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INTRODUCTION:
MY MAGAZINE.

by Isaac Asimov

In the fourth volume of these Hugo Winners volumes, I finally man-
aged to place one of my own stories. My novelette “The Bicenten-
nial Man” won a 1977 Hugo. You can well imagine my unconfined
glee at being able, for just that once, to stop plugging my science-
fiction-writing brethren and to boost myself. As those of you who
have followed my career well know, boosting myself is something I
rarely do.

The question arises, however: What do I do for an encore?

To give away the plot, I have not won a Hugo in one of the
shorter categories since 1977 (though I have won a Hugo, something
I'll tell you about in due course, never fear) and I do not appear in
Volume Five, which you are now holding in your hand.

Fortunately, something new has arisen and I’'m now going to tell
you about it.

The story starts in February 1976, when someone from Davis
Publications (the publishers of Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine and
Alfred Hitchcock’s Mystery Magazine) took his youngster to attend a
Star Trek convention. He was astonished at the number and enthu-
siasm of those who attended and he returned to Davis Publications
filled with the idea of starting a new science fiction magazine.

He spoke to Joel Davis, the head of the firm, and Joel was in-
trigued. However, he wanted a sister magazine to the two successful
fiction magazines he already had. That meant that if he had a science
fiction magazine it would have to match those two by having some-
one’s name in the title. Naturally, it would have to be someone
whose prestige and high ranking in the field matched that of Ellery
Queen in mystery and Alfred Hitchcock in suspense.

(Do you see what’s coming? If you do, you clever person, don’t tell
anyone. Let’s surprise the others.)
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What he needed was a person of note, sane and rational, fearless
and intrepid, witty and forceful, and, above all, devilishly hand-
some. —But he didn’t know anyone like that.

On the other hand, he had met me. That came about this way. I
write mystery stories, as well as science fiction, and when I do write
a mystery story I submit it to Ellery Queen’s Mystery Magazine. Nor do
I mail it in; I bring it in personally. I do this because, first, I like to
submit material in person and, second, the managing editor (now
editor) of the magazine is the beautiful Eleanor Sullivan and there’s
always lots of fun and kidding on those occasions.

As it happens, whenever I'm in an editorial office, everyone
knows about it. I can’t imagine why that should be, unless they
deduce my presence from the fact that all the fun and kidding pro-
duces loud shouts and laughter and soprano screams of delight. Joel
inquired, I imagine, and found out who I was. At the crucial mo-
ment, then, it dawned on him that this crackpot mystery writer who
came in now and then and who also wrote science fiction might be
the one.

If a businessman wants to confer a distinction on a science fiction
writer, the best way for a particular SF writer to get it is to be the
only such writer the businessman knows. In default of anything
better than that, Joel therefore approached me and suggested that I
get involved in something to be called Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction
Magazine.

I was horrified. I may seem excessively modest to you, but my
rather shy soul turned away from the thought of getting my name
into print.

I said, “Gee, Joel. The science fiction world would think I was
involving myself in arrogant self-aggrandizement and would resent
g

He had a good answer to that. He said, “Who on Earth could ever
suspect a decent, subdued person like yourself of any attempt at
arrogant self-aggrandizement?”

Well, when a man’s right, a man’s right. “You're right,” I said.

“QOn the other hand,” I went on, “I do a monthly science article
for Fantasy and Science Fiction and I've been doing it for eighteen
years. I can’t very well stop. The magazine has been very good to me
and I have this prejudice against returning evil for good.”

“Go ahead,” he said, “as long as it’s nonfiction.” (And he was as
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good as his word. I am still writing articles for F&SF eight years
later.)

“Also,” I said, “the editors of all the SF magazines now in exis-
tence are my personal friends. I wouldn’t want to offend them by
adding the weight of my name to competition.”

“They will welcome a new, strong addition to the field,” said Joel.
“Ask them.”

(I did ask them eventually and, to my utter astonishment, they
reacted exactly as Joel said they would.)

Finally I said, “Joel, my fellow writers would resent having to
submit their stories to a magazine bearing the name of one of their
peers.”

Joel said, “On the contrary. They will be proud to be in a maga-
zine with your distinguished name on it.”

I said weakly, “Do you really think so?”

“Absolutely,” he said, fastening me with a hypnotic gaze—and in
the end I agreed and toward the end of the year the first issue of
Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, dated Spring 1977, appeared.
What’s more, it had my very own personal face on the cover, com-
plete with sideburns and black-rimmed glasses. It was a photograph
that did justice to my uniquely masculine good looks, but it showed
me wearing a four-in-hand. Joel drew the line at the bolo tie that has
been my third invariable trademark for at least a decade.

The magazine started as a quarterly and I did not really expect it
to be a success (few new magazines are) but I was wrong. It ad-
vanced to bimonthly in its second year and to monthly in its third
and is now actually published tetra-weekly, with thirteen issues a
year. At the current writing it is in its eighth year, has published a
total of one hundred issues altogether, and its financial status is
healthy. You have no idea how pleased I am.

There’s the problem of what to call it, of course. Originally, there
was a tendency to refer to it as JASFM in line with the fact that
Davis’s two mystery magazines are often referred to as EQMM and
AHMM. The five-letter abbreviation was an uncomfortable mouth-
ful, however, and I was relieved when, with the thirty-eighth issue,
the rather old-fashioned cover logo was redesigned into something
modernistic. The new logo had as the most prominent feature the
second word of the title. The other four words remained, but were
considerably reduced in size. From then on, I simply referred to the
magazine as Asimov’s. That was all you could see from any distance
anyway.
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So now you see what I'm getting at. If I can’t win a Hugo myself,
it is almost as good (I said a/most) if a story from Asimov’s wins. And
that does happen. As you will see almost immediately, the first story
in this volume (an unusually good one) is from Asimov’.



1980
38TH CONVENTION
BOSTON






Barry B. Longyear

I suspect that the greatest thrill an editor can have is to discover a
hitherto-unknown writer of obviously great potential, to publish his
stories, and then to see him achieve that potential. Forty years ago, I
watched John Campbell discover a number of great writers (includ-
ing even me) and there was no mistaking his glee and delight every
time he knew he had one. (He even managed to show his glee and
delight over me.)

There was never a chance that I would experience such a thing
because I will never be a real editor. I lack the time, the inclination,
and, most of all, the talent to be one. To be sure, I am listed on the
masthead of Asimov’s as Editorial Director, but that is little more
than a courtesy title. It means that the real editor can turn to me for
direction if he/she wishes to—and for all the good that’s going to do
him/her.

And yet once it happened. At least once.

The original real editor of Asimov’s was my good friend George
Scithers, who ran the magazine for the first forty-eight issues. He
founded the magazine, set its initial policies, and worked his head to
a nubbin over it.

And he discovered a hitherto-unknown writer, Barry B. Long-
year, who was sending stuff in by reams—all of it distinctive and
good. I think George bought the entire output with rising excite-
ment, knowing he had made a discovery.

Then he got a story from Barry called “Enemy Mine.” He read it
and decided it was the best one yet, but that there was something
wrong with it and he wasn’t sure what that might be. It was clearly
a case for—the Editorial Director!

I received the manuscript in the mail with a plaintive note from
George that said, in effect, “Terrific story, but what’s wrong with
e

My heart sank. I can never tell what is wrong with a story or even
if anything’s wrong with it. But duty’s duty, so I read the story. I
made some suggestions to George. I don’t remember exactly what,
but that was strictly beside the point. Mostly, I urged George to take
the story, even if he was bothered by it in some places. The thing
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was that this was one of those rare times when a story was so good
that even I could see “Hugo” written all over it.

George took it, published it to wild reader enthusiasm, and at the
1980 convention my vision was justified. “Enemy Mine” won the
Hugo in the novella category. What’s more, since the convention
was held in Boston, I had my first chance to attend in six years and I
was there to see a story from Asimov’s finally win a Hugo. The first,
but I promise you not the last time.

(You might wonder if I'm going to publicize the place of appear-
ance of every Hugo Winner. I haven’t so far. —And I won’t hence-
forth, either. I know it means I'm showing partiality, but who ever
promised impartiality?)

There was another piece of excitement, too. George Scithers took
a Hugo as Best Editor and, at the time, only seven issues of Asimov’s
had appeared. And Barry won the John W. Campbell Award as most
promising new writer.

It was then I decided that having your magazine, your editor, and
your writer win is almost as good as winning a Hugo yourself.

Almost.



1
ENEMY MINE

The Dracon’s three-fingered hands flexed. In the thing’s yellow eyes
I could read the desire to have those fingers around either a weapon
or my throat. As I flexed my own fingers, I knew it read the same in
my eyes.

“Irkmaan!” the thing spat.

“You piece of Drac slime.” I brought my hands up in front of my
chest and waved the thing on. “Come on, Drac; come and get it.”

“Irkmaan vaa, koruum su!”

“Are you going to talk, or fight? Come on!” I could feel the spray
from the sea behind me—a boiling madhouse of white-capped break-
ers that threatened to swallow me as it had my fighter. I had ridden
my ship in. The Drac had ejected when its own fighter had caught
one in the upper atmosphere, but not before crippling my power
plant. I was exhausted from swimming to the grey, rocky beach and
pulling myself to safety. Behind the Drac, among the rocks on the
otherwise barren hill, I could see its ejection capsule. Far above us,
its people and mine were still at it, slugging out the possession of an
uninhabited corner of nowhere. The Drac just stood there and I
went over the phrase taught us in training—a phrase calculated to
drive any Drac into a frenzy. “Kiz da yuomeen, Shizumaat!” Meaning:
Shizumaat, the most revered Drac philosopher, eats kiz excrement.
Something on the level of stuffing a Moslem full of pork.

The Drac opened its mouth in horror, then closed it as anger
literally changed its color from yellow to reddish-brown. “Irkmaan,
yaa stupid Mickey Mouse is!”

I had taken an oath to fight and die over many things, but that
venerable rodent didn’t happen to be one of them. I laughed, and
continued laughing until the guffaws in combination with my ex-
haustion forced me to my knees. I forced open my eyes to keep track
of my enemy. The Drac was running toward the high ground, away
from me and the sea. I half-turned toward the sea and caught a
glimpse of a million tons of water just before they fell on me, knock-
ing me unconscious.
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“Kiz da yuomeen, Irkmaan, ne?”

My eyes were gritty with sand and stung with salt, but some part
of my awareness pointed out: “Hey, you're alive.” I reached to wipe
the sand from my eyes and found my hands bound. A straight metal
rod had been run through my sleeves and my wrists tied to it. As my
tears cleared the sand from my eyes, I could see the Drac sitting on a
smooth black boulder looking at me. It must have pulled me out of
the drink. “Thanks, toad face. What’s with the bondage?”

“Ess?”

I tried waving my arms and wound up giving an impression of an
atmospheric fighter dipping its wings. “Untie me, you Drac slime!”
I was seated on the sand, my back against a rock.

The Drac smiled, exposing the upper and lower mandibles that
looked human—except that instead of separate teeth, they were
solid. “Eb, ne, Irkmaan.” It stood, walked over to me and checked my
bonds.

“Untie me!”

The smile disappeared. “Ne/” It pointed at me with a yellow fin-
ger. “Kos son va?”

“T don’t speak Drac, toad face. You speak Esper or English?”

The Drac delivered a very human-looking shrug, then pointed at
its own chest. “Kos va son Jeriba Shigan.” It pointed again at me. “Kos
son va?”

“Davidge. My name is Willis E. Davidge.”

“Esstnt

I tried my tongue on the unfamiliar syllables. “Kos va son Willis
Davidge.”

“Eb.” Jeriba Shigan nodded, then motioned with its fingers. “Dasu,
Davidge.”

“Same to you, Jerry.”

“Dasu, dasu!” Jeriba began sounding a little impatient. I shrugged
as best I could. The Drac bent over and grabbed the front of my
jumpsuit with both hands and pulled me to my feet. “Dasu, dasu,
kizlode!”

“All right! So dasu is ‘get up.” What’s a kizlode?”

Jerry laughed. “Gavey %iz’?”

“Yeah, I gavey.”

Jerry pointed at its head. “Lode.” It pointed at my head. “Kizlode,
gavey?”

I got it, then swung my arms around, catching Jerry upside its
head with the metal rod. The Drac stumbled back against a rock,
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looking surprised. It raised a hand to its head and withdrew it cov-
ered with that pale pus that Dracs think is blood. It looked at me
with murder in its eyes. “Gefh! Nu Gefh, Davidge!”

“Come and get it, Jerry, you kizlode sonofabitch!”

Jerry dived at me and I tried to catch it again with the rod, but the
Drac caught my right wrist in both hands and, using the momen-
tum of my swing, whirled me around, slamming my back against
another rock. Just as I was getting back my breath, Jerry picked up a
small boulder and came at me with every intention of turning my
melon into pulp. With my back against the rock, I lifted a foot and
kicked the Drac in the midsection, knocking it to the sand. I ran up,
ready to stomp Jerry’s melon, but he pointed behind me. I turned
and saw another tidal wave gathering steam, and heading our way.
“Kiz!” Jerry got to its feet and scampered for the high ground with
me following close behind.

With the roar of the wave at our backs, we weaved among the
water- and sand-ground black boulders until we reached Jerry’s ejec-
tion capsule. The Drac stopped, put its shoulder to the egg-shaped
contraption, and began rolling it uphill. I could see Jerry’s point.
The capsule contained all of the survival equipment and food either
of us knew about. “Jerry!” I shouted above the rumble of the fast-
approaching wave. ‘“Pull out this damn rod and I’ll help!” The Drac
frowned at me. “The rod, kizlode, pull it out!” I cocked my head
toward my outstretched arm.

Jerry placed a rock beneath the capsule to keep it from rolling
back, then quickly untied my wrists and pulled out the rod. Both of
us put our shoulders to the capsule, and we quickly rolled it to
higher ground. The wave hit and climbed rapidly up the slope until
it came up to our chests. The capsule bobbed like a cork, and it was
all we could do to keep control of the thing until the water receded,
wedging the capsule between three big boulders. I stood there, puff-
ing.

Jerry dropped to the sand, its back against one of the boulders,
and watched the water rush back out to sea. “Magasienna!”

“You said it, brother.” I sank down next to the Drac; we agreed by
eye to a temporary truce, and promptly passed out.

My eyes opened on a sky boiling with blacks and greys. Letting
my head loll over on my left shoulder, I checked out the Drac. It was
still out. First, I thought that this would be the perfect time to get
the drop on Jerry. Second, I thought about how silly our insignifi-
cant scrap seemed compared to the insanity of the sea that sur-
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rounded us. Why hadn’t the rescue team come? Did the Dracon fleet
wipe us out? Why hadn’t the Dracs come to pick up Jerry? Did they
wipe out each other? I didn’t even know where I was. An island. I
had seen that much coming in, but where and in relation to what?
Fyrine IV: the planet didn’t even rate a name, but was important
enough to die over.

With an effort, I struggled to my feet. Jerry opened its eyes and
quickly pushed itself to a defensive crouching position. I waved my
hand and shook my head. “Ease off, Jerry. I'm just going to look
around.” I turned my back on it and trudged off between the boul-
ders. I walked uphill for a few minutes until I reached level ground.

It was an island, all right, and not a very big one. By eyeball
estimation, height from sea level was only eighty meters, while the
island itself was about two kilometers long and less than half that
wide. The wind whipping my jumpsuit against my body was at least
drying it out, but as I looked around at the smooth-ground boulders
on top of the rise, I realized that Jerry and I could expect bigger
waves than the few puny ones we had seen.

A rock clattered behind me and I turned to see Jerry climbing up
the slope. When it reached the top, the Drac looked around. I squat-
ted next to one of the boulders and passed my hand over it to indi-
cate the smoothness, then I pointed toward the sea. Jerry nodded.
“Ae, gavey.” It pointed downhill toward the capsule, then to where
we stood. “Echey masu, nasesay.”

I frowned, then pointed at the capsule. “Nasesay? The capsule?”

“de, capsule nasesay. Echey masu.” Jerry pointed at its feet.

I shook my head. “Jerry, if you gavey how these rocks got smooth”
—1I pointed at one—*then you gavey that masuing the nasesay up here
isn’t going to do a damned bit of good.” I made a sweeping up and
down movement with my hands. “Waves.” I pointed at the sea be-
low. “Waves, up here”; I pointed to where we stood. “Waves, echey.”

“Ae, gavey.” Jerry looked around the top of the rise, then rubbed
the side of its face. The Drac squatted next to some small rocks and
began piling one on top of another. “Viga, Davidge.”

I squatted next to it and watched while its nimble fingers con-
structed a circle of stones that quickly grew into a dollhouse-sized
arena. Jerry stuck one of its fingers in the center of the circle. “Ecbey,
nasesay.”

The days on Fyrine IV seemed to be three times longer than any I
had seen on any other habitable planet. I use the designation “habit-
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able” with reservations. It took us most of the first day to painfully
roll Jerry’s nasesay up to the top of the rise. The night was too black
to work and was bone-cracking cold. We removed the couch from
the capsule, which made just enough room for both of us to fit
inside. The body heat warmed things up a bit; and we killed time
between sleeping, nibbling on Jerry’s supply of ration bars (they
taste a bit like fish mixed with cheddar cheese), and trying to come
to some agreement about language.

”
.

“Zurath.”

“Head.”

The Drac laughed. “Lode.”
“Ho, ho, very funny.”
“Ho, bo.”

At dawn on the second day, we rolled and pushed the capsule into
the center of the rise and wedged it between two large rocks, one of
which had an overhang that we hoped would hold down the capsule
when one of those big soakers hit. Around the rocks and capsule, we
laid a foundation of large stones and filled in the cracks with smaller
stones. By the time the wall was knee high, we discovered that
building with those smooth, round stones and no mortar wasn’t
going to work. After some experimentation, we figured out how to
break the stones to give us flat sides with which to work. It’s done by
picking up one stone and slamming it down on top of another. We
took turns, one slamming and one building. The stone was almost a
volcanic glass, and we also took turns extracting rock splinters from
each other. It took nine of those endless days and nights to complete
the walls, during which waves came close many times and once
washed us ankle deep. For six of those nine days, it rained. The
capsule’s survival equipment included a plastic blanket, and that
became our roof. It sagged in at the center, and the hole we put in it
there allowed the water to run out, keeping us almost dry and giv-
ing us a supply of fresh water. If a wave of any determination came
along, we could kiss the roof goodbye; but we both had confidence
in the walls, which were almost two meters thick at the bottom and
at least a meter thick at the top.

After we finished, we sat inside and admired our work for about
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an hour, until it dawned on us that we had just worked ourselves out
of jobs. “What now, Jerry?”

“E::?”

“What do we do now?”

“Now wait, we.” The Drac shrugged. “Else what, ne?”

I nodded. “Gavey.” I got to my feet and walked to the passageway
we had built. With no wood for a door, where the walls would have
met, we bent one out and extended it about three meters around the
other wall with the opening away from the prevailing winds. The
never-ending winds were still at it, but the rain had stopped. The
shack wasn’t much to look at, but looking at it stuck there in the
center of that deserted island made me feel good. As Shizumaat
observed, “Intelligent life making its stand against the universe.”
Or, at least, that’s the sense I could make out of Jerry’s hamburger of
English. I shrugged and picked up a sharp splinter of stone and
made another mark in the large standing rock that served as my log.
Ten scratches in all, and under the seventh, a small x to indicate the
big wave that just covered the top of the island.

I threw down the splinter. “Damn, I hate this place!”

“Ess?” Jerry’s head poked around the edge of the opening. “Who
talking at, Davidge?”

I glared at the Drac, then waved my hand at it. “Nobody.”

“Ess va ‘nobody’?”

“Nobody. Nothing.”

“Ne gavey, Davidge.”

I poked at my chest with my finger. “Me! I'm talking to myself!
You gavey that stuff, toad face!”

Jerry shook its head. “Davidge, now I sleep. Talk not so much
nobody, ne?”” It disappeared back into the opening.

“And so’s your mother!” I turned and walked down the slope.
Except, strictly speaking, toad face, you don’t bave a mother—or father. “If
you bad your choice, who would you like to be trapped on a desert island
with?” T wondered if anyone ever picked a wet freezing corner of
Hell shacked up with a hermaphrodite.

Half of the way down the slope, I followed the path I had marked
with rocks until I came to my tidal pool that I had named “Rancho
Sluggo.” Around the pool were many of the water-worn rocks, and
underneath those rocks, below the pool’s waterline, lived the fattest
orange slugs either of us had ever seen. I made the discovery during
a break from house building and showed them to Jerry.

Jerry shrugged. “And so?”



Barry B. Longyear 44

“And so what? Look, Jerry, those ration bars aren’t going to last
forever. What are we going to eat when they’re all gone?”

“Eat?” Jerry looked at the wriggling pocket of insect life and gri-
maced. “Ne, Davidge. Before then pickup. Search us find, then
pickup.”

“What if they don’t find us? What then?”

Jerry grimaced again and turned back to the half-completed
house. “Water we drink, then until pickup.” He had muttered some-
thing about kiz excrement and my tastebuds, then walked out of
sight.

Since then I had built up the pool’s walls, hoping the increased
protection from the harsh environment would increase the herd. I
looked under several rocks, but no increase was apparent. And,
again, I couldn’t bring myself to swallow one of the things. I re-
placed the rock I was looking under, stood and looked out to the sea.
Although the eternal cloud cover still denied the surface the drying
rays of Fyrine, there was no rain and the usual haze had lifted.

In the direction past where I had pulled myself up on the beach,
the sea continued to the horizon. In the spaces between the white-
caps, the water was as grey as a loan officer’s heart. Parallel lines of
rollers formed approximately five kilometers from the island. The
center, from where I was standing, would smash on the island,
while the remainder steamed on. To my right, in line with the
breakers, I could just make out another small island perhaps ten
kilometers away. Following the path of the rollers, I looked far to
my right, and where the grey-white of the sea should have met the
lighter grey of the sky, there was a black line on the horizon.

The harder I tried to remember the briefing charts on Fyrine IV’s
land masses, the less clear it became. Jerry couldn’t remember any-
thing either—at least nothing it would tell me. Why should we re-
member? The battle was supposed to be in space, each one trying to
deny the other an orbital staging area in the Fyrine system. Neither
side wanted to set foot on Fyrine, much less fight a battle there. Still,
whatever it was called, it was land and considerably larger than the
sand and rock bar we were occupying.

How to get there was the problem. Without wood, fire, leaves, or
animal skins, Jerry and I were destitute compared to the average
poverty-stricken caveman. The only thing we had that would float
was the nasesay. The capsule. Why not? The only real problem to
overcome was getting Jerry to go along with it.

That evening, while the greyness made its slow transition to
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black, Jerry and I sat outside the shack nibbling our quarter portions
of ration bars. The Drac’s yellow eyes studied the dark line on the
horizon, then it shook its head. “Ne, Davidge. Dangerous is.”

I popped the rest of my ration bar into my mouth and talked
around it. “Any more dangerous than staying here?”

“Soon pickup, ne?”

I studied those yellow eyes. “Jerry, you don’t believe that any
more than I do.” I leaned forward on the rock and held out my
hands. “Look, our chances will be a lot better on a larger land mass.
Protection from the big waves, maybe food. . . .”

“Not maybe, ne?” Jerry pointed at the water. “How nasesay steer,
Davidge? In that, how steer? Ess eb soakers, waves, beyond land take,
gavey? Bresha,” Jerry’s hands slapped together. “Ess e bresha rocks on,
ne? Then we death.”

I scratched my head. “The waves are going in that direction from
here, and so is the wind. If the land mass is large enough, we don’t
have to steer, gavey?”

Jerry snorted. “Ne large enough, then?”

“I didn’t say it was a sure thing.”

e

“A sure thing; certain, gavey?” Jerry nodded. “And for smashing
up on the rocks, it probably has a beach like this one.”

“Sure thing, ne?”

I shrugged. “No, it’s not a sure thing, but, what about staying
here? We don’t know how big those waves can get. What if one just
comes along and washes us off the island? What then?”

Jerry looked at me, its eyes narrowed. “What there, Davidge?
Irkmaan base, ne?”

I laughed. “I told you, we don’t have any bases on Fyrine IV.”

“Why want go, then?”

“Just what I said, Jerry. I think our chances would be better.”

“Ummm.” The Drac folded its arms. “Viga, Davidge, nasesay stay.
I know.”

“Know what?” ‘

Jerry smirked, then stood and went into the shack. After a mo-
ment it returned and threw a two-meter long metal rod at my feet.
It was the one the Drac had used to bind my arms. “Davidge, I
know.”

I raised my eyebrows and shrugged. “What are you talking about?
Didn’t that come from your capsule?”

“Ne, Irkmaan.”
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I bent down and picked up the rod. Its surface was uncorroded
and at one end were arabic numerals—a part number. For a moment
a flood of hope washed over me, but it drained away when I realized
it was a civilian part number. I threw the rod on the sand. “There’s
no telling how long that’s been here, Jerry. It’s a civilian part num-
ber and no civilian missions have been in this part of the galaxy
since the war. Might be left over from an old seeding operation or
exploratory mission. . . .”

The Drac nudged it with the toe of his boot. “New, gavey?”

I looked up at it. “You gavey stainless steel?”

Jerry snorted and turned back toward the shack. “I stay, nasesay
stay; where you want, you go, Davidge!”

With the black of the long night firmly bolted down on us, the
wind picked up, shrieking and whistling in and through the holes in
the walls. The plastic roof flapped, pushed in and sucked out with
such violence it threatened to either tear or sail off into the night.
Jerry sat on the sand floor, its back leaning against the nasesay as if to
make clear that both Drac and capsule were staying put, although
the way the sea was picking up seemed to weaken Jerry’s argument.

“Sea rough now is, Davidge, ne?”

“It’s too dark to see, but with this wind. . . .” I shrugged more
for my own benefit than the Drac’s, since the only thing visible
inside the shack was the pale light coming through the roof. Any
minute we could be washed off that sandbar. “Jerry, you're being
silly about that rod. You know that.”

“Surda.” The Drac sounded contrite if not altogether miserable.

“ESS?”

“Ess eb ‘surda’?”

“148. »

Jerry remained silent for a moment. “Davidge, gavey ‘not certain
not is’?”

I sorted out the negatives. “You mean ‘possible,” ‘maybe,” ‘per-
haps’?”

“Ae, possiblemaybeperhaps. Dracon fleet Irkmaan ships have. Be-
fore war buy; after war capture. Rod possiblemaybeperhaps Dracon
is.”

“So, if there’s a secret base on the big island, surda it’s a Dracon
base?”

“Possiblemaybeperhaps, Davidge.”

“Jerry, does that mean you want to try it? The nasesay?”
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“Ne' ”»

“Ne? Why, Jerry? If it might be a Drac base—"

“Ne! Ne talk!” The Drac seemed to choke on the words.

“Jerry, we talk, and you better believe we talk! If I'm going to
death it on this island, I have a right to know why.”

The Drac was quiet for a long time. “Davidge.”

“ESS?”

“Nasesay you take. Half ration bars you leave. I stay.”

I shook my head to clear it. “You want me to take the capsule
alone?”

“What you want is, ne?”

“Ae, but why? You must realize there won’t be any pickup.”

“Possiblemaybeperhaps.”

“Surda, nothing. You know there isn’t going to be a pickup. What
is it? You afraid of the water? If that’s it, we have a better chance—"

“Davidge, up your mouth shut. Nasesay you have. Me ne you need,
gavey?”

I nodded in the dark. The capsule was mine for the taking; what
did I need a grumpy Drac along for—especially since our truce
could expire at any moment? The answer made me feel a little silly
—human. Perhaps it’s the same thing. The Drac was all that stood
between me and utter aloneness. Still, there was the small matter of
staying alive. “We should go together, Jerry.”

“Why?”

I felt myself blush. If humans have this need for companionship,
why are they also ashamed to admit it? “We just should. Our chances
would be better.”

“Alone your chances better are, Davidge. Your enemy I am.”

I nodded again and grimaced in the dark. “Jerry, you gavey ‘loneli-
ness’?”

“Ne gavey.”

“Lonely. Being alone, by myself.”

“Gavey you alone. Take nasesay; 1 stay.”

“That’s it . . . see, vigs, I don’t want to.”

“You want together go?” A low, dirty chuckle came from the
other side of the shack. “You Dracon like? You me death, Irkmaan.”
Jerry chuckled some more. “Irkmaan poorzhab in head, poorzbab.”

“Forget it!” I slid down from the wall, smoothed out the sand, and
curled up with my back toward the Drac. The wind seemed to die
down a bit and I closed my eyes to try and sleep. In a bit, the snap,
crack of the plastic roof blended in with the background of shrieks
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and whistles and I felt myself drifting off, when my eyes opened
wide at the sound of footsteps in the sand. I tensed, ready to spring.

“Davidge?” Jerry’s voice was very quiet.

“What?”

I heard the Drac sit on the sand next to me. “You loneliness,
Davidge. About it hard you talk, ne?”

“So what?” The Drac mumbled something that was lost in the
wind. “What?” I turned over and saw Jerry looking through a hole
in the wall.

“Why I stay. Now, you I tell, ne?”

I shrugged. “Okay; why not?”

Jerry seemed to struggle with the words, then opened its mouth to
speak. Its eyes opened wide. “Magasienna!”

I sat up. “Ess?”

Jerry pointed at the hole. “Soaker!”

I pushed it out of the way and looked through the hole. Steaming
toward our island was an insane mountainous fury of white-capped
rollers. It was hard to tell in the dark, but the one in front looked
taller than the one that had wet our feet a few days before. The ones
following it were bigger. Jerry put a hand on my shoulder and I
looked into the Drac’s eyes. We broke and ran for the capsule. We
heard the first wave rumbling up the slope as we felt around in the
dark for the recessed doorlatch. I just got my finger on it when the
wave smashed against the shack, collapsing the roof. In half a second
we were underwater, the currents inside the shack agitating us like
socks in a washing machine.

The water receded, and as I cleared my eyes, I saw that the wind-
ward wall of the shack had caved in. “Jerry!”

Through the collapsed wall, I saw the Drac staggering around
outside. “Irkmaan?” Behind him I could see the second roller gather-
ing speed.

“Kizlode, what'n the Hell you doing out there? Get in here!”

I turned to the capsule, still lodged firmly between the two rocks,
and found the handle. As I opened the door, Jerry stumbled through
the missing wall and fell against me. “Davidge . . . forever soakers
go on! Forever!”

“Get in!” I helped the Drac through the door and didn’t wait for
it to get out of the way. I piled in on top of Jerry and latched the
door just as the second wave hit. I could feel the capsule lift a bit and
rattle against the overhang of the one rock.

“Davidge, we float?”



16 ENEMY MINE

“No. The rocks are holding us. We'll be all right once the breakers
stop.”

“Over you move.”

“Oh.” I got off Jerry’s chest and braced myself against one end of
the capsule. After a bit, the capsule came to rest and we waited for
the next one. “Jerry?”

“ESS?”

“What was it that you were about to say?”

“Why I stay?”

“Yeah.”

“About it hard me talk, gavey?”

“I know, I know.”

The next breaker hit and I could feel the capsule rise and rattle
against the rock. “Davidge, gavey ‘vi nessa’?”

“Ne gavey.”

“Vi nessa . . . little me, gavey?”

The capsule bumped down the rock and came to rest. “What
about little you?”

“Little me . . . little Drac. From me, gavey?”

“Are you telling me you're pregnant?”

“Possiblemaybeperhaps.”

I shook my head. “Hold on, Jerry. I don’t want any misunder-
standings. Pregnant . . . are you going to be a parent?”

“Ae, parent, two-zero-zero in line, very important is, ne?”

“Terrific. What's this got to do with you not wanting to go to the
other island?”

“Before, me vi nessa, gavey? Tean death.”

“Your child, it died?”

“Ae!” The Drac’s sob was torn from the lips of the universal
mother. “I in fall hurt. 7ean death. Nasesay in sea us bang. Tean hurt,
gavey?”

“Ae, 1 gavey.” So Jerry was afraid of losing another child. It was
almost certain that the capsule trip would bang us around a lot, but
staying on the sandbar didn’t appear to be improving our chances.
The capsule had been at rest for quite a while, and I decided to risk a
peek outside. The small canopy windows seemed to be covered with
sand, and I opened the door. I looked around, and all of the walls
had been smashed flat. I looked toward the sea, but could see noth-
ing. “It looks safe, Jerry . . .” I looked up, toward the blackish sky,
and above me towered the white plume of a descending breaker.
“Maga damn sienna!” I slammed the hatch door.
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“Ess, Davidge?”

“Hang on, Jerry!”

The sound of the water hitting the capsule was beyond hearing.
We banged once, twice against the rock, then we could feel ourselves
twisting, shooting upward. I made a grab to hang on, but missed as
the capsule took a sickening lurch downward. I fell into Jerry, then
was flung to the opposite wall, where I struck my head. Before I
went blank, I heard Jerry cry “Tean! Vi tean!”

. the lieutenant pressed bis band control and a figure—tall, bumanoid,
yellow—appeared on the screen.

“Drac slime!” shouted the auditorium of seated recruits.

The lieutenant faced the recruits. “Correct. This is a Drac. Note that the
Drac race is uniform as to color; they are all yellow.” The recruits chuckled
politely. The officer preened a bit, then with a light wand began pointing out
various features. “The three-fingered hands are distinctive, of course, as is the
almost noseless face, which gives the Drac a toadlike appearance. On average,
eyesight is slightly better than human, bearing about the same, and smell
.. .7 The lieutenant paused. “The smell is terrible!” The officer beamed at
the uproar from the recruits. When the auditorium quieted down, be pointed
bis light wand at a fold in the figure’s belly. “This is where the Drac keeps its
Samily jewels—all of them.” Another chuckle. “That’s right, Dracs are ber-
maphrodites, with both male and female reproductive organs contained in the
same individual.” The lieutenant faced the recruits. “You go tell a Drac to go
boff bimself, then watch out, because be can!” The laughter died down, and
the lieutenant beld out a hand toward the screen. “You see one of these things,
what do you do?”’

p 8 e

. .. I cleared the screen and computer sighted on the next Drac fighter,
looking like a double x in the screen’s display. The Drac shifted hard to the
left, then right again. I felt the autopilot pull my ship after the fighter,
sorting out and ignoring the false images, trying to lock its electronic
crosshairs on the Drac. “Come on, toad face . . . a little bit to the left.
. . .” The double cross image moved into the ranging rings on the display
and I felt the missile attached to the belly of my fighter take off. “Gotcha!”
Through my canopy I saw the flash as the missile detonated. My screen
showed the Drac fighter out of control, spinning toward Fyrine IV's cloud-
shrouded surface. I dived after it to confirm the kill . . . skin temperature
increasing as my ship brushed the upper atmosphere. “Come on, dammit,
blow!” I shifted the ship’s systems over for atmospheric flight when it became
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obvious that I'd bave to follow the Drac right to the ground. Still above the
clouds, the Drac stopped spinning and turned. I hit the auto override and
pulled the stick into my lap. The fighter wallowed as it tried to pull up.

Everyone knows the Drac ships work better in atmosphere . . . heading to-
ward me on an interception course . . . why doesn’t the slime fire . . . just
before the collision, the Drac ejects . . . power gone; bave to deadstick it in.

1 track the capsule as it falls through the muck, intending to find that Drac
slime and finish the job. . . .

It could have been for seconds or years that I groped into the
darkness around me. I felt touching, but the parts of me being
touched seemed far, far away. First chills, then fever, then chills
again, my head being cooled by a gentle hand. I opened my eyes to
narrow slits and saw Jerry hovering over me, blotting my forehead
with something cool. I managed a whisper. “Jerry.”

The Drac looked into my eyes and smiled. “Good is, Davidge.
Good is.”

The light on Jerry’s face flickered and I smelled smoke. “Fire.”

Jerry got out of the way and pointed toward the center of the
room’s sandy floor. I let my head roll over and realized that I was
lying on a bed of soft, springy branches. Opposite my bed was an-
other bed, and between them crackled a cheery campfire. “Fire now
we have, Davidge. And wood.” Jerry pointed toward the roof made
of wooden poles thatched with broad leaves.

I turned and looked around, then let my throbbing head sink
down and closed my eyes. “Where are we?”

“Big island, Davidge. Soaker off sandbar us washed. Wind and
waves us here took. Right you were.”

“I . .. I don’t understand; ne gavey. It'd take days to get to the
big island from the sandbar.”

Jerry nodded and dropped what looked like a sponge into a shell
of some sort filled with water. “Nine days. You I strap to nasesay,
then here on beach we land.”

“Nine days? I've been out for nine days?”

Jerry shook his head. “Seventeen. Here we land eight days . . .
The Drac waved its hand behind itself.

“Ago . . . eight days ago.”

“148. ”» ™

Seventeen days on Fyrine IV was better than a month on Earth. I
opened my eyes again and looked at Jerry. The Drac was almost
bubbling with excitement. “What about tean, your child?”

”
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Jerry patted its swollen middle. “Good is, Davidge. You more
nasesay hurt.”

I overcame an urge to nod. “I’m happy for you.” I closed my eyes
and turned my face toward the wall, a combination of wood poles
and leaves. “Jerry?”

“Ess?”

“You saved my life.”

“148. ”»

“Why?7’

Jerry sat quietly for a long time. “Davidge. On sandbar you talk.
Loneliness now gavey.” The Drac shook my arm. “Here, now you
eat.”

I turned and looked into a shell filled with a steaming liquid.
“What is it, chicken soup?”

“Ess?,,

“Ess va?” I pointed at the bowl, realizing for the first time how
‘weak I was.

Jerry frowned. “Like slug, but long.”

“An eel?”

“Ae, but eel on land, gavey?”

“You mean ‘snake’?”

“Possiblemaybeperhaps.”

I nodded and put my lips to the edge of the shell. I sipped some of
the broth, swallowed and let the broth’s healing warmth seep
through my body. “Good.”

“You custa want?”

“Ess?”

“Custa.” Jerry reached next to the fire and picked up a squareish
chunk of clear rock. I looked at it, scratched it with my thumbnail,
then touched it with my tongue.

“Halite! Salt!”

Jerry smiled. “Custa you want?”

I laughed. “All the comforts. By all means, let’s have custa.”

Jerry took the halite, knocked off a corner with a small stone, then
used the stone to grind the pieces against another stone. He held out
the palm of his hand with a tiny mountain of white granules in the
center. I took two pinches, dropped them into my snake soup and
stirred it with my finger. Then I took a long swallow of the delicious
broth. I smacked my lips. “Fantastic.”

“Good, ne?”
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“Better than good; fantastic.” I took another swallow, making a
big show of smacking my lips and rolling my eyes.

“Fantastic, Davidge, ne?”

“Ae.” I nodded at the Drac. “I think that’s enough. I want to
sleep.”

“Ae, Davidge, gavey.” Jerry took the bowl and put it beside the fire.
The Drac stood, walked to the door and turned back. Its yellow eyes
studied me for an instant, then it nodded, turned and went outside. I
closed my eyes and let the heat from the campfire coax the sleep
over me.

In two days I was up in the shack trying my legs, and in two more
days Jerry helped me outside. The shack was located at the top of a
long, gentle rise in a scrub forest; none of the trees was any taller
than five or six meters. At the bottom of the slope, better than eight
kilometers from the shack, was the still-rolling sea. The Drac had
carried me. Our trusty nasesay had filled with water and had been
dragged back into the sea soon after Jerry pulled me to dry land.
With it went the remainder of the ration bars. Dracs are very fussy
about what they eat, but hunger finally drove Jerry to sample some
of the local flora and fauna—hunger and the human lump that was
rapidly drifting away from lack of nourishment. The Drac had set-
tled on a bland, starchy type of root, a green bushberry that when
dried made an acceptable tea, and snakemeat. Exploring, Jerry had
found a partly eroded salt dome. In the days that followed, I grew
stronger and added to our diet with several types of sea mollusk and
a fruit resembling a cross between a pear and a plum.

As the days grew colder, the Drac and I were forced to realize that
Fyrine IV had a winter. Given that, we had to face the possibility
that the winter would be severe enough to prevent the gathering of
food—and wood. When dried next to the fire, the berrybush and
roots kept well, and we tried both salting and smoking snakemeat.
With strips of fiber from the berrybush for thread, Jerry and I
pieced together the snakeskins for winter clothing. The design we
settled on involved two layers of skins with the down from ber-
rybush seed pods stuffed between and then held in place by quilting
the layers. .

We agreed that the house would never do. It took three days of
searching to find our first cave, and another three days before we
found one that suited us. The mouth opened onto a view of the
eternally tormented sea, but was set in the face of a low cliff well
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above sea level. Around the cave’s entrance we found great quanti-
ties of dead wood and loose stone. The wood we gathered for heat;
and the stone we used to wall up the entrance, leaving only space
enough for a hinged door. The hinges were made of snake leather
and the door of wooden poles tied together with berrybush fiber.
The first night after completing the door, the sea winds blew it to
pieces; and we decided to go back to the original door design we had
used on the sandbar.

Deep inside the cave, we made our living quarters in a chamber
with a wide, sandy floor. Still deeper, the cave had natural pools of
water, which were fine for drinking but too cold for bathing. We
used the pool chamber for our supply room. We lined the walls of
our living quarters with piles of wood and made new beds out of
snakeskins and seed pod down. In the center of the chamber we
built a respectable fireplace with a large, flat stone over the coals for
a griddle. The first night we spent in our new home, I discovered
that, for the first time since ditching on that damned planet, I
couldn’t hear the wind.

During the long nights, we would sit at the fireplace making
things—gloves, hats, packbags—out of snake leather, and we would
talk. To break the monotony, we alternated days between speaking
Drac and English, and by the time the winter hit with its first ice
storm, each of us was comfortable in the other’s language.

We talked of Jerry’s coming child.

“What are you going to name it, Jerry?”

“It already has a name. See, the Jeriba line has five names. My
name is Shigan; before me came my parent, Gothig; before Gothig
was Haesni; before Haesni was Ty, and before Ty was Zammis. The
child is named Jeriba Zammis.”

“Why only the five names? A human child can have just about any
name its parents pick for it. In fact, once a human becomes an adult,
he or she can pick any name he or she wants.”

The Drac looked at me, its eyes filled with pity. “Davidge, how
lost you must feel. You humans—how lost you must feel.”

“Lost?”

Jerry nodded. “Where do you come from, Davidge?”

“You mean my parents?”

“Yes.”

I shrugged. “I remember my parents.”

“And their parents?”
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“T remember my mother’s father. When I was young we used to
visit him.”

“Davidge, what do you know about this grandparent?”

I rubbed my chin. “It’s kind of vague . . . I think he was in some
kind of agriculture—I don’t know.”

“And his parents?”

I shook my head. “The only thing I remember is that somewhere
along the line, English and Germans figured. Gavey Germans and
English?”

Jerry nodded. “Davidge, I can recite the history of my line back to
the founding of my planet by Jeriba Ty, one of the original settlers,
one hundred and ninety-nine generations ago. At our line’s archives
on Draco, there are the records that trace the line across space to the
racehome planet, Sindie, and there back seventy generations to Jer-
iba Ty, the founder of the Jeriba line.”

“How does one become a founder?”

“Only the firstborn carries the line. Products of second, third, or
fourth births must found their own lines.”

I nodded, impressed. “Why only the five names? Just to make it
easier to remember them?”

Jerry shook its head. “No. The names are things to which we add
distinction; they are the same, commonplace five so that they do not
overshadow the events that distinguish their bearers. The name I
carry, Shigan, has been served by great soldiers, scholars, students of
philosophy, and several priests. The name my child will carry has
been served by scientists, teachers, and explorers.”

“You remember all of your ancestors’ occupations?”

Jerry nodded. “Yes, and what they each did and where they did it.
You must recite your line before the line’s archives to be admitted
into adulthood as I was twenty-two of my years ago. Zammis will do
the same, except the child must begin its recitation”—Jerry smiled
—*“with my name, Jeriba Shigan.”

“You can recite almost two hundred biographies from memory?”

“Yes”

I went over to my bed and stretched out. As I stared up at the
smoke being sucked through the crack in the chamber’s ceiling, I
began to understand what Jerry meant by feeling lost. A Drac with
several dozens of generations under its belt knew who it was and
what it had to live up to. “Jerry?”

“Yes, Davidge?”

“Will you recite them for me?” I turned my head and looked at
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the Drac in time to see an expression of utter surprise melt into joy.
It was only after many years had passed that I learned I had done
Jerry a great honor in requesting his line. Among the Dracs, it is a
rare expression of respect, not only of the individual, but of the line.

Jerry placed the hat he was sewing on the sand, stood and began.

“Before you bere I stand, Shigan of the line of Jeriba, born of Gothig, the
teacher of music. A musician of bigh merit, the students of Gothig include
Datzizh of the Nem line, Perravane of the Tuscor line, and many lesser
musicians. Trained in music at the Shimuram, Gothig stood before the
archives in the year 11,051 and spoke of its parent Haesni, the manufacturer
of ships. . V%"

As I listened to Jerry’s singsong of formal Dracon, the backward
biographies—beginning with death and ending with adulthood—I
experienced a sense of time-binding, of being able to know and
touch the past. Battles, empires built and destroyed, discoveries
made, great things done—a tour through twelve thousand years of
history, but perceived as a well-defined, living continuum.

Against this: I, Willis of the Davidge line, stand before you, born
of Sybil the housewife and Nathan the second-rate civil engineer,
one of them born of Grandpop, who probably had something to do
with agriculture, born of nobody in particular. . . . Hell, I wasn’t
even that! My older brother carried the line; not me. I listened and
made up my mind to memorize the line of Jeriba.

We talked of war:

“That was a pretty neat trick, suckering me into the atmosphere,
then ramming me.”

Jerry shrugged. “Dracon fleet pilots are best; this is well known.”

I raised my eyebrows. “That’s why I shot your tail feathers off,
huh?”

Jerry shrugged, frowned, and continued sewing on the scraps of
snake leather. “Why do the Earthmen invade this part of the Gal-
axy, Davidge? We had thousands of years of peace before you came.”

“Hah! Why do the Dracs invade? We were at peace too. What are
you doing here?”

“We settle these planets. It is the Drac tradition. We are explorers
and founders.”

“Well, toad face, what do you think we are, a bunch of homebod-
ies? Humans have had space travel for less than two hundred years,
but we've settled almost twice as many planets as the Dracs—"
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Jerry held up a finger. “Exactly! You humans spread like a disease.
Enough! We don’t want you here!”

“Well, we’re here, and here to stay. Now what are you going to do
about it?”

“You see what we do, Irkmaan, we fight!”

“Phooey! You call that little scrap we were in a fight? Hell, Jerry,
we were kicking you junk jocks out of the sky—"

“Haw, Davidge! That's why you sit here sucking on smoked
snakemeat!”

I pulled the little rascal out of my mouth and pointed it at the
Drac. “I notice your breath has a snake flavor too, Drac!”

Jerry snorted and turned away from the fire. I felt stupid, first
because we weren’t going to settle an argument that had plagued a
hundred worlds for over a century. Second, I wanted to have Jerry
check my recitation. I had over a hundred generations memorized.
The Drac’s side was toward the fire, leaving enough light falling on
its lap to see its sewing.

“Jerry, what are you working on?”

“We have nothing to talk about, Davidge.”

“Come on, what is it?”

Jerry turned its head toward me, then looked back into its lap and
picked up a tiny snakeskin suit. “For Zammis.” Jerry smiled and I
shook my head, then laughed.

We talked of philosophy:

“You studied Shizumaat, Jerry; why won’t you tell me about its
teachings?”

Jerry frowned. “No, Davidge.”

“Are Shizumaat’s teachings secret or something?”

Jerry shook its head. “No. But we honor Shizumaat too much for
talk.”

I rubbed my chin. “Do you mean too much to talk about it, or to
talk about it with a human?”

“Not with humans, Davidge; just not with you.”

“Why?”
Jerry lifted its head and narrowed its yellow eyes. “You know
what you said . . . on the sandbar.”

I scratched my head and vaguely recalled the curse I laid on the
Drac about Shizumaat eating it. I held out my hands. “But, Jerry, I
was mad, angry. You can’t hold me accountable for what I said

then.”
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“I d0.7’

“Will it change anything if I apologize?”

“Not a thing.”

I stopped myself from saying something nasty and thought back
to that moment when Jerry and I stood ready to strangle each other.
I remembered something about that meeting and screwed the cor-
ners of my mouth in place to keep from smiling. “Will you tell me
Shizumaat’s teachings if I forgive you . . . for what you said about
Mickey Mouse?” I bowed my head in an appearance of reverence,
although its chief purpose was to suppress a cackle.

Jerry looked up at me, its face pained with guilt. “I have felt bad
about that, Davidge. If you forgive me, I will talk about Shizumaat.”

“Then I forgive you, Jerry.”

“One more thing.”

“What?”

“You must tell me of the teachings of Mickey Mouse.”

“I'll . . . uh, do my best.”

We talked of Zammis:

“Jerry, what do you want little Zammy to be?”

The Drac shrugged. “Zammis must live up to its own name. I
want it to do that with honor. If Zammis does that, it is all I can
ask.”

“Zammy will pick its own trade?”

(‘Yes.7’

“Isn’t there anything special you want, though?”

Jerry nodded. “Yes, there is.”

“What’s that?”

“That Zammis will, one day, find itself off this miserable planet.”

I nodded. “Amen.”

“Amen.”

The winter dragged on until Jerry and I began wondering if we
had gotten in on the beginning of an ice age. Outside the cave,
everything was coated with a thick layer of ice, and the low temper-
ature combined with the steady winds made venturing outside a
temptation of death by falls or freezing. Still, by mutual agreement,
we both went outside to relieve ourselves. There were several iso-
lated chambers deep in the cave; but we feared polluting our water
supply, not to mention the air inside the cave. The main risk outside
was dropping one’s drawers at a wind chill factor that froze breath
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vapor before it could be blown through the thin face muffs we had
made out of our flight suits. We learned not to dawdle.

One morning, Jerry was outside answering the call, while I stayed
by the fire mashing up dried roots with water for griddle cakes. I
heard Jerry call from the mouth of the cave. “Davidge!”

“What?”

“Davidge, come quick!”

A ship! It had to be! I put the shell bowl on the sand, put on my
hat and gloves, and ran through the passage. As I came close to the
door, I untied the muff from around my neck and tied it over my
mouth and nose to protect my lungs. Jerry, its head bundled in a
similar manner, was looking through the door, waving me on.
“What is it?”

Jerry stepped away from the door to let me through. “Come,
look!”

Sunlight. Blue sky and sunlight. In the distance, over the sea, new
clouds were piling up; but above us the sky was clear. Neither of us
could look at the sun directly, but we turned our faces to it and felt
the rays of Fyrine on our skins. The light glared and sparkled off the
ice-covered rocks and trees. “Beautiful.”

“Yes.” Jerry grabbed my sleeve with a gloved hand. “Davidge, you
know what this means?”

“What?”

“Signal fires at night. On a clear night, a large fire could be seen
from orbit, ne?”

I looked at Jerry, then back at the sky. “I don’t know. If the fire
were big enough, and we get a clear night, and if anybody picks that
moment to look . . .” I let my head hang down. “That’s always
supposing that there’s someone in orbit up there to do the looking.”
I felt the pain begin in my fingers. “We better go back in.”

“Davidge, it’s a chance!”

“What are we going to use for wood, Jerry?” I held out an arm
toward the trees above and around the cave. “Everything that can
burn has at least fifteen centimeters of ice on it.”

“In the cave—"

“Qur firewood?” I shook my head. “How long is this winter going
to last?> Can you be sure that we have enough wood to waste on
signal fires?”

“It’s a chance, Davidge. It’s a chance!”

Our survival riding on a toss of the dice. I shrugged. “Why not?”

We spent the next few hours hauling a quarter of our carefully
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gathered firewood and dumping it outside the mouth of the cave. By
the time we were finished and long before night came, the sky was
again a solid blanket of grey. Several times each night, we would
check the sky, waiting for stars to appear. During the days, we
would frequently have to spend several hours beating the ice off the
wood pile. Still, it gave both of us hope, until the wood in the cave
ran out and we had to start borrowing from the signal pile.

That night, for the first time, the Drac looked absolutely defeated.
Jerry sat at the fireplace, staring at the flames. Its hand reached
inside its snakeskin jacket through the neck and pulled out a small
golden cube suspended on a chain. Jerry held the cube clasped in
both hands, shut its eyes, and began mumbling in Drac. I watched
from my bed until Jerry finished. The Drac sighed, nodded, and
replaced the object within its jacket. j

“What’s that thing?”

Jerry looked up at me, frowned, then touched the front of its
jacket. ““This? It is my Ta/man—what you call a Bible.”

“A Bible is a book. You know, with pages that you read.”

Jerry pulled the thing from its jacket, mumbled a phrase in Drac,
then worked a small catch. Another gold cube dropped from the
first and the Drac held it out to me. “Be very careful with it,
Davidge.”

I sat up, took the object, and examined it in the light of the fire.
Three hinged pieces of the golden metal formed the binding of a
book two-and-a-half centimeters on an edge. I opened the book in
the middle and looked over the double columns of dots, lines, and
squiggles. “It’s in Drac.”

“Of course.”

“But I can’t read it.”

Jerry’s eyebrows went up. “You speak Drac so well, I didn’t re-
member . . . would you like me to teach you?”

“To read this?”

“Why not? You have an appointment you have to keep?”

I shrugged. “No.” I touched my finger to the book and tried to
turn one of the tiny pages. Perhaps fifty pages went at once. “I can’t
separate the pages.”

Jerry pointed at a small bump at the top of the spine. “Pull out the
pin. It’s for turning the pages.”

I pulled out the short needle, touched it against a page, and it slid
loose of its companion and flipped. “Who wrote your 7a/man,
Jerry?”



28 ENEMY MINE

“Many. All great teachers.”

“Shizumaat?”

Jerry nodded. “Shizumaat is one of them.”

I closed the book and held it in the palm of my hand. “Jerry, why
did you bring this out now?”

“I needed its comfort.” The Drac held out its arms. “This place.
Maybe we will grow old here and die. Maybe we will never be
found. I see this today as we brought in the signal fire wood.” Jerry
placed its hands on its belly. “Zammis will be born here. The
Talman helps me to accept what I cannot change.”

“Zammis, how much longer?”

Jerry smiled. “Soon.”

I looked at the tiny book. “I would like you to teach me to read
this, Jerry.”

The Drac took the chain and case from around its neck and
handed it to me. “You must keep the 7a/man in this.”

I held it for a moment, then shook my head. “I can’t keep this,
Jerry. It’s obviously of great value to you. What if I lost it?”

“You won’t. Keep it while you learn. The student must do this.”

I put the chain around my neck. “This is quite an honor you do
me.”

Jerry shrugged. “Much less than the honor you do me by memo-
rizing the Jeriba line. Your recitations have been accurate, and mov-
ing.” Jerry took some charcoal from the fire, stood, and walked to
the wall of the chamber. That night I learned the thirty-one letters
and sounds of the Drac alphabet, as well as the additional nine
sounds and letters used in formal Drac writings.

The wood eventually ran out. Jerry was very heavy and very, very
sick as Zammis prepared to make its appearance, and it was all the
Drac could do to waddle outside with my help to relieve itself.
Hence, wood gathering, which involved taking our remaining stick
and beating the ice off the dead standing trees, fell to me, as did
cooking.

On a particularly blustery day, I noticed that the ice on the trees
was thinner. Somewhere we had turned winter’s corner and were
heading for spring. I spent my ice-pounding time feeling great at the
thought of spring, and I knew Jerry would pick up some at the
news. The winter was really getting the Drac down. I was working
the woods above the cave, taking armloads of gathered wood and
dropping them down below, when I heard a scream. I froze, then
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looked around. I could see nothing but the sea and the ice around
me. Then, the scream again. “Davidge!” It was Jerry. I dropped the
load I was carrying and ran to the cleft in the cliff’s face that served
as a path to the upper woods. Jerry screamed again; and I slipped,
then rolled until I came to the shelf level with the cave’s mouth. I
rushed through the entrance, down the passageway until I came to
the chamber. Jerry writhed on its bed, digging its fingers into the
sand.

I dropped on my knees next to the Drac. “I’'m here, Jerry. What is
it?> What’s wrong?”

“Davidge!” The Drac rolled its eyes, seeing nothing; its mouth
worked silently, then exploded with another scream.

“Jerry, it’s me!” I shook the Drac’s shoulder. “It’s me, Jerry.
Davidge!”

Jerry turned its head toward me, grimaced, then clasped the fin-
gers of one hand around my left wrist with the strength of pain.
“Davidge! Zammis . . . something’s gone wrong!”

“What? What can I do?”

Jerry screamed again, then its head fell back to the bed in a half-
faint. The Drac fought back to consciousness and pulled my head
down to its lips. “Davidge, you must swear.”

“What, Jerry? Swear what?”

“Zammis . . . on Draco. To stand before the line’s archives. Do
this.”

“What do you mean? You talk like you're dying.”

“I am, Davidge. Zammis two-hundredth generation . . . very im-

portant. Present my child, Davidge. Swear!”

I wiped the sweat from my face with my free hand. “You’re not
going to die, Jerry. Hang on!”

“Enough! Face truth, Davidge! I die! You must teach the line of
Jeriba to Zammis . . . and the book, the Ta/man, gavey?”

“Stop it!” Panic stood over me almost as a physical presence.
“Stop talking like that! You aren’t going to die, Jerry. Come on;
fight, you kizlode sonofabitch . . .”

Jerry screamed. Its breathing was weak and the Drac drifted in
and out of consciousness. “Davidge.”

“What?” I realized I was sobbing like a kid.

“Davidge, you must help Zammis come out.”

“What . . . how? What in the Hell are you talking about?”

Jerry turned its face to the wall of the cave. “Lift my jacket.”

“What?”
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“Lift my jacket, Davidge. Now!”

I pulled up the snakeskin jacket, exposing Jerry’s swollen belly.
The fold down the center was bright red and seeping a clear liquid.
“What . . . what should I do?”

Jerry breathed rapidly, then held its breath. “Tear it open! You
must tear it open, Davidge!”

“No!”

“Do it! Do it, or Zammis dies

“What do I care about your goddamn child, Jerry? What do I have
to do to save you?”

“Tear it open . . .” whispered the Drac. “Take care of my child,
Irkmaan. Present Zammis before the Jeriba archives. Swear this to
me.”

SOh Jerry. ... ¥

“Swear this!”

I nodded, hot fat tears dribbling down my cheeks. “I swear it.
. . .” Jerry relaxed its grip on my wrist and closed its eyes. I knelt
next to the Drac, stunned. “No. No, no, no, no.”

Tear it open! You must tear it open, Davidge!

I reached up a hand and gingerly touched the fold on Jerry’s belly.
I could feel life struggling beneath it, trying to escape the airless
confines of the Drac’s womb. I hated it; I hated the damned thing as
I never hated anything before. Its struggles grew weaker, then
stopped.

Present Zammis before the Jeriba archives. Swear this to me. . .

I swearit. . . .

I lifted my other hand and inserted my thumbs into the fold and
tugged gently. I increased the amount of force, then tore at Jerry’s
belly like a madman. The fold burst open, soaking the front of my
jacket with the clear fluid. Holding the fold open, I could see the
still form of Zammis huddled in a well of the fluid, motionless.

I vomited. When I had nothing more to throw up, I reached into
the fluid and put my hands under the Drac infant. I lifted it, wiped
my mouth on my upper left sleeve, and closed my mouth over Zam-
mis’s and pulled the child’s mouth open with my right hand. Three
times, four times, I inflated the child’s lungs, then it coughed. Then
it cried. I tied off the two umbilicals with berrybush fiber, then cut
them. Jeriba Zammis was freed of the dead flesh of its parent.

",

I held the rock over my head, then brought it down with all of my
force upon the ice. Shards splashed away from the point of impact,
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exposing the dark green beneath. Again, I lifted the rock and
brought it down, knocking loose another rock. I picked it up, stood
and carried it to the half-covered corpse of the Drac. “The Drac,” I
whispered. Good. Just call it “the Drac.” Toad face. Dragger.

The enemy. Call it anything to insulate those feelings against the pain.

I looked at the pile of rocks I had gathered, decided it was suffi-
cient to finish the job, then knelt next to the grave. As I placed the
rocks on the pile, unmindful of the gale-blown sleet freezing on my
snakeskins, I fought back the tears. I smacked my hands together to
help restore the circulation. Spring was coming, but it was still dan-
gerous to stay outside too long. And I had been a long time building
the Drac’s grave. I picked up another rock and placed it into posi-
tion. As the rock’s weight leaned against the snakeskin mattress
cover, I realized that the Drac was already frozen. I quickly placed
the remainder of the rocks, then stood.

The wind rocked me and I almost lost my footing on the ice next
to the grave. I looked toward the boiling sea, pulled my snakeskins
around myself more tightly, then looked down at the pile of rocks.
There should be words. You don’t just cover up the dead, then go to dinner.
There should be words. But what words? I was no religionist, and
neither was the Drac. Its formal philosophy on the matter of death
was the same as my informal rejection of Islamic delights, pagan
Valhallas, and Judeo-Christian pies in the sky. Death is death; finis;
the end; the worms crawl in, the worms crawl out . . . Stll, there
should be words.

I reached beneath my snakeskins and clasped my gloved hand
around the golden cube of the 7a/man. 1 felt the sharp corners of the
cube through my glove, closed my eyes, and ran through the words
of the great Drac philosophers. But there was nothing they had
written for this moment.

The Talman was a book on life. Talman means “life,” and this
occupies Drac philosophy. They spare nothing for death. Death is a
fact; the end of life. The Ta/man had no words for me to say. The
wind knifed through me, causing me to shiver. Already my fingers
were numb and pains were beginning in my feet. Still, there should
be words. But the only words I could think of would open the gate,
flooding my being with pain—with the realization that the Drac was
gone. Still . . . still, there should be words.

“Jerry, I . . .” I had no words. I turned from the grave, my tears
mixing with the sleet.
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With the warmth and silence of the cave around me, I sat on my
mattress, my back against the wall of the cave. I tried to lose myself
in the shadows and flickers of light cast on the opposite wall by the
fire. Images would half-form, then dance away before I could move
my mind to see something in them. As a child I used to watch
clouds, and in them see faces, castles, animals, dragons, and giants. It
was a world of escape—fantasy; something to inject wonder and
adventure into the mundane, regulated life of a middle-class boy
leading a middle-class life. All I could see on the wall of the cave was
a representation of Hell: flames licking at twisted, grotesque repre-
sentations of comdemned souls. I laughed at the thought. We think
of Hell as fire, supervised by a cackling sadist in a red union suit.
Fyrine IV had taught me this much: Hell is loneliness, hunger, and
endless cold.

I heard a whimper, and I looked into the shadows toward the
small mattress at the back of the cave. Jerry had made the snakeskin
sack filled with seed pod down for Zammis. It whimpered again, and
I leaned forward, wondering if there was something it needed. A
pang of fear tickled my guts. What does a Drac infant eat? Dracs
aren’t mammals. All they ever taught us in training was how to
recognize Dracs—that, and how to kill them. Then real fear began
working on me. “What in the hell am I going to use for diapers?”

It whimpered again. I pushed myself to my feet, walked the sandy
floor to the infant’s side, then knelt beside it. Out of the bundle that
was Jerry’s old flight suit, two chubby three-fingered arms waved. I
picked up the bundle, carried it next to the fire, and sat on a rock.
Balancing the bundle on my lap, I carefully unwrapped it. I could
see the yellow glitter of Zammis’s eyes beneath yellow, sleep-heavy
lids. From the almost noseless face and solid teeth to its deep yellow
color, Zammis was every bit a miniature of Jerry, except for the fat.
Zammis fairly wallowed in rolls of fat. I looked, and was grateful to
find that there was no mess.

I looked into Zammis’s face. “You want something to eat?”

“Gub. »

Its jaws were ready for business, and I assumed that Dracs must
chew solid food from day one. I reached over the fire and picked up
a twist of dried snake, then touched it against the infant’s lips. Zam-
mis turned its head. “C’mon, eat. You're not going to find anything
better around here.”

I pushed the snake against its lips again, and Zammis pulled back



Barry B. Longyear 33

a chubby arm and pushed it away. I shrugged. “Well, whenever you
get hungry enough, it’s there.”

“Gub meh!” Its head rocked back and forth on my lap, a tiny, three-
fingered hand closed around my finger, and it whimpered again.

“You don’t want to eat, you don’t need to be cleaned up, so what
do you want? Kos va nu?”

Zammis’s face wrinkled, and its hand pulled at my finger. Its
other hand waved in the direction of my chest. I picked Zammis up
to arrange the flight suit, and the tiny hands reached out, grasped
the front of my snakeskins, and held on as the chubby arms pulled
the child next to my chest. I held it close, it placed its cheek against
my chest, and promptly fell asleep. “Well . . . I'll be damned.”

Until the Drac was gone, I never realized how closely I had stood
near the edge of madness. My loneliness was a cancer—a growth
that I fed with hate: hate for the planet with its endless cold, endless
winds, and endless isolation; hate for the helpless yellow child with
its clawing need for care, food, and an affection that I couldn’t give;
and hate for myself. I found myself doing things that frightened and
disgusted me. To break my solid wall of being alone, I would talk,
shout, and sing to myself—uttering curses, nonsense, or meaning-
less croaks.

Its eyes were open, and it waved a chubby arm and cooed. I
picked up a large rock, staggered over to the child’s side, and held
the weight over the tiny body. “I could drop this thing, kid. Where
would you be then?” I felt laughter coming from my lips. I threw
the rock aside. “Why should I mess up the cave? Outside. Put you
outside for a minute, and you die! You hear me? Die!”

The child worked its three-fingered hands at the empty air, shut
its eyes, and cried. “Why don’t you eat? Why don’t you crap? Why
don’t you do anything right, but cry?” The child cried more loudly.
“Bah! I ought to pick up that rock and finish it! That’s what I ought
. ..” A wave of revulsion stopped my words, and I went to my
mattress, picked up my cap, gloves, and muff, then headed outside.

Before I came to the rocked-in entrance to the cave, I felt the bite
of the wind. Outside I stopped and looked at the sea and sky—a
roiling panorama in glorious black and white, grey and grey. A gust
of wind slapped against me, rocking me back toward the entrance. I
regained my balance, walked to the edge of the cliff, and shook my
fist at the sea. “Go ahead! Go ahead and blow, you kizlode sonofa-
bitch! You haven’t killed me yet!”
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I squeezed the wind-burned lids of my eyes shut, then opened
them and looked down. A forty-meter drop to the next ledge, but if I
took a running jump, I could clear it. Then it would be a hundred
and fifty meters to the rocks below. Jump. I backed away from the
cliff’s edge. “Jump! Sure, jump!” I shook my head at the sea. “I'm
not going to do your job for you! You want me dead, you’re going to
have to do it yourself!”

I looked back and up, above the entrance to the cave. The sky was
darkening and in a few hours night would shroud the landscape. 1
turned toward the cleft in the rock that led to the scrub forest above
the cave.

I squatted next to the Drac’s grave and studied the rocks I had
placed there, already fused together with a layer of ice. “Jerry. What
am I going to do?”

The Drac would sit by the fire, both of us sewing. And we talked.

“You know, Jerry, all this,” I beld up the Talman, “I've heard it all
before. I expected something different.”

The Drac lowered its sewing to its lap and studied me for an instant. Then
it shook its bead and resumed its sewing. “You are not a terribly profound
creature, Davidge.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Jerry held out a three-fingered hand. “A universe, Davidge—there is a
universe out there, a universe of life, objects, and events. There are differences,
but it is all the same universe, and we all must obey the same universal laws.
Did you ever think of that?”

“NO. »”

“That is what I mean, Davidge. Not terribly profound.”

1 snorted. “I told you, I'd heard this stuff before. So I imagine that shows
bumans to be just as profound as Dracs.”

Jerry laughed. “You always insist on making something racial out of my
observations. What 1 said applied to you, not to the race of humans. . . .”

I spat on the frozen ground. “You Dracs think you're so damned
smart.” The wind picked up, and I could taste the sea salt in it. One
of the big blows was coming. The sky was changing to that curious
darkness that tricked me into thinking it was midnight blue, rather
than black. A trickle of ice found its way under my collar.

“What’s wrong with me just being me? Everybody in the universe
doesn’t have to be a damned philosopher, toad face!” There were
millions—billions—like me. More maybe. ‘“What difference does it
make to anything whether I ponder existence or not? It’s here; that’s
all I have to know.”
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“Davidge, you don’t even know your family line beyond your parents, and
now you say you refuse to know that of your universe that you can know.
How will you know your place in this existence, Davidge? Where are you?
Who are you?” :

I shook my head and stared at the grave, then I turned and faced
the sea. In another hour, or less, it would be too dark to see the
whitecaps. “I’'m me, that’s who.” But was that “me” who held the
rock over Zammis, threatening a helpless infant with death? I felt
my guts curdle as the loneliness I thought I felt grew claws and
fangs and began gnawing and slashing at the remains of my sanity. I
turned back to the grave, closed my eyes, then opened them. “I'm a
fighter pilot, Jerry. Isn’t that something?”

“That is what you do, Davidge; that is neither who nor what you are.”

I knelt next to the grave and clawed at the ice-sheathed rocks with
my hands. “You don’t talk to me now, Drac! You’re dead!”’ I stopped,
realizing that the words I had heard were from the Ta/man, pro-
cessed into my own context. I slumped against the rocks, felt the
wind, then pushed myself to my feet. “Jerry, Zammis won’t eat. It’s
been three days. What do I do? Why didn’t you tell me anything
about Drac brats before you . . .” I held my hands to my face.
“Steady, boy. Keep it up, and they’ll stick you in a home.” The wind
pressed against my back, I lowered my hands, then walked from the
grave.

I sat in the cave, staring at the fire. I couldn’t hear the wind
through the rock, and the wood was dry, making the fire hot and
quiet. I tapped my fingers against my knee, then began humming.
Noise, any kind, helped to drive off the oppressive loneliness. “Son-
ofabitch.” I laughed and nodded. “Yea, verily, and kizlode va nu,
dutschaat.” 1 chuckled, trying to think of all the curses and obscen-
ities in Drac that I had learned from Jerry. There were quite a few.
My toe tapped against the sand and my humming started up again. I
stopped, frowned, then remembered the song.

“Highty tighty Christ almighty,
Who the Hell are we?

Zim zam, Gawd Damn,

We're in Squadron B.”

I leaned back against the wall of the cave, trying to remember
another verse. A pilot’s got a rotten life/ no crumpets with our tea/ we
bave to service the general’s wife/ and pick fleas from ber knee. “Damn!” I
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slapped my knee, trying to see the faces of the other pilots in the
squadron lounge. I could almost feel the whiskey fumes tickling the
inside of my nose. Vadik, Wooster, Arnold . . . the one with the
broken nose—Demerest, Kadiz. I hummed again, swinging an imag-
inary mug of issue grog by its imaginary handle. :

“And, if he doesn’t like it,
I'll tell you what we’ll do:
We'll fill his ass with broken glass,
and seal it up with glue.”

The cave echoed with the song. I stood, threw up my arms and
screamed. “Yaaaaahoooooo!”

Zammis began crying. I bit my lip and walked over to the bundle
on the mattress. “Well? You ready to eat?”

“Unb, unb, web.” The infant rocked its head back and forth. I went
to the fire, picked up a twist of snake, then returned. I knelt next to
Zammis and held the snake to its lips. Again, the child pushed it
away. “Come on, you. You have to eat.” I tried again with the same
results. I took the wraps off the child and looked at its body. I could
tell it was losing weight, although Zammis didn’t appear to be get-
ting weak. I shrugged, wrapped it up again, stood, and began walk-
ing back to my mattress.

“Gub, web.”

I turned. “What?”

“Ab, gub, gub.”

I went back, stooped over and picked the child up. Its eyes were
open and it looked into my face, then smiled.

“What’re you laughing at, ugly? You should get a load of your
own face.”

Zammis barked out a short laugh, then gurgled. I went to my
mattress, sat down, and arranged Zammis in my lap. “Gumma, bub,
bub.” Its hand grabbed a loose flap of snakeskin on my shirt and
pulled on it.

“Gumma, bub, bub to you, too. So, what do we do now? How about
I start teaching you the line of Jeriban? You’re going to have to learn
it sometime, and it might as well be now.” The Jeriban line. My
recitations of the line were the only things Jerry ever complimented
me about. I looked into Zammis’s eyes. “When I bring you to stand
before the Jeriba archives, you will say this: ‘Before you here I
stand, Zammis of the line of Jeriba, born of Shigan, the fighter pi-
lot.” ” I smiled, thinking of the upraised yellow brows if Zammis
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continued, “end, by damn, Shigan was a belluva good pilot, too. Why, I
was once told be took a smart round in bis tail feathers, then pulled around
and rammed the kizlode sonofabitch, known to one and all as Willis E.
Davidge . . .” 1 shook my head. “You’re not going to get your wings
by doing the line in English, Zammis.” I began again:

“Naatha nu enta va, Zammis zea does Jeriba, estay va Shigan, asaam naa
denvadar. . . .”

For eight of those long days and nights, I feared the child would
die. I tried everything—roots, dried berries, dried plumfruit,
snakemeat dried, boiled, chewed, and ground. Zammis refused it all.
I checked frequently, but each time I looked through the child’s
wraps, they were as clean as when I had put them on. Zammis lost
weight, but seemed to grow stronger. By the ninth day it was crawl-
ing the floor of the cave. Even with the fire, the cave wasn’t really
warm. I feared that the kid would get sick crawling around naked,
and I dressed it in the tiny snakeskin suit and cap Jerry had made for
it. After dressing it, I stood Zammis up and looked at it. The kid had
already developed a smile full of mischief that, combined with the
twinkle in its yellow eyes and its suit and cap, make it look like an
elf. I was holding Zammis up in a standing position. The kid seemed
pretty steady on its legs, and I let go. Zammis smiled, waved its
thinning arms about, then laughed and took a faltering step toward
me. I caught it as it fell, and the little Drac squealed.

In two more days Zammis was walking and getting into every-
thing that could be gotten into. I spent many an anxious moment
searching the chambers at the back of the cave for the kid after
coming in from outside. Finally, when I caught it at the mouth of
the cave heading full steam for the outside, I had had enough. I
made a harness out of snakeskin, attached it to a snake-leather leash,
and tied the other end to a projection of rock above my head. Zam-
mis still got into everything, but at least I could find it.

Four days after it learned to walk, it wanted to eat. Drac babies
are probably the most convenient and considerate infants in the
universe. They live off their fat for about three or four Earth weeks,
and don’t make a mess the entire time. After they learn to walk, and
can therefore make it to a mutually agreed upon spot, then they
want food and begin discharging wastes. I showed the kid once how
to use the litter box I had made, and never had to again. After five or
six lessons, Zammis was handling its own drawers. Watching the
little Drac learn and grow, I began to understand those pilots in my
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squadron who used to bore each other—and everyone else—with
countless pictures of ugly children, accompanied by thirty-minute
narratives for each snapshot. Before the ice melted, Zammis was
talking. I taught it to call me “Uncle.”

For lack of a better term, I called the ice-melting season “spring.”
It would be a long time before the scrub forest showed any green or
the snakes ventured forth from their icy holes. The sky maintained
its eternal cover of dark, angry clouds, and still the sleet would come
and coat everything with a hard, slippery glaze. But the next day the
glaze would melt, and the warmer air would push another millime-
ter into the soil.

I realized that this was the time to be gathering wood. Before the
winter hit, Jerry and I working together hadn’t gathered enough
wood. The short summer would have to be spent putting up food
for the next winter. I was hoping to build a tighter door over the
mouth of the cave, and I swore that I would figure out some kind of
indoor plumbing. Dropping your drawers outside in the middle of
winter was dangerous. My mind was full of these things as I
stretched out on my mattress watching the smoke curl through a
crack in the roof of the cave. Zammis was off in the back of the cave
playing with some rocks that it had found, and I must have fallen
asleep. I awoke with the kid shaking my arm.

“Uncle?”

“Huh? Zammis?”

“Uncle. Look.”

I rolled over on my left side and faced the Drac. Zammis was
holding up its right hand, fingers spread out. “What is it, Zammis?”

“Look.” It pointed at each of its three fingers in turn. “One, two,
three.”

LLSO?Y’

“Look.” Zammis grabbed my right hand and spread out the fin-
gers. “One, two, three, four, five!”

I nodded. “So you can count to five.”

The Drac frowned and made an impatient gesture with its tiny
fists. “Look.” It took my outstretched hand and placed its own on
top of it. With its other hand, Zammis pointed first at one of its own
fingers, then at one of mine. “One, one.” The child’s yellow eyes
studied me to see if I understood.

$*Yes:l!

The child pointed again. “Two, two.” It looked at me, then looked
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back at my hand and pointed. “Three, three.” Then he grabbed my
two remaining fingers. “Four, five!” It dropped my hand, then
pointed to the side of its own hand. “Four, five?”

I shook my head. Zammis, at less than four Earth months old, had
detected part of the difference between Dracs and humans. A hu-
man child would be—what—five, six, or seven years old before ask-
ing questions like that. I sighed. “Zammis.”

“Yes, Uncle?”

“Zammis, you are a Drac. Dracs only have three fingers on a
hand.” I held up my right hand and wiggled the fingers. “I'm a
human. I have five.”

I swear that tears welled in the child’s eyes. Zammis held out its
hands, looked at them, then shook its head. “Grow four, five?”

I sat up and faced the kid. Zammis was wondering where its other
four fingers had gone. “Look, Zammis. You and I are different . . .
different kinds of beings, understand?”

Zammis shook his head. “Grow four, five?”

“You won’t. You’re a Drac.” I pointed at my chest. “I’'m a hu-
man.” This was getting me nowhere. “Your parent, where you came
from, was a Drac. Do you understand?”

Zammis frowned. “Drac. What Drac?”

The urge to resort to the timeless standby of “you’ll understand
when you get older” pounded at the back of my mind. I shook my
head. “Dracs have three fingers on each hand. Your parent had three
fingers on each hand.” I rubbed my beard. “My parent was a human
and had five fingers on each hand. That’s why I have five fingers on
each hand.”

Zammis knelt on the sand and studied its fingers. It looked up at
me, back to its hands, then back to me. “What parent?”

I studied the kid. It must be having an identity crisis of some kind.
I was the only person it had ever seen, and I had five fingers per
hand. “A parentis . . . the thing . . .” I scratched my beard again.
“Look . . . we all come from someplace. I had a mother and father
—two different kinds of humans—that gave me life; that made me,
understand?”

Zammis gave me a look that could be interpreted as “Mac, you are
full of it.” I shrugged. “I don’t know if I can explain it.”

Zammis pointed at its own chest. “My mother? My father?”

I held out my hands, dropped them into my lap, pursed my lips,
scratched my beard, and generally stalled for time. Zammis held an
unblinking gaze on me the entire time. “Look, Zammis. You don’t
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have a mother and a father. I'm a human, so I have them; you're a
Drac. You have a parent—just one, see?”

Zammis shook its head. It looked at me, then pointed at its own
chest. “Drac.”

“Right.”

Zammis pointed at my chest. “Human.”

“Right again.”

Zammis removed its hand and dropped it in its lap. “Where Drac
come from?”

Sweet Jesus! Trying to explain hermaphroditic reproduction to a
kid who shouldn’t even be crawling yet! “Zammis . . .” I held up
my hands, then dropped them into my lap. “Look. You see how
much bigger I am than you?”

“Yes, Uncle.”

“Good.” I ran my fingers through my hair, fighting for time and
inspiration. “Your parent was big, like me. Its name was . . . Jeriba
Shigan.” Funny how just saying the name was painful. “Jeriba Shi-
gan was like you. It only had three fingers on each hand. It grew you
in its tummy.” I poked Zammis’s middle. “Understand?”

