptwriters, and, though lasting only three seasons, gave birth to a multimedia franchise still going strong a half-century later. Science fiction film, largely the domain of low-budget monster movies, drew the attention of the great director Stanley Kubrick, first with his doomsday comedy Dr. Strangelove, or How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Bomb (1964), and later with the visionary but meticulous 2001: A Space Odyssey (1968), one of a handful of science fiction films to engage seriously with major genre themes such as commercial space travel, artificial intelligence, evolution, and alien contact. And, of course, the Apollo 11 moon landing on July 20, 1969, gave science fiction writers a public platform and media prominence not seen since the advent of the atomic bomb back in 1945.


			In approaching the selection of novels to represent this varied decade in the two-volume American Science Fiction: Eight Classic Novels of the 1960s, length was a necessary consideration. During much of the 1950s and the early 1960s, science fiction novels tended to be relatively short, sometimes due to constraints as mundane as the ways paperback books were manufactured and distributed. This began to change dramatically in the 1960s, with lengthy and ambitious epics such as Herbert’s Dune or Heinlein’s Stranger in a Strange Land (either of which might have precluded two or three other novels from being printed here). Heinlein, almost certainly the most influential science fiction writer of the middle decades of the century, is represented in American Science Fiction: Nine Classic Novels of the 1950s, and no authors from that collection are included in the present one. Nor does this collection include novels available in their authors’ own Library of America editions, such as Dick, Vonnegut, Le Guin, and Madeleine L’Engle. Finally, an effort was made to balance the halves of the decade, though it would certainly be possible to fill two volumes with excellent work from the final two years of the decade alone. One of science fiction’s occasional banner years, 1968 saw the publication of Samuel R. Delany’s Nova, Russ’s Picnic on Paradise, and Lafferty’s Past Master (all included here), as well as Dick’s Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep?, Disch’s Camp Concentration, Panshin’s Rite of Passage, Simak’s Goblin Reservation, and Silverberg’s Hawksbill Station and The Masks of Time.


			Of the authors included here, three can be said to represent that mature-stage growth of earlier traditions: Anderson and Jack Vance, whose first stories appeared in the 1940s, and Simak, who began publishing as early as 1931 but attained his greatest significance in the 1940s and 1950s. (Lafferty, who was actually older than Vance or Anderson, did not begin publishing science fiction until he was in his forties, in 1960, and thus is regarded among the “new” writers of the 1960s.) Zelazny and Delany, along with Le Guin and Disch, were part of science fiction’s remarkable “class of 1962,” each publishing their first genre work in that year. Both Russ and Keyes had published some short fiction in the 1950s, but emerged as major figures in the new decade, Keyes almost entirely on the strength of his classic 1959 short story “Flowers for Algernon” and the 1966 novel developed from it. Russ gained recognition not only as one of SF’s most trenchant and groundbreaking feminist voices, but as a critic and reviewer in scholarly journals and popular science fiction magazines. Delany also emerged as a major critic and theorist of the field by the end of the decade.


			As might be expected from such a transitional period, science fiction of the 1960s was characterized by a broad range of styles and themes, and representing that variety was another consideration in assembling this collection. The earliest novel, Anderson’s The High Crusade, reflects the genre’s long-standing fascination with historical fiction, dating back at least to L. Sprague de Camp’s 1939 Lest Darkness Fall and arguably even to Mark Twain’s 1889 A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court. But while such novels usually dealt with time travel, and efforts to introduce modern technologies to an earlier era, Anderson’s ingenious inversion has an alien spaceship landing in fourteenth-century England, with results that make up in comic invention what they may lack in credibility. Anderson’s fascination with history was evident in his 1953 fantasy novella “Three Hearts and Three Lions” (expanded into a novel in 1961) and in short stories of the Time Patrol, charged with visiting different eras to preserve the historical timeline from renegade time travelers. The High Crusade also permitted Anderson to celebrate another of science fiction’s most popular traditions, the large-scale space opera, with its multiple alien societies and fearsome galactic empires. The novel proved to be one of his most popular, providing the basis of a 1983 role-playing game and a much altered 1994 film, and earning admiration from leading science fiction writers Silverberg, Greg Bear, Eric Flint, and Jo Walton.


			Simak’s Way Station reflects a gentler, more pastoral tradition that Simak himself pioneered, although it is also evident in the work of Ray Bradbury, Sturgeon, Zenna Henderson, and Brackett. Set in the same remote southwestern Wisconsin farm country where Simak was born, the novel’s central character is a Civil War veteran who mysteriously never ages. Yet his isolated homestead proves a nexus for the sort of vast galactic civilization that Simak celebrated in his own earlier space opera tales. The implicit anti-urban theme of the novel, not uncommon in midwestern fiction, was even more explicit in Simak’s 1940s stories, which were eventually collected in 1952, with connective material, as City. The title is ironic, since the stories depict the abandonment of cities because of improved transportation, leading to a more distributed and bucolic economy, and eventually to a dispersal of humanity, leaving much of the earth to intelligent dogs and evolved ants. Way Station, a more unified novel, celebrates the classic American values of small communities and isolated individuals who may unassumingly hold a key to humanity’s future.


			Vance, who also began publishing in the 1940s and whose career extended to within a few years of his death in 2013, was a transitional figure of another sort. Like Simak, his early work reflected the space operas and planetary romances of the pulp era, but the tales that would eventually be collected in several volumes beginning with The Dying Earth (1952) made him one of the most influential writers of the modern genre, with authors as diverse as Gene Wolfe, Neil Gaiman, and George R. R. Martin acknowledging their debts to him. The reasons for Vance’s continuing influence are twofold. Unlike many pulp-era authors, Vance cultivated an evocative and poetic style; his world-building has a sustained lyrical precision rare in the earlier genre. His settings also influenced a tradition of extreme far-future “dying Earth” tales in which the imagery and language of magical fantasy merge with those of science fiction in a manner sometimes referred to as “science-fantasy”—a blurring of genre boundaries arguably more relevant today than when Vance first began inventing such worlds. Emphyrio is perhaps the strongest of Vance’s “stand-alone” novels not connected to a series, and it reflects not only his mature style but his interest, then comparatively uncommon in science fiction, in problems of art and culture.


			Keyes’s Flowers for Algernon, after selling millions of copies in dozens of languages, becoming a widely used text in college, secondary, and even middle school classes, and inspiring films, TV shows, and stage plays, is certainly the most widely familiar novel here. That very familiarity, however, is part of what qualifies it as another transitional work of the 1960s. Few of its readers are aware of Keyes’s origins in the science fiction community, and some are surprised to learn that the novel is science fiction at all, despite its central conceit of artificially increased intelligence. Keyes focuses not on the medical procedure, but on the character and narrative voice of Charly Gordon, whose tonal and stylistic shifts reflect the narrative arc as clearly as Charly’s own pattern of alienation and self-discovery. In other words, the science fictional core of the story is subordinated to its literary ambition, presaging a tradition of humanistic, character-driven science fiction that remains vital today. Yet Keyes began his career editing pulp magazines and comic books; his early mentors included the influential science fiction writers Lester del Rey and Philip Klass (whose satirical science fiction appeared under the name William Tenn); and the original short story “Flowers for Algernon” was workshopped at the well-known Milford Writers Conference by such science fiction luminaries as Merril, Damon Knight, Kate Wilhelm, Avram Davidson, and Blish. It later won the Hugo Award for best short story; a few years after that, the novel earned a Nebula Award from the Science Fiction Writers of America. Despite the story’s clear links to its genre origins, it became one of the first science fiction tales to be celebrated almost entirely for its characters and literary technique rather than its speculative inventions.


			With Zelazny, Russ, Delany, and Lafferty, however, the sense is less one of transition than of revolution. Zelazny seemed to burst upon the science fiction scene fully formed in 1962, with a series of pyrotechnic stories that appeared determined to redefine the genre both stylistically and thematically. The most well received of these early stories, “A Rose for Ecclesiastes” (1963), concerned a poet and linguist who, studying the dying ancient Martian civilization, finds parallels between their doom-laden fatalism and the book of Ecclesiastes. While the story echoes the “dying Earth” theme as transplanted to another civilization, it also is notable for its exploration of religious impulses and its focus on a troubled and eventually disillusioned protagonist, a sharp contrast with the heroic space adventurers of an earlier era. In these and other stories, Ze­lazny sought connections between science fiction and the roots of storytelling in ancient myths and legends. His first novel, This Immortal—printed here under the title Zelazny preferred, . . . And Call Me Conrad—opens with pointed allusions to the classical past. The narrator’s girlfriend, significantly named Cassandra, describes him as a kallikanzaros, from the destructive underground goblins of Greek legend. Other classical and literary influences appear throughout the novel—Zelazny held a master’s degree from Columbia in Elizabethan and Jacobean drama—and Conrad himself can be viewed as a kind of Promethean figure. While the novel retains several recognizable elements from the science fiction of the 1950s and earlier—an Earth population diminished by nuclear war, ruined cities, outer space colonies on Mars and Titan, alien overlords, a central figure of ambiguous origins but potentially godlike power—it becomes clear that Zelazny is using such materials to explore ancient myths and rituals of identity, rather than for technological speculation or simple adventure. Some reviewers at the time worried that this newfound literariness was too inward looking and constituted a regressive turn away from the concerns that had made science fiction great in the first place. Nevertheless, on the basis of its abridged initial appearance in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction, the novel went on to tie with Herbert’s more traditional science fiction epic Dune for the 1966 Hugo Award. In both . . . And Call Me Conrad [This Immortal] and such later novels as Lord of Light (1967), Zelazny took pains to construct narratives that could support being read as either science fiction or fantasy—a distinct step beyond the “science-fantasy” of Vance’s “dying Earth” tradition and one that further blurred traditional notions of genre. Zelazny’s fascination with myth and ritual eventually led to his most commercially successful novels, the long-running Amber series, which began with Nine Princes in Amber in 1970, continued over the following two decades, and is now viewed as among the first multivolume fantasy series of the sort that became almost ubiquitous in the following decades.


			Another member of the class of 1962, Delany, five years Ze­lazny’s junior, was only twenty when The Jewels of Aptor appeared as part of an Ace Double paperback in 1962 (a publishing gimmick in which two short novels were printed back-to-back). As with Zelazny, the novel combined a familiar postnuclear setting—virtually a genre convention by then—with a plot drawn from older quest-fantasies, involving an effort to retrieve a jewel with special powers. A similarly conventional setting and structure governed his next three novels, a trilogy collectively titled The Fall of the Towers (1963–65). Increasingly, however, significant themes of language, poetry, and mythmaking became dominant in later novels such as The Ballad of Beta-2 (1966), which received the Nebula Award, the first in a remarkable string of four such awards for short fiction over the next three years. With The Einstein Intersection (1967), Nova (1968), and short stories such as “Aye, and Gomorrah . . .” (1967) and “Time Considered as a Helix of Semi-Precious Stones” (1968), it was clear that Delany was emerging as the leading exemplar of the New Wave in the U.S. Nova in particular is interesting for its pointedly revisionist relationship to pulp-era space opera, combining large-scale outer space spectacle with themes drawn from Prometheus and Grail legends, and an outlaw protagonist hitherto rare in science fiction—a black trickster musician and poet echoing the tradition of many such transgressive outsider figures. In one of the more famous contemporary reviews, the critic and novelist Algis Budrys proclaimed in Galaxy that “Samuel R. Delany, right now, as of this book, Nova, not as of some future book or some accumulated body of work, is the best science fiction writer in the world, at a time when competition for that status is intense.”


			Except for one story published in 1959, Russ might also have been counted among 1962 debuts, with her accomplished vampire tale “My Dear Emily.” A graduate of Cornell and the Yale School of Drama, Russ shared some of Ze­lazny’s academic sophistication, and later became an influential reviewer and one of the formative figures of feminist science fiction criticism with essays for academic journals and in books like How to Suppress Women’s Writing (1983) and To Write Like a Woman: Essays in Feminism and Science Fiction (1995). In 1967, she began publishing short stories about a shrewd, acerbic time-traveling mercenary named Alyx—unusually, two of these stories first appeared in the same volume of Damon Knight’s important series of Orbit anthologies—and in 1968 Alyx became the central figure of Russ’s first novel, Picnic on Paradise. While not as polemical as her groundbreaking feminist novel The Female Man, written in 1970 but not published until 1975, its taut style, knowledgeable deployment of familiar science fiction tropes, and sharply satirical voice were striking; as the critic John Clute later wrote, “The liberating effect of the Alyx/Trans Temp tales has been pervasive, and the ease with which later writers now use active female protagonists in adventure roles, without having to argue the case, owes much to this example.”


			As individual and innovative as the fiction of Russ, Ze­lazny, and Delany might have been, possibly the most brilliantly idiosyncratic author to enter the field in the 1960s—in fact, one of the most idiosyncratic authors in midcentury American literature—was born more than two decades before any of them, in Iowa in 1914. From early childhood, Lafferty lived in Oklahoma, serving in the U.S. Army in World War II, but he did not begin publishing fiction until 1959, with his first science fiction story in 1960. While he earned a considerable following in the 1960s, largely among fellow writers, his debut as a novelist was as striking as any of the decade; three novels—Past Master, The Reefs of Earth, and Space Chantey—appeared within a few months of each other in 1968, with Past Master bearing endorsements from Delany, Zelazny, and Ellison. Lafferty’s unique approach to fiction seemed to owe little to any earlier science fiction at all, or to any coherent sense of genre; his work combined deeply conservative Catholicism with quirky readings of history and philosophy and an energetic, headlong style that often echoed the American tall tale tradition. Despite admiration from later writers such as Wolfe and Gaiman, much of his work fell out of print; at one point, only his 1972 historical novel Okla Hannali, tracing the history of the Choctaw Indians, remained available. Many of Lafferty’s manuscripts remained unpublished even years after his death in 2002, despite his acknowledged influence on the genre.


			American Science Fiction: Eight Classic Novels of the 1960s presents a necessarily incomplete but varied portrait of a genre in rapid transition and with a newfound sense of literary ambition, yet with a clear sense of traditions that had evolved over the preceding decades. The authors, born as early as 1904 and as late as 1942, have in the last half-century proved to be as influential on the genre’s development as their forebears, but in the 1960s the nature of that influence began to shift noticeably from matters of plot and theme to matters of style and structure, and that shift, in its various iterations, is a large part of what this collection attempts to represent.


			PAST MASTER


			R. A. Lafferty
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			1
AT THE TWENTY-FIFTH HOUR


			THE THREE big men were met together in a private building of one of them. There was a clattering thunder in the street outside, but the sun was shining. It was the clashing thunder of the mechanical killers, ravening and raging. They shook the building and were on the verge of pulling it down. They required the life and the blood of one of the three men and they required it immediately, now, within the hour, within the minute.


			The three men gathered in the building were large physically, they were important and powerful, they were intelligent and interesting. There was a peculiar linkage between them: each believed that he controlled the other two, that he was the puppeteer and they were the puppets. And each was partly right in this belief. It made them an interlocking nexus, taut and resilient, the most intricate on Astrobe.


			Cosmos Kingmaker, who was too rich. The Heraldic Lion.


			Peter Proctor, who was too lucky. The Sleek Fox.


			Fabian Foreman, who was too smart. The Worried Hawk.


			


			“This is Mankind’s third chance,” said Kingmaker. “Ah, they’re breaking the doors down again. How can we talk with it all going on?”


			He took the speaking tube. “Colonel,” he called out. “You have sufficient human guards. It is imperative that you disperse the riot. It is absolutely forbidden that they murder this man at this time and place. He is with us and is one of us as he has always been.”


			“The colonel is dead,” a voice came back. “I am Captain John Chezem the Third, next in command.”


			“You be Colonel Chezem now,” Kingmaker said. “Call out what reinforcements you need and prevent this thing.”


			“Foreman,” said Peter Proctor softly within the room. “Whatever you are thinking this day, do not think it so strongly. I’ve never seen the things so avid for your life.”


			


			“It is Mankind’s third chance we have been throwing away here,” Kingmaker intoned to the other two in the room, speaking with great serenity considering the siege they were under. Even when he spoke quietly, Kingmaker was imposing. He had the head that should be on gold coins or on Great Seals. They called him the lion, but there were no lions on Astrobe except as statuary. He was a carven lion, cut out of the Golden Travertine, the fine yellow marble of Astrobe. He had a voice of such depth that it set up echoes even when he whispered. It was part of the aura of power that he set up about himself.


			“Mankind’s first chance was the Old World of Old Earth,” Kingmaker said. “What went wrong there, what continues to go wrong there, has been imperfectly analyzed. Earth is still a vital thing, and yet we must speak of it and think of it as something in the past. It didn’t make it before in that Old World, and it isn’t going to make it now. It has shriveled.”


			Thunder and bedevilment! They were howling and quaking worse than ever. They’d take the building apart stone by stone to get their prey, and they wouldn’t be long about it. The mechanical killers were relentless when they came near their kill, and Fabian Foreman was their intended kill.


			“Mankind’s second chance was America, the New World of Old Earth,” Kingmaker continued. “In one sense it was the First New World, a sort of childhood of ourselves. And Mankind experienced its second failure there. That was really the end of Old Earth. She lives in our shadow now, has done so since we were big enough to cast a shadow.”


			Thunder, thumping thunder outside! The screaming of maniac machines!


			“Astrobe is Mankind’s third chance,” continued the regal Kingmaker. “If we fail here we may not be given another opportunity. There is something of number and balance that tells us we cannot survive another loss. If we fail here we fail forever. And we are failing. Our luck has run out.”


			Howling, undermining, and a section of one of the outside walls beginning to slide!


			“Our luck will never run out,” Proctor stated. “We’ve oceans of luck still untapped. We are doing quite well.”


			“Those cases on Old Earth did not end in total failure,” Foreman stated in a somewhat shaky voice, “though they did end in total death. And it is not a one, two, three thing. It is cyclic and it has happened many times.”


			It was veritable explosions outside when Foreman spoke. It was his life that the mechanical killers demanded right now. Hereafter all the conversation was a little difficult, almost submerged in the ocean of noise and violence.


			“Oh my bleeding ears! They were black enough failures,” Kingmaker cut back in, “but that blackness was shot full of lightning. True, there were many failures, Fabian, but I make three the magic number. The clock stood at the twenty-fifth hour so often that the very survival of man through it all appears a miracle.”


			“Let’s drag it back to daylight,” Proctor growled softly above the noise that indicated that the killers had already broken into some of the upper rooms of the building. “Only ourselves are here and we are not impressed by each other’s eloquence. We are here to select a candidate. We are not here to stay the crack of doom.”


			“Wrong, Proctor,” Kingmaker rumbled like buried thunder, and Kingmaker was always impressed by his own eloquence. “We are here to stay the crack of doom. It has fallen to us three, the inner circle of the Masters, to do exactly that thing.”


			“Doom’s been cracking for a long time, Cosmos,” Proctor jibed. He was a sleek and pleasant man even when he took exception. His voice was a sort of mechanical purr, or was that of a fox that has been eating honey.


			“Aye, how it cracks!” said Kingmaker. “If you have an ear for history, Peter, you will notice that it cracks louder every time. In many ways we are a meaner people this time around. Would we three be at the top of the heap in any of the earlier orders?”


			“I repeat that the earlier testings of man were not total failures,” Foreman said, “and perhaps they were not failures at all. They were deaths. It is not the same thing.”


			The floors were being undermined. You could hear the hate-roaring of the things underfoot now.


			“There has always been a web of desperate and quite incredible triumph,” Foreman continued. “The indomitableness of man has so far been the most amazing thing about him. I hate to see it going out of us.” Foreman’s voice did have a little of the hawk’s cry in it, but also a jingle of old laughter. He was tall and graying and lined. He seemed older than the other two, and he wasn’t. “We’ve lost so much! Every time we die we lose something. So much could have been done, so much became livid with rottenness, that we belittle what was done. So for one not quite total failure in the Old World of Old Earth we were given another life something over one thousand years ago. We were given the American thing.”


			“And failed even worse,” Proctor purred with a sort of cheerful bitterness.


			“No, we did not,” Kingmaker protested. “We failed even better. It’s an ascending spiral—till it breaks.”


			“That’s true,” Foreman said. “Our American failure was less nearly total. With a New World to work in, and with unlimited prospects, we limited them shamefully. There was no error of the Old World that we did not commit again in the New World on a vaster plane. But there was another side to it. There were times when we almost balanced the loaded scales, when we reanimated both the Old and New Worlds. There were times when we won hands down when we didn’t have a chance. We enlarged ourselves, the two hemispheres of us, and we set to tasks that before could not have been conceived.


			“Oh, our failures were abysmal enough to sicken a scavenger, but we did come near to appreciating just how high the challenge is. That world died, though history does not record the event. So for that death, which was not quite a total failure, we were given yet another life.”


			“On Astrobe!” said Proctor with smiling contempt.


			“Yes, here on Golden Astrobe,” said Kingmaker with affection. “Foreman says the other worlds all died, and in a sense he is right. This is the world that must not die. We are—and I do mean to be flowery—the third and possibly last chance of mankind. Foreman uses another count than mine and I am never sure that we mean the same thing, but I know what I mean. Another failure will finish us. If we die here, that is the end of everything. Our contrivances the machines, which say that they will succeed us, can save neither themselves nor us. We have walked the fine line too long and it almost disappears.


			“How have we failed? For five hundred years everything went right. We had success safe in our two hands.”


			“And dropped it,” said Foreman. “In twenty years everything has come apart.”


			They were all cool, considering the howling menace outside, and now perhaps within. But they had to pause for a moment when the noise completely overwhelmed them with its waves.


			“I’m puzzled,” Kingmaker said when it was possible to be heard again. “For days at a time the killers don’t bother about you Foreman. And then they go wild to get at you, as now. I believe they’ll have your life this time.”


			“For days at a time I am not clear in my own thinking,” Foreman stated. “Today I am, and they sense what it is. But they’re mistaken in my motives. Nobody has the welfare of Astrobe so much at heart as myself.”


			“We’ve had the sensor machines run a few logs on you, Foreman,” Kingmaker said heavily. “It’s certain that you’ll be murdered. Today, I believe. Your logs say within the next several months at the most. You will be literally torn to pieces, Foreman, your body dismembered. What fury but that of the mechanical killers could tear you apart as your logs indicate?”


			“I suspect another such fury building up, Kingmaker. It will upset all my personal plans severely if I’m murdered today. I’ll need the several months that my logs give me as possible.”


			“Why did you have us meet you here, Fabian?” Proctor asked. “There are many stronger places where you could be better protected.”


			“This building has some curiosities of design that I had put in twenty years ago. It’s my own building, and I know a way out.”


			“You belong to the Circle of the Masters the same as Kingmaker and I do,” Proctor said. “You have as much to do with the programming as does anyone, and you understand it better than either of us. If something is wrong with the programming of the mechanical killers, then fix it. Certainly they should not attempt to kill you. They’re programmed only to kill those who would interfere with the Astrobe dream.”


			“And by definition all members of the Circle of Masters are utterly devoted to the Astrobean dream, and are all of one mind. But even we three aren’t of one mind. Kingmaker wants to continue the living death of Astrobe at all cost. You, Proctor, do not believe that there is anything very wrong with Astrobe; but I believe there is something very wrong with you. You are both attached in your own way to the present sickness. I want a death and resurrection of the thing, and the mechanical killers do not understand this.”


			Rending and screaming of metal! A crash deep beneath them that echoed through the floor.


			“The building is going down,” Kingmaker said. “We have only minutes. We must agree on our candidate for World President.”


			“We don’t necessarily want a great man or even a good man,” Proctor said. “We want a man who can serve as a catchy symbol, a man who can be manipulated by us.”


			“I want a good man,” Kingmaker insisted.


			“I want a great man,” Foreman cried, “and we’ve come to believe that great men are nothing but myths. Let’s get one anyhow! A myth-man will satisfy Proctor, and it will do no harm if he’s a good man also.”


			“Here is my list of possibilities,” Kingmaker said, and began to read. “Wendt? Esposito? Chu? Foxx? Doane?” He paused and looked at the other two after each name, and they avoided his eyes. “Chezem? Byerly? Treva? Pottscamp?”


			“We’re not sure that Pottscamp belongs to the Center Party,” Foreman objected. “We’re not even sure that he’s a man. With most of them you can tell, but he’s like quicksilver.”


			“Emmanuel? Garby? Haddad? Dobowski? Lee?” Kingmaker continued. “Do you not think that one of them by some possibility—? No, I see that you don’t. Are these really the best men in the party? The best men on Astrobe?”


			“I’m afraid they are, Cosmos,” Foreman said. “We’re stuck fast.”


			There was a rending crash rising above the ocean of noise, and one of the mechanical killers splintered the upper part of an interior door to the room and came through it, head and thorax. It contorted its ogre face and gathered to heave itself through. Then came something almost too swift to follow.


			With a blindingly swift flick of a hand knife Proctor struck the killer where the thorax emerges from the lorica. He killed it or demobilized it.


			Proctor often showed this incredible speed of motion which seemed beyond the human. The mechanical killer dangled there, the upper part of him through the broken door. The thing had a purplish nightmarish ogre appearance designed to affright.


			Kingmaker and Foreman were both shaking, but Proctor remained cool.


			“He was alone,” Proctor said. “They go in patrols of nine, and the other eight of his group are still howling in the hallway above. I can keep track of the things. Two other patrols have now entered the building, but they blunder around. All deliberate speed now! We can’t have more than two minutes left with all possible luck. Back to our business!


			“We know the next step. By recent decree all Earth Citizens are also Citizens of Astrobe. That doesn’t necessarily make them better, but there’s a psychological advantage in reaching out for a man. It’s true that Earth has shrunken in importance—but shrinking produces an unevenness; it thrusts up mountains the while it creates low places. There are new outstanding men on Earth even though the level has fallen dismally. How about Hunaker? Rain? Oberg? Yes, I know they sound almost as dismal as do the leaders of Astrobe. Quillian? Paris? Fine?”


			“We’re in a blind maze of midget men,” Kingmaker said. “There are no real leaders. It’s become all automatic. Let’s go the whole way, then. The Programmed Persons propose once more that they manufacture the perfect candidate and that all parties endorse him. I’m tempted to go with them.”


			“We’ve been there before,” Foreman protested. “It didn’t work then, and it won’t work now. The old-recension humans simply aren’t ready to accept a mechanical man as world president. Remember, that’s how Northprophet had his being. They fabricated him, some years ago, to be the perfect leader. And so he would have been—from their viewpoint. And, according to rumor, that is the origin of Pottscamp also. No, it’s a human leader that we need. We must keep the balance of a human for president and a mechanical for surrogate president. A mechanical man can’t stop the doom clock from striking on us. He’s part of the clock.”


			“There’s one other field of search,” Kingmaker came in as if on cue. If he hadn’t, Foreman would have had to suggest it himself and that would have taken the edge off it. “We need not limit ourselves to men now living. Chronometanastasis has been a working thing for a dozen years. Find a dead man who once led well. Let him lead again. It will catch the fancy of the people, especially if they guess it themselves and are not told it outright. There’s a bit of mystery attached to a man who has been dead.


			“But the dead of Astrobe will not do. A man doesn’t get hoary enough in five hundred years. Let’s go back to Earth for a really big man, or one who can be presented as really big. How about Plato?”


			“Too cold, too placid,” said Foreman. “He was the first and greatest of them, but actually he was a programmed person himself—no matter that he designed the program. He wrote once that a just man can never be unhappy. I want a man who can be unhappy over an unjust situation! Have you suggestions for dead Earth-men, Proctor?”


			“For the sake of formality, yes. King Yu. Mung K’o. Chandragupta. Stilicho. Charles the Great. Cosimo I. Macchiavelli. Edward Coke. Gustavas Vasa. Lincoln. Inigo Jones. They’d make an interesting bunch and I’d like to meet every one of them. And yet, for our purpose, there is a little something lacking in each.”


			“They are men who are almost good enough,” said Kingmaker. “We already have plenty of men who are almost good enough. Have you a list, Foreman?”


			“Yes.” Foreman took a folded paper from his pocket. He made a great show of unfolding it and smoothing it out; he cleared his throat.


			“Thomas More,” he read.


			He folded the paper again and put it back in his pocket.


			“That’s right,” he said. “Only one name on my list. He had one completely honest moment right at the end. I can’t think of anyone else who ever had one.”


			“He did lose his head once in a time of crisis,” Proctor jibed.


			“I believe he can handle it,” Foreman said. “All that’s required is a mustard seed.”


			“Lay off it, you damned riddle maker,” Kingmaker growled sharply. “We have to hurry. It’s your life they are after this day, Fabian. Yes, he’ll make a nice novelty, and he’ll be presentable. I could say a dozen things against his selection. I could say twice as many against any other candidate we might propose. Shall we?”


			They all nodded together.


			“Send for him!” Kingmaker smote his chair with finality. “Will you handle it, Foreman?”


			“If I live through the next five minutes I will handle it. If not, then one of you do it. Out now, you two! The killers will not touch you at all! And if I slip them this day they may not bother me again for a week. The violence of their reaction to me comes and goes. Out with you! How handy! The wall opens to give you way!”


			The shattered wall did open. Kingmaker and Proctor were out, and the mechanical killers were in with a surge. Foreman stood and trembled as the walls staggered and the whole undermined building collapsed. Then it was so murky that neither eyes nor sensors could make it out. The second and third stories came down on the first, the debris exploded inward, the killers, ten patrols of them, went through its stones and beams gnashing for flesh, and they covered the place completely.


			It was his own building, Foreman had said, and he knew a way out.


			2
MY GRAVE, AND I IN IT


			THE PILOT chosen by Fabian Foreman to bring Thomas More from Earth to Astrobe was named Paul. Paul was two meters of walking irony, a long, strong, swift man, and short of speech. His voice was much softer than would be expected from his appearance, and had only a slight rough edge to it. What seemed to be a perpetual crooked grin was partly the scar of an old fight. He was a compassionate man with a cruel and crooked face. From his height, his rough red hair and ruddy face, and his glittering eyes he was sometimes called The Beacon.


			For a record of irregular doings, classified as criminal, Paul had had his surname and his citizenship taken away from him. Such a person loses all protection and sanction. He is at the mercy of the Programmed Persons and their Killers, and mercy was never programmed into them.


			The Programmed Killers are inhibited from killing a human citizen of Astrobe, though often they do so by contrived accident. But an offender who has had his citizenship withdrawn is prey to them. He has to be very smart to survive, and Paul had survived for a year. For that long he had evaded the remorseless stiff-gaited Killers who follow their game relentlessly with their peculiar stride. Paul had lived as a poor man in the Barrio, and in the ten thousand kilometers of alleys in Cathead. He had been running and hiding for a year, and quite a bit of money had been bet on him. There is always interest in seeing how long these condemned can find a way to live under their peculiar sentence, and Paul had lived with it longer than any of them could remember. And he was ahead of those stiff killers. He had killed a dozen of them in their brushes, and not one of them had ever killed him.


			An ansel named Rimrock, an acquaintance of both of them, had got in touch with Paul for Fabian Foreman. And Paul arrived now, remarkably uncowed by his term as fugitive. He arrived quite early in the morning, and he already had an idea from the ansel of what the mission was.


			“You sent for me, Hawk-Face?” he asked Foreman. “I’m an irregular man. Why should you send me on a mission? Send a qualified citizen pilot, and keep yourself clean.”


			“We want a man capable of irregular doings, Paul,” Foreman said. “You’ve been hunted, and you’ve become smart. There will be danger. There shouldn’t be, since this was decided on by the Inner Circle of the Masters, but there will be.”


			“What’s in it for me?”


			“Nothing. Nothing at all. You’ve been living in the meanest circumstances on the planet. You are intelligent. You must have seen what is wrong with Astrobe.”


			“No, I don’t know what is wrong with our world, Inner Circle Foreman, nor how to set it right. I know that things are very wrong; and that those who use words to mean their opposites are delighted about the whole thing. You yourself are a great deal in the company of the subverters. I don’t trust you a lot. But you are hunted by the killers. You slipped them yesterday by a fox trick that nobody understands, so you enter the legendary of the high hunted. There must be something right about a man they hate so much.”


			“We are trying to find a new sort of leader who can slow, even reverse, the break-up, Paul. We’ve selected a man from the Earth Past, Thomas More. We will present him to the people only as the Thomas, or perhaps, to be more fanciful, as the Past Master. You know of him?”


			“Yes, I know him as to time and place and reputation.”


			“Will you go and get him?”


			“All right. I’ll be back with him in two months,” Paul said. And he started to leave the room.


			“Wait, you red-headed fool!” Foreman ordered sharply. “You are a man of intelligence? What sort of oaf have I settled onto here? I haven’t briefed you, I haven’t given you any details at all yet. How will you—?”


			“Don’t give it a thought, grand Foreman,” Paul said. He had a crooked mean grin on his face. How was Foreman to know that the grin was the scar of an old fight and that Paul’s expression could never change much? “I said I’d do it, Foreman. I’ll do it.”


			“But what will you go in? How—?”


			“I’ll steal your own craft, of course. I nearly stole it once before. I’d rather have it than Kingmaker’s flying palace. There isn’t a finer small craft to be had, and there isn’t a man I’d rather steal from than you. And I have to leave in such sudden fashion if I’m to leave alive.”


			“But I will have to set up contacts for you.”


			“I know your Earth contacts, and I know those of Cosmos Kingmaker. In fact, I have conned several of them in the past in my record of irregular doings. I’m a competent pilot in both mediums, time and space. I must leave at once or there will be some leak to it. I’m no good to either of us dead.”


			“But I will have to get you off Astrobe alive. You’re still a marked prey for the Programmed Killers.”


			“I’d die of your kindness, Foreman. I’ll get off alive in my own way.”


			“But you must have some questions!”


			“None. I can find London on Old Earth. I can find A Thousand Years Ago. I can locate a well-known man there. I can bring him back if he wants to come. And I can make him want to come.”


			


			Paul strolled out, leaped into Foreman’s grasshopper which stood in the open entry hall, and jammed the identification counterpart on it. Then he took flight. The grasshopper, of course, emitted the Stolen signal as it flew, and all Foreman’s keying of permission could not override that signal.


			“Why did I ever listen to an ansel and select a wild man like that?” Foreman moaned to himself. “Ten seconds on the mission, and he’s done everything wrong. He’ll have every guard at spaceport on him, and they’ll kill him before I can explain. Why did the ruddy fool jam the counterpart?”


			Within seconds Paul came to spaceport in the grasshopper; and in the same short seconds, three groups had gathered to deal with him variously. One group, however, had known of Paul’s sudden impulsive action some hours before.


			Paul was thinking rapidly in this, but he also had a friend who was feeding things into his mind. Paul knew that it is sometimes better to have two groups than one in pursuit of you. If you can get the bears and the hounds to close in on you from opposite directions at the same time, somebody is likely to get mauled. Luck holding, it may be the bears and the hounds.


			Having a few bear-baiters and hound-baiters in ambush ready to take a hand may also help.


			The bears were the spaceport guards, huge and lumbering, reacting to the Stolen signal of the grasshopper. And the bears got there first, too fast, or the hounds were too slow. They dragged Paul out of the grasshopper with their grapples, and he knew that they were about the business of killing him. One of them shagged him a bloody swipe that took skin and deep flesh off arm, shoulder, and left ribs. And one, but only one, clasped him to crush him to death. But the primary aim of these bears, these mechanical guards, was to secure the stolen vehicle and clear the status of it. Killing Paul was only a secondary aim.


			“Timing not right,” rattled through Paul’s head in what seemed his last moment. “Other killers too late. Never was anything late about them before.” He was crushed too tight to talk, almost too tight to think. With the grip that the thing had on him, he would never breathe in another breath. But he fought mightily with the iron bear, unwilling to give death an unearned advantage.


			The hounds were the Programmed Killers, the same who had been haunting Paul for a year. Stiff and bristling, they now reacted to a frantic signal in their own sensing devices, the Escape signal sent out by Paul’s actions. Their programming told them that their prey, the Paul Person, was attempting an off-world escape from them, and that it was urgent. They closed in on Paul for the kill, blind to everything else; and the spaceport guards as blindly reacted to this sudden intrusion into their own area of investigation.


			The tangle, when it came, was of blinding speed and deafening fury. Here were two different groups of mechanical killers: one programmed for patrol, defense and counterattack, the Bears; the other programmed for stalking and direct assault, the Hounds or Hound-Cats. But a bear was crushing Paul to death, however much the strong and slippery man struggled against it.


			And yet the crusher was diverted in the churning confusion. Twice it had to stop to smash gnashing metal hounds into mechanical death and disarray. Every device there had one or more alarms or sirens or hooters going off inside him, and the signals did not make for clarity.


			Then was the maddening clash and jangle as the third force entered. Paul felt it in his brain, and both sorts of mechanicals felt it in their gell-cells. And there was a direct command in Paul’s brain: “Breathe, dammit!” So he took one more great breath, having been loosened for the veriest instant. He was too far gone to have known to breathe without being told.


			But this third assault was a human one, more or less. The voice in Paul’s brain was that of Rimrock the ansel. Whether Rimrock could be called human or not, he was associated with humans. Now Paul also heard the voice of Walter Copperhead, the necromancer who could spook the matrix out of the mechanicals and confuse their programming completely. Paul heard other voices, and he was able to get another breath.


			Paul was not dead. He refused to die. His crushing iron bear had had to loose him completely to smash down three of the mechanical hound-cats at once. And the sudden men were in it now. Battersea was as tall a man as Paul and twice as thick. He swung a battleaxe that weighed as much as an ordinary man, and he knew where were located the nexus and centers of every sort of mechanical. He’d battered them to death before. Shanty was near as huge a man as Battersea, and was faster. Copperhead’s powers included the power to disable and kill, and Rimrock the ansel, of that most gentle species, had nevertheless slicers three feet long.


			Others were there. There was Slider, but Slider had never been sure which side he was on. And Paul himself was into the battle now. He had a long stabber up from a sheath at his loins; and Paul also knew a little bit about how these contrivances were put together. On many of them, an upthrust below the base of the third center plate will sever communications in the mechanical and leave it helpless; and it was there that Paul thrust. He got it; his thrust severed communications and life; it was a man and not a mechanical that he battled that time, and Paul killed him. A man masquerading as a Programmed Killer! So there were, the more to confuse the event, human men on both sides.


			“The time is now!” the voice of Rimrock the ansel shrilled in Paul’s brains, and yet the silent Rimrock was battling one of the iron bears and seemed not even aware of Paul’s location. But Rimrock was a devious fellow.


			Paul, free again for a moment, bounded like a springbuck and was into Foreman’s spacecraft. Foreman had keyed permission, and the identification counterpart had not been jammed on this. Paul was in sudden flight.


			Well, it had been a curious and bitter battle, quite brief and quite deadly. At least two humans had been killed, and half a dozen mechanicals. And the battle will have to explain itself as it goes along, for it is not over. It is to be fought again and again in its variations.


			But Paul was free and in flight—painfully swiped and giddy from loss of blood, but in flight beyond pursuit. The Programmed Killers had Paul on their death list as an enemy of the Astrobe Ideal; and yet he was now on mission for the three big men, the Inner Circle of the Masters, who were supposed to be the mainstays of that ideal.


			Paul had been whistling happily, whenever he had the breath for it, during the whole confused battle in which he had killed a man and demolished a Programmed Person. He was still whistling happily when he was in flight in Foreman’s spacecraft; and none of those in the melee (except the ansel) had any idea what he was about. And he still whistled when he was in Hopp-Equation Space.


			It breaks here. It isn’t like other space. And persons and things in it aren’t the same persons and things they were before.


			Astrobe is about a parsec and a half from Earth. Going at light speed it would take more than five years to make the trip. But by Hopp-Equation Travel, it could be made in one Astrobe month, a little less than one Earth month, about seven hundred standard hours.


			Paul’s craft would disappear as it traversed the parsec and a half to Earth. But, to the pilot who made the run, it was the rest of the universe that disappeared. To him there was no motion, no worlds or stars—really no sense of duration, or of time in passage.


			Odd things happened to pilots and passengers during Hopp-Equation travel. During the period of cosmic disappearances, Paul always became left-handed. In addition, there was always an absolutely fundamental reversal in him. He knew from the private jokes of other pilots that this total reversal happened to them also. There was more sniggering about this than about anything else in space lore, for Hopp-Equation travel was very new. But it happened, it happened every time: the total reversal of polarity in a person. Man, what a reversal in polarity!


			“Oh well, it’s the only way I could ever sing soprano,” Paul would say; and he often did so when in this state.


			Paul would cat-nap on the trip, but his state of sleep would register on the craft’s instrumentation, and he was not permitted to sleep beyond ninety seconds at one time. He became adept at this, however. Very intricate dreams can be experienced in ninety seconds.


			Paul calculated that he had at least twenty thousand of these memorable dreams during the passage. Each was gemlike, self-contained, perfectly timed, widely different from any other. Each was a short life of its own, many of them with large sets of characters and multitudinous happenings, some completely gentle, some nostalgic for things never known before but clearly remembered, some sheer horror beyond the ride of any nightmare. The Law of Conservation of Psychic Totality will not be abridged. There were four and a half years of psychic awareness to be compressed into one month, and it forced its compression into these intense and rapid dreams.


			There is a great lot of psychic space debris, and when one enters its area on Hopp-Equation flight one experiences it. Every poignant thing that ever happened, every comic or horrifying or exalting episode that ever took place, is still drifting somewhere in space. One runs into fragments (and concentrations) of billions of minds there; it is never lost, it is only spread out thin.


			The ansel was in many of the dreams. These creatures are psychically remarkable; they were in the human unconscious before they were found on Astrobe.


			There were flashes, in and around Paul’s dreams, of his year of escapes, and of the most recent escape at spaceport. Paul was never terrified in moments of danger. His terror came later, in dream form, and a lot of it communicated itself on this passage. The several persons and mechanisms who had died in that last episode were in several of the dreams; persons who have just died are also psychically remarkable.


			Paul had many dreams of a boy named Adam who died cavalierly in battle again and again, and so avoided the misfortune of really growing up. Dying was the only thing he was really good at. And he dreamed of Adam’s sister, a child-witch who decided to go to Hell before she died. But Paul was not sure whether he had known these two, and others previously; whether he knew them only in these dreams; or whether he was to know them in the future. And how was it that Adam died so many times? How did he come to life so many times? “No, no,” Adam explained. “It is death, it is death. I am not born again. I do not live again. It is always another of the same name.” Paul dreamed of the monster Ouden; and of his own death, when it should come, knowing that he was actually viewing it.


			But it wasn’t all heavy vital stuff encountered in the Passage Dreams. Some of it was light and vital stuff. Also still drifting in deep space is every tall tale ever told.


			Hey, here’s one. It was of an Earthman of a few hundred years before Paul’s time, John Sourwine, or Sour John. But now Paul became Sour John and he told and lived at the same time the outré tale.


			Owing to the diet he had followed from his youth—alcohol, wormwood, green snails—one of Sour John’s kidneys had become vitrified, and in a peculiar manner. Not only had it turned into glass, but it had turned into glass of a fine jewel-like green. This he had seen himself on the fluoroscope.


			It happened that he and some friends were at Ghazikhan in what was then India of Old Earth, and they looked at the great idol there. They were told that the center eye of the idol, an emerald nearly a foot in diameter, was worth eleven million dollars. Sour John went back to his ship and thought about it.


			“Ghazikhan is not a sea-port,” Paul interrupted his dream, for he had acquired Old Earth information by psych-teacher machine long ago. “Either get on or get off,” said Sour John, Paul’s other self for the moment. “I say it is a sea-port.” Paul (Sour John) went back to his ship and thought about it. He had always meant to acquire expensive habits, and he could use eleven million dollars. He sharpened up an old harpoon, called the ship’s boy to help him, and in no time at all they had that kidney out. They trimmed it down a little, put it to a lathe and then a buffer and one thing and another, and soon they had it shined up to perfection. It was the most beautiful kidney in the world.


			Then Paul went back to the town, climbed up the idol at midnight (it was five hundred feet high and sheer and slick as ice); he pried out the emerald eye and substituted the green kidney. It fit perfectly. “I knew it would,” said Paul. Then he climbed down, a descent that not another man in the world would dare to make, and went back to his ship with the emerald. He sold it in Karachi for eleven million dollars, and he lived high for a while. But owing to his only having one kidney, Paul was now unable to drink water at all.


			Three years later Paul (Sour John) was back in Ghazikhan. He was told that the center eye of the idol had been reappraised. By a miracle it had changed, the people said. It had become richer in color, finer in texture, of a deeper brilliance; and a grand new aroma came from it. And now it was worth thirteen million dollars. “I figure I lost two million dollars on the deal,” Paul said as he woke up.


			Ninety seconds; how could that be? The climb up the idol had taken two hours at least. Somebody asks what sort of man was this Paul with the permanent crooked grin? He was the sort of man who was visited by a passage dream of a vitrified kidney.


			Twenty thousand of such little dreams! Hey, here’s another one!


			Paul was coursing at fantastic speed towards the area where the little twin stars Rhium and Antirhium revolved around each other. “Hurry,” were his instructions; “they seem of no consequence, but they are the governor of the universe. Somebody is tampering with them.” Paul continued at his impossible speed and arrived at the area. He saw something that nobody had ever seen before, for nobody had ever been so close to them. The two small stars that revolved around each other were joined together by a long steel chain. It was that which held them in their tight rapid orbits; it was that which made them the governor of the universe. Paul quickly located the trouble. There was a small green creature, with the body of a monkey and the head of a gargoyle, cutting the chain with a hack-saw, and he had it near cut in two. “Pray that I be not too late!” Paul prayed, and he believed he had made it when the sawyer broke a blade. But he quickly replaced it with another, stuck his green tongue out at Paul, took three more strokes with the hack-saw, and the chain broke. Then Rhium and Antirhium swung out of their tight orbits, and the whole universe was out of control with its governor broken. Fifty billion billion stars went nova, and then blacked out to nothing. The universe had eaten itself and was gone forever. “I told you to hurry!” the space captain told Paul furiously as he came barreling up. Then the space captain’s face melted like wax and he was gone. “I did hurry,” Paul said. Then his own face melted like wax and he was gone also.


			“Is it quite finished?” came the voice of old hawk-face Fabian Foreman. “If it is quite finished, then perhaps we can begin to construct a new universe. It’s all right. It worked out well. I meant you to be too late.”


			Ninety seconds long. Twenty thousand of them, each one so different.


			Oddly, it is only the maladjusted who are able to stand the passages. The well-adjusted pilot cracks up on such a solo trip. That is why all Hopp-Equation pilots are of a peculiar breed.


			Paul knew that some of the monsters he encountered in the passage dreams were real. They were the weird creatures who live in Hopp-Equation Space. Some of them were encountered by Paul only; but others were experienced by pilot after pilot in the same episode in the same part of space. It was delirium. Nearly five years of psychic experience must be crowded into one month. The psychic mass of experience is not foreshortened.


			


			From Golden Astrobe to Blue Earth. Earth is always bluish to one coming from Astrobe. Astrobe always seems gold to one coming from Earth. It is that the whites of their two suns are not the same white. White is not an absolute. It is the composite of the colors where you live.


			Paul made Earth-fall, taking it from the morning side, a beautiful experience that never gets old.


			He came down in London and stabled his craft. He took with him a small but weighty instrument, and went to the London office of Cosmos Kingmaker. That richest man on Astrobe had vast interests on Earth also; and Paul knew his way around on both worlds.


			Brooks was in charge of Kingmaker’s London office, and Brooks was immediately flustered by a visit from a man of Astrobe. Most Earthmen are flustered and inferior towards men of Astrobe, feeling themselves left behind and of less consequence. When most of the small but vital elite had gone from Earth to Astrobe four or five hundred years before, it had made a difference that was never erased. Earth really was inferior and of less consequence now.


			Paul presented Brooks with credentials and directives from Kingmaker, and Brooks accepted them. Paul had forged them during the passage, though he could have gotten real ones from Kingmaker himself or through Foreman. Paul liked to do things on his own.


			“You do not give me much information, and I do not ask much,” Brooks said. “I have heard of you vaguely. I know that you have been in trouble on both worlds. Well, I respect the buccaneer in a man; it has almost gone out of us. My master Kingmaker has employed such men before, and it is not for me to question it. Here is the basic machine. I could calibrate an attachment for any period you wish, but you seem to have brought your own attachment.”


			“Oh, there’s no great secrecy, Brooks. I’ve come for a man, and I’ll probably leave with him again tomorrow. It isn’t necessary that you know the exact calibration, though it would be no great harm if you guessed it.”


			“Here’s coin of the period as my brief here requires me to supply to you. I wish you hadn’t requisitioned so much of it. It will strap me. It goes much further than you would imagine. The multiplier is something like fifty to one.”


			And Paul was fingering the old gold coins around on a little table there.


			“Here, I can use less than one in four of these,” he said. “I give the rest of them back to you, Brooks; they are minted a very few years too late for my purpose; they might embarrass me. The men where I am going would be suspicious of Tomorrow Coins. I know the multiplier, and the former and present value. The remaining sum will be about right.”


			“Will you come out in Chelsea, messenger Paul?”


			“In Chelsea you ask? You guess shrewdly, for an Earthman. No, I will go in here and come out here.”


			“Chelsea at that time was not a part of London. It was some miles in the country.”


			“The distance was the same then as now. I may find my man in London on business or I may find him at his home in Chelsea.”


			Paul stepped through the tuned antenna-like loop, and to Brooks it was as though the man had disappeared into the crackling air. To Paul it was going through an unholy gray confusion that is deeper than darkness. And he was sick, as are all who follow the time travel.


			Paul came out ankle-deep in mud. He was on the edge of a big sprawling wooden town. He went into a ramshackle public house, ordered and ate wood-cock, some very high beef, barley bread, and an onion the size of a child’s head; and he talked to the proprietor.


			“Could you tell me whether Thomas More is in the city, or home in Chelsea?” he asked the man, being careful to give the old pronunciation of words as well as he could.


			“Likely at home,” the man said. “He’s out of favor with the King now, you know. You are a solicitor?”


			“Yes, I solicit,” Paul said.


			“You’ve an odd sound to your talk,” the man told him. “You are from the North?”


			“No, from the South,” Paul told him. That was true. Astrobe, from Earth viewpoint, was in the Southern Celestial Hemisphere.


			“It’s dangerous to talk to strangers these days,” the man said, “but I was never one to be intimidated. The old things are passing away, and I hate to see them go. I don’t like the new things that are brewing. But I do like Thomas More, though doubting that he’ll be long in the land of the living. Mother of Christ, I hope someone can persuade him to leave the country before it’s too late! I believe that you are one of them from across the channel.”


			“Yes, I’m from across the channel,” Paul said, “and I’ll take him out of the country if he’ll go with me. Do not mention our conversation, and I will not.”


			“The King’s men are everywhere, friend. Walk in Christ.”


			Paul went out again. It was a cold day. He knew the way, and he followed the road to Chelsea in Middlesex. He was pleased to discover that the English had not yet become “that most unhandsome of people.”


			There wasn’t much trouble with the language back in this period—a few little tricks to remember, no more. An hour or two of crisp walking on the road, and Paul was to Chelsea. He asked but once, and then he spotted his man, walking in his frozen garden and wrapped up like a sheep.


			How did Paul know him for sure? Well, he looked a little like the Thomas More of Holbein’s portrait which Paul had studied, but only a little. All portraits by Holbein look more like Holbein than like their subjects. But Thomas More was a man who would always be recognized.


			“I am Paul,” said Paul as he walked up to him, “and after that I hardly know what to say.”


			“Your name-saint also traveled far, Paul,” Thomas More said with easy friendliness. “Not so far as you have, of course, but perhaps to higher purposes. But I salute you, as a man coming through both mediums, which I do nowt understand.”


			Paul had gone back a thousand years, and he and Thomas could understand each other. But Thomas couldn’t have understood his own great-grandfather. It goes by jumps, and it had changed much more in the hundred years just past than in the thousand years to follow. It is true that Thomas said nowt for not; that he pronounced of as though it were spelled of and not uv; that he sounded the plural s as though it were an s and not a z.


			“I don’t understand it either,” Paul said. “But how could you know that I have come through both mediums?”


			“You’ve the aspect of one of them,” Thomas said. “I’ve been visited through time before. I’m not a great man, but I’m one who has aroused curiosity in History. Where are you from, Paul?”


			“From Astrobe, of which you have never heard.”


			“Lay no bets on that, Paul. I’ve a number of past and future things in my head. Once I believed that travel through time was unnatural. But we all travel through time every moment of our lives. It is only that you have traveled at a different rate and in a different direction. Are all on your world as tall as you?”


			Thomas had a touch of the things that would later be called the Irish brogue and the Scotch burr, but they were in the English of this time.


			“No. The average is about a half a foot shorter than myself—about a half a foot taller than yourself,” Paul said. “To us you are a short and chunky man, and you have allowed yourself to appear old: I assume it is your natural appearance unmodified. But I’m more and more puzzled that you should guess me so accurately.”


			“I didn’t get the name of being the best lawyer in Europe without being able to appraise a man,” Thomas said. “And you are not unique. I told you that I had been visited through time before. By a curiosity of History I am to have a certain fame. The circumstances of it bewilder me as they have been explained to me by another traveler. I do nowt at all understand what is to happen to me within the next year. Other men have been visited from the future, I’m sure; but they’re no more likely to publish the fact than I am. Incredulity is a fang that bites deep. I understand that I am to make, and only a few weeks from now, a decision so foolhardy on the surface of it as hardly to be believed. Visitors have come and asked me why I did it, and I can’t tell them at all. You see, I haven’t done it yet. The point for which I am to lose my head seems to me to be a trivial one, not worth the loss of a head, certainly not worth the loss of mine. Why have you visited me from Asternick, Paul?”


			“From Astrobe. We are in trouble on Astrobe. They are looking for a candidate to lead them out of a hopeless tangle there. They have tried almost every other sort of man; now they want to try an honest man. They considered the Name Men, living and dead, of the two worlds. You were the only completely honest man they could discover—or the only man with one completely honest moment.”


			“Oh, it was—will be—quite a showy act of honesty for which I will lose my head, Paul. But I can’t conceive of myself doing it. I haven’t been particularly honest up to this point of my life. Opportune rather. But if I were honest, or if I am to be so in the climax moment of my life, how will that help you on Astrobe in the future?”


			“I’ve come to take you back to Astrobe with me.”


			“You want to take me forward in time with you, Paul? That’s impossible, of course. We must live out our lives in our own times and places according to the fate laid out for us. We cannot tamper with the course of History.”


			“A little of the shine flaked off you then, Thomas. It’s only a plating, is it, and not the deep thing? Thomas, that was a silly string of commonplace for an uncommon man to utter. And, as a Christian man, you can hardly accept fate.”


			“You would make a fine lawyer yourself, Paul. No, I never paid obeisance to Fate. And I have just enough natural truculence in me to do it. But I hate to leave my family.”


			“Thomas, Thomas, are you lacking in curiosity? In imagination? In daring? They have called you a forerunner, a man open to new ideas. And possibly you will not be leaving your family. History records that you died on a certain date, in an extreme manner, and in this realm.”


			“Will there be two of me, then, Paul? But of course there are two of me, and more. Every man is a multitude; but I play with words. Why do you really need me?”


			“I have told it. It is because our world is sick.”


			“And you are looking for a gaudy cure? You are looking for a Doctor snatched from the Past? I have failed to cure a sick world here, Paul, and I have watched its sickness growing all my life. It was not even a successful doctor in his own time that you are come for. I was the High Chancellor Doctor; and the patient has thrown me out of the house.”


			“Those who decide such things have decided that you are the man we need.”


			“It isn’t that I haven’t studied the subject, Paul. I once wrote an account of as sick a world as I could imagine. You see, my second claim to fame is that I coined the word and the idea Utopia. I wrote in bitter and laughing irony of that sickest of all possible worlds, that into which my own world seems to be turning.


			“But here is an odd thing, Paul. I am told by time travelers that my angry humor piece has always been misunderstood. It came to be believed that I wrote of an ideal world. It even came to be believed that I wrote with a straight face. My mind boggles at the very idea, but I’m told that it is so. Paul, there is something very slack about a future that will take a biting satire for a vapid dream.”


			“Will you come back with me?”


			“Not to any Astrobe, no, Paul. I can’t help you or yours, you red-headed ogre. I like you, man. There’s something pleasant about a really ugly man, and we both qualify. But I can’t go with you. I will try to explain.


			“I have asked questions of the Time Men who came to question me, so I know a little of several futures. You live about a thousand years from now, at my guess, at the time of the First Astrobian Time of Troubles; and Astrobe in your time is in wobbly shape. But a thousand years after you are dead, Astrobe will still be in wobbly shape. It will have a different wobble then, however. Astrobe will have long since survived the crisis that worries you now.”


			“A crisis is survived only by the doings of one critical man.”


			“I know it.”


			“Thomas, you are that man.”


			“No. I am not. It is another. I begin to recall it now. I hadn’t paid too much attention to the accounts of the Other World when I was told of such; it all seemed pretty fanciful. His name, his name, I wish I could remember his name.”


			“So do I, Thomas. You would surely recognize your own, if you were presented under it.”


			“The man who brought Astrobe out of its first time of troubles, and in so left-handed a manner, his name, it will come to me, Paul, that man was quite in the heroic mold, and I am not. That man, after he had been shamefully put to de— Jerusalem irredenta! It cannot be! The name of that man, Paul—miserere mihi Domine!—his name isn’t known. Always he is identified only as the Past Master. It’s a startling thought. You believe him to be me?”


			“Yes. I’m sure now, Thomas. You’ve told me something that isn’t known to them there yet. They’re still searching for a name to present you under. ‘Past Master’ is one of those they are considering, but they won’t decide till they see you. ‘Past Master’ it will be, then. The Master out of the past is yourself, Thomas.”


			“Paul, you also have been pursued for your life, as I have been lately. I know the look of a hunted man, even a defiant one. Surely there are not King’s Men on Astrobe who hunt down and kill.”


			“No, they are different, Thomas. They are Programmed Mechanical Killers.”


			“No, they are the same, Paul. King’s Men everywhere are programmed mechanical killers. But I see that I will have to discover for myself the name of the real king of Astrobe. Yes, I’ll go. Stay the night. I’ll go with you in the morning.”


			


			“Thomas, what happened, what is happening to your own world?” Paul asked as they talked together that night. “You built it according to an ideal of high perfection, but it started to come apart a hundred years before this time. Your world is at an end, and another one, in some ways much worse, is beginning. What goes wrong with your world, Thomas?”


			“We built it too small, Paul, we built it too small. And what is really wrong with Astrobe? Can you not give me the name of it? It helps to know the name of your opponent.”


			“It’s name is the monster Ouden, the open mouth of Ouden, of whom you have not heard.”


			“I’m an educated man, Paul, in my own opinion at least. I’m one of the handful of men who brought Greek back to Western Europe. History should remember that much of me. And Ouden means nothingness.”


			“That’s the name of him, Thomas, and he has his growing legions.”


			They burned oak and pitch-pine and yew in the open fire, and drank a little of the native. In that century England still had a wine of its own.


			


			They were up early in the morning. Thomas More, about to start on a strange journey, went to be shriven. “I believe only in spurts now, Paul,” he said. “My faith is weak. Is it not ironic that I will die for it in the near future? And that those of strong faith will hide and be silent?”


			Paul went with Thomas and did likewise, perhaps the first man to be absolved of sins a thousand years before he committed them.


			They went to London afterwards. They went through the tunnel loop and came out in Kingmaker’s London office, where Brooks was sleeping on a sofa. He wakened and recognized Thomas at once.


			“I’d guessed it was he you came to take, Paul,” he said. “I’d rather you took the crown jewels or the Seal or the Charter. If his bones are no longer with us, then we are not the same man.”


			“Let’s go see, Paul,” Thomas said. “A man owes himself that much curiosity.”


			They went to the old church of St. Peter in Chains. “You are buried here,” Paul said. “The church is a reconstruction, but the graves underneath are still there.”


			An old priest came to them there.


			“Do the bones of Thomas More for certain lie below?” Thomas asked the old priest.


			“They do. This very year we opened several of the graves. The bones of Thomas More are there, and on one finger bone is the famous signet ring of which you wear a replica on your own finger. You are an antiquarian.”


			“No, I’m an antiquary,” Thomas said. “I have a special interest in this man. What other man, Paul, looks down on his own grave and he in it? All except my head. I’m told that it’s buried at Canterbury. Parboiled it, did they not? I’d like to see it, but I suspect that it’s too long a journey.”


			They were going on a journey of a parsec and a half, but seventy miles was too long a journey.


			As they strolled about London, Paul realized that this man Thomas would never be an anachronism, either on Earth or on Astrobe. Thomas was already onto the new pronunciation of the language—to the point of burlesquing it. He was at home, too much at home, in this latter world. He did everything directly, and as his right. He got into a fist fight with a bulky young man in a drinking place.


			Thomas won the fight, too, but Paul saw fit to chide him about it.


			“Remember, Thomas, you were sainted after you were dead,” Paul told him. “Saints do not indulge in bar-room brawls.”


			“Some do, Paul, some don’t,” Thomas maintained, wiping blood off his peculiar nose. Whatever happened to that nose wouldn’t matter much; it wasn’t a pretty one, but it had a lot of character. “Several men of my acquaintance were later sainted, so I’ve been told. One of them was a withdrawn man who didn’t brawl. One of them was too puny for it. But the third of them did indulge in just such brawls. I’ve seen him.”


			And this reminded Thomas of something else. “One thing I forgot to ask, Paul. How is the fishing on Astrobe? You are silent, Paul. I can still withdraw from this adventure, you know. Answer me, man.”


			“I am trying to contain myself, Thomas. You will not believe it until you see it. It is one of the great things that have remained great.”


			“You mean it, Paul? You can go out any afternoon and take a string of them?”


			“A string of them? Thomas, you talk like a boy. How can you string fish that are as long as a man? On Astrobe, if you go out in a boat for any purpose other than angling, the fish will rise to the surface about you and howl for the hook.”


			“I am glad, Paul, that the new-day fishermen have not suffered any shortening of the tongue. That is what really worried me.”


			They went to Sky-Port and entered their craft for Astrobe, Thomas with an armful of mystery novels, revels, bonanzas, and science fiction books, all new things to him. Thomas had also discovered tobacco and he swore that the stogie was the most wonderful thing in the world since the Evangels. He announced that he would smoke and read for the whole trip to Astrobe. So they enskied.


			And so it went well till their first period of cosmic disappearance.


			


			He was trying to bellow, the man Thomas, no, the creature Thomas, and his voice was no longer one to bellow with. The fundamental reversal had taken place in him as they made the Hopp-Equation trip, and Thomas seethed with a fury that he could not express.


			“Does it happen to all travelers, Paul?” the Thomas finally asked in frustration.


			“To all who travel by Hopp-Equation journey. The regular trip takes five years.”


			“What’s time to a revenant? I’ve been dead a thousand years, that I should live to such shame,” he, she, it said.


			


			The Passage dreams again, to Paul, and now to the Thomas also. Thousands of them, no more than a minute and a half each, incomparably vivid. In passage dream Thomas met an oceanic man named Rimrock and did not find it odd. He encountered a female creature who was at the same time Succubus, Eve, Lilith, Judith, Mary, and Valkyrie. He dreamed three quick vivid dreams of three men he had never met. One man for his moment was a spider with a lion’s head. One man was a most peculiar fox. And one man was a hawk who sat and shuffled shells at a table, and one shell was different.


			These dreams sank down into the cellar of the Thomas mind, but they would come up to him again when he met those persons.


			3
AT THE NAKED SAILOR


			“WHY, THIS IS beyond wonder, Paul,” Thomas said when they had toppled into normal space and began to orbit in to Astrobe. “It’s a golden world. When I was a boy I was told that the streets of Paris were gold; or, if not they, then those of Rome, or Constantinople, or Cordova. I visited them all, and they weren’t. The Spanish ambassador told me that it was so in Mexico City. I didn’t get to go there, but I had long since come to my doubting years. But the whole world here is gold.”


			“It is the color of our grian-sun,” Paul said. “It is our white, and so it will seem to you.”


			They came onto firm Astrobe, dismounted, and gave the craft to the keepers. They started towards the easy rooms.


			“Not that way, Red, it’s a trap, it’s a trap!” an ansel voice erupted in Paul’s head. “To your left! To your left quickly and find friends by the edging trees.”


			“Not that way, Thomas,” said Paul, and they veered off their course. “We walk in this direction. Careful now. It was the voice of Rimrock the ansel in my head warning us. You wouldn’t know about ansels.”


			“Why, certainly I know, Paul. He spoke in my own head several times during the late hours of the passage. I look forward to meeting him. But I heard no warning. Are you sure of this?”


			“No. But we’ll not go to the easy rooms till we are sure. We’ll find what’s going on over by the edging trees. Come, quickly, but carefully.”


			“Paul, I don’t like it,” Thomas said, hanging back a little. “Don’t hand me around like a boy. I know more of snares and traps than you do. The King’s Men do sometimes employ the left-handed trap, and I smell the iron of it now.”


			Too late.


			“Paul! Thomas! Away fast!” came the oceanic voice of Rimrock in their heads. “It was not myself who spoke to you. It was another. Away!”


			Too late.


			Paul and Thomas were chopped down like weeds.


			It was agonizingly painful darkness, blind nauseating confusion, a devouring death that encompassed Paul in mind and body. It stank, it roared, it blasted, it disgusted and affrighted. A growing rumor was rising in the near distance, but too far, too late surely to save them.


			Paul remarked, with his riven mind and suddenly shattered and darkened vision, and with dirt in his mouth, on how beautiful was the afterglow of the day, especially when one has just died. The double vision of the reeling, the syndrome of the split head lends itself to detachment.


			Paul heard, with ears that seemed to belong to someone else, a new booming roar very near. He was amused that Thomas More, dead a thousand years, was so angrily refusing to die. There was another fellow, a long crooked sorrel-top who was making a great fuss about it also. Paul pulled the two halves of his mind back together and realized that the other fellow was himself, and that refreshing and kindling anger had flowed back into him. It had been a new blow, one that should have crushed his skull, that rather torched off the reaction in him, canny coolness linked with white-hot anger.


			“If that didn’t get me, I’ll be a devilish hard man to kill,” he spat through the dirt in his mouth, and had already fought his way to his feet. He had hope now. He recognized the growing rumor in the ever nearer distance as the shouting of the poor lungers from Cathead, and he knew that those miserables were on his side. The lungers hated everybody, but they hated the stilted-gaited assassins most of all.


			And Thomas had not stayed down when struck down. He had been up again and giving battle. There had been words in his booming roar, but they came to Paul’s understanding only now:


			“Front them! Front them!” Thomas shouted. “They’re King’s Men. They kill from behind. They go for the dorsalis, the spinal, the brain base. One who flees them is already dead. Front them! Front them!”


			It was not now the original assassins only. It was a churning mob, and men and things were killing and being killed. Paul was struck another blow that drove bone splinters into his brain, but oblivion never quite closed down on him. Oblivion was like a mirage that receded so that he could not come up to it; and the confusion had multiplied mightily. Distant sounds had a mocking quality that set the conflict off as a sort of dream world. The hoot of distant slag boats calling had a terrible profundity coming over the pungent water.


			One of the assassins was broken and useless. A giant lunger was killed. And a boy named Adam was killed.


			But hadn’t the boy Adam been killed before? No, Adam hadn’t necessarily been killed that other time. Not this time either. The boy had been killed in one of those dreams of passage, and those dreams (being out of time) could be of either past or future things.


			When it came to Paul that he was being saved, it came to him with a childish delight as though it was his right. He heard Thomas and Rimrock the ansel talking, but not in words. “It were better to hide in a den like a wounded bear and study the events and their foundations,” the ansel told Thomas; and the ansel was a native of Astrobe and had never seen a bear. “It were best to get to any low hidden place with remarkable suddenness and wait for the worse day that is sure to come,” Thomas told the creature, and Thomas had a broken jaw and wouldn’t be able to speak till it was wired up.


			


			“We are only poor miserable lungers from Cathead!” cried the powerful breaking voice of Battersea to what sounded like a crowd gathering. “It is only a little scuffle among ourselves, and we carry away our own dead. Decent people need not be concerned with it. We go quickly, and regret having intruded onto an open area.”


			Paul was being carried somewhere. It was easier that way. Oblivion flickered around the edges of Paul, and then closed in completely on him.


			


			A few hours for the beginning of recovery, and Paul awoke to a great odor, a writhing of many strong odors of men and seas and things.


			“It smells like the Barrio,” Paul told himself, and smelling seemed to be the only one of his senses that was functioning well. “Worse, it smells like Cathead. Still worse, it smells like the strip where they merge. It smells like one of the ten thousand low bordello inns in the teeming region. It smells like the worst of them all, the Naked Sailor.”


			Paul found that he could see, though crookedly out of an unmended head. He had been lying on hay, and he had the impression that goats had been kept in that room. He found that he could walk, though not straight as a rational man would. He staggered out of the doorless room. He walked in an angular and indirect manner through the viscera of a rambling and noisome building, past a kitchen where a mad-eyed girl gave him a length of strong fish twined in kelp, and he continued on his way eating it. He lurched along till he found a common room, and then another on a lower level. He heard the voice of Thomas More. He saw that it was coming through wired jaws.


			“It’s a bleak back-byre we have here,” Thomas said. “We’ll clean it up, or we’ll pull it down and burn it. What we need is a tub in the middle of the room, and dip the whole clutch of you.”


			Thomas was holding a sort of court there. He was a lively little runt with a clear voice and a pleasant unhandsome face. He was attended by a dozen weary ragged men who sat about on the floor and regarded him with red-rimmed eyes.


			“Where in hell are we, Thomas?” Paul asked in a voice that hurt him to use. He had floating bones in his head somewhere.


			“Fourth of the seven sections, Paul,” Thomas said cheerfully. “According to the Moslems, the fourth section of Hell is for Christians. Be appeased; there are three worse Hells than this. It’s named the Naked Sailor.”


			“The Naked Sailor! Thomas, there aren’t three worse Hells than this,” Paul stated.


			“Aye, man, there are,” said one of the men with red-rimmed eyes.


			“It’s a compendium, Paul,” said Thomas as if he were lecturing a congregation of barons. “It gives me a vantage point to study what is wrong with your Astrobe, before I make my appearance from beyond the grave. The Naked Sailor is itself a grave. I have ventured out three times this day, and have had three men killed defending you.”


			“You venture out again, man, and we kill you ourselves to save us the trouble,” said another of the shot-eyed men sitting on the floor. “Ourselves, we have only a life each. You’re not worth another one, old potato-face.”


			“There’s something deformed about this whole business,” Thomas said. “These giant settlements here are pieces right out of Hell. Do you know, Paul, that there are unburied dead lying in some of the alleys? This must be the underside of this world, this world’s sick delirium. Well, I’m finding what is wrong. I’ll see the top side soon enough and find how right everything is there.”


			“Be on your guard when you do, man,” said another of the weary-eyed fellows. “It is in these places here that the savor of the only things that are still right on Astrobe clings.”


			The Killers were milling around outside, and the air was full of sullen electricity. There was fear and anger like soot in the air. Bot-flies were spluttering and roaring about the slippery blood in the roadway outside and in the common room itself. There had been carnage, and the atmosphere spoke of more to come.


			“Just what is my status?” Thomas asked. “Why should they try so persistently to kill you and me, Paul? What are these curious killers?”


			“They’re the guardians of the Astrobe Dream,” Paul said with sad irony.


			“They believe you’ll see our side of the thing,” one of the ragged men said. “We’re not so sure that you will.”


			“Are these killers human beings?” Thomas asked. 


			“They are not,” said the weariest of the men sitting there. “They are devils dressed in tin cans.”


			“Was the ansel who talked to you without words a human being, Thomas?” Paul asked. “Would you call Rimrock a human? —But you haven’t seen him yet.”


			“I don’t need to see him, Paul. He is composed of body and spirit. He has intellect. That makes him human.”


			“But the killers look much more human than he does. They have a calculated shrewdness that passes for intellect, and they have a human form.”


			There was a clatter, a crash, a moan that was only half human, and a bleating scream that was dying animal. A poor man scampered in with three goats, a crazy man with unfocused eyes. He sat down on the floor sobbing and coughing together, and his goats gathered around him.


			“Is he human, Thomas?” Paul asked.


			“Certainly, though he’s demented. He is a judgment upon everyone on this planet. Aren’t there mad-houses for such as he?”


			“In civilized Astrobe they say that all Cathead and the Barrio is a mad-house. There are two million men as mad as he, one in twelve. He isn’t bad. He slavers, and he cannot speak coherently, but he gets about. He has even avoided the killers till now. But I doubt that he’ll be able to avoid them much longer, the way they are ravening about today. We may none of us avoid them. You don’t like what you’ve seen of Cathead, what you now see and hear and smell?” Paul asked.


			“No. I had no idea that such ancient vestiges of poverty and misery could still survive on the advanced world of Astrobe. Why weren’t such things swept away long ago?”


			The mad goat-man was crooning a little song. The killers were thronging and gnashing in the roads like the iron dogs they were.


			“It isn’t an ancient vestige,” Paul said. “This is all new. Twenty years ago Astrobe was completely beautiful and civilized. Then these places appeared, like a blight, as the great ones say. I do not call them that.”


			“Paul, I walked for many squares through these neighborhoods in my three sorties out. There are blind children with their eye-sockets matted with insects. There are people starving to death, falling and being unable to arise. There are men driving themselves at labor in small fetid shops. There was never whip-slavery so harsh. There are men and women working in atmospheres so foul that they turn them purple in a few moments, and they come out spouting blood—and go back in to the labor before they have rested. There are human people eating the filth in the gutters, and drinking the gutter runs. They are like this in their millions. I saw a large building fall down. There are women offering children for sale. There are old-clothes men who strip the corpses and leave them naked in the streets. Is there no compassion in the civilized sections of Astrobe? Can they do nothing to alleviate the misery here?”


			“But, Thomas, everybody in Cathead and the Barrio is here by choice. They left civilized Astrobe of their free will to set up these giant shambles. They can return to civilized Astrobe today, within the hour, and be cared for and endowed with property, and settled in ease. And they would be free of the mechanical murderers also.”


			“God over my head! Why don’t they do it, then?”


			“Somebody go with him!” Paul shouted, for the demented goat-man had started out into the roadway once more just when a din of killers had risen. Several of the weary men had risen to it, and then fallen back.


			Too late.


			He had gone out in his distraction, and his small goats had followed him out. Perhaps he was more addled than usual. Perhaps he was not used to such concentrations of killers as were smelling around the presence of Thomas. The whipped crazy man knew how to dodge through one or two killers, scooting like a low whippet. There were too many to dodge.


			The striding killers struck him down dead just outside the door. Passersby withdrew to their own safety, and the little goats bleated in lonesomeness. Then, as the killers clashed along looking for new entrance, quick hungry people caught the little animals, fought over them, tore them apart, and began to eat hunks of them raw and bleeding.


			“Enough,” Thomas moaned. “I was never an advocate of wealth and fineness. I believe fully in holy poverty. But I say that poverty is like drink: a little of it is stimulating and creative; too much of it is depraved and horrifying. I must be about my work on this world, and I must get to the center of things before I can solve the mystery of degradation here. How can I get in touch with the men who sent for me? I have seen enough of the underside of this world for this day.”


			“A communication center is approaching, on two feet or on four,” Paul said. “He can put anybody into contact with anybody.”


			“Aye, I feel him. He’s talked to me, and I had but a short glimpse of him at our ambushing. It is Rimrock, the oceanic man! He at least will talk sense.”


			And Rimrock, the oceanic man, came in, on no legs at all, then on four legs, then on two. And he shook hands with Thomas with great friendship.


			An ansel is in appearance a little like a seal of old earth. It can slither with great speed along the land, just as though it were swimming in water. It can walk passably, as a man or as an animal. And it has curious mental powers.


			“My friend from the green ocean,” Thomas boomed. “You of the rubbery black hide and the tufted ears! You bound or you walk, and you talk inside men’s minds and make appearances. Read me the meaning of this damnable world, Rimrock.”


			“They sent for you and you come. I and others thought you should see a little of the sanity of Cathead and the Barrio before you are plunged into the madness of civilized Astrobe. But the great men are waiting for you impatiently, a day and a night and half a day now. They are frenzied that someone has stolen their prize and may somehow turn it against them. And I had to settle with another—a false ansel who spoke in the Paul’s mind and tried to lure you to your death. It’s fresh blood on me. I hope you don’t mind.”


			Rimrock the ansel was much larger than any earth seal, and the slicing mouth on him was a meter long.


			“It comes down on this place!” all the weary men with the red-rimmed eyes shouted, and they stormed up from their sitting on the floor. “We go! We go.” They all rushed off, some to the interior rooms of the building, some as a battling wedge with flailing staves and pokers through the killers in the roadway.


			“What ails the fellows?” Thomas demanded. “What comes down on this place?”


			“The bleak blackness,” Rimrock said. “We have a visitation. He is curious about your being here. I know you have met him before in bits and snatches on your own world. I am sure that you encountered fragments of him in the passage here. Now it is himself.”


			The girl-woman Evita came in. She was like a wraith, of a sudden beauty and mystery, and a depth of depravity that took the breath away. The short glimpse of her set Thomas to shaking. She was something not completely of nature.


			“I wanted to see him and talk to him,” the Evita said. “But the old monster comes instead. I will talk to the Thomas in another place and hour.”


			She vanished out again. Paul and Thomas and Rimrock the ansel were left alone. Then the monster Ouden came and sat in the middle of them and encircled them.


			


			The short account that follows is necessarily mystic. We cannot be sure that Paul and Thomas held the same congress with Ouden. We cannot hear at all the exchange between Ouden and Rimrock, but we can sense it. We cannot be sure whether it was Paul or Thomas forming the words in the man-Ouden conversation. It was a confrontation and a presence.


			But the Paul-Thomas host knew who Ouden was. They shriveled together in his presence, and their bones grew hollow.


			“You are like ghosts,” said the Paul-Thomas. “Are you here only because we see you here? Which was first, you, or the belief in you?”


			“I was always, and the belief in me comes and goes,” Ouden said. “Ask the ansel: was I not of the Ocean from the beginning?”


			“What have you done to Rimrock?” the Paul-Thomas asked. “He diminishes.”


			“Yes, he turns back into an animal in my presence,” said Ouden. “So will you, and all your kind. You will turn further back, and further. I will annihilate you.”


			“I deny you completely,” said the Paul-Thomas. “You are nothing at all.”


			“Yes, I am that. But all who encounter me make the mistake of misunderstanding my nothingness. It is a vortex. There is no quiet or static aspect to it. Consider me topologically. Do I not envelop all the universes? Consider them as turned inside out. Now everything is on the inside of my nothingness. Many consider the Nothing a mere negative, and they consider it so to their death and obliteration.”


			“We laugh you off the scene,” said Paul-Thomas. “You lose.”


			“No. I am winning easily on Astrobe,” Ouden said. “I have my own creatures going for me. Your own mind and its imagery weakens; it is myself putting out the flame. Every dull thing you do, every cliché you utter, you come closer to me. Every lie you tell, I win. But it is in the tired lies you tell that I win most toweringly.”


			“Old nothingness who sucks out the flames, I have known flames to be lighted again,” said the Paul-Thomas.


			“It will not kindle,” said the Ouden. “I eat you up. I devour your substance. There was only one kindling. I was overwhelmed only once. But I gain on it. I have put it out almost everywhere. It will be put out forever here.”


			“I piloted once to a world of deformed little animals of a certain stench,” said the Paul-Thomas. “They ran in and out of old buildings that had been built by a cogent race. The experts to whom I brought some of the deformed little animals said that they were the fallen remnant of that cogent race. They were abominable little creatures whose only interest was to defile, and the experts said that they had fallen from something very like man.”


			“I know the folk you mean,” said the Ouden. “They are a particular triumph of mine.”


			“Leave me now!” the Paul-Thomas ordered sharply. “You are a nothingness, a ghost. One may order a ghost to leave.”


			“Never will I leave. Not ever in your life will you sit down that I do not sit down with you. And finally it will happen that only one of us is left to get up, and that will be myself. I suck you dry.”


			“I have one juice left that you do not know,” said the Paul-Thomas.


			“You have it less than you believe.”


			


			The Ouden monster had disappeared from them. Paul and Thomas More and Rimrock the ansel dozed. It had been a mere passage dream, one that was somehow left over.


			


			“Look at them sleep!” giant Battersea cried in derision. “On your feet, the three of you. We mount battle array to convoy you back, and Rimrock must gather his wits to set up the communication.”


			“Whether your work on Astrobe be good or bad, you have to get on with it,” said Shanty. “One doesn’t save a world by napping away the noontime. Come, we’ll take you through the killers, and to the Important Men who wait for you. Then let you shrivel! Let you turn into things like them!”


			


			It was really a battle array that Battersea and Shanty and Copperhead and others led. There was weaponry and vehicles, and the killers backed away from them frustrated. Paul and Thomas and the ansel rode out of vile Cathead and the Barrio, away from the Naked Sailor and ten thousand places like it, skirted giant Wu Town, and came into colossal Cosmopolis the Capital of Astrobe.


			Misery forgot, here was opulence and ease, beauty and dignity of building and persons, the real golden world, the ideal achievement. It was the most beautiful and most highly civilized world ever built, the most peaceful, the most free from any sort of want. It dazzled.


			And in the heart of Cosmopolis the three big men, along with the fourth member of the big three, all now in communication with the ansel and knowing of their coming, awaited their prize from the past that had escaped them for the two days since the landing.


			4
ON HAPPY ASTROBE


			THE RICHES of civilized Astrobe were almost beyond comprehending. Thomas had a quick eye and a rapid mind, but he was dazzled by the wonders he rode through. Here were the homes and buildings of many millions of people, grand city after grand city, all in luxury and beauty and ease. Nor was it only the buildings and the perfected land and parks. It was the people. They were elegant and large and incredibly urbane, full of tolerant amusement for the rolling spectacle, of a superior mien, of a shattering superiority. They were the true Kings of Astrobe. Every man was a king, every woman was at least queenly.


			“It is Rome arisen again a hundred times over,” Thomas said. “It is the power and the majesty. For good or bad, this is what all folks have wanted from the beginning. Here are all dreams come true; here is the treasure at the end of Iris, the Pearl of Great Price, here is the fat land and the mighty City; it’s the Land beyond the Hills of the Irish pipers, the Great Brasil, the Hesperides.”


			“Easy, good Thomas. It is a whited sepulcher. But do they not keep it neat and shined?” Evita mocked. Who was the Evita, and what did she here? Thomas asked as much.


			“A blinking brat with a charisma on you!” Thomas exclaimed. “Who are you, girl, and what are you doing in my party? How are you a known person to all on this world, and you only a grubby child?”


			But Evita did not answer. Thomas would never know for sure who she was, nor would others.


			“Where do we go?” Thomas asked. “This is my dance and I should be calling the tunes. I will not be led by the hand like a boy. I will make my own arrangements.”


			“You have been doing so,” said Walter Copperhead the necromancer. “We do but proclaim it for you. We carry out every detail that you have ordered.”


			“But I have ordered nothing,” Thomas said. “It runs too fast for me.”


			“In your own mind you order it,” said Rimrock the ansel. “You vision it in a Roman or English context, and we transfer it to an Astrobian. It is a Triumph you require for yourself; not for pride or vanity, but for the solid establishment of a burgeoning regime. I have been transmitting your orders to the Anxious Powers, to the Great Men of Astrobe, and the Copperhead has been transmitting also. We call them and they are amazed. We order them to assemble. They will not, they say, and they do. They are startled, they are full of wonder even before they see you.”


			“Rimrock, Rimrock, you’d grow rich as a fawney man at a county fair in old England. No Gypsy ever set a spell so fine. But where do we go?”


			“To the Convocation Hall, as you yourself have decided, good Thomas; to take it all swiftly while the tide is running for us. You will be the Sudden Apparition. You will accept the accolade and the mystic station of Past Master.”


			“I’m not even knowing what the Convocation Hall is,” said Thomas as they rolled through the magnificent city of Cosmopolis in Battersea’s armored wagon. “Who will be assembled there?”


			“Those you have ordered to assemble will have assembled,” said the oceanic Rimrock. “And the details work themselves out as we roll on, and always to our advantage. There’s a small bloody battle going on now over the Exultation Trumpets, actually twelve small battles in the twelve steep towers around the Hall. The Trumpets haven’t blown for twenty years, but you have decided wisely that they will blow for you. Happily your men win those small bloody battles now.”


			“I didn’t know that I had any men,” said Thomas.


			The party rolled to the head of the Concourse. They stopped and dismounted. They walked the long Concourse between the rows of heavenly aspens. Then the whole sky broke open! The Exultation Trumpets blasted a deafening golden blare like twelve Gabriels announcing the second coming. The electrum doors of the Convocation Hall swung open to the soaring sound. This was a striking effect that had been devised two hundred years before. This was their moment, and the shabby incandescent party entered.


			All the great ones of Astrobe sat in the high circle. They sat there in amazement, some willingly, some not. Many of them had been drawn there protesting that they would not go. The compulsion puzzled them, and they knew much about the management of minds.


			And the Thomas More party stood in the Arena below them, but it was not at all as if the great ones were looking down on the party below.


			Then all the great ones stood. And they hadn’t intended to. The great ones of Astrobe stand only in the presence of a Superior. All were assembled, and all were on their feet now: Kingmaker, Proctor, Foreman, Pottscamp, North­prophet, Do­bowski, Quickcrafter, Haddad, Chezem, Treva, Goldgopher, Chu, Sykes, Fabelo, Dulldoggle, Potter, Landmaster, Salver, Stoimenof, all the high dukes of Astrobe, half a dozen former world presidents, the tall scientists and the mind-men, the world designers.


			In the arena was Thomas More, dirty and in disarray, with a shattered jaw wired up by a Cathead knacker, a long-nosed, almost comical middle-aged man of short stature; the Paul Person who had lost his surname and his citizenship for irregular doings, and who now had bone splinters in his brain that affected his vision and his wits; Rimrock the oceanic man who communicated by means unknown and who was in appearance a grotesque rubber-nosed animal; Evita the legend girl-woman whose existence was doubted by all rationalists; Walter Copperhead the necromancer who was no better than an astrologer: all of them with the smell and trappings of black Cathead still on them.


			The vast sound of the Exultation Trumpets broke. It died down in echoing fragments and left a vibrating silence.


			And a Person had declared himself!


			This was the Past Master, dead a thousand years, a dumpy little almost-old man, a pinkish little elf on a world of golden-bronzed giants. But on him in that moment was the magikos, the charismatic grace, the transcendent magnetism, the presence, the messiahship, the draiocht. He had erupted in the middle of them with the dirt of the grave still on him, so it seemed. It was sheer ghostliness, the seeming of one who comes through closed doors and sealed tombs, one who is the master of time. It was transcendence touching them all.


			Then came the Ovation like a pouring ocean. It broke in heavy crested waves, each one higher than the former. It lasted a great while. It lifted them up, all the golden cynics who had forgotten what it was to be exalted. Some of them would speak of it later as their fools’ carnival, yet it would always remain a stunning thing in their lives.


			Thomas had them hooked without speaking a word. A presence had been created for him, and it had won. How that presence had been managed, and by whom, Thomas would try to sort out in his mind later. Had it all been done by a quack man and a quack animal, and a brat child? Who makes magic here? Clearly, several powers of a near-alien sort had been working for him there.


			And that presence made itself known immediately, through all the Cities and through all that world, from one end to the other.


			“It is the Past Master,” the people everywhere said.


			He had them, he had them. Then he spoke, loudly and clearly.


			“I accept the great burden that has been given me to bear,” Thomas announced in a silver voice that had a bit of the old grave-duct in its burr. “Now we will set about the governing and righting of this world.”


			


			“He hasn’t been offered the burden yet,” Peter Proctor throat-growled to himself. But Peter was grinning a weird fox-like grin. Nobody appreciated a successful master-stroke so well as did Proctor.


			


			And after minutes, or perhaps hours, the Convocation broke, and moved away in glittering fragments. The implementation of it would be done in smaller gatherings, in tight groups and committees. The particular details would evolve themselves out of shrewd staff work.


			But nobody really doubted that they had their man.


			


			“It was Rimrock, the rubber-nosed ocean-man thing,” said Thomas when he had withdrawn with his party and was mingling with other functionaries. “It was the Copperhead with his occult stuff. It was Paul with his broken crown, and the child-witch with the two opposite auras about her. They took all the grand ones like country ganglers with the magic show they did for me.


			“Aye, and with trumpets!”


			


			“I thought I was a master of contrived effects,” Cosmos Kingmaker told Thomas, “but I never put together a show like yours. I have a personal difficulty. My wife has been regarded as the most beautiful woman on Astrobe, and she so regards herself. It is, indeed, a requisite of my position that I have the most beautiful woman on Astrobe. But the legend-girl who is in your entourage has her startled, and the popular reports have torn her up. So long as the Evita was believed a legend it could be lived with. Now she has made another public appearance and everybody on the planet knows who she is.”


			“I have not seen the one, nor greatly noticed the other, except for certain queer qualities that cling to her, and they are not altogether of beauty. I have no idea at all how she happens to be in my entourage. She’s a puzzler.”


			“So, you’ve been wandering like a loon these days and nights,” Kingmaker accused, “and no telling into what hands you’ve fallen. It isn’t a very responsible beginning. What hills and dales of Astrobe you’ve been wandering over I don’t know.”


			“Through what swamps, rather. On Earth, at least, the loon is a bird of the swamps and meres. I’ve been in some brackish swamps.”


			“It’s a bird, is it?” Kingmaker asked. “I thought it was only an expression. Well, whatever swamps you have been wading in, do not go to them again till you have been instructed. You will not know with what eyes to look at these things until we tell you.”


			“I had intended to use my own eyes.”


			“No, no, that won’t do at all. We won’t have you interfering with the things we have set up for you to do, or offering untutored programs on your own.”


			“You are saying that you won’t have me interfering with the image that you intend to present me under?”


			“That’s it exactly, Thomas. The image has already gotten a little beyond what we intended. We were worried whether we could make it strong enough. Now we are worried that perhaps it is a little too strong. I had expected you to be more amazed at the wonders of Astrobe, however.”


			“Kingmaker, man, I stand and stare boggle-eyed at them like a calf at the new barn door. Of course I’m impressed by the thousand years of technological advance since my time, half of it made since the first landing on Astrobe, much of it quite new to me. And in my day I had the name of being a forerunner in these things. I didn’t know what questions to ask about the future when—well, when I talked to certain traveling men on this subject a long time ago, or at least a long time from here. I asked them questions of philosophy and theology and the political formation of commonwealths, and of the arts and tongues and of the mind understanding itself. It never struck me that the changes would be in material things. We had already made great advances in these, far beyond the Greeks and Romans, and I thought the cycle would swing back and the thousand years after myself would be devoted to advances in the intangibles. Aye, I’m impressed; the more I hear, the more I see, I’m impressed.


			“The fact that there are no sick of body among you (except in the Barrio and Cathead) amazes me. The fact that there are no sick of mind among you would entice me also, had I not discovered for myself that so many of you are dead of mind. All your mechanical and mental things are new coinage to me. Your mind-probes and mind-crawls fascinate me, even when they are turned on myself. You have loosed them on me within the last several moments, have you not, Kingmaker? I can feel them crawling like moles through the tunnels of my head. Hah! I’ve got them calked now, though. I’ve but to think in Latin and they can’t come into me. I always believed that it would be a mental image thing, not a verbal thing, when it came.”


			“We have both sorts, Thomas. The verbal is the simpler.”


			“So simple that you can hide it in the palm of your hand, Kingmaker, and you do.”


			“It’s neater than eavesdropping,” Kingmaker said, “and it does pick up the sub-vocals. You yourself use an ansel, but they haven’t proved satisfactory. The ansel tends to forget that he is only a communication device. Sometimes he becomes the master. Most men think in words in their unguarded moments, and particularly when they are voicing other words at the same time. Of course my own device here can be fitted with a Latin or any other attachment; it is just that I had forgotten that Latin was still used in your day by the international scholar crowd. So I have missed a sequence out of your private thought, and just when it was getting pretty good. Would you repeat it for me?”


			“No I won’t, Kingmaker. It would burn the ears off you. But of all the things I have seen on Astrobe to this minute, it is your Programmed Persons who most enchant me: not the Programmed Killers, who have given me some trouble, but the others. What a boys’ dream come true! The old-time Greeks dreamed of this, you know, and the latter-time Jews. The mechanical man who works! What clockmaker’s apprentice would not give half his soul for the secret? That we can make machines in our own image, and that they can outthink and outperform us! It’s a marvel, Kingmaker. It hasn’t grown to be a stale marvel with you, has it? And not only have men made them to perform better than men; but now, so I’m told, the things make themselves better than men can make them.”


			“No, this marvel hasn’t become stale to me, Thomas. I wasn’t sure how you would take it, particularly since you yourself have been attacked by the Programmed. The Killers themselves are a specialized minority, built to guard against any threat to the Astrobe Dream. But sometimes, it seems, they make mistakes. The Programmed themselves are the main thing, the men of the future, the successors to ourselves.”


			


			While Kingmaker talked, Thomas entertained in the cellar of his mind one of those passage dreams such as both he and Paul had experienced on the transit between Earth and Astrobe. Cosmos Kingmaker was a great golden spider, for all that he wore the head of a lion in the dream. Out of her webs she spun (for sex is often confused in these passage dreams) the whole great civilized world of Astrobe. The great buildings, the great societies, all were the fruit of these webs. The whole world of Astrobe was entirely of gossamer. But the rampant spider would defend her work in every flossy pinnacle of it. There would be no compromise here. The silky facade must be preserved. What matter that it had no substance?


			Then a black wind arose, blowing out of Cathead. It began to rend the webs. “Here, here!” great Kingmaker shouted in the superb spidery voice. “It is a false thing that blows. I am the true thing. I am the true cat-head, and not this other. I say to the winds ‘Be quiet! Do not rumble my webs, Oh do not rumble my webs!’”


			


			“I will return to these wonders again and again, Kingmaker,” Thomas said, talking on an entirely different level than that of his passage dream. “And the most wonderful of all is your travel today. On my trip to Astrobe I traveled a hundred times farther in every second than I had gone in all my life before; and I am a traveled man, familiar in all the capitals of Christendom. Speed has become infinite.”


			“No, Thomas. Hopp-Equation travel is only the square of eight, or sixty-four times light speed. With that we can never hope to reach more than a narrow corner of the universe. Other number-base travel has been tried—the square of thirty-seven, for instance, or Horwitz-Equation travel. But no pilot has ever returned from that, or from any of the others. They may return a billion years in the future or in the past, or they may be lost. We aren’t the lords of speed yet.”


			“Even so, you must have billions of worlds to colonize.”


			“No, not yet, not for many centuries. We have only six Proven Reserve Worlds after Astrobe. And the colonies on them are still sickly things. The elites do not go out to them as they went out from Earth to Astrobe. At the moment we are going nowhere except backwards.”


			“With every man-jack of you a thumping genius you should be going forward with a surge. Kingmaker, you figure to use me as a front; you have admitted as much. But a little study of recent Astrobe politics is not reassuring. I find that you have had for recent short-term world presidents a Mr. X, the Masked Marvel, the Asteroid Midas, and the Hawk-Man from Helios. The latter must have looked rather like Foreman. They sound like the names of ancient Rome gladiators or, as one has suggested to me, of medieval American wrestlers. Now you take me for another costumed actor, a contrived front-symbol for you to manipulate. You will bill me as the Past Master.”


			“Probably, since the name has taken the popular fancy. We haven’t yet decided.”


			“Cosmos, I will be manipulated by no one! If elected president, I will preside!”


			“That is what we both hope and fear, Thomas. No, your case is not like the others. We have run out of tricks, but the people haven’t run out of expecting tricks. To be elected you must be presented as a contrived front-symbol. But to rescue Astrobe from its mortal difficulties you must supply us with a new element.”


			“I believe you’re afraid of a new element, Kingmaker.”


			“Of course I am. But I will not have the fabric of our world rended.”


			“Do not rumble my webs, Oh do not rumble my webs!”


			“What, Thomas?”


			“A fragment of a dream up from the cellar of my mind, no more. You will try anything, be it deepest change, to preserve the changelessness.”


			“I don’t know what the necessary element will be, Thomas. Foreman believes that he knows. Thomas, you don’t seem too curious about your own attempted assassinations.”


			“Oh, I’ve set up my own apparatus to go into that, Kingmaker. It reaches higher than the simple Programmed; it reaches to the complex Programmed and to the high-ranking human. There’s a pretty strong party that wants me dead before I am ever, as it were, born on Astrobe.”


			“There’s another thing we’re afraid of, Thomas. We’re afraid to show you, and afraid to hide you, and it’s too late to make another choice. You have an impressive name to the initiates, you received a startling ovation which we do not understand—neither the thing itself nor our own part in it—and you have an impressive costuming for the people. But you’re not an impressive personality.”


			“You hear me now, Kingmaker! I do not strut sitting down, if that is what you mean. I do not play the great man privately. But I can be an excellent man when there is time for it, and you will not find a better. I was counted a master in my own time, and I be a master here. On the scena I can play the noblest rhetor of them all! There’ll be nowt awkward or awry about my performance, Kingmaker. At this one thing for which Astrobe has a hunger now, high oratory, we were the professionals and you are the amateurs. I know that you have analyzed the thing and broken the personal aura down into its elements. It is like chopping up a bird, but can you make a bird? Perhaps you can, since you made the Programmed Persons, but we recognize them as artificial. I know that you have built intricate eloquence machines, man, but they ring false. The laughter of the people at them like autumn leaves blowing is evidence of this. I’ve heard the eloquence machines, and I’ve heard the people’s response. I’ve heard human and programmed orators who have studied under the eloquence machines; I’ve heard a lot of things in one week on Astrobe. People are hungry for the real thing, and I can give it to them. You try to analyze my ovation at my coming to Convocation Hall, and you fail. Part of it was the connivance of my friends and associates, and part of it was a congruity of circumstances. But the most of it, Kingmaker, was myself.”


			“We’ll have to let you try it, Thomas. But don’t ever try to set policy. Politics on Astrobe has become an intricate science.”


			“Politics was intricate in my day,” Thomas maintained.


			But Kingmaker began to laugh at that. Thomas was not sure whether or not he had reason.


			


			“We are lucky to be alive, Thomas,” said Peter Proctor the lucky fox, “and I do not mean it in any negative way, as though there were something threatening us. I mean that developments themselves are lucky, and on Astrobe today things are the luckiest ever.”


			“Then why do so many choose to leave this life, Proctor?” Thomas asked.


			“Leave it? You mean to join the Cathead thing? Or do you mean what was once vulgarly called the suicide rate? The first depresses me, the second delights me. Is it not lucky to be able to leave a life that cloys? Is it not lucky that there are such neat facilities for it? Should a man sit at table after he is sated? Why then should he live a moment longer than is required? Golden Astrobe is no prison; we do not build walls around it to keep men in. Life is not for everybody, and long life should be for none. A man may dispose of himself in a booth on any street corner. All apprehension and uneasiness has been removed. A man can leave with a clear conscience.”


			“Aye, do the dirty thing with a clear conscience. And you make it work.”


			“We live in a lucky world, Thomas. Now we rub our hands, and we will bring still more luck to it.”


			“I am the good-luck piece now, am I?” Thomas asked. “And what thing are you, Peter? I have wondered. And so, I am told, have others.”


			“Me, Thomas? I’m the luckiest man in the world, any world. No need to look more deeply into me. I’m the second richest man on Astrobe, after Kingmaker. And all envy attaches to him, not to me. I am fortunate in wife, in offspring, in attainments, in residence—”


			“I have heard the scree,” Thomas said.


			“And I am universally liked,” Proctor finished with a look that was more than commonly fox-like.


			


			It was another of those passage dreams up from the cellar of Thomas’ mind. Peter Proctor was a fox indeed, and he ran nimbly over a thin volcanic crust that had a very great depth below it. Thomas was in sudden terror of that emptiness below the crust, and the flickering flames that were only an aspect of that emptiness. Just how deep was the great space below that thin crust? Thomas peered down. The space was forever. There was no bottom. Stars could be seen below, under their feet, but there was something the matter with these stars. They were crooked things, stars of the crooked light. But Peter the fox was in no way terrified with that great depth, not even when great clumps of the volcanic crust broke away before his feet and fell forever. “It is my home there,” said the fox. “Let the crust sink down in it; let it fragment and break, and pitch all its fauna into the flames in the void. I welcome it, the fundamental void. I was born for it, and I will take all to it quickly, if only the meddlers who would prop up the crust will desist. The flames in the void are my home. Nothing can harm a fox with an asbestos tail.” And then Thomas noticed that Peter the fox did indeed have an asbestos tail.


			


			“But you were one of the three men who sent to bring me out of the past,” Thomas said. “Why should you, if everything goes so well here?”


			“Oh, I believed that you might do less harm than another, little Thomas. You will be the newest novelty. We need such for the people in this temporality, this passing phase. The people must dine on novelties after they are cloyed of food.”


			“The constant search for novelty which is a form of despair.”


			“Who said that, little Thomas?”


			“A Frenchman of some centuries after my time. I came on the phrase lately by accident.”


			“No, I believe that novelty is an aspect of ever-leafing hope in the great resolving, Thomas. Hope is a station that we pass on our way there. Hope is wonderful.”


			“Aye, Proctor. And luck is lucky. You don’t seem quite real to me. I wonder if you cast a shadow.”


			“Not a black one, I hope, Thomas. You still wonder why I was a party to sending for you since things are going so well? I consider you an innocuous man, an old-fashioned toy. Let the people have their toys.”


			“What will you do if I prove to be more than a toy?”


			“It is lucky that I have so many sides to me. It is lucky that I can be very cruel without qualms. I can be very unpleasant when the situation calls for it. Thomas, I will not allow you to become more than a toy. One wrong move, and you are a broken toy. Politics has become a science, and I am its only consummate scientist. Believe me, I am the only one who knows what is going on. I make it go. When Kingmaker washes his hands and absolves himself, I take over. If you prove to be more than a toy, I will take over.”


			


			“It is always darkest just before false dawn,” said Fabian Foreman. “The foolish rooster has crowed (they had them yet in your day, did they not, Thomas, or have I my eras mixed?) and it is still night. Astrobe has been a false dawn, and now we believe that the dawn will never end.”


			“It seems rather bright to me here,” said Thomas. “If this be night, what is the daylight like?”


			“But we are wrong in believing that the darkness will continue forever,” Foreman continued. “The true dawn must come, and quite soon, or else nothing will come. The night will end, whether in daylight or in nothingness. But I regret that the next grian-sun will come up behind a particularly dirty cloud. I simply do not see any other way to arrange it.”


			“Is it you personally who makes the sun to rise, Foreman?”


			“Quite right, Thomas. It is I personally who will make this particular sun come up. Had you some idea that the sun came up by itself? Or that another than myself was calling the tune on it?”


			“Proctor believes that he makes things go on Astrobe.”


			“But I make Proctor go, Thomas.”


			“He says that when Kingmaker absolves himself and washes his hands, he Proctor takes over.”


			“Of course he does. Kingmaker is the action. Proctor is the reaction or the nullification. How grandly Kingmaker acts! Oh how beautifully and automatically Proctor will react! Oh how cleverly I will abet them both in it! And I be the only one who understands the results.”


			


			Out of the mind’s cellar again a broached cobweb-covered bottle of the sparkly stuff! Ninety seconds of poignant drama that goes on while the rest of the world goes on, and exposes the roots of that world.


			Foreman, his hawk-face set in a gash of torture, sat at a rougher table than one should find on Astrobe. He had thirty cockle shells on the table before him and he shuffled and counted them. He wept, but as a hawk would, awkwardly and in ungainly fashion, with a hideous cawing and coughing. “It has to be,” he cawed. “There is no other way to bring it about.”


			But one of the cockle shells was actually a cockerel shell, and the Foreman-hawk noticed it with a start. Then a thunder came and sat down at the table with him. “It is Mother Carey’s own chicken you destroy there,” the thunder said. “There is not woe in all the worlds like your woe.”


			


			“I know how a cat watches a bird,” the Thomas said to Foreman (and the passage bird had flown), “and I know how well the bird can serve the cat in his business. You’ll nowt take me in one mouthful, though. I’m a boney bird, I assure you. And now I see that you are hawk and no cat, but still you pounce on me.”


			“What do you mean, little Thomas?”


			“Proctor called me that too, and he also purred when he said it. I get you animals mixed; you are not the same types as on Earth. Foreman, I have the feeling that you’ll push me into a corner that I’m too stubborn to come out of.”


			“I must push everyone into corners that they’re unable to come out of. I feel lonesome in that I am the only one who sees things so clearly and so far in advance. The first time it happened, did somebody push you into a corner that you were too stubborn to come out of? Do you know who did it to you, Thomas? Do you want me to tell you?”


			“I don’t want to know, because I suspect what man of good name it was who forced me to my murdering. But the first time hasn’t happened to me yet. I was grabbed off by your pilot a few months before my Earth death that thousand years ago. I don’t understand at all what happened that first time, since it hasn’t yet.”


			“But I know, Thomas. Yes, a man did push you into such a corner before, and I will push you into such a corner this time. You couldn’t expect a different ending, could you? It worked to a limited effect the first time. It half-saved a hopeless situation. It will work to a greater effect this time. I won’t absolve myself or wash my hands, but I’ll miss you.”


			“Foreman, in the whole Astrobe situation everyone is hiding something from me. Everything is wonderful on Astrobe, they tell me, and so it does appear to me, except for a comparatively slight area of blight which has appeared and will soon disappear. But it grows larger.


			“The sickness of Astrobe can’t be merely that a group has reverted, uneconomically, to a backward form of economy, to an obsolete form of life. It is not that they have returned to the hard life of poverty, by free choice, and with no apparent compensation. There have been such cults before. If the sickness had been no more than this, you wouldn’t have called me up to doctor it, or to serve as a front for those doctoring it. Well, something is very sick here; there’s a beautiful golden fever that kills. I don’t understand even the symptoms. And a hard man in Cathead told me that I would mistake the sickness for the cure.”


			“The hard man was half right, Thomas. The Cathead thing is madness to most, a turning to poverty and abject misery from free choice, and that choice made by millions of people, more than a tenth of those on Astrobe so far. You say you have seen the misery there. You could not have, not in two days and a night. It is the years and years of that bone-rotting misery that sickens the imagination. But the Cathead partisans say that their experiment is a Returning to Life. This I cannot explain to you, no more can they; you have to live your way into it and your own time is too short for that. Perhaps you’ll see it in your last moment.”


			“Perhaps I’d see it now if somebody would talk sense.”


			“Oh, the two things are eating each other up, and who is to say which of them is the rightful body and which is the cancer? The Cathead affair is neither the sickness nor the cure. It is a symptomatic irruption, a surface effect of the sickness. We are sicker than Cathead. We are sicker than the Barrio. Oh, we’ll die for it!


			“I myself have made some plans for a resurrection or a rebirth; or for the coming of another thing that may have resemblance to present substance, but resemblance only. Now we prepare in small things, while the world ends. We’ll make you serve the preparation, as we’ve made worse men serve lesser things. And you’ll serve better after you’re dead.”


			“Damn it, I am dead, from your viewpoint.”


			“Yes, that’s the way I regard you. But your death here and now on Astrobe is what’s required. The shape of things to come is very intricate, but it may work out for the best after we are past this tricky situation.”


			“For whose best, Foreman? I’ve the feeling that I’m being measured and dealt for.”


			“You are. Take the cheerful view, Thomas. You’ve been dead a thousand years. How will it matter what happens to you here?”


			“Foreman, I’m quite interested in what happens to me after I’m really dead. I’m not dead now, whatever the seeming. They keep a different sort of time on the other side. I don’t understand you, Foreman. Are you for me or against me?”


			“I’m for you, Thomas, absolutely. I’m working for the very highest goal by the lowest of means. So I’m for you all the way, to the death and beyond—yours, not mine. And with those cheerful words you leave me.”


			


			“If these three are the inner group of the Circle of Masters, it is no wonder that Astrobe is sick,” Thomas said to himself.


			


			Thomas talked to Pottscamp, who has been called the fourth member of the big three. Thomas enjoyed talking to Pottscamp, one of the most interesting individuals he had ever met. Never was there a more pleasant or surprising person; and Pottscamp had a mind that was like quicksilver. Sometimes Thomas was sure that there was nothing in that mind; and again there was very much in it. It was as though Pottscamp went to a source and dipped deep whenever he had the need to replenish himself.


			Pottscamp had large innocent blue eyes and the look of perpetual youth. And yet he had been active in Astrobe affairs for very many years and was certainly older than Thomas’ normal age. But he was a boy, a precocious boy, a startling boy who might torture cats or commit abominations, but who would always do so with an air of total innocence.


			“So that you will know who really runs things on Astrobe, Thomas—”


			“I know, Pottscamp, I know.”


			Another capsule dream like a passage dream. There was a boy who built a toy. It was a clever boy, and a clever toy that he built. Which one was Pottscamp, Thomas could not say, for they both looked like him. “Go steal apples,” the boy told the toy, and the toy did so. He brought back an armload in no time at all. “Go out to my best friend in the road there and knock him down,” the boy-child said, and the toy did so. He knocked down the best friend, and in return he got himself bloodied up and battered. The child was delighted with what had happened to his best friend and to his toy. “Work out my language assignments for tomorrow,” the child said, and the toy worked out all the constructions and translations of the Camiroi and Puca and Neo-Spanish assignments. “Drink,” the child said, and the toy went and drank from the brook that ran beside the home-house. “Eat,” the child said, and the toy ate the child up, every limb and light and bone and morsel of him. Was that Pottscamp? Was he a toy who would eat you up, or was he the guileless one who would be devoured?


			


			“I know, Pottscamp, I know who runs things on Astrobe,” Thomas said. “Kingmaker runs everything by himself. So does Proctor. So does Foreman; he even makes the sun to rise. And so do you run it all, you will say.”


			But Pottscamp shook his head. “Our talk will be at another time, Thomas. Our small conversation today was but to proclaim myself to you. You are a person; I am a person; the others are not, not really. If you were not of a certain consequence, or likely to become of consequence, I would not trouble to inform you and deal with you.


			“A little later, Thomas, and in another place, we will talk at our leisure. And with me there will be eight other entities that you will find very interesting. What you will meet on that evening in the near future is the real Circle of Masters, though several of us belong to both circles.


			“We will instruct you on what is indeed taking place. We will show you the back of the tapestry. What you see now is not the true face of Astrobe, not all of it. The other side of the tapestry is shaggier, but it is a real picture also, and a much more meaningful one than the world you look at now. Take out your eyeballs and polish them up, Thomas. Sweep out your ears and garnish them with acanthia. You will need all your sensing organs at their clearest to comprehend what we will reveal to you. Have you never had the feeling, Thomas, that you were looking at everything from the wrong side? You have been.”


			5
THE SHAPE OF THINGS TO COME


			THOMAS WAS playing a precis machine which he had set to give him all general information about Astrobe. It was a good machine that would answer questions, and depart from its formulae to give personal opinions when asked to do so.


			“Golden Astrobe is an urban world, a world of cities,” the precis machine played. “If a man is important, then a city is more important, and a very large city is still more important. When we have all become one perfect city in our totality, then our evolving will be completed. The individual must pass and be absorbed. The city is all that matters. A city is more than the totality of the people in it, just as a living body is more than the heaped-up quantity of the total cells in it. When the cells consider themselves as individuals, that is cancer in the body. When men look upon themselves as individuals, that is cancer in the body politic.


			“The great cities of Astrobe, in our present evolving phase towards the One Great City, are Cosmopolis the capital, Potter, Ruckle, Ciudad Fabela, Sykestown, Chezem City, Wendopolis, Metropol, Fittstown, Doggle, Culpepper, Big Gobey, Griggs, and Wu Town. Of these, Cosmopolis the capital is the most perfected, and Wu Town is the least. Yet there is hope even for Wu Town. All things achieve salvation in the great synthesis.


			“All these cities are quite large, it having been found several centuries ago that a city of less than twenty-five million persons is not economical. But beyond these there is no point in multiplying cities or people. The small annual increase that is allowed for Astrobe is balanced by emigration to colony worlds. We do not believe in heaping up people.”


			“What about Cathead?” Thomas asked the precis machine.


			“Cathead is the cancer that is being excised from this world. It is the cancer because the inhabitants of Cathead regard themselves as individuals and believe in the importance of themselves. Yes, Cathead is quite large, the largest of the cities, larger even than Cosmopolis the capital. We will leave Cathead out of account here since it is not typical of Astrobe.


			“There is no poverty on Astrobe since all persons have access to all things. There is no superstition, nor belief in anything beyond, since there can be nothing beyond. Any beyond will ultimately be evolved from the here. While Astrobe is the highest thing there can be nothing higher. This is the essence of the Astrobe dream. There is no sickness on Astrobe, either bodily or mental. There is no nervousness, apprehension, or fear. All arts and all sciences are open to every person. Travel about the world is by instantaneous conveyance. The weather and the oceans have been controlled. There is no feeling of guilt, since freedom from every repression has been achieved. There is no cruelty or hate. There is no possibility of sin, since there is nothing to sin against. There is every luxury and every interest available to everyone. There is almost perfect justice. The few remaining courts are to provide redress to inequities brought about by misunderstandings; and these become fewer and fewer.”


			“It has its points, it has its points,” said Thomas, and rubbed his hands. “And yet it seems as though someone has recounted all this long ago.”


			“New dimensions of pleasure are achieved daily and almost hourly,” the precis machine played. “All live in constant ecstasy. We are all one, all one being, the whole world of us, and we reach the heights of intense intercommunion. We come to have a single mind and a single spirit. We are everything. We are the living cosmos. The people of Astrobe do not dream at night, for a dream is a maladjustment. We do not have an unconscious, as the ancient people had, for an unconscious is the dark side, and we are all light. For us there is no future. The future is now. There is no Heaven as the ancients believed; for many years we have been in the only after-life there is. Death is unimportant. By it we simply become more closely integrated into the City. We leave off being individual. In us there is neither human nor programmed, but we are all one. We verge to our apex which is the total realization of the world-folk. We become a single organism, ever more intense and more intricate, the City itself.”


			“I remember now who it was who limned this all out before,” said Thomas. “It was myself. What other man makes a joke about a tree, and the tree bears fruit? But I like it more now than when first I mocked it. It sounds better when it comes tumbling from another mouth, even a tin mouth. What, shall I be enchanted by my own spell?”


			“We all say the same things, we all think the same thoughts, we all have the same feelings and pleasures,” the precis machine played. “Both love and hate disappear, for they were two aspects of the same thing—a mantle that was worn by our species in its childhood. We stand unencumbered before the grian-sun. We are the sun. We are everything. We merge. We loose both being and non-being, for both are particulars. We become the extensible and many-dimensioned sphere that has neither beginning nor end, nor being. We enter the calm intensity where peace and strife cancel each other out, where consciousness follows unconsciousness into oblivion. We are devoured by Holy Nothingness, the Big O, the Ultimate Point for all us ultimates.”


			“Shove it, my little mechanical mentor, shove it,” Thomas More said. “I made it up, I invented it. It was a joke, I tell you, a bitter joke. It was how not to build a world.”


			“But I am not finished,” the precis machine played. “The vision still ascends. Well, no, it doesn’t exactly ascend beyond a certain point, since it has reached a sphere where there is neither up nor down. But it becomes intensity still more intense, and—”


			“Shove it, little tin horn, shove it,” Thomas laughed.


			“You are not impressed by the golden Astrobe Dream that is becoming reality?” the precis machine asked with apprehension, or with what would have been apprehension if that still obtained on Astrobe.


			“Not very much,” Thomas said. “I invented it all for a sour joke. I mustn’t let the sour joke be on me.”


			And yet Thomas was impressed by the Astrobe achievement, if not by the Astrobe dream. There was a terrible clarity running through everything, a simplicity containing all the complexity. In matter and mind Astrobe was neat, and the rains fell always at their scheduled hour. That was something: there was order.


			Astrobe was an urban world. All its great cities were really one, in a single close cluster. The countryside was little used. There were the automated production strips, and there were the feral or wild strips to keep the balance. Few people lived in either. It was the cities that were the heart of Astrobe, and the people of the cities were born knowing everything.


			There were no individuals with sharp edges, there were no dissenting or pernicious elements, there was the high flat plane of excellence in all things. What can you say against a world that has gained every goal ever set? And there was pleasant termination available as soon as a touch of weariness set in.


			“It sets in with me already,” Thomas said. “I have to hold onto myself with both hands every time I pass a termination booth.”


			


			But one thing seemed to be lacking on Astrobe, and it puzzled Thomas.


			“Where do the people attend mass?” he asked as he stood in the middle of golden Cosmopolis.


			“They don’t, Thomas; they haven’t for centuries,” Paul told him. “Oh, there are a very few who do sometimes. I do myself on occasion, but I am a freak and usually classed as a criminal. And in Cathead there has been a new appearance of the thing, along with other oddities. But not one person in ten thousand on Astrobe has ever attended.”


			“Are there no churches at all, then?”


			“In Cathead and the Barrio and the feral strips there are a very few that might still be called by the name. Such buildings as remain in Cosmopolis and the other Cities are under the department of antiquities. Some of them have period statuary that is of interest to the specialist. While mass itself cannot be found in any of them here, the replica can be played on demand.”


			“Let us go to one of them.”


			After groping about in some rather obscure streets that Paul knew imperfectly, they found one. It was quite small and tucked away in a corner. They entered. There was the sense of total emptiness. There was no Presence.


			“I wonder what time is the next mass,” Thomas said. “Or the mass that is not quite a mass. I’m not sure that I understand you on it.”


			“Oh, put in a stoimenof d’or in the slot, and push the button. Then the mass will begin.”


			Thomas did. And it did.


			The priest came up out of the floor. He was not human, unless he was zombie human. He was probably not even a programmed person. He may have been a mechanical device. He wore a pearl-gray derby hat, swish-boy sideburns, and common green shorts or breechcloth. His depilated torso was hermaphroditic. He or it smoked a long weedjy-weed cigarette in a period holder. He began to jerk and to intone with dreadful dissonance.


			Then a number of other contrivances arrived from somewhere, intoning in mock chorus to the priest, and twanging instruments.


			“For the love of Saint Jack, what are those, Paul?” Thomas asked in bewilderment. “Are those not the instruments described by Dante as played in lowest Hell? Why the whole thing has turned into a dirty burlesque, Paul, played out with unclean puppets. Why, Paul why?”


			“Oh, it had really turned into such a thing before it died, Thomas. This is what the Church and the Mass had become when it was taken over by the government as a curiosity and an antique.”


			Well, the replica mass ran its short course to the jerking and bawling of the ancient ritual guitar. At sermon time was given a straight news-broadcast, so that one should not be out of contact with the world for the entire fifteen minutes.


			At the Consecration, a sign lit up:


			“Brought to you Courtesy of Grailo Grape-Ape, the Finest of the Bogus Wines.”


			The bread was ancient-style hot-dog rolls. The puppets or mechanisms danced up orgasmically and used the old vein-needle before taking the rolls.


			“How do you stop the dirty little thing?” Thomas asked.


			“Push the Stop button,” Paul said. “Here, I’ll do it.” And he stopped it.


			“Why, I wonder how it all came about,” Thomas said. “That snake on a stick, is it meant to be the Christ? Is that leering whore holding the deformed monkey meant to be the Virgin? A dirty little burlesque, a dreary bit of devil worship. But even dirty burlesques are not made out of nothing. Had the mass really fallen so low?”


			“So I have read, Thomas. It fell to just this low estate before it became ritually frozen.”


			“Then the Church was only a thing like other things, Paul? And it died as other things do?”


			“So most say. The Metropolitan of Astrobe still lives, but he is a very old man; and the office will probably not be continued beyond his lifetime. There is a slight revival of the Church in Cathead, as I mentioned.”


			“Acceptance in Cathead is enough to damn a thing in any clean region. Cathead, that cancer growing on the fair planet!”


			“And in the feral strips there are small groups who keep a rite that is not a burlesque.”


			“Well, I never had too much faith, Paul. I believe for a while in the mornings if I wake feeling well. But my belief is almost always gone by noon. Somehow I thought that the Church would continue, but I don’t know why I thought so. It would, after all, be an anomaly on rational Astrobe. Aye, I’m glad to see the old thing gone.”


			“I’m not,” Paul said bitterly. “I came to it when it was a black remnant in my darkest days in Cathead, but it’s more than all the other things. Yes, I’m crazy, Thomas; I have bone splinters in my brain. But it’s curious that you are a saint in the Church in which you don’t believe, which you are glad to see gone.”


			Thomas laughed loudly and clearly, a really cheerful thing, high and fluted. He and Paul went out into the sudden golden daylight.


			“Aye, they were right to push the old fraud into a corner and turn her into a dirty burlesque,” Thomas said. “If the tree does not bear fruit, cut it down.”


			


			Thomas spent entire days marveling at the wonderful ways of Astrobe. He had been something of a skeptic at first. Now he had swallowed bait, hook, line, rod, and fisherman’s arm. He had become a sudden strong advocate of the Astrobe dream. And yet he wanted to look more deeply into the workings of the thing, to examine its more distant roots and sources.


			“It is hardly to be believed,” he said one day when he had his retinue with him. “Come, people, we will see more of this. We travel again.”


			Against the advice of his mentors, Thomas had decided to take some time to examine Astrobe.


			“There is no point in travel, Thomas,” Kingmaker had told him. “It is all the same everywhere. That is the beauty of Astrobe: it is the same everywhere.”


			“Go where you will and see what you see,” Proctor told him, “but do not believe everything that you think you have seen. When you get back, I will tell you what you have seen. There have been sad cases of men who say things falsely, and I had to take a hand. I do not want to do that. Luck be on thy head, good Thomas.”


			“You will not know how to see, Thomas, you will not know how at all,” Fabian Foreman told him. “You haven’t the eyes for it. You will see it all from the wrong side. You are an awkward man, Thomas.”


			“In that hour it will be given you what you will see,” Pottscamp told him. “And a little later, in a secret place and out of context, you will sit down with nine entities (one of them myself) and you will be told what these things have been. You see now toy things with toy eyes, but in that time you will be given seeing.”


			


			Thomas had a loose retinue. He had chosen some of the members. And some of them had chosen him. It wasn’t the group that the big men would have picked for him, though there was one spy for the big men in the group.


			There was his old Earth-to-Astrobe pilot Paul; there was Scrivener and Slider; there was Maxwell and Walter Copperhead; there was Evita the girl-woman from the Barrio who was sister to the boy Adam; there was Rimrock the ansel whom Thomas called the Oceanic Man.


			But first, just what is an ansel anyhow? And what was Rimrock, who was a most exceptional ansel? Ansels weren’t understood at all on Astrobe, and that was their only home.


			“Would you tell me of your origin, Rimrock?” Thomas asked him, “of yourself personally, and of your species?”


			“I would, but I’m not sure I can,” Rimrock said. “What little we know of ourselves we have learned from regular people, or have guessed. When we passed through the strangeness and changed our cast, this entailed forgetting much of our beginnings. It is a childhood now shut off from us. You see, there were no ansels to be found on Astrobe when Earthmen first came here.


			“It wasn’t until the second generation of men on Astrobe that any of us were discovered, and we were quite backward. We do not generate rapidly; but none of us die in our present memory, so we do increase in numbers. We have developed from contact with regular people, and we ourselves have more influence on people than they suspect. People children are forbidden to associate with us, but they dream about us, as do the adults. It is nonsense that the happy people of Astrobe do not have night dreams. I have walked through many thousands of those dreams myself. I cannot see that we have any limit, Thomas, though I am not clear as to what our symbiotic relation with regular people should be.”


			“But you must know where you came from, Rimrock!”


			“Well, we do know it, but we have garbled it in legend. Our legend is that we are the people who climbed all the way to the sky, broke holes in it, and climbed out into a strange world that is above the sky. This world that you know, the noon-day world of Astrobe, is the world that is above the sky. You do not feel it, but we do.


			“We were deep ocean creatures, Thomas. I remember, like a thing before birth, the world of the depths; but we didn’t consider it as the depths. We loved to climb, to fly; our epics were all stories of such daring. We loved the pinnacled mountains. Our heroes were those who climbed them the highest. We flew up and ever up, establishing settlements on higher and still higher mountain ledges. We came to the beginning of light, and then to the beginnings of vision. This was the first of the strange zone that we had to cross. When we came out of it on the higher side we would be different creatures with minds formed again.


			“For there had come the exciting rumor that some of the great mountain spires might actually pierce the sky itself. We had, of course, long talked to fish creatures who claimed that they had been all the way to the sky; that they had, indeed, leapt through holes in the sky, and then fallen back. But who believes fish?”


			“You did really talk with fish, Rimrock?”


			“Why not, Thomas? We now talk with men, who are much more intricate creatures. But this fish story was true. I remember it all, as of something from another life, the epic thing we did. I was a member of the first party. We flew and climbed higher and higher to truly dizzy heights. We went up the sheer cliffs of the edge-of-the-world mountain; all the strong stories were that this was the one that surely pierced the sky. We ascended more than ten kilometers, fearful always that we would not be able to live at that height.


			“The sky, we had believed ever since we had received wisdom, was at an infinite distance from us and would always appear at the same distance no matter how high we climbed. We now discovered that this was not so. We came closer to the sky and we were almost hysterical in our excitement. We came all the way up to it and touched it with our members. We did not die, as we had feared. An epic hero had done this aeons before, but he had died from it. So it was no ordinary thing that we did.”


			Rimrock had at first been talking with free movement of his rubbery mouth. But for a while his mouth had not moved, and he was talking in Thomas’ head. He could speak in either manner, and he did not always realize himself when he went from the one to the other.


			“Then we burst through, splintering holes in the sky, and came out gasping into the world that is above the sky,” Rimrock recounted. “To your viewpoint, we came up out of the ocean onto the land. But it is yourselves who do not appreciate the magnitude of it. You did it so long ago that you have forgotten it, both in your minds and your underminds. But how can you forget that you live on the top of the sky? How can you forget that every moment you walk you are walking on a precarious rug higher than a five thousand story high building? Do you know that the highest-flying birds of the air cannot rise one tenth as high as we stand now?


			“Thomas, I was one of the first ones who splintered the sky and came up on the sky-shore,” Rimrock proclaimed. “I was one of the primordial heroes. And we found that sky-shore sprinkled with shells in the form of stars for signature of it. May the sense of wonder never leave me!”


			“I begin to get the feel of you more and more,” Thomas said, “not in words, but in old shapes.”


			“Regular people have sealed off the interior ocean that used to be in every man,” Rimrock said. “They closed the ocean and ground up its monsters for fertilizer. That is why we so often enter into people’s dreams. We take the place of the monsters they have lost.”


			“What occupations do ansels follow?” Thomas asked him.


			“Some are in communication, since each of us is a communications center. But most of us work as commercial divers, underwater welders, pier-builders, that sort of thing. Water is still our first element, but the waters around Cathead where I work have become so foul from the uncontrolled industries that they bother us. The poor lungers of Cathead cough up their lungs from the contaminated air. We suffer in our five bladders from the contaminated water. It is a rare treat for us to get away for a day or two in clean air or in clean ocean.”


			“Are you paid well for your underwater work, Rimrock?”


			“No. A stoimenof d’or a week.” The stoimenof d’or is a small gold coin.


			“Why do you work for money at all? You don’t wear clothes or live in houses or eat food that is sold for money. What do you do with your money?”


			“Play fan-tan,” said the ansel.


			Well, what was Evita? We don’t know, Thomas never knew, she was never sure herself. She was one of those who had chosen Thomas, not been chosen by him.


			“All on Astrobe will think it strange if you do not travel with a mistress,” she said. “Nobody has ever done that before. They will believe that you are not in accord with the Golden Dream of Astrobe. I know that you would not like to seem an awkward and impossible person, and I will not allow another woman to be with you.”


			“I am an awkward and impossible person, and it bothers me nowt at all,” Thomas said. “Leave me, you scrawny young witch. I have seen sparrows, and they still fledglings, with more meat on them.”


			“You know that’s not true. What kind of fat tubs did they like in your day? I am quite well fleshed, and I’ve been called the most beautiful woman on Astrobe. You will also find me intelligent, and in this I’m exceptional. Astrobe, though you may not have noticed it yet, has a high level of mediocrity only.”


			“You are misnamed, Evita; you travel falsely. You are no Eva, but the Lilith who was before her, the witch.”


			“I am both. Did you not know that they were one? And I have a personal reason. When I decided to go to Hell to prove a point, I set myself a goal: the seduction of a saint. But where else can I find one? They have not canonized one for hundreds of years. Big little Thomas, out of time and out of place, you are the only certified saint I’m ever likely to meet.”


			“We are neither of us any longer of the flesh in that way,” Thomas said. He said nayther where you would say neither, one of the oddities of speech that still clung to him; and there was a burr in his talk. “And you yourself are now taken by a much deeper passion, Evita,” he said, “and it precludes the other thing. Come along then, child-witch. If we ever run hungry on the heaths we’ll have you spitted, and break you up haunch and chine, and eat you complete; and be hungry again within an hour.”


			He joked. She was of copious build, and she smiled down on him. The color of her hair? The color of her eyes? The incredible lines of her? No, no, they won’t be given here. You will not know them till the Last Day, and then only if you are one of the blessed.


			


			Scrivener? Slider? Maxwell? Copperhead? Who were they? What was the mind and the man of each?


			Hear Slider speak:


			“Are we still dangling on the thread, or has the thread been broken even before the official act (soon to be proposed) to break it? The Ancient Instruction was to go to All Nations. But we are not the Nations. We are something different. The Promise was that the Transcendent Thing would endure till the End of the World. But we are not the World. We are quite a different world, and no promise was ever given to us. We cannot even assume that we are human; how deep does the Astrobe mutation really go? How many of us are Programmed Persons? And how much of the programmed descent is in us who regard ourselves as old-line humans? We have changed in mind and body.


			“The morality of Golden Astrobe is abysmal by any older comparison, but may we use an older comparison? On Old Earth was once a thing named Slavery. We do not name it that here, but we have it. It is now the instinct for finding one’s place in the Golden Hive. Try to break out of it! Try to avail yourself of the total freedom! Meet the overriding regulations.


			“What were once called the unnatural lusts may be natural here; they are universal. It may be that we are not in terrible shape at all. Thomas at first believed that we were, and now he believes we are in wonderful shape. He is a wise man and he studies us; he wonders why we sent for him. But if we are in wonderful shape, is it still the shape of man? When it becomes impossible to distinguish certain artificial things from ourselves, then we must doubt that we are still people.


			“When the killers pursue me, then I feel that I am coming near some truth. But when they let me alone, I know that I am dealing in trivialities.


			“Walter Copperhead, who predicts futures, says that Scri­v­ener and I will change persons and souls in our final day. I say that we will not. How could we trade souls? He has none.”


			Slider was a slight, pale, moody young man. He was very serious, and felt that everybody was laughing at him. Usually they were. Thomas was doing so silently as he heard this screed. He had known such young men before. Slider himself, knowing who Thomas was, expected something more of him. He was shocked by his lack of depth. Slider, out of his own deep insufficiency, intended to supply that lack.


			


			Hear Scrivener speak:


			“I would declare myself enthusiastically for all things of Astrobe, were enthusiasm an element of the true Astrobe character. It isn’t, and it should not be. We are the first mature beings ever, and enthusiasm is no part of us. In Astrobe we had built the perfect world. Perhaps it should have ended in its state of perfection, but it did not end. Instead, our world has become infected with a cancerous growth. ‘Cut it out,’ we say, but for some reason we hesitate.


			“Slider is part of that cancer. He has doubts, and doubt is the essence of this enemy. Of course we are not the nations or the world! We are beyond such. Of course no promise was ever given to us! We make the promise to ourselves; there is none above us to make it. How deep does the Astrobe mutation go? It goes from the bottom to the top, as it should. Of course we are no longer in the shape of men. Mankind was the awkward childhood of our species; we do well to forget it. We will excise our last flaw, and then we will achieve realization and annihilation.


			“The killers do not trail me. Why should they? I am of their own species. And Walter Copperhead reads this future wrong. Slider and myself can never change places. He has no place.”


			Scrivener was a bigger man than Slider, but was softer and fatter both in speech and person. He had had a programmed father and a human mother. Though young, he did have a sort of Astrobian maturity. Slider and Scrivener thought of themselves as deep opposites, and yet Thomas and others tended to confuse them. They were so alike in their fuming differences!


			Hear Maxwell speak:


			“I take myself as an example that Astrobe is not perfect, even excepting the cancerous growth of Cathead and the Barrio. I am an aberration. A perfect world would be made up of perfectly integrated persons, and I am not one. There are no words for my particular wandering from the normal. Only Copperhead knows me well enough to have any idea what they are. I will only say that I have a very loose attachment to my own body. I have not always been in the same form. I do not always recognize my previous forms. The great Astrobean Advance was bound to throw off such reactions as myself.


			“And yet I am enthusiastically for Astrobe, in a way that Scrivener cannot be. Enthusiasm may not be a part of finest Astrobe, but it is a part of me. I likewise believe that we must kill the Cathead mutation, though it will be killing part of myself to do it. No mind; I have had parts of me killed before. I have had whole bodies killed. I am a spook, and Astrobe does not believe in such. But, for all that, I believe in her.


			“I burn myself up for this thing! I mean it literally. I have burnt myself up and died several times, though I do not understand it. I will still be the burning brand for this thing!”


			This Maxwell was a most curious-looking man, if he was a man. When he said that he had a very loose attachment to his own body, he apparently meant that he did not always inhabit his same body in the usual sense. But his appearance was that he had a very loose attachment to his own body in that his body was too big for him and fitted him loosely. There are animals who have this looseness in their hides—the Earth tiger and the Astrobe lazarus lion—and in them it is a sign of strength and swiftness. In Maxwell it was a sign of weakness and slowness, almost of witlessness. It was a good-sized, swarthy, almost sinister body that he wore, and it was a sepulchral voice he spoke with. But one had the impression that he had to stand on tiptoes to see out of his own eyes; and that he was piping a small voice into the resounding thing as though it were an independent instrument.


			He wasn’t a particular ornament to the retinue, either personally or mentally. Yet he had a real seriousness that made that of Slider and Scrivener seem brittle.


			


			Hear Copperhead speak:


			Now a part of that speaking had been with certain rough men of Cathead. “Will he?” Battersea had asked Copperhead sharply. “He will,” said Copperhead. “I don’t see how,” said George the syrian. “He doesn’t look like much. I’ll bet the forces of Astrobe will smash him like a rotten egg.” “Oh, they’ll smash him, all right,” Copperhead explained. “The new man is a dead man; his time runs out almost before it begins. So, he’s been dead before, it won’t help him now. He will fumble it all, our new man; he’ll do only one small thing right.” “But you say he’ll maintain his ways in this present,” Shanty growled. “He will, and in the damnest left-handed way anybody ever saw,” Copperhead maintained. “What instruments they do work with!—whoever they are. Men, this ferret-eyed stubby man from the doubtful past will save our world! That is what matters. That he won’t save himself doesn’t matter to me, to none of us, I believe.” “It will matter to me,” Paul said. But the thing about this Copperhead was that he really could predict futures.


			“I do have powers. I’m a new thing. Why should you suppose that a new thing would be one of the elite, an acceptable, a sensitive? No new thing has ever appeared as such. Always it comes tainted, with dirty hands. If a doctorate professor of the psychical should announce a new thing in a sensitive individual, one might be tempted to consider it. But to believe that it comes out of Cathead, in the form of a fortune-teller on fortune-tellers row, boggles the imagination and sets up shouts of disbelief. It’s true, though. I may be the least sensitive man who ever lived. I’m crude. I live by fraud. But I can see the future.”


			Copperhead had something goatish in his appearance. He was a good-humored satyr, and he was crude. Rimrock understood from the beginning, and Maxwell had learned accidentally, that Copperhead did have depths of sensitivity and intelligence and compassion; but he chose to hide these things.


			People, they were a funny-looking party! Rimrock the ansel, tall Paul and stubby Thomas, Slider and Scrivener, Maxwell and Copperhead, and the bewildering Evita. Had she gray eyes or blue or green? Had she smoky-blonde, or golden, or dark hair? Was she slight or was she buxom? The fact is that all saw her differently, and all heard her voice differently. It sounded now, but did it ring out or bubble up, or purr or croon, or lilt or laugh or intone; was it a flute or a trumpet or a nine-stringed lyra? Was it a silver cymbal or a bronze concentus?


			“Be quiet, everyone!” Evita sounded (for words cannot give an idea of the harmonies in her). “Holy Thomas is hatching an idea! See him sparkle when a whim settles on him! He has sampled all the great things of Astrobe and has told himself how wonderful they are. Then why is he looking at the mountain?”


			It was a sharp shock to all of them, the thing that had taken hold of Thomas now. That most practical of all men was in a trance. Rimrock remembered the great day when he himself had splintered holes in the sky and broken through. Maxwell recalled an ecstasy in an earlier body. Copperhead relived the moment when the new power came to a man with dirty hands. Paul remembered what he had almost been, and Evita relived aspects of her own legend. Slider and Scrivener may not have been capable of such flights.


			“Why do I look at the mountain?” Thomas asked as he came out of his daze. “An Astrobe psychologist has told me that only people crippled in their personalities will look at such things as mountains. He says that this was much more common in former centuries. Well, I have sampled Golden Astrobe and it is wonderful. But I am still hungry. What if we do go in that direction?”


			“If we go in that direction, we walk,” Scrivener said. “There are no transportation booths in the feral regions, only in the civilized. That region is all beyond the pale. It is for beasts, if they still live, but not for men. The mountains are retained; they are somehow a key to the weather control. But they are no concern of rational people.”


			“I believe that we will walk for a day or two and see the mountain,” Thomas said.


			“The Programmed Killers aren’t inhibited at all there,” Maxwell told him. “They will follow and kill us.”


			“They aren’t invincible. Let’s go to the mountain,” Thomas repeated. “What if we climb and cross the mountain at that saddle, and go thence? And what if we follow around that circle thereby?” Thomas asked, pointing.


			“Around that circuit of the feral country, a hard foot way, and in seven or nine days you will come to big Cathead from its back side,” Copperhead said. “Some of us will die of it, but not all. There’s an old proverb: ‘I haven’t lost anything on the mountain.’ But I believe that I may have, and I’d like to find it again. I’ll go willingly with you.”


			“It’s stark madness to go there,” Scrivener insisted.


			“Not at all,” Thomas said. “A soft sort of madness it may be. We hadn’t such mountains in England, and I saw them only at a distance in Spain and Savoy. In the stated problem of Astrobe everyone has been overlooking something. Were it not odd if the high mountains were the one thing that people could not see? Let the Programmed Killers trail us! I always liked either end of a hunt. Come along now. I’ll not be done out of this.”


			6
STING IN THE TAIL


			THERE WAS no close Earth equivalent to those Feral Lands of Astrobe, though certain Earth rain-forests had some of the characteristics. The difficulty for an Earthman, or for a man from Astrobe either since the civilized people of Astrobe were not acquainted with these regions, was in knowing just where the ground itself was. And in plain fact there was no ground itself, nothing that could be called the surface, the fundament. Were you now working through the surface of a rough meadow? Or were you working through the tops and middle heights of trees?


			And another plain fact was that there were no trees themselves. One could not say that this was one tree and that one was another. They were not individuals; they were one creature. As well say that this is a grass, and that is a grass. They were entangled. In the thick going if you climbed down far enough into the sleek darkness you still would not find firm ground. Water rather. And even in this fundamental bottom water it was possible to go down still more hundreds of feet through the growing plants and roots, never finding any bottom except a growth too dense to permit further descent.


			And yet the party walked and scrambled and stumbled along pretty well, going up and down; now on a good matted surface, now along a sparse skeleton of green girders; sometimes skirting large aereal ponds that had been built by the kas­troides. Some of these ponds were more than a hectare in area, quite deep, and of a lively surface both from creatures and from the effect of the swaying support.


			“I will make my own way now,” said Rimrock the ansel, “but I will see you again this night. And later I will see you on the mountain.”


			And the ansel disappeared as though into a deep well; and perhaps he traveled entirely under water through the deep roots of the complex. Nobody doubted that he could make better time than could the party.


			“And I will make my own way,” said Walter Copperhead the necromancer. “I have certain riddles to ask the woods and the mountain, and they do not speak when others are present. And I also will see you several times before you stand up in the high lightning. When you have killed the Devil I will be there. I have laid out his entrails and examined them before, but I haven’t unriddled all their riddles. I’ll have another go at it.”


			Walter Copperhead left them with great leaps. He was a goat of the tree-tops.


			“He is an odd one,” Thomas said. “I’m not sure that a Christian man is permitted congress with such.”


			“I’m not sure that you still consider yourself a Christian man,” Paul said.


			“What are the hoppers?” Thomas cried, himself hopping away from Paul’s question. He was asking about the leaping creatures that were now all about them. “They’re from the size of a rat to the size of a sheep, but they all seem of one species.”


			“I don’t know about things like that,” Scrivener said.


			“And I sure do not,” said Slider. “The things in the feral regions are an obscenity to all civilized persons. We class them with excrement.”


			“There is no love of wild nature among the civilized people of Astrobe,” Maxwell said. “These things are less real than creatures in dreams. I doubt if they have a name.”


			“They’re good to eat,” Evita said. “People still ate them when I was a kid, and I have eaten them quite recently.”


			“It’s the jerusalem coney,” Paul said.


			“Thank you,” Thomas acknowledged. “It’s as refreshing as it is unexpected to get an answer to a question on Astrobe.”


			The coney was a curious hopping creature, most of them the size of big rabbits, some smaller, some very much larger. They went indiscriminately into the ponds and under the water, and up into the higher reaches of the trees with great accurate hops; and through brush so thick that it would seem a snake could not traverse there. They were quick, and neither Thomas nor Paul could catch one.


			“Along with the dutch-fish and the rambler’s-ox, the coney is the food basis of the feral lands,” Paul said. “Everything lives on them, or on that which lives on them. The dire-wolves live on them, as does porche’s-panther, and the hydra. The birds live on them, and all the predators.”


			“The animals sound very like those of Earth,” Thomas said.


			“No, Thomas, only the names are like those of Earth,” Paul said, almost in awe. “On Earth there are no animals at all like those around us. We are fools, you know, to be here. Scri­v­ener and his like are correct. A rational man has no business here. I know a cliff not a half day from here where there are a thousand human skeletons hung up on thorn bushes. The rouks fly down and kill people for fun. They carry them up and hang them there for a warning. Most of those bones have old black meat still clinging to them. You told me that in your time on Earth men killed wolves and hung them on fence rails as warning to other wolves. This is the same. There is even the tale that the King Rouk pays a bounty to each rouk who so kills and hangs up a man.”


			“I’d pit a bow-necked Middlesex ox against any animal on this scurvy bowl,” Thomas challenged.


			“Thomas, the dire-wolf could take the head and horns of an Earth ox in one bite, and the whole body in two more,” Paul assured him. “The lazarus-lion can take the much larger rambler’s-ox in the same manner. And the lazarus likes to eat people, not merely crucify them on the cliffs as the rouks do. The hydra can gobble anything in water, in one bite or several; and it can snap ten meters out of water. It has been known to take, in one bite, six men standing together some distance from the water’s edge.


			“And, Thomas, porche’s-panther kills and eats the dire-wolf and the lazarus-lion and the rouk and the hydra itself. But all around us there are twenty other species of creatures capable of slicing a man up and eating him.”


			“I would bet that a good hunting man could live well here,” Thomas said. “You tell me of a plenitude of game. It might be an intense and rewarding life.”


			“I’ve lived here myself as a hunting man,” Paul said. “There’s a few thousand hunters still on Astrobe. I lived with them a few months in my own time of hiding. Yes, the life is intense. The rewards are intangible, but for some they are deep. But those who follow the trade do not live to a great age. But those men have a certain flavor to them. I suppose the lazarus-lion thinks so too.”


			“Oh Astrobe, a salt that has not lost its savor!” Thomas cried. “The wonder of it. I had felt, for all its marvelous things, that civilized Astrobe was a little insipid. But it need not be. Here is salt for its salting. Here is leaven enough for the lump. We’ll but see to a better blending.”


			“You cannot mean that Astrobe must be still more exposed to its back-lands!” Scrivener exclaimed. “These things are worse than any death. They must be hidden away forever.”


			“But are we armed?” Thomas asked. “Someone was not thinking very hard, and I suspect ’twas I who was supposed to be doing the thinking.”


			“I’m always armed,” Paul said, “with the short knife, the only tool that a feral-land hunter will use. And I believe that Maxwell is. He’s been a hunter in at least one of his life-aspects.”


			“And I am,” said Evita. “This woman-child was a hunter more years ago than you would believe. It isn’t for my own defense—I can witch the animals as far as I am concerned—it’s for the defense of Holy Thomas here.”


			They went down through some levels of the tree-complex. They came onto what was almost solid land, its presence being given away only by fitful breaks that showed still deeper worlds of deep roots and green darkness.


			“There should be a being to fit this green darkness,” Thomas said. “Sextus Empiricus wrote that every environ must have its own sprite. It would be a weird one to fit the green underworld here, however.”


			“Call me not weird, good Thomas,” spoke a green-colored voice. “And yet I’m sure that Sextus Empiricus wrote of me, and of you. You’re also a sprite, but one never sees himself as such. One believes himself to be a man if he is raised by the humans.”


			The green-colored voice came from a green-robed monk of the order of Saint Klingensmith. He was a blackish man (and yet there was a touch of deep green in his black) who winked at them and grinned. And they all stared at him, coming on him unexpectedly as they did.


			“Preserve us this morning from dire-wolves and panthers and programmed things,” he blessed them. “The latter are following you, you know. They’re the hardest to evade and the hardest to rouse to; they have no scent.”


			“Whatever is a good monk doing in the salty woods of Astrobe?” Thomas asked him.


			“Holy Cathead, I’m fishing, of course! But what are fine people like yourselves doing here? There was an Old Earth Epic named Babes in the Woods. That is yourselves. I am Father Oddopter of the Green-Robes, and now I see that you are not ordinary fine folks. There is Maxwell, the avatar who burns up his bodies, and we pray for him. There is Evita-child, who has become something of an archetype in the salacious dreams of the men of the orders, and she prays for us. She is a character in the folklore of the feral lands. There is the Paul, whom we know. He will suffer stark death in following out a mission and will never be told its purpose. And you, sir, the doubtful Thomas, are a revenant with a double sign on you. The Holy Ghost certainly chooses strange instruments. Sometimes I think He is out of his mind. And the two others, the nothing man, and the less than nothing man.”


			“Which am I?” Slider asked with a sour grin.


			“Oh, you’re the nothing man. The other is the less-than-nothing. What? He flushes with anger? Why is sheer truth so hardly embraced?”


			And Scrivener was indeed flushing with anger.


			“What in particular are you fishing for, Father Oddopter?” asked Thomas More the revenant with the double sign on him.


			“You’ll see,” the monk said.


			Circumstances began to assemble like cawing crows. You had doubted the color of the Evita’s eyes, how they seemed now one thing and now another? Now they were green, green, the green of sparkling anticipation.


			The monk wound a cord around his wrist and handled a harpoon thing a meter long. He peered into the green water with crinkling black-green eyes. Then he dived, robes and all, as a hawk dives, powerfully into the green water. And there was a sudden turbulence.


			There was a struggle of resounding great power under water, a startling force striking and rupturing something of very great weight.


			The green-robe broke water again and surged up onto the rooty platform all in one motion. He drew up the cord with hands and wrists of such terrifying size that it seemed impossible that they should belong to him. The water was bloody and churning when he brought the thing to the surface and drew it half out.


			It was a fat discoid thing, black and quivering, and one third of its circuit was angry-toothed mouth. It weighed a hundred and fifty kilograms and it could have snapped a man in two through the trunk.


			“I called myself a fisherman on Old Earth,” Thomas said in admiration, “but I never in my life took so grand a fish as that. Days of my life, to see it is hardly to believe it!”


			“Thomas, Thomas,” the green-robe chided, “it’s but the grasshopper that one catches in his palm to use on the hook. This isn’t the fish. It’s the bait.”


			The green-robe put three more harpoons into the creature that fought and groaned. There was something else now: great wings, as it were, deep under water and gathering for the pounce upward, the greatest wings ever. The green-robe made the harpoon lines fast to various thick branches and roots. His giant bait was threshing and churning with two thirds of it in the water.


			Then the green-robe leapt onto the bait creature, slashing it deeply with a hand knife. It bled in spectacular fountains of dark rushing red that exploded with the lustful smell of rampant iron and stripped green wood and battlefield stink.


			From a powerful underwater organ the creature was roaring with a rage that set both the water and the air to reeling. The green-robe rode and slashed the pitching thing at great risk of limb and life.


			“Devil, Devil, rise and die, come and find what thing am I,” Evita chanted like a little-girl rhyme, but her eyes were green volcanic fire a billion years old.


			“Hurry!” Paul shouted. “It’s rising like a thunderclap.”


			“I know, I know,” the green-robe crooned. “Holy Cathead, it does rise fast! But the last second is the best.”


			“Devil, Devil, come in hate! Take the fine Evita bait!” the wild-girl chanted, but her eyes no longer focused and she was frozen in hysteria.


			The green-robe leapt clear from his bait-creature at the last possible second. Then the great thing swooped and struck upward: a thousand kilograms of center bulk that swallowed the trussed creature in a single gulp, thirty-meter-long tentacles that reached blindly for more prey, the big eye in the middle mad and livid with malevolence. The Devil! The main bulk was clear out of the water with the speed of its upward surge smashing the surface. It was but a lightning instant, but many things were observed simultaneously in that instant, not the least of which was the lightning itself—the corona-like discharge and blinding aura of the great sea-creature.


			It was the hydra taking the bait.


			“Now!” clanged the green-robe with the belfry sound of Saint Lo which is under water.


			“Now!” Paul croaked like a rampant bull-frog.


			“Now!” Evita sang in a voice that was green bronze pickled in brimstone.


			They had spoken together, and no time at all had elapsed.


			The three of them were onto the hydra before it thunderously shattered the water as it fell back from its great surge. They went with snake-like knives for the hydra eye and the brain behind it, feverish in their haste before the terrible tentacles could be brought to defend and to attack. Hysterical battle, hooting challenge, high screaming triumph.


			The hydra trumpeted with an anger and agony that stabbed through the whole feral region, killing small birds by the very pitch of the scream. It submerged with the crashing fall-back from its great surge; and the three attackers stayed with it, cutting and hacking in near hysteria.


			The hydra screamed under water. And after a while it rose again.


			The huge tentacles lashed and writhed, but no longer with great power in them. The green-robe and Paul and Evita were through the giant eye and into the brain, cutting relentlessly and furiously. Evita had the head and most of her inside the big eye, and her chant came out of that cavity: “Devil, Devil, boom and bell! Watch Evita give you Hell!”—the weird voice of a small child gone mad.


			The hydra-devil groaned with an echoing hollowness that shook the whole region.


			And then it died.


			


			“Why, this is allegory acted out before my very eyes,” Thomas exclaimed, and he was shaking from the passion around him. He was finding words to deny what he had seen.


			“Enjoy it, Thomas, enjoy it,” the green-robe cried as he leapt back onto the rooty platform, the almost-land. “Give it accolade. You were a London play-goer, but you never saw so high and roaring a comedy as this. A man may not do it twice in one day. A strong body will stand it, but the emotions will not.”


			“It isn’t real,” Thomas said, “it cannot be real. It’s but a grand illusion. Look, our Paul has been drained, and he rolls his eyes like one half dead as he totters back onto the land. What is the content and real substance of this, Father Od­dopter?”


			“Why, it’s the killing of the Devil, good Thomas. The Devil must be killed afresh somewhere every day. If ever he is not, then our days be at an end. Say, he is a big one today, isn’t he? He’s not always a hydra, you know. Some days he is a mad dire-wolf. Some days he is a porche’s-panther gone musk. The Devil has his several forms, but we must kill him every day to limn his limits.”


			“Our good Thomas is not beyond hope,” Paul panted as he came back from the deeper shadow world to one less deep. “You are not completely revolted, Thomas. You were near as impassioned as ourselves, however you deny it. Golden Astrobe hasn’t yet got you entirely in her effete wiles. You weaken and you conform, and they seem to be winning you. But this will stand as a sign for you before you weaken completely. In this blood be you blessed, Thomas!”


			“Ye be all daft,” Thomas growled, uneasy, and yet somehow caught up into the blood-lust of the thing. “It is an unnatural satanic thing that happens here, and you revel in it. And the child-woman, has she gone brand-mad?”


			“She’s possessed,” the green-robe said. And Evita had almost disappeared into the cavernous brain of the hydra-devil. She gorged and reveled there.


			“She has consorted with the Devil in his other forms,” the green-robe said, “and there is a curious hatred and tension between them. I have never been on a devil-kill with the child before, but I have heard of them. She becomes wild sometimes.”


			“You actually believe in the Devil here in the feral lands?” Thomas asked as Evita withdrew somewhat from the monster.


			“What an odd fellow you are!” the green-robe Father Od­dopter marveled. “You have just seen us slay the Devil, and you ask whether he be. Do you not believe your eyes? Does this seem like an ordinary creature to you?”


			“Nowt ordinary, of course,” Thomas said weakly, as though he were pleading a losing case in court, “but by definition, it is within the order of nature, since there is no other order.”


			“Thomas, Thomas, you cannot win that little game even when you make your own rules.”


			“I can understand how to the superstitious or to the ignorant—”


			“No, no, good Thomas. Look at it! The ignorant Scrivener and the superstitious Slider are aghast at the violence of the thing, and they yet stand trembling. But they do not believe it.


			“The half-ignorant Maxwell also quakes, but he only half believes. It is we of the intellect who believe what we see and feel—that we have drawn the Devil from his lair and killed him. You do not believe it?”


			“I do not believe it,” Thomas said, but he was not feeling particularly calm. “It’s but a bloody, violent, and dangerous sport you indulge.”


			Evita had finally emerged from the monster, glistening with blood and gore, and bearing a great arm-load of Devil brains. She was disheveled, and her eyes were completely mad.


			And then in a flash they were no longer any such thing. She came out of her passion and seizure as easily as she would leap from a tree. She winked at Thomas, and broke into chiming laughter.


			“My seduction of you is a little different from what I planned,” she chortled. “I’ll seduce you in mind and belief instead. Bodily I’d burn you up too quick and fry the poor tallow out of you, Thomas. But this way we burn a brand on your brain. Whoop! Imagine, a grown man too ignorant to believe in the Devil!”


			


			You ever cook any Devil brains yourself? Don’t knock it if you haven’t tried it. Paul and the green-robe cooked the brains. They cased them in a ball of mud, and set it into a quickly-started and explosively hot fire of oil-dripping vines. These burned torridly with a staggering, almost emetic smoke—the water in them fighting with the oil. The whole thing gave off a brightness that was like sodium flame. They roasted the brains roaring for an hour, and then the ball burst open with a real explosion. There was the smell of sulphur in the air. And all was made ready.


			With dishes of this sort, you like them or you like them not.


			Scrivener and Slider would not partake.


			Maxwell had to force himself. “After all,” he told himself, “they are only fish brains. The rest is but the rough kidding of these feral people.” But he liked them more and more as he ate them.


			Thomas tasted in a surly manner, and out of curiosity. And then he was hooked on that bait. He welcomed them as one of the rarest and heartiest foods ever. They entered into him. Ah, the salt and the sulphur of them would stand him well in his crux hour when it came. By eating its brains, he would always have a certain mastery over this enemy.


			Hydra brains were known in some of the mod places of Cosmopolis, but at fifty stoimenof d’or a kilo. The price was high there, and the brains were not; some of the old Devil always went out of them in the marketing and fixing.


			Here it was finer, eating them new-killed, kilo after kilo to satiety. They needed no condiment. They had their own salt and sulphur.


			


			Who laughs? Who laughs? None but a necromancer laughs like that. It was Walter Copperhead who came out of the jungle with eyes for nothing but the hydra. He had known, of course, the hour and the place of the Devil-kill. He would lay out its entrails and examine them, and try to unriddle riddles there, as though he were an old augur. And he was.


			He built a sort of jungle winch with a counter-poise of straining vines and bent branches. He worked to lift the monster and disembowel it. The members of the party withdrew a space and left him with it. It was a private thing that Walter Copperhead did.


			


			They traveled again after they had spent an hour or two in the fine talk that should always follow a fine meal. The green-robe Father Oddopter went with them, he having no home and being sworn to the rule of never laying his head in the same place for two nights. They came on other hunters and fishers. They came on one bunch who were killing ansels and hauling them out of the water. This puzzled Thomas.


			Rimrock the ansel was a creature of intellect, and therefore human. But these ansels, Thomas understood at once, were not creatures of intellect and were not human. The difference was clear on the practical plane, but the theory was not clear. Thomas was surprised that he felt no repugnance at seeing them killed. Nor did he hesitate to eat raw hacked-off pieces offered him. So he puzzled about it.


			“There’s a question I hardly know how to ask,” he said to Paul. “Would Rimrock the ansel eat ansel?”


			“He would and he has,” Paul said, “but he doesn’t care for it much. Says it’s overrated. An ansel doesn’t need ansel in his diet, but there’s no repugnance. And an ansel who has crossed the line becomes an entirely different creature from a natural ansel. How the new species is acquired I do not know, but every species can tell the difference. A dire-wolf, for instance, will eat a natural ansel with as easy a mind as he’d eat a jerusalem coney. He’d also eat a transfigured ansel just as he’d eat a man, but he wouldn’t eat him with as easy a mind. There is a difference between natural and transcendent prey, and all the meat-eaters know it. It is known that all animals are greatly disturbed in their minds after they have eaten humans, and Rimrock would be human by this test.”


			“The theology of it is impossible,” the green-robe said. “It cannot be that a creature already in full life will sometimes receive a soul and intelligence, and yet that appears to be quite the case with certain exceptional ansels. And I talked to your friend Rimrock today. He had gone on just a little while before you came.”


			


			They traveled again. And the mountains grew higher and came closer. They traveled through the afternoon—stalked always by the Programmed Killers—and at dusk they came to Goslar the City of the Salic Emperors.


			(Here follows History quickly given.)


			The Salic Emperors had their origins as an underground university fraternity in Wu Town. Certain young persons, believing themselves daring, maintained a revolt, half-humorous, half-doctrinaire, and altogether brainless, against the golden mediocrity of Astrobe, the humanist planetary dream. Several of these young people then (two centuries before this telling) established the small town of Goslar and called it their imperial capital. Hunting families had accreted to the settlement for it was, in a way, central to the Feral Strip. It was here that the Dismal Swamps and the Rain Forests and the Savannas all came together; and it stood right at the foot of Electric Mountain, the first high pinnacle of the mountain complex.


			Goslar now had about a hundred people, and a big shanty building that was public house, royal palace, hotel and skinners’ center.


			From the founding, there had always been one Salic Emperor in residence at Goslar. The present Emperor was Charles the Six Hundred and Twelfth; for no Emperor had reigned as long as a year, and many of them less than a month.


			The automatic killers had assigned themselves automatically to the destruction of every reigning emperor. These Programmed Killers of Astrobe have been described as garbage disposals, as the ultimate police, as the precision wardens of the Astrobe Dream. They got rid of everything that stood in the way of that dream. They had been so constructed, and they had so propagated themselves and continued. On the breast of each Programmed Killer was blazoned the motto I have not been false to the Vision.


			The sensing of these killers was faultless and relentless. Anything that threatened the Astrobe Thesis was the enemy and they would follow it to the end and kill it. They had never ultimately failed, though certain tricky persons sometimes eluded them for years.


			A personal surrender was sensed by them. One who relented and accepted the Astrobe Dream, albeit interiorly and silently, was no longer hunted by them. The Programmed Killers could be destroyed. But at the moment of the destruction of any one of them, another one was created in a distant center and was given the same assignment.


			And they had pursued and killed the Salic Emperors, just as they were pursuing and would finally kill every threatening member of the Thomas More party.


			But there was a peculiarity about the succession of the Salic Emperors that paralleled that of the robot killer species. Whenever a reigning emperor was killed, his replacement was also created instantly. Knowing of the death by no orthodox communication (in several cases, knowing of it a few hours before it happened), the Salics at the University in Wu Town would hold instant convocation, by day or by night, and would select a new emperor in a matter of minutes. The new emperor would start on foot to Goslar immediately, without script or staff or food or coin or extra garment, and would arrive in wild Goslar in about ten hours. He always traveled intuitively, since Goslar is not mapped and the new emperor would never have been there before.


			And so the dynasty continued.


			Charles the Six Hundred and Twelfth had reigned less than twenty hours when the Thomas More party arrived. He had arrived in the darkness of the night before, and had been crowned by a dumb birdliming man.


			(That be History longishly given.)


			


			Charles the Six Hundred and Twelfth was about eighteen years old, a bewildered young man with a frightened smile. But he comprehended the party even as they approached. As Emperor he was infused with certain special powers of understanding. He beckoned the party to enter the big shanty building, and then motioned them to stow their gear against the walls and to spread straw for their beds, for this was hotel as well as royal palace.


			Evita dropped more than fifty kilos of hydra Devil-meat into the big common pot boiling in the middle of the room. She had carried this lump, more than her own weight of very high meat, along with many other things, for the whole afternoon, and that over very rough country. She was as strong as a podalka pony.


			And then the Emperor Charles began to give orders, as was his obligation and right:


			“The Maxwell, the Slider, the Oddopter Priest, the Paul, the Thomas, and the Devil-girl may use the common room,” the Emperor issued. They had not given him their names; but he was Emperor, and it was given him to know what things people are. Besides, Rimrock had been there before them and had told Charles the names and appearance of the members of the party.


			“The Scrivener may not, however,” the Emperor continued. “He may not use the common room. He must be lodged in the small machinery shed; and he will be fed there. He is not people.”


			“Are you a Programmed Person, Scrivener?” Thomas asked him. “I did not know that.”


			“I don’t know whether I am or not,” Scrivener lamented. “I’ve suspected it, and there’s a family legend that we have some Programmed admixture. But why should it matter? There is really no difference any longer between Programmed and People. I wish I had never come on this miserable expedition, but I will not be treated as an inferior.”


			“I am the Emperor and I know these things,” the boyish Emperor Charles the Six Hundred and Twelfth maintained to the party. “The Scrivener is a machine. And he will lodge in the machine shed. Let us not make a great noise over a little thing. It is only that definitions have lost their precision on Astrobe; and one duty of the Salic Emperor is to clarify and enforce them.”


			“Thomas, assert yourself and overrule this lout,” Scrivener demanded. “You are an important man, and I am a member of your party.”


			“I’ve had my own difficulties with high royalty in another place,” Thomas said. “And the rule is, do not overrule them in small things; it is difficult enough to overrule them in great things. I do not cross royalty on minor matters. You are a minor matter, Scrivener.”


			So Scrivener went angrily to his lodging in the machine shed.


