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CORPORAL MAIDEN BARBARA WHITLEY,
WING LEADER OF THE CROSSBOW CAVALRY,
WAS NOT VERY PIOUS.

But before her stood a spaceship. This was Mystery.
They had always said it; they sang it in the ritual, and as
iittle girls they told it to each other on rainy nights when
the fires leaped high on the barrack hearths: Some day
the Men will come to claim us.

How would Barbara know if it was a Man, or one of the
Monsters from space Men were said to have dealings with?
The legends said, “Men are taller and stronger than we,
infinitely wiser and more virtuous. They have hair on
their chins and no breasts.”

Then she spotted lost space-explorer Davis Bertram. As
she spurred her orsper forward, she realized the question
was settled. He was clearly a Monster.
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CHAPTER 1

Corporal Maiden Barbara Whitley of Freetoon, hereditary
huntress, wing leader of the crossbow cavalry and novice
in the Mysteries, halted her orsper and peered through a
screen of brush. Breath sucked sharply between her teeth.

She had come down the wooden mountain slope by a
route circling south of town. The forest ended before her,
as cleanly as if an axe had cut it, and the hills rolled away
in a blaze of green and of red firestalk blossoms, down to
the wide valley floor. Behind her and on either side the
Ridge lifted, bending toward the north to form a remote
blue wall; she could just see the snow on those peaks and
the thin smoke of a volcano. Ahead, nearly on the
horizon, was a line of trees and a metallic flash beneath
low suns, telling where the Holy River poured to the sea.

Tall white clouds walked in a windy sky. At this time
of day and year, when midsummer approached, both suns
were visible. The first, Ay, was a spark so bright it hurt
the eyes, sinking down the western heaven; the second,
Bee, was a great gold blaze ahead of Ay, close to the edge
of her world. Minos was waxing, huge and banded, in its
eternal station a little south of the zenith. The moon
Ariadne was a pale half-disc, shuttling swiftly away from
the planet. By daylight the inmost moon Aegeus, tiny hur-
ried star-point, was not visible . . . but the six hours of
night to come would be light.

It was on the thing in the valley, five kilometers away
where the foothills ended, that Barbara Whitley focused
her gaze.

The thing stood upright, aflash with steel pride, like a
lean war-dart, though it lacked fins. As a huntress and ar-
balester, the corporal was necessarily a good judge of spa-
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tial relationships, and she estimated its height as forty
meters.

That was much smaller than the Ship of Father. But it
was -nearly the same shape, if the hints dropped by ini-
tiates were truthful. And it must have come from the sky.

A chill went along her nerves. She was not especially
pious: none of the Whitleys were, and keeping them out of
trouble had been one reason for making them all hunt-
resses in peacetime. But this was Mystery. They had al-
ways said it; they sang it in the rituals, and they told it to
children on rainy nights when the fires lcaped high on the
barrack hearths . .

Some day the Men will come to claim us.

The orsper shifted clawed feet and gurgled impatiently.
The creak of leather and jingle of iron seemed thunder-
loud to Barbara Whitley. “Father damn you, hold still!”
she muttered, and realized with a shuddecr that her habit of
careless profanity might call down wrath from the Men.

If this was the Men.

She could not see any movement about the dart-thing.
It rested quiet in the valley, and the stillness of it was
somehow the most unnerving of all. When a gust of wind
rustled the leaves above her, Barbara started and felt
sweat cold under the leather cuirass.

Her hand strayed to the horn slung at her waist.

She could call the others. When the shining object had
been seen descending this morning. with ncne who could
tell what it was or just where it had landed, Claudia, the
Old Udall, had sent out the whole army to search. She,
Barbara, had chanced to be the one who found it. (Or was
there such a thing as chance where the Men were con-
cerned? Or was this a ship of the Men at all?) There must
be others within earshot, perhaps already watching.

The Old Udall had given no specific orders. That was
unlike her, but this was too unprecedented. There was, to
be sure, an implication that the first scout to locate the
unknown should report back immediately, but . . .

This might be a vessel of the Monsters. The Monsters
were half folk-tale; it was said that they lived on the stars,
and Men had dealings with them—somectimes friendly,
sometimes otherwise. -

A stray lock of rusty-red hair blew out from under Bar-
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bara’s helmet and tickled her nose. She sneezed. It
seemed to crystallize something in her.

Now that she thaught about it, there must be Monsters
in that ship, if it was a ship. The Men would arrive much
more portentously, landing first at the Ship of Father and
then at the various towns. And there would be haloes and
such-like about them, and creatures of metal in attendance

. well, there ought to be. And prodigies—didn’t the
Song of Barbara Omne-Eye, in speaking of her own ances-
tress and the raid on Highbridge, say: “And Minos shall
dance in the sky when the Men pass by?”

It wasn’t a canonical epic, but it dealt with a Whitley,
so it must hold more truth than the Udalls and the Doc-
tors would admit. They were a lot of old hags anyway.

Corporal Barbara Whitley was rather frightened at the
idea of Monsters—she felt her heart thump beneath the
iron breastshields—but they were less awesome than Men.
If she went meekly back to town, she knew exactly how
Claudia Udall would take charge in her own important
way. The army would be gathered and move according to
tactics which were, well, simply rotten, like the time when
it had been led directly into a Greendale ambush. And a
mere corporal, even though a wing leader, would be just
nobody.

Barbara had never needed much time to reach her own
decisions. She checked her equipment with rapid, profes-
sional care, The cuirass was on tight and the kilt-strips
covered her thighs to the knee; below them, boots pro-
tected the calves and feet. Her morion was secure on her
bead, and the blue cloak firmly pinned. The axe at her
saddle had been sharpened only yesterday; her dagger was
keen and her lasso oiled. She cocked the repeating cross-
bow and tucked it in the crook of her left arm. Her right
hand lifted the reins, and she clucked to the orsper.

It trotted forward, out of the woods and into the open,
down the hill at the swift rocking pace of its breed. The
blue-and-white feathers lay sleek and the great head,
beaked and crested, with fierce yellow eyes, was sternly
lifted. Barbara hoped she wouldn’t have trouble—the
orspers were brave enough when they understood condi-
tions, but apt to squawk and run when something new ap-
peared.
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“Well, my girl,” she said to herself, “here we go and
Father knows what’ll happen. I do hope it’s only a crew of
friendly Monsters.” The Whitleys all had a way of speak-
ing their thoughts aloud, another reason why they be-
Jonged to the noncom caste. A town chief or officer had
to be more discreet.

The wind blew in her face, murmuring of the sea and
the Ship whence it came. The sun Bee was almost in her
eyes, so she began a circling movement to approach the
dart-thing from the west. She imagined a hundred scouts
watching her in admiration from the forest. But her fellow
Whitley couldn’t be among them—obviously—otherwise
she’d be riding right along with her. A good thing, too!
That little witch Valeria already had too much unearned
credit.

Still no motion from the object—not a sound, not a stir-
ring. Barbara grew quite convinced that there were
Monsters aboard. Men would have been out long ago.
And she could talk to a Monster—or fight it—at the
worst, be killed by a thunderbolt, or whatever they used
for weapons. Monsters had unknown powers, but they
were still of this universe. Whereas Men . . .

Barbara had never thought a great deal about the Men.
The songs and sayings she had had to learn had gone
smoothly across her tongue without really penetrating her
brain. “The Men are the males of the human race. We
were coming to join the Men, but the Ship went astray be-
cause of our sins. The Men are taller and stronger than
we, infinitely wiser and more virtuous, and they have hair
on their chins and no breasts. . . .” She realized now that
she had always vaguely thought of a Man as being like a
very big woman, in fact, lie her dimly remembered
mother.

Once, when they were all little girls, Elinor Dyckman
had tried to draw a picture of a Man, breastless and with
hair on his face. The Dyckmans drew well, but the picture
had been so silly that Barbara broke into giggles.

Now, as she rode toward the ship, the memory returned
and another unholy fit of humor came on her. She was
laughing aloud, above all the tension and wariness, as she
reached the vessel.

“Hoy, there!”



She cried it forth, and heard her voice faintly shivered
back from polished metal. No answer. A flock of gray
rangers went overhead, calling to each other, incredibly
unconcerned.

“Hoy! Corporal Maiden Barbara Whitley of Freetoon
speaking! I come in peace. Let me in!”

The ship remained smugly silent. Barbara rode around
it several times, There was a circular door in the hull, out
of her reach and smoothly closed. She yelled herself
hoarse, but there was not a word of reply, not a face in
any of the blank ports.

Really, it was too much to bear!

She whipped the crossbow to her shoulder and fired a
bolt at the door. The missile clanged off; it left no mark.
The orsper skittered nervously, fluttering useless wings.
For a moment Barbara was afraid of death in reply, but
nothing happened.

“Let me in!” she screamed.

Now she was in a fuming temper. She loosed another
futile bolt and blew her horn as loud as she could. A run-
ner started from the long grass and dashed toward the
river, its tail feathers wagging ridiculously. Barbara shot
at it—a miss, and at such a range.

No wonder the stories said never trust a Monster!

Bee was very low now, the western clouds turning saf-
fron and shadows marching across the valley. Ay was still
high, but Ariadne had moved and Minos grown noticeably
fuller, Streaks of mist floated above the forests of the
eastern mountains.

The startled screech of the orsper jerked Barbara back
to reality. There was someone running from the west.

Barbara could not see the person very well . . . yes, it
had human form, it was not a Monster. On the other
hand, it was not dressed like any townswoman she had
ever heard of. It wore some kind of tunic; the legs were
sheathed in cloth; there was a small packsack on the
shoulders, and . . .

She spurred the orsper forward. “Hoy-aaah!” she
called. “What in the name of ruin are you doing here?”

The stranger stopped. Barbara got near enough to see
that it was a remarkably ugly person. The broad shoulders
were not unpleasing, but the hips were grotesquely nar-
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row. There was yellow hair cropped short, and a lean face
with too much nose and chin, altogether too much bone
and too little flesh.

Father! Maybe it was a Monster!

Thoughts runneled through her head as she dashed
toward the being. It was certainly no member of any town,
any family—she knew what all the five hundred families
looked like, and while some were homely enough, none
were so bad. Nor did any townsfolk on this side of Smoky
Pass dress in that fashion. And it was approaching the
ship . . . must have been looking around outside when she
came, yes, that copse would have hidden it from her—and
it was deformed!

She remembered from the old stories that Monsters had
many shapes but some of them looked like deformed
humans.

A single Monster!

Squinting into the sun-glare, Barbara saw that ithad
drawn something from a holster. A small tube, clutched in
one hand and aimed at her . . . She whirled around to get
the sun out of her eyes and saw that the crimson tunic was
open at the neck, the chest was flat and hairy and there
was thick hair on the arms . . .

Then she hardly had time to think. The Monster might
or might not be peaceful. She couldn’t simply down it with
a crossbow bolt. At the same time, she wasn’t going to
be shot down herself like a sillyhead on its nest.

She released her grip on the bow and let it swing free
from its shoulder strap. Her knees guided the leaping
orsper and her hands whirled up the lariat.

The Monster stood there gaping. Its weapon tried to
follow her skilled movements, the jumps and dashes
meant to throw off an enemy aim. It took a deep breath
and she heard words of her own language, but distorted,
alien: “Cosmos in All, what’s going on here?”

Then the lasso snaked out and fell around its body. The
orsper sprang away, rope whirred through the hondo and
the noose pinned arms to side.

Corporal Maiden Barbara Whitley galloped in triumph
toward Freetoon, dragging the Monster behind her.
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CHAPTER 1I

The episod¢ had begun a couple of weeks earlier, and
nearly two hundred light-years away.

All aglisten in fashionable tunic and culottes, boots
polished to bedazzlement, Davis Bertram vaulted up the
steps of the Coordination Service building. The morning
sparkled around him and the raw ugliness of a new city on
a new planet seemed only a boisterous good cheer. The
door opened for him; he patted it kindly and strode into
the lobby. His soles clashed on the floor and his whistling
resounded in the corridors.

Smith Hilary was making feeble attempts to get
information from the desk robot. He gave Davis a blood-
shot look and said something about mutants with lead-
lined stomachs and no soul at all.

“Merely virtuous living, and high thinking,” said Davis
Bertram. “Have you tried aneurine?”

“I’'ve tried every pain killer known to human and non-
human science,” groaned Smith. “But after last night—
what were we drinking?”

Davis warbled a popular song in reply.

“I hope the gobblies get you,” said Smith. With a bleary
malice: “Are you sure you can stand a month in space all
by yourself?” .

“No,” admitted Davis blandly. “But then, I don’t ex-
pect to. I expect to discover a planet full of beautiful
women and stay for years. Is the Cosmic All at home?”

“The office opened an hour ago,” said Smith. “If he
didn’t arrive on the dot, there must have been a super-
nova to stop him. Go away. I hope he eats you.”

Davis threw him his beret and went on down the hall. A
thousand light-years from Sol, on the edge of the known
and settled by humans for barely two generations, Nerthus
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was the local Cordy headquarters, and you had to get
clearance from them. A stellagraphic voyage meant the
chief’s personal okay.

The door identified him and opened. Coordinator
Yamagata Tetsuo occupied a large office, with a fuli-wall
transparency to show him the spires of Stellamont and the
plains beyond. He nodded curtly, a man grown bleak in a
lifetime’s war against the universe. “Sit down, Citizen,”
he invited. “You're two days overdue.”

“I was in bed all the time. Quite a high temperature.”

Yamagata gave him a sharp look. There was always the
danger of a new disease on a new planet. “What
diagnosis?” he snapped.

“Nothing reportable, sir,” said Davis meekly. As a mat-
ter of fact, the organism reponsible was 1.6 meters tall,
with blue eyes and a high center of gravity, but he saw no
reason to mention that.

“Well . . .” The gaunt face remained expressionless.
Yamagata pressed a stud and asked the infomaster for the
Davis file. The machine grumbled to itself and spat the
papers up onto the desk. The Coordinator riffled them
with thin fingers while Davis fidgeted.

“Yes, I remember now. You were educated on Earth.”
The old man’s eyes went outward, toward the sky, as if he
would pierce its blinding blue and look across a thousand
light-years to an unforgotten home. “Moved to Thun-
derhouse for astronautical training. Why?”

A flush crossed Davis’ lean, somewhat too sharp
features. He was a tall blond young man—a rare sight
these days—with an athletic slenderness of which he was
well aware. “I wanted to, uh, see a different planet. I'd
only been in two systems, Sigma Hominis Volantis where I
was born and then Sol. Variety—stimulus . . .”

“Hm. The Earth academy is the strictest in the known
Galaxy, and Thunderhouse’s is notoriously slack. Well,
Im afraid that’s technically none of my business. You
have just been licensed for independent operation and you
want to make a survey based on Nerthus. Your own
spaceship, I see.”

Davis shrugged. Even nowadays, a personal fortune
meant something. A chap whose father had made a good
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thing of it wasn’t necessarily a wastrel, was he? Davis had
never liked Earth much; he considered it a stodgy planet.
Too bad Earth dominated the Union.

“I have no right to stop you,” said Yamagata in a sour
voice. “Not on the basis of this file. But a one-man ex-
pedition into deep space—one man with almost no prac-
tical experience— Look, there’s a stellagraphic survey
planned for the Fishbowl Cluster. Leaves in three weeks.
Excellent crew, and the skipper is Hamilton himself. I
could probably get you a berth.”

“No, thanks,” said Davis.

“But why do you want to go to Delta Wolf’s Head? Of
all the lunatic . . . You know there’s a vortex in that area.
That’s precisely why it’s never been visited.”

The eagerness burst from Davis: “Then anything might
be in there!”

“Including your own death. We can’t send rescue par-
ties, you know. Space is too big—they’d never find you.
Nor do we have personnel to throw away.”

“I’'ve got a Mark XX cruiser, sir. Armed, robotic, it
does everything but think.”

“That’s supposed to be your function.”

“I know why you’re worried, sir,” said Davis. “You
don’t like these unsupervised expeditions because they’re
apt to be bad for any natives. If you look at my
psychograph, you will see a high goodwill quotient. I'm
not going to rob or murder anybody.”

Yamagata shook his head impatiently. “All right, all
right, Let’s discuss your orbital plan.”

It was s1mp1e The vortex, an unusually big one had
made a region fifty light-years across unsafe for as long as
men had been around here: almost six decades now. It
was finally withdrawing from the area of the star Delta
Capitis Lupi. The Service intended to explore that double -
sun in another two or three decades, when there would .be
no chance of disaster. They ran enough risks in the or-
dinary line of work without taking on even the smallest ad-
ditional hazard. But as of this moment, the star could
probably be reached. Davis planned to go there, make the
standard preliminary survey of its planets, and return.

If there were intelligent natives, or an uninhabited
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world suitable for colonization, Davis’ Star would become
a very proud blazon in the Pilot’s Manual. If not, he had
only lost a few weeks.

Looking at the young man across the desk, Yamagata
sighed and wondered if Columbus had been such a head-
long idiot.

“Very well,” he snapped. “If you do not return, Citizen
Davis, we’ll have to assume the vortex got you after all.”

“Or the natives.” .

“Doubtful. We know very well there is no race with
atomic energy in that system. Our neutrino detectors
would have spotted it long ago if there were. I presume
you can handle primitives, and know the rules against get-
ting too rough with them.”

Davis nodded, a little sulkily, He had had vague notions
about being the great white god to a grateful folk with tails
and antennae . . . adolescent daydreams, of course; culture
patterns deserved protection, could not be upset overnight
without grave damage.

It would be enough to make the trip. If he did find an
important planet—there was that girl over in the Jupiter
Valley, and the glamor of a discoverer. ..

Yamagata stood up. “Good luck, Citizen,” he said for-
mally.

Davis bowed and went out. Yamagata heard him
whistling as soon as he was in the corridor.

Presently Smith entered, to make a routine inquiry. He
was a strictly interplanetary freightman, dealing with Her-
tha, the next world sunward. Yamagata stopped him.
“You know that fellow Davis,” he said. It was not a ques-
tion.

“Yes. Uh, matter of fact, Coordinator, I was out on the
town with him last night.”

“Rich man’s son.” Yamagata stared through the wall.
“Odd how things happen all over again on the frontier,
isn’t it? Phenomena like cities and private ostentation, that
Earth outgrew a long time ago. Sometimes I wish only
Solarians could be licensed to pilot spacecraft. The people
who emigrated were those who didn’t like the restraints of
being civilized.”

Smith waited, awkwardly.
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“What do you think the boy’s chances are?” asked

Yamagata.
“Eh? Oh . . . pretty fair, I'd say. He’s a natural-born
pilot, has a good mind when he cares to use it. And he’s

got a fireball of a ship.”
“He’ll have to have a lot knocked out of him,” said

Yamagata. “I hope the process isn’t fatal.”
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CHAPTER 1III

The At Venture lifted noiselessly on gravity beams, and
the sky darkened and Nerthus became a great cloudy
shield in a cold magnificence of stars. Davis Bertram let
the autopilot do the work, plotting a course and steering
it, and didn’t bother to check the data. The robots were al-
ways right—almost always. He sat watching Carsten’s Star
dwindle and felt the loneliness close in.

At the appropriate distance, the ship went into hyper-
drive and outpaced light, reaching for the Wolf’s Head
constellation. It would be about ten days to his goal.

He had intended to study advanced astrogational theory
on the way. The tapes were there, and nothing to distract
him; he couldn’t even tune in a radio any more. But there
was also a supply of stereofilms, and he might as well
relax,

One of them looked interesting: Murder Strikes Twice.
But it was from Earth, and turned out to be a symbolic
verse drama in the ancient, rigidly stylized form of the
Retribution. Davis swore and opened another spool.

On the third day he started his textbook work, and
wrestled with the first problem given him for a good two
hours. It was fun to start, but when he couldn’t solve it he
knocked off for a beer and somehow never got back to it.
After all, he had a hundred and fifty years ahead of him, if
the vortex didn’t grab him off.

Conscientiously every watch, he set the internal field at
two gravities and went through a routine of calisthenics. It
bored him stiff, it always had, but a body in good trim was
an asset,

Who had ever begun the 1dea that spacefaring was one
long wild adventure? i

Davis had spent enough time in flight, including the
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cruises of cadet days, to know how empty the hours could
become. But he had always vaguely assumed that on Ais
ship it would be different.

He broke out his paints and brushes, set up a canvas,
and started a portrait of Doris from memory. The art
courses in the Earth schools had been among the few he
really enjoyed. The academy on Thunderhouse had a
mural of his in the messhall, a view from the inner moon.

It took him only a few hours to discover that painting a
portrait of Doris from memory was a mistake, She had an
interesting face, but the rest of her had been still more in~
teresting. Davis suddenly realized he had spent nearly a
whole watch period in reminiscences. He looked at the
charcoal sketch he had made almost without thinking,
blushed, and wiped his canvas clean. Too bad Doris wasn’t
here to pose. Only then he wouldn’t be getting much paint-
ing done either. He recalled various psychopedagogues in
his boyhood who had told him he must always be firm and
upright, and brought his mind to heel. When he got back,
rich and famous, there would be time enough for
gynecological studies. Meanwhile, he’d better do something
neufral, like a landscape.

Space itself, with no planets in view, nothing but a
million unwinking stars and the great curdled rush of the
Milky Way and the far cold coils of the galaxies . . . could
not be painted. He was honest enough with himself to
realize that.