Zammis giggled and held its hands over its stomach. “Uncle, how
Dracs grow there?”

I lifted my legs onto the mattress and stretched out. Where do
little Dracs come from? I looked over to Zammis and saw the child
hanging upon my every word. I grimaced and told the truth.
“Damned if I know, Zammis. Damned if I know.” Thirty seconds
later, Zammis was back playing with its rocks.

Summer, and I taught Zammis how to capture and skin the long
grey snakes, and then how to smoke the meat. The child would
squat on the shallow bank above a mudpool, its yellow eyes fixed on
the snake holes in the bank, waiting for one of the occupants to poke
out its head. The wind would blow, but Zammis wouldn’t move.
Then a flat, triangular head set with tiny blue eyes would appear.
The snake would check the pool, turn and check the bank, then
check the sky. It would advance out of the hole a bit, then check it
all again. Often the snakes would look directly at Zammis, but the
Drac could have been carved from rock. Zammis wouldn’t move
until the snake was too far out of the hole to pull itself back in tail
first. Then Zammis would strike, grabbing the snake with both
hands just behind the head. The snakes had no fangs and weren’t
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poisonous, but they were lively enough to toss Zammis into the
mudpool on occasion.

The skins were spread and wrapped around tree trunks and
pegged in place to dry. The tree trunks were kept in an open place
near the entrance to the cave, but under an overhang that faced
away from the ocean. About two thirds of the skins put up in this
manner cured; the remaining third would rot.

Beyond the skin room was the smokehouse: a rock-walled cham-
ber that we would hang with rows of snakemeat. A greenwood fire
would be set in a pit in the chamber’s floor; then we would fill in the
small opening with rocks and dirt.

“Uncle, why doesn’t the meat rot after it’s smoked?”

I thought upon it. “I’'m not sure; I just know it doesn’t.”

“Why do you know?”

I shrugged. “I just do. I read about it, probably.”

“What’s read?”

“Reading. Like when I sit down and read the 7a/man.”

“Does the Talman say why the meat doesn’t rot?”

“No. I meant that I probably read it in another book.”

“Do we have more books?”

I shook my head. “I meant before I came to this planet.”

“Why did you come to this planet?”

“I told you. Your parent and I were stranded here during the
battle.”

“Why do the humans and Dracs fight?”

“It’s very complicated.” I waved my hands about for a bit. The
human line was that the Dracs were aggressors invading our space.
The Drac line was that the humans were aggressors invading their
space. The truth? “Zammis, it has to do with the colonization of
new planets. Both races are expanding and both races have a tradi-
tion of exploring and colonizing new planets. I guess we just ex-
panded into each other. Understand?”

Zammis nodded, then became mercifully silent as it fell into deep
thought. The main thing I learned from the Drac child was all of the
questions I didn’t have answers to. I was feeling very smug, how-
ever, at having gotten Zammis to understand about the war, thereby
avoiding my ignorance on the subject of preserving meat. “Uncle?”

“Yes, Zammis?”

“What's a planet?”
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As the cold, wet summer came to an end, we had the cave jammed
with firewood and preserved food. With that out of the way, I con-
centrated my efforts on making some kind of indoor plumbing out
of the natural pools in the chambers deep within the cave. The
bathtub was no problem. By dropping heated rocks into one of the
pools, the water could be brought up to a bearable—even comfort-
able—temperature. After bathing, the hollow stems of a bamboolike
plant could be used to siphon out the dirty water. The tub could
then be refilled from the pool above. The problem was where to
siphon the water. Several of the chambers had holes in their floors.
The first three holes we tried drained into our main chamber, wet-
ting the low edge near the entrance. The previous winter, Jerry and
I had considered using one of those holes for a toilet that we would
flush with water from the pools. Since we didn’t know where the
goodies would come out, we decided against it.

The fourth hole Zammis and I tried drained out below the en-
trance to the cave in the face of the cliff. Not ideal, but better than
answering the call of nature in the middle of a combination ice
storm and blizzard. We rigged up the hole as a drain for both the tub
and toilet. As Zammis and I prepared to enjoy our first hot bath, I
removed my snakeskins, tested the water with my toe, then stepped
in. “Great!” I turned to Zammis, the child still half dressed. “Come
on in, Zammis. The water’s fine.” Zammis was staring at me, its
mouth hanging open. “What’s the matter?”

The child stared wide-eyed, then pointed at me with a three-fin-
gered hand. “Uncle . . . what’s that?”

I looked down. “Oh.” I shook my head, then looked up at the
child. “Zammis, I explained all that, remember? I’'m a human.”

“But what’s it for?”

I sat down in the warm water, removing the object of discussion
from sight. “It’s for the elimination of liquid wastes . . . among
other things. Now, hop in and get washed.”

Zammis shucked its snakeskins, looked down at its own smooth-
surfaced, combined system, then climbed into the tube. The child
settled into the water up to its neck, its yellow eyes studying me.
“Uncle?”

‘6Yes?”

“What other things?”

Well, I told Zammis. For the first time, the Drac appeared to be
trying to decide whether my response was truthful or not, rather
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than its usual acceptance of my every assertion. In fact, I was con-
vinced that Zammis thought I was lying—probably because I was.

Winter began with a sprinkle of snowflakes carried on a gentle
breeze. I took Zammis above the cave to the scrub forest. I held the
child’s hand as we stood before the pile of rocks that served as Jer-
ry’s grave. Zammis pulled its snakeskins against the wind, bowed its
head, then turned and looked up into my face. “Uncle, this is the
grave of my parent?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

Zammis turned back to the grave, then shook its head. “Uncle,
how should I feel?”

“I don’t understand, Zammis.”

The child nodded at the grave. “I can see that you are sad being
here. I think you want me to feel the same. Do you?”

I frowned, then shook my head. “No. I don’t want you to be sad. I
just wanted you to know where it is.”

“May I go now?”

“Sure. Are you certain you know the way back to the cave?”

“Yes. I just want to make sure my soap doesn’t burn again.”

I watched as the child turned and scurried off into the naked trees,
then I turned back to the grave. “Well, Jerry, what do you think of
your kid? Zammis was using wood ashes to clean the grease off the
shells, then it put a shell back on the fire and put water in it to boil
off the burnt-on food. Fat and ashes. The next thing, Jerry, we were
making soap. Zammis’s first batch almost took the hide off us, but
the kid’s getting better . . .”

I looked up at the clouds, then brought my glance down to the sea.
In the distance, low, dark clouds were building up. “See that? You
know what that means, don’t you? Ice storm number one.” The
wind picked up and I squatted next to the grave to replace a rock
that had rolled from the pile. “Zammis is a good kid, Jerry. I wanted
to hate it . . . after you died. I wanted to hate it.” I replaced the
rock, then looked back toward the sea.

“I don’t know how we’re going to make it off planet, Jerry—" I
caught a flash of movement out of the corner of my vision. I turned
to the right and looked over the tops of the trees. Against the grey
sky, a black speck streaked away. I followed it with my eyes until it
went above the clouds.

I listened, hoping to hear an exhaust roar, but my heart was
pounding so hard, all I could hear was the wind. Was it a ship? I
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stood, took a few steps in the direction the speck was going, then
stopped. Turning my head, I saw that the rocks on Jerry’s grave
were already capped with thin layers of fine snow. I shrugged and
headed for the cave. “Probably just a bird.”

Zammis sat on its mattress, stabbing several pieces of snakeskin
with a bone needle. I stretched out on my own mattress and
watched the smoke curl up toward the crack in the ceiling. Was it a
bird? Or was it a ship? Damn, but it worked on me. Escape from the
planet had been out of my thoughts, had been buried, hidden for all
that summer. But again, it twisted at me. To walk where a sun
shined, to wear cloth again, experience central heating, eat food
prepared by a chef, to be among . . . people again.

I rolled over on my right side and stared at the wall next to my
mattress. People. Human people. I closed my eyes and swallowed.
Girl human people. Female persons. Images drifted before my eyes
—faces, bodies, laughing couples, the dance after flight training . . .
what was her name? Dolora? Dora?

I shook my head, rolled over and sat up, facing the fire. Why did I
have to see whatever it was? All those things I had been able to bury
—to forget—boiling over.

“Uncle?”

I looked up at Zammis. Yellow skin, yellow eyes, noseless toad
face. I shook my head. “What?”

“Is something wrong?”

Is something wrong, hah. “No. I just thought I saw something
today. It probably wasn’t anything.” I reached to the fire and took a
piece of dried snake from the griddle. I blew on it, then gnawed on
the stringy strip.

“What did it look like?”

“I don’t know. The way it moved, I thought it might be a ship. It
went away so fast, I couldn’t be sure. Might have been a bird.”

“Bird?”

I studied Zammis. It'd never seen a bird; neither had I on Fyrine
IV. “An animal that flies.”

Zammis nodded. “Uncle, when we were gathering wood up in the
scrub forest, I saw something fly.”

“What? Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I meant to, but I forgot.”

“Forgot!” I frowned. “In which direction was it going?”

Zammis pointed to the back of the cave. “That way. Away from
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the sea.” Zammis put down its sewing. “Can we go see where it
went?”

I shook my head. “The winter is just beginning. You don’t know
what it’s like. We’d die in only a few days.”

Zammis went back to poking holes in the snakeskin. To make the
trek in the winter would kill us. But spring would be something
else. We could survive with double layered snakeskins stuffed with
seed pod down, and a tent. We had to have a tent. Zammis and I
could spend the winter making it, and packs. Boots. We'd need
sturdy walking boots. Have to think on that. . . .

It’s strange how a spark of hope can ignite, and spread, until all
desperation is consumed. Was it a ship? I didn’t know. If it was, was
it taking off, or landing? I didn’t know. If it was taking off, we’d be
heading in the wrong direction. But the opposite direction meant
crossing the sea. Whatever. Come spring we would head beyond the
scrub forest and see what was there.

The winter seemed to pass quickly, with Zammis occupied with
the tent and my time devoted to rediscovering the art of boot mak-
ing. I made tracings of both of our feet on snakeskin, and, after some
experimentation, I found that boiling the snake leather with plum-
fruit made it soft and gummy. By taking several of the gummy lay-
ers, weighting them, then setting them aside to dry, the result was a
tough, flexible sole. By the time I finished Zammis’s boots, the Drac
needed a new pair.

“They’re too small, Uncle.”

“Waddaya mean, too small?”

Zammis pointed down. “They hurt. My toes are all crippled up.”

I squatted down and felt the tops over the child’s toes. “I don’t
understand. It’s only been twenty, twenty-five days since I made the
tracings. You sure you didn’t move when I made them?”

Zammis shook its head. “I didn’t move.”

I frowned, then stood. “Stand up, Zammis.” The Drac stood and I
moved next to it. The top of Zammis’s head came to the middle of
my chest. Another sixty centimeters and it'd be as tall as Jerry.
“Take them off, Zammis. I'll make a bigger pair. Try not to grow so
fast.”

Zammis pitched the tent inside the cave, put glowing coals inside,
then rubbed fat into the leather for waterproofing. It had grown
taller, and I had held off making the Drac’s boots until I could be
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sure of the size it would need. I tried to do a projection by measur-
ing Zammis’s feet every ten days, then extending the curve into
spring. According to my figures, the kid would have feet resembling
a pair of attack transports by the time the snow melted. By spring,
Zammis would be full grown. Jerry’s old flight boots had fallen
apart before Zammis had been born, but I had saved the pieces. I
used the soles to make my tracings and hoped for the best.

I was busy with the new boots and Zammis was keeping an eye on
the tent treatment. The Drac looked back at me.

“Uncle?”

“What?”

“Existence is the first given?”

I shrugged. “That’s what Shizumaat says; I’ll buy it.”

“But, Uncle, how do we know that existence is real?”

I lowered my work, looked at Zammis, shook my head, then re-
sumed stitching the boots. “Take my word for it.”

The Drac grimaced. “But, Uncle, that is not knowledge; that is
faith.”

I sighed, thinking back to my sophomore year at the University of
Nations—a bunch of adolescents lounging around a cheap flat ex-
perimenting with booze, powders, and philosophy. At a little more
than one Earth year old, Zammis was developing into an intellectual
bore. “So, what’s wrong with faith?”

Zammis snickered. “Come now, Uncle. Faith?”

“It helps some of us along this drizzle-soaked coil.”

“Coil?”

I scratched my head. “This mortal coil; life. Shakespeare, I think.”

Zammis frowned. “It is not in the Ta/man.”

“He, not it. Shakespeare was a human.”

Zammis stood, walked to the fire and sat across from me. “Was he
a philosopher, like Mistan or Shizumaat?”

“No. He wrote plays—Ilike stories, acted out.”

Zammis rubbed its chin. “Do you remember any of Shakespeare?”

I held up a finger. “ “To be, or not to be; that is the question.””

The Drac’s mouth dropped open; then it nodded its head. “Yes.
Yes! To be or not to be; that 7s the question!” Zammis held out its
hands. “How do we know the wind blows outside the cave when we
are not there to see it? Does the sea still boil if we are not there to
feel it?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“But, Uncle, how do we know?”
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I squinted at the Drac. “Zammis, I have a question for you. Is the
following statement true or false: What I am saying right now is
false.”

Zammis blinked. “If it is false, then the statement is true. But . . .
if it’s true . . . the statement is false, but . . .” Zammis blinked
again, then turned and went back to rubbing fat into the tent. “I'll
think upon it, Uncle.”

“You do that, Zammis.”

The Drac thought upon it for about ten minutes, then turned
back. “The statement is false.”

I smiled. “But that’s what the statement said, hence it is true,
but . . .” I let the puzzle trail off. Oh, smugness, thou temptest even
saints.

“No, Uncle. The statement is meaningless in its present context.”
I shrugged. “You see, Uncle, the statement assumes the existence of
truth values that can comment upon themselves devoid of any other
reference. I think Lurrvena’s logic in the Ta/man is clear on this, and
if meaninglessness is equated with falsehood . . .”

I sighed. “Yeah, well—"

“You see, Uncle, you must first establish a context in which your
statement has meaning.”

I leaned forward, frowned, and scratched my beard. “I see. You
mean [ was putting Descartes before the horse?”

Zammis looked at me strangely, and even more so when I col-
lapsed on my mattress cackling like a fool.

“Uncle, why does the line of Jeriba have only five names? You say
that human lines have many names.”

I nodded. “The five names of the Jeriba line are things to which
their bearers must add deeds. The deeds are important—not the
names.”

“Gothig is Shigan’s parent as Shigan is my parent.”

“Of course. You know that from your recitations.”

Zammis frowned. “Then I must name my child Ty when I become
a parent?”

“Yes. And Ty must name its child Haesni. Do you see something
wrong with that?”

“I would like to name my child Davidge, after you.”

I smiled and shook my head. “The Ty name has been served by
great bankers, merchants, inventors, and—well, you know your rec-
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itation. The name Davidge hasn’t been served by much. Think of
what Ty would miss by not being Ty.”

Zammis thought a while, then nodded. “Uncle, do you think
Gothig is alive?”

“As far as I know.”

“What is Gothig like?”

I thought back to Jerry talking about its parent, Gothig. “It taught
music, and is very strong. Jerry . . . Shigan said that its parent
could bend metal bars with its fingers. Gothig is also very dignified.
I imagine that right now Gothig is also very sad. Gothig must think
that the line of Jeriba has ended.”

Zammis frowned and its yellow brow furrowed. “Uncle, we must
make it to Draco. We must tell Gothig the line continues.”

“We will.”

The winter’s ice began thinning, and boots, tent, and packs were
ready. We were putting the finishing touches on our new insulated
suits. As Jerry had given the Ta/man to me to learn, the golden cube
now hung around Zammis’s neck. The Drac would drop the tiny
golden book from the cube and study it for hours at a time.

“Uncle?”

“What?”

“Why do Dracs speak and write in one language and the humans
in another?”

I laughed. “Zammis, the humans speak and write in many lan-
guages. English is just one of them.”

“How do the humans speak among themselves?”

I shrugged. “They don’t always; when they do, they use interpret-
ers—people who can speak both languages.”

“You and I speak both English and Drac; does that make us inter-
preters?”

“I suppose we could be, if you could ever find a human and a Drac
who want to talk to each other. Remember, there’s a war going on.”

“How will the war stop if they do not talk?”

“I suppose they will talk, eventually.”

Zammis smiled. “I think I would like to be an interpreter and
help end the war.” The Drac put its sewing aside and stretched out
on its new mattress. Zammis had outgrown even its old mattress,
which it now used for a pillow. “Uncle, do you think that we will
find anybody beyond the scrub forest?”

“I hope so.”
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“If we do, will you go with me to Draco?”

“I promised your parent that I would.”

“I mean, after. After I make my recitation, what will you do?”

I stared at the fire. “I don’t know.” I shrugged. “The war might
keep us from getting to Draco for a long time.”

“After that, what?”

“I suppose I'll go back into the service.”

Zammis propped itself up on an elbow. “Go back to being a
fighter pilot?”

“Sure. That’s about all I know how to do.”

“And kill Dracs?”

I put my own sewing down and studied the Drac. Things had
changed since Jerry and I had slugged it out—more things than I
had realized. I shook my head. “No. I probably won’t be a pilot—not
a service one. Maybe I can land a job flying commercial ships.” 1
shrugged. “Maybe the service won’t give me any choice.”

Zammis sat up, was still for a moment; then it stood, walked over
to my mattress, and knelt before me on the sand. “Uncle, I don’t
want to leave you.”

“Don’t be silly. You’ll have your own kind around you. Your
grandparent, Gothig, Shigan’s siblings, their children—you’ll forget
all about me.”

“Will you forget about me?”

I looked into those yellow eyes, then reached out my hand and
touched Zammis’s cheek. “No, I won’t forget about you. But, re-
member this, Zammis: you're a Drac and I'm a human, and that’s
how this part of the universe is divided.”

Zammis took my hand from his cheek, spread the fingers and
studied them. “Whatever happens, Uncle, I will never forget you.”

The ice was gone, and the Drac and I stood in the wind-blown
drizzle, packs on our backs, before the grave. Zammis was as tall as I
was, which made it a little taller than Jerry. To my relief, the boots
fit. Zammis hefted its pack up higher on its shoulders, then turned
from the grave and looked out at the sea. I followed Zammis’s glance
and watched the rollers steam in and smash on the rocks. I looked at
the Drac. “What are you thinking about?”

Zammis looked down, then turned toward me. “Uncle, I didn’t
think of it before, but . . . I will miss this place.”

I laughed. “Nonsense! This place?” I slapped the Drac on the
shoulder. “Why would you miss this place?”
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Zammis looked back out to sea. “I have learned many things here.
You have taught me many things here, Uncle. My life happened
here.”

“Only the beginning, Zammis. You have a life ahead of you.” I
nodded my head at the grave. “Say goodbye.”

Zammis turned toward the grave, stood over it, then knelt to one
side and began removing the rocks. After a few moments, it had
exposed the hand of a skeleton with three fingers. Zammis nodded,
then wept. “I am sorry, Uncle, but I had to do that. This has been
nothing but a pile of rocks to me. Now it is more.” Zammis replaced
the rocks, then stood. >

I cocked my head toward the scrub forest. “Go on ahead. I'll catch
up in a minute.”

“Yes, Uncle.”

Zammis moved off toward the naked trees, and I looked down at
the grave. “What do you think of Zammis, Jerry? It’s bigger than
you were. | guess snake agrees with the kid.” I squatted next to the
grave, picked up a small rock, and added it to the pile. “I guess this is
it. We're either going to make it to Draco, or die trying.” I stood and
looked at the sea. “Yeah, I guess I learned a few things here. I'll miss
it, in a way.” I turned back to the grave and hefted my pack up.
“Ebdevva sabn, Jeriba Shigan. So long, Jerry.”

I turned and followed Zammis into the forest.

The days that followed were full of wonder for Zammis. For now
the sky was still the same, dull grey, and the few variations of plant
and animal life that we found were nothing remarkable. Once we
got beyond the scrub forest, we climbed a gentle rise for a day, and
then found ourselves on a wide, flat, endless plain. It was ankle deep
in a purple weed that stained our boots the same color. The nights
were still too cold for hiking, and we would hole up in the tent.
Both the greased tent and suits worked well, keeping out the almost
constant rain.

We had been out perhaps two of Fyrine IV’s long weeks when we
saw it. It screamed overhead, then disappeared over the horizon
before either of us could say a word. I had no doubt that the craft I
had seen was in landing attitude.

“Uncle! Did it see us?”

I shook my head. “No, I doubt it. But it was landing. Do you
hear? It was landing somewhere ahead.”

“Uncle?”
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“Let’s get moving! What is it?”

“Was it a Drac ship, or a human ship?”

I cooled in my tracks. I had never stopped to think about it. I
waved my hand. “Come on. It doesn’t matter. Either way, you go to
Draco. You're a noncombatant, so the USE forces couldn’t do any-
thing, and if they’re Dracs, you're home free.”

We began walking. “But, Uncle, if it’s a Drac ship, what will
happen to you?”

I shrugged. “Prisoner of war. The Dracs say they abide by the
interplanetary war accords, so I should be all right.” Fat chance, said
the back of my head to the front of my head. The big question was
whether I preferred being a Drac POW or a permanent resident of
Fyrine IV. I had figured that out long ago. “Come on, let’s pick up
the pace. We don’t know how long it will take to get there, or how
long it will be on the ground.”

Pick ’em up; put ’em down. Except for a few breaks, we didn’t
stop—even when night came. Our exertion kept us warm. The hori-
zon never seemed to grow nearer. The longer we slogged ahead the
duller my mind grew. It must have been days, my mind gone numb
as my feet, when I fell through the purple weed into a hole. Immedi-
ately, everything grew dark, and I felt a pain in my right leg. I felt
the blackout coming, and I welcomed its warmth, its rest, its peace.

“Uncle? Uncle? Wake up! Please, wake up!”

I felt slapping against my face, although it felt somehow detached.
Agony thundered into my brain, bringing me wide awake. Damned
if I didn’t break my leg. I looked up and saw the weedy edges of the
hole. My rear end was seated in a trickle of water. Zammis squatted
next to me.

“What happened?”

Zammis motioned upward. “This hole was only covered by a thin
crust of dirt and plants. The water must have taken the ground
away. Are you all right?”

“My leg. I think I broke it.” I leaned my back against the muddy
wall. “Zammis, you’re going to have to go on by yourself.”

“I can’t leave you, Uncle!”

“Look, if you find anyone, you can send them back for me.”

“What if the water in here comes up?” Zammis felt along my leg
until I winced. “I must carry you out of here. What must I do for
the leg?”
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The kid had a point. Drowning wasn’t in my schedule. “We need
something stiff. Bind the leg so it doesn’t move.”

Zammis pulled off its pack, and kneeling in the water and mud,
went through its pack, then through the tent roll. Using the tent
poles, it wrapped my leg with snakeskins torn from the tent. Then,
using more snakeskins, Zammis made two loops, slipped one over
each of my legs, then propped me up and slipped the loops over its
shoulders. It lifted, and I blacked out.

I was on the ground, covered with the remains of the tent, and
Zammis was shaking my arm. “Uncle? Uncle?”

“Yes?” I whispered.

“Uncle, I'm ready to go.” It pointed to my side. “Your food is
here, and when it rains, just pull the tent over your face. I'll mark
the trail I make so I can find my way back.”

I nodded. “Take care of yourself.”

Zammis shook its head. “Uncle, I can carry you. We shouldn’t
separate.”

I weakly shook my head. “Give me a break, kid. I couldn’t make it.
Find somebody and bring ’em back.” I felt my stomach flip, and cold
sweat drenched my snakeskins. “Go on; get going.”

Zammis reached out, grabbed its pack, and stood. The pack shoul-
dered, Zammis turned and began running in the direction that the
craft had been going. I watched until I couldn’t see it. I faced up and
looked at the clouds. “You almost got me that time, you kiz/ode sonof-
abitch, but you didn’t figure on the Drac . . . you keep forgetting

. . there’s two of us . . .” I drifted in and out of consciousness,
felt rain on my face, then pulled up the tent and covered my head.
In seconds, the blackout returned.

“Davidge? Lieutenant Davidge?”

I opened my eyes and saw something I hadn’t seen for four Earth
years: a human face. “Who are you?”

The face, young, long, and capped by short blond hair, smiled.
“I'm Captain Steerman, the medical officer. How do you feel?”

I pondered the question and smiled. “Like I've been shot full of
very high-grade junk.”

“You have. You were in pretty bad shape by the time the survey
team brought you in.”

“Survey team?”

“I guess you don’t know. The United States of Earth and the
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Dracon Chamber have established a joint commission to supervise
the colonization of new planets. The war is over.”

“Over?”

“Yes:”

Something heavy lifted from my chest. “Where’s Zammis?”

“Who?”

“Jeriban Zammis; the Drac that I was with.”

The doctor shrugged. “I don’t know anything about it, but I sup-
pose the Draggers are taking care of it.”

Draggers. I'd once used the term myself. As I listened to it coming
out of Steerman’s mouth, it seemed foreign: alien, repulsive. “Zam-
mis is a Drac, not a Dragger.”

The doctor’s brows furrowed, then he shrugged. “Of course.
Whatever you say. Just you get some rest, and I'll check back on you
in a few hours.”

“May I see Zammis?”

The doctor smiled. “Dear, no. You’re on your way back to the
Delphi USEB. The . . . Drac is probably on its way to Draco.” He
nodded, then turned and left. God, I felt lost. I looked around and
saw that I was in the ward of a ship’s sick bay. The beds on either
side of me were occupied. The man on my right shook his head and
went back to reading a magazine. The one on my left looked angry.

“You damned Dragger suck!” He turned on his left side and pre-
sented me his back.

Among humans once again, yet more alone than I had ever been.
Misnuuram va siddeth, as Mistan observed in the Ta/man from the
calm perspective of eight hundred years in the past. Loneliness is a
thought—not something done to someone; instead, it is something
that someone does to oneself. Jerry shook its bead that one time, then
pointed a yellow finger at me as the words it wanted to say came togetber.
“Davidge . . . to me loneliness is a discomfort—a small thing to be avoided
if possible, but not feared. I think you would almost prefer death to being
alone with yourself.”

Misnuuram yaa va nos misnuuram van dunos. “You who are alone by
yourselves will forever be alone with others.” Mistan again. On its
face, the statement appears to be a contradiction; but the test of
reality proves it true. I was a stranger among my own kind because
of a hate that I didn’t share, and a love that, to them, seemed alien,
impossible, perverse. “Peace of thought with others occurs only in the mind
at peace with itself.” Mistan again. Countless times, on the voyage to
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the Delphi Base, putting in my ward time, then during my process-
ing out of the service, I would reach to my chest to grasp the Ta/man
that no longer hung there. What had become of Zammis? The
USESF didn’t care, and the Drac authorities wouldn’t say—none of
my affair.

Ex-Force pilots were a drag on the employment market, and there
were no commercial positions open—especially not to a pilot who
hadn’t flown in four years, who had a gimpy leg, and who was a
Dragger suck. “Dragger suck” as an invective had the impact of
several historical terms—Quisling, heretic, fag, nigger lover—all
rolled into one.

I had forty-eight thousand credits in back pay, and so money
wasn’t a problem. The problem was what to do with myself. After
kicking around the Delphi Base, I took transportation to Earth and,
for several months, was employed by a small book house translating
manuscripts into Drac. It seems that there was a craving among
Dracs for Westerns: “Stick ’em up naagusaat!”

“Nu Geph, lawman.” Thang, thang! The guns flashed and the kizlode
shaddsaat bit the thessa.

I quit.

I finally called my parents. Why didn’t you call before, Willy? We've
been worried sick . . . Had a few things I had to straighten out, Dad . . .
No, not really . . . Well, we understand, son . . . It must have been awful

. « . Dad, I'd like to come home for a while. . . .

Even before I put down the money on the used Dearman Electric,
I knew I was making a mistake going home. I felt the need of a
home, but the one I had left at the age of eighteen wasn’t it. But I
headed there because there was nowhere else to go.

I drove alone in the dark, using only the old roads, the quiet hum
of the Dearman’s motor the only sound. The December midnight
was clear, and I could see the stars through the car’s bubble canopy.
Fyrine IV drifted into my thoughts, the raging ocean, the endless
winds. I pulled off the road onto the shoulder and killed the lights.
In a few minutes, my eyes adjusted to the dark and I stepped outside
and shut the door. Kansas has a big sky, and the stars seemed close
enough to touch. Snow crunched under my feet as I looked up,
trying to pick Fyrine out of the thousands of visible stars.

Fyrine is in the constellation Pegasus, but my eyes were not prac-
ticed enough to pick the winged horse out from the surrounding
stars. I shrugged, felt a chill, and decided to get back in the car. As I
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put my hand on the doorlatch, I saw a constellation that I did recog-
nize, north, hanging just above the horizon: Draco. The Dragon, its
tail twisted around Ursa Minor, hung upside down in the sky.
Eltanin, the Dragon’s nose, is the homestar of the Dracs. Its second
planet, Draco, was Zammis’s home.

Headlights from an approaching car blinded me, and I turned
toward the car as it pulled to a stop. The window on the driver’s
side opened and someone spoke from the darkness.

“You need some help?”

I shook my head. “No, thank you.” I held up a hand. “I was just
looking at the stars.”

“Quite a night, isn’t it?”

“Sure is.”

“Sure you don’t need any help?”

I shook my head. “Thanks . . . wait. Where is the nearest com-
mercial spaceport?”

“About an hour ahead in Salina.”

“Thanks.” I saw a hand wave from the window, then the other
car pulled away. I took another look at Eltanin, then got back in my
car.

Six months later, I stood in front of an ancient cut-stone gate
wondering what in the hell I was doing. The trip to Draco, with
nothing but Dracs as companions on the last leg, showed me the
.truth in Namvaac’s words “Peace is often only war without fight-
ing.” The accords, on paper, gave me the right to travel to the
planet, but the Drac bureaucrats and their paperwork wizards had
perfected the big stall long before the first human step into space. It
took threats, bribes, and long days of filling out forms, being
checked and rechecked for disease, contraband, reason for visit, fill-
ing out more forms, refilling out the forms I had already filled out,
more bribes, waiting, waiting, waiting . . .

On the ship, I spent most of my time in my cabin, but since the
Drac stewards refused to serve me, I went to the ship’s lounge for
my meals. I sat alone, listening to the comments about me from
other booths. I had figured the path of least resistance was to pre-
tend I didn’t understand what they were saying. It is always as-
sumed that humans do not speak Drac.

“Must we eat in the same compartment with the Irkmaan slime?”

“Look at it, how its pale skin blotches—and that evil-smelling
thatch on top. Feh! The smell!”
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I ground my teeth a little and kept my glance riveted to my plate.

“It defies the Ta/man that the universe’s laws could be so corrupt
as to produce a creature such as that.”

I turned and faced the three Dracs sitting in the booth across the
aisle from mine. In Drac, I replied: “If your line’s elders had seen fit
to teach the village kiz to use contraceptives, you wouldn’t even
exist.” I returned to my food while the two Dracs struggled to hold
the third Drac down.

On Draco, it was no problem finding the Jeriba estate. The prob-
lem was getting in. A high stone wall enclosed the property, and
from the gate, I could see the huge stone mansion that Jerry had
described to me. I told the guard at the gate that I wanted to see
Jeriba Zammis. The guard stared at me, then went into an alcove
behind the gate. In a few moments, another Drac emerged from the
mansion and walked quickly across the wide lawn to the gate. The
Drac nodded at the guard, then stopped and faced me. It was a dead
ringer for Jerry.

“You are the Irkmaan that asked to see Jeriba Zammis?”

I nodded. “Zammis must have told you about me. I'm Willis
Davidge.”

The Drac studied me. “I am Estone Nev, Jeriba Shigan’s sibling.
My parent, Jeriba Gothig, wishes to see you.” The Drac turned
abruptly and walked back to the mansion. I followed, feeling heady
at the thought of seeing Zammis again. I paid little attention to my
surroundings until I was ushered into a large room with a vaulted
stone ceiling. Jerry had told me that the house was four thousand
years old. I believed it. As I entered, another Drac stood and walked
over to me. It was old, but I knew who it was.

“You are Gothig, Shigan’s parent.”

The yellow eyes studied me. “Who are you, Irkmaan?” It held out
a wrinkled, three-fingered hand. “What do you know of Jeriba Zam-
mis, and why do you speak the Drac tongue with the style and
accent of my child Shigan? What are you here for?”

“I speak Drac in this manner because that is the way Jeriba Shi-
gan taught me to speak it.”

The old Drac cocked its head to one side and narrowed its yellow
eyes. “You knew my child? How?”

“Didn’t the survey commission tell you?”

“It was reported to me that my child, Shigan, was killed in the



Barry B. Longyear 57

battle of Fyrine IV. That was over six of our years ago. What is your
game, Irkmaan?”

I turned from Gothig to Nev. The younger Drac was examining
me with the same look of suspicion. I turned back to Gothig. “Shi-
gan wasn’t killed in the battle. We were stranded together on the
surface of Fyrine IV and lived there for a year. Shigan died giving
birth to Jeriba Zammis. A year later the joint survey commission
found us and—"

“Enough! Enough of this, Irkmaan! Are you here for money, to use
my influence for trade concessions—what?”

I frowned. “Where is Zammis?”

Tears of anger came to the old Drac’s eyes. “There is no Zammis,
Irkmaan! The Jeriba line ended with the death of Shigan!”

My eyes grew wide as I shook my head. “That’s not true. I know.
I took care of Zammis—you heard nothing from the commission?”

“Get to the point of your scheme, Irkmaan. 1 haven’t all day.”

I studied Gothig. The old Drac had heard nothing from the com-
mission. The Drac authorities took Zammis, and the child had evap-
orated. Gothig had been told nothing. Why? “I was with Shigan,
Gothig. That is how I learned your language. When Shigan died
giving birth to Zammis, I—"

“Irkmaan, if you cannot get to your scheme, I will have to ask Nev
to throw you out. Shigan died in the battle of Fyrine IV. The Drac
Fleet notified us only days later.”

I nodded. “Then, Gothig, tell me how I came to know the line of
Jeriba? Do you wish me to recite it for you?”

Gothig snorted. “You say you know the Jeriba line?”

“Yos.”

Gothig flipped a hand at me. “Then, recite.”

I took a breath, then began. By the time I had reached the hun-
dred and seventy-third generation, Gothig had knelt on the stone
floor next to Nev. The Dracs remained that way for the three hours
of the recital. When I concluded, Gothig bowed its head and wept.
“Yes, Irkmaan, yes. You must have known Shigan. Yes.” The old
Drac looked up into my face, its eyes wide with hope. “And, you say
Shigan continued the line—that Zammis was born?”

I nodded. “I don’t know why the commission didn’t notify you.”

Gothig got to its feet and frowned. “We will find out, Irkmaan—
what is your name?”

“Davidge. Willis Davidge.”

“We will find out, Davidge.”
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Gothig arranged quarters for me in its house, which was fortu-
nate, since I had little more than eleven hundred credits left. After
making a host of inquiries, Gothig sent Nev and me to the Chamber
Center in Sendievu, Draco’s capital city. The Jeriba line, I found,
was influential, and the big stall was held down to a minimum.
Eventually, we were directed to the Joint Survey Commission repre-
sentative, a Drac named Jozzdn Vrule. It looked up from the letter
Gothig had given me and frowned. “When did you get this,
Irkmaan?”

“I believe the signature is on it.”

The Drac looked at the paper, then back at me. “The Jeriba line is
one of the most respected on Draco. You say that Jeriba Gothig gave
you this?”

“I felt certain I said that; I could feel my lips moving—"

Nev stepped in. “You have the dates and the information concern-
ing the Fyrine IV survey mission. We want to know what happened
to Jeriba Zammis.”

Jozzdn Vrule frowned and looked back at the paper. “Estone Ney,
you are the founder of your line, is this not true?”

“It is true.”

“Would you found your line in shame? Why do I see you with this
Irkmaan?”

Nev curled its upper lip and folded its arms. “Jozzdn Vrule, if you
contemplate walking this planet in the foreseeable future as a free
being, it would be to your profit to stop working your mouth and to
start finding Jeriba Zammis.”

Jozzdn Vrule looked down and studied its fingers, then returned
its glance to Nev. “Very well, Estone Nev. You threaten me if I fail
to hand you the truth. I think you will find the truth the greater
threat.” The Drac scribbled on a piece of paper, then handed it to
Nev. “You will find Jeriba Zammis at this address, and you will
curse the day that I gave you this.”

We entered the imbecile colony feeling sick. All around us, Dracs
stared with vacant eyes, or screamed, or foamed at the mouth, or
behaved as lower-order creatures. After we had arrived, Gothig
joined us. The Drac director of the colony frowned at me and shook
its head at Gothig. “Turn back now, while it is still possible, Jeriba
Gothig. Beyond this room lies nothing but pain and sorrow.”

Gothig grabbed the director by the front of its wraps. “Hear me,
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insect: If Jeriba Zammis is within these walls, bring my grandchild
forth! Else, I shall bring the might of the Jeriba line down upon
your pointed head!”

The director lifted its head, twitched its lips, then nodded. “Very
well. Very well, you pompous Kazzmidth! We tried to protect the
Jeriba reputation. We tried! But now you shall see.” The director
nodded and pursed its lips. “Yes, you overwealthy fashion follower,
now you shall see.” The director scribbled on a piece of paper, then
handed it to Nev. “By giving you that, I will lose my position, but
take it! Yes, take it! See this being you call Jeriba Zammis. See it, and
weep!”

Among trees and grass, Jeriba Zammis sat upon a stone bench,
staring at the ground. Its eyes never blinked, its hands never moved.
Gothig frowned at me, but I could spare nothing for Shigan’s par-
ent. I walked to Zammis. “Zammis, do you know me?”

The Drac retrieved its thoughts from a million warrens and raised
its yellow eyes to me. I saw no sign of recognition. “Who are you?”

I squatted down, placed my hands on its arms and shook them.
“Dammit, Zammis, don’t you know me? I’'m your uncle. Remember
that? Uncle Davidge?”

The Drac weaved on the bench, then shook its head. It lifted an
arm and waved to an orderly. “I want to go to my room. Please, let
me go to my room.”

I stood and grabbed Zammis by the front of its hospital gown.
“Zammis, it’s me!”

The yellow eyes, dull and lifeless, stared back at me. The orderly
placed a yellow hand upon my shoulder. “Let it go, Irkmaan.”

“Zammis!” I turned to Nev and Gothig. “Say something!”

The Drac orderly pulled a sap from its pocket, then slapped it
suggestively against the palm of its hand. “Let it go, Irkmaan.”

Gothig stepped forward. “Explain this!”

The orderly looked at Gothig, Nev, me, and then Zammis. “This
one—this creature—came to us professing a love, a Jove, mind you,
of humans! This is no small perversion, Jeriba Gothig. The govern-
ment would protect you from this scandal. Would you wish the line
of Jeriba dragged into this?”

I looked at Zammis. “What have you done to Zammis, you kizlode
sonofabitch? A little shock? A little drug? Rot out its mind?”

The orderly sneered at me, then shook his head. “You, Irkmaan, do
not understand. This one would not be happy as an Irkmaan vul—a
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human lover. We are making it possible for this one to function in
Drac society. You think this is wrong?”

I looked at Zammis and shook my head. I remembered too well
my treatment at the hands of my fellow humans. “No. I don’t think
it's wrong . . . I just don’t know.”

The orderly turned to Gothig. “Please understand, Jeriba Gothig.
We could not subject the Jeriba line to this disgrace. Your grandchild
is almost well and will soon enter a reeducation program. In no
more than two years, you will have a grandchild worthy of carrying
on the Jeriba line. Is this wrong?”

Gothig only shook its head. I squatted down in front of Zammis
and looked up into its yellow eyes. I reached up and took its right
hand in both of mine. “Zammis?”

Zammis looked down, moved its left hand over, and picked up my
left hand and spread the fingers. One at a time Zammis pointed at
the fingers of my hand, then it looked into my eyes, then examined
the hand again. “Yes . . .” Zammis pointed again. “One, two, three,
Jour, five!” Zammis looked into my eyes. “Four, five!”

I nodded. “Yes. Yes.”

Zammis pulled my hand to its cheek and held it close. “Uncle
. . . Uncle. I told you I'd never forget you.”

I never counted the years that passed. My beard was back, and I
knelt in my snakeskins next to the grave of my friend Jeriba Shigan.
Next to the grave was the four-year-old grave of Gothig. I replaced
some rocks, then added a few more. Wrapping my snakeskins tightly
against the wind, I sat down next to the grave and looked out to sea.
Still the rollers steamed in under the grey-black cover of clouds.
Soon, the ice would come. I nodded, looked at my scarred, wrinkled
hands, then back at the grave.

“I couldn’t stay in the settlement with them, Jerry. Don’t get me
wrong; it’s nice. Damned nice. But I kept looking out my window,
seeing the ocean, thinking of the cave. I'm alone, in a way. But it’s
good. I know what and who I am, Jerry, and that’s all there is to it,
right?”

I heard a noise. I crouched over, placed my hands upon my
withered knees, and pushed myself to my feet. The Drac was com-
ing from the settlement compound, a child in its arms.

I rubbed my beard. “Eh, Ty, so that is your first child?”

The Drac nodded. “I would be pleased, Uncle, if you would teach
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it what it must be taught: the line, the 74/man; and about the life on
Fyrine IV, our planet called ‘Friendship.’”

I took the bundle into my arms. Chubby three-fingered arms
waved at the air, then grasped my snakeskins. “Yes, Ty, this one is a
Jeriba.” I looked up at Ty. “And how is your parent, Zammis?”

Ty shrugged. “It is as well as can be expected. My parent wishes
you well.”

I nodded. “And the same to it, Ty. Zammis ought to get out of
that air-conditioned capsule and come back to live in the cave. It’ll
do it good.”

Ty grinned and nodded its head. “I will tell my parent, Uncle.”

I stabbed my thumb into my chest. “Look at me! You don’t see me
sick, do you?”

“No, Uncle.”

“You tell Zammis to kick that doctor out of there and to come
back to the cave, hear?”

“Yes, Uncle.” Ty smiled. “Is there anything you need?”

I nodded and scratched the back of my neck. “Toilet paper. Just a
couple of packs. Maybe a couple of bottles of whiskey—no, forget
the whiskey. I'll wait until Haesni, here, puts in its first year. Just
the toilet paper.”

Ty bowed. “Yes, Uncle, and may the many mornings find you
well.”

I waved my hand impatiently. “They will, they will. Just don’t
forget the toilet paper.”

Ty bowed again. “I won’t, Uncle.”

Ty turned and walked through the scrub forest back to the col-
ony. Gothig had put up the cash and moved the entire line, and all
the related lines, to Fyrine IV. I lived with them for a year, but I
moved out and went back to the cave. I gathered the wood, smoked
the snake, and withstood the winter. Zammis gave me the young Ty
to rear in the cave, and now Ty had handed me Haesni. I nodded at
the child. “Your child will be called Gothig, and then”—I looked at
the sky and felt the tears drying on my face—“and then, Gothig’s
child will be called Shigan.” I nodded and headed for the cleft that
would bring us down to the level of the cave.
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George R. R. Martin won his first Hugo in the novella category in
1975 and appeared in the third volume of this series in consequence.
And now he appears again in this fifth volume, having won in the
novelette category.

George was a discovery, I believe, of Ben Bova. At least, Ben
always spoke of him with admiration and affection and showed all
the stigmata of being a discoverer, but I don’t recall his actually
saying so. It would probably have seemed presumptuous to say so
and Ben is not a presumptuous fellow.

This reminds me that I ought to speak about Ben, one of the very
nicest and sweetest guys I know and a terribly underestimated
writer. I take it almost as a personal affront that I have never been
able to include him in one of these volumes.

Not that he’s gone entirely unappreciated, actually. In fact, one of
the points that militate against his adequate recognition as a writer
is, perhaps, his superlative talents as an editor. After John Campbell
died in 1971, it was Ben Bova who stepped into those shoes without
any visible sign of discomfiture. He remained editor of Analog for
seven years and then became editor of the new magazine Omni for
two years. In those years, he won at least six Hugos for Best Editor
and that sounds as though it means something, I think.

A good editor is sure to be able to recognize talent and is sure to
know how to cultivate it when it appears, so Ben Bova and George
R. R. Martin are a natural pair, as are George Scithers and Barry B.
Longyear or, decades ago, John Campbell and, say, A. E. van Vogt.

Incidentally, it is an indication of the breadth of science fiction
that one can take any type of story, any type at all, and put it into a
science fiction mode. In fact, if I knew the field as thoroughly now
as I used to know it decades ago when it was much smaller and
when the whole of science fiction could be encompassed by one
eager mind, I could amuse myself by dividing and subdividing liter-
ature into innumerable categories and finding the best SF story I
could think of that would fit into the category.

I'd be willing, in my more enthusiastic moments, to bet that the
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SF story would be a better and more effective example of the cate-
gory than any candidate from “mainstream” fiction would be.

I say this because I can’t help feeling what a terrific example of a
horror story “Sandkings” is. I know that I read it wincing almost all
the way through—and it just keeps on hitting you harder as you go.



2
SANDKINGS

Simon Kress lived alone in a sprawling manor house among the dry,
rocky hills fifty kilometers from the city. So, when he was called
away unexpectedly on business, he had no neighbors he could con-
veniently impose on to take his pets. The carrion hawk was no prob-
lem; it roosted in the unused belfry and customarily fed itself any-
way. The shambler Kress simply shooed outside and left to fend for
itself; the little monster would gorge on slugs and birds and
rockjocks. But the fish tank, stocked with genuine Earth piranhas,
posed a difficulty. Kress finally just threw a haunch of beef into the
huge tank. The piranhas could always eat each other if he were
detained longer than expected. They’d done it before. It amused
him.

Unfortunately, he was detained much longer than expected this
time. When he finally returned, all the fish were dead. So was the
carrion hawk. The shambler had climbed up to the belfry and eaten
it. Simon Kress was vexed.

The next day he flew his skimmer to Asgard, a journey of some
two hundred kilometers. Asgard was Baldur’s largest city and
boasted the oldest and largest starport as well. Kress liked to impress
his friends with animals that were unusual, entertaining, and expen-
sive; Asgard was the place to buy them.

This time, though, he had poor luck. Xenopets had closed its
doors, t’Etherane the Petseller tried to foist another carrion hawk
off on him, and Strange Waters offered nothing more exotic than
piranhas, glowsharks, and spider-squids. Kress had had all those; he
wanted something new.

Near dusk, he found himself walking down the Rainbow Boule-
vard, looking for places he had not patronized before. So close to the
starport, the street was lined by importers’ marts. The big corporate
emporiums had impressive long windows, where rare and costly
alien artifacts reposed on felt cushions against dark drapes that
made the interiors of the stores a mystery. Between them were the
junk shops; narrow, nasty little places whose display areas were
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crammed with all manner of offworld bric-a-brac. Kress tried both
kinds of shop, with equal dissatisfaction.

Then he came across a store that was different.

It was quite close to the port. Kress had never been there before.
The shop occupied a small, single-story building of moderate size,
set between a euphoria bar and a temple-brothel of the Secret Sister-
hood. Down this far, the Rainbow Boulevard grew tacky. The shop
itself was unusual. Arresting.

The windows were full of mist; now a pale red, now the gray of
true fog, now sparkling and golden. The mist swirled and eddied
and glowed faintly from within. Kress glimpsed objects in the win-
dow—machines, pieces of art, other things he could not recognize—
but he could not get a good look at any of them. The mists flowed
sensuously around them, displaying a bit of first one thing and then
another, then cloaking all. It was intriguing.

As he watched, the mist began to form letters. One word at a time.
Kress stood and read.

‘WO. AND. SHADE. IMPORTERS.
ARTIFACTS. ART. LIFE-FORMS. AND. MISC.

The letters stopped. Through the fog, Kress saw something mov-
ing. That was enough for him, that and the “life-forms” in their
advertisement. He swept his walking cloak over his shoulder and
entered the store.

Inside, Kress felt disoriented. The interior seemed vast, much
larger than he would have guessed from the relatively modest front-
age. It was dimly lit, peaceful. The ceiling was a starscape, complete
with spiral nebulae, very dark and realistic, very nice. The counters
all shone faintly, to better display the merchandise within. The
aisles were carpeted with ground fog. It came almost to his knees in
places, and swirled about his feet as he walked.

“Can I help you?”

She almost seemed to have risen from the fog. Tall and gaunt and
pale, she wore a practical gray jumpsuit and a strange little cap that
rested well back on her head.

“Are you Wo or Shade?” Kress asked. “Or only sales help?”

“Jala Wo, ready to serve you,” she replied. “Shade does not see
customers. We have no sales help.”

“You have quite a large establishment,” Kress said. “Odd that I
have never heard of you before.”

“We have only just opened this shop on Baldur,” the woman said.
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“We have franchises on a number of other worlds, however. What
can I sell you? Art, perhaps? You have the look of a collector. We
have some fine Nor T’alush crystal carvings.”

“No,” Simon Kress said. “I own all the crystal carvings I desire. I
came to see about a pet.”

“A life-form?”

e (S

“Alien?”

“Of course.”

“We have a mimic in stock. From Celia’s World. A clever little
simian. Not only will it learn to speak, but eventually it will mimic
your voice, inflections, gestures, even facial expressions.”

“Cute,” said Kress. “And common. I have no use for either, Wo. I
want something exotic. Unusual. And not cute. I detest cute ani-
mals. At the moment I own a shambler. Imported from Cotho, at no
mean expense. From time to time I feed him a litter of unwanted
kittens. That is what I think of cute. Do I make myself understood?”

Wo smiled enigmatically. “Have you ever owned an animal that
worshiped you?” she asked.

Kress grinned. “Oh, now and again. But I don’t require worship,
Wo. Just entertainment.”

“You misunderstand me,” Wo said, still wearing her strange smile.
“I meant worship literally.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I think I have just the thing for you,” Wo said. “Follow me.”

She led Kress between the radiant counters and down a long, fog-
shrouded aisle beneath false starlight. They passed through a wall of
mist into another section of the store, and stopped before a large
plastic tank. An aquarium, thought Kress.

Wo beckoned. He stepped closer and saw that he was wrong. It
was a terrarium. Within lay a miniature desert about two meters
square. Pale sand bleached scarlet by wan red light. Rocks: basalt
and quartz and granite. In each corner of the tank stood a castle.

Kress blinked, and peered, and corrected himself; actually only
three castles stood. The fourth leaned; a crumbled, broken ruin. The
other three were crude but intact, carved of stone and sand. Over
their battlements and through their rounded porticos, tiny creatures
climbed and scrambled. Kress pressed his face against the plastic.
“Insects?” he asked.

“No,” Wo replied. “A much more complex life-form. More intelli-
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gent as well. Smarter than your shambler by a considerable amount.
They are called sandkings.”

“Insects,” Kress said, drawing back from the tank. “I don’t care
how complex they are.” He frowned. “And kindly don’t try to gull
me with this talk of intelligence. These things are far too small to
have anything but the most rudimentary brains.”

“They share hiveminds,” Wo said. “Castle minds, in this case.
There are only three organisms in the tank, actually. The fourth
died. You see how her castle has fallen.”

Kress looked back at the tank. “Hiveminds, eh? Interesting.” He
frowned again. “Still, it is only an oversized ant farm. I'd hoped for
something better.”

“They fight wars.”

“Wars? Hmmm.” Kress looked again.

“Note the colors, if you will,” Wo told him. She pointed to the
creatures that swarmed over the nearest castle. One was scrabbling
at the tank wall. Kress studied it. It still looked like an insect to his
eyes. Barely as long as his fingernail, six-limbed, with six tiny eyes
set all around its body. A wicked set of mandibles clacked visibly,
while two long fine antennae wove patterns in the air. Antennae,
mandibles, eyes and legs were sooty black, but the dominant color
was the burnt orange of its armor plating. “It’s an insect,” Kress
repeated.

“It is not an insect,” Wo insisted calmly. “The armored exoskele-
ton is shed when the sandking grows larger. If it grows larger. In a
tank this size, it won’t.” She took Kress by the elbow and led him
around the tank to the next castle. “Look at the colors here.”

He did. They were different. Here the sandkings had bright-red
armor; antennae, mandibles, eyes, and legs were yellow. Kress
glanced across the tank. The denizens of the third live castle were
off-white, with red trim. “Hmmm,” he said.

“They war, as I said,” Wo told him. “They even have truces and
alliances. It was an alliance that destroyed the fourth castle in this
tank. The blacks were getting too numerous, so the others joined
forces to destroy them.”

Kress remained unconvinced. “Amusing, no doubt. But insects
fight wars too.”

“Insects do not worship,” Wo said.

“Ehe”

Wo smiled and pointed at the castle. Kress stared. A face had been
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carved into the wall of the highest tower. He recognized it. It was
Jala Wo’s face. “How . . . ?”

“I projected a holograph of my face into the tank, kept it there for
a few days. The face of god, you see? I feed them, I am always close.
The sandkings have a rudimentary psionic sense. Proximity telepa-
thy. They sense me, and worship me by using my face to decorate
their buildings. All the castles have them, see?” They did.

On the castle, the face of Jala Wo was serene and peaceful, and
very lifelike. Kress marveled at the workmanship. “How do they do
it?”

“The foremost legs double as arms. They even have fingers of a
sort: three small, flexible tendrils. And they cooperate well, both in
building and in battle. Remember, all the mobiles of one color share
a single mind.”

“Tell me more,” Kress said.

Wo smiled. “The maw lives in the castle. Maw is my name for her.
A pun, if you will; the thing is mother and stomach both. Female,
large as your fist, immobile. Actually, sandking is a bit of a misno-
mer. The mobiles are peasants and warriors, the real ruler is a
queen. But that analogy is faulty as well. Considered as a whole,
each castle is a single hermaphroditic creature.”

“What do they eat?”

“The mobiles eat pap, predigested food obtained inside the castle.
They get it from the maw after she has worked on it for several
days. Their stomachs can’t handle anything else, so if the maw dies,
they soon die as well. The maw . . . the maw eats anything. You’ll
have no special expense there. Table scraps will do excellently.”

“Live food?” Kress asked.

Wo shrugged. “Each maw eats mobiles from the other castles,
yes.”

“l am intrigued,” he admitted. “If only they weren’t so small.”

“Yours can be larger. These sandkings are small because their
tank is small. They seem to limit their growth to fit available space.
If I moved these to a larger tank, they’d start growing again.”

“Hmmm. My piranha tank is twice this size, and vacant. It could
be cleaned out, filled with sand . . .”

“Wo and Shade would take care of the installation. It would be
our pleasure.”

“Of course,” said Kress, “I would expect four intact castles.”

“Certainly,” Wo said.

They began to haggle about the price.
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Three days later Jala Wo arrived at Simon Kress’s estate, with
dormant sandkings and a work crew to take charge of the installa-
tion. Wo’s assistants were aliens unlike any Kress was familiar with;
squat, broad bipeds with four arms and bulging, multifaceted eyes.
Their skin was thick and leathery, and twisted into horns and spines
and protrusions at odd spots upon their bodies. But they were very
strong, and good workers. Wo ordered them about in a musical
tongue that Kress had never heard.

In a day it was done. They moved his piranha tank to the center of
his spacious living room, arranged couches on either side of it for
better viewing, scrubbed it clean and filled it two-thirds of the way
up with sand and rock. Then they installed a special lighting system,
both to provide the dim red illumination the sandkings preferred
and to project holographic images into the tank. On top they
mounted a sturdy plastic cover, with a feeder mechanism built in.
“This way you can feed your sandkings without removing the top of
the tank,” Wo explained. “You would not want to take any chances
on the mobiles escaping.”

The cover also included climate control devices, to condense just
the right amount of moisture from the air. “You want it dry, but not
too dry,” Wo said.

Finally one of the four-armed workers climbed into the tank and
dug deep pits in the four corners. One of his companions handed the
dormant maws over to him, removing them one-by-one from their
frosted cryonic traveling cases. They were nothing to look at. Kress
decided they resembled nothing so much as a mottled, half-spoiled
chunk of raw meat. With a mouth.

The alien buried them, one in each corner of the tank. Then they
sealed it all up and took their leave.

“The heat will bring the maws out of dormancy,” Wo said. “In
less than a week, mobiles will begin to hatch and burrow to the
surface. Be certain to give them plenty of food. They will need all
their strength until they are well established. I would estimate that
you will have castles rising in about three weeks.”

“And my face? When will they carve my face?”

“Turn on the hologram after about a month,” she advised him.
“And be patient. If you have any questions, please call. Wo and
Shade are at your service.” She bowed and left.

Kress wandered back to the tank and lit a joy stick. The desert
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was still and empty. He drummed his fingers impatiently against
the plastic, and frowned.

On the fourth day, Kress thought he glimpsed motion beneath the
sand, subtle subterranean stirrings.

On the fifth day, he saw his first mobile, a lone white.

On the sixth day, he counted a dozen of them, whites and reds and
blacks. The oranges were tardy. He cycled through a bowl of half-
decayed table scraps. The mobiles sensed it at once, rushed to it, and
began to drag pieces back to their respective corners. Each color
group was very organized. They did not fight. Kress was a bit disap-
pointed, but he decided to give them time.

The oranges made their appearance on the eighth day. By then
the other sandkings had begun to carry small stones and erect crude
fortifications. They still did not war. At the moment they were only
half the size of those he had seen at Wo and Shade’s, but Kress
thought they were growing rapidly.

The castles began to rise midway through the second week. Orga-
nized battalions of mobiles dragged heavy chunks of sandstone and
granite back to their corners, where other mobiles were pushing
sand into place with mandibles and tendrils. Kress had purchased a
pair of magnifying goggles so he could watch them work, wherever
they might go in the tank. He wandered around and around the tall
plastic walls, observing. It was fascinating. The castles were a bit
plainer than Kress would have liked, but he had an idea about that.
The next day he cycled through some obsidian and flakes of colored
glass along with the food. Within hours, they had been incorporated
into the castle walls.

The black castle was the first completed, followed by the white
and red fortresses. The oranges were last, as usual. Kress took his
meals into the living room and ate seated on the couch, so he could
watch. He expected the first war to break out any hour now.

He was disappointed. Days passed, the castles grew taller and
more grand, and Kress seldom left the tank except to attend to his
sanitary needs and answer critical business calls. But the sandkings
did not war. He was getting upset.

Finally he stopped feeding them.

Two days after the table scraps had ceased to fall from their desert
sky, four black mobiles surrounded an orange and dragged it back to
their maw. They maimed it first, ripping off its mandibles and an-
tennae and limbs, and carried it through the shadowed main gate of
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their miniature castle. It never emerged. Within an hour, more than
forty orange mobiles marched across the sand and attacked the
blacks’ corner. They were outnumbered by the blacks that came
rushing up from the depths. When the fighting was over, the attack-
ers had been slaughtered. The dead and dying were taken down to
feed the black maw.

Kress, delighted, congratulated himself on his genius.

When he put food into the tank the following day, a three-cor-
nered battle broke out over its possession. The whites were the big
winners.

After that, war followed war.

Almost a month to the day after Jala Wo had delivered the sand-
kings, Kress turned on the holographic projector, and his face mate-
rialized in the tank. It turned, slowly, around and around, so his
gaze fell on all four castles equally. Kress thought it rather a good
likeness; it had his impish grin, wide mouth, full cheeks. His blue
eyes sparkled, his gray hair was carefully arrayed in a fashionable
sidesweep, his eyebrows were thin and sophisticated.

Soon enough, the sandkings set to work. Kress fed them lavishly
while his image beamed down at them from their sky. Temporarily,
the wars stopped. All activity was directed toward worship.

His face emerged on the castle walls.

At first all four carvings looked alike to him, but as the work
continued and Kress studied the reproductions, he began to detect
subtle differences in technique and execution. The reds were the
most creative, using tiny flakes of slate to put the gray in his hair.
The white idol seemed young and mischievous to him, while the
face shaped by the blacks—although virtually the same, line for line
—struck him as wise and beneficent. The orange sandkings, as ever,
were last and least. The wars had not gone well for them, and their
castle was sad compared to the others. The image they carved was
crude and cartoonish and they seemed to intend to leave it that way.
When they stopped work on the face, Kress grew quite piqued with
them, but there was really nothing he could do.

When all of the sandkings had finished their Kress-faces, he
turned off the holograph and decided that it was time to have a
party. His friends would be impressed. He could even stage a war
for them, he thought. Humming happily to himself, he began to
draw up a guest list.
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The party was a wild success.

Kress invited thirty people; a handful of close friends who shared
his amusements, a few former lovers, and a collection of business
and social rivals who could not afford to ignore his summons. He
knew some of them would be discomfited and even offended by his
sandkings. He counted on it. Simon Kress customarily considered
his parties a failure unless at least one guest walked out in a high
dudgeon.

On impulse he added Jala Wo’s name to his list. “Bring Shade if
you like,” he added when dictating her invitation.

Her acceptance surprised him just a bit. “Shade, alas, will be un-
able to attend. He does not go to social functions,” Wo added. “As
for myself, I look forward to the chance to see how your sandkings
are doing.”

Kress ordered them up a sumptuous meal. And when at last the
conversation had died down, and most of his guests had gotten silly
on wine and joy sticks, he shocked them by personally scraping
their table leavings into a large bowl. “Come, all of you,” he told
them. “I want to introduce you to my newest pets.” Carrying the
bowl, he conducted them into his living room.

The sandkings lived up to his fondest expectations. He had
starved them for two days in preparation, and they were in a fight-
ing mood. While the guests ringed the tank, looking through the
magnifying glasses Kress had thoughtfully provided, the sandkings
waged a glorious battle over the scraps. He counted almost sixty
dead mobiles when the struggle was over. The reds and whites, who
had recently formed an alliance, emerged with most of the food.

“Kress, you're disgusting,” Cath m’Lane told him. She had lived
with him for a short time two years before, until her soppy senti-
mentality almost drove him mad. “I was a fool to come back here. I
thought perhaps you’d changed, wanted to apologize.” She had
never forgiven him for the time his shambler had eaten an exces-
sively cute puppy of which she had been fond. “Don’t ever invite me
here again, Simon.” She strode out, accompanied by her current
lover and a chorus of laughter.

His other guests were full of questions.

Where did the sandkings come from? they wanted to know.
“From Wo and Shade, Importers,” he replied, with a polite gesture
toward Jala Wo, who had remained quiet and apart through most of
the evening.

Why did they decorate their castles with his likeness? “Because I
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am the source of all good things. Surely you know that?” That
brought a round of chuckles.

Will they fight again? “Of course, but not tonight. Don’t worry.
There will be other parties.”

Jad Rakkis, who was an amateur xenologist, began talking about
other social insects and the wars they fought. “These sandkings are
amusing, but nothing really. You ought to read about Terran soldier
ants, for instance.”

“Sandkings are not insects,” Jala Wo said sharply, but Jad was off
and running, and no one paid her the slightest attention. Kress
smiled at her and shrugged.

Malada Blane suggested a betting pool the next time they got
together to watch a war, and everyone was taken with the idea. An
animated discussion about rules and odds ensued. It lasted for al-
most an hour. Finally the guests began to take their leave.

Jala Wo was the last to depart. “So,” Kress said to her when they
were alone, “it appears my sandkings are a hit.”

“They are doing well,” Wo said. “Already they are larger than my
own.”

“Yes,” Kress said, “except for the oranges.”

“I had noticed that,” Wo replied. “They seem few in number, and
their castle is shabby.”

“Well, someone must lose,” Kress said. “The oranges were late to
emerge and get established. They have suffered for it.”

“Pardon,” said Wo, “but might I ask if you are feeding your sand-
kings sufficiently?”

Kress shrugged: “They diet from time to time. It makes them
fiercer.”

She frowned. “There is no need to starve them. Let them war in
their own time, for their own reasons. It is their nature, and you
will witness conflicts that are delightfully subtle and complex. The
constant war brought on by hunger is artless and degrading.”

Simon Kress repaid Wo’s frown with interest. “You are in my
house, Wo, and here I am the judge of what is degrading. I fed the
sandkings as you advised, and they did not fight.”

“You must have patience.”

“No,” Kress said. “I am their master and their god, after all. Why
should I wait on their impulses? They did not war often enough to
suit me. I corrected the situation.”

“I see,” said Wo. “I will discuss the matter with Shade.”

“It is none of your concern, or his,” Kress snapped.
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“I must bid you good night, then,” Wo said with resignation. But
as she slipped into her coat to depart, she fixed him with a final
disapproving stare. “Look to your faces, Simon Kress,” she warned
him. “Look to your faces.”

Puzzled, he wandered back to the tank and stared at the castles
after she had taken her departure. His faces were still there, as ever.
Except— He snatched up his magnifying goggles and slipped them
on. Even then it was hard to make out. But it seemed to him that the
expression on the face of his images had changed slightly, that his
smile was somehow twisted so that it seemed a touch malicious. But
it was a very subtle change, if it was a change at all. Kress finally put
it down to his suggestibility, and resolved not to invite Jala Wo to
any more of his gatherings.

Over the next few months, Kress and about a dozen of his favor-
ites got together weekly for what he liked to call his “war games.”
Now that his initial fascination with the sandkings was past, Kress
spent less time around his tank and more on his business affairs and
his social life, but he still enjoyed having a few friends over for a
war or two. He kept the combatants sharp on a constant edge of
hunger. It had severe effects on the orange sandkings, who dwindled
visibly until Kress began to wonder if their maw was dead. But the
others did well enough.

Sometimes at night, when he could not sleep, Kress would take a
bottle of wine into the darkened living room, where the red gloom
of his miniature desert was the only light. He would drink and
watch for hours, alone. There was usually a fight going on some-
where, and when there was not he could easily start one by drop-
ping in some small morsel of food.

They took to betting on the weekly battles, as Malada Blane had
suggested. Kress won a good amount by betting on the whites, who
had become the most powerful and numerous colony in the tank,
with the grandest castle. One week he slid the corner of the tank top
aside, and dropped the food close to the white castle instead of on
the central battleground as usual, so the others had to attack the
whites in their stronghold to get any food at all. They tried. The
whites were brilliant in defense. Kress won a hundred standards
from Jad Rakkis.

Rakkis, in fact, lost heavily on the sandkings almost every week.
He pretended to a vast knowledge of them and their ways, claiming
that he had studied them after the first party, but he had no luck
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when it came to placing his bets. Kress suspected that Jad’s claims
were empty boasting. He had tried to study the sandkings a bit
himself, in a moment of idle curiosity, tying in to the library to find
out what world his pets were native to. But there was no listing for
them. He wanted to get in touch with Wo and ask her about it, but
he had other concerns, and the matter kept slipping his mind.

Finally, after a month in which his losses totaled more than a
thousand standards, Jad Rakkis arrived at the war games carrying a
small plastic case under his arm. Inside was a spiderlike thing cov-
ered with fine golden hair.

“A sand spider,” Rakkis announced. “From Cathaday. I got it this
afternoon from t’Etherane the Petseller. Usually they remove the
poison sacs, but this one is intact. Are you game, Simon? I want my
money back. I'll bet a thousand standards, sand spider against sand-
kings.”

Kress studied the spider in its plastic prison. His sandkings had
grown—they were twice as large as Wo’s, as she’d predicted—but
they were still dwarfed by this thing. It was venomed, and they
were not. Still, there were an awful lot of them. Besides, the endless
sandking wars had begun to grow tiresome lately. The novelty of
the match intrigued him. “Done,” Kress said. “Jad, you are a fool.
The sandkings will just keep coming until this ugly creature of
yours is dead.”

“You are the fool, Simon,” Rakkis replied, smiling. “The
Cathadayn sand spider customarily feeds on burrowers that hide in
nooks and crevices and—well, watch—it will go straight into those
castles, and eat the maws.”

Kress scowled amid general laughter. He hadn’t counted on that.
“Get on with it,” he said irritably. He went to freshen his drink.

The spider was too large to cycle conveniently through the food
chamber. Two of the others helped Rakkis slide the tank top slightly
to one side, and Malada Blane handed him up his case. He shook the
spider out. It landed lightly on a miniature dune in front of the red
castle, and stood confused for a moment, mouth working, legs
twitching menacingly.

“Come on,” Rakkis urged. They all gathered round the tank. Si-
mon Kress found his magnifiers and slipped them on. If he was
going to lose a thousand standards, at least he wanted a good view of
the action.

The sandkings had seen the invader. All over the castle, activity
had ceased. The small scarlet mobiles were frozen, watching.
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The spider began to move toward the dark promise of the gate.
On the tower above, Simon Kress’s countenance stared down impas-
sively.

At once there was a flurry of activity. The nearest red mobiles
formed themselves into two wedges and streamed over the sand to-
ward the spider. More warriors erupted from inside the castle and
assembled in a triple line to guard the approach to the underground
chamber where the maw lived. Scouts came scuttling over the
dunes, recalled to fight.

Battle was joined.

The attacking sandkings washed over the spider. Mandibles
snapped shut on legs and abdomen, and clung. Reds raced up the
golden legs to the invader’s back. They bit and tore. One of them
found an eye, and ripped it loose with tiny yellow tendrils. Kress
smiled and pointed.

But they were small, and they had no venom, and the spider did
not stop. Its legs flicked sandkings off to either side. Its dripping
jaws found others, and left them broken and stiffening. Already a
dozen of the reds lay dying. The sand spider came on and on. It
strode straight through the triple line of guardians before the castle.
The lines closed around it, covered it, waging desperate battle. A
team of sandkings had bitten off one of the spider’s legs, Kress saw.
Defenders leapt from atop the towers to land on the twitching,
heaving mass.

Lost beneath the sandkings, the spider somehow lurched down
into the darkness and vanished.

Jad Rakkis let out a long breath. He looked pale. “Wonderful,”
someone else said. Malada Blane chuckled deep in her throat.

“Look,” said Idi Noreddian, tugging Kress by the arm.

They had been so intent on the struggle in the corner that none of
them had noticed the activity elsewhere in the tank. But now the
castle was still, the sands empty save for dead red mobiles, and now
they saw.

Three armies were drawn up before the red castle. They stood
quite still, in perfect array, rank after rank of sandkings, orange and
white and black. Waiting to see what emerged from the depths.

Simon Kress smiled. “A cordon sanitaire,” he said. “And glance at
the other castles, if you will, Jad.”

Rakkis did, and swore. Teams of mobiles were sealing up the gates
with sand and stone. If the spider somehow survived this encounter,
it would find no easy entrance at the other castles. “I should have
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brought four spiders,” Jad Rakkis said. “Still, I've won. My spider is
down there right now, eating your damned maw.”

Kress did not reply. He waited. There was motion in the shadows.

All at once, red mobiles began pouring out of the gate. They took
their positions on the castle, and began repairing the damage the
spider had wrought. The other armies dissolved and began to retreat
to their respective corners.

“Jad,” said Simon Kress, “I think you are a bit confused about
who is eating who.”

The following week Rakkis brought four slim silver snakes. The
sandkings dispatched them without much trouble.

Next he tried a large black bird. It ate more than thirty white
mobiles, and its thrashing and blundering virtually destroyed that
castle, but ultimately its wings grew tired, and the sandkings at-
tacked in force wherever it landed.

After that it was a case of insects, armored beetles not too unlike
the sandkings themselves. But stupid, stupid. An allied force of or-
anges and blacks broke their formation, divided them, and butch-
ered them.

Rakkis began giving Kress promissory notes.

It was around that time that Kress met Cath m’Lane again, one
evening when he was dining in Asgard at his favorite restaurant. He
stopped at her table briefly and told her about the war games, invit-
ing her to join them. She flushed, then regained control of herself
and grew icy. “Someone has to put a stop to you, Simon. I guess it’s
going to be me,” she said. Kress shrugged and enjoyed a lovely meal
and thought no more about her threat.

Until a week later, when a small, stout woman arrived at his door
and showed him a police wristband. “We’ve had complaints,” she
said. “Do you keep a tank full of dangerous insects, Kress?”

“Not insects,” he said, furious. “Come, I'll show you.”

When she had seen the sandkings, she shook her head. “This will
never do. What do you know about these creatures, anyway? Do you
know what world they’re from? Have they been cleared by the eco-
logical board? Do you have a license for these things? We have a
report that they’re carnivores, possibly dangerous. We also have a
report that they are semisentient. Where did you get these creatures,
anyway?”

“From Wo and Shade,” Kress replied.

“Never heard of them,” the woman said. “Probably smuggled
them in, knowing our ecologists would never approve them. No,
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Kress, this won’t do. I'm going to confiscate this tank and have it
destroyed. And you’re going to have to expect a few fines as well.”

Kress offered her a hundred standards to forget all about him and
his sandkings.

She tsked. “Now I'll have to add attempted bribery to the charges
against you.”

Not until he raised the figure to two thousand standards was she
willing to be persuaded. “It’s not going to be easy, you know,” she
said. “There are forms to be altered, records to be wiped. And get-
ting a forged license from the ecologists will be time-consuming.
Not to mention dealing with the complainant. What if she calls
again?”

“Leave her to me,” Kress said. “Leave her to me.”

He thought about it for a while. That night he made some calls.

First he got t’Etherane the Petseller. “I want to buy a dog,” he
said. “A puppy.”

The round-faced merchant gawked at him. “A puppy? That is not
like you, Simon. Why don’t you come in? I have a lovely choice.”

“I want a very specific kind of puppy,” Kress said. “Take notes. I'll
describe to you what it must look like.”

Afterward he punched for Idi Noreddian. “Idi,” he said, “I want
you out here tonight with your holo equipment. I have a notion to
record a sandking battle. A present for one of my friends.”

The night after they made the recording, Simon Kress stayed up
late. He absorbed a controversial new drama in his sensorium, fixed
himself a small snack, smoked a joy stick or two, and broke out a
bottle of wine. Feeling very happy with himself, he wandered into
the living room, glass in hand.

The lights were out. The red glow of the terrarium made the
shadows flushed and feverish. He walked over to look at his domain,
curious as to how the blacks were doing in the repairs on their
castle. The puppy had left it in ruins.

The restoration went well. But as Kress inspected the work
through his magnifiers, he chanced to glance closely at the face. It
startled him.

He drew back, blinked, took a healthy gulp of wine, and looked
again.

The face on the walls was still his. But it was all wrong, all twisted.
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His cheeks were bloated and piggish, his smile was a crooked leer.
He looked impossibly malevolent.

Uneasy, he moved around the tank to inspect the other castles.
They were each a bit different, but ultimately all the same.

The oranges had left out most of the fine detail, but the result still
seemed monstrous, crude: a brutal mouth and mindless eyes.

The reds gave him a satanic, twitching kind of smile. His mouth
did odd, unlovely things at its corners.

The whites, his favorites, had carved a cruel idiot god.

Simon Kress flung his wine across the room in rage. “You dare,’
he said under his breath. “Now you won’t eat for a week, you
damned . . .” His voice was shrill. “I’ll teach you.” He had an idea.
He strode out of the room, returned a moment later with an antique
iron throwing-sword in his hand. It was a meter long, and the point
was still sharp. Kress smiled, climbed up and moved the tank cover
aside just enough to give him working room, opening one corner of
the desert. He leaned down, and jabbed the sword at the white castle
below him. He waved it back and forth, smashing towers and ram-
parts and walls. Sand and stone collapsed, burying the scrambling
mobiles. A flick of his wrist obliterated the features of the insolent,
insulting caricature the sandkings had made of his face. Then he
poised the point of the sword above the dark mouth that opened
down into the maw’s chamber, and thrust with all his strength. He
heard a soft, squishing sound, and met resistance. All of the mobiles
trembled and collapsed. Satisfied, Kress pulled back.

He watched for a moment, wondering whether he’d killed the
maw. The point of the throwing-sword was wet and slimy. But
finally the white sandkings began to move again. Feebly, slowly, but
they moved.

He was preparing to slide the cover back in place and move on to
a second castle when he felt something crawling on his hand.

He screamed and dropped the sword, and brushed the sandking
from his flesh. It fell to the carpet, and he ground it beneath his heel,
crushing it thoroughly long after it was dead. It had crunched when
he stepped on it. After that, trembling, he hurried to seal the tank
up again, and rushed off to shower and inspect himself carefully. He
boiled his clothing.

Later, after several fresh glasses of wine, he returned to the living
room. He was a bit ashamed of the way the sandking had terrified
him. But he was not about to open the tank again. From now on, the
cover stayed sealed permanently. Still, he had to punish the others.

»
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Kress decided to lubricate his mental processes with another glass
of wine. As he finished it, an inspiration came to him. He went to
the tank smiling, and made a few adjustments to the humidity con-
trols.

By the time he fell asleep on the couch, his wine glass still in his
hand, the sand castles were melting in the rain.

Kress woke to angry pounding on his door.

He sat up, groggy, his head throbbing. Wine hangovers were al-
ways the worst, he thought. He lurched to the entry chamber.

Cath m’Lane was outside. “You monster,” she said, her face swol-
len and puffy and streaked by tears. “I cried all night, damn you.
But no more, Simon, no more.”

“Easy,” he said, holding his head. “I’ve got a hangover.”

She swore and shoved him aside and pushed her way into his
house. The shambler came peering round a corner to see what the
noise was. She spat at it and stalked into the living room, Kress
trailing ineffectually after her. “Hold on,” he said, “where do you
. .. youcan’t . . .” He stopped, suddenly horror-struck. She was
carrying a heavy sledgehammer in her left hand. “No,” he said.

She went directly to the sandking tank. “You like the little charm-
ers so much, Simon? Then you can live with them.”

“Cath!” he shrieked.

Gripping the hammer with both hands, she swung as hard as she
could against the side of the tank. The sound of the impact set his
head to screaming, and Kress made a low blubbering sound of de-
spair. But the plastic held.

She swung again. This time there was a crack, and a network of
thin lines sprang into being.

Kress threw himself at her as she drew back her hammer for a
third swing. They went down flailing, and rolled. She lost her grip
on the hammer and tried to throttle him, but Kress wrenched free
and bit her on the arm, drawing blood. They both staggered to their
feet, panting.

“You should see yourself, Simon,” she said grimly. “Blood drip-
ping from your mouth. You look like one of your pets. How do you
like the taste?”

“Get out,” he said. He saw the throwing-sword where it had
fallen the night before, and snatched it up. “Get out,” he repeated,
waving the sword for emphasis. “Don’t go near that tank again.”
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She laughed at him. “You wouldn’t dare,” she said. She bent to
pick up her hammer.

Kress shrieked at her, and lunged. Before he quite knew what was
happening, the iron blade had gone clear through her abdo-
men. Cath m’Lane looked at him wonderingly, and down at the
sword. Kress fell back whimpering. “I didn’t mean . . . I only
wanted . . .”

She was transfixed, bleeding, dead, but somehow she did not fall.
“You monster,” she managed to say, though her mouth was full of
blood. And she whirled, impossibly, the sword in her, and swung
with her last strength at the tank. The tortured wall shattered, and
Cath m’Lane was buried beneath an avalanche of plastic and sand
and mud.

Kress made small hysterical noises and scrambled up on the
couch.

Sandkings were emerging from the muck on his living room floor.
They were crawling across Cath’s body. A few of them ventured
tentatively out across the carpet. More followed.

He watched as a column took shape, a living, writhing square of
sandkings, bearing something, something slimy and featureless, a
piece of raw meat big as a man’s head. They began to carry it away
from the tank. It pulsed.

That was when Kress broke and ran.

It was late afternoon before he found the courage to return.

He had run to his skimmer and flown to the nearest city, some
fifty kilometers away, almost sick with fear. But once safely away,
he had found a small restaurant, put down several mugs of coffee
and two antihangover tabs, eaten a full breakfast, and gradually
regained his composure.

It had been a dreadful morning, but dwelling on that would solve
nothing. He ordered more coffee and considered his situation with
icy rationality.