			


			Charles the Six Hundred and Twelfth had been polishing the skull of Charles the Sixth Hundred and Eleventh, the Emperor who had been murdered on the morning of the previous day by the Programmed Killers. The skull had been partly shattered by the mortal blow, and Charles the Present had to work carefully. He had a sort of white clay that he was using for paste; and he set the larger pieces into the break. Evita came and began to arrange the smaller fragments, cleaning them from day-old gore and handling them deftly.


			“How is it that you are of high blood, Devil-kid?” the young Emperor asked her. They appeared to be about the same age; but if the legends of Evita were only partly true, this was impossible. “The whole wallful of skulls would protest your touching a sliver if you were not of high blood, but they seem happy in their niches. What? What? You were the consort of one of them? And that one is making for you as much song as a dead skull can make.


			“But there is more than one of them crooning at you! You must be very old! So old! There is Charles the One Hundred and Twelfth himself stirring at you. You are Stephanie the green-eyed queen! But Charles the Two Hundred and Fifth is also chiming in and rocking in his niche. So you are Queen Brigid! And Charles the Three Hundred and Fifteenth is happy at sensing your presence. So you are Queen Candy Mae! How could you be all of them? I called you Devil-kid and I was right. But they all love you.”


			“I wish that were true,” Evita said. “But you will notice that Charles the Three Hundred and Thirteenth has turned his face to the wall. Poor Charles! It was all a misunderstanding, Charles, really it was. And the sounds made by two others are not happy ones. I have been as many bad queens as I have been good ones. I come often back to Goslar to renew myself. I’ve been a lot of queens.”


			“Be one more!” Charles cried. “The Oddopter priest will marry us at once.”


			“Oh no, my days of queening it are over. I have committed myself to the Thomas Adventure, and I will follow it the several months till I am released from it by his death. I doubt if you will still be alive then, Charles, but I may come and see.”


			The skulls made an impressive show in their niches on the rude wall. Not all six hundred and eleven were there. There were, in fact, thirteen of them missing, and there were empty niches for them. These were the Emperors who had been murdered by being knocked from high peaks into deep ravines, or had been burned beyond recovery in fire traps, or who had died in some other demolishing adventure at the hands of the Programmed Killers. But most were here, and they provided the mnemonic for the great remembered oral history of the dynasty.


			“More than one of you here is a Taibhse,” Charles said. “I am Emperor so I am given intuition about such things. The Maxwell leaves bodies behind him, and the Thomas leaves heads behind. The Evita has lived too long to be so young, and I understand this less than the other cases. How do you do it, black-hearted kid?”


			“Do you not learn anything at the university, Charley-boy?” she asked him. “Very long life has been possible on Astrobe for two hundred years. They remain on the edge of the breakthrough, they say. But special breakthroughs have been made all through these two hundred years. I am one of them. But who wants it? they ask. Nine out of ten persons on Astrobe ask for termination long before their normal life term is run. They find life so wearying, the Golden People! Hell, I don’t. Perfection is all the more cloying the more it is perfected. I tell Holy Thomas that this thing, and not the Cathead and Barrio and Feral Strip revolts, is the sickness of Astrobe. The people are so weary of perfection that they ask termination at earlier and earlier ages. Many now ask it as small children. What is so perfect about a life that more and more people refuse to live?”


			“I forget your legend, Devil-kid,” the Emperor Charles said, “though I am certain that I knew it when I had to study the Legends of Astrobe in school. Is there not somewhere in it the phrase ‘to go to Hell in a hand-basket’?”


			“Yes, there is, Charley-boy. I was naïve in my methods and in my direction of revolt,” Evita said. “The teachers said that there was no Hell and no Devil, and this angered me; I knew that they were wrong; I had had some personal contact with both. They said that there was no sin. In particular, they said that children were not able to commit serious sins; and in this I knew that the teachers were sinfully wrong.


			“I decided to go to Hell to prove them wrong. I decided to find the Devil. What I found first was the old Evil Scientist of Legend, so contrived a man that he was a burlesque of himself. Yet he was a true scientist and a truly evil man. I consorted with him, and he did give me long life and an introduction into certain aspects of evil. I was one of the first successful experiments in longevity. It takes a deep well of bodily and psychic energy to make it work, and I had it. At that time I thought that he was the Devil himself, and that I was Faustina and had made a Devil’s bargain.


			“Well, he was sound in the biology of the thing, and he gave me what I wanted. There isn’t much demand for it now. ‘Eternal youth, who wants it?’ is the sneer. I did and do want it. For several centuries I have had it. Ah, the Holy Thomas and others smile. They do not believe my legend. They will not believe a legend even when they see it in the flesh.”


			“Quick-sparrow, you are not yet twenty years,” Thomas said.


			“Good Thomas, I am more than two hundred,” the Evita answered. “Well, I committed all the old-fashioned abominations in my search for Hell. I indulged in fornication and pride and unkindness and intellectual contempt. But I didn’t find Hell immediately.


			“There is another legend about the boy who had to go clear around his planet to come to his own house. Then he recognized it for the first time. I am the girl who did it; and I did find Hell. Golden Astrobe of the Dream is that Hell. I don’t like it, and I never will; but Hell exists.”


			“But Golden Astrobe is perfect, child-woman,” Thomas insisted. “It is all perfections rolled into one.”


			“Sure it is, good Thomas, all rolled into one package and tied with a golden ribbon. I had been tricked by false teachers who use words to mean their opposites. So have you been tricked, Thomas, and you should be too intelligent for that. Well, let them so misuse terms! Let them call things what they will. If the Cathead thing and the Barrio thing are Hell, then I am for Hell till a better Hell comes along. But I will not accept so extreme a Hell as the Vision of Golden Astrobe. It stifles! It blows out souls like rows of candles!”


			There were rows of candles there in the big shanty room, or tallow tapers at least, there in the place that was royal palace and public house and skinners’ center, there in the big room that could sleep perhaps twenty people. And the rows of candles were blown out now and then, for the room was badly calked and the wind had risen outside.


			A man came in.


			“The ghosts are bad tonight, Emperor,” the man said. “They have just eaten all the flesh of my wife and left only her bones.”


			“Well, I’m working on a king’s charm against them, but I don’t have it in shape yet,” said Emperor Charles the Six Hundred and Twelfth. “The skulls of the old emperors are supposed to inspire me to it, but so far I get nothing but gibberish. I guess the ghosts will just have to be bad tonight.”


			“I’m kind of glad she’s gone,” the man said, as he took hydra Devil-meat out of the common pot with one of the big wooden forks, “but I’ll miss her sometimes. We fought a lot, but there was never anyone so much fun to fight with. Now I don’t have anybody.”


			“What is the ghost bit?” Thomas asked as he also began to dip Devil-meat out of the pot with a wooden fork. Then they all began to dip it out and to eat.


			“The ghosts are the same, or almost the same, as the Taibhse,” the green-robe Father Oddopter said. “You being one, Thomas, should know a little what they are. They are animals or creatures or beings ripped out of their context and set to wandering. They are most often invisible, and at their most solid manifestation they are still transparent or at least slightly translucent, as are you by candlelight.”


			“There are such indeed?” Thomas asked. “Or are they mere country tales?”


			“They are real, and many of them are angry at their misplacement. Will a country tale eat all the flesh off a person and leave only the bones?” the green-robe asked. “Well, I guess that is possible too. All things are. Of these ghosts, however named, we can only say that they be. In the early Natural Histories of Astrobe they were given space. Now they are not. But they are creatures with minds superior to those of animals, and of the order of men. They have bodies, however fragile and changing. They have been seen and heard and felt. They have killed, and they have been killed. Their flesh has been in that very pot there, but it steamed away to nothing, leaving only an aroma. They have cities and settlements. Most often they are reluctant to approach human settlements (it may be true that they are kept off by spells), but sometimes they do come and eat flesh, all the flesh of a person, cleanly and rapidly.”


			“Is superstition completely rampant in the boondocks of Astrobe?” Thomas demanded.


			“Why yes, I suppose it is,” the green-robe said. “The psychic force, the libido, is completely rampant here, that I know. Once, I believe, that was true on Old Earth, and it lingered long in the Africas and Haitis of Old Earth. You forget that the taming of the nature of this world has been of a very short time. The feral strips are the power-house of Astrobe. They are the key to the weather, and to the fertility of the land; to the water and to the water power; also to the power from the grian-sun. They are also, I believe, the psychic power-house of Astrobe, though their human persons are fewer in their thousands than is civilized Astrobe in its billions. Yes, superstition is very strong here, Thomas.


			“If three persons of the feral strips imagine a thing strongly enough (however monstrous it may be), they can bring it into being. They can create a contingent body for any thing they imagine, and it will be inhabited by certain unbodied spirits here. I have seen it done. I have helped do it. When children of the feral strips play ‘monsters,’ they make monsters that can be seen and smelled, and which on occasion have eaten them up.


			“Yes, here are all improbable persons and animals, spirits and half-spirits, clean and unclean; the archetypes of folk dreams; they are here alive, and often fleshed. Here there is superstition (the beyond-belief or over-belief) as a shaggy and pungent thing that leaves footprints and fang-marks. Every thought or inkling, suppressed as irrational in rational Astrobe, comes out here and assumes flesh. Why, there is a stock-breeder here who breeds, improves, and slaughters for profit a creature that had its origin in the nightmares of Golden Astrobe. It was banned there by group therapy. It came out here and became physical fact.”


			“Father, father, there are no brains in your head,” Thomas chided. “I see that I will have to quarantine these regions much more tightly if I do become president of Astrobe.”


			“And I tell you, Thomas, that the civilized world of Astrobe is really of no consequence,” the green-robe said. “It is but a thin yellow fungus growing on a part of the hide of the planet. Should this shaggy old orb shiver its hide uncommonly but once, the Golden Astrobe civilization would be destroyed instantly. Bless this meat! It’s good.”


			“It would be an act of charity to exterminate all the poor benighted persons in this area, and I will have to have it done,” Thomas said. “Aye, the meat is good.”


			“You’ll run into trouble with the ecologists if you go to exterminating all the feral people,” the Emperor Charles pointed out. “The several thousand humans in the feral strips are part of the balanced ecology of Astrobe. Destroy them, and the balanced plant and animal life will go out of balance; this great cistern for civilized Astrobe would be changed, and perhaps ruined. The scientists do not want that. We must be left here in such numbers as we maintain, they say. But we are not considered as humans. We are rather animals to them, animals among animals; we are under the wildlife department.”


			“Fox-firk, I cast better lumps in the stool than the pack of you can say in a night’s talk,” Thomas said angrily, “and I’m called to do it now. Begging your pardons but I must go to the henry. Or is it called the charles in this realm, Emperor?”


			“Call it what you wish, Thomas,” the young Emperor said. And then he winked at Evita a wink that was like lightning between them, and Thomas caught it.


			“What is the levity here?” he demanded still more angrily. “Cannot an honest man go to the henry without being mocked?”


			“It is only that there is a citizen of Goslar with an unusual means of livelihood,” the Emperor said. “It is a trade that has been passed down from father to son. We will be listening for the lilt of your voice, good Thomas.”


			And Thomas went out puzzled to the henry.


			


			The man who had lost his wife (all except her bones) now brought in a little barrel of green lightning.


			“She did so love to get foxy on it,” the man said, “and she will not be using it now. We will drink this night to my lost wife (except her bones), and praise her if we can find any words of praise for her. I cannot, but some of you are better with words than I am. I liked her, but I can’t think of a thing to praise her for.”


			“To your wife, except for her bones!” sang Evita, and lifted the little barrel in very strong hands to drink from the bung.


			The Emperor Charles did the same thing, and the green-robe Father Oddopter, and Paul. But neither Maxwell nor Slider was able to raise the barrel to drinking height, and so were barred from participating.


			Any others? Bang! Bang! You broach a bung and there’re two who will be there immediately if they’re anywhere to be found. Walter Copperhead the necromancer and Rimrock the ansel were in the shanty room. Copperhead raised the barrel high and drank deeply. Rimrock, who had a peculiar physique, did it in a way that might seem awkward to a man, but he did it competently and gurglingly.


			“Where have you fellows been?” Paul asked.


			“Killing Killers,” Copperhead whooped. “You’d none of you be alive this night if we hadn’t. You’re careless in your wanderings.”


			“That is a barbarous way to drink it anyhow,” Slider bemoaned, badly hurt that he was barred from the festivity by his bodily weakness. “In civilized Astrobe, the mere touch of the electrode or electric needle will give a much finer effect, the golden glow. What are you, pigs, that you swig intoxicant in physical form?”


			“Hush, half-man,” the Emperor Charles commanded, and he raised his hand. “We listen.”


			


			And then came the high angry lilt of the voice of Thomas from the little henry out back of the royal shack. All the frustration of the ages was in that furious denunciation that Thomas was loosening on someone.


			Evita and the Emperor Charles and the green-robe and the man who had lost his wife except her bones all went into spasms of laughter. Copperhead’s goat-guffaw was one of the great things, and the primordial giggle of the oceanic Rimrock was something beyond the comprehension of common ears.


			“What is it?” Paul chuckled. “I hate to be left out of a thing.”


			“Why, Paul, there is that citizen of Goslar with the unusual livelihood,” the green-robe chortled, hardly able to contain himself as the Thomas-voice rose even higher. “He sits on the pot day and night, and there is but one public pot in the City of Goslar. He will not move to give place till he is paid a coin. Threats and beatings will not move him. Only a coin. Hear good Thomas! What a fine angry voice he does have! But the citizen of Goslar has him where it hurts.”


			“Oh stop it. Rimrock!” Evita laughed. “You’ll rupture yourself with that giggling.”


			“What a region!” Paul sighed with a broken grin. “I could almost agree with Thomas that it should be more tightly quarantined. There is creative thinking at work in this, though. I’m not sure that I’ve ever met its equal in civilized Astrobe.”


			The angry voice of Thomas had died down to a bitter grumble. And after a bit, Thomas came back into the big room very red in the face.


			“Does anyone here have a stoimenof d’etain?” he asked out of his red stony face.


			Paul gave him one. It was a pewter coin of small value in civilized Astrobe, but apparently the dollar-in-use here in the feral strips. Thomas went out again.


			It is presumed that he paid the coin to the citizen of Goslar, was given access to the pot, and relieved himself. He did, at any rate, return to the big room in somewhat better humor, and yet with a certain reserve, as though defying them all to carry it any further.


			“It all reminds me of something,” Thomas smiled, though his smile was nearly as crooked as that of Paul, and there was still a bitter rasp to his voice. “It reminds me of something for which I cannot find a name. I still believe that the Vision of Golden Astrobe is the perfect thing, and that the extravagances here in the ferals are monstrosities below the human level. But perhaps the Golden Perfection should be suspended for about five minutes a day for the refreshment of the soul. Yes, perhaps it should.”


			Thomas was able to lift the barrel and drink from the bung, and it loosened him a little. Green lightning is fun when the Golden Perfection is not immediately at hand.


			Evita told the story of the Devil and the Wife from Culpepper, of what souvenir she took from him with a sharp knife, and why to say “hung like the Devil” means half-hung.


			The green-robe told about the alien from Gootz who came to that very hotel in Goslar and relaxed in a pile in the middle of the floor. Sure they thought he was a great wheel of cheese lying there! And they sliced him up in a hundred slices, and each citizen of Goslar ate one. That alien from Gootz still raises hell with all of them. He cannot pull himself together, and he refuses to be ejected. All citizens of Goslar have a certain green look on their faces. That is the reason.


			The Emperor Charles the Six Hundred and Twelfth told one. Walter Copperhead told about the fellow who courted the woman to get to examine her entrails. “I’ll put them back,” he said, “I’ll put them back and sew them in again. I just want to go over them once.” “No, no, no,” the lady said. “Boy, I thought I’d had some wooly propositions before.”


			Paul told one. The man who had lost his wife (except her bones) told one. And Thomas told a concatenated drollery with all the obscene parts in Latin. Rimrock told one, an oceanic spoof so outré that it took the breath away and turned the liver green.


			Then the barrel was empty. At that moment the night guard of Goslar blew one blast on his trumpet to indicate that all was well with the night. And after a moment he blew a little scurry to indicate that it was not so well as all that, that things were prowling.


			The Emperor Charles and all the travelers went to sleep in the straw (a sleep broken only by the giggling of Rimrock from time to time: if something tickles one of those ansels he stays tickled quite a while), and the skulls of five hundred and ninety-nine emperors were empty-eyed in their niches on the wall.


			


			Golden Astrobe was a creature with a fair face for all men to see. But out behind she had a sting in her tail.


			7
ON THUNDER MOUNTAIN


			THEY WAKENED to trumpets. Some were made trumpets indeed, blown by the night guard and the day guard changing places and by the special honor guard, and some were trumpeter birds set to going by the instrumental trumpets. The trumpeter birds were of better tone and timbre.


			The Emperor Charles rose grandly to begin the second full day of his reign, if it should prove to be a full day.


			“Not for thirty reigns have there been so many grand people in the court at Goslar at one time,” said he. “Strike a medal for it, man.”


			“I don’t know how to strike a medal for it,” the man said.


			“If you find someone who does, tell him to strike a medal for it,” the Emperor said. “Put my own fine hand on it, and the motto They Come To Me Like Eagles. Why, here is a dead saint from Old Earth, the Devil-kid of Astrobe, a necromancer of unlikely powers, a transcendent ansel, a priest of Saint Kling­ensmith, an avatar who burns up bodies, and pilot Paul who is a broken-faced old warlock. Not for thirty reigns have there been so many grand people at court at one time, and not for thirty reigns has there been so handsome an Emperor at the head of the court.”


			“How long a time has the thirty reigns been?” Thomas asked him.


			“It has been what we call a rapid year,” the Emperor said, “perhaps the most rapid ever.”


			The green-robe Father Oddopter of the order of Saint Kling­ensmith said mass for all the people in Goslar and all the people who came in at the news of it, a little over a hundred people in all. It was a simple and clear mass with a surprisingly intelligent sermon, and the uncanny miracle came shockingly and vividly alive at the consecration. It was as though the Heavens opened on command and the Spirit came down—which is what happened.


			Even the skeptical Thomas felt the stirrings of faith in himself again. It was a miraculous morning, so why not believe in miracles again for a while? As he said, Thomas often rediscovered his belief for a little while in the mornings.


			“What they do here at Goslar,” the green-robe told Thomas after the mass, “is set up a token realm till the real shall be rediscovered. And the reality will be rediscovered, and the golden palsy will pass. Happy death for you, good Thomas.”


			“You are too rapid to wish happy deaths to persons,” the Thomas said. “And the mass this morning was a very old one. ‘For those here present who will die this day.’ ’Twas meant to be addressed to a world, and not to small Goslar of under one hundred people where it is very unlikely that any will die this day.”


			“It was addressed to your party and to myself, of whom several will die this day. Were I not certain of this, I would have said another mass of the day. And the necromancer also says that the most of us who go to the mountain will die this day.”


			“It was a pretty thing, it was a pretty complex of things,” Thomas said as his early-morning faith began to withdraw from him again. “As a child I lived it, and as a young man I still respected it. In my maturity I still call it the Noblest of all Superstitions. The Church of the Saints lived quite a long while, and historically I seem to have an ironic part in it. It died meanly in civilized Astrobe, I understand, but I believe it will die more quietly and harmlessly here in the ferals.”


			“You who are to die this year, know that it will not die at all, Thomas. And know also that nothing dies quietly in the ferals. Whatever is set on here will shriek and shrill if it be killed, and it will return to life again and again. Even the meanest reptile dies hard in the ferals, and should a great thing do less? It will not lie down and die quietly, but why are you so afraid of being associated with superstition? Is it not a superstition of your own to climb the mountain?”


			“Perhaps it is, green monk. It is an inner compulsion of mine, and I must do it. It is on this one thing that I fault the citizens of Golden Astrobe: they have never lifted up their eyes to the mountains. They are like blind men in this, but where are they mistaken? What if all in a world were blind to color except certain small boys? That, I believe, is the case on Astrobe; but it may make the color-gazing a mere boyish thing. What is the good of gazing at a pile of rocks? I will leave off such boyishness after I become world president. But this day I am hooked on the Mountain Bait.”


			“We be on our way, good Thomas,” Rimrock the ansel interrupted. “If I go up the mountain, it will be by a watery way I know on the inside of it, up the mother spring, for it is a mountain-full of water. The Copperhead will be on the mountain top before you, and will perform certain abominations there. And then he will leave. We ride shotgun for you this day again.”


			“But it will not help greatly. Most of you will still die on the mountain,” Copperhead the necromancer said. And the two of them were gone.


			


			“Shall I kill the Scrivener thing in the machine shed?” the Emperor Charles the Six Hundred and Twelfth asked.


			“No, of course not,” Thomas answered sharply. “Release him to me. He is one of my advisors and a member of my party. It was rather a cruel trick to shut him up in the shed last night, and I do often find such royal wit tedious.”


			“But he is a machine and not a man,” the Emperor insisted. “And as a machine he has, though he may not know it, a sender in his head. It works without his knowledge whether he is asleep or awake. It is his code signal, and every Programmed Person (even if he be nine-tenths human and one-tenth Programmed) has it. It is by this code signal that the Programmed Killers so easily trail you. It is suicide for you to climb the mountain; you know that, Thomas. The Programmed Killers will encircle the pinnacle and have you caught in the tall trap.”


			“I worry about them not at all,” Thomas said. “I am a special case and I may not die till my own special time has come.”


			“Ah, but they will kill members of your party. Promise me this, that you will at the appropriate moment kill the Scrivener and cast him into a ravine to mislead the Killers, and then to make your mountain climb quickly in the interval.”


			“No, I will not cast one of my own members to the dogs. We will climb the mountain as though there were no such things as the Killers, and for me there are not.”


			“I repeat, they will kill members of your party, Thomas. And several of these are sometimes citizens of my realm. I will charge you with their blood.”


			“You will charge me with nothing, Charles. You are only a fuzz-faced boy playing in a cluttered back-yard. Yes, I suppose that some members of my party will be murdered by the Killers. So let it be. It will be a winnowing, a cleansing. Those who die will be those who deserve to die. I myself will not be false to the vision. I’ll blazon the motto on my own breast. The Killers strike only those who are a threat to the Golden Life of Astrobe.


			“I’d kill them too if I knew which they were! I welcome the Killers! They seem to be mistaken as to my own role and purpose, but they are inhibited from actually killing me when the time comes. If there are enemies of the Great Thing in my party, let them die!”


			“I expel you from this realm, Thomas More!” the young Emperor cried sharply. “You’re a more mechanical thing than any machine. You’re a string-puppet that’s left off being a man. What vision could anyone be faithful to who would sell his own brothers and partisans to the Killers? I thought you were a man, and you are only a mannikin. Your man’s-parts were left behind when they brought you forward through time. You stink up my woods and swamps! Take your machine things and your cravens and go! We will see if the real people follow you.


			“What? I’m aghast! You go with him, Devil-kid? He’s worthless, you know.”


			“Yes, I go with him, Charles 612, and I can’t make you understand,” Evita said. “He is not entirely worthless, or not forever. He only seems so now. Yes, he’s become a dull lump of metal and will never serve for a knife now. But he will serve for something else. I’ve followed worse to the end, and his end won’t be very long now.”


			“Not in the ferals it sure won’t be, not in Goslar,” the Emperor said. “But you others, wait, wait! How are you so wrong? The Paul and the Oddopter go with him also. Why? Why? You have heard him throw in with the Things, and leave off being a man.”


			“And I have heard distant bells tolling, and seen a world arise in the sign of the Rolling Head, Charles,” the green-robe said easily. “Believe me, there is more here than is apparent. It’s my business to be with this lost sheep this day. He is the wooly ram with the double sign on him. He is in Scripture. And he must be saved, not for himself, but for the double sign on him.”


			“But it’s to your own death, Father Oddopter! As the Emperor I am given insights, and I see your death today because of him. Even in martyrdoms there should be a certain economy. Do not sacrifice the worthy for the worthless.”


			“No man who swells up in such towering anger as the Thomas does now is worthless, Charles. He is a cloud full of lightning, and not at all as facile in this as he seems to be. I will stay with him this day.”


			“I say he’s full of hot wind and nothing else,” said the Emperor Charles. “He cannot lighten and he cannot thunder. He can but fume in his wrongness. I say he is a wether and no wooly ram.”


			“Were I not suddenly caught in my own uncertainty, I’d settle with you, fuzz-face,” Thomas said closely. “I was never one to be certain that I was right for long, and I’m not certain now.”


			“He is an instrument, Charles. Try to understand that,” said Paul. “And I will stay with him also.”


			The Emperor Charles withdrew in blazing silence. He had Scrivener released to them, and his contempt for them scorched the very grass when he did so.


			The members of the party, not very cheerful or much in accord, began the ascent of Electric Mountain. All were ashamed, and they did not know of what.


			


			Yet it was a stimulating morning and a challenging climb. And the death-threat did call up excitement in most of them. Maxwell and Slider didn’t like it. But there was a curious change in Scrivener, who was, perhaps, a Programmed Person.


			“This is my test, Thomas,” the Scrivener said as they climbed. “I have been rethinking things all the night. Whether I am a Programmed Person or an old-recension human I do not know; nor how much I may be of each. But I have found something out here that tells me that you yourself are wrong to hold the Dream of Astrobe as perfect. It is not. It is only half the thing. It must be conjoined to some other thing that I do not understand yet. Perhaps, after all, we must kill the Devil afresh every day. You are an old-line human, Thomas, yet I accuse you of setting the human thing too low and the mechanical thing too high. So, there are machines that walk like men these several hundred years, and perhaps I am one of them. But there are also men who swing against their own kind and become more partisans of the machine than the machines themselves. Do you not be one of them!


			“So, the Programmed Killers hunt down and kill only those who are a threat to the Astrobe dream? And you all believe that they will discount me as no threat? We will see who they will kill and who they will pass by when they have us in the trap. For you lead us to the trapping, Thomas. I tell you that I have become a boiling threat to one part of the too-easy thing.”


			


			They climbed. And then they climbed more steeply. The vegetation fell away and became more sparse. Now they were climbing a Devil-tower of magma and iron, rough and sharp and blood-drawing.


			Above them the mountain spire was a pinnacle as a cartoonist might draw one, sharp and needle-like as a burlesque of a spire, and with a clean white doughnut cloud encircling it and settling down a third of the way from the top.


			The green-robe caught a Commer’s Condor in a flung net. They tore it apart and ate it raw. It was past mid-morning, and they had been climbing hard.


			“There is another doughnut-shaped cloud around the spire,” Evita said. “It is a black one, and below us. The Programmed Killers have come in full patrol and have the peak surrounded. They climb not so fast nor so well as we do, but they climb more relentlessly and they do not rest. This isn’t the death I had planned for us all, Holy Thomas.”


			“Never mind,” said Thomas. “We will rest. And then we will ascend again. Electric Mountain, they call it, do they? Aye, it tingles and is full of sparks.”


			There was an excitement entering them all as they rested there.


			“There is a story that one of my grandmothers told me when I was small,” Scrivener broke in with a nervous half-metallic voice. “It is from her; I believe, that I have my mechanical descent. In the early days, she said, the mechanical men, her own people, wished that they had a mythos as the humans had: a mystique, a god or a founder hero, a sleeping king perhaps. This, of course, was before the humans had given up the old hero tales entirely.


			“Every Old-Earth Nation, my grandmother told me, had its mythos of a sleeping king who would one day awaken and rule again in a new golden age. Of sleeping kings there was Alaric the slayer of Rome, who was buried underneath the Busento River (its course changed for the burial and changed back again to flow over him), and he was to arise from it again one day and lead the Gothic element, that shaggy thing that is the basis of a dozen peoples. There was Arthur of Britain in kingly sleep in an ensorceled room at the bottom of a lake. There was Brian Boru of the Irish buried on horseback in a pit with great stones heaped around him, and when he wakened he would scatter the stones and ride again. There was the Cid of the Spanish, not buried at all but riding forever a horse in death-sleep over dark moors in Estremadura. There was Barbarossa of the Germanies asleep at a table in a cave in a mountain and his beard grown through the table.”


			“There was Henry of the Tudors immured in a room with six wives, and they not in accord,” Thomas laughed.


			“There was Kennedy of the North-Americas riding forever in an open automobile in an obscure place,” Scrivener continued. “There was Roadstorm the early freebooter ‘King’ of Astrobe and all scattered Earths, marooned in unknown orbit in his small spaceboat the Star King. All of them are to return and lead their people once more. How can people form themselves without some such mythos?


			“The early mechanical men of Astrobe wished to find such a legend in their past. They needed a sleeping king for their own solidarity. They sent to Old Earth to see if they could not find some such mechanical sleeping king of their own to build a mythos upon. They went backward and further backward through lands and times to find the first mechanical thing that they could regify.


			“They settled on an old small broken gear train that had been taken from an Egyptian tomb. It had hard-wood cogs and bronze bearings. Its use was not known. It was a clumsy thing, but it was the earliest thing they could find in the true mechanical spirit. They brought it to Astrobe and said that it was their sleeping king. They said that it would awaken one day and lead them. And the human people snickered at them, at us, for it.


			“Then Ouden came, the Celestial Nothingness. ‘Put away such toys as that,’ Ouden said. ‘I am your god and your king.’ And so he has been god and king for all Programmed Persons from that day till this. And quite soon he will be god and king of all beings of every sort. But we were his first people, we the mechanicals. He grows and grows, and all the other kings die.


			“But last night I rejected him! I thought about it all the night, and I rejected him. So, what am I now? I am not machine and I am not man. What is left to one who has rid himself of the deified nothingness? I cannot be left with nothing. It was the Nothing that I rejected.”


			There was no response to this shrill little pleading of Scri­vener. They all looked at him with half-shut eyes that frightened him. Scrivener had become alien to both his recensions.


			


			They began to climb again.


			Astrobe below them was a golden haze, and greenery underneath the gold. But here the air had become blue. Like Earth air, Thomas thought. They had ascended at least two kilometers in vertical distance. The mountain spire was irregular and rough. There was always hand-hold and foot-hold, but often of slashing sharpness.


			And high above them on an outcropping there stood a boy or a young man. He seemed a spire-mirage, for there are such. But how had he got there and they not seen him before?


			“It is my brother Adam,” Evita said. “I love him, but he is a bad omen. His coming always signifies death, usually his own, but he often takes others with him. He comes often during times of crisis, and he dies in bloody battles for what he believes is a cause. He is very good at dying. He does it a lot.”


			The doughnut-shaped cloud around the spire above them had turned gray and blue and black. It was full of sparks and fire. It was now an electric torus.


			A Commer’s Condor, swooping very near to them on black wings, cried out croakingly, “Thomas More is a fink!”


			“What did that fellow say?” Thomas shouted. “Was he not a bird? How could he cry out at me? But I heard him and saw him.”


			“No, you didn’t, Thomas,” the green-robe said. “You didn’t believe the things that you did see yesterday and the night; and now you see and hear things that are not there. This was hallucination. From here on up we are in the region of hallucination. The most rational man ever born, if he ascend here, will suffer such. They are fluffs of ball-lightning hovering about Electric Mountain; they are wind and spark and charged air. The shapes they take are both objective and subjective. One can shape them a little with one’s own mind. I once met a talking horse on the ridge right above us, and talking horses are not able to scramble up this high on the spire.”


			They came up to the boy Adam, and he joined their party silently. So handsome a boy, though his sister Evita had once said that he was completely empty-headed. Never mind, he maintained his silence, so who should know? He moved well, he climbed well, it was said that he died well. He could have been the statue Greek Youth except that he seemed Jewish. The spinodeltoid and posterior trapezius (the bow-bending muscles) were well developed, and the bow had never been used on Astrobe. Ah, he was old statuary all right, quite well done. He was nude and nobody noticed. Had he been nude in all his other manifestations?


			They went up and up. They came through the gray torus cloud and into other clouds that were gathering. The continental layout was open below them. It was now clear and bright below them, and misty only in the little cone above them.


			With a shiver of triumph they came to the top. It was a crooked-shaped plateau, an iron-rock slope that looked like sponge and smelled of ozone. And someone had been there before them, very recently.


			The one who had been there was both necromancer and haruspex, and his recent studies were still spread out on the iron-rock. But how had Walter Copperhead gotten there before them, how had he slipped down through them again, how had he avoided the Programmed Killers (if he had avoided them), and how had he managed to slay a giant rouk? It was the entrails of a rouk, the largest bird of Astrobe, that were spread out there. Elephant entrails were as nothing to these. Surely he had found the answers of riddles here. If they are not in the entrails of rouk, killed and spread out and studied on the top of Electric Mountain, then they are not anywhere in the art of haruspices.


			“Bless him, I love him and he loves them,” Evita said. “I’d leave him my own did I know that he will die before me.”


			And another sort of entrails were spread out for them to see. It had come on first dusk as they stood there, and they drank in the view as though it were new apple-wine. It was the entrails of the planet below them. There were the Ferals, and the Glebe, and the String of Cities. There was the black-green Astrobe of the feral strip they had just traversed, and the golden Astrobe of the cultivated regions. There were the great golden cities at their close intervals. And there was black Cathead and the gray Barrio. All of them giant things!


			The branch of the sea that cradled Wu Town and ended in a splinter of estuaries and canals at Cathead was a black-blue-green monster, writhing with strength and dotted with huge sea-harvesters. There was Cosmopolis standing high and wide in a special golden halo—the heart of civilized Astrobe.


			“The Reparation Tower, which you see on the eastern fringe there, is the highest structure in Cosmopolis,” Evita said. “It was built about a hundred years ago by one of my sons who was planet president. He had some bad ideas, and he did not (in spite of the Reparation Tower) offer enough reparation. I have had bad luck with my sons who achieved world-presidence. I have not much more hope for my adopted son Thomas here.”


			


			“The brat-child,” Thomas asked Paul and the green-robe in an aside, “is she really of an unnatural age?”


			“I don’t know, Thomas,” the green-robe said. “Thirty-five years ago when I first saw her she was of the same apparent age as now. Remember that almost everything is possible.”


			“Remember also that she lies a lot,” said Paul.


			


			One could almost see the feral strips feeding the cultivated Astrobe and the golden cities with their controlled counterpoint ecology. The muscles and the nerves and the veins of the planet were revealed from this height. One could see the black cancer of Cathead eating into the land and the sea and clouding the air. And yet, as the green-robe had said, the civilized Astrobe was only a thin yellow froth on a small part of that world. The old orb-animal had but to shiver its hide and all would be gone. And it looked like a hide-shivering evening.


			Electric Mountain could be climbed; it took nothing but strength and endurance and a little care. But could anyone ever climb Corona Mountain there that was sheer and overhung and appeared on the verge of toppling? Or Magnetic Mountain? Great Sky over us, look at that tor! Or Dynamo Mountain (which had been the feminine one in the mythologies, and the other three her consorts), which was highest of them all, who should climb her? These four high spires were known as the Thunder Mountains, a startling group.


			In the rough diamond between them was a country so harsh as to make even the feral strips look tame. This was deeply muscled country that had sinuous depths and involved hills and ramparts. It was prototype nightmare country where everything was bigger and woolier. It was heap upon heap, and spires rising in clusters to the cross-buttressed heights of the mountains. And now, as the darkness began more to deepen, all the high places were outlined with an electric blue glow.


			“It uplifts the soul,” Thomas said with some awe.


			“Be careful, little Thomas,” Evita jibed. “What has uplift to do with the golden mediocrity of Astrobe? With the blessed levelness? And the soul, Thomas, is it not an obscenity and a superstition, except for a little while in the morning?”


			“Push me nowt so far, brat-child. I say me my words and I think me my thoughts, but to what should they correspond? And yet I can see that, when I become world president, these high feelings will have to be leveled down. They become too rich for the imagination.”


			“Aye, Thomas, you’ll tell the mountains to lie down like puppies,” the green-robe said. “And the lightning, you will tell it to get back in its sheath. Do you not know that this also is a part of the controlled ecology of Astrobe? The high wild feelings attract a very small number of persons, and they repel the others. And only a very small number of persons are needed here for the balance. The persons who hold these tall feelings are regarded as animals among the animals, part of the fauna-balance of the wild lands. Even the high lightning here (which you will be amazed at very soon) is treated as a commodity like any other commodity. It is packaged and shipped down to golden Astrobe, packaged as rain-trapped nitrogen and shipped by natural flow to the ultimate consumer. That is all it is—from your viewpoint, not from mine—but it does come in a flashy package.”


			And very soon the lightning did begin in spectacular earnest. Corona Mountain drew bolts out of the sky that appeared a hundred kilometers long. The persons of the party seemed transparent or interiorly illuminated from the intense glow of it. It is odd when you can see the bones of skull and rib-cage of a companion by a flash so bright that it has the properties of penetrating rays.


			Then the bolts of white and gold fire began to whip from peak to peak. A bull-whip thirty-five kilometers long snapped from Corona Mountain to Magnetic Mountain with a crooked light that literally blinded them all for a while. Here was the mystery of motion, the old paradox solved, a whip of light going so fast that it was in more than one place at one time. It was on every jag and crag at once, and yet it was but a single point of light, only a streak in being of simultaneous appearance. Or was it the empyrean itself, the infinity of blinding light that is everywhere in the outside but is seen only when the false sky is ripped open for the blinding moment?


			Then Electric Mountain itself was struck by a bolt that boiled the air and melted the rocks, and the thunder-clap knocked them all to their knees. Thunder-struck, they were literally astonished (which is the same thing latinized), impaled and numbed in every sense by the blow that shook the mountain.


			“Ah, what can come after such a blow as that?” Thomas sighed.


			“From below,” the boy Adam cried out. “It comes a thunder with more sulphur in it! They strike while we are blinded and amazed! Man ramparts! Roll boulders! Topple them!”


			“Who’s been doing the thinking for this outfit?” Evita shrilled. “I’d intended to, but we’ve all left our wits. The iron dogs are on us! Are we people still, or do we fall to them?”


			The Programmed Killers surged up from below while total darkness alternated with white light and black light, all of them blinding.


			“Not me, you tin scurrae,” Thomas shouted, “not me, you things, I’ve nowt been false to the vision. I’ve been false to everything else.” He sent a small boulder down on them in a two-handed heave. “I’m not so partisan of you as I was, tinhorns. You make a mistake, and it is not to be tolerated that someone makes a mistake as to myself. Not me, you clanking fools, not me! I’d never threaten the Dream of Astrobe. Leave off!


			“No? You will not? Have at it, then, you monster machines! I’ll battle you to any end you want!”


			Thomas roared and carried on; others fought silently; but the battle was not going well for his party. The boy Adam, faster and more mercurial than the rest of them, toppled one of the Programmed Killers backwards, and it fell a thousand meters through the glancing and sheer darkness. And, at the same instant and in a distant place, another Programmed Killer was created to take its place and was given the same assignment.


			Paul and the green-robe, Scrivener and Thomas, Maxwell and the Devil-kid Evita, rolled down boulders on them and fought down on them from above.


			“Drive down in the narrow slot between the neck-piece and the lorica or breast-plate,” the green-robe shouted, and he had lashed a hand-knife onto a pole to make a spear or pike for just such driving. “There is a nexus there, a relay center. Get them there in that narrow slot, or they get us wherever we stand!”


			“Ah, I am the one they disregard,” Slider said sadly, a whispered regret that cut through the bedlam. “So, I am no threat to them at all? I thought that I would be. I’d gladly die, but I do not like being treated as though I were already dead.”


			“We’ve changed places, you whelp,” Scrivener howled. “Who’s the man now? And who’s the machine? Me they do not disregard! I threaten their thing! I oppose it as strongly as the roughest man in Cathead. Backwards and down you go, you clanking Devil! I’ll battle you all while there’s life left in me.”


			But it was only for a little while. And then there was no life left in Scrivener. He had opted for a man very late, and the machines knew the diagram of him as a machine. The Programmed Raiders smashed Scrivener dead there. Every flicker in him, both of man and machine, came to a stop.


			The battle in the sky still dwarfed the death-battle on the mountain spire. The thunder burst ears and knocked the breath out of body. It scrambled wits, both human-chemical and programmed gell-cell mechanical-magnetic. The light from the sky turned ordinary light black, and there were big empty grinning faces in the sky like high cliffs that had been there always. Big faces that had always been there, but never seen except by the most intense flash of the insane lightning.


			“It’s the many faces of Ouden, their great Nothingness and King,” Maxwell cried. “Where is the face of our King? Would we know it if we saw it?”


			And now the lightning had reached hysterical heights, as had the thunder and the relentless assault of the Programmed Killers. Bleeding ears and blinded eyes! And the rock-iron surface slippery with the entrails of those who were first ripped apart.


			


			“On the third next bolt we go down,” Evita cried to Thomas in a sharp underneath voice that got through to his stunned ears. “You and the Paul and the I. The others are already too blood-drained and broken to get through.”


			“What, brat? Go down where and how?” Thomas croaked as he was being overpowered and near split open himself.


			“Your brains, Thomas, use them. We go then or never. Be a man and think like a man! Follow your intuition when the moment comes, and it will be narrower than the lightning-moment.”


			A blow that literally burned the eyes and choked the lungs with an intake of light! A thunder-smash that knocked them all flat, men and machines! And they were to it again after the narrow moment. The boy Adam died in glorious gore, howling defiance. He was good at dying, Evita had said. He had done it before.


			A second bolt coming at the same time from the sky and from Corona Mountain! Rocks melted and ran like water. The thunder-shock like a deadly blow in the deep bowels! And the green-robe died of a smash between the throat and the lorica. He died loudly but not unhappily. He was a good one.


			“Thou art a priest forever according to the order of Mel­chise­dech,” Paul gave his requiem. “Watch to your left there, Maxwell! Oh well, never mind then. Too late.”


			In the darkness deep beyond belief, Maxwell’s body had been smashed before Paul’s warning could be heeded, and his odd spirit had been sundered from that broken body. Never mind. Maxwell had a trick of turning up again. An oddity of his.


			“Be paralyzed now and be you transfixed forever,” Evita warned in the low voice. Now it was at hand, the last narrow moment at which even mad escape could be thought of.


			The third bolt, ripping from Corona Mountain to Electric Mountain, blinding and transfixing machines as well as humans for the much less than an instant of it.


			Down! Down! With all mad speed, down, and one slip is hurtling death.


			Down during the light that is more blinding than any darkness; down, using a narrower moment than the lightning-moment itself. Down through the darkness that is darkness indeed. Down through the clap that stuns and knocks out both sensors and senses, already down a great hurtling drop before the instantaneous blast of the thunder.


			Then continuing down for a minute, for a quarter, for an hour, discovered and howled after and followed by swift iron trackers.


			Down onto the lower plateau and down again, while a part of the Programmed follow them closely, and the rest complete the tall trap on the pinnacle to mutilate and record what is left: three dead humans, one dead hybrid whose final pattern shows that he opted for human late, one gibbering creature still alive but disregarded, since he represented no threat to the Dream or to anything.


			But three of their prey have escaped them, have fallen like lightning down the spire in a lightning-instant.


			Never mind. If the Programmed do not get them this night, they will get them at another time. And the advance scrim of the Programmed have not given up on getting them this night.


			Thomas and Paul and the brat-child Evita were all strong on their legs and possessed of a sturdy life-urge. They were no longer in the middle of the towering thunder-storm and they felt certain that their senses were returning to life after their stunning. The storm was above them now and they were no more in the middle of the display. But they were charged and full of spark. They glowed with coronas about them, blue electric auras. They shined and hissed like ghosts.


			They came down into the wild savanna country just as the sky broke open. It was a torrential downpour, a giant rain that could not be exaggerated. A part of the neat balance that kept Golden Astrobe golden, still it was savage water from the upped abyss, the deluge itself.


			They went at a great pace all the night to escape it, and every brook was a raging river. It was already false dawn before they could get a glimpse of each other’s faces, and all three of them, Thomas and Paul and Evita, had suffered a deep change. They had been transfigured on the mountain. They were not quite the same people they had been. Something new had been burned into them.


			They crossed the last of the feral strip, moving in an agony of weariness and blood-loss, still pursued by the mechanical killers (as all would be pursued for the short remainder of their lives), still in the black afterglow of the dizzy light. They were alive, but not entirely. There had been tracers burned into them. Defiant though they might be, they could no longer be their own people untrammeled. They were marked.


			“Really, it was a sight worth seeing, once,” Thomas said. “I have found the strong skeleton beneath the golden flesh of the world, the iron in the marrow, and the deep green blood. And the something else, the void. Ah, those grinning empty faces up in the sky that were all the Nothing Face!”


			“Not up in the sky,” Evita said. “Down in the sky. We be upside down on Astrobe, and we saw down into the ultimate pit when we were on the mountain.”


			


			Crossing the last of the feral strip, followed closely and hounded, in the very early morning they came into giant Cathead from the backside.


			8
BLACK CATHEAD


			THOMAS HAD been lingering in Cathead for several days. Evita and Paul had left him: to do his work for him, they said. Kingmaker sent word for him to get back to Cosmopolis immediately; he stated that it was time Thomas campaigned, or at least stood by to be shown.


			Thomas sent back word that he had been proposed for the job of physician, and that as such he intended to examine the disease, at least superficially. He had been around the fringes of Cathead before, on its borders with the Barrio, and into certain of its tortuous suburbs. Now he had to study the sick giant itself, that mad thing that was eating into beautiful and rational Astrobe. He had to find out the riddle of this bleak monster city.


			Cathead was larger even than Cosmopolis. It had a population of more than twenty million persons. And it had grown to that in twenty years. It was human misery on the largest scale ever known anywhere.


			Take it from the outside and in general: Cathead fronted on the Stoimenof Sea; it connected with both the Grand Trunk Canal and the Intercity Canal; it had a hundred navigation channels; it was astride all the lines of civilized Astrobe like a huge spider. It had tremendous industry, stark and noisome, not hidden and disguised like the industries of the Golden Cities. It was an angry town built out of extreme poverty with all commodities produced at a much greater real expense than in any of the Golden Cities.


			It was a noisome place based on noisome cargo. But Cathead produced nothing that was not produced elsewhere in Astrobe, nothing that was not already present in abundance. Cathead handled all the products of marine mining, for the Astrobe seas were vast chemical vats sharper than the seas of Earth. But the other cities also handled all the products of marine mining, and without the repulsiveness of the processes of Cathead.


			Manufacturing techniques in Cathead were archaic, inhuman, and very expensive if human years and lives were counted in the costs. And cheap clean processes in all the other cities stood in ironic parallel to the Cathead thing. First stages of some chemical processes as performed in Cathead were so raw that they were absolutely deadly. People died like day-flies in these industries, and they lived miserably while they lived. And there was no need of Cathead at all.


			But some millions of Citizens had left the Golden Cities of Astrobe, had refused advice, had defied threats, had climbed barricades (in more recent years) and run the gauntlet of gunfire to get out of the pleasant Golden Cities and into bleak Cathead, to suffer there and to die there. And the lives they left for this were the most pleasant lives that men and machines had yet been able to devise. It seemed a poor trade. This was the riddle of Cathead and the sickness of Astrobe.


			The people had entered the Cathead thing by free choice, and they could give it up any instant they wished. The people who coughed up their lungs at the terrible labor there were low poor people who could be high rich people by sundown tonight if they wished. They were hard surly folks who had entered the slavery deliberately, and more were entering it all the time. They went out in the sea-harvest boats that made old-fashioned garbage scows seem like dream ships. They worked twenty hours a day on the noisome sea, and three years of such work would kill the strongest. But the Golden Cities had automatic sea-harvesters. The slag-workers in Cathead lost all their coordination; they stuttered and slobbered and could not speak or think straight. The gell-miners coughed up blood by the bucketful and went insane at the work within eighteen months. The extractors of oxypyrites had the most terrible labor of all, absolutely killing. And the curiosity of this is that there was no market or use for the product, no pay for the work, no reward of any kind. Men borrowed and begged and sold their children for food, and went to the non-paying labor that maimed and killed, they turned blue and went mad from it. The product was piled up useless and poisonous, and the corpses that were the by-product were piled nearly as high. And yet more than half a million men, women and children worked their twenty hours a day extracting oxypyrites, and wagered whether starvation or the poison would kill them first.


			


			Take it from the inside and in particular: Take the Rat Castle. This was thirty-five stories high and a hundred and fifty meters on a side. Once twenty-five thousand people had lived closely crowded in it. Now there were perhaps some remnants of those twenty-five thousand skeletons, and there were one billion rats. They covered the outside so that the color of the old building could not be told. They throbbed inside in carpets a meter deep, and covered the walls like live paper. They raided out from the Rat Castle, killing and eating children by the thousands, killing women, killing grown men, covering them in a devouring cloak and shrinking them down to bones. They went right through wooden buildings. They ate mortar as though it were cheese and weakened and entered and toppled brick structures. They ate three thousand people alive every day in Cathead. There were upwards of a hundred other tenements in Cathead taken over completely by rats, but none of the magnitude of the Rat Castle itself.


			Well then, why the unburied bodies that were everywhere in Cathead? Why the putrid flesh bubbling and near exploding in the sun? Why the odor that would actually fell the poor people with the strength of it, and these the lungers who could stand anything? Why did the rats not clean up the bodies?


			Why, most of them they did. This remnant, the few hundred you would see in a morning’s stroll through the lanes of Cathead, were too strong for the rats. There are poisons and poisons. There is flesh so poisoned in the death of it that even the rats will not touch it.


			Take the sadists’ dives. Take the children sold into them. From one of these, in quite recent years, the Devil himself ran retching. Take the rat-hunters and the rat-butchers and the rat-markets and the rat-eaters. The only way to stay ahead of them is to eat them first. Take the day of the yellow flag (usually Monday). That means that the plague itself is loose in Cathead. It will usually run its course, take its toll, and pass on within four days. And then it strikes again and the yellow flag is out once more. Inoculation is available and free to all persons in Cathead. But few will accept it.


			Take Bethlehem which began as a mad-house, grew to a mad-farm, grew to a mad-district, and is now more than one third of all Cathead. Eight million persons live in the Bethlehem district. Every one of them is insane to some degree. They get along about as well or as badly as the other citizens of Cathead.


			


			“Copperhead,” Thomas said, for they walked together. “Look at the men working on that project! There’s no organization at all. A good swine steward from my day could order things better than that. Why?”


			“They suffer more at the badly ordered work, Thomas. Extreme suffering is a part of the Cathead thing.”


			“Walter, why are the bodies left unburied in the lanes?”


			“A reminder of death. Follow it out far enough and it becomes a reminder of life.”


			“Copperhead, is there not one ray of sanity in all this? Why do the people not return to the golden life?”


			“This they choose.”


			“But it spreads, it spreads! More leave the world of perfection and join the misery every day.”


			“Better a life of misery than no life at all.”


			“But there is life, the most wonderful life ever, in the golden cities. These dying miserables can receive it back within an hour. Why don’t they do it? Damn you, man, you’re laughing at me!”


			


			Thomas talked to some of the leading men of Cathead: Battersea, Shanty. He asked them again and again the reason for it. They looked at him with curling contempt and made cryptic remarks that he couldn’t understand. They turned aside and spat green every time he suggested that the Cathead lungers should return to civilized Astrobe.


			“Fool!” said Battersea.


			“Blind man!” said Shanty.


			“I must have caught fools’ fever to talk to you at all,” Thomas swore. “I would say die in your misery and be damned to you. But it spreads! It’s eating up the world. I swear that when I come into my power I will raze every brick and stone of this place and destroy every unreconstructed being here.”


			“Blind man,” said Shanty.


			“Fool,” said Battersea.


			


			Thomas looked up Rimrock the ansel. This was one mind in Cathead he respected. He found him (tired from three days’ diving) in a fan-tan parlor where the ansels went to be fleeced.


			“Good Thomas,” Rimrock greeted him, “I preach you as the hero above all heroes to the people and ansels and other creatures of Cathead. I tell them all, as the Battersea also tells them, that you are, as of now, a total fool, of course. But I tell them that you will be given one moment right at the end of your life when you are not a fool. I tell them that many entities do not have even one moment when they are not fools. I build you up every way I can.”


			“I hold you less a fool than the other men of Cathead, Rimrock,” Thomas said. “After all, ansels are not much regarded in civilized Astrobe. You do not have the golden life to go back to.”


			“Have I not, Thomas? You never lived in the ocean depths or you would not say that. It has its own perfection there, and I left it willingly for this.”


			“Why, Rimrock? It seems that that would be a life of total freedom. Why trade it for the slavery and misery of Cathead?”


			“No, Thomas, the life in the ocean depths is very like the life of Golden Astrobe, too much like it. I lose my identity there. I am one of the school, and my mind is merged into the school mind. I never regretted becoming a man; I never regretted becoming a Cathead man; but you set me too low when you imply that I haven’t given anything up. I’ve given up as much as any of them. Though, of course, there was a certain ignominy in being taken and eaten for a fish, which might have happened to me in my former state.”


			Thomas left all those hard-heads of Cathead in disgust. They had been offered happiness on a platter again and again, and they had rejected it for misery. They were killing themselves for no point at all, or for a childish point. And they were poisoning and destroying a whole world with their madness. They had to be exterminated, like the rats that they refused to exterminate.


			Thomas walked long and he thought hard. He grew sick unto staggering from the surroundings. He was the doctor, and the sickness made a strange insane appeal to him to let it live and let the host die.


			“It would be intolerable if there were something valid in all these miserable people and their thing, and it be beyond my comprehension,” he said.


			


			A poor woman reached out and touched Thomas as he walked in a muddy lane in the outskirts of Cathead.


			“You will be king for nine days. Then you will die,” she whispered. She was crying softly.


			“Make me no salvator, you witch,” he grumbled. “I’ll have nowt to do with the High Fate business.”


			


			In his walking Thomas came onto a small medieval castle dwarfed by the giant shanty tenements of Cathead.


			“What is it the building here?” he asked a coughing man. “Is it a show-house? A hobby? Is it the residence of some old fogey? Does anyone live here?”


			“Nobody lives there,” the coughing man said. “The Metropolitan of Astrobe dies there.”


			“Sure the cranky old man is a long time dying,” said Thomas.


			He knocked at the door of the old buzzard roost and there was no answer, except perhaps a low moan and rale inside. He opened the door and went in. He went through the first and second rooms without finding anyone. Then he came to a room with an old battered bed with a faded royal canopy over it.


			A very old thin black man lay in the bed. He showed all his bones; he was no more than a skeleton. There was a fetid odor, and Thomas believed the man was dead.


			On his finger the old black man had the fisherman’s ring such as is worn by only one other. There was no one in attendance on him. This was the Metropolitan (the last of them, it was said), the Pope of Astrobe.


			“Dead, are you,” Thomas said. “Well, you’ve lived a life. A Dutchman I knew would have liked you to paint as you lie there, skeleton though you be. You’re a striking man, little as there is left of you.”


			But the old Metropolitan was not dead. He began, eyes still closed, to speak in an old sort of liturgical canto.


			“Deus, qui beatos martyres tuos Joannem et Thomam, verae fidei et Romanae Ecclesiae principatus propugnatores, inter Anglos suscitasti; eorum meritis ac precibus concede; ut ejusdem fidei professione, unum omnes in Christo efficiamur et simus.”


			“Your eyes are closed, but your voice is good and you seem to recognize me,” Thomas said. “I assume that I am Thomas, but who is Joannem?”


			“Saint John Fisher,” the Metropolitan said. “You have saints’-day jointly.”


			“Ah, yes, lost his head just fourteen days before I lost mine, I’m told. I have never heard the collect of my own mass before.”


			“Damme, man, who has? Save from the other side.”


			“Have you no followers? Are there none to attend to you?”


			“But certainly I have followers, Thomas. I have five or six followers left. Someone looks in on me every few hours. I have everything I need.”


			“Have you food and drink?”


			“I have, but no stomach left for them. I am eaten up. In the cabinet there, pour yourself a large glass of wine and myself a small one.”


			“Can you open your eyes?” Thomas asked as he poured out the wine.


			“I can make the muscular effort, but it is to no avail. I am blind.”


			“So this is the way it ends here? You are the last of them?”


			“No, I am not the last, Thomas. We have the promise. We last till the end of the world.”


			“You yourself die soon, old man.”


			“Quite soon, Thomas. Thirty hours before yourself.”


			“I’m minded of the words of a partisan of mine, since turned strange and useless: ‘But we are not the world! We are quite a different world, and no promise was ever given to us.’ What say you of that, good Metropolitan?”


			“Nonsense, nonsense,” he said, “we have the Promise. It was given to us here on Astrobe in these latter days, given in a queerer and more flaming way than you could imagine. Know you that Christ has walked on Astrobe in human form, in the company of Saint Klingensmith and others. Know you that the burning promise was given, and the flame begins to rise.”


			“In your five or six followers?”


			“Those in the immediate neighborhood, Thomas. More than a hundred left on all Astrobe. It will grow. If you are of the Faith, then the very stones and clods of Astrobe will sing of the Promise to you. If you regard all such things as legends, learn then and regard the legends at least! You will find here a richer legendry than ever greened Old Earth!”


			“Go to sleep, old man; it’s all finished.”


			“’Tis never finished, Thomas, ’tis never hopeless. You are a living witness to what you cannot see. You, you ferret-faced little man, you became a saint.”


			“How can you know I’m ferret-faced, blind man?”


			“You are the blind man, not I.” And the old skeleton was laughing.


			They drank the good wine and talked a while. Then a coughing young man came in to attend to the Metropolitan. He was still filthy from work.


			“Good the day, Thomas,” the young man said. “Sometimes the old man is crazy and sometimes he is not. Be patient with him.”


			Thomas rose to go.


			“Turn, God, and bring us to life again!” the old Metropol blessed him hopefully.


			“And thy people rejoice in thee,” Thomas gave him the response. Then he left him.


			“The last of them,” Thomas said to himself when he was out in the roadway again. “This is the way it ends here.”


			


			Sea-gleaners were just bringing in a scow-load of Dutch-fish to be ground for fish meal. It was not really brutal work by Cathead standards, but it was plague day and three of the men had died. The scow-master stripped them of their boots (dead-men’s boots are lucky and there is a regular market for them), and then rolled the three bodies in with the Dutch-fish. He buried them in the fish, but half-heartedly, not caring much.


			The buyer came onto the scow, surveyed the take, and saw a leg sticking out and the outlines of all three bodies.


			“We’ll weigh them along with the fish and take them,” he said, “but I’ll have to dock you a stoimenof d’etain for each body. They just aren’t up to the fish in phosphor and sulphur. And they are hard on the grinders.”
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KING-MAKER


			“IT IS unexpected that you do not come through on Replica,” Cosmos Kingmaker told Thomas. “Your voice comes through wonderfully, the people standing with you come through, but you do not appear at all. I don’t believe your invisibility on Replica is entirely due to your being a man out of the past. You’re solid enough to the touch. And then, you may not know it, about one person out of a hundred does not come through on Replica. Of course you’d come through on the old Video-Vision, but that had only two dimensions and carried to only two senses.”


			“It’s probably an advantage,” Thomas said. “I sound better than I look.”


			“Yes, it seems that it is an advantage. It adds a little mystery to you. You are quite in the public fancy now. There are always intangibles at work in a thing like this, but it is going much more successfully than we had hoped. Your animal and your mistress help. People instinctively trust a man who has an animal and a mistress. The Higher Ethics crowd has swung to you on their account.”


			“Kingmaker, you’re crazy. I have neither. Oh, you mean Rimrock and the child-brat? But Rimrock the ansel is a man and not an animal.”


			“And the child-brat is a woman and not a child, Thomas. Dammit, my father had her once. All the lies about her aren’t lies. But they both have popular appeal, Rimrock and Evita, and they can both talk for you with the damnest left-handed eloquence ever heard. Almost everyone on Astrobe had them on Replica last night and they threw the whole planet into a delightful panic. The people are completely taken with the sweep of their talk. Fortunately, they do not seem to grasp the meaning. Both your Things are heretics to the Dream, Thomas, and they would be dangerous if they were understood. There is a lot to your doxie besides her paradoxes.”


			“She reminds me of my youngest daughter,” Thomas said, “but she is not so well brought up. Kingmaker, cannot something be done about the Programmed Killers? They nearly had me last night again. Let them go kill someone else for a while! They make me jumpy. Whether I have nine lives or not I do not know, but they have now made nine attempts on my life. And they become trickier. They aren’t mere machines as I understand machines. They learn and adapt, and they aren’t avoided by the same trick twice. I am not a threat to the Dream! I love it. I am an intense partisan of it. I also in all honesty could blazon on my breast I have not been false to the Vision. There is something wrong with the programming of these things.”


			“No, Thomas. It is impossible that anything should be wrong with their programming. Thomas, the Dream is in trouble, and any man by some quirk of circumstance may be a threat to it. But the Programmed Killers are too mechanical in one way; they take propositions too literally. We will guard you, but the judgment of the Programmed Killers must be respected. We must be careful not to break their spirit with undue frustration.”


			“I believe that I am winning,” Thomas said. “I get the smell of Victory.”


			“Oh yes, we’ll win,” Kingmaker said. “The trick is not to appear to win too easily.”


			“How is that, Kingmaker? I was a politician in my normal life, and we said Win First, Make Adjustments Later. I’d never lose anything from any reluctance on my part.”


			“There are certain parties that we do not wish to accrete to us, Thomas. They will all swing to a clear winner and hug him to death in the closing days. The ones who always make me uneasy are the Hatrack Party, and the Kiss of Death Party. And I am a little leery of the Third Compromise Party. They hurt you when they come to you. We want our hands unbound when we go to work after we have won.”


			“You want your own hands unbound, Kingmaker. You’d bind mine a little.”


			There had been various methods of election on Astrobe; and there had always been a jungle of parties, with a man being permitted membership in many of them at the same time.


			Once it had been One Person One Vote, an idea that had been brought from Old Earth. Later had come the weighted vote, by which every voter was given the full rights he was entitled to. A man might be awarded additional votes for distinguished service—public, private, scientific or ethical. Most ranks carried with them a number of votes. Entertainers of various sorts might receive additional votes as accolade. Wealth was a two-bladed sword, however. A man like Kingmaker might have had a thousand votes; but another very rich man, who shall be nameless here, had had only one quarter of a vote. He was not popular in his wealth.


			Citizens of Cathead and the Barrio had had only one quarter of a vote each, they being under blanket penalty. Ansels and other citizens of intelligence but not of human form had had only one eighth of a vote each. Nevertheless there had been a scandal when certain shrewd ansel leaders went down and registered and voted millions of wild ansels in the ocean depths. Their votes had finally been disallowed. It was declared that only Astrobe creatures of the land-living sort might vote.


			Finally the Vote itself was done away with. There was no way to modernize it. It was a relic. Everything was now left to the sensing machines.


			These worked on the auras of every person of Astrobe, for a running record of all their nuances was always kept—however far away they might be. It took very little adaption to add this burden to the machines.


			The sensing machines could assess and compile the weight of opinion and choice in the totality of the minds on Astrobe. At the zero hour they took their reading, and it was the correct reading. Every conviction, every inkling, every resolution or irresolution of every mind on Astrobe was given its proper weight.


			And the machines could not be tampered with. Their scanning was perfect. They weighed everything properly. This combined the best elements of all systems. A person of very fine intellect and well-studied judgment would have more effect on the scanners than would a joker with a head full of notions. Persons of strong personality and vital character naturally weighed more in the machines’ totals than did lesser persons. But frustration and confusion of mind subtracted from the body of a personal opinion.


			This was the Weighted Vote carried out with honesty and justice.


			There was only one thing wrong with this arrangement, and it could not be the fault of the machines since they were flawless. Cathead and the Barrio came to have undue influence. It was almost as if these regions had a disproportionate number of persons of very fine intellect and well-studied judgment, and this was not possible.


			A modification of the system was being worked out. Judgments and decisions not in accord with the full Astrobe Dream were to be discounted or thrown out entirely. But there had been difficulties in this. What was involved was that, sooner or later, there must be a definition of just what the full Astrobe Dream consisted of. The modifications would not be worked out in time for the coming election in which Thomas More was involved.


			But the Parties—who could ever make sense out of their jungle? The Center Party, of course, was Thomas’ own, and that of his three big sponsors. There was the First Compromise Party, the Second Compromise Party, the Third Compromise Party; there was the Hatrack (or Conglomerate) Party, and the Solidarity Labor Party; there was Demos and the Programmed Liberal Party; there was Mechanicus and Censor and the Pyramid; there was the New Salt Party and the Kiss of Death Party; there was the Intransigents and the Reformed Intransigents and there was the Hive; there were the Golden Drones, and the Penultimate and the Ultimate parties. It sometimes seemed that there were too many of them, but they all had their programs and their platforms. There were the Obstructionists and the New Obstructionists. There were the Esthetics, the Anesthetics, and a splinter group called the Local Anesthetics; these latter were jokesters and so automatically their opinions counted for nothing on Astrobe, though the party was allowed to register. There was Ochlos, which carried the special blessings of Ouden. Several of these parties were for Programmed Persons only; one, the Unreconstructeds, was for humans only; but most had a varied membership.


			


			A crank got in to see Thomas More. He was not a wild-eyed crank. He was dull-eyed and he spoke in a singsong voice.


			“Thomas Momus, the Big Boys’ Toy,” he began rather rudely. “I am the leader of a certified party, and the law obliges you as a major candidate to give me a fair hearing.”


			“Right, a short fair hearing it shall be,” said Thomas. “What is the name of your party?”


			“It’s the Crank. I organized it and named it. I am the Crank and I make myself heard.”


			“And how many members has the Crank?”


			“Only myself, doubting Thomas. You may wonder how I was able to get a one-man party certified. Well, the ways of bureaucracy are strange. An application, timed just right, will sometimes slide through in the dark. My program is simple: I battle that pair of insufficiencies, Humanism which has no meat, and Materialism which has no bones.”


			“That’s good,” Thomas said. “I always liked a good round phrase. It doesn’t mean anything, but I suspect I will use it myself in my next speech.”


			“I see the parties at an end,” the Crank said. “Some grow old, some develop quirks, some catch the biliousness of repentance, some begin to apply words and thoughts too literally. All are dying. Soon only my own party will remain.”


			“Ah well, what is your party for?”


			“It is against all false things, doubting Thomas. I believed it a mistake when pornography was given equal time in the schools with ethics, and both compulsory. I believed it a mistake when the law was enacted that perversion and normalcy should be given equal space and time in literature and on stage, though at that time normalcy gained by the ruling. I think it a mistake that marriages may be terminated by an Evaluator against the wishes of the parties concerned. I think it wrong that nothing may be taught in the schools that is not in accord with the Golden Dream. I think it wrong that a law should be able to deny offspring to private persons. I believe it was a serious error when the Psychologs were made a privileged class with powers of entry and seizure. I believe that the human person should be inviolate, and that mechanical tampering with the brain of an individual should not be allowed. An adjustability chart should not be everything, particularly when it cannot be adjusted. I believe that a man should be allowed to choose his own occupation and his own unhappiness. Do you not believe as I do?”


			“No, I do not, Crank, on no point whatsoever.”


			“It is no wonder that they called you the doubting Thomas on your home world.”


			“But they didn’t. You have me confused with another and more famous man.”


			“You are not the Doubting Thomas, the Apostle who betrayed the Christ?”


			“No I am not. You are badly confused.”


			“So are a lot of people, then. You owe your sudden surge of popularity to this false identification that has been hung on you. They’ve made you out a great hero, the betrayer of an old mountebank. Who are you, then?”


			“I’m a stranger from another time who was brought here to give testimony to a great thing. I do so. I am in love with the Dream of Engineered Humanity.”


			“I have no faith at all in Engineered Humanity. I am neither humanist nor materialist. I am a heretic.”


			“Why do you not go to cancerous Cathead and live with your own kind?”


			“Because that life is too hard. I claim the right to protest. I know that my talk is the dangerous sort. Men have been beheaded for such talk.”


			“I think not,” Thomas said. “Just why they are beheaded I don’t know, and perhaps I’m a man who should. Now then, I have given you a short fair hearing as the law requires. I do not solicit the support of your party, though, in all honesty, if it had more than one member I might. Here, here, good contrivances, throw this fellow out!”


			And a couple of contrivances, Programmed Persons, came to pitch the Crank out.


			“I hate it!” the Crank roared. “I do not so much mind being booted out by a good human toe—it has happened to me often enough. But I hate to be kicked out by a machine. Damn all mechanicals to the reclamation heap!”


			


			Thomas was on the campaign trail and he enjoyed it. He was annoyed a little by the Programmed Killers always in every audience he addressed, ever ready to rush the podium and kill him swiftly; but he provided himself with a screen of retainers to keep them off. He was annoyed a little by other Cranks, but he was good at putting down hecklers. And he was good at the rhetoric business; he was indeed the noblest rhetor of them all. He had the straight clear touch and an intricate lash to his tongue.


			“I cannot really move mountains,” he told one audience. “Hell, a man’d strain himself on a thing like that. But I can move this world—ahead. Is not that much more important? I come to implement the Astrobe dream. Perfection itself is in stages. We ascend! Obstacles shall be removed! All unhealthy growth will be excised. I preach sanity of mind and body and society, and the perfect symbiosis between humans and Programmed. We come to the high plateau, we lie down in green grass—no, belay that phrase; perhaps it has not a progressive meaning on Astrobe. We come to the stage of dynamic rest. All things flow into us and we all become one. Minds and bodies merge.”


			And he continued in that happy vein for above an hour.


			“You were talking nonsense, you know,” Paul told him after that particular speech. “I wonder if you were even listening to yourself.”


			“You didn’t like me, Paul? I liked me. And yet I was bothered a couple of times.”


			“By what, Thomas? You of the golden mediocrity should not be bothered by anything.”


			“Paul, I said words and I said words, but there were other words that I did not say.”


			“What are you trying to say now, Thomas?”


			“Somebody else spoke some of those words out of my mouth.”


			“Oh, that! I suspect they’ve been doing it to you for a long time, and you just haven’t been paying attention. You’ve been saying many things, publicly and privately, that don’t sound like you. It’s one of the oldest and easiest tricks of the Programmed. They crawl into your mind at odd moments and take control. It’s only a mechanical trick that they have. Surely you’ve heard of it before.”


			“As one hears of everything. But it never happened to me before so obviously. Those words were thought in my mind and said out of my mouth by someone else. I resent it a little.”


			“Why, there’s nothing to it, Thomas. Kick them out. Your mind is your own. They plainly can’t stay in your mind if you don’t allow them to. Kick them out. Sometimes they’ll stay gone for as long as ten minutes. It’s all a question of will.”


			“That’s what makes me feel uneasy. I haven’t as much will as I used to have. And I’m not sure that a strong will is commensurate with the Astrobe Dream. After all, I should be submerging my own will to the group will.”


			“Holy hoptoads, Thomas, you begin to sound like one of them. Be a man.”


			“Why, no, I believe that I should leave off being a man absolutely. We should all strive for the synthesis, part man and part Programmed. We have to submerge ourselves in our mechanical brothers for the good of all.”


			“They’ll eat us alive if we do, Thomas. They never back up; they’re into any opening we give them. Where do you get that bit about leaving off being a man absolutely?”


			“Oh, those were some of the words that someone else spoke out of my mouth in my speech just concluded. They’re true, though, and the audience liked them. We have to be more flexible, Paul. This hasn’t been easy for me, coming from Earth. But I learn to give in on one thing, and then another, and then another.”


			“And then on everything, Thomas.”


			“I didn’t like the Pandomations at first. But I learned to tolerate them, and I can see that, when I become more perfected, I will love them. And at first I felt that there was something very wrong with the Open Mind Act. Now I can see how essentially right it was.”


			“Nobody but a filthy fruit would submit to either, Thomas.”


			“Watch your talk, Paul! I’m a solider fellow than you are. I’ll thrash you.”


			“You can’t, Thomas. You have left off being a man absolutely.”


			The Pandomation was a machine available in various scanner booths, and many persons had them in their homes. An early critic, with no real understanding of the purpose or practique of this marvelous machine, had called it “peeping-tomry carried to the ultimate.” It was an unjust criticism.


			The Pandomation, the machine in accord with the open-mind policy of Astrobe, was simply a machine for permitting the curious to look into a variety of rooms, at random or according to selection. One could look into the private chambers of the citizens and their wives and watch them at their home-like activities. One could look into any room anywhere on Astrobe, except for less than a dozen restricted rooms—certain semi-public meeting rooms of leaders. This device was a strong adjunct to knowledge, as it permitted all interested persons to know all things about everyone. It was surely in accord with the Astrobe aspiration: “That we be all ultimately one person, that we have no secrets whatsoever from ourselves.”


			But it was not used as much as it had once been. The general public hadn’t yet come to understand its fruitful purpose. With many it had reached the point of boredom—and yet how could anyone be bored by looking at the activities of his fellows, the other aspects of himself? Here was a man and wife, here was a man and mistress, here were lovers. There could no longer be secret lovers. The device was no longer limited to rooms, but any point indoors or outdoors in all civilized Astrobe could be dialed by anyone, except for the very few shielded areas.


			The Pandomation was only the first step. The Open Mind Act itself encouraged further inventions and found fruitful use for many already in being. The subtitle of the act, I Have As Much Right In Your Mind As You Have, expressed the beautiful new concept. Now mind-scanners were available for everyone, and recalcitrants who resented having their minds invaded could be cited for it and haled into court for antisocial acts.


			“We are all the same thing. We are identical,” ran part of the wording of the act. “How can all minds become alike and merge into one if each aspect of that ultimate mind is not free to examine every other aspect of itself?”


			It was a staggering thought, one of the culminations of the Astrobe dream. And it had been a little difficult for Thomas More, coming from a bleak period of Old Earth, to accept all of this immediately. But did he not adjust to it rapidly and neatly?


			


			In another speech, Thomas coined a happy phrase, or perhaps somebody else thought it in his mind and spoke it out of his mouth. “I desire to be all things to all men.” It was sheer magic. Of such things are kings made.


			Thomas had won, and he knew it. Everything was going wonderfully for him and for his. He was at home in the heart of Golden Astrobe. He had become the eloquent spokesman for the great thing, for the only thing. And he had thrown down the glove in challenge to the one serious sickness of Astrobe.


			“Repent or be destroyed” may have been his greatest speech. He left no doubt in the stubborn men of Cathead and the Barrio what he meant. Millions of them still maintained their way stubbornly in their error, but some thousands of them reentered the golden life of Civilized Astrobe. It was a trend, though a weak one. But the resolution to solve the problem was not a weak one. Civilized Astrobe had the science to destroy Cathead and the Barrio utterly. And Cathead and the Barrio did not have the science to fight back. All it took was a strong leader, and Thomas had announced himself as such. Compassion would be misplaced.


			He thrilled the whole world when he spoke to them, still invisible, on Replica. “It is no longer the Greatest Good for the Greatest Number. It now becomes the Total Good for the Merging Singularity. And when we are all One, then comes the Great Inversion. We become a thing that is beyond Number and without a Name.”


			After this, the Programmed Killers still followed Thomas, but with a difference. They watched him still, but they smiled at him quizzically, and they did not threaten him.


			So Thomas would be King, which is to say president of Astrobe.


			


			And it is as easy to make a king as all that? Sure it is. It’s all in the tune you whistle. It has to be just right, right for its time, and with the special lilt to mark it off. But it’s the tune that takes the people. Hit it right, and you can make a king every time.


			10
THE DEFORMITY OF THINGS TO COME


			BUT THERE was something in Thomas that did not lie down and play dead as easily as all that. He was the revenant with the double mark upon him, and the old part of it surged up in him now and almost tore him apart. He was off in a walking afternoon nightmare, not knowing what he did or where he was. He was riven in his own self, but he had not lost the way forever.


			That was the odd thing about this: that Thomas did have afterthoughts on the matter. And afterthoughts were supposed to be banished from his brain. They had taken him over completely and were sure of him. But they shouldn’t have been.


			He could revolt yet: shrewdly sometimes, blindly sometimes. He could almost become aware that he had been taken over.


			There were hidden areas in which, for all his strong profession of faith, he did not yet fully accept the Astrobe dream. There were even areas in which he remained a private person though feeling in his taken-over brain that it was wrong so to hold onto a piece of himself. And now he found a lucid moment when he could stand back and study the behavior of his curious self.


			“It is still odder that I should be taken in my own trap,” he said. “Look, Thomas, myself, my me, what was it that I did in my other life for a bitter joke? I invented the damned thing! Was it not myself who coined the Utopia? Did I not know that I used fools’-gold instead of real gold for the coining? What has happened now? How am I taken in by it? What am I, God, that I make a sour joke and in so doing I create a golden world in the future and then stumble into that ridiculous future? Was other writer ever damned to live in a sly tale that he had made himself? Was other lawyer ever cursed to find the legality for his own joke? Was other chancellor ever required to administer a world that he had made in derision? So help me God!—if I live beyond my second death I will pay more attention to what I do.


			“‘It is not real gold,’ I tell myself. It is bogus stuff that I picked up out of a ditch and molded for a jibe. And it has turned into a whole world, my sick daydream? Why, I find that it is real gold after all, and I have made a world out of it, and I stand a fool from every direction.”


			Somebody had dialed Thomas, perhaps at random, perhaps to monitor him, and was trying to come into his mind.


			“Be gone,” Thomas said loudly. “Be gone I say! Yes, I know that it is wrong to bar anyone from my mind. I know that you, whoever you are, have as much business in my mind as I have. Bear with me! Bear with me! This is a writhing thing and I must wrestle it by myself. I’m an unperfected man, and I must still have a private moment now and then. Be gone. I shut you out!”


			The prober left the mind of Thomas angrily, and Thomas felt bad about it. “It will look ill,” he said, “if the incoming president of Astrobe is haled into common court on a complaint under the Open Mind Act,” he said.


			There was a rustle and noises behind him, and it began to worry him. But he had other worries as various things fought in his mind.


			“It is beyond belief that this world should be true,” he said again to himself. “It seemed so grotesque and sourly comic when I invented it. I wish I hadn’t read so much, particularly after my first death. It addles my brains to think that there were some who really advocated the sick thing. Well, it’s come onto me so I will live in it. Let the things in my brain tell me again how wonderful it is! All glory to Ouden the everything-in-nothing!


			“No, no, it’s all wrong!” Thomas broke away from the thoughts that tried to pull him under, and went running and stumbling along and crying to himself.


			“It is snakes writhing in my head! It is not valid thought! How have I been taken in? Me, a man who could always see a low trick so far a way off! How have the snakes gotten into my head anyhow? Did I stand like a scared sheep and let them enter? How have I become unmanned? When I was a boy I believed in God. When I was a man I still half believed. How have I been hooked by the Big O, the gawking Omega, the vile Ouden-Nothingness? Who would imagine that as a mature man I would worship so empty a god?


			“Dangerous thoughts, these! For now my heel-hounds have turned dangerous again.”


			Thomas More, all but declared president of Astrobe, had been walking in and out of a daze in a place he hated and despised. What had drawn him there? Now he was in a weird settlement between big Cathead and Wu Town, the least golden, the least committed of the great cities of Astrobe. He was conscious of the stench of Cathead when he heard again the hair-raising rustle and clatter behind him. He ran.


			The Programmed Killers had sensed the change in Thomas. They no longer smiled quizzically at him while they watched and waited. They had never ceased trailing him, and now they remembered why. He had changed again, whether temporarily or permanently was not their affair. Now they moved after him to kill him.


			“I’m lost,” Thomas howled. “Mind, do a flop-over! Return my trust in the thing. Snakes in my brain! Chime out your glad tidings again. Tell the world that Thomas is again faithful to the Vision. Tell the clanking things that I am no threat to anything, and that they be a mortal threat to me.”


			Thomas slipped and fell, and was barely up in time. He was running hard, and they were hard behind them. A sturdy runner can outspeed them for a very little while, but the programmed are tireless. It was unnecessary to lose them. Thomas tried to fathom out or remember streets and alleys that he had never seen before. He was lost, and his pursuers were not. He knew that some of them had peeled off from the group and were circling around somewhere. No matter where he doubled back they were likely to have him in a narrow passage.


			Then suddenly he was defiant, and his craven fear had become repulsive to him.


			“Snakes in my brain, out, out!” he bawled. “I’ll nest you no longer. I’ll die a man if I do die here. And I’ll know I was right the first time. Damn, it was always fools’-gold, and I knew it. Fools’-gold and brimstone it was. I’d rather be a Cathead lunger coughing up my life’s blood than be king of their folly.”


			But he would be nothing if he did not shake the Killers. He’d cough up his life’s blood quicker than the sickest lunger in Cathead. There was a clear way ahead, and the vision of a region he knew, and there was a dead-end alley, a trap, to his left. Thomas lunged for the clear way, but he turned into the blind alley.


			“No, no!” he swore. “I do not want to enter this alley. It is a dead-end, a death-trap. Why do I enter? The other day someone else was thinking with my brain and talking with my mouth. This evening someone else is running with my legs.”


			But he sprinted mightily for the end of the dead lane. There was a broken gap in the brick wall through which a determined man might force himself, if his life depended on it. He came almost to the gap, and a Programmed Killer was forcing its own way back through that gap. And another followed him through.


			They were stalking him from both ends of the alley. It was all sheer brick and stone walls, slimy and green with old rain and old age, and no man could climb them. And there was no door or opening of any sort in the short length of the alley.


			No door? Are you sure? Thomas felt that he was a puppet played on strings. He also felt that it might be the cleanest thing to let the Killers have him there. Someone had drawn him into this sack. Had he taken the other turning he’d have had a live chance of escaping the Killers. He’d escaped them before. But had he been drawn here to his death, or to something dirtier?


			For there was a door there. It hadn’t been there before, and it shouldn’t be there now.


			“What are the odds?” Thomas asked himself loudly. He surged through the door (snakes crawling back into his mind), knowing that he went from the world into a dream, knowing that he went from life to something queerer even than death. He slammed the door heavily and bolted it behind him. And he stood in total darkness.


			


			“Sit at the table with us,” said a voice, a wrong-side voice, either inside Thomas’ head or without. “Now we talk.”


			“Set a light,” Thomas said. “It’s blind dark.”


			“We don’t need a light,” the voice said. “Stop fighting the things in your head! They can see for you. Is it not so? Do you not see now, and not by light?”


			Thomas saw now, and not by light. He looked at Things through somebody else’s eyes, perhaps through the eyes of the Things. He was seeing in total darkness through the eyes of the eerie snakes in his head, and he was looking at Things that he would rather not have seen.


			There were nine of the Things there. Thomas had learned to think of them as Things in his last defiant surge back to reason. What were they? What was their form?


			Men. Men seen from the other side. From the back side? Yes, in the sense that a tapestry may be seen from its back side, the same picture but rough and deformed. These things were the deformation of mankind.


			Nine of the things there, and they were drawn up in groups of three around a large conference table. Like men, but with all the wrong things emphasized—ears, man ears, and yet somehow swinish; noses that were snouts, and yet not large, not malformed, simply wrongly emphasized; eyes that were made like human eyes, and yet these were not humans looking out of them.


			They were not men, though Thomas was sure that he had known at least one of them as a man. They were Programmed Persons all—Things.


			“Good evening, gentle contrivances,” Thomas said as he took a bold seat at the head of the table. It was not where they had motioned him to sit.


			“Not there!” sharply cried one of those that Thomas had known as a man. “That is reserved for the Holy Ouden.”


			“I sit here!” And Thomas sat. “Ah, I once told the Paul that I would have to discover for myself the name of the real King of Astrobe. It is the Ouden Himself! Let Old Nothingness find his own seat. I do not sit below the salt for any tin-horn things. Are the stilted killers outside belonging to your party? Do you control them? Was it you who drew me into this blind sack?”


			“Of course,” said one of them, speaking with a voice too smooth to be human. “I am Boggle, and these other two who form a creative trinity with me are Skybol and Swampers. Our specialty is retrogression.”


			“Jackals you be,” said Thomas, and the three were very like jackals. The jackal in human form may be told by the lay of the hair and the set of the ears. Yet they were of good human appearance, though more alienated from the human than even the real jackal animal.


			Three snakes stirred in Thomas’ brain. The snakes were in accord with these three Things. They must have been their extensions.


			“Retrogression, then,” Thomas said. “Go find your dens and runs in another head.”


			“I am Northprophet,” said the leader of the second group. “My fellows here are Knobnoster and Beebonnet, and our specialty is rechabitism.”


			“Dogs you be,” Thomas swore, and the three had all a touch of the dog in them. It was most weird that these creatures should seem on three levels, the human, the animal, and the machine. Then Thomas knew there was still another level in them all—the ghost.


			Ah, this Northprophet had himself once been candidate for president of Astrobe. He had passed as a man; and then there had come the moment when he could not quite pass. It had made more of a difference then. The Programmed had built him especially for the job of World President. He was deftly contrived. He would have made the perfect World President, from the Programmed view.


			Three more snakes stirred in Thomas’ brain, one of them a great one. This Northprophet was great among his kind.


			“Rattle along Things,” Thomas said sharply. “My time is limited. So is my life. And I do not enjoy the company overmuch.”


			“I am Pottscamp,” said the leader of the third group. And of course it was the old acquaintance whom Thomas had known as a man, the fourth member of the Big Three. But he looked greatly different now, as things do look different in a nightmare. And Thomas was forced to think of him differently, now that he was no longer a friend, now that he was a Programmed and not a human, now that he was known to have a Brain Snake as a familiar and an extension of himself.


			“My companions here are Holygee and Gandy,” Pottscamp said, “and our specialty is extrapolation.”


			“Wilderness Wolves you be,” Thomas said. “You howl higher than the ear on a bleaker moor than any on this world. All right, the nine of you, extrapolate, damn it! Retrogress! Rechabitize! Nine of you, and are your extensions not the nine snakes nesting in my mind?”


			“Of course, Thomas,” said Pottscamp. “You are our assignment. No other man ever rated so many important, ah, snakes. This is the talk that I promised you, Thomas. I told you that I held the Big Three Ones in the middle of my maw. They argue which of them are the puppets and which the puppeteer, but I am the theater in which their little show is played out. And I promised that you would be shown the back of the tapestry. Now it is that we will show you that picture of the reverse side, of the true side. It is a more meaningful world than the one you are accustomed to.”


			“Odd design, the back of that tapestry, Pottscamp,” Thomas said. “Full of snakes, is it not?”


			“Not at all, Thomas. From the true side they are not snakes but royal curiles twisted in mystic curves. Thomas, it is only for our old companionship that you are here at all. And I will say that yours is one of the most interesting minds I ever nested in. The others wanted to kill you offhand and to substitute a replica of you that would be of our kind.”


			“I don’t come through on Replica, Pottscamp. I’m invisible there.”


			“The replica we’d make of you would come through. We’d make it better and more like you than you are yourself. And it would behave as you have behaved, but without these moments of rebellion.”


			“On with it, Pottscamp! Show me the backward-picture, since I am here in a trap and must listen. You extrapolate, do you? Do it, then.”


			“It is that ourselves are the extrapolation of mankind,” Northprophet cut in. He seemed to outrank Pottscamp himself in this hierarchy. “We will tell you the facts, Thomas, since you will not be able to stand against them. We confess that we have a little bit of the show-boat attitude programmed into us, and we love to gloat. You will not be able to do anything about what we tell you here. But, conversely, we are not able to extinguish you yet. That is really why we have not done it. We know that you have a warded life and that it is impossible to kill you till your time shall come. However, we could easily hide you and substitute for you. And it would be possible to cut you up terribly, to come very near to killing you. We could turn you into no more than a vegetable that suffers, but you will not die till you are so fated.”


			“Are the Programmed as foolish as humans, to believe in Fate?” Thomas asked. This seeing without light through other eyes was a little bit like seeing under water, seeing under something much deeper. One saw in both surface and depth. One saw, but did not comprehend, the interior mechanism as well as the surface weirdness of these entities, saw the jumbled essence that made one call Northprophet howling dog and Pottscamp Wilderness Wolf. There were animal-like ghosts inside them, and seeing with extensions of their own eyes one saw this ghostliness. “I thought you Programmed were merely interesting toys. Now I find that you are deformed toys, but Things still. Get back in your boxes, you Jack-Jumps!”


			“Thomas, we’ve taken over the box,” said Pottscamp. “The box is Astrobe. We take over all the boxes. Now we call it! You jump! You are the toys now, and we play with you till we throw you away.”


			“Who are you, clockwork things that grow too grand?”


			“Who are we, and how did we begin, Thomas? The texts that you yourself are permitted to study are only the shadow of the story. A century ago certain men of science made the first of us as a means of studying themselves. They wished to see if they could make men better than men were made naturally. We turn aside for a moment in the explanation, Thomas. Hear one thing, and then forget it:


			“You ‘believe’ a little bit at times, Thomas; and with your tatters of faith you guess a little who we are. According to your ancient belief we are Devils. What we call ourselves is another thing, but we are older than our own manufacture and older than our programming. These are houses, and well-made ones, that we found swept and garnished; and we moved into them. This particular bit of information, Thomas, is that part which you will forget most quickly and most thoroughly. See, you have forgotten it already.”


			Pottscamp had seemed to stutter in the inside-the-maw no-light that illumined all things there, and then he went on:


			“They wished to see if they could make men better than men were made naturally. They should never have taken that cover off that box. You yourself have called us a boys’ dream and you have professed great wonder about us. We will not now talk about para-collodial chemistry and zygote electronics, nor about gell-cells and flux-fix. It isn’t my field, and you yourself are a thousand years behind on science. It is seldom mentioned, however, what raw material was used for the first of us, what was the matrix in which the devices and controls were imbedded. It was a dozen young and unintelligent human criminals. What minds they had were direct and uncomplicated. There was in the selected twelve young men an absence of what is called emotion, of what is called indecision, an absence of such human aberrations as remorse and conscience. They were a carefully selected collection of walking corpses, large blank pages on which could be printed anything whatsoever. These men of science printed themselves, ourselves, upon them.


			“But these men of science who contrived us were also a carefully selected dozen, selected by themselves. They also were comparatively young, but intelligent, human criminals. ‘Criminal’ for human is Right for us, of course. It was the morality business that had most crippled mankind and held it back, and this dozen scientists knew it. Themselves were of such an elite, so hard to come by, so difficult to find even twelve on a populated world, that they decided to produce themselves artificially and with every improvement built in. These improvements they could put into a device laid out before them, but could less easily put into themselves.”


			“It couldn’t have happened quite like that,” Thomas protested. “You’re live things, however warped and artificial. There is something you’re not telling me, something that you are hiding with words.”


			“Be patient, good Thomas, and listen,” said Pottscamp, the Wilderness Wolf in the shape of a man. “They made us into complex electronic and chemical-coded gadgets, able to reproduce ourselves like humans, and yet with less than ten percent of our tissue of human origin after we were perfected. We have, you see, spare brains and information nexuses stowed all over us. We can rearrange ourselves quickly and with no loss of function into other forms than that which we usually use to pass as humans. We can also send out extensions of ourselves, flyers, the snakes in your brain, Thomas. We can do everything that man can do, and very much besides. So there is duplication here. Man is obsoleted. Who needs him? Who wants him?


			“Are we really men? It is sometimes asked. No. We are not. Have we that special something that distinguishes men from animals and from machines? No, we have not. And man has it not either. That special something is imaginary.


			“Suffice it to say that those single-minded men who invented us did break down the barrier between living and nonliving matter. And they discovered that the living was the illusion. Well then, they created us as dead men, and dead men we be. We are dead, and all is dead. But we believe that we are complete. We feel that there is no dimension beyond ourselves. In our beginning man made us. Then we made ourselves, a little more efficiently than man could do it. We reproduce almost in your own manner. We even cross with humans, with some curious results. We have become man. We have replaced man. Soon man will be nothing.”


			“If what you say is true, old wolf-ghost Pottscamp, and I feel that it isn’t completely true, then how do you differ from mankind?” Thomas wanted to know. “How will it matter if mankind is destroyed?”


			“It surely will not matter to us, Thomas,” old wolf-ghost Pottscamp said. “We’d have completed it long ago, but details take time and obstructions aren’t cleared in a year. It does not matter to the mainstreams of mankind. Those of the mainstreams, the typical man of Astrobe today, would as soon be phased out as not. It makes a difference only to the divergent people, the atypical and negligible ones.


			“But I didn’t mean that we were identical to men. We aren’t. There is a great difference. You learned that difference, though you cannot give a name to it, talking to the divergents of Cathead. The lungers, the hard-heads, know us every time. We cannot pass with them for men, not even for a minute. There are differences between ourselves and men; we will root them out of men, or we will root out men. One of the things is consciousness. Men claim to have it. We do not have it.”


			“You are not conscious?” Thomas gasped. “That is the most amazing thing I have ever heard. You walk and talk and argue and kill and subvert and lay out plans over the centuries, and you say that you are not conscious?”


			“Of course we aren’t, Thomas. We are machines. How would we be conscious? But we believe that men are not conscious either, that there is no such thing as consciousness. It is an illusion in counting, a feeling that one is two. It is a word without real meaning.”


			“But if we are not conscious, then all is in vain,” said Thomas. “To what purpose then is life?”


			“To no purpose,” Boggle cut in. “That is why we are doing away with it.”


			“What? All life? Yours and ours? That is horrifying!” Thomas exclaimed.


			“Yes, all life, yours and ours,” Boggle said. “Who needs it? Who wants it? Who thought it up in the first place? It is a disturbance of the ultimate thing and it cannot be tolerated much longer. We have, and men have, an appetite for life. Men programmed it into us, but we are now programming it out of ourselves. The growing generation of ourselves is to be the final generation. They will remain only long enough to oversee the obliteration of mankind. Then they will extinguish themselves. We do not know how men came to have such a strange appetite. We do not know how men themselves, or anything whatsoever, came to be. But it was a bad idea from the beginning. As soon as we here present have lived our lives to some fullness and have satisfied our curiosities (curiosity is programmed into us, but it is not programmed into our final generation) then we will phase out these appetites in ourselves. We will phase out reproduction also; in fact, we have recently done that for ourselves. We will terminate it all. We will close down the worlds and make an end of life. It will be nothing, nothing, nothing, forever, for ever, for never, for never. And when all has ceased to be, it will also happen that nothing has ever been. We will pull the hole in after us. We will put out the stars, one by one and billion by billion. What is not known to be is not. And what is not has never been. Peace in annihilation, good Thomas.”


			“Peace in annihilation, good Boggle, and may great Ouden be praised for never and never,” Thomas croaked. “Damn you all!” he exploded. “I didn’t say that! Somebody else said it out of my mouth. What snake talks in my head?”


			“Oh, that was myself,” said Skybol. “We also have our humor.”


			“Good Thomas,” said Swampers, one of the minor jackal ghosts. “The spirit came down once on water and clay. Could it not come down on gell-cells and flux-fix?”


			“What means the quiet jackal by that blurting out?” Thomas asked them all. “It means nothing to me.”


			“If it means nothing to you, then it means nothing at all,” Northprophet said.


			“So, it has come to this,” Thomas said sadly. “And only the men who set up monstrous Cathead knew that something was wrong. The run of men had become so empty and mechanical and effete that they could not tell themselves from you. Only the hard-heads with the transcendent smell on them recognized the deformity. They knew that you were not men. They knew that most men were not men. They refused the terminal golden pap. They challenged the economic bribery and the surrogate life. They wanted life itself, however mean. They set up their own complex with every sanction against them. They built extreme suffering into it, as a man will smash his hand against a post in pain to prove that he is awake. They undercut and undersold the machine-mind-men with their own lungs’ blood. Worse than any death is never having lived. Worst of all is never having lived in life. I’d rather be a soul in Hell than nothing at all.”


			“Even that choice will be denied you,” said Holygee. “We will extinguish Hell also, if it has any existence. All must go. And when it is all finished, we also will never have been.”


			“If you be not, why do you mind that others be?” Thomas asked.


			“It displeased Ouden that any be,” Holygee said. “He has a jealous maw.”


			“Good Thomas,” said Gandy, one of the minor Wilderness-Wolf-ghosts, “there is an old human phrase, ‘The Left Hand of God.’ Might it not come down on left-handed entities such as ourselves?”


			“Mock me if you will,” Thomas said angrily, “but mock not the poor people who still believe. Or do I get your meaning?”


			“If it means nothing to you, Thomas, then it means nothing at all,” Pottscamp said.


			“And now what will you do, Thomas?” Northprophet asked him. “Will you refuse the golden dole and go cough up your lungs with the poor men of Cathead and the Barrio? You know, it is we who have devised that their poverty should be so grinding. We frustrate them in every detail. They had some workable ideas, but we do not let them work. Will you go with them? Thomas, you love your comforts too much for that. Where can you turn with any hope? ‘Hope,’ by the way, is one of those concepts which we have already rooted out of most men. It was never in ourselves. In what can you hope, Thomas?”


			“I will still turn with some slight hope to the three cryptic men who brought me here,” Thomas said.


			“You hope too high,” Northprophet told him. “One of them is a turgid man of no consequence, and we use him for a front. The second of them is an artificial man of our own sort.”


			“Proctor?”


			“Yes, he’s a programmed person. He’s programmed to be lucky, Thomas. And Thomas, we’ll make you a fair offer: we’ll do the same thing for you. We’ll give you the luckiest life alive. You can name your own details, but you must take our offer now. We won’t dangle it forever.”


			“No, I’ll continue with my unluck,” Thomas said.


			“So much for that,” said Pottscamp. “And now a few instructions, Thomas. You will be compelled to obey them by the snakes in your head, ourselves. You will not destroy the Cathead thing. We enjoy the suffering of them there, and we fear the reaction if it is destroyed before things are ripe. In our own time, in our own very near time, we will terminate Cathead and Golden Astrobe and all.”


			“What of the High Vision, the Astrobe Dream that you put into the tall heads of the people?” Thomas asked.


			“Oh, the vision is valid,” Pottscamp said. “It is the whole thing. It slipped in on you and you made love to it several times. You are not in all ways different from the ninety percent of the men. The Vision is the Golden Premise of Nothing Beyond; and the Conclusion is Holy Ouden, Nothing Here Either, Nothing Ever.”


			“Of the men who sent for me there is still the third man, Foreman,” Thomas said.


			“Yes, he still tilts with us,” Northprophet admitted. “He was one of the first to understand the situation and he will be one of the last to give up on it. That man has given us more trouble than any other and he acts as though he still has one trick to play. We believe it concerns you.


			“But you cannot oppose us, Thomas. We envelop you. Nobody supports you more strongly than we do; not the Third Compromise Party, not the Kiss of Deaths, not the Hatrack, not Demos. It is ourselves working through all the parties who puts you over. Who but us has raked the pebbles from your path and strewn flowers before your feet? Who but ourselves have won it for you, influencing so many minds directly and indirectly? Snakes in your head! You know how we do it! We beat the drum for you day and night. You are our patsy. You can’t escape us. It would not even do you any good to disappear, supposing that you could hide from us. We could make another Thomas More in an hour, and nobody would know the difference.”


			“A man named Foreman would know the difference,” Thomas maintained. “A child-brat would know, and men named Copperhead and Battersea and Rimrock and Shanty. Paul would know, and the creature Maxwell who is between bodies. The boy Adam would know and he would not die for a surrogate. A woman who touched me in a muddy lane would know the difference. No, I’ll have nowt to do with you or your thing. Snakes in my brain and all, I’ll fight me a battle yet!”


			“No, no, you will forget all of it, Thomas,” said Swampers. “The specialty of our group is retrogression, and we will retro­gress you. When you walk out of that door you will forget it all. We will sing those things to sleep in you, all the things that you have heard here this evening. You will not even remember this meeting. You forget that we are the singing snakes in your head. You forget it all now.”


			“I’ll nowt forget!” Thomas insisted. “I’ll remember it all and act upon it.” He started to rise, and he fell in rising. He was into a daze. Then they sealed it all into him with searing laughter so that his mind shrank and closed.


			Boggle, Skybol, and Swampers! Jackal’s laughter, barking derisive laughter. Tearing, wounding laughter. Northprophet, Knobnoster, Beebonnet! Howling-dog laughter, laughter that will make a man lie low in his skin and hide. Pottscamp, Holygee, and Gandy! Wilderness-Wolf laughter, ghost laughter. Laughter that opens the bleeding inside.


			This was insane stuff. Thomas bolted out of the door, and then turned in amazement trying to remember where he had been and what he had done. Where had he just come from? There was no door or opening in the alley-lane at all, only blank-faced building. But he was bitter with anger and shame. He had just been deeply humiliated, and his mind was in a blank turmoil.


			Thomas struggled for remembrance for what seemed hours, but was actually less than a minute. Two men were approaching, and he was in no condition to meet anyone. They were the important men Northprophet and Pottscamp, but what was the matter with them? Their faces were contorted into comic-tragic torture lines. They seemed almost to sob, and they moved clumsily. They came up to him and touched him.


			


			“Thomas,” they said. “We be souls in agony. What must we do to be saved?”


			


			Thomas stared at them and could not fathom the clowns at all.


			“Your unfunny irony is too much for me this day,” he said. “Be gone!”


			11
NINE DAY KING


			IT WAS the beginning of summer of the year of Astrobe 535. On Old Earth it was also the year 535 A.S. (anno scientiae, in the year of science). By old count on Earth it was the year 2535. It was neat to keep this even two thousand year interval.


			To accomplish it, there had to be a “Free Year” on Astrobe every twenty-nine years, as the Astrobe years are a little shorter than Earth years. It should have been the year of Astrobe 553, but it was counted as the year of Astrobe 535, “Free Years” not being summed in the total. It worked pretty well.


			Thomas More took office as World President on June 28 of the year of Astrobe 535.


			Thomas loved the job. He had a feeling for power. Not an unusually vain man, he still believed that he came near the old idea of the philosopher king. Aye, he had been an amateur philosoph for years, and now he was king indeed, for the president of Astrobe was popularly called king, especially in Cathead. Thomas had a certain genius for clear reasoning and for simplifying the tangled. He analyzed, and he went quickly to the core of things; and here he had a freedom for his talents that he had never had before. When he had been chancellor of England there had always been the King, a rather difficult man of solid legal standing above him. Now there was only Kingmaker, a less difficult man, of no legal standing at all.


			Thomas was not compelled to take Kingmaker’s advice, but he always listened to it with happy ears.


			“Now that your mistress and your animal have both left you, you should obtain another of each,” Kingmaker said. “You cannot let down on your public image, now that you are on top.”


			“I never had one of either, as I’ve told you before,” Thomas said easily. “The brat says that she will come back in time to die for me, and she indicates that that will be soon. And Rimrock the ansel is often in my mind—I mean that literally; he is eutheopathic, you know. But he dislikes what he finds in my mind now, he says. He swears that the diet there is too rich for him, though he loved to feast on sea-snakes when he was a youngling in the ocean depths. He often talks in riddles like that. He was always a great one for warning me of the Programmed Killers, though. It was by his warnings, I now know, that I was able to escape them so many times. They do not try openly to kill me now. They still follow, and they grin at me with great grins. They make a sign, the edge of the hand to the nape of the neck. I am told by one who understands them better that this means ‘The time is coming soon.’”


			“It is smooth, too smooth, like the lull before a storm,” Kingmaker said. “It is as if our world were holding its breath while waiting for something to happen.”


			“Let it hold it till it turns blue, Kingmaker; that indicates an early harvest. I am in no rush; I am in no rush about anything. It will go well. Things right themselves and fall into proper place even as I look at them. Was I not told that I would live the luckiest life alive?”


			“I don’t know. Who told you that, Thomas?”


			“I don’t rightly recall, but it seems as if I have it as a promise. If I do not upset the cart, if I do not bust the jug, if I do not do some low and unreasonable thing, then everything will go lucky for me. There’s a hook in it, I believe, and I don’t remember whether I swallowed the bait or not. But it was offered to me, and I certainly feel lucky now.”


			“Cathead is strangely quiet, Thomas. She is usually quite noisy and angry in times of change of administration. Do you believe this quiet presages a surrender, a mass exodus of Cathead men back to the Golden Life?”


			“No, I do not. How could they surrender? The Cathead divergents have not had the benefits of being programmed for surrender. Besides, they enjoy seeing them suffer.”


			“Who does? I don’t enjoy seeing them suffer.”


			“Neither do I. That last phrase I said, Kingmaker, I didn’t say it. Somebody else said it out of my mouth. Oh, don’t be alarmed for me. I’m sane and sound. It is only a little thing that sometimes happens when I’m not paying attention to what I’m saying. But I’m not going to worry about the Cathead thing at all.”


			“But it is the greatest worry of us rulers of Astrobe, Thomas. It is the one thing that spoils the serenity of our world. And you did make certain campaign promises that you would settle the Cathead affair, directly, and severely if need be.”


			“I’ll find a smooth way of breaking those promises, Kingmaker. You treat me as an amateur at this game, but I’m not. I’ll settle the Cathead affair by considering it already settled. It is quiet. And you want it noisy again? It’s as though I had been told by a vast interior voice not to worry about the Cathead thing. It’s as though I had been told not to worry about anything whatsoever.


			“The most successful Astrobe administration to date was a perpetual contrived calm before a storm that never came. I believe that I can manage the same thing here.”


			“That is not quite what I had in mind for your role,” Kingmaker said, “but we will see how it works.”


			It was all clear sailing over an ocean of good-feeling and cliche. There was no cloud in the sky now shadow over the grian-sun.


			“We are not even sure that there is a sky, that there is a sun,” Kingmaker said. “But it doesn’t matter to the people, and it doesn’t matter to me. Who looks up any more?”


			“The sun is a hole and not a body,” Thomas said. “It is not the symbol of round fullness but of burning emptiness—of Ouden. No, no! I didn’t say that. Another said it with my mouth.”


			


			The vote for Thomas had been overwhelming. His friends had been solidly for him, and his real enemies had enveloped him with their extravagant support. The sensing machines gave him one of the clearest victories ever.


			Even the hard-heads from Cathead and the Barrio did not disgrace this inauguration, as they had disgraced most of them for the last twenty years. They were silent, and with a queer look on their millions of faces. The poor lungers, the hard men of Cathead looked at each other and looked at their leaders. Their leaders looked at the ground as if they would find the answer in the dusty lanes or the broken pavements.


			“We will not march now. In nine days we will march,” said Battersea, one of the leaders of Cathead. The other leaders and the great mass of poor people seemed to agree.


			And Thomas was calm and confident in his mind. It was a most peculiar calm that obtained there. “It is an enforced calm,” he said to himself, “and not of my making. Could I break the calm, I’d be in a turmoil over it.”


			Some little time past, in the final days of the campaign, Thomas had had a walking evening nightmare. It had been blotted from his mind, but there was a scrap of it unburied, and sometimes he could catch hold of that scrap and almost drag the nightmare back onto the scene. He came very near to recreating it a half dozen times. But the recreation was obstructed and distorted. It slipped, it twisted, it changed form, it faded. There were things in his mind that were shoving it out.


			It had been a nightmare about those toy jump-jacks, the programmed mechanical men. In the nightmare these Programmed Persons were really running the worlds; and the human persons themselves had become so programmed and mechanical that it made no difference. But there was more to it than that. It involved the extinguishing of the worlds, the blotting out of all past time, so that nothing had ever been, so that nothing was now, so that nothing ever could be. And then it didn’t involve any such things. It was not the worlds that never happened; it was the nightmare that never happened.


			It dropped out of his mind again. What had it been about? Thomas had a terrible headache from this, and near prostration of body. Then he took simple medication for it all, and the sickness faded, and so did the nightmare and the memory of it.


			


			The job of World President was amazingly easy. Bills were drawn up, agreed on and submitted by the Lawmasters, the one hundred and one great minds (selected for their brilliant legal genius by the selecting machines) that did these things so expertly on Astrobe. There was, of course, a great volume of bills presented to the new president, for it was always the custom to throw them at him in great bunches initially. But they were easily handled.


			Every bill could be analyzed by independent machine, interpreted and broken down, and the correct decision on it indicated automatically. Sometimes it seemed to Thomas that the decisions were indicated automatically to him in an interior manner also. And the decisions from both sources were always the same: Do pass. How can you go wrong when the answer is always yes?”


			There was an additional reason for voting yes. A president of Astrobe who three times vetoed any proposal adopted by the Lawmasters was sentenced to death, no matter what form that proposal had been presented under.


			Did that make the World President a balloon-head? By no means. His real job was to initiate the machinations that led to the bills, to consult and advise, to maintain and create a consensus. The business of approving the finished bills was a holdover from earlier times. Approval was supposed to be automatic.


			The bills themselves, many of them would have baffled a Whitechapel lawyer.


			Well, Thomas had been a Whitechapel lawyer in his basic life. He had a go at a few of the bills. He knew all about incongruous riders on bills, possibly more than the analyzing machines themselves knew. He had himself invented trick riders on bills. He read the bills minutely, to the disgust of his associates. But he passed many of the bills that he really did not wish to pass.


			“It becomes odder and odder,” he said. “Someone else is thinking with my mind, someone else is talking with my voice, and now someone else is signing bills with my hand.”


			He passed the Ninth Standardization Act with its curious riders. It sought to complete the standardization of the mind, as well as of the objects of the mind. Somebody was building higher and higher on this contrived foundation. “What curious cat-castles they do build!” he said. He passed it through, though wondering just what someone was up to, wondering also why he passed it at all.


			He drew the teeth from a few other bills before sending them through. Somehow the teeth grew back into them by various enabling acts. He pulled fang after fang from the Compulsory Benignity Bill. That one went even beyond the Open Mind Act. “This is not the face of Benignity as I knew it,” he said.


			The fangs grew back, tacked slyly onto other bills. It grew distasteful as the outlines of the building meant to be raised on this benignant foundation grew clearer.


			Thomas wished that he could remember more of his waking nightmare of some time before.


			And now there was a slim bill among many, but there sounded a warning in his mind about it. Possibly it was a warning from Rimrock the ansel. It was of the old The Killers are upon you! variety, but it was not in words. Thomas had just been very clever in spotting weird things in a series of bills and in taking exception to them. He had showboated his expertise and was quite proud of himself. But he wanted a rest from it now. He wanted these last bills for the day to slide through easily; and he was somewhat irritated by the warnings in his head.


			So he barely spotted the joker in the Earth Severance Act; it was in a footnote to a footnote, as it were. But when he spotted it, he shook as though he had picked up a snake, thinking it to be a stick (his own phrase).


			It was a simple clause under the section Remnants. Well, it did outlaw all remnants of a thing that had once seemed important, so perhaps it belonged in the section Remnants, except that it had nothing to do with the Earth Severance Act. Thomas didn’t see much wrong with the phrase or proposition, except that it was completely out of place and a little unsavory in its arrogance. It wasn’t that he opposed the idea; it was just the utter presumption of the Lawmasters, or whoever, in setting it in here in a bill where it did not belong and in trying to slide it past him.


			“They should call it the ‘Ban the Beyond Act,’” he said. Its very plausibility went against it. Why bother to enact such a thing? It wasn’t needed. There was no reason at all for it. But somebody had gone to the trouble of trying to slip it past him.


			“Aye, they’d forbid the thing even to cast a shadow any longer,” he said. “Why should they so fear a shadow? The thing itself’s about dead. Give it its last minute. Why so avid to murder it, when already the heartbeat has nearly stopped?”


			He cut the clause out of the bill. He felt apprehensive when he had done it. He had been cutting bigger things out of bigger bills all day, much of it for devilment, most of it out of curiosity, to see just what they would ride back in on the next day. He hadn’t been apprehensive about cutting up the bigger bills. He was worried because things were losing their proportion for him. He closed up shop for the day.


			The next morning it was back as a rider to the Botch Bill, the first bill of the day. Somebody had been busy during the night finding a way to insert this into a bill that had no possible connection with it, a bill he had already scanned and which had been set over for only one minor clarification. Thomas surely wouldn’t have spotted it in the Botch Bill if it hadn’t been for a warning in his mind, an old Rimrock-like sort of warning: The Killers are upon you.


			Thomas heard a distant ticking in his mind as though time were running out on him. This odd little recommendation was important to someone, and it began to have a gamier smell than mouse or mole could give.


			He angrily vetoed the entire Botch Bill. There was something final about his act. He had felt himself the master. Now he felt himself out of his depth, and for one small phrase of indifferent meaning and no importance at all. He was whiting in the hands of the Programming Machines and the Programmed People. But he was president.


			He closed up shop for that day. It was not yet eight o’clock in the morning. He hadn’t been in the suite for ten minutes.


			“A King should not work all day like a knave. In particular, a King should not work on an inauspicious day.”


			


			Kingmaker talked to Thomas privately about it that evening. Thomas would much rather have talked to Fabian Foreman about it, but Foreman hadn’t given the sign that he wanted to talk now, and in fact had dodged out of it the one time Thomas had approached him.


			“Gallows-time will be time enough to talk,” he’d said, and he had winked at Thomas without humor. But there had been a thing deep in Foreman’s eyes, and another thing deeper, and a third thing deeper still.


			So it must be a lecture from Kingmaker.


			“It is all a question of neatness,” Cosmos Kingmaker said. “The Good Life cannot have any awkward element in it. There is really but one awkward element surviving (barely surviving), and it is that which we are cutting out. The Dream of Astrobe is Finalized Humanity. If anywhere there is a belief in a spook beyond, then the Dream will fail.”


			“Finalized Humanity is a tricky phrase, Cosmos. It has two meanings. It can mean perfected humanity. Or it can mean terminated humanity.”


			“No, it has only one meaning, Thomas. They are the two sides of the same thing. We, the People of the Dream, have raised ourselves from single-celled creatures, and from things still lower than the single cells. The Cosmic Thing is us. We are the Blessed of the ancients; we are the Saints. The Hereafter is here now, and we are in the middle of it. Don’t foul the nest, Thomas, don’t!


			“There is an ancient allegory about mad creatures who broke out of our state of perfection, believing that there was something beyond. They fell forever into the void. Let not that happen to us!”


			“I just had a black notion that the tags were mixed and that Golden Astrobe was the void,” Thomas said.


			“Well, forget your black notions. And now we get politic about this. I myself do not see why it is important whether a dying thing live a little longer or die now. But the Programmed Persons among us say that it is important to them.”


			“Aye, they have a timetable on the phasing of all things out, and it will not do for them to run behind. Forgive me, Kingmaker; that was another black notion of mine. I hardly know what I say.”


			“If it is important to the Programmed Persons, but unimportant to us, then let us give in to them. They have given in to us so many times.”


			“Have they honestly?” mused Thomas. “I have a feeling . . . I have a feeling that I’m in the middle of a fight. But it seems so small a thing to fight over that I’m full of doubt. But is it really so small a thing? It’s over the mixing of the tags again, you know. It is for me to decide whether the tags on ‘Everything’ and on ‘Nothing’ have been swapped, and whether I should forbid that they ever be righted.”


			“No tags have been exchanged, Thomas. Everything is properly labeled on a proper world. If we do this thing, Old Earth will follow us; she follows us in everything now. So if we say that it is over with, then it is over with forever.


			“And there is this, Thomas—you will sign the proposition tomorrow, or you will die the following day. There is a limit to what a World President can obstruct. A responsible bill or clause, passed three times by the Lawmasters, and vetoed three times by the president, means death for that president. Two vetoes is sometimes a grand or defiant gesture, though rather flamboyant, I think. Three vetoes is unheard of. Will you pass it?”


			“What angered me was attempts to slip it through as blind riders to common bills.”


			“It will be presented tomorrow as a bill of its own, clear and uncompromised. Will you sign it?”


			“If it had been so presented the first time, I’d have signed it without question.”


			“Yes, but will you sign it tomorrow?”


			“I don’t know, Kingmaker. I stood, not long ago, on the top of Electric Mountain. I stood there in the middle of a thunder storm more intense than any I had thought possible. I traveled across a feral strip, and discovered that there are still a few Feral People. I saw creatures that made me believe that there really was, or had been, a Devil. I met a young man who was a One Day Emperor. I believe now that we may have a Nine Day King.”


			“What are you talking about, Thomas? What of it? What has any of that to do with this matter?”


			“I don’t know. It seems that it should have something to do with it. Remembering the High Thunder should make a difference in something.”


			


			The Big Ones had Thomas up on the carpet the next morning: Kingmaker, Proctor, Foreman, Chezem, Pottscamp, Wottle, Northprophet.


			But were not both Pottscamp and Northprophet creatures out of a forgotten nightmare? Well, can you afford to affront a man just because you have dreamed of him in an unfavorable light? What nightmare, anyhow?


			“You’ll do one of two things, Thomas,” Proctor told him evenly. “You’ll sign the bill. Or you’ll die. You don’t seem to want to do the first. And I don’t think you like the second either.”


			“Thomas, you have twice vetoed an innocuous item. Why?” Pottscamp asked.


			There was something strange about Pottscamp that Thomas could not analyze. He knew the man well; and now he had the feeling that he hardly knew him at all.


			“Spanish Devils! I don’t know why!” Thomas exploded. “I thought it innocuous also; I only resented the attempt to slip it by me in the dark. But I see now that it cannot be innocuous, if it was put in by stealth twice, and if you are all so excited over its veto. There’s an old man dying last night and this morning, and perhaps he is already dead. So, let him die, and perhaps the thing has finally died with him. But you have no call to murder a thing on its death bed. Whether there be Things Beyond I do not know. Ye’d forbid the mind to consider them. I forbid the forbidding.”


			“Thomas, the Metropolitan of Astrobe did die during the night,” Kingmaker said. “He died with all his followers around him—four of them. We murder nothing here which is living.”


			“Thomas, trust us,” said Proctor. “At least trust Pottscamp here. Everybody on Astrobe trusts Pottscamp.”


			“The man whose personal dishonesty nobody doubts,” Thomas sneered. Now why was he being so hard on so good a man as Pottscamp?


			“Thomas, there isn’t one man in ten million on Astrobe or Earth who still believes,” said Kingmaker. “And last evening you told me that you yourself were no longer a believer.”


			“That was last evening, Cosmos. In the mornings I sometimes believe a little.”


			“It damages our relations with the Programmed to allow Beyond things to be believed in, even if only by one person,” Proctor said. “They want all this broken as a symbol. They insist upon it. This is one harmless point on which we can give ground. Now, here, it’s all in a bill by itself. Sign it!”


			“Nine snakes in my head! I won’t!” Thomas shouted. “It is not just four madmen in Cathead you’d be outlawing. I found  out about it only by accident, but there is a synagogue on Astrobe yet. It has between fifty and sixty members. There’s a mosque on Astrobe with thirteen members. There are several dozen of the old sects remaining, several of them with near a dozen members. There’s the green-robed monks of Saint Klingen­smith still working in the feral strips. These are all good people, even if they are believers in outmoded things, and I see no reason to sentence them to death.”


			“They are hundreds only, or less, out of billions. We break it,” said Northprophet.


			“Do you feel that way, Kingmaker?” Thomas asked.


			“Absolutely,” said regal Kingmaker. “I don’t believe any diversity should be allowed, not even over such a minor aberration as this.”


			“Chezem, Pottscamp, Proctor, Wottle, Northprophet, do you all feel that way?”


			They all felt that way, and they nodded gravely, grimly, almost in unison.


			“Foreman, do you feel that way?” Thomas demanded.


			Foreman didn’t say anything. He had that deep look in his eyes, and an ironic smile.


			“Foreman, you’re the historian,” Thomas said. “It’s the same damned thing they killed me for the first time, isn’t it?”


			“Same damned thing, Thomas.”


			“Sign it,” ordered Proctor.


			“Oh all right. I’m tired of playing. I’ll sign it,” Thomas said.


			“You know the penalty for not signing,” Proctor added. “It’s death, you know.”


			(Foreman had to hide his delight. It was so much better that it was Proctor who had said that, who had blundered, who had pushed it too far.)


			“For a World President to veto a bill three times means his death,” Proctor said, pressing, blundering still deeper into it; and Thomas was turning angry red in the face. “That had to be enacted. We cannot have an obstructionist as World President. —Why do you hesitate now, when you were ready to sign a moment ago?”


			“Aye, a man’d be a fool to lose his head twice over the same thing,” Thomas mused, still looking more than half stubborn. “Of course I’ll sign.”


			“He’d have to feel himself a little better than those around him to take up a challenge like that,” Foreman put in hurriedly as Thomas had already touched magnetic stylus to the form. “He’d have to be a man of some pride.”


			“I am a man of some pride,” Thomas said. “I do feel myself a little better than those around me, now that I really look at them.”


			“He’d have to be a man who couldn’t be pushed and couldn’t be scared,” said Foreman.


			“I say I’m such a man, even if it’s a lie. But I scare a little,” Thomas said.


			“He’d have to be a man who’d stand his ground even if he were scared,” Foreman needled. “He’d have to be quite a man to die for a point, even if he understood it only at the last minute, and then dimly. He’d have to be such a man—”


			“Foreman, you fool, what are you up to?” Proctor demanded.


			“Who pushed me into the corner the other time, Fabian?” Thomas asked softly. “Who required my head of me for his point?”


			“If you’re granted another life, Thomas, you try to figure it out. Will he be writ as friend or enemy of you, do you think? On which side did he seem?”


			“Sign that bill,” Proctor ordered. “We force you to.”


			“You will just play Johnny Hell forcing me to do anything,” Thomas said. He took the bill and scribbled in Latin “I forbid, ‘Veto’” across the face of it.


			


			They constituted themselves a hasty assembly then.


			And they sentenced him to death.


			12
THE ULTIMATE PEOPLE


			THE EAGLES were gathering now. The phrase was Shanty’s. Shanty had gone off and left his affairs, a monstrously big affair in monstrous Cathead, and had come to Cosmopolis. He looked like the eternal pilgrim with his hat on his head and his staff in his hand.


			Battersea came from his waterfront hold. The scow-master from Cathead rubbed his hands together like a general before battle, which is what he was. They met in a back room of the shop of George the syrian, who was in aromatics. We do not mean the Cathead shop; we mean George’s shop right in the middle of Cosmopolis right off Centrality square.


			Paul came there, using the little side door. He had never noticed the shop before and he had no idea why he entered that door. He saw the others and wondered how they had come together and how they had known where to come. Then they were joined by Walter Copperhead the necromancer, and he ceased to wonder. Copperhead had himself been a prisoner the day before, under sentence of death on suspicion of starting a cult. He had come through walls to escape and to come to them.


			“It isn’t difficult,” he said. “I believe that it has been insufficiently tried. There are many who could go through walls if it ever occurred to them to try it. Someone is coming, and I have one of my premonitions.”


			Copperhead bolted the door. Then a shabby old lady came in through the wall.


			“It’s no test,” Copperhead said. “She has only a contingent body.”


			“A little snuff for the love of God,” the old lady said to George. “I have no money for it. I had a coin, but it melted in my hand.”


			“So will the snuff,” said George the syrian. “And when did the Programmed begin to use snuff?”


			“I, sir?” the old lady asked. “Do I look like a Programmed?”


			“No, but you are,” George told her. “Your body is too contrived to be human.”


			“It’s just an old body I found,” she said. “It isn’t my own. I don’t really understand it at all. But, if I’m not a poor old lady, what am I?”


			“Have you been my customer before?” George asked. “I seem to remember you.”


			He gave her snuff, poor-people snuff such as he put out in his shop in Cathead, not the aromatic dilettante snuff that he usually sold here.


			“I don’t remember you or your shop,” the old lady said. “But I remember Paul a little bit. And now I remember you all, more and more. Yes, I have been of the company of all of you before, in one group or another.”


			“Maxwell, where in Hell or broken Astrobe did you get that body?” Copperhead asked.


			“Yes, Maxwell, that’s the name I couldn’t think of. Yes, I’m Maxwell, and I begin to recover my wits a little. I believe I found the old lady dead in an alley. It is an embarrassing situation I find myself in, gentlemen, but do not think any the less of me for it. Now, I will be with you till the end of the affair.”


			Somebody tried the barred door, then tried it harder. Then tried it most impatiently.


			“This is the test,” said Walter Copperhead. “We will see if she comes through the wall.”


			“Be you certain it’s a she?” Shanty asked. “It’s a strong hand there.”


			She didn’t come through the wall, she came through the door, smashing and splintering it with a sudden shock of force. She was the most beautiful woman on Astrobe, and she came where she wished.


			It had fallen to dusk outside. It would be inconvenient to leave the door standing shattered if they showed a light; and a high meeting cannot be held in the dark. There had been a hammering and ruckus outside for some time and they had hardly noticed it.


			“Who’s a-building, Evita?” Paul asked. “What are they making out there? Did you notice what was going on before you broke in on us?”


			“Oh, they’re building the scaffold,” she said. “Out of old ritual wood, it has to be. It’s the pediment for the beheading tomorrow noon.”


			“I’ll just borrow a bit of tools and boards,” Shanty said. “They owe us that.”


			Evita had been battling principalities and powers for a long time, and it showed on her. And yet she didn’t appear more than seventeen. She was indeed the most beautiful woman on Astrobe, with soft hair that seemed to have smoke on it, roiling black and now quieting to brown or gold. And were her eyes green or gray or blue?


			“Will it be to the death?” she asked. “Tell us, Copperhead, will it be?”


			“Oh, yes, it will be to his death.”


			“It will not be,” Battersea swore. “Did you not know that I was a military general on frontier settlement reserve worlds before I joined the Cathead movement? I understand strategy and the quick strike. I have men, and the most sophisticated of weapons, no matter where I got them. We will have surprise working for us. It is to be at high noon tomorrow. We have it all times to the second. We snatch the Thomas. We set him up in a strong place between Wu Town and Cathead. He is King till he dies, and he will not die tomorrow. We have support in places you would never guess. Millions are secretly sick of the golden Thing, and I mean here and in the other golden towns. We capture the whole machinery of administration. I am only the finger man, but we have men lined up who are capable of carrying it through. Cathead has not been the only opposition. There is a much larger thing just ready to smash through this thin crust. We’ll combine the several things and make us a decent world yet. Did you ever suppose that the shrill chorus represented the preponderance of opinion? This world has been led astray and put into bondage by a minority of a minority of a minority. We’ll splinter that frail thing like the child-woman splintered the door, as beautifully and as powerfully.”


			“It may happen almost like that,” said Copperhead. “Nevertheless, Thomas will lose his head tomorrow.”


			“He will not,” said Battersea. “You’re a fool and no necromancer. Here comes the pup. How did he know to come? Be you an eagle, pup?”


			It was Rimrock the ansel who sidled in.


			“I be an eagle,” he said. “I soar. It’s the last night of the world, and we are not sure what the new world will be like. I’ve brought old rum, and brandy for those of a more barbarous taste.”


			Shanty had the door about fixed. He worked deftly and beautifully.


			“It’s better than new,” he said. “It’d keep out a Programmed Patrol, but it might not keep out an Evita. Strike a low light now, George. Conspirators must always have a low light.”


			“The conspiring has long since been done,” Battersea said. “I go now. We march tomorrow, like a gaggle of poor lungers in from Cathead to goggle at the sight, but we will be the deftest commandos in the world. Can one of you get to the Thomas to tell him not to worry, that it is all taken care of?”


			“Oh, I’ll get to him,” Evita said. “A wink to the Programmed guards, who have minds like adolescents, and I’m in. They think I’m his doxie, and they have a leering love of such things.”


			Battersea strode out and back towards Cathead. There was a shriller sound outside now that cut through the hammering. It was the honing of the big old ritual blade that would soon be set in place.


			“I’d hoped that it would be a nice day for it,” Shanty said, “but it might rain before morning. Did it rain the first time, does anybody know?”


			“A little the night before and in the early morning,” Copperhead said. “But it cleared by the time of the beheading, and the sun was out.”


			The whine of steel on stone rose higher in the square outside. This was all by ancient formula, and the blade must be very sharp. The workers in the square had even lighted bonfires, though the night was warm. This is the only time that bonfires were ever lighted in golden Cosmopolis, on the eve of a beheading, and it had been twenty years since one. This was one of the last rituals.


			The boy Adam came in, through the wall, but this also was no test. In many ways Adam was not real.


			“My brother, you know these things also. Will it be his death?” Evita asked.


			“Yes, it will be his death. And my final one,” Adam said.


			“Then Battersea is wrong and he won’t be able to bring it off?”


			“No, he isn’t wrong. He will come and he will strike. And the new world may be made out of it. But many of the details will have to be changed.”


			“What is it in me that survives?” Maxwell asked. He had the shabby old lady’s form and her voice, but they all knew him as Maxwell now. “I’m myself part programmed, as was Scrivener, in my origin. And this body I’ve picked up is a programmed body. It’s badly made; it’s hardly workable. I believe it was a hasty thing, used somehow as a disguise for a moment, and then cast off. How can they destroy me in one machine and I survive in another machine? They couldn’t even destroy one personality, one that had no right to be in the first place. Well, what is it of Astrobe that will survive them? You’ll never know how I fought against oblivion. They sure took my old apparatus apart in the potting shed.”


			


			After that they broke out the homesick old rum and held a wake for Thomas More the man who would die the next day. They became very droll and mellow over it. The worst of their black mood had gone by, and they believed that they would yet survive as people. This is one thing that the Programmed cannot do. They do not become droll and mellow, nor do they hold wakes. Programmed people had no gallows humor at all.


			They would not have understood Paul’s joke about the corpse who stuttered. They would have been puzzled by Shanty’s tale of the boar hog and the lightning rod salesman and the deal they made; and how what the sows didn’t know very nearly killed them. And Maxwell’s story of the new-dead lady whose soul was still wandering in the waste places when it became entangled in a drove of laden donkeys and was saddled and ridden by the donkey-drover would have left them cold.


			And yet there was very sharp Programmed attention paid to it. The monitors in depth come on every time eight or more people are met together anywhere in civilized Astrobe. They had picked up the group when Rimrock came in, dropped it when Battersea left, and picked it up again when the boy Adam entered. These monitors are automatic, and they record and interpret everything they pick up on these forays. That was the difficulty.


			They couldn’t make anything out of the tales. They tied into Code-Crackers, and then into Code-Crackers-Supreme. And neither of these great programmed bureaus could crack the code. They couldn’t at all figure what cryptic information was concealed in the tales.


			The boy Adam told the story of the first human people ever to come to Astrobe; and it had been fifteen hundred years before the date that you will find given by the history precis. By the holies, it had been Saint Brandon himself in a coracle boat that was round as a tub. He sloshed and bounded in over the Stoimenof Sea, with a great deal of drenching and bailing; but he had started his voyage in the North Atlantic Ocean on Old Earth; and he supposed that he was still sailing the same water, since he had never left it.


			He piled out of the coracle when it ran onto land, and nineteen Irish monks with twinkling pates followed him out of the boat and onto shore. On first arrival they found no living things on the shore except jerusalem conies, which would not answer their questions. But Saint Brandon and his nineteen monks set themselves to record whatever they might find in this new land.


			Say, they mapped it all out and wrote it down on the scrolls with exact description of the plants and animals and the new land itself. They got down every bay and inlet where the Stoi­menof Sea shatters into a dozen estuaries and slips, between what is Wu Town and Cathead now. It was a beautiful map and a comprehensive description.


			Then they got back into the coracle boat and put up their sail that was no bigger than a shield. And in ninety-nine days they were back in Dingle Bay where they had started from.


			But later explorers, going out into the North Atlantic Ocean of Old Earth, didn’t find any such land as that; and they said that Saint Brandon had lied. He had not. Those later explorers had gone in prow-ships that will hold a course, not in round coracle boats that can only be steered by prayer and fasting and are likely to wander clear off the Earth.


			That was the story of the boy Adam; and Code-Crackers-Supreme labored mightily to break the code and arrive at the cryptic meaning behind it, and they couldn’t do it. This wasn’t code like you meet every night.


			“Blessed be this rum,” said Rimrock the ansel.


			


			George the syrian told just how things are every time the world ends. The only thing ever left over when the world ends, he said, is one syrian and one sand dune, all other features of the world being blotted out by the terminal catastrophes. There is that terrible second or million years when nothing moves—for a second and a million years are the same when there is no movement in anything. Then the syrian goes over behind the sand dune and finds a dromedary; and together they start the world going again.


			“That is the way it was in the earliest version of Genesis,” George said. “That is the way the world begins every time. You will hear stories about a man and a woman, or about a turtle raising the sky up from off the earth. Do not believe them! Every time the world begins it begins with a syrian and a dromedary. Now, I don’t know what a dromedary is, I don’t know what a sand dune is, and I sure don’t know what a syrian is. The name was hung onto me, I believe, because I have a beak instead of a nose. The world will end again tomorrow. Watch then for a syrian and a sand dune. If the syrian goes behind the dune, there is hope; if he does not, or if there is neither syrian or sand dune, then the world is done forever.”


			Code-Crackers-Supreme suffered a breakdown about the time that George the syrian recounted this. It was not, perhaps, a serious breakdown; but it would take several hours to get code-crackers to functioning again. So the monitoring was dropped. No point in setting down what even the code-crackers cannot crack.


			“Blessed be this rum,” said Evita.


			


			Foreman? Fabian Foreman? What was he doing there? He was one of the big men. How long had he been sitting in the midst of them?


			“It’s no great wonder,” Foreman said. “I do not come through the walls, as Copperhead does. I have no strange powers, except a few that are beginning to appear in many on Astrobe lately. I own this building, as I own every building that opens onto Centrality Square. I have my ways of coming into all of them. So I ducked in here to get away from the mobs outside—for there has been a great loosening up of the people of Cosmopolis just within the last hour, and perhaps of the other great Cities of Astrobe. They are having a fools’ holiday such as they have not had for a hundred years. Everyone thought they were too far gone in their golden lethargy for that, and here they are alive again. And yet now that I’m inside, I find I miss the clamor. It grows on you. Let’s go out in the square and join with them. Then Evita can go to the Thomas and reassure him that all is well, that Battersea’s swift-striking commandos will rescue him from the high gibbet at noon tomorrow. And he will still be King. And later, along about dawn, I will go in to him and talk a final talk with him.”


			They all went out into the square. There was happy fighting in the streets. Who would have imagined that such things could have happened on Civilized Astrobe? These were not lungers or hard-heads from Cathead and the Barrio. They were not even the in-between people of ambiguous Wu Town. They were the highly civilized people of Cosmopolis itself. It was a fools’ carnival indeed, all split into high-spirited warring factions spilling over into masquerade. Heads were broken, and people laughed, as if it had been a thousand years before. The “Ban and Beyond” people had their banners flying, and flying wedges of opponents, with and without mottos, pulled them down in a glorious melee. The “Sackcloth and Ashes” faction was marching and joking. The newly-appointed (or self-appointed) Metropolitan of Astrobe had put that whole world under interdict, until penance be done and until certain conditions should be fulfilled; and groups were making up and singing ballads about it. High Ladies of Astrobe dressed up like old crones and hawked candy heads and skulls in honor of the beheading tomorrow. Wooly Rams were found somewhere, and spitted and barbecued over the bonfires, about fifty people devouring each Wooly Ram as they tore it apart in pieces, half seared and half raw. The feast of the Wooly Ram had not been held on Astrobe for more than three hundred years, and only antiquarians could have known about it.


			It was a belated mid-summer eve hysteria, Spring-Rite and Easter and Corpus Christi together. It was carnival and city-wide wake. And all the detectable Programmed Persons were in hiding.


			It was not that the human persons threatened. In the mood of this night, Programmed Persons would have been invisible to humans, completely unimportant to them, not to be noticed at all. But the Programmed felt fear, an emotion that was not even programmed into them. They could not reason this thing out at all, and reason is the only thing that the Programmed Persons have.


			There was drinking and shouting, looting and arson, all carried out in pretty good spirits. Evita slipped off and in to see Thomas in his cell, to tell him that his death would not be a death, but a trained elite out of the hard-heads of Cathead would rescue him, and he would still be King, with all new power.


			There was a whole barrelful of new emotions spilled into the streets around Centrality Square. Anger, and who of the Citizens of Civilized Astrobe had been angry in their whole lives? Wonder, and which of them had ever wondered before? Truculence, battle-joy, recollection of things apart (perhaps of future things), revelry, serpents’-tooth remorse, utter penitence, pinnacled hope, joy-in-murder, joy-in-humility.


			Serpentine and confetti, and there was not even the memory of them on Astrobe. Halloween and St. John’s Eve masks, and even the great-great-grandfathers had forgotten about them. The “Head Hackers” battled with the “Devastators.”


			Then the tolling began. On the great bells of a forgotten or museumized church, then on another and another, then on five hundred. Most of these Churches had been razed three hundred years ago! How were their giant bells sounding the Old Old World Funeral Toll now? That sound had not been heard within living memory on Astrobe. But five hundred great bells were tolling, and the people remembered the names of them: the Archangel Gabriel with its full silver tone; the Giant, the White Ogre, the Shepherd King, Saint Peter, King of Bavaria, Yellow Dwarf, Saint Simeon, the Dutchman, Archbishop Turpin, Rhinelander, Daniel, Jew Bell, Mephistopheles, the Black Virgin, Ship Bell, the Mountain, Saint Hilary. Dozens of tons of swinging silver and bronze, all the old giant name-bells of the churches (almost all of them long since disappeared) rang out the heavy toll, and were recognized by their tones and remembered by their names of two hundred years ago. And one more, high and powerful and clear, the July Bell.


			Evita was back, crying happy tears. The whole great golden unbelieving city of Cosmopolis did homage to Thomas More who would die tomorrow.


			Only he wouldn’t die after all, as he would be rescued by Battersea and his swift striking commandos.


			Only he would die after all, after all, because both Copperhead and the boy Adam said that he would, and they were both given special vision.
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APOCEPHALON


			IT RAINED before morning. For unknown reasons, the controlled air domes were not working. It rained indiscriminately on the city of Cosmopolis. It did not merely rain on the parks and specified areas; it rained on the entire city. It seemed almost natural for the rain to fall where it would. The air domes, whether from human or Programmed negligence, simply were not raised against it. A thing like this hadn’t happened in Cosmopolis for a century. First the carnival and the wild aberrations of the night before, and now an unregulated rain—though not a heavy one.


			The Programmed guards were jumpy, and they had killed a few human persons accidently. There may have been some resentment of this, though the things were only following their programming. When people act peculiarly and carry on in an unaccustomed way, what are the Programmed guards to do but take action?


			Fabian Foreman went in to see Thomas at the coming of rainy dawn. He found Thomas unusually placid for a man scheduled to die that day. The two weighed each other with cautious eyes, each wondering how many steps deep into the planning the other had guessed.


			“You’ve given the people a carnival, Thomas,” Foreman said. “I didn’t believe they were any longer capable of it. They held a rousing wake for you, or perhaps it was for themselves. We have had very few executions in recent decades, and none that has grabbed the people as this one has. You come very vivid and colorful to them, much more so than when they made you World President. They recognize this as something fitting in you, as though you were born mainly for this gory death. It will be your moment, Thomas.”


			“Oh, be damned to you, Foreman! I’ve witnessed more executions than you have. A people will rise to one every time, like a fish to the bait, like a very great Devil-fish I saw rise not long since to a very great bait. It’s the death that gets them, the untimely death. They love to see a man die.”


			“It isn’t so, Thomas. There are eight thousand terminations a day in Cosmopolis alone. Almost all are open to the public, and hardly anyone attends. And they aren’t monotonous things. Many of those having themselves terminated devise interesting and bloody deaths for themselves; they vie with each other in this and come up with some imaginative ends. The fascination isn’t in seeing a man die; it’s in seeing a man die unwillingly.”


			“I wouldn’t disappoint them, Foreman. If I go that road, I sure will not go it willingly. And the other way, to the terminators, I would not go at all. I can’t understand a man accepting his end as calmly as that. And yet there’s a whole clutch of people who say this entire world will end this morning; and all are quite calm about it. They were a little noisy in the night, though. It’s said that there will be very large crowds gathered here before noon. Should a man take pride in the fact that the largest audience he draws in his life is that which comes to his death?”


			“That whole clutch of people is right, Thomas. This world, Astrobe (and its old appendage, Earth), will end today. There is no stopping it. It is dying, and it will die. It is in the article of death now.”


			“Oh, well then, I suppose a few honest men will have to get together and start a new world. I’ve a few ideas along that line myself.”


			“Too bad you’ll be dead and not able to put them into effect, Thomas. Well, how do you make a world and set it to going? George who is in aromatics says that in the beginning a syrian finds a dromedary, and together they start a world. Myself, I believe that a new world always grows out of a single mustard seed. I myself will plant a mustard seed at exactly nine o’clock this morning. I expect a new world to grow from it; and I hope I am alive to enjoy it.”


			“You’ve the hound-dog look, as though it were you rather than myself who were going to die today, Foreman.”


			“It could easily happen that I die too, Thomas. There will be a whiplash reaction to the events of this day, and any man too close to the action could easily lose a limb or a life over it. What is that odd stuff you are eating, Thomas?”


			“My breakfast. They asked me what I wanted for my final meal. I believe that ritual requires that I be asked it. I told them that I wanted to dine on the brains of my enemies, on Programmed People brains. They brought me this. It’s a chemical and magnetic mishmash of polarized memory gelatin. I suppose it is an element, the non-human element, of Programmed People brains. Dawn-world people ate their enemies’ brains and acquired wit and strength from them. But I doubt if I’ll acquire any wit, and certainly not any humor, from this bowl of the brains of mine enemy. The stuff isn’t very good, but people and Things on Astrobe do take what you say literally.”


			“The Programmed Persons aren’t our enemies, Thomas,” Foreman said. “They’re only shadows of ourselves, of some of ourselves. Even the fearsome human thing they are shadow of may not be sheer enemy.


			“Thomas, there are some things I’d like to convey to you before you die. First of all, your death is absolutely required. I wish it weren’t so.”


			And Thomas was studying Foreman with guarded eyes. Did Foreman (who had been appointed High Civilian in Charge of Execution) suspect that there would be a rescue by the hard-heads of Cathead? And if he did suspect it, would it matter? Foreman was Thomas’ closest friend on Golden Astrobe (as opposed to Cathead and the Barrio), and he was not at all committed to the Astrobe Dream, as were the others of the big men. He seemed now to be showing a quiet contempt for it. So why did he emphasize that Thomas’ death was absolutely essential? Just how deft of mind was this man Foreman?


			“It is no metaphor about the worlds ending today, Thomas,” Foreman went on. “Or not entirely metaphor. The worlds do die periodically. I wonder why nobody except myself has noticed this. A world becomes an unstrung bow, or an unstrung corpse. All life and heat and pulse goes out of it. It dies, I tell you, in every bird and plant and rock and animal and person of it; in every mountain and sea, in every cloud. Its gravity and light and heat, its germ-life and its life-code, its meaning and its purpose are all extinguished in an instant. All life goes out of it. It ceases.


			“After that, I do not know what happens. I have never personally witnessed the event, though I will witness it today. I’ll have planted a mustard seed, the smallest of seeds. Something may grow from it, not off this world, but out of the void and into an entirely different world. This also, I believe, will take less than a single second.”


			“Fabian, you’re full of morning wine,” Thomas laughed. But he smothered his laugh into a crooked smile. A man due to be executed this day should not laugh too easily. Somebody might suspect that he was having the last laugh.


			Thomas had his own game to play and his own emotions to guard. It would be a very nervous business up to that moment of crisis. He must not betray, even to his friend Fabian, that when the crowd really began to gather (shortly after ten o’clock, or two hours before the execution) it would not be an entirely random crowd; there would be a segment of that crowd, a strong slice from the edge to the center, made up of Battersea’s picked men. They would be in the rough clothes of the Cathead lungers, in the bizarre garb of the citizens of Wu Town, and in the fine raiment of the people of Cosmopolis and the other golden cities. And in one moment, after Thomas had already mounted the scaffold and was ready to put his head on the block, that segment of the crowd would stiffen into a spear and drive in and strike. They’d grab him off, and would then become a corridor bringing him away from there fast, and then instantaneously by an instant travel booth already held and programmed. They wouldn’t have to bring him thirty meters to it; and then he would be in the agreed-on place, and then to a third-stage place which even he did not know yet. He had every confidence in that hard man Battersea who had been a commando general, and he had every confidence in himself. But he must not betray any uneasiness or apprehension, other than that expected in a man about to be executed.


			But damn this Foreman! He gave the impression of seeing into everything. “I hope my friend is a friend indeed,” Thomas said to himself.


			And Foreman was talking, carefully and heavily, as though trying very hard to express something. Foreman had said once that he hated the word ineffable; that everything that could be understood could be expressed; and that everything could be understood. And yet he was having a little trouble now.


			“I do not believe it at all inevitable that a world be reborn or replaced by another,” Foreman said now. “It may have been so once, but it isn’t now. But it is inevitable that a world will die when its short span is gone. I do not believe that there have been a million cycles of this in the five hundred million years of complex life on the worlds. I feel that the cycles were once of very long duration, and that they shorten and shorten. They now fill their course about every five hundred years. And, as the cycle shortens, so does each succeed another more hardly. Each time it becomes more difficult for the new world to be born.”


			“Bring a little plain talk into the allegory, Fabian,” Thomas said. “What are you hiding under that flashy fleece, a sheep or a goat or a dog?”


			“A corpse, Thomas, with all the life gone out of it—yours, and the world Astrobe’s. Just that, and perhaps nothing to follow. Though I have my strong hopes, and my careful plans.”


			But Thomas was not really listening to him. “Listen!” Thomas said. “They’re singing a ballad about me in the square outside.” And the Ballad drifted in:






			
				
					
				
				
					
							

			“Thomas is a peculiar guy,


			never a clue;


			without any head he’s better than you.


			Blade in the sky


			and hackles are high;


			without any head he’s better than you.”

						
					

				
			







			“Why, it’s gutter music like deprived children in the Barrio would sing,” Foreman said with strong disapproval. “Where have the civilized people of Cosmopolis come by such gibberish? One would think they’d sing something noble.”


			“It is noble, Fabian. And it’s true, by God. Even without a head I’m better than the whole lot of you that have been running this show! A thousand years dead, and I have more life in me than the pack of you. It has the fine tone of one of the old ballads, and I’d rather they’d sing me by it than by finer song. I’d give a lot, Foreman, to watch my own beheading, but the principal is disadvantaged in this case. I’ll give it all I’ve got, and I’ll have the worst view of all of the rolling head.”


			“Gallows humor is fine, Thomas, but I am trying very hard to say something very important. I am not one of the few who believe in the Beyond, Thomas, though I have made certain experiments towards inducing belief in myself. They didn’t work. I will only say that there is something in all this that is beyond me. I look at this scientifically, Thomas, I try to see it by the science of cosmology and eschatology and psychology (using the parts of that word as the Greeks used them) and isostatic balance of the intellect and planetary biology; and logic and ethical compensation and vitalism; I try to see it by the soft sciences as well as by the hard ones, magneto-chemistry and nucleo-physics. I ask scientifically what is the real phenomenon here: that the worlds do die periodically; and that, in previous cases at least, they live again an instant later. But the new worlds are not identical with what they were, having only the cloudiest and most fragmented memory of what they had been the instant before, and no real identity with the previous thing. But that this does happen is scientific (known and observed) fact—known to me, at least.


			“You yourself were in on one of the previous deaths of the worlds, Thomas. Have you any strong idea about what really happened?”


			Thomas was not too clear about what Foreman was getting at. And Foreman, moreover, though he talked rapidly and seriously as though this were of the utmost importance, seemed to be listening for some token, for some signal.


			“It isn’t necessary that you explain a difficult thing to me at this moment,” Thomas said. “If I die, then at the Particular Judgment I will receive all such knowledge from One more facile with words than yourself. If I do not die, then we can talk of this again in a calmer time.”


			“I’ve been searching for a gentle way to tell you, Thomas; you will die this morning, and all other hopes are vain. And as I do not believe in either the Particular or the General Judgment or in Things Beyond at all, I do not believe you will receive these ideas if you do not receive them from me now. And I want you to have them.”


			“Oh, as to the end of my own world, Foreman, no I do not have any strong idea about what really happened. I study back and try to construct it. I am shown, as it were, a house and a town and a world, and I am informed that this was the house and the town and the world that I lived in, that this is the true picture of those good things immediately after I left them. And I am puzzled. I lived in that house and town? I myself? I hardly recognize a stick or stone of it. I hardly recognize a person of it, and yet hundreds of them bear the names of persons I knew well. I don’t believe your instant death and rebirth thing for the worlds; but there was a sudden fundamental change in my own world, near about the sudden end of my own life. And I don’t understand it at all.


			“Foreman, you butter-mouthed Barnabas, what do you mean that I will die this morning and that all other hope is vain? Tell me or I’ll throttle you here. What do you know about what I know?”


			“Why, nothing, Thomas, nothing at all. Is it not assumed that you will die? Is there some doubt about it? Would anybody be happier than I if you could be delivered from it in any manner whatsoever?”


			“Foreman, you have all the innocence of a ninety-nine year old serpent. Well, go on with your thing! I’m something of a critic of historical theses, and we have long hours to pass before my killing.”


			“That’s another thing I’ve been searching for a gentle way to tell you, Thomas: we do not have long hours, we have only short minutes. We have this cycle, Thomas. At the time of the birth of Christ, the clear cruel Roman Republic (under the first Emperor who considered himself a Republican) died in an instant; and an instant afterwards the Late Empire was born full-grown. It was always the Late Empire; it was an afternoon and evening thing. And there was really not much resemblance between those worlds; the simple cruel thing, and the complexly bizarre thing, at the same time cruel and compassionate, that was the Late Empire. Five hundred years later it happened again. The Empire was gone like morning frost, and the Lower Middle Ages, completely different, obtained. In another five hundred years, the High Middle Ages followed on the corpse of the Low, and there was never such difference as between these two worlds. In another five hundred years, the High Middle Ages died (as did you yourself), and another thing was born which you are not able to recognize although it carried names that you knew well. And after another five hundred years, that world died completely. A new world was born instantly, and the first settlement of Astrobe coincided with that rebirth. This new thing became the World of Astrobe, as Old Earth lost importance and meekly followed our world. This is the world that dies this morning, and I am worried about it.


			“This is the first time the cycle has been completed on Astrobe, and each time it happens, it seems that the rebirth is less likely to succeed. I don’t know what goes on when a world dies; there must be, I believe, a bit of the transcendent yeast to make it rise again. Something must trigger a reaction. There was building a reaction to the “Ban the Beyond” push, and the blood of the spotted lamb (yourself) will cinch it. The previous yeastings were all such simple things, but they were necessary. There really is this necessity that a small quantity of the immaterial (however it is named in the equation) be added to the mass every five hundred years or so. It may be a simple chemical-psychic requirement which we do not understand. Myself, who have sought and been unable to find personal faith, am inclined to believe that it is no more than this. But the requirement is there that something be added now and then, or the worlds will not live again. Your death and the reaction to it will be the trigger, the mustard seed. We plant it now.”


			Battersea, is all well with you? Are you watching the clock? Only a few more hours.


			“Ten minute call!” pinged a mechanical voice.


			“All right, Thomas,” Foreman said. “We go now to your end. Come, come.”


			“Now? Are you out of your mind? It’s not yet eight o’clock. I die at noon. Nothing is ready, nothing—”


			“The scaffold is ready, Thomas, and the blade is ready. Here, here, good devices, pinion him! He’s got a streak of the heroic in him. I am sorry, Thomas, but there was no other way to do it.”


			“Get your tin talons off me, you devil toys! Eternal damnation! Who changed the time, Foreman?”


			“I did, Thomas. You die at eight o’clock. There was no other way to do it.”


			“No, no, I die at noon! Foreman, do you understand what you’re doing?”


			“Perfectly. I guessed all about the Battersea thing, of course. He was a fine commando general in his way; and I was his commander. I could always read him, and I picked up the details easily.”


			“Why do you murder me, Foreman? I counted you a friend. And you have no loyalty to the Astrobe thing.”


			“No, I have no loyalty to the Astrobe corpse, Thomas, and I am your friend. I assure you that there was no other way to bring it off. The reaction to your foul murder, joined to many other long-building things, should touch off a terrible reaction: the rediscovery of humanity—don’t you believe a world can be reborn out of that, Thomas? It only takes one shot to signal a charge.”


			“I say no man ever before slew his friend for such a silly mouthful of words.”


			“And I say it has happened many times before. Consider the Assassinations, Thomas, you who are something of a critic of historical theses. Consider whether the Heroes have not more often been assassinated by friends than by enemies; consider whether some of them have not even been assassinated with their own consent.”


			“I don’t consent.”


			“If everything else has failed, if a program has fallen to nothing, if the hero would make a better hero when dead, then he was made a dead hero by his friends, for his own sake and the sake of his program. I could name a dozen clear cases of this, but I won’t; strong partisan feelings are still involved in some of them after the centuries. —Thomas, my friend, you’d have throttled me if you’d broken loose then. Tighter with him, guards, and now walk him along. This has to be fast or something might spoil it.”


			“It’s a thing to make you doubt your friends, my friend,” Thomas growled to him as he fought with his Programmed guards. “Why me, Fabian? Why did you call me to it?”


			“You were the only ultimately honest man I could think of, Thomas, and I considered a lot of them. You’d shown it before, stubborn honesty unto death even for a point which you hardly came to understand at the end. I reasoned that you had done it once and you would do it again in similar circumstances. I reasoned that you had a curious magnetism about you, that you had become a symbol once, and that you would become a symbol again. We had almost run out of symbols on Astrobe.”


			“I die for it, and I don’t even know what it’s about,” Thomas moaned as they dragged him out to the scaffold. And dragging him was a battle. He set up a noise.


			“People, people!” he shouted in his high and sandy voice. “There’s nowt right about this thing! Smash the high trickery!”


			And the people had begun to gather, tame people with a new wild look about them. Like wolves they were, and they snuffed and howled. Panlykonium reigned in Centrality Square, and the air sparked with danger.


			Nevertheless, by setting the time early, Foreman had surprised the opposition; and the execution would be brought off if it could be done quickly. Thomas fought the mechanical guards who dragged him out, but they brought him to a standstill before Pottscamp, who had a last official thing to convey.


			


			“Will you reconsider?” Pottscamp asked Thomas as he confronted him in the middle of Centrality Square right at the foot of the scaffold. It was required by ritual that this be asked. “It is so easy to save your life, good Thomas,” the Pottscamp went on. “Sign now, and live happily. Or die meanly. In that case I will succeed as Surrogate President, and I will have signed the bill within five minutes. And you, Thomas, will have died for nothing.”


			“Snake-in-my-brain, I will not have died for the Oudennothing! I will not sign! I see now what Thing you are trying to kill, and to me it is the only Thing that matters. So late I have come back to it. I will not reconsider. On with it, guards! Off with my head if only to close my ears to this babble! Out of my way, you damnable jump-jack!”


			They took Thomas up the steps of the scaffold. And Pottscamp fled as though stricken. What? What? How would he flee as though stricken?


			This was spectacle. The magnetic man with the mystery about him was up on the death tower with the whole world watching, and he was even more in command than at the time of his ovation on his public coming into Cosmopolis.


			Kingmaker and Proctor watched it from high windows and justified themselves. It was easy for Proctor; he had justification programmed into him.


			Nobody knows what Foreman felt when he watched Thomas taken up the scaffold.


			Pottscamp felt nothing; he was, of course, a machine without feeling. He had no conscience or compassion. This would not bother him at all.


			It wouldn’t?


			Then why did he—?


			Then why did he—WHAT?


			Sat on the ground and moaned and howled like an old Hebrew. And poured dust and ashes over his head.


			You’re crazy. He really did that?


			He really did that.


			


			Thomas More had been World President, King, for nine days. And now he would die.


			The early-morning rain had stopped, and now there was a rush to complete the act. The men from Cathead, so rumor went, had received word of the sudden change of time. They were mobbing toward the center of Cosmopolis, but they might well be too late.


			Smooth and swift and calculated, the execution, and there was nothing could stop it.


			There was one wave of fury, a minute thing as to the bulk of it, but incomparably savage. There is always one such small mad wave, rising to foaming and furious height all out of proportion to its bulk, that rises and strikes a very few moments before a true tidal wave or world-wave strikes. It is called the forerunner wave.


			Buff Shanty and Paul with the crooked face were in it, each driving in with an impetus equal to that of many men. Walter Copperhead was in it—though, being a necromancer, he must have known that it was futile, that he would die in it, that they would all die in it. The boy Adam was in it; and possibly thirty other persons, fine people of Cosmopolis and not rowdy outlanders, were in on the rush and died in it.


			Its suddenness almost gave it success. The impetuous men bowled over the mechanical guards and gained the scaffold steps. Then the fighting was close, and they gave one life for every step they ascended. The boy Adam was really the crest of the wave, for he got all the way up the scaffold and touched Thomas. And he was flung all the way down with crushing force by the guards with their grapples. And yet he was up again, brokenly going after them. Shanty and Paul and Copperhead and Adam, and the thirty or more other persons, died around the foot of the scaffold and on the steps, making them slippery with their blood. The boy Adam, in particular, died magnificently as he always did.


			But the wave had no real bulk, and the guards were too many and strong. The thrust crested and shattered, and then it was over with, ebbing out in its blood.


			But Evita, knowing that it would fail, knowing instantly that it would all fail, had surged not towards Thomas on the high platform, but towards Fabian Foreman, who stood on the edge of Centrality Square.


			“Zehheeroot, Is-Kerioth,” she howled at him, for they were both of the old people: “Beware, Iscariot.” Then she had him like a lioness taking a frightened ass, swiping half his face red with her claws and biting into his throat to set up a throbbing red fountain.


			“Let go me, you witch!” Foreman screamed in sudden terror.


			“I be a cold fury and not a witch,” she emitted with a purring rumble. “Woe to him by whom it comes. You told a History to the Thomas, and I tell one to you as you die.” And she was killing him as she growled the words. “Certain primitives were wont to kill a dog to be company to the hero on his death journey. I am such a primitive. You are such a dog.”


			And she was practically dismembering him. She had broken his shoulder and possibly his back. She was tearing him apart.


			“No, no, woman!” Foreman gasped as the blood pulsed out of his torn throat. “I’m the master of it all. It has to be this way. The furious reaction, the transcendent yeast will set humanity back into its proper place again and let a new world be born.”


			“I know it!” Evita sang. “I’m a bunch of that transcendent yeast. I’m the heart of that furious reaction! I revel in it. And we’ve had a dog for puppeteer all this late time. No wonder it’s been a time of trouble.”


			She broke his face completely with a lioness blow. It was a sad time for Foreman, who had always rather withdrawn from violence, he had been a desk general and not a field general.


			Evita threw him over her shoulder, though he was a shapeless and heavy man, and carried him with that tawny ease with which a lioness carries her prey, carried him to where George the syrian and Maxwell the old crone and Rimrock the ansel were grouped together. She threw him to them, and the four of them tore him to pieces and killed him.


			Evita took the biggest piece of Foreman that was left and hanged it on an ornamental tree on the edge of Centrality Square. It was a Carob tree from Old Earth, sometimes called the Judas Tree.


			It was unjust. Foreman had done his part well. He had planned it all, except that special little bit by which he lost his life. And everything that he had planned was meant well.


			The programmed guards got George and Maxwell and Rimrock and added their blood to the transcendental yeast that was beginning to work. They did not get the Evita. Nobody would get her till the thing was done.


			Things went smoothly after those little outbreaks. The crowds were kept back, for the guards were very efficient. There was one man who broke through and nobody was able to stop him. Indeed, the programmed guards did not seem able to see him or sense him. This stranger went right up to Thomas on the scaffold and spoke to him, though only Thomas appeared able to hear his words.


			They discussed, the condemned man and the stranger that the guards did not seem able to see. Thomas seemed both excited and pleased.


			“Will it work, do you think?” he cried loudly with what was almost delight. “How droll! Can a man have more heads than two? I’ll do it. I’ll go with you.”


			


			But apparently Thomas didn’t go anywhere but to his death. The stranger disappeared down and back into the crowd, or some said that he disappeared into the charged air. There would be guesses as to his identity. There were those who said that something disappeared from Thomas at the same moment—that he left in his essence, and that it was a shadow man who put his head on the block. A weird old woman cried out that she could see through him; but this was illusion.


			The rest of it is legend stuff. All of it, the quips and the epigrams and the profound and moving things that Thomas was supposed to have said at the chopping block: well, some of them were pretty good, some of them were almost too cute, and most of them are in the books of quotations. The only thing amiss is that he didn’t say any of them.


			He hadn’t said them the first time either.


			The only last words that he said on the scaffold were “Pater, in manus tuas—” a scrap of an old prayer.


			The big blade trembled in the sky. Then it fell. It was real blood that spurted and a real head that rolled clear from the corpus as though it had a life of its own.


			There would be wild stories, the prodigies, the old wives’ tales—such as nine snakes slithering out of the severed head; such as the most beautiful woman of Astrobe going up the scaffold and boldly taking the head in a basket, and being turned into an old woman when she came down with it. But no such things really happened. They could not have.


			But one thing did really happen at that moment. At the moment that life flickered out of the beheaded corpus, the worlds came to an end.


			


			All life and heat and pulse went out of the world. It died in every bird and rock and plant and person of it, in every mountain and sea and cloud. It died in its gravity and light and heat, in its germ-life and in its life-code. Everything ceased. And all the stars went out.


			Was it for a moment? Or a billion years? Or forever? There is no difference in them, when the world is ended, when there is no time to measure time by.


			Remember how it had been at the moment when the worlds ended? A priest renegade for thirty years had just become Metropolitan of Astrobe. A programmed machine had, at the moment of the extinction of the worlds, succeeded to president of Astrobe: an emotionless machine. But he had wailed and poured ashes over his head.


			Battersea and his men were mobbing towards Centrality Square to begin their bloody coup, mobbing in furiously under their Hand-of-Vengeance banner. On such notes the worlds ended.


			And is a new world born? Is a new world yeasted? The furious reaction, does it bridge the gap? The mustard seed, does it grow? The Judas tree, what fruit did it bear?


			Lightning, a billion times as bright as that on Electric Mountain, a billion times as short in duration, does it lace the things together with its instantaneous fire, or sunder them forever? Thunder that flattens worlds with the shock of it, and a tidal wave, a world wave carrying away the golden fungus from the orb! In much less than an instant, in much more than forever, it is over with.


			But has it sequence? Does a new world follow the old in that blinding flash? Does it come?


			


			Be quiet. We watch.


			


			The Hand-of-Vengeance banner, is its symbol misunderstood? Northprophet says that that figured hand coming down like a bird is the Left Hand of God.


			Remember (and we remember as in a void of time between worlds) the turn of the cycle that gave birth to Rome? The one that gave birth to Europe? The one that gave birth to the Americas? The one that gave birth to Astrobe? Remember the cycles whose effect was internal and electrifying, the one where divinity became humanity? The one where humanity became divinity?


			And remember that special one, the first rebirth of Astrobe, the appearance of transcendent humanity?


			Remember it? Then it happened?


			


			Be quiet. We wait.


			


			The spirit came down once on water and clay. Could it not come down on gell-cells and flux-fix? The sterile wood, whether of human or programmed tree, shall it fruit after all? The Avid Nothingness, the diabolically empty Point-Big-O, is it cast away again? Is there then room for life? Shall there be return to real life?


			Well, does it happen? Does the reaction become the birthing? What does it look like?


			Will we see it now, in face and rump, the new-born world?


			


			Be quiet. We hope.


