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FEAR THAT MAN

by Dean Koontz

ONE: PURPOSE

And ye shall seek a new order of things...

When he woke from a featurdless dream of slver, there was nothing but endless blackness on three
gdes, a blackness so intense that it dmost coughed out a breath and nearly moved. And when he woke,
he did not know who he was.

The control console—splashed with Sxteen luminous dids, scopes, a dozen toggle switches and hdf a
hundred varicolored buttons—told him that this thing under and behind him was a spaceship. That, at
leadt, explained the darkness through the viewplate that wrapped around the other three sides of the
guidance nipple. And his midy reflection on the thick plagtiglass told him that he was a man, for he had
the eyes of a man (blue), the face of a man (severe, but handsome, topped by a tangle of cod dusted
hair). But these things were generd's. When he tried to concentrate on specifics, there were no answers.

Who was he?
The dids only wavered in answer.
Wha had been his past?

Only the scopes, pulsating. ..



And where was he bound?

He sat very dill, running through dl the things that he did know. This was the year 3456. He knew the
names of the cities; he understood the function and order of the empire; the past history of the gdaxy was
a histongue tip, quivering. Generds, dl.

Who was he? What had been his past? And where was he bound?

He unbuckled and pushed himsdf from his contour-molded sest, waked behind it, away from the
viewplate and toward the rear of the chamber.

Grayness. The room was tomblike, a sngle-hued conformity of leaden plating, machines, and service
gtands. Only the glow from the control console added a note of liveiness. Cirding the room, he found
there was no written log. There was a sarvice stand for that purpose, but it was empty. The logtapes
brought only great thunders, crashing and scraping until he was no longer so very certain that there should
be alog. After dl, if he could not remember his own name, how could he be so damnably sure of these
lesser things?

Bong-bong-bong!

He whirled, his heart racing wildly in response to the darm. Waves of yedlow light crashed across the
room, splashed off the dark walls. He swdlowed the lump in his throat, walked back to his char. He
seemed to know how to operate a ship, for his fingers flew across the switches and dids, touched the
scopes and traced patterns on them as his mind automdaicdly gfted through the readings they gave,
interpreting them. “Report!” he said to the vessd.

There was a moment of dlence, them OBJECT APPROACHING. SPEED NEGLIGIBLE.
UNNATURAL.

“Sze?

The ship grumbled asif dearing its throat. He knew, somehow, that it was only seeking an answer tape.
THREE FEET BY TWO FEET BY FIVE FEET.

“Timeto contact?’
FOURTEEN MINUTES.

“Cdl methen.” He flipped off the computer comline and went to the rear of the cabin. Rather than St and
wait for the speck, he would investigate the rest of the ship. It might hold a due to his identity. He tugged
a the drcular wdl hatch, svung it inward. Beyond lay a corridor, narrow and low-ceilinged. At the end
of it, he knew, lay aroom of shidding before the drive chamber. Along the sides were two rooms thet he
could enter without being burned to death by hard radiation.

In the room to the right, there was a complete laboratory. Long rows of dlittering machines lined the
wadls, humming, chanting to themsdlves. In the very center of the chamber, there was a table with a
flexoplast top. He touched the mattress and watched while the shimmering suff squeezed his hands,
pushed between hisfingers, gripped him. It was a surgeon’s table. Above it, suspended from the caling
like bloated spiders, were the robosurgeons—spherica, many-armed, siver-fingered. He shivered. On
the third try, he freed his hand from the table, walked into the hdl. He did not entirdy trust machines like
the robosurgeons—meachines that were so much like men but without the mercies, faults, or thoughts of
men.



The room across the corridor was an armory. Crates of congruction explosives sat on the floor, enough
to levd acity. There were racks of guns on the wdls. Vaguely, he knew there were no gunsin the world
any more. Men of this age did not kill anything but game animas. Guns were manly for collecting. But
these were too new for collecting, and deep within he knew he possessed the ahility to use each of
them—and to a deadly intent. Agang the far wdl and next to the cargo portd sat a ground car,
broadcasting nubs sudding it. With itsinvinable shidd turned on, it was, in effect, another weapon.

There was something bothering him, something more than the mere presence of weapons. Then, as he
gazed a the ground car, he knew what it was. Nothing here carried a trade name! The car was void of
brand, modd, and make. So were the rifles and the throwing knives—and the explosives. All of these
things had been produced to provide anonymity for their maker. But who had made them? And for what
purpose?

Bong-bong-bong!

At fird, heignored the ship’s darm, trying to think. But the ship grew more ingstent. He put back the rifle
he had been examining and Ieft for the control room.

UNIDENTIFIED OBJECT APPROACHING. CLARIFICATION IN THIRTY SECONDS. The
computer's squawk-box grated the words out like sandpaper drawn across sandpaper.
CLARIFICATION. IT ISA MAN.

“A man? Out here without a ship?’

THERE IS A HEARTBEAT.

Like a grotesquely misshapen fruit, the body in the red jumpsuit floated in the blackness, directionless,
moving with a dight spin that brought dl sides of it into view.

UNCONSCIOUS.

He brought the ship in as close as possible, studied the crimson figure. What was a man doing this far
from a ship, adone, in a suit that could not support him for more than twelve hours? “I'm going to have
him brought in,” he said to the ship.

DO YOU THINK YOU SHOULD?
“Hell die out therg!”
The ship was dlent.

Like smdl animds, hisfingers moved. A moment later, the cylindrica body of the Scavenger appeared in
the viewplate. It was another dmogt-dive machine. He tensed with the sght of it. The angle eye of the
Scavenger focused on the body. On the console screen, there was a close-up of the stranger. The lens
caught the face ingde the hdmet, and he was no longer sure it was a man.

There was a face with two eyes, but no eyebrows. Where the brows should have been, there were two
bony ridges, hard and dark and gligening. A mane of brown hair streaked with white lay as a cushion



about the head. The mouth was wide and generous, but definitdly not the mouth of a man. The lips were
ahit too red, and the teeth that stuck over them at two places were sharp, pointed, and very white. Still,
it was more of a man than an animd. There was a look about the face that suggested soul-tortured
agony, and that was very human indeed. He directed the Scavenger to begin retrieval.

When the machine had done this and was locked in place on the mother ship, he opened the floor hatch,
drew up the body, and carefully unsuited it. The helmet bore the stenciled name HURKOS...

... Hewasin a great cathedral. The red tongues of candles flickered in their silver holders.

Belina was dead. No one died any longer, but Belina was dead. A rare case. The monster in her
womb had dashed her apart. Nothing the doctors could do. When you can't turn to blame other
men, there is only one entity to blame: God. It was difficult finding a temple, for there were not
many faithful these days. But he had found one now, complete with its holy water tainted with the
sacrificial blood and its handful of ancient Christians—ancient because they refused the
man-made immortality of the Eternity Combine: they grew old.

In the great cathedral...

In the great cathedral, clambering across the altar railing and clutching the feet of the great
crucifix. On the kneecap, dipping, falling to the feet three times until the bruises blackened his
arms beneath the thickly matted hair. Then, grasping at the loincloth, fingers hooked into the
wooden folds, pulling himself up, weeping... A foot in the navel, shoving up... screaming into the
ear... But the ear, after all, was wooden. The ear merely cast back his condemnations.

Candles flickered below.

He began swaying, using his weight to topple God. The head did not respond at first. He locked
his arms more tightly about it. It began to sway. The head fell, crashing from the shoulders,
down...

Then toppled the body.
He pushed away fromit as it—and he—fell.
There were sirens and hospital attendants.

The last thing he remembered seeing was an old man, a Christian, cradled between the broken
halves of God's face, mumbling and content with his sanctuary...

He pulled himsdf away from Hurkos, shook his head. That had been the stranger’s dream. How had he
experienced it?

Hurkos opened his eyes. They were chunks of polished cod, dark jewds threatening many secrets. His
mouth was very dry, and when he tried to speak the corners of his lips cracked and spilled blood. The
nameless man brought water. Fndly: “It didn’t work, then.” Hurkos had a deep, commanding voice.

“What didn't work? What were you doing out there?’
Hurkos smiled. “Trying to kill mysdf.”

“Suicide?



“They cdl it that.” He Spped more water.

“Because Bdina died?”’

Hurkos brigtled. “How did you... 7" After amoment: “I guess| told you.”
“Yes. How could | hear your dreams like that?’

Hurkos looked puzzled for a moment. “I'm a telepath, of course. Sometimes | project, some rarer times
| read thoughts. A very ungtable talent. | project mostly when I’'m asleep—or under pressure.”

“But how did you get out there without a ship?’

“After | was released from the hospital—after Belind s degth and the crudfix incident—I sgned on the
Face Razze as a cargo handler. When we were rdatively far out in untraveled space, | went into the
hold, disconnected the darms from the pressure chamber, and Ieft. | won't be missed until pay day.”

“But why not step out without a suit? That would be quicker.”

Hurkos amiled an unamile “I guess a little of the heding did take hold. 1 guess we can recover from
anything” But he did not look recovered. “Right now, my taent is fading. | can't see a name in your
mind.”

He hedtated. “You can't see a name... because | have none” Brigfly, he recounted the story of the
waking, the amnesa, the strangeness of the ship.

Hurkos was excited. Here was something in which he could submerge his grief, his melancholia “We are
going to make ared search of this tub, you and me. But fird, you ought to have a name.”

“What?'

“How about—Sam?’ He paused. “After afriend of mine”
“I like it. Who was the friend?’

“A dog | bought on Cdlileo.”

“Thankd”

“He was noble.”

With the prdiminaries out of the way, Sam could no longer contain his curiogity. “We both have names
now. We know | an a man—but what are you?’

Hurkos looked gtartled. “You don’'t know whet a Mue is?”
“No. | guess maybe | have been gone too long. Maybe | |eft before there were Mues around.”

“Then you left a thousand years ago—and you went damn far avay!”



Hurkos came padding down the narrow corridor and into the main chamber. “Nothing at dl'” he said,
incredulous.

They had been searching for 9x hours, looking through and behind everything. Still, no clues. During the
time they had pried about together, however, Sam had filled in a few gaps in his education; Hurkaos had
recounted the history of the Mues. Once, wel over a thousand years before, man had tried to make
other men with the aid of atificid wombs, large tanks of semi-hydroponic nature that took sperm and
egg of their own making and worked at forming babies. But after hundreds and hundreds of attempts,
nothing exceedingly worthwhile had come of it. They had been attempting to produce men with psionic
abilities valuable as weapons of war. Sometimes they came close, but never did they truly succeed. Then,
when the project was findly junked, they had five hundred mutated children on their hands. This was a
time when mankind was laying down its wegpons for tools of friendship. Most looked upon the wombs
as a hideous am of the war effort that should never have been started in the firs place—and they looked
upon the Mue children with pity and shame. There was a great public outcry when the government hinted
that the Mues might be put quietly and painlesdy to deep. Though some people did not consder them
humean, the vast mgority of the populaion could not tolerate so horrid a daughter with the Permanent
Peace only months behind them. The Mues lived. In fifteen years, they had egudity by law. In another
hundred, they had it in redity. And they mated and had more of their kind, dthough the children were
often perfectly normd. Today, there were fourteen million Mues—only an eighth of one percent of the
gdactic population, but dive and breasthing and happy just the same. And Hurkos was one of them.

Fourteen million.

And he could not remember having ever heard of them before.

“Food' s about ready,” he said. Just then the light above the wal dot popped off and the tray did out.
“Smdls good.”

They pulled the tray apart where it was perforated and sat on the floor to eat. “It's damn eerie)” Hurkos
sad, soitting the words around a mouthful of synthe-beef. “There should be some trademark, some
scrap of writing, at least one brand name!” He paused, swallowed, then snapped, “The food!”

Sam waved him back to his seat before the Mue could spill his dinner in a futile effort to rise quickly. “I
dready looked. The volume of food basics below the synthesizer isin unmarked containers.”

Hurkos frowned, sat down. “Well, let’s see what we do know. Firg, thereis no log. Second, there is no
trade name, serid number, brand anywhere on the ship. Third, you have no memory of your own past
beyond this morning. Fourth, though you do not remember a thing that happened to you in your lifetime,
you do remember the basics of empire history, human higtory. Except, that is, for a few especidly glaing
holes. Such as the atificia wombs and we Mues”

“Agreed thusfar,” Sam said, putting down his food, wiping his mouth.
“Wha's the matter? You hardly ae.”
Sam grimaced, waved a hand vagudy and let it fdl into hislap. “1 don’'t know exactly. I'm afraid to eat.”

Hurkos looked down at his own tray, paused hdf-finished with a mouthful. “ Afrad?’



“There sthis... hazy sort of fear... because...”
“&)on!”
“Because it's been made by machines. The food in't naturd.”

Hurkos swdlowed. “There is the fifth piece of data. You're afrad of machines | thought so
earlie—judging by your reaction to the sght of the robosurgeons.”

“But I'll starve!”
“l doubt thet. Y ou ate enough to keep you going. You just won't get fat isdl.”

Sam darted to say something, but in the moment it took for his words to come from his lamyx to his
tongue, he fdt his head being ripped apart by thunders that shook every ounce of his flesh and soul. He
opened his mouth, tried to scream, closed it abruptly. There was a chaos of noise in his head, a
fermenting, fizzing, erupting madness. He was just barely aware that Hurkos was 4ill talking to him, but
he heard nothing. The world of the ship was distant and unred. The noises, then, were speaking to himin
alanguage of cacophony. Then he logt dl awareness, was wrapped into the boomings, the dissonance.
He pushed from the floor, found his sest, strapped in.

Hurkos was beside him, obvioudy shouting. But he heard nothing.
Nothing but the dissonance.

He saw the Mue running, crawling into the flexoplast mattress they had taken off the surgeon’s table.
They had decided, Snce there was no second chair, that the flexoplast—wrapped completely around the
Mue as a protective shdl—would be a perfect subgtitute for a chair.

Sam dammed down on the toggles, blasted... then hyperspaced with a gut-wrenching jerk.
Hurkos was shouting from ingde his mattress.
The ship moaned.

He reclined in his seat. The ship reached top hyperspace in incredibly short time. And collided with
something. ..

IV

The thunders, as soon as Sam had thrown the ship out of hyperspace and into Red Space, had faded
into slence. He again had control of his body.

Hurkos was ralling dl over the floor, bounding off the walls as the ship shuddered, walowed with the
impact.

Sam remembered, suddenly, that they had struck something, and he looked up at the viewplate and the
blank expanse of normd space. So near that he could dmogt touch it, another ship was drifting in front
and dightly to the left of him. Perhaps only amile away. Close for a shidd-collison. He punched for open
radio and tried to contact the other vessdl, but he received no response.



“What the hdl were you doing!” Hurkos shouted, freeing himsdf of the flexoplast and staggering to his
fedt.

Sam loosened his seetbelt and dso stood. He fdt asif he was about to throw up, but he fought the urge.
“l don’t know! | just lost control of my mind, my body, everything! Someone told me to set a course for
the capitd.”

13 Hom?’
“Yes. It told meto set a course for Hope and to hyperspace. Argument was impossible”

Hurkos rubbed a sore spot on his arm, bruised because he had not gotten it into the flexoplagt in time.
“Did you recognize the voice?’

“It waan't exactly avoice. It was morelike... wdl...”
There was a sudden pounding noise.

They whirled in the direction of the sound and saw a suited figure againg the viewplate, rapping his fig
agang the glass. He had his suit phone turned up to maximum volume and was shouting something. They
moved to the window. The man outside was huge—six feet Sx if an inch, two hundred and Sxty pounds
if an ounce. “Open up and let me in!” he was shouting. “Let me in before | tear this tub apart plate for
plate!”

He looked asif he just might be able to carry out that threst.

“He mug be from the other ship,” Hurkos said, moving to open the outer doors into the Scavenger that
served as a pressure chamber.

The figure moved away from the viewplate toward the port. They waited nervoudy until the chamber
closed, equaized with cabin pressure, and the door in the floor was opened.

If the stranger from the other ship had been imposing seen through the viewplate, he was overwheming
seen at fird hand, ingde the cabin, his head towering dangeroudy close to the celing. He pulled back his
hemet, spewing a stream of curses, his eyes two fiery droplets within the flushed fury of his face. His
blond hair was a wild disarray, uncombed and completely uncombable. “What the hdl are you, some
kinda moron? Morons have been wiped out of the cultured Haven't you been told? Youre a
one-of-akind, and | have to mest up with you in dl this emptiness where—by dl rights—we should
never even be able to imagine each other’s existence!”

“l guess you're angry about the collison,” Sam began, “and—"

The big man dlowed his mouth to drop to his ankles and bounce back to a more respectable leve just
below the chin. “You guess I'm angry about the callison! You guess I” He turned to Hurkos. “He
guesses I'm angry about the collison,” he repeated as if the supidity of the remark was the most glaring
understatement ever pronounced and had to be shared and discussed to be believed.

“I—" Sam began once more.

“Of course I'm angry about the collison! Damn furiousiswhet | am! Y ou hyperspaced without checking
to seeif there was another ship in hyperspace within the danger limit. Y our fidd locked in mine and jolted
usout into Red Space. What would have happened if our ships had struck instead of just our fidds?’



“That’s rather unlikdly,” Hurkos said. “After dl, the fidds are five miles in diameter, but the ships are far,
far amdler than that. The odds againgt our ships driking in so vast a gdaxy—"

“A moron spewing logic!” the big sranger shouted. “A red, honest moron shouting scentific
gobbleygook a me like it realy meant something to him! This is amazing.” He dapped one hammy hand
agang his forehead in a snow of amazement.

“If you'll just lisgen amoment...” Sam sghed, seeing the big man’s lips open for comment even before he
hed said three words.

“Ligen? 'm dl ears. I'm jugt dl ears for your excuse! Some excuse that could possbly explan your
imbedlic reactions, and—"

“Wat aminutel” Hurkos shouted glegfully. “I know you!”
The stranger stopped talking abruptly.
“Mikos. You're Mikos, the poet. Gnossos Mikod”

The rage was swept away in the wash of awide grin, and the grin became a flush of embarrassment. The
huge fig dropped away from the forehead and became a hand again—a hand that was abruptly stuck out
to Hurkos as asgn of friendliness. “And | haven't had the pleasure,” the giant said politely.

Hurkos took the hand, shook it vigoroudy.

For one short moment, Sam fdt as if he were going to collapse. Fear of the colossus had been the only
thing holding him up, a fear whose vibrant force coursed through his quivering legs and straightened him
with its current. Now, the fear gone, he wanted nathing so much as to fold up his legs, tuck them under
hisbdly, and fdl onto his face. Somehow, he held himsdf erect.

“My name is Hurkos. Firg and last. I'm a nobody, but | read your poetry. | love it. Especidly “The
Savagery of Old.”

“That was a damn grizzly one though,” Gnossos said, beaming.
“Saill the blood across the savage face;
Raise the ax, the bow, the gun, the mace—"
Gnossos finished the quatrain:
“Scream the scream that breaks apart the chest.
Killing is the thing you know best.”
The grin on the poet’ s face was even wider.
“All the world's a stage for plundering...” Hurkos began the next stanza.
“Hmmph!” Sam manged to cough without being too conspicuous.

“Oh! Mr. Mikos, thisis—’



“Gnossos,” the poet interrupted. “ Cdl me Gnossos.”

Hurkos was more than pleased with the offer of a fird name bads. “Gnossos, this is a recently-made
friend of mine. Sam, meet Gnossos Mikos, the empire’'s most famous and most literate poet.”

The giant hand came forth, engulfed Sam’s own inawarm, dry embrace that dmost crushed every bone
up to hiswrigt. “Glad to meet you, Sam!” He seemed to mean it. “Now what mdfunction of your vessd
caused this recent unpleasantry?”

“I ”

“Perhaps | can hdp you repair it.”

L ater, after the poet had heard the story of the missng trade names, the amnesia, the memory blank, the
drange voices in Sam’'s head, he rubbed his hands together and said, “You'll not get rid of me until we
discover the roots of thisthing. What a hdluvamysery! It's dmaost worth an epic poem areedy!”

“Then you aren’t angry?’ Sam asked.

“Angry? But whatever for? If you' re referring to the unfortunate collison of our hyperspace fidds, please
let usforget it. It was very obvioudy not your fault, and there are far more important things to discuss.”

Sam dghed again, heavily.

“Wdl,” Hurkos said, “what do you make of it?” He was hunched forward, as they dl were, stting on the
floor like asmdl boy at hisfather’s knee.

Gnossos rolled his tongue over his wide, perfect teeth, thought a moment. His eyes were crysta blue and,
when he stared, it seemed as if he were looking directly through—not at—whatever his gaze fdl upon. “It
sounds” he sad at length, “asif someone is trying to overturn the gaaxy—or the order of the gdazy, a
least.”

Hurkos looked at him blankly. Sam shifted, waited for more, shifted again. “What do you mean?’

“Congder the weapons. Weapons have been illegd—except for sport, Beast hunting and collecting—for
athousand years. You say these weapons are obvioudy not for porting because of their terrific power,
and yet no one collects explogves or new and gleaming guns. Someone, it seems panfully clear to me,
means to use them on humans”

Sam shuddered. Hurkos blanched. The thought had been hanging in the rear of their minds, but neither
had alowed it to gan perspective out in the light of the conscious. Now it was looming there—to be
feared.

“The trade names,” Gnossos continued, “are missing because this ship and its contents were designed to
provide secrecy for their owner and manufacturer. Sam here is being used by someone. He seems to be
atool to overthrow the current order of things”

“Then he could get orders at any timeto kill both of ug”

Sam was perspiring.



“l don’'t think s0,” the poet said.
“But the order to hyperspace—" Hurkos protested.

“Was a posthypnotic suggestion.” Gnossos waited for a reaction. When ther fadd expressons
registered a modicum of relief, he continued. “Sam here was kidnapped, taken somewhere to have his
memory removed. Then they—whoever They may be—implanted a series of hypnotic commands, a
sequence of orders. When that was done, they shipped him off to do whatever they had ordered. The
fird order was designed to be triggered by... oh, let’s say that med you ate earlier.”

“Thefood didn't affect me,” Hurkos said.

“But you had no hypnotic suggestions implanted in your mind. Sam did. The food triggered the fird, let’'s
say. Now, perhaps the remaning orders will come a measured intervas. Every sixth hour or something
like that. Or perhaps they will be irregularly spaced but with planned intervals”

“So whoever gave him the orders would not be aware of our presence.”
“Correct.”
Sam interrupted the didogue. “That’s ardi€f. | like you both too much to kill.”

“One thing I’ ve been wondering about,” Gnossos said. “Why didn’t you acknowledge my radio message
jugt after the callison?’

“We didn't receive any,” Sam said, perplexed. “We tried to get through to you, but you didn’t answer.”
“A broken radio?’ Hurkos offered.

Sam forced himsdf to his feet, walked to the console. “Report on the condition of the radio/receiver.”
WORKING PROPERLY .

“Thet shoots thet theory.”

“But how could my secret master control the radio if he doesn’'t even know what's going on here?” Sam
traced hisfingers over the seams of the console chair.

Gnossos shrugged, got to his feet. “Maybe we're wrong. Maybe they do know that Hurkos and | are
here and they're just waiting for the best moment to knock us off. But that's a question well leave till
later. Right now, let’s check out your laboratory. | have an idea”

The three of them stood looking up at the robosurgeons. Sam shivered at the sght of them: men-talented
but not men. He hated every machine he came in contact with, though he was not sure why.

“Someone could have machined the cases for these,” the poet said. “But there are only a few companies
that have the fadlities to produce the delicate interiors. No one could make his own robosurgeon from
scrap without billionsin equipment and hundreds of trained minds. Whoever put this together would have
hed to purchase the factory-made workings.”

Sam flicked the control knob that lowered the machines out of the caling. Ponderoudy, they came.



When the underdung arms had spread to the sides and the machines were dmogt to the top of the table,
he stopped them. Then he caused the main component to revolve so that the access plate faced them.

Gnossos rubbed his pams together: sand on stone. “Now wélll find a few clues” He threw back the
latches that held the plate on, dropped the cover to the floor. “Every company carries alig of purchases
and customers. With one little serid number, we can find the buyer and, consequently, the constructor of
thistub.” He bent over and peered into the dark interior of the globe. He looked puzzled.

“Awful dark in there,” Hurkos said.
Gnossos put a hand ingde, reached in... and in, in, in up to his elbow.
“Theré snothing init!"” Sam said.

“Oh yesthereid” Gnossos shouted panfully. “And it has hold of my hand!”

Vv

Gnossos tore his hand out of the machine, rubbed it againgt his chest. It was red and raw and bleeding in
afew spots.

“What the hdl isin there?” Hurkos asked, leaning away from the open machine.
Sam difled some low-keyed scream he fdt twiging up toward hislips.

Asif in answer to Hurkos question, a jdly-mass began dripping onto the table from the open access
plate. It collected there, amber spotted with areas of bright orange. It trembled there, quivered. Piercing,
low-scale hummings bathed its convulsng form. There was something like a skin forming over it, the
amber and orange changing to a pinkish-tan hue that made it look amazingly like human skin—too much
like humean skin. The skin expanded, contracted, and there were pseudopods pulling the mass across the
table toward the warmth of their bodies.

They had backed nearly to the door. “There were no mechanicd indded” Gnossos said, rubbing his
hand.

“But it moved,” Sam argued. “It operated like a machine. How could it do that without moving parts?’

The jely-mass burgt in places as bubbles of something reached its surface, flopped open and left pocks.
But the pocks were hedled rapidly, and the skin was returned to normal.

“That—that thing was itsingdes, its working parts,” Gnossos said. “The jely-mass operated the shel like
amachine”

The last of the mess dropped from the bowl of the main component. There was more than could have
been contained in the main sphere; apparently dl the sections had been filled and were now drained
empty. The jdly-mass, shapeless, plunged over the end of the table, struck the floor with a Sckening
doshing noise, and moved toward them, arms of smulated flesh lashing out for purchase on the cold
floor.

“The armory!” Sam shouted, turning into the hal and flinging the door to the other room wide. Perhaps it



hed been the hypnoatic training with the weapons that had made him think of guns so quickly. He knew
how to kill; he could stop the amoeba, the super-cell. He stepped back into the hdl with a rifle in his
hands, brought it up, sghted. “Move away!”

Gnossos and Hurkos stepped behind him, moving toward the control cabin. Aiming for the center of the
mass, Sam pulled the trigger. Blue lightning flashed outward, sparkling, and illuminated the passageway
like a amndl sun going nova. Despite the light, there was no hedt. In fact, the flane seemed to radiate
coolness. It struck the jely, sank into it. There was something like a scream from the writhing dop,
though the sounds were mogt certainly not a voice. It was asif the very molecules of the mass had closed
gaps and were rubbing one another. The jdly stopped.

Sam, trembling, released the trigger, started to let ar out of hislungs
And the jdly legped!

He fired, caught it in midjump, sent it crashing backward, blue fire coursng through it like contained
lightning flashing in a crystd paperweight. He aimed again, depressed the firing stud.

Nothing.
Nothing!

No blue, shimmering flame. No cool but deadly flame. Not even a lousy click! He raised the weapon to
look at it, to see if some latch or bolt had not been thrown properly by the automatic mechanism. Then
he saw the amber goo beginning to pulse out of the tip of the barrel. Suddenly his hand was burning
furioudy and there was amoeba dopping out of the powerpack casng indde the handle. He threw the
oun down, wiped his hand on the wall, scraping his skin loose in the mad atempt to rid himsdf of every
drop of the jdly.

“Explogves” Gnossos shouted.

Sam turned, dashed into the armory once more. When he came out, he had three grenades. He ran to
Gnossos and Hurkos, panting heavily, his eyes wide, his heart furious as a drum.

The jelly-mass was recovering and had dopped into the hdl where it joined up with the smdler dump of
quff that had been the inddes of the gun. The two touched each other, glowed purple where thar
surfaces met, then eesly flowed together and became one.

“I think | see why the radio didn’t work,” Gnossos said. “It didn’t want to work!”
“The entire shipisdive” Sam agreed.

Hurkos rapped a hand on the wal, ligened to the solid sound of it. “It's sted. I'll be damned if it is
anything but sted!”

“Indde” Sam said, keeping an eye on the pulsaing jelly-mass a the end of the passageway. “Deep
ingde the plating, there’'s more goo.”

