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1
No Truce With Kings

“Song, Charlie! Give’s a song!"”

“Yay, Charlie!”

The whole mess was drunk, and the junior
officers at the far end of the table were only some-
what noisier than their seniors near the colonel.
Rugs and hangings could not much muffle the
racket, shouts, stamping boots, thump of fists on
oak and clash of cups raised aloft, that rang from
wall to stony wall. High up among shadows that
hid the rafters they hung from, the regimental
banners stirred in a draft, as if to join the chaos.
Below, the light of bracketed lanterns and
bellowing fireplace winked on trophies and
weapons.

Autumn comes early on Echo Summit, and it
was storming outside, wind-hoot past the watch-
towers and rain-rush in the courtyards, an under-
tone that walked through the buildings and down
all corridors, as if the story were true that the
unit’'s dead came out of the cemetery each
September Nineteenth night and tried to join the
celebration but had forgotten how. No one let it
bother him, here or in the enlisted barracks,
except maybe the hex major. The Third Division,
the Catamounts, was best known as the most
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12 WINNERS

riotous gang in the Army of the Pacific States of
America, and of its regiments the Rolling Stones
who held Fort Nakamura were the wildest.

“Go on, boy! Lead off. You've got the closest
thing to a voice in the whole goddamn Sierra,”
Colonel Mackenzie called. He loosened the collar
of his black dress tunic and lounged back, legs
asprawl, pipe in one hand and beaker of whiskey
in the other: a thickset man with blue wrinkle-
meshed eyes in a battered face, his cropped hair
turned gray but his mustache still arrogantly red.

“Charlie is my darlin’, my darlin’, my darlin’,”
sang Captain Hulse. He stopped as the noise
abated a little. Young Lieutenant Amadeo got up,
grinned, and launched into one they well knew.

"I am a Catamountain, I guard a border pass.
And every time I venture out, the cold will
freeze m—"

“Colonel, sir. Begging your pardon.”

Mackenzie twisted around and looked into the
face of Sergeant Irwin. The man’s expression
shocked him. “Yes?”

“I am a bloody hero, a decorated vet:
The Order of the Purple Shaft, with pineapple
clusters yet!”

“Message just come in; sir. Major Speyer asks to
see you right away."”

Speyer, who didn’'t like being drunk, had
volunteered for duty tonight; otherwise men drew
lots for it on a holiday. Remembering the last
word from San Francisco, Mackenzie grew chill.

The mess bawled forth the chorus, not noticing



No Truce With Kings 13
when the colonel knocked out his pipe and rose.

"The guns go boom! Hey, tiddley boom!
The rockets vroom, the arrows zoom.
From slug to slug is damn small room.
Get me out of here and back to the good old
womb!
(Hey, doodle dee day!)”

All right-thinking Catamounts maintained that
they could operate better with the booze sloshing
up to their eardrums than any other outfit cold
sober. Mackenzie ignored the tingle in his veins;
forgot it. He walked a straight line to the door,
automatically taking his sidearm off the rack as he
passed by. The song pursued him into the hall.

"For maggots in the rations, we hardly ever lack.
You bite into a sandwich and the sandwich
bites right back.
The coffee is the finest grade of Sacramento
mud.
The ketchup's good in combat, though, for
simulating blood.
(Cho-orus!)
The drums go bump! Ah-tumpty-tump!
The bugles make like Gabri-l's trump—""

Lanterns were far apart in the passage.
Portraits of former commanders watched the
colonel and the sergeant from eyes that were
hidden in grotesque darkness. Footfalls clattered
too loudly here.

"“I've got an arrow in my rump.
Right about and rearward, heroes, on the jump!
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(Hey, doodle dee day!)”

Mackenzie went between a pair of fieldpieces
flanking a stairway—they had been captured at
Rock Springs during the Wyoming War, a gener-
ation ago—and upward. There was more distance
between places in this keep than his legs liked at
their present age. But it was old, had been added
to decade by decade; and it needed to be massive,
chiseled and mortared from Sierra granite, for it
guarded a key to the nation. More than one army
had broken against its revetments, before the
Nevada marches were pacified, and more young
men than Mackenzie wished to think about had
gone from this base to die among angry strangers.

But she’s never been attacked from the west.
God, or whatever you are, you can spare her that,
can’t you?

The command office was lonesome at this hour.
The room where Sergeant Irwin had his desk lay
so silent: no clerks pushing pens, no messengers
going in or out, no wives making a splash of color
with their dresses as they waited to see the colonel
about some problem down in the Village. When he
opened the door to the inner room, though,
Mackenzie heard the wind shriek around the angle
of the wall. Rain slashed at the black windowpane
and ran down in streams which the lanterns
turned molten.

“Here the colonel is, sir,” Irwin said in an
uneven voice. He gulped and closed the door
behind Mackenzie.

Speyer stood by the commander’s desk. It was a
beat-up old object with little upon it: an inkwell, a
letter basket, an interphone, a photograph of
Nora, faded in these dozen years since her death.
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The major was a tall and gaunt man, hook-nosed,
going bald on top. His uniform always looked un-
pressed, somehow. But he had the sharpest brain
in the Cats, Mackenzie thought; and Christ, how
could any man read as many books as Phil did!
Officially he was the adjutant, in practice the chief
adviser.

“Well?”" Mackenzie said. The alcohol did not
seem to numb him, rather make him too acutely
aware of things: how the lanterns smelled hot
(when would they get a big enough generator to
run electric lights?), and the floor was hard under
his feet, and a crack went through the plaster of
the north wall, and the stove wasn’t driving out
much of the chill. He forced bravado, stuck
thumbs in belt and rocked back on his heels.
“Well, Phil, what’s wrong now?"’

“Wire from Frisco,” Speyer said. He had been
folding and unfolding a piece of paper, which he
handed over.

“Huh? Why not a radio call?”

“Telegram's less likely to be intercepted. This
one’s in code, at that. Irwin decoded it for me.”

“What the hell kind of nonsense is this?”

“Have a look, Jimbo, and you'll find out. It’s for
you, anyway. Direct from GHQ.”

Mackenzie focused on Irwin’s scrawl. The usual
formalities of an order; then:

You are hereby notified that the Pacific states
Senate has passed a bill of impeachment
against Owen Brodsky, formerly Judge of the
Pacific States of America, and deprived him of
office. As of 2000 hours this date, former Vice
Humphrey Fallon is Judge of the PSA in
accordance with the Law of Succession. The
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existence of dissident elements constituting a
public danger has made it necessary for Judge
Fallon to put the entire nation under martial
law, effective at 2100 hours this date. You are
therefore issued the following instructions:

1. The above intelligence is to be held strictly
confidential until an official proclamation is
made. No person who has received knowledge
in the course of transmitting this message shall
divulge same to any other person whatsoever.
Violators of this section and anyone thereby
receiving information shall be placed
immediately in solitary confinement to await
court-martial.

2. You will sequestrate all arms and ammu-
nition except for ten percent of available stock,
and keep same under heavy guard.

3. You will keep all men in the Fort
Nakamura area until you are relieved. Your
relief is Colonel Simon Hollis, who will start
from San Francisco tomorrow morning with
one battalion. They are expected to arrive at
Fort Nakamura in five days, at which time you
will surrender your command to him. Colonel
Hollis will designate those officers and enlisted
men who are to be replaced by members of his
battalion, which will be integrated into the
regiment. You will lead the men replaced back
to San Francisco and report to Brigadier
General Mendoza at New Fort Baker. To avoid
provocations, these men will be disarmed
except for officers’ sidearms.

4. For your private information, Captain
Thomas Danielis has been appointed senior
aide to Colonel Hollis.
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5. You are again reminded that the Pacific
States of America are under martial law
because of a national emergency. Complete
loyalty to the legal government is required. Any
mutinous talk must be severely punished.
Anyone giving aid or comfort to the Brodsky
faction is guilty of treason and will be dealt
with accordingly.

Gerald O’Donnell, Gen. APSA, CINC

Thunder went off in the mountains like
artillery. It was a while before Mackenzie stirred,
and then merely to lay the paper on his desk. He
could only summon feeling slowly, up into a
hollowness that filled his skin.

“They dared,” Speyer said without tone. “They
really did.”

“Huh?” Mackenzie swiveled eyes around to the
major’s face. Speyer didn’t meet that stare. He
was concentrating his own gaze on his hands,
which were now rolling a cigarette. But the words
jerked from him, harsh and quick:

“I can guess what happened. The warhawks
have been hollering for impeachment ever since
Brodsky compromised the border dispute with
West Canada. And Fallon, yeah, he’s got ambitions
of his own. But his partisans are a minority and he
knows it. Electing him Vice helped soothe the
warhawks some, but he’'d never make Judge the
regular way, because Brodsky isn’t going to die of
old age before Fallon does, and anyhow more than
fifty percent of the Senate are sober, satisfied
bossmen who don't agree that the PSA has a divine
mandate to reunify the continent. I don’t see how
an impeachment could get through an honestly
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convened Senate. More likely they’d vote out
Fallon.”

“But a Senate had been called,” Mackenzie said.
The words sounded to him like someone else talk-
ing. “The newscasts told us.”

“Sure. Called for yesterday ‘to debate ratifi-
cation of the treaty with West Canada.’ But the
bossmen are scattered up and down the country,
each at his own Station. They have to get to San
Francisco. A couple of arranged delays—hell, if a
bridge just happened to be blown on the Boise
railroad, a round dozen of Brodsky’s staunchest
supporters wouldn’t arrive on time—so the Senate
has a quorum, all right, but every one of Fallon's
supporters are there, and so many of the rest are
missing that the warhawks have a clear majority.
Then they meet on a holiday, when no cityman is
paying attention. Presto, impeachment and a new
Judge!” Speyer finished his cigarette and stuck it
between his lips while he fumbled for a match. A
muscle twitched in his jaw.

“You sure?”’ Mackenzie mumbled. He thought
dimly that this moment was like one time he’d
visited Puget City and been invited for a sail on the
Guardian’s yacht, and a fog had closed in. Every-
thing was cold and blind, with nothing you could
catch in your hands.

“Of course I'm not sure!” Speyer snarled.
“Nobody will be sure till it’s too late.” The match-
box shook in his grasp.

“They, uh, they got a new Cinc too, I noticed.”

“Uh-huh. They’d want to replace everybody they
can’t trust, as fast as possible, and De Barros was
a Brodsky appointee.” The match flared with a
hellish scrit. Speyer inhaled till his cheeks
collapsed. “You and me included, naturally. The
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regiment reduced to minimum armament so that
nobody will get ideas about resistance when the
new colonel arrives. You'll note he’s coming with
a battalion at his heels just the same, just in case.
Otherwise he could take a plane and be here
tomorrow.”

“Why not a train?”’ Mackenzie caught a whiff of
smoke and felt for his pipe. The bowl was hot in
his tunic pocket.

“Probably all rolling stock has to head north.
Get troops among the bossmen there to forestall a
revolt. The valleys are safe enough, peaceful
ranchers and Esper colonies. None of them’ll pot-
shot Fallonite soldiers marching to garrison Echo
and Donner outposts.” A dreadful scorn weighted
Speyer’s words.

“What are we going to do?”

“I assume Fallon’s take-over followed legal
forms; that there was a quorum,” Speyer said.
“Nobody will ever agree whether it was really
Constitutional . . . I've been reading this damned
message over and over since Irwin decoded it.
There’s a lot between the lines. I think Brodsky’s
at large, for instance. If he were under arrest this
would’ve said as much, and there’d have been less
worry about rebellion. Maybe some of his
household troops smuggled him away in time.
He’ll be hunted like a jackrabbit, of course.”

Mackenzie took out his pipe but forgot he had
done so. “Tom'’s coming with our replacements,”
he said thinly.

“Yeah. Your son-in-law. That was a smart touch,
wasn’'t it? A kind of hostage for your good
behavior, but also a back-hand promise that you
and yours won'’t suffer if you report in as ordered.
Tom'’s a good kid. He'll stand by his own.”
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“This is his regiment too,” Mackenzie said. He
squared his shoulders. “He wanted to fight West
Canada, sure. Young and...and a lot of
Pacificans did get killed in the Idaho Panhandle
during the skirmishes. Women and kids among
‘em.”’

“Well,” Speyer said, ‘'you’re the colonel, Jimbo.
What should we do?”

“Oh, Jesus, I don’t know. I'm nothing but a
soldier.” The pipestem broke in Mackenzie's
fingers. “But we're not some bossman’s personal
militia here. We swore to support the
Constitution.”

“I can’t see where Brodsky’s yielding some of
our claims in Idaho is grounds for impeachment. I
think he was right.”.

“Well—"

“A coup d’etat by any other name would stink as
bad. You may not be much of a student of current
events, Jimbo, but you know as well as I do what
Fallon’s Judgeship will mean. War with West
Canada is almost the least of it. Fallon also stands
for a strong central government. He'll find ways to
grind down the old bossman families. A lot of their
heads and scions will die in the front lines; that
stunt goes back to David and Uriah. Others will be
accused of collusion with the Brodsky people—
not altogether falsely—and impoverished by fines.
Esper communities will get nice big land grants,
so their economic competition can bankrupt still
other estates. Later wars will keep bossmen away
for years at a time, unable to supervise their own
affairs, which will therefore go to the devil. And
thus we march toward the glorious goal of Reuni-
fication.”

“If Esper Central favors him, what can we do?
I've heard enough about psi blasts. I can’t ask my
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men to face them.”

“You could ask your men to face the Hellbomb
itself, Jimbo, and they would. A Mackenzie has
commanded the Rolling Stones for over fifty
years."”

“Yes. I thought Tom, someday—"

“We've watched this brewing for a long time.
Remember the talk we had about it last week?”

“Uh-huh.”

“I might also remind you that the Constitution
was written explicitly ‘to confirm the separate
regions in their ancient liberties.’ "’

“Let me alone!” Mackenzie shouted. "I don’t
know what’s right or wrong, I tell you! Let me
alone!”

Speyer fell silent, watching him through a
screen of foul smoke. Mackenzie walked back and
forth a while, boots slamming the floor like drum-
beats. Finally he threw the broken pipe across the
room so it shattered.

“Okay.” He must ram each word past the
tension in his throat. “Irwin’s a good man who can
keep his lipbuttoned. Send him out to cut the tele-
graph line a few miles downhill. Make it look as if
the storm did it. The wire breaks often enough,
heaven knows. Officially, then, we never got
GHQ'’s message. That gives us a few days to con-
tact Sierra Command HQ. I won’t go against
General Cruikshank . . . but I'm pretty sure which
way he'll go if he sees a chance. Tomorrow we
prepare for action. It’ll be no trick to throw back
Hollis’ battalion, and they’ll need a while to bring
some real strength against us. Before then the
first snow should be along, and we'll be shut off for
the winter. Only we can use skis and snowshees,
ourselves, to keep in touch with the other units
and organize something. By spring—we’ll see
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what happens.”

“Thanks, Jimbo.” The wind almost drowned
Speyer’'s words.

“I'd ... I'd better go tell Laura.”

“Yeah.” Speyer squeezed Mackenzie’s shoulder.
There were tears in the major’s eyes.

Mackenzie went out with parade-ground steps,
ignoring Irwin: down the hall, down a stairway at
its other end, past guarded doors where he
returned salutes without really noticing, and so to
his own quarters in the south wing.

His daughter had gone to sleep already. He took
a lantern off its hook in his bleak little parlor, and
entered her room. She had come back here while
her husband was in San Francisco.

For a moment Mackenzie couldn't quite
remember why he had sent Tom there. He passed
a hand over his stubbly scalp, as if to squeeze
something out .. .oh, yes, ostensibly to arrange
for a new issue of uniforms; actually to get the boy
out of the way until the political crisis had blown
over. Tom was too honest for his own good, an
admirer of Fallon and the Esper movement. His
outspokenness had led to friction with his brother
officers. They were mostly of bossman stock or
from well-to-do protectee families. The existing
social order had been good to them. But Tom
Danielis began as a fisher lad in a poverty-stricken
village on the Mendocino coast. In spare moments
he’d learned the three R’s from a local Esper; once
literate, he joined the Army and earned a
commission by sheer guts and brains. He had
never forgotten that the Espers helped the poor
and that Fallon promised to help the Espers. ..
Then, too, battle, glory, Reunification, Federal
Democracy, those were heady dreams when you
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were young.

Laura’s room was little changed since she left it
to get married last year. And she had only been
seventeen then. Objects survived which had
belonged to a small person with pigtails and
starched frocks—a teddy bear loved to shapeless-
ness, a doll house her father had built, her
mother’s picture drawn by a corporal who
stopped a bullet at Salt Lake. Oh, God, how much
she had come to look like her mother.

Dark hair streamed over a pillow turned gold by
the light. Mackenzie shook her as gently as he was
able. She awoke instantly, and he saw the terror
within her.

“Dad! Anything about Tom?”

“He’s okay.” Mackenzie set the lantern on the
floor and himself on the edge of the bed. Her
fingers were cold where they caught at his hand.

“He isn't,” she said. "I know you too well.”

““He’s not been hurt yet. I hope he won’t be.”

Mackenzie braced himself. Because she was a
soldier’s daughter, he told her the truth in a few
words; but he was not strong enough to look at her
while he did. When he had finished, he sat dully
listening to the rain.

“You're going to revolt,” she whispered.

“I'm going to consult with SCHQ and follow my
commanding officer’s orders,” Mackenzie said.

“You know what they'll be...once he knows
you'll back him."”

Mackenzie shrugged. His head had begun to
ache. Hangover started already? He’'d need a good
deal more booze before he could sleep tonight. No,
no time for sleep—yes, there would be. Tomorrow
would do to assemble the regiment in the court-
yard and address them from the breech of Black
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Hepzibah, as a Mackenzie of the Rolling Stones
always addressed his men, and—. He found him-
self ludicrously recalling a day when he and Nora
and this girl here had gone rowing on Lake Tahoe.
The water was the color of Nora's eyes, green and
blue and with sunlight flimmering across the
surface, but so clear you could see the rocks on
the bottom; and Laura’s own little bottom had
stuck straight in the air as she trailed her hands
astern.

She sat thinking for a space before saying flatly:
“I suppose you can't be talked out of it.” He shook
his head. “Well, can I leave tomorrow early,
then?”’

“Yes. I'll get you a coach.

“T-t-to hell with that. I'm better in the saddle
than you are.”

“Okay. A couple of men to escort you, though.”
Mackenzie drew a long breath. “Maybe you can
persuade Tom—"

“No. I can’t. Please don't ask me to, Dad.”

He gave her the last gift he could: “I wouldn’t
want you to stay. That'd be shirking your own
duty. Tell Tom I still think he’s the right man for
you. Goodnight, duck.” It came out too fast, but he
dared not delay. When she began to cry he must
unfold her arms from his neck and depart the
room.

"But I had not expected so much killing!”

“Nor I ... at this stage of things. There will be
more yet, I am afraid, before the immediate pur-
pose is achieved.”

"You told me—"

"I told you our hopes, Mwyr. You know as well
as I that the Great Science is only exact on the
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broadest scale of history. Individual events are
subject to statistical fluctuation."”

"That is an easy way, is it not, to describe
sentient beings dying in the mud?"

"You are new here. Theory is one thing, adjust-
ment to practical necessities is another. Do you
think it does not hurt me to see that happen
which I myself have helped plan?"

"Oh, I know, I know. Which makes it easier to
live with my guilt.”

"To live with your responsibilities, you mean.’

“Your phrase.”

"No, this is not semantic trickery. The dis-
tinction is real. You have read reports and seen
films, but I was here with the first expedition.
And here I have been for more than two
centuries. Their agony is no abstraction to me."”

"But it was different when we first discovered
them. The aftermath of their nuclear wars was
still so horribly present. That was when they
needed us—the poor starveling anarchs—and
we, we did nothing but observe."”

“Now you are hysterical. Could we come in
blindly, ignorant of every last fact about them,
and expect to be anything but one more dis-
ruptive element? An element whose effects we
ourselves would not have been able to predict.
That would have been criminal indeed, like a
surgeon who started to operate as soon as he met
the patient, without so much as taking a case
history. We had to let them go their own way
while we studied in secret. You have no idea
how desperately hard we worked to gain infor-
mation and understanding. That work goes on. It
was only seventy years ago that we felt enough
assurance to introduce the first new factor into

’
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this one selected society. As we continue to
learn more, the plan will be adjusted. It may take
us a thousand years to complete our mission.”

"But meanwhile they have pulled themselves
back out of the wreckage. They are finding their
own answers to their problems. What right have
we to—"

"I began to wonder, Mwyr, what right you
have to claim even the title of apprentice psycho-
dynamician. Consider what their ‘answers’
actually amount to. Most of the planet is still
in a state of barbarism. This continent has come
farthest toward recovery, because of having the
widest distribution of technical skills and equip-
ment before the destruction.- But what social
structure has evolved? A jumble of quarrelsome

“successor states. A feudalism where the balance

of political, military, and economic power lies
with a landed aristocracy, of all archaic things.
A score of languages and subcultures developing
along their own incompatible lines. A blind
technology worship inherited from the ancestral
society that, unchecked, will lead them in the
end back to a machine civilization as demoniac
as the one that tore itself apart three centuries
ago. Are you distressed that a few hundred men
have been killed because our agents promoted
a revolution which did not come off quite
so smoothly as we hoped? Well, you have the
word of the Great Science itself that, without
our guidance, the totaled misery of this race
through the next five thousand years would out-
weigh by three orders of magnitude whatever
pain we are forced to inflict.”

"—Yes. Of course. I realize I am being emo-
tional. It is difficult not to be at first, I suppose.”
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"You should be thankful that your initial ex-
posure to the hard necessities of the plan was so
mild. There is worse to come.”

"So I have been told.”

"In abstract terms. But consider the reality. A
government ambitious to restore the old nation
will act aggressively, thus embroiling itself in
prolonged wars with powerful neighbors. Both
directly and indirectly, through the operation
of economic factors they are too naive to control,
the aristocrats and freeholders will be eroded
away by those wars. Anomic democracy will
replace their system, first dominated by a cor-
rupt capitalism and later by sheer force of
whoever holds the central government. But there
will be no place for the vast displaced pro-
letariat, the one-time landowners and the
foreigners incorporated by conquest. They will
offer fertile soil to any demagogue. The empire
will undergo endless upheaval, civil strife,
depotism, decay, and outside invasion. Oh, we
will have much to answer for before we are
done!”

"Do you think...when we see the final
result . .. will the blood wash off us?”

"No. We pay the heaviest price of all.”

Spring in the high Sierra is cold, wet, snow-
banks melting away from forest floor and giant
rocks, rivers in spate until their canyons clang, a
breeze ruffling puddles in the road. The first green
breath across the aspen seems infinitely tender
against pine and spruce, which gloom into a
brilliant sky. A raven swoops low, gruk, gruk, look
out for that damn hawk! But then you cross
timber line and the world becomes tumbled blue-
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gray immensity, with the sun ablaze on what
snows remain and the wind sounding hollow in
your ears.

Captain Thomas Danielis, Field Artillery,
Loyalist Army of the Pacific States, turned his
horse aside. He was a dark young man, slender
and snub-nosed. Behind him a squad slipped and
cursed, dripping mud from feet to helmets, trying
to get a gun carrier unstuck. Its alcohol motor was
too feeble to do more than spin the wheels. The
infantry squelched on past, stoop-shouldered,
worn down by altitude and a wet bivouac and
pounds of mire on each boot. Their line snaked
from around a prowlike crag, up the twisted road
and over the ridge ahead. A gust brought the smell
of sweat to Danielis.

But they were good joes, he thought. Dirty,
dogged, they did their profane best. His own
company, at least, was going to get hot food
tonight, if he had to cook the quartermaster
sergeant.

The horse’s hoofs banged on a block of ancient
concrete jutting from the muck. If this had been
the old days...but wishes weren't bullets.
Beyond this part of the range lay lands mostly
desert, claimed by the Saints, who were no longer
a menace but with whom there was scant
commerce. So the mountain highways had never
been considered worth repaving, and the railroad
ended at Hangtown. Therefore the expeditionary
force to the Tahoe area must slog through un-
peopled forests and icy uplands, God help the poor
bastards.

God help them in Nakamura, too, Danielis
thought. His mouth drew taut, he slapped his
hands together and spurred the horse with



No Truce With Kings 29

needless violence. Sparks shot from iron shoes as
the beast clattered off the road toward the highest
point of the ridge. The man'’s saber banged his leg.

Reining in, he unlimbered his field glasses.
From here he could look across a jumbled sweep
of mountainscape, where cloud shadows sailed
over cliffs and boulders, down into the gloom of a
canyon and across to the other side. A few tufts of
grass thrust out beneath him, mummy brown, and
a marmot wakened early from winter sleep
whistled somewhere in the stone confusion. He
still couldn’t see the castle. Nor had he expected
to, as yet. He knew this country ... how well he
did!

There might be a glimpse of hostile activity,
though. It had been eerie to march this far with no
sign of the enemy, of anyone else whatsoever; to
send out patrols in search of rebel units that could
not be found; to ride with shoulder muscles tense
against the sniper’s arrow that never came. Old
Jimbo Mackenzie was not one to sit passive behind
walls, and the Rolling Stones had not been given
their nickname in jest.

If Jimbo is alive. How do I know he is? That
buzzard yonder may be the very one which hacked
out his eyes.

Danielis bit his lip and made himself look
steadily through the glasses. Don't think about
Mackenzie, how he outroared and outdrank and
outlaughed you and you never minded, how he sat
knotting his brows over the chessboard where you
could mop him up ten times out of ten and he
never cared, how proud and happy he stood at the
wedding . . . . Nor think about Laura, who tried to
keep you from knowing how often she wept at
night, who now bore a grandchild beneath her
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heart and woke alone in the San Francisco house
from the evil dreams of pregnancy. Every one of
those dogfaces plodding toward the castle which
has killed every army ever sent against it—every
one of them has somebody at home and hell
rejoices at how many have somebody on the rebel
side. Better look for hostile spoor and let it go at
that.

Wait! Danielis stiffened. A rider— He focused.
One of our own. Fallon’s army added a blue band
to the uniform. Returning scout. A tingle went
along his spine. He decided to hear the report
firsthand. But the fellow was still a mile off,
perforce riding slowly over the hugger-mugger
terrain. There was no hurry about intercepting
him. Danielis continued to survey the land.

A reconnaissance plane appeared, an ungainly
dragonfly with sunlight flashing off a propeller
head. Its drone bumbled among rock walls, where
echoes threw the noise back and forth. Doubtless
an auxiliary to the scouts, employing two-way
radio communication. Later the plane would work
as a spotter for artillery. There was no use making
a bomber of it; Fort Nakamura was proof against
anything that today’s puny aircraft could drop,
and might well shoot the thing down.

A shoe scraped behind Danielis. Horse and man
whirled as one. His pistol jumped into his hand.

It lowered. “"Oh. Excuse me, Philosopher.”

The man in the blue robe nodded. A smile soften-
ed his stern face. He must be around sixty years
old, hair white and skin lined, but he walked these
heights like a wild goat. The Yang and Yin symbol
burned gold on his breast.

“You're needlessly on edge, son,” he said. A
trace of Texas accent stretched out his words. The
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Espers obeyed the laws wherever they lived, but
acknowledged no country their own: nothing less
than mankind, perhaps ultimately all life through
the space-time universe. Nevertheless, the Pacific
States had gained enormously in prestige and
influence when the Order’s unenterable Central
was established in San Francisco at the time when
the city was being rebuilt in earnest. There had
been no objection—on the contrary—to the Grand
Seeker’'s desire that Philosopher Woodworth
accompany the expedition as an observer. Not
even from the chaplains; the churches had finally
gotten it straight that the Esper teachings were
neutral with respect to religion.

Danielis managed a grin. “‘Can you blame me?"

“No blame. But advice. Your attitude isn’t use-
ful. Does nothin’ but wear out. You've been
fightin’ a battle for weeks before it began.”

Danielis remembered the apostle who had
visited his home in San Francisco—by invitation,
in the hope that Laura might learn some peace.
His simile had been still homelier: “You only need
to wash one dish at a time.” The memory brought
a smart to Danielis’ eyes, so that he said roughly:

“I might relax if you'd use your powers to tell
me what’s waiting for us.”

“I'm no adept, son. Too much in the material
world, I'm afraid. Somebody’s got to do the
practical work of the Order, and someday I'll get
the chance toretire and explore the frontier inside
me. But you need to start early, and stick to it a
lifetime, to develop your full powers.” Woodworth
looked across the peaks, seemed almost to merge
himself with their loneliness.

Danielis hesitated to break into the meditation.
He wondered what practical purpose the
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Philosopher was serving on this trip. To bring back
a report, more accurate than untrained senses and
undisciplined emotions could prepare? Yes, that
must be it. The Espers might yet decide to take a
hand in this war. However reluctantly, Central
had allowed the awesome psi powers to be
released now and again, when the Order was
seriously threatened; and Judge Fallon was a
better friend to them than Brodsky or the earlier
Senate of Bossmen and House of People’s
Deputies had been.

The horse stamped and blew out its breath in a
snort. Woodworth glanced back at the rider. “If
you ask me, though,” he said, "I don’t reckon
you'll find much doin’ around here. I was in the
Rangers myself, back home, before I saw the Way.
This country feels empty.”

“If we could know!” Danielis exploded.
“They've had the whole winter to do what they
liked in the mountains, while the snow kept us out.
What scouts we could get in reported a beehive—
as late as two weeks ago. What have they
planned?”

Woodworth made no reply.

It flooded from Danielis, he couldn’t stop, he
had to cover the recollection of Laura bidding him
good-by on his second expedition against her
father, six months after the first one came home in
bloody fragments:

“If we had the resources! A few wretched little
railroads and motor cars; a handful of aircraft;
most of our supply trains drawn by mules—what
kind of mobility does that give us? And what really
drives me crazy ... we know how to make what
they had in the old days. We've got the books, the
information. More, maybe, than the ancestors. I've
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watched the electrosmith at Fort Nakamura turn
out transistor units with enough bandwidth to
carry television, no bigger than my fist. I've seen
the scientific journals, the research labs, biology,
chemistry, astronomy, mathematics. And all
useless!”

“Not so,” Woodworth answered mildly. “Like
my own Order, the community of scholarship’s
becomin’ supranational. Printin’ presses, radio-
phones, telescribes—"

“I say useless. Useless to stop men killing each
other because there’s no authority strong enough
to make them behave. Useless to take a farmer’s
hands off a horse-drawn plow and put them on the
wheel of a tractor. We've got the knowledge, but
we can't apply it.”

“You do apply it, son, where too much power
and industrial plant isn’t required. Remember, the
world’s a lot poorer in natural resources than it
was before the Hellbombs. I've seen the Black
Lands myself, where the firestorm passed over the
Texas oilfields.” Woodworth’s serenity cracked a
little. He turned his eyes back to the peaks.

“There’s oil elsewhere,” Danielis insisted. “And
coal, iron, uranium, everything we need. But the
world hasn’t got the organization to get at it. Not
in any quantity. So we fill the Central Valley with
crops that’ll yield alcohol, to keep a few motors
turning; and we import a dribble of other stuff
along an unbelievably inefficient chain of middle-
men; and most of it’s eaten by the armies.” He
jerked his head toward that part of the sky which
the handmade airplane had crossed. “That’s one
reason we've got to have Reunification. So we can
rebuild.”

“And the other?”” Woodworth asked softly.
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“Democracy—universal suffrage—"" Danielis
swallowed. "'And so fathers and sons won't have to
fight each other again.”

“Those are better reasons,” Woodworth said.
“Good enough for the Espers to support. But as
for that machinery you want—" He shook his
head. “No, you're wrong there. That's no way for
men to live.”

“Maybe not,” Danielis said. “Though my own
father wouldn’t have been crippled by overwork if
he’d had some machines to help him...Oh, I
don’t know. First things first. Let's get this war
over with and argue later.” He remembered the
scout, now gone from view. "Pardon me,
Philosopher, I've got an errand.”

The Esper raised his hand in token of peace.
Danielis cantered off.

Splashing along the roadside, he saw the man he
wanted, halted by Major Jacobsen. The latter, who
must have sent him out, sat mounted near the
infantry line. The scout was a Klamath Indian,
stocky in buckskins, a bow on his shoulder.
Arrows were favored over guns by many of the
men from the northern districts: cheaper than
bullets, nonoise, less range but as much firepower
as a bolt-action rifle. In the bad old days before the
Pacific States had formed their union, archers
along forest trails had saved many a town from
conquest; they still helped keep that union loose.

“Ah, Captain Danielis,” Jacobsen hailed.
“You're just in time. Lieutenant Smith was about
to report what his detachment found out.”

“And the plane,” said Smith imperturbably.
“What the pilot told us he’d seen from the air gave
us the guts to go there and check for ourselves.”

“Well?”
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“Nobody around.”

“What?"”

“Fort’s been evacuated. So’s the settlement. Not
a soul.”

“But—what—"' Jacobsen collected himself. “Go
on.”

““We studied the signs as best’s we could. Looks
like noncombatants left some time ago. By sledge
and ski, I'd guess, maybe north to some strong
point. I suppose the men shifted their own stuff at
the same time, gradual-like, what they couldn’t
carry with ‘em at the last. Because the regiment
and its support units, even field artillery, pulled
out just three-four days ago. Ground’s all tore up.
They headed downslope, sort of west by
northwest, far’s we could tell from what we saw.”

Jacobsen choked. "“*Where are they bound?”

A flaw of wind struck Danielis in the face and
ruffled the horses’ manes. At his back he heard
the slow plop and squish of boots, groan of wheels,
chuff of motors, rattle of wood and metal, yells
and whipcracks of muleskinners. But it seemed
very remote. A map grew before him, blotting out
the world.

The Loyalist Army had had savage fighting the
whole winter, from the Trinity Alps to Puget
Sound—for Brodsky had managed to reach Mount
Rainier, whose lord had furnished broadcasting
facilities, and Ranier was too well fortified to take
at once. The bossmen and the autonomous tribes
rose in arms, persuaded that a usurper threatened
their damned little local privileges. Their pro-
tectees fought beside them, if only because no
rustic had been taught any higher loyalty than to
his patron. West Canada, fearful of what Fallon
might do when he got the chance, lent the rebels
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aid that was scarcely even clandestine.

Nonetheless, the national army was stronger:
more materiel, better organization, above every-
thing an ideal of the future. Cinc O'Donnell had
outlined a strategy—concentrate the loyal forces
at a few points, overwhelm resistance, restore
order and establish bases in the region, then
proceed to the next place—which worked. The
government now controlled the entire coast, with
naval units to keep an eye on the Canadians in
Vancouver and guard the important Hawaii trade
routes; the northern half of Washington almost to
the Idaho line; the Columbia Valley; central
California as far north as Redding. The remaining
rebellious Stations and towns were isolated from
each other in mountains, forests, deserts. Boss-
dom after bossdom fell as the loyalists pressed on,
defeating the enemy in detail, cutting him off from
supplies and hope. The only real worry had been
Cruikshank’s Sierra Command, an army in its own
right rather than a levy of yokels and citymen, big
and tough and expertly led. This expedition
against Fort Nakamura was only a small part of
what had looked like a difficult campaign.

But now the Rolling Stones had pulled out.
Offered no fight whatsoever. Which meant that
their brother Catamounts must also have
evacuated. You don’t give up one anchor of a line
you intend to hold. So?

“Down into the valleys,” Danielis said; and there
sounded in his ears, crazily, the voice of Laura as
she used to sing. Down in the valley, valley so low.

“Judas!” the major exclaimed. Even the Indian
grunted as if he had taken a belly blow. “No, they
couldn’t. We'd have known.”

Hang your head over, hear the wind blow. It
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hooted across cold rocks.

“There are plenty of forest trails,” Danielis said.
“Infantry and cavalry could use them, if they're
accustomed to such country. And the Cats are.
Vehicles, wagons, big guns, that's slower and
harder. But they only need to outflank us, then
they can get back onto Forty and Fifty—and cut us
to pieces if we attempt pursuit. I'm afraid they’ve
got us boxed.”

“The eastern slope—"' said Jacobsen helplessly.

“What for? Want to occupy a lot of sagebrush?
No, we're trapped here till they deploy in the flat-
lands.” Daniels closed a hand on his saddlehorn so
that the knuckles went bloodless. I miss my guess
if this isn’t Colonel Mackenzie's idea. It’s his style,
for sure.” ,

“But then they’re between us and Frisco! With
damn near our whole strength in the north—"

Between me and Laura, Danielis thought.

He said aloud: "I suggest, Major, we get hold of
the C.O. at once. And then we better get on the
radio.” From some well he drew the power to raise
his head. The wind lashed his eyes. "This needn’t
be a disaster. They’'ll be easier to beat out in the
open, actually, once we come to grips.”

Roses love sunshine, violets love dew,

Angels in heaven know I love you.

The rains which fill the winter of the California
lowlands were about ended. Northward along a
highway whose pavement clopped under hoofs,
Mackenzie rode through a tremendous greenness.
Eucalyptus and live oak, flanking the road,
exploded with new leaves. Beyond them on either
side stretched a checkerboard of fields and vine-
yards, intricately hued, until the distant hills on
the right and the higher, nearer ones on the left
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made walls. The freeholder houses that had been
scattered across the land a ways back were no
longer to be seen. This end of the Napa Valley be-
longed to the Esper community at St. Helena.
Clouds banked like white mountains over the
western ridge. The breeze bore to Mackenzie a
smell of growth and turned earth.

Behind him it rumbled with men. The Rolling
Stones were on the move. The regiment proper
kept to the highway, three thousand boots
slamming down at once with an earthquake noise,
and so did the guns and wagons. There was no
immediate danger of attack. But the cavalrymen
attached to the force must needs spread out. The
sun flashed off their helmets and lance heads.

Mackenzie's attention was directed forward.
Amber walls and red tile roofs could be seen
among plum trees that were a surf of pink and
white blossoms. The community was big, several
thousand people. The muscles tightened in his
abdomen. "Think we can trust them?”’ he asked,
not for the first time. “"We’'ve only got a radio
agreement to a parley.”

Speyer, riding beside him, nodded. "I expect
they’ll be honest. Particularly with our boys right
outside. Espers believe in non-violence anyway.”

“Yeah, but if it did come to fighting—I know
there aren’t very many adepts so far. The Order
hasn’t been around long enough for that. But
when you get this many Espers together, there’s
bound to be a few who've gotten somewhere with
their damned psionics. I don’t want my men
blasted, or lifted in the air and dropped, or any
such nasty thing.”

Speyer threw him a sidelong glance. "“Are you
scared of them, Jimbo?’’ he murmured.
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“Hell, no!"” Mackenzie wondered if he was a liar
or not. “But I don’t like 'em.”

“They do a lot of good Among the poor,
especially.”

“Sure, sure. Though any decent bossman looks
after his own protectees, and we've got things like
churches and hospices as well. I don't see where
just being charitable—and they can afford it, with
the profits they make on their holdings—I don’t
see where that gives any right to raise the orphans
and pauper kids they take in, the way they do: so’s
to make the poortykesunfit for life anywhere out-
side.”

“The object of that, as you well know, is to
orient them toward the so-called interior frontier.
Which American civilization as a whole is not
much interested in. Frankly, quite apart from the
remarkable powers some Espers have developed, I
often envy them.”

“You, Phil?” Mackenzie goggled at his friend.

The lines drew deep in Speyer’'s face. “This
winter I've helped shoot a lot of my fellow
countrymen,” he said low. "My mother and wife
and kids are crowded with the rest of the Village
in the Mount Lassen fort, and when we said good-
by we knew it was quite possibly permanent. And
in the past I've helped shoot a lot of other men
who never did me any personal harm.” He sighed.
“I've often wondered what it’s like to know peace,
inside as well as outside.”

Mackenzie sent Laura and Tom out of his head.

“Of course,” Speyer went on, “the fundamental
reason you—and I, for that matter—distrust the
Espers is that they do represent something alien
to us. Something that may eventually choke out
the whole concept of life that we grew up with.
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You know, a couple of weeks back in Sacramento I
dropped in at the University research lab to see
what was going on. Incredible! The ordinary
soldier would swear it was witchwork. It was cer-
tainly more weird than...than simply reading
minds or moving objects by thinking at them.But
to you or me it's a shiny new marvel. We'll wallow
in it.

“Now why’s that? Because the lab is scientific.
Those men work with chemicals, electronics,
subviral particles. That fits into the educated
American’s world-view. But the mystic unity of
creation .. . no, not our cup of tea. The only way
we can hope to achieve Oneness is to renounce
everything we've ever believed in. At your age or
mine, Jimbo, a man is seldom ready to tear down
his whole life and start from scratch.”

“‘Maybe so.” Mackenzie lost interest. The settle-
ment was quite near now.

He turned around to Captain Hulse, riding a few
paces behind. “Here we go,” he said. “Give my
compliments to Lieutenant Colonel Yamaguchi
and tell him he’s in charge till we get back. If
anything seems suspicious, he's to act at his own
discretion.”

“Yes, sir.” Hulse saluted and wheeled smartly
about. There had been no practical need for
Mackenzie to repeat what had long been agreed
on; but he knew the value of ritual. He clicked his
big sorrel gelding into a trot. At his back he heard
bugles sound orders and sergeants howl at their
platoons.

Speyer kept pace. Mackenzie had insisted on
bringing an extra man to the discussion. His own
wits were probably no match for a high-level
Esper, but Phil's might be.

Not that there's any question of diplomacy or
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whatever. I hope. To ease himself, he concentrated
on what was real and present—hoofbeats, the rise
and fall of the saddle beneath him, the horse’s
muscles rippling between his thighs, the creak and
jingle of his saber belt, the clean odor of the
animal—and suddenly remembered this was the
sort of trick the Espers recommended.

None of their communities was walled, as most
towns and every bossman’s Station was. The
officers turned off the highway and went down a
street betwéen colonnaded buildings. Side streets
ran off in both directions. The settlement covered
no great area, though, being composed of groups
that lived together, sodalities or superfamilies or
whatever you wanted to call them. Some hostility
toward the Order and a great many dirty jokes
stemmed from that practice. But Speyer, who
should know, said there was no more sexual swap-
ping around than in the outside world. The idea
was simply to get away from possessiveness, thee
versus me, and to raise children as part of a whole
rather than an insular clan.

The kids were out, staring round-eyed from the
porticoes, hundreds of them. They looked healthy
and, underneath a natural fear of the invaders,
happy enough. But pretty solemn, Mackenzie
thought; and all in the same blue garb. Adults
stood among them, expressionless. Everybody had
come in from the fields as the regiment neared.
The silence was like barricades. Mackenzie felt
sweat begin to trickle down his ribs. When he
emerged on the central square, he let out his
breath in a near gasp.

A fountain, the basin carvedinto a lotus, tinkled
in the middle of the plaza. Flowering trees stood
around it. The square was defined on three sides
by massive buildings that must be for storage. On
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the fourth side rose a smaller temple-like
structure with a graceful cupola, obviously head-
quarters and meeting house. On its lowest step
were ranked half a dozen blue-robed men, five of
them husky youths. The sixth was middle-aged,
the Yang and Yin on his breast. His features,
ordinary in themselves, held an implacable calm.

Mackenzie and Speyer drew rein. The colonel
flipped a soft salute. “Philosopher Gaines? I'm
Mackenzie, here’s Major Speyer.” He swore at
himself for being so awkward about it and
wondered what to do with his hands. The young
fellows he understood, more or less; they watched
him with badly concealed hostility. But he had
some trouble meeting Gaines’ eyes.

The settlement leader inclined his head. “Wel-
come, gentlemen. Won't you come in?"’

Mackenzie dismounted, hitched his horse to a
post and removed his helmet. His worn reddish-
brown uniform felt shabbier yet in these sur-
roundings. “Thanks. Uh, I'll have to make this
quick.”

“To be sure. Follow me, please.”

Stiff-backed, the young men trailed after their
elders, through an entry chamber and down a
short hall. Speyer looked around at the mosaics.
“Why, this is lovely,” he murmured.

“Thank you,” said Gaines. “"Here’s my office.”
He opened a door of superbly grained walnut and
gestured the visitors through. When he closed it
behind himself, the acolytes waited outside.

The room was austere, whitewashed walls en-
closing little more than a desk, a shelf of books,
and some backless chairs. A window opened on a
garden. Gaines sat down. Mackenzie and Speyer
followed suit, uncomfortable on this furniture.
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“We'd better get right to business,” the colonel
blurted.

Gaines said nothing. At last Mackenzie must
plow ahead:

“Here's the situation. Qur force is to occupy
Calistoga, with detachments on either side of the
hills. That way we'll control both the Napa Valley
and the Valley of the Moon . . . from the northern
ends, at least. The best place to station our eastern
wing is here. We plan to establish a fortified camp
in the field yonder. I'm sorry about the damage to
your crops, but you'll be compensated once the
proper government has been restored. And food,
medicine—you understand this army has to
requisition such items, but we won’t let anybody
suffer undue hardship and we'll give receipts. Uh,
as a precaution we'll need to quarter a few men in
this community, to sort of keep an eye on things.
They’ll interfere as little as possible. Okay?"’

“The charter of the Order guarantees exemption
from military requirements,” Gaines answered
evenly. "In fact, no armed man is supposed to
cross the boundary of any land held by an Esper
settlement. I cannot be party to a violation of the
law, Colonel.”

“If you want to split legal hairs, Philosopher,”
Speyer said, “then I'll remind you that both Fallon
and Judge Brodsky have declared martial law.
Ordinary rules are suspended.”

Gaines smiled. ''Since only one government can
be legitimate,” he said, ‘the proclamations of the
other are necessarily null and void. To a disinter-
ested observer, it would appear that Judge
Fallon’s title is the stronger, especially when his
side controls a large continuous area rather than
some scattered bossdoms."”
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“Not any more, it doesn’t,” Mackenzie snapped.

Speyer gestured him back. “Perhaps you haven’t
followed the developments of the last few weeks,
Philosopher,” he said. “Allow me to recapitulate.
The Sierra Command stole a march on the
Fallonites and came down out of the mountains.
There was almost nothing left in the middle part
of California to oppose us, so we took over rapidly.
By occupying Sacramento, we control river and
rail traffic. OQur bases extend south below Bakers-
field, with Yosemite and King’s Canyon not far
away to provide sites for extremely strong
positions. When we've consolidated this northern
end of our gains, the Fallonite forces around
Redding will be trapped between us and the
powerful bossmen who still hold out in the
Trinity, Shasta, and Lassen regions. The very fact
of our being here has forced the enemy to
evacuate the Columbia Valley, so that San
Francisco may be defended. It’s an open question
which side today has the last word in the larger
territory.”

“What about the army that went into the Sierra
against you?”’ Gaines inquired shrewdly. “‘Have
you contained them?”’

Mackenzie scowled. 'No. That’s no secret. They
got out through the Mother Lode country and
went around us. They're down in Los Angeles and
San Diego now.”

A formidable host. Do you expect to stand them
off indefinitely?”

“We're going to make a hell of a good try,”
Mackenzie said. “*“Where we are, we've got the ad-
vantage of interior communications. And most of
the freeholders are glad to slip us word about
whatever they observe. We can concentrate at any
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point the enemy starts to attack.”

“Pity that this rich land must also be torn apart
by war.”

“Yeah. Isn’t it?"”

“Our strategic objective is obvious enough,”
Speyer said. *"We have cut enemy communications
across the middle, except by sea, which is not very
satisfactory for troops operating far inland. We
deny him access to a good part of his food and
manufactured supplies, and most especially to the
bulk of his fuel alcohol. The backbone of our own
side is the bossdoms, which are almost self-con-
tained economic and social units. Before long
they’ll be in better shape than the rootless army
they face. I think Judge Brodsky will be back in
San Francisco before fall.”

“If your plans succeed,” Gaines said.

“That’s our worry,” Mackenzie leaned forward,
one fist doubled on his knee. “Okay, Philosopher. I
know you’d rather see Fallon come out on top, but
I expect you've got more sense than to sign up in a
lost cause. Will you cooperate with us?”

“The Order takes no part in political affairs,
Colonel, except when its own existence is
endangered.”

“Oh, pipe down. By ‘cooperate’ I don’t mean
anything but keeping out from under our feet.”

“I am afraid that would still count as cooper-
ation. We cannot have military establishments on
our lands.”

Mackenzie stared at Gaines’ face, which had set
into granite lines, and wondered if he had heard
aright. “"Are you ordering us off?”’ a stranger
asked with his voice.

“Yes,” the Philosopher said.

“With our artillery zeroed in on your town?”
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“Would you really shell women and children,
Colonel?”

O Nora— “We don't need to. Our men can walk
right in.”