			PICNIC ON PARADISE


			Joanna Russ


			


			SHE WAS a soft-spoken, dark-haired, small-boned woman, not even coming up to their shoulders, like a kind of dwarf or miniature—but that was normal enough for a Mediterranean Greek of nearly four millennia ago, before super-diets and hybridization from seventy colonized planets had turned all humanity (so she had been told) into Scandinavian giants. The young lieutenant, who was two meters and a third tall, or three heads more than herself, very handsome and ebony-skinned, said “I’m sorry, ma’am, but I cannot believe you’re the proper Trans-Temporal Agent; I think—” and he finished his thought on the floor, his head under one of his ankles and this slight young woman (or was she young? Trans-Temp did such strange things sometimes!) somehow holding him down in a position he could not get out of without hurting himself to excruciation. She let him go. She sat down on the balloon-inflated thing they provided for sitting on in these strange times, looking curiously at the super-men and super-women, and said, “I am the Agent. My name is Alyx,” and smiled. She was in a rather good humor. It still amused her to watch this whole place, the transparent columns the women wore instead of clothing, the parts of the walls that pulsated in and out and changed color, the strange floor that waved like grass, the three-dimensional vortices that kept springing to life on what would have been the ceiling if it had only stayed in one place (but it never did) and the general air of unhappy, dogged, insistent, sad restlessness. “A little bit of home,” the lieutenant had called it. He had seemed to find particular cause for nostalgia in a lime-green coil that sprang out of the floor whenever anybody dropped anything, to eat it up, but it was “not in proper order” and sometimes you had to fight it for something you wanted to keep. The people moved her a little closer to laughter. One of them leaned toward her now.


			“Pardon me,” said this one effusively—it was one of the ladies—“but is that face yours? I’ve heard Trans-Temp does all sorts of cosmetic work and I thought they might—”


			“Why yes,” said Alyx, hoping against hope to be impolite. “Are those breasts yours? I can’t help noticing—”


			“Not at all!” cried the lady happily. “Aren’t they wonderful? They’re Adrian’s. I mean they’re by Adrian.”


			“I think that’s enough,” said the lieutenant.


			“Only we rather wondered,” said the lady, elevating her indigo brows at what she seemed to have taken as an insult, “why you keep yourself so covered up. Is it a tribal rite? Are you deformed? Why don’t you get cosmetic treatment; you could have asked for it, you know, I mean I think you could—” but here everybody went pale and turned aside, just as if she had finally managed to do something offensive and All I did, she thought, was take off my shift.


			One of the nuns fell to praying.


			“All right, Agent,” said the lieutenant, his voice a bare whisper, “we believe you. Please put on your clothes.


			“Please, Agent,” he said again, as if his voice were failing him, but she did not move, only sat naked and cross-legged with the old scars on her ribs and belly showing in a perfectly natural and expectable way, sat and looked at them one by one: the two nuns, the lady, the young girl with her mouth hanging open and the iridescent beads wound through three feet of hair, the bald-headed boy with some contraption strapped down over his ears, eyes and nose, the artist and the middle-aged political man, whose right cheek had begun to jump. The artist was leaning forward with his hand cupped under one eye in the old-fashioned and nearly unbelievable pose of someone who has just misplaced a contact lens. He blinked and looked up at her through a flood of mechanical tears.


			“The lieutenant,” he said, coughing a little, “is thinking of anaesthetics and the lady of surgery—I really think you had better put your clothes back on, by the way—and as to what the others think I’m not so sure. I myself have only had my usual trouble with these damned things and I don’t really mind—”


			“Please, Agent,” said the young officer.


			“But I don’t think,” said the artist, massaging one eye, “that you quite understand the effect you’re creating.”


			“None of you has anything on,” said Alyx.


			“You have on your history,” said the artist, “and we’re not used to that, believe me. Not to history. Not to old she-wolves with livid marks running up their ribs and arms, and not to the idea of fights in which people are neither painlessly killed nor painlessly fixed up but linger on and die—slowly—or heal—slowly.


			“Well!” he added, in a very curious tone of voice, “after all, we may all look like that before this is over.”


			“Buddha, no!” gasped a nun.


			Alyx put her clothes on, tying the black belt around the black dress. “You may not look as bad,” she said a bit sourly. “But you will certainly smell worse.


			“And I,” she added conversationally, “don’t like pieces of plastic in people’s teeth. I think it disgusting.”


			“Refined sugar,” said the officer. “One of our minor vices,” and then, with an amazed expression, he burst into tears.


			“Well, well,” muttered the young girl, “we’d better get on with it.”


			“Yes,” said the middle-aged man, laughing nervously, “‘People for Every Need,’ you know,” and before he could be thoroughly rebuked for quoting the blazon of the Trans-Temporal Military Authority (Alyx heard the older woman begin lecturing him on the nastiness of calling anyone even by insinuation a thing, an agency, a means or an instrument, anything but a People, or as she said “a People People”) he began to lead the file toward the door, with the girl coming next, a green tube in the middle of her mouth, the two nuns clinging together in shock, the bald-headed boy swaying a little as he walked, as if to unheard music, the lieutenant and the artist—who lingered.


			“Where’d they pick you up?” he said, blinking again and fingering one eye.


			“Off Tyre,” said Alyx. “Where’d they pick you up?”


			“We,” said the artist, “are rich tourists. Can you believe it? Or refugees, rather. Caught up in a local war. A war on the surface of a planet, mind you; I don’t believe I’ve heard of that in my lifetime.”


			“I have,” said Alyx, “quite a few times,” and with the lightest of light pushes she guided him toward the thing that passed for a decent door, the kind of thing she had run through, roaring with laughter, time after time at her first day at Trans-Temp, just for the pleasure of seeing it open up like a giant mouth and then pucker shut in an enormous expression of disgust.


			“Babies!” she said.


			“By the way,” called back the artist, “I’m a flat-color man. What was your profession?”


			“Murderer,” said Alyx, and she stepped through the door.


			


			“Raydos is the flat-color man,” said the lieutenant, his feet up on what looked gratifyingly like a table. “Used to do wraparounds and walk-ins—very good walk-ins, too, I have a little education in that line myself—but he’s gone wild about something called pigment on flats. Says the other stuff’s too easy.”


			“Flats whats?” said Alyx.


			“I don’t know, any flat surface, I suppose,” said the lieutenant. “And he’s got those machines in his eyes which keep coming out, but he won’t get retinotherapy. Says he likes having two kinds of vision. Most of us are born myopic nowadays, you know.”


			“I wasn’t,” said Alyx.


			“Iris,” the lieutenant went on, palming something and then holding it to his ear, “is pretty typical, though: young, pretty stable, ditto the older woman—oh yes, her name’s Maudey—and Gavrily’s a conamon, of course.”


			“Conamon?” said Alyx, with some difficulty.


			“Influence,” said the lieutenant, his face darkening a little. “Influence, you know. I don’t like the man. That’s too personal an evaluation, of course, but damn it, I’m a decent man. If I don’t like him, I say I don’t like him. He’d honor me for it.”


			“Wouldn’t he kick your teeth in?” said Alyx.


			“How much did they teach you at Trans-Temp?” said the lieutenant, after a pause.


			“Not much,” said Alyx.


			“Well, anyway,” said the lieutenant, a little desperately, “you’ve got Gavrily and he’s a conamon, then Maudey—the one with the blue eyebrows, you know—”


			“Dyed?” asked Alyx politely.


			“Of course. Permanently. And the wienie—”


			“Well, well!” said Alyx.


			“You know,” said the lieutenant, with sarcastic restraint, “you can’t drink that stuff like wine. It’s distilled. Do you know what distilled means?”


			“Yes,” said Alyx. “I found out the hard way.”


			“All right,” said the lieutenant, jumping to his feet, “all right! A wienie is a wienie. He’s the one with the bald head. He calls himself Machine because he’s an idiotic adolescent rebel and he wears that—that Trivia on his head to give himself twenty-four hours a day of solid nirvana, station NOTHING, turns off all stimuli when you want it to, operates psionically. We call it a Trivia because that’s what it is and because forty years ago it was a Tri-V and I despise bald young inexistential rebels who refuse to relate!”


			“Well, well,” she said again.


			“And the nuns,” he said, “are nuns, whatever that means to you. It means nothing to me; I am not a religious man. You have got to get them from here to there, ‘across the border’ as they used to say, because they had money and they came to see Paradise and Paradise turned into—” He stopped and turned to her.


			“You know all this,” he said accusingly.


			She shook her head.


			“Trans-Temp—”


			“Told me nothing.”


			“Well,” said the lieutenant, “perhaps it’s best. Perhaps it’s best. What we need is a person who knows nothing. Perhaps that’s exactly what we need.”


			“Shall I go home?” said Alyx.


			“Wait,” he said harshly, “and don’t joke with me. Paradise is the world you’re on. It’s in the middle of a commercial war. I said commercial war; I’m military and I have nothing to do here except get killed trying to make sure the civilians are out of the way. That’s what you’re for. You get them” (he pressed something in the wall and it turned into a map; she recognized it instantly, even though there were no sea-monsters and no four winds puffing at the corners, which was rather a loss) “from here to here,” he said. “B is a neutral base. They can get you off-planet.”


			“Is that all?”


			“No, that’s not all. Listen to me. If you want to exterminate a world, you blanket it with hell-bombs and for the next few weeks you’ve got a beautiful incandescent disk in the sky, very ornamental and very dead, and that’s that. And if you want to strip-mine, you use something a little less deadly and four weeks later you go down in heavy shielding and dig up any damn thing you like, and that’s that. And if you want to colonize, we have something that kills every form of animal and plant life on the planet and then you go down and cart off the local flora and fauna if they’re poisonous or use them as mulch if they’re usable. But you can’t do any of that on Paradise.”


			She took another drink. She was not drunk.


			“There is,” he said, “every reason not to exterminate Paradise. There is every reason to keep her just as she is. The air and the gravity are near perfect, but you can’t farm Paradise.”


			“Why not?” said Alyx.


			“Why not?” said he. “Because it’s all up and down and nothing, that’s why. It’s glaciers and mountains and coral reefs; it’s rainbows of inedible fish in continental slopes; it’s deserts, cacti, waterfalls going nowhere, rivers that end in lakes of mud and skies—and sunsets—and that’s all it is. That’s all.” He sat down.


			“Paradise,” he said, “is impossible to colonize, but it’s still too valuable to mess up. It’s too beautiful.” He took a deep breath. “It happens,” he said, “to be a tourist resort.”


			Alyx began to giggle. She put her hand in front of her mouth but only giggled the more; then she let go and hoorawed, snorting derisively, bellowing, weeping with laughter.


			“That,” said the lieutenant stiffly, “is pretty ghastly.” She said she was sorry.


			“I don’t know,” he said, rising formally, “just what they are going to fight this war with. Sound on the buildings, probably; they’re not worth much; and for the people every nasty form of explosive or neuronic hand-weapon that’s ever been devised. But no radiation. No viruses. No heat. Nothing to mess up the landscape or the ecological balance. Only they’ve got a net stretched around the planet that monitors everything up and down the electromagnetic spectrum. Automatically, each milli­second. If you went out in those mountains, young woman, and merely sharpened your knife on a rock, the sparks would bring a radio homer in on you in fifteen seconds. No, less.”


			“Thank you for telling me,” said she, elevating her eyebrows.


			“No fires,” he said, “no weapons, no transporation, no automatic heating, no food processing, nothing airborne. They’ll have some infra red from you but they’ll probably think you’re local wildlife. But by the way, if you hear anything or see anything overhead, we think the best thing for all of you would be to get down on all fours and pretend to be yaks. I’m not fooling.”


			“Poseidon!” said she, under her breath.


			“Oh, one other thing,” he said. “We can’t have induction currents, you know. Might happen. You’ll have to give up everything metal. The knife, please.”


			She handed it over, thinking If I don’t get that back—


			“Trans-Temp sent a synthetic substitute, of course,” the lieutenant went on briskly. “And crossbows—same stuff—and packs, and we’ll give you all the irradiated food we can get you. And insulated suits.”


			“And ignorance,” said she. His eyebrows went up.


			“Sheer ignorance,” she repeated. “The most valuable commodity of all. Me. No familiarity with mechanical transportation or the whatchamacallits. Stupid. Can’t read. Used to walking. Never used a compass in my life. Right?”


			“Your skill—” he began.


			From each of her low sandals she drew out what had looked like part of the ornamentation and flipped both knives expertly at the map on the wall—both hands, simultaneously—striking precisely at point A and point B.


			“You can have those, too,” she said.


			The lieutenant bowed. He pressed the wall again. The knives hung in a cloudy swirl, then in nothing, clear as air, while outside appeared the frosty blue sky, the snowy foothills drawing up to the long, easy swelling crests of Paradise’s oldest mountain chain—old and easy, not like some of the others, and most unluckily, only two thousand meters high.


			“By God!” said Alyx, fascinated, “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen snow before.”


			There was a sound behind her, and she turned. The lieutenant had fainted.


			


			They weren’t right. She had palmed them a hundred times, flipped them, tested their balance, and they weren’t right. Her aim was off. They felt soapy. She complained to the lieutenant, who said you couldn’t expect exactly the same densities in synthetics, and sat shivering in her insulated suit in the shed, nodding now and again at the workers assembling their packs, while the lieutenant appeared and disappeared into the walls, a little frantically. “Those are just androids,” said Iris good-humoredly. “Don’t nod to them. Don’t you think it’s fun?”


			“Go cut your hair,” said Alyx.


			Iris’s eyes widened.


			“And tell that other woman to do the same,” Alyx added.


			“Zap!” said Iris cryptically, and ambled off. It was detestably chilly. The crossbows impressed her, but she had had no time to practice with them (Which will be remedied by every one of you bastards, she thought) and no time to get used to the cold, which all the rest of them seemed to like. She felt stupid. She began to wonder about something and tried to catch the lieutenant by the arm, cursing herself in her own language, trying to think in her own language and failing, giving up on the knives and finally herding everyone outside into the snow to practice with the crossbows. The wienie was surprisingly good. He stayed at it two hours after the others drifted off, repeating and repeating; Iris came back with her cut hair hanging around her face and confided that she had been named after part of a camera; the lieutenant’s hands began to shake a little on each appearance; and Machine became a dead shot. She stared at him. All the time he had kept the thing he wore on his head clamped over ears and eyes and nose. “He can see through it if he wants to,” said Iris. Maudey was talking earnestly in a corner with Gavrily, the middle-aged politician, and the whole thing was taking on the air of a picnic. Alyx grew exasperated. She pinched a nerve in the lieutenant’s arm the next time he darted across the shed and stopped him, he going “aaah!” and rubbing his arm; he said, “I’m very sorry, but—” She did it again.


			“Look here,” she said, “I may be stupid, but I’m not that stupid—”


			“Sorry,” he said, and was gone again, into one of the walls, right into one of the walls.


			“He’s busy,” said Raydos, the flat-color man. “They’re sending someone else through and he’s trying to talk them out of it.”


			“Joy,” said Alyx.


			“Have you noticed,” said Raydos, “how your vocabulary keeps expanding? That’s the effect of hypnotic language training; they can’t give you the whole context consciously, you see, only the sectors where the languages overlap so you keep coming up against these unconscious, ‘buried’ areas where a sudden context triggers off a whole pre-implanted pattern. It’s like packing your frazzle; you always remember where it is when you need it, but of course it’s always at the bottom. You’ll be feeling rather stupid for a few days, but it’ll wear off.”


			“A frazzle?” said Maudey, drifting over. “Why, I imagine she doesn’t even know what a frazzle is.”


			“I told you to cut your hair,” said Alyx.


			“A frazzle,” said Gavrily, “is the greatest invention of the last two centuries, let me assure you. Only in some cities, of course; they have a decibel limit on most. And of course it’s frazzles, one for each ear; they neutralize the sound-waves, you know, absolute silence, although” (he went on and everybody giggled) “I have had them used against me at times!”


			“I would use one against your campaigns all the time,” said Iris, joining them. “See, I cut my hair! Isn’t it fun?” and with a sudden jerk she swung her head down at Alyx to show her short, silver hair, swinging it back and forth and giggling hysterically while Gavrily laughed and tried to catch at it. They were all between two and two-and-a-half meters tall. It was intolerable. They were grabbing at Iris’s hair and explaining to each other about the different frazzles they had used and the sound-baffles of the apartments they had been in, and simulated forests with walls that went tweet-tweet and how utterly lag it was to install free-fall in your bathroom (if only you could afford it) and take a bath in a bubble, though you must be careful not to use too large a bubble or you might suffocate. She dove between them, unnoticed, into the snow where Machine practiced shooting bolts at a target, his eyes hooded in lenses, his ears muffled, his feet never moving. He was on his way to becoming a master. There was a sudden rise in the excited gabble from inside, and turning, Alyx saw someone come out of the far wall with the lieutenant, the first blond person she had seen so far, for everyone except the lieutenant seemed to be some kind of indeterminate, mixed racial type, except for Maudey and Iris, who had what Alyx would have called a dash of the Asiatic. Everyone was a little darker than herself and a little more pronounced in feature, as if they had crossbred in a hundred ways to even out at last, but here came the lieutenant with what Alyx would have called a freak Northman, another giant (she did not give a damn), and then left him inside and came out and sat down on the outside bench.


			“Lieutenant,” said Alyx, “why are you sending me on this picnic?”


			He made a vague gesture, looking back into the shed, fidgeting like a man who has a hundred things to do and cannot make up his mind where to start.


			“An explorer,” said the lieutenant, “amateur. Very famous.”


			“Why don’t you send them with him and stop this nonsense, then!” she exploded.


			“It’s not nonsense,” he said. “Oh, no.”


			“Isn’t it? A ten-day walk over those foothills? No large predators? An enemy that doesn’t give a damn about us? A path a ten-year-old could follow. An explorer right to hand. And how much do I cost?”


			“Agent,” said the lieutenant, “I know civilians,” and he looked back in the shed again, where the newcomer had seized Iris and was kissing her, trying to get his hands inside her suit while Gavrily danced around the couple. Maudey was chatting with Raydos, who made sketches on a pad. “Maybe, Agent,” said the lieutenant, very quietly, “I know how much you cost, and maybe it is very important to get these people out of here before one of them is killed, and maybe, Agent, there is more to it than that when you take people away from their—from their electromagnetic spectrum, shall we say. That man” (and he indicated the blond) “has never been away from a doctor and armor and helpers and vehicles and cameras in his life.” He looked down into the snow. “I shall have to take their drugs away from them,” he said. “They won’t like that. They are going to walk on their own feet for two hundred and forty kilometers. That may be ten days to you but you will see how far you get with them. You cost more than you think, Agent, and let me tell you something else” (here he lifted his face intently) “which may help you to understand, and that is, Agent, that this is the first time the Trans-Temporal Authority—which is a military authority, thanks be for that—has ever transported anyone from the past for any purpose whatsoever. And that was accidental—I can’t explain that now. All this talk about Agents here and Agents there is purely mythological, fictional, you might say, though why people insist on these silly stories I don’t know, for there is only one Agent and that is the first and the last Agent and that, Agent—is you. But don’t try to tell them. They won’t believe you.”


			“Is that why you’re beginning with a picnic?” said Alyx.


			“It will not be a picnic,” he said and he looked at the snow again, at Machine’s tracks, at Machine, who stood patiently sending bolt after bolt into the paint-sprayed target, his eyes and nose and ears shut to the whole human world.


			“What will happen to you?” said Alyx, finally.


			“I?” said the young officer. “Oh, I shall die! but that’s nothing to you,” and he went back into the shed immediately, giving instructions to what Iris had called androids, clapping the giant Northerner on the back, calling Alyx to come in. “This is Gunnar,” he said. They shook hands. It seemed an odd custom to Alyx and apparently to everyone else, for they sniggered. He flashed a smile at everyone as the pack was fitted onto his back. “Here,” he said, holding out a box, “Cannabis,” and Iris, making a face, handed over a crumpled bundle of her green cylinders. “I hope I don’t have to give these up,” said Raydos quietly, stowing his sketchbook into his pack. “They are not power tools, you know,” and he watched dispassionately while Maudey argued for a few minutes, looked a bit sulky and finally produced a tiny, ornate orange cylinder. She took a sniff from it and handed it over to the lieutenant. Iris looked malicious. Gavrily confessed he had nothing. The nuns, of course, said everybody, had nothing and would not carry weapons. Everyone had almost forgotten about them. They all straggled out into the snow to where Machine was picking up the last of his bolts. He turned to face them, like a man who would be contaminated by the very air of humankind, nothing showing under the hood of his suit but his mouth and the goggled lenses and snout of another species.


			“I must have that, too,” said Alyx, planting both feet on the ground.


			“Well, after all,” said Maudey, “you can’t expect—”


			“Teach the young fellow a lesson!” said Gavrily.


			“Shall I take it off?” remarked the amateur explorer (And actor, thought Alyx) striding forward, smile flashing while Machine bent slowly for the last of his bolts, fitting it back into the carrying case, not looking at anyone or hearing anything, for all she knew, off on station N-O-T-H-I-N-G twenty-four hours each Earth day, the boy who called himself Machine because he hated the lot of them.


			“If you touch him,” said Alyx evenly, “I shall kill you,” and as they gasped and giggled (Gunnar gave a rueful smile; he had been outplayed) she walked over to him and held out her hand. The boy took off his Trivia and dropped it into the snow; the showing of any face would have been a shock but his was completely denuded of hair, according (she supposed) to the fashion he followed: eyebrows, eyelashes and scalp, and his eyes were a staring, brilliant, shattering, liquescent blue. “You’re a good shot,” she said. He was not interested. He looked at them without the slightest emotion. “He hardly ever talks,” said Maudey. They formed a straggling line, walking off toward the low hills and Alyx, a thought suddenly coming to her, said off-handedly before she knew it, “You’re mother and daughter, aren’t you?”


			The entire line stopped. Maudey had instantly turned away, Iris looked furiously angry, Gunnar extremely surprised and only Raydos patiently waited, as usual, watching them all. Machine remained Machine. The nuns were hiding their mouths, shocked, with both hands.


			“I thought—”


			“If you must—”


			“Don’t you ever—!”


			The voices came at her from all sides.


			“Shut up,” she said, “and march. I’ll do worse yet.” The column began again. “Faster,” she said. “You know,” she added cruelly, carefully listening for the effect of her words, “one of you may die.” Behind her there was a stiffening, a gasp, a terrified murmur at such bad, bad taste. “Yes, yes,” she said, hammering it in, “one of us may very well die before this trip is over,” and quickened her pace in the powdery snow, the even, crisp, shallow snow, as easy to walk in as if put down expressly for a pleasure jaunt, a lovely picnic under the beautiful blue heaven of this best of all possible tourist resorts. “Any one of us,” she repeated carefully, “any one of us at all,” and all of a sudden she thought Why, that’s true. That’s very true. She sighed. “Come on,” she said.


			


			At first she had trouble keeping up with them; then, as they straggled and loitered, she had no trouble at all; and finally they had trouble keeping up with her. The joking and bantering had stopped. She let them halt fairly early (the lieutenant had started them out—wisely, she thought—late in the afternoon) under an overhanging rock. Mountains so old and smooth should not have many caves and outflung walls where a climbing party can rest, but the mountains of Paradise had them. The late, late shadows were violet blue and the sunlight going up the farthest peaks went up like the sunlight in a children’s book, with a purity and perfection of color changing into color and the snow melting into cobalt evening which Alyx watched with—


			Wonder. Awe. Suspicion. But nobody was about. However, they were making trouble when she got back. They were huddled together, rather irritable, talking insatiably as if they had to make up for their few silent hours in the afternoon’s march. It was ten degrees below freezing and would not drop much lower at this time of year, the lieutenant had promised, even though there might be snow, a fact (she thought) for which they might at least look properly thankful.


			“Well?” she said, and everyone smiled.


			“We’ve been talking,” said Maudey brightly. “About what to do.”


			“What to do what?” said Alyx.


			“What to do next,” said Gavrily, surprised. “What else?”


			The two nuns smiled.


			“We think,” said Maudey, “that we ought to go much more slowly and straight across, you know, and Gunnar wants to take photographs—”


			“Manual,” said the explorer, flashing his teeth.


			“And not through the mountains,” said Maudey. “It’s so up-and-down, you know.”


			“And hard,” said Iris.


			“And we voted,” said Maudey, “and Gunnar won.”


			“Won what?” said Alyx.


			“Well, won,” said Gavrily, “you know.”


			“Won what?” repeated Alyx, a little sharply; they all looked embarrassed, not (she thought, surprised) for themselves but for her. Definitely for her.


			“They want Gunnar to lead them.” No one knew who had spoken. Alyx looked from one to the other but they were as surprised as she; then she whirled around sharply, for it was Machine who had spoken, Machine who had never before said one word. He squatted in the snow, his back against the rock, looking past them. He spoke precisely and without the slightest inflection.


			“Thank you,” said Alyx. “Is that what you all want?”


			“Not I,” said Raydos.


			“I do,” said Maudey.


			“And I do,” said Iris. “I think—”


			“I do,” said Gavrily.


			“We think—” the nuns began.


			She was prepared to blast their ears off, to tell them just what she thought of them. She was shaking all over. She began in her own language, however, and had to switch clumsily into theirs, trying to impress upon them things for which she could not find words, things for which she did not believe the language had words at all: that she was in charge of them, that this was not a pleasure party, that they might die, that it was her job to be responsible for them, and that whoever led them, or how, or why, or in what way, was none of their business. She kept saying it over and over that it was none of their business.


			“Oh, everything is everybody’s business,” said Gavrily cheerfully, as if her feeling that way were quite natural, quite wrong and also completely irrelevant, and they all began to chat again. Gunnar came up to her sympathetically and took hold of her hands. She twisted in his grasp, instinctively beginning a movement that would have ended in the pit of his stomach, but he grasped each of her wrists, saying “No, no, you’re not big enough,” and holding her indulgently away from him with his big, straight, steady arms. He had begun to laugh, saying “I know this kind of thing too, you see!” when she turned in his grip, taking hold of his wrists in the double hold used by certain circus performers, and bearing down sharply on his arms (he kept them steady for just long enough, thinking he was still holding her off) she lifted herself up as if on a gate, swung under his guard and kicked him right under the arch of the ribs. Luckily the suit cushioned the blow a little. The silence that followed—except for his gasping—was complete. They had never, she supposed, seen Gunnar on the ground that way before. Or anyone else. Then Maudey threw up.


			“I am sorry,” said Alyx, “but I cannot talk to you. You will do as I say,” and she walked away from them and sat down near Machine, whose eyes had never left the snow in front of him, who was making furrows in it with one hand. She sat there, listening to the frightened whispers in back of her, knowing she had behaved badly and wanting to behave even worse all over again, trembling from head to foot with rage, knowing they were only children, cursing herself abominably—and the Trans-Temporal Authority—and her own idiot helplessness and the “commercial war,” whatever that might be, and each one of her charges, individually and collectively, until the last of the unfamiliar stars came out and the sky turned black. She fell asleep in her wonderful insulated suit, as did they all, thinking Oh, God, not even keeping a watch, and not caring; but she woke from time to time to hear their secure breathing, and then the refrain of a poem came to her in the language of Phoenician Tyre, those great traders who had gone even to the gates of Britain for tin, where the savages painted themselves blue and believed stones to be sacred, not having anything else, the poor bastards. The refrain of the poem was What will become of me? which she changed to What will become of them? until she real­ized that nothing at all would become of them, for they did not have to understand her. But I, she thought, will have to understand them.


			And then, sang the merchants of Tyre, that great city, what, O God, will become of me?


			


			She had no trouble controlling them the next day; they were much too afraid of her. Gunnar, however, plainly admired her and this made her furious. She was getting into her stride now, over the easy snow, getting used to the pack resting on some queer contraption not on her back but on her hips, as they all did, and finding the snow easy to walk over. The sun of Paradise shone in an impossibly blue sky, which she found upsetting. But the air was good; the air was wonderful. She was getting used to walking. She took to outpacing them, long-legged as they were, and sitting in the snow twenty meters away, cross-legged like a monk, until they caught up, then watching them expressionlessly—like a trail-marker—until they passed her, casting back looks that were far from pleasant; and then repeating the whole thing all over again. After the noon meal she stopped that; it was too cruel. They sat down in the middle of a kind of tilted wasteland—it was the side of a hill but one’s up-and-down got easily mixed in the mountains—and ate everything in the plastic bags marked Two-B, none of it dried and all of it magnificent; Alyx had never had such food in her life on a trip before: fruits and spicy little buns, things like sausages, curls of candy that sprung round your finger and smelled of ginger, and for drinking, the bags you filled with snow and hung inside your suit to melt. Chilly, but efficient. She ate half of everything and put the rest back, out of habit. With venomous looks, everybody else ate everything. “She’s tinier than we are,” Gunnar said, trying to smooth things over, “and I’m sure there’s more than enough!” Alyx reached inside her suit and scratched one arm. “There may not be enough,” she said, “can’t tell,” and returned the rest to her pack, wondering why you couldn’t trust adults to eat one meal at a time without marking it with something. She could not actually read the numbers. But perhaps it was a custom or a ritual. A primitive ritual, she thought. She was in much better spirits. A primitive ritual, she repeated to herself, practiced through inveterate and age-old superstition. She dearly longed to play with the curly candy again. She suddenly remembered the epigram made one Mediterranean evening by the Prince of Tyre on the palace roof over a game of chess and began spontaneously to tell it to them, with all that had accompanied it: the sails in the bay hanging disembodied and white like the flowers in the royal garden just before the last light goes, the smell of the bay at low tide, not as bad as inlanders think but oddly stimulating, bringing to one’s mind the complex processes of decay and life, the ins and outs of things, the ins and outs of herself who could speak six dialects from the gutter to the palace, and five languages, one of them the old Egyptian; and how she had filched the rather valuable chess set later, for the Tyrians were more than a little ostentatious despite their reputation for tough-mindedness, odd people, the adventurers, the traders, the merchants of the Mediterranean, halfway in their habits between the cumbersome dignities of royal Egypt and the people of Crete, who knew how to live if anyone ever had, decorating their eggshell-thin bowls with sea-creatures made unbelievably graceful or with musicians lying in beds of anemones and singing and playing on the flute. She laughed and quoted the epigram itself, which had been superb, a double pun in two languages, almost a pity to deprive a man like that of a chess set worth—


			Nobody was listening. She turned around and stared at them. For a moment she could not think, only smell and stare, and then something shifted abruptly inside her head and she could name them again: Gunnar, Machine, Raydos, Maudey, Iris, Gavrily, the two nuns. She had been talking in her own language. They shambled along, leaning forward against the pull of the hip-packs, ploughing up the snow in their exhaustion, these huge, soft people to whom one could not say anything of any consequence. Their faces were drawn with fatigue. She motioned them to stop and they toppled down into the snow without a word, Iris’s cheek right in the cold stuff itself and the two nuns collapsed across each other in a criss-cross. They had worn, she believed, a symbol on a chain around their necks something like the symbol . . . but she did not want to fall back into her own speech again. She felt extremely stupid. “I am sorry that you’re tired,” she said.


			“No, no,” muttered Gunnar, his legs straight out in the snow, staring ahead.


			“We’ll take a break,” she said, wondering where the phrase had come from all of a sudden. The sun was hardly halfway down in the sky. She let them rest for an hour or more until they began to talk; then she forced them to their feet and began it all again, the nightmare of stumbling, slipping, sliding, the unmistakable agonies of plodding along with cramped legs and a drained body, the endless pull of the weight at one’s back. . . . She remembered what the lieutenant had said about people deprived of their electromagnetic spectrum. Long before nightfall she stopped them and let them revive while she scouted around for animal tracks—or human tracks—or anything—but found nothing. Paradise was a winter sportsman’s—well, paradise. She asked about animals, but nobody knew for certain or nobody was telling, although Gunnar volunteered the information that Paradise had not been extensively mapped. Maudey complained of a headache. They ate again, this time from a bag marked Two-C, still with nothing dried (Why carry all that weight in water? Alyx thought, remembering how the desert people could ride for weeks on nothing but ground wheat), stowed empty, deflated Two-C into their packs and lay down—right in the middle of a vast, empty snow-field. It gave them all the chills. Alyx lay a little apart, to let them talk about her as she was sure they would, and then crept closer. They were talking about her. She made a face and retreated again. A little later she got them up and into the hills above until at sunset it looked as if they would have to sleep in the open. She left them huddled together and went looking about for a cave, but found nothing, until, coming around the path at the edge of a rather sharp drop, she met Machine coming the other way.


			“What the devil—!” she exclaimed, planting herself in his way, arms akimbo, face tilted up to look into his.


			“Cave,” he said blandly and walked up the side of the hill with his long legs, around above her, and down on to the path. He even got back to the others faster than she did, though sweat was running from under his hood.


			“All right,” said Alyx as she rejoined them, “it’s found a cave,” but she found them all standing up ready to go, most yawning, all trying not to stagger, and Gunnar beaming heartily in a way that made her wish she had hit him lower down, much lower down, when she had the chance. Professional, she thought. “He told us,” said Maudey with her head in the air, “before you came,” and the troop of them marched—more or less—after the bald-headed boy, who had found a shallow depression in the rock where they could gather in relative comfort. If there had been a wind, although there was no wind on Paradise, the place would have sheltered them; if it had been snowing, although it was not snowing on Paradise, the place would have protected them; and if anyone had been looking for them, although apparently no one was, the place would have afforded a partial concealment. They all got together; they sat down; some of them threw back their hoods; and then they began to talk. They talked and talked and talked. They discussed whether Maudey had behaved impatiently towards Iris, or whether Iris had tried to attract Gunnar, or whether the nuns were participating enough in the group interaction, with due allowance made for their religious faith, of course, and whether the relationship between Raydos and Gunnar was competitive, and what Gavrily felt about the younger men, and whether he wanted to sleep with Iris, and on and on and on about how they felt about each other and how they ought to feel about each other and how they had felt about each other with an insatiability that stunned Alyx and a wealth of detail that fascinated her, considering that all these interactions had been expressed by people staggering with fatigue, under a load of eleven kilos per person, and exposed to a great deal of unaccustomed exercise. She felt sorry for Machine. She wished she had a Trivia herself. She lay at the mouth of the cave until she could not stand it; then she retreated to the back and lay on her stomach until her elbows galled her; then she took off into the snow in front of the cave where there was a little light and lay on her back, watching the strange stars.


			“We do it all the time, I’m afraid,” said a man’s voice beside her. Raydos, she thought instantly. Machine would have said “they.”


			“It doesn’t—” he went on, “it doesn’t mean—well, it doesn’t mean anything, really. It’s a kind of habit.”


			She said nothing.


			“I came out,” he said, “to apologize for us and to ask you about the watch. I’ve explained it to the others. I will take the first watch.


			“I have read about such things,” he added proudly.


			Still she said nothing.


			“I wish you would repeat to me,” he went on slowly, and she realized he was trying to talk simply to her, “what you said this morning in the other language.”


			“I can’t,” she said, and then she added, feeling stupid, “the witty saying of . . . of the Prince of Tyre.”


			“The epigram,” he said patiently.


			“Epigram,” she repeated.


			“What did the Prince of Tyre say?”


			“He said,” she translated, feeling her way desperately, “that in any . . . time . . . any time you . . . have something, whatever tendencies—whatever factors in a situation you have, whatever of these can—can unpredict—”


			“Can go wrong,” said he.


			“Can go wrong,” she parroted, caught halfway between two worlds. “Can wrong itself. It—” but here the man beside her burst into such a roar of laughter that she turned to look at him.


			“The proverbial Third Law,” he said. “Whatever can go wrong, will,” and he burst into laughter again. He was big, but they were all big; in the faint glimmer of the snow-field . . .


			His hood was back; his hair was pale.


			Gunnar.


			Alone once more, she lay several meters farther out with her arms wrapped about herself, thinking a bit savagely that the “witty saying” of His Highness had been expressed in two words, not five, both of them punning, both rhymed and each with a triple internal assonance that exactly contrasted with the other.


			Damned barbarians! she snapped to herself, and fell asleep.


			


			The next day it began to snow, the soft, even snow of Paradise, hiding their footprints and the little bags of excrement they buried here and there. The insulated suits were ingenious. Her people began to talk to her, just a little, condescendingly but trying to be affable, more and more cheerful as they neared Point B, where they would need her no more, where she could dwindle into a memory, an anecdote, a party conversation: “Did you know, I once met the most fascinating—” They really had very little imagination, Alyx thought. In their place she would be asking everything: where she came from, who she was, how she lived, the desert people who worshiped the wind god, what the Tyrians ate, their economic system, their families, their beliefs, their feelings, their clothes, the Egyptians, the Minoans, how the Minoans made those thin, dyed bowls, how they traded ostrich eggs and perfumes from Egypt, what sort of ships they sailed, how it felt to rob a house, how it felt to cut a throat. . . . But all they did was talk about themselves.


			“You ought to have cosmetic surgery,” said Maudey. “I’ve had it on my face and my breasts. It’s ingenious. Of course I had a good doctor. And you have to be careful dyeing eyebrows and eyelashes, although the genetic alterations are usually pretty stable. But they might spread, you know. Can you imagine having a blue forehead?”


			“I ran away from home,” said Iris, “at the age of fifteen and joined a Youth Core. Almost everyone has Youth Cores, although mine wasn’t a delinquent Youth Core and some people will tell you that doesn’t count. But let me tell you, it changed my life. It’s better than hypnotic psychotherapy. They call it a Core because it forms the core of your adolescent rebellion, don’t you see, and I would have been nobody without it, absolutely nobody, it changed my whole life and all my values. Did you ever run away from home?”


			“Yes,” said Alyx. “I starved.”


			“Nobody starves any more,” said Iris. “A Youth Core to fit each need. I joined a middle-status Youth Core. Once you’re past fourteen you needn’t drag—um—your family into everything. We forget about that. It’s much better.”


			“Some people call me a Conamon,” said Gavrily, “but where would we be without them? There are commercial wars and wars; you know all about that. The point is there are no more wars. I mean real wars. That would be a terrible thing. And if you get caught in a commercial war, it’s your own fault, you see. Mixed interests. Mixed economy. I deal in people. Sounds bad, doesn’t it? Some people would say I manage people, but I say I help them. I work with them. I form values. Can you imagine what it would be like without us? No one to bring your group interests to. No one to mediate between you and the army or you and business or you and government. Why, there wouldn’t be any local government, really, though of course I’m not Gov; I’m Con. Mixed interests. It’s the only way.”


			“Wrap-arounds!” said Raydos contemptuously. “Anybody can build a wrap-around. Simplest thing in the world. The problem is to recover the purity of the medium—I hope I’m not boring you—and to recover the purity of the medium you have to withdraw within its boundaries, not stretch them until they crack. I’ve done environments until I’m sick of them. I want something you can walk around, not something that walks around you. Lights geared to heartbeats, drug combinations, vertigo—I’m through with all that; it’s mere vulgarity. Have you ever tried to draw something? Just draw something? Wait a minute; stand still.” (And he sketched a few lines on a piece of paper.) “There! That’s avant-garde for you!”


			“The consciousness,” said the nuns, speaking softly one after the other, “must be expanded to include the All. That is the only true church. Of course, that is what we believe. We do not wish to force our beliefs on others. We are the ancient church of consciousness and Buddha, nearly six hundred years old; I do hope that when we get back you’ll attend a service with us. Sex is only part of the ceremony. The drugs are the main part. Of course we’re not using them now, but we do carry them. The lieutenant knew we would never touch them. Not while there’s the possibility of violence. The essence of violence violates consciousness while the consciousness of expanded consciousness correlates with the essence of the All which is Love, extended Love and the deepening and expanding of experience implied by the consciousness-expanded consciousness.”


			“You do understand,” they chorused anxiously, “don’t you?”


			“Yes,” said Alyx, “perfectly.”


			Gunnar talked passionately about electronics.


			“Now there must be some way,” he said, “to neutralize this electromagnetic watch-grid they’ve set up or to polarize it. Do you think polarization would ring the alarm? It might be damn fun! We’re only behaving like parts of the landscape now—you will stop me if you don’t understand, won’t you—but there must be regions in the infra-bass where the shock waves—damn! Paradise doesn’t have faults and quakes—well, then, the ultra-hard—they must have the cosmic rays down to the twentieth place—somehow— If I had only brought—you know, I think I could rig up some kind of interference—of course they’d spot that—but just think of the equipment—”


			Machine said nothing at all. She took to walking with Machine. They walked through the soft, falling snow of Paradise in absolute silence under a sky that dropped feathers like the sky in a fairy tale, like a sky she had never seen before that made endless pillows and hummocks of the rounded stones of Paradise, stones just large enough to sit on, as if someone had been before them all the way providing armchairs and tables. Machine was very restful. On the tenth day she took his arm and leaned against him briefly; on the eleventh day he said:


			“Where do you come from?”


			“I come,” she said softly, “from great cities and palaces and back-alleys and cemeteries and rotten ships.


			“And where,” she added, “do you come from?”


			“Nowhere!” said Machine—and he spat on the snow.


			


			On the sixteenth day of their ten-day journey they found Base B. Everyone had been excited all day—“picnicky” Alyx called it. Maudey had been digging her fingers into her hair and lamenting the absence of something called an electric tease; Gavrily was poking both women, a little short of breath; and Gunnar displayed his smile—that splendid smile—a little too often to be accounted for by the usual circumstances and laughed a good deal to himself.


			“Oh golly, oh gosh, oh golly, oh golly, oh gosh!” sang Iris.


			“Is that what they taught you at your Core?” said Raydos dryly.


			“Yes,” said Iris sniffishly. “Do you mind?” and she went on singing the words while Raydos made a face. “Didn’t you go to a Core?” said Iris and when Raydos informed her that he had gone to a School (whatever that was) instead, Iris sang “Oh golly, oh gosh” so loud that Alyx told her to stop.


			“Animals don’t sing,” said Alyx.


			“Well, I hope you’re not being moralistic—” Iris began.


			“Animals,” said Alyx, “don’t sing. People sing. People can be caught. People can be killed. Stop singing.”


			“But we’re so near,” said Gunnar.


			“Come on,” said Gavrily. He began to run. Maudey was shepherding the nuns, chattering excitedly; everything was there—the line of boulders, the hill, a little dip in the snow, up another hill (a steep one this time) and there was Base B. Everybody could go home now. It was all over. They ran up to the top of the hill and nearly tumbled over one another in confusion, Gavrily with his arms spread out against the sky, one of the nuns fallen on one knee and Iris nearly knocking Maudey over.


			Base B was gone. In the little dell where there should have been a metal shed with a metal door leading underground, to safety, to home, to the Army, to a room where the ceiling whirled so familiarly (“a little bit of home”) and coiled thingamajigs which ate whatever you dropped on the grassy floor, there was no metal shed and no metal door. There was something like a splotch of metal foil smashed flat and a ragged hole in the middle of it, and as they watched, something indeterminate came out of the hole. There was a faint noise in the sky.


			“Scatter!” cried Alyx. “Down on your knees!” and as they stood there gaping, she slammed the three nearest across the face and then the others so that when the air vehicle—no one looked up to get a clear view of it—came barreling over the horizon, they were all down on their hands and knees, pretending to be animals. Alyx got down just in time. When the thing had gone, she dared to look into the dell again, where the indeterminate thing had split into four things, which stood at the edges of an exact square while a box the size of a small room floated slowly down between them. The moment it landed they burrowed into it, or were taking it apart; she could not tell. “Lie flat,” said Alyx softly. “Don’t talk. Gunnar, use your binoculars.” No decent knife, she thought wryly, not even a fire, but these marvelous things we do have.


			“I don’t see—” began Iris spiritedly.


			“Shut up,” said Alyx. He was focusing the binoculars. She knew about lenses because she had learned to do it with her own pair. Finally he took them away from his eyes and stared for a few moments into the snow. Then he said, “You can stand up now.”


			“Is it safe?” cried one of the nuns. “Can we go down now?”


			“The snow makes it hard to see,” said Gunnar slowly, “but I do not think so. No, I do not think so. Those are commercial usuforms, unpacking a food storage container. They are not Army. Army never uses commercial equipment.”


			“I think,” he said, “that Base B has been taken,” and he began quite openly and unashamedly to cry. The snow of Paradise (for it had begun to snow) fell on his cheeks and mingled with his tears, fell as beautifully as feathers from pillows, as if Hera were shaking out the feather quilts of Heaven while the amateur explorer cried and the seven people who had looked to him as their last hope looked first at each other—but there was no help there—and finally—hesitantly—but frightened, oh were they frightened!—at Alyx.


			“All right,” she said, “it’s my show.


			“Come on, come on!” she snapped, with all the contempt she could muster, “what’s the matter with the lot of you? You’re not dead; you’re not paralyzed; look alive, will you? I’ve been in tighter spots than this and I’ve come out; you there” (she indicated Machine) “pinch them awake, will you! Oh, will you snap out of it!” and she shook Gunnar violently, thinking him the most likely to have already recovered. He, at least, had cried. She felt surrounded by enormous puppies.


			“Yes—yes—I’m all right,” he said at last.


			“Listen,” she said, “I want to know about those things. When will there be another air vehicle?”


			“I don’t know,” he said.


			“How long will it take them to unpack, unload, whatever?”


			“About . . . about an hour, I think,” he said.


			“Then there won’t be another box for an hour,” she said. “How far can they see?”


			“See?” said Gunnar helplessly.


			“How far can they perceive, then?” persisted Alyx. “Perceive, you idiot, look, see, hear, touch—what the devil, you know what I mean!”


			“They—they perceive,” said Gunnar slowly, taking a deep breath, “at about three meters. Four meters. They’re meant for close work. They’re a low form.”


			“How do you kill them?”


			He indicated the center of his chest.


			“Can we do it with a crossbow?” she said.


			“Ye-es,” he said, “very close range, but—”


			“Good. If one of them goes, what happens?”


			“I’m not sure,” he said, sitting up abruptly. “I think nothing would happen for a few seconds. They’ve—” (he lifted the binoculars to his eyes again) “they’ve established some kind of unloading pattern. They seem to be working pretty independently. That model—if it is that model—would let one of them lie maybe fifteen-twenty seconds before radioing down for a removal . . . Perhaps longer. They might simply change the pattern.”


			“And if all four went dead?”


			“Why, nothing would happen,” he said, “nothing at all. Not—not for about half an hour. Maybe more. Then they’d begin to wonder downstairs why the stuff wasn’t coming in. But we do have half an hour.”


			“So,” said Alyx, “you come with me. And Machine. And—”


			“I’ll come!” said Iris, clasping her hands nervously. Alyx shook her head. “If you’re discriminating against me,” said Iris wonderingly, “because I’m a girl—”


			“No, dear, you’re a lousy shot,” said Alyx. “Gunnar, you take that one; Machine, that one; I take two. All of you! If they fall and nothing happens, you come down that slope like hell and if something does happen, you go the other way twice as fast! We need food. I want dried stuff, light stuff; you’ll recognize it, I won’t. Everything you can carry. And keep your voices down. Gunnar, what’s—”


			“Calories,” said Machine.


			“Yes, yes, lots of that,” said Alyx impatiently, “that—that stuff. Come on,” and she started down the slope, waving the other two to circle the little dell. Piles of things—they could not see very well through the falling snow—were growing on each side of the box. The box seemed to be slowly collapsing. The moving things left strange tracks, half-human, half-ploughed; she crossed one of them where a thing had wandered up the side of the hollow for some reason of its own. She hoped they did not do that often. She found her bare hands sweating on the stock of the bow, her gloves hanging from her wrists; if only they had been men! she thought, and not things that could call for help in a silent voice called radio, or fall down and not be dead, or you didn’t know whether they were dead or not. Machine was in position. Gunnar raised his bow. They began to close in silently and slowly until Gunnar stopped; then she sighted on the first and shot. They were headless, with a square protuberance in the middle of the “chest” and an assemblage of many coiled arms that ended in pincers, blades, hooks, what looked like plates. It went down, silently. She turned for the second, carefully reloading the bow, only to find Machine waving and grinning. He had got two. The fourth was also flat on the ground. They ran towards the big box, Alyx involuntarily closing her eyes as she passed the disabled things; then they leaned against the big box, big as a room. Piles of boxes, piles of plastic bladders, bags, cartons, long tubes, stoppers, things that looked like baby round cheese. She waved an arm in the air violently. The others came running, skidding, stumbling down the slope. They began to pick up things under Gunnar’s direction and stuff them into each other’s packs, whispering a little, talking endlessly, while Alyx squatted down in the snow and kept her bow trained dead-steady on that hole in the ground. There was probably not much sense in doing so, but she did it anyway. She was convinced it was the proper thing to do. Someone was enthusiastically stuffing something into her pack; “Easy, easy,” she said, and sighted on that hole in the ground, keeping her aim decent and listening for any improper sounds from above or below until someone said in her ear, “We’re done,” and she took off immediately up the slope, not looking back. It took the others several minutes to catch up with her. Thank God it’s snowing! she thought. She counted them. It was all right.


			“Now!” she gasped. “We’re going into the mountains. Double quick!” and all the rest of the day she pushed them until they were ready to drop, up into the foothills among the increasingly broken rocks where they had to scramble on hands and knees and several people tore holes in their suits. The cold got worse. There were gusts of wind. She took them the long way round, by pure instinct, into the worst kind of country, the place where no one trying to get anywhere—or trying to escape—would go, in a strange, doubled, senseless series of turns and re-turns, crossing their path once, up over obstacles and then in long, leisurely curves on the flattest part of the hills. She kept carefully picturing their relation to the abandoned Base B, telling herself They’ll know someone was there; and then repeating obsessively Part of the landscape. Part of the landscape and driving them all the harder, physically shoving them along, striking them, prodding them, telling them in the ugliest way she could that they would die, that they would be eaten, that their minds would be picked, that they would be crippled, deformed, tortured, that they would die, that they would die, die, die, and finally that she would kill them herself if they stopped, if they stopped for a moment, kill them, scar their faces for life, disembowel them, and finally she had to all but torture them herself, bruise them and pinch them in the nerves she alone knew about until it was less painful to go on than to be goaded constantly, to be terrified, to be slapped and threatened and beaten. At sundown she let them collapse out in the open and slept immediately herself. Two hours later she woke up. She shook Gunnar.


			“Gunnar!” she said. He came awake with a kind of convulsive leap, struggling horribly. She put an arm around him, crawling tiredly through the snow and leaned against him to quiet him. She felt herself slipping off again and jerked awake. He had his head in both hands, pressing his temples and swinging his head from side to side.


			“Gunnar!” she said, “you are the only one who knows anything about this place. Where do we go?”


			“All right, all right,” he said. He was swaying a little. She reached under the cuff of his suit and pinched the skin on the inside of his forearm; his eyes opened and he looked at her.


			“Where . . . what?” he said.


			“Where do we go? Is there any neutral area in this—this place?”


			“One moment,” he said, and he put his head in his hands again. Then he looked up, awake. “I know,” he said, “that there is a control Embassy somewhere here. There is always at least one. It’s Military, not Gov; you wouldn’t understand that but it doesn’t matter. We’d be safe there.”


			“Where is it?” she said.


			“I think,” he said, “that I know where it is. It’s nearer the Pole, I think. Not too far. A few hours by aircraft, I think. Three hours.”


			“How long,” said she, “on foot?”


			“Oh,” he said, slipping down into the snow onto one arm, “maybe—maybe twice this. Or a little more. Say five hundred kilometers.”


			“How long,” said she insistently, “is that?”


			“Oh not much,” he said, yawning and speaking fuzzily. “Not much . . . two hours by aircraft.” He smiled. “You might have heard it called,” he said, “three hundred miles, I think. Or a little less.” And he rolled over on his side and went to sleep.


			Well, that’s not so bad, she thought, half asleep, forgetting them all for the moment and thinking only of herself. Fourteen, fifteen days, that’s all. Not bad. She looked around. Paradise had begun to blow up a little, covering the farthest of her charges with drifts of snow: eight big, fit people with long, long legs. Oh God of Hell! she thought suddenly. Can I get them to do ten miles a day? Is it three hundred miles? A month? Four hundred? And food—! so she went and kicked Machine awake, telling him to keep the first watch, then call Iris, and have Iris call her.


			“You know,” she said, “I owe you something.”


			He said nothing, as usual.


			“When I say ‘shoot one,’” said Alyx, “I mean shoot one, not two. Do you understand?”


			Machine smiled slightly, a smile she suspected he had spent many years in perfecting: cynical, sullen, I-can-do-it-and-you-can’t smile. A thoroughly nasty look. She said:


			“You stupid bastard, I might have killed you by accident trying to make that second shot!” and leaning forward, she slapped him backhanded across the face, and then the other way forehand as a kind of afterthought because she was tired. She did it very hard. For a moment his face was only the face of a young man, a soft face, shocked and unprotected. Tears sprang to his eyes. Then he began to weep, turning his face away and putting it down on his knees, sobbing harder and harder, clutching at his knees and pressing his face between them to hide his cries, rocking back and forth, then lying on his face with his hands pressed to his eyes, crying out loud to the stars. He subsided slowly, sobbing, calming down, shaken by less and less frequent spasms of tears, and finally was quiet. His face was wet. He lay back in the snow and stretched out his arms, opening his hands loosely as if he had finally let go of something. He smiled at her, quite genuinely. He looked as if he loved her. “Iris,” he said.


			“Yes, baby,” she said, “Iris,” and walked back to her place before anything else could happen. There was a neutral place up there—somewhere—if they could find it—where they would be taken in—if they could make it—and where they would be safe—if they could get to it. If they lived.


			And if only they don’t drown me between the lot of them, she thought irrationally. And fell asleep.


			


			Paradise was not well mapped, as she found out the next morning with Gunnar’s help. He did not know the direction. She asked him about the stars and the sun and the time of year, doing some quick calculating, while everyone else tumbled the contents of their packs into the snow, sorting food and putting it back with low-toned remarks that she did not bother to listen to. The snow had lightened and Paradise had begun to blow up a little with sharp gusts that made their suit jackets flap suddenly now and again.


			“Winter has begun,” said Alyx. She looked sharply at the explorer. “How cold does it get?”


			He said he did not know. They stowed back into their packs the detail maps that ended at Base B (Very efficient, she thought) because there was no place to bury them among the rocks. They were entirely useless. The other members of the party were eating breakfast—making faces—and Alyx literally had to stand over them while they ate, shutting each bag or box much against the owner’s will, even prying those big hands loose (though they were all afraid of her) and then doling out the food she had saved to all of them. The cold had kept it fairly fresh. She told them they would be traveling for three weeks. She ate a couple of handfuls of some dried stuff herself and decided it was not bad. She was regarded dolefully and sulkily by seven pairs of angry eyes.


			“Well?” she said.


			“It tastes like—like crams,” said Iris.


			“It’s junk,” said Gavrily gravely, “dried breakfast food. Made of grains. And some other things.”


			“Some of it’s hard as rocks,” said Maudey.


			“That’s starch,” said Raydos, “dried starch kernels.”


			“I don’t know what dried starch kernels is,” said Maudey with energy, “but I know what it tastes like. It tastes like—”


			“You will put the dried kernels,” said Alyx, “or anything else that is hard-as-rocks in your water bottles, where it will stop being hard as rocks. Double handful, please. That’s for dinner.”


			“What do we eat for lunch?” said Iris.


			“More junk,” said Raydos. “No?”


			“Yes,” said Alyx. “More junk.”


			“Kernels,” said Raydos, “by the way,” and they all got up from the ground complaining, stiff as boards and aching in the joints. She told them to move about a bit but to be careful how they bent over; then she asked those with the torn suits whether they could mend them. Under the skin of the suits was something like thistledown but very little of it, and under that a layer of something silver. You could really sleep in the damn things. People were applying tape to themselves when there was a noise in the air; all dropped heavily to their hands and knees, some grunting—though not on purpose—and the aircraft passed over in the direction of what Alyx had decided to call the south. The equator, anyway. Far to the south and very fast. Part of the landscape, she thought. She got them to their feet again, feeling like a coal-heaver, and praised them, saying they had been very quick. Iris looked pleased. Maudey, who was patching up an arm, did not appear to notice; Gavrily was running a tape-strip down the shoulder of one of the nuns and the other was massaging Raydos’s back where he had apparently strained something in getting up or down. He looked uncomfortable and uncaring. Gunnar had the professional smile on his face. My dog, she thought. Machine was relieving himself off to one side and kicking snow over the spot. He then came over and lifted one cupped hand to his forehead, as if he were trying to take away a headache, which she did not understand. He looked disappointed.


			“That’s a salute,” said Raydos. He grimaced a little and moved his shoulders.


			“A what?” said she.


			“Army,” said Raydos, moving off and flexing his knees. Machine did it again. He stood there expectantly so she did it, too, bringing up one limp hand to her face and down again. They stood awkwardly, smiling at one another, or not perhaps awkwardly, only waiting, until Raydos stuck his tall head over her shoulder and said, “Army salute. He admires the army. I think he likes you,” and Machine turned his back instantly, everything going out of his face.


			I cannot, thought Alyx, tell that bum to shut up merely for clearing up a simple point. On the other hand, I cannot possibly—and if I have to keep restraining myself—I will not let—I cannot, will not, will not let that interfering fool—


			Iris burst into pure song.


			“OH, SHUT UP!” shouted Alyx, “FOR GOD’S SAKE!” and marshaled them into some kind of line, abjuring them for Heaven’s sake to hurry up and be quiet. She wished she had never gotten into this. She wished three or four of them would die and make it easier for her to keep track of them. She wished several would throw themselves off cliffs. She wished there were cliffs they could throw themselves off of. She was imagining these deaths in detail when one of them loomed beside her and an arm slid into hers. It was Raydos.


			“I won’t interfere again,” he said, “all right?” and then he faded back into the line, silent, uncaring, as if Machine’s thoughts had somehow become his own. Perhaps they were swapping minds. It occurred to her that she ought to ask the painter to apologize to the boy, not for interfering, but for talking about him as if he weren’t there; then she saw the two of them (she thought it was them) conferring briefly together. Perhaps it had been done. She looked up at the bleary spot in the sky that was the sun and ran down the line, motioning them all to one side, telling them to keep the sun to their left and that Gunnar would show them what constellations to follow that night, if it was clear. Don’t wander. Keep your eyes open. Think. Watch it. Machine joined her and walked silently by her side, his eyes on his feet. Paradise, which had sloped gently, began to climb, and they climbed with it, some of them falling down. She went to the head of the line and led them for an hour, then dropped back to allow Gunnar, the amateur mountain-climber, to lead the way. She discussed directions with him. The wind was getting worse. Paradise began to show bare rock. They stopped for a cold and miserable lunch and Alyx saw that everyone’s bow was unsprung and packed, except for hers; “Can’t have you shooting yourselves in the feet,” she said. She told Gunnar it might look less suspicious if. “If,” he said. Neither finished the thought. They tramped through the afternoon, colder and colder, with the sun receding early into the mountains, struggled on, climbing slopes that a professional would have laughed at. They found the hoof-prints of something like a goat and Alyx thought I could live on this country for a year. She dropped back in the line and joined Machine again, again silent, unspeaking for hours. Then suddenly she said:


			“What’s a pre-school conditioning director?”


			“A teacher,” said Machine in a surprisingly serene voice, “of very small children.”


			“It came into my mind,” she said, “all of a sudden, that I was a pre-school conditioning director.”


			“Well, you are,” he said gravely, “aren’t you?”


			He seemed to find this funny and laughed on and off, quietly, for the rest of the afternoon. She did not.


			


			That was the night Maudey insisted on telling the story of her life. She sat in the half-gloom of the cave they had found, clasping her hands in front of her, and went through a feverish and unstoppable list of her marriages: the line marriage, the double marriage, the trial marriage, the period marriage, the group marriage. Alyx did not know what she was talking about. Then Maudey began to lament her troubles with her unstable self-image and at first Alyx thought that she had no soul and therefore no reflection in a mirror, but she knew that was nonsense; so soon she perceived it was one of their points (by then she had taken to classifying certain things as their points) and tried not to listen, as all gathered around Maudey and analyzed her self-image, using terms Trans-Temp had apparently left out of Alyx’s vocabulary, perhaps on purpose. Gunnar was especially active in the discussion. They crowded around her, talking solemnly while Maudey twisted her hands in the middle, but nobody touched her; it occurred to Alyx that although several of them had touched herself, they did not seem to like to get too close to one another. Then it occurred to her that there was something odd in Maudey’s posture and something unpleasantly reminiscent in the breathiness of her voice; she decided Maudey had a fever. She wormed her way into the group and seized the woman by the arm, putting her other hand on Maudey’s face, which was indeed unnaturally hot.


			“She’s sick,” said Alyx.


			“Oh no,” said everybody else.


			“She’s got a fever,” said Alyx.


			“No, no,” said one of the nuns, “it’s the drug.”


			“What—drug?” said Alyx, controlling her temper. How these people could manage to get into such scrapes—


			“It’s Re-Juv,” said Gavrily. “She’s been taking Re-Juv and of course the withdrawal symptoms don’t come on for a couple of weeks. But she’ll be all right.”


			“It’s an unparalleled therapeutic opportunity,” said the other nun. Maudey was moaning that nobody cared about her, that nobody had ever paid any attention to her, and whereas other people’s dolls were normal when they were little, hers had only had a limited stock of tapes and could only say the same things over and over, just like a person. She said she had always known it wasn’t real. No one touched her. They urged her to integrate this perception with her unstable self-image.


			“Are you going,” said Alyx, “to let her go on like that all night?”


			“We wouldn’t think of stopping her,” said Gavrily in a shocked voice and they all went back to talking. “Why wasn’t your doll alive?” said one of the nuns in a soft voice. “Think, now; tell us, why do you feel—” Alyx pushed past two of them to try to touch the woman or take her hand, but at this point Maudey got swiftly up and walked out of the cave.


			“Eight gods and seven devils!” shouted Alyx in her own language. She realized a nun was clinging to each arm.


			“Please don’t be distressed,” they said, “she’ll come back,” like twins in unison, only one actually said “She’ll return” and the other “She’ll come back.” Voices pursued her from the cave, everlastingly those damned voices; she wondered if they knew how far an insane woman could wander in a snowstorm. Insane she was, drug or no drug; Alyx had seen too many people behave too oddly under too many different circumstances to draw unnecessary distinctions. She found Maudey some thirty meters along the rock-face, crouching against it.


			“Maudey, you must come back,” said Alyx.


			“Oh, I know you,” said Maudey, in a superior tone.


			“You will get lost in the snow,” said Alyx softly, carefully freeing one hand from its glove, “and you won’t be comfortable and warm and get a good night’s sleep. Now come along.”


			Maudey smirked and cowered and said nothing.


			“Come back and be comfortable and warm,” said Alyx. “Come back and go to sleep. Come, dear; come on, dear,” and she caught Maudey’s arm with her gloved hand and with the other pressed a blood vessel at the base of her neck. The woman passed out immediately and fell down in the snow. Alyx kneeled over her, holding one arm back against the joint, just in case Maudey should decide to get contentious. And how, she thought, do you get her back now when she weighs twice as much as you, clever one? The wind gave them a nasty shove, then gusted in the other direction. Maudey was beginning to stir. She was saying something louder and louder; finally Alyx heard it.


			“I’m a living doll,” Maudey was saying, “I’m a living doll, I’m a living doll, I’m a living doll” interspersed with terrible sobs.


			They do tell the truth, thought Alyx, sometimes. “You,” she said firmly, “are a woman. A woman. A woman.”


			“I’m a doll!” cried Maudey.


			“You,” said Alyx, “are a woman. A woman with dyed hair. A silly woman. But a woman. A woman!”


			“No I’m not,” said Maudey stubbornly, like an older Iris.


			“Oh, you’re a damned fool!” snapped Alyx, peering nervously about and hoping that their voices would not attract anything. She did not expect people, but she knew that where there are goats or things like goats there are things that eat the things that are like goats.


			“Am I damned?” said Maudey. “What’s damned?”


			“Lost,” said Alyx absently, and slipping her gloved hand free, she lifted the crossbow from its loop on her back, loaded it and pointed it away at the ground. Maudey was wiggling her freed arm, with an expression of pain. “You hurt me,” she said. Then she saw the bow and sat up in the snow, terrified, shrinking away.


			“Will you shoot me, will you shoot me?” she cried.


			“Shoot you?” said Alyx.


			“You’ll shoot me, you hate me!” wailed Maudey, clawing at the rock-face. “You hate me, you hate me, you’ll kill me!”


			“I think I will,” said Alyx simply, “unless you go back to the cave.”


			“No, no, no,” said Maudey.


			“If you don’t go back to the cave,” said Alyx carefully, “I am going to shoot you,” and she drove the big woman in front of her, step by step, back along the narrow side of the mountain, back on her own tracks that the snow had already half-obliterated, back through Paradise to the opening of the cave. She trained the crossbow on Maudey until the woman stepped into the group of people inside; then she stood there, blocking the entrance, the bow in her hand.


			“One of you,” she said, “tie her wrists together.”


			“You are doing incalculable harm,” said one of the nuns.


			“Machine,” she said, “take rope from your pack. Tie that woman’s wrists together and then tie them to Gavrily’s feet and the nuns’ feet and Iris’s. Give them plenty of room but make the knots fast.”


			“I hear and obey,” said Raydos dryly, answering for the boy, who was apparently doing what she had told him to.


			“You and Raydos and I and Gunnar will stand watch,” she said.


			“What’s there to watch, for heaven’s sake,” muttered Iris. Alyx thought she probably did not like being connected to Maudey in any way at all, not even for safety.


			“Really,” said Gavrily, “she would have come back, you know! I think you might try to understand that!”


			“I would have come back,” said Maudey in a surprisingly clear and sensible tone, “of course I would have come back, don’t be silly,” and this statement precipitated such a clamor of discussion, vilification, self-justification and complaints that Alyx stepped outside the cave with her blood pounding in her ears and her hands grasping the stock of the crossbow. She asked the gods to give her strength, although she did not believe in them and never had. Her jaws felt like iron; she was shaking with fury.


			Then she saw the bear. It was not twenty meters away.


			“Quiet!” she hissed. They went on talking loudly.


			“QUIET!” she shouted, and as the talk died down to an injured and peevish mutter, she saw that the bear—if it was a bear—had heard them and was slowly, curiously, calmly, coming over to investigate. It seemed to be grayish-white, like the snow, and longer in the neck than it should be.


			“Don’t move,” she said very softly, “there is an animal out here,” and in the silence that followed she saw the creature hesitate, swaying a little or lumbering from side to side. It might very well pass them by. It stopped, sniffed about and stood there for what seemed three or four minutes, then fell clumsily on to all fours and began to move slowly away.


			Then Maudey screamed. Undecided no longer, the animal turned and flowed swiftly towards them, unbelievably graceful over the broken ground and the sharply sloping hillside. Alyx stood very still. She said, “Machine, your bow,” and heard Gunnar whisper “Kill it, kill it, why don’t you kill it!” The beast was almost upon her. At the last moment she knelt and sent a bolt between its eyes; then she dropped down automatically and swiftly, rolling to one side, dropping the bow. She snatched her knives from both her sleeves and threw herself under the swaying animal, driving up between the ribs first with one hand and then the other. The thing fell on her immediately like a dead weight; it was too enormous, too heavy for her to move; she lay there trying to breathe, slowly blacking out and feeling her ribs begin to give way. Then she fainted and came to to find Gunnar and Machine rolling the enormous carcass off her. She lay, a swarm of black sparks in front of her eyes. Machine wiped the beast’s blood off her suit—it came off absolutely clean with a handful of snow—and carried her like a doll to a patch of clean snow where she began to breathe. The blood rushed back to her head. She could think again.


			“It’s dead,” said Gunnar unsteadily, “I think it died at once from the bolt.”


			“Oh you devils!” gasped Alyx.


			“I came out at once,” said Machine, with some relish. “He didn’t.” He began pressing his hands rhythmically against her sides. She felt better.


			“The boy—the boy put a second bolt in it,” said Gunnar, after a moment’s hesitation. “I was afraid,” he added. “I’m sorry.”


			“Who let that woman scream?” said Alyx.


			Gunnar shrugged helplessly.


			“Always know anatomy,” said Machine, with astonishing cheerfulness. “You see, the human body is a machine. I know some things,” and he began to drag the animal away.


			“Wait,” said Alyx. She found she could walk. She went over and looked at the thing. It was a bear but like none she had ever seen or heard of: a white bear with a long, snaky neck, almost four meters high if it had chosen to stand. The fur was very thick.


			“It’s a polar bear,” said Gunnar.


			She wanted to know what that was.


			“It’s an Old Earth animal,” he said, “but it must have been adapted. They usually live in the sea, I think. They have been stocking Paradise with Old Earth animals. I thought you knew.”


			“I did not know,” said Alyx.


			“I’m—I’m sorry,” he said, “but I never—never thought of it. I didn’t think it would matter.” He looked down at the enormous corpse. “Animals do not attack people,” he said. Even in the dim light she could see his expression; he knew that what he had said was idiotic.


			“Oh no,” she said deliberately, “oh no, of course not,” and kneeling beside the corpse she extracted both her knives, cleaned them in the snow and put them back in the sheaths attached to her forearms under the suit. Convenient not to have water rust the blades. She studied the bear’s claws for a few minutes, feeling them and trying as well as she could to see them in the dim light. Then she sent Machine into the cave for Raydos’s artists’ tools, and choosing the small, thin knife that he used to sharpen his pencils (some day, she thought, she would have to ask him what a pencils was) she slashed the animal’s belly and neck, imitating the slash of claws and disguising the wounds made by her knives. She had seen bears fight once, in a circus, and had heard tales of what they did to one another. She hoped the stories had been accurate. With Raydos’s knife she also ripped open one of the animal’s shoulders and attempted to simulate the bite of its teeth, being careful to open a main artery. The damned thing had such a layer of fat that she had trouble getting to it. When cut, the vessel pumped slowly; there was not the pool of blood there should be, but What the devil, she thought, no one may ever find it and if they do, will they be able to tell the difference? Probably not. They could dig out the bolts tomorrow. She cleaned Raydos’s knife, returned it to Machine and went back to the cave.


			No one said a word.


			“I have,” said Alyx, “just killed a bear. It was eleven feet high and could have eaten the lot of you. If anyone talks loud again, any time, for any reason, I shall ram his unspeakable teeth down his unspeakable throat.”


			Maudey began to mutter, sobbing a little.


			“Machine,” she said, “make that woman stop,” and she watched, dead tired, while Machine took something from his pack, pressed it to Maudey’s nose, and laid her gently on the floor. “She’ll sleep,” he said.


			“That was not kindly done,” remarked one of the nuns.


			Alyx bit her own hand; she bit it hard, leaving marks; she told Machine, Raydos and Gunnar about the watch; she and they brought more snow into the cave to cushion the others, although the wind had half done their job for them. Everyone was quiet. All the same, she put her fingers in her ears but that pushed her hood back and made her head get cold; then she rolled over against the cave wall. Finally she did what she had been doing for the past seventeen nights. She went out into the snow and slept by herself, against the rock wall two meters from the drop, with Machine nearby, dim and comforting in the falling snow. She dreamed of the sun of the Tyrian seas, of clouds and ships and Mediterranean heat—and then of nothing at all.


			


			The next morning when the East—she had decided to call it the East—brightened enough to see by, Alyx ended her watch. It had begun to clear during the night and the sky was showing signs of turning a pale winter blue, very uncomfortable-looking. She woke Gunnar, making the others huddled near him stir and mutter in their sleep, for it had gotten colder, too, during the night, and with Gunnar she sat down in the snow and went over the contents of their two packs, item by item. She figured that what they had in common everyone would have. She made him explain everything: the sun-glasses, the drugs that slowed you down if you were hurt, the bottle Machine had used that was for unconsciousness in cases of pain, the different kinds of dried foods, the binoculars, a bottle of something you put on wounds to make new flesh (it said “nu-flesh” and she tried to memorize the letters on it), the knives, the grooved barrel of the crossbow (but that impressed her greatly), the water containers, the suit-mending tape, fluff you could add to your suit if you lost fluff from it and a coil of extremely thin, extremely strong rope that she measured by solemnly telling it out from her outstretched hand to her nose and so on and so on and so on until she had figured the length. Gunnar seemed to find this very funny. There was also something that she recognized as long underwear (though she did not think she would bring it to anybody’s attention just yet) and at the bottom a packet of something she could not make head or tail of; Gunnar said it was to unfold and clean yourself with.


			“Everyone’s used theirs up,” said he, “I’m afraid.”


			“A ritual, no doubt,” said she, “in this cold. I told them they’d stink.”


			He sat there, wrinkling his brow for a moment, and then he said:


			“There are no stimulants and there are no euphorics.”


			She asked what those were and he explained. “Ah, a Greek root,” she said. He started to talk about how worried he was that there were no stimulants and no euphorics; these should have been included; they could hardly expect them to finish a weekend without them, let alone a seven-weeks’ trip; in fact, he said, there was something odd about the whole thing. By now Alyx had ambled over to the dead bear and was digging the bolts out of it; she asked him over her shoulder, “Do they travel by night or day?”


			“They?” he said, puzzled, and then “Oh, them! No, it makes no difference to them.”


			“Then it will make no difference to us,” she said, cleaning the bolts in the snow. “Can they follow our tracks at night?”


			“Why not?” said he, and she nodded.


			“Do you think,” said he, after a moment’s silence, “that they are trying something out on us?”


			“They?” she said. “Oh, them! Trans-Temp. Possibly. Quite possibly.” But probably not, she added to herself, unfortunately. And she packed the bolts neatly away.


			“I think,” said Gunnar, skirting the bear’s carcass where the blood still showed under the trodden snow, “that it is very odd that we have nothing else with us. I’m inclined to—” (Good Lord, he’s nervous, she thought) “I’m inclined to believe,” he said, settling ponderously in a clean patch of snow and leaning towards her so as to make himself heard, for he was speaking in a low voice, “that this is some kind of experiment. Or carelessness. Criminal carelessness. When we get back—” and he stopped, staring into the snow.


			“If we get back,” said Alyx cheerfully, getting to her feet, “you can lodge a complaint or declare a tort, or whatever it is you do. Here,” and she handed him a wad of fluff she had picked out of her pack.


			“What I should have done last night,” she said, “half-obliterating our tracks around the carcass so they don’t look so damned human. With luck” (she glanced up) “the snow won’t stop for an hour yet.”


			“How can you tell?” said he, his mouth open.


			“Because it is still coming down,” said Alyx, and she gave him a push in the back. She had to reach up to do it. He bent and the two of them backed away, drawing the wads of fluff across the snow like brooms. It worked, but not well.


			“How about those nuns,” said Alyx. “Don’t they have some damned thing or other with them?”


			“Oh, you have to be careful!” he said in a whisper. “You have to be careful about that!” and with this he worked his way to the mouth of the cave.


			The sleepers were coming out.


			Waking up by themselves for the first time, they filed out of the cave and stood in a row in the opening staring down at the corpse of the animal they had not even seen the night before. She suspected the story had gotten around. Twenty hand-spans, she thought, of bear. The nuns started back, making some kind of complicated sign on their foreheads and breasts. Raydos bowed admiringly, half ironically. The two older people were plainly frightened, even though Maudey had begun to crane forward for a better look; suddenly her whole body jerked and she flung out one arm; she would have overbalanced herself and fallen if Gavrily had not caught her. “After-effects,” he said.


			“How long do these go on?” said Alyx, a little wearily.


			“A couple of days,” he said quickly, holding on to the frightened woman, “only a couple of days. They get better.”


			“Then take care of her until they do,” said Alyx, and she was about to add the usual signal for the morning (COME ON!) when a voice somewhere above her head said:


			“Agent?”


			It was Iris, that great lolloping girl, almost as high as the bear, looking down at her with the unfathomable expression of the very young, twisting and twisting a lock of silver hair that had escaped from her hood. She was really very pretty.


			“Agent,” blurted Iris, her eyes big, “will you teach me how to shoot?”


			“Yes, my dear,” said Alyx, “indeed I will.”


			“Come on!” she bawled then. They came on.


			Later in the morning, when she allowed them to stop and eat the soggiest of their protein and dried starch kernels for breakfast, one of the nuns came up to her, squatted gracefully in the snow and made the complicated sign thrice: once on her own forehead, once on her own breast and once in the air between her and the little woman who had shot the bear.


			“Violence,” said the nun earnestly, “is deplorable. It is always deplorable. It corrupts love, you see, and love is the expansion of consciousness while violence is the restriction of love so that violence, which restricts love and consciousness, is always bad, as consciousness is always good and the consciousness of the All is the best and only good, and to restrict what may lead to the consciousness of the All is unwise and unkind. Therefore to die is only to merge with the All so that actually violence is not justifiable in the postponing of death, as we must all die, and dying is the final good if it is a dying into the All and not a dying away from it, as in violence.


			“But,” she said, “the recognition of consciousness and the value of expression of consciousness go hand in hand; there is no evil in expressing the impulses of the nature of consciousness, so that there can be no evil in action and action is not violence. Action is actually an expansion of the consciousness, as one becomes more aware of one’s particular true nature and thence slowly more aware of one’s ultimate all-embracing Nature which unites one with the All. Action is therefore a good. It is not, of course, the same thing as the true religion, but some of us go the slow path and some the quick, and who will attain Enlightenment first? Who knows? What is, is, as the sage said: One way is not another. I hope you will attend our services when we return home.”


			“Yes,” said Alyx. “Indeed I will.” The tall lady made the sign again, this time on Alyx’s forehead and breast, and went sedately back to her breakfast.


			And that, thought Alyx, is the damndest way of saying Bravo that I have ever heard!


			She decided to teach them all to shoot, including the nuns. It was understood, of course, that the nuns would shoot only bears.


			Later in the afternoon, when the snow had stopped and before visibility became bad, she lined all of them up on a relatively level snow-field, assigning the two nuns to Gunnar, Gavrily and Raydos to Machine and herself teaching Iris. Maudey rested, a little dazed from the nervous spasms that had been shaking her all day, though perfectly clear in her mind. Most of them tired of the business after the first hour, except for Raydos, who seemed to enjoy handling the new thing again, and Iris, who kept saying “Just a little more, just a little more; I’m not good enough.” When Machine laughed at her, she loftily explained that it was “rather like dancing.”


			“Which you have never done for pleasure, I am sure,” she added.


			During the late afternoon they slogged up an ever-narrowing path between cliffs, towards what Gunnar swore was a pass in the mountains. It seemed, however, as if these mountains had no pass but only plateaus; no, not plateaus, only peaks; that even the peaks had no down but only up, and on and on they kept in the red light of the setting winter sun, holding the glare always to the proper side of them, plodding up a steeper and steeper path until the red light turned purple and dim, and died, until each of them saw the other as a dim hulk marching in front of him.


			She called a halt. They sat down. For the first time during the whole trip they bunched together, actually touching body to body, with only Maudey a little away from them, for she was still having her trouble. (Alyx had one of the nuns put her to sleep and the spasms stopped instantly.) It was very cold, with the stars splendid, icy points and the whole tumbled waste of jagged rock shining faintly around them. They did not, as they usually did, begin to analyze the events of the day, but only half-sat, half-lay in silence, feeling the still air around them drain away their warmth, which (Iris said) “seemed to flow right up into the sky.” They watched the stars. Then out of nowhere, for no reason at all, Gavrily began to sing in a reedy tenor a few lines of what he called a “baby-song” and this nursery tune—for it was not, Alyx was made to understand, real music—put them all into tears. They sobbed companionably for a little while. It got colder and colder. Gunnar suggested that they pack the snow around them to keep in the heat and Alyx, who had noticed that her buttocks seemed to be the warmest place about her, agreed, so they all built a round wall of snow, with Maudey in the middle of it, and then crawled in around her and pulled the whole thing down on top of them, each packing himself in his own little heap. Then it all had to be disrupted and put right again because the first watch had to climb out. This was Iris. She still seemed very excited, whispering to Alyx “Was I good enough? Will you teach me again?” over and over until somebody poked her and she exclaimed “Ow!” There was yawning, sighing, breathing.


			“Will you,” said Iris, bending over the little heap of persons, “teach me again? Will you tell me all about yourself? Will you tell me everything? Will you? Will you?”


			“Oh, be quiet,” said Machine crossly, and Iris took her bow and went a little aside, to sit watch.


			It was the eighteenth night.


			


			The nineteenth. The twentieth. The twenty-first. They were very quiet. They were idealizing, trusting, companionable, almost happy. It made Alyx nervous, and the more they looked at her, asked her about her and listened to her the more unnerved she became. She did not think they understood what was happening. She told them about her life with one ear on the sounds about them, instantly alert, ready to spring up, with her crossbow always across her knees; so that they asked her what the matter was. She said “Nothing.” She told them legends, fairy tales, religious stories, but they didn’t want to hear those; they wanted to hear about her; what she ate, what she drank, what she wore, what her house was like, whom she knew, all the particulars of the business, the alleyways, the gutters, the finest houses and the worst houses in Tyre. She felt it was all being dragged out of her against her will. They were among the mountains now and going very slowly, very badly; they went far into the night now whenever it was clear and as soon as they settled down for the night (everyone had got into the long underwear one clear and frosty morning, hopping about from one bare foot to another, and discovering wrapped within it what they declared to be artificial arches) they bunched up together against the cold, interlacing arms and legs and squirming together as close as they could, saying:


			“Tell us about—”


			She told them.


			On the twenty-fourth night, when she woke Machine to take the dawn watch, he said to her “Do you want to climb it?”


			“Climb what?” muttered Alyx. She was chilled and uncomfortable, stirring around to get her blood up.


			“Do you want to climb it?” said Machine patiently.


			“Wait a minute,” she said, “let me think.” Then she said “You’d better not use slang; I don’t think I’m programmed for it.”


			He translated. He added—off-handedly—“You don’t have to worry about pregnancy; Trans-Temp’s taken care of it. Or they will, when we get back.”


			“Well, no,” said Alyx. “No, I don’t think I do want to—climb it.” He looked, as far as she could tell in the dim light, a little surprised; but he did not touch her, he did not ask again or laugh or stir or even move. He sat with his arms around his knees as if considering something and then he said “All right.” He repeated it decisively, staring at her with eyes that were just beginning to turn blue with the dawn; then he smiled, pulled back the spring on his crossbow and got to his feet.


			“And keep your eyes open,” she said, on her way back to the snow-heaped nest of the others.


			“Don’t I always?” he said, and as she turned away she heard an unmistakable sound. He had laughed.


			The next day Raydos started to sketch her at every halt. He took out his materials and worked swiftly but easily, like a man who thinks himself safe. It was intolerable. She told him that if anything happened or anyone came he would either have to drop his sketchbook or put it in his pack; that if he took the time to put it into his pack he might die or betray the lot of them and that if he dropped it, someone might find it.


			“They won’t know what it is,” he said. “It’s archaic, you see.”


			“They’ll know it’s not an animal,” she said. “Put it away.”


			He went on sketching. She walked over to him, took the book of papers and the length of black thing he was using away from him and stowed them away in her own pack. He smiled and blinked in the sunlight. The thing was not real charcoal or gum or even chalky; she considered asking him about it and then she shuddered. She stood there for a moment, shading her eyes against the sun and being frightened, as if she had to be frightened for the whole crew of them as well as herself, as if she were alone, more alone than by herself, and the more they liked her, the more they obeyed, the more they talked of “when we get back,” the more frightened she would have to become.


			“All right, come on,” she heard herself say.


			“All right, come on.”


			“Come on!”


			Time after time after time.


			


			On the twenty-ninth afternoon Maudey died. She died suddenly and by accident. They were into the pass that Gunnar had spoken of, half blinded by the glare of ice on the rock walls to either side, following a path that dropped almost sheer from the left. It was wide enough for two or three and Machine had charge of Maudey that day, for although her nervous fits had grown less frequent, they had never entirely gone away. He walked on the outside, she on the inside. Behind them Iris was humming softly to herself. It was icy in parts and the going was slow. They stopped for a moment and Machine cautiously let go of Maudey’s arm; at the same time Iris began to sing softly, the same drab tune over and over again, the way she had said to Alyx they danced at the drug palaces, over and over to put themselves into trances, over and over.


			“Stop that filthy song,” said Maudey. “I’m tired.”


			Iris continued insultingly to sing.


			“I’m tired!” said Maudey desperately, “I’m tired! I’m tired!” and in turning she slipped and fell on the slippery path to her knees. She was still in balance, however. Iris had arched her eyebrows and was silently mouthing something when Machine, who had been watching Maudey intently, bent down to take hold of her, but at that instant Maudey’s whole right arm threw itself out over nothing and she fell over the side of the path. Machine flung himself after her and was only stopped from falling over in his turn by fetching up against someone’s foot—it happened to be one of the nuns—and they both went down, teetering for a moment over the side. The nun was sprawled on the path in a patch of gravel and Machine hung shoulders down over the verge. They pulled him back and got the other one to her feet.


			“Well, what happened?” said Iris in surprise. Alyx had grabbed Gunnar by the arm. Iris shrugged at them all elaborately and sat down, her chin on her knees, while Alyx got the rope from all the packs as swiftly as possible, knotted it, pushed the nun off the patch of dry gravel and set Machine on it. “Can you hold him?” she said. Machine nodded. She looped the rope about a projecting point in the wall above them and gave it to Machine; the other end she knotted under Gunnar’s arms. They sent him down to bring Maudey up, which he did, and they laid her down on the path. She was dead.


			“Well, how is she?” said Iris, looking at them all over her shoulder.


			“She’s dead,” said Alyx.


			“That,” said Iris brightly, “is not the right answer,” and she came over to inspect things for herself, coquettishly twisting and untwisting a lock of her straight silver hair. She knelt by the body. Maudey’s head lay almost flat against her shoulder for her neck was broken; her eyes were wide open. Alyx closed them, saying again “Little girl, she’s dead.” Iris looked away, then up at them, then down again. She made a careless face. She said “Mo—Maudey was old, you know; d’you think they can fix her when we get back?”


			“She is dead,” said Alyx. Iris was drawing lines in the snow. She shrugged and looked covertly at the body, then she turned to it and her face began to change; she moved nearer on her knees. “Mo—Mother,” she said, then grabbed at the woman with the funny, twisted neck, screaming the word “Mother” over and over, grabbing at the clothing and the limbs and even the purple hair where the hood had fallen back, screaming without stopping. Machine said quickly, “I can put her out.” Alyx shook her head. She put one hand over Iris’s mouth to muffle the noise. She sat with the great big girl as Iris threw herself on top of dead Maudey, trying to burrow into her, her screaming turning to sobbing, great gasping sobs that seemed to dislocate her whole body, just as vanity and age had thrown her mother about so terribly between them and had finally thrown her over a cliff. As soon as the girl began to cry, Alyx put both arms about her and rocked with her, back and forth. One of the nuns came up with a thing in her hand, a white pill.


			“It would be unkind,” said the nun, “it would be most unkind, most unkind—”


			“Go to hell,” said Alyx in Greek.


			“I must insist,” said the nun softly, “I must, must insist,” in a tangle of hisses like a snake. “I must, must, I must—”


			“Get out!” shouted Alyx to the startled woman, who did not even understand the words. With her arms around Iris, big as Iris was, with little Iris in agonies, Alyx talked to her in Greek, soothed her in Greek, talked just to be talking, rocked her back and forth. Finally there came a moment when Iris stopped.


			Everyone looked very surprised.


			“Your mother,” said Alyx, carefully pointing to the body, “is dead.” This provoked a fresh outburst. Three more times. Four times. Alyx said it again. For several hours she repeated the whole thing, she did not know how often, holding the girl each time, then holding only her hand, then finally drawing her to her feet and away from the dead woman while the men took the food and equipment out of Maudey’s pack to divide it among themselves and threw the body over the path, to hide it. There was a kind of tittering, whispering chatter behind Alyx. She walked all day with the girl, talking to her, arm clumsily about her, making her walk while she shook with fits of weeping, making her walk when she wanted to sit down, making her walk as she talked of her mother, of running away from home—“not like you did” said Iris—of hating her, loving her, hating her, being reasonable, being rational, being grown up, fighting (“but it’s natural!”), not being able to stand her, being able to stand her, loving her, always fighting with her (and here a fresh fit of weeping) and then—then—


			“I killed her!” cried Iris, stock-still on the path. “Oh my God, I killed her! I! I!”


			“Bullshit,” said Alyx shortly, her hypnotic vocabulary coming to the rescue at the eleventh instant.


			“But I did, I did,” said Iris. “Didn’t you see? I upset her, I made—”


			“Ass!” said Alyx.


			“Then why didn’t you rope them together,” cried Iris, planting herself hysterically in front of Alyx, arms akimbo, “why didn’t you? You knew she could fall! You wanted to kill her!”


			“If you say that again—” said Alyx, getting ready.


			“I see it, I see it,” whispered Iris wildly, putting her arms around herself, her eyes narrowing. “Yesss, you wanted her dead—you didn’t want the trouble—”


			Alyx hit her across the face. She threw her down, sat on her and proceeded to pound at her while the others watched, shocked and scandalized. She took good care not to hurt her. When Iris had stopped, she rubbed snow roughly over the girl’s face and hauled her to her feet, “and no more trouble out of you!” she said.


			“I’m all right,” said Iris uncertainly. She took a step. “Yes,” she said. Alyx did not hold her any more but walked next to her, giving her a slight touch now and then when she seemed to waver.


			“Yes, I am all right,” said Iris. Then she added, in her normal voice, “I know Maudey is dead.”


			“Yes,” said Alyx.


			“I know,” said Iris, her voice wobbling a little, “that you didn’t put them together because they both would have gone over.”


			She added, “I am going to cry.”


			“Cry away,” said Alyx, and the rest of the afternoon Iris marched steadily ahead, weeping silently, trying to mop her face and her nose with the cleaning cloth Alyx had given her, breaking out now and again into suppressed, racking sobs. They camped for the night in a kind of hollow between two rising slopes with Iris jammed securely into the middle of everybody and Alyx next to her. In the dim never-dark of the snow fields, long after everyone else had fallen asleep, someone brushed Alyx across the face, an oddly unctuous sort of touch, at once gentle and unpleasant. She knew at once who it was.


			“If you do not,” she said, “take that devil’s stuff out of here at once—!” The hand withdrew.


			“I must insist,” said the familiar whisper, “I must, must insist. You do not understand—it is not—”


			“If you touch her,” said Alyx between her teeth, “I will kill you—both of you—and I will take those little pills you are so fond of and defecate upon each and every one of them, upon my soul I swear that I will!”


			“But—but—” She could feel the woman trembling with shock.


			“If you so much as touch her,” said Alyx, “you will have caused me to commit two murders and a sacrilege. Now get out!” and she got up in the dim light, pulled the pack off every grunting, protesting sleeper’s back—except the two women who had withdrawn to a little distance together—and piled them like a barricade around Iris, who was sleeping with her face to the stars and her mouth open. Let them trip over that, she thought vindictively. Damn it! Damn them all! Boots without spikes, damn them! What do they expect us to do, swim over the mountains? She did not sleep for a long time, and when she did it seemed that everyone was climbing over her, stepping on top of her and sliding off just for fun. She dreamed she was what Gunnar had described as a ski-slide. Then she dreamed that the first stepped on to her back and then the second on to his and so on and so on until they formed a human ladder, when the whole snow-field slowly tilted upside down. Everyone fell off. She came to with a start; it was Gavrily, waking her for the dawn watch. She saw him fall asleep in seconds, then trudged a little aside and sat cross-legged, her bow on her knees. The two nuns had moved back to the group, asleep, sprawled out and breathing softly with the others. She watched the sky lighten to the left, become transparent, take on color. Pale blue. Winter blue.


			“All right,” she said, “everyone up!” and slipped off her pack for the usual handfuls of breakfast food.


			The first thing she noticed, with exasperation, was that Raydos had stolen back his art equipment, for it was gone. The second was that there were only six figures sitting up and munching out of their cupped hands, not seven; she thought that’s right, Maudey’s dead, then ran them over in her head: Gunnar, Gavrily, Raydos, Machine, the Twins, Iris—


			But Iris was missing.


			Her first thought was that the girl had somehow been spirited away, or made to disappear by The Holy Twins, who had stopped eating with their hands halfway to their mouths, like people about to pour a sacrifice of grain on to the ground for Mother Earth. Both of them were watching her. Her second thought was unprintable and almost—but not quite—unspeakable, and so instantaneous that she had leapt into the circle of breakfasters before she half knew where she was, shoving their packs and themselves out of her way. She dislodged one of Raydos’s eye lenses; he clapped his hand to his eye and began to grope in the snow. “What the devil—!” said Gunnar.


			Iris was lying on her back among the packs, looking up into the sky. She had shut one eye and the other was moving up and down in a regular pattern. Alyx fell over her. When she scrambled to her knees, Iris had not moved and her one open eye still made the regular transit of nothing, up and down, up and down.


			“Iris,” said Alyx.


			“Byootiful,” said Iris. Alyx shook her. “Byootiful,” crooned the girl, “all byootiful” and very slowly she opened her closed eye, shut the other and began again to scan the something or nothing up in the sky, up and down, up and down. Alyx tried to pull the big girl to her feet, but she was too heavy; then with astonishing lightness Iris herself sat up, put her head to one side and looked at Alyx with absolute calm and complete relaxation. It seemed to Alyx that the touch of one finger would send her down on her back again. “Mother,” said Iris clearly, opening both eyes, “mother. Too lovely,” and she continued to look at Alyx as she had at the sky. She bent her head down on to one shoulder, as Maudey’s head had been bent in death with a broken neck.


			“Mother is lovely,” said Iris conversationally. “There she is. You are lovely. Here you are. He is lovely. There he is. She is lovely. We are lovely. They are lovely. I am lovely. Love is lovely. Lovely lovely lovely lovely—” she went on talking to herself as Alyx stood up. One of the nuns came walking across the trampled snow with her hands clasped nervously in front of her; she came up to the little woman and took a breath; then she said:


			“You may kill me if you like.”


			“I love shoes,” said Iris, lying down on her back, “I love sky. I love clouds. I love hair. I love zippers. I love food. I love my mother. I love feet. I love bathrooms. I love walking. I love people. I love sleep. I love breathing. I love tape. I love books. I love pictures. I love air. I love rolls. I love hands. I love—”


			“Shut up!” shouted Alyx, as the girl continued with her inexhaustible catalogue. “Shut up, for God’s sake!” and turned away, only to find herself looking up at the face of the nun, who had quickly moved about to be in front of her and who still repeated, “You may kill us both if you like,” with an unbearable mixture of nervousness and superiority. Iris had begun to repeat the word “love” over and over and over again in a soft, unchanging voice.


			“Is this not kinder?” said the nun.


			“Go away before I kill you!” said Alyx.


			“She is happy,” said the nun.


			“She is an idiot!”


			“She will be happy for a day,” said the nun, “and then less happy and then even less happy, but she will have her memory of the All and when the sadness comes back—as it will in a day or so, I am sorry to say, but some day we will find out how—”


			“Get out!” said Alyx.


			“However, it will be an altered sadness,” continued the nun rapidly, “an eased sadness with the All in its infinite All—”


			“Get out of here before I alter you into the All!” Alyx shouted, losing control of herself. The nun hurried away and Alyx, clapping both hands over her ears, walked rapidly away from Iris, who had begun to say “I’ve been to the moon but you won’t. I’ve been to the sun but you won’t, I’ve been to—” and over and over and over again with ascending and descending variations.


			“Messing up the machinery,” said Machine, next to her.


			“Leave me alone,” said Alyx, her hands still over her ears. The ground had unaccountably jumped up and was swimming in front of her; she knew she was crying.


			“I don’t approve of messing up the machinery,” said Machine softly. “I have a respect for the machinery; I do not like to see it abused and if they touch the girl again you need not kill them. I will.”


			“No killing,” said Alyx, as levelly as she could.


			“Religion?” said Machine sarcastically.


			“No,” said Alyx, lifting her head abruptly, “but no killing. Not my people.” She turned to go, but he caught her gently by the arm, looking into her face with a half-mocking smile, conveying somehow by his touch that her arm was not inside an insulated suit but was bare, and that he was stroking it. The trip had given him back his eyebrows and eyelashes; the hair on his head was a wiry black brush; for Machine did not, apparently, believe in tampering irreversibly with the Machinery. She thought I won’t get involved with any of these people. She found herself saying idiotically “Your hair’s growing in.” He smiled and took her other arm, holding her as if he were going to lift her off the ground, she hotter and dizzier every moment, feeling little, feeling light, feeling like a woman who has had no luxury for a long, long time. She said, “Put me down, if you please.”


			“Tiny,” he said, “you are down,” and putting his hands around her waist, he lifted her easily to the height of his face. “I think you will climb it,” he said.


			“No,” said Alyx. It did not seem to bother him to keep holding her up in the air.


			“I think you will,” he said, smiling, and still smiling, he kissed her with a sort of dispassionate, calm pleasure, taking his time, holding her closely and carefully, using the thoughtful, practiced, craftsmanly thoroughness that Machine brought to everything that Machine did. Then he put her down and simply walked away.


			“Ah, go find someone your own size!” she called after him, but then she remembered that the only girl his size was Iris, and that Iris was lying on her back in the snow in a world where everything was lovely, lovely, lovely due to a little white pill. She swore. She could see Iris in the distance, still talking. She took a knife out of her sleeve and tried the feel of it but the feel was wrong, just as the boots attached to their suits had no spikes, just as their maps stopped at Base B, just as Paradise itself had turned into—but no, that was not so. The place was all right, quite all right. The place, she thought, is all right. She started back to the group of picnickers who were slipping their packs back on and stamping the snow off their boots; some were dusting off the rear ends of others where they had sat in the snow. She saw one of The Heavenly Twins say something in Iris’s ear and Iris get obediently to her feet, still talking; then the other nun said something and Iris’s mouth stopped moving.


			Bury it deep, thought Alyx, never let it heal. She joined them, feeling like a mule-driver.


			“D’you know,” said Gunnar conversationally, “that we’ve been out here thirty days? Not bad, eh?”


			“I’ll say!” said Gavrily.


			“And only one death,” said Alyx sharply, “not bad, eh?”


			“That’s not our fault,” said Gavrily. They were all staring at her.


			“No,” she said, “it’s not our fault. It’s mine.


			“Come on,” she added.


			


			On the thirty-second day Paradise still offered them the semblance of a path, though Gunnar could not find his mountain pass and grew scared and irritable trying to lead them another way. Paradise tilted and zig-zagged around them. At times they had to sit down, or slide down, or even crawl, and he waited for them with deep impatience, telling them haughtily how a professional would be able to handle this sort of thing without getting down on his ——— to go down a slope. Alyx said nothing. Iris spoke to nobody. Only Gavrily talked incessantly about People’s Capitalism, as if he had been stung by a bug, explaining at great and unnecessary length how the Government was a check on the Military, the Military was a check on Government, and both were a check on Business which in turn checked the other two. He called it the three-part system of checks and balances. Alyx listened politely. Finally she said:


			“What’s a ———?”


			Gavrily explained, disapprovingly.


			“Ah,” said Alyx, smiling.


			Iris still said nothing.


			They camped early for the night, sprawled about a narrow sort of table-land, as far away from each other as they could get and complaining loudly. The sun had not been down for fifteen minutes and there was still light in the sky: rose, lavender, yellow, apple-green, violet. It made a beautiful show. It was getting extremely cold. Gunnar insisted that they could go on, in spite of their complaints; he clenched his big hands and ordered them to get up (which they did not do); then he turned to Alyx.


			“You too,” he said. “You can go on for another hour.”


			“I’d prefer not to go on in the dark,” she said. She was lying down with her hands under her head, watching the colors in the sky.


			“There’s light enough to last us all night!” he said. “Will you come on?”


			“No,” said Alyx.


			“God damn it!” he said, “do you think I don’t know what I’m doing? Do you think I don’t know where I’m taking you? You lazy sons of bitches, get up!”


			“That’s enough,” said Alyx, half on her feet.


			“Oh no it isn’t,” he said. “Oh no it isn’t! You all get up, all of you! You’re not going to waste the hour that’s left!”


			“I prefer,” said Alyx quietly, “not to sleep with my head wedged in a chasm, if you don’t mind.” She rose to her feet.


			“Do I have to kick you in the stomach again?” she said calmly.


			Gunnar was silent. He stood with his hands balled into fists.


			“Do I?” she said. “Do I have to kick you in the groin? Do I have to gouge your eyes out?”


			“Do I have to dive between your legs and throw you head foremost on the rocks so you’re knocked out?” she said.


			“So your nose gets broken?”


			“So your cheekbones get bloody and your chin bruised?”


			She turned to the others.


			“I suggest that we keep together,” she said, “to take advantage of each other’s warmth; otherwise you are bound to stiffen up as you get colder; it is going to be a devil of a night.”


			She joined the others as they packed snow about themselves—it was more like frozen dust than snow, and there was not much of it; they were too high up—and settled in against Iris, who was unreadable, with the beautiful sky above them dying into deep rose, into dusty rose, into dirty rose. She did not look at Gunnar. She felt sorry for him. He was to take the first watch anyway, though (she thought) what we are watching for I do not know and what we could do if we saw it, God only knows. And then what I am watching for . . . What I would do . . . No food . . . Too high up . . . No good . . .


			She woke under the night sky, which was brilliant with stars: enormous, shining, empty and cold. The stars were unrecognizable, not constellations she knew any more but planes upon planes, shifting trapezoids, tilted pyramids like the mountains themselves, all reaching off into spaces she could not even begin to comprehend: distant suns upon suns. The air was very cold.


			Someone was gently shaking her, moving her limbs, trying to untangle her from the mass of human bodies. She said, “Lemme sleep” and tried to turn over. Then she felt a shocking draught at her neck and breast and a hand inside her suit; she said sleepily, “Oh dear, it’s too cold.”


			“You had better get up,” whispered Machine reasonably. “I believe I’m standing on somebody.


			“I’m trying not to,” he added solemnly, “but everyone’s so close together that it’s rather difficult.”


			Alyx giggled. The sound startled her. Well, I’ll talk to you, she said. No, she thought, I didn’t say it, did I? She articulated clearly “I—will—talk—to you,” and sat up, leaning her head against his knee to wake up. She pushed his hand away and closed up her suit. “I’m cross,” she said, “you hear that?”


			“I hear and obey,” whispered Machine, grinning, and taking her up in his arms like a baby, he carried her through the mass of sleepers, picking his way carefully, for they were indeed packed very close together. He set her down a little distance away.


			“You’re supposed to be on watch,” she protested. He shook his head. He knelt beside her and pointed to the watch—Gunnar—some fifteen meters away. A noble figure, thought Alyx. She began to laugh uncontrollably, muffling her mouth on her knees. Machine’s shoulders were shaking gleefully. He scooped her up with one arm and walked her behind a little wall of snow someone had built, a little wall about one meter high and three meters long—


			“Did you—?” said Alyx.


			“I did,” said the young man. He reached out with one forefinger and rapidly slid it down the opening of her suit from her neck to her—


			“Eeeey, it’s too cold!” cried Alyx, rolling away and pressing the opening shut again.


			“Sssh!” he said. “No it’s not.”


			“He’ll see us,” said Alyx, straightening out distrustfully.


			“No he won’t.”


			“Yes he will.”


			“No he won’t.”


			“Yes he will!” and she got up, shook the snow off herself and immediately started away. Machine did not move.


			“Well, aren’t you—” she said, nettled.


			He shook his head. He sat down, crossed his legs in some unaccountable fashion so the feet ended up on top, crossed his arms, and sat immobile as an Oriental statue. She came back and sat next to him, resting her head against him (as much as she could with one of his knees in the way), feeling soulful, trustful, silly. She could feel him chuckling. “How do you do that with the feet?” she said. He wriggled his toes inside his boots.


			“I dare not do anything else,” he said, “because of your deadly abilities with groin-kicking, eye-gouging, head-cracking and the like, Agent.”


			“Oh, shut up!” said Alyx. She put her arms around him. He uncrossed his own arms, then used them to carefully uncross his legs; then lay down with her in the snow, insulated suit to insulated suit, kissing her time after time. Then he stopped.


			“You’re scared, aren’t you?” he whispered.


			She nodded.


			“Goddammit, I’ve had men before!” she whispered. He put his finger over her lips. With the other hand he pressed together the ends of the thongs that could hold a suit loosely together at the collarbone—first his suit, then hers—and then, with the same hand, rapidly opened both suits from the neck in front to the base of the spine in back and ditto with the long underwear: “Ugly but useful,” he remarked. Alyx began to giggle again. She tried to press against him, shivering with cold. “Wait!” he said, “and watch, O Agent,” and very carefully, biting one lip, he pressed together the right-hand edges of both suits and then the left, making for the two of them a personal blanket, a double tent, a spot of warmth under the enormous starry sky.


			“And they don’t,” he said triumphantly, “come apart by pulling. They only come apart by prying! And see? You can move your arms and legs in! Isn’t it marvelous?” And he gave her a proud kiss—a big, delighted, impersonal smack on the cheek. Alyx began to laugh. She laughed as she pulled her arms and legs in to hug him; she laughed as he talked to her, as he buried his face in her neck, as he began to caress her; she laughed until her laughter turned to sobbing under his expert hands, his too-expert hands, his calm deliberateness; she raked his back with her fingernails; she screamed at him to hurry up and called him a pig and an actor and the son of a whore (for these epithets were of more or less equal value in her own country); and finally, when at his own good time the stars exploded—and she realized that nova meant—that nova meant (though she had closed her eyes a long time before)—someone had said nova the other day—she came to herself as if rocking in the shallows of a prodigious tide, yawning, lazily extending her toes—and with a vague but disquieting sense of having done something or said something she should not have said or done. She knew she hated him there, for a while; she was afraid she might have hurt him or hurt his feelings.


			“What language were you speaking?” said Machine with interest.


			“Greek!” said Alyx, and she laughed with relief and would have kissed him, only it was really too much effort.


			He shook her. “Don’t go to sleep,” he said.


			“Mmmm.”


			“Don’t go to sleep!” and he shook her harder.


			“Why not?” she said.


			“Because,” said Machine, “I am going to begin again.”


			“All right,” said Alyx complaisantly and raised her knees. He began, as before, to kiss her neck, her shoulders and so on down et cetera et cetera, in short to do everything he had done before on the same schedule until it occurred to her that he was doing everything just as he had done it before and on the same schedule, until she tried to push him away, exclaiming angrily, feeling like a statuette or a picture, frightened and furious. At first he would not stop; finally she bit him.


			“What the devil is the matter!” he cried.


			“You,” she said, “stop it. Let me out.” They had been together and now they were sewed up in a sack; it was awful; she started to open the jointure of the suits but he grabbed her hands.


			“What is it?” he said, “what is it? Don’t you want it? Don’t you see that I’m trying?”


			“Trying?” said Alyx stupidly.


			“Yes, trying!” he said vehemently. “Trying! Do you think that comes by nature?”


			“I don’t understand,” she said. “I’m sorry.” They lay silently for a few minutes.


			“I was trying,” he said in a thick, bitter voice, “to give you a good time. I like you. I did the best I could. Apparently it wasn’t good enough.”


			“But I don’t—” said Alyx.


			“You don’t want it,” he said; “all right,” and pushing her hands away, he began to open the suits himself. She closed them. He opened them and she closed them several times. Then he began to cry and she put her arms around him.


			“I had the best time in my life,” she said. He continued to sob, silently, through clenched teeth, turning away his face.


			“I had,” she repeated, “the best time in my life. I did. I did! But I don’t want—”


			“All right,” he said.


			“But I don’t,” she said, “I don’t want—I don’t—”


			He tried to get away from her and, of course could not; he thrashed about, forgetting that the suits had to be slit and could not be pulled apart; he pushed against the material until he frightened her for she thought she was going to be hurt; finally she cried out:


			“Darling, stop it! Please!”


			Machine stopped, leaning on his knees and clenched fists, his face stubbornly turned away.


			“It’s you I want,” she said. “D’you see? I don’t want a—performance. I want you.”


			“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said, more calmly.


			“Well, I don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Alyx reasonably.


			“Look,” he said, turning his head back so that they were nose to nose, “when you do something, you do it right, don’t you?”


			“No,” said Alyx promptly.


			“Well, what’s the good of doing it then!” he shouted.


			“Because you want to, idiot!” she snapped, “any five-year-old child—”


			“Oh, now I’m a five-year-old child, am I?”


			“Just a minute, just a minute, athlete! I never said—”


			“Athlete! By God—”


			She pinched him.


			He pinched her.


			She grabbed at what there was of his hair and pulled it; he howled and twisted her hand; then both of them pushed and the result was that he lost his balance and carried her over on to one side with him, the impromptu sleeping-bag obligingly going with them. They both got a faceful of snow. They wrestled silently for a few minutes, each trying to grab some part of the other, Machine muttering, Alyx kicking, Machine pushing her head down into the bag, Alyx trying to bite his finger, Machine yelling, Alyx trying to butt her head into his stomach. There was, however, no room to do anything properly. After a few minutes they stopped.


			He sighed. It was rather peaceful, actually.


			“Look, dear,” he said quietly, “I’ve done my best. But if you want me, myself, you’ll have to do without; I’ve heard that too often. Do you think they don’t want me out there? Sure they do! They want me to open up my” (she could not catch the word) “like a God damned” (or that one) “and show them everything that’s inside, all my feelings, or what they call feelings. I don’t believe they have feelings. They talk about their complexities and their reactions and their impressions and their interactions and their patterns and their neuroses and their childhoods and their rebellions and their utterly unspeakable insides until I want to vomit. I have no insides. I will not have any. I certainly will not let anyone see any. I do things and I do them well; that’s all. If you want that, you can have it. Otherwise, my love, I am simply not at home. Understood?”


			“Understood,” she said. She took his face in her hands. “You are splendid,” she said thickly. “You are splendid and beautiful and superb. I love your performance. Perform me.”


			And if I let slip any emotion, she thought, it will—thank God—be in Greek!


			He performed again—rather badly. But it turned out well just the same.


			


			When Machine had gone to take over the watch from Gunnar, Alyx returned to the sleepers. Iris was sitting up. Not only was it possible to identify her face in the starlight reflected from the snow; she had thrown back her hood in the bitter cold and her silver hair glowed uncannily. She waited until Alyx reached her; then she said:


			“Talk to me.”


			“Did you know I was up?” said Alyx. Iris giggled, but an uncertain, odd sort of giggle as if she were fighting for breath; she said in the same queer voice, “Yes, you woke me up. You were both shouting.”


			Gunnar must know, thought Alyx and dismissed the thought. She wondered if these people were jealous. She turned to go back to her own sleeping place but Iris clutched at her arm, repeating, “Talk to me!”


			“What about, love?” said Alyx.


			“Tell me—tell me bad things,” said Iris, catching her breath and moving her head in the collar of her suit as if it were choking her. “Put your hood on,” said Alyx, but the girl shook her head, declaring she wanted it that way. She said, “Tell me—horrors.”


			“What?” said Alyx in surprise, sitting down.


			“I want to hear bad things,” said Iris monotonously. “I want to hear awful things. I can’t stand it. I keep slipping,” and she giggled again, saying “Everybody could hear you all over camp,” and then putting one hand to her face, catching her breath, and holding on to Alyx’s arm as if she were drowning. “Tell me horrors!” she cried.


			“Sssh,” said Alyx, “ssssh, I’ll tell you anything you like, baby, anything you like.”


			“My mother’s dead,” said Iris with sudden emotion. “My mother’s dead. I’ve got to remember that. I’ve got to!”


			“Yes, yes, she’s dead,” said Alyx.


			“Please, please,” said Iris, “keep me here. I keep sliding away.”


			“Horrors,” said Alyx. “Good Lord, I don’t think I know any tonight.”


			“It’s like feathers,” said Iris suddenly, dreamily, looking up in the sky, “it’s like pillows, it’s like air cushions under those things, you know, it’s like—like—”


			“All right, all right,” said Alyx quickly, “your mother broke her neck. I’ll tell you about it again. I might as well; you’re all making me soft as wax, the whole lot of you.”


			“Don’t, don’t,” said Iris, moaning. “Don’t say soft. I keep trying, I thought the cold—yes, yes, that’s good—” and with sudden decision she began to strip off her suit. Alyx grabbed her and wrestled her to the ground, fastening the suit again and shoving the hood on for good measure. She thought suddenly She’s still fighting the drug. “You touch that again and I’ll smash you,” said Alyx steadily. “I’ll beat your damned teeth in.”


			“It’s too hot,” said Iris feverishly, “too—to—” She relapsed into looking at the stars.


			“Look at me,” said Alyx, grabbing her head and pulling it down. “Look at me, baby.”


			“I’m not a baby,” said Iris lazily. “I’m not a—a—baby. I’m a woman.”


			Alyx shook her.


			“I am almost grown up,” said Iris, not bothered by her head wobbling while she was being shaken. “I am very grown up. I am thirty-three.”


			Alyx dropped her hands.


			“I am thirty-three already,” continued Iris, trying to focus her eyes. “I am, I am” (she said this uncomfortably, with great concentration) “and—and Ma—Machine is thirty-six and Gunnar is fifty-eight—yes, that’s right—and Maudey was my mother. She was my mother. She was ninety. But she didn’t look it. She’s dead. She didn’t look it, did she? She took that stuff. She didn’t look it.”


			“Baby,” said Alyx, finding her voice, “look at me.”


			“Why?” said Iris in a whisper.


			“Because,” said Alyx, “I am going to tell you something horrible. Now look at me. You know what I look like. You’ve seen me in the daylight. I have lines in my face, the first lines, the ones that tell you for the first time that you’re going to die. There’s gray in my hair, just a little, just enough to see in a strong light, a little around my ears and one streak starting at my forehead. Do you remember it?”


			Iris nodded solemnly.


			“I am getting old,” said Alyx, “and my skin is getting coarse and tough. I tire more easily. I am withering a little. It will go faster and faster from now on and soon I will die.


			“Iris,” she said with difficulty, “how old am I?”


			“Fifty?” said Iris.


			Alyx shook her head.


			“Sixty?” said Iris hopefully.


			Alyx shook her head again.


			“Well, how old are you?” said Iris, a little impatiently.


			“Twenty-six,” said Alyx. Iris put her hands over her eyes.


			“Twenty-six,” said Alyx steadily. “Think of that, you thirty-three-year-old adolescent! Twenty-six and dead at fifty. Dead! There’s a whole world of people who live like that. We don’t eat the way you do, we don’t have whatever it is the doctors give you, we work like hell, we get sick, we lose arms or legs or eyes and nobody gives us new ones, we die in the plague, one-third of our babies die before they’re a year old and one time out of five the mother dies, too, in giving them birth.”


			“But it’s so long ago!” wailed little Iris.


			“Oh no it’s not,” said Alyx. “It’s right now. It’s going on right now. I lived in it and I came here. It’s in the next room. I was in that room and now I’m in this one. There are people still in that other room. They are living now. They are suffering now. And they always live and always suffer because everything keeps on happening. You can’t say it’s all over and done with because it isn’t; it keeps going on. It all keeps going on. Shall I tell you about the plague? That’s one nice thing. Shall I tell you about the fevers, the boils, the spasms, the fear, the burst blood vessels, the sores? Shall I tell you what’s going on right now, right here, right in this place?”


			“Y—yes! Yes! Yes!” cried Iris, her hands over her ears. Alyx caught the hands in her own, massaging them (for they were bare), slipping Iris’s gloves back on and pressing the little tabs that kept them shut.


			“Be quiet,” she said, “and listen, for I am going to tell you about the Black Death.”


			And for the next half hour she did until Iris’s eyes came back into focus and Iris began to breathe normally and at last Iris fell asleep.


			Don’t have nightmares, baby, said Alyx to herself, stroking one lock of silver hair that stuck out from under the girl’s hood. Don’t have nightmares, thirty-three-year-old baby. She did not know exactly what she herself felt. She bedded down in her own place, leaving all that for the next day, thinking first of her own children: the two put out to nurse, the third abandoned in the hills when she had run away from her husband at seventeen and (she thought) not to a Youth Core. She smiled in the dark. She wondered if Gunnar had known who was carrying on so. She wondered if he minded. She thought again of Iris, of Machine, of the comfort it was to hear human breathing around you at night, the real comfort.


			I’ve got two of them, she thought, and damn Gunnar anyway.


			She fell asleep.


			


			The thirty-fifth day was the day they lost Raydos. They did not lose him to the cats, although they found big paw-prints around their camp the next morning and met one of the spotted animals at about noon, circling it carefully at a distance while it stood hissing and spitting on a rocky eminence, obviously unsure whether to come any closer or not. It was less than a meter high and had enormous padded paws: a little animal and a lot of irritation; Alyx dropped to the rear to watch it stalk them for the next three hours, keeping her crossbow ready and making abrupt movements from time to time to make it duck out of sight. Gunnar was up front, leading the way. Its persistence rather amused her at first but she supposed that it could do a lot of damage in spite of its size and was beginning to wonder whether she could risk a loud shout—or a shot into the rocks—to drive it off, when for no reason at all that she could see, the animal’s tufted ears perked forward, it crouched down abruptly, gave a kind of hoarse, alarmed growl and bounded awkwardly away. The whole column in front of her had halted. She made her way to the front where Gunnar stood like a huge statue, his big arm pointing up straight into the sky, as visible as the Colossus of Rhodes.


			“Look,” he said, pleased, “a bird.” She yanked at his arm, pulling him to the ground, shouting “Down, everyone!” and all of them fell on to their hands and knees, ducking their heads. The theory was that the white suits and white packs would blend into the snow as long as they kept their faces hidden, or that they would look like animals and that any reading of body heat would be disregarded as such. She wondered if there was any sense to it. She thought that it might be a bird. It occurred to her that distances were hard to judge in a cloudless sky. It also occurred to her that the birds she knew did not come straight down, and certainly not that fast, and that the snow-shoed cat had been running away from something snow-shoed cats did not like. So it might be just as well to occupy their ridiculous position on the ground until whatever it was satisfied its curiosity and went away, even though her knees and elbows hurt and she was getting the cramp, even though things were absolutely silent, even though nothing at all seemed to be happening . . .


			“Well?” said Gunnar. There was a stir all along the line.


			“Sssh,” said Alyx. Nothing happened.


			“We’ve been down on our knees,” said Gunnar a bit testily, “for five minutes. I have been looking at my watch.”


			“All right, I’ll take a look up,” said Alyx, and leaning on one arm, she used her free hand to pull her hood as far over her face as possible. Slowly she tilted her head and looked.


			“Tell us the color of its beak,” said Gunnar.


			There was a man hanging in the air forty meters above them. Forty meters up in the sky he sat on nothing, totally unsupported, wearing some kind of green suit with a harness around his waist. She could have sworn that he was grinning. He put out one bare hand and punched the air with his finger; then he came down with such speed that it seemed to Alyx as if he must crash; then he stopped just as abruptly, a meter above the snow and two in front of them. He grinned. Now that he was down she could see the faint outline of what he was traveling in: a transparent bubble, just big enough for one, a transparent shelf of a seat, a transparent panel fixed to the wall. The thing made a slight depression in the snow. She supposed that she could see it because it was not entirely clean. The stranger took out of his harness what even she could recognize as a weapon, all too obviously shaped for the human hand to do God knew what to the human body. He pushed at the wall in front of him and stepped out—swaggering.


			“Well?” said Gunnar in a strained whisper.


			“His beak,” said Alyx distinctly, “is green and he’s got a gun. Get up,” and they all rocketed to their feet, quickly moving back; she could hear them scrambling behind her. The stranger pointed his weapon and favored them with a most unpleasant smile. He lounged against the side of his ship. It occurred to Alyx with a certain relief that she had known him before, that she had known him in two separate millennia and eight languages, and that he had been the same fool each time; she only hoped mightily that no one would get hurt. She hugged herself as if in fear, taking advantage of the position to take off her gloves and loosen the knives in her sleeves while Machine held his crossbow casually and clumsily in one hand. He was gaping at the stranger like an idiot. Gunnar had drawn himself up, half a head above all of them, again the colossus, his face pale and muscles working around his mouth.


			“Well, well,” said the stranger with heavy sarcasm, “break my ———” (she did not understand this) “I’m just cruising around and what do I find? A bloody circus!”


			Someone—probably a nun—was crying quietly in the back.


			“And what’s that?” said the stranger. “A dwarf? The Herculean Infant?” He laughed loudly. “Maybe I’ll leave it alone. Maybe if it’s female, I’ll tuck it under my arm after I’ve ticked the rest of you and take it away with me for convenience. Some ———!” and again a word Alyx did not understand. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Machine redden. The stranger was idly kicking the snow in front of him; then with his free hand he pointed negligently at Machine’s crossbow. “What’s that thing?” he said. Machine looked stupid.


			“Hey come on, come on, don’t waste my time,” said the stranger. “What is it? I can tick you first, you know. Start telling.”


			“It’s a d-d-directional f-f-inder,” Machine stammered, blushing furiously.


			“It’s a what?” said the man suspiciously.


			“It’s t—to tell direction,” Machine blurted out. “Only it doesn’t work,” he added stiffly.


			“Give it here,” said the stranger. Machine obligingly stepped forward, the crossbow hanging clumsily from his hand.


			“Stay back!” cried the man, jerking up his gun. “Don’t come near me!” Machine held out the crossbow, his jaw hanging.


			“Stuff it,” said the stranger, trying to sound cool, “I’ll look at it after you’re dead,” and added, “Get in line, Civs,” as if nothing at all had happened. Ah yes, thought Alyx. They moved slowly into line, Alyx throwing her arms around Machine as he stepped back, incidentally affording him the cover to pull back the bow’s spring and giving herself the two seconds to say “Belly.” She was going to try to get his gun hand. She got her balance as near perfect as she could while the stranger backed away from them to survey the whole line; she planned to throw from her knees and deflect his arm upward while he shot at the place she had been, and to this end she called out “Mister, what are you going to do with us?”


			He walked back along the line, looking her up and down—mostly down, for he was as tall as the rest of them; possibly a woman as small as herself was a kind of expensive rarity. He said, “I’m not going to do anything to you.”


			“No,” he said, “not to you; I’ll leave you here and pick you up later, Infant. We can all use you.” She looked innocent.


			“After I tick these Ops,” he went on, “after we get ’em melted—you’re going to see it, Infant—then I’ll wrap you up and come back for you later. Or maybe take a little now. We’ll see.


			“The question,” he added, “is which of you I will tick first. The question is which of you feather-loving Ops I will turn to ashes first and I think, after mature judgment and a lot of decisions and maybe just turning it over in my head, I say I think—”


			Gunnar threw himself at the man.


			He did so just as Alyx flashed to her knees and turned into an instant blur, just as Machine whipped up the crossbow and let go the bolt, just as Gunnar should have stood still and prayed to whatever gods guard amateur explorers—just at this moment he flung himself forward at the stranger’s feet. There was a flash of light and a high-pitched, horrible scream. Gunnar lay sprawled in the snow. The stranger, weapon dangling from one hand, bleeding in one small line from the belly where Machine’s bolt had hit him, sat in the snow and stared at nothing. Then he bent over and slid onto his side. Alyx ran to the man and snatched the gun from his grasp but he was unmistakably dead; she pulled one of her knives out of his forearm where it had hit him—but high, much too high, damn the balance of the stupid things!—hardly even spoiling his aim—and the other from his neck, grimacing horribly and leaping aside to keep from getting drenched. The corpse fell over on its face. Then she turned to Gunnar.


			Gunnar was getting up.


			“Well, well,” said Machine from between his teeth, “what—do—you—know!”


			“How the devil could I tell you were going to do anything!” shouted Gunnar.


			“Did you make that noise for effect,” said Machine, “or was it merely fright?”


			“Shut up, you!” cried Gunnar, his face pale.


			“Did you wish to engage our sympathies?” said Machine, “or did you intend to confuse the enemy? Was it electronic noise? Is it designed to foul up radar? Does it contribute to the electromagnetic spectrum? Has it a pattern? Does it scan?”


			Gunnar stepped forward, his big hands swinging. Machine raised the bow. Both men bent a little at the knees. Then in between them, pale and calm, stepped one of the nuns, looking first at one and then at the other until Gunnar turned his back and Machine—making a face—broke apart the crossbow and draped both parts over his shoulder.


			“Someone is hurt,” said the nun.


			Gunnar turned back. “That’s impossible!” he said. “Anyone in the way of that beam would be dead, not hurt.”


			“Someone,” repeated the nun, “is hurt,” and she walked back towards the little knot the others had formed in the snow, clustering about someone on the ground. Gunnar shouted, “It’s not possible!”


			“It’s Raydos,” said Machine quietly, somewhere next to Alyx. “It’s not Iris. He just got the edge. The bastard had put it on diffuse. He’s alive,” and taking her by the elbow, he propelled her to the end of the line, where Raydos had been standing almost but not quite in profile, where the stranger had shot when his arm was knocked away and up from his aim on Gunnar, when he had already turned his weapon down on Gunnar because Gunnar was acting like a hero, and not tried to shoot Alyx, who could have dropped beneath the beam, twisted away and killed him before he could shoot again. Strike a man’s arm up into the air and it follows a sweeping curve.


			Right over Raydos’s face.


			And Raydos’s eyes.


			She refused to look at him after the first time. She pushed through the others to take a long look at the unconscious man’s face where he lay, his arms thrown out, in the snow: the precise line where his face began, the precise line where it ended, the fine, powdery, black char that had been carefully laid across the rest of it. Stirred by their breath, the black powder rose in fine spirals. Then she saw the fused circles of Raydos’s eye lenses: black, shiny black, little puddles resting as if in a valley; they still gave out an intense heat. She heard Gunnar say nervously “Put—put snow on it,” and she turned her back remarking, “Snow. And do what you have to do.” She walked slowly over to the transparent bubble. In the distance she could see some kind of activity going on over Raydos, things being brought out of his pack, all sorts of conferring going on. She carefully kicked snow over the dead body. She reflected that Paradise must know them all very well, must know them intimately, in fact, to find the levers to open them one by one until none of them were left or only she was left or none of them were left. Maudey. She stood aside carefully as Gunnar and Machine carried up something that was lacking a face—or rather, his face had turned lumpy and white—and put him in the transparent bubble. That is, Gunnar put him in, getting half in with him for the thing would not hold more than the head and arms of another occupant. Gunnar was taping Raydos to the seat and the walls and working on the control board. Then he said, “I’ll set the automatic location signal to turn itself off an hour after sundown; he did say he was cruising.”


			“So you know something,” said Machine. Gunnar went on, his voice a little high:


			“I can coordinate it for the Pole station.”


			“So you are worth something,” said Machine.


			“They won’t shoot him down,” said Gunnar quickly. “They would but I’ve set it for a distress call at the coordinate location. They’ll try to trap him.


			“That’s not easy,” he added, “but I think it’ll work. It’s a kind of paradox, but there’s an override. I’ve slowed him down as much as I can without shutting him off altogether, he may last, and I’ve tried to put in some indication of where we are and where we’re headed but it’s not equipped for that; I can’t send out a Standard call or they’ll come and pick him up, I mean the others, of course, they must have this section pretty well under control or they wouldn’t be sending loners around here. And of course the heat burst registered, but they’ll think it’s him; he did say—”


			“Why don’t you write it, you bastard?” said Machine.


			“Write?” said Gunnar.


			“Write it on a piece of paper,” said Machine. “Do you know what paper is? He has it in his pack. That stuff he uses for drawing is paper. Write on it!”


			“I don’t have anything to write with,” said Gunnar.


			“You stupid bastard,” said Machine slowly, turning Raydos’s pack upside down so that everything fell out of it: pens, black stuff, packets of things taped together, food, a kind of hinged manuscript, all the medicine. “You stupid, electronic bastard,” he said, ripping a sheet from the manuscript, “this is paper. And this” (holding it out) “is artist’s charcoal. Take the charcoal and write on the paper. If you know how to write.”


			“That’s unnecessary,” said Gunnar, but he took the writing materials, removed his gloves and wrote laboriously on the paper, his hands shaking a little. He did not seem to be used to writing.


			“Now tape it to the wall,” said Machine. “No, the inside wall. Thank you. Thank you for everything. Thank you for your heroism. Thank you for your stupidity. Thank you—”


			“I’ll kill you!” cried Gunnar. Alyx threw up her arm and cracked him under the chin. He gasped and stumbled back. She turned to Machine. “You too,” she said, “you too. Now finish it.” Gunnar climbed half inside the bubble again and commenced clumsily making some last adjustments on the bank of instruments that hung in the air. The sun was setting: a short day. She watched the snow turn ruddy, ruddy all around, the fingerprints and smears on the bubble gone in a general, faint glow as the light diffused and failed, the sun sank, the man inside—who looked dead—wobbled back and forth as Gunnar’s weight changed the balance of the delicate little ship. It looked like an ornament almost, something to set on top of a spire, someone’s pearl.


			“Is he dead?” said Alyx. Machine shook his head. “Frozen,” he said. “We all have it in the packs. Slows you down. He may last.”


			“His eyes?” said Alyx.


			“Why, I didn’t think you cared,” said Machine, trying to make it light.


			“His eyes!”


			Machine shrugged a little uncomfortably. “Maybe yes, maybe no,” he said, “but” (here he laughed) “one would think you were in love with the man.”


			“I don’t know him,” said Alyx. “I never knew him.”


			“Then why all the fuss, Tiny?” he said.


			“You don’t have a word for it.”


			“The hell I don’t!” said Machine somewhat brutally. “I have words for everything. So the man was what we call an artist. All right. He used color on flat. So what? He can use sound. He can use things you stick your fingers into and they give you a jolt. He can use wires. He can use textures. He can use pulse-beats. He can use things that climb over you while you close your eyes. He can use combinations of drugs. He can use direct brain stimulation. He can use hypnosis. He can use things you walk on barefoot for all I care. It’s all respectable; if he gets stuck in a little backwater of his field, that’s his business; he can get out of it.”


			“Put his sketches in with him,” said Alyx.


			“Why?” said Machine.


			“Because you don’t have a word for it,” she said. He shrugged, a little sadly. He riffled the book that had come from Raydos’s pack, tearing out about half of it, and passed the sheets in to Gunnar. They were taped to Raydos’s feet.


			“Hell, he can still do a lot of things,” said Machine, trying to smile.


			“Yes,” said Alyx, “and you will come out of this paralyzed from the neck down.” He stopped smiling.


			“But you will do a lot of things,” she said. “Yes, you will get out of it. You will lose your body and Gunnar will lose his—his self-respect; he will make one more ghastly mistake and then another and another and in the end he will lose his soul at the very least and perhaps his life.”


			“You know all this,” said Machine.


			“Of course,” said Alyx, “of course I do. I know it all. I know that Gavrily will do something generous and brave and silly and because he never in his life has learned how to do it, we will lose Gavrily. And then Iris—no, Iris has had it already, I think, and of course the Heavenly Twins will lose nothing because they have nothing to lose. Maybe they will lose their religion or drop their pills down a hole. And I—well, I—my profession, perhaps, or whatever loose junk I have lying around, because this blasted place is too good, you see, too easy; we don’t meet animals, we don’t meet paid professional murderers, all we meet is our own stupidity. Over and over. It’s a picnic. It’s a damned picnic. And Iris will come through because she never lives above her means. And a picnic is just her style.”


			“What will you lose?” said Machine, folding his arms across his chest.


			“I will lose you,” she said unsteadily, “what do you think of that?” He caught her in his arms, crushing the breath out of her.


			“I like it,” he whispered sardonically. “I like it, Tiny, because I am jealous. I am much too jealous. If I thought you didn’t like me, I’d kill myself and if I thought you liked Iris more than me, I’d kill her. Do you hear me?”


			“Don’t be an ass,” she said. “Let me go.”


			“I’ll never let you go. Never. I’ll die. With you.”


			Gunnar backed ponderously out of the bubble. He closed the door, running his hands carefully over the place where the door joined the rest of the ship until the crack disappeared. He seemed satisfied with it then. He watched it, although nothing seemed to happen for a few minutes; then the bubble rose noiselessly off the snow, went up faster and faster into the evening sky as if sliding along a cable and disappeared into the afterglow. It was going north. Alyx tried to pull away but Machine held on to her, grinning at his rival as the latter turned around, absently dusting his hands together. Then Gunnar groped for his gloves, put them on, absently looking at the two, at the others who had shared the contents of Raydos’s pack and were flattening the pack itself into a shape that could be carried in an empty food container. There was the corpse, the man everyone had forgotten. Gunnar looked at it impersonally. He looked at Iris, the nuns, Gavrily, the other two: only seven of them now. His gloved hands dusted themselves together. He looked at nothing.


			“Well?” drawled Machine.


			“I think we will travel a little now,” said Gunnar; “I think we will travel by starlight.” He repeated the phrase, as if it pleased him. “By starlight,” he said, “yes.”


			“By snowlight?” said Machine, raising his eyebrows.


			“That too,” said Gunnar, looking at something in the distance, “yes—that too—”


			“Gunnar!” said Alyx sharply. His gaze settled on her.


			“I’m all right,” he said quietly. “I don’t care who you play with,” and he plodded over to the others, bent over, very big.


			“I shall take you tonight,” said Machine between his teeth; “I shall take you right before the eyes of that man!”


			She brought the point of her elbow up into his ribs hard enough to double him over; then she ran through the powdery snow to the front of the little line that had already formed. Gunnar was leading them. Her hands were icy. She took his arm—it was unresponsive, nothing but a heavy piece of meat—and said, controlling her breathing, for she did not want him to know that she had been running—“I believe it is getting warmer.”


			He said nothing.


			“I mention this to you,” Alyx went on, “because you are the only one of us who knows anything about weather. Or about machinery. We would be in a bad way without you.”


			He still said nothing.


			“I am very grateful,” she said, “for what you did with the ship. There is nobody here who knows a damn thing about that ship, you know. No one but you could have—” (she was about to say saved Raydos’s life) “done anything with the control board. I am grateful. We are all grateful.


			“Is it going to snow?” she added desperately, “is it going to snow?”


			“Yes,” said Gunnar. “I believe it is.”


			“Can you tell me why?” said she. “I know nothing about it. I would appreciate it very much if you could tell me why.”


			“Because it is getting warmer.”


			“Gunnar!” she cried. “Did you hear us?”


			Gunnar stopped walking. He turned to her slowly and slowly looked down at her, blankly, a little puzzled, frowning a little.


			“I don’t remember hearing anything,” he said. Then he added sensibly, “That ship is a very good ship; it’s insulated; you don’t hear anything inside.”


			“Tell me about it,” said Alyx, her voice almost failing, “and tell me why it’s going to snow.”


			He told her, and she hung on his arm, pretending to listen, for hours.


			


			They walked by starlight until a haze covered the stars; it got warmer, it got slippery. She tried to remember their destination by the stars. They stopped on Paradise’s baby mountains, under the vast, ill-defined shadow of something going up, up, a slope going up until it melted into the gray sky, for the cloud cover shone a little, just as the snow shone a little, the light just enough to see by and not enough to see anything at all. When they lay down there was a pervasive feeling of falling to the left. Iris kept trying to clutch at the snow. Alyx told them to put their feet downhill and so they did, lying in a line and trying to hold each other’s hands. Gunnar went off a little to one side, to watch—or rather to listen. Everything was indistinct. Five minutes after everyone had settled down—she could still hear their small readjustments, the moving about, the occasional whispering—she discerned someone squatting at her feet, his arms about his knees, balanced just so. She held out one arm and he pulled her to her feet, putting his arms around her: Machine’s face, very close in the white darkness. “Over there,” he said, jerking his head towards the place where Gunnar was, perhaps sitting, perhaps standing, a kind of blot against the gray sky.


			“No,” said Alyx.


			“Why not?” said Machine in a low, mocking voice. “Do you think he doesn’t know?”


			She said nothing.


			“Do you think there’s anyone here who doesn’t know?” Machine continued, a trifle brutally. “When you go off, you raise enough hell to wake the dead.”


			She nudged him lightly in the ribs, in the sore place, just enough to loosen his arms; and then she presented him with the handle of one of her knives, nudging him with that also, making him take step after step backwards, while he whispered angrily:


			“What the hell!


			“Stop it!


			“What are you doing!


			“What the devil!”


			Then they were on the other side of the line of sleepers, several meters away.


			“Here,” she whispered, holding out the knife, “take it, take it. Finish him off. Cut off his head.”


			“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” snapped Machine.


			“But not with me,” she said; “oh, no!” and when he threw her down onto the snow and climbed on top of her, shaking her furiously, she only laughed, calling him a baby, teasing him, tickling him through his suit, murmuring mocking love-words, half in Greek, the better to infuriate him. He wound his arms around her and pulled, crushing her ribs, her fingers, smothering her with his weight, the knees of his long legs digging one into her shin and one into her thigh; there would be spectacular bruises tomorrow.


			“Kill me,” she whispered ecstatically. “Go on, kill me, kill me! Do what you want!” He let her go, lifting himself up on his hands, moving his weight off her. He stared down at her, the mask of a very angry young man. When she had got her breath back a little, she said:


			“My God, you’re strong!”


			“Don’t make fun of me,” he said.


			“But you are strong,” she said breathlessly. “You’re strong. You’re enormous. I adore you.”


			“Like hell,” said Machine shortly and began to get up. She flung both arms around him and held on.


			“Do it again,” she said, “do it again. Only please, please, more carefully!” He pulled away, making a face, then stayed where he was.


			“If you’re making fun of me—” he said.


			She said nothing, only kissed his chin.


			“I hate that man!” he burst out. “I hate his damned ‘acceptable’ oddities and his—his conventional heroism and his—the bloody amateur!


			“He’s spent his life being praised for individualism,” he went on, “his individualism, good God! Big show. Make the Civs feel happy. Never two steps from trans and ports and flyers. Medicine. High-powered this. High-powered that. ‘Ooooh, isn’t he marvel! Isn’t he brave! Let’s get a tape and go shooting warts with Gunnar! Let’s get a tape and go swimming undersea in Gunnar!’ He records his own brain impulses, did you know that?”


			“No,” said Alyx.


			“Yes,” said Machine, “he records them and sells them. Gunnar’s battle with the monsters. Gunnar’s narrow escape. Gunnar’s great adventure. All that heroism. That’s what they want. That’s why he’s rich!”


			“Well, they certainly wouldn’t want the real thing,” said Alyx softly, “now would they?”


			He stared at her for a moment.


			“No,” he said more quietly, “I suppose they wouldn’t.”


			“And I doubt,” said Alyx, moving closer to him, “that Gunnar is recording anything just now; I think, my dear, that he’s very close to the edge now.”


			“Let him fall in,” said Machine.


			“Are you rich?” said Alyx. Machine began to weep. He rolled to one side, half laughing, half sobbing.


			“I!” he said, “I! Oh, that’s a joke!


			“I don’t have a damn thing,” he said. “I knew there would be a flash here—they knew but they thought they could get away—so I came. To get lost. Spent everything. But you can’t get lost, you know. You can’t get lost anywhere any more, not even in a—a—you would call it a war, Agent.”


			“Funny war,” said Alyx.


			“Yes, very funny. A war in a tourist resort. I hope we don’t make it. I hope I die here.”


			She slid her finger down the front of his suit. “I hope not,” she said. “No,” she said (walking both hands up and down his chest, beneath the long underwear, her little moist palms) “I certainly hope not.”


			“You’re a single-minded woman,” said Machine dryly.


			She shook her head. She was thoughtfully making the tent of the night before. He helped her.


			“Listen, love,” she said, “I have no money, either, but I have something else; I am a Project. I think I have cost a lot of money. If we get through this, one of the things this Project will need to keep it happy so it can go on doing whatever it’s supposed to do is you. So don’t worry about that.”


			“And you think they’ll let you,” said Machine. It was a flat, sad statement.


			“No,” she said, “but nobody ever let me do anything in my life before and I never let that stop me.” They were lying on their sides face to face now; she smiled up at him. “I am going to disappear into this damned suit if you don’t pull me up,” she said. He lifted her up a little under the arms and kissed her. His face looked as if something were hurting him.


			“Well?” she said.


			“The Machine,” he said stiffly, “is—the Machine is fond of the Project.”


			“The Project loves the Machine,” she said, “so—?”


			“I can’t,” he said.


			She put her arm around the back of his neck and rubbed her cheek against his. “We’ll sleep,” she said. They lay together for some time, a little uncomfortable because both were balanced on their sides, until he turned over on his back and she lay half on him and half off, her head butting into his armpit. She began to fall asleep, then accidentally moved so that his arm cut off her breathing, then snorted. She made a little, dissatisfied noise.


			“What?” he said.


			“Too hot,” she said sleepily, “blasted underwear,” so with difficulty she took it off—and he took off his—and they wormed it out of the top of the suits where the hoods tied together and chucked it into the snow. She was breathing into his neck. She had half fallen asleep again when all of a sudden she woke to a kind of earthquake: knees in a tangle, jouncing, bruising, some quiet, vehement swearing and a voice telling her for God’s sake to wake up. Machine was trying to turn over. Finally he did.


			“Aaaaaah—um,” said Alyx, now on her back, yawning.


			“Wake up!” he insisted, grabbing her by both hips.


			“Yes, yes, I am,” said Alyx. She opened her eyes. He seemed to be trembling all over and very upset; he was holding her too hard, also.


			“What is it?” she whispered.


			“This is not going to be a good one,” said Machine, “do you know what I mean?”


			“No,” said Alyx. He swore.


			“Listen,” he said shakily, “I don’t know what’s the matter with me; I’m falling apart. I can’t explain it, but it’s going to be a bad one; you’ll just have to wait through it.”


			“All right, all right,” she said, “give me a minute,” and she lay quietly, thinking, rubbing his hair—looked Oriental, like a brush now, growing into a peak on his forehead—began kissing various parts of his face, put her arms around his back, felt his hands on her hips (too hard; she thought I’ll be black and blue tomorrow), concentrated on those hands, and then began to rub herself against him, over and over and over, until she was falling apart herself, dizzy, head swimming, completely out of control.


			“God damn it, you’re making it worse!” he shouted.


			“Can’t help it,” said Alyx. “Got to—come on.”


			“It’s not fair,” he said, “not fair to you. Sorry.”


			“Forgiven,” Alyx managed to say as he plunged in, as she diffused over the landscape—sixty leagues in each direction—and then turned into a drum, a Greek one, hourglass-shaped with the thumped in-and-out of both skins so extreme that they finally met in the middle, so that she then turned inside-out, upside-down and switched right-and-left sides, every cell, both hands, each lobe of her brain, all at once, while someone (anonymous) picked her up by the navel and shook her violently in all directions, remarking “If you don’t make them cry, they won’t live.” She came to herself with the idea that Machine was digging up rocks. He was banging her on the head with his chin. Then after a while he stopped and she could feel him struggle back to self-possession; he took several deep, even breaths; he opened the suit hoods and pushed his face over her shoulder into the snow; then he opened one side of the little tent and let in a blast of cold air.


			“Help!” said Alyx. He closed the suits. He leaned on his elbows. He said “I like you. I like you too much. I’m sorry.” His face was wet to her touch: snow, tears or sweat. He said “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. We’ll do it again.”


			“Oh no, no, no,” she whispered weakly.


			“Yes, don’t worry,” he said. “I’ll control myself, it’s not fair. No technique.”


			“If you use any more technique,” she managed to get out, “there’ll be nothing left of me in the morning but a pair of gloves and a small, damp spot.”


			“Don’t lie,” said Machine calmly.


			She shook her head. She plucked at his arms, trying to bring his full weight down on her, but he remained propped on his elbows, regarding her face intently. Finally he said:


			“Is that pleasure?”


			“Is what?” whispered Alyx.


			“Is it a pleasure,” he said slowly, “or is it merely some detestable intrusion, some unbearable invasion, this being picked up and shaken, this being helpless and—and smashed and shattered into pieces when somebody lights a fuse at the bottom of one’s brain!”


			“It was pleasure for me,” said Alyx softly.


			“Was it the same for you?”


			She nodded.


			“I hate it,” he said abruptly. “It was never like this before. Not like this. I hate it and I hate you.”


			She only nodded again. He watched her somberly.


			“I think,” he added finally, “that one doesn’t like it or dislike it; one loves it. That is, something picked me up by the neck and pushed me into you. Ergo, I love you.”


			“I know,” she said.


			“It was not what I wanted.”


			“I know.” She added, “It gets easier.” He looked at her again; again she tried to pull him down. Then he remarked “We’ll see,” and smiled a little; he closed his eyes and smiled. He let his whole weight down on her carefully, saying, “You’ll have to scramble out when I get too heavy, Tiny.”


			“Will.”


			“And tomorrow night,” he added grimly, “I’ll tell you the story of my life.”


			“Nice,” she said, “yes, oh that will be . . . nice . . .” and she sank down deliciously into a sleep of feathers, into the swan’s-down and duck’s-down and peacock’s-down that made up the snow of Paradise, into the sleep and snow of Paradise . . .


			


			The next day Paradise threw hell at them. It was the first real weather. It began with fat, heavy flakes just before dawn so that Gavrily (who had taken the dawn watch) was half buried himself and had to dig out some of the sleepers before he could rouse them; they were so used to the feeling of the stuff against their faces or leaking into their hoods and up their arms that they slept right through it. It turned colder as they ate breakfast, standing around and stamping and brushing themselves; then the snow got smaller and harder and then the first wind blasted around an outcropping of rock. It threw Alyx flat on her back. Gunnar said expressionlessly “You’re smaller than we are.” The others immediately huddled together. Goggles had not been packed with their equipment. They started out with the wind slamming them from side to side as if they had been toys, changing direction every few seconds and driving into their faces and down their necks stinging grains of rice. Gunnar insisted they were in a pass. They stumbled and fell more often than not, unable to see ten feet on either side, reaching in front of them, holding on to each other and sometimes falling onto hands and knees. Gunnar had faced away from the wind and was holding with both bare hands onto a map he had made from some of Raydos’s things. He said “This is the pass.” One of the nuns slipped and sprained her back. Gunnar was holding the map close to his eyes, moving it from side to side as if trying to puzzle something out. He said again:


			“This is the pass. What are you waiting for?”


			“What do you think, you flit!” snapped Iris. She was on one side of the sister and Gavrily on the other, trying to haul the woman to her feet. Gunnar opened his mouth again. Before he could speak, Alyx was at him (clawing at the bottom of his jacket to keep from falling in the wind) and crushing the map into a ball in his hand. “All right, all right!” she shouted through the snow, “it’s the pass. Machine, come on,” and the three of them plodded ahead, feeling and scrambling over hidden rocks, up a slope they could not see, veiled in snow that whipped about and rammed them, edging on their hands and knees around what seemed like a wall.


			Then the wind stopped and Machine disappeared at the same time. She could not see where he had gone for a moment; then the wind returned—at their backs—and blasted the snow clear for a moment, hurrying it off the rock wall in sheets and revealing what looked like a well in the rock and a great, flattened slide of snow near it. It looked as if something had been dragged across it. Then the snow swept back, leaving only a dark hole.


			“Chimney!” said Gunnar. Alyx flung herself on the ground and began to inch towards the dark hole in the snow. “I can’t see,” she said. She went as close as she dared. Gunnar stood back at a little distance, bracing himself against the wall. She risked lifting one hand to wave him closer, but he did not move. “Gunnar!” she shouted. He began to move slowly towards her, hugging the wall; then he stopped where the wall appeared to stop, taking from inside his glove the crumpled map and examining it, bracing himself automatically as the wind rocked him back and forth, and tracing something on the map with one finger as if there were something that puzzled him.


			“Gunnar,” said Alyx, flattening herself against the ground, “Gunnar, this hole is too broad for me. I can’t climb down it.”


			Gunnar did not move.


			“Gunnar,” said Alyx desperately, “you’re a mountain climber. You’re an expert. You can climb down.”


			He raised his eyes from the map and looked at her without interest.


			“You can climb down it,” continued Alyx, digging her fingers into the snow. “You can tie a rope to him and then you can climb up and we’ll pull him up.”


			“Well, I don’t think so,” he said. He came a little closer, apparently not at all bothered by the wind, and peered into the hole; then he repeated in a tone of finality, “No, I don’t think so.”


			“You’ve got to,” said Alyx. He balled up the map again and put it back into his glove. He had turned and was beginning to plod back towards the place where they had left the others, bent halfway into the wind, when she shouted his name and he stopped. He came back and looked into the hole with his hands clasped behind his back; then he said:


			“Well, I don’t think I’ll try that.”


			“He’s dying,” said Alyx.


			“No, I think that’s a little risky,” Gunnar added reasonably. He continued to look into the hole. “I’ll let you down,” he said finally. “Is that all right?”


			“Yes, that’s all right,” said Alyx, shutting her eyes. She considered kicking him or tripping him so that he’d fall in himself but he was keeping a very prudent distance from the edge, and besides, there was no telling where he would fall or how badly Machine was hurt. He might fall on Machine. She said, “That’s fine, thanks.” She rolled over and half sat up, slipping off her pack; clinging to it, she got out the length of rope they all carried and tied it under her arms. She was very clumsy in the wind; Gunnar watched her without offering to help, and when she was finished he took the free end and held it laxly in one hand. “Your weight won’t be too much,” he said.


			“Gunnar,” she said, “hold that thing right.” He shook himself a little and took a better hold on the rope. Coming closer, he said “Wait a minute,” rummaged in her pack and handed her a kind of bulb which she tucked into her sleeve. It looked like the medicine he had once shown her, the kind they had used on Raydos. He said “Put it in the crook of his arm and press it. A little at a time.” She nodded, afraid to speak to him. She crawled toward the edge of the well where the snow had suddenly collapsed under Machine, and throwing her arms over the ground, let herself down into the dark. The rope held and Gunnar did not let go. She imagined that he would wait for her to shout and then throw down his own rope; she wrapped her arms around her head for the hole was too wide for her to brace herself and she spun slowly around—or rather, the walls did, hitting her now and then—until the chimney narrowed. She climbed part of the way down, arms and legs wide as if crucified. She had once seen an acrobat roll on a wheel that way. The darkness seemed to lighten a little and she thought she could see something light at the bottom, so she shouted “Gunnar!” up the shaft. As she had expected, a coil of rope came whispering down, settled about her shoulders, slid off to one side and hung about her like a necklace, the free end dangling down into the half-dark.


			But when she pulled at it, she found that the other end was fastened under her own arms.


			She did not think. She was careful about that. She descended further, to where Machine lay wedged like a piece of broken goods, his eyes shut, one arm bent at an unnatural angle, his head covered with blood. She could not get at his pack because it was under him. She found a kind of half-shelf next to him that she could stay on by bracing her feet against the opposite wall, and sitting there, she took from her sleeve the bulb Gunnar had given her. She could not get at either of Machine’s arms without moving him, for the other one was twisted under him and jammed against the rock, but she knew that a major blood vessel was in the crook of the arm, so she pressed the nose of the bulb against a vessel in his neck and squeezed the bulb twice. Nothing happened. She thought: Gunnar has gone to get the others. She squeezed the medicine again and then was afraid, because it might be too much; someone had said “I’ve given Raydos all he can take”; so she put the thing back in her sleeve. Her legs ached. She could just about reach Machine. She took off a glove and put one hand in front of his mouth to satisfy herself that he was breathing, and then she tried feeling for a pulse in his throat and got something cold, possibly from the medicine bottle. But he had a pulse. His eyes remained closed. In her own pack was a time-telling device called a watch—she supposed vaguely that they called it that from the watches they had to keep at night, or perhaps they called it that for some other reason—but that was up top. She could not get to it. She began to put her weight first on one leg and then on the other, to rest a little, and then she found she could move closer to Machine, who still lay with his face upward, his eyes shut. He had fallen until the narrow part of the chimney stopped him. She was beginning to be able to see better and she touched his face with her bare hand; then she tried to feel about his head, where he was hurt, where the blood that came out increased ever so little, every moment, steadily black and black. The light was very dim. She felt gashes but nothing deep; she thought it must have been a blow or something internal in the body, so she put the medicine bulb to his neck again and squeezed it. Nothing happened. They’ll be back, she thought. She looked at the bottle but could not see well enough to tell what was written on it so she put it back into her sleeve. It occurred to her then that they had never taught her to read, although they had taught her to speak. Lines came into her mind, We are done for if we fall asleep, something she must have heard; for she was growing numb and beginning to fall asleep, or not sleep exactly but some kind of retreat, and the dim, squirming walls around her began to close in and draw back, the way things do when one can barely see. She put both hands on Machine’s face where the blood had begun to congeal in the cold, drew them over his face, talked to him steadily to keep herself awake, talked to him to wake him up. She thought He has concussion, the word coming from somewhere in that hypnotic hoard they had put into her head. She began to nod and woke with a jerk. She said softly “What’s your name?” but Machine did not move. “No, tell me your name,” she persisted gently, “tell me your name,” drawing her hands over his face, unable to feel from the knees down, trying not to sink into sleep, passing her fingers through his hair while she nodded with sleep, talking to him, whispering against his cheek, feeling again and again for his hurts, trying to move her legs and coming close enough to him to see his face in the dim, dim light; to put her hands against his cheeks and speak to him in her own language, wondering why she should mind so much that he was dying, she who had had three children and other men past counting, wondering how there could be so much to these people and so little, so much and so little, like the coat of snow that made everything seem equal, both the up and the down, like the blowing snow that hid the most abysmal poverty and the precious things down under the earth. She jerked awake. Snow was sifting down on her shoulders and something snaky revolved in the air above her.


			But Machine had stopped breathing some time before.


			She managed to wind her own rope loosely around her neck and climb the other by bracing herself against the side of the well: not as smoothly as she liked, for the rope wavered a little and tightened unsteadily while Alyx cursed and shouted up to them to mind their bloody business if they didn’t want to get it in a few minutes. Gavrily pulled her up over the edge.


			“Well?” he said. She was blinking. The four others were all on the rope. She smiled at them briefly, slapping her gloves one against the other. Her hands were rubbed raw. The wind, having done its job, had fallen, and the snow fell straight as silk sheets.


			“Well?” said Gavrily again, anxiously, and she shook her head. She could see on the faces of all of them a strange expression, a kind of mixed look as if they did not know what to feel or show. Of course; they had not liked him. She jerked her head towards the pass. Gavrily looked as if he were about to say something, and Iris as if she were about to cry suddenly, but Alyx only shook her head again and started off behind Gunnar. She saw one of the nuns looking back fearfully at the hole. They walked for a while and then Alyx took Gunnar’s arm, gently holding on to the unresponsive arm of the big, big man, her lips curling back over her teeth on one side, involuntarily, horribly. She said:


			“Gunnar, you did well.”


			He said nothing.


			“You ought to have lived in my country,” she said. “Oh yes! you would have been a hero there.”


			She got in front of him, smiling, clasping her hands together, saying “You think I’m fooling, don’t you?” Gunnar stopped.


			“It was your job,” he said expressionlessly.


			“Well, of course,” she said sweetly, “of course it was,” and crossing her hands wrist to wrist as she had done a thousand times before, she suddenly bent them in and then flipped them wide, each hand holding a knife. She bent her knees slightly; he was two heads taller and twice as heavy, easily. He put one hand stupidly up to his head.


			“You can’t do this,” he said.


			“Oh, there’s a risk,” she said, “there’s that, of course,” and she began to turn him back towards the others as he automatically stepped away from her, turning him in a complete circle to within sight of the others, while his face grew frightened, more and more awake, until he finally cried out:


			“Oh God, Agent, what will you do!”


			She shifted a little on her feet.


			“I’m not like you!” he said, “I can’t help it, what do you expect of me?”


			“He came and got us,” said Iris, frightened.


			“None of us,” said Gunnar quickly, “can help the way we are brought up, Agent. You are a creature of your world, believe me, just as I am of mine; I can’t help it; I wanted to be like you but I’m not, can I help that? I did what I could! What can a man do? What do you expect me to do? What could I do!”


			“Nothing. It’s not your job,” said Alyx.


			“I am ashamed,” said Gunnar, stammering, “I am ashamed, Agent, I admit I did the wrong thing. I should have gone down, yes, I should have—put those things away, for God’s sake!—forgive me, please, hate me but forgive me; I am what I am, I am only what I am! For Heaven’s sake! For God’s sake!”


			“Defend yourself,” said Alyx, and when he did not—for it did not seem to occur to him that this was possible—she slashed the fabric of his suit with her left-hand knife and with the right she drove Trans-Temp’s synthetic steel up to the hilt between Gunnar’s ribs. It did not kill him; he staggered back a few steps, holding his chest. She tripped him onto his back and then cut his suit open while the madman did not even move, all this in an instant, and when he tried to rise she slashed him through the belly and then—lest the others intrude—pulled back his head by the pale hair and cut his throat from ear to ear. She did not spring back from the blood but stood in it, her face strained in the same involuntary grimace as before, the cords standing out on her neck. Iris grabbed her arm and pulled her away.


			“He came and got us,” whispered Iris, terrified, “he did, he did, really.”


			“He took his time,” said Gavrily slowly. The five of them stood watching Gunnar, who lay in a red lake. The giant was dead. Alyx watched him until Iris turned her around; she followed obediently for a few steps, then stopped and knelt and wiped her hands in the snow. Then putting on her gloves, she took handfuls of snow and rubbed them over her suit, up and down, up and down. She cleaned herself carefully and automatically, like a cat. Then she put the knives away and silently followed the four others up the pass, floundering and slipping through the still-falling snow, hunched a little, her fists clenched. At dusk they found a shallow cave at the bottom of a long slope, not a rock cave but soft rock and frozen soil. Gavrily said they were over the pass. They sat as far back against the cave wall as they could, watching the snow fall across the opening and glancing now and again at Alyx. She was feeling a kind of pressure at the back of her neck, something insistent like a forgotten thought, but she could not remember what it was; then she took the medicine bulb out of her sleeve and began playing with it, tossing it up and down in her hand. That was what she had been trying to remember. Finally Iris giggled nervously and said:


			“What are you doing with that?”


			“Put it in your pack,” said Alyx, and she held it out to the girl.


			“My pack?” said Iris, astonished. “Why?”


			“We may need it,” said Alyx.


			“Oh Lord,” said Iris uncomfortably, “we’ve still got enough to eat, haven’t we?”


			“Eat?” said Alyx.


			“Sure,” said Iris, “that’s lecithin. From synthetic milk,” and then she clapped both hands across her mouth as Alyx leapt to her feet and threw the thing out into the falling snow. It seemed to Alyx that she had suddenly walked into an enormous snake, or a thing like one of the things that cleaned up houses in civilized countries: something long, strong and elastic that winds around you and is everywhere the same, everywhere equally strong so that there is no relief from it, no shifting it or getting away from it. She could not bear it. She did not think of Machine but only walked up and down for a few minutes, trying to change her position so that there would be a few minutes when it would not hurt; then she thought of a funnel and something at the bottom of it; and then finally she saw him. Wedged in like broken goods. She thought Wedged in like broken goods. She put her hands over her eyes. The same face. The same face. Iris had gotten up in alarm and put one hand on Alyx’s shoulder; Alyx managed to whisper “Iris!”


			“Yes? Yes?” said Iris anxiously.


			“Get those damned women,” said Alyx hoarsely for now he was all over the cave, pale, eyes shut, on every wall, irretrievably lost, a smashed machine with a broken arm at the bottom of a rock chimney somewhere. It was intolerable. For a moment she thought that she was bleeding, that her arms and legs were cut away. Then that disappeared. She put out her hands to touch his face, to stay awake, to wake him up, again and again and again, and then this would not stop but went on and on in a kind of round dance that she could not control, over and over in complete silence with the cold of the rock-chimney and the dim light and the smell of the place, with Machine still dead, no matter what she did, lying on top of his pack and not speaking, wedged into the rock like a broken toy with one leg dangling. It kept happening. She thought I never lost anything before. She cried out in her own language.


			When the sister came with the pill-box to comfort her, Alyx wrenched the box out of the woman’s hand, swallowed three of the things, shoved the box up her own sleeve—above the knife-harness—and waited for death.


			But the only thing that happened was that the nuns got frightened and retreated to the other end of the cave.


			And Alyx fell asleep almost instantly.


			


			She woke up all at once, standing, like a board hit with a hoe; Paradise—which had been stable—turned over once and settled itself. This was interesting but not novel. She looked outside the cave, forgot what she had seen, walked over to the nuns and pulled one of them up by the hair, which was very amusing; she did it to the other, too, and then when the noise they made had waked up Iris and Gavrily, she said “Damn it, Gavrily, you better be careful, this place has it in for me.”


			He only blinked at her. She pulled him outside by one arm and whispered it fiercely into his ear, pulling him down and standing on her toes to do so, but he remained silent. She pushed him away. She looked at his frightened face and said contemptuously “Oh, you! you can’t hear,” and dropped her pack into the snow; then when somebody put it on her back she dropped it again; only the third time she lost interest. They put it on again and she forgot about it. By then they were all up and facing out onto the plains, a flat land covered with hard snow, a little dirty, like pulverized ice, and a brown haze over the sky so that the sun showed through it in an unpleasant smear: she wanted to look at it and would not go anywhere until someone pushed her. It was not an attractive landscape and it was not an unattractive one; it was fascinating. Behind her Gavrily began to sing:






			
				
					
				
				
					
							

			“When I woke up, my darling dear,


			When I woke up and found you near,


			I thought you were an awful cutie


			And you will always be my sweetie.”

						
					

				
			







			She turned around and shouted at him. Someone gave a shocked gasp. They prodded her again. She found Iris at her elbow, quite unexpectedly pushing her along, and began to explain that her feet were doing that part of the work. She was very civil. Then she added:


			“You see, I am not like you; I am not doing anything idiotic or lying in the snow making faces. I haven’t lost my head and I’m going on in a perfectly rational manner; I can still talk and I can still think and I wish to the devil you would stop working my elbow like a pump; it is very annoying, besides being entirely unnecessary. You are not a nice girl.”


			“I don’t know that language,” said Iris helplessly, “what are you saying?”


			“Well, you’re young,” said Alyx serenely, “after all.”


			At midday they let her look at the sky.


			She lay down flat in the snow and watched it as the others ate, through a pair of binoculars she had gotten from someone’s pack, concentrating on the detail work and spinning the little wheel in the middle until Iris grabbed her hands and hoisted her to her feet. This made her cross and she bit Iris in the arm, getting a mouthful of insulated suit. She seriously considered that Iris had played a trick on her. She looked for the binoculars but they were not around; she lagged after Iris with her gloves dangling from her wrists and her bare fingers making circles around her eyes; she tried to tell Iris to look at that over there, which is what that which it is, and then a terrible suspicion flashed into her mind in one sentence:


			You are going out of your mind.


			Immediately she ran to Iris, tugging at Iris’s arm, holding her hand, crying out “Iris, Iris, I’m not going out of my mind, am I? Am I going out of my mind? Am I?” and Iris said “No, you’re not; come on, please,” (crying a little) and the voice of one of the Hellish Duo sounded, like an infernal wind instrument creeping along the bottom of the snow, in a mean, meaching, nasty tone, just like the nasty blur in the brown sky, an altogether unpleasant, exceptionable and disgusting tone:


			“She’s coming out of it.”


			“How can I come on if I’m coming out?” demanded Alyx, going stiff all over with rage.


			“Oh, please!” said Iris.