On the eighth Earth-day, a frantic buzzing and a seasick
quiver brought him out of his bunk, blind with panic. He
had touched the vortex.

It wasn’t close enough to matter. The thing was behind
him in seconds. But he needed a depressor pill to stop
shaking.

Uneasily, he looked up trepidation vortices in the Man-
ual, It taught him nothing he didn’t already know. For
some little understood reason, there were traveling sections
where the geometry of the continuum was distorted. The
primary effect was that of violently shifting gravitational
fields, and a big one could disturb a planet sufficiently to
make the rotation period fluctuate by a few seconds. A
spaceship on hyperdrive, its discontinuous psi functions
meshing with those of the vortex, could be ripped to
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pieces—or flung a thouand light-years off course.

Space was unthinkably enormous. Even the largest vor-
tex was not likely to encounter a ship by chance. But there
had been vessels in the past, before the storms were
known to exist, which had simply disappeared. There were
suns and clusters today, interdicted because a vortex was
in the neighborhood.

Well . . . this one hadn’t hurt him. And it had saved
Delta Capitis Lupi for his personal exploration!
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CHAPTER 1V

Minos was full, drenching Freetoon with cold amber light,
and the air had grown chill. Barbara Whitley walked
through silent streets, between darkened buildings, to the
cavalry barrack. It formed one side of a square around a
courtyard, the stables and arsenal completing the ring. Her
boots thudded on the cobbles as she led her orsper to its
stall.

A stone lamp on a shelf gave dim light, and the snoring
grooms—all Nicholsons, a stupid family used only for
menial work—stirred uneasily on the straw when she
tramped in. She nudged one of the stocky, tangle-haired
women awake with her toe. “Food,” she demanded. “And
water for the bird. Beer for me.”

“At this hour?” grumbled the Nicholson. “I know my
rights, T do. You soldiers think you can barge in at all
hours, when honest folk is asleep after a hard day’s work,
and—" Barbara smiled, drew her dagger, and felt its edge
in an absent-minded way— “oh, very well, very well,
ma’am.”

Afterward Barbara undressed and washed herself in the
courtyard trough. Not all the girls were so finicky, but she
was a Whitley and had appearances to keep up. She
regarded her face complacently in the water. The Minos-
light distorted colors, ruddy hair and long green eyes
became something else, but the freckled snub nose and the
wide mouth and the small square chin were more pleasing
than . . . oh, than that Dyckman build, supposed to be so
female. The Dyckmans were just sloppy. Barbara hugged
her own wide shoulders, ran hands over firm young
breasts, down supple flanks and legs. She wasn’t too thin,
she reassured herself a little anxiously. Except around the
high cheekbones, she hadn’t an angle which wasn’t
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properly rounded off. She shivered as the wind dried her
skin, picked up her clothes and departed.

The dying hearthfire within the barrack led her to her
place. She threaded a way between long-limbed forms
sprawled on straw ticks, hung her harness on its peg and
stowed her weapons in their chest, trying to be quiet. But
Whitleys were light sleepers, and her cousin Valeria woke
up.
“Oh, it’s you. Two left feet as always,” snarled Valeria,
“and each one bigger than the other. Where did you park
your fat rump all day?”’

Barbara looked at the face which mirrored her own.
They were the only Whitleys in Freetoon, their mothers
and aunts died in the Greendale ambush fifteen years ago,
and they should have been as close as cousins normally
were. But theirs was a trigger-tempered breed, and when a
new wing leader corporal was required, the sacred dice had
chosen Barbara. Valeria could not forgive that.

“I took my two left feet and my fat rump—if you must
describe yourself that way—into the valley and captured a
Monster in a star ship,” said Barbara sweetly. “Good
night.” She lay down on her pallet and closed her eyes.

But not long. Bee had not even risen when there was a
clank of metal in the doorway and Ginny Latvala of the
Udall bodyguard shouted: “Up, Corporal Maiden Barbara
Whitley! You’re wanted at the Big House.”

“Do you have to wake everyone else on that account?”
snapped Valeria, but not very loud. The entire company
had been roused, and Captain Kim Trevor was a martinet.

Barbara got to her feet, feeling her heart knock. Yester-
day seemed somehow unreal, like a wild dream . . .

Ginny leaned on her spear, waiting. “The Old Udall is
pretty mad at you, dear,” she confided. “We may have all
sorts of trouble coming because you roped that Monster.
Suppose it gets angry? Suppose it has friends?” The Lat-
valas were slim blonde girls, handy with a javelin and so
made hereditary guards in most towns. They were pleas-
ant enough, but inclined to snobbishness.

“I have my rights,” said Barbara huffily. “All the
scouts got their orders before witnesses, and I was never
ordered not to lasso a Monster.”

She let the barrack buzz around her while she dressed
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for the occasion: a short white skirt, an embroidered
green cloak, sandals, and dagger. Nobody outside the Big
House, except the few troopers she had met who helped
her bring the Monster home, knew what had happened.
Yet! Barbara and Ginny agreed silently that it would be
good for their souls to wonder a while.

The air was still cold and the fields below the town
white with mist when she came out. A pale rosy light lifted
above the eastern Ridge, and Minos was waning. The
moon Theseus was a wan red sickle caught in the sunrise.

There were not many people up. A patrol tramped past
Barbara and Ginny in full harness, all of them husky
Macklins, and the farmhand caste yawned out of their
barracks on the way to a day’s hoeing. The street climbed
steeply upward from the cavalry house, and Barbara took
it with a mountaineer’s long slow stride, too worried to
heed Ginny’s chatter. They went past the weavery; she
glimpsed looms and spinning wheels within the door, but it
didn’t register on her mind—low-caste work. The smithy, a
highly respected shop, lay beyond, also empty; the Hollo-
ways still slept in their adjoining home.

Sickbay was not on this street, but the maternity
hospital was, on the other side of the broad plaza, Hard
by it were the nurseries. Both stood just under the walls of
the Big House, so the children could be moved into its
shelter first in case of attack.

Passing the shuttered window of one of the rooms into
which the nurseries were divided, Barbara heard a small
wail. It grew, angrily, and then stopped.

The sound broke through her worry with an odd little
tug at her soul. In another year or so, she would be an ini-
tiate, and make the joumey to the Ship. And when she
came back, no longer called Maiden, there would be
another redhaired Whitley beneath her heart. Babies were
a nuisance, in a way; she’d have to stay within town till
hers was weaned, and—and—it was hard to wait.

The stockade bulked above her, great sharp stakes
lashed together and six Latvalas on guard at the gate. They
dipped their spears and Barbara went through.

Inside, there was a broad cobbled yard with several
buildings neatly arrayed: barracks, stables, storehouses,
emergency shelters, the Father chapel. All were in the nor-
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mal Freetoon style, long log houses with peaked sod roofs
and a fireplace at one end. The hall, in the middle, was
much the same, but immensely bigger, its beam ends
carved into birds of prey.

Henrietta Udall stood at its door. She was the ‘oldest of
Claudia’s three daughters: big and blocky, with harsh
black hair, small pale eyes under tufted brows. The finery
of embroidered skirt and feather cloak was wasted on her,
Barbara thought, and the axe she carried didn’t help mat-
ters much. None of the Udalls could ever be handsome.
But they could lead!

“Halt!”

Barbara came to a stop, spread her hands and lowered
her head.

“Your hair is a mess,” said Henrietta. “Do those braids
over.”

“But your mother wants to see me now,” protested Bar-
bara.

Henrietta hefted her axe. Ginny looked uneasy. “You
beard me.”

Barbara bit her lip and began uncoiling the bronze
mane. It was hacked off just below her shoulders.

Spiteful blowhard, she thought. Wants to get me in
trouble. Come the day, Henrietta, and you wor't find me
on your side.

The death of an Udall was always the signal for turmoil.
Theoretically, the power went to her oldest daughter. In
practice, the sisters were as likely as not to fight it out
between themselves; a defeated survivor fled into the wil-
derness with her followers and tried to start a new settle-
ment. Freetoon was old, almost a hundred years, and had
already begotten Newburh. Now the population was up
again to nearly eight thousand, about as many as the arable
land within a safe distance could support.

Daydreams of heading into unknown country for a
fresh start drove the sulkiness from Barbara. If, say, she
rose high in the favor of Gertrude or Anne . . . she might
become more than a noncom, and her daughters would
inherit the higher caste, and . . .

“Hurry it up! The Old Udall is waiting.”

Barbara used some choice cavalry language under her
breath. The chance of reaching her dream was very little,
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after all. Whitleys just weren’t politicians. It wasn’t worth
it.

“All right,” said Henrietta as Bee rose. She led the way
inside. Barbara followed, her face still hot.

The main room of the Big House was long, and despite
the fire and the opened windows and the bright tapestries
it was gloomy. Sconced torches guttered above the Old
Udall’s seat, and the conifer boughs strewn on the dirt
floor rustled as Barbara walked over them. Servants scur-
red around, ignored by the middle-aged, high-caste
women seated on the bench below the throne. They were
having breakfast, gnawing the drumsticks of runners and
tossing the bones to the aquils which swooped from the
rafters.

“Well!” said Claudia. “It took you long enough.”

Barbara had learned the hard way never to blame an
Udall for anything. “I’'m sorry, ma’am,” she muttered. It
was an effort to get the words out and to bend the knee.

The Old Udall finished a bone and snapped her fingers.
While an adolescent Craig ran up with a wooden plate of
choice pieces, she leaned back and let her chambermaid
comb the stiff gray hair.

Elinor Dyckman had gotten that job. The Dyckmans
were good at flattery. There weren’t many of them in any
town; they had small mother instinct and neglected their
children, so that‘the youngsters often died. But they were
said to be shrewd advisers. Certainly they did well enough
for themselves. A Dyckman nearly always became the
lover of someone influential; Elinor had latched onto
Claudia herself. Barbara’s scornful reflection, I wouldn’t
be a parasite like that, was tinged with wistfulness. No
Whitley ever had a sweetheart. Their breed was too in-
dependent and uncompromising—or too huffy, if you
wanted a more common description of them.

Elinor was in her middle twenties; her own baby was
dead and she hadn’t asked for another. She was medium
tall, with a soft curving body and soft bluish-black hair.
Her small heart-shaped face smiled sweetly on the chief,
and she combed with long slow strokes.

“You’ll have to be punished for that,” said the Old
Udall. “Suggestions, Elinor dear?” She laughed.

Elinor blinked incredible lashes over melting dark eyes
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and said: “Not too severe, ma’am. Babs means well. A lit-
tle KP ought to . . .”

Barbara’s hand fell to her dagger. “I'm in the army, you
milk-livered trull!”

“Watch your language,” said the Counselor Marian
Burke, white-haired and rheumatic.

Barbara stamped her foot. Since she wasn’t wearing
boots, it hurt, and tears stung her eyes. “Ma’am, you
know the law,” she said thickly. “If I'm to be so
disgraced—dishwashing, by Father!—I demand a court-
martial.”

“You'll demand nothing!” snapped Claudia.

Elinor smiled and went on combing. “It was only a
joke,” she murmured., “Hadn’t we better get down to
business?”

The Old Udall gazed at Barbara. Trying to stare me
down, are you? thought the girl savagely. She would not
look away. There was a silence that stretched.

Then an aquil stooped, to snatch a piece of meat off the
table, and the serving girls screamed indignantly. Claudia
chuckled. “Enough,” she said. “Yes, Elinor, you're right
as usual, we can’t stop to quarrel now.”

She leaned ponderously forward. “I’'ve heard reports
from the scouts,” she went on. “Most of them, of course,
saw nothing, and returned by nightfall. There were about
half a dozen in your vicinity who saw you and helped you
bring the Monster back. Their ranking officer has told me
what you did.”

Barbara remained silent, not trusting her tongue. Cap-
tain Janet Lundgard had emerged from the woods and
taken charge: set a guard on the ship, slung the un-
conscious Monster on a spare orsper, and ridden to town
with the rest of them for escort. She had reported directly
to the Big House while the others went back to barracks.
But what had she told?

“Apparently you attacked the Monster unprovoked,”
said Claudia Udall coldly. “Father knows what revenge it
may take.”

“It had drawn a weapon on me, Ma’am,” answered Bar-
bara. “If I hadn’t lassoed it, maybe it would have
destroyed all Freetoon. As it is, we have the thing a
prisoner now, don’t we?”
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“It may have friends,” whispered Elinor, her eyes very
large. A shiver went through the hall.

“Then we have a hostage,” snapped Barbara.

The Old Udall nodded. “Yes . . . there is that. I've had
relays of guards sent to its ship. None of them report any
sign of life. It, the Monster, must have been alone.”

“How many other ships have landed, all over Atlantis?”
wondered Henrietta.

“That’s what we have to find out,” said Claudia. You
had to admit the Udalls were brave enough; they faced a
situation and made a swift decision and stuck by it. “I'm
sending a party to the Ship—the Ship of Father—to ask
the Doctors about this. We’ll also have to send scouts to
the nearest other towns, find out if they’ve been visited
too.”

Both missions would be dangerous enough. Barbara
thought with a tingling what her punishment would be. As
a non-initiate, she couldn’t go to the Ship, but she would
be sent on a mission toward Greendale, Highbridge, or
Blockhouse, to spy. But that’s terrific! When do we start?

The Udall smiled grimly. “And meanwhile, for weeks
perhaps, we’ll have the Monster to deal with . . . and our
own people. This can’t be hushed up. The whole town
must already be getting into a panic.

“We have to learn the truth about the Monster . . . yes,
and all the people had better know the facts. We’ll do it
this way. The carpenters will set up a cage for the
Monster, right in the plaza, and while everybody not on
duty watches, someone will go into that cage and we'll see
what happens.”

Barbara felt sweat on her skin, and there was a brief
darkness before her eyes.

“Who’s going to volunteer for that job?” grumbled
Marian Burke,

Elinor smiled. “Why, who but our brave Corporal
Whitley?” she answered.
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CHAPTER V

Davis Bertram kept waking up. Then some new jolt would
throw him back into blankness. A few times he tried to
talk, but only a hoarse gobble came out. Finally every-
thing passed over in a heavy sleep.

He came back to half consciousness in a night as thick
as the taste in his mouth. A while he lay existing, a mere
collection of assorted pains. Eventually it occurred to him
that he might open one eye.

Straw rustled beneath him. His arms didn’t respond to
his will, something held them, but he got to a kneeling
position. Now he could sense he was between walls. A
door was vaguely outlined, yellowish light seeping past its
edges. Davis stumped forward, propelled more by instinct
than any decision, until he kmelt against the door. He
retched. Leaning his forehead against rough wood, he had
an eye close to a hole. Out of some forgotten past ex-
perience, words trickled: Hole for a latchstring. He bleared
a glance through it.

A courtyard lay under flooding amber radiance. He
could see how each individual cobblestone humped up
from a puddle of darkness, into that glow. On the farther
side, another building was silhouetted against a purple-
black sky where stars twinkled. In front of this was a,
what, oh, yes, a stone trough.

He wondered dully where he was and what had hap-
pened. Then the dullness vanished.

A girl walked out of the opposite place. She was tall
and lithe, clad in a rigid upper garment, short skirt, and
high boots. She carried a helmet under one arm; the light
seemed to strike sparks from her hair. He associated her,
incoherently, with a terrible curve-beaked bird, with panic
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and pain. -But he didn’t cringe. Whatever had occurred,
she made up for it now.

Stopping by the trough, she laid down her iron hat, put
one foot on the edge, unlaced a boot and removed it. Then
the other. Her legs were terrific. She jerked at straps and
buckles, took off her corselet, wriggled from the un-
dershirt.

Davis gasped. Her breasts stood forth from shadow,
gleaming in the light, like the cobblestones: but there the
resemblance ended. Fifth order function, isn’t it? said his
mathematical reflexes. Five points of inflection, counting
the central cusp as three. He checked again to make sure.
Yes, five. Of course, his mind mumbled, that was thinking
in terms of plane geometry, whereas the view here was
decidedly three-dimensional. . . . The girl stretched her
self, muscle by muscle, standing on tiptoe and arching her
back. Four-dimensional! Mustn’t forget the time variable!

She undid her belt, stepped out of kilt and undergar-
ment. Yow! thought Davis. He would have spoken it if his
mouth hadn’t been so puffy; he was stiff and swollen in a
number of places.

The girl scooped handfuls of water from the trough and
washed herself. The clear splashings were the only sound
in all the night. Afterward she unbraided her hair and
shook it loose down her back. A small breeze played with
her locks and slid about her body. Davis wished he were a
small breeze. .Drops of water sparkled on her skin,
wherever shadows did not edge roundedness. She leaned
over the trough, stared into it, touched herself and smiled.
It made her look very young. Not too young, though. She
shivered, which was also a sight worth watching, gathered
her stuff and walked out of sight.

Davis lay down on the straw again. His battered self
was still not functioning very well. The vision felt like a
dream, already fading in his mind. But a most consolatory
dream. . . . Delirium, he decided as the hormones stopped
moaning. All quite impossible. Too bad. He plunged back
into unconsciousness.

He woke when the door was opened and lay there for a
minute, trying to remember where he was and what had
happened and why his flesh ached in a hundred places. Af-
ter two short-lived attempts, he got his eyes to function.
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There was a spurred boot in front of his nose. He rolled
over, cautiously, letting his gaze travel upward. The boot,
a laced affair of reddish leather, ended at a shapely knee.
Above was a kilt of leather strips with iron bands clinched
on as reinforcement. There was a wide belt supporting a
sheathed knife on one side and a small pouch on the
other. The belt went over a laminated cuirass of hardened
leather, breastplate and backplate laced around a slender
torso; a bust bucket of thin iron jutted from the front.
Then there was a slim neck, a lot of yellow hair braided
under a flat helmet with plumes, and a rather attractive
sun-tanned face.

Davis sat up, remembering. Cosmos! That girl on the
nightmare bird, the lariat and . ..

“What’s going on?” he croaked. “Who are you?”

“F-Father!” stammered one of the girls. “It talks!”

She spoke Basic—a slurred, archaic form, but it was
the Basic of Earth and all human planets. She must be
human, thought Davis weakly; no alien was that huma-
noid.

A handsome wench, too, though a bit muscular for his
taste. Davis began to smile through bruised lips at all ten
of them.

“Gak!” he said.

The ten were identical.

Well, not quite . . . some leaned on spears and some
bore light, wicked-looking axes, and some had a beltful of
needle-nosed darts. That was not an enjoyable way of dis-
tinguishing girls.

He shuddered and grew aware that he had been
stripped. He scrambled to his feet. Now Davis’ home
planet was a trifle on the cold side, and its customs had
developed accordingly. They didn’t exactly include a
nudity taboo, but he had certainly found summer days on
Earth—with too intellectualized a culture for taboos of
any sort—more than a little distracting. “Sunblaze!” he
gulped, under the interested eyes of decuplet girls. A jerk
at the wrists told him his hands were tied behind his back.
I-;e sat down again, lifting his knees and glaring across
them.

“I imagine Monsters would have learned the Men
language, Ginny,” said one of his visitors. On closer ob-
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servation, Davis saw that she was older—in fact, the ages
seemed to range from twenty to forty—and had a scar on
one cheek. Some kind of insigne was painted on her
breastplate—sunblaze, it was the six-pointed star of an
astrogator’s mate!

“It looks harmless,” said one of the younger women
doubtfully.

“Let’s get it out, then,” decided the officer. “You,
Monster!” She shouted at him, as if to help him under-
stand. “We friends. We not hurt-um you. You obey-um. Or
else you get-um spear in~um guts.”

“But I'm a friend too!” wailed Davis.

“Up!” said the officer, raising her battle-axe. She was
tense as a drawn wire—they all were, all more than half
afraid of him and doubly dangerous on that account.
Davis rose.

They formed a circle and marched him out of the shed.
He saw a courtyard, rudely paved with stones, a number
of primitive buildings, and a high palisade around all.
There was a catwalk beneath the stakes, and warriors
posted on it with some kind of crossbow.

When he came out of the gate, Davis saw quite a small
army alert for whatever he might try. Some were on foot,
some mounted on birds like the one he’d seen before:
larger and stouter than ostriches, with feathers of blue-
tipped white and cruel hawk heads. He decided not to try
anything, '

‘A rutted unpaved street snaked downhill between big,-
clumsy houses. Beyond the town, it became a road of
sorts, wandering through cultivated grainfields; he could
just see the forms of laborers out there, guarded by a few
girls on birdback. The fields covered a sloping, boulder-
strewn plateau, which dipped off into the forest and ran
down toward the remote river valley. Behind the castle,
the mountains rose steep and wooded.

Ignoring botanical details, this might also have been
Earth of some older age. But not when you looked at the
sky. It was a terrestrial heaven, yes, blue and clear, with
towering white cumulus masses in the west. Qverhead,
though, were two crescent moons, dim by daylight, one al-
most twice the apparent size of Earth’s, the other half
again as big as Luna seen from home. And there was the
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emperor planet, the world of which this was only another
satellite. When full, it would sprawl across fourteen times
as much sky as Luna. Just now it was a narrow sickle,
pale amber. The morning sun was approaching it. That is,
the smaller, Sol-type sun, Delta Capitis Lupi B in standard
astrographic language, about which the giant planet
moved. The primary sun, bluish-white A, had not yet
risen; it would never seem more than the brightest of the
stars,

Davis shook an aching head and wrenched his attention
back to the ground. Be damned if this was like Earth, af-
ter all, even with the women and children clustered around
and chattering. Not just their dress—the cilivians wore lit-
tle, the kids nothing. Their likeness. Women and chil-
dren—all female, the children—seemed to be cast from a
few hundred molds. Take two from the same mold, like
those gawping dairymaid types over there, and the only
difference was age and scars.

