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THIS FORTRESS WORLD

“Don’t you think it’s strange,” she said, “that
on every inhabited world you'll find pigs.
chickens and potatoes?”

“And men and women,” I said.

“Other forms of life are native to only one
planet,” she went on, “but these are everywhere.
We call each other afiens yet we can mate. How
do you explain it?”

“1 had never thought to try. It’s one of the
Mysteries.”

It has been a long, rich summer, the crystal
said, but the winter must come at last. The galaxy
will grow cold and dark, chilied by the winter of a
new Dark Age. Men wiil forget. And Earth will
wait . . .






THIS FORTRESS WORLD
JAMES E. GUNN

A BERKLEY BOOK
published by
BERKLEY PUBLISHING CORPORATION




Copyright © 1955, by James E. Gunn
All rights reserved
Published by arrangement with the author’s agent
All rights reserved which includes the right
to reproduce this book or portions thereof in
any form whatsoever. For information address
Berkley Publishing Corporation
200 Madison Avenue
New York, N.Y. 10016
SBN 425-03881-5

BERKLEY BOOKS are published by
Berkley Publishing Corporation

BERKLEY BOOK ® TM 757,375

Printed in the United States of America

Berkley Edition, APRIL, 1979



PROLOGUE

.. Wherever you are, wherever these words have been carried
by chance or stealth, you read this in the splintered wreckage of
the Second Empire.

Go out tonight, look at the sky, and see the scattered stars,
distinct, separate, alone, divided by infinite chasms of hate,
distrust, and the realities of power. See them as they really are-—
great, gray fortresses guarded by the moats of space, their walls
manned against the galaxy.

The Second Empire. Say it aloud. Let it inflame the
imagination. Let its meaning sink into the soul.

An empire. Within it the numberless worlds of the inhabited
galaxy united, working together, living together, trading
together. The name alone tells us that much. But how did it
work? How was it held together? How were disputes decided,
wars avoided? We don’t know. We will never know. Only the
name comes down to us. We remember it, and we remember,
dimly, a golden time, a time of freedom and peace and plenty,
and we weep sometimes for what is gone and will not come
again.

The Second Empire. It implies another, an earlier, but of that
we have no memory at all.

The Second Empire. Will there ever be a third? We dream, we
hope, but we know, deep down, that the golden days are gone,
and we cannot call them back. The Second Empire is splintered,
and the wreckage is drifting apart, so far that it can never be
pulled together again.

We are no longer men. We are shadows dancing a shadow
dance inside our shadow fortresses, and the golden days are
gone. . . .

—The Dynamics of Galactic Power

1






ONE

I was running through the infinite dark, alone and afraid. I was
afraid because I was alone and alone because I was afraid, and I
hurt somewhere, not knowing where, unable to find out because
I was running, unable to stop because I was afraid.

Behind me came the patter of feet, chasing me down an unseen
corridor, and the feet were light and almost noiseless because
they were disembodied, and the corridor was black and
unknowable because it was lost in time and space, as I was,
without a home.

Worst of all was the silence, the complete silence that
enveloped me like the darkness and was worse than the darkness
because my need to speak and hear was greater than my need to
see, and if I could break the silence, the darkness would shatter
and I would no longer have to run. And the feet came closer in
spite of my speed and the panic that urged me on ever faster
through the darkness and the silence, because the feet had no
leaden body to hold them back.

Slowly consciousness of where I hurt came to me. It was my
hand, my hand hurt because of the glowing coal I carried there.
Fresh fear surged through me, and the fear was mixed with
shame, and I let my hand open; I let the coal fall away. And the
patter of feet behind faded and my fear left me, but in its place
came an aching loneliness because even the corridor was gone
now and [ was truly alone, floating in blackness without an
anchor to anything, and truly without a home.

My mind spiraled through the emptiness and the silence and
the dark, searching for something else alive in the infinite, but
there was nothing. Nowhere was there anything to speak to, and
if there had been something, there was no way to speak.

And I woke up, my hand fumbling automatically at my waist
pouch for reassurance, but the pebble was gone, and I knew why
it was gone, and I remembered. I remiembered how fear first
entered my world. . . .

The liturgy was echoing through my mind when I saw the girl
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step through the flickering golden translucence of the Barrier.
She was terrified.
. your God is here . . .

Terror! I recognized it, and I did not know how I knew.

All my life had been spent within the monastery. The
monastery walls are wide, and within them is the world’s peace.
The monastery walls are high, and the world’s torment can never
climb them. Behind them I was contented and at peace, and it
was quiet joy that the clear pattern of my life would never lead
me outside.

1 did not remember ever being outside. I did not remember my
father or mother or their names or how they had died, if they
were dead, but it did not matter, because the Church was father
and modther to me, and I needed nothing else.

The emotions 1 knew were few and simple: the Abbot’s
powerful piety; Brother John’s intense, sometimes feverish,
search for scientific truth; Father Konek’s absorbed contempla-
tion; Father Michaelis’s occasional mystic rapture. But terror
was an alien. Like the other soul-disturbing passions, it could
not pass the Barrier, just as physical objects could not pass.

.. . behind the veils of ignorance and doubt you must seek Me,
for I am there, as here, if you will see . . .

Here in the Cathedral it was a little different, but I had only
been on duty here twice before. The people entered the place that
had been set aside for them, their place of contact with the life of
the Church, seeking what we had so much of—peace. They came
through the Barrier troubled, and they left in peace, reconciled
with the Universe. 1 had felt their troubles distantly, and I had
pitied them, and I had been glad when their troubles were taken
from them.

But now I knew that the passions I had received in the control
room were poor second-hand things. The girl’s terror was an
aura that surrounded her. It touched me with cold fingers,
springing to my eyes from the screen, to my fingers from the
gauntlets—

My eyes flicked to the clock. Already the timing was seconds
off. 1 pulled my right hand free, tripped a switch, adjusted a
knob. The Dissipation would have to be abrupt. If the Abbot
should learn. . . .

Below, the mists began to fade, to drift away in wisps, and a
nebulous face looked down out of the black depths of space.
Nebulous, and yet the worshippers fleshed it out with details
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from their own need. I knew. I had been below during our own
services, and I had seen what they saw, felt what they felt, heard
in my mind what they heard.

... for I am peace, where I am there is peace, where peace is,
there you will find Me, peace everlasting . . .

My eyes returned to the screen, to the girl. She was still there,
just inside the Barrier, and as surely as [ had known that she was
terrified I knew that she was beautiful. I wondered briefly if this
was temptation. The thought was fleeting, and I did not pursue
it. It was enough that 1 was twenty, and she was beautiful and
afraid.

She was out of place among the people below. Freedmen and
slave came here and occasionally a serf when necessity brought
him to the Imperial City. They called this the Slaves’ Cathedral.
I saw many below, dressed poorly or richly according to their
master’s wealth but all with their imitation metal collars: gold,
silver, iron. . . .

The girl was obviously patrician. Her bones were fine; her
features were delicate. She stood straight and slim and proud.
Her skin had never been blighted with the long days under
burning skies or the slow destruction of the death-dust rooms;
her back had never bent to stir the stubborn soil. Her clothes
were rich. Her cloak was a silky, woven plastic glistening with
metallic threads; her skirt molded itself to long, slender legs.

... nothing enters that place set apart for your enlightenment
except that which can receive Me and My gift to mankind . . .

She was breathing hard. One hand was clenched into a white-
knuckled fist at her side; the other was a palm pressed against
her breasts, as if to calm their trembling. She looked over her
shoulder, back through the Barrier. She stiffened, her chest
swelling with a great, half-strangled breath. Then, slowly, she let
it out.

... for here is sanctuary where none but the peace-loving can
enter, where strife is forever barred . . .

I switched to the outside screen. Four men stood outside the
Barrier, looking up the long easy steps toward the Cathedral
entrance, toward the golden web. They were dressed alike, but I
didn’t recognize the uniform. In a world of color, they wore
black. They weren’t members of the Spaceman’s Guild because
the black of that uniform is relieved with silver. Neither were
they nobles or Peddlers or mercenaries.

I shivered. They were like black shadows on a cloudy day.



6 James E. Gunn

shadows of evil, shadows where there should be no shadows.

I remembered what they were. Once a visiting priest had
mentioned them. Father Konek had shuddered, but I had
listened eagerly.

They were mercenaries who did not wear the uniforms of their
masters. They were the clever ones who worked with their minds
as well as their guns, who slipped soundlessly through the cities
of this and other worlds on missions that were secret and
sinister. They were deadly, like snakes, and like snakes they were
privileged. No man touched them for fear of their fangs.

1 saw other things: the inconspicuous bulge of guns under
their arms, their casual, almost languid expressions of
indifference. Were they as indifferent to life as the priest had
said? Did they kill so easily, and did the killing mean nothing?

I looked at one face longer than the others. It was dark and
bold and amused; cold black eyes were separated by a huge,
jutting nose that was grotesque but not funny. It was not funny
at all; it was frightening.

I shivered again and switched back to the view inside.

... life is chaos, life is hunger, pain, unending struggle, life is
death—but death is life . . .

The girl paid no attention to the service. She ignored the
spectacle revealing itself before her, the words that must be
imprinting themselves on her mind as they were on mine.
Perhaps she was a skeptic as so many of the patricians were,
accepting the fruits of the Church while they scoffed at its tenets,
tolerating its existence for the service it rendered in pacifying the
people—

Tolerating? 1 gasped. 1 had come close to heresy. My thoughts
had approached a dangerous edge. At the bottom of the
precipice beyond were piled the bleached bones of countless
unwary thinkers. No one tolerated the Church; it was, it existed
by its own spiritual power, it lived by the strength of its faith and
the forces that were the physical extensions of that faith.

Why had the word sprung into my mind? i

.. . your life that is death render unto those who have been
given power over it, for it is nothing. Your death that is life
belongs to you and to Me, and you shall live it insofar as it is of
Me . ..

Perhaps the girl’s terror blinded her eyes and mind to the
Message. A complete skeptic could not have passed the Barrier,
except seeking sanctuary. Sanctuary was here if she wished to
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claim it. Beyond the walls protected by the peace of the Church
she would never need to move, if she wished to dedicate herself
to those things which were the domain of the Church or if she
wished merely for peace, peace and forgetfulness, now and
hereafter. She had only to pass through the Portal, which was
similar to the Barrier except that it was light blue and opaque. It
was directly under the Revelation.

Choose the Portal! 1 wished. The terror will disappear; you
will never tremble again.

The wish went as quickly as it came. A knowledge that I did
not recognize whispered that the girl’s life force leaped too high:
her death wish was almost non-existent. She could never pass
the Portal, even if she wanted to.

And yet her glance leaped desperately around the Cathedral.
searching the smooth walls and floors as if for a place to hide.
She stepped nervously toward the front of the Cathedral,
toward the hard kneeling-benches dotted with silent worship-
pers. She stopped, indecisively, and looked back again through
the golden veil of the Barrier toward the carelessly watchful men
outside in the drab street.

They could not enter, but she could not leave without facing
them and their purpose. Both hands were clenched at her sides
now, one slightly larger than the other, her shoulders slumping.
Her hands would be cold, 1 knew suddenly. Mine were cold too,
inside the gauntlets.

... into the hands of My ministers I have given the power of
working miracles in My name . . .

Guiltily 1 awoke to my duties. | had allowed myself to be
distracted again. Responsibility for an occasional Cathedral
service was a special honor for an acolyte, but if these slips were
noticed, my taking of orders might be delayed another year.
Already 1 was a year beyond the usual age. I adjusted the cap and
slipped my hands back into the gauntlets.

Out upon the darkened platform below I stepped in the full,
coarse, gray robes of the monastery, my head cowled, my face
shadowed inte anonymity. And if the image was an illusion, the
effect was solid and three-dimensional. Softly, slowly. the
Miracle Theme began, swelling throughout the rest of the
service until it reached a thundering, triumphant note of
challenge and plunged into a gently muted blessing.