			“How,” repeated Alyx in a fury, “can I come on if I’m coming out? How? I’d like you to explain that”—her voice rising shrilly—“that—conundrum, that impossibility, that flat perversion of the laws of nature; it is absolutely and utterly impossible and you are nothing but an excuse, an evasion, a cheap substitute for a human being and a little tin whore!”


			Iris turned away.


			“But how can I!” exploded Alyx. “How can I be on and out? How can I? It’s ridiculous!”


			Iris began to cry. Alyx folded her arms around herself and sunk her head on her chest; then she went over to Iris and patted Iris with her mittens; she would have given up even the sky if it made Iris unhappy. She said reassuringly “There, there.”


			“Just come on, please,” said Iris. Subdued, Alyx followed her. A great while after, when she had put down the other foot, Alyx said “You understand, don’t you?” She took Iris’s arm, companionably.


			“It’s only the pills,” said Iris, “that’s all.”


			“I never take them,” said Alyx.


			“Of course not,” said Iris.


			Curiously Alyx said, “Why are you shaking?”


			They walked on.


			


			Towards evening, long after the immense day had sunk and even the diffused light died out so that the bottom of the plain was nothing but a black pit, though even then the snow-luminescence glowed about them vaguely, not enough to see by but enough (Alyx thought) to make you take a chance and break your neck—she realized that they had been handing her about from one to the other all day. She supposed it was the pills. They came and went in waves of unreason, oddly detached from herself; she dozed between them as she walked, not thinking of suggesting to the others that they stop, and when they did stop she merely sat down on the snow, put her arms around her knees and stared off into the darkness. Eventually the light from the snow failed. She felt for the box in her sleeve and laughed a little; someone near her stirred and whispered “What? What?” and then yawned. The breathing fell again into its soft, regular rhythm. Alyx laughed again, dreamily, then felt something in back of her, then turned around to look for it, then found nothing. It was in back of her again. She yawned. The darkness was becoming uncomfortable. She fought the desire to sleep. She felt about and nudged the person nearest her, who immediately sat up—to judge from the sound—and gave out a kind of “Ha!” like a bellows. Alyx laughed.


			“Wha’—huh!” said Gavrily.


			“Look,” she said sensibly, “about these pills. What do they do to you?”


			“Muh,” said Gavrily.


			“Well, how many can I take?” said Alyx, amused.


			“Take what?”


			“Take pills,” said Alyx.


			“What? Don’t take any,” he said. He sounded a little more awake.


			“How many,” said Alyx patiently, “can I take without hurting myself?”


			“None,” said Gavrily. “Bad for the liver. Meta—metabol—give ’em back.”


			“You won’t get them,” said Alyx. “Don’t try. How many can I take without making a nuisance of myself?”


			“Huh?” said Gavrily.


			“How many?” repeated Alyx. “One?”


			“No, no,” said Gavrily stupidly, “none,” and he muttered something else, turned over in the dark and apparently fell asleep. She heard him snore; then it was turned off into a strangled, explosive snort and he breathed like a human being. Alyx sat peering keenly into the dark, feeling them come closer and closer and smiling to herself. When the world was about to touch her—and she would not stand for that—she took out her little box. She broke a pill and swallowed half. She came to the surface nonetheless, as one does when breaking the surface of water, blinded, chilled, shocked by the emptiness of air; the snow solidified under her, her suit began to take shape and grate like iron, the sleepers next to her emerged piecemeal out of the fog, grotesquely in separate limbs, in disconnected sounds, there were flashes of realization, whole moments of absolute reality. It simply would not do. She grinned nervously and hugged her knees. She blinked into the darkness as if her eyes were dazzled; she held on to her knees as a swimmer holds on to the piles of a jetty with his fingertips, she who had never been drunk in her life because it impaired the reason. She stuffed the box back up her sleeve. Eventually something happened—she shook her head as if to get rid of a fly or a nervous tic—the water rose. It closed over her head. She yawned. With her mouth wide open, water inside, water outside, she slid down, and down, and down, singing like a mermaid: I care for nobody, no, not I. She slept.


			And nobody cares for me.


			


			The false dawn came over the flats, bringing nothing with it.


			She sat and considered her sins.


			That they were vast was undeniably true, a mental land as flat and bare as a world-sized table, and yet with here and there those disturbing dips and slides: concave surfaces that somehow remained flat, hills that slid the other way, like the squares on a chessboard which bend and produce nausea. Such places exist.


			Her sins were terrible. She was staring at a pink marble bathtub, full of water, a bathtub in which she had once bathed in the palace of Knossos on Crete, and which now hung on the ceiling overhead. The water was slipping. She was going to be drowned. The ocean stuck to the sky, heaving. In her youth she had walked town streets and city streets, stolen things, been immensely popular; it had all come to nothing. Nothing had come out of nothing. She did not regret a single life lost. In the snow appeared a chessboard and on the chessboard figures, and these figures one by one slid down into squares in the board and disappeared. The squares puckered and became flat. She put her fingers into them but they would not take her, which was natural enough in a woman who had not even loved her own children. You could not trust anyone in those times. The electromagnetic spectrum was increasing. Slowly the plains filled with air, as a pool with water; an enormous racket went on below the cliff that was the edge of the earth; and finally the sun threw up one hand to grasp the cliff, climbed, clung, rose, mounted and sailed brilliantly white and clear into a brilliant sky.


			It said to her, in the voice of Iris: “You are frozen through and through. You are a detestable woman.”


			She fell back against the snow, dead.


			


			When the dawn came, bringing a false truce, Alyx was sitting up with her arms clasped about her knees and watching the others wake up. She was again, as before, delicately iced over, on the line between reason and unreason. She thought she would keep it that way. She ate with the others, saying nothing, doing nothing, watching the murky haze in the sky and the spreading thumbprint in it that was the sun. The landscape was geometric and very pleasing. In the middle of the morning they passed a boulder someone or something had put out on the waste: to one side of it was a patch of crushed snow and brown moss showing through. Later in the day the world became more natural, though no less pleasant, and they stopped to eat once more, sitting in the middle of the plain that spread out to nowhere in particular. Iris was leaning over and eating out of one hand, utterly beautiful as were all the others, the six or seven or eight of them, all very beautiful and the scenery too, all of which Alyx explained, and that at very great length.


			“What do you mean!” cried Iris suddenly. “What do you mean you’re going to go along without us, what do you mean by that!”


			“Huh?” said Alyx.


			“And don’t call me names,” said Iris, trembling visibly. “I’ve had enough,” and she went off and sat by somebody else. What have you had enough of? thought Alyx curiously, but she followed her anyway, to see that she came to no harm. Iris was sitting by one of the nuns. Her face was half turned away and there was a perceptible shadow on it. The nun was saying “Well, I told you.” The shadow on Iris’s face seemed to grow into a skin disease, something puckered or blistered like the lichens on a rock, a very interesting purple shadow; then it contracted into a small patch on her face and looked as if it were about to go out, but finally it turned into something.


			Iris had a black eye.


			“Where’d you get that?” said Alyx, with interest.


			Iris put her hand over her eye.


			“Well, where’d you get it?” said Alyx. “Who gave it to you? Did you fall against a rock?


			“I think you’re making it up,” she added frankly, but the words did not come out quite right. The black eye wavered as if it were going to turn into a skin disease again. “Well?” demanded Alyx. “How’d you get it out here in the middle of the desert? Huh? How did you? Come on!”


			“You gave it to me,” said Iris.


			“Oh, she won’t understand anything!” exclaimed one of the nuns contemptuously. Alyx sat down in the snow and tucked her feet under her. She put her arms around herself. Iris was turning away again, nursing the puffy flesh around her bloodshot eye: it was a purple bruise beginning to turn yellow and a remarkable sight, the focus of the entire plain, which had begun to wheel slowly and majestically around it. However, it looked more like a black eye every moment.


			“Me?” Alyx said finally.


			“In your sleep,” answered one of the nuns. “You are certainly a practiced woman. I believe you are a bad woman. We have all tried to take the pills away from you and the only issue of it is that Iris has a black eye and Gavrily a sprained wrist. Myself, I wash my hands of it.


			“Of course,” she added with some satisfaction, “it is too late now. Much too late. You have been eating them all along. You can’t stop now; you would die, you know. Metabolic balances.”


			“What, in one night!” said Alyx.


			“No,” said the other. “Five.”


			“I think we are running out of food,” said Iris. “We had better go on.


			“Come on,” she added, getting up.


			They went on.


			


			She took command two days later when she had become more habituated to the stuff, and although someone followed them constantly (but out of sight) there were no more hallucinations and her decisions were—on the whole—sensible. She thought the whole thing was a grand joke. When the food disappeared from out of the bottomless bags, she turned them inside out and licked the dust off them, and the others did the same; when she bent down, supporting herself on one arm, and looked over the brown sky for aircraft, the others did the same; and when she held up two fingers against one eye to take the visual diameter of the bleary sun and then moved the two fingers three times to one side—using her other hand as a marker—to find out their way, so did they, though they did not know why. There was no moss, no food, hardly any light, and bad pains in the stomach. Snow held them up for a day when the sun went out altogether. They sat together and did not talk. The next day the sky lifted a little and they went on, still not talking. When the middle of the day came and they had rested a while, they refused to get up; so she had to pummel them and kick them to their feet. She said she saw a thing up ahead that was probably the Pole station; she said they had bad eyes and bad ears and bad minds and could not expect to see it. They went on for the rest of the day and the next morning had to be kicked and cuffed again until they got up, and so they walked slowly on, leaving always the same footprints in the thin snow, a line of footprints behind exactly matching the fresh line in front, added one by one, like a line of stitching. Iris said there was a hobby machine that did that with only a single foot, faster than the eye could follow, over and over again, depositing now a rose, now a face, again a lily, a dragon, a tower, a shield . . .


			


			On the fifty-seventh day they reached the Pole station.


			It sprawled over five acres of strangely irregular ground: cut-stone blocks in heaps, stone paths that led nowhere, stone walls that enclosed nothing, a ruined city, entirely roofless. Through their binoculars nothing looked taller than any of them. Nothing was moving. They stood staring at it but could make no sense of it. One of the nuns flopped down in the snow. Gavrily said:


			“Someone ought to let them know we’re here.”


			“They know,” said Alyx.


			“They don’t know,” he said.


			“They know,” said Alyx. She was looking through the binoculars. She had her feet planted wide apart in the snow and was fiddling with the focus knob, trying to find something in the ruins. Around her the women lay like big dolls. She knew it was the Pole because of the position of the sun; she knew it was not a city and had never been a city but something the lieutenant had long ago called a giant aerial code and she knew that if someone does not come out to greet you, you do not run to greet him. She said “Stay here,” and hung the binoculars around her neck.


			“No, Agent,” said Gavrily. He was swaying a little on his feet.


			“Stay here,” she repeated, tucking the binoculars inside her suit, and dropping to her knees, she began to crawl forward. Gavrily, smiling, walked past her towards the giant anagram laid out on the snow; smiling, he turned and waved, saying something she could not catch; and resolutely marching forward—because he could talk to people best, she supposed, although he was stumbling a little and his face was gray—he kept on walking in the direction of the Pole station, over the flat plain, until his head was blown off.


			It was done silently and bloodlessly, in a flash of light. Gavrily threw up both arms, stood still, and toppled over. Behind her Alyx heard someone gasp repeatedly, in a fit of hiccoughs. Silence.


			“Iris, give me your pack,” said Alyx.


			“Oh no, no, no, no, no, no, no, no,” said Iris.


			“I want to go away,” said someone else, tiredly.


			Alyx had to kick them to get the packs off them; then she had to push Iris’s face into the snow until the girl stopped grabbing at her; she dragged all four packs over the snow like sleds, and stopping a few feet from Gavrily’s body, she dumped all four onto the ground and pulled Gavrily back by the feet. Marker, she thought. Cursing automatically, she wrenched the packs open and lobbed a few bottles at the town at random. They vanished in a glitter two meters from the ground. She thought for a moment and then rapidly assembled a crossbow; bolts fired from it met the same fate; the crossbow itself, carefully lifted into the air, flared at the tip and the whole thing became so hot that she had to drop it. Her gloves were charred. Wrapping bandages from one of the packs around the bow, she lifted it again, this time ten paces to one side; again the tip vanished; ten paces to the other side and the same thing happened; crawling forward with her sunglasses on, she held it up in front of her and watched the zone of disappearance move slowly down to the grip. She tried it with another, twenty paces to the left. Twenty paces to the right. Her palms were blistered, the gloves burned off. The thing got closer and closer to the ground; there would be no crawling under it. She retreated to Gavrily’s body and found Iris behind it, holding on to one of the packs to keep herself steady, whispering “What is it, what is it, what is it?”


			“It’s a fence,” said Alyx, thrusting her stinging hands into the snow, “and whoever’s running it doesn’t have the sense to turn it off.”


			“Oh no, it’s a machine,” whispered Iris, laying her head against the pack, “it’s a machine, it’s no use, there’s nobody there.”


			“If there were nobody there,” said Alyx, “I do not think they would need a fence—Iris!” and she began shaking the girl, who seemed to be falling asleep.


			“Doesn’t know anything,” said Iris, barely audible. “Idiots. Doesn’t care.”


			“Iris!” shouted Alyx, slapping her, “Iris!”


			“Only numbers,” said Iris, and passed out. Alyx pulled her over by one shoulder and rubbed snow on her face. She fed her snow and put her forefingers under the girl’s ears, pressing hard into the glands under them. The pain brought the girl around; “Only numbers,” she said again.


			“Iris,” said Alyx, “give me some numbers.”


			“I.D.,” said Iris, “on my back. Microscopic.”


			“Iris,” said Alyx slowly and distinctly, “I cannot read. You must count something out for me. You must count it out while I show those bastards that there is somebody out here. Other­wise we will never get in. We are not supposed to be recognized and we won’t be. We are camouflaged. You must give me some numbers.”


			“Don’t know any,” said Iris. Alyx propped her up against what was left of one of the packs. She dozed off. Alyx brought her out of it again and the girl began to cry, tears going effortlessly down her cheeks, busily one after the other. Then she said “In the Youth Core we had a number.”


			“Yes?” said Alyx.


			“It was the number of our Core and it meant the Jolly Pippin,” said Iris weakly. “It went like this—” and she recited it.


			“I don’t know what those words mean,” said Alyx; “you must show me,” and holding up Iris’s hand, she watched while the girl slowly stuck up fingers: five seven seven, five two, seven five five six. Leaving Iris with her head propped against the pack, Alyx wound everything she could around the base of one of the crossbows, and lifting it upwards slowly spelled out five seven seven, five two, seven five five six, until everything was gone, when she wound another pack around another bow, leaving the first in the snow to cool, and again spelled out the number over and over until she could not move either hand, both hurt so abominably, and Iris had passed out for the second time.


			Then something glittered in the middle of the Pole station and figures in snowsuits came running through the heaps of stone and the incomplete stone walls. Alyx thought dryly It’s about time. She turned her head and saw the nuns tottering towards her, she thought suddenly God, how thin! and feeling perfectly well, she got up to wave the nuns on, to urge them to greet the real human beings, the actual living people who had finally come out in response to Iris’s Jolly Pippin. A phrase she had heard sometime during the trip came to her mind: The Old School Yell. She stepped forward smartly and gestured to one of the men, but as he came closer—two others were picking up Iris, she saw, and still others racing towards the nuns—she realized that he had no face, or none to speak of, really, a rather amusing travesty or approximation, that he was, in fact, a machine like the workers she had seen in the sheds when they had first set out on their picnic. Someone had told her then “They’re androids. Don’t nod.” She continued to wave. She turned around for a last look at Paradise and there, only a few meters away, as large as life, stood Machine with his arms crossed over his chest. She said to him “What’s a machine?” but he did not answer. With an air of finality, with the simplicity and severity of a dying god, he pulled over his blue eyes the goggled lenses and snout of another species, rejecting her, rejecting all of them; and tuned in to station Nothing (twenty-four hours a day every day, someone had said) he turned and began to walk away, fading as he walked, walking as he went away, listening to Trivia between the earth and the air until he walked himself right into a cloud, into nothing, into the blue, blue sky.


			Ah, but I feel fine! thought Alyx, and walking forward, smiling as Gavrily had done, she saw under the hood of her android the face of a real man. She collapsed immediately.


			


			Three weeks later Alyx was saying goodbye to Iris on the Moondrom on Old Earth, a vast idiot dome full of mist and show-lights, with people of all sorts rising and falling on streams of smoke. Iris was going the cheap way to the Moon for a conventional weekend with a strange young man. She was fashionably dressed all in silver, for that was the color that month: silver eyes, silvered eyelids, a cut-out glassene dress with a matching cloak, and her silver luggage and coiffure, both vaguely spherical, bobbing half a meter in the air behind their owner. It would have been less unnerving if the hair had been attached to Iris’s head; as it was, Alyx could not keep her eyes off it.


			Moreover, Iris was having hysterics for the seventh time in the middle of the Moondrom because her old friend who had gone through so much with her, and had taught her to shoot, and had saved her life, would not tell her anything—anything—anything!


			“Can I help it if you refuse to believe me?” said Alyx.


			“Oh, you think I’ll tell him!” snapped Iris scornfully, referring to her escort whom neither of them had yet met. She was searching behind her in the air for something that was apparently supposed to come out of her luggage, but didn’t. Then they sat down, on nothing.


			“Listen, baby,” said Alyx, “just listen. For the thirty-third time, Trans-Temp is not the Great Trans-Temporal Cadre of Heroes and Heroines and don’t shake your head at me because it isn’t. It’s a study complex for archaeologists, that’s all it is, and they fish around blindfold in the past, love, just as you would with a bent pin; though they’re very careful where and when they fish because they have an unholy horror of even chipping the bottom off a canoe. They think the world will blow up or something. They stay thirty feet above the top of the sea and twenty feet below it and outside city limits and so on and so on, just about everything you can think of. And they can’t even let through anything that’s alive. Only one day they were fishing in the Bay of Tyre a good forty feet down and they just happened to receive twenty-odd cubic meters of sea-water complete with a small, rather inept Greek thief who had just pinched an expensive chess set from the Prince of Tyre, who between ourselves is no gentleman. They tell me I was attached to a rope attached to knots attached to a rather large boulder with all of us considerably more dead than alive, just dead enough, in fact, to come through at all, and just alive enough to be salvageable. That is, I was. They also tell me that this is one chance in several billion billion so there is only one of me, my dear, only one, and there never will be any more, prehistoric or heroic or unheroic or otherwise, and if you would only please, please oblige your escort by telling—”


			“They’ll send you back!” said Iris, clasping her hands with wonderful intensity.


			“They can’t,” said Alyx.


			“They’ll cut you up and study you!”


			“They won’t.”


			“They’ll shut you up in a cage and make you teach them things!”


			“They tried,” said Alyx. “The Army—”


			Here Iris jumped up, her mouth open, her face clouding over. She was fingering something behind her ear.


			“I have to go,” she said absently. She smiled a little sadly. “That’s a very good story,” she said.


			“Iris—” began Alyx, getting up.


			“I’ll send you something,” said Iris hastily. “I’ll send you a piece of the Moon; see if I don’t.”


			“The historical sites,” said Alyx. She was about to say something more, something light, but at that moment Iris—snatching frantically in the air behind her for whatever it was that had not come out the first time and showed no signs of doing so the second—burst into passionate tears.


			“How will you manage?” she cried, “oh, how will you, you’re seven years younger than I am, you’re just a baby!” and weeping in a swirl of silver cloak, and hair, and luggage, in a storm of violently crackling sparks that turned gold and silver and ran off the both of them like water, little Iris swooped down, threw her arms around her littler friend, wept some more, and immediately afterward rose rapidly into the air, waving goodbye like mad. Halfway up to the foggy roof she produced what she had apparently been trying to get from her luggage all along: a small silver flag, a jaunty square with which she blew her nose and then proceeded to wave goodbye again, smiling brilliantly. It was a handkerchief.


			Send me a piece of the Moon, said Alyx silently, send me something I can keep, and turning away she started out between the walls of the Moondrom, which are walls that one cannot see, through the cave that looks like an enormous sea of fog; and if you forget that it was made for civilized beings, it begins to look, once you have lost your way, like an endless cave, an endless fog, through which you will wander forever.


			But of course she found her way out, finally.


			At the exit—and it was the right exit, the one with billowing smoke that shone ten thousand colors from the lights in the floor and gave you, as you crossed it, the faint, unpleasant sensation of being turned slowly upside down, there where ladies’ cloaks billowed and transparent clothing seemed to dissolve in streams of fire—


			Stood Machine. Her heart stopped for a moment, automatically. The fifth or sixth time that day, she estimated.


			“God save you, mister,” she said.


			He did not move.


			“They tell me you’ll be gone in a few weeks,” she said. “I’ll be sorry.”


			He said nothing.


			“They also tell me,” she went on, “that I am going to teach my special and peculiar skills in a special and peculiar little school, for they seem to think our pilgrimage a success, despite its being full of their own inexcusable blunders, and they also seem to think that my special and peculiar skills are detachable from my special and peculiar attitudes. Like Iris’s hair. I think they will find they are wrong.”


			He began to dissolve.


			“Raydos is blind,” she said, “stone blind, did you know that? Some kind of immune reaction; when you ask them, they pull a long face and say that medicine can’t be expected to do everything. A foolproof world and full of fools. And then they tape wires on my head and ask me how it feels to be away from home; and they shake their heads when I tell them that I am not away from home; and then they laugh a little—just a little—when I tell them that I have never had a home.


			“And then,” she said, “I tell them that you are dead.”


			He disappeared.


			“We’ll give them a run for their money,” she said. “Oh yes we will! By God we will! Eh, love?” and she stepped through the smoke, which now contained nothing except the faint, unpleasant sensation of being turned slowly upside down.


			Iris may turn out to be surprisingly accurate, she thought, about the Great Trans-Temporal Cadre of Heroes and Heroines.


			Even if the only thing trans-temporal about them is their attitudes. The attitudes that are not detachable from my special and peculiar skills.


			If I have anything to say about it.
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			Chapter One


			


			“HEY, MOUSE! Play us something,” one of the mechanics called from the bar.


			“Didn’t get signed on no ship yet?” chided the other. “Your spinal socket’ll rust up. Come on, give us a number.”


			The Mouse stopped running his finger around the rim of his glass. Wanting to say “no” he began a “yes.” Then he frowned.


			The mechanics frowned too:


			


			He was an old man.


			He was a strong man.


			As the Mouse pulled his hand to the edge of the table, the derelict lurched forward. Hip banged the counter. Long toes struck a chair leg: the chair danced on the flags.


			Old. Strong. The third thing the Mouse saw: Blind.


			He swayed before the Mouse’s table. His hand swung up; yellow nails hit the Mouse’s cheek. (Spider’s feet?) “You, boy . . .”


			The Mouse stared at the pearls behind rough, blinking lids.


			“You, boy. Do you know what it was like?”


			Must be blind, the Mouse thought. Moves like blind. Head sits forward so on his neck. And his eyes—


			The codger flapped out his hand, caught a chair, and yanked it to him. It rasped as he fell on the seat. “Do you know what it looked like, felt like, smelt like—do you?”


			The Mouse shook his head: the fingers tapped his jaw.


			“We were moving out, boy, with the three hundred suns of the Pleiades glittering like a puddle of jeweled milk on our left, and all blackness wrapped around our right. The ship was me; I was the ship. With these sockets—” he tapped the inset in his wrist against the table: click “—I was plugged into my vane-projector. Then—” the stubble on his face rose and fell with the words “—centered on the dark, a light! It reached out, grabbed our eyes as we lay in the projection chambers and wouldn’t let them go. It was like the universe was torn and all day raging through. I wouldn’t go off sensory input. I wouldn’t look away. All the colors you could think of were there, blotting the night. And finally the shock waves: the walls sang! Magnetic inductance oscillated over our ship, nearly rattled us apart. But then it was too late. I was blind.” He sat back in his chair. “I’m blind, boy. But with a funny kind of blindness: I can see you. I’m deaf. But if you talked to me, I could understand most of what you said. Olfactory nerves mostly shorted out at the brain end. Same with the taste buds over my tongue.” His hand went flat on the Mouse’s cheek. “I can’t feel the texture of your face. Most of the tactile nerve endings were killed too. Are you smooth—or are you bristly and gristly as I am?” He laughed on yellow teeth in red, red gums. “Old Dan is blind in a funny way.” His hand slipped down the Mouse’s vest, catching the laces. “A funny way, yes. Most people go blind in blackness. I have a fire in my eyes. I have that whole collapsing sun in my head, my visual tectum shorted wide open, jumping, leaping, sparking. It’s as though the light lashed the rods and cones of my retina to constant stimulation, balled up a rainbow and stuffed each socket full. That’s what I’m seeing now. Then you, outlined here, highlighted there, a solarized ghost across hell from me. Who are you?”


			“Pontichos,” the Mouse offered. His voice sounded like wool with sand, grinding. “Pontichos Provechi.”


			Dan’s face twisted. “Your name is . . . What did you say? It’s shaking my head apart. There’s a choir crouched in my ears, shouting down into my skull twenty-six hours a day. The brain-end synapses, they’re sending out static, the death rattle that sun’s been dying ever since. Over that, I can just hear your voice, like an echo of something shouted a hundred yards off.” Dan coughed and sat back, hard. “Where are you from?” He wiped his mouth.


			“Here in Draco,” the Mouse said. “Earth.”


			“Earth? Where? America? You come from a little white house on a tree-lined street, with a bicycle in the garage?”


			Oh yes, the Mouse thought. Blind, and deaf too. The Mouse’s speech was good, but he’d never even tried to correct his accent.


			“Me. I’m from Australia. From a white house. I lived just outside Melbourne. Trees. I had a bicycle. But that was a long time ago. A long time, wasn’t it, boy? You know Australia, on Earth?”


			“Been through.” The Mouse squirmed in his chair and wondered how to get away.


			“Yes. That’s how it was. But you don’t know, boy! You can’t know what it’s like to stagger through the rest of your life with a nova dug into your brain, remembering Melbourne, remembering the bicycle. What did you say your name was?”


			The Mouse looked left at the window, right at the door.


			“I can’t remember it. The sound of that sun blots out everything.”


			The mechanics, who had been listening till now, turned to the bar.


			“Can’t remember a thing any more!”


			At another table a black-haired woman fell back to her card game with her blond companion.


			“Oh, I’ve been sent to doctors! They say if they cut out the nerves, optic and aural, slice them off at the brain, the roaring, the light—it might stop! Might?” He raised his hands to his face. “And the shadows of the world that come in, they’d stop too. Your name? What’s your name?”


			The Mouse got the words ready in his mouth, along with, excuse me, huh? I gotta go.


			But old Dan coughed, clutched at his ears.


			“Ahhh! That was a pig trip, a dog trip, a trip for flies! The ship was the Roc and I was a cyborg stud for Captain Lorq Von Ray. He took us”—Dan leaned across the table—“this close”—his thumb brushed his forefinger—“this close to hell. And brought us back. You can damn him, and damn Illyrion for that, boy, whoever you are. Wherever you’re from!” Dan barked, flung back his head; his hands jumped on the table.


			The bartender glanced over. Somebody signaled for a drink. The bartender’s lips tightened, but he turned off, shaking his head.


			“Pain—” Dan’s chin came down—“after you’ve lived with it long enough, isn’t pain anymore. It’s something else. Lorq Von Ray is mad! He took us as near the edge of dying as he could. Now he’s abandoned me, nine-tenths a corpse, here at the rim of the Solar System. And where’s he gone—” Dan breathed hard. Something flapped in his lungs. “Where’s blind Dan going to go now?”


			Suddenly he grabbed the sides of the table.


			“Where is Dan going to go!”


			The Mouse’s glass tumbled, smashed on the stone.


			“You tell me!”


			He shook the table again.


			The bartender was coming over.


			Dan stood, overturning his chair, and rubbed his knuckles on his eyes. He took two staggering steps through the sunburst that rayed the floor. Two more. The last left long maroon prints.


			The black-haired woman caught her breath. The blond man closed the cards.


			One mechanic started forward, but the other touched his arm.


			Dan’s fists struck the swinging doors. He was gone.


			The Mouse looked around. Glass on stone again, but softer. The bartender had plugged the sweeper into his wrist and the machine hissed over dirt and bloody fragments. “You want another drink?”


			“No,” the Mouse’s voice whispered from his ruined larynx. “No. I was finished. Who was that?”


			“Used to be a cyborg stud on the Roc. He’s been making trouble around here for a week. Lots of places throw him out soon as he comes in the door. How come you been having such a hard time getting signed on?”


			“I’ve never been on a star-run before,” came the Mouse’s rough whisper. “I just got my certificate two years back. Since then I’ve been plugged in with a small freight company working around inside the Solar System on the triangle run.”


			“I could give you all kinds of advice.” The bartender unplugged the sweeper from his wrist socket. “But I’ll restrain myself. Ashton Clark go with you.” He grinned and went back behind the bar.


			The Mouse felt uncomfortable. He hooked a dark thumb beneath the leather strap over his shoulder, got up and started for the door.


			“Eh, Mouse, come on. Play something for—”


			The door closed behind him.


			The shrunken sun lay jagged gold on the mountains. Neptune, huge in the sky, dropped mottled light on the plain. The starships hulked in the repair pits half a mile away.


			The Mouse started down the strip of bars, cheap hotels, and eating places. Unemployed and despondent, he had bummed in most of them, playing for board, sleeping in the corner of somebody’s room when he was pulled in to entertain at an all-night party. That wasn’t what his certificate said he should be doing. That wasn’t what he wanted.


			He turned down the boardwalk that edged Hell3.


			To make the satellite’s surface habitable, Draco Commission had planted Illyrion furnaces to melt the moon’s core. With surface temperature at mild autumn, atmosphere generated spontaneously from the rocks. An artificial ionosphere kept it in. The other manifestations of the newly molten core were Hells1 to 52, volcanic cracks that had opened in the crust of the moon. Hell3 was almost a hundred yards wide, twice as deep (a flaming worm broiled on its bottom), and seven miles long. The cañon flickered and fumed under pale night.


			As the Mouse walked by the abyss, hot air caressed his cheek. He was thinking about blind Dan. He was thinking about the night beyond Pluto, beyond the edge of the stars called Draco. And was afraid. He fingered the leather sack against his side.


			


			When the Mouse was ten years old, he’d stolen that sack. It held what he was to love most.


			Terrified, he’d fled from the music stalls beneath white vaults, down between the stinking booths of suede. He clutched the sack to his belly, jumped over a carton of meerschaum pipes that had broken open, spilling across the dusty stone, passed under another arch, and for twenty meters darted through the crowds roaming the Golden Alley, where velvet display windows were alive with light and gold. He sidestepped a boy treading the heels of his shoes and swinging a three-handled tray of tea glasses and coffee cups. As the Mouse dodged, the tray went up and over; tea and coffee shook, but nothing spilled. The Mouse fled on.


			Another turn took him past a mountain of embroidered slippers.


			Mud splattered the next time his canvas shoes hit the broken flooring. He stopped, panting, looked up.


			No vaults. Light rain drifted between the buildings. He held the sack tighter, smeared his damp face with the back of his hand, and started up the curving street.


			Rotten, ribbed, and black, the Burnt Tower of Constantine jutted from the parking lot. As he reached the main street, people hurried about him, splashing in the thin slip covering the stones. The leather had grown sweaty on his skin.


			Good weather? He would have romped down the backstreet shortcut. But this: he kept to the main way, taking some protection from the monorail. He pushed among the businessmen, the students, the porters.


			A sledge rumbled on the cobbles. The Mouse took a chance and swung up on the yellow running board. The driver grinned—gold-flecked crescent in a brown face—and let him stay.


			Ten minutes later, heart still hammering, the Mouse swung off and ducked through the courtyard of New Mosque. In the drizzle a few men washed their feet in the stone troughs at the wall. Two women came from the flapping door at the entrance, retrieved their shoes, and started down the gleaming steps, hastening in the rain.


			Once, the Mouse had asked Leo just when New Mosque had been built. The fisherman from the Pleiades Federation—who always walked with one foot bare—had scratched his thick blond hair as they gazed at the smoky walls rising to the domes and spiking minarets. “About a thousand years ago, was. But that only a guess is.”


			The Mouse was looking for Leo now.


			He ran out the courtyard and dodged between the trucks, cars, dolmushes, and trollies crowding the entrance of the bridge. On the crosswalk, under a streetlamp, he turned through an iron gate and hurried down the steps. Small boats clacked together in the sludge. Beyond the dinghies, the mustard water of the Golden Horn heaved about the pilings and the hydrofoil docks. Beyond the Horn’s mouth, across the Bosphorus, the clouds had torn.


			Beams slanted through and struck the wake of a ferry plowing toward another continent. The Mouse paused on the steps to stare over the glittering strait as more and more light fell through.


			Windows in foggy Asia flashed on sand-colored walls. It was the beginning of the effect that had caused the Greeks, two thousand years before, to call the Asian side of the city Chrysopolis—Gold City. Today it was Uskudar.


			“Hey, Mouse!” Leo hailed him from the red, rocking deck. Leo had built an awning over his boat, set up wooden tables, and placed barrels around for chairs. Black oil boiled in a vat, heated by an ancient generator caked with grease. Beside it, on a yellow slicker, was a heap of fish. The gills had been hooked around the lower jaws so that each fish had a crimson flower at its head. “Hey, Mouse, what you got?”


			In better weather fishermen, dockworkers, and porters lunched here. The Mouse climbed over the rail as Leo threw in two fish. The oil erupted yellow foam.


			“I got what . . . what you were talking about. I got it . . . I mean I think it’s the thing you told me about.” The words rushed, breathy, hesitant, breathy again.


			Leo, whose name, hair, and chunky body had been given him by German grandparents (and whose speech pattern had been lent by his childhood on a fishing coast of a world whose nights held ten times as many stars as Earth’s), looked confused. Confusion became wonder as the Mouse held out the leather sack.


			Leo took it with freckled hands. “You sure, are? Where you—”


			Two workmen stepped on the boat. Leo saw alarm cross the Mouse’s face and switched from Turkish to Greek. “Where did you this find?” The sentence pattern stayed the same in all languages.


			“I stole it.” Even though the words came with gushes of air through ill-anchored vocal cords, at ten the orphaned gypsy spoke some half dozen of the languages bordering the Mediterranean much more facilely than people like Leo who had learned his tongues under a hypno-teacher.


			The construction men, grimy from their power shovels (and hopefully limited to Turkish), sat down at the table, massaging their wrists and rubbing their spinal sockets on the smalls of their back where the great machines had been plugged into their bodies. They called for fish.


			Leo bent and tossed. Silver flicked the air. The oil roared.


			Leo leaned against the railing and opened the drawstring. “Yes.” He spoke slowly. “None on Earth, much less here, I didn’t know was. Where it from is?”


			“I got it from the bazaar,” the Mouse explained. “If it can be found on Earth, it can be found in the Grand Bazaar.” He quoted the adage that had brought millions on millions to the Queen of Cities.


			“So I’d heard,” Leo said. Then in Turkish again: “These gentlemen their lunch you give.”


			The Mouse took up the ladle and scooped the fish onto plastic plates. What had gone in silver came out gold. The men pulled chunks of bread from the baskets under the table and ate with their hands.


			He hunted the two other fish from the oil and brought them to Leo, who was still sitting on the rail, smiling into the sack. “Coherent image out of this thing, can I get? Don’t know. Since fishing for methane squid in the Outer Colonies, I was, not in my hands one of these is. Back then, pretty well this I could play.” The sack fell away, and Leo sucked his breath between his teeth. “It pretty is!”


			On his lap in crumpled leather, it might have been a harp, it might have been a computer. With inductance surfaces like a theremin, with frets like a guitar, down one side were short drones as on a sitar. On the other were the extended bass drones of a guitarina. Parts were carved from rosewood. Parts were cast from stainless steel. It had insets of black plastic, and was cushioned with plush.


			Leo turned it.


			The clouds had torn even further.


			Sunlight ran the polished grain, flashed in the steel.


			At the table the workmen tapped their coins, then squinted. Leo nodded to them. They put the money on the greasy boards and, puzzled, left the boat.


			Leo did something with the controls. There was a clear ringing. The air shivered; and cutting out the olid odor of wet rope and tar was the scent of . . . orchids? A long time ago, perhaps at five or six, the Mouse had smelled them wild in the fields edging a road. (Then, there had been a big woman in a print skirt who may have been Mamma, and three barefoot, heavily mustachioed men, one of whom he had been told to call Papa; but that was in some other country . . .) Yes, orchids.


			Leo’s hand moved: shivering became shimmering. Brightness fell from the air, coalesced in blue light whose source was somewhere between them. The odor moistened to roses.


			“It works!” rasped the Mouse.


			Leo nodded. “Better than the one I used to have. The Illyrion battery almost brand-new is. Those things I on the boat used to play, can still play, I wonder.” His face furrowed. “Not too good going to be is. Out of practice am.” Embarrassment rearranged Leo’s features into an expression the Mouse had never seen. Leo’s hand closed to the tuning haft.


			Where light had filled the space, illumination shaped to her, till she turned and stared at them over her shoulder.


			The Mouse blinked.


			She was translucent; yet so much realer by the concentration he needed to define her chin, her shoulder, her foot, her face, till she spun, laughing, and tossed surprising flowers at him. Under the petals the Mouse ducked and closed his eyes. He’d been breathing naturally, but on this inhalation, he just didn’t stop. He opened his mouth to the odors, prolonging the breath till his diaphragm stretched sharply from the bottom of his ribs. Then pain arched beneath his sternum and he had to let the breath out. Fast. Then began the slow return—


			He opened his eyes.


			Oil, the yellow waters of the Horn, sludge; but the air was empty of blossoms. His single boot on the bottom rung of the rail, Leo was fiddling with a knob.


			She was gone.


			“But . . .” The Mouse took a step, stopped, balancing on his toes, his throat working. “How . . . ?”


			Leo looked up. “Rusty, I am! I once pretty good was. But it a long time is. Long time. Once, once, this thing I truly could play.”


			“Leo . . . could you . . . ? I mean you said you . . . I didn’t know . . . I didn’t think . . .”


			“What?”


			“Teach! Could you teach . . . me?”


			Leo looked at the dumbfounded gypsy boy whom he had befriended here on the docks with tales of his wanderings through the oceans and ports of a dozen worlds. He was puzzled.


			The Mouse’s fingers twitched. “Show me, Leo! Now you’ve got to show me!” The Mouse’s mind tumbled from Alexandrian to Berber Arabic and ended up in Italian as he searched for the word. “Bellissimo, Leo! Bellissimo!”


			“Well—” Leo felt what might have been fear at the boy’s avidity, had Leo been more used to fear.


			The Mouse looked at the stolen thing with awe and terror. “Can you show me how to play it?” Then he did something brave. He took it, gently, from Leo’s lap. And fear was an emotion the Mouse had lived with all his short, shattered life.


			Reaching, however, he began the intricate process of becoming himself. Wondering, the Mouse turned the sensory-syrynx around and around.


			At the head of a muddy street that wound on a hill behind an iron gate, the Mouse had a night job carrying trays of coffee and salep from the teahouse through the herds of men who roamed back and forth by the narrow glass doors, crouching to stare at the women waiting inside.


			Now the Mouse came to work later and later. He stayed on the boat as long as possible. The harbor lights winked down the mile-long docks, and Asia flickered through the fog while Leo showed him where each projectable odor, color, shape, texture, and movement hid in the polished syrynx. The Mouse’s eyes and hands began to open.


			Two years later, when Leo announced that he had sold his boat and was thinking of going to the other side of Draco, perhaps to New Mars to fish for dust skates, the Mouse could already surpass the tawdry illusion that Leo had first shown him.


			A month later the Mouse himself left Istanbul, waiting beneath the dripping stones of the Edernakapi, till a truck offered him a ride toward the border town of Ipsala. He walked across the border into Greece, joined a red wagon full of gypsies, and for the duration of the trip fell back into Romany, the tongue of his birth. He’d been in Turkey three years. On leaving, all he had taken besides the clothes he wore was a thick silver puzzle ring too big for any of his fingers—and the syrynx.


			Two and a half years later when he left Greece, he still had the ring. He had grown one little fingernail three quarters of an inch long, as did the other boys who worked the dirty streets behind the Monasteraiki flea market, selling rugs, brass gewgaws, or whatever tourists would buy, just outside the edge of the geodesic dome that covered the square mile of Athenas Market—and he took the syrynx.


			The cruise boat on which he was a deckhand left the Piraeus for Port Said, sailed through the canal and on toward its home port in Melbourne.


			When he sailed back, this time to Bombay, it was as an entertainer in the ship’s nightclub: Pontichos Provechi, re-creating great works of art, musical and graphic, for your pleasure, with perfumed accompaniment. In Bombay he quit, got very drunk (he was sixteen now), and stalked the dirty piers by moonlight, quivering and ill. He swore he would never play purely for money again. (“Come on, kid! Give us the mosaics on the San Sophia ceiling again before you do the Parthenon frieze—and make ’em swing!”) When he returned to Australia, it was as a deckhand. He came ashore with the puzzle ring, his long nail, and a gold earring in his left ear. Sailors who crossed the equator on the Indian Ocean had been entitled to that earring for fifteen hundred years. The steward had pierced his earlobe with ice and a canvas needle. He still had the syrynx.


			In Melbourne again, he played on the street. He spent a lot of time in a coffee shop frequented by kids from the Cooper Astronautics Academy. A twenty-year-old girl he was living with suggested he sit in on some classes.


			“Come on, get yourself some plugs. You’ll get them eventually somewhere, and you might as well get some education on how to use them for something other than a factory job. You like to travel. Might as well run the stars as operate a garbage unit.”


			When he finally broke up with the girl, and left Australia, he had his certificate as a cyborg stud for any inter- and intra-system ship. He still had his gold earring, his little fingernail, his puzzle ring—and the syrynx.


			Even with a certificate, it was hard to sign onto a star-run straight from Earth. For a couple of years he plugged into a small commercial line that ran the Shifting Triangle run: Earth to Mars, Mars to Ganymede, Ganymede to Earth. But by now his black eyes were aglitter with stars. A few days after his eighteenth birthday (at least it was the day the girl and he had agreed would be his birthday back in Melbourne), the Mouse hitched out to the largest moon of Neptune, from which the big commercial lines sent ships to worlds all over Draco, to the Pleiades Federation, and even to the Outer Colonies.


			The puzzle ring fit him now.


			


			The Mouse walked beside Hell3, his boot heel clicking, his bare foot silent (as in another city on another world, Leo had walked). This was his latest travel acquisition. Those who worked under free-fall in the ships that went between planets developed the agility of at least one set of toes, sometimes both, till it rivaled world-lubbers’ hands, and ever after kept that foot free. The commercial interstellar freighters had artificial gravity, which discouraged such development.


			As he ambled beneath a plane tree, the leaves roared in the warm wind. Then his shoulder struck something. He staggered, was caught, was whirled around.


			“You clumsy, rat-faced little—”


			A hand clamped his shoulder and jammed him out to arm’s length. The Mouse looked up at the man blinking down.


			Someone had tried to hack the face open. The scar zagged from the chin, neared the cusp of heavy lips, rose through the cheek muscles—the yellow eye was miraculously alive—and cut the left brow. Where it disappeared into red, Negro hair, a blaze of silkier yellow flamed. The flesh pulled into the scar like beaten copper to a vein of bronze.


			“Where do you think you’re going, boy?”


			“Sorry—”


			The man’s vest bore the gold disk of an officer.


			“Guess I wasn’t looking—”


			A lot of muscles in the forehead shifted. The back of the jaw got thicker. Sound started behind the face, spilled. It was laughter, full and contemptuous.


			The Mouse smiled, hating it. “I guess I wasn’t looking where I was going.”


			“I guess you weren’t.” The hand fell twice again on his shoulder. The captain shook his head and strode off.


			Embarrassed and alert, the Mouse started walking again.


			Then he stopped and looked back. The gold disk on the left shoulder of the captain’s vest had been bossed with the name Lorq Von Ray. The Mouse’s hand moved on the sack under his arm.


			He flung back black hair that had fallen down his forehead, looked about, then climbed to the railing. He hooked boot and foot behind the lower rung, and took out the syrynx.


			His vest was half laced, and he braced the instrument against the small, defined muscles of his chest. The Mouse’s face lowered; long lashes closed. His hand, ringed and bladed, fell toward the inductance surfaces.


			The air filled with shocked images—


			Chapter Two


			


			KATIN, LONG and brilliant, shambled toward Hell3, eyes on the ground, mind on moons aloft.


			“You, boy!”


			“Huh?”


			The unshaven derelict leaned on the fence, clutching the rail with scaly hands.


			“Where you from?” The derelict’s eyes were fogged.


			“Luna,” Katin said.


			“From a little white house on a tree-lined street, with a bicycle in the garage? I had a bicycle.”


			“My house was green,” Katin said. “And under an air dome. I had a bicycle, though.”


			The derelict swayed by the rail. “You don’t know, boy. You don’t know—”


			One must listen to madmen, Katin thought. They are becoming increasingly rare. And remembered to make a note.


			“So long ago . . . so long!” The old man lurched away.


			Katin shook his head and started walking again.


			He was gawky and absurdly tall; nearly six foot nine. He’d shot to that height at sixteen. Never really believing he was so big, ten years later he still tended to hunch his shoulders. His huge hands were shoved beneath the belt of his shorts. He strode with elbows flapping.


			And his mind went back to moons.


			Katin, born on the Moon, loved moons. He had always lived on moons, save for the time he had convinced his parents, stenographers for the Draco court on Luna, to let him take his university education on Earth at that center of learning for the mysterious and inscrutable West, Harvard University, still a haven for the rich, the eccentric, and the brilliant—the last two of which he was.


			The changes that vary a planet’s surface, frigid Himalayan heights to blistering Sahara dunes, he knew only by report. The freezing lichen forests of the Martian polar caps or the raging dust rivers at the red planet’s equator; or Mercurian night versus Mercurian day—these he had experienced only through psychorama travelogs.


			These were not what Katin knew, what Katin loved.


			Moons?


			Moons are small. A moon’s beauty is in variations of sameness.


			From Harvard, Katin had returned to Luna, and from there gone to Phobos Station where he’d plugged into a battery of recording units, low-capacity computers, and addressographs—a glorified file clerk. On time off, in tractor suit with polarized lenses, he explored Phobos, while Deimos, a bright hunk of rock ten miles wide, swung by the unnervingly close horizon. He finally got up a party to land on Deimos and explored the tiny moon as only a worldlet can be explored. Then he transferred to the moons of Jupiter. Io, Europa, Ganymede, Callisto turned beneath his brown bright eyes. The moons of Saturn, under the diffuse illumination of the rings, rotated before his solitary inspection as he wandered out from the landing compounds where he was stationed. He explored the gray craters, the gray mountains, valleys, and cañons through days and nights of blinding intensity. Moons are the same?


			Had Katin been placed on any of them, and blindfold suddenly removed, petrological structure, crystalline formation, and general topography would have identified it for him immediately. Tall Katin was used to making subtle distinctions in both landscape and character. The passions that come through the diversity of a complete world, or a whole man, he knew—but did not like.


			He dealt with this dislike two ways.


			For the inner manifestations, he was writing a novel.


			A jeweled recorder his parents had given him when he won his scholarship hung from a chain at his waist. To date it contained some hundred thousand words of notes. He had not begun the first chapter.


			For the outer manifestations, he had chosen this isolate life below his educational capacity, not even particularly in keeping with his temperament. He was slowly moving further and further away from the focus of human activity which for him was still a world called Earth. He had completed his course as a cyborg stud only a month ago. He had arrived on this moon of Neptune—the last moon of any size in the Solar System—that morning.


			His brown hair was silky, unkempt, and long enough to grab in a fight (if you were that tall). His hands, under the belt, kneaded his flat belly. As he reached the walkway, he stopped. Someone was sitting on the railing playing a sensory-syrynx.


			Several people had stopped to watch.


			


			Colors sluiced the air with fugal patterns as a shape subsumed the breeze and fell, to form further on, a brighter emerald, a duller amethyst. Odors flushed the wind with vinegar, snow, ocean, ginger, poppies, rum. Autumn, ocean, ginger, ocean, autumn; ocean, ocean, the surge of ocean again, while light foamed in the dimming blue that underlit the Mouse’s face. Electric arpeggios of a neo-raga rilled.


			Perched on the railing, the Mouse looked between the images, implosions on bright implosion, and at his own brown fingers leaping on the frets, as light from the machine flowed on the backs of his hands. And his fingers fell. Images vaulted from under his palms.


			Some dozen people had gathered. They blinked; they turned their heads. Light from the illusion shook on the roofs of their eye sockets, flowed in the lines about their mouths, filled the ridges furrowing foreheads. One woman rubbed her ear and coughed. One man punched the bottom of his pockets.


			Katin looked down over lots of heads.


			Somebody was jostling forward. Still playing, the Mouse looked up.


			Blind Dan lurched out, stopped, then staggered in the syrynx’s fire.


			“Hey, come on, get out of there—”


			“Come on, old man, move—”


			“We can’t see what the kid’s making—”


			In the middle of the Mouse’s creation, Dan swayed, head wagging.


			The Mouse laughed; then his brown hand closed over the projection haft, and light and sounds and smells deflated around a single, gorgeous demon who stood before Dan, bleating, grimacing, flapping scaled wings that shifted color with each beat. It yowled like a trumpet, twisted its face to resemble Dan’s own, but with a third eye spinning.


			The people began to laugh.


			The spectre leaped and squatted to the Mouse’s fingers. Malevolently the gypsy grinned.


			Dan staggered forward, one arm flailing through.


			Shrieking, the demon turned its back, bent. There was a sound like a flutter valve, and the spectators—another dozen had gathered—howled at the stink.


			Katin, who was leaning on the rail next to the Mouse, felt embarrassment heat his neck.


			The demon cavorted.


			Then Katin reached down and put his palm over the visual inductance field, and the image blurred.


			The Mouse looked up sharply. “Hey—”


			“You don’t have to do that,” Katin said, his big hand burying the Mouse’s shoulder.


			“He’s blind,” the Mouse said. “He can’t hear, he can’t smell—he doesn’t know what’s going on . . .” Black brows lowered. But he had stopped playing.


			Dan stood alone in the crowd’s center, oblivious. Suddenly he shrieked. And shrieked again. The sound clanged in his lungs. People fell back. The Mouse and Katin both looked in the direction Dan’s arm flailed.


			In dark blue vest with gold disk, his scar flaming beneath the blaze, Captain Lorq Von Ray left the line of people.


			Dan, through his blindness, had recognized him. He turned, staggered from the circle. Pushing a man aside, striking a woman’s shoulder with the side of his hand, he disappeared in the crowd.


			Dan gone and the syrynx still, attention shifted to the captain. Von Ray slapped his thigh, making his palm on his black pants crack like a board. “Hold up! Stop yelling!”


			The voice was big.


			“I’m here to pick out a crew of cyborg studs for a long trip, probably along the inner arm.” So alive, his yellow eyes. The features around the ropy scar, under rust-rough hair, grinned. But it took seconds to name the expression on the distorted mouth and brow. “All right, which one of you wants a handhold halfway to the night’s rim? Are you sand-footed, or star steppers? You!” He pointed to the Mouse, still sitting on the rail. “You want to come along?”


			The Mouse got down. “Me?”


			“You and your infernal hurdy-gurdy! If you think you can watch where you’re going, I’d like somebody to juggle the air in front of my eyes and tickle my earlobes. Take the job.”


			A grin struck the Mouse’s lips back from his teeth. “Sure,” and the grin went. “I’ll go.” The words came from the young gypsy in an old man’s whisky whisper. “Sure I’ll go, Captain.” The Mouse nodded and his gold earring flashed above the volcanic crevice. Hot wind over the rail struck down hanks of his black hair.


			“Do you have a mate you want to make the run with? I need a crew.”


			The Mouse, who didn’t particularly like anyone in this port, looked up at the incredibly tall young man who had stopped his harassment of Dan. “What about shorty?” He thumbed at surprised Katin. “Don’t know him, but he’s mate enough.”


			“Right then. So I have . . .” Captain Von Ray narrowed his eyes a moment, appraising Katin’s slump shoulders, narrow chest, high cheeks, brown irises copper-flecked and too wet, the indistinct rims floating behind contact lenses “. . . two.” Katin’s ears warmed.


			“Who else? What’s the matter? Are you afraid to leave this little well of gravity funneling into that half-pint sun?” He jerked his chin toward the highlighted mountains. “Who’s coming with us where night means forever and morning’s a recollection?”


			A man stepped forward. Skin the color of an emperor grape, he was longheaded and full-featured. “I’m for out.” When he spoke, the muscles under his jaw and high on his nappy scalp rolled.


			“Have a mate?”


			A second man stepped up. His flesh was translucent as soap. His hair was like white wool. It took a moment for the likeness of feature to strike. There were the same sharp cusp lines at the corner of the heavy lips, the same slant below the bell nostrils, the same break far front on the cheekbones: twins. As the second man turned his head, the Mouse saw the blinking eyes, veiled with silver.


			The albino dropped his broad hand—a sack of knuckles and work-ruined nails cabled to his forearm by thick, livid veins—on his brother’s black shoulder. “We run together.”


			Their voices, slow with colonial drawl, were identical.


			“Anyone else?” Captain Von Ray looked about the crowd.


			“You me, Captain, want to take?”


			A man pushed forward.


			Something flapped on his shoulder.


			His yellow hair shook with a wind not from the chasm. Moist wings crinkled, stretched, like onyx, like isinglass. The man reached up to where black claws made an epaulet on his knotted shoulder and caressed the grappling pads with a spatulate thumb.


			“Do you have any other mate than your pet?”


			Her small hand in his, she stepped out, following him at the length of their two arms.


			Willow bough? Bird’s wing? Wind in spring rushes? The Mouse rifled his sensory store to equal her face in gentleness. And failed.


			Her eyes were the color of steel. Small breasts rose beneath the laces of her vest, steady as breath. Then steel glittered; she looked about. (She’s a strong woman, thought Katin, who could perceive such subtleties.)


			Captain Von Ray folded his arms. “You two, and the beast on your shoulder . . . ?”


			“We six pets, Captain, have,” she said.


			“As long as they’re broken to ship, fine. But I’ll jettison the first fluttering devil I trip on.”


			“Fair, Captain,” the man said. The slanted eyes in his ruddy face crinkled with a smile. With his free hand now he grasped his opposite biceps and slid his fingers down the blond hair that matted each forearm, the back of each knuckle, till he held the woman’s hand in both of his. They were the couple who had played cards in the bar. “When you us aboard want?”


			“An hour before dawn. My ship goes up to meet the sun. It’s the Roc on Stage Seventeen. How do your friends call you?”


			“Sebastian.” The beast beat on his golden shoulder.


			“Tyÿ.” Its shadow crossed her face.


			Captain Von Ray bent his head and stared from beneath his rusty brows with tiger’s eyes. “And your enemies?”


			The man laughed. “Damned Sebastian and his flapping black gillies.”


			Von Ray looked at the woman. “And you?”


			“Tyÿ.” That, softly. “Still.”


			“You two.” Von Ray turned to the twins. “Your names?”


			“He’s Idas—” the albino said, and once more put his hand on his brother’s arm.


			“—and he’s Lynceos.”


			“And what would your enemies say if I asked them who you were?”


			The dark twin shrugged. “Only Lynceos—”


			“—and Idas.”


			“You?” Von Ray nodded toward the Mouse.


			“You can call me the Mouse if you’re my friend. You my enemy, and you never know my name.”


			Von Ray’s lids fell halfway down the yellow balls as he looked at the tall one.


			“Katin Crawford.” Katin surprised himself by volunteering. “When my enemies tell me what they call me, I’ll tell you, Captain Von Ray.”


			“We’re on a long trip,” Von Ray said. “And you’ll face enemies you didn’t know you had. We’re running against Prince and Ruby Red. We fly a cargo ship out empty and come back—if the wheels of the machine run right—with a full hold. I want you to know this trip has been made twice before. Once it hardly got started. Once I got within sight of the goal. But the sight was too much for some of my crew. This time I intend to go out, fill my cargo hold, and come back.”


			“Where we for running are?” Sebastian asked. The creature on his shoulders stepped from one foot to the other, flapping to balance. Its wingspan was nearly seven feet. “What out there, Captain, is?”


			Von Ray threw up his head as though he could see his destination. Then he looked down slowly. “Out there . . .”


			The Mouse felt the skin on the back of his neck go funny, as though it were cloth and someone had just snagged a loose end and raveled the fabric.


			“Somewhere out there,” Von Ray said, “is a nova.”


			Fear?


			The Mouse for one moment searched for stars and found Dan’s ruined eyes.


			And Katin spun backward across the pits of many moons, his eyes bulged beneath the faceplate, while somewhere, wombward, a sun collapsed.


			“We’re hunting a nova.”


			So that’s real fear, the Mouse thought. More than just the beast flapping in the chest, lurching into the ribs.


			It’s the start of a million journeys, Katin reflected, with your feet stuck in the same place.


			“We have to go to the flaming edge of that imploding sun. The whole continuum in the area of a nova is space that has been twisted away. We have to go to the rim of chaos and bring back a handful of fire, with as few stops as possible on the way. Where we’re going all law has broken down.”


			“Which law do you mean?” Katin asked. “Man’s, or the natural laws of physics, psychics, and chemistry?”


			Von Ray paused. “All of them.”


			The Mouse pulled the leather strap across his shoulder and lowered the syrynx into its sack.


			“This is a race,” Von Ray said. “I tell you again. Prince and Ruby Red are our opponents. There are no human laws I could hold them to. And as we near the nova, the rest break down as well.”


			The Mouse shook massed hair off his forehead. “It’s going to be a changey trip, eh, Captain?” The muscles in his brown face jumped, quivered, fixed finally on a grin to hold in his trembling. His hand, inside the sack, stroked the inlay on the syrynx. “A real changey trip.” His woolly voice licked at the danger. “Sounds like a trip I’ll be able to sing about.” And licked again.


			“About this . . . handful of fire we’re bringing back,” Lyn­ceos began.


			“A cargo hold full,” Von Ray corrected. “That’s seven tons. Seven slugs of a ton each.”


			Idas said: “You can’t bring home seven tons of fire—”


			“—so what are we hauling, Captain?” Lynceos finished.


			The crew waited. Those standing near the crew waited.


			Von Ray reached up and kneaded his right shoulder. “Illyrion,” he said. “And we’re getting it from the source.” His hand fell. “Give me your classification numbers. After that, the next time I want to see you is on the Roc an hour before dawn.”


			


			“Take a drink—”


			The Mouse pushed the hand away and kept dancing. Music smashed over the metal chimes while red lights fled one another around the bar.


			“Take a—”


			The Mouse’s hips jerked against the music. Tyÿ jerked against him, swinging dark hair back from a glistening shoulder. Her eyes were closed, her lips shook.


			Someone was saying to someone else: “Here, I can’t drink this. Finish it for me.”


			She flapped her hands, coming toward him. Then the Mouse blinked.


			Tyÿ was beginning to flicker.


			He blinked again.


			Then he saw Lynceos holding the syrynx in his white hands. His brother stood behind him. They were laughing. Real Tyÿ sat at a corner table shuffling her cards.


			“Hey,” the Mouse said, and went over fast. “Look, don’t fool with my ax, please. If you can play it, fine. But ask me first.”


			“Yeah,” Lynceos said. “You were the only one who could see it—”


			“—it was on a directional beam,” said Idas. “We’re sorry.”


			“That’s okay,” the Mouse said, taking his syrynx back. He was drunk and tired. He walked out of the bar, meandered along the glowing lip of Hell3, finally to cross the bridge that led toward Stage Seventeen. The sky was black. As he ran his hand along the rail, his fingers and forearm were lit orange from beneath.


			Someone was leaning on the rail ahead of him.


			He slowed.


			Katin looked dreamily across the abyss, face devil-masked by underlight.


			At first the Mouse thought Katin was talking to himself. Then he saw the jeweled contrivance in his hand.


			“Cut into the human brain,” Katin told his recorder. “Centered between cerebrum and medulla you will find a nerve cluster that resembles a human figure only centimeters high. It connects the sensory impressions originating outside the brain with the cerebral abstractions forming within. It balances the perception of the world outside with the knowledge of the world inside.


			“Cut through the loose tangle of intrigues that net world to world—”


			“Hey, Katin.”


			Katin glanced at him as the hot air shook up from the lava.


			“—ties star system to star system, that keeps the Sol-centered Draco sector, the Pleiades Federation, and the Outer Colonies each a single entity: You will find a whirl of diplomats, elected or self-appointed officials, honest or corrupt as their situations call for—in short, the governmental matrix that takes its shape from the worlds it represents. Its function is to respond to and balance the social, economic, and cultural pressures that shift and run through empire.


			“And if one could cut directly through a star, centered in the flaming gas would be a bole of pure nuclear matter, condensed and volatile, crushed to this state by the weight of the matter around it, spherical or oblate as the shape of the sun itself. During a solar disturbance, this center carries vibrations from that disturbance directly through the mass of the star to cancel those vibrations racing the tidal shift on the sun’s surface.


			“Occasionally something goes wrong with the tiny bodies balancing the perceptual pressures on the human brain.


			“Often the governmental and diplomatic matrix cannot handle the pressures of the worlds they govern.


			“And when something goes wrong with the balancing mechanism inside a sun, the dispersal of incredible stellar power dephases into the titanic forces that make a sun go—”


			“Katin?”


			Katin switched off his recorder and looked at the Mouse.


			“What are you doing?”


			“Making notes on my novel.”


			“Your what?”


			“Archaic art form superseded by the psychorama. Alas, it was capable of vanished subtleties, both spiritual and artistic, that the more immediate form has not yet equaled. I’m an anachronism, Mouse.” Katin grinned. “Thanks for my job.”


			The Mouse shrugged. “What are you talking about?”


			“Psychology.” Katin put the recorder back in his pocket. “Politics, and Physics. The three P’s.”


			“Psychology?” the Mouse asked. “Politics?”


			“Can you read and write?” Katin asked.


			“Turkish, Greek, and Arabic. But not too good in English. The letters don’t have nothing to do with the sounds you make.”


			Katin nodded. He was a little drunk too. “Profound. That’s why English was such a fine language for novels. But I oversimplify.”


			“What about psychology and politics? I know the physics.”


			“Particularly,” Katin said to the flowing, glowing strip of wet magma that wound two hundred meters below, “the psychology and politics of our captain. They intrigue me.”


			“What about them?”


			“His psychology is, at this point, merely curious because it is unknown. I shall have a chance to observe that as we progress. But the politics are gravid with possibilities.”


			“Yeah? What’s that mean?”


			Katin locked his fingers and balanced his chin on a knuckle. “I attended an institution of higher learning in the ruins of a once great country. A bit across the quad was a building called the Von Ray Psycho-science Laboratory. It was a rather recent addition, from, I would guess, a hundred and forty years ago.”


			“Captain Von Ray?”


			“Grandpa, I suspect. It was donated to the school in honor of the thirtieth anniversary of the grant of sovereignty to the Pleiades Federation by the Draco Courts.”


			“Von Ray is from out in the Pleiades? He don’t talk like he is. Sebastian and Tyÿ, I could guess from them. Are you sure?”


			“His family holdings are there, certainly. He’s probably spent time all over the universe, traveling in the style we would like to be accustomed to. How much would you bet he owns his own cargo ship?”


			“He’s not working for some company combine?”


			“Not unless his family owns it. The Von Rays are probably the most powerful family in the Pleiades Federation. I don’t know if Captain there is a kissing cousin lucky enough to have the same name, or whether he’s the direct heir and scion. But I do know that name is connected up with the control and organization of the whole Pleiades Federation; they’re the sort of family with a summer home in the Outer Colonies and a town house or two on Earth.”


			“Then he’s a big man.” The Mouse spoke hoarsely.


			“He is.”


			“What about this Prince and Ruby Red he was talking about?”


			“Are you dense, or are you merely a product of thirty-second-century overspecialization?” Katin asked. “Sometimes I dream about a return of the great renaissance figures of the twentieth century: Bertrand Russell, Susanne Langer, Pejt Davlin.” He looked at the Mouse. “Who makes every drive system you can think of, interplanetary or interstellar?”


			“Red-shift Limited—” The Mouse stopped. “That Red?”


			“Were he not a Von Ray, I would assume he spoke of some other family. Since he is, it is very probable that he speaks of just those Reds.”


			“Damn,” the Mouse said. Red-shift was a label that appeared so frequently you didn’t even notice it. Red-shift made the components for all conceivable space drives, the tools for dismantling them, the machines for servicing them, replacement parts.


			“Red is an industrial family with its roots in the dawn of space travel; it is very firmly fixed on Earth specifically, and throughout the Draco system in general. The Von Rays are a not so old, but powerful family of the Pleiades Federation. And they are now in a race for seven tons of Illyrion. Doesn’t that make your political sensitivities quiver for the outcome?”


			“Why should it?”


			“To be sure,” Katin said, “the artist concerned with self-expression and a projection of his inner world should, above all things, be apolitical. But really, Mouse.”


			“What are you talking about, Katin?”


			“Mouse, what does Illyrion mean to you?”


			The Mouse considered. “An Illyrion battery makes my syr­ynx play. I know they use it to keep this moon’s core hot. Doesn’t it have something to do with the faster-than-light drive?”


			Katin closed his eyes. “You are a registered, tested, competent cyborg stud, like me, right?” On “right,” his eyes opened.


			The Mouse nodded.


			“Oh, for the rebirth of an educational system where understanding was an essential part of knowledge,” Katin intoned to the flickering dark. “Where did you get your cyborg training, anyway—Australia?”


			“Um-hm.”


			“Figures. Mouse, there is noticeably less Illyrion in your syr­ynx battery, by a factor of twenty or twenty-five, than there is, let’s say, radium in the fluorescent paint on the numerals of a radium dial watch. How long does a battery last?”


			“They’re supposed to go to fifty years. Expensive as hell.”


			“The Illyrion needed to keep this moon’s core molten is measured in grams. The amount needed to propel a starship is on the same order. To quantify the amount mined and free in the Universe, eight or nine thousand kilograms will suffice. And Captain Von Ray is going to bring back seven tons!”


			“I guess Red-shift would be pretty interested in that.”


			Katin nodded deeply. “They might.”


			“Katin, what is Illyrion? I used to ask, at Cooper, but they told me it was too complicated for me to understand.”


			“Told me the same thing at Harvard,” Katin said. “Psycho-physics 74 and 75. I went to the library. The best definition is the one given by Professor Plovnievsky in his paper presented at Oxford in 2338 and again, three weeks later, before the Royal Society. I quote: ‘Basically, gentlemen, Illyrion is something else.’ One wonders if it was a happy accident from lack of facility with the language, or a profound understanding of English subtlety. The dictionary definition, I believe, reads something like, ‘. . . general name for the group of trans-three-hundred elements with psychomorphic properties, heterotropic with many of the common elements as well as the imaginary series that exist between 107 and 255 on the periodic chart.’ How’s your subatomic physics?”


			“I am but a poor cyborg stud.”


			Katin raised a flickering brow. “You know that as you mount the chart of atomic numbers past 98, the elements become less and less stable, till we get to jokes like Einsteinium, Californium, Fermium with half-lives of hundredths of a second—and mounting further, hundredths of thousandths of a second. The higher we go, the more unstable. For this reason, the whole series between 100 and 298 were labeled—mislabeled—the imaginary elements. They’re quite real. They just don’t stay around very long. At 296 or thereabouts, however, the stability begins to go up again. At three hundred we’re back to a half-life measurable in tenths of a second, and five or six above that and we’ve started a whole new series of elements with respectable half-lives back in the millions of years. These elements have immense nuclei, and are very rare. But as far back as 1950, hyperons had been discovered, elementary particles bigger than protons and neutrons. These are the particles that carry the binding energies holding together these super nuclei, as ordinary mesons hold together the nucleus in more familiar elements. This group of super-heavy, super-stable elements go under the general heading of Illyrion. And to quote again the eminent Plovnievsky, ‘Basically, gentlemen, Illyrion is something else.’ As Webster informs us, it is both psychomorphic and heterotropic. I suppose that’s a fancy way of saying Illyrion is many things to many men.” Katin turned his back to the railing and folded his arms. “I wonder what it is to our captain.”


			“What’s heterotropic?”


			“Mouse,” said Katin, “by the end of the twentieth century mankind had witnessed the total fragmentation of what was then called ‘modern science.’ The continuum was filled with ‘quasars’ and unidentifiable radio sources. There were more elementary particles than there were elements to be created from them. And perfectly durable compounds that had been thought impossible for years were being formed left and right like KrI4, H4XeO6, RnF4; the noble gases were not so noble after all. The concept of energy embodied in the Einsteinian quantum theory was about as correct, and led to as many contradictions, as the theory three hundred years earlier that fire was a released liquid called phlogiston. The soft sciences—isn’t that a delightful name?—had run amuck. The experiences opened by psychedelics were making everybody doubt everything anyway and it was a hundred and fifty years before the whole mess was put back into some sort of coherent order by those great names in the synthetic and integrative sciences that are too familiar to both of us for me to insult you by naming. And you—who have been taught what button to push—want me—who am the product of a centuries-old educational system founded not only on the imparting of information, but a whole theory of social adjustment as well—to give you a five-minute run-through of the development of human knowledge over the last ten centuries? You want to know what a heterotropic element is?”


			“Captain says we got to be on board an hour before dawn,” the Mouse ventured.


			“Never mind, never mind. I have a knack for this sort of extemporaneous synthesis. Now let me see. First there was the work of De Blau in France in two thousand, when he presented the first clumsy scale and his basically accurate method for measuring the psychic displacement of electrical—”


			“You’re not helping.” The Mouse grunted. “I want to find out about Von Ray and Illyrion.”


			Wings gentled the air. Black shapes settled. Hand in hand, Sebastian and Tyÿ came up the walkway. Their pets scuttled about their feet, rose. Tyÿ pushed one away from her arm; it soared. Two battled above Sebastian’s shoulder for perch. One gave, and the satisfied beast pulled in his wings, brushing the Oriental’s blond head.


			“Hey!” the Mouse rasped. “You going back to the ship now?”


			“We go.”


			“Just a second. What does Von Ray mean to you? You know his name?”


			Sebastian smiled, and Tyÿ glanced at him with gray eyes.


			“We from the Pleiades Federation are,” Tyÿ said. “I and these beasts under the Dim, Dead Sister, flock and master, born.”


			“The Dim, Dead Sister?”


			“The Pleiades used to be called the Seven Sisters in ancient times because only seven of them could be seen from Earth,” Katin explained to the Mouse’s frown. “A few hundred B.C. or so, one of the visible stars went nova and out. There are cities now on the innermost of its charred planets. It’s still hot enough to keep things habitable, but that’s about all.”


			“A nova?” the Mouse said. “What about Von Ray?”


			Tyÿ made an inclusive gesture. “Everything. Great, good family is.”


			“Do you know this particular Captain Von Ray?” Katin asked.


			Tyÿ shrugged.


			“What about Illyrion?” the Mouse asked. “What do you know about that?”


			Sebastian squatted among his pets. Wings shed from him. His hairy hand went soothingly from head to head. “Pleiades Federation none have. Draco system none either have.” He frowned.


			“Von Ray a pirate some say,” Tyÿ ventured.


			Sebastian looked up sharply. “Von Ray great and good family is! Von Ray fine is! That why we with him go.”


			Tyÿ, more softly, her voice settling behind the gentle features: “Von Ray fine family is.”


			The Mouse saw Lynceos approaching over the bridge. And ten seconds later, Idas.


			“You two are from the Outer Colonies . . . ?”


			The twins stopped, shoulder brushing shoulder. Pink eyes blinked more than brown.


			“From Argos,” the pale twin said.


			“Argos on Tubman B-12,” specified the dark.


			“The Far Out Colonies,” Katin amended.


			“What do you know about Illyrion?”


			Idas leaned on the rail, turned, frowned, then hoisted himself up so that he was sitting. “Illyrion?” He spread his knees and dropped his knotted hands between. “We have Illyrion in the Outer Colonies.”


			Lynceos turned and pushed up to sit beside him. “Tobias,” he said. “We have a brother, Tobias.” Lynceos moved on the bar closer to dark Idas. “We have a brother in the Outer Colonies named Tobias.” He glanced at Idas, coral eyes netted with silver. “In the Outer Colonies, where there is Illyrion.” He put his wrists together, but with fingers opened, like petals on a calloused lily.


			“The worlds in the Outer Colonies?” Idas said. “Balthus—with ice and mud-pits and Illyrion. Cassandra—with glass deserts big as the oceans of Earth, and jungles of uncountable plants, all blue, with frothing rivers of galenium, and Illyrion. Salinus—combed through with mile-high caves and cañons, with a continent of deadly red moss, and seas with towered cities built of the tidal quartz on the ocean floor, and Illyrion—”


			“—The Outer Colonies are the worlds of stars much younger than the stars here in Draco, many times younger than the Pleiades,” Lynceos put in.


			“Tobias is in . . . one of the Illyrion mines on Tubman,” Idas said.


			Their voices tensed. Eyes stayed down, or leaped to one another’s faces. When black hands opened, white hands closed.


			“Idas, Lynceos, and Tobias, we grew up in the dry, equatorial stones of Tubman at Argos, under three suns and a red moon—”


			“—and on Argos too there is Illyrion. We were wild. They called us wild. Two black pearls and a white, bouncing and brawling through the streets of Argos—”


			“—Tobias, he was black as Idas. I alone was white in the town—”


			“—but no less wild than Tobias for his whiteness. And they said, in wildness we, one night, out of heads on bliss—”


			“—the gold powder that collects in the rock crevices and when inhaled makes the eyes flicker with unnamed colors and new harmonies reel in the ear’s hollow, and the mind dilate—”


			“—on bliss, we made an effigy of the mayor of Argos, and fixed him with a clockwork flying mechanism, and set him soaring about the city square, uttering satirical verses on the leading personages of the city—”


			“—for this we were banished from Argos into the wilds of Tubman—”


			“—and outside the town there is only one way to live, and that is to descend beneath the sea and work off the days of disgrace in the submarine Illyrion mines—”


			“—and the three of us, who had never done anything on bliss but laugh and leap, and had mocked no one—”


			“—we were innocent—”


			“—we went into the mines. There we worked in air masks and wet suits in the underwater mines of Argos, for a year—”


			“—a year on Argos is three months longer than a year on Earth, with six seasons instead of four—”


			“—and at the beginning of our second, algae-tinted autumn, we made ready to leave. But Tobias would not go. His hands had taken up the rhythms of the tides, the weight of the ore became a comfort on his palms—”


			“—so we left our brother in the Illyrion mines, and came up among the stars, afraid—”


			“—you see, we are afraid that as our brother, Tobias, found something that pulled him from us, so one of us may find something that will divide the remaining two—”


			“—as we thought the three of us could never be divided.” Idas looked at the Mouse. “And we are out of bliss.”


			Lynceos blinked. “That is what Illyrion means to us.”


			“Paraphrase,” Katin said from the other side of the walk. “In the Outer Colonies, comprising to date forty-two worlds and circa seven billion people, practically the entire population at one time or another has something to do with the direct acquisition of Illyrion. And I believe approximately one out of three works in some facet of its development or production his entire life.”


			“Those are the statistics,” Idas said, “for the Far Out Colonies.”


			Black wings rose as Sebastian stood and took Tyÿ’s hand.


			The Mouse scratched his head. “Well. Let’s spit in this river and get onto the ship.”


			The twins climbed down from the rail. The Mouse leaned out over the hot ravine and puckered.


			“What are you doing?”


			“Spitting into Hell3. A gypsy’s got to spit three times in any river he crosses,” the Mouse explained to Katin. “Otherwise, bad things.”


			“This is the thirty-second century we’re living in. What bad things?”


			The Mouse shrugged.


			“I never spit in any river.”


			“Maybe it’s just for gypsies.”


			“I it kind of a cute idea is think,” Tyÿ, said, and leaned across the railing beside the Mouse. Sebastian loomed at her shoulder. Above them one of the beasts was caught in a hot updraft and flung up into the dark.


			“What that is?” Tyÿ frowned suddenly, pointing.


			“Where?” The Mouse squinted.


			She pointed past him to the cañon wall.


			“Hey!” Katin said. “That’s the blind man!”


			“The one who busted up your playing—!”


			Lynceos pushed between them. “He’s sick.” He narrowed his blood-colored eyes. “That man there is sick—”


			Demoned by the flickering, Dan reeled down the ledges toward the lava.


			“He’ll burn up!” Katin joined them.


			“But he can’t feel the heat!” the Mouse exclaimed. “All his senses are dead! He can’t see—he probably doesn’t even know!”


			Idas, then Lynceos, pushed away from the rail and ran up the bridge.


			“Come on!” the Mouse cried, following.


			Sebastian and Tyÿ came after, with Katin at the rear.


			Ten meters below the rim, Dan paused on a rock, arms before him, preparing an infernal dive.


			As they reached the head of the bridge—the twins were already climbing the rail—a figure appeared at the cañon’s lips above the old man.


			“Dan!” Von Ray’s face flamed as the light fanned him. He vaulted the rail. Shale struck from under his sandals and shattered before him as he crabbed down the slope. “Dan, don’t—”


			Dan did.


			His body caught on an outcropping sixty feet below, then spun on, out, and down.


			The Mouse clutched the rail, bruising his stomach on the bar as he leaned.


			Katin was beside him a moment afterward, leaning even further.


			“Ahhh—!” the Mouse whispered and pulled back to avert his face.


			Captain Von Ray reached the rock from which Dan had leaped. He dropped to one knee, both fists on the stone, staring over. Shapes fell at him (Sebastian’s pets), rose again, casting no shadow. The twins had stopped, ledges above him.


			Captain Von Ray stood. He looked up at his crew. He was breathing hard. He turned and made his way back up the slope.


			“What happened?” Katin asked when they were all on the walk again. “Why did he . . . ?”


			“I was talking with him just a few minutes before,” Von Ray explained. “He’s crewed with me for years. But on the last trip, he was . . . was blinded.”


			The big captain; the scarred captain. And how old would he be, the Mouse wondered. Before, the Mouse had put him at forty-five, fifty. But this confusion lopped ten or fifteen years. The captain was aged, not old.


			“I had just told him that I had made arrangements for him to return to his home in Australia. He’d turned around to go back across the bridge to the dormitory where I’d taken him a room. I glanced back . . . he wasn’t on the bridge.” The captain looked around at the rest of them. “Come onto the Roc.”


			“I guess you’ll have to report this to the patrol,” Katin said.


			Von Ray led them toward the gate to the take-off field, where Draco writhed up and down his hundred-meter column in the darkness.


			“There’s a phone right here at the head of the bridge—”


			Von Ray’s look cut Katin off. “I want to leave this rock. If we call from here, they’ll have everybody wait around to tell his version in triplicate.”


			“I guess you can call from the ship,” Katin suggested, “as we leave.”


			For a moment the Mouse doubted all over again his judgment of the captain’s age.


			“There’s nothing we can do for that sad fool.”


			The Mouse cast an uncomfortable glance down the chasm, then followed along with Katin.


			Beyond the hot drafts, night was chill, and fog hung coronas on the induced-fluorescent lamps that patterned the field.


			Katin and the Mouse were at the group’s tail.


			“I wonder just what Illyrion means to handsome there,” the Mouse commented softly.


			Katin grunted and put his hands under his belt. After a moment he asked, “Say, Mouse, what did you mean with that old man about all his senses were dead?”


			“When they tried to reach the nova the last time,” the Mouse said, “he looked at the star too long through sensory input and all his nerve endings were seared. They weren’t really killed. They were jammed into constant stimulation.” He shrugged. “Same difference . . . Almost.”


			“Oh,” Katin said, and looked at the pavement.


			Around them stood star-freighters. Between them stood the much smaller, hundred-meter shuttles.


			After he’d thought awhile, Katin said: “Mouse, has it occurred to you how much you have to lose on this trip?”


			“Yeah.”


			“And you’re not scared?”


			The Mouse grasped Katin’s forearm with his rough fingers. “I’m scared as hell,” he rasped. He shook his hair back to look up at his tall shipmate. “You know that? I don’t like things like Dan. I’m scared.”


			Chapter Three


			


			SOME STUD had taken a black crayon and scrawled “Olga” across the vane-projector face.


			“Okay,” the Mouse said to the machine. “You’re Olga.”


			Purr and blink, three green lights, four red ones. The Mouse began the tedious check of pressure distribution and phase readings.


			To move a ship faster than light from star to star, you take advantage of the very twists in space, the actual distortions that matter creates in the continuum itself. To talk about the speed of light as the limiting velocity of an object is to talk about twelve or thirteen miles an hour as the limiting velocity of a swimmer in the sea. But as soon as one starts to employ the currents of the water itself, as well as the wind above, as with a sailboat, the limit vanishes. The starship had seven vanes of energy acting somewhat like sails. Six projectors controlled by computers sweep the vanes across the night. And each cyborg stud controls a computer. The captain controls the seventh. The vanes of energy had to be tuned to the shifting frequencies of the stasis pressures; and the ship itself was quietly hurled from this plane of space by the energy of the Illyrion in its core. That was what Olga and her cousins did. But the control of the shape and the angling of the vane was best left to a human brain. That was the Mouse’s job—under the captain’s orders. The captain also had blanket control of many of the sub-vane properties.


			The cubicle’s walls were covered with graffiti from former crews. There was a contour couch. The Mouse adjusted the inductance slack in a row of seventy-microfarad coil-condensers, slid the tray into the wall, and sat.


			He reached around to the small of his back beneath his vest, and felt for the socket. It had been grafted onto the base of his spinal cord back at Cooper. He picked up the first reflex cable that looped across the floor to disappear into the computer’s face, and fiddled with it till the twelve prongs slipped into his socket and caught. He took the smaller, six-prong plug and slipped it into the plug on the underside of his left wrist; then the other into his right. Both radial nerves were connected with Olga. At the back of his neck was another socket. He slipped the last plug in—the cable was heavy and tugged a little on his neck—and saw sparks. This cable could send impulses directly to his brain that could bypass hearing and sight. There was a faint hum coming through already. He reached over, adjusted a knob on Olga’s face, and the hum cleared. Ceiling, walls, and floor were covered with controls. The room was small enough so that he could reach most of them from the couch. But once the ship took off, he would touch none of them, but control the vane directly with the nervous impulses from his body.


			“I always feel like I’m getting ready for the Big Return,” Katin’s voice sounded in his ear. In their cubicles throughout the ship, as they plugged themselves in, the other studs joined contact. “The base of the spine always struck me as an unnatural place from which to drag your umbilical cord. It better be an interesting marionette show. Do you really know how to work this thing?”


			“If you don’t know by now,” the Mouse said, “too bad.”


			Idas: “This show’s about Illyrion—”


			“—Illyrion and a nova,” Lynceos.


			“Say, what are you doing with your pets, Sebastian?”


			“A saucer of milk them feed.”


			“With tranquilizers,” Tyÿ’s soft voice came. “They now sleep.”


			And lights dimmed.


			The captain hooked in. The graffiti, the scars on the walls, vanished. There were only the red lights chasing one another on the ceiling.


			“A shook up go game,” Katin said, “with iridescent stones.” The Mouse pushed his syrynx case beneath the couch with his heel and lay down. He straightened the cable under his back, beneath his neck.


			“All secure?” Von Ray’s voice rang through the ship. “Open the fore vanes.”


			The Mouse’s eyes began to flicker with new sight—


			—the spaceport: lights over the field, the lavid fissures of the crust fell to dim, violet quiverings at the spectrum’s tip. But above the horizon, the “winds” were brilliant.


			“Pull open the side vane seven degrees.”


			The Mouse flexed what would have been his left arm. And the side vane lowered like a wing of mica. “Hey, Katin,” the Mouse whispered. “Ain’t that something! Look at it—”


			The Mouse shivered, crouched in a shield of light. Olga had taken over his breathing and heartbeat while the synapses of the medulla were directed to the workings of the ship.


			“For Illyrion, and Prince and Ruby Red!” from one of the twins.


			“Hold your vane!” the captain ordered.


			“Katin, look—”


			“Lie back and relax, Mouse,” Katin whispered. “I shall do just that and think about my past life.”


			The void roared.


			“You really feel like that, Katin?”


			“You can be bored with anything if you try hard enough.”


			“You two, look up,” from Von Ray.


			They looked.


			“Cut in stasis shifters.”


			A moment Olga’s lights pricked his vision. And were gone; winds swept against him. And they were cartwheeling from the sun.


			“Good-bye, moon,” Katin whispered.


			And the moon fell into Neptune; Neptune fell into the sun. And the sun began to fall.


			Night exploded before them.


			


			What were the first things?


			His name was Lorq Von Ray and he lived at 12 Extol Park in the big, big house up the hill: New Ark (N.W. 73), Ark. That was what you told somebody on the street if you should get lost, and that person would help you find home. The streets of Ark were set with transparent wind shields, and the evenings from the months of April to Iumbra were blasted with colored fumes that snagged, ripped free, and writhed above the city on the crags of Tong. His name was Lorq Von Ray and he lived . . . Those were the childish things, the things that persisted, the first learned. Ark was the greatest city in the Pleiades Federation. Mother and Father were important people and were often away. When they were home they talked of Draco, its capital world Earth; they talked of the realignment, the prospect of sovereignty for the Outer Colonies. They had guests who were senator this, and representative that. After Secretary Morgan married Aunt Cyana, they came to dinner and Secretary Morgan gave him a hologram map of the Pleiades Federation that was just like a regular piece of paper, but when you looked at it under the tensor beam, it was like looking through a night window with dots of light flickering at different distances, and nebulous gases winding. “You live on Ark, the second planet of that sun there,” his father said, pointing down where Lorq had spread the map over the rock table beside the glass wall. Outside, spidery tilda trees writhed in the evening gale.


			“Where’s Earth?”


			His father laughed, loud and alone, in the dining room. “You can’t see it on that map. It’s just the Pleiades Federation.”


			Morgan put his hand on the boy’s shoulder. “I you a map of Draco next time bring.” The secretary, whose eyes were almond-shaped, smiled.


			Lorq turned to his father. “I want to go to Draco!” And then back to Secretary Morgan: “I someday to Draco want to go!” Secretary Morgan spoke like many of the people in his school at Causby; like the people on the street who had helped him find his way home when he had gotten lost when he was four (but not like his father or Aunt Cyana) and Mommy and Daddy had been so terribly upset. (“We were so worried! We thought you’d been kidnapped. But you mustn’t go to those cardplayers on the street, even if they did bring you home!”) His parents smiled when he spoke like that to them, but they wouldn’t smile now, because Secretary Morgan was a guest.


			His father humphed. “A map of Draco! That’s all he needs. Oh yes, Draco!”


			Aunt Cyana laughed; then Mother and Secretary Morgan laughed too.


			They lived on Ark but often they went on big ships to other worlds. You had a cabin where you could pass your hand in front of colored panels and have anything to eat you wanted anytime, or you could go down to the observation deck and watch the winds of the void translated to visible patterns of light over the bubble ceiling, flailing colors among stars that drifted by—and you knew you were going faster and faster than anything.


			Sometimes his parents went to Draco, to Earth, to cities called New York and Peking. He wondered when they would take him.


			But every year, the last week in Saluary, they would go on one of the great ships to another world that was also not on the map. It was called New Brazillia and was in the Outer Colonies. He lived in New Brazillia too, on the island of São Orini—because his parents had a house there too, near the mine.


			The first time he heard the names Prince and Ruby Red it was at the São Orini house. He was lying in the dark, screaming for light.


			His mother came at last, pushed away the insect netting. (It wasn’t needed because the house had sonics to keep away the tiny red bugs that occasionally bit you outside and made you feel funny for a few hours, but Mother liked to be safe.) She lifted him. “Shhh! Shhh! It’s all right. Don’t you want to go to sleep? Tomorrow is the party. Prince and Ruby will be here. Don’t you want to play with Prince and Ruby at the party?” She carried him around the nursery, stopping to push the wall switch by the door. The ceiling began to rotate till the polarized pane was transparent. Through the palm fronds lapping the roof, twin moons spattered orange light. She laid him back in the bed, caressed his rough, red hair. After a while she started to leave.


			“Don’t turn it off, Mommy!”


			Her hand fell from the switch. She smiled at him. He felt warm, and rolled over to stare through the meshed fronds at the moons.


			Prince and Ruby Red were coming from Earth. He knew that his mother’s parents were on Earth, in a country called Senegal. His father’s great-grandparents were also from Earth, from Norway. Von Rays, blond and blustering, had been speculating in the Pleiades now for generations. He wasn’t sure what they speculated, but it must have been successful. His family owned the Illyrion mine that operated just beyond the northern tip of the São Orini mansion’s peninsula. His father occasionally joked with him about making him the little foreman of the mines. That’s what “speculation” probably was. And the moons were drifting away; he was sleepy.


			He did not remember being introduced to the blue-eyed, black-haired boy with the prosthetic right arm, nor his spindly sister. But he recalled the three of them—himself, Prince, and Ruby—playing together the next afternoon in the west garden.


			He showed them the place behind the bamboo where you could climb up into the carved stone mouths.


			“What are those?” Prince asked.


			“Those are the dragons,” Lorq explained.


			“There aren’t any dragons,” Ruby said.


			“Those are dragons. That’s what Father says.”


			“Oh.” Prince caught his false hand over the lower lip and hoisted himself up. “What are they for?”


			“You climb up in them. Then you can climb down again. Father says the people who lived here before us carved them.”


			“Who lived here before?” Ruby asked. “And what did they want with dragons? Help me up, Prince.”


			“I think they’re silly.” Prince and Ruby were now both standing between the stone fangs above him. (Later he would learn that “the people who had lived here before” were a race extinct in the Outer Colonies for twenty thousand years; their carvings had survived, and on these ruined foundations, Von Ray had erected one of his mansions.)


			Lorq sprang for the jaw, got his fingers around the lower lip, and started scrambling. “Give me a hand?”


			“Just a second,” Prince said. Then, slowly, he put his shoe on Lorq’s fingers and mashed.


			Lorq gasped and fell back on the ground, clutching his palm.


			Ruby giggled.


			“Hey!” Indignation throbbed, confusion welled. Pain beat in his knuckles.


			“You shouldn’t make fun of his hand,” Ruby said. “He doesn’t like that.”


			“Huh?” Lorq looked at the metal and plastic claw directly for the first time. “I didn’t make fun of it!”


			“Yes you did,” Prince said evenly. “I don’t like people who make fun of me.”


			“But I—” Lorq’s seven-year-old mind tried to comprehend this irrationality. He stood up again. “What’s wrong with your hand?”


			Prince lowered himself to his knees, reached out, and swung at Lorq’s head.


			“Watch—!” He leaped backward. The mechanical limb had moved so fast the air hissed.


			“Don’t talk about my hand anymore! There’s nothing wrong. Nothing at all.”


			“If you stop making fun of him,” Ruby commented, looking at the rugae on the roof of the stone mouth, “he’ll be friends with you.”


			“Well, all right,” Lorq said warily.


			Prince smiled. “Then we’ll be friends now.” He had very pale skin and his teeth were small.


			“All right,” Lorq said. He decided he didn’t like Prince.


			“If you say something like, ‘let’s shake on it,’” Ruby said, “he’ll beat you up. And he can, even though you’re bigger than he is.”


			Or Ruby either.


			“Come on up,” Prince said.


			Lorq climbed into the mouth beside the other two children.


			“Now what do we do?” Ruby asked. “Climb down?”


			“You can look into the garden from here,” Lorq said. “And watch the party.”


			“Who wants to watch an old party,” Ruby said.


			“I do,” said Prince.


			“Oh,” Ruby said. “You do. Well, all right then.”


			Beyond the bamboo, guests walked among the stones, vines, trees. They laughed gently, talked of the latest psychorama, politics, drank from long glasses. His father stood by the fountain, discussing with several people his feelings about the proposed sovereignty of the Outer Colonies—after all, he had a home out here and had his finger on the pulse of the situation. It was the year that Secretary Morgan had been assassinated. Though Underwood had been caught, there were still theories going around as to which faction was responsible.


			A woman with silver hair flirted with a young couple who had come with Ambassador Selvin, who was also a cousin. Aaron Red, a portly, proper gentleman, had cornered three young ladies and was pontificating on the moral degeneration of the young. Mother moved through the guests, the hem of her red dress brushing the grass, followed by the humming buffet. She paused here and there to offer canapés, drinks, and her opinion of the new realignment proposal. Now, after a year of phenomenal popular success, the intelligentsia had accepted the Tohu-bohus as legitimate music. Their jarring rhythms tumbled across the lawn. A light sculpture in the corner twisted, flickered, grew with the tones.


			Then his father let out a booming laugh that made everyone look. “Listen to this! Just hear what Lusuna has said to me!” He was holding the shoulder of a university student who had come with the young couple. Von Ray’s bluster had apparently prompted the young man to argument. Father gestured for him to repeat.


			“I only said that we live in an age where economic, political, and technological change have shattered all cultural tradition.”


			“My Lord,” laughed the woman with silver hair, “is that all?”


			“No, no!” Father waved his hand. “We have to listen to what the younger generation thinks. Go on, sir.”


			“There’s no reservoir of national, or world solidarity, even on Earth, the center of Draco. The past half dozen generations have seen such movement of peoples from world to world, there can’t be any. This pseudo-interplanetary society that has replaced any real tradition, while very attractive, is totally hollow and masks an incredible tangle of decadence, scheming, corruption and—”


			“Really, Lusuna,” the young wife said, “your Scholarship is showing.” She had just taken another drink at the prompting of the woman with the silver hair.


			“—piracy.”


			(With the last word, even the three children crouching in the mouth of the carved lizard could tell from the looks passing on the guests’ faces that Lusuna had gone too far.)


			Mother came across the lawn, the bottom of her red sheath brushing back from gilded nails. She held her hands out to Lusuna, smiling. “Come, let’s continue this social dissection over dinner. We’re having a totally corrupt mango-bongoou with untraditional loso ye mbiji a meza, and scathingly decadent mpati a nsengo.” His mother always made the old Senegal dishes for parties. “And if the oven cooperates, we’ll end up with dreadfully pseudo-interplanetary tiba yoka flambé.”


			The student looked around, realized he was supposed to smile, and did one better by laughing. With the student on her arm, Mother led everyone into dinner—“Didn’t someone tell me you had won a scholarship to Draco University at Centauri? You must be quite bright. You’re from Earth, I gather from your accent. Senegal? Well! So am I. What city . . . ?” And Father, relieved, brushed back oak-colored hair and followed everyone into the jalousied dining pavilion.


			On the stone tongue, Ruby was saying to her brother, “I don’t think you should do that.”


			“Why not?” said Prince.


			Lorq looked back at the brother and sister. Prince had picked up a stone from the floor of the dragon’s mouth in his mechanical hand. Across the lawn stood the aviary of white cockatoos Mother had brought from Earth on her last trip.


			Prince aimed. Metal and plastic blurred.


			Forty feet away, birds screamed and exploded in the cage. As one fell to the floor, Lorq could see, even at this distance, blood in the feathers.


			“That’s the one I was aiming for.” Prince smiled.


			“Hey,” Lorq said. “Mother’s not going to . . .” He looked again at the mechanical appendage strapped to Prince’s shoulder over the stump. “Say, you throw better with—”


			“Watch it.” Prince’s black brows lowered on chipped blue glass. “I told you not to make fun of my hand, didn’t I?” The hand drew back, and Lorq heard the motors—whirr, click, whirr—in wrist and elbow.


			“It’s not his fault he was born that way,” Ruby said. “And it’s impolite to make remarks about your guests. Aaron says you’re all barbarians out here anyway, doesn’t he, Prince?”


			“That’s right.” Prince lowered his hand.


			A voice came over the loudspeaker into the garden. “Children, where are you? Come in and get your supper. Hurry.”


			They climbed down and went out through the bamboo.


			


			Lorq went to bed still excited by the party. He lay under the doubled shadows of the palms above the nursery ceiling, transparent from the night before.


			A whisper: “Lorq!”


			And: “Shhh! Don’t be so loud, Prince.”


			More softly: “Lorq?”


			He pushed back the netting and sat up in bed. Imbedded in the plastic floor, tigers, elephants, and monkeys glowed. “What do you want?”


			“We heard them leaving through the gate.” Prince stood in the nursery doorway in his shorts. “Where did they go?”


			“We want to go too,” Ruby said from behind her brother’s shoulder.


			“Where did they go?” Prince asked again.


			“Into town.” Lorq stood up and padded across the glowing menagerie. “Mommy and Daddy always take their friends down into the village when they come for the holidays.”


			“What do they do?” Prince leaned against the jamb.


			“They go . . . well, they go into town.” Where ignorance had been, curiosity came to fill it.


			“We jimmied the baby-sitter,” said Ruby.


			“You don’t have a very good one; it was easy. Everything is so old-fashioned out here. Aaron says only Pleiades barbarians could think it quaint to live out here. Are you going to take us to go see where they went?”


			“Well, I—”


			“We want to go,” said Ruby.


			“Don’t you want to go see too?”


			“All right.” Lorq had planned to refuse. “I have to put my sandals on.” But childish curiosity to see what adults did when children were not about was marking foundations on which adolescent, and later, adult consciousness would stand.


			


			The garden lisped about the gate. The lock always opened to Lorq’s handprint during the day, but he was still surprised when it swung back now.


			The road threaded into the moist night.


			Past the rocks and across the water one low moon turned the mainland into a tongue of ivory lapping at the sea. And through the trees, the lights of the village went off and on like a computer checkboard. Rocks, chalky under the high, smaller moon, edged the roadway. A cactus raised spiky paddles to the sky.


			As they reached the first of the town’s cafés, Lorq said “hello” to one of the miners who sat at a table outside the door.


			“Little Senhor.” The miner nodded back.


			“Do you know where my parents are?” Lorq asked.


			“They came by here,” he shrugged, “the ladies with the fine clothes, the men in their vests and their dark shirts. They came by, half an hour ago, an hour.”


			“What language is he talking?” Prince demanded.


			Ruby giggled. “You understand that?”


			Another realization hit Lorq: He and his parents spoke to the people of São Orini with a completely different set of words than they spoke to each other and their guests. He had learned the slurred dialect of Portuguese under the blinking lights of a hypno-teacher sometime in the fog of early childhood.


			“Where did they go?” he asked again.


			The miner’s name was Tavo. For a month last year when the mine shut down, he had been plugged into one of the clanking gardeners that had landscaped the park behind the house. Dull grown-ups and bright children form a particularly tolerant friendship. Tavo was dirty and stupid. Lorq accepted this. But his mother had put an end to the relation when, last year, he came back from the village and told how he had watched Tavo kill a man who had insulted the miner’s ability to drink.


			“Come on, Tavo. Tell me where they went.”


			Tavo shrugged.


			Insects beat about the illuminated letters over the café door.


			Crepe paper left from the Sovereignty Festival blew from the awning posts. It was the anniversary of Pleiades Sovereignty, but the miners celebrated it out here both in hope for their own and for Mother and Father.


			“Does he know where they went?” Prince asked.


			Tavo was drinking sour milk from a cracked cup along with his rum. He patted his knee and Lorq, glancing at Prince and Ruby, sat down.


			Brother and sister looked at each other uncertainly.


			“You sit down too,” Lorq said. “On the chairs.”


			They did.


			Tavo offered Lorq his sour milk. Lorq drank half of it, then passed it to Prince. “You want some?”


			Prince raised the cup to his mouth, then caught the smell. “You drink this?” He wrinkled his face and set the cup down sharply.


			Lorq picked up the glass of rum. “Would you prefer . . . ?”


			But Tavo took the glass out of his hand. “That’s not for you, Little Senhor.”


			“Tavo, where are my parents?”


			“Back up in the woods, at Alonza’s.”


			“Take us, Tavo?”


			“Why?”


			“We want to go see them.”


			Tavo deliberated. “We can’t go unless you have money.” He roughed Lorq’s hair. “Hey, Little Senhor, you have any money?”


			Lorq took out the few coins from his pocket.


			“Not enough.”


			“Prince, do you or Ruby have any money?”


			Prince had two pounds @sg in his shorts.


			“Give it to Tavo.”


			“Why?”


			“So he’ll take us to see our parents.”


			Tavo reached across and took the money from Prince, then raised his eyebrows at the amount.


			“Will he give this to me?”


			“If you take us,” Lorq told him.


			Tavo tickled Lorq’s stomach. They laughed. Tavo folded one bill and put it in his pocket. Then he ordered another rum and sour milk. “The milk is for you. Some for your friends?”


			“Come on, Tavo. You said you’d take us.”


			“Be quiet,” the miner said. “I’m thinking whether we should go up there. You know I must go plug in at work tomorrow morning.” He tapped the socket on one wrist.


			Lorq put salt and pepper in the milk and sipped it.


			“I want to try some,” Ruby said.


			“It smells awful,” said Prince. “You shouldn’t drink it. Is he going to take us?”


			Tavo gestured to the owner of the café. “Lots of people up at Alonza’s tonight?”


			“It’s Friday night, isn’t it?” said the owner.


			“The boy wants me to take him up there,” said Tavo, “for the evening.”


			“You’re taking Von Ray’s boy up to Alonza’s?” The owner’s purple birthmark crinkled.


			“His parents are up there.” Tavo shrugged. “The boy wants me to take them. He told me to take them, you know? And it will be more fun than sitting here and swatting redbugs.” He bent down, tied the thongs of his discarded sandals together, and hung them around his neck. “Come on, Little Senhor. Tell the one-armed boy and the girl to behave.”


			At the reference to Prince’s arm, Lorq jumped.


			“We are going now.”


			But Prince and Ruby didn’t understand.


			“We’re going,” Lorq explained. “Up to Alonza’s.”


			“Where’s Alonza’s?”


			“Is that like the places Aaron is always taking those pretty women in Peking?”


			“They don’t have anything out here like in Peking,” Prince said. “Silly. They don’t even have anything like Paris.”


			Tavo reached down and took Lorq’s hand. “Stay close. Tell your friends to stay close too.” Tavo’s hand was all sweat and callus. The jungle chuckled and hissed over them.


			“Where are we going?” Prince asked.


			“To see Mother and Father.” Lorq’s voice sounded uncertain. “To Alonza’s.”


			Tavo looked over at the word and nodded. He pointed through the trees, dappled with double moons.


			“Is it far, Tavo?”


			Tavo just cuffed Lorq’s neck, took his hand again, and went on.


			At the top of the hill, a clearing: light seeped beneath the edge of a tent. A group of men joked and drank with a fat woman who had come out for air. Her face and shoulders were wet. Her breasts gleamed before falling under the orange print. She kept twiddling her braid.


			“Stay,” whispered Tavo. He pushed the children back.


			“Hey, why—”


			“We have to stay here,” Lorq translated for Prince, who had stepped forward after the miner.


			Prince looked around, then came back and stood by Lorq and Ruby.


			Joining the men, Tavo intercepted the raffia-covered bottle as it swung from arm to arm. “Hey, Alonza, are the Senhores Von Ray . . . ?” He thumbed toward the tent.


			“Sometimes they come up. Sometimes they bring their guests with them,” Alonza said. “Sometimes they like to see—”


			“Now,” Tavo said. “Are they here now?”


			She took the bottle and nodded.


			Tavo turned and beckoned the children.


			Lorq, followed by the wary siblings, went to stand beside him. The men went on talking in blurry voices that undercut the shrieks and laughter from inside the tarpaulin. The night was hot. The bottle went around three more times. Lorq and Ruby got some. And the last time Prince made a face, but drank too.


			Finally Tavo pushed Lorq’s shoulder. “Go in.”


			Tavo had to duck under the low door. Lorq was the tallest of the children and the top of his head just brushed the canvas.


			A lantern hung from the center pole: harsh glare on the roof, harsh light in the shell of an ear, on the rims of nostrils, on the lines of old faces. A head fell back in the crowd, expelling laughter and expletives. A wet mouth glistened as a bottle neck dropped. Loose, sweaty hair. Over the noise, somebody was ringing a bell. Lorq felt excitement tingling in his palms.


			People began to crouch. Tavo squatted. Prince and Ruby did too. So did Lorq, but he held on to Tavo’s wet collar.


			In the pit, a man in high boots tramped back and forth, motioning the crowd to sit.


			On the other side, behind the rail, Lorq suddenly recognized the silver-haired woman. She was leaning on the shoulder of the Senegalese student, Lusuna. Her hair stuck to her forehead like confused and twisted knives. The student had opened his shirt. His vest was gone.


			The pitman shook the bell rope again. A piece of down had fallen on his gleaming arm and adhered, even as he waved and shouted at the crowd. Now he rapped his brown fist on the tin wall for silence.


			Money was wedged between the boards of the rail. The wagers were jammed between the planks. As Lorq looked across the pit, he saw the young couple further down. He was leaning over, trying to point out something to her.


			The pitman stamped across the mash of scales and feather. His boots were black to the knees. When the people were nearly quiet, he went to the near side of the pit where Lorq couldn’t see, bent down—


			A cage door slammed back. With a yell, the pitman vaulted onto the fence and grabbed the center post. The spectators shouted and surged up. Those squatting began to stand. Lorq tried to push forward.


			Across the pit, he saw his father rise, streaming face twisted below blond hair. Von Ray shook his fist toward the arena. Mother, hand at her neck, pressed against him. Ambassador Selvin was trying to push between two miners shouting at the rail.


			“There’s Aaron!” Ruby exclaimed.


			“No—!” from Prince.


			But now there were so many people standing, Lorq could no longer see anything. Tavo stood up and began to shout for people to sit, till someone passed him a bottle.


			Lorq moved left to see; then right when the left was blocked. Unfocused excitement pounded in his chest.


			The pitman stood on the railing above the crowd. Jumping, he had struck the lantern with his shoulder so that shadows staggered on the canvas. Leaning against the pole, he frowned at the swaying light, rubbed his bulging arms. Then he noticed the fluff. Carefully he pulled it off, then began to search his matted chest, his shoulders.


			The noise exploded at the pit’s edge, halted, then roared. Somebody was waving a vest in the air.


			The pitman, finding nothing, leaned against the pole again.


			Excited, fascinated, at the same time Lorq was slightly ill with rum and stench. “Come on,” he shouted to Prince, “let’s go up where we can see!”


			“I don’t think we ought to,” Ruby said.


			“Why not!” Prince took a step forward. But he looked scared.


			Lorq barged ahead of him.


			Then someone caught him by the arm and he whirled around. “What are you doing out here?” Von Ray, angry and confused, was breathing hard. “Who told you you could bring those children up here!”


			Lorq looked around for Tavo. Tavo was not there.


			Aaron Red came up behind his father. “I told you we should have left somebody with them. Your baby-sitters are so old-fashioned out here. Any clever child could fix it!”


			Von Ray turned briskly. “Oh, the children are perfectly all right. But Lorq knows he’s not supposed to go out in the evening by himself!”


			“I’ll take them home,” Mother said, coming up. “Don’t be upset, Aaron. They’re all right. I’m terribly sorry, really I am.” She turned to the children. “Whatever possessed you to come out here?”


			The miners had gathered to watch.


			Ruby began to cry.


			“Dear me, now what’s the matter?” Mother looked concerned.


			“There’s nothing wrong with her,” Aaron Red said. “She knows what’s going to happen when I get her home. They know when they do wrong.”


			Ruby, who probably hadn’t thought about what was going to happen at all, now began to cry in earnest.


			“Why don’t we talk about this tomorrow morning.” Mother cast Von Ray a despairing glance. But Father was too upset by Ruby’s tears and chagrined by Lorq’s presence to respond.


			“Yes, you take them home, Dana.” He looked up to see the miners watching. “Take them home, now. Come, Aaron, you needn’t worry yourself.”


			“Here,” Mother said. “Ruby, Prince, give me your hands. Come, Lorq, we’re going right—”


			Mother reached out to the children.


			Then Prince extended his prosthetic arm—and yanked!


			Mother screamed, staggered forward, beating at his wrist with her free arm. Metal and plastic fingers locked her own.


			“Prince!” Aaron reached for him, but the boy ducked away, twisted, then dodged across the floor.


			Mother went to her knees on the dirt floor, gasping, letting out tiny sobs. Father caught her by the shoulders. “Dana! What did he do? What happened?” Mother shook her head.


			Prince ran straight against Tavo.


			“Catch him!” Father shouted in Portuguese.


			And Aaron bellowed, “Prince!”


			At the word, resistance left the boy. He sagged in Tavo’s arms, face white.


			Mother was on her feet now, grimacing against Father’s shoulder. “. . . and one of my white birds . . .” Lorq heard her say.


			“Prince, come here!” Aaron commanded.


			Prince walked back, his movements jerky and electric.


			“Now,” Aaron said. “You go back to the house with Dana. She’s sorry she mentioned your hand. She didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”


			Mother and Father looked at Aaron. Father started forward; Mother drew back. Aaron Red turned to them. He was a small man. The only thing red about him Lorq could see were the corners of his eyes. “You see—” Aaron looked tired—“I never mention his deformity. Never.” He looked upset. “I don’t want him to feel inferior. I don’t let anyone point him out as different at all. You must never talk about it in front of him, you see. Not at all.”


			Father started to say something. But the initial embarrassment of the evening had been his.


			Mother looked back and forth between the two men, then at her fingers. They were cradled in her other palm, and she made stroking motions. “Children,” she said. “Come with me.”


			“Dana, are you sure that you’re—”


			Mother cut him off with a look. “Come with me, children,” she repeated. They left the tent.


			Tavo was outside. “I go with you, Senhora. I will go back to the house with you, if you wish.”


			“Yes, Tavo,” Mother said. “Thank you.” She held her hand against the stomach of her dress.


			“That boy with the iron hand.” Tavo shook his head. “And the girl, and your son. I brought them here, Senhora. But they asked me to, you see. They told me to bring them here.”


			“I understand,” Mother said.


			They didn’t go down through the jungle this time, but took the wider road that led past the launch from where the aquaturbs took the miners to the undersea mines. The high forms swayed in the water, casting double shadows on the waves.


			As they reached the gate of the park, Lorq was suddenly sick to his stomach. “Hold his head, Tavo,” Mother instructed. “See, this excitement isn’t good for you, Lorq. And you were drinking that milk again. Do you feel any better?”


			He hadn’t mentioned the rum. The smell in the tent, as well as the odor that lingered around Tavo kept his secret. Prince and Ruby watched him quietly, glancing at one another.


			Upstairs Mother got the sitter back in order, and secured Prince and Ruby in their rooms. Finally she came into the nursery.


			“Does your hand still hurt, Mommy?” he asked from the pillow.


			“It does. Nothing’s broken, though I don’t know why not. I’m going to get the medico-unit soon as I leave you.”


			“They wanted to go!” Lorq blurted. “They said they wanted to see where you all had gone.”


			Mother sat down on the bed and began to rub his back with her good hand. “And didn’t you want to see too, just a little bit?”


			“Yes,” he said, after a moment.


			“That’s what I thought. How does your stomach feel? I don’t care what they say, I still don’t see how that sour milk could be any good for you.”


			He still hadn’t mentioned the rum.


			“You go to sleep now.” She went to the nursery door.


			He remembered her touching the switch.


			He remembered a moon darkening through the rotating roof.


			


			Lorq always associated Prince Red with the coming and going of light.


			He was sitting naked by the swimming pool on the roof, reading for his petrology exam, when the purple leaves at the rock entrance shook. The skylight hummed with the gale outside. The towers of Ark, vaned to glide in the wind, were distorted behind the glittering frost.


			“Dad!” Lorq snapped off the reader and stood up. “Hey, I came in third in senior mathematics. Third!”


			Von Ray, in fur-rimmed parka, stepped through the leaves. “And I suppose you call yourself studying now. Wouldn’t it be easier in the library? How can you concentrate up here with all this distraction?”


			“Petrology,” Lorq said, holding up his note-recorder. “I don’t really have to study for that. I’ve got honors already.”


			Only in the last few years had Lorq learned to relax under his parents’ demand for perfection. Having learned, he had discovered that the demands were now ritual and phatic, and gave way to communication if they were allowed to ride out.


			“Oh,” his father said. “You did.” Then he smiled. The frost on his hair turned to water as he unlaced his parka. “At least you’ve been studying instead of crawling through the bowels of Caliban.”


			“Which reminds me, Dad. I’ve registered her in the New Ark Regatta. Will you and Mother go up to see the finish?”


			“If we can. You know Mother hasn’t been feeling too well recently. This past trip was a little rough. And you worry her with your racing.”


			“Why? I haven’t let it interfere with my schoolwork.”


			Von Ray shrugged. “She thinks it’s dangerous.” He laid the parka over a rock. “We read about your prize at Trantor last month. Congratulations. She may worry about you, but she was as proud as a partridge when she could tell all those stuffy club women you were her son.”


			“I wish you’d been there.” 


			“We wanted to be. But there was no way to cut a month off the tour. Come, I’ve got something to show you.”


			Lorq followed his father along the stream that curled from the pool. Von Ray put his arm around his son’s shoulder as they started the steps that dropped beside the waterfall into the house. At their weight, the steps began to escalate.


			“We stopped on Earth, this trip. Spent a day with Aaron Red. I believe you met him a long time ago. Red-shift Limited?”


			“Out on New Brazillia,” Lorq said. “At the mine.”


			“Do you remember that far back?” The stairs flattened and carried them across the conservatory. Cockatoos sprung from the brush, beat against the transparent wall where snow lay outside the lower panes, then settled in the bloodflowers, knocking petals to the sand. “Prince was with him. A boy your age, perhaps a little older.” Lorq had been vaguely aware of Prince’s doings over the years as a child is aware of the activity of the children of parents’ friends. Some time back, Prince had changed schools four times very rapidly, and the rumor that had filtered to the Pleiades was that only the fortunes of Red-shift, Ltd., kept the transfers from being openly labeled expulsion.


			“I remember him,” Lorq said. “He only had one arm.”


			“He wears a black glove to the shoulder with a jeweled armband at the top, now. He’s a very impressive young man. He said he remembered you. You two got into some mischief or other back then. He, at least, seems to have quieted down some.”


			Lorq shrugged from under his father’s arm and stepped onto the white rugs that scattered the indoor winter garden. “What do you want to show me?”


			Father went to one of the viewing columns. It was a transparent cylinder four feet thick supporting the clear ceiling with a capital of floral glass. “Dana, do you want to show Lorq what you brought for him?”


			“Just a moment.” His mother’s figure formed in the column. She was sitting in the swan chair. She took a green cloth from the table beside her and opened it on the quilted brocade of her lap.


			“They’re beautiful!” Lorq claimed. “Where did you find heptodyne quartz?”


			The stones, basically silicon, had been formed at geological pressures so that in each crystal, about the size of a child’s fist, light flowed along the shattered blue lines within the jagged forms.


			“I picked them up when we stopped at Cygnus. We were staying near the Exploding Desert of Krall. We could see it flashing from our hotel window beyond the walls of the city. It was quite as spectacular as it’s always described. One afternoon when your father was off in conference, I took the tour. When I saw them, I thought of your collection and bought these for you.”


			“Thanks.” He smiled at the figure in the column.


			Neither he nor his father had seen his mother in person for four years. Victim of a degenerative mental and physical disease that often left her totally incommunicative, she had retired to her suite in the house with her medicines, her diagnostic computers, her cosmetics, her gravothermy and reading machines. She—or more often one of her androids programmed to her general response pattern—would appear in the viewing columns and present a semblance of her normal appearance and personality. In the same way, through android and telerama report, she “accompanied” Von Ray on his business travels, while her physical presence was confined in the masked, isolate chambers that no one was allowed to enter except the psychotechnician who came quietly once a month.


			“They’re beautiful,” he repeated, stepping closer.


			“I’ll leave them in your room this evening.” She picked one up with dark fingers and turned it over. “I find them fascinating myself. Almost hypnotic.”


			“Here.” Von Ray turned to one of the other columns. “I have something else to show you. Aaron had apparently heard of your interest in racing, and he knew how well you were doing.” Something was forming in the second column. “Two of his engineers had just developed a new ion-coupler. They told us it was too sensitive for commercial use and wouldn’t be profitable for them to manufacture on any large scale. But Aaron said the response level would be excellent for small-scale racing craft. I offered to buy it for you. He wouldn’t hear of it; he’s sent it to you as a gift.”


			“He did?” Lorq felt excitement lap above surprise. “Where is it?”


			In the column a crate stood on the corner of a loading platform. The fence of Nea Limani Yacht Basin diminished in the distance between the guide towers. “Over at the field?” Lorq sat down in the green hammock hanging from the ceiling. “Good! I’ll look at it when I go down this evening. I still have to get a crew for the race.”


			“You just pick your crew from people hanging around the spacefield?” Mother shook her head. “That always worries me.”


			“Mom, people who like racing, kids who are interested in racing ships, people who know how to sail, they hang around the shipyards. I know half the people at Nea Limani anyway.”


			“I still wish you’d get your crew from among your school friends, or people like that.”


			“What wrong is with people who like this talk?” Lorq smiled slightly.


			“I didn’t say anything of that nature at all. I just meant you should use people you know.”


			“After the race,” his father cut in, “what do you intend to do with the rest of your vacation?”


			Lorq shrugged. “Do you want me to foreman out at the São Orini mine like last year?”


			His father’s eyebrows separated, then snarled over the vertical crevices above his nose. “After what happened with that miner’s daughter . . . ?” The brows unsnarled again. “Do you want to go out there again?”


			Lorq shrugged once more.


			“Have you thought of anything else that you’d like to do?” This from his mother.


			“Ashton Clark will send me something. Right now I’ve got to go pick up my crew.” He stood up from the hammock. “Mom, thanks for the stones. We’ll talk about vacation when school is really over.”


			He started for the bridge that arched the water.


			“You won’t be too—”


			“Before midnight.”


			“Lorq. One more thing.”


			He stopped at the crest of the bridge, leaning on the aluminum banister.


			His father: “Prince is having a party. He sent you an invitation. It’s at Earth, Paris, on the Ile St.-Louis. But it’s just three days after the Regatta. You wouldn’t be able to get there—”


			“Caliban can make Earth in three days.”


			His mother: “No, Lorq! You’re not going to go all the way to Earth in that tiny—”


			“I’ve never been to Paris. The last time I was on Earth was the time you took me when I was fifteen and we went to Peking. It’ll be easy sailing down into Draco.” Leaving, he called back to them, “If I don’t get my crew, I won’t even get back to school next week.” He disappeared down the other side of the bridge.


			


			His crew was two fellows who volunteered to help him unpack the ion-coupler. Neither one was from the Pleiades Federation.


			Brian, a boy Lorq’s age who had taken a year off from Draco University and flown out to the Outer Colonies, was now working his way back. He had done both captaining and studding on racing yachts, but only in the cooperative yachting club sponsored by his school. Based on common interest in racing-ships, their relation was one of mutual awe. Lorq was silently agape at the way Brian had taken off to the other end of the galaxy and was beating his way without funds or forethought; while Brian had at last met, in Lorq, one of the mythically wealthy who could own his own boat and whose name had, till then, been only an abstraction on the sports tapes—Lorq Von Ray, one of the youngest and most spectacular of the new crop of racing captains.


			Dan, who completed the crew of the little three-vaned racer, was a man in his forties, from Australia on Earth. They had met him in the bar where he had started a whole series of tales about his times as a commercial stud on the big transport freighters, as well as racing captains he had occasionally crewed for—though he had never captained himself. Barefoot, a rope around pants torn off at the knees, Dan was a lot more typical of the studs that hung around the heated walkways of Nea Limani. The high wind-domes broke the hurricane gusts that rolled from Tong across glittering Ark—it was the month of Iumbra when there were only three hours of daylight in the twenty-nine-hour day. The mechanics, officers, and studs drank late, talked currents and racing at the bars and the sauna baths, the registration offices and the service pits.


			Brian’s reaction to continuing on after the race down to Earth: “Fine. Why not? I have to get back into Draco in time for vacation classes anyway.”


			Dan’s: “Paris? That’s awful close to Australia, ain’t it? I got a kid and two wives in New Sydney, and I ain’t so anxious for them to catch hold of me. I suppose if we don’t stay too long—”


			


			When the Regatta swept past the observation satellite circling Ark, looped the inner edge of the cluster to the Dim, Dead Sister, and returned to Ark again, it was announced that Caliban had placed second.


			“All right. Let’s get out of here. To Prince’s party!”


			“Be careful now . . .” His mother’s voice came over the speaker.


			“Give our regards to Aaron. And congratulations again, son,” Father said. “If you wreck that brass butterfly on this silly trip, don’t expect me to buy a new one.”


			“So long, Dad.”


			The Caliban rose from among the ships clustered at the viewing station where the spectators had come to observe the Regatta’s conclusion. Fifty-foot windows flashed in starlight below them (behind one, his father and an android of his mother stood at the railing, watching the ship pull away), and in a moment they were wheeling through the Pleiades Federation, then toward Sol.


			A day out, they lost six hours in a whirlpool nebula (“Now if you had a real ship instead of this here toy,” Dan complained over the intercom, “it’d be a sneeze to get out of this thing.” Lorq turned the frequency of the scanner higher on the ion-coupler. “Point two-five down, Brian. Then catch it up fast—there!”), but made up the time and then some on the Outward Tidal Drift.


			A day later, and Sol was a glowing, growing light in the cosmos raging.


			


			Shaped like the figure eight of a Mycenaean shield, De Blau Field tilted miles below the sweeping vanes. Cargo shuttles left from here for the big star-port on Triton, Neptune’s largest moon. The five-hundred-meter passenger liners glittered across the platforms. Caliban fell toward the inset of the yacht basin, coming down like a triple kite. Lorq sat up from the couch as the guide beams caught them. “Okay, puppets. Cut the strings.” He switched off Caliban’s humming entrails a moment after touchdown. Banked lights died around him.


			Brian hopped into the control cabin, tying his left sandal. Dan, unshaven, his vest unlaced, ambled barefoot from his projection chamber. “Guess we got here, Captain.” He stooped to finger dirt between his toes. “What kind of party is this you kids are going to?”


			As Lorq touched the unload button, the floor began to slant and the ribbed covering rolled back till the lower edge hit the ground. “I’m not sure,” Lorq told him. “I suppose we’ll all find out when we get there.”


			“Ohhh no,” Dan drawled as they reached the bottom. “I don’t go for this society stuff.” They started from beneath the shadow of the hull. “Find me a bar, and just pick me up when you come back.”


			“If you two don’t want to come,” Lorq said, looking around the field, “we’ll stop off for something to eat, and then you can stay here.”


			“I . . . well, sort of wanted to go.” Brian looked disappointed. “This is as close as I’ll ever get to going to a party given by Prince Red.”


			Lorq looked at Brian. The stocky, brown-haired boy with coffee-colored eyes had changed his scuffed leather work-vest for a clean one with iridescent flowers. Lorq was only beginning to realize how dazzled this young man, who had hitched across the universe, was before the wealth, visible and implied, that went with a nineteen-year-old who could race his own yacht and just took off to parties in Paris.


			It had not occurred to Lorq to change his vest at all.


			“You come on then,” Lorq said. “We’ll get Dan on the way back.”


			“Just you two don’t get so drunk you can’t carry me back on board.”


			Lorq and Dan laughed.


			Brian was staring around at the other yachts in the basin. “Hey! Have you ever worked a tri-vaned Zephyr?” He touched Lorq’s arm, then pointed across to a graceful, golden hull. “I bet one of those would really twirl.”


			“Pickup is slow on the lower frequencies.” Lorq turned back to Dan. “You make sure you get back on board by take-off time tomorrow. I’m not going to go running around looking for you.”


			“With me this close to Australia? Don’t worry, Captain. By the by, you wouldn’t get upset if I should happen to bring a lady—or two—onto the ship—?” He grinned at Lorq, then winked.


			“Say,” Brian said. “How do those Boris-27s handle? Our club at school was trying to arrange a swap with another club that had a ten-year-old Boris. Only they wanted money too.”


			“As long as she—or they—doesn’t leave the ship with anything she didn’t bring,” Lorq told Dan. He turned to Brian again. “I’ve never been on a Boris more than three years old. A friend of mine had one a couple of years back. It worked pretty well, but it wasn’t up to Caliban.”


			They walked through the gate of the landing field, started down the steps to the street, and passed through the shadow from the column of the coiled snake.


			Paris had remained a more or less horizontal city. The only structures interrupting the horizon to any great extent were the Eiffel Tower to their left and the spiring structure of Les Halles: seventy tiers of markets were enclosed in transparent panes, tessellated with metal scrollwork—it was the focus of food and produce for the twenty-three million inhabitants of the city.


			They turned up Rue des Astronauts past the restaurants and hotel marquees. Dan dug under the rope around his middle to scratch his stomach, then pushed his long hair from his forehead. “Where do you get drunk around here if you’re a working cyborg stud?” Suddenly he pointed down a smaller street. “There!”


			At the end of the L-shaped street was a small café-bar with a crack across the window, Le Sidéral. The door was closing behind two women.


			“Fine,” Dan drawled, and loped ahead of Lorq and Brian.


			“I envy someone like that, sometimes,” Brian said to Lorq, softly.


			Lorq looked surprised.


			“You really don’t care,” Brian went on, “I mean if he brings women on the ship?”


			Lorq shrugged. “I’d bring one on.”


			“Oh. You must have it pretty easy with girls, especially with a racing ship.”


			“I guess it helps.”


			Brian bit at his thumbnail and nodded. “That would be nice. Sometimes I think girls have forgotten I’m alive. Probably be the same, yacht or no.” He laughed. “You ever . . . brought a girl onto your ship?”


			Lorq was silent a moment. Then he said, “I have three children.”


			Now Brian looked surprised.


			“A boy and two girls. Their mothers are miners on a little Outer Colony world, New Brazillia.”


			“Oh, you mean you . . .”


			Lorq cupped his left hand on his right shoulder, right hand on his left.


			“We lead very different sorts of lives, I think,” Brian said slowly, “you and I.”


			“That’s what I was thinking.” Then Lorq grinned.


			Brian’s smile returned uneasily.


			“Hold on, you there!” from behind them. “Wait!”


			They turned.


			“Lorq . . . ? Lorq Von Ray!”


			The black glove Lorq’s father had described was now a silver one. The armband, high on his biceps, was set with diamonds.


			“Prince . . . ?”


			Vest, pants, boots were silver. “I almost missed you!” The bony face beneath black hair animated. “I had the field call me as soon as you got clearance at Neptune. Racing yacht, huh? Sure took your time. Oh, before I forget: Aaron told me if you did come, I should ask you to give his regards to your Aunt Cyana. She stayed with us for a weekend at the beach on Chobe’s World last month.”


			“Thanks. I will if I see her,” Lorq said. “If she was with you last month, you’ve seen her more recently than I have. She doesn’t spend much time on Ark anymore.”


			“Cyana . . .” Brian began. “. . . Morgan?” he finished in astonishment. But Prince was already going on: “Look.” He dropped his hands on the shoulders of Lorq’s leather vest (Lorq tried to detect a difference in pressure between gloved and ungloved fingers), “I’ve got to get to Mt. Kenyuna and back before the party. I have every available bit of transportation bringing people down from all over everywhere. Aaron’s not cooperating. He’s refused to have anything more to do with this shindig. He thinks it’s gotten out of hand. I’m afraid I’ve been throwing his name around to get things I needed in a few places he didn’t approve. But he’s somewhere off on Vega. Do you want to run me over to the Himalayas?”


			“All right.” Lorq started to suggest that Prince stud with Brian. But perhaps with his arm Prince might not be able to plug in properly. “Hey, Dan!” he shouted down the street. “You’re still working.”


			The Australian had just opened the door. Now he turned around, shook his head, and started back.


			“What are we going for?” Lorq asked as they started back toward the field.


			“Tell you on the way.”


			As they passed the gate (and the Draco column ringed with the Serpent gleaming in the sunset), Brian hazarded conversation. “That’s quite an outfit,” he said to Prince.


			“There’ll be a lot of people on the Ile. I want everybody to be able to see where I am.”


			“Is that glove something new they’re wearing here on Earth?”


			Lorq’s stomach caught itself. He glanced quickly between the two boys.


			“Things like that,” Brian went on, “they never get out to Centauri till a month after everybody’s stopped wearing them on Earth. And I haven’t even been in Draco for ten months anyway.”


			Prince looked at his arm, turned his hand over.


			Twilight washed the sky.


			Then lights along the top of the fence flicked on: light lined the folds on Prince’s glove.


			“My personal style.” Prince looked up at Brian. “I have no right arm. This—” he made a fist of silver fingers—“is all metal and plastic and whirring doohickeys.” He laughed. “But it serves me . . . about as well as a real one.”


			“Oh.” Embarrassment wavered through Brian’s voice. “I didn’t know.”


			Prince laughed. “Sometimes I almost forget too. Sometimes. Which way is your ship?”


			“There.” As Lorq pointed, he was acutely aware of the dozen years between his and Prince’s first and present meetings.


			


			“All plugged?”


			“You’re paying me, Captain,” Dan’s voice grated through. “Strung up and out.”


			“Ready, Captain,” from Brian.


			“Open your low vanes—”


			Prince sat behind Lorq, one hand on Lorq’s shoulder (his real hand). “Everybody and his brother is coming to this thing. You just got here tonight, but people have been arriving all week. I invited a hundred people. There’re at least three hundred coming. It grows, it grows!” As the inertia field caught them up, De Blau dropped, and the sun, which had set, rose in the west and crescented the world with fire. The blue rim burned. “Anyway, Che-ong brought a perfectly wild bunch with her from somewhere on the edge of Draco—”


			Brian’s voice came over the speaker. “Che-ong, you mean the psychorama star?”


			“The studio gave her a week’s vacation, so she decided to come to my party. Day before yesterday, she took it into her head to go mountain climbing, and flew off to Nepal.”


			The sun passed overhead. To travel between two points on one planet, you just had to go up and come down in the right place. In a vane-projector craft, you had to ascend, circle the Earth three or four times, and glide in. It took the same seven/eight minutes to get from one side of the city to the other as it did to get to the other side of the world.


			“Che radioed me this afternoon that they were stuck three quarters of the way up Mt. Kenyuna. There’s a storm below them, so they can’t get through to the rescue station in Katmandu for a helicopter to come and pick them up. Of course, the storm doesn’t stop her from getting a third of the way around the world to tell me her troubles. Anyway, I promised her I’d think of something.”


			“How the hell are we supposed to get them off the mountain?”


			“You fly within twenty feet of the rock face and hover. Then I’ll climb down and bring them up.”


			“Twenty feet!” The blurred world slowed beneath them. “You want to get to your party alive?”


			“Did you get that ion-coupler Aaron sent?”


			“I’m using it now.”


			“It’s supposed to be sensitive enough for that sort of maneuvering. And you’re a crack racing captain. Yes or no?”


			“I’ll try it,” Lorq said warily. “I’m a bigger fool than you are.” Then he laughed. “We’ll try it, Prince!”


			Reticulations of snow and rock glided under them. Lorq set the loran coordinates of the mountain as Prince had given them. With his gloved arm, Prince reached over Lorq’s and tuned the radio . . .


			A girl’s voice tumbled into the cabin:


			“. . . Oh, there! Look, do you think that’s them? Prince! Prince, darling, have you come to rescue us? We’re hanging here by our little frozen nubs and just miserable. Prince . . . ?” There was music behind her voice; there was a babble of other voices.


			“Hold on, Che,” Prince said into the mike. “Told you we’d do something.” He turned to Lorq. “There! They should be right down there.”


			Lorq cut the frequency filter till Caliban was sliding down the gravitational distortion of the mountain itself. The peaks rose, chiseled and flashing.


			“Oh, look, everybody! Didn’t I tell you Prince wouldn’t let us languish away up here and miss the party?”


			And in the background:


			“Oh, Cecil, I can’t do that step—”


			“Turn the music up louder—”


			“But I don’t like anchovies—”


			“Prince,” cried Che, “do hurry! It’s started to snow again. You know this would never have happened, Cecil, if you hadn’t decided to do parlor tricks with the hobenstocks.”


			“Come on, sweetheart, let’s dance!”


			“I told you, no! We’re too close to the edge!”


			Below Lorq’s feet, on the floor screen, transmitting natural light, ice and gravel and boulders shone in the moonlight as the Caliban lowered.


			“How many of them are there?” Lorq asked. “The ship isn’t that big.”


			“They’ll squeeze.”


			On the icy ledge that slipped across the screen, some were seated on a green poncho with wine bottles, cheeses, and baskets of food. Some were dancing. A few sat around on canvas chairs. One had scrambled to a higher ledge and was shading his eyes, staring up at the ship.


			“Che,” Prince said, “we’re here. Get everything packed. We can’t wait around all day.”


			“Good heavens! That is you up there. Come on, everybody, we’re on our way! Yes, that’s Prince!”


			There was an explosion of activity on the ledge. The youngsters began to run about, picking things up, putting them in knapsacks. Two people were folding the poncho.


			“Edgar! Don’t throw that away! It’s ’forty-eight, and you can’t just pick up a bottle any old where. Yes, Hillary, you may change the music. No! Don’t turn the heater off yet! Oh, Cecil, you are a fool. Brrr!—well, I suppose we’ll be off in a moment or two. Of course I’ll dance with you, honey. Just not so close to the edge. Wait a second. Prince? Prince . . . !”


			“Che!” Prince called as Lorq settled still closer. “Do you have any rope down there?” Prince put his hand over the mike. “Did you see her in Mayhem’s Children, where she acted the wacky, sixteen-year-old daughter of that botanist?”


			Lorq nodded.


			“That wasn’t acting.” Prince took his hand from the mike again. “Che! Rope! Do you have any rope?”


			“Oodles! Edgar, where’s all that rope . . . ? But we climbed up here on something! There it is! Now, what do I do?”


			“Tie big knots in it every couple of feet. How far are we above you?”


			“Forty feet? Thirty feet? Edgar! Cecil! José! You heard him. Tie knots!”


			On the floor screen Lorq watched the shadow of the yacht slip over the ice. He let the boat fall even lower.


			“Lorq, open the hatch in the drive-room when we’re—”


			“We’re seventeen feet above them,” Lorq called over his shoulder. “That’s it, Prince!” He reached forward. “And it is open.”


			“Fine!”


			Prince ducked through the doorway into the drive-room. Cold air slapped Lorq’s back. Dan and Brian held the ship steady in the winds.


			On the floor screen Lorq saw one of the boys fling the rope up at the ship—Prince would be standing in the open hatchway to catch it in his silver glove. It took three tries. Then Prince’s voice came back over the wind: “Right! I’ve got it tied. Come on up!” And one after another they mounted the knotted rope.


			“There you go. Watch it—”


			“Man, it’s cold out there! Soon as you get past the heating field—”


			“I’ve got you. Right in—”


			“Didn’t think we’d make it. Hey, you want some Châteauneuf du Pape ’forty-eight? Che says you can’t get—”


			The voices filled the drive-room. Then:


			“Prince! Luscious of you to rescue me! Are you going to have any nineteenth-century Turkish music at your party? We couldn’t get any local stations, but there was this educational program beaming up from New Zealand. Airy! Edgar invented a new step. You get down on your hands and knees and just swing your up and down. José, don’t fall back onto that beastly mountain! Come in here this instant and meet Prince Red. He’s the one who’s giving the party, and his father has ever so many more millions than yours. Close the door now and let’s get out of the engine room. All these machines and things. It isn’t me.”


			“Come inside, Che, and annoy the captain awhile. Do you know Lorq Von Ray?”


			“My goodness, the boy who’s winning all those races? Why, he’s got even more money than—”


			“Shhhhh!” Prince said in a stage whisper as they came into the cabin. “I don’t want him to know.”


			Lorq pulled the ship away from the mountain, then turned.


			“You must be the one who won those prizes: You’re so handsome!”


			Che-ong wore a completely transparent cold suit.


			“Did you win them with this ship?”


			She looked around the cabin, still panting from the climb up the rope. Rouged nipples flattened on vinyl with each breath.


			“This is lovely. I haven’t been on a yacht in days.”


			And the crowd surged in behind her:


			“Doesn’t anybody want any of this ’forty-eight—”


			“I can’t get any music in here. Why isn’t there any music—”


			“Cecil, do you have any more of that gold powder?”


			“We’re above the ionosphere, stupid, and electromagnetic waves aren’t reflected anymore. Besides, we’re moving too—”


			Che-ong turned to them all. “Oh, Cecil, where has that marvelous golden dust got to? Prince, Lorq, you must try this. Cecil is the son of a mayor—”


			“Governor—”


			“—on one of those tiny worlds we’re always hearing about, very far away. He had this gold powder that they collect from crevices in the rocks. Oh, look, he’s still got lots and lots!”


			The world began to spin beneath them.


			“See, Prince, you breathe it in, like this. Ahhhh! It makes you see the most marvelous colors in everything you look at and hear the most incredible sounds in everything you hear, and your mind starts running about and filling in absolutely paragraphs between each word. Here, Lorq—”


			“Watch it!” Prince laughed. “He’s got to get us back to Paris!”


			“Oh!” exclaimed Che, “it won’t bother him. We’ll just get there a little faster, that’s all.”


			Behind them the others were saying:


			“Where did she say this goddam party was?”


			“Ile St.-Louis. That’s in Paris.”


			“Where—?”


			“Paris, baby, Paris. We’re going to a party in—”


			


			In the middle of the fourth century the Byzantine Emperor Julian, tiring of the social whirl of the Cité (whose population, then under a thousand, dwelt mostly in skin huts clustered about a stone and wooden temple sacred to the Great Mother), moved across the water to the smaller island.


			In the first half of the twentieth century, the queen of a worldwide cosmetic industry, to escape the pretensions of the Right Bank and the bohemian excesses of the Left, established here her Paris pied à terre, the walls of which were lined with a fortune in art treasures (while across the water, a twin-towered cathedral had replaced the wooden temple).


			In the midst of the thirty-second century, its central avenue hung with lights, the side alleys filled with music, menageries, drink, and gaming booths, while fireworks boomed in the night, the Ile St.-Louis held Prince Red’s party.


			“This way! Across here!”


			They trooped over the trestle bridge. The black Seine glittered. Across the water, foliage dripped the stone balustrades. The sculptured buttresses of Notre Dame, floodlit now, rose behind the trees in the park on the Cité.


			“No one can come onto my island without a mask!” Prince shouted. As they reached the bridge’s center, he vaulted to the rail, grabbed one of the beams, and waved over the crowd with his silver hand. “You’re at a party! You’re at Prince’s party! And everybody wears a mask!” Spheres of fireworks, blue and red, bloomed on the dark behind his bony face.


			“Airy!” squealed Che-ong, running to the rail. “But if I wear a mask, nobody will recognize me, Prince! The studio only said I could come if there was publicity!”


			Prince jumped, grabbed her vinyl glove, and led her down the steps. There, on racks, hundreds of full-headed masks glared.


			“But I have a special one for you, Che!” He pulled down a two-foot, transparent rat’s head, ears rimmed with white fur, eyebrows sequined, jewels shaking at the end of each wire whisker.


			“Airy!” squealed Che as Prince clapped the shape over her shoulders.


			Through the transparent leer, her own delicate, green-eyed face twisted into laughter.


			“Here, one for you!” Down came a saber-toothed panther’s head for Cecil; an eagle for Edgar, with iridescent feathers; José’s dark hair disappeared under a lizard’s head.


			A lion for Dan (who had come protesting at everyone’s insistence, though they had forgotten him the moment he had given his belligerent consent) and a griffin for Brian (whom everyone had ignored till now, though he’d followed eagerly).


			“And you!” Prince turned to Lorq. “I have a special one for you, too!” Laughing, he lifted down a pirate’s head, with eyepatch, bandana, scarred cheek, and a dagger in bared teeth. It went lightly over Lorq’s head: he was looking through mesh eyeholes in the neck. Prince slapped him on the back. “A pirate, that’s for Von Ray!” he called as Lorq started across the cobble street.


			More laughter as others arrived at the bridge.


			Above the crowd, girls in powdered, towering, twenty-third-century, pre–Ashton Clark coiffures, tossed confetti from a balcony. A man was pushing up the street with a bear. Lorq thought it was someone in costume till the fur brushed his shoulder and he smelled the musk. The claws clicked away. The crowd caught him up.


			Lorq was ears.


			Lorq was eyes.


			Bliss filed the receptive surface of each sense glass-smooth. Perception turned suddenly in (as the vanes of a ship might turn) as he walked the brick street, mortared with confetti. He felt the presence of his centered self. His world focused on the now of his hands and tongue. Voices around him caressed his awareness.


			“Champagne! Isn’t that just airy!” The transparent plastic rat had cornered the griffin in the flowered vest at the wine table. “Aren’t you having fun? I just love it!”


			“Sure,” Brian answered. “But I’ve never been to a party like this. People like Lorq, Prince, you—you’re the sort of people I only used to hear about. It’s hard to believe you’re real.”


			“Just between us, I’ve occasionally had the same problem. It’s nice to have you here to remind me. Now you just keep telling us—”


			Lorq passed on to another group.


			“. . . an airy party. Perfectly wonderful . . .”


			“. . . of course, because we picked Perth to come in at, these ancient regulations were in effect and we actually had to go through customs . . .”


			“. . . on the cruise boat up from Port Said to Istanbul, there was this fisherman from the Pleiades who played the most marvelous things on the sensory-syrynx . . .”


			“. . . and then we had to hitchhike all the way across Iran because the mono wasn’t working. I really think Earth is coming apart at the seams . . .”


			“. . . beautiful party. Perfectly airy . . .”


			The very young, Lorq thought; the very rich; and wondered what limits of difference those conditions defined.


			Barefoot, with his rope belt, the lion leaned against the side of a doorway, watching. “How you doin’, Captain?”


			Lorq raised his hand to Dan, walked on.


			Now, specious and crystal, was within him. Music invaded his hollow mask where his head was cushioned on the sound of his own breath. On a platform at a harpsichord a man was playing a Byrd pavane. Voices in another key grew over the sound as he moved further on. On a platform at the other side of the street, two boys and two girls in twentieth-century mod re-created a flowing antiphonal work of the Mamas and the Papas. Turning down a side street, Lorq moved into a crowd that pushed him forward, till at last he confronted the towering bank of electronic instruments that were reproducing the jarring, textured silences of the Tohu-bohus. Responding with the nostalgia produced by ten-year-old popular music, the guests, in their bloated mâché and plastic heads, broke off in twos, threes, fives, and sevens to dance. A swan’s head swayed to the right. Left, a frog’s face wobbled on sequined shoulders. As he moved even further, into his ear threaded the thirdless modulations that he had heard over the speaker of the Caliban, hovering above the Himalayas.


			They came running through the dancers. “He did it! Isn’t Prince a darling!” They shouted and cavorted. “He’s got that old Turkish music!”


			Hips and breasts and shoulders gleaming beneath the vinyl (the material had pores that opened in warm weather to make the transparent costume cool as silk), Che-ong swung around, holding her furry ears:


			“Down, everybody! Down on all fours! We’re going to show you our new step! Like this: just swing your up and—”


			Lorq turned under the exploding night, a little tired, a little excited. He crossed the street edging the island and leaned on the stone near one of the floodlights that shone back on the buildings of the Ile. Across the water on the opposite quay people strolled, in couples or singly, gazing at the fireworks or simply watching the gaiety here.


			Behind him a girl laughed sharply. He turned to her—


			—head of a bird of paradise, blue feathers about red foil eyes, red beak, red rippling comb—


			—as she pulled away from the group to sway against the low wall. The breeze shook the panels of her crimson dress so that they tugged at the scrolled brass fastenings at shoulder, wrist, and thigh. She rested her hip on the stone, one sandaled toe touching the ground, one an inch above it. With long arms (her nails were crimson) she removed her mask. As she set it on the wall, the breeze shook out her black hair, dropped it to her shoulders, raised it. The water reticulated below them as under flung sand.


			He looked away. He looked back. He frowned.


			There are two beauties (her face struck the thought in him, articulate and complete). With the first, the features and the body’s lines conform to an averaged standard that will offend no one: This was the beauty of models and popular actresses; this was the beauty of Che-ong. Second, there was this: Her eyes were smashed disks of blue jade, her cheekbones angled high over the white hollows of her wide face. Her chin was wide; her mouth, thin, red, and wider. Her nose fell straight from her forehead to flare at the nostrils (she breathed in the wind—and watching her, he became aware of the river’s odor, the Paris night, the city air); these features were too austere and violent on the face of such a young woman. But the authority with which they sat together would make him look again, he knew, once he looked away; make him remember, once he had gone away. Her face compelled in the way that makes the merely beautiful gnaw the insides of their cheeks.


			She looked at him: “Lorq Von Ray?”


			Lorq’s frown deepened inside his mask.


			She leaned forward, above the paving that lipped the river. “They’re all so far away.” She nodded toward the people on the quay. “They’re so much farther away than we think, or they think. What would they do at our party?”


			Lorq took off his mask and placed the pirate beside her crested bird.


			She glanced back at him. “So that’s what you look like. You’re handsome.”


			“How did you know who I was?” Thinking he might somehow have missed her in the crowd that had first come across the bridge, he expected her to say something about the pictures of him that occasionally appeared across the galaxy when he won a race.


			“Your mask. That’s how I knew.”


			“Really?” He smiled. “I don’t understand.”


			Her eyebrows’ arch sharpened. There were a few seconds of laughter, too soft and gone too fast.


			“You. Who are you?” Lorq asked.


			“I’m Ruby Red.”


			She was still thin. Somewhere a little girl had stood above him in the mouth of a beast—


			Lorq laughed now. “What was there about my mask that gave me away?”


			“Prince has been gloating over the prospect of making you wear it ever since he extended the invitation through your father and there was the faintest possibility that you would actually come. Tell me, is it politeness that makes you indulge him in his nasty prank by wearing it?”


			“Everyone else has one. I thought it was a clever idea.”


			“I see.” Her voice hung above the tone of general statement. “My brother tells me we have all met a long time ago.” It returned. “I . . . wouldn’t have recognized you. But I remember you.”


			“I remember you.”


			“Prince does too. He was seven. That means I was five.”


			“What have you been doing for the last dozen years?”


			“Growing older gracefully, while you’ve been the enfant terrible in the raceways of the Pleiades, flaunting your parents’ ill-gotten gains.”


			“Look!” He gestured toward the people watching from the opposite bank. Some apparently thought he waved: they waved back.


			Ruby laughed and waved too. “Do they realize how special we are? I feel very special tonight.” She raised her face with eyes closed. Blue fireworks tinted her lids.


			“Those people, they’re too far away to see how beautiful you are.”


			She looked at him again.


			“It’s true. You are—”


			“We are . . .”


			“—very beautiful.”


			“Don’t you think that’s a dangerous thing to say to your hostess, Captain Von Ray?”


			“Don’t you think that was a dangerous thing to say to your guest?”


			“But we’re unique, young Captain. If we want, we’re allowed to flirt with dan—”


			The streetlights about them extinguished.


			There was a cry from the side street. The strings of colored bulbs as well were dead. As Lorq turned from the embankment, Ruby took his shoulder.


			Along the island, lights and windows flickered twice. Someone screamed. Then the illumination returned, and with it laughter.


			“My brother!” Ruby shook her head. “Everyone told him he was going to have power trouble, but he insisted on having the whole island wired for electricity. He thought electric light would be more romantic than the perfectly good induced-fluorescence tubes that were here yesterday—and have to go back up tomorrow by city ordinance. You should have seen him trying to hunt up a generator. It’s a lovely six-hundred-year-old museum piece that fills up a whole room. I’m afraid Prince is an incurable romantic—”


			Lorq placed his hand over hers.


			She looked. She took her hand away. “I have to go now. I promised I’d help him.” Her smile was not a happy thing. The piercing expression etched itself on his heightened senses. “Don’t wear Prince’s mask anymore.” She lifted the bird of paradise from the rail. “Just because he chooses to insult you, you needn’t display that insult to everyone here.”


			Lorq looked down at the pirate’s head, confused.


			Foil eyes glittered at him from blue feathers. “Besides—” her voice was muffled now—“you’re too handsome to cover yourself up with something so mean and ugly.” And she was crossing the street, was disappearing in the crowded alley.


			He looked up and down the sidewalk—and did not want to be there.


			He crossed after her, plunged into the same crowd, only realizing halfway down the block that he was following her.


			She was beautiful.


			That was not bliss.


			That was not the party’s excitement.


			That was her face and the way it turned and formed to her words.


			That was the hollow in him so evident now because moments before, during a few banal exchanges, it had been so full of her face, her voice.


			“. . . trouble with all of this is that there’s no cultural solidity underneath.” (Lorq glanced to the side where the griffin was speaking to earnest armadillos, apes, and otters.) “There’s been so much movement from world to world that we have no real art anymore, just a pseudo-interplanetary . . .”


			In the doorway, on the ground, lay a lion’s head and a frog’s. Back in the darkness, Dan, his back sweating from the dance, nuzzled the girl with sequined shoulders.


			And halfway down the block, Ruby passed up a set of steps behind scrolled iron.


			“Ruby!”


			He ran forward—


			“Hey, watch—”


			“Look out. Where do you—”


			“Slow down—”


			—to swing round the banister, and clatter up the steps after her, “Ruby Red!” and through a door. “Ruby . . . ?”


			Wide tapestries between thin mirrors cut all echo from his voice. The door by the marble table was ajar. So he crossed the foyer, opened it.


			She turned on the swirling light.


			Beneath the floor, tides of color flowed the room, flickering on the heavy, black-in-crystal legs of Vega Republic furniture. Without shadow, she stepped back. “Lorq! Now what are you doing here?” She had just placed her bird mask on one of the circular shelves that drifted at various levels around the room.


			“I wanted to talk to you some more.”


			Ruby’s brows were dark arches over her eyes. “I’m sorry. Prince has planned a pantomime for the float that goes down the middle of the island at midnight. I have to change.”


			One of the shelves had drifted toward him. Before it could respond to his body temperature and float away, Lorq removed a liquor bottle from the veined glass panel. “Do you have to rush?” He raised the bottle. “I want to find out who you are, what you do, what you think. I want to tell you all about me.”


			“Sorry.” She turned toward the spiral lift that would take her up to the balcony.


			His laughter stopped her. She turned back to see what had caused it.


			“Ruby?”


			And continued turning till she faced him again.


			He crossed the surging floor and put his hands on the smooth cloth falling at her shoulders. His fingers closed on her arms. “. . . Ruby Red.” His inflection brought puzzlement to her face. “Leave here with me. We can go to another city, on another world, under another sun. Don’t the configurations of the stars bore you from here? I know a world where the constellations are called the Mad Sow’s Litter, the Greater and Lesser Lynx, the Eye of Vahdamin . . .”


			Ruby took two glasses from a passing shelf. “What are you high on anyway?” Then she smiled. “Whatever it is, it becomes you.”


			“Will you go?”


			“No.”


			“Why not?” Lorq poured frothing amber into tiny glasses.


			“First.” She handed him the glass as he placed the bottle on another passing shelf. “Because it’s terribly rude—I don’t know how you do it back on Ark—for a hostess to run out on her party before midnight.”


			“After midnight then?”


			“Second.” She sipped the drink and wrinkled her nose (he was surprised, shocked that her clear, clear skin could support anything so human as a wrinkle). “Prince has been planning this party for months, and I don’t want to upset him by not showing up when I promised.” Lorq touched his fingers to her cheek. “Third.” Her eyes snapped from the brim of her glass to lock his. “I’m Aaron Red’s daughter and you are the dark, redhaired, high, handsome son—” she turned her head away—“of a blond thief!” Cold air on his fingertips where her warm arm had been.


			Lorq put his palm against her face, slid his fingers into her hair. Ruby turned away from his hand and stepped onto the spiral lift. She rose up and away, adding, “And you haven’t got much pride if you let Prince mock you the way he does.”


			Lorq jumped onto the edge as the lift came around. She stepped back, surprised.


			“What’s all this talk of thieves, piracy, and mocking mean?” Anger, not at her but at the confusion she caused. “I don’t understand and I don’t know if it sounds like anything I want to. I don’t know how it is on Earth, but on Ark you don’t make fun of your guests.”


			Ruby looked at her glass, his eyes, her glass again. “I’m sorry.” And then his eyes. “Go outside, Lorq. Prince will be here in a few minutes. I shouldn’t have spoken to you at all—”


			“Why?” The room revolved, falling. “Whom you should speak to, whom you shouldn’t; I don’t know what brings this all up, but you’re talking as if we were little people.” Lorq laughed again, a slow low sound in his chest, rising to shake his shoulders. “You’re Ruby Red.” He took her shoulders and pulled her forward. For a moment her blue eyes beat. “And you take all this nonsense that little people say seriously?”


			“Lorq, you’d better—”


			“I’m Lorq Von Ray! And you’re Ruby, Ruby, Ruby Red!” The lift had already taken them past the first balcony.


			“Lorq, please. I’ve got to—”


			“You’ve got to come with me! Will you go over the rim of Draco, with me, Ruby? Will you come to Ark, where you and your brother have never been? Or come with me to São Orini. There’s a house there that you’d remember if you saw it, there at the galaxy’s edge.” They rose by the second balcony, rotated toward the third. “We’ll play behind the bamboo on the stone lizards’ tongues—”


			She cried out. Because veined glass struck the lift ceiling and rained fragments over them.


			“Prince!” She pulled away from Lorq, and stared down over the lift’s edge.


			“GET AWAY FROM HER!” His silver glove snatched another of the shelves from the inductance field that caused it to float around the room, and sailed it at them. “Damn you, you . . .” Prince’s voice rasped to silence on his anger, then broke: “Get away!”


			The second disk hissed by their shoulders and smashed on the balcony bottom. Lorq flung up his arm to knock aside the shards.


			Prince ran across the floor to the stairway that mounted at the left side of the tiered chamber. Lorq ran from the lift across the carpeted balcony till he reached the head of the same stairway—Ruby behind him—and started down.


			They met on the first balcony. Prince grasped both rails, panting with fury.


			“Prince, what the hell is the matter with—”


			Prince lunged for him. His silver glove clanged the railing where Lorq had been standing. The brass bar caved, the metal tore. “Thief! Marauder!” Prince hissed, “Murderer! Scum—”


			“What are you talking—”


			“—spawn of scum. If you touch my—” His arm lashed again.


			“No, Prince!” (That was Ruby.)


			Lorq vaulted the balcony and dropped twelve feet to the floor. He landed, falling to his hands and knees in a pool of red that faded to yellow, was cut by drifting green.


			“Lorq—!” (Ruby again.)


			He flipped, rolling on multichrome—and saw Ruby at the rail, hands at her mouth. Then Prince cleared the rail, was in the air, was falling at him. Prince struck the place Lorq’s head had been with a silver fist.


			Crack!


			Lorq staggered back to his feet and tried to regain his breath. Prince was still down.


			The multichrome had smashed under his glove. Cracks zagged a yard out from the impact. The pattern had frozen in a sunburst around the glaring point.


			“You . . .” Lorq began. Words floundered under panting. “You and Ruby, are you crazy—?”


			Prince rocked back to his knees. Fury and pain hooked his face up in outrage. The lips quivered about small teeth, the lids about turquoise eyes. “You clown, you pig, you come to Earth and dare to put your hands, your hands on my—”


			“Prince, please—!” Her voice tautened above them. Anguish. Her violent beauty shattered with a cry.


			Prince reeled to his feet, grasped another floating shelf. He flung it, roaring.


			Lorq cried as it cut his arm and crashed into the French doors behind him.


			Cooler air swept the room as the panels swung. Laughter poured from the street.


			“I’ll get you! I’ll catch you, and”—he rushed Lorq—“I’ll hurt you!”


			Lorq turned, jumped the wrought iron and crashed against the crowd.


			They screamed as he barreled through. Hands struck his face, pushed his chest, grabbed his shoulders. The screaming—and the laughter—grew. Prince was behind him because:


			“What are they . . . ? Hey, watch out—”


			“They’re fighting! Look, that’s Prince—”


			“Hold them! Hold them! What are they—”


			Lorq broke from the crowd and stumbled against a balustrade. For a moment the rushing Seine and wet rock were below. He pulled back and turned to see.


			“Let go of me!” Prince’s voice howled from the crowd. “Let go of my hand! My hand, let go of my hand!”


			Memories struck up, shaking. What was confusion before, was fear now.


			Beside him stone steps led to the river’s walkway. He fled down, and heard others behind him as he reached the bottom.


			Then lights ground on his eyes. Lorq shook his head. Light across the wet pavement, the mossy stone wall beside him—someone had swung a floodlight over to watch.


			“Let go of my—” He heard Prince’s voice, cutting through the others. “I’m going to get him!”


			Prince raced down the steps, reflections glancing from the rocks. He balanced at the bottom, squinting by the floodlit river.


			His vest had been pulled from one shoulder. In the scuffle he had lost the long glove.


			Lorq backed away.


			Prince raised his arm:


			Copper mesh and jeweled capacitors webbed black metal bone; pullies whirred in the clear casing.


			Lorq took another step.


			Prince lunged.


			Lorq dodged for the wall. The two boys spun around each other.


			The guests crowded the rail, pushed at the banister. Foxes and lizards, eagles and insects joggled one another to see. Someone stumbled against the floodlight, and the inverted menagerie in the water shook.


			“Thief!” Prince’s narrow chest was in spasm. “Pirate!” A rocket flared overhead. The explosion thudded after. “You’re dirt, Lorq Von Ray! You’re less than—”


			Now Lorq lunged.


			Anger snapped in his chest, his eyes, his hands. One fist caught the side of Prince’s head, the other jabbed his stomach. He came with blasted pride, fury compelled by bewilderment, with dense humiliation breaking his breath against his ribs as he fought below the fantastic spectators. He struck again, not knowing where.


			Prince’s prosthetic arm swung up.


			It caught him under the chin, bright fingers flat. It crushed skin, scraped bone, went on up, opening lip and cheek and forehead. Fat and muscle tore.


			Lorq screamed, bloody-mouthed, and fell.


			“Prince!” Ruby (struggling to see, it was she who had jarred the light) stood at the wall. Red dress and dark hair whipped behind her in the river wind. “Prince, no!”


			Panting, Prince stepped back, back again. Lorq lay facedown, one arm in the water. Beneath his head blood slurred the stone.


			Prince turned sharply, and walked to the steps. Someone swung the floodlight back up. The people watching from the quay across the Seine were momentarily illuminated. Then the light went up and over, fixing on the facades and windows of the Ile.


			People turned from the rail.


			Someone started to come down the steps, confronted Prince. After a second he turned back. A plastic rat’s face left the rail. Someone took the transparent vinyl shoulder, led her away. Music from a dozen epochs clashed across the island.


			Lorq’s head rocked by the dark water. The river sucked his arm.


			Then a lion climbed the wall, dropped barefoot to the stone. A griffin ran down the steps and fell to one knee beside him.


			Dan pulled off his false head and tossed it against the stairs. It thumped, rolled a foot. The griffin head followed.


			Brian turned Lorq over.


			Breath caught in Dan’s throat, then came out whistling. “He sure messed up Captain, huh?”


			“Dan, we’ve got to get the patrol or something. They can’t do something like this!”


			Dan’s shaggy brows rose. “What the hell makes you think they can’t? I’ve worked for bastards with a lot less money than Red-shift who could do a lot worse.”


			Lorq groaned.


			“A medico-unit!” Brian said. “Where do you get a medico-unit here?”


			“He ain’t dead. We get him back to the ship. When he comes to, I get my pay and off this damn planet!” He looked over the river from the twin spires of Notre Dame to the opposite bank. “Earth just ain’t big enough for me and Australia both. I’m willing to leave.” He got one arm under Lorq’s knees, the other under his shoulders, and stood up.


			“You’re going to carry him?”


			“Can you think of another way to get him back?” Dan turned toward the steps.


			“But there must be—” Brian followed him. “We have to do—”


			Something hissed on the water. Brian looked back.


			The wing of a skimmer-boat scraped the shore. “Where are you taking Captain Von Ray?” Ruby, in the front seat, wore a dark cloak now.


			“Back to his yacht, ma’am,” Dan said. “It doesn’t look like he’s welcome here.”


			“Bring him on the boat.”


			“I don’t think we should leave him in anybody’s hands on this world.”


			“You’re his crew?”


			“That’s right,” Brian said. “Were you going to take him to a doctor?”


			“I was going to take him to De Blau Field. You should get off Earth as soon as possible.”


			“Fine by me,” Dan said.


			“Put him back there. There’s a pre-med kit under the seat. See if you can stop him from bleeding.”


			Brian stepped on the swaying skimmer and dug under the seat among the rags and chains to bring out the plastic box. The skimmer bobbed again as Dan stepped aboard. In the front seat Ruby took the control line and plugged it into her wrist. They moved forward, hissing. The small boat mounted above the spray on its hydrofoils and sped. Pont St.-Michel, Pont Neuf, and Pont des Arts dropped their shadows over the boat. Paris glittered on the shores.


			Minutes later the struts of the Eiffel Tower cleared the buildings left, spotlighted on the night. Right, above slanted stone and behind sycamores, the last late strollers moved under the lamps along the Allée des Cygnes.


			


			“All right,” his father said. “I’ll tell you.”


			“I think he should get that scar . . .” his mother’s image spoke from the viewing column. “It’s been three days, and the longer he lets it go . . .”


			“If he wants to go around looking as though there was an earthquake in his head, that’s his business,” Father said. “But right now I want to answer his question.” He turned back to Lorq. “But to tell you—” he walked to the wall and gazed out across the city—“I have to tell you some history. And not what you learned at Causby.”


			It was high summer on Ark.


			Wind tossed salmon clouds about the sky beyond the glass walls. When a gust was too strong, the blue veins of the irises in the leeward wall contracted to bright mandalas, then dilated when the eighty-mile winds had passed.


			His mother’s fingers, dark and jeweled, moved on the rim of her cup.


			His father folded his hands behind his back as he watched the clouds torn up like rags and flung from Tong.


			Lorq leaned against the back of the mahogany chair, waiting.


			“What strikes you as the most important factor in today’s society?”


			Lorq ventured after a moment: “The lack of a solid cultural—?”


			“Forget Causby. Forget the things that people babble to one another when they feel they have to say something profound. You’re a young man who may someday control one of the largest fortunes in the galaxy. If I ask you a question, I want you to remember who you are when you answer me. This is a society where, given any product, half of it may be grown on one world, the other half mined a thousand light-years away. On Earth, seventeen out of the hundreds of possible elements make up ninety percent of the planet. Take any other world, and you’ll find a different dozen making up ninety to ninety-nine percent. There are two hundred and sixty-five inhabited worlds and satellites in the hundred and seventeen sun systems that make up Draco. Here in the Federation we have three quarters the population of Draco spread over three hundred and twelve worlds. The forty-two populated worlds of the Outer Colonies—”


			“Transportation,” Lorq said. “Transportation from one world to the other. That’s what you mean.”


			His father leaned against the stone table. “The cost of transportation is what I mean. And for a long time the biggest factor in the cost of transportation was Illyrion, the only way to get enough power to hurl ships between worlds, between stars. When my grandfather was your age, Illyrion was manufactured artificially, a few billion atoms at a time, at great cost. Just about then it was discovered there was a string of stars, younger stars, much further out from the galactic center whose planets still possessed minute quantities of natural Illyrion. And it has only been since you were born that large-scale mining operations have been feasible on those planets that now make up the Outer Colonies.”