“But the hyperdrive—"

“There mudn't redly be a hyperdrive mechanism,” Sam said. “The jdly can build up a hyperspace fidd
somehow. There are no machines aboard, I’d wager. Only jelly-cored shdlls”



“Your fear of machines—" Hurkos began.
“Was gained from whoever—or whatever—built this... this ship-thing.”

The lump had begun to move again, pseudopods dapping wetly againg the deck. It was Sx feet high, a
good three hundred pounds.

“You two get into the suits” Gnhossos said, taking the grenades. He 4ill had his own suit on, and his
hemet lay within easy reach. “We |l have to go across to my ship. This one won't let us live long now
that we know part of its secret.”

Sam and Hurkos struggled into their suits, fitted their hdmets to the shoulder threads, attached ther air
tanks. Every little act, though performed a top speed, seemed to take hours. When they were dressed,
Gnossos pulled the hatch shut, seding the main cabin from the hdlway where the thing was advancing
waily. “Let’s seeit get through that!” the poet said, putting on his helmet. “Now let’s get out of here”

“I'm afraid there isn't much hope of that,” Sam said from his position next to the control console. “I've
pressed dl buttons to depressurize the cabin and open the exit chamber, but | can’'t seem to get any
response from the ship.”

Hurkos, eyes wide, jumped to the console, flipped the comline to the computer open. “Let us out!”

But the computer was not a computer. There was a degfening roar from the wire and plagtic voice plate.
There were screams, thunders, explosions. A thousand rats burning dive. A million sparrows medly
atacking one another in a battle to the death.

“Shut it off!” Gnossos shouted.

Hurkos dammed the switch shut. The noises continued. At fird, it swept out in irregular waves, shredded
them and put them back together. Then there was not even a pattern of waves, merdy a congtant din of
overwheming magnitude. And there was jdly spewing out of the speaker grid...

JHly spewing out of the jack-holes...

Abruptly, the speaker grid was gone, thrust away by the surging pressure of the thing behind it. Parts of
the console began to sag as the supportive jdly that had filled it was drained away, spat out.

Sill the noise. “It's the same sound,” Sam shouted into his suit phone, “that | heard when | was obeying
the hypnotic orders—only it isn't ordering anything.”

“The grenades!” Hurkos called above the roar as the jdly began to collect on the floor, changing from
amber to pink-tan, rigng in a pulsating mass. The other glob pressed againg the hatch from the hdlway.
There was the screeching sound of meta being strained to itslimits Soon the hatch would give, and they
would be trapped between two shapeless mongers. The jdly would cover them and do... whatever it
did to flesh and blood and bone.

Gnossos flipped the cap that dissolved the anti-shock packing in the outer shdl of the grenade. He tossed
it. Nothing.

“The grenades are jdly too!” Hurkos shouted.

Sam snatched one of the remaining bulbs from the poet. “No. They aren't machines, so there is no



reason for the jely to replace them with part of itsdf. It's just a naturd chemicd that explodes without
mechanica prompting. It just needs a jar. Gnossos didn't throw it hard enough.” He walled the second
grenade againg the viewplate.

All the world was a sun. A lightbulb. Then the filament began to die and the light went out completely.
The force of the exploson had gone, modly, outward. What had pressed in their direction had been
caught by the second mass of jdly that rose to snatch at the grenade—unsuccessfully. Miraculoudy, they
were tumbling through the shattered front of the ship, moving into the darkness and emptiness of space
toward The Ship of the Soul, the poet’s boat that lay slently a short mile away.

Behind them, the jely came, bailing away in the vacuum, tumbling and sputtering. Steaming, it lashed out
with non-arms as it redized its chances for success were diminishing. The thunder of its non-voice was
definitdy not sound but thought. 1t bombarded their minds, unable to order them so quickly, unable to
control them in their panic.

Hurkos was out ahead, his shoulder jets pushing him swiftly toward the ship’'s portd. Then came the
poet. Fndly, Sam. A hand of fase-flesh streaked around the laiter, curled in front of him, attempting to
cut him off from the others. Cut him off. Cut him off and devour him. He choked, maneuvered under the
whip before it could sweep around and capture himin an acidic embrace.

And dill it came. It grew smdler, boiled and bubbled itsdf away. But there seemed dways to be a new
central mass moving out from the hull, legping the blackness and replenishing the withering pseudopods
before they could snap, separate, and dissolve. Findly, however, there was nothing left except a speck of
pinkish-tan. It turned amber-orange, then it too puffed out of existence. With it, went the noise.

Ingde The Ship of the Soul, they stripped, collgpsed into soft chairs without animate padding. This was
aship of comfort, not one of destruction. This was a ship built for sx people, not for one man, one tool
of an insane, unnamable entity without a face or atime. For a while, then, they were slent, composng
themsalves for what mus be said. The moment the composing ended and the discusson began was
sgnded by a quiet suggestion from Gnossos that they get some wine to help loosen their tongues.

The wine was warm and green, a specid bottle opened for a specid occasion.
“It was the same sound | heard under the hypnoatic trance.”

“That means” Hurkos said, garing into hiswine as he talked, “thet it was the ship itsdf that was ordering
you around. That jely was the plotter behind the scheme.”

Gnossos downed one glass of wine, poured a second from the decanter. “I don’t agree. If the ship were
responsible for Sam’s actions, there would be no reason for hypnotic controls—and redly no reason for
Sam. If the ship were intdligent itsdlf, it could do everything Sam could do—and possibly better. And
when he shat it, it should have been able to order him to throw down the gun. No, the ship was just a
cancerous mass of goo that was to convey Sam to Hope. Nothing more.”

“But what kind of man could make a thing like the jelly-mass?’
“l think,” Gnossos said, “thet there is a chance you are the dupe of an extra-gdactic inteligence”

“That's absurd! We ve never found another intdligent race in the last thousand years. That's—"



“That’ s frighteningly possible,” Hurkos reflected. “ There are thousands and millions of gdaxies out there.
How do you know a bunch of jely-masses didn't kidnap you, take you away, and decide to train you to
overthrow the galaxy?’

Sam finished his wine in a gulp. Heat flooded through his flesh, outward from his somach. Sill, it could
not ward off the sharp chill in him. “Because,” he answered in even tones, “tha would be one hdluva
backward way of invading the empire. If these extra-gaactics have dl this kill, can use something like
the jdly for hyperspace travel and making food and operating robosurgeons, they could overturn the
gdaxy inamonth. A week! Hel, that blob even talked to me in a computer voice. Probably forms some
crude set of voca cords when it needs them. And it operated a radar set; it—"

“It saliving maching” Gnossos said, dmost to himsdf.

“That's another thing,” Hurkos added. “Your fear of machines You got it, obvioudy, because
whoever—or whatever—hypnotized you fears machines dso. Because he, it, or they do not use
meachines. They have blobs ingtead. We have nothing like this. It dmost proves they’re extra-galactic!”

“One couldn’t live in the empire without the aid of machines” Gnossos agreed. “One would have to be
from... Outsde”

“No.” Sam st hisglass on the floor. “If there were diens with this sort of thing, they wouldn't need me.
Thisis something smdler than an entire extra-gdactic race. This is someone who needs help, who needs
an automaton to do hisdirty work.”

“Agread ds0,” the poet said. “Looks like there is a sdemate in this conversation and this line of
thought.” He heaved his bulk to a more comfortable postion. “Well, | for one, am gicking with you urtil
this mystery is solved. | couldn’t bear to quit with the whole thing raveled up. This could be the most
important, most dangerous event of the last thousand years. And one thing that there is just too little of
these days is danger. Warring man might have been crude, but he sure as the devil had hisfill of danger in
alifetime Today we travel on, living hundreds of years, and everything is so safe and perfect that we
hardly ever experience danger. I'm long overdue for some excitement!”

“Me too, | guess” Hurkos said. Sam had the feding the Mue was not terribly comfortable snce the
jelly-mass had attacked them. But he would not—could not—back down in front of the poet.

“So what next?’

Gnossos rubbed a huge paw across his chin, wrinkled his nose for a moment. “We st this tub on a
course for Hope. When we get there, we wait for your next command. We're going to find out the
answersto this”

“But,” Sam said uneadily, “suppose | am out to overturn the gdaxy?’
“Hurkos and | will be right behind you to stop you before you have a chance.”
“l hope 0,” he said.

Later, after more wine and much conjecture, as The Ship of the Soul plunged through the thick river of
the void, they retired, leening back in their chairs, bdting themsalves in, and shutting their mouths so that
they could neither consume nor converse. And eventudly they fdl into deep. ..

There was deep and awful darkness, save for the scattered pinpoints of the stars dotting the roof



of the night. Then, as the breeze shifted, dawn came crawling over the horizon, tinting the
blackness with yellow... then orange... And there was sill a hill with a cross upon it. There was a
man on the cross. His hands were dripping blood.

And his feet were dripping blood...
The wounds were festered and black demon mouths.

The man on the cross raised his head, looked to the dawn. He seemed very weary, as if he were
ready to give up more than the body, the spirit also. There were dumps of matting at the corners
of his eyes that interfered with his vision. His teeth were yellow from long neglect.

“Dammit, let me down!” he shrieked.
The words rebounded from the low sky.
“Please,” he said, groveling.

The sun was a flaming eye. When it was at its zenith, there came angels, beings of light and
awesome majesty. They floated about the man, administering to his needs. Some carried water
which they poured between his cracked and crusted lips. And some brought oil with which they
anointed him. And till others sponged away the oil and fed him. Then they were vanished into air.

The sun was setting. It seemed only minutes since it had risen.

“Please,” the man wept. The angels had missed some of the ail in his beard. It glistened
there—and tickled.

With darkness came the demons. Crawling from under brown stones, dithering out of crevices in
the earth, they came. There were dwarfs, davering, eyeless yet seeing. There were wolves with
sabers for teeth. There were things with tails and horns, things with heads that were nothing more
than huge mouths. They screamed and cawed, muttered, shrieked, and moaned. They came at the
cross, cramling over one another. But they could not reach the man. They clawed the wood of his
prison but could not claw him. One by one, they began to die...

They withered and became smoke ghosts that the cool wind bore away. They collapsed into dust.
They dribbled into blood pools.

Then there were stars for a short time.
And again came the dawn...
And the angels...

And the night and the demons and the stars and the dawn and the awesome, awesome angels and
the night... It continued at a maddening pace. Days became weeks, weeks turned to months. For
years, he hung there. For centuries, he remained. Finally, all time was lost as the sun spun madly
across the sky and night with its devils was barely a blink of an eye.

“Pleasal” he screamed. “ Pleasel”

The lagt screams brought them out of deep, breething hard. Sam pushed himsdf up, looked about the



ship to reassure himsdf. Then he turned to Hurkos. “What sort of dream was that?’
Gnossos looked curious.
“He satdepath,” Sam explained. “Irregular talent. But what the hdll kind of dreams were those?’

“That'swhat I’d like to know, Sam,” Hurkos said. 1 was getting them from you!”

Vi
“Me?”

“Wel, not redly from your mind. Through your mind. The generator of those thoughts is very distant.
No one in this room. And the mind of that generator is horribly large. Immeasurable. This was only a
fraction of the thoughtsin it, asmal corner of them. In this case, | picked up this trace of thoughts and for
some reason My subconscious talent began boosting ther vividness and re-broadcasting them.”

“But | wouldn't have dreamed them without your help.”

Hurkos amiled sadly. “Y ou would have dreamed them just the same and just as completely. Y ou would
not have been aware of dreaming them, isdl.”

“But then what was it? It reminded me of the man on the cross you toppled after Beina s death.”

“It' sthe Chrigt legend,” Gnossos said. They turned to stare a him. “1 make legends my business. Poets
work in dl sorts of mythologies. There have been a large number of them—and a large number of wild
ones too. The Chrigt legend is not so ancient. There are dill Chrigians, as you know, though damn few.
Most of the rdigion, dong with dl the others, died out aout a thousand years ago, shortly after the
Permanent Peace and the immortdity drugs. According to legend, the god-figure Christ was crucified on
a dogwood cross. This dream seems to be a reenactment of that myth, though | do not recdl that the
men hung there that long or that there were adminisering angds and tempting demons.”

“This could be another clug” Hurkos offered.
“How s0?7’ Sam was ready to dutch at the amdlest straw.

“Perhaps your mystery hypnotigt is a neo-Chrigtian, one of those who refuse the immortdity drugs. That
would certainly explain why he would want to overthrow the empire. He would want to convert the
pagans, bring the savages into the fold. That's us”

“Good point,” Gnossos said. “But that doesn’t explain the blob.”

Hurkos lapsed into slence.

Bong-bong-bong!

PREPARE FOR NORMAL SPACE AND MANUAL CONTROL OF THIS VESSEL!
“We re dmogt to Hope,” Gnossos said. “Perhaps we will soon be having more dues”

The flight-control syssem of the planet-wide city locked them into its pattern and began bringing them



down to apoint of its own choosng since they had not requested any particular touchdown spot. Ships
fluttered above, below, and to dl sdes of them. Bubble cars spun across the great devated roadway,
Zipping between the buildings, sometimes dipping into tunnels in the skyscrapers from which they often
emerged going another direction. They settled onto a gray pad where the flames of their descent were
soaked up, cooled, dissipated.

Beyond the pad, on dl sides, lay Hope. Super-city. The hope, literdly, of a new way of life for billions.
They stood at the open portal, waited while the attendant marked their checkdip so that they would have
the proper ship to return to, toreit in haf and gave them their portion.

“Wel,” Gnossos said, “where to?’

“No orders yet,” Sam sad.

“Let’sjust wander around a bit.”—Hurkos.
“Okay, we will.”—Gnosos.

And they did.

He sat before the thick window that was not redly awindow at dl, and he looked at the thing beyond. It
raged, lashing, screaming, roaring like a thousand bulls with pinsin their brains. How long? How long had
it fought againgt the Shield, trying to get out? Breadloaf peered deeper into the Shield, clutched his chair
and leaned farther back in it. The massve desk nearly concedled his dumped form. A thousand years
and more. That was how long. His father had constructed the barrier and the chamber beyond, which
dipped into the other dimengon. No, not another dimenson either—a higher dimenson. Not another
dternate scheme of things, just a different layer of this particular scheme. And when his father had died in
afreak accident that the medics could not undo the damage of, he had come into possessson of the
family fortune, the family buildings, the family office structure here in the Center of Hope, the Shidd and
the tank beyond. The last two things were something one did not advertise. It was afamily secret—a big,
hoary skeleton in the family closet. The burden was his, and only his.

For 9x hundred years he had come here every week, sometimes for stretches that lasted days, most
often for just afew hours. He came to look & the Shidd. And what lay beyond, trapped by it. It was a
weight that rested heavily on his shoulders at dl times. It was insane to worry. He knew that. The Shield
had held for over a thousand years; it would hold forever. It could not fal. It was mantaned by
meachines, and machines had not been known to fal since his grandfather’s time. And these machines
were tended, not by unrdiable men, but by other machines that gained ther power from gill more
mechines. It was fool proof.

Sill, Alexander Breadloaf 111 came once a week, sometimes saying along time, sometimes just for a few
hours. Still he worried. Still—he was afraid.

Crimson exploded across the screen, washed down and turned to ocher at the bottom. Explosons would
not shatter the Shield, no matter how violent they might be. Didn't it understand this by now? A thousand
years of explosons, and it dill did not understand. That thought left a sorry spot on his soul, but he
reminded himsdf of what his father dways said (said so often that it became the family motto): “There is
no longer ignorance in men.” Maybe. Evidently. Although he feared that ignorance lurked just below the
surface, waiting for a chance...



There was alovey pattern of blue and slver as it applied certain stress pattern sequences to the Shidd.
But it had tried that before. It had tried everything before. ..

Breadloaf pushed himsdf out of the chair, walked toward the door that led into the hdlway. He would
get some ample foods, some coffee. And he would return. This was one of those times when a brief
glance a it was not going to be enough. It was going to be one of those weeks. One of those long
weeks.

VIl

In their wandering, they came across many things that amazed Sam despite the fact that he whally or
patidly remembered most of them. It was as if he had been told of these things but had never actudly
seen them. In the seaing lay the wonder. They had gone to the light shows, the toto-experience places.
They had seen the parks, the avenues of art. Gnossos knew the city wel, that being one of the
qudifications of a true poet—to know the beeting heart of the metropolis. Or megaopalis? No matter.
He explained dl things they did not understand, clarified things they thought they knew. It was a
marvelous time, save for the congtant awareness that another hypnatic trance and order could be on the
way, minutes from them, ready to swalow Sam into noisy chaos and use him.

So it was, in the course of ther amless ramblings, they came upon the Chrigtian. Sam noticed that
Hurkos brigtled a the sght of the man—not because of this individud, but because of the heedless god
that supposedly stood behind him.

The Chrigian was old. He wasfifty, ancient in a world where dl were eterndly thirty or younger. He had
evidently been a child of a strong Chrigtian family, for he had not even received anti-beard dements; the
heavy shadow on his face gave him an eerie, seldom-seen medlic look. His teeth were ydlow and
chipped. His skin was wrinkled. Across his chest and back hung the halves of a sandwich sgn. The front
sad: GOD 1S ASHAMED! When the man saw them coming, he executed a amdl hed-turn to reved the
letters on the back of the sgn: HE SHALL COME AGAIN TO JUDGE!

“l can't understand them,” Hurkos said.
Gnossos amiled athin smile “ Some day, they will dl be gone.”
“But why are there these people?’ Sam asked. “Don’'t the medics prevent mentd infirmitiesin babies?’

“Wdl,” the poet said, shortening his giant strides to match the smdler steps of his companions, “the
origind concept of the empire was complete freedom. Mentd infirmities were weeded out, true. As a
result, the number of religious people dropped over the years. But one cannot limit another man's bdliefs
under a system of complete freedom. Rdigious persons were dlowed to practice ther beliefs. Though
their children might be born as mentaly sound as possible, the parents raised them and passed their own
uperditions on to therr offgring. The number of rdigious dwindled. But as long as they
procreated—and thisis a strong part of ther faith, these Christians—they would aways have children to
indoctrinate, to warp. It's a pity, certainly. But, after dl, they are responsible and it is thelr life and their
child. A man can waste wha is hisif he so choose. | guess”

“Know the Word,” the Chridian said as they drew abreast of him. He handed Gnossos and Sam
pamphlets—ydlow paper with red print. They were so wrinkled and tattered that it was evident many
people had handed them right back in the past. The short-lived traffic of each pamphlet had worn it



sverdy.
“I'll take one too,” Hurkos said, holding his hand ouit.
The Chrigtian made no reply. Hurkos asked again.

“Will you ask this person of tainted blood to cease spesking to me?’ the bearded one asked Sam. He
was obvioudy distressed, running his thin, bony hands up and down the edges of the chest Sgn, toying
with little splinters projecting from the edge of the plagtic square.

“Tanted blood?’

“They don't like Mues,” Gnossos explained. “They would never speak to one unless they were dying and
needed help. Then, it would be God' s will that they spoke.”

“Why are Mues—tainted?’ Sam asked.

“A Mueisnot acrestion of God, but the work of man,” the Chridian snapped. “A Mue is a vidation of
God's holy powers of cregtion.” His eyes gleamed fanaticaly.

“Prgudice,” Gnossos said. “It's part of the dogma of every reigion—sometimes heavily disguised but
aways there. Do you know the higtory of your church, old man?’

The Chrigian shuffled his feet. He was beginning to fed that it might be best to stay out of an argument
with these particular pagans, but his fandtic devotion could not be totaly denied. “Of course | do. In the
beginning there was—"

“It does’t start that far back.” Gnossos laughed. He licked his lips, anxious to launch into the old man.
“It doesn't gtart with the darkness and the light and the firg seven days. It comes dong much later.
Millennia later. There's no church until man decides he needs a means of socid dimbing, something to
make him superior to his neighbors. So he forms a church, a rdigion. By forming it, he can say that he
knows what and why God is. He can say he knows the purpose of dl things and can, therefore, be a cut
above other men.”

“God chose Sant Peter to sart the church, to be above other men.”

Gnossos smiled patronizingly, amost a saint himsdf—except for the sharp blade that was his tongue. “I
doubt that. You'll pardon meif | sound digrustful, but | doubt that very much. Higtory is amply littered
with men who said God had chosen them to be a leader. Most of them fdl fla on their faces. Most of
them got trampled down and smashed in the flow of Time and History, which are two things bigger than
any man.”

“Fase prophetd” the sgn-carrier growled.
“So what makes you think Saint Peter wasn't a fase prophet?’
“Whet he gtarted is dill with us”

“Duration does nat prove worth. Wars lasted a damn sght longer than your rdigion has, but they were
finished and done away with because they were not good things Besides, your fathisjust barely with us.
It seems Saint Peter’ s work isfacing the end that war faced.”



Sam made a face, launched into the conversation again. “But why hate Hurkos for not being directly
God-created? If God gave men the power to invent and use the Artifidd Womb, then He was involved
inthe creetion of the Mues, though—"

“Men usurped the power,” the Chrigian said.

“But if God is dl-powerful, men could not usurp anything of His Why, He would crush men who
tried—"

Gnossos put a hand on Sam’'s shoulder. “It is not for this reason that Chrigians hate Mues. As | sad,
they have to fed superior. There are so few people they can look down on anymore; the Mue offers a
perfect scapegoat. Because he is often abnormd physcaly—whether it be a detrimenta physcd
difference or a beautiful, functiond difference—they have something to fed superior about. ‘I am not like
you,” they say. ‘I annormd. | anwhole’”

A crowd had begun to form around the debate. People strained over one another’s shoulders, trying to
hear and get a look a the verbd combatants. This seemed to please Gnossos, but it irritated the
Chridian.

“And my dear fdlow,” Gnossos continued in a friendly tone raised a bit for the benefit of those at the
back of the crowd, “do you know who started many of the worst wars in the past three thousand years?’

“Satan’'s forces’

“No. God, it should be so smple as you say. No, it was Chridians, the very people who preached
agang war. In—"

The bearded man showed his teeth in what could have been a snarl if he had added sound. “1 will not
pursue this argument any longer. You are in Satan’'s employ.” He moved quickly, pushing a the crowd
that had gathered. They hesitated, then parted to let him through. He had, very shortly, been logt in the
breast of the night to be suckled by its darkness.

“You don't imagine you did any good,” Hurkos said as the crowd around them dispersed and they began
waking again. “Y ou don’t imagine you got through that bony structure he cdls a head, do you?’

“No. But | can't resist trying. He is unreachable by this time. Besides, even if he doubted his fath, he
would not dlow himsdf to give that doubt prominence in this thoughts. He has forsaken concrete eternity
viathe immortdity drugs, and now he has nothing to ding to but the hopes of his rdligion, the promises of
his God.”

“Gives me the shivers” Sam said.

“Thisis dl geting much too morbid,” Gnossos said. “Let’s find a hotd and settle down. My feet are
killing me, and there is no tdling how much running we might have to do to catch Sam if he gets another
order.”

Breadloaf finished the last morsdls of his sandwich, licked his gums to remove the sticky salad dressing,
took along swalow of hot, black coffee, and leaned back in his char asif it were awomb he was asking
to swdlow him. The room was dark, for the thing behind the Shield was not a thing for wel-lighted
rooms. Its details were brought out too fully in light. Blackness dlowed meraful obscurity.



Cinnabar horsemen riding green stallions exploded across the screen, were gone in a wash of
lavender ...

He liked to pick out patterns in the explosions of color, choose and name them as a young boy might do
with clouds seen from a green grass-covered hill in summer.

A dragon’s mouth holding the broken body of an amber... amber... amber knight...

Alexander Breadloaf 111 wondered whether hisfather had sat like this, watching the patterns and trying to
make something of them. It was a seeking after order, certainly, that was the purpose of watching them.
Had hisfather sat, his great leonine head bowed in contemplation, his heavy brows run together from the
forehead-wrinkling concentration? Had he laced his thick fingers behind his waterfdl of white hair and
watched—actudly studied—the Prisoner of the Shidd, as the family had come to speak of it?

He doubted it. His father had been a man of hard work and strenuous action. He had built his father's
grdl fortune into a very large fortune, an dmogt incdculable sum of money. When his engineers
accidently sumbled across the Shidd while looking for a non-matter force for construction purposes,
when they discovered, to ther horror, what lay beyond. The old man took the practica angle. He knew
there was a fortune to be made here, more than his dready formidable masses of wedth. He had only to
endave the powers dready trapped behind the Shield and turn them to work for him. The Shidd was
maintained. But the powers could never be endaved. To agree to davery, the dave mud have fear of his
master. There was no fear in the Prisoner. Absolutdy none.

Brilliant flashes of white rippled like fish through a sudden sea of smoky burgundy...

His heart thudded at the bright light, even though he knew the Shidd was impenetrable. Take one
molecule and expand it. Expand it some more. Make it bigger and bigger and bigger—but don't disturb
its naturd particle balance. You have a Shidd. It will hold back anything, stand againg even nuclear
power of the highes magnitude. But you dso have a doorway into a higher dimenson. A barred
doorway. No, redly more like an unbreskable window. But that window turns the higher dimenson into
a prison, squeezes it into a confined space (a law of opposites which equaizes the pressure created by
the expanding fird molecule). The higher dimengon is then bound within the tiny limits It and its
inhabitants are trapped, unable to move or to get out.

Brilliant white on yellow like cat’ s-eye marbles...

No, hisfather had never sat here like this He was too practica for meancholia Along about the second
hundred years of the Prisoner’s confinement, the old fdlow had redlized—probably with a great ded of
bitterness—he could never endave it and demand things of it. And as the years passed he came to
maintain the Shield only because to let it go off would mean the end of his family and possibly dl humen
life The Prisoner would be seeking revenge—an omnipotent, terrible revenge of findity. By the days of
Alexander the Third, this fear of the Prisoner had been compounded by afeding of mora obligation. The
sanity and progress of the empire depended on kesping the Prisoner imprisoned. Always, in the rear of
hismind, was the fear that the thing would escape. Sometimes that fear surged to the fore. Timeslike this.
He wanted to run into the streets and scream about the charge behind the Shidld. But the Breadloafs had
done this thing, had trapped this beast. It would be up to them to watch it for dl eternity. And perhaps

beyond.

Fndly, when watching was not quite enough, Alexander walked to the Shidd, stood with a hand upon
the coursing energy. “How did you,” he said a length to the thing beyond, “become like this?’



It could only thought-speak to him when he was touching the Shield. Even then, the words were tiny and
digant: Letmeout, letmeout ...

“How did you become like this?’
Letmeout, letmeout, letmeout...

That was its congtant cry. Sometimes there were bloodcurdling threets. But he knew—and it knew—that
the threats could not be carried out. Not as long as the Shield was there. 1t would never answer his
question: “How did you become like this?” Not today. It had answered previoudy, but only when it
thought it had something to gain.

“How did you become like this?’

And it had said: | have always been like this...

On hydro-beds, redining, they opened their ears. The hotel room was pleasant and spacious. Gnossos
lay before the door so tha Sam would have to crawl over hm to get out. The lights were soft but
adequate, the wine sweet upon their tongues. It was certainly atime for verses.

“Look through the window
to the streets below;,

It's the age of sorrow,
babies in the snow.

Look through any window
across a sea of dust;
Timelies shattered
inamobiusrug...”

Then it was time to deep. The wine had been drunk, the verses spoken, and the darkness crept over
them. For atime, & leadt...

A dream. A dream of an empty tomb and rotting bodies. Except for one single body which stood
and walked for the doorway. But there were demons that sprang from nowhere, grasping the body
and flinging it down among the corpses, and commanded it to stay dead. Always and everywhere
there were davering, keening demons...

Then Hurkos logt the thread of the dien thoughts and the trio woke as one. They were dl perspiring. The
dm glow of the lamps seemed suddenly too dim for the circumstances.

“Not mine agan?’ Sam asked.

“Relayed from whatever implanted your hypnotic commands. Very far avay.”



But the odor of spoiled flesh had carried over into redlity.

“Wdl,” Gnossos said, grumbling and standing, “1 can't deep now.”

They agreed.
“So let’s go Sghtseeing again. Maybe the next command will be coming adong soon now anyway.”
“Where to?" Hurkos asked. “Isit far? My feet ill hurt.”

“Not far,” Gnossos assured them. But they knew a short step to this giant was two steps to them and a
little groll might turn into an arch-bresking trek. “There are a number of these places we could go. This
one' s just around the corner. It's called the Inferno.”