At first the miracles were ritualistic and uninspired. My image
cupped its hands. Out of them grew a brilliant red flower. My
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hands drew away; it hung suspended in the air. It was only a bud,
but it blossomed and grew, its colors brightening, glowing, until
the petal lines were lost in the brightness. And it was a sun,
yeltowish instead of the familiar white, flaming gently on a
family of planets. They circled it, spinning in the darkness; as the
third world swam into view, the sun began to fade. And the third
world swelled up blue-green and lovely until its spherical
outlines melted into a flat, pastoral land, a green land of peace
and plenty.

... totend My creatures . . .

Fleecy, four-footed animals grazed peacefully on the cropped
green turf, but their guardian was not the usual cowled monk.
Sudden inspiration made it a girl in flowing white robes, the girl
whose terror had led her to seek sanctuary in the Cathedral.
Here she was not tormented by fear; here she was at peace with
herself and her world, her clear eyes gazing out untroubled upon
an untroubled land. Here she was beauty, even more beautiful
than reality.

She turned and skirted the foot of a low green hill. A large
white building rose behind, a building with a beautiful
hemispherical dome. She passed through a wide archway that
had no doors, intoa room almost filled with tall racks, each rack
with its row of plastic-enclosed memory tapes or even older.
tattered books.

. .. to preserve knowledge . . .

The vision was detailed because 1 knew it so well. It was the
historical Archives. Monks worked and listened and studied in
small, bare cubicles along the wall. The girl drifted through the
room and into another beyond, where large transparent cases
exposed their mysteries for an endless distance.

. . . the history of mankind—for all men are one . . .

It was the museum of ancient artifacts, with its displays of
strange tools, machines, and weapons. restored and
reconstructed, gathered from a hundred worlds. But that huge
room, too, was left behind, and the girl entered a third.

... heauty . ..

Beauty—the room blazed with it: statues, paintings, patterns
of light for the eye; delicate carvings, fabrics, and artificial
stimuli for the finger tips; bottled and generated odors of rare
sweetness and strange pungency for the nostrils; uncounted
sources of music for the ear. . . . And even among these
resurrected-masterpieces of a thousand forgotten geniuses, she
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was more beautiful. . . . When she came out at last into the open
again, it was night. A large, luminous satellite let down a pale
silver light upon the face she lifted to the jeweled sky.

Her arms spread wide, she embraced the heavens in a gesture
that claimed kinship with the universe. Her body was love, her
face was hope, her gesture was unity—mystic unity, the infinite
circle that encompasses all existence but does not restrict. Up the
path of the girl’s arms, the view fled, out into the denser
blackness of space until the worshippers were once more face to
face with their God.

. .. custody of these things I have given to My ministers to
hold in trust for humanity because they contain man’s search for
eternal truth . . .

My participation was over. 1 realized what 1 had done.
Innovation! It bordered on rebellion. I didn’t want to rebel. 1
was happy. 1 was secure. I was dedicated to a life that was
eminently worthwhile, with which my life was intertwined, in
which it could find its greatest fulfillment. Rebellion? At what
did I have to rebel? And then I saw the girl on the screen, and I
knew.

Not life but Life—not the specific sense but the general one.
Life that brought here to the Cathedral almost mindless men,
that left them here briefly for a moment of almost mindless
peace, Life that had scourged a girl with terror into momentary
sanctuary. And I realized that there is a greater duty, a greater
fulfillment, than unthinking obedience.

I wondered if I would ever be the same.

I had given the girl something—I could not say exactly what it
was—a wordless message of beauty and hope and faith and—
and love. She was kneeling at a bench in the back, her face
upturned to the Revelation, smiling a little, her eyes glistening
with unspilled tears. And I was glad. Whatever price [ was called
upon to pay, I knew that regret would never erase the memory of
her face or the warm, sweet feeling of love bestowed without
desire for return.

. only those who seek can find, only those who give can
receive . . .

Slowly the girl got up. Free from terror, she walked toward
the front of the Cathedral, straight toward the Revelation. Over
the offering plate she held her hand as if engrossed in a last
minute debate, but her decision was already made. The fist, no
longer clenched, opened. Her offering fell toward the plate—to
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disappear, flickeringly, the instant before it touched.

She turned and walked back the way she had come. But the
burden she had carried was gone. Her step was carefree; her
shoulders were straight and buoyant. She might have been going
to some gay, impromptu party called forth by youth and the
season, where laughter would rise like silver birds into the warm,
scented air. . . . Outside the men waited, like evil black shadows.
She didn’t hesitate.

In the control room I struggled with an impulse. There were
only two exits from the Cathedral—the Barrier and the Portal.
But I had wondered before if there were not a third—if 1 dared to
try it, if I dared to interfere once more. The Abbot would never
approve. And what could I do with her? How could I help her?

The impulse might have won, but she turned at the Barrier
and looked up. For a mad, fleeting moment her blue eyes seemed
to be staring directly into mine, as if she saw my ugly face and yet
liked what she saw. Her lips worked for a moment in a wordless
appeal. I strained forward, as if that would help me to hear, and
in that moment, before I could act, she turned and stepped
beyond the Barrier and beyond my power to interfere.

The watchers lounged forward carelessly in the dusty street,
but their carelessness concealed an artful boxing that removed
every possibility of escape. The scene was imprinted indelibly
upon my memory, framed against a background of the slums
surrounding the Cathedral: a tottering rabbit-warren of a
tenement, an abandoned, decaying warehouse, a bookshop with
an almost new front. . . .

She waited for them, smiling. A fat-barreled gun appeared in
the hand of the dark one. She said something to him, and he
answered, smiling. But the passing freedmen and slaves averted
their eyes and scurried away, as if they could deny evil by
ignoring it. I sat fixed to my chair in an anguish of expectation.

And there in the street the dark one cut off her feet at the
ankle. With a thin jet of flame from his gun, he sliced them off,
casually, smiling gently, as he might have gestured to an
acquaintance. A brief spurt of blood, and before the girl could
topple, two of the others had caught her from each side. The girl
smiled up at the dark one, mockingly and clear, before she
fainted.

I was sick. The last thing I saw were the slender white feet left
standing upon the pavement in front of the Cathedral. The last
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thing I heard was the muted sadness of the benediction and the
soundless whisper. . . .

. . . there is one word for mankind, one word alone, and the
word is—choose . . .
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TWO

1 raised my hand to knock at the Abbot’s door, hesitated, and let
it drop. I tried to think clearly, but thinking was hard. What 1
had been through had drained my body of strength and
confused my mind. And 1 had never before made a major
decision.

Our monastic life had been fixed into routine centuries ago:
up at five to kneel beside the bed for morning prayers; ten
minutes for each silent meal, six hours of prayer and meditation;
six hours of duty within the monastery, in the Cathedral, or at
the Barrier; six hours of study, research, and exercise; evening
prayers beside the bed at twenty-five; sleep. This was my life.

My hand fumbled in the pouch at my waist, strapped beneath
my robe, fumbled among my few personal beiongings, and
found it. It was still there; already my fingers had learned the
slick, polished feel of the crystal pebble I had found in the
collection box, gleaming dully among the smail coins. I brought
it out to look at it once more. It was roughly egg-shaped but
smaller than a hen’s egg. It was water clear and uncut and
unmarked. It was meaningless. Nothing within interfered with
its perfect transparency; nothing marred its smooth surface;
there was nothing to indicate its purpose, if it had a purpose.

For this a girl had known terror. For this she had sought
sanctuary, and when she had passed it on, blindly, trustfully. for
this—surely for this! why else but for this?—she had gone forth
to meet the fate she knew waited in the dirty street. Waited witha
smile on its dark face, waited with cold black eyes and a guninits
hand, waited to cut off two white feet at the ankle. . . .

I drew in mybreath, remembering, and it made a funny sort of
sobin my throat, and I remembered how I was sick in the control
room. [ knew I should forget, but my mind clung to the memory
stubbernly, bringing it up again ever new, ever more horri-
ble... ..

Again I asked myself the question: What can I do? T wasn’t
wise; I knew nothing about the outside world. Did I have doubts
about the cruelty of Life, about the wisdom of the Church? I
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shoved them down. I buried them deep and scuffed out the
markings of the spot where they had been. The Abbot was kind
and good and wise. That was beyond question.

1 knocked timidly.

“Enter,” said the Abbot’s deep, gently resonant voice.

I opened the door and stopped just inside the doorway. The
Abbot was not alone.

He was seated in his deep armchair. It was the one concession
to his age and white hair in a room otherwise as bare and simply
furnished as my small cell. Beside him stood one of the younger
acolytes, scarcely more than a boy with fine, golden hair, red
lips, and fair, soft skin. Two spots of color burned in his cheeks.

“William Dane, Father,” I blurted out. “Acolyte. I would like
to speak with you—privately.”

In the Abbot’s massively powerful face one white eyebrow
moved upward and that was all. The psychic force of his piety
seemed to fill the room, to dominate it from that shabby chair, to
spread outward in expanding, irresistible waves. Back toward
him flowed my automatic response, the love that recognized him
as my true father, the father of my soul, whoever may have been
responsible for the accident of my being.

Doubt? Did I ever doubt?

“Wait in the inner-rocom,” he told the boy. “We will continue
our conversation a little later.”

The boy opened the inner door a crack, and slipped through.
The Abbot sat calmly, patiently, gazing at me with his all-seeing
brown eyes, and I wondered if he knew already what had
brought me here.

“Father,” I said breathlesslv. “What should an acolyte do
when he has-——doubts? About the world-—and its justice? I have
just come from the Cathedral and—"

“Is this your first time in leading the worship?”

“No, Father. I have served in the control room twice before.”

“And each time you have been troubled? Doubts have arisen
in your mind?”

“Yes, Father. But it was worse today.”

“It is the miracles, 1 suppose,” he mused, almost to himself.
“The people accept the miracles as hving proof of their God and
of his active interest in their welfare and the state of their souls.
And the knowledge that they are really only illusions produced
by the trained thoughts cf an operator and a manipulation of
knobs and dials—that knowledge disturbs your faith.” It was a
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statement, not a question.

“Yes, Father, but—"

“And do you know how those illusions are produced? Can
you identify the forces that create a three-dimensional image so
deceptively complete that a hand must be passed through it to
shatter the illusion, an image which exists only in the mind of the
operator? Do you know how thoughts are transmitted from one
mind to another, how material objects are transferred from
place to place in spite of walls, how the Barrier and the Portal act
to screen those who wish to enter, to pass those who have needs
that we can and should satisfy and bar all others?”

I hesitated. “No, Father.”

“Nor do 1,” said the Abbot softly. “Nor does anyone on this
world, nor on any other. When one of the machines breaks
down, sometimes we can repair it and often we cannot. Because
we don’t know anything about the forces involved. I might say to
you that this is, in itself, a miracle. That we can use these strange,
divine forces, knowing nothing of their principles, to spread the
Message among the people is a gift from God; we have been
given guardianship over a small part of His divine omnipotence.
That would be the power to work miracles of which we tell the
people, and that would be true.”

“Yes, Father.”

His eyes studied me wisely. “But that would be casuistry. I will
not use that argument to satisfy your doubts. For the machines
we use in the Cathedral were the work of men, divinely inspired
though they may have been. You have studied in the Archives.
You know that we still find plans, occasionally, which our
trained lay brothers decipher, from which they draw up designs
and our craftsmen execute, and we test. It has occurred to me
that man was once wiser and greater than he is today. But
perhaps, if we persevere in our labors and our faith, someday we,
too, may understand the forces with which we work.”

“I have thought that, Father.”

The Abbot glanced up shrewdly, nodding. “There is one
explanation I have not offered. It is usually reserved for those
who have taken orders and even then it is not often given.”

I flushed, feeling subtly flattered. “If there is anything I should
not—"

He silenced me with a strong, white hand. “That, William,” he
said gently, “is for me to decide. It has been left to my discretion
by the Bishop and through him from the Archbishop himself.
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Your need is great, and because of that, because of your very
doubts, you will be of great worth to us and to the service of
God. Others, more easily satisfied, will be content to do lessand
be less. Someday you, too, will be Abbot, I am sure, or even”—
he smiled with humility—*“rise much higher in the hierarchy.
Perhaps even to Archbishop itself, for though the galaxy is wide
still one man in it must be Archbishop.”