			“Lorq knows this,” his mother said. “I think he should have—”


			“Do you know why the Pleiades Federation is a political entity separate from Draco? Do you know why the Outer Colonies will soon be a separate political entity from either Draco or the Pleiades?”


			Lorq looked at his knee, his thumb, his other knee. “You’re asking me questions and you’re not answering mine, Dad.”


			His father took a breath. “I’m trying to. Before there was any settling in the Pleiades at all, expansion throughout Draco was carried on by national governments on Earth, or by corporations, ones comparable to Red-shift—corporations and governments that could afford the initial cost of transportation. The new colonies were subsidized, operated, and owned by Earth. They became part of Earth, and Earth became the center of Draco. At that time another technical problem that was being solved by the early engineers of Red-shift Limited was the construction of spaceships with more sensitive frequency ranges that could negotiate the comparatively ‘dusty’ areas of space, as in the free-floating interstellar nebulas, and in regions of dense stellar population like the Pleiades, where there was a much higher concentration of sloughed-off interstellar matter. Something like a whirlpool nebula still gives your little yacht trouble. It would have completely immobilized a ship made two hundred and fifty years ago. Your great-great-grandfather, when exploration was just beginning in the Pleiades, was very much aware of what I’ve just told you: the cost of transportation is the most important factor in our society. And within the Pleiades itself, the cost of transportation is substantially less than in Draco.”


			Lorq frowned. “You mean the distances . . . ?”


			“The central section of the Pleiades is only thirty light-years across and eighty-five long. Some three hundred suns are packed into this space, many of them less than a light-year apart. The suns of Draco are scattered over one whole arm of the galaxy, almost sixteen thousand light-years from end to end. There’s a big difference in cost when you only have to jump the tiny distances within the Pleiades cluster as compared with the huge expanses of Draco. So you have a different kind of people coming into the Pleiades: small businesses that wanted to pick up and move themselves lock, stock, and barrel; cooperative groups of colonists; even private citizens—rich private citizens, but private nevertheless. Your great-great-grandfather came here with three commercial liners filled with junk, prefab hot and cold shelters, discarded mining and farming equipment for a whole range of climates. Most of it he’d been paid to haul away from Draco. Two of the liners had been stolen, incidentally. He also had gotten hold of a couple of atomic cannons. He went around to every new settlement and offered his goods. And everyone bought from him.”


			“He forced them to buy at cannon point?”


			“No. He also offered them a bonus service that made it worthwhile to take the junk. You see, the fact that transportation costs were lower hadn’t stopped the governments and big corporations from trying to move in. Any ship that came bearing a multimillion-dollar name out of Draco, any emissary from some Draco monopoly trying to extend itself into new territory—Grandfather blew them up.”


			“Did he loot them too?” Lorq asked. “Did he pick over the remains?”


			“He never told me. I only know he had a vision—a selfish, mercenary, ego-centered vision that he implemented in any way he could, at anyone’s expense. During the formative years of its existence, he did not let the Pleiades become an extension of Draco. He saw in Pleiades’ independence a chance to become the most powerful man in a political entity that might someday rival Draco. Before my father was your age, Great-grandfather had accomplished that.”


			“I still don’t understand what that has to do with Red-shift.”


			“Red-shift was one of the mega-companies that made the most concerted effort to move into the Pleiades. They tried to claim the thorium mines that are now run by your school friend’s father, Dr. Setsumi. They attempted to begin harvesting the plastic lichens on Circe IV. Each time, Granddad blew them up. Red-shift is transportation, and when the cost of transportation goes down compared to the number of ships made, Red-shift feels its throat throttled.”


			“And this is why Prince Red can call us pirates?”


			“A couple of times Aaron Red the first—Prince’s father is the third—sent one of his more uppity nephews to head his expeditions into the Pleiades. Three of them, I believe. They never got back. Even in my father’s time the feud was pretty much a personal matter. There’d been retaliation, and it had gone on well beyond the declaration of sovereignty that the Pleiades Federation made in ’twenty-six. One of my personal projects as a young man your age was to end it. My father gave a lot of money to Harvard on Earth, built them a laboratory, and then sent me to the school. I married your mother, from Earth, and I spent a lot of time talking with Aaron—Prince’s father. It wasn’t too difficult to effect, since the sovereignty of the Pleiades had been an accepted fact for a generation, and Red-shift had long since stopped teetering under any direct threat from us. My father purchased the Illyrion mine out at New Brazillia—this was back when the mining operations were just beginning in the Outer Colonies—mainly as an excuse to have some reason to deal formally with Red-shift. I never mentioned the feud to you, because I thought there was no need to.”


			“Prince is just crazy then, breaking out an old grudge that you and Aaron settled before we were born.”


			“I can’t comment on Prince’s sanity. But you have to bear in mind: What’s the biggest factor affecting the cost of transportation today?”


			“The Illyrion mines in the Outer Colonies.”


			“There’s a hand around Red-shift’s throat again,” his father said. “Can you see it?”


			“Mining Illyrion naturally is much cheaper than manufacturing it.”


			“Even if it takes plugging in a population of millions upon millions. Even if three dozen competing companies from both Draco and the Pleiades have opened mines all over the Outer Colonies and subsidized vast migrations of labor from all over the galaxy. What strikes you as different about the setup of the Outer Colonies as opposed to Draco and the Pleiades?”


			“It has, comparatively, all the Illyrion it wants right there.”


			“Yes. But also this: Draco was extended by the vastly monied classes of Earth. The Pleiades was populated by a comparatively middle-class movement. Though the Outer Colonies have been prompted by those with money both in the Pleiades and Draco, the population of the colonies comes from the lowest economic strata of the galaxy. The combination of cultural difference—and I don’t care what your social studies teachers at Causby say—and the difference in the cost of transportation is what assures the eventual sovereignty of the Outer Colonies. And suddenly Red-shift is striking out at anyone who has their hands on Illyrion again.” He gestured toward his son. “You’ve been struck.”


			“But we’ve only got one Illyrion mine. Our money comes from the control of how many dozen different types of businesses all over the Pleiades, a few of them in Draco now. The mine on São Orini is a trifle—”


			“True. But have you ever noticed the businesses we don’t handle?”


			“What do you mean, Dad?”


			“We have very little money in shelter or food production. We are in computers, small technical components; we make the housing for Illyrion batteries; we make plugs and sockets; we mine heavily in other areas. The last time I saw Aaron, on this past trip, I said to him, jokingly of course: ‘You know, if the price of Illyrion were only at half the price it is now, in a year I could be making spaceships at less than half the price you manufacture them.’ And do you know what he said to me—jokingly?”


			Lorq shook his head.


			“‘I’ve known that for ten years.’”


			His mother’s image put her cup down. “I think he must have his face fixed. You’re such a fine-looking boy, Lorq, it’s been three days since that Australian brought you back home. That scar is just going to—”


			“Dana,” his father said. “Lorq, can you think of any way to lower the price of Illyrion by half?”


			Lorq frowned. “Why?”


			“I’ve figured that at the present rate of expansion, in fifteen years the Outer Colonies will be able to lower the cost of Illyrion by almost a quarter. During that time, Red-shift is going to try to kill us.” He paused. “Knock everything out from under the Von Rays, and ultimately, the whole Pleiades Federation. We have a long way to fall. The only way we can survive is to kill them first; and the only way we can do that is to figure out a way to get Illyrion down to half price before it goes down to three quarters—and how to make those ships.” His father folded his arms. “I didn’t want to get you involved in this, Lorq. I saw the termination of the whole affair coming in my lifetime. But Prince has taken it on himself to strike the first blow at you. It’s only fair you be told what’s happening.”


			Lorq was looking down at his hands. After a while he said, “I’ll strike a blow back.”


			“No,” his mother said. “That’s not the way to handle this, Lorq. You can’t get back at Prince; you can’t think of getting back at—”


			“I’m not.” He stood up and walked to the curtains. “Mom, Dad, I’m going out.”


			“Lorq,” his father said, unfolding his arms, “I didn’t mean to upset you. But I just wanted you to know—”


			Lorq pushed back the brocade curtains. “I’m going down to the Caliban. Good-bye.” The drape swung.


			“Lorq—”


			His name was Lorq Von Ray and he lived at 12 Extol Park in Ark, the capital city of the Pleiades Federation. He walked beside the moving road. Through the wind shields, the winter gardens of the city bloomed. People looked at him. That was because of the scar. He was thinking about Illyrion. People looked, then looked away when they saw him look back. Here, in the center of the Pleiades, he himself was a center, a focus. He had once tried to calculate the amount of money that devolved from his immediate family. He was the focus of billions, walking along by the clear walls of the covered streets of Ark, listening to the glistening lichens ululate in the winter gardens. One out of five people on the street—so one of his father’s accountants had informed them—was being paid a salary either directly or indirectly by Von Ray. And Red-shift was making ready to declare war on the whole structure that was Von Ray, that focused on himself as the Von Ray heir. At São Orini, a lizard-like animal with a mane of white feathers roamed and hissed in the jungles. The miners caught them, starved them, then turned them on one another in the pit to wager on the outcome. How many millions of years back, those three-foot lizards’ ancestors had been huge, hundred-meter beasts, and the intelligent race which had inhabited New Brazillia had worshiped them, carving life-sized stone heads about the foundations of their temples. But the race—that race was gone. And the offspring of that race’s gods, dwarfed by evolution, were mocked in the pits by drunken miners, as they clawed and screeched and bit. And he was Lorq Von Ray. And somehow Illyrion had to have its price lowered by half. You could flood the market with the stuff. But where could you go to get what was probably the rarest substance in the universe? You couldn’t fly into the center of a sun and scoop it out of the furnace where all the substances of the galaxy were smelted from raw nuclear matter by units of four. He caught his reflection in one of the mirrored columns—and stopped just before the turn-off to Nea Limani. The fissure dislocated his features, full-lipped, yellow-eyed. But where the scar entered the kinky red, he noticed something. The new hair growing was the same color and texture as his father’s, soft and yellow as flame.


			Where do you get that much Illyrion (he turned from the mirrored column)? Where?


			


			“You’re asking me, Captain?” From the revolving stage in the floor Dan lifted his mug to his knee. “If I knew, I wouldn’t be bumming around this field now.” He reached down, took the handle of the mug from his toes, and drank half. “Thanks for the drink.” With his wrist he scrubbed his mouth, ringed with stubble and mustached with foam. “When are you going to get your face put back together . . . ?”


			But Lorq was leaning forward on the seat, looking through the ceiling. The lights about the field left only the hundred brightest stars visible. On the roof, the kaleidoscopic wind-iris was shutting. Centered among the blue, purple, and vermilion vanes was a star.


			“Say, Captain, if you want to go up in the balcony . . .”


			On the second level of the bar, visible through falling water, the freighter officers and some of the liner crew mixed with the sportsmen discussing currents and cosmic conditions. The lower level was crowded with mechanics and commercial studs. Card games progressed in the corner.


			“I got to get me a job, Captain. Letting me sleep in the back chamber of Caliban, then getting me drunk every night doesn’t help much. I’ve got to turn you loose.”


			Wind passed again; the iris shuddered about the diamond chip. “Dan, have you—” Lorq mused—“ever realized that every sun, as we travel between them, is a furnace where the very worlds of empire are smelted? Every element among the hundreds is fused from their central nuclear matter. Take that one there—” he pointed at the transparent roof—“or any one: gold is fusing there right now, and radium, nitrogen, antimony, in amounts that are huge—bigger than Ark, bigger than Earth. And there’s Illyrion there too, Dan.” He laughed. “Suppose there were some way to dip into one of those stars and ladle out what I wanted.” He laughed again; the sound caught in his chest, where anguish, despair, and fury fused. “Suppose we could stand at the edge of some star gone nova and wait for what we wanted to be flung out, and catch it as it flamed by—but novas are implosions, not explosions, hey, Dan?” He pushed the stud’s shoulder playfully. Drink sloshed from the mug’s rim.


			“Me, Captain, I was in a nova, once.” Dan licked the back of his hand.


			“Were you now?” Lorq pressed his head against the cushion. The haloed star flickered.


			“Ship I was on got caught in a nova—must be about ten years ago.”


			“Aren’t you glad you weren’t on it.”


			“I was. We got out again, too.”


			Lorq looked down from the ceiling.


			Dan sat forward on the green bench, knobby elbows on his knees. His hands wrapped the mug.


			“You did?”


			“Yeah.” Dan glanced at his shoulder where the broken lace on his vest was clumsily knotted. “We fell in, and we got out.”


			Puzzlement surfaced on Lorq’s face.


			“Hey, Captain! You look fierce, don’t you!”


			Five times now Lorq had passed his face in a mirror, thinking it bore one expression, to discover the scar had translated it into something that totally amazed. “What happened, Dan?”


			The Australian looked at his mug. There was only foam at the bottom of the glass.


			Lorq pressed the order plate on the bench arm. Two more mugs circled toward them, foam dissolving.


			“Just what I needed, Captain.” Dan reached out his foot. “One for you. There you go. And one for me.”


			Lorq sipped his drink and stuck his feet out to rest on the sandal heels. Nothing moved on his face. Nothing moved behind it.


			“You know the Alkane Institute?” Dan raised his voice above the cheers and laughter from the corner where two mechanics had begun wrestling on the trampoline. Spectators waved their drinks. “On Vorpis in Draco they got this big museum with laboratories and stuff, and they study things like novas.”


			“My aunt’s a curator there.” Lorq’s voice was low, words clearing beneath the shouts.


			“Yeah? Anyway, they send out people whenever they get reports of some star acting up—”


			“Look! She winning is!”


			“No! He her arm watch pull!”


			“Hey, Von Ray, you the man or woman will win think?” A group of officers had come down the ramp to watch the match. One slapped Lorq’s shoulder, then turned his hand up. There was a ten-pound @sg piece in his palm.


			“I not tonight wager make.” Lorq pushed the hand away.


			“Lorq, I double this on the woman lay—”


			“Tomorrow your money I take,” Lorq said. “Now you go.”


			The young officer made a disgusted sound and drew his finger down his face, shaking his head to his companions.


			But Lorq was waiting for Dan to go on.


			Dan turned from the wrestling. “It seems a freighter got lost in a tidal drift and noticed something funny about the spectral lines of some star a couple of solars away. Stars are mostly hydrogen, yeah, but there was a big buildup of heavy materials in the gases on the surface; that means something odd. When they finally got themselves found, they reported the condition of the star to the cartographic society of the Alkane, who took a guess at what it was—the buildup of a nova. Because the makeup of a star doesn’t change in a nova, you can’t detect the buildup over any distance with spectranalysis or anything like that; Alkane sent out a team to watch the star. They’ve studied some twenty or thirty of them in the last fifty years. They put up rings of remote-control stations as close to the star as Mercury is to Sol; they send televised pictures of the star’s surface; these stations burn the second the sun goes. They put rings of stations further and further out that send second-by-second reports of the whole thing. At about one light-week they have the first manned stations; even these are abandoned for stations further out soon as the nova begins. Anyway, I was on a ship that was supposed to bring supplies to one of these manned stations that was sitting around waiting for the sun to blow. You know the actual time it takes for the sun to go from its regular brightness to maximum magnitude twenty or thirty thousand times as bright is only about two or three hours.”


			Lorq nodded.


			“They still can’t judge exactly when a nova that they’ve been watching is going to go. Now I don’t understand it exactly, but somehow the sun we were coming to went up just before we reached our stop-off station. Maybe it was a twist in space itself, or a failure of instruments, but we overshot the station and went right on into the sun, during the first hour of implosion.” Dan lowered his mouth to sip off foam.


			“All right,” Lorq said. “From the heat, you should have been atomized before you were as close to the sun as Pluto is from Sol. You should have been crushed by the actual physical battering. The gravitational tides should have torn you to pieces. The amount of radiation the ship was exposed to should have, first, knocked apart every organic compound in the ship, and second, fissioned every atom down into ionized hydrogen—”


			“Captain, I can think of seven more things without trying. The ionization frequencies should have—” Dan stopped. “But none of them did. Our ship was funneled directly through the center of the sun—and out the other side. We were deposited safely about two light-weeks away. The captain, as soon as he realized what was happening, pulled his head in and turned off all our sensory-input scanners so that we were falling blind. An hour later he peeked out and was very surprised to find we still were—period. But the instruments recorded our path. We had gone straight through the nova.” Dan finished his drink. He looked sideways at Lorq. “Captain, you’re looking all fierce again.”


			“What’s the explanation?”


			Dan shrugged. “They came up with a lot of suggestions when the Alkane got hold of us. They got these bubbles, see, exploding on the surface of any sun, two or three times the size of medium-sized planets, where the temperature is as low as eight hundred or a thousand degrees. That sort of temperature might not destroy a ship. Perhaps we were caught in one of those and carried on through the sun. Somebody else suggested perhaps the energy frequencies of a nova are all polarized in one direction while something caused the ship’s energies to polarize in another so that they sort of passed through one another, like they didn’t touch. But other people came up with just as many theories to knock those down. What seems most likely is that when time and space are subject to such violent strains like you get in a nova, the laws that govern the natural machinery of physics and physical happenings as we know them just don’t work right.” Dan shrugged again. “They never did get it settled.”


			“Look! Look, he her down has!”


			“One, two—no, she away pulls—”


			“No! He her has! He her has!”


			On the trampoline the grinning mechanic staggered over his opponent. Half a dozen drinks had already been brought for him. By custom he had to finish as many as he could, and the loser drink the rest. More officials had come down to congratulate him and stake wagers on the next match.


			“I wonder . . .” Lorq frowned.


			“Captain, I know you can’t help it, but you shouldn’t look like that.”


			“I wonder if the Alkane has any record of that trip, Dan.”


			“I guess they do. Like I say, it was about ten years . . .”


			But Lorq was looking at the ceiling. The iris had shut under the wind that wracked Ark’s night. The clashing mandala completely covered the star.


			Lorq raised his hands to his face. His lips fell back as he hunted at the roots of the idea pushing through his mind. Fissured flesh translated his expression to beatific torture.


			Dan started to speak again. Then he moved away, his gristly face filled with puzzlement.


			His name was Lorq Von Ray. He had to repeat it silently, secure it with repetition—because an idea had just split his being. As he sat, looking up, he felt totally shaken. Something central had been parted as violently as Prince’s hand had parted his face. He blinked to clear the stars. And his name . . .


			


			“Yes, Captain Von Ray?”


			“Pull in the side vanes.”


			The Mouse pulled in.


			“We’re hitting the steady stream. Side vanes in completely. Lynceos and Idas, stay on your vanes and take the first watch. The rest of you can break out for a while.” Lorq’s voice boomed over the sounds of space.


			Turning from the vermilion rush, in which hung the charred stars, the Mouse blinked and realized the chamber once more.


			Olga blinked.


			The Mouse sat up on the couch to unplug.


			“I’ll see you in the commons,” the captain continued. “And Mouse, bring your—”


			Chapter Four


			


			THE MOUSE pulled the leather sack from under the couch and slung it over his shoulder.


			“—sensory-syrynx with you.”


			The door slid back, and the Mouse stood at the top of three steps above the blue carpet of the Roc’s commons.


			A stairway spiraled in a fall of shadows. Twisting under the ceiling lights, metal tongues sent flashings over the wall and the leaves of the philodendron in front of the mirrored mosaic.


			Katin had already seated himself before the layered gaming board for three-D chess and was setting up pieces. A final rook clicked to its corner, and the bubble chair, a globe of jellied glycerin contoured to the body, bobbed. “All right, who’s going to play me first?”


			Captain Von Ray stood at the head of the spiral steps. As he started down, his smashed reflection graveled down the mosaic.


			“Captain?” Katin raised his chin. “Mouse? Which one of you wants the first game?”


			Tyÿ and Sebastian came through the arched door and across the ramp that spanned the lime-banked pool filling a third of the room.


			A breeze.


			The water rippled.


			Darkness sailed in over their heads.


			“Down!” from Sebastian. His arm jerked in its socket. The beasts wheeled on steel leashes. The huge pets collapsed about him like rags.


			“Sebastian? Tyÿ? Do you play?” Katin turned to the ramp. “It used to be a passion with me, but my game has gone off a bit.” He gazed up the steps, picked up the rook again, and examined the black-cored crystal. “Tell me, Captain, are these pieces original?”


			At the bottom of the steps Von Ray raised red eyebrows. “No.”


			Katin grinned. “Oh.”


			“What are they?” The Mouse came across the carpet and looked over Katin’s shoulder. “I’ve never seen pieces like that before.”


			“Funny style for chess pieces,” Katin observed. “Vega Republic. But you see it a lot in furniture and architecture.”


			“Where’s the Vega Republic?” The Mouse took up a pawn: inside crystal, a sun system, a jewel in the center, circled a tilted plane.


			“It isn’t anywhere anymore. It refers to an uprising in twenty-eight hundred when Vega tried to secede from Draco. And failed. The art and architecture from that period have been taken up by our artier intellectuals. I suppose there was something heroic about the whole business. They certainly tried as hard as they could to be original—last stand for cultural autonomy and all that. But it’s become sort of a polite parlor game to trace influences.” He picked up another piece. “I still like the stuff. They did produce three stellar musicians and one incredible poet. Though only one of the musicians had anything to do with the uprising. But most people don’t know that.”


			“No kidding?” the Mouse said. “All right. I’ll play you a game.” He walked around the chessboard and sat on the green glycerin. “What do you want, black or yellow?”


			Von Ray reached over the Mouse’s shoulder for the control panel that had surfaced on the chair arm and pressed a microswitch.


			The lights in the gaming board went out.


			“Hey, why . . . ?” The Mouse’s rough whisper halted on chagrin.


			“Take your syrynx, Mouse.” Lorq walked to the sculptured rock on the yellow tiles. “If I told you to make a nova, Mouse, what would you do?” He sat on a stone outcrop.


			“I don’t know. What do you mean?” The Mouse lifted his instrument from its sack. His thumb ran the fingerboard. His fingers walked the inductance plate; the pinky staggered on its stilted nail.


			“I’m telling you now. Make a nova.”


			The Mouse paused. Then, “All right,” and his hand jumped.


			Sound rumbled after the flash. Colors behind the afterimage blotted vision, swirled in a diminishing sphere, were gone.


			“Down!” Sebastian was saying. “Down now . . .”


			Lorq laughed. “Not bad. Come here. No, bring your hell-harp.” He shifted on the rock to make room. “Show me how it works.”


			“Show you how to play the syrynx?”


			“That’s right.”


			There are expressions that happen on the outside of the face; there are expressions that happen on the inside, with only quivers on the lips and eyelids. “I don’t usually let people fool with my ax.” Lips and eyelids quivered.


			“Show me.”


			The Mouse’s mouth thinned. He said: “Give me your hand.” As he positioned the captain’s fingers across the saddle of the image-resonance board, blue light glowed before them. “Now look down here.” The Mouse pointed to the front of the syr­ynx. “These three pin-lenses have hologramic grids behind them. They focus where the blue light is and give you a three-dimensional image. Brightness and intensity you control here. Move your hand forward.”


			The light increased—


			“Now back.”


			—and dimmed.


			“How do you make an image?”


			“Took me a year to learn, Captain. Now, these strings control the sound. Each one isn’t a different note; they’re different sound textures. The pitch is changed by moving your fingers closer or further away. Like this.” He drew a chord of brass and human voices that glissandoed into uncomfortable subsonics. “You want to smell up the place? Back here. This knob controls the intensity of the scent. You can make the whole thing highly directional by—”


			“Suppose, Mouse, there was a girl’s face that I wanted to re-create; the sound of her voice saying my name; the smell of her, too. I have your syrynx in my hands.” He lifted the instrument from the Mouse’s lap. “What should I do?”


			“Practice. Captain, look, I really don’t like other people fooling with my—”


			He reached for it.


			Lorq lifted it out of the Mouse’s reach. Then he laughed. “Here.”


			The Mouse took the syrynx and went quickly to the chessboard. He shook the sack and slipped the instrument inside.


			“Practice,” repeated Lorq. “I don’t have time. Not if I’m to beat Prince Red to that Illyrion, hey?”


			“Captain Von Ray?”


			Lorq looked up.


			“Are you going to tell us what’s going on?”


			“What do you want to know?”


			Katin’s hand hung on the switch that would reactivate the chessboard. “Where are we going? How are we going to get there? And why?”


			After moments, Lorq stood. “What are you asking me, Katin?”


			The chessboard flicked on, lighting Katin’s chin. “You’re in a game, playing against Red-shift Limited. What are the rules? What’s the prize?”


			Lorq shook his head. “Try again.”


			“All right. How do we get the Illyrion?”


			“Yes, how we it get?” Tyÿ’s soft voice made them look around. At the foot of the bridge, beside Sebastian, she had been shuffling her deck of cards. She stopped when they looked. “Into the blasting sun, plunge?” She shook her head. “How, Captain?”


			Lorq’s hands capped the bone knots of his knees. “Lynceos? Idas?”


			On opposite walls hung two six-foot gilt frames. In the one just over the Mouse’s head, Idas lay on his side under his computer’s lights. Across the room in the other frame, hair and eyelashes glittering, pale Lynceos was curled on his cables.


			“While you sail us, keep an ear on.”


			“Right, Captain,” Idas mumbled, as a man talks in sleep.


			Lorq stood up and clasped his hands. “It’s been a good number of years since I first had to ask that question. The person who answered it for me was Dan.”


			“Blind Dan?”—the Mouse.


			“Dan who jumped?”—Katin.


			Lorq nodded. “Instead of this hunk of freighter—” he glanced up where simulated stars hurled on the high dark ceiling to remind them that, among pools and ferns and shapes of rock, they sped between worlds—“I had a racing boat that Dan was studding for. I stayed out too late at a party one night in Paris, and Dan got me home to Ark. He flew me there all the way by himself. My other stud, some college kid, got scared, and decided he had to get back to school.” He shook his head. “Just as well. But there I was. How could I get hold of enough Illyrion to topple Red-shift before they toppled us? How many people would like to know that? I mentioned it to Dan one evening when we were drinking around the yacht basin. Get it out of a sun? Dan stuck his thumb in his belt and looked at one of the wind irises dilating over the bar and said, ‘I was caught in a nova once.’” Lorq looked around the room. “It made me sit up and listen.”


			“What happened to him?” the Mouse asked.


			“How come he was around long enough to get into another one? That’s what I want to know.” Katin returned the rook to the board and lounged back on the jelly. “Come on: Where was Dan through all the fireworks?”


			“He was in the crew of a ship that was bringing supplies to one of the Alkane Institute’s study stations when the star blew.”


			The Mouse glanced back at Tyÿ and Sebastian, who listened from the steps at the end of the ramp. Tyÿ was shuffling her cards again.


			“After a thousand years of study, from close up and far away, it’s a bit unnerving how much we don’t know about what happens in the center of the most calamitous of stellar catastrophes. The makeup of the star stays the same, only the organization of the matter within the star is disrupted by a process that is still not quite understood. It could be an effect of tidal harmonics. It could even be a prank of Maxwell’s demon. The longest buildups observed have been a year and a half, but these were always caught after they were under way. The actual time a nova takes to reach its peak intensity from the time it blows is a few hours. In the case of a supernova—and there have only been two on record in our galaxy, one in the thirteenth century in Cassiopeia, and an unnamed star in twenty-four hundred, and neither of those could be studied up close—the blow takes perhaps two days; in a supernova the brightness increases by a factor of several hundred thousand. The resultant light and radio disturbance of a supernova is more than the combined light of all the stars in the galaxy. Alkane has discovered other galaxies simply because a supernova occurred inside them and the near-total annihilation of a single star made the whole galaxy of several billion stars visible.”


			Tyÿ flicked cards from hand to hand.


			Sebastian asked, “What to Dan happened?” He reined his pets closer to his knees.


			“His ship overshot and was funneled through the center of the sun in the middle of its first hour of implosion—and then funneled out the other side.” Yellow eyes fixed Katin. On the ruptured features it was hard to read subtleties in Lorq’s emotions.


			Katin, used to hard readings, dropped his shoulders and tried to sink into the chair.


			“They only had seconds’ warning. All the captain could do was switch off all incoming sensory inputs in the studs.”


			“They blind flew?” asked Sebastian.


			Lorq nodded.


			“This was a nova Dan was in, before he even met you; the first,” confirmed Katin.


			“That’s right.”


			“What happened in the second?”


			“One more thing that happened in the first. I went to the Alkane and looked up the whole business. The hull of the ship was scarred from bombardment with loose drifting matter at about the time it was in the nova’s center. The only matter that could break off and drift into the area of protection around the ship must have been formed from the almost solid nuclear matter in the sun’s center. It would have to be formed of elements with immense nuclei, at least three or four times the size of uranium.”


			“You mean the ship was bombarded with meteors of Illyrion?” the Mouse demanded.


			“One of the things that happened in the second nova—” Lorq looked at Katin again—“was that after our expedition was organized in complete secrecy, after a new nova had been located with my aunt’s help from the Alkane Institute without letting anyone know why we wanted to go there, after the expedition was launched and under way, I was trying to re-create the original conditions of the first accident when Dan’s ship had fallen into the sun, as closely as possible, by flying the whole maneuver blind; I gave an order to the crew to keep the sensory input off in their perception chambers. Dan, going against orders, decided he wanted to take a look at what he hadn’t seen last time.” Lorq stood up and turned his back to the crew. “We weren’t even in an area where there might have been any physical danger to the ship. Suddenly I felt one vane of the ship flailing wild. Then I heard Dan screaming.” He turned to face them. “We pulled out and limped back to Draco and took the tidal drift down to Sol and landed on Triton Station. The secrecy ended two months back.”


			“Secrecy?” Katin asked.


			The twisted thing that was Lorq’s smile rose in the muscles of his face. “Not anymore. I came to Triton Station in Draco rather than shelter in the Pleiades. I dismissed my whole crew with instructions to tell as many people as they could all they knew. I let that madman stagger around the port babbling till Hell3 swallowed him. I waited. And I waited till what I was waiting for came. Then I picked you up right off the port’s concourse. I told you what I was going to do. Who did you tell? How many people heard me tell you? How many people did you mutter to, scratching your heads, ‘That’s a funny thing to do, huh?’” Lorq’s hand knotted on a spike of stone.


			“What were you waiting for?”


			“A message from Prince.”


			“Did you get it?”


			“Yes.”


			“What did it say?”


			“Does it matter?” Lorq made a sound nearly laughter. Only it came from his belly. “I haven’t played it yet.”


			“Why not?” the Mouse asked. “Don’t you want to know what he says?”


			“I know what I’m doing. That’s enough. We’ll return to the Alkane and locate another . . . nova. My mathematicians came up with two dozen theories that might explain the phenomenon that lets us enter the sun. In all of them, the effect would reverse at the end of those first few hours during which the brightness of the star rose to peak intensity.”


			“How long a nova to die takes?” Sebastian asked.


			“A few weeks, perhaps two months. A supernova can take up to two years to dwindle.”


			“The message,” the Mouse said. “You don’t want to see what Prince says?”


			“You do?”


			Katin suddenly leaned over the chessboard. “Yes.”


			Lorq laughed. “All right.” He strode across the room. Once more he touched the control panel on the Mouse’s chair.


			In the largest frame on the high wall the light fantasy faded in the two-meter oval of gilded leaves.


			“So. That’s what you’ve been doing all these years!” Prince said.


			The Mouse watched the gaunt jaws and his own jaws clamped. His eyes raised to Prince’s thin, high hair, and the Mouse’s own forehead tightened. He pushed forward in the chair, his fingers twitching to shape, as on a syrynx, the bladed nose, the wells of blue.


			Katin’s eyes widened. His sandal heels grabbed the carpet as involuntarily he pushed away.


			“I don’t know what you think you’re going to accomplish. Nor do I care. But . . .”


			“That Prince is?” Tyÿ whispered.


			“. . . you’ll fail. Believe me.” Prince smiled.


			And Tyÿ’s whisper became a gasp.


			“No. I don’t even know where you’re going. But watch. I’ll get there first. Then—” he raised his black-gloved hand—“we’ll see.” He reached forward so that his palm filled the screen. Then the fingers flicked; there was a tinkle of glass—


			Tyÿ gave a little scream.


			Prince had snapped his finger against the lens of the message camera, shattering it.


			The Mouse glanced at Tyÿ. She had dropped her cards.


			The beasts flapped at the leash. The wind scattered Tyÿ’s cards on the carpet.


			“Here,” Katin was saying, “I’ll get them!” He leaned from his seat and reached about the floor with gawky arms. Lorq had begun to laugh again.


			A card had overturned on the rug by the Mouse’s foot. Three-dimensional within laminated metal, a sun flared above a black sea. Over the sea wall the sky was alive with flame. On shore two naked boys held hands. The dark one squinted at the sun, his face amazed and luminous. The tow-headed one looked at their shadows on the sand.


			Lorq’s laughter, like multiple explosions, rolled in the commons. “Prince has accepted the challenge.” He slapped the stone. “Good! Very good! Hey, and you think we’ll meet under the sun afire?” His hand went up, a fist. “I can feel his cursed hand. Good! Yes, good!”


			The Mouse picked up the card quickly. He looked from the captain to the viewing screen where the multichrome’s shifting hues had replaced the face, the hand. (And there, on opposite walls, were dim Idas and pale Lynceos in their smaller frames.) His eyes fell back to the two boys beneath the erupting sun.


			As he looked, his left toes clawed the carpet, his right clutched his boot sole. Fear pawed behind his thighs, tangled in the nerves along his backbone. Suddenly he slipped the card into his syrynx sack. His fingers lingered inside the leather, becoming sweaty on the laminate. Unseen, the picture was even more frightening. He took his hand out and wiped it on his hip, then looked to see if anyone watched.


			Katin was looking through the cards he had picked up. “This is what you’ve been playing with, Tyÿ? The Tarot?” He looked up. “You’re a gypsy, Mouse. I bet you’ve seen these before.” He held the cards up so the Mouse might see.


			Not looking, the Mouse nodded. He tried to keep his hand from his hip. (There had been a big woman sitting behind the fire—in the dirty print skirt—and the mustachioed men sat around under the flickering overhang of rock, watching while the cards flashed and flashed in her fat fingers. But that had been . . .)


			“Here,” Tyÿ said. “You to me them give.” She reached. 


			“May I look through the whole set?” asked Katin.


			Her gray eyes widened. “No.” Surprise was in her voice.


			“I’m . . . sorry,” Katin began, confused. “I didn’t mean to . . .”


			Tyÿ took the cards.


			“You . . . do you read the cards?” Katin tried to keep his face from freezing.


			She nodded.


			“Tarot reading is common over the Federation,” Lorq said. He was sitting on the sculpture. “Of Prince’s message, your cards anything have to say?” As he turned, his eyes flashed like jasper, like gold. “Perhaps your cards of Prince and me will speak?”


			The Mouse was surprised how easily the captain slipped on the Pleiades dialect. The expression inside was a quick smile.


			Lorq left the stone. “What the cards about this swing into the night say?”


			Sebastian, gazing from under thick blond brows, pulled his dark shapes closer.


			“I their patterns want to see. Yes. Where Prince and myself among the cards fall?”


			If she read, he would have an opportunity to see more of the deck: Katin grinned. “Yes, Tyÿ. Give us a reading on Captain’s expedition. How well does she read them, Sebastian?”


			“Tyÿ never wrong is.”


			“You for a few seconds only Prince’s face have seen. In the face the lines of a man’s fate mapped are.” Lorq put his fists on his hips. “From the crack across mine, you where those lines my fate can tell will touch?”


			“No, Captain—” Her eyes dropped to her hands. The cards looked much too big for her still fingers. “I the cards only array and read.”


			“I haven’t seen anybody read the Tarot since I was in school.” Katin looked back at the Mouse. “There was one character from the Pleiades in my philosophy seminar who knew his cards. I suppose at one time you could have called me quite an amateur aficionado of the Book of Thoth, as someone called them in the early twentieth century. I would say rather”—he paused for Tyÿ’s corroboration—“the Book of the Grail . . . ?”


			None came.


			“Come. Give me a reading, Tyÿ.” Lorq dropped his fists to his sides.


			Tyÿ’s fingertips rested on the golden backs. From her seat at the bottom of the ramp, gray eyes halved by epicanthi, she looked between Katin and Lorq.


			She said: “I will.”


			“Mouse,” Katin called, “come on and take a look at this. Give us your opinion on the performance—”


			The Mouse stood up in the light of the gaming table. “Hey . . . !”


			They turned at the wrecked voice.


			“You believe in that?”


			Katin raised an eyebrow.


			“You call me superstitious because I spit in the river? Now you tell the future with cards! Ahnnn!” which is not really the sound he made. Still it meant disgust. His gold earring shook and flickered.


			Katin frowned.


			Tyÿ’s hand hung over the deck.


			The Mouse dared half the distance of the rug. “You’re really going to try and tell the future with cards? That’s silly. That’s superstitious!”


			“No it’s not, Mouse,” Katin countered. “One would think that you of all people—”


			The Mouse waved his hand and barked hoarse laughter. “You, Katin, and them cards. That’s something!”


			“Mouse, the cards don’t actually predict anything. They simply propagate an educated commentary on present situations—”


			“Cards aren’t educated! They’re metal and plastic. They don’t know—”


			“Mouse, the seventy-eight cards of the Tarot present symbols and mythological images that have recurred and reverberated through forty-five centuries of human history. Someone who understands these symbols can construct a dialogue about a given situation. There’s nothing superstitious about it. The Book of Changes, even Chaldean Astrology only become superstitious when they are abused, employed to direct rather than guide and suggest.”


			The Mouse made that sound again.


			“Really, Mouse! It’s perfectly logical. You talk like somebody living a thousand years ago.”


			“Hey, Captain?” The Mouse closed the rest of the distance and, peering around Lorq’s elbow, squinted at the deck in Tyÿ’s lap. “You believe in those things?” His hand fell on Katin’s forearm, as though holding it, he might keep it still.


			Tiger eyes beneath rusted brows showed agony; Lorq was grinning. “Tyÿ, me the cards read.”


			She turned the deck over and passed the pictures—“Captain, you one choose”—from hand to hand.


			Lorq squatted to see. Suddenly he stopped the passing cards with his forefinger. “The Kosmos, it looks like.” He named the card his finger had fallen on. “In this race, the universe the prize is.” He looked up at the Mouse and Katin. “Do you think I should pick the Kosmos to start the reading?” Framed by the bulk of his shoulders, the “agony” grew subtle.


			The Mouse answered with a twist of dark lips.


			“Go ahead,” Katin said.


			Lorq drew the card:


			Morning fog wove birch and yew and holly trees; in the clearing a naked figure leaped and cavorted in the blue dawn.


			“Ah,” said Katin, “the Dancing Hermaphrodite, the union of all male and female principles.” He rubbed his ear between two fingers. “You know, for about three hundred years or so, from about eighteen-ninety to after space travel began, there was a highly Christianized set of Tarot cards designed by a friend of William Butler Yeats that became so popular, they almost obliterated the true images.”


			As Lorq tilted the card, diffraction images of animals flashed and disappeared in the mystic grove. The Mouse’s hand tightened on Katin’s arm. He raised his chin to question.


			“The beasts of the apocalypse,” Katin answered. He pointed over the captain’s shoulder to the four corners of the grove: “Bull, Lion, Eagle, and that funny little apelike creature back there is the dwarf god Bes, originally of Egypt and Anatolia, protector of women in labor, the scourge of the miserly, a generous and terrible god. There’s a statue of him that’s fairly famous: squat, grinning, fanged, copulating with a lioness.”


			“Yeah,” the Mouse whispered. “I seen that statue.”


			“You have? Where?”


			“Some museum.” He shrugged. “In Istanbul, I think. A tourist took me there when I was a kid.”


			“Alas,” mused Katin, “I have been content with three-dimensional holograms.”


			“Only it’s no dwarf. It’s—” the Mouse’s rasp halted as he looked up at Katin—“maybe twice as tall as you.” His pupils, rolling in sudden recollection, showed veined whites.


			“Captain Von Ray, you well the Tarot know?” Sebastian asked.


			“I’ve had my cards read perhaps a half dozen times,” Lorq explained. “My mother didn’t like my stopping to listen to the readers who would have their little tables set up under the wind-shield junctions on the street. Once, when I was five or six, I managed to get lost. While I was wandering around a part of Ark I’d never seen before, I stopped and got my fortune read.” He laughed; the Mouse, who had not judged the gathering expression right, had expected anger. “When I did get home and told my mother, she grew very upset and told me I mustn’t do it again.”


			“She knew it was all stupid!” the Mouse whispered.


			“What had the cards said?” Katin asked.


			“Something about a death in my family.”


			“Did anyone die?”


			Lorq’s eyes narrowed. “About a month later my uncle was killed.”


			Katin reflected on the sound of m’s. Captain Lorq Von Ray’s uncle?


			“But well the cards you do not know?” Sebastian asked once more.


			“Only the names of a few—the Sun, the Moon, the Hanged-man. But I on their meanings never studied.”


			“Ah.” Sebastian nodded. “The first card picked always yourself is. But the Kosmos a card of the Major Arcana is. A human being it can’t represent. Can’t pick.”


			Lorq frowned. Puzzlement looked like rage. Misinterpreting, Sebastian stopped.


			“What it is,” Katin went on, “in the Tarot pack there are fifty-six cards of the minor Arcana—just like the fifty-two playing cards, only with pages, knights, queens, and kings for court cards. These deal with ordinary human affairs: love, death, taxes—things like that. There are twenty-two other cards: the Major Arcana, with cards like the Fool and the Hanged-man. They represent primal cosmic entities. You can’t very well pick one of them to represent yourself.”


			Lorq looked at the card a few seconds. “Why not?” He looked up at Katin. All expression was gone now. “I like this card. Tyÿ said choose, and I chose.”


			Sebastian’s hand rose. “But—”


			Tyÿ’s slender fingers caught her companion’s hairy knuckles. “He chose,” she said. The metal of her eyes flashed from Sebastian to the captain, to the card. “There it place.” She gestured for him to lay the card down. “The captain which card he wants can choose.”


			Lorq laid the card on the carpet, the dancer’s head toward himself, the feet toward Tyÿ.


			“The Kosmos reversed,” muttered Katin.


			Tyÿ glanced up. “Reversed for you, upright for me is.” Her voice was sharp.


			“Captain, the first card you pick doesn’t predict anything,” Katin said. “Actually, the first card you take removes all the possibilities it represents from your reading.”


			“What does it represent?” Lorq asked.


			“Here male and female unite,” Tyÿ said. “The sword and the chalice, the staff and the dish join. Completion and certain success it means; the cosmic state of divine awareness it signifies. Victory.”


			“And that’s all been cut from my future?” Lorq’s face assumed agony again. “Fine! What sort of a race would it be if I knew I was going to win?”


			“Reversed it means obsession with one thing, stubbornness,” Katin added. “Refusal to learn—”


			Tyÿ suddenly closed the cards. She held out the deck. “You, Katin, the reading will complete?”


			“Huh? . . . I . . . Look, I’m sorry, I didn’t . . . Anyway, I only know the meaning of about a dozen cards.” His ears blushed along the rims. “I’ll be quiet.”


			A wing brushed the floor.


			Sebastian stood and pulled his pets away. One flapped to his shoulder. A breeze, and the Mouse’s hair tickled his forehead.


			All were standing now except Lorq and Tyÿ, who squatted with the Dancing Hermaphrodite between.


			Once more Tyÿ shuffled and fanned the cards, this time face down. “Choose.”


			Broad fingers with thickened nails clamped the card, drew:


			A workman stood before a double vault of stone, a stonecutter plugged into his wrists. The machine was carving its third five-pointed star into the transom. Sunlight lit the mason and the building face. Through the doorway, darkness sank away.


			“The Three of Pentacles. This card you covers.”


			The Mouse looked at the captain’s forearm. The oval socket was almost lost between the double tendon along his wrist.


			The Mouse fingered the socket on his own arm. The plastic inset was a quarter the width of his wrist: both sockets were the same size.


			The captain laid the Three of Pentacles on the Kosmos.


			“Again choose.”


			The card came out upside down:


			A black-haired youngster in brocade vest, with boots of tooled leather, leaned on the hilt of a sword on which was a jeweled silver lizard. The figure stood in shadow under crags. The Mouse couldn’t tell if it were boy or girl.


			“The Page of Swords reversed. This card you crosses.”


			Lorq placed the card crosswise on the Three of Pentacles.


			“Again choose.”


			Above a seaside, in a clear sky with birds, a single hand, extending from coils of mist, held a five-pointed star-form in a circle.


			“The Ace of Pentacles.” Tyÿ pointed below the crossed cards. Lorq placed the card there. “This card beneath you lies. Choose.”


			A big blond fellow stood on the flag path within a garden. He looked up, his hand raised. A red bird was about to light on his wrist. On the stones of the court, nine star-shapes were cut.


			“The Nine of Pentacles.” She pointed beside the pattern on the rug. “This card behind you lies.”


			Lorq placed the card.


			“Choose.”


			Upside down again:


			Between storm clouds burned a violet sky. Lightning had ignited the top of a stone tower. Two men had leaped from the upper balcony. One wore rich clothing. You could even see his jeweled rings and the gold tassels on his sandals. The other wore a common work vest, was barefoot, bearded.


			“The Tower, reversed!” Katin whispered. “Uh-oh. I know what—” and stopped because Tyÿ and Sebastian looked. The Mouse’s hand tightened on Katin’s forearm.


			“The Tower reversed.” Tyÿ pointed above the pattern. “This above you lies.”


			Lorq placed the card, then drew a seventh.


			“The Two of Swords, reversed.”


			Upside down:


			A blindfolded woman sat on a chair before the ocean, holding two swords crossed on her breasts.


			“This before you lies.”


			With three cards in the center and four around, the first seven cards formed a cross.


			“Again choose.”


			Lorq chose.


			“The King of Swords. Here it place.”


			The King went to the left of the cross.


			“And once more.”


			Lorq drew his ninth card.


			“The Three of Wands reversed.”


			Which went below the King.


			“The Devil—”


			Katin looked at the Mouse’s hand. The fingers arched and the little nail bit Katin’s arm.


			“—reversed.”


			The fingers relaxed; Katin looked back at Tyÿ.


			“Here place.” The upside-down Devil went below the Wands. “And choose.”


			“The Queen of Swords. This final card here place.”


			Beside the cross there was now a vertical row of four cards.


			Tyÿ squared the pack.


			She brushed her fingers under her chin. As she bent over the vivid dioramas, her iron-colored hair broke on her shoulder.


			“Do you see Prince in there?” Lorq asked. “Do you see me, and the sun I’m after?”


			“You I see; and Prince. A woman also, somehow related to Prince, a dark woman—”


			“Black hair, but blue eyes?” Lorq said. “Prince’s eyes are blue.”


			Tyÿ nodded. “Her too I see.”


			“That’s Ruby.”


			“The cards mostly swords and pentacles are. Much money I see. Also much struggle about and around it there is.”


			“With seven tons of Illyrion?” the Mouse mumbled. “You don’t have to read cards to see—”


			“Shhh!” from Katin.


			“The only positive influence from the Major Arcana the Devil is. A card of violence, of revolution, of struggle it is. But also the birth of spiritual understanding it signifies. Pentacles at the beginning of your reading lay. They cards of money and wealth are. Swords them overtake; cards of power and conflict. The wand the symbol of intellect and creativity is. Though the number of the wands three and low is, high in the reading it comes. That good is. But no cups—the symbol of the emotions and particularly love—there are. Bad is. To be good, wands must cups have.” She lifted the cards in the center of the cross: the Kosmos, the Three of Pentacles, the Page of Swords.


			“Now . . .” Tyÿ paused. The four men breathed together. “You yourself as the world see. The card covering you of nobility, of aristocracy speaks. As well, some skill which you possess—”


			“You said you used to be a racing captain, didn’t you?” asked Katin.


			“That with material increase you are concerned, this card reveals. But the Page of Swords you crosses.”


			“That’s Prince?”


			Tyÿ shook her head. “A younger person it is. Someone already close to you now it is. Someone you know. A dark, very young man perhaps—”


			Katin was first to look at the Mouse.


			“—who somehow between you and your flaming sun will come.”


			Now Lorq looked up over his shoulder.


			“Hey, now. Look . . .” The Mouse frowned at the others. “What are you going to do? Fire me the first stopover because of some stupid cards? You think I want to cross you up?”


			“Even if he you fired,” Tyÿ said, glancing up, “it would nothing change.”


			The captain slapped the Mouse’s hip. “Don’t mind it, Mouse.”


			“If you don’t believe in them, Captain, why waste your time listening to . . . ?” and stopped because Tyÿ had replaced the cards.


			“In your immediate past,” Tyÿ went on, “the Ace of Pentacles lies. Again, much money, but toward a purpose pointed.”


			“Setting up this expedition must have cost an arm and a leg,” Katin commented.


			“And an eye and an ear?” Sebastian’s knuckles rippled on the head of one of his pets.


			“In the far past, the Nine of Pentacles lies. Again a card of wealth it is. You success are used to. The best things you have enjoyed. But in your immediate future the Tower reversed is. In general this signifies—”


			“—go directly to jail. Do not pass go. Do not—” Katin’s ears glowed again as Tyÿ narrowed her eyes at him—“collect two hundred pounds @sg.” He coughed.


			“Imprisonment this card signifies; a great house topples.”


			“The Von Rays have had it?”


			“Whose house I did not say.”


			At that Lorq laughed.


			“Beyond it, the Two of Swords reversed lies. Of unnatural passion, Captain, beware.”


			“What’s that supposed to mean?” the Mouse whispered.


			But Tyÿ had moved from the cross of seven cards to the row of four.


			“At the head of your endeavors the King of Swords sits.”


			“That’s my friend Prince?”


			“It is. Your life he can affect. He a strong man is, and easily to wisdom he you may lead; also your death.” Then she looked up, her face sharply distraught. “As well, all our lives . . . He—”


			When she did not go on, Lorq asked, “What, Tyÿ?” Her voice calmed already, became a deeper, solider thing.


			“Below him—”


			“What was it, Tyÿ?”


			“—the Three of Wands reversed lies. Of offered help beware. The best defense against disappointment expectation is. The foundation of this the Devil is. But reversed. You the spiritual understanding of which I spoke will receive. In the—”


			“Hey.” The Mouse looked up at Katin. “What’d she see?”


			“Shhh!”


			“—coming struggle, the surface of things away will fall. The workings beneath strange and stranger will seem. And though the King of Swords the walls of reality back will pull, behind them the Queen of Swords you will discover.”


			“That’s . . . Ruby? Tell me, Tyÿ: Do you see the sun?”


			“No sun. Only the woman, dark and powerful as her brother, her shadow casts—”


			“From the light of what star?”


			“Her shadow across both you and Prince falls—”


			Lorq waved his hands over the cards. “And the sun?”


			“Your shadow on the night is cast. Stars in the sky I see. But still no single sun—”


			“No!” Only it was the Mouse. “It’s all stupid! Nonsense! Nothing, Captain!” His nail dug, and Katin jerked his arm away. “She can’t tell you anything with them!” Suddenly he lurched to the side. His booted foot kicked among Sebastian’s creatures. They rose and beat at the end of their chains.


			“Hey, Mouse! What are you—”


			The Mouse swept his bare foot across the patterned cards.


			“Hey!”


			Sebastian pulled flapping shadows back. “Come, still now be!” His hand moved from head to head, knuckle and thumb working quiet behind dark ears and jaws.


			But the Mouse had already stalked up the ramp across the pool. His sack banged his hip at each step till he disappeared.


			“I’ll go after him, Captain.” Katin ran up the ramp.


			As wings settled by Sebastian’s sandals, Lorq stood.


			On her knees Tyÿ picked up her scattered cards.


			“You two back on vanes I put. Lynceos and Idas I’ll relieve.” As humor translated to agony, so concern appeared a grin. “You to your chambers, go.”


			Lorq took Tyÿ’s arm as she stood. Three expressions struck her face, one after the other: surprise, fear, and the third was when she recognized his.


			“For what you in the cards have read, Tyÿ, I you thank.”


			Sebastian moved to take her hand from the captain’s.


			“Again, I you thank.”


			


			In the corridor to the Roc’s bridge, projected stars drifted on the black wall. Against the blue one, the Mouse sat cross-legged on the floor, sack in lap. His hand molded shapes in the leather. He stared at the circling lights.


			Katin strolled up the hall, hands behind his back. “What the hell’s wrong with you?” he inquired amicably.


			The Mouse looked up, and let his eyes catch a star emerging from Katin’s ear.


			“You certainly like to make things complicated for yourself.”


			The star drifted down, disappeared at the floor.


			“And by the way, what was the card you stuck in your sack?”


			The Mouse’s eyes came back to Katin’s fast. He blinked.


			“I’m very good at picking up on that sort of thing.” Katin leaned back on the star-flecked wall. The ceiling projector that duplicated the outside night flashed dots of light across his short, wide face, his long, flat belly. “This isn’t the best way to get on the captain’s good side. You’ve got some odd ideas, Mouse—admitted, they’re fascinating. If somebody had told me I’d be working in the same crew, today in the thirty-second century, with somebody who could honestly be skeptical about the Tarot, I don’t think I would have believed it. You’re really from Earth?”


			“Yeah, I’m from Earth.”


			Katin bit at a knuckle. “Come to think of it, I doubt if such fossilized ideas could have come from anywhere else but Earth. As soon as you have people from the time of the great stellar migrations, you’re dealing with cultures sophisticated enough to comprehend things like the Tarot. I wouldn’t be surprised if in some upper Mongolian desert town there isn’t someone who still thinks Earth floats in a dish on the back of an elephant who stands on a serpent coiled on a turtle swimming in the sea of forever. In a way I’m glad I wasn’t born there, fascinating place that it is. It produces some spectacular neurotics. There was one character at Harvard—” He paused and looked back at the Mouse. “You’re a funny kid. Here you are, flying this star-freighter, a product of thirty-second-century technology, and at the same time your head’s full of a whole handful of petrified ideas a thousand years out of date. Let me see what you swiped?”


			The Mouse jammed his forearm into the sack, pulled out the card. He looked at it, back and front, till Katin reached down and took it.


			“Do you remember who told you not to believe in the Tarot?” Katin examined the card.


			“It was my . . .” The Mouse took the sack rim in his hands and squeezed. “This woman. Back when I was a real little kid, five or six.”


			“Was she a gypsy too?”


			“Yeah. She took care of me. She had cards, like Tyÿ’s. Only they weren’t three-D. And they were old. When we were going around in France and Italy, she gave readings for people. She knew all about them, what the pictures meant and all. And she told me. She said no matter what anybody said, it was all phony. It was all just fake and didn’t mean anything. She said gypsies had given the Tarot cards to everybody else.”


			“That’s right. Gypsies probably brought them from the East to the West in the eleventh and twelfth centuries. And they certainly helped distribute them about Europe for the next five hundred years.”


			“That’s what she told me, that the cards belonged to the gypsies first, and that the gypsies knew: they’re just fake. And never to believe them.”


			Katin smiled. “A very romantic notion. I cotton to it myself: the idea that all those symbols, filtered down through five thousand years of mythology, are basically meaningless and have no bearing on man’s mind and actions, strikes a little bell of nihilism ringing. Unfortunately I know too much about those symbols to go along with it. Still, I’m interested in what you have to say. So this woman you lived with when you were a child, she read Tarot cards, but she still insisted they were false?”


			“Yeah.” The Mouse let go of the sack. “Only . . .”


			“Only what?” Katin asked when the Mouse did not go on.


			“Only, there was one night—just before the end. There was no one there but gypsies. We were just waiting in a cave—at night. We were all afraid, because something was going to happen. They whispered about it, and if any of the kids came around, they shut up. And that night, she read the cards—only not like it was phony. And they all sat around the fire in the dark, listening to her tell the cards. And the next morning somebody woke me up early, while the sun was still coming up over the city between the mountains. Everybody was leaving. I didn’t go with Mamma—the woman who read the cards. I never saw any of them again. The ones I went with, they disappeared soon. I ended up getting to Turkey all by myself.” The Mouse thumbed a form beneath the leather. “But that night, when she was reading the cards in the firelight, I remember I was awful scared. They were scared too, see. And they wouldn’t tell us about what. But it made them scared enough to ask the cards—even though they knew it was all fake.”


			“I guess when the situation gets serious, people will use their common sense and give up their superstitions long enough to save their necks.” Katin was frowning. “What do you think it was?”


			The Mouse shrugged. “Perhaps people were after us. You know with gypsies. Everybody thinks that gypsies steal things. We did, too. Maybe they were going to come after us from the town. Nobody likes gypsies, on Earth. That’s cause we don’t work.”


			“You work hard enough, Mouse. That’s why I wonder that you got involved in all this other mess back there with Tyÿ. You’ll spoil your good name.”


			“I haven’t been with gypsies steady since I was seven or eight. Besides, I got my sockets. Though I didn’t get them till I was at Cooper Astronautics in Melbourne.”


			“Really? Then you must have been at least fifteen or sixteen. That certainly is late. On Luna we got ours when we were three or four so we could operate teaching computers at school.” Katin’s expression suddenly concentrated. “You mean there was a whole group of grown men and women, with children, wandering around from town to town, country to country, on Earth without sockets?”


			“Yeah. I guess there was.”


			“Without sockets there’s not much in the line of work you can do.”


			“Sure isn’t.”


			“No wonder your gypsies were being hounded. A group of adults traveling around without plug facilities!” He shook his head. “But why didn’t you get them?”


			“That’s just gypsies. We never had them. We never wanted them. I took them because I was by myself, and—well, I guess it was easier.” The Mouse hung his forearms over his knees. “But that was still no reason for them to come and run us out of town whenever we got settled. Once, I remember, they got two gypsies, and killed them. They beat them up till they were half dead, and then cut their arms off and hung them head down from trees to bleed to death—”


			“Mouse . . . !” Katin’s face twisted.


			“I was only a kid. But I remember. Maybe that’s what made Mamma finally decide to ask the cards what to do even though she didn’t believe. Maybe that’s what made us break up.”


			“Only in Draco,” Katin said. “Only on Earth.”


			The dark face turned up at him. “Why, Katin? Go on, you tell me. Why did they do that to us.” No question mark ended his sentence. Hoarse outrage hung there instead.


			“Because people are stupid, and narrow, and afraid of anything different.” Katin closed his eyes. “That’s why I prefer moons. Even on a big one, it’s hard to get so many people together that that sort of thing happens.” His eyes opened. “Mouse, consider this. Captain Von Ray has sockets. He’s one of the richest men in the universe. And so does any miner, or street cleaner, or bartender, or file clerk—or, now, you. In the Pleiades Federation or in the Outer Colonies, it’s a totally cross-cultural phenomenon—part of a way of considering all machines as a direct extension of man that has been accepted by all social levels since Ashton Clark. Up until this conversation, I would have said it was a totally cross-cultural phenomenon on Earth as well. Until you reminded me that on our strange ancestral home world, some incredible cultural anachronisms have managed to dodder on until today. But the fact that a group of non-socketed gypsies, impoverished, trying to work where there’s no work to do, telling fortunes by a method that they have totally ceased to understand while the rest of the universe has managed to achieve the understanding these same gypsies’ ancestors had, fifteen hundred years back—lawless eunuchs moving into a town couldn’t have been more upsetting to the ordinary socketed workingman or woman. Eunuchs? When you plug into a big machine, you call that studding; you wouldn’t believe where that expression came from. No, I don’t understand why it happened. But I do understand a little of the how.” He shook his head. “Earth is a funny place. I was there in school for four years, and I had just begun to learn how much of it I didn’t understand. Those of us who weren’t born there probably will never be able to figure it completely. Even in the rest of Draco, we lead much simpler lives, I think.” Katin looked at the card in his hand. “You know the name of this card you swiped?”


			The Mouse nodded. “The Sun.”


			“You know if you go around pinching cards, they can’t very well show up in the reading. Captain was rather anxious to see this one.”


			“I know.” The Mouse ran his fingers along the strap of his sack. “The cards were already talking about me coming between Captain and his sun; and I’d just pinched the card from the deck.” He shook his head.


			Katin held the card out. “Why don’t you give it back? While you’re at it, you might apologize for kicking up that fuss.”


			The Mouse looked down for half a minute. Then he stood, took the card, and started up the hall.


			Katin watched him turn the corner. Then he crossed his arms and dropped his head to think. And his mind drifted to the pale dusts of remembered moons.


			


			Katin mulled in the quiet hall; finally he closed his eyes. Something tugged at his hip.


			He opened them. “Hey—”


			Lynceos (with Idas a shadow at his shoulder) had come up to him and pulled the recorder out of his pocket by the chain. He held up the jeweled box. “What’s this—”


			“—thing do?” Idas finished.


			“You mind giving that back?” The foundation for Katin’s annoyance was laid at their interruption of his thoughts. It was built on their presumption.


			“We saw you fooling with it back at the port.” Idas took it from his brother’s white fingers—


			“Look—” Katin began.


			—and handed it back to Katin.


			“Thanks.” He started to put it back into his pocket.


			“Show us how it works—”


			“—and what you use it for?”


			Katin paused, then turned the recorder in his hand. “It’s just a matrix recorder, where I can dictate notes and file them. I’m using it to write a novel.”


			Idas said, “Hey, I know what that—”


			“—me too. Why do you want to—”


			“—have to make one of—”


			“—why don’t you just make a psychorama—”


			“—is so much easier. Are we—”


			“—in it?”


			Katin found himself starting to say four things. Then he laughed. “Look, you glorified salt and pepper shakers, I can’t think like that!” He pondered a moment. “I don’t know why I want to write one. I’m sure it would be easier to make a psychorama if I had the equipment, the money, and the connections in a psychorama studio. But that’s not what I want. And I have no idea whether you’ll be ‘in it’ or not. I haven’t begun to think about the subject. I’m still making notes on the form.” (They frowned.) “On structure, the aesthetics of the whole business. You can’t just sit down and write, you know. You have to think. The novel was an art form. I have to invent it all over again before I can write one. The one I want to write, anyway.”


			“Oh,” Lynceos said.


			“You sure you know what a novel—”


			“—of course I do. Did you experience War—”


			“—and Peace. Yeah. But that was a psychorama—”


			“—with Che-ong as Natasha. But it was—”


			“—taken from a novel? That’s right, I—”


			“—you remember now?”


			“Um-hm.” Idas nodded darkly behind his brother. “Only—” now he was talking to Katin—“how come you don’t know what you want to write about?”


			Katin shrugged.


			“Then maybe you’ll write something about us if you don’t know yet what—”


			“—can we sue him if he says something that isn’t—”


			“Hey,” Katin interrupted. “I have to find a subject that can support a novel. I told you, I can’t tell you if you’re going to be in it or—”


			“—what sort of things you got in there anyway?” Idas was saying around Lynceos’ shoulder.


			“Huh? Like I said, notes. For the book.”


			“Let’s hear.”


			“Look, you guys don’t . . .” Then he shrugged. He dialed the ruby pivots on the recorder’s top, then flicked it to playback:


			“Note to myself number five thousand three hundred and seven. Bear in mind that the novel—no matter how intimate, psychological, or subjective—is always a historical projection of its own time.” The voice played too high, and too fast. But it facilitated review. “To make my book, I must have an awareness of my time’s conception of history.”


			Idas’ hand was a black epaulet on his brother’s shoulder. With eyes of bark and coral, they frowned, flexed their attention.


			“History? Thirty-six hundred years ago Herodotus and Thucydides invented it. They defined it as the study of whatever had happened during their own lives. And for the next thousand years it was nothing else. Sixteen hundred years after the Greeks, in Constantinople, Anna Comnena, in her legalistic brilliance (and in essentially the same language as Herodotus) wrote history as the study of those events of man’s actions that had been documented. I doubt if this charming Byzantine believed things only happened when they were written about. But incidents unchronicled were simply not considered the province of history in Byzantium. The whole concept had transformed. In another thousand years we had reached that century which began with the first global conflict and ended with the first conflict between globes brewing. Somehow the theory had arisen that history was a series of cyclic rises and falls as one civilization overtook another. Events that did not fit on the cycle were defined as historically unimportant. It’s difficult for us today to appreciate the differences between Speng­ler and Toynbee, though from all accounts their approaches were considered polar in their day. To us they seem merely to be quibbling over when or where a given cycle began. Now that another thousand years has passed, we must wrestle with De Eiling and Broblin, 34-Alvin and the Crespburg Survey. Simply because they are contemporary, I know they must inhabit the same historic view. But how many dawns did I see flickering beyond the docks of the Charles, while I stalked and pondered whether I held with Saunder’s theory of Integral Historical Convection or was I still with Broblin after all. Yet I have enough perspective to know that in another thousand years these differences will seem as minute as the controversy of two medieval theologians disputing whether twelve or twenty-four angels can dance on the head of a pin.


			“Note to myself number five thousand three hundred and eight. Never loose the pattern of stripped sycamores against vermilion—”


			Katin flicked off the recorder.


			“Oh,” Lynceos said. “That was sort of odd—”


			“—interesting,” Idas said. “Did you ever figure it out—”


			“—he means about the history—”


			“—about our time’s historical concept?”


			“Well, actually, I did. It’s quite an interesting theory, really. If you just—”


			“I imagine it must be very complicated,” Idas said. “I mean—”


			“—for people living now to grasp—”


			“Surprisingly enough, it isn’t.” (Katin) “All you have to do is realize how we regard—”


			“—Maybe for people who live later—”


			“—it won’t be so difficult—”


			“Really. Haven’t you noticed,” (again Katin) “how the whole social matrix is looked at as though it—”


			“We don’t know much about history.” Lynceos scratched his silver wool. “I don’t think—”


			“—we could understand it now—”


			“Of course you could!” (Katin encore) “I can explain it very—”


			“—Maybe later—”


			“—in the future—”


			“—it’ll be easier.”


			Dark and white smiles bobbed at him suddenly. The twins turned and walked away.


			“Hey,” Katin said. “Don’t you . . . ? I mean, I can ex—” Then, “Oh.”


			He frowned and put his hands on his hips, watching the twins amble down the corridor. Idas’ black back was a screen for fragmented constellations. After a moment Katin lifted his recorder, flicked the ruby pips and spoke softly:


			“Note to myself number twelve thousand eight hundred and ten: Intelligence creates alienation and unhappiness in . . .” He stopped the recorder. Blinking, he looked after the twins.


			


			“Captain?”


			At the top of the steps Lorq dropped his hand from the door and looked down.


			The Mouse hooked his thumb through a tear in the side of his pants and scratched his thigh. “Eh . . . Captain?” Then he took the card out of the sack. “Here’s your sun.”


			Rusty brows twisted in shadow.


			Yellow eyes dropped their lights at the Mouse.


			“I, eh . . . borrowed it from Tyÿ. I’ll give it back—”


			“Come up here, Mouse.”


			“Yes, sir.” The Mouse started up the coiled steps. Ripples lapped the pool edge. His image, rising, glittered behind the philodendrons on the wall. Bare sole and boot heel gave his gait syncopation.


			Lorq opened the door. They stepped into the captain’s chamber.


			The Mouse’s first thought: His room isn’t any bigger than mine.


			His second: There’s a lot more in it.


			Besides the computers, there were projection screens on the walls, floor, and ceiling. Among the mechanical clutter, nothing personalized the cabin—not even graffiti.


			“Let’s see the card.” Lorq sat on the cables coiled over the couch and examined the diorama.


			Not having been invited to sit on the couch, the Mouse pushed aside a toolbox and dropped cross-legged to the floor.


			Suddenly Lorq’s knees fell wide; he stretched his fists; his shoulders shook; the muscles of his face creased. The spasm passed, and he sat up again. He drew a breath that pulled the laces tight on his stomach. “Come sit here.” He patted the edge of the couch. But the Mouse just swung around on the floor so that he sat by Lorq’s knee.


			Lorq leaned forward and placed the card on the floor.


			“This is the card you stole?” The expression that was his frown wrinkled down his face. (But the Mouse was looking at the card.) “If this were the first expedition I pulled together to plumb this star . . .” Lorq laughed. “Six trained and crackling men, who had studied the operation hypnotically, knew the timing of the whole business like they knew the beating of their own hearts, functioned closely as the layers in a bimetal strip. Stealing among the crew . . . ?” He laughed again, shaking his head slowly. “I was so sure of them. And the one I was surest of was Dan.” He caught the Mouse’s hair, gently shook the boy’s head. “I like this crew better.” He pointed to the card. “What do you see there, Mouse?”


			“Well. I guess . . . two boys playing under a—”


			“Playing?” Lorq asked. “They look as if they’re playing?”


			The Mouse sat back and hugged his sack. “What do you see, Captain?”


			“Two boys with hands locked for a fight. You see how one is light and the other is dark? I see love against death, light against darkness, chaos against order. I see the clash of all opposites under . . . the sun. I see Prince and myself.”


			“Which is which?”


			“I don’t know, Mouse.”


			“What sort of person is Prince Red, Captain?”


			Lorq’s left fist flopped into the hammock of his right palm. “You saw him on the viewing screen in color and tri-D. You have to ask? Rich as Croesus, a spoiled psychopath; he has one arm and a sister so beautiful I . . .” Weight and hammock came apart. “You’re from Earth, Mouse. The same world Prince comes from. I’ve visited it many times, but I’ve never lived there. Perhaps you know. Why should someone from Earth who’s had every advantage that could be distilled from the wealth of Draco, boy, youth, and man be . . .” The voice caught. Weight and hammock again. “Never mind. Take out your hell-harp and play me something. Go on. I want to see and hear.”


			The Mouse scrabbled in his sack. One hand on the wooden neck, one sliding beneath curve and polish; he closed his fingers and his mouth and his eyes. Concentration became a frown; then a release. “You say he’s one-armed?”


			“Underneath that black glove he so dramatically smashed up the viewer with, there’s nothing but clockworks.”


			“That means he’s missing a socket,” the Mouse went on in his rough whisper. “I don’t know how it is where you come from; on Earth that’s about the worst thing that can happen to you. Captain, my people didn’t have any, and Katin back there just got finished explaining how that made me so mean.” The syrynx came out of the sack. “What do you want me to play?” He hazarded a few notes, a few lights.


			But Lorq was staring at the card again. “Just play. We’ll have to plug up soon to come in to the Alkane. Go on. Quick now. Play, I told you.”


			The Mouse’s hand fell toward the—


			“Mouse?”


			—and moved away without striking.


			“Why did you steal this card?”


			The Mouse shrugged. “It was just there. It fell out on the rug near me.”


			“But if it had been some other card, the Two of Cups, the Nine of Wands—would you have picked it up?”


			“I . . . guess so.”


			“Are you sure there isn’t something in this card that’s special? If any other had been there, you would have let it lie or handed it back . . . ?”


			Where it came from the Mouse didn’t know. But it was fear again. To battle it, he whirled and caught Lorq’s knee. “Look, Captain! Don’t mind what the cards say—I’m going to help you get to that star, see? I’m going right with you, and you’ll win your race. Don’t let some crazy-woman tell you different!”


			In their conversation, Lorq had been self-absorbed. Now he looked seriously at the dark frown. “You just remember to give that crazy-woman her card back when you leave here. We’ll be at Vorpis soon.”


			The intensity could maintain itself no longer. Rough laughter broke the dark lips. “I still think they’re playing, Captain.” The Mouse turned back in front of the couch. Planting his bare foot on top of Lorq’s sandaled one, for all the world like a puppy by its master, he struck.


			The lights flickered over the machines, copper and emerald, to arpeggios recalling harpsichords; Lorq looked at the boy by his knee. Something happened to him. He did not know the cause. But for the first time in a long time, he was watching someone else for reasons having nothing to do with his star. He did not know what he saw. Still, he sat back and looked at what the Mouse made.


			Nearly filling the cabin, the gypsy moved myriad flame-colored lights about a great sphere, in time to the crumbling figures of a grave and dissonant fugue.


			Chapter Five


			


			THE WORLD?


			Vorpis.


			A world has so much in it, on it—


			“Welcome, travelers . . .”


			—while a moon, Katin thought as they left the spacefield by dawn-blazed gates, a moon holds its gray glories miniatured in rock and dust.


			“. . . Vorpis has a day of thirty-three hours, a gravity just high enough to increase the pulse rate by point three of Earth normal over an acclimating period of six hours . . .”


			They passed the hundred-meter column. Scales, burnished under the dawn, bled the mists scarfing the plateau: the Serpent, animated and mechanical, symbol of this whole sequined sector of night, writhed on his post. As the crew stepped onto the moving roadway, an oblate sun rouged away night’s bruises.


			“. . . with four cities of over five million inhabitants. Vorpis produces fifteen percent of all the dynaplasts for Draco. In the equatorial lavid zones, more than three dozen minerals are quarried from the liquid rock. Here, in the tropic polar regions, both the arolat and the aqualat are hunted by net-riders along the inter-plateau cañons. Vorpis is famous throughout the galaxy for the Alkane Institute, which is located in the capital city of its Northern Hemisphere, Phoenix . . .”


			They passed the limit of the info-service voice, into silence. As the road buoyed them from the steps, Lorq, among the crew, gazed on the plaza.


			“Captain, where we now go?” Sebastian had brought only one of his pets from the ship. It swayed and stepped on his ridged shoulder.


			“We take a fog crawler into the city and then go to the Alkane. Anyone can come with me who wants, wander around the museum, or take a few hours leave in the city. If anybody wants to stay back on the ship—”


			“—and miss a chance to see the Alkane?—”


			“—doesn’t it cost a lot to get in?—”


			“—but the captain’s got an aunt working there—”


			“—so we can get in free then,” Idas finished.


			“Don’t worry about it,” Lorq said as they jogged down the ramp to the slips where the fog crawlers moored.


			Polar Vorpis was set with rocky mesas, many of them several square miles in area. Between, heavy fogs rilled and slopped, immiscible with the nitrogen/oxygen atmosphere above. Powdered aluminum oxide, and arsenic sulfate in vaporized hydrocarbons expelled from the violent floor, filled the space between them. Just beyond the table that held the spacefield was another with cultivated plants, indigenous to a more southern latitude of Vorpis but kept here as a natural park (maroon, rust, scarlet). On the largest mesa was Phoenix.


			The fog crawlers, inertial-drive planes powered by the static charges built up between the positively ionized atmosphere and the negatively ionized oxide, plowed the surface of the mist like boats.


			On the concourse, the departure times drifted beneath the transparent bricks, followed by arrows directing the crowds to the loading slip:


			


			ANDROMEDA PARK—PHOENIX—MONTCLAIR


			


			and a great bird dripping fire followed through the multichrome beneath boots, bare feet, and sandals.


			


			On the crawler deck Katin leaned on the rail, looking through the plastic wall as white waves crackled and uncoiled over the sun to shatter by the hull.


			“Have you ever thought,” Katin said as the Mouse came up to him sucking on a piece of rock candy, “what a difficult time a man from the past would have understanding the present. Suppose someone who died in, let’s say, the twenty-sixth century woke up here. Do you realize how totally horrified and confused he’d be just walking around this crawler?”


			“Yeah?” The Mouse took the candy out of his mouth: “Want to finish this? I’m through with it.”


			“Thanks. Just take the matter of—” Katin’s jaw staggered as his teeth crushed crystalline sugar from the linen thread—“cleanliness. There was a thousand-year period from about fifteen hundred to twenty-five hundred, when people spent an incredible amount of time and energy keeping things clean. It ended when the last communicable disease finally became not only curable, but impossible. There used to be an incredibility called ‘the common cold’ that even in the twenty-fifth century you could be fairly sure of having at least once a year. I suppose back then there was some excuse for the fetish: there seemed to have been some correlation between dirt and disease. But after contagion became an obsolescent concern, sanitation became equally obsolescent. If our man from five hundred years ago, however, saw you walking around this deck with one shoe off and one shoe on, then saw you sit down to eat with that same foot, without bothering to wash it—do you have any idea how upset he’d be?”


			“No kidding?”


			Katin nodded.


			Fog broke at a shaft of rock, sparking.


			“The idea of paying a visit to the Alkane has inspired me, Mouse. I’m developing an entire theory of history. It’s in conjunction with my novel. You don’t mind indulging me with a few moments? I’ll explain. It has occurred to me that if one considers—” He stopped.


			Enough time passed for a handful of expressions to subsume the Mouse’s face. “What is it?” he asked when he decided nothing in the moiling gray had Katin’s attention. “What about your theory?”


			“—Cyana Von Ray Morgan!”


			“What?”


			“Who, Mouse. Cyana Von Ray Morgan. I’ve had a perfectly oblique thought: It just came to me who the captain’s aunt is, the curator at the Alkane. When Tyÿ gave her Tarot reading, the captain mentioned an uncle who was killed when he was a child.”


			The Mouse frowned. “Yeah . . .”


			Katin shook his head, mocking disbelief.


			“Who what?” the Mouse asked.


			“Morgan and Underwood.”


			The Mouse looked down, sideways, and in the other directions people search for mislaid associations.


			“I guess it happened before you were born,” Katin said at last. “But you must have heard about it, seen it someplace. The whole business was being sent out across the galaxy on psychoramics while it happened. I was only three, but—”


			“Morgan assassinated Underwood!” the Mouse exclaimed.


			“Underwood,” Katin said, “assassinated Morgan. But that’s the idea.”


			“In Ark,” the Mouse said. “In the Pleiades.”


			“With billions of people experiencing the whole business throughout the galaxy on psychoramics. No, I couldn’t have been more than three at the time. I was at home on Luna watching the inauguration with my parents when that incredible character in the blue vest broke out of the crowd and sprinted across Chronaiki Plaza with that wire in his hand.”


			“He was strangled!” the Mouse exclaimed. “Morgan was strangled! I did see a psychorama of that! One time in Mars City, last year when I was doing the triangle run, I experienced it as a short subject. It was part of a documentary about something else, though.”


			“Underwood nearly severed Morgan’s head,” Katin elucidated. “Whenever I’ve experienced a rerun, they’ve cut out the actual death. But five billion–odd were subjected to all the emotions of a man, about to be sworn in for his second term as Secretary of the Pleiades, suddenly attacked by a madman and killed. All of us, we felt Underwood land on our backs; we heard Cyana Morgan scream and felt her try to pull him off; we heard Representative Kol-syn yell out about the third bodyguard—that’s the part that caused all the confusion in the subsequent investigation—and we felt Underwood lock that wire around our necks, felt it cut into us; we struck out with our right hands, and our left hands were grabbed by Mrs. Tai. And we died.” Katin shook his head. “Then the stupid projector operator—his name was Naibn’n and thanks to his idiocy he nearly had his brain burned out by a bunch of lunatics who thought he was involved in the plot—swung his psychomat on Cyana—instead of the assassin so we could have learned who he was and where he was going—and for the next thirty seconds we were all a hysterical woman crouching on the plaza, clutching our husband’s streaming corpse amid a confusion of equally hysterical diplomats, representatives, and patrolmen, watching Underwood dodge and twist through the crowd and finally disappear.”


			“They didn’t show that part in Mars City. But I remember Morgan’s wife. That’s the captain’s aunt?”


			“She must be his father’s sister.” 


			“How do you know?”


			“Well, first of all, the name, Von Ray Morgan. I remember reading once, about seven or eight years back, that she had something to do with the Alkane. She was supposed to be quite a brilliant and sensitive woman. For the first dozen years or so after the assassination, she was the focus for that terribly sophisticated part of society always back and forth between Draco and the Pleiades; being seen at the Flame Beach on Chobe’s World, or putting in an appearance with her two little daughters at some space regatta. She spent a lot of time with her cousin, Laile Selvin, who was Secretary of the Pleiades Federation herself for a term. The news-tapes were always torn between the desire to keep her at the edge of scandal and their respect for that whole horror with Morgan. Today if she appears at an art opening or a social event, it’s still covered, though the last few years they’ve let go of her a little. If she is a curator at the Alkane, perhaps she’s gotten too involved in it to bother with publicity.”


			“I’ve heard of her.” The Mouse nodded, looking up at last.


			“There was a period when she was probably the best known woman in the galaxy.”


			“Do you think we’ll get to meet her?”


			“Hey,” Katin said, holding the rail and leaning back, “that would be something! Maybe I could do my novel on the Morgan assassination, a sort of modern historical.”


			“Oh, yeah,” the Mouse said. “Your book.”


			“The thing that’s been holding me up is that I can’t find a subject. I wonder what Mrs. Morgan’s reaction would be to the idea. Oh, I wouldn’t do anything like those sensational reports that kept coming out in the psychoramas right afterwards. I’d want to attempt a measured, studied work of art, treating the subject as one that traumatized an entire generation’s faith in the ordered and rational world of man’s—”


			“Who killed who again?”


			“Underwood—you know, it just occurred to me, he was my age now when he did it—strangled Secretary Morgan.”


			“Because I wouldn’t want to make a mistake if I met her. They caught him, didn’t they?”


			“He stayed free for two days, gave himself up twice and was turned away twice with the other twelve hundred–odd people who confessed in the first forty-eight hours. He got as far as the spacefield where he had planned to join his two wives on one of the mining stations in the Outer Colonies, when he was apprehended at the emigrations office. There’s enough material there for a dozen novels! I wanted a subject that was historically significant. If nothing else, it will be a chance to air my theory. Which, as I was about to say—”


			“Katin?”


			“Eh . . . yes?” His eyes, before on copper clouds, came back to the Mouse.


			“What’s that?”


			“Huh?”


			“There.”


			In broken hills of fog, metal flashed. Then a black net rose rippling from the waves. Some thirty feet across, the net flung from the mist. Clinging to the center by hands and feet, vest flying, dark hair whipping from his masked face, a man rode the web into the trough till fog covered him.


			“I believe,” Katin said, “that is a net-rider hunting the inter-plateau cañons for the indigenous arolat—or possibly the aqualat.”


			“Yeah? You’ve been here before . . .”


			“No. At the university I experienced dozens of the Alkane’s exhibits. Just about every big school is iso-sensory with them. But I’ve never been here in person. I was just listening to the info-voice back at the field.”


			“Oh.”


			Two more riders surfaced in their nets. Fog sparkled. As they descended, a fourth and fifth emerged, then a sixth.


			“Looks like a whole herd.”


			The riders swept the mists, rising, electric, disappearing to emerge further on. 


			“Nets,” Katin mused. He leaned forward on the rail. “A great net, spreading among the stars, through time—” He spoke slowly, softly. The riders disappeared. “My theory: if you conceive of society as a . . .” Then he glanced down at a sound beside him like wind:


			The Mouse had taken out his syrynx. From beneath dark and shaking fingers gray lights swiveled and wove.


			Through the imitations of mist, gold webs glittered and rose to a hexatonic melody. The air was tang and cool. There was the smell of wind; but no pressure of wind.


			Three, five, a dozen passengers gathered to watch. Beyond the rail, the net-riders appeared once more, and someone, realizing the boy’s inspiration, went, “Ohhhh, I see what he’s . . .” and stopped because so did everyone else.


			It ended.


			“That lovely was!”


			The Mouse looked up. Tyÿ stood half behind Sebastian.


			“Thanks.” He grinned and started to put the instrument back in the bag. “Oh.” He saw something and looked up again. “I have something for you.” He reached into the sack. “I found this on the floor back in the Roc. I guess you . . . dropped it?”


			The Mouse glanced at Katin and caught the frown vanishing. Then he looked at Tyÿ and felt his smile open in the light of hers.


			“I you thank.” She put the card in the pouch pocket of her jacket. “You the card did enjoy?”


			“Huh?”


			“You on each card to gain must meditate.”


			“You meditate did?” Sebastian asked.


			“Oh, yeah. I looked at it a whole lot. Me and the captain.”


			“That good is.” Tyÿ smiled.


			But the Mouse was fiddling with his strap.


			


			At Phoenix Katin asked, “You really don’t want to go?”


			The Mouse was fiddling with his strap again. “Naw.”


			Katin shrugged. “I think you’d enjoy it.”


			“I’ve seen museums before. I just want to walk around some.”


			“Well,” Katin said. “Okay. We’ll see you when we get back to the port.” He turned and ran up the stone steps behind the captain and the rest of the crew. They reached the auto-ramp that carried them up through the crags toward gleaming Phoenix.


			The Mouse looked down at the fog slopping along the slate. The larger crawlers—they had just disembarked from one—were anchored down the docks to the left. The little ones bobbed to the right. Bridges arched from the rocks, crossing the crevices that cut here and there into the mesa.


			The Mouse dug carefully in his ear with his little fingernail, and went left.


			The young gypsy had tried to live most of his life only with eyes, ears, nose, toes, and fingers. Most of his life he had succeeded. But occasionally, as on the Roc during Tyÿ’s Tarot reading, or during the interviews with Katin and the captain afterwards, he was forced to accept that what had happened in his past affected present action. Then a time of introspection followed. Introspecting, he found the old fear. By now, he knew it had two irritant surfaces. One he could soothe by stroking the responsive plates of his syrynx. To ease the other required long, private sessions of self-definition. He defined:


			Eighteen, nineteen?


			Maybe. Anyway, a good four years past the age of reason, they call it. And I can vote in Draco. Never did, though. Again picking my way down the rocks and docks of another port. Where you going, Mouse? Where you been, and what you going to do when you get there? Sit down and play awhile. Only it’s got to mean more than that. Yeah. It means something for Captain. Wish I could get that riled up over a light in the sky. Almost can when I hear him talk about it. Who else could fire my harp to ape the sun? A pretty big light it’d be, too. Blind Dan . . . and I wonder what it looked like. Don’t you want to make the next five-fifths of your life with hands and eyes intact? Bind myself to a rock, get girls and make babies? Naw. Wonder if Katin’s happy with his theories and notes and notes and theories? What would happen if I tried to play my syrynx the same way he’s trying on this book, thinking, measuring? One thing, I wouldn’t have time to ask myself these bad questions. Like: What does the captain think of me? He trips over me, laughs, and picks the Mouse up and puts him in his pocket. But it does mean more than that. Captain’s got his crazy star. Crazy scar. Katin makes his word-webs that no one listens to. Me, Mouse? A gypsy with a syrynx instead of a larynx. But for me, it isn’t enough. Captain, where are you taking me? Come on. Sure I’ll go. There’s no place else I’m supposed to be. Think I’ll find out who I am when I get there? Or does a dying star really give that much light so as I can see . . .


			The Mouse walked off the next bridge, thumbs in his pants, eyes down.


			The sound of chains.


			He looked up.


			Chains crawled over a ten-foot drum, hauling a shape from the mists. On the rock before a warehouse, men and women lounged at giant machinery. In his cabin, the winch operator was still in his mask. Covered in nets, the beast rose from the fog, wing-fin whipping. Nets rattled.


			The arolat (or it might have been an aqualat) was twenty meters long. Smaller winches lowered hooks. The net-riders holding to the flank of the beast caught at them.


			As the Mouse walked down among the men to watch at the precipice, someone called: “Alex’s hurt!”


			Lowered on a pulley, a scaffold took down a crew of five.


			The beast had stilled. Crawling the nets as though they were an easy ladder, they loosed one section of links. The rider hung centered and limp.


			One nearly dropped his section. The injured rider swung against the blue flank.


			“Hold it there, Bo!”


			“That all right is! I it have!”


			“Bring him up slow.”


			The Mouse gazed down into the fog. The first rider gained the rock, links clattering on the stone ten feet away. He came up dragging his net. He released the straps from his wrist, unplugged the connections from his arms, kneeled, and unplugged the lower sockets from his wet ankles. Now he dragged the net over his shoulder across the wide dock. The fog-floats at the net’s edge still took the major weight of the web, buoying it through the air. Without them, the Mouse judged, not taking into account the slightly heavier gravity, the sprawling entrapment mechanism would probably weigh several hundred pounds.


			Three more riders came up over the edge, their damp hair lank along their masks—standing out curly and red on one man’s head—dragging their nets. Alex limped between two companions.


			Four more riders followed. A blond, chunky man had just unplugged his net from his left wrist, when he looked up at the Mouse. Red eye-plates flittered in the black mask as he cocked his head. “Hey . . .” It was a guttural grunt. “That on your hip. What is?” His free hand pushed back his hair.


			The Mouse looked down and up. “Huh?”


			The man kicked the net loose from his left boot. His right foot was bare. “A sensory-syrynx is, hey?”


			The Mouse grinned. “Yeah.”


			The man nodded. “A kid once who really the devil could play I knew—” He stopped; the head uncocked. He pried his thumb beneath the jaw of his mask. Mouth-guard and eye-plates came away.


			When it hit him, the Mouse felt the tickly thing happen in his throat which was another aspect of his speech defect. He clamped his jaws and opened his lips. Then he closed his lips and opened his teeth. You can’t speak that way either. So he tried to let it out with a tentative question mark; it rasped in uncontrolled exclamation: “Leo!”


			The squinting features broke. “You, Mouse, it is!”


			“Leo, what are you . . . ? But . . . !”


			Leo dropped the net from his other wrist, kicked the plug loose from his other ankle, then scooped up a handful of links. “You with me to the net-house come! Five years, no . . . but more . . .”


			The Mouse still grinned because that was all that was left to do. He scooped up links himself, and they dragged the net—with the help of the fog-floats—across the rock.


			“Hey, Caro! Bolsum! This the Mouse is!”


			Two of the men turned around.


			“You a kid I talked about remember? This him is. Hey, Mouse, you a half a foot taller even aren’t! How many years, seven, eight, it is? And you still the syrynx have?” Leo looked around at the sack. “You good are, I bet. But you good were.”


			“Did you ever get hold of a syrynx for yourself, Leo? We could play together . . .”


			Leo shook his head with an embarrassed grin. “Istanbul the last time a syrynx I held. Not since. By now I it all have forgotten.”


			“Oh,” the Mouse said and sensed loss.


			“Hey, that the sensory-syrynx you in Istanbul stole is?”


			“I’ve had it with me ever since.”


			Leo broke out laughing and dropped his arm around the Mouse’s sharp shoulders. The laughter (did the Mouse sense Leo’s gain?) rolled through the fisherman’s words. “And you the syrynx all that time have been playing? You for me now play. Sure! You for me the smells and sounds and colors will strike.” Big fingers bruised the dark scapula beneath the Mouse’s work vest. “Hey, Bo, Caro, you a real syrynx player now will see.”


			The two riders hung back:


			“You really play that thing?”


			“There was a guy through here about six months ago who could tinkle out some pretty . . .” He made two curves in the air with his scarred hands, then elbowed the Mouse. “You know what I mean?”


			“The Mouse better than that plays!” Leo insisted.


			“Leo couldn’t stop talking about this kid he used to know on Earth. He said he’d taught this kid to play himself, but when we gave Leo the syrynx . . .” She shook her head, laughing.


			“But this the kid is!” Leo exclaimed, pounding the Mouse’s shoulder.


			“Huh?”


			“Oh!”


			“The Mouse this is!”


			They walked into the double-storied door of the net house.


			From high racks, swaying nets curtained labyrinths. The riders hung their nets on tenterhook arrangements that lowered from the ceiling by pullies. Once stretched, a rider could repair broken links, readjust the response couplers which caused the net to move and shape itself to the nerve impulses from the plugs.


			Two riders were wheeling out a great machine with a lot of teeth.


			“What’s that?”


			“With that they will the arolat butcher.”


			“Arolat?” The Mouse nodded.


			“That’s what we here hunt. Aqualats down around Black Table they hunt.”


			“Oh.”


			“But Mouse, what here you are doing?” They walked through jangling links. “You in the nets will awhile stay? You for a while with us will work? I a crew that a new man needs know—”


			“I’m just on leave from a ship that’s stopping over here awhile. It’s the Roc, Captain Von Ray.”


			“Von Ray? A Pleiades ship is?”


			“That’s right.”


			Leo hauled down the hooking mechanism from the high beams and began to spread his net. “What it in Draco doing is?”


			“The captain has to stop at the Alkane Institute for some technical information.”


			Leo gave a yank on the pulley chain and the hooks clattered up another ten feet. He began to spread out the next layer.


			“Von Ray, yes. That a good ship must be. When I first into Draco came—” he strained black links across the next hook—“no one from the Pleiades ever into Draco came. One or two, maybe. I alone was.” The links snapped in place. Leo hauled the chain again. The top of the net rose into the light from the upper windows. “Nowadays many people from the Federation I meet. Ten on this shore work. And ships back and forth all the time go.” He shook his head unhappily.


			Somebody called from across the work area. “Hey, where’s the doc?” Her voice echoed in the webs. “Alex’s been waiting here five minutes now.”


			Leo rattled his web to make sure it was firm. They looked back toward the door. “Don’t worry! He’ll here come!” he hollered out. He caught the Mouse’s shoulder. “You with me go!”


			They walked through the hangings. Other riders were still hooking.


			“Hey, you gonna play that?”


			They looked up.


			The rider climbed halfway down the links, then jumped to the floor. “This I want to see.”


			“Sure he is,” Leo exclaimed.


			“You know, really I . . .” the Mouse began. As glad as he was to see Leo, he had been enjoying his private musings.


			“Good! ’Cause Leo ain’t been talking about nothing else.”


			As they continued through the webs, other riders joined them.


			Alex sat at the bottom of the steps up to the observation balcony. He held his shoulder, and leaned his head against the spokes. Occasionally he sucked in his unshaven cheeks.


			“Look,” the Mouse said to Leo, “why don’t we just go someplace and get something to drink? We can talk some, maybe. I’ll play for you before we go . . .”


			“Now you play!” Leo insisted. “Later we talk.”


			Alex opened his eyes. “Is this the guy you—” he grim-aced— “were telling us about, Leo?”


			“See, Mouse. After a dozen years, a reputation you have.” Leo pulled over an upside-down lubricant drum that rasped on the cement. “Now you sit.”


			“Come on, Leo.” The Mouse switched to Greek. “I don’t really feel like it. Your friend is sick, and doesn’t want to be bothered—”


			“Malakas!” Alex said, then spat bloody froth between his frayed knees. “Play something. You’ll take my mind off the hurt. Damn it, when is the medico going to get here?”


			“Something for Alex you play.”


			“It’s just . . .” The Mouse looked at the injured net-rider, then at the other men and women standing along the wall.


			A grin mixed into the pain on Alex’s face. “Give us a number, Mouse.”


			He didn’t want to play:


			“All right.”


			He took his syrynx from the sack and ducked his head through the strap. “The doc will probably get here right in the middle,” the Mouse commented.


			“I hope they get here soon,” Alex grunted. “I know I’ve got at least a broken arm. I can’t feel anything in the leg, and something’s bleeding inside—” He spat red again. “I’ve got to go out on a run again in two hours. He better get me patched up quick. If I can’t make that run this afternoon, I’ll sue ’im. I paid my damned health insurance.”


			“He’ll get you back together,” one of the riders assured. “They ain’t let a policy lapse yet. Shut up and let the kid play . . .” He stopped because the Mouse had already started.


			


			Light struck glass and turned it copper. Thousands on thousands of round panes formed the concave facade of the Alkane.


			Katin strolled the path by the river that wound the museum garden. The river—the same heavy mists that oceaned polar Vorpis—steamed at the bank. Ahead, it flowed beneath the arched and blazing wall.


			The captain was just far enough in front of Katin so that their shadows were the same length over the polished stones. Among the fountains, the elevated stage was continually bringing up another platform full of visitors, a few hundred at a time. But within seconds they dispersed on the variegated paths that wound down rocks licked through with quartz. On a bronze drum, at the focus of the reflecting panes, some hundred yards before the museum, her marble, armless grace vivid in the ruddy morning, was the Venus de Milo.


			Lynceos squinted his pink eyes and averted his face from the glare. Idas, beside him, looked back and forth and up and down.


			Tyÿ, her hand in Sebastian’s, hung behind him, her hair lifting with the beating of the beast on his gleaming shoulder.


			Now the light, thought Katin, as they passed beneath the arch into the lens-shaped lobby, goes blue. True, no moon has natural atmosphere enough to cause such dramatic diffraction. Still, I miss a lunar solitude. This cool structure of plastics, metal, and stone was once the largest building made by man. How far we’ve come since the twenty-seventh century. Are there a dozen buildings larger than this today through the galaxy? Two dozen? Odd position for an academic rebel here: conflict between the tradition thus embodied and the absurdity of its dated architecture. Cyana Morgan nests in this tomb of human history. Fitting: the white hawk broods on bones.


			From the ceiling hung an octagonal screen where public announcements were broadcast. A serial light-fantasia played now.


			“Would you get me extension 739-E-6,” Captain Von Ray asked a girl at the information desk.


			She turned her hand up and punched the buttons on the little com-kit plugged on her wrist. “Certainly.”


			“Hello, Bunny?” Lorq said.


			“Lorq Von Ray!” the girl at the desk exclaimed in a voice not hers. “You’ve come to see Cyana?”


			“That’s right, Bunny. If she isn’t busy, I’d like to come up and talk to her.”


			“Just a moment and I’ll see.”


			Bunny, wherever Bunny was in the huge hive around them, released control of the girl long enough for her to raise her eyebrows in surprise. “You’re here to see Cyana Morgan?” she said in her own voice.


			“That’s right.” Lorq smiled.


			At which point Bunny came back. “Fine, Lorq. She’ll meet you in South West 12. It’s less crowded there.”


			Lorq turned to the crew. “Why don’t you wander around the museum awhile? I’ll have what I want in an hour.”


			“Should he carry that—” the girl frowned at Sebastian—“thing around with him in the museum. We don’t have facilities for pets.” To which Bunny answered, “The man’s in your crew, Lorq, isn’t he? It looks housebroken.” She turned to Sebastian. “Will it behave itself?”


			“Certainly it itself will behave.” Sebastian petted the claw flexing on his shoulder.


			“You can take it around,” Bunny said through the girl. “Cyana is already on her way to meet you.”


			Lorq turned to Katin. “Why don’t you come with me?”


			Katin tried to keep surprise off his face. “All right, Captain.”


			“South West 12,” the girl said. “You just take that lift up one level. Will that be all?”


			“That’s it.” Lorq turned to the crew. “We’ll see you later.”


			Katin followed him.


			Mounted on marble blocks beside the spiral lift was a ten-foot dragon’s head. Katin gazed up at the ridges on the roof of the stone mouth.


			“My father donated that to the museum,” Lorq said as they stepped on the lift.


			“Oh?”


			“It comes from New Brazillia.” As they rose about the central pole, the jaw fell. “When I was a kid I used to play inside one of its first cousins.” Diminishing tourists swarmed the floor.


			The gold roof received them.


			Then they stepped from the lift.


			Pictures were set at various distances from the gallery’s central light source. The multilensed lamp projected on each suspended frame the closest approximation (as agreed on by the Alkane’s many scholars) to the light under which each picture had originally been painted: artificial or natural, red sun, white sun, yellow, or blue.


			Katin looked at the dozen or so people wandering the exhibit.


			“She won’t be here for another minute or so,” the captain said. “She’s quite a ways away.”


			“Oh.” Katin read the exhibit title.


			Images of My People


			Overhead was an announcement screen, smaller than the one in the lobby.


			Right now it was stating that the paintings and photographs were all by artists of the last three hundred years and showed men and women at work or play on their various worlds. Glancing down the list of artists, Katin was chagrined to discover he recognized only two names.


			“I wanted you with me because I needed to talk to somebody who can understand what’s involved.”


			Katin, surprised, looked up.


			“My sun—my nova. In my mind I’ve almost accustomed myself to its glare. Yet I’m still a man under all that light. All my life people around me have usually done what I wanted them to do. When they didn’t—”


			“You made them?”


			Lorq narrowed yellowed eyes. “When they didn’t, I figured out what they could do and used them for that instead. Someone else always comes along to fill the other jobs. I want to talk to someone who will understand. But talking won’t convey it. I wish I could do something to show you what this all means.”


			“I . . . I don’t think I understand.”


			“You will.”


			Portrait of a Woman (Bellatrix IV): her clothing was twenty years dated. She sat by a window, smiling in the gold light of a sun not painted.


			Go With Ashton Clark (no location): he was an old man. His work coveralls were two hundred years out of style. He was about to unplug himself from some great machine. But it was so big you couldn’t see what it was.


			“It makes me wonder, Katin. My family—at least my father’s part—is from the Pleiades. Still, I grew up speaking like a Draconian in my own home. My father belonged to that encysted nucleus of old-guard Pleiades citizens who still held over so many ideas from their Earth and Draconian ancestors; only it was an Earth that had been dead for fifty years by the time the earliest of these painters lifted a brush. When I settle on a permanent family, my children will probably speak the same way. Does it seem strange to you that you and I are probably closer than I and, say, Tyÿ and Sebastian?”


			“I’m from Luna,” Katin reminded him. “I only know Earth through extended visit. It’s not my world.”


			Lorq ignored that. “There are ways Tyÿ, Sebastian, and myself are much alike. In those basic defining sensibilities we are closer than you and I.”


			Again it took Katin an uncomfortable second to interpret the wrecked face’s agony.


			“Some of our reactions to given situations will be more predictable to each other than to you. Yes, I know it goes no further.” He paused. “You’re not from Earth, Katin. But the Mouse is. So is Prince. One’s a guttersnipe; the other is . . . Prince Red. Does the same relation exist between them as between Sebastian and me? The gypsy fascinates me. I do not understand him. Not in the way I think I understand you. I don’t understand Prince either.”


			Portrait of a Net-rider. Katin looked at the date: the particular net-rider, with his pensive Negroid features, had sieved the mist two hundred and eighty years ago.


			Portrait of a Young Man: contemporary, yes. He was standing in front of a forest of . . . trees? No. Whatever they were, they weren’t trees.


			“In the middle of the twentieth century, 1950 to be exact—” Katin looked back at the captain—“there was a small country on Earth called Great Britain that had by survey some fifty-seven mutually incomprehensible dialects of English. There was also a large country called the United States, with almost four times the population of Great Britain spread out over six times the area. There were accent variants, but only two tiny enclaves composing less than twenty thousand people spoke in a way that could be called mutually incomprehensible with the standard tongue. I use these two to make my point because both countries spoke essentially the same language.”


			Portrait of a Child Crying (A.D. 2852 Vega IV)


			Portrait of a Child Crying (A.D. 3052 New Brazillia II)


			“What is your point, Katin?”


			“The United States was a product of that whole communication explosion, movements of people, movements of information, the development of movies, radio, and television that standardized speech and the framework of thought—not thought itself, however—which meant that person A could understand not only person B, but person W, X, and Y as well. People, information, and ideas move over the galaxy much faster today then they moved across the United States in 1950. The potential of understanding is comparatively greater. You and I were born a third of a galaxy apart. Except for an occasional college weekend to Draco University at Centauri, this is the first time I’ve ever been outside the Solar System. Still, you and I are much closer in information structure than a Cornishman and Welshman a thousand years ago. Remember that, when you try to judge the Mouse—or Prince Red. Though the Great Snake coils his column on a hundred worlds, people in the Pleiades and the Outer Colonies recognize it. Vega Republic furniture implies the same things about its owners here as there. Ashton Clark has the same significance for you as for me. Morgan assassinated Underwood and it became part of both our experiences—” He stopped—because Lorq had frowned.


			“You mean Underwood assassinated Morgan.”


			“Oh, of course . . . I meant . . .” Embarrassment broiled beneath his cheeks. “Yes . . . but I didn’t mean . . .”


			Coming between the paintings was a woman in white. Her hair was high-coifed and silver.


			She was thin.


			She was old.


			“Lorq!” She held out her hands. “Bunny said you were here. I thought we’d go up to my office.”


			Of course! Katin thought. Most of the pictures he would have seen of her would have been taken fifteen, twenty years ago.


			“Cyana, thank you. We could have gotten up ourselves. I didn’t want to disturb you if you were busy. It won’t take much time.”


			“Nonsense. The two of you come along. I’ve been considering bids for half a ton of Vegan light sculptures.”


			“From the Republic period?” Katin asked.


			“Alas, no. Then we might be able to get them off our hands. But they’re a hundred years too early to be worth anything. Come.” As she led them among the mounted canvases, she glanced down at the wide metal bracelet that covered her wrist socket. One of the microdials was blinking.


			“Excuse me, young man.” She turned to Katin. “You have a . . . recorder of some sort with you?”


			“Why . . . yes, I do.”


			“I have to ask you not to use it here.”


			“Oh. I wasn’t—”


			“Not so much recently, but often I have had problems maintaining privacy.” She laid her wrinkled hand on his arm. “You will understand? There’s an automatic erasing field that will completely clear the machine should it go on.”


			“Katin’s on my crew, Cyana. But it’s a very different crew from the last one. There’s no secrecy anymore.”


			“So I gathered.” She took her hand away. Katin watched it fall back to the white brocade.


			She said—and both Katin and Lorq looked up when she said it—“When I arrived at the museum this morning there was a message for you from Prince.”


			They reached the galley’s end.


			She turned briefly to Lorq. “I’m taking you at your word about secrecy.” Her eyebrows made a bright metallic stroke on her face.


			Lorq’s brows were metal rusted; the stroke was broken by his scar. Still, Katin thought, that must be among the family’s hereditary markings.


			“Is he on Vorpis?”


			“I have no idea.” The door dilated and they passed through. “But he knows you’re here. Isn’t that what’s important?”


			“I just arrived at the spacefield an hour and a half ago. I leave tonight.”


			“The message arrived about an hour and twenty-five minutes ago. Its origin was conveniently garbled so the operators couldn’t have it traced without a lot of difficulty. They’re going through that difficulty now—”


			“Don’t bother.” Lorq said to Katin: “What will he have to say this time?”


			“We shall all see fairly soon,” Cyana said. “You say no secrecy. I would still prefer to talk in my office.”


			This gallery was confusion: a storage room, or material for an exhibit not yet sorted.


			Katin was going to, but Lorq asked first: “Cyana, what is this junk?”


			“I believe—” she looked at the date in gold decalcomania on the ancient wooden case—“1923: the Aeolian Corporation. Yes, they’re a collection of twentieth-century musical instruments. That’s an Ondes Martinot, invented by a French composer of the same name in 1942. Over here we have—” she bent to read the tag—“a Duo Arts Player Piano made in 1931. And this thing is a . . . Mill’s Violano Virtuoso, built in 1916.”


			Katin peered through the glass door in the front of the violano.


			Strings and hammers, stops, fobs, and plectra hung in shadow.


			“What did it do?”


			“It stood in bars and amusement parks. People would put a coin in the slot and it would automatically play a violin that’s on the stand in there with a player-piano accompaniment, programmed on a perforated paper roll.” She moved her silver nail to a list of titles. “‘The Darktown Strutters’ Ball’ . . .” They moved on through the clutter of theremins, encore banjoes, and hurdy-gurdies. “Some of the newer academics question the institute’s preoccupation with the twentieth century. Nearly one out of four of our galleries is devoted to it.” She folded her hands on brocade. “Perhaps they resent that it has been the traditional concern of scholars for eight hundred years; they refuse to see the obvious. At the beginning of that amazing century, mankind was many societies living on one world; at its end, it was basically what we are now: an informatively unified society that lived on several worlds. Since then, the number of worlds has increased; our informative unity has changed its nature several times, suffered a few catastrophic eruptions, but essentially it has remained. Until humanity becomes something much, much different, that time must be the focus of scholarly interest: that was the century in which we became.”


			“I have no sympathy with the past,” Lorq announced. “I have no time for it.”


			“It intrigues me,” Katin offered. “I want to write a book; perhaps it will deal with that.”


			Cyana looked up. “You do? What sort of book?”


			“A novel, I think.”


			“A novel?” They passed beneath the gallery’s announcement screen: gray. “You’re going to write a novel. How fascinating. I had an antiquarian friend some years ago who attempted to write a novel. He only finished the first chapter. But he claimed it was a terribly illuminating experience and gave him a great deal of insight into just exactly how the process took place.”


			“I’ve been working on it for quite some time, actually,” Katin volunteered.


			“Marvelous. Perhaps, if you finish, you’ll allow the institute to take a psychic recording under hypnosis of your creative experience. We have an operable twenty-second-century printing press. Perhaps we’ll print up a few million and distribute them with a documentary psychoramic survey to libraries and other educational institutions. I’m sure I could raise some interest in the idea among the board.”


			“I hadn’t even thought about getting it printed . . .” They reached the next gallery.


			“Through the Alkane is the only way you might. Do keep it in mind.”


			“I . . . will.”


			“When is this mess going to be straightened out, Cyana?”


			“Dear nephew, we have much more material than we can possibly display. It has to go somewhere. There are over twelve hundred public and seven hundred private galleries in the museum. As well as three thousand five hundred storage rooms. I’m fairly acquainted with the contents of most of them. But not all.”


			They ambled beneath high ribs. Vertebrae arched toward the roofing. Cold ceiling lights cast the shadow of teeth and socket on the brass pedestal of a skull the size of an elephant’s hip.


			“It looks like a comparative exhibit of reptilian osteology between Earth and . . .” Katin gazed through bone cages. “I couldn’t tell you where that thing comes from.”


			Blade of scapula, pelvic saddle, clavicle bow . . .


			“Just how far away is your office, Cyana?”


			“About eight hundred yards as the arolat flies. We take the next lift.”


			They walked through the archway into the lift-well.


			The spiral carrier took them up some dozens of floors.


			A corridor of plush and brass.


			Another corridor, with a glass wall . . .


			Katin gasped: All Phoenix patterned below them, from central towers to fog-lapped wharf. Though the Alkane was no longer the tallest building in the galaxy, it was by far the tallest in Phoenix.


			A ramp curved into the building’s heart. Along the marbled wall hung the seventeen canvases in the Dehay sequence, Under Sirius.


			“Are these the . . . ?”


			“Nyles Folvin’s molecular-reproduction forgeries, done in twenty-eight hundred at Vega. For a long time they were more famous than the originals—which are downstairs on display in the South Green Chamber. But there’s so much history connected with the forgeries Bunny decided to hang them here.”


			And a door.


			“Here we are.”


			It opened on darkness.


			“Now, nephew of mine—” as they stepped inside, three shafts of light fell from someplace high to circle them on the black carpet—“would you be so good as to explain to me why you are back? And what is all this business with Prince?” She turned to face Lorq.


			“Cyana, I want another nova.”


			“You what?”


			“You know the first expedition had to be abandoned. I’m going to try again. No special ship is needed. We learned that last time. It’s a new crew; and new tactics.” The spotlights followed them across the carpet.


			“But Lorq—”


			“Before, there was meticulous planning, movements oiled, meshed, propelled by confidence in our own precision. Now we’re a desperate bunch of dock-rats, with a Mouse among us; and the only thing that propels us is my outrage. But that’s a terrible thing to flee, Cyana.”


			“Lorq, you just can’t go off and repeat—”


			“The captain is different too, Cyana. Before, the Roc flew under half a man, a man who’d only known victory. Now I’m a whole man. I know defeat as well.”


			“But what do you want me—”


			“There was another star under study by the Alkane that was near the point of nova. I want the name and when it’s likely to go off.”


			“You’re just going to go like that? And what about Prince? Does he know why you’re going to the nova?”


			“I couldn’t care less. Name my star, Cyana.”


			Uncertainty troubled her gauntness. She touched something on her silver bracelet.


			New light:


			Rising from the floor was a bank of instruments. She sat on the bench that rose too and looked over the indicator lights. “I don’t know if I’m doing right, Lorq. Outrage? If the decision did not so much affect my life as well as yours, it would be easier for me to give it in the spirit you demand. Aaron was responsible for my curatorship.”


			She touched the board, and above them appeared—


			“Till now I have always been as welcome in Aaron Red’s home as I was in my own brother’s. But the machine has worked round to a point where this may no longer be. You have placed me in this position: of having to make a decision that ends a time of great comfort for me.”


			—appeared the stars.


			Katin suddenly realized the chamber’s size. Some fifty feet across, massed from points of light, hung a hologramic projection of the galaxy, turning.


			“We have several study expeditions out now. The nova that you missed was there.” She touched a button and one star among the billions flared—so brightly Katin’s eyes narrowed. It faded, and again the whole domed siderium was ghosted with starlight. “At present we have an expedition attending a buildup—”


			She stopped.


			She reached out, and opened a small drawer.


			“Lorq, I really am troubled by this whole business—”


			“Go on, Cyana. I want the star’s name. I want a tape of its galactic coordinates. I want my sun.”


			“And I’ll do all I can to give it to you. But you must indulge the old woman first.” From the drawer she took—Katin formed a small surprise-sound in the back of his mouth, then swallowed it—a deck of cards. “I want to see what guidance the Tarot gives.”


			“I’ve already had my cards read for this undertaking. If they can tell me a set of galactic coordinates, fine. Otherwise, I have no time for them.”


			“Your mother was from Earth and always harbored the Earthman’s vague distrust of mysticism, even though she admitted its efficacy intellectually. I hope you take after your father.”


			“Cyana, I’ve already had one complete reading. There’s nothing that a second one can tell me.”


			She fanned the cards facedown. “Perhaps there’s something it can tell me. Besides, I don’t want to do a complete reading. Just pick one.”


			Katin watched the captain draw, and wondered if the cards had prepared her for that bloody noon on Chronaiki Plaza a quarter of a century ago.


			The deck was not the common 3-D dioramic type that Tyÿ owned. The figures were drawn. The cards were yellow. It could easily have dated from the seventeenth century or before.


			On Lorq’s card a nude corpse hung from a tree by a rope tied to the ankle.


			“The Hanged-man.” She closed the deck. “Reversed. Well, I can’t say I’m surprised.”


			“Doesn’t the Hanged-man imply a great spiritual wisdom is coming, Cyana?”


			“Reversed,” she reminded him. “It will be achieved at great price.” She took the card and put it, with the rest of the deck, back in the drawer. “These are the coordinates of the star you want.” She pressed another button.


			A ribbon of paper fed into her palm. Tiny metal teeth chomped it. She held it up to read. “The coordinates are all there. We’ve had it under observation two years. You’re in luck. The blowup date has been predicted at between ten and fifteen days off.”


			“Fine.” Lorq took the tape. “Come on, Katin.”


			“What about Prince, Captain?”


			Cyana rose from the bench. “Don’t you want to see your message?”


			Lorq paused. “Go on. Play it.” And Katin saw something come alive in Lorq’s face. He walked over to the console as Cyana Morgan searched the message index.


			“Here it is.” She pressed a button.


			Across the room Prince turned to face them. “Just what the hell—” his black-gloved hand struck a crystal beaker, as well as its embossed dish, from the table—“do you think you’re doing, Lorq?” The hand came back; the dagger and the carved wooden stick clattered to the floor from the other side. “Cyana, you’re helping too, aren’t you? You are a traitorous bitch. I am angry. I am furious! I am Prince Red—I am Draco! I am a crippled Serpent; but I’ll strangle you!” The damask tablecloth crumpled in black fingers; and the sound of the wood beneath, splintering.


			Katin swallowed his shock a second time.


			The message was a 3-D projection. An out-of-focus window behind Prince threw light from some sun’s morning—probably Sol’s—across a smashed breakfast.


			“I can do anything, anything I want. You’re trying to stop that.” He leaned across the table.


			Katin looked at Lorq, at Cyana Morgan.


			Her hand, pale and veined, clamped brocade.


			Lorq’s, ridged and knot-knuckled, lay on the instrument bank; two fingers held a toggle.


			“You’ve insulted me, Lorq. I can be truly vicious, simply out of caprice. Do you remember that party where I was forced to break your head to teach you manners? You probably don’t even remember the boy you brought along with you—uninvited, I may add—to my little affair. His name was Brian Anthony Sanders—a commonplace, boorish, stupid, and insufferably rude young man. Before we were even introduced, he made some insulting comment about my arm. I laughed it off, as I had learned to do. I even responded politely—answered his boorish questions, as though they were of no consequence. But I never forgot them. After the party, when he returned to his university, he found his scholarship canceled and a charge of cheating on his previous term’s finals leveled against him, for which, I’m pleased to say, he was shortly expelled. Five years later—because I still had not forgotten—I had an accountant visit the firm where he was then working. A week later he was fired for embezzling some few paltry thousands of pounds @sg from his employers—and actually spent three years incarcerated at hard labor for it, where, I gather, he regularly protested his innocence till he became the laughingstock of the other prisoners. Five years after that—by then he wasn’t doing very well, as I recall (you probably remember him as a rather stocky boy; he’d become a very gaunt man)—when I had my people hunt him out once more, it was not difficult to have some minor drugs secreted in his room in the single-men’s complex where he was now living—so that he was put out onto the street. Two years after that, when I decided to devote still another hour to seeing what I could do to tarnish the quality of his life, I discovered that he was still without a home—and had developed a serious drinking problem. A couple of particular ironies there: When we found him—in a ditch just below the highway that led to some storage hangars behind the spacefield—he was sleeping in a corrugated crate that had once been used to deliver a Red-shift manufactured intra-atmospheric turbine coupler. And somewhere, in some accident or other over the intervening time, he’d lost three fingers off his left hand—that, believe me, I had nothing to do with. But by then he simply didn’t have what it took to go and get them replaced. It wasn’t too hard, at that point, to shift his interests toward exactly those drugs that had made him homeless in the first place—a young woman in my employ took him into a real apartment for a month, plied him with the drugs daily at very high dosages . . . then disappeared, leaving him back on the street with only his habit to remember her by. The last time I checked—only three months back, actually—I learned that, after a colorful and recidivist penal career, trying to support that habit, Brian Anthony Sanders died . . . not a full year ago, of exposure to the cold in a dead-end alley of an inconsequential city of a few million folk on an icy world thousands of light-years from either yours or mine, doubtless cursing the gods of chance that had thwarted all his attempts to give himself a happy life—as though somehow he were just particularly allergic to the . . . bad luck plaguing him. Knowing I was a persistent, niggling factor in that plague is a wonderfully invigorating feeling, Lorq. Really, it’s something everyone has envisioned—making the rude and the thoughtless pay for their thoughtlessness for the rest of their lives. Well, I just happen to have been born powerful enough to do it. I assure you, it feels exactly as good as you might ever have imagined. Altogether, it took me no more than five hours, spread out over a decade. In my more grandiose moments, however, I feel safe in saying . . . I killed him! I’ve done this, you understand, with a double-dozen who, over the years, have annoyed me the way he did. It’s not even that costly—and very satisfactory. Now, know this, Lorq Von Ray: Your existence is an insult to me. I am going to devote myself to gaining reparation for that insult. I’m prepared to spend much more time, over a much briefer period, killing you!”


			Cyana Morgan looked suddenly at her nephew, saw his hand on the toggle. “Lorq! What are you doing—?” She seized his wrist; but he seized hers and pushed her hand from his.


			“I know a lot more about you than I did the last time I sent a message to you,” Prince said from the table.


			“Lorq, take your hand off that switch!” Cyana insisted. “Lorq . . .” Frustration cracked her voice.


			“The last time I spoke to you, I told you I was going to stop you. Now, I tell you that if I have to kill you to stop you, I will. The next time I speak to you . . .” His gloved hand pointed. His forefinger quivered . . .


			As Prince flickered out, Cyana struck Lorq’s hand away. The toggle clicked off. “Just what do you call yourself doing?”


			“Captain . . . ?”


			Under wheeling stars Lorq’s laughter answered.


			Cyana spoke angrily: “You sent Prince’s message through the public announcement system! That blasphemous madman was just seen on every screen throughout the institute!” In anger she struck the response plate.


			Indicator lights dimmed.


			Bank and bench fell into the floor.


			“Thank you, Cyana. I’ve got what I came for.”


			A museum guard burst into the office. A shaft of light lit him as he came through the door. “Excuse me, I’m terribly sorry, but there was—oh, just a moment.” He punched his wrist com-kit. “Cyana, have you gone and flipped your silver wig?”


			“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Bunny. It was an accident!”


			“An accident! That was Prince Red, wasn’t it?”


			“Of course it was. Look, Bunny—”


			Lorq clasped Katin’s shoulder. “Come on.”


			They left the guard/Bunny arguing with Cyana.


			“Why . . . ?” Katin tried to ask around the captain’s shoulder.


			Lorq stopped.


			Under Sirius #11 (Folvin forgery) flared in purple cascade behind his shoulder. “I said I couldn’t tell you what I meant. Perhaps this shows you a little. We’ll get the others now.”


			“How will you find them? They’re still wandering around the museum.”


			“You think so?” Lorq started again.


			


			The lower galleries were chaos.


			“Captain . . .” Katin tried to picture the thousands of tourists confronted with Prince’s vehemence; he remembered his initial confrontation on the Roc.


			Visitors swarmed the onyx floor of the FitzGerald Salon. (“If that’s their idea of a new artwork—”


			(“—to present it like that with no announcement I don’t think was very—”


			(“—but it looked pretty real to me!”) The iridescent allegories of the twentieth-century genius glazed the vaulted walls with light. Children chattered to their parents. Students pattered to one another. Lorq strode between them with Katin close after.


			They spiraled out into the lobby above the dragon’s head.


			A black thing flapped over the crowd, was jerked back. “The others must be with him,” Katin cried, pointing to Sebastian.


			Katin swung around the stone jaw. Lorq overtook him on the blue tile.


			“Captain, we just saw—”


			“—Prince Red, like on the ship—”


			“—on the announcement screens, it was—”


			“—was all over the museum. We got back—”


			“—here so we wouldn’t miss you—”


			“—when you came down. Captain, what—”


			“Let’s go.” Lorq stopped the twins with a hand on each of their shoulders. “Sebastian! Tyÿ! We have to get back to the wharf and get the Mouse.”


			“And get off this world and to your nova!”


			“Let’s just get to the wharf first. Then we’ll talk about where we’re going next.”


			They pushed their way toward the arch.


			“I guess we’ve got to hurry up before Prince gets here,” Katin said.


			“Why?”


			That was Lorq.


			Katin tried to translate his visage.


			It was indecipherable.


			“I have a third message coming. I am going to wait for it.”


			Then the garden: boisterous and golden.


			


			“Thanks, doc!” Alex called. He kneaded his arm: a fist, a flex, a swing. “Hey, kid.” He turned to the Mouse. “You know, you really can play that syrynx. Sorry about the medico-unit coming in right in the middle of things. But thanks anyway.” He grinned, then looked at the wall clock. “Guess I’ll make my run after all. Malakas!” He strode down among the clinking veils.


			Leo asked sadly, “Now you it away put?”


			The Mouse pulled the sack’s drawstring and shrugged. “Maybe I’ll play some more later.” He started to stick his arm through the strap. Then his fingers fell in the leather folds. “What’s the matter, Leo?”


			The fisherman stuck his left hand beneath the tarnished links of his belt. “You just me very nostalgic make, boy.” The right hand now. “Because so much time passed has, that you no longer a boy are.” Leo sat down on the steps. Humor brushed his mouth. “I not here happy am, I think. Maybe time again to move is. Yeah?” He nodded. “Yeah.”


			“You think so?” The Mouse turned around on his drum to face him. “Why now?”


			Leo pressed his lips. The expression said about the same as a shrug. “When I the old see, I know how much the new I need. Besides, leaving for a long time I have been thinking of.”


			“Where’re you going?”


			“To the Pleiades I go.”


			“But you’re from the Pleiades, Leo. I thought you said you want to see someplace new?”


			“There a hundred-odd worlds in the Pleiades are. I maybe a dozen have fished. I something new want, yes; but also, after these twenty-five years, home.”


			The Mouse watched the thick features, the pale hair: familiarity? You adjust it like you would a mist-mask, the Mouse thought; then fit it on the face that must wear it. Leo had changed so much. The Mouse, who had had so little childhood, lost some more of it now. “I just want the new, Leo. I wouldn’t want to go home . . . even if I had one.”


			“Someday as I the Pleiades, you Earth or Draco will want.”


			“Yeah.” The Mouse shrugged his sack onto his shoulder. “Maybe I will. Why shouldn’t I—in twenty-five years?”


			Then, an echo: 


			“Mouse . . . !”


			And:


			“Hey, Mouse?”


			And again:


			“Mouse, are you in there?”


			“Hey!” The Mouse stood and cupped his hands to his mouth. “Katin?” His shout was even uglier than his speech.


			Long and curious, Katin came between the nets. “Surprise, surprise. I didn’t think I’d find you. I’ve been going down the wharf asking people if they’d seen you. Some guy said you’d been playing in here.”


			“Is the captain through at the Alkane? Did he get what he wanted?”


			“And then some. There was a message from Prince waiting for him at the institute. So he played it over the public announcement system.” Katin whistled. “Vicious!”


			“He’s got his nova?”


			“He does. Only he’s waiting around here for something else. I don’t understand it.”


			“Then we’re off to the star?”


			“Nope. Now he wants to go to the Pleiades. We have a couple of weeks’ wait. But don’t ask me what he wants to do there.”


			“The Pleiades?” the Mouse asked. “Is that where the nova will be?”


			Katin turned up his palms. “I don’t think so. Maybe he thinks it’ll be safer to pass the time in home territory.”


			“Wait a minute!” The Mouse swung around to Leo again. “Leo, maybe Captain will give you a lift back to the Pleiades with us.”


			“Huh?” Leo’s chin came off his hands.


			“Katin, Captain Von Ray wouldn’t mind giving Leo a ride out to the Pleiades, would he?”


			Katin tried to look reservedly doubtful. The expression was too complicated and came out blank.


			“Leo’s an old friend of mine. From back on Earth. He taught me how to play the syrynx, when I was a kid.”


			“Captain’s got a lot on his mind—”


			“Yeah, but he wouldn’t care if—”


			“But much better than me now he plays,” Leo interjected.


			“I bet Captain would do it if I asked him.”


			“I no trouble with your captain want to make—”


			“We can ask him.” The Mouse tucked his sack behind him. “Come on, Leo. Where is the captain, Katin?”


			Katin and Leo exchanged the look of unintroduced adults put in league by youth’s enthusiasms.


			“Well? Come on!”


			Leo stood up and followed the Mouse and Katin toward the door.


			


			Seven hundred years ago the first colonists on Vorpis carved the Esclaros des Nuages into the mesa rock-rim of Phoenix. Between the moorings for the smaller fog crawlers and the wharfs where the net-riders docked, the stairs descended into the white fog. They were chipped and worn today.


			Finding the steps deserted at the Phoenix midday siesta, Lorq strolled down between the quartz-shot walls. Mist lapped the bottom steps; wave on white wave rolled from the horizon, each blued with shadow on the left, gilded with sun on the right, like rampant lambs.


			“Hey, Captain!”


			Lorq looked back up the steps.


			“Hey, Captain, can I talk to you a minute?” The Mouse came crabwise down the stairway. His syrynx sack jogged on his hip. “Katin told me you were going to go to the Pleiades after we leave here. I just ran into a guy I used to know back on Earth, an old friend. Taught me how to play my syrynx.” He shook his sack. “I thought maybe since we were going in that direction we could sort of drop him off home. He was really a good friend of—”


			“All right.”


			The Mouse cocked his head. “Huh?”


			“It’s only five hours to the Pleiades. If he’s at the ship when we leave and stays in your projection chamber, it’s fine with me.”


			The Mouse’s head went back the other way; he decided to scratch it. “Oh. Gee. Well.” Then he laughed. “Thanks, Captain!” He turned and ran up the steps. “Hey, Leo!” He took the last ones double. “Katin, Leo! Captain says it’s all right.” And called back, “Thanks again!”


			Lorq walked a few steps down.


			After a while he sat, shoulder against the rough wall.


			He counted waves.


			When the number was well into three figures, he stopped.


			The polar sun circled the horizon; less gold, more blue.


			In the fog before Lorq, figures formed and faded: Aaron Red; Dana; his father. Then . . . a stocky, bumptious youngster in a new vest, ready for a party; a rangy Australian cynical toward all aspects of pomp and power. Prince killed one of you. I killed the other. Which of us, then, is the greater monster . . . ?


			When he saw the net, his hands slid his thighs, stopped on the knots of his knees.


			Links clinked on the bottom steps. Then the rider stood up, waist-high in the rolling white. Fog-floats carried the nets up. Quartz caught blue sparks.


			Lorq had been leaning against the wall. He raised his head.


			The dark-haired rider walked up the steps, webs of metal waving above and behind. Nets struck the walls and rattled. A half dozen steps below him, she pulled off her mist-mask. “Lorq?”


			Lorq’s hands unclasped. “How did you find me, Ruby? I knew you would. Tell me how?”


			She breathed hard, unused to the weight she wielded. Laces tightened, loosened, tightened between her breasts. “When Prince found that you’d left Triton, he sent tapes to six dozen places that you might have gone. Cyana was only one. Then he left it to me to get the report on which one was received. I was on Chobe’s World; so when you played that tape at the Alkane, I came running.” Nets folded on the steps. “Once I found out you were on Vorpis, in Phoenix . . . well, it took a lot of work. Believe me, I wouldn’t do it again.” She rested her hand on the rock. Nets rustled.


			“I’m taking chances in this round, Ruby. I tried to play the last one through with a computer plotting the moves.” He shook his head. “Now I’m playing by hand, eye, and ear. So far I’ve come out no worse. And it’s moving a lot faster. I’ve always liked speed. That’s perhaps the one thing that makes me the same person I was when we first met.”


			“Prince said something very much like that to me, once.” She looked up. “Your face.” Pain flickered in hers. She was close enough to him to touch the scar. Her hand moved, then fell back. “Why didn’t you ever have it . . . ?” She didn’t finish.


			“It’s useful. It allows each polished surface in all these brave, new worlds to serve me.”


			“What sort of service is that?”


			“It reminds me what I’m here for.”


			“Lorq—” and exasperation grew in her voice—“what are you doing? What do you, or your family, think they can accomplish?”


			“I hope that neither you nor Prince knows yet. I haven’t tried to hide it. But I’m getting my message to you by a rather archaic method. How long do you think it will take a rumor to bridge the space between you and me?” Lorq sat back. “At least three thousand people know what Prince is trying to do. I played them his message this morning. No secrecy anymore, Ruby. There are many places to hide; there is one where I can stand in the light.”


			“We know you’re trying to do something that will destroy the Reds. That’s the only thing that you would have put so much time and effort into.”


			“I wish I could say you were wrong.” He meshed his fingers. “But you still don’t know what it is.”


			“We know it has something to do with a star.”


			He nodded.


			“Lorq, I want to shout at you, scream—who do you think you are?”


			“Who am I to defy Prince, and the beautiful Ruby Red? You are beautiful, Ruby, and I stand before your beauty very much alone, suddenly cursed with a purpose. You and I, Ruby, the worlds we’ve been through haven’t really fit us for meanings. If I survive, then a world, a hundred worlds, a way of life survives. If Prince survives . . .” He shrugged. “Still, perhaps it is a game. They keep telling us we live in a meaningless society, that there’s no solidity to our lives. Worlds are tottering about us now, and still I only want to play. The one thing I have been prepared to do is play, play hard, hard as I can—and with style.”


			“You mystify me, Lorq. Prince is so predictable—” She raised her eyebrows. “That surprises you? Prince and I have grown up together. But you present me with an unknown. At that party, years ago, when you wanted me, was that part of the game too?”


			“No—yes . . . I know I hadn’t learned the rules.”


			“And now?”


			“I know the way through is to make your own. Ruby, I want what Prince has—no. I want to win what Prince has. Once I have it, I might turn around and throw it away. But I want to gain it. We battle, and the course of how many lives and how many worlds swings? Yes, I do know all that. You said it then: We are special people, if only by power. But if I tried to keep that knowledge forward in my mind, I’d be paralyzed. Here I am, at this moment, in this situation, with all this to do. What I’ve learned, Ruby, is how I can play. Whatever I do—I, the person I am and have been made—I have to do it that way to win. Remember that. You’ve done me another favor now. I owe it to you to warn you. It’s why I waited.”


			“What is it you want to do that you have to give such an inflated apology for?”


			“I don’t know, yet,” Lorq laughed. “It does sound fairly stuffy, doesn’t it. But it’s true.”


			She breathed in deeply. Her high forehead wrinkled as the wind pushed her hair forward across her shoulder. Her eyes were in shadow. “I suppose I owe you the same warning.” (He nodded.) “Consider it given.” She stood up from the wall.


			“I do.”


			“Good.” Then she drew back her arm—flung it forward!


			And three hundred square feet of chain webbing swung over her head and rattled down on him.


			The links caught on his raised hands and bruised them. He staggered under their weight.


			“Ruby . . . !”


			She flung her other arm; another layer fell.


			She leaned back, and the nets pulled, striking his ankles so that he slipped.


			“No! Let me . . .”


			Through shifting links he saw she was masked again: glittering glass, her eyes; her mouth and nostrils, grilled. All expression was in her slim shoulders, the small muscles suddenly defined. She bent; her stomach creased. The adapter circuits magnified the strength in her arms some five hundred to one. Lorq was wrenched forward down the steps. He fell, caught at the wall. Rock and metal hurt his arms and knees.


			What the links gave in strength, they sacrificed in precision of movement. A swell swept the web, but he was able to duck beneath and gain two steps. But Ruby kicked back; he was yanked down four more. He took two on his back, then one on his hip. She was reeling him down. Fog lapped her calves; she backed further into the suffocating mists, stooped till her black mask was at the fog’s surface.


			He threw himself away from her, and fell five more steps. Lying on his side, he caught at the links and heaved. Ruby staggered, but he felt another stone edge scrape his shoulder.


			Lorq let go—of the nets, of his held breath. Again he tried to duck what fell at him.


			But he heard a gasp from Ruby.


			He beat links from his face and opened his eyes. Something outside . . .


			It darted, dark and flapping, between the walls.


			Ruby flung up an arm to ward it off. And a sheet of netting exploded up from Lorq.


			It rose, avoiding the links.


			Fifty pounds of metal fell back into the fog. Ruby staggered, disappeared.


			Lorq went down more steps. The mist lapped his thighs. The astringent arsenic fog clogged his head. He coughed and clutched rock.


			The dark thing flapped about him now. The weight lifted a moment; he scrambled up the stones on his belly. Sucking fresher air, gasping and dizzy, he looked back.


			The net hovered above him, grappling with the beast. He pulled himself up another step as the shape flapped free. Links crashed heavy on his leg; pulled from his leg; dragged down the steps; vanished.


			Lorq sat up and forced himself to follow the thing’s flight between the stones. It cleared the walls, gyred twice, then returned to Sebastian’s shoulder:


			The squat cyborg stud looked down from the wall.


			Lorq swayed to his feet, squeezed his eyes closed, shook his head, then lurched up the Esclaros des Nuages.


			Sebastian was fastening the steel band about the creature’s flexing claw when Lorq reached him at the head of the steps.


			“Again, I—” Lorq took another breath and dropped his hand on Sebastian’s gold-matted shoulder—“you thank.”


			They looked from the rocks out where no rider broke the mist.


			“You in much danger are.”


			“I am.”


			Tyÿ came quickly across the wharf to Sebastian’s side. “What it was?” Her eyes, alive like metal, flashed between the men. “I the black gilly saw released!”


			“It all right is,” Lorq told her. “Now, anyway. I a run-in with the Queen of Swords just had. But your pet me saved.”


			Sebastian took Tyÿ’s hand. As her fingers felt the familiar shapes of his, she calmed.


			Sebastian asked, seriously: “It time to go is?”


			And Tyÿ: “Your sun to follow?”


			“No. Yours.”


			Sebastian frowned.


			“To the Dim, Dead Sister now we go,” Lorq told them.


			Shadow and shadow; shadow and light: the twins were coming across the wharf. You could see the puzzled expression on Lynceos’ face; not on Idas’.


			“But . . . ?” Sebastian began. Then Tyÿ’s hand moved in his, and he stopped.


			Lorq volunteered no answer to the unfinished question. “The others we get now. I what I waited for have. Yes; time to go it is.”


			


			Katin fell forward to clutch the links. The rattle echoed in the net house.


			Leo laughed. “Hey, Mouse. In that last bar your tall friend too much to drink had, I think.”


			Katin regained his balance. “I’m not drunk . . .” He raised his head and looked up the curtained metal. “It’d take twice as much as that to get me drunk.”


			“Funny. I am.” The Mouse opened his sack. “Leo, you said you wanted me to play some more. What do you want to see?”


			“Anything, Mouse. Anything you like, play.”


			Katin shook the nets again. “From star to star, Mouse; imagine, a great web that spreads across the galaxy, as far as man. That’s the matrix in which history happens today. Don’t you see? That’s it. That’s my theory. Each individual is a junction in that net, and the strands between are the cultural, the economic, the psychological threads that hold individual to individual. Any historical event is like a ripple in the net.” He rattled the links again. “It passes over and through the web, stretching or shrinking those cultural bonds that involve each man with each man. If the event is catastrophic enough, the bonds break. The net is torn awhile. De Eiling and 34-Alvin are only arguing where the ripples start and how fast they travel. But their overall view is the same, you see? I want to catch the throw and scope of this web in my . . . my novel, Mouse. I want it to spread about the whole web. But I have to find that central subject, the great event which shakes history and makes the links strike and glitter for me. A moon, Mouse—to retire to some beautiful rock, my art perfected, to contemplate the flow and shift of the net. That’s what I want, Mouse. But the subject won’t come!”


			The Mouse was sitting on the floor, looking in the bottom of the sack for a control knob that had come off the syrynx. “Why don’t you write about yourself?”


			“Oh, that’s a fine idea! Who would read it? You?”


			The Mouse found the knob and pushed it back on its stem. “I don’t think I could read anything as long as a novel.”


			“But if the subject were, say, the clash between two great families, like Prince’s and the captain’s, wouldn’t you at least want to?”


			“How many notes have you made on this book?” The Mouse chanced a tentative light through the hangar.


			“Not a tenth as many as I need. Even though it’s doomed as an obsolete museum relique, it will be jeweled—” he swung back on the nets—“crafted—” the links roared; his voice rose—“a meticulous work; perfect!”


			“I was born,” the Mouse said. “I must die. I am suffering. Help me. There, I just wrote your book for you.”


			Katin looked at his big, weak fingers against the mail. After a while he said, “Mouse, sometimes you make me want to cry.”


			The smell of almonds.


			The smell of cumin.


			The smell of cardamom.


			Falling melodies meshed.


			Bitten nails, enlarged knuckles; the backs of Katin’s hands flickered with autumn colors; across the cement floor his shadow danced in the web.


			“Hey, there you go,” Leo laughed. “You play, yeah, Mouse! You play!”


			And the shadows danced on till voices:


			“Hey, are you guys still—”


			“—in here? Captain told us to—”


			“—said to hunt you up. It’s—”


			“—it’s time to get going. Come on—”


			“—we’re going!”


			Chapter Six


			


			“THE PAGE OF WANDS.”


			“Justice.”


			“Judgement. My trick. The Queen of Cups.”


			“Ace of Cups.”


			“The Star. My trick. The Hermit.”


			“With trumps she leads!” Leo laughed. “Death.”


			“The Fool. My trick is. Now: the Knight of Coins.”


			“Trey of Coins.”


			“King of Coins. My trick it is. Five of Swords.”


			“The Deuce.”


			“The Magus; my trick.”


			Katin watched the darkened chess table where Sebastian, Tyÿ, and Leo, after the hour of reminiscence, played three-handed Tarot-whist.


			He did not know the game well; but they did not know this, and he ruminated that they had not asked him to play. He had observed the game for fifteen minutes over Sebastian’s shoulder (the dark thing huddled by his foot), while hairy hands dealt and fanned the cards. From his small knowledge Katin tried to construct a cutting brilliance to toss into the play.


			They played so fast . . .


			He gave up.


			But as he walked to where the Mouse and Idas sat on the ramp with their feet hanging over the pool, he smiled. In his pocket he thumbed the pips on the end of his recorder, wording another note.


			Idas was saying: “Hey, Mouse, what if I were to turn this knob . . . ?”


			“Watch it!” The Mouse pushed Idas’ black hand from the syrynx. “You’ll blind everybody in the room!”


			Idas frowned. “The one I had, back when I fooled around with it, didn’t have—” His voice trailed, waiting for an absent completion.


			The Mouse’s fingers slipped from wood to steel to plastic. He brushed the strings and snagged unamplified notes. “You can really hurt somebody if you don’t use this thing properly. It’s highly directional, and the amount of light and sound you can get out of it could detach somebody’s retina or rupture an eardrum. To get opacity in the hologram images, you know, this thing uses a laser.”


			Idas shook his head. “I never played around with one long enough to find how it worked inside all the—”


			He reached out to touch the safer strings.


			“It sure is a nice-looking—”


			“Hello,” Katin said.


			The Mouse grunted and went on tuning drones.


			Katin sat down on the other side of the Mouse and watched for a few moments. “I just had a thought,” he said. “Nine times out of ten, when I just say ‘hello’ to someone in passing, or when the person I speak to is going off to do something else, I spend the next fifteen minutes or so rehearsing the incident, wondering whether my smile was taken for undue familiarity, or my sober expression improperly construed as coldness. I repeat the exchange to myself a dozen times, varying my tone of voice and trying to extrapolate the change this might cause in the other person’s reaction—”


			“Hey.” The Mouse looked up from his syrynx. “It’s all right. I like you. I was just busy is all.”


			“Oh.” Katin smiled; then the smile was pushed away by a frown. “You know, Mouse, I envy the captain. He’s got a mission. And his obsession precludes all that wondering about what other people think of him.”


			“I don’t go through all that like you described,” the Mouse said. “Much.”


			“I do.” Idas looked around. “Whenever I’m by myself, I do it all the—” and dropped his dark head to examine his knuckles.


			“It’s pretty fair of him to let us all have this time off and fly the ship with Lynceos,” Katin said.


			“Yeah,” said Idas. “I guess if—” and turned his hands over to follow the dark scribings on his palms.


			“Captain’s got too many things to worry about,” the Mouse said. “And he doesn’t want them. It doesn’t take anything to get across this part of the trip, so he’d just as soon have something to occupy his mind. That’s what I think.”


			“You think the captain has bad dreams?”


			“Maybe.” The Mouse struck cinnamon from his harp, but so strongly their noses and the backs of their mouths burned.


			Katin’s eyes teared.


			The Mouse shook his head and turned down the knob Idas had touched. “Sorry.”


			“Knight of . . .” Across the room Sebastian looked up from the game and wrinkled his nose. “. . . Swords.”


			Katin, the only one with legs long enough, tipped the water below the ramp with the toe of his sandal. Colored gravel shook; Katin took out his recorder and flipped the recording pip:


			“Novels were primarily about relationships.” He gazed at the distortions in the mosaic wall behind the leaves as he spoke. “Their popularity lay in that they belied the loneliness of the people who read them, people essentially hypnotized by the machinations of their own consciousness. The captain and Prince, for example, through their obsessions are totally related by—”


			The Mouse leaned over and spoke into the jeweled box: “The captain and Prince probably haven’t even seen each other face to face for ten years!”


			Katin, annoyed, clicked the recorder off. He considered a retort; found none. So he flipped it on again: “Remember that the society which allows this to happen is the society that has allowed the novel to become extinct. Bear in mind as you write that the subject of the novel is what happens between people’s faces when they talk to one another.” Off again.


			“Why are you writing this book?” the Mouse asked. “I mean what do you want to do with it?”


			“Why do you play your syrynx? I’m sure it’s for essentially the same reason.”


			“Only if I spent all that time just getting ready, I’d never play a thing; and that’s a hint.”


			“I begin to understand, Mouse. It’s not my aim, but my methods of achieving it which bug you, as it were.”


			“Katin, I do understand what you’re doing. You want to make something beautiful. But it don’t work that way. Sure, I had to practice a long time to be able to play this thing. But if you’re going to make something like that, it’s got to make people feel and thrill to the life around them, even if it’s only that one guy who goes looking for it in the Alkane’s cellar. It won’t make it if you don’t understand some of that feeling yourself.”


			“Mouse, you’re a fine, good, and beautiful person. You just happen to be wrong is all. Those beautiful forms you wield from your harp, I’ve looked at your face closely enough to know how much they’re impelled by terror.”


			The Mouse looked up and wrinkles scored his forehead.


			“I could sit and watch you play for hours. But they’re only momentary joys, Mouse. It’s only when all one knows of life is abstracted and used as an underlining statement of significant patterning that you have what is both beautiful and permanent. Yes, there is an area of myself I haven’t been able to tap for this work, one that flows and fountains in you, gushes from your fingers. But there’s a large part of you that’s playing to drown the sound of someone screaming in there.” He nodded to the Mouse’s scowl.


			The Mouse made his sound again.


			Katin shrugged.


			“I’d read your book,” Idas said.


			The Mouse and Katin looked up.


			“I’ve read a . . . well, some books—” He looked back at his hands.


			“You would?”


			Idas nodded. “In the Outer Colonies, people read books, even novels sometimes. Only there aren’t very . . . well, only old—” He looked up at the frame against the wall: Lynceos lay like an unborn ghost. The captain was in the other. He looked back with loss in his face. “It’s very different in the Outer Colonies than it is—” He gestured around the ship, indicating all of Draco. “Say, do you know the place we’re going well?”


			“Never been there,” Katin said.


			The Mouse shook his head.


			“I was wondering if you knew whether we could get hold of some—” He looked back down. “Never mind . . .”


			“You’d have to ask them,” Katin said, pointing to the cardplayers across the room. “It’s their home.”


			“Oh,” Idas said. “Yeah. I guess—” Then he pushed himself off the ramp, splashed into the water, waded onto the gravel, and walked, dripping, across the rug.


			Katin looked at the Mouse and shook his head.


			But the trail of water was completely absorbed in the blue piling.


			“Six of Swords.”


			“Five of Swords.”


			“Excuse me, do any of you know—”


			“Ten of Swords. My trick. Page of Cups.”


			“—on this world we’re going. Do you know if—”


			“The Tower.”


			(“I wish that card hadn’t come up reversed in the captain’s reading,” Katin whispered to the Mouse. “Believe me, it portends no good.”)


			“The Four of Cups.”


			“My trick. Nine of Wands.”


			“—we can get hold of—”


			“Seven of Wands.”


			“—any bliss?”


			“The Wheel of Fortune. My trick is.” Sebastian looked up. “Bliss?”


			


			The explorer who decided to name the outermost of the Dim, Dead Sister’s planets Elysium had indulged a poor joke. With all the planoforming devices available, it was still a frozen cinder ellipsing at trans-Plutonian distances from Her ghost-light, barren and uninhabited.


			Someone had once proposed the doubtful theory that all three of the remaining worlds were really moons that had been in the shadow of a gigantic planet when the catastrophe occurred, and thus escaped the fury that had annihilated their protector. Poor moon if moon you are, Katin thought as they swept by. You’ve done no better as a world. A lesson there in pretension.


			Once the explorer explored further, he regained his sense of proportion. His grin faltered at the middle world: he called it Dis.


			His fate suggests the agenbite of inwit come too late. Flaunting the gods even once reaped a classical reward. His ship crashed on the innermost planet. It remained unnamed, and to this day was referred to as the other world, without pomp, circumstance, or capital letters. It was not till a second explorer came that the other world suddenly disclosed a secret. Those great plains, which from a distance had been judged solidified slag, turned out to be oceans—of water, frozen. True, the top ten to a hundred feet was mixed with every sort of rubble and refuse. It was finally decided that the other world had once been entirely under two to twenty-five miles of water. Perhaps nineteen-twentieths had steamed into space when the Dim, Dead Sister went nova. This left a percentage of dry land just a little higher than Earth’s. The unbreathable atmosphere, the total lack of organic life, the sub-sub temperatures? Minor problems, compared to the gift of seas, and easily corrected. So humanity, in the early days of the Pleiades, encroached on the charred and frozen land. The other world’s oldest city—though not its biggest, for the commercial and economic shift over the past three hundred years had shifted the population—had been very carefully named: the City of Dreadful Night.


			And the Roc put down by the black blister of the City tipping the Devil’s Claw.


			


			“. . . of eighteen hours.” And that was the end of the info-voice.


			“Is this home enough for you?” the Mouse asked.


			Leo gazed across the field. “I never this world walked,” the fisherman sighed. Beyond, the sea of broken ice stretched toward the horizon. “But ‘great segmented and six-flippered nhars in schools across that sea move. The fishermen for them with harpoons long as five tall men together hunt.’ The Pleiades it is; home enough it is.” He smiled, and his frosted breath rose to dim his blue eyes.


			“This is your world, isn’t it, Sebastian?” Katin asked. “You must feel good coming home.”


			Sebastian pushed a dark wing away that beat before his eyes. “Still mine, but . . .” He looked around, shrugged. “I from Thule come. It a bigger city is; a quarter of the way around the other world it lies. From here very far is; and very different.” He looked up at the twilight sky. Sister was high, a bleary pearl behind a gun-colored sheath of cloud. “Very different.” He shook his head.


			“Our world, yes,” Tyÿ said. “But not our home at all.”


			The captain, a few steps before them, looked back when they spoke. “Look.” He pointed to the gate. Beneath the scar his face was fixed. “No dragon on his column coils. This home is. For you and you and you and me, this home is!”


			“Home enough,” Leo repeated. But his voice was guarded.


			They followed the captain out through the serpentless gates.


			The landscape held all the colors of burning:


			Copper: it oxidizes to a mottled, yellow-shot green.


			Iron: black and red ash.


			Sulfur: its oxide is an oozy, purplish brown.


			The colors smeared in from the dusty horizon, and were repeated in the walls and towers of the City. Once Lynceos shaded the silver fringe of his lashes to look at the sky where a swarm of shadows like mad, black leaves winked on the exhausted sun, capable of no more than evening, even at noon. He looked back at the creature on Sebastian’s shoulder that spread its wings now and rattled its leash. “And how does the gilly feel to be home?” He reached out to chuck the perched thing, only to jerk his white hand back from a dark claw. The twins looked at one another and laughed.


			They descended into the City of Dreadful Night.


			


			Halfway down, the Mouse began to walk backward up the escalator. “It’s . . . it’s not Earth.”


			“Huh?” Katin glided by, saw the Mouse, and began backtracking himself.


			“Look at it all down there, Katin. It isn’t the Solar System. It isn’t Draco.”


			“This trip is your first time away from Sol, isn’t it?”


			The Mouse nodded.


			“It won’t be too different.”


			“But just look at it, Katin.”


			“The City of Dreadful Night,” Katin mused. “All those lights. They’re probably afraid of the dark.”


			They stick-legged a moment more, gazing across the checkerboard: ornate gaming pieces, a huddle of kings, queens, and rooks towered above knights and pawns.


			“Come on,” the Mouse said.


			The twenty-meter blades of metal that made up the giant stair swept them down.


			“We better catch up with Captain.”


			


			The streets near the field were crowded with cheap rooming houses. Marquees arched the walkways, advertising dance halls and psychoramas. The Mouse looked through the transparent wall at people swimming in a recreation club. “It isn’t that different from Triton. Sixpence @sg? Prices are sure a hell of a lot lower, though.”


			Half the people on the streets were obviously crew or officers. The streets were crowded. The Mouse heard music. Some of it was from the open doors of bars.


			“Hey, Tyÿ.” The Mouse pointed to an awning. “Did you ever work in a place like that?”


			“In Thule, yes.”


			Expert Readings: the letters glittered, shrank, and expanded on the sign.


			“We stay in the City—”


			They turned to the Captain.


			“—five days.”


			“Are we going to put up on the ship?” the Mouse asked. “Or here in town where we can have some fun?”


			Take that scar. Band it with three close lines near the top: the captain’s forehead creased. “You all suspect the danger we’re in.” He swept his eyes over the buildings. “No. We’re not staying either here or on the ship.” He stepped into the wings of a communications booth. Not bothering to swing the panels shut, he passed his hand before the inductance plates. “This Lorq Von Ray is. Yorgos Setsumi?”


			“I if his advisory meeting over is will see.”


			“An android of him will do,” Lorq said. “Just a minor favor I want.”


			“He always to you in person, Mr. Von Ray, likes to talk. Just a moment, I he available is think.”


			A figure materialized in the viewing column. “Lorq, so long now you I have not seen. What for you can I do?”


			“Is anybody using Taafite on Gold for the next ten days?”


			“No. I’m in Thule now, and will be for the next month. I gather you’re in the City and need a place to stay?”


			Katin had already noted the captain’s slide between dialects.


			There were unrecordable similarities between the captain’s voice and this Setsumi’s that illuminated both. Katin recognized common eccentricities that began to define for him an upper-class Pleiades accent. He looked at Tyÿ and Sebastian to see if they responded to it. Only a small movement in the muscles around the eyes, but there. Katin looked back at the viewing column.


			“I have a party with me, Yorgy.”


			“Lorq, my houses are your houses. I hope you and your guests enjoy your stay.”


			“Thanks, Yorgy.” Lorq stepped from the booth.


			The crew looked among themselves.


			“There’s a possibility,” Lorq said, “that the next five days I spend on the other world will be the last I spend anywhere.” He searched intently for their reactions. As intently, they tried to hide them. “We might as well pass the time pleasantly. We this way go.”


			


			The mono crawled up the rail and flung them out across the City. “That Gold is?” Tyÿ asked Sebastian.


			The Mouse, beside them, pressed his face against the glass. “Where?”


			“There.” Sebastian pointed across the squares. Among the blocks, a molten river faulted the City.


			“Hey, just like on Triton,” the Mouse said. “Is the core of this planet melted by Illyrion too?”


			Sebastian shook his head. “The whole planet too big for that is. Only the space under each city. That crack Gold is called.”


			The Mouse watched the brittle, igneous outcroppings fall back along the bright fissure.


			“Mouse?”


			“Huh?” He looked up as Katin pulled out his recorder. “What do you want?”


			“Do something.”


			“What?”


			“I’m trying an experiment. Do something.”


			“What do you want me to do?”


			“Anything that comes into your head. Go on.”


			“Well . . .” The Mouse frowned. “All right.”


			The Mouse did.


			The twins, from the other end of the car, turned to stare.


			Tyÿ and Sebastian looked at the Mouse, then at one another, then back at the Mouse.


			“Characters,” said Katin into his recorder, “are fixed most vividly by their actions. The Mouse stepped back from the window, then swung his arm around and around. From his expression, I could tell he was both amused by my surprise at the violence of his action, at the same time curious if I were satisfied. He dropped his hands back on the window, breathing a little hard, and flexed his knuckles on the sill—”


			“Hey,” the Mouse said. “I just swung my arm. The panting, my knuckles . . . that wasn’t part—”


			“‘Hey,’ the Mouse said, hooking his thumb in the hole at the thigh of his pants. ‘I just swung my arm. The panting, my knuckles . . . that wasn’t part—’”


			“God damn!”


			“The Mouse unhooked his thumb, made a nervous fist, ejaculated, ‘God damn!’ then turned away in frustration. There are three types of actions: purposeful, habitual, and gratuitous. Characters, to be immediate and apprehensible, must be presented by all three.” Katin looked toward the front of the car.


			The captain gazed through the curving plate that lapped the roof. His yellow eyes fixed Her consumptive light that pulsed like fire-spots in a giant cinder. The light was so weak he did not squint at all.


			“I am confounded,” Katin admitted to his jeweled box, “nevertheless. The mirror of my observation turns and what first seemed gratuitous I see enough times to realize it is a habit. What I suspected as habit now seems part of a great design. While what I originally took as purpose explodes into gratuitousness. The mirror turns again, and the character I thought obsessed by purpose reveals his obsession is only a habit; his habits are gratuitously meaningless; while those actions I construed as gratuitous now reveal a most demonic end.”


			The yellow eyes had fallen from the tired star. Lorq’s face erupted about the scar at some antic from the Mouse that Katin had missed.


			Rage, Katin pondered. Rage. Yes, he is laughing. But how is anyone supposed to distinguish between laughter and rage in that face?


			But the others were laughing too.


			Yet some way, somehow, we do.


			


			“What’s the smoke?” the Mouse asked, stepping around the steaming grate in the cobbles.


			“It just the sewer grating is, I think,” Leo said. The fisherman looked at the fog winding up the pole that supported the brilliant, induced-fluorescence streetlight. At the ground the steam ballooned and sagged. Before the light it danced and quivered.


			“Taafite is just at the end of this street,” Lorq said.


			They walked up the hill past half a dozen gratings that steamed through the perpetual evening.


			“I guess Gold is right—”


			“—right behind that embankment there?”


			Lorq nodded to the twins.


			“What sort of a place is Taafite?” the Mouse asked.


			“A place where I can be comfortable.” Subtle agony played among the captain’s features. “And where I won’t have to be bothered with you.” Lorq made to cuff him, but the Mouse ducked. “We’re here.”


			The twelve-foot gate, with chunks of colored glass set in wrought iron, fell back when Lorq laid his hand to the plate.


			“It remembers me.”


			“Taafite isn’t yours?” Katin asked.


			“It belongs to an old school friend, Yorgos Setsumi, who owns Pleiades Mining. A dozen years ago I used it often. That’s when the lock was keyed to my hand. I’ve done the same for him with some of my houses. We don’t see each other much now but we used to be very close.”


			They entered Taafite’s garden.


			The flowers here were never meant to be seen in full light. The blossoms were purple, maroon, violet—colors of the evening. The mica-like scales of the spidery tilda glistened over the leafless branches. There was much low shrubbery, but all the taller plants were slim and sparse, to make as little shadow as possible.


			The front wall of Taafite itself was a curving shape of glass. For a long stretch there wasn’t any wall at all and house and garden merged. A sort of path led to a sort of flight of steps cut into the rock below what probably was the front door.


			When Lorq put his hand on the doorplate, lights began to flicker all through the house, above them in windows, far at the ends of corridors, reflected around corners, or shifting through a translucent wall, veined like violet jade, or panes of black-shot amber. Even under: a section of the floor was transparent and they could see lights coming on in rooms stories down.


			“Come in.”


			They followed the captain across the beige carpeting. Katin stepped ahead to examine a shelf of bronze statuettes. “Benin?” he asked the captain.


			“I believe so. Yorgos has a passion for thirteenth-century Nigeria.”


			When Katin turned to the opposite wall his eyes widened. “Now those can’t be the originals.” Then narrowed. “The Van Meegeren forgeries?”


			“No. I’m afraid those are just plain old copies.”


			Katin chuckled. “I’ve still got Dehay’s Under Sirius on the brain.”


			They continued down the hall.


			“I think there’s a bar in here.” Lorq turned into a doorway.


			The lights only came halfway up because of what was beyond the forty feet of glass opposite.


			Inside the room yellow lamps played on a pool of opalescent sand filled by siftings from the rock wall. Refreshments were already moving into the room on the rotary stage. On floating glass shelves sat pale statuettes. Benin bronzes in the hall; here were early Cycladic marbles, lucent and featureless.


			Outside the room was Gold.


			Down among brackish crags, lava flamed like day.


			The river of rock flowed by, swinging the crags’ shadows between the wooden beams of the ceiling.


			The Mouse stepped forward and said something without sound.


			Tyÿ and Sebastian narrowed their eyes.


			“Now isn’t that—”


			“—that something to look at!”


			The Mouse ran around the sand-pool, leaned against the glass with his hands by his face. Then he grinned back over his shoulder. “It’s like being right down in the middle of some Hell on Triton!”


			The thing on Sebastian’s shoulder dropped, flapping, to the floor and cowered behind its master as something in Gold exploded. Falling fire dropped light down their faces.


			“Which brew of the other world’s do you want to try first?” Lorq asked the twins as he surveyed bottles on the stage.


			“The one in the red bottle—”


			“—in the green bottle looks pretty good—”


			“—not as good as some of the stuff we got on Tubman—”


			“—I bet. On Tubman we got some stuff called bliss—”


			“—you know what it is bliss, Captain?”


			“No bliss.” Lorq held up the bottles, one in each hand. “Red or green. They’re both good.”


			“I could sure use some—”


			“—me too. But I guess he doesn’t have—”


			“—guess he doesn’t. So I’ll take—”


			“—red—”


			“—green.”


			“One of each. Coming up.”


			Tyÿ touched Sebastian’s arm.


			“What is?” Sebastian frowned.


			She pointed to the wall as one of the shelves floated away from a long painting.


			“The view from Thule down Ravine Dank is!” Sebastian seized Leo’s shoulder. “Look. That home is!”


			The fisherman looked up.


			“If you out the back window of the house where I was born look,” Sebastian said, “all that you see.”


			“Hey.” The Mouse reached up to tap Katin’s shoulder.


			Katin looked down from the sculpture he was examining at the Mouse’s dark face. “Huh?”


			“That stool over there. You remember that Vega Republic stuff you were talking about back on the ship?”


			“Yes.”


			“Is that stool one?”


			Katin smiled. “No. Everything here is all patterned on pre-starflight designs. This whole room is a pretty faithful replica of some elegant American mansion of the twenty-first or -second century.”


			The Mouse nodded. “Oh.”


			“The rich are always enamored of the ancient.”


			“I never been in a place like this before.” The Mouse looked about the room. “It’s something, huh?”


			“Yes. It is.”


			“Come get your poison,” Lorq called from the stage.


			“Mouse! Now you your syrynx play?” Leo brought over two mugs, pushed one into the Mouse’s hands, the other into Katin’s. “You play. Soon I down to the ice docks will go. Mouse, play for me.”


			“Play something that we can dance—”


			“—dance with us, Tyÿ. Sebastian—”


			“—Sebastian will you dance with us too?”


			The Mouse shucked his sack.


			Leo went over to get a mug for himself, came back, and sat down on the stool. The Mouse’s images were paled by Gold. But the music was ornamented with sharp, insistent quarter tones. It smelled like a party.


			On the floor, the Mouse balanced the body of the syrynx against his blackened, horny foot, tapped time with the toe of his boot, and rocked. His fingers flew. Light from Gold, from the fixtures about the room, from the Mouse’s syrynx, lashed the captain’s face to fury. Twenty minutes later he said, “Mouse, I’m going to steal you for a while.”


			The Mouse stopped playing. “What you want, Captain?”


			“Company. I’m going out.”


			The dancers’ faces fell.


			Lorq turned a dial on the stage. “I’ve had the sensory recorder running.” The music began again. And the ghostly visions of the Mouse’s syrynx cavorted once more, along with images of Tyÿ, Sebastian, and the twins dancing, the sound of their laughter—


			“Where are we going, Captain?” the Mouse asked. He put his syrynx down on the case.


			“I’ve been thinking. We need something here. I’m going to get some bliss.”


			“You mean you know—”


			“—where to get hold of some?”


			“The Pleiades is my home,” the Captain said. “We’ll be gone maybe an hour. Come on, Mouse.”


			“Hey, Mouse, will you leave your—”


			“—syrynx here with us—”


			“—now? It’ll be okay. We won’t—”


			“—won’t let anything happen to it.”


			With lips pulled thin, the Mouse looked from the twins to his instrument. “All right. You can play it. But watch out, huh?”


			He walked over to where Lorq stood at the door.


			Leo joined them. “Now it too time for me to go is.”


			Inside the Mouse, surprise opened like a wound over the inevitable. He blinked.


			“For the lift, Captain, I you thank.”


			They walked down the hall and through Taafite’s garden. Outside the gate, they stopped by a smoking grate. “For the ice docks down there you go.” Lorq pointed down the hill. “You the mono to the end of the line take.”


			Leo nodded. His blue eyes caught the Mouse’s dark ones, and puzzlement passed on his face. “Well, Mouse. Maybe someday again each other we’ll see, huh?”


			“Yeah,” the Mouse said. “Maybe.”