VIii

The Inferno was a bar. But more than a bar, a tota experience. Everything in the place was geared to
some sensory simulation. Ebony and slver clouds drifted through the rooms and half-rooms, sifted in and
out of acoves and cubbyholes, some jugt for effect, some carrying scantily dressed performers. Floor
pands popped open unexpectedly like the tops of jack-in-the-boxes, spewing out clowns in imagi-color
costumes that were purple, yelow, red, green, or white, according to one€'s mood. The shimmering
fabrics manifested themsdlves in many ways, shifting color to match your fedings, even as they cheered
you up. The floor revolved at a different speed than the walls and in a different direction then the caling.
Strobe lights flashed. Smdlo-symphonies flushed through the room, twiging the patrons senses to
moments of synasthesa where musc became an olfactory sensation of indescribable delectability. The
eratic cygian perfumes seeped through the air in blue migts, enflaming nostrils and tying the mass of tota
experience into a congealed whole that throbbed with each wave of the odoriferous substance.

They took a tablein the corner, one dmost hidden by shadows. The robotender in the center of the table
delivered their drinks once Gnossos had compiled an order, punched it out on the siver keys, and
deposited the proper amount of coins. They sat Spping the cool liquids and wetching the two dozen or so
charactersin the bar.

“What's s0 specid about this place?’” Sam asked, dmaogt choking on a heavy breath of the perfume. “It
ign't unlike the Grande Hotel Lounge or a dozen other places we' ve been, for that matter.”

“Look at the people,” Gnossos said enigmaticaly.
Sam did. He could see no way in which they differed from empire norm in dress or habit. He said so.
“Look more closdy,” the poet urged. “Look at ther faces.”

Sam swung his gaze from the ruddy face to the more distant visages. And it was in their faces. The longer
he watched, the clearer it became to the eye. But what, exactly, was it? He searched his mind, looking
for a comparison, agmile that would make the vison into words. He was just about to give up when the
proper words struck him. The look in these faces was much like the look in the faces of the
scooterbeasts when they were penned in zoos. In a naturd State, the scooterbeast moved as quickly as
lightning across a sorm sky. They were spinning, careening blurs to the eye. Penned, they pressed their
faces to the glass wdls and looked mournfully toward freedom, wishing to move again, to travel, to be
lightning, to do what was denied them. “I seeit,” he said to Gnossos.



“They're Unnaturas.”
“The ones—’

“Who would like to kill,” Gnossos completed. “They are defects born with many of the old faults with
the dedre to kill, an oveewhdming greed, and bent toward sdf-greification. There is nothing the
government can do but take them and make them Sensitives. If they hurt anyone, they dso fed the pain.
Only ten times worse. Any pain they inflict is returned tenfold to their own nervous system. If they aid
someone, they fed the other person’s pleasure. If they kill someone, they fed the deeth throes and
termind spasms ten times more intensay than the victim. None of them could tolerate that. They do not,
therefore, kill or hurt.”

“And they look so normd,” Sam said.
“Outgde. Outsde, Sam. But on the ingde—"

“He knows about the Unnaturds,” Hurkos said, “but he did not know about the Mues. That's rather
curious.”

“WEeIl consder it over another drink,” Gnossos said. He placed the order, deposited the coins, waited
for the liquor. None came. He pounded the robotender once, then bellowed for the humaen tapkeeper
who was polishing glasses behind the bar. He was growing red-faced as he had been when his ship had
collided with Sam’s. A fdse anger put on merdly for the pleasure of gppearing furious. The tapkeeper
opened the gate in the bar and crossed the room with strides as sure and quick, dmogt, as Ghossos . In
his eyes glittered the tenseness, the trapped expression of the scooterbeast with his nose to glass.

“Thisthing is broken!” Gnossos roared. “1 want my money back!”

“Here” the humen bartender sad, flipping three coins to the poet. “Now dl of you had better
leave—please”

“Why?" Sam asked. This was the second time he had encountered genuine rudeness—once with the
Chrigtian, now with the Unnaturd. It puzzled him.

“Thisis not a Natura bar.”

“You're anaturd if | ever saw one” Hurkos mumbled.

The bartender ignored the wit.

“We are dlowed service anywhere,” Gnossos boomed. “Naturads and Unnaturas are not segregated!”

Shuffling his feet, a bit cowed, or taking a new line of tact, perhaps, the tapkeeper said, “It'sjust for your
own sfety thet | ask.” There was amixure of fear and generd unessinessin his eyes now.

“Was that athreat?’ Gnossos said, astonished. “Am | with the uncivilized?’
“Not athrest. It's for your own safety, as | said. It's because of him—that one.”
They followed the tapkeeper’s thumb as it jerked toward the man sanding at the far corner of the bar.

The stranger was dutching a glass of ydlow liquid, taking large gulps of it without effort, swishing it about
in his mouth as if it were mouthwash, chugging it down without a tear. He was huge, nearly as hig as



Gnossos, red-haired and red-eyed. His hammy hands clenched into fists, unclenched to grab his drink.
Though phydcdly a bit andler than the poet, he had muscle where Gnossos had run somewhat to fat.
The corded masses of tissue that were his arms seemed able to snap anything or anyone to pieces.

“Who's he?” Gnossos asked.
“Black Jack Buronto.”
“You've got to be kidding,” Hurkos said, dumping even further into his chair. “Y ou must be.”

“Henry Buronto’s his name, but he wins dl the time at the gaming tables, so they cdl him Black Jack.
And he carries one too—a blackjack, that is”

A great many Unnaturds carried crude weapons, wishing they could use them, but never daring to
because of the pain echoes that would engulf their sengtized brains. Clearly, Gnossos was fascinated by
Buronto. Here was someone a bit different. A poet is, of course, a man of ingght if he is a poet of any
worth. But heisnot a jaded guru if he is fascinated by things unique. Indeed, it is just such a fascingion
that he needs to hone hismind on. Buronto was unique. Here was someone smiled on by Fortune at the
gambing tables. Here was someone, perhaps, stronger than himsdf. And here was someone, for some
reason, to be feared.

“He s dangerous,” the tapkeeper said.
“Dangerous because he carries a blackjack and wins a cards?’

“No. Dangerous because he would use the blackjack. He could kill dl three of you—split-split-splat—
judt like that.” The tapkeeper wrung his hands like dishcloths. He cast a glance at dl three of them,
searching for some sign of weakness, then looked back to Buronto.

Almog asif he had seen asgnd, Buronto started across the room, directly toward them.
“Pease leave,” the tapkeeper said.
“I think maybe we had better,” Sam suggested.

“Why?" Gnossos asked. “The blackjack hit? He won't hurt us. Remember, every pan we fed, he feds
ten times over.”

“But—" the tapkeeper began.

“You're talking about me,” Buronto said, stepping up to their table. And his voice was like the voice of a
canary-high and sweet and melodic. The trio stared at one another for a moment, astounded. The tiny
voice again seeped from the massve throat. “Were you talking about me?’

Sam tittered, then let go and burst out laughing. Gnossos followed with his thunder-laugh. Hurkos fought
it, s|eming to be comfortable in his recently sdf-imposed mdancholy and reluctant to leaveit.

Buronto spoke again: “ Stop laughing & me!”

Theword “laughing” was so high-pitched that his voice cracked in the middle of it. And Hurkos too burst
out laughing, oraying the table with saliva he had been fighting to hold back with the laugh.

“Stop it! Stop it!” Buronto shouted.



But the tenson within the three of them had been a a peak. They had been restless, nervous, on edge
gnce the encounter with the jdly-mass. The congtant State of expectancy had honed thar nerves to
sharp, thin wires that were ready to vibrate wildly if only dightly plucked. And big Black Jack Buronto's
voice—or the strange anachronism that passed for a voice—had been the tuning fork that had set them
dl roaring as the tenson drained. They laughed wildly. They laughed without control, tears streaming
down their faces. They laughed dl out of proportion to the joke.

“Oh, no, no, no,” the tapkeeper moaned. He chanted it over and over asif it were alitany.

“Shut up!” Buronto roared squeskily. His mouth was foaming. Little flecks of mad white... He brought a
colossd fig down on the smu-wood table, knocked dl the glasses off. But this too only served to send
the trio into paroxysms of laughter. Hurkos was leaning on Gnossos, and Sam had his head thrown back,
howling.

Black Jack muttered something incomprehensible, dl meaning flooded away by bumning rage. Clasping
one fig in the other, he smashed the wedge of his flesh onto the tabletop, shattered the thing into two
halves that stood separately for a moment until the weight of the broken top pulled the laminated leg apart
and the table collgpsed into the laps of the three Naturals. They ceased their laughter.

Buronto now had a face like a jungle anima. Great swatches of ugly blue discolored the uniform red of
his countenance. His teeth were bared and foam-flecked. He snarled and spat and screeched
unintdligible things between histeeth. He was mad as dl hdl and dl hdl could not have prevailed aganst
him had he turned on it. He latched onto Hurkos' chair, ripped it out from under the Mue and sent him
crashing to the floor.

“What the hdl?” Gnossos said to the tapkeeper. “He's an Unnaturd, but he' s dso a Sengtivel”

“He sa Sengtive, yes” the tapkeeper shouted as. Black Jack smashed Hurkos' chair into the wall again
and again, more violent with each vicious swing. “He' s a Sengtive and feds the victim's pain. But he was
more of an Unnaturd than the doctors knew. He was adso a masochigt!”

The color drained from the poet’s face as snowy redization swept in to take its place. “Then he likes
being a Sengtive because—"

The bartender finished: “He likesto fed pain!”

Buronto had finished with the chair. There was nothing left of it that could be pounded againgt the wall.
Slinters and scraps of plagtic lay over the floor and surrounding tables. The wall was worse for the
encounter too. Black Jack Buronto, obvioudy, would not care if he killed a hundred men. A thousand.
He turned to them, plodding through the mounting wreckage. He tossed aside anything that stood in his
way, knocking over tables, smashing chairs and lamps and robotenders. He lashed out at Hurkos, struck
a blow that sent the smdl Mue tumbling across another table and crashing to the floor in a cloud of
broken glass.

Gnossos stepped up to take aswing at the maddened Buronto, but he was a Naturd. It was impossble
for him to srike out at a fdlow man, no matter how deserving of punishment that flow man might be.
Had Buronto been an animd, the case would have been ampler. But he was not. And a thousand years
of sanity made Gnossos check his blow even before he started it. And Buronto delivered a punch that set
the poet down hard. As Gnossos and Hurkos struggled to gain their feet, Black Jack heaved a table out
of the way and came for Sam.

Patrons were moving out of the doors, hiding behind stable objects, not anxious to get involved but not



about to lose out on a good show like this. They waved bottles, hooted, howled, and cheered for
Buronto.

And at that moment, the second hypnotic order came to Sam...

A chaos of noise obliterated the lesser noise in the bar. Sam’s eyes glossed. He wobbled for a moment
as nather he nor the myserious hypnotic master was fully in control of his tempord sdf. Then,
determinedly, he set out for the door. Buronto, seeing the move and migudging it for retreat, snarled and
legped over the fdlen furniture, reaching the door fird. “Not yet. | hurt you firg!”

He reached with greet, corded hands for Sam...

And suddenly doubled up as Sam druck him a blow in the somach that would have crumbled a
wall—because awdl would not have given as Buronto's somach did. And Buronto's somach certainly
gave—gave up to Sam’'s wrist. Whoever was contralling Sam’s body did not seem to have anything
agang violence. The giant offed, sumbled, but gill managed to dutch Sam’s shoulder. Sam brought a
foot up, twisted away, and dammed the foot into Buronto's gut, sent him to his knees. Then he was past
the Unnaturd and through the door.

“After him!” Gnossos shouted. “He's gotten another order!” The two of them ran past the gasping
Buronto and outside. But in the dimness of the night, the streets were empty. Sam was along time gone.

IX

The water, chemicals, and lubricants flowed about him in invisble pipes. No, not invisble Materidly
nonexisent. There were tubes of force that clothed the liquids. No cumbersome, unrdiable, destructible
metd fixtures, only pure, raw force adapted to do a better job. Gurgling, the fluids flowed from one part
of the giant mechanism to another, covering the block-by-a-block machine quickly and eficently. This
was the machine that kept the Shidd up, however, and he was frightened because it dl seemed o flimsy.
He knew that forces, bent and shaped, were better than actud materid parts that could wear out or fall
from sructurd flaws. Stll, dl those liquids flowing through nothingness, and dl of them vitd to the
maintenence of the Shidld...

Click!

Breadloaf whirled around—

Click!

And around again!
Clicker-click-tick, hmmmmmmm.

The noises bothered him; he interpreted every sound as the beginning of the breakdown. Okay, he had
seen it. Now he could leave. He walked to the door, hesitated and looked around. There were other
clicks and a muffled clank. He would go insane jut ligening to it operate, he told himsdf. Before the
horror of a possible breakdown could flood his mind with sewage of ridiculous fears, he stepped into the
hdll and closed the door behind. Grudgingly, and yet with a profound sense of relief, he went back to his
office.



The orders were coming to Sam in a swift series now. Between the accomplishment of one thing and the
next order, there were only secondsin which he had control of himsdf and knew precissly who he was.
He could never remember what it was he had done on the last order, and was engulfed by the next
before he redly had a chance to investigate his surroundings.

Now he was standing in a grest chamber full of machines. That made him—or rather his hypnotic master
through him—fed uneasy. Machines, machines, machines. Humming, gurgling, sputtering. He had
broken in. The street door had not been locked, for hardly anyone locked anything these days. No need
to, without crimes being committed. But this floor had been sedled. His last order had been to break in
here where things flowed through pipes he could not see and machinery throbbed with an overwheming
purpose. But what had he done before that? And what would he do next?

Then the chaos and the noises came, and he was moving...

When he came out, a package he had been holding under his aam was gone. He had not had time to
examineit. He did not know what he had done with it. Or what it had been.

Then the chaos and the noises came, and he was moving...

Breadloaf rubbed hisfigsin his eyes, pulled open a desk drawer and fumbled in it for anti-snooze tablets.
He found a bottle, popped two pills in his mouth, swalowed without benefit of water. Recapping the
bottle, he withdrew a second container of tiny nerve pills He was in the process of swalowing one of
these when the door flew open, crashing into its dot with a sharp, ear-shattering crash. There was a man
danding there, eyes like vacant, unseaing marbles, his hands flung outward like the hands of a stage
meagidian. The tips of his fingers glowed and vibrated with some hideous power that was immediatdy a
thing to be caled evil.

And from the fingernails came darts.
Needles of deep.

They bit into Breadloaf, spreading their red warmth, pulling hm down into a Shiddless darkness that
forced but denied him to scream...

When Sam was in control of his body again, the firg thing that struck his attention was the man dumped
in the chair-seemingly unconscious—behind the desk. His every muscle was taut beneath the surface
relaxation, asif the desth pendty had been the only dternative to unconsciousness. Secondly, there was
the screen. It was to theright of him, and for amoment it had been in a low-key color series of magenta
and black. Abruptly, it spewed forth oranges and whites and creams that splashed across the room and
grabbed his eyes.

He waked to the screen, stared at it. An indescribable chill swept up and down his spine. It was as if the
colors were dive and wanted out.

“What do you want? Who are you?’

The voice sartled him, and he leaped, his heart pounding. But it had not been the colors; it had been the
man, Sam walked to the massve desk. “My name is Sam. | was—"



“What do you want? Why did you do thisto me?’
“Do what?’
“l can’'t move, damn you!”

Sam hesitated, looked about the room, sensng a ghost scene of what mugt have transpired. “I paralyzed
you?’

Breadloaf’ s thin lips moved, and his eyes revolved like bal bearingsin well-oiled grooves. Yet the rest of
his body was carved from wood, diff and immovable. “Y ou and the darts beneath your fingernals. What
the hdl kind of man are you!”

Sam lifted his hands and looked a them. The nails were discolored as if fine bits of flesh had puffed into
ashes beneeth them, leaving blackened pits. He rubbed one, but the color was ddfinitdy not on the
surface.

“What kind of man are you!” Breadloaf roared this time, panic flushing every word, every word cored
with fear.

“l don’t know,” Sam said findly. “Is there some way | can help you?’
Breadloaf was breathing heavily. “Yes Go get hep!”

“l can't do that,” Sam said. He stood on the carpet, Swffling one foot over the other, feding somewhat
the hypocrite.

“Why? Why can't you?’
“It won't let me”
[13 |tl?1

Briefly, he recounted his story—the jely-mass, the hypnotic commands. When he finished, the other
man's eyes were wide—too wide to contain anything but horror. “The Prisoner!” he croaked.

1] WI,H?’
“The Prisoner of the Shield. Y ou're under its direction!”
Sam turned indinctively toward the porta of wavering colors. “Then they are divel”

Breadloaf was laughing, and Sam could not get him to stop. It was not the laughter of im and Hurkos
and Gnossos in the Inferno. This was laughter at the inevitability of some unknown tragedy. He could
sense that, but he could not stop the other man. Neither could he leave to get help. His feet would carry
him toward the doorway but not through it. There was amenta block that kept him within the room. His
memory began to clear dightly, and he could remember what ese he had done in this building. He had
planted some sort of bomb in the machinery below. And it must be the machinery that kept this... this
Shidd going.

“A thousand years,” Breadloaf shouted between whoops of laughter. “For a thousand years it tried the
same things over and over, and we thought it was too dense to attempt anything different. Instead, it was
pretending stupidity, making us lax. And it worked. Just when we were feding secure, it takes you and



breaks in with ridiculous ease. A thousand years to the Prisoner are like but a day to us” He laughed
agan, harshly.

There was sweat on Sam’s upper lip. He wiped it off and became aware of perspiration dl over him. He
was frightened. A thousand years behind the Shidd. And it had only been playing around, using the time
as adiverson. A score of centuries had meant nothing to it. He watched it with a loathing that touched
the deepest part of him. Were the colors its true appearance or merdy the effects of it filtered by the
Shidd? He thought the colors were a front, not the true nature of it. The true nature could not be
something so beautiful and vibrant, surdy. A blue splotch rippled up from the bottom, seemed to form a
question mark like one would find on a large tronicagn—

Tronicagn!

He remembered seeing the high tronicsgn band that ran around dl four sides of the Breadloaf Building,
carying letters twenty feet tal. Perhaps the control console was up here. If it was, he could spdl out a
message for Gnossos and Hurkos. Surdy they would be looking for him. It was amogt a certainty they
could see the towering tronicagn from anywhere in this part of the city. If they were in this part of the

aty...
“The tronicgn controls,” he asked-said.
“What?’ Breadloaf’ s eyes did back and forth in the sockets liked trapped animas.

“The advertigng screen. Thelight |etters. Where are the controls for the light letters?’

“Wr]y?l
“Where are they?’ There was a tone of command in his voice that he had not known he possessed.

“There's a magter set in the main lounge, but | have a secondary plug-in set in the wal cabinet—over
there”

Hefound it, plugged it in, began typing out a message that the big boards would hold in glowing—red?
amber? blue?>—letterss He decided on crimson words agang a black background.
GNOSSOS/HURKOS... “What floor isthis?” he asked Breadloaf.

“Top.”
TOP FLOOR. EXECUTIVE OFFICE. COME QUICKLY. SAM.

There would be waiting then. He paced the carpet briskly, now and then trying to go out of the door but
aways discovering that the hypnotic suggestions prohibited that. Findly, they came. And they demanded
explanations.

He gave them the few he could, told them about the bomb planted below, the bomb that would wreck
the machinery, shut down the Shidld, and set the Prisoner free—whatever the Prisoner might be. He gave
them the location of it, told them how to remove it and how to handle it: gently. They ran to get it. It
seemed like a very long time that they were gone—time enough to congtruct a thousand possible deaths
that might result if the bomb exploded. Just when he was ready to count them as deserters, they returned
with the bomb and the timer, carrying it asif it were a piece of delicate and expensive crysdl.

Carefully, Sam disconnected the timer, lifted the haves of the casing apart, and poured the volaile liquid



out of the sngle window behind Breadloaf’ s massive desk. Four breaths were released smultaneoudy as
he turned and said, “It's okay.”

“Thenthisis it!” Gnossos said, the fird to recover completely. He paced back and forth, looking at the
Shield, stopping to touch it, to examine the point where it went flush with the wall. “This is the thing that
has been directing you. But if it is trapped behind this Shield, how did it get to you to hypnotize you? And
how did it whip up thet jelly-cored ship?’

“I think | can... shed somelight on that,” Breadloaf grunted. He was 4ill paralyzed, but his fingers were
tingling, and he could move his thumbs. The effects were beginning to wear away.

They turned to him. Gnossos crossed the room. “What light?’
“He—" Breadloaf began.
“Sam,” Sam identified himsdif.

Breadloaf blinked appreciation. “Yes. Sam. | think you are dl operating under a fase assumption. The
Prisoner did not get Sam. He did not kidngp Sam. Sam isthe Prisoner’ s cregtion.”

“Cregtion?’ Gnossos snorted.

“Yes. The Prisoner imagined Sam, built hisimaginings into a concrete ertity. It was probably done with a
last big burst of the Prisoner’ s energies”

“That's absurd!”

Breedloaf tried to shake his head, only succeeded in meking his lips quiver and his eyes tremble. “No.
The Prisoner concentrated, summed up dl his resources, and shaped aman and a ship. The ship was not
amachine, for machines are dien to the Prisoner’s mind. Some places, the dimensons are rather close,
due to the warping of the higher dimension. Perhaps at one of these places he forced his thoughts through
the thin barrier and made Sam and the ship.”

“But why not force himsdf through a one of those spots?” Hurkos asked.

“He could not do thet with what energies he had |ft. Y ou see, he is much, much larger than the ship and
Sam put together, larger by an infinite degree. He is the entire higher dimension!”

Ocher birds flittered over green and blue oceans...
“One cregture is an entire dimenson?’

Breadloaf coughed. “If that creature is God, yes. And that is precisdy who the Prisoner of the Shield i9”

“God!” Gnossos shouted.

Hurkos wandered next to the Shidd, pressed his face to it, looking into the colors that swirled, folded
upon themselves and became new colors, Here, brought to him through modern science, was the being



that prayer could not yidd. Technology had replaced faith and with far better results.

“The dreams” Gnossos said, turning to the dazzing display on the screen. “The dreams Hurkos took
from it were the dreams of a paranoid, then; they were the dreams of a being obsessed with
demon-persecution.”

Sam’'s mind whirled in a nighmare landscape of doubt and nearly unconquerable mountains of unbelief.
“And the machines were not machines a dl, for God is not the Father of the machine. God is the Father
of life, the Father of man who makes the machines. God could imitate the exterior of a machine, but the
only way He could make it work was to create a life form—the jelly-mass—to imitate the workings of
one. He knows us, physcdly, but He doesn’t know what we have within us.”

“And God feared machines because they were something above His abilities. He feared the Mues and
chose to ignore their existence in your training because they were things beyond His powers—the results
of men usurping Hisrights.”

“A thousand years,” Breadloaf muttered.
“How could you stand it?" Gnossos asked, turning from the Shield. “How could you st there, knowing?’

“Sometimes, after | had left here and gone into the Streets and amdled the fresh air, | thought | could
never come back. But when | thought of how much worse it would be if He ever escaped...”

“Of course” Gnhossos said sympatheticdly. “For a thousand years, men have grown gradudly saner,
have broken communications with thair barbaric past. 1t' s dl because He' s been trapped in your warped
dimengon tank and can't influence anything. Is't thet it?’

Breadloaf sghed. He was able to make figs of his hands now, and he sat exercisng them. “That's it
exactly. My faher thought he could endave the Prisoner and make Him work for the family. We knew
who He was. He wasted no timein tdlling us that, in demanding to be set free. But we could not master
Him. It became clear that we could never let Him out. At fird, of course, it was for the family’s safety.
He could, and would, wipe out every Breadloaf. Then, after afew hundred years, when we saw what the
empire was becoming, how much better it seemed, how much saner were the councils of man, we
redized tha much of the ugliness of life had been God's doing. We had even sronger reasons for
keeping Him locked up. If He were ever released’—Breadloaf wriggled an am at las—"“war would
come again. Famine as we have never known it. Pestilence. Disease. We have but one choice: keep Him
contained.”

“Correction, please. You have no choice but to release Him!”

The voice drew ther attention to the door. A man stood there—a Chridtian judging from his beard. There
were a dozen others standing behind him, dirty, unshaven, dressed in the rags of self-denid. One of them
was the sgn-carrier Gnossos had argued with in the streets what seemed like an eternity ago. He was
amiling now, sans sgn. He stepped into the room. “Ian't it strange whom God should choose as His
liberators?’

“How did they—" Breadloaf began, sruggling againg his iff body.

“| told them!” Sam shouted. The series of hypnotic orders flashed through his memory now. What God
hed ordered him to do was a burning clarity. He recited the posthypnotic commands that had followed
their landing on Hope: “Find a temple and tdl the Chridians that God is beng held prisoner by the
Breadloaf family in the Breadloaf Building; | will give you flames upon your tongue as a 9gn to convince



them. In a SAl-All Hardwaremat, purchase these chemicads and pieces of equipment: ester of glycerin,
nitric acid, a watch, a gpool of number twenty-sx copper wire, and a smdl congruction detonator. Next
prepare a bomb of glycaryl tinitrate. Next, break into the Breadloaf Building, plant the bomb by force
pump A3A45 in the basement. Next, render Alexander Breadloaf 111 helpless via drug darts” He had
told the Chrigians then. They were here on his word.

“Itign't your fault,” Gnossos said.

Then the echo of an explosion rumbled through the floors of the building, shook the wdls. The Chridians
were dedtroying the machinery that maintained the Shield. They were planting new bombs to do what
Sanv'sfirg one didn’t have a chance to do.

A second explosion rocked the floor even more violently ...
And the Shidd blinked...
... Was gore...

Breadloaf screamed a piercing scream, athing that he had only hdf finished with when the black bird with
the forty million eyes and the claws of brass swept from the vacant spot in the wall, swooped out on the
cold winds and descended on him. The room had expanded, it seemed, to the Sze of a dozen gaaxies.
The room was erupting on the way to becoming the macrocosm itsdlf. Yet dl of it was filled with them
and this thing from beyond their dimenson so that it seemed, in another and confounding way, thet the
chamber had shrunk to the Sze of aamdl closet.

There was no up or down.
The gtars had logt their glitter and consumed themsdlves.
With a tongue of sequined pebbles, the darkness ate the light.

Sam was tumbling around within and yet without God, smashing againg the pinions of the tremendous
feathers, caught dternately in winds as cold asice and as hot as volcano hearts. On and off, as he fought
the crushing expanses of blackness that clutched a him with a million oiled talons, he saw Alexander
Breadloaf. He saw him firgt without skin—pedled and bloody. Next he saw him blackened and a thing of
ash. The ashes became other dark birds that bored into the bdly of the omnipotent black bird and
revitdized it with ther frenzy. He saw lightning flashing from Breadloaf’s charred nodtrils and worms
edting the man's black tongue. He saw him undergo dl the punishments of dl imagined hdls. And he
feared greatly the moment when God would turn on the rest of them, come with claws and with fangs to
edt out ther livers with His Slver-plated teeth.

Feathers sprouted from Breadloaf, black feathers that were aily and bent. With His beak, the thing that
was God plucked the fegthers from the man, leaving ggping holes that seeped ydlow...

There was no warmth; neither was there cold.
Everywhere was fear.

Then, doruptly and without announcement, there were words in his mind. They were Hurkos familiar
tones. Listen. Listen to me. | can see Him. | can see God!

| can see Him too! Sam thought-screamed.



No. | mean, | can see Him with my psionic powers. There is nothing to Him He's so damned
small!

Clarify yoursdlf! This was from Gnossos.

He is puny. He is not large and forceful. The room is not expanding. Breadloaf is not being
charred or eaten by worms. God is trying to frighten Breadloaf to death. Fear and illusons are
the only weapons He has left. He has lost His greatest powers. Perhaps from centuries of
confinement and the last surge of energy needed to create Sam. He is drained.

But all this, Sam thought.

A damn fake! I'll send you the true picture. I'm looking, directly through His illusons and
delusions. | can see. I'll broadcast.