“Oh, no, Father,” I objected. “I have no ambition—"

“Perhaps not. But preferment will seek you out. This,
however, is what I want you to consider. The people—the slaves,
the serfs, the freedmen, the mercenaries, the Peddlers, even the
nobility—live in a world of chaos, besieged by countless sense
impressions, beset by a thousand daily doubts of the wisdom of
God. Their lives are hard, often bitter, and it should not be
surprising that a simple message of faith finds them unrespon-
sive. The masses of the people demand proof, constant daily
proof, of the presence of their God and his power. Is it trickery to
give them what they need? No. It is kindness.”

“I see that, Father.”

“But we live simply here in the monastery. We are protected
from chaos and even from ourselves. We have the time and
inclination for study and contemplation. We live close to God.
Should we need the crutches to faith with which we aid the
people?”’

“No, Father. No.” And for a moment, forgetting all else, I was
swayed by the rich persuasiveness of the Abbot’s voice into what
seemed like a blinding flash of insight.

“That we should not need miracles to sustain our faith,” the
Abbot continued, “is our gift from the Church for renouncing
the wordly life. We are provided with the environment most
conducive to spiritual growth. But in the case of the specially
gifted—in your case, William—we have special obligations. It is
our opportunity to rise above the knowledge that the means we
use to spread the Message are physical illusions. When the
doubts are keen, that requires a superior faith. It demands a
spirit that can recognize the imperfection of the means and yet
believe in the higher truth which lies beyond means. It is your
challenge, William, as it once was mine, to see and yet believe, to
have your eyes not partly but fully opened, so that the truth of
God can enter naked and pure. If you can do that, William,
believe me, the rewards will be great—greater than you can now
imagine.”
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I sank to my knees, trembling, to kiss the hem of his coarse,
gray robe. “I can, Father. I can.”
“Bless you, my son,” the Abbot said huskily, and he traced in
the air the mystic circle.
Purified, inspired, 1 started to rise and then—horribly,

~ disastrously—memory returned and the glow of inspiration

cooled. Into my spiritual world came two small, white feet; my
world of peace and exaltation crumbled at their touch. Save my
faith! 1 trembied again, but this time it was not with spiritual
passion. Preserve that moment of innocence and power, of
knowledge and exaltation! My face paled; my forehead became
beaded with sweat. Let me not doubi!

“Father,” I said, and my voice, as I heard it distantly, was dull
and flat with remembered evil, “this afternoon—in the
Cathedral—a girl entered—"

“Was she beautiful?” the Abbot asked gently.

“Yes, Father.”

“We are forbidden the pleasures of the flesh, William, because
our spirits are so weak. But, when we are young, a sigh or two
may be a sin, but I think it is not a serious one. The Archbishop
himself—"

“The girl was terrified—"

“Terrified?”

“It was the first time I had seen a member of the nobility so
close—"

“Patrician—and terrified,” the Abbot repeated, leaning
forward in his chair. With a conscious effort he relaxed again.
“Go on, William.”

“Men followed her”—my voice was still dead—*“four of them.
They waited for her in the street, beyond the Barrier.
Mercenaries, without uniforms. It was they whom she feared.”

“Free agents—Go on.”

“They waited for her to come out, to grow tired of the
Cathedral’s temporary sanctuary. Before the end of the service
she came to the front and dropped an offering on the plate and
left the Cathedral. She stepped through the Barrier into their
hands, and they cut off her feet.”

The Abbot nodded gravely, unsurprised. “It is often done, 1
understand; tor psychological as well as practical reasons.”

I went on., unheeding. My voice had come alive, but the life
was remembered horror through which I groped for words.
“They smiled while they did it. How can there be suchevilin the
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world? They smiled, and no one cared, and they cut off her feet.”

“No doubt she had committed some crime.”

“Crime!” 1 said, lifting my head. “What crime could she have
committed?”

The Abbot sighed. “Many things are considered crimes by the
Barons or the Emperor—"

“What crime,” I went on, “could justify such mutilation? They
couldn’t be sure she was guilty. They hadn’t brought her to trial.
They hadn't let her speak in her own defense. If they did this
now, what will happen to her later?”

“In the temporal world,” the Abbot said sadly. “justice is stern
and seldom tempered with mercy. If a man steals, his hand is cut
off. Many minor crimes are punishable by death. But it is likely
that the girl was accused of treason.”

“The miracles are illusions,” I said bitterly, “but these things
are real. Pain, hunger, violence, injustice, brutality. Only here in
the monastery is there safety and shelter. And 1 am hiding from
the world.”

“That isn’t pity,” the Abbot said sternly, “that isa perversion,

and close to heresy. Stamp it out, my son! Harry it from your
mind with the scourge of faith! Here on Brancusi, God has given
temporal power to the Barons and the Emperor. He has given
them the right to administer justice and look after the physical
lives of their subjects. If they are unjust and cruel, we should pity
them, not their vassals and villeins, for the rulers are cutting
themselves off from God’s eternal peace. It is right that we
should pity the temporary suffering of the people, but we must
never forget that the physical life is more of an illusion than
those we create in the Cathedral. Only the death that s life is real
and eternal.”

“Yes, Father, but—"

“As for our purpose in the monastery, it is not a withdrawal
from life but a dedication to a better life. You should know that,
William! You know our duties, our purpose, our goals.” His
voice dropped; he sighed. “But I must not be too severe. Your
sympathies are too easily stirred. They have led vou astray.”

“1 shall pray for guidance, Father,” [ said uneasily.

The Abbot looked down. When he looked up again his
expression was unreadable. “You said that she left-an offering.
What was it?” B

I hesitated. Then, abruptly, “I don’t know, Father.”

“You didn’t look?”
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“In the excitement, it slipped my mind completely.”

“You are sure you don’t have it with you?” the Abbot asked
gently.

I controlled a start. “Yes, Father.”

“Whatever it is, William, it should be turned over to the
secular authorities. Its value—if it has any value—is nothing to
us. And, from a practical viewpoint. we should never antagonize
the temporal powers. We exist in peace, side by side, because our
aims do not conflict. Instead they complement each other. Our
physical defenses, even our spiritual powers, might not be strong
enough to protect us from hostile secular forces. The Church
must always look to its future.”

Tolerated, 1 thought suddenly. “Yet she sacrificed—"

“She sacrificed nothing,” the Abbot broke in sharply.
“Whatever she had, it did not belong to her or she would not
have been pursued. Her personal suffering was the direct result
of her misdeeds. Misdeeds from which she doubtless hoped to
gain.”

“Yes, Father,” I said reluctantly.

“But this is not a matter for discussion,” the Abbot continued
in a milder tone. “It is a matter of Church policy that anything
for which the secular authorities have a just claim should be
turned over to them as quickly as possible. An object cannot
claim sanctuary.”

The Abbot got up slowly. He was a tall man, as tall as 1 am,
and heavier, and his powerful personality enveloped me like a
thick cloak.

“Go and get it,” he said firmly. “Bring it to me so that I can
return it to its proper owners.”

“Yes, Father,” I said meekly. At that moment disobedience
was unthinkable. My mind was working as 1 turned toward the
door. I had never lied to anyone before. Why had I lied to the
Abbot now? And he knew that I lied. He did not believe me.

I might win forgiveness even yet, if I gave up the pebble. The
pebble was worthless. If it had a meaning, I could never decipher
it. With the door half open, I turned, my hand fumbling at the
pouch beneath my robe. But the Abbot was disappearing into
the inner room; the door was closing behind him.

I went through the doorway and closed the door silently
behind me.

I paced the monastery corridors for hours. If I went back to
the Abbot and told him I couldn’t find the object the girl left— It
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was no good. He wouldn’t believe me. He would tell me to leave
the monastery, and I would have to go. Could I leave, uselessly?
Who would 1 help? How could 1 live? All I knew about life
outside was what I had seen this afternoon.

1 decided to give up the pebble. I decided it several times. Once
I gotasfarasthe Abbot’s door and stood there with my knuckles
upraised. But I could not knock. Oddly, wonderfully, the girl
had trusted me. The only thing she had known about me was the
miracle I had worked for her, and it had been very little, but it
had been enough. Blindly, she had trusted me. How could I
betray that trust?

1 didnt want to see anybody. Twice I turned away from
monks moving rapidly down the corridor and slipped into
another room where I could be alone. It would have been relief
to have confided my problem to someone, but after the Abbot
there was nobody. Brother John would have been interested in
the pebble, but he wouldn’t care what happened to it. Father
Konek would patiently explain the fallacy of my position.
Father Michaelis would have been overcome with horror at the
thought of rebellion.

Ilingered in the Archives, but in all that vast accumulation of
wisdom there was no answer to a problem like mine. I worked
out in the exercise room for a little while, as 1 did for an hour or
so every day. The Fathers said it helped to rid me of the fevers of
youth, but there was no help in it now for this fever. The art
room held me for half an hour as I listened to my favorite
composition in light and sound by a composer long forgotten.
But it ended, and before I could find another, a party of monks
entered, and I faded down a side corridor.

At last, tired, discouraged, and without a solution, I started
for my cell. Perhaps I could find in prayer and sleep the answer
my weary, wakeful mind could not supply. As I neared the
familiar doorway, I saw a monk step through it and after him
three more.

I must have mistaken the room, 1 thought in wild
astonishment. But I knew it was no mistake.

My cowl was pulled up over my head; my face was shadowed.
I drew closer. The first monk looked up. My step faltered
momentarily as I realized with frozen disbelief that the coarse,
gray robe did not clothe a monk or an acolyte.

Looking at me with hard, bold eyes was the dark-faced man

|
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who had waited for a girl outside a cathedral and when she had
come out had cut off her feet.
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Betrayed!

The word exploded in my mind with the ghastly white light of
a fireworks rocket. A dozen lines of disjointed thought streamed
fiery trails behind my eyes.

Betrayed to these men who killed and mutilated and. . .. Why?
Because I saw— No. There was no reason—but one. . . . The
pebble. Resting in the pouch at my waist like a burning coal. |
had been foolish to keep it with me. . . , Someone wanted it,
wanted it badiy. They had hired these men—these killers—to get
it—or get it back. . . .

Betrayed—by whom?

I thought automatically of the young acolyte. He could have
got word outside that the pebble was here, that an acolyte named
Dane knew where it was. But—my mind stopped—he could not
have let them in. He had to have help, expert help, in lowering
the Barrier. He had to have help in getting robes for them and
directing them. He couldn’t have done it alone.

That meant—the second shock almost made me reel—that
meant an organization. There were men inside the monastery
who could be bought like mercenaries, to whom oaths and
duties meant nothing. There was an organization which could
betray the Church and its defenses into the hands of the secular
authorities. But that—God save the Church!—I couldn’t do
anything about. My predicament was more immediate and more
deadly.

The knot of fake monks stood whispering and undecided
outside my door. I could not turn back; that would bring
immediate suspicion. There was only one thingtodo. 1 had to go
on, hoping they would not stop me, would not see my face, or,
seeing it, would not know me. I had to trick these sharp-eyed
masters of trickery. The price of failure was my life. My heart
beat loudly in my chest; my legs felt liquid. And it was not the
thought of the pebbie.

“Dane,” said the dark one in a soft voice that was the touch of
a cat’s paw before the needled claws sprang out, “the acolyte.”

23
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My heart stopped beating—and then began again. It had been
a question. They didn’t know they were in front of my cell; they
couldn’t be sure they had found the right one. I turned without
hesitation, keeping my face in the shadow of the cowl, and 1
pointed to the second doorway down the way I had come.
Siowly then I turned back and resumed my measured pace.

It was physical agony to move slowly. It would have been
ecstasy to run. But I knew instinctively that running or looking
back would be fatal. I had a few seconds before they discovered
that the cell 1 had pointed out was bare. I had bought the
seconds. I must not waste them. Three cells on that side of mine
had been empty for a long time. The old monks who had lived
there had died, one by one, and they had never been replaced. 1
had scarcely known the old men, but the manner of their passing
had impressed me. Now, if I could not reach the first side
corridor, I would go, not as they had, but young and afraid.