“Against psi blasts? I beg you not to have those
poor boys destroyed.” Gaines paused, then: "I
might also point'out that by losing your regiment
you imperil your whole cause. You are free to
march around our holdings and proceed to Calis-
toga.”

Leaving a Fallonite nest at my back, spang across
my communications southward. The teeth grated
together in Mackenzie’s mouth.

Gaines rose. "The discussion is at an end, gentle-
men,” he said. 'You have one hour to get off our
lands.”

Mackenzie and Speyer stood up too. “We're not
done yet,” the major said. Sweat studded his fore-
head and the long nose. I want to make some
further explanations.”

Gaines crossed the room and opened the door.
“Show these gentlemen out,” he said to the five
acolytes.

“No, by God!"’ Mackenzie shouted. He clapped a
hand to his sidearm.

“Inform the adepts,” Gaines said.

One of the young men turned. Mackenzie heard
the slap-slap of his sandals, running down the hall.
Gaines nodded. I think you had better go,” he
said.

Speyer grew rigid. His eyes shut. They flew
open and he breathed, "Inform the adepts?”

Mackenzie saw the stiffness break in Gaines’
countenance. There was no time for more than a
second’s bewilderment. His body acted for him.
The gun clanked from his holster simultaneously
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with Speyer’s.

“Get that messenger, Jimbo,” the major rapped.
“TI'll keep these birds covered.”

As he plunged forward, Mackenzie found
himself worrying about the regimental honor.
Was it right to open hostilities when you had come
on a parley? But Gaines had cut the talk off
himself—

“Stop him!” Gaines yelled.

The four remaining acolytes sprang into motion.
Two of them barred the doorway, the other two
moved in on either side. “'Hold it or I'll shoot!”
Speyer cried, and was ignored.

Mackenzie couldn’t bring himself to fire on
unarmed men. He gave the youngster before him
the pistol barrel in his teeth. Bloody-faced, the
Esper lurched back. Mackenzie stiff-armed the
one coming in from the left. The third tried to fill
the doorway. Mackenzie put a foot behind his
ankles and pushed. As he went down, Mackenzie
kicked him in the temple, hard enough to stun, and
jumped over him.

The fourth was on his back. Mackenzie writhed
about to face the man. Those arms that hugged
him, pinioning his gun, were bear strong.
Mackenzie put the butt of his free left hand under
the fellow’s nose, and pushed. The acolyte must let
go. Mackenzie gave him a knee in the stomach,
whirled, and ran.

There was not much further commotion behind
him. Phil must have them under -control
Mackenzie pelted along the hall, into the entry
chamber. Where had that goddamn runner gone?
He looked out the open entrance, onto the square.
Sunlight hurt his eyes. His breath came in painful
gulps, there was a stitch in his side, yeah, he was
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getting old.

Blue robes fluttered from a street. Mackenzie
recognized the messenger. The youth pointed at
this building. A gabble of his words drifted faintly
through Mackenzie’s pulse. There were seven or
eight men with him—older men, nothing to mark
their clothes . . . but Mackenzie knew a high-
ranking officer when he saw one. The acolyte was
dismissed. Those whom he had summoned
crossed the square with long strides.

Terror knotted Mackenzie's bowels. He put it
down. A Catamount didn’t stampede, even from
somebody who could turn him inside out with a
look. He could do nothing about the wretchedness
that followed, though. If they clobber me, so much
the better. I won't lie awake nights wondering how
Laura is.

The adepts were almost to the steps. Mackenzie
trod forth. He swept his revolver in an arc. “Halt!"”
His voice sounded tiny in the stillness that
brooded over the town.

They jarred to a stop and stood there in a group.
He saw them enforce a catlike relaxation, and
their faces became blank visors. None spoke.
Finally Mackenzie was unable to keep silent.

“This place is hereby occupied under the laws of
war,” he said. “"Go back to your quarters.”

“What have you done with our leader?”’ asked a
tall man. His voice was even but deeply resonant.

“Read my mind and find out,” Mackenzie gibed.
No, you're being childish. “'He'’s okay, long’s he
keeps his nose clean. You too. Beat it.”

“We do not wish to pervert psionics to
violence,” said the tall man. ''"Please do not force
us.”

“Your chief sent for you before we'd done
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anything,” Mackenzie retorted. “Looks like
violence was what he had in mind. On your way.”

The Espers exchanged glances. The tall man
nodded. His companions walked slowly off. *I
would like to see Philosopher Gaines,” the tall
man said.

“You will pretty soon.”

“Am I to understand that he is being held a
prisoner?”’

“Understand what you like.” The other Espers
were rounding the corner of the building. I don't
want to shoot. Go on back before I have to.”

“An impasse of sorts,” the tall man said.
“Neither of us wishes to injure one whom he con-
siders defenseless. Allow me to conduct you off
these grounds.”

Mackenzie wet his lips. Weather had chapped
them rough. “If you can put a hex on me, go
ahead,” he challenged. "Otherwise scram.”

“Well, I shall not hinder you from rejoining
your men. It seems the easiest way of getting you
to leave. But I most solemnly warn that any armed
force which tries to enter will be annihilated.”

Guess I had better go get the boys, at that. Phil
can't mount guard on those guys forever.

The tall man went over to the hitching post.
“Which of these horses is yours?” he asked
blandly.

Almighty eager to get rid of me, isn't he—Holy
hellfire! There must be a rear door!

Mackenzie spun on his heel. The Esper shouted.
Mackenzie dashed back through the entry
chamber. His boots threw echoes at him. No, not
to the left, there’s only the office that way.
Right . . . around this corner—

A long hall stretched before him. A stairway
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curved from the middle. The other Espers were
already on it.

“Halt!” Mackenzie called. “Stop or I'll shoot!”

The two men in the lead sped onward. The rest
turned and headed down again, toward him.

He fired with care, to disable rather than kill.
The hall reverberated with the explosions. One
after another they dropped, a bullet in leg or hip or
shoulder. With such small targets, Mackenzie
missed some shots. As the tall man, the last of
them, closed in from behind, the hammer clicked
on an empty chamber.

Mackenzie drew his saber and gave him the flat
of it alongside the head. The Esper lurched.
Mackenzie got past and bounded up the stair. It
wound like something in a nightmare. He thought
his heart was going to go to pieces.

At the end, an iron door opened on a landing.
One man was fumbling with the lock. The-other
blue-robe attacked.

Mackenzie stuck his sword between the Esper’s
legs. As his opponent stumbled, the colonel threw
a left hook to the jaw. The man sagged against the
wall. Mackenzie grabbed the robe of the other and
hurled him to the floor. "Get out,” he rattled.

They pulled themselves together and glared at
him. He thrust air with his blade. *'From now on I
aim to kill,” he said.

“Get help, Dave,” said the one who had been
opening the door. “'I'll watch him.” The other went
unevenly down the stairs. The first man stood out
of saber reach. “"Do you want to be destroyed?”’ he
asked.

Mackenzie turned the knob at his back, but the
door was still locked. I don’t think you can do it,”
he said. '"Not without what’s here.”
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The Esper struggled for self-control. They
waited through minutes that stretched. Then a
noise began below. The Esper pointed. “We have
nothing but agricultural implements,” he said,
“but you have only that blade. Will you
surrender?”’

Mackenzie spat on the floor. The Esper went on
down.

Presently the attackers came into view. There
might be a hundred, judging from the hubbub
behind them, but because of the curve Mackenzie
could see no more than ten or fifteen—burly field-
hands, their robes tucked high and sharp tools
aloft. The landing was too wide for defense. He
advanced to the stairway, where they could only
come at him two at a time.

A couple of sawtoothed hay knives led the
assault. Mackenzie parried one blow and chopped.
His edge went into meat and struck bone. Blood
ran out, impossibly red, even in the dim light here.
The man fell to all fours with a shriek. Mackenzie
dodged a cut from the companion. Metal clashed
on metal. The weapons locked. Mackenzie’s arm
was forced back. He looked into a broad sun-
tanned face. The side of his hand smote the young
man’s larynx. The Esper fell against the one
behind and they went down together. It took a
while to clear the tangle and resume action.

A pitchfork thrust for the colonel’s belly. He
managed to grab it with his left hand, divert the
tines, and chop at the fingers on the shaft. A
scythe gashed his right side. He saw his own blood
but wasn’t aware of pain. A flesh wound, no more.
He swept his saber back and forth. The forefront
retreated from its whistling menace. But God, my
knees are like rubber, I can't hold out another five
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minutes.

A bugle sounded. There was a spatter of gunfire.
The mob on the staircase congealed. Someone
screamed.

Hoofs banged across the ground floor. A voice
rasped: “Hold everything, there! Drop those
weapons and come on down. First man tries any-
thing gets shot.”

Mackenzie leaned on his saber and fought for
air. He hardly noticed the Espers melt away.

When he felt a little better, he went to one of the
small windows and looked out. Horsemen were in
the plaza. Not yet in sight, but nearing, he heard
infantry.

Speyer arrived, followed by a sergeant of engi-
neers and several privates. The major hurried to
Mackenzie. “You okay, Jimbo? You been hurt!”

“A scratch,” Mackenzie said. He was getting
back his strength, though no sense of victory
accompanied it, only the knowledge of aloneness.
The injury began to sting. *Not worth a fuss. Look.”

“Yes, I suppose you'll live. Okay, men, get that
door open.”

The engineers took forth their tools and assailed
the lock with a vigor that must spring half from
fear. “"How'd you guys show up so soon?”
Mackenzie asked.

“I thought there’d be trouble,” Speyér said, *'so
when I heard shots I jumped through the window
and ran around to my horse. That was just before
those clodhoppers attacked you; I saw them
gathering as I rode out. Our cavalry got in almost
at once, of course, and the dogfaces weren't far
behind.”

“Any resistance?”’

“No, not after we fired a few rounds in the air.”
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Speyer glanced outside. *“We're in full possession
now.”

Mackenzie regarded the door. “Well,” he said, "I
feel better about our having pulled guns on them
in the office. Looks like their adepts really depend
on plain old weapons, huh? And Esper
communities aren’t supposed to have arms. Their
charters say to . .. That was a damn good guess of
yours, Phil. How'd you do it?”

“I sort of wondered why the chief had to send a
runner to fetch guys that claim to be telepaths.
There we go!”’

The lock jingled apart. The sergeant opened the
door. Mackenzie and Speyer went into the great
room under the dome.

They walked around for a long time, wordless,
among shapes of metal and less identifiable sub-
stances. Nothing was familiar. Mackenzie paused
at last before a helix which projected from a
transparent cube. Formless darknesses swirled
within the box, sparked as if with tiny stars.

“I figured maybe the Espers had found a cache
of old-time stuff, from just before the Hellbombs,”
he said in a muffled voice. “Ultra-secret weapons
that never got a chance to be used. But this doesn’t
look like it. Think so?”’

“No,” Speyer said. "It doesn’t look to me as if
these things were made by human beings at all.”

"But do you not understand? They occupied a
settlement! That proves to the world that Espers
are not invulnerable. And to complete the
catastrophe, they seized its arsenal.”

"Have no fears about that. No untrained
person can activate those instruments. The
circuits are locked except in the presence of
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certain encephalic rhythms which result from
conditioning. That same conditioning makes it
impossible for the so-called adepts to reveal any
of their knowledge to the uninitiated, no matter
what may be done to them.”

"Yes, I know that much. But it is not what |
had in mind. What frightens me is the fact that
the revelation will spread. Everyone will know
the Esper adepts do not plumb unknown depths
of the psyche after all, but merely have access to
an advanced physical science. Not only will this
lift rebel spirits, but worse, it will cause many,
perhaps most of the Order's members to break
away in disillusionment.”

“Not at once. News travels slowly under
present conditions. Also, Mwyr, you under-
estimate the ability of the human mind to ignore
data which conflict with cherished beliefs.”

"‘But_'l

"Well, let us assume the worst. Let us suppose
that faith is lost and the Order disintegrates.
That will be a serious setback to the plan, but
not a fatal one. Psionics was merely one bit of
folklore we found potent enough to serve as the
motivator of a new orientation toward life.
There are others, for example the widespread
belief in magic among the less educated classes.
We can begin again on a different basis, if we
must. The exact form of the creed is not
important. It is only scaffolding for the real
structure: a communal, anti-materialistic social
group, to which more and more people will turn
for sheer lack of anything else, as the coming
empire breaks up. In the end, the new culture
can and will discard whatever superstitions gave
it the initial impetus.”
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""A hundred-year setback, at least.”

“True. It would be much more difficult to
introduce a radical alien element now, when the
autochthonous society has developed strong
institutions of its own, than it was in the past. I
merely wish to reassure you that the task is not
impossible. I do not actually propose to let
matters go that far. The Espers can be salvaged.”

"How?"

"We must intervene directly.”

“Has that been computed as being
unavoidable?"

"Yes. The ma rix yields an unambiguous
answer. I do not like it any better than you. But
direct action occurs oftener than we tell
neophytes in the schools. The most elegant pro-
cedure would of course be to establish such
initial conditions in a society that its evolution
along desired lines becomes automatic. Further-
more, that would let us close our minds to the
distressing fact of our own blood guilt. Un-
fortunately, the Great Science does not extend
down to the details of day-to-day practicality.

“In the present instance, we shall help to
smash the reactionaries. The government will
then proceed so harshly against its conquered
opponents that many of those who accept the
story about what was found at St. Helena will
not live to spread the tale. The rest ... well, they
will be discredited by their own defeat. Admit-
tedly, the story will linger for lifetimes, whis-
pered here and there. But what of that? Those
who believe in the Way will, as a rule, simply be
strengthened in their faith, by the very process of
denying such ugly rumors. As more and more
persons, common citizens as well as Espers,
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reject materialism, the legend will seem more
and more fantastic. It will seem obvious that
certain ancients invented the tale to account for
a fact that they in their ignorance were unable to
comprehend.”

"I see...."”

"You are not happy here, are you, Mwyr?"

"I cannot quite say. Everything is so
distorted.”

"Be glad you were not sent to one of the really
alien planets.”

"I might almost prefer that. There would be a
hostile environment to think about. One could
forget how far it is to home.”

"Three years’ travel."”

"You say that so glibly. As if three shipboard
years were not equal to fifty in cosmic time. As if
we could expect a relief vessel daily, not once in
a century. And . . . as if the region that our ships
have explored amounts to one chip out of this
one galaxy!”

"That region will grow until someday it
engulfs the galaxy.”

"Yes, yes, yes. I know. Why do you think I
chose to become a psychodynamician? Why am
I here, learning how to meddle with the destiny
of a world where I do not belong? 'To create the
union of sentient beings, each member species a
step toward life's mastery of the universe.’ Brave
slogan! But in practice, it seems, only a chosen
few races are to be allowed the freedom of that
universe.”

"Not so, Mwyr. Consider these ones with
whom we are, as you say, meddling. Consider
what use they made of nuclear energy when they
had it. At the rate they are going, they will have
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it again within a century or two. Not long after
that they will be building spaceships. Even
granted that time lag attenuates the effects of
interstellar contact, those effects are cumulative.
So do you wish such a band of carnivores turned
loose on the galaxy?

"No, let them become inwardly civilized first;
then we shall see if they can be trusted. If not,
they will at least be happy on their own planet,
in a mode of life designed for them by the Great
Science. Remember, they have an immemorial
aspiration toward peace on earth; but that is
something they will never achieve by
themselves. I do not pretend to be a very good
person, Mwyr. Yet this work that we are doing
makes me feel not altogether useless in the
cosmos.”

Promotion was fast that year, casualties being
so high. Captain Thomas Danielis was raised to
major for his conspicuous part in putting down
the revolt of the Los Angeles citymen. Soon after
occurred the Battle of Maricopa, when the
loyalists failed bloodily to break the stranglehold
of the Sierran rebels on the San Joaquin Valley,
and he was brevetted lieutenant colonel. The army
was ordered northward and moved warily under
the coast ranges, half expecting attack from the
east. But the Brodskyites seemed too busy consoli-
dating their latest gains. The trouble came from
guerrillas and the hedgehog resistance of bossman
Stations. After one particularly stiff clash, they
stopped near Pinnacles for a breather.

Dannielis made his way through camp, where
tents stood in tight rows between the guns and
men lay about dozing, talking, gambling, staring
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at the blank blue sky. The air was hot, pungent
with cookfire smoke, horses, mules, dung, sweat,
boot oil; the green of the hills that lifted around
the site was dulling toward summer brown. He
was idle until time for the conference the general
had called, but restlessness drove him. By now I'm
a father, he thought, and I've never seen my kid.

At that, I'm lucky, he reminded himself. I've got
my life and limbs. He remembered Jacobsen dying
in his arms at Maricopa. You wouldn’t have
thought the human body could hold so much
blood. Though maybe one was no longer human,
when the pain was so great that one could do
nothing but shriek until the darkness came.

And I used to think war was glamorous. Hunger,
thirst, exhaustion, terror, mutilation, death, and
forever the sameness, boredom grinding you down
toanox... I've hadit. I'm going into business after
the war. Economic integration, as the bossman
system breaks up, yes, there'll be a lot of ways for a
man to get ahead, but decently, without a weapon
in his hand—Danielis realized he was repeating
thoughts that were months old. What the hell else
was there to think about, though?

The large tent where prisoners were
interrogated lay near his path. A couple of
privates were conducting a man inside. The fellow
was blond, burly, and sullen. He wore a sergeant’s
stripes, but otherwise his only item of uniform

- was the badge of Warden Echevarry, bossman in
this part of the coastal mountains. A lumberjack
in peacetime, Danielis guessed from the look of
him; a soldier in a private army whenever the
interests of Echevarry were threatened; captured
in yesterday’s engagement.

On impulse, Danielis followed. He got into the
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tent as Captain Lambert, chubby behind a
portable desk, finished the preliminaries, and
blinked in the sudden gloom.

“Oh.” The intelligence officer started to rise.
“Yes, sir?”

“At ease,” Danielis said. “'Just thought I'd listen

in.”
“Well, I'll try to put on a good show for you.”
Lambert reseated himself and looked at the
prisoner, who stood with hunched shoulders and
widespread legs between his guards. ‘‘Now,
sergeant, we'd like to know a few things.”

“I don’t have to say nothing except name, rank,
and home town,” the man growled. “You got
those.”

“Um-m-m, that's questionable. You aren’'t a
foreign soldier, you're in rebellion against the
government of your own country.”

“The hell I am! I'm an Echevarry man.”

“So what?”

“So my Judge is whoever Echevarry says. He
says Brodsky. That makes you the rebel.”

“The law’s been changed.”

“Your mucking Fallon got no right to change
any laws. Especially part of the Constitution. I'm
no hillrunner, Captain. I went to school some. And
every year our Warden reads his people the Con-
stitution.”

“Times have changed since it was drawn,”
Lambert said. His tone sharpened. “But I'm not
going to argue with you. How many riflemen and
how many archers in your company?”

Silence."

“We can make things a lot easier for you,”
Lambert said.

“I'm not asking you to do anything treasonable.
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All I want is to confirm some information I've
already got.”

The man shook his head angrily.

Lambert gestured. One of the privates stepped
behind the captive, took his arm, and twisted a
little.

“Echevarry wouldn’t do that to me,” he said
through white lips.

“Of course not,” Lambert said. “You're his
man.”

“Think I wanna be just a number on some list in
Frisco? Damn right I'm my bossman’s man!”’

Lambert gestured again. The private twisted
harder.

“Hold on, there,” Danielis barked. “'Stop that!”

The private let go, looking surprised. The
prisoner drew a sobbing breath.

“I'm amazed at you, Captain Lambert,” Danielis
said. He felt his own face reddening. “If this has
been your usual practice, there’s going to be a
court-martial.”

“No sir,” Lambert said in a small voice.
“Honest. Only ... they don’t talk. Hardly any of
them. What’m I supposed to do?”

“Follow the rules of war.”

“With rebels?"”

“Take that man away,” Danielis ordered. The
privates made haste to do so.

“Sorry, sir,” Lambert muttered. "I guess...I
guess I've lost too many buddies. I hate to lose
more, simply for lack of information.”

“‘Me too.” A compassion rose in Danielis. He sat
down on the table edge and began to roll a
cigarette. “'But you see, we aren’t in a regular war.
And so, by a curious paradox, we have to follow
the conventions more carefully than ever before.”
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“I don't quite understand, sir.”

Danielis finished the cigarette and gave it to
Lambert: olive branch or something. He started
another for himself. “The rebels aren’t rebels by
their own lights,” he said. “They're being loyal to a
tradition that we'’re trying to curb, eventually to
destroy. Let’s face it, the average bossman is a
fairly good leader. He may be descended from
some thug who grabbed power by strong-arm
methods during the chaos, but by now his family’s
integrated itself with the region he rules. He
knows it, and its people, inside out. He’s there in
the flesh, a symbol of the community and its
achievements, its folkways and essential
independence. If you're in trouble, you don’t have
to work through some impersonal bureaucracy,
you go direct to your bossman. His duties. are as
clearly defined as your own, and a good deal more
demanding, to balance his privileges. He leads you
in battle and in the ceremonies that give color and
meaning to life. Your fathers and his have worked
and played together for two or three hundred
years. The land is alive with the memories of them.
You and he belong:.

“Well, that has to be swept away, so we can go
on to a higher level. But we won’t reach that level
by alienating everyone. We're not a conquering
army; we're more like the Householder Guard
putting down a riot in some city. The opposition is
part and parcel of our own society.”

Lambert struck a match for him. He inhaled and
finished: “On a practical plane, I might also
remind you, Captain, that .the federal armed
forces, Fallonite and Brodskyite together, are
none too large. Little more than a cadre, in fact.
We're a bunch of younger sons, countrymen who
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failed, poor citymen, adventurers, people who
look to their regiment for that sense of wholeness
they’'ve grown up to expect and can’t find in
civilian life.”

“You're too deep for me, sir, I'm afraid,”
Lambert said.

“Never mind,” Danielis sighed. “Just bear in
mind, there are a good many more fighting men
outside the opposing armies than in. If the boss-
men could establish a unified command, that’d be
the end of the Fallon government. Luckily, there's
too much provincial pride and too much
geography between them for this to happen—
unless we outrage them beyond endurance. What
we want the ordinary freeholder, and even the
ordinary bossman, to think, is: ‘Well, those
Fallonites aren’t such bad guys, and if I keep on
the right side of them I don’t stand to lose much,
and should even be able to gain something at the
expense of those who fight them to a finish.” You
see?”’

“Y-yes. I guess so.”

“You're a smart fellow, Lambert. You don’t
have to beat information out of prisoners. Trick it
out.”

“I'll try, sir.”

“Good.” Danielis glanced at the watch that had
been given him as per tradition, together with a
sidearm, when he was first commissioned. (Such
items were much too expensive for the common
man. They had not been so in the age of mass pro-
duction; and perhaps in the coming age—) "I have
to go. See you around.”

He left the tent feeling somewhat more cheerful
than before. No doubt I am a natural-born
preacher, he admitted, and I never could quite join
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in the horseplay at mess, and a lot of jokes go com-
pletely by me; but if I can get even a few ideas
across where they count, that’s pleasure enough. A
strain of music came to him, some men and a
banjo under a tree, and he found himself whistling
along. It was good that this much morale
remained, after Maricopa and a northward march
whose purpose had not been divulged to anybody.

The conference tent was big enough to be called
a pavilion. Two sentries stood at the entrance.
Danielis was nearly the last to arrive, and found
himself at the end of the table, opposite Brigadier
General Perez. Smoke hazed the air and there was
a muted buzz of conversation, but faces were taut.

When the blue-robed figure with a Yang and Yin
on the breast entered, silence fell like a curtain.
Danielis was astonished to recognize Philosopher
Woodworth. He'd last seen the man in Los Angeles,
and assumed he would stay at the Esper center
there. Must have come here by special convey-
ance, under special orders . . ..

Perez introduced him. Both remained standing,
under the eyes of the officers. “I have some
important news for you, gentlemen,” Perez said
most quietly. “You may consider it an honor to be
here. It means that in my judgment you can be
trusted, first, to keep absolute silence about what
you are going to hear, and second, to execute a
vital operation of extreme difficulty.” Danielis
was made shockingly aware that several men were
not present whose rank mdlcated they should be.

"I repeat,” Perez said, “any breach of secrecy
and the whole plan is ruined. In that case, the war
will drag on for months or years. You know how
bad our position is. You also know it will grow
still worse as our stocks of those supplies the
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enemy now denies us are consumed. We could
even be beaten. I'm not defeatist to say that, only
realistic. We could lose the war.

“On the other hand, if this new scheme pans out,
we may break the enemy’s back this very month.”

He paused to let that sink in before continuing:

“The plan was worked out by GHQ in
conjunction with Esper Central in San Francisco
some weeks ago. It's the reason we are headed
north—"" He let the gasp subside that ran through
the stifling air. “Yes, you know that the Esper
Order is neutral in political disputes. But you also
know that it defends itself when attacked. And you
probably know that an attack was made on it by
the rebels. They seized the Napa Valley settlement
and have been spreading malicious rumors about
the Order since then. Would you like to comment
on that, Philosopher Woodworth?”’

The man in blue nodded and said coolly: “We've
our own ways of findin’ out things—intelligence
service, you might say—so I can give y’all a report
of the facts. St. Helena was assaulted at a time
when most of its adepts were away, helpin’ a new
community get started out in Montana.” How did
they travel so fast? Danielis wondered. Teleport, or
what? "1 don’t know, myself, if the enemy knew
about that or were just lucky. Anyhow, when the
two or three adepts that were left came and
warned them off, fightin’ broke out and the adepts
were killed before they could act.” He smiled. “We
don't claim to be immortal, except the way every
livin’ thing is immortal. Nor infallible, either. So
now St. Helena's occupied. We don't figure to take
any immediate steps about that, because a lot of
people in the community might get hurt.

“As for the yarns the enemy command'’s been
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handin’ out, well, I reckon I'd do the same, if I had
a chance like that. Everybody knows an adept can
do things that nobody else can. Troops that realize
they’ve done wrong to the Order are goin’ to be
scared of supernatural revenge. You're educated
men here, and know there’s nothin’ supernatural
involved, just a way to use the powers latent in
most of us. You also know the Order doesn't
believe in revenge. But the ordinary foot soldier
doesn’t think your way. His officers have got to
restore his spirit somehow. So they fake some
equipment and tell him that’s what the adepts
were really usin’—an advanced technology, sure,
but only a set of machines that can be put out of
action if you're brave, same as any other machine.
That’s what happened.

“Still, it is a threat to the Order; and we can’t let
an attack on our people go unpunished, either. So
Esper Central has decided to help out your side.
The sooner this war’s over, the better for every-
body.”

A sigh gusted around the table, and a few
exultant oaths. The hair stirred on Danielis’ neck.
Perez lifted a hand.

“Not too fast, please,” the general said. “The
adepts are not going to go around blasting your
opponents for you. It was one hell of a tough
decision for them to do as much as they agreed to.
I, uh, understand that the, uh, personal develop-
ment of every Esper will be set back many years
by this much violence. They're making a big
sacrifice.

“By their charter, they can use psionics to
defend an establishment against attack. Okay . ..
an assault on San Francisco will be construed as
one on Central, their world headquarters.”
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The realization of what was to come was
blinding to Danielis. He scarcely heard Perez’
carefully dry continuation:

“Let's review the strategic picture. By now the
enemy holds more than half of California, all of
Oregon and Idaho, and a good deal of Washington.
We, this army, we're using the last land access to
San Francisco that we've got. The enemy hasn't
tried to pinch that off yet, because the troops we
pulled out of the north—those that aren’t in the
field at present—make a strong city garrison
that'd sally out. He's collecting too much profit
elsewhere to accept the cost.

“Nor can he invest the city with any hope of
success. We still hold Puget Sound and the
southern California ports. Our ships bring in
ample food and munitions. His own sea power is
much inferior to ours: chiefly schooners donated
by coastal bossmen, operating out of Portland. He
might overwhelm an occasional convoy, but he
hasn't tried that so far because it isn't worth his
trouble; there would be others, more heavily
escorted. And of course he can’t enter the Bay,
with artillery and rocket emplacements on both
sides of the Golden Gate. No, about all he can do is
maintain some water communication with Hawaii
and Alaska.

“Nevertheless, his ultimate object is San
Francisco. It has to be—the seat of government
and industry, the heart of the nation.

“Well, then, here’s the plan. Our army is to
engage the Sierra Command and its militia
auxiliaries again, striking out of San Jose. That’s a
perfectly logical maneuver. Successful, it would
cut his California forces in two. We know, in fact,
that he is already concentrating men in antici-
pation of precisely such an attempt.
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“We aren't going to succeed. We'll give him a
good stiff battle and be thrown back. That's the
hardest part: to feign a serious defeat, even con-
vincing our own troaps, and still maintain good
order. We'll have a lot of details to thresh out
about that.

“We'll retreat northward, up the Peninsula
toward Frisco. The enemy is bound to pursue. It
will look like a God-given chance to destroy us and
get to the city walls.

“When he is well into the Peninsula, with the
ocean on his left and the Bay on his right, we will
outflank him and attack from the rear. The Esper
adepts will be there to help. Suddenly he’ll be
caught, between us and the capital’s land
defenses. What the adepts don’t wipe out, we will.
Nothing will remain of the Sierra Command but a
few garrisons. The rest of the war will be a
mopping-up operation.

“It's a brilliant piece of strategy. Like all such,
it’s damn difficult to execute. Are you prepared to
do the job?”

Danielis didn't raise his voice with the others.
He was thinking too hard of Laura.

Northward and to the right there was some
fighting. Cannon spoke occasionally, or a drum-
fire of rifles; smoke lay thin over the grass and the
wind-gnarled live oaks which covered those hills.
But down along the seacoast was only surf,
blowing air, a hiss of sand across the dunes.

Mackenzie rode on the beach, where the footing
was easiest and the view wildest. Most of his regi-
ment were inland. But that was a wilderness:
rough ground, woods, the snags of ancient homes,,
making travel slow and hard. Once this area had
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been densely populated, but the firestorm after the
Hellbomb scrubbed it clean and today’s reduced
population could not make a go on such infertile
soil. There didn’t even seem to be any foremen
near this left wing of the army.

The Rolling Stones had certainly not been given
it for that reason. They could have borne the brunt
at the center as well as those outfits which
actually were there, driving the enemy back
toward San Francisco. They had been blooded
often enough in this war, when they operated out
of Calistoga to help expel the Fallonites from
northern California. So thoroughly had that job
been done that now only a skeleton force need
remain in charge. Nearly the whole Sierra
Command had gathered at Modesto, met the
northward-moving opposition army that struck at
them out of San Jose, and sent it in a shooting
retreat. Another day or so, and the white city
should appear before their eyes.

And there the enemy will be sure to make a
stand, Mackenzie thought, with the garrison to
reinforce him. And his positions will have to be
shelled; maybe we'll have to take the place street by
street. Laura, kid, will you be alive at the end?”

Of course, maybe it won't happen that way.
Maybe my scheme’ll work and we'll win easy—
What a horrible word "maybe” is! He slapped his
hands together with a pistol sound.

Speyer threw him a glance. The major’'s people
were safe; he’d even been able to visit them at
Mount Lassen, after the northern campaign was
over. “Rough,” he said.

“Rough on everybody,” Mackenzie said with a
thick anger. “This is a filthy war.”

Speyer shrugged. “No different from most,
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except that this time Pacificans are on the re-
ceiving as well as the giving end.”

“You know damn well I never liked the busi-
ness, anyplace.”

“What man in his right mind does?”

“When I want a sermon I'll ask for one.”

“Sorry,” said Speyer, and meant it.

“I'm sorry too,” said Mackenzie, instantly
contrite. “Nerves on edge. Damnation! I could
almost wish for some action.”

“Wouldn’t be surprised if we got some. This
whole affair smells wrong to me.”

Mackenzie looked around him. On the right the
horizon was bounded by hills, beyond which the
low but massive San Bruno range lifted. Here and
there he spied one of his own squads, afoot or
ahorse. Overhead sputtered a plane. But there was
plenty of concealment for a redoubt. Hell could
erupt at any minute . . . though necessarily a small
hell, quickly reduced by howitzer or bayonet,
casualties light. (Huh! Every one of those light
casualties was a man dead, with women and
children to weep for him, or a man staring at the
fragment of his arm, or a man with eyes and face
gone in a burst of shot, and what kind of un-
soldierly thoughts were these?)

Seeking comfort, Mackenzie glanced left. The
ocean rolled greenish-gray, glittering far out,
rising and breaking in a roar of white combers
closer to land. He smelled salt and kelp. A few
gulls mewed above dazzling sands. There was no
sail or smoke-puff —only emptiness. The convoys
from Puget Sound to San Francisco and the lean
swift ships of the coastal bossmen were miles
beyond the curve of the world.

Which was as it should be. Maybe things were
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working out okay on the high waters. One could
only try, and hope. And...it had been his
suggestion, James Mackenzie speaking at the
conference General Cruikshank held between the
battles of Mariposa and San Jose; the same James
Mackenzie who had first proposed that the Sierra
Command come down out of the mountains, and
who had exposed the gigantic fraud of Esperdom,
and succeeded in playing down for his men the
fact that behind the fraud lay a mystery one
hardly dared think about. He would endure in the
chronicles, that colonel, they would sing ballads
about him for half a thousand years.

Only it didn’t feel that way. James Mackenzie
knew he was not much more than average bright
under the best of conditions, now dull-minded
with weariness and terrified of his daughter’s fate.
For himself he was haunted by the fear of certain
crippling wounds. Often he had to drink himself to
sleep. He was shaved, because an officer must
maintain appearances, but realized very well that
if he hadn’t had an orderly to do the job for him he
would be as shaggy as any buck private. His uni-
form was faded and threadbare, his body stank
and itched, his mouth yearned for tobacco but
there had been some trouble in the commissariat
and they were lucky to eat. His achievements
amounted to patchwork jobs carried out in utter
confusion, or to slogging like this and wishing
only for an end to the whole mess. One day, win or
lose, his body would give out on him—he could
feel the machinery wearing to pieces, arthritic
twinges, shortness of breath, dozing off in the
middle of things—and the termination of himself
would be as undignified and lonely as that of every
other human slob. Hero? What an all-time laugh!
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He yanked his mind back to the immediate situ-
ation. Behind him a core of the regiment
accompanied the artillery along the beach, a
thousand men with motorized gun carriages,
caissons, mule-drawn wagons, a few trucks, one
precious armored car. They were a dun mass
topped with helmets, in loose formation, rifles or
bows to hand. The sand deadened their footfalls,
so that only the surf and the wind could be heard.
But whenever the wind sank, Mackenzie caught
the tune of the hex corps: a dozen leathery older
men, mostly Indians, carrying the wands of power
and whistling together the Song Against Witches.
He took no stock in magic himself, yet when that
sound came to him the skin crawled along his
backbone.

Everything's in good order, he insisted. We're
doing fine.

Then: But Phil’s right. This is a screwball busi-
ness. The enemy should have fought through to a
southward line of retreat, not let themselves be
boxed.

Captain Hulse galloped close. Sand spurted
when he checked his horse. "'Patrol report, sir.”

“Well?”” Mackenzie realized he had almost
shouted. “Go ahead.”

“Considerable activity observed about five
miles northeast. Looks like a troop headed our
way.”

Mackenzie stiffened. “Haven’t you anything
more definite than that?”

“Not so far, with the ground so broken.”

“Get some aerial reconnaissance there, for
Pete's sake!”

“Yes, sir. I'll throw out more scouts, too.”

“Carry on here, Phil.” Mackenzie headed toward
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the radio truck. He carried a minicom in his
saddlebag, of course, but San Francisco had been
continuously jamming on all bands and you
needed a powerful set to punch a signal even a few
miles. Patrols must communicate by messenger.

He noticed that the firing inland had slaked off.
There were decent roads in the interior Peninsula
a ways further north, where some resettlement
had taken place. The enemy, still in possession of
that area, could use them to effect rapid move-
ments.

If they withdrew their center and hit our flanks,
where we're weakest—

A voice from field HQ, barely audible through
the squeals and buzzes, took his report and gave
back what had been seen elsewhere. Large
maneuvers right and left, yes, it did seem as if the
Fallonites were going to try a breakthrough. Could
be a feint, though. The main body of the Sierrans
must remain where it was until the situation
became clearer. The Rolling Stones must hold out
a while on their own.

“Will do.” Mackenzie returned to the head of his
columns. Speyer nodded grimly at the word.

“Better get prepared, hadn’t we?”’

“Uh-huh.” Mackenzie lost himself in a welter of
commands, as officer after officer rode to him.
The outlying sections were to be pulled in. The
beach was to be defended, with the high ground
immediately above.

Men scurried, horses neighed, guns trundled
about. The scout plane returned, flying low
enough to get a transmission through: yes,
definitely an attack on the way; hard to tell how
big a force, through the damned tree cover and
down in the damned arroyos, but it might well be
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at brigadé strength.

Mackenzie established himself on a hilltop with
his staff and runners. A line of artillery stretched
beneath him, across the strand. Cavalry waited
behind them, lances agleam, an infantry company
for support. Otherwise the foot soldiers had faded
into the landscape. The sea boomed its own can-
nonade, and gulls began to gather as if they knew
there would be meat before long.

“Think we can hold them?” Speye:r asked.

“Sure,” Mackenzie said. “'If they come down the
beach, we’ll enfilade them, as well as shooting up
their front. If they come higher, well, that’s a text-
book example of defensible terrain. 'Course, if
another troop punches through the lines further
inland, we'll be cut off, but that isn’t our worry
right now.”

“They must hope to get around our army and
attack our rear.”

“Guess so. Not too smart of them, though. We
can approach Frisco just as easily fighting back-
wards as forwards.”

“Unless the city garrison makes a sally.”

“Even then. Total numerical strengths are about
equal, and we've got more ammo and alky. Also a
lot of bossman militia for auxiliaries, who're used
to disorganized warfare in hilly ground.”

“If we do whip them—" Speyer shut his lips
together.

“'Go on,” Mackenzie said.

“Nothing.”

“The hell it is. You were about to remind me of
the next step: how do we take the city without too
high a cost to both sides? Well, I happen to know
we've got a hole card to play there, which might
help.”
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Speyer turned pitying eyes away from
Mackenzie. Silence fell on the hilltop.

It was an unconscionably long time before the
enemy came in view, first a few outriders far
down the dunes, then the body of him, pouring
from the ridges and gullies and woods. Reports
flickered about Mackenzie—a powerful force,
nearly twice as big as ours, but with little
artillery; by now badly short of fuel, they must
depend far more than we on animals to move their
equipment. They were evidently going to change,
accept losses in order to get sabers and bayonets
among the Rolling Stones’ cannon. Mackenzie
issued his directions accordingly.

The hostiles formed up, a mile or so distant.
Through his field glasses Mackenzie recognized
them, red sashes of the Madera Horse, green and
gold pennon of the Dagos, fluttering in the iodine
wind. He’'d campaigned with both outfits in the
past. It was treacherous to remember that Ives
favored a blunt wedge formation and use the fact
against him . . . One enemy armored car and some
fieldpieces, light horsedrawn ones, gleamed
wickedly in the sunlight.

Bugles blew shrill. The Fallonite cavalry laid
lance in rest and started trotting. They gathered
speed as they went, a canter, a gallop, until the
earth trembled with them. Then their infantry got
going, flanked by its guns. The car rolled along
between the first and second line of foot. Oddly, it
had no rocket launcher on top or repeater barrels
thrust from the fire slits. Those were good troops,
Mackenzie thought, advancing in close order with
that ripple down the ranks which *bespoke
veterans. He hated what must happen.

His defense waited immobile on the sand. Fire
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crackled from the hillsides, where mortar squads
and riflemen crouched. A rider toppled, a dogface
clutched his belly and went to his knees, their
companions behind moved forward to close the
lines again. Mackenzie looked to his howitzers.
Men stood tensed at sights and lanyards. Let the
foe get well in range—There! Yamaguchi,
mounted just rearward of the gunners, drew his
saber and flashed the blade downward. Cannon
bellowed. Fire spurted through smoke, sand
gouted up, shrapnel sleeted over the charging
force. At once the gun crews fell into the rhythm of
reloading, relaying, refiring, the steady three
rounds per minute which conserved barrels and
broke armies. Horses screamed in their own
tangled red guts. But not many had been hit. The
Madera cavalry continued in full gallop. Their
lead was so close now that Mackenzie's glasses
picked out a face, red, freckled, a ranch boy
turned trooper, his mouth stretched out of shape
as he yelled.

The archers behind the defending cannon let go.
Arrows whistled skyward, flight after flight,
curved past the gulls and down again. Flame and
smoke ran ragged in the wiry hill grass, out of the
ragged-leaved live oak copses. Men pitched to the
sand, many still hideously astir, like insects that
had been stepped on. The fieldpieces on the enemy
left flank halted, swiveled about, and spat return
fire. Futile . . . but God, their officer had courage!
Mackenzie saw the advancing lines waver. An
attack by his own horse and foot, down the beach,
ought to crumple them. “Get ready to move,” he
said into his minicom. He saw his men poise. The
cannon belched anew.

The oncoming armored car slowed to a halt.
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Something within it chattered, loud enough to
hear through the explosions.

A blue-white sheet ran over the nearest hill.
Mackenzie shut half-blinded eyes. When he open-
ed them again, he saw a grass fire through the
crazy patterns of after-image. A Rolling Stone
burst from cover, howling, his clothes ablaze. The
man hit the sand and rolled over. That part of the
beach lifted in one monster wave, crested twenty
feet high, and smashed across the hill. The
burning soldier vanished in the avalanche that
buried his comrades.

"Psi blast!” someone screamed, thin and
horrible, through chaos and ground-shudder.
“The Espers—"'

Unbelievably, a bugle sounded and the Sierran
cavalry lunged forward. Past their own guns, on
against the scattering opposition . .. and horses
and riders rose into the air, tumbled in a giant's
invisible whirligig, crashed bone-breakingly to
earth again. The second rank of lancers broke.
Mounts reared, pawed the air, wheeled and fled in
every direction.

A terrible deep hum filled the sky. Mackenzie
saw the world as if through a haze, as if his brain
were being dashed back and forth between the
walls of his skull. Another glare ran across the
hills, higher this time, burning men alive.

“They'll wipe us out,” Speyer called, a dim voice
that rose and fell on the air tides. “They’ll re-form
as we stampede—"

“No!” Mackenzie shouted. "'The adepts must be
in that car. Come on!”

Most of his horse had recoiled on their own
artillery, one squealing, trampling wreck. The
infantry stood rigid, but about to bolt. A glance
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thrown to his right showed Mackenzie how the
enemy themselves were in confusion, this had
been a terrifying surprise to them too, but as soon
as they got over the shock they’d advance and
there’'d be nothing left to stop them . . . It was as if
another man spurred his mount. The animal
fought, foam-flecked with panic. He slugged its
head around, brutally, and dug in spurs. They
rushed down the hill toward the guns.

He needed all his strength to halt the gelding
before the cannon mouths. A man slumped dead
by this piece, though there was no mark on him.
Mackenzie jumped to the ground. His steed
bolted.

He hadn’t time to worry about that. Where was
help? “Come here!” His yell was lost in the riot.
But suddenly another man was beside him,
Speyer, snatching up a shell and slamming it into
the breach. Mackenzie squinted through the tele-
scope, took a bearing by guess and feel. He could
see the Esper car where it squatted among dead
and hurt. At this distance it looked too small to
have blackened acres.

Speyer helped him lay the howitzer. He jerked
the lanyard. The gun roared and sprang. The shell
burst a few yards short of target, sand spurted and
metal fragments whined.

Speyer had the next one loaded. Mackenzie
aimed and fired. Overshot this time, but not by
much. The car rocked. Concussion might have
hurt the Espers inside; at least, the psi blasts had
stopped. But it was necessary to strike before the
foe got organized again.

He ran toward his own regimental car. The door
gaped, the crew had fled. He threw himself into
the driver’s seat. Speyer clanged the door shut and
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stuck his face in the hood of the rocket-launcher
periscope. Mackenzie raced the machine forward.
The banner on its rooftop snapped in the wind.

Speyer aimed the launcher and pressed the
firing button. The missile burned across inter-
vening yards and exploded. The other car lurched
on its wheels. A hole opened in its side.

If the boys will only rally and advance—Well, if
they don't, I'm done for anyway. Mackenzie
squealed to a stop, flung open the door and leaped
out. Curled, blackened metal framed his entry. He
wriggled through, into murk and stenches.

Two Espers lay there. The driver was dead, a
chunk of steel through his breast. The other one,
the adept, whimpered among his unhuman instru-
ments. His face was hidden by blood. Mackenzie
pitched the corpse on its side and pulled off the
robe. He snatched a curving tube of metal and
tumbled back out.

Speyer was still in the undamaged car, firing
repeaters at those hostiles who ventured near.
Mackenzie jumped onto the ladder of the disabled
machine, climbed to its roof and stood erect. He
waved the blue robe in one hand and the weapon
he did not understand in the other. “‘Come on, you
sons!” he shouted, tiny against the sea wind.
“We've knocked 'em out for you! Want your break-
fast in bed too?”

One bullet buzzed past his ear. Nothing else.
Most of the enemy, horse and foot, stayed frozen.
In that immense stillness he could not tell if he
heard surf or the blood in his own veins.

Then a bugle called. The hex corps whistled
triumphantly; their tomtoms thuttered. A ragged
line of his infantry began to move toward him.
More followed. The cavalry joined them, man by
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man and unit by unit, on their flanks. Soldiers ran
down the smoking hillsides.

Mackenzie sprang to sand again and into his car.
“Let’s get back,” he told Speyer. “We got a battle
to finish.”

“Shut up!” Tom Danielis said.

Philosopher Woodworth stared at him. Fog
swirled and dripped in the forest, hiding the land
and the brigade, gray nothingness through which
came a muffled noise of men and horses and
wheels, an isolated and infinitely weary sound.
The air was cold, and clothing hung heavy on the
skin.

“Sir,” protested Major Lescarbault. The eyes
were wide and shocked in his gaunted face.

“I dare tell a ranking Esper to stop quacking
about a subject of which he’s totally ignorant?”
Danielis answered. “Well, it’s past time that some-
body did.

Woodworth recovered his poise. “All I said, son,
was that we should consolidate our adepts and
strike the Brodskyite center,” he reproved.
“What’s wrong with that?”

Danielis clenched his fists. ““Nothing,” he said,
“except it invites a worse disaster than you've
brought on us yet.”

“A setback or two,” Lescarbault argued. “They
did rout us on the west, but we turned their flank
here by the Bay.”

“With the net result that their main body
pivoted, attacked, and split us in half,” Danielis
snapped. “The Espers have been scant use since
then . .. now the rebels know they need vehicles to
transport their weapons, and can be killed. Artil-
lery zeroes in on their positions, or bands of



80 WINNERS

woodsmen hit and run, leaving them dead, or the
enemy simply goes around any spot where they’re
known to be. We haven'’t got enough adepts!”

“That’s why I proposed gettin’ them in one
group, too big to withstand,” Woodworth said.

“And too cumbersome to be of any value,”
Danielis replied. He felt more than a little sick-
ened, knowing how the Order had cheated him his
whole life; yes, he thought, that was the real bitter-
ness, not the fact that the adepts had failed to de-
feat the rebels—by failing, essentially, to break
their spirit—but the fact that the adepts were only
someone else’s cat’s paws and every gentle,
earnest soul in every Esper community was only
someone'’s dupe.

Wildly he wanted to return to Laura—there’d
been no chance thus far to see her—Laura and the
kid, the last honest reality this fog-world had left
him. He mastered himself and went on more
evenly:

“The adepts, what few of them survive, will of
course be helpful in defending San Francisco. An
army free to move around in the field can deal
with them, one way or another, but your. .. your
weapons can repel an assault on the city walls. So
that’s where I'm going to take them.”

Probably the best he could do. There was no
word from the northern half of the loyalist army.
Doubtless they’d withdrawn to the capital, suffer-
ing heavy losses en route. Radio jamming
continued, hampering friendly and hostile commu-
nications alike. He had to take action, either
retreat southward or fight his way through to the
city. The latter course seemed wisest. He didn’t
believe that Laura had much to do with his choice.

“I'm no adept myself,” Woodworth said. "'I can't
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call them mind to mind."”

“You mean you can’t use their equivalent of
radio,” Danielis said brutally. “Well, you’ve got an
adept in attendance. Have him pass the word.”

Woodworth flinched. "I hope,” he said, “'I hope
you understand this came as a surprise to me too.”

“Oh, yes, certainly, Philosopher,” Lescarbault
said unbidden.