In an eye blink, the room was normd. Breadloaf was uncharred. But he was dead. His eyes were blank,
fish-bely things. His hand clutched his chest above his heart. The tiny transmitter in his heart would be
ydling for the medics. He would be reached in time—here in the city—to be given a new heart before
brain damage occurred. He would live again.

“Where?' Gnossos asked.

Then they saw it. It was poised on therim of the Shidd itsdf. It was a smdl, pink, formless thing. It had
not refrained from trandferring itsef smply because it was too big. It had sent Sam firdg for the smple
reason that Sam would be more effective than it would have been. For a moment the dreams surged
back, but Hurkos used his own, greater powers to fight them away. Then the Mue raised a chair,
smashed it into the pink dug. Again, again, and again. He mashed with a fury that Sam would not have
guessed him to possess.

And Hurkos killed God.

Xl

Breadloaf came through the door of the saloon, stopped a moment to search them out, then amiled as he
sghted them. Only seven hours had passed since he had died, but he looked hedthy and cheerful. More
chearful, in fact, than they had ever seen him look. He made his way through the crowd, nodding to
friends, stopping now and again to shake hands with those who were oblivious to his recent adventure.
Hndly he reached thar table, sat down. “I passed the church on the way. The Chrigtians are moving out
of their homes in the basements, bundles on their backs. In a way, it's a shame. Ther lives have
amounted to nothing.”

“They can take the shots now,” Hurkos said. He was relaxed for the fird time in a long, long while. He
hed gotten his revenge, more revenge than any man could hope for. Sam had wondered, a fird, if
Hurkos could be deranged, for he had, after dl, killed. But he had not killed a man. Therein lay the key.
What he had killed was arung lower than Man, redlly, therefore an animd. “They can live eterndly.”

“Some of them probably will. But they are old, remember. Fifty, some sixty, while the rest of us are thirty
or under. It will not be completely pleasant to be eterndly near-old in an age of eterna youth.”

“Tragic and ironic,” Gnossos said, Spping hisdrink. “How do you fed?’



“Better than ever,” Breadloaf answered punching the robotender for drinks and trying unsuccessfully to
ward off Gnossos' hand asit thrust coins into the machine.

“l guess s0,” Hurkos said. Then: “ Gnossos, | killed God tonight. How' s that for an epic poem?’

“I’'ve been thinking,” the poet said. “Buit it would have been better if He had been a Galiath. There is
nothing particularly heroic about smashing a helpless dug to pulp.”

Sam finished his drink, set the glass down. “I’'m going for a walk,” he said, sanding. “I'll be back in a
while” Before anyone could speak, he turned for the door, sruggling through the crowd, and stepped
outsde. Night was giving way to day; a touch of golden dawn tinted the horizon aready.

“You dl right?” Gnossos asked, stepping out beside him.
“I'm not Sck, if that's what you mean. Not exactly.”
“Yeah. Yeah, | know what you mean.”

“The purpose of life to overcome your creator.”

“But what can awak do? Me? I'm getting drunk.”

“Yeah,” Sam said dowly. “But you know that won't work. Maybe I'll get drunk too, later. But now I'll
wak.”

“Want me to come aong?’
13 NO'”

Sam stepped off the curb and into the cobblestoned street. The ways here were twisted, for the aesthetic
quality was supposed to be reminiscent of an old Earth city—though much cleaner and far more efficient.
He found streets that tangled in on themsdves, twisted through tree-dotted parks and between quaint old
buildings. With hm were memories of the chamber beyond Breadloaf’s office wall, pictures of cold
emptiness. He could ill fed the cool breeze rippling through his hair from the gaping, empty tank.

He waked past the park where the lake stretched away in the distance. There was a gentle dgpping of
its waves againg the pilings of the free-form wakway that bridged its shalower portions. There was the
sound of fish jumping now and again. Somewhere a dog barked. And in his mind, there were questions.

Who was he?
What had been his past?

And where—oh, wherel—was he bound?

TWO: SOULDRIFT

And men shall be torn between the old way and the new...



(Compiled from severd entriesin the diary of Andrew Coro)

Long ago, shortly after my mother’s blood was duiced from the streets of Changeover and her body
burned upon a pyre outsde of town, | suffered what the psychologidts cdl a trauma That seems like a
very inadequate word to me.

To undergtand this “trauma,” one should know some of the events that preceded it. The townsfolk came
inthe middle of the night and took her, decapitated her, suffed a cross cut from stae bread into her dead
mouth, and charred her on fire fed by the boughs of a dogwood tree. | wasfive years old at the time,

Those were the days when men il killed, before Hope sprang up as the capitd of our gdaxy and
pushed forth a society where no man killed another man, where sanity ruled. That was a thousand years
ago, a century after Galactic War |, before Eternity Combine gave us immortdity. And worst of dl, that
was Earth. The rest of the gdaxy was saggering to its feet, aware that something had gone amissiin the
great chauvinigic dreams that had dominated for so many hundreds of years. Hope was an idea born in
the brighter minds, a last possibility for the survivd of what Man should be, a dream of kinglessness, of
Utopia unmarred, a last chance but the best chance ever for mankind. Yet Earthmen were 4ill hunting
witches.

To hide me from those who would destroy me because my mother was a mutant who could lift pencils
(only pencils and scraps of paper!) with her mind, my grandparents locked mein a closet of their house.
Smdls mothbdls, old rubber rainshoes, yelowed megazine paper. Sghts dark ghosts of wools and
cottons hanging about, imagined spiders scuttering vicioudy through the darkness.

And | wept. There was little e se to do.

On the third day, the witch-hunters were certain that | had perished in the fire of the house, for they could
not find me and trusted my grandparents because—as a cover againg the day he knew was coming—my
grandfather had belonged to the witch-hunting group. So it was that on the third day | was brought forth
from the closat and into the parlor where my grandmother kissed me and dried my eyes on her gray,
coarse gpron. On that same day, Grandfather came to me where | sat with my grandmother, his huge and
cdlousad hands folded over each other, conceding something. 1’ ve a surprise for you, Andy.”

| smiled.

He took one hand from the other, reveding a lump of cod with eyes a shade darker than the rest of it.
“Caesar!” | cried. Caesar was my mynabird, rescued in some unknown, unknowable, miraculous fashion
from the holocaust of the exorcism.

| ran to Grandfather, and as | ran, the bird screeched in imitation: “Andyboy, Andyboy.” | stopped, my
feet suddenly rocks too heavy to lift another inch, and | stared a it. It fluttered a wing. “Andyboy,

Andyboy, An—’

And | gtarted to scream. It was an involuntary scream, torn from my lungs, burgting through my lips,
roaring medly into the room. The myna's words were mockings of my mother’s words. The inflection,
though certainly not the tone, was perfect. Memories of my mother flooded me: warm kitchens to burned
corpse to dorytdling sessons to a headless, bloodless body. Bad and good memories mixed, mingled,



blew each other to larger than life redity in my memory. | turned and ran from the parlor. Wings beat
agang me. Caesar was a stuck recording.

Grandfather was running too, but he did not seem to be Grandfather any longer. Instead, he had become
one of the witch-hunters shooting out the windows of our house, screaming for my mother’ s degth.

Running through the hdf open cdlar door, | sumbled down the steps, dmost crashing down to a broken
neck on the concrete, flaling at the hideous wings and the sharp orange beak that tried to be her lips. |
locked mysdf in the cod room while Caesar battered himsdf to tatters againgt the thick door. When
Grandfather findly broke it down, | was on my knees with my head againg the floor, ungble to scream in
anything but a hoarse whisper. My knuckles were raw from pounding them into the concrete, my blood a
polka-dot pattern on the smooth grayness.

| was taken to bed, nursed, recovered, and sent off-planet to an aunt’s house in another solar system
where men were coming of age faster. | grew up, took Eternity Combine's treatments in one of the firgt
test groups, and outlived Caesar, Grandfather, witch-hunters, and dl.

Years later a one of Congressman Horner's parties, a psychologist told me it had dl been a trauma
concerning death and my new perception of it. | told him trauma was a terribly inadequate word and
went off to dance with a particularly lovely young woman.

Now, even years after that, | was experiencing fear much the same as the fear that day so long ago when
| was five and my mother was three days dead. It was the fear of death, ginking, oppressve, and
omnipresent. | am dways &rad at the beginning of a hunt. 1t made no difference, this day, that |1 had
gone on two hundred and fifteen others; it was this one that was immediate and frightening. If | was killed
in these jungles, Eternity Combine could never reach me in time to restore me to life If | died here, |
stayed dead. Forever isalong, long time.

Why the risk? It does seem strange that, in a gdaxy so diversfied, so full of things to do and ways to
ean a living, anyone would chose something as dangerous as Beast hunting. But there are adways
reasons. Man, a part of nature, is never totdly illogica. He can generdly come up with reasons for his
actions. Sometimes, of course, the reasons may give rise to questions... Anyway, Crazy had a good
reason for coming on this hunt: this Beast had killed his only brother, who had been on the last team that
hed gone after it. Crazy wanted revenge. No Hamlet, but every bit as determined. Lotus came because
she can't leave usif she knows we' re endangering oursalves. She would go insane walting for us, so she
comes dong. Me? Money, in part. There was an enormous bounty on this Beast, and | was determined it
would be one-third mine. Besides, | was born on Earth and the faults of the place partidly warped me. |
like to kill. Not anything but Beasts, you understand. | could never bring mysdlf to murder another humen
being. But Beasts... Wdl, Beadts are different...

| loaded the lagt of the cameras into the floater, looked around for the others. “Lotud Crazy! Let's get a
move on!”

“All right, dl right,” Crazy said, 2omping down the steps to the outside entrance of the guest house. We
were saying on Congressman Horner's Earth ranch under the supervison of his aide, Sam Penud, an
atogether strange man, until the completion of the job. Horse, being as he weighed three hundred pounds
plusfifty and was blessed with hooves, did not use the highly polished, dippery indoor steps of dlittering
plasiglass. Oh, his full name was Crazy Horse. No it wasn't, ether. Jackson Lincoln Puicca was his
given name—after the famous generd, the famous president and humanitarian, and the famous scientis.
But we cdled hm Crazy Horse—mostly because he was crazy—and because he sure did look like a
horse.



Crazy was a naturd mutant, not a product of the Artifidd Wombs. One day there had been a nudear
war spreading through the dvilized gdaxy. Severd generations later, there was Crazy—muscular, bright,
shaggy-headed, and horse-behinded. Not a Beast, mind you; a vauable man on a bounty hunt.

“Wheré's Lotus?’ | asked.
“Out picking berries somewhere. You know her.”

“You know what about her?” Lotus asked as she drifted over a nearby corra fence, her blue-fog wings
fluttering gently as she glided on the breezes. “What would you say of me behind my back, Crazy?’

Crazy Horse stomped his hooves, folded his hands in supplication. “What could | say behind your back,
pretty one, when you are possessed of such marvelous ears?’

Lotus settled on the ground next to me. She fingered the ddicate, elongated shels that were her dfin
ears, looked a Crazy. “Yours are bigger. | don't think | should make nasty remarks about another
person’s ears if mine were distended bladders like yours.”

Crazy snorted, shook his huge head so that hiswild mane of hair flopped, fluffed, and covered his baggy
ears.

Satisfied, Lotus said, “I'm on time, | trust.”

“Troubleis” | said, putting an arm around her tiny waist (twenty inches) and looking down on her amdl
form (four feet eeven), “isthat you know damned wel we' d wait for you dl day and not be angry.”

“That's cause I'm the prettiest gifl around,” she snapped, her green-blue eyes adance.
“Not much competition on an dl-mae ranch,” Crazy muttered.

“And you, Crazy, are the handsomest horse I’ ve seen here” She amiled, and she said it so that he didn't
know whether to be mad or to laugh. So he laughed.

That was Lotus. She was cute as Chrismas multiplied by Halloween and Easter—and she knew it, which
waan't dways so bad because she could pull her own weight easily enough. Aside from being one of the
best botanists specidizing in post-A-war plants, she was our aerid reconnaissance expert snce she could
fly ahead, land where a floater would never fit, and let us know what was dangerous or interesting that
stood in our way. You say, But why a botanist on a bounty hunt? Well, true, we usudly stalked killer
animds that disturbed the smdl towns on the rurd (since the war) planets. But now and again there were
plants which were every bit as deadly as the Beasts. There were those waking plants on Fanner |1 that
latched onto the nearest warm-blooded thing (often human), lashed roots around it, grew through it dl
night long, absorbed it, and walked away with the sunrise—a few inches tdler, sporting a few new lesf
buds, and satisfied until darkness came again. Which was every nine hours on Fanner 11. Thus, Lotus.

“Let’'sget going,” | said. “1 want these cameras set before dark.”

“After you, Butterfly,” Crazy said, bowing as low as he could, considering his lessthan-human posterior,
and sweeping hisarm in a courtly gesture of chivdry.

Lotus breezed into the floater like a puff of smoke. Crazy followed, and | went last, dogging the door
behind. We had three seats across the front of that tub—L otus between us. | was pilat.



A floater isaround bal with an inner and outer hull, each independent of the other. This way, if you ever
meet an eighteen foot bat, like on Capistrano, you can have an outer hull beaten dl to hdl and never fed
itingde or let it deflect the floater, shunting you off your course. Theinner hull carries the drive engines.

| pulled back on the gick, lifted us, set out for the forest-jungle that had spread outward from the
Harrisburg Crater. The screens gave us aview of the woods. ugly, festering, and at the edges gray-green
ferns with thick leaves interlaced with spidery fluff that held heavy brown spoor bals. Later, these gave
way to giant trees that choked the ferns and did away with them but were ill just as gray and lifdess.

“You haven't said much about this Beast that killed Garner,” Crazy said. Garner was his brother. His
twin, in fact, though Garner was perfectly norma.

“I'm trying not to think about it.”

“Tdl us” Lotus said, pulling the thin membrane of her wings about her like a cloak. “Tdl us dl that Mr.
Penud told you.”

“Manly, we' re thefifth team to be sent after this Beast.”
“The others?’ Crazy asked.

“Garner wasn't its only victim. There were twenty-two in the other four teams dl totded. Twenty were
never seen again.”

“The other two?’ Lotus asked.
“Rescue parties brought them out—in pieces.”
Below, the world was gray-green...

Fve milesinto the forest where the huge, gnarled trees were dominant, | set the floater down in a smdl,
rare clearing. Lotus went ahead to check for other clearings and crossings where it might be wisest to
place the cameras and ther triggers. If anything passes the dectric eyes set ten feet before the cameras, it
garts the film spinning. Chances were, we would get plenty of strange things on the film, but our killer
would be easy to spot in the crowd. We had three descriptions from townspeople—all three making him
around eight feet tal, man-like, and ugly. There were alot of things that fit the first and last parts, but few
of these Beasts were man-like. None of the descriptions gave any indication, however, why twenty-two
experienced bounty hunters had not killed it.

Crazy was setting up the dectric eyes and dringing the trip wire back to me, conceding it with a fine
layer of dust. | was rigging the cameras in the rocks and bushes. Both of us had our backs to the same
part of the forest.

Tha was amigake...

Crazy would have heard it first except he dill had his har down over his ears, hindering his usudly keen
hearing. When | heard it—the snapping and low, fierce keening—it was dmogt on top of us. Whirling, |

brought my gun up...



And up and up and up... Damn, wasit big! Big and quiet, which is a combination we hit upon more often
than you might think. It stared down through the trees at us, thirty feet high, its bulbous body burdened by
an underdung belly which was dashed, in turn, by a wet, wicked mouth that opened and closed over us
like an enormous vise. No long, dow throat-to-stomach affairs. Just open up and—durp! Spiders make
me sck. They are a common mutation, and they are dways hideous and revalting. This one made me
scker than usud. There were ugly, cancerous scabs dl over it, pus-coated hars hanging heavily from
each ripe disease pocket.

“Don't shoot yet!” | told Crazy. But he didn't have to be told. More than once, he had seen these things
react reflexively to a shot, legp in and chomp up whatever was holding the gun. A big spider is not as
large as it looks, because it is mosly spindly legs which can squeeze together fast into a little bal, drop
the spider fifteen feet in height, and let it scuttle in under the trees after you. Spiders are handled with
gentle, loving care until you're ready to kill them. Any other way, they’Il kill you fird.

“The rocks,” | said quietly, watching the multi-prismed eye watch me. Very dowly, and with grace, we
edged our way dong the rocks where | had been seting that particular camera. Tiptoes and
marshmdlow footfdls...

The spider watched, swivding its strangdly tiny head to follow us, a row of fine hairs awiddle below its
eyes. Except for those hairs, it seemed petrified, immobile. In a split second—even before the splitting
could be finished—it could be moving faster than a man could ever run.

The rocks we were negotiating were actualy the ruins of centuries, tossed here by the A-blast that had
levded Harrisburg, a provincid capitd a that time. It was a vast tumble of caves, vadleys, mountains of
bricks and stone and powdered mortar.

Moving a tentative step, the spider seftled massive legs through the brush with a minmum of noise,
keened a bit louder, an out-of-tune harmonica

Ulysses, you were a punk hero!

We reached a place where the rock broke open, forming a amdl valey, dosng again four hundred feet
away and ending at the mouth of a dark tunnd that led further into the ruins—a tunnd too smdl for a
Beadt like this, but not too smdl for Crazy and me. “Now,” | whispered. “Run!”

We turned, loped into the vdley, cutting ourselves off from the view of the spider. Crazy reached the
tunnd fird. His legs are often an asset when speed is needed—but, God, you should see him try to
dance!

| was hdfway down the valey when the spider mounted the one valey wal and looked down on us. The
colossa red eyes glittered accusngly. Supper had run away. Bad, bad. Then the bdly appeared,
mandibles open and clacking. Clackinty-clack-clack!

Fsstphss! Crazy opened fire with his vibra pistol, caught on of the legs. The spider drew its member up,
twiddled it medly. Crazy fired again, caught another leg and blew it completdly off. The huge limb
bounced over the rocks, wedged between two of them, and continued squirming, not yet aware that it
was loose, athing avay from its owner and soon to rot.

| ran.

The spider started down into the valey.



| pressed my aching lungs and screaming muscles to even faster operation.

Crazy fired again, caught the Beast in the Sde, tore it open. But spiders don't bleed, and a fist-szed hole
wasn't stopping this baby.

Besides, we had overlooked, in our haste, a very important thing: tunnes make nice homes—for things.
Crazy was radng hispigol for a shot at the giant head when a pinkish grub-like creature came wriggling
out of the tunnd in defense of its abode, cadting off three inch, hard thorns, one of which struck Crazy’'s
arm, sent him tumbling, his gun logt in the stones.

The spider screeched insandy, head hobbling, ssomach clacking.

The grub, suddenly a more immediate danger, hissed, arched its ribbed back, and flung itsdf forward in
gpasmodic lurches tha were immediady followed by the jerking release of the spines that in some
places, were hurled with enough force to penetrate rocks. | ran to Crazy, tried dragging him to the walls
where the Beasts could attack only from the front. But dragging three hundred and fifty pounds of
unconscious horse-man is harder to do than it sounds—and it sounds pretty damn hard!

| crouched behind Crazy Horse, back to the spider, pulled the spine from his aam. There was a lot of
blood pumping out of that arm. Entirdy too much blood. Nothing there to stop it with, ether. | turned to
the grub, looked for a vulnerable spot. Most of its bely was calloused, but the firg two segments aways
seemed to be doft in the manner of a “running” snake. | amed my vibra-pisol at these fird two soft
segments, pulled the trigger and held it down. The worm went kicking into the air, turning over and over,
tossing off spines that shot over our heads. It crashed back to the ground when | stopped firing, was very
dill.

But the spider...

It was at the opposite end of the valey now, having used the grub’s diversons as a chance to make an
easy entry. Behind it, anchored to the rubble, was athin web Structure. It was getting ready to snare us.

Crazy moaned, kicked a foot, lgpsed into unconsciousness again, blood dl over him, face twisted
Srangely.

The spider legped.
All those legs jusdt tensed, and it was moving through the air, hitting the ground, running. Silent.
| fired.

The shot caught it in the legs, folded the spindly members up under it, and sent it tumbling backward like
agreasy dug bal caught in a srong draft. After it came to rest, it lay gill so long that | thought it was
dead. But findly it tirred, stood, and dung to the rubble wall, watching me. | was mentdly charting dl
possible pathways of advancement for it, trying to anticipate its next move. But | didn’t expect the dlk to
come spitting out like liquid smoke from so great a distance. Lazly, it twirled toward us, undulaing like a
snake formed of mig. The spider could, it seemed, direct two of these lines a the same time, for two of
them approached. One struck the wall to the left, curling over a rocky projection hafway up; the second
hit an equa height on the opposite wall, lacing through loosdly stacked rubble and weding its hold into a
solid position. Then the Beast began swinging the lines, wrapping them back and forth from wadl to wal,
dodng usin.

| sat on the ground, braced my back againg Crazy, thumbed the contrals of the pistal to full power. The



web dropped over us, fouled my hand. | had to spend severd vauable seconds untangling the sticky
mess from the gun and my fingers. When | raised the wegpon again, the spider had advanced fifty feet. |
fired. But the web was so dense now that it absorbed the blast, diffused it, dissolved it. Stll, I could not
dissolve it as fadt as the spider could make it.

Another filament dropped across my back. Another curled over my right ear, dropped across my
shoulder and down to wind a my waist. Crazy was dmost covered. | shot it again. The web absorbed it.
The web dissolved. The web was replaced. The spider was keening more frarticaly than ever, no longer
quigt in its advance, now assured of victory, now jubilant. Severd gicky strands lashed around me,
pinning my arms to my chest. More. Still more. | was being cocooned. The gun dropped out of my hands
as drculation was cut down in my arms, my hands made numb and usdless.

A strand crossed my face, fouled an eye. It was amazingly cool againgt my skin.
Ancther strand curled over my lips, drifted upward into my nogtrils and stuck there, tickling.
Crazy was invishle beneath a white drift of the snowy thread.

The spider tensed to lesp. ..

Lotus when there is danger? A helpless, frightened rabbit of agirl? No. That'snot Lotus &t dl. Lotusis a
gl who comes fluttering over the treetops when a spider is about to devour her friends and legps onto
the spider because she has no gun.

Why no gun? A knife, that’s why. She keeps it in her waistband. Only the red gem handle shows—until
dhe hasto useit. Then, lightning isn't any fadter.

| was pinned by the web, watching the hary black mutant dance across the foggy highway it had built
when she came into view in the morming sky and spotted the action. She dipped, swayed with hdf a
second's hestation, then landed on the twisted semi-shoulders behind the Beast's head. She tossed her
legs around that neck, riding it like it was a wild bronc and sseming to enjoy the ride as much as the
cowboys on red horses back at Horner’ s ranch. It swiveled its eyes, trying to catch Sght of her, but the
eyes didn’t revolve far enough. Just when they were at the apex of ther revolution, she drove the Slver
blade into the left orb, up to the crimson gem hilt, and dashed downard.

The spider reared.

The stream of web fluid ceased abruptly, and the Beast wobbled backward down the indlined slken
plane, throbbing its voice like a thousand flutes gone sour. It staggered sideways like a drunk. | wanted
to shout that it might try to rall over on her, but my mouth was blocked with fast-drying web, and | could
not move my amsto cleer it.

She pulled the knife out, found the second eye with it. The spider flaled, ran at the diffs found it too
much trouble to dimb out and Hill bear the pain that was wracking it. Blindly, it sumbled from one diff to
the other, seeking some pathway in the darkness and finding none. Then it rolled.

“Lotud” | screamed. But it came out a choked, reverberating whisper, strained through the métting on
my lips.



But she was flying again, her wings beating furioudy until they had taken her high enough to catch the low
breezes. They fluffed out then, carried her back and forth across the chasm, letting her watch the spider.

It died. Sowly, and with lots of kicking. Once | was sure it was going to blunder onto the web and fdl in
on Crazy and me, but it never did. When it was down for good, Lotus drifted in to the web, settled very

gertly at its edge. “Andy! Crazy!”
| tried to cdl out. The result was a low-key vibration in the web.
“l hear you! I'll get you out.”

| blessed her elongated ears. A moment later, she began hacking into the Slken fiber with her knife. In
time she reached me, cut away the fuzz that bound my arms and closed my mouth. Together, we
removed Crazy, ready for the wordt.

But it wasn't that bad a al. He was 4ill unconscious, but the webbing had matted over the grub-spine
wound, putting a stop to the blood that had been fountaining from it.

“Well have to take him back,” | said.
“The cameras?’

“We were only stting up the second one.”
“You finigh”

“| can't jus—"

“You finigh,” she inggted. 1 checked ahead. Follow the man tral for hdf a mile and you'll cross 9x
mgor intersections. That should give us enough coverage to see if the Beast uses these trails regulaly. If
you bring the floater here firg, | can get to the medikit and take care of Crazy.”

“Hemay be—"
“Hell be okay. There re enough suppliesin the floater to fix him up without any trouble.”

She was a good nurse; | knew that from wounds of my own she had bound. “Okay,” | said. “I'll be back
inaminute” Actudly, it was four minutes, but when | settled the floater down next to the pieces of web,
she dready had Crazy uncovered and clean of every fragment of the Suff. | took the cameras, dung them
over my shoulders, and set out—lugging what two were meant to carry—keeping my gun drawn and an
eye out for hairy trees...

Three hours later, | sumbled back, worn out and showing it. Lotus and Crazy were dtting there laughing
about something. “Nice way to get out of work,” | said, sanding over them.

Crazy looked up and whinnied that slly whinny of his. “You can have this blasted arm if you want. I'd
rather have gone setting the cameras than nurang this”

“A likdy story.”

“We d better be getting back,” Lotus said. “Looks like a sorm, and | don’'t want to see what might



come tramping around in the rain.”
It was heavy rain that gave Fanner 1I’s vampire plants their most voracious appetites.
“Okay. Can you wak, Crazy?’

“I can manage.”

One day, the men start looking like animals to you. Noses metamor phose into snouts. Eyes grow
beadier. Ears suddenly become tufted with hair. Fingernails take on the appearance of claws. And
you realize you are allowed to shoot animals: it is within you to shoot animals, though men are off
limits. You go to ail your guns... But you also realize you are just imagining them as animals so
that you will be able to shoot them and revenge your mother—and maybe wipe out that entire
chapter of your life. Degp down, you fear that you want to spill the rich blood of men—spill it and
drink it...

| must have been moaning in my deep. It was an old and often fet dream, recurring through al the years
that | could remember. | say that | must have been muitering, for when | dipped from the dream to the
dark redity of the bedroom, there was alight body againg mine, lips on my two, and soft velvet wings
encdosng usin the closet of our souls... The next morning, we went out to collect the cameras. Crazy’'s
am was dmog hedled, thanks to the speedhed sdve and bandages. We hoped that he would be wel
enough to begin the hunt shortly after noon, in the event the cameras had recorded anything that would
interest us.

And the cameras had.
“l don't likeit,” Crazy grunted as thefilm loop came across the viewer for the Sxth time.

“Itign't the ugliet we' ve met,” | said, trying to reassure mysdf as wel as them. Not the ugliest, but ugly
enough. Seven and a hdlf feet, heavier than Crazy. Two arms trailing the ground, six-inch daws on them,
and a set of amdler amsin the middle of the barrel chest. The little hands fiddled with each other, lacing
fingers, picking insects from each other, scratching in a strange symbiosis. The mouth was a treasure
trove—if one happened to be a biologist who vaued sharp ydlow teeth. The Beast had one sunken eye
in the left Sde of its face, an undeveloped socket where the other one should be. The facid skin was
legthery, dark, broken occasondly by tufts of brisly har. “It doesn't even look as dangerous as the
pider.”

“That'swhat | mean. | don't likeit.”
“Huh?

“l think,” Lotus interrupted, “that Crazy means it looks too easy. Anything as easy as this Beast 100ks
would have been knicked out by the firg team that went after it. It mugt have something else besides
claws, teeth, and an extra pair of hands”

It did look evil. And there were those other twenty-two bounty hunters to think about. “What do you
think?’

“Can't say,” Lotus murmured, dmogt as if she were taking to hersdf. “Tha would be like gating the
cause of death before the murder.”



“What's the consensus? Should we back out of this one?’

They both sad no.

“We don't redly need the money yet.”

“There was Garner,” Crazy added.

| smiled, shut off the tape loop. “Okay. Let’s get started. Crazy, your am good enough?’