The corridor was twenty steps away. | had not dared direct
them farther; they would have suspected a mistake of four or
more. Fifteen. I held my breath. Ten. Perhaps | could make it.

“Monk!” One of them called from behind but it was not the
dark one.

I walked on deafly. Five steps more. Four. Three. Two.

“Dane!” came the velvet voice.

1 whirled at the corner. A thin, bright-blue bolt hissed past me.
splitting the darkness. I felt my hair stir under the cowl. As |
picked up my robe and ran, I heard behind me a dull, smacking,
fleshy sound and a muffled curse and the noise of running,
stumbling feet.

The hours I had spent in the exercise room had not been
wasted. 1 blessed them now. In spite of my weariness, I could still
run, and the men behind me were hobbled by unfamiliar robes,
confused by strange corridors. And I ran.

A corridor split off; 1 followed it. At an intersection, I turned
again. There was a chance of losing them. The monastery was a
maze; it had grown steadily but haphazardly until it covered
several blocks. But the slap-slap of shod feet on stone floors
followed me steadily wherever I turned. ! couid not lose them,
and they were running better.

Where could I go? Where could I hide? The killers were inside.
The monastery was no longer a sanctuary. And there were
traitors here now, who had let the killers in. The Abbot? Evenif I
gave up the pebble now, I wasn't sure that he could protect me.

R
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Would want to. I had lied to him. And there was the pebble—
and the girl.

Behind me the feet followed. And followed, while the breath
burned harshly into my lungs and the blood pounded into my
head and muffled my ears. Two feet, 1 thought crazily,
shuddering. Only two. The girl’s feet were following. Only the
feet, cut off at the ankles. Come to reclaim the pebble . . .

For a mad moment I thought of casting the pebble behind me,
like the spaceman in the folk tale, the one in the lifeboat who cast
out his child to the relentlessly pursuing beast of space. Then the
feet might stop, satisfied, and let me go.

But the fantasy passed. The feet were once more many and
heavy and inexorable.

Outside? Could I go outside? I shivered. I would be lost
outside. In my robe, without money, but most of all—most
fatally of all—without knowledge, I would be a man marked and
alone. Outside was where the killers lived, the sea of chaos where
they could snake through like amphibious mammals, scarcely
leaving a wake, while 1 would flounder in a turmoil of white
water until they came for me. Outside I was helpless, their prey
to be caught whenever they wished, to be treated as they wished,
to be discarded when they had finished with me.

But here!—oh, God, I had no refuge, no home, no hope. My
world had offered me up as a sacrifice to the killers’ evil gods. I
could see only a gaping mouth with fangs stained red with blood.
Damn them! 1 screamed silently as I raced along the dark
corridors with fear pounding behind me. Damn them all! There
was no escape; for me there was no sanctuary anywhere, and
already I was gasping for breath.

1 scarcely knew where I was. Somewhere to the right was the
Archives. To the left was the dining hall. Below was the exercise
room. But none of them had a place I could hide for more thana
moment, and the feet were close behind me. I could not double
back. Ahead of me was the Cathedral. Better to die here thanto
desecrate the Cathedral with my blood. But—

The thought made my stride falter. This was my world. It was
still my world for a moment. The killers were here in my world,
and if I couldn’t make use of that I deserved to be cast to them. If
I couldn’t turn the powers of my world against them, if I couldn’t
sell myself, at least, for a price that the killers had not planned to
pay, let me be taken.

Ahead was the Cathedral. In its control room were powers
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they had never dreamed of. I needed a little more lead—

I broke into a sprint. The pace was impossible for more than a
few seconds, but those seconds were priceless. When the blue
Portal glowed in front of me, the sounds of pursuit had faded
away beneath the noise of my own running feet. A moment’s
hesitation beside the apparently seamless corridor wall, and a
panelslid back. Before it was more than half open, I was through
and the panel was closing behind me.

Breathless, I sprang up the steps. I threw myselfinto the chair
facing the controls, flicked the power switch, fitted the cap to my
head, slipped my handsinto the gauntlets. The screen grew gray,
brightened, flickered, and cleared. The Cathedral was empty as |
had known it would be at this hour. Then—one, two, three—all
four of the false monks broke through the blue veil of the Portal.
And were trapped. . . .

A wave of madness swept over me. For the first time in my life,
I knew power. I felt it pulsing beneath my finger tips, surging
through my body, swelling in my mind. Power was mine. Over
this small segment of creation I was God. Punishment was mine.
Life and death were mine. But first I had to seal off my kingdom.

The Portal was one-way. They had gone through but they
could not go back. The Barrier was another matter; it opened
onto the street. The twist of a switch reversed the field. They
must not escape!

They had shed their robes during the chase. They were black
shadows in the Cathedral, shadows in snug trousers, shirts, and
jackets, fat, ugly, snouted guns in their hands. Three of them
searched frantically, bewilderedly, among the kneeling benches
for a fugitive who had vanished impossibly. The fourth, the dark
one, stood in the middle of the Cathedral, gazing thoughtfully
around the smooth walls with a quirk of “wry amusement
twisting one corner of his mouth.

Finally the three searchers looked back toward the front of
the Cathedral. I was facing them, a tall, hooded figure in a coarse
gray robe, awesomely shadowed. One long arm stretched out
accusingly. ,

Leave the Cathedral! a voice whispered in their minds.
Murderous vermin, torturing cowards, slimy killers, scum of the
universe! Go! Before I erase your desecration from this temple
of holiness.

The answer was a bright-blue bolt, a scorching flash that
seared its way into the wall behind the shadow figure. Another
shot and another shattered the darkness of the Cathedral.
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Formless shadows reeled drunkenly toward the walls and came
surging back. But the figure in front of them stood untouched,
its arms folded across its chest contemptuously.

Fools! the soundless voice rumbled. Your guns are useless
here. They are toys to frighten children, you men who have sold
your souls for money. You have based your lives on the power of
these playthings, but here they are nothing. You are weaponless,
here in the presence of God!

And a divine laughter thundered through their minds, a
laughter that was more than a little tinged with madness.
Go! Go! Before I repent me of my mercy.

One of them broke. He turned, fled toward the Barrier,
shaking and unnerved. But a tingling warning stopped him short
of a fatal plunge. He turned a white face toward the cowled
figure at the front of the Cathedral.

What? You will not go? Then you must stay and face my
wrath. For money you have sold yourself. For money you kill
and torture and terrify. For a few coins you torment the weak to
please the strong. You want money? Take it! Money, money,
money, money, money. . . .

Out of the air coins streamed into being, hurtling showers of
metal pieces flung with great force, mysterious missiles aimed at
their faces, striking cruel, stunning blows. Before they could
throw up their arms for protection, all were bleeding from cuts
and one had lost an eye. Cursing defiantly, he stood there, one
hand clasped over the bleeding socket until a new shower forced
him to seek cover, like the others, behind the kneeling benches.

Starkly, suddenly, I was sane again. Sane and shaking. Seeing
that empty socket and the blood and jelly upon his cheek, 1 was
sane and empty, and I longed for the divine madness that would
not return.

1 tried to think. This couldn’t last. Just as the madness
couldn’t last. Even if I could hold off the four in the Cathedral or
even—God pity me!—kill them, sooner or later some of the
monks would come to investigate. I couldn’t use my weapons
against them. The end must come.

One thing I had to make sure of. I had to see that they didn’t
get the pebble. They wanted it badly. They would search for it
endlessly. As long as the pebble was missing, ruthless men could
not rest.

I fished the pebble out and placed it on the control panel in
front of me. It winked at me like a crystal eve, all-knowing.
mute. My hand crept out toward it. I couldn’t bear to part with
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it. What would I be when the pebble was gone? Nothing. Worse
than nothing. I had been nothing before this afternoon, 1
realized now; from this day on—however short that time might
be—I would know it. And yet—

I pulled my hand back. I had to get rid of it. Something
whispered to me, and | knew that—cowardice or logic—the
whisper was right. I couldn’t protect it, I couldn’t nddle its
mystery. I couldn’t—I picked it up with the beam and knew in
that instant where I would hide it in a world that had no hiding
places.

Inside the Cathedral walls would be a cavity, placed there by
the Cathedral builders as a receptacle for the past. Almostevery
public building had one. The Archives had benefited richly from
all such wrecked or excavated buildings. Surely the Church had
put such a dedication to the future in the Cathedral.

I probed through the murky darkness of the walls, slid within
them, searching for a lesser darkness. And I found it, and the
pebble flickered momentarily as it dropped and disappeared,
and 1 felt suddenly hollow, empty of meaning. There, in the
cornerstone, was the reason for my present hopelessness. There
it would rest long after I had returned to the soii and the airand
the water. Some future historian would pick it up in his fingers
and wonder how it had come there. He would puzzle over it. He
would try to decipher it, and in the end he would toss it aside as
an accident or a prank.

When I looked back at the screen, 1 realized 1 had been
preoccupied too long. The end of the shower of missiles had let
the killers split up. They would be harder to hit now, but that
was meaningless because my supply of coins had run out. There
was nothing left to throw, and the beam was incapable of lifting
anything heavy—anything as heavy as a man, say—at this
distance.

From the corner where the dark one crouched, there close to
the Portal, came a flash of movement. Something exploded
close by. The room rocked around me. The dark one had thrown
a bomb; with uncanny skill, picking out the location of the
control room. The blast had torn a huge hole in the forward wall
of the Cathedral. They were willing to destroy the Cathedral to
blast me out!

My teeth grated. There was something I could do if they were
unwary enough. The beam flashed out to the man who had lost
an eye. Before he realized what was happening, his gun was
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soaring through the air like an ugly black bird It came to rest in
the shadow hand of the monk standing at the front of the
Cathedral, unshaken by the explosion.

I searched frantically for the trigger with my pseudo-hands as
blue bolts streaked through my image below. They were trying
to shoot the gun out of the air before I could fire it. The lever
below, in the proper position for the forefinger, must be the
trigger. I pulled it. Nothing happened. There was a small button
on the barrel of the gun? No. Accidentally, then, I pressed the
back of the handle at the same time I pulled the trigger. A biue
flash sped back toward the killers, aimless.

Aimless, but not futile. Nausea gripped my throat. I clenched
my teeth on sour stomach acids as I realized the unimportance of
the fact that one man had lost an eye. For a shockingly long
heartbeat, the smoking trunk of a man stood upright before it
collapsed in the aisle.

They were three now, and they were cautious, not recognizing
the sheer, blind, deadly luck of that first shot. Now nothing
showed above the level of the kneeling benches. While my eyes
searched the screen, I wondered if I could force myself to fire
again. A man was dead down there in the Cathedral, a worthless
man, a gunman, a torturer, a killer. . . . It made no diffegence. He
had been alive and now he was dead, and | was sick.

There!—an arm flung back. Automatically, my hand
twitched. The bolit was feet wide. It smashed a kneeling bench
into smoking ruin, but the arm jerked. Something slipped from
the hand, something small, cylindrical, gleaming as it fell. ... A
whole section exploded in a gout of flesh and blood and wood.

I turned my eyes away from the screen, grimacing. Death!
Death! I was death! Those who lived by violence were dying by
violence, but death should be cold and hard and bloodless. And
I was weak and afraid.

The Portal flickered. I saw it out of the corner of my eye. The
gun swiveled below in the hand of the shadow monk, but I could
not force the hand to close. There had been enough killing. And
the gun remained dark and silent as the dark killer dived
fearlessly through the Portal. He had been helped by someone
inside the monastery, helped again, and as I wendered again
who it was, I realized that now I would have to watch for an
attack from behind. For the first time in long minutes I
remembered that I could be killed as easily as they could be
killed, and I would be as dead as they were. And it was likely that
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I would be.

Quickly 1 got up and stepped to the doorway. The hallway
panel below was still closed, and the steps were empty. Seated
back at the control, I eyed the mirror placed high on the wall. It
gave a clear view of the long stairway behind. I tried to think. If ]
had another gun. . . .

I grabbed with the beam for the gun of the killer still in the
Cathedral, but he clung to it grimly, fighting off unseen hands.
My eyes switched back to the mirror; the panel below was still
closed. I triggered off a quick bolt toward the one in the
Cathedral. It wasn’t even close; benches smoldered behind him.
It had been a warning: Keep your head down! My mind
raced. . . .