Cath m’Lane was dead at his hand. Could he report it, plead that
it had been an accident? Unlikely. He had run her through, after all,
and he had already told that policer to leave her to him. He would
have to get rid of the evidence, and hope that she had not told any-
one where she was going this morning. That was probable. She
could only have gotten his gift late last night. She said that she had
cried all night, and she had been alone when she arrived. Very well:
he had one body and one skimmer to dispose of.
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That left the sandkings. They might prove more of a difficulty.
No doubt they had all escaped by now. The thought of them around
his house, in his bed and his clothes, infesting his food—it made his
flesh crawl. He shuddered and overcame his revulsion. It really
shouldn’t be too hard to kill them, he reminded himself. He didn’t
have to account for every mobile. Just the four maws, that was all.
He could do that. They were large, as he’d seen. He would find
them and kill them.

Simon Kress went shopping before he flew back to his home. He
bought a set of skinthins that would cover him from head to foot,
several bags of poison pellets for rockjock control, and a spray canis-
ter of illegally strong pesticide. He also bought a magnalock towing
device.

When he landed, he went about things methodically. First he
hooked Cath’s skimmer to his own with the magnalock. Searching
it, he had his first piece of luck. The crystal chip with Idi Noreddi-
an’s holo of the sandking fight was on the front seat. He had worried
about that.

When the skimmers were ready, he slipped into his skinthins and
went inside for Cath’s body.

It wasn’t there.

He poked through the fast-drying sand carefully, but there was no
doubt of it; the body was gone. Could she have dragged herself
away? Unlikely, but Kress searched. A cursory inspection of his
house turned up neither the body nor any sign of the sandkings. He
did not have time for a more thorough investigation, not with the
incriminating skimmer outside his front door. He resolved to try
later.

Some seventy kilometers north of Kress’s estate was a range of
active volcanoes. He flew there, Cath’s skimmer in tow. Above the
glowering cone of the largest, he released the magnalock and
watched it vanish in the lava below.

It was dusk when he returned to his house. That gave him pause.
Briefly he considered flying back to the city and spending the night
there. He put the thought aside. There was work to do. He wasn’t
safe yet.

He scattered the poison pellets around the exterior of his house.
No one would find that suspicious. He’d always had a rockjock
problem. When that task was completed, he primed the canister of
pesticide and ventured back inside.

Kress went through the house room by room, turning on lights
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everywhere he went until he was surrounded by a blaze of artificial
illumination. He paused to clean up in the living room, shoveling
sand and plastic fragments back into the broken tank. The sand-
kings were all gone, as he’d feared. The castles were shrunken and
distorted, slagged by the watery bombardment Kress had visited
upon them, and what little remained was crumbling as it dried.

He frowned and searched on, canister of pest spray strapped
across his shoulders.

Down in his deepest wine cellar, he came upon Cath m’Lane’s
corpse.

It sprawled at the foot of a steep flight of stairs, the limbs twisted
as if by a fall. White mobiles were swarming all over it, and as Kress
watched, the body moved jerkily across the hard-packed dirt floor.

He laughed, and twisted the illumination up to maximum. In the
far corner, a squat little earthen castle and a dark hole were visible
between two wine racks. Kress could make out a rough outline of
his face on the cellar wall.

The body shifted once again, moving a few centimeters toward
the castle. Kress had a sudden vision of the white maw waiting
hungrily. It might be able to get Cath’s foot in its mouth, but no
more. It was too absurd. He laughed again, and started down into
the cellar, finger poised on the trigger of the hose that snaked down
his right arm. The sandkings—hundreds of them moving as one—
deserted the body and formed up battle lines, a field of white be-
tween him and their maw.

Suddenly Kress had another inspiration. He smiled and lowered
his firing hand. “Cath was always hard to swallow,” he said, de-
lighted at his wit. “Especially for one your size. Here, let me give
you some help. What are gods for, after all?”

He retreated upstairs, returning shortly with a cleaver. The sand-
kings, patient, waited and watched while Kress chopped Cath
m’Lane into small, easily digestible pieces.

Simon Kress slept in his skinthins that night, the pesticide close at
hand, but he did not need it. The whites, sated, remained in the
cellar, and he saw no sign of the others.

In the morning he finished cleanup in the living room. After he
was through, no trace of the struggle remained except for the bro-
ken tank.

He ate a light lunch, and resumed his hunt for the missing sand-
kings. In full daylight, it was not too difficult. The blacks had lo-
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cated in his rock garden, and built a castle heavy with obsidian and
quartz. The reds he found at the bottom of his long-unused swim-
ming pool, which had partially filled with wind-blown sand over the
years. He saw mobiles of both colors ranging about his grounds,
many of them carrying poison pellets back to their maws. Kress
decided his pesticide was unnecessary. No use risking a fight when
he could just let the poison do its work. Both maws should be dead
by evening.

That left only the burnt-orange sandkings unaccounted for. Kress
circled his estate several times, in ever-widening spirals, but found
no trace of them. When he began to sweat in his skinthins—it was a
hot, dry day—he decided it was not important. If they were out
here, they were probably eating the poison pellets along with the
reds and blacks.

He crunched several sandkings underfoot, with a certain degree
of satisfaction, as he walked back to the house. Inside he removed his
skinthins, settled down to a delicious meal, and finally began to
relax. Everything was under control. Two of the maws would soon
be defunct, the third was safely located where he could dispose of it
after it had served his purposes, and he had no doubt that he would
find the fourth. As for Cath, all trace of her visit had been obliter-
ated.

His reverie was interrupted when his viewscreen began to blink
at him. It was Jad Rakkis, calling to brag about some cannibal
worms he was bringing to the war games tonight.

Kress had forgotten about that, but he recovered quickly. “Oh,
Jad, my pardons. I neglected to tell you. I grew bored with all that,
and got rid of the sandkings. Ugly little things. Sorry, but there’ll be
no party tonight.”

Rakkis was indignant. “But what will I do with my worms?”

“Put them in a basket of fruit and send them to a loved one,”
Kress said, signing off. Quickly he began calling the others. He did
not need anyone arriving at his doorstep now, with the sandkings
alive and about the estate.

As he was calling Idi Noreddian, Kress became aware of an an-
noying oversight. The screen began to clear, indicating that some-
one had answered at the other end. Kress flicked off.

Idi arrived on schedule an hour later. She was surprised to find
the party canceled, but perfectly happy to share an evening alone
with Kress. He delighted her with his story of Cath’s reaction to the
holo they had made together. While telling it, he managed to ascer-
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tain that she had not mentioned the prank to anyone. He nodded,
satisfied, and refilled their wine glasses. Only a trickle was left. “I’ll
have to get a fresh bottle,” he said. “Come with me to my wine
cellar, and help me pick out a good vintage. You've always had a
better palate than L.”

She came along willingly enough, but balked at the top of the
stairs when Kress opened the door and gestured for her to precede
him. “Where are the lights?” she said. “And that smell—what’s that
peculiar smell, Simon?”

When he shoved her, she looked briefly startled. She screamed as
she tumbled down the stairs. Kress closed the door and began to nail
it shut with the boards and air-hammer he had left for that purpose.
As he was finishing, he heard Idi groan. “I’'m hurt,” she called. “Si-
mon, what is this?”” Suddenly she squealed, and shortly after that the
screaming started.

It did not cease for hours. Kress went to his sensorium and dialed
up a saucy comedy to blot it out of his mind.

When he was sure she was dead, Kress flew her skimmer north to
his volcanoes and discarded it. The magnalock was proving a good
investment.

Odd scrabbling noises were coming from beyond the wine cellar
door the next morning when Kress went down to check it out. He
listened for several uneasy moments, wondering if Idi Noreddian
could possibly have survived and be scratching to get out. It seemed
unlikely; it had to be the sandkings. Kress did not like the implica-
tions of that. He decided that he would keep the door sealed, at least
for the moment, and went outside with a shovel to bury the red and
black maws in their own castles.

He found them very much alive.

The black castle was glittering with volcanic glass, and sandkings
were all over it, repairing and improving. The highest tower was up
to his waist, and on it was a hideous caricature of his face. When he
approached, the blacks halted in their labors, and formed up into
two threatening phalanxes. Kress glanced behind him and saw oth-
ers closing off his escape. Startled, he dropped the shovel and
sprinted out of the trap, crushing several mobiles beneath his boots.

The red castle was creeping up the walls of the swimming pool.
The maw was safely settled in a pit, surrounded by sand and con-
crete and battlements. The reds crept all over the bottom of the
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pool. Kress watched them carry a rockjock and a large lizard into the
castle. He stepped back from the poolside, horrified, and felt some-
thing crunch. Looking down, he saw three mobiles climbing up his
leg. He brushed them off and stamped them to death, but others
were approaching quickly. They were larger than he remembered.
Some were almost as big as his thumb.

He ran. By the time he reached the safety of the house, his heart
was racing and he was short of breath. The door closed behind him,
and Kress hurried to lock it. His house was supposed to be pest-
proof. He’d be safe in here.

A stiff drink steadied his nerve. So poison doesn’t faze them, he
thought. He should have known. Wo had warned him that the maw
could eat anything. He would have to use the pesticide. Kress took
another drink for good measure, donned his skinthins, and strapped
the canister to his back. He unlocked the door.

Outside, the sandkings were waiting.

Two armies confronted him, allied against the common threat.
More than he could have guessed. The damned maws must be breed-
ing like rockjocks. They were everywhere, a creeping sea of them.

Kress brought up the hose and flicked the trigger. A gray mist
washed over the nearest rank of sandkings. He moved his hand side
to side.

Where the mist fell, the sandkings twitched violently and died in
sudden spasms. Kress smiled. They were no match for him. He
sprayed in a wide arc before him and stepped forward confidently
over a litter of black and red bodies. The armies fell back. Kress
advanced, intent on cutting through them to their maws.

All at once the retreat stopped. A thousand sandkings surged to-
ward him.

Kress had been expecting the counterattack. He stood his ground,
sweeping his misty sword before him in great looping strokes. They
came at him and died. A few got through; he could not spray every-
where at once. He felt them climbing up his legs, sensed their man-
dibles biting futilely at the reinforced plastic of his skinthins. He
ignored them, and kept spraying.

Then he began to feel soft impacts on his head and shoulders.

Kress trembled and spun and looked up above him. The front of
his house was alive with sandkings. Blacks and reds, hundreds of
them. They were launching themselves into the air, raining down
on him. They fell all around him. One landed on his faceplate, its
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mandibles scraping at his eyes for a terrible second before he
plucked it away.

He swung up his hose and sprayed the air, sprayed the house,
sprayed until the airborne sandkings were all dead or dying. The
mist settled back on him, making him cough. He coughed, and kept
spraying. Only when the front of the house was clean did Kress turn
his attention back to the ground.

They were all around him, on him, dozens of them scurrying over
his body, hundreds of others hurrying to join them. He turned the
mist on them. The hose went dead. Kress heard a loud Aiss and the
deadly fog rose in a great cloud from between his shoulders, cloak-
ing him, choking him, making his eyes burn and blur. He felt for the
hose, and his hand came away covered with dying sandkings. The
hose was severed; they’d eaten it through. He was surrounded by a
shroud of pesticide, blinded. He stumbled and screamed, and began
to run back to the house, pulling sandkings from his body as he
went.

Inside, he sealed the door and collapsed on the carpet, rolling back
and forth until he was sure he had crushed them all. The canister
was empty by then, hissing feebly. Kress stripped off his skinthins
and showered. The hot spray scalded him and left his skin reddened
and sensitive, but it made his flesh stop crawling.

He dressed in his heaviest clothing, thick workpants and leathers,
after shaking them out nervously. “Damn,” he kept muttering,
“damn.” His throat was dry. After searching the entry hall thor-
oughly to make certain it was clean, he allowed himself to sit and
pour a drink. “Damn,” he repeated. His hand shook as he poured,
slopping liquor on the carpet.

The alcohol settled him, but it did not wash away the fear. He had
a second drink, and went to the window furtively. Sandkings were
moving across the thick plastic pane. He shuddered and retreated to
his communications console. He had to get help, he thought wildly.
He would punch through a call to the authorities, and policers
would come out with flamethrowers and . . .

Simon Kress stopped in mid-call, and groaned. He couldn’t call in
the police. He would have to tell them about the whites in his cellar,
and they’d find the bodies there. Perhaps the maw might have fin-
ished Cath m’Lane by now, but certainly not Idi Noreddian. He
hadn’t even cut her up. Besides, there would be bones. No, the po-
lice could be called in only as a last resort.

He sat at the console, frowning. His communications equipment
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filled a whole wall; from here he could reach anyone on Baldur. He
had plenty of money, and his cunning; he had always prided himself
on his cunning. He would handle this somehow.

Briefly he considered calling Wo, but he soon dismissed the idea.
Wo knew too much, and she would ask questions, and he did not
trust her. No, he needed someone who would do as he asked without
questions.

His frown faded, and slowly turned into a smile. Simon Kress had
contacts. He put through a call to a number he had not used in a
long time.

A woman’s face took shape on his viewscreen: white-haired, bland
of expression, with a long hook nose. Her voice was brisk and effi-
cient. “Simon,” she said. “How is business?”

“Business is fine, Lissandra,” Kress replied. “I have a job for you.”

“A removal? My price has gone up since last time, Simon. It has
been ten years, after all.”

“You will be well paid,” Kress said. “You know I'm generous. I
want you for a bit of pest control.”

She smiled a thin smile. “No need to use euphemisms, Simon.
The call is shielded.”

“No, I'm serious. I have a pest problem. Dangerous pests. Take
care of them for me. No questions. Understood?”

“Understood.”

“Good. You'll need . . . oh, three or four operatives. Wear heat-
resistant skinthins, and equip them with flamethrowers, or lasers,
something on that order. Come out to my place. You'll see the prob-
lem. Bugs, lots and lots of them. In my rock garden and the old
swimming pool you’ll find castles. Destroy them, kill everything
inside them. Then knock on the door, and I'll show you what else
needs to be done. Can you get out here quickly?”

Her face was impassive. “We’ll leave within the hour.”

Lissandra was true to her word. She arrived in a lean black skim-
mer with three operatives. Kress watched them from the safety of a
second-story window. They were all faceless in dark plastic skin-
thins. Two of them wore portable flamethrowers, a third carried
lasercannon and explosives. Lissandra carried nothing; Kress recog-
nized her by the way she gave orders.

Their skimmer passed low overhead first, checking out the situa-
tion. The sandkings went mad. Scarlet and ebony mobiles ran every-
where, frenetic. Kress could see the castle in the rock garden from
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his vantage point. It stood tall as a man. Its ramparts were crawling
with black defenders, and a steady stream of mobiles flowed down
into its depths.

Lissandra’s skimmer came down next to Kress’s and the opera-
tives vaulted out and unlimbered their weapons. They looked inhu-
man, deadly.

The black army drew up between them and the castle. The reds—
Kress suddenly realized that he could not see the reds. He blinked.
Where had they gone?

Lissandra pointed and shouted, and her two flamethrowers spread
out and opened up on the black sandkings. Their weapons coughed
dully and began to roar, long tongues of blue-and-scarlet fire licking
out before them. Sandkings crisped and blackened and died. The
operatives began to play the fire back and forth in an efficient, inter-
locking pattern. They advanced with careful, measured steps.

The black army burned and disintegrated, the mobiles fleeing in a
thousand different directions, some back toward the castle, others
toward the enemy. None reached the operatives with the flame-
throwers. Lissandra’s people were very professional.

Then one of them stumbled.

Or seemed to stumble. Kress looked again, and saw that the
ground had given way beneath the man. Tunnels, he thought with a
tremor of fear; tunnels, pits, traps. The flamer was sunk in sand up
to his waist, and suddenly the ground around him seemed to erupt,
and he was covered with scarlet sandkings. He dropped the flame-
thrower and began to claw wildly at his own body. His screams
were horrible to hear.

His companion hesitated, then swung and fired. A blast of flame
swallowed human and sandkings both. The screaming stopped
abruptly. Satisfied, the second flamer turned back to the castle and
took another step forward, and recoiled as his foot broke through
the ground and vanished up to the ankle. He tried to pull it back and
retreat, and the sand all around him gave way. He lost his balance
and stumbled, flailing, and the sandkings were everywhere, a boil-
ing mass of them, covering him as he writhed and rolled. His flame-
thrower was useless and forgotten.

Kress pounded wildly on the window, shouting for attention.
“The castle! Get the castle!”

Lissandra, standing back by her skimmer, heard and gestured.
Her third operative sighted with the lasercannon and fired. The
beam throbbed across the grounds and sliced off the top of the castle.
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He brought it down sharply, hacking at the sand and stone parapets.
Towers fell. Kress’s face disintegrated. The laser bit into the
ground, searching round and about. The castle crumbled; now it
was only a heap of sand. But the black mobiles continued to move.
The maw was buried too deeply; they hadn’t touched her.

Lissandra gave another order. Her operative discarded the laser,
primed an explosive, and darted forward. He leapt over the smoking
corpse of the first flamer, landed on solid ground within Kress’s rock
garden, and heaved. The explosive ball landed square atop the ruins
of the black castle. White-hot light seared Kress’s eyes, and there
was a tremendous gout of sand and rock and mobiles. For a moment
dust obscured everything. It was raining sandkings and pieces of
sandkings.

Kress saw that the black mobiles were dead and unmoving.

“The pool,” he shouted down through the window. “Get the cas-
tle in the pool.”

Lissandra understood quickly; the ground was littered with mo-
tionless blacks, but the reds were pulling back hurriedly and re-
forming. Her operative stood uncertain, then reached down and
pulled out another explosive ball. He took one step forward, but
Lissandra called him and he sprinted back in her direction.

It was all so simple then. He reached the skimmer, and Lissandra
took him aloft. Kress rushed to another window in another room to
watch. They came swooping in just over the pool, and the operative
pitched his bombs down at the red castle from the safety of the
skimmer. After the fourth run, the castle was unrecognizable, and
the sandkings stopped moving.

Lissandra was thorough. She had him bomb each castle several
additional times. Then he used the lasercannon, crisscrossing me-
thodically until it was certain that nothing living could remain in-
tact beneath those small patches of ground.

Finally they came knocking at his door. Kress was grinning mani-
cally when he let them in. “Lovely,” he said, “lovely.”

Lissandra pulled off the mask of her skinthins. “This will cost
you, Simon. Two operatives gone, not to mention the danger to my
own life.”

“Of course,” Kress blurted. “You’ll be well paid, Lissandra. What-
ever you ask, just so you finish the job.”

“What remains to be done?”

“You have to clean out my wine cellar,” Kress said. “There’s an-
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other castle down there. And you’ll have to do it without explosives.
I don’t want my house coming down around me.”

Lissandra motioned to her operative. “Go outside and get Rajk’s
flamethrower. It should be intact.”

He returned armed, ready, silent. Kress led them down to the
wine cellar.

The heavy door was still nailed shut, as he had left it. But it
bulged outward slightly, as if warped by some tremendous pressure.
That made Kress uneasy, as did the silence that held reign about
them. He stood well away from the door as Lissandra’s operative
removed his nails and planks. “Is that safe in here?” he found him-
self muttering, pointing at the flamethrower. “I don’t want a fire,
either, you know.”

“I have the laser,” Lissandra said. “We’ll use that for the kill. The
flamethrower probably won’t be needed. But I want it here just in
case. There are worse things than fire, Simon.”

He nodded.

The last plank came free of the cellar door. There was still no
sound from below. Lissandra snapped an order, and her underling
fell back, took up a position behind her, and leveled the flame-
thrower square at the door. She slipped her mask back on, hefted the
laser, stepped forward, and pulled open the door.

No motion. No sound. It was dark down there.

“Is there a light?” Lissandra asked.

“Just inside the door,” Kress said. “On the right-hand side. Mind
the stairs, they’re quite steep.”

She stepped into the door, shifted the laser to her left hand, and

reached up with her right, fumbling inside for the light panel.
Nothing happened. “I feel it,” Lissandra said, “but it doesn’t seem
tal %
Then she was screaming, and she stumbled backward. A great
white sandking had clamped itself around her wrist. Blood welled
through her skinthins where its mandibles had sunk in. It was fully
as large as her hand.

Lissandra did a horrible little jig across the room and began to
smash her hand against the nearest wall. Again and again and again.
It landed with a heavy, meaty thud. Finally the sandking fell away.
She whimpered and fell to her knees. “I think my fingers are bro-
ken,” she said softly. The blood was still flowing freely. She had
dropped the laser near the cellar door.
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“I'm not going down there,” her operative announced in clear
firm tones.

Lissandra looked up at him. “No,” she said. “Stand in the door
and flame it all. Cinder it. Do you understand?”

He nodded.

Simon Kress moaned. “My house,” he said. His stomach churned.
The white sandking had been so /arge. How many more were down
there? “Don’t,” he continued. “Leave it alone. I've changed my
mind. Leave it alone.”

Lissandra misunderstood. She held out her hand. It was covered
with blood and greenish-black ichor. “Your little friend bit clean
through my glove, and you saw what it took to get it off. I don’t care
about your house, Simon. Whatever is down there is going to die.”

Kress hardly heard her. He thought he could see movement in the
shadows beyond the cellar door. He imagined a white army bursting
forth, all as large as the sandking that had attacked Lissandra. He
saw himself being lifted by a hundred tiny arms, and dragged down
into the darkness where the maw waited hungrily. He was afraid.
“Don’t,” he said.

They ignored him.

Kress darted forward, and his shoulder slammed into the back of
Lissandra’s operative just as the man was bracing to fire. The opera-
tive grunted, lost his balance, and pitched forward into the black.
Kress listened to him fall down the stairs. Afterward there were
other noises; scuttlings and snaps and soft squishing sounds.

Kress swung around to face Lissandra. He was drenched in cold
sweat, but a sickly kind of excitement was on him. It was almost
sexual.

Lissandra’s calm cold eyes regarded him through her mask. “What
are you doing?” she demanded as Kress picked up the laser she had
dropped. “Simon!”

“Making a peace,” he said, giggling. “They won’t hurt god, no,
not so long as god is good and generous. I was cruel. Starved them. I
have to make up for it now, you see.”

“You're insane,” Lissandra said. It was the last thing she said.
Kress burned a hole in her chest big enough to put his arm through.
He dragged the body across the floor and rolled it down the cellar
stairs. The noises were louder; chitinous clackings and scrapings
and echoes that were thick and liquid. Kress nailed up the door once
again.
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As he fled, he was filled with a deep sense of contentment that
coated his fear like a layer of syrup. He suspected it was not his own.

He planned to leave his home, to fly to the city and take a room
for a night, or perhaps for a year. Instead Kress started drinking. He
was not quite sure why. He drank steadily for hours, and retched it
all up violently on his living room carpet. At some point he fell
asleep. When he woke, it was pitch-dark in the house.

He cowered against the couch. He could hear noises. Things were
moving in the walls. They were all around him. His hearing was
extraordinarily acute. Every little creak was the footstep of a sand-
king. He closed his eyes and waited, expecting to feel their terrible
touch, afraid to move lest he brush against one.

Kress sobbed, and was very still.

After a while, nothing happened.

He opened his eyes again. He trembled. Slowly the shadows be-
gan to soften and dissolve. Moonlight was filtering through the high
windows. His eyes adjusted.

The living room was empty. Nothing there, nothing, nothing.
Only his drunken fears.

Simon Kress steeled himself, and rose, and went to a light.

Nothing there. The room was quiet, deserted.

He listened. Nothing. No sound. Nothing in the walls. It had all
been his imagination, his fear.

The memories of Lissandra and the thing in the cellar returned to
him unbidden. Shame and anger washed over him. Why had he
done that? He could have helped her burn it out, kill it. Why . . . he
knew why. The maw had done it to him, put fear in him. Wo had
said it was psionic, even when it was small. And now it was large, so
large. It had feasted on Cath, and Idi, and now it had two more
bodies down there. It would keep growing. And it had learned to
like the taste of human flesh, he thought.

He began to shake, but he took control of himself again and
stopped. It wouldn’t hurt him, he was god, the whites had always
been his favorites.

He remembered how he had stabbed it with his throwing-sword.
That was before Cath came. Damn her anyway.

He couldn’t stay here. The maw would grow hungry again. Large
as it was, it wouldn’t take long. Its appetite would be terrible. What
would it do then? He had to get away, back to the safety of the city
while it was still contained in his wine cellar. It was only plaster and
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hard-packed earth down there, and the mobiles could dig and tun-
nel. When they got free . . . Kress didn’t want to think about it.

He went to his bedroom and packed. He took three bags. Just a
single change of clothing, that was all he needed; the rest of the
space he filled with his valuables, with jewelry and art and other
things he could not bear to lose. He did not expect to return.

His shambler followed him down the stairs, staring at him from
its baleful glowing eyes. It was gaunt. Kress realized that it had been
ages since he had fed it. Normally it could take care of itself, but no
doubt the pickings had grown lean of late. When it tried to clutch at
his leg, he snarled at it and kicked it away, and it scurried off, of-
fended.

Kress slipped outside, carrying his bags awkwardly, and shut the
door behind him.

For a moment he stood pressed against the house, his heart thud-
ding in his chest. Only a few meters between him and his skimmer.
He was afraid to take them. The moonlight was bright, and the
front of his house was a scene of carnage. The bodies of Lissandra’s
two flamers lay where they had fallen, one twisted and burned, the
other swollen beneath a mass of dead sandkings. And the mobiles,
the black and red mobiles, they were all around him. It was an effort
to remember that they were dead. It was almost as if they were
simply waiting, as they had waited so often before.

Nonsense, Kress told himself. More drunken fears. He had seen
the castles blown apart. They were dead, and the white maw was
trapped in his cellar. He took several deep and deliberate breaths,
and stepped forward onto the sandkings. They crunched. He
ground them into the sand savagely. They did not move.

Kress smiled, and walked slowly across the battleground, listen-
ing to the sounds, the sounds of safety.

Crunch. Crackle. Crunch.

He lowered his bags to the ground and opened the door to his
skimmer.

Something moved from shadow into light. A pale shape on the
seat of his skimmer. It was as long as his forearm. Its mandibles
clacked together softly, and it looked up at him from six small eyes
set all around its body.

Kress wet his pants and backed away slowly.

There was more motion from inside the skimmer. He had left the
door open. The sandking emerged and came toward him, cautiously.
Others followed. They had been hiding beneath his seats, burrowed
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into the upholstery. But now they emerged. They formed a ragged
ring around the skimmer.

Kress licked his lips, turned, and moved quickly to Lissandra’s
skimmer.

He stopped before he was halfway there. Things were moving
inside that one too. Great maggoty things half-seen by the light of
the moon.

Kress whimpered and retreated back toward the house. Near the
front door, he looked up.

He counted a dozen long white shapes creeping back and forth
across the walls of the building. Four of them were clustered close
together near the top of the unused belfry where the carrion hawk
had once roosted. They were carving something. A face. A very
recognizable face.

Simon Kress shrieked and ran back inside.

A sufficient quantity of drink brought him the easy oblivion he
sought. But he woke. Despite everything, he woke. He had a terrific
headache, and he smelled, and he was hungry. Oh so very hungry.
He had never been so hungry.

Kress knew it was not his own stomach hurting.

A white sandking watched him from atop the dresser in his bed-
room, its antennae moving faintly. It was as big as the one in the
skimmer the night before. He tried not to shrink away. “I'll . . .
I’ll feed you,” he said to it. “I'll feed you.” His mouth was horribly
dry, sandpaper dry. He licked his lips and fled from the room.

The house was full of sandkings; he had to be careful where he
put his feet. They all seemed busy on errands of their own. They
were making modifications in his house, burrowing into or out of
his walls, carving things. Twice he saw his own likeness staring out
at him from unexpected places. The faces were warped, twisted,
livid with fear.

He went outside to get the bodies that had been rotting in the
yard, hoping to appease the white maw’s hunger. They were gone,
both of them. Kress remembered how easily the mobiles could carry
things many times their own weight.

It was terrible to think that the maw was sti// hungry after all of
that.

When Kress reentered the house, a column of sandkings was
wending its way down the stairs. Each carried a piece of his sham-
bler. The head seemed to look at him reproachfully as it went by.
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Kress emptied his freezers, his cabinets, everything, piling all the
food in the house in the center of his kitchen floor. A dozen whites
waited to take it away. They avoided the frozen food, leaving it to
thaw in a great puddle, but they carried off everything else.

When all the food was gone, Kress felt his own hunger pangs
abate just a bit, though he had not eaten a thing. But he knew the
respite would be short-lived. Soon the maw would be hungry again.
He had to feed it.

Kress knew what to do. He went to his communicator. “Malada,”
he began casually when the first of his friends answered, “I'm hav-
ing a small party tonight. I realize this is terribly short notice, but I
hope you can make it. I really do.”

He called Jad Rakkis next, and then the others. By the time he had
finished, nine of them had accepted his invitation. Kress hoped that
would be enough.

Kress met his guests outside—the mobiles had cleaned up remark-
ably quickly, and the grounds looked almost as they had before the
battle—and walked them to his front door. He let them enter first.
He did not follow.

When four of them had gone through, Kress finally worked up his
courage. He closed the door behind his latest guest, ignoring the
startled exclamations that soon turned into shrill gibbering, and
sprinted for the skimmer the man had arrived in. He slid in safely,
thumbed the startplate, and swore. It was programmed to lift only
in response to its owner’s thumbprint, of course.

Jad Rakkis was the next to arrive. Kress ran to his skimmer as it
set down, and seized Rakkis by the arm as he was climbing out. “Get
back in, quickly,” he said, pushing. “Take me to the city. Hurry,
Jad. Get out of bere!”

But Rakkis only stared at him, and would not move. “Why, what’s
wrong, Simon? I don’t understand. What about your party?”

And then it was too late, because the loose sand all around them
was stirring, and the red eyes were staring at them, and the mandi-
bles were clacking. Rakkis made a choking sound, and moved to get
back in his skimmer, but a pair of mandibles snapped shut about his
ankle, and suddenly he was on his knees. The sand seemed to boil
with subterranean activity. Jad thrashed and cried terribly as they
tore him apart. Kress could hardly bear to watch.

After that, he did not try to escape again. When it was all over, he
cleaned out what remained in his liquor cabinet, and got extremely
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drunk. It would be the last time he would enjoy that luxury, he
knew. The only alcohol remaining in the house was stored down in
the wine cellar.

Kress did not touch a bite of food the entire day, but he fell asleep
feeling bloated, sated at last, the awful hunger vanquished. His last
thoughts before the nightmares took him were on who he could ask
out tomOrrow.

Morning was hot and dry. Kress opened his eyes to see the white
sandking on his dresser again. He shut them again quickly, hoping
the dream would leave him. It did not, and he could not go back to
sleep, and soon he found himself staring at the thing.

He stared for almost five minutes before the strangeness of it
dawned on him; the sandking was not moving.

The mobiles could be preternaturally still, to be sure. He had seen
them wait and watch a thousand times. But always there was some
motion about them; the mandibles clacked, the legs twitched, the
long fine antennae stirred and swayed.

But the sandking on his dresser was completely still.

Kress rose, holding his breath, not daring to hope. Could it be
dead? Could something have killed it?> He walked across the room.

The eyes were glassy and black. The creature seemed swollen,
somehow; as if it were soft and rotting inside, filling up with gas
that pushed outward at the plates of white armor.

Kress reached out a trembling hand and touched it.

It was warm; hot even, and growing hotter. But it did not move.

He pulled his hand back, and as he did, a segment of the sand-
king’s white exoskeleton fell away from it. The flesh beneath was
the same color, but softer-looking, swollen and feverish. And it al-
most seemed to throb.

Kress backed away, and ran to the door.

Three more white mobiles lay in his hall. They were all like the
one in his bedroom.

He ran down the stairs, jumping over sandkings. None of them
moved. The house was full of them, all dead, dying, comatose, what-
ever. Kress did not care what was wrong with them. Just so they
could not move.

He found four of them inside his skimmer. He picked them up
one by one, and threw them as far as he could. Damned monsters.
He slid back in, on the ruined half-eaten seats, and thumbed the
startplate.
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Nothing happened.

Kress tried again, and again. Nothing. It wasn’t fair. This was bis
skimmer, it ought to start, why wouldn’t it lift, he didn’t under-
stand.

Finally he got out and checked, expecting the worst. He found it.
The sandkings had torn apart his gravity grid. He was trapped. He
was still trapped.

Grimly Kress marched back into the house. He went to his gallery
and found the antique axe that had hung next to the throwing sword
he had used on Cath m’Lane. He set to work. The sandkings did not
stir even as he chopped them to pieces. But they splattered when he
made the first cut, the bodies almost bursting. Inside was awful;
strange half-formed organs, a viscous reddish ooze that looked al-
most like human blood, and the yellow ichor.

Kress destroyed twenty of them before he realized the futility of
what he was doing. The mobiles were nothing, really. Besides, there
were so many of them. He could work for a day and night and still
not kill them all.

He had to go down into the wine cellar and use the axe on the
maw.

Resolute, he started down. He got within sight of the door, and
stopped.

It was not a door any more. The walls had been eaten away, so the
hole was twice the size it had been, and round. A pit, that was all.
There was no sign that there had ever been a door nailed shut over
that black abyss.

A ghastly choking fetid odor seemed to come from below.

And the walls were wet and bloody and covered with patches of
white fungus.

And worst, it was breathing.

Kress stood across the room and felt the warm wind wash over
him as it exhaled, and he tried not to choke, and when the wind
reversed direction, he fled.

Back in the living room, he destroyed three more mobiles, and
collapsed. What was bappening? He didn’t understand.

Then he remembered the only person who might understand.
Kress went to his communicator again, stepped on a sandking in his
haste, and prayed fervently that the device still worked.

When Jala Wo answered, he broke down and told her everything.

She let him talk without interruption, no expression save for a
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slight frown on her gaunt, pale face. When Kress had finished, she
said only, “I ought to leave you there.”

Kress began to blubber. “You can’t. Help me. I'll pay . . .”

“I ought to,” Wo repeated, “but I won’t.”

“Thank you,” Kress said. “Oh, thank . . .”

“Quiet,” said Wo. “Listen to me. This is your own doing. Keep
your sandkings well, and they are courtly ritual warriors. You
turned yours into something else, with starvation and torture. You
were their god. You made them what they are. That maw in your
cellar is sick, still suffering from the wound you gave it. It is proba-
bly insane. Its behavior is . . . unusual.

“You have to get out of there quickly. The mobiles are not dead,
Kress. They are dormant. I told you the exoskeleton falls off when
they grow larger. Normally, in fact, it falls off much earlier. I have
never heard of sandkings growing as large as yours while still in the
insectoid stage. It is another result of crippling the white maw, I
would say. That does not matter.

“What matters is the metamorphosis your sandkings are now un-
dergoing. As the maw grows, you see, it gets progressively more
intelligent. Its psionic powers strengthen, and its mind becomes
more sophisticated, more ambitious. The armored mobiles are use-
ful enough when the maw is tiny and only semisentient, but now it
needs better servants, bodies with more capabilities. Do you under-
stand? The mobiles are all going to give birth to a new breed of
sandking. I can’t say exactly what it will look like. Each maw de-
signs its own, to fit its perceived needs and desires. But it will be
biped, with four arms, and opposable thumbs. It will be able to
construct and operate advanced machinery. The individual sand-
kings will not be sentient. But the maw will be very sentient in-
deed.”

Simon Kress was gaping at Wo’s image on the viewscreen. “Your
workers,” he said, with an effort. “The ones who came out here . . .
who installed the tank . . .”

Jala Wo managed a faint smile. “Shade,” she said.

“Shade is a sandking,” Kress repeated numbly. “And you sold me
atankof ... of . .. infants,ah . . .”

“Do not be absurd,” Wo said. “A first-stage sandking is more like a
sperm than an infant. The wars temper and control them in nature.
Only one in a hundred reaches second stage. Only one in a thousand
achieves the third and final plateau, and becomes like Shade. Adult
sandkings are not sentimental about the small maws. There are too
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many of them, and their mobiles are pests.” She sighed. “And all
this talk wastes time. That white sandking is going to waken to full
sentience soon. It is not going to need you any longer, and it hates
you, and it will be very hungry. The transformation is taxing. The
maw must eat enormous amounts both before and after. So you have
to get out of there. Do you understand?”

“I can’t,” Kress said. “My skimmer is destroyed, and I can’t get
any of the others to start. I don’t know how to reprogram them. Can
you come out for me?”

“Yes,” said Wo. “Shade and I will leave at once, but it is more than
two hundred kilometers from Asgard to you, and there is equipment
we will need to deal with the deranged sandking you’ve created. You
cannot wait there. You have two feet. Walk. Go due east, as near as
you can determine, as quickly as you can. The land out there is
pretty desolate. We can find you easily with an aerial search, and
you’ll be safely away from the sandkings. Do you understand?”

“Yes,” said Simon Kress. “Yes, oh, yes.”

They signed off, and he walked quickly toward the door. He was
halfway there when he heard the noise; a sound halfway between a
pop and a crack.

One of the sandkings had split open. Four tiny hands covered
with pinkish-yellow blood came up out of the gap, and began to
push the dead skin aside.

Kress began to run.

He had not counted on the heat.

The hills were dry and rocky. Kress ran from the house as quickly
as he could, ran until his ribs ached and his breath was coming in
gasps. Then he walked, but as soon as he had recovered he began to
run again. For almost an hour he ran and walked, ran and walked,
beneath the fierce hot sun. He sweated freely, and wished that he
had thought to bring some water, and he watched the sky in hopes
of seeing Wo and Shade.

He was not made for this. It was too hot, and too dry, and he was
in no condition. But he kept himself going with the memory of the
way the maw had breathed, and the thought of the wriggling little
things that by now were surely crawling all over his house. He
hoped Wo and Shade would know how to deal with them.

He had his own plans for Wo and Shade. It was all their fault,
Kress had decided, and they would suffer for it. Lissandra was dead,
but he knew others in her profession. He would have his revenge.



George R. R. Martin 101

He promised himself that a hundred times as he struggled and
sweated his way east.

At least he hoped it was east. He was not that good at directions,
and he wasn’t certain which way he had run in his initial panic, but
since then he had made an effort to bear due east, as Wo had sug-
gested.

When he had been running for several hours, with no sign of
rescue, Kress began to grow certain that he had gone wrong.

When several more hours passed, he began to grow afraid. What if
Wo and Shade could not find him? He would die out here. He hadn’t
eaten in two days, he was weak and frightened, his throat was raw
for want of water. He couldn’t keep going. The sun was sinking
now, and he’d be completely lost in the dark. What was wrong? Had
the sandkings eaten Wo and Shade? The fear was on him again,
filling him, and with it a great thirst and a terrible hunger. But
Kress kept going. He stumbled now when he tried to run, and twice
he fell. The second time he scraped his hand on a rock, and it came
away bloody. He sucked at it as he walked, and worried about infec-
tion.

The sun was on the horizon behind him. The ground grew a little
cooler, for which Kress was grateful. He decided to walk until last
light and settle in for the night. Surely he was far enough from the
sandkings to be safe, and Wo and Shade would find him come morn-
ing.

When he topped the next rise, he saw the outline of a house in
front of him.

It wasn’t as big as his own house, but it was big enough. It was
habitation, safety. Kress shouted and began to run toward it. Food
and drink, he had to have nourishment, he could taste the meal now.
He was aching with hunger. He ran down the hill toward the house,
waving his arms and shouting to the inhabitants. The light was
almost gone now, but he could still make out a half-dozen children
playing in the twilight. “Hey there,” he shouted. “Help, help.”

They came running toward him.

Kress stopped suddenly. “No,” he said, “oh, no. Oh, no.” He
backpedaled, slipped on the sand, got up, and tried to run again.
They caught him easily. They were ghastly little things with bulg-
ing eyes and dusky-orange skin. He struggled, but it was useless.
Small as they were, each of them had four arms, and Kress had only
two.

They carried him toward the house. It was a sad, shabby house
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built of crumbling sand, but the door was quite large, and dark, and
it breathed. That was terrible, but it was not the thing that set
Simon Kress to screaming. He screamed because of the others, the
little orange children who came crawling out from the castle, and
watched impassively as he passed.

All of them had his face.
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George did it again, immediately after having done it before. For the
first time since the Hugos began to be handed out, a single writer
took two in the shorter categories at the same convention. It’s a
lucky thing I was swimming in contentment over Longyear’s vic-
tory or I would have gotten out of my seat and bopped George one
for aggravated selfishness in the second degree. How can he hold
two Hugos at once when so many worthy writers aren’t holding
any?

I have, since that time, forgiven George to the extent of actually
working with him. At least, in 1983 Crown Publishers did a book
entitled 7he Science Fiction Weight-Loss Book, edited by myself, George
R. R. Martin, and Martin Harry Greenberg.

You might think, at first blush, that it was a how-to diet book
(Reach for a science fiction magazine instead of a sweet!), but it
wasn’t. Actually, it was an anthology of science fiction stories about
fat people, very good stories, in fact. Each one of them by itself was
enough to disenchant you with eating and the cumulative effect
might well throw you into anorexia nervosa.

I couldn’t help but notice that George and Martin were both—
well—unskinny and that I myself (if you looked at me from the
right angle) seemed to be, at that time, a shade well-rounded. I sug-
gested, therefore, that the three of us pose for a photograph to-
gether, with our belts pulled as tightly as possible in order to display
our rotundity in the most splendid manner possible and then use it
as a cover photo for the anthology.

Crown rejected this terrific idea for some reason they said was too
complicated to go into. The photo never appeared, therefore. In fact,
it was never even taken.

George, in “The Way of Cross and Dragon,” has done something I
can’t do, for he has written a religious science fiction story or, if you
prefer, a story about religion told in a science fiction setting.

Religion, after all, has been an intimate and ineradicable part of
human life as far back as we can go, even deep into prehistory. Nor
does it seem to be showing any signs of fading out. We can presume
that it will remain part of human life in the future, even when we
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move out into space. It even makes sense to suppose that if we meet
extraterrestrial intelligences someday, we will find that they have
religions, too. (These would be radically different from our own no
doubt, but that is, or should be, a matter of indifference to the ex-
traterrologist.)

Someone I met the other day pointed this out to me painstakingly
(although none of it was new to me) and wanted to know why there
was so little attention to religion in my pages. “Surely,” he said,
“you don’t imagine there will be life without religion in the future,
so why do you write stories that don’t take religion into account?”

I would have liked to answer that since religion plays virtually no
role in my private life, it never occurs to me to put it into my fiction,
but that seemed almost an irrelevancy. After all, there are no robots
in my private life and I like nothing better than to write stories
about robots.

So I just shrugged and said I didn’t know enough about religion to
be able to handle it easily. Come to think of it, that is quite true.



3

THE WAY OF CROSS
AND DRAGON

“Heresy,” he told me. The brackish waters of his pool sloshed
gently.

“Another one?” I said wearily. “There are so many these days.”

My Lord Commander was displeased by that comment. He
shifted position heavily, sending ripples up and down the pool. One
broke over the side, and a sheet of water slid across the tiles of the
receiving chamber. My boots were soaked yet again. I accepted that
philosophically. I had worn my worst boots, well aware that wet
feet were among the inescapable consequences of paying call on
Torgathon Nine-Klariis Ttn, elder of the ka-Thane people, and also
Archbishop of Vess, Most Holy Father of the Four Vows, Grand
Inquisitor of the Order Militant of the Knights of Jesus Christ, and
counselor to His Holiness Pope Daryn XXI of New Rome.

“Be there as many heresies as stars in the sky, each single one is no
less dangerous, Father,” the archbishop said solemnly. “As Knights
of Christ, it is our ordained task to fight them one and all. And I
must add that this new heresy is particularly foul.”

“Yes, my Lord Commander,” I replied. “I did not intend to make
light of it. You have my apologies. The mission to Finnegan was
most taxing. I had hoped to ask you for a leave of absence from my
duties. I need rest, a time for thought and restoration.”

“Rest?” The archbishop moved again in his pool, only a slight
shift of his immense bulk, but it was enough to send a fresh sheet of
water across the floor. His black, pupilless eyes blinked at me. “No,
Father, I am afraid that is out of the question. Your skills and your
experience are vital for this new mission.” His bass tones seemed to
soften somewhat then. “I have not had time to go over your reports
on Finnegan,” he said. “How did your work go?”

“Badly,” I told him, “though ultimately I think we will prevail.
The Church is strong on Finnegan. When our attempts at reconcili-
ation were rebuffed, I put some standards into the right hands, and
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we were able to shut down the heretics’ newspaper and broadcast-
ing facilities. Our friends also made certain that their legal actions
came to nothing.”

“That is not badly,” the archbishop said. “You won a considerable
victory for the Lord and the Church.”

“There were riots, my Lord Commander,” I said. “More than a
hundred of the heretics were killed, and a dozen of our own people.
I fear there will be more violence before the matter is finished. Our
priests are attacked if they so much as enter the city where the
heresy has taken root. Their leaders risk their lives if they leave that
city. I had hoped to avoid such hatreds, such bloodshed.”

“Commendable, but not realistic,” said Archbishop Torgathon.
He blinked at me again, and I remembered that among people of his
race blinking is a sign of impatience. “The blood of martyrs must
sometimes be spilled, and the blood of heretics as well. What matters
it if a being surrenders his life, so long as his soul is saved?”

“Indeed,” I agreed. Despite his impatience, Torgathon would lec-
ture me for another hour if given a chance. That prospect dismayed
me. The receiving chamber was not designed for human comfort,
and I did not wish to remain any longer than necessary. The walls
were damp and moldy, the air hot and humid and thick with the
rancid-butter smell characteristic of the ka-Thane. My collar was
chafing my neck raw. I was sweating beneath my cassock, my feet
were thoroughly soaked, and my stomach was beginning to churn.

I pushed ahead to the business at hand. “You say this new heresy
is unusually foul, my Lord Commander?”

“It is,” he said.

“Where has it started?”

“On Arion, a world some three weeks’ distance from Vess. A hu-
man world entirely. I cannot understand why you humans are so
easily corrupted. Once a ka-Thane has found the faith, he would
scarcely abandon it.” '

“That is well known,” I replied politely. I did not mention that
the number of ka-Thane to find the faith was vanishingly small.
They were a slow, ponderous people, and most of their vast millions
showed no interest in learning any ways other than their own, or
following any creed but their own ancient religion. Torgathon
Nine-Klariis Tan was an anomaly. He had been among the first
converts almost two centuries ago, when Pope Vidas L had ruled
that nonhumans might serve as clergy. Given his great life span and
the iron certainty of his belief, it was no wonder that Torgathon had



George R. R. Martin 107

risen as far as he had, despite the fact that fewer than a thousand of
his race had followed him into the Church. He had at least a century
of life remaining to him. No doubt he would someday be Torgathon
Cardinal Tin, should he squelch enough heresies. The times are like
that.

“We have little influence on Arion,” the archbishop was saying.
His arms moved as he spoke, four ponderous clubs of mottled green-
gray flesh churning the water, and the dirty white cilia around his
breathing hole trembled with each word. “A few priests, a few
churches, some believers, but no power to speak of. The heretics
already outnumber us on this world. I rely on your intellect, your
shrewdness. Turn this calamity into an opportunity. This heresy is
so palpable that you can easily disprove it. Perhaps some of the
deluded will turn to the true way.”

“Certainly,” I said. “And the nature of this heresy? What must I
disprove?” It is a sad indication of my own troubled faith to add that
I did not really care. I have dealt with too many heresies. Their
beliefs and their questionings echo in my head and trouble my
dreams at night. How can I be sure of my own faith? The very edict
that had admitted Torgathon into the clergy had caused a half-dozen
worlds to repudiate the Bishop of New Rome, and those who had
followed that path would find a particularly ugly heresy in the mas-
sive naked (save for a damp Roman collar) alien who floated before
me and wielded the authority of the Church in four great webbed
hands. Christianity is the greatest single human religion, but that
means little. The non-Christians outnumber us five to one, and there
are well over seven hundred Christian sects, some almost as large as
the One True Interstellar Catholic Church of Earth and the Thou-
sand Worlds. Even Daryn XXI, powerful as he is, is only one of
seven to claim the title of Pope. My own belief was strong once, but
I have moved too long among heretics and nonbelievers, and even
my prayers do not make the doubts go away now. So it was that I
felt no horror—only a sudden intellectual interest—when the arch-
bishop told me the nature of the heresy on Arion.

“They have made a saint,” he said, “out of Judas Iscariot.”

As a senior in the Knights Inquisitor, I command my own star-
ship, which it pleases me to call Truth of Christ. Before the craft was
assigned to me, it was named the St. Thomas, after the apostle, but I
did not feel a saint notorious for doubting was an appropriate pa-
tron for a ship enlisted in the fight against heresy. I have no duties
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aboard the 7ruth, which is crewed by six brothers and sisters of the
Order of St. Christopher the Far-Traveling and captained by a
young woman I hired away from a merchant trader.

I was therefore able to devote the entire three-week voyage from
Vess to Arion to a study of the heretical Bible, a copy of which had
been given to me by the archbishop’s administrative assistant. It was
a thick, heavy, handsome book, bound in dark leather, its pages
edged with gold leaf, with many splendid interior illustrations in
full color with holographic enhancement. Remarkable work, clearly
done by someone who loved the all-but-forgotten art of bookmaking.
The paintings reproduced inside—the originals were to be found on
the walls of the House of St. Judas on Arion, I gathered—were
masterful, if blasphemous, as much high art as the Tammerwens
and RoHallidays that adorn the Great Cathedral of St. John on New
Rome.

Inside, the book bore an imprimatur indicating that it had been
approved by Lukyan Judasson, First Scholar of the Order of St.
Judas Iscariot.

It was called The Way of Cross and Dragon.

I read it as the Truth of Christ slid between the stars, at first taking
copious notes to better understand the heresy that I must fight, but
later simply absorbed by the strange, convoluted, grotesque story it
told. The words of the text had passion and power and poetry.

Thus it was that I first encountered the striking figure of St. Judas
Iscariot, a complex, ambitious, contradictory, and altogether ex-
traordinary human being.

He was born of a whore in the fabled ancient city-state of Babylon
on the same day that the Savior was born in Bethlehem, and he
spent his childhood in alleys and gutters, selling his own body when
he had to, pimping when he became older. As a youth, he began to
experiment with the dark arts, and before the age of twenty he was a
skilled necromancer. That was when he became Judas the Dragon-
Tamer, the first and only man to bend to his will the most fearsome
of God’s creatures, the great winged fire lizards of Old Earth. The
book held a marvelous painting of Judas in some great dank cavern,
his eyes aflame as he wielded a glowing lash to keep at bay a moun-
tainous green-gold dragon. Beneath his arm is a woven basket, its lid
slightly ajar, and the tiny scaled heads of three dragon chicks are
peering from within. A fourth infant dragon is crawling up his
sleeve. That was in the first chapter of his life.

In the second, he was Judas the Conqueror, Judas the Dragon-
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King, Judas of Babylon, the Great Usurper. Astride the greatest of
his dragons, with an iron crown on his head and a sword in his
hand, he made Babylon the capital of the greatest empire Old Earth
had ever known, a realm that stretched from Spain to India. He
reigned from a dragon throne amid the Hanging Gardens he had
caused to be constructed, and it was there he sat when he tried Jesus
of Nazareth, the troublemaking prophet who had been dragged be-
fore him bound and bleeding. Judas was not a patient man, and he
made Christ bleed still more before he was through with Him. And
when Jesus would not answer his questions, Judas—contemptuous
—had Him cast back out into the streets. But first Judas ordered his
guards to cut off Christ’s legs. “Healer,” he said, “heal thyself.”

Then came the Repentance, the vision in the night, and Judas
Iscariot gave up his crown and his dark arts and his riches, to follow
the man he had crippled. Despised and taunted by those he had
tyrannized, Judas became the Legs of the Lord, and for a year he
carried Jesus on his back to the far corners of the realm he had once
ruled. When Jesus did finally heal Himself, then Judas walked at His
side, and from that time forth he was Jesus’ trusted friend and coun-
selor, the first and foremost of the Twelve. Finally, Jesus gave Judas
the gift of tongues, recalled and sanctified the dragons that Judas
had sent away, and sent his disciple forth on a solitary ministry
across the oceans, “to spread My Word where I cannot go.”

There came a day when the sun went dark at noon and the
ground trembled, and Judas swung his dragon around on ponderous
wings and flew back across the raging seas. But when he reached the
city of Jerusalem, he found Christ dead on the cross.

In that moment his faith faltered, and for the next three days the
Great Wrath of Judas was like a storm across the ancient world. His
dragons razed the Temple in Jerusalem and drove the people from
the city and struck as well at the great seats of power in Rome and
Babylon. And when he found the others of the Twelve and ques-
tioned them and learned of how the one named Simon-called-Peter
had three times betrayed the Lord, he strangled Peter with his own
hands and fed the corpse to his dragons. Then he sent those dragons
forth to start fires throughout the world, funeral pyres for Jesus of
Nazareth.

And Jesus rose on the third day, and Judas wept, but his tears
could not turn Christ’s anger, for in his wrath he had betrayed all of
Christ’s teachings.

So Jesus called back the dragons, and they came, and everywhere
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the fires went out. And from their bellies he called forth Peter and
made him whole again, and gave him dominion over the Church.

Then the dragons died, and so, too, did all dragons everywhere,
for they were the living sigil of the power and wisdom of Judas
Iscariot, who had sinned greatly. And He took from Judas the gift of
tongues and the power of healing He had given, and even his eye-
sight, for Judas had acted as a man blind (there was a fine painting of
the blinded Judas weeping over the bodies of his dragons). And He
told Judas that for long ages he would be remembered only as Be-
trayer, and people would curse his name, and all that he had been
and done would be forgotten.

But then, because Judas had loved Him so, Christ gave him a
boon, an extended life, during which he might travel and think on
his sins and finally come to forgiveness, and only then die.

And that was the beginning of the last chapter in the life of Judas
Iscariot, but it was a very long chapter indeed. Once Dragon-King,
once the friend of Christ, now he became only a blind traveler,
outcast and friendless, wandering all the cold roads of the earth,
living even when all the cities and people and things he had known
were dead. And Peter, the first Pope and ever his enemy, spread far
and wide the tale of how Judas had sold Christ for thirty pieces of
silver, until Judas dared not even use his true name. For a time he
called himself just Wandering Ju’, and afterward many other names.

He lived more than a thousand years, and became a preacher, and
a healer, and a lover of animals, and was hunted and persecuted
when the Church that Peter had founded became bloated and cor-
rupt. But he had a great deal of time, and at last he found wisdom
and a sense of peace, and finally Jesus came to him on a long-post-
poned deathbed, and they were reconciled, and Judas wept once
again. And before he died, Christ promised that He would permit a
few to remember who and what Judas had been, and that with the
passage of centuries the news would spread, until finally Peter’s Lie
was displaced and forgotten.

Such was the life of St. Judas Iscariot, as related in The Way of Cross
and Dragon. His teachings were there as well, and the apocryphal
books that he had allegedly written.

When I had finished the volume, I lent it to Arla-k-Bau, the cap-
tain of the Truth of Christ. Arla was a gaunt, pragmatic woman of no
particular faith, but I valued her opinion. The others of my crew,
the good sisters and brothers of St. Christopher, would only have
echoed the archbishop’s religious horror.
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“Interesting,” Arla said when she returned the book to me.

I chuckled. “Is that all?”

She shrugged. “It makes a nice story. An easier read than your
Bible, Damien, and more dramatic as well.”

“True,” 1 admitted. “But it’s absurd. An unbelievable tangle of
doctrine, apocrypha, mythology, and superstition. Entertaining,
yes, certainly. Imaginative, even daring. But ridiculous, don’t you
think? How can you credit dragons? A legless Christ? Peter being
pieced together after being devoured by four monsters?”

Arla’s grin was taunting. “Is that any sillier than water changing
into wine, or Christ walking on the waves, or a man living in the
belly of a fish?” Arla-k-Bau liked to jab at me. It had been a scandal
when I selected a nonbeliever as my captain, but she was very good
at her job, and I liked her around to keep me sharp. She had a good
mind, Arla did, and I valued that more than blind obedience. Per-
haps that was a sin in me.

“There is a difference,” I said.

“Is there?” she snapped back. Her eyes saw through my masks.
“Ah, Damien, admit it. You rather liked this book.”

I cleared my throat. “It piqued my interest,” I acknowledged. I
had to justify myself. “You know the kind of matter I deal with
ordinarily. Dreary little doctrinal deviations, obscure quibblings on
theology somehow blown all out of proportion, bald-faced political
maneuverings designed to set some ambitious planetary bishop up
as a new Pope, or to wring some concession or other from New
Rome or Vess. The war is endless, but the battles are dull and dirty.
They exhaust me, spiritually, emotionally, physically. Afterward I
feel drained and guilty.” I tapped the book’s leather cover. “This is
different. The heresy must be crushed, of course, but I admit that I
am anxious to meet this Lukyan Judasson.”

“The artwork is lovely as well,” Arla said, flipping through the
pages of The Way of Cross and Dragon and stopping to study one
especially striking plate. Judas weeping over his dragons, I think. I
smiled to see that it had affected her as much as me. Then I frowned.

That was the first inkling I had of the difficulties ahead.

So it was that the Truth of Christ came to the porcelain city Am-
madon on the world of Arion, where the Order of St. Judas Iscariot
kept its House.

Arion was a pleasant, gentle world, inhabited for these past three
centuries. Its population’ was under nine million; Ammadon, the
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only real city, was home to two of those millions. The technological
level was medium-high, but chiefly imported. Arion had little indus-
try and was not an innovative world, except perhaps artistically.
The arts were quite important here, flourishing and vital. Religious
freedom was a basic tenet of the society, but Arion was not a reli-
gious world either, and the majority of the populace lived devoutly
secular lives. The most popular religion was Aestheticism, which
hardly counts as a religion at all. There were also Taoists, Erikaners,
Old True Christers, and Children of the Dreamer, along with a
dozen lesser sects.

And finally there were nine churches of the One True Interstellar
Catholic faith. There had been twelve.

The three others were now houses of Arion’s fastest-growing
faith, the Order of St. Judas Iscariot, which also had a dozen newly
built churches of its own.

The bishop of Arion was a dark, severe man with close-cropped
black hair who was not at all happy to see me. “Damien Har Veris!”
he exclaimed in some wonder when I called on him at his residence.
“We have heard of you, of course, but I never thought to meet or
host you. Our numbers are small here—"

“And growmg smaller,” I said. “A matter of some concern to my
Lord Commander, Archbishop Torgathon. Apparently you are less
troubled, Excellency, since you did not see fit to report the activities
of this sect of Judas worshipers.”

He looked briefly angry at the rebuke, but quickly he swallowed
his temper. Even a bishop can fear a Knight Inquisitor. “We are
concerned, of course,” he said. “We do all we can to combat the
heresy. If you have advice that will help us, I will be more than glad
to listen.”

“I am an Inquisitor of the Order Militant of the Knights of Jesus
Christ,” I said bluntly. “I do not give advice, Excellency. I take
action. To that end I was sent to Arion, and that is what I shall do.
Now tell me what you know about this heresy and this First
Scholar, this Lukyan Judasson.”

“Of course, Father Damien,” the bishop began. He signaled for a
servant to bring us a tray of wine and cheese, and began to summa-
rize the short, but explosive, history of the Judas cult. I listened,
polishing my nails on the crimson lapel of my jacket, until the black
paint gleamed brilliantly, interrupting from time to time with a
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question. Before he had half-finished, I was determined to visit
Lukyan personally. It seemed the best course of action.
And I had wanted to do it all along.

Appearances were important on Arion, I gathered, and I deemed
it necessary to impress Lukyan with my self and my station. I wore
my best boots, sleek dark handmade boots of Roman leather that had
never seen the inside of Torgathon’s receiving chamber, and a se-
vere black suit with deep burgundy lapels and stiff collar. From
around my neck hung a splendid crucifix of pure gold; my collar pin
was a matching golden sword, the sigil of the Knights Inquisitor.
Brother Denis painted my nails carefully, all black as ebony, and
darkened my eyes as well, and used a fine white powder on my face.
When I glanced in the mirror, I frightened even myself. I smiled,
but only briefly. It ruined the effect.

I walked to the House of St. Judas Iscariot. The streets of Am-
madon were wide and spacious and golden, lined by scarlet trees
called whisperwinds, whose long, drooping tendrils did indeed seem
to whisper secrets to the gentle breeze. Sister Judith came with me.
She is a small woman, slight of build even in the cowled coveralls of
the Order of St. Christopher. Her face is meek and kind, her eyes
wide and youthful and innocent. I find her useful. Four times now
she has killed those who attempted to assault me.

The House itself was newly built. Rambling and stately, it rose
from amid gardens of small bright flowers and seas of golden grass,
and the gardens were surrounded by a high wall. Murals covered
both the outer wall around the property and the exterior of the
building itself. I recognized a few of them from The Way of Cross and
Dragon and stopped briefly to admire them before walking on
through the main gate. No one tried to stop us. There were no
guards, not even a receptionist. Within the walls, men and women
strolled languidly through the flowers, or sat on benches beneath
silverwoods and whisperwinds.

Sister Judith and I paused, then made our way directly to the
House itself.

We had just started up the steps when a man appeared from
within; he stood waiting in the doorway. He was blond and fat, with
a great wiry beard that framed a slow smile, and he wore a flimsy
robe that fell to his sandaled feet, and on the robe were dragons
bearing the silhouette of a man holding a cross.

When I reached the top of the steps, the man bowed to me. “Fa-
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ther Damien Har Veris of the Knights Inquisitor,” he said. His
smile widened. “I greet you in the name of Jesus, and St. Judas. Iam
Lukyan.”

I made a note to myself to find out which of the bishop’s staff was
feeding information to the Judas cult, but my composure did not
break. I have been a Knight Inquisitor for a long, long time. “Father
Lukyan Mo,” I said, taking his hand, “I have questions to ask of
you.” I did not smile.

He did. “I thought you might,” he said.

Lukyan’s office was large but spartan. Heretics often have a sim-
plicity that the officers of the true Church seem to have lost. He did
have one indulgence, however.

Dominating the wall behind his desk/console was the painting I
had already fallen in love with, the blinded Judas weeping over his
dragons.

Lukyan sat down heavily and motioned me to a second chair. We
had left Sister Judith outside, in the waiting chamber. “I prefer to
stand, Father Lukyan,” I said, knowing it gave me an advantage.

“Just Lukyan,” he said. “Or Luke, if you prefer. We have little use
for titles here.”

“You are Father Lukyan Mo, born here on Arion, educated in the
seminary on Cathaday, former priest of the One True Interstellar
Catholic Church of Earth and the Thousand Worlds,” I said. “I will
address you as befits your station, Father. I expect you to recipro-
cate. Is that understood?”

“Oh, yes,” he said amiably.

“I am empowered to strip you of your right to administer the
sacraments, to order you shunned and excommunicated for this her-
esy you have formulated. On certain worlds I could even order your
death.”

“But not on Arion,” Lukyan said quickly. “We’re very tolerant
here. Besides, we outnumber you.” He smiled. “As for the rest, well,
I don’t perform those sacraments much anyway, you know. Not for
years. 'm First Scholar now. A teacher, a thinker. I show others the
way, help them find the faith. Excommunicate me if it will make
you happy, Father Damien. Happiness is what all of us seek.”

“You have given up the faith, then, Father Lukyan?” I said. I
deposited my copy of The Way of Cross and Dragon on his desk. “But I
see you have found a new one.” Now I did smile, but it was all ice,
all menace, all mockery. “A more ridiculous creed I have yet to
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encounter. I suppose you will tell me that you have spoken to God,
that He trusted you with this new revelation, so that you might
clear the good name, such that it is, of Holy Judas?”

Now Lukyan’s smile was very broad indeed. He picked up the
book and beamed at me.

“Oh, no,” he said. “No, I made it all up.”

That stopped me. “What?”

“I made it all up,” he repeated. He hefted the book fondly. “I
drew on many sources, of course, especially the Bible, but I do think
of Cross and Dragon mostly as my own work. It’s rather good, don’t
you agree? Of course, I could hardly put my name on it, proud as I
am of it, but I did include my imprimatur. Did you notice that? It
was the closest I dared come to a byline.”

I was speechless only for a moment. Then I grimaced. “You startle
me,” I admitted. “I expected to find an inventive madman, some
poor self-deluded fool firm in his belief that he had spoken to God.
I’ve dealt with such fanatics before. Instead I find a cheerful cynic
who has invented a religion for his own profit. I think I prefer the
fanatics. You are beneath contempt, Father Lukyan. You will burn
in hell for eternity.”

“I doubt it,” Lukyan said, “but you do mistake me, Father
Damien. I am no cynic, nor do I profit from my dear St. Judas.
Truthfully, I lived more comfortably as a priest of your own
Church. I do this because it is my vocation.”

I sat down. “You confuse me,” I said. “Explain.”

“Now I am going to tell you the truth,” he said. He said it in an
odd way, almost as a cant. “I am a Liar,” he added.

“You want to confuse me with child’s paradoxes,” I snapped.

“No, no,” he smiled. “A Liar. With a capital. It is an organization,
Father Damien. A religion, you might call it. A great and powerful
faith. And I am the smallest part of it.”

“I know of no such church,” I said.

“Oh, no, you wouldn’t. It’s secret. It has to be. You can under-
stand that, can’t you? People don’t like being lied to.”

“I do not like being lied to,” I said.

Lukyan looked wounded. “I told you this would be the truth,
didn’t I? When a Liar says that, you can believe him. How else could
we trust each other?”

“There are many of you,” I said. I was starting to think that
Lukyan was a madman after all, as fanatic as any heretic, but in a
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more complex way. Here was a heresy within a heresy, but I recog-
nized my duty—to find the truth of things and set them right.

“Many of us,” Lukyan said, smiling. “You would be surprised,
Father Damien, really you would. But there are some things I dare
not tell you.”

“Tell me what you dare, then.”

“Happily,” said Lukyan Judasson. “We Liars, like all other reli-
gions, have several truths we take on faith. Faith is always required.
There are some things that cannot be proved. We believe that life is
worth living. That is an article of faith. The purpose of life is to live,
to resist death, perhaps to defy entropy.”

“Go on,” I said, growing even more interested despite myself.

“We also believe that happiness is a good, something to be sought
after.”

“The Church does not oppose happiness,” I said dryly.

“I wonder,” Lukyan said. “But let us not quibble. Whatever the
Church’s position on happiness, it does preach belief in an afterlife,
in a supreme being, and a complex moral code.”

“True.”

“The Liars believe in no afterlife, no God. We see the universe as
it 75, Father Damien, and these naked truths are cruel ones. We who
believe in life, and treasure it, will die. Afterward there will be
nothing, eternal emptiness, blackness, nonexistence. In our living
there has been no purpose, no poetry, no meaning. Nor do our
deaths possess these qualities. When we are gone, the universe will
not long remember us, and shortly it will be as if we had never lived
at all. Our worlds and our universe will not long outlive us. Ulti-
mately entropy will consume all, and our puny efforts cannot stay
that awful end. It will be gone. It has never been. It has never
mattered. The universe itself is doomed, transitory, and certainly it
is uncaring.”

I slid back in my chair, and a shiver went through me as I listened
to poor Lukyan’s dark words. I found myself fingering my crucifix.
“A bleak philosophy,” I said, “as well as a false one. I have had that
fearful vision myself. I think all of us do, at some point. But it is not
so, Father. My faith sustains me against such nihilism. Faith is a
shield against despair.”

“Oh, I know that, my friend, my Knight Inquisitor,” Lukyan said.
“I’'m glad to see you understand so well. You are almost one of us
already.”

I frowned.
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“You’ve touched the heart of it,” Lukyan continued. “The truths,
the great truths—and most of the lesser ones as well—they are un-
bearable for most men. We find our shield in faith. Your faith, my
faith, any faith. It doesn’t matter, so long as we believe, really and
truly believe, in whatever lie we cling to.” He fingered the ragged
edges of his great blond beard. “Our psychs have always told us that
believers are the happy ones, you know. They may believe in Christ
or Buddha or Erika Stormjones, in reincarnation or immortality or
nature, in the power of love or the platform of a political faction,
but it all comes to the same thing. They believe. They are happy. It
is the ones who have seen truth who despair, and kill themselves.
The truths are so vast, the faiths so little, so poorly made, so riddled
with errors and contradictions. We see around them and through
them, and then we feel the weight of darkness on us, and we can no
longer be happy.”

I am not a slow man. I knew, by then, where Lukyan Judasson
was going. “Your Liars invent faiths.”

He smiled. “Of all sorts. Not only religious. Think of it. We know
truth for the cruel instrument it is. Beauty is infinitely preferable to
truth. We invent beauty. Faiths, political movements, high ideals,
belief in love and fellowship. All of them are lies. We tell those lies,
and others, endless others. We improve on history and myth and
religion, make each more beautiful, better, easier to believe in. Our
lies are not perfect, of course. The truths are too big. But perhaps
someday we will find one great lie that all humanity can use. Until
then, a thousand small lies will do.”

“I think I do not care for you Liars very much,” I said with a cold,
even fervor. “My whole life has been a quest for truth.”

Lukyan was indulgent. “Father Damien Har Veris, Knight In-
quisitor, I know you better than that. You are a Liar yourself. You
do good work. You ship from world to world, and on each you
destroy the foolish, the rebels, the questioners who would bring
down the edifice of the vast lie that you serve.”

“If my lie is so admirable,” I said, “then why have you abandoned
it?”

“A religion must fit its culture and society, work with them, not
against them. If there is conflict, contradiction, then the lie breaks
down, and the faith falters. Your Church is good for many worlds,
Father, but not for Arion. Life is too kind here, and your faith is
stern. Here we love beauty, and your faith offers too little. So we
have improved it. We studied this world for a long time. We know its
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psychological profile. St. Judas will thrive here. He offers drama,
and color, and much beauty—the aesthetics are admirable. His is a
tragedy with a happy ending, and Arion dotes on such stories. And
the dragons are a nice touch. I think your own Church ought to find
a way to work in dragons. They are marvelous creatures.”

“Mythical,” I said.

“Hardly,” he replied. “Look it up.” He grinned at me. “You see,
really, it all comes back to faith. Can you really know what hap-
pened three thousand years ago? You have one Judas, I have another.
Both of us have books. Is yours true? Can you really believe that? I
have been admitted only to the first circle of the Order of Liars. So I
do not know all our secrets, but I know that we are very old. It
would not surprise me to learn that the gospels were written by
men very much like me. Perhaps there never was a Judas at all. Or a
Jesus.”

“I have faith that that is not so,” I said.

“There are a hundred people in this building who have a deep and
very real faith in St. Judas and the Way of Cross and Dragon,”
Lukyan said. “Faith is a very good thing. Do you know that the
suicide rate on Arion has decreased by almost a third since the Or-
der of St. Judas was founded?”

I remember rising slowly from my chair. “You are as fanatical as
any heretic I have ever met, Lukyan Judasson,” I told him. “I pity
you the loss of your faith.”

Lukyan rose with me. “Pity yourself, Damien Har Veris,” he said.
“I have found a new faith and a new cause, and I am a happy man.
You, my dear friend, are tortured and miserable.”

“That is a lie!” 1 am afraid I screamed.

“Come with me,” Lukyan said. He touched a panel on his wall,
and the great painting of Judas weeping over his dragons slid up out
of sight, and there was a stairway leading down into the ground.
“Follow me,” he said.

In the cellar was a great glass vat full of pale green fluid, and in it
a thing was floating—a thing very like an ancient embryo, aged and
infantile at the same time, naked, with a huge head and a tiny
atrophied body. Tubes ran from its arms and legs and genitals, con-
necting it to the machinery that kept it alive.

When Lukyan turned on the lights, it opened its eyes. They were
large and dark, and they looked into my soul.

“This is my colleague,” Lukyan said, patting the side of the vat.
“Jon Azure Cross, a Liar of the fourth circle.”
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“And a telepath,” I said with a sick certainty. I had led pogroms
against other telepaths, children mostly, on other worlds. The
Church teaches that the psionic powers are a trap of Satan’s. They
are not mentioned in the Bible. I have never felt good about those
killings.

“Jon read you the moment you entered the compound,” Lukyan
said, “and notified me. Only a few of us know that he is here. He
helps us lie most efficiently. He knows when faith is true and when
it is feigned. I have an implant in my skull. Jon can talk to me at all
times. It was he who initially recruited me into the Liars. He knew
my faith was hollow. He felt the depth of my despair.”

Then the thing in the tank spoke, its metallic voice coming from a
speaker-grill in the base of the machine that nurtured it. “And I feel
yours, Damien Hars Veris, empty priest. Inquisitor, you bave asked too many
questions. You are sick at heart, and tired, and you do not believe. Join us,
Damien. You have been a Liar for a long, long time!”

For a moment I hesitated, looking deep into myself, wondering
what it was I did believe. I searched for my faith, the fire that had
once sustained me, the certainty in the teachings of the Church, the
presence of Christ within me. I found none of it, none. I was empty
inside, burned out, full of questions and pain. But as I was about to
answer Jon Azure Cross and the smiling Lukyan Judasson, I found
something else, something I did believe in, something I had always
believed in.

Truth.

I believed in truth, even when it hurt. “He s lost to us,” said the
telepath with the mocking name of Cross.

Lukyan’s smile faded. “Oh, really? I had hoped you would be one
of us, Damien. You seemed ready.”

I was suddenly afraid, and I considered sprinting up the stairs to
Sister Judith. Lukyan had told me so very much, and now I had
rejected them.

The telepath felt my fear. “You cannot hurt us, Damien,” it said. “Go
in peace. Lukyan told you nothing.”

Lukyan was frowning. “I told him a good deal, Jon,” he said.

“Yes. But can be trust the words of such a Liar as you?” The small
misshapen mouth of the thing in the vat twitched in a smile, and its
great eyes closed, and Lukyan Judasson sighed and led me up the
stairs.
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It was not until some years later that I realized it was Jon Azure
Cross who was lying, and the victim of his lie was Lukyan. I could
hurt them. I did.

It was almost simple. The bishop had friends in government and
the media. With some money in the right places, I made some
friends of my own. Then I exposed Cross in his cellar, charging that
‘he had used his psionic powers to tamper with the minds of Luky-
an’s followers. My friends were receptive to the charges. The guard-
ians conducted a raid, took the telepath Cross into custody, and later
tried him.

He was innocent, of course. My charge was nonsense; human
telepaths can read minds in close proximity, but seldom anything
more. But they are rare, and much feared, and Cross was hideous
enough so that it was easy to make him a victim of superstition. In
the end, he was acquitted, and he left the city of Ammadon and
perhaps Arion itself, bound for regions unknown.

But it had never been my intention to convict him. The charge
was enough. The cracks began to show in the lie that he and Lukyan
had built together. Faith is hard to come by, and easy to lose, and the
merest doubt can begin to erode even the strongest foundation of
belief.

The bishop and I labored together to sow further doubts. It was
not as easy as I might have thought. The Liars had done their work
well. Ammadon, like most civilized cities, had a great pool of knowl-
edge, a computer system that linked the schools and universities and
libraries together, and made their combined wisdom available to any
who needed it.

But, when I checked, I soon discovered that the histories of Rome
and Babylon had been subtly reshaped, and there were three listings
for Judas Iscariot—one for the Betrayer, one for the saint, and one
of the conqueror-king of Babylon. His name was also mentioned in
connection with the Hanging Gardens, and there is an entry for a
so-called Codex Judas.

And according to the Ammadon library, dragons became extinct
on Old Earth around the time of Christ.

We purged all those lies finally, wiped them from the memories of
the computers, though we had to cite authorities on a half-dozen
non-Christian worlds before the librarians and academics would
credit that the differences were anything more than a question of
religious preference.

By then the Order of St. Judas had withered in the glare of expo-
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sure. Lukyan Judasson had grown gaunt and angry, and at least half
of his churches had closed.

The heresy never died completely, of course. There are always
those who believe, no matter what. And so to this day The Way of
Cross and Dragon is read on Arion, in the porcelain city Ammadon,
amid murmuring whisperwinds.

Arla-k-Bau and the Truth of Christ carried me back to Vess a year
after my departure, and Archbishop Torgathon finally gave me the
leave of absence I had asked for, before sending me out to fight still
other heresies. So I had my victory, and the Church continued on
much as before, and the Order of St. Judas Iscariot was thoroughly
crushed. The telepath Jon Azure Cross had been wrong, I thought
then. He had sadly underestimated the power of a Knight Inquisi-
tor.

Later, though, I remembered his words.

You cannot burt us, Damien.

Us?

The Order of St. Judas? Or the Liars?

He lied, I think, deliberately, knowing I would go forth and de-
stroy the Way of Cross and Dragon, knowing, too, that I could not
touch the Liars, would not even dare mention them. How could I?
Who would credit it? A grand star-spanning conspiracy as old as
history? It reeks of paranoia, and I had no proof at all.

The telepath lied for Lukyan’s benefit so he would let me go. I am
certain of that now. Cross risked much to ensnare me. Failing, he
was willing to sacrifice Lukyan Judasson and his lie, pawns in some
greater game.

So I left, and I carried within me the knowledge that I was empty
of faith, but for a blind faith in truth—truth I could no longer find
in my Church.

I grew certain of that in my year of rest, which I spent reading
and studying on Vess and Cathaday and Celia’s World. Finally I
returned to the archbishop’s receiving room, and stood again before
Torgathon Nine-Klariis Tn in my very worst pair of boots. “My
Lord Commander,” I said to him, “I can accept no further assign-
ments. I ask that I be retired from active service.”

“For what cause?” Torgathon rumbled, splashing feebly.

“I have lost the faith,” I said to him, simply.

He regarded me for a long time, his pupilless eyes blinking. At
last he said, “Your faith is a matter between you and your confessor.
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I care only about your results. You have done good work, Damien.
You may not retire, and we will not allow you to resign.”

The truth will set us free.

But freedom is cold, and empty, and frightening, and lies can
often be warm and beautiful.

Last year the Church granted me a new ship. I named this one
Dragon.
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Gordon R. Dickson

Gordy (I've never heard his friends call him anything else) is an-
other old-timer, who has appeared only once before in these
volumes. That was in Volume Two, when he won the short story
Hugo in 1965. Here, however, he comes with the winning novella in
1981 and I’'m glad of it, for he is a lovable guy who (like Poul Ander-
son, with whom he went to college) tends to be underrated, in my
opinion. And perhaps for the same reason, for Gordy, too, has a
quiet, unobtrusive personality.

One thing about Gordy has always puzzled me. I have heard him
speak at conventions and he always manages to get lovably mixed
up. His notes get out of order and he tends to lose his place and I sit
in the audience and worry. I say to myself: How on earth is he going
to write stories if he’s letting himself get this disorganized?

And then he does write a story and it’s beautifully organized. Ap-
parently he is two different people, depending on whether he’s
speaking or writing—but lovable both ways.

Gordy’s novella is part of his best-known series of books, that
dealing with the Dorsai. It is an example of what I call “historical
novels of the future,” a subdivision of science fiction in which I am
particularly interested.

While I'm not an expert in the history of SF, I think this sort of
thing began with Bob Heinlein’s Future History series in the early
1940s. Bob wrote a series of stories set against a self-consistent his-
tory of humanity in the future. He bounced back and forth along
the time dimension as he pleased and the readers delighted in it.

I was in part influenced by this to begin something vaguely simi-
lar of my own. (Sam Moskowitz, who #s a science fiction historian,
always complains that science fiction writers strongly resist any sug-
gestion that they have been “influenced.” Not me! I have been influ-
enced right and left and I cheerfully admit it. I just try to improve
on the influence, that’s all.)