Woodworth swallowed. *I still hold with the
Way and the Order,” he said harshly. “There’s
nothin’ else I can do. Is there? The Grand Seeker
has promised a full explanation when this is over.”
He shook his head. "'Okay, son, I'll do what I can.”

A certain compassion touched Danielis as the
blue robe disappeared into the fog. He rapped his
orders the more severely.

Slowly his command got going. He was with the
Second Brigade; the rest were strewn over the
Peninsula in the fragments into which the rebels
had knocked them. He hoped the equally scattered
adepts, joining him on his march through the San
Bruno range, would guide some of those units to
him. But most, wandering demoralized, were sure
to surrender to the first rebels they came upon.

He rode near the front, on a muddy road that
snaked over the highlands. His helmet was a
monstrous weight. The horse stumbled beneath
him, exhausted by—how many days?—of march,
countermarch, battle, skirmish, thin rations or
none, heat and cold and fear, in an empty land.
Poor beast, he’d see that it got proper treatment
when they reached the city. That all those poor
beasts behind him did, after trudging and fighting
and trudging again until their eyes were filmed
with fatigue.

There'll be chance enough for rest in San
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Francisco. We're impregnable there, walls and
cannon and the Esper machines to landward, the
sea that feeds us at our backs. We can recover our
strength, regroup our forces, bring fresh troops
down from Washington and up from the south by
water. The war isn't decided yet . .. God help us.

I wonder if it will ever be.

And then, will Jimbo Mackenzie come to see us,
sit by the fire and swap yarns about what we did?
Or talk about something else, anything else? If not,
that's too high a price for victory.

Maybe not too high a price for what we've
learned, though. Strangers on this planet. .. what
else could have forged those weapons? The adepts
will talk if I myself have to torture them till they
do. But Danielis remembered tales muttered in
the fisher huts of his boyhood, after dark, when
ghosts walked in old men’s minds. Before the
holocaust there had been legends about the stars,
and the legends lived on. He didn’'t know if he
would be able to look again at the night sky
without a shiver.

This damned fog—

Hoofs thudded. Danielis half drew his
sidearm. But the rider was a scout of his own,
who raised a drenched sleeve in salute. “'Colonel,
an enemy force about ten miles ahead by road.
Big.”

So we'll have to fight now. Do they seem aware
of us?”

“No, sir. They're proceeding east along the ridge
there.”

“Probably figure to occupy the Candlestick Park
ruins,” Danielis murmured. His body was too
tired for excitement. “Good stronghold, that. Very
well, Corporal.” He turned to Lescarbault and
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issued instructions.

The brigade formed itself in the formlessness.
Patrols went out. Information began to flow back,
and Danielis sketched a plan that ought to work.
He didn’t want to try for a decisive engagement,
only brush the enemy aside and discourage them
from pursuit. His men must be spared, as many as
possible, for the city defense and the eventual
counteroffensive.

Lescarbault came back. "Sir! The radio
jamming’s ended!”

“What?” Danielis blinked, not quite compre-
hending.

“Yes, sir. I've been using a minicom—"' Lescar-
bault lifted the wrist on which his tiny transceiver
was strapped—"for very short-range work,
passing the battalion commanders their orders.
The interference stopped a couple of minutes ago.
Clear as daylight.”

Danielis pulled the wrist toward his own mouth.
“Hello, hello, radio wagon, this is the C.0. You
read me?”’

“Yes, sir,” said the voice.

“They turned off the jammer in the city for a
reason. Get me the open military band.”

“Yes, sir.” Pause, while men mumbled and
water runneled unseen in the arroyos. A wraith
smoked past Danielis’s eyes. Drops coursed off his
helmet and down his collar. The horse’s mane
hung sodden.

Like the scream of an insect:

“—here at once! Every unit in the field, get to
San Francisco at once! We're under attack by
sea!”

Danielis let go Lescarbault’s arm. He stared into
emptiness while the voice wailed on and forever
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on.

“—bombarding Potrero Point. Decks jammed
with troops. They must figure to make a landing
there—"

Danielis’ mind raced ahead of the words. It was
as if Esp were no lie, as if he scanned the beloved
city himself and felt her wounds in his own flesh.
There was no fog around the Gate, of course, or so
detailed a description could not have been given.
Well, probably some streamers of it rolled in
under the rusted remnants of the bridge,
themselves like snowbanks against blue-green
water and brilliant sky. But most of the Bay stood
open to the sun. On the opposite shore lifted the
Eastbay hills, green with gardens and agleam with
villas; and Marin shouldered heavenward across
the strait, looking to the roofs and walls and
heights that were San Francisco. The convoy had
gone between the coast defenses that could have
smashed it, an unusually large convoy and not on
time: but still the familiar big-bellied hulls, white
sails, occasional fuming stacks, that kept the city
fed. There had been an explanation about trouble
with commerce raiders; and the fleet was passed
on into the Bay, where San Francisco had no
walls. Then the gun covers were taken off and the
holds vomited armed men.

Yes, they did seize a convoy, those piratical
schooners. Used radio jamming of their own;
together with ours, that choked off any cry of
warning. They threw our supplies overboard and
embarked the bossman militia. Some spy or traitor
gave them the recognition signals. Now the capital
lies open to them, her garrison stripped, hardly an
adept left in Esper Central, the Sierrans thrusting
against her southern gates, and Laura without me.
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“We're coming!” Danielis yelled. His brigade
groaned into speed behin him. They struck with a
desperate ferocity that carried them deep into
enemy positions and then stranded them in
separated groups. It became knife and saber in the
fog. But Danielis, because he led the charge, had
already taken a grenade on his breast.

East and south, in the harbor district and at the
wreck of the Peninsula wall, there was still some
fighting. As he rode higher, Mackenzie saw how
those parts were dimmed by smoke, which the
wind scattered to show rubble that had been
houses. The sound of firing drifted to him. But
otherwise the city shone untouched, roofs and
white walls in a web of streets, church spires
raking the sky like masts, Federal House on Nob
Hill and the Watchtower on Telegraph Hill as he
remembered them from childhood visits. The Bay
glittered insolently beautiful.

But he had no time for admiring the view, nor
for wondering where Laura huddled. The attack
on Twin Peaks must be swift, for surely Esper
Central would defend itself.

On the avenue climbing the opposite side of
those great humps, Speyer led half the Rolling
Stones. (Yamaguchi lay dead on a pockmarked
beach.) Mackenzie himself was taking this side.
Horses clopped along Portola, between blankly
shuttered mansions; guns trundled and creaked,
boots knocked on pavement, moccasins slithered,
weapons rattled, men breathed heavily and the
hex corps whistled against unknown demons. But
silence overwhelmed the noise, echoes trapped it
and let it die. Mackenzie recollected nightmares
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when he fled down a corridor which had no end.
Even if they don't cut loose at us, he thought
bleakly, we've got to seize their place before our
nerve gives out.

Twin Peaks Boulevard turned off Portola and
wound steeply to the right. The houses ended; wild
grasses alone covered the quasi-sacred hills, up to
the tops where stood the buildings forbidden to all
but adepts. Those two soaring, irridescent, foun-
tainlike skyscrapers had been raised by night,
within a matter of weeks. Something like a moan
stirred at Mackenzie's back.

“Bugler, sound the advance. On the double!”

A child’s jeering, the notes lifted and were lost.
Sweat stung Mackenzie's eyes. If he failed and was
killed, that didn’t matter too much . . . after every-
thing which had happened ... but the regiment,
the regiment—

Flame shot across the street, the color of hell.
There went a hiss and a roar. The pavement lay
trenched, molten, smoking and reeking.
Mackenzie wrestled his horse to a standstill. A
warning only. But if they had enough adepts to
handle us, would they bother trying to scare us off?
“Artillery, open fire!”

The field guns bellowed together, not only
howitzers but motorized 75s taken along from
Alemany Gate’s emplacements. Shells went over-
head with a locomotive sound. They burst on the
walls above and the racket thundered back down
the wind.

Mackenzie tensed himself for an Esper blast,
but none came. Had they knocked out the final
defensive post in their own first barrage? Smoke
cleared from the heights and he saw that the
colors which played in the tower were dead and
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that wounds gaped across loveliness, showing un-
believably thin framework. It was like seeing the
bones of a woman murdered by his hand.

Quick, though! He issued a string of commands
and led the horse and foot on. The battery stayed
where it was, firing and firing with hysterical
fury. The dry brown grass started to burn, as red-
hot fragments scattered across the slope. Through
mushroom bursts, Mackenzie saw the building
crumble. Whole sheets of facing broke and fell to
earth. The skeleton vibrated, took a direct hit and
sang in metal agony, slumped and twisted apart.

What was that which stood within?

There were no separate rooms, no floors,
nothing but girders, enigmatic machines, here and
there a globe still aglow like a minor sun. The
structure had enclosed something nearly as tall as
itself, a finned and shining column, almost like a
rocket shell but impossibly huge and fair.

Their spaceship, Mackenzie thought in the
clamor. Yes, of course, the ancients had begun
making spaceships, and we always figured we
would again someday. This, though—!

The archers lifted a tribal screech. The riflemen
and cavalry took it up, crazy, jubilant, the howl of
a beast of prey. By Satan, we've whipped the stars
themselves! As they burst onto the hillcrest, the
shelling stopped, and their yells overrode the
wind. Smoke was acrid as blood smell in their
nostrils.

A few dead blue-robers could be seen in the
debris. Some half-dozen survivors milled toward
the ship. A bowman let fly. His arrow glanced off
the landing gear but brought the Espers to a halt.
Troopers poured over the shards to capture them.

Mackenzie reined in. Something that was not
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numan lay crushed near a machine. Its blood was
deep violet color. When the people have seen this,
that's the end of the Order. He felt no triumph. At
St. Helena he had come to appreciate how funda-
mentally good the believers were.

But this was no moment for regret, or for
wondering how harsh the future would be with
man taken entirely off the leash. The building on
the other peak was still intact. He had to consoli-
date his position here, then help Phil if need be.

However, the minicom said, ""Come on and join
me, Jimbo. The fracas is over,’’ before he had com-
pleted his task. As he rode along toward Speyer’s
place, he saw a Pacitic States flag flutter up the
mast on that skyscraper’s top.

Guards stood awed and nervous at the portal.
Mackenzie dismounted and walked inside. The
entry chamber was a soaring, shimmering fantasy
of colors and arches, through which men moved
troll-like. A corporal led him down a hall.
Evidently this building had been used for
quarters, offices, storage, and less understandable
purposes . . .. There was a room whose door had
been blown down with dynamite. The fluid
abstract murals were stilled, scarred, and sooted.
Four ragged troopers pointed guns at the two
beings whom Speyer was questioning.

One slumped at something that might answer to
a desk. The avian face was buried in seven-
fingered hands and the rudimentary wings
quivered with sobs. Are they able to cry, then?
Mackenzie thought, astonished, and had a sudden
wish to take the being in his arms and offer what
comfort he was able.

The other one stood erect in a robe of woven
metal. Great topaz eyes met Speyer’s from a seven-



No Truce With Kings 89

foot height, and the voice turned accented English
into music.

“—a G-type star some fifty light-years hence. It
is barely visible to the naked eye, though not in
this hemisphere.”

The major's fleshless, bristly countenance
jutted forward as if to peck. “When do you expect
reinforcements?”

“There will be no other ship for almost a
century, and it will only bring personnel. We are
isolated by space and time; few can come to work
here, to seek to build a bridge of minds across that
gulf—"

“Yeah,” Speyer nodded prosaically. “The light-
speed limit. I thought so. If you're telling the
truth.” '

The being shuddered. *Nothing is left for us but
to speak truth, and pray that you will understand
and help. Revenge, conquest, any form of mass
violence is impossible when so much space and
time lies between. Our labor has been done in the
mind and heart. It is not too late, even now. The
most crucial facts can still be kept hidden—oh,
listen to me, for the sake of your unborn!”

Speyer nodded to Mackenzie. “Everything
okay?” he said. “We got us a full bag here. About
twenty left alive, this fellow the bossman. Seems
like they're the only ones on Earth.”

“We guessed there couldn't be many,” the
colonel said. His tone and his feelings were alike
ashen. “"When we talked it over, you and me, and
tried to figure what our clues meant. They'd have
to be few, or they’'d’ve operated more openly.”

“Listen, listen,” the being pleaded. *“We came in
love. Our dream was to lead you—to make you
lead yourselves—toward peace, fulfillment
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. .. Oh, yes, we would also gain, gain yet another
race with whom we could someday converse as
brothers. But there are many races in the uni-
verse. It was chiefly for your own tortured sakes
that we wished to guide your future.”

“That controlled history notion isn’t original
with you,” Speyer grunted. “We've invented it for
ourselves now and then on Earth. The last time it
led to the Hellbombs. No, thanks!"”

“But we know! The Great Science predicts with
absolute certainty—"

“Predicted this?”” Speyer waved a hand at the
blackened room.

“There are fluctuations. We are too few to
control so many savages in every detail. But do
you not wish an end to war, to all your ancient
sufferings? I offer you that for your help today.”

“You succeeded in starting a pretty nasty war
yourselves,” Speyer said.

The being twisted its fingers together. “That
was an error. The plan remains, the only way to
lead your people toward peace. I, who have .
traveled between suns, will get down before your
boots and beg you—"

“Stay put!” Speyer flung back. "If you'd come
openly, like honest folk, you’d have found some to
listen to you. Maybe enough, even. But no, your
do-gooding had to be subtle and crafty. You knew
what was right for us. We weren't entitled to say
anything in the matter. God in heaven, I've never
heard anything so arrogant!”

The being lifted its head. "Do you tell children
the whole truth?”

“As much as they're ready for.”

“Your child-culture is not ready to hear these
truths.”
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“Who qualified you to call us children—besides
yourselves?”’

“How do you know you are an adult?”

“By trying adult jobs and finding out if I can
handle them. Sure, we make some ghastly
blunders, we humans. But they're our own. And
we learn from them. You're the ones who won't
learn, you and that damned psychological science
you were bragging about, that wants to fit every
living mind into the one frame it can understand.

“You wanted to re-establish the centralized
state, didn’'t you? Did you ever stop to think that
maybe feudalism is what suits man? Some one
place to call our own, and belong to, and be part
of;, a community with traditions and honor; a
chance for the individual to make decisions that
count; a bulwark for liberty against the central
overlords, who'll always want more and more
power; a thousand different ways to live. We've
always built supercountries, here on Earth, and
we've always knocked them apart again. I think
maybe the whole idea is wrong. And maybe this
time we'll try something better. Why not a world
of little states, too well rooted to dissolve in a
nation, too small to do much harm—slowly rising
above petty jealousies and spite, but keeping their
identities—a thousand separate approaches to our
problems. Maybe then we can solve a few of
them . . . for ourselves!”

“You will never do so,” the being said. *You will
be torn in pieces all over again.”

“That's what you think. I think otherwise. But
whichever is right—and I bet this is too big a uni-
verse for either of us to predict—we’ll have made
a free choice on Earth. I'd rather be dead than
domesticated.
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“The people are going to learn about you as soon
as Judge Brodsky’s been reinstated. No, sooner.
The regiment will hear today, the city tomorrow,
just to make sure no one gets ideas about
suppressing the truth again. By the time your next
spaceship comes, we’ll be ready for it: in our own
way, whatever that is.”

The being drew a fold of robe about its head.
Speyer turned to Mackenzie. His face was wet.
“Anything . .. you want to say ... Jimbo?”

“No,” Mackenzie mumbled. “Can’t think of any-
thing. Let's get our command organized here. I
don’t expect we'll have to fight any more, though.
It seems to be about ended down there.”

“Sure.” Speyer drew an uneven breath. “The
enemy troops elsewhere are bound to capitulate.
They’ve got nothing left to fight for. We can start
patching up pretty soon.”

There was a house with a patio whose wall was
covered by roses. The street outside had not yet
come back to life, so that silence dwelt here under
the yellow sunset. A maidservant showed
Mackenzie through the back door and departed.
He walked toward Laura, who sat on a bench
beneath a willow. She watched him approach but
did not rise. One hand rested on a cradle.

He stopped and knew not what to say. How thin
she was!

Presently she told him, so low he could scarcely
hear: “Tom’s dead.”

“Oh, no.” Darkness came and went before his
eyes.

“I learned the day before yesterday, when a few
of his men straggled home. He was killed in the
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San Bruno.”

Mackenzie did not dare join her, but his legs
would not upbear him. He sat down on the flag-
stones and saw curious patterns in their arrange-
ment. There was nothing else to look at.

Her voice ran on above him, toneless: “'Was it
worth it? Not only Tom, but so many others, killed
for a point of politics?”

“More than that was at stake,” he said.

“Yes, I heard on the radio. I still can’t under-
stand how it was worth it. I've tried very hard, but
I can't.”

He had no strength left to defend himself.
“Maybe you're right, duck. I wouldn’t know.”

“I'm not sorry for myself,” she said. "I still have
Jimmy. But Tom was cheated out of so much.”

He realized all at once that there was a baby,
and he ought to take his grandchild to him and
think thoughts about life going on into the future.
But he was too empty.

“Tom wanted him named after you,” she said.

Did you, Laura? he wondered. Aloud: “What are
you going to do now?”’

“I'll find something.”

He made himself glance at her. The sunset
burned on the willow leaves above and on her
face, which was now turned toward the infant he
could not see. “'Come back to Nakamura,” he said.

“No. Anywhere else.”

“You always loved the mountains,” he groped.
||we—II

“No.” She met his eyes. "It isn’t you, Dad. Never
you. But Jimmy is not going to grow up a soldier.”
She hesitated. "I'm sure some of the Espers will
keep going, on a new basis, but with the same
goals. I think we should join them. He ought to
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believe in something different from what killed
his father, and work for it to become real. Don't
you agree?"’

Mackenzie climbed to his feet against Earth'’s
hard pull. “I don't know,” he said. 'Never was a
thinker . . . Can I see him?"”

“Oh, Dad—"

He went over and looked down at the small
sleeping form. “If you marry again,” he said, “and
have a daughter, would you call her for her
mother?”’ He saw Laura’s head bend downward
and her hands clench. Quickly he said, “I'll go
now. I'd like to visit you some more, tomorrow or
sometime, if you'll have me.”

Then she came to his arms and wept. He stroked
her hair and murmured, as he had done when she
was a child. “You do want to return to the
mountains, don’t you? They're your country too,
your people, where you belong.”

“Y-you'll never know how much I want to.”

“Then why not?"’ he cried.

His daughter straightened herself. “I can’t,” she
said. “Your war is ended. Mine has just begun.”

Because he had trained that will, he could only
say, "I hope you win it.”

“Perhaps in a thousand years—"' She could not
continue.

Night had fallen when he left her. Power was
still out in the city, so the street lamps were dark
and the stars stood forth above all roofs. The
squad that waited to accompany their colonel to
barracks looked wolfish by lantern light. They
saluted him and rode at his back, rifles ready for
trouble; but there was only the iron sound of
horseshoes.









The Longest Voyage

When first we heard of the Sky Ship, we were on
an island whose name, as nearly as Montalirian
tongues can wrap themselves about so barbarous
a noise, was Yarzik. That was almost a year after
the Golden Leaper sailed from Lavre Town, and we
judged we had come halfway round the world. So
befouled was our poor caravel with weeds and
shells that all sail could scarce drag across the
sea. What drinking water remained in the butts
was turned green and evil, the biscuit was full of
worms, and the first signs of scurvy had appeared
on certain crewmen.

“Hazard or no,” decreed Captain Rovic, “‘we
must land somewhere.” A gleam I remembered
appeared in his eyes. He stroked his red beard and
murmured, ‘'Besides, it's long since we asked for
the Aureate Cities. Perhaps this time they’ll have
intelligence of such a place.”

Steering by that ogre planet which climbed
daily higher as we bore westward, we crossed
such an emptiness that mutinous talk broke out
afresh. In my heart I could not blame the crew.
Imagine, my lords. Day upon day where we saw
naught but blue waters, white foam, high clouds
in a tropic sky; heard only the wind, whoosh of

97
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waves, creak of timbers, sometimes at night the
huge sucking and rushing as a sea monster
breached. These were terrible enough to common
sailors, unlettered men who still thought the
world must be flat. But then to have Tambur hang
forever above the bowsprit, and climb, so that all
could see we must eventually pass directly
beneath that brooding thing ... and what upbore
it? the crew mumbled in the forecastle. Would an
angered God not let fall down on us?

So a deputation waited on Captain Rovic. Very
timid and respectful they were, those rough burly
men, as they asked him to turn about. But their
comrades massed below, muscled sun-blackened
bodies taut in the ragged kilts, with daggers and
belaying pins ready to hand. We officers on the
quarterdeck had swords and pistols, true. But we
numbered a mere six, including that frightened
boy who was myself, and aged Froad the astro-
logue, whose robe and white beard were reverend
to see but of small use in a’ fight.

Rovic stood mute for a long while after the
spokesman had voiced this demand. The stillness
grew, until the empty shriek of wind in our
shrouds, the empty glitter of ocean out to the
world’s rim, became all there was. Most splendid
our master looked, for he had donned scarlet hose
and bell-tipped shoon when he knew the depu-
tation was coming; as well as helmet and corselet
polished to mirror brightness. The plumes blew
around that blinding steel head and the diamonds
on his fingers flashed against the rubies in his
sword hilt. Yet when at last he spoke, it was not as
a knight of the Queen’s court, but in the broad
Anday of his fisher boyhood.

“So 'tis back ye’d wend, lads? Wi’ a fair wind an’
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a warm sun, liefer ye'd come about an’ beat half
round the globe? How ye're changed from yere
fathers! Ken ye nay the legend, that once all things
did as man commanded, an’ ‘twas an Andayman’s
lazy fault that now men must work? For see ye,
‘twas nay too much that he told his ax to cut down
a tree for him, ai’ told the faggots to walk home,
but when he told 'em to carry him, then God was
wroth an’ tookthe power away. Though to be sure,
as recompense. God gave all Andaymen sea-luck,
dice-luck, an’ love-luck. What more d’ye ask for,
lads?”

Bewildered at this response, the spokesman
wrung his hands, flushed, looked at the deck, and
stammered that we'd all perish miserably...
starve, or thirst, or drown, or be crushed under
that horrible moon, or sail off the world’s édge
... the Golden Leaper had come farther than ship
had sailed since the Fall of Man, and if we
returned at once, our fame would live forever—

“But can ye eat fame, Eiten?"’ asked Rovic, still
mild and smiling. “We've had fights an’ storms,
aye, an’ merry carouses too; but devil an Aureate
City we've seen, though well ye ken they lie out
here someplace, stuffed wi’ treasure for the first
bold man who'll come plunder ‘em. What ails yere
gutworks, lad? Is't nay an easy cruise? What
would the foreigners say? How will yon arrogant
cavaliers o’ Sathayn, yon grubby chapmen o’
Woodland, laugh—nay alone at us, but at all
Montalir—did we turn back!”

Thus he jollied them. Only once did he touch his
sword, half drawing it, as if absent-mindedly,
when he recalled how we had weathered the hurri-
cane off Xingu. But they remembered the mutiny
that followed then, and how that same sword had
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pierced three armed sailors who attacked him
together. His dialect told them he would let
bygones lie forgotten: if they would. His bawdy
promises of sport among lascivious heathen tribes
yet to be discovered, his recital of treasure
legends, his appeal to their pride as seamen and
Montalirians, soothed fear. And then in the end,
when he saw them malleable, he dropped the pro-
vincial speech. He stood forth on the quarterdeck
‘with burning casque and tossing plumes, and the
flag of Montalir blew its sea-faded colors above
him, and he said as the knights of the Queen say:

“Now you know I do not propose to turn back
until the great globe has been rounded and we
bring to Her Majesty that gift which is most
peculiarly ours to give. The which is not gold or
slaves, nor even that lore of far places that she and
her most excellent Company of Merchant
Adventurers desire. No, what we shall lift in our
hands to give her, on that day when again we lie by
the long docks of Lavre, shall be our achievement:
that we did this thing which no men have dared in
all the world erenow, and did it to her glory.”

A while longer he stood, through a silence full of
the sea’s noise. Then he said quietly, "Dismissed,”
turned on his heel and went back into his cabin.

So we continued for some days more, the men
subdued but not uncheerful, the officers taking
care to hide their doubts. I found myself busied,
not so much with the clerical duties for which I
was paid or the study of captaincy for which I was
apprenticed—both these amounting to little by
now—as with assisting Froad the astrologue. In
these balmy airs he could carry on his work even
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on shipboard. To him it scarce mattered whether
we sank or swam; he had lived more than a
common span of years already. But the knowledge
of the heavens to be gained here, that was some-
thing else. At night, standing on the foredeck with
quadrant, astrolabe, and telescope, drenched in
the radiance from above, he resembled some
frosty-bearded saint in the window of Provien
Minster..

“See there, Zhean.” His thin hand pointed above
seas that glowed and rippled with light, past the
purple sky and the few stars still daring to show-
themselves, toward Tambur. Huge it was in full
phase at midnight, sprawling over seven degrees
of sky, a shield or barry of soft vert and azure,
splotched with angry sable that could be seen to
move across its face. The firefly moon we had
named Siett twinkled near the hazy edge of the
giant. Balant, espied rarely and low on the horizon
in our ‘part of the world, here stood high: a
crescent, but with the dark part of the disk tinged
by luminous Tambur.

“Observe,” declared Froad, “‘there’s no doubt
left, one can see how it rotates on an axis, and how
storms boil up in its air. Tambur is no longer the
dimmest of frightened legends, nor a dreadful ap-
parition seen to rise as we entered unknown
waters; Tambur is real. A world like our own.
Immensely bigger, certes, but still a spheroid in
space: around which our own world moves,
always turning the same hemisphere to her
monarch. The conjectures of the ancients are tri-
umphantly confirmed. Not merely that our world
is round, pouf, that’s obvious to anyone ... but
that we move about a greater center, which in turn
has an annual path about-the sun. But, then, how
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big is the sun?”

“Siett and Balant are inner satellites of
Tambur,” I rehearsed, struggling for compre-
hension. ‘‘Vieng, Tarou, and the other moons
commonly seen at home, have paths outside our
own world’s. Aye. But what holds it all up?”

“That I don’t know. Mayhap the crystal sphere
containing the stars exerts an inward pressure.
The same pressure, maybe, that hurled mankind
down onto the earth, at the time of the Fall From
Heaven.”

That night was warm, but I shivered, as if those
had been winter stars. “'Then,” I breathed, ‘‘there
may also be men on... Siett, Balant, Vieng ...
even on Tambur?”’

“Who knows? We'll need many lifetimes to find
out. And what lifetimes they’ll be! Thank the good
God, Zhean, that you were born in this dawn of the
coming age.”

Froad returned to making measurements. A dull
business, the other officers thought; but by now I
had learned enough of the mathematic arts to
understand that from these endless tabulations
might come the true size of the earth, of Tambur,
sun and moons and stars, the path they took
through space and the direction of Paradise. So
the common sailors, who muttered arid made
signs against evil as they passed our instruments,
were closer to fact than Rovic's gentlemen: for
indeed Froad practiced a most potent gramarye.

At length we saw weeds floating on the sea,
birds, towering cloud masses, all the signs of land.
Three days later we raised an island. It was an
intense green under those calm skies. Surf, still
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more violent than in our hemisphere, flung
against high cliffs, burst in a smother of foam and
roared back down again. We coasted carefully, the
palomers aloft to seek an approach, the gunners
standing by our cannon with lighted matches. For
not only were there unknown currents and shoals
—familiar hazards—but we had had brushes with
canoe-sailing cannibals in the past. Especially did
we fear the eclipses. My lords can visualize how in
that hemisphere the sun each day must go behind
Tambur. In that longitude the occurrence was
about midafternoon and lasted nearly ten
minutes. An awesome sight: the primary planet—
for so Froad now called it, a planet akin to Diell of
Coint, with our own world humbled to a mere
satellite thereof!'—become a black disk encircled
with red, up in a sky suddenly full of stars. A cold
wind blew across the sea, and even the breakers
seemed hushed. Yet so impudent is the soul of
man that we continued about our duties, stopping
only for the briefest prayer as the sun
disappeared, thinking more about the chance of
shipwreck in the gloom than of God’'s Majesty.
So bright is Tambur that we continued to work
our way around the island at night. From sunup to
sunup, twelve mortal hours, we kept the Golden
Leaper slowly moving. Toward the second noon,
Captain Rovic's persistence was rewarded. An
opening in the cliffs revealed a long fjord. Swamp
shores overgrown with saltwater trees told us that
while the tides rose high in that bay, it was not one
of those roosts so dreaded by mariners. The wind
being against us, we furled sail and lowered thc
boats, towing in our caravel by the power of oars.
This was a vulnerable moment, expecially since
we had perceived a village within the fjord.
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“Should we not stand out, master, and let them
come first to us?” I ventured.

Rovic spat over the rail. 'I've found it best never
to show doubt,” said he. “If a canoe fleet should
assail us, we'll give 'em a whiff of grapeshot and
trust to break their nerve. But I think, thus show-
ing ourselves fearless of them from the very first,
we're less likely to meet treacherous ambuscade
later.”

He proved right.

In the course of time, we learned we had come
upon the eastern end of a large archipelago. The
inhabitants were mighty seafarers, considering
that they had only outrigger dugouts to travel in.
These, however, were often a hundred feet long.
With forty paddles, or with three bast-sailed
masts, such a vessel could almost match our best
speed, and was more maneuverable. However, the
small cargo space limited their range of travel.

Though they lived in houses of wood and thatch,
possessing only stone tools, the natives were culti-
vated folk. They farmed as well as fished; their
priests had an alphabet. Tall and vigorous, some-
what darker and less hairy than we, they were
impressive to behold: whether nude as was
common, or in full panoply of cloth and feathers
and shell ornaments. They had formed a loose
empire through the archipelago, raided islands
lying farther north and carried on a brisk trade
within their own borders. Their whole nation they
called the Hisagazi, and the island on which we
had chanced was Yarzik.

This we learned slowly, as we mastered some-
what their tongue. For we were several weeks at
that town. The duke of the island, Guzan, made us
welcome, supplying us with food, shelter, and
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helpers as we required. For our part, we pleased
them with glassware, bolts of Wondish cloth, and
suchlike trade goods. Nonetheless we encountered
many difficulties. The shore above high-water
mark being too swampy for beaching a vessel as
heavy as ours, we must build a drydock before we
could careen. Numerous of us took a flux from
some disease, though all recovered in time, and
this slowed us further.

“Yet I think our troubles will prove a blessing,"”
Rovic told me one night. As had become his habit,
once he learned I was a discreet amanuensis, he
confided certain thoughts in me. The captain is
ever a lonely man; and Rovic, fisher lad, free-
booter, self-taught navigator, victor over the
Grand Fleet of Sathayn and ennobled by the Queen
herself, must have found the keeping of that nec-
essary aloofness harder than would a gentleman
born.

I waited silent, there in the grass hut they had
given him. A soapstone lamp threw wavering light
and enormous shadows over us; something rustled
the thatch. Outside, the damp ground sloped past
houses on stilts and murmurous fronded trees, to
the fjord where it shimmered under Tambur.
Faintly I heard drums throb, a chant and stamping
of feet around some sacrificial fire. Indeed the
cool hills of Montalir seemed far.

Rovic leaned back in his muscular form, y-clad
in a mere seaman’s kilt in this heat. He had had
them fetch him a civilized chair from the ship.
“For see you, young fellow,” he continued, “at
other times we’'d have established just enough
communication to ask about gold. Well, we might
also try to get a few sailing directions. But all in
all, we'd hear little except the old story—’aye,
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foreign lord, indeed there's a kingdom where the
very streets are paved with gold...a hundred
miles west’—anything to get rid of us, eh? But in
this prolonged stay, I've asked out the duke and
the idolater priests more subtly. I've been so coy
about whence we came and what we already
know, they’ve let slip a gobbet of knowledge they'd
not otherwise have disgorged on the rack itself.”

“The Aureate Cities?” I cried.

“Hush! I'd not have the crew get excnted and out
of hand. Not yet.”

His leathery, hooknosed face turned strange
with thought. “I've always believed those cities an
old wives' tale,” he said. My shock must have been
mirrored to his gaze, for he grinned and went on,
“A useful one. Like a lodestone on a stick, it's
dragging us around the world.” His mirth faded.
Again he got that look, which was not unlike the
look of Froad considering the heavens. “Aye, of
course I want gold, too. But if we find none on this
voyage, I'll not care. I'll just capture a few ships of
Eralia or Sathayn when we're back in home
waters, and pay for the voyage thus. I spoke God's
truth that day on the quarterdeck, Zhean, that this
journey was on its own goal; until I can give it to
Queen Odela, who once gave me the kiss of en-
noblement.”

He shook himself out of his reverie and said in a
brisk tone: "Having led him to believe I already
knew the most of it, I teased from Duke Guzan the
admission that on the main island of this Hisagazi
empire is something I scarce dare think about. A
ship of the gods, he says, and an actual live god
who came from the stars therein. Any of the
natives will tell you this much. The secret
reserved to the noble folk is that this is no legend
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or mummery, but sober fact. Or so Guzan claims. I
know not what to think. But ... he took me to a
holy cave and showed me an object from that ship.
It was some kind of clockwork mechanism, I
believe. What, I know not. But of a shining silvery
metal such as I've never seen before. The priest
challenged me to break it. The metal was not
heavy; must have been thin. But it blunted my
sword, splintered a rock I pounded with, and my
diamond ring would not scratch it.”

I made signs against evil. A chill went along me,
spine and skin and scalp, until I prickled all over.
For the drums were muttering in a jungle dark,
and the waters lay like quick-silver beneath
gibbous Tambur, and each afternoon that planet
ate the sun. Oh, for the bells of Provien, across
wind-swept Anday downs!

When the Golden Leaper was seaworthy again,
Rovic had no trouble gaining permission to visit
the Hisagazian emperor on the main island. He
would, indeed, have found difficulty in not doing
so. By now the canoes had borne word of us from
one end of the realm to another, and the great lords
were all agog to see these blue-eyed strangers.
Sleek and content once more, we disentangled
ourselves from the arms of tawny wenches and
embarked. Up anchor, up sail, with chanties
whose echoes sent sea birds whirling above the
steeps, and we stood out to sea. This time we were
escorted. Guzan himself was our pilot, a big
middle-aged man whose handsomeness was not
much injured by the livid green tattoos his folk
affected on face and body. Several of his sons
spread their pallets on our decks, while a swarm
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of warriors paddled alongside.

Rovic summoned Etien the boatswain to him in
his cabin. “You're a man of some wit,” he said. ‘'
give you charge of keeping our crew alert,
weapons ready, however peaceful this may look.”

“Why, master!” The scarred brown face sagged
with near dismay. “Think you the natives plot a
treachery?”

“Who can tell?” said Rovic. ‘Now, say naught to
the crew. They've no skill in dissembling. Did
greed or fear rise among ‘em, the natives would
sense as much, and grow uneasy—which would
worsen the attitude of our own men, until none
but God’s Daughter could tell what'd happen. Only
see to it, as casually as you're able, that our arms
are ever close by and that our folk stay together.”

Etien collected himself, bowed, and left the
cabin. I made bold to ask what Rovic had in mind.

“Nothing, yet,” said he. “However, I did hold in
these fists a piece of clockwork such as the Grand
Ban of Giair never imagined; and yarns were spun
me of a Ship which flew down from heaven,
bearing a god or a prophet. Guzan thinks I know
more than I do, and hopes we'll be a new, dis-
turbing element in the balance of things, by which
he may further his own ambitions. He did not take
all those fighting men along by accident. As for
me ... I intend to learn more about this."”

He sat a while at his table, staring at a sunbeam
which sickled up and down the wainscot as the
ship rocked. Finally: “'Scripture tells us man dwelt
beyond the stars before the Fall. The astrologues
of the past generation or two have told us the
planets are corporeal bodies like this earth. A
traveler from Paradise—"

I left with my head in a roar.
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We made an easy passage among scores of
islands. After several days we raised the main one,
Ulas-Erkila. It is about a hundred miles long, forty
miles across at the widest, rising steep and green
toward central mountains dominated by a
volcanic one. The Hisagazi worship two sorts of
gods, watery and fiery, and believe this Mount
Ulas houses the latter. When I saw that snowpeak
afloat in the sky above emerald ridges, staining
the blue with smoke, I could feel what the pagans
did. The holiest act a man can perform among
them is to cast himself into the burning crater of
Ulas, and many an aged warrior is carried up the
mountain that he may do so. Women are not allow-
ed on the slopes.

Nikum, the royal seat, is situated at the head of
a fjord like the village where we had been staying.
But Nikum is rich and extensive, being about the
size of Roann. Many houses are made from timber
rather than thatch; there is also a massive basalt
temple atop a cliff, overlooking the city, with
orchards, jungle, and mountains at its back. So
great are the tree trunks available to them for
pilings, the Hisagazi have built here a regular set
of docks like those at Lavre—instead of moorings
and floats that can rise or fall with the tides, such
as most harbors throughout the world are content
with. We were offered a berth of honor at the
central wharf, but Rovic made the excuse that our
ship was awkward to handle and got us tied at the
far end.

“In the middle, we’d have the watchtower
straight above us,” he muttered to me. “And they
may not have discovered the bow here, but their
javelin throwers are good. Also, we’'d have an easy
approach to our ship, plus a clutter of moored
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canoes between us and the bay mouth. Here,
though, a few of us could hold the pier whilst the
others ready for quick departure.”
“But have we anything to fear, master?’’ I asked.
He gnawed his mustache. "I know not. Much
depends on what they really believe about this
god-ship of theirs . .. as well as what the truth is.
But come all death and hell against us, we’ll not
return without that truth for Queen Odela.”
Drums rolled and feathered spearmen leaped as
our officers disembarked. A royal catwalk had
been erected above highwater level. (Common
townsfolk in this realm swim from house to house
'when the tide laps their thresholds, or take a
coracle if they have burdens to carry.) Across the
graceful span of vines and canes lay the palace,
which was a long building made from logs, the
roof pillars carved into fantastic god-shapes.
Iskilip, Priest-Emperor of the Hisagazi, was an
old and corpulent man. A soaring headdress of
plumes, a feather robe, a wooden scepter topped
with a human skull, his own facial tattoos, his
motionlessness, all made him seem unhuman. He
sat on a dais, under sweet-smelling torches. His
sons sat cross-legged at his feet, his courtiers on
either side. Down the long walls were ranged his
guardsmen. They had not our custom of standing
to attention; but they were big supple young men,
with shields and corselets of scaly sea-monster
leather, with flint axes and obsidian spears that
could kill as easily as iron. Their heads were
shaven, which made them look the fiercer.
Iskilip greeted us well, called for refreshment,
bade us be seated on a bench not much lower than
his dais. He asked many perceptive questions.
Wide-ranging, the Hisagazi knew of islands far
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beyond their own chain. They could even point the
direction and tell us roughly the distance of a
many-castled country they named Yurakadak,
though only one of them had traveled that far
himself. Judging by their third-hand description,
what could this be but Giair, which the Wondish
adventurer Hanas Tolasson had reached
overland? It blazed in me that we were indeed
rounding the world. Only after that glory had
faded a little did I again heed the talk.

“As I told Guzan,” Rovic was saying, “another
thing which drew us hither was the tale that you
were blessed with a Ship from heaven. And he
showed me this was true.”

A hissing went down the hall. The princes grew
stiff, the courtiers blanked their countenances,
even the guardsmen stirred and muttered.
Remotely through the walls I heard the rumbling,
nearing tide. When Iskilip spoke, through the
mask of himself, his voice had gone whetted:
“Have you forgotten that these things are not for
the uninitiate to see, Guzan?”’

“No, Holy One,” said the duke. Sweat sprang
forth among the devils on his face, but it was not
the sweat of fear. “However, this captain knew.
His people also... as nearly as I could learn. ..
he still has trouble speaking so I can understand
... his people are initiate too. The claim seems
reasonable, Holy One. Look at the marvels they
brought. The hard, shining stone-which-is-not-
stone, as in this long knife I was given, is that not
like the stuff of which the Ship is built? The tubes
which make distant things look close at hand, such
as he has given you, Holy One, is this not akin to
the far-seer the Messenger possesses?”

Iskilip leaned forward, toward Rovic. His
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scepter hand trembled so much that the pegged
jaws of the skull clattered together. “Did the Star
People themselves teach you to make all this?”” he
cried. "I never imagined . .. The Messenger never
spoke of any others—"

Rovic held up both palms. “Not so fast, Holy
One, I pray you,” said he. “We are poorly versed in
your tongue. I couldn’t recognize a word just
now.”

This was his deceit. All his officers had been
ordered to feign a knowledge of Hisagazi less than
they really possessed. (We had improved our
command of it by secret practicing with each
other.) Thus he had an unimpeachable device for
equivocation.

“Best we talk of this in private, Holy One,”
suggested Guzan, with a glare at the courtiers.
They returned him a jealous glare.

Iskilip slouched in his gorgeous regalia. His
words fell blunt enough, but in the weak tone of an
old, uncertain man. "I know not. If these strangers
are already initiate, certes we can show them what
we have. But otherwise—if profane ears heard the
Messenger’s own tale—"

Guzan raised a dominator's hand. Bold and
ambitious, long thwarted in his petty province, he
had taken fire this day. “"Holy One,"” he said, ‘'why
has the full story been withheld all these years? In
part to keep the commoners obedient, aye. But
also, did you and your councillors not fear that all
the world might swarm hither, greedy for
knowledge, if it knew, and we should then be over-
whelmed? Well, if we let the blue-eyed men go
home with curiosity unsatisfied, I think they are
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sure to return in strength. So we have naught to
lose by revealing the truth to them. If they have
never had a Messenger of their own, if they can be of
no real use to us, time enough to kill them. But if
they have indeed been visited like us, what might
we and they not do together!”

This was spoken fast and softly, so that we
Montalirians should not understand. And indeed
our gentlemen failed to do so. I, having young
ears, got the gist; and Rovic preserved such a
fatuous smile of incomprehension that I knew he
was seizing every word.

So in the end they decided to take our leader—
and my insignificant self, for no Hisagazian
magnate goes anywhere quite unattended—up to
the temple. Iskilip led the way in person, with
Guzan and two brawny princes behind. A dozen
spearmen brought up the rear. I thought Rovic’s
blade would be scant use if trouble came, but set
my lips firmly together and made myself walk
behind him. He looked as eager as a child on
Thanksday Morning, teeth agleam in the pointed
beard, a plumed bonnet slanted rakish over his
brow. None would have thought him aware of any
peril.

We left about sundown; in Tambur's
hemisphere, folk make less distinction between
day and night than our people must. Having
observed Siett and Balant in high tide position, I
was not surprised that Nikum lay nearly drowned.
And yet, as we wound up the cliff trail toward the
temple, methought I had never seen a view more
alien.

Below us lay a sheet of water, on which the long
grass roofs of the city appeared to float; the
crowded docks, where our own ship’s masts and
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spars raked above heathen figureheads; the fjord,
winding between precipices toward its mouth,
where the surf broke white and terrible on the
skerries. The heights above us seemed altogether
black, against a fire-colored sunset that filled high
half the sky and bloodied the waters. Wan through
those clouds I glimpsed the thick crescent of
Tambur, banded in a heraldry no man could read.
A basalt column chipped into the shape of a head
loomed in outline athwart the planet. Right and
left of the path grew sawtoothed grasses, summer-
dry. The sky was pale at the zenith, dark purple in
the east, where the first few stars had appeared.
Tonight I found no comfort in the stars. We all
walked silent. The bare native feet made no noise.
My own shoes went pad-pad and the bells on
Rovic’s toes raised a tiny jingle.

The temple was a bold piece of work. Within a
quadrangle of basalt walls guarded by tall stone
heads lay several buildings of the same material.
Only the fresh-cut fronds that roofed them were
alive. With Iskilip to lead us, we brushed past
acolytes and priests to a wooden cabin behind the
sanctum. Two guardsmen stood watch at its door,
but they knelt for Iskilip. The emperor rapped
with his curious scepter.

My mouth was dry and my heart thunderous. I
expected almost any being hideous or radiant to
stand in the doorway as it was opened. Astonish-
ing, then, to see just a man, and of no great
stature. By lamplight within I discerned his room,
clean, austere, but not uncomfortable; this could
have been any Hisagazian dwelling. He himself
wore a simple bast skirt. The legs beneath were
bent and thin, old man's shanks. His body was also
thin, but still erect, the white head proudly
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carried. In complexion he was darker than a
Montalirian, lighter than a Hisagazian, with
brown eyes and thin beard. His visage differed
subtly, in nose and lips and slope of jaw, from any
other race I had ever encountered. But he was
human.

Naught else.

We entered the cabin, shutting out the
spearmen. Iskilip doddered through a half-
religious ceremony of introduction. I saw Guzan
and the princes shift their stance, restless and
unawed. Their class had long been party to this.
Rovic’s face was unreadable. He bowed with full
courtliness to Val Nira, Messenger of Heaven,.and
explained our presence in a few words. But as he
spoke, their eyes met and I saw him take the star
man'’s measure.

“Aye, this is my home,” said Val Nira. Habit
spoke for him; he had given this account to so
many young nobles that the edges were worn off
it. As yet he had not observed our metallic instru-
ments, or else had not grasped their significance
to him. “For.. . forty-three years, is that right,
Iskilip? I have been treated as well as might be. If
at times I was near screaming from loneliness,
that is what an oracle must expect.”

The emperor stirred, uneasy in his robe. “His
demon left him,” he explained. *Now he is simple
human flesh. That's the real secret we keep. It was
not ever thus. I remember when he first came. He
prophesied immense things, and all the people
wailed and went on their faces. But sithence his
demon has gone back to the stars, and the once
potent weapon he bore has equally been emptied
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of its force. The people would not believe this,
however, so we still pretend otherwise, or ‘there
would be unrest among them."”

“Affecting your own privileges,” said Val Nira.
His tone was tired and sardonic. “Iskilip was
young then,” he added to Rovic, “and the imperial
succession was in doubt. I gave him my influence.
He promised in return to do certain things for
me.”’

“I tried, Messenger,” said the monarch. “'Ask all
the sunken canoes and drowned men if I did not
try. But the will of the gods was otherwise.”

“Evidently,” Val Nira shrugged. “These islands
have few ores, Captain Rovic, and no person
capable of recognizing those I required. It’s too far
to the mainland for Hisagazian canoes. But I don-t
deny you tried, Iskilip...then.” He cocked an
eyebrow back at us. “This is the first time foreign-
ers have been taken so deeply into the imperial
confidence, my friends. Are you certain you can
get back out again, alive?”

“Why, why, why, they’'re our guests!” blustered
Iskilip and Guzan, almost in each other’s mouths.

“Besides,” smiled Rovic, "I had most of the
secret already. My own country has secrets of its
own, to set against this. Yes, I think we might well
do business, Holy One.”

The emperor trembled. His voice cracked
across. "Have you indeed a Messenger too?”’

"What?” For a numbed moment Val Nira stared
at us. Red and white pursued each other across his
countenance. Then he sat down on the bench and
began to weep.

“Well, not precisely.” Rovic laid a hand on the
shaking shoulder, "I confess no heavenly vessel
had docked at Montalir. But we've certain other
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secrets, belike equally valuable.” Only I, who
knew his moods somewhat, could sense the taut-
ness in him. He locked eyes with Guzan and stared
the duke down as a wild animal tamer does. And
all the while, motherly gentle, he spoke with Val
Nira. "I take it, friend, your Ship was wrecked on
these shores, but could be repaired if you had
certain materials?”’

“Yes...yes...listen—"  Stammering and
gulping at the thought he might see his home again
ere he died, Val Nira tried to explain.

The doctrinal implications of what he said are
so astounding, even dangerous, that I feel sure my
lords would not wish me to repeat much.
However, I do not believe they are false. If the
stars are indeed suns like our own, each attended
by planets like our own, this demolishes the
crystal-sphere theory. But Froad, when he was
told later, did not think that mattered to the true
religion. Scripture has never said in so many
words that Paradise lies directly above the birth-
place of God’s Daughter; this was merely
assumed, during those centuries when the earth
was believed to be flat. Why should Paradise not
be those planets of other suns, where men dwell in
magnificence, men who possess all the ancient
arts and flit from star to star as casually as we
might go from Lavre to West Alayn?

Val Nira believed our ancestors had been cast
away on this world, several thousand years ago.
They must have been fleeing the consequences of
some crime or heresy, to come so far from any
human domain. Somehow their ship was wrecked,
the survivors went back to savagery, only by
degrees have their descendants regained a little
knowledge. I cannot see where this explanation
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contradicts the dogma of the Fall. Rather, it
amplifies it. The Fall was not the portion of all
mankind, but only of a few—our own tainted
blood—while the others continued to dwell
prosperous and content in the heavens.