Trapped. Hopelessly, finally trapped. There were two ways
out of the Cathedral, the Barrier and the Portal, but there was
only one way out of the control room, down the stairs and into
the corridor, and that way was blocked by the dark one. It would
be a quick ending. I promised myself that. They would want to
capture me alive. They would want to torture out of me the
location of the pebble. 1 wouldn’t give them the chance.

There were only two exits. . . . I clutched at the thought like a
dying man at the last strands of life. . . . But I had wondered
before—if there was not a third. . . .

1 needed clothes. I needed money. Without these escape was
impossible, and an exit is worthless if it leads back to the same
deadly room. With them— Here there was no hope for life—
nothing. But outside, violent as it was. . . .

The headless killer’s clothes were almost unharmed. Luckily,
the closures were magnetic; they yielded easily to the tug of the
beam. The jacket, at least, was easy. The shirt gave more trouble.
I fought with the body's dead weight, rolling it from side to side
to shake the lifeless arms loose from the sleeves. Dead, he
resisted even more stubbornly than he had alive.

When the jacket and shirt were lying beside me, I glanced at
the mirror and knew I had been reckless. The hall panel was
open, but no one was on the stairs. All I needed was a few
minutes, just a few minutes more. I bought the gun to the control
rcom. 1 stepped quickly to the doorway, triggering a wash of
blue flame down the stairs.- That would make the dark one
hesitate before he risked a suicidal dash up the stairs. But he
could afford to wait.

A thunderous explosion shook the room for a second time. |
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staggered as 1 tried to reach the controls and the room sagged
beneath my feet. I grabbed for the back of the chair to keep from
falling. I pulled myself to the panel. I needed too many eyes, too
many hands. The killer left in the Cathedral had thrown another
of those tiny, fantastically powerful bombs.

I sent the gun back to the Cathedral and I tried to ferret the
gunman out. The only result was a waste of shots—and time. I
went back to the headless body. The torso glimmered whitely in
the darkness. My eyes darted back and forth between screen and
mirror as I tried to skin the pants from the corpse, and I swore at
them and at the body and at the fashion of tight pants. Finally I
grabbed the waistband firmly and lifted. Something slipped.

A blue beam seared into the wall above my head. I dropped
the pants and looked up, startled. A mirrored arm and gun were
pulled back around the corner. But he couldn’t do any real
damage that way. The danger lay in my becoming so busy with
other problems that I might give him a chance to make a dash up
the stairs. Then the chances would be all with the dark one and
his experience.

An arm upraised in the Cathedral! I threw a shot that missed,
but the arm was pulled down hastily. I watched the mirror and
struggled with the pants. And they gave, they slipped, they
peeled off like skin off a grape, and they were beside me. I had
the clothes, if I could hide my trail.

I raised my gun above the trunk of the naked killer. There was
a dark band across the whiteness, a wide belt. I pulled it loose
with a single jerk, and fired. The body jerked and smoldered and
was a black, unrecognizable mass. Nausea rose in my throat; I
choked it back.

The flash surprised the remaining gunman. Incautiously he
raised his head above the kneeling bench to peer at the flame and
acrid smoke. My gun twisted, spat, and he sagged limply to the
floor between the benches. And I was truly sick—sick of killing,
sick of blood, sick of death, and almost sick of life.

Again blue flame licked over my head. My self-revulsion
vanished. I looked up to find the mirror gone; where it had been
was a white rectangle in a blackened circle. I discovered then
that survival is an instinct. I wanted to live, and it all depended
on the dark one, whether he would let me have the few moments
I needed. Was he on the stairs? I could not trust my feeling that
the final rush had not come. 1 brought the gun from the
Cathedral; I would not need it there any more. I got up, holding
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the gun high above my head, pointing down the stairs as I
approached, pulling the trigger. The gun jerked in my hand. The
stairs were empty of everything except flame.

No time now for thought. I jumped back to the pile of clothing
on the floor. My robe slipped off. I picked up the belt, wrapped it
around my waist, and pressed the ends together. It sagged
loosely, but there was no time for adjustments. The pants were
large, too. I was thankful for that as I struggled with them
awkwardly.

I sent two more shots down the steps before I tackled the shirt
and jacket. The shirt went on. A hand stroked down the front,
sealing the closure. It was tight; so was the jacket. The jacket
would have been tighter if 1 had slipped the guninto the tailored
pocket inside, but I kept it in my hand.

Once more I swept the steps with blue fire. Then I sprang to
the controls and worked at them hastily. They had to be adjusted
finely. The timing had to be perfect. Maximum power had to be
channeled through the machine in the shortest time. And it had
to be automatic. A final check took a long moment. I marked a
spot on the floor with my eye, forced the gun into its inside
pocket, and reached over to press a button.

I heard the sound of running feet on the stairs.

The lights dimmed. The last thing [ remembered was the dark
killer, flickering strangely, dodging aside at the doorway behind
a gun spitting blue fire; the incredulous look on his face, and a
flame that wrapped around me-and shut out the light.



FOUR

It was the first time [ had the dream of the running and the dark
and the silence and the fear, of being chased by feet that were too
horribly light, and the burning of my hand-—except now my face
was burning, too—and the dropping of the coal, and the shame
and the emptiness. . . .

That part was always the same, but the endings were dif-
ferent. . . .

The thought came to me that I was blind or dead, or both.
Then a light was born into the darkness, a blue light from above
and a green light from below, and I discovered that I was lying in
a peaceful meadow. My face didn’t hurt so much because a four-
legged, grazing animal was licking it with its soothing tongue. In
spite of the way my head ached, I stood up to find out where [
was, and the place was familiar, although I couldn’t name it
somehow, but that was all right because it was peace, and peace
really doesn’t need a name.

Around the edge of a low hill came the girl who didn’t have a
name either, and that was all right, too. She walked on air
because she hadn’t any feet. But her lips were smiling, and she
held out her hand as she came closer, and I reached out to take
her hand. A burning sensation streaked up my arm and circled
through my body in ever-widening arcs until I felt intensely
alive. And when she took her hand away at last, a crystal pebble
rested in my palm, innocent, transparent, inscrutable.

Her lips moved, but I heard no sound.

“What is it?” I asked.

She looked puzzled. She shrugged her shoulders impatiently
and pointed to her ears. Her lips moved silently again.

There was a question I had to ask. I had to know the answer,
but I couldn’t remember the question. “Is it life?” I asked
instead, so that she wouldn’t go away. “Is it hope or freedom? Is
it love?”

But she began to fade, and the animals began to fade, and the
meadow began to fade, and I tried, frantically, to keep her from
leaving.

33
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“Is it worth living for? Is it worth dying for?”

But she looked sad and shrugged her shoulders and
everything kept fading. Then I thought of the question I had to
ask.

“Come back,” I shouted. “Come back.”

She shook her head silently, helplessly.

“I don’t know the secret,” I shouted. “I don’t know how to
read i1. Tell me. Tell me. . . .”

Far in the distance I could see her lips framing themselves into
aword, but I was too far away to make it out, and I looked down
and the pebble was gone, too, and I was alone, always alone
forever alone, alone and afraid. .

1 blinked into the dim light overhead and felt gentle fingers
rubbing the back of my right hand with something that was oily
and soothing. The light was only vaguely bluish and my eyelids
felt stiff and sandy and the back of my head hurt. Slowly a face
swam into sight, bending over me, and at first I thought it was
the girl’s face, because it was fair and pretty and the hair was
blond. But my eyes-focused, and I saw that the hair was short
and the face belonged to a man.

“Waking up, eh?” the man said in a voice that was high and
clear and casual. “Thought you would.”

Istruggled to sit up. “I've got to get away,” Isaid. My lips hurt
when I moved them, and my voice came out in a hoarse croak.

The man pressed me back easily, gently. The pneumatic bunk
under me gave a little. The man was sitting on the cdge of it. 1
turned my head. I was in some kind of living quarters. The room
was larger than my own cell, but it wasn’t huge. The furnishings
seemed comfortable and colorful, but they weren’t luxurious—
the bunk I was lying on, a couple of deep chairs, a small
bookcase filled with old-fashioned books, drapes concealingthe
walls all around except for a single open doorway.

“You aren’t going any place,” the man said gently. “Not
tonight. Not in your condition.”

I relaxed, not completely but a little. The man seemed kind.
My mind was confused, but one thought came clear. “It’s
dangerous,” I blurted out.

His eyes narrowed. “Why?”

1 put my hand to my forehead and winced. I closed my eyes for
a moment and opened them again. “it’s hard to remember.
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There’s someone after me. A gunman in a black uniform. He
wants to kill me. He'll kill you, too.”

The man smiled lazily. “That’s not so easy to do. Where I grew
up we got trouble more often than food. Been so quiet since I got
to Brancusi I haven't felt more than half alive. Now if you were
what you seem to be”—his eyes glittered with a wicked
amusement—*“you wouldn’t be any trouble at all. You'd be
dead, and your body would be disposed of.”

“What do you mean?”

“You dress like a Free Agent. You're not. Skin is too white.
Hands too soft. Clothes were made for a man bigger around the
waist, smaller around the chest and across the shoulders.
Offhand, I'd say you’re a monk.”

“An acolyte,” 1 said, unconsciously imitating his clipped
speech. “Or I was. What do you mean, ‘Free Agent’?”

“One of the hard boys, the smart boys, the high-priced
mercenaries. Free with a gun, free with a woman, free with their
money, and free to change sides if someone offers them a little
more money.”

“I think I killed three of them,” I said, and the memory sent a
shudder rippling through my body.

“That wins the medal for acolytes,” he said, smiling, but I
thought I detected a new note of respect. “A few more sprees like
that and you’ll be a master.”

Suddenly full realization swept over me. I lifted myself on one
elbow. “Where am 1? Can they—?"

“Not unless they followed you.” His eyes seemed a little nar-
rower. “Found you wandering in the street, dazed, just before
you collapsed. Lie back. Relax. Get some strength. I dragged
you in here, but any farther you get under your own power.”

He selected a thin white cylinder from a case and drew it into
life between his lips. An acrid, sweetish smoke drifted through
the air; the man’s eyes got brighter. I took a good look at him for
the first time, and I realized how I could have mistaken him for
the girl. It wasn’t only the blond hair; his skin was delicate,
though lightly tanned, his lips were redder than seemed natural
for a man, and when he got up—as now—he seemed small and
slim, although he moved with a sort of catlike grace and supple
strength.

“As for where you are,” he said, pacing as he sent thin threads
of smoke curling from his small nostrils, “you’re in the shop of
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Fred Siller, Bookseller”—a smile mirthlessly curled his lip and
tilted the corners of his light blue eyes—*“bookseller to the
masses. Business is terrible. Tell me, how did you do it?”

“Do what?” I asked cautiously.

“Get those burns on your hand and face.”

Iraised my hand. It was red and glistening with grease. So that
was why my face and hand hurt. “One of them shot at me.”

Siller whistled softly. “That’s a new one. A burn from a flash
gun! Usually there’s nothing left to burn.”

“I was—I was going someplace else at the time,” | said.

“You must have been,” Siller said, raising aneyebrow, “and in
a hurry. Don’t you remember?”

“I don’t know,” I said vaguely. “Some of it— I remember that
my name is Dane. William Dane. I was an acolyte until this
afternoon—when a girl came into the Cathedral while I was on
duty. She came in to escape from four—Free Agents. . . . And
when she went out, they cut off her feet—"

“Go on,” he said impatiently.

“Don’t you understand?” My head was confused and aching,
but one idea cried out for recognition. “They smiled and cut off
her feet.”

“Yes, yes. I understand that.” His eyes seemed magnified by
the drifting smoke between us. “What happened then?”

1 lowered myself hopelessly to the bunk and passed a hand
across my forehead, ignoring the pain. No one was interested in
the vital things. In fragments, sketchily, confused, the story
came out. My eyes were closed as I finished. “It’s hard to
remember. I can’t remember any more.”