Cosmos, but he was thirsty!

The procession debouched on a wide open space. At its
farther end were some thousands of civilians, jammed
together, craning their necks, held back by a line of
guards. Their high-pitched, excited voices sawed on his
nerves. In the middle of the square was a tall old tree, not
unlike an elm if you didn’t look too closely, and beneath
this was a large wooden cage.

“In there,” said the blonde captain. She drew her knife
and cut his bonds.

Davis shuffled through the cage door. “Is this a zoo?”
he asked. “Where are all the men, anyway?”

“Don’t you know?” The captain almost dropped her
knife,

“Look here—I—oh, never mind!”

“Very well, Babs, let’s see how you get out of this one!”

It was a new voice, quite low and attractive. Davis
looked through the bars and saw a redhaired girl among
the cavalry—the same one who’d roped him yesterday!

Or was she? Her twin, also in armor, came walking
slowly forth across the square, carrying a tray. Davis
stepped warily back as the newcomer entered his prison.
The blonde officer shut the door on them, clicked down the
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latch, and stood aside with a struggle between dignity and
relief.

The girl put down her tray and touched her dagger. She
was cute, thought Davis; he could have gone for her in
better circumstances. Her greenish eyes widened, and she
breathed hard. '

“Will you eat, Monster?” she whispered.

Davis saw food on the tray, a roast fowl, and some kind
of tuber, a bowl of yellow liquid, a dish of fruit. He
hesitated, thinking about poison. Terrestroid worlds were
tricky that way.

But his biotic analyzers had told him the life here was
both harmless and nourishing; nor had they found any
microorganisms which would regard him as a free lunch.
Of course, he had only sampled one small area . . . -

But she was human. They all were. If they could live on
this stuff, so could he.

He gulped down the drink, a thin sour beer which made
him wolfish for the food. He squatted down and ripped it
between his teeth.

Four women came near the cage, all of the same un-
prepossessing genotype. The oldest wore a headdress of
plumes. “Well, Corporal,” she snapped, “question it.”

“Yes—yes, ma’am,” said the girl in a small voice. She
stood as far from Davis as she could get. “I—I am Cor-
poral Maiden Barbara Whitley, Monster.”

“The one who captured you,” said one of the elders,

“Be quiet, Henrietta,” said the oldest. With a certain
fearless price: “I am Claudia, the Udall of Freetoon.”

“Honored, Citizen,” said Davis between bites. “My
name is Davis Bertram T.” She didn’t ask him about the
initial, and he saw no reason to explain it stood for Ter-
williger.

“Why . . . that could be a human name,” said Barbara
shyly,

“It is,” said Davis. He was beginning to feel better, al-
most kindly. “What else should it be?”

“Oh—oh, yes, the stories did say you Monsters learned
the arts from the Men.” She smiled, the least little bit.

“But I—" Davis stood up. “Who said I was a
monster?” He was not, he told himself, vain; but more
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than one woman had informed she liked his face.

“But you are! Look at you!”

“Damn it, I'm not! I'm as human as you are!”

“With all that hair?” snapped Henrietta Udall.

“Let the corporal do the talking,” said Claudia.

Davis fingered his chin. He’d never had a strong growth
of beard, and the stubble was scarcely visible even now.
He gave the Udalls an unfriendly glance. “You’ve got
more mustache than I do,” he growled.

“Look here,” said Barbara reasonably. “we’re mnot
blind. I admit you’re not unlike a person. You.have two
legs and five fingers and no feathers. But you're bigger
than any of us, and haven’t got any more breasts than a
ten-year-old.”

“I should hope not!” said Davis.

“In fact—" Barbara scratched her neck, puzzledly, and
pointed. “Just what is that? Do you fight with it?”

“It doesn’t look prehensile,” said the blond captain.

If he hadn’t still had a headache, Davis would have
been tempted to beat his skull against the bars. He told
himself wildly that he had not gone insane, that he was not
delirious, that he really was here on the Earth-sized third
satellite of Delta Capitis Lupi B I. But somehow it seemed
to slip through his fingers.

He put his face in his palms and shuddered.

“Poor Monster.” The girl trod impulsively forward and
laid a hand on his arm. “You haven’t been very well
treated, have you?” '

He looked up. She paled a little with fright, under the
smooth brown skin, and made half a step back. Then her
lips stiffened—unfairly attractive lips—and she stayed
where she was.

“We had no way of knowing,” she said. “The stories
are so old and so vague. Some Monsters are friendly with
the Men and some aren’t. We couldn’t take chances.”

“But I am a man!” shouted Davis.

A groan went through the crowd. Somebody screamed.

Barbara clenched her fists. “Why did you say that?” she
asked in a wobbly voice.

“Can’t you see, girl?” ,

“But the Men . . . the Men are powerful, and beautiful,
and_”
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“Oh, Evil!” Davis took her fingers, they felt cold in his,
and laid them against his cheek. “Feel that? I haven’t got
much yet in the way of whiskers, but . ..”

Barbara turned faintly toward the Udall. “It’s true,
ma’am,” she whispered. “There’s hair starting to grow out
of his face.”

“But you lassoed him!” said the blonde captain. “We
fetched him back on an orsper like a sack of meal!”

“Yeh,” cried a voice in the crowd. “If he’s a Man,
where’s his comb and wattles?”

Davis took hold of his sanity with both hands. “Look,”
he began between clenched teeth. “Look, let’s be rea-
sonable about this. Just what the jumping blue blazes
do you think a man is?”

“A Man is . ..is...a human male.” He could barely
hear the Barbara girl’s reply.

“Good. And what is a male?”

“Don’t you know?”

Davis drew several long breaths before answering:
“Yes. I do know. I want to find out if you do.”

“A male is . . . well . , . there are male animals and
female animals. A male fertilizes the female and she
brings forth the eggs . . . or the living young, in the case of
some fish and snakes ...”

“All right. I just wanted to get that settled. Now—have
you ever seen a human male before?”

“Certainly not.” Her courage was returning. “You must
indeed be from far away, Monster. There are no Men on
all Atlantis.”

“Oh .. . is that what you’ve called this world? But how
do you manage—how long since . . .”

“Humans came here some three hundred years ago,”
she said. “That is, by a year I mean the time Minos needs
to go once around the sun Bee.”

Minos . . . the big planet, of course. Davis had
measured from space that it was about one Astronomical
Unit from B, which had nearly the same mass as Sol. So
one Minos year was approximately one Earth year. Three
centuries—why, they were barely starting to colonize
then! The hyperdrive was newly invented and . . .

“But you have children!” said Davis feebly.

“Oh, yes. By the grace of Father, the Doctors at His
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Ship can— I don’t know any more. I've never been there.”

Davis took a while to swallow that one.

At least these barbarians had preserved something: a
little elementary astronomy, the Basic language, the idea
of farming and metallurgy. A shipwreck three hundred
vears .ago, and an incredible hoax played by some gang
known as the Doctors . . .

“Very well,” he said at length. “Thanks, Barbara. Now
we’re getting somewhere. You see, I am a man, a human
male.”

“Nonsense!” snorted the old battle-axe in the war-bon-
net.

Davis felt trapped. It was worse than being asked to
prove by rigorous logic that he existed.

Something came back to him. In the few hours he’d
been on Atlantis, before this Barbara wench caught him,
he had seen plenty of animal life. Lizard-like forms, fish in
a brook, flying birds and frightless birds. Some of the
earthbound avians had been the size of buffalo.

But no mammals, In all those herds and flocks, not a
mammal. And the girl had said . . .

Excitement gripped him. “Wait a minute!” he cried.
“Are there any . . . well, I mean, does Atlantis harbor any
warm-blooded animals with hair that give live birth and
suckle their young?”’

“Why, no,” said Barbara. “None but us, and our folk
came from the stars.”

“Ahhh-ha. Mammals never evolved here, then. No
wonder you didn’t recognize—I mean, uh .. .”

“What do you mean?” asked Barbara innocently.

Davis’ tongue knotted up on him. Since the mammal is
the only terrestroid life form whose males—apart from all
secondary characteristics—are conspicuously male, it was
understandable that a certain confusion existed on Atlan-
tis. But he didn’t feel up to explaining such matters. He
didn’t feel up to much of anything. They probably
wouldn’t believe him in all events.

“This is ridiculous,” barked the Old Udall. “It’s well
understood that the Men will come in all their power and
glory. This wretch is a Monster, and the only question is
what to do about it.” .

Another girl trod forth. Even now, Davis felt his eyes
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bug out. She was dark, throaty-voiced, with gold bangles
on slender arms and red flowers in her long black hair,
high in the prow and walking like a sine wave. ‘“Please,
ma’am,” she said. “I have an idea.”

The Old Udall smiled at her. “Yes, Elinor?”

“It says it is a Man.” Elinor waggled her lashes at
Davis. “Let it prove it.”

“How?” demanded Davis eagertly.

“Barbara,” said Elinor with scientific detachment.

“What?”

“Certainly,” said Elinor. “Just fertilize the corporal.”

Barbara stepped back, white-faced. “No!” she gasped.

“Why, think of the honor, dear Babs,” purred Elinor.
“The first woman in three hundred years to have a child
by a living Man. I think . . . don’t you think, ma’am,
anyone getting such an honor should be upgraded?”

“Indeed I do,” said Claudia eamestly. “Corporal
Whitley, we've had our little differences, but now the
future of Freetoon may depend on you. You won’t fail
your duty.”

“My duty isn’t . . .”

“Or are you afraid?” murmured Elinor.

Davis saw Barbara flush red. She knotted her fists and
closed her eyes. After a very long minute, she opened
them again and looked squarely at him with an air of hav-
ing but one life to give for her country.

“Yes,” she said defiantly. “You may fertilize me,
Davis—if you can!”

Davis looked at several thousand interested faces. He
wished he could disappear.

How did you explain the effect of social conditioning to
a tribe which had never heard of such matters?

“Not now,” he begged hoarsely. “Give me time . . .
privacy . . . I can’t do anything here . ..”

The Old Udall lifted a skeptical brow.

“Oh, never mind,” said Davis. “Have it your way. I'm a
monster.”
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CHAPTER VI

Barbara was not happy. °

That sorry business in the plaza had returned her to
Claudia’s favor and won her a good deal of respect
elsewhere. After all, nobody knmew if the Monster had
poison fangs. Thinking back, though, she could only
remember how bruised and beaten the poor creature had
been. Evil or not, someone who rode proudly between the
stars shouldn’t be questioned before a crowd of lunkheads.

In the four days since, she had been out hunting. The
great grazing birds could not be domesticated—hard
enough to tame the caraivorous orspers—-and the small
fowl at home furnished no steaks. Her peacetime duty.was
to keep up Freetoon’s meat and leather supply. Usually
the huntresses went in groups, for help and saftey: the
local game, grown timid, often had to be tracked for days.
This trip Barbara elected to make alone. She found it ever
harder to get along with anyone.

We Whitleys are a crotchery lot, she admitted. For
once, the reflection was less arrogant than gloomy.
Perhaps the sight of the lonely captive Monster had
changed her viewpoint, If there were more of her family in
Freetoon, it might have been different; she couldn’t have
quarreled with all of them, and her mother she remem-
bered as a tall kindliness.

Childhood friends grew apart. That was the curse of the
Whitleys. They had good enough minds and a proud
enough tradition to be the equals of Latvalas, Trevors,
Lundgards . . . but they were too short-tempered, too im-
politic to belong to so high a caste. After the rites of
becoming acolyte, when serious training began, a barrier
grew up. In early adolescence, a Whitley nearly always got
a crush on an older Trevor. But it was never reciprocated,
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and after a few years it died away leaving its scar, and the
Whitley made her own lonesome road through life.

But that Monster! Ever since she had been in the cage
with it, there had been this moodiness. Had the Monster
psyched her?

The vagueness of the concept was frightening. They
whispered about it on winter nights, psyching, that was
something the ancestresses had done, undefined, dark, and
powerful. The lower castes had charms against being
psyched by the Critters and the Cobblies and other unseen
mountain dwellers.

To escape herself, therefore, Barbara got Kim Trevor’s
permission to hunt, saddled one orsper and took another to
pack home her kill, and headed northward into the Ridge.

She spoored a stamper herd on the second day and
caught up to it on the third. After dark, in a light rain, she
shot one of them and stampeded the rest. Otherwise the
old male would try to kill her. Then she had to stand
guard against the jacklins that coughed and boomed in the
forest, drawn by the smell of blood. Toward morning the
rain stopped and the sky cleared; she set to work cutting
up the bird and finished quickly.

And now the night was suddenly cool, a bright mystery
where wet leaves sparkled gold beneath Minos, a scent of
young blossoms, the High Gaunt rearing its stern stone
peak like a lance among the stars, An irrational happiness
filled her. There was a tingle all through her. ‘

And this was not to be understood either. After a while
she grew scared of it, and by dawn she was back in the
blackest depression.

“I wonder what’s happening to the Monster?” she said.
Her voice seemed unnaturally loud in the mists. It was
high time she got home. The trail had arced, so that she
could be in Freetoon tonight if she cut across the Geyser
Flats and rode hard. Suddenly she wanted very much the
harsh sweaty comfort of the barracks.

Sleep was no problem. Normally you slept about four
hours out of the twelve between a sunset and a sunset, but
huntresses could go for days on birdnaps. Barbara fed her
orspers, loaded the pack bird, and started back at a trot.
She ate in the saddle, not stopping even for the holy time
of eclipse, when Bee went behind Minos and the stars
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came out. Ay and Ariadne gave light enough for those ten~
plus minutes, and a muttered prayer to Father met
minimum requirements.

" Shortly afterward she struck the Ironhill road. It was
wider and more rutted than most. “All roads lead to Iron-
hill’—its folk supplied metals from their mines, trading
for the timber of the forest people, the grain and jerked
meat of the valley settlements, the salt and fish of the
seadwellers. You could buy anything in Ironhill.

Otherwise there was not much trade between towns.
They were too scattered and too hestile.

Jogging along in her own gloom, Barbara forgot all
caution, She rounded a bend and could have been shot by
the Greendalers before realizing they were there.

A dozen of them, in full armor, riding toward Freetoon
. . . the standard bearer had their flag on a tall shaft, the
double sun emblem, but there was the white cloth of truce
a-flutter beneath it. Barbara reined in, gasping, and stared
at the crossbows as they swiveled around. She wore only
the doublet and kilt of the pot-hunter.

The Greendale leader laughed. “We won’t harm you to-
day, darling, if you behave yourself,” she said. She was a
middle-aged Macklin with a broken nose and some miss-
ing teeth. “Freetooner yourself, aren’t you? We’re going
your way.”

Barbara nodded distantly and joined their party. She
didn’t hate them, but war was as normal a part of life as
the harvest festival. She had been in several raids and
skirmishes since gaining her growth, and her kin were
dead at Greendale hands.

There was a Whitley sergeant in the band, about fifty
years old. Barbara rode beside her. “I'm Gail,” she in-
troduced herself. “I see you had luck. There hasn’t been a
stamper herd in our territory for fifteen years.”

“What’s your mission?” asked Barbara, rather snap-
pishly. .

“What do you think?” answered Gail. “You people
ought to know better than to send spies our way when I'm
on patrol duty.”

“Oh. You bushwhacked them, then.” Barbara felt a
cold stabbing along her spine.

“Every one. Caught three of them alive. One . . . Avis
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Damon, yes, that’s her name . . . got pretty much cut up in
the fracas, and rather than bleed to death she told us what
she knew.”

It was bad news—very bad—but Barbara’s first reac-
tion was scorn. “I always claimed those Damons aren’t fit
for combat.” Then, slowly: “So what do you think you
learned?”

“A star ship landed in your country.” Gail said it with
care, and a ghost of fear flickered in her eyes. “There was
a Man aboard.”

“A Monster,” corrected Barbara. “We made it admit
that.”

“Mmmm . . . yes ... I thought so myself. You couldn’t
have captured a Man against his will.”

A thin, dark-haired Burke interrupted, above the plop-
ping feet 'and creaking leather: “Are you sure it was
against his will?”

That was the trouble with the Burkes. They thought too
much, they disquieted everybody. Barbara’s hands felt
clammy, “Yes.” she answered. “I myself dragged the
Monster at a lasso’s end.”

“If it is a test of faith, though . . .” The Burke shook her
head dubiously.

“Shut up!” There was a harsh, strained note in the
Macklin captain’s voice. She turned around and said to
Barbara: “What plans do you have now?”

“I don’t know. I've been gone ever since— We've sent
to the Doctors, of course, to ask what we ought to do.”

“And meanwhile you have the Monster. The ship can
fly, and the Monster knows how to make it fly.” Anger
writhed across the leathery face. “Do you think we’re
going to stand by and let you make an ally of the
Monster?”

“What do you want?” replied Barbara.

“We’re bringing an ultimatum,” said Gail Whitley.
“Your Udall has to turn the Monster over to a joint guard
till we get word from the Ship of Father. That’ll take many
days, and we’re not going to let you have that power all to
yourselves in the meantime.”

“And if we don’t?” asked Barbara unnecessarily.

“War,” said Gail, equally redundant,

Barba.ra thought about it for a while. She ought to make

39



a break for it, try to reach Freetoon ahead of this gang . . .
no, that would earn her nothing more than a bolt in the
back. There was going to be war; no Udall would cough
up a prize like the Monster. The two towns were pretty
evenly matched. Freetoon could not be taken by the
Greendalers and the crops were too young to burn
—anyway, who says we can’t defend our own fields? We'll
toss them out on their rumps, and chase them all the way
home.

The battle would probably start tomorrow, the ul-
timatum being refused tonight. It was about thirty hours’
ride to Greendale—Iless by the roads, but an army didn’t
want to be too conspicuous en route. The enemy soldiers
must already have left and be bivouacked somewhere in
the Ridge.

So be it! Barbara felt a welcome tension, almost an
eagerness, It was a pleasant change from her mood of the
past days.

The Burke girl took a small harp from her saddlebag,
and the band broke into song, one of the good old stirring
cavalry songs said to go back to the Men themselves . . .

Barbara chimed in, the orspers broke into a brisk jog,
and they all enjoyed the rest of the trip.

Bee and Ay were under the horizon when they clattered
up to Freetoon, but Minos, Ariadne, Theseus, and the two
tiny moons Aegeus and Pirithous gave plenty of light. The
outer patrols stopped them on the edge of the grainfields
and then, not daring to leave the post when an army might
be near, sent them on in Barbara’s charge.

The embassy had dismounted in the courtyard and
stamped into the Big House when Barbara realized her
usefulness was over, She turnec her kill over to the serv-
ants and put the two orspers in the castle barn. Poor
birds, they were so tired. Then she wondered what to do.
Go back to barracks, where the girls sat around the hearth
talking, drinking, playing games . . . go back and tell them
what to expect? She ought to, but didn’t feel like it; they’d
get the word soon enough. And if there was to be combat
tomorrow, she ought to have a good night’s sleep, but she
was too nervous,

“Where’s the Monster being kept?” she asked, before
thinking,
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“In the shed under the north wall, ma’am,” said the
Nicholson groom. “Didn’t dare have him anywhere but in
a sep’rate building, they didn’t, so we fixed the shed up
nice and we brings him his meals and clean straw and
water and all while the guards watches, and he ain’t done
no harm but . ..”

“He!” said Barbara. “Why do you call it he?”

“Why, he says he’s male, ma’am, and, uh, well, he
says . ..”

Barbara turned her back and walked out into the yard.
No reason why the Monster shouldn’t be male. They were
Man and woman, the wise happy people of the stars, and
doubtless Monsters, too . . . But why should the thought
of this Davis creature’s maleness be so odd to her, half
frightening and thus resented?

She remembered that final ludicrous scene in the cage.
Her ears burned with it . . . and why was that? If Davis
had been a Man, it would have been an honor so great
that ., . . as it was, only Davis had been humiliated,
trapped in his own pathetic lie. She had been afraid, indig-
nant bewildered, all at once, and yet . ..

Damn Davis! .

Barbara grew aware that she had walked around the
Big House and was in its multiple shadow looking toward
the Monster’s prison.

A door of wooden bars had been erected for the shed. It

. he . . . Davis stood against the bars, flooded with cool
Mmosrhght and moonlight. He showed sharp and clear in
the radiance, but it hazed him somehow with its own
witchery; the hollow cheeks and flat hairy breast and bulg-
ing muscles were no longer ugly. They had given him
clothes, kilt, cloak, and sandals; his hair was combed and a
yellow beard was growing out on his face.

He was holding hands between the bars with a girl in a
long feather cloak, Their voices drifted to Barbara
—Elinor Dyckman, of all pests! Where did she get the
right to talk alone with Davis?

“Oh, I really must be going, Bertie,” she said, “Those
awful Greendalers . . . didn’t you see them come in? Clau-
dia will be just furious.”

“Stick around, beautiful.” The Monster’s low chuckle
was somehow paralyzing, Barbara could not have moved
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after hearing it. “It’s worth being lassoed and kicked
around and caged and goggled at, just to get you here alone-
at last.”