I’m referring, of course, to the Foundation series, in which I, too,
told stories set against the background of a future history. Where
Bob’s stories were almost independent and only loosely tied to the
historical background, mine were closely connected and tightly tied
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to the background. In fact, the stories dealt as much with the history
as with the individual characters. I also introduced three things that
(I think) were original with me. I had an all-human galaxy and I had
organized it into a Galactic Empire; that’s two. In addition, I intro-
duced the notion of “psychohistory,” a fictional science that could
predict (after a fashion) the course that history would take.

It is with delight that I realize that the Foundation series has, in
turn, influenced other writers who have, in turn, improved on me
and enriched the field with such tales as those of Dorsai by Gordy
and those of Dune by Frank Herbert. I think I have even contrib-
uted significantly to the thinking that went into the film Star Wars
and its sequels, where a Galactic Empire is also featured and it is
pictured as fighting to suppress a small band of human beings trying
to build a new and better galaxy.



4
LOST DORSAI

PART ONE

I am Corunna El Man.

I brought the little courier vessel down at last at the spaceport of
Nabhar City on Ceta, the large world around Tau Ceti. I had made it
from the Dorsai in six phase shifts to transport, to the stronghold of
Gebel Nahar, our Amanda Morgan—she whom they call the Second
Amanda.

Normally I am far too senior in rank to act as a courier pilot. But
the situation at Gebel Nahar required a contracts expert at Nahar
more swiftly than one could safely be gotten there.

The risks I had taken had not seemed to bother Amanda. That
was not surprising, since she was Dorsai. But neither did she talk to
me much on the trip; and that was a thing that had come to be, with
me, a little unusual.

For things had been different for me after Baunpore. In the massa-
cre there following the siege, when the North Freilanders finally
overran the town, they cut up my face for the revenge of it; and they
killed Else, for no other reason than that she was my wife. There
was nothing left of her then but incandescent gas, and since there
could be nothing to come back to, nor any place where she could be
remembered, I rejected surgery and chose to wear my scars as a
memorial to her.

It was a decision I never regretted. But it was true that with those
scars came an alteration in the way other people reacted to me. With
some I found that I became almost invisible. But nearly all seemed
to relax their natural impulse to keep private their personal secrets
and concerns. It was as if I was like a burnt-out candle in the dark
room of their inner selves—a lightless, but safe, companion whose
presence reassured them that their privacy was still unbreached. I
doubt that Amanda and those I was to meet on this trip to Gebel
Nahar would have talked to me as freely as they later did, if I had
met them back in the days when I had Else, alive.

The Gebel Nahar is a mountain fortress; and for military reasons
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Nahar City, near it, has a spaceport capable of handling deep-space
ships.

The main lobby of the terminal was small, but high-ceilinged and
airy, with bright, enormous heavily framed paintings on all the
walls. We stood in the middle of all this: no one looked directly at us,
although neither I, with my scars, nor Amanda were easy to ignore.

I went over to check with the message desk and found nothing
there for us. Coming back, I had to hunt for Amanda, who had
stepped away from where I had left her.

“El Man—" her voice said without warning, behind me. “Look!”

Her tone had warned me, even as I turned. I caught sight of her
and the painting she was looking at, all in the same moment. It was
high up on one of the walls; and she stood just below it, gazing up.

Sunlight through the transparent front wall of the terminal
flooded her and the picture, alike. She was in all the natural colors of
life—as Else had been—tall, slim, in light blue cloth jacket and short
cream-colored skirt, with white-blond hair and that incredible
youthfulness that her namesake ancestor, the First Amanda, had
also owned. In contrast, the painting was rich in garish pigments,
gold leaf and alazarin crimson, the human figures it depicted caught
in exaggerated, melodramatic attitudes.

Leto de muerte, the large brass plate below it read. Hero’s Death-
Couch, as the title would roughly translate from the bastard, archaic
Spanish spoken by the Naharese. It showed a great, golden bed set
out on an open plain in the aftermath of the battle. All about were
corpses and bandaged officers standing in gilt-encrusted uniforms.
The living surrounded the bed and its occupant, the dead Hero,
who, powerfully muscled yet emaciated, hideously wounded and
stripped to the waist, lay upon a thick pile of velvet cloaks, jeweled
weapons, marvelously wrought tapestries and golden utensils, all of
which covered the bed.

The body lay on its back, chin pointing at the sky, face gaunt with
the agony of death, still firmly holding by one large hand to its
naked chest, the hilt of an oversized and ornate sword, its massive
blade darkened with blood. The wounded officers standing about
and gazing at the corpse were posed in dramatic attitudes. In the
foreground, on the earth beside the bed, a single ordinary soldier in
battle-torn uniform, dying, stretched forth one arm in tribute to the
dead man.

Amanda looked at me. She did not say anything. In order to live,
for two hundred years we on the Dorsai have exported the only
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commodity we owned—the lives of our generations—to be spent in
wars for others’ causes. We live with real war; and to those who do
that, a painting like this one was close to obscenity.

“So that’s how they think here,” said Amanda.

I looked sideways and down at her.

“Every culture has its own fantasies,” I said. “And this culture’s
Hispanic, at least in heritage.”

“Less than ten percent of the Naharese population’s Hispanic
nowadays,” she answered. “Besides, this is a caricature of Hispanic
attitudes.”

She was right. Nahar had originally been colonized by immi-
grants—Gallegos from the northwest of Spain who had dreamed of
large ranches in a large open Territory. After the first wave, those
who came to settle here were of anything but Hispanic ancestry, but
still they had adopted the language and ways they found there.

The original ranchers had become enormously rich—for though
Ceta was a sparsely populated planet, it was food-poor. The later
arrivals swelled the cities of Nahar, and stayed poor—very poor.

“I hope the people I'm to talk to are going to have more than ten
percent of ordinary sense,” Amanda said. “This picture makes me
wonder if they don’t prefer fantasy. If that’s the way it is at Gebel
Nahar . . .”

She left the sentence unfinished, shook her head, and then smiled
at me. The smile lit up her face. It was something different, an
inward lighting deeper and greater than those words usually indi-
cate. I had only met her for the first time, three days earlier, and
Else was all I had ever or would ever want; but now I could see what
people had meant on the Dorsai, when they had said she inherited
her great-great-grandmother’s abilities to both command others and
make them love her.

“No message for us?” she said.

“No—" I began. But then I turned, for out of the corner of my
eye I had seen someone approaching us.

The man striding toward us on long legs was a Dorsai. He was
big. Not the size of the Graeme twins, Ian and Kensie, who com-
manded at Gebel Nahar on the Naharese contract; but close to that
size and noticeably larger than I was. He wore a Naharese army
Bandmaster’s uniform, with warrant officer tabs at the collar; and he
was blond-haired, lean-faced, and no more than in his early twen-
ties. I recognized him as the third son of a neighbor from my own
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canton of High Island, on the Dorsai. His name was Michael de
Sandoval, and little had been heard of him for six years.

“Sir— Ma’am,” he said, stopping in front of us. “Sorry to keep
you waiting. There was a problem getting transport.”

“Michael,” I said. “Have you met Amanda Morgan?”

“No, I haven’t.” He turned to her. “An honor to meet you,
ma’am. I suppose you’re tired of having everyone say they recognize
you from your great-great-grandmother’s pictures?”

“Never tire of it,” said Amanda cheerfully; and gave him her
hand. “But you already know Corunna?”

“The El Man family are High Island neighbors,” said Michael. “If
you’ll come along with me, please? I've already got your luggage in
the bus.”

“Bus?” I said, as we followed him toward one of the window-wall
exits from the terminal.

“The band bus for Third Regiment. It was all I could get.”

We emerged on to a small parking pad and Michael de Sandoval
led us to a thirty-passenger bus. Inside was only an Exotic in a dark
blue robe, white hair, and a strangely ageless face, seated in the
lounge area at the front of the bus. He stood up as we came in.

“Padma, Outbond to Ceta,” said Michael. “Sir, may I introduce
Amanda Morgan, Contracts Adjuster, and Corunna El Man, Senior
Ship Captain, both from the Dorsai? Captain El Man just brought
the Adjuster in by courier.”

“Of course, I know about their coming,” said Padma.

He did not offer a hand to either of us, nor rise. But, like many of
the advanced Exotics I have known, he did not seem to need to.
There was a warmth and peace about him that the rest of us were
immediately caught up in, and any behavior on his part seemed
natural and expected.

We sat down together. Michael ducked into the control compart-
ment, and a moment later, with a soft vibration, the bus lifted from
the parking pad.

“It’s an honor to meet you, Outbond,” said Amanda. “But it’s
even more of an honor to have you meet us.”

Padma smiled slightly.

“I’'m afraid I didn’t come just to meet you,” he said to her. “I had a
call to make, and the phones at Gebel Nahar are not as private as I
liked. When I heard Michael was coming to get you, I rode along to
use the phones in the terminal here.”
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I could see Amanda signaling me to leave her alone with him. It
showed in the way she sat and the angle at which she held her head.

“Excuse me,” I told them. “I think I'll go have a word with Mi-
chael.”

I got up and went forward through the door into the control
section, closing it behind me. Michael sat relaxed, one hand on the
control rod; and I sat down myself in the copilot’s seat.

“How are things at home, sir?” he asked, without turning his head
from the sky ahead of us.

“I’ve only been back this once since you have left, yourself,” I
said. “But it hasn’t changed much. My father died last year.”

“I'm sorry to hear that.”

“Your father and mother are well—and I hear your brothers are
all right, out among the stars,” I said. “But, of course, you know
that.”

“No,” he said, still watching the sky ahead. “I haven’t heard for
quite a while.”

A silence threatened.

“How did you happen to end up here?” I asked. It was almost a
ritual question between Dorsais away from home.

“I heard about Nahar. I thought I'd take a look at it.”

“Did you know it was as fake Hispanic as it is?”

“Not fake,” he said. “Something . . . but not that. You know the
situation here?”

“No. That’s Amanda’s job,” I said. “I’'m just a driver on this trip.
Why don’t you fill me in?”

“You must know some of it already,” he said, “and Ian or Kensie
Graeme will be telling you the rest. But in any case El Conde, the
titular ruler of Nahar, is only a figurehead. His father was set up
with that title by the first Naharese immigrants. They had a dream
of starting their own hereditary aristocracy here, but that never
really worked. Still, on paper, the Conde’s the hereditary sovereign
and Commander-in-Chief. But the army’s always been drawn from
the poor of Nahar and they hate the rich first-immigrants. Now
there’s a revolution brewing.”

“I see,” I said. “So the Graeme’s contract here is with a govern-
ment which may be out of power tomorrow. Amanda’s got a prob-
lem.”

“It’s everyone’s problem,” Michael said. “The only reason the
army hasn’t declared itself for the revolutionaries is because its parts
don’t work together too well. Coming from the outside, the way you
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have, the ridiculousness of the locals’ attitudes may be what catches
your notice first. But actually those attitudes are all the non-rich
have, here, outside of a bare existence—this business of the flags, the
uniforms, the music, the duels over one wrong glance, and the idea
of dying for your regiment—or being ready to go at the throat of
any other regiment at the drop of a hat.”

“But,” I said, “what you’re describing isn’t any practical, working
sort of military force.”

“No. That’s why Kensie and Ian were contracted in here, to turn
the local army into something like an actual defensive force. The
other principalities around Nahar all have their eyes on the ranch-
lands, here. Given a normal situation, the Graemes’d already be
making progress—you know Ian’s reputation for training troops.
But the common soldiers here think of the Graemes as tools of the
ranchers. The truth is, I think Kensie and Ian’d be wise to take their
loss on the contract and get out.”

“If accepting loss and leaving was all there was to it, someone like
Amanda wouldn’t be needed here,” I said. “How about you? What's
your position here? You’re Dorsai too.”

“Am I?” he said to the windshield, in a low voice.

I had at last touched on what had been going unspoken between
us. There was a name for individuals like Michael, back home. They
were called “lost Dorsai.” The name was not used for those who had
chosen to do something other than a military vocation. It was re-
served for those of Dorsai heritage who seemed to have chosen their
life work, whatever it was, and then—suddenly and without expla-
nation—abandoned it. In Michael’s case, as I knew, he had gradu-
ated from the Academy with honors; but after graduation he had
abruptly withdrawn his name from assignment and left the planet,
with no explanation.

“I’'m Bandmaster of the Third Naharese Regiment,” he said, now.
“My regiment likes me. The local people don’t class me with the rest
of you, generally”—he smiled a little sadly, again—"“except that I
don’t get challenged to duels.”

“I see—" I said.

The door to the control compartment opened and Amanda
stepped in.

“Well, Corunna,” she said, “how about giving me a chance to talk
with Michael?”

She smiled past me at him; and he smiled back. Her very presence,
with all it implied of home, was plainly warming to him.
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“Go ahead,” I said, getting up. “I'll go say a word to the Out-
bond.”

“He’s worth talking to,” Amanda spoke after me as I went.

I stepped out, and rejoined Padma. He was looking out the win-
dow, down at the plains area that lay between the city and the small
mountain from which Gebel Nahar took its name. Around and be-
yond that mountain—for the fortlike residence that was Gebel
Nahar faced east—the actual, open grazing land of the cattle plains
began. Our bus was designed to fly at about treetop level, but right
now we were about three hundred meters up. As I stepped out
Padma took his attention from the window.

“Michael’s been telling me that a revolution seems to be brewing
here in Nahar,” I said to him. “That wouldn’t be what brings some-
one like you to Gebel Nahar?”

His hazel eyes were suddenly amused.

“I thought Amanda was the one with the questions,” he said.

He sat in perfectly relaxed stillness, his hands loosely together in
the lap of his robe, light brown against the dark blue. His face was
calm and unreadable. “It’s part of the overall pattern of events on
this world.”

“Just this world?”

He smiled back at me.

“Of course,” he said gently, “our Exotic science of ontogenetics
deals with the interaction of all known human and natural forces,
on all the inhabited worlds. But the situation here in Nahar, and
specifically the situation at Gebel Nahar, is primarily a result of
local, Cetan forces.”

“International planetary politics.”

“Yes,” he said.

“Which ones are backing the revolutionaries?”

He gazed out the window for a moment without speaking. It was
a presumptuous thought on my part to imagine that my strange
geas, that made people want to tell me private things, would work
on an Exotic. But for a moment I had had the familiar feeling that
he was about to open up to me.

“Actually,” he said, “all of the five think they have a hand in it on
the side of the revolutionaries. But bad as Nahar is, now, it would be
a shambles after a successful revolution, with everybody fighting
everybody else for different goals. The other principalities all look
for a situation in which they can move in and gain. But you’re quite
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right. International politics is always at work, and it’s never sim-
plest

“What’s really fueling this situation, then?”

“William,” Padma looked directly at me and for the first time I
felt the remarkable effect of his hazel eyes. His face held such a
calmness that all his expression seemed to be concentrated in those
eyes.

“William?” I asked.

“William of Ceta.”

“That’s right,” I said, remembering. “He owns this world, doesn’t
he?”

“It’s not really correct to say he owns it,” Padma said. “He con-
trols after a fashion, but only by manipulating the outside condi-
tions such as those the ranchers here have to deal with.”

“So he’s behind the revolution?”

“Yes.”

It was plainly William’s involvement that had brought Padma to
this backwater section of the planet. The Exotic science of
ontogenetics, which was essentially a study of how humans inter-
acted, both as individuals and societies, was something they took
very seriously; and William, as one of the movers and shakers of our
time would always have his machinations closely watched by them.

“Well, it’s nothing to do with us, at any rate,” I said, “except as it
affects the Graemes’ contract.”

“I wouldn’t be so sure,” he said. “William hires a good many
mercenaries, directly and indirectly. It would benefit him if events
here could lower the Dorsai reputation and market value.”

“I see—" I began; and broke off as the hull of the bus rang sud-
denly—as if to a sharp blow.

“Down!” I said, pulling Padma to the floor of the vehicle.

“What was it?” he asked, after a moment, but without moving.

“Solid projectile slug. Probably from a heavy hand weapon.” 1
told him. “We’ve been shot at. Stay down, if you please, Outbond.”

I got up myself, staying low, and went into the control compart-
ment. Amanda and Michael both looked around at me, their faces
alert.

“Who’s out to get us?” I asked Michael.

He shook his head.

“Here in Nahar,” he said, “it could be anybody. The revolutionar-
ies, or simply someone who doesn’t like the Dorsai; or someone who
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doesn’t like Exotics—or me. It could be someone drunk, drugged, or
just in a macho mood.”

“—who also has a military hand weapon.”

“There’s that,” Michael said. “But everyone in Nahar is armed;
and most of them, legitimately or not, own military weapons. Any-
way, we're almost down.”

I looked out. The interlocked mass of buildings that was Gebel
Nahar was sprawled halfway down from the top of the small moun-
tain. In the tropical sunlight, it looked like a resort hotel. The only
difference was that each terrace terminated in a wall, and the lowest
of the walls were solid fortifications, with heavy weapons.

“What’s the other side like?” I asked.

“Mountaineering cliff—there’s heavy weapon emplacements cut
out of the rock there, too, and reached by tunnels going clear
through the mountain,” Michael answered. “The ranchers spared
no expense. They and their families might all have to hole up here,
one day.”

But a few moments later we were on the poured concrete surface
of a vehicle pool. The parking area was abnormally silent.

“I don’t know what’s happened—" said Michael.

A voice shouting brought our heads around. A moment later a
soldier wearing an energy sidearm, but dressed in the green and red
Naharese army uniform with band tabs, burst into sight and slid to
a halt, panting before us.

“Sir—" he wheezed, in the local dialect of archaic Spanish.

We waited for him to get his breath; after a second, he tried again.

“They’ve deserted, sir!” he said to Michael, trying to pull himself
to attention. “They’ve gone—all the regiments, everybody!”

“When?” asked Michael.

“Two hours past. It was all planned. Certainly, it was planned! In
each group, at the same time, a man stood up. He said that now was
the time to desert, to show the ricones where the army stood. They
all marched out, with their flags, their guns, everything. Look!”

He turned and pointed outwards. It was possible to see, from this
as from any of the other levels, straight out for miles over the plains.
Looking now, we saw tiny, occasional twinkles of reflected sunlight,
seemingly right on the horizon.

“They are camped out there.”

“Everyone’s gone?” Michael’s words in Spanish brought the
soldier’s eyes back to him.
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“All but us. The soldiers of your band, sir. We are the Conde’s
Elite Guard, now.”

“Where are the two Dorsai Commanders?”

“In their offices, sir.”

“I’ll have to go to them right away,” said Michael to the rest of us.
“Outbond, will you wait in your quarters, or will you come along
with us?”

“I’ll come,” said Padma.

The five of us went across the parking area, between the crowded
vehicles and into a maze of corridors. Through these we found our
way finally to a large suite of offices, where the outward wall of each
room was all window. We found Kensie and Ian Graeme together in
one of the inner offices, standing talking before a massive desk large
enough to serve as a conference table for a half-dozen people.

They turned as we came in—and once again I was hit by the
curious illusion that I usually experienced on meeting these two.

In my own mind I had always laid it to the fact that in spite of
their size—and either one is nearly a head taller than I am—they are
so evenly proportioned physically that from a distance it is easy to
take them for not much more than ordinary height. Then, having
unconsciously underestimated them, you or someone else whose size
you know approaches them; and it is that individual who seems to
shrink as he, she, or you get close. If it is you, you are directly aware
of the change. But if it is someone else, you can still seem to shrink,
along with that other person. To feel yourself become smaller that
way is a strange sensation, even if it is entirely subjective.

In this case, the measuring element turned out to be Amanda,
who ran to the two brothers the minute we entered the room. Her
homestead, Fal Morgan, was the one closest to the Graeme home of
Foralie and the three of them had grown up together. She was not a
small woman, but by the time she had reached them and was hug-
ging Kensie, she seemed to have become not only tiny, but fragile;
and suddenly—again, as it always does—the room seemed to orient
itself about the two Graemes.

I followed her and held out my hand to the first one I reached,
who was Ian.

“Corunna!” he said. His large hand wrapped around mine. His
face—so different, yet so like, to his twin brother’s—looked down
into mine. Only it was not a physical difference, for all its powerful
effect on the eye. Literally, it was that Ian was lightless, and all the
bright element that might have been in him was instead in his
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brother, so that Kensie radiated double the human normal amount
of sunny warmth. Dark and light. Night and day. Brother and
brother.

And yet, there was a closeness between them of a kind that I have
never seen in any other two human beings.

“Do you go back right away?” Ian was asking me. “Or will you be
staying to take Amanda?”

“I can stay,” I said. “Can I be of use here?”

“Yes,” Ian said. “You and I should talk. Just a minute, though—"

He turned to greet Amanda in his turn and tell Michael to check
and see if the Conde was available for a visit. Michael went out with
the soldier who had met us at the vehicle pool. It seemed that Mi-
chael and his bandsmen, plus a handful of servants and the Conde
himself, added up to the total present population of Gebel Nahar,
outside of those in this room. The ramparts were designed to be
defended by a handful of people, if necessary; but we had barely
more than a handful in the forty members of the regimental band
Michael had led, and they were evidently untrained in anything but
marching.

We left Kensie with Amanda and Padma. Ian led me into an ad-
joining office, waved me to a chair, and took one himself.

His arms lay relaxed upon the arms of the chair, his massive
hands loosely curved about the ends of those chair arms. There was,
as there always had been, something utterly lonely but utterly invin-
cible about Ian. Most non-Dorsais seem to draw a noticeable com-
fort from having a Dorsai around in times of physical danger, as if
they assumed that any one of us would know the right thing to do
and so do it. It may sound fanciful, but I have to say that in some-
what the same way as the non-Dorsai reacted to the Dorsai, so did
most of the Dorsai I've known always react to Ian.

“It’ll take them two days to settle in out there,” Ian said now,
nodding at the window wall, beyond which lay the nearly invisible
encampments on the plain. “After that, they’ll either have to move
against us, or they’ll start fighting among themselves. That means
we can expect to be overrun in two days.”

“Unless what?” I asked. He looked back at me.

“There’s always an unless,” I said.

“Unless Amanda can find us an honorable way out of the situa-
tion,” he said. “As it now stands, there doesn’t seem to be any way
out. Our only hope is that she can find something in the contract or
the situation that the rest of us have overlooked.”
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“Isn’t there anything you think she might be able to use?” I asked.

“No,” he said. “It’s a hope against hope. An honor problem.”

“What makes it so sensitive that you need an Adjuster from
home?” I asked.

“William. You know him, of course. But how much do you know
about the situation in Nahar?”

I repeated what I had picked up from Michael and Padma.

“Nothing else?” he asked.

“I haven’t had time to find out anything else.”

“William . . .” he said. “It’s my fault we’re into this, rather than
Kensie’s. I'm the strategist, he’s the tactician on this contract. The
large picture was my job, and I didn’t look far enough.”

“If there were things the Naharese government didn’t tell you,
then there’s your out, right there.”

“Oh, the contract’s challengeable, all right,” Ian said. He smiled. I
know there are those who like to believe that he never smiles; and
that notion is nonsense. But his smile is like all the rest of him. “It
isn’t the information they held back that’s trapped us, it’s this mat-
ter of honor. Not just our personal honor—the reputation and
honor of all Dorsai. They’ve got us in a position where whether we
stay and die or go and live, it’ll tarnish the planetary reputation.”

I frowned at him.

“How can they do that?”

“Partly,” said Ian, “because William’s an extremely able strategist
himself. Partly, because it didn’t occur to me or Kensie that we were
getting into a three-party rather than a two-party agreement.”

“I don’t follow you.”

“The type of country the original settlers tried to set up here,” he
said “was something that could only exist under uncrowded, near-
pioneering conditions. After that, the semi-feudal notion of open
plains and large individual holdings of land got to be impractical, on
the international level of this world. Of course, the first settlers,
those Gallegos from Galicia in northwest Spain, saw that coming
from the start. That was why they built this place we're setting in.”

His smile came again.

“But that was back when they were only trying to delay the inevi-
table,” he said. “Sometime in more recent years they evidently de-
cided to come to terms with it.”

“Bargain with the neighbor countries?”

“Bargain with the rest of Ceta,” he said. “Which is William—for
all practical purposes.”
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“There again, if they had an agreement with William that they
didn’t tell you about,” I said, “you’ve every excuse to void the con-
tract.”

“Their deal with William isn’t a written, or even a spoken con-
tract,” Ian answered. “What the ranchers did was let him know that
he could have the control he wanted here in Nahar if he’d meet their
terms.”

“And what did they want in exchange?”

“A guarantee that their life-style and this pocket culture they’d
developed would be maintained and protected.”

He looked under his dark brows at me.

“I see,” I said. “How did they think William could do that?”

“They didn’t know. But they didn’t worry about it. They just let
the fact be known to William that if they got what they wanted
they’d stop fighting his attempts to control Nahar directly. That’s
why there’s no other contract we can cite as an excuse to break this
one.”

“It sounds like William. If I know him,” I said, “he’d even enjoy
engineering whatever situation was needed to keep this country
fifty years behind the times. But you still haven’t explained this
business of your being trapped here, not by the contract, but by the
general honor of the Dorsai.”

Ian nodded.

“William’s taken care of both things,” he said. “His plan was for
the Naharese to hire Dorsai to make their army a working unit.
Then his revolutionary agents would cause a revolt of that army.
Then he could step in with his own non-Dorsai officers to control
the situation and bring order back to Nahar.”

“I see,” I said.

“He then would mediate the matter,” Ian went on. “The revolu-
tionary people would be handed some limited say in the government
—under his control, of course—and the ranchers would give up
their absolute authority but little of anything else.”

“So,” I said, thoughtfully, “what he’s after is to show that his
military people can do things Dorsai can’t?”

“That’s it,” said Ian. “We command the price we do now only
because military experts like ourselves are in limited supply. If they
want Dorsai results—military situations dealt with at either no cost
or a minimum cost, in life and materiel—they have to hire Dorsai.
That’s as it stands now. But if it looks like others can do the same job
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as well or better, our price has to go down, and our world will begin
to starve.”

“It’d take some years for the Dorsai to starve. In that time we
could live down the results of this, maybe.”

“But it goes farther than that. William isn’t the first to dream of
being able to hire all the Dorsai and use them as a personal force to
dominate the other worlds. We’ve never considered allowing that
yet. But if William can depress our price below what we need to
keep the Dorsai free and independent, then he can offer us survival
wages, available from him alone, and we’ll have no choice but to
accept.”

“Then you’ve got no choice, yourself,” I said. “You’ve got to break
this contract, no matter what it costs.”

“I’m afraid not,” he answered. “The cost looks right now to be the
one we can’t afford to pay. You'll understand when you see El
Conde—"

The door opened and Amanda herself looked in.

“It seems some local people calling themselves the Governors
have just arrived—" Her tone was humorous, but every line of her
body spoke of serious concern. “Evidently, I'm supposed to go and
talk with them right away. Are you coming, Ian?”

“Kensie is all you’ll need,” Ian said. “We’ve trained them to real-
ize that they don’t necessarily get both of us on deck every time they
whistle. You’ll find it’s just another step in the dance, anyway—
there’s nothing to be done with them.”

“All right,” she said, and went out.

“Sure you don’t want to be there?” I asked him.

“No need.” He got up. “Come along, then. It’s important you
understand the situation here thoroughly. If Kensie and myself
should both be knocked out, Amanda would only have you to help
her handle things. I wanted you to meet the Conde de Nahar. I've
been waiting to hear from Michael as to whether the old man’s
receiving, right now, but we won’t wait any longer. Let’s go see
how the old gentleman is.”

He led the way out of the room. We left the suite of offices and
began to travel the corridors of Gebel Nahar once more. Twice we
took lift tubes and once we rode a motorized strip down one long
corridor; but at the end Ian pushed open a door and we stepped into
what was obviously the orderly room fronting a barracks section.

The soldier bandsman seated behind the desk there came to his
feet immediately at the sight of us.
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“Sirs!” he said, in Spanish.

“I ordered Mr. de Sandoval to find out for me if the Conde would
receive Captain El Man here, and myself,” Ian said in the same
language. “Do you know where the Bandmaster is now?”

“No, sir. He has not come back. Sir—it is not always possible to
contact the Conde quickly—"

“I’'m aware of that,” said Ian. “Rest easy. Mr. de Sandoval’s due
back here shortly, then?”

“Yes, sir. Any minute now. Would the sirs care to wait in the
Bandmaster’s office?”

“Yes,” said Ian.

The orderly turned to usher us through a farther entrance into a
larger room, very orderly and with a clean desk, filing cabinets, and
with its walls hung with musical instruments.

Most of these were ones I had never seen before. There was one
that looked like an early Scottish bagpipe. It had only a single drone,
some seventy centimeters long, and a chanter about half that length.
Another was obviously a keyed bugle of some sort, but with most of
its central body length wrapped with red cord ending in dependent
tassels. I moved about the walls, examining each as I came to it,
while Ian took a chair and watched me. I came back at length to the
deprived bagpipe.

“Can you play this?” I asked Ian.

“I’m not a piper,” said Ian. “I can blow a bit, of course—but I've
never played anything but regular highland pipes. You’d better ask
Michael if you want a demonstration. Apparently, he plays every-
thing—and plays it well.”

I turned away from the walls and took a seat, myself.

“What do you think?” asked Ian. I was gazing around the office.

I looked back at him and saw his gaze curiously upon me.

“It’s . . . strange,” I said.

And the room was strange. Just as there are subtle characteristics
by which one born to the Dorsai will recognize another, so there are
small signals about the office of anyone on military duty and from
that world. So, Michael de Sandoval’s office was unmistakably the
office of a Dorsai. But, at the same time, it owned a strange differ-
ence from any other Dorsai’s office.

“He’s got these musical instruments displayed as if they were
fighting tools,” I said, “and no weapons visible.”

Ian nodded. If Michael had chosen to hang a banner from one of
the walls testifying to the fact that he would absolutely refuse to lay
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his hands upon a weapon, he could not have announced himself
more plainly to Ian and myself.

“It seems to be a strong point with him,” I said. “I wonder what
happened?”

“His business, of course,” said Ian.

“Yes,” I said.

But the discovery hit me hard—because suddenly I identified
what I had felt in young Michael from the first moment I had met
him, here on Ceta. It was pain, a deep and abiding pain; and you
cannot have known someone since he was in childhood and not be
moved by that sort of pain.

The orderly stuck his head into the room.

“Sirs,” he said, “the Bandmaster comes.”

“Thank you,” said Ian.

A moment later, Michael came in. “Sorry to keep you waiting—"
he began.

“Perfectly all right,” Ian said. “The Conde made you wait?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Well, is he available now?”

“Yes, sir. You’re both most welcome.”

“Good.” Ian stood up and so did I. “Amanda Morgan is seeing the
Governors, at the moment. You might keep yourself available for
her.”

“I’ll be right here,” said Michael. “Sir—I wanted to apologize for
my orderly’s making excuses about my not being here when you
came—my men have been told not to—"

“It’s all right, Michael,” said Ian. “You’d be an unusual Dorsai if
they didn’t try to protect you.”

“Still—" said Michael.

“Still,” said Ian, “I know they’ve trained only as bandsmen. They
may be line troops at the moment—all the line troops we’ve got to
hold this place with—but I’'m not expecting miracles.”

“Well,” said Michael. “Thank you, Commander.”

We went out. Once more lan led me through a maze of corridors
and lifts.

“How many of his bandsmen decided to stay with him when the
regiments moved out?” I asked as we went.

“All of them,” said Ian.

“And no one else stayed?”

Ian looked at me with a glint of humor.
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“You have to remember,” he said, “Michael did graduate from the
Academy, after all.”

A final short distance down a wide corridor brought us to a mas-
sive pair of double doors. Ian touched a visitor’s button on the right-
hand door and spoke to an annunciator panel in Spanish.

“Commander Ian Graeme and Captain El Man are here with per-
mission to see the Conde.”

There was the pause of a moment and then one of the doors
opened to show us another of Michael’s bandsmen.

“Be pleased to come in, sirs,” he said.

“Thank you,” Ian said as we walked past. “Where’s the Conde’s
majordomo?”

“He’s gone, sir. Also the other servants.”

3 e

The room we had just been let into was a wide foyer filled with
enormous and magnificently kept furniture but lacking windows.
The bandsman led us through two more rooms like it, into a third,
finally window-walled room. A stick-thin old man dressed in black
was standing with the help of a silver-headed cane, before the center
of the window area.

The soldier slipped out of the room. Ian led me to the old man.

“El Conde,” he said in Spanish, “may I introduce Captain Co-
runna El Man? Captain, you have the honor of meeting El Conde de
Nahar, Macias Francisco Ramén Manuel Valentin y Compostela y
Abente.”

“You are welcome, Captain El Man,” said the Conde. He spoke a
more correct, if more archaic, Spanish than that of the other
Naharese I had so far met; and his voice was the thin remnant of
what once must have been a remarkable bass. “We will sit down
now, if you please. If my age produces a weakness, it is that it is
wearisome to stand for any length of time.”

We settled ourselves in heavy, overstuffed chairs with massively
padded arms—more like thrones than chairs.

“Captain El Man,” said Ian, “has brought Amanda Morgan here
to discuss the present situation with the Governors. She’s talking to
them now.”

“I have not met”—the Conde hesitated over her name—‘Amanda
Morgan.”

“She is one of our experts.”

“I would like to meet her.”

“She’s looking forward to meeting you.”
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“Possibly this evening? I would have liked to have had all of you
to dinner, but my servants have gone.”

“I just learned that,” said Ian.

“They may go,” said the Conde. “They will not be allowed to
return. Nor will the regiments who have deserted their duty be
allowed to return to my armed forces.”

“With the Conde’s indulgence,” said Ian, “we don’t yet know all
their reasons for leaving. Perhaps some leniency is justified.”

“I can think of none.” The Conde’s back was as erect as a flagstaff
and his dark eyes did not waver. “But, if you think so, I can reserve
judgment momentarily.”

“We’d appreciate that,” Ian said.

“You are very lenient.” The Conde looked at me. His voice took
on an unexpected timbre. “Captain, has the Commander here told
you? Those deserters out there”—he flicked a finger toward the win-
dow and the plains beyond—*“under the instigation of people calling
themselves revolutionaries, have threatened to take over Gebel
Nabhar. If they dare to come here, I and what few loyal servants
remain will resist. To the death!”

“The Governors—" Ian began.

“The Governors have nothing to say in the matter!” The Conde
turned fiercely on him. “Once, their fathers and grandfathers chose
my father to be El Conde. I inherited that title and while I live, I
will be El Conde. I will remain, I will fight—alone if need be—as
long as I am able. But I will retreat, never! I will compromise,
never!”

He continued to talk for some minutes; but although his words
changed, the message of them remained the same. He would not
give an inch to anyone who wished to change the governmental
system in Nahar. He would never yield, in spite of reason or the
overwhelming odds against him.

After a while he ran down. He apologized graciously for his emo-
tion, but not for his attitude; and after a few minutes more of mean-
inglessly polite conversation on the history of Gebel Nahar itself, let
us leave.

“So you see part of our problem,” said Ian to me when we were
alone again, walking back to his offices. “We can’t just abandon
him.”

We went a little distance together in silence.

“Part of that problem,” I said, “seems to lie in the difference be-
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tween our idea of honor, and theirs. Did you ever read Calderon’s
poem about the Mayor of Zalemea?”

“I don’t think so. Calderon?”

“Pedro Calderon de la Barca, seventeenth century Spanish poet.
He wrote a poem called El Alcalde de Zalamea.”

I gave him the lines of which he had reminded me.

Al Rey la hacienda y la vida
Se ha de dar; pero el honor
Es patrimonio del alma

Y el alma solé es de Dios.

“‘—Fortune and life we owe to the King,’” murmured lan, “ ‘but
bonor is patrimony of the soul and the soul belongs to God alone.’ 1 see what
you mean.”

I started to say something, then decided it was too much effort. I
was aware of Ian glancing sideways at me as we went.

“When did you eat last?” he asked.

“I don’t remember,” I said. “But I don’t particularly need food
right now.”

“You need sleep, then,” said Ian, “I'm not surprised, after the way
you made it here from the Dorsai.”

“Yes,” I said.

Now that I had admitted to tiredness, it was an effort even to
think. For those who have never navigated between the stars, it is
easy to forget the implications of the fact that danger increases rap-
idly with the distance moved in a single shift—beyond a certain safe
amount of light-years. For three days I had had no more than cat-
naps between periods of calculation. I was numb with a fatigue I
had held at bay until this moment with the body adrenaline.

The bandsman supplied by Ian showed me at last to my suite. It
consisted of three window-walled rooms, each with a door in it to let
me out onto a small balcony running the length of this particular
level. The balcony was divided into areas for each suite by tall plants
in pots at each division point.

I checked balcony and suite, locked the doors, and slept.

It was sometime after dark when I awoke, suddenly, to the sound
of the call chime at the front door of my suite.

I reached over and keyed on the annunciator circuit.

“Yes?” I said. “Who is it?”

“Michael de Sandoval,” said Michael’s voice. “Can I come in?”

I touched the stud that unlocked the corridor door in the adjoin-
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ing sitting room. It swung open, letting in a knife-blade sharp swath
of light I could see through the doorway to my bedroom. I was on
my feet and moving to meet him in the sitting room as the door
closed behind him.

“What is it?” I asked.

“The ventilating system’s gone out on this level,” he said; and I
realized that the air in the suite was now perfectly motionless—
motionless and beginning to be a little warm and stuffy.

“I wanted to check the quarters of everyone on this level,” Mi-
chael said. “I’d suggest I open the door to the balcony for you, sir.”

“Thanks,” I said. “What was the situation with the servants? Were
they revolutionary sympathizers, too?”

“Not necessarily.” He unlocked the door and propped it open to
the night air, which came coolly and sweetly through the aperture.
“They just didn’t want their throats cut along with the Conde’s,
when the army stormed its way back in here.”

“I see,” I said.

“Yes.” He came back to me in the center of the sitting room.

“What time is it?” I asked. “I’ve been sleeping as if I was under
drugs.”

“A little before midnight.”

I sat down in one of the chairs of the unlighted sitting room. The
glow of the soft exterior lights spaced at ten-meter intervals along
the balcony came dimly through the window wall.

“Sit for a moment,” I said. “Tell me. How did Amanda do with
the Governors?”

I barely saw the shrug of his shoulders in the gloom.

“There was nothing much to be done with them,” he said. “They
wanted reassurances that Ian and Kensie could handle the situation.
Effectively, it was all choreographed.”

“They’ve left, then?”

“That’s right. They asked for guarantees for the safety of the
Conde. Both Ian and Kensie told them that there was no such thing
as a guarantee; but we’d protect the Conde, of course, with every
means at our disposal. Then they left.”

“It sounds,” I said, “as if Amanda could have saved her time and
effort.”

“No. She said she wanted to get the feel of them.” He leaned
forward. “You know, she’s something to write home about. She says
there’s no question that there’s a way out—it’s just that finding it in
the next twenty-four to thirty-six hours is asking a lot.”
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“I see,” I said. “Is there anything I can do? Would you like me to
spell you on the duty officer bit?”

“You're to rest, Ian says. He’ll need you tomorrow. I'm getting
along fine with my duties.” He moved toward the front door of the
suite. “Good night.”

“Good night,” I said.

He went out, the knife of light from the corridor briefly cutting
across the carpeting of my sitting room again and vanishing as the
door latched behind him.

I stayed where I was, enjoying the night breeze through the
propped-open door. I may have dozed. At any rate I came to, sud-
denly, to the sound of voices from the balcony. Not from my por-
tion of the balcony, but from the portion next to it, beyond my
bedroom window to the left.

“. . . yes,” a voice was saying. Ian had been in my mind; and for a
second I thought I was hearing him speak. But it was Kensie.

“I don’t know . . .” It was Amanda’s voice answering, a troubled
voice.

“Time goes by quickly,” Kensie said. “Look at us. It was just
yesterday we were in school together.”

“I know,” she said, “you’re talking about it being time to settle
down. But maybe I never will.”

“How sure are you of that?”

“Not sure, of course.” Her voice changed as if she had moved
some little distance from him.

“Then you could take the idea of settling down under consider-
ation.”

“No,” she said. “I know I don’t want to do that.”

Her voice changed again, as if she had turned and come back to
him. “Maybe I’'m ghost-ridden, Kensie. Maybe it’s the old spirit of
the first Amanda that’s ruling out the ordinary things for me.”

“She married—three times.”

“But her husbands weren’t important to her, that way. She really
belonged to everyone, not just to her husbands and children. Don’t
you understand? I think that’s the way it’s going to have to be for
me, too.”

He said nothing. After a long moment she spoke again, and her
voice was lowered, and drastically altered.

“Kensie! Is it that important?”

His voice was lightly humorous, but the words came a fraction
more slowly than they had before.
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“It seems to be.”

“But it’s something we both just fell into, as children. It was just
an assumption on both our parts. Since then, we've grown up.
You've changed. I've changed.”

b g

“You don’t need me. Kensie, you don’t need me—" Her voice was
soft. “Everybody loves you.”

“Could I trade?” The humorous tone persisted. “Everybody for
you?”

“Kensie, don’t!”

“You ask a lot,” he said; and now the humor was gone, but there
was still nothing in the way he spoke that reproached her. “I'd prob-
ably find it easier to stop breathing.”

There was another silence.

“Why can’t you see? I don’t have any choice,” she said. “We’re
both what we are, and stuck with what we are.”

“Yes,” he said.

The silence, this time, lasted. But they did not move. My ear was
now sensitized. They had been standing apart, and they stayed
standing apart.

“Yes,” he said again, finally—and this time it was a long, slow yes,
a tired yes. “Life moves. And all of us move with it, whether we like
it or not.”

She moved to him, now.

“You’re exhausted,” she said. “Get some rest. Things’ll look differ-
ent in the daylight.”

“That sometimes happens.” The humor was back, but there was
effort behind it. “Not that I believe it, in this case.”

They went back inside.

I sat where I was, wide awake. There had been no way for me to
get up and get away from their conversation without letting them
know I was there. I still had the ugly feeling that I had been intrud-
ing where I should not have been.

There was no point in moving now. I sat where I was, so con-
cerned with my own feelings that I did not pay close attention to the
sounds around me. A small noise in my own entrance to the balcony
area alerted me; and I looked up to see a dark silhouette in the
doorway.

“You heard,” Amanda’s voice said.

“Yes,” I told her. “I happened to be sitting here when you came
out on the balcony. There was no chance to shut the door or move.”
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“It’s all right.” She came in. “No, don’t turn on the light.”

I dropped the hand I had lifted toward the control studs in the
arm of my chair. With the illumination from the balcony behind
her, she could see me better than I could see her. She sat down in the
chair Michael had occupied a short while before.

“I told myself I’d step over and see if you were sleeping,” she said.
“Ian has a lot of work for you tomorrow. But I think I was really
hoping to find you awake.”

“I don’t want to intrude,” I said.

“If I reach out and haul you in by the scruff of the neck, are you
intruding? I'm the one who’s thinking of intruding—of intruding
my problems on you.”

“That’s not necessarily an intrusion,” I said.

“I hoped you’d feel that way,” she said. “I need to have all my
mind on what I'm doing here and personal matters have ended up
getting in the way.”

She paused.

“You don’t really mind people spilling all over you?”

“No,” I said.

“I thought so. I had the feeling you wouldn’t. Do you think of
Else much?”

“When other things aren’t on my mind.”

“I wish I'd known her.”

“She was someone to know.”

“Yes. Knowing someone else is what makes the difference. The
trouble is, often we don’t know. Or we don’t know until too late.”
She paused. “I suppose you think, after what you heard just now,
that I'm talking about Kensie?”

“Aren’t you?”

“No. Kensie and Ian—the Graemes are so close to us Morgans
that we might as well all be related. You don’t usually fall in love
with a relative when you’re young. The kind of person you imagine
falling in love with is someone strange and exciting—someone from
fifty light-years away.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said. “Else was a neighbor and I
think I grew up being in love with her.”

“I'm sorry.” Her silhouette shifted a little in the darkness. “I'm
really just talking about myself. When I was younger, I just assumed
I'd wind up with Kensie, that I'd have to have something wrong
with me not to want someone like him.”

“And you’ve got something wrong with you?” I said.
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“Yes,” she said. “That’s it. I grew up, that’s the trouble.”

“Everybody does.”

“I don’t mean I grew up physically. I mean, I matured. We live a
long time, we Morgans, and I suppose we’re slower growing up
than most. Did you ever have a wild animal as a pet as a child?”

“Several,” 1 said.

“Then you’ve run into what I'm talking about. While it’s young,
it’s cuddly and tame; but when it grows up, the day comes when it
bites or slashes at you without warning. People talk about that being
part of their wild nature. But it isn’t. Humans change the same way.
You grow up. Then the day comes when someone tries to play with
you and you aren’t in a playing mood—and you react with ‘Back off?
What I want is just as important as what you want!” And all at once, the
time of your being young and cuddly is over, forever.”

“Of course,” I said. “That happens to all of us.”

“But to us—to us Dorsai—it happens too late!” she said. “That’s
the cruel part of it. Or rather, we start life too early. By the age of
seventeen we have to be out and working like an adult, either at
home or on some other world. We’re pitchforked into adulthood.
There’s never any time to take stock, to realize what it’s going to
turn us into. We don’t realize we aren’t cubs any more until one day
we slash or bite someone without warning; and then we know we’ve
changed. But it’s too late then for us to adjust to the change in the
other person because we’ve already been trapped by our own
change.”

She stopped. I sat, waiting. From my experience with this sort of
thing since Else died, I knew that I no longer needed to talk. She
would carry the conversation, herself.

“No, it wasn’t Kensie I was talking about when I first came in
here and said the trouble is you don’t know someone else until too
late. It’s Ian.”

“Ian?” I echoed.

“Yes,” she said. “When I was young, I didn’t understand Ian. I do
now. Then, I thought he was simply solid all the way through, like a
piece of wood. But he’s not. Everything you can see in Kensie is
there in Ian, only there’s no light to see it by. Now I know. And
now it’s too Jate.”

“Too late?” I said. “He’s not married, is he?”

“Married? Not yet. But you didn’t know? Look at the picture on
his desk. Her name’s Leah. She’s on Earth. He met her there, four
years ago. But that’s not what I mean. I mean—it’s too late for me.
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I've got the curse of the First Amanda. I'm born to belong to a lot of
people, first; and to any single person, second. As much as I'd give
for Ian, that equation would sooner or later put even him in second
place for me. I can’t do that to him.”

“Maybe Ian’d be willing to agree to those terms.”

She did not answer for a second. Then I heard a slow intake of
breath from the darker darkness that was her.

“Would you suggest something like that to Ian if our positions
were reversed?”

“I didn’t suggest it,” I said. “I mentioned it.”

Another pause.

“You're right,” she said. “I know what I want and what I’'m afraid
of in myself, and it seems to me so obvious I keep thinking everyone
else must know too.”

She stood up.

“Thank you, Corunna,” she said.

“I’ve done nothing,” I said.

“Thank you, anyway. Good night. Sleep if you can.”

She stepped out through the door; and through the window wall I
watched her, very erect, pass to my left until she walked out of my
sight beyond the sitting room wall.

I went back to bed, not really expecting to fall asleep again easily.
But I dropped off and slept like a dead man.

When I woke it was morning and my bedside phone was chiming.
I flicked it on and Michael looked at me out of the screen.

“I'm sending a man up with maps of the interior of Gebel
Nahar,” he said, “so you can find your way around. Breakfast’s
available in the General Staff Lounge, if you’re ready.”

“Thanks,” I told him.

I got up and was ready when his bandsman arrived; and the
bandsman showed me to the General Staff Lounge. Ian was the only
other there and he was just finishing his meal.

“Sit down,” he said.

I sat.

“I’'m assuming we’ll be defending this place in twenty-four hours
or so,” he said. “I’d like you to familiarize yourself with its defenses,
particularly the first line of walls and its weapons, so that you can
either direct the men working them, or take over the general de-
fense.”

“What have you got in mind for a general defense?” I asked.

“We’ve got just about enough of Michael’s troops to man that first
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wall and have a handful in reserve,” he said. “Most of them have
never touched anything but a hand weapon in their life, but we’ve
got to use them to fight with the emplaced energy weapons against
foot attack up the slope. I'd like you to drill them on the weapons.
Get breakfast in you; and I'll tell you how I expect the regiments to
attack and what we might do when they try it.”

He went on talking while my food came and I ate. Boiled down,
his expectations were of a series of infantry wave attacks up the
slope until the first wall was overrun. He planned a defense of the
first wall until the last safe moment, then destruction of the em-
placed weapons, and a quick retreat to the second wall with its
weapons—and so, step by step, retreating up the terraces. It was
essentially the sort of defense that Gebel Nahar had been designed
for by its builders.

The problem would be in getting absolutely green troops like the
Naharese bandsmen to retreat coolheadedly. If they could not, then
the first wave over the ramparts could reduce their numbers to the
point where there would not be enough of them to make any worth-
while defense of the second terrace, to say nothing of the third, the
fourth, and so on, and still have men left for a final stand within the
top three levels.

Given an equal number of veteran, properly trained troops, to say
nothing of Dorsai-trained ones, we might even have held Gebel
Nabhar in that fashion and inflicted enough casualties to eventually
make them pull back. But the most we could hope to do with what
we had was inflict a maximum of damage while losing.

I finished eating and got up to go.

“Where’s Amanda?” I asked.

“She’s working with Padma,” Ian said.

“I didn’t know Exotics took sides.”

“He’s not.” Ian said. “He’s just making—his knowledge available.
That’s standard Exotic practice, as you know as well as I do. He and
Amanda are still hunting some political angle.”

“What do you think their chances are?”

Ian shook his head.

“But,” he said, shuffling together the papers he had spread out
before him on the lounge table, “of course, where they’re looking is
a far ways out, beyond the areas of strategy I know. We can hope.”

He got up, holding his papers, and we went out; I to Michael’s
office, he to his own.

Michael was not in his office. The orderly directed me to the first
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wall; and I found him there, already drilling his men on the em-
placed weapons. I worked with them for most of the morning and
then we stopped, because his untrained troops were exhausted and
beginning to make mistakes simply out of fatigue.

Michael sent them to lunch. He and I went back to his office and
had sandwiches and coffee brought in by his orderly.

“What about this?” I asked, after we were done, getting up and
going to the wall where the archaic-looking bagpipe hung. “I asked
Ian about it, but he said he’d only played highland pipes; and that if
I wanted a demonstration, to ask you.”

Michael looked up from his seat behind his desk.

“That’s a gaita gallega,” he said. “Or, to be correct, it’s a local
imitation of the gaita gallega you can still find back on Earth. It’s a
perfectly playable instrument to anyone who’s familiar with the
highland pipes. Ian could have played it.”

“He seemed to think you could play it better,” I said.

“Well . . .” Michael grinned again. “Perhaps, a bit. Do you really
want to hear it?” he asked.

“Yes, I would.”

He took it down from the wall.

“We’ll have to step outside,” he said.

We went back out on to the first terrace. He swung the pipe up in
his arms, the long single drone resting on his left shoulder and
pointing up into the air behind him. He took the mouthpiece be-
tween his lips and laid his fingers across the holes of the chanter.
Then he blew up the bag and began to play.

Michael played something Scottish and standard—T7be Flowers of
the Forest, 1 think—pacing slowly up and down. Then, abruptly, he
swung around and stepped out, playing something entirely differ-
ent.

I wish there were words in me to describe it. It was anything but
Scottish. It was Hispanic, right down to its backbones—a wild, bar-
baric, musically ornate challenge that heated the blood in my veins.

He finished at last with a sort of dying wail as he swung the
deflating bag down from his shoulder. He looked drawn and old.

“What was that?” I demanded.

“It’s got a polite name for polite company,” he said. “But nobody
uses it. The Naharese call it Su Madre.”

“Your Mother?” 1 echoed. Then, of course, it hit me. The Spanish
language has a number of elaborate and poetically insulting curses
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to throw at your enemy about his ancestry; and the words su madre
are found in most of them.

“Yes,” said Michael. “It’s what you play when you’re daring the
enemy to come out and fight. It accuses him of being less than a man
in all the senses of that phrase—and the Naharese love it.”

He sat down on the rampart suddenly, like someone very tired
and discouraged.

“And they like me,” he said, “My bandsmen, my regiment—they
like me.”

“Usually,” I said, “men like their Dorsai officers.”

“That’s not what I mean.” He was still staring at the wall. “I've
made no secret here of the fact I won’t touch a weapon. They’ve all
known it from the day I signed on.”

“I see,” I said. “So that’s it.”

He looked up at me, abruptly.

“Do you know how they react to cowards—as they consider them
—in this splinter culture? They show their manhood by knocking
them around here. But they don’t touch me. They don’t even chal-
lenge me to duels, as I said.”

“They don’t believe you,” I said.

“That’s it.” His face was almost savage. “Why not?”

“Because you only say you won’t use a weapon,” I told him
bluntly. “In body language and every other language you speak, you
broadcast just the opposite information—that you’re so good none
of them who’d challenge you would stand a chance. You could not
only defeat someone like that, you could make him look foolish. The
message is in the very way you walk and talk. How else could it be?”

“That’s not true!” he got suddenly to his feet, holding the gaita. “I
live what I believe in—"

He stopped.

“Maybe we’d better get back to work,” I said.

“No!” The word burst out of him. “I want to tell someone. I want
someone to . . .”

He broke off. He had been about to say “someone to understand
. . .7 but I could not help him. There is something in me that tells
me when to speak and when not to.

And now I was being held silent.

He struggled with himself for a few seconds, and then calm
seemed to flow over him.

“No,” he said, as if talking to himself, “what people think doesn’t
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matter. But we’re not likely to live through this and I want to know
how you react.”

He looked at me.

“I’ve got to know how they’d take it, back home,” he said, “if I
could explain it to them. And your family is like mine, from the
same canton, the same neighborhood, the same sort of ances-
iy coe s

“Did it occur to you you might not owe anyone an explanation?” I
said. “When your parents raised you, they only paid back the debt
they owed their parents for raising them. If you’ve any obligation
it’s to the Dorsai in general, to bring in interstellar exchange credits.
And you’ve done that by becoming bandmaster here. Anything be-
yond that’s your own private business.”

It was quite true. The vital currency between worlds was not
wealth, but work credits. The inhabited worlds trade special skills,
packaged in human individuals; and the exchange credits earned by
a Dorsai on Newton enables the Dorsai to hire a geophysicist from
Newton—or a physician from Kultis. Michael had been earning
such credits ever since he had come here. True, he might have
earned these at a higher rate if he had chosen work as a mercenary
combat officer; but the credits he did earn as bandmaster more than
justified the expense of his education and training.

“I'm not talking about that—" he began.

“No,” I said, “you’re talking about a point of obligation and
honor not very different from what the Naharese use.”

He stood for a second, absorbing that.

“You're telling me,” he said, “you don’t want to listen.”

“Now,” I said, “you really are talking like a Naharese.”

“Yes,” he said, suddenly weary. “Would you sit down?”

He gestured to the rampart and sat down himself.

“Do you know I’'m a happy man?” he demanded. “I really am. I've
got everything I could want. I've got a military job I like. I'm in
touch with all the things that I grew up thinking made the kind of
life one of my family ought to have. I’'m better at what I do than
anyone else they can find—and I've got my other love, music, as my
main duty. My men like me.”

I nodded, watching him.

“But then there’s this other part . . .” His hands closed on the
gaita’s bag, and there was a faint sound from the drone.

“Your refusal to fight?”

“Yes.” He got up and began to pace, holding the instrument, talk-
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ing jerkily. “This feeling against hurting anything . . . I've had it
as long as I've had the other—all the dreams I made up as a boy from
the stories I heard. When I was young it didn’t matter that the
feeling and the dreams hit head on. It just always happened that, in
my visions, the battles I won were always bloodless. No one ever got
hurt. I didn’t worry about any conflict, then. It was something that
would take care of itself later. But what was in me didn’t change. It
was there with me all the time, not changing.”

“No normal person likes the actual fighting and killing,” I said.
“What sets our people off by ourselves is that often we can win
without having dead bodies piled all over the place. Our way justi-
fies itself by saving employers money; but also it gets us away from
the essential brutality of combat and keeps us human. Remember
what Cletus says about that? He hated killing just as much.”

“But he could do it when he had to,” Michael looked at me with a
face drawn tight. “So can you. Or Ian. Or Kensie.”

That was true, of course. I could not deny it.

“You see,” said Michael, “that’s the difference between life and at
the Academy. In life, sooner or later, you get to the killing part.
When I graduated and faced going out as a fighting officer, I finally
had to decide. And I did. I won’t hurt anyone—even to save my own
life, I think. But at the same time I’'m bred and born a soldier. I don’t
want any other life, I can’t conceive of any other; and I love it.”

He broke off, and stood, staring out at the flashes of light from the
camp of the deserted regiments.

“Well, there it is,” he said.

“Yes,” 1 said.

He turned to look at me.

“Will you tell my family that?” he asked. “If you should get home
and I don’t?”

“All right,” I said. “But we’re not dead, yet.”

He grinned, unexpectedly—a sad grin.

“I know,” he said. “It’s just that I've had this on my conscience for
a long time. You don’t mind?”

“Of course not.”

He hefted the gaita in his hands.

“My men will be back out here in about fifteen minutes,” he said.
“I can carry on the drilling myself, if you’ve got other things you
want to do.”

I looked at him a little narrowly.
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“What you’re trying to tell me,” I said, “is that they’ll learn faster
if I’'m not around.”

“Something like that.” He laughed. “They’re used to me; but you
make them self-conscious.”

“Whatever works,” I said. “I'll go and see what else Ian can find
for me to do.”

I turned and went to the door that would let me back into the
interior of Gebel Nahar.

“Thank you again,” he called after me. I waved at him and went
inside.

I found my way back to Ian’s office. He was not there, so I went
looking, and found Kensie with his desk covered with large-scale
printouts of terrain maps.

“Ian?” he said. “No, I don’t know. But he ought to be back soon.
I'll have some work for you tonight. I want to mine the approach
slope. Michael’s bandsmen can do the actual work; but you and I are
going to need to go out first and make a sweep to pick up any
observers the regiments have sent. Then, later, before dawn I'd like
to do a scout of their camp and get some hard ideas as to how many
of them there are, what they have to attack with, and soon . . .”

“Fine,” I said. “I'm slept up. Call me when you want.”

“You could try asking Amanda if she knows where Ian is.”

Amanda and Padma were in a conference room two doors down
from Kensie’s office, seated at one end of a table covered with text
printouts and an activated display screen. Amanda was studying the
screen and they looked up as I came in. But while Padma’s eyes were
sharp, Amanda’s were abstract.

“I’'ll come,” Padma said to me before I could speak.

He got up and came to me, stepping into the outside room and
shutting the door behind him.

“I'm trying to find Ian.”

“I don’t know where he’d be just now,” said Padma.

I nodded toward the door he had just shut.

“It’s getting rather late, isn’t it,” I asked, “for Amanda to hope to
turn up some sort of legal solution?”

“Not necessarily.” Next to the window wall of the outer office
were several armchairs. “Why don’t we sit down there? If he comes
in from the corridor, he’s got to go through this office, and if he
comes out on the terrace of this level, we can see him through the
window.”

We went over and took chairs.
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“It’s not exact, actually, to say that there’s a legal way of handling
this situation that Amanda’s looking for.

“You might get a better word picture if you said what Amanda is
searching for is a social solution to the situation.”

“I see,” I said. “This morning Ian talked about Amanda saying
that there always was a solution, but the problem here was to find it
in so short a time. Did I hear that correctly?”

“There’s always any number of solutions,” Padma said. “The
problem is to find the one you’d prefer. Once they happen, of
course, they become history—"

He smiled at me.

“—And history, so far, is something we can’t change. But chang-
ing what’s about to happen simply requires getting to the base of the
forces involved in time. What takes time is identifying the forces,
finding what pressures are possible and where to apply them.”

“And we don’t have time.” .

“No,” he said. “In fact, you don’t.”

I looked squarely at him.

“In that case, shouldn’t you be thinking of leaving, yourself?” 1
said. “Aren’t you too valuable to get your throat cut by some battle-
drunk soldier?”

“I’d like to think so,” he said. “But we think the value of studying
people as closely as possible at times like this is important enough to
take priority over everything else.”

“People? You can’t mean us who are here. Who then? William?” I
said. “The Conde? Someone in the revolutionary camp?”

Padma shook his head.

“All of you, one way or another, have a hand in shaping history.
But who shapes it largely, and who only a little is something I can’t
tell you. The science of ontogenetics isn’t that sure. As to whom I
may be studying, I study everyone.”

It was a gentle, but impenetrable, shield he set up.

“Maybe you can explain how Amanda or you go about looking for
a solution?” I said.

“It’s a matter of looking for the base of the existing forces at
work—"

“The ranchers—and William?”

He nodded.

“Particularly William—since he’s the prime mover. To get results,
William or anyone else had to set up a structure of cause and effect,
operating through individuals. For anyone else to control the forces
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already set to work, it’s necessary to find where that structure is
vulnerable to cross-pressures and arrange for those to operate—
again through individuals.”

“And Amanda hasn’t found a weak point yet?”

“Of course she has. Several.” He frowned at me, but with a touch
of humor. “But none that can be implemented between now and
sometime tomorrow, if the regiments attack Gebel Nahar then.”

I had a strange sensation. As if a gate was slowly but inexorably
being closed in my face.

“It seems to me,” I said, “the easiest thing to change would be the
position of the Conde. If he’d just agree to come to terms with the
regiments, the whole thing would collapse.”

“Obvious solutions are usually not the easiest,” Padma said. “Stop
and think. Do you really think the Conde would change his mind?”

“No. You're right,” I said. “He’s a Naharese. More than that, he’s
honestly an Hispanic. E/ honor forbids that he yield to soldiers
threatening to destroy him.”

“But tell me,” said Padma, watching me. “Even if e/ honor was
satisfied, would he want to treat with the rebels?”

I shook my head.

“No,” I said. “You're right again. This is the great moment of his
life, the chance for him to substantiate that paper title of his, to
make it real. This way he can prove to himself he’s a real aristocrat.
He’d give his life—in fact, he can hardly wait to give his life—to
prove that.”

There was a little silence.

“So you see,” said Padma. “And what other ways can you see a
solution being found?”

“Ian and Kensie could void the contract. But they won’t. No re-
sponsible officer from our world would risk giving the Dorsai the
sort of bad name that could give, and neither of those two brothers
would abandon the Conde as long as he insisted on fighting.”

“What other ways, then?”

“I can’t think of any,” I said. “I’'m out of suggestions—which is
probably why I was never considered for anything like Amanda’s
job, in the first place.”

“As a matter of fact, there are a number of other possible solu-
tions,” Padma said softly. “There’s the possibility of bringing
counter economic pressure upon William. There’s also the possibil-
ity of bringing social and economic pressure upon the ranchers; and
there’s the possibility of disrupting the control of the revolutionar-
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ies who’ve come in from outside Nahar to run this rebellion. But
none of these solutions can very easily be made to work in the short
time we’ve got.”

“In fact, there’s no solution that can be made to work in time,” I
said.

Padma shook his head.

“No. If we could stop the clock at this second and take the equiva-
lent of some months to study the situation, we’d undoubtedly find
not only one, but several solutions. What’s lacking isn’t time to act,
since that’s merely something specified for the solution. What’s lack-
ing is time in which to find the solution that will work in the time
there is to act.”

“So you mean,” I said, “that we’re to sit here tomorrow and face
the attack of six thousand line soldiers, all the time knowing there’s
a way in which that attack doesn’t have to happen, if only we had
the sense to find it?”

“The sense—and the time,” said Padma. “But you’re right.”

The door I had sensed closing had just closed. It was unbelievable.
I am Dorsai. The words “Abandon hope . . .”’ have no emotional real-
ity for me. But there was no shadow of a doubt that this was what
Padma was telling me.

PART TWO

“I see,” I said. “Well, I find I don’t accept it that easily.”

“No.” Padma’s gaze was level and cooling upon me. “Neither
does Amanda. Neither does Ian or Kensie. Nor, I suspect, even Mi-
chael. But then, you’re all Dorsai.”

I said nothing.

“In any case,” Padma went on. “None of you are being called on
to merely accept it. Amanda’s still at work. So is Ian, so are all the
rest of you. I didn’t mean to sneer at the reflexes of your culture. I
envy you—a great many people envy you—that inability to give in.
My point is that the fact we know there’s an answer makes no differ-
ence.”

“True enough,” I said—and at that moment we were interrupted.

“Padma?” It was the general office annunciator speaking from the
walls around us with Amanda’s voice.

Padma got to his feet.

“I've got to go,” he said.
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He went out. I sat where I was, held by that odd little melancholy
that had caught me up at moments all through my life. It is not a
serious thing, just a touch of loneliness and sadness at the fact that
life is measured; and there are only so many things that can be
accomplished, try how you may.

Ian’s return woke me out of it.

I got up.

“Corunna!” he said, and led the way into his private office.
“How’s the training going?”

“As you’d expect,” I said. “I left Michael alone with them, at his
suggestion. He thinks they might learn faster without my presence
to distract them.”

“Possible,” said Ian.

He stepped to the window wall and looked out.

“They don’t seem to be doing badly,” he said.

He was still on his feet, of course, and I was standing next to his
desk. I looked at it now, and found the cube holding the image
Amanda had talked about. The woman pictured there was obviously
not Dorsai, but there was something not unlike our people about
her. She was strong-boned and dark-haired, the hair sweeping down
to her shoulders, longer than most Dorsais out in the field would
have worn it, but not long according to the styles of Earth.

I looked back at Ian. His face was turned toward the wall beyond
which Amanda would be working with Padma at this moment. I
noticed a tiredness about him. Not that it showed anywhere specifi-
cally in the lines on his face. He was, as always, like a mountain of
granite, untouchable. But the way he stood spoke of a fatigue—
perhaps one of the spirit rather than of the body.

“I just heard about Leah,” I nodded at the image cube.

He turned.

“Leah? Oh, yes.” His own eyes went to the cube and away again.
“Yes, she’s Earth. I'll be going to get her after this is over. We’ll be
married in two months.”

“That soon?” I grinned at him. “I hadn’t even heard you’d fallen
in love.”

“Love?” he echoed. His eyes were still on me, but their attention
had gone away again. “No, it was years ago . . .”

His attention focused, suddenly. He was back with me. “Sit
down,” he said. “Have you talked to Kensie?”

“Just a little while ago.”
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“He’s got a couple of runs outside the walls he’d like your hand
with, tonight after dark’s well settled in.”

“He told me about them,” I said. “A sweep of the slope in front to
clear it before laying mines, and a scout of the regimental camp
before tomorrow.”

“That’s right,” Ian said.

“Do you have any solid figures on how many they’ll have?”

“Regimental rolls,” said Ian, “give us over five thousand of all
ranks. Fifty-two hundred and some. But something like this invari-
ably attracts a number of Naharese who scent the chance for per-
sonal glory. Then there’re perhaps seven or eight hundred honest
revolutionaries in Nahar, plus a hundred or so agents provocateurs
from outside.”

“In something like this, we can discount the civilians?”

Ian nodded.

“How many of the actual soldiers’ll have had any actual combat
experience?” I asked.

“Combat experience here,” Ian said, “means a border clash with
the armed forces of the surrounding principalities. Maybe one in ten
of the line soldiers has had that. On the other hand, every Naharese
male has dreamed of a moment like this.”

“So they’ll all come on hard with the first attack,” I said.

“That’s as I see it,” said Ian, “and Kensie agrees. I'm glad to hear
it’s your thought, too. If we can throw them back even once, some
won’t come again. And so on. They won’t lose heart as a group, but
each setback will take the heart out of some, and we’ll work them
finally down to the hard core that’s serious about being willing to
die, if only they can reach us.”

“Yes,” I said, “how many do you think?”

“That’s the problem,” said Ian, calmly. “At the very least, there’s
going to be one in fifty we’ll have to kill to stop. Even if half of those
are already out of it by the time we get down to it, that’s sixty left;
and we’ve got to figure thirty percent casualties ourselves— Man to
man, on the attackers making it over the walls, the bandsmen that’re
left will be lucky to take care of an equal number of attackers.
Padma, of course, doesn’t exist in our defensive table. That leaves
you, me, Kensie, Michael, and Amanda to handle about thirty bod-
ies. Are you in condition?”

I grinned.

“That’s good,” said Ian. “I forgot to figure that scar-face of yours.
Be sure to smile like that when they come at you. It ought to slow
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them down for a couple of seconds at least, and we’ll need all the
help we can get.”

I laughed.

“If Michael doesn’t want you, how about working with Kensie?”

“Fine,” I said.

Kensie looked up from his printouts when he saw me again.

“Find him?” he asked.

“Yes. He suggested you could use me.”

“I can. Join me.”

We worked together the rest of the afternoon. What Kensie
needed to know was what the ground was like meter by meter from
the front walls on out over perhaps a couple of hundred meters of
plain beyond. Given that knowledge, it would be possible to make
reasonable estimates as to how a foot attack might develop, how
many attackers we might be likely to have on a front, and on which
parts of that front they might be expected to fall behind their fel-
lows during a rush.

The Naharese terrain maps had never been made with such de-
tailed information in mind. Kensie had spent most of the day before
taking pictures of three-meter square segments of the ground, using
the watch cameras built into the ramparts. With these pictures as
reference, we now proceeded to make notes on blown-up versions of
the clumsy Naharese maps.

It took us the rest of the afternoon. We knocked off, with the job
done, finally, about the dinner hour.

We found no one else at dinner but Ian. Michael was still teaching
his bandsmen to be fighting troops; and Amanda was still with
Padma.

“You’d both probably better get an hour of sleep,” Ian said. “We
might be able to pick up an hour or two more of rest just before
dawn, but there’s no counting on it.”

“Yes,” said Kensie. “You might sleep some, yourself.”

Brother looked at brother. They knew each other so well that
neither bothered to discuss the matter further. It had been discussed
silently in that one momentary exchange of glances, and now they
were concerned with other things.

As it turned out, I got a full three hours of sleep. It was just after
ten o’clock when Kensie and I came out from Gebel Nahar. Michael
led us, with our faces and hands blackened, along a passage that
would let us out into the night a good fifty meters beyond the wall.
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“How did you know about this?” I asked. “If there’s more secret
ways like this, and the regiments know about them—"

“There aren’t and they don’t,” said Michael. “This is a private
secret of the Conde’s. His father had it built thirty-eight years ago.
Our Conde told me about it when he heard the regiments had de-
serted.”

I nodded. There was plainly a sympathy and a friendship between
Michael and the old Conde that I had not had time to ask about.
Perhaps it had come of their each being the only one of their kind in
Gebel Nahar.

We reached the end of the passage and a short ladder leading up to
a circular metal hatch. Michael turned out the light and we were
suddenly in absolute darkness. I heard him cranking something
well-oiled. Above us the hatch lifted to show starlit sky.

“Go ahead,” Michael whispered. “Keep your heads down. The
bushes that hide this spot have thorns.”

We went up; I led, as being the more expendable. I heard Kensie
come up and the hatch closed behind us. Michael was to open it
again in two hours and fourteen minutes.

Kensie touched my shoulder. I looked and saw his hand held up,
silhouetted against the stars. He made the hand signal for move out,
and disappeared. I turned away to move off in the opposite direc-
tion, staying close to the ground.

I worked to the right as Kensie was working left. It was all sand,
gravel, and low brush, most with thorns or burrs. The night wind
blew, cooling me under a sky where no clouds hid the stars.

The light of a moon would have been welcome, but Ceta has none.
After fifteen minutes I came to the first of nine positions in my area
that we had marked as possible locations for watchers from the en-
emy camp. Picking such positions is simple reasoning. Anyone but
the best-trained of observers, given the job of watching something
like the Gebel Nahar, from which no action is really expected to
develop, finds the hours long; and with the animal instinct in him he
drifts automatically to the most comfortable or sheltered location
from which to do his watching.

But there was no one at the first of the positions I came to. I
moved on.

It was just about this time that I began to be aware of a change in
the way I was feeling. The exercise, the adjustment of my body to
the darkness and the night temperature, had begun to have their
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effects. I was no longer physically self-conscious. Instead, I was be-
ginning to enjoy the action.

Old habits and reflexes had awakened in me. I flowed over the
ground, now, not an intruder in the night of Nahar, but part of it.
There was an excitement to it, a feeling of naturalness and rightness
in my quiet search through this dim-lit land. I felt not only at home
there, but as if in some measure I owned the night. The wind, the
scents, the sounds I heard, all entered into me; and I recognized
suddenly that I had moved completely beyond an awareness of my-
self as a physical body separate from what surrounded me. I was
now pure observer, with the keen involvement that a wild animal
feels in the world he moved through.

Then a sense of duty came and hauled me back to my obligations.
I finished my sweep. There were no observers at all, either at any of
the likely positions Kensie and I had picked out or anywhere else in
the area I had covered. Unbelievable as it seemed from a military
standpoint, the regiments had not bothered to keep even a token
watch on us.

I returned to the location of the tunnel-end, and met Kensie there.
His hand-signal showed that he had also found his area deserted.
There was no reason why Michael’s men should not be moved out as
soon as possible and put to work laying the mines.

Michael opened the hatch at the scheduled time and we went
down the ladder by feel in the darkness. With the hatch once more
closed overhead, the light came on again.

“What did you find?”” Michael asked, as we stood squinting in the
glare.

“Nothing,” said Kensie. “It seems they’re ignoring us. You've got
the mines ready to go?”

“Yes,” said Michael. “If it’s safe out there, do you want to send the
men out by one of the regular gates? I promised the Conde to keep
the secret of this tunnel.”

“Absolutely,” said Kensie. “In any case, the less people who know
about this sort of way in and out of a place like Gebel Nahar, the
better. Let’s go back inside and get things organized.”

We went. Back in Kensie’s office, we were joined by Amanda. We
sat around in a circle and Kensie and I reported on what we had
found.

“I haven’t waked the men yet,” said Michael, when we were done.
“They needed all the sleep they can get. I'll call the orderly and
wake them now. We can be at work in half an hour; and except for
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my rotating them in by groups for food and rest breaks, we can
work straight through the night. We ought to have all the mines
placed by a little before dawn.”

“Good,” said Ian.

I sat watching him, and the others. My sensations, outside of hav-
ing become one with the night, had left my senses keyed to an ab-
normally sharp pitch.

They were all deadly tired—each in his or her own way, very
tired, with a personal, inner exhaustion that had finally been ex-
posed by the physical tiredness to which the present situation had
brought all of them except me. It seemed what that physical tired-
ness had accomplished had been to strip away the polite covering
that before had hidden the private exhaustion; and it was now plain
on every one of them.

“. . . Then there’s no reason for the rest of us to waste any more
time,” Ian was saying. “Amanda, you and I'd better dress and equip
for that scout of their camp. Knife and sidearm, only.”

His words brought me suddenly out of my separate awareness.

“You and Amanda?” I said. “I thought it was Kensie and I, Mi-
chael and Amanda who were going to take a look at the camp?”

“It was,” said Ian. “One of the Governors who came in to talk to
us yesterday is on his way in by personal aircraft. He wants to talk
to Kensie again, privately—he won'’t talk to anyone else.”

“Some kind of a deal in the offing?”

“Possibly,” said Kensie. “We can’t count on it, though, so we go
ahead. On the other hand we can’t ignore the chance. So I'll stay and
Ian will go.”

“We could do it with three,” I said.

“Not as well as it could be done by four,” said Ian. “That’s a good-
sized camp to get into and look over in a hurry. If anyone but Dorsai
could be trusted to get in and out without being seen, I’d be glad to
take half a dozen more. It’s not like most military camps, where
there’s a single overall headquarters area. We’re going to have to
check the headquarters of each regiment; and there’re six of them.”

I nodded.

“You'd better get something to eat, Corunna,” Ian went on. “We
could be out until dawn.”

It was good advice. When I came back from eating, the other three
were already in Ian’s office. On his right thigh Michael was wearing
a knife—which was, after all, more tool than weapon—but no
sidearms, and I noticed Ian did not object. With her hands and face
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blacked, wearing the black stocking cap, overalls and boots, Amanda
looked taller and more square-shouldered.

“All right,” said Ian, “we’ll go by field experience. I'll take two of
the six regiments—the two in the center. Michael, because he’s more
recently from his Academy training and because he knows these
people, will take two regiments—the two on the left wing that in-
cludes the far left one that’s his own Third Regiment. You’ll take the
Second Regiment, Corunna, and Amanda will take the Fourth.”

“It’s unlucky you and Michael can’t take regiments adjoining each
other,” I said. “That’d give you a chance to work together. You
might need that with two regiments each to cover.”

“Ian needs to see the Fifth Regiment for himself, if possible,”
Michael said. “That’s the Guard Regiment, the one with the best
arms. My regiment is a traditional enemy of the Guard Regiment, so
the two have deliberately been separated as far as possible—that’s
why the Guards are in the middle and my Third’s on the wing.”

“Anything else? Then we should go,” said Ian.

We went out by the same tunnel, leaving the hatch propped a
little open against our return. Once out we spread apart at ten-meter
intervals and began to jog toward the lights of the regimental camp,
in the distance.

We were an hour coming up on it. We began to hear it some
distance off. It did not sound like a military camp on the eve of
battle half so much as it did a large open-air party.

The camp was laid out in a crescent. The center of each regimen-
tal area was made up of the usual beehive-shaped buildings of blown
bubble-plastic that could be erected so easily on the spot. Behind
and between these were tents of all types and sizes. There was
steady traffic between these tents and the plastic buildings.

We stopped a hundred meters out, opposite the center of the cres-
cent, and checked off.

“All back here in forty minutes,” Ian said.

We checked chronometers and split up, going in. My target, the
Second Regiment, was between Ian’s two regiments and Michael’s
two; and it was a section that had few tents, these seeming to cluster
most thickly either toward the center of the camp or out on both
wings. I slipped between the first line of buildings, moving from
shadow to shadow.

It was foolishly easy. Effectively, the people moving between the
buildings and among the tents had neither eyes nor ears for what
was not directly under their nose. Getting about unseen under such
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conditions boils down simply to the fact that you move quietly—
which means moving all of you in a single rhythm, including your
breathing; and that, when you stop, you become utterly still—which
means relaxing completely in whatever bodily position you have
stopped in.

Breathing is the key to both, of course, as we learn back home in
childhood games even before school age. Move in rhythm and stop
utterly, and you can sometimes stand in plain sight without being
observed.

A quick circuit of my area told me all we needed to know about
this particular regiment. Most of the soldiers were between late
twenties and early forties, in age. Under other conditions this might
have meant a force of veterans. In this case, it indicated the opposite,
time-servers who liked the uniform, the relatively easy work, and
the authority. I found a few field energy weapons—Ilight, three-man
pieces that were not only out-of-date, but impractical in open terri-
tory, like that before Gebel Nahar. The heavier weapons on the
ramparts would be able to take out such as these almost as soon as
the rebels could try to put them into action, and long before they
could do any real damage to the heavy defensive walls.

The hand weapons varied from the best of newer energy guns,
cone rifles, and needle guns—in the hands of the soldiers—to an-
cient and modern hunting tools and slug-throwing sport pieces—
carried by those in civilian clothing. Civilian and military hand
weapons alike, however, had one thing in common that surprised
me, in the light of everything else I saw—they were clean, well-
cared for, and handled with respect.

I decided I had found out as much as necessary about this part of
the camp. I headed back to the first row of plastic structures and the
darkness of the plains beyond, having to detour slightly to avoid a
drunken brawl that had spilled out of one of the buildings into the
space between it and the next.

It was on this detour that I became conscious of someone quietly
moving parallel to me. Since it was on the side given to Michael to
investigate, I guessed it was he. I went to look, and found him.

I've got something to show you, he hand signaled me. Are you done,
bere?

¥es, 1 told him.

Come on, then.