He peded off the bandage, flexed the muscular am. The skin stretched new and tight and delicately
across the wound. It was swollen and red, but unscarred. “Never fdt better. Let’s go.”

And we did.

IV

After a short but hot march, we made camp near the cross-way where the camera had caught him. Lotus
took the first watch near evening, and | was hdfway into the second when | heard something of more
than medium sze coming aong from the right. Unholgtering my pistal, | stretched out behind a heavy row
of bushes and waited. My infrared goggles filtered away mog of the night, giving me a view that was
probably as good as the Beadt's.

Inaway, | wished it were dill dark. Thisfdlow looked a great dedl more formidable in person than seen
from a little piece of film through the eye of an unemotiond lens. Fird, in the short view it gave, the
camera didn’t catch the easy loping mation of the mutant. | decided upon its ancestry pretty quickly: ape.
There mugt have been a zoo around when the big bang wiped out the ity and its suburbs—a zoo just far
enough out to be saved from a mortd blow. Radiation did the rest. | watched, horrified, asit loped by in
the night.

| was swesting profusaly, yet the wind was cold.

Pushing up from the ground, | stepped back to my previous waiting post. | had not fired, for | wanted to
judge how much it would take to stop this Beast before | legped out firing my little toy-like gun. Now |
hed that figured out, and | could wait for its reappearance. | was in the process of Stting down when |
saw, from the corner of my eye, tha the Beast had returned and was standing a dozen yards away,
squinting at me. | cursed mysdf for forgetting the curiosity and cunning of the apes.

Suddenly, it started for me.
| brought up my pistal, fired.
Blue-white, blue-white!

But when the flash was gone and the night had angrily rushed back in to dam its territory, there was no
goe-dive or dead. If | had killed it, it would be lying there, a blackened corpse. Had | wounded it, it
certanly could not have gotten away that quickly. Which meant that it was dill dive, somewhere near.

The night seemed exceptiondly black, even with the goggles.



| stood very 4ill, ligening. Then it struck me that the Beast might be hunched below the dense brush line,
moving dong the pathway to a point where it could more easlly legp—and dismember me. | cursed
mysdf for missng, tried to reassure mysdf that it had moved too fast for any marksman to hit. Rather
then wait for the attack, | began moving backward through the brush, gun drawn, eyes watering as | kept
them pinned to the weeds and flowers, trying to Sght anything that would give me a target.

Behind me, a hundred yards away, a amdl knall rose in a clearing. If | could back to that, | would be
looking down on this area and could spot the mutant as it stalked me, blagt it before it could get close.
Carefully, | moved toward that knoll. No use in ydling for help. The dense woods would cut that shout to
nothingness before it had passed over the ridge that separated me from camp.

Thewind was not just cold. The wind was laden with the freezing seam of dry ice. | shivered inwardly
and outwardly.

When | reached the knall, | found it was not aknall & dl. The dearing was filled with a dense clover-like
vegetation that was only inchestdl at the edge but which grew higher toward the middle until it reached a
mushroom+Hike peak of about five and a hdf feet. | stopped, turned to go back the way | had come. But
| stopped again. Somewhere ahead of me lay the Beast, waiting. | couldn’t know where, and it would be
certain suicide to try to go back the way | had entered. My only hope was to continue back through this
clearing, out of it, up the ridge, down the ridge and into camp. | backed.

It was not as Imple as it sounded.

Hdfway into the clover suff, with thick, bushy vegetation up to my shoulders, | became aware of the
growling and suffling that boomed ferocioudy somewhere very close a hand.

| stopped, stood perfectly ill, trying not to breathe even. Somewhere in this clover, somewhere beneath
itsdmog searlike surface, the Beast moved—and searched. | panicked, fired wildly into the growth. A
spot the Sze of aman was burned away, leaving a black, shadow-filled hole in the sea that did not rfill
itsdf. There was dill growling, closer now. | forced mysdf into calm. Shooting without a target would do
me no good and might serve to give the Beast afix on me,

|ce wind whigtled around me.

Findly, | saw what | was looking for. A ripple in the surface of the clover. A body as large as the
Beadt’ s, moving crouched through the clover, would leave a wake on the top that should be noticeable. |
pointed at the ripple, seadied my hand...

And redled sdeways as the Beast legped! It missed me only by inches, crashing into the clover and
disappearing benesth the green surface. | fired at the spot where it went in, but it had moved now and
was somewhere ese. Heart pounding, | started to survey the surface again.

And again it jumped. Thistime, though | twirled wildly aside, it caught me a bruisng swipe with its claws
before crashing into the brush again. Blood spurted from my shoulder, then subsided into a steady, thick
flow. Fire shot through every muscleinmy arm, and | transferred the gun to my good hand.

Forcing mysdf to ignore the pain and find the ripple in the clover that marked the enemy, | searched the
surface again, hdf resolved to being mauled by the Beast before | could locate it. Then, just when aching
fatigue began to creep upward from my feet, | saw it. Sghting carefully on the lead of the wake, | fired.
The Beast staggered erect, dutching its arm, reded sideways. Shivering, | fired again, opened a wound
onitsleg. It was bleeding as badly as| was. | Sghted for another shot.



Then, suddenly, everything went into a dow, syrupy, fogbound set of events that registered only indirectly
onmy mind. The Beast was trying to stagger away... | could not shoot... the Beast had done something
90 that | could not shoot. .. the trigger was stone to me.... the night swallowed him... | passed out.

Later, the sun was up and the birds were snging, and Lotus was pouring something warm into my mouth,
fordng me to wake to a beautiful scene: her face. Then Crazy spoiled it by gicking his horsey mug into
the picture. “What happened?’

“We found you in that clover, dmog dead. What was it?’

| struggled to St up, managed with their help. My head spun, settled dowly like a greet amusement ride
reeching its end, came to afull stop. “I shot it, wounded it anyway. It tried to kill me”

“Why didn’t you kill it?" Lotus asked.
“l guess... it knocked my gun away.”

“No,” Crazy sad. “You had your gun when we found you. You mugt have been halding it when the
Beast made its getaway. We had to pry it from your fingers Why didn’t you shoot it agan?

| tried to remember. | could picture the blue-white vibra-beam tearing the night apart and sewing it back
together. There was some sort of exclamation which | had not made. Then | could not shoot. | explained
the memories to the others.

“Hypnoss?’ Crazy asked.
“I don't think so. | wasn't spellbound or anything like that. Something... something ese”

“| think we should back out now,” Lotus said. “Well just end up like Garner. Sorry, Crazy, but we will!
| think we should pack our gear and move out fast.”

“No,” | sad, trying to look more chipper than | fdt. “We ll get it. | know we will.”
“But there are other jobs—easier jobs,” she protested.

“We ve shed our blood over thisone” Crazy said. “When you spill your blood for a hunt, you're bound
to get the Beast no matter what. It goes above revenge.”

She fluttered her downy blue wings, looked right through me like only she can. “It's more then that to
you, in'tit, Andy?’

“Yes” | croaked. No use hiding anything from Lotus—not with eyes that enter the soul like hers do.
“Yes, | supposeitis Though | don't know what.” Then | passed out again.

Two days later.

All my wounds had heded under the speedheals. We had not seen the Beast since, though we were not
inexperienced enough to think it had crawled away to die. That is a dangerous assumption in this
professon; turn your back for even a second and bang! We decided, instead, that it had returned to its
lar, somewhere in the forest, to lick its wounds and hed itsdf. We had ceased to speculate about why |
hed been unable to kill it when | had the chance, for that was not a happy thing to speculate about. Too



meany bad dreamsin something like that.

Leaving everything that could not be carried with reative ease, we struck out with inflatable mattresses,
food, water, and guns Mogt of dl, guns After establishing what our quarry’s footprints were like
(humeanish, four-toed, long and wicked claws tipping each toe) from a set that led away from the clover
patch fight scene in alimp pattern, we moved deeper into the woods. On the second day of the trek, we
found where it had fdlen and had lain for some time until it found the strength to go on. On the third day,
we tracked it to the lip of the Harrisburg Crater—where the footprints ceased.

We stood there on the rim of the vast depression, daring across the table of nudear glass that the
triple-headed super-nuclear rocket had made. The crater, | knew from the maps, was two and a quarter
milesin diameter. There was a lot of space. Daotting it were thousands of bubbles in the glass. A great
number of them were broken and led to the maze of uncharted tunnds and caves that lay under the floor
of the crater. Apparently, in one of these caves, the Beast was licking its wounds—and waiting.

“How can we cover dl that?” Crazy asked. “It'sbig! And dippery!”

“WEIl doit” | said. | didn't want to do it. | didn't know why | didn't order everyone to backtrack, to
et the hdl out of there chop-chop, on the double. Lotus was right, of course: the reason was more than
revenge agang a dumb animd. For a moment, | fdt like Hamlet on the castle ramparts, taking to a
ghogt. But that feding passed. My determinaion had something to do with that night when | could have
killed it but did not. That night when | dmogt let it kill me. And why? And what about the other
twenty-two?

“l guess hereisas good a place as any,” Lotus said. “Let’s make camp here” She swung a hand around,
indicating the thirty feet of hard-packed earth that separated the forest from the crater edge. Here and
there, afew sparse pieces of vegetaion were trying to grow on the no-plant’ s-land between woods and
glass. They weren't doing very well, but they made the bleakness allittle less bleak.

“Hereitwill be,” | said, dropping my own gear. “We |l search the caves tomorrow.”
Nightfal stolein, a black fog.

There were stars in the sky, but the greatest light show of dl lay a our feet. For two and one quarter
miles ahead, the nuclear glass shimmered with vibrant colors as it gave off the heat of the day. Blues
chased reds across its surface while ambers danced with ebonies, locked arms with streaks of green.

| was gtting on the crater wal, dangling my legs, a hundred yards from the man camp. Crazy was back
there dill eating supper. His suppers lasted two hours, with no time wasted in those hundred and twenty
minutes either. Lotus drifted down next to me, folded her tiny legs under her, and put her head on my
shoulder. Her hair was cool and sweet-smeling. Also nice it was black as the night and blew around my
ears and chin and made me fed good.

“Beautiful, isn'tit,” | said. There was a burst of orange rimmed with Slver.

“Vay,” she sad as she tried to crawl even closer. She was our consolation. She held the team together.
Crazy and | could not last a month without her. Briefly, | wondered how, when she consoled Crazy, they
managed, what with his being so big and dumsy and her being so tiny, so fragile But she never came
back chipped or cracked, so maybe the lummox was gentler than he seemed.

“You scared?’ | asked. She was trembling, and it was not cold.



“You know me”

“Well win.”

“You sound so sure”

“We have to. We're the good guys”

| fet something wet on my neck, and | knew it was a tear. | shifted a little and cuddled her and sad
now-now and other things. Manly, | just sat there being uncomfortable and damned happy dl a once.
Lotus dmost never cries. When she does, she is worried about one of us—really worried. Then you
can't stop her until she's dried out. You can only St and hold her. And when she's finished, she never
mentions the fact that she was crying; you better never mention it ether, if you know what's good for
you.

S0, she was arying. And | was cuddling.

And Crazy was suddenly screaming—

Vv

A very long time ago, as | had sat at the upstairs window before my mother made me leave our house,
there had come two giant red eyes out of the night mists. They had been as large as saucers, casting
scarlet light ahead of them, focusng on the house. It was a jegp covered with sheets and red cdlophane
and painted to look like a dragon by the Knights of the Dragon to Preserve Humeanity. | thought it very
funny that grown people should play at such ridiculous games.

Bdow me now, in the pit that had suddenly opened and gulped down Crazy, a spider, spindly legs
bracing it a hundred feet down, was looking up with crimson headlamp eyes. Only there was something
worse than a jeep behind these lamps. Much worse.

“Crazy!” | shouted.
“Here. To the left!”

| took the lantern Lotus brought from the camp, lowered it into the steeply doping tunnd. The spider
backed off another fifty feet but no more. Probably afemde. Femaes are more fearless than their mates.
Branching off from the main fal were severd side tunnds, dl filled with sticky eggs and webhbing.

“It must have burrowed close to the surface” Crazy shouted. “I just stepped on the ground. It wiggled,
gave, and fdl through.”

He had rolled into one of the sde tunnds, was caught up in the gtickiness and eggs. The web was
probably a different variety than the one the other spider had used to entrap us earlier. This one was for
protecting eggs and would be even more thick and gummy. The mother spider fidgeted below, wanting to
come charging up to protect her eggs, frightened only for a moment. “Lotud” | shouted. “Climbing cleats
and your knife. Hurry!”

She lifted away, was back dmost ingantly. | dipped the cleat atachments onto my boots, took her knife
to cut steps into the tunnd wall. “1’m coming down, Crazy.”



“What about the bitch bdow?’
“She looks scared.”
“Sell get over that. Stay out.”

“Crazy, you're crazy.” | crawled into the doping cave, hating to turn my back on the spider but unable to
negotiate the steep passage headfirs. Every moment | fdt as if she were rushing up the tunnd, mouth
slently open and ready to kill. Paingtakingly, | moved down.

Looking over my shoulder for brief moments, | could see the red eye watching. They never blinked. No
lids

| reached the sde cave where Crazy was trapped, dirt packed so tightly under my fingernails that they
ached. | hacked away the web, bdled it up, and suffed it behind him. | didn’t want to drop it down the
main shaft for fear the jolt would bring the spider plunging upward, ssomach open. When | had his head
free and hisarms loose, he was able to hdp himsdf. In short time, he had stripped away the remainder of
the sticky thread.

“Youfird,” | sad. “Can you make it up?’

“These hooves give perfect balance.” He kicked out of the egg pocket and started up the indine as if it
were just another wakway through some charming garden. | waited until he was dmogt out, then
launched mysdf on the dimb. But dl this action had shaken the mother spider to action. | could hear the
scuttling of her feet coming up fast.

“l can’'t shoot, Andy!” Lotus shouted. “Y ou're in the way!”

| started to say something (Something probably better |eft unsaid) when the furry legs touched me around
the waist, pulled me loose. It was hardly any use fighting the tremendous power behind her grasp. But
she waan't prepared for dl of my weight. She wobbled under me, collapsed, and we both crashed down
the dope, twisted around a bend—all her legs kicking furioudy—and dropped twenty feet onto a cavern
floor.

| was on top of the spider.

She was screaming. God, the screams. They boomed from the walls. Even the echoes threw themsdves
back and reechoed. Then, despite the pounding of my heart, | saw that this place seemed to be a nest
and that more than one spider, judging from excretion, inhabited it. We were done now, but her screams
would soon draw others.

| felt something wet, scrambled for a handhold on the flaling Beast, looked down. My foot was dangling
ingde her gut! She had rolled onto her back inthe fdl, and | was mounted on her deadly underside. The
mandibles quivered. | jerked my foot back, discovered the knife dill clutched in my hand. | was sheking
violently—so vidlently thet | feared | might drop my only weapon.

The head reared up as she tried to throw me off. | struck for the eye as Lotus had done earlier, pulled
back the blade, was rewarded with gushing blood. She screamed even louder than the impossibly loud
screams dreadly filling the cavern, rolled about in fury. | was tossed free, thrown againg the wal where |
found alarge boulder to crawl behind.

The spider did her death dance, flashing legs avkwardly akimbo.



| remained hidden in the rocks, holding tight to an aching am as if the pressure of my hold would drive
the pan off, afraid to look at my wound until | saw the Beast was dead and would never again be rushing
me. It took her some time to die, but when she did expire it was with a great ded of thrashing and
frothing. When | findly looked at my arm, | could see the reason for the pain: asmdl piece of white bone
gicking through the flesh, white and spotted with blood. Head spinning roller-coaster med, | fdt more
then a thousand years old—older, indeed, than the universe itsdf.

Above, from the tunnd that the spider and | had fdlen through, came a noisy scuffling. My head spun
even faster, my flesh burned with fever, and visons of the Beast’s mate swam through my head to
megnify my fears. | got to my feet with a bit of difficulty and fdt asif | were waking on a thin cushion of
ar ingtead of the rock floor. My eyes were flaming coas someone had dropped into raw sockets, while
my head was made of ice—and mdting. | staggered out of the large cavern, moving to a tunnd that
glittered with light at its end, hoping that this—in some way—would lead me out. Light meant goodness,
did it not? Light meant freedom—or is there a brilliant light at the end of death?

The stones seemed to mdt and re-form around me. My teeth chattered inmy ice head; | perspired.

The end of the tunnd was a branching-off place where the walls became glass and wound erdticaly
under the floor of the vast Harrisurg Crater. Turquoise and crimson callings flashed over me, reflecting
me as colored mirrors might. The wals threw my image back at me in various shades and szes, shapes
and textures. It was much like amirror hdl a a carniva. Redity was pushed even further from my mind,
and deluson and fever grew stronger. | moved to the right with a thousand copies of mysdf, a shabby
amy in the corridors of eternity.

My arm had become aflaming tree, its roots grown deep into my chest, condricting my lungs. Panting, |
moved on through the winding glass hdlways, sane enough to know who | was and that | mud get out,
but just ddirious enough not to think of tumning back and retracing my steps. In this manner, | came
across the Beadt initslair. The Besst.

The tunnd ended in a room where grasses had been dragged in, where bits of rotting flesh from past
medls littered the floor grotesquely. There was a naurd dtairway, uneven, sharply edged, but usable,
bresking one wall. It led to the celing where a haf-moon aperture offered escape to the crater floor
overhead. | fdt like a man trapped beneath an ice-covered river who findly sees a thin patch overhead.
But lying between that escape route and me was the Beast. And, though dying, it was not yet dead.

| stopped, swayed crazily. For a moment, | thought | would fal over onto the mutant and lay immoveble
while he mauled me. With a great ded of effort, | forced away an dmost imperceptible fraction of the
fogginess, just enough to keep tenuous control of my body. The Beast watched me from where it lay, its
massve head raised from the floor, its Sngle red eye a hideous lantern, bright even in this sparkling room
of fantasy wdls. It grunted, tried to move, howled. Its leg was a mess. That was the work of my
vibra-pigtal. It shoved its other leg under itsdf, pulled to a Stting postion, dl its weight on the good arm
and good leg. It snarled. | saw that, even in its weakness, the Beast was going to attempt to leap.

| looked about for a chunk of loose glass, found one the Sze of my fid. | bent, growing dangeroudy dizzy
with the effort, picked it up, weighed it in my pam. | brought my hedthy arm back, heaved the glass at
the Beast’s head. It struck its chest ingtead, knocking it onto its behind. The Beast struggled to a Stting
postion while | searched for another chunk of glass the battle of the invdids, nonetheless deadly for its
absurdity.

Thewadls shone, seemed to quickly gpproach and recede when | moved too much. ..



| found a sharp-edged piece, brought it back to throw.
And the Beast spoke. “Make Caesar shut up!” it said. “Make him shut up!”

| dmogt dropped the rock. Thewadls wiggled crazily. The Beast kept repesating the blasphemy over and
over. Then it leaped.

Theforce of itsimpact was not as greet as it would have been had the Beast been able to use both feet
to propd itsdf. Stll, it bowled me over, raked claws down the sde of my face as we rolled. | kicked
free, rolled across the floor to the far wal. Above was the exit.

“Andy!” Lotus and Crazy appeared at the entrance to the room. It had been they, not the spider’s mate,
who had been scrambling down that indlined tunnd!

“Make Caesar shut up!” the Beadt recited. “Make him shut up!”

The two of them froze. Crazy had his gun drawn and was about to fire. Now he left the wespon dangling
from his fingers, unable to fire upon something that seemed human.

“Kill it!” | shouted.

“It' sintdligent,” Lotus said, rubbing her tiny hands together.
“Itislike hel!”

“It'smore than an animd,” Crazy said, the gun usdessin his hand.

“It got that phrase from mel” | shouted hoarsaly, and | suppose alittle insandly. “1 said that when | shot it
in the woods. It must have been spesking then—something it picked up from a previous bounty
hunter—and | thought it was intdligent. That’swhy | couldn’'t shoot it again. Man does not kill man. But
thisig't amanin any way! Thisisamynabird!”

“It got that phrase from me!” the Beast shouted, sruggling across the floor toward me, throwing a few
cautious glances behind it a Crazy and Lotus. But its old trick was working. It was immohilizing the
enamy. Crazy and Lotus couldn’t wipe out dl those centuries of pacifism againg other humans in one
short moment. It talked; that might make it human. And they could not shoot it. “It got that phrase from
mel” it said again.

“%”
“Seel” it echoed.

Lotus grabbed the gun from Crazy, amed. But she could not fire. “Here, Andy!” And she tossed it over
the Beadt. It clattered againg the wal five feet avay. Wearily, | started after it, every inch amileto me.

And the Beast was on me.

| kicked out with a last ounce of strength, caught it on the chin, stunned it. But it recovered and lunged
agaln, thrusting claws deep into my hips and twigting them. | howled and found another ounce of srength
despite what my body told me about this being the end. | kicked it again, pushed mysdf ahead a few
more inches. My fingers dipped over the gun. It was a hard and reassuring feding. | seemed to draw
grength from the cold metd. Bringing it around, the barrel centered on the brutish face, | choked as my



finger wrapped the trigger.

“See!” he shouted, reaching along, hairy arm out for me,
Myna bird? Could | be certain?

The arm brushed my chest.

Strange scenes of a house &fire, of a woman burning, of people turning into animas flashed through my
mind. Noses became snouts everywhere | looked... | pulled the trigger, saw his face go up in a red
fountain, and collapsed backward into darkness.

When | came to, it was to see a blue ky overhead, trees flashing by on both banks, and blue water
undernegth. Crazy had broken the top from one of the glass bubbles, had used it as a boat, placing it in
the amdl river that drifted through Congressman Horner’ s ranch. Thiswould be a much swifter route then
the one by which we had come.

“How are you feding?’ Lotus asked, rubbing my forehead.
“Relieved,” | croaked.
“l know,” she said, running atiny hand over my cheeks.

“No. No, you don't,” | said, turning my face to the glass bottom where the water was reveded in depth.

THREE: DIMENSIONAL LADDER

Ye shall know antiquity floating dragon-head on new waters...

“We will be ariving in eeven minutes Mr. Penud,” the hostess said, amiling white-white teeth and
sparkling blue eyes. “We drop from hyperspace in three minutes.”

“Thank you,” Sam managed to say between yawns.

She gmiled, turned and waked up the aide, trim legs flashing tan and smooth in the dim light of the
passenger cabin.

Penud... Penud... It had been ten months now since Hurkos had destroyed the pink grub in Breadloaf’s
office. Ten months since the empty tank beyond the wal had poured forth cold ar like the maw of a
frozen reptile giant. Still, he was not used to his name. Often, he never thought to answer to “Mr.
Penud.” It had been Breadloaf’s suggestion. Penud was Hebrew for “the face of God,” and Alex was
fascinated by the pun.



Penud... Without Alex, he would dill be just plan Sam—and just plain lost. He was 4ill logt, surdly, but
alittle less than he had been that night ten months ago. It had been Alex Breadloaf’ s encouragement and
camaraderie that had saved himin his direst moment. It had been Alex Breadloaf’ s concern and influence
that had gotten him the position as Congressman Horner’s aide, a podtion that swamped him with work
and forced him to forget about dl the problems plaguing him. He had answers now. Temporary answers,
but answers good enough to let him live comfortably with himsdf as long as he didn’t get morbid or
mdancholy and start recdling his previous funk.

There was a subtle whining and a iff, prolonged bumping as the giant liner dipped from hyperspace into
the red thing.

Sam flipped the switch on the viewer in front of him and stared at the picture embedded in the back of
the other seat. Blackness of space, everywhere... then, dowly, the ship’s cameras tilted down and to the
left, catching the green haze-covered sphere that was Chaplin |, an Earth-type, advanced colony. It
looked normd from this dtitude, but there had been no radio report from ether of Cheplin I's cities.
Three and a quarter million people were either deeping, in dire distress and dispossessed of ther
broadcasting stations, or dead. The government on Hope wanted to rule out the last thing. Common
sense ruled out the fird. Thet Ieft only the middle, and this ship had been rushed to the rescue.

What sort of rescue, no one knew.

It was generdly believed that some new sort of Beast had mutated on Chaplin 1, dnce it had been a
nuclear target during the last war a thousand and more years ago. With this ugly possbility in mind, one
of the top bounty hunting teams had been brought dong, complete with a huge, armored,
multi-wegponed floater provided by the government. Sam had not seen the bounty hunters, for they had
been busy the entire trip checking out their equipment and meking trid tests with the functioning of the
floater ingruments. Aside from them, the only other passengers were two reporters who, when they had
discovered that he was merdly a representative of Horner there only on a palitical misson in a political
year, log interest in him rather quickly. And, of course, there were thousands of tons of food, water,
medicines, and fifty-five robodocs complete with hypodermic hands and two giant mother-system
disease andyzers.

The cloud-shrouded planet spun below, holding menace.
“Unable to raise response,” the pilot said, his voice booming dong the aide.

Sam was just about ready to turn the screen off when a thin Slver needle detached itsdf from the clouds
below and spun up at them, lazly. It was much too thin for a spaceship. A moment’s observation told
hmit was an ancient, deadly, and accurate missile...

Raceship, ponderous, vast, worldship by any other name, vibrated and was dive with activity. Its
corridors were its veins, throbbing wildly with the blood that was its crew, its charge, its davemen.
Sug-forms moved rapidly down the winding hdlways, ther yedlow-white bodies dretching at thar
segments as if their ingdes wanted to move faster than their skins could manage. All this for the tune of
the Racesong. Sug-forms foamed in and out of portas in the honeycomb sructure of the great meta
wadls as they were cdled to various points to take another duty, perform yet another task. Seek on the
tune of the Racesong. Crews of disposa workers pushed down the snaking corridors, regularly dearing



the deck of those dugs who had been pushed to ther ultimate point of tolerance and had folded over
when their double hearts had burst under the strain of the push-push-push of thelr existence. The disposd
crew heaped bodies-mangled by the tramp of other dugs who had not stopped or gone around the warm
obstacle of their dead comrade—on magnetic powered carts that floated slently behind them, unloading
the carts later at disposd chutes, dumping the stacks of dugs into the grinning mouth of the fire-belied
dragon furnace that would take care of them quite rapidly. All the while, dugs hurried by, dugs dropped
and died. Even members of the disposa crew, to keep with their task, were pushed to great extremes
and collapsed to become fodder for the dragon furnace themsdlves. All of this madness, dl of this costly
rush was a burden they gladly bore in chaos. They gained a strange solace in the fact thet, though they
might die, generations upon generations lay in the nests, congtantly hatching—hatching faster, in fact, than
the tremendous desath rate could deplete ther numbers. And when a surplus built up, Raceship would
send off a Spoorship under its direction, and the empire would grow and be greater. There was joy in
knowing each desth contributed to the god. This made them wildly happy, this feding of a united god to
drive and die for.

And this maddening devotion was carefully structured and fostered by the Being in Ship's Core.

The rocket had been non-apocalyptic, but it had torn a holein the bottom of the ship that spelled certain
degth to everyone ingde. Had it been a meteor, the ship could have evaded or destroyed it; but modern
vessdls were not equipped to defend themsdves againgt seeker missles, just as they were not equipped
to fight in a peaceful world. They would crash now, spirding downard to smash onto Chaplin I. Unless. ..

Unless, as Sam redized, they could reach the floater in the cargo hold, back where the bounty hunters
were. If they could get into that and get it out of the ship before it crashed, they would save themsdlves,
The floater could operate separately and bring them down sefely.

A crackling, unclear and unintdligible, snapped through the shipcom as the pilat tried to say something
the insruments would not let im say.

The ship spun faster and faster—down.
The ship screamed in expectation of the end.

Sam unbelted himsdf, gripped the seat in front, and pulled upward with a great ded of difficulty. He
ganed hisfeet and turned into the aide when the ship took a more violent dant and amost knocked him
down again. The hull moaned like a thousand banshees. The terrific stress of the multi-mile fal would
dart popping rivets shortly.

It was going to be an uphill fight—literdly and figuratively. He had to grapple up the indine and reach the
cargo-room hatch. Even there, it was not a certainty that he could open it under the vast pressures
working againg him. But he couldn’t just give up and die as the witless, shrieking reporters seemed to
have done behind him. Panting, red-faced, with sweat sreaming over his face and burning in his eyes, he
fought his way, struggling over an ever-increasing indination.

Something boomed, scraped loudly the length of the hill. The radar module had been torn loose and
dragged dong the ship.