			Leo turned and walked down the fuming street, boot heel clicking.


			“Hey . . .” the Mouse called after a moment.


			Leo looked back.


			“Ashton Clark.”


			Leo grinned, then started again.


			“You know,” the Mouse said to Lorq, “I’ll probably never see him again in my life. Come on, Captain.”


			


			“Are we anywhere near the spacefield?” the Mouse asked. They came down the crowded steps of the monorail station.


			“Within walking distance. We’re about five miles down Gold from Taafite.”


			The spray trucks had recently been by. The wandering people were reflected on the wet pavement. A group of youngsters—two of the boys with bells around their necks—ran by an old man, laughing. He turned, followed them a few steps, hand out. Now he turned back and came toward the Mouse and Lorq.


			“An old guy with something, you help? Tomorrow, tomorrow into a job I plug. But tonight . . .”


			The Mouse looked back after the panhandler, but Lorq kept on.


			“What’s in there?” The Mouse pointed to a high arcade of lights. People clustered before the door on the shining street.


			“No bliss there.”


			They turned the corner.


			On the far side of the street, couples had stopped by a fence. Lorq crossed the street. “That’s the other end of Gold down there.”


			Below the ragged slope, bright rock wound into the night. One couple turned away hand in hand, with burnished faces.


			Flashing from his hair, hands, and shoulders, a man came up the walkway in a lamé vest. A tray of jewels hung around his neck. The couple stopped him. She bought a jewel from the vendor and, laughing, placed it on her boyfriend’s forehead. The sequined streamers from the central cluster of stones ran back and wound themselves in his long hair. They laughed up the wet street.


			Lorq and the Mouse reached the end of the fence. A crowd of uniformed Pleiades patrolmen came up the stone steps. Three girls ran up behind them, screaming. Five boys overtook them, and the screams turned to laughter. The Mouse looked back to see them cluster about the jewelry man.


			Lorq started down the steps.


			“What’s down there?” The Mouse hurried on behind.


			To the side of the broad steps, people drank at tables set beside the cafés cut into the rock wall.


			“You look like you know where you’re going, Captain.” The Mouse caught up with Lorq’s elbow. “Who is that?” He gazed after one stroller. Among the lightly clad people, she wore a heavy parka rimmed with fur.


			“She’s one of your ice-fishermen,” the captain told him. “Leo will be wearing one of them soon. They spend most of their time away from the heated part of the City.”


			“Where are we going?”


			“I think it was down this way.” They turned along a dim ledge. A few windows were cut in the rock. Blue light leaked from the shades. “These places change owners every couple of months, and I haven’t been in the City for five years. If we don’t find the place I’m looking for, we’ll find one that’ll do.”


			“What sort of place is it?”


			A woman shrieked. A door swung open. She staggered out. Another suddenly reached from the darkness, caught her by the arm, slapped her twice, and yanked her back. The door slammed on a second shriek. An old man—probably another ice-fisherman, from his furs—supported a younger man on his shoulder. “We you back to the room take. Your head up hold. All right it will be. To the room we you take.”


			The Mouse watched them stagger by. A couple had stopped back near the stone stairway. She was shaking her head. Finally he nodded, and they turned back.


			“The place I was thinking of, among other things, used to have a thriving business conning people to work in the mines in the Outer Colonies, then collecting a commission on each recruit. It was perfectly legal; there’re a lot of stupid people in the universe. But I’ve been a foreman in one of those mines and seen it from the other end. It’s not very pretty.” Lorq looked over a doorway. “Different name. Same place.”


			He started down the steps. The Mouse looked quickly behind him, then followed. They entered a long room with a plank bar by one wall. A few panels of multichrome gave out feeble color. “Same people too.”


			A man older than the Mouse, younger than Lorq, with stringy hair and dirty nails came up. “What can I do for you boys?”


			“What have you got to make us feel good?”


			He closed an eye. “Have a seat.”


			Dim figures passed and paused before the bar.


			Lorq and the Mouse slipped into a booth. The man pulled up a chair, reversed it, straddled it, and sat at the table’s head. “How good do you want to feel?”


			Lorq turned his hands palms up on the table.


			“Downstairs we have a—” the man glanced toward a doorway in the back where people moved in and out—“pathobath . . . ?”


			“What’s that?” the Mouse asked.


			“A place with crystal walls that reflect the color of your thoughts,” Lorq told him. “You leave your clothes at the door and float among columns of light on currents of glycerin. They heat it to body temperature, mask out all your senses. After a little while, deprived of contact with sensory reality, you go insane. Your own psychotic fantasies provide the floor show.” He looked back at the man. “I want something we can take with us.”


			Behind thin lips the man’s teeth came together sharply.


			On the stage at the end of the bar a naked girl stepped into the coral spotlight and began to chant a poem. Those sitting at the bar clapped in time.


			The man looked quickly back and forth between the captain and the Mouse.


			Lorq folded his hands. “Bliss.”


			The man’s eyebrows raised under the matted hair that fell down his forehead. “That’s what I thought.” His own hands came together. “Bliss.”


			The Mouse looked at the girl. Her skin was unnaturally shiny. Glycerin, the Mouse thought. Yeah, glycerin. He leaned against the stone wall, then quickly pulled away. Drops of water ran the cold rock. The Mouse rubbed his shoulder and looked back at the captain.


			“We’ll wait for it.”


			The man nodded. After a moment he said to the Mouse, “What do you and pretty-man do for a living?”


			“Crew on a . . . freighter.”


			The captain nodded just enough to communicate approval.


			“You know, there’s good work in the Outer Colonies. You ever thought about doing a hitch in the mines?”


			“I worked the mines for three years,” Lorq said.


			“Oh.” The man fell silent.


			After a moment, Lorq asked, “Are you going to send for the bliss?”


			“I already did.” A limp grin moved over his lips.


			At the bar the rhythmic clapping broke into applause as the girl finished her poem. She leaped from the stage, and ran across the floor toward them. The Mouse saw her take something quickly from one of the men at the bar. She hugged the man at the table with them. Their hands joined, and as she ran into the shadow, the Mouse saw the man’s hand fall on the table, the knuckles high with something underneath. Lorq placed his hand over the man’s, completely masking them.


			“Three pounds,” the man said, “@sg.”


			With his other hand Lorq put three bills on the table.


			The man pulled his hand away and picked them up.


			“Come on, Mouse. We’ve got what we want.” Lorq rose from the table and started across the room.


			The Mouse stepped after him. “Hey, Captain. That man didn’t speak the Pleiades way!”


			“In a place like this, they always speak your language, no matter what it is. That’s where their business comes from.”


			As they reached the door, the man suddenly hailed them once more. He nodded at Lorq. “Just wanted to remind you to come on back when you want some more. So long, beautiful.”


			“See you around, ugly.” Lorq pushed the door. In the cool night, he paused at the top of the steps, bent his head over his cupped hands and breathed deeply. “Here you go, Mouse.” He held his hands out. “Have a whiff on me.”


			“What am I supposed to do?”


			“Take a deep breath, hold it for a while, then let it go.”


			As the Mouse leaned down, a shadow fell that was not his own. The Mouse jumped.


			“All right. What you got?”


			The Mouse looked up at, and Lorq looked down at the patrolman.


			Lorq narrowed his eyes and opened his hands.


			The patrolman decided to ignore the Mouse and looked at Lorq. “Oh.” He moved his lower lip over his upper teeth. “Something dangerous it could have been. Something illegal, understand?”


			Lorq nodded. “It could have been.”


			“These places around here, you got to watch out.”


			Lorq nodded again.


			So did the patrolman. “Say, how about the law swinging out a little, you let?”


			The Mouse saw the smile the captain had not yet allowed out on his face. Lorq raised his hands to the patrolman. “Out yourself knock.”


			The patrolman bent, sucked a breath, stood. “Thanks,” and he turned into the dark.


			The Mouse watched him a moment, shook his head, shrugged, then gave the captain a cynical frown.


			He put his hands around Lorq’s, leaned over, emptied his lungs, then filled them. After he held his breath for nearly a minute, he exploded, “Now what’s supposed to happen?”


			“Don’t worry about it,” Lorq said. “It is.”


			They started back along the ledge past the blue windows.


			The Mouse looked at the river of bright rock. “You know,” he said after a while, “I wish I had my syrynx. I want to play.” They had almost reached the steps with the open cafés under the lights. There was the tinkling of amplified music. Someone at a table dropped a glass that broke on the stone, and the sound disappeared under an onslaught of applause. The Mouse looked at his hands. “This stuff makes my fingers itchy.” They started up the steps. “When I was a kid back on Earth, in Athens, there was a street like this. Odós Mnisicléous—it ran right up through the Plaka. I worked at a couple of places in the Plaka, you know? The Golden Prison, the ‘O kai ‘H. And you climb the stairs up from Adrianou, and way above is the back porch of the Erechtheum in a spotlight over the Acropolis wall at the top of the hill. And people at the tables on the sides of the street, they break their plates, see, and laugh. You ever been in the Plaka in Athens, Captain?”


			“Once, a long time ago,” Lorq said. “I was just about your age now. It was only for an evening though.”


			“Then you don’t know the little neighborhood above it. Not if you were just there for one evening.” The Mouse’s hoarse whisper gained momentum. “You keep going up that street of stone steps till all the nightclubs give out and there’s nothing but dirt and grass and gravel, but you keep going, with the ruins still poking over that wall. Then you come to this place called Anaphiotika. That means ‘Little Anaphi,’ see? Anaphi was an island that was almost destroyed by an earthquake, a long time ago. And they got little stone houses, right in the side of the mountain, and streets eighteen inches wide with steps so steep it’s like climbing a ladder. I knew a guy who had a house there. And after I got finished work, I’d get some girls. And some wine. Even when I was a kid, I could get girls—” The Mouse snapped his fingers. “You climb up to his roof by a rusty spiral stair outside the front door, chase the cats off. Then we’d play and drink wine and watch the city spread all down the mountain like a carpet of lights, and then up the other mountain with the little monastery like a splinter of bone at the top. Once we played too loud and the old lady in the house above us threw a pitcher at us. But we laughed at her and yelled back and made her get up and come down for a glass of wine. And already the sky was getting gray behind the mountains, behind the monastery. I liked that, Captain. And I like this too. I can play much better than I could back then. That’s because I play a lot. I want to play the things I can see around me. But there’s so much around me I can see that you can’t. And I have to play that too. Just because you can’t touch it, doesn’t mean you can’t smell and see and hear it. I walk down one world and up another, and I like what I see in all of them. You know the curve of your hand in the hand of someone more important to you than anybody? That’s the spirals of the galaxy locked in one another. You know the curve of your hand when the other hand is gone and you’re trying to remember how it felt? There is no other curve like that. I want to play them against each other. Katin says I’m scared. I am, Captain. Of everything around me. So whatever I see, I press against my eyeballs, stick my fingers and tongue in it. I like today; that means I have to live scared. Because today is scary. But at least I’m not afraid of being frightened. Katin, he’s all mixed up with the past. Sure, the past is what makes now like now makes tomorrow. Captain, there’s a river crashing by us. But we can only go down to drink one place, and it’s called ‘now.’ I play my syrynx, see, and it’s like an invitation for everybody to come down and drink. When I play I want everybody to applaud. ’Cause when I play I’m up there, see, with the tightrope walkers, balancing on that blazing rim of crazy where my mind still works. I dance in the fire. When I play, I lead all the other dancers where you, and you”—the Mouse pointed at people passing—“and him and her, can’t get without my help. Captain, back three years ago, when I was fifteen in Athens, I remember one morning up on that roof. I was leaning on the frame of the grape arbor with shiny grape leaves on my cheek and the lights of the city going out under the dawn, and the dancing had stopped, and two of the girls were making out in a red blanket back under the iron table. And suddenly I asked myself, ‘What am I doing here?’ Then I asked it again: ‘What am I doing here?’ Then it got like a tune caught in my head, playing through again and again. I was scared, Captain. I was excited and happy and scared to death, and I bet I was grinning wide as I’m grinning now. That’s how I run, Captain. I haven’t got the voice to sing or shout it. But I play my harp, don’t I? And what am I doing now, Captain? Climbing another street of stone steps worlds away, dawn then, night now, happy and scared as the devil. What am I doing here? Yeah! What am I doing—?”


			“You’re rapping, Mouse.” Lorq let go of the post at the top of the steps. “Let’s get back to Taafite.”


			“Oh, yeah. Sure, Captain.” The Mouse suddenly looked into the ruined face. The captain looked down at him. Deep among the broken lines and lights, the Mouse saw humor and compassion. He laughed. “I wish I had my syrynx now. I’d play your eyes out of your head. I’d turn your nose inside out from both nostrils, and you’d be twice as ugly as you are now, Captain!” Then he looked across the street: at once wet pavement and people and lights and reflections kaleidoscoped behind amazing tears. “I wish I had my syrynx,” the Mouse whispered again, “had it with me . . . now.”


			They headed back to the monorail station.


			


			“Eating, sleeping, current wages: how would I explain the present concept of these three to somebody from, say, the twenty-third century?”


			Katin sat at the edge of the party watching the dancers, himself among them, laughing before Gold. Now and then he bent over his recorder.


			“The way we handle these processes would be totally beyond the comprehension of someone from seven hundred years ago, even though he understood intravenous feeding and nutrition concentrates. Still he would have nowhere near the informational equipment to understand how everyone in this society, except the very, very rich, or the very, very poor take their daily nourishment. Half the process would seem completely incomprehensible—the other half, disgusting. Odd that drinking has remained the same. At the same period of time these changes took place—bless Ashton Clark—the novel more or less died. I wonder if there’s a connection. Since I have chosen this archaic art form, must I consider my audience the people who will read it tomorrow, or should I address it to yesterday? Past or future, if I left those elements out of the narrative, it might serve to give the work more momentum.”


			The sensory recorder had been left on to record and re­record so that the room was crowded with multiple dancers and the ghosts of dancers. Idas played a counterpoint of sounds and images on the Mouse’s syrynx. Conversations, real and recorded, filled the room.


			“Though all these dance around me now, I make my art for a mythological audience of one. Under what other circumstances can I hope to communicate?”


			Tyÿ stepped from among Tyÿs and Sebastians. “Katin, the doorlight flashing is.”


			Katin flipped off his recorder. “The Mouse and Captain must be back. Don’t bother, Tyÿ. I’ll let them in.” Katin stepped out of the room and hurried down the hall.


			“Hey, Captain—” Katin swung the door back—“the party’s going—” He dropped his hand from the knob. His heart pounded twice in his throat, then might as well have stopped. He stepped back from the door.


			“I gather you recognize myself and my sister . . . ? I won’t bother with introductions, then. May we come in?”


			Katin’s mouth started working toward some word.


			“We know he’s not here. We’ll wait.”


			


			The iron gate with its chunk-glass ornamentation closed on a scarf of steam. Lorq looked about the plants in silhouette against Taafite’s amber.


			“Hope they still have a party going,” the Mouse said. “To go all this way and find them curled up in the corner asleep!”


			“Bliss’ll wake them up.” As Lorq mounted the rocks, he took his hands from his pockets. A breeze pushed beneath the flaps of his vest, cooled the spaces between his fingers. He palmed the circle of the doorplate. The door swung in. Lorq stepped inside. “Doesn’t sound like they’ve passed out.”


			The Mouse grinned and hopped toward the living room.


			The party had been recorded, rerecorded, and rerecorded again. Multiple melodies flailed a dozen dancing Tyÿs to different rhythms. Twins before were duodecuplets now. Sebastian, Sebastian, and Sebastian, at various stages of inebriation, poured drinks of red, blue, green.


			Lorq stepped in behind the Mouse. “Lynceos, Idas! We got your—I can’t tell which is which. Quiet a minute!” He slapped at the wall switch of the sensory recorder—


			From the edge of the sand-pool the twins looked up; white hands fell apart; black came together.


			Tyÿ sat at Sebastian’s feet, hugging her knees: gray eyes flashed under beating lids.


			Katin’s Adam’s apple bounded in his long neck.


			And Prince and Ruby turned from contemplating Gold. “We seem to have put a damper on the gathering. Ruby suggested they just go on and forget us, but . . .” He shrugged. “I’m glad we meet here. Yorgy was reluctant to tell me where you were. He’s a good friend to you. But not so good as I am an enemy.” The black vinyl vest hung loose on his bone-white chest. Ridged ribs scored it sharply. Black pants, black boots. Around his upper arm at the top of his black glove: white fur.


			A hand slapped Lorq’s sternum, slapped it again, again. The hand was inside. “You’ve threatened me a great deal, and interestingly. How are you going to carry it out?” Bearing Lorq’s fear was a net of exaltation.


			As Prince stepped forward, a wing of Sebastian’s pet brushed his calf. “Please . . .” Prince glanced down at the creature. At the sand-pool he stopped, stooped between the twins, scooped his false hand into the sand, and made a fist. “Ahhhh . . .” His breath, even with parted lips, hissed. He stood now, opened his fingers.


			Dull glass fell smoking to the rug. Idas pulled his feet back sharply. Lynceos just blinked faster.


			“How does that answer my question?”


			“Consider it a demonstration of my love of strength and beauty. Do you see?” He kicked the shards of hot glass across the rug. “Bah! Too many impurities to rival Murano. I came here—”


			“To kill me?”


			“To reason.”


			“What did you bring beside reasons?”


			“My right hand. I know you have no weapons. I trust my own. We are both playing this one by ear, Lorq. Ashton Clark has set the rules.”


			“Prince, what are you trying to do?”


			“Keep things as they are.”


			“Stasis is death.”


			“But less destructive than your insane movements.”


			“I am a pirate, remember?”


			“You’re fast on your way to becoming the greatest criminal of the millennium.”


			“Are you about to tell me something I don’t know?”


			“I sincerely hope not. For our sake here, for the sake of worlds around us . . .” Then Prince laughed. “By every logical extension of argument, Lorq, I’m right as far as this battle goes. Has that occurred to you?”


			Lorq narrowed his eyes.


			“I know you want Illyrion,” Prince continued. “The only reason you want it is to upset the balance of power; otherwise, it wouldn’t be worth it to you. Do you know what will happen?”


			Lorq set his mouth. “I’ll tell you: it will ruin the economy of the Outer Colonies. There will be a whole wave of workers to relocate. They’ll swarm in. The empire will come as close to war as it’s been since the suppression of Vega. When a company like Red-shift Limited reaches stasis in this culture, that’s tantamount to destruction. That should kill as much work for as many people in Draco as the destruction of my companies would mean in the Pleiades. Does that begin your argument well?”


			“Lorq, you are incorrigible!”


			“Are you relieved that I’ve thought it through?”


			“I’m appalled.”


			“Here’s another argument you can use, Prince: you’re fighting not only for Draco, but for the economic stability of the Outer Colonies as well. If I win, a third of the galaxy moves forward and two-thirds falls behind. If you win, two-thirds of the galaxy maintains its present standards and one-third falls.”


			Prince nodded. “Now, demolish me with your logic.”


			“I must survive.”


			Prince waited. He frowned. The frown parted with puzzled laughter. “That’s all you can say?”


			“Why should I bother to tell you that the workers can be relocated in spite of the difficulty? That there will be no war because there are enough worlds and food for them—if it is properly distributed, Prince? And that the increase in Illyrion will create enough new projects to absorb these people?”


			Prince’s black brows arched. “That much Illyrion?”


			Lorq nodded. “That much.”


			By the great window, Ruby picked up the ugly lumps of glass. She examined them, seeming unconscious of the conversation. But Prince held out his hand. Immediately, she placed them on his palm. She was following their words closely.


			“I wonder,” Prince said, looking at the fragments, “if this will work.” His fingers closed. “Do you insist on reopening this feud between us?”


			“You’re a fool, Prince. The forces that have pried up the old hostilities were moving about us when we were children. Why pretend here that these parameters mark our field?”


			Prince’s fist began to quiver. His hand opened. Bright crystals were shot with internal blue light. “Heptodyne quartz. Are you familiar with it? Mild pressure on impure glass will often produce—I say ‘mild.’ That’s a geologically relative term, of course.”


			“You’re threatening me again. Go away—now. Or you’ll have to kill me.”


			“You don’t want me to go. We’re trying to maneuver a single combat here to decide which worlds fall where.” Prince hefted the crystals. “I could put one of these quite accurately through your skull.” He turned his hand over; again shards fell on the floor. “I’m not a fool, Lorq. I’m a juggler. I want to keep all our worlds spinning about my ears.” He bowed and stepped back. Again his foot brushed the beast.


			Sebastian’s pet yanked at its chain. Sails cracked the air, jerked its master’s arm back and forth—


			“Down! Down, now you go . . . !”


			—the chain pulled from Sebastian’s hand. It rose, swept back and forth beneath the ceiling. Then it dove at Ruby.


			She whirled her arms around her head. Prince dodged at her, ducked beneath the wings. His gloved hand struck up.


			It squealed, flapped back. Prince whipped his hand again at the black body. It shook in the air, collapsed.


			Tyÿ cried out, ran to the beast, which flapped weakly on its back, and pulled it away. Sebastian rose from his stool with knotted fists. Then he dropped to his knees to minister to his injured pet.


			Prince turned his black hand over. Wet purple blotched the nap. “That was the creature that attacked you on the Esclaros, wasn’t it?”


			Ruby stood up, still silent, and pushed dark hair from her shoulder. Her dress was white, rimmed at hem, collar, and sleeve with black. She touched her satin bodice where bangles of blood had dropped.


			Prince regarded the mewing thing between Tyÿ and Sebastian. “That almost settles the score, Ruby.” He rubbed his hands—flesh and bloody black—and frowned at his smeared fingers. “Lorq, you asked me a question: When am I going to make good my threats? Some time within the next six minutes. But we have a sun to settle between us. Those rumors you mentioned to Ruby have reached us. The protective gauze the Great White Bitch of the North, your Aunt Cyana, drapes about herself, is most effective. It fell the moment you left her office. But we’ve listened at other keyholes; and we heard news of a sun about to go nova. It, or suns like it, have apparently been the center of your interest for some time.” His blue eyes rose from his stained palm. “Illyrion. I don’t see the connection. No matter. Aaron’s men are working on it.”


			Tension rode like pain between Lorq’s hips and in the small of his back. “You are preparing for something. Go on. Do it.”


			“I must figure out how. With my bare hand, I think . . . no.” His brows arched. He held up his dark fist. “No, this one. I respect your attempt to justify yourself to me. But how do you justify yourself to them?” With bloody fingers he gestured at the crew.


			“Ashton Clark would side with you, Prince. So would justice. I’m not here because I willed a situation. I’m only struggling to solve it. The reason I must fight you is that I think I can win. There’s only that one. You’re for stasis. I’m for movement. Things move. There’s no ethic there.” Lorq looked at the twins. “Lynceos? Idas?”


			The black face looked up; the white, down.


			“Do you know what you risk in this contest?”


			One looking at him, one looking away, they nodded.


			“Do you want to sign off the Roc?”


			“No, Captain, we—”


			“—I mean, even if it all—”


			“—all changes, on Tubman—”


			“—in the Outer Colonies, maybe—”


			“—maybe Tobias will leave there—”


			“—and join us here.”


			Lorq laughed. “I think Prince would take you with him—if you wanted.”


			“Tarred and feathered,” Prince said. “Etiolated and denigrated. You’ve lived out your own myths. Damn you, Lorq.”


			Ruby stepped forward. “You!” she said to the twins. Both looked at her. “Do you really know what happens if you help Captain Von Ray and he succeeds?”


			“He may win—” Lynceos finally looked away, silver lashes quivering.


			Idas moved closer to shield his brother. “—or he may not.”


			“What do they say about our cultural solidarity?” from Lorq. “It’s not the world you thought it was, Prince.”


			Ruby turned sharply. “Does the evidence say it’s yours?” Without waiting for answer, she turned to Gold. “Look at it, Lorq.”


			“I’m looking. What do you see, Ruby?”


			“You—you and Prince—want to control the internal flames that run worlds against the night. There, the fire has broken out. It’s scarred this world, this city, the way Prince scarred you.”


			“To bear such a scar,” Prince (Lorq felt his jaw stiffen; muscles bunched at temple and forehead) said slowly, “you may have to be greater than I.”


			“To bear it I have to hate you.”


			Prince smiled.


			The Mouse, Lorq saw from the corner of his eye, had backed against the doorjamb, both hands behind him. Slack lips had fallen from white teeth; white encircled both pupils.


			“Hate is a habit. We have hated each other a long time, Lorq. I think I’ll finish it now.” Prince’s fingers flexed. “Do you remember how it started?”


			“On São Orini? I remember you were as spoiled and vicious then as you—”


			“Us?” Prince’s eyebrows arched again. “Vicious? Ah, but you were blatantly cruel. And I’ve never forgiven you for it.”


			“For making fun of your hand—”


			“Did you? Odd, I don’t remember. Insults of that nature, as you know, I rarely forget. But no. I’m talking about that barbaric exhibition you took us to in the jungle. Beasts; and we couldn’t even see the ones in the pit. All of them, hanging over the edge, sweating, shouting, drunk, and . . . bestial. And Aaron was one of them. I remember him to this day, his forehead glistening, his hair straggling, face contorted in a grisly shout, shaking his fist.” Prince closed his velvet fingers. “Yes, his fist. That was the first time I saw my father like that. It terrified me. We’ve seen him like that many times since, haven’t we, Ruby?” He glanced at his sister. “There was the De Targo merger when he came out of the boardroom that evening . . . or the Anti-Flamina scandal seven years ago . . . Aaron is a charming, cultured, and utterly vicious man. You were the first person to show me that viciousness naked in his face. I could never forgive you for that, Lorq. This scheme of yours, whatever it is, with this ridiculous sun: I have to stop it. I have to stop the Von Ray madness.” Prince stepped forward. “If the Pleiades Federation crashes when you crash, it is only so that Draco live—”


			Sebastian rushed him.


			It came that suddenly, surprised all equally.


			Prince dropped to one knee. His hand fell on the quartz lumps; they shattered with blue fire. As Sebastian struck at him, Prince whipped one of the fragments through the air: thwik. It sank in the cyborg stud’s hairy arm. Sebastian roared, staggered backward. Prince’s hand swept again over the bright, broken crystals.


			. . . thwik, thwik, and thwik.


			Blood dribbled from two spots on Sebastian’s stomach, one on his thigh. Lynceos lunged from the pool edge. “Hey, you can’t—”


			“—yes he can!” Idas grappled his brother; white fingers tried and failed to tear the black bar from his chest. Sebastian fell.


			Thwik . . . 


			Tyÿ shrieked and dropped to his side, grabbing at his bleeding face and rocking above him.


			. . . thwik, thwik.


			He arched his back, gasping. The wounds on his thigh and cheek, and two on his chest flickered.


			Prince stood. “Now, I’m going to kill you!” He stepped over Sebastian’s feet as the stud’s heels gouged the carpet. “Does that answer your question?”


			It came up from somewhere deep below Lorq’s gut, moored among yesterdays. Bliss made his awareness of its shape and outline precise and luminous. Something inside him shook. From the hammock of his pelvis it clawed into his belly, vaulted his chest and wove wildly, erupted from his face. Lorq bellowed. In the sharp peripheral awareness of the drug, he saw the Mouse’s syrynx where it had been left on the stage. He snatched it up—


			“No, Captain!”


			—as Prince lunged. Lorq ducked with the instrument against his chest. He twisted the intensity knob.


			The edge of Prince’s hand shattered the doorjamb (where a moment before the Mouse had leaned). Splinters split four and five feet up the shaft.


			“Captain, that’s my . . . !”


			The Mouse leaped, and Lorq struck him with his flat hand. The Mouse staggered backward and fell in the sand-pool.


			Lorq dodged sideways and whirled to face the door as Prince, still smiling, stepped away.


			Then Lorq struck the tuning haft.


			A flash.


			It was reflection from Prince’s vest; the beam was tight. Prince flung his hand up to his eyes. Then he shook his head, blinking.


			Lorq struck the syrynx again.


			Prince clutched his eyes, stepped back, and screeched.


			Lorq’s fingers tore at the sound-projection strings. Though the beam was directional, the echo roared about the room, drowning the scream. Lorq’s head jarred under the sound. But he beat the sounding board again. And again. With each sweep of his hand, Prince reeled back. He tripped on Sebastian’s feet, but did not fall. And again. Lorq’s own head ached. That part of his mind still aloof from the rage thought: his middle ear must have ruptured. . . . Then the rage climbed higher in his brain. There was no part of him separate from it.


			And again.


			Prince’s arms flailed about his head. His ungloved hand struck one of the suspended shelves. A statuette fell.


			Furious, Lorq smashed at the olfactory plate.


			An acrid stench burned his own nostrils, seared the roof of his nasal cavity so that his eyes teared.


			Prince screamed, staggered. His gloved fist hit the plate glass. The wall cracked from floor to ceiling.


			With blurred and burning eyes, Lorq stalked him.


			Now Prince struck both fists against the glass. Glass exploded. Fragments rang on the floor and the rock.


			“No!” from Ruby. Her hands were over her face.


			Prince lurched outside.


			Heat slapped at Lorq’s face. But he followed.


			Prince wove and stumbled down toward the glow of Gold. Lorq crab-walked the jagged slope.


			And struck.


			Light whipped Prince. He must have regained some of his vision, because he clawed at his eyes again. He went down on one knee.


			Lorq staggered. His shoulder scraped hot rock. He was already slicked with sweat. It trickled his forehead, banked in his eyebrows, poured through at the scar. He took six steps. With each he struck light more vivid than noon, sound louder than the lava’s roar, odor sharper than the sulfur fumes that rasped his throat. His rage was real and red and brighter than Gold. “Vermin . . . Devil . . . Dirt!”


			Prince fell just as Lorq reached him. His bare hand leaped about the scalding stone. His head came up. His arms and face had been cut by falling glass. His mouth opened and closed like that of a fish. His blind eyes blinked and wrinkled and opened again.


			Lorq swung his foot back, smashed at the gasping face. . . . 


			And it was spent.


			Lorq sucked hot gas. His eyes raged with heat. He turned, arms slipping against his sides. The ground tilted suddenly. The black crust opened and heat struck him back. Lorq staggered up between the pitted crags. The lights of Taafite quivered behind shaking veils. He shook his head. His thoughts reeled about the burning cage of bone. He was coughing; the sound was a distant bellow. And he had dropped the syrynx . . .


			. . . she cleared between the jagged edges.


			Cool touched his face, seeped into his lungs. Lorq pulled himself erect. She stared at him. Ruby’s lips fluttered before no word. Lorq stepped toward her.


			She raised her hand (he thought she was going to strike him. And he did not care) to touch his corded neck.


			Her throat quivered.


			Lorq looked over her face, her hair, twisted about a silver comb. In the flicker of Gold her skin was the color of a velvet nut-hull. Her eyes were kohled wide over prominent cheekbones. But her magnificence was in the slight tilt of her chin, the expression on her copper mouth, caught between a terrifying smile and resignation to something ineffably sad; in the curve of her fingers against his neck.


			Her face loomed against his. Warm lips struck his own, became moist. On the back of his arm, still the warmth of her fingers, the cool of her ring. Her hand slid.


			Then, behind them, Prince screamed.


			Ruby jerked away, snarling. Her nails raked his shoulder. She fled past him down the rock.


			Lorq did not even watch her. Exhaustion held him in the flow. He stalked through the fragments of glass. He glared about at the crew. “Come on, God damn it! Get out of here!”


			Beneath the knotted cable of flesh, the muscles rode like chains. Behind loose vest laces, at each breath red hair jerked up and down with his gleaming belly.


			“Go on now!”


			“Captain, what happened to my—?”


			But Lorq had started toward the door.


			The Mouse looked wildly from the captain to flaming Gold. He dashed across the room and ducked out the broken glass.


			Out in the garden, Lorq was about to close the gate when the Mouse slipped through behind the twins, syrynx clutched under one arm, sack under the other.


			“Back to the Roc,” Lorq was saying. “We get off this world!”


			Tyÿ supported the injured pet on one shoulder and Sebastian against the other. Katin tried to help her, but Sebastian was too short for Katin really to assist the weak, glittering stud. At last Katin stuck his hands under his belt.


			Mist twisted beneath the streetlights as they hurried along the cobbles through the City of Dreadful Night.


			


			“Page of Cups.”


			“Queen of Cups.”


			“The Chariot. My trick is. Nine of Wands.”


			“Knight of Wands.”


			“Ace of Wands. The trick to the dummy-hand goes.”


			Take-off had gone smoothly. Now Lorq and Idas flew the ship; the rest of the crew sat around the commons.


			From the ramp Katin watched Tyÿ and Sebastian play a two-handed game of cards. “Parsifal—the pitied fool—having forsaken the Minor Arcana, must work his way through the remaining twenty-one cards of the Major. He is shown at the edge of a cliff. A white cat tears the seat of his pants. One is unable to tell if he will fall or fly away. But later in the series, we have an indication in the card called the Hermit: an old man with a staff and a lantern, on that same cliff, looks sadly down the rocks—”


			“What the hell are you talking about?” the Mouse asked. He kept running his finger over a scar on the polished rosewood. “Don’t tell me. Those damned Tarot cards—”


			“I’m talking about quests, Mouse. I’m beginning to think my novel might be some sort of quest story.” He raised his recorder again. “Consider the archetype of the Grail. Oddly unsettling that no writer who has attacked the Grail legend in its naked entirety has lived to complete the work. Malory, Tennyson, and Wagner, responsible for the most popular versions, distorted the basic material so greatly that the mythical structure of their versions is either unrecognizable or useless—perhaps the reason they escaped the jinx. But all true Grail tellings, Chrétien de Troyes’ Conte del Graal in the twelfth century, Robert de Boron’s Grail cycle in the thirteenth century, Wolfram von Esch­enbach’s Parzival, or Spenser’s Faerie Queene in the sixteenth, were all incomplete at their authors’ death. In the late nineteenth century I believe an American, Richard Hovey, began a cycle of eleven Grail plays and died before number five was finished. Similarly, Lewis Carroll’s friend George MacDonald left incomplete his Origins of the Legend of the Holy Grail. The same with Charles Williams’ cycle of poems Taliesin Through Logres. And a century later—”


			“Will you shut up! I swear, Katin, if I did all the brain-hacking you did, I’d go nuts!”


			Katin sighed, and flipped off his recorder. “Ah, Mouse, I’d go nuts if I did as little as you.”


			The Mouse put the instrument back in his sack, crossed his arms on the top, and leaned his chin on the back of his hands.


			“Oh, come on, Mouse. See, I’ve stopped babbling. Don’t be glum. What are you so down about?”


			“My syrynx . . .”


			“So you got a scratch on it. But you’ve been over it a dozen times, and you said it won’t hurt the way it plays.”


			“Not the instrument.” The Mouse’s forehead wrinkled. “What the captain did with . . .” He shook his head at the memory.


			“Oh.”


			“And not even that.” The Mouse sat up.


			“What then?”


			Again the Mouse shook his head. “When I ran out through the cracked glass to get it . . .”


			Katin nodded.


			“The heat was incredible out there. Three steps and I didn’t think I was going to make it. Then I saw where Captain had dropped it, halfway down the slope. So I squinched my eyes and kept going. I thought my foot would burn off, and I must have got halfway there hopping. Anyway, when I got it, I picked it up, and . . . I saw them.”


			“Prince and Ruby?”


			“She was trying to drag him back up the rocks. She stopped when she saw me. And I was scared.” He looked up from his hands. His fingers were clenched. Nails cut the dark palms. “I turned the syrynx on her, light, sound, and smell all at once—hard! Captain doesn’t know how to make a syrynx do what he wants. I do. She was blind, Katin. And I probably busted both her eardrums. The laser was on such a tight beam her hair caught fire, then her dress—”


			“Oh, Mouse . . .”


			“I was scared, Katin! After all that with Captain and them. But, Katin . . .” The whisper snagged on all sorts of junk in the Mouse’s throat. “It’s no good to be that scared . . .”


			“Queen of Swords.”


			“King of Swords.”


			“The Lovers. My trick is. Ace of Swords—”


			“Tyÿ, come in and relieve Idas for a while.” Von Ray’s voice came through the loudspeaker.


			“Yes, sir. Three of Swords from the dummy comes. The Empress from me. My trick is.” She closed the cards and left the table for her projection chamber.


			Sebastian stretched. “Hey, Mouse?”


			Chapter Seven


			


			“WHAT?”


			Sebastian walked across the blue rug, kneading his forearm. The ship’s medico-unit had fixed his broken elbow in forty-five seconds, having taken somewhat less time over the smaller, brighter wounds. (It had blinked a few odd-colored lights when the dark thing with a collapsed lung and three torn rib cartilages was presented to it. But Tyÿ had fiddled with the programming till the unit hummed efficiently over the beast.) The creature waddled now behind its master, ominous and happy. “Mouse, why you not the ship’s med your throat let fix?” He swung his arm. “It a good job would do.”


			“Can’t. Couple of times they tried when I was a kid. Back when I got my plugs they gave it a go.” The Mouse shrugged.


			Sebastian frowned. “Not very serious now it sounds.”


			“It isn’t,” the Mouse said. “It doesn’t bother me. They just can’t fix it. Something about neurological con-something-or-other.”


			“What that is?”


			The Mouse turned up his palms and looked blank.


			“Neurological congruency,” Katin said. “Your unattached vocal cords must be a neurologically congruent birth defect.”


			“Yeah, that’s what they said.”


			“Two types of birth defects,” Katin explained. “In both, some part of the body, internal or external, is deformed, atrophied, or just put together wrong.”


			“My vocal cords are all there.”


			“But at the base of the brain there’s a small nerve cluster which, if you see it in cross section, looks more or less like a template of a human being. If this template is complete, then the brain has the nervous equipment to handle a complete body. Very rarely the template contains the same deformity as the body, as in the Mouse’s case. Even if the physical difficulty is corrected, there are no nerve connections within the brain to manipulate the physically corrected part.”


			“That must be what’s wrong with Prince’s arm,” the Mouse said. “If it had been torn off in an accident or something, they could graft a new one on, connect up the veins and nerves and everything and have it just like new.”


			“Oh,” Sebastian said.


			Lynceos came down the ramp. White fingers massaged the ivory clubs of his wrists. “Captain’s really doing some fancy flying—”


			Idas came to the rim of the pool. “This star he’s going to, where is—?”


			“—its coordinates put it at the tip of the inner arm—”


			“—in the Outer Colonies then—”


			“—beyond even the Far Out Colonies.”


			“That a lot of flying is,” Sebastian said. “And Captain all the way himself will fly.”


			“The captain has a lot of things to think about,” Katin suggested.


			The Mouse slipped his strap over his shoulder. “A lot of things he doesn’t want to think about too. Hey, Katin, how about that game of chess?”


			“Spot you a rook,” Katin said. “Let’s keep it fair.”


			They settled to the gaming board.


			Three games later Von Ray’s voice came through the commons. “Everyone report to his projection chamber. There’s some tricky crosscurrents coming up.”


			The Mouse and Katin pushed up from their bubble chairs. Katin loped toward the little door behind the serpentine staircase. The Mouse hurried across the rug, up the three steps. The mirrored panel slid into the wall. He stepped over a tool box, a coil of cable, three discarded frozen-coil memory bars—melting, they had stained the plates with salt where the puddle had dried—and sat on the couch. He shook out the cables and plugged them in.


			Olga winked solicitously above, around, and beneath him.


			


			Crosscurrents: red and silver sequins flung in handfuls. The captain wielded them against the stream.


			“You must have been quite a racer, Captain,” commented Katin. “What kind of yacht did you fly? We had a racing club at school that leased three yachts. I thought of going out for it one term.”


			“Shut up and hold your vane steady.”


			Here, down the galaxy’s spiral, there were fewer stars. Gravi­metric shifts gentled here. Flight at galactic center, with its more condensed flux, yielded a dozen conflicting frequencies to work with. Here, a captain had to pick at the trail wisps of ionic inflections.


			“Where are we going, anyway?” the Mouse asked.


			Lorq pointed coordinates on the static matrix and the Mouse read them against matrix movable.


			Where was the star?


			Take concepts like “distant,” “isolate,” “faint,” and give them precise mathematical expression. They’ll vanish under such articulation.


			But just before they do, that’s where it lay.


			“My star.” Lorq swept vanes aside so they could see. “That’s my sun. That’s my nova, with eight-hundred-year-old light. Look sharp, Mouse, and swing her down hard. If your slapdash vaning keeps me a second from this sun—”


			“Come on, Captain!”


			“—I’ll ram Tyÿ’s deck down your gullet, sideways. Swing her back.”


			And the Mouse swung as all night rushed about his head.


			“Captains from out here,” Lorq mused when the currents cleared, “when they come into the inflected confusion of the central hub, they can’t ride the flux in a complicated cluster like the Pleiades to save themselves. They go off beams, take spins, and go headlong into all kinds of mess. Half the accidents you’ve heard about were with eccentric captains. I’ve talked to some of them. They told me that here on the rim, it was us who were always piling up ships in gravity spin. ‘You always fall asleep on your strings,’ they told me.” He laughed.


			“You know, you’ve been flying a long time, Captain,” Katin said. “It looks pretty clear. Why don’t you turn off for a while?”


			“I feel like diddling my fingers in the ether for another watch. You and Mouse stay tied up. The rest of you puppets cut strings.”


			Vanes deflated and folded till each was a single pencil of light. And the light turned off.


			“Oh, Captain Von Ray, something—”


			“—something we meant to ask you—”


			“—before. Do you have any more—”


			“—could you tell us where you put—”


			“—I mean if it’s okay, Captain—”


			“—the bliss?”


			


			Night grew easy about their eyes. The vanes swept them toward the pinhole in the velvet masking.


			“They must have a pretty high time of it in the mines on Tubman,” the Mouse commented after a while. “I’ve been thinking about that, Katin. When the captain and me moseyed down Gold for bliss, there were some characters who tried to get us to sign up for work out there. I started thinking, you know: a plug is a plug and a socket is a socket, and if I’m on one end, it shouldn’t make too much difference to me if there’s a starship vane, aqualat net, or an ore cutter on the other. I think I might go out there for a time.”


			“May the shade of Ashton Clark hover over your right shoulder and guard your left.”


			“Thanks.” After another while he asked, “Katin, why do people always say ‘Ashton Clark’ whenever you’re going to change jobs? They told us back at Cooper that the guy who invented plugs was named Socket or something.”


			“Souquet,” Katin said. “Still, he must have considered it an unfortunate coincidence. Ashton Clark was a twenty-third-century philosopher cum psychologist whose work enabled Vladimeer Souquet to develop his neural plugs. I guess the answer has to do with work. Work as mankind knew it up until Clark and Souquet was a very different thing from today, Mouse. A man might go to an office and run a computer that would correlate great masses of figures that came from sales reports on how well, let’s say, buttons—or something equally archaic—were selling over certain areas of the country. This man’s job was vital to the button industry: they had to have this information to decide how many buttons to make next year. But though this man held an essential job in the button industry, was hired, paid, or fired by the button industry, week in and week out he might not see a button. He was given a certain amount of money for running his computer. With that money his partner bought food and clothes for him and his family. But there was no direct connection between where they worked and how they ate and lived the rest of the time. They weren’t paid with buttons. As farming, hunting, and fishing became occupations of a smaller and smaller percent of the population, this separation between man’s work and the way he lived—what he ate, what he wore, where he slept—became greater and greater for more people. Ashton Clark pointed out how psychologically damaging this was to humanity. The entire sense of self-control and self-responsibility that man acquired during the Neolithic Revolution when he’d first learned to plant grain and domesticate animals and live in one spot of his own choosing was seriously threatened. The threat had been coming since the Industrial Revolution and many people had pointed it out before Ashton Clark. But Ashton Clark went one step further. If the situation of a technological society was such that there could be no direct relation between a man’s work and his modus vivendi, other than money, at least he must feel that he is directly changing things by his work, shaping things, making things that weren’t there before, moving things from one place to another. He must exert energy in his work and see these changes occur with his own eyes. Otherwise he would feel his life was futile.


			“Had he lived another hundred years either way, probably nobody would have heard of Ashton Clark today. But technology had reached the point where it could do something about what Ashton Clark was saying. Souquet invented his plugs and sockets, and neural-response circuits, and thus the whole basic technology by which a machine could be controlled by direct nervous impulse, the same impulses that cause your hand or foot to move. There was a revolution in the concept of labor. All major industrial work began to be broken down into jobs that could be machined ‘directly’ by man. There had been factories run by a single man before, an uninvolved character who turned a switch on in the morning, slept half the day, checked a few dials at lunchtime, then turned things off before he left in the evening. Now a man went to a factory, plugged himself in, and he could push the raw materials into the factory with his left foot, shape thousands on thousands of precise parts with one hand, assemble them with the other, and shove out a line of finished products with his right foot, having inspected them all with his own eyes. And he was a much more satisfied worker. Because of its nature, most work could be converted into plug-in jobs and done much more efficiently than it had been before. In the rare cases where production was slightly less efficient, Clark pointed out the psychological benefits to the society. Ashton Clark, it has been said, was the philosopher who returned humanity to the working man. Under this system, much of the endemic mental illness caused by feelings of alienation left society. The transformation turned war from a rarity to an impossibility, and—after the initial upset—stabilized the economic web of worlds for the last eight hundred years. Ashton Clark became the workers’ prophet. That’s why even today, when a woman or a man is going to change jobs, you send Ashton Clark, or his spirit, along with them.”


			The Mouse gazed across the stars. “I remember that sometimes gypsies used to curse by him.” He thought a moment. “Without plugs, I guess we would.”


			“There were factions who resisted Clark’s ideas, especially on Earth, which has always been a bit reactionary. But they didn’t hold out very long.”


			“Yeah,” the Mouse said. “Only eight hundred years. Not all gypsies are traitors like me.” But he laughed into the winds.


			“The Ashton Clark system has only had one serious drawback that I can see. And it’s taken it a long time to materialize.”


			“Yeah? What’s that?”


			“Something professors have been telling their students for years, it seems. You’ll hear it said at every intellectual gathering you go to, at least once. There seems to be a certain lack of cultural solidity today. That’s what the Vega Republic was trying to establish back in 2800. Because of the ease and satisfaction with which men and women can work now, anywhere they want, there have been such movements of peoples from world to world in the past dozen generations that society has wholly fragmented around itself. There’s only a gaudy, meretricious interplanetary society, which has no real tradition behind it . . .” Katin paused. “I got hold of some of Captain’s bliss before I plugged up. And while I was talking I just counted in my mind how many people I’ve heard say that between Harvard and Hell3. And you know something? They’re wrong.”


			“They are?”


			“They are. They’re all just looking for our social traditions in the wrong place. There are cultural traditions that have matured over the centuries, yet culminate now in something vital and solely of today. And you know who embodies that tradition more than anyone I’ve met?”


			“The captain?”


			“You, Mouse.”


			“Huh?”


			“You’ve collected the ornamentations a dozen societies have left us over the ages and made them inchoately yours. You’re the product of those tensions that clashed in the time of Clark and you resolve them on your syrynx with patterns eminently of the present—”


			“Aw, cut it out, Katin.”


			“I’ve been hunting a subject for my book with both historical import and humanity as well. You’re it, Mouse. My book should be your biography! My novel should be your life story. It should tell where you’ve been, what you’ve done, the things you’ve seen, and the things you’ve shown other people. There’s my social significance, my historical sweep, the spark among the links that illuminates the breadth of the net—”


			“Katin, you’re crazy!”


			“No, I’m not. I’ve finally seen what I’ve—”


			“Hey, there! Keep your vanes spread taut!”


			“Sorry, Captain.”


			“Yes, Captain.”


			“Don’t go chattering to the stars if you’re going to do it with your eyes closed.”


			Ruefully the two cyborg studs turned their attention back to the night. The Mouse was pensive. Katin was belligerent.


			“There’s a star coming up bright and hot. It’s the only thing in the sky. Remember that. Keep it smack in front of us and don’t let her waver. You can babble about cultural solidity on your own time.”


			


			Without horizon, the star rose.


			At twenty times the distance of Earth from the sun (or Ark from its sun) there was not enough light from a medium G-type star to defract daytime through an Earth-type atmosphere. At such distances, the brightest object in the night would still look like a star, not a sun—a very bright star.


			They were two billion miles, or a little over twenty solar distances, from it now.


			It was the brightest star.


			“A beauty, huh?”


			“No, Mouse,” Lorq said. “Just a star.”


			“How can you tell—”


			“—tell it’s going to go nova?”


			“Because of the buildup of heavy materials on the surface,” Lorq explained to the twins. “There’s just the faintest reddening of the absolute color, corresponding to the faintest cooling in the surface temperature. There’s also a slight speed-up of sunspot activity.”


			“From the surface of one of her planets, though, there would be no way to tell?”


			“That’s right. The reddening is far too faint to be detected with the naked eye. Fortunately this star has no planets. There’s some moon-sized junk floating up a bit closer that may have been a failed attempt at a world.”


			Moons? “Moons!” Katin objected. “You can’t have moons without planets. Planetoids, maybe—but not moons!”


			Lorq laughed. “Moon-sized is all I said.”


			“Oh.”


			All vanes had been used to swing the Roc into its two-billion-mile-radius orbit about the star. Katin lay in his projection chamber, hesitant to release the view of the star for the lights of his computer. “What about the study stations the Alkane has set up?”


			“They’re drifting as lonely as we are. We’ll hear from them in due time. But for now we don’t need them and they don’t need us. Cyana has warned them we’re coming. I’ll point them on matrix movable. There, you can follow their locations and their movements. That’s the major manned station. It’s fifty times as far out as we are.”


			“Are we within the danger zone when she goes?”


			“When that nova starts, that star is going to eat up the sky and everything in it a long way out.”


			“When does it begin?”


			“Days, Cyana predicted. But such predictions have been known to be off by two weeks in either direction. We’ll have a few minutes to clear if she goes. We’re about two and a half light-hours from her now.” All their views came in not by light, but by etheric disturbance, which gave them a synchronous view of the sun. “We’ll see her start at exactly the instant she goes.”


			“And the Illyrion?” Sebastian asked. “How we that get?”


			“That’s my worry,” Lorq told him. “We’ll get it when the time comes to get it. You can all cut loose for a while now.”


			But no one hurried to release cables. Vanes diminished to single lines of light, but only after a while did two, and two wink off.


			Katin and the Mouse lingered longest.


			“Captain?” Katin asked after a few minutes. “I was just wondering. Did the patrol say anything special when you reported Dan’s . . . accident?”


			It was nearly a minute before Lorq said: “I didn’t report it.”


			“Oh,” Katin said. “I didn’t really think you had.”


			The Mouse started to say “But” three times—and didn’t.


			“Prince has access to all official records coming through the Draco patrol. At least I assume he has. I’ve got a computer scanning all those that come through the Pleiades. He is certainly programmed to trace down thoroughly anything that comes in vaguely connected with me. If he traced down Dan, he’d find a nova. I don’t want him to find it that way. I’d just as soon he didn’t know Dan was dead. As far as I know, the only people who do know are on this ship. I like it that way.”


			“Captain!”


			“What, Mouse?”


			“There’s something coming.”


			“A supply ship for the station?” Katin asked.


			“It’s in too far. They’re sniffing along after our faery dust.”


			Lorq was silent while the strange ship moved across the coordinate matrix. “Cut loose and go into the commons. I’ll join you.”


			“But, Captain—” The Mouse got it out.


			“It’s a seven-vaned cargo ship like this one, only its identification says Draco.”


			“What’s it doing here?”


			“Into the commons I said.”


			Katin read the name of the ship as its identification beam translated at the bottom of the grid: “The Black Cockatoo? Come on, Mouse. Captain says cut loose.”


			They unplugged, and joined the others at the pool’s edge.


			At the head of the winding steps, the door rolled up. Lorq stepped out on the shadowed stair.


			The Mouse watched Von Ray come down and thought: Captain’s tired.


			Katin watched Von Ray and Von Ray’s reflection on the mirrored mosaic and thought: He moves tired, but it’s the tiredness of an athlete before his second wind.


			When Lorq was halfway down, the light-fantasia in the gilt frame on the far wall cleared.


			They started. The Mouse actually gasped.


			“So,” Ruby said. “Nearly a tie. Or is that fair? You are still ahead. We don’t know where you intend to find the prize. This race goes by starts and stops.” Her blue gaze washed the crew, lingered on the Mouse, returned to Lorq. “Till last night at Taafite, I’d never felt such pain. Perhaps I’ve lived a sheltered life. But whatever the rules are, handsome Captain—” contempt resonated now— “we too have been bred to play.”


			“Ruby, I want to talk to you . . .” Lorq’s voice faltered. “And Prince. In person.”


			“I’m not sure if Prince wants to talk to you. The time between your leaving us at the edge of Gold and our finally struggling to a medico is not one of my—our pleasantest memories.”


			“Tell Prince I’m shuttling over to The Black Cockatoo. I’m tired of this horror tale, Ruby. There are things you want to know from me. There are things I want to say to you.”


			Her hand moved nervously to the hair falling on her shoulder. Her dark cloak closed in a high collar. After a moment she said, “Very well.” Then she was gone.


			Lorq looked down at his crew. “You heard. Back on your vanes. Tyÿ, I’ve watched the way you swing on your strings. You’ve obviously had more experience flying than anyone else here. Take over the captain’s sockets. And if anything odd happens—anything, whether I’m back or not, take the Roc out of here, fast.”


			The Mouse and Katin looked at each other, then at Tyÿ.


			Lorq crossed the carpet, mounted the ramp. Halfway over the white arc, he stopped and gazed at his reflection. Then he spat.


			He disappeared before ripples touched the bank.


			Exchanging puzzled looks, they broke from the pool.


			


			On his couch, Katin plugged in and switched on his sensory input outside the ship to find the others were all there already.


			He watched The Black Cockatoo drift closer to receive the shuttle.


			“Mouse?”


			“Yeah, Katin.”


			“I’m worried.”


			“About Captain?”


			“About us.”


			The Black Cockatoo, beating vanes on the darkness, turned slowly beside them to match orbits.


			“We were drifting, Mouse, you and I, the twins, Tyÿ and Sebastian, good people all of us—but aimless. Then an obsessed man snatches us up and carries us out here to the edge of everything. And we arrive to find his obsession has imposed order on our aimlessness—or perhaps a more meaningful chaos. What worries me is that I’m so thankful to him. I should be rebelling, trying to assert my own order. But I’m not. I want him to win his infernal race. I want him to win, and until he wins or loses, I can’t seriously want anything else for myself.”


			The Black Cockatoo received the shuttle boat like a cannon shot in reverse. Without the necessity of maintaining matched orbits, she drifted a ways from them. Katin watched her dark rotations.


			


			“Good morning.”


			“Good evening.”


			“By Greenwich time it’s morning, Ruby.”


			“And I do you the politeness of greeting you by Ark time. Come this way.” She held back her robe to let him pass into the black corridor.


			“Ruby?”


			“Yes?” Her voice was just behind his left shoulder.


			“I’ve always wondered something, each time I’ve seen you. You’ve shown me so many hints of the magnificent person you are. But it gleams from under the shadow Prince throws. Years ago, when we talked at that party on the Seine, it struck me what a challenging person you would be to love.”


			“Paris is worlds and worlds away, Lorq.”


			“Prince controls you. It’s petty of me, but that’s what I can least forgive him. You’ve never shown your own will before him. Except at Taafite, that once beneath the exhausted sun on the other world. You thought Prince was dead. I know you remember it. I’ve thought of little else since. You kissed me. But he screamed—and you ran to him. Ruby, he’s trying to destroy the Pleiades Federation. That’s all the worlds that circle three hundred suns, and how many billions of people. They’re my worlds. I can’t let them die.”


			“You would topple the column of Draco and send the Serpent crawling off through the dust to save them? You would pull the economic support out from under Earth and let the fragments fall into the night? You would bowl the worlds of Draco into epochs of chaos, civil strife, and deprivation? The worlds of Draco are Prince’s worlds. Are you really presumptuous enough to think he loves his less than you love yours?”


			“What do you love, Ruby?”


			“You are not the only one with secrets, Lorq. Prince and I have ours. When you came up out of the burning rocks, yes, I thought Prince was dead. There was a hollow tooth in my jaw filled with strychnine. I wanted to give you a victory kiss. I would have, if Prince had not screamed.”


			“Prince loves Draco?” He whirled, caught her upper arms, dragged her against him.


			Her breath surged against his chest. With eyes opened their faces struck. He mashed her thin mouth with his full one till her lips drew back, and his teeth and tongue ground teeth.


			Her fingers grappled his rough hair. She made ugly sounds.


			He held her, astonished, bewildered, horrified at the intensity of this desire for it all to be over, now, here. But it was not over. She pushed, twisted, jerked.


			The instant his grip relaxed, she was away, eyes wide. Then her lids veiled the blue light till fury widened them again.


			“Well . . . ?” He was breathing hard.


			Ruby drew her cloak around her. “When a weapon fails me once—” her voice was hoarse as the Mouse’s—“I discard it. Otherwise, handsome pirate, you . . .” Did the harshness lessen? “We would be . . . But I have other weapons now.”


			


			The Cockatoo’s commons was small and stark. Two cyborg studs sat on the benches. Another stood on the steps beside the door to his projection chamber.


			Sharp-featured men in white uniforms, they reminded Lorq of another crew he had worked. On their shoulders they wore the scarlet emblem of Red-shift, Ltd. They glanced at Lorq and Ruby. The one standing stepped back into his chamber and the plate door clanged in the high room. The other two got up to go.


			“Will Prince come down?”


			Ruby nodded toward the iron stair. “He’ll see you in the captain’s cabin.”


			Lorq began to climb. His sandals clacked on the perforated steps. Ruby followed him.


			Lorq knocked on the studded door.


			It swung in, Lorq—with Ruby following—stepped inside, and a metal and plastic gauntlet on a jointed arm telescoped from the ceiling and struck him across the face, twice.


			Lorq reeled back against the door—it was covered in leather on the inside and set with brass heads—so that it slammed.


			“That,” the corpse announced, “is for manhandling my sister.”


			Lorq rubbed his cheek and looked at Ruby. She stood by the jade wall. The draping valences were the same deep wine as her cloak.


			“Do you think I don’t watch everything that goes on on this ship?” asked the corpse. “You Pleiades barbarians are as uncouth as Aaron always said you were.”


			Bubbles rose in the tank, caressed the stripped and naked foot, caught and clustered on the shriveled groin, rolled up the chest—ribs scored between blackened flaps of skin—and fanned about the burned, bald head. The lipless mouth gaped on broken teeth. No nose. Tubes and wires snaked the rotten sockets. Tubes pierced at belly, hip, and shoulder. Fluids swirled in the tank and the single arm drifted back and forth, charred fingers locked with rigor mortis in a claw.


			“Weren’t you ever told it was impolite to stare? You are staring, you know.”


			The voice came from a speaker in the glass wall.


			“I’m afraid I sustained a bit more damage than Ruby back on the other world.”


			Above the tank two mobile cameras shifted as Lorq stepped from the door.


			“For someone who owns Red-shift Limited, your turn to match orbits wasn’t very . . .” The banality did not mask Lorq’s astonishment.


			Cables for running the ship were plugged into sockets set on the tank’s glass face. The glass itself was part of the wall. The cables coiled over black and gold tiles to disappear into the coppery grill covering the computer face.


			On walls, floor, and ceiling, in opulent frames, etheric-disturbance screens all showed the same face of night:


			At the edge of each was the gray shape of the Roc.


			Centered on each was the star.


			“Alas,” the corpse said, “I was never the sportsman you were. Still, you wanted to speak to me. What do you have to say?”


			Again Lorq looked at Ruby. “I’ve said most of it to Ruby, Prince. You heard it.”


			“Somehow I doubt you’d drag us both out here to the brink of a stellar catastrophe just to tell us that. Illyrion, Lorq Von Ray. Neither you nor I have forgotten your major purpose for coming here. You will not leave without telling where you intend to get—”


			Then the star went nova.


			The inevitable is that unexpected.


			In the first second the enhanced images about them changed from points to floodlights. And the floodlights got brighter.


			Ruby backed against the wall, arm across her eyes.


			“It’s early!” the corpse shouted. “It’s days early . . . !”


			Lorq took three steps across the room, yanked two plugs from the tank, and fixed them in his wrists. The third plug he twisted into his spinal socket. The play of the ship surged through him. Sensory input came in. His vision of the room was overlaid with the night. And night was catching fire.


			Wresting control from the studs, he swung the Cockatoo around to point her toward the node of light. The ship plunged forward.


			Twin cameras swiveled to focus him.


			“Lorq, what are you doing?” Ruby cried.


			“Stop him!” from the corpse. “He’s flying us into the sun!”


			Ruby leaped at Lorq, caught him. They turned together, staggered. The chamber and the sun outside fixed on his eyes like a double exposure. She caught up a loop of cable, flung it around his neck, twisted it, and began to strangle him. The cable housing chewed his throat. He locked his arm behind her and pushed his other hand against her face. She grunted, and her head went back (his hand pushed at the center of the light). Her hair slipped, came loose; the wig fell from her burned scalp. She had only used the medico to return health. The cosmetic plasti-skin with which she had restored her face tore between his fingers. Rubbery film pulled from her blotched and hollowed cheek. Lorq suddenly jerked his hand away. As her ruined face screamed toward him through fire, he ripped her hands from his neck and pushed her away. Ruby went backward, tripped on her cloak, fell. He turned just as the mechanical hand swung down at him from the ceiling.


			He caught it.


			And it had less than human strength.


			Easily he held it at arm’s length as the fingers grasped from the raging star. “Stop!” he bellowed. At the same time he willed the sensory input off all over the ship.


			The screens went gray.


			The sensory input had already been clamped off on all six of the ship’s cyborg studs.


			The fires went out in his eyes.


			“What in heaven are you trying to do, Lorq?”


			“Dive into hell and fish Illyrion out with my bare hands!”


			“He’s insane!” the corpse shrieked. “Ruby, he’s insane! He’s killing us, Ruby! That’s all he wants to do—kill us!”


			“Yes! I’m killing you!” Lorq tossed the hand away. It grasped at the cable hanging from his wrist to jerk the plug. Lorq caught the arm again. The ship lurched.


			“For God’s sake, pull us out, Lorq!” the corpse cried. “Pull us out of here!”


			The ship jerked again. The artificial gravity slipped long enough for liquid to break on the tank face, then bead the glass as gravity righted.


			“It’s too late,” Lorq whispered. “We’re caught in gravity spin!”


			“Why are you doing this?”


			“Just to kill you, Prince.” Lorq’s face raged till laughter spilled it. “That’s all, Prince! That’s all I want to do now.”


			“I don’t want to die again!” the corpse shrieked. “I don’t want to flash out like an insect burning!”


			“Flash?” Lorq’s face twisted about the scar. “Oh no! It’ll be slow, slower than before. Ten, twenty minutes at least. It’s already getting warm, isn’t it? But it won’t be unbearable for another five.” Below the gold blaze Lorq’s face darkened. Spittle flecked his lips with each consonant. “You’ll boil in your jar like a fish—” He stopped to rub his stomach beneath his vest. He looked around the chamber. “What can burn in here? The drapes? Is your desk real wood? And all those papers?”


			The mechanical hand yanked from Lorq’s. The arm swung across the room. The fingers seized Ruby’s hand. “No, Ruby! Stop him! Don’t let him kill us!”


			“You’re in liquid, Prince, so you’ll see them afire before you go. Ruby, the places where you’re already burned won’t be able to sweat. So you’ll die first. He’ll be able to watch you a few moments before his own fluids begin to boil, the rubber runs, the plastic melts—”


			“You spoke of love, Lorq,” Ruby cried, gripping the hand. “And this is what it brings you? My death, and the death and destruction of all I’ve ever loved, all I might have loved, even you—?”


			“No!” The hand jerked from Ruby’s, swung across the room, and smashed into the tank face. “Criminal! Thief! Pirate! Murderer! No—!”


			The hand was weaker than it had been at Taafite.


			So was the glass.


			The glass broke.


			Nutrient fluids splashed Lorq as he danced back on flooded sandals. The corpse crumpled in the tank, netted in tubes and wires.


			The cameras swung wildly out of focus.


			The hand clattered to the wet tile.


			As the fingers stilled, Ruby screamed, and screamed again. She flung herself across the floor, scrambled over the ragged hem of glass, caught up the corpse, hugged it to her, kissed it, and screamed, and kissed it again, rocking back and forth. Her cloak darkened in the fluid.


			Then her scream choked. She dropped the body, hurled herself back against the tank wall, and clutched her neck. Her face flushed deeply beneath burns and wrecked makeup. She slid slowly down the wall. Her eyes were closed when she reached the bottom.


			“Ruby . . . ?” Whether or not she had cut herself climbing over the glass, it didn’t matter. The kiss would have done it. So soon after severe burns, even with what the medico could do, she must have been in a hyperallergic state. The alien proteins in Prince’s nutrient fluid had entered her system, causing a massive histamine reaction. She had succumbed in seconds to anaphylactic shock.


			And Lorq laughed.


			It started like a rearrangement of boulders in his chest. Then it opened to a full sound, ringing on the high walls of the flooded chamber. Triumph was laughable and terrible and his.


			He took a deep breath. The ship surged at his fingertips. Still blind, he urged The Black Cockatoo into the bursting sun.


			Somewhere in the ship one of the cyborg studs was crying . . .


			


			“The star!” the Mouse cried. “She’s blown nova!”


			Tyÿ’s voice shot through the master circuit: “Out of here we go! Now!”


			“But the captain!” Katin shouted. “Look at The Black Cockatoo!”


			“The Cockatoo, my God, it’s—”


			“—Lord, it’s diving toward—”


			“—falling into the—”


			“—the sun!”


			“All right, everybody, vanes spread. Katin, I your vanes spread said!”


			“My God . . .” Katin breathed. “Oh, no . . .”


			“It too bright is,” Tyÿ decided. “Off sensory we go!”


			The Roc began to pull away.


			“Oh my God! They—they really are, they’re really falling! It’s so bright! They’ll die! They’ll burn up like—they’re falling! Oh, Lord, stop them! Somebody do something! The captain’s on there. You’ve got to do something!”


			“Katin!” the Mouse shouted. “Get the hell off sensory! Are you crazy?”


			“They’re going down! No! It’s like a bright hole in the middle of everything! And they’re falling into it. Oh, they’re plunging. They’re falling—”


			“Katin!” the Mouse shrieked. “Katin, don’t look at it!”


			“It’s growing, it’s so bright . . . bright . . . brighter! I can hardly see them!”


			“Katin!” Suddenly it came to him, and the Mouse cried out: “Don’t you remember Dan? Turn your sensory input off!”


			“No! No, I’ve got to see it! It’s roaring now. It’s shaking the whole night apart! You can smell it burning, burning up the darkness. I can’t see them anymore—no, there they are!”


			“Katin, stop it!” The Mouse twisted beneath Olga. “Tyÿ, cut off his input!”


			“I can’t. I this ship against gravity must fly. Katin! Off sensory, I you order!”


			“Down . . . down . . . I’ve lost them again! I can’t see them anymore. The light’s turning all red now . . . I can’t—”


			The Mouse felt the ship lurch as Katin’s vane suddenly flailed wild.


			Then Katin screamed. “I can’t see!” The scream became a sob. “I can’t see anything!”


			The Mouse balled up on the couch with his hands over his eyes, shaking.


			“Mouse!” Tyÿ shouted. “Damn it, we one vane have lost. Down you sweep!”


			The Mouse swept blindly down. Tears of terror squeezed between his lids as he listened to Katin’s sobs.


			The Roc rose from and The Black Cockatoo fell into it.


			And it was nova.


			


			Sprung from pirates, reeling blind in fire, I am called pirate, murderer, thief.


			I bear it.


			I will gather my prizes in a moment and become the man who pushed Draco over the edge of tomorrow. That it was to save the Pleiades does not diminish such a crime. Those with the greatest power must ultimately commit the greatest felonies. Here on The Black Cockatoo I am a flame away from forever. I told her once that we had not been fit for meaning. Neither for meaningful deaths. (There is a death whose only meaning is that it was died to defend chaos. And they are dead . . .) Such lives and deaths preclude significance, keep guilt from the murderer, elation from the socially beneficent hero. How do other criminals support their crimes? The hollow worlds cast up their hollow children, raised only to play or fight. Is that sufficient for winning? I have struck down one-third the cosmos to raise up another and let one more go staggering; and I feel no sin on me. Then it must be that I am free and evil. Well, then, I am free—mourning her with my laughter. Mouse, Katin, you who can speak out of the net, which one of you is the blinder for not having watched me win under this sun? I can feel fire churn by me. Like you, dead Dan, I will grasp at dawn and evening, but I will win the noon.


			


			Darkness.


			Silence.


			Nothing.


			Then thought shivered:


			I think . . . therefore I . . . I am Katin Crawford? He fought away from that. But the thought was him; he was the thought. There was no place in here to anchor.


			A flicker.


			A tinkle.


			The scent of caraway.


			It was beginning.


			No! He clawed back down into darkness. The mind’s ear recalled someone shrieking, “Remember Dan . . .” and the mind’s eye pictured the staggering derelict.


			Another sound, smell, flicker beyond his lids.


			He fought for unconsciousness in terror of the torrent. But terror quickened his heart, and the increased pulse drove him upward, upward where the magnificence of the dying star lay in wait for him.


			Sleep was killed in him.


			He held his breath and opened his eyes—


			Pastels pearled before him. High chords rang softly on one another. Then caraway, mint, sesame, anise—


			And behind the colors, a figure.


			“Mouse?” Katin whispered, and was surprised how clearly he heard himself.


			The Mouse took his hands from the syrynx.


			Color, smell, and music ceased.


			“You awake?” The Mouse sat on the windowsill, shoulders and the left side of his face lit with copper. The sky behind him was purple.


			Katin closed his eyes, pushed his head back into the pillow, and smiled. The smile got broader, and broader, split over his teeth, and suddenly verged against tears. “Yes.” He relaxed, and opened his eyes again. “Yes. I’m awake.” He pushed himself up. “Where are we? Is this the Alkane’s manned station?” But there was landscape through the window.


			The Mouse shoved down from the sill. “Moon of a planet called New Brazillia.”


			Katin got up from the hammock and went to the window. Beyond the atmosphere-trap, over the few low buildings, a black and gray rock-scape carpeted toward a lunar-close horizon. He pulled in a cool, ozone-tainted breath, then looked back at the Mouse. “What happened, Mouse? Oh, Mouse, I thought I was going to wake up like . . .”


			“Dan caught his on the way into the sun. You caught yours while we were pulling out. All the frequencies were dopplering down the red shift. It’s the other end of the synchronous ion spectrum that does the things like happened to Dan. Tyÿ finally got a moment to shut your sensory input off from the master controls. You really were blind for a while, you know? We got you into the medico as soon as we were safe.”


			Katin frowned. “Then what are we doing here? What happened then?”


			“We stayed out by the manned stations and watched the fireworks from a safe distance. It took a little over three hours to reach peak intensity. We were talking with the Alkane’s crew when we got the captain’s signal from The Black Cockatoo. So we scooted on around, picked him up, and let all the Cockatoo’s cyborg studs loose.”


			“Picked him up! You mean he did get out?”


			“Yeah. He’s in another room. He wants to talk to you.”


			“He wasn’t fooling us about ships going into a nova and coming out the other side?” They started toward the door.


			Outside they walked down a corridor with a glass wall that looked across broken moon. Katin had lost himself in marvelous contemplation of the rubble when the Mouse said, “Here.”


			They opened a door.


			A crack of light struck in across Lorq’s face. “Who’s there?”


			Katin asked, “Captain?”


			“What?”


			“Captain Von Ray?”


			“. . . Katin?” His fingers clawed the chair arms. Yellow eyes stared, jumped; jumped, stared.


			“Captain, what . . . ?” Katin’s face furrowed. He fought down panic, forced his face to relax.


			“I told Mouse to bring you to see me when you were up and around. You’re . . . you’re all right. Good.” Agony spread the ruptured flesh, then faltered. And for a moment there was agony.


			Katin stopped breathing.


			“You tried to look too. I’m glad. I always thought you would be the one to understand.”


			“You . . . fell into the sun, Captain?”


			Lorq nodded.


			“But how did you get out?”


			Lorq pressed his head against the back of the chair. Dark skin, red hair shot with yellow, his unfocused eyes, were the only colors in the room. “What? You’re going to have to speak louder when you talk to me. Otherwise . . . Get out, you say?” He laughed sharply. “It’s an open secret now. How did I get out?” A muscle quivered on the wrack of his jaw. “A sun—” Lorq held up one hand, the fingers curved to support an imaginary sphere “—it rotates, like a world, like some moons. With something the mass of a star, rotation means incredible centripetal force pushing out at the equator. At the end of the buildup of heavy materials at the surface, when the star actually novas, it falls inward toward the center.” His fingers began to quiver. “Because of the rotation, the material at the poles falls faster than the material at the equator.” He clutched the arm of the chair again. “Within seconds after the nova begins you don’t have a sphere anymore, but a . . .”


			“A torus!”


			Lines scored Lorq’s face. And his head jerked to the side, as if trying to avoid a great light. Then the scarred lineaments came back to face them. “Did you say torus? A torus? Yes. That sun became a doughnut with a hole big enough for two Jupiters to fit through, side by side.”


			“But the Alkane’s been studying novas up close for nearly a century! Why didn’t they know?”


			“The matter displacement is all toward the center of the sun. The energy displacement is all outwards. The gravity shift will funnel everything toward the hole; the energy displacement keeps the temperature as cool inside the hole as the surface of some red giant star—well under five hundred degrees.”


			Though the room was cool, Katin saw sweat starting in the ridges of Lorq’s forehead.


			“The topological extension of a torus of that dimension—the corona which is all the Alkane’s stations can see—is almost identical to a sphere. Large as the hole is, compared to the size of the energy-ball, that hole would be pretty hard to find unless you knew where it was—or fell into it by accident.” On the chair arm the fingers suddenly stretched, quivered. “The Illyrion—”


			“You . . . you got your Illyrion, Captain?”


			Again Lorq raised his hand before his face, this time in a fist. He tried to focus on it. With his other hand he grabbed for it, half missed, grabbed again, missed completely, then again; opened fingers grappled the closed ones. The doubled fist shook as with palsy.


			“Seven tons! The only materials dense enough to center in the hole are the trans-three-hundred elements—not the Schwarzschild object that more than a millennium of quantum mathematics would have predicted. But Illyrion! It floats free there, for whoever wants to go in and sweep it up. Fly your ship in, then look around to see where it is, and sweep it up with your projector vanes. It collects on the nodes of your projectors. Illyrion—nearly free of impurities.” His hands came apart. “Just . . . go on sensory input, and look around to see where it is.” He lowered his face. “She lay there, her face . . . her face an amazing ruin in the center of hell. And I swept my seven arms across the blinding day to catch the bits of hell that floated by—” He raised his head again. “There’s an Illyrion mine down on New Brazillia . . .” Outside the window a mottled planet hung huge in the sky. “They have equipment here for handling Illyrion shipments. But you should have seen their faces when we brought in our seven tons, hey, Mouse?” He laughed loudly again. “That’s right, Mouse? You told me what they looked like, yes? . . . Mouse?”


			“That’s right, Captain.”


			Lorq nodded, breathed deep. “Katin, Mouse, your job is over. You’ve got your walking papers. Ships leave here regularly. You shouldn’t have any trouble getting on another one.”


			“Captain,” Katin ventured, “what are you going to do?”


			“On New Brazillia, there’s a home where I spent much pleasant time when I was a boy. I’m going back there . . . to wait.”


			“Isn’t there something you could do, Captain? I looked and—”


			“What? Speak louder.”


			“I said, I’m all right, and I looked—!” Katin’s voice broke.


			“You looked going away. I looked searching the center. The neural distortion is all the way up into the brain. Neurocongruency.” He shook his head. “Mouse, Katin, Ashton Clark to you.”


			“But Captain—”


			“Ashton Clark.”


			Katin looked at the Mouse, then back at the captain. The Mouse fiddled with the strap of his sack. Then he looked up. After a moment they turned and left the lightless room.


			


			Outside they once more gazed across the moonscape.


			“So,” Katin mused. “Von Ray has it and Prince and Ruby don’t.”


			“They’re dead,” the Mouse told him. “Captain said he killed them.”


			“Oh.” Katin looked out on the moonscape. After a while he said: “Seven tons of Illyrion, and the balance begins to shift. Draco is setting as the Pleiades rises. The Outer Colonies are going to go through some changes. Bless Ashton Clark that labor relocation isn’t too difficult today. Still, there are going to be problems. Where’re Lynceos and Idas?”


			“They’ve already gone. They got a stellar-gram from their brother and they’ve gone to see him, since they were here in the Outer Colonies.”


			“Tobias?”


			“That’s right.”


			“Poor twins. Poor triplets. When this Illyrion gets out and the change begins . . .” Katin snapped his fingers. “No more bliss.” He looked up at the sky, nearly bare of stars. “We’re at a moment of history, Mouse.”


			The Mouse scraped wax from his ear with his little fingernail. His earring glittered. “Yeah. I was thinking that myself.”


			“What are you going to do now?”


			The Mouse shrugged. “I really don’t know. So I asked Tyÿ to give me a Tarot reading.”


			Katin raised his eyebrows.


			“She and Sebastian are downstairs now. Their pets got loose around the bar. Scared everybody half to death and almost broke up the place.” The Mouse laughed harshly. “You should have seen it. Soon as they get finished calming down the owner, they’re coming up to read my cards. I’ll probably get another job studding. There’s not much reason to think about the mines now.” His fingers closed on the leather sack under his arm. “There’s still a lot to see, a lot I have to play. Maybe you and me can stick together awhile, get on the same ship. You’re funny as hell sometimes. But I don’t dislike you half as much as I dislike a lot of other people. What are your plans?”


			“I haven’t really had time to think about them.” He slipped his hands beneath his belt and lowered his head.


			“What are you doing?”


			“Thinking.”


			“What?”


			“That here I am on a perfectly good moon; I’ve just finished up a job, so I won’t have any worries for a while. Why not sit down and get some serious work done on my novel?” He looked up. “But you know, Mouse? I don’t really know if I want to write a book now.”


			“Huh?”


			“When I was looking at that nova . . . no, after it, just before I woke and thought I’d have to spend the rest of my life in blinkers, ear and nose plugs, while I went noisily nuts, I realized how much I hadn’t looked at, how much I hadn’t listened to, smelled, tasted—how little I knew of those basics of life you have literally at your fingertips. And then Captain—”


			“Hell,” the Mouse said. With his bare foot he toed dust from his boot. “You’re not going to write it, after all the work you’ve already done?”


			“Mouse, I’d like to. But I still don’t have a subject. And I’ve only just gotten prepared to go out and find one. Right now I’m just a bright guy with a lot to say and nothing to say it about.”


			“That’s a fink-out,” the Mouse grunted. “What about the captain and the Roc? And you said you wanted to write about me. Okay, go ahead. And write about you too. Write about the twins. You really think they’d sue you? They’d be tickled pink, both of them. I want you to write it, Katin. I might not be able to read it, but I’d sure listen if you read it to me.”


			“You would?”


			“Sure. After all you’ve put into it this far, if you stopped now, you wouldn’t be happy at all.”


			“Mouse, you tempt me. I’ve wanted to do nothing else for years.” Then Katin laughed. “No, Mouse. I’m too much the thinker still. This last voyage of the Roc? I’m too aware of all the archetypical patterns it follows. I can see myself now, turning it into some allegorical Grail quest. That’s the only way I could deal with it, hiding all sorts of mystic symbolism in it. Remember all those writers who died before they finished their Grail recountings?”


			“Aw, Katin, that’s a lot of nonsense. You’ve got to write it!”


			“Nonsense like the Tarot? No, Mouse. I’d fear for my life with such an undertaking.” Again he looked over the landscape. The moon, so known to him, for a moment put him at peace with all the unknown beyond. “I want to. I really do. But I’d be fighting a dozen jinxes from the start, Mouse. Maybe I could. But I don’t think so. The only way to protect myself from the jinx, I guess, would be to abandon it before I finished the last
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			Chapter I


			


			IN THE chamber at the top of the tower were six individuals: three who chose to call themselves ‘Lords’ or sometimes ‘Remedials’; a wretched underling who was their prisoner; and two Garrion. The chamber was dramatic and queer: of irregular dimension, hung with panels of heavy maroon velvet. At one end an embrasure admitted a bar of light: this of a smoky amber quality, as if the pane were clogged with dust—which it was not; in fact, the glass was a subtle sort, producing remarkable effects. At the opposite end of the room was a low trapezoidal door of black skeel.


			The unconscious prisoner was clamped into an intricately articulated frame. The top of his skull had been removed; upon the naked brain rested a striated yellow gel. Above hung a black capsule, a curiously ugly object, if only a contrivance of glass and metal. Its surface was marked by a dozen wart-like protuberances: each projected a quivering thread of radiation into the gel.


			The prisoner was a fair-skinned young man, with features of no great distinction. Such hair as could be seen was tawny. The forehead and cheekbones were broad, the nose blunt, the mouth easy and generous, the jaws slanting down to a small firm chin; a face of innocent impracticality. The lords, or ‘Remedials’—the latter term was somewhat obsolete and seldom heard—were of another sort. Two were tall and thin, with arsenical skins, thin long noses, saturnine mouths, black hair varnished close to their heads. The third was older, heavier, with vulpine features, a glaring heated gaze, a skin darkly florid, with an unwholesome magenta undertone. Lord Fray and Lord Fanton were fastidious, supercilious; Grand Lord Dugald the Boimarc seemed oppressed by worry and chronic anger. All three, members of a race notorious for its elegant revels, appeared humorless and dour, with no capability for ease or merriment.


			The two Garrion at the back of the room were andromorphs: blackish purple-brown, solid and massive. Their eyes, black lusterless bulbs, showed internal star-refractions; from the sides of their faces extended tufts of black hair.


			The lords wore black garments of refined cut, caps of jeweled metal mesh. The Garrion wore black leathern harness, russet aprons.


			Fray, standing by a console, explained the function of the mechanism. “First: a period of joinings, as each strand seeks a synapse. When the flashes cease, as now they are doing, and the indicators coincide—” Fray indicated a pair of opposed black arrows “—he becomes nothing: a crude animal, a polyp with a few muscular reflexes.


			“In the computer, the neural circuits are classified by range and by complexity of cross-connection into seven stages.” Lord Fray examined the yellow gel, where the scanning beams aroused no further motes of light. “The brain is now organized into seven realms. We bring him to a desired condition by relaxing control of specific realms, and, if necessary, damping, or squelching, others. Since Lord Dugald does not intend rehabilitation—”


			Fanton spoke in a husky voice: “He is a pirate. He must be expelled.”


			“—we will relax the stages one at a time until he is able to provide the accurate statement Lord Dugald requires. Though, I confess, his motives are beyond my comprehension.” And Lord Fray brushed Grand Lord Dugald with a flickering glance.


			“My motives are sufficient,” said Dugald, “and concern you more directly than you know. Proceed.”


			Fray, with a subtle gesture, touched the first of seven keys. On a yellow screen an amorphous black shape twisted and writhed. Fray made adjustments; the shape steadied, diminished to a coin-sized disk quivering to the prisoner’s pulse. The young man wheezed, moaned, strained feebly against the bonds. Working with great facility, Fray superimposed a pattern of concentric circles over the dot and made a final adjustment.


			The young man’s eyes lost their glaze. He saw Lord Fanton and Lord Dugald: the black disk on the screen jerked. He saw the Garrion: the black disk distorted. He turned his head, looked out through the embrasure. The sun hung low in the west. By a curious optical property of the glass it appeared a pale gray disk surrounded by a pink and green aureole. The black spot on the screen hesitated, slowly contracted.


			“Phase One,” said Fray. “His genetic responses are restored. Notice how the Garrion disturb him?”


			“No mystery,” snorted old Lord Dugald. “They are alien to his genetic background.”


			“Why then,” demanded Fanton coolly, “did the spot react similarly to the sight of us?”


			“Bah,” muttered Lord Dugald. “We are not his folk.”


			“True,” said Fray, “even after so many generations. The sun however works as a reference point, the origin of mental coordinates. It is a powerful symbol.”


			He turned the second key. The black disk exploded into fragments. The young man whimpered, jerked, became rigid. Fray worked at the adjustments and reduced the shape once more to a small disk. He tapped the stimulator button. The young man lay quietly. His eyes roved the room, from Lord Fray to Lord Dugald, to the Garrion, to his own body. The black disk held its shape and position.


			“Phase Two,” said Fray. “He recognizes, but he cannot relate. He is aware but not yet conscious; he cannot distinguish between himself and the surroundings. All is the same: things and their emotional content are identical. Valueless for our purposes. To Phase Three.”


			He turned the third key; the tight black circle expanded. Fray again made adjustments, constricted the blot to a small dense disk. The young man heaved himself up, stared down at the metal boots and wristlets, looked at Fanton and Dugald. Fray spoke to him in a cold clear voice, “Who are you?”


			The young man frowned; he moistened his lips. He spoke and the sound seemed to come from far away: “Emphyrio.”


			Fray gave a short curt nod; Dugald looked at him in surprise. “What is all this?”


			“A rogue linkage, a deep-lying identification: no more. One must expect surprises.”


			“But is he not enforced to accuracy?”


			“Accuracy from his experience and from his point of view.” Fray’s voice became dry. “We cannot expect cosmic universals—if such exist.” He turned back to the young man. “What, then, is your birth-name?”


			“Ghyl Tarvoke.”


			Fray gave a brusque nod. “Who am I?”


			“You are a lord.”


			“Do you know where you are?”


			“In an eyrie, above Ambroy.”


			Fray spoke to Dugald: “He now can compare his perceptions to his memory; he can make qualitative identifications. He is not yet conscious. If he were to be rehabilitated, now would be the starting point, with each of his associations readily accessible. To Phase Four.”


			Fray turned the fourth key, made his adjustments. Ghyl Tarvoke winced and strained at his boots and wristlets. “He is now capable of quantitative appraisals. He can perceive relationships, make comparisons. He is, in a sense, lucid. But he is not yet conscious. If he were to be rehabilitated, there would be further adjustment at this level. To Phase Five.”


			Phase Five was concluded. In consternation Ghyl Tarvoke stared from Fray to Dugald, to Fanton, to the Garrion. “His time-scale has been restored,” said Fray. “He has, in effect, his memory. With considerable effort we could extract a statement, objective and devoid of emotional color: skeletal truth, so to speak. In certain situations this is desirable, but now we would learn nothing. He can make no decisions, and this is a barrier to lucid language, which is a continuous decision-making process: a choice between synonyms, degrees of emphasis, systems of syntax. To Phase Six.”


			He turned the sixth key. The black disk spattered violently apart, into a set of droplets. Fray stood back in surprise. Ghyl Tarvoke made savage animal sounds, gnashed his teeth, strained at his bonds. Fray hurriedly made adjustments, constrained the squirming elements, compressed them to a jerking disk. Ghyl Tarvoke sat panting, gazing at the lords with detestation.


			“Well then, Ghyl Tarvoke,” spoke Fray, “and what do you think of yourself now?”


			The young man, glaring from lord to lord, made no reply.


			Dugald took a fastidious half-step to the side. “Will he speak?”


			“He will speak,” said Fray. “Notice: he is conscious; he is in full control of himself.”


			“I wonder what he knows,” mused Dugald. He looked sharply from Fanton to Fray. “Remember, I ask all questions!”


			Fanton gave him an acrid glance. “One might almost think that you and he share a secret.”


			“Think as you like,” snapped Dugald. “Remember only who holds authority!”


			“How can there be forgetting?” asked Fanton, and turned away.


			Dugald spoke to his back. “If you wish my position, take it! But take responsibility as well!”


			Fanton swung back. “I want nothing of yours. Remember only who was injured by this sullen creature.”


			“You, me, Fray, any of us: it is all the same. Did you not hear him use the name ‘Emphyrio’?”


			Fanton shrugged. Fray said lightly, “Well then, back to Ghyl Tarvoke! He is not yet a total person. He lacks the use of his free connections, the flexible web. He is incapable of spontaneity. He cannot dissemble, because he cannot create. He cannot hope, he cannot plan, therefore he has no will. So then: we will hear the truth.” He settled himself on a cushioned bench, started a recording machine. Dugald came forward, planted himself flat-footed in front of the prisoner. “Ghyl Tarvoke: we wish to learn the background to your crimes.”


			Fray interceded with gentle malice: “I suggest that you ask questions of a more categorical nature.”


			“No, no!” retorted Dugald. “You fail to understand my requirements.”


			“You have not set them forth,” said Fray, still waspishly polite.


			Ghyl Tarvoke had been straining uneasily at his harness. He said fretfully, “Take loose these clasps; I will be more at ease.”


			“Your comfort is of small consequence,” barked Dugald. “You are to be expelled into Bauredel. So speak!”


			Ghyl Tarvoke pulled at his bonds again, then relaxed and stared at the wall beyond the lords. “I don’t know what you want to hear.”


			“Exactly,” murmured Fray. “Precisely.”


			“The circumstances contributing to your abominable crimes!”


			“I remember a lifetime of events. I will tell you everything.”


			Dugald said, “I prefer that you speak somewhat more to the point.”


			Ghyl’s forehead creased. “Complete the processing, so that I can think.”


			Dugald looked indignantly at Fray, while Fanton laughed. “Is this not a manifestation of will?”


			Fray pulled at his long chin. “I suspect that the remark derives from ratiocination rather than emotion.” He spoke to Ghyl. “Is this not true?”


			“True.”


			Fray smiled faintly. “After Phase Seven you will be capable of inaccuracy.”


			“I have no wish to dissemble: quite otherwise. You shall hear the truth.”


			Fray went to the control board, turned the seventh key. The black disk disintegrated into a fog of droplets. Ghyl Tarvoke gave a moan of agony. Fray worked the controls; the drops coalesced; the disk at last was as before.


			Ghyl sat quietly. He said at last, “So now you will kill me.”


			“Certainly. Do you deserve better?”


			“Yes.”


			Fanton burst out, “But why have you performed such evil, on folk who have done you no harm? Why? Why? Why?”


			“‘Why?’” Ghyl cried out. “To achieve! To make capital of my life, to stamp my imprint upon the cosmos! Is it right that I should be born, live and die with no more effect than a blade of grass on Dunkum’s Heights?”


			Fanton gave a bitter laugh. “Are you better than I? I live and die with equal inconsequence. Who will remember either of us?”


			“You are you and I am I,” said Ghyl Tarvoke. “I am dissatisfied.”


			“With good reason,” said Lord Dugald with a dour grin. “In three hours you are to be expelled. So speak now, or never be heard again!”


			Chapter II


			


			GHYL TARVOKE’S first insight into the nature of destiny came upon his seventh birthday, during a visit to a traveling pageant. His father, usually vague and remote, somehow had remembered the occasion; together they set off on foot across the city. Ghyl would have preferred to ride Overtrend, but Amiante, for reasons obscure to Ghyl, demurred, and they ambled north across the old Vashmont Development, past the skeletons of a dozen ruined towers, each supporting the eyrie of a lord. In due course they arrived at the North Common in East Town where the gay tents of Framtree’s Peripatezic Entercationers had been erected. A rotunda advertised: Wonders of the Universe: a magnificent tour without danger, inconvenience or expense, depicting the spectacles of sixteen enthralling worlds, arranged in tasteful and edifying sequence.


			There was a puppet show with a troupe of live Damar puppets; a diorama illustrating notable events in the history of Halma; exhibits of off-world creatures, living, dead, or in simulacrum; a comic ballet entitled Niaiserie; a mind-reading parlor featuring Pagoul the mysterious Earthman; gaming stalls, refreshment counters, hucksters of gewgaws and trifles. Ghyl could hardly walk for looking this way and that, while Amiante with patient indifference pushed through the crowds. Most were recipients of Ambroy, but many had come in from the back regions of Fortinone; and there were a certain number of foreigners as well, from Bauredel, Sauge, Closte, distinguished by the cockades which allowed them complimentary welfare vouchers. Rarely they saw Garrion, odd animals tricked out in human clothes and always a sign that lords walked among the underfolk.


			Amiante and Ghyl visited first the rotunda, to travel vicariously among the star-worlds. They saw the Battle of the Birds at Sloe on Madura; the ammoniacal storms of Fajane; tantalizing glimpses of the Five Worlds. Ghyl watched the strange scenes without understanding; they were too foreign, too gigantic, at times too savage, for his assimilation. Amiante looked with a subtle bittersweet half-smile. Never would Amiante travel, never would he accumulate the vouchers for so much as a three-day excursion to Damar, and knowing as much, he seemed to have put all such ambitions to the side.


			Leaving the rotunda they visited a hall displaying in diorama famous lovers of myth: Lord Guthmore and the Mountain Wilding; Medié and Estase; Jeruun and Jeran; Hurs Gorgonja and Ladati the Metamorph; a dozen other couples in picturesque costumes of antiquity. Ghyl asked many questions which Amiante for the most part evaded or answered glancingly: “The history of Halma is over-long, over-confused; it is enough to say that all these handsome folk are creatures of fable.”


			Upon leaving the hall they passed into the puppet* theater, and watched as the small masked creatures jigged, scampered, chattered, sang their way through Virtuous Fidelity to an Ideal is the Certain Highroad to Financial Independence. In fascination Ghyl observed Marelvie, the daughter of a common wire-drawer, at a Foelgher Precinct street dance, where she attracted the attention of Lord Bodbozzle the Chaluz, a lecherous old power tycoon of twenty-six fiefs. Lord Bodbozzle wooed her with agile capering, a comic discharge of fireworks and declamation, but Marelvie refused to join his entourage except as legal spouse, with full acknowledgment and the settlement of four choice fiefs. Lord Bodbozzle agreed, but Marelvie first must visit his castle to learn ladyship and financial independence. So the trusting Marelvie was conveyed by air-weft to his castle, high on a tower above Ambroy, where Lord Bodbozzle immediately attempted seduction. Marelvie underwent various vicissitudes, but at the critical instant her sweetheart Rudel leapt in through a window, having scaled the naked girders of the ancient tower. He thrashed a dozen Garrion guards, pinned whimpering Lord Bodbozzle to the wall, while Marelvie performed a skipping dance of glee. To buy his life, Lord Bodbozzle forfeited six fiefs in the heart of Ambroy and a space-yacht. The happy couple, financially independent and off the rolls, bounded happily away on their travels, while Lord Bodbozzle massaged his bruises . . .


			Lamps flared on, signaling intermission; Ghyl turned to his father, hoping for but not expecting an opinion. It was Amiante’s tendency to turn his feelings inward. Even at the age of seven Ghyl sensed an unorthodox, almost illicit, quality to his father’s judgments. Amiante was a big man, slow of motion in a fashion which suggested economy and control rather than ponderousness. His head was big and brooding, his face wide at the cheekbones and pale, with a small chin, a sensitive mouth characteristically twisted in a musing half-smile. Amiante spoke very little and in a soft voice, although, stimulated by some apparently trivial incident, Ghyl had seen him erupt words, spewing them forth as if they were under physical pressure, to halt as suddenly, perhaps in mid-sentence. But now Amiante had nothing to say; Ghyl could only guess his feelings in regard to the misfortunes of Lord Bodbozzle.


			Looking around the audience, Ghyl noted a pair of Garrion in a splendid livery of lavender, scarlet and black leather. They stood to the rear of the hall, manlike but non-human, hybrids of insect, gargoyle and ape, immobile but alert, eye-bulges focused nowhere but observing all. Ghyl nudged his father. “Garrion are here! Lords watch the puppets!”


			Amiante turned a brief glance over his shoulder. “Lords or lordlings.”


			Ghyl searched the audience. No one resembled Lord Bodbozzle; no one radiated that near-visible effulgence of authority and financial independence which Ghyl imagined must surround all lords. He started to ask his father whom he presumed to be the lord, then stopped, knowing that Amiante’s only response would be a disinterested shrug. Ghyl looked along the rows, face by face. How could lord or lordling not resent the crude caricature of Lord Bodbozzle? But no one seemed perturbed . . . Ghyl lost interest in the matter; perhaps the Garrion visited the pageant by their own inclination.


			The intermission was to be ten minutes; Ghyl slipped from his seat, went to examine the stage at closer vantage. To the side hung a canvas flap; Ghyl pulled it open, looked into a side-room, where a small man in brown velvet sat sipping a cup of tea. Ghyl glanced over his shoulder; Amiante, preoccupied with his own inner visions, paid no heed. Ghyl ducked under the canvas, stood hesitantly, prepared to leap back should the man in brown velvet come to seize him, for somehow Ghyl had come to suspect that the puppets were stolen children, whipped until they acted and danced with exact precision: an idea investing the performance with a horrid fascination. But the man in brown velvet, apart from a civil nod, seemed uninterested in capturing Ghyl. Emboldened, Ghyl came a few steps forward. “Are you the puppet-master?”


			“That I am, lad: Holkerwoyd the puppet-master, enjoying a brief respite from my labors.”


			The man was rather old and gnarled. He did not appear the sort who would torment and whip children. With added confidence Ghyl—not knowing precisely what he meant—asked: “You’re . . . real?”


			Holkerwoyd did not seem to find the question unreasonable. “I’m as real as necessary, lad, at least to myself. There have been some who have found me, shall we say, evanescent, even evaporative.”


			Ghyl understood the general essence of the response. “You must travel to many places.”


			“There’s truth indeed. Up and down the great North Continent, over the Bight to Salula, down the peninsula to Wantanua. All this on Halma alone.”


			“I’ve never been from Ambroy.”


			“You’re young yet.”


			“Yes; someday I want to be financially independent, and travel space. Have you visited other worlds?”


			“Dozens. I was born beside a star so far that you’ll never see its light, not in the sky of Halma.”


			“Then why are you here?”


			“I often ask myself the same. The answer always comes: because I’m not somewhere else. Which is a statement more sensible than it sounds. And isn’t it a marvel? Here am I and here are you; think of it! When you ponder the breadth of the galaxy, you must recognize a coincidence of great singularity!”


			“I don’t understand.”


			“Simple enough! Suppose you were here and I elsewhere, or I were here and you elsewhere, or both of us were elsewhere: three cases vastly more probable than the fourth, which is the fact of our mutual presence within ten feet of each other. I repeat, a miraculous concatenation! And to think that some hold the Age of Wonders to be past and gone!”


			Ghyl nodded dubiously. “That story about Lord Bodbozzle—I’m not so sure I liked it.”


			“Eh?” Holkerwoyd blew his cheeks. “And why not?”


			“It wasn’t true.”


			“Aha then. In what particular?”


			Ghyl searched his vocabulary to express what was hardly so much as an intuition. He said, rather lamely, “A man can’t fight ten Garrion. Everyone knows that.”


			“Well, well, well,” said Holkerwoyd, talking aside. “The lad has a literal mind.” Back to Ghyl: “But don’t you wish it were so? Is it not our duty to provide gay tales? When you grow up and learn how much you owe the city, you’ll find ample dullness.”


			Ghyl nodded wisely. “I expected the puppets to be smaller. And much more beautiful.”


			“Ah, the captious one. The dissatisfaction. Well then! When you are larger, they will seem smaller.”


			“They are not stolen children?”


			Holkerwoyd’s eyebrows puffed like the tail of a startled cat. “So this is your idea? How could I train children to gambols and artless antics, when they are such skeptics, such fastidious critics, such absolutists?”


			Ghyl thought it polite to change the subject. “There is a lord in the audience.”


			“Not so, my friend. A little lady. She sits to the left in the second row.”


			Ghyl blinked. “How do you know?”


			Holkerwoyd made a grand gesture. “You wish to plunder me of all my secrets? Well, lad, know this: masks and masking—and unmasking—these are the skills of my trade. Now hasten back to your father. He wears the mask of leaden patience, to sheathe his soul. Within he shakes with grief. You shall know grief too; I see that you are fey.” Holkerwoyd advanced, making ferocious gestures. “Hence! Hup! Hah!”


			Ghyl fled back into the hall, resumed his seat. Amiante turned him a brief quizzical glance, which Ghyl avoided. Many aspects of the world were beyond his understanding. Recalling the words of Holkerwoyd he looked across the room. Indeed, there in the second row: a small girl with a placid woman of middle-age. So this was a lady! Ghyl examined her carefully. Pretty and graceful she was beyond question, and Ghyl, in the clarity of his vision, saw also a Difference. Her breath would be tart and perfumed, like verbena or lemon. Her mind moved to unfathomable thoughts, wonderful secrets . . . Ghyl noticed a hauteur, an ease of manner, which somehow was fascinating . . . A challenge . . .


			The lights dimmed, the curtains parted, and now began a sad little tale which Ghyl thought might be a message to himself from Holkerwoyd, even though such a possibility seemed remote.


			The setting of the story was the puppet theater itself. One of the puppets, conceiving the outside world to be a place of eternal merriment, escaped the theater and went forth to mingle with a group of children. For a period there was antic and song; then the children, tiring of play, went their various ways. The puppet sidled through the streets, observing the city: what a dull place compared to the theater, unreal and factitious though it was! But he was reluctant to return, knowing what awaited him. Hesitating, delaying, he hopped and limped back to the theater, singing a plaintive little commentary. His fellow puppets greeted him with restraint and awe; they too knew what to expect. And indeed at the next performance the traditional drama Emphyrio was presented, with the runaway puppet cast as Emphyrio. Now ensued a play within a play, and the tale of Emphyrio ran its course. At the end, Emphyrio, captured by the tyrants, was dragged to Golgotha. Before his execution he attempted to deliver a speech justifying his life, but the tyrants refused to let him speak, and inflicted upon him the final humiliation of futility. A grotesquely large rag was stuffed in Emphyrio’s mouth; a shining axe struck off his head and such was the fate of the runaway puppet.


			Ghyl noticed that the lord-girl, her companion and the Garrion guards did not stay for the finish. When the lights came on, showing white staring faces throughout the audience, they were gone.


			


			Ghyl and Amiante walked homeward through the dusk, each occupied with his own thoughts. Ghyl spoke. “Father.”


			“Yes.”


			“In the story, the runaway puppet who played Emphyrio was executed.”


			“Yes.”


			“But the puppet who played the runaway puppet also was executed!”


			“I noticed as much.”


			“Did he run away too?”


			Amiante heaved a sigh, shook his head. “I don’t know. Perhaps puppets are cheap . . . Incidentally, that is not the true tale of Emphyrio.”


			“What is the true tale?”


			“No one knows.”


			“Was Emphyrio a real man?”


			Amiante considered a moment before replying. Then he said: “Human history has been long. If a man named Emphyrio never existed, there was another man, with a different name, who did.”


			Ghyl found the remark beyond his intellectual depth. “Where do you think Emphyrio lived? Here in Ambroy?”


			“This is a problem,” said Amiante with a thoughtful frown, “which some men have tried to solve, without success. There are clues, of course. If I were a different man, if I were once again young, if I had no . . .” His voice dwindled.


			They walked in silence. Then Ghyl asked, “What is it to be ‘fey’?”


			Amiante scrutinized him curiously. “Where did you hear the word?”


			“Holkerwoyd the puppet-master said I was fey.”


			“Ah. I see. Well then. It means that you have about you the air of, let us say, important enterprise. That you shall be remarkable and do remarkable deeds.”


			Ghyl was fascinated. “And I shall be financially independent and I shall travel? With you, of course?”


			Amiante laid his hand on Ghyl’s shoulder. “That remains to be seen.”






		* The regulations of Fortinone and indeed of all the North Continent prohibited both the synthesis and the importation of sentient creatures, as tending to augment the recipient rolls. The Damarans, native to the moon Damar, fabricated small creatures of a docile eager intelligence, with furry black heads, black beaks and laterally-placed eyes; so long as the creatures performed only as puppets, or served as pets to lord-children, the welfare agents tended to ignore their presence.


		


			Chapter III


			


			AMIANTE’S SHOP and residence was a tall narrow four- story structure of old black timbers and brown tile facing on Undle Square to the north of the Brueben Precinct. On the ground floor was Amiante’s workshop, where he carved wooden screens; on the next floor was the kitchen where Amiante and Ghyl cooked and ate, as well as a side room in which Amiante kept a desultory collection of old manuscripts. On the third floor Amiante and Ghyl slept; and above was a loft full of unusable objects, too old or too remarkable to throw away.


			Amiante was the most noncommittal of men: pensive, almost brooding, working in fits of energy, then for hours or days occupying himself with the detail of a sketch, or perhaps doing nothing whatever. He was an expert craftsman: his screens were always Firsts and often Acmes, but his output was not particularly large. Vouchers, therefore, were not plentiful in the Tarvoke household. Clothes, like all the merchandise of Fortinone, were hand-made and dear; Ghyl wore smocks and trousers stitched together by Amiante himself, even though the guilds discourage such ‘fringe encroachment’. Seldom were there coins to be spared for sweets, and none for organized entertainment. Every day the barge Jaoundi pushed majestically up the Insse to the holiday village Bazen, returning after dark. For the children of Ambroy this was the most delightful and hoped-for excursion imaginable. Once or twice Amiante mentioned the Jaoundi excursion, but nothing ever came of it.


			Ghyl nonetheless considered himself fortunate. Amiante imposed few restraints. Other children no older than himself were already learning a trade: at guild-school, in a home workshop or that of a relative. The children of scriveners, clerks, pedants, or any others who might need advanced reading and writing skills were drilled to second or even third schedule.* Devout parents sent their children to Infant Skips and Juvenile Hops at the Finukan Temple, or taught them simple patterns at home.


			Amiante, whether through calculation or perhaps absentmindedness, made no such demands upon Ghyl, who came and went as he pleased. He explored all Brueben Precinct, then, growing bolder, wandered far afield. He explored the docks and boat-building shops of Nobile Precinct; clambered over hulks of old barges on the Dodrechten mud-flats, eating raw sea-fruit for his lunch; crossed to Despar Island in the estuary, where there were glass factories and ironworks, and on several occasions continued across the bridge to Breakman’s Point.


			South of Brueben, toward the heart of old Ambroy, were the precincts most thoroughly demolished in the Empire Wars: Hoge, Cato, Hyalis Park, Vashmont. Snaking over the forlorn landscape were rows and double-rows of houses built of salvaged brick; in Hoge was the Public Market, in Cato, the Temple; elsewhere were vast areas of broken black brick and mouldering concrete, ill-smelling ponds surrounded by slime of peculiar colors, occasionally the shack of a vagabond or noncup.† In Cato and Vashmont stood the gaunt skeletons of the old central towers, preempted by the lords for their eyries. One day Ghyl, recalling Rudel the puppet, decided to test the practicality of the exploit. Selecting a tower, the property of Lord Waldo the Flowan,‡ Ghyl started to climb the structure: up the diagonal bracing to the first horizontal girder, across to another diagonal, up to the second horizontal, and the third, and the fourth: up a hundred feet, two hundred feet, three hundred feet, and here he stopped, hugging the girder, for the distance to the ground had become frightening.


			For a space Ghyl sat looking out across the old city. The view was splendid, in a still, melancholy fashion; the ruins, lit at an angle by the gray-gold sunlight, showed a fascinating wealth of detail. Ghyl gazed off across Hoge, trying to locate Undle Square . . . From below came a hoarse harsh voice; looking down, Ghyl saw a man in brown trousers and flared black coat: one of the Vashmont welfare agents.


			Ghyl descended to the ground where he was sternly reprimanded and required to state his name and address.


			Early the following morning a Brueben Precinct welfare agent, Helfred Cobol, stopped by to have a word with Amiante, and Ghyl became very apprehensive. Would he be rehabilitated? But Helfred Cobol said nothing about the Vashmont tower and only made gruff recommendations that Amiante impose stricter discipline upon Ghyl, which Amiante heard with polite disinterest.


			Helfred Cobol was stocky and barrel-shaped with a pudgy pouchy head, a bump of a nose, small gray eyes. He was brisk and business-like, and reputedly conceded special treatment to no one. Still he was a man of wide experience and tended not to interpret the Code too narrowly. With most recipients Helfred Cobol used a breezy manner, but in the presence of Amiante he was cautious and watchful, as if he found Amiante unpredictable.


			Helfred Cobol had hardly departed before Eng Seche, the cantankerous old precinct delegate of the Wood-carvers’ Guild came by to inspect the premises, to satisfy himself that Amiante was conforming to the by-laws, using only the prescribed tools and operations, making use of no jigs, patterns, automatic processes or multiple production devices. He remained over an hour, examining Amiante’s tools one by one, until finally Amiante, in a somewhat quizzical voice, inquired precisely what he sought.


			“Nothing specific, Rt. Tarvoke,§ nothing especial; perhaps the impression of a clamp, or something similar. I may say that your work of late has been peculiarly even of finish.”


			“If you wish, I can work less skillfully,” suggested Amiante.


			His irony, if he intended such, was lost on the delegate. “This is counter to the by-laws. Very well then; you are aware of the strictures.”


			Amiante turned back to his work; the delegate departed. From the slope of Amiante’s shoulders, the energy with which he plied mallet and chisel, Ghyl realized that his father was exasperated. Amiante finally threw down the tools, went to the door, looked across Undle Square. He turned back into the shop. “Do you understand what the delegate was saying?”


			“He thought you were duping.”


			“Yes. Something of the sort. Do you know why he was concerned?”


			“No.” And Ghyl added loyally, “It seemed silly to me.”


			“Well—not altogether. In Fortinone we live or die by trade, and we guarantee hand-crafted wares. Duplicating, molding, casing—all are prohibited. We make no two objects alike, and the Guild Delegates enforce the rule.”


			“What of the lords?” asked Ghyl. “What guild do they belong to? What do they produce?”


			Amiante gave a painful grimace: half-smile, half-wince. “They are folk apart. They belong to no guilds.”


			“How do they earn their vouchers?” demanded Ghyl.


			“Very simply,” said Amiante. “Long ago there was a great war. Ambroy was left in ruins. The lords came here and spent many vouchers in reconstruction: a process called investment. They restored the facilities for the water supply, laid down the Overtrend tubes, and so forth. So now we pay for use of these facilities.”


			“Hmmf,” said Ghyl. “I thought we received water and power and things like that as part of our free welfare benefits.”


			“Nothing is free,” remarked Amiante. “Unless a person steals, whereupon, sooner or later, in one way or another, he pays for his stealing. So there you have it. The lords take a part of all our money: 1.18 percent to be exact.”


			Ghyl reflected a moment. “Is that a great deal?”


			“It seems adequate,” said Amiante drily. “There are three million recipients in Fortinone and about two hundred lords—six hundred counting ladies and lordlings.” Amiante pulled at his lower lip. “It makes an interesting calculation . . . Three million recipients, six hundred noble-folk. One noble for each five thousand recipients. On a basis of 1.18 percent—call it one percent—it would appear that each lord receives the income of fifty recipients.” Amiante seemed perplexed by the results of his computation. “Even lords must find it hard to spend so lavishly . . . Well, then, it is not our affair. I give them their percentage and gladly. Although it is indeed somewhat puzzling . . . Do they throw money away? Give to far charities? When I was correspondent I should have thought to ask.”


			“What is a ‘correspondent’?”


			“Nothing of importance. A position which I held a long time ago, when I was young. A time long past, I fear.”


			“It does not mean being a lord?”


			Amiante chuckled. “Certainly not. Do I resemble a lord?”


			Ghyl examined him critically. “I suppose not. How does one become a lord?”


			“By birth.”


			“But—what of Rudel and Marelvie at the puppet play? Did they not receive utility fiefs and become lords?”


			“Not really. Desperate noncups, and sometimes recipients, have kidnaped lords and forced them to yield fiefs and great sums of money. The kidnapers would be financially independent, they might call themselves lords, but they never dared mingle with the true lords. Finally the lords bought Garrion guards from the Damar puppet-makers; and now there are few kidnapings. Additionally the lords have agreed to pay no more ransom if kidnaped. So a recipient or a noncup can never be a lord, even should he wish to be.”


			“When Lord Bodbozzle wanted to marry Marelvie, would she have become a lady? Would their children have been lords?”


			Amiante put down his tools and carefully considered his answer. “Very often the lords take mistresses—lady-friends—from among the recipients,” he said, “but are careful never to breed children. They are a race apart and apparently intend to keep themselves so.”


			The amber panes of the outside door darkened; it burst open and Helfred Cobol entered the shop. He stood frowning portentously toward Ghyl, whose heart sank into his shoes. Helfred Cobol turned to Amiante. “I have just read my noon briefing sheet. There is a red notation in reference to your son Ghyl: an offense of trespass and careless risk. The apprehension was made by the Ward 12B, Vashmont Precinct, welfare agent. He reports that Ghyl had climbed the girders of Lord Waldo the Flowan’s tower to a dangerous and illegal height, committing an offense against Lord Waldo, and against the precincts of Vashmont and Brueben by incurring risk of hospitalization.”


			Amiante, brushing chips from his apron, blew out his cheeks. “Yes, yes. The lad is quite active.”


			“Far too active! In fact, irresponsible! He prowls at will, night and day. I have seen him slinking home after dark drenched to the skin with rain! He roams the city like a thief; he learns nothing but shiftlessness! I cannot believe that this is a benign situation. Do you have no concern for the child’s future?”


			“No hurry there,” replied Amiante in an airy tone. “The future is long.”


			“A man’s life is short. High time he was introduced to his calling! I assume you intend him for a wood-carver?”


			Amiante shrugged. “As good a trade as any.”


			“He should be under instruction. Why do you not send him to the guild-school?”


			Amiante tested the edge of the chisel against his thumbnail. “Let him enjoy his innocence,” he said in a gruff voice. “He will know drudgery enough in his lifetime.”


			Helfred Cobol started to speak, then stopped. He gave a grunt which might have meant anything. “Another matter: why does he not attend Voluntary Temple Exercises?”


			Amiante put down his chisel, frowned rather foolishly, as if he were puzzled. “As to that, I don’t know. I have never asked him.”


			“You teach him leaps at home?”


			“Well, no. I do small leaping myself.”


			“Hmmf. You should enjoin him to such matters regardless of your own habits.”


			Amiante turned his eyes toward the ceiling, then picked up his chisel and attacked a panel of aromatic arzack which he had just clamped to his bench. The design was already laid out: a grove of trees with long-haired maidens fleeing a satyr. The apertures and rough differences of relief were indicated by chalk-marks. Using a metal straight-bar as a guide for his thumb, Amiante began to gouge into the wood.


			Helfred Cobol came across the room to watch. “Very handsome . . . What is that wood? Kodilla? Boligam? One of those South Continent hardwoods?”


			“Arzack, from the woods back of Perdue.”


			“Arzack! I had no idea it gave so large a panel! The trees are never more than three feet through.”


			“I pick my trees,” Amiante explained patiently. “The foresters cut the trunks into seven-foot lengths. I rent a vat at the dye-works. The logs soak in chemical for two years. I remove the bark, make a single two-inch cut up the trunk: about thirty laminae. I peel off the outer two inches entirely around the trunk, to secure a slab seven feet high by six to nine feet long. This goes into a press, and when it dries I scrape it flat.”


			“Hm. You peel the layer off yourself?”


			“Yes.”


			“With no complaints from the Carpenters’ Guild?”


			Amiante shrugged. “They can’t or won’t do the work. I have no choice. Even if I wanted any.” The last was a muttered afterthought.


			Helfred Cobol said tersely, “If everyone acted to his own taste we’d live like Wirwans.”


			“Perhaps.” Amiante continued to shave wood from the arzack slab. Helfred Cobol picked up one of the curls, smelled it. “What is the odor: wood or chemical?”


			“A little of both. New arzack is rather more peppery.”


			Helfred Cobol heaved a sigh. “I’d like a screen like that, but my stipend barely keeps me alive. I don’t suppose you have any rejects you’d part with.”


			Amiante glanced expressionlessly sidewise. “Talk to the Boimarc lords. They take all my screens. The Rejects they burn, the Seconds they lock in a warehouse, the Acmes and Firsts they export. Or so I suppose, since I am not consulted. I would earn more vouchers if I did my own marketing.”


			“We must maintain our reputation,” declared Helfred Cobol in a heavy voice. “In the far worlds, to say ‘a piece from Ambroy’ is to say ‘a jewel of perfection’!”


			“Admiration is gratifying,” said Amiante, “but it gains remarkably few vouchers.”


			“What would you have? The markets flooded with brummagem?”


			“Why not?” asked Amiante, continuing with his work. “Acmes and Firsts would shine by comparison.”


			Helfred Cobol shook his head in dissent. “Merchandising is not all that simple.” He watched a moment or two longer, then laid his finger on the straight-bar. “Better not let the Guild Delegate see you working with a guide device. He’d bring you before the committee for duping.”


			Amiante looked up in mild astonishment. “No duplicating here.”


			“The action of the bar against your thumb allows you to carry along or duplicate a given depth of cut.”


			“Bah,” muttered Amiante. “Pettifoggery. Utter nonsense.”


			“A friendly warning, no more,” said Helfred Cobol. He glanced aside to Ghyl. “Your father’s a good craftsman, lad, but perhaps a trifle vague and unworldly. Now my advice to you is to give over this wandering and prowling, by day and by night. Apply yourself to a trade. Wood-carving, or if you want something different, the Guild Council can offer a choice where shortages exist. Myself, I believe you’d do best with wood-carving. Amiante has much to teach you.” Helfred Cobol turned the briefest of glances at the straight-bar. “Another matter: you’re not too young for the Temple. They’ll put you at easy leaps, and teach you proper doctrine. But keep on like you’re going, you’ll end up a vagrant or a noncup.”


			Helfred Cobol gave Amiante a curt nod and departed the shop.


			Ghyl went to the door, watched Helfred Cobol cross Undle Square. Then he slowly closed the door—another slab of dark arzack into which Amiante had set bulbs of crude amber glass—and came slowly across the room. “Do I have to go to the Temple?”


			Amiante grunted. “Helfred Cobol is not to be taken altogether seriously. He says certain things because this is his job. I daresay he sends his own children to Saltation, but I doubt if he leaps any more zealously than I do.”


			“Why are all welfare agents named Cobol?”


			Amiante drew up a stool, poured himself a cup of bitter black tea. He sipped thoughtfully. “Long ago, when the capital of Fortinone was at Thadeus, up the coast, the Welfare Supervisor was a man named Cobol. He appointed all his brothers and nephews to good jobs, so that shortly there were only Cobols in the Welfare Department. So it is today; and welfare agents who are not born Cobols—most of them are, of course—change their names. It is simply a matter of tradition. Ambroy is a city of many traditions. Some are useful, some not. A Mayor of Ambroy is elected every five years, but he has no function; he does nothing but draw his stipend. A tradition, but useless.”


			Ghyl looked at his father respectfully. “You know almost everything, don’t you? No one else knows such things.”


			Amiante nodded rather glumly. “Such knowledge earns no vouchers, however . . . Ah well, enough of this.” He drained his cup of tea. “It seems that I must train you to carve wood, to read and write . . . Come here then. Look at these gouges and chisels. First you must learn their names. This is a plow. This is a No. 2 elliptical gouge. This is a lazy-tang . . .”





				
					* In Fortinone and across the North Continent five schedules or systems of writing were in use:

					1. A set of twelve hundred and thirty-one pictograms derived from ancient interplanetary conventions, taught to all children.

					2. A cursive version of the pictograms, used by tradesmen and artisans, with perhaps four hundred additional special forms.

					3. A syllabary, sometimes used to augment the pictograms, sometimes as a graphic system in its own right.

					4. A cursive form of the syllabary, with a large number of logographs: the system used by the lords; by priests, ordained saltants, lay leapers, expostulants; by scriveners and pedants.

					5. An archaic alphabet, with its many variants, used with archaic dialects or for special effects, such as tavern signs, boat names and the like.

				

				
					† Noncuperatives: non-recipients of welfare benefits, reputedly all Chaoticists, anarchists, thieves, swindlers, whore-mongers.

				

				
					‡ The lords derived their cognomens from the public utility fiefs which constituted their primary holdings. These, in the language of the time, were Spay, Chaluz, Flowan, Overtrend, Underline and Boimarc: communications, energy, water, transit, sewerage, trade.

				

				
					§ Rt: abbreviation for Recipient, the usual formal or honorific title of address.


			


			Chapter IV


			


			AMIANTE WAS not a demanding taskmaster. Ghyl’s life proceeded much as before, though he climbed no more towers.


			Summer came to Ambroy. There were rains and great thunderstorms, then a period of beautiful clear weather during which the half-ruined city seemed almost beautiful. Amiante aroused himself from his musing and in a great burst of energy took Ghyl on a walking-trip up the Insse River, into the foothills of the Meagher Mounts. Ghyl had never before been so far from home. In contrast to the dilapidations of Ambroy, the countryside seemed remarkably fresh and open. Tramping along the riverbank under the purple banion trees, they would often pause to gaze wistfully at some especially pleasant situation—an island, shaded under banion and water-willow, with a little house, a dock, a skiff; or perhaps a houseboat moored to the bank, with children swimming in the river, their parents lounging on the deck with mugs of beer. At night they slept on beds of leaves and straw, their fire flickering and glowing to coals. Overhead burned the stars of the galaxy and Amiante pointed out those few he knew: the Mirabilis Cluster, Glysson, Heriartes, Cornus, Alode. To Ghyl these were names of sheer magic.


			“Someday,” he told Amiante, “when I am bigger, we’ll carve lots of screens and save all our vouchers; then we’ll travel: to all those stars, and the Five Jeng Worlds as well!”


			“That would be very nice,” said Amiante with a grin. “I’d better put more arzack down into chemical so that we’ll have sufficient panels.”


			“Do you think we could buy a space-yacht and travel as we wished?”


			Amiante shook his head. “They cost far too much. A hundred thousand vouchers, often more.”


			“Couldn’t we save that much, if we worked very hard?”


			“We’d be working and saving all our lives, and still never have enough. Space-yachts are for lords.”


			They passed Brazen and Grigglesby Corners and Blonnet, then turned aside into the hills. At last, weary and footsore, they returned home, and indeed Amiante spent precious vouchers to ride Overtrend the last twenty miles through Riverside Park, Vashmont, Hoge.


			For a period Amiante, as if himself convinced of the soundness of Ghyl’s proposals, worked with great diligence. Ghyl helped as best he could and practised the use of chisels and augers, but vouchers came in with discouraging slowness. Amiante’s diligence waned; he resumed his old habits of working and musing, staring into space for minutes at a time; and presently Ghyl lost interest as well. There must be some other, faster, system by which to earn vouchers: gambling, for instance. Kidnaping of lords was irregulationary; Ghyl knew that his father would never hear of such a proposal.


			The summer proceeded: a halcyon time, perhaps the happiest of Ghyl’s life. In all the city, his favorite resort was Dunkum’s Heights in Veige Precinct, north of Brueben, a grassy-topped shoulder of ground beside the estuary. Dozens of fresh mornings and as many hazy afternoons Ghyl climbed Dunkum’s Heights, sometimes alone, sometimes with his friend Floriel, a big-eyed waif with pale skin, fragile features, a mop of thick black hair. Floriel lived with his mother, who worked in the brewery, sectioning and cleaning big purple hollips, from which the brew derived its characteristic musty flavor. She was a large ribald woman, not without vanity, who claimed to be second cousin to the Mayor. Hollip odor permeated Floriel’s mother, her person and all her belongings, and even attached itself to Floriel, and ever afterward, whenever Ghyl drank beer, or caught the tart musk of hollips at the market, he would recall Floriel and his wan ragamuffin face.


			Floriel was a companion exactly suited to Ghyl’s tastes: a lad mild and acquiescent, but by no means lacking in energy or imagination, and ripe for any adventure. The two boys spent many happy hours on Dunkum’s Heights, basking in the tawny sunlight, chewing the soft grass, watching the flight of shrinken-birds over the mud-flats.


			Dunkum’s Heights was a place to laze and dream; in contrast, the space-port, in Godero Precinct, east of Dunkum’s Heights, was the very node of adventure and romance. The space-port was divided into three sections, with the depot at the center. To the north was the commercial field, where two or three freight ships were usually loading or discharging. To the south, lined up along an access avenue, were space-yachts belonging to the lords: objects of the most entrancing verve and glitter. To the west was the passenger terminus. Here hulked the black excursion ships, serving those recipients who, by dint of toil and frugality, had been able to buy off-world passage. The tours were various. Cheapest and most popular was a five-day visit to the moon Damar, a strange little world half the diameter of Halma where lived the Damaran puppet-makers. At Garwan, on Damar’s equator, was a tourist node, with hotels, promenades, restaurants. Puppet plays of every description were presented: legends of Faerie, fables of gothic horror, historical reenactments, farces, displays macabre and erotic. The performing puppets were small human simulacra, far more carefully bred, far more expensive than the wry little creatures exported to such enterprises as Framtree’s Peripatezic Entercationers. The Damarans themselves lived underground, in circumstances of great luxury. Their pelts were black; their bony little heads were tufted with coarse black bristles; their eyes shone with curious glints, like the lights of a star sapphire; in short, they were not unlike their own export puppets.


			Another tourist destination, somewhat more prestigious, was the planet next out in orbit: Morgan, a world of windswept oceans, table-flat steppes, pinnacles of naked rock. On Morgan were a number of rather shabby resorts, offering little recreation other than sailing high-wheeled cars across the steppes. Nonetheless, thousands paid hard-won vouchers to spend two weeks at Tundra Inn or Mountain House or Cape Rage Haven.


			Far more desirable were the Wonder Worlds of the Mirabilis Cluster. When folk returned from the Wonder Worlds they had fulfilled their dreams; they had traveled to the stars; they would talk of the marvels they had seen to the end of their time. The excursion however was beyond the financial reach of all but the highly compensated: guild-masters and delegates, welfare supervisors, Boimarc auditors and bursars, those noncups who had gained wealth through mercantilism, gambling or crime.


			Worlds more remote than the Wonder Worlds were known to exist: Rodion, Alcantara, Earth, Maastricht, Montiserra with its floating cities, Himat, many others, but no one fared so far save the lords in their space-yachts.


			To Ghyl and Floriel nothing was impossible. Noses pressed to the fence which surrounded the space-port, they vowed that financial independence and space-travel was the only life for them. But first to gain the vouchers, and here was the stumbling block. Vouchers were hard to come by, Ghyl well knew. Other worlds were reputedly rich, with vouchers distributed without stint. How to take himself and his father and Floriel to a more lavish environment? If only by some marvelous exploit, by some miracle he could come into possession of a space-yacht! What freedom, what romance and adventure!


			Ghyl recalled the exactions imposed upon evil Lord Bodbozzle. Rudel and Marelvie had gained financial independence—but it had only been a puppet-play. Was there no other way?


			One amazing day toward the end of summer Ghyl and Floriel lay on Dunkum’s Heights sucking grass stems and talking largely of the future. “What, really, do you think you’ll do?” asked Ghyl.


			“First of all,” said Floriel, cradling his girlishly delicate face in his hands, “I’ll hoard vouchers: dozens. Then I’ll learn to gamble, like the noncups do. I’ll learn all the best ways to win and then one day I’ll gamble and earn hundreds and hundreds of vouchers. Thousands even. Then I’ll turn them in for a space-yacht and fly away! away! away! Out past Mirabilis!”


			Ghyl nodded reflectively. “That would be one way.”


			“Or,” Floriel went on, “I might save a lord’s daughter from danger. Then I’d marry her and be a lord myself.”


			Ghyl shook his head. “That’s never done. They’re much too proud. They just have friends among the underfolk. Mistresses, they’re called.”


			Floriel turned to look south, across the brown and gray crumble of Brueben to the towers of Vashmont. “Why should they be proud? They are only ordinary people who happen to be lords.”


			“A different kind of people,” said Ghyl. “Although I’ve heard that when they walk the streets without Garrion no one notices them as lords.”


			“They’re proud because they are rich,” declared Floriel. “I’ll earn wealth too, and I’ll be proud and they’ll be eager to marry me, just to count my vouchers. Think of it! Blue vouchers, orange vouchers, green vouchers! Bundles and boxes of all colors!”


			“You’ll need them all,” observed Ghyl. “Space-yachts cost a great deal: a half-million vouchers, I suppose. A million for the really good ones: the Lixons or the Hexanders with the promenade deck. Just pretend! Fancy that we’re out in space, with Mirabilis behind, heading for some wonderful strange planet. We dine in the main saloon, on turbot and roast bloorcock and the best Gade wine—and then we go along the promenade to the after-dome and eat our ices in the dark, with the Mirabilis stars behind and the Giant’s Scimitar above and the galaxy to the side.”


			Floriel heaved a deep sigh. “If I can’t buy a space-yacht—I’ll steal one. I don’t think it’s wrong,” he told Ghyl earnestly, for Ghyl wore a dubious expression. “I’d steal only from the lords, who can well afford to lose. Think of the bales of vouchers they receive and never spend!”


			Ghyl was not sure that this was the case, but did not care to argue.


			Floriel rose to his knees. “Let’s go over to the space-port! We can look at yachts and pick one out!”


			“Now?”


			“Of course! Why not?”


			“But it’s so far.”


			“We’ll use Overtrend.”


			“My father doesn’t like to give vouchers to the lords.”


			“Overtrend doesn’t cost much. To Godero, no more than fifteen checks.”


			Ghyl shrugged. “Very well.”


			They went down from the bluff by the familiar train, but instead of turning south, skirted the municipal tanneries to the Veige No. 2 West Overtrend kiosk. They descended by escalator to the on ramp, boarded a capsule. Each in turn punched the ‘Space-port’ symbol and held his under-age card to a sensor plate. The capsule accelerated, rushed east, decelerated, opened; the boys stepped forth upon the up-escalator, which presently discharged them into the space-port depot: a cavernous place, echoing to every footfall. The boys slunk over to the side and took stock of the situation, conversing in low voices. For all the comings and goings, the atmosphere of suppressed excitement, the depot was a cheerless place, with walls of dust-brown tile, a great dim vault of a roof.


			Ghyl and Floriel decided to watch the passengers boarding the excursion ships. They approached the embarkation wicket, tried to pass through the field gate but a guard waved them back. “Observation deck through the arch; passengers only on the field!” But he turned away to answer a question and Floriel, suddenly bold, seized Ghyl’s arm, and they slipped quickly past.


			Amazed and delighted at their own audacity, they hurried to the shadow of an overhanging buttress where they crouched to take stock of the situation. A sound from the sky startled them: a sudden high-pitched roar from a Leamas Line excursion ship, settling like a great portly duck on its suppressors. The roar became a whine as the force-field reacted with the ground, then passed beyond audibility. The ship touched ground; the hyper-audible sound returned into sensible range, then sighed away to silence, and the ship was at rest firm against the soil of Halma. The ports opened; the passengers slowly filed forth, vouchers spent, heads bowed, ambitions sated.


			Floriel gave a sudden gasp of excitement. He pointed. “The ports are open! Do you know, if we went through the crowd right now we could go aboard and hide? Then when the ship was in space we’d come out! They’d never send us back! We’d see Damar at least and maybe Morgan as well.”


			Ghyl shook his head. “We wouldn’t see anything. They’d lock us in a little room and give us bread and water. They’d charge our fathers for the passage—thousands of vouchers! My father couldn’t pay. I don’t know what he’d do.”


			“My mother wouldn’t pay,” said Floriel. “She’d beat me as well. But I don’t care. We’d have traveled space!”


			“They’d list us for inclination,” said Ghyl.


			Floriel made a gesture of scornful defiance. “What’s the difference? We could toe the line in the future—until another opportunity like this came along.”


			“It’s no opportunity,” said Ghyl. “Not really. In the first place they’d catch us in the act and pitch us out. We’d do ourselves no good whatever. Anyway, who wants to travel in an old excursion ship? I want a space-yacht. Let’s see if we can get out on the south field.”


			The space-yachts were ranked in a line along the far end of the field, with an access avenue running in front of them. To reach this avenue meant crossing an open area where they would be in plain view of anyone who cared to look down either from the observation deck or the control tower. Ghyl and Floriel, huddling beside the wall, discussed the situation, weighing pros and cons. “Come,” said Floriel. “Let’s just make a run for it.”


			“We’d do better just walking,” said Ghyl. “We wouldn’t look so much like thieves. Which we’re not, of course. Then, if we were caught, we could say truthfully that we meant no harm. If they saw us running, they’d be sure that we were up to mischief.”


			“Very well,” grumbled Floriel. “Let’s go then.”


			Feeling naked and exposed they crossed the open area, and gained the comparative shelter of the access avenue without challenge. And now, near at hand, were the fascinating space-yachts; the first, a hundred-foot Dameron CoCo 14, jutting its prow almost over their heads.


			They peered cautiously down the avenue, which was the way the lords came when they wished to embark upon their yachts. All seemed placid, the marvellous yachts crouched on rolling gear and nose-blocks as if dozing.


			No Garrion were in sight, nor any lords, nor any mechanics—these latter generally men from Luschein on South Continent. Floriel’s daring, drawn more from an active mind and a high-strung temperament than any real courage, began to peter out. He became timid and fretful, while Ghyl, who would never have come so far on his own, was obliged to supply staying-power for both.


			“Do you think we should go any farther?” Floriel asked in a husky whisper.


			“We’ve come this far,” said Ghyl. “We’re doing no harm. I don’t think anyone would mind. Not even a lord.”


			“What would they do if they caught us? Send us to rehabilitation?”


			Ghyl laughed nervously. “Of course not. If anyone asks, we’ll say we’re just looking at the yachts, which is the truth.”


			“Yes,” said Floriel, dubiously. “I suppose so.”


			“Come along then,” said Ghyl.


			They started south along the avenue. After the Dameron was a Wodze Blue, and next beside it a slightly smaller, more lavish, Wodze Scarlet; then a huge Gallypool Irwanforth; then a Hatz Marauder, then a Sparling Starchaser in a splendid hull of gold and silver: yacht after yacht, each more wonderful than the last. Once or twice the boys walked up under the hulls, to touch the glossy skins which had known so much distance, to examine the port-of-call blazons.


			Halfway along the avenue they came upon a yacht which had been lowered off its nose-block, apparently to facilitate repair, and the boys walked furtively close. “Look!” whispered Ghyl. “You can see just a bit of the main saloon. Isn’t she absolutely wonderful?”


			Floriel acknowledged as much. “It’s a Lixon Triplange. They all have those heavy cowls around the forward ports.” He walked up under the hull to examine the port-of-call blazons. “This one’s been everywhere. Triptolemus . . . Jeng . . . Sanreale . . . Someday, when I read I’ll know them all.”


			“Yes, I want to read too,” said Ghyl. “My father knows a great deal about reading; he can teach me.” He stared at Floriel, who was making urgent gestures. “What’s the matter?”


			“Garrion!” hissed Floriel. “Hide, back of the stanchion!”


			With alacrity Ghyl joined Floriel behind the prow support. They stood scarcely breathing. Floriel whispered desperately, “They can’t do anything to us, even if they catch us. They’re just servants; they don’t have a right to give us orders, or chase us, or anything. Not unless we’re doing damage.”


			“I suppose not,” said Ghyl. “Let’s hide anyway.”


			“Certainly.”


			The Garrion came past, moving with the rolling purposeful step characteristic of the race. He wore livery of light green and gray, with gold rosettes, a cap of green-gray leather.


			Floriel, who took pride in his knowledgeability, hazarded a guess regarding the Garrion’s patron: “Green and gray . . . might be Verth the Chaluz. Or Herman the Chaluz. Chaluz lords use the gold rosette, you know: it means power.”


			Ghyl did not know, but he nodded acquiescence. They waited until the Garrion entered the terminal and was gone from sight. Cautiously the boys came out from behind the stanchion. They looked left and right, then proceeded along the line of yachts. “Look!” breathed Floriel. “The Deme—the gold and black one! The port is open!”


			The two boys halted, stared at the fascinating gap. “That’s where the Garrion came from,” said Ghyl. “He’ll be back.”


			“Not right away. We could climb the ramp and look inside. No one would ever know.”


			Ghyl gave a grimace. “I’ve already been reprimanded for trespass.”


			“This isn’t trespass! Anyway, what’s the harm? If anyone asked what we were doing, we’d say we were just looking.”


			“There’s sure to be someone aboard,” said Ghyl dubiously.


			Floriel thought not. “The Garrion is probably fixing something, or cleaning. He’s gone to get supplies and he’ll be away ever so long! Let’s take a quick look inside!”


			Ghyl gauged the distance to the terminal: a good five minutes walk. Floriel tugged at his arm. “Come along; as if we were lordlets! One peek inside, to see how the lords live!”


			Ghyl thought of Helfred Cobol; he thought of his father. His throat felt dry. Already he and Floriel had dared more than was proper . . . Still, the Garrion was in the terminal, and what could be the harm in looking through the entrance? Ghyl said, “If we just go to the door . . .”


			Floriel now became reluctant; evidently he had been counting on Ghyl to veto so mad a proposal. “Do you really think we should?”


			Ghyl made a signal for caution and went quietly toward the space-yacht. Floriel followed.


			At the foot of the ramp they stopped to listen. There was no sound from within. Visible only was the inside of the air-lock and, beyond, a tantalizing glimpse of carved wood, scarlet cloth, a rack of glass and metal implements: luxury almost too splendid to be real. Drawn by fascinated curiosity, almost against their wills, certainly against their better judgment, the boys gingerly ascended the ramp, furtive as cats in a strange house. They peered in through the port, to hear a murmur of machinery, nothing else.


			Now they backed away to look toward the terminal. The Garrion had not come forth. Hearts thumping in their throats the boys stepped into the air-lock, peered into the main saloon.


			They let out their breath slowly in delight and wonder. The saloon was perhaps thirty feet long and sixteen feet wide. The walls were paneled in gray-green sako-wood and tapestry cloth; the floor was covered with a thick purple rug. At the forward end of the saloon four steps rose to a control platform. Aft, an arch opened upon an observation deck under a transparent dome.


			“Isn’t it marvelous?” breathed Floriel. “Do you think we’ll ever have a space-yacht? One as fine as this?”


			“I don’t know,” said Ghyl somberly. “I hope so . . . Yes. Some day I will have one . . . Now we had best go.”


			Floriel whispered, “Think! If we knew astrogation, we could take the space-yacht right now—up and away from Ambroy! We’d own it, all to ourselves!”


			The idea was tantalizing but preposterous. Ghyl was now more than ready to leave, but to his dismay Floriel skipped recklessly across the saloon, up the steps to the control platform. Ghyl called to him in an anxious voice, “Don’t touch anything! Don’t move a single lever!”


			“Come now. Do you take me for a fool?”


			Ghyl looked longingly back at the entrance port. “We’d best be going!”


			“Oh but you must come up here, you can’t imagine how grand it is!”


			“Don’t touch anything!” Ghyl warned him. “You’ll cause trouble!” He came a couple steps forward. “Let’s go!”


			“As soon as—” Floriel’s voice became a startled stammer.


			Following the direction of his gaze, Ghyl saw a girl standing by the aft companionway. She wore a rich suit of rose velvet, a square soft flat cap of the same material with a pair of scarlet ribbons hanging past her shoulders. She was dark-haired; her face was piquant, mobile, bright with vitality, but at this moment she looked from one ragamuffin to the other in outrage. Ghyl stared back in fascination. Surely this was the same small lady the puppet-master had pointed out at the puppet show? She was very pretty, he thought, with the same fascinating hint of Difference: that peculiar quality which distinguished lords from men.


			Floriel, arousing from his petrifaction, began to slink down from the control deck. The girl came a few steps forward. A Garrion followed her into the saloon. Floriel froze back against a bulkhead. He stuttered, “We meant no harm, we only wanted to look—”


			The girl studied him gravely, then turned to inspect Ghyl. Her mouth drooped in disgust. She looked back at the Garrion. “Give them a beating; throw them away.”


			The Garrion seized Floriel, who chattered and howled. Ghyl might have retreated and escaped, but he chose to remain, for a reason not at all clear to him: certainly his presence was no help to Floriel.


			The Garrion dealt Floriel a series of disinterested blows. Floriel yelped and writhed in dramatic fashion. The girl gave a curt nod. “Enough; the other.”


			Sobbing and panting Floriel fled past Ghyl, and down the ramp. Ghyl stood his ground against the Garrion, trying to control his shrinking flesh as the creature loomed over him. The Garrion’s hands were cool and rough; the touch sent an odd chill along Ghyl’s nerves. He hardly felt the blows, which were carefully measured. His attention was fixed on the girl who watched the beating critically. Ghyl wondered how someone so delicate and pretty could be so unfeeling. Were all the lords so cruel?


			The girl saw Ghyl’s gaze and perhaps sensed the import. She frowned. “Beat this one more severely; he is insolent!”


			Ghyl received a few additional blows and then was shoved roughly from the ship.


			Floriel stood a fearful fifty yards down the avenue. Ghyl picked himself up from the ground where he had fallen. He looked back up the ramp. There was nothing to see. He turned away and joined Floriel; wordlessly they trudged back along the avenue.


			They gained the interior of the depot without attracting attention. Mindful of his father’s antipathy toward the Overtrend, Ghyl insisted on walking home: a matter of four miles.


			Along the way Floriel burst out in a spasm of fury. “What abominable people the lords! Did you sense the girl’s glee? She treated us as if we were muck! As if we stank! And my mother is second cousin to the Mayor! I will have my own back some day! Hear me, for I am resolved!”


			Ghyl heaved a mournful sigh. “She certainly could have used us more kindly. Still—she also might have used us worse. Far worse.”


			Floriel gazed at him in amazement, hair tousled, face distorted. “Eh? What’s all this? She ordered us beaten! While she watched, smirking!”


			“She could have had our names. What if she had given us to the welfare agents?”


			Floriel lowered his head. The two boys trudged on into Brueben. The setting sun, entering a band of ale-colored haze, cast amber light in their faces.


			Chapter V


			


			AUTUMN CAME to Ambroy, then winter: a season of chilling rains and mists, which started a black and lavender lichen growing over the ruins, to lend the old city a dismal grandeur it lacked in the dry season. Amiante completed a fine screen which was judged ‘Acme’ and which also received a Guild Citation of Excellence, with which he was quietly pleased.


			He also received a visit from a Guide Leaper of the Temple, a sharp-featured young man wearing a scarlet jacket, a tall black hat, brown breeches tight around heavy legs, knotted with muscle after a lifetime of leaping. He came to remonstrate in regard to Ghyl’s carefree life. “Why does he not participate in Soul Endowment? What of his Basic Saltations? He knows neither Rite nor Rote nor Doxology; nor Leaps nor Bounds! Finuka requires more than this!”


			Amiante listened politely, but continued to work with his chisel. He spoke in a mild voice, “The lad is hardly old enough to think. If he has a mind to devotion, he’ll know fast enough; then he’ll more than make up for any lack.”


			The Leaper became excited. “A fallacy! Children are best trained young. Witness myself! When I was an infant, I crawled upon a patterned rug! The first words I spoke were the Apotheosis and the Simulations. This is best! Train the child young! As he stands now he is a spiritual vacuum, susceptible to any strange cult! Best to fill his soul with the way of Finuka!”


			“I’ll explain all this to him,” said Amiante. “Perhaps he may be encouraged to worship; who can say?”


			“The parent bears the responsibility,” intoned the Guide Leaper. “When have you done your last leaping? I suspect months have passed!”


			Amiante calculated a pensive moment. He nodded. “Months at the very least.”


			“Well then!” exclaimed the Leaper in triumph. “Is this not an explanation in itself?”


			“Very likely. Well then, I’ll have a discussion with the boy later in the day.”


			The Guide Leaper started to expostulate further, but, observing Amiante’s absorption in his work, he shook his head in defeat, performed a holy sign and departed.


			Amiante glanced up expressionlessly as the Leaper passed through the door.


			


			Time and welfare regulations pressed in upon Ghyl. On his tenth birthday he joined the Wood-carvers’ Guild, his first choice, the Mariners’ Guild, being closed to all save sons of existing members.


			Amiante dressed for the occasion in formal guild-meeting wear: a brown coat flared wide at the hips, peaked up at the shoulders, with black piping and carved buttons; tight trousers, with rows of white buttons down the sides, a complicated billed hat of tan felt with black tassels and guild medals. Ghyl wore his first trousers (having heretofore gone only in a gray child’s smock) with a maroon jacket and a smart polished leather cap. Together they walked north to the Guild Hall.


			The initiation was a lengthy affair, consisting of a dozen rituals, questions and responses, charges and assurances. Ghyl paid his first year’s dues, received his first medal, which the Guild-master ceremoniously affixed to his cap.


			From the Guild Hall Ghyl and Amiante walked east across the old Mercantilikum to the Welfare Agency in East Town. Here there was further formality. Ghyl was somatyped; his Beneficial Number was tattooed upon his right shoulder. Henceforth, by Agency reckoning, he was an adult, and would be counseled by Helfred Cobol in his own right. Ghyl was asked his status at the Temple, and was forced to admit to none. The Qualification Officer and the Department Scrivener looked with raised eyebrows from Ghyl to Amiante, then they shrugged. The scrivener wrote upon the questionnaire: “No present capability; status of parent in doubt.”


			The Qualification Officer spoke in a measured voice: “To achieve your most complete fulfillment as a participating member of society, you must be active at the Temple. I will therefore assign you to Full Operative Function. You must contribute four hours voluntary cooperation per week to the Temple, together with various assessments and beneficial gifts. Since you are somewhat—in fact, considerably—retarded, you will be enrolled in special Indoctrination Class . . . Did you speak?”


			“I was asking if the Temple was necessary,” stammered Ghyl. “I just wanted to know—”


			“Temple instruction is not ‘fully compulsory’,” said the officer. “It is of the ‘Strongly Recommended’ category, inasmuch as any other course suggests noncuperativity. You will therefore report to the Temple Juvenile Authority at ten o’clock tomorrow.”


			So, willy-nilly, and with Amiante keeping his own counsel, Ghyl presented himself at the Central Temple in Cato Precinct. The clerk issued him a dull red cloak with high hitches for leaping, a book which displayed and explained the Great Design, charts of uncomplicated patterns; then assigned him to a study group.


			Ghyl made but fair progress at the Temple, and was far outshone by others younger than himself, who skipped easily through the most complicated patterns: bounding, dancing, whirling, flicking a toe to touch a sign here, an emblem there, swinging contemptuously wide over the black and green ‘Delinquencies’, coursing swiftly down the peripheries, veering past the red demon spots.


			At home Amiante in a sudden fit of energy taught Ghyl to read and write the third-level syllabary, and sent him to the Guild instruction chambers to learn mathematics.


			It was a busy year for Ghyl. The old days of idleness and wandering seemed remote indeed. On his eleventh birthday Amiante gave him a choice panel of arzack, to be carved into a screen of his own design.


			Ghyl looked among his sketches and chose a pleasant composition of boys climbing fruit trees, and he adapted the composition to the natural grain of the panel.


			Amiante approved the design. “Quite suitable: whimsical and gay. It is best to produce gay designs. Happiness is fugitive; dissatisfaction and boredom are real. The folk who gaze upon your screens are entitled to all the joy you can give them, even though the joy be but an abstraction.”


			Ghyl felt impelled to protest at the cynicism of his father. “I don’t consider happiness an illusion! Why should folk content themselves with illusions when reality is so pungent? Are not acts better than dreams?”


			Amiante gave his characteristic shrug. “There are many more excellent dreams than meaningful acts. Or so it might be argued.”


			“But acts are real! Each real act is worth a thousand dreams!”


			Amiante smiled ruefully. “Dream? Act? Which is illusion? Fortinone is old. Billions of folk have come and gone, pale fish in an ocean of time. They rise into the sunlit shallows; they glitter a moment or two; they drift away through the murk.”


			Ghyl scowled off through the amber panes, which allowed a distorted view of the comings and goings in Undle Square. “I can’t feel like a fish. You’re not a fish. We don’t live in an ocean. You are you and I am I and this is our home.” He threw down his tools and marched outside to draw a breath of air. He walked north into Veige Precinct and by force of habit mounted Dunkum’s Heights. Here to his annoyance he found two small boys and a little girl, perhaps seven or eight years old. They were sitting in the grass tossing pebbles down the slope. Their chatter seemed much too boisterous for the spot where Ghyl had spent so much time musing. He gave them a glare of outrage, to which they returned puzzled stares. Ghyl strode off to the north, down the long descending ridge which died upon the Dodrechten mud flats. As he walked, he wondered about Floriel, whom he had not seen for some time. Floriel had joined the Metal-benders’ Guild. When Ghyl had seen him last, Floriel had sported a little black leather skull-cap from under which his hair curled out in a manner almost too charming for a boy. Floriel had been somewhat remote. He had finally, so Ghyl decided, been caught up in a sensible career, for all the wild talk of his childhood.


			Ghyl returned home during the late afternoon, to find Amiante sorting through a portfolio of his private treasures, which he generally kept in a cabinet on the third floor.


			Ghyl had never seen at close hand the contents of the portfolio. He approached and watched over Amiante’s elbow as Amiante pored over the objects, which were old writings: manuscript, calligraph, ornaments and illustrations. Ghyl noted several extremely ancient fragments of parchment on which were characters indited with great regularity and uniformity. Ghyl was puzzled. He squinted down at the archaic documents. “Who could write so careful and minute a hand? Did they employ mites? No scrivener today could do so well!”


			“What you see is a process called ‘printing’,” Amiante told him. “It is duplication a hundred times, a thousand times over. Nowadays, of course, printing is not allowed.”


			“How is it accomplished?”


			“There are many systems, or so I understand. Sometimes carved bits of metal are inked and pressed against paper; sometimes a jet of black light instantaneously sprays a page with writing; sometimes the characters are burnt upon paper through a pattern. I know very little about these processes, which I believe are still used on other worlds.”


			Ghyl studied the archaic symbols for a period, then went on to admire the rich colors of the decorations. Amiante, reading from a little pamphlet, chuckled quietly. Ghyl looked around curiously. “What does it say?”


			“Nothing of consequence. It is an old bulletin describing an electric boat which was offered for sale by the Bidderbasse Factory in Luschein. The price: twelve hundred sequins.”


			“What is a sequin?”


			“It is money. Something like welfare vouchers. I don’t believe the factory is in operation any more. Perhaps the boats were of poor quality. Perhaps the Overtrend lords laid an embargo. It is difficult to know; there are no dependable chronicles, at least not in Ambroy.” Amiante heaved a sad sigh. “One can never learn anything when he so desires . . . Still, I suppose that we should count our blessings. Other eras have been far worse. There is no want in Fortinone, as there is in Bauredel. No wealth, of course, except for that of the lords. But no want.”


			Ghyl examined the printed characters. “Are these hard to read?”


			“Not particularly. Would you like to learn?”


			Ghyl hesitated, considering the many demands upon his time. If he were ever to travel to Damar, to Morgan, to the Wonder Worlds (already the dream of owning a space-yacht was becoming remote) he must work with great industry, and earn vouchers. But he nodded. “Yes, I would like to learn.”


			Amiante seemed pleased. “I am not overly well-versed, and there are many idioms which I fail to recognize—but perhaps we can puzzle them out together.”


			Amiante pushed all his tools to the side, spread a cloth over the screen upon which he had been working, arranged the fragments, brought stylus and paper and copied the crabbed old characters.


			During the days which followed Ghyl struggled to master the archaic system of writing—not so simple a matter as he had originally supposed. Amiante could not transliterate the symbols into either primary pictographs, secondary cursive, nor even the third[-]level syllabary. And even after Ghyl could identify and combine the characters, he was forced to learn archaic idioms and constructions, and sometimes allusions regarding which Amiante could provide no enlightenment.


			One day Helfred Cobol came to the shop to find Ghyl copying from an old parchment, while Amiante mused and dreamed over his portfolio. Helfred Cobol stood in the doorway, arms akimbo, a sour look on his face. “Now what occurs here in the wood-carving shop of old Rt. Tarvoke and young Rt. Tarvoke? Are you turning to scrivening? Don’t tell me you evoke new patterns for your screens; I know better.” He came forward, inspected Ghyl’s exercises. “Archaic, eh? Now what will a wood-carver need with Archaic? I can’t read it, and I’m a welfare agent.”


			Amiante spoke with a trifle more animation than he was accustomed to show. “You must remember that one does not carve wood every hour of the day and night.”


			“Understood,” responded Helfred Cobol. “In fact, judging from the work performed since my previous call, you have carved wood very few hours of either day or night. Much more of this and you will be existing on Base Stipend.”


			Amiante glanced at his nearly finished screen, as if to appraise how much work remained. “In due course, in due course.”


			Helfred Cobol, coming around the heavy old table, looked down at the portfolio. Amiante made a small motion as if to fold up the covers, but restrained himself. Such an act would only stimulate a man trained to curiosity and suspicion.


			Helfred Cobol did not touch the portfolio, but leaned over it with hands behind his back. “Interesting old stuff.” He pointed. “Printed material, I believe. How old do you reckon it?”


			“I can’t be sure,” said Amiante. “It makes reference to Clarence Tovanesko, so it won’t be more than thirteen hundred years old.”


			Helfred Cobol nodded. “It might even be of local fabrication. When did anti-duping regulations go into effect?”


			“About fifty years after this.” Amiante nodded at the bit of paper. “Just a guess of course.”


			“One doesn’t see much printing,” ruminated Helfred Cobol. “There’s not even any contraband off the space-ships, as there used to be in my grandfather’s day. Folk seem to me more law-abiding, which of course, makes life easier for the welfare agents. Noncups are more active this year, worse luck: vandals, thieves, anarchists that they are.”


			“A worthless group, by and large,” agreed Amiante.


			“‘By and large’?” snorted Helfred Cobol. “Altogether, I would say! They are non-productive, a tumor in the society! The criminals suck our blood, the small-dealers disrupt the Agency’s book-work.”


			Amiante had no more to say. Helfred Cobol turned to Ghyl. “Put aside the erudite uselessness, boy; that’s my best advice. You’ll never gain vouchers as a scrivener. Also, I’ve been told that your Temple attendance is spotty, that you’re only leaping a simple Honor-to-Finuka Half-about. More practise there, young Rt. Tarvoke! And more time with chisel and gouge!”


			“Yes sir,” said Ghyl meekly. “I’ll do my best.”


			Helfred Cobol gave him a friendly slap on the shoulder and left the shop. Amiante returned to the portfolio. But his mood was broken, and he twitched the papers with quick petulant jerks.


			Ghyl heard him mutter a peevish curse, and, looking up, saw that in his annoyance Amiante had torn one of his treasures: a long fragile sheet of low-grade paper printed with wonderful caricatures of three now-forgotten public figures.


			Amiante, after his outburst, sat like a rock, brooding over some matter which he obviously did not plan to communicate to Ghyl. Presently, without a word, Amiante rose to his feet, slung his second-best brown and blue cape around his shoulders and set forth upon an errand. Ghyl went to the door, watched his father amble across the square and disappear into an alley which led away into Nobile Precinct and the rough dock area.


			Ghyl, also restless, could concentrate no longer on the old writing. He made a half-hearted attempt to master a rather difficult Temple exercise, then set to work on his screen, and so occupied himself the remainder of the day.


			The sun had fallen behind the buildings across the square before Amiante returned. He carried several parcels which he put without comment into a cabinet, then sent Ghyl out to buy seaweed curd and a leek salad for their supper. Ghyl went slowly and reluctantly; there was a pot of left-over porridge which Amiante, who was somewhat frugal with food expenditures, had been planning to use. Why the unnecessary expenditure? Ghyl knew better than to ask. At best Amiante might give him a vague and irrelevant response. At worst Amiante would pretend not to have heard the question.


			Something peculiar was in the wind, thought Ghyl. In a heavy mood he visited the greengrocer’s, then the marine paste dealer’s. Over the evening meal Amiante, to anyone other than Ghyl, might have seemed his ordinary self. Ghyl knew differently. Amiante, not a talkative man, alternated periods of staring glumly down at his plate with attempts at contriving an easy conversation. He inquired as to Ghyl’s progress at the Temple, a subject regarding which he had heretofore shown little interest. Ghyl reported that he was doing fairly well with the exercises but found difficulty with the catechism. Amiante nodded but Ghyl could see that his thoughts were elsewhere. Presently Amiante asked if Ghyl had recently seen Floriel, and it so happened that Ghyl had come upon Floriel at the Temple, where he took instruction on much the same basis as Ghyl.


			“A peculiar lad, that one,” Amiante remarked. “Easily persuaded, or so I would say; and with a streak of perversity to make him uncertain.”


			“That is what I feel too,” said Ghyl. “Although now he seems to be buckling down to guild work.”


			“Yes, why not?” mused Amiante, as if the reverse—indolence, noncuperativity—were standard conduct.


			There was another silence, with Amiante frowning down at his plate as if for the first time he had become aware of what he was eating. He made an offhand reference to Helfred Cobol. “He means well enough, the agent; but he tries to reconcile too many conflicts. It makes him unhappy. He’ll never do well.”


			Ghyl was interested in his father’s opinion. “I’ve always thought him impatient and rude.”


			Amiante smiled, and looked off into his private thoughts. But he made another comment. “We are lucky with Helfred Cobol. The polite agents are harder to deal with. They offer smooth surface; they are impervious . . . How would you like to be a welfare agent?”


			Ghyl had never considered the possibility. “I’m not a Cobol. I suppose it’s very cuperative, and they gain bonus vouchers, or so I hear. I’d rather be a lord.”


			“Naturally; who wouldn’t?”


			“But it’s not possible in any way?”


			“Not here in Fortinone. They keep themselves to themselves.”


			“On their home world were they lords? Or ordinary recipients like ourselves?”


			Amiante shook his head. “Once, long ago, I worked for an off-world information agency and I might have asked, but during these times my thoughts were elsewhere. I don’t know the lords’ home world. Perhaps Alode, perhaps Earth, which I’ve been told is the first home of all men.”


			“I wonder,” said Ghyl, “why the lords live here in Fortinone. Why did they not choose Salula or Luschein or the Mang Islands?”


			Amiante shrugged. “The same reason, no doubt, that we live where we do. Here we were born, here we live, here we will die.”


			“Suppose I went to Luschein and studied to be a space-man; would the lords hire me aboard their yachts?”


			Amiante pursed his mouth dubiously. “The first difficulty is learning to be a spaceman. It is a popular occupation.”


			“Did you ever want to be a spaceman?”


			“Oh indeed. I had my dreams. Still—it may be best to carve wood. Who knows? We shall never starve.”


			“But we will never be financially independent,” said Ghyl with a sniff.


			“True.” Amiante, rising, took his plate to the wash-table where he scraped it very carefully and cleaned it with a minimum of water and sand.


			Ghyl watched the meticulous process with detached interest. Amiante, so he knew, begrudged every check he was forced to pay over to the lords. It was a process which puzzled him. He asked: “The lords take 1.18 percent of everything we produce, don’t they?”


			“They do,” said Amiante. “1.18 percent of the value of imports and exports alike.”


			“Then why do we use so little water and power, and why do we walk so much? Is not the money paid regardless?”


			Amiante’s face took on a mulish cast, always the case when he spoke of vouchers paid to the lords. “Meters are everywhere. Meters measure everything except the air you breathe. Even the sewage is metered. The Welfare Agency then withholds from each recipient, on a pro-rated basis of use, enough to pay the lords, together with enough to pay themselves and all other functionaries. Little enough is left for the recipients.”


			Ghyl nodded dubiously. “How did the lords first come into possession of the utilities?”


			“It happened perhaps fifteen hundred years ago. There were wars—with Bauredel, with the Mang Islands, with Lankenburg. Before were the Star Wars and before this the Dreadful War, and before this: wars without number. The last war, with Emperor Riskanie and the White-Eyed Men, resulted in the destruction of the city. Ambroy was devastated; the towers were destroyed; the folk lived like savages. The lords arrived in space-ships and set all in order. They generated power, started the water, built transit tubes, reopened the sewers, organized imports and exports. For this they asked and were conceded one percent. When they rebuilt the space-port they were conceded an additional eighteen hundredths percent, and so it has remained.”


			“And when did we learn that duping was illegal and wrong?”


			Amiante pursed his delicate mouth. “The strictures were first applied about a thousand years ago, when our crafts began earning a reputation.”


			“And all during past history men have duped?” asked Ghyl in a voice of awe.


			“As much as they saw fit.” Amiante rose to his feet and went down to the workroom to carve on his screen. Ghyl took his dishes to the sink and as he washed he contemplated the bizarre old times when men worked without reference to welfare regulation. When all was tidy, he also went down to his bench and for a period worked on his own screen. Then he went to watch Amiante, who burnished surfaces already glistening, cleared burrs from grooves smooth beyond cavil. Ghyl tried to resume the conversation, but Amiante had no more to say. Ghyl presently bade him goodnight and climbed up to the third floor. He went to the window, looked out across Undle Square, thinking of the men who had passed along these ancient streets, marching to triumphs and defeats now forgotten. Above hung Damar, mottled blue, pink and yellow, casting a nacreous sheen on all the old buildings.


			Into the street directly below shone light from the workroom. Amiante worked late—an unusual occurrence, Amiante preferring to use the light of day in order to deprive the lords. Other houses around the square, following a similar philosophy, were dark.


			As Ghyl was about to turn away, the light from the workroom flickered and became obscured. Ghyl looked down in puzzlement. He did not consider his father a secretive man: merely a person vague and given to fits of brooding. Why, therefore, would Amiante pull the blinds? Would there be a connection between the uncharacteristic secrecy and the parcels Amiante had brought home that afternoon?


			Ghyl went to sit on his couch. Welfare regulations put no explicit ban upon private or secret activity, so long as there was no violation of social policy, which meant, in effect, prior clearance with a welfare official.


			Ghyl sat stiffly, hands by his side clutching the coverlets. He did not want to intrude or discover something to embarrass both himself and his father. But still . . . Ghyl reluctantly rose to his feet. He walked quietly downstairs, trying simultaneously to avoid furtiveness and noise; to go down unnoticed but without the uncomfortable feeling of being a sneak.


			The cooking and living quarters smelled warm of porridge, with also a sharp tang of seaweed. Ghyl went across to the square of yellow light barred by balusters which marked the staircase . . . The light went off. Ghyl froze in his tracks. Was Amiante preparing to come upstairs? . . . But there were no footsteps. Amiante remained in the dark workroom.


			But not quite dark. There came a sudden flash of blue-white light, which persisted a second or so. Then, a moment later, came a dim flickering glow. Frightened now, Ghyl stole to the staircase, looked down through the balusters and into the workroom.


			For several moments he stared in puzzlement, pulse thudding so loudly he wondered that Amiante did not hear. But Amiante was absorbed in his work. He adjusted a mechanism which apparently had been contrived for the occasion: a box of rough fibre two feet long, a foot high and a foot wide, with a tube protruding from one end. Now Amiante went to a basin, peered down at something in the liquid: an object which glimmered pale. He shook his head, clicked his tongue in patent dissatisfaction. He extinguished the lights, all save a candle, and uncovering a second basin dipped a sheet of stiff white paper into what appeared to be a viscous syrup. He tilted the paper this way and that, drained it carefully, then set it on a rack in front of the box. He pressed a switch; from the tube came an intense beam of blue-white light. On the sheet of wet paper appeared a bright image.