He led me to one of the larger plastic buildings in the territory of
the second regiment. The curving sides of such structures are not
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difficult to climb quietly. He led me to the top and a small hole torn
there.

I looked in and saw six men with the collar tabs of Regimental
Commanders at a table, apparently having sometime since finished a
meal. Their conversation was just below comprehension level. I
could hear their words, but not understand them.

But I could watch the way they spoke and tell how they were
reacting to each other. There were a great many tensions around
that table. There was no open argument, but they looked at each
other in ways next to open challenges and the rumble of their voices
bristled with the electricity of controlled angers.

I felt my shoulder tapped, and took my attention from the hole. It
took a few seconds to adjust to the darkness, but when I did, I could
see Michael again talking with his hands.

Look at the youngest Commander—the one with the very black mustache.
That’s the Commander of my regiment.

I looked, and lifted my gaze briefly to nod.

Now look across the table and as far down from bim as possible. You see the
somewbhat heavy Commander with the gray sideburns and the lips that almost
pout?

I looked, raised my head, and nodded again.

That’s the Commander of the Guard Regiment. He and my Commander
are beginning to wear on each other. If not, they'd be seated side by side and
pretending friendship. It’s almost as tense with the junior officers, if you
know the signs to look for. Can you guess what’s triggered it off?

No, 1 told him, but I suppose you do.

I've been watching for some time. They had the maps out earlier. The
position of each regiment in the line of battle, tomorrow. They 've agreed, but
no one’s happy with the decision.

I nodded.

I wanted you to see it for yourself. They're all ready to go at each other’s
throats. Maybe Amanda can find something in that she can use. I brought
you here because I was hoping you'll support me in suggesting she come and
see this for berself.

I nodded again. The brittle emotions below had been obvious,
even to me, the moment I had first looked through the hole.

We slipped quietly back down the curve of the building to the
ground and moved out together toward the rendezvous point. Ian
and Amanda were already there; and we stood together, looking
back at the activity in the encampment as we compared notes.

“I called Captain El Man in to look at something I'd found,” Mi-
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chael said. “In my alternate area, there was a meeting going on
between the Regimental Commanders—"

The sound of a shot from someone’s antique explosive firearm cut
him short. We all turned toward the encampment; and saw a lean
figure wearing a white shirt brilliantly reflective in the lights, run-
ning toward us, while a gang of men poured out of one of the tents,
stared about, and then started in pursuit.

The one they chased was running directly for us, in his obvious
desire to get away from the camp. It was obvious that, with his eyes
still dilated from the lights of the camp, and staring at black-dressed
figures like ours, he was completely unable to see us.

We dropped flat into the sparse grass of the plain. But he still
came straight for us. Another shot sounded.

The fugitive had all the open Naharese plain into which to run.
He came toward us instead, as if drawn on a cable. We lay still.
Unless he actually stepped on one of us, there was a chance he could
run right through us and not know we were there.

He did not step on one of us, but he did trip over Michael, stagger
on a step, check, and glance down to see what had interrupted his
flight. He looked directly at Amanda, and stopped, staring down in
astonishment. A second later, he had started to swing around to face
his pursuers, his mouth open to shout.

He was obviously about to betray our presence, and Amanda did
exactly the correct thing—even if it produced the least desirable
results. She uncoiled from the ground like a spring released from
tension, one fist taking the fugitive in the adam’s apple to cut off his
cry and the other going into him just under the breastbone to take
the wind out of him and put him down without killing him. But the
incredible bad luck of that moment was still with us.

As she took the man down, another shot sounded from the pursu-
ers, clearly aimed at the now-stationary target of the fugitive—and
Amanda went down with him.

She was up again in a second.

“Fine—I'm fine,” she said. “Let’s go!”

We went, off into the darkness at the same trot at which we had
come. Until we were aware of specific pursuit there was no point in
burning our reserves of energy. We moved steadily back toward
Gebel Nahar, while the pursuers reached the fugitive, surrounded
him, got him on his feet and talking.

By that time we could see them flashing around the lights some
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had been carrying, searching for us. But we were well away and
drawing farther off every second. No pursuit developed.

“Too bad,” said Ian, as the sound and lights of the camp dwindled
behind us. “But no great harm done. What happened to you,
"Manda?”

She did not answer. Instead, she went down again, stumbling and
dropping abruptly. In a second we were all back around her.

She was plainly having trouble breathing.

“Sorry . . .” she whispered.

Ian was already cutting away the clothing over her left shoulder.

“Not much blood,” he said.

The tone of his voice said he was angry with her. So was L. It was
entirely possible that she might have killed herself by trying to run
with a wound that should not have been excited by that kind of
treatment. She had acted instinctively to hide the fact that she had
been hit, so that the rest of us would not hesitate in getting away. It
was not hard to understand the impulse that had made her do it—
but she should not have.

“Corunna,” said Ian, “this is more in your line.”

He was right. As a captain, I was the closest thing to a physician
aboard my ship. I moved in and checked the wound as best I could.
In the faint starlight it showed as a small patch of darkness against a
pale patch of exposed flesh. I felt it with my fingers and put my
cheek down against it.

“Small-caliber slug,” I said. Ian breathed out harshly. He had al-
ready deduced that much. “Not a sucking wound. High up, just
below the collarbone. No immediate pneumothorax, but the chest
cavity’ll be filling with blood. Are you very short of breath,
Amanda? Don’t talk, just nod or shake your head.”

She nodded.

“How do you feel. Dizzy? Faint?”

She nodded again. Her skin was clammy to my touch.

“Going into shock,” I said.

I put my ear to her chest again.

“Right,” I said. “The lung on this side’s not filling with air. She
can’t run. We’ll need to carry her.”

“I’ll do that,” said Ian. He was still angry, but trying to control it.
“How fast do we have to get her back, do you think?”

“Her condition ought to stay the same for a couple of hours,” I
said. “Looks like no large blood vessels were hit; and the smaller
vessels tend to be self-sealing. But the pleural cavity on this side’s
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been filling up with blood and she’s collapsed a lung. That’s why
she’s having trouble breathing. No blood around her mouth, so it
probably didn’t nick an airway going through . . .”

I felt around behind her shoulder.

“It didn’t go through. If there’re MASH med-mech units back at
Gebel Nahar and we get her back in the next two hours, she should
be all right—if we carry her.”

Ian scooped her into his arms. He stood up.

“Head down,” I said.

“Right,” he answered and put her over one shoulder in a fireman’s
carry. “No, wait—we’ll need some padding.”

Michael and I took off our jerseys and made a pad for his other
shoulder. He transferred her to that shoulder, with her head hang-
ing down his back. I sympathized with her. Even with the padding,
it was not a comfortable way to travel; and her wound and shortness
of breath would make it a great deal worse.

“Try it at a slow walk, first,” I said.

“I’'ll try it. But we can’t go slow walk all the way,” said Ian. “It’s
nearly three klicks from where we are now.”

He was right, of course. To walk her back over three kilometers
would take too long. We started off, and he gradually increased his
pace until we were moving smoothly but briskly.

“How are you?” he asked her, over his shoulder.

“She nodded,” I reported, from my position behind him.

“Good,” he said, and began to jog.

We traveled. She did not speak; and, as far as I could tell, she did
not lose consciousness once on that long, jolting ride. Ian forged
ahead, like something made of gears and shafts rather than ordinary
flesh, his gaze on the lights of Gebel Nahar, far off across the plain.

There is something that happens under those conditions where
the choice is either to count the seconds, or disregard time alto-
gether. In the end we all—and I think Amanda, too—went off a little
way from ordinary time, and did not come back to it until we were
at the entrance to the Conde’s secret tunnel, leading back under the
walls of Gebel Nahar.

By the time I got Amanda laid out in the medical section, she
looked very bad indeed and was only semi-conscious. Luckily, the
medical section had everything necessary. I was able to find a porta-
ble unit that could be rigged for bed rest—vacuum pump, power
unit, drainage bag. It was a matter of inserting a tube between
Amanda’s lung and chest wall—and this I left to the med-mech—so
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that the unit could exhaust the blood from the pleural space into
which it had drained.

It was also necessary to rig a unit to supply her with reconstituted
whole blood while this draining process was going on. I finally got
her fixed up and left her to rest—she was in no shape to do much
else.

I went off to the offices to find Ian and Kensie with my report on
Amanda’s treatment and my estimate of her condition.

“She shouldn’t do anything for the next few days, I take it,” said
Ian when I was done.

“That’s right,” I said.

“There ought to be some way we could get her out of here, to
safety and a regular hospital,” said Kensie.

“How?” I asked. “It’s almost dawn. The Naharese would zero in
on any vehicle that tried to leave, by ground or air.”

Kensie nodded soberly.

“They should be starting to move now,” said Ian, “if this dawn
was to be the attack moment.”

He turned to the window, and Kensie and I turned with him.
Dawn was just breaking.

“After all their parties last night, they may not get going until
noon,” I said.

“I don’t think they’ll be that late,” said Ian, absently. He had
taken me seriously. “At any rate, it gives us a little more time. Are
you going to have to stay with Amanda?”

“I’ll want to look in on her from time to time—in fact, I'm going
back down now,” I said. “I just came up to tell you how she is. But
in between visits, I can be useful.”

“Good,” said Ian. “As soon as you’ve had another look at her, why
don’t you go see if you can help Michael? He’s been saying he’s got
his doubts about those bandsmen of his.”

“All right.” I went out.

When I got back to the medical section, Amanda was asleep. I was
going to leave, when she woke and recognized me.

“Corunna,” she said, “how am I?”

“You're fine,” I said. “All you need now is to get a lot of sleep and
do a good job of healing.”

Her head moved restlessly on the pillow.

“Better if that slug had been more on target.”

I looked down at her.

“According to what I've heard about you,” I said, “you of all



174 LOST DORSAI

people ought to know that when you’re in a hospital bed it’s not the
best time in the world to be worrying over things.”

She started to speak, interrupted herself to cough, and was silent
for a little time until the pain of the tube, rubbing inside her with
the disturbance of her coughing, subsided.

“No,” she said. “I can’t want to die. But the situation’s impossible;
and every way out of it is impossible, for all three of us. Just like our
situation here in Gebel Nahar.”

“Kensie and Ian are able to make up their own minds.”

“It’s not a matter of making up minds. It’s a matter of impossibili-
ties.”

“Well,” I said, “is there anything you can do about that?”

“I ought to be able to.”

“QOught to, maybe, but can you?”

She breathed shallowly. Slowly she shook her head.

“Then let it go. Leave it alone,” I said. “I’ll be back to check on
you from time to time. Wait and see what develops.”

“How can I wait?” she said. “I'm afraid of myself. Afraid I might
throw everything overboard and do what I want most—and so ruin
everyone.”

“You won’t do that.”

“I might.”

“You’re exhausted,” I told her. “You’re in pain. Stop trying to
think. I’ll be back in an hour or two to check on you. Until then,
rest!”

I went out, in search of Michael and found him in the supply
section. He was going from supply bin to supply bin, checking the
contents of each and testing the automated delivery system of each
to make sure it was working.

The overhead lights were very bright, and their illumination re-
flected off solid concrete walls painted a utilitarian, flat white. I
watched his face as he worked. There was no doubt about it. He
looked much more tired, much leaner, and older than he had ap-
peared to me only a few days before when he had met Amanda and
me at the spaceport terminal of Nahar City. But the work he had
been doing and what he had gone through could not alone have cut
him down so visibly, at his age.

He finished checking the last of the delivery systems and the last
of the bins. He turned away.

“Ian tells me you’re concerned over your bandsmen,” I said.

His mouth thinned and straightened.



Gordon R. Dickson 175

“Yes,” he said. There was a little pause, and then he added: “You
can’t blame them. If they’d been real soldier types, they would have
been in one of the line companies. There’s security, but no chance
for promotion in a band.”

“On the other hand,” I said, “they stayed.”

“Well”—he sat down a little heavily on a short stack of boxes and
waved me to another—*so far it hasn’t cost them anything but some
hard work. And they’ve been paid off in excitement. Excitement—
drama—is what most Naharese live for; and die for, for that matter,
if the drama is big enough.”

“You don’t think they’ll fight when the time comes?”

“I don’t know.” His face was bleak again. “I only know I can’t
blame them—I can’t, of all people—if they don’t.”

“Your attitude’s a matter of conviction.”

“Maybe theirs is, too. You never know enough to make a real
comparison.”

“True,” I said. “But I still think that if they don’t fight, it’ll be for
somewhat lesser reasons than yours.”

He shook his head slowly.

“Maybe I'm wrong, all wrong.” His tone was almost bitter. “But I
can’t get outside myself to look at it. I only know I'm afraid.”

“Afraid?” I looked at him. “Of fighting?”

“I wish it was of fighting,” he laughed, briefly. “No, what I'm
afraid of is that I don’t have the will no# to fight. I'm afraid at the last
moment it’ll all come back, those early dreams and all the training;
and I'll find myself killing, even though I'll know it won’t make any
difference in the end and that the Naharese will take Gebel Nahar,
anyway.”

“I don’t think it’'d be Gebel Nahar you’d be fighting for,” I said
slowly. “I think it’d be out of a natural, normal instinct to stay alive
yourself as long as you can—or to help protect those who are fight-
ing alongside you.”

“Yes,” he said. His nostrils flared as he drew in an unhappy
breath. “The rest of you. That’s what I won’t be able to stand. It’s
too deep in me. I might be able to let myself be killed. But can I
stand there when they start to kill someone else—like Amanda, and
she already wounded?”

He and I walked back to his offices in silence. When we arrived,
there was a message for me, to call Ian. I did.

“The Naharese still haven’t started to move,” he said. “They’re so
unprofessional I'm beginning to think we can get Padma, at least,
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away from here. He can take one of the small vehicles and fly out to
Nahar City. My guess is that once they see he’s an Exotic, they’ll
simply wave him on.”

“It could be,” I said.

“I’d like you to go and put that point to him,” said Ian. “He seems
to want to stay, but he may listen if you make him see that by
staying here, he simply increases the load of responsibility on the
rest of us. I'd like to order him out, but I don’t have the authority.”

“All right,” I said. “I’ll go talk to him right now. Where is he?”

“In his quarters.”

I found Padma’s suite and spoke to him.

“I see,” he said. “Did Ian or Kensie ask you to talk to me, or is this
the result of an impulse of your own?”

“Ian asked me,” I said. “The Naharese are delaying their attack.
Once they see you're an Exotic—"

His smile interrupted me.

“I have my duty, too. In this instance, it’s to gather information
for Mara and Kultis.” His smile broadened. “Also, there’s the matter
of my own temperament. Watching a situation like the one here is
fascinating. I wouldn’t leave if I could. In short, I'm as chained here
as the rest of you.”

I shook my head at him.

“It’s a fine argument,” I said. “But, if you’ll forgive me, a little
hard to believe.”

“In what way?”

“I'm sorry,” I told him, “but I don’t seem to be able to give any
real faith to the idea that you're being held here by patterns that are
essentially the same as mine, for instance.”

“Not the same,” he said. “Equivalent. The fact others can’t match
you Dorsai in your own area doesn’t mean others don’t have equal
areas in which equal commitments apply.”

“With identical results?”

“With comparable results—could I ask you to sit down?” Padma
said mildly. “I'm getting a stiff neck looking up at you.”

I sat down facing him.

“For example,” he said. “In the Dorsai ethic, you and the others
here have something that directly justifies your natural human hun-
ger to do things for great purposes. The Naharese here have no
equivalent ethic; but they feel the hunger just the same. So they
invent their own customs, their Jeto de muerte concepts. But can you
Dorsais, of all people, deny that their concepts can lead them to as
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true a heroism, or as true a keeping of faith as your ethic leads you
to?”

“Of course I can’t deny it,” I said. “But the Dorsai can at least be
counted on to perform as expected. Can the Naharese? You sound a
little like Michael when you get on the subject of these people. All
right, stay if you want. I think I'd better leave now, before you talk
me into going out and offering to surrender before they even get
here.”

He laughed. I left.

It was time again for me to check Amanda. I went to the medical
section. But she was honestly asleep now. Apparently she had been
able to put her personal concerns aside enough so that she could
exercise a little of the basic physiological control we are all taught
from birth. I left her sleeping.

It was a shock to see the sun as high in the sky as it was, when I
emerged once more, onto the first terrace. The sky was almost per-
fectly clear and there was a small, steady breeze. The day would be
hot. Ian and Kensie were each at one end of the terrace, looking
through watch cameras at the Naharese front.

Michael, the only other person in sight, was also at a watch cam-
era. I went to him.

“They’re on the move,” he said, stepping back from the watch
camera. I looked into its rectangular viewing screen, bright with the
daylight scene it showed. He was right. The regiments had finally
formed for the attack and were now coming toward us at the pace of
a slow walk.

I could see their flags spaced along the front of the crescent forma-
tion and whipping in the breeze. The Guard Regiment was still in
the center and Michael’s Third Regiment on the right wing. Behind
the wings I could see the darker swarms that were the volunteers
and the revolutionaries.

The attacking force had already covered a third of the distance to
us. I stepped away from the screen and all at once the front I looked
at became a thin line with little bright flashes of reflected sunlight
and touches of color, still distant.

“Another thirty or forty minutes,” said Michael.

I looked at him. The clear daylight showed him pale and wire-
tense. He looked as if he had been whittled down—nothing but
nerves were left. He was not wearing weapons.

The rifles woke me to something I had noted but not focused
upon. The bays with the fixed weapons were empty.
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“Where’re your bandsmen?” I asked Michael.

He gazed at me.

“They’ve gone,” he said.

“Gone?”

“Decamped. Deserted, if you want to use that word.”

I stared at him.

“You mean they’ve joined—"

“No, no.” He broke in on me. “They haven’t gone over to the
enemy. They just decided to save their own skins. I told you—you
remember, I told you they might. You can’t blame them. They’re
not Dorsai; and staying here meant death.”

“If Gebel Nahar is overrun,” I said.

“Can you believe it won’t be?”

“It’s become hard to,” I said, “now that there’s just us. But there’s
always a chance as long as anyone’s left to fight. At Baunpore, I saw
men and women firing from hospital beds, when the North Frei-
landers broke in.”

I should not have said it. I saw the shadow cross his eyes and knew
he had taken my reference to Baunpore personally, as if I had been
comparing his present weaponless state with the last efforts of the
defenders I had seen then.

“That’s a general observation only—" I began.

“It’s not what you accuse me of, it’s what I accuse myself of,” he
said in a low voice, looking at the regiments.

There was nothing more I could say. We both knew that without
his forty men we could not even make a pretense of holding the first
terrace. There were just too few of us, and too many of them, to stop
them from coming over the top.

“They’re probably hiding just out beyond the walls,” he said. “If
we do manage to hold out for a day or two, there’s a slight chance
they might trickle back—"

He broke off, staring past me. I turned and saw Amanda.

How she had managed it by herself, I do not know. But she had
gotten up and strapped the portable drainage unit onto her. It was
not heavy, or much bigger than a thick book; and it was designed for
wearing by an ambulatory patient; but it must have been hell for her
to rig it by herself with that tube rubbing inside her at every deep
breath.

Now she was here, looking as if she might collapse at any time,
but on her feet with the unit slung from her right shoulder and
strapped to her right side. She had a sidearm clipped to her left
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thigh, over the cloth of the hospital gown; and the gown itself was
rigged up the center so that she could walk in it.

“What the hell are you doing?” I said. “Get back to bed!”

“Corunna—" she gave me the most level and unyielding stare I
had ever encountered. “Don’t give me orders. I rank you.”

I blinked at her. It was true I had been asked to be her driver for
the trip here, and in a sense that put me under her orders. But for
her to presume to tell a Captain of a full flight of fighting ships, with
an edge of half a dozen years in seniority and experience that in a
combat situation like this she ranked him—it was raving nonsense. I
opened my mouth to explode—and found myself breaking into
laughter, instead. The situation was too ridiculous.

But, obviously, she was out here on the terrace to stay; and obvi-
ously, I was not going to make any real issue of it under the circum-
stances. We both understood what was going on. Which did not
change the fact that she should not have been on her feet. Like Ian
out on the plain, and in spite of having been forced to see the hu-
morous side of it, I was still angry with her.

“Next time you’re wounded, better hope I'm not your medico,” I
told her. “What can you do up here, anyway?”

“I can be with the rest of you,” she said.

I closed my mouth again. There was no arguing with that answer.
Out of the corner of my eyes I saw Kensie and Ian approaching.
They looked down at her but said nothing, and we all turned to look
again out across the plain.

We stood together, the four of us, looking at the slow, ponderous
advance upon us. All my life I had been plagued by an awareness of
the ridiculous. What mad god had decided that an army should
march against a handful—and that the handful should not only
stand to be marched upon, but should prepare to fight back? But
then the sense of the ridiculousness passed.

With that, I passed into the final stage that always came on me
before battle. It was as if I stepped down into a place of private
quiet. What was coming would come, and I would meet it when it
came. I was aware of Kensie, Ian, Michael, and Amanda standing
around me, and aware that they were experiencing much the same
feelings. Something like telepathy flowed between us, binding us
together. In all my life’s experience there has been nothing like that
feeling of unity, and I have noticed that those who have once felt it
never forget it. It is as it is, as it always has been, and we who are
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there at that moment are together. Against that togetherness, odds
do not matter.

There was a faint scuff of a foot on the terrace floor, and Michael
was gone. I looked at the others, and the thought was unspoken
between us. He had gone to put on his weapons. We turned and saw
the Naharese, now close enough so that they were recognizable as
individual figures. They were almost close enough for their ap-
proach to be heard.

We moved forward to the parapet of the terraces and stood watch-
ing. The day-breeze, strengthening, blew in our faces. There was
time now to appreciate the sunlight, the not-yet-hot temperature of
the day and the moving air. Another few hundred meters and they
would be within the range of our emplaced weapons. Until then,
there was nothing urgent to be done.

The door opened behind us. I turned, but it was not Michael. It
was Padma, supporting El Conde, who was coming out to us with
the help of a silver-headed walking stick. Padma helped him out to
the parapet, and for a second he ignored us, looking instead at the
oncoming troops. Then he turned to us.

“Gentlemen and lady,” he said in Spanish, “I will join you.”

“We’re honored,” Ian answered him in the same tongue. “Would
you care to sit down?”

“Thank you, no. I will stand. You may go about your duties.”

He leaned on the cane, watching across the parapet. We stepped
back away from him, and Padma spoke in a low voice.

“I’m sure he won’t be in the way,” Padma said. “But he wanted to
be here, and there was no one but me left to help him.”

“It’s all right,” said Kensie. “But what about you?”

“I’d like to stay, too,” said Padma.

Ian nodded. A harsh sound came from the throat of the count, and
we looked at him. He was rigid as some ancient dry spearshaft,
staring out at the approaching soldiers, his face carved with the lines
of fury and scorn.

“What is it?” Amanda asked.

I had been as baffled as the rest. Then a faint sound came to my
ear. The regiments were at last close enough to be heard; and what
we were hearing were their bugle calls as faint snatches of melody
on the breeze. We could barely hear it, but I recognized it, as El
Conde already had.

“They’re playing the te guello,” I said. “Announcing ‘no quarter.’”
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The te guello is a promise to cut the throat of anyone opposing.
Amanda’s eyebrows rose.

“For us?” she said. “What good do they think that’ll do?”

“They may think Michael’s bandsmen are still with us,” I said.
“But probably they’re doing it just because it’s always done.”

The others listened for a second. The te guello is an effectively
chilling piece of music; but, as Amanda had implied, it was a little
beside the point to play it to Dorsai.

“Where’s Michael?” she asked now.

I looked around. It was a good question. If he had indeed gone for
weapons, he should have been back out on the terrace sometime
since. But there was no sign of him.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“They’ve stopped their portable weapons,” Kensie said, “and
they’re setting them up to fire. Completely out of effective range,
against walls like this.”

“We’d probably be better down behind the armor of our own
emplacements,” said Ian. “They can’t hurt the walls, but they might
get lucky and hurt some of us.”

He turned to El Conde.

“If you’d care to step down into one of the weapon emplacements,
sir—" he said.

El Conde shook his head.

Ian nodded. He looked at Padma.

“Of course,” said Padma. “I'll come in with one of you—unless I
can be useful in some other way?”

“No,” said Ian. A shouting from the approaching soldiers turned
him and the rest of us once more toward the plain.

The front line of the attackers had broken into a run toward us.
They were only a hundred meters or so now from the foot of the
slope leading to the walls of Gebel Nahar. Whether it had been
decided that they should attack from that distance, or—more likely
—someone had been carried away and started forward early, did not
matter. The attack had begun.

For a moment, this development had given us a temporary respite.
With their own soldiers flooding out ahead, it would be difficult for
those behind to fire at Gebel Nahar without killing their own men.
It was the sort of small happening that can sometimes be turned to
an advantage—but, as I stared out at the plain, I had no idea of what
we might do that would make any real difference to the battle’s
outcome.
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“Look!” called Amanda.

The shouting of the soldiers had stopped, suddenly. The front
line of the attackers was trying to slow down against the pressure of
those behind. The attack was halting as more and more of them
checked and stared at the slope.

What was happening there was that the lid of El Conde’s private
exit from Gebel Nahar was rising. To the Naharese military it must
have looked as if some secret weapon was about to unveil itself on
the slope—and it would have been this that had caused them to have
sudden doubts and dig in their heels. They were still two or three
hundred meters from the tunnel, and the first line of attackers,
trapped by those behind them, were sitting ducks for whatever field-
class weapon might elevate itself through this unexpected opening
and zero in on them.

But of course no such weapon came out. Instead, what emerged
was a head wearing a regimental cap, with what looked like a stick
tilted back by its right ear . . . and slowly, up on to the level of the
ground, and out to face them all came Michael.

He was without weapons. But he was dressed in his full parade
regimentals as band officer; and the gaita gallega was resting in his
arms. He stepped on to the slope and began to march down it to-
ward the Naharese.

The silence was deadly; and into that silence, striking up, came
the sound of the gaita gallega. Clear and strong it came to us; and
clearly it reached as well to the now-silent and motionless ranks of
the Naharese. He was playing Su Madre.

He went forward at a march step, shoulders level, the instrument
held securely in his arms; and his playing went before him, throw-
ing its challenge directly into their faces. A single figure marching
against three thousand.

From where I stood, I had a slight angle on him; and with the
magnification of the watch camera, I could get just a glimpse of his
face from the side and behind. He looked peaceful and intent. He
marched as if on parade, with the intentness of a good musician in
performance, and all the time Su Madre was calling and mocking at
the armed regiments before him.

I touched the camera to make it give me a close-up look at the men
in the Naharese force. They stood as if paralyzed. They were saying
nothing, doing nothing, only watching Michael come toward them
as if he meant to march right through them. All along their front,
they were stopped and watching.
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But their inaction was something that could not last. As I
watched, they began to stir. Michael was between us and them, and
the incredible voice of the bagpipe came almost loudly to our ears.
But rising behind this, we now began to hear a sound like the growl
of some enormous beast.

I looked in the screen. The regiments were still not advancing,
but none of the figures I now saw as I panned down the front were
standing frozen with shock. In the middle of the crescent formation,
the soldiers of the Guard Regiment, who held a feud with Michael’s
Third, were shaking weapons at him.

All along the line, the front boiled. They had all seen that Michael
was unarmed. For a few moments this held them in check. They
threatened, but did not fire. But I could feel the fury building in
them.

I wanted to shout at Michael to turn and come back. He had
broken the momentum of their attack and thrown them into confu-
sion. With troops like these, they would not take up their advance
where they had halted it. Their senior officers would pull them back
and reform them. A breathing space had been gained. It could be
some hours before they would be able to mount a second attack; and
in that time internal tensions or any number of developments might
help us further. Michael still had them between his thumb and fore-
finger. If he turned his back on them now, their inaction might well
hold until he was back in safety.

But there was no way I could reach him and he went steadily
forward, scorning them with his music, taunting them for attacking
in their numbers an opponent so much less than themselves.

Still the Naharese soldiery only shook their weapons and shouted
insults at him; but now, in by the Third Regiment there were uni-
formed figures beginning to wave Michael back. I moved the view of
the screen further along that wing and saw civilians from the fol-
lowing swarm of volunteers and revolutionaries, who were shoving
their way to the front, kneeling down and putting weapons to their
shoulder.

The Third Regiment soldiers were pushing these others back and
jerking their weapons away. Fights had begun to break out; but on
that wing those who wished to fire on Michael were being held
back. It was plain the Third Regiment was torn now between the
attack on Gebel Nahar and its impulse to protect their former Band-
master in his act of outrageous bravery. Still, I saw in the screen one
civilian with a starved and furious face, who had literally to be held



184 LOST DORSAI

on the ground by three of the Third Regiment before he could be
stopped from firing.

A sudden suspicion passed through me. I swung the screen’s view
to the opposite wing, and saw there the same situation. There, vol-
unteers and civilian revolutionaries were trying to stop Michael
with their weapons; and on this wing, also, the soldiers were trying
to check those who attempted to shoot Michael. But here, the effort
to prevent that firing was scattered and ineffective.

I saw a number of weapons of all types leveled at Michael. No
sound could reach me, but it was clear that death was finally in the
air around Michael.

I switched the view back to him. For a moment he continued to
march as if some invisible armor was protecting him. Then he stum-
bled, caught himself, went forward, and fell.

For a second time—for a moment only—the voice of the attackers
stopped, cut off as if a multitude of invisible hands had been clapped
over the mouths of those there. I lifted the view on the screen from
the fallen shape of Michael and saw soldiers and civilians alike
standing motionless, staring at him, as if they could not believe that
he had at last been brought down.

Then, on the wing opposite to the Third Regiment, the civilians
firing began to dance and wave their weapons in the air—and sud-
denly the whole formation seemed to collapse inward, as the soldiers
of the Third Regiment charged across at the rejoicing civilians, and
the Guard Regiment swirled out to oppose them. The fighting
spread as individual attacked individual. In a moment they were all
embroiled. A wild mob without direction or purpose except to kill
whoever was closest, took the place of the military formation that
had existed only five minutes before.

As the fighting became general, the tight mass of bodies spread
out like butter melting; and the struggle extended over a larger and
larger area, until at last it covered even the place where Michael had
fallen. Amanda turned away from the parapet and I caught her as
she staggered. I held her upright and she leaned heavily against me.

“I have to lie down, I guess,” she murmured.

I led her toward the door and the bed that was waiting for her.
Ian, Kensie, and Padma followed, leaving only El Conde, leaning on
his silver headed stick and staring at what was taking place on the
plain, his face lighted with the fierce satisfaction of a hawk perched
above the body of its kill.

It was twilight before all the fighting had ceased; and, with the
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dark, there began to be heard the small sounds of the annunciator
chimes at the main gate. One by one Michael’s bandsmen began to
slip back to us in Gebel Nahar. With their return, Ian, Kensie, and I
were able to stop taking turns at standing watch, as we had up until
then. But it was not until after midnight that we felt it was safe to
leave long enough to go out and recover Michael’s body.

Amanda insisted on going with us. There was no reason to argue
against her coming with us and a good deal of reason in favor of it.
She was responding very well to the drainage unit and a further
eight hours of sleep had rebuilt her strength to a remarkable degree.
Also, she was the one who had suggested we take Michael’s body
back to the Dorsai for burial.

The cost of travel between the worlds was such that few individu-
als could afford it; and few Dorsai who died in the course of their
duties off-planet had their bodies returned for interment in native
soil. But we had adequate space to carry Michael’s body with us in
the courier vessel; and it was Amanda’s point that Michael had
solved the problem by his action—something for which the Dorsai
world in general owed him a debt. Both Padma and El Conde had
agreed, after what had happened today, that the Naharese would not
be brought back to the idea of revolution again for some time. Wil-
liam’s machinations had fallen through. Ian and Kensie could now
either make it their choice to stay and execute their contract, or
legitimately withdraw from it for the reason that they had been
faced with situations beyond their control.

In the end, all of us except Padma went out to look for Michael’s
body, leaving the returned bandsmen to stand duty. It was full night
by the time we emerged once more on to the plain through the
secret exit.

“El Conde will have to have another of these made for him,” said
Kensie, as we came out under the star-brilliant sky. “This one is
more a national monument than a secret, now.”

The night was like the one before, when Kensie and I had made
our sweep in search of observers from the other side. But this time
we were looking only for the dead; and that was all we found.

During the afternoon all the merely wounded had been taken
away by their friends; but there were bodies to be seen as we moved
out to the spot where we had seen Michael go down, but not many
of them. It had been possible to mark the location exactly, using the
surveying equipment built into the watch cameras. But the bodies
were not many. The fighting had been more a weaponed brawl than
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a battle. Which did not alter the fact that those who had died were
dead. They would not come to life again, any more than Michael
would. A small night breeze touched our faces from time to time as
we walked. It was too soon after the fighting for the odors of death
to have taken possession of the battlefield. For the present moment
under the stars the scene we saw, including the dead bodies, had all
the neatness and antiseptic quality of a stage setting.

We came to the place where Michael’s body should have been, but
it was gone. Ian switched on a pocket lamp; and he, with Kensie,
squatted to examine the ground. I waited with Amanda. Ian and
Kensie were the experienced field officers, with Hunter Team prac-
tice. I could spend several hours looking to see what they would take
in at a glance.

After a few minutes they stood up again and Ian switched off the
lamp. There were a few seconds while our eyes readjusted, and then
the plain became real around us once more, replacing the black wall
of darkness that the lamplight had instantly created.

“He was here, all right,” Kensie said. “Evidently quite a crowd
came to carry his body off someplace else. It'll be easy enough to
follow the way they went.”

We followed the trail of scuffed earth and broken vegetation left
by the footwear of those who had carried away Michael’s body. The
track they had left was plain enough so that I myself had no trouble
picking it out, even by starlight, as we went along at a walk. It led
further away from Gebel Nahar, toward where the center of the
Naharese formation had been when the general fighting broke out;
and as we went, bodies became more numerous. Eventually, at a
spot which must have been close to where the Guard Regiment had
stood, we found Michael.

The mound on which his body lay was visible as a dark mass in
the starlight, well before we reached it. But it was only when Ian
switched on his pocket lamp again that we saw its true identity and
purpose. It was a pile nearly a meter in height and a good two
meters long and broad. Most of what made it up was clothes; but
there were many other things mixed in with the cloth items—belts
and ornamental chains, ancient weapons, so old that they must have
been heirlooms, bits of personal jewelry, even shoes and boots.

But, as I say, the greater part of what made it up was clothing—in
particular uniform jackets or shirts, although a fair number of de-
tached sleeves or collars bearing insignia of rank had evidently been
deliberately torn off by their owners and added as separate items.
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On top of all this, lying on his back with his dead face turned
toward the stars, was Michael. I did not need an interpretation of
what I was seeing here, after my earlier look at the painting in the
Nahar City Spaceport Terminal. Michael lay not with a sword, but
with the gaita gallega held to his chest; and beneath him was the /eto
de muerte—the real leto de muerte, made up of everything that those
who had seen him there that day, and who had fought for and
against him after it was too late, considered the most valuable thing
they could give from what was in their possession at the time.

Each had given the best he could, to build up a bed of state for the
dead hero—a bed of triumph, actually, for in winning here Michael
had won everything, according to their rules and their ways. After
the supreme victory of his courage, as they saw it, there was nothing
left for them but the offering of tribute; their possessions or their
lives.

We stood, we three, looking at it all in silence. Finally, Kensie
spoke.

“Do you still want to take him home?”

“No,” said Amanda. The word was almost a sigh from her, and
she stood looking at the dead Michael. “No. This is his home, now.”

We went back to Gebel Nahar, leaving the corpse of Michael with
his honor guard of the other dead around him.

The next day Amanda and I left Gebel Nahar to return to the
Dorsai. Kensie and Ian had decided to complete their contract; and
it looked as if they should be able to do so without difficulty. With
dawn, individual soldiers of the regiments had begun pouring back
into Gebel Nahar, asking to be accepted once more into their duties.
They were eager to please, and for Naharese, remarkably subdued.

Padma was also leaving. He rode into the spaceport with us, as did
Kensie and Ian, who had come along to see us off. In the terminal,
we stopped to look once more at the leto de muerte painting.

“Now I understand,” said Amanda, after a moment. She turned
from the painting and lightly touched both Ian and Kensie, who
were standing on either side of her.

“We’ll be back,” she said, and led the two of them off.

I was left with Padma.

“Understand?” I said to him. “The /leto de muerte concept?”

“No,” said Padma, softly. “I think she meant that now she under-
stands what Michael came to understand, and how it applies to her.
How it applies to everyone, including me and you.”

I felt coldness on the back of my neck.
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“To me?” I said.

“You have lost part of your protection, the armor of your sorrow
and loss,” he answered. “To a certain extent, when you let yourself
become concerned with Michael’s problem, you let someone else in
to touch you again.”

I looked at him, a little grimly.

“You think so?” I put the matter aside. “I've got to get out and
start the checkover on the ship. Why don’t you come along? When
Amanda and the others come back and don’t find us here, they’ll
know where to look.”

Padma shook his head.

“I'm afraid I'd better say goodbye now,” he replied. “There are
other urgencies that have been demanding my attention for some
time and I've put them aside for this. Now, it’s time to pay them
some attention. So I'll say goodbye now; and you can give my
farewells to the others.”

“Goodbye, then,” I said.

As when we had met, he did not offer me his hand; but the
warmth of him struck through to me; and for the first time I faced
the possibility that perhaps he was right. That Michael, or he, or
Amanda—or perhaps the whole affair—had either worn thin a spot,
or chipped off a piece, of that shell that had closed around me when
I watched them kill Else.

“Perhaps we’ll run into each other again,” I said.

“With people like ourselves,” he said, “it’s very likely.”

He smiled once more, turned, and went.

I crossed the terminal to the Security Section, identified myself,
and went out to the courier ship. It was no more than half an hour’s
work to run the checkover—these special vessels are practically self-
monitoring. When I finished, the others had still not yet appeared. I
was about to go in search of them when Amanda pulled herself
through the open entrance port and closed it behind her.

“Where’s Kensie and Ian?” I asked.

“They were paged. The Board of Governors showed up at Gebel
Nahar, without warning. They both had to hurry back for a full-
dress confrontation. I told them I'd say goodbye to you for them.”

“All right. Padma sends his farewells by me to the rest of you.”

She laughed and sat down in the copilot’s seat beside me.

“I’ll have to write Ian and Kensie to pass Padma’s on,” she said.
“Are we ready to lift?”

“As soon as we're cleared for it. That port sealed?”
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She nodded. I reached out to the instrument bank before me,
keyed Traffic Control, and asked to be put in sequence for liftoff.
Then I gave my attention to the matter of warming the bird to life.

Thirty-five minutes later we lifted, and another ten minutes after
that saw us safely clear of the atmosphere. I headed out for the
legally requisite number of planetary diameters before making the
first phase shift. Then, finally, with mind and hands free, I was able
to turn my attention again to Amanda.

She was lost in thought, gazing deep into the pinpoint fires of the
visible stars in the navigation screen above the instrument bank. I
watched her without speaking for a moment, thinking again that
Padma had possibly been right. Earlier, even when she had spoken
to me in the dark of my room of how she felt about Ian, I had
touched nothing of her. But now, I could feel the life in her as she
sat beside me.

She must have sensed my eyes on her, because she roused from
her private consultation with the stars and looked over.

“Something on your mind?” she asked.

“No,” I said. “Or rather, yes. I didn’t really follow your thinking,
back in the terminal when we were looking at the painting and you
said that now you understood.”

“You didn’t?” She watched me for a fraction of a second. “I meant
that now I understood what Michael had.”

“Padma said he thought you’d meant you understood how it ap-
plied to you—and to everyone.”

She did not answer for a second.

“You’re wondering about me—and Ian and Kensie,” she said.

“It’s not important what I wonder,” I said.

“Yes, it is. After all, I dumped the whole matter in your lap in the
first place, without warning. It’s going to be all right. They’ll finish
up their contract here and then Ian will go to Earth for Leah.
They’ll be married and she’ll settle in Foralie.”

“And Kensie?”

“Kensie.” She smiled sadly. “Kensie’ll go in . .. in his own
way.”

“And you?”

“I’'ll go mine.” She looked at me very much as Padma had looked
at me, as we stood below the painting. “That’s what I meant when I
said I'd understood. In the end the only way is to be what you are
and do what you must. If you do that, everything works. Michael
found that out.”
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“And threw his life away putting it into practice.”

“No,” she said, swiftly. “He threw nothing away. There were
only two things he wanted. One was to be the Dorsai he was born to
be and the other was never to use a weapon; and it seemed he could
have either one but not the other. Only, he was true to both and it
worked. In the end, he was Dorsai and unarmed—and by being both
he stopped an army.”

Her eyes held me so powerfully that I could not look away.

“He went his way and found his life,” she said, “and my answer is
to go mine. Ian, his. Kensie, his; and—"

She broke off so abruptly I knew what she had been about to say.

“Give me time,” I said; and the words came a little more thickly
than I had expected. “It’s too soon yet. Still too soon since she died.
But give me time, and maybe . . . maybe, even me.”
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Well, I’ll be darned. The very year after George R. R. Martin breaks
precedent by winning two Hugos in the shorter categories at the
same convention, Gordy does the same. What’s more, whereas
George won in the novelette and short story categories, Gordy did a
bit better (lengthwise) by winning in the novelette and novella cate-
gories. On top of that, George, at a previous convention, had won a
Hugo for a novella, while Gordy, at a previous convention, had won
a Hugo for a short story. The result was that at the end of this
curious double double-victory, each one ends up with three Hugos,
one in each of the categories.

(It occurs to me that if the Hugo Awards are continued for
enough years, and if records are kept meticulously, and if someone
is around who is curious enough to work out all the combinations
and permutations, we might end up with a set of records of all
kinds, similar to those we find in the baseball statistics. “Who hit the
most pop-ups over a two-year period?” “What umpire was most fre-
quently assaulted by a third baseman in the course of a season?”)

But before I wander too far off into the swamps and thickets of
irrelevancies, let me seize the opportunity to return to the matter of
historical novels of the future.

Even when two authors both tackle the same form, they are liable
to approach it in different ways. For instance, in my Foundation
series, the operative characters are usually politicians and the sus-
pense lies in the political shenanigans and double-crossing. Action,
when it must occur, generally takes place offstage and the central
theme of the entire series is expressed succinctly in the first story by
a paraphrase of a famous remark by Samuel Johnson. My version is
“Violence is the last refuge of the incompetent.” (A young man
asked me once why, in that case, there was so much violence and I
answered at once, “Because there is so much incompetence.”)

Gordy, on the other hand, the sweetest and least belligerent of
people, centers his series about a military caste, so that there is a
great deal of opportunity for heroism and physical danger. It makes
for more dramatic stories and I wish I could do it, but I can’t. How-
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ever, this sort of thing helps differentiate the stories by different
authors and keeps us from stepping on each other’s toes.

There is one curiosity I might mention, though. Almost all the
historical novels of the future in science fiction, from the Founda-
tion series on, have a background that is almost invariably one of a
social system recognizably feudal. (This is true even of something as
outside our immediate field as The Lord of the Rings.)

Why? I know why in my own case. I let my history of the fall of
the Galactic Empire and the rise of the Foundation be guided by
Gibbon’s history of the fall of the Roman Empire and the rise of
medieval feudalism—so I had to.

But why the others? I suspect that this is because feudal eras,
however inefficient, cruel, and rotten they may have been, are al-
ways foolishly viewed in retrospect as representing a Heroic Age.
We forget how ignorant, unwashed, and sadistic the “knightly he-
roes” really were and let the mantle of Sir Lancelot fall upon them.

We are all victims of myth and legend.



i)

THE CLOAK AND
THE STAFF

Descending in the icy grey November dawn from the crowded bus
that had brought the airline passengers over the mountains from
Bologna—as frequently happened in wintertime, the airport at Mi-
lan, Italy, was fogged in; and the courier ship, like the commercial
jets, had been forced to set down in Bologna—Shane Evert caught a
glimpse out of the corner of his eye of a small stick figure, inconspic-
uously etched on the base of a lamppost.

He did not dare to look at it directly, but the side glance was
enough. He flagged a taxi and gave the driver the address of the
Aalaag Guard Headquarters for the city.

“E freddo, Milano,” said the driver, wheeling the cab through the
nearly deserted morning streets.

Shane gave him a monosyllable in a Swiss accent, by way of agree-
ment. Milan was indeed cold in November. Cold and hard. To the
south, Florence would be still soft and warm, with blue skies and
sunlight. The driver was probably hoping to start a conversation
and find out what brought his human passenger to an alien HQ, and
that was dangerous. Ordinary humans did not love those who
worked for the Aalaag. If I say nothing, Shane thought, he may be
suspicious. No, on second thought, he’ll just think from the Swiss
accent that I'm someone who has a relative in trouble in this city
and doesn’t feel like conversation.

The driver spoke of the summer now past. He regretted the old
days when tourists had come through.

To both these statements, Shane gave the briefest of responses.
Then there was silence in the cab, except for the noise of travel.
Shane leaned his staff at a more comfortable angle against his right
leg and left shoulder, to better accommodate it to the small passen-
ger compartment of the cab. He smoothed his brown robe over his
knees. The image of the stick figure he had seen still floated in his
mind. It was identical with the figure he himself had first marked
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upon a wall beneath the triple hooks with the dead man on them, in
Aalborg, Denmark, over half a year ago:

Al

But he had not marked this one on the lamppost. Nor, indeed, had
he marked any of the other such figures he had glimpsed about the
world during the last eight months. One moment of emotional re-
bellion had driven him to create an image that was now apparently
spawning and multiplying to fill his waking as well as his sleeping
hours with recurring nightmares. It did no good to remind himself
that no one could possibly connect him with the original graffito. It
did no good to know that, all these eight months since he had been
an impeccable servant of Lyt Ahn.

Neither fact would be of the slightest help if for some reason Lyt
Ahn, or any other Aalaag, should believe there was cause to connect
him with any one of the scratched figures.

What insane egocentric impulse had pushed him to use his own
usual pilgrim sect disguise as the symbol of opposition to the aliens?
Any other shape would have done as well. But he had had the alco-
hol of the Danish bootleg aquavit inside him; and with the memory
of the massive Aalaag father and son in the square, watching the
death of the man they had condemned and executed—above all,
with the memory of their conversation, which he alone of all the
humans there could understand—also burning in him, for one brief
moment reason had flown out the window of his mind.

So, now his symbol had been taken up and become the symbol of
what was obviously an already existent human underground in op-
position to the Aalaag, an underground he had never suspected. The
very fact that it existed at all forecast bloody tragedy for any human
foolish enough to be related to it. By their own standards, the
Aalaag were unsparingly fair. But they considered humans as “cat-
tle”; and a cattle owner did not think in terms of being “fair” to a
sick or potentially dangerous bull that had become a farm prob-
lem: 2o,

“Eccolo!” said the cab driver.

Shane looked as bidden and saw the alien HQ. A perfectly reflec-
tive force shield covered it like a coating of mercury. It was impossi-
ble to tell what kind of structure it had been originally. Anything
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from an office building to a museum was a possibility. Lyt Ahn,
First Captain of Earth, in his HQ overlooking St. Anthony’s Falls in
what had once been the heart of Minneapolis, scorned such an obvi-
ous display of defensive strength. The grey concrete walls of his
sprawling keep on Nicollet Island had nothing to protect them but
the portable weapons within, though these alone were capable of
leveling the metropolitan area surrounding in a handful of hours.
Shane paid the driver, got out, and went in through the main en-
trance of the Milan HQ._

The Ordinary Guards inside the big double doors and those on
the desk were all human. Young for the most part, like Shane him-
self, but much bigger; for the largest of humans seemed frail and
small to the eight-foot Aalaag. These guards wore the usual neat, but
drab, black uniforms of servant police. Dwarfed among them, in
spite of his five feet eleven inches of height, Shane felt a twinge of
perverse comfort at being within these walls and surrounded by
these particular fellow humans. Like him, they ate at the alien’s
tables; they would be committed to defend him against any non-
servant humans who should threaten him. Under the roof of mas-
ters who sickened him, he was physically protected and secure.

He stopped at the duty desk and took his Key from the leather
pouch at his belt, leaving the documents within. The human duty
officer there took the Key and examined it. It was made of metal—
metal which no ordinary Earth native was allowed to own or carry
—and the Mark of Lyt Ahn was stamped on the square handle.

“Sir,” said the officer in Italian, reading the Mark. He was sud-
denly obliging. “Can I be of assistance?”

“I sign in, temporarily,” answered Shane in Arabic, for the of-
ficer’s speech echoed the influence of the throat consonants of that
language. “I am the one who delivers messages for the First Captain
of Earth, Lyt Ahn. I have some to deliver now to the Commander of
these Headquarters.”

“Your tongue is skilled,” said the officer in Arabic, turning the
duty book about and passing Shane a pen.

“Yes,” said Shane and signed.

“The Commander here,” said the officer, “is Laa Ehon, Captain of
the sixth rank. He accepts your messages.”

He turned and beckoned over one of the lesser human guards.

“To the outer office of Laa Ehon, with this one bearing messages
for the Commander.”

The guard saluted, and led Shane off. Several flights of stairs up
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beside an elevator which Shane would have known better than to
use even if the guard had not been with him brought them to a
corridor; down which, behind another pair of large carved doors,
they reached what was plainly an outer room of the private offices of
the Aalaag Commander in Milan.

The guard saluted and left. There were no other humans in the
room. An Aalaag of the twenty-second rank sat at a desk in a far
corner of the large open space, reading what seemed to be reports on
the sort of plastic sheets that would take and hold multiple overlays
of impressions. In the wall to Shane’s left was a window, showing
the slight corner shading that betrayed an Aalaag version of one-
way glass. The window gave a view of what must be an adjoining
office having benches for humans to sit on. This office was empty,
however, except for a blond-haired young woman, dressed in a loose
ankle-length blue robe tied tight around her narrow waist.

There was no place for Shane to sit. But, in close attendance as he
customarily was on Lyt Ahn and other Aalaag of low-number rank,
he was used to waiting on his feet for hours.

He stood. After perhaps twenty minutes, the Aalaag at the desk
noticed him.

“Come,” he said, lifting a thumb the size of a tent peg. “Tell me.”

He had spoken in Aalaag, for most human servants had some
understanding of the basic commands in the tongue of their over-
lords. But his face altered slightly as Shane answered, for there were
few humans like Shane—and Shane both worked and lived with all
of those few—who were capable of fluent accentless response in that
language.

“Untarnished sir,” said Shane, coming up to the desk and stop-
ping before it, “I have messages from Lyt Ahn directly to the Com-
mander of the Milan Headquarters.”

He made no move to produce the message rolls from his pouch;
and the Aalaag’s massive hand, which had begun to extend itself,
palm up, toward him at the word “messages,” was withdrawn when
Shane pronounced the name of Lyt Ahn.

“You are a valuable beast,” said the Aalaag. “Laa Ehon will re-
ceive your messages soon.”

“Soon” could mean anything from “within minutes” to “within
weeks.” However, since the messages were from Lyt Ahn, and per-
sonal, it was probable that it would be minutes rather than a longer
time. Shane went back to his corner.

The door opened, and two other Aalaag came in. They were both
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males in middle life, one of the twelfth, one of the sixth rank. The
one of sixth rank could only be Laa Ehon. A Captain of a rank that
low-numbered was actually too highly qualified to command a sin-
gle HQ_like this. It was unthinkable that there would be two such
here.

The newcomers ignored Shane. No, he thought, as their gaze
moved on, they had not merely ignored him. Their eyes had noticed,
catalogued, and dismissed him in a glance. They walked together to
the one-way window; and the one who must be Laa Ehon spoke in
Aalaag.

“This one?”

They were examining the girl in the blue robe, who sat unaware
of their gaze in the other room.

“Yes, untarnished sir. The officer on duty in the square saw this
one move away from the wall I told you of just before he noticed the
scratching on it.” The Captain of the twelfth rank pointed with his -
thumb at the girl. “He then examined the scratching, saw it was
recently made, and turned to find this one. For a moment he
thought she had been lost among the herd in the square, then he
caught sight of her from the back, some distance off and hurrying
away. He stunned her and brought her in.”

“His rank?”

“Thirty-second, untarnished sir.”

“And this one has been questioned?”

“No sir, I waited to speak to you about procedure.”

Laa Ehon stood for a moment, unanswering, gazing at the girl.

“Thirty-second, you said? Did he know this particular beast previ-
ously to seeing her in the square?”

“No sir. But he remembered the color of her apparel. There was
no other in that color nearby.”

Laa Ehon turned from the window.

“I’d like to talk to him, first. Send him to me.”

“Sir, he’s presently on duty.”

“Ah'77

Shane understood Laa Ehon’s momentary thoughtfulness. As
commanding officer, he could easily order the officer in question to
be relieved from duty long enough to report to him in person. But
the Aalaag nature and custom was such that only the gravest reason
would allow him to justify such an order. An Aalaag on duty, re-
gardless of rank, was almost a sacred object.

“Where?” Laa Ehon.
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“The local airport, untarnished sir.”

“I will go and speak to him at his duty post. Captain Otah On, you
are ordered to accompany me.”

“Yes, untarnished sir.”

“Then let us move with minimal loss of time. It is unlikely that
this matter has more importance than presently seems, but we must
make sure of that.”

He turned toward the door with Otah On behind him. Once more
his eyes swept Shane. He stopped and looked over at the Aalaag.

“What is this one?” he asked.

“Sir,” the Aalaag at the desk was on his feet. “A courier with
messages for your hand from Lyt Ahn.”

Laa Ehon looked back at Shane.

“I will accept your messages in an hour, no more, once I've come
back. Do you understand what I have just said to you?”

“I understand, untarnished sir,” said Shane.

“Until then, remain dutiful. But be comfortable.”

Laa Ehon led the way out of the room, Otah On close behind him.
The Aalaag at the desk sat down again and went back to his sheets.

Shane looked once more at the girl beyond the one way glass. She
sat, unaware of what another hour would bring. They would ques-
tion her with chemicals, of course, first. But after that their methods
would become physical. There was no sadism in the Aalaag charac-
ter. If any of the aliens had shown evidence of such, his own people
would have considered it an unfitting weakness and destroyed him
for having it. But it was understood that cattle might be induced to
tell whatever they knew if they were subjected to sufficient discom-
fort. An Aalaag, of course, was above any such persuasion. Death
would come long before any degree of discomfort could change the
individual alien’s character enough to make him or her say what
they wished to keep unsaid.

Shane felt his robe clinging to his upper body, wet with a secret
sweat. The woman sat almost in profile, her blond hair down her
shoulders, her surprisingly pale-skinned (for this latitude) face,
smooth and gentle-looking. She could not be more than barely into
her twenties. He wanted to look away from her, so that he could
stop thinking about what was awaiting her, but—as it had happened
to him a year ago with the man on the triple hooks when he had first
created the symbol—Shane could not make his head turn.

He knew it now for what it was—a madness in him. A madness
born of his own hidden revulsion against and private terror of these
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massive humanoids who had descended to own the Earth. These
were the Masters he served, who kept him warm and well-fed when
most of the rest of humanity chilled and ate little, who patted him
with condescending compliments—as if he was in fact the animal
they called him, the clever house pet ready to wag his tail for a kind
glance or word. The fear of death was like an ingot of cold iron
inside him, when he thought of them; and the fear of a long and
painful death was like that same ingot with razor edges. But at the
same time there was this madness—this madness that, if he did not
control it by some small actions, would explode and bring him to
throw his dispatches in some Aalaag face, to fling himself one day
like a terrier against a tiger, at the throat of his Master, First Captain
of Earth, Lyt Ahn.

It was a real thing, that madness. Even the Aalaag knew of its
existence in their conquered peoples. There was even a word for it
in their own tongue—yowaragh. Yowaragh had caused the man on the
hooks a year ago to make a hopeless attempt to defend his wife
against what he had thought was an Aalaag brutality. Yowaragh, ev-
ery day, caused one human, at least somewhere in the world, to fling
a useless stick or stone against some shielded untouchable conqueror
in a situation where escape was impossible and destruction was cer-
tain. Yowaragh had knocked at the door of Shane’s brain once, a year
ago, threatening to break out. It was knocking again.

He could not help but look at her; and he could not bear to look at
her—and the only alternative to an end for both of them was to
somehow keep it from happening—Laa Ehon’s return, the torture
of the girl, and the yowaragh that would lead to his own death.

In one hour, Laa Ehon had said, he would be back. Rivulets of
perspiration were trickling down Shane’s naked sides under the
robe. His mind had gone into high gear, racing like an uncontrolled
heartbeat. What way out was there? There must be one—if he could
think of it. The other side of the coin to what they would do to the
girl was built on the same lack of sadism. The Aalaag would only
destroy property for some purpose. If there was no purpose, they
would not waste a useful beast. They would have no emotional stake
in keeping her merely because she had been arrested in the first
place. She was too insignificant; they were too pragmatic.

His mind was feverish. He was not sure what he planned, but all
his intimate knowledge of the Aalaag in the three years he had lived
closely with them was simmering and bubbling in the back of his
mind. He went and stood before the Aalaag at the desk.
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“Yes?” said the Aalaag, after a little while, looking up at him.

“Untarnished sir, the Captain Commander said that he would be
back in an hour to accept my messages, but until then I should be
dutiful but comfortable.”

Eyes with grey-black pupils gazed at him on a level with his own.

“You want comfort, is that it?”

“Untarnished sir, if I could sit or lie, it would be appreciated.”

“Yes. Very well. The Commander has so ordered. Go find what
facilities there are for such activities in the areas of our own cattle.
Return in an hour.”

“I am grateful to the untarnished sir.”

The grey-black pupils were cast into shadow by the jet brows
coming together.

“This is a matter of orders. I am not one who allows his beasts to
fawn.”

“Sir, I obey.”

The brows relaxed.

“Better. Go.”

He went out. He was moving swiftly now. As when before, in
Denmark, he was at last caught up in what he was doing. There was
no longer any doubt, any hesitation. He went swiftly down the
outside corridor which was deserted, ears and eyes alert for sign of
anyone, but particularly one of the aliens. As he passed the eleva-
tors, he stopped, looked about him.

There was no one watching; and once aboard the elevator he
would be able to go from this floor down to street level or below
without being seen. There would be other doors to the outside than
the one by which he had come in; and on other levels, sub-main-
floor levels, he could possibly find them. There would be portals
used only by the Aalaag themselves and their most trusted servants,
and they would be free to come and go without being noticed.

He punched for the elevator. After a moment it came. The doors
swung wide. As it opened he turned away and readied himself to
pretend—in case there was an Aalaag aboard—that he was merely
passing by. But the elevator compartment was empty.

He stepped inside. The only danger remaining for him now was
that some other Aalaag on a floor below would have just punched
for this elevator. If it stopped for one of the aliens and the door
opened to reveal him inside, he would be trapped—doubly guilty,
for being where he should not be and also for being absent from his
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duty, which at the present was to lie down or otherwise relax. Only
Aalaag were permitted to use elevators.

For a moment he thought the one in which he was descending
was going to hesitate on the first floor. In the back of his mind, plans
flickered like heat lightning on a summer evening. If it did stop, if
the door did open and an Aalaag walked in, he planned to throw
himself at the alien’s throat. Hopefully, the other would kill him out
of reflex, and he would escape being held for questioning as to why
he was where he was.

But the elevator did not stop. It continued moving downward,
and the telltale light illuminating the floor numbers as they passed
showed it was approaching the floor just below street level. Shane
punched for the cage to stop. It did, the door opened, and he stepped
into a small square corridor leading directly to a glass door and a
flight of steps beyond, leading upward. He had hit on one of the
alien ways out of the building.

He left the elevator and went quickly along the corridor to the
door. It was locked, of course; but in his pocket he carried the Key of
Lyt Ahn, or at least the Key that all the special human servants of
Lyt Ahn were allowed to bear. It would open any ordinary door in a
building belonging to the aliens.

He tried the Key now, and it worked. The door swung noiselessly
open. A second later he was out of it, up the stairs, and into the
street above.

He went down the street, walking at a pace just short of a run,
and turned right at the first crossing, searching for a market area.
Four blocks on, he found a large square with many shops. A single
Aalaag sat on his riding animal, towering and indifferent to the
crowd about him, before a set of pillars upholding a sidewalk arcade
at one end of the square. Whether the alien was on duty or simply
waiting for something or someone, it was impossible to tell. But for
Shane, now, to use a shop on this square would not be wise.

He hurried on. A few streets farther on, he found a smaller collec-
tion of shops lining both sides of a blind alley, and one of these was a
store for such simple clothing as the Aalaag allowed humans to use
nowadays. He stepped inside and a small bell over the door chimed
softly.

“Signore?” said a voice.

Shane’s eyes adjusted to the interior dimness and saw a counter
piled high with folded clothing and with a short dark-faced man
with a knife-blade nose behind it. Remarkably, in these days of alien
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occupation, the proprietor had a small potbelly under his loose yel-
low smock.

“I want a full-length robe,” Shane said. “Reversible.”

“Of course.” The proprietor began to come around the counter.
“What type?”

“How much is your most expensive garment?”

“Seventy-five new lire or equivalent in trade, signore.”

Shane dug into the purse hanging from the rope around his waist,
and threw on the counter before him metal coins issued by the
Aalaag for use as an international currency—the gold and silver
rectangles with which his work as an employee of Lyt Ahn was
rewarded.

The store owner checked his movement. His eyes moved to the
coins, then back to Shane’s face with a difference. Only humans of
great power under the alien authority, or those engaged in the ille-
gal black market, would ordinarily have such coins with which to
pay their bills; and it would be seldom that such would come into a
small shop like this.

He moved toward the coins. Shane covered them with his hand.

“I'll pick the robe out myself,” he said. “Show me your stock.”

“But of course, of course, signore.”

The proprietor went past the coins and out from behind the
counter. He opened a door to a back room and invited Shane in.
Within were tables stacked with clothing and cloth. In one corner,
under a kerosene lamp, was a tailor’s worktable with scraps of cloth,
tools, thread, and some pieces of blue or white chalk.

“Here are the robes, on these two tables,” he said.

“Good,” said Shane, harshly. “Go over to the corner there and
turn around. I'll pick out what I want.”

The man moved swiftly, his shoulders hunched a little. If his visi-
tor was black market, it would be unwise to argue with or irritate
him.

Shane located the reversible robes among the others, and pawed
through them, selecting the largest one he could find that was blue
on one side. The other side of it was brown. He pulled it on over his
own robe, the blue side out, and drew the drawstring tight at the
waist. Stepping across to the worktable, he picked up a fragment of
the white chalk.

“I’ll leave a hundred lire on the counter,” he said to the back of
the proprietor. “Don’t turn around, don’t come out until I've been
gone for five minutes. You understand?”
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“I understand.”

Shane turned and went. He glanced at the counter as he passed.
He had snatched coins from his purse at random and there was the
equivalent of over a hundred and fifty lire in gold and silver on the
counter. It would not do to make the incident look any more impor-
tant to the storeman than was necessary. Shane scooped up fifty lire-
equivalent and went out the door, heading back toward the square
where he had seen the mounted Aalaag.

He was very conscious of the quick sliding by of time. He could
not afford to be missing from the headquarters more than the hour
the officer on duty had allowed him. If the Aalaag had left the
square . . .

But he had not. When Shane, sweating, once more emerged into
the square, the massive figure still sat unmoved, as indifferent as
ever.

Shane, because of his duties, was allowed to carry one of the
Aalaag’s perpetual timepieces. It lay in his purse now, but he dared
not consult it to see how much time remained. A glimpse of it by the
ordinary humans around would identify him as a servant of the
aliens, and win him the bitter enmity of these others; and that en-
mity, here and now, could be fatal.

He went quickly through the crowd swarming the square. As he
got close to the Aalaag on the riding animal, the adrenaline-born
courage inside him almost failed. But a memory of the prisoner back
at the headquarters rose in him, and he pushed himself on.

Deliberately, he made himself blunder directly beneath the heavy
head of the riding animal, so that it jerked its nose up. Its movement
was slight—only an inch or two—but it was enough to draw the
attention of the Aalaag. His eyes dropped to see Shane.

Still moving, Shane kept his head down. He had pulled his hair
down on his forehead as far as possible, to hide his face from the
alien’s view—but it was not really that he was counting on preserv-
ing his anonymity. Few Aalaag could tell one human from another
—even after two years of close contact, Lyt Ahn recognized Shane
from the other courier-interpreters more by the times on which
Shane reported than by any physical individualities.

Shane scuttled past; and the alien, indifferent to something as
mere as a single one of the cattle about him, raised his eyes to infin-
ity again, returning to his thoughts. Shane went on for only a few
more steps, to the nearest pillar, and stopped. There, hiding his
actions with his body from the alien behind him, he pulled the



204 THE CLOAK AND THE STAFF

tailor’s white chalk from his pouch and with a hand that trembled,
sketched on the stone of the pillar the cloaked figure with its staff.

He stepped back—and the sudden, almost inaudible moan of rec-
ognition and arrested movement in the crowd behind him drew—as
he had known it would—the attention of the Aalaag. Instantly, the
alien wheeled his animal about, reaching for the same sort of stun-
ning weapon with which the woman prisoner had been captured.

But Shane was already moving. He ran into the crowd, threw
himself down so that the bodies about would shield him from the
view of the Aalaag, and rolled, frantically pulling off the outer re-
versible robe.

Instinctively, defensively, the other humans closed about him,
hiding him from the alien, who was now—weapon in one massive
hand—searching their numbers to locate him. The reversible robe
stuck and bound itself under his armpits, but at last Shane got it off.
Leaving it on the ground behind him, still with its blue side out, he
scuttled on hands and knees farther off, until, at last near the edge of
the square, he risked getting to his feet and leaving it as quickly as
he could without drawing attention to himself.

Panting, soaked with sweat, leaving behind humans who stu-
diously avoided looking at him and beginning to move now among
others who looked at him with entirely normal interest, Shane half-
ran toward the Aalaag headquarters. Subjectively, it seemed as if at
least an hour had passed since he had first stepped under the nose of
the Aalaag riding animal; but reason told him that the whole busi-
ness could not have taken more than a few minutes. He stopped at a
fountain—bless Italy, he thought, for having fountains—to bathe his
face, neck, and underarms. Officially, the Aalaag were indifferent to
how their cattle stank; but in practice, they preferred those humans
who were physically as much without odor as possible—though it
never seemed to occur to them that they were as noisome in human
noses as humans were in their own. But for Shane to return smell-
ing strongly from what had theoretically been a rest period might
attract interest to the period of time he had spent out of the office.

He let himself in with his Key through the same door which had
given him egress; and this time took a stair, rather than the elevator,
to the entrance level of the headquarters. No one saw him emerge
on the entrance level. He paused to check his timepiece and saw that
he still had some twelve minutes of his hour.

He made use of that time by asking one of the Ordinary Guards
where the rest facilities for cattle were, went to it, and retraced his
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steps from there to the office he had waited in before. Outside the
office door, he discovered he had still four minutes left, and stood
where he was until he could enter at the exact moment on which he
had been told to return.

The alien officer at the desk looked up as he came in, glanced at
the clock face over the door, and returned to his papers silently.
Nonetheless, Shane felt the triumph of a minor point scored. Precise
obedience was a mark in any human’s favor, in Aalaag eyes. He
went back to the spot on which he had been standing before—and
stood again.

It was nearly three-quarters of an hour later that the door opened
and Laa Ehon, with Otah On, entered. With a subjected being’s
acuteness of observation, reinforced by the experience gained in his
two years of close contact with aliens, Shane recognized both of the
officers at once. They went directly to the one-way glass to stare at
the human prisoner beyond; and Shane’s heart sank in panic.

It was inconceivable that his actions in the square of an hour
before should not have been reported by this time. But it looked as if
the two senior officers were about to proceed with the young
woman as if nothing had happened. Then Laa Ehon spoke.

“It is indeed the same color,” the headquarters Commander said.
“There must be many of the cattle so dressed.”

“Very true, untarnished sir,” answered Otah On.

Laa Ehon studied the young woman for a moment longer.

“Was she at any time made aware of the specific reason for her
being brought here?” he asked.

“Nothing has been told her, untarnished sir.”

“Yes,” said Laa Ehon, thoughtfully. “Well, then. It is a healthy
young beast. There is no need to waste it. Let it go.”

“It will be done.”

Laa Ehon turned from the one-way glass and his eyes swept over
the rest of the room, stopping on Shane. He walked forward to
Shane.

“You were the beast with dispatches from Lyt Ahn?”

“Yes, untarnished sir,” said Shane. “I have them here for you.”

He produced them from his pouch and handed them into the
large grasp of the Commander. Laa Ehon took them, unfolded and
read them. He passed them to Otah On.

“Execute these.”

“Yes, untarnished sir.”

Otah On carried the dispatches over to the desk of the duty officer
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and spoke to him, handing him the papers. The eyes of Laa Ehon
fastened on Shane, with a glimmer of interest.

“You speak with great purity,” said the Commander. “You are one
of the First Captain’s special group of beasts for speaking and carry-
ing, are you not?”

“I am, untarnished sir.”

“How long have you spoken the true language?”

“Two years of this world, untarnished sir.”

Laa Ehon stood looking at him, and a trickle of perspiration crept
coldly down Shane’s spine under his robe.

“You are a beast worth having,” said the Commander, slowly. “I
did not think one such as you could be brought to speak so clearly.
How are you valued?”

Shane’s breath caught silently in his throat. Existence was barely
endurable as one of the favored human group that was the personal
property of Earth’s ruling alien. The madness he feared would come
quickly, if instead he should be trapped here, in this building,
among the brutes that made up the Interior Guard.

“To the best of my knowledge, untarnished sir’—he dared not
hesitate in his answer—*I am valued at half a possession of land—"

Otah On, who had just regained the side of his commander, raised
his black eyebrows at the voicing of this price, but Laa Ehon’s face
remained thoughtful.

“—and the favor of my Master Lyt Ahn,” said Shane.

The thoughtfulness vanished from Laa Ehon’s features. Shane’s
heart was pounding. It was true he had prefaced his answer with “to
the best of my knowledge,” but in fact he had never officially been
acquainted with the fact that part of his price involved the favor of
his owner. What he knew himself to be valued at, half a possession
of land—about forty miles square of what the Aalaag called “good
country”—was an enormously high price in itself for any single
human beast. It was roughly equivalent to what, in pre-Aalaag days,
would have been the cost of a top-price, custom-made sports car,
gold-plated and set with jewels. But Laa Ehon had looked ready to
consider even that. It was not the first time Shane had been aware
that he possessed the status of a sort of luxury toy. Only, this time,
Shane had mentioned that his price included the favor of Lyt Ahn.
“Favor” was a term that went beyond all price. It was a designation
meaning that his Master was personally interested in keeping him,
and that the price of any sale could include anything at all—but
probably something Lyt Ahn would favor at least as much as what
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he was giving up. Such “favor,” involved in a sale, could constitute
in effect a blank check signed by the buyer, cashable at any time in
the future for goods or actions by the seller, guaranteed under the
unyielding obligation code of the Aalaag.

Shane had never been told he had Lyt Ahn’s favor. He had only
overheard Lyt Ahn once saying to his Chief of Staff that he must get
around to extending his favor over all the beasts of that special
group to which Shane belonged. If Laa Ehon should check with Lyt
Ahn, and this had never been done, then Shane was doomed as an
untrustworthy and lying beast. Even if the favor had been extended,
Lyt Ahn might question how Shane had come to know of it.

And then, again, the First Captain, busy as he was with much
more weighty affairs of Aalaag government, might simply conclude
that he had mentioned it at some time to Shane and since forgotten
the fact. Claiming it now was one of the daily gambles necessary to
human daily existence in the midst of the aliens.

“Give him his receipt,” said Laa Ehon.

Otah On passed Shane a receipt for the dispatches, made out a
moment before by the duty officer. Shane put it in his pouch.

“You return directly to Lyt Ahn?” Laa Ehon said.

“Yes, untarnished sir.”

“My courtesies to the First Captain.”

“I will deliver them.”

“Then you may go.”

Shane turned and left. As the door closed behind him, he drew a
deep breath and went quickly to the stairs, then down to the en-
trance floor and the entrance itself.

“I’m returning to the residence of the First Captain,” he told the
officer of the Ordinary Guards in charge at the entrance. It was the
same man with the Arabic influence noticeable in his spoken Italian.
“Will you get me space on the necessary aircraft? I've priority, of
course.”

“It’s already taken care of,” said the officer. “You’re to travel with
one of the Masters on courier duty in a military small craft, leaving
in two hours. Shall I order transportation to the airfield?”

“No,” said Shane briefly. He did not have to give the reasons for
his actions to this uniformed lackey. “I'll get myself there.”

He thought he caught a hint of admiration in the officer’s steady
gaze. But then, if the other ever thought of walking the Milan
streets alone, it would be in his regular uniform, which he was
never permitted to discard. Someone like this officer would never be
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able to imagine the freedom of Shane in going about, ostensibly as
one of them, among the ordinary humans of the city—nor could he
imagine how necessary these few moments of illusory freedom were
to Shane.

“Very well,” said the officer. “The Master who will carry you is
Enech Ajin. The Masters’ desk at the air terminal will direct you to
him, when you get there.”

“Thank you,” said Shane.

“You are entirely welcome.”

They had both picked up inevitably, Shane thought bitterly, the
very courtesies and intonations of their owners.

He went out through the heavy right-hand door of the pair that
made up the entrance and down the steps. There were no taxis in
sight—of course. No human without need to be there would hang
around the alien headquarters. He turned up the same street he had
followed to find the square.

He had gone past no more than two corners when a taxi passed
him, cruising slowly. He hailed it and got in.

“To the airport,” he said to the driver, looking at the thin
overcoated man behind the wheel, as his fingers automatically
opened the cab door. He stepped inside—and tripped over some-
thing on the floor as he got in.

The door slammed, the cab took off with a rush. He found himself
held, pinioned by two men who had risen from crouching positions
on the floor of the cab’s back seat. They held him helpless and he felt
something sharp against his throat.

He looked down and saw a so-called glass knife, actually a dagger
made by a sliver of glass held between two bound-together halves of
a wooden dagger. The glass formed the cutting edge and could be—
as this one had—sandpaper to razorlike sharpness.

“Lie still!” growled one of the men in Italian.

Shane lay still. He smelled the rank old stink of dirty clothing
from both of the two who held him tightly. The taxi whirled him
away through unknown streets to an unguessable destination.

They rode for at least twenty minutes, though how much of this
was necessary distance to reach their goal, or how much was to
mislead Shane in any attempt to estimate the length of the trip, was
impossible to guess. At length the taxi turned, bumped over some
very uneven pavement, and passed under the shadow of an arch.
Then it stopped, and the two men hustled Shane out of the vehicle.

He had just a glimpse of a dark and not-too-clean courtyard sur-
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rounded by buildings before he was pushed up two steps, through a
door, and into a long narrow corridor thick with ancient paint and
cooking odors.

Shane was herded along the corridor, more numb than fright-
ened. Inside him there was a feeling of something like fatalistic ac-
ceptance. He had lived for two years with the thought that someday
ordinary humans would identify him as one of those who worked
for the aliens; and when they did, they would then use him as an
object for the bitter fear and hatred they all felt for their conquerors
but dared not show directly. In his imagination, he had lived
through this scene many times. It was nonetheless hideous now for
finally having become real, but it was a situation on which his emo-
tions had worn themselves out. At the end, it was almost a relief to
have the days of his masquerade over, to be discovered for what he
really was.

The two men stopped suddenly. Shane was shoved through a door
on his right, into a room glaringly lit by a single powerful light
bulb. The contrast from the shadowed courtyard outside, and the
even dimmer hallway, made the sudden light blinding for a second.
When his eyes adjusted, he saw that he was standing in front of a
round table and that the room was large and high-ceilinged, with
paint grimed by time on the walls and a single tall window which,
however, had a blackout blind drawn tightly down over it. The cord
from the light bulb ran not into the ceiling but across the face of it,
past a capped gas outlet, and down the farther wall and to a bicycle
generator. A young man with long black hair sat on the bicycle part
of the generator and whenever the light from the ceiling bulb began
to fade, he would pump energetically on his pedals until it bright-
ened again and held its brightness.

There were several other men standing around the room, and two
more at the table together with the only woman to be seen. She was,
he recognized, the prisoner he had seen through the one-way glass.
Her eyes met his now with the look of a complete stranger, and even
in his numbness he felt strange that he should recognize her with
such strong emotional identification and she should not know him at
all.

“Where’s that clothing store owner?” said one of the men at the
table with her, speaking to the room at large in a northern Italian
underlaid with London English. He was young—as young in ap-
pearance as Shane himself; but, unlike Shane, spare and athletic-
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looking, with a straight nose, strong square jaw, thin mouth, and
blond hair cut very short.

“Qutside, in the supply room,” said a voice speaking the same
northern Italian, but without accent.

“Get him in here, then!” said the man with the short hair. The
other man beside him at the table said nothing. He was round-bod-
ied and hard-fat, in his forties, wearing a worn leather jacket, with a
short-stemmed pipe in one corner of the mouth of his round face.
He looked entirely Italian.

The door opened and closed behind Shane. A minute later it
opened and closed again, and a blindfolded man Shane recognized as
the proprietor of the store where he had bought the reversible cloak
was brought forward and turned around to face Shane. His blind-
fold was jerked off.

“Well?” demanded the short-haired young man.

The shopkeeper blinked under the unshaded electric light. His
eyes focused on Shane then slid away.

“What is it you want, signori?” he asked. His voice was almost a
whisper in the stark room.

“Didn’t anyone tell you? Him!” said the short-haired man impa-
tiently. “Look at him? Do you recognize him? Where did you see
him last?”

The store proprietor licked his lips and raised his eyes.

“Earlier today, signore,” he said. “He came into my shop and
bought a reversible cloak, blue and brown—"

“This cloak?” The short-haired individual made a gesture. One of
the men standing in the back of the room came forward to shove a
bundled mass of cloth into the hands of the proprietor, who slowly
unfolded it and looked at it.

“This is mine,” he said, still faintly. “Yes. This was the one he
bought.”

“All right, you can go then. Keep the cloak. You two—don’t forget
to blindfold him.” The short-haired man turned his attention to the
young man slouching on the bicycle seat of the electric generator.
“How about it, Carlo? Is he the one you followed?”

Carlo nodded. He had a toothpick in one corner of his mouth and
through his numbness Shane watched him with an odd sort of fasci-
nation, for the toothpick seemed to give him a rakish infallible look.

“He left the Square of San Marco and went straight back to the
alien HQ,” Carlo said. “As fast as possible.”

“That’s it, then,” said the short-haired man. He looked at Shane.

Y
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“Well, do you want to tell us now what the Aalaag had you up to?
Or do we have to wait while Carlo works you over a bit?”

Suddenly Shane was weary to the point of sickness—weary of the
whole matter of human subjects and alien overlords. Unexpected
fury boiled up in him.

“You damn fool!” he shouted at the short-haired man. “I was sav-
ing ber!”

And he pointed at the woman, who stared back at him, her gaze
frowning and intent.

“You idiots!” Shane spat. “You stupid morons with your resis-
tance games! Don’t you know what they’d have done to her? Don’t
you know where you’d all be, right now, if I hadn’t given them a
reason to think it was someone else? How long do you think she
could keep from telling them all about you? I'll tell you, because I've
seen it—forty minutes is the average!”

They all looked at the woman, reflexively.

“He’s lying,” she said in a thin voice. “They didn’t offer to do a
thing to me. They just made me wait a while and then turned me
loose for lack of evidence.”

“They turned you loose because I gave them enough reason to
doubt you were the one who made the Mark!” The fury was carry-
ing Shane away like a dark inexorable tide. “They let you go because
you’re young and healthy and they don’t waste valuable beasts with-
out reason. Lack of evidence! Do you still think you’re dealing with
humans?”