Even today, our world lies far off the trade lanes
of the Paradise folk. Very few of them nowadays
have any interest in seeking new worlds. Val Nira,
though, was such a one. He traveled at hazard for
months until he chanced upon our earth. Then the
curse seized him, too. Something went wrong. He
descended upon Ulas-Erkila, and the Ship would
fly no more.

“I know what the damage is,” he said ardently.
“I've not forgotten. How could I? No day has
passed in all these years that I didn’t recite to
myself what must be done. A certain subtle engine
in the Ship requires quicksilver.” (He and Rovic
must spend some time talking ere they deduced
this must be what he meant by the word he used.)
“When the engine failed, I landed so hard that its
tanks burst. All the quicksilver, what I had in
reserve as well as what I was employing, poured
forth. So much, in that hot enclosed space, would
have poisoned me. I fled outside, forgetting to
close the doorway. The deck being canted, the
quicksilver ran after me. By the time I had re-
covered from blind panic, a tropical rainstorm
had carried off all the fluid metal. A series of
unlikely accidents, yes, that’s what's condemned
me to a life’s exile. It really would have made more
sense to perish outright!”

He clutched Rovic’s hand, staring up from his
seat at the captain who stood over him. “Can you
actually get quicksilver?” he begged. "I need no
more than the volume of a man’s head. Only that,
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and a few repairs easily made with tools in the
Ship. When this cult grew up around me, I must
needs release certain things I possessed, that each
provincial temple might have a relic. But I took
care never to give away anything important.
Whatever I need is all there. A gallon of quick-
silver, and— Oh, God, my wife may even be alive,
on Terra!”

Guzan, at least, had begun to understand the
situation. He gestured to the princes, who hefted
their axes and stepped a little closer. The door was
shut on the guard escort, but a shout would bring
their spears into this cabin. Rovic looked from Val
Nira to Guzan, whose face was grown ugly with
tension. My captain laid hand on hilt. In no other
way did he seem to feel any nearness of trouble.

“I take it, milord,” he said lightly, “you're will-
ing that the Heaven Ship be made to fly again.”

Guzan was jarred. He had never expected this.
“Why, of course,” he exclaimed. ““Why not?”

“Your tame god would depart you. What then
becomes of your power in Hisagazi?”

“I...I'd not thought of that,” Iskilip stuttered.

Val Nira's eyes shuttled among us, as if
watching a game of paddleball. His thin body
shook. “No,” he whimpered. “You can't. You can’t
keep me!”’

Guzan nodded. "In a few more years,” he said,
not unkindly, “you would depart in death’s canoe
anyhow. If meanwhile we held you against your
will, you might not speak the right oracles for us.
Nay, be at ease; we'll get your flowing stone.”
With a slitted glance at Rovic: “*Who shall fetch
it?”
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“My own folk;” said the knight. “Our ship can
readily reach Giair, where there are civilized
nations who surely have the quicksilver. We could
return within a year, I think.”

“Accompanied by a fleet of adventurers, to help
you seize the sacred vessel?”’ asked Guzan bluntly.
“Or...once out of our islands ... you might not
proceed to Yurakadak at all. You might continue
the whole way home, and tell your Queen, and
return with all the power she commands.”

Rovic lounged against a roof post, like a big
pouncecat at its ease in ruffles and hose and
scarlet cape. His right hand continued to rest on
his sword pommel. “Only Val Nira could make
that Ship go, I suppose,” he drawled. “Does it
matter who aids him in making repairs? Surely
you don't think either of our nations could
conquer Paradise!”

“The Ship is very easy to operate,” chattered
Val Nira. “Anyone can fly it in air. I showed many
nobles what levers to use. Its navigating among
the stars which is more difficult. No nation on this
world could even reach my people unaided—let
alone fight them—but why should you think of
fighting? I've told you a thousand times, Iskilip,
the dwellers in the Milky Way are dangerous to
none, helpful to all. They have so much wealth
they’re hard put to find a use for most of it. Gladly
would they spend large amounts to help all the
peoples on this world become civilized again.”
With an anxious, half hysterical look at Rovic:
“Fully civilized, I mean. We'll teach you our arts.
We'll give you engines, automata, homunculi, that
do all the toilsome work; and boats that fly
through the air; and regular passenger service on
those ships that ply between the stars—"



The Longest Voyage 121

“These things you have promised for forty
years,” said Iskilip. ““We've only your word.”

“And, finally, a chance to confirm his word,” I
blurted.

Guzan said with calculated grimness: “Matters
are not that simple, Holy One. I've watched these
men from across the ocean for weeks, while they
lived on Yarzik. Even on their best behavior,
they’re a fierce and greedy lot. I trust them no
further than my eyes reach. This very night I see
how they’ve befooled us. They know our language
better than they ever admitted. And they misled us
to believe they might have some inkling of a
Messenger. If the Ship were indeed made to fly
again, with them in possession, who knows what
they might choose to do?”

Rovic's tone softened still further, **“What do you
propose, Guzan?"

“We can discuss that another time.”

I saw knuckles tighten around stone axes. For a
moment, only Val Nira’s unsteady breathing was
heard. Guzan stood heavy in the lamplight, rub-
bing his chin, the small black eyes turned down-
ward in thoughtfulness. At last he shook himself.
“Perhaps,” he said crisply, “a crew mainly Hisa-
gazian could sail your ship, Rovic, and fetch the
flowing stone. A few of your men could go along to
instruct ours. The rest could remain here as
hostages.”

My captain made no reply. Val Nira groaned,
“You don’t understand! You're squabbling over
nothing! When my people come here, there'll be no
more war, no more oppression, they'll cure you of
all such diseases. They’ll show friendship to all
and favor to none. I beg you—"

“Enough,” said Iskilip. His own words fell
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ragged. “We shall sleep on all this. If anyone can
sleep after so much strangeness.”

Rovic looked past the emperor’s plumes, into
the face of Guzan. "'Before we decide anything—"
His fingers tightened on the sword hilt till the
nails turned white. Some thought had sprung up
with-him. But he kept his tone even. “First I want
to see that Ship. Can we go there tomorrow?”

Iskilip was the Holy One, but he stood huddled
in his feather robe. Guzan nodded agreement.

We bade our goodnights and went forth under
Tambur. The planet was waxing toward full,
flooding the courtyard with cold luminance, but
the hut was shadowed by the temple. It remained a
black outline, with a narrow lamplight rectangle
of doorway in the middle. There was etched the
frail body of Val Nira, who had come from the
stars. He watched us till we had gone out of sight.

On the way down the path, Guzan and Rovic
bargained in curt words. The Ship lay two days’
march inland, on the slopes of Mount Ulas. We
would go in a joint party to inspect it, but a mere
dozen Montalirians were to be allowed. Afterward
we would debate our course of action.

Lanthorns glowed yellow at our caravel’s poop.
Refusing Iskilip’s hospitality, Rovic and I
returned thither for the night. A pikeman on guard
at the gangway inquired what I had learned. “'Ask
me tomorrow,” I said feebly. “My head’s in too
much of a whirl.”

“Come into my cabin, lad, for a stoup ere we
retire,” the captain invited me.

God knows I needed wine. We entered the low
little room, crowded with nautical instruments,
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with books, and with printed charts that looked
quaint to me now I had seen a little of those spaces
where the cartographer drew mermaids and
windsprites. Rovic sat down behind his table,
gestured me to a chair opposite, and poured from
a carafe into two goblets of Quaynish crystal.
Then I knew he had momentous thoughts in his
head—far more than the problem of saving our
lives.

We sipped a while, unspeaking. I heard the lap-
lap of wavelets on our hull, the tramp of men on
watch, the rustle of distant surf: otherwise
nothing. At last Rovic leaned back, staring at the
ruby wine on the table. I could not read his
expression.

“Well, lad,” said he, “what do you think?”

“I know not what to think, master.”

“You and Froad are a little prepared for this
idea that the stars are other suns. You're
educated. As for me, I've seen so much eldritch in
my day that this seems quite believable. The rest
of our people, though—"

“An irony that barbarians like Guzan should
long have been familiar with the concept—having
had the old man from the sky to preach it privily to
their class for more than forty years—Is he
indeed a prophet, master?”

“He denies it. He plays prophet because he
must, but it's evident all the dukes and earls of
this realm know it’s a trick. Iskilip is senile, more
than half converted to his own artificial creed. He
was mumbling about prophecies Val Nira made
long ago, true prophecies. Bah! Tricks of memory
and wishfulness. Val Nira is a human and fallible
as I am. We Montalirians are the same flesh as
these Hisagazi, even if we have learned the use of
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metal before they did. Val Nira’s people know
more in turn than us; but they're still mortals, by
Heaven. I must remember that they are.”

“Guzan remembers.”

“Bravo, lad!” Rovic’s mouth bent upward, one-
sidedly. “He’s a clever one, and bold. When he
came, he saw his chance to stop stagnating as the
petty lord of an outlying island. He’ll not let that
chance slip without a fight. Like many a double-
dealer before him, he accuses us of plotting the
very things he hopes to do.”

“But what does he hope for?”

“My guess would be, he wants the Ship for him-
self. Val Nira said it was easy to fly. Navigation
between the stars would be too difficult for
anyone save him; nor could any man in his right
mind hope to play pirate along the Milky Way.
However .. . if the Ship stayed right here, on this
earth, rising no higher than a mile above ground
... the warlord who used it might conquer more
widely than Lame Darveth himself.”

I was aghast. “Do you mean Guzan would not
even try to seek out Paradise?”’

Rovic scowled so blackly at his wine that I saw
he wanted aloneness. I stole off to my bunk in the
poop.

The captain was up before dawn, readying our
folk. Plainly he had reached some decision, and it
was not pleasant. But once he set a course, he
seldom left it. He was long in conference with
Etien, who came out of the cabin looking fright-
ened. As if to reassure himself, the boatswain
ordered the men about all the more harshly.

Our allowed dozen were to be Rovic, Froad,
myself, Etien, and eight crewmen. All were
supplied with helmets and corselets, muskets and
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edged weapons. Since Guzan had told us there was
a beaten path to the Ship, we assembled a supply
cart on the dock. Etien supervised its lading. I was
astonished to see that nearly all it carried, till the
axles groaned, was barrels of gunpowder. “But
we're not taking cannon!”’ I protested.

“Skipper's orders,” rapped Etien. He turned his
back on me. After a glance at Rovic's face, no one
ventured to ask him the reason. I remembered we
would be going up a mountainside. A wagonful of
powder, with lit fuse, set rolling down toward a
hostile army, might win a battle. But did Rovic
anticipate open conflict so soon?

Certes his orders to the men and officers
remaining behind suggested as much. They were
to stay aboard the Golden Leaper, holding her
ready for instant fight or flight.

As the sun rose, we said our morning prayers to
God’s Daughter and marched down the docks. The
wood banged hollow under our boots. A few thin
mists drifted on the bay; Tambur’s crescent hung
wan above. Nikum Town was hushed as we passed
through.

Guzan met us at the temple. A son of Iskilip was
supposedly in charge, but the duke ignored that
youth as much as we did. They had a hundred
guardsmen with them, scaly-coated, shaven-
headed, tattooed with storms and dragons. The
early sunlight gleamed off obsidian spearheads.
Our approach was watched in silence. But when
we drew up before those disorderly ranks, Guzan
trod forth. He was also y-clad in leather, and
carried the sword Rovic had given him on Yarzik.
The dew shimmered on his feather cloak. “What
have you in that wagon?"’ he demanded.

“Supplies,” Rovic answered.
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“For four days?”

“Send home all but ten of your men,"” said Rovic
coolly, “"And I'll send back this cart.”

Their eyes clashed, until Guzan turned and gave
his orders. We started off, a few Montalirians
surrounded by pagan warriors. The jungle lay
ahead of us, a deep and burning green, rising
halfway up the slope of Ulas. Then the mountain
became naked black, up to the snow that edged its
smoking crater.

Val Nira walked between Rovic and Guzan.
Strange, I thought, that the instrument of God's
will for us was so shriveled. He ought to have
walked tall and haughty, with a star on his brow.

During the day, at night when we made camp,
and again the next day, Rovic and Froad
questioned him eagerly about his home. Of course,
all their talk was in fragments. Nor did I hear
everything, since I must take my turn at pulling
our wagon along that narrow, upward, damnable
trail. The Hisagazi have no draft animals, there-
fore they make very little use of the wheel and
have no proper roads. But what I did hear kept me
long awake.

Ah, greater marvels than the poets have
imagined for EIf Land! Entire cities built in a
single tower half a mile high. The sky made to
glow so that there is no true darkness after sunset.
Food not grown in the earth, but manufactured in
alchemical laboratories. The lowest peasant
owning a score of machines which serve him more
subtly and humbly than might a thousand slaves—
owning an aerial carriage which can fly him
around his world in less than a day—owning a
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crystal window on which theatrical images
appear, to beguile his abundant leisure. Argosies
between suns, stuffed with the wealth of a
thousand planets; yet every ship unarmed and un-
escorted, for there are no pirates and this realm
has long ago come to such good terms with the
other starfaring nations that war has also ceased.
(These other countries, it seems are more akin to
the supernatural than Val Nira’s, in that the races
composing them are not human, though able to
speak and reason.) In this happy land there is little
crime. When it does occur, the criminal is soon
captured by the arts of the provost corps; yet he is
not hanged, nor even transported overseas.
Instead, his mind is cured of the wish to violate
any law. He returns home to live as an especially
honored citizen, since all know he is now
completely trustworthy. As for the government—
but here I lost the thread of discourse. I believe it
is in form a republic, but in practice a devoted
fellowship of men, chosen by examination, who
see to the welfare of everyone else.

Surely, I thought, this was Paradise!

Our sailors listened with mouths agape. Rovic’s
mien was reserved, but he gnawed his mustaches
incessantly. Guzan, to whom this was an old tale,
grew rough of manner. Plain to see, he disliked
our intimacy with Val Nira, and the ease where-
with we grasped ideas that were spoken.

But then, we came of a nation which has long
encouraged natural philosophy and improvement
of all mechanic arts. I myself, in my short lifetime,
had witnessed the replacement of the waterwheel
in regions where there are few streams, by the
modern form of windmill. The pendulum clock
was invented the year before I was born. I had
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read many romances about the flying machines
which no few men have tried to devise. Living at
such a dizzy pace of progress, we Montalirians
were well prepared to entertain still vaster con-
cepts.

At night, sitting up with Froad and Etien around
a campfire, I spoke somewhat of this to the savant.
“Ah,” he crooned, “today Truth stood unveiled
before me. Did you hear what the starman said?
The three laws of planetary motion about a sun,
and the one great law of attraction which explains
them? Dear saints, that law can be put in a single
short sentence, and yet the development will keep
mathematicians busy for three hundred years!”

He stared past the flames, and the other fires
around which the heathen men slept, and the
jungle gloom, and the angry volcanic glow in
heaven. I started to query him. “Leave be, lad,”
grunted Etien. “Can ye nay tell when a man’s in
love?”

I shifted my position, a little closer to the boat-
swain’s stolid, comforting bulk. “What do you
think of all this?” I asked, softly, for the jungle
whispered and croaked on every side.

“Me, I stopped thinking a while back,” he said.
“After yon day on the quarterdeck, when the
skipper jested us into sailing wi’ him though we
went off the world’s edge an’ tumbled down in
foam amongst the nether stars. .. well, I'm but a
poor sailor man, an’ one chance o’ regaining home
is to follow the skipper.”

“Even beyond the sky?”

“Less hazard to that, maybe, than sailing on
around the world. The little man swore his vessel
was safe, an’ that there’re no storms between the
suns.”
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“Can you trust his word?”

“Oh, aye. Even a knocked-about old palomer like
me has seen enough o’ men to ken when a one’s too
timid an’ eagersome to stand by a lie. I fear not the
folk in Paradise, nor does the skipper. Except in
some way—" Etien rubbed his bearded jaw,
scowling. “In some way I can nay wholly grasp,
they affright Rovic. He fears nay they’ll come
hither wi’ torch an’ sword; but there’s somewhat
else about 'em that frets him.”

I felt the ground shudder, ever so faintly. Ulas
had cleared his throat. "It does seem we'd be
daring God’s anger—"’

“That’s nay what gnaws on the skipper’s mind.
He was never an over-pious man.” Etien scratched
himself, yawned, and climbed to his feet. “Glad I
am to be nay the skipper. Let him think over
what’s best to do. Time ye an’ me was asleep.”

But I slept little that night.

Rovic, I think, rested well. Yet as the next day
wore on, I could see haggardness on him. I
wondered why. Did he think the Hisagazi would
turn on us? If so, why had he come at all? As the
slope steepened, the wagon grew so toilsome to
push and drag that my fears died for lack of
breath.

Yet when we came upon the Ship, toward
evening, I forgot my weariness. And after one
amazed volley of oaths, our mariners rested silent
on their pikes. The Hisagazi, never talkative,
crouched low in token of awe. Only Guzan
remained erect among them. I glimpsed his
expression as he stared at the marvel. It was a look
of lust.
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Wild was that place. We had gone above timber-
line, so the land was a green sea below us, edged
with silvery ocean. Here we stood among tumbled
black boulders, with cinders and spongy tufa
underfoot. The mountain rose in steeps and scarps
and ravines, up to the snows and the smoke, which
rose another mile into a pale chilly day. And here
stood the Ship.

And the Ship was beauty.

I remember. In length—height, rather, since it
stood on its tail—it was about equal to our own
caravel, in form not unlike a lance head, in color a
shining white untarnished after forty years. That
was all. But words are paltry, my lord. What can
they show of clean soaring curves, of iridescence
on burnished metal, of a thing which was proud
and lovely and in its very shape aquiver to be off?
How can I conjure back the glamor which hazed
that Ship whose keel had cloven starlight?

We stood there a long time. My vision blurred. I
wiped my eyes, angry to be seen so affected, until I
noticed one tear glisten in Rovic’s red beard. But
the captain’s visage was quite blank. When he
spoke, he said merely, in a flat voice, “"Come, let’s
make camp.”

The Hisagazian guardsmen dared approach no
closer than thése several hundred yards, to so
potent an idol as the Ship had become. Our own
mariners were glad enough to maintain the same
distance. But after dark, when all else was in
order, Val Nira led Rovic, Froad, Guzan, and my-
self to the vessel.

As we approached, a double door in the side
swung noiselessly open and a metal gangplank
descended therefrom. Glowing in Tambur’s light,
and in the dull clotted red reflected off the smoke
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clouds, the Ship was already as strange as I could
endure. When it thus opened itself to me, as if a
ghost stood guard, I whimpered and fled. The
cinders crunched beneath my boots; I caught a
whiff of sulfurous air.

But at the edge of camp I rallied myself enough
to look again. The dark ground blotted all light, so
that the Ship appeared alone with its grandeur.
Presently I went back.

The interior was lit by luminous panels, cool to
the touch. Val Nira explained that the great engine
which drove it—as if the troll of folklore were put
on a treadmill—was intact, and would furnish
power at the flick of a lever. As nearly as I could
understand what he said, this was done by
changing the metallic part of ordinary salt into
light...so I do not understand after all. The
quicksilver was required for a part of the controls,
which channeled power from the engine into
another mechanism that hurtled the Ship
skyward. We inspected the broken container.
Enormous indeed had been the impact of landing,
to twist and bend that thick alloy so. And yet Val
Nira had been shielded by invisible forces, and the
rest of the ship had not suffered important
damage. He fetched some tools, which flamed and
hummed and whirled, and demonstrated a few
repair operations on the broken part. Obviously
he would have no trouble completing the work—
and then he need only pour in a gallon of quick-
silver, to bring his vessel alive again.

Much else did he show us that night. I shall say
naught of this, for I cannot even remember such
strangeness very clearly, let alone find words.
Suffice it that Rovic, Froad, and Zhean spent a few
hours in EIf Hill.
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So, too, did Guzan. Though he had been taken
here once before, as part of his initiation, he had
never been shown this much erenow. Watching
him, however, I saw less marveling in him than
greed.

No doubt Rovic observed the same. There was
little which Rovic did not observe. When we
departed the Ship, his silence was not stunned like
Froad’s or my own. At the time, I thought in a
vague fashion that he fretted over the trouble
Guzan was certain to make. Now, looking back, I
believe his mood was sadness.

Sure it is that long after we others were in our
bedrolls, he stood alone, looking at the planet-lit
Ship.

Early in a cold dawn, Etien shook me awake.
“Up, lad, we've work to do. Load yere pistols an’
belt on yere dirk.”

“What? What's to happen?” I fumbled with a
hoarfrosted blanket. Last night seemed a dream.

“The skipper's nay said, but plainly he awaits a
fight. Report to the wagon an’ help us move into
yon flying tower.” Etien’s thick form heel-
squatted a moment longer beside me. Then,
slowly: “Methinks Guzan has some idea o’ mur-
dering us all, here on the mountain. One officer
an’ a few crewmen can be made to sail the Golden
Leaper for him, to Giair an’ back. The rest o’ us
would be less trouble to win wi’ our weasands
slit.”

I crawled forth, teeth clattering in my head.
After arming myself, I snatched some food from
the common store. The Hisagazi on the march
carry dried fish and a sort of bread made from a
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powdered weed. Only the saints knew when I'd
next geta chance toeat. I wasthelast to join Rovic
at the cart. The natives were drifting sullenly
toward us, unsure what we intended.

“Let’s go, lads,” said Rovic. He gave his orders.
Four men started manhandling the wagon across
the rocky trail toward the Ship, where this
gleamed among mists. We others stood by,
weapons ready. Almost at once Guzan hastened
toward us, with Val Nira toiling in his wake.

Anger darkened his countenance. “What are you
doing?” he barked.

Rovic gave him a calm stare. “Why, milord, as
we may be here for some time, inspecting the
wonders aboard the Ship—"

“What?” interrupted Guzan. “What do you
mean? Have you not seen enough for one visit? We
must get home again, and prepare to sail after the
flowing stone.”

“Go if you wish,” said Rovic. "I choose to linger.
And since you don't trust me, I reciprocate the
feeling. My folk will stay in the Ship, which can be
defended if necessary.”

Guzan stormed and raged, but Rovic ignored
him. Our men continued hauling the cart over the
uneven ground. Guzan signaled his spearmen, who
approached in a disordered but alert mass. Etien
spoke a command. We fell into line. Pikes slanted
forward, muskets took aim.

Guzan stepped back. We had demonstrated
firearms for him at his own home island. Doubt-
less he could overwhelm us with sheer numbers,
were he determined enough, but the cost would be
heavy. “No reason to fight, is there?” purred
Rovic. "I am only taking a sensible precaution.
The Ship is a most valuable prize. It could bring
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Paradise for all . . . or dominion over this earth for
one. There are those who'd prefer the latter. I've
not accused you of being among them. However,
in prudence I'd liefer keep the Ship for my hostage
and my fortress, as long as it pleases me to remain
here.”

I think then I was convinced of Guzan's real
intentions, not as a surmise of ours but as plain
fact. Had he truly wished to attain the stars, his
one concern would have been to keep the Ship
safe. He would not have reached out, snatched
little Val Nira in his powerful hands, and dragged
the starman backward like a shield against our
fire. Not that his intent matters, save to my own
conscience. Wrath distorted his patterned visage.
He screamed at us, "Then I'll keep a hostage too!
And much good may your shelter do you!”

The Hisagazi milled about, muttering, hefting
their spears and axes, but not prepared to follow
us. We grunted our way across the black
mountainside. The sun strengthened. Froad
twisted his beard. "'Dear me, master captain,” he
said, “'think you they’ll lay siege to us?”

“I'd not advise anyone to venture forth alone,”
said Rovic dryly.

“But without Val Nira to explain things, what
use for us to stay at the Ship? Best we go back. I've
mathematic texts to consult—my head’s aspin
with the law that binds the turning planets—I
must ask the man from Paradise what he knows
of —"

Rovic interrupted with a gruff order to three
men, that they help lift a wheel wedged between
two stones. He was in a savage temper. I confess
his action seemed mad to me. If Guzan intended
treachery, we had gained little by immobilizing



The Longest Voyage 135

ourselves'in the Ship, where he could starve us.
Better to let him attack in the open, where we
would have a chance of fighting our way through.
On the other hand, if Guzan did not plan to fall on
us in the jungle—or any other time—then this was
senseless provocation on our part. But I dared not
question.

When we had brought our wagon up to the Ship,
its gangplank again descended for us. The sailors
started and cursed. Rovic forced himself out of his
own bitterness, to speak soothing words. “Easy,
lads. I've been aboard already, ye ken. Naught
harmful within. Now we must tote our powder
thither, an’ stow it as I've planned.”

Being slight of frame, I was not set to carrying
the heavy casks, but put at the foot of the gang-
plank to watch the Hisagazi. We were too far away
to distinguish words, but I saw how Guzan stood
up on a boulder and harangued them. They shook
their weapons at us and whooped. But they did not
venture to attack. I wondered wretchedly what
this was all about. If Rovic had foreseen us
besieged, that would explain why he brought so
much powder along . . . no, it would not, for there
was more than a dozen men could shoot off in
weeks of musketry, even had we had enough lead
along . . . and we had almost no food! I looked past
the poisonous volcano clouds, to Tambur where
storms raged that could engulf all our earth, and
wondered what demons lurked here to possess
men,

I sprang to alertness at an indignant shout from
within. Froad! Almost, I ran up the gangway, then
remembered my duty. I heard Rovic roar him
down and order the crewfolk to carry on. Froad
and Rovic must have gone alone into the pilot’s
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compartment and talked for an hour or more.
When the old man emerged, he protested no
longer. But as he walked down the gangway, he
wept.

Rovic followed, grimmer of countenance than I
had ever seen aman erenow. The sailors filed
after, some looking appalled, some relieved, but
chiefly watching the Hisagazian camp. They were
simple mariners; the Ship was little to them save
an alien and disquieting thing. Last came Etien,
walking backward down the metal plank as he un-
coiled a long string.

“Form square!” barked Rovic. The men snapped
into position. “Best get within, Zhean and Froad,”
said the captain. “You can better carry extra
ammunition than fight.” He placed himself in the
van.

I tugged Froad’s sleeve. “Please, I beg you,
master, what’s happening?” But he sobbed too
much to answer.

Etien crouched with flint and steel in his hands.
He heard me—for otherwise we were all deathly
silent—and said in a hard voice: “We placed casks
o' powder throughout this hull, lad, wi’ powder
trains to join 'em. Here's the fuse to the whole.”

I could not speak, could not even think, so
monstrous was this. As if from immensely far
away, I heard the click of stone on steel in Etien’s
fingers, heard him blow on the spark and add: A
good idea, methinks. I said t'other eventide, I'd
follow the skipper wi’'out fear o’ God's curse—but
better 'tis not to tempt Him overmuch.”

“Forward march!” Rovic’'s sword blazed clear
of the scabbard.

Our feet scrunched loud and horrible on the
mountain as we quick-stepped away. I did not look
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back. I could not. I was still fumbling in a night-
mare. Since Guzan would have moved to intercept
us anyhow, we proceeded straight toward his
band. He stepped forward as we halted at the
camp’s edge. Val Nira slunk shivering after him. I
heard the words dimly:

“Well, Rovic, what now? Are you ready to go
home?”’

“Yes,” said the captain. His voice was dull. “All
the way home.”

Guzan squinted in rising suspiciousness. “Why
did you abandon your wagon? What did you leave
behind?”’

“Supplies. Come, let's march.”

Val Nira stared at the cruel shapes of our pikes.
He must wet his lips a few times ere he could
quaver, “What are you talking about? There’s no
reason to leave food there. It would spoil in all the
time until . .. until—" He faltered as he looked
into Rovic’s eyes. The blood drained from him.

“What have you done?”’ he whispered.

Suddenly Rovic’s free hand went up, to cover his
face. “What I must,” he said thickly. “Daughter of
God, forgive me.”

The starman regarded us an instant more. Then
he turned and ran. Past the astonished warriors he
burst, out onto the cindery slope, toward his Ship.

“Come back!” bellowed Rovic. “You fool you'll
never—'"'

He swallowed hard. As he looked after that
small, stumbling, lonely shape, hurrying across a
fire mountain toward the Beautiful One, the
sword sank in his grasp. “Perhaps it’s best,” he
said, like a benediction.

Guzan raised his own sword. In scaly coat and
blowing feathers, he was a figure as impressive as
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steel-clad Rovic. "Tell me what you’ve done,” he
snarled, “or I'll kill you this moment!”

He paid our muskets no heed. He, too, had had
dreams.

He, too, saw them end, when the Ship exploded.

Even that adamantine hull could not withstand
a wagonload of carefully placed gunpowder, set
off at one time. There came a crash that knocked
me to my knees, and the hull cracked open. White-
hot chunks of metal screamed across the slopes. I
saw one of them strike a boulder and split it in
twain. Val Nira vanished, destroyed too quickly to
have seen what happened; so in the ultimate, God
was merciful to him. Through the flames and
smokes and the doomsday noise which followed, I
saw the Ship fall. It rolled down the slope, strew-
ing its own mangled guts behind. Then the moun-
tainside grumbled and slid in pursuit, and buried
it, and dust hid the sky.

More than this, I have no heart to remember.

The Hisagazi shrieked and fled. They must have
thought all hell came to earth. Guzan stood his
ground. As the dust enveloped us, hiding the grave
of the Ship and the white volcano crater, turning
the sun red, he sprang at Rovic. A musketeer
raised his weapon. Etien slapped it down. We
stood and watched those two men fight, up and
over the shaken cinder land, and knew in our
private darkness that this was their right. Sparks
flew where the blades clamored together. At last
Rovic's skill prevailed. He took Guzan in the
throat.

We gave Guzan decent burial and went down
through the jungle.

That night the guardsmen rallied their courage
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enough to attack us. We were aided by our
muskets, but must chiefly use sword and pike. We
hewed our way through them because we had no
other place to go than the sea.

They gave up, but carried word ahead of us.
When we reached Nikum, all the forces Iskilip
could raise were besieging the Golden Leaper and
waiting to oppose Rovic's entry. We formed a
square again, and no matter how many thousands
they had, only a score or so could reach us at any
time. Nonetheless, we left six good men in the
crimsoned mud of those streets. When our people
on the caravel realized Rovic was coming back,
they bombarded the town. This ignited the thatch
roofs and distracted the enemy enough that a
sortie from the ship was able to effect a juncture
with us. We chopped our way to the pier, got
aboard, and manned the capstan.

Outraged and very brave, the Hisagazi paddled
their canoes up to our hull, where our cannon
could not be brought to bear. They stood on each
other's shoulders to reach our rail. One band
forced itself aboard, and the fight was fierce
which cleared them from the decks. That was
when I got the shattered collarbone which plagues
me to this day.

But in the end, we came out of the fjord. A fresh
east wind was blowing. With all sail aloft, we
outran the foe. We counted our dead, bound our
wounds, and slept.

Next dawning, awakened by the pain of my
shoulder and the worse pain within, I mounted the
quarterdeck. The sky was overcast. The wind had
stiffened; the sea ran cold and green, whitecaps
out to a cloud-gray horizon. Timbers groaned and
rigging skirled. I stood an hour facing aft, into the
chill wind that numbs pain.
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When I heard boots behind me, I did not turn
around. I knew they were Rovic's. He stood beside
me a long while, bareheaded. I noticed that he was
starting to turn gray.

Finally, not yet regarding me, still squinting into
the air that lashed tears from our eyes, he said: "I
had a chance to talk Froad over, that day. He was
grieved, but owned I was right. Has he spoken to
you about it?”’

“No,” I said.

“None of us are ever likely to speak of it much,”
said Rovic.

After another time: "I was not afraid Guzan or
anyone else would seize the Ship and try to turn
conqueror. We men of Montalir should well be
able to deal with any such rogues. Nor was I afraid
of the Paradise dwellers. That poor little man
could only have been telling truth. They would
never have harmed us... willingly. They would
have brought precious gifts, and taught us their
own esoteric arts, and let us visit all their stars.”

“Then why?” I got out.

“Someday  Froad’'s successors will solve the
riddles of the universe,” he said. “‘Someday our
descendants will build their own Ship, and go
forth to whatever destiny they wish.”

Spume blew up and around us, until our hair
was wet. I tasted the salt on my lips.

“Meanwhile,” said Rovic, '‘we’ll sail the seas of
this earth, and walk its mountains, and chart and
subdue and come to understand it. Do you see,
Zhean? That is what the Ship would have taken
from us.”

Then I was also made able to weep. He laid his
hand on my uninjured shoulder and stood with me
while the Golden Leaper, all sail set, proceeded
westward.
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Moru understood about guns. At least the tall
strangers had demonstrated to their guides what
the things that each of them carried at his hip
could do in a flash and a flameburst. But he did
not realize that the small objects they often moved
about in their hands, while talking in their own
language, were audiovisual transmitters.
Probably he thought they were fetishes.

Thus, when he killed Donli Sairn, he did so in
full view of Donli’s wife.

That was happenstance. Except for prearranged
times at morning and evening of the planet’s
twenty-eight-hour day, the biologist, like his
fellows, sent only to his computer. But because
they had not been married long and were
helplessly happy, Evalyth received his ’casts
whenever she could get away from her own duties.

The coincidence that she was tuned in at that
one moment was not great. There was little for her
to do. As Militech of the expedition—she being
from a half barbaric part of Kraken where the
sexes had equal opportunities to learn arts of
combat suitable to primitive environments—she
had overseen the building of a compound; and she
kept the routines of guarding it under a close eye.
However, the inhabitants of Lokon were as
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cooperative with the visitors from heaven as
mutual mysteriousness allowed. Every instinct
and experience assured Evalyth Sairn that their
reticence masked nothing except awe, with
perhaps a wistful hope of friendship. Captain
Jonafer agreed. Her position having thus become
rather a sinecure, she was trying to learn enough
about Donli’s work to be a useful assistant after he
returned from the lowlands.

Also, a medical test had lately confirmed that
she was pregnant. She wouldn't tell him, she
decided, not yet, over all those hundreds of
kilometers, but rather when they lay again to-
gether. Meanwhile, the knowledge that they had
begun a new life made him a lodestar to her.

On the afternon of his death she entered the bio-
lab whistling. Outside, sunlight struck fierce and
brass-colored on dusty ground, on prefab shacks
huddled about the boat which had brought
everyone and everything down from the orbit
where New Dawn circled, on the parked flitters
and gravsleds that took men around the big island
that was the only habitable land on this globe, on
the men and the women themselves. Beyond the
stockade, plumy treetops, a glimpse of mud-brick
buildings, a murmur of voices and mutter of foot-
falls, a drift of bitter woodsmoke, showed that a
town of several thousand people sprawled
between here and Lake Zelo.

The bio-lab occupied more than half the struc-
ture where the Sairns lived. Comforts were few,
when ships from a handful of cultures struggling
back to civilization ranged across the ruins of
empire. For Evalyth, though, it sufficed that this
was their home. She was used to austerity
anyway. One thing that had first attracted her to
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Donli, meeting him on Kraken, was the cheerful-
ness with which he, a man from Atheia, which was
supposed to have retained or regained almost as
many amenities as Old Earth knew in its glory,
had accepted life in her gaunt grim country.

The gravity field here was 0.77 standard, less
than two-thirds of what she had grown in. Her gait
was easy through the clutter of apparatus and
specimens. She was a big young woman, good-
looking in the body, a shade too strong in the
features for most men’s taste outside her own
folk. She had their blondness and, on legs and
forearms, theirintricate tattoos; the blaster at her
waist had come down through many generations.
Otherwise she had abandoned Krakener costume
for the plain coveralls of the expedition.

How cool and dim the shack was! She sighed
with pleasure, sat down, and activated the
receiver. As the image formed, three-dimensional
in the air, and Donli's voice spoke, her heart
sprang a little.

“—appears to be descended from a clover.”

The image was of plants with green trilobate
leaves, scattered low among the reddish native
pseudo-grasses. It swelled as Donli brought the
transmitter near so that the computer might
record details for later analysis. Evalyth frowned,
trying to recall what...Oh, yes. Clover was
another of those life forms that man had brought
with him from Old Earth, to more planets than
anyone now remembered, before the Long Night
fell. Often they were virtually unrecognizable;
over thousands of years, evolution had fitted them
to alien conditions, or mutation and genetic drift
had acted on small initial populations in a nearly
random fashion. No one on Kraken had known
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that pines and gulls and rhizobacteria were alter-
ed immigrants, until Donli’s crew arrived and
identified them. Not that he, or anybody from this
part of the galaxy, had yet made it back to the
mother world. But the Atheian data banks were
packed with information, and so was Donli’s dear
curly head—

And there was his hand, huge in the field of
view, gathering specimens. She wanted to kiss it.-
Patience, patience, the officer part of her
reminded the bride. We're here to work. We've
discovered one more lost colony, the most
wretched one so far, sunken back to utter
primitivism. Our duty is to advise the Board
whether a civilizing mission is worthwhile, or
whether the slender resources that the Allied
Planets can spare had better be used elsewhere,
leaving these people in their misery for another
two or three hundred years. To make an honest
report, we must study them, their cultures, their
world. That's why I'm in the barbarian highlands
and he'’s down in the jungle among out-and-out
savages.

Please finish soon, darling.

She heard Donli speak in the lowland dialect. It
was a debased form of Lokonese, which in turn
was remotely descended from Anglic. The
expedition’s linguists had unraveled the language
in a few intensive weeks. Then all personnel took a
brain-feed in it. Nonetheless, she admired how
quickly her man had become fluent in the woods-
runners’ version, after mere days of conversation
with them.

“Are we not coming to the place, Moru? You
said the thing was close by our camp.”

“We are nearly arrived, man-from-the-clouds.”
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A tiny alarm struck within Evalyth. What was
going on? Donli hadn’t left his companions to
strike off alone with a native, had he? Rogar of
Lokon had warned them to beware of treachery in
those parts. But, to be sure, only yesterday the
guides had rescued Haimie Fiell when he tumbled
into a swift-running river . . . at some risk to them-
selves . ..

The view bobbed as the transmitter swung in
Donli’s grasp. It made Evalyth a bit dizzy. From
time to time, she got glimpses of the broader
setting. Forest crowded about a game trail, rust-
colored leafage, brown trunks and branches,
shadows beyond, the occasional harsh call of
something unseen. She could practically feel the
heat and dank weight of the atmosphere, smell the
unpleasant pungencies. This world—which no
longer had a name, except World, because the
dwellers upon it had forgotten what the stars
really were—was ill suited to colonization. The
life it had spawned was often poisonous, always
nutritionally deficient. With the help of species
they had brought along, men survived marginally:
The original settlers doubtless meant to improve
matters. But then the breakdown came—evidence
was that their single town had been missiled out
of existence, a majority of the people with it—and
resources were lacking to rebuild; the miracle was
that anything human remained except bones.

“Now here, man-from-the-clouds.”

The swaying scene grew steady. Silence
hummed from jungle to cabin. "I do not see any-
thing,” Donli said at length.

“Follow me. I show.”

Donli put his transmitter in the fork of a tree. It
scanned him and Moru while they moved across a



148 WINNERS

meadow. The guide looked childish beside the
space traveler, barely up to his shoulder; an old
child, though, near-naked body seamed with scars
and lame in the right foot from some injury of the
past, face wizened in a great black bush of hair
and beard. He, who could not hunt but could only
fish and trap to support his family, was even more
impoverished than his fellows. He must have been
happy indeed when the flitter landed near their
village and the strangers offered fabulous trade
goods for a week or two of being shown around
the countryside. Donli had projected the image of
Moru’s straw hut for Evalyth—the pitiful few
possessions, the woman already worn out with
toil, the surviving sons who, at ages said to be
about seven or eight, which would equal twelve or
thirteen standard years, were shriveled gnomes.

Rogar seemed to declare—the Lokonese tongue
was by no means perfectly understood yet—that
the lowlanders would be less poor if they weren't
such a vicious lot, tribe forever at war with tribe.
But really, Evalyth thought, what possible menace
can they be?

Moru’s gear consisted of a loinstrap, a cord
around his body for preparing snares, an obsidian
knife, and a knapsack so woven and greased that it
could hold liquids at need. The other men of his
group, being able to pursue game and to win a
share of booty by taking part in battles, were
noticeably better off. They didn’'t look much
different in person, however. Without room for ex-
pansion, the island populace must be highly
inbred.

The dwarfish man squatted, parting a shrub
with his hands. “Here,” he grunted, and stood up
again.
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Evalyth knew well the eagerness that kindled in
Donli. Nevertheless he turned around, smiled
straight into the transmitter, and said in Atheian:
“Maybe you're watching, dearest. If so, I'd like to
share this with you. It may be a bird’s nest.”

She remembered vaguely that the existence of
birds would be an ecologically significant datum.
What mattered was what he had just said to her.
“Oh, yes, oh, yes!” she wanted to cry. But his
group had only two receivers with them, and he
wasn't carrying either.

She saw him kneel in the long, ill-colored vege-
tation. She saw him reach with the gentleness she
also knew, into the shrub, easing its branches
aside.

She saw Moru leap upon his back. The savage
wrapped legs about Donli’s middle. His left hand
seized Donli’s hair and pulled the head back. The
knife flew back in his right.

Blood spurted from beneath Donli's jaw. He
couldn’t shout, not with his throat gaping open; he
could only bubble and croak while Moru haggled
the wound wider. He reached blindly for his gun.
Moru dropped the knife and caught his arms; they
rolled over in that embrace, Donli threshed and
flopped in the spouting of his own blood. Moru
hung on. The brush trembled around them and hid
them, until Moru rose red and dripping, painted,
panting, and Evalyth screamed into the
transmitter beside her, into the universe, and she
kept on screaming and fought them when they
tried to take her away from the scene in the
meadow where Moru went about his butcher’s
work, until something stung her with coolness and
she toppled into the bottom of the universe whose
stars had all gone out forever.
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Haimie Fiell said through white lips: “No, of
course we didn't know till you alerted us. He and
that—creature—were several kilometers from our
camp. Why didn’t you let us go after him right
away?"

“Because of what we'd seen on the
transmission,” Captain Jonafer replied. “Sairn
was irretrievably dead. You could've been
ambushed, arrows in the back or something, push-
ing down those narrow trails. Best stay where you
were, guarding each other, till we got a vehicle to

ou.”

Fiell looked past the big gray-haired man, out
the door of the command hut, to the stockade and
the unpitying noon sky. “But what that little
monster was doing meanwhile—" Abruptly he
closed his mouth.

With equal haste, Jonafer said: “The other
guides ran away, you have told me, as soon as they
sensed you were angry. I've just had a report from
Kallaman. His team flitted to the village. It’s
deserted. The whole tribe’s pulled up stakes.
Afraid of our revenge, evidently. Though it's no
large chore to move, when you can carry your
household goods on your back and weave a new
house in a day.”

Evalyth leaned forward. 'Stop evading me,” she
said. “"What did Moru do with Donli that you
might have prevented if you'd arrived in time?”

Fiell continued to look past her. Sweat gleamed
in droplets on his forehead. “Nothing, really,” he
mumbled. “Nothing that mattered.. . once the
murder itself had been committed.”

“I meant to ask you what kind of services you
want for him, Lieutenant Sairn,” Jonafer said to
her. “Should the ashes be buried here, or scatter-
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ed in space after we leave, or brought home?”

Evalyth turned her gaze full upon him. "I never
authorized that he be cremated, Captain,” she said
slowly.

“No, but— Well, be realistic. You were first
under anesthesia, then heavy sedation, while we
recovered the body. Time had passed. We’ve no
facilities for, um, cosmetic repair, nor any extra
refrigeration space, and in this heat—"

Since she had been let out of sickbay, there had
been a kind of numbness in Evalyth. She could not
entirely comprehend the fact that Donli was gone.
It seemed as if at any instant yonder doorway
would fill with him, sunlight across his shoulders,
and he would call to her, laughing, and console her
for a meaningless nightmare she had had. That
was the effect of the psycho-drugs, she knew and
damned the kindliness of the medic.

She felt almost glad to feel a slow rising anger.
It meant the drugs were wearing off. By evening
she would be able to weep.

“Captain,” she said, “'I saw him killed. I've seen
deaths before, some of them quite messy. We do
not mask the truth on Kraken. You've cheated me
of my right to lay my man out and close his eyes.
You will not cheat me of my right to obtain justice.
I demand to know exactly what happened.”

Jonafer’s fists knotted on his desktop. "I can
hardly stand to tell you.”

“But you shall, Captain.”

“All right! All right!” Jonafer shouted. The
words leaped out like bullets. “We saw the thing
transmitted. He stripped Donli, hung him up by
the heels from a tree, bled him into that knapsack.
He cut off the genitals and threw them in with the
blood. He opened the body and took heart, lungs,
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liver, kidneys, thyroid, prostate, pancreas, and
loaded them up too, and ran off into the woods. Do
you wonder why we didn’t let you see what was
left?”

“The Lokonese warned us against the jungle
dwellers,” Fiell said dully. “We should have
listened. But they seemed like pathetic dwarfs.
And they did rescue me from the river. When
Donli asked about the birds—described them, you
know, and asked if anything like that was known—
Moru said yes, but they were rare and shy; our
gang would scare them off; but if one man would
come along with him, he could find a nest and they
might see the bird. A house he called it, but Donli
thought he meant a nest. Or so he told us. It’d been
a talk with Moru when they happened to be a ways
offside, in sight but out of earshot. Maybe that
should have alerted us, maybe we should have
asked the other tribesmen. But we did see any
reason to—I mean, Donli was bigger, stronger,
armed with a blaster. What savage would dare
attack him? And anyway, they kad been friendly,
downright frolicsome after they got over their
initial fear of us, and they’d shown as much eager-
ness for further contact as anybody here in Lokon
has, and—"' His voice trailed off.

“Did he steal tools or weapons?’’ Evalyth asked.

“No,” Jonafer said. "I have everything your hus-
band was carrying, ready to give you.”

Fiell said: "I don’t think it was an act of hatred.
Moru must have had some superstitious reason.”

Jonafer nodded. ““We can’t judge him by our
standards.”

"By whose, then?”’ Evalyth retorted. Supertran-
quilizer or no, she was surprised at the evenness
of her own tone. 'I'm from Kraken, remember. I'll
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not let Donli’s child be born and grow up knowing
he was murdered and no one tried to do justice for
him.”

“You can’'t take revenge on an entire tribe,”
Jonafer said.

"I don’t mean to. But, Captain, the personnel of
this expedition are from several different planets,
each with its characteristic societies. The articles
specifically state that the essential mores of every
member shall be respected. I want to be relieved
of my regular duties until I have arrested the
killer of my husband and done justice upon him.”

Jonafer bent his head. "I have to grant that,” he
said low.

Evalyth rose. “Thank you, gentlemen,"” she said.
“If you will excuse me, I'll commence my investi-
gation at once.”

—While she was still a machine, before the
drugs wore off.

In the drier, cooler uplands, agriculture had
remained possible after the colony otherwise lost
civilization. Fields and orchards, painstakingly
cultivated with neolithic tools, supported a
scattering of villages and the capital town Lokon.

Its people bore a family resemblance to the
forest dwellers. Few settlers indeed could have
survived to become the ancestors of this world’s
humanity. But the highlanders were better
nourished, bigger, straighter. They wore gaily
dyed tunics and sandals. The well-to-do added
jewelry of gold and silver. Hair was braided, chins
kept shaven. Folk walked boldly, without the
savages’ constant fear of ambush, and talked
merrily.

To be sure, this was only strictly true of the free.
While New Dawn’s anthropologists had scarcely
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begun to unravel the ins and outs of the culture, it
had been obvious from the first that Lokon kept a
large slave class. Some were sleek household
servants. More toiled meek and naked in the
fields, the quarries, the mines, under the lash of
overseers and the guard of soldiers whose spear-
heads and swords were of ancient Imperial metal.
But none of the space travelers was unduly
shocked. They had seen worse elsewhere.
Historical data banks described places in olden
time called Athens, India, America.

Evalyth strode down twisted, dusty streets,
between the gaudily painted walls of cubical,
windowless adobe houses. Commoners going
about their tasks made respectful salutes.
Although no one feared any longer that the
strangers meant harm, she did tower above the
tallest man, her hair was colored like metal and
her eyes like the sky, she bore lightning at her
waist and none knew what other godlike powers.