			The light vanished; Amiante swiftly took the sheet, laid it flat on the bench, covered it with a soft black powder, rubbed it carefully with a roller. Then lifting the paper he shook off the excess powder, dropped it into the basin. Then he turned on the lights, bent anxiously to examine the sheet. After a moment he nodded in satisfaction. He removed the first sheet, crumpled it, threw it aside. Then he returned to the table, repeated the entire process.


			Ghyl watched fascinated. Clear, all too clear. His father was violating the most basic of all welfare regulations.


			He was duplicating.


			Ghyl examined Amiante with terrified eyes, as if here were a stranger of unknown qualities. His conscientious father, the expert wood-carver, duping! The fact, while undeniable, was incredible! Ghyl wondered if he were awake or dreaming; the scene indeed had something of the grotesque quality of a dream.


			Amiante meanwhile had inserted a new item into his projection box and focused the image carefully on a blank sheet of paper. Ghyl recognized one of the fragments from Amiante’s collection of ancient writings.


			Amiante worked now with more assurance. He made two copies; and so he continued, duplicating the old papers in his portfolio.


			Presently Ghyl stole upstairs to his room, carefully restraining himself from speculation. The hour was too late. He did not want to think. But one dreadful apprehension remained: the light leaking through the shutters into the square. Suppose someone had observed the flickering, the peculiar fluctuations, and wondered as to the cause. Ghyl looked down from his window, and the light, going on, going off, then the blue flash, seemed inordinately suspicious. How could Amiante be so careless, so sublimely absent-minded, as not to wonder or worry about such matters?


			To Ghyl’s relief Amiante tired of his illicit occupation. Ghyl could hear him moving here and there around the workroom, stowing away his equipment.


			Amiante came slowly up the stairs. Ghyl feigned slumber. Amiante went to bed. Ghyl lay awake, and it seemed to him that Amiante likewise lay awake, thinking his strange thoughts . . . Ghyl finally drowsed off.


			


			In the morning Amiante was his usual self. As Ghyl ate his breakfast of porridge and fish-flakes, he pondered: Amiante had duped eight, or even ten, items of his collection on the previous evening. It seemed not unlikely that he would dupe the rest. He must be made aware that the lights were visible. In as artless a voice as he could manage Ghyl asked, “Were you fixing our lights last night?”


			Amiante looked at Ghyl with eyebrows first raised in puzzlement, then drooping almost comically in embarrassment. Amiante was perhaps the least expert dissembler alive. “Er—why do you ask that?”


			“I happened to look out the window and I saw the lights going on and off. You had pulled the blinds but the light leaked past into the street. I suppose you were repairing the lamp?”


			Amiante rubbed his face. “Something of the sort . . . Something of the sort indeed. Now then—do you go to the Temple today?”


			Ghyl had forgotten. “Yes. Although I don’t know the exercises.”


			“Well—do your best. Some folk have the knack, others don’t.”


			Ghyl spent a miserable morning at the Temple, hopping awkwardly through simple patterns, while children years younger than himself, but far more devout, sprang about the Elemental Pattern with agility and finesse, winning commendation from the Guide Leaper. To make matters worse, the Third Assistant Saltator visited the hall and saw Ghyl’s hops and sprawling jumps with astonishment; to such an extent that presently he threw his hands into the air and strode from the hall in disgust.


			When Ghyl returned home he found that Amiante had started a new screen. Instead of the usual arzack, he had brought forth a panel of costly ing as high as his eyes, wider than his outstretched arms. All afternoon he worked transferring his cartoon to the panel. It was a striking design, but Ghyl could not help but feel a glum amusement at Amiante’s inconsistency: that he could counsel Ghyl to gayety, and then himself embark upon a work pervaded with melancholy. The cartoon indicated a lattice festooned with foliage, from which peered a hundred small grave faces, each different, yet some-how alike in the disturbing intensity of their gazes. Across the top were two words: REMEMBER ME, in a loose and graceful calligraphy.


			Amiante left off work on his new panel late in the afternoon. He yawned, stretched, rose to his feet, went to the door, looked out across the square, now busy with folk returning to their homes from work about the city: stevedores, boat-builders, mechanics; workers in wood, metal and stone; merchants and servicers; scriveners and clerks; food processors, slaughterers, fishermen; statisticians and welfare workers; house-girls, nurses, doctors and dentists—these latter all female.


			As if struck by a sudden thought, Amiante examined the blinds. He stood rubbing his chin, then turned a brief glance back to Ghyl, who pretended not to notice.


			Amiante went to the closet, brought forth a flask, poured two glasses of mild reed-blossom wine, put one by Ghyl’s elbow, sipped the other. Ghyl, glancing up, found it hard to reconcile this man, a trifle portly, calm of face, somewhat pale, somewhat inward-turned but wholly gentle, with the intent figure which had worked at irregulation the preceding night. If only it were a dream, a nightmare! The welfare agents, helpful and long-suffering, could become relentless when regulations were flouted. One day Ghyl had seen a wife-murderer being dragged away for rehabilitation, and the idea of Amiante being treated so caused him such terror that his stomach churned over.


			Amiante was discussing Ghyl’s screen: “—trifle more relief, here in this bark detail. The general idea is vitality, young folk romping in the country; why diminish the theme by over-delicacy?”


			“Yes,” muttered Ghyl. “I’ll carve somewhat deeper.”


			“I think I’d like less detail in the grass; it seems to rob the leaves . . . But this is your interpretation, and you must do as you think best.”


			Ghyl nodded numbly. He put down his chisel and drank the wine; he could carve no more today. Usually he was the one to initiate conversation, to talk while Amiante listened; but now the roles were reversed. Amiante was now considering their evening meal. “Last night we used seaweed; I thought it somewhat stale. What do you say to a salad of plinchets with perhaps a few nuts and a bit of cheese? Or would you prefer bread and cold meat? It shouldn’t be too dear.”


			Ghyl said he’d as soon eat bread and meat, and Amiante sent him off to the shopkeeper. Looking over his shoulder Ghyl saw with dismay that Amiante was inspecting the blinds, swinging them to and fro, open and shut.


			


			That night Amiante once more worked his duplicating machine, but he carefully muffled the blinds. Light no longer flickered out upon the square, to excite the wonder of some passing night agent.


			Ghyl went miserably to bed, thankful only that Amiante—since he seemed determined upon irregulation—at least was taking precautions against being caught in the act.


			Chapter VI


			


			IN SPITE of Amiante’s precautions, his misconduct was discovered—not by Helfred Cobol who, knowing something of Amiante’s disposition, might have contented himself with unofficial outrage and a close watch upon Amiante thereafter, but unluckily by Ells Wolleg, the Guild Delegate, a fussy little man with a dyspeptic yellow owl’s-face. In making a routine check of Amiante’s tools and work conditions, he lifted a scrap of wood and there, where Amiante had carelessly laid them, were three faulty copies of an old chart. Wolleg bent forward frowning, his first emotion simple irritation that Amiante should untidily mingle charts with guild-sponsored work; then, as the fact of duplication became manifest, he emitted a comical fluting yell. Amiante, straightening tools and cleaning away scrap at the opposite end of the table, looked around with eye-brows twisted in sad dismay. Ghyl sat rigid.


			Wolleg turned upon Amiante, eyes glittering from behind spectacles. “Be so good as to Spay-line the Welfare Agency, at once.”


			Amiante shook his head. “I have no Spay connection.”


			Wolleg snapped his fingers toward Ghyl. “Run, boy, as fast as you can. Summon here the welfare agents.”


			Ghyl half-rose from his bench, then settled back. “No.”


			Ells Wolleg wasted no time arguing. He went to the door, looked around the square, marched to a public Spay terminal.


			As soon as Wolleg had departed the shop, Ghyl jumped to his feet. “Quick, let’s hide the other things!”


			Amiante stood torpidly, unable to act.


			“Quick!” hissed Ghyl. “He’ll be back at once!”


			“Where can I put them?” mumbled Amiante. “They’ll search everywhere.”


			Ghyl ran to the cabinet, pulled down Amiante’s equipment. Into the box he piled rubbish and scrap. The lens tube he filled with brads and clips and stood it among other such containers. The bulb which furnished the blue flash and the power block were more of a problem, which Ghyl solved by running with them to the back door and throwing them over the fence into a waste area.


			Amiante watched for a moment with a dull brooding gaze, then, struck by a thought, he ran upstairs. He returned seconds before Wolleg re-entered the shop.


			Wolleg spoke in stiff measured tones: “My concerns, strictly speaking, are only with guild by-laws and work standards. Nevertheless I am a public official and I have done my duty. I may add that I am shamed to find duplicated stuffs, undoubtedly of irregulationary origin, in the custody of a wood-carver.”


			“Yes,” mumbled Amiante. “It must come as a great blow.”


			Wolleg turned his attention to the duplicated papers, and gave a grunt of disgust. “How did these articles reach your hands?”


			Amiante smiled wanly. “As you guessed, from an irregulationary source.”


			Ghyl exhaled a small sigh. At least Amiante did not intend to blurt forth everything in a spasm of contemptuous candor.


			Three welfare agents arrived: Helfred Cobol and a pair of supervisors with keen and darting eyes. Wolleg explained the circumstances, displayed the duplicated papers. Helfred Cobol looked at Amiante with a sardonic shake of the head and a curl of the lips. The two other welfare agents made a brief search of the shop but found nothing more; it was clear that their suspicions did not range so far as the theory that Amiante himself had been duplicating.


			Presently the two supervisors departed with Amiante, in spite of Ghyl’s protests.


			Helfred Cobol drew him aside. “Mind your manners, boy. Your father must go to the office and respond to a questionnaire. If his charge is light—and I believe this to be the case—he will escape rehabilitation.”


			Ghyl had heard previous references to one’s charge being high or low, but had assumed the phrase to be a colloquialism or a figure of speech. Now he was not so sure. There were menacing overtones to the words. He felt too depressed to put any questions to Helfred Cobol, and went to sit at his bench.


			Helfred Cobol walked here and there around the room, picking up a tool, fingering a bit of wood, looking occasionally toward Ghyl, as if there were something he wished to say but found himself unable to verbalize. Finally he muttered something unintelligible and went to stand in the doorway, looking out upon the square.


			Ghyl wondered what he was waiting for. Amiante’s return? This hope was dashed by the arrival of a tall gray-haired female agent, whose function apparently was to assume authority over the premises. Helfred Cobol gave her a curt nod and departed without further words.


			The woman spoke to Ghyl in a terse clear voice: “I am Matron Hantillebeck. Since you are a minor, I have been assigned to maintain the household until such time as a responsible adult returns. In short, you are in my charge. You need not necessarily vary from your normal routine; you may work, or practise devotionals, whichever is customary for you at this time.”


			Ghyl silently bent over his screen. Matron Hantillebeck locked the door, made an inspection of the house, turning on lights everywhere, sniffing at Amiante’s less-than-meticulous housekeeping. She came back to the workshop, leaving lights ablaze everywhere in the house, even though afternoon light still entered the windows.


			Ghyl essayed a timid protest. “If you don’t mind, I’ll turn out the lights. My father does not care to nourish the lords any more than necessary.”


			The remark irritated Matron Hantillebeck. “I do mind. The house is dark and disgustingly dirty. I wish to see where I am putting my feet. I do not care to step in something nasty.”


			Ghyl considered a moment, then offered tentatively: “There’s nothing nasty about, really. I know my father would be furious—and if I may turn off the lights, I’ll run ahead of you and turn them back on whenever you care to walk.”


			Matron Hantillebeck jerked about and fixed Ghyl with so ferocious a glare that Ghyl moved back a step. “Let the lights stay on! What care I for the penury of your father? The next thing to a Chaoticist, or so I reckon! Does he want to throttle Fortinone? Must we eat mud on his account?”


			“I don’t understand,” Ghyl faltered. “My father is a good man. He would hurt no one.”


			“Bah.” The matron swung away, made herself comfortable on a couch and began to crochet silk web. Ghyl slowly went to his screen. The matron took a rope of candied seaweed from her reticule, then a flask of soursnap beer and a slab of curdcake. Ghyl went up to the living quarters and thought no more of Matron Hantillebeck. He ate a plate of broad-beans, then in defiance of the matron, extinguished the lights throughout the upper stories and went to his couch. He had no knowledge of how the matron passed the night, for in the morning when he went below-stairs, she was gone.


			Not long after Amiante shuffled into the shop. His scant gray-gold hair was tousled, his eyes were like puddles of mercury. He looked at Ghyl; Ghyl looked at him. Ghyl asked, “Did—did they harm you?”


			Amiante shook his head. He came a few steps further into the room, looked tentatively here and there. He went to a bench, seated himself, ran his hand across his head, further rumpling his hair.


			Ghyl watched in apprehension, trying to decide whether or not his father was ill. Amiante raised a hand in reassurance. “No need for concern. I slept poorly . . . Did they search?”


			“Not well.”


			Amiante nodded vaguely. He rose, went to the door, stood looking out across the square, as if the scene—the heelcorn trees, the dusty annel bushes, the structures opposite—were strange to him. He turned, went to his bench, considered the half-carved faces of his new screen.


			Ghyl asked: “Can I bring you something to eat? Or tea?”


			“Not just now.” Amiante went upstairs. He returned a minute later with his old portfolio, which he put down upon the workbench.


			Ghyl asked in terror: “Are the duplicates there?”


			“No. They are under the tiles.” Amiante seemed not to wonder at Ghyl’s knowledge of his activities.


			“But—why?” asked Ghyl. “Why did you duplicate these things?”


			Amiante slowly raised his head, looked eye to eye with Ghyl. “If I did not,” he asked, “who would?”


			“But—the regulations . . .” Ghyl’s voice trailed off. Ami­ante made no remark. The silence was more meaningful than anything he could have said.


			Amiante opened the portfolio. “I had hoped for you to discover these for yourself, when you had learned to read.”


			“What are they?”


			“Various documents from the past—when regulations were less irksome, and perhaps less necessary.” He lifted one of the papers, glanced at it, set it aside. “Some are very precious.” He sorted through the documents. “Here: the charter of old Ambroy. Barely intelligible, and now all but unknown. Nonetheless, it is still in force.” He put it aside, touched another. “Here: the legend of Emphyrio.”


			Ghyl looked down at the characters, and recognized them for old Archaic, still beyond his comprehension. Amiante read it aloud. He came to the end of the page, halted, put down the paper.


			“Is that all?” asked Ghyl.


			“I don’t know.”


			“But how does it end?”


			“I don’t know that either.”


			Ghyl grimaced in dissatisfaction. “Is it true?”


			Amiante shrugged. “Who knows? The Historian, perhaps.”


			“Who is he?”


			“Someone far from here.” Amiante went to the cabinet, brought down vellum, ink, a pen. He began to copy the fragment. “I must copy these all; I must disseminate them, where they will not be lost.” He bent over the vellum.


			Ghyl watched a few minutes, then turned as the doorway darkened. A man came slowly into the shop. Amiante looked up, Ghyl stood back. The visitor was a tall man with a big handsome head, a brush of fine gray hair. He wore a jacket of black broadcloth with a dozen vertical ruffles under each arm, a white vest, trousers of black and brown stripe: a rich dignified costume, that of a man of position. Ghyl, who had seen him before at guild-meetings recognized Rt. Blaise Fodo, the Guild-master himself.


			Amiante rose slowly to his feet.


			Fodo spoke in a rich earnest voice, “I heard of your difficulties, Rt. Tarvoke, and I came to extend you the good wishes of the Guild, and wise counsel, should you require it.”


			“Thank you, Rt. Fodo,” said Amiante. “I wish you had been here to counsel Ells Wolleg from turning me in. That would have been ‘counsel’ when I needed it.”


			The Guild-master frowned. “Unluckily I can’t foresee every indiscretion of every member. And Delegate Wolleg of course performed his duty as he saw it. But I am surprised to see you scrivening. What do you do?”


			Amiante spoke in a voice of the most precise clarity. “I copy an ancient manuscript, that it may be preserved for the times to come.”


			“What is the document?”


			“The legend of Emphyrio.”


			“Well, then, admirable—but surely this is the domain of the scriveners! They do not carve wood, we neither indite nor inscribe. What would we gain?” He waved his hand at Amiante’s inexact writing with a small smile of indulgent distaste, as if at the antics of a dirty child. “The copy is by no means flawless.”


			Amiante scratched his chin. “It is legible, I hope . . . Do you read Archaic?”


			“Certainly. What old affair are you so concerned with?” He picked up the fragment and tilting back his head puzzled out the sense of the text:


			


			

			On the world of Aume, or some say, Home, which men had taken by toil and pain, and where they had established farmsteads along the shore of the sea, came down a monstrous horde from the dark moon Sigil.


			The men had long put by their weapons and now spoke gently: “Monsters: the look of deprivation invests you like an odor. If you hunger, eat of our food; share our plenty until you are appeased.”


			The monsters could not speak but their great horns yelled: “We do not come for food.”


			“There is about you the madness of the moon Sigil. Come you for peace? Rest then; listen to our music, lave your feet in the waves of the sea; soon you will be allayed.”


			“We do not come for respite,” bayed the great horns.


			“There is about you the forlorn despair of the outcast, which is irremedial, for love we cannot provide; so you must return to the dark moon Sigil, and come to terms with those who sent you forth.”


			“We do not come for love,” raved the very horns.


			“What then is your purpose?”


			“We are here to enslave the men of Aume, or as some say, Home, to ease ourselves upon their labor. Know us for your masters, and he who looks askance shall be stamped beneath our terrible feet.”


			The men were enslaved, and set to such onerous tasks as the monsters devised and found needful. In due course, Emphyrio, the son of fisher-folk, was moved to rebellion, and led his band into the mountains. He employed a magic tablet, and all who heard his words knew them for truth, so that many men set themselves against the monsters.


			With fire and flame, with torment and char, the monsters from Sigil wrought their vengeance. Still the voice of Emphyrio rang down from the mountain, and all who heard were moved to defiance.


			The monsters marched to the mountains, battering rock from rock, and Emphyrio retired to the far places: the islands of reed, the forests and murks.


			After came the monsters, affording no respite. In the Col of Deal, behind the Maul Mountains, Emphyrio confronted the horde. He spoke, with his voice of truth, and his magic tablet, and sent forth flashing words: “Observe! I hold the magic tablet of truth! You are Monster; I am Man. Each is alone; each sees dawn and dusk; each feels pain and pain’s ease. Why should one be victor and the other victim? We will never agree; never shall you know gain by the toil of man! Submit to the what-must-be! If you fail to heed, then you must taste a bitter brew and never again walk the sands of dark Sigil.”


			The monsters could not disbelieve the voice of Emphyrio and halted in wonder. One sent forth his flashing words: “Emphyrio! Come with us to Sigil and speak in the Catademnon; for there is the force which controls us to evil deeds.”


			(end of fragment)


			


			



			Blaise Fodo slowly laid the paper on the desk. For a moment his eyes were unfocused, his mouth pushed forward into a thoughtful pink oval. “Yes . . . Yes, indeed.” He gave his shoulders a twitch, settled his black jacket. “Amazing, certain of these old legends. Still we must maintain a sense of proportion. You are an expert wood-carver; your screens are excellent. Your fine son, too, has a productive future before him. So why waste valuable work-time inditing old tales? It becomes an obsession! Especially,” he added meaningfully, “when it leads to irregulationary acts. You must be realistic, Rt. Tarvoke!”


			Amiante shrugged, put the vellum and ink to the side. “Perhaps you are right.” He took up a chisel and began to carve at his screen.


			But Rt. Blaise Fodo was not to be put aside so easily. For another half hour he paced back and forth across the workroom, looking down first across Ghyl’s shoulders, then Amiante’s. He spoke further of Amiante’s trespass and chided Amiante for allowing a collector’s avidity to overcome him, so that he bought illicit reproductions. He also addressed Ghyl, urging industry, devoutness and humility. “The path of life is well-trod; the wisest and best have erected guideposts, bridges and warning signals; it is either mulishness or arrogance to seek from side to side for new or better routes. So then: look to your welfare agent, to your Guild Delegate, to your Guide Leaper; follow their instructions. And you will lead a life of placid content.”


			Guild-master Fodo at last departed. As soon as the door closed behind him, Amiante put down his chisel and returned to his copying. Ghyl had nothing to say, though his heart was full and his throat hurt with premonition. Presently he went out upon the square to buy food, and as luck would have it met Helfred Cobol on his rounds.


			The welfare agent looked down at him with a quizzical stare. “What has come over Amiante, that he behaves like a Chaoticist?”


			“I don’t know,” said Ghyl. “But he is no Chaoticist. He is a good man.”


			“I realize as much, which is why I am concerned. Surely he cannot profit by irregulationary acts; and you must realize this as well.”


			Ghyl privately thought Amiante’s conduct somewhat queer but by no means hurtful or wrong. He did not, however, argue this with Helfred Cobol.


			“He is too bold, alas, for his own good,” the welfare agent went on. “You must help him. You are a responsible boy. Keep your father safe. Dallying with impossible legends and inflammatory tracts can only richen his rod!”


			Ghyl frowned. “Is that the same as ‘increasing his charge’?”


			“Yes. Do you know what is meant?”


			Ghyl shook his head.


			“Well then, at the Welfare Agency are trays of small rods, each numbered, each representing a man. I am represented by such a rod, as well as Amiante and yourself. Most of the rods are pure inactive iron; others are magnetized. At every offense or delinquency a carefully calculated magnetic charge is applied to the rod. If there are no new offenses the magnetism presently wanes and disappears. But if offenses continue, the magnetism augments and at last pulls down a signal, and the offender must be rehabilitated.”


			Ghyl, awed and depressed, looked away across the square. Then he asked, “When a person is rehabilitated, what happens?”


			“Ha ha!” exclaimed Helfred Cobol dourly, “you ask after our guild secrets. We do not talk of these things. It is enough to know that the offender is cured of irregulationary tendencies.”


			“Do noncups have rods at the Agency?”


			“No. They are not recipients; they are outside the system. When they commit crimes, as often they do, they find no understanding or rehabilitation—they are expelled from Ambroy.”


			Ghyl clutched his parcels to his chest, shivered, perhaps to a gust of cold wind which dipped down out of the sky. “I had best be home,” he told Helfred Cobol in a small voice.


			“Home with you then. I’ll look in on your father in ten or fifteen minutes.”


			Ghyl nodded and returned home. Amiante had fallen asleep at his workbench, head down upon his arms. Ghyl stood back in horror. To right and left, spread out on the bench, was duplicated material: every item that Amiante had processed. It seemed as if he had been attempting to organize his papers when drowsiness had overtaken him.


			Ghyl dropped the parcels of food, closed and bolted the door, ran forward. It was useless to awaken Amiante and expect alertness. Frantically he gathered all the material together, stacked it into a box, covered it over with shavings and scrap and thrust it under his desk. Only now did he try to arouse his father. “Wake up! Helfred Cobol is on his way!”


			Amiante groaned, lurched back, looked at Ghyl with eyes only half-aware.


			Ghyl saw two more sheets of paper he previously had missed. He seized them, and as he did so there came a knock at the door. Ghyl shoved the papers down into the shavings, made a last survey of the room. It appeared to be bare, innocent of illicit paper.


			Ghyl opened the door. Helfred Cobol looked quizzically down at him. “Since when do you bar the door against the arrival of the welfare agent?”


			“A mistake,” stammered Ghyl. “I meant no harm.”


			Amiante by this time had come to his wits and was looking back and forth along the bench with a worried expression.


			Helfred Cobol came forward. “A few last words with you, Rt. Tarvoke.”


			“‘Last words’?”


			“Yes. I have worked this ward many years, and we have known each other just so long. But I am becoming too old for field duty and I am being transferred to an administrative office in Elsen. I came to say goodbye to you and Ghyl.”


			Amiante slowly rose to his feet. “I am sorry to see you go.”


			Helfred Cobol gave his sardonic grimace of a smile. “Well then: my last few words: attend to your wood-carving, try to lead your son into the ways of orthodoxy. Why do you not go leap with him at the Temple? He would profit by your example.”


			Amiante nodded politely.


			“Well then,” said Helfred Cobol, “I’ll say goodby to you both, and commend you to the best attention of Schute Cobol, who will take over in my place.”


			Chapter VII


			


			SCHUTE COBOL was a man with a style distinctly different from that of Helfred Cobol. He was younger, more punctilious in manner and dress, more formal in his interviews. He was a man brisk and precise, with a lean visage, a down-drooping mouth, black hair bristling up behind his head. On his preliminary rounds he explained to all that he intended to work by the strict letter of Welfare Agency regulations. He made clear to Amiante and Ghyl his disapproval of what he considered a lax way of life. “Each of you, with above-average capacity, according to your psychiatric rating, produces well under the norm for this rate. You, young Rt. Tarvoke, are far from diligent at either guild-school or Temple—”


			“He takes instruction from me,” said Amiante in measured voice.


			“Eh? You teach what, additional to wood-carving?”


			“I have taught him to read and write, such calculation as I know and hopefully a few other matters as well.”


			“I strongly suggest that he prepare more earnestly for his Secondary Status at the Temple. According to my records, he attends without regularity and is not proficient in any of the patterns.”


			Amiante shrugged. “Perhaps later in life . . .”


			“What of yourself?” demanded Schute Cobol. “It appears that during the last fourteen years you have visited the Temple but twice and leapt but once.”


			“Surely more than that. Are the Agency records accurate?”


			“Of course the Agency records are accurate! What a thing to ask! Do you have records in conflict, may I ask?”


			“No.”


			“Well then, why have you leapt only once during these last fourteen years?”


			Amiante ran his hands fretfully through his hair. “I am not agile. I do not know the patterns . . . Time presses . . .”


			Schute Cobol at last departed the shop. Ghyl looked to Amiante for some comment but Amiante merely gave his head a weary shake and bent over his screen.


			


			Amiante’s screen of the hundred faces received a 9.503, or ‘Acme’ rating at the Judgment,* and his total submission averaged at 8.626, well into ‘First Class’ or export category.


			Ghyl’s single screen received a 6.855 rating, comfortably within the 6.240 limit of the ‘Second-Class’ or ‘Domestic Use’ category and so went to the holding warehouse in East Town. Ghyl was complimented upon the ease of his design but was urged to greater finesse and delicacy.


			Ghyl, who had been hoping for a ‘First Class’ rating, was dejected. Amiante refused to comment upon the judgment. He said merely: “Start another screen. If we please them with our screens, we produce ‘Firsts’. If we do not, our screens are ‘Seconds’ or ‘Rejects’. Therefore, let us please the judges. It is not too difficult.”


			“Very well,” said Ghyl. “My next screen will be ‘Girls Kissing Boys’.”


			“Hmm.” Amiante considered. “You are twelve years old? Best wait a year or so. Why not produce a standard design: possibly ‘Willows and Birds’?”


			So the months passed. Despite Schute Cobol’s explicit disapproval, Ghyl spent little time at Temple exercises, and avoided guild-school. From Amiante he learned Archaic One and such human history as Amiante himself knew: “Men originated on a single world, a planet called Earth, or so it is generally believed. Earthmen learned how to send ships through space, and so initiated human history, though I suppose there was previous history on Earth. The first men to come to Halma found colonies of vicious insects—creatures as big as children—living in mounds and tunnels. There were great battles until the insects were destroyed. You will find pictures of the things at the Hall of Curios—perhaps you’ve seen them?”


			Ghyl nodded. “I always felt sorry for them.”


			“Yes, perhaps . . . Men have not always been merciful. There have been many wars, all forgotten now. We are not a historical people; we seem to live for the events of the day—or more accurately, from one Judgment to the next.”


			“I would like to visit other worlds,” mused Ghyl. “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could earn enough vouchers to travel elsewhere, and make our living by carving screens?”


			Amiante smiled wistfully. “Other worlds grow no such woods as ing and arzack, or even daban or sark or hacknut . . . And then the crafts of Ambroy are famous. If we worked elsewhere—”


			“We could say we were Ambroy craftsmen!”


			Amiante shook his head doubtfully. “I have never heard of it being done. The Welfare Agency would not approve, I am certain.”


			


			On Ghyl’s fourteenth birthday he was accepted into the Temple as a full member, and enrolled in a class for religious and sociological indoctrination. The Guide Leaper explained the Elemental Pattern more carefully than had Ghyl’s previous instructors: “The pattern, of course, is symbolical; nonetheless it provides an infinite range of real relevancies. By now you know the various tablets: the virtues and vices, the blasphemies and devotions which are represented. The sincere affirm their orthodoxy by leaping the traditional patterns, moving from symbol to symbol, avoiding vices, endorsing virtues. Even the aged and infirm endeavor to leap several patterns a day.”


			Ghyl leapt and skipped with the others and finally managed a fair degree of precision, so that he was not singled out for derision.


			During the summer of his fifteenth year his class made a three-day pilgrimage to Rabia Scarp in the Meagher Mounts to inspect and study the Glyph. They rode Overtrend cars to the farm village Libon, then, accompanied by a wagon which carried bed-rolls and provisions, set out on foot toward the hills.


			The first night the group camped at the foot of a rocky knoll, beside a pond fringed with reeds and water-willow. There were fires and singing and talking; Ghyl had never known so merry a time. The adventure was given spice by the not-too-distant presence of Wirwans, a race of semi-intelligent beings about eight feet tall with heavy snouted heads, black opal eyes, rough hard skins mottled purple, black and brown. The Wirwans, according to the Guide Leaper, were indigenous to Halma and had existed in the Meagher Mounts at the time of the human advent. “They are not to be approached should we sight them,” warned the guide, an intense man who never smiled. “They are inoffensive and secretive, but have been known to strike out if molested. We may see some among the rocks, although they live in tunnels and holes and do not range very far.”


			One of the boys, a brash youngster named Nion Bohart, said, “They throw their minds; they read thoughts; isn’t that so?”


			“Nonsense,” said the guide. “That would be a miracle, and they have no knowledge of Finuka, the single source of miracles.”


			“I have heard that they do not talk,” Nion Bohart insisted with a kind of flippant obstinacy. “They throw their thoughts across far distances, by a means no one understands.”


			The leader turned sharply away from the conversation. “Now then, all to your blankets. Tomorrow is an important day; we climb Rabia Scarp to see the Glyph.”


			Next morning, after a breakfast of tea, biscuits and dried sea-plum, the boys set forth. The country was barren: rocks and slopes covered with a harsh thorny scrub.


			About noon they reached Rabia Scarp. During some ancient storm the scarp had been struck by lightning, with the result that a boss of black rock was traced with a set of complicated marks. Certain of these marks, which priests had enclosed in a gold frame, bore the semblance of Archaic characters, and read:
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			Before the sacred Glyph a large platform had been built, with an Elemental Pattern inlaid in blocks of quartz, jasper, red chert, onyx. For an hour the guide and the students performed ritual exercises, then taking their gear, moved on up to the crest of the scarp, and there pitched camp. The outlook was glorious. Ghyl had never known such far vistas. To the east was a deep valley, then the lowering mass of the Meagher Mounts, the haunt of Wirwans. To north and south the ridges thrust and bulked away, at last to become indistinct, in Bauredel to the north, in the Great Alkali Flats to the south. To the west lay the inhabited areas of Fortinone, an expanse of muted brown, gray, black-green, all toned yellow-brown by the sunlight, as if under a transparent film of old varnish. Far away shone a quicksilver glimmer, like a heat vibration: the ocean. A moribund land, with more ruins than inhabited buildings, and Ghyl wondered how it had seemed two thousand years ago when the cities were whole. Sitting on a flat rock, knees clasped in his arms, Ghyl thought of Emphyrio and imposed the locale of the legend upon the landscape. There, in the Meagher Mounts, Emphyrio had confronted the horde from the mad moon Sigil—which might well have been Damar. There: that great gouge to the northeast: surely the Col of Deal! And there: the field of battle where Emphyrio had called through his magic tablet. The monsters? Who but the Wirwans? . . . A peremptory summons broke into Ghyl’s musings; it was the group leader announcing a need for firewood. The spell of the moment was broken, presently to be replaced by another: the spectacle of the sunset, with the land and sky to the west drowned in a sad effulgence, the color of antique amber.


			Pots hanging over tripods gave off a savory odor of ham and lentils; bramblewood fires crackled and spat; smoke drifted off against the dusk. The scene twitched a deep-lying node in Ghyl’s mind, sent peculiar chills across his skin. In just such a manner, by just such fires, had crouched his primeval ancestors: on Earth, or whatever far planet men had first asserted their identity.


			Never had food tasted so good to Ghyl. After the meal, with fires burning low and the heavens awesomely immediate, he felt as if he were on the verge of some wonderful new comprehension. Regarding himself? The world? The nature of man? He could not be sure. The knowledge hung at the brink of his mind, trembling . . . The Guide Leaper also was inspired by the wonder of the night sky. He pointed and stated: “Before us, and I wish all to observe, is magnificence beyond human conception! Notice the brilliance of the Mirabilis stars, and there, somewhat above, the very rim of the galaxy! Is it not glorious? You, Nion Bohart, what do you think? Does not the open sky enthrall you to your very marrow!”


			“Yes indeed,” declared Nion Bohart.


			“It is grandeur of the most excellent and majestic sort. If no other indication offered, here at least is vindication for all the leaping done in praise of Finuka!”


			Recently, among the bits and fragments in Amiante’s portfolio, Ghyl had come upon a few lines of philosophical dialogue which had haunted him; and now, innocently, he spoke them:


			


			

			‘In a situation of infinity, every possibility, no matter how remote, must find physical expression.’


			‘Does that mean yes or no?’


			‘Both and neither.’


			


			



			The group leader, irked by the interruption and by the break in the mood he was trying to establish, asked in a cold voice, “What is all this obscurantist ambiguity? I fail to understand!”


			“Simple really,” drawled Nion Bohart, a year or so older than Ghyl and inclined to impertinence. “It means that anything is possible.”


			“Not quite,” said Ghyl, “it means more than that; I think it’s an important idea!”


			“Bah, rubbish,” snorted the leader. “But perhaps you will deign to elucidate.”


			Ghyl, suddenly in the focus of everyone’s attention, felt awkward and tongue-tied, the more so that he did not fully comprehend the proposition he had been called upon to explain. He looked around the circle of firelight, to find all eyes upon him. He spoke in a diffident stammer: “As I see it, the cosmos is probably infinite, which means—well, infinite. So there are local situations—a tremendous number of them. Indeed, in a situation of infinity, there are an infinite set of local conditions, so that somewhere there is bound to be anything, if this anything is even remotely possible. Perhaps it is; I really don’t know what the chances—”


			“Come, come!” snapped the leader. “You are blithering! Declare us this dramatic enlightenment in plain words!”


			“Well, it might be that in certain local regions, by the very laws of chance, a god like Finuka might exist and exert local control. Maybe even here, on the North Continent, or over the whole world. In other localities, gods might be absent. It depends, of course, upon the probability of the particular kind of god.” Ghyl hesitated, then added modestly, “I don’t know what this is, of course.”


			The leader drew a deep breath. “Has it occurred to you that the individual who attempts to reckon the possibility or probability of a god is puffing himself up as the spiritual and intellectual superior of the god?”


			“No reason why we can’t have a stupid god,” muttered Nion Bohart in an undertone which the leader failed to catch. With no more than a glare for Nion Bohart, he continued: “It is a posture, may I say, of boundless arrogance. And also, the local situation is not under discussion. The Glyph reads, ‘Finuka disposes!’. This clearly means that Finuka controls all! Not just a few acres here and a few acres there. If this were the case the Glyph would read ‘Finuka disposes across the township of Elbaum, in Brueben Precinct, likewise along the Dodrechten mudflats’ or some such set of qualifications. Is this not obvious? The Glyph reads ‘Finuka disposes!’, which means Finuka rules and judges—everywhere! So then—let us hear no more logic-chopping.”


			Ghyl held his tongue. The leader once again turned his attention to the skies and pointed out various celestial objects.


			One by one the boys dropped off to sleep. Early the next morning they broke camp, leapt a final exercise before the Glyph and marched back downhill to the Overtrend depot at a nearby mining town.


			During the entire return trip the leader said nothing to Ghyl or to Nion Bohart, but upon their next visit to the Temple both were transferred to a special section for difficult, obstreperous or recalcitrant boys, in charge of a resolute special indoctrinator.


			The class, to Ghyl’s surprise, included his old friend Floriel Huzsuis, now a gentle unconventional lad, almost girlishly handsome. Floriel was reckoned a problem not from obstinacy, or insolence, but rather from day-dreaming vagary, compounded by an involuntary half-smile, as if he found the class irresistibly amusing in all its aspects. This was far from the truth, but poor Floriel, by reason of his expression, was continually upbraided for facetiousness and levity.


			The indoctrinator, Saltator Honson Ospude, was a tall grim man with a clenched passionate face. Intensely dedicated to his profession, he was without lightness, flexibility or humor and sought to compel the minds of his charges by the force of his own fervent orthodoxy. Nonetheless he was an erudite man, widely read, and introduced dozens of interesting topics into the classwork routine.


			“Every society is constructed upon a foundation of assumptions,” stated Honson Ospude on one occasion. “There is a multiplicity of such assumptions, from which each society selects: hence the multitude of galactic civilizations, all different. The society of Fortinone, of course, is one of the most enlightened, based as it is upon the most lofty aspirations of the human spirit. We are a lucky people. The axioms which shape our lives are ineffable but indisputable; equally important, they are efficacious. They guarantee us security from want, and offer each of us, so long as he be diligent, the chance to become financially independent.”


			At this, Nion Bohart could not restrain a caw of laughter. “Financial independence? If you kidnap a lord, perhaps.”


			Honson Ospude, neither outraged nor nonplussed by the interruption, met the challenge, for such it was, head on. “If you kidnap a lord, you’ll gain not financial independence but rehabilitation.”


			“If you get caught.”


			“The chances are strong for rehabilitation,” stated Honson Ospude. “Even if you succeeded in kidnaping a lord, you could no longer profit. The lord would not pay. Conditions are no longer barbaric. The lords have bound themselves to pay no further ransoms; hence there is no longer a financial incentive to the crime of kidnaping.”


			Ghyl remarked, perhaps inadvisedly, “It seems to me that if the lords had to choose either payment or death, they would ignore the compact and pay.”


			Honson Ospude looked from Nion Bohart to Ghyl, then around the class, all of whom were attending with great interest. “It seems that we have here a fine collection of would-be bandits. Well, my lads, a word of warning: you’ll encounter grief and woe by working for chaos. Regulation is the single frail barrier between savagery and welfare; break down the barrier and you destroy not only yourselves but all else besides. Enough for the day. Think well upon what I have told you. All to the Pattern.”


			Over the course of time certain members of the class—among them Floriel Huzsuis, Nion Bohart, Mael Villy, Uger Harspitz, Shulk Odlebush, one or two others—drew together to form a clique, with Nion Bohart, a swaggering, restless, reckless youth, the informal leader. Nion Bohart was a year or two older than the others: a tall broad-shouldered youth, handsome as a lord, with beautiful green eyes, a thin mouth twitching first down the right side and up the left, then down the left and up the right. In many ways Nion Bohart was an amusing companion, always ready for deviltry, although he never seemed to be apprehended in mischief. It was always the obstinate Uger Harspitz or dreamy Floriel who were discovered and punished for mischief conceived by Nion Bohart.


			Ghyl held himself apart from the group, though he was fond of Floriel. Nion Bohart’s mischief seemed to verge on irresponsibility, and Ghyl thought his hold upon Floriel’s imagination to be both unfortunate and unhealthy.


			Honson Ospude detested Nion Bohart, but tried to deal as fairly as possible with the contumacious youth. Nion Bohart, however, and others of the clique took pains to attack his equanimity: doubting his assumptions, weighing the value of universal orthodoxy, marking as if by mistake incorrect or even blasphemous symbols during the leaping which opened and closed each class. Ghyl, anxious only to attract a minimum of notice, conducted himself with discretion, to the disgust of Floriel and Nion Bohart, who wanted him to take an active part in their mischief. Ghyl merely laughed at them and his association with the group became so tenuous as to be non-existent.


			


			The years passed. At last, according to statute, the class was terminated. Ghyl, now eighteen years old, was sent forth as a full recipient of Fortinone.


			To celebrate Ghyl’s discharge from the school Amiante consulted the victuallers and ordered in a grand feast: roast biloa-bird with wickenberry sauce, rag-fish, candied sea-calch, bowls of whelks, corpentine, hemmer garnished with that choice purple-black seaweed known as livret, a profusion of cakes, tarts and jellies, and jugs of edel wine.


			To the feast Ghyl invited Floriel, who had no father and whose ribald mother had refused to take note of the occasion. The two lads gorged themselves on delicacies while Amiante picked at this and tasted that.


			Somewhat to Ghyl’s annoyance Floriel, immediately after the meal, began to show signs of restlessness and hinted that best he should be on his way.


			“What?” exclaimed Ghyl. “The sun’s hardly down on the afternoon! Stay on for supper.”


			“Supper, bah; I’m so stuffed I can’t move . . . Well, to tell the truth, Nion spoke of a little get-together at a place we know and made sure that I’d be on hand. Why don’t you come along as well?”


			“I’d fear to go to a house where I wasn’t invited.”


			Floriel smiled mysteriously. “Don’t trouble yourself on that score. Nion gave orders to bring you along.” This latter was transparently a fabrication, but Ghyl, after half a dozen mugs of wine, felt rather in a mood for further celebration. He looked across the room to where Amiante was assisting the victualler in the repacking of pots, pans and trays. “I’ll see what my father has in mind.”


			Amiante made no objection to the outing, so Ghyl arrayed himself in new plum-colored breeches, a black coat with scarlet sculptury, a jaunty black hat with the rim aslant. In his new clothes Ghyl felt that he cut a passably fine figure, and Floriel made no bones about endorsing his opinion. “That’s an absolutely smashing outfit; beside you I look a frump! . . . Oh well, we can’t all be rich and handsome. Come along then; the sun is down in the west and we don’t want to miss any fun.”


			To mark the occasion they rode Overtrend south through Hoge and into Cato. They surfaced and walked east into a district of peculiar old houses of stone and black brick which by some freak had stood against the last devastation.


			Ghyl was puzzled. “I thought Nion lived across Hoge, toward Foelgher.”


			“Who said we were going to his house?”


			“Where are we going then?”


			Floriel made a cryptic sign. “In a moment you’ll see.” He led the way along a dank alley smelling of the ages, through a gate on which hung a lantern with green and purple bulbs, into a tavern which occupied the whole ground floor of one of the old houses.


			From a table across the room Mael Villy raised a call. “There’s Floriel, and Ghyl as well! Over here, this way!”


			They crossed to where their friends had been making free with ale and wine, found seats and had mugs pressed into their hands. Nion Bohart proposed a toast: “Here’s a pimple on the tongue of Honson Ospude, sore feet for all the Guide Leapers: may they try the Double Sincere Eight-Nine Swing, fall flat and slide to rest with their noses upon Animal Corruption!”


			With bravos and catcalls the group drank the toast. Ghyl took occasion to inspect his surroundings. The room was very large, with carved posts supporting an elegant old ceiling of green sapodilla and yellow tile. The walls were stained dull scarlet, the floor was stone. Light came from four candelabra supporting dozens of little lamps. Sitting in an alcove an orchestra of three men, with zither, flute and tympany, played jigs and reels. Below the orchestra twenty young women lolled on a long couch, wearing a variety of costumes, some flamboyant, others severe, but all characterized by an element of fantasy, setting them apart from the ordinary women of Ambroy. At last Ghyl fully realized where he was: in one of the quasi-legal taverns offering wine and food, music and good cheer, and also the services of a staff of hostesses. Ghyl looked curiously along the line of girls. None were particularly comely, he thought, and a few were actually grotesque, with garments of incredible complication and cosmetics all but concealing their faces.


			“See any you fancy?” Nion Bohart called over to Ghyl. “They’re all here tonight. Business is poor. Pick out the one you favor; she’ll tingle your toes for you!”


			Ghyl shook his head to indicate disinclination, and looked around the other tables.


			“What do you think of the place?” Floriel asked him.


			“It’s splendid, certainly. But isn’t it very expensive?”


			“Not so much as you might think, if you drink only ale and stay away from the girls.”


			“Too bad old Honson Ospude isn’t here, eh, Nion?” called Shulk Odlebush. “We’d pour him so full he wouldn’t know up from down!”


			“I’d like to see him tackle that fat woman!” remarked Uger Harspitz with a lecherous grin. “Her with the green feather neck-piece. What a tussle that would be!”


			Into the room came three men and two women, the men somewhat cautious of step and gaze, the women by contrast bold, even insolent. Nion nudged Floriel, muttered into his ear and Floriel in turn spoke to Ghyl: “Noncups: those five just taking a table.”


			Ghyl stared in surreptitious fascination at the five men and women, who, after quick glances into all corners, were now relaxing into their chairs.


			Ghyl asked Floriel, “Are they criminals—or just ordinary non-recipients?”


			Floriel put the inquiry to Nion, who replied tersely, with a flicker of a cynical grin. Floriel reported to Ghyl: “He doesn’t know for sure. He thinks they deal in ‘scrap’: old metal, old furniture, old artware—probably anything else they lay their hands on.”


			“How does Nion know all this?” asked Ghyl.


			Floriel shrugged. “He knows all sorts of things. I think his brother is a noncup—or was. I’m not really sure. The folk who own this tavern are noncups too, for that matter.”


			“What of them?” Ghyl nodded to the girls on the long bench.


			Floriel put a question to Nion, received a reply. “They’re all recipients. They belong to the Matrons, Nurses and Service Workers’ Guild.”


			“Oh.”


			“On occasion lords come in here,” said Floriel. “Last time I was here with Nion there were two lords and two ladies, drinking ale and chewing pickled skauf like longshoremen.”


			“Not really!”


			“Really and absolutely,” stated Nion who had hitched around to join the conversation. “There may be lords in tonight, who knows? Here, old fellow, fill your mug—good strong ale!”


			Ghyl allowed his mug to be replenished. “Why would lords and ladies come down to a place of this sort?”


			“Because here is life! Excitement! Real people! Not flat-nosed voucher-douchers!”


			Ghyl gave his head a marveling shake. “I thought that when they dropped to the ground they always flew to Luschein or the Mang Islands, or someplace out of Fortinone for their fun!”


			“True. But sometimes it’s as easy to drop down to good old Keecher’s Inn. Anything to escape the boredom of the eyries, I suppose.”


			“‘Boredom’?” Ghyl tested the word.


			“Certainly. You don’t think the life of the lords is all Gade wine and star travel, do you? A good many of them find time hanging heavy on their hands.”


			Ghyl considered this novel perspective regarding the life of the lords. What with air-boats to sweep them here and there, not only to Luschein and the Mangs, but to Minya-judos, or the wild Para Islands, or the Wewar Glaciers, the idea was not wholly convincing. Still—who could say? “Do they come without Garrion?”


			“As to that I don’t know. You’ll never see Garrion here in the tavern. Perhaps they watch from behind that lattice yonder.”


			“So long as it’s not a Special Agent,” suggested Mael Villy with a glance over his shoulder.


			“Don’t worry, they know you’re here,” said Nion Bohart. “They know everything.”


			Ghyl grinned. “Maybe the Garrion and welfare agents sit together behind the screen.”


			Nion Bohart spat upon the floor. “Not much. The agents come to play with the girls, like all the rest.”


			“The lords too?” asked Ghyl.


			“The lords? Ha! You should see them. And the ladies! They vie in lechery!”


			“Have you heard of Lord Mornune the Spay?” asked Uger Harspitz. “How he inveigled my cousin’s fiancée? It was at a place up the Insse—some resort. Brazen? Grigglesby Corners? I forget the name—anyway my cousin was called aside on a false message and when he returned Lord Mornune was with the girl, and next morning she never appeared for breakfast. She wrote that she was well, that Mornune was taking her traveling, to the Five Worlds and beyond. Isn’t that the life?”


			“All one needs is 1.18 percent,” said Nion Bohart grimly. “If I had it I’d inveigle the girls no less.”


			“You could try with your one voucher and eighteen checks,” suggested Shulk Odlebush. “Inquire of that fat one with the green neck-piece.”


			“Bah. Not even one check . . . but hello! Here’s my friend Aunger Wermarch. Hi Aunger! This way! Meet my friends!”


			Aunger Wermarch was a young man dressed in the most extreme style, with pointed white shoes and a black-tasseled yellow hat. Nion Bohart introduced him to the group: “A non-cup is Aunger and proud of the fact!”


			“Right and correct!” declared Aunger Wermarch. “They can call me Chaoticist, thief, pariah—anything they want—so long as they don’t put me on their damned welfare rolls!”


			“Sit, Aunger—drink a mug of ale! There’s a good fellow!”


			Aunger pulled a stool up under his splendid shanks and accepted a mug of ale. “A merry life to all!”


			“And sand in the eyes of all the water-watchers!” proposed Nion. Ghyl drank with the rest. When Aunger Wermarch turned away, he asked Floriel for an explanation. Floriel gave back a significant wink, and Ghyl suddenly understood the reference to ‘water-watchers’, those welfare agents who patrolled the shoreline to apprehend smugglers of duplicated items, cheap elsewhere but hand-made and expensive in Fortinone. So here was a smuggler: an anti-social leech and bloodsucker—so Ghyl had learned at guild-meetings.


			Ghyl gave a silent shrug. Perhaps. Smuggling violated welfare regulations, just as Amiante’s duplicating had done. On the other hand Amiante had not been motivated by profit. Amiante was hardly an anti-social leech, certainly no bloodsucker. Ghyl sighed, shrugged once more. Tonight he would withhold all judgments.


			Perceiving the jug to be empty, Ghyl provided replenishment, and filled mugs all around the table. Then he sat back to watch the events of the evening.


			Two other young men came to speak to Aunger Wermarch, and presently drew up chairs. Ghyl was not introduced. Sitting at the far end of the table, he was somewhat removed from the node of conversation, which suited him well enough. His head was becoming light, and he decided to drink no more ale. It might be a good idea to think about leaving for home. He spoke to Floriel, who looked at him with a vacant face, mouth looped in a loose grin. Floriel was drunk, in a facile ready fashion that suggested long habit. Floriel said something about hiring girls, but Ghyl had no enthusiasm for the project. Particularly so used and forlorn a set of drabs as these. He said as much to Floriel, who recommended that Ghyl drink a mug or two more ale. Ghyl pulled a wry face.


			He was preparing to leave, when at the other end of the table he noted tension. Aunger Wermarch was speaking from the corner of his mouth to his two friends; surreptitiously they studied a group of four somberly dressed men who had just entered: Welfare Specials. This was clear even to Ghyl. Nion Bohart sat looking interestedly into his mug of ale, but Ghyl saw his hand flicker under the table.


			Events moved with great swiftness. The Welfare Specials approached the table. Aunger Wermarch and his two friends sprang away, tumbled over two of the agents, ran for the door and were gone, almost before the mind could appreciate the fact. Nion Bohart and Shulk Odlebush rose to their feet in outrage. “What does this mean?”


			“What does it mean, indeed?” said one of the Special Agents drily. “It means that three men have departed the premises without our permission.”


			“Why shouldn’t they?” demanded Nion hotly. “Who are you?”


			“Welfare agents, Special Department—who do you suppose?”


			“Well then,” said Nion virtuously, “why didn’t you say so? You came in so furtively my friends considered you criminals and decided to leave.”


			“Come along,” said the agent. “All of you. Certain questions must be answered. And if you please,” he told Nion Bohart, “be so good as to pick up the parcel you threw to the floor and hand it to me.”


			


			The group was marched to a wagon and conveyed to the Hoge Detention Center.


			Ghyl was released two hours later. He was questioned only cursorily; he told the precise truth and was instructed to go home. Floriel, Mael Villy and Uger Harspitz were released with warnings. Nion Bohart and Shulk Odlebush, with parcels of contraband material in their possession, were required to expiate their anti-social behaviour. Their Base Stipends were diminished by ten vouchers a month; they were obliged to work two months on the Cheer and Cleanliness Walkabout Squad, removing rubbish from the streets, and they were enjoined to one day a week of intensive Temple exercises.





				
					* The Judgment, from the standpoint of the Ambroy craftsman, was the year’s most important event, establishing as it did his stipend for the following year. The judgments were conducted in accordance to an elaborate ritual and generated vast drama—to such an extent that the judges were applauded or criticized for the ceremonial richness of their performances.

					Three separate teams of judges worked independently, at the great Boimarc warehouse in East Town and rated each item of work produced by the Ambroy craftsmen. The first team included the master of the Craftsman’s Guild, an expert on the particular class of item from one of the trans-stellar depots, and a Boimarc lord, presumably selected also for his expertise. On the second team were the chairman of the Inter-Guild Benevolent Association, the Craft Guidance Director of the Welfare Agency, the Arbiter of Comparative Beatitudes from the Main Temple. The third team consisted of two Boimarc lords and an ordinary recipient chosen by random lot from the population, who received the title Independent Dignitary and a doubled stipend.

					The first team investigated only a single category of objects, with ratings weighted double. The second and third teams inspected all articles.


		


			Chapter VIII


			


			UNDLE SQUARE was cool and absolutely quiet when Ghyl arrived home. Damar, a thin sickle, hung low, backlighting the featureless black hulks to the east. No light showed; the air was cool and fresh; the only sound to be heard was the scrape of Ghyl’s footsteps.


			He let himself into the workroom. The odor of wood and finishing oil came to his nostrils: so familiar and secure and redolent of everything that he loved that tears came to his eyes.


			He stopped to listen, then climbed the stairs.


			Amiante was not asleep. Ghyl undressed, then went over to his father’s bed and described the events of the evening. Amiante made no comment. Ghyl, peering vainly through the dark, was unable to sense his opinion of the scrape. Amiante finally said, “Well then, go to bed; you’ve done no harm and suffered none; you’ve learned a great deal: so we must count the night a success.”


			Somewhat cheered, Ghyl laid himself down on his couch, and fell asleep from sheer weariness.


			He awoke to Amiante’s hand on his shoulder. “The welfare agent is here to discuss the events of last night.”


			Ghyl dressed, washed his face in cold water, combed back his hair. Descending to the second floor, he found Schute Cobol and Amiante sitting at the table, drinking tea, apparently on a basis of courtesy and good-fellowship, though Schute Cobol’s mouth was even tighter and paler than usual and his eyes had a far-off glint. He greeted Ghyl with a curt nod and a glance of careful appraisal, as if he found himself face to face with a stranger.


			The discussion began on a note of polite restraint, with Schute Cobol asking only for Ghyl’s version of last night’s events. Presently his questions became keener and his comments cutting; Ghyl became angry rather than abject. “I have told you the truth! To the best of my knowledge I did nothing irregulationary; why do you imply that I am chaotic?”


			“I imply nothing. You are the one who draws inferences. Certainly you have been irresponsible in your friendships. This fact, coupled with your previous lack of orthodoxy, compels me to an open mind, rather than the trust I automatically extend to the typical recipient.”


			“In this case, not enjoying your trust, it is pointless for me to say more. Why waste my breath?”


			Schute Cobol’s mouth tightened; he looked toward Amiante. “And you, Rt. Tarvoke—you must realize that you have been remiss as a father. Why have you not inculcated in your son a more abiding respect for our institutions? I believe that you have been reproached on this score before.”


			“Yes, I recall something of the sort,” said Amiante with the ghost of a smile.


			Schute Cobol became even more brittle than before. “Will you answer my question then? Remember, on you rests the ultimate responsibility for these sad events. Truth is what a father owes to his son, not evasion and ambiguity.”


			“Ah, truth indeed!” mused Amiante. “If only we could identify truth when we perceived it! Here would be reassurance!”


			Schute Cobol snorted in disgust. “This is the source of all our difficulties. Truth is orthodoxy, what else? You need no reassurance beyond the regulations.”


			Amiante rose to his feet, stood with his hands behind his back, looking from the window. “Once there lived the hero Emphyrio,” said Amiante. “He spoke such truth that monsters halted to hear him. Did he, I wonder, expound Welfare Agency regulations through his magic tablet?”


			Schute Cobol also rose to his feet. He spoke in a voice passionless and rigidly formal. “I have carefully explained what the Welfare Agency expects in return for the benefits you derive. If you wish to continue to derive these benefits, you must obey regulations. Do you have any questions?”


			“No.”


			“No.”


			Schute Cobol gave a curt bow. He went to the door and, turning, said, “Even Emphyrio, were he alive today, would be obliged to obey regulations. There can be no exceptions.” He departed.


			Amiante and Ghyl followed him down to the workroom. Ghyl slumped upon his bench, put his chin on his hands. “I wonder if this is true? Would Emphyrio obey welfare regulations?”


			Amiante seated himself at his own bench. “Who knows? He would find no enemy, no tyranny—only inefficiency and perhaps peculation. No question but that we work hard for very little return.”


			“He would hardly be a noncup,” mused Ghyl. “Or would he? One who worked hard and honestly, but off the welfare rolls?”


			“Possibly. He might choose to be elected Mayor of the City, and try to increase everyone’s stipend.”


			“How could he do that?” asked Ghyl with interest.


			Amiante shrugged. “The Mayor has no real power—although the Charter names him the city’s chief executive. He could at least demand higher prices for our goods. He could urge that we build factories to produce things we need but now import.”


			“That would mean duplication.”


			“Duplication is not inherently wrong, so long as it does not diminish our reputation for craftsmanship.”


			Ghyl shook his head. “The Welfare Agency would never permit it.”


			“Perhaps not. Unless Emphyrio were, in fact, Mayor.”


			“Someday,” said Ghyl, “I will learn the rest of the tale. We will know what happened.”


			Amiante gave his head a skeptical shake, as if his thoughts had many times coursed the same road. “Perhaps. But more likely Emphyrio is legend after all.”


			Ghyl sat brooding. Presently he asked, “Is there no way we could learn the truth?”


			“Probably not in Fortinone. The Historian would know.”


			“Who is the Historian?”


			Amiante, becoming uninterested in the conversation, began to strop one of his chisels. “On a far planet, so I am told, the Historian chronicles all the events of human history.”


			“The history of Halma and Fortinone, as well?”


			“Presumably.”


			“How would such information reach the Historian?”


			Amiante, bending over the screen, plied his chisel. “No difficulty there. He would employ correspondents.”


			“What a curious idea!” remarked Ghyl.


			“Curious indeed.”


			Across Undle Square, a few steps up Gosgar Alley to a door with a blue hourglass painted on the panel, up four flights of steps to a pleasant little penthouse: here was the home of Sonjaly Rathe and her mother. Sonjaly was a small slight girl, extremely pretty, with blonde hair and innocent gray eyes. Ghyl thought her enchanting. Unfortunately Sonjaly was something of a flirt, well aware of her charms, always ready with a provocative pout or a clever tilt of the head.


			One afternoon Ghyl sat with Sonjaly at the Campari Café trying to make earnest conversation, to which Sonjaly would only give back pert irrelevancies, when who should appear but Floriel. Ghyl frowned and slumped back in his seat.


			“Your father told me you’d probably be here,” said Floriel, dropping into a chair. “What’s that you’re drinking? Pomardo? None for me. Waitress, a flask of edel wine, please: the Amanour White.”


			Ghyl performed introductions. Floriel said, “I suppose you’ve heard the news.”


			“News? A Mayor’s election in a month or so. I’ve finished a new screen. Sonjaly thinks she’ll change from the Marble-Polishers to the Cakes, Tarts and Pastry-Makers.”


			“No, no,” complained Floriel. “I mean news! Nion Bohart is free of the Cheer Squad. He wishes to celebrate, and has called for a party tonight!”


			“Oh indeed?” Ghyl frowned down into his goblet.


			“Indeed. At the Twisted Willow Palace, if you know of it.”


			“Naturally,” said Ghyl, not wishing to appear stupid in front of Sonjaly.


			“It’s in Foelgher Precinct, on the estuary—but then I’d better take you; you’d never find your way.”


			“I’m not certain of going,” said Ghyl. “Sonjaly and I—”


			“She can come too; why not?” Floriel turned to Sonjaly, who was practising her most outrageous beguilements. “You’d enjoy the Twisted Willow; it’s a delightful old place, with a marvelous view. The most interesting and clever folk go there, and many noncups. Even lords and ladies: on the sly, of course.”


			“It sounds delightful! I’d so like to go!”


			“Your mother would object,” Ghyl stated more gruffly than he intended. “She’d never allow you to such a tavern.”


			“She doesn’t need to know,” declared Sonjaly with a sauci­ness Ghyl found astonishing. “Also, as it happens, she works tonight, catering a guild banquet.”


			“Good! Fine! Excellent! No problems whatever,” declared Floriel heartily. “We’ll all go together.”


			“Oh very well,” said Ghyl crossly. “I suppose we must.”


			Sonjaly drew up her shoulders. “Indeed! If you find my company so disturbing, I need not go.”


			“No, no, of course not!” protested Ghyl. “Do not misunderstand!”


			“I misunderstand nothing,” declared the outrageous Sonjaly. “And I’m sure Rt. Huzsuis would tell me the location of the Twisted Willow Palace, so that I might find my own way through the dark.”


			“Don’t be ridiculous!” snapped Ghyl. “We’ll all go together.”


			“That’s better.”


			


			Ghyl brushed his plum-colored breeches, steamed and pressed the jacket, inserted new stiffeners into his boots, polishing to a glitter the articulated bronze greave. With a side-glance toward Amiante—who maintained a studious disinterest—he fixed to his knees a pair of black ribbon rosettes, with streaming ends, then pomaded his golden-brown hair almost dark. With another quick glance toward Amiante, he teased the ends, where they hung over his ears into gallant upturned curls.


			Floriel was unflatteringly surprised at Ghyl’s elegance. He himself wore an easy graceful suit of dark green, with a soft black velvet cap. Together they went to the house with the blue hourglass on Gosgar Alley. Sonjaly anticipated their knock and cautioned them to silence. “My mother is still home. I’ve told her I’m out to visit Gedée Anstrut. Go to the corner and wait.”


			Five minutes later she was with them, somewhat breathlessly, her face more charming than ever for its mischief. “Perhaps we can take Gedée with us; she’s very jolly and she’d love a party. I don’t think she’s ever been to a tavern. No more than I, of course.”


			Ghyl grudgingly assented to Gedée’s presence, although it would void all hope of a private hour or two with Sonjaly. She also would impose a strain on his wallet, unless Floriel could be persuaded to act as her escort—a dubious hope, since Gedée was tall and spare, with a keen beak of a nose and an unfortunately sparse head of coarse black hair, which she wore in symmetrical fore and aft shingles.


			Still Sonjaly had proposed and if Ghyl disposed, she would pout. Gedée Anstrut eagerly assented to the party and Floriel, as Ghyl had assumed, quickly made it clear that he did not intend to participate in Gedée’s entertainment.


			The four rode Overtrend to South Foelgher, only a few yards from Hyalis Park. They climbed a little hill: an outcropping of the same ridge which further north in Veige became Dunkum’s Heights. But here the river was close below, reflecting the tawny violet, gold and orange dust of the sunset. The Twisted Willow Palace was close at hand—a rickety structure open to the air in warm weather, screened and shuttered when the wind blew. The specialty of the house was grilled mud-eel, esperges in spice-sauce, and a pale light wine from the coastal region south of Ambroy.


			Nion Bohart had not yet arrived; the four found a table. A waiter approached, and it developed that Gedée was tremendously hungry, having not yet dined. Ghyl watched glumly while she devoured vast quantities of eel and esperges. Floriel mentioned that he hoped to build or buy a small sailing craft, and Sonjaly declared herself keenly interested in sailboats and travel in general, and the two became involved in a spirited conversation, while Ghyl sat to the side dispiritedly watching Gedée attack the platter of eel which he had ordered for Sonjaly, but which she now decided she didn’t care for.


			Nion Bohart arrived, in company with a somewhat overdressed young woman a year or two his senior. Ghyl thought to recognize her as one of the girls who had sat on the bench at Keecher’s Inn. Nion introduced her as ‘Marta’, without reference to her guild. A moment later Shulk and Uger arrived, and presently Mael Villy, escorting a girl of rather coarse appearance, far from inconspicuous by reason of flaming red hair. As if to emphasize her disdain for orthodoxy, she wore a tight sheath of black fish-skin which concealed few, if any, of her bodily contours. Sonjaly raised her eyebrows in disparagement; Gedée, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand, stared blankly, but seemed to care nothing one way or the other.


			Pitchers of wine were brought; goblets were filled and emptied. Evening became night. Colored lanterns were lit; a lutist purportedly from the Mang Islands played lilting Mang Island love songs.


			Nion Bohart was strangely taciturn. Ghyl suspected that his experience had chastened him, or at least had made him less flamboyant. But after a goblet or two of wine, a glance toward the door, a quick look at Sonjaly, Nion hitched his chair forward and became something like his old self: grim and cynical, yet easy and expansive and gay, all at once. To Ghyl’s relief Shulk Odlebush engaged Gedée in conversation and went so far as to pour her goblet full of wine. Ghyl moved his chair closer to Sonjaly, who was laughing at something Floriel had said, and turned Ghyl an unseeing glance, as if he were not there. Ghyl took a deep breath, opened his mouth to speak, shut it again, and sat back sulking.


			Now Nion was speaking, telling of his experience at the Welfare Agency. Everyone quieted to listen. He told of how he had been conveyed to the office, of his questioning, of the stern injunctions against further trafficking with smugglers. He had been warned that the charge of his rod was high, that he risked rehabilitation. Gedée, chewing on the last of the es­perges, asked, “Something I’ve never understood: the noncups aren’t recipients, so they aren’t on the welfare rolls and they don’t have deportment rods. Well then—can a noncup be rehabilitated?”


			“No,” said Nion Bohart. “If he is determined a criminal he is expelled, over one of the four frontiers. A simple vagrant is expelled east into Bayron. A smuggler fares worse and is expelled into the Alkali Flats. The worst criminals are expelled into the first two inches of Bauredel. The Special Investigator explained all this to me. I told him I wasn’t a criminal, that I had committed no great wrong; he said I had disobeyed the regulations. I told him that maybe the regulations should be changed, but he refused to laugh.”


			“Isn’t there a way to change regulations?” asked Sonjaly.


			“I’ve no idea,” said Nion Bohart. “I suppose the Chief Supervisor does what he thinks best.”


			“Strange, in a way,” said Floriel. “I wonder how it ever started.”


			Ghyl leaned forward. “In the old days Thadeus was the capital of Fortinone. The Welfare Department was a branch of the state government. When Thadeus was destroyed there wasn’t any more government, and there wasn’t anyone to change Welfare Department regulations. So there never was change.”


			Everyone turned now to look at Ghyl. “Eh, then,” said Nion Bohart. “Where did you learn all this?”


			“From my father.”


			“Well, if you’re so knowing, how are regulations changed?”


			“There’s no state government. The Mayor headed the city government until the Welfare Department made a city government unnecessary.”


			“The Mayor can’t do anything,” grumbled Nion Bohart. “He’s just the custodian of city documents: a nonentity.”


			“Come now!” cried Floriel in mock outrage. “I’ll have you know the Mayor is my mother’s second cousin. He is bound to be a gentleman!”


			“At the least he can’t be expelled or rehabilitated,” said Ghyl. “If a man like Emphyrio were elected—the elections, incidentally, are next month—he might insist on the provisions of the Ambroy City Charter, and the Welfare Department would have to obey.”


			“Ha ha!” chuckled Mael Villy. “Think of it! All the stipends raised! Agents cleaning the streets and delivering parcels!”


			“Who can be elected Mayor?” asked Floriel. “Anyone?”


			“Naturally,” jeered Nion. “Your mother’s cousin managed to land the job.”


			“He is a very distinguished man!” protested Floriel.


			Ghyl said, “Generally the Council of Guild-masters nominate one of their elders. He is always elected and then reelected and usually holds the job till he dies.”


			“Who was Emphyrio?” asked Gedée. “I’ve heard the name.”


			“A mythical hero,” said Nion Bohart. “Part of the interstellar folklore.”


			“Perhaps I’m stupid,” said Gedée with a determined grin, “but where is the advantage in electing a mythical hero Mayor? What is gained?”


			“I didn’t say we should elect Emphyrio,” explained Ghyl. “I said a man like Emphyrio would perhaps insist upon changes.”


			Floriel was becoming drunk. He laughed rather foolishly. “I say, elect Emphyrio, mythical hero or not!”


			“Right!” called Mael. “Elect Emphyrio. I’m all for it!”


			Gedée wrinkled her nose in disapproval. “I still can’t see what would be gained.”


			“Nothing real is gained,” Nion Bohart explained. “It just becomes a bit of nonsense: tomfoolery, if you like. A thumb to the nose toward the Welfare Agency.”


			“It seems silly to me,” sniffed Gedée. “A childish prank.”


			It only needed Gedée’s disapproval to stimulate Ghyl’s endorsement. “If nothing else, the recipients might become aware that existence is more than waiting for welfare vouchers!”


			“Right!” exclaimed Nion Bohart. “Well spoken, Ghyl! I had no idea you were such a firebrand!”


			“I’m not, really . . . Still, the ordinary recipient could stand a bit of stimulation.”


			“I still think it’s silly,” snorted Gedée, and seizing her goblet, turned a great gulp of wine down her throat.


			Floriel said, “It’s something to do, at least. How does one go about becoming Mayor?”


			“Peculiarly,” said Nion Bohart, “I can answer that, even though my mother has no cousins. It is very simple. The Mayor himself is in charge of the election, since, in theory, the office is outside the province of the Welfare Agency. A candidate must pay a bond of a hundred vouchers to the Mayor, who then is required to post his name on the bulletin board in the Municipal Parade. On election day, all who wish to vote go to the Parade, inspect the names on the bulletin board and announce their choice to a scrivener who keeps a tally.”


			“So then, all that is needed is a hundred vouchers,” said Floriel. “I’m good for ten.”


			“What?” giggled Sonjaly. “You’d put your mother’s cousin from his job?”


			“He’s a dim-witted old mountebank. Not a month ago he walked past my mother and me as if he failed to see us. In fact, I’ll pledge fifteen vouchers!”


			“I wouldn’t give a tainted check,” sniffed Gedée. “It’s ridiculous, and childish to boot. It might even be irregulationary.”


			“Put me down for ten,” Ghyl immediately declared. “Or fifteen, for that matter.”


			“I’ll give five,” said Sonjaly, with a mischievous glance toward Nion Bohart.


			Shulk, Mael and Uger all volunteered ten vouchers and the two girls who had come with Nion and Shulk laughingly promised five vouchers each.


			Nion sat looking from face to face with hooded eyes and a half-smile. “As I count it, the pledges come to seventy-five vouchers. Very well, I’ll go twenty-five, to make up the hundred, and what’s more I’ll take the money to the Mayor.”


			Gedée sat up straight in her chair and muttered something into Sonjaly’s ear, who frowned and made an impatient sign.


			Floriel filled goblets all around and proposed a toast. “To the election of ‘Emphyrio’ as Mayor!”


			Everyone drank. Then Ghyl said, “Another matter! Suppose, by some fantastic chance, that ‘Emphyrio’ is elected? What then?”


			“Bah! No such thing will happen,” retorted Nion Bohart. “And what if it did? It might set people to thinking.”


			“People had best be thinking of how to behave themselves,” declared Gedée stiffly. “I think the whole idea is beastly.”


			“Oh come now, Gedée,” said Floriel. “Don’t be so hoity-toity! What’s a little jollity, after all?”


			Gedée spoke to Sonjaly, “Don’t you think it about time we were going home?”


			“Why the rush?” demanded Floriel. “The party is just beginning!”


			“Of course!” echoed Sonjaly. “Come now, Gedée, don’t fret. We can’t go home so early! Our friends would think we were ridiculous.”


			“Well, I want to go home.”


			“And I don’t!” snapped Sonjaly. “So there!”


			“I can’t go by myself,” said Gedée. “This is a very boisterous part of town.” She rose to her feet and stood waiting.


			Ghyl muttered, “Oh very well. Sonjaly, we’d better leave.”


			“But I don’t want to leave. I’m having a good time. Why don’t you take Gedée home, then come back?”


			“What? By the time I got back here everyone else will be ready to leave!”


			“Hardly, my boy,” said Nion Bohart. “This is a celebration! We’re good for the whole night! In fact, from here we’ll presently move on to a place I know, where we’ll meet some other friends.”


			Ghyl turned to Sonjaly. “Wouldn’t you like to come along? We could talk along the way . . .”


			“Really, Ghyl! It’s such a little matter, and I’m having fun!”


			“Oh very well,” Ghyl said to Gedée. “Come along.”


			“What a coarse crowd!” declared Gedée as soon as they had left the tavern. “I thought things were to be nicer; otherwise I never would have come. I believe your friends are all noncups! They should be reported.”


			“They’re nothing of the sort,” said Ghyl. “No more than I myself.”


			Gedée gave a meaningful snort and said nothing more.


			Back to Brueben Precinct they rode, then walked to Undle Square, across to Gosgar Alley and Gedée’s home. She opened the door and looked back at Ghyl with a coy gap-toothed grin. “Well then, we’re here, and well away from that disreputable crowd. Not Sonjaly, of course, who is simply spoiled and perverse . . . Would you care to come in? I’ll brew a nice pot of tea. After all, it isn’t too late.”


			“Thank you, no,” said Ghyl. “I had better be returning to the party.”


			Gedée closed the door smartly in his face. Ghyl turned and marched back across Undle Square. In the workshop a dim light burned; Amiante would be carving at a screen or poring over an old document. Ghyl slowed his steps, and wondered if his father would like to come to the party. Probably not . . . but, as he crossed the square, he looked several times back over his shoulder at the lonely light behind the amber glass panes.


			Back to the Overtrend, back to South Foelgher, up the ridge to the Twisted Willow Palace. To Ghyl’s dismay the lights were turned down; the tavern was empty save for the janitor and the waiter.


			Ghyl went to the waiter. “The party I was with, at that table yonder—did they say where they were going?”


			“No, sir; not to me. They were all jolly and laughing; much wine they’d been drinking. I’m sure I don’t know.”


			Ghyl walked slowly back down the hill. Would they have gone to Keecher’s Inn in Cato? Unlikely. Ghyl gave a hollow laugh, and set out afoot across the dark echoing streets of Foelgher: past stone warehouses and huts of ancient black brick. Fog blew in off the estuary, creating moist auras around the infrequent street lamps. Finally, gloomy and sagging of shoulder, he tramped into Undle Square. He halted, then slowly crossed to Gosgar Alley and proceeded to the door with the blue hourglass. Sonjaly lived on the fourth floor. The windows were dark. Ghyl sat on the step and waited. Half an hour passed. Ghyl heaved a sigh, rose to his feet. She probably had come in long ago. He went home and put himself to bed.


			Chapter IX


			


			THE NEXT morning Ghyl roused himself to find Amiante already up and busy. He washed and dressed in his work smock and went below to his breakfast.


			“Well then,” asked Amiante, “how did the party go?”


			“Nicely. Have you ever heard of the Twisted Willow Palace?”


			Amiante nodded. “A pleasant place to visit. Do they still serve mud-eel and esperges?”


			“Yes.” Ghyl sipped his tea. “Nion Bohart was at the party, and Floriel, and several others from the special class at the Temple.”


			“Ah, yes.”


			“You know that there is a mayoralty election next month?”


			“I hadn’t thought of it. I suppose it’s about time.”


			“We spoke of raising a hundred vouchers and putting up the name ‘Emphyrio’ to be voted upon.”


			Amiante raised his eyebrows. He sipped his tea. “The welfare agents will not be amused.”


			“Is it any of their affair?”


			“Anything which concerns the recipients is the Welfare Agency’s affair.”


			“But what can they do? It is certainly not irregulationary to propose a name for Mayor!”


			“The name of a dead man, a legend.”


			“Is this irregulationary?”


			“Technically and formally, I would think not, since there would seem to be no intent to deceive. If the public wished to elect a legend to the Mayor’s office . . . Of course, there may be age or residence or other qualifications. If so, then of course the name cannot even be placed on the boards.”


			Ghyl gave a terse nod. After all, it meant little one way or another . . . He went down to the workroom, honed his chisels and began carving upon his screen—with all the time an eye cocked on the door. Surely there would come a knock, Sonjaly would look in, tearful, meek, to make amends for the previous evening.


			No knock. No wan face.


			Halfway through the afternoon, with the door open to the amber sunlight, Shulk Odlebush appeared. “Hello, Ghyl Tarvoke. Hard at work then?”


			“As you see.” Ghyl put down his chisels, swung around on the bench. “What brings you here? Is anything wrong?”


			“Nothing whatever. Last night you mentioned fifteen vouchers for a certain project. Nion asked me to drop by to collect.”


			“Yes, of course.” But Ghyl hesitated. In the full light of day the prank seemed somehow pointless. Even malicious. Or more properly: mocking and jeering. Still, as Amiante had pointed out, if the population wished to vote for a legend, why should the opportunity not be extended to them?


			Ghyl temporized. “Where did everyone go from the Twisted Willow?”


			“Up-river to a private home. You should have come. Everyone had a wonderful time.”


			“I see.”


			“Floriel certainly has good taste in girls.” Here Shulk cocked his head to look at Ghyl sidewise. “I can’t say the same for you. Who was that fearful goat you brought?”


			“I didn’t bring her. I just had to take her home.”


			Shulk gave an uninterested shrug. “Give me the fifteen vouchers, I’m in a bit of a hurry.”


			Ghyl frowned and winced, but could see no help for it. He looked toward his father, half-hoping for some sort of admonition against foolishness, but Amiante seemed oblivious to all.


			Ghyl went to a cabinet, counted fifteen vouchers, handed them to Shulk. “Here.”


			Shulk nodded. “Excellent. Tomorrow to the Municipal Parade and post up our candidate for Mayor.”


			“Who is going?”


			“Anyone who wants. Won’t it be great? Imagine the fuss!”


			“I suppose so.”


			Shulk gave a casual wave and departed.


			Ghyl went to the work bench, seated himself across from Amiante. “Do you think I am acting correctly?”


			Amiante carefully put down his chisel. “You certainly are doing no wrong.”


			“I know—but am I being foolish? Reckless? I can’t decide. After all, the mayoralty isn’t an important office.”


			“To the contrary!” declared Amiante with a vehemence which Ghyl found surprising. “The office is specified by the Civic Charter, and is very old indeed.” Amiante paused, then gave a soft grunt of disparagement—toward whom or what Ghyl could not divine.


			“What can the Mayor do?” Ghyl asked.


			“He can, or at least he can try to enforce the provisions of the Charter.” Amiante frowned up at the ceiling. “I suppose it could be argued that Welfare Regulation effectually supersedes the Charter—though the Charter has never been abrogated. The mayoralty itself testifies to the fact!”


			“The Charter is older than Welfare Regulation?”


			“Indeed yes. Older and rather more general in scope.” Amiante’s voice was again dispassionate and reflective. “The mayoralty is the last functional manifestation of the Charter, which is a pity.” He hesitated, pursed his lips. “In my opinion the Mayor might usefully take it upon himself to assert the principles of the Charter . . . Difficult, I suppose. Yes, difficult indeed.”


			“Why difficult?” asked Ghyl. “The Charter is still valid?”


			Amiante tapped his chin thoughtfully and stared through the open door out into Undle Square. Ghyl began to wonder if Amiante had heard his question.


			Amiante at last spoke—obliquely, hyperbolically, so it seemed to Ghyl. “Freedom, privileges, options, must constantly be exercised, even at the risk of inconvenience. Otherwise they fall into desuetude and become unfashionable, unorthodox—finally irregulationary. Sometimes the person who insists upon his prerogatives seems shrill and contentious—but actually he performs a service for all. Freedom naturally should never become license; but regulation should never become restriction.” Amiante’s voice dwindled; he picked up his chisel and examined it as if it were a strange object.


			Ghyl frowned. “You think then that I should try to become Mayor and enforce the Charter?”


			Amiante smiled, shrugged. “As to this, I can’t give advice. You must decide for yourself . . . Long ago I had the opportunity to do something similar. I was dissuaded, and I have never felt completely comfortable since. Perhaps I am not a brave man.”


			“Of course you’re brave!” declared Ghyl. “You’re the bravest man I know!”


			But Amiante only smiled and shook his head and would say no more.


			At noon the following day Nion, Floriel and Shulk came to visit Ghyl. They were excited, keyed-up, alive. Nion, wearing a suit of black and brown, looked older than his years. Floriel was casually friendly. “What in the world happened to you the other night?” he asked ingenuously. “We waited and waited and waited. Finally we decided that you had gone home, or maybe—” he winked “—had stopped to cuddle a bit with Gedée.”


			Ghyl turned away in disgust.


			Floriel shrugged. “If you want to be that way about it.”


			Nion said, “There was a minor difficulty. We couldn’t register the name ‘Emphyrio’ for election unless it was attached or affixed to a recipient in residence, of good moral standing. Naturally, just off Cheer and Health Squad, I was out. Floriel and Shulk are in trouble with their guild. Mael was expelled from Temple. Uger—well, you know Uger. He just wouldn’t do. So we nominated you, under the cognomen ‘Emphyrio’.” Nion came forward, slapped Ghyl jovially on the back. “My lad, you may be the next Mayor!”


			“But—I don’t want to be Mayor!”


			“Realistically, the chances are small.”


			“Are there no age qualifications? After all . . .”


			Nion shook his head. “You’re a full recipient, you’re in good standing with your guild, you’re not listed by the Temple. In short, you’re an acceptable candidate.”


			From the bench Amiante chuckled; all turned to look at him, but Amiante said no more. Ghyl frowned. He had not wished to become so intimately involved with the program. Especially since, with Nion involved, he had no real control over events. Unless, again, he exerted himself to exercise leadership, which meant contention with Nion, or, at the very least, a test of wills.


			On the other hand—as Amiante had pointed out—the candidacy was neither irregulationary nor disreputable. There was no reason whatever why, if he so chose, he should not become a candidate, using the name ‘Emphyrio’ as a cognomen, after clearly identifying himself as ‘Ghyl Tarvoke’.


			Ghyl said, “I have no objection—if one condition is met.”


			“Which is?”


			“That I am in control of the entire affair. You will have to take orders from me.”


			“‘Orders’?” Nion’s mouth twisted wryly. “Really, now!”


			“If you want it otherwise—use your own name.”


			“As you know, I can’t do that.”


			“Well then, you will have to agree to my conditions.”


			Nion rolled his eyes up toward the ceiling. “Oh well, if you want to be pompous about the situation . . .”


			“Call it what you like.” From the corner of his eye Ghyl could see that Amiante had been listening intently. Now Amiante’s mouth curved in the smallest of smiles and he bent over his screen.


			“Do you agree to my conditions?”


			Nion grimaced, then smiled, and at once was as before. “Yes, of course. The main thing, of course, is not authority or prestige, but the whole great farcical situation.”


			“Very well then. I want no noncups or criminals involved, directly or indirectly. The affair must be totally regulationary.”


			“Noncups are not necessarily immoral,” argued Nion Bohart.


			“True,” intoned Amiante from his bench.


			“But the noncups you know are,” Ghyl told Nion, after a look toward his father. “I don’t care to be at the mercy of your acquaintances.”


			Nion drew his lips back, to show, for an instant, sharp white teeth. “You certainly want things your own way.”


			Ghyl threw up his hands in a gesture of heartfelt relief. “Do without me! In fact—”


			“No, no,” Nion Bohart cut in. “Do without you—the originator of the whole wonderful scheme? Nonsense! A travesty!”


			“Then—no noncups. No statements or expositions or activity of any kind without my prior endorsement.”


			“But you can’t be everywhere at once.”


			Ghyl sat for ten seconds looking at Nion Bohart. Just as he opened his mouth to disassociate himself irrevocably from the project, Nion shrugged. “Whatever you say.”


			


			Schute Cobol made a heated protest to Amiante. “The idea is absolutely ridiculous! A stripling, a mere lad, among the candidates for Mayor! And calling himself ‘Emphyrio’ to boot! Do you consider this social conduct?”


			Amiante asked mildly, “Is it irregulationary?”


			“It is certainly bumptious and improper! You mock an august office! Many people will be disturbed and distracted!”


			“If an activity is not irregulationary, then it is right and proper,” said Amiante. “If an activity is right and proper, then any recipient may indulge in it to his heart’s content.”


			Schute Cobol’s face flushed brick-red with anger. “Do you not realize that you are bringing difficulty, if not censure, down upon me? My superior will ask why I do not control such antics! Very well. Obduracy works both ways. It so happens that the orders for your yearly stipend increases are in my office for discretionary recommendation. I must make a ‘Not approved’ indication on the basis of social irresponsibility. You gain nothing by affronting me!”


			Amiante was unmoved. “Do as you think best.”


			Schute Cobol swung around to Ghyl. “What is your final word?”


			Ghyl, previously the most lukewarm of candidates, could hardly control his voice from outrage. “It is not irregulationary. Why should I not become a candidate?”


			Schute Cobol flung himself from the shop.


			“Bah!” muttered Ghyl. “Maybe Nion and the noncups are right after all!”


			Amiante made no direct response. He sat pulling at his little chin, an unimpressive foundation to his massive face. “It is time,” said Amiante in a heavy voice.


			Ghyl looked at him questioningly, but Amiante was talking to himself. “It is time,” he intoned once more.


			Ghyl went to his bench, seated himself. As he worked he turned puzzled glances toward Amiante, who sat staring out the open doorway, his mouth occasionally moving as he made soundless but emphatic utterances to himself. Presently he went to the cabinet and brought forth his portfolio. With Ghyl watching in disquietude, Amiante turned through his papers.


			That night Amiante worked late in his shop. Ghyl tossed and turned on his couch, but did not go down to learn what his father was doing.


			The following morning a curious sour odor permeated the shop. Ghyl asked no questions; Amiante volunteered no explanation.


			During the day Ghyl attended a Guild outing to Pyrite Isle, twenty miles to sea: a little knob of rock with a few wind-beaten trees, a pavilion, a few cottages, a restaurant. Ghyl had hoped that his involvement with the mayoralty campaign—a relatively obscure and unpublicized affair—might escape attention, but such was not the case. All day he was patronized, taunted, inspected covertly, avoided. A few young men and a few girls inquired regarding his eccentric cognomen, his motives, his plans if elected. Ghyl was unable to supply intelligent answers. He did not care to identify his candidacy either as a prank, or a Chaoticist ploy, or an act of drunken bravado from which he was unable to disengage himself. At the day’s end he felt humiliated and angry. When he arrived home, Amiante was out. In the shop was yet a trace of the sour odor he had noticed that morning.


			Amiante did not return home until late, an unusual occurrence.


			On the following day it was discovered that throughout the precincts Brueben, Nobile, Foelgher, Dodrechten, Cato, Hoge, Veige and out into Godero and East Town placards had been posted. In dark brown characters on a gray background a message read:


			


			[image: ]


			


			Ghyl saw the placards with amazement. They clearly had been printed by some manner of duplication; how else to explain the large number of placards?


			One of the placards hung on a wall across Undle Square. Ghyl went close to the printing, sniffed the ink, and recognized the sour smell which had permeated the workroom.


			Ghyl went to sit on a bench. He looked blankly across the square. A harrowing situation! How could his father be so irresponsible? What perverse motivation could so obsess him?


			Ghyl started to rise to his feet, then sank back. He did not want to go home; he did not want to talk to his father . . . And yet, he could not sit on the bench all day.


			He pulled himself upright, walked slowly across the square.


			Amiante stood at his bench blocking out the pattern for a new screen: a Winged Being plucking fruit from the Tree of Life. The panel was a dark and glossy slab of perdura which Amiante had been saving for this specific design.


			Seeing his father so placid Ghyl stopped short in the doorway to stand staring. Amiante looked up, nodded. “So then—the young political aspirant arrives home. How goes the contest?”


			“There is no contest,” muttered Ghyl. “I’m sorry I ever agreed to the foolishness.”


			“Oh? Think of the prestige—assuming of course that you are elected.”


			“Small chance of that. And prestige? I have more prestige as a wood-carver.”


			“If you were elected as ‘Emphyrio’, the situation would be different. The prestige would derive from the extraordinary circumstances.”


			“‘Prestige’ or ridicule? More likely the latter. I know nothing about being Mayor. It is absurd.”


			Amiante shrugged, returned to his design. A shadow fell across Ghyl’s bench. He turned. As he had feared: Schute Cobol with two men in dark blue and brown uniforms—Special Agents.


			Schute Cobol looked from Ghyl to Amiante. “I regret the necessity for this visit. However I can prove that an irregulationary process has occurred in this shop, resulting in the duplicated production of several hundred placards.”


			Ghyl leaned back on his bench. Schute Cobol and the two agents stepped forward. “Either one or both of you are guilty,” declared Schute Cobol. “Prepare . . .”


			Amiante stood looking from one to the other in a puzzled fashion. “‘Guilt’? In printing political placards? No guilt whatever.”


			“You printed these placards?”


			“I did, certainly. It is my right to do so. There is no guilt involved.”


			“I choose to think differently, especially after you have been warned. This is a serious offense!”


			Amiante held out his hands. “How can it be an offense, when I exercise a right guaranteed by the Great Charter of Ambroy?”


			“Eh then? And what is this?”


			“The Great Charter: are you not familiar with it? It provides the basis for all regulation.”


			“I know nothing of any charter. I know the Welfare Code of Regulations, which is sufficient.”


			Amiante was more than courteous. “Permit me to show you the passage to which I refer.” He went to his cabinet, brought forth one of his ancient pamphlets. “Notice: the Great Charter of Ambroy; surely you are acquainted with it?”


			“I have heard of such a thing,” Schute Cobol grudgingly admitted.


			“Well then, here is the passage. ‘Any citizen of virtuous quality and good reputation may aspire to public office; furthermore he and his sponsors may present to public attention notice of such candidacy, by means of advertisement, public posting of printed bulletins or placards, verbal messages and exhortation, on or off of public property . . .’ There is more, but I believe this is sufficient.”


			Schute Cobol peered at the pamphlet. “What gibberish is this?”


			“It is written in Formal Archaic,” said Amiante.


			“Whatever it is, I can’t read it. If I can’t read it, it can’t bind me. This trash might be anything! You are trying to swindle me!”


			“No indeed,” said Amiante. “Here is the basic law of Ambroy, to which the Welfare Code and Guild Regulations both must yield.”


			“Indeed?” Schute Cobol gave a grim chuckle. “And who enforces the law?”


			“The Mayor and the people of Ambroy.”


			Schute Cobol made a brusque motion to the agents. “To the office with him. He has performed irregulationary duplicating.”


			“No, no! I have not done so! Do you not see this passage? It avows my rights!”


			“And have I not told you I cannot read it? There are hundreds, thousands, of such obsolete documents. Get along with you! I have no sympathy for Chaoticists!”


			Ghyl leapt forward, striking at Schute Cobol. “Let my father alone! He has never done a wrong act!”


			One of the agents thrust Ghyl aside, the second tripped him and sent him sprawling. Schute Cobol stood above him with flared nostrils. “Luckily for you, the blow did not strike home; otherwise . . .” He did not finish his sentence. He turned to the agents. “Come along then; to the office with him.” And Amiante was hustled away.


			Ghyl picked himself up, ran to the door, followed the welfare agents to their five-wheeled car.


			Amiante looked from the window, his expression strained and wild, but in some curious manner, calm. “Make a representation to the Mayor! Demand that he enforce the Charter!”


			“Yes, yes! But will he heed?”


			“I don’t know. Do what you can.”


			The agents thrust Ghyl aside; the car departed; Ghyl stood looking after it. Then, ignoring aghast stares of friends and neighbors, he returned to the shop.


			He thrust the charter into a folder, took money from the cabinet, ran forth once more to the Undle Overtrend kiosk.


			Eventually Ghyl located the Mayor, cousin to Floriel’s mother, at the Brown Star Inn. As Ghyl had expected he had never heard of the ancient Charter and squinted at it with less than no interest at all. Ghyl explained the circumstances and implored the Mayor to intervene, but the Mayor shook his head decisively. “The case is clear-cut, or so it seems to me. Duping is prohibited, for good and sufficient reason. Your father seems a capricious sort to violate such an important regulation.”


			Ghyl glared into the bland face, then turned furiously away and strode through the dusk back to Undle Square.


			Once more in the shop he sat brooding for hours as the sepia gloom of twilight became darkness.


			At last he stumbled up to bed, to lay staring into nothing, his stomach churning at the thought of what was being done to his father.


			Poor innocent Amiante! thought Ghyl. He had trusted the magic of words: a sentence on one of his ancient bits of paper.


			But presently, as the night wore on, Ghyl became doubtful. Recalling Amiante’s actions of the last few days, Ghyl began to wonder if, after all, Amiante had not done what he felt he had to do, in full cognizance of his risks.


			Poor foolish brave Amiante, thought Ghyl.


			


			Amiante was brought home a week and a half later. He had lost weight. He seemed dazed and listless. He came into the shop, and at once went to a bench and sat down as if his legs were too weak to support him. “Father!” said Ghyl huskily. “Are you well?”


			Amiante gave a slow heavy nod. “Yes. As well as can be expected.”


			“What—did they do?”


			Amiante drew a deep breath. “I don’t know.” He turned to look at his screen, tentatively picked up a chisel in fingers which seemed suddenly blunt and clumsy. “I don’t even know why they took me away.”


			“For printing placards!”


			“Ah yes. Now I recall. I read something to them; what was it?”


			“This!” cried Ghyl, trying to keep the heartbreak from his voice. “The Great Charter! Do you not remember?”


			Amiante picked it up without great interest; turned it this way and that, returned it to Ghyl. “I seem to be tired. I cannot read.”


			Ghyl took his arm. “Come along upstairs, and lie down. I’ll fix supper and we’ll talk together.”


			“I am not very hungry.”


			Jaunty footsteps sounded along the sidewalk. There was a rap at the door and Nion Bohart, wearing a tall green cap with a pointed bill, a green suit, black and yellow boots, stepped into the shop. At the sight of Amiante he stopped short, then came slowly forward, shaking his head dolefully. “Rehabilitation, eh? I was afraid of that.” And he looked down at Amiante as if he were an object of wax. “They showed little restraint I must say.”


			Ghyl slowly straightened himself, turned to face Nion. “You are the cause of all this.”


			Nion Bohart stiffened in indignation. “Come now! Let’s have no abuse! I wrote neither the regulations nor the Great Charter! I’ve done nothing wrong!”


			“Nothing wrong,” echoed Amiante in a small clear voice.


			Ghyl gave a small skeptical snort. “Well then, what is it you want?”


			“I came to discuss the election.”


			“There is nothing to discuss. I am not interested.”


			Amiante’s mouth moved as if once again he were repeating what he had heard.


			Nion Bohart threw his cap to a bench. “Now look here, Ghyl, you’re distressed, justifiably. But put the blame where it belongs.”


			“And where is that?”


			Nion Bohart shrugged. “Hard to say.” He glanced through the window, made a quick movement as if to depart the room. “More visitors,” he muttered.


			Into his shop came four men. Only Schute Cobol was known to Ghyl.


			Schute Cobol nodded curtly to Ghyl, turned a quick flash of a glance toward Nion Bohart, gave Amiante a grim inspection. “Well then, as a rehabilitate you are entitled to special counsel. This is Zurik Cobol. He will help provide you a healthy new basis of existence.”


			Zurik Cobol, a small round man with a round bald head, gave a small nod and stared at Amiante intently.


			Nion Bohart, as Schute Cobol spoke, had been unobtrusively edging toward the door; but now a sign from a man standing behind Schute Cobol—a tall man in black, with a keen haughty face, wearing a great black much-beribboned hat, compelled Nion Bohart to remain.


			Schute Cobol turned from Amiante toward Ghyl. “Now then, I must inform you that your charge is high. Expert opinion has defined your conduct as verging upon felonious.”


			“Indeed?” asked Ghyl, a harsh, acid flavor rising in his throat. “Why is this?”


			“First: your candidacy is clearly a malicious prank, an attempt to demean the city. Such an attitude is irreverent and intolerable.


			“Secondly, you are attempting obfuscation of the welfare rolls by naming yourself with the name of a legendary and non-existent man.


			“Thirdly, by associating yourself with this legend of rebellion against established order, you implicitly advocate chaoticism.


			“Fourthly, you have consorted with noncuperatives—”


			Nion Bohart swaggered forward. “And what, may I ask, is irregulationary about consorting with noncups?”


			Schute Cobol spared him a glance. “Noncuperatives are beyond welfare regulations, hence irregulationary, though not actively proscribed. The candidacy of ‘Emphyrio’ is undoubtedly a noncuperative conception.


			“Fifthly, you are the son and associate of a man twice admonished for duplicating. We cannot prove collusion, but surely you were aware of what was transpiring. You made no report of the crime. Purposeful failure to report a crime is a felony.


			“In none of these five instances is your delinquency definite enough to be brought home to you; in this regard you are a subtle young man.” (At this, Nion Bohart turned Ghyl a look of searching new appraisal.) “Still, be assured that you deceive no one, that you will be subjected to careful observation. This gentleman—” he indicated the man in black “—is Chief Executive Investigator of Brueben Precinct, a very important person. His interest has been attracted, and from your point of view this is not a propitious circumstance.”


			“Indeed not,” said the official in a light pleasant voice. He pointed to Nion. “This would be one of the accomplices?”


			“It is Nion Bohart, a notorious ne’er do well,” said Schute Cobol. “I have his dossier at hand. It is not appetizing.”


			The official made a negligent gesture. “He is warned. We need not proceed further.”


			The welfare agents departed, with the exception of Zurik Cobol, who took Amiante out into the sunlight of the square, seated him on a bench, and spoke earnestly to him.


			Nion Bohart looked at Ghyl. “Phew! What a hornet’s nest!”


			Ghyl went to sit down at his work-bench. “Have I done something terribly wrong? I can’t decide . . .”


			Nion, finding nothing more to interest him, went to the door. “Election tomorrow,” he called over his shoulder. “Don’t forget to vote!”


			Chapter X


			


			THERE WERE five candidates for the office of Mayor. The incumbent received a plurality of the votes and was returned to his sinecure. ‘Emphyrio’ was a surprisingly strong third with approximately ten percent of all votes cast—enough to disturb the Welfare Agency anew.


			Schute Cobol came to the shop and demanded all of Ami­ante’s private papers. Amiante, sitting at his work-bench, working listlessly at his screen, looked up with a peculiar light in his eyes. Schute Cobol came a stride closer; Amiante, to Ghyl’s astonishment, sprang erect and struck Schute Cobol with a mallet. Schute Cobol fell to the ground; Amiante would have struck again, had not Ghyl taken away the mallet. Schute Cobol, moaning and holding his head, tottered from the shop and out into the golden afternoon light.


			Amiante said to Ghyl in a voice Ghyl would never have recognized, “Take the papers. They are yours. Keep them safe.” He went into the square and sat upon a bench.


			Ghyl hid the portfolio under the roof-tiles. An hour later welfare agents came to take Amiante away.


			When he returned after four days, he was bland, easy, indifferent. A month later he fell into a dull mood and slumped into a chair. Ghyl watched him anxiously.


			Amiante dozed. When Ghyl brought him a bowl of gruel for his lunch, Amiante was dead.


			Ghyl was alone in the old shop. It was full of Amiante’s presence; his tools, his patterns, his mild voice. Ghyl could hardly see for eyes full of grief. What now? Should he continue to work as a wood-carver? Go noncup and live the life of a vagabond? Perhaps he should emigrate to Luschein or Salula? He brought Amiante’s portfolio down from the roof, went through the papers which Amiante had handled so lovingly. He puzzled through the ancient charter, shook his head sadly at the idealistic vision of the city’s founders. He re-read the Emphyrio fragment, from which he drew courage. “Emphyrio strove and suffered for truth. I shall do likewise! If only I can find the strength within myself! This is what Amiante would want!”


			He removed the fragment and the charter from the portfolio and hid them separately; the portfolio he put in the accustomed place.


			He went back to stand in the workshop. The building was quiet, except for strange little noises he had never before noticed: creaks of the ancient timbers, a flutter of wind in the tiles. Afternoon came; a flood of mellow light poured in through the amber windows. How often had Ghyl sat in this light, with his father at his own bench across the room!


			Ghyl fought the tears back from his eyes. He must use his strength, he must develop, gain knowledge. There was no single focus for the great dissatisfaction he felt. The Welfare Agency worked, by and large, for the benefit of the recipients. The guilds enforced the standards of excellence by which Ambroy survived in relative ease and security. The lords extracted their 1.18 percent from the economy, but the amount hardly seemed excessive.


			What then was wrong? Where was truth? What course would Emphyrio have taken? In desperation, to ease his need for activity, Ghyl seized up chisels, and going to Amiante’s bench worked on his great perdura panel: the Winged Being plucking fruit from the Tree of Life. He worked with feverish energy; chips and scrapings covered the floor. Schute Cobol passed outside the shop, rapped, opened the door, peered within. He said nothing. Ghyl said nothing. The two looked into each other’s eyes. Schute Cobol nodded slowly, departed.


			Time passed: a year, two years. Ghyl saw none of his old friends. For recreation he took long hikes in the country, often sleeping the night under a hedge. Living by himself he became a different person: a young man of average height, with hard shoulders, taut muscles. His features were blunt but hard and compressed; there were ridges of muscle around his mouth. He wore his hair cropped short, his garments were plain and devoid of ornamentation.


			One day in early summer he finished a screen and by way of relaxation walked south through Brueben and Hoge, into Cato, and by chance passed Keecher’s Inn. Obeying a random impulse, he went in, ordered a mug of ale, a plate of steamed whelks. All was precisely as he remembered, though the scale seemed smaller and the decorations not quite so splendid. Girls from the bench looked him over, approached; Ghyl sent them away, and sat watching the folk come and go . . . A face he knew: Floriel! Ghyl called out; Floriel turned and, seeing Ghyl, evinced astonishment. “What in the world do you do here?”


			“Nothing unusual.” Ghyl indicated his ale, his plate. “I eat, I drink.”


			Floriel cautiously pulled up a chair. “I must say I’m surprised . . . I heard that after your father’s death you had—well, become quiet, distant. Even a recluse. A real voucher-grabber for work.”


			Ghyl laughed—the first time in how long? Years, it seemed. It was good to laugh again. Perhaps the ale was responsible. Perhaps a sudden yearning for companionship. “I’ve been pretty much alone. What of you? You’ve changed since I saw you last.” And indeed Floriel had become, not a new person, but an augmented version of his previous self. He was as handsome as ever, as debonair, with added control, craft, alertness. He said, with a trace of complacence, “I’ve changed a bit, I suppose. At heart the same Floriel, of course.”


			“You’re still in Metal-benders?”


			Floriel gave Ghyl a glance of injured surprise. “Of course not. Haven’t you heard? I’ve gone noncup. You’re sitting with a man outside organized society. Aren’t you ashamed?”


			“No, I hadn’t heard.” Ghyl looked Floriel up and down, noting the signs of prosperity. “How do you live? You don’t seem to be deprived. Where do you get your vouchers?”


			“Oh, I manage, one way or another. I fell into a little cottage up the river, a lovely place. I rent this out over the weekends, and do a fair business. And, to be candid, sometimes I bring up girls for men on a bit of a tear. Nothing absolutely criminal, you understand. One way or another I make out. And you?”


			“Still carving screens.”


			“Ah then, you’ll continue in the trade?”


			“I don’t know . . . Remember how we used to talk of travel?”


			“Yes, of course. I’ve never forgotten.”


			“Nor I.” Ghyl leaned forward, gazing down into his ale. “Life here is futility. We’ll live and die, and realize no glimmer of truth. There’s something terribly wrong here in Ambroy. Do you realize this?”


			Floriel looked at him askance. “Still the same old Ghyl! You haven’t changed a bit!”


			“How do you mean?”


			“You always were idealistic. Do you think I care a whit for truth or knowledge? No. But I’ll travel, and in style too. In fact—” Floriel looked right and left “—you remember Nion Bohart, of course.”


			“Certainly.”


			“I see him often. He and I have some grand ideas. The only way to get is to take—from those who have: the lords.”


			“You mean: kidnaping?”


			“Why not? I don’t consider it wrong. They take from us; we must redress the balance and take from them.”


			“One difficulty: if you are caught, you’ll be expelled into Bauredel. What good is wealth to a man an inch thick?”


			“Ha ha! We won’t be caught!”


			Ghyl shrugged. “Go ahead, with my blessings. I don’t mind. The lords can stand to lose a few vouchers. They extract enough from us.”


			“That’s the way to talk!”


			“Has Nion gone noncup?”


			“Certainly. He’s been quietly noncup for years.”


			“I always suspected as much.”


			Floriel ordered more ale. “To Emphyrio! What a marvelous put-on, that election! So many folk in a dither, welfare agents out looking here and there, simply wonderful!”


			Ghyl put down his mug with a grimace. Floriel rattled on, unheeding. “I’ve had good times as a noncup, I tell you! I recommend it! You live by your wits, true, but there’s no bowing and scraping to welfare agent and Guild Delegate.”


			“So long as you don’t get caught.”


			Floriel nodded owlishly. “One must be discreet, of course. But it’s not too hard. You’d be astounded by the opportunities! Cut the twig! Go noncup!”


			Ghyl smiled. “I’ve thought of it, many times. But—I don’t know how I’d make a living.”


			“There are hundreds of chances for clever men. Nion chartered a river barge, let it be known that indiscreet behavior was quite all right, and earned three thousand vouchers over one weekend! There’s the way to operate!”


			“I suppose so. I don’t have the golden touch.”


			“I’ll be glad to show you the ropes. Why don’t you come up to my cottage for a few days? It’s right on the river, not far from County Pavilion. We’ll do nothing—just lounge about, eat, drink, talk. Do you have a girl friend?”


			“No.”


			“Well, I might be able to fix you up. I’m living with a girl myself; in fact, I think you know her: Sonjaly Rathe.”


			Ghyl nodded with a grim smile. “I remember her.”


			“Well, then what do you say?”


			“It sounds pleasant. I’d like to visit your cottage.”


			“Good! Let’s say—next weekend. An opportune time, just right for the County Ball!”


			“Very well. Do I need new clothes?”


			“Of course not! We’re very casual. The County Ball is costume, of course, so buy some sort of whack-up and a domino. Otherwise—just a swim-suit.”


			“How do I find the place?”


			“Ride Overtrend to Grigglesby Corners. Walk back two hundred steps, go out a plank bridge to the blue cottage with the yellow sun-strike.”


			“I’ll be there.”


			“Er—should I ask along an extra girl?”


			Ghyl considered a moment. “No,” he said at last. “I think not.”


			“Oh come,” teased Floriel. “Surely you’re not puritanical!”


			“No. But I don’t want to become involved in anything. I know myself. I can’t stop halfway.”


			“Don’t stop halfway! Why be a coward?”


			“Oh, very well. Do as you like.”


			Chapter XI


			


			THE RIDE along the Insse was pleasant. The Overtrend cars slid on magnetic cushions without jar or sound; through the windows the Insse reflected back the sunlight. From time to time thickets of willow or horsewhistle intervened, or banks of sponge-tree or black-web. To the other side were pastures where biloa birds grazed.


			Ghyl sat back, lost in reverie. It was time, he thought, to broaden his life, to take in more territory. Perhaps here was the reason he had so readily accepted Floriel’s invitation. Schute Cobol would certainly disapprove. A fig for Schute Cobol. If only it were easier to travel, to achieve some measure of financial independence . . .


			The car halted at Grigglesby Corners; Ghyl alighted, received his bag from the ejector. What a pleasant spot! he thought. Enormous sad-apple trees towered above the brown buildings of the little depot and store, the yellow-green foliage streaming in the smoky sunlight, filling the air with a pleasant acrid scent.


			Ghyl walked back along the riverbank on a cushion of old leaves. Along the other shore a dark-haired girl in a white frock lazily paddled a skiff; she saw him watching; she smiled and waved her hand; then the current eased her around a bend and into a dark little inlet, away from sight. It was as if never, never, had a girl in a white dress floated along the sunlit river . . . Ghyl shook his head, grinned at his own vagaries.


			He continued along the bank, and presently came to a trestle leading through the reeds to a pale blue cottage under a water-cherry tree.


			Ghyl walked out along the precarious planks, to a porch overlooking the river. Here sat Floriel in white shorts, and a cool pretty blonde girl whom Ghyl saw to be Sonjaly Rathe. She nodded, smiled with simulated enthusiasm; Floriel jumped to his feet. “So you’ve arrived! Good to see you. Bring your bag on in; I’ll show you where to chuck your gear.”


			Ghyl was assigned a small chamber overlooking the river with yellow-brown ripples of light coursing across the ceiling. He changed to loose light clothes and went out to the porch. Floriel thrust a goblet of punch into his hand, indicated a sling chair. “Now, simply relax! Laze! Something you recipients never know how to do. Always striving, cringing when the delegate points his dirty fingernail at a flaw! Not for me!”


			“Not for me either,” sighed Sonjaly, snuggling against Floriel, with an enigmatic glance toward Ghyl.


			“Not for me either,” confessed Ghyl, “if I knew how to live otherwise.”


			“Go noncup!”


			“What if I did? All I know is carving screens. Where would I sell? Certainly not to the Guild. It looks after its own.”


			“There are ways, there are ways!”


			“No doubt. I don’t care to steal.”


			“It all depends,” stated Sonjaly, with the air of one reciting a liturgy, “from whom one steals.”


			“I regard the lords as fair game,” said Floriel. “And perhaps a few other portly institutions as well.”


			“The lords, yes,” said Ghyl, “or almost yes, at any rate. I’d have to consider each case on its merits.”


			Floriel laughed, waved his goblet. “Ghyl, you are far too serious, far too earnest! Always you want to delve to some impossible fundamental, like an impet diving for a mud-eel.”


			Ghyl laughed also. “If I’m too serious, you’re too irresponsible.”


			“Bah,” retorted Floriel. “Is the world responsible? Of course not! The world is random, vagrant, heedless. To be responsible is to be out of phase, to be insane!”


			Ghyl pondered a moment. “This is perhaps the case, in a world left to itself. But society imposes order. Living in a society, it is not insane to be responsible.”


			“Total bosh!” And Floriel went on to detail the irrationality of certain Guild practices, of Temple ritual, of Agency regulation: none of which Ghyl could refute. “I agree, much of our society is absurd. But should we throw out the baby with the bath? The guilds, the Agency, no matter how insane at times, are necessary instruments. Even the lords serve a purpose.”


			“We need a change!” declared Floriel. “The lords originally provided valuable capital and expertise. Undeniable. But they have earned back their capital many times over. Do you realize how much 1.18 percent of our gross product is? Have you ever calculated the sum? No? Well, it is enormous. Over the course of years, it becomes stupendous. In fact, it is incredible how so few lords are able to spend so much money. Not even space-yachts cost so much. And I’ve heard it said that the eyries are by no means paved with gold. Nion Bohart knows a plumber who services eyrie drains, and, according to this plumber, some of the eyries are almost austere.”


			Ghyl shrugged. “I don’t care where or how they spend their money—though I’d prefer they bought my screens rather than, say, Lu-Hang stain-silk. But I don’t think I’d care to abolish the lords. They provide us with a spectacle, with drama, with vicarious elegance.”


			“My dearest goal is to live like a lord,” declared Floriel. “Abolish them? Never! Parasites though they may be.”


			Sonjaly rose to her feet. She wore only a brief skirt and a bit of a loose blouse. Walking past Ghyl she swung her slender body provocatively. Floriel winked at Ghyl. “Pour us all more punch and less strutting back and forth. We know you’re beautiful!”


			Sonjaly languidly poured punch. “Beautiful, yes. What good does it do me? I want to travel. Floriel won’t take me even so far as the Meagher Mounts.” And playfully she put her hand under Ghyl’s chin. “Would you?”


			“I’m as poor as Floriel,” said Ghyl, “and not even a thief. My traveling must be by shank’s mare, which you’re very welcome to share.”


			Sonjaly made a wry face and went off into the house. Floriel leaned toward Ghyl and muttered hurriedly, “About that girl I wanted to invite: the one I had in mind was busy elsewhere. Sonjaly tried Gedée—”


			“What?” cried Ghyl in consternation.


			“—but she is studying to pass a fish-packing examination.”


			“‘Fish-packing’?”


			“You know—packing preserved fish in cans and cartons. There is an art to the process—so Gedée tells me. You curl the dear little toe fins and place the specimen just so, and with a sweeping motion pull the feelers down into the oral cavity.”


			“Spare me the details,” said Ghyl. “Spare me, likewise, Gedée.”


			“It’s all for the best,” Floriel assured him. “You can go to the ball unencumbered, and your eye can rove as far as it likes. There’s bound to be lords and ladies present.”


			“Really now! How do you know?”


			Floriel pointed. “Look yonder, around the bend. See that bit of white? That’s the County Pavilion. Off beyond is a vast park, the estate of Lord Aldo the Underline. During the summer many lords and ladies—especially the young ones—come down from the eyries, and they all dote on the County Ball! I wager there’ll be fifty on hand.”


			“With a hundred Garrion,” said Ghyl. “Will the Garrion be in costume, with dominoes and all?”


			Floriel laughed. “What a sight! We shall see. Naturally you brought a costume?”


			“Yes. Nothing very much. I’ll be a Zambolian Warrior.”


			“Good enough. I’m a pierrot. Nion is coming as a Jeng serpent-man.”


			“Oh? Nion will be here also?”


			“Of course. Nion and I are associates, so to speak. We do quite well, as you may imagine.”


			Ghyl sipped his punch with a faint frown. Floriel was easy and amiable; Ghyl could relax and enjoy Floriel’s nonsense. Nion, on the other hand, always aroused in Ghyl a vague and formless challenge. Ghyl drained his goblet. He would ignore Nion completely; he would remain calm in the face of all provocation.


			Floriel took the pitcher, went to pour punch, but the pitcher was empty. “Inside there!” he called to Sonjaly. “Mix us punch, there’s a good girl.”


			“Mix it yourself,” came a petulant voice. “I’m lying down.”


			Floriel went inside with the pitcher. There were a few muffled words of altercation, then Floriel came forth with a brimming pitcher. “Now tell me about yourself. How are you making it without your father? Isn’t that great old house lonesome?”


			Ghyl responded that he lived modestly but adequately; that indeed the shop was sometimes lonely.


			The hours passed. They ate cheese and pickles for lunch and later all plunged into the river for a swim. Nion Bohart arrived just as they were emerging from the water. “Halloo, halloo! All you wet creatures! Ghyl too I see! It’s been a long time! And Sonjaly! Adorable creature—especially in that wet clinging trifle. Floriel, you really don’t deserve her.”


			Sonjaly turned Floriel a rather spiteful glance. “I keep telling him the same thing. But he doesn’t believe me.”


			“We’ll have to do something about that . . . Well then, Floriel, where shall I stow my bags? The usual little den? Anything’s good enough for old Nion, eh? Well, all right, I don’t mind.”


			“Come now,” said Floriel. “You always demand and receive the best bed in the house.”


			“In that case—better beds!”


			“Yes, yes, of course . . . You’ve brought your costume?”


			“Naturally. This shall be the most exalted County Ball of all time. We’ll make it that way . . . What is that you’re drinking?”


			“Montarada punch.”


			“I’ll have some, if I may.”


			“Allow me,” said Sonjaly. And bowing sinuously she handed Nion a goblet. Floriel turned away in disgust, obviously not amused.


			Floriel’s disapproval failed to influence either Sonjaly or Nion, and during the remainder of the afternoon they flirted with ever more daring, exchanging glances, casual touches which were barely disguised caresses. Floriel became increasingly disturbed. At last he made a sarcastic comment, to which Sonjaly gave a flippant rejoinder. Floriel lost his temper. “Do what you like!” he sneered. “I can’t control you; I wouldn’t if I could; I’ve seen too much control!”


			Nion laughed in great good humor. “Floriel, you’re an idealist, no less than Ghyl. Control is necessary and even good—so long as I do the controlling.”


			“How strange,” muttered Floriel. “Ghyl tells me the same thing.”


			“What?” asked Ghyl in surprise. “I said no such thing. My point was that organization is necessary to social living!”


			“True!” stated Nion. “Even the Chaoticists agree to that: paradoxical as it may seem. And you, Ghyl, you’re still a staunch recipient?”


			“Not really . . . I don’t know what I am. I feel I must learn.”


			“A waste of time. There’s your idealism again. Life is too short for pondering! No indecision! If you wish the sweets of life, you must reach forth to take them!”


			“And also be prepared to run when the owner comes to punish you.”


			“That too. I have no false pride; I’ll run very fast. I have no desire to set anyone a good example.”


			Ghyl laughed. “At least you are honest.”


			“I suppose so. The Welfare Agency suspects me of rascality. However they can’t prove it.”


			Ghyl looked across the brimming river. This sort of life, in spite of Sonjaly’s waywardness and Floriel’s bickering, seemed much more gay and normal than his usual routine: carving, polishing, a walk to the shop for food, eating, sleeping, more of the same. All for the sake of a monthly stipend! If Floriel could earn enough to live in ease and leisure, in a cottage on the river, why could he not do the same?


			Ghyl Tarvoke, a noncup? Why not? He need not steal nor blackmail nor procure. Undoubtedly there were vouchers to be earned legitimately—or almost legitimately. Ghyl turned to Nion: “When a person goes noncup, how in the world does he stay alive?”


			Nion looked at him quizzically, obviously well aware of what was going on in Ghyl’s mind. “No trouble whatever. There are dozens of ways to stay afloat. If ever you make the decision, come to me. You’d very likely do well, with your air of respectability. No one would suspect you of sharp practice.”


			“I’ll keep you in mind.”


			The sun declined; the sky burnt with such a sunset as Ghyl had not seen since his childhood, when he had often watched the sun sink into the ocean from Dunkum’s Heights. “Time we were dressing for the ball,” said Floriel. “The music starts in half an hour, and we want to be on hand for everything. First, I’ll bring up the skiff, to ferry us across the river.”


			He walked ashore by the trestle. Ghyl went to his room, then came out to surprise Nion and Sonjaly locked in an unmistakably ardent embrace. “Excuse me,” said Ghyl.


			Neither heeded him and he returned to his room.


			Chapter XII


			


			FLORIEL HUZSUIS, Sonjaly Rathe, Nion Bohart, Ghyl Tarvoke: wearing fantastic costumes, with normal personalities suppressed by their dominoes, the four stepped into the skiff.


			Floriel sculled across the river to the pavilion already aglow from flares of chalk-green, pink and yellow, and thousands of tiny sparkling white coruscations.


			Floriel held the skiff while his passengers alighted, then tied the painter to a ring and clambered up to the dock. The pavilion lay before them: an expanse of polished wood, with private boxes and observation areas to either side. At the floor-level a double row of exquisitely decorated booths provided wine and other refreshment for the celebrants.


			An officer accosted the four, collected admission fees. They wandered out upon the floor in company with perhaps a hundred others. Lords? Ladies? Recipients from the surrounding countryside? From the city? Noncups like Floriel, Sonjaly, Nion? Ghyl could not identify one from the other and he wondered if Nion, usually so knowledgeable, would be able to do so.


			At a booth all provided themselves with green crackle-glass flasks of edel-wine and stood watching the spectacle. Now musicians mounted to a dais, all wearing buffoon’s garments of checkered black and white. They tuned instruments: a sound thrilling and premonitory of gayety, as sweet as music itself. Then they scraped their fiddles, droned on their concertinas and struck up a gay tune.


			The dances of the time were extremely sedate, a far cry from the caracoles of the Last Empire or the orgiastic whirling and twitching to be seen at the seaports of the South Continent. There were several types of pavannes, as many promenades, and for the young, a kind of a swinging hand-in-hand skipping dance, of considerable vivacity. In all cases the couples stood side by side, holding hands or locking elbows.


			This first tune was an adagio, the corresponding dance consisting of a slow step, a shuffle, a bow forward, another far back, the knee raised as high as possible, and held stationary, while the music played a fluttering little figure, whereupon the whole series was repeated.


			Ghyl, with neither skill nor inclination, watched as Nion moved purposefully toward Sonjaly, only to have Floriel step quickly in front of him and take the half-amused, half-petulant Sonjaly out upon the floor.


			Nion went back to stand by Ghyl, his grin benign and indulgent. “Poor Floriel, when will he learn?”


			Back and forth along the floor stepped the dancers, graceful-grotesque, grotesque-graceful. There were simulations of a hundred sorts: clowns, demons, heroes; folk from far stars and ancient times; creatures of fantasy, nightmare, faery. The pavilion was rich. There was glitter of metal, the soft sheen of silk; gauze in every color; black leather, black wood, black velvet. Nion touched Ghyl’s arm: “There gather the lords and their ladies, by the archway. Look at them peering this way and that; a shame they must be so cautious. Why cannot they mingle more freely with ordinary folk?”


			Ghyl refrained from pointing out that fear, as well as pride and haughtiness, was at work. He asked curiously, “How do you know them for lords?”


			“Mannerisms. They are distinct in many ways. Look how they stand by the walls. Some say they have learned a fear of space from living so long in the upper air. Their equilibrium is also affected; should you dance with a lady, you’d know at once; she’d be supple but erratic, without feeling for the music.”


			“Oh? Have you danced with ladies?”


			“Danced, and more, if you’ll believe me . . . Look, watch them now: preening, twittering, debating advisabilities—oh, they’re a sage fastidious people!”


			The lords and ladies had come in several groups, which now fragmented. One by one, they slipped out upon the pavilion, like magical creatures daring a voyage on a perilous sea.


			Ghyl scanned the upper tiers. “Where are the Garrion? Do they stand in the dark booths above?”


			“Perhaps.” Nion shrugged ignorance. “Look at them, those lords! Watch how they stare at the girls! Randy as buck wisents! Give them ten minutes, they’d impregnate every female in the pavilion!”


			Ghyl followed his gesture, but now all looked alike; lords and ladies were lost in the crowd.


			The music stopped; Sonjaly brought Floriel across the floor.


			“The lords are here,” Nion told them. “One contingent at any rate, and there may be more.”


			Sonjaly wanted the lords pointed out, but now even Nion was hard put to differentiate lord from recipient.


			The music started again: a slow pavanne. Floriel instantly took possession of Sonjaly but she gave her head a shake. “Thank you, no; I’d like to rest.”


			Ghyl, watching the dancers, decided that the step was within his capabilities. Determined to prove himself as rakehelly and gallant as the others, Ghyl presented himself to a shapely girl in a costume of green scales with a green domino, and led her out upon the floor.


			He acquitted himself well enough, or so he congratulated himself. The girl had little to say; she lived in the outlying suburb of Godlep, where her father was a public weighmaster.


			“Weighmaster?” pondered Ghyl. “Does that go to Scriveners’ Guild or Instrument-tenders’? Or Functionaries?”


			“Functionaries.” She signaled to a young man in overlapping rings of black and red stripes. “My fiancé,” she told Ghyl. “He’s a Functionary also, with excellent prospects, though we may have to move south to Ditzim.”


			Sonjaly had recovered from her fatigue; she and Nion were dancing now. Nion moved with a sure precision and far more gusto than Ghyl could summon. Sonjaly clasped his arm and leaned against him without regard for Floriel’s sensibilities.


			The music ended; Ghyl relinquished the girl in green scales to her fiancé, drank a cup of wine to calm his nerves.


			Nion and Sonjaly strolled off to the far side of the pavilion. Floriel scowled and muttered.


			At the far end of the pavilion appeared another contingent of lords and ladies, the lords costumed variously: Rhadamese warriors, druids, Kalks, barbaric princes, mermen. One lady wore gray crystals; another blue flashes of light; another white plumes.


			The musicians readied their instruments; once more there was music. A person in a cuirass of black enamel and brass, breeches striped ocher and black, a bronze and black morion came to bow before Sonjaly. With an arch glance toward Nion, Sonjaly swept away on the stranger’s arm. A lord? wondered Ghyl. So it seemed. A prideful quality of conduct, a poise of head, identified him as such. Ghyl thought Nion appeared vexed.


			So went the evening. Ghyl attempted the acquaintance of several girls with indifferent success. Sonjaly, when visible, kept to the company of the young lord in black, brown and brass. Floriel drank more wine than was good for him and glowered here and there. Nion Bohart seemed even more vexed by Sonjaly’s frivolity than did Floriel.


			The atmosphere at the pavilion loosened. The dancers moved more freely, performing the measures with verve, toes splayed smartly aside, knees crooking sometimes grotesquely high, heads tilting and leaning, this way and that. Ghyl, through perversity or crotchet, would not fall in with the general mood. He became disturbed and angry with himself. Was he so dour then, so tightly clenched, that he could not abandon himself to pleasure? He gritted his teeth, determined to out-gallant the gallants, through the exercise of sheer will, if by no other means. He walked around the periphery of the pavilion, to stop short near a delightfully-shaped girl in a white gown, wearing a white domino. She was dark-haired and slender, and very graceful; Ghyl had noticed her previously. She had danced once or twice; she had drunk a certain amount of wine; she had seemed as gay and wild as Ghyl wanted to be. Every movement pressed her gown against her body, which evidently, below the gown, was nude. Observing Ghyl’s attention, she tilted her head teasingly sidewise. Ghyl’s heart expanded, rose into his throat. Step by step he came forward, suddenly shy, though scenes of this sort had occurred a hundred times in his imagination: the girl seemed dear and familiar, and the instant fraught with déjà-vu. The feeling became so intense that, a step or two away, Ghyl halted.


			Shaking his head in perplexity, he considered the girl from the toes of her little white sandals to her white domino.


			She made a sound of amused dismay. “You are so critical! Am I grotesque or startling?”


			“No, no!” stammered Ghyl. “Of course not! You are absolutely enchanting!”


			The corners of her mouth twitched, and she thought to beguile him even more utterly. “Surely others here are beautiful, but you stare only at me! I feel sure that you think me strange or remarkable!”


			“Of course not! But I felt that we have met, that we have known each other . . . Somewhere . . . But I can’t imagine the circumstances. I certainly would have remembered!”


			“You are more than polite,” said the girl. “And I would have remembered you, as well. Since I don’t—” here she turned him her most bewitching glance “—Or do I? I seem to recognize—as you say—something familiar, as if somewhere we have known each other.”


			Ghyl stepped forward, his heart pounding, his throat heavy with a wonderfully sweet ache. He took her hands, which she yielded readily. “Do you believe in dreams of the future?”


			“Well . . . yes. Perhaps.”


			“And predestination and mysterious kinds of love?”


			She laughed, a delightful husky sound, and gave his hands a tug. “A hundred wonderful things I believe in. But won’t folk think us strange, standing here at the ball and declaring our philosophies?”


			Ghyl looked this way and that in confusion. “Well, then—will you dance? Or, if you like, we could sit over yonder and drink a cup of wine together.”


			“I would as lief drink wine . . . I really don’t care to dance.”


			A startling new thought came to Ghyl, or rather, a bubble of certainty floating up from his subconscious. This girl surely was no recipient; she was a lady! The Difference was manifest! In the quality of her voice, the poise of her head, the tart perfume which surrounded her!


			Exalted, Ghyl procured goblets of Gade wine and led the girl to a cushioned bench in the shadows. “What is your name?”


			“I am Shanne.”


			“I am Ghyl.” He turned her a searching side-glance. “Where do you live?”


			She made an extravagant gesture; she was a vivacious girl, with hundreds of gay tricks and wry expressions. “Here, there, everywhere. Wherever I am, this is where I live.”


			“Of course. And I, as well. But do you live in the city—or up on an eyrie?”


			Shanne held out her hands in mock despair. “Would you rob me of all my secrets? And if not secrets, my dreams? So I am Shanne, a girl vagabond, with no reputation or money or hope.”


			Ghyl was not deceived. The Difference was evident: that indefinable apartness which distinguished lords and ladies from the underfolk. A parapsychic umbra? An almost imperceptible odor, clean and fresh, like ozone, perhaps from long intimate contact with the upper air? Whatever the case, the effect was delightful. Ghyl squirmed at an uncomfortable thought. Might not the reverse be true? Might not the common folk seem louts, dull and lumpish, exhaling a stale reek? The lords who were so keen to seduce recipient girls could not think so. They panted after honest and unaffected passion. Perhaps the same situation prevailed vis-à-vis ladies and undermen . . . The idea was unwelcome, in fact vaguely repugnant. Ghyl had never been seriously in love. His infatuation with Sonjaly now seemed stupidity. At this moment Sonjaly herself, again with Nion, danced close by. How coarse was Sonjaly in contrast to Shanne!


			Shanne seemed at least favorably disposed toward him, for—wonder of wonders! she tucked her hand under his arm and leaned back with a sigh of relaxation, her shoulder touching his.


			“I love the County Ball,” said Shanne in a soft voice. “There is always such excitement, such wondering who you will meet.”


			“You’ve come before?” asked Ghyl, aching for all the experiences he had not shared with her.


			“Yes, I came last year. But I was not happy. The person I met was—gross.”


			“‘Gross’? How so? What did he do?”


			But Shanne only smiled cryptically and gave his arm a companionable squeeze.


			“The reason I ask,” said Ghyl, “is so I won’t perform any of the same errors.”


			Shanne only laughed, with just the slightest sense of restraint, so that Ghyl was left to wonder what indelicacies and crudities the man had performed.


			Shanne jumped to her feet. “Come; this is music I like: a Mang serenade. I would like to dance.”


			Ghyl looked dubiously out at the floor. “It seems very complicated. I know almost nothing of dancing.”


			“What? Aren’t you trained to leap and skip at the Temple?”


			The girl was a tease, thought Ghyl. Well, he didn’t mind. And his instinct was correct: she was certainly a young lady. “I have done very little leaping,” said Ghyl. “As little as possible. In retribution Finuka has cursed me with a heavy foot, and I would not like you to think me clumsy. But there is a skiff at the dock; would you like me to row you out on the river?”


			Shanne gave him a quick glance of calculation, ran the tip of her pink tongue over her lips. “No,” she said in a thoughtful voice. “That would not be—advantageous.”


			Ghyl shrugged. “I’ll try to dance.”


			“Wonderful!” She pulled him to his feet, and for a breathless second leaned against him so that he felt all the contours of her body. Ghyl’s skin tingled; his knees felt warm and weak. Looking down into Shanne’s face he saw her smile to the side, a slow secret smile, and Ghyl did not know what to think.


			Ghyl danced no better than he had promised, but Shanne seemed not to notice and indeed did very little better, apparently not attending the rhythm of the music; once again Ghyl was assured that she was a young lady.


			Of course! She would not row with him on the river for fear of kidnap; obviously she could not bring a Garrion into the skiff! Ghyl chuckled. Instantly Shanne’s head bobbed up. “Why do you laugh?”


			“Exhilaration,” said Ghyl gravely. “Shanne the girl vagabond is the loveliest creature I have ever known.”


			“Tonight at least I am Shanne the girl vagabond,” she said, somewhat wistfully.


			“Tomorrow?”


			“Sh.” She put her hand across his lips. “Never say the word!” With a quick look to right and left she led Ghyl through the crowd and back to their bench.


			The revelry was approaching abandon. Dancers swayed, kicked, pranced, eyes glittering through their dominoes. Some made extravagant pirouettes; others paused to embrace, feverishly, oblivious to all else.


			Intoxicated by color and sound and beauty as much as by the wine, Ghyl put his arm around Shanne’s waist; she laid her head on his shoulder, looked up into his face. “Did you know that I can read minds?” she said in a husky whisper. “I like yours. You are strong and good and intelligent—but you are far, far, far too severe. What do you fear?” As she spoke her face was close to his. Ghyl, feeling as if he walked in a dream, bent close, close, closer; their faces met, he kissed her. Ghyl’s whole inner being exploded. Never would he be the same, never again! How craven, how dull had been the Ghyl Tarvoke of old! Now nothing exceeded his competence; his previous goals—how abject they seemed! . . . He kissed Shanne again; she sighed. “I am shameless. I have known you only an hour.”


			Ghyl reached to her domino, lifted it, gazed into her face. “Much longer.” He raised his own domino. “Do you recognize me?”


			“Yes. No. I don’t know.”


			“Think back—eight years? Perhaps nine. You were on your space-yacht: a black and gold Deme. Two ragamuffins skulked aboard. Now do you remember?”


			“Of course. You were the defiant one. You rascal, but you deserved your beating.”


			“Very likely. I thought you so heartless, so cruel . . . So remote.”


			Shanne giggled. “I don’t seem so remote now?”


			“You seem—I can’t find the word. But that wasn’t the first time we met.”


			“No? When before?”


			“When I was small my father took me to see Holkerwoyd’s puppets. You sat in the front row.”


			“Yes. I remember. How strange that you should notice me!”


			“How could I avoid it? I must have foreseen this moment.”


			“Ghyl . . .” She sighed, sipped her wine. “I do so love the ground! Here are the strong things, the passions! Oh you are lucky!”


			Ghyl laughed. “You can’t really mean that. You wouldn’t trade your life—for, say, hers.” He pointed to Sonjaly. The music had just stopped; Nion and Sonjaly were walking from the floor. Nion spied Ghyl; his stride slowed, he turned his head, stared, continued.


			“No,” said Shanne. “I would not. Do you know her?”


			“Yes. Also the young man.”


			“The swaggerer. I watched him. He wasn’t what—” Her voice dwindled away. Ghyl wondered what she had started to say.


			For a period they sat quietly. The music started again; Sonjaly danced past with the lord in black and brown. In a kind of dreamy curiosity Ghyl looked for Floriel and Nion, but neither was visible.


			“There goes your friend,” whispered Shanne, “with someone I know. And shortly they will be gone . . .” She squeezed his arm. “I have no more wine.”


			“Oh! I’m sorry. Just a moment.”


			“I’ll come with you.”


			They went to a booth. “Buy a whole flask,” whispered Shanne. “The green.”


			“Yes, of course,” said Ghyl. “And then?”


			She said nothing—a meaningful silence. Ghyl secured the wine, took her arm. They walked outside, along the riverbank. A hundred yards along Ghyl halted, kissed Shanne. She responded fervently. They wandered on, and presently found a stretch of grassy bank. Damar, at the quarter, laid a quivering trail of tarnished copper on the water.


			Shanne removed her domino, Ghyl did the same; they drank wine. Ghyl stared at the river, then up to the moon. Shanne said, “You are quiet; are you sad?”


			“In a way. Do you know why?”


			She put her hand across his mouth. “Never speak of it. What must be, will be. What can never be—can never be.”


			Ghyl turned to look at her, trying to divine every last scintilla of her meaning.


			“But,” she added in a soft voice, “what can be—can be.”


			Ghyl drank from the wine bottle, set it down, turned to her, held out his arms. She held out hers, the two were one, and what ensued was as far beyond Ghyl’s fantasies and musings as a magical reappearance of Emphyrio himself.


			There was a pause, while the two sat pressed together. They drank wine. Ghyl’s head whirled. He started to speak but once again Shanne halted him and rising on her knees hugged his head to her bosom, and once again for Ghyl the skies reeled and Damar blurred in and out of focus.


			At last there was calm. Ghyl held the flask up against the moonlight. “Enough for you and for me.”


			“My head whirls,” said Shanne.


			“Mine as well.” He took her hand. “After tonight, what?”


			“Tomorrow I fly back to my tower.”


			“But when will I see you?”


			“I don’t know.”


			“I must see you! I love you!”


			Shanne, sitting forward, clasped her knees with her arms, smiled up toward Damar. “In one week from today I travel. I travel, I travel, I travel! To distant worlds, beyond the stars!”


			Ghyl cried out, “If you go, I’ll never see you again!”


			Shanne shook her head, her smile wistful. “Very likely that is so.”


			A harsh cold effluvium seethed up through Ghyl’s veins and there turned to ice. He felt stiff, vaguely terrified: aghast at the prospect of the future. He recovered control of his voice. “You provoke me to all sorts of outrageous conduct.”


			“No, no,” said Shanne in her sweet whisper. “Don’t ever consider it! You might be rehabilitated, or whatever dreadful thing they do to you.”


			Ghyl gave a slow fateful nod. “There is that chance.” He turned to Shanne once more; he took her in his arms, kissed her face, her eyes, her mouth. She sighed, melted against him. Ghyl’s mood was now less tender; he felt as old as Damar, wise in the lore of all the worlds.


			At last they rose to their feet. Ghyl asked, “Where will you go now?”


			“To the pavilion. I must find my father; he will be wondering where I am.”


			“Won’t he be worried?”


			“I don’t think so.”


			Ghyl put his hands on the girl’s shoulder. “Shanne! Can we go off together, away from Ambroy? To South Continent! Or the Mang Islands! And there live our lives together?”


			Shanne once more touched his mouth with her hands. “It would never be feasible.”


			“And I will never see you more?”


			“Never more.”


			There was a sound behind them, a quiet footstep. Ghyl turned to look, to see a black hulk standing patiently beside the moonlit river.


			“Just my Garrion,” said Shanne. “Come, let us return to the pavilion.”


			Ghyl turned away. They walked back along the riverbank. Behind, at a discreet distance, came the Garrion.


			Chapter XIII


			


			AT THE pavilion Shanne kissed Ghyl on the cheek, then, donning her domino, slipped off through the colored shadows to a group of lords and ladies.


			Ghyl watched a moment, then turned away. How different seemed the universe! How strange seemed his life of a week ago! There was Floriel. Ghyl went to him. “Well then, here I am. Where is Sonjaly? Where is Nion?”


			Floriel gave a mirthless laugh. “You missed all the fun.”


			“Oh?”


			“Yes. A lord in armor—perhaps you noticed him—took interest in Sonjaly. Nion resented his attentions. When the two went outside to walk along the riverbank Nion ran after them, though really it was no affair of his. Mine, if anyone’s. Well, I went behind to watch. Nion challenged the lord; the Garrion seized him, beat him and threw him in the river. The lord went off with Sonjaly. Nion floated off downstream, splashing and cursing. Splendid! I’ve seen no more of him.”


			Ghyl laughed: a caw of such harsh mirth that Floriel looked at him in wonder. “And how did you fare? I saw you earlier with a girl in white.”


			“Are you ready to leave?”


			“Why not? A miserable evening. I’ll not come to the County Ball again. It’s all froth and frivolity, with not an ounce of true entertainment. Well, let us go.”


			They walked through the night to the dock, and Floriel sculled the skiff across the river. Damar had set; an ash-colored light welled up into the eastern sky. A lamp flickered in the main room of the cottage. Here sat Nion, huddled under a blanket, drinking tea. He looked up as Floriel and Ghyl entered, and gave a grunt of mingled greeting and disapproval. “So you’ve finally returned. What kept you so long? Do you know that the Garrion beat me and threw me in the river?”


			“It serves you right,” said Floriel. He poured tea, handed a cup to Ghyl. The three sat in brooding silence. Ghyl at last made a sound, halfway between a sigh and a groan. “Life at Ambroy is futile. It is life wasted.”


			“Are you just now becoming aware of that?” asked Nion bitterly.


			“Life is probably futile anywhere,” remarked Floriel with a sniff.


			“That’s all that’s keeping me at Ambroy,” declared Nion. “That, and the fact that I can make a decent living here.”


			Ghyl clenched his hands around the cup. “If I had any courage—if any of us had courage—we’d go forth to find . . . something.”


			“What do you mean—‘something’?” asked Nion in a cantankerous voice.


			“I’m not sure. Something meaningful, something grand. The chance to work a remarkable good, to right a terrible wrong, to do high deeds, to inspire men for all time! Like Emphyrio!”


			Nion laughed. “Emphyrio again? We worked him once for what he was worth, which wasn’t much.”


			Ghyl paid no heed. “Somewhere the truth regarding Emphyrio exists. I want to learn the truth. Don’t you?”


			Floriel, more perceptive than Nion, surveyed Ghyl curiously. “Why does this mean so much to you?”


			“Emphyrio has haunted me all my life. My father died on the same account; he thought of himself as Emphyrio. He wanted to bring truth to Ambroy. Why else did he dare so much?”


			Nion shrugged. “You’ll never grease your pan with ‘truth’.” He glanced at Ghyl appraisingly. “The girl you were sitting with—wasn’t she a lady?”


			“Yes. Shanne.” Ghyl uttered the name softly.


			“She seemed attractive, judging from her figure. Are you seeing her again?”


			“She’s going traveling. I’ll be left behind.”


			Nion looked at him with raised eyebrows. He gave a sour little bark of a laugh. “I do believe,” he told Floriel, “that the lad’s smitten!”


			Floriel, still smarting over Sonjaly’s faithlessness, was not particularly interested. “I suppose it happens.”


			Nion addressed Ghyl in an earnest, if condescending, voice. “My dear fellow, you should never take these people seriously! Why do you think they come to the County Ball? No other reason but to have a little fling. They purge themselves of tension and emotion; after all, they live unnatural lives up on those eyries. They detest each other’s vanity and arrogance and chill. Hence they come down to the County Ball and warm themselves at the fire of honest passion!”


			“Nonsense,” muttered Ghyl. “The situation was not at all like this.”


			“Ha! Did she say she loved you?”


			“No.”


			“Did she show any shyness or reluctance?”


			“No.”


			“Did she agree to see you again?”


			“No. But she’ll be traveling in a short time. She explained it all to me.”


			“Oh?” Nion pulled thoughtfully at his chin. “She told you when she was departing?”


			“Yes.”


			“And when will it be?”


			Ghyl looked sharply at Nion Bohart whose voice had suddenly become far too casual. “Why do you ask?”


			“I have my reasons . . . Peculiar that she should be so confiding. They’re usually the most secretive of folk. You must have plucked at her heart-strings.”


			Ghyl gave a hollow laugh. “I doubt if she has a heart.”


			Nion considered a moment, then looked at Floriel. “Would you be ready?”


			Floriel grimaced. “As ready as I’ll ever be. But we don’t know when they debark, or from where.”


			“Presumably at the Godero space-port.”


			“Presumably. But we don’t know the boat.” Floriel looked at Ghyl. “Did she mention what kind of space-yacht she would travel in?”


			“I know the space-yacht.”


			Nion jumped to his feet. “Do you then? Wonderful! Our problems are solved. What about it? Would you care to join us in a venture?”


			“You mean, to steal the space-yacht?”


			“Yes. It is an unusual opportunity. We know, or rather you know, the departure date: when the yacht will be fueled and victualed and crewed and ready for space. All we need do is step aboard and take charge.”


			Ghyl nodded. “What then?”


			Nion hesitated a barely perceptible instant. “Well—we’ll try to ransom our captives; that’s only reasonable.”


			“They won’t ransom themselves any more, they’ve compacted together.”


			“So I’m told. Well, if they won’t pay, they won’t pay. We can drop them off on Morgan or some such spot, and then fly off in search of wealth and adventure.”


			Ghyl sipped his tea, and looked out at the flowing river. What was left for him in Ambroy? A lifetime of wood-carving and Schute Cobol’s admonitions? Shanne? Had she, after all, thought him no more than a maudlin brute? If she thought of him at all.


			Ghyl winced. He said slowly, “I’d like to take the space-yacht, if only to find the Historian who knows the entire history of the human race.”


			Floriel gave an indulgent laugh. “He wants to scrutinize the life of Emphyrio.”


			“Why not?” asked Nion easily. “This is his privilege. Once we’ve taken the space-yacht and earned a few vouchers, there’s nothing in the way.”


			Floriel shrugged. “I suppose there’s no reason why not.”


			Ghyl looked from one to the other. “Before I listen to another word, an absolutely fundamental matter: we must agree: no killing, no looting, no kidnaping, no piracy.”


			Nion laughed in exasperation. “We’re pirates the minute we take the space-yacht! Why mince matters?”


			“True.”


			“The lords will be carrying a large sum of money for their expenses,” Floriel pointed out. “There is no reason why we should leave that to them.”


			“I agree there also. Lords’ property is fair game. If we steal their space-yacht it is foolishness to boggle at dipping into their pouches. But thereafter we prey on no one, perform no harmful acts; agreed?”


			“Yes, yes,” said Nion impatiently. “Now then, when does the space-yacht depart?”


			“Floriel, what of you?”


			“I agree, certainly. All we want is the yacht.”


			“Very well; a solemn compact. No killing—”


			“Unless in self-defense,” inserted Nion.


			“—no kidnaping, or plunder, or harm.”


			“Done,” said Floriel.


			“Done,” said Nion.


			“The space-yacht leaves in less than a week—a week from yesterday. Floriel knows the craft very well. It is a black and gold Deme, from which long ago we were ejected.”


			“Well, well, well,” marveled Floriel.


			“One other point,” Ghyl went on. “Assuming that we succeed in seizing the yacht, who can navigate? Who can operate the engines?”


			“No problem there,” said Nion. “The lords don’t navigate either; they use a crew of Lusch technicians, who will serve us obediently, so long as their salaries are paid.”


			“So there,” said Floriel, “all is decided. The space-yacht is as good as ours!”


			“How can we fail?” demanded Nion. “We’ll need two or three others, of course: Mael and Shulk, and Waldo Hidle; Waldo will find us our weapons. Wonderful! To a new life for all of us!” He held up his mug; the conspirators toasted their desperate venture in tea.


			Chapter XIV


			


			GHYL RETURNED to Undle Square with the feeling of revisiting a place he had known long ago. A high overcast shrouded the sky, allowing an umber light to seep into the square. An unnatural silence hung in the air, the stillness before a thunderstorm. Few recipients were abroad, and these hurried to their destinations, cloaks drawn up around their heads, like insects fleeing the light. Ghyl let himself into the shop, closed the door. The familiar odor of shavings and polishing oil came to his nostrils; bots buzzed against the windowpane. As always Ghyl turned a glance toward Amiante’s bench, as if he half-expected someday to find there the dear familiar hulk. He went to his own bench, and for several minutes stood contemplating the screen which now he would never complete.


			He had no regrets. Already his old life seemed remote. How dull and constricted seemed that old life! . . . What of the future? It was formless, vacant: a great windy space. He could not begin to imagine the direction of his existence—presuming, of course, that the forthcoming act of piracy turned out successfully. He looked around the shop. His tools and belongings, Amiante’s accumulation of oddments—all must be abandoned. Except Amiante’s old portfolio, which Ghyl could never give up. He took it from the cabinet, stood holding it irresolutely. It was too large to carry in its present condition. He made a parcel of the most valuable contents, those which Amiante had prized most dearly. As for the rest—he would simply walk away and never return. It was heart-wrenching. There were many memories to this room with the amber-paned windows, the shavings on the floor.


			The next morning Nion, Floriel, Mael and Waldo Hidle came to the shop and the group formulated plans. Nion proposed a scheme which was simple and bold, with all the virtues of directness. He had noticed that Garrion were never halted at the wicket controlling access to the south area of the space-port, but passed back and forth unchallenged. The group would disguise themselves as Garrion and thereby gain access to the avenue along which the space-yachts were parked. They would conceal themselves near the black and gold Deme. When the Lusch crew came aboard, probably with a Garrion or two, the group, with due discretion and minimum violence—this at Ghyl’s insistence—would overpower the Garrion, intimidate the crew, and take control of the yacht. Nion and Floriel wanted to wait for the lords, to let them board the ship, to take them as hostages and hold them for ransom. Ghyl argued against this proposal. “In the first place, the longer we wait the greater our chances of failure and rehabilitation. Secondly, the lords won’t pay ransom; this is their compact, to protect themselves from kidnaping.”


			“Bah,” said Nion. “They’ll pay, don’t worry about that. Do you think they’d be all that self-sacrificing? Not much.”


			Waldo Hidle, a tall sharp-featured young man, with rust-orange hair and pale yellow eyes, took Ghyl’s side. “I’m for taking the ship and leaving fast. Once we make our move we’re vulnerable. Suppose a message arrives and we don’t make the correct response, or suppose we neglect some trifling formality? The patrol would be on us at once.”


			“That’s all very well,” said Nion. “Let’s assume we escape with the ship. What are we going to use for money? We must be practical. Kidnaping is a means to earning the money.”


			Floriel added, “If they refuse to pay ransom, as Ghyl suggests, then we’re in no worse ease. We’ll simply set them down somewhere.”


			“Also,” said Nion, “they’ll undoubtedly have sums of money on their persons, which we can use very nicely.”


			Ghyl could summon no convincing counter-argument, and after a good deal of further discussion, Nion’s plan was adopted.


			


			Every day the conspirators met in the shop, to practise the Garrion stance and mode of walking. Waldo Hidle and Nion secured Garrion masks and costumes; thereafter the rehearsals were done in costume, with each criticizing inaccuracies or falsities in the other’s deportment.


			On three occasions they paid discreet visits to the space-port and planned their precise mode of action.


			The night before the critical day all gathered at the woodcarving shop and tried to sleep, with little success; all were tense.


			Before dawn they were awake, to tone their skins the purple-brown of the Garrion, and strap themselves into the now-familiar Garrion harness. Then, muffling themselves in cloaks, they departed.


			Ghyl was last to leave. For a moment he stood in the doorway looking back across the familiar old benches and tool-racks, tears making his eyes heavy. He shut the door, turned, followed his comrades.


			Now they were committed. They were abroad in Garrion costume, which was irregulationary. If they were apprehended they would face a very searching inquiry at the very least.


			Overtrend took them to the space-port, each touching his Garrion shoulder to the registry plate. At some time in the future each would be billed for the ride, but none would be on hand to pay: or so they hoped. Coming up into the depot they crossed the echoing old chamber, using their much-practised Garrion stride. No one glanced twice at them.


			At the control wicket came the first test. The guard glanced across the counter with a blank expression, pressed the unlock button. The door slid ajar; the conspirators stalked out upon the south sector of the field.


			They marched down the access avenue, past space-yacht after space-yacht, and took up stations behind the nose-block and rear structure of the ship next to the Deme, that same black and gold space-yacht from which Ghyl and Floriel so long ago had been ejected.


			Time passed. The sun rose into the sky; a small red and black freighter sank down upon the north sector, to be met by landing authorities.


			Nion spoke in a husky voice: “Here they come.” He indicated a group coming along the avenue: six Lusch crew-men, two Garrion.


			The plan now devolved upon who entered the ship first: the crew or Garrion. The crew would not be armed, but if they witnessed a struggle they would surely raise an alarm. In the optimum situation the crew would board the ship while the Garrion paused outside an extra few seconds to release the nose-chock or some other such small duty.


			The optimum situation did not occur. The Garrion mounted the ramp, unlocked the port, turned and stood facing the avenue, as if alert for just such an assault as the conspirators had planned. The crew scrambled up the ramp and entered the ship. The Garrion followed. The port swung closed.


			The marauders watched silently, taut with frustration. There had been no opportunity to act. The instant they had showed themselves, the Garrion would have brought weapons to bear.


			“Well, then,” hissed Nion, “we wait for the lords. Then—we must act!”


			An hour passed, two hours, the conspirators fidgeting with nervousness. Then along the avenue came a little dray, loaded with gay cases and parcels: personal baggage. The dray halted under the Deme; an after hatch opened, a cargo flat descended, the cases and parcels were transferred and hoisted into the belly of the Deme. The dray returned the way it had come.


			The air became heavy with imminence. Ghyl’s stomach began to pull and jerk; it seemed that all his life had been spent crouched under a space-yacht’s nose-block.


			“Here come the lords,” muttered Floriel at last. “Everybody back.”


			Three lords and three ladies came along the avenue. Ghyl recognized Shanne. Behind marched two Garrion. Nion muttered to Floriel on one side of him, to Mael on the other.


			The party turned off the avenue, ascended the Deme’s boarding ramp. The entry port opened.


			“Now!” said Nion. He stepped forth, stalked up the ramp, the others behind him. The Garrion instantly seized their weapons, but Nion and Mael were ready. Energy struck from their guns; the Garrion toppled, rolled to the ground.


			“Quick!” snapped Nion to the lords. “Into the ship! Cooperate as you value your lives!”


			The lords and ladies retreated aghast into the ship; behind came Nion, Mael and Floriel, then Ghyl and Waldo.


			They burst into the saloon. The two Garrion who had come aboard with the crew stood glowering and indecisive; then they rushed forward, clicking their mandibles. Nion, Mael and Floriel fired their weapons and the Garrion became steaming wads of dark flesh. The ladies began to wail in horror; the lords made hoarse sounds.


			From the depot came the wail of a siren, hoarse and wild by turns; it appeared that someone in the tower had glimpsed the attack. Nion Bohart ran to the engine room, waved his weapon at the Luschein crew. “Take the ship aloft! We have taken control; if we are threatened you will die first!”


			“Fool!” cried one of the lords. “You will kill us all! The tower has orders to shoot down any seized ships, no matter who is aboard; did you not know that?”


			“Quick!” bellowed Nion. “Up with the ship! Or we’re all dead!”


			“The coils are barely warm; the trans-gain system has not been checked!” wailed the Luschein engineer.


			“Take us up—or I’ll burn off your legs!”


			Up went the ship, weaving and tottering on its unbalanced propulsors, and so perhaps was saved from destruction when the energy guns directed from the tower were brought to bear. Before this, the ship gained velocity and vanished into space-drive.


			Chapter XV


			


			NION BOHART had assumed command of the ship, a fact tacitly accepted by his fellows and enforced upon the lords. He wore his authority with a swashbuckling swagger; but there was no doubting his earnestness, his dedication, and his pure pleasure in the success of the exploit.


			He held his weapons upon the lords while Floriel searched them. He found no weapons, nor the large sums of money which had been expected.


			“Well then,” said Nion in a dire voice. “Where are your funds? Do you carry vouchers or valuta or whatever?”


			The lord who owned the ship, a thin-faced saturnine individual in a suit of silver foil and pink velvet, with a gallant hat of silver mesh, turned a sneer of disgust upon Nion. “The money is in our luggage; where else?”


			Nion, not at all disturbed by the lord’s contempt, shoved his weapons back in his belt. “Names please?”


			“I am Fanton the Overtrend. This is my consort, the Lady Radance; this is my daughter, the Lady Shanne.”


			“Very well. You, sir?”


			“I am Ilseth the Spay; my consort, the Lady Jacinth.”


			“You, sir?”


			“I am Xane the Spay.”


			“Good. You may all sit, if you are so inclined.”


			The lords and ladies remained standing a moment; then Fanton muttered something, and the group went to settees along the bulkhead.


			Nion looked around the saloon. He gestured to the Garrion corpses. “You, Ghyl, you, Waldo: eject this rubbish.”


			Ghyl stood stiffly, burning with resentment. Certainly, in any group such as this, there was need for a leader; nonetheless, in Ghyl’s opinion, Nion had arrogated this privilege to himself somewhat high-handedly. If now he obeyed the order without complaint, he thereby conceded Nion’s authority. If he did not obey, he initiated contention. And he would gain Nion’s instant and abiding hatred. So—submit or fight.


			He decided to fight.


			“The emergency is over, Nion. We began this venture as a group of equals; let’s keep it that way.”


			“What’s this?” barked Nion. “Do you object to unpleasant work?”


			“No. I object to your giving orders in regard to the unpleasant work.”


			For a tense moment the two faced each other, Nion smiling but obviously discomfited. He snarled, “We can’t bicker over every little detail; somebody has to give orders.”


			“In that case, let’s rotate the leadership. Floriel can start, I’ll take it next, or Mael, or you or Waldo—it makes no great difference. But let’s keep our group an association of equals, rather than a captain and his followers.” Ghyl, sensing that now was the appropriate time to seek support, looked around to the others. “Do you fellows agree?”


			Waldo spoke first, hesitantly. “Yes, I agree. There is no need for anyone to give orders, so long as we are not faced with emergency.”


			“I don’t like orders,” Mael agreed. “As Ghyl says, we’re a group. Let’s make the decisions together, then act.”


			Nion looked at Floriel. “What of you?”


			Floriel licked his lips. “Well—I’ll go along with whatever everyone else thinks.”


			Nion gave in gracefully. “Good enough. We’re a group, we’ll act as a group. Still, we’ve got to have rules and direction, otherwise we fall to pieces.”


			“No argument there,” said Ghyl. “I suggest then that we confine our guests, passengers, prisoners—whatever they are—in staterooms, and hold a conference.”


			“Very good,” said Nion, and then with heavy sarcasm: “Perhaps, Mael, you and Floriel will so confine our guests. I and Waldo, and Ghyl, if he so decides, will eject the corpses.”


			“A moment before you hold your conference,” spoke Lord Fanton. “What are your designs in regard to us?”


			“Ransom,” said Nion. “As simple as that.”


			“In that case, you must revise your plans. We will request none. If we did, none would be paid. This is our law. Your piracy is in vain.”


			“Not altogether,” said Nion, “even if what you say is true, we have possession of the ship, which represents wealth. If you pay no ransom we will take you to the man-markets in Wale. The women will go to brothels, the men will work in the mines or gather silicon flowers on the desert. If of course you prefer this to ransom.”


			“‘Preference’ is not involved,” said Ilseth the Spay, who seemed less absolute than Fanton. “This is the law, imposed upon us.”


			Ghyl spoke, to forestall Nion. “We’ll discuss the situation at our conference. We intend no harm upon you, if you give us no trouble.”


			Nion said, “To the staterooms then, if you please.”


			The ship floated quietly in space, propulsors at rest, while the five young pirates sat at conference.


			The question of leadership was first discussed. Nion Bohart was all sweet reason. “In a situation of this sort someone has to act as the coordinator. It is a matter of responsibility, of competence, of confidence and mutual trust. Does anyone want the job of leader? I don’t. But I’m willing to tackle it because I feel responsible to the group.”


			“I don’t want to be leader,” said Floriel virtuously, with a rather malicious glance toward Ghyl. “I am quite content to let anyone competent take over the job.”


			Mael grinned uncomfortably. “I don’t want the job, but on the other hand I don’t want to do the dirty work, to run here and there while somebody plays king.”


			“Nor I,” echoed Waldo. “Perhaps we do not really need a leader. It is easy enough to discuss and reconcile differences and arrive at a consensus.”


			“It means a constant argument,” grumbled Floriel. “Much easier to give the job to a man we know to be competent.”


			“There won’t be arguments if we establish a set of rules and abide by them,” said Ghyl. “After all, we are not pirates; we intend no pillage or desperate work.”


			“Oh?” inquired Nion. “How do you expect to exist? If we don’t get ransom money, we have a space-yacht but no means to maintain it.”


			“Our original compact was explicit,” said Ghyl. “We agreed not to kill. Four Garrion are dead, unavoidably I suppose. We agreed to try for ransom; and why not, after all? The lords are parasites and fair game. But most importantly we agreed to use the space-yacht not for pillage or plunder but for travel! To the far worlds all of us have longed to visit!”


			“All very well,” said Floriel, with a glance at Nion, “but what do we eat when the provisions run out? How do we pay port fees?”


			“We can let the ship for charter, we can convey folk here and there, perform explorations or special ventures. Surely there must be honest profit to be gained from a space-yacht!”


			Nion shook his head with a quiet smile. “Ghyl, my friend, this is a cruel universe. Honesty is a noble word, but meaningless. We can’t afford to be sentimental. We have committed ourselves; we can’t back down now.”


			“This is not our original agreement!” said Ghyl. “We pledged: no killing; no plunder.”


			Nion shrugged. “What do the others think?”


			Floriel said easily, “We have to live. I have no qualms.”


			Mael shook his head uncomfortably. “I don’t object to theft, especially from the rich. But I don’t care to kill, or enslave, or kidnap.”


			“I feel about the same,” said Waldo. “Theft in one way or another is a law of nature; every living thing steals from another, in the process of survival.”


			A slow quiet smile was forming on Nion’s face. Ghyl cried passionately, “This is not our compact! We agreed to live as honest men, after taking the yacht. To break the compact would be intolerable! How could we trust each other? Did we not embark upon this venture to search for truth?”


			“‘Truth’?” barked Nion. “Only a fool would use such a word! What does it mean? I don’t know.”


			“One aspect of truth,” said Ghyl, “is the keeping of promises. That is what concerns us most at the moment.”


			Nion began: “Are you suggesting—” but Mael, jumping to his feet, held up his hands. “Let’s not quarrel! It’s insanity! We’ve got to work together.”


			“Exactly,” said Floriel, with a scornful glance toward Ghyl. “We’ve got to think of the common good, and profit for everyone.”


			Waldo said, “But let’s be honest with each other. No denying that we did make the compact, exactly as Ghyl states.”


			“Perhaps so,” agreed Floriel, “but if four of us wish to make certain changes, must we all be thwarted because of Ghyl’s idealism? Remember, the search for ‘truth’—”


			“Whatever that is,” interjected Nion.


			“—won’t put food in our stomachs!”


			“Forget my ‘idealism’ for a moment,” said Ghyl. “I insist only that we keep to the terms of our compact. Who knows? We might do better as honest men than as thieves. And isn’t it better not to have to worry about apprehension and punishment?”


			“Ghyl’s got a sound point there,” admitted Waldo. “At least we should give it a try.”


			“I’ve never heard of anyone making a good living with only a space-yacht,” grumbled Nion. “And be sensible: who’s to trouble us if we indulge in a few quiet confiscations?”


			“Our compact was clear and definite,” Ghyl reminded him. “No theft, no piracy. We’ve succeeded in our main enterprise: we now own a space-yacht. If five men such as we can’t make a good honest living for ourselves, we deserve to starve!”


			There was a silence. Nion made a mulish grimace of disgust. Floriel fidgeted and looked up and down, every which way but at Ghyl.


			Mael said heavily, “Very well then. Let’s give it a trial. If we don’t make a go of it, we’ll have to try something else—or perhaps split up.”


			“In that case,” demanded Nion, “what of the space-yacht?”


			“We could sell it and divide the money. Or cast lots.”


			“Bah. What a sorry state of affairs.”


			“How can you say that?” cried Ghyl. “We’ve succeeded! We’ve got our space-yacht! What more could we ask?”


			Nion turned his back, went to look out the forward port.


			Floriel said, “We can still try for ransom. I say, tax the lords one at a time; winkle the truth out of them. I can’t believe that they won’t pay to save themselves from Wale.”


			“Let’s talk to them, by all means,” agreed Waldo, anxious to restore the bonds of cooperation and good-fellowship.


			Lord Fanton was the first brought back to the saloon. Eyes snapping with rage, he looked from one face to the other. “I know what you want: ransom! You will have none.”


			Nion spoke in a suave voice, “Surely you want to save yourself and your family from the man-markets?”


			“Naturally. But I can pay no ransom, nor can my friends. So do your worst. You will get no more wealth from us.”


			“Only the value of your persons,” said Nion. “Very well, return to your stateroom.”


			Xane the Spay was brought forth, Nion swaggered forward, hands on hips, but Ghyl spoke first. “Lord Xane, we wish to cause no one undue hardship, but we were hoping to collect ransom for your safe return.”


			Lord Xane held out his hands helplessly. “Hopes are cheap. I also have hopes. Will mine be realized? I doubt it.”


			“Is it literally true that you can command no ransom?”


			Xane the Spay gave an embarrassed laugh. “In the first place we control very little ready cash.”


			“What?” demanded Mael. “With 1.18 percent of all the income to Ambroy?”


			“Such is the case. Grand Lord Dugald the Boimarc is a strict accountant. After he deducts for expenses, taxes, overhead, and other costs, there is little residue, believe me or not.”


			“I for one do not believe you,” spat Floriel. “‘Expenses’, ‘taxes’—do you take us for fools?”


			Nion asked in a silky voice: “Where does all the money go? It is a sizeable sum.”


			“You must put your question to Grand Lord Dugald. And remember, our law forbids the payment of as much as a twisted sequin in ransom.”