“Really . . . Bertie, let go of me—you scare me,” Elinor
tittered.

“Aw, now, I’'m not going to eat you. Let me only feast
on your silken hair, your starry eyes, your Cupid’s-bow
mouth, your swanhke throat, your .

“You say such things.” Elinor leaned closer against the
door. “Nobody says such things here.”

“Ah, nobody is able to appreciate you, my little one. To
think I crossed the stars and found you. It was such a
small deed. I ought to have moved planets, juggled suns,
fought dragons to deserve a word with you. Come here . ..
lend me that adorable mouth .

“Bert!I...I.. mmmmmm i

The mght blurred before Barbara She wondered why,
gulped, realized it was tears, and cursed herself.

“I mustn’t, Bertie, dear! Claudia will be so angry.
Yourea...”

“A man. And you’re a woman.”

“But you said . . .”

“I had no choice then.”

“Oh, I can’t, Bertie, I just can’t! You’re locked in, and

“You can swipe the key, can’t you? Of course you can.
Here, give me another kiss.”

It was too much. And a Whitley was no sneaking spy
like a, a, a Dyckman. Barbara strode across the yard,
jingling her spurs as noisily as possible. “What’s going on
here?” she yelled.

“Oh!” Elinor squealed. “Oh . . . Babs, is it? Babs, dear,
Iwasonly...”

“I know what you were only. Get out, you witch, before
I knock your teeth down your throat!”

Elinor wailed and fled.

Barbara turned furiously on Davis. “What were you
plotting?”

The Monster sighed, shrugged, and gave her a rueful
grin. “Nothing very evil,” he said. “You again, eh? It
seems you always interrupt me when things are getting in-
teresting.”
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Heat and cold chased each other across Barbara’s face.
“Maybe Father did pick me for that job,” she spat.
“Somebody has to keep Atlantis for the Men . . . not for
your sort!”

“You know,” answered Davis. “this is the kind of thing
I used to daydream about in my teens. A brand new
world, like Earth but more beautiful, and I the only man
among a million women. Well . . . I've found it now and I
want out!”

Barbara raised a fist. “Yes, so you can go home and
call your friends to come raiding.” .

“We intend no such thing,” said Davis eamestly. “We
want to help you—blast it all, we’re not your kind of
bloodthirsty pirate. And I am a man, as human as you are.
If you'd not come along, Elinor Dyckman would have
found that out,”

“Elinor!” sneered Barbara.

“All right,” said Davis blandly. His smile grew al-
together insolent. “Maybe you'd like to give me another
chance? Honestly, you’re one of the best-looking girls I've
seen anywhere.”

“Blast if I do!” Barbara turned her back.

“Don’t go away,” begged Davis. “It’s lonesome as
space here. All I’'ve done is argue with that barrel-shaped
queen of yours.”

Barbara couldn’t help it. The epithet was too good. She
began to laugh and was unable to stop for a full minute.

“That’s better,” said Davis. “Shall we be friends?” He
stuck his hand through the bars. Barbara stared at it,
looked at him, he raised a mocking brow, and she gave the
hand a quick clasp. She’d show him she wasn’t afraid!

“Why do you claim to be a Man?” she asked. “You’ve
already admitted that you aren’t.”

“T told you I had no choice then. I tell Siz Claudia that
I'm a benevolent Monster and if they’ll let me at my
ship—under guard, if they want—I'll go home and bring
the Men. I mean it, too.”

“But she doesn’t dare,” said Barbara slowly.

“Well, not so far. Can’t say I blame her. How can she
know what powers I might get, once aboard my boat, and
what I might do? Say have you found my blaster?”

“Your what?”
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“My weapon. I had it in a hip holster, dropped it when
you . . . No? I suppose it must be lying out in the grass
somewhere. You won’t find anything very useful in my
pack. Medical kit, lighter, camera, a few such gadgets. I've
offered to demonstrate them, but the old sow won’t let me.
How long am I supposed to rot here anyway?” finished
Davis on a querulous note.

“What were you doing when I . . . found you?” asked
Barbara.

“Just looking around. I analyzed basic surface condi-
tions from space, then came down to let my robots check
on the biochemistry and ecology. That looked safe too, so
I violated all doctrine and went for a stroll. I was just
coming back to the boat when— Oh, Evil, T don’t imagine
you understand a word.” Davis smiled. “Poor kid. Poor
little amazon.”

“I can take care of myself!” she flared.

“No doubt. But come over here. I won’t hurt you.”

Barbara went to the door. He held her hands and
pressed his face against the bars. “I want to show you
something,” he said gravely. “Maybe that way . . . one
kiss, Barbara.”

She couldn’t help it, she felt bonelessly weak and leaned
toward him.,

The main door of the Big House crashed open. Torch-
light flared, spilling on the cobbles, Minos became sud-
denly wan. Iron clanked, and the Greendale Macklin
strode forth, tall and angry, her women bristling about
her.

The voice jerked Barbara to awareness. She sprang
from the Monster and grabbed for the crossbow at her
shoulder.

“This means war!”
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CHAPTER VII

Civilians and movable goods were brought inside the
stockade that night, and armed females streamed forth.
But the fighting didn’t start till well after sunrise.

Davis could just hear the horns and shouts and clash of
metal. There was a good-sized battle on the edge of the
forest, he guessed. He looked across a courtyard littered
with women, children, and assorted dry goods and won-
dered what the desolation to do.

Claudia Udall tramped over to his jail in full armor
and toting a battle-axe. Elinor Dyckman undulated in her
wake, thinly clad and scared. Davis would rather have
looked at her, but thought it more tactful to meet the
queen’s eyes.

“Well, Monster, now a war has started on your ac-
count,” said Claudia grimly.

Davis gave her a weak smile. “It wasn’t my idea . . . uh,
ma’am. What do they want me for, anyway?”

“The power, of course! Any town which had you and
your ship could conquer the rest in days.” After an embar-
rassing silence: “Well?”

“Well,” stuttered Davis, “I offered to . . . it’s too late
now, isn’t it? I mean, with an army between us and the
boat?”

Claudia snorted. “Oh, that! We’ll have those Greendale
pests chased away by eclipse. But then will you help us?”

Davis hesitated. Union law was unreasonably strict
about one’s relationship with primitives. You could fight
in self-defense, but using atomic guns to help a local ag-
gression meant a stiff sentence.

“Let me aboard my ship .. .” he began. .

“Of course,” beamed Claudia. “Under guard.”

“Hm, yeh, that’s what I was afraid of.” Davis had in-
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tended only to light out for Nerthus and never come back.
Let the Service disentangle this Atlantean mess; they got
paid for it. He gulped and shook his head. “Sorry, I can’t.
You see, uh, well, I have to be alone to make the ship
work. There are rites and, uh . ..”

“Bertie!” Elinor wobbled toward him. Her white indoor
face was beaded with sweat. “Bertie, darling, you’ve got to
help us. It’s death for me if the Greendalers take this
place.”

“I_Iml?”

“Yes,” she chattered frantically. “Don’t you un-
derstand? The Greendale Udall already has two Dyck-
man attendants. They won’t want a third . . . they’ll see to
it . . . Ber-r-rtie!”

Davis licked his lips. It was understandable. A queen’s
favorite dropped the word, and in the course of the fracas
Elinor would accidentally get her throat cut. The fact that,
on the winning side, she would do identically the same,
was no comfort.

“Nonsense, child.” Claudia glared jealously at them
both. “They can’t take Freetoon. There are no more of
them than there are of us, and we’re on home ground.”

“But...”

“Shut up! Monster, right now the Greendalers do hold
the area where your ship is. Can they get in?”

Davis laughed nervously. “Axes and crowbars against
inert steel? I'd like to see them try!”

Short of atomic tools, there was only one way to open
that airlock. He had set it to respond to himself whistling
a few bars of a certain ballad.

“You won’t help us after we’ve driven them away?”
Claudia narrowed her eyes.

Davis began a long speech about friends who would
avenge any harm done to him. He was just getting to the
section on gunboats when Claudia snorted and walked off.
Elinor followed, throwing imploring looks across her
shoulder.

Davis sat down on the straw and groaned. As if he
didn’t have troubles enough, that minx had to slither
around in a thin skirt and a few beads . . . just out of
reach.

Then he found himself wondering about Barbara
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Whitley. He hoped very much she wouldn’t be hurt.

Eclipse came. It happened daily, at noon in this
longitude, when Atlantis, eternally facing her primary, got
Minos between B and herself. An impressive sight: the
planet, dimly lit by the remote companion sun, fourteen
times as wide as Earth’s moon, brimmed with fiery light
refracted through the dense atmosphere . . . dusk on the
ground and night in the sky. Davis looked hungrily at the
stars. Civilized, urbane, pleasant stars.

The Old Udall’s estimate had not been far wrong. An
hour later, the battle had ended and the Freetoon girls
came back to the castle. Davis noticed that the warriors
were divided into about thirty genotypes, no more. When
everyone in a single line of descent was genetically iden-
tical, a caste system was a natiral development. And, yes,
he could see why the Atlanteans had reverted to the old
custom of putting surnames last. Family in the normal
sense just wasn’t very important here; it couldn’t be.

The armored girls, foot and orsper (horse -bird?)
troops, clamored for lunch and beer. They had a number
of prisoners; Davis saw one angry woman who was an
older version of Barbara. She went haughtily toward the
detention shed, ignoring a slash on her leg. Very nice
looking in spite of those gray streaks in her hair; Barbara,
then, would always be a handsome lass. If she was still
alive. Davis watched the Freetoon casualties. There
weren’t many dead or seriously wounded—couldn’t be,
with these clumsy weapons powered by female muscles.
But there had been some killed, by axe, knife, dart, bolt

“Barbara!” Davis whooped it forth.

The tall redhead looked his way and strolled through
the crowd. Her left hand was wrapped in a wet crimson
bandage. “Barbara! Cosmos, I'm glad you’re . . .”

She gave him an unfriendly grin. “Mistake, Monster.
I'm her cousin Valeria.”

“Oh. Well, how is she?”

The girl shrugged. “All right. No damage. She’s helping
mount guard on your ship.”

“Oh, then you did win.”

“For now, We beat them back into the woods, but they
haven’t quit.” Valeria gave him a hard green stare. “Now
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I know you’re a Monster. The Men would fight.”

“Big fat chance you've given me,” said Davis.
“Anyway, I didn’t ask for this to happen. Why can’t you
tribes compromise?”

“Who ever heard of an Udall compromising?”’ laughed
Valeria.

“Then why do you obey them?”

“Why? Why, they’re . . . they’re the Udalls!” Valeria
was shocked. “When I took arms, I swore . ..”

“Why did you swear? My people have learned better
than to allow absolute rulers. You've got a whole world
here. What is there to fight about?”

“Land, hunting grounds, honor, loot . . .”

“There’s plenty of land if you wanted to move some-
where else.”

“A gutless Monster would say that.” Valeria walked
away.

Davis slumped. After all, he reflected, the human race
was not famous for reasonableness, and the least-effort
law was hard to beat. Once the towns had gotten into the
habit of obeying these Udalls . . .

The day dragged. The civilians avoided him, super-
stitiously, and the soldiers appeared to have other business
on hand, resting, reorganizing, changing the guard. He was
fed, otherwise ignored. Night came, and he tried to sleep,
but there was too much noise.

Toward morning he fell into a doze, huddled under his
feather quilts against the upland chill. A racket of
trumpets and hurrying feet woke him.

Another battle! He strained against the bars, into
darkness, wondering why this one should be so much
louder. And wasn't it getting close? The sentries on the cat-
walk were shooting and . . .

Elinor screamed her way across the courtyard. The
multiple shadows thrown by Minos and the moons rippled -
weirdly before her. “Bertie, you’ve got to help! They'’re
driving us back!”

He reached out and patted her in a not very brotherly
fashion. “There, there. There, there.” When it made her
hysterics worse, he shouted. After a struggle, he got some
facts.

The Greendalers had returned with allies. OQutnumbered
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three to one, the Freetooners were driven back through
their own streets.

Newburh, Blockhouse, and Highbridge banners flew
beyond the walls. It was clear enough to Davis. Having
learned about the spaceship, and well aware she couldn’t
take it alone, the Greendale Udall had sent off for help—
days ago, probably. And the prize looked great enough to
unite even these factions for a little while.

“But now Claudia will have to make terms,” he blurted.

“It’s too late!” sobbed Elinor. “Can’t you see, now that
they finally have gotten together, they’ll finish us off,
divide our land between them . . . Bertie, help! Help!
Uhhhhh , , .”

“Let me out of here first,” snapped Davis. He rattled
the awkward padlock. “I can’t. .. ulp!”

“What?”

“Skip it.” Davis had suddenly realized there was no
point in exposing himself to those crossbow quarrels
which fell so nastily in the yard. The victorious allies
wouldn’t kill him if he kept safely neutral. He might even
make a better deal with them.

Elinor moaned and ran toward the Big House. Only
warriors were to be seen, the others had retreated into
their long shed.

The fighting didn’t halt even for eclipse. At midafter-
noon the gates opened and Freetoon’s surviving soldiers
poured into the court.

Step by step, the rearguard followed. Davis saw Bar-
bara at the end of the line. She had a round wooden shield
on one arm and swung a light long-shafted axe. A red lock
fell from under the battered morion and plastered itself to
a small, drawn face.

A burly warrior pushed against her. Barbara lifted her
shield and caught the descending axe-blow on it. Her own
weapon rang on the enemy’s helmet, chopped for the
neck, missed, and bit at the leather cuirass. It didn’t go
through; low~carbon steel got blunted fast. The enemy
grinned and began hailing blows. Barbara sprang back.
The other woman followed. Barbara threw her axe be-
tween the enemy’s legs. Down went the woman. Barbara’s
dagger jumped into her hand; she fell on top of the other
and made a deft slicing motion.
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Davis’ stomach groaned; he turned from the sight.

When he came back to the door, there was a lull in the
battle. The Freetooners had been pumping bolts and
javelins from the catwalk, discouraging the allies’ advance
long enough for the gates to be closed. There was a kind
of ordered chaos, the dead and wounded dragged off, the
hale springing up on the wall, fires kindled and kettles of
water set over them. Davis could hear angry_feminine
screeches.

Presently Barbara herself came to him. She was a-shiv-
er with weariness, and the eyes regarding him had dark
rims beneath. There was blood splashed on her breast-
plate and arms.

“How is it for you?” she asked hoarsely.

“I'm all right.” With more anxiety than a neutral party
ought to feel: “Are you hurt?”

“No. But I’'m afraid this is the end. We can’t stand a
long siege. It’s early in the year, our stores are low.”

“What . . . what do you think will happen? To you, I
mean?”’

“I’ll get away at the last if I can.” Her voice was numb.

Davis told himself sternly that this mess wasn’t his
fault. He had come to bring the gift of Union civilization..
The last thing he wanted was . . .

The first thing he wanted, he thought, had been the
glory of finding a new inhabited planet. And the money
prizes, and the lucrative survey commissions, and the
adoring women.

But it wasn’t his doing that the woman stood mute, with
red hands and bent neck, waiting to be killed.

“Cosmos cutse it,” he shouted, “I can't help .your
stupidity!”

Barbara gave him a blind, dazed look and wandered
off.

The battle resumed. The invaders had cut down young
trees to make scaling ladders, and there was brisk fighting
on the wall. Fires roared beneath the great kettles, but that
particular form of pest repellant was slow to heat up.

By Bee-set the enemy had given up the attempt, and
there was a respite for eating and napping. Davis, who had
always cherished a certain romantic affection for the old
barbarian days on Earth, decided that if this was a fair
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sample there had been nothing glamorous about them—
just people who hacked and shot at each other.

Claudia Udall passed as Ay went under the horizon.
She stopped to give him a bleak word. “Are you ready to
help us now?”

“How can I fight?” asked Davis reasonably. “I haven’t
got any of my weapons here. But if you’ll let me out and
give me the stuff from my packsack, I could do something
for the wounded.”

The queen cursed him, expertly, and added: “If we
can’t have you, Monster . . . I might decide not to let
anybody have you.”

“Yipe!” said Davis, backing away.

“Just a minute while I get a crossbow,” said the Udall,
and left him.

“Eek!” yelped Davis. “Hey! Come back! I'll help you!”

A fresh ruckus broke loose beyond ‘the walls. Trumpets
howled, and the resting soldiers leaped from the ground.
By Minos-light Davis saw Claudia hurry toward the gate.

Thunder crashed, and the wood groaned. The ladies
from Greendale must be using a battering ram. They could
have cut down a big tree, put some kind of roof over it, at-
tacked with ladders at other points to draw off the de-
fenders . . .

Fire kindled outside; flame ran up and splashed the sky.
Somehow a house must have been touched off. The top of
the stockade loomed black across the blaze; like a row of
teeth, the warriors on the catwalk were silhouetted devils.
Davis wondered crazily which of them was Barbara, if
Barbara was still alive.

The main gate shuddered and a hinge pulled loose.
Freetooners jumped off the wall to make a forlorn line.
There was a boilershop din of axes where the enemy came
up their ladders. The fire roared, higher and higher till red
light wavered over the yard.

Someone galloped toward him on a frantic orsper. She
was leading two others. She jumped from the saddle and
stood before the shed with an axe in her hand.

“Barbara!” he whispered.

“Valeria again.” The girl laughed with scant humor.
“Stand aside, I'm going to get you out.”

Her axe thudded against the bolt.
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“But what—why . . .”

“We’re finished,” snapped Valeria. “For now, anyway.
For always, unless you can help us. I'm going to get you
out, Monster, We'll escape if we can, and see what you
can do to remedy matters.”

“But I'm neutral!”

Valeria grinned unpleasantly. “I have an axe and a
knife, my dear, and nothing to lose. Are you still neutral?”

“No, not if you feel that way about it.”

Valeria hewed. Behind her, the gate came down and the
invaders threw themselves at the defensive line.

Another orsper ran from the stables, with a rider who
had a spare mount. Valeria turned, lifted her axe, lowered
it again. “Oh, you.”

“Same idea, I see,” answered Barbara. Of course,
thought Davis, genetic twins normally think alike.

“Put on your cloak, Monster,” ordered Valeria between
blows. “Pull the hood up. They won’t bother with three
people trying to get away . . . unless they know what you
are!”

There was confused battle arcund the gate. A band of
invaders had cleared a space on the catwalk, now they
were leaping down to attack the Freetooners from behind.

The bolt gave way. Valeria wrenched off the lock and
threw the door open. Davis stumbled out.

“Up in the saddle, you!” Valeria waved her axe at his
head.

Davis got a foot in a stirrup and swung himself aboard. -
Valeria mounted another bird at his side; Barbara took
the lead. They jogged toward the broken gate, where Clau-
dia and a few guards still smote ferociously at a ring of
enemies. The orsper’s pace was not so smooth as a
horse’s, and Davis was painfully reminded that a mounted
man does well to wear tight pants. This silly kilt was no
help. He swore and stood up in the stirrups.

Someone ran from the Big House, her scream trailing.
“Help Ohhhh . . .” Davis glimpsed Elinor’s face, wild with
terror. He leaned over, caught her wrist, whirled her
toward a spare orsper.

“Get that sissy out of here!” yelled Valeria.

Elinor scrambled up. Barbara freed her axe and broke
into a gallop. Willy-nilly, Davis followed.
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A band of women stood before them. A bolt hummed
maliciously past his ear. Barbara’s orsper kicked with a
gruesomely clawed foot. Valeria leaned over and swung
expertly at a shadowy form; sparks showered.

Then they were past the melee, out in the street, into
the fields and the forest beyond.
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CHAPTER VIII

By morning they were so far into the mountains that it
looked safe to rest. Davis almost fell off his orsper into
the grass. _ _

He woke up after eclipse. For a moment he knew only
one pulsing ache, all over, then memory came back and he
gasped.

“Are you all right?” asked Barbara.

“I'm not sure. Oof!” Davis sat up. Someone had opened
a bedroll for him and gotten his snoring body into it. His
legs were so sore from standing as he rode that he didn’t
think he would ever walk again.

“Where are we?” he inquired blearily.

“We headed north through the Ridge.” Barbara pointed
to a great thin peak, misty across a forested gulch. “That’s
the High Gaunt, so we must have come about forty
kilometers. We’ll eat soon.”

The saddlebags held a pretty complete camping outfit.
She had made a little smokeless fire and was toasting strips
of dried meat. A loaf of coarse black bread and a hunk of
lard lay nearby. There was a spring that burbled from
rocks green with pseudomoss; Davis crawled to it and
drank deep.

Then he felt well enough to look around. This was tall
country, ancient woods on steep hillsides. Northward it
became higher still; he could see snow on not-so-distant
ranges and the ashen slopes of a volcano. The day was
clear and windy; sunlight spilled across green flowery
slopes and Minos brooded remotely overhead, topped by a
crescent moon. Ay was a searing spark to the east, daily
overtaking the closer star.

Now if only those gossipping birds would respect a
man’s headache ., . !

“Bertie!”

Davis lurched to his feet as Elinor came from the
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woods. She had woven herself a flower garland, a big
thick one which teased him with glimpses, and sleeked
back her long hair. She fell into his arms and kissed him.

“Bertie, you saved my life. Oh, 'm so grateful . . . do
you know, Bertie, I believe you’re a Man .. .”