Sam moved.

At the hatch, he braced his back againg the seet to the right and tried turning the whed that would open
the portd. It wasn't easy. He was fighting the pressure of their rapid descent and the heavy whed. Now
and again, the engines kicked in, trying to avert the fast gpproaching doom, and their jolting did nothing to
hep him. He fdt like a moth trying to lift the candle and take it home. His heart pounded, and his eyes
filled with tears. When he thought his chest was ready to break open like a nutshel and expd the mesat of
his heart, he fdt the thump of complete revolution, and tugged on the door. He had just enough sense to
pul his hands back as the great circular doorway swung violently backward, drawn by the forces of the
plunging ship, and crashed into the wall. Beyond lay the storage chamber and the floater. The ramp into
the round bdl-like vehicle was open. They had seen him coming and understood his purpose and were

ddaying ther escape.

Behind, the two reporters were fighting each other to be fird to the floater after Sam. As a result, nether
would make itintime.

Sam was hdfway across the room when the deck buckled and tossed him facefirst onto the meta
plating, cutting his chin. He tasted blood, fdt himsdf dipping backward toward the hatch, losng ground.
He grabbed a cargo-fastening ring in the floor, held on. Forcing his vison to clear, he saw that the entry
ramp was ten yards away, beyond a dight wrinkle in the deck. Surveying the rest of the floor, he found
that he could work his way to the ramp by grabbing the cargo fastening rings and dragging himsdf over
the lagt thirty feet. But his muscles were o terribly sorel

There was a booming in the front of the ship, and the door between the pilot’s cabin and the passenger
area seded itdf with a loud grening. The viewplate had smashed out of—or rather into—the pilot’'s
chamber, probably skewering the crew with thousands of divers of plagtiglass—induding the blue-eyed
hostess with the trim, tan legs. Soon, smilar things would be happening to the hull and the rest of the ship.
If they didn’t crash first. Which was a distinct possibility.

Reeching for the next ring, he began crawling up the deck. In a surprisngly short time, speed increased
with the imminent presence of death, he had reached the runnded gangplank. Hands latched onto him,
dragged him into the floater. He looked up to say thanks, saw that his rescuer was a man with the legs of
ahorse, and dipped willingly into blackness.

Nests budded.
Nests bloomed rapidly, one after another like rosesin a speeded stop-action film.

A new generdion came forth, the uncountable generation of an uncountable cycle of generations. The
new-hatched dugs worked ther jaws rapidly, smashing their gums together, looking for some manner of
nourishment. Web hangings flushed about them and guarded them againg scraping harshly againgt deck
plating or over raised bolts and seamsin the skin of Raceship. Almost as one organism, the thousands of
pink, young dugs, riang up and standing on only haf ther ssgments, mewed piteoudy—asking, asking,
asking. The migs of shock-absorbent webs swayed with ther crawling quest, shredded and came down
around them. And the migts parted as the sacrifice dugs came forth from their places of waiting, glorying
that their time was findly near, findly a hand, findly and glorioudy to be consummated. They drew back
and threw themsdves a the young dugs opening the pores of their fird segments so tha



appetite-arousing juices could flow out and permeste the air with a dicious, dank heaviness. The baby
dugs responded, whining insandy, gnawing their horny gums into the pulpy body of the elder sacrifice
dugs gnawing and tearing at the flesh, swalowing it in great shreds, foaming over the amdl of blood. And
dill the sacrifice dugs came joyfully, to be fulfilled in purpose.

In the Ship's Core, the Centrd Being turned to the other matters bothering It:

The dugsin the navigation and tracking quarters had come upon the form of another ship moving out and
away from the vessdl they had shot down shortly before. If this smdler thing should escape, Raceship
might be in danger of discovery by the minions of mankind that swarmed in the gdaxy ahead. There was
great fury among the navigators and radar crews as they worked over the indruments, their pseudopodia
grasping a the controls. The amdler ship, the chief tracker discovered, was a bdl of some sort. Hollow.
Yes, definitdly hollow. At fird, they feared it might be a bomb. But it moved away from Raceship, not
toward it. Still, they must get it. It had greater speed, a this low dtitude, than Raceship had, but the
dug-form crew lifted the mountainous ship and set out in pursuit, coasting over the surface of Cheplin |,
seeking to kill...

Vv

“Are you dl right? a smdl, chinatone voice whisper-spoke to him as he swam upward through the
inkiness that seemed endless, thick, and sticky. But, after dl, there was light, and he homed in on the
words as if they were a andl beacon that would leed him out of his fuzziness into darity—a very
pleasant, gentle beacon.

“Hejust passed out isdl,” another, gruffer, voice said.
“Y ou have no sympathy,” china-tone snapped.

Sam opened his eyes completely and found he was looking at a tiny, dfin face. Hfin! Pointed ears...
grdl and ddicate features... tiny but well-formed body... Wingd A pair of vevet-like wings fluffed
gently behind her like sheets on a line, then drew shut. Ther color matched the toga that fel to an end
above her round and lovely knees. He remembered Hurkos and camed himsdf. This was a mutant of
some sort—whether a product of Nature or of the Artifiaa Wombs. A ddightful mutation, to be sure.
She was one of the most beautiful girls he had ever seen.

“Areyou okay?’ she asked again, tiny lips parting dightly to let the little words out.
Sam groaned, tried to St up.

“Don't srain yoursdf,” she said, gragping his shouldersin her fing, shell hands in an effort to restrain him,
her sculptured fingers pressing him back.

“I'm... okay,” he said, fighting off a headache that he knew could not successfully be fought off.
“l told you,” the gruff voice said.

Sam turned to the right, looked into the wide, handsome face of the man with the gruff voice. There was
awild mane of har framing his head, partidly covering his two large ears. Memories of being dragged
into the floater by a man-horse came back to him. “I guess | should thank you for saving—"



“Waan't anything to it,” the man-horse said, flushing dightly and grinning.

“It was my life, though...”

“Don't praise Crazy too much,” a third voice said. It was Andrew Coro, the man he had met briefly on
Horner’ s Earth ranch when a Beast hunt had been initiated some months ago. Coro stepped between the
grl and the man-horse. “Things like that go to his head, and he gets impossible to live with.”

“Hmmph!” Crazy snorted.
“l haven't met your... your colleagues, Mr. Coro.”

“Of course not,” Coro said. “I'm sorry. This is Lotus, our nursemaid, comforter, and spoiled friend.
She' s dso afamous botanist, but shell have you seeing plantsin your deep if you get her taking about it.
Far warning. Thisis Crazy Horse,” he continued, pointing to the other mutant before the dfin girl-woman
could respond. “Crazy is our muscle, as you might have guessed—and a bit, | imagine, of our brains aso.
And me you know, Mr. Penud.”

“Sam. And I'm pleased to meet you two. You did a fine job for Congressman Horner. Do you have
anything for a headache?”’

“It's as makeshift as anything could be,” Andy said.

“Itll do,” Crazy grunted, crossing his arms over his massve chest and shuffling his hooves on the meta
deck.

“Sam? After dl, you'll be gtting there.”

Sam dropped into the homemade chair, fastened the seat belt. Crazy had taken awadl cot and bent it into
the rugged form of a chair. Together, he and Coro had bolted it to the deck while Lotus had sewn a
spare belt to it. He was reminded of the flexoplast chair in the jelly-mass ship. Suddenly things seemed to
be revolving on awhed, the playing of old events dl over with just a few different characters. “I think it
will do judt fine”

“Okay,” Coro said, turning and dropping into his own seat. “Now let’s find out what happened to those
two colony-cities.”

Coro plotted the pogtion of the larger of the two glent cities, Chaplin-Alpha, set the floater on a high
speed, automatic course for the place. As they bobbled dong at what seemed like a leisurdy pace but
was redly awild, lightning-fast stresking, Sam learned to know the trio by their persondities and not just
by their physicd appearances. Lotus was tender, greatly affectionate, and very proud of her two men.
She was d<0 a lever to maintain humility and tranqillity within the group. She did these lagt two things
with humor, not with nagging, and Sam came to appreciate this very much in only minutes Crazy was
quick-witted, quick-temered, and extremdy friendly. He seemed the type who would lend you everything
he owned—then kick your head inif you proved no more than athief. He had a bit of the boyish wonder
a the marvelous everyday thingsin life, a quality which most men lose early and never manage to regain.
And Coro... Coro was different dtogether. He was friendly, to be sure, and there was nothing but
kindness in his manner. But he was not as candid as Crazy and Lotus, not as easy to know. He was
withdrawn, and a touch of meancholy tinted his dark eyes, giving him a perpetua look of hurt.



They were taking, despite Coro’s warnings, about botany, when he began reducing the floater’ s speed
and dhifting from plotogram to manua control. “We' re dmog there” he said, interrupting Lotus as she
related her adventures with a Porcupine Rose.

All four faced front. The conversation had been a diverson, away to keep their minds off the missle that
hed torn up their ship, and to stop any questions about who might possibly have fired it in a world of
pecifiam. Suddenly the screens popped to life under Coro’s hands. The city of Chaplin-Alpha swam into
darity before them.

Rether, what had been Chaplin-Alpha. ..

Once athriving metropolis. Now ashes. How hlithely this peaceful society tripped into disaster! Never
expecting anything like this because things like this just didn’t happen. In the old world, police and rescue
teams would have come by the droves. But there had been no police for centuries, and no one had
foreseen that the fifty-five robodocs would be shot down before they could land.

Ashes. A gray-white film like the thinnest veneer of snow lay obfuscating dl. Rubble lay in mounds like
camd humps. Here and there the girders of a building stood like broken, singed bones, some of their
sone and mortar flesh ill dinging to them. Some places, the rubble stretched in long rows where the
buildings had falen directly sdeways to crumble and decay like the body of a huge animd.

Pants. Lotus knew what kinds. They grew snakily from the burned edges, searching through the rubble,
seeking sustenance from the two million bodies that, certainly, lay smashed beneath. Some others, dark
and with dender leaves like knives, were carbon-eaters, rdishing the richness of their coveted food.

“The people—" Lotus began.
“Dead,” Coro finished.

“But how—"

“Killed.”

Everyone sat slent a moment.

“But men don't kill,” Crazy ingsted. “Not like this. And since the Breadloaf Shidd and the desth of
GOCI ”

Sam was dightly surprised to hear the casuaness with which the man-horse mentioned the death of God.
But then, the news media had splashed the sory in depth and everywhere. Breadloaf had been
interviewed to the point of exhaustion. Hurkos had become a minor cdebrity on the variety-tak shows.
Gnossos book On God's Demise, was a runaway best sdler on any world you could name.
Breadloaf’s scientists had been badgered, bothered, pumped for opinions and facts. Only Sam had
managed, with a great ded of difficulty, to keep his privacy intact. With this bounty of media coverage,
the fact of divine expiraion was a common piece of knowledge, unquestioned and—ten months after the
act-generdly unthought of. But what Crazy was saying was correct. Men should be less able to kill than
ever. The perpetrator of aggresson was gone. Man was saner than ever. This sort of atrocity should be
impossible. Men should not have the aaility to... and of course, Sam thought, men didn’t do it!

“Not men,” he said doud.

“Wha?' they dl said, dmost together.



“I'll wager that it wasn't men. Not men as we know them.”
“Tdk sense,” Coro said. “You're worse than Crazy.”

Sam drained at his seet belt. “These... killers are from another galaxy, not this one. They might not be
men at al.” Hismind ran backward to the time in the ship when he il had only a first name and Gnossos
had proposed the idea that he was being controlled by extra-gdactic forces. Gnossos had been wrong
then. But now the theory seemed to fit. He could think of no contradiction with what evidence they now
had. Was he just as wrong as Gnossos? “It sounds crazy,” he said, trying to say it dl doud and give it
more vdidity than it now had in the tenuous thought-concepts of hismind. “But think about it. First of dl,
we do not have men in this gaaxy who could perpetrate such violence. Secondly, there is absolutely no
way, even if an amy of these men existed, tha they could secure the weapons to levd a dity to ashes.
They have to be from Outside.”

The others regarded him, trying to find some chink in the reasoning. Crazy spoke firg: “But wouldn't the
God who gave us aggression give it to dl intdligent species in the universe? | was under the impresson
that men were actudly bascaly good and sensible and that their bad qudities came from God's schizoid
persondity. Now wouldn't this God from the higher universe control this entire universs?’

Sam darted to answer, closed his mouth when he couldn’t think of anything to say. His reasoning seemed
sound. When Hurkos had killed the pink grub, the holy worm, then dl intdligent species in this universe
should have benefited from it. Perhaps God had controlled only part of the universe and... But, no. He
hed been the entire higher dimenson. There had been no other gods with him. That was a fact.
Breadloaf’s scientigts said it was a fact, and they were hard boys to find fault with. Accordingly, these
extrargdactics should not be able to kill, void of blood lugt.

But below, adity lay in ruin, concedling two million bodies.

“It must have been fast,” Coro said. “There don't seem to be any survivors”

“Let'stake alook a Chaplin-Beta,” Lotus suggested.

“ItIl be the same.” Coro began bringing the floater around in a one hundred and eighty degree turn.

Lotus folded her wings around her pert breasts, hiding her ams and shoulders in a shdl of vevet
membrane. “Let’s|ook anyway.”

Coro completed the turn, and dl four of them gasped a& once when they saw it: a mountain in flight.
Rather, a plateau. 1t was a fla dab of a ship, miles across. The floater was a amdl pebble beside it, an
infinitesma grain of sand.

“What—" Coro started.

The vast ship was over three thousand feet high, and that was but a fraction of its length and equd to its
breadth. It seemed to be a solid piece with no seams and no windows to break its perfect sheen. It
appeared to be powered by some magnetic system, as the ground beneath it reverberated in answer to
the slent cdl of its star-shattering engines. The only scars on the great bulk were three rows of tiny holes
(tiny from where they sat, but very likdy feet across when viewed closdly), five hundred holes per row.
From the center of the middle row of holes there was a puff of white, and a Slver missle like the one that
hed downed their last ship came spinning lazily toward them.

“Divel” Sam shouted.



Coro hit the controls, pushing the floater down under the missle.

The projectile whirred past, thrumming like a torpedo. Arcng ddicately, it turned back on them,
correcting its course.

“It's sdf-propelled!” Coro gasped between his teeth like gas escaping from a solit pipe. “And has its
own radar!”

Vi

In the shdlls of corridors and maze rooms directly out from the Ship’'s Core, the mother-dugs were
writhing in the throes of racid creation. Their great soft bodies bulged with the fat of readiness, ther
saucer-sized cataracted eyes glazed with the ecstasy of their purpose. Above and around them, the
thin-shelled nodules of made sperm cdls hung suspended in the web matter of the new nests, ripe and
thick, waiting dumbly for contact with the reproductive segments of the huge mother-body worms. As if
inunanimous accord, the hundreds of giant femdes began bumping and twiding more violently, writhing
medly as ther brains dissolved under the enzyme-hormones of sexud simulaion. The brain tissue
bubbled and frothed, Szzding without heat, dissolving to form a nutrient atmosphere within the
reproductive segment conducive to the fertilization of the mae cdl and the growth of the eggs into young.
The intdligence and memory centers were the fird to crumble so that there was no long and painful
redization of what was happening to them. The end would be a form of glorious, prolonged orgasm for
the mother-bodies.

Squirming and flopping heavily in fierce ddight, they reared up, smashing the dangling sperm nodules
planted there by mates they would never see, and bathed themsdves in the soul fire of the mde
contribution. The raw, skinless, center segments each sported a brown nucdleus throbbing on the surface
in a primitive one-two, one-two rhythm. The center segments accepted the mde fluid, shivered
uncontrollably as it seeped sweetly onto the brown nudeus. The arr was sweet and Sckly, the web matter
wet and heavy with the contents of the burst nodules. On hundreds of mother-bodies, the nude,
permeated with sperm, began a dow but apparent sinking toward the center of the reproductive segment,
there to lodge in the warmth of the rich protein bath that had once been a brain.

The mother-bodies curled and shook.
All ssgments, save the reproductive central ones, died and began the process of rotting.
A new generation was formed, now only zygotes. Someday, full-grown dugs.

From insanity, comeslife...

In the war control room, furthest out from Ship's Core, the dug crewmen prepared vaious battle
programs to initiate againg the spherica enemy who had suddenly disappeared from the radar screens
though no missle hit had been made. This meant the enemy understood and employed anti-radar
techniques. This made it more difficult than had been expected. They buzzed and they chattered,
formulaing degth.



Andinthe Ship's Core, the Central Being was, for the moment, unconcerned with the battle againg the
floating bal and the four humans, unconcerned, dso and equdly, with the mother-bodies and the cycle of
reproduction, since both of these things were so natura, so a part of the generd plan. But if truth be
known and infinitesmd differences measured, it could be found that the Central Being held a greater dedl
of interest in the conception of new dugs than in any minor battle. Sugs were life. Life was a tool.
Actudly, It did not run the dugs as puppets, though grings were attached to be pulled and maneuvered
whenever the occasion rose. Mainly, however, the Centrd Being was a planner of the mgjor pattern, an
architect of the overdl purpose and methods of execution, not of the bothersome detall of day-to-day. In
Its mind was the great plan of Raceship and of the one hundred and a haf another hundred Spoorships
that had been moved out to spread the plan and the hopes and the dreams. All the Raceverse lay before
the Central Being and Its plans became—of necessity—plans in generd, not specific. So It drew some
grings some of the time, but rarely drew dl drings a any one time. At this moment, It toyed with the plan
to diminate the beings of this gdaxy. Ever snce the Fal, when the Dimensdond Vacuum had caused the
Big Drop, It had seen Its duty—to Itsdf and to Raceship and its Spoorships. These strange, two-legged,
two-armed, two-eyed beings were a chdlenge to the concept of Raceship and dug-form. And a
chdlenge to what had concelved Raceship and dug-form. All of them, every last creature, had to be
destroyed. It was an absolute prerequisite to the remainder of the plan of Raceship. These beings must
die before the overd| plan could continue with any degree of integrity. Smply: death to man. Smdl “n’
intentioned.

VIl

Coro quickly wiped the perspiration that had beaded on his forehead and was darting to trickle down
into his eyes. “We have anti-radar gear because of the bats on Capistrano. It's a necessity when you go
out hunting multi-tonned radar-eyed things like those.” He thumbed the gear into full operation, jumped
the sphere a hundred feet Sraight up.

Beneeth them, the missle streaked back toward the mother ship. With luck, they would get to see it
drike the mountainous vessd in a matricide thrust. There was one trouble with a weapon that was
completely sdf-controlled. Sure, it cut down the duties of the war room when you were firing a thousand
rounds a minute, but it also left open the posshility of the round returning to strike the gunmen. With a
ydlow cloud of thick smoke, the missle struck the hull of the other ship, tearing a hole ten feet across in
the thick meta hide. Even this, however, was aminor abrasion on that great body.

“I think this confirms the extra-gdactic theory,” Sam said.

With anti-radar giving them a form of invishility—temporarily, at least—Coro brought the floater in
closer, buzzing only fifty feet over the top of the dab-like vessd. “Still, the death of God should have
mede them nonviolent tool”

“What now?’ Lotus asked.

Sam was surprised that a woman had kept such superb composure through an actua mdicious and
deadly missle attack. Even he was difling a scream, but she seemed perfectly willing to accept a flying
mountain full of men—if, indeed, they were men—from another gdaxy.

“Next? We go in,” Coro sad very matter-of-factly. “We go indde the ship.”

All three turned to stare a him, mouths open, asif he were some strange curiosity.



“You'reinsane” Lotus said, dmog asif she meant it literdly.

“Wha good will going indde do?’ Crazy said, scratching in histumble of hair.
“He sright,” Sam sad after a moment of slence.

“Rignt?’ Lotus hed a hand up to her ear asif to block out this ridiculousness.

“Yes. Andy is pefectly correct. We don't have the fire power in this floater to shoot them down.
Besdes, now that we are fighting intdligent creatures and not just Beasts, | am quite sure none of us
could pull a trigger anyway. We are ingrained with pacifism. We are and have long been above war.
Let's face it: the only way we can hope to save oursdlves and the rest of the gdaxy is by firs-hand
andyss of the problem.”

“Wdl put,” Coro sad.
“How many have to go in?’ Lotus asked.

“Not you,” Coro said. “You're too fragile for this job.” He saw her bridling at the remark and hastened
to add a qudifying statement: “Besides, we need someone behind to ready the robodoc unit and prepare
for us in case we get hurt in there. And Crazy will stay behind too. This is going to have to be an
after-dark, hush-hush sort of thing. With those hooves, Crazy would make too much noise”

“That'sfinewith me” Crazy said, turning to look back &t the giant ship.
“Sam?’

“I'll go,” Sam answered, wondering where he was finding the reservoir of courage, deciding it was a
spill-over from Coro.

Coro brought the floater around, hugging the dien hull, and set a speed matching that of the ponderous
ves. “We wait until they set her down somewhere and until dark. She's bound to set down for repairs
from the missle strike. We take whatever equipment we can use or adapt to use, cut a hole in her side,
goin, and find out what we can. All very smple”

“And dangerous” Lotus said, looking a both of them with eyes that cut deep and saw much. “Too
dangerous.”

At the base of the towering monalith, they looked back toward the grove of trees where the floaer lay.
They had to drain their eyes to see the vague curve of the outer hull, and even then, it seemed to be a
trick of shadows and not redly a hard, worldly object.

“What next? Sam asked, tumning back to the impressve black hull before them, the seamless dien
wonder.

Coro rapped the metd lightly with the handle of his knife. There was an dmost imperceptible change in
tone as they moved down the long flank, a tendency to hollowness. They repeated the process again to
seeif the same change hit them thistime. It did. “We cut a hole—here,” Coro said, reaching behind into
his backpack, struggling a hand-laser out, thumbed it to full intengity.



They wore space suits, and now, by mutud accord, they flipped the hedmets shut and began rdying solely
on the ar supply in the angle tanks strapped on tharr left shoulder blades. There was no way of knowing
if these creatures breathed an atmosphere amilar to Hope Normal, and they were not about to be gassed
by an outrush of foul ar when they had cut through the plating.

The laser came on, a blue beam so dark that it was dmost black. Coro began didng into the plate before
him. The meta gave to theirresdtible cold heet of the beam, and a circular patch fdl away. It was hdf an
inch thick, but it was not the entire hull. Beyond lay another layer. They went through twelve in dl—like
chewing through a Danish pastry—before they were looking through the hull onto adimly lighted corridor
wide as a street in Hope. They were looking out at deck leve.

“Youfirg,” Coro sad, providing a knee for Sam to stand on. “Then pull me up.”

By the time they were both ingde and breathing heavily, the atmosphere andyzer strapped to Coro's
wrig indicated APPROX. HOPE NORMAL.

They took severd steps into the corridor, about to take off the dumsy hemets, when thar ears were
assaulted with the teeming, multi-level rhythms of Racesong...

Clutching a, dutching at, dutching &t...
| dentity ...
Clutching identity in a swirling maglstrom.

He fdt buffeted by the harmonious winds, lifted and thrilled by the rhythms of the breezes of the overal
song. In his ears, Racesong pulsed, and he could not fight the tiny, tinny vibrations that <tirred his
hammer, anvil, and stirrup, quivered them, befuddied them, used and yet denied them. It was not a song
for him, not a song designed for men. Coruscating tones broke hbrilliantly againgt his mind, unaware that
he was dien to them.

The Racesong brought pictures that crashed like towering whitecaps againg his mind, swirling backwater
inhisid, frothing his ego with stagnant foam. Between the impossible crests of the waves, the corridor of
the extra-gdlactic ship was brought back to him in dimness, though he could not retain this picture of
redity when the dien thought-song swept into his brain, waves like corundum whedls grinding away at his
self-awareness. He could see Coro staggering againg the wall, dumping down onto the floor, trying to
hold the noises out with hands that merdy conducted them.

But after the momeant of evanescence, came the waves:

Raceship's purpose is an immensity beyond the comprehension of any one dug; it is not a tidal
current but, indeed, the tide itself. Continents drift before it, and whirlpools of its making suck up
idands. Raceship... RACEship... RACESHIP... raceSHIP... Always moving, always growing as
more and more sections are thrust outward from the present hull, always putting more and more



distance between the outside and Ship's Core. Protect Ship’'s Core, always... Raceship in the
Raceverse...

Sam tried to raise hisarms to shidd his ears, usdess but an indinctive necessity. Still, his ams raised and
lowered jerkily like the arms of a puppet as the waves of chauvinigic propaganda swept him, leaving him
in control of himsdf for only short moments at atime.

Soorships coasting outward on invisible but ever-present currents of space, following strange
flows and investigating all the eddies of Raceverse. Spoorships with shrines in the Core rather
than a real central being...

Coro was on his ssomach, writhing in pain, face contorted. Pan? Pain?

Mother-forms, vomiting eggs from the rotting ruin of their sacrificial bodies, eggs round and
smooth and gray, great clusters. All to support Raceship and to build outward to further insulate
the Central Being in Ship’s Core and to fan the Spoorships that would carry the plan and desires
of the Central Being into the unknown...

Pan? Pan? Wha pan? There was an ovewhdming hypnotic something that swept him with the
melody—hbut no pain. Pain for Coro? Pain?

Clutching at, dutching a identity...
Id... Iden... I... Identi... Identity...

Webs, hanging. Webs. Giving of sdf to the young in the webs. The young: wide-jawed. Wide jaws:
bite into pulpy flesh, gnash and gush blood through horny gums. Blood Bloodbloodblood for
Raceship. The blood of patriots...

Coro wasn't in pain, Sam redized. Coro was trying, in the short moments between waves of the dien
song, to crawl toward the opening they had burned in the hull. Sam collapsed onto the deck, rolled onto
his somach. His eyes were snvimming, hazed red as his temples throbbed with pain that was not so much
pan as severe weariness. He tried crawling a few inches before the song crashed back again.

We thank the Central Being for goodness. We thank the Central Being for the continuation of the
€9g... €99... €99... €99...

Sam knew he wouldn’'t make it. Coro had been closer to the hull, and he might. But Sam was lost. Each
time, the crawling became more difficult. Each time, the lull between throbs of the song seemed shorter.
He redized that he had to combat the song, not just crawl from it. He had to engage himsdf in some
mental task and fight to concentrate on that task when the song was in full blagt. If not, the dien
thought-concepts would cripple his logic, crush his humanness from him. Quickly, before the next wave
hit him, he struck upon a plan. He would trace the submelodies of the song, search the rhythm patterns
for some clues. He would play detective to save hismind. He would concentrate on discovering what the
Central Being was. He would have to ding to the detective role when the wave came. Over and over, he
repeated to hmsdf: What is the Central Being?

SHIP SCORESHIP SCORE



ship’ scoreship’ score
Central Being®°SHIP' S
CORESHIFSCOREship's
coreship’ scorecentra
Ibeing® °SHIP's...

Sam came into the trough between waves, back into redity. His nerves vibrated now, amos to the tune
but raggedly nearly beyond control. His mouth was a dirty, dry rag, his tongue a lump of wiped-up dirt.
He dragged againg the deck, inches only. He was so very tired. Mentdly and physcdly. The
undercurrents of the Racesong were opening before him as he traced them under the crest of their
influence, to seek the identity of the Centrd Being. Even the fird bars of the submelodies hinted a the
Centrd Being's true nature. But he refused to believe it. Refused absolutely.

Central Being, Central Being
Ship's Core

She-hips Co-ore

being... being... being...

Coro was amog to the hole. Sam pushed himsdlf as hard as he could. His mind was spinning with what
he had found, twisting and turning to seek a way to discount the submelodies and wheat they reveded.
Coro was out of the hole, tumbling into the tal grass outside, away from the influence of Racesong.

being...

core of being...
coreof... core of...
BEING!

Sam fdt strong hands on hiswrigts. Then he was being pulled from the ship, dragged brutaly across the
fine sharp edges of the crude portal and onto the ground. Racesong faded and did not return. But it
was—in one way—too late for him. He knew the answer. Maintaining his sanity, he had found out what
the Central Being of Raceship was.

And, loudly, in the night, he screamed.

VI

Coro used the medikit preparedermics, injecting him with dternating doses of semi-sedatives and mild
gimulants, rocking his body in a chemicd cradle to bring him back from the screaming and the blackness
that bubbled in his mind. But it wasn't an easy trip. He had succeeded in getting out of Raceship
physcdly intact, but his mental arrangement had suffered severe blows under the uncensored redlization



of the nature of the Centrd Being. But for Coro’'s expert chemica manipulaion, he might have let the
desire to scream run rampant and run on.