“All right,” said the short-haired man. His voice was hard and
flat. “This is all very pretty, but suppose you tell us where you
learned our Mark.”

“Learned it?” Shane laughed, a laugh that was close to a sob of
long-throttled rage. “You clown! I invented it. Me—myself! I carved
it on a brick wall in Aalborg, two years ago, for the first time. Learn
about it! How did you learn about it? How did the Aalaag learn
about it? By seeing it marked up in places, of course!”

There was a moment of silence in the room after Shane’s voice
ceased to ring out.

“He’s crazy, then,” said the hard-fat man with the pipe.

“Crazy,” echoed Shane, and laughed again.

“Wait a minute,” said the woman. She came around and faced
him. “Who are you? What do you do with the Aalaag?”

“I’m a translator, a courier,” said Shane. “I’'m owned by Lyt Ahn
—me and about thirty men and women like me.”
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“Maria—" began the short-haired man.

“Wait, Peter.” She held up her hand briefly and went on without
taking her eyes off Shane. “All right. You tell us what happened.”

“I was delivering special communications to Laa Ehon—you
know your local Commander, I suppose—"

“We know Laa Ehon,” said Peter, harshly. “Keep talking.”

“I had special communications to deliver. I looked through a one-
way mirror and saw you—" He was looking at the woman named
Maria. “I knew what they’d do to you. Laa Ehon was talking to one
of his officers about you. All that had been spotted was some human
wearing a blue robe. There was just a chance that if they had an-
other report of a human in a blue robe making that Mark it would
make them doubtful enough so they wouldn’t want to waste a
healthy young beast like you. So I ducked out and tried giving them
that other report. It worked.”

“Why did you do it?” She was looking penetratingly at him.

“Just a minute, Maria,” said Peter. “Let me ask a few questions.
What’s your name, you?”

“Shane Everts.”

“And you said you heard Laa Ehon talking to one of his officers.
How did you happen to be there?”

“I was waiting to deliver my communications.”

“And Laa Ehon just discussed it all in front of you—that’s what
you're trying to tell us?”

“They don’t see us, or hear us, unless they want us,” said Shane
bitterly. “We’re furniture—pets.”

“So you say,” said Peter. “What language did Laa Ehon speak in?”

“Aalaag, of course.”

“And you understood him so well that you could tell there was a
chance to make them think that the human they wanted was some-
one else than Maria?”

“I told you.” A dull weariness was beginning to take Shane over
as the fury died. “I'm a translator. I'm one of Lyt Ahn’s special
group of human translators.”

“No human can really speak or understand the Aalaag tongue,”
said the man with the pipe, in Basque.

“Most can’t,” answered Shane, also in Basque. The weariness was
beginning to numb him so that he was hardly aware of changing
languages. “I tell you I'm one of a very special group belonging to
Lyt Ahn.”
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“What was that? What did you say, Georges?” Peter was looking
from one to the other.

“He speaks Basque,” said Georges, staring at Shane.

“How well?”

“Well . . .” Georges made an effort. “He speaks it . . . very
well.”

Peter turned on Shane.

“How many languages do you speak?” he asked.

“How many?” Shane said dully. “I don’t know. A hundred and
fiftty—two hundred, well. A lot of others, some . . .”

“And you speak Aalaag like an alien.”

Shane laughed.

“No,” he said. “I speak it well—for a human.”

“Also, you travel all over the world as a courier—” Peter turned
to Maria and Georges. “Are you listening?”

Maria ignored him.

“Why did you do it? Why did you try to rescue me?” She held him
with her eyes.

There was a new silence.

“Yowaragh,” he said, dully.

“What?”

“It’s their word for it,” he said. “The Aalaag word for when a
beast suddenly goes crazy and fights back against one of them. It was
like that first time in Aalborg, when I snapped and put the Pilgrim
Mark on the wall under the man they’d thrown on the hooks to
execute him.”

“You don’t really expect us to believe you were the one who in-
vented the symbol of resistance to the aliens.”

“You can go to hell!” Shane told him in English.

“What did you say?” said Peter quickly.

“You know what I said,” Shane told him savagely, still in English,
and in the exact accent of the London area in which the other had
grown up. “I don’t care whether you believe me or not. Just give up
trying to pretend you can speak Italian.”

A small dark flush came to Peter’s cheeks and for a second his eyes
glinted. Shane had read him clearly. He was one of those who could
learn to speak another language just well enough to delude himself
—but he didn’t speak it like a native. Shane had touched one of his
vulnerabilities.

But then Peter laughed, and both flush and glint were gone.
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“Caught me, by God! You caught me!” he said in English. “That’s
really very good! Magnificent!”

And you’ll never forgive me for it, thought Shane, watching him.

“Look now, tell me—" Peter seized one of the straight-backed
chairs and pushed it forward. “Sit down and let’s talk. Tell me, you
must have some sort of credentials that let you pass freely through
any inspection or check by the ordinary sort of Aalaag?”

“What I carry,” said Shane, suddenly wary, “is my credentials.
Communications from the First Captain of Earth will pass a courier
anywhere.”

“Of course!” said Peter. “Now sit down—"

He urged Shane to the chair; and Shane, suddenly conscious of
the weariness of his legs, dropped into it. He felt something being
put into his hands; and, looking, saw that it was a glass tumbler one-
third full of a light-brown liquid. He put it to his lips and smelled
brandy—not very good brandy. For some reason, this reassured him.
If they had been planning to drug him, he thought, they surely
would have put the drug in something better than this.

The burn of the liquor on his tongue woke him from that state of
mind in which he had been caught ever since he had stepped into
the taxi and found himself kidnapped. He recognized suddenly that
he had now moved away from the threat involved in his original
capture. These people had been thinking of him originally only as
one of the human jackals of the Aalaag. Now they seemed to have
become aware of his abilities and advantages; and clearly Peter, at
least, was thinking of somehow putting these to use in their resis-
tance movement.

But the situation was still tricky and could go either way. All that
was necessary was for him to slip, and by word or action imply that
he might still be a danger to them; and their determination to de-
stroy him could return, redoubled in urgency.

For the moment the important thing was that Peter, who seemed
to be the dominant of their group, appeared to be determined to
make use of him. On his part, Shane was finding, now that his first
recklessness of despair was over, that he wanted to live. But he did
not want to be used. Much more clearly than these people around
him, he knew how hopeless their dream of successful resistance to
the Aalaag was, and how certain and ugly the end toward which
they were headed, if they continued.

Let them dig their own graves if they wanted. All he wanted was
to get safely out of here and in the future to stay clear of such
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people. Too late, now that he had answered their questions, he real-
ized how much leverage against himself he had given them, in tell-
ing them his true name and the nature of his work with the Aalaag.
Above all, he thought now, he must keep the secret of Lyt Ahn’s
Key. They would sell their souls for something that would unlock
most alien doors—doors to warehouses, to armories, to communica-
tion and transportation equipment. And the use of the Key by them
would be a certain way to his association with them being discov-
ered by the Aalaag. He had been making himself far too attractive to
them, thought Shane grimly. It was time to take the glamour off.

“I’'ve got thirty minutes, no more,” he said, “to get to the airport
and meet the Aalaag officer who’s flying me back to Lyt Ahn’s head-
quarters. If I’'m not there on time, it won’t matter how many lan-
guages I can speak.”

There was silence in the room. He could see them looking at each
other—in particular, Peter, Georges, and Maria consulting each
other with their gazes.

“Get the car,” said Maria, in Italian, when Peter still hesitated.
“Get him there on time.”

Peter jerked suddenly into movement, as if Maria’s words had
wakened him from a dream so powerful it had held him prisoner.
He turned on Carlo.

“Get the car,” he said. “You drive. Maria, you’ll go with me and
Shane. Georges—"

He spoke just in time to cut short the beginnings of a protest from
the man with the pipe.

“—I want you to close this place up. Bury it! We may end up
wanting better security on this than we ever have had on anything
until now. Then get out of sight, yourself. We'll find you. You follow
me?”’

“All right,” said Georges. “Don’t take too long to come calling.”

“A day or two. That’s all. Carlo—" He looked around.

“Carlo’s gone for the car,” said Maria. “Let’s move, Peter. We'll
barely make it to the airport as it is.”

Shane followed them back through the hall by which he had en-
tered. Crammed in the back seat of the taxi between Maria and
Peter, with Carlo driving up front, he had a sudden feeling of ridicu-
lousness, as if they were all engaged in some wild slapstick movie.

“Tell me,” said Peter in English, in a voice that was friendlier
than any he had used until now, “just how it happened you made
that first Mark in—where did you say it was?”
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“Denmark,” said Shane, answering in English also. “The city of
Aalborg. I was delivering messages there and on my way back from
that I saw two of the aliens, a father and a son, mounted on their
riding animals, crossing the square there that has the statue of the
Cymri bull—"

It came back to him as he told them. The son, using the haft of his
power lance to knock aside a woman who otherwise would have
been trampled by his riding animal. The husband of the woman,
suddenly mad with yowaragh, attacking the son bare-handed and be-
ing easily knocked unconscious. The woman trying to rescue the
man and being killed for it—and all of them, who were human and
in the square at the time, being forced to watch under Aalaag law
while the man, still unconscious, was thrown onto the sharp points
of the triple punishment hooks on the wall of a building on the edge
of the square.

Shane had stood, for the half hour it took the man to die, almost
within arm’s length of the two Aalaag sitting on their riding ani-
mals. He had been trapped into listening, as the senior of the two,
who could have no suspicion he was within earshot of one of the
rare humans who actually understood Aalaag, gently reproved his
son for bad judgment in trying to save the woman from being tram-
pled. Because of this, they had been forced to kill not one, but two,
healthy beasts; and also to engage in a ritual of justice—which al-
ways had a disturbing effect on the others, no matter how necessary.

Remembering, Shane felt the inner center of his body grow icy
with the recalled horror and the near approach of his own madness.
He told how he had gone on to the bar, drunk the bootleg rotgut the
bartender had claimed was aquavit, how he had been set upon by
the three vagabonds and killed or badly damaged two of them with
his staff, before the third had run off. He had not intended to tell it
all, movement by movement; but somehow, once started, he could
not help himself. He told how, once more crossing the now-empty
square, on impulse he had scratched the Mark of the Pilgrim be-
neath the body on the hooks, before returning to the airport.

“I believe you,” said Peter.

Shane said nothing. Crowded together as they were, he was con-
scious of the softness of Maria’s thigh pressed against his; and the
warmth of her seemed also to press in upon the iciness within him,
melting it as if he was someone lost and frozen in a snowstorm that
was now getting back life and heat from the living temperature of
another human being.
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He felt a sudden desperate longing for her as a woman. Beasts
were encouraged by the Aalaag to breed—particularly valuable cat-
tle like those special human translator-couriers of Lyt Ahn; but liv-
ing continually under the observations of the aliens as Shane and
the others did cultured a paranoia. They all knew too well the innu-
merable ways that could bring them to destruction at the hands of
their Masters; and when their duties were completed, their instinct
was to draw apart, to creep separately into their solitary beds and
lock their individual doors against each other, for fear that close
contact with another could put their survival too completely in an-
other’s power.

In any case, Shane did not want to breed. He wanted love—if only
for a moment; and love was the one thing the highly paid human
servants of the First Captain of Earth could not afford. Suddenly the
warmth of Maria drew him like a dream of peace . . .

He jerked himself out of his thoughts. Peter was looking at him
curiously. What had the man just been saying—that he believed
Shane?

“Get someone to check Aalborg and ask people there what hap-
pened. The Mark I made might still be there, if the Aalaag haven’t
erased it.”

“I don’t need to,” said Peter. “What you say explains how the
Mark could spread around the world the way it already has. It
would have to take someone who can move around as you can to get
it known everywhere as the symbol of resistance. I always thought
there must have been someone at the root of the legend.”

Shane let the first part of Peter’s comment pass without answer.
The other man obviously did not understand what Shane had
learned in his travels—the speed with which rumor of any kind
could travel in a subject population. Shane had been present at the
origin of rumors in Paris which he had heard again in this city of
Milan less than a week later. Also, Peter seemed to be giving him
credit for continuing to spread the Mark around, himself; and that,
too, was probably a matter on which it was better not to correct the
other.

“But I think you ought to face something,” Peter said, leaning
hard against him for a second as Carlo whipped the taxi around a
corner. “It’s time to move on from just being a legend, time to set up
an organization with practical goals of resistance against the alien,
looking forward to the day when we can kill them all, or drive them
off the Earth, entirely.”



218 THE CLOAK AND THE STAFF

Shane looked sideways at him. It was incredible that this man
could be saying such things in all seriousness. But of course Peter
had not seen what Shane had, up close, of the power of the Aalaag.
Mice might as well dream of killing or driving off lions. He was
about to say this bluntly when the instinct for survival cautioned
him to go cautiously, still. Avoiding a direct answer, he fastened on
something else.

“That’s the second time you’ve mentioned a legend,” he said.
“What legend?”

“You don’t know?” There was a note of triumph in Peter’s voice.
He did not offer to explain.

“There’s talk all the Marks are made by one person,” said Maria,
also in English, now. She had only a trace of Italian accent—Vene-
tian. “By someone called simply the Pilgrim, who has the ability to
come and go without the Aalaag being able to stop or catch whoever
it is.”

“And you, all of you, have been helping this Pilgrim, is that it?”
said Shane, raising his voice.

“The point is,” Peter interrupted, “that it’s time the Pilgrim was
associated with a solid organization. Don’t you think?”

Shane felt a return of the weariness that had deadened him when
he had first been abducted by these people.

“If you can find your Pilgrim, ask him,” he said. “I’'m not him,
and I've got no opinions.”

Peter watched him for a moment.

“Whether you're the Pilgrim or not is beside the point,” he said.
“The point still is, you could help us and we need you. The world
needs you. Just from what you’ve told us, it’s plain you could be
invaluable just acting as liaison between resistance groups.”

Shane laughed grimly.

“Not on the best day in the year,” he said.

“You aren’t even stopping to think about it,” Peter said. “What
makes you so positive you don’t want to do it?”

“I’ve been trying to tell you ever since you kidnapped me,” said
Shane. “You're the one who doesn’t listen. You don’t know the
Aalaag. I do. Because you don’t know them, you can fool yourself
that you’ve got a chance with this resistance of yours. I know better.
They’ve been taking over worlds like this and turning the native
populations into their servants for thousands of years. Did you
think this was the first planet they’d ever tried it on? There’s noth-
ing you can come up with by way of attacking them that they
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haven’t seen before and know how to deal with. But even if you
could come up with something new, you still couldn’t win.”

“Why not?” Peter’s head leaned close.

“Because they’re just what they say they are—born conquerors
who could never be dominated or defeated themselves. You can’t
torture an Aalaag and get information out of him. You can’t point a
weapon at one of them and force him to back off or surrender. All
you can do is kill them—if you’re lucky. But they’ve got so much
power, so much military power, that even that’d only work if you
killed them all in the same moment. If even one escaped and had
warning, you’d have lost.”

“Why?7’

“Because with any warning at all, any one of them could make
himself or herself invulnerable, and then take all the time he needed
to wipe out whole cities and sections of Earth, one by one, until the
other humans who were left served you and anyone else who had
been fighting the Aalaag up on a platter, to stop the killing.”

“What good would it do just one Aalaag, to do all that,” Peter
said, “if he was the last one on Earth?”

“You don’t think all the Aalaag in the universe are here, do you?”
said Shane. “Earth, with only one Aalaag left alive on it, would only
represent that much new homesteading territory for the surplus
Aalaag population, elsewhere. In a year or less, you’d have as many
Aalaag here as before; and the only result would be the humans
who’d died, the slagged areas of Earth, and the fact that the Aalaag
would then set up an even stricter control system to make sure no
one like you rose against them again.”

There was silence in the car. Carlo whipped them around another
corner and Shane could see a sign beside the highway announcing
that the airport was now only one kilometer distant. The warmth of
Maria’s body penetrated through his, and he could smell the harsh
clean odor of the all-purpose soap with which she must just this
morning have washed her hair.

“Then you won’t lift a finger to help us?” said Peter.

“No,” said Shane.

Carlo turned the car onto an off-ramp leading up to the airport
road.

“Isn’t anybody willing to do anything?” burst out Maria sud-
denly. “Not anybody? Nobody at all?”

An icy electric shock jarred all through Shane. It was as if a sword
had been plunged clear through him, a sword he had been expect-
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ing, but a sword to take his life nonetheless. It cut to his instinctive
roots, to the ancient racial and sexual reflexes from which yowaragh
sprang. The words were nothing, the cry was everything.

He sat for a numb moment.

“All right,” he said. “Let me think about it, then.”

He heard his own voice far off, remote.

“You're never going to get anywhere the way you’ve been acting
so far,” he said. “You're doing all the wrong things because you
don’t understand the Aalaag. I do. Maybe I could tell you what to do
—but you’d have to let me tell you, not just try to pick my brains, or
it won’t work. Would you do it that way? Otherwise it’s no use.”

“Yes!” Maria said.

There was a slight pause.

“All right,” said Peter. Shane turned to stare at him.

“If you don’t, it won’t work.”

“We’ll do anything to hit at the Aalaag,” said Peter; and this time
his answer came immediately.

“All right,” said Shane, emptily. “I’ll still have to think about it.
How do I get in touch with you?”

“We can find you, if we know what city you’re coming into,” said
Peter. “Can you arrange to put an ad in the local paper before you
come—"

“I don’t have that much warning,” said Shane. “Why don’t I go
into a shop in the center of a city when I first get there, and buy a
pilgrim robe—a grey one like the one I'm wearing—and pay for it in
a silver or gold Aalaag coin. You can have the shopkeepers warn you
if anyone does that. If the description fits me, you watch the local
Aalaag HQ and pick me up coming or going.”

“All right,” said Peter.

“One other thing,” Shane said. They were almost to the terminal
building of the airport. He looked directly into Peter’s eyes. “I've
seen the Aalaag questioning humans and I know what I’'m talking
about. If they suspect me, they’ll question me. If they question me,
they’ll find out everything I know. You have to understand that. If
everything else fails, they have drugs that just start you talking and
you talk until you die. They don’t like to use them because they’re
not efficient. Someone has to wade through hours of nonsense to get
the answers they want. But they use them when they have to. You
understand? Anyone they question is going to tell them everything.
Not just me—anyone. That’s one of the things you’re going to have
to work with.”
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“All right,” said Peter.

“What it means, as far as I'm concerned, is that I don’t want
anyone who doesn’t already know about me to know I exist.”

He held Peter’s eye, glanced meaningfully at Carlo and back to
Peter.

“And those who aren’t to have something to do with me in the
future—if I decide to have anything to do with you in the future—
should believe that I get out of this car now and none of you ever see
me again.”

“I understand,” said Peter. He nodded. “Don’t worry.”

Shane laughed harshly.

“I always worry,” he said. “I'd be insane not to. I'm worrying
about myself right now. I need my head examined for even thinking
about this.”

The taxi pulled up to the long concrete walk fronting the airline
terminal and stopped. Peter, on the curb side of the car, opened the
door beside him and got out to let Shane out. Shane started to follow
him, hesitated, and turned for a second back to Maria.

“I will think about it,” he said. “I’ll do whatever I can, the best I
can.”

In the relative shadow of the corner of the taxi’s back seat, her
face was unreadable. She reached out a hand to him. He took and
held it for a second. Her fingers were as icy as Milan itself had been
this morning. ,

“I'll think about it,” he said again, squeezed her fingers, and
scrambled out. On the walk, he stood for a second, facing the other
man.

“If you don’t hear from me in six months, forget me,” he said.

Peter’s lips opened. He appeared about to say something; then the
lips closed again.

He nodded.

Shane turned and went swiftly into the terminal. Just inside the
entrance doors, he spotted a terminal policeman and swung on him,
taking the Key from his purse and exposing it for a second in the
palm of his hand to the other’s gaze.

“This is the Key of Lyt Ahn, First Captain of Earth,” he said in
rapid Italian. “I'm one of his special couriers, and I need transport
to the Masters’ section of the field, fast. Fast! Emergency! But do it
without attracting attention!”

The officer snapped upright, jerked the phone from his belt and
spoke into it. There was no more than a thirty-second wait before an
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electric car came sliding through the crowd on its air cushion. Shane
jumped into one of the passenger seats behind the driver, glancing
at his watch.

“The hangars for smaller military craft!” he said. He hesitated,
then made up his mind. “Use your siren.”

The driver cranked up his siren, the crowd parted before him as
he swung the car around and drove at it. They slid swiftly across the
polished floor, out through a vehicle passway by the entrance to the
field itself.

Once on the field, the car lifted higher on its cushion and went
swiftly. They swung around two sides of the field and approached
the heavily-guarded silver hangars housing the military atmosphere
ships of the Aalaag. They slowed at the guard gate of the entrance to
this area. Shane showed his Key and explained his errand to the
human Special Guard on duty there.

“We’ve been warned to expect you,” said the Guard. “Hangar
Three. The courier ship is piloted by the Master Enech Ajin, who is
of the thirty-fifth rank.”

Shane nodded and the driver of the car, having heard, moved
them off without any further need for orders.

In the hangar, the slim dumbbell shape of the courier sat dwarfed
by the large fighter ships of the Aalaag, on either side of her. Yet, as
Shane knew, even these seemingly larger ships were themselves
small as Aalaag warships went. The true fighting vessels of the
Aalaag never touched planetary surface, but hung in continual orbit
and readiness—as much for reasons of principle as for that there was
no air or spaceport on Earth where they could have set down with-
out causing massive damage.

He jumped down from the car as it paused by the open port of the
courier vessel, and ran up the steps of the port, stepping into the
cramped interior. It need not have been so cramped; but even this
ship designed for carrying dispatches was heavy with armament.

The massive back of an Aalaag showed itself above one of the
triple seats at the control panel in the front of the ship. Shane
walked up to just behind the seat and stood waiting. This was not
only his duty, but all that was necessary, even if the pilot had not
heard him come in. This close to the other, he smelled the typical
Aalaag body odor plainly; and the pilot was as surely scenting him.
After a moment the pilot spoke.

“Take one of the seats farther back, beast.” It was the voice of an
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adult Aalaag female. “I have two other stops to make before I bring
you to the area of the First Captain.”

Shane went back and sat down. After only a couple of minutes,
the courier ship lifted and hovered lightly perhaps ten feet off the
floor of the hangar. It slid out into the late daylight of the field,
turned, and went softly to a blast pad. At the pad it stopped and
Shane let the air out of his lungs and laid his arms in the hollows of
the armrests on either side of his chair.

For a second there was neither sound, nor movement. Then some-
thing like a clap of thunder, a great weight crushing him into the
seat so that he could not move for a long moment—then sudden
freedom and lightness, so that he felt almost as if he could float out
of the chair. Actually, the feeling was exaggerated. He was still
within gravity. It was the contrast with the pressure of takeoff that
created the illusion of lightness.

He looked at the viewing screen in the back of the seat before him
and saw the surface of the Earth below, a curving horizon and a
general mottling of clouds. Nothing else. The look of no expression
on Maria’s face as he had left her came so clearly back into his
imagination that it was as if her face floated before him in the air
this moment. He felt the coldness of her fingers against his fingers,
and her voice rang, re-echoing in memory in his ear—

“Isn’t anybody willing to do anything? Not anybody? Nobody at all?”

They were all insane. He shivered. He had been wise to play
along and pretend to consider their suggestion that he involve him-
self in their charade of resistance, that could only lead to torture and
death at Aalaag hands. They had no chance. None. If he had seri-
ously considered joining them, he would have been as insane as they
were.

His heart beat heavily. The cold touch of Maria’s fingers that
lingered in his fingers seemed to spread up his arms and all through
him. No, it was no use. It made no difference that they were insane.

He had no choice. Something within him left him no choice, even
though he knew what it would mean. He would do it even though
he knew it would mean his death in the end. He would seek them
out again and go back to them. Join them.
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Cliff, my oldest out-of-town friend in science fiction, has appeared
only once before in these volumes. He appeared in Volume One
with a novelette that won a Hugo in 1959. He had to wait twenty-
two years to win another in the shorter categories.

This does not mean he went without honors. In 1964 he won a
Hugo for his novel Here Gather the Stars. In 1953 he received the
International Fantasy Award for his novel City. And, of course, in
1976 the Science Fiction Writers of America voted him Grand Mas-
ter status.

All this is richly deserved. Cliff was born in 1904 and published
his first story, “The World of the Red Sun,” in 1931. Like me, he was
a slow starter and was only little by little recognized as a major
influence on the field (though he influenced e, for after I read his
story “Rule 18,” published in 1938, I began to imitate, quite deliber-
ately, his unadorned, straightforward style and his way of breaking
a story into scenes).

He is still publishing today, so that, as of this moment of writing,
as he approaches his eightieth birthday (with no fall-off in his liter-
ary powers), he is one of the few SF writers who can point to more
than half a century of active involvement in the field.

The only writer who can possibly compete with CIiff as “dean of
science fiction” is Jack Williamson, who is four years younger than
CIliff but has been publishing for three years longer. Jack William-
son has never won a Hugo, but in 1975 he was voted Grand Master,
too.

Cliffs Hugo-winning story, “Grotto of the Dancing Deer,” is an
example of the fact, by the way, that it is inadequate to define sci-
ence fiction as “tales of the future.” (I have sometimes heard this
done.)

To be sure, the vast majority of science fiction stories are set in the
future, but that is no# a requirement. They can be set in the present
or in an alternate time plane that is neither past, present, or future.

They can even be set in the past, usually the far past, for prehis-
toric times offer a free field for speculation. We know as little about
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the details of pre-writing humanity as of the details of post-present
humanity.

It seems to me, to be sure, that tales of the far past have fallen off
in science fiction and I miss such classics as “The Gnarly Man” by
L. Sprague de Camp and “The Day Is Done” by Lester del Rey and,
accordingly, I welcome Cliff’s story now.

On the other hand, Jean M. Auel has rediscovered the category
with her meticulously researched books The Clan of the Cave Bear, The
Valley of Horses, and The Mammoth Hunters, all of which became run-
away bestsellers both in hard and soft covers. (And I understand she
is planning three more books in the series, all of which, I imagine,
will do as well.)

When her books appeared on the lists, I maintained steadily and
stolidly that they were science fiction books. And I will continue to
maintain that against any opinions to the contrary.



6

GROTTO OF THE
DANCING DEER

Luis was playing his pipe when Boyd climbed the steep path that
led up to the cave. There was no need to visit the cave again; all the
work was done, mapping, measuring, photographing, extracting all
possible information from the site. Not only the paintings, although
the paintings were the important part of it. Also there had been the
animal bones, charred, and the still remaining charcoal of the fire in
which they had been charred; the small store of natural earths from
which the pigments used by the painters had been compounded—a
cache of valuable components, perhaps hidden by an artist who, for
some reason that could not now be guessed, had been unable to use
them; the atrophied human hand, severed at the wrist (why had it
been severed and, once severed, left there to be found by men thirty
millennia removed?); the lamp formed out of a chunk of sandstone,
hollowed to accommodate a wad of moss, the hollow filled with fat,
the moss serving as a wick to give light to those who painted. All
these and many other things, Boyd thought with some satisfaction;
Gavarnie had turned out to be, possibly because of the sophisticated
scientific methods of investigation that had been brought to bear,
the most significant cave painting site ever studied—perhaps not as
spectacular, in some ways, as Lascaux, but far more productive in
the data obtained.

No need to visit the cave again, and yet there was a reason—the
nagging feeling that he had passed something up, that in the rush
and his concentration on the other work, he had forgotten some-
thing. It had made small impression on him at the time, but now,
thinking back on it, he was becoming more and more inclined to
believe it might have importance. The whole thing probably was a
product of his imagination, he told himself. Once he saw it again (if,
indeed, he could find it again, if it were not a product of retrospec-
tive worry), it might prove to be nothing at all, simply an impres-
sion that had popped up to nag him.
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So here he was again, climbing the steep path, geologist’s hammer
swinging at his belt, large flashlight clutched in hand, listening to
the piping of Luis who perched on a small terrace, just below the
mouth of the cave, a post he had occupied through all the time the
work was going on. Luis had camped there in his tent through all
kinds of weather, cooking on a camper’s stove, serving as self-ap-
pointed watchdog, on alert against intruders, although there had
been few intruders other than the occasional curious tourist who
had heard of the project and tramped miles out of the way to see it.
The villagers in the valley below had been no trouble; they couldn’t
have cared less about what was happening on the slope above them.

Luis was no stranger to Boyd; ten years before, he had shown up
at the rock shelter project some fifty miles distant and there had
stayed through two seasons of digging. The rock shelter had not
proved as productive as Boyd initially had hoped, although it had
shed some new light on the Azilian culture, the tag end of the great
Western European prehistoric groups. Taken on as a common la-
borer, Luis had proved an apt pupil and as the work went on had
been given greater responsibility. A week after the work had started
at Gavarnie, he had shown up again.

“I heard you were here,” he’d said. “What do you have for me?”

As he came around a sharp bend in the trail, Boyd saw him, sit-
ting cross-legged in front of the weather-beaten tent, holding the
primitive pipe to his lips, piping away.

That was exactly what it was—piping. Whatever music came out
of the pipe was primitive and elemental. Scarcely music, although
Boyd would admit that he knew nothing of music. Four notes—
would it be four notes? he wondered. A hollow bone with an elon-
gated slot as a mouthpiece, two drilled holes for stops.

Once he had asked Luis about it. “I've never seen anything like
it,” he had said. Luis had told him, “You don’t see many of them. In
remote villages here and there, hidden away in the mountains.”

Boyd left the path and walked across the grassy terrace, sat down
beside Luis, who took down the pipe and laid it in his lap.

“I thought you were gone,” Luis said. “The others left a couple of
days ago.”

“Back for one last look,” said Boyd.

“You are reluctant to leave it?”

“Yes, I suppose I am.”

Below them the valley spread out in autumn browns and tans, the



228 GROTTO OF THE DANCING DEER

small river a silver ribbon in the sunlight, the red roofs of the village
a splash of color beside the river.

“It’s nice up here,” said Boyd. “Time and time again, I catch
myself trying to imagine what it might have been like at the time
the paintings were done. Not much different than it is now, per-
haps. The mountains would be unchanged. There’d have been no
fields in the valley, but it probably would have been natural pasture.
A few trees here and there, but not too many of them. Good hunt-
ing. There’d have been grass for the grazing animals. I have even
tried to figure out where the people would’ve camped. My guess
would be where the village is now.”

He looked around at Luis. The man still sat upon the grass, the
pipe resting in his lap. He was smiling quietly, as if he might be
smiling to himself. The small black beret sat squarely on his head,
his tanned face was round and smooth, the black hair close-clipped,
the blue shirt open at the throat. A young man, strong, not a wrin-
kle on his face.

“You love your work,” said Luis.

“I’m devoted to it. So are you, Luis,” Boyd said.

“It’s not my work.”

“Your work or not,” said Boyd, “you do it well. Would you like to
go with me? One last look around.”

“I need to run an errand in the village.”

“I thought I'd find you gone,” said Boyd. “I was surprised to hear
your pipe.”

“I’ll go soon,” said Luis. “Another day or two. No reason to stay
but, like you, I like this place. I have no place to go, no one needing
me. Nothing’s lost by staying a few more days.”

“As long as you like,” said Boyd. “The place is yours. Before too
long, the government will be setting up a caretaker arrangement,
but the government moves with due deliberation.”

“Then I may not see you again,” said Luis.

“I took a couple of days to drive down to Roncesvalles,”
said Boyd. “That’s the place where the Gascons slaughtered
Charlemagne’s rear guard in 778.”

“I’'ve heard of the place,” said Luis.

“I’d always wanted to see it. Never had the time. The Charle-
magne chapel is in ruins, but I am told masses are still said in the
village chapel for the dead paladins. When I returned from the trip,
I couldn’t resist the urge to see the cave again.”

“I am glad of that,” said Luis. “May I be impertinent?”
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“You’re never impertinent,” said Boyd.

“Before you go, could we break bread once more together? To-
night, perhaps. I'll prepare an omelet.”

Boyd hesitated, gagging down a suggestion that Luis dine with
him. Then he said, “I'd be delighted, Luis. I'll bring a bottle of good
wine.”

Holding the flashlight centered on the rock wall, Boyd bent to
examine the rock more closely. He had not imagined it; he had been
right. Here, in this particular spot, the rock was not solid. It was
broken into several pieces, but with the several pieces flush with the
rest of the wall. Only by chance could the break have been spotted.
Had he not been looking directly at it, watching for it as he swept
the light across the wall, he would have missed it. It was strange, he
thought, that someone else, during the time they had been working
in the cave, had not found it. There’d not been much that they’d
missed.

He held his breath, feeling a little foolish at the holding of it, for,
after all, it might mean nothing. Frost cracks, perhaps, although he
knew that he was wrong. It would be unusual to find frost cracks
here.

He took the hammer out of his belt, and holding the flashlight in
one hand, trained on the spot, he forced the chisel end of the ham-
mer into one of the cracks. The edge went in easily. He pried gently
and the crack widened. Under more pressure, the piece of rock
moved out. He laid down the hammer and flash, seized the slab of
rock, and pulled it free. Beneath it were two other slabs and they
both came free as easily as the first. There were others as well and he
also took them out. Kneeling on the floor of the cave, he directed the
light into the fissure that he had uncovered.

Big enough for a man to crawl into, but at the prospect he re-
mained for the moment undecided. Alone, he’d be taking a chance
to do it. If something happened, if he should get stuck, if a fragment
of rock should shift and pin him or fall upon him, there’d be no
rescue. Or probably no rescue in time to save him. Luis would come
back to the camp and wait for him, but should he fail to make an
appearance, Luis more than likely would take it as a rebuke for
impertinence, or an American’s callous disregard of him. It would
never occur to him that Boyd might be trapped in the cave.

Still, it was his last chance. Tomorrow he’d have to drive to Paris
to catch his plane. And this whole thing was intriguing; it was not
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something to be ignored. The fissure must have some significance;
otherwise, why should it have been walled up so carefully? Who, he
wondered, would have walled it up? No one, certainly, in recent
times. Anyone, finding the hidden entrance to the cave, almost im-
mediately would have seen the paintings and would have spread the
word. So the entrance to the fissure must have been blocked by one
who would have been unfamiliar with the significance of the paint-
ings or by one to whom they would have been commonplace.

It was something, he decided, that could not be passed up; he
would have to go in. He secured the hammer to his belt, picked up
the flashlight, and began the crawl.

The fissure ran straight and easy for a hundred feet or more. It
offered barely room enough for crawling but, other than that, no
great difficulties. Then, without warning, it came to an end. Boyd
lay in it, directing the flash beam ahead of him, staring in consterna-
tion at the smooth wall of rock that came down to cut the fissure off.

It made no sense. Why should someone go to the trouble of wall-
ing off an empty fissure? He could have missed something on the
way, but thinking of it, he was fairly sure he hadn’t. His progress
had been slow and he had kept the flash directed ahead of him every
inch of the way. Certainly if there had been anything out of the
ordinary, he would have seen it.

Then a thought came to him and slowly, with some effort, he
began to turn himself around, so that his back, rather than his front,
lay on the fissure floor. Directing the beam upward, he had his an-
swer. In the roof of the fissure gaped a hole.

Cautiously he raised himself into a sitting position. Reaching up,
he found handholds on the projecting rock and pulled himself erect.
Swinging the flash around, he saw that the hole opened not into
another fissure, but into a bubblelike cavity—small, no more than
six feet in any dimension. The walls and ceiling of the cavity were
smooth, as if a bubble of plastic rock had existed here for a moment
at some time in the distant geologic past when the mountains had
been heaving upward, leaving behind it as it drained away a bubble
forever frozen into smooth and solid stone.

As he swung the flash across the bubble, he gasped in astonish-
ment. Colorful animals capered around the entire expanse of stone.
Bison played leapfrog. Horses cantered in a chorus line. Mammoths
turned somersaults. All around the bottom perimeter, just above the
floor, dancing deer, standing on their hind legs, joined hands and
jigged, antlers swaying gracefully.
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“For the love of Christ!” said Boyd.

Here was Stone Age Disney.

If it was the Stone Age. Could some jokester have crawled into the
area in fairly recent times to paint the animals in this grotto? Think-
ing it over, he rejected the idea. So far as he had been able to ascer-
tain, no one in the valley, nor in the entire region, for that matter,
had known of the cave until a shepherd had found it several years
before when a lamb had blundered into it. The entrance was small
and apparently for centuries had been masked by a heavy growth of
brush and bracken.

Too, the execution of the paintings had a prehistoric touch to
them. Perspective played but a small part. The paintings had that
curious flat look that distinguished most prehistoric art. There was
no background—no horizon line, no trees, no grass or flowers, no
clouds, no sense of sky. Although, he reminded himself, anyone who
had any knowledge of cave painting probably would have been
aware of all these factors and worked to duplicate them.

Yet, despite the noncharacteristic antics of the painted animals,
the pictures did have the feeling of cave art. What ancient man,
Boyd asked himself, what kind of ancient man, would have painted
gamboling bison and tumbling mammoths? While the situation did
not hold in all cave art, all the paintings in this particular cave were
deadly serious—conservative as to form and with a forthright, hon-
est attempt to portray the animals as the artists had seen them.
There was no frivolity, not even the imprint of paint-smeared hu-
man hands, as so often happened in other caves. The men who had
worked in this cave had not as yet been corrupted by the symbolism
that had crept in, apparently rather late in the prehistoric painting
cycle.

So who had been this clown who had crept off by himself in this
hidden cavern to paint his comic animals? That he had been an
accomplished painter, there could be no doubt. This artist’s tech-
niques and executions were without flaw.

Boyd hauled himself up through the hole, slid out onto the two-
foot ledge that ran all around the hole, crouching, for there was no
room to stand. Much of the painting, he realized, must have been
done with the artist lying flat upon his back, reaching up to work on
the curving ceiling.

He swept the beam of the flashlight along the ledge. Halfway
around, he halted the light and jiggled it back and forth to focus
upon something that was placed upon the ledge, something that
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undoubtedly had been left by the artist when he had finished his
work and gone away.

Leaning forward, Boyd squinted to make out what it was. It
looked like the shoulder blade of a deer; beside the shoulder blade
lay a lump of stone.

Cautiously he edged his way around the ledge. He had been right.
It was the shoulder blade of a deer. Upon the flat surface of it lay a
lumpy substance. Paint? he wondered, the mixture of animal fats
and mineral earths the prehistoric artists used as paints? He focused
the flash closer and there was no doubt. It was paint, spread over the
surface of the bone, which had served as a palette, with some of the
paint lying in thicker lumps ready for use, but never used, paint
dried and mummified and bearing imprints of some sort. He leaned
close, bringing his face down to within a few inches of the paint,
shining the light upon the surface. The imprints, he saw, were fin-
gerprints, some of them sunk deep—the signature of that ancient,
long-dead man who had worked here, crouching even as Boyd now
crouched, shoulders hunched against the curving stone. He put out
his hand to touch the palette, then pulled it back. Symbolic, yes, this
move to touch, this reaching out to touch the man who painted—but
symbolic only, a gesture with too many centuries between.

He shifted the flashlight beam to the small block of stone that lay
beside the shoulder blade. A lamp—hollowed-out sandstone, a hol-
low to hold the fat and the chunk of moss that served as a wick. The
fat and wick were long since gone, but a thin film of soot still re-
mained around the rim of the hollow that had held them.

Finishing his work, the artist had left his tools behind him, had
even left the lamp, perhaps still guttering, with the fat almost fin-
ished—had left it here and let himself down into the fissure, crawl-
ing it in darkness. To him, perhaps, there was no need of light. He
could crawl the tunnel by touch and familiarity. He must have
crawled the route many times, for the work upon these walls had
taken long, perhaps many days.

So he had left, crawling through the fissure, using the blocks of
stone to close the opening to the fissure, then had walked away,
scrambling down the slope to the valley where grazing herds had
lifted their heads to watch him, then had gone back to grazing.

But when had this all happened? Probably, Boyd told himself,
after the cave itself had been painted, perhaps even after the paint-
ings in the cave had lost much of whatever significance they origi-
nally would have held—one lone man coming back to paint his se-
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cret animals in his secret place. Painting them as a mockery of the
pompous, magical importance of the main cave paintings? Or as a
protest against the stuffy conservatism of the original paintings? Or
simply as a bubbling chuckle, an exuberance of life, perhaps even a
joyous rebellion against the grimness and the simplemindedness of
the hunting magic? A rebel, he thought, a prehistoric rebel—an in-
tellectual rebel? Or perhaps simply a man with a viewpoint slightly
skewed from the philosophy of his time?

But this was that other man, that ancient man. Now how about
himself? Having found the grotto, what did he do next? What would
be the best way to handle it? Certainly he could not turn his back
upon it and walk away, as the artist, leaving his palette and his lamp
behind him, had walked away. For this was an important discovery.
There could be no question of that. Here was a new and unsus-
pected approach to the prehistoric mind, a facet of ancient thinking
that never had been guessed.

Leave everything as it lay, close up the fissure and make a phone
call to Washington and another one to Paris, unpack his bags, and
settle down for a few more weeks of work. Get back the photogra-
phers and other members of the crew—do a job of it. Yes, he told
himself, that was the way to do it.

Something lying behind the lamp, almost hidden by the sandstone
lamp, glinted in the light. Something white and small.

Still crouched over, Boyd shuffled forward to get a better look.

It was a piece of bone, probably a leg bone from a small grazing
animal. He reached out and picked it up and, having seen what it
was, hunched unmoving over it, not quite sure what to make of it.

It was a pipe, a brother to the pipe that Luis carried in his jacket
pocket, had carried in his pocket since that first day he’d met him,
years ago. There was the mouthpiece slot, there the two round
stops. In that long-gone day when the paintings had been done, the
artist had hunched here, in the flickering of the lamp, and had
played softly to himself those simple piping airs that Luis had
played almost every evening, after work was done.

“Merciful Jesus,” Boyd said, almost prayerfully, “it simply cannot
be!”

He stayed there, frozen in his crouch, the thoughts hammering in
his mind while he tried to push the thoughts away. They would not
go away. He’d drive them away for just a little distance, then they’d
come surging back to overwhelm him.

Finally, grimly, he broke the trance in which the thoughts had
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held him. He worked deliberately, forcing himself to do what he
knew must be done.

He took off his windbreaker and carefully wrapped the shoulder-
blade palette and the pipe inside it, leaving the lamp. He let himself
down into the fissure and crawled, carefully protecting the bundle
that he carried. In the cave again, he meticulously fitted the blocks
of stone together to block the fissure mouth, scraped together hand-
fuls of soil from the cave floor, and smeared it on the face of the
blocks, wiping it away, but leaving a small, clinging film to mask the
opening to all but the most inquiring eye.

Luis was not at his camp on the terrace below the cave mouth; he
was still on his errand into the village.

When he reached his hotel, Boyd made his telephone call to Wash-
ington. He skipped the call to Paris.

The last leaves of October were blowing in the autumn wind, and
a weak sun, not entirely obscured by the floating clouds, shone
down on Washington.

John Roberts was waiting for him on the park bench. They nod-
ded at one another, without speaking, and Boyd sat down beside his
friend.

“You took a big chance,” said Roberts. “What would have hap-
pened if the customs people . . .”

“I wasn’t too worried,” Boyd said. “I knew this man in Paris. For
years he’s been smuggling stuff into America. He’s good at it and he
owed me one. What have you got?”

“Maybe more than you want to hear.”

“Try me.”

“The fingerprints match,” said Roberts.

“You were able to get a reading on the paint impressions?”

“Loud and clear.”

“The FBI?”

“Yes, the FBI. It wasn’t easy, but I have a friend or two.”

“And the dating?”

“No problem. The bad part of the job was convincing my man
this was top secret. He’s still not sure it is.”

“Will he keep his mouth shut?”

“I think so. Without evidence, no one would believe him. It would
sound like a fairy story.”

Sdell me

“Twenty-two thousand. Plus or minus three hundred years.”
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“And the prints do match. The bottle prints and . . .”

“I told you they match. Now will you tell me how in hell a man
who lived twenty-two thousand years ago could leave his printson a
wine bottle that was manufactured last year.”

“It’s a long story,” said Boyd. “I don’t know if I should. First,
where do you have the shoulder blade?”

“Hidden,” said Roberts. “Well hidden. You can have it back, and
the bottle, any time you wish.”

Boyd shrugged. “Not yet. Not for a while. Perhaps never.”

“Never?”

“Look, John, I have to think it out.”

“What a hell of a mess,” said Roberts. “No one wants the stuff. No
one would dare to have it. Smithsonian wouldn’t touch it with a ten-
foot pole. I haven’t asked. They don’t even know about it. But I
know they wouldn’t want it. There’s something, isn’t there, about
sneaking artifacts out of a country . . .”

“Yes, there is,” said Boyd.

“And now you don’t want it.”

“I didn’t say that. I just said let it stay where it is for a time. It’s
safe, isn’t it?”

“It’s safe. And now . .

“I told you it is a long story. I'll try to make it short. There’s this
man—a Basque. He came to me ten years ago when I was doing the
rock shelters iR

Roberts nodded. “I remember that one.”

“He wanted work and I gave him work. He broke in fast, caught
on to the techniques immediately. Became a valuable man. That
often happens with native laborers. They seem to have the feel for
their own antiquity. And then when we started work on the cave he
showed up again. I was glad to see him. The two of us, as a matter of
fact, are fairly good friends. On my last night at the cave he cooked a
marvelous omelet—eggs, tomato, green pimientos, onions, sausages,
and home-cured ham. I brought a bottle of wine.”

“The bottle?”

“Yes, the bottle.”

“So go ahead.”

“He played a p1pe A bone pipe. A squeaky sort of thing. Not too
much music in it .

“There was a plpe Hiee

“Not that pipe. Another pipe. The same kind of pipe, but not the
one our man has. Two pipes the same. One in a living man’s pocket,

”
.

”»
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the other beside the shoulder blade. There were things about this
man I'm telling you of. Nothing that hit you between the eyes. Just
little things. You would notice something and then, some time later,
maybe quite a bit later, there’d be something else, but by the time
that happened, you’d have forgotten the first incident and not tie the
two together. Mostly it was that he knew too much. Little things a
man like him would not be expected to know. Even things that no
one knew. Bits and pieces of knowledge that slipped out of him,
maybe without his realizing it. And his eyes. I didn’t realize that
until later, not until I'd found the second pipe and began to think
about the other things. But I was talking about his eyes. In appear-
ance he is a young man, a never-aging man, but his eyes are
- bt

“Tom, you said he is a Basque.”

“That’s right.”

“Isn’t there some belief that the Basques may have descended
from the Cro-Magnons?”

“There is such a theory. I have thought of it.”

“Could this man of yours be a Cro-Magnon?”

“I’'m beginning to think he is.”

“But think of it—twenty thousand years!”

“Yes, I know,” said Boyd.

Boyd heard the piping when he reached the bottom of the trail
that led up to the cave. The notes were ragged, torn by the wind.
The Pyrenees stood up against the high blue sky.

Tucking the bottle of wine more securely underneath his arm,
Boyd began the climb. Below him lay the redness of the village
rooftops and the sere brown of autumn that spread across the valley.
The piping continued, lifting and falling as the wind tugged at it
playfully.

Luis sat cross-legged in front of the tattered tent. When he saw
Boyd, he put the pipe in his lap and sat waiting.

Boyd sat down beside him, handing him the bottle. Luis took it
and began working on the cork.

“I heard you were back,” he said. “How went the trip?”

“It went well,” said Boyd.

“So now you know,” said Luis.

Boyd nodded. “I think you wanted me to know. Why should you
have wanted that?”



Clifford D. Simak 237

“The years grow long,” said Luis. “The burden heavy. It is
lonely, all alone.”

“You are not alone.”

“It’s lonely when no one knows you. You now are the first who
has really known me.”

“But the knowing will be short. A few years more and again no
one will know you.”

“This lifts the burden for a time,” said Luis. “Once you are gone,
I will be able to take it up again. And there is something . . .”

“Yes, what is it, Luis?”

“You say when you are gone there’ll be no one again. Does that
mean . . .”

“If what you're getting at is whether I will spread the word, no, I
won’t. Not unless you wish it. I have thought on what would hap-
pen to you if the world were told.”

“I have certain defenses. You can'’t live as long as I have if you fail
in your defenses.”

“What kind of defenses?”

“Defenses. That is all.”

“I’'m sorry if I pried. There’s one other thing. If you wanted me to
know, you took a long chance. Why, if something had gone wrong,
if I had failed to find the grotto . . .”

“I had hoped, at first, that the grotto would not be necessary. I
had thought you might have guessed, on your own.”

“I knew there was something wrong. But this is so outrageous I
couldn’t have trusted myself even had I guessed. You know it’s out-
rageous, Luis. And if I'd not found the grotto . . . Its finding was
pure chance, you know.”

“If you hadn’t, I would have waited. Some other time, some other
year, there would have been someone else. Some other way to betray
myself.”

“You could have told me.”

“Cold, you mean?” :

“That’s what I mean. I would not have believed you, of course.
Not at first.”

“Don’t you understand? I could not have told you. The conceal-
ment now is second nature. One of the defenses I talked about. I
simply could not have brought myself to tell you, or anyone.”

“Why me? Why wait all these years until I came along?”

“I did not wait, Boyd. There were others, at different times. None
of them worked out. I had to find, you must understand, someone
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who had the strength to face it. Not one who would run screaming
madly. I knew you would not run screaming.”

“I’ve had time to think it through,” Boyd said. “I’ve come to terms
with it. I can accept the fact, but not too well, only barely. Luis, do
you have some explanation? How come you are so different from the
rest of us?”

“No idea at all. No inkling. At one time I thought there must be
others like me and I sought for them. I found none. I no longer
seek.”

The cork came free and he handed the bottle of wine to Boyd.
“You go first,” he said steadily.

Boyd lifted the bottle and drank. He handed it to Luis. He
watched him as he drank. Wondering, as he watched, how he could
be sitting here, talking calmly with a man who had lived, who had
stayed young through twenty thousand years. His gorge rose once
again against acceptance of the fact—but it had to be a fact. The
shoulder blade, the small amount of organic matter still remaining
in the pigment, had measured out to twenty-two thousand years.
There was no question that the prints in the paint had matched the
prints upon the bottle. He had raised one question back in Washing-
ton, hoping there might be evidence of hoax. Would it have been
possible, he had asked, that the ancient pigment, the paint used by
the prehistoric artist, could have been reconstituted, the fingerprints
impressed upon it, and then replaced in the grotto? Impossible was
the answer. Any reconstitution of the pigment, had it been possible,
would have shown up in the analysis. There had been nothing of the
sort—the pigment dated to twenty thousand years ago. There was
no question of that.

“All right, Cro-Magnon,” said Boyd, “tell me how you did it.
How does a man survive as long as you have? You do not age, of
course. Your body will not accept disease. But I take it you are not
immune to violence or to accident. You’ve lived in a violent world.
How does a man sidestep accident and violence for two hundred
centuries?”

“There were times early,” Luis said, “when I came close to not
surviving. For a long time I did not realize the kind of thing I was.
Sure, I lived longer, stayed younger than all the others—I would
guess, however, that I didn’t begin to notice this until I began to
realize that all the people I had known in my early life were dead—
dead for a long, long time. I knew then that I was different from the
rest. About the same time, others began to notice I was different.
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They became suspicious of me. Some of them resented me. Others
thought I was some sort of evil spirit. Finally I had to flee the tribe. I
became a skulking outcast. That was when I began to learn the
principles of survival.”

“And those principles?”

“You keep a low profile. You don’t stand out. You attract no atten-
tion to yourself. You cultivate a cowardly attitude. You are never
brave. You take no risks. You let others do the dirty work. You never
volunteer. You skulk and run and hide. You grow a skin that’s thick;
you don’t give a damn what others think of you. You shed all your
noble attributes, your social consciousness. You shuck your loyalty
to tribe or folk or country. You're not a patriot. You live for yourself
alone. You're an observer, never a participant. You scuttle around
the edges of things. And you become so self-centered that you come
to believe that no blame should attach to you, that you are living in
the only logical way a man can live. You went to Roncesvalles the
other day, remember?”

“Yes. I mentioned I'd been there. You said you’d heard of it.”

“Heard of it? Hell, I was there the day it happened—August 15,
778. An observer, not a participant. A cowardly little bastard who
tagged along behind that noble band of Gascons who did in Roland.
Gascons, hell. That’s the fancy name for them. They were Basques,
pure and simple. The meanest crew of men who ever drew the
breath of life. Some Basques may be noble, but not this band. They
weren’t the kind of warriors who’d stand up face-to-face with the
Franks. They hid up in the pass and rolled rocks down on all those
puissant knights. But it wasn’t the knights who held their interest.
It was the wagon train. They weren’t out to fight a war or to avenge
a wrong. They were out for loot. Although little good it did them.”

“Why do you say that?”

“It was this way,” said Luis. “They knew the rest of the Frankish
army would return when the rear guard didn’t come up, and they
had not the stomach for that. They stripped the dead knights of
their golden spurs, their armor and fancy clothes, the money bags
they carried, and loaded all of it on the wagons and got out of there.
A few miles farther on, deep in the mountains, they holed up and
hid. In a deep canyon where they thought they would be safe. But if
they should be found, they had what amounted to a fort. A half-mile
or so below the place they camped, the canyon narrowed and
twisted sharply. A lot of boulders had fallen down at that point,
forming a barricade that could have been held by a handful of men
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against any assault that could be launched against it. By this time I
was a long way off. I smelled something wrong, I knew something
most unpleasant was about to happen. That’s another thing about
this survival business. You develop special senses. You get so you can
smell out trouble, well ahead of time. I heard what happened later.”

He lifted the bottle and had another drink. He handed it to Boyd.

“Don’t leave me hanging,” said Boyd. “Tell me what did happen.”

“In the night,” said Luis, “a storm came up. One of those sudden,
brutal summer thunderstorms. This time it was a cloudburst. My
brave fellow Gascons died to the man. That’s the price of bravery.”

Boyd took a drink, lowered the bottle, held it to his chest, cud-
dling it.

“You know about this,” he said. “No one else does. Perhaps no
one had ever wondered what happened to those Gascons who gave
Charlemagne the bloody nose. You must know of other things.
Christ, man, you’ve lived history. You didn’t stick to this area.”

“No. At times I wandered. I had an itching foot. There were
things to see. I had to keep moving along. I couldn’t stay in one
place any length of time or it would be noticed that I wasn’t aging.”

“You lived through the Black Death,” said Boyd. “You watched
the Roman legions. You heard firsthand of Attila. You skulked along
on Crusades. You walked the streets of ancient Athens.”

“Not Athens,” said Luis. “Somehow Athens was never to my
taste. I spent some time in Sparta. Sparta, I tell you—that was really
something.”

“You’re an educated man,” said Boyd. “Where did you go to
school?”

“Paris, for a time, in the fourteenth century. Later on at Oxford.
After that at other places. Under different names. Don’t try tracing
me through the schools that I attended.”

“You could write a book,” said Boyd. “It would set new sales
records. You’d be a millionaire. One book and you’d be a million-
aire.”

“I can’t afford to be a millionaire. I can’t be noticed, and million-
aires are noticed. I'm not in want. I've never been in want. There’s
always treasure for a skulker to pick up. I have caches here and
there. I get along all right.”

Luis was right, Boyd told himself. He couldn’t be a millionaire.
He couldn’t write a book. In no way could he be famous, stand out
in any way. In all things he must remain unremarkable, always
anonymous.
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The principles of survival, he had said. And this was part of it,
although not all of it. He had mentioned the art of smelling trouble,
the hunch ability. There would be, as well, the wisdom, the street
savvy, the cynicism that a man would pick up along the way, the
expertise, the ability to judge character, an insight into human reac-
tion, some knowledge concerning the use of power, power of every
sort, economic power, political power, religious power.

Was the man still human, he wondered, or had he, in twenty thou-
sand years, become something more than human? Had he advanced
that one vital step that would place him beyond humankind, the
kind of being that would come after man?

“One thing more,” said Boyd. “Why the Disney paintings?”

“They were painted sometime later than the others,” Luis told
him. “I painted some of the earlier stuff in the cave. The fishing bear
is mine. I knew about the grotto. I found it and said nothing. No
reason I should have kept it secret. Just one of those little items one
hugs to himself to make himself important. I know something you
don’t know—silly stuff like that. Later I came back to paint the
grotto. The cave art was so deadly serious. Such terribly silly magic.
I told myself painting should be fun. So I came back after the tribe
had moved, and painted simply for the fun of it. How did it strike
you, Boyd?”

“Damn good art,” said Boyd.

“I was afraid you wouldn’t find the grotto and I couldn’t help you.
I knew you had seen the cracks in the wall; I watched you one day
looking at them. I counted on your remembering them. And I
counted on your seeing the fingerprints and finding the pipe. All
pure serendipity, of course. I had nothing in mind when I left the
paint with the fingerprints and the pipe. The pipe, of course, was
the tipoff, and I was confident you’d at least be curious. But I
couldn’t be sure. When we ate that night, here by the campfire, you
didn’t mention the grotto and I was afraid you’d blown it. But when
you made off with the bottle, sneaking it away, I knew I had it made.
And now the big question. Will you let the world in on the grotto
paintings?”’

“I don’t know. I'll have to think about it. What are your thoughts
on the matter?”

“I’d just as soon you didn’t.”

“Okay,” said Boyd. “Not for the time at least. Is there anything
else I can do for you? Anything you want?”

“You’ve done the best possible,” said Luis. “You know who I am,
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what I am. I don’t know why that’s so important to me, but it is. A
matter of identity, I suppose. When you die, which I hope will be a
long time from now, then, once again, there’ll be no one who knows.
But the knowledge that one man did know, and what is more impor-
tant, understood, will sustain me through the centuries. A minute—
I have something for you.”

He rose and went into the tent, came back with a sheet of paper,
handing it to Boyd. It was a topographical survey of some sort.

“I’'ve put a cross on it,” said Luis. “To mark the spot.”

“What spot?”

“Where you’ll find the Charlemagne treasure of Roncesvalles. The
wagons and the treasure would have been carried down the canyon
in the flood. The turn in the canyon and the boulder barricade I
spoke of would have blocked them. You'll find them there, probably
under a deep layer of gravel and debris.”

Boyd looked up questioningly from the map.

“It’s worth going after,” said Luis. “Also it provides another
check against the validity of my story.”

“I believe you,” said Boyd. “I need no further evidence.”

“Ah, well!” said Luis, “it wouldn’t hurt. And now it’s time to go.”

“Time to go! We have a lot to talk about.”

“Later, perhaps,” said Luis. “We’ll bump into one another from
time to time. I’ll make it a point we do. But now it’s time to go.”

He started down the path, and Boyd sat watching him.

After a few steps, Luis halted and half-turned back to Boyd.

“It seems to me,” he said in explanation, “it’s always time to go.”

Boyd stood and watched him move down the trail toward the
village. There was about the moving figure a deep sense of loneli-
ness—the most lonely man in all the world.
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Poul Anderson

I promised you in Volume Four that Poul would appear again in
this volume. He keeps up his record of appearing in every one and
he has now received no fewer than seven Hugos in the shorter
lengths, more than anyone else. Here’s to you, Poul.

It is my feeling that every good and substantial story written by a
skilled science fiction writer has a lesson to teach anyone seriously
interested in the field. “The Saturn Game” has two interrelated ones
—in my view.

First is the difficulty, even for science fiction writers (who are far
better at it than most), of anticipating the feats of science and tech-
nology. My usual favorite example is that science fiction writers
have anticipated television since 1911, at least, when Hugo Gern-
sback wrote of it, and of trips to the Moon in a modern sense since
1865, when Jules Verne wrote of it, but no science fiction writer, to
my knowledge, saw the real consequence and ever combined the
two notions so as to describe the first landing on the Moon being
watched—/ive—by hundreds of millions of people on Earth by tele-
vision.

I now have a later example. As far as I know, no science fiction
writer anticipated the new contemporary games—the Dungeons
and Dragons phenomenon—or, even more so, the video games that
came from nowhere and became a billion-dollar industry almost
overnight.

Oddly enough, I came close. Here’s what I wrote in an article
entitled “My Amusement Park of the Future” in the July 1973 issue
of Seventeen.

“. . . there might be new games that simulate outer-space maneu-
vering. You might have a chance to sit at a control panel and direct
weak laser beams at enemy spaceships, with a bull’s-eye hit seeming
to blast them out of the sky.

“The spaceships might be simulated on a screen and a computer
might control them. In fact, beating a computer at any of a hundred
different games might be a big thing at an amusement park of the
future.”

Right on the nose a half-decade in advance, at least—and it didn’t
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occur to me to write a story featuring that vision. It is easier after
the fact, of course, but, on the other hand, Poul did a better job of it
than I was likely to have done.

The second lesson is the needlessness of worrying over the loss of
cherished science fictional concepts. Where are the oceans of Venus,
the sun side of Mercury, the canals of Mars, the satellites being
made livable by a warm Jupiter and Saturn? Gone! Gone! And
doesn’t that help destroy the possibility of writing stories?

Never! For each error destroyed, a closer-to-truth fact is estab-
lished; for each plot gimmick gone, a better one is created. Here is a
story about Iapetus, the odd two-tone satellite of Saturn, one hemi-
sphere dark and bare, the other white and glacier-buried. That’s not
imagination, that’s observation by the Voyager probes. (Nor do as-
tronomers have an adequate explanation for the two-tone effect.)

How good to have a situation that can give rise to a story that
could not have been written earlier in quite that way and to know,
as you write it, that you are being very largely realistic. And how
good to have a mystery one might tackle in another story.
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If we are to understand what happened, which is vital if we
are to avoid repeated and worse tragedies in the future, we must
begin by dismissing all accusations. Nobody was negligent; no ac-
tion was foolish. For who could have predicted the eventuality, or
recognized its nature, until too late? Rather should we appreciate
the spirit with which those people struggled against disaster, inward
and outward, after they knew. The fact is that thresholds exist
throughout reality, and that things on their far sides are altogether
different from things on their hither sides. The Chronos crossed more
than an abyss, it crossed a threshold of human experience.

—Francis L. Minamoto, Death Under Saturn:

A Dissenting View
(Apollo University Communications,
Leyburg, Luna, 2057)

“The City of Ice is now on my horizon,” Kendrick says. Its towers
gleam blue. “My griffin spreads his wings to glide.” Wind whistles
among those great, rainbow-shimmering pinions. His cloak blows back from
bis shoulders; the air strikes through his ring-mail and sheathes bim in cold.
“l lean over and peer after you.” The spear in bis left hand
counterbalances bim. Its head flickers palely with the moonlight that Way-
land Smith hammered into the steel.

“Yes, I see the griffin,” Ricia tells bim, “high and far, like a comet
above the courtyard walls. I run out from under the portico for a
better look. A guard tries to stop me, grabs my sleeve, but I tear the
spider silk apart and dash forth into the open.” The elven castle wavers
as if its sculptured ice were turning to smoke. Passionately, she cries, “‘Is it in
truth you, my darling?”

“Hold, there!” warns Alvarlan from bis cave of arcana ten thousand
leagues away. “I send your mind the message that if the King suspects
this is Sir Kendrick of the Isles, he will raise a dragon against him,
or spirit you off beyond any chance of rescue. Go back, Princess of
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Maranoa. Pretend you decide that it is only an eagle. I will cast a
belief-spell on your words.”

“I stay far aloft,” Kendrick says. “Save he use a scrying stone, the
Elf King will not be aware this beast has a rider. From here I'll spy
out city and castle.” And then—? He knows not. He knows simply that be
must set ber free or die in the quest. How long will it take him, how many
more nights will she lie in the King’s embrace?

“I thought you were supposed to spy out Iapetus,” Mark Danzig
interrupted.

His dry tone startled the three others into alertness. Jean Broberg
flushed with embarrassment, Colin Scobie with irritation; Luis
Garcilaso shrugged, grinned, and turned his gaze to the pilot con-
sole before which he sat harnessed. For a moment silence filled the
cabin, and shadows, and radiance from the universe.

To help observation, all lights were out except a few dim glows
from the instruments. The sunward ports were lidded. Elsewhere
thronged stars, so many and so brilliant that they well-nigh
drowned the blackness which held them. The Milky Way was a
torrent of silver. One port framed Saturn at half phase, dayside pale
gold and rich bands amidst the jewelry of its rings, nightside wanly
ashimmer with starlight upon clouds, as big to the sight as Earth
over Luna.

Forward was Iapetus. The spacecraft rotated while orbiting the
moon, to maintain a steady optical field. It had crossed the dawn
line, presently at the middle of the inward-facing hemisphere. Thus
it had left bare, crater-pocked land behind it in the dark, and was
passing above sunlit glacier country. Whiteness dazzled, glittered in
sparks and shards of color, reached fantastic shapes heavenward;
cirques, crevasses, caverns brimmed with blue.

“I'm sorry,” Jean Broberg whispered. “It’s too beautiful, unbe-
lievably beautiful, and . . . almost like the place where our game
had brought us. Took us by surprise—"

“Huh!” Mark Danzig said. “You had a pretty good idea of what to
expect, therefore you made your play go in the direction of some-
thing that resembled it. Don’t tell me any different. I've watched
these acts for eight years.”

Colin Scobie made a savage gesture. Spin and gravity were too
slight to give noticeable weight, and his movement sent him flying
through the air, across the crowded cabin. He checked himself by a
handhold just short of the chemist. “Are you calling Jean a liar?” he
growled.
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Most times he was cheerful, in a bluff fashion. Perhaps because of
that, he suddenly appeared menacing. He was a big, sandy-haired
man in his mid-thirties; a coverall did not disguise the muscles be-
neath, and the scowl on his face brought forth its ruggedness.

“Please!” Broberg exclaimed. “Not a quarrel, Colin.”

The geologist glanced back at her. She was slender and fine-fea-
tured. At her age of forty-two, despite longevity treatment, the red-
dish-brown hair that fell to her shoulders was becoming streaked
with white, and lines were engraved around large gray eyes.

“Mark is right,” she sighed. “We’re here to do science, not day-
dream.” She reached forth to touch Scobie’s arm, smiling shyly.
“You're still full of your Kendrick persona, aren’t you? Gallant, pro-
tective—" She stopped. Her voice had quickened with more than a
hint of Ricia. She covered her lips and flushed again. A tear broke
free and sparkled off on air currents. She forced a laugh. “But I'm
just physicist Broberg, wife of astronomer Tom, mother of Johnnie
and Billy.”

Her glance went Saturnward, as if seeking the ship where her
family waited. She might have spied it, too, as a star that moved
among stars by the solar sail. However, that was now furled, and
naked vision could not find even such huge hulls as Chronos pos-
sessed, across millions of kilometers.

Luis Garcilaso asked from his pilot’s chair: “What harm if we
carry on our little commedia dell’ arte?”” His Arizona drawl soothed
the ear. “We won’t be landin’ for a while yet, and everything’s on
automatic till then.” He was small, swarthy, and deft, still in his
twenties.

Danzig twisted his leathery countenance into a frown. At sixty,
thanks to his habits as well as to longevity, he kept springiness in a
lank frame; he could joke about wrinkles and encroaching baldness.
In this hour, he set humor aside.

“Do you mean you don’t know what’s the matter?” His beak of a
nose pecked at a scanner screen which magnified the moonscape.
“Almighty God! That’s a new world we’re about to touch down on
—tiny, but a world, and strange in ways we can’t guess. Nothing’s
been here before us except one unmanned flyby and one unmanned
lander that soon quit sending. We can’t rely on meters and cameras
alone. We’ve got to use our eyes and brains.”

He addressed Scobie. “You should realize that in your bones,
Colin, if nobody else aboard does. You've worked on Luna as well as
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Earth. In spite of all the settlements, in spite of all the study that’s
been done, did you never hit any nasty surprises?”

The burly man had recovered his temper. Into his own voice came
a softness that recalled the serenity of the Idaho mountains from
which he hailed. “True,” he admitted. “There’s no such thing as
having too much information when you’re off Earth, or enough in-
formation, for that matter.” He paused. “Nevertheless, timidity can
be as dangerous as rashness—not that you’re timid, Mark,” he added
in haste. “Why, you and Rachel could’ve been in a nice O’Neill on a
nice pension—"’

Danzig relaxed and smiled. “This was a challenge, if I may sound
pompous. Just the same, we want to get home when we’re finished
here. We should be in time for the Bar Mitzvah of a great-grandson
or two. Which requires staying alive.”

“My point is,” Scobie said, “if you let yourself get buffaloed, you
may end up in a worse bind than— Oh, never mind. You're proba-
bly right, and we should not have begun fantasizing. The spectacle
sort of grabbed us. It won’t happen again.”

Yet when Scobie’s eyes looked anew on the glacier, they had not
quite the dispassion of a scientist in them. Nor did Broberg’s or
Garcilaso’s. Danzig slammed fist into palm. “The game, the damned
childish game,” he muttered, too low for his companions to hear.
“Was nothing saner possible for them?”

II

Was nothing saner possible for them? Perhaps not.

If we are to answer the question, we should first review some
history. When early industrial operations in space offered the hope
of rescuing civilization, and Earth, from ruin, then greater knowl-
edge of sister planets, prior to their development, became a clear
necessity. The effort started with Mars, the least hostile. No natural
law forbade sending small manned spacecraft yonder. What did was
the absurdity of using as much fuel, time, and effort as were re-
quired, in order that three or four persons might spend a few days
in a single locality.

Construction of the J. Peter Vajk took longer and cost more, but
paid off when it, virtually a colony, spread its immense solar sail and
took a thousand people to their goal in half a year and in compara-
tive comfort. The payoff grew overwhelming when they, from orbit,
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launched Earthward the beneficiated minerals of Phobos that they
did not need for their own purposes. Those purposes, of course,
turned on the truly thorough, long-term study of Mars, and in-
cluded landings of auxiliary craft, for ever-lengthier stays, all over
the surface.

Sufficient to remind you of this much; no need to detail the tri-
umphs of the same basic concept throughout the inner Solar Sys-
tem, as far as Jupiter. The tragedy of the Vladimir became a reason to
try again for Mercury, and, in a left-handed, political way, pushed
the Britannic-American consortium into its Chronos project.

They named the ship better than they knew. Sailing time to Sat-
urn was eight years.

Not only the scientists must be healthy, lively-minded people.
Crewfolk, technicians, medics, constables, teachers, clergy, enter-
tainers—every element of an entire community must be. Each must
command more than a single skill, for emergency backup, and keep
those skills alive by regular, tedious rehearsal. The environment was
limited and austere; communication with home was soon a matter of
beamcasts; cosmopolitans found themselves in what amounted to an
isolated village. What were they to do?

Assigned tasks. Civic projects, especially work on improving the
interior of the vessel. Research, or writing a book, or the study of a
subject, or sports, or hobby clubs, or service and handicraft enter-
prises, or more private interactions, or— There was a wide choice of
television tapes, but Central Control made sets usable for only three
hours in twenty-four. You dared not get into the habit of passivity.

Individuals grumbled, squabbled, formed and dissolved cliques,
formed and dissolved marriages or less explicit relationships, begot
and raised occasional children, worshipped, mocked, learned,
yearned, and for the most part found reasonable satisfaction in life.
But for some, including a large proportion of the gifted, what made
the difference between this and misery were their psychodramas.

—Minamoto

Dawn crept past the ice, out onto the rock. It was a light both dim
and harsh, yet sufficient to give Garcilaso the last data he wanted for
descent.

The hiss of the motor died away. A thump shivered through the
hull, landing jacks leveled it, and stillness fell. The crew did not
speak for a while. They were staring out at Iapetus.

Immediately around them was desolation like that which reigns in
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much of the Solar System. A darkling plain curved visibly away to a
horizon that, at man-height, was a bare three kilometers distant;
higher up in the cabin, you could see farther, but that only sharp-
ened the sense of being on a minute ball awhirl among the stars. The
ground was thinly covered with cosmic dust and gravel; here and
there a minor crater or an upthrust mass lifted out of the regolith to
cast long, knife-edged, utterly black shadows. Light reflections less-
ened the number of visible stars, turning heaven into a bowlful of
night. Halfway between the zenith and the south, half-Saturn and
its rings made the vista beautiful.

Likewise did the glacier—or the glaciers? Nobody was sure. The
sole knowledge was that, seen from afar, Iapetus gleamed bright as
the western end of its orbit and grew dull at the eastern end, because
one side was covered with whitish material while the other side was
not; the dividing line passed nearly beneath the planet which it
eternally faced. The probes from Chronos had reported the layer was
thick, with puzzling spectra that varied from place to place, and
little more about it.

In this hour, four humans gazed across pitted emptiness and saw
wonder rear over the world-rim. From north to south went ram-
parts, battlements, spires, depths, peaks, cliffs, their shapes and shad-
ings an infinity of fantasies. On the right Saturn cast soft amber, but
that was nearly lost in the glare from the east, where a sun dwarfed
almost to stellar size nonetheless blazed too fierce to look at, just
above the summit. There the silvery sheen exploded in brilliance,
diamond-glitter of shattered light, chill blues and greens; dazzled to
tears, eyes saw the vision glimmer and waver, as if it boarded on
dreamland, or on Faerie. But despite all delicate intricacies, under-
neath was a sense of chill and of brutal mass: here dwelt also the
Frost Giants.

Broberg was the first to breathe forth a word. “The City of Ice.”

“Magic,” said Garcilaso as low. “My spirit could lose itself for-
ever, wanderin’ yonder. I'm not sure I'd mind. My cave is nothin’
like this, nothin’—”

“Wait a minute!” snapped Danzig in alarm.

“Oh, yes. Curb the imagination, please.” Though Scobie was
quick to utter sobrieties, they sounded drier than needful. “We
know from probe transmissions the scarp is, well, Grand Canyon-
like. Sure, it’s more spectacular than we realized, which I suppose
makes it still more of a mystery.” He turned to Broberg. “I've never
seen ice or snow as sculptured as this. Have you, Jean? You’ve men-
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tioned visiting a lot of mountain and winter scenery when you were
a girl in Canada.”

The physicist shook her head. “No. Never. It doesn’t seem possi-
ble. What could have done it? There’s no weather here . . . is
there?”

“Perhaps the same phenomenon is responsible that laid a hemi-
sphere bare,” Danzig suggested.

“Or that covered a hemisphere,” Scobie said. “An object seven-
teen hundred kilometers across shouldn’t have gases, frozen or oth-
erwise. Unless it’s a ball of such stuff clear through, like a comet,
which we know it’s not.” As if to demonstrate, he unclipped a pair
of pliers from a nearby tool rack, tossed it, and caught it on its slow
way down. His own ninety kilos of mass weighed about seven. For
that, the satellite must be essentially rocky.

Garcilaso registered impatience. “Let’s stop tradin’ facts and theo-
ries we already know about, and start findin’ answers.”

Rapture welled in Broberg. “Yes, let’s get out. Over there.”

“Hold on,” protested Danzig as Garcilaso and Scobie nodded ea-
gerly. “You can’t be serious. Caution, step-by-step advance—"

“No, it’s too wonderful for that.” Broberg’s tone shivered.

“Yeah, to hell with fiddlin’ around,” Garcilaso said. “We need at
least a preliminary scout right away.”

The furrows deepened in Danzig’s visage. “You mean you too,
Luis? But you're our pilot!”

“On the ground I'm general assistant, chief cook, and bottle
washer to you scientists. Do you think I want to sit idle, with some-
thin’ like that to explore?” Garcilaso calmed his voice. “Besides, if 1
should come to grief, any of you can fly back, given a bit of radio
talk from Chronos and a final approach under remote control.”

“It’s quite reasonable, Mark,” Scobie argued. “Contrary to doc-
trine, true; but doctrine was made for us, not vice versa. A short
distance, low gravity, and we’ll be on the lookout for hazards. The
point is, until we have some notion of what that ice is like, we don’t
know what the devil to pay attention to in this vicinity, either. No,
first we’ll take a quick jaunt. When we return, then we’ll plan.”

Danzig stiffened. “May I remind you, if anything goes wrong,
help is at least a hundred hours away? An auxiliary like this can’t
boost any higher if it’s to get back, and it’d take longer than that to
disengage the big boats from Saturn and Titan.”

Scobie reddened at the implied insult. “And may I remind you: on
the ground I am the captain. I say an immediate reconnaissance is
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safe and desirable. Stay behind if you want— In fact, yes, you must.
Doctrine is right in saying the vessel mustn’t be deserted.”

Danzig studied him for several seconds before murmuring, “Luis
goes, though, is that it?”

“Yes!” cried Garcilaso so that the cabin rang.

Broberg patted Danzig’s limp hand. “It’s okay, Mark,” she said
gently. “We’ll bring back samples for you to study. After that, I
wouldn’t be surprised but what the best ideas about procedure will
be yours.”

He shook his head. Suddenly he looked very tired. “No,” he re-
plied in a monotone, “that won’t happen. You see, I'm only a hard-
nosed industrial chemist who saw this expedition as a chance to do
interesting research. The whole way through space, I kept myself
busy with ordinary affairs, including, you remember, a couple of
inventions I'd wanted the leisure to develop. You three, you're
younger, you’re romantics—"

“Aw, come off it, Mark.” Scobie tried to laugh. “Maybe Jean and
Luis are, a little, but me, I'm about as otherworldly as a plate of
haggis.”

“You played the game, year after year, until at last the game
started playing you. That’s what’s going on this minute, no matter
how you rationalize your motives.” Danzig’s gaze on the geologist,
who was his friend, lost the defiance that had been in it and turned
wistful. “You might try recalling Delia Ames.”

Scobie bristled. “What about her? The business was hers and
mine, nobody else’s.”

“Except afterward she cried on Rachel’s shoulder, and Rachel
doesn’t keep secrets from me. Don’t worry, I'm not about to blab.
Anyhow, Delia got over it. But if you’d recollect objectively, you'd
see what had happened to you, already three years ago.”

Scobie set his jaw. Danzig smiled in the left corner of his mouth.
“No, I suppose you can’t,” he went on. “I admit I had no idea either,
till now, how far the process had gone. At least keep your fantasies
in the background while you’re outside, will you? Can you?”

In half a decade of travel, Scobie’s apartment had become idiosyn-
cratically his—perhaps more so than was usual, since he remained a
bachelor who seldom had women visitors for longer than a few
nightwatches at a time. Much of the furniture he had made himself;
the agrosections of Chronos produced wood, hide, and fiber as well as
food and fresh air. His handiwork ran to massiveness and archaic
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carved decorations. Most of what he wanted to read he screened
from the data banks, of course, but a shelf held a few old books—
Childe’s border ballads, an eighteenth-century family Bible (despite
his agnosticism), a copy of The Machinery of Freedom, which had
nearly disintegrated but displayed the signature of the author, and
other valued miscellany. Above them stood a model of a sailboat in
which he had cruised Northern European waters, and a trophy he
had won in handball aboard this ship. On the bulkheads hung his
fencing sabers and numerous pictures—of parents and siblings, of
wilderness areas he had tramped on Earth, of castles and mountains
and heaths in Scotland where he had often been too, of his geologi-
cal team on Luna, of Thomas Jefferson and, imagined, Robert the
Bruce.

On a certain evenwatch he had, though, been seated before his
telescreen. Lights were turned low in order that he might fully sa-
vor the image. Auxiliary craft were out in a joint exercise, and a
couple of their personnel used the opportunity to beam back views
of what they saw.