Today soldiers and noblemen also genuflected,
while slaves went on their faces. Where she
appeared, the chatter and clatter of everyday life
vanished; the business of the market plaza halted
when she passed the booths; children ceased their
games and fled; she moved in silence akin to the
silence in her soul. Under the sun and the
snowcone of Mount Burus, horror brooded. For by
now Lokon knew that a man from the stars had
been slain by a lowland brute; and what would
come of that?

Word must have gone ahead to Rogar, though,
since he awaited her in his house by Lake Zelo
next to the Sacred Place. He was not king or
council president or high priest, but he was some-
thing of all three, and it was he who dealt most
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with the strangers.

His dwelling was the usual kind, larger than
average but dwarfed by the adjacent walls. Those
enclosed a huge compound, filled with buildings,
where none of the outworlders had been admitted.
Guards in scarlet robes and grotesquely carved
wooden helmets stood always at its gates. Today
their number was doubled, and others flanked
Rogar’s door. The lake shone like polished steel at
their backs. The trees along the shore looked
equally rigid.

Rogar’s major-domo, a fat elderly slave,
prostrated himself in the entrance as Evalyth
neared. “If the heaven-borne will deign to follow
this unworthy one, Klev Rogar is within—"" The
guards dipped their spears to her. Their eyes were
wide and frightened.

Like the other houses, this turned inward. Rogar
sat on a dais in a room opening on a courtyard. It
seemed doubly cool and dim by contrast with the
glare outside. She could scarcely discern the
frescos on the walls or the patterns on the carpet;
they were crude art anyway. Her attention
focused on Rogar. He did not rise, that not being a
sign of respect here. Instead, he bowed his
grizzled head above folded hands. The major-
domo offered her a bench, and Rogar’s chief wife
set a bombilla of herb tea by her before vanishing.

“Be greeted, Klev,” Evalyth said formally.

“Be greeted, heaven-borne.” Alone now,
shadowed from the cruel sun, they observed a
ritual period of silence.

Then: “This is terrible what has happened,
heaven-borne,” Roger said. “'Perhaps you do not
know that my white robe and bare feet signify
mourning as for one of my own blood.”
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“That is well done,” Evalyth said. “"We shall
remember.”’

The man'’s dignity faltered. “You understand
that none of us had anything to do with the evil, do
you not? The savages are our enemies too. They
are vermin. OQur ancestors caught some and made
them slaves, but they are good for nothing else. I
warned your friends not to go down among those
we have not tamed.”

“Their wish was to do so,” Evalyth replied.
“Now my wish is to get revenge for my man.” She
didn’t know if this language included a word for
justice. No matter. Because of the drugs, which
heightened the logical faculties while they
muffled the emotions, she was speaking Lokonese
quite well enough for her purposes.

“We can get soldiers and help you kill as many
as you choose,” Rogar offered.

“Not needful. With this weapon at my side I
alone can destroy more than your army might. I
want your counsel and help in a different matter.
How can I find him who slew my man?”

Rogar frowned. "The savages can vanish into
trackless jungles, heaven-borne.”

“Can they vanish from other savages, though?”

“Ah! Shrewdly thought, heaven-borne. Those
tribes are endlessly at each other’s throats. If we
can make contact with one, its hunters will soon
learn for you where the killer's people have taken
themselves.” 'His scowl deepened. “But he must
have gone from them, to hide until you have
departed our land. A sing'e man might be
impossible to find. Lowlanders are good at hiding,
of necessity.”

“What do you mean by necessity?”’

Rogar showed surprise at her failure to grasp
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what was obvious to him. “Why, consider a man
out hunting,” he said. "He cannot go with
companions after every kind of game, or the noise
and scent would frighten it away. So he is often
alone in the jungle. Someone from another tribe
may well set upon him. A man stalked and killed is
just as useful as one slain in open war.”

“Why this incessant fighting?”

Rogar’s look of bafflement grew stronger. *"How
else shall they get human flesh?”

“But they do not live on that!”

“No, surely not, except as needed. But that need
comes many times as you know. Their wars are
their chief way of taking men; booty is good too,
but not the main reason to fight. He who slays,
owns the corpse, and naturally divides it solely
among his close kin. Not everyone is lucky in
battle. Therefore these who did not chance to kill
in a war may well go hunting on their own, two or
three of them together hoping to find a single man
from a different tribe. And that is why a lowlander
is good at hiding.”

Evalyth did not move or speak. Roger drew a
long breath and continued trying to explain:
“Heaven-borne, when I heard the evil news, I
spoke long with men from your company. They
told me what they had seen from afar by the
wonderful means you command. Thus it is clear to
me what happened. This guide—what is his name?
Yes, Moru—he is a cripple. He had no hope of kill-
ing himself a man except by treachery. When he
saw that chance, he took it.”

He ventured a smile. “That would never happen
in the highlands,” he declared. ““We do not fight
wars, save when we are attacked, nor do we hunt
our fellowmen as if they were animals. Like yours,
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ours is a civilized race.” His lips drew back from
startlingly white teeth. “‘But, heaven-borne, your
man was slain. I propose we take vengeance, not
simply on the killer if we catch him, but on his
tribe, which we can certainly find as you
suggested. That will teach all the savages to
beware of their betters. Afterward we can share
the flesh, half to your people, half to mine.”

Evalyth could only know an intellectual
astonishment. Yet she had the feeling somehow of
having walked off a cliff. She stared through the
shadows, into the grave old face, and after a long
time she heard herself whisper: “You ... also ...
here . . . eat men?”

“Slaves,” Rogar said. ""No more than required.
One of them will do for four boys.”

Her hand dropped to her gun. Rogar sprang up
in alarm. "Heaven-borne,” he exclaimed, "I told
you we are civilized. Never fear attack from any of
us! We—we—"

She rose too, high above him. Did he read judg-
ment in her gaze? Was the terror that snatched
him on behalf of his whole people? He cowered
from her, sweating and shuddering. ‘Heaven-
borne, let me show you, let me take you into the
Sacred Place, even if you are no initiate. .. for
surely you are akin to the gods, surely the gods
will not be offended—Come, let me show you how
it is, let me prove we have no will and no need to
be your enemies—"

There was the gate that Rogar opened for her in
that massive wall. There were the shocked
countenances of the guards and loud promises of
many sacrifices to appease the Powers. There was
the stone pavement beyond, hot and hollowly
resounding underfoot. There were the idols
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grinning around a central temple. There was the
house of the acolytes who did the work and who
shrank in fear when they saw their master
conduct a foreigner in. There were the slave
barracks.

“See, heaven-borne, they are well treated, are
they not? We do have to crush their hands and feet
when we choose them as children for this service.
Think how dangerous it would be otherwise,
hundreds of boys and young men in here. But we
treat them kindly unless they misbehave. Are they
not fat? Their own Holy Food is especially
honorable, bodies of men of all degree who have
died in their full strength. We teach them that they
will live on in those for whom they are slain. Most
are content with that, believe me, heaven-borne.
Ask them yourself...though remember, they
grow dull-witted, with nothing to do year after
year. We slay them quickly, cleanly, at the begin-
ning of each summer—no more than we must for
that year’s crop of boys entering into manhood,
one slave for four boys, no more than that. And it
is a most beautiful rite, with days of feasting and
merry-making afterward. Do you understand now,
heaven-borne? You have nothing to fear from us.
We are not savages, warring and raiding and
skulking to get our man-flesh. We are civilized—
not godlike in your fashion, no, I dare not claim
that, do not be angry—but civilized—surely
worthy of your friendship, are we not? Are we not,
heaven-borne?”’

Chena Darnard, who headed the cultural anthro-
pology team, told her computer to scan its data
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bank. Like the others, it was a portable, its
memory housed in New Dawn. At the moment the
spaceship was above the opposite hemisphere,
and perceptible time passed while beams went
back and forth along the strung-out relay units.

Chena leaned back and studied Evalyth across
her desk. The Krakener girl sat so quietly. It
seemed unnatural, despite the drugs in her blood-
stream retaining some power. To be sure, Evalyth
was of aristocratic descent in a warlike society.
Furthermore, hereditary psychological as well as
physiological differences might exist on the dif-
ferent worlds. Not much was known about that,
apart from extreme cases like Gwydion—or this
planet? Regardless, Chena thought, it would be
better if Evalyth gave way to simple shock and
grief.

“Are you quite certain of your facts, dear?” the
anthropologist asked as gently as possible. "I
mean, while this island alone is habitable, it’s
large, the topography is rugged, communications
are primitive, my group has already identified
scores of distinct cultures.”

“I questioned Rogar for more than an hour,”
Evalyth replied in the same flat voice, looking out
of the same flat eyes as before. "I know interro-
gation techniques, and he was badly rattled. He
talked.

“The Lokonese themselves are not as backward
as their technology. They've lived for centuries
with savages threatening their borderlands. It's
made them develop a good intelligence network.
Rogar described its functioning to me in detail. It
can’'t help but keep them reasonably well
informed about everything that goes on. And,
while tribal customs do vary tremendously, the
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cannibalism is universal. That is why none of the
Lokonese thought to mention it to us. They took
for granted that we had our own ways of providing
human meat.”

“People have, m-m-m, latitude in those
methods?”

“Oh, yes. Here they breed slaves for the
purpose. But most lowlanders have too skimpy an
economy for that. Some of them use war and
murder. Among others, they settle it within the
tribe by annual combats. Or— Who cares? The
fact is that, everywhere in this country, in
whatever fashion it may be, the boys undergo a
puberty rite that involves eating an adult male.”

Chena bit her lip. “What in the name of chaos
might have started it? Computer! Have you
scanned?”’ ,

“Yes," said the machine voice out of the case on
her desk. “Data on cannibalism in man are
comparatively sparse, because it is a rarity. On all
planets hitherto known to us it is banned and has
been throughout their history, although it is some-
times considered forgiveable as an emergency
measure when no alternative means of preserving
life is available. Very limited forms of what might
be called ceremonial cannibalism have occurred,
as for example the drinking of minute amounts of
each other’s blood in pledging oath brotherhood
among the Falkens of Lochlanna—"

“Never mind that,” Chena said. A tautness in
her throat thickened her tone. "“Only here, it
seems, have they degenerated so far that— Or is it
degeneracy? Reversion, perhaps? What about Old
Earth?”

“Information is fragmentary. Aside from what
was lost during the Long Night, knowledge is
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under the handicap that the last primitive
societies there vanished before interstellar travel
began. But certain data collected by ancient
historians and scientists remain.

“Cannibalism was an occasional part of human
sacrifice. As a rule, victims were left uneaten. But
in a minority of regions, the bodies, or selected
portions of them, were consumed, either by a
special class, or by the community as a whole.
Generally this was regarded as theophagy. Thus,
the Aztecs of Mexico offered thousands of
individuals annually to their gods. The require-
ment of doing this forced them to provoke wars
and rebellions, which in turn made it easy for the
eventual European conqueror to get native allies.
The majority of prisoners were simply slaughter-
ed, their hearts given directly to the idols. But in
at least one cult the body was divided among the
worshippers.

“Cannibalism could be a form of magic, too. By
eating a person, one supposedly acquired his
virtues. This was the principal motive of the canni-
bals of Africa and Polynesia. Contemporary
observers did report that the meals were relished,
but that is easy to understand, especially in
protein-poor areas.

“The sole recorded instance of systematic non-
ceremonial cannibalism was among the Carib
Indians of America. They ate man because they
preferred man. They were especially fond of
babies and used to capture women from other
tribes for breeding stock. Male children of these
slaves were generally gelded to make them docile
and tender. In large part because of strong
aversion to such practices, the Europeans
exterminated the Caribs to the last man.”
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The report stopped. Chena grimaced. "I can
sympathize with the Europeans,” she said.

Evalyth might once have raised her brows; but
her face stayed as wooden as her speech. “"Aren’t
you supposed to be an objective scientist?”’

“Yes. Yes. Still, there is such a thing as value
judgment. And they did kill Donli.”

“Not they. One of them. I shall find him.”

“He’'s nothing but a creature of his culture,
dear, sick with his whole race.” Chena drew a
breath, struggling for calm. “Obviously, the sick-
ness has become a behavioral basic,” she said. *'I
daresay it originated in Lokon. Cultural radiation
is practically always from the more to the less
advanced peoples. And on a single island, after
centuries, no tribe has escaped the infection. The
Lokonese later elaborated and rationalized the
practice. The savages left its cruelty naked. But
highlander or lowlander, their way of life is
founded on that particular human sacrifice.”

“Can they be taught differently?”” Evalyth asked
without real interest.

“Yes. In time. In theory. But—well, I do know
enough about what happened on Old Earth, and
elsewhere, when advanced societies undertook to
reform primitive ones. The entire structure was
destroyed. It had to be.

“Think of the result, if we told these people to
desist from their puberty rite. They wouldn’t
listen. They couldn’t. They must have grand-
children. They know a boy won’t become a man
unless he has eaten part of a man. We'd have to
conquer them, kill most, make sullen prisoners of
the rest. And when the next crop of boys did in fact
mature without the magic food...what then?
Can you imagine the demoralization, the sense of
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utter inferiority, the loss of that tradition which is
the core of every personal identity? It might be
kinder to bomb this island sterile.”

Chena shook her head. “No,” she said harshly,
“the single decent way for us to proceed would be
gradually. We could send missionaries. By their
precept and example, we could start the natives
phasing out their custom after two or three gener-
ations . .. And we can’t afford such an effort. Not
for a long time to come. Not with so many other
worlds in the galaxy, so much worthier of what
little help we can give. I am going to recommend
this planet be left alone.”

Evalyth considered her for a moment before
asking: “Isn’'t that partly because of your own
reaction?”

“Yes,” Chena admitted. “'I cannot overcome my
disgust. And I, as you pointed out, am supposed to
be professionally broad-minded. So even if the
Board tried to recruit missionaries, I doubt if
they’d succeed.” She hesitated. “You yourself,
Evalyth—"

The Krakener rose. “My emotions don't
matter,” she said. “My duty does. Thank you for
your help.” She turned on her heel and went with
military strides out of the cabin.

*

The chemical barriers were crumbling. Evalyth
stood for a moment before the little building that
had been hers and Donli’s, afraid to enter. The sun
was low, so that the compound was filling with
shadows. A thing leathery-winged and serpentine
cruised silently overhead. From outside the
stockade drifted sounds of feet, foreign voices, the
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whine of a wooden flute. The air was cooling. She
shivered. Their home would be too hollow.

Someone approached. She recognized the
person glimpse-wise, Alsabeta Mondain from
Nuevamerica. Listening to her well-meant foolish
condolences would be worse than going inside.
Evalyth took the last three steps and slid the door
shut behind her.

Donli will not be here again. Eternally.

But the cabin proved not to be empty to him.
Rather, it was too tull. That chair where he used to
sit, reading that worn volume of poetry which she
could not understand and teased him about, that
table across which he had toasted her and tossed
kisses, that closet where his clothes hung, that
scuffed pair of slippers, that bed—it screamed of
him. Evalyth went fast into the laboratory section
and drew the curtain that separated it from the
living quarters. Rings rattled along the rod. The
noise was monstrous in twilight.

She closed her eyes and fists and stood breath-
ing hard. I will not go soft, she declared. You
always said you loved me for my strength—among
numerous other desirable features, you'd add with
your slow grin, but I remember that yet—and I
don't aim to let slip anything that you loved.

I've got to get busy, she told Donli’s child. The
expedition command is pretty sure to act on
Chena'’s urging and haul mass for home. We've not
many days to avenge your father.

Her eyes snapped open. What am I doing, she
thought, bewildered, talking to a dead man and an
embryo?

She turned on the overflow fluoro and went to
the computer. It was made no differently from the
other portables. Donli had used it. But she could
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look away from the unique scratches and bumps
on that square case, as she could not escape his
microscope, chemanalyzers, chromosome tracer,
biological specimens...She seated herself. A
drink would have been very welcome, except that
she needed clarity. “Activate!” she ordered.

The On light glowed yellow. Evalyth tugged her
chin, searching for words. "The objective,” she
said at length, “is to trace a lowlander who has
consumed several kilos of flesh and blood from
one of this party, and afterward vanished into the
jungle. The killing took place about sixty hours
ago. How can he be found?”

The least hum answered her. She imagined the
links; to the maser in the ferry, up past the sky to
the nearest orbiting relay unit, to the next, to the
next, around the bloated belly of the planet, by
ogre sun and inhuman stars, until the pulses
reached the mother ship; then down to an unliving
brain that routed the question to the appropriate
data bank; then to the scanners, whose resonating
energies flew from molecule to distorted
molecule, identifying more bits of information
than it made sense to number, data garnered from
hundreds or thousands of entire worlds, data
preserved through the wreck of Empire and the
dark ages that followed, data going back to an Old
Earth that perhaps no longer existed. She shied
from the thought and wished herself back on dear
stern Kraken. We will go there, she promised
Donli’s child. You will dwell apart from these too
many machines and grow up as the gods meant
you should.

“Query,” said the artificial voice. "Of what
origin was the victim of this assault?”

Evalyth had to wet her lips before she could
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reply: “Atheian. He was Donli Sairn, your
master.” )

“In the event, the possibility of tracking the
desired local inhabitant may exist. The odds will
now be computed. In the interim, do you wish to
know the basis of the possibility?”

“Y-yes.”

“Native Atheian biochemistry developed in a
manner quite parallel to Earth’s,” said the voice,
“and the early colonists had no difficulty in intro-
ducing terrestrial species. Thus they enjoyed a
friendly environment, where population soon
grew sufficiently large to obviate the danger of
racial change through mutation and/or genetic
drift. In addition, no selection pressure tended to
force change. Hence the modern Atheian human is
little different from his ancestors of Earth, on
which account his physiology and biochemistry
are known in detail.

“This has been essentially the case on most
colonized planets for which records are available.
Where different breeds of men have arisen, it has
generally been because the original settlers were
highly selected groups. Randonmness, and evolu-
tionary adaptation to new conditions, have seldom
produced radical changes in biotype. For example,
the robustness of the average Krakener is a
response to comparatively high gravity; his size
aids him in resisting cold, his fair complexion is
helpful beneath a sun poor in ultraviolet. But his
ancestors were people who already had the
natural endowments for such a world. His devia-
tions from their norm are not extreme. They do
not preclude his living on more Earth-like planets
or interbreeding with the inhabitants of these.

“Occasionally, however, larger variations have
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occurred. They appear to be due to a small
original population or to unterrestroid conditions
or both. The population may have been small
because the planet could not support more, or
have become small as the result of hostile action
when the Empire fell. In the former case, genetic
accidents had a chance to be significant; in the
latter, radiation produced a high rate of mutant
births among survivors. The variations are less
apt to be in gross anatomy than in subtle
endocrine and enzymatic qualities, which affect
the physiology and pyschology. Well known cases
include the reaction of the Gwydiona to nicotine
and certain indoles, and the requirement of the
Ifrians for trace amounts of lead. Sometimes the
inhabitants of two planets are actually intersterile
because of their differences.

“While this world has hitherto received the
“sketchiest of examinations—'’ Evalyth was yanked
out of a reverie into which the lecture had led her.
“—certain facts are clear. Few terrestrial species
have flourished; no doubt others were introduced
originally, but died off after the technology to
maintain them was lost. Man has thus been forced
to depend on autochthonous life for the major
part of his food. This life is deficient in various
elements of human nutrition. For example, the
only Vitamin C appears to be in immigrant plants;
Sairn observed that the people consume large
amounts of grass and leaves from those species,
and that fluoroscopic pictures indicate this
practice has measurably modified the digestive
tract. No one would supply skin, blood, sputum, or
similar samples, not even from corpses.” Afraid of
magic, Evalyth thought drearily, yes, they're back
to that too. “'But intensive analysis of the usual
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meat animals shows these to be under-supplied
with three essential amino acids, and human adap-
tation to this must have involved considerable
change on the cellular and sub-cellular levels. The
probable type and extent of such change are com-
putable.”

“The calculations are now complete.” As the
computer resumed, Evalyth gripped the arms of
her chair and could not breathe. “While the
answer is subject to fair probability of success. In
effect, Atheian flesh is alien here. It can be meta-
bolized, but the body of the local consumer will ex-
crete certain compounds, and these will import a
characteristic odor to skin and breath as well as to
urine and feces. The chance is good that it will be
detectable by neo-Freeholder technique at dis-
tances of several kilometers, after sixty or seventy
hours. But since the molecules in question are
steadily being degraded and dissipated, speed of
action is recommended.”

I am going to find Donli's murderer. Darkness
roared around Evalyth.

“Shall the organisms be ordered for you and
given the appropriate search program?’’ asked the
voice. "They can be on hand in an estimated three
hours.”

“Yes,” she stammered. "'Oh, please— Have you
any other . . . other . .. advice?”

“The man ought not to be killed out of hand, but
brought here for examination, if for no other
reason, than in order that the scientific ends of the
expedition may be served.”

That's a machine talking, Evalyth cried. It’s
designed to help research. Nothing more. But it was
his. And its answer was so altogether Donli that
she could no longer hold back her tears.

*
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The single big moon rose nearly full, shortly
after sundown. It drowned most stars; the jungle
beneath was cobbled with silver and dappled with
black; the snowcone of Mount Burus floated un-
real at the unseen edge of the world. Wind slid
around Evalyth where she crouched on her grav-
sled; it was full of wet acrid odors, and felt cold
though it was not, and chuckled at her back. Some-
where something screeched, every few minutes,
and something else cawed reply.

She scowled at her position indicators, aglow on
the control panel. Curses and chaos, Moru had to
be in this area! He could not have escaped from
the valley on foot in the time available, and her
search pattern had practically covered it. If she
ran out of bugs before she found him, must she as-
sume he was dead? They ought to be able to find
his body regardless, ought they not? Unless it was
buried deep. Here. She brought the sled over to
hover, took the next phial off the rack and stood
up to open it.

The bugs came out many and tiny, like smoke in
the moonlight. Another failure?

No! Wait! Were not those motes dancing back
together, into a streak barely visible under the
moon, and vanishing downward? Heart thut-
tering, she turned to the indicator. Its neuro-
detector antenna was not aimlessly wobbling, but
pointed straight west-northwest, declination
thirty-two degrees below horizontal. Only a con-
centration of the bugs could make it behave like
that. And only the particular mixture of molecules
to which the bugs had been presensitized, in
several parts per million or better, would make
them converge on the source.

“Ya-a-ah!” She couldn’t help the one hawk-yell.
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But thereafter she bit her lips shut—blood
trickled unnoticed down her chin—and drove the
sled in silence.

The distance was a mere few kilometers. She
came to a halt above an opening in the forest.
Pools of scummy water gleamed in its rank
growth. The trees made a solid-seeming wall
around. Evalyth clapped her night goggles down
off her helmet and over her eyes. A lean-to became
visible. It was hastily woven from vines and
withes, huddled against a part of the largest trees
to let their branches hide it from the sky. The bugs
were entering.

Evalyth lowered her sled to a meter off the
ground and got to her feet again. A stun pistol slid
from its sheath into her right hand. Her left rested
on the blaster.

Moru’s two sons groped from the shelter. The
bugs whirled around them, a mist that blurred
their outlines. Of course, Evalyth realized, none-
theless shocked into a higher hatred. I should have
known they did the actual devouring. More than
ever did they resemble gnomes—skinny limbs, big
heads, the pot bellies of undernourishment.
Krakener boys of their age would have twice their
bulk and be noticeably on the way to becoming
men. These nude bodies belonged to children, ex-
cept that they had the grotesqueness of eld.

The parents followed them, ignored by the en-
tranced bugs. The mother wailed. Evalyth identi-
fied a few words. “What is the matter, what are
those things—oh, help—"' But her gaze was locked
upon Moru.

Limping out of the hutch, stooped to clear its
entrance, he made her think of some huge beetle
crawling from an offal heap. But she would know
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that bushy head though her brain were coming
apart. He carried a stone blade, surely the one that
had hacked up Donli. 7 will take it away from him,
and the hand with it, Evalyth wept. I will keep him
alive while I dismantle him with these my own
hands, and in between times he can watch wme flay
his repulsive spawn.

The wife’s scream broke through. She had seen
the metal thing, and the giant that stood on its
platform, with skull and eyes shimmering beneath
the moon.

“I have come for you who killed my man,” Eva-
lyth said.

The mother screamed anew and cast herself be-
fore the boys. The father tried to run around in
front of her, but his lame foot twisted under him,
and he fell into a pool. As he struggled out of its
muck, Evalyth shot the woman. No sound was
heard; she folded and lay moveless. “Run!”’ Moru
shouted. He tried to charge the sled. Evalyth
twisted a control stick. Her vehicle whipped in a
circle, heading off the boys. She shot them from
above, where Moru couldn't quite reach her.

He knelt beside the nearest, took the body in his
arms and looked upward. The moonlight poured
relentlessly across him. “*What can you now do to
me?” he called.

She stunned him too, landed, got off and quickly
hogtied the four of them. Loading them aboard,
she found them lighter than she had expected.

Sweat had sprung forth upon her, until her
coverall stuck dripping to her skin. She began to
shake, as if with fever. Her ears buzzed. *'I would
have destroyed you,” she said. Her voice sounded
remote and unfamiliar. A still more distant part
wondered why she bothered speaking to the un-
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conscious, in her own tongue at that. I wish you
hadn’t acted the way you did. That made me
remember what the computer said, about Donli’s
friends needing you for study.

“You're too good a chance, I suppose. After your
doings, we have the right under Allied rules to
make prisoners of you, and none of his friends are
likely to get maudlin about your feeclings.

“Oh, they won't be inhuman. A few cell samples,
a lot of tests, anesthesia where necessary, nothing
harmful, nothing but a clinical examination as
thorough as facilities allow.

“No doubt you'll be better fed that at any time
before, and no doubt the medics will find some
pathologies they can cure for you. In the end,
Moru, they’ll release your wife and children.”

She stared into his horrible face.

“T am pleased,” she said, *‘that to you, who won't
comprehend what is going on, it will be a bad ex-
perience. And when they are finished, Moru, I will
insist on having you at least, back. They can't deny
me that. Why, your tribe itself has, in effect, cast
you out. Right? My colleagues won’t let me do
more than kill you, I'm afraid, but on this I will
insist.”

She gunned the engine and started toward
Lokon, as fast as possible, to arrive while she felt
able to be satisfied with that much.

*

And the days without him and the days without
him.

The nights were welcome. If she had not worked
herself quite to exhaustion, she could take a pill.
He rarely returned in her dreams. But she had to
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get through each day and would not drown him in
drugs.

Luckily, there was a good deal of work involved
in preparing to depart, when the expedition was
short-handed and on short notice. Gear must be
dismantled, packed, ferried to the ship, and
stowed. New Dawn herself must be readied,
numerous systems recommissioned and tested.
Her militechnic training qualified Evalyth to
double as mechanic, boat jockey, or loading gang
boss. In addition, she kept up the routines of
defense in the compound.

Captain Jonafer objected mildly to this. “Why
bother, Lieutenant? The locals are scared blue of
us. They've heard what you did—and this coming
and going through the sky, robots and heavy
machinery in action, floodlights after dark—I'm
having trouble persuading them not to abandon
their town!"”’

“Let them,” she snapped. *“Who cares?”’

“We did not come here to ruin them,
Lieutenant.”

“No. In my judgment, though, Captain, they’ll be
glad to ruin us if we present the least opportunity.
Imagine what special virtues your body must
have.”

Jonafer sighed and gave in. But when she
refused to receive Rogar the next time she was
planetside, he ordered her to do so and to be civil.

The Klev entered the biolab section—she would
not have him in her living quarters—with a gift
held in both hands, a sword of Imperial metal. She
shrugged; no doubt a museum would be pleased to
get the thing. “'Lay it on the floor,” she told him.

Because she occupied the single chair, he stood.
He looked little and old in his robe. *'I came,” he
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whispered, “to say how we of Lokon rejoice that
the heaven-borne has won her revenge.”

“Is winning it,”” she corrected.

He could not meet her eyes. She stared moodily
at his faded hair. “Since the heaven-borne could
...easily... find those she wished ... she knows
the truth in the hearts of us of Lokon, that we
never intended harm to her folk.”

That didn’t seem to call for an answer.

His fingers twisted together. “Then why do you
forsake us?” he went on. “When first you came,
when we had come to know you and you spoke our
speech, you said you would stay for many moons,
and after you would come others to teach and
trade. Our hearts rejoiced. It was not alone the
goods you might someday let us buy, nor that your
wisemen talked of ways to end hunger, sickness,
danger, and sorrow. No, our jubilation and thank-
fulness were most for the wonders you opened.
Suddenly the world was made great, that had been
so narrow. And now you are going away. I have
asked, when I dared, and those of your men who
will speak to me say none will return. How have
we offended you, and how may it be made right,
heaven-borne?”

“You can stop treating your fellow men like
animals,” Evalyth got past her teeth.

“I have gathered...somewhat...that you
from the stars say it is wrong what happens in the
Sacred Place. But we only do it once in our life-
times, heaven-borne, and because we must!”’

“You have no need.”

Rogar went on his hands and knees before her.
“Perhaps the heaven-borne are thus,” he pleaded,
“but we are merely men. If our sons do not get the
manhood, they will never beget children of their



176 WINNERS

own, and the last of us will die alone in a world of
death, with none to crack his skull and let the soul
out—" He dared glance up at her. What he saw
made him whimper and crawl backwards into the
sun-glare.

Later Chena Darnard sought Evalyth. They had
a drink and talked around the subject for a while,
until the anthropologist plunged in: “You were
pretty hard on the sachem, weren't you?”

“How’d you— Oh.” The Krakener remembered
that the interview had been taped, as was done
whenever possible for later study. “What was I
supposed to do, kiss his maneating mouth?”

“No.” Chena winced. "I suppose not."”

“Your signature heads the list, on the official
recommendation that we quit this planet.”

“Yes. But—now I don’t know. I was repelled. I
am. However—I've been observing the medical
team working on those prisoners of yours. Have
you?"”

“No.”

“You should. The way they cringe and shriek
and reach to each other when they're strapped
down in the lab and cling together afterward in
their cell.”

“They aren’t suffering any pain or mutilation,
are they?”

“Of course not. But can they believe it when
their captors say they won’t? They can’t be
tranquilized while under study, you know, if the
results are to be valid. Their fear of the absolutely
unknown— Weli, Evalyth, I had to stop observing.
I couldn’t take any more.” Chena gave the other a
long stare. “You might, though.”

Evalyth shook her head. "I don't gloat. I'll shoot
the murderer because my family honor demands
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it. The rest can go free, even the boys. Even in
spite of what they ate.” She poured herself a stiff
draught and tossed it off in a gulp. The liquor
burned on the way down.

“I wish you wouldn’t,”” Chena said. “Donli
wouldn’t have liked it. He had a proverb that he
claimed was very ancient—he was from my city,
don't forget, and I have known . . . I did know him
longer than you, dear. I heard him say, twice or
thrice, Do I not destroy my enemies if I make them
my friends?"

“Think of a venomous insect,” Evalyth replied.
“You don’t make friends with it. You put it under
your heel.”

“But a man does what he does because of what
he is, what his society has made him.” Chena’s
voice grew urgent; she leaned forward to grip
Evalyth’s hand, which did not respond. “What is
one man, one lifetime, against all who live around
him and all who have gone before? Cannibalism
wouldn’t be found everywhere over this island, in
every one of these otherwise altogether different
groupings, if it weren’t the most deeply rooted
cultural imperative this race has got.”

Evalyth grinned around a rising anger. “And
what kind of race are they to acquire it? And how
about according me the privilege of operating on
my own cultural imperatives? I'm bound home, to
raise Donli’s child away from your gutless civil-
ization. He will not grow up disgraced because his
mother was too weak to exact justice for his
father. Now if you will excuse me, I have to get up
early and take another boatload to the shipand get
it inboard.”

That task required a while. Evalyth came back
toward sunset of the next day. She felt a little
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more tired than usual, a little more peaceful. The
raw edge of what had happened was healing over.
The thought crossed her mind, abstract but not
shocking, not disloyal: I'm young. One year
another man will come. I won't love you the less,
darling.

Dust scuffed under her boots. The compound
was half stripped already, a corresponding
number of personnel berthed in the ship. The
evening reached quiet beneath a v +ing sky.
Only a few of the expedition stirrc. nong the
machines and remaining cabins. Lokon lay as
hushed as it had lately become. She welcomed the
thud of her footfalls on the steps into Jonafer’s
office.

He sat waiting for her, big and unmoving behind
his desk. "Assignment completed without
incident,” she reported.

“'Sit down,” he said.

She obeyed. The silence grew. At last he said,
out of a still face: “The clinical team has finished
with the prisoners.”

Somehow it was a shock. Evalyth groped for
words. "'Isn’t that too soon? I mean, well, we don’t
have a lot of equipment, and just a couple of men
who can see the advanced stuff, and then without
Donli for an expert on Earth biology—Wouldn't a
good study, down to the chromosomal level if not
further—something that the physical
anthropologists could use—wouldn’t it take
longer?”

“That’s correct,” Jonafer said. ‘“Nothing of
major importance was found. Perhaps something
would have been, if Uden’s team had any inkling of
what to look for. Given that, they could have made
hypotheses and tested them in a whole-organism
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context and come to some understanding of their
subjects as functioning beings. You're right, Donli
Sairn had the kind of professional intuition that
might have guided them. Lacking that, and with no
particular clues, and no cooperation from those
ignorant, terrified savages, they had to grope and
probe almost at random. They did establish a few
digestive peculiarities—nothing that couldn’t
have been predicted on the basis of ambient
ecology.”

“Then why have they stopped? We won’t be
leaving for another week at the earliest.”

“They did so on my orders, after Uden had
shown me what was going on and said he’d quit
regardless of what I wanted.”

“What—? Oh.” Scorn lifted Evalyth's head.
“You mean the psychological torture.”

“Yes. I saw that scrawny woman secured to a
table. Her head, her body were covered with leads
to the meters that clustered around her and
clicked and hummed and flickered. She didn’t see
me; her eyes were blind with fear. I suppose she
imagined her soul was being pumped out. Or
maybe the process was worse for being something
she couldn’t put a name to. I saw her kids in a cell,
holding hands. Nothing else left for them to hold
onto, in their total universe. They're just at
puberty; what'll this do to their psychosexual
development? I saw their father lying drugged
beside them, after he’d tried to batter his way
straight through the wall. Uden and his helpers
told me how they’d tried to make friends and
failed. Because naturally the prisoners know
they’re in the power of those who hate them with a
hate that goes beyond the grave.”

Jonafer paused. “There are decent limits to
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everything, Lieutenant,” he ended, "“including
science and punishment. Especially when, after
all, the chance of discovering anything else is
unusual is slight. I ordered the investigation
terminated. The boys and their mother will be
flown to their home area and released tomorrow.”

“Why not today?"’ Evalyth asked, foreseeing his
reply.

“I hoped,” Jonafer said, ‘' that you'd agree to let
the man go with them.”

“No.”

“In the name of God—"

“Your God.” Evalyth looked away from him. "I
won't enjoy it, Captain. I'm beginning to wish I
didn’t have to. But it’s not as if Donli’d been killed
in an honest war or feud—or—he was slaughtered
like a pig. That’s the evil in cannibalism; it makes a
man nothing but another meat animal. I won't
bring him back, but I will somehow even things,
by making the cannibal nothing but a dangerous
animal that needs shooting.”

"I see.” Jonafer too stared long out of the
window. In the sunset light his face became a
mask of brass. “Well,” he said finally, coldly,
“under the Charter of the Alliance and the articles
of this expedition, you leave me no choice. But we
will not have any ghoulish ceremonies, and you
will not deputize what you have done. The
prisoner will be brought to your place privately
after dark. You will dispose of him at once and
assist in cremating the remains.”

Evalyth’s palms grew wet. I never killed a help-
less man before!

But he did, it answered. “Understood, Captain,”
she said.

“Very good, Lieutenant. You may go up and join
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the mess for dinner if you wish. No announce-
ments to anyone. The business will be scheduled
for—"" Jonafer glanced at his watch, set to local
rotation. *—2600 hours.” \

Evalyth swallowed around a clump of dryness.
“Isn’t that rather late?”

“On purpose,” he told her. I want the camp
asleep.” His glance struck hers. "And want you to
have time to reconsider.”

“No!” She sprang erect and went for the door.

His voice pursued her. “Donli would have asked
you for that.”

Night came in and filled the room. Evalyth
didn’t rise to turn on the light. It was as if this
chair, which had been Donli’s favorite, wouldn’t
let her go.

Finally she remembered the psychodrugs. She
had a few tablets left. One of them would make the
execution easy to perform. No doubt Jonafer
would direct that Moru be tranquilized—now, at
last—before they brought him here. So why
should she not give herself calmness?

It wouldn’t be right.

Why not?

I don't know. I don't understand anything any
longer.

Who does? Moru alone. He knows why he
murdered and butchered a man who trusted him
Evalyth found herself smiling wearily into the
darkness. He has superstition for his sure guide.
He's actually seen his children display the first
signs of maturity. That ought to console him a
little.
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0dd, that the glandular upheaval of adolescence
should have commenced under frightful stress.
One would have expected a delay instead. True,
the captives had been getting a balanced diet for a
change, and medicine had probably eliminated
various chronic low-level infections. Nonetheless
the fact was odd. Besides, normal children under
normal conditions would not develop the outward
signs beyond mistaking in this short a time. Donli
would have puzzled over the matter. She could
almost see him, frowning, rubbing his forehead,
grinning one-sidedly with the pleasure of a
problem.

“I'd like to have a go at this myself,”” she heard
him telling Uden over a beer and a smoke. ‘‘Might
turn up an angle.”

“How?"” the medic would have replied. 'You're
a general biologist. No reflection on you, but
detailed human physiology is out of your line.”

“Um-m-m. .. yes and no. My main job is study-
ing species of terrestrial origin and how they’ve
adapted to new planets. By a remarkable
coincidence, man is included among them.”

But Donli was gone, and no one else was compe-
tent to do his work—to be any part of him, but she
fled from that thought and from the thought of
what she must presently do. She held her mind
tightly to the realization that none of Uden’s team
had tried to apply Donli's knowledge. As Jonafer
remarked, a living Donli might well have
suggested an idea, unorthodox and insightful, that
would have led to the discovery of whatever was
there to be discovered, if anything was. Uden and
his assistants were routineers. They hadn’t even
thought to make Donli’'s computer ransack its data
banks for possibly relevant information. Why
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should they, when they saw their problem as
strictly medical? And, to be sure, they were not
cruel. The anguish they were inflicting had made
them avoid whatever might lead to ideas
demanding further research. Donli would have
approached the entire business differently from
the outset.

Suddenly the gloom thickened. Evalyth fought
for breath. Too hot and silent here; too long a wait;
she must do something or her will would desert
her and she would be unable to squeeze the
trigger.

She stumbled to her feet and into the lab. The
fluoro blinded her for a moment when she turned
it on. She went to his computer and said:
“Activate!”’

Nothing responded but the indicator light. The
windows were totally black. Clouds outside shut
off moon and stars.

“What—" The sound was a curious croak. But
that brought a releasing gall: Take hold of your-
self, you blubbering idiot, or you're not fit to
mother the child you're carrying. She could then
ask her question. "“What explanations in terms of
biology can be devised for the behavior of the
people on this planet?”

“Matters of that nature are presumably best ex-
plained in terms of psychology and cultural
anthropology,” said the voice.

“M-m-maybe,” Evalyth said. *And maybe not.”
She marshalled a few thoughts and stood them
firm amidst the others roiling in her skull. “The
inhabitants could be degenerate somehow, not
really human.” I want Moru to be. “'Scan every
fact recorded about them, including the detailed
clinical observations made on four of them in the
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past several days. Compare with basic terrestrial
data. Give me whatever hypotheses—anything
that does not flatly contradict established facts.
We've used up the reasonable ideas already.”

The machine hummed. Evalyth closed her eyes
and clung to the edge of the desk. Donli, please
help me.

At the other end of forever, the voice came to
her:

“The sole behavioral element which appears to
be not easily explicable by postulates concerning
environment and accidental historical develop-
ments, is the cannibalistic puberty rite. According
to the anthropological computer, this might well
have originated as a form of human sacrifice. But
that computer notes certain illogicalities in the
idea, as follows.

“On Old Earth, sacrificial religion was normally
associated with agricultural societies, which were
more vitally dependent on continued fertility and
good weather than hunters. Even for them, the
offering of humans proved disadvantageous in the
long run, as the Aztec example most clearly
demonstrates. Lokon has rationalized the practice
to a degree, making it a part of the slavery system
and thus minimizing its impact on the generality.
But for the lowlanders it is a powerful evil, a
source of perpetual danger, a diversion of effort
and resources that are badly needed for survival.
It is not plausible that the custom, if ever imitated
from Lokon, should persist among every one of
those tribes. Nevertheless it does. Therefore it
must have some value and the problem is to find
what.

“The method of obtaining victims varies widely,
but the requirement always appecars to be the
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same. According to the Lokonese, one adult male
body 1is necessary and sufficient for the
maturation of four boys. The killer of Donli Sairn
was unable to carry off the entire corpse. What he
did take of it is suggestive.

“Hence a dipteroid phenomenon may have
appeared in man on this planet. Such a thing is
unknown among higher animals elsewhere, but is
conceivable. A modification of the Y chromosome
would produce it. The test for that modification,
and thus the test of the hypothesis, is easily
made.”

The voice stopped. Evalyth heard the blood
slugging in her veins. “What are you talking
about?”

“The phenomenon is found among lower
animals on several worlds,” the computer told
her.

“It is uncommon and so is not widely known.
The name derives from the Diptera, a type of dung
fly on Old Earth.”

Lightning flickered. “'Dung [ly—good, yes!”

The machine went on to explain.

*

Jonafer came along with Moru. The savage’s
hands were tied behind his back, and the space-
man loomed enormous over him. Despite that and
the bruises he had inflicted on himself, he hobbled
along steadily. The clouds were breaking and the
moon shone ice-white. Where Evalyth waited,
outside her door, she saw the compound reach
bare to the saw-topped stockade and a crane stand
above like a gibbet. The air was growing cold—the
planet spinning toward an autumn—and a small
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wind had arisen to whimper behind the dust devils
that stirred across the earth. Jonafer’s footfalls
rang loud.

He noticed her and stopped. Moru did likewise.
“What did they learn?” she asked.

The captain nodded. “Uden got right to work
when you called,” he said. "“"The test is more
complicated than your computer suggested—but
then, it’s for Donli’s kind of skill, not Uden’s. He'd
never have thought of it unassisted. Yes, the
notion is true.”

“How?"”

Moru stood waiting while the language he did
not understand went to and fro around him.

“I'm no medic.” Jonafer kept his tone altogether
colorless. “But from what Uden told me, the
chromosome defect means that the male gonads
here can’t mature spontaneously. They need an
extra supply of hormones—he mentioned
testosterone and androsterone, I forget what
else—to start off the series of changes which bring
on puberty. Lacking that, you'll get eunuchism.
Uden thinks the surviving population was tiny
after the colony was bombed out, and so poor that
it resorted to cannibalism for bare survival, the
first generation or two. Under those circum-
stances, a mutation that would otherwise have
eliminated itself got established and spread to
every descendant.”

Evalyth nodded. "I see.”

“You understand that this means, I suppose,”
Jonafer said. “There’ll be no problem to ending
the practice. We'll simply tell them we have a new
and better Holy Food, and prove it with a few pills.
Terrestrial-type meat animals can be reintroduced
later and supply what’s necessary. In the end, no
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doubt our geneticists can repair that faulty Y
chromosome.”

He could not stay contained any longer. His
mouth opened, a gash across his half-seen face,
and he rasped: "I should praise you for saving a
whole people. I can’t. Get your business over with,
will you?”

Evalyth trod forward to stand before Moru. He
shivered but met her eyes. Astonished, she said:
“You haven’t drugged him.”

“No,” Jonafer said. "I wouldn’t help you.” He
spat.

“Well, I'm glad.” She addressed Moru in his own
language: “You killed my man. Is it right that I
should kill you?”

“It is right,” he answered, almost as levelly as
she. "I thank you that my woman and my sons are
to go free.” He was quiet for a second or two. "I
have heard that your folk can preserve food for
years without it rotting. I would be glad if you
kept my body to give to your sons.”

“Mine will not need it,” Evalyth said. “Nor will
the sons of your sons.”

Anxiety tinged his words: “Do you know why I
slew your man? He was kind to me, and like a god.
But I am lame. I saw no other way to get what my
sons must have; and they must have it soon, or it
would be too late and they could never become
men.”’

“He taught me,” Evalyth said, “how much it is
to be a man.”

She turned to Jonafer, who stood tense and
puzzled. “I had my revenge,” she said in Donli’s
tongue.

“What?"’ His question was a reflexive noise.

“After I learned about the dipteroid
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phenomenon,” she said. “All that was necessary
was for me to keep silent. Moru, his children, his
entire race would go on being prey for centuries,
maybe forever. I sat for half an hour, I think,
having my revenge.”

“And then?” Jonafer asked.

“T was satisfied and could start thinking about
justice,” Evalyth said.

She drew a knife. Moru straightened his back.
She stepped behind him and cut his bonds. “Go
home,” she said. "Remember him.”









The Queen of Air and Darkness

The last glow of the last sunset would linger
almost until midwinter. But there would be no
more day, and the northlands rejoiced. Blossoms
opened, flamboyance on firethorn trees, steel-
flowers rising blue from the brake and rainplant
that cloaked all hills, shy whiteness of kiss-me-
never down in the dales. Flitteries darted among
them on iridescent wings; a crown buck shook his
horns and bugled. Between horizons the sky deep-
ened from purple to sable. Both moons were aloft,
nearly full, shining frosty on leaves and molten on
waters. The shadows they made were blurred by
an aurora, a great blowing curtain of light across
half heaven. Behind it the earliest stars had come
out.

A boy and a girl sat on Wolund’'s Barrow just
under the dolmen it upbore. Their hair, which
streamed halfway down their backs, showed
startlingly forth, bleached as it was by summer.
Their bodies, still dark from that season, merged
with earth and bush and rock, for they wore only
garlands. He played on a bone flute and she sang.
They had lately become lovers. Their age was
about sixteen, but they did not know this, con-
sidering themselves Outlings and thus indifferent

191
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to time, remembering little or nothing of how they
had once dwelt in the lands of men.
His notes piped cold around her voice:

“Cast a spell,
weave it well

of dust and dew
and night and you.”

A brook by the grave mound, carrying moon-
light down to a hill-hidden river, answered with its
rapids. A flock of hellbats passed black beneath
the aurora.

A shape came bounding over Cloudmoor. It had
two arms and two legs, but the legs were long and
claw-footed and feathers covered it to the end of a
tail and broad wings. The face was half human,
dominated by its eyes. Had Ayoch been able to
stand wholly erect, he would have reached to the
boy’s shoulder.

The girl rose. ""He carries a burden,” she said.
Her vision was not meant for twilight like that of a
northland creature born, but she had learned how
to use every sign her senses gave her. Besides the
fact that ordinarily a pook would fly, there was a
heaviness to his haste.

“And he comes from the south.” Excitement
jumped in the boy, sudden as a green flame that
went across the constellation Lyrth. He sped down
the mound. "Ohoi, Ayoch!” he called. “Me here,
Mistherd!”

“And Shadow-of-a-Dream,” the girl laughed,
following. ‘

The pook halted. He breathed louder than the
soughing in the growth around him. A smell of
bruised yerba lifted where he stood.

“Well met in winterbirth,” he whistled. 'You



The Queen Of Air And Darkness 193

can help me bring this to Carheddin.”

He held out what he bore. His eyes were yellow
lanterns above. It moved and whimpered.

“Why, a child,” Mistherd said.

“Even as you were, my son, even as you were.
Ho, ho, what a snatch!” Ayoch boasted. “They
were a score in yon camp by Fallowwood, armed,
and besides watcher engines they had big ugly
dogs aprowl while they slept. I came from above,
however, having spied on them till I knew that a
handful of dazedust—"

“The poor thing.” Shadow-of-a-dream took the
boy and held him to her small breasts. *'So full of
sleep yet, aren’t you?” Blindly, he sought a nipple.
She smiled through the veil of her hair. “No, I am
still too young, and you already too old. But come,
when you wake in Carheddin under the mountain,
you shall feast.”

“Yo-ah,” said Ayoch very softly. “She is abroad
and has heard and seen. She comes.” He crouched
down, wings folded. After a moment Mistherd
knelt, and then Shadow-of-a-dream, though she
did not let go the child.

The Queen’s tall form blocked off the moons.
For a while she regarded the three and their booty.
Hill and moor sounds withdrew from their aware-
ness until it seemed they could hear the
northlights hiss.

At last Ayoch whispered, “Have I done well,
Starmother?”