“What isit?" Coro asked, holding him as an ancient might have held an epileptic, careful that he could not
damage himsdf if he tried again to thrash about. They were 4ill under the overwheming shadow of the
dien monalith, pebbles next to the mountain. “What's the matter?’

“The... Centra Beng,” he managed. His lips were drangdy dry, cracking and sore. His tongue fdt
swollen and furry.

“The what?’
Briefly, he detailed the basics he had learned, holding out on the scream-causer.

“It sdien,” Coro sad, his voice fatherly and comforting. “But what is there to scream about? I’ ve seen
Beasts with stranger methods of reproduction and—"

Sam forced himsdf to a gtting position, colder than he should have been with the warm breezes fluffing
the night. “No. Not just the physca setup of the ship. That's strange enough. But that isn't what—what
set me off. It's the Central Beng—what the Centrd Beng is”

“What isit, then?’

Sam opened his mouth, closed it and wet his lips “The Centrd Being—God,” he said with some
difficulty.

“Impossble! He's dead!”
“The old God is dead. Our God is dead.”
“Then He didn’t rule the entire universe? There was another God who—"

“No,” Sam said, waving a hand limply to cut off the questions. He wanted to throw up, to chuck out his
meds and his memories. But the latter could not be forced away, and the former would have to be hed
down if only for the sake of convenience. “He did rule dl of the universe. Every speck of it!”

“ Bth—”

“But there was a God above Him in yet another universe, a higher dimension. Look at it as a ladder,
Andy. We are the bottom rung. Above us was our God—whom we killed. Above that God was this one
with a pocket universe of dug ships. When we killed our God, our Keeper, our Master, we destroyed
the dimension above us, because He was that entire dimension. The gap created in the ladder caused a
diding down of the rungs. We have meshed with the third rung, and this new God with the dug-forms is
inour midst.”

“And as warped as the God on the second rung.”

“Exactly.” He was feding better as he shared the horror, his cheeks flushing to ward off the cold that was
redly a cold from within.

“And what does this new God want?’

“To... destroy us” He recdled dl the lines of thought that had been radiaing from the Centrd Being,



flooding through the counter-melodies of Racesong. “Destroy us. Wipe us out to the last man, woman,
and child”

“Why?

“To preserve Its self-importance. We are creatures It never conjured into existence. We are beyond Its
control, redly, because It isnot our God and It is not measurably better than we are. It cannot annihilate
us for It isn't that powerful. But It can direct Its creatures, the dug-forms, to do the job for It. Since they
are vidous fighters and we do not have the power to strike back, it should not be a difficult chore.”

“We have to get back to the floater,” Coro said, ganding and hdping Sam to his feet. “We ve got to get
word back to Hope somehow. A warning.”

They were nearly hdfway across the meadow before they heard the noise and saw the whoosh of blue
light that gushed from the wegpons of the dug-forms surrounding the floater. A sted net had been
dropped over the bal, magno-connected to ground pegs spaced every three feet. A tough, tight
enclosure, quickly and dlently thrown up—even more quickly clamped shut. Lotus and Crazy had
probably been achored before they had redlized something was happening.

“The hypnodarts,” Coro whispered, dropping to his knees in the high grass.

They kndt, only ther heads visble above the grass, and dsripped themsdves of dl unnecessary
equipment, equipment which would have been necessary had the Racesong not prevented them from
exploring Raceship. Then, nervoudy, they screwed together the two parts of the dart rifles It was a
humane weapon. It caused deep, but not the ultimate deep of death. It was, redly, the only sort of
weapon they could have brought themsdves to use againg intdligent creatures. Each rifle had a dip of
forty darts which did eadlly into the butt of the weapon, just above the powerpack.

Running crouched, rifles at ready in the event they were spotted prematurely, the blue explosons of the
dugs weapons neon-flashing in the dark, Sam was thinking of Hurkos. Of Hurkos dubbing that pink dug
that teetered on the edge of the Shidd, that wormy thing that had been God. He remembered the dinking
mush of fluids that had spilled from the rips Hurkos had made in its hide. He remembered it writhing in
death agony. Clubbing, clubbing, dubbing with a vicious, spiteful swing of the arms. Clubbing... But he
was not going to kill! Only put them to deep. Just ding them for a split second and then give them a nap.
And he was saving the lives of the two Mues indde the floater, he argued with himsdf. Yes. Of course.
That must be the way to think of it.

Wind: cold.
Light: blue.
Night: dark.

These three things swam and erupted through one another, cold-dark-blue/blue-dark-cold like a
psycheddic toto-experience show, throbbing through the grass tha licked them like a thousand tiny
tongues as the scene of violence ahead became plainer, clearer, uglier and uglier.

The dug laser weapon was concentrated on the hull, and dthough Crazy and Lotus had begun to spin the
ship under the net, the beam would soon trace a black line around the sphere and diceit in haf.

Sam fought the weariness that ached in every joint of his body. Fatigue, he told himsdlf, was one of those
mental disorders you could overcome with the proper tools of concentration. But concentrate as he



would, his legs dill throbbed madly, and his lungs heaved like sacks full of hot cods suddenly come to
life

“Here” Coro sad.

They dropped to the earth a the edge of the grass, saring across five yards of open ground to the trees
and the indentation in the forest where the floater soun and was fired upon. “What now?” Sam asked, his
throat dry and cracked like hislips.

Coro wiped perspiration from his forehead despite the cool breezes playing insde their minds and
bodies. “I count... fourteen. But there may be more hidden in the trees. Don't start fanning your rifle right
off. That wastes too many darts. But look how they are standing. They dl have their backs to us. If we
pick them off, moving inward, the boysin front won't redize the boys behind are going down.”

“l don’t know about my am—"

“The gun will handle mogt of that. You just sght through the keyhole bubble here. The gunwill correct for
therest.”

They dropped to their belies, crawled forward the last few feet until their heads were exposed beyond
thetal grass. Sam raised his gun, Sghted. The nearest dug on his Sde was a dozen feet away. His finger
encircled the trigger, and he fdt things rigng in his somach. Then he forced himsdf to think about dl
those guns from the jely-mass ship—and that he knew how to work them. And they were to kill; these
were only to drug. He pulled the trigger, dodng his eyes with the soft whuff of discharge.

When he opened his eyes, the dug was lying on its Side, fuzzy, thin lids closed over its eyes, ill dive but
out of action for a while Coro had gotten two in the same time. Carefully, Sam raised his gun again,
gghted in on another dug. Whuff! This time he didn’t close his eyes. The dart spun forth, buried itsdf in
the tender flesh of the dug-form. The dien started to turn, a pseudopod lashing around to dutch the dart
in bewilderment, then it was toppling sideways off its snake-like locomation tal and onto the ground, its
eyes saring fixedly at nothing for a moment before fuzzy lids closed over them.

It was like a game, redlly.

The dugs were like little cardboard targets, five feet high and rdaively easy to hit. When you were on
target, they fdl over dmost ingantly. And the blue lights flashed dmogt asif in notice of a score.

The game neared its end. Six dugs remained standing, il oblivious to the eight unconscious comrades
behind. Then Sam fired on the next closest of the gross creatures, caught it in the middle of the back. It
bent convulsvely, straightened to pluck the dart from itsdlf, and toppled forward. Forward! It struck the
dug in front of it a glancing blow. That dug turned to see what was the matter, saw the bodies, and
sounded the darm.

“Fan them now!” Coro hissed.

Sam swung the barrel of therifle back and forth, not bothering to am any longer.

Three more dugs toppled to the ground before they could swing their own weapons up.
Ancther dropped, four dartsin its chest.

The two diens operating the beam weapon swung it off the floater and toward the open meadow, playing



the blue fire over the men’'s heads and sdtting the grass on fire behind them. Sam sghted on one of the
remaning duo, but they both fdl as Coro fanned a burst of darts and caught them in midsection.

The beam winked out.

“Hurry!” Coro snapped. “They might have gotten a message back to ther ship.”
They were up, running.

“The net!” Sam shouted.

Coro nodded. Together they hefted the heavy beam-projector, pamed what seemed to be the control
pand. Bluelight burst out of the nozzle, humming. Carefully, they sighted on the cables linking the net to
magno-pegs, burning through the heavy strands. Eventudly the net did off the ball, pulled downward by
its own weight. They dropped the wegpon and ran up the ramp that had opened in the sde of the floater
to welcome them like the tongue of a favorite dog.

“Thank the stard” Lotus said, coming into Coro’'s arms, her wings fluffed out and fluttering dightly,
beautiful in the warm ydlow light of the cabin. Sam fdt as if he were intruding on something private. But
after afew messy and misplaced kisses of joy, the two separated.

“Thought you'd never get here” Crazy said, getting out of Coro’s pilot seat and into his own chair. “I
have the floater ready. We better move, and fast. There's another detachment of those worms leaving the
mother ship.”

They dl turned to Stare at the viewplate. A block of ydlow light shone where a port had opened in the
gant vesse’s sde. Coro dimbed into his chair, keeping his eyes on the screen.

“Where to?" Sam asked as he crawled into his makeshift berth.
“Anywhere” Lotus said, shivering with disgust. “ Anywhere that’s not near those... those...”
“Agreed,” Coro said between clenched teeth.

Thefloater groaned, leaped. The screen showed a spinning night scene that tumbled and flopped as they
moved across the forest, low to the tops of the trees and with full anti-radar gear in operation. As they
moved, Coro and Sam tried to explain what they found.

“We have to go on to Hope,” Coro sad findly.
“Eader said than accomplished,” Lotus noted. “We don't have a Sarship.”

“Don’'t be s0 negatividic,” Coro said, amiling athin amile that dmost wasn't. “We might have a ship. It is
asmdl chance, but we just might be able to get one”

IX

Food-dugs as large as houses lay pulsating againg the warm wals of the growth room, ther pink skins
gligening with moisiure in the mist-laden arr. Patches of white spotted the most bulbous portions of the
giats, the areas of new flesh tender and undeveloped, as yet inedible. The smdler dug-forms tending



them moved through the tremendous bulks in sanitary linen frocks, their pseudopods testing the toughness
of kin near the connection junction where flesh of food-dug met nutrient tubes in the wal. They
occasondly took smdl insruments out of pockets in the nightgown garments they wore, plunged them
into the food-dugs and took readings as the cancerous masses throbbed mindlesdy, adding cell after cdll
after cdl at arate that was dmog vishble The food deck stretched into the distance, filled to overflowing
with the ponderous behemoths that neither thought nor felt nor moved nor laughed. But merdy were. A
team of butchers dithered down the main avenue between gdls. A forty-car train of magno-carts floated
behind them. The butchers stopped at each food-dug that had grown beyond a mark on the floor that
was used to make a quick judgment on their readiness. With precision, they used cauterizing lasers to
dice huge stesks from the fleshy giants, hefting the fluid-oozing dabs onto the carts and moving
ahead—trimming, cutting, butchering for the greet crew of Raceship.

The reek of life fluids spilled was condantly sucked away by enormous cdling fans, replaced by
perfume-heavy air.

The Centrd Being examined the work in progress, watched as the skins of the cancerous dugs formed
and covered the wounds the butchers had Ieft, as skin on other food-dugs bulged and stretched and
reformed to accommodeate the ever-increasing supply of meat and fat. And the Central Being approved.
This was fine. This was a goodness. And when the gargantuan steaks were spitted and roasted for the
crew, when the fa dripped into the fire and Szzled and bloated the ar with its fumes, then the crew
would also see it as a goodness and would give thanks to the Central Being. This was the plan diding on
polished runners. Only briefly did the Centrd Being think of the annoying creatures in the floating ball.
They were gone now and certainly not worth the bother of a protracted chase. Besides, within the day,
the ship would be lifting and setting course for the world called Hope. The center of these creatures
empire. From there, destruction of this blagphemous species would be swift and most gratifying. ..

Food dugs as large as houses pulsated againg the warm walls of the growth room, therr pink skins
gligening with moidture in the migt-laden air.

X
“Jud as | thought,” Coro said. “They wouldn't destroy those.”

Beyond the sefety fence was the vast expanse of concrete that was Chaplin-Alpha s spaceport, and the
tal, phalic starships, mute dragons meking slent tetimony to the greatness of the race that had built the
aty of Chaplin- Alpha

The ity that was now in ashes, Sam reminded himsdf. The dty behind the ralling green hills The raling
green hills that belied the horror the other-dimensionad God and its dug-forms had wrought.

The diens had |€ft the starships untouched. In fact, some of the ships sported crews of dug-forms dinging
like fleas on a dog's back. There were four dugs to each crew, and they seemed to be panting the hulls
black to match the Raceship. These vessals would not be large enough to serve as Spoorships, but they
would do the dugs wdl for survey craft—and possibly as battleships againg the race that had made
them.

Coro setled the floater behind the fence, into the shadows and the grass, cut dl power and unstrapped
himsdf. “We just have to go get one.”



“How?" Lotus asked.

“We have dart guns. If we have jug alittle bit of luck besides, we'll have it made.”
“Without the luck?’ Crazy asked.

“It's been a pleasant association,” Coro said, amiling another of his non-amiles.

Minutes later they stood before the fence, each carrying arifle armed with a dip of forty drug darts. The
darkness would only shied them for haf a dozen feet beyond the fence. Then, once onto the concrete
runway, they would be held in the glare of the triple polyarcs, amdl, clear targets on the sea of smooth,
featureless grayness that offered no place for conced ment.

“Now comes an unpleasant choice,” Coro said, hunkering down and staring through the chainlink.
“What?’ Sam asked, getting down next to him.

“Do we take the nearest ship—which has a four-dug crew working on it? Or do we go to the next
ship—which has no crew, but which is three times as far from us?’

“l don't like the dugs” Crazy grumbled, shaking his massve head, hair twirling madly for a moment.

“Neither do I,” Sam said. “But we risk three times as much by going to the more distant ship. | opt for
the closest vessdl and the use of the drug darts.”

“Agreed,” Coro sad. Then: “Agreed?’

It was, and swiftly. With a hand-laser torch like the one they had used to cut through the hul of the
Raceship, they began work on the links of the safety fence. Within minutes they were through, hugging
the shadows on the other sde where they were thin and shalow. Ahead lay the runway, too bright for
comfort. If there were only some cover, some little thing between here and the ship, some stopping point
to catch breath. But there wasn't.

“Together,” Coro said. “Run as fast as you can to the bottom of the ship, then stay with it like it was a
lover, ‘cause it offers at least alittle bit of shade. From there, we can pick off the panting crew on the
mohile scaffolding and useit to get to the porta. Ready? Move!”

Sam'’s lungs pounded as he raced across the concrete, gray swvimming about him amog as if the deck
were liquid, night ar biting his cheeks and making them red. He wished he could move as fast as Lotus,
but then she seemed to be just skimming the ground, flying more than she was running. He fdt so smdl
and S0 eadily seen, naked on an endless plain of nightmare lights. But he couldn’t let himsdf think about
that—or about one of the diens beams picking him out and charring him into a smoldering, writhing mass
of human flesh, spouting blood from ears and nose, eyes red with burst vessals. Those were not scenes
to be imagined. Only run. Run, run, run until your chest is burding and your legs are throbbing like
footless sumps. Run, run...

But by expecting the worst, he fdt spiritudly exulted when they arrived at the bottom of the starship
unharmed and gpparently unnoticed. They stood, dill together, with their backs pressed againg the cold,
cold metd of the hull, swest on their backs sseming to turn to ice. Bregths pounded in and out of four
sets of lungs. Four hearts thumped too fast.

“Caefully agan,” Coro sad between labored suckings of air.



Quietly, gently they moved dong the base of the ship, diding next to the scaffold wheds. The lace-work
ded shot up eghty feet. At the top, spray guns blasted black paint onto the gleaming metd.

“Drop back and fire” Coro said.

And they did. Darts spurted out of four guns, and the dugs dumped quickly under the hal of needles,
dropping spray mechines onto the platform beside them. But even the loud dunkings from this didn't
seem to draw any unwanted attention.

“Up,” Coro sad curtly, boarding the ramp of the scaffold and dimbing quickly through the shadows of
the metd piping.

At the top, they stepped over the dugs and reached the controls of the mobile scaffold. Coro
experimented, found the proper operational procedure, and began moving them toward the main portal
to the contral cabin of the vessd. The machine hummed softly as it moved, a hum reminiscent of
Racesong. They were dmost to the portal when the beams burst bludy againg the hull, announcing ther
loss of secrecy.

“Cover mel” Coro shouted, halding onto the controls.

The machine suddenly seemed to be moving so damnably dow! Moving dowly toward a port that was
abruptly so digant as to seem an impossble quest. The other three turned, kneding on the platform.
There was no cover for them up here, nothing to intercept the beams that flushed outward from the
wegpons of a block of guards racing across the port deck.

“Can’'t you move thisthing any faster?’ Lotus called.

“It's a top speed dready,” Coro shouted. “They didn't design it for racing!” A beam smashed inches
above his head, pitting the thick metd of the starship.

“Dammit!” Lotus snapped, angry a the machine, hersdf, dl of them for not being able to move faster.

Sam fired a few darts, saw that the dugs were dill too far away. The darts dropped lazily, snapping
agandg the concrete thirty yards short. He stopped and watched the advancing guards. There appeared
to be an even dozen of them, ralling like snakes, their black and ydlow uniform cloaks fluttering idicticaly
behind them. Costumed worms, he thought. On their way to some ludicrous Halloween ball. Ther
anterior segments gripped the concrete and thrust them on. Their pseudopods gripped the deek,
powerful-looking rifles that spat the blue beams.

“Jugt another minutel” Coro cdled.

There was a blue exploson next to Sam. He fdl fla againg the platform, hugging it as if he could mdt
into it by virtue of the heat of his fear. They're trying to kill me, he thought. They are purposefully
trying to blow off my head. He clutched the dart gun, wanted to retch. The others fel fla and began
shoating. The guards were close enough now, and they dropped dmost as one as the firsg wave hit them.
Seven fdl with theinitid round. The other five turned, abruptly anxious to seek cover, went down as the
trio fanned them with darts.

Srens wailed from the polyarcs. More dugs appeared between the ships that dotted the port deck. They
rolled about, buzzing in confusion, then came to grips with the Stuaion, armed themsdlves, and moved
toward the starship with cold purpose.



Clunk! The scaffold jerked to a stop. “ Someone help me with this portal!” Coro shouted.

Sam jumped and ran to the circular hatch. Together, they gripped the large primary handle, twisted it in
the direction of a series of red arrows. When it clicked and could be moved no further, they turned to the
second whed and twisted it counterclockwise. The noise on the port deck below was much louder and
much closer. A spatter of beams boiled over the plaing, leaving shdlow pitsin the ship’s thick hide.

“Not much more,” Coro groaned between bresths.

Sam began to croak an answer, was flung from his feet and tossed againg the hull, smashed back to the
deck of the scaffold. A beam had caught his arm, leaving a four-inch wound. The gouge was an inch
deep dong his biceps. Blood gurgled out, matted in his shirt. Pain throbbed through every nerve and
erupted novalike into hisbrain. “I'mdl right,” he managed to hissto Coro. “Go on. Hurry!”

Coro turned back to the portd, strained at the whed to moveit the last few crucid inches.

Lotus and Crazy had used dl the darts in their own guns just as the door swung open with a Sgh. Sugs
were clambering up the ramp while others stood on the deck below firing a murderous barrage thet pitted
meta and singed dothing and skin.

“Go ahead,” Crazy bellowed, grabbing Coro’s unused rifle. “I'll hold them off a few more seconds, then
legp in after you.”

Coro pulled Lotus—she was rductant to go before Crazy—to the portd and shoved her through,
jumped for Sam and helped im in. A hail of beams chipped a the rim of the hatch.

Crazy fired wildly, his hair bouncing.

Coro turned, opened his mouth to cdl; his mouth stayed open—in a scream. A beam caught Crazy in the
chest, tore him open to the crotch and spilled his inddes dl over the scaffolding. For a split ingant the
boyish face looked surprised. Then the eyes fluttered shut. He swayed and toppled over the edge of the
scaffold, hooves kicking.

XI

Like a needle snking through a jar of Stygian syrup, the starship did slently through the thickness of
hyperspace, set on a course for Hope. Lotus lay huddlied on a bunk, her wings crumpled cardessly
beneath her, her cheeks stained with tears. It had taken both of them to hold her down and hypo enough
c.c.’s of sedatives into her to put her to deegp. She wanted to legp out onto the platform, get Crazy back
ingde—even though he was dead. Dead. A word she couldn’t connect with Crazy, a word distant and
unredl. Now, at last, she dept.

Sam dretched out on a bunk, anxious to catch a little ngp before they reached Hope and the trouble
ahead. A little nap, perhaps, before the longest nap. ..

Blackness... Blackness...
Concussion! Brilliance! A rectangle of nova-light!

The door had burst open, and the shadow-clad figure of a man stood there, framed in the



doorway against the burning background of light. His eyes gleamed madly in darkness. Sowly he
advanced.

Who are you?
There was no answer from the shadow-man.
Who are you!

There was a guttural, awful snarling from the man, the snarls of an animal. He was large as an
ox, shoulders as wide as an ax handle, hands like chiseled rocks.

Desperately, Sam palmed the light switch, heart thumping like the heart of a bird. Light fired the
room—but the flickering light of a strobe. On... off... on... off. The approaching giant was a
pulsating, cardboard-like creature in the weird light.

On, off, on, off...

His face was a twisting mass of shadows.
The face of... of...

Who are you?

The face of Buronto! Black Jack Buronto! A leer split the all too familiar face. Hands reached out
to grab, tear, strangle.

Don't touch me! Please, please, don’t touch me!

On, off, on, off, the strobe threw flickering blacknesses and sporadic waves of yellow light over
the snarling colossus. The hands fidgeted as they reached out for his throat and...

... and then Buronto wasn’t Buronto any longer. Buronto was a dug, segmented and pulpy. There
was a laser weapon in his pseudopods. Sithering, hissing, he moved toward the bed and...

... and then the dug was Buronto once more, leering and...
...and then it was the dug, dithering...
Buronto-slug-Buronto-slug-on-off-on-off—

He woke, squedls of terror stuck in his throat, squirming to pass the congtricted muscles in his neck and
emerge as full-bodied screams. But he knew! He knew how they could fight the Centrd Being even
though they were nat violent men. He had the whole goddammed answer!

“Sam!” Coro was saying, sheking him.

With more than alittle effort, he forced the grogginess from his mind, sat up. “Andy, I've got it! | know
how we can stop the Centra Being! | know just exactly what we can do!”

“l hope you do,” Coro said. “ ‘Cause | just picked them up on our screens. They'll reach Hope about
two hours after we do.”



Xl

The Inferno was just as he remembered it. It assaulted the senses like a thousand pile drivers pounding
concrete. It washed, dithered, scraped, chipped, sanded, sheared the mind, split the senses open to an
expanded, brighter awareness. Letting the atmosphere of the place pick them and carry them like flotsam
inthe winds of eternity, they moved dong the wal toward an empty table. A down in an imagi-color suit
that was purple to Sam, green to Coro, and blue to Lotus, sprang from the floor, wiggled insandy large
plagtic ears, and popped out of Sght just as an ebony and slver cloud passed with two naked acrobats
performing a complicated series of head-, hand-, and shoulderstands.

“Here)” Sam said, raisng his voice above the music, and squinting through the perfumed clouds. He
pulled out a charr for Lotus. She was wide-eyed, taking in the wonders of the bar. She had forced hersdf

to recover—externdly, a least—from Crazy’s death, and she seemed a bit more like her old sdif. If old
selves can be resurrected from the ashes of pain and change. Sam and Coro sat down aso.

“What—" Coro began.
“Drinksfird,” Sam said, holding up his hand.
“We only have two hours” Coro said. “Less than two!”

“And drinks will rdlax our nerves, which are, as you bear testimony to, nearly ready to snap.” He took
their orders and punched the robotender for them, deposting the correct change. He dso pressed the
button requesting a human waiter’ s attention. A few moments later, a thin man with eyes like those of an
eagle and along nose pointing to alonger chin, came to ther table. “I would like you to find someone for
me” Sam said.

“gr7
“Buronto.”

“Who is—"’

“Black Jack Buronto. Is he here?’

“Yes,” the waiter said reluctantly, and suspicioudy.

“I"d like to see him. Would you tdl him that, please?’ He placed a bill on the table and shoved it toward
the waiter.

“Look, Buronto iVt just atourig attraction, miger. He s—’

“I know dl about him. | once knocked him out in afight.”

Thewaiter drew back, started to say something, grabbed the hill, and scurried away through the crowd.
“What was that dl about?” Coro asked. “Who isthis Buronto?’

Sam explained the nature of the man they were after. There was no police force on Hope, no amy, no
navy, air force, or marines. No fighting force at dl and absolutely no possibility of putting one together.



But there was the masochigt killer, Buronto. Wasn't he their only chance?

“And you knocked him out in afight?’ Lotus said. Her eyes pierced him asif they were dectronic knives,
cutting into his bone marrow, flipping through each cdl of hismind.

“l was... more or less... under hypnosis at the time. Delirious, redly.”
“And thisisthe killer,” Coro said, vigbly shivering.

Buronto was shoving hisway through the crowded room, heedless of whether men fel off chairs when he
passed or not. He was ill the giant Sam remembered, eyes wild and flaming as they had been in the
dream, huge jaw set grimly, hands congtantly denching and undenching.

“Hisvoice” Sam sad swiftly, suddenly redizing these two knew nothing of the anachronism, not wanting
ascene like the last one he could remember in the Inferno. “It's... well, girlish. Don't laugh. HE'd just as
soon kill you as let you laugh a him.”

“Oh now, just for laughing—" Coro began.

“I mean it. He would kill. The sooner you understand that, the better.”

“You wanted to see me?’ Buronto asked, stepping next to ther table, fists baled and rammed againgt his
hips. “What do you—" He paused, his eyes widening, his nodrils dilating. “1 know you!” He coughed
with rage, choking on hisown gdl. “Y ou're the damned punk who—"

“St down. St down. That's over and done with. | have a proposition for you now.”

“Y ou're the squirt who—"

“St down and talk thisingant or I'll kill you on the spot!” Sam hissed.

The big man looked dtartled. It was along gamble, but he didn’'t know that Sam had been hypnotized.
As far as Buronto was concerned, this was a killer, like himsdf, a man who fought back harder and
better than he could. He sat.

“That's better,” Sam said. “Now, I’'m going to ask you to do something for me.”

Buronto laughed, ill playing the role of the man who is too big to be bought, too powerful to want to
bargain, too awesome to shove.

“Shut up,” Sam sad evenly. He had to impress Buronto with the arrangement of things the way he saw
them. That was: Sam as the boss, Buronto as the loyd sidekick. Never for a Sngle moment could the
giant get the idea that he was more powerful than Sam. That would be dangerous. That would be deadly.

“Now look here,” Buronto said, though more hurt than angry.

“l don’t want to have to get forceful, Jack,” Sam said, placing a ridiculoudy smdl hand on the enormous
shoulder. He could fed the man's muscles looped like cables of sted beneath the shirt. “Don’t force me
to get aggressive. No need for that at al, Jack. There's something in this for you—something that I'm
sure you'll enjoy, something that will eeslly make it worth your time and effort.”

“l don’'t need money,” Buronto said, Saring around the table, his eyes fastening on Lotus and looking up
and down her tiny form, his gaze lingering on her pert breasts, her dim shoulders, the graceful curve of



her neck, full lips, deep, deep eyes. But he gat hung up in the eyes and looked quickly away.

“It isn't money,” Sam said, hunching over in a more conspiratorial manner. “1t's something you will really
enjoy.” He dropped hisvoice even lower. “1t’'s the only thing that money can’t buy any more.”

Buronto looked at him. Their eyes met and held like magnets. Sam could fed the hatred bailing in those
eyes, frothing and foaming, held back only by curiosity and willpower. “The only thing | would truly enjoy
a this moment,” Buronto growled through clenched teeth, “would be gutting you and ripping out your

Lotus gasped and Coro made a choking sound. Buronto looked at them, grinned at their weakness, his
broad, perfect teeth dmost carnivorous.