That was splendor. Starful space made a chalice for Chronos. The
two huge, majestically counter-rotating cylinders, the entire com-
plex of linkages, ports, locks, shields, collectors, transmitters, docks,
all became Japanesely exquisite at a distance of several hundred kilo-
meters. It was the solar sail which filled most of the screen, like a
turning golden sun-wheel; yet remote vision could also appreciate
its spiderweb intricacy, soaring and subtle curvatures, even the less-
than-gossamer thinness. A mightier work than the Pyramids, a finer
work than a refashioned chromosome, the ship moved on toward a
Saturn which had become the second-brightest beacon in the firma-
ment.

The doorchime hauled Scobie out of his exultation. As he started
across the deck, he stubbed his toe on a table leg. Coriolis forced
caused that. It was slight, when a hull this size spun to give a full gee
of weight, and a thing to which he had long since adapted; but now
and then he got so interested in something that Terrestrial habits
returned. He swore at his absentmindedness, good-naturedly, since
he anticipated a pleasurable time.

When he opened the door, Delia Ames entered in a single stride.
At once she closed it behind her and stood braced against it. She was
a tall blond woman who did electronics maintenance and kept up a
number of outside activities. “Hey!” Scobie said. “What’s wrong?
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You look like”—he tried for levity—“something my cat would’ve
dragged in, if we had any mice or beached fish aboard.”

She drew a ragged breath. Her Australian accent thickened till he
had trouble understanding: “I . . . today . . . I happened to be at
the same cafeteria table as George Harding—"

Unease tingled through Scobie. Harding worked in Ames’s de-
partment but had much more in common with him. In the game
group to which they both belonged, Harding likewise took a
vaguely ancestral role, N’Kuma the Lionslayer.

“What happened?” Scobie asked.

Woe stared back at him. “He mentioned . . . you and he and the
rest . . . you'd be taking your next holiday together . . . to carry
on your . . . your bloody act uninterrupted.”

“Well, yes. Work at the new park over in Starboard Hull will be
suspended till enough metal’s been recycled for the water pipes.
The area will be vacant, and my gang has arranged to spend a
week’s worth of days—”

“But you and I were going to Lake Armstrong!”

“Uh, wait, that was just a notion we talked about, no definite plan
yet, and this is such an unusual chance— Later, sweetheart. I'm
sorry.” He took her hands. They felt cold. He essayed a smile.
“Now, c’'mon, we were going to cook a festive dinner together and
afterward spend a, shall we say, quiet evening at home. But for a
start, this absolutely gorgeous presentation on the screen—"

She jerked free of him. The gesture seemed to calm her. “No,
thanks,” she said, flat-voiced. “Not when you’d rather be with that
Broberg woman. I only came by to tell you in person I'm getting out
of the way of you two.”

“Hub?”” He stepped back. “What the flaming hell do you mean?”

“You know jolly well.”

“I don’t! She, I, she’s happily married, got two kids, she’s older
than me, we’re friends, sure, but there’s never been a thing between
us that wasn’t in the open and on the level—" Scobie swallowed.
“You suppose maybe I’'m in love with her?”

Ames looked away. Her fingers writhed together. “I’'m not about
to go on being a mere convenience to you, Colin. You have plenty of
those. Myself, I'd hoped— But I was wrong, and I’'m going to cut
my losses before they get worse.”

“But . . . Dee, I swear I haven’t fallen for anybody else, and I
. . . I swear you're more than a body to me, you're a fine person—"
She stood mute and withdrawn. Scobie gnawed his lip before he



Poul Anderson 257

could tell her. “Okay, I admit it, the main reason I volunteered for
this trip was I'd lost out in a love affair on Earth. Not that the
project doesn’t interest me, but I've come to realize what a big
chunk out of my life it is. You, more than any other woman, Dee,
you’ve gotten me to feel better about the situation.”

She grimaced. “But not as much as your psychodrama has, right?”

“Hey, you must think I'm obsessed with the game. I'm not. It’s
fun and—oh, maybe ‘fun’ is too weak a word—but anyhow, it’s just
little bunches of people getting together fairly regularly to play.
Like my fencing, or a chess club, or, or anything.”

She squared her shoulders. “Well, then,” she asked, “will you can-
cel the date you’ve made and spend your holiday with me?”

“I, uh, I can’t do that. Not at this stage. Kendrick isn’t off on the
periphery of current events, he’s closely involved with everybody
else. If I didn’t show, it’d spoil things for the rest.”

Her glance steadied upon him. “Very well. A promise is a prom-
ise, or so I imagined. But afterward— Don’t be afraid. I'm not try-
ing to trap you. That would be no good, would it? However, if I
maintain this liaison of ours, will you phase yourself out of your
game?”

“I can’t—" Anger seized him. “No, God damn it!” he roared.

“Then goodbye, Colin,” she said, and departed. He stared for
minutes at the door she had shut behind her.

Unlike the large Titan- and Saturn-vicinity explorers, landers on
the airless moons were simply modified Luna-to-space shuttles, reli-
able, but with limited capabilities. When the blocky shape had
dropped below the horizon, Garcilaso said into his radio: “We’ve lost
sight of the boat, Mark. I must say it improves the view.” One of the
relay microsatellites which had been sown in orbit passed his words
on.

“Better start blazing your trail, then,” Danzig reminded.

“My, my, you are a fussbudget, aren’t you?” Nevertheless Garci-
laso unholstered the squirt gun at his hip and splashed a vividly
fluorescent circle of paint on the ground. He would do it at eyeball
intervals until his party reached the glacier. Except where dust lay
thick over the regolith, footprints were faint under the feeble grav-
ity, and absent when a walker crossed continuous rock.

Walker? No, leaper. The three bounded exultant, little hindered
by spacesuits, life support units, tool and ration packs. The naked
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land fled from their haste, and ever higher, ever clearer and more
glorious to see, loomed the ice ahead of them.

There was no describing it, not really. You could speak of lower
slopes and palisades above, to a mean height of perhaps a hundred
meters, with spires towering farther still. You could speak of grace-
fully curved tiers going up those braes, of lacy parapets and fluted
crags and arched openings to caves filled with wonders, of mysteri-
ous blues in the depths and greens where light streamed through
translucencies, of gem-sparkle across whiteness where radiance and
shadow wove mandalas—and none of it would convey anything
more than Scobie’s earlier, altogether inadequate comparison to the
Grand Canyon.

“Stop,” he said for the dozenth time. “I want to take a few pic-
tures.”

“Will anybody understand them who hasn’t been here?” whis-
pered Broberg.

“Probably not,” said Garcilaso in the same hushed tone. “Maybe
no one but us ever will.”

“What do you mean by that?” demanded Danzig’s voice.

“Never mind,” snapped Scobie.

“I think I know,” the chemist said. “Yes, it is a great piece of
scenery, but you're letting it hypnotize you.”

“If you don’t cut out that drivel,” Scobie warned, “we’ll cut you
out of the circuit. Damn it, we’ve got work to do. Get off our backs.”

Danzig gusted a sigh. “Sorry. Uh, are you finding any clues to the
nature of that—that thing?”

Scobie focused his camera. “Well,” he said, partly mollified, “the
different shades and textures, and no doubt the different shapes,
seem to confirm what the reflection spectra from the flyby sug-
gested. The composition is a mixture, or a jumble, or both, of several
materials, and varies from place to place. Water ice is obvious, but I
feel sure of carbon dioxide too, and I'd bet on ammonia, methane,
and presumably lesser amounts of other stuff.”

“Methane? Could that stay solid at ambient temperatures, in a
vacuum?”’

“We’ll have to find out for sure. However, I'd guess that most of
the time it’s cold enough, at least for methane strata that occur down
inside where there’s pressure on them.”

Within the vitryl globe of her helmet, Broberg’s features showed
delight. “Wait!” she cried. “I have an idea—about what happened to
the probe that landed.” She drew a breath. “It came down almost at
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the foot of the glacier, you recall. Our view of the site from space
seemed to indicate that an avalanche buried it, but we couldn’t un-
derstand how that might have been triggered. Well, suppose a meth-
ane layer at exactly the wrong location melted. Heat radiation from
the jets may have warmed it, and later the radar beam used to map
contours added the last few degrees necessary. The stratum flowed,
and down came everything that had rested on top of it.”

“Plausible,” Scobie said. “Congratulations, Jean.”

“Nobody thought of the possibility in advance?” Garcilaso
scoffed. “What kind of scientists have we got along?”

“The kind who were being overwhelmed by work after we
reached Saturn, and still more by data input,” Scobie answered.
“The universe is bigger than you or anybody can realize, hotshot.”

“Oh. Sure. No offense.” Garcilaso’s glance returned to the ice.
“Yes, we’ll never run out of mysteries, will we?”

“Never.” Broberg’s eyes glowed enormous. “At the heart of
things will always be magic. The Elf King rules—”

Scobie returned his camera to its pouch. “Stow the gab and move
on,” he ordered curtly.

His gaze locked for an instant with Broberg’s. In the weird, min-
gled light, it could be seen that she went pale, then red, before she
sprang off beside him.

Ricia bad gone alone into Moonwood on Midsummer Eve. The King found
ber there and took ber unto him as she had hoped. Ecstasy became terror when
be afterward bore her off; yet her captivity in the City of Ice brought ber
many more such hours, and beauties and marvels unknown among mortals.
Alvarlan, ber mentor, sent bis spirit in quest of her, and was bimself beguiled
by what be found. It was an effort of will for bim to tell Sir Kendrick of the
Isles where she was, albeit be pledged his belp in freeing ber.

N’Kuma the Lionslayer, Béla of Eastmarch, Karina Far West, Lady Aure-
lia, Olav Harpmaster bad none of them been present when this happened.

The glacier (a wrong name for something that might have no
counterpart in the Solar System) lifted off the plain abruptly as a
wall. Standing there, the three could no longer see the heights. They
could, though, see that the slope which curved steeply upward to a
filigree-topped edge was not smooth. Shadows lay blue in countless
small craters. The sun had climbed just sufficiently high to beget
them; an Japetan day is more than seventy-nine of Earth’s.

Danzig’s question crackled in their earphones: “Now are you sat-
isfied? Will you come back before a fresh landslide catches you?”
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“It won’t,” Scobie replied. “We aren’t a vehicle, and the local con-
figuration has clearly been stable for centuries or better. Besides,
what’s the point of a manned expedition if nobody investigates any-
thing?”

“I’ll see if I can climb,” Garcilaso offered.

“No, wait,” Scobie commanded. “I’ve had experience with moun-
tains and snowpacks, for whatever that may be worth. Let me work
out a route for us first.”

“You’re going onto that stuff, the whole gaggle of you?” exploded
Danzig. “Have you completely lost your minds?”

Scobie’s brow and lips tightened. “Mark, I warn you again, if you
don’t get your emotions under control we’ll cut you off. We’ll hike
on a ways if I decide it’s safe.”

He paced back and forth, in floating low-weight fashion, while he
surveyed the jokull. Layers and blocks of distinct substances were
plain to see, like separate ashlars laid by an elvish mason—where
they were not so huge that a giant must have been at work. The
craterlets might be sentry posts on this lowest embankment of the
City’s defenses. . . .

Garcilaso, most vivacious of men, stood motionless and let his
vision lose itself in the sight. Broberg knelt down to examine the
ground, but her own gaze kept wandering aloft.

Finally she beckoned. “Colin, come over here, please,” she said. “I
believe I've made a discovery.”

Scobie joined her. As she rose, she scooped a handful of fine black
particles off the shards on which she stood and let it trickle from her
glove. “I suspect this is the reason the boundary of the ice is sharp,”
she told him.

“What is?” Danzig inquired from afar. He got no answer.

“I noticed more and more dust as we went along,” Broberg con-
tinued. “If it fell on patches and lumps of frozen stuff, isolated from
the main mass, and covered them, it would absorb solar heat till they
melted or, likelier, sublimed. Even water molecules would escape to
space, in this weak gravity. The main mass was too big for that;
square-cube law. Dust grains there would simply melt their way
down a short distance, then be covered as surrounding material col-
lapsed on them, and the process would stop.”

“H’m.” Scobie raised a hand to stroke his chin, encountered his
helmet, and sketched a grin at himself. “Sounds reasonable. But
where did so much dust come from—and the ice, for that matter?”

“I think—" Her voice dropped until he could barely hear, and her
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look went the way of Garcilaso’s. His remained upon her face, pro-
filed against stars. “I think this bears out your comet hypothesis,
Colin. A comet struck Iapetus. It came from the direction it did
because it got so near Saturn that it was forced to swing in a hairpin
bend around the planet. It was enormous; the ice of it covered al-
most a hemisphere, in spite of much more being vaporized and lost.
The dust is partly from it, partly generated by the impact.”

He clasped her armored shoulder. “Your theory, Jean. I was not
the first to propose a comet, but you’re the first to corroborate with
details.”

She didn’t appear to notice, except that she murmured further.
“Dust can account for the erosion that made those lovely forma-
tions, too. It caused differential melting and sublimation on the sur-
face, according to the patterns it happened to fall in and the mixes of
ices it clung to, until it was washed away or encysted. The craters,
these small ones and the major ones we've observed from above,
they have a separate but similar origin. Meteorites—"

“Whoa, there,” he objected. “Any sizable meteorite would release
enough energy to steam off most of the entire field.”

“T know. Which shows the comet collision was recent, less than a
thousand years ago, or we wouldn’t be seeing this miracle today.
Nothing big has since happened to strike, yet. I'm thinking of little
stones, cosmic sand, in prograde orbits around Saturn so that they
hit with low relative speed. Most simply make dimples in the ice.
Lying there, however, they collect solar heat because they’re dark,
and re-radiate it to melt away their surroundings, till they sink be-
neath. The concavities they leave reflect incident radiation from side
to side, and thus continue to grow. The pothole effect. And again,
because the different ices have different properties, you don’t get
perfectly smooth craters, but those fantastic bowls we saw before we
landed.”

“By God!” Scobie hugged her. “You're a genius.”

Helmet against helmet, she smiled and said, “No. It’s obvious,
once you've seen for yourself.” She was quiet for a bit while still
they held each other. “Scientific intuition is a funny thing, I admit,”
she went on at last. “Considering the problem, I was hardly aware
of my logical mind. What I thought was—the City of Ice, made with
starstones out of that which a god called down from heaven—"

“Jesus Maria!” Garcilaso spun about to stare at them.

Scobie released the woman. “We’ll go after confirmation,” he said
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unsteadily. “To the large crater we spotted a few klicks inward. The
surface appears quite safe to walk on.”

“I called that crater the EIf King’s Dance Hall,” Broberg mused,
as if a dream were coming back to her.

“Have a care.” Garcilaso’s laugh rattled. “Heap big medicine yon-
der. The King is only an inheritor; it was giants who built these
walls, for the gods.”

“Well, I've got to find a way in, don’t I?”” Scobie responded.

“Indeed,” Alvarlan says. “I cannot guide you from this point. My
spirit can only see through mortal eyes. I can but lend you my
counsel, until we have neared the gates.”

“Are you sleepwalking in that fairy tale of yours?” Danzig yelled.
“Come back before you get yourselves killed!”

“Will you dry up?” Scobie snarled. “It’s nothing but a style of talk
we’ve got between us. If you can’t understand that, you’ve got less
use of your brain than we do.”

“Listen, won’t you? I didn’t say you’re crazy. You don’t have delu-
sions or anything like that. I do say you’ve steered your fantasies
toward this kind of place, and now the reality has reinforced them
till you’re under a compulsion you don’t recognize. Would you go
ahead so recklessly anywhere else in the universe? Think!”

“That does it. We'll resume contact after you’ve had time to im-
prove your manners.” Scobie snapped off his main radio switch.
The circuits that stayed active served for close-by communication
but had no power to reach an orbital relay. His companions did
likewise.

The three faced the awesomeness before them. “You can help me
find the Princess when we are inside, Alvarlan,” Kendrick says.

“That I can and will,” the sorcerer vows.

“I wait for you, most steadfast of my lovers,” Ricia croons.

Alone in the spacecraft, Danzig well-nigh sobbed, “Oh, damn that
game forever!” The sound fell away into emptiness.

III

To condemn psychodrama, even in its enhanced form, would be to
condemn human nature.

It begins in childhood. Play is necessary to an immature mammal,
a means of learning to handle the body, the perceptions, and the
outside world. The young human plays, must play, with its brain
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too. The more intelligent the child, the more its imagination needs
exercise. There are degrees of activity, from the passive watching of
a show on a screen, onward through reading, daydreaming, story-
telling, and psychodrama . . . for which the child has no such
fancy name.

We cannot give this behavior any single description, for the shape
and course it takes depends on an endless number of variables. Sex,
age, culture, and companions are only the most obvious. For exam-
ple, in pre-electronic North America little girls would often play
“house” while little boys played “cowboys and Indians” or “cops
and robbers,” whereas nowadays a mixed group of their descendants
might play “dolphins” or “astronauts and aliens.” In essence, a small
band forms, and each individual makes up a character to portray or
borrows one from fiction. Simple props may be employed, such as
toy weapons, or a chance object—a stick, for instance—may be de-
clared something else such as a metal detector, or a thing may be
quite imaginary, as the scenery almost always is. The children then
act out a drama which they compose as they go along. When they
cannot physically perform a certain action, they describe it. (“I
jump real high, like you can do on Mars, an’ come out over the edge
o’ that ol’ Valles Marineris, an’ take that bandit by surprise.”) A
large cast of characters, especially villains, frequently comes into
existence by fiat.

The most imaginative member of the troupe dominates the game
and the evolution of the story line, though in a rather subtle fashion,
through offering the most vivid possibilities. The rest, however, are
brighter than average; psychodrama in this highly developed form
does not appeal to everybody.

For those to whom it does, the effects are beneficial and lifelong.
Besides increasing their creativity through use, it lets them try out a
play version of different adult roles and experiences. Thereby they
begin to acquire insight into adulthood.

Such playacting ends when adolescence commences, if not earlier
—but only in that form, and not necessarily forever in it. Grown-
ups have many dream-games. This is plain to see in lodges, for ex-
ample, with their titles, costumes, and ceremonies; but does it not
likewise animate all pageantry, every ritual? To what extent are our
heroisms, sacrifices, and self-aggrandizements the acting out of per-
sonae that we maintain? Some thinkers have attempted to trace this
element through every aspect of society.

Here, though, we are concerned with overt psychodrama among
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adults. In Western civilization it first appeared on a noticeable scale
during the middle twentieth century. Psychiatrists found it a pow-
erful diagnostic and therapeutic technique. Among ordinary folk,
war and fantasy games, many of which involved identification with
imaginary or historical characters, became increasingly popular. In
part this was doubtless a retreat from the restrictions and menaces
of that unhappy period, but likely in larger part it was a revolt of the
mind against the inactive entertainment, notably television, which
had come to dominate recreation.

The Chaos ended those activities. Everybody knows about their
revival in recent times—for healthier reasons, one hopes. By project-
ing three-dimensional scenes and appropriate sounds from a data
bank—or, better yet, by having a computer produce them to order—
players gained a sense of reality that intensified their mental and
emotional commitment. Yet in those games that went on for episode
after episode, year after real-time year, whenever two or more mem-
bers of a group could get together to play, they found themselves
less and less dependent on such appurtenances. It seemed that,
through practice, they had regained the vivid imaginations of their
childhoods, and could make anything, or airy nothing itself, into the
objects and the worlds they desired.

I have deemed it necessary thus to repeat the obvious in order that
we may see it in perspective. The news beamed from Saturn has
brought widespread revulsion. (Why? What buried fears have been
touched? This is subject matter for potentially important research.)
Overnight, adult psychodrama has become unpopular; it may be-
come extinct. That would, in many ways, be a worse tragedy than
what has occurred yonder. There is no reason to suppose that the
game ever harmed any mentally sound person on Earth; on the con-
trary. Beyond doubt, it has helped astronauts stay sane and alert on
long, difficult missions. If it has no more medical use, that is because
psychotherapy has become a branch of applied biochemistry.

And this last fact, the modern world’s dearth of experience with
madness, is at the root of what happened. Although he could not
have foreseen the exact outcome, a twentieth-century psychiatrist
might have warned against spending eight years, an unprecedented
stretch of time, in as strange an environment as the Chronos. Strange
it certainly has been, despite all efforts—limited, totally man-con-
trolled, devoid of countless cues for which our evolution on Earth
has fashioned us. Extraterrestrial colonists have, thus far, had avail-
able to them any number of simulations and compensations, of
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which close, full contact with home and frequent opportunities to
visit there are probably the most significant. Sailing time to Jupiter
was long, but half of that to Saturn. Moreover, because they were
earlier, scientists in the Zeus had much research to occupy them en
route, which it would be pointless for later travelers to duplicate; by
then, the interplanetary medium between the two giants held few
surprises.

Contemporary psychologists were aware of this. They understood
that the persons most adversely affected would be the most intelli-
gent, imaginative, and dynamic—those who were supposed to make
the very discoveries at Saturn which were the purpose of the under-
taking. Being less familiar than their predecessors with the laby-
rinth that lies, Minotaur-haunted, beneath every human conscious-
ness, the psychologists expected purely benign consequences of
whatever psychodramas the crew engendered.

—Minamoto

Assignments to teams had not been made in advance of departure.
It was sensible to let professional capabilities reveal themselves and
grow on the voyage, while personal relationships did the same.
Eventually such factors would help in deciding what individuals
should train for what tasks. Long-term participation in a group of
players normally forged bonds of friendship that were desirable, if
the members were otherwise qualified.

In real life, Scobie always observed strict propriety toward
Broberg. She was attractive, but she was monogamous, and he had
no wish to alienate her. Besides, he liked her husband. (Tom did not
partake of the game. As an astronomer, he had plenty to keep his
attention happily engaged.) They had played for a couple of years,
and their group had acquired as many characters as it could accom-
modate in a narrative whose milieu and people were becoming com-
plex, before Scobie and Broberg spoke of anything intimate.

By then, the story they enacted was doing so, and maybe it was
not altogether by chance that they met when both had several idle
hours. This was in the weightless recreation area at the spin axis.
They tumbled through aerobatics, shouting and laughing, until they
were pleasantly tired, went to the clubhouse, turned in their wing-
suits, and showered. They had not seen each other nude before;
neither commented, but he did not hide his enjoyment of the sight,
while she colored and averted her glance as tactfully as she was able.
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Afterward, their clothes resumed, they decided on a drink before
they went home, and sought the lounge.

Since evenwatch was approaching nightwatch, they had the place
to themselves. At the bar, he thumbed a chit for Scotch, she for
Pinot Chardonnay. The machine obliged them and they carried
their refreshments out onto the balcony. Seated at a table, they
looked across immensity. The clubhouse was built into the support
frame on a Lunar gravity level. Above them they saw the sky
wherein they had been as birds; its reach did not seem any more
hemmed in by far-spaced, spidery girders than it was by a few drift-
ing clouds. Beyond, and straight ahead, decks opposite were a com-
mingling of masses and shapes which the scant illumination at this
hour turned into mystery. Among those shadows the humans made
out woods, brooks, pools, turned hoary or agleam by the light of
stars which filled the skyview strips. Right and left, the hull
stretched off beyond sight, a dark in which such lamps as there were
appeared lost.

The air was cool, slightly jasmine-scented, drenched with silence.
Underneath and throughout, subliminally, throbbed the myriad
pulses of the ship.

“Magnificent,” Broberg said low, gazing outward. “What a sur-
prise.”

“Eh?” asked Scobie.

“I've only been here before in daywatch. I didn’t anticipate a
simple rotation of the reflectors would make it wonderful.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t sneer at the daytime view. Mighty impressive.”

“Yes, but—but then you see too plainly that everything is man-
made, nothing is wild or unknown or free. The sun blots out the
stars; it’s as though no universe existed beyond this shell we’re in.
Tonight is like being in Maranoa,” the kingdom of which Ricia is Prin-
cess, a kingdom of ancient things and ways, wildernesses, enchantments.

“H’m, yeah, sometimes I feel trapped myself,” Scobie admitted. “I
thought I had a journey’s worth of geological data to study, but my
project isn’t going anywhere very interesting.”

“Same for me.” Broberg straightened where she sat, turned to
him, and smiled a trifle. The dusk softened her features, made them
look young. “Not that we’re entitled to self-pity. Here we are, safe
and comfortable till we reach Saturn. After that we should never
lack for excitement, or for material to work with on the way home.”

“True.” Scobie raised his glass. “Well, skoal. Hope I'm not mis-
pronouncing that.”
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“How should I know?” she laughed. “My maiden name was Al-
myer.”

“That’s right, you’ve adopted Tom’s surname. I wasn’t thinking.
Though that is rather unusual these days, hey?”

She spread her hands. “My family was well-to-do, but they were
—are—]Jerusalem Catholics. Strict about certain things; archaistic,
you might say.” She lifted her wine and sipped. “Oh, yes, I've left
the Church, but in several ways the Church will never leave me.”

“I see. Not to pry, but, uh, this does account for some traits of
yours I couldn’t help wondering about.”

She regarded him over the rim of her glass. “Like what?”

“Well, you’ve got a lot of life in you, vigor, a sense of fun, but
you’re also—what’s the word>—uncommonly domestic. You've told
me you were a quiet faculty member of Yukon University till you
married Tom.” Scobie grinned. “Since you two kindly invited me to
your last anniversary party, and I know your present age, I deduced
that you were thirty then.” Unmentioned was the likelihood that
she had still been a virgin. “Nevertheless—oh, forget it. I said I
don’t want to pry.”

“Go ahead, Colin,” she urged. “That line from Burns sticks in my
mind, since you introduced me to his poetry. ‘To see ourselves as
others see us!” Since it looks as if we may visit the same moon—"

Scobie took a hefty dollop of Scotch. “Aw, nothing much,” he
said, unwontedly diffident. “If you must know, well, I have the im-
pression that being in love wasn’t the single good reason you had for
marrying Tom. He’d already been accepted for this expedition, and
given your personal qualifications, that would get you in too. In
short, you’d grown tired of routine respectability and here was how
you could kick over the traces. Am I right?”

“Yes.” Her gaze dwelt on him. “You’re more perceptive than I
supposed.”

“No, not really. A roughneck rockhound. But Ricia’s made it
plain to see that you’re more than a demure wife, mother, and scien-
tist—" She parted her lips. He raised a palm. “No, please, let me
finish. I know it’s bad manners to claim somebody’s persona is a
wish fulfillment, and I'm not doing that. Of course you don’t want
to be a free-roving, free-loving female scamp, any more than I want
to ride around cutting down assorted enemies. Still, if you’d been
born and raised in the world of our game, I feel sure you’d be a lot
like Ricia. And that potential is part of you, Jean.” He tossed off his
drink. “If I’'ve said too much, please excuse me. Want a refill?”
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“I’d better not, but don’t let me stop you.”

“You won’t.” He rose and bounded off.

When he returned, he saw that she had been observing him
through the vitryl door. As he sat down, she smiled, leaned a bit
across the table, and told him softly: “I’'m glad you said what you
did. Now I can declare what a complicated man Kendrick reveals
you to be.”

“What?” Scobie asked in honest surprise. “Come on! He’s a
sword-and-shield tramp, a fellow who likes to travel, same as me;
and in my teens I was a brawler, same as him.”

“He may lack polish, but he’s a chivalrous knight, a compassion-
ate overlord, a knower of sagas and traditions, an appreciator of
poetry and music, a bit of a bard. . . . Ricia misses him. When will
he get back from his latest quest?”

“I’'m bound home this minute. N’Kuma and I gave those pirates
the slip and landed at Haverness two days ago. After we buried the
swag, he wanted to visit Béla and Karina and join them in whatever
they’ve been up to, so we bade goodbye for the time being.” Scobie
and Harding had lately taken a few hours to conclude that adven-
ture of theirs. The rest of the group had been mundanely occupied
for some while.

Broberg’s eyes widened. “From Haverness to the Isles? But I'm in
Castle Devaranda, right in between.”

“I hoped you’d be.”

“I can’t wait to hear your story.”

“I’'m pushing on after dark. The moon is bright and I've got a pair
of remounts I bought with a few gold pieces from the loot.” The dust
rolls white beneath drumming hoofs. Where a horseshoe strikes a flint pebble,
sparks fly ardent. Kendrick scowls. “You, aren’t you with . . . what’s
his name? . . . Joran the Red? I don’t like him.”

“I sent him packing a month ago. He got the idea that sharing my
bed gave him authority over me. It was never anything but a romp. I
stand alone on the Gerfalcon Tower, looking south over moonlit
fields, and wonder how you fare. The road flows toward me like a
gray river. Do I see a rider come at a gallop, far and far away?”

After many months of play, no image on a screen was necessary.
Pennons on the night wind stream athwart the stars. ‘1 arrive. I sound my
horn to rouse the gatekeepers.”

“How I do remember those merry notes—”

That same night, Kendrick and Ricia become lovers. Experienced in the
game and careful of its etiquette, Scobie and Broberg uttered no
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details about the union; they did not touch each other and main-
tained only fleeting eye contact; the ultimate goodnights were very
decorous. After all, this was a story they composed about two ficti-
tious characters in a world that never was.

The lower slopes of the jokull rose in tiers which were themselves
deeply concave; the humans walked around their rims and admired
the extravagant formations beneath. Names sprang onto lips: the
Frost Garden, the Ghost Bridge, the Snow Queen’s Throne, while
Kendrick advances into the City, and Ricia awaits him at the Dance Hall,
and the spirit of Alvarlan carries word between them so that it is as if
already she too travels beside her knight. Nevertheless they proceeded
warily, vigilant for signs of danger, especially whenever a change of
texture or hue or anything else in the surface underfoot betokened a
change in its nature.

Above the highest ledge reared a cliff too sheer to scale, Iapetan
gravity or no, the fortress wall. However, from orbit the crew had
spied a gouge in the vicinity, forming a pass, doubtless plowed by a
small meteorite in the war between the gods and the magicians, when stones
chanted down from the sky wrought havoc so accursed that none dared after-
ward rebuild. That was an eerie climb, hemmed in by heights which
glimmered in the blue twilight they cast, heaven narrowed to a belt
between them where stars seemed to blaze doubly brilliant.

“There must be guards at the opening,” Kendrick says.

“A single guard,” answers the mind-whisper of Alvarlan, “but he is a
dragon. If you did battle with him, the noise and flame would bring
every warrior here upon you. Fear not. I'll slip into his burnin’
brain and weave him such a dream that he’ll never see you.”

“The King might sense the spell,” says Ricia through bim. “Since
you’ll be parted from us anyway while you ride the soul of that
beast, Alvarlan, I’ll seek him out and distract him.”

Kendrick grimaces, knowing full well what means are bers to do that. She
bas told him bow she longs for freedom and ber knight; she bas also hinted
that elven lovemaking transcends the buman. Does she wish for a final time
before ber rescue? . . . Well, Ricia and Kendrick have neither plighted nor
practiced single troth. Assuredly Colin Scobie had not. He jerked forth
a grin and continued through the silence that had fallen on all three.

They came out on top of the glacial mass and looked around them.
Scobie whistled. Garcilaso stammered, “I-I-Jesus Christ!” Broberg
smote her hands together.

Below them the precipice fell to the ledges, whose sculpturing
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took on a wholly new, eldritch aspect, gleam and shadow, until it
ended at the plain. Seen from here aloft, the curvature of the moon
made toes strain downward in boots, as if to cling fast and not be
spun off among the stars which surrounded, rather than shone
above, its ball. The spacecraft stood minute on dark, pocked stone,
like a cenotaph raised to loneliness.

Eastward the ice reached beyond an edge of sight which was
much closer. (“Yonder could be the rim of the world,” Garcilaso
said, and Ricia replies, “Yes, the City is nigh to there.”) Bowls of
different sizes, hillocks, crags, no two of them eroded the same way,
turned its otherwise level stretch into a surreal maze. An arabesque
openwork ridge which stood at the explorers’ goal overtopped the
horizon. Everything that was illuminated lay gently aglow. Radiant
though the sun was, it cast the light of only, perhaps, five thousand
full Lunas upon Earth. Southward, Saturn’s great semidisc gave
about one-half more Lunar shining; but in that direction, the wil-
derness sheened pale amber.

Scobie shook himself. “Well, shall we go?” His prosaic question
jarred the others; Garcilaso frowned and Broberg winced.

She recovered. “Yes, hasten,” Ricia says. “I am by myself once
more. Are you out of the dragon, Alvarlan?”

“Aye,” the wizard informs ber. “Kendrick is safely behind a ruined
palace. Tell us how best to reach you.”

“You are at the time-gnawed Crown House. Before you lies the
Street of the Shieldsmiths—"

Scobie’s brows knitted. “It is noonday, when elves do not fare
abroad,” Kendrick says remindingly, commandingly. “I do not wish
to encounter any of them. No fights, no complications. We are going
to fetch you and escape, without further trouble.”

Broberg and Garcilaso showed disappointment, but understood
him. A game broke down when a person refused to accept some-
thing that a fellow player tried to put in. Often the narrative threads
were not mended and picked up for many days. Broberg sighed.

“Follow the street to its end at a forum where a snow fountain
springs,” Ricia directs. “Cross, and continue on Aleph Zain Boule-
vard. You will know it by a gateway in the form of a skull with open
jaws. If anywhere you see a rainbow flicker in the air, stand motion-
less until it has gone by, for it will be an auroral wolf. . . .”

At a low-gravity lope, the distance took some thirty minutes to
cover. In the later part, the three were forced to detour by great
banks of an ice so fine-grained that it slid about under their boot-



Poul Anderson 271

soles and tried to swallow them. Several of these lay at irregular
intervals around their destination.

There the travelers stood again for a time in the grip of awe.

The bowl at their feet must reach down almost to' bedrock, a
hundred meters, and was twice as wide. On this rim lifted the wall
they had seen from the cliff, an arc fifty meters long and high, no-
where thicker than five meters, pierced by intricate scrollwork,
greenly agleam where it was not translucent. It was the uppermost
edge of a stratum which made serrations down the crater. Other
outcrops and ravines were more dreamlike yet . . . was that a uni-
corn’s head, was that a colonnade of caryatids, was that an icicle
bower . . . ? The depths were a lake of cold blue shadow.

“You have come, Kendrick, beloved!” cries Ricia, and casts herself
into his arms.

“Quiet,” warns the sending of Alvarlan the wise. “Rouse not our im-
mortal enemies.”

“Yes, we must get back.” Scobie blinked. “Judas priest, what pos-
sessed us? Fun is fun, but we sure have come a lot farther and faster
than was smart, haven’t we?”

“Let us stay for a little while,” Broberg pleaded. “This is such a
miracle—the EIf King’s Dance Hall, which the Lord of the Dance
built for him—"

“Remember, if we stay we’ll be caught, and your captivity may be
forever.” Scobie thumbed his main radio switch. “Hello, Mark? Do
you read me?”

Neither Broberg nor Garcilaso made that move. They did not
hear Danzig’s voice: “Oh, yes! I've been hunkered over the set gnaw-
ing my knuckles. How are you?”

“All right. We’re at the big hole and will be heading back as soon
as I've gotten a few pictures.”

“They haven’t made words to tell how relieved I am. From a
scientific standpoint, was it worth the risk?”

Scobie gasped. He stared before him.

“Colin?” Danzig called. “You still there?”

“Yes! Yes:¥

“I asked what observations of any importance you made.”

“I don’t know,” Scobie mumbled. “I can’t remember. None of it
after we started climbing seems real.”

“Better you return right away,” Danzig said grimly. “Forget
about photographs.”

“Correct.” Scobie addressed his companions: “Forward march.”
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“I can’t,” Alvarlan answers. “A wanderin’ spell has caught my
spirit in tendrils of smoke.”

“I know where a fire dagger is kept,” Ricia says. “I'll try to steal
it

Broberg moved ahead, as though to descend into the crater. Tiny
ice grains trickled over the verge from beneath her boots. She could
easily lose her footing and slide down.

“No, wait,” Kendrick shouts to ber. “No need. My spearhead is of
moon alloy. It can cut—"

The glacier shuddered. The ridge cracked asunder and fell in
shards. The area on which the humans stood split free and toppled
into the bowl. An avalanche poured after. High-flung crystals
caught sunlight, glittered prismatic in challenge to the stars, de-
scended slowly and lay quiet.

Except for shock waves through solids, everything had happened
in the absolute silence of space.

Heartbeat by heartbeat, Scobie crawled back to his senses. He
found himself held down, immobilized, in darkness and pain. His
armor had saved, was still saving his life; he had been stunned but
escaped a real concussion. Yet every breath hurt abominably. A rib
or two on the left side seemed broken; a monstrous impact must
have dented metal. And he was buried under more weight than he
could move.

“Hello,” he coughed. “Does anybody read me?” The single reply
was the throb of his blood. If his radio still worked—which it
should, being built into the suit—the mass around him screened him
off.

It also sucked heat at an unknown but appalling rate. He felt no
cold because the electrical system drew energy from his fuel cell as
fast as needed to keep him warm and to recycle his air chemically.
As a normal thing, when he lost heat through the slow process of
radiation—and, a trifle, through kerofoam-lined bootsoles—the lat-
ter demand was much the greater. Now conduction was at work on
every square centimeter. He had a spare unit in the equipment on
his back, but no means of getting at it.

Unless— He barked forth a chuckle. Straining, he felt the stuff
that entombed him yield the least bit under the pressure of arms and
legs. And his helmet rang slightly with noise, a rustle, a gurgle. This
wasn’t water ice that imprisoned him, but stuff with a much lower
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freezing point. He was melting it, subliming it, making room for
himself.

If he lay passive, he would sink, while frozenness above slid down
to keep him in his grave. He might evoke superb new formations,
but he would not see them. Instead, he must use the small capability
given him to work his way upward, scrabble, get a purchase on
matter that was not yet aflow, burrow to the stars.

He began.

Agony soon racked him. Breath rasped in and out of lungs aflame.
His strength drained away and trembling took its place, and he
could not tell whether he ascended or slipped back. Blind, half-suffo-
cated, Scobie made mole claws of his hands and dug.

It was too much to endure. He fled from it—

His strong enchantments failing, the Elf King brought down bis towers of
Jfear in wreck. If the spirit of Alvarlan returned to its body, the wizard
would brood upon things be bad seen, and understand what they meant, and
such knowledge would give mortals a terrible power against Faerie. Waking
Jfrom sleep, the King scryed Kendrick about to release that fetch. There was no
time to do more than break the spell which upheld the Dance Hall. It was
largely built of mist and starshine, but enough blocks quarried from the cold
side of Ginnungagap were in it that when they crashed they should kill the
knight. Ricia would perish too, and in bis quicksilver intellect the King
regretted that. Nevertheless be spoke the necessary word.

He did not comprebend how much abuse flesh and bone can bear. Sir
Kendrick fights bis way clear of the ruins, to seek and save bis lady. While be
does, he beartens himself with thoughts of adventures past and future—

—and suddenly the blindness broke apart and Saturn stood lam-
bent within rings.

Scobie belly flopped onto the surface and lay shuddering.

He must rise, no matter how his injuries screamed, lest he melt
himself a new burial place. He lurched to his feet and glared around.

Little but outcroppings and scars was left of the sculpture. For the
most part, the crater had become a smooth-sided whiteness under
heaven. Scarcity of shadows made distances hard to gauge, but
Scobie guessed the new depth was about seventy-five meters. And
empty, empty.

“Mark, do you hear?” he cried.

“That you, Colin?” rang in his earpieces. “Name of mercy, what’s
happened? I heard you call out, and saw a cloud rise and sink . . .
then nothing for more than an hour. Are you okay?”
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“I am, sort of. I don’t see Jean or Luis. A landslide took us by
surprise and buried us. Hold on while I search.”

When he stood upright, Scobie’s ribs hurt less. He could move
about rather handily if he took care. The two types of standard
analgesic in his kit were alike useless, one too weak to give notice-
able relief, one so strong that it would turn him sluggish. Casting to
and fro, he soon found what he expected, a concavity in the tumbled
snowlike material, slightly aboil.

Also a standard part of his gear was a trenching tool. Scobie set
pain aside and dug. A helmet appeared. Broberg’s head was within
it. She too had been tunneling out.

“Jean!”

“Kendrick!” She crept free and they embraced, suit to suit. “Oh,
Colin.”

“How are you?” rattled from him.

“Alive,” she answered. “No serious harm done, I think. A lot to
be said for low gravity . . . You? Luis?” Blood was clotted in a
streak beneath her nose, and a bruise on her forehead was turning
purple, but she stood firmly and spoke clearly.

“I'm functional. Haven’t found Luis yet. Help me look. First,
though, we’d better check out our equipment.”

She hugged arms around chest, as if that would do any good here.
“I’'m chilled,” she admitted.

Scobie pointed at a telltale. “No wonder. Your fuel cell’s down to
its last couple of ergs. Mine isn’t in a lot better shape. Let’s change.”

They didn’t waste time removing their backpacks, but reached
into each other’s. Tossing the spent units to the ground, where va-
pors and holes immediately appeared and then froze, they plugged
the fresh ones into their suits. “Turn your thermostat down,”
Scobie advised. “We won’t find shelter soon. Physical activity will
help us keep warm.”

“And require faster air recycling,” Broberg reminded.

“Yeah. But for the moment, at least, we can conserve the energy
in the cells. Okay, next let’s check for strains, potential leaks, any
kind of damage or loss. Hurry. Luis is still down there.”

Inspection was a routine made automatic by years of drill. While
her fingers searched across the man’s spacesuit, Broberg let her eyes
wander. “The Dance Hall is gone,” Ricia murmurs. “I think the King
smashed it to prevent our escape.”

“Me too. If he finds out we’re alive, and seeking for Alvarlan’s
soul— Hey, wait! None of that!”
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Danzig’s voice quavered. “How’re you doing?”

“We're in fair shape, seems like,” Scobie replied. “My corselet
took a beating but didn’t split or anything. Now to find Luis . . .
Jean, suppose you spiral right, I left, across the crater floor.”

It took a while, for the seething which marked Garcilaso’s burial
was miniscule. Scobie started to dig. Broberg watched how he
moved, heard how he breathed, and said, “Give me that tool. Just
where are you bunged up, anyway?”

He admitted his condition and stepped back. Crusty chunks flew
from Broberg’s toil. She progressed fast, since whatever kind of ice
lay at this point was, luckily, friable, and under Iapetan gravity she
could cut a hole with almost vertical sides.

“I'll make myself useful,” Scobie said, “namely, find us a way
out.”

When he started up the nearest slope, it shivered. All at once he
was borne back in a tide that made rustly noises through his armor,
while a fog of dry white motes blinded him. Painfully, he scratched
himself free at the bottom and tried elsewhere. In the end he could
report to Danzig: “I’'m afraid there is no easy route. When the rim
collapsed where we stood, it did more than produce a shock which
wrecked the delicate formations throughout the crater. It let tons of
stuff pour down from the surface—a particular sort of ice that, un-
der local conditions, is like fine sand. The walls are covered by it.
Most places, it lies meters deep over more stable material. We’d slide
faster than we could climb, where the layer is thin; where it’s thick,
we’d sink.”

Danzig sighed. “I guess I get to take a nice, healthy hike.”

“I assume you’ve called for help.”

“Of course. They’ll have two boats here in about a hundred hours.
The best they can manage. You knew that already.”

“Uh-huh. And our fuel cells are good for perhaps fifty hours.”

“Oh, well not to worry about that. I'll bring extras and toss them
to you, if you’re stuck till the rescue party arrives. M-m-m .
maybe I'd better rig a slingshot or something first.”

“You might have a problem locating us. This isn’t a true crater,
it’s a glorified pothole, the lip of it flush with the top of the glacier.
The landmark we guided ourselves by, that fancy ridge, is gone.”

“No big deal. I've got a bearing on you from the directional an-
tenna, remember. A magnetic compass may be no use here, but I can
keep myself oriented by the heavens. Saturn scarcely moves in this
sky, and the sun and the stars don’t move fast.”
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“Damn! You're right. I wasn’t thinking. Got Luis on my mind, if
nothing else.” Scobie looked across the bleakness toward Broberg.
Perforce she was taking a short rest, stoop-shouldered above her
excavation. His earpieces brought him the harsh sound in her wind-
pipe.

He must maintain what strength was left him, against later need.
He sipped from his water nipple, pushed a bite of food through his
chowlock, pretended an appetite. “I may as well try reconstructing
what happened,” he said. “Okay, Mark, you were right, we got
crazy reckless. The game— Eight years was too long to play the
game, in an environment that gave us too few reminders of reality.
But who could have foreseen it? My God, warn Chronos! I happen to
know that one of the Titan teams started playing an expedition to
the merfolk under the Crimson Ocean—on account of the red mists
—deliberately, like us, before they set off. . . .”

Scobie gulped. “Well,” he slogged on, “I don’t suppose we’ll ever
know exactly what went wrong here. But plain to see, the configura-
tion was only metastable. On Earth, too, avalanches can be fatally
easy to touch off. I'd guess at a methane layer underneath the sur-
face. It turned a little slushy when temperatures rose after dawn,
but that didn’t matter in low gravity and vacuum—till we came
along. Heat, vibration— Anyhow, the stratum slid out from under
us, which triggered a general collapse. Does that guess seem reason-
able?”

“Yes, to an amateur like me,” Danzig said. “I admire how you can
stay academic under these circumstances.”

“I’m being practical,” Scobie retorted. “Luis may need medical
attention earlier than those boats can come for him. If so, how do we
get him to ours?”

Danzig’s voice turned stark. “Any ideas?”

“I'm fumbling my way toward that. Look, the bowl still has the
same basic form. The whole shebang didn’t cave in. That implies
hard material, water ice and actual rock. In fact, I see a few remain-
ing promontories, jutting out above the sandlike stuff. As for what 7z
is—maybe an ammonia-carbon dioxide combination, maybe more
exotic—that’ll be for you to discover later. Right now . . . my geo-
logical instruments should help me trace where the solid masses are
least deeply covered. We all have trenching tools, so we can try to
shovel a path clear, along a zigzag of least effort. That may bring
more garbage slipping down on us from above, but that in turn may
expedite our progress. Where the uncovered shelves are too steep or
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slippery to climb, we can chip footholds. Slow and tough work; and
we may run into a bluff higher than we can jump, or something like
that.”

“I can help,” Danzig proposed. “While I waited to hear from you,
I inventoried our stock of spare cable, cord, equipment I can canni-
balize for wire, clothes and bedding I can cut into strips—whatever
might be knotted together to make a rope. We won’t need much
tensile strength. Well, I estimate I can get about forty meters. Ac-
cording to your description, that’s about half the slope length of that
trap you're in. If you can climb halfway up while I trek there, I can
haul you the rest of the way.”

“Thanks, Mark,” Scobie said, “although—"

“Luis!” shrieked in his helmet. “Colin, come fast, help me, this is
dreadful!”

Regardless of the pain, except for a curse or two, Scobie sped to
Broberg’s aid.

Garcilaso was not quite unconscious. In that lay much of the hor-
ror. They heard him mumble, “—Hell, the King threw my soul into
Hell. I can’t find my way out, I'm lost. If only Hell weren’t so cold
—" They could not see his face; the inside of his helmet was crusted
with frost. Deeper and longer buried than the others, badly hurt in
addition, he would have died shortly after his fuel cell was ex-
hausted. Broberg had uncovered him barely in time, if that.

Crouched in the shaft she had dug, she rolled him over onto his
belly. His limbs flopped about and he babbled, “A demon attacks
me. I'm blind here but I feel the wind of its wings,” in a blurred
monotone. She unplugged the energy unit and tossed it aloft, say-
ing, “We should return this to the ship if we can.”

Above, Scobie gave the object a morbid stare. It didn’t even retain
the warmth to make a little vapor, like his and hers, but lay quite
inert. Its case was a metal box, thirty centimeters by fifteen by six,
featureless except for two plug-in prongs on one of the broad sides.
Controls built into the spacesuit circuits allowed you to start and
stop the chemical reactions within and regulate their rate manually;
but as a rule you left that chore to your thermostat and aerostat.
Now those reactions had run their course. Until it was recharged,
the cell was merely a lump.

Scobie leaned over to watch Broberg, some ten meters below him.
She had extracted the reserve unit from Garcilaso’s gear, inserted it
properly at the small of his back, and secured it by clips on the
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bottom of his packframe. “Let’s have your contribution, Colin,” she
said. Scobie dropped the meter of heavy-gauge insulated wire which
was standard issue on extravehicular missions, in case you needed to
make a special electrical connection or a repair. She joined it by
Western Union splices to the two she already had, made a loop at the
end and, awkwardly reaching over her left shoulder, secured the
opposite end by a hitch to the top of her packframe. The triple
strand bobbed above her like an antenna.

Stooping, she gathered Garcilaso in her arms. The Iapetan weight
of him and his apparatus was under ten kilos, of her and hers about
the same. Theoretically she could jump straight out of the hole with
her burden. In practice, her spacesuit was too hampering; constant-
volume joints allowed considerable freedom of movement, but not
as much as bare skin, especially when circum-Saturnian tempera-
tures required extra insulation. Besides, if she could have reached
the top, she could not have stayed. Soft ice would have crumbled
beneath her fingers and she would have tumbled back down.

“Here goes,” she said. “This had better be right the first time,
Colin. I don’t think Luis can take much jouncing.”

“Kendrick, Ricia, where are you?” Garcilaso moaned. “Are you in
Hell too?”

Scobie dug his heels into the ground near the edge and crouched
ready. The loop in the wire rose to view. His right hand grabbed
hold. He threw himself backward, lest he slide forward, and felt the
mass he had captured slam to a halt. Anguish exploded in his rib
cage. Somehow he dragged his burden to safety before he fainted.

He came out of that in a minute. “I’m okay,” he rasped at the
anxious voices of Broberg and Danzig. “Only let me rest a while.”

The physicist nodded and knelt to minister to the pilot. She
stripped his packframe in order that he might lie flat on it, head and
legs supported by the packs themselves. That would prevent signifi-
cant heat loss by convection and cut loss by conduction. Still, his
fuel cell would be drained faster than if he were on his feet, and first
it had a terrible energy deficit to make up.

“The ice is clearing away inside his helmet,” she reported.
“Merciful Mary, the blood! Seems to be from the scalp, though; it
isn’t running anymore. His occiput must have been slammed
against the vitryl. We ought to wear padded caps in these rigs. Yes, I
know accidents like this haven’t happened before, but—" She un-
clipped the flashlight at her waist, stooped, and shone it downward.
“His eyes are open. The pupils—yes, a severe concussion, and likely
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a skull fracture, which may be hemorrhaging into the brain. I'm
surprised he isn’t vomiting. Did the cold prevent that? Will he start
soon? He could choke on his own vomit, in there where nobody can
lay a hand on him.”

Scobie’s pain had subsided to a bearable intensity. He rose, went
over to look, whistled, and said, “I judge he’s doomed unless we get
him to the boat and give him proper care soon. Which isn’t possi-
ble.”

“Oh, Luis.” Tears ran silently down Broberg’s cheeks.

“You think he can’t last till I bring my rope and we carry him
back?” Danzig asked.

“’Fraid not,” Scobie replied. “I’ve taken paramedical courses, and
in fact I've seen a case like this before. How come you know the
symptoms, Jean?”

“I read a lot,” she said dully.

“They weep, the dead children weep,” Garcilaso muttered.

Danzig sighed. “Okay, then. I’ll fly over to you.”

“Hub?” burst from Scobie, and from Broberg: “Have you also
gone insane?”

“No, listen,” Danzig said fast. “I’'m no skilled pilot, but I have the
same basic training in this type of craft that everybody does who
might ride in one. It’s expendable; the rescue vessels can bring us
back. There’d be no significant gain if I landed close to the glacier—
I'd still have to make that rope and so forth—and we know from
what happened to the probe that there would be a real hazard. Bet-
ter I make straight for your crater.”

“Coming down on a surface that the jets will vaporize out from
under you?” Scobie snorted. “I bet Luis would consider that a hairy
stunt. You, my friend, would crack up.”

“Nu?” They could almost see the shrug. “A crash from low alti-
tude, in this gravity, shouldn’t do more than rattle my teeth. The
blast will cut a hole clear to bedrock. True, the surrounding ice will
collapse in around the hull and trap it. You may need to dig to reach
the airlock, though I suspect thermal radiation from the cabin will
keep the upper parts of the structure free. Even if the craft topples
and strikes sidewise—in which case, it’ll sink down into a deflating
cushion—even if it did that on bare rock, it shouldn’t be seriously
damaged. It’s designed to withstand heavier impacts.” Danzig hesi-
tated. “Of course, could be this would endanger you. I'm confident I
won'’t fry you with the jets, assuming I descend near the middle and
you're as far offside as you can get. Maybe, though, maybe I'd cause
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a . .. an ice quake that’ll kill you. No sense in losing two more
lives.”

“Or three, Mark,” Broberg said low. “In spite of your brave
words, you could come to grief yourself.”

“Oh, well, I'm an oldish man. I’'m fond of living, yes, but you guys
have a whole lot more years due you. Look, suppose the worst, sup-
pose I don’t just make a messy landing but wreck the boat utterly.
Then Luis dies, but he would anyway. You two, however, would
have access to the stores aboard, including those extra fuel cells. I'm
willing to run what I consider to be a small risk of my own neck, for
the sake of giving Luis a chance at survival.”

“Um-m-m,” went Scobie, deep in his throat. A hand strayed in
search of his chin, while his gaze roved around the glimmer of the
bowl.

“I repeat,” Danzig proceeded, “if you think this might jeopardize
you in any way, we scrub it. No heroics, please. Luis would surely
agree, better three people safe and one dead than four stuck with a
high probability of death.”

“Let me think.” Scobie was mute for minutes before he said: “No,
I don’t believe we’d get in too much trouble here. As I remarked
earlier, the vicinity has had its avalanche and must be in a reason-
ably stable configuration. True, ice will volatilize. In the case of
deposits with low boiling points, that could happen explosively and
cause tremors. But the vapor will carry heat away so fast that only
material in your immediate area should change state. I daresay that
the fine-grained stuff will get shaken down the slopes, but it’s got
too low a density to do serious harm; for the most part, it should
simply act like a brief snowstorm. The floor will make adjustments,
of course, which may be rather violent. However, we can be above it
—do you see that shelf of rock over yonder, Jean, at jumping height?
It has to be part of a buried hill; solid. That’s our place to wait . . .
Okay, Mark, it’s go as far as we’re concerned. I can’t be absolutely
certain, but who ever is about anything? It seems like a good bet.”

“What are we overlooking?” Broberg wondered. She glanced
down at Luis, who lay at her feet. “While we considered all the
possibilities, Luis might die. Yes, fly if you want to, Mark, and God
bless you.”

But when she and Scobie had brought Garcilaso to the ledge, she
gestured from Saturn to Polaris and: “I will sing a spell, I will cast
what small magic is mine, in aid of the Dragon Lord, that he may
deliver Alvarlan’s soul from Hell,” says Ricia.
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v

No reasonable person will blame any interplanetary explorer for
miscalculations about the actual environment, especially when some
decision has to be made, in haste and under stress. Occasional errors
are inevitable. If we knew exactly what to expect throughout the
Solar System, we would have no reason to explore it.

—Minamoto

The boat lifted. Cosmic dust smoked away from its jets. A hun-
dred and fifty meters aloft, thrust lessened and it stood still on a
pillar of fire.

Within the cabin was little noise, a low hiss and a bone-deep but
nearly inaudible rumble. Sweat studded Danzig’s features, clung
glistening to his beard stubble, soaked his coverall and made it reek.
He was about to undertake a maneuver as difficult as a rendezvous,
and without guidance.

Gingerly, he advanced a vernier. A side jet woke. The boat
lurched toward a nose dive. Danzig’s hands jerked across the con-
sole. He must adjust the forces that held his vessel on high and those
that pushed it horizontally, to get a resultant that would carry him
eastward at a slow, steady pace. The vectors would change instant
by instant, as they do when a human walks. The control computer,
linked to the sensors, handled much of the balancing act, but not the
crucial part. He must tell it what he wanted it to do.

His handling was inexpert. He had realized it would be. More
altitude would have given him more margin for error, but deprive
him of cues that his eyes found on the terrain beneath and the hori-
zon ahead. Besides, when he reached the glacier he would perforce
fly low to find his goal. He would be too busy for the precise celes-
tial navigation he could have practiced afoot.

Seeking to correct his error, he overcompensated, and the boat
pitched in a different direction. He punched for “hold steady” and
the computer took over. Motionless again, he took a minute to catch
his breath, regain his nerve, rehearse in his mind. Biting his lip, he
tried afresh. This time he did not quite approach disaster. Jets af-
licker, the boat staggered drunkenly over the moonscape.

The ice cliff loomed nearer and nearer. He saw its fragile loveli-
ness and regretted that he must cut a swathe of ruin. Yet what did
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any natural wonder mean unless a conscious mind was there to
know it? He passed the lowest slope. It vanished in billows of steam.

Onward. Beyond the boiling, right and left and ahead, the Faerie
architecture crumbled. He crossed the palisade. Now he was a bare
fifty meters above the surface, and the clouds reached vengefully
close before they disappeared into vacuum. He squinted through the
port and made the scanner sweep a magnified overview across its
screen, a search for his destination.

A white volcano erupted. The outburst engulfed him. Suddenly
he was flying blind. Shocks belled through the hull when upflung
stones hit. Frost sheathed the craft; the scanner screen went as blank
as the ports. Danzig should have ordered ascent, but he was inexpe-
rienced. A human in danger has less of an instinct to jump than to
run. He tried to scuttle sideways. Without exterior vision to aid
him, he sent the vessel tumbling end over end. By the time he saw
his mistake, less than a second, it was too late. He was out of control.
The computer might have retrieved the situation after a while, but
the glacier was too close. The boat crashed.

“Hello, Mark?” Scobie cried. “Mark, do you read me? Where are
you, for Christ’s sake?”

Silence replied. He gave Broberg a look which lingered. “Every-
thing seemed to be in order,” he said, “till we heard a shout, and a
lot of racket, and nothing. He should’ve reached us by now. Instead,
he’s run into trouble. I hope it wasn’t lethal.”

“What can we do?” she asked redundantly. They needed talk, any
talk, for Garcilaso lay beside them and his delirious voice was dwin-
dling fast.

“If we don’t get fresh fuel cells within the next forty or fifty
hours, we’ll all be at the end of our particular trail. The boat should
be someplace near. We’ll have to get out of this hole under our own
power, seems like. Wait here with Luis and I'll scratch around for a
possible route.”

Scobie started downward. Broberg crouched by the pilot.

“—alone forever in the dark—" she heard.

“No, Alvarlan.” She embraced him. Most likely he could not feel
that, but she could. “Alvarlan, hearken to me. This is Ricia. I hear in
my mind how your spirit calls. Let me help. Let me lead you back to
the light.”

“Have a care,” advised Scobie. “We’re too damn close to rehypno-
tizing ourselves as it is.”
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“But I might, I just might get through to Luis and . . . comfort
him. . . . Alvarlan, Kendrick and I escaped. He’s seeking a way
home for us. I'm seeking you. Alvarlan, here is my hand, come take
it.”

On the crater floor, Scobie shook his head, clicked his tongue, and
unlimbered his equipment. Binoculars would help him locate the
most promising areas. Devices that ranged from a metal rod to a
portable geosonar would give him a more exact idea of what sort of
footing lay buried under what depth of unclimbable sand-ice. Ad-
mittedly the scope of such probes was very limited. He did not have
time to shovel tons of material aside in order that he could mount
higher and test further. He would simply have to get some prelimi-
nary results, make an educated guess at which path up the side of
the bowl would prove negotiable, and trust he was right.

He shut Broberg and Garcilaso out of his consciousness as much
as he was able, and commenced work.

An hour later, he was ignoring pain while clearing a strip across a
layer of rock. He thought a berg of good, hard frozen water lay
ahead, but wanted to make sure.

“Jean! Colin! Do you read?”

Scobie straightened and stood rigid. Dimly he heard Broberg: “If
I can’t do anything else, Alvarlan, let me pray for your soul’s re-
pose.”

“Mark!” ripped from Scobie. “You okay? What the hell hap-
pened?”

“Yeah, I wasn’t too badly knocked around,” Danzig said, “and the
boat’s habitable, though I'm afraid it’ll never fly again. How are
you? Luis?” '

“Sinking fast. All right, let’s hear the news.”

Danzig described his misfortune. “I wobbled off in an unknown
direction for an unknown distance. It can’t have been extremely far,
since the time was short before I hit. Evidently I plowed into a
large, um, snowbank, which softened the impact but blocked radio
transmission. It’s evaporated from the cabin area now, and forma-
tions in the offing . . . I'm not sure what damage the jacks and the
stern jets suffered. The boat’s on its side at about a forty-five-degree
angle, presumably with rock beneath. But the after part is still bur-
ied in less whiffable stuff—water and CO, ices, I think—that’s
reached temperature equilibrium. The jets must be clogged with it.
If I tried to blast, I'd destroy the whole works.”

Scobie nodded. “You would, for sure.”
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Danzig’s voice broke. “Oh, God, Colin! What have I done? I
wanted to help Luis, but I may have killed you and Jean.”

Scobie’s lips tightened. “Let’s not start crying before we’re hurt.
True, this has been quite a run of bad luck. But neither you nor I
nor anybody could have known that you’d touch off a bomb under-
neath yourself.”

“What was it? Have you any notion? Nothing of the sort ever
occurred at rendezvous with a comet. And you believe the glacier is
a wrecked comet, don’t you?”

“Uh-huh, except that conditions have obviously modified it. The
impact produced heat, shock, turbulence. Molecules got scrambled.
Plasmas must have been momentarily present. Mixtures, com-
pounds, clathrates, alloys—stuff formed that never existed in free
space. We can learn a lot of chemistry here.”

“That’s why I came along . . . Well, then, I crossed a deposit of
some substance or substances that the jets caused to sublime with
tremendous force. A certain kind of vapor refroze when it encoun-
tered the hull. I had to defrost the ports from inside after the snow
had cooked off them.”

“Where are you in relation to us?”

“I told you, I don’t know. And I'm not sure I can determine it.
The crash crumpled the direction-finding antenna. Let me go out-
side for a better look.”

“Do that,” Scobie said. “I’ll keep busy meanwhile.”

He did, until a ghastly rattling noise and Broberg’s wail brought
him at full speed back to the rock.

Scobie switched off Garcilaso’s fuel cell. “This may make the dif-
ference that carries us through,” he said low. “Think of it as a gift.
Thanks, Luis.”

Broberg let go of the pilot and rose from her knees. She straight-
ened the limbs that had threshed about in the death struggle and
crossed his hands on his breast. There was nothing she could do
about the fallen jaw or the eyes that glared at heaven. Taking him
out of this suit, here, would have worsened his appearance. Nor
could she wipe the tears off her own face. She could merely try to
stop their flow. “Goodbye, Luis,” she whispered.

Turning to Scobie, she asked, “Can you give me a new job?
Please.”

“Come along,” he directed. “I’ll explain what I have in mind
about making our way to the surface.”
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They were midway across the bowl when Danzig called. He had
not let his comrade’s dying slow his efforts, nor said much while it
happened. Once, most softly, he had offered Kaddish.

“No luck,” he reported like a machine. “I’ve traversed the largest
circle I could while keeping the boat in sight, and found only weird,
frozen shapes. I can’t be a huge distance from you, or I'd see an
identifiably different sky, on this miserable little ball. You’re proba-
bly within a twenty or thirty kilometer radius of me. But that covers
a bunch of territory.”

“Right,” Scobie said. “Chances are you can’t find us in the time
we've got. Return to the boat.”

“Hey, wait,” Danzig protested. “I can spiral onward, marking my
trail. I might come across you.”

“It’ll be more useful if you return,” Scobie told him. “Assuming
we climb out, we should be able to hike to you, but we’ll need a
beacon. What occurs to me is the ice itself. A small energy release, if
it’s concentrated, should release a large plume of methane or some-
thing similarly volatile. The gas will cool as it expands, recondense
around dust particles that have been carried along—it’ll steam—and
the cloud ought to get high enough, before it evaporates again, to be
visible from here.”

“Gotcha!” A tinge of excitement livened Danzig’s words. “I'll go
straight to it. Make tests, find a spot where I can get the showiest
result, and . . . how about I rig a thermite bomb? No, that might
be too hot. Well, I'll develop a gadget.”

“Keep us posted.”

“But I, I don’t think we’ll care to chatter idly,” Broberg ventured.

“No, we’ll be working our tails off, you and 1,” Scobie agreed.

“Uh, wait,” said Danzig. “What if you find you can’t get clear to
the top? You implied that’s a distinct possibility.”

“Well, then it’ll be time for more radical procedures, whatever
they turn out to be,” Scobie responded. “Frankly, at this moment
my head is too full of . . . of Luis, and of choosing an optimum
escape route, for much thought about anything else.”

“M-m, yeah, I guess we’ve got an ample supply of trouble without
borrowing more. Tell you what, though. After my beacon’s ready to
fire off, I'll make that rope we talked of. You might find you prefer
having it to clean clothes and sheets when you arrive.” Danzig was
silent for seconds before he ended: “God damn it, you will arrive.”
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Scobie chose a point on the north side for his and Broberg’s at-
tempt. Two rock shelves jutted forth, near the floor and several
meters higher, indicating that stone reached at least that far. Be-
yond, in a staggered pattern, were similar outcroppings of hard ices.
Between them, and onward from the uppermost, which was
scarcely more than halfway to the rim, was nothing but the feature-
less, footingless slope of powder crystals. Its angle of repose gave a
steepness that made the surface doubly treacherous. The question,
unanswerable save by experience, was how deeply it covered layers
on which humans could climb, and whether such layers extended
the entire distance aloft.

At the spot, Scobie signaled a halt. “Take it easy, Jean,” he said.
“I’'ll go ahead and commence digging.”

“Why don’t we go together? I have my own tool, you know.”

“Because I can’t tell how so large a bank of that pseudoquicksand
will behave. It might react to the disturbance by causing a gigantic
slide.”

She bridled. Her haggard countenance registered mutiny. “Why
not me first, then? Do you suppose I always wait passive for Ken-
drick to save me?”

“As a matter of fact,” he rapped, “I'll begin because my rib is
giving me billy hell, which is eating away what strength I've got
left. If we run into trouble, you can better come to my help than I to
yours.”

Broberg bent her neck. “Oh. I'm sorry. I must be in a fairly bad
state myself, if I let false pride interfere with our business.” Her
look went toward Saturn, around which Chronos orbited, bearing her
husband and children.

“You'’re forgiven.” Scobie bunched his legs and sprang the five
meters to the lower ledge. The next one up was slightly too far for
such a jump, when he had no room for a running start.

Stooping, he scraped his trenching tool against the bottom of the
declivity that sparkled before him, and shoveled. Grains poured
from above, a billionfold, to cover what he cleared. He worked like a
robot possessed. Each spadeful was nearly weightless, but the num-
ber of spadefuls was nearly endless. He did not bring the entire
bowlside down on himself as he had half feared, half hoped. (If that
didn’t kill him, it would save a lot of toil.) A dry torrent went right
and left over his ankles. Yet at last somewhat more of the underlying
rock began to show.

From beneath, Broberg listened to him breathe. It sounded rough,
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often broken by a gasp or a curse. In his spacesuit, in the raw, wan
sunshine, he resembled a knight who, in despite of wounds, did
battle against a monster.

“All right,” he called at last. “I think I've learned what to expect
and how we should operate. It’ll take the two of us.”

“Yes . . . oh, yes, my Kendrick.”

The hours passed. Ever so slowly, the sun climbed and the stars
wheeled and Saturn waned.

Most places, the humans labored side by side. They did not re-
quire more than the narrowest of lanes, but unless they cut it wide
to begin with, the banks to right and left would promptly slip down
and bury it. Sometimes the conformation underneath allowed a sin-
gle person at a time to work. Then the other could rest. Soon it was
Scobie who must oftenest take advantage of that. Sometimes they
both stopped briefly, for food and drink and reclining on their
packs.

Rock yielded to water ice. Where this rose very sharply, the cou-
ple knew it, because the sand-ice that they undercut would come
down in a mass. After the first such incident, when they were nearly
swept away, Scobie always drove his geologist’s hammer into each
new stratum. At any sign of danger, he would seize its handle and
Broberg would cast an arm around his waist. Their other hands
clutched their trenching tools. Anchored, but forced to strain every
muscle, they would stand while the flood poured around them, knee-
high, once even chest-high, seeking to bury them irretrievably deep
in its quasi-fluid substance. Afterward they would confront a bare
stretch. It was generally too steep to climb unaided, and they
chipped footholds.

Weariness was another tide to which they dared not yield. At best,
their progress was dismayingly slow. They needed little heat input
to keep warm, except when they took a rest, but their lungs put a
furious demand on air recyclers. Garcilaso’s fuel cell, which they
had brought along, could give a single person extra hours of life,
though depleted as it was after coping with his hypothermia, the
time would be insufficient for rescue by the teams from Chronos.
Unspoken was the idea of taking turns with it. That would put them
in wretched shape, chilled and stifling, but at least they would leave
the universe together.

Thus it was hardly a surprise that their minds fled from pain,
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soreness, exhaustion, stench, despair. Without that respite, they
could not have gone on as long as they did.

At ease for a few minutes, their backs against a blue-shimmering
parapet which they must scale, they gazed across the bowl, where
Garcilaso’s suited body gleamed like a remote pyre, and up the
curve opposite Saturn. The planet shone lambent amber, softly
banded, the rings a coronet which a shadow band across their arc
seemed to make all the brighter. That radiance overcame sight of
most nearby stars, but elsewhere they arrayed themselves multitudi-
nous, in splendor, around the silver road which the galaxy clove
between them.

“How right a tomb for Alvarlan,” Ricia says in a dreamer’s murmur.

“Has he died, then?” Kendrick asks.

“You do not know?”

“I have been too busied. After we won free of the ruins and I left
you to recover while I went scouting, I encountered a troop of war-
riors. I escaped, but must needs return to you by devious, hidden
ways.” Kendrick strokes Ricia’s sunny bair. “Besides, dearest dear, it has
ever been you, not I, who had the gift of hearing spirits.”

“Brave darling . . . Yes, it is a glory to me that I was able to call
his soul out of Hell. It sought his body, but that was old and frail
and could not survive the knowledge it now had. Yet Alvarlan
passed peacefully, and before he did, for his last magic he made
himself a tomb from whose ceiling starlight will eternally shine.”

“May he sleep well. But for us there is no sleep. Not yet. We have
far to travel.”

“Aye. But already we have left the wreckage behind. Look! Every-
where around in this meadow, anemones peep through the grass. A
lark sings above.”

“These lands are not always calm. We may well have more adven-
tures ahead of us. But we shall meet them with high hearts.”

Kendrick and Ricia rise to continue their journey.

Cramped on a meager ledge, Scobie and Broberg shoveled for an
hour without broadening it much. The sand-ice slid from above as
fast as they could cast it down. “We’d better quit this as a bad job,”
the man finally decided. “The best we’ve done is flatten the slope
ahead of us a tiny bit. No telling how far inward the shelf goes
before there’s a solid layer on top. Maybe there isn’t any.”

“What shall we do instead?” Broberg asked in the same worn
tone.
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He jerked a thumb. “Scramble back to the level beneath and try a
different direction. But first we absolutely require a break.”

They spread kerofoam pads and sat. After a while during which
they merely stared, stunned by fatigue, Broberg spoke.

“I go to the brook,” Ricia relates. “It chimes under arches of green
boughs. Light falls between them to sparkle on it. I kneel and drink.
The water is cold, pure, sweet. When I raise my eyes, I see the figure
of a young woman, naked, her tresses the color of leaves. A wood
nymph. She smiles.”

“Yes, I see her too,” Kendrick joins in. “I approach carefully, not to
frighten her off. She asks our names and errands. We explain that we
are lost. She tells us how to find an oracle which may give us coun-
sel.”

They depart to find it.

Flesh could no longer stave off sleep. “Give us a yell in an hour,
will you, Mark?” Scobie requested.

“Sure,” Danzig said, “but will that be enough?”

“It’s the most we can afford, after the setbacks we’ve had. We’ve
come less than a third of the way.”

“If I haven’t talked to you,” Danzig said slowly, “it’s not because
I've been hard at work, though I have been. It’s that I figured you
two were having a plenty bad time without me nagging you. How-
ever—do you think it’s wise to fantasize the way you have been?”

A flush crept across Broberg’s cheeks and down toward her bo-
som. “You listened, Mark?”

“Well, yes, of course. You might have an urgent word for me at
any minute.”

“Why? What could you do? A game is a personal affair.”

“Uh, yes, yes—"

Ricia and Kendrick have made love whenever they can. The accounts
were never explicit, but the words were often passionate.

“We’ll keep you tuned in when we need you, like for an alarm
clock,” Broberg clipped. “Otherwise we’ll cut the circuit.”

“But— Look, I never meant to—"

“I know.” Scobie sighed. “You’re a nice guy and I daresay we’re
overreacting. Still, that’s the way it’s got to be. Call us when I told
you.”

Deep within the grotto, the Pythoness sways on ber throne, in the ebb and
Slow of her oracular dream. As nearly as Ricia and Kendrick can understand
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what she chants, she tells them to fare westward on the Stag Path until they
meet a one-eyed graybeard who will give them further guidance; but they
must be wary in bis presence, for be is easily angered. They make obeisance
and depart. On their way out, they pass the offering they brought. Since they
bad little with them other than garments and bis weapons, the Princess gave
the shrine ber golden bair. The knight insists that, close-cropped, she remains
beautiful.

“Hey, whoops, we’ve cleared us an easy twenty meters,” Scobie
said, albeit in a voice which weariness had hammered flat. A first, the
Jjourney through the land of Nacre is a delight.

His oath afterward had no more life in it. “Another blind alley,
seems like.” The old man in the blue cloak and wide-brimmed bat was
indeed wrathful when Ricia refused him ber favors and Kendrick’s spear
struck bis own aside. Cunningly, be bas pretended to make peace and told
them what road they should next take. But at the end of it are trolls. The
wayfarers elude them and double back.

“My brain’s stumbling around in a fog.” Scobie groaned. “My
busted rib isn’t exactly helping, either. If I don’t get another nap I'll
keep on making misjudgments till we run out of time.”

“By all means, Colin,” Broberg said. “I'll stand watch and rouse
you in an hour.”

“What?” he asked in dim surprise. “Why not join me and have
Mark call us as he did before?”

She grimaced. “No need to bother him. I'm tired, yes, but not
sleepy.”

He lacked wit or strength to argue. “Okay,” he said. He stretched
his insulating pad on the ice, and toppled out of awareness.

Broberg settled herself next to him. They were halfway to the
heights, but they had been struggling, with occasional breaks, for
more than twenty hours, and progress grew harder and trickier
even as they themselves grew weaker and more stupefied. If ever
they reached the top and spied Danzig’s signal, they would have
something like a couple of hours’ stiff travel to shelter.

Saturn, sun, stars shone through vitryl. Broberg smiled down at
Scobie’s face. He was no Greek god. Sweat, grime, unshavenness,
the manifold marks of exhaustion were upon him, but— For that
matter, she was scarcely an image of glamour herself.

Princess Ricia sits by ber knight, where he slumbers in the dwarf’s cottage,
and strums a barp the dwarf lent ber before be went off to his mine, and sings
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a lullaby to sweeten the dreams of Kendrick. When it is done, she passes ber
lips lightly across bis, and drifts into the sane gentle sleep.

Scobie woke a piece at a time. “Ricia, beloved,” Kendrick whispers,
and feels after ber. He will summon her up with kisses—

He scrambled to his feet. “Judas priest!” She lay unmoving. He
heard her breath in his earplugs, before the roaring of his pulse
drowned it. The sun glared farther aloft, he could see it had moved,
and Saturn’s crescent had thinned more, forming sharp horns at its
ends. He forced his eyes toward the watch on his left wrist.

“Ten hours,” he choked.

He knelt and shook his companion. “Come, for Christ’s sake!”
Her lashes fluttered. When she saw the horror on his visage, drowsi-
ness fled from her.

“Oh, no,” she said. “Please, no.”

Scobie climbed stiffly erect and flicked his main radio switch.
“Mark, do you receive?”

“Colin!” Danzig chattered. “Thank God! I was going out of my
head from worry.”

“You're not off that hook, my friend. We just finished a ten-hour
snooze.”

“What? How far did you get first?”

“To about forty meters’ elevation. The going looks tougher ahead
than in back. I'm afraid we won’t make it.”

“Don’t say that, Colin,” Danzig begged.

“My fault,” Broberg declared. She stood rigid, fists doubled, her
features a mask. Her tone was steely. “He was worn out, had to have
a nap. I offered to wake him, but fell asleep myself.”

“Not your fault, Jean,” Scobie began.

She interrupted: “Yes. Mine. Perhaps I can make it good. Take my
fuel cell. I'll still have deprived you of my help, of course, but you
might survive and reach the boat anyway.”

He seized her hands. They did not unclench. “If you imagine I
could do that—"

“If you don’t, we're both finished,” she said unbendingly. “I'd
rather go out with a clear conscience.”

“And what about my conscience?” he shouted. Checking himself,
he wet his lips and said fast: “Besides, you’re not to blame. Sleep
slugged you. If I'd been thinking, I'd have realized it was bound to
do so, and contacted Mark. The fact that you didn’t either shows



202 THE SATURN GAME

how far gone you were yourself. And . . . you've got Tom and the
kids waiting for you. Take my cell.” He paused. “And my blessing.”

“Shall Ricia forsake her true knight?”

“Wait, hold on, listen,” Danzig called. “Look, this is terrible, but
—oh, hell, excuse me, but I've got to remind you that dramatics only
clutter the action. From what descriptions you’ve sent, I don’t see
how either of you can possibly proceed solo. Together, you might
yet. At least you’re rested—sore in the muscles, no doubt, but
clearer in the head. The climb before you may prove easier than you
think. Try!”

Scobie and Broberg regarded each other for a whole minute. A
thawing went through her, and warmed him. Finally they smiled
and embraced. “Yeah, right,” he growled. “We're off. But first a bite
to eat. I'm plain, old-fashioned hungry. Aren’t you?” She nodded.

“That’s the spirit,” Danzig encouraged them. “Uh, may I make
another suggestion? I am just a spectator, which is pretty hellish but
does give me an overall view. Drop that game of yours.”

Scobie and Broberg tautened.

“It’s the real culprit,” Danzig pleaded. “Weariness alone wouldn’t
have clouded your judgment. You’d never have cut me off, and—
But weariness and shock and grief did lower your defenses to the
point where the damned game took you over. You weren’t your-
selves when you fell asleep. You were those dream-world characters.
They had no reason not to cork off!”

Broberg shook her head violently. “Mark,” said Scobie, “you are
correct about being a spectator. That means there are some things
you don’t understand. Why subject yourself to the torture of listen-
ing in, hour after hour? We’ll call you back from time to time, natu-
rally. Take care.” He broke the circuit.

“He’s wrong,” Broberg insisted.

Scobie shrugged. “Right or wrong, what difference? We won’t
pass out again in the time we have left. The game didn’t handicap us
as we traveled. In fact, it helped, by making the situation feel less
gruesome.”

“Aye. Let us break our fast and set forth anew on our pilgrimage.”

The struggle grew stiffer. “Belike the White Witch has cast a spell
on this road,” says Ricia.

“She shall not daunt us,” vows Kendrick.

“No, never while we fare side by side, you and I, noblest of men.”
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A slide overcame them and swept them back a dozen meters.
They lodged against a crag. After the flow had passed by, they lifted
their bruised bodies and limped in search of a different approach.
The place where the geologist’s hammer lay was no longer accessi-
ble.

“What shattered the bridge?” asks Ricia.

“A giant,” answers Kendrick. “I saw him as I fell into the river. He
lunged at me, and we fought in the shallows until he fled. He bore
away my sword in his thigh.”

“You have your spear that Wayland forged,” Ricia says, “and al-
ways you have my heart.”