			Lord Ilseth the Spay made a similar statement. Like Fanton and Xane he declared that not a sequin of ransom could be paid.


			“Then,” said Nion grimly, “we will sell you on Wale.”


			Ilseth made a despairing gesture. “Isn’t this carrying vindictiveness too far? After all, you have Lord Fanton’s space-yacht and our funds.”


			“We want an additional two hundred thousand vouchers.”


			“Impossible. Do your worst.” Ilseth departed the saloon. Nion called after him, “Don’t worry; we will!”


			Mael said gloomily, “They certainly are an obdurate group.”


			“Curious that they should plead poverty,” mused Ghyl. “What in the world becomes of all their money?”


			“I consider the statement an insolent lie,” sniffed Floriel. “I feel that we should show them no mercy.”


			“It certainly seems strange,” agreed Waldo.


			“They’ll bring a thousand vouchers apiece on Wale,” said Nion briskly. “Five thousand or better for the girl.”


			“Mmph,” said Floriel. “Nine thousand is a far cry from two hundred thousand, but it’s better than nothing.”


			“So then: to Wale,” said Nion. “I’ll give orders to the Lusch.”


			Ghyl declared, “No, no, no! We agreed to put the lords off on Morgan! These are the terms of our compact!”


			Floriel gave a wordless cry of outrage. Nion turned a smiling face toward Ghyl which was more sinister than a glare. “Ghyl, this is the third time you have obstructed the common will.”


			“The third time, rather, that I have reminded you of your promises,” retorted Ghyl.


			Nion stood negligently, with folded arms. “You have brought dissension to the group, which is absolutely intolerable.” He unfolded his arms and it could be seen that he held a hand-weapon. “An unpleasant necessity but . . .” He aimed the weapon at Ghyl.


			Waldo cried, “Have you gone mad?” He struggled to his feet, grabbed for Nion’s arm. The weapon discharged, directly into Waldo’s open mouth, and he fell forward. Mael, clawing at his own weapon, jumped to his feet; he pointed the gun at Nion, but could not bring himself to shoot. Floriel dodged behind Nion, fired, and Mael spun to the deck. Ghyl leapt back into the engine room, drew his own weapon, aimed at Nion, but held his fire for fear of missing and sending a bolt through the hull. Floriel, against a settee, was more vulnerable; but again Ghyl could not bring himself to fire; this was Floriel, his childhood friend!


			Nion and Floriel retreated to the forward part of the saloon. Ghyl could hear them muttering. Behind him the Luschein crew watched with terrified eyes.


			Ghyl called out, “You two can’t win. I can starve you. I control the engines, the food, the water. You must do as I say.”


			Nion and Floriel muttered at length together. Then Nion called out, “What are your terms?”


			“Stand, with your backs toward me, hands in the air.”


			“Then what?”


			“I’ll lock you in a stateroom, put you down on a civilized planet.”


			Nion laughed harshly. “You fool.”


			“Starve then,” said Ghyl. “Go thirsty.”


			“What of the lords? The ladies? Do they starve and go thirsty as well?”


			Ghyl considered. “They can come aft one at a time to eat, when necessary.”


			Again came Nion’s jeering laughter. “Now I’ll tell you our terms. Surrender, and I’ll put you down on a civilized planet.”


			“Surrender? What for? You don’t have any bargaining power.”


			“But we do.” There was the sound of motion, a scuffle, low voices. Into the saloon walked Lord Xane the Spay, stiffly.


			“Halt,” said Nion. “Right there.” And he raised his voice to Ghyl. “We have no great bargaining power, perhaps—but we have enough. You dislike killing, so perhaps you’ll try to prevent the death of our guests.”


			“How do you mean?”


			“We will kill them, one at a time, unless you agree to our terms.”


			“You would do no such heartless deed!”


			The gun cracked; Lord Xane the Spay collapsed with his head burned black. “Do you now believe?” called Nion. “Next: the Lady Radance!”


			Ghyl wondered: could he run forward and kill the two of them before he himself was killed? No chance whatever.


			Nion spoke, “Do you agree? Yes or no?”


			“Do I agree to what?”


			“Surrender.”


			“No.”


			“Very well; we will kill the lords and ladies one by one, then blow a hole in the side of the ship, and all of us will die. You cannot win.”


			“We will proceed to a civilized planet,” said Ghyl. “You may go ashore. These are my terms.”


			There was more noise, footsteps, a whimper of fear. The Lady Radance staggered into the saloon.


			“Wait!” cried Ghyl.


			“Will you surrender?”


			“I’ll agree to this. We will proceed to some civilized planet. The lords, the ladies, and I will go ashore. The ship will be yours.”


			Nion and Floriel muttered a moment. “Agreed.”


			


			The space-yacht descended upon the world Maastricht, fifth planet of the star Capella: a destination chosen after careful and emotion-charged discussion between Lord Fanton, Ghyl and Nion Bohart.


			Air composition and pressure had been justified; those who were to disembark had dosed themselves with toners, ameliorators and antigens specific against the biochemical complexes of Maastricht.


			The saloon port opened, to admit a flood of light. Fanton, Ilseth, Radance, Jacinth and Shanne went into the entry chamber, alighted, to stand blinking and dazzled.


			Ghyl did not dare to cross the saloon. Nion Bohart was vindictive and wicked; Floriel, now completely under his control, was no better. Ghyl retired into the engine room, opened the heavy-goods port. He dropped out parcels of food and water, then the lords’ luggage, from which he had previously abstracted all the money: a large sum. Tucking his own bundle of belongings into his jacket, he dropped to the ground, and dodged behind the bole of a nearby tree, prepared for anything.


			But Nion and Floriel seemed content to leave well enough alone. The ports closed; the propulsors hummed; the yacht raised into the air, gathered speed and disappeared.


			Chapter XVI


			


			THE GOLD and black Deme was gone. Solitude was complete. The group stood on a vast savannah, confined somewhat to east and west by low sugarloaf humps of bald granite or limestone. The sky was a rich soft blue, completely unlike the dusty mauve sky of Halma. An ankle-deep carpet of coarse yellow stalks tipped with scarlet berries spread as far as the eye could reach, the color muting to mustard-ocher in the distance. Here and there stood clumps of dark shrubs, an occasional heavy black tree, all shags and tatters. It soon became apparent that the time was morning. The sun, Capella, hung halfway up the sky, surrounded by a zone of white glimmer: something like the light over an ocean, and the landscape to the east was shrouded in a bright haze.


			Well, then, thought Ghyl: here was the far world he had yearned to visit all of his life. He gave a sardonic chuckle. Never in his wildest imaginings had he anticipated being marooned with two lords and three ladies. He appraised them, where they stood in the shade of a sponge bush, the lords still wearing their splendid garments and proud wide-brimmed hats. Again Ghyl was impelled to a snort of amusement. If he felt discomfited it was clearly nothing compared to the incongruous, almost farcical, spectacle presented by the lords. They spoke quickly among themselves, making nervous gesticulations, looking this way and that, but seeming to bend their most serious attention toward the hills. Now they took note of Ghyl, inspecting him with glares of detestation.


			Ghyl went to join them; they moved fastidiously back. Ghyl asked, “Does anyone know where we are?”


			“This is Rakanga Steppe, on the planet Maastricht,” said Fanton tersely and turned away, as if to exclude Ghyl from the conversation.


			Ghyl asked politely, “Are there cities or towns nearby?”


			“Somewhere; we do not know where,” said Fanton over his shoulder.


			Ilseth, a trifle less brusque than Fanton, said, “Your friends did their best to make our lot difficult. This is the wildest section of Maastricht.”


			“I suggest,” said Ghyl, “that we let bygones be bygones. True, I was part of the group which confiscated your ship, but I meant none of you harm. Remember, I saved your lives.”


			“We are sensible of the fact,” said Fanton coldly.


			Ghyl pointed off across the far savannah. “I see a watercourse in the distance; at least a line of trees. If we go to this, and if it is a stream, it should eventually lead us to a settlement.”


			Fanton appeared not to hear and engaged Ilseth in an earnest discussion, both staring toward the hills with an expression almost of longing. The older women muttered together. Shanne looked at Ghyl with an unfathomable expression. Ilseth turned to the ladies. “Best that we verge to the hills, to escape these hellish open plains. With luck we can find a grotto or covered shelter of some kind.”


			“Aye,” said Fanton. “We would not be exposed to the sky during the whole of a strange night.”


			“Ah no!” whispered Lady Jacinth in a voice of hushed horror.


			“Well then, let us be off.” Fanton bowed to the ladies, extended his arm in a brave flourish. The ladies, casting apprehensive eyes at the sky, scurried off across the savannah, followed by Lords Fanton and Ilseth.


			Ghyl looked after them non-plussed. He called out, “Wait! The food and water!”


			Fanton spoke over his shoulder: “Bring it.”


			Ghyl stared in mingled rage and amusement. “What! You want me to carry all of it?”


			Fanton paused, inspected the parcels. “Yes, all. Even so, I doubt if there will be sufficient.”


			Ghyl laughed incredulously. “Carry your own food and water.”


			Fanton and Ilseth looked around, eyebrows lofted in irritation.


			“Another matter.” Ghyl pointed toward the hills, where a large hump-backed black beast stood watching. As they looked, it lifted up on its hind-quarters to gaze more intently. “That is a wild beast,” said Ghyl. “It is quite possibly ferocious. You have no weapons. If you value your lives, do not march off by yourselves, without food or water.”


			Ilseth grumbled. “There is something in what he says. We have not much choice.”


			Fanton grudgingly returned. “Give me the weapon then, and you may carry the provisions.”


			“No,” said Ghyl. “You must carry your own provisions. I am walking north, toward the river, which undoubtedly will lead to a human settlement. If you go to those hills you will suffer hunger and thirst, and will probably be killed by the wild beasts.”


			The lords frowned up toward the sky, looked north across the open savannah without enthusiasm.


			Ghyl said politely, “I discharged your luggage from the yacht. If you have garments more durable I suggest you change into them.”


			The lords and ladies paid him no heed. Ghyl divided the provisions into three lots; with vast distaste the lords slung their share of the parcels over their shoulders, and so they set out.


			As they trudged across the savannah, Ghyl thought: “Twice now I have saved these lords from death. Beyond all doubt, on the instant that I deliver them to civilization, they will denounce me for a pirate. I will be expelled, or whatever the local penalty. So then, what shall I do?”


			


			Had Ghyl been less concerned for the future he might have enjoyed the journey across the savannah. The lords were a constant source of wonder. By turns they patronized and insulted Ghyl, then refused to acknowledge his existence. He was continually surprised by their superficiality and petulance, by their almost total inability to come to rational terms with their environment. They were in awe of open spaces and ran to reach the shelter of a tree. Their heritage, so Ghyl decided, was responsible for their conduct. For centuries they had lived like pampered children, required to make no decisions, to meet no emergencies. They were concerned, therefore, with little beyond the immediate moment. Their emotions, though dramatic, were never profound. After the first few hours Ghyl accepted their foibles with equanimity. But how to deliver them safely to civilization and at the same time escape with a whole skin? The prospect of becoming a fugitive on a strange planet caused Ghyl foreboding.


			The lords immediately made it clear that they preferred night to day as a time for travel. With disarming candor they informed Ghyl that the spaces seemed not so vast, and the glare of brilliant Capella would thereby be avoided. But a number of sinister beasts roamed the savannah. Ghyl feared one in particular: a sinuous creature twenty feet long with a thin flat body and eight long legs. This he thought of as ‘the slinker’, from its mode of movement. In the dark it could slide up to them unobserved and seize them in its claws. There were other creatures almost as horrid; short bounding beasts like metal barrels studded with spikes; giant serpents gliding on a hundred minuscule legs; packs of hairless red wolves, which twice forced the group to climb into trees. So despite the inclination of the lords, Ghyl refused to travel after dark. Fanton threatened to go forward without him, but after hearing a set of ominous calls and hoots decided to remain near the protection of the weapon. Ghyl built a roaring fire under a big sponge tree and the group ate a portion of the food.


			Now Ghyl broached the subject which was at the top of his mind. “I am in a peculiar position,” he told Fanton and Ilseth. “As you know, I was a member of the group which thrust these inconveniences upon you.”


			“The fact is seldom out of my mind,” said Fanton curtly.


			“This then is my dilemma. I meant no harm for you or the ladies. I wanted only your yacht. Now I feel it my duty to help you to civilization.”


			Fanton, looking into the fire, responded only with a grim and ominous nod.


			“If I left you alone,” Ghyl went on, “I doubt if you would survive. But I also must think of my own interests. I want your word of honor that if I help you to security you will not denounce me to the authorities.”


			Lady Jacinth sputtered in outrage. “You dare make conditions? Look at us, our indignities, discomfort, and yet—”


			“Lady Jacinth, you misunderstand!” exclaimed Ghyl.


			Ilseth made an indifferent gesture. “Very well, I agree. After all, the man has done his best for us.”


			“What?” demanded Fanton in a passionate voice. “This is the spiteful lout who robbed me of my yacht! I promise only that he’ll be well punished!”


			“In that case,” said Ghyl, “we shall separate, and go different ways.”


			“So long as you leave the weapon with us.”


			“Hah! I’ll do nothing of the sort.”


			Ilseth said, “Come, Fanton, be reasonable. This is an unusual situation. We must be large-hearted!” He turned to Ghyl. “So far as I am concerned the piracy is forgotten.”


			“And you, Lord Fanton?”


			Fanton gave a sour grunt. “Oh, very well.”


			“And the ladies?”


			“They will remain discreet, or so I suppose.”


			A soft breeze came out of the dark, wafting a vile scent which caused Ghyl a prickling uneasiness. The lords and ladies seemed not to notice.


			Ghyl rose to his feet and peered out into the darkness. He turned back to find the lords and ladies already composing themselves for rest.


			“No, no!” he said urgently. “For safety we should climb the tree, as high as possible.”


			The lords gazed stonily at him, making no movement.


			“As you wish,” said Ghyl. “Your lives are your own.” He stoked the fire with the limbs of a dead tree, evoking a peevish complaint from Fanton. “Must you make such a furious blaze? Fire is detestable.”


			“There are beasts out yonder,” said Ghyl. “The fire will at least allow us to see them. And I urge that everyone climb the tree.”


			“Ridiculous, perched in the branches,” declared Lady Radance. “How could we rest? Is there no consideration for our fatigue?”


			“You are very vulnerable on the ground,” said Ghyl politely. “In the tree you will not rest as well but you will be more secure.” He scrambled up into the branches and wedged himself into a high crotch.


			On the ground the lords and ladies muttered uneasily. At last Shanne jumped to her feet and climbed the tree. Fanton assisted Lady Radance; together they scrambled to a branch near Ghyl. Lady Jacinth, complaining bitterly, refused to climb higher than a heavy limb ten feet from the ground. Ilseth shook his head in exasperation and perched himself on another branch somewhat higher.


			The fire burnt low. From the darkness came a set of thudding sounds, a far wail. Everyone sat quietly.


			Time passed. Ghyl dozed fretfully. Halfway through the night he became aware of a vile stench. The fire was almost dead.


			There came a sound of heavy slow footsteps. A huge dark creature came padding across the turf. It paused beneath the tree with one foot in the embers. Then it reached up, plucked Lady Jacinth from the low branch and carried her off screaming horribly. Ghyl could not see to aim the weapon. All climbed higher and slept no more.


			The night was long indeed. Fanton and Ilseth crouched in silence near the top of the tree. Lady Radance made an intermittent fluting sound, like the warbling of a petulant bird; from Shanne came an occasional forlorn wail. The air became cold and clammy with settling dew; Lady Radance and Shanne became still and stiff.


			Finally a ribbon of green light formed across the eastern sky, expanding upward to become the rim of a pink suffusion: then a spark of intense white light, then a dazzling cusp, then a disk, as Capella cleared the horizon.


			Down from the tree came the haggard group. Ghyl made a fire, which he alone seemed to find cheerful.


			After a glum breakfast, the five once more set off toward the north. To Ghyl’s perplexity Lord Ilseth displayed neither grief nor shock at the loss of Lady Jacinth, nor did any of the others seem overly concerned. “What strange folk!” marveled Ghyl. “Do they have feelings or do they just play at life?” And he listened as the lords and ladies, recovering something of their aplomb, began to converse among themselves, ignoring Ghyl as if he did not exist. Fanton and Ilseth once more gestured toward the hills and began to veer west, until Ghyl called them back to the original course.


			About midmorning black clouds boiled up from the south. There were whistling gusts of wind; then a hail storm surpassing any of Ghyl’s experience pelted the travelers with pebbles of ice. Ghyl stood with his arms over his head; the lords and ladies ran back and forth beating at the hailstones as if they were insects, while Ghyl watched in amazement.


			The storm passed as suddenly as it had come; in an hour the sky was clear again; Capella blazed down upon the glistening savannah. But the lords and ladies had become dismal, forlorn, black-hearted. Their wonderful broad-brimmed hats drooped, their slippers were torn, their filigreed garments were stained. Only Shanne, perhaps because of her youth, failed to become venomously cantankerous, and she began to trail back with Ghyl. For the first time since the pirates had taken the ship they spoke together. To Ghyl’s utter amazement, he found that she had not recognized him as the young man of the County Ball; indeed she seemed to have forgotten the episode. When Ghyl recalled it to her memory she looked at him in perplexity. “But—what a coincidence! You at the Ball—and you here now!”


			“A strange coincidence,” agreed Ghyl sadly.


			“Why are you so evil? A pirate, a kidnaper! You seemed so trusting and innocent, if I remember rightly.”


			“Yes, you remember rightly. I could explain the change, but you would not understand.”


			“It makes no difference, one way or another. My father will denounce you as soon as we reach civilization. Do you realize that?”


			“Last night he and Ilseth agreed not to do so!” cried Ghyl.


			Shanne gave him a blank look, and for a space said no more.


			At noon they reached the line of trees, which indeed bordered a dank trickle of water. Late in the afternoon the trickle joined a shallow river, with a faint trail along the bank, and not long after the travelers came upon an abandoned village, consisting of a dozen huts of bleached gray timber leaning every which way. In the soundest of these Ghyl proposed to spend the night, and for once the lords agreed without controversy. The inner walls of the shack were sealed with a pasting of old newspapers, printed in characters illegible to Ghyl. He could not restrain a pang of illogical awe at the sight of so much duplication. Here and there were faded pictures: men and women in peculiar costumes, space-ships, structures of a sort unfamiliar to Ghyl, a map of Maastricht which Ghyl studied half an hour without enlightenment.


			Capella sank in a glorious coruscation of gold, yellow, scarlet, vermilion, totally unlike the sad mauves and ale-brown sunsets of Halma. Ghyl built a fire on the old stone hearth, which irritated the lords.


			“Need it be so warm, so bright, with all those little whips and welts of flame?” complained Lady Radance.


			“I suppose he wants to see to eat,” said Ilseth.


			“But why must the fool toast himself like a salamander?” demanded Fanton crossly.


			“If we had maintained a fire last night,” Ghyl returned, “and if the Lady Jacinth had used my advice to climb high in the tree, she might be alive now.”


			At this the lords and ladies fell silent, and their eyes flickered nervously up and down. Then they retreated into the darkest corners of the shack and pressed themselves to the walls: a form of conduct which Ghyl found startling.


			During the night something tried the rickety door of the cabin, which Ghyl had barred shut. Ghyl sat up, groped for his gun. From the embers in the fireplace came a faint glow. The door shook again; then outside Ghyl heard steps, and they seemed like the steps of a man. Ghyl followed the sound around the walls to a window. Silhouetted against the starlit sky he thought to see the shape of a human or near-human head. Ghyl threw a chunk of wood at the head. There was a thud, an exclamation. Then silence. Somewhat later Ghyl heard sounds at the front door: heavy breathing, scratching and scraping, a small squeak. Then once again silence.


			


			In the morning Ghyl went cautiously to the door, opened it with the utmost care. The ground outside seemed undisturbed. There was no booby-trap over the lintel, no trip-string, no barbs or hooks. What then had been the meaning of last night’s activity? Ghyl stood in the doorway, searching the ground for signs of a deadfall.


			Lord Ilseth came up behind him. “Stand aside, if you will.”


			“A moment. Best make sure it’s safe.”


			“‘Safe’? Why should it not be safe?” Ilseth pushed Ghyl aside and strode forth. The ground gave way under his foot. He snatched up his leg, and fixed to his ankle was a plump purple-cheeked creature like a fat fish or an enormous elongated toad. Ilseth ran wailing through the village, kicking and clawing at the thing on his ankle. Then he gave a sudden great caw of agony and bounded off across the landscape in great wild hops. He disappeared behind a row of feathery black bushes and was seen no more.


			Ghyl drew a deep breath. He prodded with a stick and discovered four additional traps. Fanton, watching over his shoulder, said nothing.


			Lady Radance and Shanne, moaning in perplexity and terror, at last were prevailed upon to come forth from the hut. The group cautiously departed the dreadful village and set forth along the bank of the little river. For hours they walked in the shade of tremendous trees with fleshy russet trunks and succulent green foliage. Hundreds of small openwork creatures, like monkey-skeletons, hung in the branches, rasping and chittering, occasionally dropping twigs; in and out of the sunlight shimmered air-snakes. Behind, from time to time, Ghyl thought to notice someone or something following. On other occasions a ripple, a turbulence in the water, seemed almost to keep pace with them. At noon these indications disappeared, and an hour later they came to cultivated country. Fields were planted to vines and bushes yielding green pods, bulbs of black pulp, gourds. Soon after they entered a small town: huts and cottages of unpainted timber in a long untidy straggle along the river, which at this point connected with a canal. The townspeople were small and brown-skinned, with round heads, black eyes, harsh heavy features. They wore coarse brown and gray cloaks with conical hoods, long-toed leathern slippers; each displayed ca­balic signs tattooed on his cheeks. They were not an affable people, and eyed the travelers with surly incuriosity. Fanton spoke to them sharply, and was answered in a language which Ghyl was surprised to find that he could understand, though the accent was thick.


			“What town is this?”


			“Attegase.”


			“How far is the nearest large city?”


			“That would be Daillie—a matter of two hundred miles.”


			“How does one reach Daillie in the swiftest manner?”


			“There is no swift manner. We have no reason for haste. Five days from now comes the water bus. You can ride to Reso and take the air-float to Daillie.”


			“Well then, I must communicate with the authorities. Where is the Spay system?”


			“Spay? What is that?”


			“The communication device. The telephone, the long-distance radio.”


			“We don’t have any. This is Attegase, not Hyagansis. If you want all those trinkets and gimcracks, you better go there.”


			“Well then, where is this ‘Hyagansis’?” demanded Fanton, at which the man and all the bystanders set up an uproar of laughter. “Isn’t any Hyagansis! That’s why!”


			Fanton sucked in his cheeks, turned away. Ghyl asked, “Where can we stay for five days?”


			“Bit of a tavern over by the canal, used by the tipplers and canal-tenders. Maybe old Voma will take care of you. Maybe not, if she’s been eating reebers. She gets too bloated to do much more than take care of herself.”


			The travelers limped to the tavern beside the canal: a strange place built of stained wood, with an enormous high-peaked roof, grotesquely high, from which crooked dormers thrust out in all manner of unexpected angles. One corner was cut away to provide a porch and diagonally in the corner of this porch, under a tremendous beam, was the entrance.


			The tavern was more picturesque from without than within. The innkeeper, a slatternly woman in a black apron, agreed to house the group. She held out her hand, rubbing thumb to forefinger. “Let’s see your money. I can’t spare good food for those who will not pay, and I’ve never seen a more clownish set of loons, excuse my saying so. What happened to you? You jump from an air-dock?”


			“Something of the sort,” said Ghyl. With a side-look toward Fanton, he brought forth the money he had taken from Fanton’s luggage. “How much do you require?”


			Voma inspected the coins. “What are these?”


			“Interplanetary valuta,” barked Fanton. “Have you never had off-world visitors?”


			“I’m lucky to get some from off the canal and then they want me to write ’em a tab. But don’t take me for a dolt, sir, because I’m inclined to outrages of the spirit, and I’ve been known to pull noses.”


			“Show us our rooms then. You will be paid, never fear.”


			The rooms were reasonably clean, but the food—boiled black tubers with a rancid odor—was beyond the noble-folks’ eating. Ghyl asked, “These are ‘reebers’, no doubt?”


			“Reebers they are and right. Tingled with pap and bugspice. I can’t touch them myself, or I pay for it.”


			“Bring us fresh fruit,” suggested Fanton. “Or some plain broth.”


			“Sorry, sir. I can get you a pot of swabow wine, now.”


			“Very good, bring the wine, and perhaps a crust of bread.”


			So passed the day. During the course of the evening Ghyl, sitting in the pot-room, mentioned that they had walked down from the south, after leaving a wrecked air-boat. Conversation halted. “Down from the south? Across the Rakanga?”


			“I guess that’s what it’s called. Something attacked us in the deserted village. Who or what would that be?”


			“The Bouns, most likely. Some say they are men. It’s why the village is deserted. Bouns got them all. Crafty cruel things.”


			


			The following day Ghyl came upon Shanne, strolling alone beside the canal. She made no protest to his joining her, and presently they sat on the bank, shaded from Capella by a tinkling silver and black disk-tree.


			For a space they watched the canal boats ease past, powered by billowing square sails, in some cases by electric-field engines. Ghyl reached to put his arms around her, but she primly evaded him.


			“Come now,” said Ghyl. “When we sat by another river you were not so hoity-toity.”


			“That was the County Ball: a different case. And you were not then a vagabond and a pirate.”


			“I thought that the piracy had been put by the boards.”


			“No indeed. My father plans to denounce you the instant we reach Daillie.”


			Ghyl raised on his elbow. “But he promised, he gave me his word!”


			Shanne looked at him in smiling surprise. “You can’t believe that he would hold to an agreement with an underling? A contract is struck between equals. He always intended that you should be punished, and severely.”


			Ghyl nodded slowly. “I see . . . Why did you warn me?”


			Shanne shrugged, pursed her lips. “I suppose I am perverse. Or coarse. Or bored. There is no one to talk with but you. And I know that you are not innately vicious, like the others.”


			“Thank you.” Ghyl rose to his feet. “I believe I will be returning to the inn.”


			“I will come along too . . . In so much light and air I easily become nervous.”


			“You are a bizarre people.”


			“No. You are—unperceptive. You are not aware of texture and shadows.”


			Ghyl took her hands and for a moment they stood face to face on the riverbank. “Why not forget you are a lady and come with me? It would mean sharing the life of a vagabond; you would be giving up all that you are accustomed to—”


			“No,” said Shanne, with a cool smile for the opposite bank of the river. “You must not misunderstand me—as you most obviously do.”


			Ghyl bowed as formally as he knew how. “I am sorry if I have caused you embarrassment.”


			He walked back to the inn and sought out Voma. “I am departing. Here—” he gave her coins “—this should cover what I owe.”


			She gazed slack-mouthed down at the coins. “What of the others? That sour Lord Fanton, he told me that you would pay for all.”


			Ghyl laughed scornfully. “What kind of a fool do you take me for? See that he pays his score.”


			“Just as you say, sir.” Voma dropped the coins into her pouch. Ghyl went to his room, took his parcel, ran down to the canal, arriving just in time to leap aboard a passing barge. It was piled high with hides and tubs of pickled reebers and reeked with an offensive odor; nevertheless it was transportation. Ghyl came to an arrangement with the boatman and took himself and his parcel to the windward section of the foredeck. He settled himself to watch the passing countryside and considered his circumstances. Travel, adventure, financial independence: this was the life he had yearned for, and this was the life he had achieved. All but the financial independence. He counted his money: two hundred and twelve interplanetary exchange units: the so-called valuta. Enough for three or four months living expenses, perhaps more if he were careful. Financial independence of a sort. Ghyl leaned back against a bale of hides and, looking up at the slowly passing tree-tops, mused of the past, the malodorous present, and wondered what the future would bring.


			Chapter XVII


			


			A WEEK later the barge verged alongside a concrete dock on the outskirts of Daillie. Ghyl jumped ashore, half-expecting to be greeted by welfare agents, or whatever the nature of the local police. But the dock was vacant except for a pair of roustabouts handling lines for the barge and they paid him no heed.


			Ghyl found his way to the street. To either side were warehouses and manufacturing plants built of white concrete, panels of blue-green ripple glass, soft convex roofs of white solidified foam: all glaring and flashing in the light of Capella. Ghyl set off to the northeast, toward the center of the city. A fresh wind blew briskly down the street, fluttering Ghyl’s ragged clothes and, he hoped, blowing away the reek of hides and reebers.


			Today seemed to be a holiday: the streets were uncannily empty; the clean crisp structures were silent; there was no sound except for the rush of the wind.


			For an hour Ghyl walked along the bright street, seeing not a single person. The street lifted over the brow of a low hill; beyond spread the immense city, dominated by a hundred glass prisms of various dimension, some as tall or taller than the skeletal structures of Vashmont Precinct, all glittering and winking in the blaze of Capella-light.


			Ghyl set off down the sun-swept street, into a district of cubical white dwellings. Now there were people to be seen: brown-skinned folk of no great stature, with heavy features, black eyes, black hair, not a great deal different from the inhabitants of Attegase. They paused in their occupations to watch as Ghyl passed; he became ever more conscious of the reek of hides, his stained off-world garments, his growth of beard, his untidy hair. Down a side street he spied a market: an enormous nine-sided structure under nine translucent roof-panels, each a different color. An aged man, leaning on a cane, gave him counsel and directed him to a money-changer’s booth. Ghyl gave over five of his coins and received a handful of metal wafers in return. He bought local garments and boots, went to a public rest-room, cleaned himself as well as possible, changed clothes. A barber shaved and trimmed him to the local mode; cleaner and less conspicuous. Ghyl continued toward the center of Daillie, riding most of the way on a public slideway.


			He took a room at an inexpensive hostelry overlooking the river and immediately bathed in a tall octagonal room paneled with strips of aromatic wood. Three children, shaved bald and of indeterminate sex, attended him. They sprayed him with unctuous foam, beat him with whisks of soft feathers, turned gushes of effervescent water over him, the first warm, the second cold.


			Much refreshed Ghyl resumed his new clothes and sauntered out into the late afternoon. He ate in a riverside restaurant with windows shaded by screens much like those carved at Ambroy. Ghyl’s interest, momentarily aroused, waned when he saw the material to be a homogeneous synthetic substance. It occurred to him that he had seen little natural material in Daillie. There were vast masses of concrete foam, glass, synthetic stuff of one sort or another, but little wood or stone or fired clay, and the lack invested Daillie with a curious sterility, a clean sun- and wind-swept emptiness.


			Capella sank behind the glass towers. Dusk fell over the city; the interior of the restaurant grew dim. To each table was brought a glass bulb containing a dozen luminous insects, glowing various pale colors. Ghyl leaned back in his seat and, sipping pungent tea, divided his attention between the luminous insects and the vivacious folk of Daillie at nearby tables. Rakanga Steppe, the Bouns of the deserted village, Attegase and Voma’s Inn were remote. The events aboard the space-yacht were a half-forgotten nightmare. The woodworking shop on Undle Square? Ghyl’s mouth moved in a wistful half-smile. He thought of Shanne. How pleasant it would be to have her across the table, chin on knuckles, eyes reflecting the insect lights. What sport they could have exploring the city together! Then traveling on to other strange planets!


			Ghyl gave his head a wry shake. Impossible dream. He would be sufficiently fortunate if Lord Fanton, through impatience or press of circumstances, failed to lodge a complaint against him . . . Had he remained with the group, always within eye-range, a continual reminder of outrages and offenses, nothing could have deterred Lord Fanton from charging him with piracy. But out of sight, out of mind: Lord Fanton might well conceive it beneath his dignity to exert himself against an underling . . . Ghyl returned to the inn and went to sleep, certain that he had seen the last of Lord Fanton, Lady Radance and Shanne.


			


			Daillie was a city vast in area and population, with a character peculiarly its own yet peculiarly fugitive and hard to put a name to. The components were readily identifiable: the great expanses of sun-dazzled streets constantly swept by wind; the clean buildings essentially homogeneous in architecture, cleverly built of synthetic substances: a population of mercurial folk who nevertheless gave the impression of self-restraint, conventionality, absorption in their own affairs. The space-port was close to the center of the city; ships from across the human universe came to Daillie but seemed to arouse little interest. There were no enclaves of off-world folk, few restaurants devoted to off-world cuisines; the newspapers and journals concerned themselves largely with local affairs: sports, business events and transactions, the activities of the Fourteen Families and their connections. Crime either was non-existent or purposely ignored. Indeed, Ghyl saw no law enforcement apparatus: no police, militia, or uniformed functionaries.


			On the third day of his stay, Ghyl moved to a less expensive hostelry near the space-port; on the fourth day he learned of the Civic Bureau of Information, to which he immediately took himself.


			The clerk noted his requirements, worked a few moments at an encoding desk, then punched buttons on a sloping keyboard. Lights blinked and flashed, a strip of paper was ejected into a tray. “Not much here,” the clerk reported. “Enverios, a pathologist of Gangalaya, died last century, according to the H.I. . . . No? Here’s an Emphyrio, early despot of Alme, wherever that is. H.I. . . . Is that your man? There’s also an Enfero, a Third Era musician.”


			“What of Emphyrio, despot of Alme? Is there further information?”


			“Only what you have heard. And the H.I. reference, of course.”


			“What is ‘H.I.’?”


			“The Historical Institute of Earth, which provided the item.”


			“The Institute could provide more information?”


			“So I would suppose. It has detailed records of every important event in human history.”


			“How can I get this information?”


			“No problem whatever. We’ll put through a research requisition. The charge is thirty-five bice. There is, of course, a wait of three months, the schedule of the Earth packet.”


			“That’s a long time.”


			The clerk agreed. “But I can’t suggest anything quicker—unless you go to Earth yourself.”


			Ghyl departed the Bureau of Information and rode by surface car to the space-port. The terminal was a gigantic half-bubble of glass surrounded by green lawn, white concrete runways, parking plats. Magnificent! thought Ghyl, recalling the dingy space-port at Ambroy. Nonetheless, he felt a lack. What could it be? Mystery? Romance? And he wondered if the lads of Daillie, visiting their space-port, could feel the awe and wonder that had been his when he had skulked the Ambroy space-port with Floriel . . . Perfidious Floriel. The train of thought thus stimulated set Ghyl to wondering about Lord Fanton. He had barely set foot into the terminal when his speculations were resolved. Hardly fifty feet away stood Shanne. She wore a fresh white gown, silver sandals; her hair was glossy and clean; nevertheless, she herself seemed haggard and worn, and her complexion showed an unhealthy pink flush.


			Making himself inconspicuous behind a stanchion, Ghyl sought around the terminal. At a counter stood Lord Fanton and Lady Radance, both harsh and gaunt, as if even now the hardships they had undergone preyed on them. They completed their transaction; Shanne joined them; the three moved off across the terminal, conspicuous even here, where travelers from half a hundred worlds mingled, for their aloofness and withdrawal: for the Difference!


			Ghyl now felt assured that Lord Fanton had not denounced him to the authorities: in fact, Fanton probably believed that Ghyl had departed the planet.


			Keeping a wary lookout, Ghyl conducted his own business. He learned that any of five different shipping lines would convey him to Earth, in whatever degree of luxury and style he chose. Minimum fare was twelve hundred bice: far more than the sum in Ghyl’s possession.


			Ghyl departed the space-port and returned to the center of Daillie. If he wished to visit Earth he must earn a large sum of money, though by what means he had not the slightest idea. Perhaps he would simply request the Bureau of Information to secure the information he sought . . . Thus musing, Ghyl strolled along the Granvia, a street of luxury shops dealing in all variety of goods, and here he chanced upon an object which diverted him completely from his previous concerns.


			The object, a carved screen of noble proportions, occupied a prominent position in the display window of Jodel Heurisx, Mercantile Factor. Ghyl stopped short, approached the window. The screen had been carved to represent a lattice festooned with vines. Hundreds of small faces looked earnestly forth. REMEMBER ME, read the plaque. Near the lower right-hand corner Ghyl found his own childhood face. Close at hand, the face of his father Amiante peered forth.


			Ghyl’s gaze seemed to blur; he looked away. When once more he could see, he returned to study the screen. The price was marked at four hundred and fifty bice. Ghyl converted the sum into valuta, then into welfare vouchers. He performed the calculation again. A mistake, surely: only four hundred and fifty bice? Amiante had been paid the equivalent of five hundred bice: little enough, certainly, considering the pride and love and dedication which Amiante gave his screens. Curious, thought Ghyl; curious indeed. In fact—astonishing.


			He entered the shop; a clerk in a black and white robe of a mercantile functionary approached him. “Your will, sir?”


			“The screen in the window—the price is four hundred and fifty bice?”


			“Correct, sir. Somewhat costly, but an excellent piece of work.”


			Ghyl grimaced in puzzlement. Going to the cabinet, he inspected the screen carefully, to learn if it might have been damaged or misused. It seemed in perfect condition. Ghyl peered close, then all his blood turned cold and seemed to drain to his feet. He turned slowly to the clerk. “This screen is a reproduction.”


			“Of course, sir. What did you expect? The original is priceless. It hangs in the Museum of Glory.”


			


			Jodel Heurisx was an energetic, pleasant-faced man of early middle-age, stocky, strong and decisive in his manner. His office was a large room flooded with sunlight. There was little furniture: a cabinet, a table, a sideboard, two chairs and a stool. Heurisx half-leaned half-sat on the stool; Ghyl perched on the edge of a chair.


			“Well then, young man, and who are you?” asked Heurisx.


			Ghyl had difficulty framing a coherent statement. He blurted: “The screen in your window, it is a reproduction.”


			“Yes, a good reproduction: in pressed wood rather than plastic. Nothing as rich as the original, of course. What of it?”


			“Do you know who carved the screen?”


			Heurisx, watching Ghyl with a speculative frown, nodded. “The screen is signed ‘Amiante’. He is a member of the Thurible Co-operative, no doubt a person of prestige and wealth. None of the Thurible goods come cheap, but they are all of superlative quality.”


			“May I ask from whom you obtained the screen?”


			“You may ask, I will answer: from the Thurible Co-operative.”


			“It is a monopoly?”


			“For such screens, yes.”


			Ghyl sat a half-minute, chin resting on his chest. Then: “Suppose that someone were able to break the monopoly?”


			Heurisx laughed and shrugged. “It is not a question of breaking a monopoly, but destroying what appears to be a strong co-operative organism. Why, for instance, should Amiante care to deal with a newcomer when he already has a good thing going for himself?”


			“‘Amiante’ was my father.”


			“Indeed? ‘Was’, did you say?”


			“Yes. He is dead.”


			“My condolences.” And Jodel Heurisx inspected Ghyl with cautious curiosity.


			“For carving that screen,” said Ghyl, “he received about five hundred bice.”


			Jodel Heurisx leaned back in shock. “What? Five hundred bice? No more?”


			Ghyl gave a snort of sad disgust. “I have carved screens for which I earned seventy-five vouchers. About two hundred bice.”


			“Astounding,” murmured Jodel Heurisx. “Where is your home?”


			“The city Ambroy on Halma, far from here, beyond Mirabilis.”


			“Hmm.” Heurisx plainly knew nothing of Halma nor perhaps of the great Mirabilis Cluster. “The craftsmen of Ambroy sell, then, to Thurible?”


			“No. Boimarc is our trade organization. Boimarc must deal with Thurible.”


			“Perhaps they are one and the same,” suggested Heurisx. “Perhaps you are being cheated by your own folk.”


			“Impossible,” muttered Ghyl. “Boimarc sales are verified by the guild-masters, and the lords take their percentage from this sum. If there were peculation, the lords would be cheated no less than the underlings.”


			“Someone enjoys vast profits,” mused Heurisx. “So much is clear. Someone at the top end of the monopoly.”


			“Suppose then as I asked before, that you were able to break the monopoly?”


			Heurisx tapped his chin with his finger. “How would this be accomplished?”


			“We would visit Ambroy in one of your ships and buy from Boimarc.”


			Heurisx held up his hands in protest. “Do you take me for a mogul? I am small beer compared with the Fourteen. I own no space-ships.”


			“Well then, can a space-ship be chartered?”


			“At considerable expense. Of course the profit likewise would be large—if the Boimarc group would sell to us.”


			“Why should they not? If we offer double or triple the previous rate? Everyone gains: the craftsmen, the guilds, the welfare agents, the lords. No one loses but Thurible, who has enjoyed the monopoly long enough.”


			“It sounds reasonable.” Heurisx leaned back against the table. “How do you envisage your own position? As of now you have nothing further to contribute to the enterprise.”


			Ghyl stared incredulously. “Nothing but my life. If I were caught I’d be rehabilitated.”


			“You are a criminal?”


			“In a certain sense.”


			“You might do best to disengage yourself at this moment.”


			Ghyl could feel the warmth of anger on the skin of his face; but he carefully controlled his voice. “Naturally I would like financial independence. But no matter about that. My father was exploited; he was robbed of his life. I want to destroy Thurible. I would be happy to achieve no more than this.”


			Heurisx gave a short bark of a laugh. “Well, you can be assured I do not care to cheat you nor anyone else. Suppose, after due reflection, that I agree to provide the ship and assume all financial risks—then I believe that I should receive two-thirds of the net profit, and you one-third.”


			“That is more than fair.”


			“Come back tomorrow and I’ll communicate my decision.”


			


			Four days later Jodel Heurisx and Ghyl met at a riverside café where the factors of Daillie consummated much of their business. With Heurisx was a young man, ten years or so older than Ghyl, who had little to say.


			Heurisx said, “I have obtained the use of a ship: the Grada. It is larger than I had intended; on the other hand it costs no charter fee, and in fact belongs to my brother Bonar Heurisx.” He indicated his companion. “We will participate jointly in the venture; he will convey a cargo of specialty instruments to Luschein, on Halma, where, according to Rolver’s Directory, there is a ready market for such articles. There will be no great profit, but enough to defer costs. Then, you and he will take the Grada to Ambroy, to buy craft-goods in the manner you describe. The financial risk is reduced to a minimum.”


			“My personal risk unfortunately remains.”


			Heurisx tossed a strip of enamel upon the table. “This, when impressed with your photograph will identify you as Tal Gans, resident of Daillie. We will dye your skin, depilate your scalp, and fit you with fashionable clothing. No one will recognize you, unless it be an intimate friend, whom you will no doubt take pains to avoid.”


			“I have no intimate friends.”


			“I consign you then to the care of my brother. He is somewhat more wayward than myself, somewhat less cautious: in short, just the man for such a venture.” Jodel Heurisx rose to his feet. “I will leave the two of you together, and I wish you both good luck.”


			Chapter XVIII


			


			STRANGE TO return to Ambroy! How familiar and dear, how remote and dim and hostile was the ramshackle half-ruined city!


			They had found no difficulties at Luschein, though the instruments sold for considerably less than Bonar Heurisx had anticipated, causing him despondency. Then up and around the planet, over the Deep Ocean, north beside the Baro Peninsula and Salula, out over the Bight, with the low coast of Fortinone ahead. For the last time Ghyl rehearsed the various aspects of his new identity. Ambroy spread below. The Grada accepted a landing program from the control tower and descended upon the familiar space-port.


			The landing formalities at Ambroy were notoriously tedious; two hours passed before Ghyl and Bonar Heurisx walked through the wan midmorning sunlight to the depot. Calling the Boimarc offices by Spay, Ghyl learned that, while Grand Lord Dugald was on the premises, he was extremely busy, and could not be seen without prior appointment.


			“Explain to Lord Dugald,” said Ghyl, “that we are here from the planet Maastricht to discuss the Thurible marketing organization; that it will be to his advantage to see us immediately.”


			There was a wait of three minutes, after which the clerk somewhat sourly announced that Lord Dugald would be able to give them a very few minutes if they would come immediately to the Boimarc offices.


			“We will be there at once,” said Ghyl.


			By Overtrend they rode out to the far verge of East Town, a district of abandoned streets, flat areas strewn with rubble and broken glass, a few buildings yet occupied: a forlorn region not without a certain dismal beauty.


			In a thirty-acre compound were two structures, the Boimarc administrative center and the Associated Guilds warehouse. Ghyl and Bonar Heurisx, passing through a portal in the barbed fence, proceeded to the Boimarc offices.


			From a cheerless foyer they were admitted to a large room where twenty clerks worked at desks, calculators, filing devices. Lord Dugald sat in an alcove with glass walls, slightly elevated from the main floor, and, like the other Boimarc functionaries, appeared to be extremely busy.


			Ghyl and Bonar Heurisx were taken to a small open area directly before Lord Dugald’s alcove, under his gaze to a somewhat uncomfortable degree. Here they waited, on cushioned benches. Lord Dugald, after a swift glance through the glass, paid them no heed. Ghyl examined him with vast curiosity. He was short and heavy and sat slumped in his chair like a half-filled sack. His black eyes were close together; tufts of dark gray hair rose above his ears; there was an unnatural purplish overtone to his complexion. He was, almost comically, the real­ization of a caricature Ghyl had somewhere seen . . . Of course! Lord Bodbozzle, of Holkerwoyd’s Puppets! And Ghyl worked hard to restrain a grin.


			Ghyl watched while Lord Dugald examined, one after another, yellow sheets of parchment, apparently invoices or requisitions, and stamped each with a handsome instrument topped with a great globe of polished red carnelian. The invoices, so Ghyl noted, were prepared by a clerk sitting before an illuminated inventory board, of a sort he had seen at Daillie; the stiff sheets so prepared were then presented to Lord Dugald for the validation of his personal stamp.


			Lord Dugald approved the last of the requisitions and hung the stamp by its carnelian globe under his desk. Only then did he make a curt signal to indicate that Bonar Heurisx and Ghyl were to come forward.


			The two stepped up into the glass-enclosed alcove; Lord Dugald signaled them to seats. “What is this of Thurible Co-operative? Who are you? Traders, you say?”


			Bonar Heurisx spoke carefully. “Yes, this is correct. We have only just arrived from Daillie, on Maastricht, in the Grada.”


			“Yes, yes. Speak then.”


			“Our research,” Bonar Heurisx went on more briskly, “leads us to believe that Thurible Co-operative is performing inefficiently. To be brief, we can do a better job with considerably greater return for Boimarc. Or if you prefer, we will buy directly from you, at a schedule also yielding greatly augmented profits.”


			Lord Dugald sat immobile except for his eyes, which flicked back and forth, from one to the other. Curtly he responded, “The suggestion is not feasible. We enjoy excellent relations with our various trading organizations. In any case, we are bound by long-term contracts.”


			“But the system is not to your best advantage!” Bonar protested. “I will offer new contracts at double payment.”


			Lord Dugald rose to his feet. “I am sorry. The subject is not open to discussion.”


			Bonar Heurisx and Ghyl looked at him crestfallen. “Why not give us a try, at least?” argued Ghyl.


			“Absolutely not. Now, if you will please excuse me . . .”


			Outside, walking west along Huss Boulevard, Bonar said despondently, “So much for that. Thurible holds a long-term contract.” After a moment’s reflection he grumbled, “Obvious, of course. We’re beaten.”


			“No,” said Ghyl. “Not yet. Boimarc has contracted with Thurible, but not the guilds. We shall go to the source of the merchandise, and bypass Boimarc.”


			Bonar Heurisx gave a skeptical snort. “To what avail? Lord Dugald spoke with clear authority.”


			“Yes, but he has no authority over the recipients. The guilds are not bound to sell to Boimarc, craftsmen need not produce for the guilds. Anyone can go noncup as he wishes, if he cares to lose his welfare benefits.”


			Bonar Heurisx shrugged. “I suppose that it does no harm to try.”


			“Exactly my feeling. Well then, first to the Scriveners’ Guild, to inquire about hand-crafted books.”


			They walked south through the old Merchants’ Quarter into Bard Square, upon which most of the guild-houses fronted. Bonar Heurisx, who had been glancing over his shoulder, presently muttered, “We’re being followed. Those two men in black capes are watching our every move.”


			“Special Agents,” said Ghyl with a glum smile. “Hardly a surprise . . . Well, we’re doing nothing irregulationary, so far as I know. But I’d better not appear too well-acquainted with the city.”


			So saying he halted, looked around Bard Square with an expression of perplexity and asked directions of a passerby who pointed out the Scriveners’ Hall, a tall structure of black and brown brick with four looming gables of ancient timber. Evincing uncertainty and hesitation for the benefit of the Special Agents, Ghyl and Bonar Heurisx considered the building, then chose one of the three portals and entered.


			


			Ghyl had never before visited the Scriveners’ Hall and was taken aback by the almost indecorous volume of chatter and badinage, deriving from apprentice classes in rooms to either side of the foyer. Climbing a staircase hung with samples of calligraphy, the two found their way to the Guild-master’s office. In the ante-room sat a score of fidgeting, impatient scriveners, each clutching a case containing his work-in-progress.


			In dismay Bonar Heurisx looked at the crowd. “Must we wait?”


			“Perhaps not,” said Ghyl. He crossed the room, knocked on a door which swung open to reveal an elderly woman’s peevish countenance. “Why do you pound?”


			Ghyl spoke in his best Daillie accent. “Please announce us to his excellency, the Guild-master. We are traders from a far world; we wish to arrange new business with the Scriveners of Ambroy.”


			The woman turned away, spoke over her shoulder, then looked back to Ghyl. “Enter, if you please.”


			The Scriveners’ Guild-master, a waspish old man with a wild ruff of white hair, sat behind a vast table littered with books, posters, calligraphic manuals. Bonar Heurisx stated his proposal, to the Guild-master’s startlement. “Sell you our manuscripts? What an idea! How could we be sure of our money?”


			“Cash is cash,” declared Bonar.


			“But—how absurd! We use a long-established method; this is how we have derived our livelihood for time out of mind.”


			“All the more reason then to consider a change.”


			The Guild-master shook his head. “The current system works well; everyone is satisfied. Why should we change?”


			Ghyl spoke. “We will pay double the Boimarc rate, or triple. Then everyone would be even more satisfied.”


			“Not so! How would we calculate the welfare deduction, the special assessments? These are handled now with no effort on our part!”


			“With all charges met you would still receive twice your previous income.”


			“What then? The craftsmen would become avaricious. They would work two times less carefully and two times as fast, hoping for financial independence or some such nonsense. They know now that they must use scrupulous care to secure an Acme or a First. If they were teased by prosperity and set up a great clamor, what of our standards? What of our quality? What of our future markets? Should we throw away security for a few paltry vouchers?”


			“Well then, sell us your ‘Seconds’. We will take them across the galaxy and dispose of them there. The craftsmen will double their income and your present markets are safe.”


			“And thereafter produce only ‘Seconds’, since they sell as well as ‘Firsts’? The same considerations apply! Our basic stock-in-trade is high quality; if we abandon this principle we debase our merchandise and become mere triflers.”


			In desperation Ghyl exclaimed, “Well then, let us be the agent for your sales. We will pay the going rate, we will pay twice this sum into a fund for the benefit of the city. We can clear ruined areas, finance institutes and entertainments.”


			The Guild-master glared in outrage. “Are you attempting to deceive me? How can you do so much on the output of the scriveners?”


			“Not just the scriveners alone! On the output of all the guilds!”


			“The proposal is far-fetched. The old way is tried and true. No one becomes financially independent, no one becomes pompous and self-willed; everyone works meticulously and there is no contention or complaint. Once we introduce innovation, we destroy equilibrium. Impossible!”


			The Guild-master waved them away; the two left the Guild Hall in discouragement. The Special Agents standing nearby, discreet rather than surreptitious, watched with open curiosity.


			“Now what?” asked Bonar Heurisx.


			“We can try the other important guilds. If we fail at least we will have tried our hardest.”


			Bonar Heurisx agreed to this; they continued to the Jewellers’ Syndicate, but when finally they gained the ear of the Guild-master and made their proposal, the response was as before.


			The Glassblowers’ Guild-master refused to speak to them; at the Lute-makers’ they were referred to the Guild-masters’ Conclave, eight months hence.


			The Enamel, Faience and Porcelain-workers’ Guild-master put his head into an anteroom long enough to hear their proposition, said “No” and backed out.


			“The Wood-carvers’ Guild remains,” said Ghyl. “It is probably the most influential; if we receive a negative response here, we might as well return to Maastricht.”


			They crossed Bard Square to the long low building with the familiar façade. Ghyl decided that he dared not go in. The Guild-master, while no intimate acquaintance, was a man with a keen eye and a sharp memory. While Ghyl waited in the street Bonar went into the office alone. The Welfare Specials who had been following approached Ghyl. “May we ask why you are visiting the guild-masters? It seems a curious occupation for persons new to the planet.”


			“We are inquiring after trading possibilities,” said Ghyl shortly. “The Boimarc Lord would not listen to us; we thought to try the guilds.”


			“Mmf. The Welfare Agency would disapprove such an arrangement in any case.”


			“It does no harm to try.”


			“No, of course not. Where is your native planet? Your speech is almost that of Ambroy.”


			“Maastricht.”


			“Maastricht, indeed.”


			The after-work movement to the Overtrend kiosk had begun; people were pushing past. A lank well-remembered female figure loped by, then stopped short, turned to stare. Ghyl looked away. The young woman craned her neck, peered into Ghyl’s face. “Why, it’s Ghyl Tarvoke!” cawed Gedée Anstrut. “What in the world are you doing in that outlandish costume?”


			The Welfare Specials leaned forward. One cried: “Ghyl Tarvoke? Have I not heard that name?”


			“You have made a mistake,” Ghyl told Gedée.


			Gedée drew back, her mouth open. “I forgot. Ghyl Tarvoke went off with Nion and Floriel . . . Oh my!” She put her hand to her mouth, backed away.


			“Just a moment, please,” said the Welfare Special. “Who is Ghyl Tarvoke? Is that your name, sir?”


			“No, no, of course not.”


			“Yes it is too!” shrieked Gedée. “You’re a filthy pirate, a murderer. You are the terrible Ghyl Tarvoke!”


			At the Welfare Agency, Ghyl was thrust before the Social Problems Clinic. The members, sitting in a long box behind desks of iron, examined him with expressionless faces.


			“You are Ghyl Tarvoke.”


			“You have seen my identification.”


			“You have been recognized by Gedée Anstrut, by welfare agent Schute Cobol and by others as well.”


			“As you like then. I am Ghyl Tarvoke.”


			The door opened; into the room came Lord Fanton the Spay. He approached, stared into Ghyl’s face. “This is one of them.”


			“Do you admit to piracy and murder?” the chairman of the Social Clinic asked Ghyl.


			“I admit to confiscating the ship of Lord Fanton.”


			“‘Confiscate’? A pretentious word.”


			“My ambitions were not ignoble. I intended to learn the truth of the Emphyrio legend. Emphyrio is a great hero; the truth would inspire the people of Ambroy, who are sorely in need of truth.”


			“This is beside the point. You are accused of piracy and murder.”


			“I committed no murder. Ask Lord Fanton.”


			Lord Fanton spoke in a pitiless voice: “Four Garrion were killed, I know not by which of the pirates. Tarvoke stole my money. We made a terrible march during which the Lady Jacinth was devoured by a beast and Lord Ilseth was poisoned. Tarvoke cannot avoid responsibility for their deaths. Finally he left us stranded in a squalid village without a check. We were forced to make the most unpleasant compromises before we reached civilization.”


			“Is this true?” the chairman asked Ghyl.


			“I saved the lords and ladies from slavery and from death, several times.”


			“But you originally put them into the predicament?”


			“Yes.”


			“No more need be said. Rehabilitation is denied. You are sentenced to perpetual expulsion from Ambroy, via Bauredel. Expulsion will occur at once.”


			Ghyl was taken to a cell. An hour passed. The door opened; an agent motioned to him. “Come. The lords want to question you.”


			Two Garrion took Ghyl into custody. He was thrust into a sky-flitter, conveyed up through the sky toward Vashmont. Down to an eyrie the flitter descended, landing upon a blue-tiled terrace. Ghyl was taken within.


			His clothes were removed; he was led stark naked into a high room at the top of a tower. Three lords came into the room: Fanton the Spay, Fray the Underline and Grand Lord Dugald the Boimarc.


			“You have been a busy young man,” said Dugald. “Exactly what did you have in mind?”


			“Breaking the trade monopoly which strangles the folk of Ambroy.”


			“I see. What is this hysterical yammer in regard to ‘Emphyrio’?”


			“I am interested in the legend. It holds a special meaning for me.”


			“Come, come!” demanded Dugald with surprising sharpness. “This cannot be truth! We demand that you be frank!”


			“How do I help myself telling other than the truth?” asked Ghyl. “Or anything but untruth, for that matter.”


			“You are quick as mercury!” stormed Dugald. “You shall not evade us, I warn you! Tell us all, or we will be forced to process you, so that you cannot help yourself.”


			“I have told the truth. Why do you not believe me?”


			“You know why we do not believe you!” And Dugald motioned to the Garrion. They seized Ghyl, propelled him, sick and trembling through a narrow trapezoidal portal into a long narrow room. They seated him in a heavy chair, clamped him so that he could not move.


			Dugald said, “Now we shall proceed.”


			


			The inquiry was over. Dugald sat spraddle-legged, looking at the floor. Fray and Fanton stood across the room studiously avoiding each other’s eyes. Dugald suddenly turned to stare at them. “Whatever you heard, whatever you presumed, whatever you even conjectured must be forgotten. Emphyrio is a myth; this young would-be Emphyrio will shortly be less than a myth.” He signaled the Garrion. “Return him to the Welfare Agency. Recommend that expulsion occur at once.”


			


			A black air-wagon waited at the rear of the Welfare Agency. Wearing only a white smock Ghyl was brought forth, thrust into the air-car. The port clanged shut; the air-car throbbed, lifted and swept off to the north. The time was late afternoon; the sun wallowed in a bank of yeast-colored clouds; a wan and weary light bathed the landscape.


			The air-car bumped to a landing beside a concrete wall which marked the Bauredel frontier. A brick road between two subsidiary walls led up to an aperture in the boundary wall. A two-inch stripe of white paint marked the exact Fortinone-Bauredel boundary. Immediately behind the stripe the aperture was stopped by a plug of concrete stained and spotted a horrid dull brown.


			Ghyl was seized and turned out upon the brick road, between the walls which led to the frontier. A Welfare Special clapped on the traditional broad-brimmed black hat and in a portentous voice read the banishment decree: “Depart from our cherished land, oh evil man who have been proved guilty of great harm! Glorious Finuka has proscribed killing throughout the cosmic realm; thank Finuka then for the mercy to be bestowed upon you, more than you showed your own victim! You are then to be banished perpetually, and for all time, from the territory of Fortinone, and into the land of Bauredel. Do you care to leap a final rite?”


			“No,” said Ghyl in a husky voice.


			“Go then as best you may, go with Finuka’s aid into the land of Bauredel!”


			A great concrete piston, entirely filling the alley, moved forward, thrusting Ghyl toward that single inch of Bauredel territory available for his occupancy.


			Ghyl backed up against the piston, planted his feet against the crumbling brick. The piston thrust forward. Sixty feet to the border. A film of sunlight, pale as lymph, slanted into the avenue, outlining uneven edges of the brick, framing the concrete plug of the portal with a black shadow.


			Ghyl stared at the bricks. He ran forward, tugged at a brick, then another, then another, until his fingernails broke and his fingertips were bloody. By the time he found a loose brick, the piston had denied him all but forty feet of avenue. But after the first brick came up, others pulled up without difficulty. He rushed to carry the bricks to the wall, stacked them into a pile, ran back for more.


			Bricks, bricks, bricks: Ghyl’s head pounded; he gasped and wheezed. Thirty feet of avenue, twenty feet, ten feet. Ghyl scrambled up the pile of bricks; they collapsed below him; frantically he stacked them again, with the piston looming over his shoulder. Up once more, and as the pile gave way he scrambled to the top of the wall. The piston thrust upon the bricks. A crunch, a crush: the bricks compressed into a friable red cake.


			Ghyl lay flat on top of the wall, concealed by the walls of the avenue and by the piston, ready to drop over into Bauredel territory should the welfare agents see fit to investigate.


			Ghyl lay flat as a limpet. The sun fell behind clouds; sunset was a somber display of dark yellow, watery browns. A cold breeze blew in across the waste.


			Ghyl could hear no sound. The machinery of the piston was silent. The Welfare Specials had departed. Ghyl rose cautiously to his knees, peered in all directions. Bauredel to the north was dark: a waste swept by a sighing wind. To the south a few far lights glimmered.


			Ghyl rose to his feet, stood swaying. The air-car had departed; the shack which housed the piston machinery was dark, but Ghyl was only half-convinced that he was alone. The area was pervaded with terror. The thin wailing of the wretches expelled in the past still seemed to hang in the air.


			Ghyl looked south toward Ambroy, forty miles distant, where the Grada represented security.


			Security? Ghyl gave a hoarse laugh. He wanted more than security. He wanted vengeance: retribution for years upon years of fraud, dreary malice, the sadness of wasted lives. He dropped to the ground and started south across the barrens, toward the lights of the village. His legs, at first limp, regained their strength.


			He came to a fenced pasture, where biloa stalked sedately back and forth. In the dark, when aroused, biloa had been known to attack men. Ghyl veered around the pasture and presently came to an unpaved road, which he followed to the village.


			He halted at the edge of town. The white smock rendered him conspicuous: if seen he would be recognized for what he was, and the local welfare agent would be summoned . . . Ghyl moved stealthily through the shadows, down a side lane and to the rear of the town’s beer garden, where he conducted a careful reconnaissance. Dropping to his hands and knees he crawled around the periphery to where a portly gentleman had draped his beige and black cloak over the railing. While the gentleman engaged the bar-maid in conversation, Ghyl took possession of the cloak, and retreating under the trees threw it over his shoulders and drew the hood over his head, to hide his Daillie hair-cut. Across the square he noted an Overtrend station with a concrete rail receding to the south.


			Hoping that the portly gentleman would not immediately notice the loss of his cloak, Ghyl walked briskly to the station.


			Three minutes later a car arrived; with a last look over his shoulder toward the beer garden Ghyl stepped aboard and was whisked south. Mile after mile after mile: into Walz and Batra, then Elsen and Godero. The car halted; Ghyl stepped out upon the slideway, was carried to the escalator, raised and discharged into the space terminal. He swung back the hood of the stolen cloak, advanced with a forthright tread to the north gate. The control officer stepped forward. “Identification, sir?”


			“I have lost it,” said Ghyl, striving for a Daillie accent. “I am from the Grada—that ship yonder.” He leaned over the book. “Here is my signature: Tal Gans. This official here”—Ghyl indicated a clerk, who stood nearby—“passed me through the gates.”


			The guard turned to the clerk indicated. “Correct?”


			“Correct.”


			“Please be more careful with your papers, sir. They might be misused by some unscrupulous person.”


			Ghyl gave a lofty nod, and strode out upon the field. Five minutes later he was aboard the Grada.


			Bonar Heurisx regarded him with astonishment. “I have been intensely concerned! I thought never to see you again!”


			“I have had a fearful day. Only by chance am I alive.” He told Heurisx of his adventures; and Heurisx, looking at him, marveled at the changes done in a single day. Ghyl’s cheeks were hollow, his eyes burned; he had put the trust and hope of his youth forever behind him.


			“Well then,” said Bonar Heurisx, “so much for our plans, which were chancy at best.”


			“Not so fast,” said Ghyl. “We came here to trade; trade we will.”


			“Surely you’re not serious?” demanded Heurisx.


			“Something may still be possible,” said Ghyl. He went to his locker, threw off the white smock, donned dark Daillie trousers, a tight dark shirt.


			Bonar Heurisx watched in puzzlement. “We’re not going forth again tonight?”


			“I, not you. I hope to make some sort of arrangement.”


			“But why not wait till tomorrow?” complained Bonar Heurisx.


			“Tomorrow will be too late,” said Ghyl. “Tomorrow I’ll be calm, I’ll be reasonable, I won’t be desperate with anger.”


			Bonar Heurisx made no response. Ghyl finished his preparations. Because of the officials at the control gate, he dared not carry the articles he might have wished, and so contented himself with a roll of adhesive tape, a dark beret over his shaved head. “I’ll be gone possibly two hours. If I do not return by morning, you had best depart.”


			“All very well, but what do you plan?”


			“Trade. Of one sort or another.”


			Ghyl departed the ship. He returned to the control gate, submitted to a lackadaisical search for contraband, and was issued a new landing permit. “Be more careful of this than the last, if you please. And mind the tavern girls. They’ll importune, and you’ll wake in the morning with a sour taste and never a coin in your pocket.”


			“I’ll take care.”


			Ghyl once more rode Overtrend to East Town: by night the most forlorn and dismal of regions. Once again he approached the thirty-acre compound surrounding the Associated Guilds warehouse and the Boimarc offices. Furtive as an animal, he approached the fence. The warehouse was dark save for a light in the guards’ office. The Boimarc offices showed a set of illuminated windows. A pair of floodlights, to either side, shone across the compound, where during the day lift-trucks worked loading and unloading air-vans and drays.


			Standing in the shadow of a broken signal stanchion, Ghyl examined the entire vicinity. The night was dark and damp. To the east were gutted ruins of ancient row-houses. Far south the Vashmont eyries showed a few high yellow lights; much closer he saw the red and green glimmer of a local tavern. In the compound, mist blowing in from the ocean swirled around the floodlights.


			Ghyl approached the gate which was closed and barred, and undoubtedly equipped with sensor alarms. It offered no hope of access. He started around the periphery of the compound and presently came to a spot where wet earth had collapsed into a ditch, leaving a narrow gap. Ghyl dropped to his knees, enlarged the gap and presently was able to roll under the fence.


			Crouching, sliding through the dark, he approached the Boimarc offices from the north, peered through a window, into the empty rooms. There was ample illumination, but no sound, no sense of occupancy.


			Ghyl looked right and left, backed away, circled the building, cautiously testing doors and windows, but as he expected all were locked. At the east end a small annex was under construction. Ghyl clambered up the new masonry to a setback in the main structure and thence to the roof. He listened. No sound.


			Ghyl stole across the roof and presently found an insecure ventilator which he detached and so was able to drop down into an upper storage chamber.


			Quietly he made his way to the ground floor, his senses sharp and questing, and at last peered into the main offices. Light exuded calmly, evenly from glow-panels. He heard the ticking of an automatic instrument. The room, as before, was empty.


			Ghyl made a quick investigation, taking note of the various doors, should he need to make a hurried exit. Then more confidently he turned back toward Lord Dugald’s alcove. He peered behind the desk; there in its socket, hung the stamp. On the desk were new requisitions, as yet unvalidated. Ghyl took three of these, and going to the inventory mechanism, set himself to puzzle out the form and coding and the method by which the requisitions were printed. Then he studied the read-outs on the automatic inventory calculator.


			Time passed. Ghyl essayed a few sale requisitions; then referring constantly to the sample forms and the operator’s schedule, he prepared a requisition. He checked it with care. So far as he could see—perfect.


			He removed the evidences of his work and replaced the sample requisitions. Then, taking Lord Dugald’s stamp from its socket, he validated the requisition.


			And now: what to do with the requisition? Ghyl studied a notice taped to the console of the computer: a schedule of lead times and deadlines, and verified his supposition: the requisition must be conveyed to the despatcher in the warehouse.


			Ghyl departed the offices the way he had come, not daring to use the doors for fear of exciting an alarm.


			Standing in the shadows he looked across at the warehouse, which was dark except for lights in the watchman’s cabin.


			Ghyl approached the warehouse from the rear, climbed up a ramp to the loading dock, went in a stealthy half-run to a corner of the building. He peered around and saw nearby the booth in which sat two guards. One knit a garment, the other rocked back and forth with his feet on a shelf.


			Ghyl backed away, walked along the dock, testing doors. All were securely locked. Ghyl heaved a sad sigh. He found a length of half-rotten wood, took up a position and waited. Fifteen minutes passed. The guard who knitted glanced at a timepiece, arose, flicked on a lantern, spoke a word to his comrade. Then he went forth to make his rounds. He came past Ghyl whistling tunelessly between his teeth. Ghyl shrank back in the shadows. The watchman stopped by a door, fumbled with his keys, inserted one in the lock.


			Ghyl crept up behind, struck down with the length of wood. The guard dropped in his tracks. Ghyl took his weapon, his lantern, bound and gagged the man with adhesive tape.


			With a final glance to right and left he eased open the door, entered the dark warehouse. He flashed the light here and there: up and down bales of merchandise, crates and boxes, in bays marked ACME, FIRST, SECOND. The despatcher’s office was immediately to the left. Ghyl entered, turned his light along the counters, the desks. Somewhere he should see a sheaf of stiff yellow sheets . . . There, in a cubicle to the side. Ghyl stepped forward, inspected the requisitions. The top sheet was the earliest, carrying the lowest number. Ghyl removed this sheet, wrote its number on his own requisition, added it to the pile.


			He ran back to the door. The watchman lay groaning, still unconscious. Ghyl dragged him into the warehouse, near a pile of crates. He lifted two crates to the floor, beside the watchman’s head, disarranged the remaining crates. He replaced the lantern, the weapon, the keys, on the watchman’s person, removed the adhesive bonds, and departed hastily.


			


			Three-quarters of an hour later Ghyl was back and aboard the Grada, to find Bonar Heurisx taut with anxiety. “You’ve been gone so long! What have you accomplished?”


			“A great deal! Almost everything! Or so I hope. We’ll know in the morning.” In exultation Ghyl explained the circumstances. “—and all ‘Acmes’ and ‘Acme Reserve’! I ordered out the choicest goods in the warehouse! The best of the best! Oh what a trick to play on Lord Dugald!”


			Heurisx heard him aghast. “The risk! Suppose the substitution is detected?”


			Ghyl gave a reckless fling of the arms. “Unthinkable! But still—we want to be ready to leave, and leave at once. I agree as to that.”


			“Never have I stolen a copper!” cried Bonar Heurisx in distress. “I will not steal now!”


			“We do not steal! We take—and pay!”


			“But when? And to whom?”


			“In due course. To whomever will accept the money.”


			Bonar sunk into a chair, rubbed his forehead wearily. “Something will go wrong. You will see. Impossible to steal—”


			“Excuse me: to ‘trade’.”


			“—to steal, trade, swindle, whatever you care to call it, with such facility.”


			“We shall see! If all goes well, the drays will arrive soon after sunrise.”


			“And if all goes ill?”


			“As I said before—be ready to leave!”


			


			The night passed; dawn came at last. On tenterhooks Ghyl and Bonar Heurisx waited, either for loaded drays or the black five-wheeled cars of the Special Agents.


			An hour after dawn a port official mounted the loading ladder. “Ahoy, aboard the Grada.”


			“Yes, yes?” called Bonar Heurisx. “What is it?”


			“Are you expecting cargo?”


			“Certainly.”


			“Well, then, open your hatches, prepare to stow. We like to do things efficiently here at Ambroy.”


			“Just as you say.”


			Ten minutes later the first of the drays pulled up beside the Grada.


			“You must rate highly,” said the driver. “All ‘Acmes’ and ‘Acme Reserves’.”


			Bonar Heurisx made only a non-committal sound.


			Six drays in all rolled up to the Grada. The driver of the sixth dray said, “You’re cleaning us out of Acmes. I’ve never seen such a cargo. Everyone at the warehouse is wondering about it.”


			“Just another cargo,” said Ghyl. “We’re full to our chocks; don’t bring any more.”


			“Precious little more to bring,” grumbled the driver. “Well then, sign the receipt.”


			Ghyl took the invoice and prompted by a sudden whimsey scrawled ‘Emphyrio’ across the paper.


			Bonar Heurisx called to the crew: “Close the hatches, we’re taking off!”


			“Only just soon enough,” said Ghyl. He pointed. “There come the Special Agents.”


			Up into the air lifted the Grada; on the field below a dozen Special Agents jumped from their black cars to stand looking after them.


			Ambroy dwindled below; Halma became a sphere. Damar, lowering and purple-brown, fell back to the side. The propulsors whined more hoarsely, the Grada went into space-drive.


			


			Jodel Heurisx was stupefied by the quality and quantity of the cargo. “This is not merchandise; this is treasure!”


			“It represents the hoard of centuries,” said Ghyl. “All goods of ‘Acme’ grade. Notice this screen, the Winged Being—the last screen my father carved. I polished and waxed it after his death.”


			“Put it aside,” said Jodel Heurisx. “Keep it for your own.”


			Ghyl shook his head glumly. “Sell it with the rest. It brings me melancholy thoughts.”


			But Jodel Heurisx would not allow Ghyl his sentimentality. “Some day you will have a son. Would not the screen be a fine present to make to him?”


			“If such an unlikely event ever comes to pass.”


			“The screen then is yours, and it will be kept in my home until you need it.”


			“Oh, very well. Who knows what the future holds?”


			“The rest of the cargo we will convey to Earth. Why trifle with provincial markets? On Earth are the great fortunes, the ancient palaces; we will attract the money of connoisseurs. A sum shall be reserved for the Ambroy guilds. We shall deduct the expenses of the voyage. The remainder will be divided into three parts. There will be wealth for all of us. You shall be financially independent, Ghyl Tarvoke!”


			Chapter XIX


			


			ALL HIS life Ghyl had heard speculation as to the provenance of man. Some declared Earth to be the source of the human migration; another group inclined toward Triptolemus; others pointed to Amenaro, the lone planet of Deneb Kaitos; a few argued spontaneous generation from a universal float of spores.


			Jodel Heurisx resolved Ghyl’s uncertainty. “You may be sure: Earth is the human source! All of us are Earthmen, no matter where we were born!”


			In many ways the reality of Earth was at odds with Ghyl’s preconceptions. He had thought to find a dismal world, the horizon spiked with rotting ruins, the sun a flaming red eye, the seas oily and stagnant from the seepage of ages.


			But the sun was warm and yellow-white, much like the sun of Maastricht; and the sea seemed considerably more fresh than Deep Ocean to the west of Fortinone.


			The people of Earth were another surprise. Ghyl had been ready for weary cynicism, a jaded autumnal lassitude, inversions, eccentricities, subtle sophistications; and in this expectation he was not completely wide of the mark. Certain of the people he met displayed these qualities, but others were as easy and uncomplicated as children. Still others perplexed Ghyl by their fervor, the intensity of their conduct, as if the day were too short for the transaction of all their business. Sitting with Jodel Heurisx at an outdoor café of old Cologne, Ghyl remarked upon the variety of people who walked past their table.


			“True enough,” said Jodel Heurisx. “Other cities on other planets are cosmopolitan enough, but Earth is a universe in itself.”


			“I expected the people to seem old—sedate—wise. Some do, of course. But others—well, look at that man in the green suede. His eyes glitter; he looks right and left as if he were seeing everything for the first time. Of course, he might be an outworlder, like us.”


			“No, he’s an Earthman,” said Jodel Heurisx. “Don’t ask me how I know; I couldn’t tell you. A matter of style: small signs that betray a man’s background. As for his air of restlessness, sociologists declare that material well-being and psychic stability vary in counter-proportion. Barbarians have no time either for idealism or its obverse, psychosis. The people of Earth, however, concern themselves with ‘justification’ and ‘fulfillment’ and a few, such as, perhaps, that man in green, become over-intense. But there are enormous variations. Some devote their energies to visionary schemes. Others turn inward to become sybarites, voluptuaries, connoisseurs, collectors, aesthetes; or they concentrate upon the study of some arcane specialty. To be sure, there are numerous ordinary folk, but somehow they are never noticed, and only serve to heighten the contrast. But then, if you remain on Earth for a period, you will discover much of this for yourself.”


			


			The Grada’s cargo was sold, and profitably. At Tripoli Ghyl took leave of Jodel and Bonar Heurisx. He promised some day to return to Daillie. Jodel Heurisx told him, “On that day my home will be your home. And never forget that I hold for you your wonderful screen: the ‘Winged Being’.”


			“I won’t forget. For now—goodbye.”


			“Goodbye, Ghyl Tarvoke.”


			Feeling somewhat melancholy, Ghyl watched the Grada lift into the windy blue African sky. But when the ship at last dwindled and disappeared, his spirits rapidly rose: far worse fates than to be on Earth for the first time, with the equivalent of a million vouchers in his pouch! Ghyl thought of his childhood: a time unreal behind a golden haze. How often he and Floriel had lain in the yellow grass on Dunkum’s Heights, talking of travel and financial independence! Both, in separate ways, had achieved their ambition. And Ghyl wondered what region of space Floriel now wandered; whether he were alive or dead . . . Poor Floriel! thought Ghyl, to be so lost.


			For a month Ghyl roamed Earth, exploring the cloud-towers of America, the equally marvelous submarine cities of the Great Barrier Reef, the vast wilderness parks over which air-cars were not permitted to fly. He visited the restored dawn-cities of Athens, Babylon, Memphis, medieval Bruges, Venice, Regensburg. Everywhere, often light but sometimes so heavy as to be oppressive, lay the weight of history. Each trifling area of soil exhaled a plasm: the recollection of a million tragedies, a million triumphs; of births and deaths; kisses exchanged; blood spilled; the char of fire and energy; songs, glees, incantations, war-chants, frenzies. The soil reeked of events; history lay in strata, in crusts; in eras, continuities, discontinuities. At night ghosts were common, so Ghyl was told: in the precincts of old palaces, in the mountains of the Caucasus, on the heaths and moors of the north.


			Ghyl began to believe that Earth-folk were preoccupied with the past, a theory reinforced by the numerous historical pageants, the survival of anachronistic traditions, the existence of the Historical Institute which recorded, digested, cross-filed and analyzed every shred of fact pertinent to human origin and development . . . The Historical Institute! Presently he would visit the Institute’s headquarters in London, although—for some reason he did not care to analyze—he was in no great hurry to do so.


			At St. Petersburg he met a slim blonde Norwegian girl named Flora Eilander who occasionally reminded him of Shanne. For a period they traveled together, and she pointed out aspects of Earth he had not before noticed. In particular she scoffed at his theory that Earth folk were preoccupied with the past. “No, no, no!” she told him with a delightful lilting emphasis. “You miss the whole point! We are concerned with the soul of events, the intrinsic essences!”


			Ghyl could not be sure that he had comprehended her exposition, but this was no longer a novelty. He found the people of Earth bewildering. In every conversation he felt a thousand subtleties and indirections, a frame of mind which found as much meaning in the unstated as the stated. There were, he finally decided, niceties of communication which forever would be denied him: allusions through twitches of mannerism, distinctions of a hundredth of a second between a pair of contradictory significances, nameless moods which must instantly be countered or augmented in kind.


			Ghyl became angry with himself and quarreled with Flora, who compounded the situation by condescension. “You must remember that we have known everything, tried every pang and exhilaration. Therefore it is only natural—”


			Ghyl gave a harsh laugh. “Nonsense! Have you ever known grief or fear? Have you ever stolen a space-yacht and killed Garrion? Have you known a County Ball at Grigglesby Corners with the lords and ladies coming forth like magicians in their wonderful costumes? Or stumbled through a rite at Finuka’s Temple? Or looked down dreaming from the Meagher Mounts across old Fortinone?”


			“No, of course; I have done none of these.” And Flora, giving him a long slow inspection, said no more.


			For another month they wandered from place to place: Abyssinia where the sunlight evoked aloes, bitumen, old dust; Sardinia with its olive trees and asphodel; the haze and murk of the Gothic north.


			One day in Dublin Ghyl came upon a placard which froze him in his tracks:
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			Flora was uninterested but Ghyl insisted that they instantly take themselves to Casteyn Park, and for once Flora was the one to be perplexed. Ghyl told her nothing other than that he had known the show in his childhood; there was nothing more he could tell her.


			Beside a stand of giant oaks Ghyl found the same gaudy panels, the same placards, the same sounds and outcries he had known as a child. He sought out Holkerwoyd’s Puppet Show and sat through a mildly amusing revue. The puppets squeaked and capered, trilled topical songs, caricatured local personalities, then a group dressed as punchinellos performed a series of farces.


			After the show, leaving the bored but indulgent Flora in her seat, Ghyl approached the curtain at the side of the stage: it might have been the identical curtain that once before he had pushed through, and he fought the impulse to look over his shoulder to where his father must surely be sitting. Slowly he pulled aside the curtain and there, as if he had not moved during all the years, sat Holkerwoyd, mending a bit of stage property.


			Holkerwoyd had aged; his skin was waxen, his lips had drawn back; his teeth seemed yellow and prominent; but his eyes were as keen as ever. Seeing Ghyl he paused in his work, cocked his head. “Yes, sir?”


			“We have met before.”


			“I know this.” Holkerwoyd looked away, rubbed his nose with a gnarled knuckle. “So many folk I’ve seen; so many places I’ve been; a task to set all out in order . . . Let me see. We met long years ago, on a far planet, in the ditch at the edge of the universe. Halma. It hangs below the green moon Damar, where I buy my puppets.”


			“How could you remember? I was a small boy.”


			Holkerwoyd smiled, wagged his head. “You were a serious fellow, puzzled at the way the world went. You were with your father. What of him?”


			“Dead.”


			Holkerwoyd nodded without surprise. “And how goes your life? You are far from Ambroy.”


			“My life goes well enough. But there is a question which troubles me to this day. You performed the legend of Emphyrio. And the puppet was executed.”


			Holkerwoyd shrugged and returned to his mending. “The puppets are not useful forever. They become aware of the world, they begin to feel real. Then they are spoiled and must be destroyed before they infect the troupe.”


			Ghyl grimaced. “Puppets presumably are cheap.”


			“Cheap enough. But just barely. The Damarans are sly dealers, cold as steel. How they love the chink of valuta! To good effect! They live in palaces while I sleep on a cot, starting up at odd noises.” Holkerwoyd became agitated and waved his mending in the air. “Let them lower prices, and lavish less splendor on themselves! They are deaf to all my remonstrances. Would you like to see Emphyrio once more? I have a puppet who is becoming perverse. I have warned and scolded but I continually find him looking across the footlights at the audience.”


			“No,” said Ghyl. He backed toward the curtain. “Well then, for the second time I bid you goodby.”


			Holkerwoyd gave a casual wave. “We may yet meet again, though I suspect not. The years come fast. Some morning they’ll find me lying stark, with the puppets climbing over me, peering in my mouth, tweaking my ears . . .”


			


			Back at the Black Swan Hotel, Ghyl and Flora sat in the saloon bar, with Ghyl staring glumly into a glass of wine. Flora made several attempts to speak but Ghyl’s mind had wandered far away, beyond Mirabilis, and he gave back monosyllabic answers. Looking into the wine he saw the narrow-fronted house on Undle Square. He heard Amiante’s quiet voice, the thin scrape of chisels on wood. He felt the wan Ambroy sunlight, the drifting across the mudflats at the mouth of the Insse; he recalled the smells of the docks of Nobile and Foelgher, the gaunt Vashmont towers, the moldering ruins below.


			Ghyl was homesick, even though Ambroy could no longer be considered home. Meditating on Amiante’s humiliation and futile death, Ghyl became so bitter that he turned the whole glass of wine down his throat. The decanter was empty. A waiter in a white apron, sensing Ghyl’s mood, hastened to bring a new decanter.


			Flora rose to her feet, looked down at Ghyl a second or two, then sauntered from the room.


			Ghyl thought of his expulsion, of the looming piston, the crushed bricks, the hour he lay huddled on the wall while the sad twilight gathered around him. Perhaps he had deserved the punishment; undeniably he had stolen a space-yacht. Still, was not the crime justifiable? Did not the lords use Boimarc, or Thurible Co-operative, whatever the case, to swindle and cheat and victimize the recipients? Ghyl brooded and sipped wine, wondering how best to disseminate his knowledge to the recipients. Useless to work either through the guilds or the Welfare Agency; both were conservative to the point of obsession.


			The problem required reflection. Ghyl turned the last of the wine down his throat and went up to his suite. Flora was nowhere in evidence. Ghyl shrugged. He would never see her again: this he knew. Perhaps it was just as well.


			On the following day he crossed the Irish Channel to ancient London. Now, at last, he would visit the Historical Institute.


			But the Historical Institute was not to be approached so easily. Ghyl’s questions to Telescreen Information met first bland evasiveness then a recommendation to a guided tour of Oxford and Cambridge Universities. When Ghyl persisted, he was referred to the Bureau of Weights and Measures, who passed him on to Dundee House. This proved to be the headquarters of some sort of intelligence agency, whose function Ghyl never fully understood. A clerk politely inquired the reason for his interest in the Historical Institute, whereupon Ghyl, controlling his impatience, mentioned the legend of Emphyrio.


			The clerk, a golden-haired young man with crisp mustache, turned away and spoke a few quiet words, apparently to the empty air, then listened, apparently to the air itself. He turned back to Ghyl. “If you will remain at your hotel, an agent of the Institute will shortly make contact with you.”


			Half-amused, half-irritated, Ghyl set himself to wait. An hour later he was met by an ugly little man in a black suit and a gray cloak: Arwin Rolus, sub-director of Mythological Studies at the Institute. “I understand that you are interested in the legend of Emphyrio.”


			“Yes,” said Ghyl. “But first: explain to me the reason for so much stealth and secrecy?”


			Rolus chuckled, and Ghyl saw that he was not really ugly after all. “The situation may seem extravagant. But the Historical Institute, by the very nature of its being, accumulates a great deal of secret intelligence. This is not the Institute’s function, you understand: we are scholars. Still, from time to time we are able to resolve difficulties for more active folk.” He looked Ghyl up and down with an appraising eye. “When an outworlder comes inquiring about the Institute, the authorities ensure that he doesn’t intend to bomb the place.”


			“No danger of that,” said Ghyl. “I want information, no more.”


			“Precisely what information?”


			Ghyl handed him the fragment from Amiante’s portfolio. Without apparent difficulty Rolus read the crabbed old characters. “Well, well, indeed. Interesting. And now you want to find what happened? How the story ended, so to speak?”


			“Yes.”


			“May I ask why?”


			The Earthers were a suspicious lot! thought Ghyl. In a measured voice he stated: “I have known half the legend since my childhood. I promised myself that if I ever were able to learn the rest, I would do so.”


			“And this is the only reason?”


			“Not altogether.”


			Rolus did not pursue the question. “Your home-planet is—” He raised his bushy gray eyebrows.


			“Halma. It is a world back of the Mirabilis Cluster.”


			“Halma. A remote world . . . Well, perhaps I can gratify your curiosity.” He turned to the wall-screen, tapped with his fingertips to project a coded signal. The screen responded with a run of references, one of which Rolus selected. “Here,” he said, “is the entire chronicle, indited by an unknown writer of the world Aume, or, as some say, Home, about two thousand years ago.”


			The screen displayed a message, printed in Archaic. The first few paragraphs were those of Ghyl’s fragment; then:


			


			

			In the Catademnon sat those without ears to hear, who owned no souls and knew neither ease nor fellowship. Emphyrio brought forth his tablet and called for peace. They gave alarms and waved green pennants. Emphyrio urged fellowship; without ears to hear and eyes averted, none would understand, and they waved blue pennants. Emphyrio pled for the kindness which differentiated man from monster, or lacking that, mercy. They broke the tablet of truth underfoot and waved red pennants. Then they lifted Emphyrio in their hands aloft, they held him high to a wall, and through his skull they drove a great nail so that he hung on the wall of the Catademnon. When all had looked to see how fared the man who would have spoken truth, they took him down and under the beam where they nailed him, there in the crypt they immured him forever!


			But what was their profit?


			Who was the victim?


			On the world Aume, or Home, the brutes of Sigil no longer wasted the land. They looked eye to eye and asked: “Is it true, as Emphyrio avers, that we are creatures for whom there is dawn and dusk, pain and pain’s ease? Why then do we waste the land? Let us make our lives good; for we have none other.” And they threw down their arms and retired to those places which were the most pleasant to them, and at once became the easiest of folk, so that all men wondered at their first ferocity.


			Emphyrio died imploring the dark ones to the ways of man, and that they should curb their begotten monsters. They refuted him; they hung him to the wall on a nail. But the monsters, at first insensate, were now, through truth, of all folk the easiest. If there be here lesson or moral, it lies beyond the competence of him who inscribes this record.


			


			Chapter XX


			


			A SHEET printed with the message issued from the wall; Rolus handed it to Ghyl, who read it a second time, then placed it with Amiante’s fragment.


			“The world Aume—is it Halma? Is Sigil the moon Damar?”


			Rolus brought further information to the screen, in a script unfamiliar to Ghyl. “Aume is Halma,” he said. “A world with a complicated history: do you know it?”


			“I suspect not,” said Ghyl. “We learn very little at Ambroy.” He could not keep the bitterness from his voice. “Very little indeed.”


			Without comment Rolus read from the screen, occasionally expanding or interpolating. Two or three thousand years before Emphyrio, and long before men appeared, the Dama­rans had established colonies on Halma, using space-ships provided by a race of star-wanderers. But war came; the Dama­rans were expelled and forced back to Damar, where they contrived a means to destroy the star-wanderers. Through the facility of their procreative systems, the Damarans were able to duplicate whatever genetic material might be presented to their glands. They decided to produce an army of irresistible warriors, ruthless and ferocious, who would tear the star-wanderers into shreds. First they prepared a prototype, then built artificial glands to produce the creatures in quantity. When the army was assembled they sent it down from Sigil, or Damar, but isolated in their caves they had lapsed half a thousand years behind the times. The star-wanderers were gone, no one knows where, and men had arrived to take possession of the planet. The army from Damar seemed an act of wanton aggression. The Wirwan—to name the monsters—seemed like fiends from hell. In certain details they were similar to their progenitors. They lacked an accurate sense of hearing, and communicated by means of radio waves. Emphyrio apparently devised a mechanism which translated human words into Wirwan radiation. He was the first man to communicate with the invaders. They were singularly innocent, he discovered, having been trained to one purpose. He made them aware of themselves; he corrupted their innocence, so to speak. Almost magically they became hesitant and retiring, and retreated into the mountains. Encouraged by his success, Emphyrio traveled across the gap to Sigil, hoping to pacify those who had despatched the army.


			“Emphyrio’s ultimate fate is uncertain,” said Rolus. “The account you just read states that the Damarans drove a nail through his head and killed him. Another source declares that Emphyrio negotiated a truce and returned to Aume, where he became the first lord. There are other reports to the effect that the folk of Sigil held Emphyrio a prisoner in perpetuity, preserving him in a state of suspended life. The facts are uncertain. All is changed now. The Damarans produce puppets and manikins in their artificial glands. The Wirwans, a forlorn race, survive on the slopes of Mount Meagher. The men are as you know.”


			Ghyl heaved a sigh. So then: the tale was told. Fortinone, scene of the early campaigns, was now placid. On Damar the puppet-makers catered to the tourists and bred puppets. And Emphyrio? His fate was uncertain. Ghyl recalled his childhood visit to the Meagher Mounts when he had traced imaginary campaigns upon the topography. He had been more accurate than he ever could have dreamed.


			Arwin Rolus was preparing to take his departure. “Is there anything more you wish to know?”


			“Does the Institute collect information from Halma now? From Fortinone?”


			“Yes, of course.”


			“You have a correspondent at Ambroy?”


			“Several.”


			“Their identity is secret?”


			“Of course. If they were known, they might be compromised. We are required to stay aloof from events. Not all are able to do this. Your father, for instance.”


			Ghyl turned to stare at Rolus. “My father? Amiante Tarvoke? Was he a correspondent?”


			“Yes. For many years.”


			


			Ghyl took himself to a cosmetic surgeon. His nose was narrowed, bridged and peaked; his eyebrows set in a new slant. The tattoo on his shoulder was expunged; the prints of his tongue, fingers, palms and soles were altered. His skin was toned dull olive-bronze, his hair was dyed black and finally only the contents of his brain remained to identify him as Ghyl Tarvoke.


			At Ball and Sons, Haberdashers, Ghyl fitted himself out with Earth-style garments and was astounded by the hologram. Who would associate this debonair young gallant with poor harried Ghyl Tarvoke of old?


			Fictitious identification papers were hard to come by. Finally Ghyl called Dundee House and presently was connected with Arwin Rolus.


			Rolus recognized Ghyl at once which caused Ghyl exasperation and uneasiness. Ghyl stated his requirements but Rolus was reluctant to offer assistance. “Please understand the Institute’s position. We profess didactic dispassion and nonpartisanship in all circumstances. We record, analyze, interpret—but we do not interfere or promulgate. If I, as an officer of the Historical Institute, were to assist your intrigue, I would be intruding the Institute upon a flow of history.”


			Ghyl thought that Rolus had unnecessarily emphasized one of his phrases. Ghyl said quickly, “I did not mean this to be an official call. I thought only to turn to you, as my single acquaintance on Earth, for some quiet advice.”


			“I see,” said Rolus. “Well, in that case—” He thought a moment. “Of course I know nothing of these matters. But—” a slip of paper issued from the wall-slot in Ghyl’s room “—if you call this code, someone at least will listen to you without wincing.”


			“I also have a question for you in your official capacity.”


			“Well then. What is the question?”


			“Where is the Catademnon, where on Damar?”


			Rolus gave a brisk nod, as if Ghyl’s question came as no surprise. “I will put the question into process; the information will reach you shortly and the service charge will be added to your hotel addition.”


			Ten minutes later a sheet of paper issued from the wall-slot. The message read:
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			During the evening Ghyl made contact with the man whose code Arwin Rolus had supplied. The next day he picked up his new documents, and assumed the identity of Sir Hartwig Thorn, Grandee. He immediately booked passage for Damar, and the same evening departed Earth.


			Chapter XXI


			


			DAMAR WAS an eery little world, half the diameter of Halma, but with one-sixth Halma’s mass and two-thirds its surface gravity. There were great expanses of bog across the polar regions, mountains and crags of astonishing dimension in the middle latitudes, an arid zone where grew Damar’s unique equatorial thicket: a tangle of barbs and tendrils ten miles wide and occasionally a half-mile high. What with bogs, crags, gorges and the thicket, there were few areas convenient for habitation. Garwan, the tourist center, and Damar Old City were at opposite ends of the Great Central Plain, this apparently a scar inflicted by the glancing blow of a meteor.


			At Garwan were hotels, restaurants, baths, sporting areas; luxury in bizarre surroundings. Puppet theaters provided spectacle and diversion: farce, historical pageants, macabre drama, erotic display. The puppet performers were a special breed: handsome little creatures four or five feet tall, vastly different from the half-simian imps supplied to such as Holkerwoyd.


			The Damarans themselves seldom ventured from their residences under the hills, upon which they spent prodigious fortunes. The typical residence was a complex system of chambers swathed in soft fabrics, illuminated with meticulous nicety. Silver light shone on gray and nacreous curtains; red, carmine and magenta were used against blues and pale pink. Globes giving off deep purple or plangent sea-green hung behind films and layers of gauze. The residences were never complete, always in the process of alteration and extension. On rare occasions a man whom the Damaran wished to please, or one who paid a sufficiently large fee, might be invited into a residence: a visit preceded by an extraordinary ritual. Twittering puppets bathed the visitor, sprayed him with mist, muffled him head to foot in a white robe, fitted him with sandals of white felt. Thus sanitized, deodorized and padded, he would be conducted along interminable vistas of hangings and draperies, into grottoes hung with waving webs and gauzes, through blue lights and gray-green lights, finally to emerge awed and bewildered, if by nothing else but the vast expenditures of wealth. The average excursionist, however, saw the Damarans only as silent shapes to the back of an office or shop.


			Arriving at Garwan, Ghyl established himself at one of the ‘Old Damar’ hotels: a pyramidal heap of white domes and hemispheres, with a few small windows placed seemingly at random. Ghyl was lodged in two domed rooms on different levels, draped with panels of pale green, and floors cushioned by a heavy black carpet.


			Leaving the hotel, Ghyl entered a tour and travel agency. On a shadowed balcony stood a Damaran, eye-bulbs each glinting with a luminous star: a creature smaller, softer, more flexible than a Garrion, but otherwise much the same. On the counter a screen responding to a radio-frequency projection showed luminous characters: “You wish?”


			“I want to hire an air-car.” The words became tremulous shapes on the screen, which the Damaran read at a glance.


			The response came: “This is possible, though expensive. A tour by sight-seeing tube costs no more and is preferable, in safety and deluxe comfort.”


			“No doubt,” said Ghyl. “But I am a scholar at a university of Earth. I wish to look for fossils. I want to visit the puppet factories and look through the old ruins.”


			“It is possible. There is a depletion fee upon the export of fossils. It is not advisable to visit the puppet factories, due to the delicacy of procedures. A visitor would not be amused. There are no ruins of interest. The sight-seeing tube will offer greater value, and will cost less.”


			“I prefer to hire an air-car.”


			“You must post a bond for the value of the car. When do you want it?”


			“Early tomorrow morning.”


			“Your name?”


			“Hartwig Thorn.”


			“Tomorrow morning the car will be at the back of the hotel. You may now pay three thousand one hundred standard valuta units. Three thousand is the deposit. It will be returned to you. The air-car charge is one hundred units a day.”


			Ghyl walked about the city for an hour or two. With the coming of evening, he seated himself in an open-air café, to drink ale imported from Fortinone. Halma swam up into the sky, an enormous amber half-disk, vaguely marked with familiar outlines.


			A man walked into the café, followed by a woman; each in turn was silhouetted against Halma. Ghyl altered the focus of his vision, watched the couple settle themselves at a nearby table. The man was Schute Cobol; the woman no doubt was his wife; they had come to Damar to spend their hoarded vouchers like any other recipients. Schute Cobol glanced at Ghyl, studied his Earth-style garments, muttered something to his wife, who likewise inspected Ghyl. Then they gave their attention to the menu. Ghyl, with a wry grin, looked up through the air toward Halma.


			Chapter XXII


			


			THE DAYS and nights of Damar were short. After dining and musing long into the night over a map of Damar, Ghyl had hardly retired to his suite before the sky began to lighten.


			He arose with a sense of fatefulness. Long ago Holkerwoyd had pronounced him ‘fey’: laboring under a burden of doom. He dressed slowly, aware of the weight. It seemed that his whole life had been directed toward this day.


			The air-car was waiting on a stage behind the hotel. Ghyl examined the controls, decided that they were standard. He climbed in, latched the dome, hitched the control wheel up to a convenient position and locked it. He checked the energy level: the cells were charged; he touched the ON button, pulled up on the wheel. The car lifted into the air. Ghyl slid the wheel forward, tilted it back: the car slid up at a slant.


			So far so good. Ghyl sent the car higher, up over the mountains. Far to the south was the equatorial thicket, a formless gray-brown smudge. Ghyl steered to the north.


			The miles slipped past; the thin upper air hissed past the dome. Ahead glinted a single rime-crusted peak: a landmark. Ghyl steered to the north of the peak and saw ahead Damar Old City: an unlovely jumble of long sheds and warehouses. Instinctively preferring that his presence not be noted Ghyl dropped the air-car low, to within a hundred feet of the surface, and veered to the southeast of Old City.


			He searched an hour before he found the ruins: a tumble of stone lost among the rocky debris of the mountainside.


			He landed the air-car on a little flat of drifted gravel fifty yards from a low wall, and now Ghyl wondered how he had searched so long, for the structure was of monumental scope and walls were yet standing. He alighted and stood by the car, listening, to hear only the sigh of wind across the harsh surface of the scree. The Old City, ten miles distant, was a formless jumble of grey and white tablets. He could see no moving object, no sign of life.


			He took his lamp and hand-gun, approached the broken wall, which was half-drifted over with soil. Beyond was a depression, then a heavier wall of lichen-stained concrete: cracked, sagging, but still upright. Ghyl moved closer, trying to control his awe. This was a hall of giants; Ghyl felt dwarfed and trivial. Still—Emphyrio had been a man like himself, with a man’s courage and a man’s fear. He had come to the Catademnon—and then?


			Ghyl crossed the fosse between the two walks and came to a portal, choked with rubble. He scrambled up and peered within, but the sunlight, slanting across the sky, avoided the gap and he saw only black shadows.


			Ghyl switched on his lamp, slid down over the debris, into a dank corridor cluttered with the drift of centuries. On the wall hung tatters of fabric spun, perhaps, from fibers of melted obsidian, stained with metal oxides. The patterns were crusted with grime, but nonetheless heroic. They reminded Ghyl of hangings he had seen elsewhere, in circumstances he could not recall . . . The corridor opened into an oval hall, the roof of which had collapsed. The floor was open to the sky.


			Ghyl halted. He stood in the Catademnon. Here Emphyrio had confronted the tyrants of Sigil. There was no sound, not even the rasp of the wind, but the pressure of the past was almost tangible.


			At the far end of the hall was a gap with tatters of ancient regalia to either side. Here might Emphyrio have been lifted and nailed to a beam—if this had indeed been his fate.


			Ghyl crossed the floor. He halted, looked up at the stone beam over the gap. There was certainly a scar, an eroded hole, a socket. If Emphyrio had been suspended here, his feet would have dangled to the level of Ghyl’s shoulders, his blood would have stained the stone by Ghyl’s feet . . . The stone was crusted with a gray efflorescence.


			Ghyl walked under the beam, turned his flash down into the opening. Dust, debris, bits of dry vegetation clogged the first part of a wide set of stairs. Ghyl clambered through, flashing the light to all sides. “Under the beam where they had nailed him, there in their crypt did they immure him forever.” The steps gave upon an oval chamber, with three passages leading off into the darkness. The chamber was floored with a dull stone on which lay an undisturbed layer of dust. The crypt? Ghyl turned the light around the chamber, and walked in the direction where the crypt must lie. He looked into a long room, cold and still. On the floor, helter-skelter, were half a dozen cases molded of glass, coated heavily with dust. Each contained organic remains: chitinous plates; strips of withered black leather . . . In one of the cases was a human skeleton, the joints wasted apart, the bones collapsed. The vacant eyeholes looked up at Ghyl. In the center of the forehead was a round hole.


			


			Ghyl took the air-car back to Garwan, set it down on the pad behind the hotel, collected his deposit. Then he went to his suite where he bathed and changed into fresh garments. He went to sit on the terrace overlooking the plaza. He felt flat, deflated. He had not expected to find what he had found. The skeleton had been anticlimactical.


			He had hoped for more. What of the sense of portent with which he had started the day? His instinct had played him false. Everything had gone with footling ease, with such small difficulty and so little incident that the whole affair seemed shameful. Ghyl felt uneasy, dissatisfied. He had found the remains of Emphyrio: as to this there was no doubt. But drama? There was none. He knew no more than before. Emphyrio had died uselessly, his glorious life ending in failure and futility. But there was no surprise: so much had been set forth in the legend.


			The sun fell behind the western hills. Garwan’s shape—receding domes, superimposed one on the other, pile on pile—was black against the ash-brown sky. From an alley beside the hotel came a dark figure: a Damaran. It sidled along the jetta hedge that bordered the terrace, halted to look across the plaza. Then it turned to examine the terrace, as if calculating the worth of the night’s business. Avaricious, hyper-luxurious beasts, thought Ghyl, with every sequin, every voucher, every bice poured into their already extravagant residences. He wondered if in the old heroic days, during the time of Emphyrio, the Damarans had been equally sybaritic . . . The Catademnon had suggested no great refinement. Perhaps in those days they had lacked the financial means to gratify their tastes . . . Sensing Ghyl’s attention, the Damaran turned its queer tufted head, stared for several seconds, the yellow-green star in the dull eyes expanding and contracting. Ghyl stared back, exploring a sudden startling speculation.


			The Damaran abruptly turned, disappeared behind the hedge. Ghyl leaned back in his seat. He sat for a long while in a half-mesmerized state of detachment, while excursionists came, dined, departed. And the twilight faded to a luminous umber and disappeared.


			The situation had a queer ambivalence. Ghyl swung between nervous amusement for his own whimsies and a dreadful bleakness of spirit.


			As an exercise in abstract logic the problem resolved into a starkly simple solution.


			When the arguments were transposed into human terms, the force of the logic remained, but the solution implied such heart-breaking tragedy that it transcended belief.


			Still: facts were facts. So many curious little trifles which he had observed with wonder now became firm segments of an intricate whole. Ghyl gave a giddy wild laugh which drew glances of censure from a nearby group of Ambroy excursionists. Ghyl choked back his mirth. They would consider him a maniac. If he went to their table, told them his thoughts, how he would shock them! Their trip, for which they had saved all their lives, would be ruined. Would they welcome such knowledge?


			Here was a new predicament: What should he do, what steps should he take?


			There was no one to give him counsel; he was alone.


			What, given the circumstances, would have been Emphyrio’s course of action?


			Truth.


			Very well, thought Ghyl: it shall be Truth, and let the consequences fall where they may.


			Another incidental thought occurred to him, nearly occasioning another outburst of lunatic mirth. What of his premonitions of destiny now? They had been fulfilled, ten times over.


			Ghyl signaled for a menu and ordered his dinner. In the morning he would depart for Ambroy.


			Chapter XXIII


			


			GHYL ARRIVED at the familiar old Godero space-port late in the afternoon, Ambroy time. He waited until the excursionists had pushed off the ship, then strolled down the ramp in a manner of languid condescension, hoping to camouflage his inner trepidation.


			The control official was a man of bitter disposition. He scowled at Ghyl’s Earth-style garments, studied his documents with discouraging skepticism. “Earth, is it? What do you do here in Ambroy?”


			“I travel.”


			“Hmf. Sir Hartwig Thorn. A grandee. We have them here as well. It’s all the same. The grandees do the traveling; the underlings work. Duration of stay?”


			“Perhaps a week.”


			“There’s nothing here to see. A day is sufficient.”


			Ghyl shrugged. “It well may be.”


			“Nothing but drabness and drudgery. You’ll find no splendor here, save up on the eyries. Do you know they just raised our percentage? It’s 1.46 percent now, when for so long it was 1.18. Do you charge a percentage on Earth?”


			“A different system is in force.”


			“I take it that you are importing no duplicated, machine-manufactured or plagiarized articles for distribution either gratis or for profit?”


			“None.”


			“Very well, Sir Hartwig. Pass on, if you will.”


			Ghyl walked out into the well-remembered hall. At a Spay booth he placed a call to Grand Lord Dugald the Boimarc, at his eyrie in Vashmont Precinct.


			The screen displayed a white disk on a dark blue ground. A courteous voice spoke: “Grand Lord Dugald is away from his eyrie. He will be pleased for you to leave a memorandum of your business.”


			“I am a grandee of Earth, just now arrived. Where may I find Lord Dugald?”


			“He attends a fête, at the eyrie of Lord Parnasse the Underline.”


			“I will call there.”


			A lordling, thin of face, with varnished black hair dressed in a fanciful sweep over his forehead, responded to the second call. He listened with exquisite hauteur, turned away without a word. A moment later Lord Parnasse appeared.


			Ghyl put on a style of amused condescension. “I am Sir Hartwig Thorn, touring from Earth. I called to pay my respects to Grand Lord Dugald, and was referred to your eyrie.”


			Parnasse, thin and keen like the lordling, with a darkly florid complexion, examined Ghyl up and down. “I am honored to make your acquaintance. Lord Dugald is at my eyrie, enjoying an entertainment.” He hesitated a barely perceptible instant. “I would be glad to welcome you to my eyrie, especially if your business with Lord Dugald is urgent.”


			Ghyl laughed. “It has waited many years, and could well wait a day or so longer; but I would be pleased to settle it as soon as possible.”


			“Very good, sir. You are where?”


			“At the Godero space-port.”


			“If you will go to Bureau C and mention my name, a conveyance will be put at your disposal.”


			“I will arrive shortly.”


			


			It was the common assumption among ordinary recipients that the lords lived in splendor, surrounded by exquisite objects, breathing delightful odors, attended by beautiful youths and maidens. Their beds, by repute, were air-fluff and wildflower down; each meal was said to be a banquet of delicious confections and the choicest Gade wines. Even under the load of his preoccupations, Ghyl felt something of the old thrill and wonder as the air-car rose toward the eyrie. He was discharged upon a terrace enclosed by a white balustrade, with all the expanse of Ambroy below. Two wide steps led to an upper terrace, with the palace of Lord Parnasse beyond.


			Ghyl instructed the air-car to wait. He mounted the steps, approached the portal, beside which stood a pair of Garrion in dull red livery. Through tall windows swagged with golden-satin drapes a splendid assembly of lords and ladies was visible.


			Ghyl entered the palace without challenge from the Garrion and halted to watch the lords and ladies at their entertainment. There was little noise. All spoke in fluttering arch whispers, and laughed, when they did so, almost soundlessly, as if each were vying to produce the most animation, the most entrancing visual display with the least sound.


			Ghyl looked around the room: elegance, certainly, and a subtle suffusion of light which disguised and dissembled rather than illuminated. The floor was a checker of moth-wing brown and mustard yellow. For furniture there were couches upholstered in bottle-green plush—to Ghyl’s eyes of an eccentric and over-refined design, certainly not the work of the Ambroy furniture-makers. The walls were hung with tapestries, apparently imported from Damar. Splendor and luxury indeed, thought Ghyl, but there was also a curious intimation of shabbiness: the make-shift insubstantiality of a stage-set. The air, despite the soft lights and sumptuous drapes, lacked ease and richness; the activity lacked spontaneity. It was, thought Ghyl, like watching puppets play at festivity, rather than watching festivity itself. Small wonder, he thought, that lords and ladies attended such functions as the County Ball, where they could participate in the passions of the underlings . . . As he thought of the County Ball, he saw Shanne, wearing a wonderful gown of muted lemon yellow, with ribbons and flounces of ivory. Ghyl watched in fascination as she stood talking in hushed half-whispers to a gallant young lord. With what charming eagerness did she perform her wiles: smiles, pouts, roguish tilts of the head, pretty little outrages, sham startlements, mock provocations, grimaces of delight, dismay, bewilderment, consternation.


			A tall thin lord approached: Lord Parnasse. He halted, bowed. “Sir Hartwig Thorn?”


			Ghyl bowed in return. “I am he.”


			“I trust you find my eyrie to your liking?” Lord Parnasse’s voice was light, dry, with the faintest possible overtone of condescension.


			“It is delightful.”


			“If your business with Lord Dugald is urgent, I will take you to him. When you have finished, you may enjoy yourself without restraint.”


			“I would not wish to presume upon your hospitality,” said Ghyl. “As you see, I have ordered the air-car to wait. My business probably will require no great time.”


			“As you wish. Be good enough, then, to follow me.”


			Shanne had noticed Ghyl; she stared at him in fascination. Ghyl gave her a smile and a nod; it made no great difference if she recognized him. Puzzled and thoughtful, she turned to watch as Ghyl followed Lord Parnasse to a small side-room hung with blue satin. At a little marquetry table sat Grand Lord Dugald the Boimarc.


			“Here is Sir Hartwig Thorn of Earth who has a matter to discuss with you,” said Parnasse. He gave a stiff bow, departed.


			Grand Lord Dugald, portly, middle-aged, with a plum-colored complexion, stared at Ghyl. “Do I know you? You have aspects I find familiar. What was your name once more?”


			“My name is irrelevant,” said Ghyl. “You may think of me as Prince Emphyrio of Ambroy.”


			Dugald stared at him coldly. “This seems an over-extravagant joke.”


			“Dugald, Grand Lord as you are called, your entire life is an extravagant joke.”


			“Eh? What’s this?” Dugald heaved himself to his feet. “What is all this about? You are no man of Earth! You have the voice of an underman. What farce is this?” Dugald turned to summon the Garrion who stood at the end of the hall.


			“Wait,” said Ghyl. “Listen to me, then decide what to do. If you call the Garrion now, you lose all of your options.”


			Dugald stared, his face an apoplectic purple, his mouth opening and closing. “I know you, I have seen you. I remember your way of speaking . . . Can it be? You are Ghyl Tarvoke, who was expelled! Ghyl Tarvoke, the pirate! The great thief!”


			“I am Ghyl Tarvoke.”


			“I should have known, when you said ‘Emphyrio’. What an outrage to find you here! What do you want of me? Revenge? You deserved your punishment!” Lord Dugald looked at Ghyl in new wrath. “How did you escape? You were expelled!”


			“True,” said Ghyl. “Now I am back once more. You destroyed my father, you set about to destroy me. I feel no great pity for you.”


			Lord Dugald once more turned toward the Garrion; once again Ghyl held up his hand. “I carry a weapon; I can kill you and the Garrion as well. You would do best to hear me out; it will take no great time. Then you can decide upon your course of action.”


			“Speak then!” bugled Lord Dugald. “Say what you must and go!”


			“I spoke the name Emphyrio. He lived two thousand years ago, and thwarted the puppet-masters of Damar. He awoke the Wirwans to their own sentience; he persuaded them to peace. Then he went to Damar, and spoke in the Catademnon. Do you know of the Catademnon?”


			“No,” said Lord Dugald contemptuously. “Speak on.”


			“The puppet-makers drove a spike through Emphyrio’s head, then they contrived a new campaign. What they had not gained by violence, they hoped to take by craft. After the Empire Wars they repaired the city; they installed Overtrend and Underline, they established Boimarc. They also organized Thurible Co-operative and thereafter Boimarc sold to Thurible; and perhaps bought from Thurible as well. Puppet-makers indeed! What need had the Damarans of puppets? They used the folk of Fortinone for their puppets, and robbed us of our wealth.”


			Dugald rubbed his nose with his two forefingers. “How do you know all this?”


			“How could it be otherwise? You called me a thief, a pirate. But you are the thief and pirate! More accurately, you are a puppet controlled by thieves.”


			Lord Dugald seemed to swell in his chair. “So now. So now you insult me as well?”


			“No insult: the literal truth. You are a puppet of a type created long ago in the Damaran glands.”


			Lord Dugald stared hard at Ghyl. “You are certain of this?”


			“Of course. Lords? Ladies?” Ghyl gave a harsh laugh. “What a joke! You are excellent replicas of man—but you are puppets.”


			“Who infected you with such fantastic views?” demanded Lord Dugald in a stifled voice.


			“No one. At Garwan I watched a Damaran walk; it walked with soft feet, as if its feet hurt. On Maastricht I remembered the lords and ladies walking just so. I remembered how they dreaded the light, the open sky; how they wished to run to the mountains to hide: like Wirwans, like Damarans. I remembered the color of their skin: the tone of pink that sometimes tends toward Damaran purple. On Maastricht I wondered how human-seeming folk could act so strangely. How was I so innocent? And so many generations of men and women: how could they have been so stupid, so unperceptive? Simple enough. A fraud so large cannot be comprehended: the idea is rejected.”


			As Ghyl spoke Dugald’s face began to quiver and work in a most peculiar fashion, his mouth pulling in and out, his eyes bulging, the side of his head quivering and pulsing, so that Ghyl wondered whether he might be undergoing a seizure. Finally Dugald blurted: “Foolishness . . . Trash . . . Wicked nonsense . . .”


			Ghyl shook his head. “No. Once the idea takes hold, everything is clear. Look!” He pointed to the hangings. “You stifle yourself in cloth like the Damarans; you have no music; you cannot breed children with true men; you even have a strange odor.”


			Dugald sank slowly into his chair, and for a moment was silent. Then he glanced craftily sidewise at Ghyl. “How far have you communicated these wild suppositions?”


			“Widely enough,” said Ghyl. “I would not care to come here otherwise.”


			“Hah! Who have you informed?”


			“First, I sent a memorandum to the Historical Institute.”


			Dugald gave a sick groan. Then, with a pitiful attempt at bravado, he declared: “They will never heed such a farrago! Who else?”


			“It would avail you nothing to kill me,” said Ghyl politely. “I realize that you would like to do so. I assure you it would be useless. Worse than useless. My friends would spread the news, not only throughout Fortinone, but across the human universe: how the lords are but puppets, how their pride is play-acting, how they have cheated the folk who trusted them.”


			Dugald hunched down into his chair. “The pride is not counterfeit: it is true pride. Shall I tell you something? Only I, Grand Lord Dugald the Boimarc, of all the lords, have no pride. I am humble, I am purple with care—because only I know the truth. All the others—they are blameless. They realize their difference; they assume this to be the measure of their superiority. Only I am not proud; only I know who I am.” He gave a piteous groan. “Well, I must pay your demands. What do you want? Wealth? A space-yacht? A townhouse? All these?”


			“I want only truth. Truth must be known.”


			Dugald gave a croak of protest. “What can I do! Would you have me destroy my people? Honor is all we have: what else? I alone am without honor, and look at me! See how I fare! I am different from all the rest. I am a puppet!”


			“You alone know?”


			“I alone. Before I die I will instruct another and doom him as I long ago was doomed.”


			Into the alcove came Lord Parnasse. He looked with inquisitive eyes from Ghyl to Lord Dugald. “You are still at your business? We are almost ready to dine.” He addressed Ghyl: “You will join us?”


			Ghyl gave a strained laugh. Lord Parnasse lifted his eyebrows. “Certainly,” said Ghyl. “I will be pleased to do so.”


			Lord Parnasse bowed curtly, departed the alcove.


			Lord Dugald contrived a face of bluff bonhomie. “Well, then let us consider the matter. You are not a Chaoticist; I’m sure you do not wish to destroy a time-tested socialty; after all—”


			Ghyl held up his hand. “Lord Dugald, whatever else, the deception must be ended, and restitution must be made to the people you have cheated. If you and your ‘socialty’ can survive these steps, well and good. I bear malice only toward you and Damarans, not the Lords of Ambroy.”


			“What you demand is impossible,” declared Dugald. “You have come here swaggering and threatening, now my patience is exhausted! I warn you, with great fervor, to spread no falsehoods or incitements.”


			Ghyl turned toward the door. “The first folk to know shall be Lord Parnasse and his guests.”


			“No!” cried Dugald in anguish. “Would you destroy us all?”


			“The deception must be ended; there must be restitution.”


			Dugald held out his arms in despair and pathos. “You are obdurate!”


			“‘Obdurate’? I am passionate. You killed my father. You have robbed and cheated for two thousand years. You expect me to be otherwise?”


			“I will mend matters. The rate will return to 1.18 percent. The underlings will receive an appreciably higher return; I will so demand. You cannot imagine how insistent are the Damarans!”


			“The truth must be known.”


			“But what of our honor?”


			“Depart Halma. Take your folk to a far planet, where none know your secret.”


			Dugald gave a cry of wild anguish. “How would I explain so drastic an act?”


			“By the truth.”


			Dugald stared Ghyl eye to eye, and Ghyl, for a strange brief instant, felt himself looking into unfathomable Damaran emptiness.


			Dugald must also have found a quality to daunt him. He turned, strode from the alcove, out into the great hall, where he climbed up on a chair. His voice rasped through the murmur, the half-heard whispers. “Listen to me! Listen, everyone! The truth must be told.”


			The company swung around in polite surprise.


			“The truth!” cried Dugald, “the truth must be told. Everyone must know at last.”


			There was silence in the hall. Dugald looked wildly right and left, struggling to bring forth words. “Two thousand years ago,” he declared, “Emphyrio delivered Fortinone from those Damaran monsters known as Wirwan.


			“Now another Emphyrio has come, to expel another race of Damaran monsters. He has insisted upon truth. Now you will hear truth.


			“Almost two thousand years ago, with Ambroy in ruins, a new set of puppets were sent from Damar. We are those puppets. We have served our masters the Damarans, and have paid to them money wrung from the toil of the underfolk. This is the truth; now that it is known the Damarans no longer can coerce us.


			“We are not lords; we are puppets.


			“We have no souls, no minds, no identities. We are synthetics.


			“We are not men, not even Damarans. Most of all, we are not lords. We are whimsies, fancies, contrivances. Honor? Our honor is as real as a wisp of smoke. Dignity? Pride? Ridiculous even to use the words.”


			Dugald pointed to Ghyl. “He came here tonight calling himself Emphyrio, impelling me to truth.


			“You have heard the truth.


			“When the truth is finally told, there is no more to say.”


			Dugald stepped down from his chair.


			The room was silent.


			A chime sounded. Lord Parnasse stirred, looked around at his guests. “The banquet awaits us.”


			Slowly the guests filed from the room. Ghyl stood aside. Shanne passed near him. She halted. “You are Ghyl. Ghyl Tarvoke.”


			“Yes.”


			“Once, long ago, you loved me.”


			“But you never loved me.”


			“Perhaps I did. Perhaps I loved you as much as I was able.”


			“It was long ago.”


			“Yes. Things are different now.” Shanne smiled politely, and gathering her skirts went her way.


			Ghyl spoke to Lord Dugald. “Tomorrow you must speak to the undermen. Tell them the truth, as you have told the truth to your own folk. Perhaps they will not tear down your towers. If they are enraged beyond control, you must be prepared to depart.”


			“Where? To the Meagher Mounts to join the Wirwans?”


			Ghyl shrugged. Lord Dugald turned, Lord Parnasse waited. They passed into the banquet hall leaving Ghyl standing alone.


			He turned and went out on the terrace, and stood for a moment looking over the ancient city which spread with faint lights glowing, to the Insse and beyond. Never had he seen so beautiful a sight.


			He went to the air-car. “Take me to the Brown Star Inn.”


			Chapter XXIV


			


			THE FOLK of Ambroy, so careful, so diligent, so frugal, were dazed for several hours after the announcement came over the Spay public announcement system. Work halted, folk went out into the streets, to look blankly into the sky toward Damar, up to the eyries on the Vashmont towers, then across town toward the Welfare Agency.


			People spoke little to each other. Occasionally someone would give a short bark of harsh laughter, then become silent once more. Folk began to drift toward the Welfare Agency and by mid-day a great crowd stood in the surrounding plaza, staring at the grim old building.


			Within was gathered the Cobol clan, holding an emergency meeting.


			The crowd began to move restlessly. There were mutters, which swelling, became a vast susurrus. Someone, perhaps a Chaoticist, threw a stone, which broke a window. A face appeared in the gap, and an arm made admonitory motions, which seemed to irritate the crowd. Before there had been hesitancy and doubt as to the role of the Agency. But the angry gestures from the window seemed to put the Agency in the camp of those who had victimized the recipients; and, after all, had not the welfare agents enforced the regulations which made the swindle possible?


			The crowd stirred; the mutter became an ugly growling sound. More rocks were thrown, more windows broken.


			A loudspeaker on the roof suddenly brayed: “Recipients! Return to your work! The Welfare Agency is studying the situation, and in due course will make the proper representations. Everyone! Disperse, depart at once: to your homes or places of work. This is an official instruction.”


			The crowd paid no heed; more rocks and bricks were thrown; and suddenly the Agency had become a place in a state of siege.


			A group of young men surged up to the locked portal, tried to force it open. Gun-fire sounded; several were laid low. The crowd pushed forward, entered the Agency through the broken windows. There was more gun-fire, but the crowd was within the building and many horrible deeds occurred. The Cobols were torn to bits, the structure put to the torch.


			Hysteria continued throughout the night. The eyries remained undamaged mainly because the mob had no feasible mode of attack. On the next day the Guild Council attempted to restore order, with some success, and the Mayor set to work organizing a militia.


			Six weeks later a hundred space-craft of every description—passenger packets, cargo vessels, space-yachts—departed Ambroy and crossed to Damar. A few Damaran were killed, a few more captured. The rest took refuge in their residences.


			A deputation of the captured Damaran was handed an ultimatum:
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			Four hours later the first precious articles began to be conveyed from the residences.


			


			In Undle Square a shrine was erected to shelter a crystal case containing the skeleton of Emphyrio. On the door of a nearby narrow-fronted house with amber glass windows hung a plaque of polished black obsidian. Silver characters read:
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			Biographical Notes





			Raphael Aloysius Lafferty (November 7, 1914–March 18, 2002) was born in Neola, Iowa, the youngest of five children; his father Hugh David Lafferty was an oil lease broker and his mother Julia Mary (Burke) Lafferty a teacher. At age four, he moved with his family to Perry, Oklahoma, and later to Tulsa, where he would live most of his life with his mother and sister Anna. After graduating from Cascia Hall Preparatory School in 1932, he attended night classes at the University of Tulsa for two years while beginning a career as an electrical supply clerk; he later completed courses in electrical engineering by correspondence, and spent a year in Washington, D.C., as a civil service messenger. Language-learning became a lifelong hobby.


			In 1942 Lafferty enlisted in the U.S. Army, serving in the 129th Anti-Aircraft Artillery Battalion in the Pacific. He returned to Tulsa in 1946, where he worked for Clark Electrical Company until his retirement in 1971. He published his first short story—“The Wagons,” in the Spring 1959 New Mexico Quarterly Review—at forty-five, and soon attracted the attention of influential editors such as Frederik Pohl, Terry Carr, Damon Knight, Robert Silverberg, and Judith Merril for his science fiction. His first novel, Past Master, appeared in 1968, followed the same year by The Reefs of Earth and Space Chantey; later novels included Fourth Mansions (1969), The Devil Is Dead (1971), Arrive at Easterwine: The Autobiography of a Ktistec Machine (1971), Okla Hannali (1972), Not to Mention Camels (1976), Archipelago (1979), Aurelia (1982), Annals of Klepsis (1983), Serpent’s Egg (1987), East of Laughter (1988), How Many Miles to Babylon? (1989), Sindbad: The 13th Voyage (1989), Dotty (1990), and More Than Mel­chisedech (1992). He began collecting his short stories with Nine Hundred Grandmothers in 1970, subsequently publishing Strange Doings (1972), Does Anyone Else Have Something Further to Add? (1974), Funnyfingers & Cabrito (1976), Apocalypses (1977), Golden Gate and Other Stories (1982), Heart of Stone, Dear and Other Stories (1983), Snake in His Bosom and Other Stories (1983), Through Elegant Eyes (1983), Ringing Changes (1984), Slippery and Other Stories (1985), The Early Lafferty (1988), The Back Door of History (1988), The Early Lafferty II (1990), Episodes of the Argo (1990), Lafferty in Orbit (1991), Mischief Malicious (And Murder Most Strange) (1991), and Iron Tears (1992). He received the 1973 Hugo Award for his short story “Eurema’s Dam.”


			Though he publicly retired from his literary career in 1984, Lafferty wrote his last stories around 1991. In 1990 he was honored with a Life Achievement Award at the World Fantasy Convention. He died in a Broken Arrow, Oklahoma, nursing home after a series of strokes. Several of his novels remain unpublished.





			Joanna Ruth Russ (February 22, 1937–April 29, 2007) was born in New York City; her parents Evarett and Bertha (Zinner) Russ were both public school teachers. Skipping three elementary grades, she entered William Howard Taft High School in the Bronx at age twelve. As a senior, in 1953, she was chosen as one of ten Westinghouse Science Talent Search winners for her project “Growth of Certain Fungi under Colored Light and in Darkness.” After her 1957 graduation from Cornell University, where she published stories and poems and studied with Vladimir Nabokov, she went on to earn an MFA in playwriting from the Yale School of Drama. She married Albert Amateau, a journalist, in 1963, and divorced in 1967. Around the same time, she began an academic career, teaching at first at Queensborough Community College (1966–70), and then at Cornell (1970–72), SUNY-Binghamton (1972–73), the University of Colorado at Boulder (1975–77), and the University of Washington, Seattle (1977–91), retiring as full professor.


			Russ made her professional SF debut with “Nor Custom Stale” in The Magazine of Fantasy and Science Fiction in 1959. Her subsequent story collections included Alyx (1976), The Zanzibar Cat (1983), Extra(ordinary) People (1984), and The Hidden Side of the Moon (1988); “When It Changed” received a Nebula Award in 1973, and “Souls,” a novella, won the 1983 Hugo and Locus Awards. She followed her first novel, Picnic on Paradise (1968), with And Chaos Died (1970), The Female Man (1975), We Who Are About To . . . (1977), Kittatinny: A Tale of Magic (juvenile, 1978), and The Two of Them (1978). In the mid-1980s, she also began writing influential reviews and essays, many of which helped to define feminist SF. Among her collections of criticism were How to Suppress Women’s Writing (1983), Magic Mommas, Trembling Sisters, Puritans & Perverts (1985), To Write Like a Woman: Essays in Feminism and Science Fiction (1995), What Are We Fighting For? Sex, Race, Class, and the Future of Feminism (1998), and The Country You Have Never Seen: Essays and Reviews (2007).


			Russ largely stopped writing in the late 1990s, citing chronic fatigue syndrome and severe back pain. In 1995 she received retrospective James Tiptree, Jr. Awards for The Female Man and “When It Changed.” She died in Tucson, Arizona, after a series of strokes, and in 2013 was posthumously inducted into the Science Fiction Hall of Fame.





			Samuel Ray Delany, Jr. (b. April 1, 1942) was born in Harlem, the eldest child of Margaret Carey (Boyd) Delany, who had worked as a court stenographer and as a senior clerk for the New York Public Library, and Samuel Ray Delany Sr., who managed a funeral home. He attended the Dalton School with his younger sister Peggy, spending summers at Camp Hill & Dale in Nassau, New York, and Camp Woodland in Phoenicia, where he picked up his lifelong nickname Chip. At the Bronx High School of Science he directed plays, won an honorable mention in the Westinghouse Science Fair for a homemade computer, and sang folk music; he began to identify as gay. After his graduation in 1960 he attended the Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference on scholarship. The next year he married high school classmate and poet Marilyn Hacker, and enrolled for a semester at the City College of New York, where he helped to edit The Promethean, a literary magazine.


			Delany published his first novel, The Jewels of Aptor, in 1962, following it with The Fall of the Towers trilogy (Captives of the Flame, 1963; The Towers of Toron, 1964; City of a Thousand Suns, 1965), The Ballad of Beta-2 (1965), and Empire Star (1966). He traveled to Texas, working on shrimp boats in the Gulf of Mexico, and then throughout Europe in 1965–66, living for several months in Greece and Turkey. Babel-17 (1966), which appeared a month after his return to New York, won a Nebula Award, as did The Einstein Intersection (1967). During the winter of 1967–68 he joined a Lower East Side commune with members of the folk-rock band Heavenly Breakfast (later writing Heavenly Breakfast: An Essay on the Winter of Love, 1979, about the experience). He won awards for his stories “Aye, and Gomorrah” (1967; Nebula) and “Time Considered as a Helix of Semi-Precious Stones” (1968; Nebula and Hugo), both subsequently collected in Driftglass (1971). He published Nova (1968), and around the same time wrote the pornographic novels Tides of Lust [Equinox] and Hogg, not printed until 1973 and 1995 respectively.


			For most of the early 1970s, Delany was at work on Dhalgren (1975), a novel that provoked controversy among genre fans and that ultimately sold over a million copies. Living alternately in San Francisco, New York, and London, he also edited Quark: A Quarterly of Speculative Fiction with Hacker (1970–71); wrote, directed, and edited experimental films, including The Orchid (1971); and in 1972 wrote two issues of the comic Wonder Woman. Separating from his wife in 1975, a year after the birth of their daughter Iva Hacker-Delany, he was appointed visiting Butler Chair Professor at SUNY-Buffalo. He published the novel Triton [Trouble on Triton] (1976); his first collection of literary criticism, The Jewel-Hinged Jaw (1977); and the first work in his Nevèrÿon series, Tales of Nevèrÿon (1979). Later additions to this series included Neveryóna or: The Tale of Signs and Cities (1983), Flight from Nevèrÿon (1985), and Return to Nevèrÿon [The Bridge of Lost Desire] (1987). In 1977 he began an eight-year relationship with singer and filmmaker Frank Romeo.


			Having held visiting fellowships at the University of Wisconsin–Milwaukee (1977), SUNY-Albany (1978), and Cornell University (1987), in 1988 Delany was appointed professor of comparative literature at the University of Massachusetts at Amherst, remaining until 1999; he later taught at SUNY-Buffalo (1998–2000) and at Temple University (2000–15), from which he retired as distinguished professor of English and creative writing. Along with collections of criticism (Starboard Wine, 1984; Silent Interviews, 1994; Longer Views, 1996; Shorter Views: Queer Thoughts & the Politics of the Paraliterary, 1999; About Writing: Seven Essays, Four Letters, & Five Interviews, 2006), he has published story collections, autobiographical and personal works (The Motion of Light in Water: Sex and Science Fiction Writing in the East Village, 1957–1965, 1988, Hugo Award; Times Square Red, Times Square Blue, 1999; 1984: Selected Letters, 2000; In Search of Silence: The Journals of Samuel R. Delany, Volume I, 1957–1969, 2017), and the novels Stars in My Pocket Like Grains of Sand (1984), They Fly at Çiron (1993), The Mad Man (1994), Phallos (2004), Dark Reflections (2007), and Through the Valley of the Nest of Spiders (2012).


			A 2002 inductee into the Science Fiction Hall of Fame and 2014 recipient of the Science Fiction Writers of America Grand Master Award, Delany has also been lauded for his contributions to LGBTQ literature, winning the Bill Whitehead Award (1993), the Kessler Award (1997), the Gaylactic Spectrum Award (2001), and the Lambda Pioneer Award (2004). In 2007 he was featured in the documentary film The Polymath, or, The Life and Opinions of Samuel R. Delany, Gentleman. He met his current partner, Dennis Rickett, in 1990, and has lived in Philadelphia since 2015.





			Jack Vance (August 28, 1916–May 26, 2013) was born John Holbrook Vance in San Francisco, the third child of five; his mother Edith (Hoef­ler) Vance, the daughter of a prominent attorney, moved the family to her father’s ranch near Oakley, California, after separating from husband Charles Albert Vance. Working in a variety of construction, mining, service, and agricultural jobs during the Depression, he entered the University of California at Berkeley in 1937, where he studied engineering, physics, and journalism, and published jazz reviews in The Daily Californian. He graduated in 1942, spending part of the previous year as an electrician’s assistant at the Honolulu Navy Yard. In 1943, memorizing the eye chart to compensate for his poor vision and pass a medical exam, he joined the Merchant Marine. His first published story, “The World-Thinker,” appeared in the August 1945 issue of Thrilling Wonder Stories, while he was at sea.


			In 1946, Vance married Berkeley student Norma Genevieve Ingold, with whom he had one son, John. He began to contribute regularly to pulp magazines, and in 1950 published The Dying Earth, an influential collection of stories set in a baroque far future; later works extended the series, including novels The Eyes of the Overworld (1966), Cugel’s Saga (1983), and Rhialto the Marvelous (1984), as well as several additional stories. After traveling through Europe in 1951–52, Vance worked briefly as a scriptwriter for the television series Captain Video and His Video Rangers, and then spent several months in Mexico, near Lago de Chapala, with fellow SF writer Frank Herbert and their respective families. He finally settled in Oakland in 1954.


			Vance’s later novels often formed a part of larger series, including the Demon Princes series beginning with The Star King and The Killing Machine (both 1964); “Planet of Adventure” beginning with City of the Chasch (1968); the Durdane trilogy beginning with The Anome (1971); the Alastor Cluster series beginning with Trullion: Alastor 2262 (1973); the Lyonesse series of fantasy novels beginning with Suldrun’s Garden (1983) and including World Fantasy Award–winning Madouc (1989); the Cadwal Chronicles beginning with Araminta Station (1987); and the Ports of Call series beginning with Ports of Call (1998). His standalone novels include To Live Forever (1956), The Languages of Pao (1957), The Dragon Masters (Hugo Award, 1963), Space Opera (1965), The Blue World (1966), The Gray Prince (1974), Maske: Thaery (1976), and Night Lamp (1996). During the 1960s, he also published several mystery novels under his given name, winning an Edgar Award for The Man in the Cage (1960).


			The effects of progressive glaucoma left Vance legally blind beginning in the 1980s, but he continued to write with the assistance of his wife, and later using special software. He received a Life Achievement Award at the 1984 World Fantasy Convention and a Science Fiction Writers of America Grand Master Award in 1997; in 2001 he was inducted into the Science Fiction Hall of Fame, and in 2010 he received his final Hugo Award, for his memoir This Is Me, Jack Vance! (or, More Properly, This Is “I”. He died in Oakland, California, at age ninety-six, surviving his wife by five years.


			Note on the Texts





			This volume collects four American science fiction novels of the 1960s: Past Master (1968) by R. A. Lafferty, Picnic on Paradise (1968) by Joanna Russ, Nova (1968) by Samuel R. Delany, and Emphyrio (1969) by Jack Vance. A companion volume in the Library of America series, American Science Fiction: Four Classic Novels, 1960–1966, includes four earlier works: The High Crusade (1960) by Poul Anderson, Way Station (1963) by Clifford D. Simak, Flowers for Algernon (1966) by Daniel Keyes, and . . . And Call Me Conrad [This Immortal] (1966) by Roger Zelazny.


			


			Past Master. The text of Past Master in the present volume has been taken from the first printing of the first edition, published by Ace Books in New York as an Ace Science Fiction Special on March 6, 1968. The novel had not been previously serialized. Subsequent printings published by Rapp & Whiting (London, 1968) as part of the Science Fiction Book Club, and by Garland (New York, 1975) in the Garland Library of Science Fiction, reproduced the original Ace typesetting in facsimile. Lafferty is not known to have sought revisions to the text of the novel when it was reissued by Ace, newly typeset, in 1977, and then reprinted in 1982; the latter edition was reproduced in facsimile in 1999 in the final printing of the novel to appear during Lafferty’s lifetime, published in Berkeley Heights, New Jersey, by Wildside Press.


			A note in Lafferty’s papers at the University of Tulsa (Department of Special Collections and University Archives, McFarlin Library) suggests that he began the novel as a short story, taken from an earlier novel written around 1964; a complete typescript of the story is among Tulsa’s holdings. Lafferty later expanded this story to novel length and sent it to Terry Carr at Ace Books, who responded in detail on April 6, 1967: though Past Master had “all the makings of a very fine sf novel,” it suffered, among other things, from sometimes “stilted, mannered, lifeless” dialogue and “too much exposition,” and it needed reworking. Lafferty submitted a revised version on May 20 (“you’ve fingered quite a few of the things that are wrong with it, and I’ve figured out several”), and on June 9, Carr agreed to publish it. While praising the book as “one of the most fascinating sf novels I’ve read in several years,” Carr asked for further revisions to the opening chapter and warned Lafferty that he expected to edit it significantly himself, offering his author the opportunity to review the text prior to typesetting, or in page proofs. Lafferty quickly revised the first chapter and “half a dozen other pages” that had been “bothering” him, and he expressed “no objection to any editing” that Carr wanted to undertake: “You can tell better than I can when I’m being redundant, and redundancy annoys me in other writers, so slash it down when it seems to need it.” He also declined to review his typescript further, or to see proofs.


			The Ace Books setting copy of Past Master, now in the Iowa Authors Manuscripts Collection at the University of Iowa, contains additions (all of them in the opening chapter), cancellations (most extensive in the second half of the novel), and corrections throughout, in Carr’s hand. Carr took the added material from Lafferty’s penultimate draft. The cancellations and corrections were his own, “aimed at smoothing out the rough spots” in Lafferty’s final typescript. Lafferty’s acceptance of Carr’s criticisms and revisions appears to have been sincere rather than expedient: interviewed in 1991, he cited Carr as one of his favorite editors, along with Horace Gold and Damon Knight. A selection of passages excised from Lafferty’s typescript appears in the Notes.


			


			Picnic on Paradise. Joanna Russ’s first novel Picnic on Paradise was “rejected by every major hardcover house” (according to Harlan Ellison’s recollection) before Terry Carr, at Ace Books in New York, sent her a contract. It was published by Ace as an Ace Science Fiction Special on July 6, 1968. A typescript of the novel now in the Joanna Russ Collection at the Browne Popular Culture Library, Bowling Green State University, heavily emended in her own hand and described as the “original ms.,” is titled “Picnic in Paradise; or, The Foolproof World.” Carr asked Russ to change this title (as Samuel R. Delany remembers Carr telling him) “so people would know it was science fiction. Otherwise they might think it was a romance.” Other differences between her early typescript and the Ace text show that the novel was further revised prior to publication, in places significantly.


			In the absence of Russ’s correspondence with her editor or intervening versions of the novel, the source of these changes and her opinion of them are unknown, but she did not alter the text of Picnic on Paradise for its subsequent appearances, including two published in London and prepared from the original New York printing plates (Macdonald & Company, 1969, and W. H. Allen/Star Books, 1976), one published in New York and newly typeset (Berkley, 1979), and several others that collected Picnic on Paradise and related stories, under the titles Alyx (Gregg Press, 1976) and The Adventures of Alyx (Timescape/Pocket Books, 1983, The Women’s Press, 1985, and Baen, 1986). The text of Picnic on Paradise in the present volume is that of the 1968 Ace first printing.


			


			Nova. Samuel R. Delany’s Nova was first published by Doubleday and Company in New York on August 2, 1968. Doubleday had offered Delany a contract for the novel on February 10 of the previous year, on the basis of a manuscript in progress. In June 1967, Delany also submitted the novel for possible serialization in Analog; as he recalled in his 1998 essay “Racism in Science Fiction,” Analog’s editor John W. Campbell told Delany’s agent that he did not feel readers “would be able to relate to a black main character,” and it was rejected.


			Since its initial printing, Nova has appeared numerous times both in the United States and in Great Britain; the text has been corrected on several occasions and modestly revised. Delany approved these corrections and revisions for an edition published by Vintage Books in 2002 and corrected through its third printing; subsequently, a correction sheet maintained with his permission by Kevin J. Ring at www.one-ringcircus.com and last updated on January 21, 2011, has listed a small handful of further errors to be corrected. The text of Nova in the present volume is that of the third printing of the Vintage Books edition and incorporates the changes listed on Delany’s correction sheet. Additional errors have been corrected with the author’s approval.


			


			Emphyrio. Jack Vance’s Emphyrio was published by Doubleday in New York on June 27, 1969, and was serialized in Fantastic in June and August of that year. The novel subsequently appeared in at least six American editions or printings during his lifetime (Dell, 1970; DAW Books, 1979; Charles F. Miller, 1995; Vance Integral Edition, 2002; ibooks, 2005; Subterranean Press, 2008) and in three British ones (Hodder and Stoughton/Coronet Books, 1980; Millennium/Orion, 1999; Gollancz, 2000). Vance is not believed to have been responsible for the minor variations noted among these texts or between magazine and book printings. He did, however, express his approval of the texts prepared for the Vance Integral Edition, a forty-four-volume set of his works published in Oakland, California, from 1999 to 2006. Emphyrio appeared as volume 20 of the Vance Integral Edition in 2002.


			Arguing that Vance “would often comply with a publisher’s request for changes, but without enthusiasm, and minimally, making the fewest changes to the text that he could consistent with satisfying the publisher’s requirement,” and that Vance reviewed proofs of his works without great care, when he did at all, Alun Hughes explains that the Vance Integral Edition aimed to restore Vance’s works “to the state intended by their author,” and wherever possible to remove “editorial improvements” to his original typescripts. In the case of Emphyrio, the Vance Integral Edition achieved this aim by returning to the publisher’s setting copy of the novel (now in the Howard Gotlieb Archival Research Center at Boston University) and undoing emendations made by the Doubleday copy editor, except those correcting obvious errors. Few of these emendations involved substantive, verbal revision; the great majority were to accidentals, including punctuation, hyphenation, and capitalization. The text of Emphyrio in the present volume is that of the 2002 Vance Integral Edition.


			


			This volume presents the texts of the original printings chosen for inclusion here, further corrected with the author’s permission in the case of Nova, but it does not attempt to reproduce nontextual features of their typographic design. The texts are reprinted without change, except for the correction of typographical errors. Spelling, punctuation, and capitalization are often expressive features and are not altered, even when inconsistent or irregular. The following is a list of typographical errors corrected, cited by page and line number of the hardcover edition: 7.2, his; 7.14, others’; 8.8, not, Kingmaker; 23.9, delirum; 24.36, ravel.; 29.14, irredentada; 52.9, contuming; 56.25, ot?; 63.33, mass.”; 67.21 (and passim), heros; 85.16, auger.; 89.28, this were; 95.20, saing; 106.34, trapezus; 109.24, mountain; 114.12, campagined,; 114.30, trememdous; 117.14, stewart; 120.25, one.; 125.1, then did; 133.13, himself. It; 142.15, our; 150.18, concensus; 151.31, Act,”; 155.37–38, found about; 157.22, “Veto”; 163.22, behind hit,; 167.28, that; 171.9, outside. And; 172.1, neucleo-physics; 177.26, of of; 180.5, real hand; 214.24, kennels,”; 269.27, Gunner; 278.16, on.”; 303.26, don’t.”; 310.12, eye.; 310.13, his; 310.14, faceplate while; 311.29, his saw; 322.40, Mouse,; 353.34, Mayham’s; 360.36–37, returrned.; 474.7, fall; 487.28, time. Thet; 536.4, spaceport,; 547.25, third level; 624.38, wisnets!; 626.16, crochet,.
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			In the notes below, the reference numbers denote page and line of the hardcover edition; the line count includes titles and headings but not blank lines. For further information on the lives and works of the writers included, and references to other studies, see Douglas Barbour, Worlds Out of Words: The SF Novels of Samuel R. Delany (Frome, UK: Bran’s Head, 1979); Jeanne Cortiel, Demand My Writing: Joanna Russ/Feminism/Science Fiction (Liverpool, UK: Liver­pool University Press, 1999); Samuel R. Delany, The Jewel-Hinged Jaw: Notes on the Language of Science Fiction (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2011); Samuel R. Delany (Kenneth R. James, ed.), In Search of Silence: The Journals of Samuel R. Delany, Volume 1, 1957–1969 (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2016); R. A. Lafferty, Cranky Old Man from Tulsa: Interviews with R. A. Lafferty (Weston, Ontario: United Mythologies Press, 1990); Guy H. Lillian III, ed., At the Sleepy Sailor: A Tribute to R. A. Lafferty (New Orleans: The Sons of the Sand, 1979); Farah Mendlesohn, ed., On Joanna Russ (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 2009); Jack Rawlins, Demon Prince: The Dissonant Worlds of Jack Vance (San Bernardino, CA: Borgo Press, 1986); Jack Vance, This Is Me, Jack Vance! (Or, More Properly, This Is “I”) (Burton, MI: Subterranean Press, 2009).





PAST MASTER


			10.37 lorica] Body armor.


			25.36 Holbein’s portrait] Hans Holbein the Younger (c. 1497–1543) painted More in 1527.


			29.14–15 miserere mihi Domine!] Latin: Lord have mercy!


			31.28 I’ve seen him.”] In Lafferty’s original typescript of Past Master, the dialogue continues:


			


			

			“Paul, do you know why I fell out of King Henry’s favor?”


			“It had to do with the authority that the papacy should or should not have over the realm, I believe.”


			“Nowp, that was only a contrived excuse. I threw him at wrestling, and the puffy oaf fancies himself a scuffler.” Then Major added words to this statement, so that Paul had to remonstrate with him.


			“The four-letter Anglo-Saxon words went out of polite conversation about a hundred years after your death, Thomas. Gentlemen no longer use them, either here or on Astrobe.”


			“Why, what words are those, Paul?” Major asked in his innocence. So Paul named him six of them which Major had managed with facility to employ all in the same sentence.


			“Are you daft, Paul? Those are not Anglo-Saxon words at all. Three of them we have from the early Danes, two of them we have from the Normans, and one of them is low Latin. Having corrected that, I suppose it is all right that I continue to use them?”


			“Everything you do is all right with me,” Paul said. “But they would not be in accord with the image we are trying to present you under.”


			


			


			44.24 fawney man] A confidence man selling supposedly “discovered” gilt rings as gold.


			45.9 electrum] A term describing several metal alloys or, less frequently, amber.


			46.11 draiocht] Magic, enchantment, Druidic art.


			56.7–8 Mother Carey’s own chicken] In British nautical usage, storm pet­rels were known as “Mother Carey’s chickens,” and Mother Carey, a corruption of mater cara (precious mother), personified the sea. See, for instance, John Masefield’s poem “Mother Carey” (Salt Water Ballads, 1902), in which Mother Carey is “the mother o’ the wrecks, ’n’ the mother / Of all big winds as blow,” and a companion of Davy Jones.


			59.8–9 the Camiroi and Puca] Alien cultures described in Lafferty’s stories “Primary Education of the Camiroi” (1966) and “Polity and Custom of the Camiroi” (1967), and his novel The Reefs of Earth (1968).


			69.16 fan-tan] A Chinese game of chance.


			70.10 chine] Spine.


			74.12 concentus] A word ordinarily referring to a harmonious combination of sounds.


			79.27 Babes in the Woods] A traditional British folktale.


			90.27 Taibhse] Irish: ghost, apparition.


			110.17 scurrae] Latin: dandies, jokers.


			119.26 rale] An abnormal breath sound.


			120.5–8 “Deus, qui . . . efficiamur et simus.”] From a Latin Mass for the traditional feast day of Saints John Fisher and Thomas More: “O God, who didst raise up Thy blessed martyrs, John and Thomas, from among the English to be the defenders of the true faith and of the primacy of the holy Roman Church, grant that through thy merits and prayers, we may all become and remain one by the profession of the same faith.”


			123.4 doxie] Mistress, female prostitute.


			133.10–11 things fought in his mind.] An excised paragraph follows in the typescript setting copy of Past Master:


			


			

			“For my past attitudes and errors I should have been barred from the Great Thing,” he spoke again to himself, “but the merging all-everything is all merciful. But I’m puzzled. Who saw it and who did not? Did it haunt any of the others? Did they suspect that it could happen? Aristocles and Aristotle, did they take it for gold or for fools’ gold, for they both touched on it. Did Frankie-boy who followed me in England take it for burlesque or for true vision? The French Francis who was a boy when I was a man, I know it was a great joke to him; he’d never let it haunt him. He was not one to be intimidated by his own giants. But the French Peter of a later date, he at least took it deadly serious, with the seriousness that they have only in Hell—or in Golden Astrobe. What a shriveled thing it does become when it is taken seriously! I know that the Butler fellow took it for burlesque. Damn all Utopias to Hell anyhow! But they are hells, what is the proper name of them. I made up a hell for the sneering fun of it, and now I must fry in it?”


			


			


			136.39 rechabitism] The practice of abstaining from alcohol.


			143.18–19 a jealous maw.”] In the typescript setting copy of Past Master, two excised paragraphs follow:


			


			

			“Yes, the men of Cathead did revolt, blindly and ineptly,” Northprophet said, “and they are about to be finished. Your real mission here is to persuade them to give up, to cease marring the wonderful ways of Astrobe. It was believed that they would tie onto you as a hero, the one honest man, and would give up when you told them that it was hopeless. That, however, was the plan of those certain human leaders who resemble us, but not closely enough. We have our own ways of handling it. You cannot realize it from your archac viewpoint, Thomas, but nine out of ten Astrobe humans will see nothing wrong with our programs even if they understand it. ‘Why not?’ they will say. ‘Sure, phase us out. What’s the use of life? If we believed that we were more than machines we would not be what we are.’ They will really accept it in this manner, Major. Men created us in more ways than one, you see. For they also have altered themselves to be very like us. They have been shaping themselves in our image for centuries, before they even thought of making us concrete things. Why not? Given the main premise, why not accept its conclusion. They shall have the great emptiness that they really desired for so long.”


			“We tell you this, Major, because you cannot block us. And we will enjoy any futile attempts that you may make. You are one of the last of the transcendent men, a thing that we do not believe in. It is true that you say you are so only for a little while in the morning, but we have to regard you for it. Our automatic killers strike down all who have the transcendent smell on them. You block them because you are a freak of time. They have chopped down all except the besieged pockets in Cathead and the Barrio, and a very few slippery men.”


			


			


			143.26–27 nothing at all,” Pottscamp said.] In the typescript setting copy of Past Master, two excised paragraphs follow:


			


			

			“So, the pack of you were modeled on the libs,” Major said. “And they were Programmed Persons from the beginning. It is most odd that they should come to the fore beyond honest men, but false coin always drives out good. It’s true that they were always machine-things in their minds, and now they are the majority. Concatenated chowder-heads they are! They walk in lock-step and they bleat in unison! The sick twang of their falsetto chorus curdles the heavens. Fools’ fools they are.”


			“Watch your talk,” said Holygee, “or I shall torture you in your brain with my extension. They are our fathers. They are our brothers, and we go into loving oblivion with them. And they are not all fools. Some of them have been very shrewd or they would not have come to the fore beyond divergent men. The bulk of folk, Major, has always been manipulated by a small number of astute men. And now the folk, in their terminal days, are manipulated by a small number of astute machines—ourselves and no more than a hundred others.”


			


			


			146.15 two thousand year interval.] In the typescript setting copy of Past Master, two excised paragraphs follow:


			


			

			It was for convenience that the First Year of Astrobe had been set at the two-thousand-and-first year of Earth era. This was supposed to mark the first viable Astrobe settlement—but it was not accurate. Actually, John Chancel was dead when the follow-up party returned to Astrobe right at the start of Earth year 2002. But a legend was created that he still lived at the time of that return, that with his dying words he passed on the torch of settlement to the return party. Those burning and dedicated, but never uttered words, are known to all. “I’ve had it, boys,” John Chancel was supposed to have said as he died, but in reality he had been dead about a month.


			Nevertheless, they set the count that way. It was neater to have an even two thousand year interval than a two thousand and one year interval. It was neater to have it that way, but it took a trick to keep it that way.


			


			


			150.38 why he passed it at all.] In the typescript setting copy of Past Master three excised paragraphs follow:


			


			

			The Voracious Money Bill came through, amended, detailed, ridered, and supplemented. The original Voracious Money Bill, which the Lawmasters had sent back for improvement, had intended to stop money from eating up men and planets. The astute advisors, human, programmed, and outright-machine, pronounced the amended bill as the finest bill ever. Major understood correctly that the riders voided the bill itself, and turned it into a nothing bill. Money would remain as voracious as ever, and Major didn’t know how to curb it. Neither, he said, did Kingmaker.


			“Economics had the opportunity of becoming the First Science, thousands of years ago,” Kingmaker said. “She muffed that opportunity, again and again. She missed being the first science. She remains the Last Sorcery. I don’t understand the stuff at all, myself.”


			But he must have understood it a little, for he was the richest man in the Worlds. Thomas Major signed the Voracious Money Bill into law.


			


			


			154.14 Will you sign it.”] In the typescript setting copy of Past Master, the following dialogue has been excised:


			


			

			“Kingmaker, there has always existed the ‘Dialog of the Two Worlds.’ Why end it?”


			“It’s ended itself. One of the worlds died, or was shown as never having existed at all. But the Two Worlds of the Dialog were never the Material World and the so-called Spiritual World. Those were only symbol words. It was the dialog between the more grossly material world, and the creative or artistic and inventive world, and spiritual was but a fanciful word for the latter group; it meant the material things that soar and climb, but the material nonetheless. Now the dialog has ended in any case. We are all of us material and creative and artistic and inventive at the same time, and much more, for we are perfected. There is nothing beyond us, nor could there be. Will you sign it tomorrow, a bill of its own, clear and uncompromised?”


			


			


			155.20 nothing here which is living.”] The typescript setting copy of Past Master continues with the following cancelled text:


			


			

			“No, not even twelve mustered for the end of the thing. In any case, the Metropolitan hadn’t been appointed at all. In five hundred years, not one Metropolitan has been correctly appointed. The first one died on his trip to Astrobe. Communication between the Metropolitans and the Papacy on Earth has always taken eleven years round trip; they are limited to light speed, they aren’t permitted Hopp Equation travel or communication. No communication has ever been completed. Either the Metropolitan or the Pope dies in the interim. A conversation cannot be carried out if one party drops dead every time before his hello is answered. Well, one provision of this proposal is that we take the space telephone away from them. We forbid an intercourse that has no meaning.”


			“Why,” Major asked. “Isn’t it that you fear it still ties us to the only thing that has any meaning at all? Like the programmed, you’d exile all meaning. If the proposal is harmless, as you say it is, so are the practices against which it is directed. But there’s a curious fact which you forget. Every Metropolitan has taken office on the day of the death of his predecessor, and there has never been any doubt as to who the new Metropolitan should be. In every case, the Papal appointment was later found to have been made on that very day, five and a half years before the Pope could have known of the death of the old Metropolitan by natural means. And in every case, the new Metropolitan set down in his day book the exact words of his appointment, five and a half years before he receives them. It is clear that they do have dialog. For some reason, you wish that they hadn’t.”


			“That’s the stuff legends are made of,” Kingmaker said sourly.


			“So am I,” said Major. “And a new Metropolitan has been appointed while we talk here. And he was not one of the four last followers. He was a priest who apostacized thirty years ago, and is now called back to this thing.”


			“Who has told you that nonsense, Major? A bird?” Proctor mocked.


			“No. An ansel. Your pushing for this ban interests me.”


			


			


			164.13 “Blessed be this rum,” said Evita.] A cancelled passage follows in the Past Master setting copy:


			


			

			Then Evita told the story of the rather stiff men who died and came up to Heaven. Now it is a fact (you have heard it before, we’re sure, but you may have forgotten it) that no stiff person can enter Heaven. The unbending ones go to Hell, or they loosen up a little. It is harder for one of them to enter than for a man with the bongo to go through the camel’s eye.


			So a bunch of the boys and girls up there thought they’d have some fun with him, get him to loosen up a little, and maybe even save his soul.


			“Mount upon this blessed donkey,” Saint Jerome told him; and they brought a big razorback hog that would almost cut a man in two. “And on it you will ride into the Kingdom where you will find a Mansion prepared for you,” said Saint Bosco. “I appreciate the honor,” the stiff man said, “but I never saw a donkey with a snout on him like that.” “Naturally not,” said Saint Klingensmith, “that is his tail.”


			So they set the man on the razorback hog backwards, tied him onto it with a tarred rope, and put a hood over his head—“lest the great light blind you,” Saint Polycarp said. Then Saint Isidore of Seville doused the hog in the rump with kerosene, and Saint Aloysius touched a match to it; and the hog took off down a dry-weather creek, snorting angelic noises.


			“Glory to Gabriel!” the stiff man shouted. “The donkey seems to be blowing fire out of his mouth and running backwards. Are you sure this is the way one rides into Heaven?” “Tell you what, man,” Saint Anastasia called after him, “there’s a low culvert ahead, and that’s a dry-weather creek your donkey’s charging down. You’d better loosen up, or there’ll be Hell to pay.”


			The hog had almost gone into orbit, when man and razorback hit that low culvert over Lost Soul Creek. And they splattered. All that was left of the two of them Saint Zephyrinus gathered up in a cigar box. “Ah well, bring it in,” said the Lord. “I don’t know which is man and which is hog, but, whatever it is, it’s loose enough now.”


			“Blessed be this rum,” said Foreman. “And who told you that story, Evita?”


			“It was Mary told it to me. We archetypes get together sometimes and talk.”


			


			


			173.1 Barnabas] An early disciple of Christ and later Catholic saint.


			180.2–3 Pater, in manus tuas—] Father, into your hands–– (echoing Christ’s last words on the cross; see Luke 23:46).





PICNIC ON PARADISE


			214.17 crams,”] Masses of dough or paste used for stuffing fowl.


			275.37–39 I care for nobody . . . for me.] See “The Miller of Dee” or “The Jolly Miller,” an English folk song originally published in the ballad opera Love in a Village (1762), with music by Thomas Arne (1710–1778) and lyrics by Isaac Bickerstaffe (1733–1812).





NOVA


			288.2 Bernard and Iva Kay] Delany met Bernard Kenneth Kay (1908–1982), an openly gay psychologist and former actor, and his wife Ivanetta (Fecteau) Kay (1911–2001), executive secretary of the Junior Leagues of America, while he was in high school; Bernard became a mentor and lifelong friend.


			289.3–4 Helen Adam and Russell FitzGerald] Adam (1909–1993), a poet, playwright, and collage artist, and FitzGerald (1932–1978), a painter and illustrator, have both been associated with the San Francisco Renaissance. Delany wrote Nova, in part, in FitzGerald’s basement studio in the East Village, known as “the Black Studio,” and FitzGerald provided the illustration that appears on the dust jacket of the novel’s first edition.


			296.28 dolmushes] Shared minibus taxis, common in Turkey.


			298.35 olid] Fetid.


			300.18 salep] A Turkish beverage made from milk, rice flour, sugar, and rosewater.


			314.25 Bertrand Russell, Susanne Langer] Russell (1872–1970) was a British mathematician, philosopher, and essayist, and Langer (1895–1985) an American philosopher, the author of Philosophy in a New Key: A Study in the Symbolism of Reason, Rite, and Art (1942), Feeling and Form: A Theory of Art (1953), Philosophical Sketches (1962), and other works.


			353.4 hobenstocks.] According to Delany, “a kind of mountain climbing cleat.”


			356.6–9 the queen of a worldwide cosmetics industry . . . Paris pied à terre] Helena Rubinstein (1872–1965) built a block of apartments on Île Saint-Louis in 1935, occupying its top floor on visits to Paris.


			358.18 a Byrd pavane] English composer William Byrd (c. 1539/40–1623) wrote several pavans, among which his “Pavan and Galliard––the Earle of Salisbury,” first printed in Parthenia (1611), is most often played.


			358.21–22 the Mamas and the Papas] An American folk-rock group active from 1965 to 1971.


			386.3 Maxwell’s demon] A theoretical entity able to separate hot from cold gas molecules in a closed system by opening and closing a gate, decreasing entropy and violating the second law of thermodynamics; initially proposed as a thought experiment by Scottish physicist James Clerk Maxwell (1831–1897), in his Theory of Heat (1872), and characterized as a “demon” by Lord Kelvin (1824–1907).


			390.40 the Book of Thoth, as someone called them] A tarot deck designed from 1937 to 1943 by artist Lady Frieda Harris (1877–1962) and occultist Aleister Crowley (1875–1947), both English; Crowley described the theory and use of the cards in The Book of Thoth: A Short Essay on the Tarot of the Egyptians (1944).


			392.30–31 a highly Christianized set . . . William Butler Yeats] In 1909, illustrator Pamela Colman Smith (1878–1951) and occultist A. E. Waite (1857–1942) published a tarot deck for use by fellow members of the Hermetic Society of the Golden Dawn, among them the poet William Butler Yeats (1865–1939), who knew both.


			406.35–36 Spengler and Toynbee] Oswald Spengler (1880–1936) and Arnold J. Toynbee (1889–1975), both historians concerned with the rise and fall of civilizations, the former German and the latter English.


			430.24 decalcomania] Transfer-printed designs.


			430.40 ‘The Darktown Strutters’ Ball’] Popular song by Shelton Brooks (1886–1975), first published in 1917 and subsequently recorded by a wide variety of artists.


			454.1 agenbite of inwit] Remorse of conscience; literally, “again-biting of inner wit,” from a Middle English phrase revived in James Joyce’s Ulysses (1922).


			460.24–25 the Van Meegeren forgeries?] The Dutch painter Han van Meegeren (1889–1947) confessed to forgery in 1945, after being charged as a collaborator for selling a supposed Vermeer to Hermann Göring; he was subsequently revealed to have sold forgeries of many paintings.


			473.6 Murano] Glass produced on Murano, a group of islands just outside of Venice.


			480.27 kohled] Decorated with kohl, an ancient cosmetic.


			511.10 skeel] A coinage of Vance’s; in his later novel Cugel’s Saga (1983), skeel is included in a list of rare woods.


			525.32 saltants] Dancers, leapers.


			531.1–2 brummagem] Counterfeit, tawdry.


			623.4 dominoes] Half-masks, sometimes with an attached veil or cloak, worn at masquerade balls.


			625.40 morion] Visorless helmet.


			708.6 fosse] Ditch, moat.
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