When I opened my eyes again, his eyes loomed through the
smoke, large, blue, feverishly bright. “Why did she come into the
Cathedral? . . . What did she have with her? . . . Why did she
leave? . . .”

My head rolled from side to side. “I don’t know. . . . I don’t
remember. . . . I don’t know. . ..”

The eyes finally went away and the voice with them. I sank
into a kind of stupor. I was roused by a chuckle which seemed to
come from a long way off.

“You need a rest,” a voice said, “and a chance to let those
burns heal. Must have thrown up your hand to protect your eyes
just as the gun went off. Lucky for yoursight. You’re not exactly
pretty right now. Eyebrows and eyelashes burnt almost off. Face
looks like raw meat.”
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“What am I going to do?” I asked weakly. “I'm like a baby
outside the monastery walls.”

The chuckle rolled out again. It was almost a giggle. “Well
fixed for a baby. Clothes. Money—five thousand imperial
chronors in one hundred chronor pieces—”

My eyes opened.

Siller giggled. “In the money belt.”

I reached toward my waist with my unburnt left hand.

Siller exploded with laughter. “It’s still there. If I'd wanted to
rob you, I wouldn’t have left you around to worry about it.
Always find out what I'm getting into. The Agent you stripped
was well padded. If it was the price for his share of the job, he or
the job came high. Unless you raided the Abbot’s treasury.” He
poked me in the ribs as I struggled to rise. “Never mind. It isn’t
important. To conclude—you’ve got a gun worth at least five
hundred, a respectable stock of ammunition—"

He pulled down a flap on my jacket to expose a row of slender
metal tubes stuck into padded cloth pockets. “Ten of them.
Good for about one hundred short bursts apiece, ten long ones,
or one big whoosh. Enough power to heat and light this shop for
ten years. Fifty chronors each—if you can get them. Oh, there’s
no doubt about it. You're well fixed all right.”

“You can’t buy freedom with money,” I said, “or peace.”

“You’d be surprised what it will buy—if you know where to go
and how to spend it. And how to protect it. That means a lot.
That you’ll have to learn. With a little education, a good deal of
ruthlessness, and a lot of luck, you might be able to survive.”

Survive. Ishivered as a face swam up into my mind. “Not with
the dark one after me.”

Siller’s face sharpened. “Who?”

“I don’t know who,” I said. I was tired and sick and the endless
questioning had made me petulant. “He had a dark face, careless
and bold at the same time. Cold, black, ruthless eyes. A hard,
heavy jaw, and a big, grotesque nose that wasn’t funny at all. He
was big—at least as tall as I am—"

“Sabatini,” Siller said. His voice was low and unsteady. The
light tan seemed to bleach from his face.

“You know him?” I said stupidly. I was too tired to be
astonished any more.

“I know him,” Siller said, almost talking to himself. “We've
met twice. Once on MacLeod. Once on the United Worlds. But I
wasn’t in his way, and he wasn’t in mine—not directly. This
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time—" He shrugged, but his face was puzzled. “Sabatini had a
stake on the United Worlds that should have nailed him down
until someone came along just a little faster and harder and
smarter.”

“But the United Worlds are over a hundred light years away.”
I objected.

“Exactly,” Siller muttered. “Who’d have thought—?”

His aimless movements became purposeful. He went to one
wall and pulled aside the hangings. Beneath his fingers a piece of
the wall opened out. Behind it was a small cupboard. He selected
a few objects and slipped them into his jacket pockets. One of
them was a gun, although it didn’t look like the one I had taken
from the Agent. This had a long, slim barrel. [t slipped under his
arm, inside his jacket.

He was getting ready to leave. 1 watched him, not knowing
what to say. Finally he turned back toward me.

“We’d better be moving along,” he said easily. “This place
may not be—"

He stiffened, and 1felt a strange, unlocalized sense of alarm. A
moment later, from beyond what was apparently an adjoining
room, came a loud, officious knocking.

Siller crouched. “Knock!” he whispered viciously. “Come in
and get a taste of hell!”

Slowly, casually, as if the scene just before had never
happened, he straightened and turned a carefree face toward me.
“On your feet,” he said. He was beside the doorway leading, I
presumed, to the bookshop. In that direction, at least, the
knocking continued. He pressed a section of the door frame.
Nothing happened.

“Who is it?” I asked. The knocking stopped, ominously.

Siller looked at me, apparently surprised that I was still lying
on the bunk. He shrugged. “Some customer, perhaps. The shop
is closed. Permanently.”

While Siller went to the draped wall opposite the doorway, 1
listened in silent torment to the beginning of a sound 1 was
coming to know too well—a thin, spitting sound, muffled now
by distance. Then, in the other room, a crash, a shout, and a
crackling roar. The last sound was meaningless to me. Then a
wave of heat radiated from the wall, and a tongue of flame licked
through the doorway.

“Come on!” Siller’s voice was impatient. “Get up. Even if |
could wait, the fire won’t.”

——_——
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I looked toward him. He was standing by the wall, holding
back a drape from a rectangular, black opening. I sat up. The
room wavered and spun. I forced myself slowly to my feet. The
room rocked under me. Instinctively I reached out to support
myself against the nearest wall. The hand jerked itself back
without my volition; the wall was smoking hot.

I clenched my teeth and concentrated on taking a step. Sweat
beaded my forehead as the room steadied. There were ten steps
in all. I took five of them cautiously, slowly, as if 1 were
balancing myself on a thin wire above a gulf. On the sixth step |
stumbled. The last four I made in a headlong dive. At the last
moment I grabbed the edge of the doorway with both hands to
keep myself from plunging through.

“Good man,” said Siller, patting my arm. “I had to make sure
you were worth taking along.”

I raised my head with great effort. Siller’s face was a pink blur.
I forced the words out like bitter pellets. “And—if 1 hadn’t—
made it?”

Siller’s voice had a shrugin it. “I would probably have left you
here.”

The flames were eating hungrilv into the room behind us, but
the space beyond the wall opening was dark. A slim tube in
Siller’s hand became a light and illuminated a corridor. I took a
step. It was not so much a corridor as an unfinished space
between two rough walls. Dusty, cobwebbed, it was littered with
" broken boards, pieces of metal and plastic, and other discarded
building materials.

Behind me, Sillerslid a thick plastic door into the opening and
touched a button beside the doorway. A thin line of fire ran
around the edge and sputtered out.

“Now,” Siller said, chucklingly, “if they save this room—as
they probably will—let them figure out how we left it.”

He draped my left arm around his shoulders and led me down
the musty corridor. Even in my exhaustion, I wondered at the
weight Siller’s slight figure could bear witheout apparent effort.
For the trip seemed eternal, and the light splashing ahead
suggested no changes in the corridor, no possible end to the
journey. Stumbling, coughing in the haze of dust raised by our
feet, ] made my way onward until time and distance became
meaningiess.

At the end of eternity the feet stopped, and I stopped, and
Siller was gone from beneath my arm. [ sagged against
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something hard and rough, and Siller made vague, blurred
motions in front of a blank wall. Then there was a doorway
where the wall had been, and I was inside, blinking in a blaze of
magnificence.

I've lost my way, 1 thought disjointedly. We've come through
a back door in space into the Emperor’s palace.

But I knew I was wrong. Somewhere a voice whispered that
this was the room of a humble bookseller, but my senses,
shocked into a moment of clear vision, rebelled.

Humble? Not this! Pictures built into the walls in almost
three-dimensional reality were surely the work of genius. The
walls themselves glowed with hidden light and subdued color.
Shimmering chairs and a davenport squatted on the deep-
carpeted floor. An alcove held tall bookcases, and the bookcases
held row on row of magnificently bound volumes. In one corner
stoed an oversized three-dimensiconal teevee. . . .

The room blurred into a fantasy of color. I threw a hand up in
front of my eyes. With the other I caught hard at the edge of the
doorway for support. . . .

Siller said something, but it was only a senseless jumble of
sounds.

1took one step forward and fell. I was unconscious before I hit
the floor.

S ahadma i
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I woke up next morning and my education began. I was in a
large bed. The room was not the one I had seen last night. I felt
rested, but when I tried to move, stiffened muscles screamed
their protest. My face felt hard. My hand smarted. There was a
knot on the back of my head. . . .

“Where’s your gun?” Siller whispered from the doorway. His
voice was like the hiss of a snake.

1 sat up, groaning, trying to shake the sleep away.

“Where’s your gun?” Siller asked again, even softer, and I
noticed that his gun with the long, slim barrel dangled from
relaxed fingers.

I pawed at my chest. I found nothing but skin. A rumpling of
the smooth, soft blanket revealed only the fact that [ was naked.

There was a tiny explosion from the doorway, as if someone
had expelled air from between his lips. Something hissed
through my cropped hair. I looked up. The gun no longer
dangled between Siller’s fingers. It pointed straight at me. What
a little opening it has, 1 thought foolishly, no bigger than the
head of a pin.

“What—" I began.

Siller cut me off. “If I had been any one of a million men you
would be dead by now.”

Sheepishly I glanced behind me. Just above my head a small
needle was half embedded in the wall.

“All right. I've learned my lesson,” I said, and reached up to
remove the needle from the wall.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Siller said casually. “It’s
poisoned.”

My finger tips trembled an inch from the needle.

“Lesson number two,” Siller said. “Never touch anything you
don’t understand. Corollary: never become involved in a
situation until you know what you hope to gain and what you
stand to lose and the extent and quality of the opposition.”

With a pair of tweezers, Siller loosened the needle from the
wall. He dropped it carefully into a small vial, which he corked

M
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and placed in his left-hand pocket.

“Then you don’t follow your own advice,” I snapped
ungratefully, “or you wouldn’t have taken me in.”

“That,” said Siller, “is where you are mistaken.”

After that he was silent. When | had dressed and eaten, he
gently applied new salve to my face and hand. His hands felt
unpleasantly warm and moist.

“I imagine you were never a handsome man,” Siller remarked
drily. “So your change in appearance can’t be called disfigure-
ment exactly. The face should be completely recovered in a
week. Except your eyebrows and lashes and perhaps a little
discoloration. The hand may take a little longer. If you live that
long.

“But you can claim the distinction of being the only living man
who was ever hit squarely by the bolt from a flash gun.”

1 decided that Siller’s suite of rooms was hidden in an
abandoned warehouse. From a doorway in his somehow-too-
luxurious bedroom, a flight of steps led down to a subterranean
level. There was plentiful room for an adequate and secluded
practice range. That day, among stones, dirt, insects, and
rodents, I learned the rudiments of weapons.

Siller balanced my flash gun in his hand. “Somebody named
Branton invented the energy storage cell. Or maybe he only
found it and rediscovered the principle. That’s what you have
under that flap on your jacket. Slip one into the butt of the gun,
it strikes two contacts. Pull the trigger”—spat/ a blue bolt sped
from the gun to splash against a crudely painted outline of a man
on the stone wall—“the circuit is closed. A one-hundredth part
of the energy is released. The barrel is non-conductive. It
channels the energy in the direction the gun is pointed.

“There’s a button on the barrel. If the forefinger presses this
when the trigger is pulled, the burst is ten times as long. That’s
useful against a mob. The cell itself has a small lever on the side.
When the cell is inserted in the butt of the gun, that lever is
pressed down. Otherwise no energy can be released. You can
press it down by hand, though. Drop it, or throw it, and the lever
will spring up, and the cell will let loose all its energy at once
when it strikes against an object.”

I practiced short bursts. From the first I seemed to have a
natural aptitude for shooting. My shots seldom wandered far
from the outline of the figure on the wall, and soon they were



» This Fortress World 43
centering in the body every time.

“The body is the place to aim with a flash gun. It’s the largest
target and the target most difficult to move. A body-hit and
you’re dead. If youshootat the head, you're bragging. Braggarts
don’t live long.”

Siller was a storehouse of gunman’s wisdom.

“A flash gunis the fist in the face, the heel in the teeth, the knee
in the groin. It’s brute force, unabashed violence. I like the
needie gun. A poisoned needle in the right spot will killalmost as
quickly and far more quietly. The needle gunis the poison in the
cup, the knife in the back. It’s subtle, secret, stealthy; it gives no
warning before, no notice after. A flash gun has its advantages—
if youever have to face a half-dozen attackers or a mob. I'll never
get in a spot like that. Besides, needles are cheaper. And you can
always get them. Cells are scarce.” .