They stopped on the last small outcrop they uncovered. It proved
to be not a shelf but a pinnacle of water ice. Around it glittered
sand-ice, again quiescent. Ahead was a slope thirty meters in length,
and then the rim, and stars.

The distance might as well have been thirty light-years. Whoever
tried to cross would immediately sink to an unknown depth.

There was no point in crawling back down the bared side of the
pinnacle. Broberg had clung to it for an hour while she chipped
niches to climb by with her knife. Scobie’s condition had not al-
lowed him to help. If they sought to return, they could easily slip,
fall, and be engulfed. If they avoided that, they would never find a
new path. Less than two hours’ worth of energy was left in their
fuel cells. Attempting to push onward while swapping Garcilaso’s
back and forth would be an exercise in futility.

They settled themselves, legs dangling over the abyss, and held
hands.

“I do not think the orcs can burst the iron door of this tower,”
Kendrick says, “but they will besiege us until we starve to death.”

“You never yielded up your hope ere now, my knight,” replies
Ricia, and kisses bis temple. “Shall we search about? These walls are
unutterably ancient. Who knows what relics of wizardry lie forgot-
ten within? A pair of phoenix-feather cloaks, that will bear us laugh-
ing through the sky to our home—?”

“I fear not, my darling. Our weird is upon us.” Kendrick touches the
spear that leans agleam against the battlement. “Sad and gray will the
world be without you. We can but meet our doom bravely.”

“Happily, since we are together.” Ricia’s gamine smile breaks forth.
“I did notice that a certain room holds a bed. Shall we try it?”
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Kendrick frowns. “Rather should we seek to set our minds and souls
in order.”

She tugs bis elbow. “Later, yes. Besides—who knows?—when we
dust off the blanket, we may find it is a Tarnkappe that will take us
invisible through the enemy.”

“You dream.”

Fear stirs bebind ber eyes. “What if 1 do?” Her words tremble. “I can
dream us free if you will help.”

Scobie’s fist smote the ice. “No!” he croaked. “I’ll die in the world
that is.”

Ricia shrinks from him. He sees terror invade her. “You, you rave, be-
loved,” she stammers.

He twisted about and caught her by the arms. “Don’t you want to
remember Tom and your boys?”

“Who—?”

Kendrick slumps. “1 don’t know. I have forgotten too.”

She leans against bim, there on the windy height. A hawk circles above.
“The residuum of an evil enchantment, surely. Oh, my heart, my
life, cast it from you! Help me find the means to save us.” Yet ber
entreaty is uneven, and through it speaks dread.

Kendrick straightens. He lays band on Wayland’s spear, and it is as though
strength flows thence, into bim. A spell in truth,” be says. His tone gathers
Sorce. “I will not abide in its darkness, nor suffer it to blind and
deafen you, my lady.” His gaze takes hold of bers, which cannot break
away. “There is but a single road to our freedom. It goes through the
gates of death.”

She waits, mute and shuddering.

“Whatever we do, we must die, Ricia. Let us fare hence as our
own folk.”

“You see before you the means of your deliverance. It is sharp, I
am strong, you will feel no pain.”

She bares ber bosom. “Then quickly, Kendrick, before I am lost!”

He drives the weapon home. “‘I love you,” he says. She sinks at bis feet.
“I follow you, my darling,” be says, withdrawing the steel, bracing the
shaft against stone, and lunging forward. He falls beside her. “Now we are
free®

“That was . . . a nightmare.” Broberg sounded barely awake.
Scobie’s voice shook. “Necessary, I think, for both of us.” He
gazed straight before him, letting Saturn fill his eyes with dazzle.
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“Else we’d have stayed . . . insane? Maybe not, by definition. But
we’d not have been in reality either.”

“It would have been easier,” she mumbled. “We’d never have
known we were dying.”

“Would you have preferred that?”

Broberg shivered. The slackness in her countenance gave place to
the same tension that was in his. “Oh, no,” she said, quite softly but
in the manner of full consciousness. “No, you were right, of course.
Thank you for your courage.”

“You’ve always had as much guts as anybody, Jean. You just have
more imagination than me.” Scobie’s hand chopped empty space in
a gesture of dismissal. “Okay, we should call poor Mark and let him
know. But first—" His words lost the cadence he had laid on them.
“First—"

Her glove clasped his. “What, Colin?”

“Let’s decide about that third unit—Luis’s,” he said with diffi-
culty, still confronting the great ringed planet. “Your decision, actu-
ally, though we can discuss the matter if you want. I will not hog it
for the sake of a few more hours. Nor will I share it; that would be a
nasty way for us both to go out. However, I suggest you use it.”

“To sit beside your frozen corpse?” she replied. “No. I wouldn’t
even feel the warmth, not in my bones—"

She turned toward him so fast that she nearly fell off the pinnacle.
He caught her. “Warmth!” she screamed, shrill as the cry of a hawk
on the wing. “Colin, we’ll take our bones home!”

“In point of fact,” said Danzig, “I’ve climbed onto the hull. That’s
high enough for me to see over those ridges and needles. I've got a
view of the entire horizon.”

“Good,” grunted Scobie. “Be prepared to survey a complete circle
quick. This depends on a lot of factors we can’t predict. The beacon
will certainly not be anything like as big as what you had arranged.
It may be thin and short-lived. And, of course, it may rise too low
for sighting at your distance.” He cleared his throat. “In that case,
we two have bought the farm. But we’ll have made a hell of a try,
which feels great by itself.”

He hefted the fuel cell, Garcilaso’s gift. A piece of heavy wire,
insulation stripped off, joined the prongs. Without a regulator, the
unit poured its maximum power through the short circuit. Already
the strand glowed.
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“Are you sure you don’t want me to do it, Colin?”” Broberg asked.
“Your rib—"

He made a lopsided grin. “I'm nonetheless better designed by
nature for throwing things,” he said. “Allow me that much male
arrogance. The bright idea was yours.”

“It should have been obvious from the first,” she said. “I think it
would have been, if we weren’t bewildered in our dream.”

“M-m, often the simple answers are the hardest to find. Besides,
we had to get this far or it wouldn’t have worked, and the game
helped mightily . . . Are you set, Mark? Heave ho!”

Scobie cast the cell as if it were a baseball, hard and far through
the Iapetan gravity field. Spinning, its incandescent wire wove a
sorcerous web across vision. It landed somewhere beyond the rim,
on the glacier’s back.

Frozen gases vaporized, whirled aloft, briefly recondensed before
they were lost. A geyser stood white against the stars.

“I see you!” Danzig yelped. “I see your beacon, I've got my bear-
ing, I'll be on my way! With rope and extra energy units and every-
thing!”

Scobie sagged to the ground and clutched at his left side. Broberg
knelt and held him, as if either of them could lay hand on his pain.
No large matter. He would not hurt much longer.

“How high would you guess the plume goes?” Danzig inquired,
calmer.

“About a hundred meters,” Broberg replied after study.

“Oh, damn, these gloves do make it awkward punching the calcu-
lator. . . . Well, to judge by what I observe of it, 'm between ten
and fifteen klicks off. Give me an hour or a tad more to get there and
find your exact location. Okay?”

Broberg checked gauges. “Yes, by a hair. We’ll turn our thermo-
stats down and sit very quietly to reduce oxygen demand. We'll get
cold, but we’ll survive.”

“I may be quicker,” Danzig said. “That was a worst-case estimate.
All right, I'm off. No more conversation till we meet. I won’t take
any foolish chances, but I will need my wind for making speed.”

Faintly, those who waited heard him breathe, heard his hastening
footfalls. The geyser died.

They sat, arms around waists, and regarded the glory which en-
compassed them. After a silence, the man said: “Well, I suppose this
means the end of the game. For everybody.”

“It must certainly be brought under strict control,” the woman
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answered. “I wonder, though, if they will abandon it altogether—
out here.”

“If they must, they can.”

“Yes. We did, you and I, didn’t we?”

They turned face to face, beneath that star-beswarmed, Saturn-
ruled sky. Nothing tempered the sunlight that revealed them to each
other, she a middle-aged wife, he a man ordinary except for his
aloneness. They would never play again. They could not.

A puzzled compassion was in her smile. “Dear friend—" she be-
gan.

His uplifted palm warded her from further speech. “Best we don’t
talk unless it’s essential,” he said. “That’ll save a little oxygen, and
we can stay a little warmer. Shall we try to sleep?”

Her eyes widened and darkened. “I dare not,” she confessed.
“Not till enough time has gone past. Now, I might dream.”



Roger Zelazny

This is Roger’s second appearance in these volumes. He appeared in
Volume Four with a novella. In addition, this is the second story
from Asimov’s in this volume. (I just thought I'd mention it.)

And it’s a chess story. (That’s not all it is, of course.)

I love chess stories. In fact, I love chess. Yet I never play it.

Why not? Because early in life, I learned that I am the world’s
worst wood pusher. I cannot beat anyone! Or, to put it in converse,
anyone can beat me! Any average player, any kid who’s just learning
the game, any infant who never saw a chessboard before.

Why that should be, I don’t know. No one can possibly accuse me
of being stupid. I suppose it’s a kind of mental impatience. I cannot
engage in long study of the board and in keen analysis of the posi-
tion. I am compelled to move at once and on impulse and I am
beheaded every time. (For the same reason I can only rarely solve
mathematical posers. Unless I see the answer in a reasonably quick
flash of insight, I am helpless.)

But I love chess and I inserted a chess game in my first novel
Pebble in the Sky. In fact, I inserted a real chess game, giving each
move accurately and making the whole game an essential feature of
the plot.

Someone reading the book in bed one night was galvanized by the
seeming reality of the game, got out his chessboard, and found, to
his astonishment, that it was indeed as real as it seemed. He wrote it
up in a little newsletter put out by a chess organization and headed
the item “Asimov’s Game.” He explained that not only was the
game real, but it was a rather interesting one.

Rather interesting? I had chosen a game that had won first prize
for brilliance in 1901 in St. Petersburg, Russia.

Well, now, when I read the game in “Unicorn Variations,” it
struck me that that was a real game, too. Unfortunately, I don’t own
a chess set and cannot easily test the matter. If I were sufficiently
alive to my editorial duty, I would buy a chess set for the sole pur-
pose of testing the game. Or I would phone Roger and inquire.

I will, however, leave it, instead, as an exercise for the readers. If
anyone wants to test the matter and let me have his opinion of the
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game, if real game it is, just drop a line to me care of Doubleday. I
will try to answer the first dozen, anyway.

Some of you may think that “Unicorn Variations” is a fantasy and
that brings up a very knotty dilemma. It is difficult to draw a clear
line between science fiction and fantasy and when a story is very
good there is a distinct tendency on the part of any rational science
fiction editor to push the line a little in the generous direction and
print the story.

Asimov’s is a science fiction magazine, true, but it is so hard to
reject a good story just because it falls perhaps two inches beyond
the fantasy line. Frequently, we stretch a point and that means that
the more straitlaced readers object. In a way, I feel a little uneasy,
too, because I myself am rather straitlaced in my view of science
fiction. On the other hand, how can you let a story get away from
you when it has a possible “Hugo” written all over it, as Roger’s
story clearly had?



S
UNICORN VARIATIONS

A bizarrerie of fires, cunabulum of light, it moved with a deft, al-
most dainty deliberation, phasing into and out of existence like a
storm-shot piece of evening; or perhaps the darkness between the
flares was more akin to its truest nature—swirl of black ashes assem-
bled in prancing cadence to the lowing note of desert wind down
the arroyo behind buildings as empty yet filled as the pages of un-
read books or stillnesses between the notes of a song.

Gone again. Back again. Again.

Power, you said? Yes. It takes considerable force of identify to
manifest before or after one’s time. Or both.

As it faded and gained it also advanced, moving through the warm
afternoon, its tracks erased by the wind. That is, on those occasions
when there were tracks.

A reason. There should always be a reason. Or reasons.

It knew why it was there—but not why it was there, in that partic-
ular locale.

It anticipated learning this shortly, as it approached the desola-
tion-bound line of the old street. However, it knew that the reason
may also come before, or after. Yet again, the pull was there and the
force of its being was such that it had to be close to something.

The buildings were worn and decayed and some of them fallen
and all of them drafty and dusty and empty. Weeds grew among
floorboards. Birds nested upon rafters. The droppings of wild things
were everywhere, and it knew them all as they would have known
it, were they to meet face to face.

It froze, for there had come the tiniest unanticipated sound from
somewhere ahead and to the left. At that moment, it was again phas-
ing into existence and it released its outline which faded as quickly
as a rainbow in hell, that but the naked presence remained beyond
subtraction.

Invisible, yet existing, strong, it moved again. The clue. The cue.
Ahead. 4 gauche. Beyond the faded word saLooN on weathered board
above. Through the swinging doors. (One of them pinned alop.)

Pause and assess.
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Bar to the right, dusty. Cracked mirror behind it. Empty bottles.
Broken bottles. Brass rail, black, encrusted. Tables to the left and
rear. In various states of repair.

Man seated at the best of the lot. His back to the door. Levi’s.
Hiking boots. Faded blue shirt. Green backpack leaning against the
wall to his left.

Before him, on the tabletop, is the faint, painted outline of a chess-
board, stained, scratched, almost obliterated.

The drawer in which he had found the chessmen is still partly
open.

He could no more have passed up a chess set without working out
a problem or replaying one of his better games than he could have
gone without breathing, circulating his blood or maintaining a rela-
tively stable body temperature.

It moved nearer, and perhaps there were fresh prints in the dust
behind it, but none noted them.

It, too, played chess.

It watched as the man replayed what had perhaps been his finest
game, from the world preliminaries of seven years past. He had
blown up after that—surprised to have gotten even as far as he had
—for he never could perform well under pressure. But he had al-
ways been proud of that one game, and he relived it as all sensitive
beings do certain turning points in their lives. For perhaps twenty
minutes, no one could have touched him. He had been shining and
pure and hard and clear. He had felt like the best.

It took up a position across the board from him and stared. The
man completed the game, smiling. Then he set up the board again,
rose and fetched a can of beer from his pack. He popped the top.

When he returned, he discovered that White’s King’s Pawn had
been advanced to K4. His brow furrowed. He turned his head,
searching the bar, meeting his own puzzled gaze in the grimy mir-
ror. He looked under the table. He took a drink of beer and seated
himself.

He reached out and moved his Pawn to K4. A moment later, he
saw White’s King’s Knight rise slowly into the air and drift forward
to settle upon KB3. He stared for a long while into the emptiness
across the table before he advanced his own Knight to his KB3.

White’s Knight moved to take his Pawn. He dismissed the novelty
of the situation and moved his Pawn to Q3. He all but forgot the
absence of a tangible opponent as the White Knight dropped back to
its KB3. He paused to take a sip of beer, but no sooner had he placed
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the can upon the tabletop than it rose again, passed across the board
and was upended. A gurgling noise followed. Then the can fell to
the floor, bouncing, ringing with an empty sound.

“I'm sorry,” he said, rising and returning to his pack. “I’d have
offered you one if I'd thought you were something that might like
ity

He opened two more cans, returned with them, placed one near
the far edge of the table, one at his own right hand.

“Thank you,” came a soft, precise voice from a point beyond it.

The can was raised, tilted slightly, returned to the tabletop.

“My name is Martin,” the man said.

“Call me Tlingel,” said the other. “I had thought that perhaps
your kind was extinct. I am pleased that you at least have survived
to afford me this game.”

“Huh?” Martin said. “We were all still around the last time that I
looked—a couple of days ago.”

“No matter. I can take care of that later,” Tlingel replied. “I was
misled by the appearance of this place.”

“Oh. It’s a ghost town. I backpack a lot.”

“Not important. I am near the proper point in your career as a
species. I can feel that much.”

“I am afraid that I do not follow you.”

“I am not at all certain that you would wish to. I assume that you
intend to capture that pawn?”

“Perhaps. Yes, I do wish to. What are you talking about?”

The beer can rose. The invisible entity took another drink.

“Well,” said Tlingel, “to put it simply, your—successors—grow
anxious. Your place in the scheme of things being such an important
one, I had sufficient power to come and check things out.”

“ ‘Successors’? I do not understand.”

“Have you seen any griffins recently?”

Martin chuckled.

“I’ve heard the stories,” he said, “seen the photos of the one sup-
posedly shot in the Rockies. A hoax, of course.”

“Of course it must seem so. That is the way with mythical
beasts.”

“You’re trying to say that it was real?”

“Certainly. Your world is in bad shape. When the last grizzly bear
died recently, the way was opened for the griffins—just as the death
of the last aepyornis brought in the yeti, the dodo the Loch Ness



Roger Zelazny 303

creature, the passenger pigeon the sasquatch, the blue whale the
kraken, the American eagle the cockatrice—"

“You can’t prove it by me.”

“Have another drink.”

Martin began to reach for the can, halted his hand and stared.

A creature approximately two inches in length, with a human
face, a lionlike body and feathered wings, was crouched next to the
beer can.

“A mini-sphinx,” the voice continued. “They came when you
killed off the last smallpox bacillus.”

“Are you trying to say that whenever a natural species dies out a
mythical one takes its place?” he asked.

“In a word—yes. Now. It was not always so, but you have de-
stroyed the mechanisms of evolution. The balance is now redressed
by those others of us, from the morning land—we, who have never
truly been endangered. We return, in our time.”

“And you—whatever you are, Tlingel—you say that humanity is
now endangered?”

“Very much so. But there is nothing that you can do about it, is
there? Let us get on with the game.”

The sphinx flew off. Martin took a sip of beer and captured the
Pawn.

“Who,” he asked then, “are to be our successors?”

“Modesty almost forbids,” Tlingel replied. “In the case of a spe-
cies as prominent as your own, it naturally has to be the loveliest,
most intelligent, most important of us all.”

“And what are you? Is there any way that I can have a look?”

“Well—yes. If I exert myself a trifle.”

The beer can rose, was drained, fell to the floor. There followed a
series of rapid rattling sounds retreating from the table. The air
began to flicker over a large area opposite Martin, darkening within
the growing flamework. The outline continued to brighten, its inte-
rior growing jet black. The form moved, prancing about the saloon,
multitudes of tiny, cloven hoofprints scoring and cracking the floor-
boards. With a final, near-blinding flash it came into full view and
Martin gasped to behold it.

A black unicorn with mocking yellow eyes sported before him,
rising for a moment onto its hind legs to strike a heraldic pose. The
fires flared about it a second longer, then vanished.

Martin had drawn back, raising one hand defensively.



304 UNICORN VARIATIONS

“Regard me!” Tlingel announced. “Ancient symbol of wisdom,
valor and beauty, I stand before you!”

“I thought your typical unicorn was white,” Martin finally said.

“I am archetypical,” Tlingel responded, dropping to all fours,
“and possessed of virtues beyond the ordinary.”

“Such as?”

“Let us continue our game.”

“What about the fate of the human race? You said—"

“. . . And save the small talk for later.”

“I hardly consider the destruction of humanity to be small talk.”

“And if you’ve any more beer . . .”

“All right,” Martin said, retreating to his pack as the creature
advanced, its eyes like a pair of pale suns. “There’s some lager.”

Something had gone out of the game. As Martin sat before the
ebon horn on Tlingel’s bowed head, like an insect about to be
pinned, he realized that his playing was off. He had felt the pressure
the moment he had seen the beast—and there was all that talk about
an imminent doomsday. Any run-of-the-mill pessimist could say it
without troubling him, but coming from a source as peculiar as
this o

His earlier elation had fled. He was no longer in top form. And
Tlingel was good. Very good. Martin found himself wondering
whether he could manage a stalemate.

After a time, he saw that he could not and resigned.

The unicorn looked at him and smiled.

“You don’t really play badly—for a human,” it said.

“I've done a lot better.”

“It is no shame to lose to me, mortal. Even among mythical crea-
tures there are very few who can give a unicorn a good game.”

“I am pleased that you were not wholly bored,” Martin said.
“Now will you tell me what you were talking about concerning the
destruction of my species?”

“Oh, that,” Tlingel replied. “In the morning land where those
such as I dwell, I felt the possibility of your passing come like a
gentle wind to my nostrils, with the promise of clearing the way for
us—”

“How is it supposed to happen?”

Tlingel shrugged, horn writing on the air with a toss of the head.

“I really couldn’t say. Premonitions are seldom specific. In fact,
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that is what I came to discover. I should have been about it already,
but you diverted me with beer and good sport.”

“Could you be wrong about this?”

“I doubt it. That is the other reason I am here.”

“Please explain.”

“Are there any beers left?”

“Two, I think.”

“Please.”

Martin rose and fetched them.

“Damn! The tab broke off this one,” he said.

“Place it upon the table and hold it firmly.”

“All right.”

Tlingel’s horn dipped forward quickly, piercing the can’s top.

“. . . Useful for all sorts of things,” Tlingel observed, withdraw-
ing it.

“The other reason you’re here . . .” Martin prompted.

“It is just that I am special. I can do things that the others can-
not.”

“Such as?”

“Find your weak spot and influence events to exploit it, to—
hasten matters. To turn the possibility into a probability, and
then—"

“You are going to destroy us? Personally?”

“That is the wrong way to look at it. It is more like a game of
chess. It is as much a matter of exploiting your opponent’s weak-
nesses as of exercising your own strengths. If you had not already
laid the groundwork I would be powerless. I can only influence that
which already exists.”

“So what will it be? World War III? An ecological disaster? A
mutated disease?”

“I do not really know yet, so I wish you wouldn’t ask me in that
fashion. I repeat that at the moment I am only observing. I am only
an agent—"

“It doesn’t sound that way to me.”

Tlingel was silent. Martin began gathering up the chessmen.

“Aren’t you going to set up the board again?”

“To amuse my destroyer a little more? No thanks.”

“That’s hardly the way to look at it—"

“Besides, those are the last beers.”

“Oh.” Tlingel stared wistfully at the vanishing pieces, then re-
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marked, “I would be willing to play you again without additional
refreshment . . .”

“No thanks.”

“You are angry.”

“Wouldn’t you be, if our situations were reversed?”

“You are anthropomorphizing.”

“Well?”

“Oh, I suppose I would.”

“You could give us a break, you know—at least, let us make our
own mistakes.”

“You’ve hardly done that yourself, though, with all the creatures
my fellows have succeeded.”

Martin reddened.

“QOkay. You just scored one. But I don’t have to like it.”

“You are a good player. I know that . . .”

“Tlingel, if I were capable of playing at my best again, I think I
could beat you.”

The unicorn snorted two tiny wisps of smoke.

“Not that good,” Tlingel said.

“I guess you’ll never know.”

“Do I detect a proposal?”

“Possibly. What’s another game worth to you?”

Tlingel made a chuckling noise.

“Let me guess: You are going to say that if you beat me you want
my promise not to lay my will upon the weakest link in mankind’s
existence and shatter it.”

“Of course.”

“And what do I get for winning?”

“The pleasure of the game. That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

“The terms sound a little lopsided.”

“Not if you are going to win anyway. You keep insisting that you
will.”

“All right. Set up the board.”

“There is something else that you have to know about me first.”

“Yes?1’

“I don’t play well under pressure, and this game is going to be a
terrific strain. You want my best game, don’t you?”

“Yes, but I'm afraid I've no way of adjusting your own reactions
to the play.”

“I believe I could do that myself if I had more than the usual
amount of time between moves.”
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“I mean a lot of time.”

“Just what do you have in mind?”

“I’ll need time to get my mind off it, to relax, to come back to the
positions as if they were only problems . . .”

“You mean to go away from here between moves?”

“Y¥es.”

“All right. How long?”

“I don’t know. A few weeks, maybe.”

“Take a month. Consult your experts, put your computers onto it.

It may make for a slightly more interesting game.”

"~ “I really didn’t have that in mind.”

“Then it’s time that you're trying to buy.”

“I can’t deny that. On the other hand, I will need it.”

“In that case, I have some terms. I'd like this place cleaned up,
fixed up, more lively. It’s a mess. I also want beer on tap.”

“QOkay. I'll see to that.”

“Then I agree. Let’s see who goes first.”

Martin switched a black and a white pawn from hand to hand
beneath the table. He raised his fists then and extended them.
Tlingel leaned forward and tapped. The black horn’s tip touched
Martin’s left hand.

“Well, it matches my sleek and glossy hide,” the unicorn an-
nounced.

Martin smiled, setting up the white for himself, the black pieces
for his opponent. As soon as he had finished, he pushed his Pawn to
K4.

Tlingel’s delicate, ebon hoof moved to advance the Black King’s
Pawn to K4.

“I take it that you want a month now, to consider your next
move?”

Martin did not reply but moved his Knight to KB3. Tlingel imme-
diately moved a Knight to QB3.

Martin took a swallow of beer and then moved his Bishop to N5.
The unicorn moved the other Knight to B3. Martin immediately
castled and Tlingel moved the Knight to take his Pawn.

“I think we’ll make it,” Martin said suddenly, “if you’ll just let us
alone. We do learn from our mistakes, in time.”

“Mythical beings do not exactly exist in time. Your world is a
special case.”

“Don’t you people ever make mistakes?”
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“Whenever we do they’re sort of poetic.”

Martin snarled and advanced his Pawn to Q4. Tlingel immedi-
ately countered by moving the Knight to Q3.

“I’ve got to stop,” Martin said, standing. “I’'m getting mad, and it
will affect my game.”

“You will be going, then?”

‘(Yes"’

He moved to fetch his pack.

“I will see you here in one month’s time?”

“Yes.t

“Very well.”

The unicorn rose and stamped upon the floor and lights began to
play across its dark coat. Suddenly, they blazed and shot outward in
all directions like a silent explosion. A wave of blackness followed.

Martin found himself leaning against the wall, shaking. When he
lowered his hand from his eyes, he saw that he was alone, save for
the knights, the bishops, the kings, the queens, their castles and both
the kings’ men.

He went away.

Three days later Martin returned in a small truck, with a genera-
tor, lumber, windows, power tools, paint, stain, cleaning com-
pounds, wax. He dusted and vacuumed and replaced rotted wood.
He installed the windows. He polished the old brass until it shone.
He stained and rubbed. He waxed the floors and buffed them. He
plugged holes and washed glass. He hauled all the trash away.

It took him the better part of a week to turn the old place from a
wreck back into a saloon in appearance. Then he drove off, returned
all of the equipment he had rented and bought a ticket for the
Northwest.

The big, damp forest was another of his favorite places for hiking,
for thinking. And he was seeking a complete change of scene, a total
revision of outlook. Not that his next move did not seem obvious,
standard even. Yet, something nagged . . .

He knew that it was more than just the game. Before that he had
been ready to get away again, to walk drowsing among shadows,
breathing clean air.

Resting, his back against the bulging root of a giant tree, he with-
drew a small chess set from his pack, set it up on a rock he’d moved
into position nearby. A fine, mistlike rain was settling, but the tree
sheltered him, so far. He reconstructed the opening through
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Tlingel’s withdrawal of the Knight to Q3. The simplest thing would
be to take the Knight with the Bishop. But he did not move to do it.

He watched the board for a time, felt his eyelids drooping, closed
them and drowsed. It may only have been for a few minutes. He was
never certain afterwards.

Something aroused him. He did not know what. He blinked sev-
eral times and closed his eyes again. Then he reopened them hur-
riedly.

In his nodded position, eyes directed downward, his gaze was
fixed upon an enormous pair of hairy, unshod feet—the largest pair
of feet that he had ever beheld. They stood unmoving before him,
pointed toward his right.

Slowly—very slowly—he raised his eyes. Not very far, as it
turned out. The creature was only about four and a half feet in
height. As it was looking at the chessboard rather than at him, he
took the opportunity to study it.

It was unclothed but very hairy, with a dark brown pelt, obvi-
ously masculine, possessed of low brow ridges, deep-set eyes that
matched its hair, heavy shoulders, five-fingered hands that sported
opposing thumbs.

It turned suddenly and regarded him, flashing a large number of
shining teeth.

“White’s pawn should take the pawn,” it said in a soft, nasal voice.

“Huh? Come on,” Martin said. “Bishop takes knight.”

“You want to give me black and play it that way? I'll walk all over

you.” .
Martin glanced again at its feet.
“. . . Or give me white and let me take that pawn. I'll still do it.”

“Take white,” Martin said, straightening. “Let’s see if you know
what you're talking about.” He reached for his pack. “Have a beer?”

“What'’s a beer?”

“A recreational aid. Wait a minute.”

Before they had finished the six-pack, the sasquatch—whose
name, he had learned, was Grend—had finished Martin. Grend had
quickly entered a ferocious midgame, backed him into a position of
swindling security and pushed him to the point where he had seen
the end and resigned.

“That was one hell of a game,” Martin declared, leaning back and
considering the apelike countenance before him.

“Yes, we Bigfeet are pretty good, if I do say it. It’s our one big
recreation, and we’re so damned primitive we don’t have much in
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the way of boards and chessmen. Most of the time, we just play it in
our heads. There’re not many can come close to us.”

“How about unicorns?” Martin asked.

Grend nodded slowly.

“They’re about the only ones can really give us a good game. A
little dainty, but they’re subtle. Awfully sure of themselves, though,
I must say. Even when they’re wrong. Haven’t seen any since we
left the morning land, of course. Too bad. Got any more of that beer
left?”

“I’'m afraid not. But listen, I'll be back this way in a month. I’ll
bring some more if you’ll meet me here and play again.”

“Martin, you've got a deal. Sorry. Didn’t mean to step on your
toes.”

He cleaned the saloon again and brought in a keg of beer which he
installed under the bar and packed with ice. He moved in some bar
stools, chairs and tables which he had obtained at a Goodwill store.
He hung red curtains. By then it was evening. He set up the board,
ate a light meal, unrolled his sleeping bag behind the bar and
camped there that night.

The following day passed quickly. Since Tlingel might show up
at any time, he did not leave the vicinity, but took his meals there
and sat about working chess problems. When it began to grow dark,
he lit a number of oil lamps and candles.

He looked at his watch with increasing frequency. He began to
pace. He couldn’t have made a mistake. This was the proper day.
He—

He heard a chuckle.

Turning about, he saw a black unicorn head floating in the air
above the chessboard. As he watched, the rest of Tlingel’s body
materialized.

“Good evening, Martin.” Tlingel turned away from the board.
“The place looks a little better. Could use some music . . .”

Martin stepped behind the bar and switched on the transistor
radio he had brought along. The sounds of a string quartet filled the
air. Tlingel winced.

“Hardly in keeping with the atmosphere of the place.”

He changed stations, located a Country & Western show.

“I think not,” Tlingel said. “It loses something in transmission.”

He turned it off.

“Have we a good supply of beverage?”
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Martin drew a gallon stein of beer—the largest mug that he could
locate, from a novelty store—and set it upon the bar. He filled a
much smaller one for himself. He was determined to get the beast
drunk if it were at all possible.

“Ah! Much better than those little cans,” said Tlingel, whose
muzzle dipped for but a moment. “Very good.”

The mug was empty. Martin refilled it.

“Will you move it to the table for me?”

“Certainly.”

“Have an interesting month?”

“I suppose I did.”

“You’ve decided upon your next move?”

g -

“Then let’s get on with it.”

Martin seated himself and captured the Pawn.

“Hm. Interesting.”

Tlingel stared at the board for a long while, then raised a cloven
hoof which parted in reaching for the piece.

“I’ll just take that bishop with this little knight. Now I suppose
you’ll be wanting another month to make up your mind what to do
next.”

Tlingel leaned to the side and drained the mug.

“Let me consider it,” Martin said, “while I get you a refill.”

Martin sat and stared at the board through three more refills.
Actually, he was not planning. He was waiting. His response to
Grend had been Knight takes Bishop, and he had Grend’s next
move ready.

“Well?” Tlingel finally said. “What do you think?”

Martin took a small sip of beer.

“Almost ready,” he said. “You hold your beer awfully well.”

Tlingel laughed.

“A unicorn’s horn is a detoxicant. Its possession is a universal
remedy. I wait until I reach the warm glow stage, then I use my
horn to burn off any excess and keep me right there.”

“Oh,” said Martin. “Neat trick, that.”

“. . . If you've had too much, just touch my horn for a moment
and I'll put you back in business.”

“No, thanks. That’s all right. I'll just push this little pawn in front
of the queen’s rook two steps ahead.”

“Really . . .” said Tlingel. “That’s interesting. You know, what
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this place really needs is a piano—rinkytink, funky . . . Think you
could manage it?”

“I don’t play.”

“Too bad.”

“I suppose I could hire a piano player.”

“No. I do not care to be seen by other humans.”

“If he’s really good, I suppose he could play blindfolded.”

“Never mind.”

“I'm sorry.”

“You are also ingenious. I am certain that you will figure some-
thing out by next time.”

Martin nodded.

“Also, didn’t these old places used to have sawdust all over the
floors?” ’

“I believe so.”

“That would be nice.”

“Check.”

Tlingel searched the board frantically for a moment.

“Yes. I meant ‘yes.’ I said ‘check.’ It means ‘yes’ sometimes, too.”

“Oh. Rather. Well, while we’re here . . .”

Tlingel advanced the Pawn to Q3.

Martin stared. That was not what Grend had done. For a mo-
ment, he considered continuing on his own from here. He had tried
to think of Grend as a coach up until this point. He had forced away
the notion of crudely and crassly pitting one of them against the
other. Until P-Q3. Then he recalled the game he had lost to the
sasquatch.

“I’ll draw the line here,” he said, “and take my month.”

“All right. Let’s have another drink before we say good night.
Okay?”

“Sure. Why not?”

They sat for a time and Tlingel told him of the morning land, of
primeval forests and rolling plains, of high craggy mountains and
purple seas, of magic and mythic beasts.

Martin shook his head.

“I can’t quite see why you’re so anxious to come here,” he said,
“with a place like that to call home.”

Tlingel sighed.

“I suppose you’d call it keeping up with the griffins. It’s the thing
to do these days. Well. Till next month . . .”

Tlingel rose and turned away.
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“I’ve got complete control now. Watch!”

The unicorn form faded, jerked out of shape, grew white, faded
again, was gone, like an afterimage.

Martin moved to the bar and drew himself another mug. It was a
shame to waste what was left. In the morning, he wished the uni-
corn were there again. Or at least the horn.

It was a gray day in the forest and he held an umbrella over the
chessboard upon the rock. The droplets fell from the leaves and
made dull, plopping noises as they struck the fabric. The board was
set up again through Tlingel’s P-Q3. Martin wondered whether
Grend had remembered, had kept proper track of the days . . .

“Hello,” came the nasal voice from somewhere behind him and to
the left.

He turned to see Grend moving about the tree, stepping over the
massive roots with massive feet.

“You remembered,” Grend said. “How good! I trust you also re-
membered the beer?”

“I've lugged up a whole case. We can set up the bar right here.”

“What’s a bar?”

“Well, it’s a place where people go to drink—in out of the rain—a
bit dark, for atmosphere—and they sit up on stools before a big
counter, or else at little tables—and they talk to each other—and
sometimes there’s music—and they drink.”

“We're going to have all that here?”

“No. Just the dark and the drinks. Unless you count the rain as
music. I was speaking figuratively.”

“Oh. It does sound like a very good place to visit, though.”

“Yes. If you will hold this umbrella over the board, I'll set up the
best equivalent we can have here.”

“All right. Say, this looks like a version of that game we played
last time.”

“It is. I got to wondering what would happen if it had gone this
way rather than the way that it went.”

“Hmm. Let me see . . .”

Martin removed four six-packs from his pack and opened the first.

“Here you go.”

“Thanks.”

Grend accepted the beer, squatted, passed the umbrella back to
Martin.

“I'm still white?”
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“Yeah.”

“Pawn to King six.”

“Really?”

(‘Yep-”

“About the best thing for me to do would be to take this pawn
with this one.”

“I’d say. Then I'll just knock off your knight with this one.”

“I guess I'll just pull this knight back to K2.”

“. . . And I'll take this one over to B3. May I have another beer?”

An hour and a quarter later, Martin resigned. The rain had let up
and he had folded the umbrella.

“Another game?” Grend asked.

“Yes.”

The afternoon wore on. The pressure was off. This one was just
for fun. Martin tried wild combinations, seeing ahead with great
clarity, as he had that one day . . .

“Stalemate,” Grend announced much later. “That was a good one,
though. You picked up considerably.”

“I was more relaxed. Want another?”

“Maybe in a little while. Tell me more about bars now.” .

So he did. Finally, “How is all that beer affecting you?” he asked.

“I’'m a bit dizzy. But that’s all right. I'll still cream you the third
game.”

And he did.

“Not bad for a human, though. Not bad at all. You coming back
next month?”

“Xes.”

“Good. You’ll bring more beer?”

“So long as my money holds out.”

“Oh. Bring some plaster of paris then. I'll make you some nice
footprints and you can take casts of them. I understand they’re go-
ing for quite a bit.”

“I’ll remember that.”

Martin lurched to his feet and collected the chess set.

“Till then.”

“Ciao.”

Martin dusted and polished again, moved in the player piano and
scattered sawdust upon the floor. He installed a fresh keg. He hung
some reproductions of period posters and some atrocious old paint-
ings he had located in a junk shop. He placed cuspidors in strategic
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locations. When he was finished, he seated himself at the bar and
opened a bottle of mineral water. He listened to the New Mexico
wind moaning as it passed, to grains of sand striking against the
windowpanes. He wondered whether the whole world would have
that dry, mournful sound to it if Tlingel found a means for doing
away with humanity, or—disturbing thought—whether the succes-
sors to his own kind might turn things into something resembling
the mythical morning land.

This troubled him for a time. Then he went and set up the board
through Black’s P-Q3. When he turned back to clear the bar he saw
a line of cloven hoofprints advancing across the sawdust.

“Good evening, Tlingel,” he said. “What is your pleasure?”

Suddenly, the unicorn was there, without preliminary pyrotech-
nics. It moved to the bar and placed one hoof upon the brass rail.

“The usual.”

As Martin drew the beer, Tlingel looked about.

“The place has improved, a bit.”

“Glad you think so. Would you care for some music?”

“Yes-7’

Martin fumbled at the back of the piano, locating the switch for
the small, battery-operated computer which controlled the pumping
mechanism and substituted its own memory for rolls. The keyboard
immediately came to life.

“Very good,” Tlingel stated. “Have you found your move?”

“I have.”

“Then let us be about it.”

He refilled the unicorn’s mug and moved it to the table, along
with his own.

“Pawn to King six,” he said, executing it.

“What?”

“Just that.”

“Give me a minute. I want to study this.”

“Take your time.”

“I’ll take the pawn,” Tlingel said, after a long pause and another
mug.

“Then I'll take this knight.”

Later, “Knight to K2,” Tlingel said.

“Knight to B3.”

An extremely long pause ensued before Tlingel moved the Knight
to N3.

The hell with asking Grend, Martin suddenly decided. He’d been
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through this part any number of times already. He moved his
Knight to N5.

“Change the tune on that thing!” Tlingel snapped.

Martin rose and obliged.

“I don’t like that one either. Find a better one or shut it off!”

After three more tries, Martin shut it off.

“And get me another beer!”

He refilled their mugs.

“All right.”

Tlingel moved the Bishop to K2.

Keeping the unicorn from castling had to be the most important
thing at the moment. So Martin moved his Queen to RS. Tlingel
made a tiny, strangling noise, and when Martin looked up smoke
was curling from the unicorn’s nostrils.

“More beer?”

“If you please.”

As he returned with it, he saw Tlingel move the Bishop to capture
the Knight. There seemed no choice for him at that moment, but he
studied the position for a long while anyhow.

Finally, “Bishop takes bishop,” he said.

“Of course.”

“How’s the warm glow?”

Tlingel chuckled.

“You’ll see.”

The wind rose again, began to howl. The building creaked.

“Okay,” Tlingel finally said, and moved the Queen to Q2.

Martin stared. What was he doing? So far, it had gone all right,
but—He listened again to the wind and thought of the risk he was
taking.

“That’s all, folks,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “Continued
next month.”

Tlingel sighed.

“Don’t run off. Fetch me another. Let me tell you of my wander-
ings in your world this past month.”

“Looking for weak links?”

“You're lousy with them. How do you stand it?”

“They’re harder to strengthen than you might think. Any ad-
vice?”

“Get the beer.”

They talked until the sky paled in the east, and Martin found
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himself taking surreptitious notes. His admiration for the unicorn’s
analytical abilities increased as the evening advanced.

When they finally rose, Tlingel staggered.

“You all right?”

“Forgot to detox, that’s all. Just a second. Then I'll be fading.”

“Wait!”

“Whazzat?”

“T could use one, too.”

“Oh. Grab hold, then.”

Tlingel’s head descended and Martin took the tip of the horn
between his fingertips. Immediately, a delicious, warm sensation
flowed through him. He closed his eyes to enjoy it. His head cleared.
An ache which had been growing within his frontal sinus vanished.
The tiredness went out of his muscles. He opened his eyes again.

“Thank—"

Tlingel had vanished. He held but a handful of air.

‘(—you.”

“Rael here is my friend,” Grend stated. “He’s a griffin.”

“I’d noticed.”

Martin nodded at the beaked, golden-winged creature.

“Pleased to meet you, Rael.”

“The same,” cried the other in a high-pitched voice. “Have you
got the beer?”

“Why—uh—yes.”

“I’'ve been telling him about beer,” Grend explained, half-apolo-
getically. “He can have some of mine. He won't kibitz or anything
like that.”

“Sure. All right. Any friend of yours . . .

“The beer!” Rael cried. “Bars!”

“He’s not real bright,” Grend whispered. “But he’s good com-
pany. I'd appreciate your humoring him.”

Martin opened the first six-pack and passed the griffin and the
sasquatch a beer apiece. Rael immediately punctured the can with
his beak, chugged it, belched and held out his claw.

“Beer!” he shrieked. “More beer!”

Martin handed him another.

“Say, you’re still into that first game, aren’t you?” Grend ob-
served, studying the board. “Now, #hat is an interesting position.”

Grend drank and studied the board.

“Good thing it’s not raining,” Martin commented.

”
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“Oh, it will. Just wait a while.”

“More beer!” Rael screamed.

Martin passed him another without looking.

“I’ll move my pawn to N6,” Grend said.

“You’re kidding.”

“Nope. Then you’ll take that pawn with your bishop’s pawn.
Right?”

i

Martin reached out and did it.

“Okay. Now I'll just swing this knight to Q5.”

Martin took it with the Pawn.

Grend moved his Rook to K1.

“Check,” he announced.

“Yes. That #s the way to go,” Martin observed.

Grend chuckled.

“I’'m going to win this game another time,” he said.

“I wouldn’t put it past you.”

“More beer?” Rael said softly.

“Sure.”

As Martin poured him another, he noticed that the griffin was
now leaning against the treetrunk.

After several minutes, Martin pushed his King to B1.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought you’d do,” Grend said. “You know
something?”

“What?”

“You play a lot like a unicorn.”

‘(Hm.”

Grend moved his Rook to R3.

Later, as the rain descended gently about them and Grend beat
him again, Martin realized that a prolonged period of silence had
prevailed. He glanced over at the griffin. Rael had tucked his head
beneath his left wing, balanced upon one leg, leaned heavily against
the tree and gone to sleep.

“I told you he wouldn’t be much trouble,” Grend remarked.

Two games later, the beer was gone, the shadows were lengthen-
ing and Rael was stirring. '

“See you next month?”

“Yeah.” '

“You bring my plaster of paris?”

“Yes, I did.”

“Come on, then. I know a good place pretty far from here. We



Roger Zelazny 319

don’t want people beating about zhese bushes. Let’s go make you
some money.”

“To buy beer?” Rael said, looking out from under his wing.

“Next month,” Grend said.

“You ride?”

“I don’t think you could carry both of us,” said Grend, “and I'm
not sure I'd want to right now if you could.”

“Bye-bye then,” Rael shrieked, and he leaped into the air, crash-
ing into branches and treetrunks, finally breaking through the over-
head cover and vanishing.

“There goes a really decent guy,” said Grend. “He sees every-
thing and he never forgets. Knows how everything works—in the
woods, in the air—even in the water. Generous, too, whenever he
has anything.”

“Hm,” Martin observed.

“Let’s make tracks,” Grend said.

“Pawn to N6? Really?” Tlingel said. “All right. The bishop’s
pawn will just knock off the pawn.”

Tlingel’s eyes narrowed as Martin moved the Knight to QS.

“At least this is an interesting game,” the unicorn remarked.
“Pawn takes knight.”

Martin moved the Rook.

“Check.”

“Yes, it is. This next one is going to be a three flagon move.
Kindly bring me the first.”

Martin thought back as he watched Tlingel drink and ponder. He
almost felt guilty for hitting it with a powerhouse like the sasquatch
behind its back. He was convinced now that the unicorn was going
to lose. In every variation of this game that he’d played with Black
against Grend, he’d been beaten. Tlingel was very good, but the
sasquatch was a wizard with not much else to do but mental chess. It
was unfair. But it was not a matter of personal honor, he kept telling
himself. He was playing to protect his species against a supernatural
force which might well be able to precipitate World War III by some
arcane mind-manipulation or magically induced computer foulup.
He didn’t dare give the creature a break.

“Flagon number two, please.”

He brought it another. He studied it as it studied the board. It was
beautiful, he realized for the first time. It was the loveliest living
thing he had ever seen. Now that the pressure was on the verge of
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evaporating and he could regard it without the overlay of fear which
had always been there in the past, he could pause to admire it. If
something had to succeed the human race, he could think of worse
choices . . .

“Number three now.”

“Coming up.”

Tlingel drained it and moved the King to B1.

Martin leaned forward immediately and pushed the Rook to R3.

Tlingel looked up, stared at him.

“Not bad.”

Martin wanted to squirm. He was struck by the nobility of the
creature. He wanted so badly to play and beat the unicorn on his
own, fairly. Not this way.

Tlingel looked back at the board, then almost carelessly moved
the Knight to K4.

“Go ahead. Or will it take you another month?”

Martin growled softly, advanced the Rook and captured the
Knight.

“Of course.”

Tlingel captured the Rook with the Pawn. This was not the way
that the last variation with Grend had run. Still . . .

He moved his Rook to KB3. As he did, the wind seemed to com-
mence a peculiar shrieking, above, amid, the ruined buildings.

“Check,” he announced.

The hell with it! he decided. I'm good enough to manage my own
endgame. Let’s play this out.

He watched and waited and finally saw Tlingel move the King to
N1

He moved his Bishop to Ré6. Tlingel moved the Queen to K2. The
shrieking came again, sounding nearer now. Martin took the Pawn
with the Bishop.

The unicorn’s head came up and it seemed to listen for a moment.
Then Tlingel lowered it and captured the Bishop with the King.

Martin moved his Rook to KN3.

“Check.”

Tlingel returned the King to B1.

Martin moved the Rook to KB3.

“Check.”

Tlingel pushed the King to N2.

Martin moved the Rook back to KN3.

“Check.”
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Tlingel returned the King to B1, looked up and stared at him,
showing teeth.

“Looks as if we’ve got a drawn game,” the unicorn stated. “Care
for another one?”

“Yes, but not for the fate of humanity.”

“Forget it. I'd given up on that a long time ago. I decided that I
wouldn’t care to live here after all. I'm a little more discriminating
than that.

“Except for this bar.” Tlingel turned away as another shriek
sounded just beyond the door, followed by strange voices. “What is
that?”

“I don’t know,” Martin answered, rising.

The doors opened and a golden griffin entered.

“Martin!” it cried. “Beer! Beer!”

“Uh—Tlingel, this is Rael, and, and—"

Three more griffins followed him in. Then came Grend, and three
others of his own kind.

“—and that one’s Grend,” Martin said lamely. “I don’t know the
others.”

They all halted when they beheld the unicorn.

“Tlingel,” one of the sasquatches said. “I thought you were still in
the morning land.”

“I still am, in a way. Martin, how is it that you are acquainted
with my former countrymen?”

“Well—uh—Grend here is my chess coach.”

“Aha! I begin to understand.”

“I am not sure that you really do. But let me get everyone a drink
first.”

Martin turned on the piano and set everyone up.

“How did you find this place?” he asked Grend as he was doing it.
“And how did you get here?”

“Well . . .” Grend looked embarrassed. “Rael followed you
back.”

“Followed a jet?”

“Griffins are supernaturally fast.”

“Oh',,

“Anyway, he told his relatives and some of my folks about it.
When we saw that the griffins were determined to visit you, we
decided that we had better come along to keep them out of trouble.
They brought us.

“I—see. Interesting . . .

b
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“No wonder you played like a unicorn, that one game with all the
variations.”

“Uh—yes.”

Martin turned away, moved to the end of the bar.

“Welcome, all of you,” he said. “I have a small announcement.
Tlingel, a while back you had a number of observations concerning
possible ecological and urban disasters and lesser dangers. Also,
some ideas as to possible safeguards against some of them.”

“I recall,” said the unicorn.

“I passed them along to a friend of mine in Washington who used
to be a member of my old chess club. I told him that the work was
not entirely my own.”

“I should hope so.”

“He has since suggested that I turn whatever group was involved
into a think tank. He will then see about paying something for its
efforts.”

“I didn’t come here to save the world,” Tlingel said.

“No, but you’ve been very helpful. And Grend tells me that the
griffins, even if their vocabulary is a bit limited, know almost all that
there is to know about ecology.”

“That is probably true.”

“Since they have inherited a part of the Earth, it would be to their
benefit as well to help preserve the place. Inasmuch as this many of
us are already here, I can save myself some travel and suggest right
now that we find a meeting place—say here, once a month—and that
you let me have your unique viewpoints. You must know more
about how species become extinct than anyone else in the business.”

“Of course,” said Grend, waving his mug, “but we really should
ask the yeti, also. I'll do it, if you'd like. Is that stuff coming out of
the big box music?”

SYes

“I like it. If we do this think tank thing, you’ll make enough to
keep this place going?”

“I’ll buy the whole town.”

Grend conversed in quick gutturals with the griffins, who
shrieked back at him.

“You’ve got a think tank,” he said, “and they want more beer.”

Martin turned toward Tlingel.

“They were your observations. What do you think?”

“It may be amusing,” said the unicorn, “to stop by occasionally.”
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Then, “So much for saving the world. Did you say you wanted
another game?”

“I've nothing to lose.”

Grend took over the tending of the bar while Tlingel and Martin
returned to the table.

He beat the unicorn in thirty-one moves and touched the ex-
tended horn.

The piano keys went up and down. Tiny sphinxes buzzed about
the bar, drinking the spillage.



John Varley

As in the case of Roger Zelazny, this is John’s second appearance in
these volumes. John also had a novella in Volume Four.

This story, in addition to the fictional dilemma in which it places
its astronaut, illustrates a dilemma that always faces science fiction
writers.

In the real universe, it appears that interstellar travel will have to
be at less than light-speed. This means that voyages, even to compar-
atively near stars, will take generations. Or it means we will have to
indulge in time dilatation at near light-speed and that means that
even if an astronaut experiences only months of time passage, Earth
itself may experience decades. In either case, the complications are
such that there is no time in realistic stories of this type for any plot
that doesn’t spend all its time dealing directly with the complica-
tions of this time disparity.

Those of us who want to get on with other things must therefore
assume the existence of faster-than-light travel and treat the galaxy
as merely a larger Earth, as far as travel is concerned. I, for instance,
do this routinely and have always described the “Jump”—or the
passage through a fictional “hyperspace” that will carry you across
distance of light-years in zero time. I do that once in each story and
then forget it and just jump into my spaceship and go to Arcturus,
much as I would jump into my (fictional) airplane and go to Minne-
apolis.

Convenient, but it is nice every once in a while to have someone
take up the problems of the real universe and concern himself with
what might happen and what difficulties might arise if astronauts
had to be subjected to time dilatation.

Incidentally, I must, as a matter of honesty, record the keen sense
of embarrassment I incurred as a result of reading John’s story. I
was, of course, fascinated by it and by the delicacy with which the
whole thing was handled. You will see for yourself that John skirts a
situation that could be easily made unpleasant and impossible by a
less skillful writer and, instead, manages to make it almost idyllic.

However, when I reached the end of the story, I found that I
didn’t quite get the point. What was the pusher after?
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One of my problems was that I started off with an instant (but
erroneous) guess as to what the pusher was after and couldn’t get it
out of my head. When the ending didn’t match my preconception, I
found myself in trouble.

After puzzling a while, I called the beauteous Shawna McCarthy,
who was then editing Asimov’s both superlatively and industriously.

“Shawna,” I said, “You have read Varley’s ‘The Pusher,’” haven’t
you?”

“Of course,” she said.

“Well, I must be missing something. What is the pusher after?”

So she told me and I turned a deep, deep red—as I always do
when I manage to expose that vast area of stupidity that I usually
hide so efficiently. Worse yet was my embarrassment at the lurid
light it throws on my personality. It was a total giveaway of my
essentially puritanical character. Despite my assiduous practice of
gallantry with the gals, my Talmudic training at the hands of my
Old World patriarch of a father bit deep.



2
THE PUSHER

Things change. Ian Haise expected that. Yet there are certain con-
stants, dictated by function and use. Ian looked for those and he
seldom went wrong.

The playground was not much like the ones he had known as a
child. But playgrounds are built to entertain children. They will
always have something to swing on, something to slide down, some-
thing to climb. This one had all those things, and more. Part of it
was thickly wooded. There was a swimming hole. The stationary
apparatus was combined with dazzling light sculptures that darted
in and out of reality. There were animals, too: pygmy rhinoceros
and elegant gazelles no taller than your knee. They seemed unnatu-
rally gentle and unafraid.

But most of all, the playground had children.

Ian liked children.

He sat on a wooden park bench at the edge of the trees, in the
shadows, and watched them. They came in all colors and all sizes, in
both sexes. There were black ones like animated licorice jellybeans
and white ones like bunny rabbits, and brown ones with curly hair
and more brown ones with slanted eyes and straight black hair and
some who had been white but were now toasted browner than some
of the brown ones. :

Ian concentrated on the girls. He had tried with boys before, long
ago, but it had not worked out.

He watched one black child for a time, trying to estimate her age.
He thought it was around eight or nine. Too young. Another one
was more like thirteen, judging from her shirt. A possibility, but
he’d prefer something younger. Somebody less sophisticated, less
suspicious.

Finally he found a girl he liked. She was brown, but with startling
blond hair. Ten? Possibly eleven. Young enough, at any rate.

He concentrated on her and did the strange thing he did when he
had selected the right one. He didn’t know what it was, but it usu-
ally worked. Mostly it was just a matter of looking at her, keeping
his eyes fixed on her no matter where she went or what she did, not
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allowing himself to be distracted by anything. And sure enough, in
a few minutes she looked up, looked around, and her eyes locked
with his. She held his gaze for a moment, then went back to her
play.

He relaxed. Possibly what he did was nothing at all. He had no-
ticed, with adult women, that if one really caught his eye so he
found himself staring at her she would usually look up from what
she was doing and catch him. It never seemed to fail. Talking to
other men, he had found it to be a common experience. It was al-
most as if they could feel his gaze. Women had told him it was
nonsense, or if not, it was just reaction to things seen peripherally
by people trained to alertness for sexual signals. Merely an uncon-
scious observation penetrating to the awareness; nothing mysteri-
ous, like ESP.

Perhaps. Still, Ian was very good at this sort of eye contact. Sev-
eral times he had noticed the girls rubbing the backs of their necks
while he observed them, or hunching their shoulders. Maybe they’d
developed some kind of ESP and just didn’t recognize it as such.

Now he merely watched her. He was smiling, so that every time
she looked up to see him—which she did with increasing frequency
—she saw a friendly, slightly graying man with a broken nose and
powerful shoulders. His hands were strong, too. He kept them
clasped in his lap.

Presently she began to wander in his direction.

No one watching her would have thought she was coming toward
him. She probably didn’t know it herself. On her way, she found
reasons to stop and tumble, jump on the soft rubber mats, or chase a
flock of noisy geese. But she was coming toward him, and she would
end up on the park bench beside him.

He glanced around quickly. As before, there were few adults in
this playground. It had surprised him when he arrived. Apparently
the new conditioning techniques had reduced the numbers of the
violent and twisted to the point that parents felt it safe to allow their
children to run without supervision. The adults present were in-
volved with each other. No one had given him a second glance when
he arrived.

That was fine with Ian. It made what he planned to do much
easier. He had his excuses ready, of course, but it could be embar-
rassing to be confronted with the questions representatives of the
law ask single, middle-aged men who hang around playgrounds.
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For a moment he considered with real concern, how the parents
of these children could feel so confident, even with mental condi-
tioning. After all, no one was conditioned until he had first done
something. New maniacs were presumably being produced every
day. Typically, they looked just like everyone else until they proved
their difference by some demented act.

Somebody ought to give those parents a stern lecture, he thought.

“Who are you?”

Ian frowned. Not eleven, surely, not seen up this close. Maybe not
even ten. She might be as young as eight.

Would eight be all right? He tasted the idea with his usual caution,
looked around again for curious eyes. He saw none.

“My name is Ian. What’s yours?”

“No. Not your name. Who are you?”

“You mean what do I do?”

“Yes.’7

“I'm a pusher.”

She thought that over, then smiled. She had her permanent teeth,
crowded into a small jaw.

“You give away pills?”

He laughed. “Very good,” he said. “You must do a lot of reading.”
She said nothing, but her manner indicated she was pleased.

“No,” he said. “That’s an old kind of pusher. I'm the other kind.
But you knew that, didn’t you?” When he smiled she broke into
giggles. She was doing the pointless things with her hands that little
girls do. He thought she had a pretty good idea of how cute she was,
but no inkling of her forbidden eroticism. She was a ripe seed with
sexuality ready to burst to the surface. Her body was a bony sketch,
a framework on which to build a woman.

“How old are you?” he asked.

“That’s a secret. What happened to your nose?”

“I broke it a long time ago. I'll bet you're twelve.”

She giggled, then nodded. Eleven, then. And just barely.

“Do you want some candy?” He reached into his pocket and
pulled out the pink-and-white-striped paper bag.

She shook her head solemnly. “My mother says not to take candy
from strangers.”

“But we're not strangers. I'm Ian, the pusher.”

She thought that over. While she hesitated he reached into the bag
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and picked out a chocolate thing so thick and gooey it was almost
obscene. He bit into it, forcing himself to chew. He hated sweets.

“Okay,” she said, and reached toward the bag. He pulled it away.
She looked at him in innocent surprise.

“I just thought of something,” he said. “I don’t know your name.
So I guess we are strangers.”

She caught on to the game when she saw the twinkle in his eye.
He’d practiced that. It was a good twinkle.

“My name is Radiant. Radiant Shiningstar Smith.”

“A very fancy name,” he said, thinking how names had changed.
“For a very pretty girl.” He paused, and cocked his head. “No. I
don’t think so. You're Radiant . . . Starr. With two r5%. . . . Cap-
tain Radiant Starr, of the Star Patrol.”

She was dubious for a moment. He wondered if he’d judged her
wrong. Perhaps she was really Mizz Radiant Faintingheart Belle, or
Mrs. Radiant Motherhood. But her fingernails were a bit dirty for
that.

She pointed a finger at him and made a Donald Duck sound as her
thumb worked back and forth. He put his hand to his heart and fell
over sideways, and she dissolved in laughter. She was careful, how-
ever, to keep her weapon firmly trained on him.

“And you’d better give me that candy or I'll shoot you again.”

The playground was darker now, and not so crowded. She sat
beside him on the bench, swinging her legs. Her bare feet did not
quite touch the dirt.

She was going to be quite beautiful. He could see it clearly in her
face. As for the body . . . who could tell?

Not that he really gave a damn.

She was dressed in a little of this and a little of that, worn here
and there without much regard for his concepts of modesty. Many
of the children wore nothing. It had been something of a shock
when he arrived. Now he was almost used to it, but he still thought
it incautious on the part of her parents. Did they really think the
world was that safe, to let an eleven-year-old girl go practically na-
ked in a public place?

He sat there listening to her prattle about her friends—the ones
she hated and the one or two she simply adored—with only part of
his attention.

He inserted um’s and uh-huh’s in the right places.

She was cute, there was no denying it. She seemed as sweet as a
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child that age ever gets, which can be very sweet and as poisonous as
a rattlesnake, almost at the same moment. She had the capacity to be
warm, but it was on the surface. Underneath, she cared mostly
about herself. Her loyalty would be a transitory thing, bestowed
easily, just as easily forgotten.

And why not? She was young. It was perfectly healthy for her to
be that way.

But did he dare try to touch her?

It was crazy. It was as insane as they all told him it was. It worked
so seldom. Why would it work with her? He felt a weight of defeat.

“Are you okay?”

“Huh? Me? Oh, sure, I'm all right. Isn’t your mother going to be
worried about you?”

“I don’t have to be in for hours and hours yet.” For a moment she
looked so grown up he almost believed the lie.

“Well, I'm getting tired of sitting here. And the candy’s all gone.”
He looked at her face. Most of the chocolate had ended up in a big
circle around her mouth, except where she had wiped it daintily on
her shoulder or forearm. “What’s back there?”

She turned.

“That? That’s the swimming hole.”

“Why don’t we go over there? I'll tell you a story.”

The promise of a story was not enough to keep her out of the
water. He didn’t know if that was good or bad. He knew she was
smart, a reader, and she had an imagination. But she was also active.
That pull was too strong for him. He sat far from the water, under
some bushes, and watched her swim with the three other children
still in the park this late in the evening.

Maybe she would come back to him, and maybe she wouldn’t. It
wouldn’t change his life either way, but it might change hers.

She emerged dripping and infinitely cleaner from the murky wa-
ter. She dressed again in her random scraps, for whatever good it
did her, and came to him, shivering.

“I’'m cold,” she said.

“Here.” He took off his jacket. She looked at his hands as he
wrapped it around her, and she reached out and touched the hard-
ness of his shoulder.

“You sure must be strong,” she commented.

“Pretty strong. I work hard, being a pusher.”
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“Just what #s a pusher?” she said, and stifled a yawn.
“Come sit on my lap, and I'll tell you.”

He did tell her, and it was a very good story that no adventurous
child could resist. He had practiced that story, refined it, told it
many times into a recorder until he had the rhythms and cadences
just right, until he found just the right words—not too difficult
words, but words with some fire and juice in them.

And once more he grew encouraged. She had been tired when he
started, but he gradually caught her attention. It was possible no one
had ever told her a story in quite that way. She was used to sitting
before the screen and having a story shoved into her eyes and ears. It
was something new to be able to interrupt with questions and get
answers. Even reading was not like that. It was the oral tradition of
storytelling, and it could still mesmerize the nth generation of the
electronic age.

“That sounds great,” she said, when she was sure he was through.

“You liked it?”

“I really truly did. I think I want to be a pusher when I grow up.
That was a really neat story.”

“Well, that’s not actually the story I was going to tell you. That’s
just what it’s like to be a pusher.”

“You mean you have another story?”

“Sure.” He looked at his watch. “But I'm afraid it’s getting late.
It’s almost dark, and everybody’s gone home. You’d probably better
go, t0o.”

She was in agony, torn between what she was supposed to do and
what she wanted. It really should be no contest, if she was who he
thought she was.

“Well . . . but—but I’ll come back here tomorrow and you—"

He was shaking his head.

“My ship leaves in the morning,” he said. “There’s no time.”

“Then tell me now! I can stay out. Tell me now. Please please
please?”

He coyly resisted, harrumphed, protested, but in the end allowed
himself to be seduced. He felt very good. He had her like a five-
pound trout on a twenty-pound line. It wasn’t sporting. But, then,
he wasn’t playing a game.

So at last he got to his specialty.
He sometimes wished he could claim the story for his own, but
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the fact was he could not make up stories. He no longer tried to.
Instead, he cribbed from every fairy tale and fantasy story he could
find. If he had a genius, it was in adapting some of the elements to fit
the world she knew—while keeping it strange enough to enthrall
her—and in ad-libbing the end to personalize it.

It was a wonderful tale he told. It had enchanted castles sitting on
mountains of glass, moist caverns beneath the sea, fleets of starships
and shining riders astride horses that flew the galaxy. There were
evil alien creatures, and others with much good in them. There were
drugged potions. Scaled beasts roared out of hyperspace to devour
planets.

Amid all the turmoil strode the Prince and Princess. They got
into frightful jams and helped each other out of them.

The story was never quite the same. He watched her eyes. When
they wandered, he threw away whole chunks of story. When they
widened, he knew what parts to plug in later. He tailored it to her
reactions.

The child was sleepy. Sooner or later she would surrender. He
needed her in a trance state, neither awake nor asleep. That is when
the story would end.

“, . . and though the healers labored long and hard, they could
not save the Princess. She died that night, far from her Prince.”

Her mouth was a little round o. Stories were not supposed to end
that way.

“Is that @//? She died, and she never saw the Prince again?”

“Well, not quite all. But the rest of it probably isn’t true, and I
shouldn’t tell it to you.” Ian felt pleasantly tired. His throat was a
little raw, making him hoarse. Radiant was a warm weight on his
lap.

“You have to tell me, you know,” she said, reasonably. He sup-
posed she was right. He took a deep breath.

“All right. At the funeral, all the greatest people from that part of
the galaxy were in attendance. Among them was the greatest Sor-

cerer who ever lived. His name . . . but I really shouldn’t tell you
his name. I’'m sure he’d be very cross if I did.
“This Sorcerer passed by the Princess’s bier . . . that’s a—"

“T know, I know, Ian. Go on!”

“Suddenly he frowned and leaned over her pale form. ‘What is
this?’ he thundered. ‘Why was I not told?”’ Everyone was very con-
cerned. This Sorcerer was a dangerous man. One time when some-
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one insulted him he made a spell that turned everyone’s heads back-
wards so they had to walk around with rearview mirrors. No one
knew what he would do if he got really angry.

“ “This Princess is wearing the Starstone,” he said, and drew him-
self up and frowned all around as if he were surrounded by idiots.
I'm sure he thought he was, and maybe he was right. Because he
went on to tell them just what the Starstone was, and what it did,
something no one there had ever heard before. And this is the part
I'm not sure of. Because, though everyone knew the Sorcerer was a
wise and powerful man, he was also known as a great liar.

“He said that the Starstone was capable of capturing the essence
of a person at the moment of her death. All her wisdom, all her
power, all her knowledge and beauty and strength would flow into
the stone and be held there, timelessly.”

“In suspended animation,” Radiant breathed.

“Precisely. When they heard this, the people were amazed. They
buffeted the Sorcerer with questions, to which he gave few answers,
and those only grudgingly. Finally he left in a huff. When he was
gone everyone talked long into the night about the things he had
said. Some felt the Sorcerer had held out hope that the Princess
might yet live on. That if her body were frozen, the Prince, upon his
return, might somehow infuse her essence back within her. Others
thought the Sorcerer had said that was impossible, that the Princess
was doomed to a half-life, locked in the stone.

“But the opinion that prevailed was this:

“The Princess would probably never come fully back to life. But
her essence might flow from the Starstone and into another, if the
right person could be found. All agreed this person must be a young
maiden. She must be beautiful, very smart, swift of foot, loving,
kind . . . oh my, the list was very long. Everyone doubted such a
person could be found. Many did not even want to try.

“But at last it was decided the Starstone should be given to a
faithful friend of the Prince. He would search the galaxy for this
maiden. If she existed, he would find her.

“So he departed with the blessings of many worlds behind him,
vowing to find the maiden and give her the Starstone.”

He stopped again, cleared his throat, and let the silence grow.

“Is that all?” she said, at last, in a whisper.

“Not quite all,” he admitted. “I'm afraid I tricked you.”

“Tricked me?”

He opened the front of his coat, which was still draped around
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her shoulders. He reached in past her bony chest and down into an
inner pocket of the coat. He came up with the crystal. It was oval,
with one side flat. It pulsed ruby light as it sat in the palm of his
hand.

“It shines,” she said, looking at it wide-eyed and open-mouthed.

“Yes, it does. And that means you’re the one.”

“Me?”

“Yes. Take it.” He handed it to her, and as he did so, he nicked it
with his thumbnail. Red light spilled into her hands, flowed be-
tween her fingers, seemed to soak into her skin. When it was over,
the crystal still pulsed, but dimmed. Her hands were trembling.

“It felt very, very hot,” she said.

“That was the essence of the Princess.”

“And the Prince? Is he still looking for her?”

“No one knows. I think he’s still out there, and someday he will
come back for her.”

“And what then?”

He looked away from her. “I can’t say. I think, even though you
are lovely, and even though you have the Starstone, that he will just
pine away. He loved her very much.”

“I’d take care of him,” she promised.

“Maybe that would help. But I have a problem now. I don’t have
the heart to tell the Prince that she is dead. Yet I feel that the Star-
stone will draw him to it one day. If he comes and finds you, I fear
for him. I think perhaps I should take the stone to a far part of the
galaxy, someplace he could never find it. Then at least he would
never know. It might be better that way.”

“But I'd help him,” she said earnestly. “I promise. I'd wait for
him, and when he came, I'd take her place. You’ll see.”

He studied her. Perhaps she would. He looked into her eyes for a
long time, and at last let her see his satisfaction.

“Very well. You can keep it then.”

“I’ll wait for him,” she said. “You’ll see.”

She was very tired, almost asleep.

“You should go home now,” he suggested.

“Maybe I could just lie down for a moment,” she said.

“All right.” He lifted her gently and placed her prone on the
ground. He stood looking at her, then knelt beside her and began to
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gently stroke her forehead. She opened her eyes with no alarm, then
closed them again. He continued to stroke her.
Twenty minutes later he left the playground, alone.

He was always depressed afterward. It was worse than usual this
time. She had been much nicer than he had imagined at first. Who
could have guessed such a romantic heart beat beneath all that dirt?

He found a phone booth several blocks away. Punching her name
into information yielded a fifteen-digit number, which he called. He
held his hand over the camera eye.

A woman’s face appeared on the screen.

“Your daughter is in the playground, at the south end by the pool,
under the bushes,” he said. He gave the address of the playground.

“We were so worried! What . . . is she . . . who is—"

He hung up and hurried away.

Most of the other pushers thought he was sick. Not that it mat-
tered. Pushers were a tolerant group when it came to other pushers,
and especially when it came to anything a pusher might care to do
to a puller. He wished he had never told anyone how he spent his
leave time, but he had, and now he had to live with it.

So, while they didn’t care if he amused himself by pulling the legs
and arms off infant puller pups, they were all just back from ground
leave and couldn’t pass up an opportunity to get on each other’s
nerves. They ragged him mercilessly.

“How were the swing-sets this trip, Ian?”

“Did you bring me those dirty knickers I asked for?”

“Was it good for you, honey? Did she pant and slobber?”

“My ten-year-old baby, she’s a-pullin’ me back bome. . . .”

Ian bore it stoically. It was in extremely bad taste, and he was the
brunt of it, but it really didn’t matter. It would end as soon as they
lifted again. They would never understand what he sought, but he
felt he understood them. They hated coming to Earth. There was
nothing for them there, and perhaps they wished there was.

And he was a pusher himself. He didn’t care for pullers. He
agreed with the sentiment expressed by Marian, shortly after lift-off.
Marian had just finished her first ground leave after her first voyage.
So naturally she was the drunkest of them all.

“Gravity sucks,” she said, and threw up.
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It was three months to Amity, and three months back. He hadn’t
the foggiest idea of how far it was in miles; after the tenth or elev-
enth zero his mind clicked off.

Amity. Shit City. He didn’t even get off the ship. Why bother?
The planet was peopled with things that looked a little like ten-ton
caterpillars and a little like sentient green turds. Toilets were a revo-
lutionary idea to the Amiti; so were ice cream bars, sherbets, sugar
donuts, and peppermint. Plumbing had never caught on, but sweets
had, and fancy desserts from every nation on Earth. In addition,
there was a pouch of reassuring mail for the forlorn human em-
bassy. The cargo for the return trip was some grayish sludge that
Ian supposed someone on Earth found tremendously valuable, and a
packet of desperate mail for the folks back home. Ian didn’t need to
read the letters to know what was in them. They could all be
summed up as “Get me out of here!”

He sat at the viewport and watched an Amiti family lumbering
and farting its way down the spaceport road. They paused every so
often to do something that looked like an alien cluster-fuck. The
road was brown. The land around it was brown, and in the distance
were brown, unremarkable hills. There was a brown haze in the air,
and the sun was yellow-brown.

He thought of castles perched on mountains of glass, of Princes
and Princesses, of shining white horses galloping among the stars.

He spent the return trip just as he had on the way out: sweating
down in the gargantuan pipes of the stardrive. Just beyond the
metal walls unimaginable energies pulsed. And on the walls them-
selves, tiny plasmoids grew into bigger plasmoids. The process was
too slow to see, but if left unchecked the encrustations would soon
impair the engines. His job was to scrape them off.

Not everyone was cut out to be an astrogator.

And what of it? It was honest work. He had made his choices long
ago. You spent your life either pulling gees or pushing ¢. And when
you got tired, you grabbed some z’. If there was a pushers’ code,
that was it.

The plasmoids were red and crystalline, teardrop-shaped. When
he broke them free of the walls, they had one flat side. They were
full of a liquid light that felt as hot as the center of the sun.

It was always hard to get off the ship. A lot of pushers never did.
One day, he wouldn’t either.
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He stood for a few moments looking at it all. It was necessary to
soak it in passively at first, get used to the changes. Big changes
didn’t bother him. Buildings were just the world’s furniture, and he
didn’t care how it was arranged. Small changes worried the shit out
of him. Ears, for instance. Very few of the people he saw had ear-
lobes. Each time he returned he felt a little more like an ape who has
fallen from his tree. One day he’d return to find everybody had
three eyes or six fingers, or that little girls no longer cared to hear
stories of adventure.

He stood there, dithering, getting used to the way people were
painting their faces, listening to what sounded like Spanish being
spoken all around him. Occasional English or Arabic words sea-
soned it. He grabbed a crewmate’s arm and asked him where they
were. The man didn’t know. So he asked the captain, and she said it
was Argentina, or it had been when they left.

The phone booths were smaller. He wondered why.

There were four names in his book. He sat there facing the phone,
wondering which name to call first. His eyes were drawn to Radiant
Shiningstar Smith, so he punched that name into the phone. He got
a number and an address in Novosibirsk.

Checking the timetable he had picked—putting off making the
call—he found the antipodean shuttle left on the hour. Then he
wiped his hands on his pants and took a deep breath and looked up
to see her standing outside the phone booth. They regarded each
other silently for a moment. She saw a man much shorter than she
remembered, but powerfully built, with big hands and shoulders
and a pitted face that would have been forbidding but for the gentle
eyes. He saw a tall woman around forty years old who was fully as
beautiful as he had expected she would be. The hand of age had just
begun to touch her. He thought she was fighting that waistline and
fretting about those wrinkles, but none of that mattered to him.
Only one thing mattered, and he would know it soon enough.

“You are Ian Haise, aren’t you?” she said, at last.

“It was sheer luck I remembered you again,” she was saying. He
noted the choice of words. She could have said coincidence.

“It was two years ago. We were moving again and I was sorting
through some things and I came across that plasmoid. I hadn’t
thought about you in . . . oh, it must have been fifteen years.”

He said something noncommittal. They were in a restaurant,
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away from most of the other patrons, at a booth near a glass wall
beyond which spaceships were being trundled to and from the blast
pits.

“I hope I didn’t get you into trouble,” he said.

She shrugged it away.

“You did, some, but that was so long ago. I certainly wouldn’t
bear a grudge that long. And the fact is, I thought it was all worth it
at the time.”

She went on to tell him of the uproar he had caused in her family,
of the visits by the police, the interrogation, puzzlement, and final
helplessness. No one knew quite what to make of her story. They
had identified him quickly enough, only to find he had left Earth,
not to return for a long, long time.

“I didn’t break any laws,” he pointed out.

“That’s what no one could understand. I told them you had talked
to me and told me a long story, and then I went to sleep. None of
them seemed interested in what the story was about. So I didn’t tell
them. And I didn’t tell them about the . . . the Starstone.” She
smiled. “Actually, I was relieved they hadn’t asked. I was deter-
mined not to tell them, but I was a little afraid of holding it all back.
I thought they were agents of the . . . who were the villains in
your story? I've forgotten.”

“It’s not important.”

“I guess not. But something is.”

“Yes.”

“Maybe you should tell me what it is. Maybe you can answer the
question that’s been in the back of my mind for twenty-five years,
ever since I found out that thing you gave me was just the scrapings
from a starship engine.”

“Was it?” he said, looking into her eyes. “Don’t get me wrong. I'm
not saying it was more than that. I’'m asking you if it wasn’t more.”

“Yes, I guess it was more,” she said, at last.

“I'm glad.”

“I believed in that story passionately for . . . oh, years and years.
Then I stopped believing it.”

“All at once?”

“No. Gradually. It didn’t hurt much. Part of growing up, I
guess.”

“And you remembered me.”

“Well, that took some work. I went to a hypnotist when I was
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twenty-five and recovered your name and the name of your ship.
Did you know—

“Yes. I mentioned them on purpose.”

She nodded, and they fell silent again. When she looked at him
now, he saw more sympathy, less defensiveness. But there was still a
question.

“Why?” she said.

He nodded, then looked away from her, out to the starships. He
wished he was on one of them, pushing c¢. It wasn’t working. He
knew it wasn’t. He was a weird problem to her, something to get
straightened out, a loose end in her life that would irritate until it
was made to fit in, then be forgotten.

To hell with it.

“Hoping to get laid,” he said. When he looked up she was slowly
shaking her head back and forth.

“Don’t trifle with me, Haise. You’re not as stupid as you look. You
knew I'd be married, leading my own life. You knew I wouldn’t
drop it all because of some half-remembered fairy tale thirty years
ago. Why?”

And how could he explain the strangeness of it all to her?

“What do you do?” He recalled something, and rephrased it.
“Who are you?”

She looked startled. “I’m a mysteliologist.”

He spread his hands. “I don’t even know what that is.”

“Come to think of it, there was no such thing when you left.”

“That’s it, in a way,” he said. He felt helpless again. “Obviously, I
had no way of knowing what you’d do, what you’d become, what
would happen to you that you had no control over. All I was gam-
bling on was that you’d remember me. Because that way . . .” He
saw the planet Earth looming once more out the viewport. So many,
many years and only six months later. A planet full of strangers. It
didn’t matter that Amity was full of strangers. But Earth was home,
if that word still had any meaning for him.

“I wanted somebody my own age I could talk to,” he said. “That’s
all. All I want is a friend.”

He could see her trying to understand what it was like. She
wouldn’t, but maybe she’d come close enough to think she did.

“Maybe you’ve found one,” she said, and smiled. “At least I'm
willing to get to know you, considering the effort you’ve put into
this.”
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“It wasn’t much effort. It seems so long-term to you, but it wasn’t
to me. I held you on my lap six months ago.”

“How long is your leave?” she asked.

“Two months.”

“Would you like to come stay with us for a while? We have room
in our house.”

“Will your husband mind?”

“Neither my husband nor my wife. That’s them sitting over
there, pretending to ignore us.” Ian looked, caught the eye of a
woman in her late twenties. She was sitting across from a man Ian’s
age, who now turned and looked at Ian with some suspicion but no
active animosity. The woman smiled; the man reserved judgment.

Radiant had a wife. Well, times change.

“Those two in the red skirts are police,” Radiant was saying. “So
is that man over by the wall, and the one at the end of the bar.”

“I spotted two of them,” Ian said. When she looked surprised, he
said, “Cops always have a look about them. That’s one of the things
that don’t change.”

“You go back quite a ways, don’t you? I'll bet you have some good
stories.”

Ian thought about it, and nodded. “Some, I suppose.”

“I should tell the police they can go home. I hope you don’t mind
that we brought them in.”

“Of course not.”

“I’ll do that, and then we can go. Oh, and I guess I should call the
children and tell them we’ll be home soon.” She laughed, reached
across the table and touched his hand. “See what can happen in six
months? I have three children, and Gillian has two.”

He looked up, interested.

“Are any of them girls?”
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