“If you stole a babe from the camp full of
engines,” said the beautiful voice, "'then they were
folk out of the far south who may not endure it as
meekly as yeomen.”

“But what can they do, Snowmaker?” the pook
asked. “How can they track us?”

Mistherd lifted his head and spoke in pride.
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“Also, now they too have felt the awe of us.”

“And he is a cuddly dear,” Shadow-of-a-dream
said. “And we need more like him, do we not Lady
Sky?”

“It had to happen in some twilight,” agreed she
who stood above. "Take him onward and care for
him. By this sign,” which she made, “is he claimed
for the Dwellers.”

Their joy was freed. Ayoch cartwheeled over the
ground till he reached a shiverleaf. There he
swarmed up the trunk and out on a limb, perched
half hidden by unrestful pale foliage, and crowed.
Boy and girl bore the child toward Carheddin at
an easy distance-devouring lope which let him
pipe and her sing:

“Wahaii, wahaii!

Wayala, laii!

Wing on the wind

high over heaven,

shrilly shrieking,

rush with the rainspears,

tumble through tumult,

drift to the moonhoar trees and the dream-
heavy shadows beneath them,

and rock in, be one with the clinking wavelets
of lakes where the starbeams drown.”

As she entered, Barbro Cullen felt, through all
grief and fury, stabbed by dismay. The room was
unkempt. Journals, tapes, reels, codices, file
boxes, bescribbled papers were piled on every
table. Dust filmed most shelves and corners.
Against one wall stood a laboratory setup, micro-
scope and analytical equipment. She recognized it
as compact and efficient, but it was not what you
would expect in an office, and it gave the air a
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faint chemical reek. The rug was threadbare, the
furniture shabby. :

This was her final chance?

Then Eric Sherrinford approached. “Good day,
Mrs. Cullen,” he said. His tone was crisp, his hand-
clasp firm. His faded gripsuit didn’t bother her.
She wasn't inclined to fuss about her own appear-
ance except on special occasions. (And would she
ever again have one, unless she got back Jimmy?)
What she observed was a cat’s personal neatness.

A smile radiated in crow’s feet from his eyes.
“Forgive my bachelor housekeeping. On Beowulf
we have—we had, at any rate, machines for that,
so I never acquired the habit myself, and I don't
want a hireling disarranging my tools. More con-
venient to work out of my apartment than keep a
separate office. Won't you be seated?”

“No, thanks. I couldn’t,” she mumbled.

“I understand. But if you’ll excuse me, I func-
tion best in a relaxed position.”

He jackknifed into a lounger. One long shank
crossed the other knee. He drew forth a pipe and
stuffed it from a pouch. Barbro wondered why he
took tobacco in so ancient a way. Wasn't Beowulf
supposed to have the up-to-date equipment that
they still couldn’t afford to build on Roland? Well,
of course old customs might survive anyhow. They
generally did in colonies, she remembered read-
ing. People had moved starward in the hope of pre-
serving such outmoded things as their mother
tongues or constitutional government or rational-
technological civilization. . . .

Sherrinford pulled her up from the confusion of
her weariness: "You must give me the details of
your case, Mrs. Cullen. You've simply told me
your son was kidnapped and your local con-
stabulary did nothing. Otherwise, I know just a



196 WINNERS

few obvious facts, such as your being widowed
rather than divorced; and you're the daughter of
outwayers in Olga Ivanoff Land, who nevertheless
kept in close telecommunication with Christmas
Landing; and you're trained in one of the bio-
logical professions; and you had several years’
hiatus in field work until recently you started
again.”

She gaped at the high-cheeked, beak-nosed,
black-haired and gray-eyed ecountenance. His
lighter made a scrit and a flare which seemed to
fill the room. Quietness dwelt on this height above
the city, and winter dusk was seeping through the
windows. “"How in cosmos do you know that?" she
heard herself exclaim.

He shrugged and fell into the lecturer’'s manner
for which he was notorious. "My work depends on
noticing details and fitting them together. In more
than a hundred years on Roland, tending to cluster
according to their origins and thought-habits,
people have developed regional accents. You have
a trace of the Olgan burr, but you nasalize your
vowels in the style of this area, though you live in
Portolondon. That suggests steady childhood
exposure to metropolitan speech. You were part
of Matsuyama'’s expedition, you told me, and took
your boy along. They wouldn’t have allowed any
ordinary technician to do that; hence, you had to
be valuable enough to get away with it. The team
was conducting ecological research: therefore,
you must be in the life sciences. For the same rea-
son, you must have had previous field experience.
But your skin is fair, showing none of the leatheri-
ness one gets from prolonged exposure to this sun.
Accordingly, you must have been mostly indoors
for a good while before you went on your ill-fated
trip. As for widowhood—you never mentioned a
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husband to me, but you have had a man whom you
thought so highly of that you still wear both the
wedding and the engagement ring he gave you.”

Her sight blurred and stung. The last of those
words had brought Tim back; huge, ruddy,
laughterful and gentle. She must turn from this
other person and stare outward. “Yes,” she
achieved saying, “'you're right.”

The apartment occupied a hilltop above
Christmas Landing. Beneath it the city dropped
away in walls, roofs, archaistic chimneys and
lamplit streets, goblin lights of humanpiloted
vehicles, to the harbor, the sweep of Venture Bay,
ships bound to and from the Sunward Islands and
remoter regions of the Boreal Ocean, which glim-
mered like mercury in the afterglow of Charle-
magne. Oliver was swinging rapidly higher, a
mottled orange disc a full degree wide; closer to
the zenith which it could never reach, it would
shine the color of ice. Alde, half the seeming size,
was a thin slow crescent near Sirius, which she
remembered was near Sol, but you couldn’t see
Sol without a telescope—

“Yes,” she said around the pain in her throat,
“my husband is about four years dead. I was
carrying our first child when he was killed by a
stampeding monocerus. We'd been married three
years before. Met while we were both at the Uni-
versity—casts from School Central can only
supply a basic education, you know— We founded
our own team to do ecological studies under
contract—you know, can a certain area be settled
while maintaining a balance of nature, what crops
will grow, what hazards, that sort of question—
Well, afterward I did lab work for a fisher co-op in
Portolondon. But the monotony, the... shut-in-
ness...was eating me away. Professor
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Matsuyama offered me a position on the team he
was organizing to examine Commissioner Hauch
Land. I thought, God help me, I thought Jimmy—
Tim wanted him named James, once the tests
showed it'd ‘be a boy, after his own father and
because of 'Timmy and Jimmy’ and—oh, I thought
Jimmy could safely come along. I couldn’t bear to
leave him behind for months, not at his age. We
could make sure he’d never wander out of camp.
What could hurt him inside it? / had never
believed those stories about the Outlings stealing
human children. I supposed parents were trying
to hide from themselves the fact they'd been care-
less, they'd let a kid get lost in the woods or
attacked by a pack of satans or—well, I learned
better, Mr. Sherrinford. The guard robots were
evaded and the dogs were drugged, and when I
woke, Jimmy was gone.”

He regarded her through the smoke from his
pipe. Barbro Engdahl Cullen was a big woman of
thirty or so (Rolandic years, he reminded himself,
ninety-five percent of Terrestrial, not the same as
Beowulfan years), broad-shouldered, long-legged,
full-breasted, supple of stride; her face was wide,
straight nose, straightforward hazel eyes, heavy
but mobile mouth; her hair was reddish brown,
cropped below the ears, her voice husky, her
garment a plain street robe. To still the writhing
of her fingers, he asked skeptically, “Do you now
believe in the Outlings?"”

“No. I'm just not so sure as I was.”” She swung
about with half a glare for him. “And we have
found traces.’

“Bits of fossils,” he nodded. "'A few artifacts of a
neolithic sort. But apparently ancient, as if the
makers died ages ago. Intensive search has failed
to turn up any real evidence for their survival.”

“"How intensive can search be, in a summer-
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stormy, winter-gloomy wilderness around the
North Pole?” she demanded. “When we are, how
many, a million people on an entire planet, half of
us crowded into this one city?”’

“And the rest crowding this one habitable conti-
nent,” he pointed out.

“Arctica covers five million square kilometers,"”
she flung back. “The Arctic Zone proper covers a
fourth of it. We haven't the industrial base to
establish satellite monitor stations, build aircraft
we can trust in those parts, drive roads through
the damned darklands and establish permanent
bases and get to know them and tame them. Good
Christ, generations of lonely outwaymen told
staries about Graymantle, and the beast was never
seen by a proper scientist till last year!”

“Still, you continue to doubt the reality of the
Outlings?”’

“Well, what about a secret cult among humans,
born of isolation and ignorance, lairing in the
wilderness, stealing children when they can for—"
She swallowed. Her head dropped. “But you're
supposed to be the expert.”

“From what you told me over the visiphone, the
Portolondon constabulary questions the accuracy
of the report your group made, thinks the lot of
you were hysterical, claims you must have
omitted a due precaution, and the child toddled
away and was lost beyond your finding.”

His dry words pried the horror out of her.
Flushing, she snapped, ‘‘Like any settler’s kid ? No.
I didn’t simply yell. I consulted Data Retrieval. A
few too many such cases are recorded for accident
to be a very plausible explanation. And shall we
totally ignore the frightened stories about
reappearances? But when I went back to the
constabulary with my facts, they brushed me off. I
suspect that was not entirely because they're



200 WINNERS

undermanned. I think they’re afraid too. They're
recruited from country boys, and Portolondon lies
near the edge of the unknown.”

Her energy faded. “Roland hasn’'t got any
central police force,” she finished drably. “You're
my last hope.”

The man puffed smoke into twilight, with which
it blent, before he said in a kindlier voice than
hitherto: “Please don't make it a high hope, Mrs.
Cullen. I'm the solitary private investigator on this
world, having no resources beyond myself, and a
newcomer to boot.”

“How long have you been here?”

“Twelve years. Barely time to get a little
familiarity with the relatively civilized coastlands.
You settlers of a century or more—what do you,
even, know about Arctica’s interior?"”

Sherrinford sighed. “I'll take the case, charging
no more than I must, mainly for the sake of the
experience,” he said. “But only if you’ll be my
guide and assistant, however painful it will be for
you.”

“Of course! I dreaded waiting idle. Why me,
though?”

“Hiring someone else as well qualified would be
prohibitively expensive on a pioneer planet where
every hand has a thousand urgent tasks to do.
Besides, you have a motive. And I'll need that. As
one who was born on another world altogether
strange to this one, itself altogether strange to
Mother Earth, I am too dauntingly aware of how
handicapped we are.”

Night gathered upon Christmas Landing, The
air stayed mild, but glimmer-lit tendrils of fog,
sneaking through the streets, had a cold look, and
colder yet was the aurora where it shuddered be-
tween the moons. The woman drew closer to the
man in this darkening room, surely not aware that
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she did, until he switched on a fluoropanel. The
same knowledge of Roland’s aloneness was in
both of them.

One light-year is not much as galactic distances
go. You could walk it in about 270 million years,
beginning at the middle of the Permian Era, when
dinosaurs belonged to the remote future, and
continuing to the present day when spaceships
cross even greater reaches. But stars in our
neighborhood average some ninc light-years
apart, and barely one percent of them have planets
which arc man-habitable, and speeds are limited
to less than that of radiation. Scant help is given
by relativistic time contraction and suspended
animation en route. These made the journcys
seem short, but history meanwhile does not stop
at home.

Thus voyages from sun to sun will always be
few. Colonists will be those who have extremely
special reasons for going. They will take along
germ plasm for exogenetic cultivation of domestic
plants and animals—and of human infants, in
order that population can grow fast enough to
escape death through genetic drift. After all, they
cannot rely on further immigration. Two or three
times a century, a ship may call from some other
colony. (Not from Earth. Earth has long ago sunk
into alien concerns.) Its place of origin will be an
old settlement. The young ones are in no position
to build and man interstellar vessels.

Their very survival, let alone their eventual
modernization, is in doubt. The founding fathers
have had to take what they could get, in a universe
not especially designed for man.

Consider, for example, Roland. It is among the
rare happy finds, a world where humans can live,
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breathe, eat the food, drink the water, walk unclad
if they choose, sow their crops, pasture their
beasts, dig their mines, erect their homes, raise
their children and grandchildren. It is worth
crossing three quarters of a light-century to
preserve certain dear values and strike new roots
into the soil of Roland.

But the star Charlemagne is of type F9, forty
percent brighter than Sol, brighter still in the
treacherous ultraviolet and wilder still in the
wind of charged particles that seethes from it. The
planet has an eccentric orbit. In the middle of the
short but furious northern summer, which
includes periastron, total isolation is more than
double what Earth gets; in the depth of the long
northern winter, it is barely less than Terrestrial
average.

Native life is abundant everywhere. But lacking
elaborate machinery, not yet economically
possible to construct for more than a few
specialists, man can only endure the high
latitudes. A ten-degree axial tilt, together with the
orbit, means that the northern part of the Arctican
continent spends half its year in unbroken
sunlessness. Around the South Pole lies an empty
ocean.

Other differences from Earth  might
superficially seem more important, Roland has
two moons, small but close, to evoke clashing
tides. It rotates once in thirty-two hours, which is
endlessly, subtly disturbing to organisms evolved
through gigayears of a quicker rhythm. The
weather patterns are altogether unterrestrial. The
globe is a mere 9,500 kilometers in diameter; its
surface gravity is 0.42 X 980 cm/sec?; the sea level
air pressure is slightly above one Earth
atmosphere. (For actually, Earth is the freak, and
man exists because a cosmic accident blew away
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most of the gas that a body its size ought to have
kept, as Venus has done.)

However, Homo can truly be called sapiens
when he practices his specialty of being unspecial-
ized. His repeated attempts to freeze himself into
an all-answering pattern or culture or ideology, or
whatever he has named it, have repeatedly
brought ruin. Give him the pragmatic business of
making his living and he will usually do rather
well. He adapts, within broad limits.

These limits are set by such factors as his need
for sunlight and his being, necessarily and forever,
a part of the life that surrounds him and a
creature of the spirit within.

Portolondon thrust docks, boats, machinery,
warehouses into the Gulf of Polaris. Behind them
huddled the dwellings of its 5,000 permanent
inhabitants: concrete walls, storm shutters, high-
peaked tile roofs. The gaiety of their paint looked
forlorn amidst lamps; this town lay past the Arctic
Circle.

Nevertheless Sherrinford remarked, “Cheerful
place, eh? The kind of thing I came to Roland
looking for.”

Barbro made no reply. The days in Christmas
Landing, while he made his preparations, had
drained her. Gazing out the dome of the taxi that
was whirring them downtown from the hydrofoil
that brought them, she supposed he meant the
lushness of forest and meadows along the road,
brilliant hues and phosphorescence of flowers in
gardens, clamor of wings overhead. Unlike
Terrestrial flora in cold climates, Arctican
vegetation spends every daylit hour in frantic
growth and energy storage. Not till summer’s
fever gives place to gentle winter does it bloom
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and fruit; and estivating animals rise from their
dens and migratory birds come home.

The view was lovely, she had to admit: beyond
the trees, a spaciousness climbing toward remote
heights, silvery gray under a moon, an aurora, the
diffuse radiance from a sun just below the
horizon.

Beautiful as a hunting satan, she thought, and as
terrible. That wilderness had stolen Jimmy. She
wondered if she would at least be given to find his
little bones and take them to his father.

Abruptly she realized that she and Sherrinford
were at their hotel and that he had been speaking
of the town. Since it was next in size after the
capital, he must have visited here often before.
The streets were crowded and noisy; signs
flickered, music blared from shops, taverns,
restaurants, sports centers, dance halls; vehicles
were jammed down to molasses speed; the several-
stories-high office buildings stood aglow. Porto-
london linked an enormous hinterland to the
outside world. Down the Gloria River came timber
rafts, ores, harvest of farms whose owners were
slowly making Rolandic life serve them, meat and
ivory and furs gathered by rangers in the moun-
tains beyond Troll Scarp. In from the sea came
coastwise freighters, the fishing fleet, produce of
the Sunward Islands, plunder of whole continents
farther south where bold men adventured. It
clanged in Portolondon, laughed, blustered,
connived, robbed, preached, guzzled, swilled,
toiled, dreamed, lusted, built, destroyed, died, was
born, was happy, angry, sorrowful, greedy, vulgar,
loving, ambitious, human. Neither the sun’s blaze
elsewhere nor the half year's twilight
here—wholly night around midwinter—was going
to stay man’s hand.

Or so everybody said.
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Everybody except those who had settled in the
darklands. Barbro used to take for granted that
they were evolving curious customs, legends, and
superstitions, which would die when the outway
had been completely mapped and controlled. Of
late, she had wondered. Perhaps Sherrinford’s
hints, about a change in his own attitude brought
about by his preliminary research, were
responsible.

Or perhaps she just needed something to think
about besides how Jimmy, the day before he went,
when she asked him whether he wanted rye or
French bread for a sandwich, answered in great
solemnity—he was becoming interested in the
alphabet—"I'll have a slice of what we people call
the F bread.”

She scarcely noticed getting out of the taxi,
registering, being conducted to a primitively
furnished room. But after she unpacked, she
remembered Sherrinford had suggested a
confidential conference. She went down the hall
and knocked on his door. Her knuckles sounded
less loud than her heart.

He opened the door, finger on lips, and gestured
her toward a corner. Her temper bristled until she
saw the image of Chief Constable Dawson in the
visiphone. Sherrinford must have chimed him up
and must have a reason to keep her out of scanner
range. She found a chair and watched, nails
digging into knees.

The detective’s lean length refolded itself.
“Pardon the interruption,” he said. “A man mis-
took the number. Drunk, by the indications.”

Dawson chuckled. “We get plenty of those.”
Barbro recalled his fondness for gabbing. He
tugged the beard which he affected, as if he were
an outwayer instead of a townsman. “*No harm in
them as a rule. They only have a lot of voltage to
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discharge, after weeks or months in the back-
lands.”

“I've gathered that that environment—foreign
in a million major and minor ways to the one that
created man—I've gathered that it does do odd
things to the personality.” Sherrinford tamped his
pipe. "Of course, you know my practice has been
confined to urban and suburban areas. Isolated
garths seldom need private investigators. Now
that situation appears to have changed. I called to
ask you for advice.”

“Glad to help,” Dawson said. “'I've not forgotten
what you did for us in the de Tahoe murder case.”
Cautiously: “Better explain your problem first.”

Sherrinford struck fire. The smoke that
followed cut through the green odors—even here,
a paved pair of kilometers from the nearest woods
—that drifted past traffic rumble through a
crepuscular window. "“This is more a scientific
mission than a search for an absconding debtor or
an industrial spy,” he drawled. "I'm looking into
two possibilities: that an organization, criminal or
religious or whatever, has long been active and
steals infants; or that the Outlings of folklore are
real.”

“Huh?"” On Dawson'’s face Barbro read as much
dismay as surprise. “You can’t be serious!”

“Can't I?”” Sherrinford smiled. “'Several gener-
ations’ worth of reports shouldn’t be dismissed
out of hand. Especially not when they become
more frequent and consistent in the course of
time, not less. Nor can we ignore the documented
loss of babies and small children, amounting by
now to over a hundred, and never a trace found
afterward. Nor the finds which demonstrate that
an intelligent species once inhabited Arctica and
may still haunt the interior."”

Dawson leaned forward as if to climb out of the
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screen. "Who engaged you?'’ he demanded. “That
Cullen woman? We were sorry for her, naturally,
but she wasn’t making sense, and when she got
downright abusive—"

“Didn’t her companions, reputable scientists,
confirm her story?”’

“No story to confirm. Look, they had the place
ringed with detectors and alarms, and they kept
mastiffs. Standard procedure in country where a
hungry sauroid or whatever might happen by.
Nothing could've entered unbeknownst.”

“On the ground. How about a flyer landing in
the middle of camp?”

“A man in a copter rig would've roused every-
body.”

“A winged being might be quieter.”

“A living flyer that could lift a three-year-boy?
Doesn'’t exist.”

“Isn't in the scientific literature, you mean,
Constable. Remember Graymantle; remember
how little we know about Roland, a planet, an
entire world. Such birds do exist on Beowulf—
and on Rustum, I've read. I made a calculation
from the local ratio of air density to gravity, and,
yes, it's marginally possible here too. The child
could have been carried off for a short distance
before wing muscles were exhausted and the
creature must descend.”

Dawson snorted. “First it landed and walked
into the tent where mother and boy were asleep.
Then it walked away, toting him, after it couldn’t
fly further. Does that sound like a bird of prey?
And the victim didn't cry out, the dogs didn't
bark!”

“As a matter of fact,”” Sherrinford said, ‘'those
inconsistencies are the most interesting and con-
vincing features of the whole account. You're
right, it’s hard to see how a human kidnapper
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could get in undetected, and an eagle type of
creature wouldn't operate in that fashion. But
none of this applies to a winged intelligent being.
The boy could have been drugged. Certainly the
dogs showed signs of having been.”

“The dogs showed signs of having overslept.
Nothing had disturbed them. The kid wandering
by wouldn’t do so. We don’t need to assume one
damn thing except, first, that he got restless and,
second, that the alarms were a bit sloppily rigged
—seeing as how no danger was expected from
inside camp—and let him pass out. And, third, I
hate to speak this way, but we must assume the
poor tyke starved or was killed.”

Dawson paused before adding: "If we had more
staff, we could have given the affair more time.
And would have, of course. We did make an aerial
sweep, which risked the lives of the pilots, using
instruments which would've spotted the kid any-
where in a fifty-kilometer radius, unless he was
dead. You know how sensitive thermal analyzers
are. We drew a complete blank. We have more
important jobs than to hunt for the scattered
pieces of a corpse.”

He finished brusquely. “If Mrs. Cullen’s hired
you, my advice is you find an excuse to quit. Better"
for her, too. She’s got to come to terms with
reality.”

Barbro checked a shout by biting her tongue.

“Oh, this is merely the latest disappearance of
the series,” Sherrinford said. She didn’t under-
stand how he could maintain his easy tone when
Jimmy was lost. "More thoroughly recorded than
any before, thus more suggestive. Usually an out-
wayer family has given a tearful but undetailed
account of their child who vanished and must have
been stolen by the Old Folk. Sometimes, years
later, they'd tell about glimpses of what they
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swore must have been the grown child, not really
human any longer, flitting past in murk or peering
through a window or working mischief upon
them. As you say, neither the authorities nor the
scientists have had personnel or resources to
mount a proper investigation. But as I say, the
matter appears to be worth investigating. Maybe a
private party like myself can contribute.”

“Listen, most of us constables grew up in the
outway. We don't just ride patrol and answer
emergency calls; we go back there for holidays
and reunions. If any gang of...of human
sacrificers was around, we'd know.”

“I realize that. I also realize that the people you
came from have a widespread and deep-seated
belief in nonhuman beings with supernatural
powers. Many actually go through rites and make
offerings to propitiate them."”

“I know what you're leading up to,” Dawson
flared. “I've heard it before, from a hundred
sensationalists. The aborigines are the Outlings. I
thought better of you. Surely you've visited a
museum or three, surely you've read literature
from planets which do have natives—or damn and
blast, haven’'t you ever applied that logic of
yours?"”’

He wagged a finger. “Think,” he said. “What
have we in fact discovered? A few pieces of
worked stone; a few megaliths that might be
artificial; scratchings on rock that seem to show
plants and animals, though not the way any
human culture would ever have shown them;
traces of fires and broken bones; other fragments
of bone that seem as if they might've belonged to
thinking creatures, as if they might've been inside
fingers or around big brains. If so, however, the
owners looked nothing like men. Or angels, for
that matter. Nothing! The most anthropoid recon-
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truction I've seen shows a kind of two-legged
crocagator.

“Wait, let me finish. The stories about the
Outlings—oh, I've heard them too, plenty of them.
I believed them when I was a kid—the stories tell
how there're different kinds, some winged, some
not, some half human, some completely human ex-
cept maybe for being too handsome— It’s fairy-
land from ancient Earth all over again. Isn't it? I
got interested once and dug into the Heritage
Library microfiles, and be damned if I didn’t find
almost the identical yarns, told by peasants
centuries before spaceflight.

“None of it squares with the scanty relics we
have, if they are relics, or with the fact that no
area the size of Arctica could spawn a dozen dif-
ferent intelligent species, or... hellfire, man,
with the way your common sense tells you
aborigines would behave when humans arrived!”

Sherrinford nodded. “Yes, yes,” he said. “I'm
less sure than you that the common sense of non-
human beings is precisely like our own. I've seen
so much variation within mankind. But, granted,
your arguments are strong. Roland's too few
scientists have more pressing tasks than tracking
down the origins of what is, as you put it, a revived
medieval superstition.”

He cradled his pipe bowl in both hands and
peered into the tiny hearth of it. “Perhaps what
interests me most,” he said softly, “is why—
across that gap of centuries, across a barrier of
machine civilization and its utterly antagonistic
world view—no continuity of tradition
whatsoever—why have hard-headed, technologi-
cally organized, reasonably well-educated colo-
nists here brought back from its grave a belief in
the Old Folk?”

“I suppose eventually, if the University ever
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does develop the psychology department they
keep talking about, I suppose eventually some-
body will get a thesis out of your question.”
Dawson spoke in a jagged voice, and he gulped
when Sherrinford replied:

“I propose to begin now. In Commissioner
Hauch Land, since that’s where the latest incident
occurred. Where can I rent a vehicle?”

“Uh, might be hard to do—"

“'Come, come. Tenderfoot or not, I know better.
In an economy of scarcity, few people own heavy
equipment. But since it’s needed, it can always be
rented. I want a camper bus with a ground-effect
drive suitable for every kind of terrain. And I want
certain equipment installed which I've brought
along, and the top canopy section replaced by a
gun turret controllable from the driver’s seat. But
I'll supply the weapons. Besides rifles and pistols
of my own, I've arranged to borrow some artillery
from Christmas Landing’s police arsenal.”

“Hoy? Are you genuinely intending to make
ready for...a war. .. against a myth?”

“Let’s say I'm taking out insurance, which isn’t
terribly expensive, against a remote possibility.
Now, besides the bus, what about a light aircraft
carried piggyback for use in surveys?”

“No.” Dawson sounded more positive than
hitherto. “That’s asking for disaster. We can have
you flown to a base camp in a large plane when the
weather report’s exactly right. But the pilot will
have to fly back at once, before the weather turns
wrong again. Meteorology’s underdeveloped on
Roland; the air's especially treacherous this time
of year, and we're not tooled up to produce
aircraft than can outlive every surprise.” He drew
breath. “Have you no idea of how fast a whirly-
whirly can hit, or what size hailstones might strike
from a clear sky, or—? Once you're there, man,
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you stick to the ground.” He hesitated. “That’s an
important reason our information is so scanty
about the outway, and its settlers are so isolated.”

Sherrinford laughed ruefully. *Well, I suppose
if details are what I'm after, I must creep along
anyway."”

“You'll waste a lot of time,” Dawson said. “Not
to mention your client’s money. Listen, I can't
forbid you to chase shadows, but—"

The discussion went on for almost an hour.
When the screen finally blanked, Sherrinford
rose, stretched, and walked toward Barbro. She
noticed anew his pecular gait. He had come from a
planet with a fourth again of Earth’s gravitational
drag, to one where weight was less than half
Terrestrial. She wondered if he had flying dreams.

“I apologize for shuffling you off like that,” he
said. "I didn’t expect to reach him at once. He was
quite truthful about how busy he is. But having
made contact, I didn’t want to remind him over-
much of you. He can dismiss my project as a futile
fantasy which I'll soon give up. But he might have
frozen completely, might even have put up
obstacles before us, if he'd realized through you
how determined we are.”

“Why should he care?” she asked in her bitter-
ness.

“Fear of consequences, the worse because it is
unadmitted—fear of consequences, the more terri-
fying because they are  unguessable.”
Sherrinford's gaze went to the screen, and thence
out the window to the aurora pulsing in glacial
blue and white immensely far overhiead. 1
suppose you saw [ was talking to a frightened
man. Down underneath his conventionality and
scoffing, he believes in the Outlings—oh, yes, he
believes.”
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The feet of Mistherd flew over yerba and out-
paced windblown driftwood. Beside him, black
and misshapen, hulked Nagrim the nicor, whose
earthquake weight left a swath of crushed plants.
Behind, luminous blossoms of a firethorn shone
through the twining, trailing outlines of Morgarel
the wraith.

Here Cloudmoor rose in a surf of hills and
thickets. The air lay quiet, now and then carrying
the distance-muted howl of a beast. It was darker
than usual at winterbirth, the moons being down
and aurora a wan flicker above mountains on the
northern world-edge. But this made the stars
keen, and their numbers crowded heaven, and
Ghost Road shone among them as if it, like the
leafage beneath, were paved with dew.

“Yonder!” bawled Nagrim. All four of his arms
pointed. The party had topped a ridge. Far off
glimmered a spark. "Hoah, hoah! Ull we right off
stamp dem flat, or pluck dem apart slow?”

We shall do nathing of the sort, bonebrain,
Morgarel’s answer slid through their heads. Not
unless they attack us, and they will not unless we
make them aware of us, and her command is that
we spy out their purposes.

“Gr-rrrum-m-m. I know deir aim. Cut down
trees, stick plows in land, sow deir cursed seed in
de clods and in deir shes. 'Less we drive dem into
de bitterwater, and soon, soon, dey’ll wax too
strong for us.”

“Not too strong for the Queen!” Mistherd pro-
tested, shocked.

Yet they do have new powers, it seems, Morgarel
reminded him. Carefully must we probe them.

“Den carefully can we step on dem?”’ asked
Nagrim.

The question woke a grin out of Mistherd’s own
uneasiness. He slapped the scaly back. “Don't talk,
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you,” he said. "It hurts my ears. Nor think; that
hurts your head. Come, run!”

Ease yourself, Morgarel scolded. You have too
much life in you, human-born.

Mistherd made a face at the wraith, but obeyed
to the extent of slowing down and picking his way
through what cover the country afforded. For he
traveled on behalf of the Fairest, to learn what had
brought a pair of mortals questing hither.

Did they seek that boy whom Ayoch stole? (He
continued to weep for his mother, though less and
less often as the marvels of Carheddin entered
him.) Perhaps A birdcraft had left them and their
car at the now-abandoned campsite, from which
they had followed an outward spiral. But when no
trace of the cub had appeared inside a reasonable
distance, they did not call to be flown home. And
this wasn't because weather forbade the
farspeaker waves to travel, as was frequently the
case. No, instead the couple set off toward the
mountains of Moonhorn. Their course would take
them past a few outlying invader steadings and on
into realms untrodden by their race.

So this was no ordinary survey. Then what was
it?

Mistherd understood now why she who reigned
had made her adopted mortal children learn, or
retain, the clumsy language of their forebears. He
had hated that drill, wholly foreign to Dweller
ways. Of course, you obeyed her, and in time you
saw how wise she had been .. ..

Presently he left Nagrim behind a rock—the
nicor would only be useful in a fight—and crawled
from bush to bush until he lay within man-lengths
of the humans. A rainplant drooped over him,
leaves soft on his bare skin, and clothed him in
darkness. Morgarel floated to the crown of a
shiverleaf, whose unrest would better conceal his
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flimsy shape. He'd not be much help either. And
that was the most troublous, the almost appalling
thing here. Wraiths were among those who could
not just sense and send thought, but cast illusions.
Morgarel had reported that this time his power
seemed to rebound off an invisible cold wall
around the car.

Otherwise the male and female had set up no
guardian engines and kept no dogs. Belike they
supposed none would be needed, since they slept
in the long vehicle which bore them. But such con-
tempt of the Queen’s strength could not be
tolerated, could it?

Metal sheened faintly by the light of their camp-
fire. They sat on either side, wrapped in coats
against a coolness that Mistherd, naked, found
mild. The male drank smoke. The female stared
past him into a dusk which her flame-dazzled eyes
must see as thick gloom. The dancing glow
brought her vividly forth. Yes, to judge from
Ayoch'’s tale, she was the dam of the new cub.

Ayoch had wanted to come too, but the Wonder-
ful One forbade. Pooks couldn’t hold still long
enough for such a mission.

The man sucked on his pipe. His cheeks thus
pulled into shadow while the light flickered across
nose and brow, he looked disquietingly like a
shearbill about to stoop on prey.

“—No, I tell you again, Barbro, I have no
theories,” he was saying. “When facts are insuf-
ficient, theorizing is ridiculous at best, misleading
at worst.”

“Still, you must have some idea of what you're
doing,” she said. It was plain that they had
threshed this out often before. No Dweller could
be as persistent as she or as patient as he. “That
gear you packed—that generator you keep
running—"’
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“I have a working hypothesis or two, which sug-
gested what equipment I ought to take.”

“Why won’t you tell me what the hypotheses
are?”’

“They themselves indicate that that might be
inadvisable at the present time. I'm still feeling my
way into the labyrinth. And I haven’t had a chance
yet to hook everything up. In fact, we're really
only protected against so-called telepathic
influence—"

“What?” She started. “Do you mean. .. those
legends about how they can read minds too—"
Her words trailed off and her gaze sought the
darkness beyond his shoulders.

He lcaned forward. His tone lost its clipped
rapidity, grew earnest and soft. “Barbro, you're
racking yourself to pieces. Which is no help to
Jimmy if he’s alive, the more so when you may
well be badly needed later on. We've a long trek
before us, and you’d better settle into it.”

She nodded jerkily and caught her lip between
her teeth for a moment before she answered, “I'm
trying.”

He smiled around his pipe. “I expect you'll
succeed. You don't strike me as a quitter or a
whiner or an enjoyer of misery.”

She dropped a hand to the pistol at her belt. Her
voice changed; it came out of her throat like knife
from sheath. “When we find them, they’ll know
what I am. What humans are.”

“Put anger aside also,” the man urged. “We
can't afford emotions. If the Outlings are real, as
I told you I'm provisionally assuming, they’re
fighting for their homes.” After a short stillness he
added: "I like to think that if the first explorers
had found live natives, men would not have
colonized Roland. But it’s too late now. We can't
go back if we wanted to. It's a bitter-end struggle,
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against an enemy so crafty that he's even hidden
from us the fact that he is waging war.”

“Is he? I mean, skulking, kidnapping an
occasional child—"

“That's part of my hypothesis. I suspect those
aren’t harassments; they're tactics employed in a
chillingly subtle strategy.”

The fire sputtered and sparked. The man
smoked awhile, brooding, until he went on:

“I didn’t want to raise your hopes or excite you
unduly while you had to wait on me, first in
Christmas Landing, then in Portolondon. After-
ward we were busy satis{ying ourselves that
Jimmy had been taken farther from camp than he
could have wandered before collapsing. So I'm
only now telling you how thoroughly I studied
available material on the ... Old Folk. Besides, at
first I did it on the principle of eliminating every
imaginable possibility, however absurd. I
expected no result other than final disproof. But I
went through everything, relics, . analyses,
histories, journalistic accounts, monographs; I
talked to outwayers who happened to be in town
and to what scientists we have who've taken any
interest in the matter. I'm a quick study. I flatter
myself I became as expert as anyone—though God
knows there’s little to be expert on. Furthermore,
I, a comparative stranger to Roland, maybe looked
on the problem with fresh eyes. And a pattern
emerged for me.

“If the aborigines had become extinct, why
hadn't they left more remnants? Arctica isn’t
enormous, and it's fertile for Rolandic life. It
ought to have supported a population whose arti-
facts ought to have accumulated over millennia.
I've read that on Earth, literally tens of thousands
of paleolithic hand axes were found, more by
chance than archeology.
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“Very well. Suppose the relics and fossils were
deliberately removed, between the time the last
survey party left and the first colonizing ships
arrived. I did find some support for that idea in
the diaries of the original explorers. They were too
preoccupied with checking the habitability of the
planet to make catalogues of primitive monu-
ments. However, the remarks they wrote down
indicate they saw much more than later arrivals
did. Suppose what we have found is just what the
removers overlooked or didn’t get around to.

“That argues a sophisticated mentality, thinking
in long-range terms, doesn’t it? Which in turn
argues that the Old Folk were not mere hunters or
neolithic farmers.”

“But nobody ever saw buildings or machines or
any such thing,” Barbro objected.

“No. Most likely the natives didn’t go through
our kind of metallurgic-industrial evolution. I can
conceive of other paths to take. Their full-fledged
civilization might have begun, rather than ended,
in biological science and technology. It might have
developed potentialities of the nervous system,
which might be greater in their species than in
man. We have those abilities to some degree our-
selves, you realizee A dowser, for instance,
actually senses variations in the local magnetic
field caused by a water table. However, in us,
these talents are maddeningly rare and tricky. So
we took our business elsewhere. Who needs to be
a telepath, say, when he has a visiphone? The Old
Folk may have seen it the other way around. The
artifacts of their civilization may have been, may
still be unrecognizable to men.”

“They could have identified themselves to the
men, though,” Barbro said. “Why didn’t they?”

"I can imagine any number of reasons. As, they
could have had a bad experience with interstellar
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visitors earlier in their history. Ours is scarcely
the sole race that has spaceships. However, I told
you I don't theorize in advance of the facts. Let’s
say no more than that the Old Folk, if they exist,
are alien to us.”

“For a rigorous thinker, you're spinning a
mighty thin thread.”

“I've admitted this is entirely provisional.” He
squinted at her through a roil of campfire smoke.
“You came to me, Barbro, insisting in the teeth of
officialdom that your boy had been stolen, but
your own talk about cultist kidnappers was
ridiculous. Why are you reluctant to admit the
reality of nonhumans?”

“In spite of the fact that Jimmy's being alive
probably depends on it,” she sighed. "I don’t
know.”

A shudder. “Maybe I don’t dare admit it.”

“I've said nothing thus far that hasn’t been
speculated about in print,” he told her. “A dis-
reputable speculation, true. In a hundred years,
nobody has found valid evidence for the Outlings
being more than a superstition. Still, a few people
have declared it's at least possible that intelligent
natives are at large in the wilderness.”

“I know,” she repeated. 'I'm not sure, though,
what has made you, overnight, take those argu-
ments seriously.”

“Well, once you got me started thinking, it
occurred to me that Roland’s outwayers are not
utterly isolated medieval crofters. They have
books, telecommunications, power tools, motor
vehicles; above all, they have a modern science-
oriented education. Why should they turn super-
stitious? Something must be causing it.”” He
stopped. “I'd better not continue. My ideas go
further than this; but if theyre correct, it's
dangerous to speak them aloud.”
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Mistherd’s belly muscles tensed. There was
danger for fair, in that shearbill head. The
Garland bearer must be warned. For a minute he
wondered about summoning Nagrim to Kkill these
two. If the nicor jumped them fast, their firearms
might avail them naught. But no. They might have
left word at home, or— He came back to his ears.
The talk had changed course. Barbro was mur-
muring, “*—why you stayed on Roland.”

The man smiled his gaunt smile. “*Well, life on
Beowulf held no challenge for me. Heorot is—or
was; this was decades past, remember—Heorot
was densely populated, smoothly organized,
boringly uniform. That was partly due to the
lowland frontier, a safety valve that bled off the
dissatisfied. But I lack the carbon dioxide toler-
ance necessary to live healthily down there. An
expedition was being readied to make a swing
around a number of colony worlds, especially
those which didn’t have the equipment to keep in
laser contact. You'll recall its announced purpose,
to seek out new ideas in science, arts, sociology,
philosophy, whatever might prove valuable. I'm
afraid they found little on Roland relevant to
Beowulf. But I, who had wangled a berth, I saw
opportunities for myself and decided to make my
home here.”

“Were you a detective back there, too?”

“Yes, in the official police. We had a tradition of
such work in our family. Some of that may have
come for the Cherokee side of it, if the name
means anything to you. However, we also claimed
collateral descent from one of the first private
inquiry agents on record, back on Earth before
spaceflight. Regardless of how true that may be, I
found him a useful model. You see, an
archetype—"

The man broke off. Unease crossed his features.
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“Best we go to sleep,” he said. “We've a long
distance to cover in the morning."”

She looked outward. “Here is no morning.”

They retired. Mistherd rose and cautiously
flexed limberness back into his muscles. Before
returning to the Sister of Lyrth, he risked a glance
through a pane in the car. Bunks were made up,
side by side, and the humans lay in them. Yet the
man had not touched her, though hers was a
bonny body, and nothing that had passed between
them suggested he meant to do so.

Eldritch, humans. Cold and claylike. And they
would overrun the beautiful wild world? Mistherd
spat in disgust. It must not happen. It would not
happen. She who reigned had vowed that.

The lands of William Irons were immense. But
this was because a barony was required to
support him, his kin and cattle, on native crops
whose cultivation was still poorly understood. He
raised some Terrestrial plants as well, by summer-
light and in conservatories. However, these were a
luxury. The true conquest of northern Arctica lay
in yerba hay, in bathyrhiza wood, in pericoup and
glycophyllon, and eventually, when the market
had expanded with population and industry, in
chalcanthemum for city florists and pelts of cage-
bred rover for city furriers.

That was in a tomorrow Irons did not expect
that he would live to see. Sherrinford wondered if
the man really expected anyone ever would.

The room was warm and bright. Cheerfulness
crackled in the fireplace. Light from fluoropanels
gleamed off hand-carven chests and chairs and
tables, off colorful draperies and shelved dishes.
The outwayer sat solid in his high seat, stoutly
clad, beard flowing down his chest. His wife and
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daughters brought coffee, whose fragrance joined
the remnant odors of a hearty supper, to him, his
guests, and his sons.

But outside, wind hooted, lightning flared,
thunder bawled, rain crashed on roof and walls
and roared down to swirl among the courtyard
cobblestones. Sheds and barns crouched against
hugeness beyond. Trees groaned, and did a wicked
undertone of laughter run beneath the lowing of a
frightened cow? A burst of hailstones hit the tiles
like knocking knuckles.

You could feel how distant your neighbors
were, Sherrinford thought. And nonetheless they
were the people whom you saw oftenest, did daily
business with by visiphone (when a solar storm
didn’t make gibberish of their voices and chaos of
their faces) or in the flesh, partied with, gossiped
and intrigued with, intermarried with; in the end,
they were the people who would bury you. The
lights of the coastal towns were monstrously
farther away.

William Irons was a strong man. Yet when now
he spoke, fear was in his tone. “You'd truly go
over Troll Scarp?”

‘Do you mean Hanstein Palisades?”
Sherrinford responded, more challenge than
question.

“No outwayer calls it anything but Troll Scarp,”
Barbro said.

And how had a name like that been reborn, light-
years and centuries from Earth’s Dark Ages?

“Hunters, trappers, prospectors—rangers, you
call them—travel in those mountains,”
Sherrinford declared.

“In certain parts,” Irons said. “That’s allowed,
by a pact once made 'tween a man and the Queen
after he’d done well by a jack-o’-the-hill that a
satan had hurt. Wherever the plumablanca grows,
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men may fare, if they leave man-goods on the altar
boulders in payment for what they take out of the
land. Elsewhere—" one fist clenched on a chair
arm and went slack again—""'s not wise to go.”

“It’s been done, hasn’t it?”

“Oh, yes. And some came back all right, or so
they claimed, though I've heard they were never
lucky afterward. And some didn’t; they vanished.
And some who returned babbled of wonders and
horrors, and stayed witlings the rest of their lives.
Not for a long time has anybody been rash enough
to break the pact and overtread the bounds.” Irons
looked at Barbro almost entreatingly. His woman
and children stared likewise, grown still. Wind
hooted beyond the walls and rattled the storm
shutters. “Don’t you.”

“I've reason to believe my son is there,” she
answered.

“Yes, yes, you've told and I'm sorry. Maybe
something can be done. I don’t know what, but I'd
be glad to, oh, lay a double offering on Unvar’s
Barrow this midwinter, and a prayer drawn in the
turf by a flint knife. Maybe they’ll return him.”
Irons sighed. “They’ve not done such a thing in
man’s memory, though. And he could have a worse
lot. I've glimpsed them myself, speeding madcap
through twilight. They seem happier than we are.
Might be no kindness, sending your boy home
again.”

“Like in the Arvid song,” said his wife.

Irons nodded. “'‘M-hm. Or others, come to think
of it.”

“What's this?”’ Sherrinford asked. More sharply
than before, he felt himself a stranger. He was a
child of cities and technics, above all a child of the
skeptical intelligence. This family believed. It was
disquieting to see more than a touch of their ac-
ceptance in Barbro’s slow nod.
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“We have the same ballad in Olga Ivanoff Land,”
she told him, her voice less calm than the words.
“It's one of the traditional ones—nobody knows
who composed them—that are sung to set the
measure of a ring-dance in a meadow.”

“I noticed a multilyre in your baggage, Mrs.
Cullen,” said the wife of Irons. She was obviously
eager to get off the explosive topic of a venture in
defiance of the Old Folk. A songfest could help.
“Would you like to entertain us?"”

Barbro shook her head, white around the
nostrils. The oldest boy said quickly, rather
importantly, “Well, sure, I can, if our guests
would like to hear.”

“I'd enjoy that, thank you.” Sherrinford leaned
back in his seat and stoked his pipe. If this had not
happened spontaneously, he would have guided
the conversation toward a similar outcome.

In the past he had had no incentive to study the
folklore of the outway, and not much chance to
read the scanty references on it since Barbro
brought him her trouble. Yet more and more he
was becoming convinced that he must get an
understanding—not an anthropological study, but
a feel from the inside out—of the relationship
between Roland’s frontiersmen and those beings
which haunted them.

A bustling followed, rearrangement, settling
down to listen, coffee cups refilled and brandy
offered on the side. The boy explained, “The last
line is the chorus. Everybody join in, right?”
Clearly he too hoped thus to bleed off some of the
tension. Catharsis through music? Sherrinford
wondered, and added to himself: No; exorcism.

A girl strummed a guitar. The boy sang, to a
melody which beat across the storm noise:

“It was the ranger Arvid
rode homeward through the hills
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among the shadowy shiverleafs,
along the chiming rills.
The dance weaves under the firethorn.

“The night wind whispered around him
with scent of brok and rue.

Both moons rose high above him

and hills aflash with dew.

The dance weaves under the firethron.

“And dreaming of that woman
who waited in the sun,
he stopped, amazed by starlight,
and so he was undone.
The dance weaves under the firethorn.

“For there beneath a barrow
that bulked athwart a moon,
the Outling folk were dancing
in glass and golden shoon.
The dance weaves under the firethorn.

“The Outling folk were dancing
like water, wind, and fire
to frosty-ringing harpstrings,
and never did they tire.
The dance weaves under the firethorn.

“To Arvid came she striding
from whence she watched the dance,
the Queen of Air and Darkness,
with starlight in her glance.
The dance weaves under the firethorn.

“With starlight, love, and terror
in her immortal eye,
the Queen of Air and Darkness—"
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“No!” Barbro leaped from her chair. Her fists
were clenched and tears flogged her cheekbones.
“You can’t—pretend that—about the things that
stole Jimmy!"”

She fled from the chamber, upstairs to her guest
bedroom.

But she finished the song herself. That was
about seventy hours later, camped in the steeps
where rangers dared not fare.

She and Sherrinford had not said much to the
Irons family, after refusing repeated pleas to leave
the forbidden country alone. Nor had they ex-
changed many remarks at first as they drove
north. Slowly, however, he began to draw her out
about her own life. After a while she almost forgot
to mourn, in her remembering of home and old
neighbors. Somehow this led to discoveries—that
he, beneath his professorial manner, was a
gourmet and a lover of opera and appreciated her
femaleness; that she could still laugh and find
beauty in the wild land around her—and she
realized, half guiltily, that life held more hopes
than even the recovery of the son Tim gave her.

“I've convinced myself he’s alive,” the detective
said. He scowled. "Frankly, it makes me regret
having taken you along, I expected this would be
only a fact-gathering trip, but it’s turning out to be
more. If we're dealing with real creatures who
stole him, they can do real harm. I ought to turn
back to the nearest garth and call for a plane to
fetch you.”

“Like bottommost hell you will, mister,” she
said. “You need somebody who knows outway
conditions, and I'm a better shot than average.”

“M-m-m . .. it would involve considerable delay
too, wouldn’t it? Besides the added distance, I
can’t put a signal through to any airport before
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this current burst of solarinterference has calmed
down.”

Next “night” he broke out his remaining equip-
ment and set it up. She recognized some of it, such
as the thermal detector. Other items were strange
to her, copied to his order from the advanced
apparatus of his birthworld. He would tell her
little about them. “I've explained my suspicion
that the ones we're after have telepathic
capabilities,” he said in apology.

Her eyes widened. “You mean it could be true,
the Queen and her people can read minds?”’