“You might come slice your Man some bread,
Barbara acidly.

Elinor stepped back, flushing. “Have you forgotten I'm
an Udall attendant?” she shrilled.

“Aren’t any more Freetoon Udalls, unless one of ’em
broke away like us,” snapped Barbara. “Why Davis
dragged as useless a hunk of fat along as you, I'll never un-
derstand. Now come help or I'll fry you for breakfast!”

Elinor turned to Davis. “Bertie, are you going to let this
low-caste witch . . .”

“I'm out of this,” he said prudently.

She burst into tears. Barbara got up, cuffed her, and
frogmarched her toward the ire. “You work if you want to
eat.”

Elinor pouted -and began awkwardly sawing at the loaf.
Barbara looked at Davis. “Why did you bring her?” she
asked slowly.

“Holy Cosmos,” he protested, “she’d have been killed
if ...

“Better women than her are dead today. Kim, Ginny,
Gretchen—I don’t know if they’re even alive, and you
have to . . . Oh, be quiet!” Barbara went back to her
work.,

Valeria came into sight, crossbow on her shoulder and
a plump bird in one hand. “It’s easily settled,” she
drawled. “The Dyckman beast doesn’t have to come
along. Leave her here.”

“No!” Elinor stood up with a shriek.

“You can ride back,” sneered Valeria. “Be good for
you, And I daresay you’ll grease somebody into giving you
a safe job.”

“I'll die!” screamed Elinor. “There are jacklins in these
woods! I'll be killed! You can’t—Bertie!”

“She’d better stay with us,” said Davis.

“You keep out of this,” snorted Valeria.

Davis blew up. “I'll be damned to Evil if I will!” he
roared. “I've been pushed around long enough!”

”
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Valeria drew her knife. Davis cocked his fists, He’d
been taught the science of self-defense and the art of box-
ing—which are not identical. In his present mood, he’d
welcome an excuse to clip that copper-topped hellion on
the jaw. ,

Barbara pulled down her cousin’s arm. “That’s
enough,” she said coldly. “Enough out of all of you. We
have to stick together. Davis, if you insist, we’ll let this . . .
Elinor come along till we reach some town. Now sit down
and eat!”

“Yes, ma’am,” said Davis meekly.

They had their brunch in a sullen silence. But the food
was strengthening; it seemed to give Davis back his
manhood. After all ... well, it was a bad situation, but he
was out of that filthy jail and he was the biggest, strongest
human on this planet. It was time for him to start exercis-
ing some choice. .

The Whitleys calmed down as fast as they’d flared up,
and Elinor showed tact enough to remain inconspicuous.
Davis wished very much for a cup of coffee and a cigaret,
but neither being available, he opened the council. “What
are your plans?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” said Valeria. “Last night I only thought
about getting away. Now, what do you think we can do?”

“Depends.” Davis tugged at his beard. It itched, but
there probably wasn’t a razor on all Atlantis. “Just what
will happen to Freetoon? Will the invaders kill every-
body?”

“Oh, no,” said Barbara. “Towns have been conquered,
now and then, and the winning Udall makes herself their
chief. All the civilians have to do is obey a new boss and
pay her their tax and labor dues. The soldier children are
brought up like the winning town’s . . . yes, they usually
mingle the populations.”

“It’s the older members of the military caste who can’t
be trusted,” added Valeria. “People like us, who’ve swom
service to one Udall line. Some of them will take a fresh
oath ...)”

“Damons,” snorted Barbara. “Burkes. Hausers.”

“. .. but the rest either have to be killed or driven out.
Most of our girls managed to escape, I suppose. They'll
live as outlaws in the woods, or drift elsewhere to take
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service. Some distant town which was never an enecmy
. . . you know.” .

“Why are you still loyal to your Udalls?” asked Davis.
“I can’t see where you ever got much benefit from them.”

“We just are!” barked the Whitleys, almost simul-
taneously.

“All right, all right. But look—Claudia and her daugh-
ters are most likely dead now. You haven’t got any chief.
You'’re on your own.”

The cousins stared at him and at each other. They had
known it intellectually, but only now did the fact pene-
trate.

“Maybe one of them escaped,” said Barbara faintly.

“Maybe. But what do you want to do?”

“I don’t knmow.” Valeria scowled. “Except that the
powers of your ship aren’t going to be used for Bess Udall
of Greendale! Not after she killed barracks mates of
mine.”

“I thought . . .” Barbara looked at Davis. He found it
hard to meet her eyes, though he didn’t know why. “I
thought maybe we could sneak back, get you to your ship

“Big chance of that!” he said bitterly.

“The allies are sure to fall out over the spoils,” said
Valeria. “If we waited a while— No, somebody’s bound to
win, and that ship is going to stay guarded.”

“Maybe we can find allies of our own.” Barbara looked
at the northern ranges. “They say there are some strange
peoples living beyond Smoky Pass. Nobody’s been that far
for, oh, generations. If we could get help . . . promise them
the loot from the enemy . . .”

“Wait a minute!” Davis-broke into a new sweat. He
wasn’t sure how Union law would judge a case like his. A
surveyor caught in a violent situation was permitted to use
violence himself if it would save his life or help rectify an
obviously bad run of affairs; but he didn’t think a Coor-
dinator board would see eye to eye with Barbara on what
coastituted rectification.

“Wait!” he said quickly. “Maybe we can do it, maybe
we can’t.” His brain whirred at a gear-jamming speed.
“But-but-but . . . look here . . . wasn’t there a message
already sent to, uh, this holy Ship of yours?”
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“To the Doctors? Yes,” said Valeria.

“And do yoi know what the Doctors would decide?”

“No ... no, nothing like this has ever...”

Regulations said: when in doubt, the surveyor should
cooperate with whatever local authority existed. And these
mysterious Doctors were as close to a central government
as the planet had. Furthermore, they lived in this Ship . . .
the original spaceship in which the ancestresses had ar-
rived? . . . and they knew enough science to operate a par-
thenogenesis machine. He’d have a better chance of
convincing them of the truth than anyone else.

“So since the final disposal is up to the Doctors in all
events, why don’t we go there?” he proposed. “We can ex-
plain it to them and get redress for Freetoon too.”

“We can’t!” said Valeria, quite aghast. “Barbara and 1
aren’t full initiates. And you—the Ship is sacred to
Father!”

Davis was still thinking rapidly. “But I'm a man,” he
said, “or a monster, if you insist. The law doesn’t apply to
me.” He glanced at Elinor. “You’ve been there already,
haven’t you?” She nodded eagerly. “All right. When we
reach the taboo area, you can escort me the rest of the
way.”

It took a great deal of wrangling. Once Davis had to
roar. Being shouted down out of bigger lungs was a new
and salutary experience for the Whitleys. Eventually they
agreed.

“But we can’t go through the valley,” said Barbara.
“The Holy River highway will be guarded. You realize,
Davis, there’s a hunt on for you already, through the
whole Ridge.”

Davis gulped.

“We’ll swing north,” decided Valeria. “Over Smoky
Pass and down through the valleys on the other side to the
coast. Then we can perhaps get passage with one of
the seadweller ships.” Her eyes gleamed. “Quite likely the
Doctors will order your boat returned to you. But as for
Freetoon, they never mix in wars or politics. So if, on the
way, we can make a deal with someone . . .”

“Hey!” croaked Davis.

Valeria took a whetstone from her pouch and began
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honing her axe. It didn’t seem worthwhile to argue further.
Not just now.

“Are there people beyond the mountains?’ asked
Elinor timidly.

Davis nodded. “There must be. I could see from space,
through the telescopes, that there was cultivation all over
this part of the continent.”

How many amazon towns were there in all—how many
people? He could only guess. Let’s see, about five hundred
prototypes, and three hundred years in which to increase
their numbers . . . less the attrition of war, wild animals,
and other hazards . . . a quarter million total was a fair
estimate. And they couldn’t all have formed societies on
the pattern of this region.

That was hopeful. He could scarcely imagine a less
comfortable culture than Freetoon and Greendale.

“How long will it take us, do you think?” he inquired.

Valeria shrugged. “A few weeks, if we don’t meet ene-
mies or a late blizzard.”

Atlantis, riding nearly upright in the equatorial plane of
her primary, did not have seasons of Earth’s kind. But the
orbit of Minos was highly eccentric, as you’d expect of a
planet in a double-star system. This was early summer,
they were still approaching Bee, but in six months the sun
would be getting farther away and there would be snow on
the uplands. At these latitudes, about twenty degrees
north, and at this height, Davis guessed the climate would
answer to, oh, say Switzerland.

There was a permanent tidal bulge, frozen rock; the
gravitation of Minos, with five thousand Earth masses,
had deformed the great satellite. Most of the land was
therefore on the inner hemisphere, and this central conti-
nent was a labyrinth of mountains. It was going to be a
rough trip.

Davis looked at the tethered orspers, ripping up their
rations with hooked beaks. “Do you have any sewing
equipment?”

“Of course,” said Barbara. “That’s right, Davis, you’ll
need warmer clothes to cross the mountains.”

“So will 1,” piped Elinor. The Whitleys paid no atten-
tion.

“This is a, uh, special garment I need,” said Davis.
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“I’ll make it for you,” said Barbara eagerly. “Just let
me get the measurements.”

Davis’ ears glowed cadmium red. ‘“No, thanks! You
wouldn’t understand.”

Elinor seemed to have regained a little self-confidence.
“If it’s going to take us that long,” she said, “the Freetoon
couriers will have reached the Ship well ahead of us. The
Doctors will send word back . . .”

“That’s all right,” said Valeria. “Just so we don’t fall
into Greendale hands.” She drew a finger across her
throat,

“Must you?” said Elinor faintly.

“And you, Davis Bertie,” went on Valeria. “I don’t
know if the Greendalers would kill you or not. Probably
not. But there are ways to make you do anything Bess
Udall wants.”

“Would she dare?” inquired Davis.

“Since you failed to do anything yesterday but run away
.. « yes. Claudia was talking about red-hot pincers. I heard
her.”

Davis didn’t think she was lying.

He glanced up at Minos. The big planet was almost half
full, It wasn’t as bright by day, but he could see clearly
. « . the amber face blurred by a crushingly thick at-
mosphere, hydrogen with the vapors of water, methane,
ammonia; cloudy bands across the face, dull green, blue,
brown; dark blots which were storms big enough to
swallow Earth whole; the shadow of an outer moon. He
shivered. It was a long and lonesome way home. Light
would need two centuries to reach the nearest civilization;
the Service didn’t plan to visit Delta for another genera-
tion,

He didn’t think he could survive that long. He had to
get his boat back, through the Doctors or through the
Whitley scheme of finding allies. He knew that Bess Udall
of Greendale—or her opposite number in the allied towns,
whichever of them beat out the rest in the inevitable
war—wouldn’t give him a chance to escape.

In short, I have no choice. I'm on the Whitley team.

He looked at the cousins and then at Elinor; she smiled
back at him. It could be a lot worse, he thought com-
placently.,
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CHAPTER IX

During the first two weecks—or one week, if you counted
by Earth days—they traveled hard. Once they heard horns
blowing, and hid in a cave for a day; Elinor whimpered
her terrified way into Davis’ arms, but he was too worried
to enjoy it.

Otherwise it was steady riding, by sunlight and Minos-
light, with three or four hours of rest in the twelve. Davis
was in fairly good condition, but keeping the saddle
aboard an orsper required muscles he had never heard of,
and said muscles objected strenuously. Elinor was too
numb even to complain much.

They lived off the country. It was not the season for
nuts or berries; game was plentiful, but Davis wearied of
the carnivorous diet. Ordinarily he and Elinor would keep
the trail with one Whitley, while the other went off to bag
the day’s rations. A feeling of uselessness oppressed him.

He did try out the arbalest that was part of the equip-
ment at his saddlebow. It was a cleverly engineered piece
of work; the original design must be due to some early
castaway who had given up trying to find the ingredients
of gunpowder. (Presumably the Ship had carried no
firearms; a colony shuttle wouldn’t normally.) A chamber
holding six short iron-tipped quarrels fed them auto-
matically into the slot; a tightly wound spring furnished
energy enough to recock the bow several times. It was a
hard-hitting, accurate weapon with a high rate of fire, and
Davis knew enough gunnery to become good with it.

But Valeria told him coldly that he made entirely too
much noise to help stalk game.

Freetoon lay in mere foothills compared to the range
which now lifted before them. It rose steep and terrific,
with a long barren stretch above timberline, deep in snow
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and scoured by glaciers. There were no paths, and the
Whitleys had to guess at a route toward the pass, of which
they knew only by hearsay.

Slowly his frame adapted, and he began to feel some
surplus energy. On thie last night below timberline he of-
fered to stand a watch. They intended to rest through the
whole darkness, gathering strength for the push over the
range.

“Well . . .” Valeria looked doubtful. “No, we don’t need
that. Anything could sneak up on you.”

Barbara frowned. ‘“That’s not fair, Val,” she said.
“Davis may not be used to this land, but he’s stronger
than we are. I could use a little extra sleep.”

“Oh, very well.” Her cousin laughed. “No jacklins -or
wolfers around, so let him have his fun.”

Davis felt grateful to Barbara. He wasn’t sure whether
she really meant what she said. Maybe it had been only to
spite Valeria; maybe she felt his ego needed a shot. But it
did, that was the fact, and she had spoken gently.

The women rolled up in their blankets and went to
sleep. Davis pulled on the crude jerkin Barbara had
stitched together for him, drew his cloak over that, and
stretched numb feet toward the fire. His sandals were
falling apart, and there were no boots for him,

It was a cloudy night. Davis had a glimpse of Theseus,
nearly fully above Minos, a ruddy moon hazed by its own
thin atmosphere, seeming to fly between great wind-driven
darknesses. His telescope had spotted signs of intelligent
life there, too, he thought wistfully, but of course he had
landed on Atlantis before visiting an ocherous Mars-like
pill.
He poked up the small fire for what little comfort it
could give. A few dry snowflakes gusted across his vision.
The scrubby growth crowded around him, demonic with
thorns, branches twisted and creaking., Something far
away made an idiot laughter noise.

The dim ember-glow picked out Barbara’s face . . . or
was it Valeria’s? No, the left hand was out of the blankets
and lacked a healing scar, Barbara, then. She looked
curiously innocent as she slept. Elinor looked voluptuous
even through the bedroll, but Elinor snored.

No coffee and no tobacco closer than his ship, and it
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was ringed with spears. Davis commiserated his own poor
lonely harried self. He began to nod, jerked back awake,
swore, and indulged thoughts of champagne, baby shrimp
mayonnaise, mutant oysters, boeuf tartare—oops! He
discovered that he had lost all taste for bocuf tartare.

“Peep,” said a voice.

“Yipe!” said Davis.-He grabbed for his bow.

The peeper stepped daintily into view. It was a fluffy
little bird, round as a butterball, with a parrot bill and
large pathetic eyes, Davis thought of potting it—no, they
had meat enough already and the bird was settling happily
down beside him. It liked the fire, he guessed. He ventured
to pat it, and the peeper wriggled with pleasure.

“Sure, make yourself at home,” whispered Davis.
“There’s a nice bird. I need someone to talk to. I feel
lonesome.”

“Peep,” said the peeper sympathetically.

Davis chatted to it till he began to grow uncontrollaby
sleepy. Better let Valeria take over. He reached his toes
across the firecoals and nudged Her with a certain
malicious pleasure.’

“Oh .. oh, yes.” The girl yawned and rolled out of her
blanket. “Nothing much—Hoy!” She froze where she
stood.

“Oh, this?” Davis stroked the peeper, which had cud-
dled on his lap. “Meet George W. Came in, and .. .”

Valeria was quite pale. “Don’t move,” she breathed
through stiffened lips. “Don’t move for your life.”

Her hand stole to her belt; very very slowly, she with-
drew a dart. “When I kill it, roll away. Understand?
Now!”

The missile leaped from her hand and skewered the
peeper. Davis scrambled to get free of its death throes.
“What the . . .” he shouted.

Barbara and Elinor sat up. Elinor screamed.

Valeria let out a rattling laugh. “That thing has a bite
with enough poison to kill ten people.”

Davis made no reply.

“You’re relieved from further watch duty,” snapped
Valeria. “Get to sleep now—if you can!”

“That’s all right,” said Barbara as he slunk to his bed-
roll. “You couldn’t know, could you?”
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“And the more fools us, for not realizing it,” snorted
Valeria. “Him a Man? Hah!” '

In the morning they saddled up and started over the
pass. The tongue of a glacier had to be crossed, and the
orspers registered a protest which landed Davis and Elinor
in the snow. The Whitleys beat the birds into submission,
deftly avoiding kicks which might have disembowelled
them.

Davis couldn’t really blame the orspers. They had such
large bare feet. After a few hours, it seemed like forever
since he had been warm.

They were still under the pass when they made a
miserable camp, huddled together for warmth, The next
day was spent crossing, hard-packed snow underfoot and
bleak blue-gray walls on either side and wind hooting in
their faces. The acrid smoke of a nearby volcano stung
their eyes. Barbara worried aloud about the condition of
the mounts. “Jaded, chilblained, limping, half-starved.
We’ll have to give them a rest when we’re down in the
woods again.”

The range dropped even more steeply on the north side.
From the pass, Davis looked across a downward-rolling
immensity of green, veined by rivers, here and there the
flash of a lake. He wished for his paints, to capture the
scene. He could make out no signs of cultivation, but
there must be some; his telescopic cameras had registered
small clearings and dots which might be houses.

“Haven’t you any idea what the people down there are
like?” he asked. “Seems like you’d all meet at the Ship.”

“No,” said Elinor. ‘““You sece, Bertie, each town sends
its own parties to be fertilized, by their own route. It’s sel-
dom that two groups are at the Ship at the same time, and
even if they are, they don’t talk to anyone but— Oh, I
mustn’t say more.”

“Hm. What about an escort? Couldn’t such a party be
attacked?”

“Oh, no. Everybody knows that a procession bound for
the Ship, with their flags and their tribute and gifts and
everything . . . well, we’re holy. Going or coming on such
an errand, we mustn’t be hurt. If somebody did attack us,
why, the Doctors would refuse to fertilize that whole town
forever after.”
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Which would be one form of excommunication that
really worked, thought Davis. He gave Elinor a sidelong
glance. Her nose was frostbitten and peeling. She had lost
weight, but she was still an interesting lesson in solid
geometry. And he wanted a lot more information from
her, whether it was taboo to non-initiates or not. He was
going to enjoy persuading her.

Meanwhile, though, they had to get down where it was
warm,

Later he remembered the next two days only as a night-
mare of struggle. He could hardly believe it when they
reached timberline and the nearly vertical descent began to
flatten.

This was a conifer forest, widely spaced trees looking
not unlike jack pines, though the smell was different,
sweeter and headier. The ground was thick with brown
needles, tall trunks and lichenous boulders thrusting out of
it, the orsper footfalls a muted pad-pad. They saw only
small, noisy birds, darting red and gold between bluish-
green branches, but there was spoor of big game.

Even Davis could see how worn the orspers were. There
was no choice; they had to rest.

At the end of the day, they reached a king-sized lake. It
blinked amiably in the low sunshine, reeds rustled on the
banks and fish leaped in the water. “We couldn’t find a
better campsite, I think,” said Barbara.

“Skeeterbugs,” said Valeria.

“Not this early in the year.”

“Yeh? Look here, rockhead, I've seen skeeterbugs
when . ., .”

While the cousins argued, Davis dismounted. Elinor
looked down at him. “Oh, I'm so tired,” she said,

“Allons! Leap, my pretty one.” Davis held out his
arms. She giggled and jumped into them.

Either she was more hefty or he was weaker than he’d
thought. They went over together, rolling down the slope.
The position in which they ended was rather compromis-
ing.

Elinor wriggled. “I'm all dizzee-ee,” she said. “Let me
“Not just yet,” grinned Davis.
“Oh . .. Bertie, stop! Oh! Oh, you're so . ..”
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Valeria stormed into view. She tossed her axe. It
thunked in the ground among Elinor’s tresses. “We camp
here,” she yelled. “Get up, you lazy frump, and give us a
hand!”

Davis reached a final decision. He did not like Valeria.

There were no skeeterbugs. This did not improve Va-
leria’s temper.

The orspers needed plenty of food to recover their
health. In the morning, both Whitleys went out afoot after
game, planning to be gone most of the day. Davis and
Elinor were to watch the camp and try for fish: there were
hooks and lines in the saddlebags, floats and poles were
easily cut though Valeria fumed at putting her axe to such
menial use.

Davis watched the twins leave, Barbara headed east and
Valeria west. It was a cool, sun-drenched day and a flock
of birds with particularly good voices were tuning up near-
by. Davis’ grin spread.

“What are you so happy about?” Elinor looked rather
grimly up from the utensils she had been scouring.

“At having you all to myself.” He knew her type.

“Oh, now . . . Bertie! There may be the most awful
things around . . .”

“For you 1 would gladly face dragons,” said Davis,
“though of course I'd rather face you. Let’s take a stroll.”
He jerked his thumb at the tethered orspers. “I never saw
anything stare the way those overgrown chickens do.”

“Bertie!” Elinor pouted. “I'm so tired. I just want to
sleep.”

“As you wish.” He sauntered off. In a moment she pat-
tered after him. He took her hand, squeezing it rather
more than necessary.

“Bertie! Bertie, be careful, you're so strong...”