Sam laughed. It wasn't easy, and he was afrad it sounded a bit forced. But he laughed anyway. He
brought his hand down on Buronto's shoulder with every bit of force he could muster, trying to make it
seem casud. The friendly dagp jolted the giant, and he looked a Sam with fear in his eyes as wdl as
hatred. Good. As long as he fears me, Sam thought, as long as he misunderstands my abilities and
powers, some sort of order can be maintained. But if he only knew how my hand stings! “I'm sure
you would like to kill me, Jack. Oh, I'm just postive of that.” His gorge was rigng. Vomit stung the back
of histhroat. With grest concentration, he forced it back down, but the bitter taste remained in his mouth.
“But don't try it unless you count on the tables being reversed and your desth being the main attraction.”

Lotus swalowed hdf her drink in a angle gulp, batted her eyelashes to hold back tears as the strong
liquor burned down her throat.

“But you hit it partly right, Jack. | can give you the chance to kill. Not me, of course. Others. Others
who—"

Buronto's eyes narrowed, and he grabbed one fig in the other asif cracking alarge nut. “Y ou're crazy!”
1] Ha.dly.”

“Impossble”
“No.”

Buronto looked at the three of them, searching for some dgn that it was a put-on, a ruse to make fun of
an Unnaturd. It wasn't entirdy comforting not to find such a sgn. His voice rose an octave with the
excitement. “The medics would narco-dart me and keep mein drug stupor the rest of my naturd lifel”

“No, they wouldn't.”
Slence a moment.
“Okay,” Buronto sad at length. “Y ou have me hooked. What the hel isthe ded?’

Sam explanied. Severd times, he had to thresten Buronto to keep him dill and quiet enough to ligen. The
gant refused, a fird, to beieve it. Extra-gaactics. Sug-forms. Raceship. Too much for hm and his
limited concepts. But after much cgoling and a mass of detailed testimony, he was more willing to bdieve
though dill somewhat skeptica. “Wdl, anyway,” Sam said, “you'll see for yoursdf in—" he looked at his
watch. “You'll see for yoursdf in less than ten minutes”



“That soon?” Coro asked, his eyes popping open wide.
“You sad two hours” Sam replied. “That gives us just eght minutes”
“Purgatory is supposed to be longer than that,” Lotus joked. But it wasn't particularly funny.

Then, abruptly, there was a fierce booming, a whine of metd cooling, and the street outsde was dive
with a gush of crimson flame. Centuries-old wdls cracked open and tumbled before the ondaught.

“They're early,” Sam said.

Buronto was on his feet, moving toward the door. They followed. The room had suddenly become a
place of panic and not a place of entertainment. People shoved and kicked to be the first outside, the first
to break for an escape from whatever terrible business was occurring. Buronto stepped aside and let
them rush out, aware—as they were not—that it was a great ded safer in the Inferno than on a street
where fire ate the asphat and buildings dissolved in deafening roars.

In moments the bar was empty, save for the four of them. They stood in the doorway, wetching the black
magno-deds that cruised above the street and between the spires of Hope. There were four dugs per
ded, one to steer, one to man the heavy-duty laser cannon, and two to fire laser rifles They swept down
the long avenue, burning down the masses of fleaing people.

“You see?’ Sam said.
Buronto’s mouth hung open. “They... they're killing!”

“And you can kill therr Centrd Being and get your kicks while dill playing it legd. Up and up. No Swest.
What do you say?’

Buronto turned, stared, eyes flaming with desire that had washed away mos of the fear and hatred. “But
why don’t you do it? You kill. Why not save the kicks for yoursdf?’

Sam had anticipated that question ever since he had begun ther conversation. At fird it had thrown him,
the possihility of the giant asking that. He had gone through a dozen answers, considering each and the
effect it would bring about, findly rgecting deven of them. It was no use trying to fake the giant. No
sensein putting him on. If Buronto thought for one moment that he was being used, and redlized that Sam
was afrad and unable to kill, he would turn on them and the end would be swifter and bloodier then
anything the dugs could manage. “Because” he said, amiling what he hoped was rather an evil and
superior amile, “it is dangerous. You may have to fight your way from Ship’'s Core. The Centra Beng
may be ten times more powerful than we can imagine. Your chances in a battle with It are probably no
better then fifty-fifty. | like to kill sure. But not enough to risk dying for the pleasure” But you, Sam
thought, are willing to die for that pleasure. Or risk fifty-fifty odds for it. Fool that you are, you've
swallowed the dimy bait, and you're ready to run to hel and back with the line.

A blue explosion tore four floors from the middle of a nearby office complex. The top part wiggled, fell.
Stone crashed down on the streets, huge hunks of it smashing into the surging crowds that were trying to
run from the dugs Truck-sized plastic mortar blocks tore off heads, ripped limbs free, crushed others
beyond identification. Sam saw one man plit down the middle by a diver-like portion of a sted beam.
Blood fountained up and gushed over the sdewak as the man fdl forward—one hdf dightly to the left,
the other hdf dightly to the right, organs spread in between. The people were like animds in panic.
Mindlesdy, they fled firs one direction, then the other. The dugs were moving down both ends of the
avenue, cutting them down in a murderous crossfire that would insure total annihilation.



Bodies piled up a a frightening rate, torn and mangled, charred unrecognizable or, when struck directly
by a 9z2ing beam, burned down to the bones with a few pieces of black raggedy flesh dinging to the
skull and ribs.

“Okay,” Buronto said. “I'll doit.”

It was cartainly not patriotic fervor that drove him to the decison. He seemed thrilled by the carnage
outsde. Every eruption of gore seemed to set his eye adance with new flames until they glowed amost
like the eyes of acat at night. Or was tha his imagination? Sam wondered. The giant actudly seemed to
ooze violence.

“Good.” Sam amiled, holding his ssomach in check. “Now is there any way out of here besides the front
door? That looks particularly unhedthy at the moment.”

“Yes,” Buronto said. “Wait just aminute” He legped from the doorway into the turmoil of the street.
“Come back!” Sam shouted convulsvely.

“You'll bekilled!” Coro bellowed even louder.

But the roar of the one-sided battle outsde had smothered their protests.

A ded was landing a hundred feet from the Inferno, and the dugs were sarting to debark, rifles hanging
from pseudopods, to search the buildings for those who had had the presence of mind to stay insde and
hide. Buronto reached the ded before the dugs could st tal to ground. He brought a boulder fig down
on the dome-segment head of the nearest dug as it tried futildy to bring its rifle around. The fig crushed
cartilage, smashed in on brain tissue. Orange blood spouted through Buronto's fingers. As quickly as he
could, he grabbed the fdling dug, usng him as a shield, and wrenched the rifle from its dready limp
pseudopaod. A blast from another dien’ srifle caught the dead dug instead of Buronto, ripped a deep hole
init. And by that time the giant had the stolen gun under control.

He fanned the ded party. Blood fountained up in three separate places, drenching the street with a dick
filmof dull orange. Hesh caught fire and bloomed like gasoline, then subsided to a steady yelow blaze.
The dugs ether fdl indantly or dithered about in circles until the fire had so consumed them that they
were not even capable of postmortem muscle spasms.

A second ded drifted across the roofs, and its aft laser shot along beam at Buronto, just barely missng
him. He fdl behind the empty ded, raised his gun, caught the dien marksman in the midsection and blew
himin two. Thick dien blood rained down and spattered across the window of the Inferno.

“Hell never makeit!” Coro shouted over the chaos.
“It' shorrible” Lotus said, dutching her lover.

“Hell make it,” Sam snapped. He has to, he thought. HE's our only chance. And, dreams of Hope,
how low have we gone and how desperate our situation when our only hope is a madman, a
masochist, a vicious killer! He stared grimly at the destruction. His ssomach was beyond vomiting now.
The destruction was too grest, the killing too overwhdmingly horrible to affect him. It was a dream, an
unredity of ghagtly proportions but an unredity just the same. That was the only way his mind could
accept what he was seeing.

Further down the street, awoman burst into flames, her hair awild torch. ..



A child fdl, went under trampling feet that bruised, cut, killed unknowingly in blind panic...

Buronto was holding a beam on the guidance module of the second magno-ded. Suddenly there was a
culing of black smoke seeping from the underdung bubble, and the ded began hobbling out of control.
Thedugson it wrestled againg it, found it was a losing battle. The ded started a dimb, then choked off
and plunged into the wal of another building, pushing fire and debris ahead of it. There were screams
from the men and women indde the building. Fire gushed up through the ten floors of the place, sngeing
away the screams.

Mounting the ded, Buronto fiddled, determining the method of operation, raised the vehicle and turned
toward the Inferno.

“Get back!” Sam shouted as the giant guided the ded on a calligon course with the doorway .

There was a pregnant pause while the dien craft accelerated, then a birth of ear-shattering noise as wood
digointed from plastiglued sockets and the wal around the door shattered and fdl inward.

“Get on!” Buronto was shouting. “Get on! Hold fast!”

They boarded, hdd tightly to the smdl railing; Buronto gunned the machine, tore through a plagtiglass
window at the rear of the building, the front of the ded shattering it before them. The shards, sharp and
dangerous, showered into the air just as they passed through, fdl back after they had passed and were
speeding slently down the dleyway, ten feet above the ground.

Buronto clutched the rifle in one hand as if it were atiny pistol—or a toy from some more vidlent time.
With the other hand, he steered the ded. “Where to?’ he called over his shoulder.

“We have the starship hidden,” Sam said. “We figured they would take over the spaceport, so we landed
inthe Five Mile Park. They shouldn’t bother with that.”

At the end of the dley, another ded and four dugs appeared. They seemed nat to notice, for the moment,
that these were humans and not other dugs. They came fluttering down the narrow passage, swiftly
daodng the blocks between them. Buronto raised the rifle, fired straight-on at the pilot of the other ded.
The dien was flung apart like a dall, tossed from the ded in pieces. One of the others went for the
controls, but the ded bucked before it could reach them, went out of control. It dammed back and forth
from wadl to wall, dill advancing. One of the dugs—at a moment of extreme tilt—did over the edge,
grabbed the ralling with pseudopods to pull itsdf back aboard. The ded swung into awal again, crushing
it, savering it in half and dragging it another fifty feet, leaving an orange smear dong the building blocks.

“We're going to crash!” Lotus shouted, throwing her amdl hands over her eyes—but peeking through
her dender fingers.

Buronto pulled on the gtick, lifted the ded. They grabbed and fought the sharp upward dant. The
out-of-control craft careened toward them. Buronto took the ded even higher, pushing the drive into
whining protest. But the other craft started dimbing too. And there was just not any room in which to
dive

X
The Centrd Being was overwhemed by Hope. Hope the planet; Hope the city. The other planet—what



hed it been?—Chaplin, yes, was interesting. But here—the architecture, the parks, the ports. It was
so—the Centrd Being rductantly admitted—beautiful. But the forces of evil were often beautiful, often
overwheming. But only gaudiness, never any depth. The Central Being willed Itsdf to forget the surface
shimmering and glittering and to concentrate on other things. Such as the success of the rading parties
and degtruction teams. The purpose of the raiding parties was to kill in ther assgned areas and leave
buildings and other artifacts intact as much as possible so that later historical teams could photograph and
cadog the culture. The destruction teams, on the other hand, were concerned with nothing but death.
Kill, burn, ruin, crush, obliterate. Both were doing well in ther respective areas. In fact, the entire
blasphemous race should be wiped from the date of existence in another month. This world would be
bare in another twelve hours. Then on to smdler colony worlds. The easy marks...

XV

Sam gritted his teeth, fought againg dosng his eyes. His ears, dready booming with noise, anticipated
the crash. No, that was blood rushing. His own blood. Fear blood. The dien ded climbed amos equd
with theirs. The distance between closed rapidly.

Twenty yards...
Ten...
Fve...

There was a Sckening crunch, a severe jolt, and they were rushing past the other ded toward the end of
the dley a few blocks further on. Behind, the other ded smashed into the wal, bearing its headless
passengers, and crashed into the street. They had had the advantage of being four feet higher when they
met the other ded. It had been a deadly encounter for the dugs, their heads sheared away by the bottom
of the ded. But they had gotten away untouched, miraculoudy.

Buronto roared with laughter. A laughter, somehow, too deep for his fragile voice. The added depth of
bloodlust.

“Land herel” Sam shouted a while later, his voice dmogt washed away by the whisling wind and the
booming of the daughter progressing in the depths of the center city behind them.

Buronto brought the ded to ajolting hat, gouging out five feet of grass at the entrance to the park. They
clambered off and through the gate just as a dug stepped from behind a free-form duminum statue.

“Wetchit!” Coro shouted, catching the movement fird.

Buronto brought his gun around, smashed the barrel into the dug’'s head, brought it up, down again. Up
and down, up and down. Blood sprayed out with every swing.

“That's enough!” Sam shouted.

Buronto laughed, spittle flecking the corners of hislips. He poked the narrow barrel through the middle of
the dien's chest asif it were a bayonet, gouged the soft flesh, twisted and tore as orange blood poured
down the gun and over his hands.

“l said that was enough!” Sam shouted even louder, his face red with disgust.



Buronto looked up, got angry, then redlized who he was taking to. He gill had that minimum of fear.
Besdes, this was the man who had given him the chance to kill. “Hurry up, then,” he snapped dhrilly.

Sam redlized the savage lugt of the giant was pushing any thought of servile obedience further and further
from hismind. That last had sounded much like an order, not an agreement. “I'll say who is to hurry and
when!” Sam roared.

Buronto looked at him, looked away. “Ther€ll come a day—"
“But it's damn far off!” Sam snapped. “ Now, let’s hurry.”

They moved briskly through the park. The green trees, leafy and rusling with the passage of the wind, the
grass as green as afindy woven carpet, the flowers multi-hued and full-bloomed, dl belied the horror
trangoiring in the streets beyond, denied the death and pain Buronto had perpetrated in their midgt only
moments before.

The ship was where they had I€ft it, dmogt invigble hdf submerged in a large pond, the other haf
well-hidden by thick masses of Spanish moss strung from the trees like beards. They dopped through the
water, activated the portal, and entered the last free ship on Hope.

“Now do you understand?’ Sam asked, garing the giant down.

Thelights on the control console flashed, pulsated, flooded the room with weird currents of color. Coro
sat bent over the monitoring devices, occasondly rubbing a hand across dry lips. The time had come.
Almog. Very near. Blessed be the time. Frightening too. Lotus sat beside Coro, a hand on his am,
pointing now and then to different dids and scopes.

“l understand,” Buronto growled.

“No indiscriminate killing. We have to sneak in. If we're confronted with the choice of killing a guard or
snesking past him—we sneak.”

“l don't likeit.”
“You wouldn't.”
“Or you d@ther?’ Buronto said, laughing dyly.

“It'samatter of necessity,” Sam said weerily. They had been through it ten times now. He could think of
no blunter, more forceful manner of putting it. “If you start killing everything that moves, the Centrd Being
will have us pegged and dead before we' re anywhere near It. It'll blow your head off the fird moment It
knows you' re in Raceship. It [l win, Buronto. And you'll be redl dead.”

“Okay, okay. | got it wdl enough. Play it pansy. Gerttility is the byword. No rough stuff until we bump off
the big boy. But then, migter, | am going to have mysdf alot of fun with the dugs”

“And you'll have earned it.”
“You too, huh?’

“Yeah”



“And you'll be twice as bloody about it, I'll bet.”

“Mos likdy,” Sam said, learing false-heartedly. “Twice as bloody.” He wondered how he would handle
Buronto after the misson was completed—if it was completed. It was going to be a tight Stuation. A
kill-crazy giant running amok with a laser rifle. How could he control him? If he refused to kill after the
Centrd Being was disposed of, then Buronto would redize his masochian was a front, a trick. What
would the giant’s reaction be to that? Or, rather, not what would it be—but how fast would it come?
WEéll, that was a problem he would have to think about later. Later, when he was driven to the wall.

“They seem settled for the duration, Sam,” Coro said, tumning from the controls. “ Raceship hasn't
moved snce we ve been monitoring it. But the bettle is raging beyond belief. Millions of people have
died. | wish we hadn’t waited for dark.”

“But it is dark now,” Sam answered, standing, dretching. “And we have a much better chance with
darkness as a cover.”

Buronto went to get their weagpons and a laser hand-torch.
“Look, Sam,” Coro said, moving close and whispering. “He frightens me. And—"
“Metoo.”

Coro hestated. “Yeah. | see. He may be hideous, but he's the best-looking chance we have. But do you
redly think he can kill this Central Being that easily?’

1] NO_”
“No?’

“Our God was weak and easy to digpatch because Breadloaf’s Shidd had drained Him of His strength
over the centuries. This God has not been drained.”

“Then why the devil—’
“He doesn’'t have to kill God,” Sam said, pulling the black hood of the nightsuit over his head.
“What? | don't understand this at dl.”

“Oh, he may kill God. He just might. But it isn't necessary. If we can get himin there and let God kil
him, | think—"

But Buronto had returned with arifle for each of them and a cutting torch. “Let’'s go,” he said.

The two of them stepped quietly through the porta into the black blanket of night...

XV

Raceship had settled in the vast wild game reserve that stretched forty-seven miles on a side behind the
Congressond Archives. It took a great ded of space to park a boat that big, and as he and Buronto
stood among the dill forms of oak trees looking at the vessd, Sam wondered how many animds had



been crushed by its descent. And how many tourigts.
“They camein that?’ Buronto asked.

Sam grinned. It was a difficult thing to do under the circumstances of the moment. “Scare you?’
Delicatdy, ddicately lead on the brute...

“Nah! But, Mother, how big!”

The black hull loomed so high overhead that it was difficult to tel just where it ended and the night began.
Trees had been snapped off around its base and were jutting outward like splintered toothpicks. The
earth had settled under the tremendous weight, and the ship now rested in a pit of its own meaking.

“Put these in your ears,” Sam said, handing two plugs to the giant.
“Wheat for?’

“There's an hypnotic command congtantly played in the ship. You go in there without earplugs and you'll
be blubbering like a helplessidiot in seconds.”

“But how do we tak?’

“There’'s a micro-miniature receiver, tranamitter, and amplifier in the tip. 1t touches the bones of your ear,
picks up the vibrations of your own voice from your jaw, and tranamits them to me. Mine does the same.
Jugt whigper, and I'll hear you. Of course, we won't hear anything dse”

Hesitantly, the big man followed suit, inserting the tight-fitting plugs.
“Now hold your head here,” Sam said, producing asmdl tin.
“Why? What's that?’

“Sound-proofing jdly.”

“I'll put it in mysdf.”

“Very wel.” Sam dipped hisfingersinto the thick goo, smeared it over the back of the plug and the rest
of his ears, handed the tin to Buronto.

“Remember,” Sam said, “when we get indde, no usdess—”

“Killing,” Buronto finished. “Don’t worry. Just lead mein.”

“Jud to the Ship's Core,” Sam said. “I'll take you there, but you won't catch me fighting this thing.”
“I'm not scared!” Buronto snapped, a child being tested.

“Let'sgo.”

They moved from the oaks, crouched and running, darting from one patch of growth to another. They
reached the ship without incident. Fifteen minutes later, the laser torch had burned through dl the layers
of the hull... And the snout of a laser rifle punched through the hole, amed directly between Sam's eyes.



There was a blue blast. Sam was fdling before he redlized he had not been shot. Buronto had burned the
dien down. The dug leaned out, hanging for a moment on the edge of the ragged hole, its flesh tearing on
the shards of metal poking like fingers from the rim of the cruddly cut aperture. The rifle dangled in its
pseudopod, trembled amog as aliving thing itsdf, then fdl out onto the grass. The dug gurgled, swayed,
tore itdf further on the metd, then toppled out dso, sorawling full-length a thar feet. There was a
yard-long gash on its Sde. Things spewed from it, wet and orange.

“Okay thet | killed it?” Buronto asked snidely.
Sam coughed, got up. “Yes. Fine. Very good.”
Buronto laughed, hdf a Sam’s embarrassment, hdf at the pile of gore he had made.

“It seems to have been a solitary guard,” Sam said, peering into the dimly lighted corridor. “But let's
hurry just the same.” He pulled himsalf over the slll, disappeared into the ship.

Buronto dimbed in after.
Blessed be thetime Thetimeis near.
“Thisway,” Sam hissed. “Gun at ready, but—"

“No killing unless necessary.”
“Exactly. You learn wel. Slow, but wel.”

Hdfway down this corridor, Sam planted a amdl transmitter behind the edge of a jutting beam. He
looked at his watch-screen. There was aydlow blip near the edge. That was the tranamitter. The screen
coordinates had been set S0 that, once they reached a podition where ther own blips (green) were in the
center of the screen, they would be in the middle of the ship, somewhere near Ship’s Core. They moved
on.

Though powerful and ruthless, the diens were unimaginative. The ship was void, in the corridors at lesst,
of any decoration or specid gyling. Solid gray wals, floors, and ceilings. One step brought them past the
same dghts as the last hundred had. The last thousand.

There was one danger with the earplugs. They could not hear the Racesong, but neither could they hear
the dugs coming. Two diens dithered into view a the end of the corridor, cloaks of shimmering purple
materid faling behind them and tralling a few feet on the floor. “Back!” Sam whispered.

They stood againg the wall, pressing as tight as they could to its cool surface. The dugs came on,
goparently taking, oblivious of their presence. They waked right past the two men... and whirled!
Something had registered—but too late. Buronto brought his gun up, then hesitated asif he wasn't certain
whether he should fire or not.

“Yed” Sam shouted. “Before they cdl for hep!”

Blue-blue-blue-blue. And it was over. The dugs were spattered across the floor, a few scraps of ther
bodies on fire, tiny ydlow flameslicking the rich fat.

“We have to move faster now,” Sam said. “They find these bodies and we're sunk.”



They moved, faster now. Sam thought how dreamlike the last encounter had been. Without sound, it had
dl been a grotesque parody of redity. Death without sound. Murder without screaming. Certainly, the
time was coming.

Eventudly, after many steps and many turns, the wal to their right turned from gray to a brilliant bronze.
They dung to the glittering metd and followed the wdl. In a few minutes, they discovered they had
waked in alarge circle.

“We're here” Sam croaked, mouth suddenly dry, every nerve now sharp with fear.
“Where?’
“Ship's Core. It s right ingde this glittering wall—not more than two hundred feet in diameter.”

Buronto stepped ahead of Sam to a door they had passed twice during theair cdrcumnavigation of the
chamber. “I’'m going to get it over with.”

So you can kill the dugs for fun, Sam thought. So you can gleefully romp through rivers of nice,
thick, orange blood.

Buronto twisted the knob, amost broke it off. The door hummed, lifted to reved a shimmering blue
chamber hung with webs and permeated with migts. There seemed to be darker hulks conceded in the
fog, looming like icebergs. As Sam watched from the hall, Buronto stepped through the doorway, rifle at

ready.

XVI

Buronto stepped further into the chamber. At ten feet, the mids started to closein on him. At fifteen feet,
they concedled hislegs, his hips, the back of his head.

Thefloor was spongy, pores beginning to openinit. It bounced as he stepped on it.
“I'm herel” the giant shouted defiantly.

A muffled echo was the only answer.

Then the floor heaved, and the room was dive.

It bucked, swayed, and Buronto went down. Wildy, he blasted it, boring holes through the sponge, holes
that immediatdy healed over and were full again. He tried to stand, but the body of God served as a mat
for no creature. Down he went, floor seeming to un-gel and clutch at him. He sank into it, kicked and
tried pulling free.

Sam leaned againg the wal, gripping himsaf with his arms. This God was more powerful then the lagt,
undrained. It was able to hed Itsdf where the other whimpered and died. More powerful, but ruling this
vadly shrunken universe: one ship and spoors. He watched Buronto's flesh ped away under the acidic
touch of the floor that now resembled a tongue. All in Slence, dl deadly and ill. A play seen through
other eyes. And God was winning...

But, Sam hoped, in winning, God would also lose.



Buronto struggled to his feet again, fighting mightily againgt this much superior force, fighting with panic.
Hdf his face was a bloody pulp. He held the beam on the floor, screaming steedily. Here comes the devil
to the gates of Heaven, curang and spraying foam, tossing the lightning bolts of his black power to tumble
down the equa blackness of the divinelight...

The floor bucked again. Buronto fel. And this time, he did not get up. The floor frothed, boiled about
him, and when the foam steamed away, there were only fragments of steaming, bubbling bone. No worry
now about how to handle Buronto. Now dl he had to worry about was whether or not the trick had
worked. It should have—given one fact as a truth! God mugt be, like the other God, a sado-masochist
by nature, liking to give pain—the omnipotent fist ringed with amiling lips. Surely, the very nature of God
demanded that He be aliker of pain and agiver of much of it. If this was true in this case, as it had been
with the God Hurkos had killed, then the problem was over. God was now insane.

Only one way to know for sure. Take out the earplugs...

Grabbing them, he ripped them free. The rush of sound amos knocked him down. But no Racesong.
Racesong was dead. This was nothing more than a mad, ugy babbling. God had been
crushed—mentdly, not physicdly.

Steps in consderation of a program to drive a god over the brink: 1) Assume the god is somewhat insane
dready (sadistic, masochigtic, and a bit paranoid); 2) Bring a killer into the presence of the god, and
invite the god to murder the man; 3) The god commits the murder, but in grasping for the rediation of
pan, in searching hungrily for the issuance of tortured suffering, the god encounters joy a pain and
exultation over oncoming death. Because the god iskilling a masochist, not a normd creature.

Sam had gambled that Buronto's joy at dying only for the pain—not for some great cause—would be
too dien for the Central Being. It was accustomed to the purpose of the race and would assume any race
to have a purpose. A confrontation with a creature like Buronto, one enjoying the pain and dying without
cause or reason, would disrupt the divine creature’'s basics for reasoning. It would throw Its tight,
compact scheme of things to the blazes. And there would be nathing to take their place. Once the idea of
purposalessness had planted itsdf, insanity lay only a breath away.

Perhaps that's part of our superiority, Sam thought, trying to catch his breath. Perhaps man’s
purposelessness, our aimless wandering, keeps us strong and sane enough to handle all things.
Men, living as best suits us at the moment, outlive all great causes and plans.

Sumbling, so very tired, he moved back the way he had come, back toward the hole in the hull.
Around him, dugs weaved, inundated by the babble.
Racesong was gone.

Some of them moved toward him, menacingly waving rifles, but turned away or dropped the guns in
confuson. There was no hypnotic command to kill. No submeody demanding murder. They were lost
without the Racesong, without a guiding voice. They could see no red reason to kill now. They were
beginning the same long dimb man had amog finished. Gradudly, they would become saner.

He passed the bodies Buronto was respongble for.

A hundred yards from the hole they had made, he became aware of a dug fallowing him. He turned,
Sared at it.



It mewed, not angrily.

He turned.

It moved next to him, mewing.
“Go away, dammit!” he shouted.

It mewed, mewed, somehow crossing language barriers with the question it was asking—the question
that dill lurked somewherein his own soul.

“Leave me”
Mewing, water through aflute. ..

“There will be more gods” he said, vomit suddenly touching the back of his throat. He threw up on the
wadl, leaned heavily againg the gray metd. He gagged, cleared his throat. “There will be more rungs
fdling down the ladder now.” He was talking to a hundred ghosts, living and dead, to Gnossos, Hurkos,
Buronto, Coro, Lotus, Crazy, dl the dead people in the gore-splattered streets of Hope. They tumbled
before him, insubgstantid. “There will be more gods. But the ladder is structured like a pyramid, each rung
sndler than the lagt, each god more provincid, less awesome. We Il whip them, sooner or later. WE I
swat them like flies, those awful, ponderous universe-rulers. We are not property, damn it! We are not
property! Dammit, dammit, dammit!”

The dug touched him, caled swesetly in hissing tones.

“l am not yours,” Sam spit through tightened lips. He turned and staggered toward the hole again.
The dug followed.

At the hole, he turned to it, his face flushed with an anger that had suddenly become undirectable.
It mewed.

“Dammit!” he roared. “Dammit to hdl—if thereisa hell. Man is his own god. He has to be, if there was
ever any purpose.” His mouth quivered, his eyes streamed tears. “And | am not your god!”

Hefdl through the hole and onto the grass. The dug did not follow.

In the city, the gutters were clogged with the flow of blood asit poured dlently into the sewers. The stars
were bright. The sky was without a roof. And darkness spoke to the wind.