“That’s part of the dread which surrounds their
legend, isn't it? Actually there’s nothing spooky
about the phenomenon. It was studied and fairly
well defined centuries ago, on Earth. I dare say
the facts are available in the scientific microfiles
at Christmas Landing. You Rolanders have simply
had no occasion to seek them out, any more than
you've yet had occasion to look up how to build
power-beamcasters or spacecraft.”

“Well, how does telepathy work, then?”

Sherrinford recognized that her query asked for
comfort as much as it did for facts, and he spoke
with deliberate dryness: 'The organism generates
extremely long-wave radiation which can, in
principle, be modulated by the nervous system. In
practice, the feebleness of the signals and their
low rate of information transmission make them
elusive, hard to detect and measure. Our
prehuman ancestors went in for more reliable
senses, like vision and hearing. What telepathic
transceiving we do is marginal at best. But
explorers have found extraterrestrial species that
got an evolutionary advantage from developing
the system further, in their particular environ-
ments. I imagine such species could include one
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which gets comparatively little direct sunlight—
in fact, appears to hide from broad day. It could
even become so able in this regard that, at short
range, it can pick up man’s weak emissions and
make man’s primitive sensitivities resonate to its
own strong sendings.”

“That would account for a lot, wouldn’t it?”
Barbro said faintly.

“I've now screened our car by a jamming field,”
Sherrinford told her, “'but it reaches only a few
meters past the chassis. Beyond, a scout of theirs
might get a warning from your thoughts, if you
knew precisely what I'm trying to do. I have a well-
trained subconscious which sees to it that I think
about this in French when I'm outside. Communi-
cation has to be structured to be intelligible, you
see, and that's a different enough structure from
English. But English is the only human language
on Roland, and surely the Old Folk have learned
it.”

She nodded. He had told her his general plan,
which was too obvious to conceal. The problem
was to make contact with the aliens, if they
existed. Hitherto, they had only revealed them-
selves, at rare intervals, to one or a few back-
woodsmen at a time. An ability to generate halluci-
nations, would help them in that. They would stay
clear of any large, perhaps unmanageable
expedition which might pass through their
territory. But two people, braving all prohibitions,
shouldn’t look too formidable to approach.
And. .. this would be the first human team which
not only worked on the assumption that the
Outlings were real, but possessed the resources of
modern, off-planet police technology.

Nothing happened at that camp. Sherrinford
said he hadn’t expected it would. The Old Folk
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seemed cautious this near to any settlement. In
their own lands they must be bolder.

And by the following “night,” the vehicle had
gone well into yonder country. When Sherrinford
stopped the engine in a meadow and the car
settled down, silence rolled in like a wave.

They stepped out. She cooked a meal on the
glower while he gathered wood, that they might
later cheer themselves with a campfire.
Frequently he glanced at his wrist. It bore no
watch—instead, a radio-controlled dial, to tell
what the instruments in the bus might register.

Who needed a watch here? Slow constellations
wheeled beyond glimmering aurora. The moon
Alde stood above a snowpeak, turning it argent,
though this place lay at a goodly height. The rest
of the mountains were hidden by the forest that
crowded around. Its trees were mostly shiverleaf
and feathery white plumablanca, ghostly amidst
their shadows. A few firethorns glowed, clustered
dim lanterns, and the underbrush was heavy and
smelled sweet. You could see surprisingly far
through the blue dusk. Somewhere nearby, a
brook sang and a bird fluted.

“Lovely here,” Sherrinford said. They had risen
from their supper and not yet sat down again or
kindled their fire.

“But strange,” Barbro answered as low. I
wonder if it's really meant for us. If we can really
hope to possess it.”

His pipestem gestured at the stars. ‘Man’s gone
to stranger places than this.”

“Has he? I... oh, I suppose it’s just something
left over from my outway childhood, but do you
know, when I'm under them I can’t think of the
stars as balls of gas, whose energies have been
measured, whose planets have been walked on by
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prosaic feet. No, they’re small and cold and
magical; our lives are bound to them; after we die,
they whisper to us in our graves.” Barbro glanced
downward. "I realize that’s nonsense."”

She could see in the twilight how his face grew
tight. “Not at all,” he said. “"Emotionally, physics
may be a worse nonsense. And in the end, you
know, after a sufficient number of generations,
thought fellows feeling. Man is not at heart
rational. He could stop believing the stories of
science if those no longer felt right.”

He paused. “That ballad which didn't get
finished in the house,” he said, not looking at her.
“Why did it affect you so?”

“Icouldn’t stand hearing them, well, praised. Or
that’s how it seemed. Sorry for the fuss.”

“I gather the ballad is typical of a large class.”

“Well, I never thought to add them up. Cultural
anthropology is something we don’t have time for
on Roland, or more likely it hasn't occurred to us,
with everything else there is to do. But—now you
mention it, yes, I'm surprised at how many songs
and stories have the Arvid motif in them.”

“Could you bear to recite it?”

She mustered the will to laugh. “Why, I can do
better than that if you want. Let me get my
multilyre and I'll perform.”

She omitted the hypnotic chorus line, though,
when the notes rang out, except at the end. He
watched her where she stood against moon and
aurora.

“—the Queen of Air and Darkness
cried softly under sky:

*“‘Light down, you ranger Arvid,
and join the Outling folk.
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You need no more be human,
which is a heavy yoke.’

“He dared to give her answer:
‘I may do naught but run.
A maiden waits me, dreaming
in lands beneath the sun.

**And likewise wait me comrades
and tasks I would not shirk,

for what is ranger Arvid

if he lays down his work?

" ‘So wreck your spells you Outling,

and cast your wrath on me.
Though maybe you can slay me,
you'll not make me unfree.’

“The Queen of Air and Darkness
stood wrapped about with fear
and northlight-flares and beauty
he dared not look too near.

“Until she laughed like harpsong
and said to him in scorn:

‘I do not need a magic

to n/lake you always mourn.

‘I send you home with nothing
except your memory

of moonlight, Outling music,
night breezes, dew, and me.

**And that will run behind you,
a shadow on the sun,

and that will lie beside you
when every day is done.

231
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“*‘In work and play and friendship
your grief will strike you dumb
for thinking what you are—and—
what you might have become.

“*Your dull and foolish woman
treat kindly as you can.

Go home now, ranger Arvid,
set free to be a man!”

“In flickering and laughter
the Outling folk were gone.
He stood alone by moonlight
and wept until the dawn.
The dance weaves wunder the
firethorn."”

She laid the lyre aside. A wind rustled leaves.
After a long quietness Sherrinford said, 'And tales
of this kind are part of everyone's life in the out-
way?"’

“Well, you could put it thus,” Barbro replied.
“Though they're not all full of supernatural
doings. Some are about love or heroism.
Traditional themes.”

“I don’t think your particular tradition has
arisen of itself.” His tone was bleak. "In fact, I
think many of your songs and stories were not
composed by human beings.”

He snapped his lips shut and would say no more
on the subject. They went early to bed.

Hours later, an alarm roused them.

The buzzing was soft, but it brought them
instantly alert. They slept in gripsuits, to be pre- -
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pared for emergencies. Skyglow lit them through
the canopy. Sherrinford swung out of his bunk,
slipped shoes on feet, and clipped gun holster to
belt. “Stay inside,” he commanded.

“What's here?” Her pulse thuttered.

He squinted at the dials of his instruments and
checked them against the luminous telltale on his
wrist. “Three animals,” he counted. “"Not wild
ones happening by. A large one, homeothermic, to
judge from the infrared, holding still a short ways
off. Another . . . hm, low temperature, diffuse and
unstable emission, as if it were more likea...a
swarm of cells coordinated somehow . . . phero-
monally? . . . hovering, also at a distance. But the
third's practically next to us, moving around in the
brush; and that pattern looks human.”

She saw him quiver with eagerness, no longer
seeming a professor. "'I'm going to try to make a
capture,” he said. “When we have a subject for
interrogation—Stand ready to let me back in again
fast. But don't risk yourself, whatever happens.
And keep this cocked.” He handed her a loaded big
game rifle.

His tall frame poised by the door, opened it a
crack. Air blew in, cool, damp, full of fragrances
and murmurings. The moon Oliver was now also
aloft, the radiance of both unreally brilliant, and
the aurora seethed in whiteness and ice-blue.

Sherrinford peered afresh at his telltale. It must
indicate the directions of the watchers, among
those dappled leaves. Abruptly he sprang out. He
sprinted past the ashes of the campfire and
vanished under trees. Barbro’s hand strained on
the butt of her weapon.

Racket exploded. Two in combat burst onto the
meadow. Sherrinford had clapped a grip on a
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smaller human figure. She could make out by
streaming silver and rainbow flicker that the
other was nude, male, long haired, lithe, and
young. He fought demoniacally, seeking to use
teeth and feet and raking nails, and meanwhile he
ululated like a satan.

The identification shot through her: A
changeling, stolen in babyhood and raised by the
Old Folk. This creature was what they would make
Jimmy into.

“Ha!” Sherrinford forced his opponent around
and drove stiffened fingers into the solar plexus.
The boy gasped and sagged: Sherrinford man-
handled him toward the car.

Out from the woods came a giant. It might itself
have been a tree, black and rugose, bearing four
great gnarly boughs; but earth quivered and
boomed beneath its leg-roots, and its hoarse
bellowing filled sky and skulls.

Barbro shrieked. Sherrinford whirled. He
yanked out his pistol, fired and fired, flat whip-
cracks through the half-light. His free arm kept a
lock on the youth. The troll shape lurched under
those blows. It recovered and came on, more
slowly, more carefully, circling around to cut him
off from the bus. He couldn’t move fast enough to
evade it unless he released his prisoner—who was
his sole possible guide to Jimmy—

Barbro leaped forth. *“Don’t!” Sherrinford
shouted. “For God’s sake, stay inside!” The
monster rumbled and made snatching motions at
her. She pulled the trigger. Recoil slammed her in
the shoulder. The colossus rocked and fell. Some-
how it got its feet back and lumbered toward her.
She retreated. Again she shot, and again. The
creature snarled. Blood began to drip from it and
gleam oilily amidst dewdrops. It turned and went
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off, breaking branches, into the darkness that
laired beneath the woods.

“Get to shelter!” Sherrinford yelled. “You're
out of the jammer field!”

A mistiness drifted by overhead. She barely
glimpsed it before she saw the new shape at the
meadow edge. “Jimmy!"” tore from her.

“Mother.” He held out his arms. Moonlight
coursed in his tears. She dropped her weapon and
ran to him.

Sherrinford plunged in pursuit. Jimmy flitted
away into the brush. Barbro crashed after her,
through clawing twigs. Then she was seized and
borne away.

Standing over his captive, Sherrinford strength-
ened the fluoro output until vision of the wilder-
ness was blocked of f from within the bus. The boy
squirmed beneath that colorless glare.

“You are going to talk,” the man said. Despite
the haggardness in his features, he spoke quietly.

The boy glared through tangled locks. A bruise
was purpling on his jaw. He'd almost recovered
ability to flee while Sherrinford chased and lost
the woman. Returning, the detective had barely
caught him. Time was lacking to be gentle, when
Outling reinforcements might arrive at any
moment. Sherrinford had knocked him out and
dragged him inside. He sat lashed into a swivel
seat.

He spat. “"Talk to you, manclod?” But sweat
stood on his skin, and his eyes flickered unceas-
ingly around the metal which caged him.

“Give me a name to call you by.”

“And have you work a spell on me?”

“Mine’s Eric. If you don’'t give me another
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choice, I'll have to call you... m-m-m.. . Wuddi-
kins.”

“What?"” However eldritch, the bound one
remained a human adolescent. “Mistherd, then.”
The lilting accent of his English somehow
emphasized its sullenness. “That’s not the sound,
only what it means. Anyway, it’s my spoken name,
naught else.”

“Ah, you keep a secret name you consider to be
real?”

“She does. I don't know myself what it is. She
knows the real names of everybody.”

Sherrinford raised his brows. “She?"”

“Who reigns. May she forgive me, I can’t make
the reverent sign when my arms are tied. Some
invaders call her the Queen of Air and Darkness.”

“So.” Sherrinford got pipe and tobacco. He let
silence wax while he started the fire. At length he
said:

“I'll confess the Old Folk took me by surprise. I
didn’t expect so formidable a member of your
gang. Everything I could learn had seemed to
show they work on my race—and yours, lad—by
stealth, trickery, and illusion.”

Mistherd jerked a truculent nod. “She created
the first nicors not long ago. Don't think she has
naught but dazzlements at her beck.”

“I don’t. However, a steel-jacketed bullet works
pretty well too, doesn't it?”

Sherrinford talked on, softly, mostly to himself:
“I do still believe the, ah, nicors—all your half-
humanlike breeds—are intended in the main to be
seen, not used. The power of projecting mirages
must surely be quite limited in range and scope as
well as the number of individuals who possess it.
Otherwise she wouldn’t have needed to work as
slowly and craftily as she has. Even outside our
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mindshield, Barbro—my companion—could have
resisted, could have remained aware that
whatever she saw was unreal . . . if she’d been less
shaken, less frantic, less driven by need.”

Sherrinford wreathed his head in smoke.
“Never mind what I experienced,” he said. "It
couldn’t have been the same as for her. I think the
command was simply given us, ‘You will see what
you most desire in the world, running away from
you into the forest.” Of course, she didn’t travel
many meters before the nicor waylaid her. I'd no
hope of trailing them; I'm no Arctican woodsman,
and besides, it'd have been too easy to ambush me.
I came back to you.” Grimly: “You're my link to
your overlady.”

“You think I'll guide you to Starhaven or
Carheddin? Try making me, clod-man.”

“I want to bargain.”

“I s’pect you intend more'n that.” Mistherd’s
answer held surprising shrewdness. “What'll you
tell after you come home?”

“Yes, that does pose a problem, doesn't it?
Barbro Cullen and I are not terrified outwayers.
We're of the city. We brought recording instru-
ments. We'd be the first of our kind to report an
encounter with the Old Folk, and that report
would be detailed and plausible. It would produce
action.”

“So you see I'm not afraid to die,” Mistherd
declared, though his lips trembled a bit. “If I let
you come in and do your manthings to my people,
I'd have naught left worth living for.”

“"Have no immediate fears,” Sherrinford said.
“You're merely bait.” He sat down and regarded
the boy through a visor of calm. (Within, it wept in
him: Barbro, Barbro!) ‘‘Consider. Your Queen can’t
very well let me go back, bringing my prisoner and
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telling about hers. She has to stop that somehow. I
could try fighting my way through—this car is
better armed than you know—but that wouldn't
free anybody. Instead, I'm staying put. New forces
of hers will get here as fast as they can. I assume
they won’t blindly throw themselves against a
machine gun, a howitzer, a fulgurator. They'll
parley first, whether their intentions are honest or
not. Thus I make the contact I'm after.”

“What d’ you plan?”’ The mumble held anguish.

“First, this, as a sort of invitation.” Sherrinford
reached out to flick a switch. “There. I've lowered
my shield against mind-reading and shape-casting.
I daresay the leaders, at least, will be able to sense
that it’s gone. That should give them confidence.”

“And next?"”

“Next-we wait. Would you like something to eat
or drink?”

During the time which followed, Sherrinford
tried to jolly Mistherd along, find out something of
his life. What answers he got were curt. He
dimmed the interior lights and settled down to
peer outward. That was a long few hours.

They ended at a shout of gladness, half a sob,
from the boy. Out of the woods came a band of the
0ld Folk.

Some of them stood forth more clearly than
moons and stars and northlights should have
caused. He in the van rode a white crownbuck
whose horns were garlanded. His form was
manlike but unearthly beautiful, silver blond hair
falling from beneath the antlered helmet, around
the proud cold face. The cloak fluttered off his
back like living wings. His frost-colored mail rang
as he fared.

Behind him, to right and left, rode two who bore
swords whereon small flames gleamed and flick-
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ered. Above, a flying flock laughed and trilled and
tumbled in the breezes. Near them drifted a half-
transparent mistiness. Those others who passed
among trees after their chieftain were harder to
make out. But they moved in quicksilver grace and
as it were to a sound of harps and trumpets.

“Lord Luighaid.” Glory overflowed in
Mistherd'’s tone. ““Her master Knower—himself.”

Sherrinford had never done a harder thing than
to sit at the main control panel, finger near the
button of the shield generator, and not touch it.
He rolled down a section of canopy to let voices
travel. A gust of wind struck him in the face,
bearing odors of the roses in his mother’s garden.
At his back, in the main body of the vehicle,
Mistherd strained against his bonds till he could
see the oncoming troop.

“Call to them,” Sherrinford said. “Ask if they
will talk with me.”

Unknown, flutingly sweet words flew back and
forth. “Yes,” the boy interpreted. “He will, the
Lord Luighaid. But I can tell you, you'll never be
let go. Don’t fight them. Yield. Come away. You
don’t know what ’tis to be alive till you've dwelt in
Carheddin under the mountain.”

The Outlings drew nigh.

Jimmy glimmered and was gone. Barbro lay in
strong arms, against a broad breast, and felt the
horse move beneath her. It had to be a horse,
though only a few were kept any longer on the
steadings, and they only for special uses or love.
She could feel the rippling beneath its hide, hear a
rush of parted leafage and the thud when a hoof
struck stone; warmth and living scent welled up
around her through the darkness.
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He who carried her said mildly, “Don’t be
afraid, darling. It was a vision. But he's waiting
for us, and we're bound for him.”

She was aware in a vague way that she ought to
feel terror or despair or something. But her
memories lay behind her—she wasn’t sure just
how she had come to be here—she was borne
along in a knowledge of being loved. At peace, at
peace, rest in the calm expectation of joy ...

After a while the forest opened. They crossed a
lea where boulders stood gray white under the
moons, their shadows shifting in the dim hues
which the aurora threw across them. Flitteries
danced, tiny comets, above the flowers between.
Ahead gleamed a peak whose top was crowned in
clouds.

Barbro’s eyes happened to be turned forward.
She saw the horse’s head and thought, with quiet
surprise: “Why, this is Sambo, who was mine
when I was a girl.” She looked upward at the man.
He wore a black tunic and a cowled cape, which
made his face hard to see. She could not cry aloud,
here. "Tim,” she whispered.

“Yes, Barbro."”

“I buried you—"

His smile was endlessly tender. “Did you think
we're no more than what's laid back into the
ground? Poor torn sweetheart. She who's called us
is the All Healer. Now rest and dream.”

“Dream,” she said, and for a space she struggled
to rouse herself. But the effort was weak. Why
should she believe ashen tales about ... atoms
and energies, nothing else to fill a gape of empti-
ness. ..tales she could not bring to mind...
when Tim and the horse her father gave her
carried her on to Jimmy? Had the other thing not
been the evil dream, and this her first drowsy
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awakening from it?

As if he heard her thoughts, he murmured,
“They have a song in Outling lands. The Song of
the Men:

“The world sails

to an unseen wind.

Light swirls by the bows.

The wake is night.

But the Dwellers have no such sadness."”

“I don’t understand,” she said.

He nodded. "“There’s much you’ll have to under-
stand, darling, and I can’t see you again until
you've learned those truths. But meanwhile you’ll
be with our son.”

She tried to lift her head and kiss him. He held
her down. "Not yet,” he said. “You've not been
received among the Queen’s people. I shouldn’t
have come for-you, except that she was too
merciful to forbid. Lie back, lie back.”

Time blew past. The horse galloped tireless,
never stumbling, up the mountain. Once she
glimpsed a troop riding down it and thought they
were bound for a last weird battle in the west
against . .. who? . . . one who lay cased in iron and
sorrow—Later she would ask herself the name of
him who had brought her into the land of the Old
Truth.

Finally spires lifted splendid among the stars,
which are small and magical and whose whisper-
ings comfort us after we are dead. They rode into a
courtyard where candles burned unwavering,
fountains splashed and birds sang. The air bore
fragrance of brok and pericoup, of rue and roses,
for not everything that man brought was horrible.
The Dwellers waited in beauty to welcome her.
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Beyond their stateliness, pooks cavorted through
the gloaming; among the trees darted children;
merriment caroled across music more solemn.

“We have come—" Tim's voice was suddenly,
inexplicably, a croak. Barbro was not sure how he
dismounted, bearing her. She stood before him
and saw him sway on his feet.

Fear caught her. "Are you well?”’ She seized
both his hands. They felt cold and rough. Where
had Sambo gone? Her eyes searched *  -ath the
cowl. In this brighter illumination, sh. ought to
have seen her man’s face clearly. But it was
blurred, it kept changing. “What's wrong, oh,
what’s happened?”

He smiled. Was that the smile she had
cherished? She couldn’t completely remember. I,
I must go,” he stammered, so low she could
scarcely hear. "Our time is not ready.”” He drew
free of her grasp and leaned on a robed form
which had appeared at his side. A haziness swirled
over both their heads. "Don’t watch me go...
back into the earth,” he pleaded. "'That’s death for
you. Till our time returns—There, our son!”

She had to fling her gaze around. Kneeling, she
spread wide her arms. Jimmy struck her like a
warm, solid cannonball. She rumpled his hair; she
kissed the hollow of his neck; she laughed and
wept and babbled foolishness; and this was no
ghost, no memory that had stolen off when she
wasn't looking. Now and again, as she turned her
attention to yet another hurt which might have
come upon him—hunger, sickness, fear—and
found none, she would glimpse their surround-
ings. The gardens were gone. It didn’t matter.

“I missed you so, Mother. Stay?”

“I'll take you home, dearest.”

“Stay. Here’s fun. I'll show. But you stay.”
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A sighing went through the twilight. Barbro
rose. Jimmy clung to her hand. They confronted
the Queen.

Very tall she was in her robes woven of north-
lights, and her starry crown and her garlands of
kiss-me-never. Her countenance recalled
Aphrodite of Milos, whose picture Barbro had
often seen in the realms of men, save that the
Queen’s was more fair and more majesty dwelt
upon it and in the night-blue eyes. Around her the
gardens woke to new reality, the court of the
Dwellers and the heaven-climbing spires.

“Be welcome,” she spoke, her speaking a song,
“forever.”

Against the awe of her, Barbro said,
“Moonmother, let us go home.”

“That may not be.”

“To our world, little and beloved,” Barbro
dreamed she begged, “which we build for our-
selves and cherish for our children.”

“To prison days, angry nights, works that
crumble in the fingers, loves that turn to rot or
stone or driftweed, loss, grief, and the only sure-
ness that of the final nothingness. No. You too,
Wanderfoot who is to be, will jubilate when the
banners of the Outworld come flying into the last
of the cities and man is made wholly alive. Now go
with those who will teach you.”

The Queen of Air and Darkness lifted an arm in
summons. It halted, and none came to answer.

For over the fountains and melodies lifted a
gruesome growling. Fires leaped, thunders
crashed. Her hosts scattered screaming before the
steel thing which boomed up the mountainside.
The pooks were gone in a whirl of frightened
wings. The nicors flung their bodies against the
unalive invader and were consumed, until their
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Mother cried to them to retreat.

Barbo cast Jimmy down and herself over him.
Towers wavered and smoked away. The mountain
stood bare under icy moons, save for rocks, crags,
and farther off a glacier in whose depths the
auroral light pulsed blue. A cave mouth darkened
a cliff. Thither folk streamed, seeking refuge
underground. Some were human of blood, some
grotesques like the pooks and nicors and wraiths;
but most were lean, scaly, long-tailed, long-
beaked, not remotely men or Outlings.

For an instant, even as Jimmy wailed at her
breast—perhaps as much because the
enchantment had been wrecked as because he was
afraid—Barbro pitied the Queen who stood alone
in her nakedness. Then that one also had fled, and
Barbro’s world shivered apart.

The guns fell silent; the vehicle whirred to a
halt. From it sprang a boy who called wildly,
“Shadow-of-a-Dream, where are you? It's me,
Mistherd, oh, come, come!’’—before he remember-
ed that the language they had been raised in was
not man'’s. He shouted in that until a girl crept out
of a thicket where she had hidden. They stared at
each other through dust, smoke, and moonglow.
She ran to him.

A new voice barked from the car, “Barbro,
hurry!”

Christmas Landing knew day: short at this time
of year, but sunlight, blue skies, white clouds,
glittering water, salt breezes in busy streets, and
the sane disorder of Eric Sherrinford’'s living
room.

He crossed and uncrossed his legs where he sat,
puffed on his pipes as if to make a veil, and said,
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“Are you certain you're recovered? You mustn’t
risk overstrain.”

“I'm fine,” Barbro Cullen replied, though her
tone was flat. "'Still tired, yes, and showing it, no
doubt. One doesn’t go through such an experience
and bounce back in a week. But I'm up and about.
And to be frank, I must know what’s happened,
what'’s going on, before I can settle down to regain
my full strength. Not a word of news anywhere.”

““Have you spoken to others about the matter?”

“No. I've simply told visitors I was too ex-
hausted to talk. Not much of a lie. I assumed
there’s a reason for censorship.”

Sherrinford looked relieved. “'Good girl. It’s at
my urging. You can imagine the sensation when
this is made public. The authorities agreed they
need time to study the facts, think and debate in a
calm atmosphere, have a decent policy ready to
offer voters who're bound to become rather
hysterical at first”” His mouth quirked slightly
upward. "Furthermore, your nerves and Jimmy's
get their chance to heal before the journalistic
storm breaks over you. How is he?"”

“Quite well. He continues pestering me for leave
to go play with his friends in the Wonderful Place.
But at his age, he’ll recover—he’ll forget.”

“He may meet them later anyhow.”

“What? We didn't—" Barbro shifted in her
chair. "I've forgotten too. I hardly recall a thing
from our last hours. Did you bring back any kid-
napped humans?”

“No. The shock was savage as it was, without
throwing them straight into an. .. an institution.
Mistherd, who's basically a sensible young fellow,
assured me they’d get along, at any rate as regards
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survival necessities, till arrangements can be
made.” Sherrinford hesitated. “I'm not sure what
the arrangements will be. Nobody is, at our
present stage. But obviously they include those
people—or many of them, especially those who
aren’'t fullgrown—rejoining the human race.
Though they may never feel at home in
civilization. Perhaps in a way that'’s best, since we
will need some kind of mutually acceptable liaison
with the Dwellers."”

His impersonality soothed them both. Barbro
became able to say, “"Was I too big a fool? I do
remember how I yowled and beat my head on the
floor.”

“Why, no.” He considered the big woman and
her pride for a few seconds before he rose, walked
over and laid a hand on her shoulder. “You’'d been
lured and trapped by a skillful play on your
deepest instincts, at a moment of sheer nightmare.
Afterward, as that wounded monster carried you
off, evidently another type of being came along,
one that could saturate you with close-range
neuropsychic forces. On top of this, my arrival,
the sudden brutal abolishment of every halluci-
nation, must have been shattering. No wonder if
you cried out in pain. Before you did, you com-
petently got Jimmy and yourself into the bus, and
you never interfered with me."”

“What did you do?”

“Why, I drove off as fast as possible. After
several hours, the atmospherics let up sufficiently
for me to call Portolondon and insist on an
emergency airlift. Not that that was vital. What
chance had the enemy to stop us? They didn’t even
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try—But quick transportation was certainly help-
ful.”

“I figured that’s what must have gone on,”
Barbro caught his glance. “No, what I meant was,
how did you find us in the backlands?”

Sherrinford moved a little off from her. “My
prisoner was my guide. I don’t think I actually
killed any of the Dwellers who'd come to deal with
me. I hope not. The car simply broke through
them, after a couple of warning shots, and after-
ward outpaced them. Steel and fuel against flesh
wasn't really fair. At the cave entrance, I did have
to shoot down a few of those troll creatures. I'm
not proud of it.”

He stood silent. Presently: “But you were a
captive,” he said. "'I couldn’t be sure what they
might do to you, who had first claim on me.” After
another pause: "I don’t look for any more
violence.”

“How did you make . . . the boy . . . co-operate?”

Sherrinford paced from her to the window,
where he stood staring out at the Boreal Ocean. *'I
turned off the mindshield,” he said. "I let their
band get close, in full splendor of illusion. Then I
turned the shield back on, and we both saw them
in their true shapes. As we went northward, I ex-
plained to Mistherd how he and his kind had been
hoodwinked, used, made to live in a world that
was never really there. I asked him if he wanted
himself and whomever he cared about to go on till
they died as domestic animals—yes, running in
limited freedom on solid hills, but always called
back to the dream-kennel.” His pipe fumed
furiously. “"May I never see such bitterness again.
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He had been taught to believe he was free.”

Quiet returned, above the hectic traffic. Charle-
magne drew nearer to setting; already the east
darkened.

Finally Barbro asked, ‘Do you know why?"

“Why children were taken and raised like that?
Partly because it was in the pattern the Dwellers
were creating; partly in order to study and experi-
ment on members of our species—minds, that is,
not bodies; partly because humans have special
strengths which are helpful, like being able to
endure full daylight.”

“But what was the final purpose of it all?”

Sherrinford paced the floor. “Well,” he said, ‘‘of
course the ultimate motives of the aborigines are
obscure. We can’t do more than guess at how they
think, let alone how they feel. But our ideas do
seem to fit the data.

“Why did they hide from man? I suspect they, or
rather their ancestors—for they aren’t glittering
elves, you know; they’re mortal and fallible too—I
suspect the natives were only being cautious at
first, more cautious than human primitives,
though certain of those on Earth were also slow to
reveal themselves to strangers. Spying, mentally
eavesdropping, Roland’s Dwellers must have
picked up enough language to get some idea of
how different man was from them, and how
powerful; and they gathered that more ships
would be arriving, bringing settlers. It didn’t
occur to them that they might be conceded the
right to keep their lands. Perhaps they're still
more fiercely territorial than we. They
determined to fight, in their own way. I dare say,
once we begin to get insight into that mentality,
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our psychological science will go through its
Copernican revolution.”

Enthusiasm kindled in him. “That’s not the sole
thing we'll learn, either,” he went on. “"They must
have science of their own, a nonhuman science
born on a planet that isn’t Earth. Because they did
observe us as profoundly as we've ever observed
ourselves; they did mount a plan against us, one
that would have taken another century or more to
complete. Well, what else do they know? How do
they support their civilization without visible agri-
culture or aboveground buildings or mines or any-
thing? How can they breed whole new intelligent
species to order? A million questions, ten million
answers!”’

“Can we learn from them?”’ Barbro asked softly.
“Or can we only overrun them as you say they
fear?”

Sherrinford halted, leaned elbow on mantel,
hugged his pipe and replied, "I hope we'll show
more charity than that to a defeated enemy. It’s
what they are. They tried to conquer us and failed,
and now in a sense we are bound to conquer them,
since they’ll have to make their peace with the
civilization of the machine rather than see it rust
away as they strove for. Still, they never did us any
harm as atrocious as what we’ve inflicted on our
fellow men in the past. And I repeat, they could
teach us marvelous things; and we could teach
them, too, once they've learned to be less
intolerant of a different way of life.”

“I suppose we can give them a reservation,’’ she
said, and didn't know why he grimaced and
answered so roughly:

“Let's leave them the honor they've earned!
They fought to save the world they'd always
known from that—" he made a chopping gesture
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at the city—"and just possibly we’d be better off
ourselves with less of it.”

He sagged a trifle and sighed, "However, I sup-
pose if Elfland had won, man on Roland would at
last—peacefully, even happily—have died away.
We live with our archetypes but can we live in
them?”

Barbro shook her head. “'Sorry, I don’t under-
stand.”

“What?” He looked at her in a surprise that
drove out melancholy. After a laugh: “Stupid of
me. I've explained this to so many politicians and
scientists and commissioners and Lord knows
what, these past days, I forgot I'd never explained
to you. It was a rather vague idea of mine, most of
the time we were traveling, and I don’t like to dis-
cuss ideas prematurely. Now that we’ve met the
Outlings and watched how they work, I do feel
sure.”

He tamped down his tobacco. “In limited
measure,” he said, "I've used an archetype
throughout my own working life. The rational
detective. It hasn’t been a conscious
pose—much—it’s simply been an image which
fitted my personality and professional style. But it
draws an appropriate response from most people,
whether or not they’ve ever heard of the original.
The phenomenon is not uncommon. We meet
persons who, in varying degrees, suggest Christ or
Buddha or the Earth Mother, or say, on a less
exalted plane, Hamlet or d’Artagnan. Historical,
fictional, and mythical, such figures crystallize
basic aspects of the human psyche, and when we
meet them in our real experience, our reaction
goes deeper than consciousness.”

He grew grave again: “"Man also creates arche-
types that are not individuals. The Anima, the
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Shadow—and, it seems, the Outworld. The world
of magic, or glamour—which originally mean en-
chantment—of half-human beings, some like Ariel
and some like Caliban, but each free of mortal
frailties and sorrows—therefore, perhaps, a little
carelessly cruel, more than a little tricksy;
dwellers in dusk and moonlight, not truly gods but
obedient to rulers who are enigmatic and
powerful enough to be—Yes, our Queen of Air and
Darkness knew well what sights to let lonely
people see, what illusions to spin around them
from time to time, what songs and legends to set
going among them. I wonder how much she and
her underlings gleaned from human fairy tales,
how much they made up themselves, and how
much men created all over again, all unwittingly,
as the sense of living on the edge of the world
entered them.”

Shadows stole across the room. It grew cooler
and the traffic noises dwindled. Barbro asked
mutedly, “But what could this do?”

“In many ways,” Sherrinford answered, “‘the
outwayer is back in the Dark Ages. He has few
neighbors, hears scanty news from beyond his
horizon, toils to survive in a land he only partly
understands, that may any night raise unforesee-
able disasters against him, and is bounded by
enormous wildernesses. The machine civilization
which brought his ancestors here is frail at best.
He could lose it as the Dark Ages nations had lost
Greece and Rome, as the whole of Earth seems to
have lost it. Let him be worked on, long, strongly,
cunningly, by the archetypical Outworld, until he
has come to believe in his bones that the magic of
the Queen of Air and Darkness is greater than the
energy of engines; and first his faith, finally his
deeds will follow her. Oh, it wouldn’t happen fast.
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Ideally, it would happen too slowly to be noticed,
especially by self-satisfied city people. But when
in the end a hinterland gone back to the ancient
way turned from them, how could they keep
alive?”

Barbro breathed, “'She said to me, when their
banners flew in the last of our cities, we would
rejoice.”

“I think we would have, by then,” Sherrinford
admitted. “Nevertheless, I believe in choosing
one’s destiny.”

He shook himself, as if casting off a burden. He
knocked the dottle from his pipe and stretched,
muscle by muscle. “Well,” he said, "it isn't going
to happen.”

She looked straight at him. “Thanks to you.”

A flush went up his thin cheeks. “In time, I'm
sure, somebody else would have—What matters is
what we do next, and that’s too big a decision for
one individual or one generation to make."”

She rose. “Unless the decision is personal,
Eric,” she suggested, feeling heat in her own face.

It was curious to see him shy. "I was hoping we
might meet again.”

“We will.”

Ayoch sat on Wolund’s Barrow. Aurora
shuddered so brilliant, in such vast sheafs of light,
as almost to hide the waning moons. Firethorn
blooms had fallen; a few still glowed around the
tree roots, amidst dry brok which crackled under-
foot and smelled like woodsmoke. The air
remained warm, but no gleam was left on the
sunset horizon.

“Farewell, fare lucky,” the pook called.
Mistherd and Shadow-of-a-Dream never looked



The Queen Of Air And Darkness 253

back. It was as if they didn’t dare. They trudged on
out of sight, toward the human camp whose lights
made a harsh new star in the south.

Ayoch lingered. He felt he should also offer
good-bye to her who had lately joined him that
slept in the dolmen. Likely none would meet here
again for loving or magic. But he could only think
of one old verse that might do. He stood and
trilled:

“Out of her breast

a blossom ascended.
The summer burmned it.
The song is ended.”

Then he spread his wings for the long flight away.



Goat Song

Three women: one is dead; one is alive; one is both
and neither, and will never live and never die,
being immortal in SUM.

On a hill above that valley through which runs
the highroad, I await Her passage. Frost came
early this year, and the grasses have paled. Other-
wise the slope is begrown with blackberry bushes
that have been harvested by men and birds,
leaving only briars, and with certain apple trees.
They are very old, those trees, survivors of an
orchard raised by generations which none but
SUM now remembers (I can see a few fragments of
wall thrusting above the brambles)—scattered
crazily over the hillside and as crazily gnarled. A
little fruit remains on them. Chill across my skin,
a gust shakes loose an apple. I hear it knock on the
earth, another stroke of some eternal clock. The
shrubs whisper to the wind.

Elsewhere the ridges around me are wooded,
afire with scarlets and brasses and bronzes. The
sky is huge, the westering sun wanbright. The
valley is filling with a deeper blue, a haze whose
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slight smokiness touches my nostrils. This is
Indian summer, the funeral pyre of the year.

There have been other seasons. There have been
other lifetimes, before mine and hers; and in those
days they had words to sing with. We still allow
ourselves music, though, and I have spent much
time planting melodies around my rediscovered
words. “In the greenest growth of the Maytime—"'1
unsling the harp on my back, and tune it afresh,
and sing to her, straight into autumn and the
waning day.

“—You came, and the sun came after,
And the green grew golden above:
And the flag-flowers lightened with

laughter,
And the meadowsweet shook with
love.”

A footfall stirs the grasses, quite gently, and the
woman says, trying to chuckle, ““Why, thank you.”

Once, so soon after my one’s death that I was
still dazed by it, I stood in the home that had been
ours. This was on the hundred and first floor of a
most desirable building. After dark the city
flamed for us, blinked, glittered, flung immense
sheets of radiance forth like banners. Nothing but
SUM could have controlled the firefly dance of a
million aircars among the towers: or, for that
matter, have maintained the entire city, from
nuclear powerplants through  automated
factories, physical and economic distribution
networks, sanitation, repair, services, education,
culture, order, everything as one immune
immortal organism. We had gloried in belonging
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to this as well as to each other.

But that night I told the kitchen to throw the
dinner it had made for me down the waste chute,
and ground under my heel the chemical consol-
ations which the medicine cabinet extended to me,
and kicked the cleaner as it picked up the mess,
and ordered the lights not to go on, anywhere in
our suite. I stood by the viewall, looking out
across megalopolis, and it was tawdry. In my
hands I had a little clay figure she had fashioned
herself. I turned it over and over and over.

But I had forgotten to forbid the door to admit
visitors. It recognized this woman and opened for
her. She had come with the kindly intention of
teasing me out of a mood that seemed to her un-
natural. I heard her enter, and looked around
through the gloom. She had almost the same
height as my girl did, and her hair chanced to be
bound in a way that my girl often favored, and the
figurine dropped from my grasp and shattered,
because for an instant I thought she was my girl.
Since then I have been hard put not to hate
Thrakia.

This evening, even without so much sundown
light, I would not make that mistake. Nothing but
the silvery bracelet about her left wrist bespeaks
the past we share. She is in wildcountry garb:
boots, kilt of true fur and belt of true leather,
knife at hip and rifle slung on shoulder. Her locks
are matted and snarled, her skin brown from
weeks of weather; scratches and smudges show
beneath the fantastic zigzags she has painted in
many colors on herself. She wears a necklace of
bird skulls.

Now that one who is dead was, in her own way,
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more a child of trees and horizons than Thrakia’s
followers. She was so much at home in the open
that she had no need to put off clothes or cleanli-
ness, reason or gentleness, when we sickened of
the cities and went forth beyond them. From this
trait I got many of the names I bestowed on her,
such as Wood’s Colt or Fallow Hind or, from my
prowlings among ancient books, Dryad and Elven.
(She liked me to choose her names, and this
pleasure had no end, because she was
inexhaustible.)

I let my harpstring ring into silence. Turning
about, I say to Thrakia, "I wasn’t singing for you.
Not for anyone. Leave me alone.”

She draws a breath. The wind ruffles her hair
and brings me an odor of her: not female sweet-
ness, but fear. She clenches her fists and says,
“You're crazy.”

“Wherever did you find a meaningful word like
that?”’ I gibe; for my own pain and—to be truth-
ful—my own fear must strike out at something,
and here she stands. "Aren’t you content any
longer with ‘untranquil’ or ‘disequilibrated’?”

"I got it from you,” she says defiantly, “you and
your damned archaic songs. There's another
word, ‘damned.” And how it suits you! When are
you going to stop this morbidity?”

“And commit myself to a clinic and have my
brain laundered nice and sanitary? Not soon,
darling.” I use that last word aforethought, but
she cannot know what scorn and sadness are in it
for me, who know that once it could also have
been a name for my girl. The official grammar and
pronunciation of language is as frozen as every
other aspect of our civilization, thanks to
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electronic recording and neuronic teaching; but
meanings shift and glide about like subtle
serpents. (O adder that stung my Foalfoot!)

I shrug and say in my driest, most city-techno-
logical voice, "Actually, I'm the practical,
nonmorbid one. Instead of running away from my
emotions—via drugs, or neuroadjustment, or
playing at savagery like you, for that matter—I'm
about to implement a concrete plan for getting
back the person who made me happy.”

“By disturbing Her on Her way home?”

“Anyone has the right to petition the Dark
Queen while She’s abroad on earth.”

“But this is past the proper time—"

“No law’s involved, just custom. People are
afraid to meet Her outside a crowd, a town, bright
flat lights. They won’t admit it, but they are. So I
came here precisely not to be part of a queue. I
don’t want to speak into a recorder for subsequent
computer analysis of my words. How could I be
sure She was listening? I want to meet Her as my-
self, a unique being, and look in Her eyes while I
make my prayer.”

Thrakia chokes a little. 'She’ll be angry.”

“Is She able to be angry, anymore?”’

“I...Idon’t know. What you mean to ask for is
so impossible, though. So absurd. That SUM
should give you back your girl. You know It never
makes exceptions.”

“Isn’t She Herself an exception?”

“That’s different. You're being silly. SUM has to
have a, well, a direct human liaison. Emotional
and cultural feedback, as well as statistics. How
else can It govern rationally? And She must have
been chosen out of the whole world. Your girl,
what was she? Nobody!"”

“To me, she was everybody.”
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“You—" Thrakia catches her lip in her teeth.
One hand reaches out and closes on my bare fore-
arm, a hard hot touch, the grimy fingernails
biting. When I make no response, she lets go and
stares at the ground. A V of outbound geese passes
overhead. Their cries come shrill through the
wind, which is loudening in the forest.

“Well,” she says, “you are special. You always
were. You went to space and came back, with the
Great Captain. You’'re maybe the only man alive
who understands about the ancients. And your
singing, yes, you don't really entertain, your songs
trouble people and can’t be forgotten. So maybe
She will listen to you. But SUM won'’t. It can’t give
special resurrections. Once that was done, a single
time, wouldn’t it have to be done for everybody?
The dead would overrun the living.”

“Not necessarily,” I say. “In any event, I mean to
try.”

“Why can’t you wait for the promised time?
Surely, then, SUM will re-create you two in the
same generation.”

“I'd have to live out this life, at least, without
her,” I say, looking away also, down to the high-
road which shines through shadow like death’s
snake, the length of the valley. "'Besides, how do
you know there ever will be any resurrections? We
have only a promise. No, less than that. An
announced policy.”

She gasps, steps back, raises her hands as if to
fend me off. Her soul bracelet casts light into my
eyes. I recognize an embryo exorcism. She lacks
ritual; every ‘superstition” was patiently
scrubbed out of our metal-and-energy world, long
ago. But if she has no word for it, no concept,
nevertheless she recoils from blasphemy.

So I say, wearily, not wanting an argument,
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wanting only to wait here alone: “Never mind.
There could be some natural catastrophe, like a
giant asteroid striking, that wiped out the system
before conditions had become right for resurrec-
tions to commence.”

“That’s impossible,” she says, almost frantic.
“The homeostats, the repair functions—"

“All right, call it a vanishingly unlikely
theoretical contingency. Let’s declare that I'm so
selfish I want Swallow Wing back now, in this life
of mine, and don't give a curse whether that’ll be
fair to the rest of you.”

You won't care either, anyway, I think. None of
you. You don’t grieve. It is your own precious
private consciousness that you wish to preserve;
no one else is close enough to you to matter very
much. Would you believe me if I told you I am
quite prepared to offer SUM my own death in ex-
change for It releasing Blossom-in-the-Sun?

I don't speak that thought, which would be
cruel, nor repeat what is crueller: my fear that
SUM lies, that the dead never will be disgorged.
For (I am not the All-Controller, I think not with
vacuum and negative energy levels but with
ordinary earth-begotten molecules; yet I can
reason somewhat  dispassionately, being
disillusioned) consider—

The object of the game is to maintain a society
stable, just, and sane. This requires satisfaction
not only of somatic, but of symbolic and
instinctual needs. Thus children must be allowed
to come into being. The minimum number per
generation is equal to the maximum: that number
which will maintain a constant population.

It is also desirable to remove the fear of death
from men. Hence the promise: At such time as it is
socially feasible, SUM will begin to refashion us,
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with our complete memories but in the pride of
our youth. This can be done over and over, life
after life across the millennia. So death is, indeed,
a sleep.

—in that sleep of death, what dreams may
come— No. I myself dare not dwell on this. I ask
merely, privately: Just when and how does SUM
expect conditions (in a stabilized society, mind
you) to have become so different from today’s that
the reborn can, in their millions, safely be
welcomed back?

I see no reason why SUM should not lie to us.
We, too, are objects in the world that It
manipulates.

“We've quarreled about this before, Thrakia,” I
sigh. "Often. Why do you bother?”

“I wish I knew,” she answers low. Half to her-
self, she goes on: ““Of course I want to copulate
with you. You must be good, the way that girl used
to follow you about with her eyes, and smile when
she touched your hand, and— But you can’t be
better than everyone else. That's unreasonable.
There are only so many possible ways. So why do 1
care if you wrap yourself up in silence and go off
alone? Is it that that makes you a challenge?”

“You think too much,” I say. “Even here. You're
a pretend primitive. You visit wildcountry to
‘slake inborn atavistic impulses’ . . . but you can't
dismantle that computer inside yourself and
simply feel, simply be.”

She bristles. I touched a nerve there. Looking
past her, along the ridge of fiery maple and sumac,
brassy elm and great dun oak, I see others emerge
from beneath the trees. Women exclusively, her
followers, as unkempt as she; one has a brace of
ducks lashed to her waist, and their blood has
trickled down her thigh and dried black. For this
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movement, this unadmitted mystique has become
Thrakia’s by now: that not only men should for-
sake the easy routine and the easy pleasure of the
cities, and become again, for a few weeks each
year, the carnivores who begot our species;
women too shouldseek out starkness, the better to
appreciate civilization when they return.

I feel a moment’s unease. We are in no park,
with laid-out trails and campground services. We
are in wildcountry. Not many men come here,
ever, and still fewer women; for the region is,
literally, beyond the law. No deed done here is
punishable. We are told that this helps consolidate
society, as the most violent among us may thus
vent their passions. But I have spent much time in
wildcountry since my Morning Star went
out—myself in quest of nothing but solitude—and
I have watched what happens through eyes that
have also read anthropology and history.
Institutions are developing; ceremonies,
tribalisms, acts of blood and cruelty and acts
elsewhere called unnatural are become more
elaborate and more expected every year. Then the
practitioners to home to their cities and honestly
believe they have been enjoying fresh air, exercise,
and good tension-releasing fun.

Let her get angry enough and Thrakia can call
knives to her aid.

Wherefore I make myself lay both hands on her
shoulders, and meet the tormented gaze, and say
most gently, “I'm sorry. I know you mean well.
You're afraid She will be annoyed and bring mis-
fortune on your people.”

Thrakia gulps. "“No,” she whispers. “That
wouldn’t be logical. But I'm afraid of what might
happen to you. And then—" Suddenly she throws
herself against me. I feel arms, breasts, belly press
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through my tunic, and smell meadows in her hair
and musk in her mouth. “You'd be gone!” she
walils. “Then who'd sing to us?”’

“Why, the planet’s crawling with entertainers,”
I stammer.

“You're more than that,” she says. “So much
more. I don’t like what you sing, not really—and
what you've sung since that stupid girl died, oh,
meaningless, horrible!—but, I don’t know why, I
want you to trouble me.”

Awkward, I pat her back. The sun now stands
very little above the treetops. Its rays slant
interminably through the booming, frosting air. I
shiver in'my tunic and buskins and wonder what
to do.

A sound rescues me. It comes from one end of
the valley below us, where further view is blocked
off by two cliffs; it thunders deep in our ears and
rolls through the earth into our bones. We have
heard that sound in the cities, and been glad to
have walls and lights and multitudes around us.
Now we are alone with it, the noise of Her chariot.

The women shriek, I hear them faintly across
wind and rumble and my own pulse, and they
vanish into the woods. They will seek their camp,
dress warmly, build enormous fires; presently
they will eat their ecstatics, and rumors are un-
easy about what they do after that.