Davis wandered eastward along the lakeshore, eyes
alert for a secluded spot. He was in no hurry; all day
before him, and he was going to enjoy the fishing, too.
Hadn’t fished for years.

“You're a brave little girl, Elinor,” he said. “Coming all
this way and . . .” he paused, took a deep breath, and pre-
pared the Big Lie . . . “never a complaint from you.”

“I could complain,” she said bitterly. “Those awful
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Whitleys. Skin and bones and nasty red hair and tongues
like files. They’re just jealous.”

It would have been profitable to agree, but for some
reason Davis couldn’t backbite Barbara. “It’s a long way
to go yet,” he said, “but I hope the worst is over. You
ought to tell me what to expect when we reach the Ship.”

“I can’t, Bertie. I mustn’t. Nobody who’s been there is
allowed to talk about it to anyone who hasn’t. It’s too holy
for children.”

“But I’'m not a child,” he argued. “I am, in fact, a Man.
You do believe that, don’t you?”

“Yes . ..you must be . . .even if your whiskers tickle.”

Davis stroked his short yellow beard patriarchally. It
had become gratifyingly thick. “Well, then,” he said, “the
Doctors are only, uh, filling in for Men . . . I mean . ..
Sunblaze!” He backed up and started over. “What are
they like, the Doctors?”

“I can’t .. .” Davis stopped for some agreeable physical
persuasion . . . “I mustn’t——mmmmm-—Bertie!” After a
while: “I really can’t say. They have this big beautiful
town, with the Ship in the very middle. There's a causeway
over the swamps. But I never saw a Doctor. They’re al-
ways veiled.”

Davis was struck by a ghastly suspicion. “But they are
women, aren’t they?” he barked.

“Oh, yes. Yes, I could see that much. Bertie, please! I
mustn’t tell you anythmc

“I can guess. The, uh, fertilizing rite—it involves a ma~
chine, doesn’t it? A lot of tubes and wires and things?”

“If you know that much,” said Elinor, “yes.” She made
a wry face. “I didn’t like that part. It hurt a little, and it
was so scary. But the other rites are beautiful.”

Davis nodded absently. The picture was taking shape,

Three hundred years ago, the hyperdrive was new and
colonization more art than science. You couldn’t trust an
apparently Earthlike planet; chances were its biochemistry
would be lethal to man. It was rare good luck to find a
world like Atlantis.

Even apparently habitable planets might harbor some
unsuspected germ to which man had no immunity. First a
planet was thoroughly surveyed. Then an all-male party
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landed, spent two or three years building, analyzing, test-
ing. Finally the women came.

He didn’t know the history of Atlantis’ Ship. Some-
where in the Service archives lay a record of a female
transport with a female crew—you_didn’t mix the sexes on
such a journey unless you wanted trouble. Judging from
the names and the fragments of Christian belief, its com-
plement had been purely North American; regional distinc-
tions had still been considered important in those days.
The Ship was baund for a new colony, but it vanished. A
trepidation vortex, of course—perhaps the same one he
had so narrowly missed. That was back before anyone
knew of such a thing,

The Ship had not been destroyed. It had been tossed at
an unthinkable pseudovelocity across two hundred or more
light-years. The hyperdrive must have been ruined, since it
didn’t return home. But it must have emerged quite near
Delta Capitis Lupi.

Pure good fortune that Atlantis was habitable.
Doubtless the humans landed without preliminary tests
they were not equipped to make . . . nothing to lose.
Probably the Ship had been wrecked; they were cut off, no
way to call for help and no way to get back.

They had little machinery, no weapons, scant technical
knowledge. The crew must have done what they could, but
you can’t reproduce blasters and nuclear converters
without certain machines. They discovered what the edible
grains and the domesticable fowl were, set up a primitive
agriculture, located iron and copper mines and established
crude smelters, named the planet and moons in classical
tradition . . . but that was all, and their knowledge slipped
from them in a few illiterate lifetimes.

But in the first generation there had been a biochemist.
There must have been. The thought of growing old and
dying, one by one, with nobody to help the last feeble sur-
vivors, was unwelcome. Human parthenogenesis was an
ancient technique. The biochemist had taken what equip-
ment was in the Ship ta make such a machine.

“The right chemicals under the right conditions would
cause a single ovum to divide. Once that process was ini-
tiated, it followed the normal course, and in nine months a
child was born, genetically identical with the mother.



“It’s an appalling situation,” said Davis. “It will have to
be remedied.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You’ll find out,” he grinned.

They had come to a little bay, with soft grass down to
the water’s edge, rustling shade trees, the mountains loom-
ing titanic above. Flowers blossomed fiery underfoot and
small waves chuckled against the shore. There must be a
sheer drop-off here to unknown depths, the water was so
dark. But its surface glinted silver.

It was, in short, an ideal spot for romance.

Davis planted his fishing pole in a forked twig, the hook
baited with a strip of jerky. He laid aside his bow and the
axe Barbara had lent him, sat down, and extended an in-
vitational arm.

Elinor sighed and snuggled up to him.

“Just think,” she whispered. “The first Man in three
hundred years!”

“High time, isn’t it?” Davis gathered her in. She closed
her eyes, breathing hard.

Davis laid a hand on her knee. She didn’t object, so he
slipped it upward. Elinor moaned a little. Her own hands
moved along his back and hips, and around again. “Oh!”
she exclaimed. “Your kilt—what’s happening?”

“If you want a demonstration—" he leered.

“I do, I do.” She wriggled. “I'm so interested!”

He let her glide downward in his embrace, until she lay
on the grass. She clasped his neck, pulling his head toward
hers. “Hold me close,” she whispered.

“Just a minute and I will.” He fumbled with her belt
buckle.

Something roared behind him.

Davis leaped a meter in the air. Elinor shrieked.

The thing looked like a saw-beaked, penguin-feathered
seal, but bigger. It had swallowed his hook and was quite
indignant. The flippers shot it up on the shore and over the
grass at express speed.

Elinor tried to get to her feet. The fluke-like legs batted
out. She went rolling and lay still. Davis clawed for his
axe. The beak closed on his left ankle. He chopped wildly,
saw blood run, but the soft iron wouldn’t bite on that thick
skull . ..
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The seal-bird knocked him down, held him with one
flipper and snapped at his face. Jaws closed on the axe
haft and crunched it across. Davis got a hand on the upper
and lower mandibles. Somehow he struggled free, threw a
leg over the long sleek back and heaved. The brute roared
and writhed. He felt his strength pour out of him, the teeth
were closing on his fingers.

A crossbow bolt hummed and buried itself in the wet
flank. Another and another—Barbara ran over the grass,
shooting as she went. The monster turned its head and
Davis yanked his hands free.

“Get away!” yelled Barbara.

Her bow was empty now. She crouched, drawing her
knife, and plunged toward the creature. It reared up, roar-
ing. She jammed her left arm under its beak, forced the
head back, and slashed.

The flippers churned, and the seal-bird bowled her
over. Davis glimpsed a slim leg beneath the belly. He
picked up his own bow and fired pointblank, hardly aware
of what he did. Blood gurgled in the monster’s voice.

Then it slumped, and the arterial spurting was only a
red flow across slippery grass.

“Barbara . . .” Davis tugged at the weight, feeble and
futile. His own throat rattled. )

The leg stirred. Barbara forced her way out from under.

She stood up, gasping, and stared at him. Blood ran
from her face and breast and arms, dripped to the ground,
she stood in a puddle of blood. Davis’ knees gave way.

“Are you all right?” she whispered. “Bert, darling, are
you all right?” She stumbled toward him.

“Yeh . . .” He had a nasty gash in the ankle, and his
palms were lacerated, but it was nothing serious. “You?”

“Oh, th-th-this isn’t my blood.” She laughed shortly,
sank to her knees before him, and burst into tears.

“There, there.” He patted the bronze head, clumsy and
unsure of himself. “It’s all over, Barbara, it’s finished now
.. . Sunblaze, we’ve got meat for the pot . ..”

She shook herself, wiped her eyes, and gave him an
angry stare. “You fool!” she snuffled. “If I hadn’t h-h-
happened to be near . . . heard the noise . . . oh, you blind
gruntbrain!”
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“Guess I've got that coming,” said Davis. “Why do you
drag me along, anyway?”

“I don’t know,” said Barbara, rising. “Get up!”

Elinor stirred, looked around, and started to cry. Since
she wasn’t much hurt, she got no attention. “Well!” she
muttered.

Barbara swallowed her rage. “I never saw a thing like
this before,” she admitted. “I suppose you couldn’t have
known, Bert. You were giving it a good fight.”

“Thanks,” he said uncomfortably.

“And as you said . . . plenty of meat.” She squared her
shoulders. “I'll stand guard. You take Elinor back to
camp, and when Valeria returns we can all drag it back.”

“Yes,” said Davis weakly. “I guess that’s best.”
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CHAPTER X

When Valeria had blown off enough pressure by a
magnificent description of Davis’ intelligence, education,
and personality, she offered news. There were clear signs
of nearby settlement to the west: recent campsites, a
beaten trail, smoke rising over the treetops. “They’ll be
sure to find us,” she said, “and it mightn’t look so well that
we didn’t go directly to them.”

“Oh, yes!” babbled Elinor. “We can’t stay here, those
things in the lake . . .” Valeria glared her into silence.

Barbara’s eyes gleamed. “And maybe we can make a
deal with them. By the time we get home with help, the
allies will have fallen apart, and our own messmates in the
woods will join us. Let’s go!”

“In the morning, child,” said Valeria.

“Pon’t call me a child!” shouted Barbara. “I'm only
three days younger than you, and my brain is twenty years
older!”

“Girls, girls,” began Davis. Then he apparently thought
better of it and sat back to listen.

His injuries throbbed abominably, but sheer exhaustion
put him to sleep. At Bee-rise he was able to limp around
and help Barbara re-haft her axe.

She regarded him with concern. He had seemed such a
big coward, she reflected . . . and yet he didn’t try to run
from the lake bird, but saved Elinor’s life— Damn Elinor,
anyway! If Davis had died on her account— And he had
crossed an unimaginable chill gulf of distance, to a world
hidden from all his people. Maybe it was only that he had
never been trained as she had been. The concept of cul-
tural difference was a new one; she knotted her brows over
it. How would a Man, surrounded by robots, fire-shooting
weapons, orsperless wagons, buildings as high as moun-

_ tains, how would he think?
" But it was heresy to admit this creature, barely two
meters tall, who could sweat and bleed and be afraid, was
a Man!
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Then the Men were a thing colder and more remote
than she had realized. Davis was here, warm and breath-
ing. She could smell the faint pungency of his skin; his
beard was like spun gold in the early sunlight and his eyes
were blue with the most fascinating crinkles when he
laughed. Yes, he sang her a bouncy little song as they
worked, and laughed with her, which was beneath the
dignity of the stony Men.

His hand brushed her knee, accidentally, and for a mo-
ment it seemed to burn and the world wobbled. What was
wrong with her? She wanted to laugh and cry at the same
time. She had cried yesterday, something no Whitley did
past the age of twelve.

“Damn!” said Barbara.

“What’s the matter?” asked Davis.

“Oh, nothing, Leave me alone, will you?” Then: “No, I
didn’t mean that!”

Davis gave her a very long look. She couldn’t meet it,
she wanted to squirm. Savagely, she finished whittling the
handle and put it through the axhead. Davis held it while
she drove in the wedge with a stone, concentrating
furiously on the work.

Valeria, somewhat handicapped by Elinor’s assistance,
had butchered the lake bird. Its hide might be a valuable
gift to the Udall where they were bound. She loaded the

orspers evenly and said the party had better walk to spare
them.

“Except Davis,” said Barbara.

“Never mind Davis!” said Valeria.

Barbara swung her axe so it whistled. The new shaft
was carved from a seasoned branch and felt strong
enough, “We started out to snatch him away from the
enemy,” she answered stiffly. “Now he’s got a hurt leg.
What'’s the point of having him along at all, you clothead,
if we don’t take care of him?”

“Have it your way,” shrugged her cousin.

They went slowly along the shore. Davis swapped
mounts from time to time. Toward evening they found a
hard-packed path through a meadow, and could see a curl
of smoke against sinking Theseus.

Barbara glanced uneasily into the shadowed forest and
hefted her crossbow. She had a sense of being watched
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. . . yes, the songbirds were too quiet. Well . . . “This road

seems headed for the town,” she said. “We can follow it.”
Whoever paced them between the trees was a skilled

tracker, Barbara grew certain there was somebody.

And this silent following was not the way of the folk
who dwelt near Holy River. Barbara shuddered, remem-
bering dark stories mumbled by the helots, Critters and
Gobblies. She found herself edging closer to Davis.

They rounded a bend, where a growth of canebrake hid
what lay beyond, and met the strangers.

There were half a dozen, mounted, their shadows long
and black ahead of them. They were all Burkes: tall slen-
der women with dark, close-cropped hair and blue eyes;
the faces were a bit too long, but the wide brows and pert
noses would have been pretty if the lips were not so thin.
At home Burkes were soldiers, artists and artisans in
peacetime—not very popular, because of their habit of
coming up with unconventional ideas, but often made
Udall counselors,

These bore arbalests, javelins, and a weapon at the belt
new to Barbara, a curved knife a meter long, obviously
meant for slashing from orsperback. They were peculiarly
dressed, in cloth trousers, puff-sleeved shirts, leather doub-
lets with some distinguishing mark branded on each.

There was a noise behind Barbara. She whirled and saw
another dozen coming from the woods, ringing in her par-
ty. More Burkes! .

Valeria lifted empty hands. “We’re from Freetoon over
the mountains,” she said. “We come in peace.”

The oldest woman, about fifty but still lithe, rode a way
ahead of her troop. “Over Smoky Pass?” She spoke with a
clipped accent, hard to follow. “Why? What’s this with
you?”

Davis nodded genially. “I am a Man,” he said.

“Hm?” The Burkes looked hard at him. They did not
break into chatter among themselves, as Freetooners
would have done.

“Man?” snapped the oldest one. “Where from?”

Davis pointed to the sky. “Up there, the stars.” He
beamed at them. “I'm the genuine article. Beware of
imitations.”

There was a long silence. It was disconcerting.
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“What d’you want?” asked somebody.

“We'll discuss that with your Udall,” said Valeria
haughtily.

“Our . . . oh. No Udall. Talk to Council. Come.”

No Udall! Barbara was too stunned to do more than

follow meekly as the riders urged her forward.
" “But this is awful,” whispered Elinor. She trembled.

Davis narrowed his eyes. “Wait a minute,” he said. “Is
there anyone but your sort around here?”

The leader smiled. “No. Burkes of Burkeville. I'm
Gwen, army chief.”

“Not much of an army,” said Valeria brashly.

She received a scornful look. “Don’t need much. War’s
stupid. If we’re attacked, ev’ry Burke fights.”

Nothing more was said. Barbara felt bewildered. Of
course, she thought numbly, of course if they are all
Burkes they can all bear arms. But no Udall? How do they
decide what to do? Then, after wrestling with the matter: 1
suppose they must all want much the same thing, so it
can’t be a great problem for them.

Both suns were down and Minos well into the second
quarter when they reached Burkeville. There was light
enough to see by. The town was built on piles in a narrow
bay of the lake, some fifty long buildings of planed lumber
and shingled roofs, in a graceful, airy, riotously carved
and painted style. Slim boats were moored to the piles,
with masts and furled sails—not that Barbara recognized
that item, There was a drawbridge for crossing ten meters
of open water, it thudded beneath the orsper feet.

Word must have gone ahead. Burkes of all ages stood
in front of their barracks. They spoke little to each other,
which seemed unnatural to Barbara. Here and there,
above the plank deck of the town, rose tall wooden sta-
tues. They seemed to be stylized representations of
humans and animals in violent action. A smell of fish told
her that Burkeville got most of its food from the lake,
probably had only a few small fields on shore . . . yes, they
could barter . . .

About two thousand adults, she estimated through the
blue night, and as many children. All were scantily clad
and had their hair cut short.

The party stopped before a house in the middle of
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town. They entered without formality, leaving the doors
open so the rest of the women could look in. A line of red
pillars carved with vines and birds marched down the hall.
There was a fireplace, but most of the light came from
bracketed candles—the room was positively brilliant. And
beautiful, thought Barbara, looking at the chairs and
tables, the feather tapestries and copper plaques.

Indoors there was an even more casual attitude toward
clothes than at Freetoon. Most of the women wore little
more than a few beads. Davis’ eyes shuttled. Barbara felt
a thick anger. She could show these snake-hipped, flat-
chested creatures a thing or two!

Several mature women sprawled in the big chairs near
the hearth. They rose and stared at Davis. He grew un-
comfortable after a minute. “Hello,” he said.

“Greetings.” The one who spoke was a trifle more or-
namented than the rest, with a feather skirt and a plume in
her hair. She was in her thirties. “Kathleen the Second. I
speak for Council. Sit.”

Davis lowered himself, shaking a dazed head. “What
goes on here? I don’t understand. Are you nothing but, uh,
Burkes?”

“Right. Live as we want to. Ever’body else stupid.”
Kathleen gave the Whitleys a challenging glance; both of
them flushed but decided not to make an issue of it.
“Began hun’erd years ’go, Flormead overrun an’ sev’ral
Burkes got away t’gether.”

“I see. Well . . .”

“’Bout y’selves. Oh, y’ll wan’ food, drink.” Kathleen
nodded to a few adolescents who stood nearby. They went
out, silently. “Glad see you. Only rumors ’bout other side
of the mountains.”

Valeria cleared her throat. “We come as refugees,
ma’am,” she said with the proper blend of pride and
deference. “ But not as beggars. Our arms are at our
hostess’ service, and if you will accept a small gift, the
hide of a great bird we killed yesterday . ..”

The hall rang with laughter. Valeria jumped to her feet.

“ *Scuse.” Kathleen wiped her eyes. “Not our custom.
Story goes y’ have chiefs an’ such silliness. Correct? Like
certain folk on this side, s’pose.”

“What else would we have?” asked Barbara, bridling.

76



“We all think same way. Natural. Council makes
routine decisions. It don’ make Councilors any better'n
anyone else. Ah!”

The girls were returning with laden trays. Davis, Bar-
bara, and Valeria attacked the food hungrily. Elinor
minded her manners. The drink was merely unfermented
berry juice; Barbara recalled that her Burkes didn’t like
beer. Kathleen and the others watched them.

“Now, then,” said the Speaker when they had finished.
“Who’re you?” She looked at Davis.

“Davis Bertram,” he smiled. “A Man . . . 2 human
male.”

There was a rushing of whispers, but only from the chil-
dren.

So he says! thought Barbara. She was about to blurt
how he lied, but shut her lips. Valeria’s snapped closed at
the same time. It would be helpful if the Burkes were con-
vinced,

“Story?” said Kathleen at last. Her face was impassive.

Davis sketched it for her.

There was another stillness. Heads shook, slowly, and
the slim bodies shifted. A few spears were raised beyond
the door.

“Wait,” said Kathleen. “This is new . . . have t’ think
... Can y’ prove it?”

“Of course,” said Davis smugly. Barbara wanted to
slap him.

“Hmmm . . . we never thought highly o’ stories, handed
out from Ship. If Men’re human males, means they’re
human—Iike us—no more.” Kathleen traded looks with
her twins. “’Stonishing. Hard t swallow, but—"
Abruptly: “What y’ plans?”

“We were seeking to help to win back Freetoon,” said
Barbara,

There was another rain of laughter,

“Not int’rested,” said Kathleen. “What’s a mixed town
t us?”

“We're going to the Ship,” added Davis.

“Hm . . . yes. I see.” Kathleen rose. “Y’re tired now.
Welcome here. Talk t’'morrow.” -

It was a dismissal.
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CHAPTER XI

The Burkes lived in barracks like the Freetooners, but
there was no caste distinction. Barbara was led to a house
as ornamented as the Council room. The decorations
lacked a master plan; each woman had her own stretch of
wall above a low bed and did what she wished to it, but
the overall effect was of harmonious repetition. There
were a few vacant bunks, luxurious after the straw ticks of
‘Freetoon and the bedrolls of the march..

The morning bustle woke her. She joined the rest in a
chow line, where cooks were dishing up bread and fried
fish. It could almost have been home, save that the KP’s
were also Burkes. .

“How do they settle who does the cooking?” she won-
dered aloud.-

“All take turns at menial work,” said a townswoman.
“Otherwise carry on our sep’rate trades.”

The fishing fleet had already set forth. Elsewhere
Burkes carved, painted, wove, and there was one who sat
with a harp composing a song. Barbara shook her head.
“They can’t do all that!”

“Any gifted person can do a lot of things,” Davis told
her. “I know two brothers, identical twins, on Earth. One
is a psycho-technician and one a spaceship captain. And
both of them play second fiddle in an amateur orchestra. 1
myself am a painter of sorts.”

“Oh, an artist!” squealed Elinor.

Davis seemed less interested in her today. At least he
had taste enough to go for the Burkes, thought Barbara
resentfully . . . not that that was saying much. There were
some children swimming gaily between the piles; the lake
monsters must have learned this bay was unsafe for them.
Davis looked at cool, glistening water, stripped, and



plunged. After a moment, the Whitleys followed suit.
Davis was a good swimmer. He shouted, dove under,
and got a grip on Barbara’s ankle. She came up again

sputtering. He appeared beside her, grinned, and planted a
kiss on her lips.