All that day 1 practiced. Soon, from fifty feet, I could hit the
part of the body I aimed at, nine times out of ten. After that I
practiced drawing the gun out of the shoulder pocket. But I
couldn’t equal Siller’s catlike quickness. When he went up to the
suite for food, I inspected his jacket. Into the gun pocket was
clipped an ingenious little device constructed from a spring, a
catch, and a release lever. When the gun was thrust in, it cocked
the spring. When the hand entered the jacket, pulling it out a
little from the body, the lever released the catch and the gun shot
upward into the palm.

1 unclipped the device from his pocket and fitted it into mine.
When Siller returned, put on his jacket, and shoved his gun into
the pocket, he looked puzzled. We drew. I had my gun pointed at
him before the barrel of his gun had cleared the jacket.

He frowned, but it slowly turned into a grudging smile.
“You're smarter than I thought, Dane. You might have a chance
outside after all.”

I offered to return the device.

“Keep it,” he said. “I have others.”

I went on practicing. Draw and fire. Draw and fire. Draw,
turn, fire. Practice until the movements became as automatic as
breathing. Siller would say, “Dane!” A gun would appear in my
hand. He would take a cautious step forward, a whisper of a
movement that scarcely stirred the dust, and I would spin,
crouched, a gun spitting flame into a blackened stone figure.

We dueled for hours.

“Watch the eyes,” Siller would say. “The eyes are mirrors of
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decision. Before the hand knows, the eyes have revealed the
mind’s intention. Except Sabatini. His eyes never change
expression whether he’s kissing a girl or mutilating a child.”

1 would cover Siller with my unloaded gun. His hand would
dart out, snakelike, to twist the gun away, push it aside, and
draw his own.

“Not so close. Keep the gun away, back against your side or
your hip. You have to disarm me and still stay far enough away
so that I can’t bother your aim.”

Practice again. Draw and fire. Draw and fire. Soon I could
hear a scuttling sound among the stones, draw my gun, and leave
a rat smoking and twitching in the dust. After a moment Siller
joined the game.

“Good shot!” he said, his eyes glittering. “The next one’s
mine.” '

The rodent population took a sharp and sudden drop.

Siller showed me how to hold and use a knife, how to silence
an enemy quietly and finally, how to duel, how to deal with a
man when you have a knife and he is weaponless and, more
important, when the situation is turned around. He showed me
how to make a sleeve scabbard and gave me a keen knife to slip
into it. Finally, grudgingly, he admitted that I would have a
chance of staying alive, even in a world of Agents.

After a late afterncon meal, Siller vanished with my clothes.
He left a robe that strained at the seams and reached only to my
knees. I searched the suite. I had already noted that the
subterranean room had no windows and no doors, and I could
find no others upstairs. There was only the one door, and it was
locked.

I roamed the suite restlessly. Finally I looked through the
bookcases. The majority of the titles seemed to be fiction. I
passed them by. But at last I came upon a small case filled with
more serious books. The wide range of subjects revealed a facet
of Siller that I had not suspected.

There were a number of Jude’s books. I might have taken
down The Book of the Prophet, The Church, or Ritual and
Liturgy, but I knew them by heart. And the others were
meaningless to me, the technical ones like Principles, Energy
and Basic Circuit Diagrams, Machines and Man'’s Inheritance,
and so forth. I had received a religious, not a lay, education.

The book I finally pulled out had a battered cover and well-
thumbed pages. There was no author listed and no publishing
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details. There was only the title, The Dynamics of Galactic
Power. 1 settled down in a deep chair to read. I read slowly and
carefully, but the time passed swiftly, because there was meat in
the book, a strange new food that made my head swim with
something close to intoxication. All of it was fascinating, but
one passage I can remember still, almost word for word.

We must face the realities of power. The key to understanding
is the fortress world, and there is no key to the fortress. Let us
look at i1, clearly, with eyes unglazed by dreams, unblinded by ~
false hopes.

Defense.is supreme. Its symbol is the fortress. Within the
fortress are all the men and supplies necessary to defend it. Let
the attack come. It comes over vast distances, over light years,
bringing with it the vast army of men it needs, the arms it needs
to fight with, the ammunition it must expend, the mountains of
supplies necessary to clothe and feed its men. Let the attack
cross the great moat, eating up its supplies, expending its energy
on distance, losing its men through boredom, disease, and
dissension. Let the attack come. And let the defenders be
determined. The attack can never succeed.

Consider the expense, the economics of power. The demands
of mounting an attack can drain a world of men and wealth.
What does a world need to defend itself? A ring of pilotless,
coasting rockets and an efficient monitor system. The attacking
ships cannot pass until the rockets are swept out of the sky, and
if the defense is properly geared to production, it can easily keep
up with the losses. And the attackers must wait and disintegrate,
if their home world does not first rebel against the insatiable
demands of conquest.

And if the attack succeeds in spite of odds, in defiance of
losses, count the cost. Behind it a broken planet, its resources
squandered on conquest, its people impoverished, starving,
rebellious. Count the gain. A world which cannot be exploited.
The commander of the attacking force is inside a fortress which
is now his. He is the ruler, and his former ruler can no more
enforce his orders than he could make the defenders obey him
before the conquest. And if aniyone says loyalty, I do not know
what he means. The orly loyalty inside a fortress is to oneself.

That is the psychology of the fortress. And this, too: A manon
another world is an enemy, not a fellow human but an alien. We
will hate him.
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And this is the politics of the fortress: The defense must be
determined and it must be efficient. Determination and
efficiency are qualities that masses of people cannot share and
continue sharing without diffusion. These can be enforced only
Jfrom above. A fortress must be ruled by one man or a few men.
A democracy is impossible.

There have been democracies within recorded history. Count
them. There have been few enough. What was their fate? They
changed their form of government, or it was changed for them.
Progressive centralization made them into dictatorships, or they
were conquered.

Count the major forces in the galaxy. The individual rulers,
the Church, the Peddlers. The rulers are satisfied, the Church is
satisfied, the Peddlers are content. The only loser is the people.

Is there no hope, then? And the answer is, none. The people
cannot revolt because they have no power. They have no power
to fight, but, more important, they have no power to think or,
having thought, to communicate. The people are ignorant and
illiterate. The rulers have kept them so. And if by some miracle,
they do revolt, what then? In the ensuing chaos the nearest world
swoops down to conquer.

And so we look at the stars and sigh for the golden time. And
our sigh is a windy nothing fading into nothing. . . .

I closed the book and put it aside as Siller entered with my
clothes. They had been altered to fit me, and the dark stain
around the neck had been removed.

There was no one nearby who looked like an Agent, Siller
reported. If Sabatini was still searching, he was doing it secretly.
Siller had heard that the Cathedral was being repaired.
Hurriedly, because it was rumored that the Archbishop might
make an inspection of Brancusi. When he spoke about the
Cathedral, his eyes were on me, but my face was almost masklike
from the immobility of the burned skin.

He watched me while I put on the clothes.

“What did the girl leave?” he asked casually.

“She left—" I began, and stopped.

“What?” Siller asked sharply.

“l don’t remember.”

“Sit down,” he said. “It’s time we talked.”

I sat down on the edge of one of the chairs, conscious of a
great fatigue. My face hurt and my head was aching again.



This Fortress World 47

“What about?” I asked.

“About the girl and why she went into the Cathedral and what
she left there and why you’re going to give it to me,” Siller said
flatly. His emotionless, confident voice made me cold.

661—_”

“Never mind,” he said. “You remember. You can stop
pretending.”

“I can’t,” I said wearily. “I can’t give it to you. Even if I could
give it to you, I wouldn’t.”

“You can,” he said calmly. “And you will.”

“I don’t have it.” His confidence gave me a feeling of
desperation.

“I know. You can get it.”

“I can’t. It’s hidden too well. No one can get it.”

“I don’t believe you,” Siller said, and his mask of confidence
slipped aside for a moment. Then it was back. “Let me tell you
why you’re going to give it to me.”

1 listened, frowning.

“Gratitude,” he said. “I saved vour life.” He flipped a finger
out negligently. “I have provided you with a hiding place. I've
taught you what you need to stay alive.”

“I am grateful,” I said. “But I'm not that grateful.”

He shrugged, but his voice was a littie sharper. “Second. the
matter of rightful ownership.”

“The girl—"

“The girl is dead.”

I flinched. “How do you know?” :

He shrugged again, impatiently. “If she isn’t, she wishes she
were. She’s in Sabatini’s hands. From that moment, she was
dead. It doesn’t matter. What does matter is that the object falls
into the proper hands now. Mine.”

“Why yours?” I asked wearily.

“We know what to do with it, myemployersand I. Youdon’t.
More important, it was on its way to me when the girl discovered
that Sabatini and his Agents were on her trail.”

“How can I believe that,” I asked skeptically, “when youdon’t
even know what it is.”

Siller smiled, mockingly. “It’s a small pebble made of clear
crystal. A Peddler found it among some ruins on a small planet
of the periphery. There were no inhabitants, only ruins. And the
ruins were old, old beyond description. They indicated that the
vanished race had space flight and a considerable degree of
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civilization. The Peddler found the pebble, wanted it, and took
it, suspecting that it held a valuable secret. Word leaked out
when he landed on Brancusi. He was killed; his crew was
slaughtered; the location of the world was lost. But the pebble
turned up in the hands of the Emperor. He guarded it jealously,
but yesterday it was stolen from the palace.” v

I listened. The information might be useful, if it was correct,
but it proved nothing. “How do I know that the girl was bringing
it to you? What was her name—?"

“Her name was Frieda. She was the Emperor’s latest
favorite.” Siller described the girl and her relationship to the
Emperor and what she was wearing when she left the palace. I
listened with a strange, sick feeling growing in my stomach.

“It’s not proof,” 1 said, swallowing hard. “Sabatini would
have known all this. And even if she was going to give it to you,
why should 177

“What do you want, man, documents?” he asked. His voice
was rising. “You may have the pebble, but you'll never have
anything else. You won’t even stay alive very long. Give it to
me!”

I shook my head bewilderedly. “I can’t.”

“Why?” Siller screamed. “Doesn’t your life matter to you?
Wouldn’t you like to get away from Brancusi? Start life over?
The pebble means nothing to you. . . .”

The pebble meant nothing to me. The pebble had put me here
now; it had lost me my hope of priesthood and given me terror
instead and the threat of death and torture; it had made me kill
three men. But more than that— I couldn’t give it up.

“I can’t!” I said. “It means— You wouldn’t understand.” He
wouldn’t. He couldn’t. That was the one thing about him I was
certain of.

He glared at me, white-faced.

“You've been kind to me,” I said apologetically. “You've
risked a lot to hide me. But if you expect me to give up the pebble
because of that, I have no right to stay here any longer.”

I got up from my chair and walked slowly toward the door.
Here for a brief moment had been sanctuary. Inlessthanaday I
had come to look on Siller’s suite as a second monastery, a
refuge from the world. The day’s training in self-defense had
been academic, unrelated to reality. Now. . . .

“Don’t be afool, Dane,” Siller said with great disgust. “You’re



This Fortress World 49

not leaving.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “Unless you get
smart, you're never going to leave.”
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I stiffened, my hand against the door. I pressed against it. But 1
realized, even before it refused to move, that it was locked. 1
turned around to face him. He was there, just in front of me. His
hand dipped into my jacket and came out with my gun.
Contemptuously he turned his head and tossed the gun onto the
davenport in the middle of the room.

Panic washed over me. I swung my left arm around
backhanded and slapped him across the face. My hands reached
for his shoulders, to grab him, to shake him. . . .

“Let me out!” I shouted hysterically. “Let—"

Something cold and pointed touched me just below the ribs. I
looked down, suddenly chilled, my belly sucked in. The eight-
inch blade of his dagger was at my diaphragm. My hands
dropped.

He raised one hand to his reddening cheek and stroked it
reflectively, but his eyes were glittering. “I should kill you for
that,” he said quietly.