Thrakia seizes my left wrist, above the soul
bracelet, and hauls. “Harper, come with me!”’ she
pleads. I break loose from her and stride down the
hill toward the road. A scream follows me for a
moment.

Light still dwells in the sky and on the ridges,
but as I descend into that narrow valley I enter
dusk, and it thickens. Indistinct bramblebushes
whicker where I brush them, and claw back at me.
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I feel the occasional scratch on my legs, the tug as
my garment is snagged, the chill that I breathe,
but dimly. My perceived-outer-reality is over-
powered by the rushing of Her chariot and my
blood. My inner-universe is fear, yes, but
exaltation too, a drunkenness which sharpens
instead of dulling the senses, a psychedelia which
opens the reasoning mind as well as the emotions;
I have gone beyond myself, I am embodied
purpose. Not out of need for comfort, but to voice
what Is, I return to words whose speaker rests
centuries dust, and lend them my own music. I
sing:

“—Gold is my heart, and the world’s
golden,
And one peak tipped with light;
And the air lies still about the hill
With the first fear of night;

Till mystery down the soundless valley
Thunders, and dark is here;

And the wind blows, and the light goes,
And the night is full of fear.

And I know one night, on some far
height,
In the tongue I never knew,
I yet shall hear the tidings clear
From them that were friends of you.

They'll call the news from hill to hill,
Dark and uncomforted,

Earth and sky and the winds; and 1
Shall know that you are dead.—"

But I have reached the valley floor, and She has
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come in sight.

Her chariot is unlit, for radar eyes and inertial
guides need no lamps, nor sun nor stars. Wheel-
less, the steel tear rides on its own roar and thrust
of air. The pace is not great, far less than any of
our mortals’ vehicles are wont to take. Men say
the Dark Queen rides thus slowly in order that She
may perceive with Her own senses and so be the
better prepared to consel SUM. But now Her
annual round is finished; She is homeward bound;
until spring. She will dwell with It Which is our
lord. Why does She not hasten tonight?

Because Death has never a need of haste? I
wonder. And as I step into the middle of the road,
certain lines from the yet more ancient past rise
tremendous within me, and I strike my harp and
chant them louder than the approaching car:

“I that in heill was and gladness
And trublit now with great sickness
And feblit with infirmitie:—

Timor mortis conturbat me."

The car detects me and howls a warning. I hold
my ground. The car could swing around, the road
is wide and in any event a smooth surface is not
absolutely necessary. But I hope, I believe that
She will be aware of an obstacle in Her path, and
tune in Her various amplifiers, and find me
abnormal enough to stop for. Who, in SUM'’s
world—who, even among the explorers that It has
sent beyond in Its unappeasable hunger for data—
would stand in a cold wildcountry dusk and shout
while his harp snarls

“Our pleasure here is all vain glory,
This fals world is but transitory,
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The flesh is bruckle, the Feynd is slee:—
Timor mortis conturbat me.

The state of man does change and vary,

Now sound, now sick, now blyth, now
sary,

Now dansand mirry, now like to die:—
Timor mortis conturbat me.

No state in Erd here standis sicker;

As with the wynd wavis the wicker

So wannis this world’s vanitie:—
Timor mortis conturbat me.—?”

The car draws alongside and sinks to the
ground. I let my strings die away into the wind.
The sky overhead and in the west is gray-purple;
eastward it is quite dark and a few early stars peer
forth. Here, down in the valley, shadows are heavy
and I cannot see very well.

The canopy slides back. She stands erect in the
chariot, thus looming over me. Her robe and cloak
are black, fluttering like restless wings; beneath
the cowl Her face is a white blur. I have seen it
before, under full light, and in how many
thousands of pictures; but at this hour I cannot
call it back to my mind, not entirely. I list sharp-
sculptured profile and pale lips, sable hair and
long green eyes, but these are nothing more than
words.

“What are you doing?”’ She has a lovely low
voice; but is it, as oh, how rarely since SUM took
Her to Itself, is it the least shaken? “What is that
you were singing?”’

My answer comes so strong that my skull
resonates; for I am borne higher and higher on my
tide. “Lady of Ours, I have a petition.”
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“Why did you not bring it before Me when I
walked among men? Tonight I am homebound.
You must wait till I ride forth with the new year.”

“Lady of Ours, neither You nor I would wish
living ears to hear what I have to say.”

She regards me for a long while. Do I indeed
sense fear also in Her (Surely not of me. Her
chariot is armed and armored, and would react
with machine speed to protect Her should I offer
violence. And should I somehow, incredibly, kill
Her, or wound Her beyond chemosurgical repair,
She of all beings has no need to doubt death. The
ordinary bracelet cries with quite sufficient radio
loudness to be heard by more than one thanatic
station, when we did; and in that shielding the soul
can scarcely be damaged before the Winged Heels
arrive to bear it off to SUM. Surely the Dark
Queen’s circlet can call still further, and is still
better insulated, than any mortal’s. And She will
most absolutely be re-created. She has been, again
and again; death and rebirth every seven years
keep Her eternally young in the service of SUM. I
have never been able to find out when She was
first born.)

Fear, perhaps, of what I have sung and what I
might speak?

At last She says—I can scarcely hear through
the gusts and creakings in the trees—"'Give me the
Ring, then.”

The dwarf robot which stands by Her throne
when She sits among men appears beside Her and
extends the massive dull-silver circle to me. I
place my left arm within, so that my soul is
enclosed. The tablet on the upper surface of the
Ring, which looks so much like a jewel, slants
away from me; I cannot read what flashes onto the
bezel. But the faint glow picks Her features out of
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murk as She bends to look.

Of course, I tell myself, the actual soul is not
scanned. That would take too long. Probably the
bracelet which contains the soul has an indentifi-
cation code built in. The Ring sends this to an
appropriate part of SUM, Which instantly sends
back what is recorded under that code. I hope
there is nothing more to it. SUM has not seen fit to
tell us.

“What do you call yourself at the moment?”” She
asks.

A current of bitterness crosses my tide. “'Lady of
Ours, why should You care? Is not my real name
the number I got when I was allowed to be born?”

Calm descends once more upon Her. “If I am to
evaluate properly what you say, I must know more
about you than these few official data. Name
indicates mood.”

I too feel unshaken again, my tide running so
strong and smooth that I might not know I was
moving did I not see time recede behind me. ‘'Lady
of Ours, I cannot give You a fair answer. In this
past year I have not troubled with names, or with
much of anything else. But some people who knew
me from earlier days call me Harper.”

“What do you do besides make that sinister
music?”’

“These days, nothing, Lady of Ours. I've money
to live out my life, if I eat sparingly and keep no
home. Often I am fed and housed for the sake of

my songs.”
“What you sang is unlike anything I have heard
since—" Anew, briefly, that robot serenity is

shaken. "'Since before the world was stabilized.
You should not wake dead symbols, Harper. They
walk through men'’s dreams.”

“Is that bad?”
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“Yes. The dreams become nightmares.
Remember: Mankind, every man who ever lived,
was insane before SUM brought order, reason,
and peace.”

“Well, then,” I say, "I will cease and desist if I
may have my own dead wakened for me.”

She stiffens. The tablet goes out. I withdraw my
arm and the Ring is stored away by Her servant.
So again She is faceless, beneath flickering stars,
here at the bottom of this shadowed valley. Her
voice falls cold as the air: *"No one can be brought
back to life before Resurrection Time is ripe.”

I do not say, “What about You?"” for that would
be vicious. What did She think, how did She weep,
when SUM chose Her of all the young on earth?
What does She endure in Her centuries? I dare not
imagine.

Instead, I smite my harp and sing, quietly this
time:

“Strew on her roses, roses,
And never a spray of yew.
In quiet she reposes:
Ah! would that I did too.”

The Dark Queen cries, *“What are you doing? Are
you really insane?” I go straight to the last stanza.

“Her cabin’d, ample Spirit

It flutter’'d and fail’d for breath.
To-night it doth inherit

The vasty hall of Death.”

I know why my songs strike so hard: because
they bear dreads and passions that no one is used
to—that most of us hardly know could exist—in
SUM'’s ordered universe. But I had not the courage
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to hope She would be as torn by them as I see. Has
She not lived with more darkness and terror than
the ancients themselves could conceive? She calls,
“Who has died?”

“She had many names, Lady of Ours,” I say.
“None was beautiful enough. I can tell You her
number, though.”

“Your daughter?1. .. sometimes I am asked if a
dead child cannot be brought back. Not often, any-
more, when they go so soon to the creche. But
sometimes. I tell the mother she may have a new
one; but if ever We started re-creating dead
infants, at what age level could We stop?”’

“No, this was my woman."”

“Impossible!” Her tone seeks to be not
unkindly but is, instead, well-nigh frantic. “You
will have no trouble finding others. You are hand-
some, and your psyche is, is, is extraordinary. It
burns like Lucifer.”

“Do You remember the name Lucifer, Lady of
Ours?” I pounce. “Then You are old indeed. So old
that You must also remember how a man might
desire only one woman, put her above the whole
world and heaven.”

She tries to defend Herself with a jeer: “Was
that mutual, Harper? I know more of mankind
than you do, and surely I am the last chaste
woman in existence.”

“Now that she is gone, Lady, yes, perhaps. You
are. But we— Do You know how she died? We had
gone to a wildcountry area. A man saw her, alone,
while I was off hunting gem rocks to make her a
necklace. He approached her. She refused him. He
threatened force. She fled. This was desert land,
viper land, and she was barefoot. One of them bit
her. I did not find her till hours later. By then the
poison and the unshaded sun— She died quite
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soon after she told me what had happened and
that she loved me. I could not get her body to
chemosurgery in time for normal revival
procedures. I had to let them cremate her and take
her soul away to SUM.”

“What right have you to demand her back, when
no one else can be given their own?”’

“The right that I love her, and she loves me. We
are more necessary to each other than sun or
moon. I do not think You could find another two
people of whom this is so, Lady. And is not
everyone entitled to claim what is necessary to his
life? How else can society be kept whole?”

“You are being fantastic,” She says thinly. "'Let
me go.”

“No, Lady, I am speaking sober truth. But poor
plain words won't serve me. I sing to You because
then maybe You will understand.” And I strike my
harp anew; but it is more to her than Her that I
sing.

“If I had thought thou couldst have died,
I might not weep for thee:

But I forgot, when by thy side,
That thou couldst mortal be:

It never through my mind had past
The time would e’er be o’er,

And I on thee should look my last,
And thou shouldst smile no more!”’

“I cannot—" She falters. "I did not know—any
such feelings—so strong—existed any longer.”

“Now You do, Lady of Ours. And is that not an
important datum for SUM?”

“Yes. If true.” Abruptly She leans toward me. I
see Her shudder in the murk, under the flapping
cloak, and hear Her jaws clatter with cold. "I
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cannot linger here. But ride with Me. Sing to Me. I
think I can bear it.”

So much have I scarcely expected. But my
destiny is upon me. I mount into the chariot. The
canopy slides shut and we proceed.

The main cabin encloses us. Behind its rear door
must be facilities for Her living on earth; this is a
big vehicle. But here is little except curved panels.
They are true wood of different comely grains: so
She also needs periodic escape from our machine
existence, does She? Furnishing is scant and
austere. The only sound is our passage, muffled to
a murmur for us; and, because their photomulti-
pliers are not activated, the scanners show
nothing outside but night. We huddle close to a
glower, hands extended toward its fieriness. Our
shoulders brush, our bare arms, Her skin is soft
and Her hair falls loose over the thrown-back
cowl, smelling of the summer which is dead.
What, is She still human?

After a timeless time, She says, not yet looking
at me: "The thing you sang, there on the highroad
as I came near—I do not remember it. Not even
from the years before I became what I am.”

“It is older than SUM,"” I answer, “and its truth
will outlive It.”

“Truth?” I see Her tense Herself. “'Sing Me the
rest.”

My fingers are no longer too numb to call forth
chords.

“—Unto the Death gois all Estatis,

Princis, Prelattis, and Potestatis,

Batih rich and poor of all degree:—
Timor mortis conturbat me.

He takis the knichtis in to the field
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Enarmit under helm and scheild;
Victor he is at all mellie:—
Timor mortis conturbat me.

That strong unmerciful tyrand
Takis, on the motheris breast sowkand,
The babe full of benignitie:(—

Timor martis conturbat me.

He takis the champion in the stour,
The captain closit in the tour,
The ladie in bour full of bewtie:—"

(There I must stop a moment.)
“Timor mortis conturbat me.

He sparis no lord for his piscence,

Na clerk for his intelligence;

His awful straik may no man flee:—
Timor mortis conturbat me.”

She breaks me off, clapping hands to ears and
half shrieking, “'No!”

I, grown unmerciful, pursue Her: “You under-
stand now, do You not? You are not eternal either.
SUM isn’t. Not Earth, not sun, not stars. We hid
from the truth. Every one of us. I too, until I lost
the one thing which made everything make sense.
Then I had nothing left to lose, and could look with
clear eyes. And what I saw was Death.”

“Get out! Let Me alone!”

“I will not let the whole world alone, Queen,
until I get her back. Give me her again, and I'll
believe in SUM again. I'll praise It till men dance
for joy to hear Its name.”

She challenges me with wildcat eyes. “"Do you
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think such matters to It?”

“Well,” T shrug, “songs could be useful. They
could help achieve the great objective sooner.
Whatever that is. 'Optimization of total human
activity’'—wasn'’t that the program? I don’t know if
it still is. SUM has been adding to Itself so long. I
doubt if You Yourself understand Its purposes,
Lady of Ours.”

“Don’t speak as if It were alive,” She says
harshly. “It is a computer-effector complex.
Nothing more.”

“Are You certain?"”

“I—yes. It thinks, more widely and deeply than
any human ever did or could; but It is not alive,
not aware, It has no consciousness. That is one
reason why It decided It needed Me.”

“Be that as it may, Lady,” I tell Her, “the
ultimate result, whatever It finally does with us,
lies far in the future. At present I care about that; I
worry; I resent our loss of self-determination. But
that's because only such abstractions are left to
me. Give me back my Lightfoot, and she, not the
distant future, will be my concern. I'll be grateful,
honestly grateful, and You Two will know it from
the songs I then choose to sing. Which, as I said,
might be helpful to It.”

“You are unbelievably insolent,” She says
without force.

“No, Lady, just desperate,” I say.

The ghost of a smile touches Her lips. She leans
back, eyes hooded, and murmurs, “Well, I'll take
you there. What happens then, you realize, lies
outside My power. My observations, My recom-
mendations, are nothing but a few items to take
into account, among billions. However. .. we
have a long way to travel this night. Give me what
data you think will help you, Harper.”

”»
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I do not finish the Lament. Nor do I dwell in any
other fashion on grief. Instead, as the hours pass, I
call upon those who dealt with the joy (not the fun,
not the short delirium, but the joy) that man and
woman might once have of each other.

Knowing where we are bound, I too need such
comfort.

And the night deepens, and the leagues fall
behind us, and finally we are beyond habitation,
beyond wildcountry, in the land where life never
comes. By crooked moon and waning starlight I
see the plain of concrete and iron, the missiles and
energy projectors crouched like beasts, the robot
aircraft wheeling aloft: and the lines, the relay
towers, the scuttling beetle-shaped carriers, the
whole transcendent nerve-blood-sinew by which
SUM knows and orders the world. For all the
flitting about, for all the forces which seethe, here
is altogether still. The wind itself seems to have
frozen to death. Hoarfrost is gray on the steel
shapes. Ahead of us, tiered and mountainous,
begins to appear the castle of SUM.

She Who rides with me does not give sign of
noticing that my songs have died in my throat.
What humanness She showed is departing; Her
face is cold and shut, Her voice bears a ring of
metal. She looks straight ahead. But She does
speak to me for a little while yet:

“Do you understand what is going to happen?
For the next half year I will be linked with SUM,
integral, another component of It. I suppose you
see Me, but that will merely be My flesh. What
speaks to you will be SUM.”

“I know.” The words must be forced forth. My
coming this far is more triumph than any man in
creation before me has won; and I am here to do
battle for my Dancer-on-Moonglades; but nonethe-
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less my heart shakes me, and is loud in my skull,
and my sweat stinks.

I manage, though, to add: “You will be a part of
It, Lady of Ours. That gives me hope.”

For an instant She turns to me, and lays Her
hand across mine, and something makes Her
again so young and untaken that I almost forget
the girl who died; and she whispers, “If you knew
how I hope!”

The instant is gone, and I am alone among
machines.

We must stop before the castle gate. The wall
looms sheer above, so high and high that it seems
to be toppling upon me against the westward
march of the stars, so black and black that it does
not only drink down every light, it radiates blind-
ness. Challenge and response quiver on electronic
bands I cannot sense. The outerguardian parts of
It have perceived a mortal aboard this craft. A
missile launcher swings about to aim its three
serpents at me. But the Dark Queen answers—She
does not trouble to be peremptory—and the castle
opens its jaws for us.

We descend. Once, I think, we cross a river. I
hear a rushing and hollow echoing and see
droplets glitter where they are cast onto the view-
ports and outlined against dark. They vanish at
once: liquid hydrogen, perhaps, to keep certain
parts near absolute zero?

Much later we stop and the canopy slides back. I
rise with Her. We are in a room, or cavern, of
which I can see nothing, for there is no light
except a dull bluish phosphorescence which
streams from every solid object, also from Her
flesh and mine. But I judge the chamber is
enormous, for a sound of great machines at work
comes very remotely, as if heard through dream,
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while our own voices are swallowed up by dis-
tance. Air is pumped through, neither warm nor
cold, totally without odor, a dead wind.

We descend to the floor. She stands before me,
hands crossed on breast, eyes half shut beneath
the cowl and not looking at me nor away from me.
“Do what you are told, Harper,” She says in a
voice that has never an overtone, “'precisely as you
are told.” She turns and departs at an even pace. I
watch Her go until I can no longer tell Her
luminosity from the formless swirlings within my
own eyeballs.

A claw plucks my tunic. I look down and am
surprised to see that the dwarf robot has been
waiting for me this whole time. How long a time
that was, I cannot tell.

Its squat form leads me in another direction.
Weariness crawls upward through me, my feet
stumble, my lips tingle, lids are weighted and
muscles have each their separate aches. Now and
then I feel a jag of fear, but dully. When the robot
indicates Lie down here, I am grateful.

The box fits me well. I let various wires be
attached to me, various needles be injected which
lead into tubes. I pay little attention to the
machines which cluster and murmur around me.
The robot goes away. I sink into blessed darkness.

I wake renewed in body. A kind of shell seems to
have grown between my forebrain and the old
animal parts. Far away I can feel the horror and
hear the screaming and thrashing of my instincts;
but awareness is chill, calm, logical. I have also a
feeling that I slept for weeks, months, while leaves
blew loose and snow fell on the upper world. But
this may be wrong, and in no case does it matter. I
am about to be judged by SUM.

The little faceless robot leads me off, through
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murmurous black corridors where the dead wind
blows. I unsling my harp and clutch it to me, my
sole friend and weapon. So the tranquility of the
reasoning mind which has been decreed for me
cannot be absolute. I decide that It simply does
not want to be bothered my anguish. (No; wrong;
nothing so humanlike; It has no desires; beneath
that power to reason is nullity.)

At length a wall opens for us and we enter a
room where She sits enthroned. The self-radiation
of metal and flesh is not apparent here, for light is
provided, a featureless white radiance with no
apparent source. White, too, is the muted sound of
the machines which encompass Her throne. White
are Her robe and face. I look away from the multi-
tudinous unwinking scanner eyes, into Hers, but
She does not appear to recognize me. Does She
even see me? SUM has reached out with invisible
fingers of electromagnetic induction and taken
Her back into Itself. I do not tremble or sweat—I
cannot—but I square my shoulders, strike one
plangent chord, and wait for It to speak.

It does, from some invisible place. I recognize
the voice It has chosen to use: my own. The over-
tones, the inflections are true, normal, what I
myself would use in talking as one reasonable man
to another. Why not? In computing what to do
about me, and in programming Itself accordingly,
SUM must have used so many billion bits of
information that adequate accent is a negligible
sub-problem.

No ... there I am mistaken again ... SUM does
not do things on the basis that It might as well do
them as not. This talk with myself is intended to
have some effect on me. I do not know what.

“Well,” It says pleasantly, 'you made quite a
journey, didn’t you? I'm glad. Welcome."”
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My instincts bare teeth to hear those words of
humanity used by the unfeeling unalive. My
logical mind considers replying with an ironic
“Thank you,” decides against it, and holds me
silent.

“You see,” SUM continues after a moment that
whirs, "you are unique. Pardon Me if I speak a
little bluntly. Your sexual monomania is just one
aspect of a generally atavistic, superstition-
oriented personality. And yet, unlike the ordinary
misfit, you're both strong and realistic enough to
cope with the world. This chance to meet you, to
analyze you while you rested, has opened new
insights for Me on human psychophysiology.
Which may lead to improved techniques for
governing it and its evolution.”

“That being so,” I reply, “'give me my reward.”

“Now look here,” SUM says in a mild tone, “you
if anyone should know I'm not omnipotent. I was
built originally to help govern a civilization grown
too complex. Gradually, as My program of self-
expansion progressed, I took over more and more
decision-making functions. They were given to Me.
People were happy to be relieved of responsibility,
and they could see for themselves how much
better I was running things than any mortal could.
But to this day, My authority depends on a sub-
stantial consensus. If I started playing favorites,
as by re-creating your girl, well, I'd have
troubles.”

“The consensus depends more on awe than on
reason,” I say. " You haven’t abolished the gods,
You've simply absorbed them into yourself. If You
choose to pass a miracle for me, your prophet
singer and I will be Your prophet if You do this—
why, that strengthens the faith of the rest.”

"“So you think. But your opinions aren’t based
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on any exact data. The historical and anthro-
pological records from the past before Me are
unquantitative. I've already phased them out of
the curriculum. Eventually, when the culture’s
ready for such a move, I'll order them destroyed.
They're too misleading. Look what they’ve done to
you.”

I grin into the scanner eyes. “Instead,” I say,
“people will be encouraged to think that before
the world was, was SUM. All right. I don’t care, as
long as I get my girl back. Pass me a miracle, SUM,
and I'll guarantee You a good payment.”

“But I have no miracles. Not in your sense. You
know how the soul works. The metal bracelet
encloses a pseudo-virus, a set of giant protein
molecules with taps directly to the bloodstream
and nervous system. They record the chromosome
pattern, the synapse flash, the permanent
changes, everything. At the owner’s death, the
bracelet is dissected out. The Winged Heels bring
it here, and the information contained is trans-
ferred to one of My memory banks. I can use such
a record to guide the growing of a new body in the
vats: a young body, on which the former habits
and recollections are imprinted. But you don't
understand the complexity of the process, Harper.
It takes Me weeks, every seven years, and every
available biochemical facility, to re-create My
human liaison. And the process isn't perfect,
either. The pattern is affected by storage. You
might say that this body and brain you see before
you remembers each death. And those are short
deaths. A longer one—man, use your sense.
Imagine.”

I can; and the shield between reason and feeling
begins to crack. I had sung, of my darling dead,
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“No motion has she now,no force;
She neither hears nor sees;

Roll’d round in earth’s diurnal course,
With rocks, and stones, and trees.”

Peace, at least. But if the memory-storage is not
permanent but circulating; if, within those gloomy
caverns of tubes and wire and outerspace cold,
some remnant of her psyche must flit and flicker,
alone, unremembering, aware of nothing but
having lost life—No!

I smite the harp and shout so the room rings:
“Give her back! Or I'll kill you!”

SUM finds it expedient to chuckle; and,
horribly, the smile is reflected for a moment on
the Dark Queen’s lips, though otherwise She never
stirs. “"And how do you propose to do that?” It
asks me.

It knows, I know, what I have in mind, so I
counter: “"How do You propose to stop me?”’

“No need. You'll be considered a nuisance.
Finally someone will decide you ought to have
psychiatric treatment. They'll query My
diagnostic outlet. I'll recommend certain
excisions.”

On the other hand, since You've sifted my mind
by now, and since You know how I've affected
people with my songs—even the Lady yonder, even
Her—wouldn’t you rather have me working for
You? With words like, 'O taste, and see, how
gracious the Lord is; blessed is the man that
trusteth in him. O fear the Lord, ye that are his
saints: for they that fear him lack nothing.’ 1 can
make You into God.”

“In a sense, I already am God.”

“And in another sense not. Not yet.” I can
endure no more. “Why are we arguing? You made
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Your decision before I woke. Tell me and let me
go!”

With an odd carefulness, SUM responds: “I'm
still studying you. No harm in admitting to you,
My knowledge of the human psyche is as yet
imperfect. Certain areas won't yield to
computation. I don’t know precisely what you’d
do, Harper. If to that uncertainty I added a
potentially dangerous precedent—"’

“Kill me, then.” Let my ghost wander forever
with hers, down in Your cryogenic dreams.

“No, that’s also inexpedient. You’'ve made your-
self too conspicuous and controversial. Too many
people know by now that you went off with the
Lady.” Is it possible that, behind steel and energy,
a nonexistent hand brushes across a shadow face
in puzzlement? My heartbeat is thick in the
silence.

Suddenly It shakes me with decision: “The
calculated probabilities do favor your keeping
your promises and making yourself useful. There-
fore I shall grant your request. However—"

I am on my knees. My forehead knocks on the
floor until blood runs into my eyes. I hear through
storm winds:

“—testing must continue. Your faith in Me is
not absolute; in fact, you're very skeptical of what
you call My goodness. Without additional proof of
your willingness to trust Me, I can’t let you have
the kind of importance which your getting your
dead back from Me would give you. Do you under-
stand?”

The question does not sound rhetorical. “Yes,” I
sob.

“Well, then,” says my civilized, almost amiable
voice, "I computed that you'd react much as you
have done, and prepared for the likelihood. Your
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woman’s body was re-created while you lay under
study. The data which make personality are now
being fed back into her neurones. She'll be ready
to leave this place by the time you do.

“T repeat, though, there has to be a testing. The
procedure is also necessary for its effect on you. If
you're to be My prophet, you'll have to work
pretty closely with Me; you'll have to undergo a
great deal of reconditioning; this night we begin
the process. Are you willing?”

“Yes, yes, yes, what must I do?”

“Only this: Follow the robot out. At some point,
she, your woman, will join you. She’ll be con-
ditioned to walk so quietly you can’t hear her.
Don’t look back. Not once, until you're in the
upper world. A single glance behind you will be an
act of rebellion against Me, and a datum indi-
cating you can’treallybe trusted . . . and that ends
everything. Do you understand?”

“Is that all?”’ I cry. “Nothing more?”

“It will prove more difficult than you think,”
SUM tells me. My voice fades, as if into illimitable
distances: ‘'Farewell, worshiper.”

The robot raises me to my feet. I stretch out my
arm to the Dark Queen. Half blinded with tears, I
nonetheless see that She does not see me. “Good-
bye,” I mumble, and let the robot lead me away.

Our walking is long through those mirk miles.
At first I am in too much of a turmoil, and later too
stunned, to know where or how we are bound. But
later still, slowly, I become aware of my flesh and
clothes and the robot'’s alloy, glimmering blue in
blackness. Sounds and smells are muffled; rarely
does another machine pass by, unheeding of us.
(What work does SUM have for them?) I am so
careful not to look behind me that my neck grows
stiff.
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Though it is not prohibited, is it, to lift my harp
past my shoulder, in the course of strumming a
few melodies to keep up my courage, and see if
perchance a following illumination is reflected in
this polished wood?

Nothing. Well, her second birth must take
time—O SUM, be careful of her!—and then she
must be led through many tunnels, no doubt,
before she makes rendezvous with my back. Be
patient, Harper.

Sing. Welcome her home. No, these hollow
spaces swallow all music; and she is as yet in that
trance of death from which only the sun and my
kiss can wake her; if, indeed, she has joined me
yet. I listen for other footfalls than my own.

Surely we haven’t much farther to go. I ask the
robot, but of course I get no reply. Make an esti-
mate. I know about how fast the chariot traveled
coming down. . ... The trouble is, time does not
exist here. I have no day, no stars, no clock but my
heartbeat and I have lost the count of that. Never-
theless, we must come to the end soon. What
purpose would be served by walking me through
this labyrinth till I die?

Well, if I am totally exhausted at the outer gate,
I won't make undue trouble when I find no Rose-
in-Hand behind me.

No, now that’s ridiculous. If SUM didn’t want to
heed my plea, It need merely say so. I have no
power to inflict physical damage on Its parts.

Of course, It might have plans for me. It did
speak of reconditioning. A series of shocks, culmi-
nating in that last one, could make me ready for
whatever kind of gelding It intends to do.

Or it might have changed Its mind. Why not? It
was quite frank about an uncertainty factor in the
human psyche. It may have reevaluated the prob-
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abilities and decided: better not to serve my
desire.

Or It may have tried, and failed. It admitted the
recording process is imperfect. I must not expect
quite the Gladness I knew; she will always be a
little haunted. At best. But suppose the tank
spawned a body with no awareness behind the
eyes? Or a monster? Suppose, at this instant, I am
being followed by a half-rotten corpse?

No! Stop that! SUM would know, and take cor-
rective measures.

Would It? Can It?

I comprehend how this passage through night,
where I never look to see what follows me, how
this is an act of submission and confession. I am
saying, with my whole existent being, that SUM is
all-powerful, all-wise, all-good. To SUM I offer the
love I came to win back. Oh, It looked more deeply
into me than ever I did myself.

But I shall not fail.

Will SUM, though? If there has indeed been
some grisly error ... let me not find it out under
the sky. Let her, my only, not. For what then shall
we do? Could I lead her here again, knock on the
iron gate, and cry, “Master, You have given me a
thing unfit to exist. Destroy it and start over.”—?
For what might the wrongness be? Something so
subtle, so pervasive, that it does not show in any
way save my slow, resisted discovery that I
embrace a zombie? Doesn'’t it make better sense to
look—make certain while she is yet drowsy with
death—use the whole power of SUM to correct
what may be awry?

No, SUM wants me to believe that It makes no
mistakes. I agreed to that price. And to much
else . . .Idon’t know how much else, I am daunted
to imagine, but that word ‘“recondition” is
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ugly. . . . Does not my woman have some rights in
the matter too? Shall we not at least ask her if she
wants to be the wife of a prophet; shall we not,
hand in hand, ask SUM what the price of her life is
to her?

Was that a footfall? Almost, I whirl about. I
check myself and stand shaking; names of hers
break from my lips. The robot urges me on.

Imagination. It wasn'’t her step. I am alone. I will
always be alone.

The halls wind upward. Or so I think; I have
grown too weary for much kinesthetic sense. We
cross the sounding river and I am bitten to the
bone by the cold which blows upward around the
bridge, and I may not turn about to offer the
naked newborn woman my garment. I lurch
through endless chambers where machines do
meaningless things. She hasn’t seen them before.
Into what nightmare has she risen; and why don’t
I, who wept into her dying senses that I loved her,
why don't I look at her, why don't I speak?

Well, I could talk to her. I could assure the
puzzled mute dead that I have come to lead her
back into sunlight. Could I not? I ask the robot. It
does not reply. I cannot remember if I may speak
to her. If indeed I was ever told. I stumble for-
ward.

I crash into a wall and fall bruised. The robot’s
claw closes on my shoulder. Another arm
gestures. I see a passageway, very long and
narrow, through the stone. I will have to crawl
through. At the end, at the end, the door is swing-
ing wide. The dear real dusk of Earth pours
through into this darkness. I am blinded and
deafened.

Do I hear her cry out? Was that the final testing;
or was my own sick, shaken mind betraying me; or
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is there a destiny which, like SUM with us, makes
tools of suns and SUM? I don’t know. I know only
that I turned, and there she stood. Her hair flowed
long, loose, past the remembered face from which
the trance was just departing, on which the
knowing and the love of me had just awakened—
flowed down over the body that reached forth
arms, that took one step to meet me and was
halted.

The great grim robot at her own back takes her
to it. I think it sends lightning through her brain.
She falls. It bears her away.

My guide ignores my screaming. Irresistible, it
thrusts me out through the tunnel. The door
clangs in my face. I stand before the wall which is
like a mountain. Dry snow hisses across concrete.
The sky is bloody with dawn; stars still gleam in
the west, and arc lights are scattered over the
twilit plain of the machines.

Presently I go dumb. I become almost calm.
What is there left to have feelings about? The door
is iron, the wall is stone fused into one basaltic
mass. I walk some distance off into the wind, turn
around, lower my head, and charge. Let my brains
be smeared across Its gate; the pattern will be my
hieroglyphic for hatred.

I am seized from behind. The force that stops me
must needs be bruisingly great. Released, I
crumple to the ground before a machine with
talons and wings. My voice from it says, '"Not here.
I'll carry you to a safe place.”

“What more can You do to me?” I croak.

“Release you. You won’'t be restrained or
molested on any orders of Mine."”

“Why not?”

“Obviously you're going to appoint yourself My
enemy forever. This is an unprecedented situ-
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ation, a valuable chance to collect data.”

“You tell me this, You warn me, deliberately?”

“Of course. My computation is that these words
will have the effect of provoking your utmost
effort.”

“You won't give her again? You don’t want my
love?”

“Not under the circumstances. Too
uncontrollable. But your hatred should, as I say,
be a useful experimental tool.”

“I'll destroy You,” I say.

It does not deign to speak further. Its machine
picks me up and flies off with me. I am left on the
fringes of a small town farther south. Then I go
insane.

I do not much know what happens during that
winter, nor care. The blizzards are too loud in my
head. I walk the ways of Earth, among lordly
towers, under neatly groomed trees, into careful
gardens, over bland, bland campuses. I am
unwashed, uncombed, unbarbered; my tatters
flap about me and my bones are near thrusting
through the skin; folk do not like to meet these
eyes sunken so far into this skull, and perhaps for
that reason they give me to eat. I sing to them.

“From the hag and hungry goblin
That into rags would rend ye
And the spirit that stan’ by the naked
man
In the Book of Moons defend ye!
That of your five sound senses
You never be forsaken )
Nor travel from yourselves with Tom
Abroad to beg your bacon.”

Such things perturb them, do not belong in their
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chrome-edged universe. So I am often driven away
with curses, and sometimes I must flee those who
would arrest me and scrub my brain smooth. An
alley is a good hiding place, if I can find one in the
oldest part of a city; I crouch there and yowl with
the cats. A forest is also good. My pursuers dislike
to enter any place where any wildness lingers.
But some feel otherwise. They have visited park-
lands, preserves, actual wildcountry. Their
purpose was overconscious—measured, planned
savagery, and a clock to tell them when they must
go home—but at least they are not afraid of
silences and unlighted nights. As spring returns,
certain among them begin to follow me. They are
merely curious, at first. But slowly, month by
month, especially among the younger ones, my
madness begins to call to something in them.

“With an host of furious fancies

Whereof I am commander

With a burning spear, and a horse of
air,

To the wilderness I wander.

By a knight of ghosts and shadows

I summoned am to tourney

Ten leagues beyond the wide world’s
edge.

Me thinks it is no journey.”

They sit at my feet and listen to me sing. They
dance, crazily, to my harp. The girls bend close,
tell me how I fascinate them, invite me to
copulate. This I refuse, and when I tell them why
they are puzzled, a little frightened maybe, but
often they strive to understand.

For my rationality is renewed with the
hawthorn blossoms. I bathe, have my hair and
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beard shorn, find clean raiment, and take care to
eat what my body needs. Less and less do I rave
before anyone who will listen; more and more do I
seek solitude, quietness, under the vast wheel of
the stars, and think.

What is man? Why is man? We have buried such
questions; we have sworn they are dead—that they
never really existed, being devoid of empirical
meaning—and we have dreaded that they might
raise the stones we heaped on them, rise and walk
the world again of nights. Alone, I summon them
to me. They cannot hurt their fellow dead, among
whom I now number myself.

I sing to her who is gone. The young people hear
and wonder. Sometimes they weep.

“"Fear no more the heat o' the sun,
Nor the furious winter’s rages:
Thou thy worldly task hast done,
Home art gone, and ta’en thy wages:
Golden lads and girls all must
As chimney-sweepers, come to dust.”

“But this is not so!” they protest. *We will die
and sleep awhile, and then we will live forever in
SUM.”

I answer as gently as may be: '"No. Remember I
went there. So I know you are wrong. And even if
you were right, it would not be right that you
should be right.”

“What?”

“Don’t you see, it is not right that a thing should
be the lord of man. It is not right that we should
huddle through our whole lives in fear of finally
losing them. You are not parts in a machine, and
you have better ends than helping the machine run
smoothly.”
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I dismiss them and stride off, solitary again, into
a canyon where a river clangs, or onto some gaunt
mountain peak. No revelation is given me. I climb
and creep toward the truth.

Which is that SUM must be destroyed, not in
revenge, not in hate, not in fear, simply because
the human spirit cannot exist in the same reality
as It.

But what, then, is our proper reality? And how
shall we attain to it?

I return with my songs to the lowlands. Word
about me has gone widely. They are a large crowd
who follow me down the highroad until it has
changed into a street.

“The Dark Queen will soon come to these
parts,” they tell me. “Abide till She does. Let her
answer those questions you put to us, which make
us sleep so badly.”

“Let me retire to prepare myself,” I say. I go up
a long flight of steps. The people watch from
below, dumb with awe, till I vanish. Such few as
were in the building depart. I walk down vaulted
halls, through hushed high-ceilinged rooms full of
tables, among shelves made massive by books.
Sunlight slants dusty through the windows.

The half memory has plagued me of late: once
before, I know not when, this year of mine also
took place. Perhaps in this library I can find the
tale that—casually, I suppose, in my abnormal
childhood—I read. For man is older than SUM:
wiser, I swear; his myths hold more truth than Its
mathematics. I spend three days and thost of three
nights in my search. There is scant sound but the
rustling of leaves between my hands. Folk place
offerings of food and drink at the door. They tell
themselves they do so out of pity, or curiosity, or
to avoid the nuisance of having me die in an un-
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conventional fashion. But I know better.

At the end of the three days I am little further
along. I have too much material; I keep going off
on sidetracks of beauty and fascination. (Which
SUM means to eliminate.) My education was like
everyone else’s, science, rationality, good sane
adjustment. (SUM writes our curricula, and the
teaching machines have direct connections to It.)
Well, I can make some of my lopsided training
work for me. My reading has given me sufficient
clues to prepare a search program. I sit down
before an information retrieval console and run
my fingers across its keys. They make a clattery
music.

Electron beams are swift hounds. Within
seconds the screen lights up with words, and I
read who I am.

It is fortunate that I am a fast reader. Before I
can press the Clear button, the unreeling words
are wiped out. For an instant the screen quivers
with formlessness, then appears

I HAD NOT CORRELATED THESE DATA WITH THE
FACTS CONCERNING YOU. THIS INTRODUCES A NEW AND
INDETERMINATE QUANTITY INTO THE COMPUTATIONS.

The nirvana which has come upon me (yes, I
found that word among the old books, and how
portentous it is) is not passiveness, it is a tide
more full and strong than that which bore me
down to the Dark Queen those ages apast in wild-
country. I say, as coolly as may be, "'An interesting
coincidence. If it is a coincidence.” Surely sonic
receptors are emplaced hereabouts.

EITHER THAT, OR A CERTAIN NECESSARY CONSE-
QUENCE OF THE LOGIC OF EVENTS.

The vision dawning within me is to blinding
bright that I cannot refrain from answering, “Or a
destiny, SUM?”’
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MEANINGLESS. MEANINGLESS. MEANINGLESS.

“Now why did You repeat Yourself in that way?
Once would have sufficed. Thrice, though, makes
an incantation. Are You by any chance hoping
Your words will make me stop existing?”’

I DO NOT HOPE. YOU ARE AN EXPERIMENT. IF 1
COMPUTE A SIGNIFICANT PROBABILITY OF YOUR
CAUSING SERIOUS DISTURBANCE, I WILL HAVE YOU
TERMINATED.

I smile. “"SUM,"” I say, "I am going to terminate
You.” I lean over and switch off the screen. I walk
out into the evening.

Not everything is clear to me yet, that I must say
and do. But enough is that I can start preaching at
once to those who have been waiting for me. As I
talk, others come down the street, and hear, and
stay to listen. Soon they number in the hundreds.

I have no immense new truth to offer them:
nothing that I have not said before, although
piecemeal and unsystematically; nothing they
have not felt themselves, in the innermost
darknesses of their beings. Today, however,
knowing who I am and therefore why I am, I can
put these things in words. Speaking quietly, now
and then drawing on some forgotten song to show
my meaning, I tell them how sick and starved their
lives are; how they have made themselves slaves;
how the enslavement is not even to a conscious
mind, but to an insensate inanimate thing which
their own ancestors began; how that thing is not
the centrum of existence, but a few scraps of
metal and bleats of energy, a few sad stupid
patterns, adrift in unbounded space-time. Put not
your faith in SUM, I tell them. SUM is doomed,
even as you and I. Seek out mystery; what else is
the whole cosmos but mystery? Live bravely, die
and be done,*and you will be more than any
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machine. You may perhaps be God.

They grow tumultuous. They shout replies,
some of which are animal howls. A few are for me,
most are opposed. That doesn’t matter. I have
reached into them, my music is being played on
their nervestrings, and this is my entire purpose.

The sun goes down behind the buildings. Dusk
gathers. The city remains unilluminated. I soon
realize why. She is coming, the Dark Queen Whom
they wanted me to debate with. From afar we hear
Her chariot thunder. Folk wail in terror. They are
not wont to do that either. They used to disguise
their feelings from Her and themselves by
receiving Her with grave sparse ceremony. Now
they would flee if they dared. I have lifted the
masks.

The chariot halts in the street. She dismounts,
tall and shadowy cowled. The people make way
before Her like water before a shark. She climbs
the stairs toface me. I see for the least instant that
Her lips are not quite firm and Her eyes abrim
with tears. She whispers, too low for anyone else
to hear, “Oh, Harper, I'm sorry.”

“Come join me,” I invite. “‘Help me set the world
free.”

“No. I cannot. I have been too long with It.”” She
straightens. Imperium descends upon Her. Her
voice rises for everyone to hear. The little tele-
vision robots flit close, bat shapes in the twilight,
that the whole planet may witness my defeat.
“What is this freedom you rant about?” She
demands.

“To feel,” I say. “To venture. To wonder. To
become men again.”

“To become beasts, you mean. Would you
demolish the machines that keep us alive?”

“Yes. We must. Once they were good and useful,
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but we let them grow upon us like a cancer, and
now nothing but destruction and a new beginning
can save us.”

“Have you considered the chaos?”

“Yes. It too is necessary. We will not be men
without the freedom to know suffering. In it is
also enlightenment. Through it we travel beyond
ourselves, beyond earth and stars, space and time,
to Mystery."”

“'So you maintain that there is some undefined
ultimate vagueness behind the measurable
universe?’’ She smiles into the bat eyes. We have
each been taught, as children, to laugh on hearing
sarcasms of this kind. “Please offer me a little
proof.”

“No,” I say. “"Prove to me instead, beyond any
doubt, that there is not something we cannot
understand with words and equations. Prove to
me likewise that I have no right to seek for it.

“The burden of proof is on You Two, so often
have You lied to us. In the name of rationality,
You resurrected myth. The better to control us! In
the name of liberation, You chained our inner
lives and castrated our souls. In the name of
service, You bound and blinkered us. In the name
of achievement, You held us to a narrower round
than any swine in its pen. In the name of bene-
ficence, You created pain, and horror, and
darkness beyond darkness.” I turn to the people.
“I went there. I descended into the cellars. I
know!”’

“He found that SUM would not pander to his
special wishes, at the expense of everyone else,”
cries the Dark Queen. Do I hear Shrillness in Her
voice? "Therefore he claims SUM is cruel.”

“I saw my dead,” I tell them. “'She will not rise
again. Nor yours, nor you. Not ever. SUM will not,
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cannot raise us. In Its house is death indeed. We
must seek life and rebirth elsewhere, among the
mysteries."”’

She laughs aloud and points to my soul bracelet,
glimmering faintly in the gray-blue thickening
twilight. Need She say anything?

“Will someone give me a knife and an ax?"' I ask.

The crowd stirs and mumbles. I smell their fear.
Streetlamps go on, as if they could scatter more
than this corner of the night which is rolling upon
us. I fold my arms and wait. The Dark Queen says
something to me. I ignore Her.

The tools pass from hand to hand. He who
brings them up the stairs comes like a flame. He
kneels at my feet and lifts what I have desired. The
tools are good ones, a broad-bladed hunting knife
and a long double-bitted ax.

Before the world, I take the knife in my right
hand and slash beneath the bracelet on my left
wrist. The connections to my inner body are cut.
Blood flows, impossibly brilliant under the lamps.
It does not hurt; I am too exalted.

The Dark Queen shrieks. “You meant it! Harper,
Harper!”

“There is no life in SUM,"” I say. I pull my hand
through the circle and cast the bracelet down so it
rings.

A voice of brass: "Arrest that maniac for correc-
tion. He is deadly dangerous.”

The monitors who have stood on the fringes of
the crowd try to push through. They are resisted.
Those who seek to help them encounter fists and
fingernails.

I take the ax and smash downward. The bracelet
crumples. The organic material within, starved of
my sccretions, exposed to the night air, withers.

I raise the tools, ax in right hand, knife in bleed-
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ing left. "'I seek eternity where it is to be found,” I
call. “Who goes with me?"”

A score or better break loose from the riot,
which is already calling forth weapons and claim-
ing lives. They surround me with their bodies.
Their eyes are the eyes of prophets. We make
haste to seek a hiding place, for one military robot
has appeared and others will not be long in
coming. The tall engine strides to stand guard over
Our Lady, and this is my last glimpse of Her.

My followers do not reproach me for having cost
them all they were. They are mine. In me is the
godhead which can do no wrong.

And the war is open, between me and SUM. My
friends are few, my enemies many and mighty. I go
about the world as a fugitive. But always I sing.
And always I find someone who will listen, will
join us, embracing pain and death like a lover.

With the Knife and the Ax I take their souls.
Afterward we hold for them the ritual of rebirth.
Some go thence to become outlaw missionaries;
most put on facsimile bracelets and return home,
to whisper my word. It makes little difference to
me. I have no haste, who own eternity.

For my word is of what lies beyond time. My
enemies say I call forth ancient bestialities and
lunacies; that I would bring civilization down in
ruin; that it matters not a madman'’s giggle to me
whether war, famine, and pestilence will again
scour the earth. With these accusations I am satis-
fied. The language of them shows me that here,
too, I have reawakened anger. And that emotion
belongs to us as much as any other. More than the
others, maybe, in this autumn of mankind. We
need a gale, to strike down SUM and everything It
stands for. Afterward will come the winter of
barbarism.
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And after that the springtime of a new and (per-
haps) more human civilization. My friends seem to
believe this will come in their very lifetimes:
peace, brotherhood, enlightenment, sanctity. I
know otherwise. I have been in the depths. The
wholeness of mankind, which I am bringing back,
has its horrors.

When one day

the Eater of the Gods returns

the Wolf breaks his chain

the Horsemen ride forth

the Age ends

the Beast is reborn
then SUM will be destroyed; and you, strong and
fair, may go back to earth and rain.

I shall await you.

My aloneness is nearly ended, Daybright. Just
one task remains. The god must die, that his
followers may believe he is raised from the dead
and lives forever. Then they will go on to conquer
the world.

These are those who say I have spurned and
offended them. They too, borne on the tide which I
raised, have torn out their machine souls and seek
in music and ecstasy to find a meaning for
existence. But their creed is a savage one, which
has taken them into wildcountry, where they
ambush the monitors sent against them and
practice cruel rites. They believe that the final
reality is female. Nevertheless, messengers of
theirs have approached me with the suggestion of
a mystic marriage. This I refused; my wedding
was long ago, and will be celebrated again when
this cycle of the world has closed.

Therefore they hate me. But I have said I will
come and talk to them.

I leave the road at the bottom of the valley and
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walk singing up the hill. Those few I let come this
far with me have been told to abide my return.
They shiver in the sunset; the vernal equinox is
three days away. I feel no cold myself. I stride
exultant among briars and twisted ancient apple
trees. If my bare feet leave a little blood in the
snow, that is good. The ridges around are dark
with forest, which waits like the skeleton dead for
leaves to be breathed across it again. The eastern
sky is purple, where stands the evening star. Over-
head, against blue, cruises an early flight of home-
bound geese. Their calls drift faintly down to me.
Westward, above me and before me, smolders red-
ness. Etched black against it are the women.
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