“Don’t!” she gasped.
“Why not? Confidentially, you and Val are the best-
built wenches on Atlantis.”

“Stop that!” said Valeria. “We're on trial here. I don’t
like this situation one tiny bit.”

She swam off with long smooth strokes. Davis eyed her
sullenly. Barbara used the chance to escape . . . escape
from what? she wondered. There was still a cold damp
tingle on her mouth.

Afterward they sat on the deck, drying, while Burkes
clustered around. There were' eager questions, and their
own queries were answered freely enough. But Barbara
noticed a sort of relay, her words being passed through the
crowd toward the Council hall. It gave her an uneasy
feeling.

The Burkes talked little among themselves, she noticed;
no reason for conversation, ordinarily. There was some-
thing pyschic about this place, she decided—she had never
feared any woman, not even the Old Udall, but these -
Burkes were too alien for comfort. h

“An’ y’re really a Man?” asked a young girl. The chil-
dren here were a brash lot, above a curious inward
restraint.

Davis nodded. “I am. But as Kathleen put it, ’m only
human.”

Valeria and Barbara looked at each other. Chattering
like a baby! The blind chickwit! If he would only act as a
Man should, they would have had a chance to overawe all
Burkeville. ,

An older woman frowned. “We ne’er gave much heed t’
old tales,” she said. “Burkes think fr ’emselves. Must’a
been shipwreck, {’ natural reasons, in old days . . .”

“That’s right,” said Davis.

“Doctors have power because only Doctors.can fertilize.
We tried t’ build fertilizing machine. No luck. So we have
t’lpay tribute an’ go through their silly rites like ever’body
else.”
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“Oh!” whispered Elinor, “Talking about it in front of
... of children!”

“So y’ve initiations on y’r side mountains? Big secret.
Jus’ like swampfolk. We all grow up knowing truth.”

Barbara’s universe, already somewhat battered, quiv-
ered and lost a few more bricks. These Burkes broke every
law in the canon and throve. Could it be that Father was
not behind the Doctors?

She waited for a thunderbolt. None came. Defiantly,
she repeated the thought. Glancing over her own tanned
“form, she saw no shriveling.

But then, she thought wildly, then everything Davis
claimed made sense! Then he might actually be a Man!

Vaguely, through a clamorous heartbeat, she heard the
dry Burke voice: “ ’Course, we don’ tell Doctors what we
think. Raise our kids t* keep mouth shut when legates ar-
rive.”

“Sensible girls,” said Davis.

He was dry now, and resumed his kilt and cloak. The
Whitleys wound up their wet hair and did likewise. They
were all guided around town, shown the sights; the peace
and plenty of Burkeville were bragged up for them, and
Barbara had to admit there was truth in the boasts.

“But the life must be dull,” she murmured to Valeria.
The cousins had found an excuse to wander off by them-
selves; interest was all centered on Davis. “The same per-
son, over and over.”

“A pretty many-sided person, though.”

“Yes . . . Val, I was just thinking . . . we, our way of
living, it may have shrunk us somehow. Everybody know-
ing just one thing, one skill—any of these Burkes can talk
about anything.”

“You may be right,” nodded Valeria. “I’ve had much
the same notions today, and Father didn’t kill me for hav-
ing them. But I don’t think the Burkes are any better than
us, not really.”

“Mmmm ., . . yes. I see what you mean. They make all
these pretty carvings and things, but one piece of art is so
much like another. And they miss all the fun of talking to
somebody different. Remember how we used to argue
with Kim and Ginny?”

Sudden tears stung her eyes. Sharp before her rose



Freetoon—but it was done, finished, dead. Even if she
returned in triumph, drove out the enemy and found all
her friends still alive for her it could not be the same, it
was too narrow and lonesome.

She could never go home.

She wanted to find Davis and blurt her woe to him.

“It would be better if the Men came,” said Valeria
softly. “We’ve never lived as Father—or whoever made
the stars—meant us to live. We’ve just hung on, hoping,
for three hundred years.”

Barbara felt a smile tug at her mouth. “It would be fun
to have a Man-child,” she mused. Then, in stabbing
realization: “But Val! Bert is a Man!”

“Rotten specimen of one,” snapped Valeria.

Barbara felt puzzled. They thought so much alike that it
was hard to see why Val despised Davis.

Her mind wandered back to the Man, and she forgot
the question.

“Better get back,” said Valeria. “I don’t trust that
Davis out of my 'sight.”

Elinor was seated outside their barrack. She looked
small and scared. No one else was around; the Burkes had
again clustered by the Council hall.

“Where’s Davis?” asked Barbara. Her throat felt tight.

“In there.” Elinor pointed to the house. “They sent for
him . . . that Kathleen!” She looked up, her eyes wide.
“When are we getting out of this awful place?”

“As soon as possible,” said Valeria grimly. “Whenever
that may be. No belp here, and I wouldn’t put anything
past them.”

Elinor began to cry, noisily wishing herself back with
darling Claudia. The Whitleys glared at her and moved
away.

“I’'d give a lot to hear what’s being said,” whispered
Valeria. “If we weren’t asked to join . . . it doesn’t look so
good for us.”

“Maybe they didn’t think of it.” Barbara ran across
“booming planks to the edge of the crowd. “Let me in,
please.”

“Sorry, no.” An armed Burke waved a saber. “Private
discussion.”

“What’s private here?” flared Barbara.
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Other trousered warriors moved closer. The sunlight
was hot on their spearheads. Barbara cursed and returned
to the barrack. _

“I think we could make a break for it,” said Valeria.
“That bridge is still down, and there are fresh orspers just
across the street. Nobody s looking.”

“What good would that do?” countered Barbara.
“Without Davis, we’re nothing but outlaws. But if I could
listen . . .”

The close-packed Burkes were whispering, relaying to
each other what was said within the hall. The younger
ones kept glancing furtively at the Freetooners.

“Come inside,” said Barbara. “I have an idea.”

The emptiness of the barrack was welcome after alt
those eyes. There was a trapdoor on the floor, opening on
the lake; the Burkes sometimes liked to fish through it, or
you could throw stones down on enemy boats. “I think I
can get at the hall this way,” said Barbara. “Nobody’s on
the other side of it.”

“T'll go,” said Valeria.

“You will not! 1 thought of it first!”

“Yeh . . . and somebody has to watch this.” Valeria
gave Elinor an unfriendly stare. “Go, then. If they set on
me, I've got my axe, and I can stand them off for a
whﬂe ”

Barbara removed her clothes and opened the trap. She
hung by her fingers . . . the water was three meters below.
Valeria grinned tlghtly and handed her a lasso from her
kit. Barbara went down it cautiously and began to swim.

Sunlight and shadow streamed between the piles.
Through clear water, she could see a weedy bottom and
fish sliding over stones. The sails of the fleet shone red
and blue across five kilometers, the forest was green
beyond and the sky brilliant overhead. It was very near
eclipse.

She waited until Bee went behind Minos. Ay still threw
a feeble light, the planet glowed ghostly and banded, but a
dense dusk flowed across the world. Barbara swarmed up
the ladder at the far end of the deck. She could barely see
the crowd on the opposite side of the hall. Their light
cloaks glimmered. Her own sun-darkened form must be
invisible at this distance,
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Business did not halt for eclipse . . . had those witches
no respect for anything? Barbara ran across the planks,
dodging from house to house. The hall was before her. She
glided to one of its large windows and peered carefully in.

There were only a few Burkes speaking directly to
Davis. All but Kathleen were old: their most experienced
Councilors. Candles had been lit against the eclipse, and
Davis towered splendidly in the glow.

He spoke, and Barbara thought—even now—what a
fine thing a deep voice was. Whitleys were contraltos, but
these Burkes were all yattering sopranos, and . . .

“All right, Kate, so I've convinced you I am a Man.”

“Not entirely. Still need final proof.” She didn’t even
blush!

“Sure! Whenever we can get some privacy.”

“Oh, y’ wish t’ be alone? Very well,”

“Whowill . . . er...”

“I—If all goes well, if I'm not hurt—"

“You won’t be.” Davis was grinning like a foolfish.

“Good.”

Kathleen slipped off her mantle and let it fall at her
feet. She wasn’t wearing anything beneath. She stood up
straight, throwing her shoulders back and bosom forward.
Well, she’s got to make the most of what she has! thought
Barbara. But then, driven by a stubborn realism: What
she has isn’t so bad. Not really. She's too thin, but nothing
haggard about her. She has the muscles to bounce around
as readily as anyone.

She thought: Davis sees that also, and wondered why
tears blurred her vision.

Kathleen caught the Man’s hands between her own and
looked up at him. “B’lieve kissing cust’'mary ’mong mixed-~
fam’ly tribes,” she said.

Davis glanced at the impassive audience, shrugged a lit-
tle, grinned one-sided, and pulled Kathleen against him.
She placed his palms on her flanks and hugged his neck.
As their lips met, Barbara told herself with an oath that
she would not bawl.

‘“Pleas’rable,” said Kathleen. “See potential’ties of
an elab’rated technique in this, What methods d’y’
rec’'mmend?”

83



“Well, uh, you might try moving around a little,”
choked Davis.

She writhed. Her fingers stroked him experimentally,
sensitive to his own response. As he came up for air,
Davis gasped: “Great Cosmos! I n-n-never expected—an
intellectual like you—would—"

“All arts best when an’lyzed.” Kathleen was as flushed
as he, starting to breathe hard. “Once I get a background

’sperience, I might . . . yes . .. originate new styles in
this art.”

“For all things’ sake,” exploded Davis, “Let’s go ac-
cumulate some background!”

“Yes. At once. F'r sake of all Burkeville, anyhow, best
we get this project org’nized fast. Come.” She seized his
wrist and urged him toward the inner building.

A hesitation came upon Davis. His gaze flickered back
to the Councillors. They had taken on avid expressions,
but the atmosphere was, somehow, disturbingly un-
biological. He cleared his. throat. _

“But wait a minute, sweetheart. I can understand your,
uh, ‘natural curiosity. But have you any plans beyond
that?”

“ ’Course.” Kathleen smiled at him. “We know well
enough, we need Men. Watched birds in springtime. Y’
give new experience, healthy life, t’ whole town.”

“Mmmm . .. ye-e-es , . . in the course of time!”

“An’ chﬂdren"’ Kathleen s tone grew fierce. “Y’ think
we like having Doctors boss us? Y’Il make us free o Doc-
tors. We’ll have t’ hide y’, first, play waiting game. But
when y’r sons begin t' grow up—un’erstand? We'll own
Atlantis!”

Davis’ jaw dropped. He backed away. “Wait!” he ex-
claimed. “Wait just a minute. I thought you’d help me get
my own ship back—I could bring all the Men you want

“An’ Burkevﬂle b’comes nothing? No, no, Davis. Here
y’ stay.”

“But .

Kathleen made no signal. None was needed. A dozen
warriors stepped from the crowd, into the hall, and leveled
their spears.
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Davis looked about him, wildly. “But my friends!” he
stammered.

“Fishbait.”

A cold wind sprang up, ruffling the dark lake waters.
Barbara wrenched herself from the window. No one was
looking her way—they mustn’t be! She found the ladder
and returned to the lake. Swimming slowly for quietness
was strain enough to break her.

She swarmed up the rope into the barrack gloom.
“Well?” said Valeria.

“Father, Val! Those witches . . . going to keep him here
... kill us . .. where’s my armor?”

Elinor screamed. Barbara cuffed her. “Shut up! Shut up
or die!”

The Whitleys began helping each other, lacing corselets
above the iron kilts, tugging on boots, strapping down
helmets. “Quick!” choked Barbara. “Eclipse is almost
over. Elinor, you see that stable across the way? Fetch out
four orspers—fresh ones—and . . . yes!” She snatched a

brand from the small hearthfire. “Shove this into the
straw.”

“LLI...

Valeria helped her on her way with a lusty kick. “Either
that or get your throat slit, my dear,” she said.

The westward rim of Minos was turning incandescent
when the Whitleys were dressed. They hurried into the
street as Elinor shooed four birds through the barn door.
No time for saddle or bedroll—but you needed reins, and
the fishhead had forgotten that, of course. Barbara darted
into the stables. A fire was leaping up in a pile of dry
straw, She snatched harness off the wall and ran out.

A Burke child saw them and screamed. The' crowd
faced slowly around, hampered by its own mass. Barbara
slapped a bit into an orsper beak, heard it click home in
the notch, threw the crowpiece and front around the stiff
blue crest, made the bird crouch, and mounted, tightening
the buckle as she did. Elinor wailed. Valeria leaned over.
“Harness one for Davis!” she shouted.

Then the Whitleys charged the Burkes. _

Father be praised, orspers were stupid enough to turn
on their own mistresses, and these had been trained like
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Freetoon birds. Barbara let beak and claws cut a way for
her while she leaned to right and left plying her axe. She
didn’t- know if anyone got killed, didn’t care. “Bert! Bert,
come out!”

A thrown spear glanced off her cuirass. A saber hewed
at her leg, slashing the boot. She cut back and nearly fell
off. There was a seething of Burkes; they screamed and
tried to run and tripped over each other. The armed
women would have held steady, but the mob swirled them
away.

Davis appeared. He swung the remnant of a chair and
whooped. Part of Barbara’s mind said there had never in
all the starry universe been so gallant a sight.

Bee drew clear of Minos, full day flooded across the
lake. Somehow the Whitleys and Davis were back at the
stable. Fire wavered pale in the door, the orspers within
screeched. Barbara felt sorry for them poor birds; she
hoped they could be freed, she w15hed it hadn’t been
necessary to make them too frantic to ride for a while.

Davis pulled at the crest of a free orsper. It bent down
for him and he mounted, a precarious seat without stir-
rups. Barbara noticed in faint surprise that Elinor was on
her own steed—she’d expected the Dyckman to wring her
hands till the Burkes chopped her up.

The drawbridge thundered beneath them. There was a
road which led from it, westward on the long downgrade
to the sea. Dust whirled up from clawed feet and Barbara
gave herself to the rocking rhythm of a full-speed run.

The Burkes would put out the fire, she thought bleakly,
calm their orspers, and pursne with saddles and spare
mounts. She hoped her party had enough of a head start.
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CHAPTER XII

Several kilometers from the lake town, Valeria’s orsper
coughed blood and sank on its breast. “Wounded in the
fight,” she said bitterly. “I'll double up with Elinor.”

“That’ll wear her bird out pretty quick,” panted Bar-
bara.

“We can switch around,” said Valeria.

They resumed at an easier pace. The road was wide and
deeply rutted; it must be a trade highway. Forest crowded
tall on either side. Already the air was warmer. The trees
were hardwood species; midge-like insects glinted in the
sun, This land was a steep decline into some great river
valley.

“We’d better leave the road as soon as possible,” said
Barbara.

Davis nodded. “I never . . . I won’t say you saved me
from a fate worse than death, kid, but I am grateful.”

“Maybe now you’ll behave yourself,” snapped the girl.

Davis shrugged. It almost cost him his seat on the slip-
pery orsper back. He concentrated on staying mounted.

But sunder it! he thought resentfully, it wasn’t fair to
put him on a planet aswarm with pretty girls and interrupt
him every time things began to get interesting. He felt
much abused.

His mind turned to the abandoned orsper, dying on a
hot dusty road . . . to Burkes, Freetooners, Greendalers
maimed and slain, to Barbara and Valeria driven from
their home and hunted across high mountains. The sit-
uation was unfair to everybody. And Davis Bertram had
brought it on.

No court of law would call it his fault. But still, he had
catalyzed cruelty and murder, and his own blundering had
made it worse, Strength, education, a good if somewhat



rusty mind gave him the power, and hence the respon-
sibility, to make the crucial decisions. So far he had failed
that job.

He got into such a glow of good resolutions that he al-
most fell off again. It was an effort to ride these birds
without a saddle.

Down and down the road wound, snaking about one
tumbled vine-grown cliff after another. The low suns
blazed in their faces. Now and then they stopped to switch
the double weight; otherwise, they continued with the
memory of spears at their back. Davis thought that the
Burkes would kill him if they couldn’t have the exclusive
franchise. They were too jealous of their little ingrown so-
ciety. That was one culture the Service was bound to
decide should not be protected.

Meanwhile, though, the orspers neared exhaustion.

Valeria broke a lengthy silence. “It won’t do us any
good to ride these brutes much longer. It wears us and
them out, and the enemy will have spare birds.”

“They’ll have saddles, too,” added Barbara. “We can’t
fight saddle-mounted riders.”

“Better strike out on foot,” finished Valeria. “If we
can’t lose them in these woods they have my permission to
barbecue us for breakfast.”

“Don’t!” Elinor turned slightly green.

“Yeh,” said Davis. “I do wish you wouldn’t mention
food. It’s been all day since I ate.”

Bee smoldered in coppery sunset clouds. Faintly to
their right could be heard the noise of a waterfall. Barbara
rubbed her snub nose thoughtfully. “Didn’t we pass a trail
a kilometer or so back?” she asked.

“Yes . . . little weed-grown bush trail,” nodded Davis.

“Well, that means people, and I don’t think -any people
could be very friendly with the Burkes. Especially if you
keep your mouth shut, Bert, and act the way a Man ought
to ”»”

Ouch!

They rode their orspers off the road, dismounted

carefully, and shooed the birds on down the highway.
Valeria glided into the forest; Barbara brought up the
rear, smoothing out all trace. Thereafter it was a struggle
through murky thickets to reach the path.
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Minos-light spattered cold between dense leaves. The
trail was a tiny one, obviously seldom used, plunging
downhill between boulder outcrops and subtropical cane-
brakes. There was a heavy smell of green life, growing and
rotting; luminous fungi speckled trees nearly choked with
vines; the waterfall sound grew louder.

It was a good two hours before they reached the source.
Then they emerged on wet stones to see a great river,
gunmetal under Minos, leap a full kilometer off a sheer
precipice. The king planet grew hazy in a chill mist where
dim rainbows danced. The crashing of the waters drowned
all voice; human heads rang with it.

The trail, barren and slippery, went down the brink into
a canyon. Valeria pointed in that direction. Through the
cold foggy light, Davis saw her raise questioning brows,
and nodded. She took the lead again, feeling a careful way
while rainbowed death roared beside her.

Davis stole a glance at Barbara. The girl was watching
the torrent, eyes wide and lips parted. Droplets of mist
glimmered like jewels in her hair. His heart gave a thump.

Past midnight, they reached the bottom of the cliff. For
a while they rested, watching the whirlpool and the white
column of the fall. Then, with a little sigh, Barbara stood
up and trudged on.

The trail followed the riverbank. In the brilliant unreal
planet glow, Davis saw that the canyon walls spread out
ahead of him until they were several kilometers across.
But the river widened too, until a sheet of water broad as
a lake flowed smoothly between scarps and crags. It occu-
pied nearly the whole canyon floor; this river was as big as
the Colorado.

Across a broken shimmer of Minos-light, they could see
small rocky islands dotting the surface. Now that they
were away from the fall, the air grew warm again. But
there wasn’t room for forest down here, or even for grass.
Poor hunting, if any.

Davis counted up their assets. The girls had their fight-
ing equipment: armor, axes, bows, dirks, lassos looped
around the shoulder, hooks and line in their pouches. No
bedrolls or frying pan . . . oh, well, they were in a mild
climate now.

He and Elinor had nothing but the tattered kilts and the
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disintegrating sandals they stood up in.

And my strength, of course. Davis looked complacently
at the muscles of his arm. Given the initial distraction of
the Whitley attack, he’d had small trouble fighting his way
clear of Burke Hall. Kathleen the Second would have a
lump on her head to remember him by. And my education.

Trouble was, crossbow bolts had small respect for mus-
cle power, and it was no good knowing how to pilot a
spaceship and fire a blaster if spaceships and blasters
weren’t available.

Toward morning, under a rosy eastern sky, Davis made
out a really big island ahead of him. It was nearly circular,
ten kilometers or so across and thickly overgrown with
forest. It came within a few meters of shore, and he
thought of swimming out.

Then the down-glow showed him that the place was
inaccessible: a giant basaltic outcrop, black cliffs rising ten
vertical meters with the woods growing on top. Short of an-
tigrav equipment or magnetronic boots, nobody could . . .

“Hoy!” Valeria came to a halt; stones rattled beneath
her feet.

After a moment, Davis saw it too: a slender suspension
bridge from the clifftop to the shore. It was anchored by
cables of woven vine to a rusty crag on this 51de, to
fronded trees on the island.

Barbara’s crossbow clanked into position. “So some-
body does live here,” she whispered.

“This is where the trail ends,” agreed Valeria. “The
question is who, and what can we talk them out of?”

Davis felt it incumbent on him to lead the way, though
his guts crawled at the thought of a shot. He spoke
rapidly, through a dry mouth: “Whoever it is doesn’t have
to take any nonsense from the Burkes, or anybody except
the Doctors. That island must be self-sufflclent and it
can’t be taken.”

“No?” growled Valeria. “I’d beat my way across that
bridge alone.”

“All they have to do is shoot from the shelter of the
woods. And meanwhile they cut those cables. Down
comes the bridge. How do you build a new one with the
islanders potshotting your engineers?”

“How did they get there in the first place?”
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“Ladders, 1 suppose. Which won’t work against any
proper defense.”

“Mmmm . . . yes. I see.” She spoke slowly, as if reluc-
tant to admit he was correct.