I waited for him to push. I waited for the cold steel to force its
way into my body and lick out my life with a hard, foreign
tongue. Suddenly the pressure was released. Siller tossed the
dagger in the air, caught it by the handle, and giggled as he
slipped it back into his sleeve.

“I like you, Dane,” he said. “We could be good friends if vou'd
let your mind do the thinking. Come back and sit down.”

I came back and sat down. Isatdown on the davenport where
Siller had thrown my gun. I didn’t pick it up. 1 was afraid.

“I can’t understand you, Dane,” he said. “Maybe it’s because
you don’t understand me. Look at the galaxy! Tell me what you
see!”

His voice was friendly and sensible. He acted as if nothing had
happened, as if I were not a prisoner. But it was not easy for me
to forget, and I sat there, chilled and unhappy, thinking that as
long as we were talking sensibly nothing else would happen.

“Stars,” I said. “The scattered stars.”

“And 1 see billions upon billions of serfs, slaves, and

5il
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freedmen,” he said slowly, his gaze distant, “and above them
millions of mercenaries, some Peddlers, some clerks, and a few
nobles. But at the bottom of everything the serfs, slaves, and
freedmen. You may have seen them when they came into the
Cathedral, but you don’t know how they live. Despair, disease,
and death—that is their life. A little plot of ground or a narrow
room—that is their world.”

He stood up. He seemed taller.

“You don’t know how they live,” he repeated. “I know. You
don’t know what it is never to have enough to eat. Never. Not
once in a lifetime. I know. What do they understand? Nothing
but the most basic impulses. They breed, they struggle for a few
years, they die. Animals. Worse than animals.” He paused. He
turned toward me. His voice softened. “If you saw one of them
torturing his land into furrows with a crooked stick, would you
give him a plow and land of his own? If you saw one of them
filling rocket warheads with radioactives until the flesh dropped
from his bones, would you take him out into the living air?”

“Yes,” I said, looking into his eyes.

“Then give me the pebble,” he almost whispered. “It is their
only chance.”

I tore my eyes away. My hand crept toward the gun. “Why?” |
asked.

“Would you like to give it to the Emperor? What would he do
with it?”

I didn’t answer.

“He’d grip Brancusi a little tighter. Or, if the secret is potent
enough, he’d look around for something to conquer. He's not
too old, and there hasn’t been a conquest in the imperial family
since his great-grandfather. He’d like to be remembered as the
Emperor who conquered Thayer.

“Or maybe you’d rather give it to the Peddlers.”

I looked at him, waiting. My hand gained an inch toward the
gun.
“They’d peddle it. To some ruler, perhaps, for a few
concessions. It would go to the highest bidder.

“Perhaps you’d rather donate it to the Church.”

I glanced away, flushing.

“The Church would turn it over to the secular authorities, you
know,” Siller said softly. “That’s what the Abbot wanted to do.
Just as he turned you over—"

“You're wrong,” I said coldly. “It was the young acolyte.”
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Siller shrugged. “Was it? The point is—there’s no one. No one
on the side of justice, change, progress, humanity. Except—"

“Who?” 1 asked. “Who are so noble that they alone can be
trusted with the pebble?”

“The Citizens,” he said.

Somewhere I had heard the name, but it was only a name.
“And what would they do with it?”

“They would make a united galaxy. Without emperors,
dictators, or oligarchs. The power would be where it belongs—
in the hands of the people.”

“A pleasant dream,” I said. “But your book insists that it is
impossible.” My fingers crept closer.

“The Dynamics?” he said. His eyes grew bright. “Anexcellent
book. But pessimistic. It did not consider the one possible
solution.”

He walked toward me, leaned over, picked up the gun. I sat,
unmoving, watching him as he juggled it thoughtfully in his
hand. Then he smiled, bent toward me, and slipped the gun back
into the pocket inside my jacket.

“Now we can talk more easily,” he said.

I had the gun now, and I should have felt more like a man. But
1didn’t. His action made me feel more like a prisoner thanever.
“The solution?” I said.

“A simultaneous revolution all over the galaxy,” Siller said
quietly. “No power will be able to take advantage of the
confusion. Afterwards, a confederation of worlds which will

~ gradually develop into full union.”

~ “A pretty plan,” I said. “Why not?”

l “The people,” Siller said bitterly. “The stupid animals. They
don’t know enough to want to revolt. They think their lives are
the way they are meant to be. They have nothing to compare
them with. They never quite starve. They have their free teevee

' theaters. And we can’t reach them. The rulers control every

| method of communication except one. And they’ve blocked that

very effectively.”

“Books?” I asked.

He nodded gloomily. “There’s only one way to stop the people
from reading, and they’ve done it. They’ve kept them ignorant
and illiterate. If the people could read, they would have words
and ideas to think with. We could educate them, organize them.
And so the Congress says, ‘Teach them to read.” Try it. I'tried it.
It’s impossible. What we really need is power. Power to blast the
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rulers out. Let the animals stew in their ignorance. If we had the
power— That pebble may be the weapon we're looking for,
Dane.”

“What do you mean, you were teaching them to read?” I said
quickly.

“There’s no reason we both can’t make a good thing out of it,”
Siller said softly. “So you know the value of it! That isn’t any
good, if you can’t sell it. You can’t handle something as big as
this. You don’t know where to go, who to see, how much to ask.
All you'd get is a hole in the guts.”

“You don’t understand.”

“Listen. The Congress is willing to go high. I could tell them
that you want fifty thousand chronors for the pebble. They'd
pay like that.” He snapped his fingers. “Twenty-five thousand
each. Or if we could find the pebble’s secret first, there’s no limit.
To you it’s worthless. To you it means only death and torture.
To me and the Citizens it means life and hope for the galaxy.”

“What do you mean,” 1 said, “you were teaching them to
read?”

He sighed, his eyes watchful. “The animals don’t want to
learn, you know. Thinking is fantastic effort for them. So youdo
what you do with other animals. You offer them some candy.”

“Candy?”

“Simple stories about irresistible subjects: success for the
unsuccessful, power for the weak, love for the despised. . . . We
offered them stories about serfs overthrowing their masters to
become their own rulers, laborers owning the factories and
shops in which they worked, and passion—the eternal necessity
to feel strongly. . . .”

He selected a book from the shelves filled with fiction and
brought it to me. As I glanced at it, he twisted a knob on the
teevee. The book was inexpensive but sturdy.

“...large type,” Siller was saying. “Easy to read. Well-written,
too. Lots of thought and money went into the project. In
addition, they taught the ultimate subversion—the basic
equality of men. A bargain? They were priced far below cost, but
I would have given them away. I got rid of five. Do you know
why? There, that’s why!” He pointed to the teevee.

Captured in a block of crystal like an ancient work of art wasa
girl, living and moving, in exquisite colors of flesh pink and
coral red and filmy black. . . The technical feat was worthy of
better things. It was shallow and pointless and stupid, but, more
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than these, it was evil.

Father Michaelis once told me that there is nothing evil except
what man puts into the world or takes out of it. This thing that I
watched was purposefully evil. Evil had been poured into it to
satiate the viewer so that he would never want anything else. It
was a thing of blackness that stained the soul; no amount of
scrubbing would ever make it clean again.

“That’s what they want,” Siller said. “It’s all imagined for
them so they don’t have to think, and-——God!—how the animals
hate to think!”

I dragged my eyes from the teevee and looked at the book. It
was a collection of stories, told simply but expertly by an
anonymous craftsman. They carried the reader on, unthinking,
and I turned the pages with growing interest and a slow sick-,
ness. . . .

This wasn’t basically different from the Imperial Free
Theater. There was in these stories an underlying immorality—a
lack of any basis for right conduct—that made them evil, too,
and perhaps a greater evil because it was less obvious.

It had been written by the bored, skillful fingers of deca-
dence. . . . And, strangely enough, it was not the remembered
monastery precepts of purity that closed the book for me but the
image of a girl that came between its pages and my eyes.
Whatever she had been, life to her was not old and weary,
emotions were not nerves to be tormented, love was not merely
desire. I saw her, clean-limbed and filled with terror, beautiful
and touched with death, capable of great love and able to die
bravely because of it.

And [ knew, suddenly, surely, that ends can never rise above
their means. . . .

Siller was sitting close to me. Suddenly I was sick of him,and I
stopped being afraid. “Get away from me!”

He caught my hand. “You're young and strong and clean. I
like you, Dane. We could be friends, you and I—"

“Shut up!” I shouted. “Leave me alone!”

His hand tightened on mine. “Don’t be a fool, Dane. Be
sensible. You need me, and I need you—"

“Shut up!” Something exploded inside me. My hand
clenched. The color drained from his face, leaving it an ugly,
mottled white like a mushroom. His teeth clenched, and a moan
forced its way between them. His hand collapsed with a gristly,
crunching sound.
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With a sudden sickness, I let his hand drop. He started to get
up, his left hand dangling shapelessly, and my arm swung
toward him in a full sweep, as if I could forget if 1 could only
clear the sight away. The back of my hand caught him on the
mouth, and he spun across the room, staggering backward until
he hit the wall and crumpled. My hand felt as if it had been
dipped in filth. 1 shuddered and wiped it savagely on my jacket.

He was rising. Words spewed from his lips in half a dozen
languages. 1 found myself facing him, on my feet, half crouched.
He was on one foot and one knee. Blood trickled from one
corner of his mouth. His eyes were mad. His good right hand
moved, darted toward the butt of his gun in a blur of speed. But |
had watched his eyes, and my hand moved first. My gun jumped
into my palm with an eagerness that was almost alive.

“Don’t do it?” I said. The flash gun was trained on him, and
my voice was cold. 1 was surprised at the lack of emotion in it
now that action had taken the place of thought.

With the gun half out of his jacket, his hand stopped.

“I don’t want to shoot you,” I said flatly. “I owe you a lot.
Nothing you can do will change that. But I'm leaving here now.
If you try to stop me I'll kill you.”

Gradually his eyes stopped burning. They were icy marbles
now, blue marbles filled with frozen hate.

“You'd better kill me,” he whispered. “You’d be a fool not to
kill me. If you go and leave me alive, I'll hunt you down. You
would never have a moment when you wouldn’t wonder whether
1 was close behind you or far away. You would never draw a
breath without wondering if you would draw another. You
would never think a thought without fearing that the next would
be filled with terror. And when I found you, you would beg me
to kill you. After a week or a month, you would beg for death.”

He had not moved. He crouched there on a knee and a foot, as
motionless as death, his gun half-drawn and the blood trickling,
trickling from the corner of his smashed mouth. His unblinking
eyes did not move from my face.

“Shoot!” he whispered.

My mind said that he was right. My mind told me to kill him.
And 1 tried to pull the trigger, but my finger would not move.
For an instant I wondered at the astonishing fact that my mind
sent a command through a nerve to my finger and my finger
would not obey. 1 could almost trace the path of the impulse
from my neck, through my shoulder and down my arm, but
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somewhere close to the immobile finger it died away to nothing.

Siller began to move. Slowly, as if all time were his, he
gathered his foot under him and began to rise, and as he raised
himself to his feet, he slowly brought his needle gun from the
jacket. For a moment wonder held me, and then my finger
contracted on the trigger of the gun as if it had never needed an
order from my mind.

Nothing happened. I pulled the trigger again. Siller smiled,
maliciously.

“Did you really think I would give you back a loaded gun?”

He laughed, and I had never heard anything more mirthless. I
looked down at the gun in my hand. I turned it over and saw,
without surprise, the black hole in the butt where the cell should
have been.

“You fool!” Siller said tonelessly. “You blind, stinking fool!
And you expected to live out there.” He jerked his head toward
the door. “I'm goingto kill you, Dane. I'd like to do it slowly, but
I know you now. You're too strong and too stubborn. You could
break me in halfif you got your hands on me. And even if I could
cripple you, you would never tell me where to find the pebble
even if I cut you into squirming pieces. I'll find it. it’s in the
Cathedral.”

His eyes were searching my face, but I gave no sign.

Emotion poured back into the cold void of his hate. “You
stinking hypocrite! You don’t fool me with your pretenses of
innocence. I know your monasteries. Chastity! Celibacy!” He
made a retchi