Davis halted at the foot of the bridge. There must be
someone watching at the other end, in the twilight beneath
the trees. He cupped hands around his mouth and bawled:
“Hello, up there! We come in peace!”

Echoes clamored between the river and the talus slopes
up the canyon wall. There was a brief wait.

Then a slender girl clad in long brown hair and a few
flowers stepped to the head of the bridge. She had a cross-
bow, but didn’t aim it at them. “Who are you?” she called
timidly.

“She’s a Craig,” whispered Barbara to Davis. “At home
they’re all poets and weavers. Now why would a Craig be
on sentry-go?” '

He paused, drawing himself up impressively. “Know
that I am Davis, a Man come from Earth to redeem the
old promise,” he intoned, feeling rather silly. Barbara
smothered a giggle.

“Oh!” The Craig dropped her bow and broke into a
tremble. “A Man—Ohhhh!”

“I come as the vanguard of all the Men, that they may
return to their loyal women and drive evil from the world
Atlantis,” boomed Davis. “Let me cross your bridge that I
may, uh, claim your help in my, er, crusade. Yes, that’s it,
crusade.”

The Craig squeaked and fell on her face. Davis started
over the bridge. It was too steep a climb for an impressive
march, but the timing was perfect—B just rising in a gold-
en blaze over the waterfall. Barbara and Valeria tramped
boldly behind him; even Elinor seemed to regain enough
strength to smooth back her tangled hair.

Past the bridge, there was a downward path; the island
was cup-shaped. Only the rim of the cup held true forest;
elsewhere, the trees grew in orderly groves. The grass be-
neath them was clipped and there were hedgerows and
brilliant flowerbeds.

A few other women emerged from the woods, laying
down their bows and axes. They were as sleek, suntanned,
and informally dressed as the first one. And their reac-
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tions were just as satisfactory, a spectrum from abasement
to awed gaping.

“More Craigs, couple of Salmons, a Holloway, an
O’Brien,” murmured Valeria. “Artist, artisan, entertainer
and poet classes at home—that sort.”

Davis stooped over the first girl and raised her. “You
may look on me, my dear,” he said unctuously. She her-
self was worth looking at, too. “I come as your friend.”

She dug her toes in the dirt and blushed in various
places.

A Holloway, rather big and corpulent, cleared her
throat shyly. “We never thought there would be so great
an honor for us,” she whispered. “We thought when the
Men came, they’d, er . ..”

Davis puffed himself up. “Do you doubt I am a Man?”
he roared.

“Oh, no, ma’am!” The Holloway wrung her hands,
cringing from possible thunderbolts. “You’re exactly as the
songs say, big and beautiful, with a voice like the Leaping
Water.”

She herself, like the other islanders, had a very pleasing
voice. The local accent was a curious blend of exact pro-
nunciation and melodious overtones; they must all have
had first-class vocal training. Looking more closely beyond
her, Davis saw that the hedges and gardens were arranged
with elaborate tastefulness.

But he’d better get his theology straight. ‘“There has
been much evil done,” he declared, “and to right it, I, the
Man, must go as . . . well, as any woman, with only these
few loyal attendants. I’'m here to summon all women of
good will to my cause. The Men help those who help
themselves.”

“Will you come to our homes, ma’am?”

“The proper form of address is ‘sir.” Yes, we will come
take rest and refreshment with you, and after that confer
with your leaders.” Davis beamed and clapped his hands.
“Don’t . . . I mean, be not afraid. Rejoice!”

“You big chatterbird,” hissed Barbara in his ear.

“Shut up,” muttered Davis. “I’'m having trouble enough
keeping a straight face.”

The guards needed no more than his consent to start re-
joicing. Some dashed ahead, crying out the news, while



others ran to pluck flowers and strew them in his path.
When he had walked through two kilometers of park-
scape, smiling like a politician in a representative-govern-
ment culture, the whole population came to meet him.

There were about twenty genotypes, he saw, all of the
artist-artisan variety. Altogether they numbered about a
thousand, including children. They had put on their best
clothes, woven dresses, lacy scarfs, feather bonnets,
draped leis—the total effect stunned him, a riot of
carefully chosen color, flame red and cobalt blue, forest
green and hot gold and burnished copper. All bore plain
signs of good, ecasy living; the older women were tremen-
dously fat, the young ones slim and full of grace, with
faces and bodies intricately painted.

They danced around him, sang in a choir, reed pipes
skirled and a great drum thundered through the woods.
Flowers rained on his path and tangled in his hair.
Mothers pressed their babies toward him for the touch of
his hands. Tame birds with tails like rushing fire strutted
on cool grass; whole trees pruned into living statuary rus-
tled overhead; the morning wind went like a benediction
across the land.

The village nestled at the bottom of the cup, surprisingly
large. But each of the simple grass huts could only have
beld a few people . . . by Cosmos, here was one place on
Atlantis where you had a right to privacy! One long house
in the middle of town was of split bamboo-like material,
probably used on public occasions. It faced on a green
plaza rimmed with cooking pits.

About this time, the past twelve hours caught up with
Davis. He managed somehow to inject sufficient pomp in-
to his demand for breakfast and bed. They brought him
eggs, fruits, small sweet cakes, and berry wine. Then they
conducted him to the chief’s house and tucked him into
feather bolsters and sang him a lullaby.

Nobody spoke above a whisper all the time he slept.
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CHAPTER XIII

Davis awoke near sunset. A girl posted at his bed waved
her arm through the curtained door. Others who must
have been waiting entered, to kneel with towels and basins
of hot water, or stand playing the harp.

“Well, well.” Davis yawned enormously. “This is more-
like it. When do we eat?”

“A feast has been prepared, our unworthy best, if the
Man will deign to taste it.”

“The Man will deign to make a pig of himself.” Davis
got out of bed. The floor had been covered with flower
petals. The girls were plainly expecting to bathe him, but
he chased them out.

An embroidered kilt, 2 plumed headdress, golden ban-
gles, and a dirk in a tooled-leather scabbard were laid
forth for him. He dressed and brushed through the door.

Bee was low between the trees on the island rim;
shadows lapped the great bowl, but the air was mild.
Women scurried about the roasting pits. When Davis
emerged, a crowd of musicians struck up and another
band of girls chosen for youth and beauty went out on the
green to dance before him.

Valeria stood waiting. She had loosened her red hair,
put armor aside in favor of a simple kilt and lei, but the
scarred left hand rested on her knife: “Well,” she said, “it
took you long enough. Nobody would eat before you, and
I'm ravenous.”

“We seem to have found the kind of place we deserve,”
said Davis. He started around the plaza toward a dais
richly draped with feather cloaks. Barbara lounged by it,
in conversation with a Craig who wore the omaments of
leadership and held a carved staff.

“I don’t know,” said Valeria. “They’re friendly enough,

94



but gutless. This place is so easy to defend, they don’t
even need a warrior caste—never had one.”

“What’s it called?”

“Lysum. It’s another offshoot of the same conquered
town those Burkes ran from. In this case, only a certain
class of people got together. They can fish in the river,
they have tame fowl, fruits and nuts the year ’round, all
the wood and metal they want already stored—they never
go anywhere!” Valeria looked disgusted.

Davis felt she was being unjust. Her own rather repul-
sive virtues, hardihood and fearlessness, would be as
redundant here as fangs on a turtle. “How do they spend
their time, then?” he asked.

“Oh, they do what little work there is, and the rest of it
goes to arts, poetry, craft, music, flowers . . . Yah!”

Glancing at the delicately carved wood, subtly designed
ornament, intricate figure dances, listening to choral music
which was genuinely excellent, Davis got fed up with
Valeria. Nobody had a right to be so narrow-minded. Here
on Lysum they seemed as free as in Burkeville—no, in-
finitely more so; there wasn’t the deadening monotony of
a single genotype. Eventually, no doubt, this culture
would stagnate if left to itself—but today it was young,
creative, and happy.

The Craig on the dais stood up for him. She was not old
enough to be fat; given a stronger chin she would have
been quite pretty . . . though Barbara, in kilt and lei, was
unfair competition. “Be welcome among us, Man.” Now
that the first shock had worn off, the Craig spoke with
confidence. “Atlantis has never known a happier day than
this—oh, we’re so thrilled! All Lysum is yours.”

“Thanks.” Davis sat down, and she lowered herself to
the ground before him. “You are the leader here?”

“Yes, sir. Yvonne Craig, Prezden of Lysum, your
servant.”

Davis looked around. “Where’s Elinor?”

“Still pounding her ear, of course,” snorted Barbara.
“Want to wait for her?”

“Cosmos, no! When do we—I mean, Prezden Yvonne,
let the banquet begin!”
Horns blew, the dance ended, the women of Lysum
hurried to their places. Rank seemed strictly according to
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age, the oldest seated on the ground nearest Davis—which
was a pity, in a way, though it was pleasant to see a
casteless society. The children began serving at once, and
that was a relief.

The food was delicious; the first cuisine he had en-
countered on Atlantis. And the courses went on and on,
and the wooden winebowls were kept filled.

Sundown smoldered across the sky. Theseus, half full,
came from behind Minos to add his ruddy light; stars
powdered a velvety heaven and a warm breeze flowed
down from the island rim with a smell of spices. Davis ate
onward,

Music was played, but nobody spoke. He leaned toward
Yvonne. “I am pleased with what I have seen here,” he
told her.

“You are so sweet ., . . I mean, gracious,” she thrilled
happily.

“Elsewhere there’s devilment on the loose. The will of
the Men is for peace among all, but first the wrongdoers
must be punished.”

“Your serving woman”——that got a scowl from Barbara
and a snicker from Valeria—"“told me that the Burkes had
dared set on you with force.”

“Ah, yes. You know the Burkes of Burkeville, then?”

“Slightly, sir. Nasty folk! Really, I don’t know what the
world is coming to. Why can’t people leave each other in
peace?” Yvonne had drunk a bit more than was wise—so
had everybody—and spoke fast. “Homnestly, sir, you
wouldn’t believe what some cof those towns are like!
Thank Father we don’t have to have much to do with
them. They’re just vile!”

The Whitleys flanked Davis on the seat. Valeria leaned
over and whispered: “See what I mean? No help here. I
told this featherbelly we’d want some spears to follow us,
and she near fainted.”

“Mmmm . . . yes.” Davis felt a moment’s grimness. He
couldn’t look for armed assistance from Lysum—if of-
fered, it would be rather less than no good—and he
couldn’t stay holed up here forever. No wonder Val was
so down on the islanders; she was more disappointed than
intolerant. Not a bad girl, Val, in her waspish way. Davis
tilted his winebowl. His free arm stole about Barbara’s
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waist. She regarded him mistily.

“Strong, this drink,” she said. “Wha’s it called?”

“A jug of wine, and thou,” smiled Davis.

“Bubbles in my head . . .” Barbara leaned against him.

“Oh, here comes dessert,” said Yvonne.

Davis could barely wrap himself around the elaborate
confection.

The Prezden gave him a large-eyed look. Minos-light
streamed over sprawling feminine forms. “Will you re-
quire us all tonight, sir?” she asked interestedly.

“Yipe!” said Davis.

“Go ahead.” Valeria’s low tone was surly. “I don’t sup-
pose it’ll hurt matters here.”

“Like hell you will!” Barbara opened her eyes, sat
straight up, and glared at him.

Yvonne looked bewildered. Barbara was quite tight
enough to start an argument, and that would never do.
Davis donned a somewhat boozy benevolence.

“I thank you,” he said. “It would not be fitting, though.
Tonight I must, urp, think on weighty problems. I would
be alone.” :

Yvonne bent her long-tressed head. “As the Man

wishes. My house is his.” Her dignity collapsed in a titter.
“I am his too, if he changes his mind. Or any of us would
be so thrilled—"
" Sunblaze! thought Davis. This was too good a chance to -
miss. What had gotten into Barbara, anyhow? She sat
brooding at Minos, nearly on the point of tears. Too much
wine, no doubt.

Yvonne stood up and clapped her hands. “The Man
wishes to be alone tonight,” she called. “All you girls
scat!”

In five minutes the door curtains had closed on the last
islander. Davis gaped. It was not what he had meant.

Valeria got to her feet, put an arm under Barbara’s
shoulders. “I’ll see her to bed,” she said coldly. “Good-
night.”

“Oh, no, you don’t,” said Davis. “Run along yourself.
Babs and I have a little matter to discuss of who’s boss
here.”

Valeria grinned. “Care to stop me . . . Man?”

Davis watched them disappear into one of the huts.

97



“Death and destruction!” he said gloomily, and poured
himself another drink.

He was tipsy, but there was no sleep in him. Presently
he wandered off across a sward glistening with dew, under
the light-spattered shade of high trees.

The fact is, and we might as well face it with our usual
modesty, Barbara is in love with me. Maybe she doesn’t
quite realize it yet, but I know the symptoms. Well?

Davis realized he was a little scared . . . not of her, he
decided after cogitating for a while, but of the conse-
quences to himself. From time to time, there had been
such girls, and he’d run like a jackrabbit. He didn’t want
to be tied down yet! ’

He climbed the long slope until he stood on the island
rim and looked across the swirling darkness of the river. It
murmured and chuckled beneath him, around him, the
light of Minos and two moons and the few stars not
drowned out shivered and broke on the surface; he saw
foam where a rock jutted upward.

He stood for a time, watching., After all, he wasn’t im-
portant; nobody was, in this broken wilderness of stone
and water and moonlight. He couldn’t just walk away
from Barbara; he needed her for a guide if nothing else.
But he wasn’t so almighty wonderful that she couldn’t
forget him as soon as some other spacemen arrived.

If she got mad at him, he thought woozily, it would help
her over the infatuation. And what would make her mad at
him? Why, jealousy would do it. A Man had every right to
change his mind; it wouldn’t disillusion Lysum if he . . .
Yes, they were disappointed in him already; he’d better
remedy that situation at once.

He started quickly back toward the village. Let’s see,
now, protocol doubtless made Yvonne the candidate for
tonight . . . uh, which hut was she using now?

He came out of a grove, with the valley open before
him down to the darkened houses, and stopped. There was
a tall form approaching. “Barbara,” he said numbly.

She came to him, smiling and shaking the loose red hair
down over her back, but her eyes were big, solemn, a little
afraid, “Bert,” she whispered. “I wanted to talk to you.”

She had no right to be so beautiful. Davis choked. She
halted and stood with hands clasped behind her back, like
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a child. It was the only childlike thing about her, as Minos
made abundantly clear.

“Um . ..sure...you got rid of that spitcat cousin of
yours, I see,” he began feebly.

“She’s asleep. I wanted this to be between us two.”

“Oh, yes, of course. Can’t settle anything with Valeria
sticking her nose into the business. Ask her a civil ques-
tion and you get a civil war.”

“Val . . . oh.” The girl looked away. Light and shadow
flowed across her. Suddenly she swung her head back to
him. “What do you have against Valeria?”

“What does she have against me?” he shrugged. “She’s
a natural born shrew, I suppose.”

“She means well. It’s just that she . . . never quite
knows what to say . . . and she’s afraid of you.”

“Afraid!” Davis laughed.

“I know her. We are of the same blood. Can’t you . ..”

“Scuttle Valeria!” said Davis thickly. “Come here,
you.”

She crept into his arms, her hands stole from behind her
back and closed around his neck. He kissed her, taking his
time and savoring it . . . Her response had an endearing
clumsiness.

She laid her face against his breast. “I couldn’t stand it,
Bertie,” she confessed. “You and all those other women

“When you put it that way, every other woman in the
Galaxy goes out of existence for me,” said Davis.

She looked up again; the cool gold light glimmered off
tears. “Do you mean that?”

“Of course I do,” said Davis, concluding that he was
sincere after all.. At least, he was ready to forego
everybody in Lysum if . . .

“I was so afraid,” she said brokenly. “I didn’t know
what was happening to me, I thought I was psyched.”

“Poor little Babs.” He stroked her hair. “Sit down.”

They spent a while without words. He was delighted to
see how fast she learned.

“I was always alone,” she said at last. “I had to be,
don’t you understand? It was hard for me to admit to
myself . . . that I could belong to anyone else . . .”

Touched, he kissed her more gently. They were in the
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shadow of a frondtree; he could scarcely see her save as a
warm breathing shape next to him.

She waited a little, as if gathering courage, then said:
“Do whatever you want to, Bert.”

Davis reached for her—and pulled up cold.

It was one thing to make love to an Elinor, a Kathleen,
an Yvonne. Barbara was a different case entirely. He
couldn’t just run off and leave her; he had to live with
himself, He wasn’t that kind of scoundrel; she was too
whole-hearted, it would hurt her too much when he
finally left. :

At the same time, he wasn’t going to humiliate her into
storming off. That had been the plan, half an hour ago,
but conditions were changed. He needed time to decide
what he really wanted.

“Well?”” she asked.

“Well, this is a serious matter,” said Davis. “You’d bet-
ter think it over for a while.”

“I’ve thought 1t over for days, darling.”

“Yes, but .

“But nothmg' Come here.” Small calloused hands
closed on his wrists. ,

Davis talked. And talked. And talked. He wasn’t sure
what he said, but it included words like sanctity. At the
end, with sweat running down his ribs, he asked if she un-
derstood.

“No,” she sighed. “But I suppose you know best.”

“I wonder—anever mind! Of course I do.”

“It’s really been enough, to be here with you. There’ll
be other times. Whenever you want to . . .”

“Cut that out!” groaned Davis. “Give me a kiss and go
to bed.”

She gave him a long one. Then, rising: “There is one
thing, my beloved. The others in our party . . .”

“Mmmm, yes. I can handle Elinor, but I hate to think
what Val would say.”

“Don’t let on to anyone. Not to me or . . . only when
we’re alone.” .

“All right. That does make it easier. Run along,
sweetheart. I want to think.”

“With the Craig?” she asked coldly.

“Cosmos, no!”
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“I’ll kill you if you do. I mean it.”

“Yes,” he muttered, “I'll take your word for that.”

“Goodnight, Bertie. I care for you.”

“The word,” he said, “is love.”

“I love you, then.” She laughed, with a little sob, and
sped down the hill.

Davis rose to his feet, not unpleasantly stunned. She ran
like a deer, he thought—why couldn’t she be trained for
spatial survey? Married teams were common enough . . .

The girl stumbled. She spread her hands, regained
balance, and continued.

Davis felt the wind go out of him. There had been a
scar on her left hand.,
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CHAPTER XIV

Barbara woke up and wished she hadn’t,

There were hammers behind her eyes, and she was
abominably thirsty. A jug of water stood by her bed. She
poured herself a long draught. At once the planet waltzed
around her.

She grabbed her head and reeled off a string of cavalry
oaths, The young O’Brien who peered in blushed. “Does
my lady want anything?” she asked shyly.

“Don’t shout at me!” snarled Barbara. “What the fire
and thunder did you feed me last night?”

“Only the banquet, my lady, and the wine— Oh. I see.
If my lady will permit . . .” The O’Brien scuttled out again.

Barbara rolled over on her stomach and buried her face
in her hands. Foggy recollections came back; yes, Val had
helped her to bed and then she passed out . . . Davis mak-
ing eyes at that Yvonne trollop . . . Father!

The O’Brien came back with a bowl of herb tea. It
helped. Breakfast followed, and life was merely desolate.
Barbara tottered out into the open.

It was a little past eclipse. The islanders were going
about their usual business in their usual leisurely fashion.
Prezden Yvonne ran warbling to greet her, received.a
bloodshot glare, and backed off. Barbara smoldered her
way toward a fruit grove.

Valeria came into sight, wringing out her hair and
glistening with wetness. “Oh, hello, small one,” she
grinned. “I recommend a swim. The water’s wonderful.”

“What have you got to be so happy about?”

Valeria did a few steps of the soldier’s axe dance.
“Beautiful, beautiful, beautiful day,” she caroled. “I love
this place!”

“Then it’s too bad we’re getting out of here.”

“Whatever for?”

“What reason is there to stay? So that Davis can make
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up to all the women on Lysum?” Barbara kicked
miserably at the turf, “I imagine he’s still sleeping it off.”

“Well, he did get to bed quite late, poor dear,” said her
twin. “But he was just walking around, thinking.”

Barbara started. “How do you know?”

Valeria flushed. “I couldn’t sleep. I sat up and watched
till nearly Bee-rise.” ‘

“Then you ought to be snoring yet.”

“Don’t need sleep.” Valeria jumped after a red fruit,
seized it, and crunched it between small white teeth.
“Look, Babs, we’re not in your kind of hurry. We need a
rest, and this is the place to take it. Also, we'll have to get
orspers . . . negotiate with some other town; they don’t
have ’em here . ..”

“I thought you knew. One of the local yuts told me
yesterday. This river runs straight down to the sea,-and
that waterfall behind us is the last one. They have boats
here. We’ll commandeer one and make the trip twice as
fast. That’s how the Lysumites go to the Ship. They buy
passage from the seafolk and . ..”

“Oh, hell, Babs.” Valeria laid a hand on her shoulder.
“We have a fair chance of getting killed somewhere along
the way, and life’s too good to waste. Let’s take a few
days off, at least.”

“What’s got into you, anyway?”’ Barbara narrowed her
eyes.

Valeria didn’t answer, but strolled down the slope to-
ward the village.

Barbara drifted glumly in the opposite direction. Her
cousin’s advice was hard to refute, but she didn’t like